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ABSTRACT 

 
 

The purpose of this study is to explain French composer Henri Dutilleux’s (1916-

2013) idiosyncratic musical style through the analysis of form, melody, harmony, texture, 

rhythm, pianistic techniques, and other features of his transitional work Sonate pour piano 

Op. 1. Comparison of features of the Sonate proceed with salient excerpts from the Romantic 

era and from French impressionist composers — Claude Debussy (1862-1918), Maurice 

Ravel (1875-1937), and Gabriel Fauré (1845-1924) — illustrate Dutilleux’s assimilation of 

historical styles. Comparison with contemporaneous piano works by Olivier Messiaen (1908-

1992), Maurice Ohana (1913-1992), Witold Lutoslawski (1913-1994), and György Ligeti 

(1923-2006), suggest that Dutilleux may have intentionally fused historical styles with 

contemporary musical elements into his personal musical discourse. The textural timbres 

inspired by carillon sonorities, Dutilleux’s preoccupation with the visual appearance of the 

music, and progressive thematic transformation inspired by French literature illustrate non-

pianistic influences.  
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INTRODUCTION: BIOGRAPHY OF HENRI DUTILLEUX AND ARTISTIC 

INFLUENCES FROM HIS FAMILY 

 

Henri Paul Julien Dutilleux was born into an artistic family in the city of Angers 

(northwestern France) in 1916.1 He was the youngest of five children. Artistic inspiration 

from his family was, undoubtedly, a shaping force in his career as a composer. His paternal 

great-grandfather, Constant Dutilleux (1807-65), was a painter and lithographer who was a 

close friend of Eugène Delacroix (1798-1863) and Camille Corot (1796-1875). Both 

Delacroix and Corot were painters from the Barbizon School.2 Most of their paintings were 

famous for naturalism in landscapes, and some landscapes were painted with farmworkers 

and scenes of village life. The Barbizon group painted directly from nature by focusing on 

the changing color and light they observed in the countryside. By having exposure to these 

paintings when Dutilleux was young, he was fascinated with nature; not only with inspiration 

from natural sounds and images, but also with the idea of applying progressive thematic 

processes with intuitive tendency in his musical structures. Furthermore, Dutilleux admitted 

that despite his lack in talent for drawing, he was always captivated by the visual arts, a vital 

source to his future writing as a composer.3 His famous orchestral work Timbres, espace, 

mouvement (1976-78, revised 1990) was inspired by Van Gogh’s La nuit étoilée (1889).4 In 

addition, many passages in his musical works have a strong graphic appeal, such as the 

 
1 Rosemarie Suniga, “The Solo Piano Works of Henri Dutilleux: A Stylistic Analysis” (DMA diss., 

University of South Carolina, 2011), 1, accessed July 11, 2018. 

 
2 The Barbizon School of painters were part of an art movement that favored Realism in art. It was 

named for the village of Barbizon, France, where many artists gathered. It was active roughly from 1830 

through 1870. 

 
3 Caroline Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1997), 1. 

                 
4 Ibid., 122. 
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mirror writing in his concertante work for cello and orchestra, Tout un monde lointain… (A 

Whole Distant World…1967-70) 

Music was important in Dutilleux’s extended family. His maternal grandfather, Julien 

Koszul, was a composer, organist, and lifelong friend of Gabriel Fauré (1845-1924).5 Koszul 

was also a student of Camille Saint-Saëns (1835-1921).6 Both Dutilleux’s parents, Paul 

Dutilleux (1881-1965) and Thérèse Koszul (1881-1948), were amateur musicians. As 

violinist and pianist respectively, they organized chamber music activities at home with their 

children.7 All four children received professional musical training at the Conservatoire de 

Douai.8 Dutilleux was persuaded to play the violin by his father, though he was more 

attracted to the piano because of the chordal sonorities he was able to explore on the 

instrument. As a child, he was fascinated by the famous carillon of Douai. A carillon is a set 

of bells in a tower. The bells may be played individually and successively to produce a 

melody or together to form a chord. The resulting harmonies captivated Dutilleux, so he 

incorporated musical imitation of the carillon into his musical works. Some examples include 

the final bars of his string quartet Ainsi la nuit (1973-76) and the “carillon theme” in his 

violin concerto L’arbre des songs (1979-85).9 His love of bells can also be seen in certain 

passages of Op. 1 (see Ex. 39). 

Henri Dutilleux started his professional musical training in harmony, counterpoint, 

and piano under Victor Gallois at the Conservatoire de Douai when he was eight years old.10 

 
5 Ibid., 1. 

 
6 Ibid. 

 
7 Ibid., 2. 

 
8 Roger Nichols, trans., Henri Dutilleux: Music-Mystery and Memory: Conversations with Claude 

Glayman (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 3. 

 
9 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 2. 

 
10 Ibid. 
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He played percussion and piano in the local orchestra and wrote his first composition at the 

age of thirteen. It is entitled La Fleur (The Flower), a short piece for voice and piano based 

on a Romantic poem by Charles-Hubert Millevoye.11 During the interview with Roger 

Nichols, Dutilleux admitted that he employed unconscious imitation of French predecessors 

in his early compositions, such as Claude Debussy (1862-1918), Maurice Ravel (1875-1937), 

and Gabriel Fauré (1845-1924) undoubtedly because he was studying their works and 

thought their music was wonderful.12 From 1934-1938, Dutilleux continued his music study 

in theory, composition, music history, and conducting at the Conservatoire de Paris.13 In 

1938, he won the Prix de Rome with the cantata L’anneau du roi (The King’s Ring).14 His 

compositional style developed under the heavily Francocentric teaching at the Conservatory. 

As much as he was aware of the limitations of the Conservatory curriculum, Dutilleux 

expanded his knowledge through personal study of several treatises on composition and the 

works of composers such as Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) and Albert Roussel (1869-1937).15 

He was not familiar with the music of the Second Viennese School or Béla Bartók (1881-

1945) until after World War II. This was partly because of restricted musical activities in 

Paris during the German occupation.16 During the outbreak of World War II, Dutilleux was 

called into active duty and served as a stretcher bearer until 1940.17 Afterwards, he worked as 

 
11 Ibid., 3. 

 
12 Nichols, 9. 

 
13 Caroline Potter, “Dutilleux, Henri,” Grove Music Online, published online 2001, accessed June 15, 

2020.  

 
14 Ibid. 

 
15 Ibid. 
 
16 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 4. 

 
17 Potter, “Dutilleux, Henri.” 
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a temporary vocal coach at the Paris Opéra, an independent music theory instructor, and as a 

freelance composer.18 From 1945-1963, Dutilleux was the director of music productions at 

the French Radio.19 In that role he composed much music for radio; he also fulfilled many 

external commissions for theater and film.20 Dutilleux dedicated his later years to composing 

and teaching. He was a professor of composition at the École Normale de Musique de Paris 

from 1961-1970, and then taught composition at the Conservatoire de Paris.21 Gérard Grisey 

is probably the best-known of Dutilleux’s former students; others who are known in France 

are Renaud Gagneux, Jean-Claude Wolff, Yoshihisa Taïra, Félix Ibarrondo and Francis 

Bayer.22 

At the time of Dutilleux’s death in 2013, music journalist, Tom Service, offered the 

following concerning the legacy of the composer:   

The influence of Dutilleux’s music on the 20th and 21st centuries isn’t to be 

measured in how his work revolutionized the languages of musical possibility, 

or even in the roster of his pupils. Instead, his music is a realization of a 

complete world, independent of concerns for cutting-edge contemporaneity, 

and one that becomes more essential the more you hear it, above all for how 

he transforms his astonishing compositional refinement into real emotional 

immediacy.23 

 

 

 

 
18 Ibid. 

 
19 Ibid. 

 
20 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 7.  

 
21 Potter, “Dutilleux, Henri.” 

               
22 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 15. 
 
23 David Gerhard Utzinger, “Volume I: Time, Memory and Multiplicity: Exploring the Influence of 

Marcel Proust's Narrative Language on the Musical Language of Henri Dutilleux & Volume II: 300,000 

Starlings Swarm Over Denmark” (PhD diss., University of California, 2019), 5-6, accessed June 7, 2020. 
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HENRI DUTILLEUX’S PIANO WORKS 

 

As a composer, Henri Dutilleux was active mainly in the decades following World 

War II. His compositional output covers diverse genres of music, such as orchestral music, 

concertos, piano solo works, vocal music, chamber music, ballet, and film music. He is 

known primarily as a symphonic composer, but this study draws particular attention to his 

solo piano works, especially Op. 1. A chronological list of Henri Dutilleux’s significant piano 

solo works is found in Table 1. Since Dutilleux disowned many of his early works preceding 

his Piano Sonata, the list starts with his piano suite Au gré des ondes.  

 

Period Year/Titles Description 

Early 

(1946-1950) 

1946        Au gré des ondes (Carried by the Waves) 

1946        Bergerie (Pastorale) 

1947-48   Piano Sonata, Op. 1 

1950        Blackbird 

Piano suite (six short pieces)  

Easy piano piece for children 

Three movements 

A short/easy piece for young 

pianists 

Middle 

(1961-1976) 

1961        Tous les chemins...mènent à Rome (All 

Roads Lead to Rome) 

1965        Résonances 

1970/76   Figures de résonances 

A short piece written for a 

piano method book 

For young pianists 

Four short pieces for two pianos 

Late 

(1981-1994) 

1981        Petit air à dormir debout (Daydreaming 

Lullaby) 

1987       Mini-prélude en éventail (Small Prelude in 

the Shape of a Fan) 

1994      Trois Préludes: (Three Preludes) 

D'ombre et de silence (Of Shadow and 

Silence) 

Sur un même accord (On a Same Chord) 

Le jeu des contraires (The Game of 

Opposites) 

From the collection Panorama, 

vol. 3, no. 1 

10-bar work published in the 

French music magazine 

The first two preludes were 

published according to the 

revisions made in 1973 and 

1977. Dutilleux revised the 

ending of the third prelude, 

which was published in1989. 

 

Table 1: A chronological list of Henri Dutilleux’s significant piano solo works 
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HENRI DUTILLEUX’S SONATE POUR PIANO OP. 1 

 

Henri Dutilleux doubted the quality of his early compositions and criticized them as 

immature, impersonal, derivative, and slightly frivolous. He disowned almost all his early 

music before Op. 1, and he refused to sanction performances of these pieces.24 Evidently, he 

found Op. 1 sufficiently mature and was able to offer it as an expression of his evolving 

compositional voice. 

Dutilleux dedicated the Piano Sonata to his wife, Geneviève Joy (1919-2009), a 

French classical and modernist pianist. Dutilleux prized her ability in sight-reading orchestral 

scores; her skill in demonstrating harmony, counterpoint and fugue; and her beautiful touch 

and feeling for color, phrasing and punctuation.25 These formidable talents allowed Dutilleux 

to move away from one aspect of French musical tradition — a divertissement style — a term 

that implies incidental aspects of an entertainment involving singing and dancing within the 

realm of charm and elegance.26 The Sonata was composed in 1946-48 as his Opus 1. It was 

premiered by its dedicatee in April 1948 at the International Society for Contemporary Music 

Festival (ISCM) in Palermo, Italy. The work gained broad recognition by a number of 

American pianists who added it to their concert repertoire in the following year.27 Although 

Dutilleux considered Op. 1 to be a transitional work in his output, he acknowledged that the 

Piano Sonata demonstrated more strength and density than his earlier works.28 As the first 

 
24 Potter, “Dutilleux, Henri.” 

 
25 Nichols, 23. 

 
26 “Divertissement,” Wikipedia, last modified on June 6, 2017, accessed July 19, 2018, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Divertissement. 

 
27 Nichols, 31. 

 
28 Ibid., 29. 
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official work in his compositional oeuvre, Op. 1 plays a significant role in expressing 

Dutilleux’s own musical voice and establishing him as an important French composer. 

Op. 1 comprises three movements, the last of which is a set of four variations on a 

choral theme. Dutilleux pointed out that these variations in the last movement can be viewed 

as a four-section sonata: a slow introduction followed by two fast sections, the second 

functioning as a scherzo, a slow movement, and a finale. Thus, the third movement is an 

inlaid sonata within a large-scale piano sonata.29 The first movement is in traditional sonata 

form. The second movement titled Lied, displays certain characteristics often found in 

German lieder: for example, ABA song form, monophonic texture, and a slow and calm 

atmosphere. Dutilleux was perhaps trying to prolong the tradition of the German lied and 

distance the Sonata from the Francocentric aesthetic of Jean Cocteau (1889-1963) and the 

group of six French composers Les Six.30 The general structure of Op. 1 is shown in Table 2.  

 

Movements Forms/Measures 

I. Allegro con moto Traditional Sonata Allegro Form 

Exposition (mm. 1-111): 1st theme (mm. 1-32), varied 1st theme (mm. 

33-52), transition (mm. 52-64), 2nd theme (mm. 65-99), codetta (mm. 

100-111) 

Development (mm. 112-226): 3rd theme (mm. 112-181), 4th theme 

(mm. 182-205), transition (mm. 206-211), varied 1st theme (mm. 212-

226) 

 
29 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 53. 

 
30 Ibid., 50. 
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Recapitulation (mm. 227-353): 1st theme (mm. 227-256), 2nd theme 

(mm. 257-286), transition (mm. 287-302), varied 1st theme (mm. 303-

340) 

Coda (mm. 341-366): transition (mm. 341-362), segments of 1st theme 

(mm. 362-366) 

II. Lied Ternary Form 

A Section (mm. 1-41): 1st theme (mm. 1-9), 2nd theme (mm. 10-20), 

inverted 1st theme (mm. 21-33), codetta (mm. 34-41) 

B Section (mm. 42-73): 3rd theme/4th interval theme (mm. 42-47), 

inverted and imitative 3rd theme (mm. 48-63), transition (mm. 64-73) 

A’ Section (mm. 74-97): 2nd theme (mm. 74-79), 1st theme (mm. 80-97) 

III. Choral et Variations Variation Form /Four-movement Sonata Form 

Choral Theme (Largo)/Slow Introduction (mm.1-27): original 4-part 

choral theme (A) 

Variation I (Vivace)/1st Fast Movement (mm. 28-150): rhythmic and 

imitative variation of A (mm. 29-78), inverted A (mm. 78-135), 

augmentation of A (mm. 136-150)  

Variation II (Un poco più vivo)/ 2nd Scherzo Movement (mm. 151-

403): segmented A (mm. 151-181), varied A (mm. 182-205), repetition 

of the first section with alternated figurations (mm. 206-278), segment 

of A in augmentation (mm. 279-347), transition (mm. 348-403)   

Variation III (Calmo)/3rd Slow Movement (mm. 404-429): 

augmentation of A  
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Variation IV (Prestissimo)/4th Faster Movement (mm. 430-632): 

segment of inverted A (mm. 430-471), augmentation of A (mm. 472-

603), transition (mm. 604-632)  

Coda (Poco allargando) (mm. 633-668): recapitulation of A 

 

Table 2: The structure of Henri Dutilleux’s Piano Sonata Op. 1 
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BACKGROUND: DIVERSITY IN THE MUSIC CONTEMPORARY WORLD AFTER 

WORLD WAR II 

 

At the time that Dutilleux was composing Op. 1 in 1947-48, John Cage (1912-1992) 

was creating his “prepared piano”31 pieces. Cage’s Sonatas and Interludes for prepared piano 

was composed at the same time as Pierre Boulez’s (1925-2016) first two Piano Sonatas, 

which are twelve-tone serial works. Olivier Messiaen’s (1908-1992) integral serialism32  

work: Quatre Études de rythme and the neo-Romanticism work: Four Last Songs of Richard 

Strauss (1864-1949) also appeared during these years. This remarkable musical diversity 

liberated Dutilleux to seek his own individuality and to develop and safeguard his personal 

musical style.  

Dutilleux possessed an ongoing curiosity towards the latest trends in contemporary 

music when he was confronted with this musical diversity. He kept an accepting attitude 

when passing judgement on music not his own, but at the same time he purposefully rejected 

certain compositional trends of his time. Dutilleux strongly opposed the excessive 

improvisation and abstractions inherent in aleatory music. Cage, who favored these 

processes, began using chance procedures in 1951. Dutilleux was more interested in learning 

about Cage’s musical ideas than in actually listening to his music.33 In addition, Dutilleux did 

not appreciate the systematic structures found in the minimalist music34 of composers such as 

 
31 A prepared piano can produce sound altered by placing objects (called preparations) on or between 

the strings. Most preparations will change the timbre of the string is not perceptible. In 1938, Cage first prepared 

a piano when he was commissioned to write music for Bacchanale, a dance by American dancer and 

choreographer Syvilla Fort (1917-1975).  

 
32 In music, integral serialism refers to the application of serial technique for aspects such as duration, 

dynamics, and register as well as pitch. Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) developed the twelve-tone technique, 

which is a compositional method of manipulating an ordered series of all twelve notes in the chromatic scale. 

 
33 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 203. 

 
34 Minimal music is a compositional practice that employs limited or minimal musical materials. Its 

prominent features include repetitive patterns or pulses, steady drones, consonant harmony, and reiteration of 

musical phrases or smaller units. 
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Steve Reich (b.1936). Reich was among the first American composers known for their 

contributions to the development of minimal music. Many minimalist composers followed in 

his footsteps. Concerning twelve-tone music, Dutilleux did not accept the concept of tonal 

equality within the twelve notes of the chromatic scale. In his music, he frequently 

emphasized the central importance of one particular pitch or chord as a pivot or a magnetic 

force of attraction drawn from the chromatic scale.35 This practice was in opposition to the 

serialists’ belief that there should be no hierarchy in a twelve-note pitch collection. Dutilleux 

strongly rejected the “dogmatism and authoritarian attitudes”36 that served as foundational to 

the integral serialists’ music, especially that of the composer, Pierre Boulez. The motivation 

behind Dutilleux writing Op. 1 was to distance himself as much as possible from serialist 

music.37 Dutilleux also had no desire to be associated with other composers who were 

categorized as neo-romanticists and neo-traditionalists. He believed these musical 

movements were “backward-looking and unpalatably nostalgic.”38 Even though Dutilleux did 

not reject tonality, he developed a new musical language through the ways he employed 

tonality, which he believed were not derivative from his French musical predecessors.39 He 

also maintained that the absence of vocal works in his compositional output was not due to a 

lack of vocal-writing skill, but rather it was driven by a partial fear that he would not be able 

to preserve his personal musical style due to his excessive admiration for Debussy.40 In the 

early 1950s, Dutilleux observed the development of electronic music, and he was also 

 
35 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 13. 

 
36 Ibid. 

 
37 Nichols, 32. 

 
38 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 203.  

 
39 Ibid., 204. 

 
40 Ibid. 
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involved in the earliest research concerning musique concrète.41 Despite his involvement in 

more progressive music,42 Dutilleux was not attracted to the electronic timbres or the early 

experiments within this medium.43 He confessed, nevertheless, that he could not have 

discovered his own musical style better if he had not had exposure to this form of 

composition.44 Those particular perspectives of Dutilleux about certain contemporary music 

of his time effectively demonstrate that Dutilleux was an open-minded and innovative 

composer.  

In a report from the International Conference of Composers at the 1960 Stratford 

Festival in Canada, Dutilleux was categorized under “some other paths.” In a speech to his 

fellow composers, he expressed his personal musical philosophy. He believed that great 

freedom should always govern the realm of art, and that within this freedom composers must 

establish the limits of the new contemporary musical language.45 Dutilleux realized the 

dangers that came with a sudden exposure to a wealth of new musical possibilities, and that it 

might inhibit or radically change the composer’s original musical voice and style. While 

audiences were thrilled with many of these new developments in music, composers were 

experiencing a time of vertigo as they balanced their traditional compositional techniques 

with the mastery of fresh new aesthetics and approaches.46 Furthermore, Dutilleux believed 

that it was not desirable for contemporary composers to form a collective basis of agreement 

 
41 Musique concrete is a type of music composition that utilizes recorded sounds, which are often 

modified through the application of audio effects and tape manipulation techniques.  

 
42 Progressive music is the music that attempts to expand existing stylistic boundaries associated with 

specific genres of music. 

 
43 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 10. 

 
44 Nichols, 93.  

 
45 Henri Dutilluex, “Diversities in Contemporary,” in The Modern Composer and His World: A Report 

from the International Conference of Composers, Held at the Stratford Festival, Stratford, Ontario, Canada, 

August 1960, ed. John Beckwith and Udo Kasemets (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1961), 78. 
46 Ibid. 
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regarding their aesthetic preoccupations. He agreed with the following opinion of another 

French composer Maurice Ohana (1913-1992) concerning the future of music:  

I am always surprised by artists’ prophecies and take them far less seriously 

than their works. How can one predict a gloomy future for music, when 

everything nowadays tends towards its growth, towards leading it to more and 

more numerous means of expression? In the current confusion of aesthetics 

and doctrines, one may find reasons for unrest, but there are also some 

obvious signs that already the instinct, the intuition, of many creative artists 

have led them to do some basic speculative thinking. The essential thing is 

that music should convey, along with the other arts, the secret and truthful 

image of an era.47 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
47 Ibid. 
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HISTORICAL INFLUENCES BY 19TH-CENTURY MUSICAL VOCABULARY AND 

FRENCH IMPRESSIONIST COMPOSERS 

 

Dutilleux viewed “contemporary music” as a broad term encompassing all stylistic 

periods.48 Historical practices in melodies, harmonies, and musical textures were crucial to 

the emergence of Dutilleux’s musical voice. There is no doubt that Dutilleux admired the 

music of his French artistic predecessors, such as Debussy, Fauré, and Ravel; instead of 

merely mimicking these nostalgic models, however, he expanded the idea of “French 

traditional music” with new harmonic sonorities and innovative compositional techniques. 

Dutilleux’s Piano Sonata is a serious and substantial large-scale work, one in which he freely 

drew inspiration from 19th-century musical vocabulary and the compositions of his French 

predecessors. He employed, for example, major-minor ambiguity within a framework of 

tonality with modal melodies, especially the whole-tone scale and octatonic modes 

throughout all three movements of Op. 1. (See Ex. 1, 2, 6 and 7.)  

 

Example 1: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, first movement, mm. 1-7 

 

 

 
48 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 182. 
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In the opening measures of the first movement, the melody includes both tonal and 

modal expressions. The melody consists of a segment built on the F-sharp minor/major scale 

in mm. 1-5 and a whole-tone scale beginning in mm. 5-6 which appears following the red 

vertical line in m. 5. Dutilleux combines an ascending chromatic line in the middle voice 

(mm. 4-6) with dissonant intervals, major 9ths and diminished 5ths, in the left hand. Due to the 

assortment of clashing harmonies and chromatic color, this passage sounds unstable despite a 

firm tonal center. The first F-sharp minor chord on the downbeat in m. 1 and the key 

signature at the beginning indicates that the music is in the key of F-sharp minor; in the same 

measure, however, the A sharp from the middle voice counters with a suggestion of F-sharp 

major. The oscillation between A sharp and A natural in this passage presents persistent 

major-minor ambiguity. This ambiguity continues throughout the whole movement until the 

coda. The tonality remains unstable with a mixture of F-sharp major/minor chords along with 

various chromatic scales in each voice. This uncertainty finally ends on a single F-sharp 

octave (see Ex. 2a).  

The 2nd movement is in D-flat major as signaled by the key signature at the beginning, 

and the final chord of the movement is a D-flat major tonic chord, the enharmonic equivalent 

of the dominant of F sharp, the key of the first movement (See Ex. 2b). There is no key 

signature for the last movement, but the last chord of the Finale is an F-sharp major chord 

(see Ex. 2c). Although Dutilleux does not completely reject tonality in Op. 1 (F sharp is the 

obvious tonal center of the work), he freely makes use of modal melodies, major-minor 

ambiguities, and chromatic harmonies that infuse the work with tonal uncertainty.   
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Example 2a: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, first movement, mm. 361-366 

 

 

Example 2b: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, second movement, mm. 95-97 

 

Example 2c: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, mm. 662-668 

 
 

Dutilleux is not the first composer to create an uncertain and ambiguous sense of 

tonality in a piano sonata. Frédéric Chopin’s (1810-1849) second Piano Sonata Op. 35 in B-

flat minor (see Ex. 3) opens with a dramatic, though tonally ambiguous, diminished 7th chord. 

A C-sharp minor chord provides temporary harmonic context for the E in the bass before 

passing unexpectedly via an enharmonic spelling D-flat minor chord to an F major-minor 7th 

chord that resolves on B flat minor, the key of the piece.  
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Example 3: Chopin’s Piano Sonata Op. 35 in B-flat minor, first movement, mm. 1-5 

 

 

The finale of this sonata features perpetual motion in a unison melody placed at the 

octaves outlining highly chromatic harmonies. The movement proceeds without rest points 

leaving the listener tonally adrift until the final bars where a sudden fortissimo B-flat bass 

octave and a final B-flat minor chord provide a tragic conclusion. Another example of tonal 

ambiguity in a Romantic piano sonata is the Piano Sonata in B minor composed by Franz 

Liszt (1811-1816) (see Ex. 4). The key signature is that of B minor, but the first sonority 

heard is the submediant G distributed over three octaves. Then a parallel descending G 

Phrygian scale combines with the pedal point G; the phrase is repeated with an F sharp, C 

sharp, and A natural (the so-called Gypsy Minor form of the scale). The listener is suspended 

in a state of anticipation without a hint of the key of the piece.  
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Example 4: Liszt’s Piano Sonata in B minor, mm. 1-7 

 

 

The coda of the finale begins with a descending B gypsy minor scale in an even lower 

register followed by an A minor chord, the 1st inversion of an F major chord, and the 2nd 

inversion of a B major chord (see Ex. 5). After a long-sustained B major chord in the 2nd 

inversion, the sonata ends with the lowest B on the piano in a quiet atmosphere. We see, 

therefore, that ambiguity in the piano sonata was not uncommon during the Romantic era, a 

practice that could have inspired Dutilleux. 

 

Example 5: Liszt’s Piano Sonata in B minor, the coda of Finale  
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Modal, highly chromatic melodies found in Op. 1 continue in the contrasting middle 

section of the second movement beginning at measure 42. Dutilleux drastically alters the 

mood and texture at the beginning of this section to initiate the preparation for the climax of 

the movement. Example 6 shows how Dutilleux alternates four octatonic scales between the 

two hands in canonic musical writing.  

 

Example 6: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, second movement, mm. 57-65 
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Dutilleux’s exceptional creativity in this passage is evident in the inverted “mirror 

writing” between the upper and lower voices. The quartal harmony-based motoric passage, 

the pedaled tritone/minor 2nd -based clusters, and the inverted imitation between the two 

voices drives this section to a flourish of chromaticism.  

Another example of Dutilleux’s employment of modality over tonality in Op. 1 is 

found at the beginning of the third movement (Ex. 7a). The choral theme is notated in a four-

part contrapuntal open score and it is compositionally based on the B octatonic scale rather 

than the B diatonic tonal scale. Even though Dutilleux does not indicate a key signature in 

this movement, the pedal point octave B identifies the tonal center of the theme. The tritones 

and minor 2nd in the melodic contour of the top voice creates a chromatic sonority decorating 

the B octatonic mode. The top two voices doubling the choral theme are accompanied by 

sparse chords in the bottom two voices. The rhythmic frame of this choral theme is shown in 

Example 7b, which includes a syncopated pattern. The strong-weak-weak rhythmic pattern of 

3/2 is interrupted by dotted and tied notes. The opening of the finale features the 
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characteristics of plainchant: a single line of unaccompanied vocal melody written in modes 

and sung in free rhythm. 

 

Example 7a: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, mm. 1-8 
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Example 7b: The rhythmic pattern of the choral theme 

 

 

Ambiguous tonality and frequent use of modal melodies with chromaticism are key 

compositional techniques of preeminent French composers in the early 20th century, such as 

Debussy, Fauré, and Ravel. In his piano work, L’isle joyeuse (1904), Debussy mixes the 

Lydian mode and the whole-tone scale in the original setting of A major. 
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Example 8: Debussy’s L’isle joyeuse, mm. 8-11, right hand 

 

 

In mm. 9-10 of Example 8, the main theme in the blue box draws the listener’s 

attention away from the A major diatonic scale, especially with the D sharp and G natural in 

m. 9. The G sharp returns in the next measure’s descending line. From mm. 20-22, it gives 

way to the whole-tone scale involving a chromatic convergence, which replaces the E and F 

sharp in m. 9 with F natural. The music remains in the key of A major, but the sound is 
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seasoned with chromatic color painted by the whole-tone ostinato as the red box shows. The 

dotted rhythm in the main theme, the syncopated rhythmic pattern, and the hemiola between 

the two hands in mm. 21-22 produces a playful and vivid image of water in this piece.  

Compared with the modality in Op. 1 (Ex. 1, 2, 6 and 7), Dutilleux applies more 

dissonant elements in his music than Debussy, especially the tritones in the contour of the 

melody and the dissonant quartal harmonies. He also combines contrapuntal techniques such 

as imitation and polyphony, with unique symmetrical writing and syncopated rhythmic 

patterns (Ex. 7, 10 and 15).   

 Fauré is another French forerunner who revitalized the traditional system of tonality 

by infusing it with modality.49 Many of his nocturnes use Phrygian and Lydian modes, and he 

explores the boundaries of chromaticism in his musical language. In Fauré’s First Nocturne 

(c. 1875), he infuses the opening section and coda with the Phrygian mode. As Example 9 

shows, the nocturne begins in E-flat harmonic minor but the appearance of F flat in m. 15 

brings a mixture of the Phrygian mode into the melody. The chromatic contradiction created 

by the middle and bottom voices, tonal/modal ambiguity, and the slow tread of the theme 

recall the beginning of the second movement in Dutilleux’s Op. 1.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
49 Robin C. Tait, “The Musical Language of Gabriel Fauré” (PhD diss., University of St Andrews, 

1986), 92, accessed July 13, 2020. 
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Example 9: Fauré’s Nocturne No.1 in E-flat minor, Op. 30 No.1, mm. 8-20 

 

 

In Example 10, the D-flat octatonic scale creates a more modal and chromatic 

beginning. False relationships occur between A natural and A flat, C flat, and C natural in 

different voices, heightening the level of dissonance. The accompaniment patterns from both 

examples are repeated and static, but Dutilleux applies more dissonant intervals within the 

harmonies, such as tritones, seconds, and sevenths. The contour of the melody in Example 10 

has larger interval skips compared to Fauré’s Nocturne, which makes the melody more active 

and harder to predict. There are syncopated rhythms in Dutilleux’s main theme, but the 

texture is less contrapuntal in writing than the Nocturne.  
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Example 10: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, 2nd movement, mm. 1-8 

 

 

Dutilleux and Ravel share a penchant for tonal/modal ambiguity and they both show 

their obsession with “the art of noises”50 to achieve flights of virtuosity. In Ravel’s Piano 

Concerto in G Major, the third movement begins with a percussive and mechanical rhythmic 

treatment, see Example 11. The motoric driving rhythm and repeated ostinato patterns with 

sixteenth notes make the music restless and energetic. The theme played by the thumbs in 

both hands may be difficult to be identified due to its immersion in a striking texture of 

whirling open fifths and fourths. The C sharp sets the opening theme in the G Lydian mode. 

Later, there is a modulation to C Lydian signaled by a cancellation of the C sharp to C 

natural.  

 

 
50 Classes of noise from mechanism include rumbles, explosions and crashes; whistles and snorts; 

murmurs and whispers; screeches; elemental percussion; and shouts, screams and howls. 
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Example 11: Ravel’s Piano Concerto in G Major, the beginning of piano part in the 3rd 

movement 

 

 

In the fourth variation of the finale of Op. 1, for example, Dutilleux includes high-

speed mechanized ostinati (see Ex. 12 and 13a). In Example 12, even though the key 

signature anticipates F sharp as the tonal center, the ostinato referential point A sharp in the 

sound background with a consecutive off-beat mechanical figuration tells a different story. 

The setting of this repeated pattern is in a low register played very softly. The writing 

requires that the performer play the ostinato pattern evenly and quietly while clearly voicing 

the thematic motive, which is presented as a canon. The motive itself remains modal and 

chromatic, and also includes parts of the whole-tone scale and the tritone.  
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Example 12: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, 3rd movement, mm. 430-439

 

 

 

More examples of the commonalities between Op. 1 and Ravel’s Piano Concerto, 

especially mechanical figuration and tonal ambiguity are seen in Example 13.  

 

Example 13a: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, 3rd movement, mm. 508-517 
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Example 13b: Ravel’s Piano Concerto in G Major, 3rd movement, mm. 140-151 

 

 

In Dutilleux’s example, he uses a repeated chordal accompaniment in the left hand 

and regular arpeggiated sequences in the right hand running up and down to create an 

agitated and energetic mechanical sound. The harmony from mm. 509-514 proceeds from an 

A major triad, to an A-sharp minor 7th chord, to a D major triad, to a D-sharp half-diminished 

7th chord, and on to G major and G augmented triads. The tonal center is unclear here even 

though the key signature signals A major. Each consonant triad is followed by a dissonant 

chord. Dutilleux employs an unconventional approach by allowing the dissonant harmony to 

be followed by a chromatic scale to end the musical phrase. In Example 13b, Ravel also 

applies the chromatic scale in both voices, not just the small chromatic segments of the right 

hand in the red boxes, but also in the left hand’s line of bass notes in mm. 148-151. Another 

progressive compositional technique in Ravel’s concerto is found in the half-step bitonality 

between the top and bottom voices. For example, it is first seen between F major (right hand) 

and F-sharp minor (left hand) in m. 143, and later between G-sharp major (right hand) and A 
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minor (left hand) in m. 147. The lowest notes in the left hand outline a circle of fifths 

progression (see the blue boxes in Ex. 13b). These bass notes follow a iiø7 – V7 – i 

progression in F-sharp minor from m. 140 to m. 143, replicated immediately thereafter in a 

minor from m. 144 to m. 147. This progression is one example of the many jazz influences in 

this piano concerto. Compared with Dutilleux’s unresolved dissonant harmony in Example 

13a, Ravel employs tonal harmonies in a relatively conservative way. The bitonality and 

chromatism he introduces in this music, nevertheless, invoke instability and uncertainty.  

Tonality in the piano sonata was further expanded during the 19th-century as 

Romantic composers introduced more complex harmonies and chromatic musical elements 

into the tonal system of that period. In their search for a wider spectrum of sound colors, 

French Impressionist composers combined tonality with modes to produce music that was, at 

times, more modal than tonal. In Op. 1, Dutilleux followed many of these 19th and 20th 

century practices by using tonal ambiguity and modes. Importantly, he also embraced newer 

elements and techniques in the sonata by including more unresolved dissonant harmonies, 

syncopated rhythmic patterns, and a mechanical more percussive approach to writing.  
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NON-PIANISTIC INFLUENCES 

 

A. Croissance Progressive in French Literature 

 

At an early age, Henri Dutilleux became familiar with the work of French novelist 

Marcel Proust (1871–1922) and poet Charles Baudelaire (1821–1867). Though he never set 

their poems or a particular text he fashioned aesthetic links between their works and his 

technique of progressive thematic growth. French literature and Dutilleux’s music share a 

belief in the importance of involuntary memory in the retrieval of past events.51  

In Potter’s Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, he explains Dutilleux’s 

compositional method, “Dutilleux’s statement that his employment of progressive thematic 

growth was originally an unconscious procedure is especially striking…”52 Dutilleux prefers 

to avoid musical analysis in order to preserve the essential mystery of music. He believes that 

not everything in music is explainable, and analysis is perhaps limiting or even detrimental 

for the composer.53 In the interview with Glayman, Dutilleux said, “Isn’t music constantly 

concerned with memory? It is indeed a truism to state that we always listen to music in 

function of what we have already heard, whether in a single piece or in a broader, historical 

context.”54 Dutilleux considered himself to part of a long tradition of musical composition. 

“Therefore, it is legitimate to consider that Dutilleux’s quotation of other composers’ music 

should be viewed as another manifestation of the centrality of the role of memory in his 

 
51 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 59-79. 

 
52 Ibid., 61. 

 
53 Ibid. 

 
54 Ibid., 78. 
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music.”55 Music one has experienced in the past can unconsciously affects a composer’s 

choices when composing in the present.  

Dutilleux’s unconscious compositional procedure has similarities with Proust’s 

involuntary memory mentioned in his monumental novel: À la recherche du temps perdu (In 

Search of Lost Time; earlier rendered as Remembrance of Things Past). Referring to 

involuntary memory, it is taken from the episode of the madeleine, Proust believed that it is 

not worth to try to talk about our past, all the efforts of our intelligence are useless; it all 

depends what random things could happen in life to trigger our past memories in our minds.56 

His two examples from Recherche emphasizes that “involuntary memory is superior to the 

conscious recall of events.”57 The taste of beverage mixed with a little piece of cake suddenly 

triggered the narrator’s happy and love memory in his past; walking on an uneven paving 

slab in Paris suddenly brought the narrator the past evens in Venice flooding back. For 

Proust, memory is not that we try to remember by force, even we could not know their 

existence until they are suddenly triggered by random things happening in our lives. In 

Baudelaire’s poem, La chevelure (Her Hair), staring into his mistress’ eyes or being 

enveloped in her hair awakens the poet’s involuntary memory in his dream world and triggers 

a flood of metaphors to express his sensory feelings.58 The sensations of taste, smell, touch, 

sight, and hearing could contribute to awakening our memories of the past. 

On the contrary, our voluntary memory requires to be recalled by following a 

controlled, strategic retrieval process. That is, people use their intelligence to translate their 

 
55 Ibid. 
 
56 Ann Tukey, "Notes on Involuntary Memory in Proust," The French Review 42, no. 3 (1969): 398, 

accessed June 8, 2021, http://www.jstor.org/stable/386277. 

 
57 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 61. 

 
58 Ibid., 80.  
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experiences into suitable concepts for utility.59 These “reworked” memories lose the sensory 

and experiential details which existed in the original moments, and they only provide 

“objective detail and generalizable knowledge about the world that allows us to predict the 

consequences of current action.” 60 The voluntary memory may get the facts right but not the 

associated feelings.  

The process of listening to music is a way of developing one’s own musical memory 

not only in one single piece, but also in a broader historical context. We remember what we 

have already heard in music. Henri Dutilleux applied this method in Op. 1 not only to trigger 

listeners’ involuntary memory developed within the piece, but also to stimulate their 

recollections of historical and contemporary influences from other composers. He 

acknowledged the influence of Proust’s concepts of memory on his compositional method of 

thematic development, which is a procedure he called croissance progressive coined by 

French musicologist Francis Bayer (1938-2004).61 Dutilleux applied it as a progressive 

growth of themes in a musical composition with an almost entirely intuitive tendency. Instead 

of presenting the theme in its original form several times throughout the music, it is reduced 

to small cells that are gradually developed within the growth of the music.62 Dutilleux gave a 

lucid explanation of this procedure in the following: 

…almost intuitive tendency not to expose a theme in its definitive state from 

the beginning. It is not cyclic form, that is different; In cyclic form, the theme 

is determined from the start, as in Debussy’s quartet. That is not the case in 

my music: I use small cells which are gradually developed. Perhaps I was 

influenced by literature – by Proust – concerning the concept of memory.63 

 
59 Utzinger, 27. 
 
60 Ibid. 

 
61 Ibid., 9. 

 
62 Roger Nichols and Henri Dutilleux, "Progressive Growth. Henri Dutilleux in Conversation with 

Roger Nichols," The Musical Times 135, no. 1812 (Feb.,1994): 89, accessed June 9, 2020, 

doi:10.2307/1002977. 

 
63 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 60.  
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There are no similar cyclical materials in separate movements within Dutilleux’s 

Sonata. This is in sharp contrast to Liszt’s B minor Sonata, which begins with a clear 

statement of several thematic units with each unit extensively transformed and developed 

throughout the whole sonata. Example 14 shows how the hammering marcato motif in the 

left hand is designed to fit into different musical contexts with an identifiable figuration.  

 

Example 14: Liszt’s Piano Sonata in B minor, original marcato motif 

  

Marcato motif with repeated segments in an ascending chromatic scale and striking harmonic 

intervals: 
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Marcato motif in an imitative setting as a fugue subject:  

 

Marcato motif with ornamented and virtuosic accompaniments:  

 

 

Contrary to how most piano sonatas were written during the Classical era, Dutilleux 

did not methodically line up the identifiable themes of earlier movements prior to their 

integration in the final movement. Similarly, he disliked the technique of the Wagnerian 

leitmotif: a theme of easily recognizable melodic, rhythmic, or harmonic identity.64 

Dutilleux’s utilization of progressive thematic growth in Op. 1 is like an involuntary 

procedure for listeners to subconsciously recall the original theme while witnessing its 

 
64 Ibid., 61. 
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growth in small cells. The thematic transformation of the first variation in the finale is shown 

in the following set of Examples 15-19. 

 

Example 15: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, mm. 28-39 

 

 

The Example 15 starts with a single staccato thematic line in a low register. The 

placement of eighth rests inside of the theme interrupts the flow of the music, but it hearkens 

back to the syncopated rhythm of the main choral theme at the beginning of the movement 

(Ex. 7a). In this first variation the theme is transposed down a 5th to E. If we add the value of 

each eighth rest to the previous note and consider the note as a quarter note, the rhythmic 

pattern of this beginning section is shown in Example 16. It is not exactly the same rhythm as 

the main choral theme in Example 7b, but it shares similar syncopated patterns. 
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Example 16: Adding the eighth rests’ value to the notes in Example. 15 

 

 

Later in mm. 58-69, Dutilleux transposes the theme to G octatonic, now doubled by a 

bass line four octaves below. This time, he adds the value of eighth rests from Example 15 

into the thematic notes and subtly transforms the surface rhythm into Example 17.  

 

Example 17: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, mm. 58-69 

  

 

The theme, thus, grows progressively from its original exposition as a single voice in 

a low range of the piano, to two widely separate voices in parallel motion. Now Dutilleux 

inverts the theme and adds an ostinato accompaniment in the left hand to accompany a two-

voice texture in a higher register (see Ex. 18). The ostinato pattern crosses the bar lines (felt 

in a 6/8 meter) and skips in large intervals in contrast to the relatively stable and syncopated 

rhythm in the upper voices.  
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Example 18: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, mm. 92-102 

 

 

At the end of the first variation, Dutilleux adds additional musical materials, such as 

triplets and long scales, to decorate a thematic augmentation in the left hand (see Ex. 19). It 

may be difficult for the listener to recognize the continuing presence of the theme within this 

new texture, but it continues to cast the shadow of the choral theme by its appearance in long 

bass octaves.  
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Example 19: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, mm. 136-150 

 

 

Rather than counting every time that the original statement of the theme appears in 

different sections of the music, one can trace the stages of thematic development to 

understand its evolution throughout the piece. It is a gradual process in which one witnesses 

small changes made throughout its growth. Dutilleux’s croissance progressive in music 

focuses on the whole process of the thematic progression rather than presenting the original 

form of the theme itself. Even though the theme is not always so apparent, as it is in Liszt’s 

Piano Sonata, Dutilleux applies subtle clues attached to thematic growth to trigger the 

listener’s involuntary memories, which are developed simultaneously along with the music. 
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These clues can be inversion, transposition, augmentation, diminution, or using rhythmic, 

intervallic, modal patterns that are similar to the original theme. 

The concept of involuntary memory influenced Dutilleux’s process of thematic 

progression, but it also inspired him to build a purposeful hierarchy in his harmonic 

language.65 The referential devices in Dutilleux’s music, such as pivot notes, pedal points, 

and recurring chords as obsessional sounds can trigger the listener’s involuntary musical 

memory; meanwhile, these referential devices also emphasize the tonal center in Dutilleux’s 

music preventing a complete step into atonality. The development section of the first 

movement in Op. 1 illustrates this use of pedal points and pivot notes/chords. Even the 

codetta of the exposition in Example 20 is centered on a low C sharp, which is the dominant 

of F-sharp minor. Due to the switch between low and high registers in the music, one pedal 

needs to be applied here to sustain the C sharp throughout the whole passage.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
65 Ibid., 96. 
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Example 20: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, first movement, mm. 100-110 

 

  

The pivot note, G natural, from m. 110 in the top voice is sustained into the 

development section in Example 21. The recurring C-sharp minor chords (C sharp, E, G 

sharp) and the tritone plus a minor 6th (E, A sharp, F sharp) alternate in the red boxes as 

pedal points creating a sustained sonority of overtones, which is reminiscent the extended 

ringing of the carillon (see below). In order to sustain each voice in the right place, it is 

crucial to use the pedals properly and meticulously.  
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Example 21: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, first movement, mm. 111-123 

 

  

 Thus, we see that the concept of involuntary memory from French literature had an 

impact on Dutilleux’s manipulation of thematic development. His compositional procedure 

croissance progressive, may be distinguished by its subtlety from cyclic form and Liszt’s 

technique of thematic transformation. The concept of involuntary memory further inspired 

Dutilleux to apply referential devices, such as pedal points or focal notes in his music to 

trigger the listener’s involuntary memory by laying out a purposeful tonal hierarchy.    

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

52 

B. The Influence of Carillon Timbres and Sonorities 

 

A carillon is an instrument that consists of at least twenty-three tuned bells; it is 

played from a keyboard and pedalboard that resemble an organ console. When he was young, 

Dutilleux was fascinated by the timbres and rich harmonics produced by the carillon. The 

sounds excited his musical imagination, and he often tried to imitate the sound in his music. 

Most musical instruments produce sounds with major thirds in their overtone structure, but 

carillon music derives from a prominent minor third in the bell’s overtone structure as seen in 

Example 22. As a bell is struck, the strike tone is heard in the foreground, but the pitch 

decays quickly, leaving the hum tone and overtones to emerge. Once a bell is rung, it 

continues to sound until the vibrations die away naturally. This causes an overlapped 

dissonant sonority produced by sustained voices. As Example 21 above shows, Dutilleux 

emulated two features of the carillon, the minor-third overtone produced by the C sharp 

minor chord, and the sustained voices that overlap each other. Another example in Op. 1 that 

demonstrates the carillon’s influence in Dutilleux’s music is found in the slow section of the 

final movement, see Example 39. 

 

Example 22: The bell’s overtone structure versus traditional Western string or wind 

instruments’ overtone structure66   

 

 

 
66 “A Musical Instrument,” The Guild of Carillonneurs in North America, accessed July 27, 2020, 

https://www.gcna.org/carillon-instrument. 
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C. Henri Dutilleux’s Preoccupation with the Visual Appeal of His Music 

 

A love for the visual arts, likely the outcome of being raised in an artistic family, is 

another non-pianistic influence in Dutilleux’s music. He gave great care and attention to the 

visual appearance of his musical scores and remained one of the very few 20th century 

composers whose works were engraved, rather than published in the form of facsimile 

editions.67 He agreed with Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) that “a composer is first and foremost 

a calligrapher,” and that a musical score should be written in a way that the notation’s 

meaning is immediately and unambiguously apparent to performers.68 This is one example of 

how Dutilleux showed admiration for the manuscripts of Debussy and Ravel. He was, 

however, not interested in the graphic musical notation introduced by many American 

experimental composers, such as John Cage, Earle Brown (1926-2002), and George Crumb 

(b.1929). In the following two images (Ex. 23 and 24) we see two examples of Dutilleux’s 

manuscripts. We can see his manuscript scores are calligraphic featuring almost no 

alterations. When he made a revision to the score, he pasted the new idea over the old one 

rather than using correction fluid to alter a note or other markings.69 Dutilleux cared deeply 

about the appearance of his musical scores.  

 

 

 

 

 
67 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 123. 

 
68 Ibid. 
 
69 Ibid., 145. 
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Example 23: Dutilleux’s orchestral work: Métaboles, IV. Torpide, final measures of first 

version70 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
70 Henri Dutilleux, “Métaboles,” score, 1959-1964, Henri Dutilleux Manuscript Collection, Paul Sacher 

Stiftung Library. 
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Example 24: Dutilleux’s concertante work for cello and orchestra, Tout un monde lointain... 

(A whole distant world...), II. Regard (Gaze), sketch for final measures71 

 

 

Although Dutilleux’s Piano Sonata was not inspired by a specific painting, the 

presence of mirror writing and symmetrical patterns in the music could be considered as an 

example of his fondness for visually appealing musical ideas.72 The symmetry in a musical 

structure and form is a mirror reflection around either a vertical or horizontal axis.73 There 

are many symmetrical passages in Op. 1 shown in Examples 25-27.  

 

 
71 Henri Dutilleux, “Tout un monde lointain...,” score, 1967-1970, Henri Dutilleux Manuscript 

Collection, Paul Sacher Stiftung Library. 

 
72 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 135.  

 
73 Davorin Kempf, “What Is Symmetry in Music?," International Review of the Aesthetics and 

Sociology of Music 27, no. 2 (1996): 155-165, accessed October 9, 2019. 
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Example 25: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, first movement, mm. 52-59 

 

Even though the passages in the left hand and right hand are neither inverted nor set 

in divergent keys, the symmetrical musical shapes are mirror images around the horizontal 

axis between the two hands. Dutilleux called this mirror writing ‘écriture en eventail’ (fan-

shaped writing). A similar example is shown in Example 26. Dutilleux’s symmetrical musical 

writings are visually attractive, and the visual ideas are analogous to the sonic experience of 

the listener. The fan-shaped musical writing in Example 26 draws the listener’s attention to a 

moment of structural importance — a complete change of mood and texture after a long 

crescendo and accelerando section.   

 

Example 26: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, mm. 348-353 

 

 

Example 27a illustrates symmetrical writing around a vertical axis in the musical 

structure. The rapid striking figure A in m. 280 alternates with contrasting musical materials 
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in a regular pattern. First, the 3/2 legato melodic figure B in mm. 281-282 follows A, then A 

comes back in m. 283. The staccato eighth-note figure C is the next material that follows A, 

then B reappears again in mm. 285-286, and the whole section ends with A. The pattern of 

this passage is A-BAC-BAC-A, which is a self-inverted symmetrical structure around a 

vertical axis. More symmetrical musical examples are presented in Example 27b and 27c. 

Dutilleux incorporated symmetrical musical figures into his music, such as palindromes and 

fan-shaped phrases, pointing to his fascination with the visual arts. Those symmetrical 

musical ideas are not only visually attractive, but also have a musical significance in the 

musical structure.     
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Example 27a: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, first movement, mm. 279-291 

 

Example 27b: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, mm. 181-192 
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Example 27c: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, second movement, mm. 66-67 

 

 

Influence drawn from his love of the visual arts provided Dutilleux with sources of 

inspiration in his compositional method. A preference for orderly and clear musical scores is 

seen in Dutilleux’s calligraphic manuscripts, and his fondness for symmetrical musical 

writing gave rise to sound phenomena shaped by visual images. For Dutilleux, the music is 

not only a melodious work to be heard, but an appealing visual art to be seen.  
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COMPARISON OF DUTILLEUX’S STYLE WITH THAT OF CONTEMPORANEOUS 

COMPOSERS WHO HE ADMIRED 

 

Dutilleux recognized the legitimacy of much contemporary music. He believed that 

freedom was necessary for the existence of art and that different musical branches could 

coexist comfortably. Dutilleux also discussed certain contemporary composers whom he 

admired, such as Messiaen, Ohana, Lutoslawski, and Ligeti. Even though they had 

contrasting musical preoccupations related to their music, their works, according to 

Dutilleux, were well-crafted and successfully reflected their own authentic musical voices. 

As a composer himself, it was essential for Dutilleux to preserve his individuality by using a 

stylistically consistent musical language in an overwhelmingly diverse musical world.  

No 20th-century French composer could ignore Olivier Messiaen’s impact on 

contemporary music, including Dutilleux, who expressed his admiration for Messiaen’s 

music in the following: 

Messiaen’s piano music made a contribution in the realms of form and of 

sensuality. Really, you must like Messiaen’s music! What is most interesting 

is its logic. Even composers who cannot stand his music cannot deny its logic, 

or rather its coherence; it is impossible to change a single note or harmony.… 

That is roughly what I am aiming for in my own music, but in a completely 

different world; for me, coherence is essential.74 

 

Dutilleux and Messiaen were both concerned with achieving compositional coherence 

in a musical work, but they approached this goal in different ways.75 Messiaen applied a more 

systematic compositional method of rhythms and modes of limited transposition to develop 

his music. It is interesting to note that this systematic compositional method diverges from 

Dutilleux’s more “intuitive” compositional procedure, especially his croissance progressive. 

Both composers showed fondness for inserting symmetrical musical materials into their 

 
74 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 183. 

 
75 Ibid. 
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music; however, Messiaen’s use of palindromic and mirror-writing figures76 has more 

symbolic value than structural significance compared with Dutilleux’s.77 They were both 

inspired by the sound of bells and plainchant, and often made reference to these sounds and 

processes in their music.   

The following examples are from Messiaen’s large-scale piano suite, Vingt regards 

sur l'enfant-Jésus (Twenty Visions of the Infant Jesus). This suite was composed in 1944, 

two years prior to Dutilleux’s Op. 1. There are several important themes in this suite, 

including the Theme of God, the Star of Bethlehem, the cross, joy, and others. The following 

excerpts show how Messiaen established compositional coherence in the thematic 

transformation of the Theme of God. Example 28 includes the theme, which is a chordal 

passage consisting of four chords in the rhythmic pattern short-short-short-long-long. This is 

derived from Messiaen’s Mode No. 2 of the modes of limited transposition, which can be 

divided into four groups of three notes each with three transpositions.  

 

Example 28: Messiaen’s Vingt regards sur l'enfant-Jésus, original Theme of God, 1st 

transposition of Mode No. 2 

 

Mode No. 2: Octatonic/Diminished Scale 

 

 

Three Transpositions of Mode No. 2  

 
76 Palindromic Figure: identical pitches both forwards and backwards. It is a mirror symmetry round a 

vertical axis in a retrograde imitation, see Example. 32 below. 

 
77 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 188. 
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The Theme of God appears in movements 1, 5, 6, 11, 15, and 20. In movement I: 

Regard du Père (Gaze of the Father), the Theme of God occurs in its purest form over all 

three staves of an open score, which is seen in the red boxes (see Ex. 29). The theme in the 

upper staff is offset rhythmically from the main texture by a sixteenth rest in each green box. 

Set in a higher register, the bell-like octaves located in the blue boxes provide additional 

color and surface rhythm. As a result, the theme is heard in the lower two staves and also in 

treble staff where it alternates and echoes in a kind of imitative polyphony. In this movement, 

Messiaen utilizes all three transpositions of Mode No. 2 in the Theme of God.  
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Example 29: Messiaen’s Vingt regards sur l'enfant-Jésus, Movement I, mm. 1–2  

 

 

 In movement V: Regard du Fils sur le Fils (Contemplation of the Son upon the 

Son), Messiaen combines the Theme of God with two other chord progressions, each in a 

different mode and rhythm. As Example 30 shows, the upper staff has three-note chords in 

the 3rd transposition of Mode No. 6, the middle staff has four-note chords in the 4th 

transposition of Mode No. 4, and the lower staff is the Theme of God in the 1st transposition 

of Mode No. 2. The upper and middle voices are in rhythmic canon, with the middle voice 

being one “dot” longer, and the lower voice maintains the Theme of God independently.   
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Example 30: Messiaen’s Vingt regards sur l'enfant-Jésus, Movement V, mm. 1–4 

 

 

Messiaen applies the 2nd transposition of the Theme of God in B flat major in 

Movement XI: Première communion de la Vierge (The Virgin's First Communion). In 

Example 31a, he presents it in the bass clef with the same rhythmic pattern. The upper voice 

consists of the second transposition of Mode No. 4 in a broken chord pattern (blue boxes) and 

the same mode of God in a harmonic interval pattern as accompaniment (red boxes in the 

upper voice). In the middle section of the same movement, Messiaen modifies the rhythmic 

pattern of the Theme of God into a dance-like long-short-long rhythmic figure to symbolize 

the Virgin’s joy and excitement of being chosen as the mother of God (See Ex. 31b). 
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Example 31a: Messiaen’s Vingt regards sur l'enfant-Jésus, Movement XI, mm. 1–4 

 

 

Example 31b: Messiaen’s Vingt regards sur l'enfant-Jésus, Movement XI, mm. 20-26 

 

 

 As seen in the collection of Example 15 in the previous French Literature Influence 

section, it is clear that Dutilleux engages in an intuitive process of progressive thematic 

growth in Op. 1. This is contrary to Messiaen, who utilizes more systematic and logical 
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musical structures, especially with his modes of limited transposition to realize coherence in 

his music. To further develop the music, Dutilleux crafts small units attached to the theme 

gradually and progressively in contrast with Messiaen’s sectional methods of constructing 

large-scale forms.78 In addition to the difference of thematic transformation, Messiaen’s 

rhythmic figures and symmetrical writings in Movement XX (Ex. 32) have more symbolic 

meaning than musical structural function shown in the collection of Dutilleux’s symmetrical 

writings in Example 14.  

 

Example 32: Messiaen’s Vingt regards sur l'enfant-Jésus, Movement XX, mm. 1-7 

 

 

In Movement XX: Regard de l’Eglise d’amour (Contemplation of the Church of 

love), the subheading commentary states the following: “Grace makes us love God as God 

loves Himself; After the sheaves of night, the spirals of anguish, here are the bells, the glory 

 
78 Ibid., 184 
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and the kiss of love… all the passion of our arms around the Invisible.”79 Messiaen brings 

together many elements found earlier in the previous movements into the last movement of 

this suite. He also applies non-retrogradable rhythmic figures80 (contrasting with 

retrogradable rhythmic figures in mm. 2, 4 and 6) and melodic palindrome (blue boxes in 

mm. 1, 3 and 5) to not only display the ‘charm of impossibilities’ in the music, but to explore 

the “charm of impossibilities” of God’s love in everything.81  

 Maurice Ohana was another important individual whom Dutilleux recognized as a 

legitimate musician. Ohana and Dutilleux were close friends, even though Ohana’s interest in 

microtonal writing was not shared by Dutilleux. Still, they had some ideas in common about 

staying with traditional modes and using focal notes to avoid stepping into atonality.82 

Additionally, both of them were fascinated with applying jazz influenced syncopated rhythm 

to their music.  

Ohana’s Sonatine Monodique was composed in 1945, one year before Dutilleux’s Op. 

1. Each movement of the four was compositionally based on a syncopated monodic line. As 

Example 33a shows, the third movement starts with a solo vocal line written within a quasi-G 

Phrygian scale. Although the tonal center is unclear at the outset, the music is modal and 

emphasizes the center of G by the end of this movement (see Ex. 33b). 

 

 

 

 
79 “La grâce nous fait aimer Dieu comme Dieu s’aime; après les gerbes de nuit, les spirales d’angoisse, 

voici les cloches, la gloire et le baiser d’amour… toute la passion de nos bras autour de l’Invisible…” 

 
80 Non-retrogradable Rhythm: a mirroring process in which the rhythm is the same when read forwards 

or backwards. 

 
81 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 188. 
 
82 Ibid., 190. 
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Example 33a: Ohana’s Sonatine Monodique, third movement, mm. 1–3 

 

 

Example 33b: Ohana’s Sonatine Monodique, third movement, last two measures 

 

 

Compared with Dutilleux’s modality in Op. 1 (Ex. 1, 2, 6 and 7), the tonal center in 

the excerpts by Ohana is more uncertain due to the utilization of atonal technique. The music 

lacks a tonal center or key and the notes of the chromatic scale function more independently. 

Even though Dutilleux applied atonality in certain passages in Op. 1, he would also give 

some clues about the tonal center directly following uncertain tonal sections. In Example 34, 

the two-measure tonal theme of the first movement is present in the blue box. The red boxes 

represent the two atonal passages of the music. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

69 

Example 34: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, first movement, mm. 15-20 

   

 

 Another example of how Dutilleux subtly reveals tonality by using a focal note 

follows in Example 35. The motoric passage in the red box is atonal, and the left hand 

doubles it beginning at m. 45. The low E in m. 42 serves as a pedal point indicating a clear 

tonal center for this passage. As the examples show, neither Dutilleux or Ohana completely 

break away from the traditional modes and hierarchy in the music. 

 

Example 35: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, second movement, mm. 40-47 

 

 

Additionally, Ohana’s Sonatine Monodique has more vocal inspiration, particularly in 

the monodic texture throughout all four movements. The modal vocal melodies are often 

parallel between the two hands in an expansive range (three octaves between the doubled 
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solo vocal lines, see Ex. 36). Conversely, Dutilleux’s modal melodic lines in Op. 1 are 

written in a more contrapuntal texture as some examples show (such as Ex. 1, 2, 6 and 7). 

Chordal accompaniment or polyphonic writing as the design around a modal melodic line is 

often demonstrated in Dutilleux’s music. In the music of Ohana in Example 36, the 

syncopated rhythmic pattern with tied notes bears resemblance to Dutilleux’s syncopated 

passage in Example 17.        

 

Example 36: Ohana’s Sonatine Monodique, the end of the first movement 

 

  

Dutilleux stated that Witold Lutoslawski was someone with whom he had much in 

common, and he counted Lutoslawski as one of the few composers who was a very good 

friend.83 They both disliked strict serial music and electronic timbres.84 Although Lutoslawski 

 
83 Caroline Rae, “Beyond Boundaries: Dutilleux’s Foreign Leavening,” Contemporary Music Review 

29, no. 5 (October 2010): 437, accessed July 24, 2018. 

 
84 Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works, 200. 
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employed elements of aleatory music and dodecaphony in his later works,85 he showed his 

preference for early 20th-century French music in his early Piano Sonata. Lutoslawski 

composed his Piano Sonata in 1935 when he was a student, and the piece was first broadcast 

on Polish Radio in 1938.86 The formal structure of this sonata is similar to Dutilleux’s Op. 1, 

i.e., three movements (fast-slow-fast, long-short-long). 

In the following two musical examples (Ex. 37 and 38), both Lutoslowski and 

Dutilleux adopt two alternating harmonic sonorities accompanying one single melodic line on 

the top. The ostinato patterns of accompaniment with two interweaving minor sonorities 

render the tonal center uncertain and ambiguous.    

The first movement begins with an independent melodic line (see the blue boxes) 

accompanied by a glimmering Impressionistic texture that emerges from the juxtaposition of 

two alternating harmonic sonorities (E-flat and F minor) controlled by separate hands (Ex. 

37).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
85 Eun Jeong Park, “Style and Performance Aspects in the Newly Published Piano Sonata by Witold 

Lutosławski,” (DMA diss., University of North Texas, 2011), 28, accessed July 24, 2018.  

 
86 Charles Bodman Rae, The Music of Lutoslawski (London: Faber, 1994), 11. 
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Example 37: Lutoslowski’s Piano Sonata, 1st movement, mm. 1–6   

 
 

The key signature signals D-flat major/B-flat minor; however, the alternating minor 

chords on E-flat and F (see the red and green boxes) make the tonal center uncertain for the 

listener. The melodic line, written in the Dorian mode, is centered on E-flat, and Lutoslawski 

harmonizes this modal melody with three minor triads built on its 1st, 2nd, and 5th degrees (see 

the yellow box: B-flat minor chord).  

Dutilleux’s Op. 1 likewise includes moments of ambiguous tonality, modal melodies 

and alternating minor sonorities. Example 38 demonstrates how arpeggiated figurations in the 

accompaniment inside the melody are constructed from alternating G-sharp minor 9th and D 

minor chords (see the two red boxes) in mm. 257–304. 
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Example 38: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, mm. 257–304 

 
 

 

As in Dutilleux’s music, the tonality in this example is ambiguous. The ostinato 

accompaniment consists of alternating broken minor chords on the 2nd and 6th degrees of the 

F-sharp minor scale. The melodic line in the blue boxes is based on an F-sharp minor scale 

with the oscillation between C-double-sharp in the green box and D sharp in the yellow box. 

It encompasses a wider range – D2 to D-sharp 6 – and more striking chromaticism, e.g., the 

tritone bass movement in the first measure, than the Lutoslowski excerpt. Lutoslowski’s 

closely spaced arpeggiations placed in a higher register are lighter and more flowing than the 

figuration in the Dutilleux’s example. Dutilleux’s melody features mostly stepwise motion 

that seems to float on top of the widely spaced accompaniment.  

Though these are very different pieces, they share common stylistic features: 

ambiguous tonality, ostinato patterns, and modal pitch patterns. These common traits suggest 

at least the possibility of mutual influence.  

Dutilleux admired and shared some commonalities with 20th-century composer, 

György Ligeti. Ligeti and Dutilleux both viewed counterpoint not as an academic exercise, 

but rather as a natural part of their contemporary musical languages that incorporated canonic 
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writing and other contrapuntal devices.87 They also shared an admiration for the 

contrapuntists of the sixteenth century and the music of Béla Bartók (1881-1945).88 The third 

variation in the last movement of Op. 1 was composed in a three-voice texture with a cantus 

firmus.89 The choral theme appears consistently in the middle voice, and the other voices are 

written in a canonic imitation as the following example indicates.  

As Example 39 shows, the notes in the middle staff with tenuto markings above them 

are part of the choral theme. Even though the other two voices (m. 421) underlined in red are 

not the same subjects, they share some similarities in their melodic contours. For example, in 

m. 423, the red-lined figure in the middle staff is repeated later an octave lower in the bass 

line, and then it is transposed to A6 in the top voice. In mm. 426-429, the top voice has varied 

harmonic intervals creating sound colors, and the bass voice follows in canonic writing with 

the same melodic contour in single notes. The sustained sound in the top staff crossing over 

different voices are the bell-like harmonic intervals. Their quiet dynamic is reminiscent of the 

carillon’s overlapping ringing sonority. A successful performance of this variation requires 

performers to add pedals in the right places with proper length in order to sustain certain 

harmonies, and also to help voice the thematic line in the middle staff.   

 

 

 

 

 
87 Ibid., 192-93.  

 
88 Ibid. 

 
89 In music, a cantus firmus (fixed song) is a pre-existing melody forming the basis of a polyphonic 

composition. Since 1600, the use of a cantus firmus (especially in long note values) has typically been regarded 

as a historicist gesture, serving as a religious topic or referring to specific techniques from medieval and 

Renaissance music. 
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Example 39: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, mm. 419-429 

 

 

Although there is no cantus firmus in the last movement of Ligeti’s Musica ricercata 

(1951-53), the canonic writing of a subject in a three-line stave reflects the composer’s 

fondness for counterpoint (Ex. 40).  
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Example 40: Ligeti’s Musica ricercata, XI, mm. 41-52 

 

 

 

There are four forms of the subject in this canonic texture in Example 40. One is 

written in eighth notes starting from m. 42, and then transposed to C5 in its original setting of 

the beginning of this movement in mm. 45-47. Later, the subject appears in chordal clusters 

in the top stave in mm. 50-52. Also, the octave augmented version of this subject in the bass 



   

 

 

77 

voice underlies the passage. One subject imitates itself with an assortment of guises in 

different staves. Note that there are more than two voices imitating each other in one voice as 

the middle staff shows in mm. 48-49. 

In several early works by Ligeti, counterpoint serves as the primary compositional 

approach while also advancing the musical development. Conversely, Dutilleux’s canonical 

structure in the choral theme serves as accompaniment with small elements, treated with 

more variety than merely through transpositions into different registers as seen in Example 

41. Most of the elements in the example, which are underlined in red, are short subjects that 

function as melodic decorations in a canonic way. They still preserve the musical structure 

clearly enough to recognize the main theme. 

 

Example 41: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, third movement, beginning of the 3rd variation  
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There are more musical examples from Ligeti that demonstrate his interest in 

contrapuntal writing. Also, driving percussive rhythm and frequent meter changes are 

common features in his music. Ligeti’s Due capricci were composed in 1947, almost the 

same time as Dutilleux’s Op. 1. Invention was sandwiched between the two capricci when 

they were published.90 In Ligeti’s Invention (Ex. 42), he employs a contrapuntal texture 

arising from imitation between the melodic line and its inversion (see the red boxes). The two 

melodic lines imitate each other alternatively at the octave and the 5th. The general linear 

movement of this passage is ascending.  

 

Example 42: Ligeti’s Invention, mm. 12–14              

 

 

Dutilleux uses a similar compositional technique in the 2nd movement of Op. 1 (see 

Ex. 43). 

 

Example 43: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, 2nd movement, mm. 58–60 
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4 (April, 2012): 23, accessed July 24, 2018. 
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Note how the two musical lines invert and imitate each other through contrary motion 

figures (see the red boxes). The linear movement here is also ascending and alternating. The 

figuration appears as a constant motoric accompaniment pattern consisting of thirty-second 

notes. By contrast, Ligeti’s creates a melodic fugue subject within a regular rhythmic pattern.  

In the following musical example from Bartók’s Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm 

(Ex. 44), the composer provides a vivid example of the sort of the inverted imitation 

approach (see red and blue boxes) featured in the earlier Dutilleux and Ligeti examples. In 

this case, the two modal melodic lines imitate each other, and both are accompanied by 

driving and percussive long-short-long syncopated chordal figures in a moderato tempo.   

 

Example 44: Bartók’s Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm No. 4 from Mikrokosmos Volume VI, 

mm. 5–13 

     
                                                

 

Another similarity between Ligeti and Dutilleux’s music is a preference for driving, 

percussive rhythms and frequently changing meters. These passages are reminiscent of 

Bartók’s percussive use of the piano with alternating meter changes (red boxes) as found in 

his Sonata for Piano in Example 45.  
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Example 45: Bartók’s Sonata For Piano, Sz. 80 (composed in 1926), 3rd movement, mm. 1–6  

  

 

 

In Ligeti’s Capriccio Nr. 2 (Ex. 46), the left hand is assigned a driving motive in 

octaves under a metrical change from 5/8 to 7/8 and then to 8/8 (see the blue box). This 

rhythmic pattern in the left hand is made of three rhythmic groups – short-long, short-long, 

short-short-long-long. The accompaniment figuration played by the right hand in the red 

boxes decorates the driving motive with harmonic seconds and two-note slurs. 

 

Example 46: Ligeti’s Capriccio Nr. 2, mm. 1–4  

                                                                       

 
 

In the 2nd movement of Dutilleux’s Op. 1 (Ex. 47), he uses similar rhythmic motives 

in both hands.  

 

Example 47: Dutilleux’s Op. 1, 2nd movement, mm. 35–40 
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Parallel octaves in the left hand (see the blue box) cooperate with alternating 

harmonies in the right hand (see the red box). The right hand rhythm may be grouped as 

follows: short-long, short-short, short-long. In Op. 1, the meter changes every measure. This 

passage with interjecting left-hand octaves, similar in writing to Ligeti’s example, is 

remarkable for its contrast created through the slow tempo and subdued characters pp et 

sourd. 

Dutilleux admired all four contemporary composers as previously mentioned. He 

categorized them as “independent composers” who successfully safeguarded their individual 

musical voices as they navigated their way through a diverse contemporary world. It is 

helpful to compare musical passages of Op. 1 with musical examples of Dutilleux’s 

contemporary composers in order to better understand the individuality of Dutilleux’s 

musical style. Although they share some similarities or common historical influences in 

harmonies, musical texture, rhythmic pattern, or compositional method, the composers were 

fully aware of their own styles and expressed themselves authentically in their music.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

Henri Dutilleux has been categorized under “some other paths” by some musical 

scholars when compared with other contemporary composers. People may find it hard to 

attach him with any particular “school of composers.” References particular category 

Although he was surrounded with an overwhelming musical diversity in the musical world of 

his time, Dutilleux successfully safeguarded his individuality while exploring a stylistically 

coherent musical language. Through comparing his Sonate pour piano Op. 1 with the works 

of French predecessors and Dutilleux’s contemporaries, we see that Dutilleux developed an 

idiosyncratic musical style balanced between technique acquired by traditional methods and 

mastery of new contemporary elements. 

As a transitional large-scale masterpiece in his early output, Op. 1 reflects Dutilleux’s 

successful infusion of traditional historical musical sources with new contemporary musical 

materials. It consists of traditional sonata form, 19th-century musical vocabulary, and the 

enrichment of the tonal language with modal inflections commonly shared with the great 

French composers of the previous generation — Debussy, Fauré, and Ravel. We find certain 

mechanical elements, such as driving rhythm, ostinato patterns, and percussive characters as 

found in the music of Ravel and Bartók. The harmonic language of Op. 1 encompasses a high 

level of dissonance and chromaticism. Even though Dutilleux utilizes atonal technique in 

certain musical passages, he still preserves a tonal hierarchy in his music by applying 

referential tones or chords to stay close to the tonality. This style of writing set him apart 

from some of his contemporaries. The innovative way of manipulating counterpoint in Op. 1 

shows Dutilleux’s fondness for sixteenth-century polyphony and the individuality in his 

musical voice. Dutilleux’s croissance progressive (progressive thematic growth) influenced 

by French literature is about developing an involuntary memory in a piece to experience and 
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understand music intuitively. It is different from the cyclic form or thematic transformation 

applied commonly in the Romantic era, or the systematic compositional method of 

Messiaen’s modes of limited transposition. The visual appearance of a musical score plays a 

significant role in Dutilleux’s music as a visual art. It is revealed by his fondness for 

symmetrical writing in Op. 1 and his orderly and clear calligraphy in the manuscripts. This 

visual appeal has more structural function than symbolic significance in Dutilleux’s music. 

Other external factors in Op. 1 such as jazz-influenced syncopated rhythm and the carillon’s 

overlapping sonorities require the performer to be precise with voicing a melodic line among 

multiple layers, rhythmic counting, and pedaling in performance.  

To recapitulate, Op. 1 demonstrates that Dutilleux expanded the idea of “French 

traditional music” with new harmonic sonorities and innovative compositional techniques 

that were inspired by historical practices, contemporary musical trends, literature, and the 

visual arts. He successfully developed and safeguarded this idiosyncratic musical language 

throughout his career despite the striking diversity of trends and musical discourse that 

surrounded him.  
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