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THE FORMAL, TONAL, AND HARMONIC LOGIC OF 
L. VAN BEETHOVEN’S AN DIE FERNE GELIEBTE

(TO THE DISTANT BELOVED) (OP. 98) SONG CYCLE1 

GABRIELA COCA2 

SUMMARY. This paper is an analysis of Beethoven's song cycle An die ferne 
Geliebte (To the Distant Beloved), op. 98, formally, tonally and harmonically. 
After a brief introduction, the author takes the songs in order, describing 
them analytically, placing the interesting and idiosyncratic arrangements in 
the light of the lyrics. She draws dramaturgical parallels between the text 
and the musical arrangements. Finally, she illustrates her analysis with 
formal and tonal summary tables and graphs, thus helping to understand 
and summarise the songs. 

Keywords: Beethoven, An die ferne Geliebte, To the Distant Beloved, op. 98, 
harmony, musical forms, tonal logic 

Beethoven composed his song cycle in April 1816, based on the 
poems of Alois Isidor Jeitteles. Alois Isidor Jeitteles (1794-1858) was born in 
Brno. He studied philosophy in Prague and Brno and then graduated from 
Viennese medical school. He worked as a doctor in Brno, while at the same 
time being active as a poet, translator, and newspaper editor. He wrote his 
poems entitles An die ferne Geliebte (To the Distant Beloved) in 1815, when he 
was 21 years old. Beethoven knew him and his cousin Ignaz, but it is unclear 
whether Jeitteles wrote the poem cycle specifically for him or whether 
Beethoven had access to a work that had already been published. 

1 First published in Hungarian, in printed form, with the title: „Ludwig van Beethoven: ’An die 
ferne Geliebte’ dalciklusának formai, tonális és harmóniai logikája, in: Beethoven 250, 
University of Szeged, Juhász Gyula Pedagogical Institute, Music Department, Szeged, 
Hungary, 2020, pp. 37-48. ISBN: 978-963-315-456-4 

2 University Professor, PhD Habil., Babeș-Bolyai University of Cluj-Napoca, Reformed 
Theology and Music Faculty, Department of Music. E-mail: gabriela.coca@ubbcluj.ro / 
gabriela.coca.66@gmail.com 
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 The duplication in m. 33-34 is resumed in the next two measures (m. 
35-36) with a change in the harmony content, thus achieving a new 
duplication of the duplication. 

Along with the simultaneous use of minor and diminished seventh 
chords on the same root, the combination of the later with minor sevenths 
and the major ones is also of great significance for Ravel’s writing, but also 
for Debussy’s.18 In this respect, m. 35-36 show a diminished chord with minor 
seventh, first at the upper second, then at a lower semitone. 

In a later stage (m. 37) the process of fragmentation is continued in 
the context of a duplicate section, where the relation between the diminished 
chord with minor seventh and the major is one of an upper perfect fourth. 
While in m. 37 and 38 the constant harmonic element consisted of the 
diminished chords with minor seventh (G♯-B-D-F♯) in the context of changing 
major chords, in m. 36 and 37 the harmonic persistence is ensured by the G-
B-D major chord, the variable elements being the diminished chords with 
minor seventh that precede this harmonic structure. 

The second stage of development ends with a totalization achieved 
by a rapid ascending passage of hemidemisemiquavers (end of m. 37) in a 
quasi-improvisational manner, based on symmetrical structures. All these 
solutions point on the one hand to a typical impressionist musical thinking, 
and on the other, they are the expression of intense developments based on 
the remarkable increases of the informational flow. 

The third stage of development (m. 38-50) is articulated in three 
segments: s. 1 (m. 38-40), s. 2 (m. 41-42) and s. 3 (m. 43-50). In the latter, 
the musical material of m. 48-49 has a certain function of totalization in the 
context of a rhythm that tends towards the freedom of a rubato, where the 
duration of the sonorities begins to become free: 

E.g. 16 
 

 
Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 48. 

 
18 For example, Debussy: Trois nocturnes, p. I, Nuages (Une peu animé, from m. 64), where 

the solo flute is followed by the solo violin with the same chordal pattern; or at the beginning 
of Ravel’s Daphnis et Chloé’s second suite there is also a similar combination (diminished 
chord with minor seventh and a major one with minor seventh = acoustic formula, where 
the two chords are in a pole-antipole relationship). 
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Even if m. 49-50 bring some musical materials related to interior 
fragmentation, they still continue this totalization of the quasi-free sound 
areas: 

 
E.g. 17 

 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 49-50. 
 

In s. 1 the symmetrical structures dominate the melodic line: D-C♯ - 
axis of symmetry, G♯-Fx, G♯-B-D. The segment begins with a duplication (m. 
38 and 39), having as harmonic structure a combination of a major chord and 
a diminished one with minor seventh on the same root, followed by a 
measure of totalization, with internal fragmentations. From m. 41-42 the 
duplications continue on a larger scale. The first duplication from m. 38 and 
39 is omitted, the material being resumed sequentially only once together 
with the musical material of m. 40 (on the upper perfect fourth). Thus, 
sequential developments and duplications merge further, which means a 
fusion between the constructive principles of Impressionism and that of a 
traditional sonata development. 

S. 3 continues this fusion, by the duplicative resumption of s. 2, along 
with a rather abrupt sequential development, less characteristic of 
impressionist duplications. From m. 44 a bitonal element is introduced (C♯-
E-G-A♯-B♯ = elliptical alpha chord in a pole-antipole relationship with the 
previous one: Fx-A♯-C♯-E♯), which will be the basis of an intensified 
fragmentation, achieved through successive sequences. These take place 
first at the upper major second (m. 45) by a pendulum between two 
diminished sonorities of an upper-lower minor third relationship; then (in m. 
46-47) to an upper augmented second, where it turns into an ostinato with 
four repetitions of the material consisting of four chords with their roots in 
ascending chromatic progression. The first of them is a diminished chord with 
minor seventh, which thus ensures the harmonic continuity already used, the 
following ones being included in two hexatonic systems: 
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E.g. 18 
 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 46. 
 

Stopping the sequences is compensated by doubling the speed of 
the harmonic change (from quaver to quaver, instead of changing on beats). 
The totalization already mentioned above (from m. 48-49) brings an 
extension of the sound area’s ambitus and introduces an anhemitonic 
pentatonic system in opposition to the chromatic bass of the lower voice. It 
is therefore superimposed a diminished chord with minor seventh in inversion 
with a pentatonic system on the same root. This solution prepares the 
bitonality applied consistently in the next stage. 

Like the second one, the fourth stage of development is based on the 
varied theme head of B consisting of three segments: s. 1 (m. 51-55), s. 2 
(m. 56-60) and s. 3 (m. 60-61). 

Segment 1 begins with a duplication (m. 51-52), where the material’s 
repetition, like the exposition of theme B, is achieved by a register change 
and densification through parallel chords. In terms of harmonic structure, this 
material tends towards a bitonality circumscribed by a pole-antipole 
relationship, based on the following chords: G♯-D♯-F♯-A♯-C♯ an 11th chord, 
D-F♯-A-B♯-E♯ a double third-chord, and a G♯-D-F♯-A-B♯ sonority, where the 
antipole relationship and the acoustic structure are both present in a 
bitonality based on the harmonics series and the polarity of the circle of fifth 
alike. 

The fragmentation in m. 53 and 54 is achieved through two 
duplications. We notice the persistence of the last structure (m. 54), which 
brings some permutations of the notes, followed by totalization (m. 55) also 
with a pole-antipole axis (F♯-B♯), based on a perfect fifth and an acoustic 
sonority on the two roots. This solution aims, therefore, also a special 
combination related to the axial system and a return to the G♯-D-F♯-A 
sonority with bitonal antipolarity and with a mobile cluster between D and G♯ 
described chromatically: 
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E.g. 19 
 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 53-55. 
 
 

This means a visionary musical thinking, manifested later in the 
so-called axial system of Bartók creation, respectively in the idea of sound 
space where moments gradually melt into a unitary whole, by applying 
temporal sound segments characteristic of the compositional methods of 
Ligeti and Lutosławski.19 

S. 2 (m. 56-60) continues the circumscription of bitonal sonorities. We 
emphasize, however, that in both s. 1 and s. 2 the virtual existence of the 
G♯2 by the cyclic return to it as a kind of pivotal sound, underlines this trend. 
Here, in addition to the acoustic structures (E-G♯-B-D), there are also some 
others used for color nuance: E-G-B-D = symmetrical vertical structure and 
E♯-G♯-B♯. Both are harmonic “scordaturas” of the aforementioned acoustic 
structure. This segment brings back almost entirely the s. 1, excepting for its 
first measure. The initial duplication is waived, and only half of the existing 
musical material in m. 53 is used for resumption. Therefore, the same 
material appears with two compressed segments, in a different bitonal 
ambiance. The duplication becomes very extensive here, losing its original 

 
19 It is no coincidence that Lutosławski sometimes adopted impressionist-like solutions along 

with expressionist techniques. Such an example can be seen in the final section of Jeux 
Vénitiens’ (Venetian Games) last movement, where after a culmination by means of a vast 
sound field he makes a gradual rarefaction. 
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character of blurring the moment. This solution is, somewhere, a middle 
ground between a sequential development of a motif and the impressionist 
duplication. 

E.g. 20 
 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 60-61. 
 
 

 The extended areas of the last development section present solutions 
like that of the final part of La mer by Debussy. The last segment of this stage 
(m. 60-61) synthesizes all the elements of the first two segments: acoustic 
structures with minor seventh and major ninth, and G-F♯-A♯-C♯, the well-
known acoustic structure with 11th from the beginning of s. 1. Unlike the first 
two, s. 3 brings an effective bitonality, without circumscription, but used 
prudently. Thus, the bitonal moments realized with the use of a G♯ pedal 
point is mixed with chords in which G♯ is a constituent element. The example 
above (E.g. 20) shows the simultaneous use of three sonority planes: a pedal 
point, a mix of six-four chords and ones in parallel motion circumscribed by 
root position chords. All of these have completely different rhythm patterns, 
which demarcates and emphasizes their independence within the sound 
area. 
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Recapitulation 
 
From m. 62 follows a dynamized recapitulation, in which the transition 

to B is achieved through a quasi-improvised segment but with a solid 
harmonic and constructive foundation. It is divided into three sections: 

The first section contains three measures (m. 67-69), the last two of 
which are noted in a free measure, that produces a feeling of dilution 
regarding the tempo and pulsation. In m. 67 two harmonic structures are 
used, repeated in different registers: 

E.g. 21 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 67. 
 
 The oscillation between a tritonic system – alluding to anhemitonic 
tetratony – and a minor chord continues in the next measure, where it is 
intertwined by a hexatony-like structure (F♯-A♯-Cx) and continued with a 
major chord. Both are presented in four sequential hypostases at the lower 
major second: 
 

E.g. 22 
 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 68. 
 
 To intensify the fragmentation process, the composer cuts the first 
half of the sequential head, which he also repeats through a series of 
sequences at distances of lower minor third. Through this harmony relation, 
the sonority of the section approaches that of the system of axes (m. 69): 
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E.g. 23 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 69. 
 

The improvised segment is followed by a giusto “rhythm island” (m. 
70-71), also fragmented. The chordal system is organized according to the 
harmonic series and the principle of axes, which results in an “acoustic 
bitonality” (pole-antipole F♯-C): 

E.g. 24 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 70. 
 

M. 72 resumes the free rhythm process. The relationship of the F♯-
A♯-C♯ and C-E-G chords emphasizes once again the pole-antipole 
relationship, through the exclusive use of two acoustic chords. Their 
combination results in 4 basic formulas: 

1. The first is repeated five times: 
E.g. 25 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 72. 
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2. The second appears only once, but with various inner repetitions: 
 

E.g. 26 

 
Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 72. 

 

3. The third one is repeated three times: 
E.g. 27 

 
Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 72. 

 

4. The fourth formula, repeated 8 times, comes from no. 3, by overturning 
its structure (C-E-G-C) in a six-four position (G-C-E-G): 

E.g. 28 

 
Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 72. 

 

5. The last formula contains groups of four notes and is repeated twice, 
anticipating the duplication technique in the following segment: 

E.g. 29 

 
Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 72. 
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Compared to symmetrical repetition patterns (2 or 8), the first formula 
is repeated 5 times, the third formula 3 times, which gives the musical discourse 
a pronounced asymmetry and emphasizes the freedom of improvisational 
evolution. Starting with the second formula, the first chords appear in the 
simultaneity of their components, i.e. the melody is transformed into chords 
(it generates chords) according to the principle of resonance harmony. The 
fact that in such a large area the composer uses a single sonority confirms 
the defining importance of sound areas in impressionist music. 

In the followings, there are two segments of duplication (m. 73-74 and 
75-76) duplicated between them, the second being enriched in sonority 
(densification by expanding the parallel chords and acoustic sonorities) and 
a prolonged chord on an acoustic formula. The latter comes from the second 
phase of development (m. 29-30) emphasizing that the recapitulation is its 
continuation and forms a common body with it. 

The resumption of theme B is preceded by a quasi-free upbeat, that 
is almost imperceptibly transformed into the repetitive background over which 
the theme resumes (m. 79), thus ensuring the illusion of improvisational freedom 
in the context of fixed metric-rhythmic formulas. The background technique 
and the concomitant use of sound planes (especially from m. 81) denote a 
polyphonic thinking of a fundamentally new dimension, very characteristic of 
impressionist music: 

E.g. 30 
 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 80. 
 
 

The tetratony of the B theme already analysed, is combined with an 
acoustic sonority based on a circumscription of the B-D♯-F-A♯-C♯ structure: 
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E.g. 31 
 

 
 

Ravel: Jeux d’Eau, m. 78. 
 

The last section of the theme brings a new acoustic chord (A-C♯-E-
G♯), colored with the sixte ajoutée F♯, which is in a secondary plagal 
relationship with the previous one. This combination of modal and acoustic 
principles produces a typically impressionist sonority, intensified both by the 
enrichment of the texture (see the E.g. 30). 
 
 

Coda 
 
The coda (m. 83-86) continues with the same harmonic background 

(major with major seventh and sixte ajoutée), but this time on the E root, over 
which is circumscribed a tetratony with a substructure of a minor chord (G♯ -
B-C♯-D♯). Like the other segments of the work, Coda falls into the category 
of a sound area, the final cadence being in fact non-existent. Jeux d’eau ends 
on the central harmonic axis E-G♯-B-D♯, extended by means of piano 
resonance, a typical solution for impressionist music. 
 
 
 Final thoughts: Jeux d’Eau than and today 
 

The piece was published in 1902, and it was performed in the first 
audition on 5 April of the same year by Ravel’s friend Ricardo Viñes in Paris, 
Salle Pleyel. According to Benjamin Ivry, Saint-Saëns would have labelled 
Jeux d’Eau as a cacophony20. (Before he became an acclaimed artist, Ravel 
went on a tortuous path, full of denials, scandals, and failures, almost constantly 
facing a relatively hostile critique.) A few years later his most eager opponent, 
the critic Pierre Lalo21 wrote an article about the premiere of the Miroirs piano 

 
20 Benjamin Ivry, Maurice Ravel: A life, Welcome Rain Publishers, New York, 2000, p. 31. 
21 Pierre Lalo, son of the composer Edouard Lalo, was the main music critic of Le Temps 

magazine and a fervent supporter of Debussy’s music. 
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cycle in 1906, in which he stated22, among other things, that his music, albeit 
involuntarily, has a striking resemblance to that of Debussy. Ravel replied in a 
letter (February 5, 1906), in which he claimed the primacy of the piano innovations 
exhibited since the Jeux d’eau: “I would […] like to draw your impartial attention 
to the following point. You dwell upon the fact that Debussy invented a rather 
special kind of pianistic writing. Now, Jeux d’eau was published at the 
beginning of 1902, when nothing more than Debussy’s three pieces, Pour le 
piano, were extant. I don’t have to tell you of my deep admiration for these 
pieces (he orchestrated one of them, AN), but from a purely pianistic point of 
view, they contained nothing new.”23  

Posterity confirmed the objectivity of this self-assessment. According 
to Burnett James “It is hardly too much to say that Jeux d’eau inaugurated a 
new era in pianism”24, while Gerard Larner points out that the Impressionism 
of this work is different from that of Debussy.25 Arbie Orenstein also appreciates: 
“In this work, the twenty-six-year-old composer opened up fresh paths in writing 
for the keyboard, combining sweeping virtuosity with the refined tinting of 
impressionism, and a personal blend of structural clarity with subtle chords 
of the seventh and ninth.”26 

But the significance of the Jeux d’eau goes beyond even the modest 
self-esteem of the author, or the considerations presented above. For the 
charming writing and the playful expression hide a surprisingly fresh and 
complex view not only regarding the piano writing, but also the musical 
thinking, which foreshadows representative compositional solutions for the 
avant-garde of the first half of the 20th century and beyond. Ravel also 
demonstrates here, as in his later masterpieces, an impeccable balance of 
the two sides of his personality inherited from his parents’ ethnical-cultural 
background: that of the Swiss watchmaker (according to Stravinsky’s 
characterization) and the particular passion of the Basques. 

Translated into English by Attila Fodor 
 

22 “I have often spoken about this young musician, one of the most finely gifted of his 
generation, despite several very apparent and rather annoying faults. The most striking one 
is the strange resemblance of his music to that of M. Claude Debussy. It is a resemblance 
so extreme and so striking that often, when listening to a piece by M. Ravel, one thinks one 
is hearing a fragment of Pelléas et Mélisande...” In A Ravel Reader: correspondence, 
articles, interviews [compiled and edited by Arbie Orenstein], ed. cit., p. 79. 

23 Moreover, Ravel invokes in this regard even his first published work Menuet antique (1895), 
which in Orenstein’s opinion “does not appear to contain any noteworthy pianistic 
innovations.” Idem, p. 79-80. 

24 Burnett James, Ravel, his life and times, Hippocrene Books, New York, 1983, p. 30 
25 “Jeux d’Eau was a revelation to Ravel’s friends because, as Fargue recalled, they were at 

that time »soaked body and soul in the impressionism of Debussy« and this impressionism 
was quite different. Ravel’s was more precisely drawn and, as he himself pointed out, it was 
cast in a classical form.” In Gerard Larner, op. cit., p. 69. 

26 Arbie Orenstein, Ravel: Man and musician, Columbia University Press, New York and 
London, 1975, p. 36-37. 
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EXPRESSION OF THE ROMANIAN FOLK STYLE  
IN BÉLA BARTÓK’S STRING QUARTET NO. 11 

 
 

ANDRA DANIELA PĂTRAŞ2 
 
 

SUMMARY. Bartók’s string quartets play an important role in his overall 
output, as they represent a stylistic universe encompassing almost his 
entire oeuvre. In his String Quartet No. 1, Bartók aimed at reworking and 
expanding the folk elements as well as at developing his own personal 
expression. Despite being deeply rooted in folklore, this is not a folkloric 
work, but an expression that goes beyond folklore, which the composer 
placed in a new relationship to art-music. The aim of this research paper is 
to explore the aspects of language, the content conforming to the 
preoccupations of the modern era and the types of writing used, with a 
focus on the use of the melodic and rhythmic elements of folk music. The 
musical stylistics of this work is based precisely on the intertwinement and 
fusion of the two great creative principles: folk and art. 

 
Keywords: Béla Bartók, string quartet, folk elements. 

 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
The musical language of Béla Bartók’s six quartets encompasses 

the stylistic changes applied over the course of thirty-one years3, offering a 
blend of Late Romantic elements (in particular, the early quartets are often 
compared to Beethoven’s and are considered to be under the influence of 
the French music, reflecting the influence of Debussy’s music), a synthesis 
of folk elements, modern language and others. In fact, besides his creative 
work in which the genre of the quartet held an important place throughout 

 
1 The paper was presented at the scientific communications session “Perspective ale artelor – 

trecut, prezent şi viitor” [Art Perspectives – Past, Present and Future], organized by the 
Faculty of Arts of the University of Oradea, on May 21, 2021. 

2 PhD Lecturer, “Gheorghe Dima” National Academy of Music Cluj-Napoca, Romania.  
E-mail: andra.patras@amgd.ro 

3 The First String Quartet was composed in 1908, and the last one in 1939. 
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his life, ethnomusicological research was another one of his areas of particular 
interest. Therefore, in most of the bibliographic sources consulted, chamber 
music is regarded as being most representative of his music. Moreover, by 
expressing the folk spirit in its essentialized, idealized form in instrumental 
music, the quartets are considered one of the major contributions to the 
chamber genre in the 20th century.  

The style of Bartók’s quartets is based on conciseness and clarity 
and is expressed with the utmost economy of means. The main stages of 
his creative development are steered in two directions: the former can be 
characterized by the modernization of the means of musical expression, 
while the latter by the absorption of folk music elements into his own musical 
language. These two combined result in the composer’s development of a 
personal creative style, materialized in the tendencies of the epoch, such as4: 
a prospective, investigative attitude, open to experimentation, a product of 
his methodical spirit and boldness that shape most of his folk songs into 
expressions of the new musical language. 

Of the types of writing used in his string quartets we will further 
focus our attention on the free use of melodic and rhythmic elements of the 
Romanian popular music, where the popular “transpires” as a spiritual 
model of style.  

Below we provide a synoptic table (see Table 1) that brings together 
general information about the string quartets (identification data, number of 
movements – name, year of composition, year of first performance and 
dedication, if known, approximate duration), which should give an overall 
view of these works. 

Table 1 
 

Work Quartet 
 No.1 

Quartet  
No. 2 

Quartet  
No. 3 

Quartet No. 
4 

Quartet No. 
5 

Quartet  
No. 6 

Opus/ 
Catalogue 

Op. 7 
Sz. 40 
BB 52 

Op. 17 
Sz. 67 
BB 75 

Sz. 85 
BB 93 

Sz. 91 
BB 95 

Sz. 102 
BB 110 

Sz.114 
BB 119 

No. of parts 
and  
movements 

I. Lento 
II. Allegretto 
Introduzione: 
Allegro 
III. Allegro 
vivace 

I. Moderato 
II. Allegro 
molto 
capricioso 
III. Lento 

I. Prima parte: 
Moderato 
II. Seconda 
parte: Allegro 
III. Recapitula-
zione della 
prima parte: 
Moderato 

I. Allegro 
II. Prestissi-
mo, con 
sordino 
III. Non 
troppo lento 
IV. Alle-
gretto 

I. Allegro 
II. Adagio 
molto 
III. Scherzo 
alla 
bulgarese 
IV. Andante 
V. Finalle: 

I. Mesto. 
Più mosso, 
pesante. 
Vivace 
II. Mesto. 
Marcia 
III. Mesto. 
Burletta: 

 
4 Firca, Clemansa Liliana, Modernitate şi avangardă în muzica ante şi interbelică a secolului XX 

(1900-1940) [Modernity and Avant-Garde in the Pre- and Interwar Music of the 20th Century 
(1900-1940)], Doctoral thesis, “Gheorghe Dima” Academy of Music, Cluj-Napoca, 1998, p. 67. 
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Work Quartet 
 No.1 

Quartet  
No. 2 

Quartet  
No. 3 

Quartet No. 
4 

Quartet No. 
5 

Quartet  
No. 6 

IV. Coda: 
Allegro molto 

pizzicato 
V. Allegro 
molto 

Allegro 
vivace. 
Presto 

Moderato 
IV. Mesto 

Year of 
comp. 

1908-1909 1915-1917 1927 1928 1934 1939 

First 
performance 

March 19, 
1910 

March 3, 
1918 

- - - - 

Dedication  - Quatuor 
Hongrois 
Waldbauer 

The Musical  
Fund Society 
of Philadelphia 

Quatuor 
Pro Arte 

Mrs. 
Sprague-
Coolidge 

- 

Approx. 
duration 

30’ 27’ 15’ 25’ 31’ 30’ 

 
 
The following table (see Table 2) completes this image with the other 

works composed during the same period as the String Quartets No. 1. 
 
 

Table 2 
 

Year of 
composition 

Title of work Instrumentation 

1907-08 Two Portraits for Orchestra, Op. 5 instrumental 
ensemble 

1908 14 Bagatelles for Piano, Op. 6 piano 
1908 Ten Easy Piano Pieces piano 
1908-09 String Quartet No. 1, Op. 7 two violins, 

viola, cello 
1908-09 Two Elegies for Piano, Op. 8/b piano 
1908-09 85 Hungarian and Slovak Folk Songs for Piano 

(for children) 
piano 

 
 
2. Analytical insight 
 
In this chapter we will not adopt an exhaustive analytical strategy on 

the syntactic and morphological elements but will focus instead on a 
general structural analysis of the key aspects of the formal, thematic, 
rhythmic etc. structure.  
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The first quartet, Op. 75, picks up “the journey from the heights piano 
music has gradually reached”6, although a true expansion and development 
of chamber music polyphony will be seen in the quartets to come. Composed 
between 1908 and 19097, it is a work of stylistic transition, inspired by 
Beethoven’s last quartets8 and drawing on various influences that coalesce 
into a well-rounded “musical organism.” The quartet is also considered a 
“return to life”9, by binding together the second and third movements in an 
increasingly faster tempo, which became a hallmark of Bartók’s new writing 
style. 

The work is structured in three movements: Lento, Allegretto and 
Allegro vivace. As the composer himself confesses, the first quartet has a 
seemingly ordinary form: “the first movement is a common sonata form. The 
second one is a sort of rondo with a middle part of thematic development. The 
last movement is the hardest to define: basically, it is an expanded A-B-Av 
song form”10. In a letter to violinist Stefi Geyer11, Bartók describes the first 
movement of his first quartet as a funeral dirge. This mournful atmosphere 
is musically evoked by a contrapuntal fabric, ornamented with numerous 
appogiaturas, beginning with a slow section in fugato style.  
  

 
5 The first performance took place in 1910, by the Hungarian string quartet Waldbauer-

Kerpely; Wilhelm Georg Berger, Ghid pentru muzica instrumentală de cameră [Guide to 
Instrumental Chamber Music], Editura Muzicală, Bucharest, 1965, p. 295. 

6 Szabolcsi, Bence, Béla Bartók. Viaţa şi opera [Béla Bartók. Life and Work], Editura 
Muzicală, Bucharest, 1962, p. 68 (our translation). 

7 In Romania, the quartet was first performed on the occasion of the inauguration of the new 
headquarters of the Romanian Composers’ Society, after the absolute first performance in 
Budapest had aroused indignation among the Hungarian public; Júlia Szegö, Cantata 
Profana. Romanul vieţii lui Bartók [Cantata Profana. The Story of Bartók’s Life], Kriterion, 
Bucharest, 1972, p. 276. 

8 It was also called “a tribute to Beethoven”. 
9 As Kodály said about the Quartet No. 1. 
10 Szabolcsi, Bence, Béla Bartók. Viaţa şi opera [Béla Bartók. Life and Work], Editura 

Muzicală, Bucharest, 1962, p. 110 (our translation). 
11 http://www.classicalarchives.com/work/40155.html#tvf=tracks&tv=about. 
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E.g. 1 
 

 
 

Béla Bartók, Quartet No.1, 1st mvt., bars 1-4. 
 
 
One of the most common resemblances to Beethoven’s music 

occurs at the very beginning of the work, given that this is also how 
Beethoven begins his Quartet Op. 131. Another argument for placing this 
work within the stylistic framework of late Romanticism is the chromatic 
harmonic style also found in the works of Wagner, Brahms or Bruckner. 

Returning to form structure: the first movement begins with a 
canonic texture between the two violins, followed by the introduction of the 
viola and cello in bar 8. The development of the first movement in sonata 
form also has a late Romantic flavour through the use of “impressionist” 
harmonies. This section unfolds in several stages, with a trio part in the 
middle (beginning with bar 33). The development is followed by the return 
of the fugato material (recapitulation – bar 53), then by a retransition to the 
Coda, consisting of a sequence of descending sixths.  

 
E.g. 2 

 

 
 

Béla Bartók, Quartet No.1, 1st mvt., bars 64-65, violin 1. 
 
 
The coda brings back the opening motif and ends in parallel thirds, 

as if leaving the tonal frame open and thus creating an attacca transition to 
the second movement. Table 3 illustrates more clearly the structure of the 
first movement: 
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Table 3 
 

Exposition Development Recapitulation Coda 

bars 1 - 14 bars 15 - 52 bars 53 - 67 bars 68 - 71 

 
The second movement is more of an extension of the first, sharing 

many of its elements. In terms of form, although the composer calls it a 
rondo, we can consider it a sonata form (see Table 4), on the following 
grounds: 

 
Table 4 

 
Introduction  Exposition  Development Recapitulation  Coda  
Poco a poco 
accelerando 
al’Allegretto 

A, bars 18-42 
Av, bars 43-69 
Bridge, bars 70-90 
B, bars 91-102 
Trans. 1, 103-124. 
Bv, bars 125-139 

stage 1  
stage 2  
(from Bv) 
stage 3 

A, bars 296-304 
Av, bars 305-315 
Trans. 2, bars 316-
357 

 

Molto 
sostenuto 

bars 1-17 bars 18-139 bars 140-295 bars 296-357 bars 358-367 
 
 
The Impressionist influence is also evident here, this time in the 

melody, as illustrated by these whole-tone scales in the transitions 1 and 2: 
 
 

  or        . 
 
 
The link to the third movement – Allegro vivace – is created by an 

Introduzione – Allegro segment combining melodic passages in a dialogue 
between a chordal tutti (played by the two violins and viola) and the cello 
playing a quasi-improvisatory melodic line, marked rubato.  
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E.g. 3 

 
 

Béla Bartók, Quartet No. 1, Introduzione, bars 7-10 
 
This paves the transition, without pause, to the third movement. 

Allegro vivace starts briskly with the obsessive repetition of a note, then 
turns into the D-E-F cluster followed, from bar 5 onwards, by a thematic 
motif played by the low strings, which will be frequently repeated and varied 
throughout the movement, serving as leitmotif. 

 
E.g. 4 

 
 

Béla Bartók, Quartet No. 1, 3rd Mvt., section A, bars 1-9. 
 
 
It is an A-B-Av ternary form, with each large section containing 

developed and evolving thematic ideas. The A section contains 4 such 
thematic ideas; it is interesting to note that after exposing the 4 thematic 
ideas (writing techniques), the composer interpolates at some point an 
overwhelmingly dramatic Adagio consisting of mainly Romantic harmonies. 
At the end of the A section, the main theme reappears (see Example 4) in a  
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new guise. In section B, two of the segments of the large form (3 segments) 
are governed by other principles of form such as that of a trio or fugue 
(segments 2 and 3). Section Av is a dynamic reprise of the first section, 
concluding with a coda that brings back the entire initial motif (see Table 5). 

 
 

Table 5 
 

A B Av Coda 
bars 1-120 bars 121-235 bars 236-360 bars 361-375 

 
 
In terms of tonality, all the sources indicate the piece to be written in 

A minor, but this is rather a tonal centre that occurs more often than other 
tonalities suggested throughout the work. In this work we notice a 
characteristic feature of Bartók’s music, namely the economy of thematic 
material, with the entire melodic material being stated already in the first 
movement. Hence derives the developmental and variational principle of 
the thematic material in order to create new thematic guises. One of the 
techniques used is the counterpoint, which leads the discourse towards the 
above mentioned forms. The tragic colours and “wrenching dissonances”12 
that pervade the String Quartet No. 1 are the aesthetic reflection of the 
intertwinement of light and darkness. 

Although here Bartók follows the classical structural principles13 (sonata 
form, rondo, ternary form), he realizes them with his own techniques, creating 
his own stylistic signature. All this was possible due to his power of melodic 
reinvention by adding new expressions to the inherited ones. 

 
 
3. Transformation of folk elements 
 
To identify and specify the Romanian folk language elements used 

by the composer in his first string quartet, we will resort to the intrinsic level 
of analysis. Thus, we will identify and name the corresponding folk techniques 
used in a stylized manner in his art music compositions. In this analysis we 
have established the main guiding principles we will focus on, whose selection 

 
12  It suggests the emotional loss suffered, Stefi Geyer; from Szegö, Júlia, Cantata profană. 

Romanul vieţii lui Bartók [Cantata profana. The Story of Bartók’s Life], Kriterion, 
Bucharest, 1972, p. 132. 

13 Classical in the sense of established, traditional. 
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will be justified based on musical examples: melodic theme14, morphological 
elements15 and accompaniment aspects16. 

 
 

 Melodic themes  
 
As far as folk quotations are concerned, this work does not contain any. 

The bibliographic sources consulted contain only references to the melodic 
line of the third movement which, from the Adagio onwards, derives from a song 
of Hungarian folk origin. This aspect is detailed in the article Between Folk 
Music and Wagner: Sources of Inspiration in Bartok’s First String Quartet17. 

 
E.g. 5 

 

 
 

Béla Bartók, Quartet No. 1, 3rd mvt., and the song  
Romlott testem a bokorba transcribed by Bartók 

 
All the melodic lines that are founded upon certain folk characteristics, 

specific turns and morphological elements are composed in popular style. 
These elements can be found in: 

• the Introduzione to the third movement, where the cello melody is 
hinting at the doina style of song, is marked Rubato and played 
without instrumental accompaniment.  

  

 
14  i.e., the origin of the melodic lines, composition in folk style, the folk quotation (if applicable). 
15  i.e., the construction of form or microstructure, aspects related to the modal or rhythmic 

system, or to tempo. 
16 i.e., modes of accompaniment, dialogue between instruments. 
17  Alan Anbari, “Between Folk Music and Wagner: Sources of Inspiration in Bartók’s First 

String Quartet”, in JSTORE, International Journal of Musicology, 2000, Vol. 9 (2000), pp. 
179-180. 
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E.g. 6 
 

 
 

Béla Bartók, Quartet No. 1, 1st mvt., bars 8-9. 
 
 

• the last movement, where the folk style is clearly visible after having 
few references in the previous ones (dance rhythms, rhapsodic 
passages, ornaments, or the composition of the melodic lines in 
popular style). This melodic line played by the viola, which becomes 
the fugato theme, meets the characteristics mentioned above: 
 

E.g. 7 
 

 

 
 

Béla Bartók, Quartet No. 1, 3rd mvt., bars 158-165. 
 
 
In terms of phrasing, continuity at a microstructural level is created 

through dense imitative textures, whereas at a macrostructural level it is 
achieved by combining the thematic motifs that are subsequently 
developed and elaborated. 

Another stylistic feature is the conciseness of the thematic ideas, 
observable in all the movements of the quartet and which is also a central 
characteristic of folk songs;  

 
 

 Morphological elements 
 
The morphological generative technique of repetition of a note is used 

in the second movement of the Quartet No. 1. Here, the rhythmic repetitions 
on the same note with different durations abound, as in the Romanian 
parlando folk songs. This is a typical feature of the ballad genres, or of the old 
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proper song. The unequal durations suggest the prosodic rhythm, the inner 
pulse given by the accents of the words in a recited text; this meaning is 
extrapolated to the instrumental interpretation. This figure occurs frequently 
throughout the second movement, also in varied form, with an oscillating 
note at the upper or lower second. There are many such examples: 

 

 

 
 
 
The parlando character is also strengthened by the solo use, as in 

the following example (second movement): 
E.g. 8 

 

 
 

Béla Bartók, Quartet No.1, 2nd Mvt., bars 213-216. 
 
 
The modal character resides in the use of scales or structural units 

that are congruent with it.  
For example, in this quartet we find the Locrian heptachord:  
 

 , which is also emphasized through repetition. 
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Ornamentation is one of the most important factors for subsuming 
the work under the archaic construction principles. Ornaments can be 
found in most of the work’s movements.  

The entire Quartet is based on the principle of thematic economy, 
developed and varied by creating new thematic guises; this principle is also 
found in folklore.  
 
 
 Accompaniment aspects 

 
In the Quartet No. 1, we notice the use of accompaniment techniques 

that are typical of the folk music bands (taraf), here morphed into modern 
expressions. One of them refers to the example from the exposition of the first 
movement in which, after a sinuous path of the thematic ideas suggesting the 
continuous flow, the development section is characterized by a standstill on a 
sustained perfect fifth (A-E), derived from the accompaniment of the second 
violin of the taraf, over which the melody follows its sinuous path, hinting at 
bitonality. 
 

 
 
The same bitonality is further used in the development of the first 

movement, while the accompaniment of a fifth (C-G) creates a grotesque 
effect by association with the upper voices and through the accents given 
by the sf. 

 
 

 
 



EXPRESSION OF THE ROMANIAN FOLK STYLE IN BÉLA BARTÓK’S STRING QUARTET NO. 1 
 
 

 
317 

The mode of attack of the first violin – a chord covering all four 
strings of the instrument – is also used in the accompaniment of the taraf, 
especially in the Transylvanian trio formula (violin 1, violin 2 (contră), double 
bass (gordună)) where the violin 1, in addition to playing the leading role, also 
plays a harmonic role precisely through this impetus produced by the chordal 
attack in certain cadential phrases. 

 
E.g. 9 

 

 
 

Béla Bartók, Quartet No. 1, 2nd mvt., bars 305-311. 
 
 
4. Conclusions 
 
The elements of popular origin used in the String Quartet No. 1 are: 
 

• the melody in folk style is based on melodic-rhythmic gestures 
containing no actual folk quotations; specific melodic turns are 
prevalent, particularly in cadences. The characteristic features of the 
melody in folk style are also visible in phrase construction, such as 
the repetition of a note in a different rhythm – parlando rubato – or 
the Rubato marking; 

• in terms of melodic construction, Bartók makes use of the modal 
scales; 

• the rhythmic system is rooted in folklore, in twofold ways: firstly, 
through the use of rhythmic freedom, derived from the parlando-
rubato style; and secondly, through the exact pulsation of the 
measured rhythmic systems; 

• the rubato character of the slow movements; 
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• ornamentation receives a different value than in folklore, being 
used as a key element of melodic construction – the ornaments 
used include mordents, appoggiaturas or multiple fast rhythmic 
formulas preceding the main note; 

• the manners of accompaniment appear morphed into modern 
expressions, but some of them are rooted in folklore, corresponding 
to: the drone accompaniment in fifths, chord over all 4 strings at the 
beginning of a phrase, drones in double stops, alternative singing 
imitating the rhythmic movement of the second violin (braci) and 
double bass. 
 
As set forth in the introduction to this paper, Béla Bartók’s String 

Quartet No. 1, through its well-crystallized musical language, reveals the 
assimilation of numerous folk-music influences (from several peoples) and 
art-music ones (from previous eras), along with the contemporary 
(impressionist) experience, passed through the filter of the composer’s 
original creative personality. The intertwined principles of form, tempo and 
musical language create an ethos that has become a cornerstone of 
Bartók’s music. 

 
Translated from Romanian by Marcella Magda 
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THE HYPNOTIC GARDEN: REPETITION AND TRANCE 
IN SALVATORE SCIARRINO’S WORKS FOR FLUTE1  

 
 

DIANA ROTARU2 
 
 

SUMMARY. Salvatore Sciarrino creates what could be described as an 
isolated, mysterious “sonic garden”: a ghostly world of sounds where the 
archetypal corporal processes, such as breathing or heartbeat, are 
transformed into music. His conceptual thinking – refreshing the musical 
perception, the ecological hearing, the persistence of repetition, the figures 
of music (formal archetypes that can be adapted to any kind of art) – as 
well as his very particular, non-traditional sound make Sciarrino’s music an 
incredibly rich world to explore. The flute seems to be his favourite 
instrument, due to its ability to incorporate so many corporeal noises of the 
performer (from voice to fingertips), becoming almost an extension of his 
body. The many and ingenious ways of applying repetition in his work, as 
well as the play with time length – taken to almost unbearable boundaries – 
make Salvatore Sciarrino one of the true explorers of musical trance today. 

 
Keywords: Sciarrino, flute, contemporary music, repetition, persistence, 
musical figures 

 
 
 
 „With me, music inhabits a threshold region. Like dreams, where 
something both exists and does not yet exist, and exists as something else 
as well. [...] These are the sounds found close to the horizon of the senses, 
those, surely which, come from the purgatory of the infrauterine, magnified 
by ancient silence, through some submerged collapse of memory. They 
fluctuate, and you stand in the center, and an intact space soon pulsates in 
the dark”.3  
 

 
1 This paper was first published in the Muzica magazine, Ed. Muzicală, No. 5/2020, p. 87-100  
2 Department of Composition, National University of Music in Bucharest, Lecturer, E-mail: 

rotaru.diana@unmb.ro 
3 Sciarrino, Salvatore, L’Opera per flauto, vol. I, presentation of Hermes, Ricordi, Milan, 1990, 

p. 7 
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 This is how Salvatore Sciarrino presents his Opera per flauto, a two-
volume cycle reuniting twelve solo works for flute – the instrument he 
seems to hold most dear –, written over more than two decades, between 
1977 and 2002.4 Extravagant, brilliant, arrogant, Sciarrino stands out, in the 
kaleidoscope of new music, as one of the most original, also one of the most 
polarizing, composers. Born in Sicily in 1947, he rose to fame in the 1970s – 
the climatic period of the Western musical avant-garde and experimentalism – 
by his rejection of the time’s fashionable techniques, integral serialism, and 
structuralism. “A breath of fresh air”, his music gradually enters the elite of 
20th-century music, like an ever-rotating kaleidoscope, repetitive, refined, 
organic, of a hypnotic slowness and extremely particular as regards timbre. 
The very dilated, monotone musical process is reminiscent of American 
minimalists’ compositional principles, Steve Reich’s in particular; his music 
is thus part both Western-type development, specific to vectorial temporality, 
and of the expositional stasis of a non-linearity correlated with the vertical, 
circular time of the Orient, a minimalism quite original on European soil and 
which influenced especially young Italian composers.  
 Salvatore Sciarrino’s thought unfolds on several main coordinates: 
radical synaesthesia,5 the physiology of musical perception, naturalism,6 
repetition as persistence, and musical figures,7 all of them in tight interrelation 
with one another. The composer wishes to renew and refresh musical 
perception by reducing it “to zero” (azzerare)8 and by proposing the notion 
of “eco hearing” 9: a different listening to music in the concert hall. In other 
words, a much-needed cleaning of the ears. German musicologist Marina 
Seeber writes: 

 
4 Volumul I: All’aure in una lontananza [Far-Away Breezes] (1977), Hermes I (1984), Come 

vengono prodotti gli incantesimi [How Spells Are Made] (1985), Canzona di ringraziamento 
[Songs of Gratitude] (1985), Venere che le Grazie la fioriscono [Venus, May the Graces Adorn 
Her with Flowers] (1989), L’orizzonte luminoso di Aton [The Luminous Horizon of Aton] (1989), 
Fra i testi dedicati alle nubi [Among the Texts Dedicated to Clouds] (1989). Volumul II: 
Addio case del vento [Good-bye Houses of the Wind] (1993), L’orologio di Bergson [Bergson’s 
Clock] (1999), Morte tamburo [The Death of the Drum] (1999), Immagine Fenicia [Phenician 
Image] (2000), Lettera degli antipodi portata dal vento [Letter from the Antipodes Carried 
by the Wind] (2000).  

5 See Vinai, Gianfranco, Salvatore Sciarrino, l’invitation au silence, in Résonance, Ircam/Centre 
Pompidou, Paris, May 1999, p. 16-17. 

6 See Giacco, Grazia, La notion de „figure” chez Salvatore Sciarrino [The Notion of “Figure” in 
Salvatore Sciarrino’s Works], L’Harmattan, Paris, 2001, p. 17. 

7 See Sciarrino, Salvatore, Le figure della Musica, da Beethoven a oggi [Musical Figures from 
Beethoven through Today], Editura Ricordi, Milano, 1998. 

8 Giacco, p. 24. 
9 Notion presented in the conferences during the 2008 Acanthes Metz Festival. 
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 Salvatore Sciarrino is a confessed „soundologist”. Surrounded by an 
environment that is constantly becoming louder and an accelerated 
perception of time, he advocated pausing for a moment. In the silence, the 
emptiness, he explains, we encounter ourselves, our nocturnal fears as 
well as our lost dreams.10  
 The experience therefore of a work by Sciarrino is comparable to a 
provisional escape into a “sound garden”, a shelter away from the daily 
rush, a sound space of recollection and introspection. Like John Cage in his 
famous 4’33’’, Sciarrino challenges us to turn our “ear” to ourselves, to our 
emotions and our body. As Seeber again argues, he renders musical 
“archetypical corporal processes, such breathing and heartbeat”.11 Like a 
gigantic, emaciated creature, his music breathes, hisses, groans, snores, 
vibrates, trembles or gasps in a very soft dynamic palette at time run by 
instances of violent incisiveness. Captive in a restless world, Sciarrino 
opposes it a barely audible music, one step away from silence; to stressful 
speed he opposes a barely tolerable slowness; to information explosion, a 
minimal material, polished with jeweller-like care. Sciarrino’s naturalism 
proposes a transfigured presentation of a subtly distorted real: an aesthetic 
of the phantomatic. But not only those sounds from within the human body 
come through in his music: the sound of waves too, the wind howling, 
leaves rustling, the hypnotic monotony of rain or birdsong; I mention here 
his superb Canzona di ringraziamento [Song of Gratitude] for flute, in which 
three types of “birdsong” alternate, two in a hoquetus relation and a third 
functioning as insertion in the continuum, the “tortorello”12 effect being the 
most conspicuous and obvious onomatopoeia. Sciarrino creates an echo of 
nature, because for him, as Seeber too tells us, “the echo is more important 
than the reality”.13 The result is a sonic ambiance where we find ourselves 
charmed, lethargic, sometimes bored, other times on the contrary with 
sharpened senses, in a state of watchfulness.  
 The omnipresence of the flute in Salvatore Sciarrino’s oeuvre is no 
wonder, for few other instruments have such a capacity to twist their sound 
palette, starting off in coloured transparency and reaching some shrill violence. 
And the type of sound production, directly into the embouchure, allows it to 
transform into an extension of the instrumentalist’s body, into a fantastic 
creature using the performer’s breath and excess thereof, incorporating growling 

 
10 Seeber, Martina, “Salvatore Sciarrino Orchestral Works”, sleeve notes for CD Salvatore 

Sciarrino – Orchestra Sinfonica Nazionale della RAI, Tito Ceccherini, Rai Trade, KAIROS, 
2008, no. 0012802KAI, p. 10. 

11 Seeber, p. 11. 
12 The effect is obtained by the simultaneity of a rapid chromatic motion in the left hand 

between G4 and C♯2 and of D-D♯ trill (keys A B) in the right hand. 
13 Seeber, p. 12. 
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and the tongue – via percussion effects or the blocking of the embouchure 
(which transposes everything one major seventh lower, whereby the sound 
becomes fragile and “cavernous”) -, by the amplification of the haptic, of the 
noise that the musician’s fingers make on its keys. Through his timbral 
pursuits, supported by collaborations with the greatest contemporary flutists 
(from Roberto Fabbriciani to Mario Caroli), Sciarrino had a huge contribution to 
the discovery of new playing techniques, an entire palette of effects already 
associated to his name and massively enriching the contemporary repertoire. 
Mario Caroli remarked in a conference at the 2008 Metz Acanthes festival 
that by constantly avoiding the so-called “normal”, traditional sound, Sciarrino 
isn’t looking for one new, but for the sound of an imaginary instrument. This 
is for instance the case of Hermes, built almost entirely of harmonics (fragile 
whistles tones, biting clusters or jet whistles), suggesting an alternative, 
delicate or shrill pipe: the score14 specifically asks that the work be performed 
“in places with the most echo” and that the musician look for an “impure” 
sound, as that of an “archaic instrument”. I take the opportunity to underline 
the structural, determining role in the musical form of timbre in Sciarrino’s 
output, his most perceptible element of repetition.  
 The “radical synaesthesia” that Sciarrino aims for is connected also 
to a “natural” perception of music, free from prejudice and convention. Like 
such forerunners as Aleksandr Skriabin or Olivier Messiaen, Sciarrino 
believes that the audition of a work engages all senses, not only hearing, 
and that each one influences the others. Take for instance the immediate 
associations, in our cultural context, between sound registers and spatial 
perception: soft dynamics suggest distance, while a forte gives the impression 
of proximity, even of aggressivity. Sciarrino in fact very often plays with this 
technique of the echo and with the manipulation of the sonic space, inserting 
violent sforzandi in the most refined pianissimo textures. The tactile can be 
incorporated into music too: a short sound in the higher register “pinches”, 
while one low, deep, can create the illusion of “softness”. 

The concern for a new type of perception as well as for the profound 
connections between the visual and the temporal arts led Sciarrino to develop 
a fundamental concept in his oeuvre – musical figures. Starting from the 
idea that there are some common principles of construction in all arts, the 
composer detects several archetypal organising structures which touch on 
the perception of musical material. These musical figures have thus an 
interdisciplinary, conceptual, abstract character, making them translatable 
into any artistic language; they are, in fact, identifiable structures that order 
form.15  

 
14 L’Opera per flauto, vol. I, p. 7-8. 
15 Sciarrino addresses figures at length in his Le figure della musica da Beethoven a oggi. 
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 One such figure is the window form, a type of musical organisation 
borrowed from the visual arts. Looking at a photo, an instance of the past 
pinned down, we are allowed a temporal insertion in the continuity of the 
present: we dive into the past. In music, a temporal insertion of some 
“windows” to other temporal dimensions is related to an anti-rhetorical concept 
of form, one that valorises discontinuity, the fragmentary, unpredictability, a 
“short-circuiting of memory”.16 Musically, the window translates as break and 
polytemporality.17 Sciarrino assimilates this discontinuous, collage-like form, 
to when we change radio or TV channels.18 One of his famous works is in 
fact based on this very concept: Efebo con radio [Child with Radio] (1981) for 
voice and orchestra, is an autobiographical work in which Sciarrino remembers 
his childhood fascination for changing radio channels, and in particular for 
the static thus created. 

The little bang musical figure is the element of surprise that occurs 
in a static situation, and not without consequences. A short incisive bite, a 
pistol-shot noise in a delicate aural fabric, little bang serves to suddenly 
refresh the listener’s perception or to even cause a change in the work’s 
unfolding. This sudden and unpredictable condensation of energy is not 
necessarily followed by a tension resolving event, as in the ancient arsis-
thesis concept, but on the contrary breaks the discursive monotony, 
rendering it tense and providing it with new meanings. 
 Accumulation and multiplication are two other musical figures 
illustrating the different forms that the evolution of sound material takes. 
Sciarrino calls them “mass phenomena”,19 as they are tied to the global 
perception of the music. Accumulation is a natural, human process that 
Sciarrino generally applies on the macro-formal level.20 This is the chaotic 
and heterogeneous development which heads towards a saturation point 
while also being an accumulation of energy, of tension, time seeming to 
condense within.21 The visual suggestion is one of filling of space. By contrast, 
multiplication represents the ordered and homogenous development by 
periodic repetitions, a derivation of imitative counterpoint. The degree of 
predictability results in a lesser energetic accumulation than with chaotic 
development. In the process of multiplication, the homogeneity of sound 
material leads to a seemingly dilated time.22  

 
16 Sciarrino, quoted by Sandro Cappelletto in the interview in Il giornale della musica, 

EDT&Allemandi, Torino, April 1988. 
17 I am sure to mention here Aurel Stroe’s morphogenetic musics as a local example of a 

similar formal compositional technique but with clearly different aural results. 
18 Sciarrino, Le figure della musica, p. 97. 
19 Sciarrino, Le figure della musica, p. 23. 
20 Sciarrino, Le figure della musica, p. 41. 
21 Sciarrino, Le figure della musica, p. 27. 
22 Sciarrino, Le figure della musica, p. 27. 
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 Going back to Sciarrino’s musical space, he is concerned not so 
much with the physical spatialisation of sound sources, an obsession of 
such composers of the 1960s as Karlheinz Stockhausen or Edgard Varèse, 
as with a “mental space”, defined by an essential factor in musical perception: 
memory. With the help of repetition, a fundamental technique in musical 
construction, listeners hear and memorize, recognize and anticipate, thus 
creating permanent connections between the three levels of linear, vectorial 
temporality: present, past and future. For Sciarrino, repetition has a dual 
purpose: to fixate a sonic image, to imprint it in the listeners’ memory, and 
concomitantly to transform it, through the filter of memory. Sciarrino associates 
repetition with persistence,23 a notion that he considers novel in Western 
music:24 a sound object is “exposed”, in the listener’s auditive conscience, 
as an element of nature which simply lasts, with no consequence or 
perceptible development. We could call this process “durational repetition”, like 
looking at a painting from up close – maybe one by one of Sciarrino’s favourites, 
monochrome aestheticist Alberto Burri to whom the 1995 Omaggio a Burri 
for violin, alto flute and bass clarinet is dedicated.  
 

* 
 
 Analysing L’opera per flauto,25 I was able to detect a series of 
structural techniques characteristic to the composer’s entire oeuvre, all of 
them in close connection with the formal archetype of repetition. Sciarrino 
generates sonic continuities which he then distorts: the evolution of the 
musical material is like that of a living organism that grows, shrinks, is 
transformed, altered and parasitised by other organisms.  

1. Sonic statism is materialized as the preference for pedals and 
repeated notes, whose horizontal, monotonous unfolding gradually fluctuates. 
The obsessive beat on a E♭ pivot-sound in Immagine Fenicia [Phoenician 
Image], from which other elements progressively grow, in their turn subjected to 
a bending process, is an example thereof.  

2. The persistence of a sonic element over long durations acquires a 
hypnotic force, extending the perception of the sound object into the listeners’ 
memory even after the music has ended – as with Canzona di ringraziamento, 

 
23 Detailed in the conferences of the 2008 Acanthes Metz Festival. 
24 Variants of this idea however appear – in other forms – in Erik Satie (“furniture music”) 

and even in American minimalists (from which Sciarrino is different, nevertheless, first and 
foremost by his aesthetics). 

25 In the PhD thesis “Transa recentă şi principiul repetiției în muzica nouă” [Recent Trance 
and the Repetition Principle in New Music] completed in 2012 under the tutelage of Dan 
Dediu DHC at the National University of Music Bucharest. 
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which is, formally, a giant ostinato slowly evolving, with fluctuations on the 
various parameters, towards the upper register, or as with Morte tamburo 
[The Death of the Drum], where timbral repetition (tongue ram effect in 
occasional alternation with some harmonic cluster) is the most conspicuous.  

3. A type of macro-pedal is the simulation of breathing through the 
obsessive repetition of the crescendo – decrescendo binomial. The process is 
integrated into the composer’s naturalist suggestions. A slow background thus 
takes shape on which perturbing sonic ephemerides appear. This happens for 
instance in L’orizzonte luminoso di Aton [The Luminous Horizon of Aton], a 
slow uninterrupted cosmic breath of air sounds, like a strange windborne 
Gregorian chant over which remains of memory are occasionally placed.  

4. Continuous rapid motion is another element which brings the 
naturalist suggestion to mind: a murmur, a rustle often barely audible, a 
vibration of nature present in almost all of his works for flute – and not only 
in those ones. All’aure in una lontananza [Far-away Breezes], the first work 
in L’opera per flauto, is a long tremolo harmonics flicker gradually turning 
into rapid air sounds melismas, a sound in the process of being born, pure 
and extremely delicate.  

5. The gradual replacement of an element with another represents 
the formal simulation of a natural process of contamination. Sciarrino employs 
it too in Come vengono prodotti gli incantesimi [How Spells Are Made], where 
he replaces one pulsating mechanism with another, each of them based on 
a different timbral element: tongue ram (a), jet whistle (b), harmonics clusters 
(c) and a group of elements – tortorello, trill and microtonal glissando (d). The 
continuous type of form can thus be articulated into four distinct conjunct 
sections, according to the predominant timbral object. 

6. The most frequently used structure is the macromechanism of 
intersected cycles, each of them representing in its turn a repetitive 
mechanism which either amplifies, then gradually reduces an element, or is 
based on a string of numbers slightly varying with each iteration. In Immagine 
fenicia, the obsessive tic-tac on sixteenth notes on E♭ is initially ordered as 
a string of numbers (6-3-4-2-5-1-28-7 beats), later repeated throughout the 
work, at first identical and then varied (by permutation, omission, addition, or 
subtraction); the initial tongue ram effect turns too into an air sound, a bichord 
structure or a shadow cluster. This chain of numerical cycles intersects with 
other timbral elements which gradually change colour too. In Lettera degli 
antipodi portata dal vento [Letter from the Antipodes Carried by the Wind], 
after a violent introduction sixteen cycles are presented, intersected, and built 
on the principle of wail in an ascending, microtonal glissando; an immense 
lamento is thus produced, a lamentation reminiscent of the Baroque passus 
duriusculus.   
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7. Sonic cell/sound object permutation is used for instance in the 
first section of Venere che le Grazie la fioriscono [Venus, may the Graces 
Adorn Her with Flowers], a figurative continuum where all cells derive one 
from the other by sound amplification, condensation, addition, or elimination.  

8. Mechanic repetition with the changing of just one parameter – 
timbre: in the same Venere, the second section,26 a two-voice, three-note 
(D – B – E♭) ostinato canon intervenes on three timbral planes: tongue ram, 
key clicks and air sounds with embouchure hole coverage (resulting in a 
descending major seventh) gradually transformed into a jet whistle. The canon 
constantly overturns two short inframelodic segments, one continuous and one 
discontinuous, each with its “colour”. All six possible timbral combinations 
of the three methods of attack are used, the combinations appearing in an 
ever-permuted order. 

9. The organic evolution of a repeated element by amplification and 
condensation is characteristic of almost all the works. A particular case of 
this process is Morte tamburo, where a melodic cell evolves by “rolling”: 
with each repetition it gains a sound at the end but loses the one in the 
beginning (at one point nothing is added and the cell eventually vanishes).27 
We might call this an almost cinematographic technique, as it simulates the 
camera’s movement from left to right (“repetition by camera shift”).  

10. The introduction of some onomatopoeic micro-mechanisms and 
the immediate repetition of a musical gesture or of a sound. 

11. Staggered ostinato: repetition is applied to several parameters, 
but the repetition sequence is different for each of them as well as changed 
throughout the mechanism.28 In the incipit of Fra i testi dedicati alle nubi 
[Among the Texts Dedicated to Clouds] we see, after a short introduction, 
an eighth note ostinato unfolding over segments of seven units: seven eighth 
note pulsations in alternation with seven eighth note rests (changes will later 
appear). Over this rhythmic ostinato an intonational one is placed, of another 
dimension, a row of eleven multiphonics to be repeated (identically, amplified, 
permuted, or changed) another twenty-eight times throughout the work. 

12. Insertion, with distinct roles: perturbation of the mechanism, figure 
in the background – a signal system grafted onto a homogenous sonic 
mechanism (as in Hermes or L’orizzonte luminoso di Aton) and window, 
unpredictable rupture with slow appearances and no formal consequences. 

 
26 L’opera per flauto, vol. I, p. 25. 
27 This technique is presented very clearly in the score, vol. II, p. 15, beginning with the 4th 

system, in the row of jet whistles and especially in the row of tongue rams.  
28 The technique is similar to the mediaeval isorhythmic process: the gap between talea (the 

rhythmic ostinato) and color (the melodic ostinato).  
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13. L’orologio di Bergson [Bergson’s Clock] (1999) has a particular 
structure, based on variation through translation (present, on a smaller 
scale, in other works too), a process which consists of gradually moving a 
sound object in the opposite direction of the passage of time, namely, the 
4/8 time signature. The visual result is a diagonal symmetry; the composer 
confessed the influence of modular variation found in Persian tapestries, 
giving in his book an example from the 19th century.29  

Below is the chart of L’orologio’s tapestry-score:30 a-i are the nine 
distinct sound objects (with their variants) and on the right-hand side there 
are the ten conjunct waves, each exposing a different object (the first wave 
is one introductory). The arrows indicate the three main sections of the 
piece: 
 
 

 
29 Sciarrino, Le figure della musica, fig. 69, p. 90. 
30 The chart is taken from Diana Rotaru, “Transa recentă şi principiul repetiției în muzica 

nouă”, p. 183-185 
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* 
 Salvatore Sciarrino’s repetitive minimalism, so particular to him, is 
justified by the idea of a musical anti-rhetoric towards which the composer 
strives, by the elimination of Western narrativity and its replacement with an 
organic evolution of the sound material, not only as in nature, but also as in 
ritualic, trance music. If audiences, be they knowledgeable, have divergent 
views, such divergence cannot deny the importance and profound 
originality of this garden-like composer, bizarre and ever fascinating.  

 
Translation by Maria Monica Bojin 

Martina Seeber quotes: © Martina Seeber, 2008 
Salvatore Sciarrino quote: © Salvatore Sciarrino, 1990 
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