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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION: THE LAMENTO MOTIF
AND LIGETT’'S LATE STYLE

When Gyorgy Ligeti’s harpsichord pieces Hungarian Rock and
Passacaglia ungherese appeared at the end of the 1970s, many listeners
noticed something nev,. These small, ironic pieces, so directly recalling
Ligeti’s heritage, sounded nothing like the experimental composer of
Atmosphéres and the Chamber Concerto—although they inhabited,
perhaps, the same bizarre world as Le Grand Macabre. With his next
piece, the four-movement Trio for Horn, Violin, and Piano of 1982, it
became apparent that this new style was neither a fluke nor a joke. Like
the harpsichord pieces, the Tric embraced traditional forms. It was
even inscribed “Hommage a Brahms,” whose own Trio, Ligeti wrote,
“hovers in the musical heavens as an unequaled example of this genre.”!
What had caused such a drastic change in his music?

In a 1983 interview with Istvan Szigeti, the composer speaks of a

“stylistic caesura’:

.. . the works of my youth were composed under the powerful
influence of Bart6k, and gradually . . . even before 1956, a change
came about. I began to write what I call surface music and
micropolyphonic music. Then I gradually arrived at a point
where I felt this could no longer go on, I wanted to remain
myself. I did not want to follow any kind of fad, not even the

I Gyorgy Ligeti, liner notes, trans. Sid McLauchlan, Erato Compact
Disc ECD 75555.
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fashion of turning back to romanticism, but I knew I would have
to change something in my own music as well.2

The result of this turning point was a new musical style, announc-

ing itself fully with the Horn Trio:

I could say that my earlier pieces are crystalline in nature, and
that these [new works] are much more vegetative and proliferating
pieces. Let me say that this Horn Trio is the first piece in this new
Ligeti style. . . . I am myself, but iet us call this my last period,
the period of my old age, I do not know how long it will last
(209-10).

With this second turning point, Ligeti’s career can be divided into
three stylistic periods, each separated by a compositional pause. The
first, marked by the influence of Bart6k, ended when Ligeti escaped to
Germany in 1956; his next major work, Apparitions, did not appear
until 1959. Then followed many pieces, culminating in his opera Le
Grand Macabre of 1977. The Horn Trio éppeared five years later, after
another long silence.

These creative silences coincide with personal turning points for
Ligeti. His life in Hungary ended with his traumatic escape to Germany;
at the same time, he symbolically escaped the influence of Barték. A
different crisis brought on the second turning point, as he describes in

the same interview:

[The Horn Trio] is important for me, because after my opera,
which I completed in 1977, I composed only two harpsichord
pieces in 1978. A four-year gap followed which had two causes.
One of them was that when a man approaches sixty, that is in itself
an illness. To put it bluntly, I had been gravely ill for some time,
and this meant a pretty big break in my life (209).

2 Istvan Szigeti, “A Budapest Interview with Gyorgy Ligeti,” The New
Hungarian Quarterly 25 (1984) 205.
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As the composer says, even though these crises have marked
stylistic shifts, at the same time his music has continuously evolved.
There is a striking visual parallel in the M. C. Escher print,
Metamorphosis II: although the changes from moment to moment are
subtle, over a distance the images are dramatically different (but by the
end, they have come full circle).

Musically, the shift to the late style has embodied a change in
compositional techniques. The middle style could be characterized by
different “Ligeti signals,” such as a major second and minor third
appearing as a chord, the pitch-class set [0, 2, 5] near the end of
Lontano; a single interval spread out over wide registers (tritones and
octaves are especially prominent); “clocks,” or ticking, machine-like
music; and “clouds,” the micro-polyphonic webs of Atmospheéres and the
Requiem. This repertory of signais appeared freely from piece to piece
as Ligeti developed and experimented with his techniques.

Perhaps the most important characteristic of the late style is the
development of a new palette of “Ligeti signals,” which both replaces
and appears alongside the old techniques. At the same time, this new
palette recalls many elements of Bart6k’s style, bringing about a
synthesis of old and new. This essay will examine the late style by
focusing on one of the most prominent ideas in this new compositional
palette: a repeated, falling, chromatic scale fragment which Ligeti calls
the “Lamento motif,” shown below in Figure 1.1.3 It appears first in the

final movement of the Horn Trio (1982); then in the sixth Piano Etude,

3 Dr. Louise Duchesneau, Ligeti’s secretary and assistant, mentioned
Ligeti’s term in a conversation with the author, 28 February 1993.
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Automne a Varsovie (1985); then in the second and third movements of
the Piano Concerto (1985-87).4 Although the motif remains
substantially the same, its use and context change from piece to piece,
showing how Ligeti’s musical thought (or at least one strand of it)
changes over these five years. The Lamento motif offers us a window
onto Ligeti’s late style.

This chapter surveys the elements of the new style, comparing
them with Ligeti’s earlier music. The following three chapters are
analyses of specific works. Chapter two discusses the final movement of
the Horn Trio; chapter three, the sixth Piano Etude, Automne a
Varsovie; and chapter four, the second and third movements of the
Piano Concerto. A fifth chapter summarizes the separate analyses, and
examines the new style’s affinity to Ligeti’s early style, influenced by

Bartdk.
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Figure 1.1 The Lamento motif as it appears in the last movement of
the Trio for Horn, Violin and Piano (1982), mm. 6-13, piano (sustaining
notes are left out). © B. Schott’s Séhne, Mainz, 1984. All Rights
Reserved. Used by permission of European American Music
Distributors Corporation, sole U.S. and Canadian agent for B. Schott’s
Schne, Mainz.

4 Ligeti added the fourth and fifth movements later, finishing the entire
piece in early 1988.
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The Lamento motif was inspired partly by the funeral songs of the
women of Transylvania.5 Denys Bouliane mentions other likely sources,
including the end of Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas; he also points out that
falling lines (such as the sigh motive) almost universally express grief.6
In this regard Deryck Cooke in The Language of Music describes
(somewhat debatably) certain scale tones, especially when they appear as
an appoggiatura, falling from dissonance to resolution, as “a burst of
anguish.”7 As later chapters will show, Ligeti’s Lamento motif is
similar.

Of course, it used to be exceptional for a Ligeti piece to use a
theme at all. The return of recognizable themes is one characteristic of
the new style. To understand this development, as well as others that led
to the Horn Trio and beyond, we need to compare briefly the elements
of the new style with the earlier music.

At the start of the 1980s Ligeti discovered new influences, as he

relates in an essay on the Piano Etudes:

5 Jeffrey Bossin, “Gyorgy Ligeti’s New Lyricism and the Aesthetic of
Currentness: The Berlin Festival’s Retrospective of the Composer’s
Career,” Current Musicology 37/38 (1984) 237.

6 Denys Bouliane, “Six ‘Etudes’ pour piano de Ligeti,” Contrechamps
12/13 (1990) 98-132. This article is based on a radio lecture by
Bouliane.

7 Deryck Cooke, The Language of Music (London: Oxford University
Press, 1959) 66-69, 76-78. Cooke differentiates between two intervals:
“whereas the minor sixth is an expression of anguish in a context of flux,
the minor second is an expiession of anguish in a context of finality; in
other words, the minor sixth expresses an active anguish, the minor
second a hopeless anguish” (78). Cooke’s ideas are questionable,
especially outside the context of common-practice Western European
music, but they are intriguing nevertheless. Ligeti’s appoggiaturas are
closer to the minor-second type.



While I was writing [my] pieces for two piancs in 1976, I
was unaware of Nancarrow’s music and that of sub-Saharan
Africa. However, I have always had an interest in picture-puzzles,
paradoxes of perception and ideas, for certain aspects of the
shaping and building of form, of growth and transformation and
for the distinction between various levels of abstraction in thought
and language. Furthermore, I am very partial to the works of
Lewis Carroll, Maurits Escher, Saul Steinberg, Franz Kafka,
Boris Vian, Sandor Wedres, Jorge Luis Borges and Douglas R.
Hofstadter and my way of thinking is strongly marked by the
views of Manfred Eigen, Hansjochem Autrum, Jacques Monod and
Ernst Gombrich. Since the beginning of the 1980s this list of
stimulating interests has been extended to include the highly
complex music for mechanical piano of Corlon Nancarrow,
recordings from Simha Arom’s collections of Central African
music and Benoit Mandelbrot’s fascinating “fractals,” which
Manfred Eigen brought to my attention in 1984 by showing me
the computer-generated pictures of Heniz-Otto Peitgen and Feier
H. Richter.

It would however be inappropriate to assume that my Piano
Etudes (1985) are a direct result of these musical and extra-
musical influences. By revealing my interests and inclinations I
am merely indicating the intellectual environment in which I work
as a composer. Moreover, in my music one finds neither that
which one might call the “scientific” nor the “mathematical,” but
rather a unification of construction with poetic, emotional
imagination.8

Typically, the influences Ligeti notes since the beginning of the
1980s are diverse: the polyrhythmic music of the Pygmies of the
Central African Republic (recorded and analyzed by Simha Arom); the
rhythmically complex player piano music of Conlon Nancarrow; and the
beautiful, infinitely detailed images of deterministic chaos captured in

the Mandelbrot set. A common link between these influences is their

8 Ligeti, “On my Etudes for Pizno,” trans. Sid McLauchlan, Sonus 9/1
(1988) 3-4.
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extreme complexity. Ligeti’s music, which has always tended to
extremes, embraces these new, complex forms, turning them to his own
ends.

One way in which this complexity appears is in a new idea of
harmony, amounting to what could be called a rebirth of voice-leading;
Gavin Thomas describes it as “simultaneously [reinventing] conventional
harmony while turning it on its head.? Harmonically, it is especially
difficult to draw a line between an “old” and “new” style, because of the
gradual change spanning Ligeti’s career; nevertheless, we can name a
turning point, Le Grand Macabre (1974-77). The opera sums up many
of Ligeti’s earlier ideas, and at the same time introduces new ones—
particularly the strange sense of harmonic succession at the end
described by Paul Griffiths:

In the concluding passacaglia the harmonic objects are mostly
thirds, sixths and triads, but they are arranged so as not to fit into
any coherent tonal pattern, and therefore to suggest a world in
which the features are recognisable but the rules are entirely
altered. Moreover—and this only makes the alterations more dis-
quieting—there is no sense of a desperate avant-garde flouting of
tradition but rather a blank forgetting of how things used to be.10

In the Horn Trio as well (especially in the first and third
movements), there is a semblance of diatonic harmony, reinforced by
the rhythm and character of the lines. But the lines never approach a

cadence; harmonically, the ending of one phrase could just as easily

9 Gavin Thomas, “New Times: New Clocks,” Musical Times (July
1993) 376-79. The author is indebted to Edward Murray for some of
the ideas regarding voice-leading.

10 Paul Griffiths, Gvorgy Ligeti. The Contemporary Composers
(London: Robson Books, 1983) 106.






