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The author of a substantial catalogue of works that includes practically all musical 
genres, André Jolivet (1905-1974) is considered one of the most interesting French, 
and indeed European composers of the 20th century. Yet he was not trained as a 
musician as such, and never attended courses at a conservatoire because his parents 
- who certainly respected culture and the arts - felt that their son would be better off 
with a regular job as a primary school teacher. So that was precisely what he did for 
a living, while at the same time pursuing his interests in music. It was not until 1942 
that his efforts to make headway in Parisian musical circles proved fruitful enough to 
allow him to devote his time entirely to composition. He studied privately with Paul 
Le Flem, and between 1929 and 1933 was the only European pupil of Edgard Varèse. 

Elements of this unconventional musical background are evident in Jolivet’s works. 
Moreover, his freedom from the traditional constraints of a conservatoire education 
also meant that he was one of the first musicians in France to become acquainted with 
the compositions of Schoenberg, Webern and Berg. Actively open to new musical ideas, 
during the 1930s Jolivet developed an idiom of his own that was distinctly avant-
garde. He was an innovator who scandalized many critics, but elicited whole-hearted 
praise from Olivier Messiaen, one of the three associates in the Jeune France group 
that was formed in 1936 with a humanist, spiritual agenda: “Jolivet wrote the sort of 
music that I would have liked to have been able to write”, Messiaen declared; “in our 
group he was the revolutionary element… his language was the most advanced”.

Described as the “enchantment years”, this was a period in which Jolivet felt drawn 
by the atmosphere of spiritualism and esotericism typical of many cultural circles. 
Within this perspective, his aim was to bring music back to its primitive origins, 
composing a number of pieces that have become milestones of the early 20th century 
repertoire. These include Mana for piano, the Cinq Danses Rituelles for orchestra, 
and the Cinq Incantations for flute, all of which hark back to an early golden age in 
which music played a sacred as well as a social role: a state in which the secret links 
between music and the world of nature could connect mankind up with the cosmos. 

The tendency towards humanism and the French tradition along with the idea of 
music imbued with ethical significance were to become the cornerstones of Jolivet’s 
creative development, albeit in ways that changed in the course of time. Jolivet was 
not afraid of simplifying his musical language during the war years in order to reach 
out to wider audiences. Moreover, during the 1950s he invested his return to classical 
forms – concerto, sonata and symphony – with innovation from within. Concealed 
beneath neutral titles that no longer bore the connotations of the enchantment period, 
his concepts of art and music remained unchanged: “If you want him to be powerful, 
hide your God” he liked to say, paraphrasing Paul Valéry. During the last ten years of 
his life, Jolivet’s compositions increasingly tended towards intimism, with a particular 
focus on bowed string instruments. 

This brief overview of Jolivet’s output clearly reveals the eclectic nature of his 
musical interests. Eclecticism was a common feature among French composers 
of his generation, and the term had none of the negative connotations associated 
with it today. To the contrary, at the time to be eclectic was to be flexible, open to 
inspiration and inclined to explore different paths, unconstrained by theories and 
techniques. In Jolivet’s case it also implied an interest in the styles and expressive 
modes of chamber music, which occupied an important place in his overall oeuvre. 
The present album is the first recording of his complete piano chamber works, 
covering a timespan that stretches from his youth to his later adulthood. The only 
pieces to be excluded are a few very early compositions that he considered mere 
exercises, unworthy of publication.

Jolivet was drawn by the piano right from the outset. His first masterpiece, Mana, 
was written in 1935 and is a piano suite inspired by six ‘fetish’ objects that Varèse 
had given him before leaving for the United States. Other outstanding works for the 
piano include the two Sonatas composed in 1945 and 1957, and the Concerto of 
1951. He also involved the piano in many of his chamber works, beginning with his 
early output of the years 1930-1932. Jolivet’s first wife was a violinist, and for her 



he wrote four works that reveal remarkable development in style and idiom. Divided 
into two movements, Grave et Gigue (1930) is a short, essentially modal piece with 
imitative elements that hark back to a distant past. Air pour bercer, on the other 
hand, is a delicate lullaby written in 1930 to celebrate the birth of the composer’s 
first daughter. Composed in 1932, Aubade is also largely melodic and lyrical, echoing 
a medieval musical genre that sung of the sorrowful separation of two lovers at 
daybreak. Between the end of the 1800s and the early years of the 20th century, the 
genre was revisited by various French composers, including Chabrier, who in 1883 
wrote an Aubade for the piano, and Ravel, who included an Alborada del Gracioso 
in his Miroirs for the piano (1906). Moreover in 1928 Poulenc wrote an Aubade in 
the form of a choreographic concerto for piano and eighteen instruments, which he 
conceived within the framework of classical mythology, handling his subject with 
irony, while musing on the solitude of woman. The aubade that Jolivet probably 
had in mind was that of Spanish music of the early 1900s, since there is something 
distinctly guitar-like in the arpeggio of chords on the piano that accompany the serene 
melody on the violin. The simplicity of the piano part in these first three of Jolivet’s 
works for violin and piano suggest that they were probably written for his personal 
use: Jolivet was not a pianist by training, but he certainly played well enough to 
perform these pieces with his wife.

By contrast, the Sonate for violin and piano of 1932 is a more extensive composition 
that consists of three movements whose very titles reveal a certain distance from 
classical form. Indeed, Ramassé, Librement and Bousculé speak for the early influence 
of Le Flem and Varèse, and the development of Jolivet’s own personal style as well as 
his efforts to reconcile a freely atonal idiom with the formal concepts of classicism. 
Following a hiatus of many years, later in life Jolivet returned to the violin in two 
compositions that are among the most complex and intense of his entire output: the 
Suite rhapsodique of 1965, and the Concerto pour violon composed in 1972, just two 
years before his death, the last of a series of twelve concertos for various instruments.

During his early years as a composer Jolivet experimented with different genres 

and ensembles. In 1932 he also composed an orchestral piece, the Suite Symphonique 
in three movements: Ouverture, Choral et Fugato. That same year he also wrote 
a version for piano four-hands, eliminating the first section of the original and 
reworking the second and third parts. In Choral et Fugato he managed to invest an 
exercise in composition with considerable originality. Clearly there was more to come.

There was plenty of cultural and musical ferment during the years in which Jolivet 
developed his poetics of enchantment. In 1928 a cellist, radio telegrapher, inventor 
and teacher named Maurice Martenot launched his ondes Martenot, an electronic 
musical instrument that he had been working on since 1923. The idea was to build an 
easier to use version of the theremin, a device patented by the Russian Lev Theremin, 
who was a friend of Varèse and whom Martenot also knew personally. With the 
theremin, it was the performer who controlled the pitch and intensity of the notes by 
means of the two antennas that sensed the relative position of his hands. With the 
ondes Martenot, on the other hand, there was a six-octave keyboard, an improvement 
that attracted the attention of many French composers. According to Honegger, “no 
other instrument lends itself to so many different possibilities, since it allows for a 
vast range of perceptible sounds, from brute noise to evidently musical sound. On 
account of this variety and the possibility of imitating different timbres, it has been 
accepted by theatres as the ‘orchestra-instrument’ par excellence”. Jolivet himself was 
fascinated by the ondes Martenot, both for its technical possibilities and for reasons 
that had more to do with ideals and mysticism. “The ondes Martenot are used for 
their almost boundless power and range, and above all because the radio-electric 
production of sound is so pure that the device is closer than any other instrument to 
the universal undulatory system; indeed, it can directly effect our magnetism”. Thus 
in 1934, having read various articles regarding the new instrument, Jolivet got in 
touch with Martenot to find out more about his invention, and the following year 
composed his first work for the ondes Martenot: the Trois poèmes. In actual fact 
he limited this first attempt to arrangements of pieces originally written for other 
instruments, probably because he did not initially feel sufficiently at home with the 



that Jolivet had played in his youth. As the composer explained, “the sound of the 
cello, though rich in feeling and generosity, is actually limited and particular: the cello 
is a demanding tenor who is determined to sing, but who is incapable of adapting 
unless his appetite for lyricism is satisfied and the ardour of his partners tamed, since 
he often finds them unbearably competitive. In this nocturne I have yielded to the 
imperatives of the cello, providing it with a song that develops unabated for around 
ten minutes, bringing out the value of every register of the instrument and the skill 
of the cellist in the precision of the fingering in the left hand and the power and 
sweetness of the bowing”.

Chant de Linos (1944) is a highly virtuoso work for flute and piano that was 
written as a commission from the Paris Conservatoire for a flute competition. Full 
of unrelenting energy, with its modal scales inspired by Ancient Greece, in assonance 
with the subject, it has has since become a mainstay of the flute repertoire. Jolivet 
commented on the source of inspiration as follows: “in Ancient Greece, the Song 
of Linus was a type of threnody: a dirge or lamentation interrupted here and there 
by crises and dances”. Jolivet was particularly fond of the flute, considering it 
“the quintessential musical instrument; because it is animated by breath, by a deep 
emanation from the body, it is charged with the sounds that are within us, sounds 
that are both visceral and cosmic”.

Another work written for a competition held by the Conservatoire is Sérénade for 
oboe and piano. Composed in 1945, the piece also exists in a coeval version for wind 
quintet, with oboe solo. As with the Chant de Linos, the virtuoso aspects of the piece 
are interwoven with its expressive content. Jolivet succinctly characterized each of the 
four movements: the Cantilène was to be  elegiac, the Caprice mocking, the Intermède 
expressive and the Marche burlesque jocularly martial.

The Petite Suite for string quintet, piano and percussions of 1947 (not to be 
confused with the piece of the same name written in 1941 for flute, viola and harp) 
is a lesser work composed of three movements. It begins with a feisty Ouverture full 
of rhythmic features that give way to a gentler central movement consisting of two 

particular range of possibilities offered by the new device. Ondes is an arrangement of 
the second movement of the Sonata for violin of 1932, Sérimpie is an adaptation of 
La Princesse de Bali, the third section of Mana, and Chant d’oppression derives from 
the piece of the same name written that same year for viola and piano.

For Jolivet, the practice of writing alternative versions of the same piece for 
different combinations of instruments was not the fruit of necessity or opportunity, 
but rather an expression of his desire to experiment with different approaches to 
timbre. For example, there were three different versions of the Ouverture en rondeau 
of 1938, which itself derived from the Rondo belonging to the Trois temps for 
piano of 1930: one for a small orchestra, one for a string orchestra, and one for 
four Martenots, two pianos and percussion. This latter is the version included in the 
present album. The recording itself actually called for splicing the Martenot tracks 
because it is now very difficult to come by examples of the instrument. Despite the 
enthusiasm it elicited in France during the first half of the 1900s, and the fact that 
Jolivet wrote a major Concerto pour ondes Martenot in 1947, in later years the 
interest evidently waned and the instrument became rare.

Parisian music in the early 1900s was largely constrained by academism and by a 
mannered form of neoclassicism, so the Jeune France movement went entirely against 
the grain. The four members were Jolivet himself, Olivier Messiaen, Yves Baudrier 
and Jean-Yves Daniel-Lesur, whose efforts were unfortunately soon interrupted by the 
outbreak of war. Although Jolivet had initially been something of an outsider in the 
association, in the course of time he gradually managed to gain ground among the 
establishment, thereby receiving a growing number of commissions and invitations 
to perform. In 1942 he began working with the Comédie Française, and in 1945 was 
appointed Chef de la Musique, a position that involved both conducting the orchestra 
and composing music for the stage. Not only did he find himself writing more music 
for the theatre, however, but also other types of composition.

During the 1940s, Jolivet wrote a number important piano chamber works 
involving different instruments. Nocturne (1943) envisaged the cello, an instrument 



distant echo of the Aria di bravura typical of Italian opera of the 18th century.
Devoted to the saxophone, the Fantasie-Impromptu of 1953 consists of two 

movements, an Adagio and an Allegro that follow on one from the other without 
interruption. While the thematic material in different variations is the same 
throughout, certain aspects of the harmony and the handling of melody hint at the 
jazz music of the time, especially Charlie Parker, whom Jolivet greatly admired.

The Fantasie-Caprice and Cabrioles for flute and piano (1953) also embody 
didactic elements. The Fantasie-Caprice consists of two contrasting movements and 
features certain stylistic traits that are typical of Jolivet: free atonality, the almost 
improvisational, chant-like melody that grows progressively richer, and layered 
rhythms. Cabrioles on the other hand is a brilliant virtuoso piece freely inspired by 
the acrobats of the Commedia dell’Arte.

Chant pour les piroguiers de l’Orénoque for oboe and piano, and the Méditation 
for clarinet and piano, respectively date back to 1953 and 1954, and were written 
for the collection published by Oubrados. They are two simple pieces that underline 
the melodious potential and timbre of the two instruments. In the oboe work Jolivet 
uses a simplified version of the melodic development characteristic of his enchantment 
period, especially in the Cinq Incantations for flute, in which embellishments and 
appoggiatura ruffle the seemingly smooth monotony of the melody. Méditation is 
also based on an expansive, tranquil melody, partly played by the solo clarinet, and 
elsewhere accompanied by arpeggio chords on the piano.

During his career Jolivet established a fruitful collaboration with a number of 
excellent players, including the pianist Lucette Descaves, the ‘ondist’ Jeanne Loriod, 
the trumpeter Maurice André, the cellists André Navarra and Mstislav Rostropovitch, 
and the flautist Jean-Pierre Rampal. Both the Concerto for flute and strings of 1949 
and the Suite en concert for flute and percussion were dedicated to Rampal, as 
was the Sonate for flute and piano of 1958. An intense composition of great inner 
coherence, the Sonate returns to certain features typical of Jolivet’s early works, 
distilled and concentrated within an almost classical framework. In Jolivet’s own 

parts: a tranquil Introduction and a light Valse. The Contredanse that concludes the 
work embodies motifs derived from folk music and a central part featuring a rhythm 
reminiscent of the Siciliana. In 1948 Jolivet dedicated his Hopi Snake Dance to Darius 
Milhaud, who had fled to the United States in 1940 to escape the Nazi persecution 
of the Jews, but had returned to Paris seven years later to teach composition at the 
Conservatoire, although he also kept up his numerous professional engagements in 
the USA. Written for two pianos, in Hopi Snake Dance Jolivet returned to the idea of 
translating a ritual dance into music: “For the Hopi Indians, the earliest indigenous 
tribe in the United States, the snake dance was a way of thanking the Gods for rain 
and fruitful harvests”. The piece consists of a single movement made up of two parts 
connected by a brief intermezzo. In his evocation of the primitive ritual, Jolivet brings 
out the percussive aspect of the two pianos, thus achieving a certain harshness of 
sound that contributes to the intricate web of rhythm and polyphony.

From the 1950s, Jolivet increasingly tended towards a new form of classicism 
aimed at synthesizing serial and freely atonal music together with modal 
developments. The formal framework of these compositions remained traditional, 
however, so that his catalogue featured a growing number of Concertos, Sonatas 
and Symphonies. During the same period, he also continued to write chamber 
music, with a particular focus on works that lent themselves to teaching purposes. 
Sensitive to questions regarding musical education for the young, he thus wrote 
a number of pieces for competitions at the Conservatoire and for the collections 
published by Fernand Oubrados, the bassoonist and conductor who played a major 
role in commissioning and publishing works that could be used for teaching wind 
instruments. Jolivet was also an active supporter of Les Jeunesses Musicales de 
France, an association founded by René Nicoly in 1942 with the aim of promoting 
the study and appreciation of music. Almost all of Jolivet’s works conceived as 
educational tools were written in the early 1950s. In the brief Air de bravoure 
for trumpet and piano (1952), he addressed the technical difficulties  of fingering, 
dynamics and articulation within an atonal context, such that the title is only a 
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words: “Written for Jean-Pierre Rampal and Robert Veyron-Lacroix, the Sonata 
comprises three movements: Fluide (very free in development, a sort of bi-modal 
improvisation), Grave (largely melodic, with ample arched developments in the flute 
that are underpinned by the piano), and Violent (the flute weaves a heightened spell 
above a harmonic ostinato with a complex rhythm in the piano)”.

The last chamber work for the piano is Patchinko, a short piece for two pianos 
composed in 1970. In the meantime Jolivet had made several trips to the USSR and 
to Japan, which had provided him with new creative inspiration. Moreover, he had 
written the second and third symphonies, a cantata and a ballet, more chamber 
music, though not for the piano, plus music for strings, concertos, solo pieces and 
music for the stage in so intense a spate of compositional fervour that he gave up 
the Chair of Composition at the Paris Conservatoire, an appointment he had only 
received in 1966, so that he could devote himself entirely to his own works. Jolivet 
described Patchinko as a ‘pochade’, a divertissement named after the Japanese version 
of the pinball machine. “Because of the flood of notes and the acidity of the rhythms, 
this work made me think of the Japanese national pastime, the patchinko, and the 
atmosphere of the halls in which hundreds of these contraptions fill the overheated air 
with the rattle of steel marbles hitting the gilded nails that then sent them spinning off 
in one direction or another”.

In the last few years of his life Jolivet wrote some of his most intense, profound 
works. Apart from the Concerto for violin already mentioned, two items that 
particularly deserve to be performed more often are the astounding La Flèche du 
Temps and Yin-Yang (1973), respectively for twelve and eleven solo string players. 
Jolivet had intended to crown his career by writing a major opera on a libretto by 
Marcel Schneider: Bogomilé ou le lieutenant perdu, which unfortunately was never 
completed because the composer died suddenly on 20 December 1974.
© Luisa Curinga
Translated by Kate Singleton

Italian liner notes are available on www.brilliantclassics.com
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