
TOK  Markus Lajunen 

 

Erik Satie’s Gnossienne no. 1 

Information and Instructions for 18IB TOK 

 

1st Time, Friday 4th of October: Orientation 

 

TASK: Just listen. Nothing more. Just listen. 

 

2nd Time, 11th of October: Background Information 

 

Erik Satie was a French composer and pianist. He was born in 1866 and died in 1925. 

Reflect on what you know about France and French culture and all the historical 

knowledge from that era.  

 

TASK: Does this small piece of information change the way you listen to the piece?  

 

3rd Time, 25th of October: Information on The Piece 

 

Name of the piece is Gnossienne no. 1. It is a part of series of compositions that Erik Satie 

composed in the late 1800s. The composer Erik Satie used inventive names for his 

compositions derived from different fields of life e.g. architecture. Satie's coining of the 

word gnossienne was one of the rare occasions when a composer used a new term to 

indicate a new "type" of composition. The name Gnossienne seem to stem from the Greek 

word gnosis meaning knowledge. On the other hand, composer’s own notes seem to 

support the claim that the word derives from Cretan knossos or gnossus; this interpretation 

supports the theory linking the Gnossiennes to the myth of Theseus, Ariadne and the 

Minotaur. 

 

TASK: Does this small piece of information change the way you listen to the piece? 

  



TOK  Markus Lajunen 

 

4th Time, 1st of November: The Personality of Erik Satie 

 
Erik Satie was known for his eccentric manners of living. Satie always wore the same kind of black 

velvet suits, of which he owned exactly seven pieces. Every night Satie walked across the centre of 

Paris and for his personal safety, Satie carried a hammer with him. For the most of his life, Satie lived 

a strikingly simple life in a tiny apartment of only few square meters. The door did not open completely 

because of the bed.  

 

Satie was famous for mischievous comments. Over the years he included all kinds of written remarks 

to his compositions e.g. “To whom it may concern: 'I forbid anyone to read the text aloud during the 

musical performance. Ignorance of my instructions will incur my righteous indignation against the 

presumptuous culprit. No exception will be allowed.'”. When Satie’s friend and colleague Claude 

Debussy instructed Satie to pay more attention to the form in his music, Satie wrote Three Pieces in 

the Shape of a Pear (Trois morceaux en forme de poire) in 1903. 

 

By the time Satie composed the Gnossiennes in the late 1800s, he was involved in esoteric gnostic 

religious sects and movements e.g. Rosicrucianism. These religious movements emphasize secret 

knowledge that is revealed only for a few selected persons. These ideas might have influenced the way 

Satie composed the Gnossiennes. 

 

After years of heavy drinking (including Absinth), Satie died in 1925 from cirrhosis of the liver. 

Nobody had visited his apartment for almost 30 years. After his death, Satie’s friends discovered the 

apartment to be in complete state of chaos. There were two grand pianos placed on top of the other. 

Satie had used the upper instrument as a storage for letters and parcels. Moreover, the apartment 

contained a lot of miscellaneous items like huge pile of umbrellas. Many unpublished and unknown 

compositions were found behind the piano, in the pockets of his velvet suits and other peculiar places.  

 

TASK: Do the details concerning the personality of Erik Satie manifest themselves in Gnossienne no. 

1? Do these details change the way you listen to the piece?  

 

5th Time, 15th of November: Memory 

 

TASK no. 1: What do you remember from Erik Satie’s composition Gnossienne no. 1? 

Write down keywords and key memories. Explain your memories to your pair/group to 

the best of your ability. 


