
György Ligeti 
György Ligeti (native name Ligeti György Sándor) (5.28.1923-6.12.2006) 
Nationality / Residence: Jewish Hungarian. Grew up in Transylvania, Romania, lived in 
Hungary, fled to Vienna in 1956 and eventually became an Austrian citizen. 
 
Non-compositional activities: ethnomusicology; Romanian folk-song collector, taught 
harmony, counterpoint, and music analysis at the Conservatory in Budapest. Taught at the 
Hamburg Hochschule für Musik und Theater from 1973-1989. Loved literature, especially 
Lewis Carroll, architecture, art, fractal geometry of Benoit Mandelbrot, and Douglas 
Hofstadter, the American cognitive scientist who wrote Goethe, Escher, Bach. Taught at 
Darmstadt starting in 1958. Annual courses at the Academy of Music in Stockholm. 
 
Important life-changing experiences:  
1943 - Sent to a forced labor-camp, brother went to Mauthausen concentration camp, and 
parents both went to Auschwitz. Mother was the only survivor of immediate family. 
10th piece of Musica Ricercata banned by communists in Hungary for being “decadent”. 
 
Principle works (date) - genre: (see below. Works with asterisks are key) 
  
Principle styles and periods / characteristic traits:  
Early music influenced by Bartók. Musica Ricercata and choral settings in a folk style á la 
Kodály. 
Interest in Webern and Boulez, but didn’t write like them, rather studied their works. 
Chromatic “Sound Masses” and micropolyphony. 
2 electronic pieces Glissandi (1957) and Artikulation (1958). (Atmosphères) Pièce électronique No.3 
later realized by 3 Dutch composers Kees Tazelaar, Johan van Kreij, and Paul Berg. 
1970’s turned away from chromaticism and focused on rhythm. Continuum (1970) and Clocks 
and Clouds  (1972-73) (minimalist). 1968-72 time of synthesis and expansion; melodies and 
microtones. 
African music and Pygmy music- cross-rhythms influenced his Études and Le Grand Macabre. 
1980’s and 90’s – more tonal approach but with increasingly complex mechanical rhythms. 
 
Principle genres: Orchestral, chamber, 5 Concerti, Vocal/Choral, 1 opera, 2 electronic, 
piano, organ, harpsichord, and a bunch of metronomes, pieces for electronic barrel organ. 
Influenced by / studied with: Studied at the Conservatory in Cluj and then in Budapest at 
the Liszt Academy with Pál Kadosa, Ferenc Farkas, Járdányi, Zoltán Kodály, and Sándor 
Veress, graduated in 1949. Met Karlheinz Stockhausen and Gottfried Michael Koenig in 
Köln (Cologne), was influenced by their electronic music. 
Early music influenced by Bartók 
Steve Reich and Terry Riley. (“Self-portrait with Reich and Riley (and Chopin in the 
background” from Three pieces  for two pianos.) 
Johannes Ockeghem (his mensuration canons inspired Lux aeterna), Harry Partch, and 
Conlon Nancarrow. 
 
Personally associated with: Pierre-Laurent Aimard (pianist), Fredrick Ullén (pianist). 
 
Had an influence on:  
 
Commonly grouped with: Kodály, Bartók, Dohnányi, Farkas György Kurtág.  
 



Bibliographic / Discographic notes:  
‘Rhapsodische, unausgewogene Gedanken über Musik, besonders über meine eigenen 
 Kompositionen’, Jg.154, no.1 (1993) 
R. Steinitz: György Ligeti: Music of the Imagination (London, 2003) 
C. Floros: György Ligeti: jenseits von Avantgarde und Postmoderne (Vienna, 1996) 
R. Beckles Willson: Ligeti, Kurtág, and Hungarian Music during the Cold War (Cambridge, 2007) 
R. Toop: György Ligeti (London, 1999) 
P. Griffiths:  György Ligeti (London, 1997) 
G. Ligeti and others: Ligeti in Conversation  (London 1983) 
 
The Ligeti Project volumes I-V by Teldec has most of his well-known works. 
György Ligeti Edition Volumes I-VIII by Sony likewise has most of his well-known works 
and is more complete than the Ligeti Project and is divided by genre. 
Clear or Cloudy is a collectors’ edition box set with many of his greatest works. 
 
 
Key terms / definitions / stylistic innovations: 
Sound Mass- orchestral clusters (independent of Stockhausen, Penerecki and Xenakis) 
Micropolyphony- The complex polyphony of the individual parts is embodied in a 
harmonic-musical flow, in which the harmonies do not change suddenly, but merge into one 
another; one clearly discernible interval combination is gradually blurred, and from this 
cloudiness it is possible to discern a new interval combination taking shape. (Apparitions, 
Atmosphères). 
 
Listening / Score reading notes on key works: 
Musica Ricercata (1951-3) – influenced by Bartók’s Mikrokosmos. 
Apparitions (1958-9) first use of orchestral clusters and unmeasured rhythm. 
*Atmosphères (1961)- Large orch. Sound mass. 48 part mirror-canon. 
*Aventures (1962) and Nouvelles Aventures (1966)- 3 voices and small ensemble. Vocal 
percussion and noises, laughing, whispers, shouts, and other vocalizations. 
*Poème Symphonique  (1962) for 100 metronomes 
*Lontano (1967) for orchestra. No clear diatonic sense. A salute to the late Romantic symph. 
*Le Grand Macabre (1978) Monteverdi to Beethoven, Motor horn prelude. Inspired by 
Breughel paintings. 
*Études Book I (1985), II (1988-94), and III (1995-2001) for piano –influenced by African 
polyrhythms, Bill Evans, Gamelan, Conlon Nancarrow, extreme demands on the pianist 
Chamber concerto -13 instruments 
Cello Concerto (1966) 
*Piano Concerto (1985-88)- Ligeti considered a statement of his ‘artistic credo’ 
Concerto for Flute, Oboe and Strings (1972) 
Ramifications (1969)-12 strings 
San Francisco Polyphony (1974  
Concerto for Violin and Orchestra (1990-92) 
2 string quartets (1954, 1968) 
Ten Pieces (1968) - for Wind quintet 
*Requiem (1965) - for Sop, Mezzo, 5-vx chorus, and orchestra. Chromatic and contrapuntal. 
Lux Aeterna (1966))- 16 solo voices. Use of canon. Also use of micropolyphony. 
Nonsense Madrigals (1989-93)) – Set to Lewis Carroll texts. 
Síppal, dobbal, nádihegedüvel ("With Pipes, Drums, Fiddles") (2000)- Song cycle 
Hamburg Concerto for horn and Orchestra (1998-99, rev. 2003)  


