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starting point for Beata Bolesławska’s study of the contemporary Polish
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Preface

This book aims to contribute to the exploration and understanding of the
development of the symphony and symphonic thinking in Polish music in
the second half of the twentieth century. This was a period when Polish
composers, such as Witold Lutosławski (1913–94), Henryk Mikołaj Górecki
(1933–2010) and Krzysztof Penderecki (b. 1933), among others, contributed
profoundly into the symphonic repertoire, not only in the Polish context but
worldwide. To my knowledge, there is no musical literature dealing with the
symphony in Poland in a similarly synthetic way as in the present book.
There are also not many sources devoted to the evolution of the genre in
the twentieth-century music in general.

However, two publications should be indicated as the main sources and
starting point for my research: Christopher Ballantine’s Twentieth Century
Symphony1 and Mieczysław Tomaszewski’s ‘Sonorystyczna ekspresywność
i alegoryczny symbolizm: symfonia polska 1944–94’ (Sonoristic expressivity
and allegoric symbolism: the Polish symphony 1944–94).2 They indicated
lines for possible discussion on the genre and its developments in Polish
music. Many other publications, devoted to single composers, to specific
stylistic trends or to the history of the genre both in Poland and abroad
were of a great importance for exploring the subject. They are listed in
bibliography and also referred to in many places of my discussion. However,
I shall indicate here the book Polish Music since Szymanowski by the great
expert on Polish music, Adrian Thomas, which was an extremely important
source of inspiration and reference to my own research.3

The vast character of the topic caused some necessary omissions in
choosing the pieces to be examined. The most obvious choice was to
include works that were called symphonies as, in my opinion, to name
a piece a symphony, particularly in the second half of the twentieth century,
had to be the result of the composer’s conscious decision, made in the light
of a long and rich tradition (though some composers might deny this view).
The other decision was to choose symphonies composed by the most signifi-
cant Polish composers, not only because of their high position in musical
life both at home and abroad, but also for their unquestionable contribution
to the genre, marked by important formal and procedural innovations in



their musical languages, as well as for their influence on other composers.
In this respect, the conservative symphonies pursuing neo-Classical or post-
Romantic idioms, as well as those composed by minor figures, hence neither
bringing particularly interesting transformations to the genre nor resonating
in Polish (and non-Polish) musical life, were excluded. The other exclusion
concerns concertante symphonies which, because of their nature, belong
more to the tradition of the concerto than that of the symphony.

The variety of styles and musical languages represented by the symphon-
ies and other orchestral works analysed for the purposes of this book did
not permit using a single analytical method, as this was indicated each time
by the musical material of a particular piece. Nevertheless, the closest to the
author’s instinct remain the method of the integral interpretation presented
by Mieczysław Tomaszewski and considering the musical work ‘from the
genesis till its reception’.4

To understand the changes and developments of the genre after 1956 in
Poland, it is necessary to discuss the evolution of the symphony, as well as its
role and functions, both in general and in Polish music. Therefore, Chapter 1
deals briefly with the history and theory of the genre, and its aim is to indi-
cate the most significant definitions of terms and ideas, which are developed
or referred to in the later part of the book.

Chapter 2 examines the symphonic tradition in Poland from its appearance
on the Polish musical scene until the middle of the 1950s in the context of most
important terms pointed out in Chapter 1. The year 1956, when the first Inter-
national Festival of Contemporary Music ‘Warsaw Autumn’ was held, provides
a significant caesura, as it was then that Polish music entered its avant-garde
period, which fruited with many innovative ideas and transformations devel-
oped by the composers associated with the so-called ‘Polish school of com-
posers’ (the term will be discussed in Chapter 3).

Therefore, Chapter 3 explores the transformation of the symphony and sym-
phonic principles in the years of the musical avant-garde, which was a time of
great artistic ferment in Polish music, bringing many interesting reinterpre-
tations of symphonic features. The symphony as a genre was almost entirely
neglected, particularly in the first decade of musical avant-garde (1956–65),
while the elements of symphonic thinking appeared in other orchestral
works. Therefore, a considerable amount of space will be devoted to discuss-
ing the symphonic music of the period, besides symphonies as such. The
avant-garde period is given special attention as the innovations made by
Polish composers, both in symphonic form and, even more, in musical lan-
guage and techniques (particularly sonorism), hugely influenced the later
development of symphonic music in Poland.

Chapter 4 is devoted to the trends which spread over the country from
the middle of the 1970s, opening the post-avant-garde era, with its recre-
ation of the large-scale symphony, as well as the symphonic poem, referring
back to the late-Romantic traditions on the one hand and aiming to synthe-
sise the experiences of the whole century on the other. The indicated trends
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and functions of the symphony in this period link back to the categories
marked in Chapter 1.

Chapter 5, concluding the book, deals with the last two decades of the
symphonic activity in Poland, following the death of Lutosławski in 1994
until the present day. It is examined here how the genre was developed in
the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, which trends are still
continued and what kind of innovations into the genre and symphonic
thinking have been introduced by the new generations of Polish composers,
active nowadays.

* * *

The present book is based on my doctoral thesis, completed in 2010 at
Cardiff University, School of Music. The original version was modified and
extended to work better as a book dedicated to more general public inter-
ested in Polish music. It was also updated in terms of both reference litera-
ture and music itself, as may be seen especially in an entirely new last
chapter. I could not have completed this book without the help, support
and encouragement of many colleagues and friends, both in the UK and in
Poland. I am not able to name them all here, but they all will remain in my
grateful memory.

However, I do want to acknowledge Professor Adrian Thomas, the super-
visor of my doctoral thesis at Cardiff University. His vast knowledge, pro-
found interest in Polish music and attention to detail have indicated me the
right paths to improve both my thesis and my scholarship. He has strongly
encouraged my wish to explore the issue of symphony and symphonic think-
ing in Polish music and it has been a privilege to have him as a supervisor
during my research on this subject between 2001 and 2010. I feel even more
privileged that since I completed my doctoral studies with Professor Thomas,
he has remained my mutual and dear friend, whose advice I always greatly
welcome and appreciate.

Also, I would like to acknowledge the support of my late father, Władys-
ław Bolesławski (1939–2008), who deeply supported my scholarly ambitions
but was not given time neither to see my doctoral thesis finished, nor this
book published. Therefore, I dedicate this book to the memory of him.

Beata Bolesławska-Lewandowska
Warsaw

June 2017
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1 Towards the symphony and
symphonic thinking

Twentieth-century composers cannot escape their past – it presses in on
them in too many ways. […]. They know that the lost Eden of the tonal
common practice can never be regained in its original fullness. In this post-
lapsarian world, composition becomes a struggle for priority, a struggle to
avoid being overwhelmed by a tradition that seems to gain in strength as it
ages.1

Joseph Straus was thinking here of the various musical genres taken up by
twentieth-century composers from their predecessors. In the case of the long
and rich tradition of the symphony, however, the struggle that composers
had to face was one of the hardest. It would scarcely be surprising then to
find confirmation that during the twentieth century, symphonies were cre-
ated of great importance and originality, written by composers from various
countries and of a different musical orientation. In the second half of the
century, for the first time in its history, Polish symphonic music found a
worldwide resonance and recognition. How Polish composers with their
individual ideas and developments managed to contribute to the genre in
the context of both avant-garde (Chapter 3) and post-avant-garde (Chapters 4
and 5) trends and practices will be a matter of further discussion. But
before going to the details connected with particular works and com-
posers, some most important information and terms connected with the
historical and theoretical aspects of the genre shall be recalled here, as
they will create a terminological basis for the discussion on the subject
presented in the later parts of this book.

1.1 Symphony: the nature and status of the genre

‘A term now normally taken to signify an extended work for orchestra’2 –
this general definition of the symphony, though recalling some of the first
impressions the word ‘symphony’ immediately brings to people’s minds,
does not at all explain the nature of the genre. In fact, there really is no
easy definition of what is ‘the symphony’, especially considering long and



rich tradition of the genre, with all its historical associations, as well as its
twentieth-century transformations and most recent interpretations. However,
there is no doubt that the very nature of the symphony is rooted in the
orchestra and orchestral thinking. The other feature, crucial for understand-
ing why the symphony gained and maintained its highly prestigious position
in the hierarchy of musical genres, is its social, democratic aspect, connected
closely with the very beginning of the genre.

It should not be forgotten that the end of the eighteenth century, there-
fore the period when the symphony had crystallised its style and character,
was a time of deep social changes in Europe, symbolised by the French
Revolution and the emergence of a new, democratic society.3 This process
found its reflection in philosophy and the arts, and its best exemplification
in music became the symphony, seen as the most sophisticated and most
democratic of all orchestral genres. The public tone and greater human
importance of the symphony were soon recognised as the representation of
‘the emotions or ideas not merely of the individual composer but of an
entire community, be it a city, a state, or the whole of humanity’.4 Indeed,
many authors emphasise the democratic aspect of the symphony. Christo-
pher Ballantine not only considers it in his book on the twentieth-century
symphony but also devotes a separate essay to this specific matter, analys-
ing the connection between democracy, symphony and Hegel’s philosoph-
ical system.5 Also, the Polish musicologist Bohdan Pociej, while describing
five main aspects of symphonism (the term will be analysed below), put
the social one in first place, as the most ‘elementary’ and ‘archaic’.6 In his
opinion, the symphony can be seen as a model of a highly developed soci-
ety, while the symphony orchestra itself represents the tendency towards
social integrity and organisation.7 The symphony’s ability to unite the
wide range of instruments in a way in which no one predominates but all
contribute to the whole was seen as its main value, exemplifying its demo-
cratic character.

As is commonly known, the symphony crystallised in the Classical period,
with works by Haydn and Mozart particularly, but the composer who lifted
it to the top of instrumental genres was Beethoven. He increased the orches-
tral forces, the temporal span of the symphony (with Eroica), explored alter-
native formal plans in the Fifth and Sixth symphonies and heightened his
expressive potential in all relevant areas, using enriched harmonic vocabulary
relying heavily on dissonance and an intensified application of motivic devel-
opment. He also occasionally incorporated programmatic elements, but the
truly ‘revolutionary procedures’ he used in his Ninth Symphony (1824) were
connected with the fact that ‘he attacked the very basis of the genre: its
abstract, instrumental, setting’.8 As a result, Beethoven’s nine symphonies
have remained for following generations of composers a kind of elusive ideal
of symphonic music. As Robert Layton pointed out, ‘Beethoven was to the
symphony what Shakespeare was to the English theatre and language. No
artist escaped his shadow’.9

2 Towards the symphony and symphonic thinking



Indeed, Beethoven’s inventions in the form and content of the symphony
opened the door for many later transformations of the genre. One of the
most important Romantic traces of the genre is connected with initiating the
two different practices in symphonic writing. First one, referred to as Clas-
sical, pursued the symphony as a purely musical, ‘absolute’ genre,10 while the
second, considered Romantic, treated the symphony as a genre involving
extra-musical elements, feelings and emotions. They both took Beethoven’s
ideas as their ideals but the latter was regarded as more innovative and more
suitable for Romantic developments in both the form and musical content. It
also brought to live new symphonic genres, such as symphonic poem and
orchestral overture, and was more open for various generic crossbreeding.
Nevertheless, both tendencies remained fruitful and with no doubt this dual
tradition, seeing the symphony in the context of either Classical or Romantic
approaches, not only designed the development of the genre in the nineteenth
century but deeply influenced a twentieth-century symphonic thinking as well.

The prestigious status of the symphony, which also included its high eth-
ical position, as seen in Beethoven’s works, lost nothing throughout the next
century. On the contrary, the special place of the genre was confirmed at
the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth century by Mahler, whose sym-
phonic output might be seen both as a second peak in the history of the
genre and as a culmination of many Romantic and late-Romantic innov-
ations on the field. This contains also the perspective of interpreting the
symphony as an exemplification of cosmic and mystical ideas, best described
in Mahler’s much-quoted statement, that ‘the symphony must be like the
world. It must be all-embracing’.11 Referring to this view, Mark Evan
Bonds comments further:

A symphony, according to Mahler at the end of the century, must have
something cosmic within itself, must be inexhaustible like the world and
life, if it is not to make a mockery of its name.12

This attitude to the symphony as a genre of a very special significance was
adopted by many twentieth-century composers. David Fanning pointed out
that ‘high ethical aspirations in the symphony did survive the death of
Mahler in 1911’13 and many composers still treated the genre as the best
place for expressing the deepest feelings of humanity, as well as carrying a
substantial weight of argument. For example, Alexander Ivashkin in his
analysis of Shostakovich’s symphonies has pointed out the composer’s
connection with ‘the great Romantic tradition, according to which the
symphony, like the new-age novel, becomes not simply music but the pro-
cess of solving particular problems by musical means’.14 Following this
view, Ivashkin observes that

[…] the symphony cannot exist as just a musical composition, but
becomes a sort of ‘meta-symphony’ and is therefore deprived of any
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basis as it were, outgrowing its own logical framework. All the com-
posers are actually ‘opening’ the symphony to the world, destroying
its seemingly unshakeable foundations, demolishing them in any case
conventional boundaries between the music which exists primordially
in Nature and what for many centuries was usually called ‘the work
of art’.15

In his opinion, especially in the Russian tradition, ‘pure art’ or ‘art for art’
have simply not existed, and the musical work was always connected with
some symbolic meaning, encoded in music for centuries of its existence.16

This is clearly present in the twentieth-century Russian music, as the great
symphonies of Shostakovich or Schnittke may confirm.

The similar attitude to the genre is also clearly visible in Polish music of
the previous century. The important role of the symphony was stressed by
Mieczysław Tomaszewski in his essay devoted to the Polish symphony in
the years 1944–94.17 According to him, in the twentieth century in Poland,
and especially after the Second World War, the symphony became an
important and representative genre because ‘if one talks about Lutosławski’s
Third, Palester’s Fifth, Penderecki’s Second, about Górecki’s Symphony of
Sorrowful Songs or Panufnik’s Sinfonia Sacra, it is clear that it concerns
pieces of particular weight and significance’.18 The similar view of the sym-
phony seemed to be confirmed by the composers themselves, including
Krzysztof Penderecki (b. 1933), who – according to his own essays in the
genre – stated that he turned to the symphony ‘in order to absorb and pro-
cess the experience of our century’ and saw the genre as ‘that musical ark
which would make it possible to convey to coming generations what is best
in our twentieth-century tradition of the composing of sounds’.19

1.2 Symphony in the twentieth century: terms and ideas

The twentieth century, with its multiplicity of new stylistic trends, brought
also the previously unseen diversity of the symphony and symphonic music.
However, only few of them seem to be fully significant for the development
of the genre. They include post-Romanticism, seen as a natural continuation
of late-Romantic tendencies; neo-Classicism, which stood against Romantic
and post-Romantic values; and dodecaphony with its new organisation of
sound system. Although they were actively developed in the first half of the
century, their impact on the later symphonic writing cannot be denied.

What should also be emphasised is the role of vocal symphony, which
after Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony assured itself a firm position in the
genre. In the twentieth century, the tradition of the vocal symphony was
further developed by composers with various stylistic attitudes. They
included the symphonies of a highly intense expressive power, although
their formal structures hardly fitted into the tradition of the genre. Usually,
their expression was connected with some kind of spirituality, whether of
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Christian provenance or influenced by other (usually Eastern) religions. One
of the best examples of such atypical vocal symphonies, not fitting any
traditional formal outlines, but deeply spiritual in character and of an
extremely high expressive power, remains Henryk Mikołaj Górecki’s Symphony
of Sorrowful Songs (1976), referring to the Polish Catholic tradition, and
particularly to the cult of the Virgin Mary.20 Similar approach is success-
fully continued in the present century by Paweł Łukaszewski (b. 1968),
who completed his fourth essay in the genre, Symphony on the Mercy of
God, in 2016. In fact, the role of a vocal symphony, not always connected
with any spiritual element, seems to rise in Polish music since the end of
the twentieth century and this type of genre may even be considered as
dominating the panorama of symphonic music in Poland in the twenty-first
century, as will be discussed in Chapter 5.

1.2.1 Symphonic principles

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the symphony may be still
understood (with some exceptions) as a large-scale piece for orchestra with
a clear line of development creating some kind of musical dramaturgy, start-
ing with main idea(s) exposed at the beginning and through various trans-
formations and certain amount of developmental work brought to the final
stage. The piece may be goal-directed or recapitulative and has to carry
some magnitude and weight of argument. Usually, the symphony refers in
some way to the structure of sonata form, the importance of which was
emphasised by Rosen:

The point about sonata form was not that there was anything special
about it as a surface pattern, but that it presented a kind of tonal
drama.

[…] the principle of recapitulation as resolution may be considered the
most fundamental and radical innovation of sonata style.21

The sonata form witnessed many changes and transformation throughout
its history up to the twentieth century, however, as observed by Otto Deri,

[…] the fact that composers find the sonata form suitable in a com-
pletely different harmonic climate only demonstrates its deeply rooted,
almost archetypal significance. The presentation of contrasting or differ-
ing musical ideas, their development, and their eventual return, however
tenuous or distorted the return may be, still satisfies some very deep
psychological and symbolic need.22

Indeed, the symphony and sonata structure have appeared in many different
twentieth-century musical trends, taking various facets and being realised in
various ways. However, after the decay of the tonal system, the role of the
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recapitulation became one of the main dilemmas to solve in the structure of
sonata form. With no doubt, the twentieth-century composers stopped
treating sonata structure very strictly and preferred to follow dramatic or
symbolic expressions, individual for each particular work. Adding also the
lack of tonal need to go back to the tonic (which was the main role of the
Classical recapitulation), it was logical that, after achieving dramatic climax
in the development, the simple recapitulation of main ideas from the expos-
ition could only distract from the drama of the whole movement. Hence, it
was better to resolve an accumulated tension in another way. Therefore, the
role of the epilogue seems to rise in importance in post-tonal symphonies.
In Polish music, the very good example of the symphony concluded with an
extended epilogue is Witold Lutosławski’s Third Symphony (1983).

In the twentieth century and especially in one-movement symphonies, the
model of multi-movement symphony was often mixed into one with the sonata
form with its three main parts (exposition, development, and recapitulation),
hence the finale of the piece was equal to the recapitulation. The ‘principle of
recapitulation as resolution’ was then very clear and remained valid as an
architectural model, even for pieces written in a completely non-tonal language,
marked by using most innovative techniques, as may be observed in the
strongly recapitulative character of Kazimierz Serocki’s sonoristic symphonic
works, Episodes (1959) and Symphonic Frescoes (1964). This example confirms,
that for the late twentieth-century symphonic composers, the principle of
recapitulation remained valid, notwithstanding the harmonic language of the
piece. This is confirmed by Tomaszewski, who, in conversation with Pende-
recki, indicated the principle of recapitulation as one which indeed has survived
to the present day and is also used by Penderecki in his music.23

The symphony should also include the principle of integration, whereby
‘each element has implications that are to be fully explored and realised in
the context of the whole, which is greater than the sum of the parts’.24

During Classicism, the integration should first deal with tonal structure,
while Beethoven started developing the process of thematic integration,
which influenced the structure of the symphony and helped to create its
inner drama. This process was developed by later generations and was still
active in the twentieth century, as may be confirmed by Lutosławski’s opin-
ion that each symphonic work (hence not only the symphony itself) should
be ‘properly shaped into a process with a perceptible akcja [“action”]’. By
‘action’, the composer understood ‘a purely musical “plot” – not what is
described as programme music […]. That is to say, a chain of interrelated
musical events’.25 The ‘plot’ implies then the specific, procesual character of
the piece, which is strictly connected with using developmental techniques,
based on the transformations of thematic material presented in the first stage
of the piece (exposition). What is also important is that the orchestral texture
is treated as one of the main devices in building the musical structure. This
feature played a special role particularly in the second half of the twentieth
century when, after the collapse of the tonal system, both texture and sound
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colours started to play the main role in creating the formal structure of sym-
phonic pieces, as in case of Polish sonorism, discussed in Chapter 3.

One of the most important principles in creating symphonic structure
remained the principle of dualism, originally based on tonal polarity between
themes and movements. However, as observed by Rosen, in non-tonal sonata
forms, the tonal polarisation and resolution disappeared completely, therefore
‘what remains is the thematic structure along with contrasting textures – one
contrast between the relative simplicity of the outer section and the more
intense centre, and another within the exposition to distinguish first and
second themes’.26 Ballantine went even further in searching for different
kinds of procedures, which could help to create the dualistic opposition
necessary for symphonic structure in twentieth-century works. He indicated
several possibilities for building dialectical tension, which could facilitate the
principle of dualism. According to him, then, dualism may be achieved by
using opposing tonalities, themes or rhythmic characters, within the course of
a single movement as well as over a multi-movement structure.27

In non-tonal works, the most popular methods to create symphonic tensions
through contrast, as analysed by Ballantine, are, in summary: the conflict
developed between contrapuntal lines, the contrast between instrumental
groups, the contrast between solo instrument and the orchestra or orchestral
groups, the contrast between movements or between sections of the whole
work, the contrast between two (or more) groups of divided orchestra (e.g.
symphonies for two orchestras), the contrast between form and texture, form
and content, movement and stasis, or between symmetry and asymmetry.28

Each of these oppositions is able to create tension which can be developed in a
symphonic way. They all concern orchestral music, as in the vocal symphonies,
a tension and sense of drama is often determined by the literary text. When
including a solo instrument, on the other hand, the piece usually takes on the
character of a concerto, and as such remains beyond the subject of the present
discussion.

Thus, a slightly different situation occurs when the composer decides to use
selected groups of the orchestra and create a symphonic structure on the
opposition of chosen instrumental forces: such as between two separate string
orchestras or between more contrasted groups, among others. In Polish
music, this approach is presented in such works as Andrzej Panufnik’s
Sinfonia Rustica for two string orchestras and winds (1948) and, over a
decade later, in Górecki’s First Symphony, Penderecki’s Emanations (1959) and
Anaklasis (1960), and Serocki’s Episodes, all three scored for percussion and
strings and using a spatial set-up of orchestral forces. The juxtaposition of such
different instrumental groups as strings and percussion may be a good starting
point for creating purely symphonic discourse (whether it is realised success-
fully or not is a different matter, as will be discussed in Chapter 3).

The contrast between orchestral groups may be used on different levels of
musical piece and especially in the second half of the twentieth century, in
purely atonal harmonic structures, this element became indeed one of the most
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important features in creating a work’s tension and overall drama. This means
that even in completely new musical languages or sound systems, the principle
of dualism remained the crucial feature of symphonic structure.

1.2.2 Symphonism

Until the end of the nineteenth century, all kinds of symphonic music,
whether the ‘absolute’ symphony, its combination with other genres, or new
symphonic genres (i.e. symphonic poem, orchestral overture), created
together a broad stream of symphonism, whose role for nineteenth-century
culture is undeniable. As emphasised by Pociej:

In European culture symphonism is a stream, which could appear, crys-
tallised and matured, only at the high level of purely instrumental
musical consciousness, hence not earlier than in the eighteenth century.
Its environment is the orchestra. Its golden age is the nineteenth century –
a century of artistic, intellectual and spiritual maximalism and an already
overwhelming sense of power.29

This led to creating the theory of symphonism, which was most elaborately
formulated by the Russian musicologist Boris Asaf ’yev in his writings from
the 1920s. His theory is worth recalling here, as it not only confirmed the
prestigious status of symphony and symphonic music among the instrumen-
tal genres, but deeply influenced much of the later writings on the subject
(particularly in Russia and Poland), including extensive studies by Pociej
and Irina Nikolska.30 Therefore, according to Asaf ’ev:

We have symphonism when every crossed-over boundary [in the music]
makes a distinct impression from the preceding, when there occurs a sen-
sation of an unbroken musical current and a tension that pulls onward
[…]. Thus, we conceive symphonism as an unbroken stream of musical
consciousness, when no element is either conceived or perceived as inde-
pendent among the remaining multitude, but when an integral creative
entity in motion emerges by means of intuitive contemplation.31

Following these ideas, symphonism is seen as ‘an artistic achievement and an
expression of the world of emotions and ideas in the unbroken continuity of
a musical current, in its living intensity’, while the symphony (whatever its
duration) ‘coheres as a single entity that does not sectionalise itself into a
patchwork of component tunes or textures’.32 Asaf ’yev sees the best exempli-
fication of symphonism in the works of Beethoven and Tchaikovsky, finding
many similarities in their symphonic structures.33

Asaf ’yev’s symphonic theory was enriched by another Russian, Mark Ara-
novsky, who – as referred by Nikolska34 – interpreted the four movements of
the traditional symphony as the four faces of human activity: homo agens
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(man acting = allegro sonata), homo sapiens (man thinking = slow move-
ment), homo ludens (man playing = minuet/scherzo) and homo communis
(man socialising = finale). Nikolska, however, has argued that in the twentieth
century, the elements of homo ludens and homo communis were reduced and
that the symphony concentrated on the two other features, as observed in
Shostakovich’s symphonies, based mostly on contrasts between large spaces of
activity and meditation. This perspective may also be connected with a con-
tinuation of late-Romantic idea to emphasise adagio within the symphonic
structure, as is represented by many late-Romantic symphonies, including
those by Bruckner and Mahler.

Nikolska goes further into the twentieth-century music, observing that
both activity and meditation are strongly present in symphonies composed
by Polish composers, including Witold Lutosławski (1913–94), Krzysztof
Penderecki (b. 1933), Henryk Mikołaj Górecki (1933–2010), Bolesław Szabelski
(1896–1979) and Krzysztof Meyer (b. 1943).35 However, as she analyses, not all
of them managed to create a desirable balance between these elements. While
Lutosławski seems to be the best example on this respect, Górecki keeps such a
balance only in his Second Symphony (1972), while the Third (1976) is purely
contemplative; the symphonies by Penderecki, Szabelski and Meyer are more
complex again. In her discussion, however, Nikolska does not mention Andrzej
Panufnik (1914–91), who in fact would fit her categorisation most perfectly, as
his own aim was to search for perfect balance between impulse and design
in his music, and his symphonies (as well as other works) are usually built
on strong contrasts between contemplation and activity, hence between
homo sapiens and homo agens precisely.36

Nevertheless, from the perspective of symphonic writing, the two types of
symphonism are clearly visible in the twentieth-century music. Reflecting
the two tendencies permeating the symphony since the nineteenth century,
they might be simply described as Classical symphonism and Romantic
symphonism. Following that, the Classical symphonism shall be understood
as characterised by sharp and strongly contrasted musical ideas, creating
dualistic conflict as a basis for further development, with formal structure
clearly divided into sections and movements. This type of symphonism,
referring to the Classical model of the symphony, can be also named a
‘dialectical symphonism’ because the principle of dualism is here very
obvious and realised through the strong contrast between two main ideas,
whether they are of a thematic, textural or harmonic nature. In Polish
music, this type of symphonism might be seen in works by Lutosławski,
Panufnik, Serocki and Górecki, among others.

In the opposition to Classical symphonism, the Romantic symphonism
shall be understood as characterised by looser formal structures and the
continuous development of one or more main thematic ideas as a primary
compositional procedure. It will be marked by long-breathed passages, slow
tempi, extended adagio sections, a contemplative or meditative character
and a seriousness of both tone and expression. This tendency in fact
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originates in the symphonic poems and programmatic symphonies by Liszt,
as well as the late-Romantic symphonies of Mahler and Bruckner. The sym-
phonic pieces following this practice are either single-movement or create some
multi-movement structures expanding Classical models. They are often large
scale in terms of time-span as well as form, with their structure based on one
main musical idea, arising slowly and later continuously developed during the
piece. Any type of dualism created is achieved through the developing of the
initial material, therefore it often represents what Ballantine calls a ‘latent dual-
ism’ or ‘immanent dualism’.37 The tensions are revealed during the piece
through a continuous developmental work, which also results in constant repe-
titions of main musical ideas, however transformed. This type of symphonism
may be called ‘rotational symphonism’, following the term introduced by
James Hepokoski in his analysis of Sibelius’s Fifth Symphony.38

According to Hepokoski, ‘rotational structure is more of a process than
an architectural formula’.39 In this type of structure, each section of the
piece is seen as the next rotation of the main musical theme, resulting in the
‘rotational form’ of the whole. This view corresponds with the opinion of
Tim Howell, who observed that in Sibelius’s symphonies and tone poems,
the form is treated as ‘the product of a thematic continuous development
technique rather than of following a predeterminal model.’40 This way of
symphonic thinking and building of musical structure was adopted by some
late-twentieth-century composers, especially those who wanted to refer to
the late-Romantic symphonic tradition. In Polish symphonies, rotational
symphonism is represented in the late symphonies of Penderecki (Nos. 2–5
particularly) and Tadeusz Baird (1928–81).

Slightly different terminology for describing both types of symphonic struc-
ture has been used by Ivashkin. While analysing symphonies by Shostakovich
and Schnittke, he differentiated between the ‘syntactical’ and ‘morphological’
symphony, observing that the latter replaced the former by creating a model
‘whose meaning lies in searching for new reserves of the musical material itself,
and not in comparing clichéd idioms of the language in already well-known
combinations’.41 The morphological model is therefore determined by the prin-
ciple of variation, which enables the composer to penetrate ‘into the depths of
the material itself ’.42 Naturally, the principle of variation may be understood
as a synonym for developmental work and the transformation of musical ideas,
terms used above in defining the two types of symphonism. Hence, Classical,
dialectical symphonism might be also named syntactical, while the Romantic,
rotational symphonism is morphological as well. These names refer to the
same type of symphonic thinking and symphonic structure. However, in the
case of particular contemporary works, especially those based on the twelve-
note row, the idea of the morphological development of musical material may
explain better the structure of a particular piece, without indicating connec-
tions with late-Romantic aesthetics (e.g. Lutosławski’s Funeral Music, 1958).

* * *
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