
Krzysztof Penderecki: 
an Interview and 
an Analysis of Stabat Mater 

by Ray Robinson 

The John F. Kennedy Center for the 
Performing Arts will be the scene on 
November 23, 1983, of an important 

. musical event: the fiftieth birthday 
celebration of the Polish composer 
Krzysztof Penderecki. On this occasion 
the Washington National Symphony 
and its conductor Mstislav 
Rostropovitch will devote an entire 
evening to the works of Penderecki. 
The concert will include the a cappella 
choral piece Stabat Mater (1962), the 
American premiere of the Concerto for 
Violoncello and Orchestra (1982), and 
excerpts from the "Polish" Requiem, 
commissioned by the orchestra for this 
event. The composer will conduct the 
first half of the program, and Maestro 
Rostropovitch will lead the orchestra 
and the Washington Choral Arts Socie­
ty in the Requiem. 

Of special interest to choral musicians 
will be the opportunity to hear two 
Penderecki choral works of contrasting 
style. Stab at Mater is one of the com­
poser's most important choral composi­
tions; it is the piece in which he 
discovered the style that led him to the 
St. Luke Passion (1965-66). The Re­
quiem, in contrast, is representative of 
Penderecki's most recent compositional 
output. 

Once called the enfant terrible of the 
Polish avant-garde movement of the 
early 1960s, Penderecki has settled 
down in the last decade to emerge as a 
composer whose contribution to the 
music of our time falls clearly within the 
neo-romantic aesthetic. Gone are the 

. experiments of the early years 
(1958-62); missing are the indeter­
minate Farbmusik sound events of the 
late 1960s. In their place is a dramatic 

Ray Robinson is Professor of Music and 
President of Westminster Choir College in 
Princeton, New Jersey. 

NOVEMBER 1983 

and passionate idiom which owes much 
to the influence of post-Wagnerian 
chromaticism with its expressive 
melodic lines, its lyrical outpouring, and 
its dramatic highlights. In the words of 
the German critic Wolfram SchWinger 
"the composer has moved from th~ 
realm of tonal planes to the realm of 
melody." It is thus not inconceivable 
that those who venture to the nation's 
capital to attend Penderecki's fiftieth 
birthday celebration may be surprised 
by the sounds they hear. 

Who is this composer who has 
emerged from an Eastern-bloc country 
to become one of the most important 
composers of our time? Why has he 
written so many works on religious and 
social themes? What are his plans for 
the future? These are among the ques­
tions this writer asked Penderecki on 
July 22, 1983, at the Plaza Hotel in 
New York, when the composer was in 
the United States to make final prepara­
tions for the concerts which will take 
place in Washington, D.C., in 
November. 

RR: Krzysztof, when your career as a 
composer is viewed from the years 
1958-1983, there is a tendency to iden­
tify three style periods in your music. Is 
this a correct analysis or would you 
describe the evolution of your composi­
tional style in other terms? 
KP: I rather think now that there are two 
style periods in my career as a com­
poser. I do not count the very beginning 
pieces like Strophes, which were written 
before I really started to develop my 
own language as a composer. The first 
period, I would say, was from Threnody 
and Anaklasis, which were the first 
pieces which I could call my music, until 
maybe the Awakening of Jacob; I 
would say the Magnificat was the last 
piece in that style. 
RR: Of the old style? 
KP: Yes, and in that piece [came to the 

place where I really could not go any 
further because of the musical 
language; all the complex polyphony 
becal71e so complicated. After the triple 
fugue in Magnificat, I did not think that I 
could repeat the same things and write 
more complicated music; I did not have 
an interest in doing so. I think that is 

. writing music which is only technique, 
i and composing with so much technique 

involved does not interest me: My 
music has .always been very personal, 
so if it becomes too technical, I have to 
stop. 
RR: Then pieces like the Psalms of 
David, Miniatures for Clarinet, 
Miniatures for Violin, and Emanations 
would be considered experimental 
works. Would you call these student 
pieces? 
KP: Oh yes, I was a student at the time I 
wrote those early pieces. I was studying 
composition and writing in different 
styles. Each piece was designed to solve 
a specific compositional problem. For 
example, Miniatures for Clarinet shows 
the influence of Bartok, the Psalms of 
David, the influence of StraVinsky. 
RR: With a little bit of serialism thrown 
in. 
KP: Oh yes, of course, which I 
developed in the slow movement of the 
Psalms of David. In the St. Luke Pas­
sion you will find the same thing. I 
discovered the style of St. Luke in the 
Psalms. 
RR: So, as you survey your develop­
ment as a composer you would say that 
your first style period began with 
Anaklasis and continued through 
Magnificat (1974). 
KP: Yes, through Magnificat; the 
Awakening of Jacob (1974) opened the 
second period. It has elements of both, 
of course. 
RR: I find in Ecloga VIII the minor third, 
which appears as a sort of melodic inter­
val for the first time in your music; I 
don't see that happening earlier. 
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KP: But you have this also in 
Magnificat; the minor third is substan­
tive in the second subject in the fugue 
and in the last movement. 
RR: Beginning with the Awakening of 
Jacob, there unfold a number of works 
which make up this new style: the Violin 
Concerto, the opera Paradise Lost, 
Symphony No.2, and then ... 
KP: Te Deum 
RR: Te Deum, Lacrimosa, and now 
more recently the Cello Concerto, 
which you wrote for Mstislav 
Rostr0povitch and the Berlin Philhar­
monic. So you would say at this point 
that there are two rather than three style 

periods, the first beginning with 
_ Anaklasis and Threnody and running 

through Magnificat; the second begin­
ning with the Awakening of Jacob. 
KP: Correct! 

RR: Who were some of your early com­
positional influences? How did they 
relate to the development of your style? 
KP: Well, in the beginning while still a 
student, I discovered composers for 
myself, Bartok and Stravinsky (for he 
was a very strong influence on all Polish 
music at that time), and then in 1957 I 
heard for the first time the music of 
Schoenber.a and Webern. 
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RR: What were those pieces? The first 
Webern Piece? 
KP: The Webern String Quartet. 
RR: The first Schoenberg piece? Was it 
late or early Schoenberg? 
KP: It was the later Schoenberg. A Sur­
vivor from Warsaw was, I think, the first 
piece I heard. Then his chamber music, 
his early chamber music. And the 
Modern Psalm of Schoenberg. 
RR: De profundis? 
KP: Yes! This music influenced me very 
much. I started to write serial music as a 
result of hearing and studying these 
pieces. I wrote Emanations and 
Threnody then, especially the middle 
part of Threnody which is more serial. 

RR: That brings up an interesting point. 
What caused you to develop the 
original musical language which we find 
in Threnody? This is really your 
language, your music; you didn't copy 
that style from anyone. This is your 
original contribution to twentieth­
century composition. 
KP: Well, first of all, I was a string 
player. I was at that time still playing 
and working in a recording studio, ex­
perimenting with the violin and elec­
tronic instruments. I wanted to develop 
a new musical language. It was not my 
intention to destroy everything that had 
been written before me. I only wanted 
to write my own music, so I was ex­
perimenting; I think the electronic 
studio helped me at that time in ex­
perimenting with all those clusters. 
RR: Where did you compose your elec­
tronic works? 
KP: In Warsaw. 
RR: Was your experimentation with 
strings something you had heard in 
electronic music and were trying to 
duplicate in stringed instruments, the 
dense quarter-tone clusters, for exam­
ple? 
KP: No, I would say it was more the 
result of experimenting with the instru­
ment itself, the search for new sounds 
with stringed instruments. But, of 
course, I think that pure electronic 
music also influenced me at the time. 
RR: Why was it that after working in an 
electronic studio for a while you rejected 
electronic music as your main musical 
medium, or idiom? 
KP: I lost interest, I would say. I was 
very enthusiastic about it at first. But 
after I saw the way this music came out, 
I could not do more. The technique was 
always over me, overwhelming me. 
RR: The limitations of the technique? 
KP: Yes, and the studio was very 
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primitive at that time. I still think I can 
do more by using the human voice or 
orchestral instruments than by produc­
ing sounds electronically. 
RR: You have said that your ex­
perimentation with instruments had 
reached a dead end with Fluorescenses. 
Where does the vocal music reach its 
extreme in terms of the experimental 
search for new sonorities? 
KP: I think in the two pieces which I 
wrote in 1973 and 1974, Magnificat 
and the Canticum canticorum. I think it 
is almost impossible to do these pieces 
properly with all the quarter tones that I 
wrote. In the two works I reached the 
point where I could not go forward and 
continue the same style. 

RR: You have been called by writers "A 
modern composer with a social con­
science." Is this label correct? 
KP: Yes, I was in my younger years as a 
composer; especially because I was liv­
ing in Poland at that time, the kind of 
music with which I was surrounded 
made an impression on me. Examples 
are the piece for the victims of 
Hiroshima (fhrenody) and then Dies 
irae, the piece for Auschwitz. At that 
time I thought this was a necessity, that 
a composer had to do something for 
society; I was very engaged, not 
politically, but socially engaged, in what 
I was doing. I believed that music had a 
very important role; I do not think so 
now. 
RR: You've changed your opinion on 
that. 
KP: Oh, yes, for me music is more 
abstract now; I'm writing primarily to 
please myself. Today I do not think that 
musiC is so important as a social force. 
RR: Do you feel that writing for a pro­
gram or for reasons of social conscience 
inhibits the art of composition? 
KP: No. I believed at that time in what I 
was doing. But I do not believe now that 
music can have any direct political in­
fluence on the people, so I stopped do­
ing it. 
RR: That leads me to a question about 
the religious texts, the many religious 
topics that have served as the focus of 
so many of your choral works; at least 
one orchestral piece (Awakening of 
Jacob) and one of your operas 
(Paradise Lost) either employ or are in­
spired, too, by sacred texts. Why do 
you compose so many works on 
religious subjects? 
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KP: First of all, I was raised in a very 
religious family, and this influenced my 
life in living with the Bible, which was 
for me the most important book at that 
time. Then living in Poland where the 
religious was forbidden, of course, I 
wanted to do something for religion. I 
was raised as a Catholic, I wanted to 
fight against the regime, to make 
religion important. I became more and 
more interested in religion after so many 
years where it was forbidden. I couldn't 
do without it. 
RR: I know that you admire the Pope 
very much. When did you first meet 
Pope John Paul II? 
KP: I met him when he came to my 
concerts in Krakow. He was a Cardinal 
in Krakow, and he used to come as a 
Cardinal, and as a Bishop before that, 
to my concerts. I met him at that time, 
and I wrote Te Deum in '78 after he was 
elected the first Polish Pope. 
RR: You wrote Te Deum for him, and 
you were going to perform it for him in 
Rome, but his attempted assassination 
disrupted these plans. Has he ever 
heard Te Deum? 
KP: I sent him a tape, a videotape, 
which we did in Berlin with the Berlin 

Radio Orchestra. I was supposed to per­
form it for him three or four times, and 
every time something happened and it 
was cancelled. He could not come to 
Assisi for the premiere. I still plan to per­
form it for him. 
RR: Why do you write so many large 
works? In your earlier period you com­
posed more chamber music-the string 
quartet, the Miniatures for Violin, the 
Miniatures for Clarinet, and 
Strophes-but for most of your creative 
life, you've written big pieces. Do they 
especially appeal to you? 
KP: Oh yes, I like big forms. I like to live 
with a piece longer, to create it, to con­
trol it. I do not like to write short pieces. 
I need a large form; I need the big form 
to express myself. 
RR: Let's go back to a question that has 
to do with the development of your 
compositional technique. There are a 
number of ways in which you have 
made what I would call an original con­
tribution to contemporary composi­
tional technique. One of these ways is in 
the area of notation. And, of course, 
your notational innovations have been 
very influential. Would you comment 
on how some of your innovations in 
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notation came about; in other words, 
how did you arrive at your notational 
system? 
KP: Yes, I had to do it when writing 
pieces like Anaklasis and Threnody. 
Otherwise I couldn't write them because 
they employed new techniques; playing 
behind the bridge, playing on the 
bridge, a special kind of wide Vibrato, 
notations of clusters, the highest possi­
ble pitch, the lowest possible pitch; I had 
to invent signs for all these new sounds. 
RR: You were the first to do that in all 
those cases? 
KP: Yes, because I had to find it. It was 
something like musical short-writing. 
RR: Shorthand? 
KP: Yes, excuse me, shorthand to 
make sketches. I did it and then I decid­
ed there is a right way to do it. 
RR: Let me just give a couple of ex­
amples: let's take the time graph which 
appears in Anaklasis. How did you 
think of that? 
KP: Just for tempo. 
RR: Just for tempo, and there was no 
traditional system of tempo control that 
would ... 
KP: No, because of the frequent tempo 
changes from bar to bar, you would 
have to put in each bar the metronome 
marking which is very complicated. You 
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could never do it really, so what I have 
done is very easy: three lines indicate 
the three different metronome markings 
and another line indicates tempo 
change, or accelerando, or ritardando. 
This works very well. 
RR: What about that wonderful fifty­
two-note cluster at the end of Threnody 
which lasts for thirty seconds? For thirty 
seconds you have this broad line that 
covers the entire staff, which has fifty­
two strings playing quarter tones. How 
did you evolve that? How did you think 
of that? . 
KP: It is also a kind of shorthand really 
because I needed fifty-two different 
staffs to do it. This way I was able to do 
the same thing with only two lines. 

RR: You've composed a considerable 
number of instrumental works but only 
two symphonies. Your First Symphony 
dates from 1973, I believe, and your 
Second Symphony from ... 
KP: 1980. 
RR: Why did you wait so long to write a 
symphony? What do you think about 
that form today? 
KP: Oh, I like the form of the sym­
phony, and in the future I have some 
plans to continue writing in this form. I 
think a composer has to wait until he is 
forty or so to write a symphony. I did 
not believe in writing symphonies, so I 
waited twenty-five years. I think it's 
easier to write a big form with a text 
because a text helps a lot. But in a sym­
phony it is pure music so only ex­
perience can help you. 

RR: I find it curious that there are no 
keyboard works among your composi­
tions. Is there a special reason for this? 
KP: I was a violin player, and I don't like 
the piano as an instrument. I hate it with 

an orchestra because it's always out of 
tune. 
RR: The tempered tuning sounds out of 
tune to you? 
KP: I can't even stand to listen to perfor­
mances for violin and piano or cello and 
piano. I wrote only one piece for 
keyboard, a harpsichord piece, but it 
sounds different, because it's not the 
piano. I do not like the piano sound. 
RR: And the organ? 
KP: I like the organ very much, but I 
don't know why I didn't write for organ. 
RR: You have an organ part in St. 
Luke. 
KP: Yes, but it is very, very small and 
not important. 
RR: So we will not expect to have a 
piano concerto from Penderecki in the 
future? 
KP: No, I don't think so. 

RR: What about your musical language 
today? We talked earlier about the two 
style periods which you feel that you've 
written in. Have you found that your 
new lyrical style of today is a synthesis 
between what you attempted to ac­
complish, say, in your experimental 
period, and then maybe the period that 
concludes with the Magnificat? Or do 
you think it's something completely new 
and not a synthesis? 
KP: Well for me it's new because it's a 
new experience for me. It's something 
which maybe goes a little back in time, 
but it goes back (in order) to go forward 
because I'm at a moment which not on­
ly I but a lot of composers are. With all 
the complications of the new discoveries 
in music, we had to stop our lives and to 
think about history, to think about tradi­
tion, which is very important. I was 
always talking about the importan-ce of 
tradition. Without tradition, I couldn't 
write St. Luke or the other large pieces, 
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and I think, since I'm older, tradition is 
more important to me now. I would like 
to continue the big forms, continue the 
music which was cast at the beginning of 
the century: the tradition of writing sym­
phonies; Sibelius, Bruckner, 
Shostakovich, and Prokoviev were the 
last composers of my era writing the big 
forms, the big symphonies. Then the 
tradition disappeared because of 
Stravinsky, who hated this kind of 
music and who was already going in 
another direction. Bartok and other 
composers, Schoenberg and the Darm­
stadt School, no one was interested in 
picking up and continuing this tradition. 
I say this continuation is something very 
important to me,and all I'm doing now 
is trying to carryon a tradition. 
RR: How do you react to the terms 
"neo-romanticism" or "post-Wagnerian 
chromaticism" when they are used to 
describe this recent music of yours? 
KP: I don't know. This is something that 
musicologists will have to decide. When 
I was a young composer twenty-four 
years old, composing in romantic style 
was something like incest; but now not 
only I but other composers are doing it. 
They called me a romantic composer 
after the St. Luke Passion and it's true. 

it's true. It was the first romantic piece 
written after maybe 30-40 years. 
RR: But with a Baroque form. 
KP: Yes, but from the standpoint of 
feeling, St. Luke is a romantic piece. 
RR: I was surprised, stunned almost, 
upon sitting in your livingroom in 
Krakow in 1977 and hearing the tape of 
the Violin Concerto for the first time. I 
believe it was premiered by Isaac Stern 
in the spring of 1977 in Basel. 
KP: Yes. 
RR: And it was performed and record­
ed for the first time in the United States 
in 1978 by Isaac Stern and the New 
York Philharmonic: but I remember so 
clearly how you remarked at that time 
that the Violin Concerto was an exten­
sion of Brahms or Sibelius. 
KP: No, no. I was joking. 
RR: You were only kidding? 
KP: Yes, because for some people at 
that time, it was a shock for Penderecki 
to write something like this, but I tried to 
explain to you that this kind of roman­
ticism started very early with me. In the 
St. Luke Passion, for example, you will 
find the same type of writing, and in my 
operas, too. So there's nothing really 
new. What is new in the last period of 
my music is the kind of orchestration 

which goes back to the very heavy late­
romantic or post-romantic orchestra­
tion, the doubling of the instruments 
which I avoided before, of course. You 
will not find any doubling of the in­
struments in St. Luke. It is a different 
kind of music, using only groups of in­
struments. 
RR: Do you conceive of your orchestra­
tion today in the late nineteenth-century 
sense, where you write for a choir of 
strings, a choir of Winds, and a choir of 
brass? 
KP: Yes, of course. Here I went back to 
good fundamental orchestration. 
RR: Right out of Rimsky-Korsakov .. 
KP: Of course, Korsakov and Berlioz; I 
think it works. 

RR: Do you feel that you're reaching 
your audience today, or is that impor­
tant to you? 
KP: Yes, I think so, but not because I try 
to reach them. I have changed my style 
in the last few years because even the 
early pieces have a very large orchestra, 
even Threnody. It was completely new 
in style at that time. I think I'm writing 
for me, to please myself, but if others 
like my music, I'm pleased, too. 
RR: This is interesting because I was 
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about to remind you of something you 
told me in 1977, "that you only write 
music to please yourself, not the au­
dience." Do you still feel that way in 
1983 as you compose in your fiftieth 
year? 
KP: Oh, yes. 

RR: Finally, what can you tell us about 
the future? What works are in process? 
Where are you going as a composer? 
KP: Well, this is maybe the reason for 
the change in my music, because of the 
most recent piece I have written. The 
Cello Concerto, which I wrote for 
Mstislav Rostropovtich and the Berlin 
Philharmonic, is in the same style as the 
Violin Concerto, even more. 
RR: More what? 
KP: That's a good question. I don't 
know. I cannot give you an answer right 
now. 
RR: More lyrical, more dramatic, more 
romantic; what did you have in mind 
when you said more? 
KP: Maybe I am going back to my ex­
perience of the early years, from the 
60s. I think I'm going a little bit in this 
direction, but not losing this roman­
ticism which I like now. The next opera I 
write is going to be an opera buffa. 
RR: An opera buffa? 
KP: Yes, and with a text I'll have to 
check myself, because in writing opera 
buffa I cannot use the same musical 
language from the Cello Concerto or 
the Violin Concerto or, especially, the 
Second Symphony. It's something 
which I have to think about, maybe to 
go back to the 60s, or to develop a new 
language, of course. 

RR: Will it be opera buffa in the sense 
that it will be comical? 
KP: Oh yes, of course, it will be a very 
funny piece, enjoyable. I would like 
very much to write something that will 
be enjoyable for people. 
RR: It seems that your instrumental 
music from time to time has been that 
way, like the Capriccio for Violin, for 
example. 
KP: Oh yes, and the Capriccio for 
Cello. 
RR: Generally speaking, your vocal 
music has been much more serious. 
KP: Using almost entirely religious texts, 
how can I be enjoyable? 
RR: So there's the Cello Concerto and 
the opera buffa, which will be called 
Ubu Roi (King Ubu). The Jarry text? 
KP: Yes. I have another commission to 
write an opera for the Salzburg Festival 
in 1986. And I would like to compose a 
lieder cycle for mezzo-soprano. I have 
started already; I have written two of the 
songs. 
RR: It will be your first song cycle? 
KP: Yes. 
RR: Do you have a commission or are 
you just doing it? 
KP: There is no commission at present. 
RR: So it will be for mezzo-soprano and 
orchestra? 
KP: Yes, mezzo-soprano and orchestra. 
Then I have an idea again to return to 
religiOUS musiC, and the religious tradi­
tion in my music. A Mass for a cappella 
~o~ . 
RR: Is there anybody for whom you are 
writing the Mass? 
KP: No, No, No! It was just an idea 
which has grown in me for manY,:many 
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years, because I think it's necessary to 
write for a cappella choir. I have never 
written a big piece for a cappella choir. 
I've written only two short pieces for a 
cappella choir. 
RR: Stabat Mater and Agnus Dei. 
KP: And another piece which is in pro­
cess is a "Polish" Requiem, for which I 
have already finished the Lacrimosa 
and the Agnus Dei, which the 
Washington National Symphony will 
perform in November. 
RR: How many movements will the Re­
quiem have? 
KP: Oh, it's a full-evening piece; an 
hour and a half. We will only perform 
excerpts from the Requiem in 
Washington. 
RR: Does it take the text of the liturgical 
Mass for the Dead? 
KP: Yes. 

RR: Now you have a career as a con­
ductor as well as that of a composer. 
How can you balance these two respon­
sibilities and keep composing while 
traveling around the world conducting? 
Is it a problem, or do you enjoy con­
ducting? 
KP: No, it is a great problem for me 
because I am conducting too much and 
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- ~ 
taking too many performances that 
maybe I shouldn't take. But the first 
reason why I'm doing it is because I am 
presenting my music to the audience, 
and the audience, if the composer is 
conducting, thinks maybe it is the right 
way to hear it. It's not always so, and 
always the composer is in jeopardy 
because the perception is very limited. It 
is only my way of doing it, and there 
could be other ways to do the same 
piece differently and also well. 
RR: Would you ever take an orchestra 
and become its principal conductor? 
KP: No, I'm not interested. I'm in­
terested just to do as much as I can for 
my music, and sometimes I am con­
ducting some pieces which I like such as 
Shostakovitch or Sibelius or Bruckner. 

RR: What would you like to do for 
Poland? You're a native of Poland, you 
have a home in Krakow, you also have 
a home in the country where you're 
putting on a chamber music festival on 
an annual basis. What would you like to 
do for your country? 
KP: Now, !think there is very little to do 
because the situation happened to us so 
suddenly, and we were not prepared; 

we had no idea it could happen so soon 
and could end like it did. Maybe I can 
only continue writing this Requiem 
which is, as you know, dedicated to 
Solidarity and commissioned by (Lech) 
Walesa. I wrote the Agnus Dei last year 
for the death of Cardinal Wyszynski, 
who was a very political figure. I think 
this work is going to be a "Polish" Re­
quiem, because each part, or move­
ment, of this piece is dedicated to some 
event in recent Polish history. I am not a 
politician, I am not involved in the 
politics at all, but what I can do is write 
music. 

RR: The critic and author, Wolfram 
Schwinger, says about this latter period 
(that includes the Violin Concerto, the 
opera Paradise Lost, the Symphony 
No.2, the choral work Te Deum) that 
as a composer you have "moved from 
the realm of tonal planes to the realm of 
melody." Do you think that's a fair 
assessment of where you are today? 
KP: Sure. I don't think that there is a 
tonality in my last music. There are 
some elements of tonality -some 
chords-but it's not something which 
you can call tonality because there is no 

relation between the chords I am using 
and a tonal style. I used it all the time; 
even St. Luke ends with a major chord. 
And I used it in other pieces. Maybe the 
recent music sounds tonal because har­
monically it's clearer now, but it's not 
tonality, of course. But melody, why 
not? We, the composers for the last thir­
ty years, have had to avoid any chords 
which sound pleasant and any melody, 
because then we were called traitors. I 
feel free, I don't feel I have to do 
something which the people will expect 
from me or the critics will expect from 
me. Sometimes music has to stop and 
relax a little bit to find the other sources 
(with which) to continue. Sometimes it's 
good to look back and to learn from the 
past. 
RR: Isn't this tension and release 
something that goes all the way back to 
classical Greece? I mean, you have the 
classical, and then you have the roman­
tic throughout the history of music. 
KP: Yes, But there always has to be 
balance in a musical composition. You 
cannot write a piece which exists only 
from dense clusters and dense unpleas­
ant chords because it's not making any 
sense. After two or three minutes you 
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are bored. There is only cacophony. I 
think music is something which has to 
be joyful also, not only tense. 

RR: You have now reached age fifty. 
You are a musician at the peak of your 
career, with a worldwide reputation as 
both conductor and composer. Do you 
have any regrets? 
KP: I wish I would have more time 
because it is not only music which in­
terests me. I would like to have time to 
read more, to be at home, to work in 
my garden. Looking back, maybe I 
should have written more, but I don't 
think so. I think I have done as much as 
I could. I was working very hard in all 
my last thirty years, and now I am com­
posing a little more slowly. I don't think I 
have to write a ninth symphony. 
RR: Will there be a choral symphony? 
KP: Yes. 
RR: There will be a choral symphony. 
KP: Maybe not the third one, but the 
fourth one, yes. 
RR: So we'll have a Requiem and a 
choral symphony. 
KP: Yes, these are coming. 

An Analysis of Stabat Mater 

Stabat Mater, completed in 1962 and 
dedicated "to the choir of the Krakow 
Philharmonic," was composed in the 
same year as two of Penderecki's most 
experimental pieces, Fluorescences and 
Kanon. But there is no question thatthe 
composer looked to an earlier period for 
his inspiration in this work. "My models 
in Stabat Mater," stated the composer, 
"were the early Netherlands school of 
Ockeghem, Obrecht and Josquin."l 
Written for three mixed choruses and 
based on the traditional liturgical 
"Stabat Mater dolorsa" text, the first 
performance of this work was given on 
November 27, 1962, by the Warsaw 
Philharmonic Chorus under Anton 
Szalinski at a concert organized by the 
Polish Publishing House (PWM) in War­
saw. 

The work falls into a clear five-part 
form, with the first, middle, and last sec­
tions showing some relation to each 
other by virtue of the chantlike cantus­
firm us theme (Ex. 1) which appears in 

Ex. 1, Stabat Mater. m. 1 
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some form in each section. It is stated in 
the A section by the tenor, in the C sec­
tion by the alto, and in motive form by 
the soprano in the E section. According 
to the composer, the text-not the 
musical structure-serves as the guiding 
principle of the work, which was con­
ceived without a specific form in mind. 2 

This is consistent with the actual struc­
ture of Stab at Mater in that each 
sentence of the liturgical text introduces 
new musical material. 

One of the more interesting aspects of 
the text setting is the manner in which 
the different syllables of the opening 
statement are spread around the three 
choirs. By this device, which we will call 
"distributed text," the individual 
syllables of the words "Stabat Mater 
dolorosa" are presented in the proper 
temporal succession but are distributed 
among the bass parts of the three choirs 
(Ex.2). As in all of his choral works, the 
text is an extremely important element 

Ex.2, Stab at Mater. mm. 2-14 
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to Penderecki, a fact that led the critic 
Claus-Henning Bachmann to write: "In 
Stabat Mater, the compositional unity of 
language and melos becomes a field of 

expression; composition and expression 
are one, to an extent hardly ever found 
in post-romantic music."3 

After the intonation of the chantlike 
theme motive and the statement of the 
text on the unison pitch, there is the 
characteristic fanning out of the voices 
by half-step, both up and down, by the 
basses, while the alto part in each choir 
and the basses in Choir I continue the 
statement of the text on the pitch A. 
The tenors and basses support the alto­
bass ostinato with an harmonic texture 
consisting of perfect fourths in the tenor 
parts and the bass of Choir III and 
perfect fifths in the bass part of Choir II. 

The text "Quis est homo," which 
begins with a cessation of activity in the 
lower three voices and the introduction 
of the sopranos on a unison 2, in­
troduces the B section. The other voices 
join the sopranos, chanting in falsetto, 
on specific pitches with a texture of 
quasi-speech and whispering. This type 
of activity, which is punctuated by dif­
ferent dynamic levels in each of the 
parts, continues for the remainder of the 
section. 

The influence of Renaissance 
polyphony is most evident in the next 
section (C) where the composer 
employs the compositional cievices of 
sixteenth-century counterpoint, in­
cluding the use of canon, inversion, im­
itation, and augmentation. Each en­
trance of the cantus-firmus motive is ac­
companied by a counter phrase in con­
trary motion (Ex. 3). To highlight the 

m in Church 
d te progra 

offers a gra ~~ sHan Education 
Music and C n . the presbyterian school 

. ree in musIc. Master of Arts 
. bachelor s deg I competency . ic with a 

For those WltEhda cation offers a duabine a ministry In mus
n 

The offerings 
Christian u k' g to com ngregatlo . 

of f those see In . . the local co . torical-
program of~hristian educaltlodnelnSiblical StudieRs ·IHg:~n • Teaching 
ministry urse Inc u· tion In e I • 
of this tWO-~~~~~s • Theory f~~i~:r~~~e and perfo~mp~~~ewal • ChOir 
Theol09lca p ocess • ChOra H nology • Wors I 
SkillS. Group ~hOral Arranging ym 
C ductlng· 

on . tion write: MusiC program . 
For more Inform~ormick. Director of, t' n Education 
Or David W. Mc \ of ChriS la 

. b'yterian SchOO d Virginia 23227 
pres Avenue. Rlchmon , 
1205 palmyra 

Page 15 



purity cif the contrapuntal writing, the 
composer places the tenor and bass 
lines in the upper tessitura of the voice, 
thus bringing the tone color closer to 
that of the women's voices. The density 
of the section builds from a single line at 

Ex. 3, Stabat Mater, mm. 57-61 
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measure 57 to twelve individual lines at 
measure 84. The last sonority at 
measure 86 is a forty-eight-voice half­
tone cluster built of superimposed quar­
tal chords. 

The fourth section (D) consists of 
three short events. A quasi-una-litania 
chant, spoken simultaneously in all 
three choirs, is heard first subito 
pianissimo. The choirs then sing three 
cluster-chords in imitation on the word 
"Christe," once in each choir. This is an 
early example of the composer's use of 
the cluster technique for voices (Ex. 4). 
Another spoken section chant follows, 
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Ex.4, Stabat Mater, m. 88 

h 4 ff ~ & .. \0. t-

s. 

fF CL.; ~ - .s~" . .,. .. 
: f~b;:-~; -~s."~ 

T. 

~ .~~-- -~ 'f~ :t f,,,\.. '\I' .. 
I CJ.n: - '1< -

Copyright © 1963 by Deshon Music Inc., and 
PWM Editions. Used with permission. All rights 
reserved. 

this time in canonic imitation. 
The musical material of the opening 

section returns at measure 90 with im­
itative entries of a half-step motive 
which becomes sustained, forming the 
trichord a, b flat and e. The altos then 
follow with a pedal tone in half notes on 
the pitch d1

, a pattern which continues 
until the end of the work. The other 
voices of Choir I join with sustained 
notes on the half-step motive. Choir II 
enters with similar musical material but 
with the pedal tone in the bass, but this 
time the entrance is on the second beat 
instead of the first so that the bass line is 
rhythmically displaced from that of the 
altos in Choir 1. Choir II enters with the 
sopranos picking up the pedal point in 
quarter notes beginning on the second 
half of beat three, thereby speeding up 
the motion leading to the resolution of 
the building harmonic tension and tonal 
density on a powerful D major chord. 
This surprising ending for a composer of 
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the avant garde provided just the right 
touch and prompted the critic of the 
London Daily Telegraph to write: "The 
uniquely affirmative power of tonality in 
the final 'Gloria' served to render mean­
ingful and to legitimize the anguished 
note clusters that pervade much of this 
powerful liturgical piece."4 

Stabat Mater marked an important 
change in style for Penderecki and 
paved the way for the monumental St. 
Luke Passion into which it was incor­
porated in its entirety three years later. 
The search for a personal expression 
between the years 1958 and 1962 had 
reached an extreme with the orchestral 
works Fluorescences and Kanon. Here 
he took a more meaningful relationship 
with traditional compositional elements 
of melody, counterpoint, and form. 
Speaking of the crossroad he faced in 
1962, Penderecki gave tradition some 
credit for the path he took: "The solu­
tion to my dilemma was not to go for­
ward and perhaps destroy the whole 
spirit of music as a result, but to gain in­
spiration from the past and to look back 
on my heritage."5 
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