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A Trajectory of Sound:                            
Domenico Guaccero’s Iter inverso (1962)
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Università di Catania

Within the often unfortunate performance history of the works of Domenico 
Guaccero (1927–1984),1 Iter inverso, for 16 instruments, is among the pieces most 
affected by adverse circumstances. 

Completed at the end of October 1962, Iter inverso originated primarily within 
a publishing context, as a work intended for a parallel performance debut and 
discographic release2 by Edizioni Mercurio in Rome. Between 1961 and 1963, 
the publisher systematically focused on concert music by more or less prominent 
living composers (Luciano Chailly, Virgilio Mortari, and Ennio Porrino, among 
others).3 Particularly noteworthy is the name of Goffredo Petrassi, whose Seconda 
Serenata–Trio had been published by Edizioni Mercurio in 1963. Together with 
Firmino Sifonia (a fellow student of Guaccero under Petrassi), he may have helped 
bring about the contractual agreement.4

As the planned recording was never realized, the only performance of Iter in-
verso during the composer’s lifetime took place on 28 May 1965, at the annual 
festival of the International Society for Contemporary Music held that year in 
Madrid.5 It was not until that occasion that Guaccero and Edizioni Mercurio pro-
ceeded to finalize the contract and prepare the materials for printing and dispatch 
to Spain.6 The publisher subsequently showed diminishing interest in contempo-
rary music – as evidenced by the transfer of Petrassi’s work to another publisher 
– whereas Guaccero’s remained in Mercurio’s catalogue.
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Ten years later, Guaccero advocated for a performance of Iter inverso at the 
Incontri Musicali Romani, whose artistic programme accommodated both newly 
composed works and earlier pieces, provided they reflected the composer’s current 
artistic concerns.7 In his reply, Guaccero gave Iter inverso priority among the com-
pleted works with which he continued to identify, despite the temporal distance 
– both in view of its Italian première and the originality of its instrumentation.8 
In the end, however, the work was not selected,9 nor was Iter inverso performed in 
the monographic concert of the 1983 season of Nuova Consonanza, whose pro-
gramme underwent substantial revisions.10

The decision to forgo that performance may also have been due to difficulties 
in obtaining adequate materials, even from the composer himself. When, follow-
ing the death of Guaccero the following year, Nuova Consonanza dedicated its 
entire festival to him and rescheduled Iter inverso, the organising team – presum-
ably drawing on the composer’s archive – was able to supply the conductor Vit-
torio Parisi  with no more than a proof copy of the score.11 This proof lacked the 
improvisational schemes envisaged for many formal sections and had not yet been 
finalized in certain semiographic details; nevertheless, the individual parts had to 
be newly prepared from it. As no other copy of the Mercurio edition was found 
in Guaccero’s personal archives, this solution was adopted out of necessity and in 
good faith. The result was a performance that, albeit unwittingly incomplete with 
respect to the text, remains to this day the only aural reference to assess certain 
aspects of the stylistic and sonic conception of the work.12 

The precarious condition of the source material has unfortunately discouraged 
both new performance projects for Iter inverso and sustained or extensive musi-
cological inquiry.13 Nonetheless, a close examination of the complete score still 
reveals the work to be a significant one (as it evidently remained for Guaccero 
many years after its composition), while its title establishes a clear intertextual link 
with another of his important, slightly earlier works. Iter inverso engages broader 
compositional issues within Guaccero’s output and that of the neo-avant-garde 
movements around him: the relationship between notation and improvisation, at 
times resolved through hybrid modes of ‘regulated improvisation’; experimental 
inquiry into sound; the conception of form; and the activation of sonic space as a 
parameter of both construction and listening.

OVERALL STRUCTURE AND SOURCES

Guaccero drafted a single, brief presentation of the work, preserved on a typescript 
sheet with autograph corrections following a short curriculum vitae:

The title Iter inverso refers to the earlier work …un iter segnato (1959–60), which con-
stitutes its most immediate constructive basis. Whereas the former traced a ‘determined 
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path’ (segnato) from the extremely rapid and aleatory movement of sonic ‘atoms’ toward 
monody, Iter inverso (1962) begins from monody and proceeds toward the formation of 
permutable sonic fields, or ‘sound spheres’. Along this trajectory, as the lines crystallize 
into ‘melody’, ‘harmony’, and ‘rhythmic section’, the work briefly approaches mass music 
through linguistic modules derived from Jazz. No ideological or eschatological meaning 
is implied in this ‘journey’; it is intended solely as a description of phenomena. The work 
also stems from another line of research, namely timbral-spatial investigation. The spatial 
arrangement of the instruments causes the sonic events to move from a maximum (the 
two percussion groups) to a minimum (flute, celesta, electronic instrument, and tuba) of 
‘acoustic spectrum’ complexity, from the sides toward the center; and from a minimum 
(flute and tuba) to a maximum (percussion, marimba, and electric guitar) of attack com-
plexity, from the front and the back toward the center.14 

This text should be supplemented with the opening lines of the Annotazioni 
(Performance Notes), written earlier:

Iter inverso is to be performed Foglio by Foglio, beginning with Foglio 1 of the first part. 
Each Foglio constitutes a self-contained structural unit; however, the performance should 
not reveal discontinuities between one Foglio and the next unless this is expressly indicat-
ed.15

The work was thus conceived with a precise formal design: the alignment of a 
sequence of autonomous sound situations, not permutable in order, whose trajec-
tory was governed – according to the composer’s choice – by purely sonic charac-
teristics, without superimposed implications. Guaccero already applied this idea 
in the aforementioned …un iter segnato, where the final panel presents a feature 
(the unfolding of monody) that, here, is placed at the beginning of the trajectory 
instead. In light of substantial differences in the writing of the individual episodes 
and in the overall shaping of the sonic trajectory, Iter inverso cannot be regarded 
as a simple retrograde reinvention or permutation of …un iter segnato, although it 
does take up two similarly connoted situations (monody and jazz allusion). Nev-
ertheless, the monodic situation, placed at the opposite end of the trajectory, es-
tablishes a strongly explicit – and perhaps slightly polemical – link between the 
two scores, especially if one considers the reception of the Palermo première of the 
earlier work.

That performance of …un iter segnato elicited contrasting judgments and a 
range of aftereffects – self-criticisms, explanations, and personal clarifications – 
within the circle of figures promoting the inaugural Settimana Internazionale 
Nuova Musica.16 This circle included, alongside Guaccero himself, his Roman 
composer friends (above all Franco Evangelisti and Egisto Macchi), critics par-
ticularly attentive to the neo-avant-garde composers, the conductor – and artistic 
director of the first edition – Daniele Paris, and various cultural agents in Palermo, 
among whom, those closest to Guaccero were Francesco Agnello and, especially, 
Antonino Titone.17 To Titone, Guaccero addressed lengthy, often impassioned let-
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ters18 that – alongside other points of friction among the close yet restless associ-
ates of the Roman neo-avant-garde – deal extensively with the vicissitudes of the 
performance (with which, despite acknowledging the exceptional efforts made to 
realize it together with the entire Settimana, he could not declare himself satis-
fied), his emotional ‘flight’ at the end of the concert (which gave rise to misunder-
standings), and the aesthetic judgments that subsequently emerged.

Much of these outpourings focused precisely on the stylistic and linguistic 
force of certain episodes, above all two: the sprazzo jazz (jazz flare)19 generated – 
through a rhythmic framework based on a chronos protos, a certain prominence 
of the double bass, a recurrent use of glissandi, and the tendency of instrumental 
groups to become caught in synchronous or iterative figures – in the section be-
ginning at b. 128, along which, moreover, eight of the ten instruments move away 
from the ensemble’s initial compact disposition; and, indeed, the ‘monodic’ finale, 
following shortly thereafter (from b. 176):

I am deeply committed to that ending, and certainly not for reasons of facile populism, 
as may have appeared in the Palermo performance. Better than anyone, I know that it is 
a risky ending, somewhat ‘descriptive’ and somewhat ‘practical’, though not in the sense 
of an embrassons-nous, but rather as the abrupt interruption of an ingenuous embras-
sons-nous.20

Guaccero’s counter-observations seem aimed precisely at questioning the pro-
jection of facile ‘dramatic’ or even nostalgic meanings onto that finale, instead 
assigning it the role of a sonic – and linguistic – surprise (a rupture of the horizon 
of orthodox serial expectation),21 and thus an intrinsic value within the musical 
process.

The decision to place such an episode at the opening of the work, in Iter in-
verso, may have served several purposes for Guaccero: to mitigate the risk of a 
reading oriented toward the finale, whether in an ideological sense or in the evoca-
tion of a dramatic-rhetorical directionality of form (its ‘eschatology’, as suggested 
in the presentation cited above); to shape nonetheless clear transformations in the 
states of the sonic materials, proceeding from a condition strongly recognizable to 
the listener; and to refocus attention on sonic phenomenology as such, by virtue 
of its relocation to a different formal position.

In Iter inverso, the sequence of episodes – more or less discontinuous with one 
another – is distributed across two movements titled according to their respective 
trajectories (I. From monody to lines; II. From line to sphere),22 each articulated 
into five Fogli. By this term, in my view, Guaccero did not mean the physical 
unit of notation, but rather a distinct sonic and formal episode, akin to a Blatt. 
The synoptic plan of these Fogli for each movement, including specific and overall 
durations, is set out within an organized group of autograph sketches (hereafter 
‘macro-sketch’)23 under point ‘E’: ‘Struttura del pezzo’ (hereafter SdP, see Fig. 1).24
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figure 1. Guaccero’s ‘macro-sketch’ for Iter Inverso, point E. 
Venice, Fondazione Giorgio Cini (FGC), Guaccero Collection.  

The definitions of the Fogli/episodes will be discussed later, in relation to the 
musical substance of the work. It is worth emphasizing that, in the lower portion 
of the SdP sketch, Guaccero focuses exclusively on the ‘introduction of [elements 
of ] alea’ in as many as eight of the ten Fogli, and in fact in all those of the second 
movement.

For the last three Fogli of the latter, the notation is entirely non-conventional 
and highly indeterminate, resulting in three distinct regulated improvisations. The 
final Foglio of the first movement (no. 5) opens with a ‘jazz-schema improvisa-
tion’, graphically rendered as a rose window25 – or rotated eye – and moves to-
ward its conclusion through a phase of dissolution into a haloed monody. This 
yields a highly differentiated semiographic configuration, ranging from relatively 
‘ordinary’ Fogli to strongly atypical and aleatoric ones. Even within the former, 
however, there is oscillation between the mensural indication of durations and 
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their spatial notation: musical figures are proportionally spaced along the horizon-
tal axis and placed within temporal boxes defined by barlines between the staves, 
as in modern score transcriptions of pre-tonal polyphonic sources originally trans-
mitted in separate parts (see Fig. 2 for the first page so configured, I.5:A, in the 
published edition).26

figure 2. Iter inverso, first movement, p. 5:A. © 1965 Edizioni Mercurio (EM). Photocopy. 
FGC, Guaccero Collection.

A variety of notational configurations across relatively autonomous episodes 
– and thus a sometimes composite status of the scores27 – is, however, among the 
least significant reasons for the incompleteness of certain sources for Iter inverso. 
All the sources are listed below:
•	 AM: autograph manuscript, written freehand on large oblong sheets with 16 
staves, written on both sides (Fig. 3 shows page II.1:A).28 The source is incom-
plete, lacking two sheets (no. 9 of the first movement, corresponding to Foglio 4:C 
of the printed edition, and no. 5 of the second movement, corresponding to Foglio 
2:B of the same movement), as well as the diagram of the improvisational schema 
for I.5 and all material – rules and notation – relating to Fogli II.3, 4, and 5.29 
From this source, Guaccero began preparing a fair copy aimed at better aligning 
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the Fogli (i.e., formal episodes) with whole numbers of oblong musical pages.30 
The source also includes the first draft – partly typescript, partly manuscript – of 
the Performance Notes, as well as the Performance Rules specially for the jazz im-
provisational schema, written up on a sheet that also contains sketches for the 
twelve-tone row used in that schema (Fig. 4).31

•	 PP: print proof, incomplete with respect to the improvisational Fogli (as well as 
the general Performance Notes), produced as a heliographic copy from fair drafts 
on transparent sheets intended as the master for the Edizioni Mercurio edition 
(em). The proof already bears the publisher’s copyright, but with a date (1963) 
preceding the actual SIAE registration date (1965) indicated on the final print. 
The document was formerly held in the composer’s private archive in Rome but 
was removed in preparation for the 1984 performance at Nuova Consonanza, and 
was not returned. The original is absent from the Guaccero collection at the Fon-
dazione Cini, however a 36-page xerographic copy sent to the conductor of that 
performance, Vittorio Parisi, survives instead.32 In addition to the absence of the 
Fogli/improvisational schemas, this source differs from EM in the physical separa-
tion of landscape sheets into two vertical half-sheets intended to be reassembled 
(Fig. 5 shows p. 3, i.e., the right half of I.1:B). The proof also lacks certain details 

Figure 3. Iter inverso, second movement, ‘Foglio 1’, AM. FGC, Guaccero Collection.
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Figure 4. ‘Regole d’esecuzione’ [performance instructions] and serial sketches for jazz improvisation, 
AM. FGC, Guaccero Collection.

Figure 5. Iter inverso, first movement, p. 3 
= right half of 1:B, PP. Vittorio Parisi private 
collection. Reproduced by kind permission.
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Figure 6. Iter inverso, flute part, 
page from a set of manuscript parts. 
FGC, Guaccero Collection.

added later, which are present in the final edition; it nonetheless still preserves 
some courtesy markings that were later removed, as well as the stamp of the Ro-
man heliographic printing house. Closely related to this source is the incomplete 
set of manuscript parts for the 1984 performance (Fig. 6),33 obviously lacking the 
improvisational sections and possibly copied by a former student of Guaccero.

•	 EM: the Edizioni Mercurio edition of the score, with copyright 1965, com-
plete with all improvisational sections and their explanatory notes, final pagina-
tion, general Annotazioni (Fig. 7), and the performance instructions added to the 
musical sheets after the production of the first proof. The only complete copy (23 
sheets) with cover – however without any inscriptions – is held at the Archivio 
Musicale della RAI in Turin, sent there as a free copy by the publisher. Guaccero 
possessed, until an unspecified date, at least one complete heliographic copy of the 
edition: this is the source – without a cover – currently preserved in the archive 
of the Fondazione Isabella Scelsi, within the Michiko Hirayama collection.34 Its 
provenance is confirmed by the specific code, ‘3 A 25’, on the first oblong sheet. 
This code was assigned and signed by Guaccero on all his scores during a reorgani-
sation of his personal archive around 1970.35 An incomplete xerographic copy was 
later produced by Guaccero’s heirs: it lacks two sheets (I.1.C and I.5.B), and the 
margins are cropped in several places.36
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Figure 7. ‘Annotazioni’ [performance notes], EM. Photocopy. FGC, Guaccero Collection.

Fogli Indicazioni on the ‘macro-sketch’
(p. 2, section E)

Annotazioni [1 landscape page, not included in the 
page numbering]

I. [first movement] Da monodia a linee 7’40” circa [jazz improvisation not included]

Foglio 1: A–B–C [3 landscape sheets] Monodia 2’5”

Foglio 2: A–B [2 landscape sheets] Suoni fermi 1’45”

Foglio 3: A–B [2 landscape sheets] Pausa 3’10” [description/duration include also 
the following episode in Foglio 4]

As the Edizioni Mercurio edition (EM) is, naturally, the primary musical source 
for the analysis of the work, a synoptic foliation is provided below in relation to 
the formal segmentation (the concise description for each Foglio, as set out in 
Guaccero’s formal plan SdP at section E of the autograph ‘macro-sketch’, is used), 
adopting the final foliation wherever possible:37
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COMPOSITIONAL STRATEGIES (1): TIMBRAL, SPACE AND FORMAL TRAJECTORY

Although the formal foreground of Iter inverso lies in the succession of episodes 
in trajectories indicated by the movement titles, another decisive level for both 
local and global sonic configurations is the sound space, organized according to 
timbral criteria. Not by chance, this level is articulated in the first two sections of 
the ‘macro-sketch’ (Fig. 8), the second of which (B) explains the strategies under-
lying the non-standard spatial disposition of the instruments outlined in A. The 
diagram, through the term ‘evolution’, refers not only to an abstract paradigm but 
also to the concrete unfolding of syntagms, as reflected in the choices of instru-
mentation and musical figures within them.

Guaccero organized the timbral space along two axes oriented with respect to 
where the audience is facing: a front-to-back axis (a), defined by the complexity of 
attack transients, ranging from a minimum at the two extreme instruments (flute, 
front; tuba,38 rear) to a maximum of complexity and non-linearity in the four per-
formers positioned at mid-depth (percussion A–B, marimba, electric guitar); and 
a left-to-right axis (b), determined by the richness and variability of obtainable 
spectra, from a maximum in the two percussion setups placed at the extremes to 
a minimum in the four instruments aligned along the central line facing the con-
ductor (flute, celesta, electronic instrument,39 tuba).

With respect to the cross of inverse values produced by the combination of the 
axes for eight of the sixteen instruments, the remaining eight are arranged so as to 

Foglio 4: A–B–C [3 landscape sheets, the third page 
not entirely devoted to this episode]

Jazz [actually within Foglio 5]

Foglio 5: improvisation scheme (rosone) with specific 
performance instructions, followed by a short 
connecting passage in the final portion of Foglio 4; 
then A–B–C [3 landscape sheets and one fragment]

Linee con intorni 40” [duration excluding jazz 
improvisation]

II. [second movement] Da linea a sfera circa 5’

Foglio 1: A–B–C [3 landscape sheets] Linea conducente a 1’47”

Foglio 2: A–B [2 landscape sheets] Superficie conducente a 1’16”

Foglio 3: performance instructions on a separate 
sheet, followed by one sheet in musical notation 
(Sections I–II–III)

Superfici sovrapposte 53”

Fogli 4-5: performance instructions for both 
episodes on separate sheet, followed by one sheet 
in musical notation: Foglio 4 on the left-hand end, 
Foglio 5 on the rest of the sheet

Sfera 38”  

Totalità – con enucleazione di piccole sfere – ripresa   
27”
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Figure 8. ‘Macro-sketch’ for Iter Inverso, points A, B, C. FGC, Guaccero Collection.
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fill linear fronts of two to three instruments, generating a rhomboid figure at the 
sides. The four saxophones form a square characterized by a lower attack complex-
ity and reduced spectral richness; the outer square traced by the remaining four 
instruments (oboe and trumpet on the left side, electric violin and electric cello 
on the right) may have been suggested by the instability of the attack transient, 
intensified – in the strings – by amplification pickup.

The placement of the staves within the score system (Fig. 2) ultimately reflects 
the arrangement of the instrumental fronts from front to back (according to the 
criterion of sound attack), in groupings of 1–2–3–4–3–2–1 instruments, com-
bined with an implied left-to-right reading of the fronts (according to the spectral 
criterion). The result is a thoroughly atypical disposition on the page that is not 
intelligible without the criteria outlined above.

From today’s perspective, one could raise a number of physical-acoustic ob-
jections to these criteria, not least in light of the expansion of sound-production 
techniques which, in certain instruments, have radically transformed the timbral 
palette – an expansion in which Guaccero himself was, paradoxically, a tireless 
experimenter, and which also emerges in Iter inverso. In conceiving the work, 
however, Guaccero may have been concerned with outlining an average timbral 
behavior, schematically presented only in certain – mostly initial – zones of the 
piece, and then progressively complicated and destabilized as the music moves to-
ward more chaotic configurations of sonic texture.

A comparable process can be observed precisely in the opening formal gesture 
of the first movement of Iter inverso: Foglio I.1 consists, from b. 3 (Lento, Fig. 9),40 
of two successive monodic curves, developed in Klangfarbenspiel with partial over-
lapping of adjacent sounds. The gradual emergence of pitches through a subtle 
mutability tends, at least in the first curve, progressively to exhaust the chromatic 
total, which is saturated by b. 12. This exhaustion seems to configure a series:41 
if timbral decompositions are disregarded, the reappearances of previously stated 
pitches (confined to the final bars of the section) function as expansions of the 
prevailing monodic line toward more or less adjacent notes, with particular thick-
ening – extended to unpitched percussion sounds – for the final two elements of 
the series (bb. 10–13 in Fig. 5).

In the second monodic curve (bb. 14–26), the filling of the total chromatic 
aggregate proceeds without strict control, with numerous returns of elements be-
fore its completion. This second curve also begins from spectrally ‘poor’ configu-
rations: the first three pitches (A♭, C, A, bb. 14–15) are exchanged among tuba, 
electronic instrument, and flute—that is, three of the four instruments belonging 
to the spectrally most basic set; the saturation here is strongly oriented toward 
the timbral spectrum, with a massive contribution of percussion from bar 24 on-
ward.42
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Whereas the two curves of Foglio I.1 evoke, in the textural evolution of the 
monody, a dimensional ascent in the direction suggested by the movement ti-
tle, Foglio I.2 (Fig. 10 shows page A) calls the monodic sound configuration into 
question by other means. Sparsely distributed sounds, often sustained at length; 
dynamics never exceeding a medium level (with slow [de]crescendi or sudden 
flexuosities); microintervals; two brief panels (bb. 30–32 and 38–39) reserved for 
percussion alone; and, in the remaining panels, a focus on aggregates of superim-
posed sounds:43 all contribute to a sense of emptying, suspension, and stasis (the 
‘still sounds’ of SdP). Guaccero had already envisaged in the ‘macro-sketch’ the 
«possibility of reverse reading» for the entire Foglio, conceiving it as non-direc-
tional: ultimately, he chose to employ it twice, as I.2 and II.1, allowing in I.2 the 
option of either forward or reverse reading, while prescribing – so as to avoid the 
exact repetition of episodes – the use of the alternate reading in II.1.

Foglio I.3 (bb. 45–66) continues, in a more linear manner, the process of sonic 
depletion – Pause in SdP – and the substitution of pitches with unpitched percus-
sion sounds or analogous effects (strikes on the body of the electric guitar, battuto 

Figure 9. Iter inverso, first movement, p. 1:A, EM. Rome, Archivio Fondazione Isabella Scelsi (hereafter 
AFIS), Hirayama Collection, series 3, folder 19/48. Reproduced by kind permission.
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oltre il ponticello on the electric cello). Here, Guaccero employs – not considering 
refractions onto adjacent pitches – a variant of the series presented at the begin-
ning of I.1, incomplete owing to the extreme rarefaction of the texture.44

In Foglio I.4 (bb. 67–85), the sonic material passes through phases of coagula-
tion around melodic hints (e.g., Ex. 1, bb. 68–69) or around even highly massive 
vertical events (Ex. 2, bb. 74–76). These figural extremes of density, which none-
theless do not exclude the presence of silences and rarefactions, lend the episode 
a formal function as a bridge toward the final Foglio (I.5), opened by the Jazz 
Improvisation.45 Assigned to eight instruments only,46 this section is to be carried 
out on the basis of a schema (Fig. 11) that synthetically defines the materials: for 
pitch, two twelve-tone series readable in both treble and bass clefs; for rhythmic 
sequences, notated as values outside strict meter but referable to a gently synco-
pated style derived from classical swing; for dynamic levels, whose central im-
age inverts – within the diagram of maximum–medium–minimum values – the 
star-shaped figure associated with the timbral aspect. Certain prescriptions (serial 
organization, fragmentation of rhythmic modules in the melodic instruments, 
partial permutability, and differentiation of dynamics) suggest an aim of estrange-
ment in the sonic result with respect to the jazz stylistic horizon, toward which no 
more than an ‘approximation’ is intended.

Figure 10. Iter inverso, first movement, p. 2:A, EM. AFIS, Hirayama Collection. 
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After a brief connective passage involving once again almost all the instruments 
over a rapid percussion improvisation, the Foglio resumes and reaches its epilogue 
within a time = space notational framework. The situation is comparable to that 
of Foglio I.1: two large arcs of sonic densification culminate in corresponding in-
tensity climaxes around forte (the second with the concluding participation of the 
percussion in a constellation – together with marimba and electric guitar – of 
maximal attack complexity). The handling of the pitch parameter traces a tra-
jectory toward a refracted linearity (‘linee con intorni’, lines with surroundings, 
in SdP): the notion of ‘lines’ (in the plural), toward which Guaccero directs the 
transformations of sonic configurations, appears to be related more to the stitch-
ing of textures and to timbral articulation than to a concept – albeit reconsidered 
– of polyphony.

The first Foglio of the second movement reintroduces, in its opening section 
(II.1:A, Fig. 3 in the AM source), Foglio I.2 in a reading reversed with respect 
to that chosen in the first movement (cf. Fig. 10). The process thus resumes one 
step back from the arrival point of the preceding movement – the illusory multi-
plication of lines – returning to a condition of a single ‘line’, essentially a mon-

Examples 1-2. Iter Inverso, first movement, excerpts: (left) bb. 68–69; (right) bb. 74–76. 
EM, photocopy. FGC, Guaccero Collection.
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ody thickened and timbrally refracted. 
This solution plays on the idea of a 
‘false repetition’, as a recapitulation of 
the sonic trajectory prior to its further 
development: the continuation of II.1 
(folios B–C, notated in a time = space 
system) is in fact identical to the sec-
ond arc (beats 33–52) of I.5, up to the 
entry cue of the percussion across the 
entire front of complex attacks (from 
beat 19 in II.1:C). This idea (Ex. 3) is 
then extended and enriched with fur-
ther events, all characterized by a strong 
noise component in attack-timbre and 
by indeterminacy of pitch (two-finger 
pizzicato, strikes on the instrument 
body, clusters).

With the seamless transition into 
Foglio II.2,47 the overall situation ap-
pears transformed, particularly in 
II.2:A. The density of the sound actions 
is very high, and almost all instruments 
exhibit an aggressive denaturation of 
their ordinary timbre, producing a gen-
eral effect of distortion. This should re-
alize – according to the ‘macro-sketch’ 
– the passage from line to surface (‘linea 
conducente a | superficie’, subsequently 
affirmed in II.2:B (Ex. 4). At the be-
ginning, sonic events coagulate into 
synchronous attacks, whose ensuing du-
ration is cued by the conductor accord-
ing to the general fermata signs. These 
surfaces combine the timbral fronts in 
different ways, with a minimum of two 

Figure 11. Iter inverso, first movement, the ‘rose 
window’ for the jazz improvisation, EM. 
AFIS, Hirayama Collection. 

or three instruments;48 the final gesture of densification involves all instruments 
except those of the central front characterized by maximal attack complexity. Be-
yond capturing a kind of ‘negative’ of many nodal situations, the event brings the 
behavior of the other instruments closer to that front, as their sound production 
becomes increasingly destabilized and chaotic.
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Example 3. Iter inverso, second 
movement, Foglio 1:C, beats 17-28. EM, 
photocopy. FGC, Guaccero Collection.

Example 4. Iter inverso, second 
movement, Foglio 2:B, beginning. EM, 
photocopy. FGC, Guaccero Collection.
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The final three Fogli coincide with three semi-improvisations, which are tightly 
regulated in both material and performance rules. Foglio II.3 (Fig. 12), in three 
sections I–II–III, instructs the conductor to cue, for each section, the successive 
entry of four groups of four instruments, in a different way each time. However, 
the metronomic tempo to be applied to the time = space notation is entrusted to 
a designated group leader, indicated in turn – twice for six instruments – by a cir-
cled mark in the sketches and in the score. The overlapping surfaces consistently 
correspond to polytimbral configurations defined by [non-]coincidence within a 
given spatial front: in section I, the fronts are the unitary ones of maxima/minima; 
in section III, maxima and minima are combined in a nonetheless symmetrical 
arrangement, which also governs the mixtures in section II.

These combinations are visible in the section rotated by 90° within the area 
of the ‘macro-sketch’ assigned to no. 8 (Fig. 13).49 Other sketches from this area 
appear to have served Guaccero as a reservoir of ideas; they were not exploited in 
Foglio 3 but used in the subsequent one. This applies particularly to point 5 of 

Figure 12. Iter inverso, second movement, Foglio 3, EM. AFIS, Hirayama Collection. 
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Figure 13. ‘Macro-sketch’ for Iter Inverso, point n. 8. FGC, Guaccero Collection.

the sketch, which is decisive for Foglio 4 (Sfera in the SdP, left part of Fig. 14): 
the five cues given by the conductor, at strictly specified temporal values, involve 
progressively larger portions of the ensemble (up to the full group) in the realiza-
tion of fields of sonic behaviour outlined in the three upper lines for each of the 
remaining parameters. The prescription of maximal articulation speed aims to pul-
verize parametric oscillations, simulating a sonic sphere that is both swarming and 
constantly changing at every moment, leading to a form of ‘total improvisation’ in 
which individual events are absorbed into a chaotic texture.

The final Foglio – right-hand portion of Figure 14 – once again sets the two 
customary extreme timbral fronts in opposition, within an episode shaped by a 
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subdued sonority (ranging from possible ppp to medium level) and by the rep-
resentation of the underlying sonic materials through graphic devices. The four 
graphic variants of the signs (filled, hollow, dotted, dashed) are freely permuted 
by the individual performers of the three groups;50 meanwhile, the fourth group 
is cued by the conductor – at intervals marked by extended pauses – to provide 
auxiliary materials, within which the pitch G4 is both polarized and redundant.51

COMPOSITIONAL STRATEGIES (2): NOTATION AND TIMBRAL RESEARCH

From the sketch stage onward, Guaccero organized a timbral palette linked to a 
synthetic semiography: signs which, apart from a few graphic-analogical ones, en-
code a performance instruction through a conventional element that is as simple 
as possible, combinable with others of the same kind, and usable with different 
meanings across different instrumental families: see the Annotazioni in EM (Fig. 7) 
and point C (Fig. 8, bottom) on the first page of the ‘macro-sketch’.

Figure 14. Iter inverso, II. mov., Fogli 4–5, EM. AFIS, Hirayama Collection. 
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The timbral solutions partly draw on those consolidated from the early twenti-
eth century to the more material arsenal of the informal neo-avant-garde: for the 
strings (here, moreover, amplified), harmonics, pizzicato with string rebound (the 
so-called Bartók-pizzicato) or with the fingernails, rubbing with the wood of the 
bow, use of the plectrum, excitation of the strings at various points – fingerboard, 
center, bridge – up to battuto or pizzicato beyond the bridge, and hits on the body 
of the instrument; for the woodwinds, excitation of the air column by means of 
the uvula, spoken voice, or tightened lips; for percussion, excitation – where pos-
sible – at the center/semi-center/edge/beyond the edge of the sounding body, with 
different beaters,52 and with possible interference between sounding bodies (e.g., a 
cymbal placed upside down on a timpano); for all, flexibility of intonation, tremo-
los/reiterations, and vibrated or steady sounds.

Alongside these, and the lexicon of pitch-based figures with timbral impli-
cations (trills, clusters, glissandi), experimental solutions likely tested empiri-
cally by Guaccero appear, such as pizzicato with two fingers of the left hand on 
the stopped pitch.53 Some were drawn from a trusted performer, named in the 
sketches: the ‘manner of striking […] or scraping’ on string instruments learned 
through the cellist Italo Gomez, or the ‘blown sounds’ emerging from discussions 
with the violist Dino Asciolla, noted with the intention of using them in the sec-
ond movement.54 It is unclear whether these refer to two semiographies absent 
from the initial annotations, yet in fact employed in the cello in II.2:B (Ex. 5a–b) 
and in the violin elsewhere.55

Example 5a-b. Iter inverso, second movement, 
Foglio 2:B, cello staff, beats 13 and 26. EM, 
photocopy. FGC, Guaccero Collection. 

The final case described appears particularly significant. On the one hand, it 
confirms the neo-avant-garde compositional tendency to probe the sonic domain 
with the assistance – regarding performance techniques – of an expert performer 
equally inclined to explore new paths, in a constant feedback between composi-
tion and performance;56 on the other hand, it reinforces in Guaccero the idea of a 
formal planning grounded largely in the metamorphosis of timbre, oriented here 
toward a departure from ordinary behaviors. The ‘blown sounds’ were intended 
to characterize the second movement, that is, the process of textural complexifi-
cation, together with other strategies for increasing sonic entropy: the continuous 
and structural (no longer merely signaletic or coloristic) intervention of the per-
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cussion–marimba–electric guitar group, and progressively more distorted timbral 
mixtures.

COMPOSITIONAL STRATEGIES (3): ALEA AND FORM, EARLY 1960S

Immediately below the plan for the structure of the work in the ‘macro-sketch’ 
(section E; see Fig. 1), Guaccero set out aleatoric procedures, in a series of num-
bered points up to 10, to be applied to the work’s ten individual Fogli. One notes, 
first of all, the sheer number of indications: no fewer than eight of the ten sections 
were to involve aleatoric procedures of various kinds and with increasing impact. 
The first two situations – respectively for I.2, with implications for II.1, and for I.3 
– are limited, the former by the choice of the sheet’s reading direction, the latter 
by a choice (by the conductor) among three possible metronome progressions in 
specific measures. The situation for I.5, involving improvisation on a jazz schema, 
and the remaining sheets of II, entails a higher degree of unpredictability in the 
details, while still resolving into instructions that shape the overall configuration.

In relation to the list in the sketch, Guaccero introduced various changes in 
the second movement: some ideas were omitted or substantially transformed (no. 
7); others are more clearly recognizable, as in no. 8 = Foglio II.3 (‘composition 
of different groups (“surfaces”) capable of superimposition – internal alea within 
the group – internal group leader’). Although the elaborate performance rules 
sketched in full under no. 8 (Fig. 13) were streamlined, retaining the idea of a 
group leader marked with a small circle, but transferring to the following section 
(no. 957 = Foglio II.4) the strategies of indeterminacy outlined in point 5 of no. 8, 
with further adjustments. Finally, the use of visual suggestions is confined to no. 
10 = Foglio II.5 for the three groups free to manage their own entries.

The engagement with aleatory technique here should be understood within 
several contextual perspectives, revolving around the composer’s own reflection, 
his Roman intellectual and compositional circle, and the international horizon. 
The first to introduce the problem in the Roman context was Franco Evangelis-
ti.58 Initially practiced as a local indeterminacy of sonic material (Proiezioni sonore, 
1956), aleatory procedure gradually extended to the overall organization of com-
position, leaving open yet predetermined certain permutation processes – param-
eters, entries, and succession of sections – and treating time as a variable resolved 
in performance (Proporzioni, Aleatorio, Random or not Random, Die Schachtel, be-
tween 1958 and 1963).

In those years, Guaccero addressed aleatory technique through a series of crit-
ical essays, the most substantial of which (1961)59 falls precisely between the two 
Iter. In it, the composer attempts a systematization based on the increasing au-
tonomy of the sign from the sound, with implications for the relations between 
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compositional thought, performative action, and sonic result. In the general 
framework he proposes,60 the basic type of disjunction between sign and sound 
is that which was already practiced at the outset of …un iter segnato: figures not 
precisely performable due to their excessive speed and technical difficulty, but 
grasped in their overall, statistical effect. Subsequent types, exemplified in coeval 
works and further developed in Iter inverso, include: choice of reading direction 
(Stockhausen’s Zyklus); non-metric performance outcomes (space-time notation – 
as in Berio’s Sequenza for flute – or sequences of fermatas of variable duration); 
displacement or ad libitum ordering of articulated formants (Boulez’s Troisième 
Sonate); displacement or reordering of blocks (Stockhausen’s Klavierstück XI, 
Otte’s Tropismen); and improvisation prompted by graphic figures that relinquish 
exhaustive parameter control, focusing instead on selected aspects (Kagel’s Tran-
sición II).61 In his own work, however, Guaccero avoids the more radical forms: 
autonomous pictographic notation with musical or mimetic value, chance opera-
tions, and formal disintegration (the ‘scattered sheets’ of Cage’s Concerto for Piano 
and Orchestra). At the time, the same ethical and poetic imperative articulated 
years earlier by Boulez still applied to him: to avoid recourse to chance as a short-
cut or abdication of formal responsibility, or as mere delegation to the performer, 
and instead to compel aleatory processes to provide an account.62

The use of graphic notation may appear to the composer particularly consist-
ent with the metaphors of a dimensional leap in space, central to the epilogue 
of the formal trajectory toward a kind of three-dimensionality, which is indeed 
realized – according to an intentional semiographic plan – in II.5 of Iter inverso.63 
By 1962, Guaccero had not yet adopted strictly graphic-analogical solutions of 
the kind already explored by Sylvano Bussotti (whom he certainly knew):64 the 
geometric layouts in Schemi or Verglenzboysuchos concerned matrices to be filled 
or partially filled with notation, whereas in …un iter segnato, Improvvisazione per 
viola and Studio per un quartetto the notation is closer to that of Iter inverso in its 
fully notated sheets.

In the compositional debates of the time, aleatory technique in Guaccero 
also functions as a means of super-organizing the sonic construct in a dimen-
sional sense. In articles published in Ordini, both Guaccero and his colleague 
Titone65 emphasized a multidimensional conception of sound, describing it in 
the traditional terms of ‘counterpoint’ among the four fundamental parametric 
dimensions. Titone’s text, in its conclusion, already approached the problem of 
parametric indeterminacy; a year later, Guaccero would use the concept of alea 
to explain to Titone, in multidimensional terms, the much-discussed opening of 
…un iter segnato: the aim was, consciously, to achieve a chaotic, statistical, and 
nebulized sonic construct, pushing the pitch parameter toward an indeterminacy 
enforced by execution speed, and bringing perceptual factors such as dynamics (as 
soft as possible) and articulation to the foreground.66
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In conclusion, in Iter inverso, aleatory technique is embedded within a net-
work of compositional solutions, and a project of transformation and sonic ‘scan-
ning’including spatial listening – of materials, which are essentially informal.67 
This network operates both as a device for parametric characterization, and for 
relational control among syntactically relevant sonic information (i.e., capable of 
generating higher-order dimensional configurations), and as an activator of per-
ceptual eclipses or emergences, as well as a generator of complex yet recognizable 
textures defined by specific sonic traits. The aleatory component within such a 
network is also linked to the contemporary concept of the opera aperta, which 
Guaccero, in turn, did not fully subsume under the informal poetics.68 The work 
thus appears to be situated – both theoretically and practically – within a post-se-
rial horizon:69 the trajectory of interconnected configurations, compositional 
techniques and traces of notations in an almost didactic manner, a step-by-step 
phenomenology of sound exiting the orbit of serialism, while nevertheless retain-
ing combinatorial processes.
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hand column lists the formal episodes/Fogli 
with regard to their page layout in EM, while 
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brackets certain divergences from the final 
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appear to require an extraordinary range, espe-
cially if the indications 1↓ and 2↑ are to be un-
derstood as one octave below and two octaves 
above (thus exceeding an overall span of eight 
octaves). Instruments such as the Ondioline 
or the Ondes Martenot can therefore be ex-
cluded. It may be hypothesized that, in 1962, 
Guaccero was instead thinking of the Fono-
synth, recently built in Rome by Paolo Ketoff 
with the assistance of Giuliano Strini, on the 
initiative and design of Gino Marinuzzi Jr.; by 
1965, the role might also have been fulfilled 
by the Synket, likewise developed by Ketoff 
(Luigino Pizzaleo, Il liutaio elettronico. Paolo 
Ketoff e l’invenzione del Synket, Roma: Aracne, 
2014).

40	 The onset of the first monodic curve is 
preceded by a brief ‘curtain-raiser’ (Fig. 9, 
I.1:A, bb. 1–2) marked by a strongly contrast-
ing timbral behavior: first, rhythmically irreg-
ular bursts (percussion, marimba in glissando 
up to a cluster, electric guitar with strikes 
on the body, amplified strings battuto oltre 
il ponticello), followed by the release halos of 
the flute (sustained tone) and trumpet (with 
closed mute and vibrato), featuring a masked 
– or, in the flute, already neutral – attack tran-
sient and a corresponding flattening of the 
spectrum.

41	 The series is as follows (in parentheses are the 
satellite pitches employed, alongside the struc-
tural pitches, toward the conclusion of the first 
wave): C, B♭, A, B, F, C♯, D, G, E, G♭ (F), A 
(B♭, B, D) || E♭.

42	 Earlier in the curve, a percussion instrument 
– a Chinese gong in tremolo – had merely 
colored the G0 of the electronic instrument at 
b. 20.

43	 In these panels, the use of instruments belong-
ing to the axis of minimal spectral value pre-
dominates, particularly at the beginning (bb. 
27–28, flute and electronic instrument) and at 
the end (b. 44, celesta, electronic instrument, 
and tuba) of the Foglio.

44	 As to the metronomic oscillation, see infra 
‘Compositional Strategies (3): Alea and form, 
early 1960s’.

45	 In SdP, the jazz [improvisation] belongs in fact 
to Foglio I.4, rather than to the subsequent 
one.

46	 For the ‘melodic’ section: alto and tenor saxo-
phones, marimba, and trumpet; for the ‘rhyth-
mic’ section: percussion A–B, electric guitar 
and cello.

47	 The time = space notation continues across 
the two Fogli, without resetting the count of 
beat-units (II.2:A occupies beats 34–50); in 
the transition, only four instruments present 
measured values for two beat-units, amount-
ing to a single bar of 2/2.

48	 Among the more recognizable aggregates in 
Ex. 4, one may note the eleventh unit: a dis-
sonant complex with microtonal oscillations, 
assigned to the four instruments belonging to 
the axis of lower spectral complexity.

49	 This is the lower section of p. 3 of the ‘mac-
ro-sketch’ (see footnote 23).

50	 The four successions must be completed 
within the duration of the Foglio, between 25’’ 
and 28’’, with the possibility of repeating ma-
terials if this total duration has not yet been 
reached: the reading of a single system – four 
units at a metronome marking of 50 – takes 
approximately 5 seconds, followed by a brief 
pause.

51	 Specific sketches for Foglio II.5, titled Ul-
timo numero (dur. 27’’), appear in the ‘mac-
ro-sketch’ on p. 4 (upper section). The choice 
of a polarized and redundant sound corre-
sponds with the verbal annotation ‘un suono 
fisso’, already deriving from the note drafted at 
the bottom of section E (Fig. 1): ‘formazione 
di punti fermi [drawing], con suoni fermi nel 
magma’.
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52	 Among those initially envisaged in the ‘mac-
ro-sketch’ was also a whip (see the crossed-out 
indication at no. 12.d of point C in Fig. 8).

53	 In point C of the ‘macro-sketch’ (Fig. 8), the 
sign is drafted just above number 13, perhaps 
because it was initially intended to denote a 
hit on the instrument’s body.

54	 These two solutions are listed, together with 
the performer’s names, in the field ‘In seconda 
parte’ within the ‘macro-sketch’, p. 4.

55	 The two examples refer respectively to beat-
cells 14 and 26 of the sheet; in the second 
case (also present in the violin at cell 12 of the 
sheet, Ex. 4, i.e., the possible ‘blown sounds’), 
one may infer a light picchettato on an atypical 
harmonic of the third string.

56	 Among the extensive musicological literature 
on this topic, cf. ‘Archival Research and Per-
formance: Perspectives on Twentieth-Century 
Music’, ed. by Alessandro Cecchi and Ingrid 
Pustijanac, Archival Notes, 7, 2022.

57	 See Fig. 1, under letter E: ‘totalità di esecutori 
con schemi di frequenza : improvvisazione to-
tale in pianissimo – suggerimenti visivi (niente 
scritto)’.

58	 Cf. Franco Evangelisti, ‘Ambiguità e opera’ 
[1960], in: Dal silenzio a un nuovo mondo so-
noro, Roma: Semar, 1991. pp. 27–44. Guac-
cero was aware also of the debate within the 
Milanese circle of Berio and Eco – whose aes-
thetic categorisation as opera aperta was just 
about to be coined – by the collection of writ-
ings published in Incontri musicali, 4, 1959.

59	 Domenico Guaccero, ‘L’“alea”, da suono a 
segno grafico’ [1961], in: ‘Un iter segnato’. 
Scritti e interviste, a cura di Alessandro Mastro-
pietro, San Giuliano Milanese: Ricordi-LIM, 
2005, pp. 60–80. 

60	 Guaccero, ‘L’“alea”, da suono a segno grafico’, 
p. 74.

61	 These four correspond roughly to the ‘three 
degrees’ summarized earlier in: Domenico 
Guaccero, ‘Alea, lingua ed interpretazione mu-
sicale’ [1961], in ‘Un iter segnato’, p. 56.

62	 Pierre Boulez, ‘Aléa’, Nouvelle Revue Française, 
59, November 1957, pp. 839–857: 845 (cited 
– in Italian – in: Guaccero, ‘Alea, lingua’, pp. 
55–56). Boulez’s text, translated in Italian in 
1968, could at that time have been known by 

Guaccero at the Darmstadt Ferienkurse, a con-
text where an intense compositional reception 
and aesthetic debate on aleatory technique had 
been developing (Pascal Decroupet, ‘Aleatorik 
und Indetermination – Die Ferienkurse als 
Forum der Europäischen Cage-Rezeption’, in: 
Gianmario Borio–Hermann Danuser, Im Ze-
nit der Moderne, 4 voll., Rombach: Freiburg 
im Breisgau, 1997, v. 2, pp. 189–275).

63	 For this episode, Guaccero drafted specific 
sketches in the ‘macro-sketch’, p. 4.

64	 Three of his Piano Pieces for David Tudor had 
already been performed in Rome in 1959, in 
their Italian premiere, as part of an event asso-
ciated with the launch of the journal Ordini, 
of which Guaccero was an editor (Daniela 
Tortora, Nuova Consonanza. Trent’anni di 
musica contemporanea in Italia (1959–1988), 
Lucca: LIM, 1990, p. 30).

65	 Domenico Guaccero, ‘Problemi di sintassi 
musicale I’, Ordini, 1, 1959, pp. 27–41; An-
tonino Titone, ‘Ordine e quadrimensionalità’, 
Ordini, 1, 1959, pp. 42–47.

66	 Cf. the letter from Guaccero to Titone, 28 
May 1960, in: ‘Dieci lettere’, pp. 149–150: 
‘Perché [chiami] “inutile casino” quello che 
invece vuole essere un “casino” ma utile, cioè 
non pretende di essere altra cosa da un casino? 
[…] il casino è soltanto temporale, mentre 
le altezze, anche se estremamente fratturate 
nei singoli strumenti, hanno una coerenza di 
ritorni nei medesimi “luoghi”, cioè in quei 
punti cerco di attuare la famigerata quadridi-
mensionalità con la indistinzione ritmica e la 
distinzione delle frequenze e delle intensità’.

67	 Gianmario Borio, Musikalische Avantgarde um 
1960. Entwurf einer Theorie der informellen 
Musik, Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 1993.

68	 Guaccero, ‘L’“alea”, da suono a segno grafico’, 
pp. 71–72.

69	 Within this horizon, key composer-theorists 
of reference include Xenakis (Iannis Xenakis, 
‘La crise de la musique sérielle’, Gravesaner 
Blätter, 1, 1956, pp. 2–4, and following writ-
ings) and Ligeti (György Ligeti, ‘Wandlungen 
der Musikalischen Form’ [1958], Die Reihe, 7, 
1960, pp. 5–17, now in: Gesammelte Schriften, 
hrsg. von Monika Lichtenfeld, Basel–Mainz: 
Sacher Stiftung-Schott, 2007, pp. 85–105).
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