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AUM
L’impatience des fleurs

et les rires éperdus
des corps irrésistibles
précédent la mémoire

des battements de cœur
et des mélodies incandescentes1.

Unpublished poem, from the collection Le poids net2.

It is high time Scelsi’s oeuvre became the subject of in-depth analysis. This would not 
be enough, however, to explain the meaning of this music, which only really comes to 
the fore through repeated listening. This is partly because Scelsi’s works owe a great 
deal to improvisation, both in their composition and on the part of the performer. By 
the same token, the translation of the poem quoted above does not fully convey its 
significance. Life precedes awareness of life, just as time precedes temporal perception, 
and silence the emission of sound. Yet there would be no time if it were not perceived, 
nor sound without its perception, and absolute silence is never the total absence of 
sound because we cannot help hearing the blood that flows through the veins in the 
temples. So let’s try to establish our bearings within the Scelsi labyrinth, but without 
seeking help from the thread of improbably Ariadnes, which have acted as tripwires 
in the composer’s earthly sphere. The East has sometimes been mentioned with regard 
to Scelsi.  He had no illusions, however, and in no way considered it a paradise that 
rewarded the endless search for origins or the flight from the sinful, blind hells of the 
West. It was something much more serious, as the following poem may help reveal:

Un voile
contient l’air
et la ligne d’un halo3.

Giacinto Scelsi 1905-1988
Music for Cello Solo

Trilogia – I tre stadi dell’uomo / The 
three stages of man (1956 – 1965) 
I. Triphon (1956)
1. Giovinezza 7’00
2. Energia 4’28
3. Dramma 5’51
 
II. Dithome (1957) 
4. Maturità – Energia – Pensiero 16’26

III. Ygghur (1965) 
5. Vecchiaia 7’39
6. Ricordi 3’33
7. Catarsi/Liberazione 4’35

Voyages (1974) 
8. Il allaint seul 6’04
9. Le Fleuve Magique 3’00
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This is almost a haiku. But Scelsi, who was from the north-western coastal region 
of Liguria, did not necessarily consider Japan as his only Orient. It could also be 
Patmos, the island of the Apocalypse. The beginning and the end unite, and a fleeting 
line traces the nimbus that briefly crosses the sky and covers the sun. Traditional 
Chinese paintings come to mind. The artist may sit for hours or even days before the 
blank expanse of silk, and then cover it with confident brush strokes in next to no 
time. His gesture embodies the right moment, and the outcome is perfect. There is a 
prelude by Debussy entitled Voiles, which could mean veils or sails, both of which 
suggest a musical arabesque. Scelsi’s poem works along the same lines, with the 
melody acting like an imaginary sail that plays with the sound in the air. Let’s take a 
further look at what he intended.

“You have to enter into sound, penetrate it, possess it in its triple essence: physical, 
psychic and creative. The same goes for colours: red, blue, yellow… you have to 
enter into them rather than looking at them from the outside. And this is true for 
everything, for all images. In actual fact, you need to know how to look at them, so 
that looking becomes something else. And the same thing is true for sounds. Musical 
sounds as well as the others, the inner sounds. There are actually five inaudible 
sounds, and until we are able to enter into the audible sounds we have no hope of 
hearing the inner sounds. Sounds exist so that we can become sound. We already are, 
but not enough. Why become sound? To become light”4.

Abstract and informal painting comes to mind, the works of Fautrier, or Pollock, 
or others who delve deep into matter. It’s often a hazardous endeavour, however, with 
no easy exit. Little wonder so many abstract expressionists ended up in complete 
disarray. Happily Scelsi was able to handle his own particular ventures with greater 
composure. Because sound embodies an immaterial essence, or is the origin of 
matter, or indeed precedes it, though not in terms of time. Kant would describe it 
as transcendental, like the idea of space and time. A necessary condition, like being 
conceived in order to be born. In Hindu mythology, the world is born of sound: the 

aum or om intoned by the Brahman, the original breath (not to be confused with the 
god Brahma). Modern string theory seems to fit in with the philosophical intuition 
of early Hinduism when it suggests that the vibration of invisible strings, or particles, 
gave rise to the universe. Reality and language are born together, because whatever 
is named must be enounced in order to exist. The Veda do not distinguish between 
naming and enouncing, in other words between sound and the emission of sound. 
In western culture, similar concepts abound in Orphic and Pythagorean thought (an 
echo of which reached Bach), and in Lucretius’s De rerum natura. In the fifth book, 
the poet expounds the Epicurean theory of the birth of language, affirming that the 
essence of language, and thus also of music and poetry, is to be found in articulated 
sound, in other words song. It is no coincidence that classic meter is based on the 
duration of syllables, which are a typically musical construct and parameter. And in 
Chinese it is not the phoneme that counts so much as the tone attributed to it. Music 
is language, but not because it is a non verbal idiom that can express feelings and 
thoughts like its verbal counterpart, as the Romantics maintained, but because music 
and language are subject to and the fruit of the same laws of sound. Diderot probably 
had the verses of Lucretius in mind when he suggested that music derived from a 
stylization of an interjection, a cry: a spontaneous, emotionally loaded reaction 
to something, the Ah!, Oh!, Ach! ¡Ay! or φευ that manifest immediate sensation. 
Interjections have no conceptual or semantic meaning, they are ‘just’ sounds. And 
yet in all musical cultures, these sounds are invested with the power to elicit feelings. 
According to the Romantics, they can also express feelings, a concept that is still 
widely accepted although it contrasts with the historical development of the art of 
music. The “meaning” of a piece of music is often derived from the words intoned by 
the voice. And until relatively recently music itself was essentially vocal music. But all 
this is somewhat simplistic. In actual fact, if an interjection is always understood by 
whoever hears it, then it must embody something that can be communicated, in other 
words significance. 



Just how does the communication of significance begin? Aristotle observed 
what modern linguistics later confirmed: that the meaning of a discourse does not 
lie in the meaning of the individual words, but in their grammatical and syntactic 
combination. So it is grammar and syntax that give meaning to the combination of 
words, not the words themselves. If I say “house”, I am indicating something general, 
the concept of a house, but nothing more. If I say “Paul’s house”, I am referring to 
something specific. And if I add “is lovely”, I am qualifying that specific house. First 
the modal and then the harmonic organization of melody in music have contributed 
to the construction of something akin to the grammar and syntax of language. Since 
the Middle Ages musical theorists have pondered and interpreted these constructs. 
Indeed, Saint Augustine’s De Musica, which dates back to the 4th century, is full of 
musical reflections that are still of great interest to this day.

Language and music thus have much in common, though they are not the 
same thing. During the Renaissance and Baroque ages, the theory of affetti 
applied the rhetorical categories of oratory to music, establishing that certain 
musical contrivances were similar to particular rhetorical procedures. The 
Romantics transformed these similarities into identities, and this led to numerous 
misunderstandings, including the widely held and erroneous conviction that music is a 
language. Music communicates feelings, but it is not a language. Communication and 
language are not the same thing. Not all systems of communication are a language. 
Language typically communicates messages in a precise manner, without ambiguity. 
Puns and word games are effective precisely because they undermine semantic 
exactitude. And this is where Scelsi comes in.

It was more or less during the same period that Cage started questioning the 
accepted rules pertaining to musical constructs, and how they relate to time. If music 
were ruled by chance rather than by an established rule of order, would that be 
rational too? Scelsi, on the other hand, was contemplating the meaning of sound, 
and how a sound becomes music, and to what extent the emission of a single sound 
differs from that of the same sound included in a deliberate musical succession. What 

exactly is the “mother” of sound, what is the source of music and language, or rather, 
what invests sound with meaning? How does one sound become a communicable 
concept in verbal language, while another communicates feelings or impressions 
that can be variously understood? Western listeners are used to recognizing a certain 
formal development in a piece of music, be it a song or a symphony. For instance, 
he or she will distinguish a refrain from the rest, or a recitative from melody. But 
things are different in the Indian tradition, where a raga is a mode, a melodic model. 
‘Raga’ in Sanskrit means colour, which is interesting because the medieval theorists 
called melody colour. Using this model, the instrumentalist or singer improvises freely, 
without having to conform to any given form or duration. The notes become music 
the moment they are released into the air, and the form will only be evident at the 
end. The essence of the piece is its duration in time, not its form, and the original 
model can be enriched with variations, associations and improvisations without 
implying any internal logic or planned construction.

The pieces for solo cello presented in this CD all illustrate Scelsi’s journey to the 
roots of sound. Life itself becomes a journey, like succumbing to the flow and eddies 
of a magic river, experiencing in solitude a sort of osmosis between the self and sound, 
even one single sound, for instance a B flat, such that the contiguous sounds (B and C) 
come across as refractions of the original. 

The titles of the three sections that make up Trilogia address the different stages of 
man’s mortal experience: Triphon (three sounds), that speak for youth, energy, drama; 
Dithome expressing maturity, energy, thought, where the sound expands to the octave, 
but lowered by a quarter tone; and Ygghur, which means catharsis in Sanskrit, which 
is not a happy ending so much as a cycle, with a return to the same things through old 
age, memories and catharsis, or release. This is music that invites the listener to go with 
the flow, without worrying about rational perception or explanation. They are notes to 
be absorbed, first and foremost by the cellist, and then by listeners who already know 
that each time they will experience something different during the execution, and only 
be somehow aware of what this is once the piece is finished and silence returns.



A note from the artist
This remarkable journey through Giacinto Scelsi’s sound world not only involves the 
frequent presence of quarter tones, the use of the “mute” (in actual fact a purpose-
built metal device that amplifies the harmonics and produces a curious hum) in the 
first and third section of Triphon [Giovinezza and Dramma], and that of special 
metal plectra. In the third part of Trilogia (Ygghn), the composer also requires special 
tuning. From the fourth chord of Vecchiaia this is D flat – B flat – D flat – B flat; and 
in Ricordi and Catarsi/Liberazione it is C sharp – B natural – D natural – B natural.

It would be difficult to include Trilogia in a concert performance without recourse 
to two cellos, since retuning a single instrument would take up time that the audience 
would be unlikely to appreciate. 

Moreover, the use of two instruments means that one can be tuned to a tighter 
temperament, thereby creating a more ethereal, metaphysical sound that suits the 
notes in the score.

For this reason, I have used the Lebet cello for the three movements of Ygghn, and 
for the other pieces the Filippi instrument.
©Marco Simonacci

Dhvanyaloka is a treatise of Sanskrit aesthetics dating back to the 9th century in 
which the author argues in favour of a resonant field of emotions in poetry, whereby 
the poet communicates more than what the words themselves mean. While the 
resonant field of emotions precedes sound as such, the silence in which it exists is 
not a void but a matrix, the potential beginning in which being and not being are the 
same thing. In other words, the essence of aum5.
© Dino Villatico & Fiano Romano
Translation by Kate Singleton

1  The impatience of flowers / and the lost laughter / of irresistible bodies / precede the memory / of 
heartbeats / and incandescent melodies.

2  The Net Weight. Included in Giacinto Scelsi, L’homme du son, Actes Sud, 2006, p. 27.
3 L’homme du son, p. 131: A veil / contains the air / and the line of an aura.
4  Quoted by Michele Fumagallo in Le inquietudini di Giacinto, “Alias-il manifesto”, 12 February 

2011.
5  This approach to musical interpretation is certainly interesting. There are numerous different 

recordings and interpretations of any given Beethoven sonata, so which is the true one? They 
all are, and none is, though each listener may prefer one to another. We read Homer today, 
two thousand eight hundred years after it was first established in a written text. But even if we 
were to read it in Greek, would we really be reading the same text that the Greeks listened to 
in the 8th century BC? Or the same text that Aristotle loved and commentated? Everything has 
changed, starting with the way the early Ionic dialect was pronounced, or the way the language 
was spoken in Byzantium. Today’s Greek is different again, and our pronunciation of ancient 
Greek derives from what Erasmus held to be correct. Yet there is early documentary evidence to 
show that his hypothesis was actually mistaken. No language is really read as it is written, not 
even Italian. What’s more, the inflections of early speech and dialect are unknown to us, just 
as the epic mode and its underlying rules are far removed from our experience. So how can we 
claim that Sviatoslav Richter’s way of playing Beethoven is less Beethovenian than Pollini’s or 
Schnabel’s? Scelsi helps us appreciate that sound is a journey without a guide or a single path 
leading from a given place to a particular destination.
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