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Stefano GERVASONI (1962-)

2006  Sviete Tihi - Capriccio dopo la Fantasia   per 2 pianoforti e 2  percusionisti, 

commissioned by Fondation Arditi dedicated to MAKROKOSMOS  

    

Georg Friedrich HAAS (1953- )

1992 "... Schatten ... durch unausdenkliche Wälder" für zwei schlagzeuge und zwei klaviere   

 

I.  schichtung, schwingung, abbruch

II. in memoriam richard h.stein

III. "...indem ich unsichtbare protagonistin vor den vorhang hole..." (für gösta neuwirth)

 

George CRUMB (1929-)

1974 Music for a Summer Evening (Makrokosmos III) for two amplified pianos and percussion

 

I.Nocturnal Sounds (The Awakening) "Odo risonanze effimere, oblio di piena notte nell'acqua 

stellata."[Quasimodo]

II.Wanderer-Fantasy

III.The Advent "Le silence éternel des espaces infinis m'effraie" [Pascal]

IV.Myth

V.Music of the Starry Night "Und inden Nächten fällt die schwere Erde aus allen Sternen in die 

Einsamkeit. Wiralle fallen.

Und doch ist Einer, welcher dieses Fallen unendlich sanft in seinen Händen hält." [Rilke] 



Sound Wonderlands

The idea of an ensemble composed of pianos and percussion instruments first came about in Stra-

vinsky’s The Wedding. Shortly thereafter, Bartok, who frequently emphasized the percussive aspect 

of the piano, developed this idea in his orchestral works (Piano Concerto No. 1, Music for Strings, 

Percussion and Celesta). In his 1937 Sonata for two pianos and percussion, he established a new 

instrumental archetype which was taken up by subsequent composers, such as the ones represented 

in this recording.

However, for these composers, it isn’t so much the rhythmic and dynamic elements which 

link the piano to the various percussion instruments, as was the case for Stravinsky and Bartok, but 

rather the full range of sound possibilities—the set of different colors—provoking the idea of a fu-

sion between the two entities. One of the characteristics of the huge diversity of percussion instru-

ments that have been adopted from around the world during the past hundred or so years, is indeed 

the extraordinary variety of specific tonal qualities, in which the kinds of attacks and resonan-

ces—the way sounds appear, resonate, and disappear—play an important part. The works of Crumb, 

Gervasoni, and Haas are built upon such a range of sounds requiring new arrangements and new 

ways of articulation. Each work has its own range of colors which constitutes the basic material of 

the composition. Far from the intrinsic structures which reached their peak in serialism, the organi-

zation of pitches is here subsumed by the originality and combination of sounds as such. The acous-

tic quality as a structural and sensitive element is not produced exclusively by a combination of pit-

ches whatever the complexity, but by a very thorough analysis of sound and dynamics. In Makro-

kosmos, George Crumb uses archaic modal structures and tonal music quotes, the latter effect 

echoed in Georg Friedrich Haas’ second piece, where tonal chords seem to be lost and found ob-

jects.

Therefore, it is the form of the discourse which changes, as well as the notion of time and 

space, which are two of the fundamental traits of musical experience. Each sound exists above all 

for itself, defining its own field of appearance, imposing the duration of its resonance and the very 

range of its vibration. Its repetitions and transformations are impervious to causal or traditional nar-

rative logic as well as to a form of subjective expression. These repetitions and transformations, on 

the contrary, lead to a dreamlike, mysterious, magical, spiritual, strange, or basic dimension which 

refers to original movements, archaic images, to perceptions that are elusive and without limit. This 

is what leads George Crumb toward an altogether cosmic, mythological and mystical universe, 

whereas Stefano Gervasoni exalts its poetic and playful aspects. The works of Georg Friedrich 

Haas, which are darker and more introverted, develop a logic of structure closer to that of a dream 

(or a nightmare). The notion of time thus falls into the realm of fancy: an inner time, full of unex-

pected and unforeseen events, which oscillates between stillness and dazzling surges. Sound cons-

tellations delineate an open space where distant phenomena are linked together, and where what is 

extremely close and infinitely far meet.

That is what gives each of the three works a ceremonial tone, a ritual aspect distinct from 

teleological form. The moments themselves seem to be interchangeable. If Gervasoni’s music re-

volves around itself, altered imperceptibly each time the same figures are repeated, the music of 

Haas creates a kind of spiral which leads the listener into deeper and deeper areas; indeed, time nar-

rows slightly, yet significantly, after each movement. In comparison, Crumb’s piece has all the fea-

tures of a finale, a synthesis of the whole, but the work ends in an indefinite atmosphere whose aim 



is to abolish our reference points, and maintain the musical vibration even beyond the disappea-

rance of the last sounds. The formal principle throughout the three works is that of metamorphosis; 

it is virtually endless. Such works require a particular conception of ensemble music. It is not the 

dialogue of traditional chamber music laden with affects and founded on an agreement among the 

protagonists, or even the discipline of the ensemble in which the player merges into the group sen-

sibility; in fact, it is  a way of playing based on mutual listening, coordination of movement, and 

subtle dialectic between uniqueness and fusion, individualization and self-effacement, which give 

the performance its expressive tension. This refers to how these works were created, the inner ten-

sions between the unique quality of each sound and its place in a fixed or loose hierarchy, which 

transforms and gives it new meaning.

George Crumb : Music for a Summer Evening (Makrokosmos III)

This 1974 composition for two amplified pianos and two percussionists is a follow-up to the two 

volumes of Makrokosmos for amplified solo piano (1972-73), a fantasy on the signs of the zodiac in 

which Crumb developed new techniques and sounds. Makrokosmos III falls into five parts : 1. Noc-

turnal Song (The Awakening), 2. Wanderer-Fantasy, 3. The Advent, 4. Myth, 5. Music for the Starry 

Night. If the first, third and fifth pieces call for the full ensemble and are the core of the composition 

(according to Crumb, they suggest a kind of cosmic drama), the second and fourth pieces function 

as intermezzos, the former primarily for the two pianos, the latter for the percussion only. The three 

main pieces have literary quotations attached which help to clarify their meaning. The first quote is 

from the Italian poet Quasimodo: « Odo risonanze effimere, oblio di piena notte nell’acqua stella-

ta » (I hear ephemeral echoes, oblivion of full night in the starred water). It refers to Crumb’s re-

mark that, as he was born in the region of the Appalachian mountains, his musical imagination was 

inspired by the phenomenon of the echo, a phenomenon he has studied and used in several works. 

The Advent, which is influenced by Twin Suns in Makrokosmos II, is preceded by a quotation from 

Pascal: « Le silence éternel des espaces infinis m’effraie » (The eternal silence of infinite space ter-

rifies me). The last movement is illustrated by Rilke’s long quotation: « Und in den Nächten fällt 

die schwere Erde aus allen Sternen in die Einsamkeit. Wir alle fallen. Und doch ist Einer, welcher 

diesen Fallen unendlich sanft in seinen Händen hält » (And in the nights the heavy earth is falling 

from all the stars down into loneliness. We are falling. And yet there is One who holds this falling 

endlessly gently in His hand). One can also hear fragments of Bach’s D sharp minor fugue from The 

Well-Tempered Clavier. 

The percussive instrumentation is very rich. There are instruments with definite pitch such 

as the vibraphone, xylophone, glockenspiel, bells, and rattles, and there are many instruments with 

indefinite pitch such as the claves, maracas, wood blocks, temple blocks, tam-tams, and cymbals. 

Rare instruments are used, such as slide-whistles in the second piece, a metal thunder-sheet in the 

third piece, an African log drum and Tibetan stones, etc. The percussionists have to play recorders; 

they also have to sing and whistle, as do the pianists who also play rattles, African thumb piano, and 

use different techniques of pizzicatos and glissandos inside the piano. This array of peculiar timbres 

contributes to the music as a mosaic, according to Crumb, and in which the resonances, silences and 

sound events exist inside a kind of suspended cosmic time. Nevertheless, traditional techniques play 

a structural role, like the isorhythmic structures of the fourth piece or the tonal polarizations 

between F sharp Major and D sharp minor. 

Makrokosmos III was commissioned by the Fromm Foundation and dedicated to Gilbert Ka-

lish, James Freeman, Raymond DesRoches and Richard Fitz.



Stefano Gervasoni

Svete tihi, Capriccio dopo la Fantasia

The title means « silent light » and is the name given to the pure and intense light of sunset by the 

inhabitants of Kosovo; that is what Italian writer Paolo Rumiz remembered when he was struck by 

this phenomenon at the Orthodox monastery of Decani. There are at least two spellings, one Croa-

tian and Bosnian (svijete tihi), and the other Serbian (svete tihi). This expression means more 

exactly « peaceful world ». Rumiz’s book is a kind of pilgrimage which originates at the source of 

Christendom, at midpoint between the East and the West. Stimulated by this reading, the composer 

saw a possible analogy with the meeting between the percussion instruments and the pianos, ano-

ther form of dialogue between East and West. In the Makrokosmos Quartet there is an ironic role 

reversal, since the two pianists are Turkish and the two percussionists are European. 

The work is based upon a series of musical ideas which are characteristic and differentiated 

as they are repeated in various ways and ceaselessly combined in other forms, a typical feature of 

Gervasoni’s music. The composer plays on the ambiguity of sounds, their origin, their timbre, and 

their situation in space. The sounds of the pianos fit into the colors of the percussion due to certain 

playing techniques, harmonic structures, registrations, the addition of small percussion instruments 

(like icebells and rattles) and to modification of timbre such as the muted strings at the end of the 

piece. Musical time is directly linked to the type of ideas, the different forms of resonances and 

rests. These are fleeting and swift lines, bells, motionless sound blocks, isolated notes within os-

cillations which are situated between suspended time and throbbing time, and between long and 

short vibrations. The magical nature of the piece, its beauty, its dreamlike flitting and transparent 

quality, and the tension one feels when listening (which owes nothing to psychology), come from 

the unpredictability of musical discourse. The beginning develops a motif taken from the compo-

ser’s second string quartet, written at the same time, and titled Six lettres à l’obscurité (und zwei 

Nachrichten). Both pieces are similar as they lead the listener to the same luminous phenomenon 

and its spiritual resonances.

The piece was commissioned by the Arditi Foundation for the Makrokosmos Quartet, which 

premiered it in 2006, in Geneva, in a Contrechamps concert. It was composed in 2005-06, in Berlin, 

while the composer was on a DAAD grant. 

Georg Friedrich Haas 

...schatten ... durch unausdenkliche wälder 

The title of this 1992 composition is from The Book of Disquiet (Das Buch der Unruhe des Hilfs-

buchhalters Bernardo Soares) by Fernando Pessoa. As an epigraph to his composition, Haas uses a 

significant passage from this work, which starts thus: « Wir sind ein Tod. Das, was wir als Leben 

ansehen, ist der Schlaf des wirklichen Lebens, der Tod dessen, was wir wirklich sind. » And a little 

further: « Wir bevölkern Träume, wir sind Schatten, die durch unausdenkliche Wälder irren, in de-

nen die Bäume, Häuser, Sitten, Ideen Ideale und Philosophie sind. » (Aus dem Portugiesischen 

übersetzt von Rudolf Lind, p.  203 f.) The composition falls into three movements whose titles are : 

1. Schichtung, Schwingung, Abbruch, 2. in memoriam H. Stein, 3. « ... indem ich die unsichtbare 

Protagonistin worden Vorhand hole... (für Gösta Neuwirth) ».



Haas deals with the quartet as a coherent whole, as if only one voice was refracted into dif-

ferentiated colors. The same progression—linked to an identical time frame, but always denser—is 

found in each part. Indeed, each movement lasts half of the time of the previous one; thus the last 

movement has all the features of a coda. The composer himself indicated that the first movement 

adopts the functions of the sinusoidal wave (Sinusfunktionen) in different forms: transverse oscilla-

tions (transversale Shwingungen), longitudinal oscillations (longitudinale Shwingungen), and the 

combination of both in intermingled layers. In other words, one can hear in the first part a line 

which divides itself in two, speeds up, increases its density, moves within low and high pitches, and 

ends in a disjointed verticality which reappears at the end of the second piece, and then in a more 

basic form in the finale, where sounds end up being just blows.

The second piece is based upon the first eight bars of Klavierstück op. 22 no. 3 by Richard 

H. Stein, born in Halle in 1882, and who died in exile, in the Canary Islands, in 1942. The sounds 

are veiled because of expansion and contraction time effects and because of percussion played with 

peremptory movements. The third piece refers to a text by Gösta Neuwirth in one of the pieces from 

his piano cycle Clouds for Claude, entiltled Piss-Pott or a pot of pieces. It is a kind of sound skele-

ton, as if the composition were collapsing, ridding itself of all its differentiations of harmony and 

color, as if it were driven to the last basic movement, a scansion which emphasizes the ritual nature 

of the whole work.

The work was written thanks to the support of the Bundesministrium für Unterricht und 

Kunst.

Philippe Albèra 


