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Abstract
This article presents the conclusions of a comparative analysis and interpretation 
of musical works inspired by Vincent van Gogh’s painting Starry Night, created 
over the last half-century, along with reflections on the similarities resulting from 
a common source of inspiration. These works include Henri Dutilleux’s Timbres, 
Espace, Mouvement ou La Nuit étoilée and Correspondances, mov. V: De Vincent 
à Theo; Einojuhani Rautavaara’s opera Vincent and Symphony No. 6 Vincentiana, 
mov. I: Starry Night; George Crumb’s Starry Night from Metamorphoses (Book II) 
and the song Shenandoah from The Winds of Destiny; as well as pieces by Matthew 
Harris, Alan Hovhaness, and Alla Pavlova.

On the one hand, they are considered – together with van Gogh’s paint-
ing – on a higher, transmedial level as manifesting an archetype of the cosmic 
night, as an expression of the “poetic imagination” (Bachelard), evoking a certain 
atmosphere (Böhme). On the other hand, the musical works are viewed from the 
perspective of intermedial transposition (Wolf, Rajevsky), in which elements of 
content and structure are transferred from the painting to music.

The “correspondences” that the article aims to explore are on multiple levels: 
between the painting and musical works, between different musical works, be-
tween life and work, between van Gogh’s views as expressed in his correspondences 
and the painting’s possible interpretations and, finally, between the composers’ 
reflections and their music.

1   	 I wish to thank Marcin Trzęsiok for his valuable suggestion that inspired the conception of this 
study, Wojciech Stępień for his invaluable assistance in providing materials on Rautavaara, Mat-
thew Harris for sharing his score, and Montage Artistic Society and Subito Music Corporation 
for making additional materials available.
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The theme of night has been frequently explored by composers – whether 
through titles, programmatic references, texts, genres or musical topics. Beyond 
genres traditionally associated with the night (such as the nocturne, but also the 
serenade, Nachtmusik and the lullaby), night-related connotations appear in 
musical works – inter alia – through expressive categories, choices of instrumen-
tation and timbre, and specific forms of musical narration that allude to modes 
of perception or states of consciousness during the night or while sleeping.

When attempting to take a panoramic view of musical compositions related 
to the theme of night, various aspects of night represented by them emerge: 
cosmic/mystical night; frenetic/ecstatic night; the lyrical night / the night of 
love; the night of nature; the entertaining night/nightlife; the night of fears and 
dangers (including nightmares and somnambulism); and the transfiguring night.

Musical works inspired by Vincent van Gogh’s painting The Starry Night 
belong primarily to the first of these categories, although they can also be frenetic 
and are close to the category of the night of nature.

“Correspondences,” which the article aims to explore, manifest themselves 
on multiple levels: between the painting and musical works, between different 
musical works, between life and work, between van Gogh’s views as expressed in 
his correspondences and the painting’s possible interpretations and, finally, between 
composers’ reflections and their music.

The fifth movement of Henri Dutilleux’s orchestral song cycle titled Cor-
respondances: From Vincent to Theo is written to the words from the artist’s letter 
to his brother:

As long as autumn lasts, I shall not have hands, canvas and colours enough to 
paint the beautiful things I see […] It does not prevent me from having a terrible 
need of [shall I say the word – of ] religion – then I go outside in the night to 
paint the stars… And all the same to feel the stars and the infinite high and clear 
above you. Then life is almost enchanted after all.2

Dutilleux wrote in the introduction to the score: “The work’s general title, ‘Cor-
respondances,’ beyond the different meanings which could be given to this word, 

2   	 Henri Dutilleux, Correspondances pour soprano et orchestre, study score (Schott, 2009; English 
translation by R. G. Harrison).
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refers to Baudelaire’s famous poem, ‘Correspondances’ and to the synaesthesia he 
himself evoked.”3

The vision of the starry sky and the way it was understood by van Gogh (as 
evidenced by his correspondence) and composers (as evidenced by their self-
reflection) is connected with a mystical, even pantheistic understanding of nature, 
space and time, expressed by Charles Baudelaire:

Nature is a temple in which living pillars
Sometimes give voice to confused words;
Man passes there through forests of symbols
Which look at him with understanding eyes.

Like prolonged echoes mingling in the distance
In a deep and tenebrous unity,
Vast as the dark of night and as the light of day,
Perfumes, sounds, and colours correspond.4

Van Gogh’s Starry Night as a Source of Inspiration for Composers

Illustration 1 Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night (1889), oil on canvas, 
73.7 × 92.1 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Source: MoMA, 
Public Domain.

3   	 Ibid.
4 	  Charles Baudelaire, sonnet translated by William F. Ageller, https://artofeurope.com/baudelaire 

(accessed September 18, 2025).
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Vincent van Gogh’s Starry Night has achieved the status of a cultural icon, one 
of the most widely reproduced and instantly recognisable images. As Lauren 
Soth writes, “the visionary nature of Vincent van Gogh’s Starry Night has always 
been recognised,”5 although, paradoxically, van Gogh considered it a “failure.”6

The painting, described by its creator as a “night study,”7 was created in 1889 
(a year before the artist’s death) at the Saint-Paul-de-Mausole psychiatric hospi-
tal. The sky and the arrangement of stars corresponded to the view that van Gogh 
had from the window of his cell at the time, while the village (church tower) and 
cypress trees must have been painted from imagination or memory – they could 
not have been visible from that location.8

Painted with dense, expressive, visible brushstrokes directly on canvas in 
intense colours, the painting depicts large, yellow, whirling stars against the sky, 
above a village plunged into darkness. As Dominik Witek notes: “Undoubtedly, 
the spirals are the first aspect of the painting that captures our attention. The 
large whirling shapes engulf the painting like a wave.”9 The soaring church tower 
and tall cypress tree in the foreground reach for the sky.

Both the painting and Van Gogh’s life inspired composers. Henri Dutilleux 
had admired the painting Starry Night since his twenties, as Caroline Potter re-
ports.10 In the mid-1970s (when he was over sixty), the composer received from 
his friend Irène Joachim an illustrated edition of Vincent van Gogh’s letters to 
his brother Theo. Seeing the reproduction of the painting again, he experienced 
a profound emotional shock [as he put it, “un choc emotif ”]11 which inspired 
him to write an orchestral work. According to Dutilleux, the painting “triggers 
a kind of ‘osmosis’ in the composer, a long, dark, almost unconscious exploration 
of this inner world.”12

5   	 Lauren Soth, “Van Gogh’s Agony,” The Art Bulletin 68, no. 2 (1986): 301–313, see p. 301.
6   	 Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smith, Van Gogh: The Life (New York: Random House, 2011), 

784.
7   	 Vincent van Gogh, letter to Theo van Gogh, Saint-Rémy, September 19–20, 1889, letter no. 805, 

English translation by Johanna van Gogh-Bonger, ed. Robert Harrison, transcribed online at 
The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, https://vangoghletters.org/vg/letters/let805/letter.html (accessed 
September 18, 2025).

8   	 Dominic Witek, “Artwork Analysis: Starry Night by van Gogh,” https://blog.artsper.com/en/ 
a-closer-look/artwork-analysis-starry-night-by-van-gogh/ (2019; accessed September 18, 2025).

9   	 Ibid. 
10   Caroline Potter, Henri Dutilleux: His Life and Works (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1997), 18.
11   Ibid.
12   Siglind Bruhn, Henri Dutilleux: Jede Note auf der Goldwaage gewogen (Waldkirch: Edition Gorz, 

2016), 172. 
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He described it as follows:

“Mouvement” and “space” are both there. The action of the picture is nearly all 
in the sky, between the monstrous, outsize stars, and to a smaller extent on the 
ground, with the little church and then the immense cypress tree, which follows 
the line of the church spire, giving the impression of aspiring towards the infini-
te – a mystic, vertiginous sensation, such as you can feel when you’re alone in the 
countryside or by the sea.13

Einojuhani Rautavaara, himself an amateur painter, was fascinated by the life and 
work of van Gogh. He read and viewed all available materials on the artist. He 
made him the subject of his opera, for which he also wrote the libretto, trying to 
make the most of van Gogh’s correspondence. Van Gogh’s life is treated here in 
a mythical dimension. Some events and circumstances are based on reality, oth-
ers are fictional. The opera begins at the end of his life in a psychiatric hospital 
(where van Gogh painted Starry Night), followed by a flashback. As Rautavaara 
writes: “Almost everything either is or could be Vincent’s dream and flashback.”14 
The three-act opera opens with an orchestral prelude entitled “Starry Night” 
(the first part of the later Vincentiana symphony will be based on this material).

An important scene related to the painting Starry Night takes place in Act I: 
Night falls. Vincent delivers an expressive monologue, against the backdrop of 
which, as indicated in the stage directions: “Vincent van Gogh’s painting Starry 
Night will begin to glow in the background, colossal.”15 Vincent says:

Only the night is left. Come to me, Night! I want… I want to fly home to your 
stars, home, home, home. Theo, how do you ascend to the stars? […] It must be 
simple, as inevitable as death, as birth, to ascend to the stars.16

While working on the opera, finishing Act II, Rautavaara did not know for a long 
time what the ending should be. His friend Jorma Hynninen, who played the 
lead role, encouraged the composer to see an exhibition of Van Gogh’s paintings 
from the last months of his life at The Museum of Modern Art in New York, 
writing that “here is Act III.”17 In his autobiography, the composer recalled the 

13   	Roger Nichols, “Progressive Growth. Henri Dutilleux in Conversation with Roger Nichols,” The 
Musical Times 135, no. 1812 (1994): 87–90, see p. 89.

14   	Quoted from Anne Sivuoja, text in the recording booklet, Einojuhani Rautavaara, Vincent: Opera 
in Three Acts, Finnish National Opera Chorus & Orchestra, conducted by Fuat Manchurov, Jorma 
Hynninen (Ondine ODE750-2, 1990), 12.

15   	Quotations from the opera libretto included in the recording booklet (English translation by Erkki 
Arni); ibid., 39.

16   	Ibid., 15.
17   	Einojuhani Rautavaara, Omakuva (Kirjapinoyksikkö: WSOY, 1998), 346.
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incredible impression he had when viewing the original canvas, so different from 
all the reproductions he had seen throughout his life. He wrote: “This painting is 
very powerful, it exudes an incredible presence, a certain substance. […] Absolute 
quality, the only copy that radiates!”18

He also described the experience of looking at the material of the painting 
up close: the thick, almost brutal brushstrokes, cracks in the paint.

Looking at other paintings, he had a revelation about how an opera about 
van Gogh should end:

Now I see it; these paintings radiate incredible luminosity – The Reaper and Sun-
rise! And what soft tenderness in Almond Blossom or Irises. What a hedonistic, col-
ourful vision of beauty in these Boats on the Oise, in fact in all the landscapes from 
Auvers, depicting alleys and courtyards. – No, this is not a man seeking death, 
disappointed, gloomy, a neurotic plunged into mental illness. This is a strong, yet 
sensitive being – someone who sees joy, light and beauty all around him! Now 
I understand what the last act wants to be: a hymn, an apotheosis!19

The opera closes with Vincent’s words taken from a letter to Theo: “The day of 
the sun! And he who dies today shall never disappear, but will join those who 
once had the courage to go on and live! To live!”20

Thus, Rautavaara interpreted Van Gogh’s life and work as Icarus’ mythical 
journey towards light and the sun.21

Musical Works Inspired by the Painting

Table 1 contains a list of titles of non-popular music works created from docu-
mented, direct inspiration from this famous painting, identified in the course of 
my research to date.

18   Ibid., 347. 
19   Ibid., 348.
20   Opera libretto in the booklet accompanying the recording: Rautavaara, Vincent, op. cit., 88.
21   Einojuhani Rautavaara and Sini Rautavaara, Saveltaja ja Muusa (Helsinki: Werner Soderstrom 

Osakeyhtio, 2001), 132.



168

Małgorzata Pawłowska 
Ta

bl
e 1

 L
ist

 o
f c

om
po

sit
io

ns
 in

sp
ire

d 
by

 V
in

ce
nt

 va
n 

G
og

h’s
 p

ai
nt

in
g 

“S
ta

rr
y 

N
ig

ht
.” 

Co
m

po
se

r
W

or
k

Da
te

Ge
nr

e
Ca

st
St

at
em

en
ts

 in
di

ca
tin

g 
in

sp
ira

tio
n 

fro
m

 th
e p

ai
nt

in
g

He
nr

i D
ut

ille
ux

 
(1

91
6–

20
13

)
Tim

br
es

, E
sp

ac
e, 

Mo
uv

em
en

t 
ou

 La
 N

uit
 ét

oil
ée

19
76

–8
  

(re
v. 

19
90

)
“co

m
po

sit
ion

 
po

ur
 or

ch
es

tre
”

Or
ch

es
tra

: 
2 fl

. p
icc

., 2
 fl.

, 3
 ob

., o
b. 

d’a
m

or
e, 

cl.
 in

 E♭
, 2

 cl
. in

 
B♭

, c
l. b

., 3
 fg

., c
. fg

., 4
 co

rn
i, 3

 tp
t.,

 3 
trb

., t
ub

a, 
4 

tim
p.,

 cr
ot

ali
, p

iat
to

 so
sp

., t
am

ta
m

, b
on

go
s, 

to
m

, 
ca

ssa
 ch

iar
a, 

gr
an

 ca
ssa

, m
ar

im
ba

, g
loc

k, 
ce

les
ta

, 
ar

pa
, v

c.,
 cb

.

“[…
] W

rit
te

n [
…

] u
nd

er
 th

e i
nfl

ue
nc

e o
f t

he
 fa

m
ou

s p
ain

tin
g  

Th
e S

ta
rry

 N
igh

t.”
22

“I 
ha

d t
he

 pa
int

ing
 co

ns
ta

nt
ly 

in 
m

ind
 w

he
n I

 w
as

 co
m

po
sin

g.”
23

 –
  

H.
 D

ut
ille

ux

M
at

th
ew

 H
ar

ris
 

(b
. 1

95
6)

Sta
rry

 N
igh

t. S
ev

en
 Pa

int
ing

s 
for

 Vi
oli

n, 
Ce

llo
 an

d P
ian

o.
M

ov
. I:

 Va
n G

og
h: 

Sta
rry

 N
igh

t 
(Ca

nt
o)

19
84

 
Su

ite
 

Vl,
 vc

, ft
p

“I 
ba

se
d t

his
 w

or
k o

n p
ain

tin
gs

 fr
om

 th
e M

us
eu

m
 of

 M
od

er
n A

rt 
in 

Ne
w 

Yo
rk

.”24
 –

 M
. H

ar
ris

Al
an

 H
ov

ha
ne

ss 
(1

91
1–

20
00

)
Sta

rry
 N

igh
t o

p. 
38

4
19

84
Ch

am
be

r 
m

ini
at

ur
e

flu
te

, a
rp

a, 
xy

lop
ho

ne
“W

as
 in

sp
ire

d b
y V

inc
en

t v
an

 G
og

h’s
 St

ar
ry

 N
igh

t.” 
– 

H.
 F.

 H
ov

ha
ne

ss25

Ein
oju

ha
ni 

Ra
ut

av
aa

ra
 

(1
92

8–
20

16
)

Vin
ce

nt
19

86
–7

Pr
em

ier
e: 

He
lsi

nk
i 1

99
0 

Op
er

a
So

lo 
vo

ice
s, 

ch
oir

, la
rg

e o
rch

es
tra

, s
yn

th
es

ize
r 

“[…
] T

he
 lif

e a
nd

 w
or

ks
 of

 va
n G

og
h a

cte
d a

s t
he

 st
ar

tin
g p

oin
t f

or
 m

y 
op

er
a V

inc
en

t –
 as

 m
ot

if b
ut

 no
t f

or
m

, b
ac

kg
ro

un
d b

ut
 no

t a
cti

on
…

”26
 –

 
E. 

Ra
ut

av
aa

ra

Th
e p

ain
tin

g S
ta

rry
 N

igh
t a

pp
ea

rs 
in 

Ac
t I

.
Sy

m
ph

on
y N

o. 
6 V

inc
en

tia
na

, 
m

ov
. I:

 St
ar

ry
 N

igh
t

19
92

  
(re

v. 
19

96
)

Sy
m

ph
on

y
2 fl

, 2
 ob

, 3
 cl

, 3
 fg

, 4
 co

r, 4
 tp

t, 
3 t

rb
, t

ub
a, 

tim
p, 

ta
m

ta
m

, c
ro

ta
li, 

vib
, g

loc
k, 

to
m

to
m

, x
yl,

 
ca

m
pa

ne
lle

, g
ra

n c
as

sa
, g

uir
o, 

pia
tto

, w
oo

db
loc

k, 
fle

xa
to

n,
 m

ar
im

ba
 sy

nt
he

siz
er,

 ar
pa

, s
tri

ng
s

“M
y p

oin
t o

f d
ep

ar
tu

re
 fo

r t
he

 fir
st 

tw
o m

ov
em

en
ts 

wa
s t

he
 ‘d

ep
ict

ion
’ […

] 
of

 on
e p

ar
tic

ula
r p

ain
tin

g b
y v

an
 G

og
h.”

27
 –

 E.
 Ra

ut
av

aa
ra

22
  
D

ut
ill

eu
x, 

Co
rr

esp
on

da
nc

es,
 S

tu
dy

 S
co

re
, o

p. 
cit

.
23

  
Q

uo
te

d 
fro

m
: P

ot
te

r, 
op

. c
it.

, 1
24

.
24

  
M

at
th

ew
 H

ar
ris

, p
ro

gr
am

m
e n

ot
es

, in
 M

on
ta

ge
 M

us
ic 

So
cie

ty
, S

ta
rr

y N
ig

ht
 P

ro
jec

t: 
M

us
ic 

Ba
sed

 on
 V

isu
al

 A
rt 

(M
SR

 C
las

sic
s M

S1
26

4, 
20

09
), 

bo
ok

let
. 

25
  
H

in
ak

o 
Fu

jih
an

a, 
pr

og
ra

m
m

e n
ot

es
, i

n 
Al

an
 H

ov
ha

ne
ss,

 H
ov

ha
ne

ss 
Tr

ea
su

re
s (

C
ry

sta
l R

ec
or

ds
 C

D
81

1, 
19

95
), 

bo
ok

let
.

26
  
E

in
oj

uh
an

i R
au

ta
va

ar
a, 

Sy
m

ph
on

y N
o. 

6:
 V

in
cen

tia
na

 (H
els

in
ki

: F
az

er
 M

us
ic 

In
c.,

 1
99

2)
.

27
  
Ib

id
. 



169

Correspondences: Music Inspired by Vincent van Gogh’s Starry Night

Co
m

po
se

r
W

or
k

Da
te

Ge
nr

e
Ca

st
St

at
em

en
ts

 in
di

ca
tin

g 
in

sp
ira

tio
n 

fro
m

 th
e p

ai
nt

in
g

He
nr

i D
ut

ille
ux

 
(1

91
6–

20
13

)
Co

rre
sp

on
da

nc
es

, m
ov

. V
:  

De
 Vi

nc
en

t à
 Th

eo
…

 
20

02
–2

00
3

Or
ch

es
tra

l s
on

g 
cy

cle
So

pr
an

o, 
or

ch
.: 1

 pi
cco

lo 
flu

te
, 2

 flu
te

s, 
2 o

bo
es

, 
1 E

ng
lis

h h
or

n,
 3 

cla
rin

et
s, 

2 b
as

so
on

s, 
3 h

or
ns

, 3
 

tru
m

pe
ts,

 3 
tro

m
bo

ne
s, 

tu
ba

, t
im

pa
ni,

 su
sp

en
de

d 
cy

m
ba

ls,
 ta

m
-ta

m
, 3

 bo
ng

os
, 3

 to
m

-to
m

s, 
sn

ar
e 

dr
um

, b
as

s d
ru

m
, m

ar
im

ba
, a

cco
rd

ion
, c

ele
sta

, 
ar

pa
, s

tri
ng

s

“[…
] I

n t
he

 ce
nt

re
 of

 th
e p

ag
es

 de
vo

te
d t

o v
an

 G
og

h’s
 le

tte
r, t

he
 co

m
po

se
r 

us
ed

, a
s a

 qu
ot

at
ion

, t
he

 m
ain

 m
ot

if o
f h

is 
ow

n s
co

re
 Ti

m
br

es
, E

sp
ac

e, 
Mo

uv
em

en
t o

u L
a N

uit
 ét

oil
ée

 w
rit

te
n i

n 1
97

8 u
nd

er
 th

e i
nfl

ue
nc

e o
f t

he
 

fam
ou

s p
ain

tin
g T

he
 St

ar
ry

 N
igh

t.”
28

 –
 H

. D
ut

ille
ux

Ly
ric

s: 
“[…

] I
t d

oe
s n

ot
 pr

ev
en

t m
e f

ro
m

 ha
vin

g a
 te

rri
ble

 ne
ed

 of
 [s

ha
ll I

 sa
y t

he
 

wo
rd

 –
 of

] r
eli

gio
n –

 th
en

 I g
o o

ut
sid

e i
n t

he
 ni

gh
t t

o p
ain

t t
he

 st
ar

s…
 

An
d a

ll t
he

 sa
m

e t
o f

ee
l t

he
 st

ar
s a

nd
 th

e i
nfi

nit
e h

igh
 an

d c
lea

r a
bo

ve
 yo

u.”
 

(fr
om

 va
n G

og
h’s

 le
tte

r)29

Ge
or

ge
 Cr

um
b 

(1
92

9–
20

22
)

Th
e W

ind
s o

f D
es

tin
y: 

Am
eri

ca
n 

So
ng

bo
ok

 IV
, s

on
g I

X: 
Sh

en
an

do
ah

20
04

So
ng

Vo
ice

, P
er

cu
ssi

on
 Q

ua
rte

t (
inc

lud
ing

 la
rg

e g
on

gs
, 

Ja
pa

ne
se

 Te
m

ple
 Be

lls
) a

nd
 Am

pli
fie

d P
ian

o
Pe

rfo
rm

an
ce

 in
dic

at
ion

 in
 th

e s
co

re
: “

Se
re

ne
ly 

m
aje

sti
c, 

lik
e a

 la
rg

er
 rh

yt
hm

 
of

 na
tu

re
 (l

um
ino

us
, in

ca
nd

es
ce

nt
; li

ke
 va

n G
og

h’s
 St

ar
ry

 N
igh

t).
”30

 –
 G

. 
Cr

um
b

Al
la 

Pa
vlo

va
 

(b
. 1

95
2)

Sy
m

ph
on

y N
o. 

6. 
Vin

ce
nt

20
07

Sy
m

ph
on

y
fl.

 pi
cc

 2 
fl,

 2 
ob

., 2
 cl

, 2
 fg

, 4
 co

r, 2
 tp

t, 
3 t

rb
., 

tu
ba

, t
im

p.,
 

gr
an

 ca
ssa

, p
iat

ti,
 to

m
, t

ria
ng

olo
, v

ib 
ar

pa
, 

or
g (

ha
r),

 ar
ch

i

“S
ym

ph
on

y N
o. 

6 i
s d

ed
ica

te
d t

o V
inc

en
t v

an
 G

og
h.

 A 
re

pr
od

uc
tio

n o
f h

is 
pa

int
ing

 Th
e S

ta
rry

 N
igh

t is
 ab

ov
e t

he
 pi

an
o i

n m
y s

tu
dy

. T
o m

e, 
Vin

ce
nt

’s l
ife

 
is 

lik
e a

 fla
sh

 of
 lig

ht
nin

g i
n t

he
 ni

gh
t s

ky
. [

…
] V

inc
en

t o
nc

e w
on

de
re

d w
hy

 
on

e c
ou

ld 
no

t t
ra

ve
l t

o t
he

 st
ar

s. 
[…

] T
he

re
 is

 no
 pr

og
ra

m
m

e b
eh

ind
 th

e 
m

us
ic,

 bu
t p

er
ha

ps
 th

ey
 sh

ar
e, 

to
 so

m
e d

eg
re

e, 
th

e s
am

e v
iew

: t
ha

t l
ife

, 
fil

led
 w

ith
 en

dle
ss 

en
er

gy
 an

d c
re

at
ivi

ty,
 is

 a 
sy

nt
he

sis
 of

 jo
y a

nd
 so

rro
w.

”31

Ge
or

ge
 Cr

um
b

(1
92

9–
20

22
)

Me
ta

m
or

ph
os

es
 (b

oo
k I

I).
 

Te
n F

an
ta

sy
-P

iec
es

 (A
fte

r 
Ce

leb
ra

ted
 Pa

int
ing

s).
No

. 1
0: 

Sta
rry

 N
igh

t  
(V

inc
en

t v
an

 G
og

h)

20
18

–2
0

“F
an

ta
sy

-P
iec

es
”

Am
pli

fie
d P

ian
o

“A
fte

r C
ele

br
at

ed
 Pa

int
ing

s.”
“M

y M
eta

m
or

ph
os

es
 […

] i
s [

…
] a

 di
re

ct 
de

sce
nd

an
t o

f 
M

us
so

rg
sk

y’s
 Pi

ctu
res

 at
 an

 Ex
hib

iti
on

.”32
 –

 G
. C

ru
m

b
“M

us
ica

l in
te

rp
re

ta
tio

ns
” o

f p
ain

tin
gs3

3  –
 G

. C
ru

m
b

28
  
D

ut
ill

eu
x, 

Co
rr

esp
on

da
nc

es,
 o

p. 
cit

.
29

  
Ib

id
.

30
  
Fr

om
 E

ric
 B

ru
sk

in
, l

in
er

 n
ot

es
 to

 G
eo

rg
e C

ru
m

b: 
Am

er
ica

n 
So

ng
bo

ok
s I

I &
 IV

 (B
rid

ge
 R

ec
or

ds
, 2

00
5)

; c
f. 

M
ar

ta
 S

zo
ka

, G
eo

rg
e C

ru
m

b: 
M

uz
yk

a 
on

iry
cz

ny
ch

 w
iz

ji 
i m

ag
icz

ny
ch

 fo
rm

uł
 (Ł

ód
ź: 

G
ra

ży
na

 an
d 

K
ie

jst
ut

 B
ac

ew
icz

 A
ca

de
m

y 
of

 M
us

ic,
 2

01
1)

, 1
26

. I
nf

or
m

at
io

n 
ab

ou
t t

hi
s w

or
k 

be
ca

m
e 

av
ai

lab
le 

to
o 

lat
e f

or
 m

e t
o 

ob
ta

in
 th

e s
co

re
, w

hi
ch

 is
 n

ot
 ac

ce
ss

ib
le 

in
 m

y 
co

un
tr

y.
31

  
A

lla
 P

av
lo

va
, S

ym
ph

on
y N

o. 
6 

/ Th
um

be
lin

a S
ui

te,
 M

ik
ha

il 
Sh

es
ta

ko
v (

vi
ol

in
), 

M
os

co
w 

Tc
ha

ik
ov

sk
y S

ym
ph

on
y O

rc
he

str
a, 

co
nd

. P
at

ric
k 

Ba
to

n,
 N

ax
os

 
8.

57
90

03
 (r

ec
or

de
d 

Ju
ne

 1
0–

14
, 2

00
8;

 re
lea

se
d 

Ju
ne

 1
, 2

01
0)

, b
oo

kl
et

. 
32

  
G

eo
rg

e C
ru

m
b, 

N
ot

es 
on

 M
eta

m
or

ph
os

es,
 B

oo
k 1

 (N
ew

 Y
or

k:
 E

di
tio

n 
Pe

te
rs

, 2
01

7)
.

33
  
G

eo
rg

e C
ru

m
b, 

N
ot

es 
on

 M
eta

m
or

ph
os

es,
 B

oo
k 2

 (N
ew

 Y
or

k:
 E

di
tio

n 
Pe

te
rs

, 2
02

1)
.



170

Małgorzata Pawłowska 

As can be seen in the table, these are works of so-called contemporary music, cre-
ated since the late 1970s. There are more compositions entitled “Starry Night,”34 
that don’t necessarily refer to van Gogh’s painting, at least not directly, or in an 
undocumented way. “Starry Night” is also a slogan, an emblem: for example, the 
Montage Music Society organised the “Starry Night Project,” releasing an album 
in 2009 with music by contemporary composers inspired by famous paintings. 
This album includes a suite by Matthew Harris entitled “Starry Night,” although 
only the first movement refers to van Gogh’s painting, while the rest refers to 
other paintings. Finnish composer Jouni Kaipainen, author of the song “Starry 
Night” to the words of Edith Södergran’s poem of the same title, wrote:

Ever since the first time I heard Henri Dutilleux’s orchestral work La nuit étoilée, 
I have wanted to compose something under the same title myself. Now Södergran 
just happened to have a poem of the same name – and so I was able to fulfil my 
wish on that score as well.35

In my analyses and interpretations, I have taken into account Music of the Starry 
Night, i.e., the fifth part of George Crumb’s 1974 Makrokosmos III: Music for 
a Summer Evening for two amplified pianos and percussion. Although there is 
no information about the inspiration of van Gogh’s painting in this work, it is 
an important intertextual reference. In fact, many of Crumb’s works take up the 
theme of night – he is one of the composers who follow the “paths of the night.”36 

It is significant that Crumb’s last composition was the cycle Metamorpho-
ses. Book II (2020), in which the “last word” belongs to the piece Starry Night, 
based on van Gogh’s painting, with an expressive note in the score: “desire-
less, with infinite calm.” In Mieczysław Tomaszewski’s model of “Życia twórcy 
punkty węzłowe” [“The Life of the Creator of Node Points”], this would be the 
final phase of creativity, characterised by “a return to the sources and a foray 
into the realm of barely sensed possibilities.”37 In this phase, creativity “takes on 

34   Composers who have written pieces entitled “Starry Night” include Mark Collin (1985), Jouni 
Kaipainen (1989), David Robert Coleman (1999) and Matthew Whittall (2017).

35   Jouni Kaipainen, linear notes to Stjärnenatten (Starry Night), Op. 35, Karita Mattila (soprano), 
Lahti Chamber Ensemble, dir. Osmo Vänskä, Ondine ODE792-2, 1992. 

36   Mieczysław Tomaszewski uses the term “paths of the night” after Ireneusz Kania in reference to 
Szymanowski’s music. As he writes: “There are artists who have wandered the ‘paths of the day’ all 
their lives and those who have preferred to wander the ‘paths of the night.’” (Translated from Polish 
by Aleksander Ptak.) Mieczysław Tomaszewski, “Szymanowskiego ścieżki nocy” [“Szymanowski’s 
Paths of Night”], in 12 spojrzeń na muzykę polską wieku apokalipsy i nadziei (Kraków: Academy of 
Music in Kraków, 2011), 39. Apart from Szymanowski, composers who followed the “paths of the 
night” include, for example, Béla Bartók, Arnold Schönberg, George Crumb, and Henri Dutilleux.

37   Mieczysław Tomaszewski, “Życia twórcy punkty węzłowe: Rekonesans,” in Muzyka w dialogu 
ze słowem (Kraków: Academy of Music, 2003), 35–47, 42.
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a soliloquial and farewell character, one might say: testamentary […]; mystical 
and metaphysical accents come to the fore.”38 Correspondances by Henri Dutil-
leux, one of his last major works, can be classified in this model as a late work, 
characterised by “increased spirituality and a preference for pantheistic, philo-
sophical and sacred themes.”39 The five songs in the cycle are written to different 
texts, which are united in their inspiration by mysticism and reflection on the 
place of man in the cosmos. These include two songs to texts by Rainer Maria 
Rilke, a poet particularly sensitive to the spiritual perception of the cosmos in the 
Weltinnenraum, which breaks down the boundary between the inner and outer 
worlds.40 Crumb also placed an epigraph from Rilke at the beginning of the 
aforementioned Music of the Starry Night: “Und in den Nächten fällt die schwere 
Erde aus allen Sternen in die Einsamkeit. Wir alle fallen. Und doch ist Einer, 
welcher dieses Fallen unendlich sanft in senen Händen hält.”41

The two works listed in the table, i.e., those inspired by van Gogh’s painting, 
come from the series of compositions “after celebrated paintings,” such as Modest 
Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition – Harris’s suite and Crumb’s Metamor-
phoses. In these, the music is declaratively intended to be an interpretation of 
the painting. In the case of some other works, however, composers are cautious 
in their self-reflection when approaching the relationship between painting and 
music. Although Dutilleux, when composing Timbres… “had the painting con-
stantly in mind when […] composing,” he stipulated that it was not programme 
music42 – similarly to Alla Pavlova.43 Dutilleux added the subtitle La Nuit étoilée 
to Timbres… only after the first performance, and the titles of the two parts, 
Nébuleuse and Constellations, were added in 1990 during a revision of the work (at 
which time he also added an Interlude between the two parts). Einojuhani Rauta-
vaara, although he clearly emphasised that it was van Gogh’s life and works that 
were the “starting point” – in the case of the first movement of the Symphony, 
38   Ibid.
39   Ibid.
40   As Marcin Trzęsiok writes in his essay “Do Rainera Marii Rilkego. List” [“To Rainer Maria Rilke. 

A Letter”]: “Das Herzwerk, setting in motion the inner sense, which vibrates like a membrane 
exposed to fluids that ignore the boundary between ‘I’ and ‘not-I’. […]. And when the work of 
the heart begins to bear fruit, then the cosmic, Weltraum, and the most personal, Innenraum, are 
identified in inner perception. Weltinnenraum.” Marcin Trzęsiok, Muzyka doświadczenia. Eseje 
i studia (Kraków: PWM, 2023), 291. (Translated from Polish by Aleksander Ptak.)

41   German quotation from the score. Translation: “And in the nights the heavy Earth is falling from 
all the stars down into loneliness. We are all falling. And yet there is One who holds this falling 
endlessly gently in His hands” – George Crumb; excerpted from the liner notes to George Crumb, 
liner notes to George Crumb: Music for a Summer Evening (Bridge Records, Inc.; reprinted with kind 
permission from Bridge Records, Inc. and George Crumb).

42   Potter, Henri Dutilleux, 124. 
43   Pavlova, Symphony No. 6; Thumbelina Suite.
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it was the painting Starry Night – wrote that in the symphony “the intention is 
not to tell a story which would be translatable into words or ideas.”44

The connection between Dutilleux’s Correspondances and the painting Starry 
Night is indirect; the fifth movement is written to Vincent van Gogh’s words 
to his brother, associated with the painting Starry Night (although they could 
also refer to the painting Starry Night Over the Rhône); there is a quote from 
Timbres…

The most surprising connection with van Gogh’s painting is found in the song 
Shenandoah from Crumb’s The Winds of Destiny: here, Starry Night becomes an ex-
pressive cue, written by the composer in the score: “Serenely majestic, like a larger 
rhythm of nature (luminous, incandescent; like van Gogh’s Starry Night).”45

It is symptomatic that in the literature on composers brought together by 
their shared inspiration from van Gogh’s painting, there is information about 
Debussy’s influence on the formation of their language (mainly: Dutilleux, Rau-
tavaara, Crumb). These composers are also united by their unorthodox approach 
to religion, individual faith and a kind of mysticism, as in van Gogh.46

From Painting to Music

An attempt at an analytical and interpretative look at musical works inspired by 
painting refers to the issues of transmediality, intermediality and ekphrasis. Each 
of these terms has its own literature and more than one possible definition. This 
discussion is beyond the scope of this text, but it is worth clarifying here how 
I use the above terms.

44   Rautavaara, Symphony No. 6: Vincentiana, op. cit.
45   Source: Bruskin, op. cit. and Szoka, George Crumb, 126.
46   For example, Rautavaara, as Wojciech Stępień writes, claims that he has been fascinated by meta-

physical and religious subjects as well as texts from childhood, and that this fascination has influ-
enced his music and aesthetics. Although he grew up in the Lutheran tradition and faith, he does 
not belong to any religion or church: “My background was Lutheran, but I never really worried 
about different ‘creeds.’ I fear that my ecumenical relationship to the various churches meant 
indifference to their dogmas and theology.” Wojciech Stępień, The Sound of Finnish Angels: Musi-
cal Signification in Five Instrumental Compositions by Einojuhani Rautavaara (Boydell & Brewer, 
Pendragon Press, 2011), 69. As Szymon Borys writes, Dutilleux, in turn, said: “I was raised in 
the Roman Catholic faith, but I have long been a non-practising person, even though I often go 
to church to reflect. […] So my faith is rather individual, quite the opposite of Messiaen, who 
declared himself a Catholic composer with great force and sincerity.” Szymon Borys, “‘I Feel 
a Terrible Need of Religion:’ The Symbolism of Spirituality in Henri Dutilleux’s Correspondances,” 
Scontri 5 (2018): 36.
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Transmediality, with reference to the writings of Werner Wolf47 and Irina 
O. Rajewsky,48 concerns phenomena that are non-media specific. They can “ap-
pear in more than one medium and can therefore form points of contact or bridg-
es between different.”49 As Wolf writes, “transmediality as a quality of cultural 
signification appears, for instance, on the level of ahistorical formal devices that 
occur in more than one medium, such as motivic repetition, thematic variation 
or, to a certain extent, even narrativity […],” as well as through “characteristic 
historical traits that are common to either the formal or the content level of sev-
eral media in given periods.” It “can equally appear on the content level alone.”50

“Intermedial transposition” refers to “cases in which discernibly similar con-
tents or formal aspects appear in works of different media and where at the same 
time a clear origin can be attributed for them in another medium”.51

How does ekphrasis, in a wider sense understood, as Siglind Bruhn writes, as 
“a representation in one medium of a real or fictitious text composed in another 
medium,”52 fit into these concepts? It would be a special case of “intermedial 
transposition,” with the proviso that certain aspects of content or formal devices 
that are transposed could be of a transmedial nature.

Some of the musical works discussed in this text (Table 1) can be considered 
in terms of ekphrasis, but the phenomenon of Starry Night in music seems to 
go beyond the mere representation of a specific painting in music. It seems that 
both the musical works and Van Gogh’s painting can be interpreted on a higher, 
transmedial level as manifesting an archetype of the cosmic night, as an expres-
sion of “poetic imagination,”53 to use Gaston Bachelard’s term.

47   	Cf. Werner Wolf, “Intermediality Revisited: Reflections on Word and Music Relations in the 
Context of a General Typology of Intermediality,” in Word and Music Studies: Essays in Honor 
of Steven Paul Scher and on Cultural Identity and the Musical Stage, eds. Suzanne M. Lodato, Su-
zanne Aspden, and Walter Bernhart (Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi, 2002), 13–34; Werner 
Wolf, “Narrative and Music,” and “Intermediality,” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory, 
ed. David Herman, Manfred Jahn, and Marie-Laure Ryan (New York: Routledge, 2008 [2005]), 
324–29, 252–56.

48   	Cf. Irina O. Rajevsky, “Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation: A Literary Perspective 
on Intermediality,” Intermédialités / Intermediality, no. 6 (Fall 2005): 43–64.

49   	Wolf, “Intermediality Revisited,” 18.
50   	Ibid.
51   	Ibid., 19.
52   	Siglind Bruhn, “A Concert of Paintings: ‘Musical Ekphrasis’ in the Twentieth Century,” Poetics 

Today 22, no. 3 (Fall 2001): 551–605, 559.
53   	Gaston Bachelard, La poétique de la rêverie (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1960).
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1 Transmediality. Manifesting an Archetype

The starry sky is a symbol. As Mircea Eliade writes: “a symbol speaks to the whole 
human being and not only to intelligence.”54 Moreover, according to Eliade:

Simple contemplation of the celestial vault already provokes a religious experience. 
The sky shows itself to be infinite, transcendent. It is pre-eminently “the whole 
other” than the little represented by man and his environment. […] The higher 
regions inaccessible to man, the sidereal zones, acquire the momentousness of the 
transcendent, of absolute reality and of eternity.55

The transcendental category of height, of the superterrestrial, of the infinite, is 
revealed to the whole man, to his intelligence and his soul. It is a total awareness 
on man’s part; beholding the sky, he simultaneously discovers the incommensura-
bility and his own situation in the cosmos. For the sky, by its own mode of being, 
reveals transcendence, force and eternity. It exists absolutely because it is high, 
infinite, eternal and powerful.56

In works of art, a certain transmedial quality can be found in Stimmung, 
a t m o s p h e r e,57 certain overarching expressive categories.

Performance and expressive guidelines from scores come in handy. For ex-
ample, in Dutilleux’s Timbres… there are sections Misterioso, Lontano e misterioso 
(alternating with dynamic, “pulsating” ones), in Crumb’s Starry Night “slowly 
pulsating; desireless, with infinite calm,” in The Winds of Destiny (song IX) – let us 
recall: “Serenely, majestic, like a larger rhythm of nature (luminous, incandescent; 
like van Gogh’s Starry Night),” in Harris’ Starry Night “celestial,” in Alla Pav-
lova’s Maestoso. Alongside these “mystical” qualities, there are also “ardent” ones, 
which can be associated with the intensity of van Gogh’s canvas (colours, texture, 
whirling): in Pavlova’s impetuoso, volando, focoso, energico, in Harris’s drammatico 
and molto fuocoso, in Crumb’s Music of the Starry Night “fantastic, oracular” and 
“joyous, ecstatic; with a sense of cosmic time” (although here, let us recall, there 
is no documented inspiration from this painting).

54   	Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. Willard R. Trask (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1959), 129.

55   	Ibid., 118.
56   	Ibid., 119.
57   	Cf. Gernot Böhme, The Aesthetics of Atmospheres (New York: Routledge, 2017); Hans Ulrich Gum-

brecht, Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung: On a Hidden Potential of Literature (Stanford University Press, 
2012). Dutilleux also spoke about “atmosphere” in the context of the correspondence between the 
arts, in reference to his concerto Tout un monde lointain… “I didn’t initially think of the Baudelaire 
lines, but it is true that I was saturated with Baudelaire when I started to work. Then, I said to 
myself, ‘Very well, I’m in this atmosphere!’ and later, when I had nearly finished writing, I looked 
for connections [correspondances]. I thought about the poetry a bit when I was composing, but 
the last thing I wanted to do was illustrate the poems.” Quoted in Potter, Henri Dutilleux, 82.
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Atmosphere seems to be particularly important in works without a detailed, 
verbally specified “programme” or text – in painting and instrumental works. In 
the introduction to his Symphony No. 6 Vincentiana – in which he used material 
from the opera – Rautavaara wrote:

The musical character of the sixth is indeed “narrative,” musically epic, but the 
intention is not to tell a story which would be translatable into words or ideas […] 
The opera’s music – its substance […] cried out for a new treatment, an expression 
outside the confines of drama, a new fate. It found it here, in the sixth symphony.58 

What Rautavaara wrote in his autobiography about the opera Vincent is signifi-
cant: Van Gogh’s life was the inspiration for the text and dramaturgy, while his 
paintings inspired the music.59 

The atmosphere in the works in question is created in particular by the choice 
of instrumental timbres and their textural disposition, which gives the impres-
sion of vastness and spaciousness. A characteristic feature is the wide range, the 
juxtaposition of low registers with high ones (often omitting the “middle”): in 
Timbres, Espaces, Mouvement by Dutilleux (where violins and violas are missing, 
see Example 1), in Starry Night by Crumb (Example 2) and Harris (here: low 
cello and high piano register – “celestial,” Example 3), in Starry Night by Rauta-
vaara. Dutilleux himself revealed that his intention was “the search for contrasts 
between the extreme registers of the orchestra.”60 He wrote (in the third person):

By a play of timbres, opposing the clear and luminous quality of the wind instru-
ments in their high register with the mass of low strings, he tried to create an im-
pression of vast space which the extraordinary visionary painting which is La nuit 
étoilée suggested to him. Besides, van Gogh himself was torn between his ardent 
desire to rise above earthly concerns – an almost spiritual state of mind – and 
“the appalling human passions” of the world (see his letters to his brother Theo).61 

58   	Rautavaara, Symphony No. 6, op. cit.
59   	Rautavaara, Omakuva, 334.
60   Quoted from: Potter, Henri Dutilleux, 125.
61   	Ibid.
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Example 1  Henri Dutilleux, Timbres, Espace, Mouvement ou La Nuit étoilée, 
mov. I, Paris: Heugel & Cie / Éditions Alphonse Leduc, 1997, p. 6 (bars 19–20).
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Example 2  George Crumb, Metamorphoses (Book II): Ten Fantasy-Pieces (after 
Celebrated Paintings), No. 10: Starry Night (Vincent van Gogh), New York: 
Edition Peters, 2021 (bars 1–2).

Example 3  Matthew Harris, Starry Night. Seven Paintings for Violin, Cello, 
and Piano, Mov. I: Van Gogh: Starry Night (Canto), unpublished full score, 
PDF courtesy of the composer (bars 4–5).

In the shimmeringly changing texture of Timbres, the cellos62 at times remain 
almost alone or play high-chorale-like passages for twelve or six cellos “as if the 
cellos are completely suspended in space,”63 as the composer wrote (Example 4).

62   	Incidentally, the cello seems to be the preferred instrument in the context of the works discussed 
(this applies in particular to Timbres… Dutilleux and Harris’s work).

63   	Potter, Henri Dutilleux, 126.
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Example 4  H. Dutilleux, Timbres, Espace, Mouvement…, mov. I, p. 48.

Crumb expressed himself in a very similar way about his beloved song Shenan-
doah (the one with the interpretative hint “like van Gogh’s Starry Night”): “The 
music is just floating there in space in a strange way.”64

64   	From an interview conducted by the author of the doctoral thesis in Jamie Diane Van Eyck, “The 
Twenty-First Century Vocal Compositions of George Crumb: ‘Voices From Forgotten Worlds’ 
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Long, drone-like sounds often persist in the low register (in Rautavaara’s Star-
ry Night, Example 5, in Dutilleux’s Timbres…).

Example 5  Einojuhani Rautavaara, Symphony No. 6 “Vincentiana,” 
mov. I: Starry Night (Helsinki: Fazer Music Inc., 1992), reproduced from 
the composer’s manuscript (bars 1–8).

and the Seven-Volume American Songbook Series” (DMA diss., University of Wisconsin–Madi-
son, 2012), 90. 
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On the other hand, delicate timbres with a wealth of high overtones, are pro-
duced by instruments with long resonance and reverberation: idiophones (mainly: 
celesta, glockenspiel, crotales, xylophone, tam-tam) and harp.

The choice of timbres often evokes the “surreal,” the “otherness:” in addi-
tion to the instruments mentioned above, the DX 7 synthesiser (Rautavaara), 
amplified piano and Japanese temple bells (Crumb). Harmonics are often used 
to introduce an aura of transcendence, otherworldliness, luminosity (richness 
of overtones and natural sound). For example, in Rautavaara’s symphony Starry 
Night, at bar 20, the score indicates “whistle tones: on harmonics” for the flutes 
and for strings “tremolo – glissando on the harmonics,” and in Crumb’s Starry 
Night a 5th partial harmonic – thus the ethereal sound of a slightly detuned major 
third. The composer himself claimed that “when an instrument is amplified, an 
interesting aura is created [around the sound]; it is more than just a multiplica-
tion of the real or natural sound – another dimension appears.”65 In addition, 
Crumb incorporates a whistling effect into his pieces, which he himself describes 
in relation to Starry Night: “The final few bars contain ‘a ghostly wind singing’ 
(a faint, breathy whistling effect) by the pianist and the dynamic becomes incred-
ibly soft (eventually reaching ppppp!)”66 (Example 6). Nota bene, the ending of 
Matthew Harris’ Starry Night is also at a low dynamic level of ppp (slightly earlier 
it is pppp) – in both pieces, the sound seems to dissolve into eternity.

Example 6  G. Crumb, Metamorphoses (Book II), No. 10: Starry Night  
(bars 17–23).

65   	Crumb, quoted in Szoka, George Crumb, 288.
66   	Crumb, Notes on Metamorphoses, Book 2, op. cit.
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The special atmosphere of musical works inspired by Starry Night is also influ-
enced by the metrorhythmic structure and, more broadly, by the m u s i c a l  t i m e 
in the narrative of the works. They feature polymetry and polyrhythm, both in 
large orchestral works (Timbres…) and in small ensembles by Crumb or Harris – 
with a different metre almost every bar. Characteristic features include the lack 
of a steady pulse, fluctuations in “mouvements” and timbres, variability, and the 
flickering of fragmented rhythms juxtaposed with long tones. Indeed, the title of 
Dutilleux’s work Timbres, Espace, Mouvement ou La Nuit étoilée (“timbres, space, 
movement”) points to the syndrome of constitutive features of works inspired 
by this painting.

Crumb spoke about the last song from The Winds of Destiny (the one with 
the interpretative clue “like van Gogh’s Starry Night”): “Shenandoah might be 
my favourite of all the songs in all the books. It uses layers of different rhythms. 
I think Charles Ives called it ‘music of the spheres.’ Instruments are never playing 
the same rhythms together. It’s like a drifting continuum.”67

Daria Dobrochna Kwiatkowska, author of a doctoral dissertation on the 
idiom of night in Crumb’s music, points out that in some of his pieces “the 
ecstatic character is related to the notion of the mystic quality of  n a t u r e,” 
and his “night music” idiom is clearly inspired by Bartok. As she writes, it is 
“characterised by the typical ‘night music’ features: sparse, transparent textures; 
short, isolated motifs reminiscent of the sounds of nature; and trembling sounds 
creating a mysterious atmosphere.”68 She refers to the concept of Natura naturans, 
mentioned by Maria Anna Harley with respect to Bartok’s night music.69 The 
irregularity of certain minor rhythmic motifs – seemingly random – gives the 
impression of organicity (for example, in Music of the Starry Night).

In the composers’ self-reflection and in the voices of reception, there is another 
aspect associated with the image of the starry night: the sense of  l o n e l i n e s s, 
associated with the vastness of space and with  t i m e l e s s n e s s. Hinako 
Fujihana Hovhaness writes about Alan Hovhaness’s work: “The flute is playing 
a long melodic line accompanied by the harp as if going into the starry night, 
travelling further into lonely space, joined by the xylophone. This piece expresses 
the timelessness of space.”70 Crumb’s description of the song Shenandoah, where 
“the music is just floating there in space in a strange way,” continues as follows:

67   	Van Eyck, op. cit.
68   	Daria Dobrochna Kwiatkowska, “The Symbolism of Night and Its Musical Representations in the 

Works of George Crumb” (Doctor of Musical Arts diss., Cornell University, 2002). Distinction: 
MP. As the work is from 2002, it could not include The Winds of Destiny or Metamorphoses.

69   Maria Anna Harley, “‘Natura Naturans, Natura Naturata’ and Bartók’s Nature Music Idiom,” 
Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 36 (1995): 329–49.

70   	Hovhaness, op. cit. 
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And yet when the tune comes in, you hear all the traditional relationships in the 
singer’s notes, but the surrounding sound is like it’s in another world. It’s like the 
two worlds are colliding, and they don’t have much to do with one another. I love 
that sense and the loneliness that it projects. The voice is there, yet it’s so estranged 
from the music in the background.71

The collision of two worlds that Crumb spoke of is also felt in Rautavaara’s works, 
where lyrical, “long-breath,” cantilena melodies of romantic provenance with 
pantonal72 harmony meet atonal, serial or sonoristic passages (Example 7).

71   	Van Eyck, op. cit.
72   	Pantonality, Cf. Rudolph Reti, Tonality, atonality, pantonality – a study of some trends in twentieth 

century music (University of California: Rockliff, 1958), 118–119.
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Example 7  E. Rautavaara, Symphony No. 6 “Vincentiana,” mov. I: Starry Night, 
p. 8–10.
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It seems that a category of  n o s t a l g i a  emerges, noticeable also, for example, 
in Crumb’s Music of the Starry Night, with quotations and quasi-quotations of 
familiar, tonal music (e.g., Bach’s Das Wohltemperierte…), distancing the familiar 
and close from the different and distant.

A  s t y l e  such as impressionism or expressionism can also be transmedial. 
Traces of both can be found in van Gogh’s work and in musical interpretations.

2 Intermedial Transposition

In the works discussed, we find certain qualities which – everything indicates – 
have been transposed from image to music. They concern both content and 
structure, or – in Wolf ’s terminology – “formal devices.”73 We can consider the 
so-called quasi-painting-like74 structural features of music, which in this case may 
refer to compositional space, colour scheme, background and foreground, an at-
tempt to translate painting techniques, brushstrokes and their direction, texture.

We have mentioned the spatiality of music as a means of conveying a par-
ticular atmosphere at the transmedial level, but it is also worth considering 
the intermedial aspect related to space. As Katarzyna Kaczmarczyk, author of 
a doctoral dissertation on the relationship between music and painting in Polish 
instrumental works, writes: “According to the traditional classification of the arts, 
music is a field related to time, while painting is related to space.”75 However, she 
notes that 20th-century concepts brought about a significant shift, leading to 
a breaking of the dichotomy of time and space in thinking about art. She cites 
Jacek Szerszenowicz’s observation that the categories of time and space in the 
process of perceiving works of art reveal their complementary functions, and 
Janina Makota’s concept that illusions which are primary for certain arts – such 
as space for painting or time for music – may appear as secondary in other arts.76 
Therefore, as Kaczmarczyk concludes: “in painting, a secondary illusion of time 
is possible, and in music, a secondary illusion of space.”77

73   	Wolf, “Intermediality Revisited,” 18.
74   	According to Katarzyna Kaczmarczyk “This term, used by Teresa Malecka in reference to the 

music of Zbigniew Bujarski, was coined in reference to concepts falling within the scope of Roman 
Ingarden’s concept of the identity of a work of art and based on the theses put forward by Susan 
Langer and Janina Makota concerning the issue of space-time in art.” Katarzyna Kaczmarczyk, 
“Relacje malarstwa i muzyki w polskiej twórczości instrumentalnej drugiej połowy XX wieku” 
[“Relations between painting and music in Polish instrumental works of the second half of the 
20th century”] (PhD diss., Academy of Music in Kraków, 2013), 27. 

75   	Ibid., 28. 
76   	The concepts of “illusion of time” and “illusion of space” were introduced by Susan Langer.
77   	Kaczmarczyk, “Relacje malarstwa i muzyki w polskiej twórczości instrumentalnej.”
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The register span described earlier can be treated as an intermedia trans-
position of the phenomenon of space, in particular the contrast between above 
(sky) and below (earth, village). Dutilleux himself spoke of the “vertigo-inducing 
impression of space” between the ground and the starry sky in La nuit étoilée,78 
which he conveyed through the contrast between low strings (the town) and the 
starry night (woodwinds), see Example 1. Textural diversity and the coexistence 
of several planes with distinct instrumental groups are also associated with space 
in music. In the first movement of Rautavaara’s Vincentiana Symphony, the illusion 
of space is created not only by the aforementioned distance between the depth 
of the low string sounds and the high sounds of the woodwinds, but also by the 
percussion instruments, which introduce a third dimension (all coloured by the 
hypnotic tone of the synthesiser). In the lyrical sections of Romantic provenance, 
the choice of instruments in this multi-layered texture is also important for the 
spatial effect: two pairs of horns (culturally connoted as signalling instruments – 
in nature, in open space) lead long-breath legato melodies against a background 
of harp passages and tremolos of colourfully varied string chords – reminiscent 
of the topic da lontano (from bar 72).

Another spatial dimension of painting is depth, i.e., the relationship between 
planes (foreground and background). Dutilleux described the static, sonoristic 
section (bars 5–10) as constituting “la toile du fond”79 (the backdrop) [cf. Ex-
ample 8, bars 5 ff.]. In Hovhaness’s work, for example, the accompanying harp 
part provides the backdrop (landscape).

78   	Potter, Henri Dutilleux, 126.
79   	Ibid., 125.
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Example 8  H. Dutilleux, Timbres, Espace, Mouvement…, mov. I (bars 1–7).
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As can be seen, spatial metaphors appear in the language of description and 
in thinking about music. The blurring of the boundaries between phenomena 
belonging to particular media results from the human way of thinking and physi-
cal experience, from neurobiological conditioning. George Lakoff and Mark 
Johnson write about  o r i e n t a t i o n a l  m e t a p h o r s, mainly related to 
spatial orientation: up-down, to-from, front-back, on-off, deep-shallow, central-
peripheral. As they note:

These spatial orientations arise from the fact that we have bodies of the sort we 
have and that they function in our physical environment. Orientational metaphors 
give a concept a spatial orientation; for example, happy is up. The fact that the con-
cept happy is oriented up leads to English expressions like “I’m feeling up today.”80

A s c e n s u s  in musical works inspired by this image may be associated with the 
aspiration to move towards the stars, towards the sky, combined with the soar-
ing nature of cypress trees and church towers. This ascension occurs repeatedly 
in the score of Timbres… Dutilleux, starting from the first bars: the orchestral 
composition and registers are additively expanded upwards (Example 8 – be-
ginning). At the beginning of Part II: Constellations, the ascent – in addition to 
the textural and register build-up – is also manifested in rapid scale passages: 
for example, in the cellos over two octaves, with the oboe joining in the second 
octave (Example 9).

80  	George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (London: The University of Chicago 
Press 2003), 16.
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Example 9  H. Dutilleux, Timbres, Espace, Mouvement…, mov. II, p. 60.
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The apotheosis at the end of Rautavaara’s opera – semantically related to light – is 
also characterised by upward movement (choir in the high register, percussion, 
imitation of bells ringing).

The works in question also show an attempt to translate colours from painting 
into music. In the case of the works discussed here (Vincent and Vincentiana), 
Rautavaara decided to use tone series as analogues of “pigments.” He did so 
exceptionally, because, as Wojciech Stępień writes, “unlike Messiaen, Rautavaara 
does not see colours when listening to or creating music and has no colour as-
sociations with scales, harmonies and instruments, but neither does he reject the 
existence of colours in music.”81

In this case, there are rows that are characterised by certain interval vectors. 
These are extremely difficult to discern in the score, not to mention in auditory 
perception. As Anne Sivuoja-Gunaratnam explains: “Rautavaara scatters the 
notes vertically among several orchestral instruments, so that many of the notes 
sound simultaneously;” “often the rows divide up into trichords, which may – 
contrary to the rules of orthodox dodecaphony – be repeated several times dur-
ing one statement of the row,” and “the vocal parts are no help […] for the ties 
connecting them are very loose.”82 

Information about the existence of these series and the composer’s intentions 
comes from the source itself – the composer’s Autobiography. As Rautavaara 
wrote:

Music in opera is interdisciplinary in nature. It can be compared to the visual arts 
in that, among other things, it uses many different 12-tone rows and their deriva-
tives as musical material, serving a similar function to the paints on a painter’s pal-
ette. Usually, in 12-tone technique, the aim is to use a single row, but here there 
are many. The music of each row […] has its own character. For each specific, 
a specific interval content is planned, expressed by an “interval vector,” so that […] 
they can then be mixed together in various ways, just as a painter mixes paints.83

81   	Stępień, The Sound of Finnish Angels, 87.
82   	Anne Sivuoja-Gunaratnam, “Vincent – Not a Portrait,” Finnish Music Quarterly 2 (1990): 5–11, 

see p. 9. 
83   	Rautavaara, Omakuva, 335–336.
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Rautavaara gives examples of such rows:

Example 10  Exemplary rows in Einojuhani Rautavaara’s opera Vincent 
and Symphony No. 6 “Vincentiana.” After: Einojuhani Rautavaara, Omakuva 
(Kirjapaino Oy WSOY, 1998), p. 336. a) The row containing almost all 
intervals. b) The row dominated by major seconds and fourths.

   

Undoubtedly, colour is important in all the works discussed, and some sections 
seem to focus exclusively on exploring colour values, as in bars 5–10 of Timbres… 
(mov. I), about which Dutilleux himself said: “this static period is in fact intended 
to be an exploration of colours”84 (cf. Example 8, bars 5 ff.).

In the fifth song of Correspondances, Dutilleux, between the text from Van 
Gogh’s letter about painting stars at night and the letter with words of admiration 
for the colours in Johannes Vermeer’s paintings, there is a fundamental change in 
colour. With the introduction of a quotation from Timbres, Espace, Mouvement 
in the soprano’s wordless vocalisation, sonoristically treated woodwind and brass 
instruments gradually join in (Example 11), building a chord on sustained notes 
in pp, leading to the expansion of the tutti sound mass over seven bars.

84   Quoted in Potter, Henri Dutilleux, 125.
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Example 11  H. Dutilleux, Correspondances for soprano and orchestra, mov. V: 
“De Vincent à Theo,” study score (Paris: Schott, 2009), (bars 24–29).
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In his introduction to the score of Correspondances, Dutilleux himself draws at-
tention to the colouristic aspect of the fifth song in the Correspondances cycle:

Each of these episodes is the object of a slightly peculiar orchestration privileging 
such or such family of instruments. So, the evoked images and colours in Vincent 
van Gogh’s letter will mainly find their echo in the wood timbres and in the brass 
section as well.85

On the word “jaunes” (“yellow”), there is a consonance of the seven notes form-
ing the E flat major scale (Example 12), while on the word “le soleil” (“the sun”) 
there is a melodic ascensus, where the highest A2 (“A” double sharp) is harmonised 
with the notes forming the pentatonic scale (or the D major triad coloured with 
a major second and major sixth). As can be seen, words associated with bright-
ness are accompanied by rather consonant harmonies.

Example 12  H. Dutilleux, Correspondances, mov. V (bar 37).

85   Dutilleux, Correspondances, op. cit.
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Most often, it is not specific colours, but shades or variations of darkness and 
lightness that are intermedially transposed from image to music. Charles Spence 
wrote in a 2011 article that “psychologists have known about the existence of  
c r o s s-m o d a l  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s  for many years”86 He quoted Erich Moritz 
von Hornbostel’s intuition from 1927:

What is essential in the sensuous-perceptible is not that which separates the sen-
ses from one another, but that which unites them; unites them among themselves; 
unites them with the entire (even with the non-sensuous) experience in ourselves; 
and with all the external world that there is to be experienced.87

Spence then analyses and compiles research findings confirming that there 
is a cross-modal correspondence between the perception of sound pitch (and 
sometimes its loudness) and visual dimensions (elevation, brightness, lightness, 
shape/angularity, size, spatial frequency, direction of movement). For example: 
“people consistently match high-pitched sounds with small, bright objects that 
are located high up in space.”88

This is related to the physical, acoustic parameters of sounds and our biologi-
cally conditioned way of perceiving them, apart from established cultural con-
notations. We perceive sounds with a high spectral centroid and clear, orderly 
overtones as bright, and those with a predominance of low frequencies, a lack 
of upper harmonics and more irregular sounds as dark. This is why the sound of 
the harp, celesta, orchestral bells [glockenspiels], crotales, high woodwind instru-
ments [woodwinds] (flute, piccolo, piccolo clarinet) or harmonics is perceived as 
bright, and that of the trombone, bassoon, cellos and double basses or tom-tom 
as dark. The grand piano itself, due to its wide range, can reveal this contrast 
(especially the amplified piano, using, among other things, harmonics). In Van 
Gogh’s painting, the village is submerged in darkness, while the sky – although 
at night-time – is illuminated by stars. Thus, the arrangement of contrasting 
instrumental planes corresponds to the layout: bottom – dark, top – bright (Ex-
amples 1, 2, 3).

These contrasts in the interpreted works are also sometimes semanti-
cally related to o b j e c t s in Van Gogh’s painting and the painting’s over-
all  e x p r e s s i o n. Harris writes about his work in the programme notes: “The 
piano and violin create the dizzy, swirling sky of oversized stars while a plaintive 

86	 Charles Spence, “Cross-Modal Correspondences: A Tutorial Review,” Attention, Perception, & Psy-
chophysics 73 (2011): 971–95, 973; emphasis M. P.

87  	Quoted after Spence, ibid.
88   	Ibid. 
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cello melody reveals the painting’s inner torment”89 (Example 3). Crumb, in turn, 
explains his Starry Night: “Gentle lines, rising and falling at the opening, are the 
swirls across the sky, while the darkness at the foot of the painting becomes low 
bass figures. The stars are bright sounds picked out of the darkness until, at the 
end, it all blows away with the pianist’s light whistling, ghostly sounds in the 
moonlight” (Examples 2 and 6). The whirling of stars can also be interpreted 
from the obsessively repeated motifs in Pavlova’s symphony (rapid ascending 
scales – downward leap) or in the recurring melodic motif on the word “étoiles” 
(“stars”) in Dutilleux’s Correspondances. In turn, a melisma appears on the word 
“infini” (“eternity”).

The expressive nature of van Gogh’s painting (precursory to expressionism), 
with its mesmerising, large, swirling stars, painted with distinct brushstrokes 
and visible texture, is translated into music in sections of often dense texture, 
kaleidoscopic and expressive colour changes, and fast, obsessive motifs. Thus, we 
find here an intermedial transposition of some  f o r m a l  d e v i c e s.

Eric Bruskin writes about the last song from Crumb’s The Winds of Des-
tiny: “The lavish layering of musical lines may be an aural translation of van 
Gogh’s famously thick brushstrokes.”90 Dutilleux sees “intense pulsation” in van 
Gogh’s painting; he expresses his conviction that “palpitation of the medium, and 
especially the almost cosmic whirling which springs from it, could be expressed 
in musical terms.”91 Caroline Potter notes that this movement is expressed in the 
form of pointillist passages and “could be interpreted as a musical translation of 
the hundreds of tiny stars in the painting”92 (Example 13).

89   Harris, op. cit.
90   Bruskin, op. cit.
91   Potter, Henri Dutilleux, 125.
92   Ibid., 128.
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Example 13  H. Dutilleux, Timbres, Espace, Mouvement…, mov. I, p. 46. 
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According to Siglind Bruhn, the composer saw the pulsation of celestial bodies 
particularly in the endings of the two main parts of Timbres.93 At the end of 
Part I, Nébuleuse, they take the form of motifs passing through various instru-
ments in a dense texture. In turn, Dutilleux understood the ending of Part II, 
Constellations (and the entire work), as follows, according to Bruhn, based on an 
unpublished text:

The contour, initiated by the bass clarinet and rising in a frenetic whirl, unites an 
increasing number of instruments in colourful unison in movement II (“Constel-
lations”) is intended […] to be heard as an allusion to van Gogh’s hymnic vision 
of the great spiral of stars and nebulae.94

“Frenetic whirl” and the sense of throbbing from the painting can also be seen 
in the gradually increasing textures in this work, in the multi-layered overlap-
ping of individual instrumental groups (for example, in Rautavaara’s symphony, 
Example 14), or in Harris’s chromatic, fast and loud piano passages sempre fuocoso 
(Example 15).

93   Bruhn, Henri Dutilleux, 171.
94   Ibid.
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Example 14  E. Rautavaara, Symphony No. 6 “Vincentiana,” mov. I:  
Starry Night, p. 4.
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Example 15  M. Harris, Starry Night (bar 16).

Musical representations in the interpreted works may be viewed from the 
perspective of Charles Peirce’s triadic approach to signs (i c o n  –  i n d e x  – 
s y m b o l), as explained by Eero Tarasti in his translation into music.95

I c o n i c i t y, understood as the isomorphic similarity of musical structures 
to objects, would manifest itself, among other things, in the “spinning of the 
stars,” in the presentation of the top versus the bottom of the image through the 
selection of registers and instruments, partly through the ascensus movement 
(although this may also be symbolic), and also by providing specific words of the 
text of Correspondances with appropriate motifs (melisma on the word “infini”). 

I n d e x i c a l i t y, defined by Tarasti after Vladimir Karbusicki as referring 
to the state of the object, including all that which belongs to the area of musical 
expression, would manifest itself, for example, in the “soft” colouring (instru-
mentation, harmony) and low dynamic level of sections evoking night – for 
example, on the words “Alors je vais la nuit” (“Then I go outside into the night”) 
in Correspondances (Example 16).

95   Eero Tarasti, “Some Peircean and Greimasian Semiotic Concepts as Applied to Music,” in The 
Semiotic Web 1988, eds. T. A. Sebeok, D. J. Umiker-Sebeok, and E. P. Young, Approaches to Semiot-
ics 85 (1988): 455–59.
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Example 16  H. Dutilleux, Correspondances, mov. V (bars 15–19).



202

Małgorzata Pawłowska 

Examples of s y m b o l i c signs would be: the quotation from Timbres, Espace, 
Mouvement in Correspondances together with its context, the two-part structure 
of Timbres… in reference to the image and the endings of many pieces. Further-
more, as mentioned, ascensus in music can be understood not only as an icon – 
an imitation of upward movement – but also as a symbol – of the sublime, the 
heavens or the paradigm, nomen omen – “per aspera ad astra.”

The 12-note quotation from the beginning of Dutilleux’s Timbres, Espace, 
Mouvement appears in the fifth song of Correspondances (both in the melodic 
and harmonic layers) as a symbol of the painting Starry Night or the archetype 
of cosmic night (cf. Examples 8 and 11). The use of the full 12-tone scale in 
this melody (already in the original) symbolises fullness, the cosmos, especially 
in the context of the earlier appearance of this quotation – in the fourth part 
of Correspondances – in an incomplete, 11-note version.96 This symbol is all the 
more significant because in the later phase of the fifth part of Correspondances, on 
the words associated with “the power of darkness” (from the description of the 
painting Night Café and the place “where one can ruin oneself ”), this quotation 
appears in inversion, as noted by Siglind Bruhn.97

Dutilleux’s Timbres…, in its essentially two-part structure, symbolises two 
soaring elements of van Gogh’s painting, as the composer himself explains98 – 
these elements are in turn symbols of spirituality: the church tower and the 
cypress tree.

Finally, the endings of the pieces – written in an otherwise extremely complex 
musical language – are symbolic, ending in unison (Dutilleux: Correspondances, 
Timbres…) or in perfect fifths (Crumb’s Music of the Starry Night). Such natural 
sounds – including overtones – can function as symbols of Naturlaute,99 meta-
phors for the “original sound of the world.”
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