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Abstract of the Laureate Lecture

Mr. Gyorgy Ligeti

Rhythmic Configurations in My Piano Studies

While discussing some technical aspects of
my works for keyboard instruments, I would
like to focus on rhythmic configurations and
musical form.

My piece “Poeme Symphonique” for 100
metronomes (1962), in which irregular patterns
result from the superposition of a great number
of regular pulsation patterns, was crucial for the
development of my rhythmic concepts. It is an
example of “deterministic chaos.”

A direct consequence of the metronome
piece is “Continuum” for harpsichord (1968).
Although both hands play a regular sequence of
notes, the combination of the two hands playing
on two keyboards simultaneously produce ‘“illu-
sory” rhythmic configurations, which are not
played, but are only heard. When I composed
“Continuum,” I was unaware of the “inherent
patterns” one finds in some African xylophone
and lamellophone music, but by chance these
rhythmic phenomena are very similar to my
own. The next step were my Three Pieces for
Two Pianos, where I developed complex grid
systems, a kind of “geometric music.”

In 1985, I began to compose piano studies
(of which there are 18 so far), based partly on

my earlier experiments and partly on the knowl-

edge of African music south of the Sahara. By
writing for each hand an accentuation pattern,
which is independant of the other, I was able
to develop a new kind of virtuoso piano music,
giving the illusion of several simultaneous
speeds, even though the pianist in reality plays
only in one constant speed. The technical prin-
ciple which underlies the sounding music is
more or less the same in all 18 studies,
whereas the form is different in each study. In
most pieces, I distribute the pitch structure
between the two hands. For instance, in the first

”»

study “Désordre,” the right hand only plays on
the white keys (diatonic mode), the left only on
the black (pentatonic mode). Therefore, in the-
ory, the combination of the two hands produces
chromaticism. However, what we hear is not
chromaticism, because the patterns are rhythmi-
cally and metrically different in the two hands.
We hear neither diatonicism, nor pentatonic
mode, nor chromaticism. The two layers half
melt into each other and this generates a kind
of “irisating” structure, where neither the tonal
character nor the rhythmic-metric order can be
clearly distinguished. I will give examples of
similar structures found in several of my other

studies.



