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LA NOTE JUSTE 
Julian. Anderson. celebrates the 90th anniversary 0£ Giacin.to Scelsi's birth 

In what would have been his 90th year, Giacinto Scelsi 

remains one of the most controversial and misunderstood 

composers of his generation. The musical world seems split 

between those who worship him almost as a guru and others 

equally convinced of his fraudulence - neither of which estima­

tions is helpful nor, I suspect, completely honest. Scelsi himself 

was in the habit of saying very little about himself or his music, 

even at rehearsals; at most he would offer a few oblique quota­

tions from Hindu philosophy. Matters are complicated by 

Scelsi's notorious reluctance in later years to notate his music 

himself, employing an army of assistants and amanuenses to work 

under his supervision (being independently wealthy he could 

afford to do so). In fact there are simple explanations behind both 

of these attitudes in the music itself. 

Scelsi's musical output mirrors the patterns of the century; 

indeed the image is of a composer positively eager, up to the 

1950s, to rush from one fad to the next. He vouchsafed what he 

considered the essentials of his biography in a little free-verse 

poem printed at the head of Editions Salabert' s catalogue of his 

works. Curiously, he omits to mention his aristocratic title -

Count D' Alaya Valva - but does put in such exotic details as the 

reception at Buckingham Palace which followed his marriage in 

London to a cousin of the Queen, as well as his strange education 

(comprising 'fencing, chess and Latin') and his travels to Napel 

and India to study yoga. He was essentially self-taught in music, 

receiving informal advice from Ottorino Respighi before travel­

ling to Paris and throwing himself into the dominant artistic 

trends of the time, notably surrealism and futurism. He retained 

particularly close friendships with the writers Henri Michaux, 

Pierre-Jean Jouve and Paul Eluard, as well as with Salvador Dali 

(several of whose paintings he owned). He started to compose 

and also to write accomplished poetry in a free-verse French fair­

ly close to that of Michaux_! 

The first acknowledged work is the symphonic poem Rotative 

for three pianos, winds and percussion, composed and premiered 

in 1930 under Pierre Monteux in Paris; as both the title (meaning 

'printing presses') and the scoring might suggest, this is a post­

Noces piece of futurist machine-music whose unrelenting repeti­

tions closely anticipate some features of minimalism (it is pub­

lished by Salabert in its two-piano arrangement). On then to 

Vienna, where Scelsi satisfied a growing curiosity about 12-note 

composition in studying with a little-known pupil2 of Schoenberg; 

he subsequently became one of the earliest converts to. dode­

caphony outside of the Schoenberg circle, his Four poems for 

piano of 1936 being the first 12-note music composed by an 

Italian, and very fluent they are too. Something of the mechanis­

tic side of Scelsi's earlier music remains, and the harmonic tex­

ture is unvaryingly thick, with large cluster-like chords crashing 

across one another almost to the point of overload (this is espe­

cially true of another work written in the same idiom, the Second 

Piano Sonata of 1949). The works of the 40s abandoned strict 

serialism in favour of a more eclectic style with elements of poly­

tonality and neo-classicism; influences that suggest themselves 

are Honegger and, as Harry Halbreich has suggested, Bloch.3 The 

bigger works in this idiom, the First String Quartet (1944) and the 

cantata La naissance du verbe (1947--48) sound as though they 

are trying to break free of the style. In the quartet this is made 

dramatically apparent in that after some thirty minutes of unremit­

ting and - to this listener - rather turgid contrapuntal working, the 

last movement peals back the chromaticism in a wholly white­

note coda, as if seeking salvation in an idealised cod-Palestrina. 

The cantata also exhibits counterpoint with a vengeance, featuring 

an ambitious neo-classicising fugue in its third movement; but as 

in the quartet, the music seems at its best when harmonically stat­

ic, as in the still, hovering chords of the opening. For all their 

faults, what these two works conclusively prove is Scelsi's 

unquestionable professionalism; the composer of La naissance 

was no amateur and the work created a sensation at its premiere in 

Paris in 1950 under no less a figure than Roger Desormiere.4 

It seems that after completing the cantata, Scelsi suffered a 

mental crisis which resulted in total breakdown and hospitalisa­

tion. At all events, no new pieces were composed (if Scelsi's 

erratic datings are to be trusted) between 1949 and 1952. 

Reduced to a sort of zero point, Scelsi found solace in improvis­

ing; by repeating a single pitch on a piano, sometimes for several 

hours at a stretch, Scelsi found his mind calmed and his ear drawn 

into a new manner of listening which was to become fundamental 

for all his subsequent music - 'as if [he] were using an enormous­

ly powerful magnifying glass to discover a teeming life within the 

notes we thought were mere dots on paper.'S 

Scelsi claimed to have visited Tibet, India and Nepal at some 

unspecified time before the 1959 Chinese invasion. Whether he 
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assertion that the work 'has a 

wordless phonetic text' 

(Freeman, op. cit.) is incorrect. 

The first part uses only vowels, 

the second and third the three 

words 'Deus, Amor, Lux' and 

the fourth a traditional Latin 

prayer. Felix Apraharnian, who 

attended the premiere, 

described to me in conversation 

the effect of the work in perfor­

mance as 'irresistible, absolute­

ly thrilling'. Aprahamian 

v - v• "'i:J .,- -

believes that a subsequent 

Brussels performance was of a 

far lower quality and, on that 

account, not a success, whereas 

Freeman (op. cit.) asserts that 

no other performance took 

place after the Paris premiere . 

Freeman also makes the strange 

assertion that a projected per­

formance of La naissance in 

London a week after the Paris 

premiere by BBC forces 'was 

cancelled when Desormiere 

unexpectedly died'. In fact 

Desormiere had a stroke, but 

this was not until 1952, and I 

have been unable to find any 

other evidence that a London 

performance was ever planned. 

5. Adrian Jack: presentation

for BBC Radio 3's 'Music in

Our Time', 12 October 1981.

6. For extensive details on the 

question of Scelsi's later work­

ing practice, see Freeman,

op.cit. pp.16-17. 7. See
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EX.4: HARMONIC GRAPH OF ANAHIT. ONLY THE BACKGROUND HAS BEEN SHOWN; FOREGROUND DETAIL (QUARTERTONE BLURRING, ETC.) HAS 

Je vais dans un pays 

sans noms sans chiffres 

et sans mots 

sans phares et sans pieges 

ou regne le fou rire 

rever la mort des reves 12 

Notes 

BEEN OMITTED 

1. Scelsi published four volumes of French poetry: Le poids net (Paris,

1949), Archipel nocturne (Paris, 1954), La conscience aigui! (Paris, 1962)

and Cercles (Rome, 1986). 2. There is dispute as to exactly who this

was. See Robin Freeman's article in Tempo, March 1991 for a discussion 

of the identity of Scelsi' s teacher in Vienna. 3. Harry Halbreich: pro­

gramme note for the complete recording of Scelsi' s string quartets by the 

Arditti Quartet on Salabert Actuels SCD-8904-5. 4. Robin Freeman's

Freeman op. cit. and the Scelsi

volume in Musik-Konzepte

no.31. 8. I do not agree with Halbreich (liner notes to CD Accord 

200612) in his assertion of multiple golden section properties in these 

pieces; these seem to' me to depend too much on the actual notation 

employed for music which was essentially improvised. 9. This harmonic 

analysis was made in 1988. I could not therefore have read Halbreich's 

programme notes to Anahit as these were published in 1989; the similari­

ties between my analysis and his (both as regards identifying the tonic G 

and in other respects) are coincidental but do, I believe, confirm the 

validity of these assertions. 10. Le timbre, metaphore pour la composi­

tion, IRCAM, Paris, 1991. 11. Nono's late orchestral works A Carlo

Scarpa architetto (1984) and No hay caminos, he que caminar (1987), 

exclusively based upon narrowly oscillating single pitches, are generally 

thought to have been written under the influence of Scelsi's music, to 

which they bear a strong resemblence. 12. 'I go to a land/nameless num­

berless/and wordless/without beacons or traps/where mad laughter 

reigns/dreaming the death of dreams (from Le poids net, my translation). 
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