In search of the twentieth-century Italian song

The report of a Finzi Travel Scholarship taken up in July 2011 by Madeleine Holmes

Introduction

The purpose of this project was epic in scope. As a singer with a background in literature and an
increasing appetite for song, | was curious to investigate the repertoire of the lItalian 19™-20%
century. The singer’s repertoire was flooded with incredible songs by French, German and Austrian
composers during this period, but what about Italy? It was an exciting time in Italy’s history; indeed,
it was the birth of Italy as a nation, and | wanted to trace the thread of Italy’s song repertoire
through the first few decades of its life, from the 1880s to the Second World War.

On applying for the month-long scholarship | refined the parameters of the research to something
achievable - yet still ambitious, as | was to discover. | put together (and subsequently re-drew,
several times) an itinerary that would cover the period under investigation chronologically and
geographically, concentrating on the most interesting song composers of the time. | would visit the
places they lived and worked and try to establish the connections between them, and between them
and the poets whose works they set in song, as well perhaps as their connections with composers
abroad. | would also visit some of the most important libraries and collections in Italy so as to
research the catalogues of song, the archives of letters and the most salient works of Italian musical
and cultural criticism of and about this period.

Aims and outcomes: academic and non-academic; musical and non-musical

The trip was conceived on various (at times conflicting) levels: there was a musicological thrust,
which required an almost academic approach; there was also the ‘pilgrimage’ aspect, both in terms
of visiting the cities where the various composers lived and in terms of reacquainting myself with
Italy in general, and re-igniting my passion for it, with a view to producing some non-academic,
fictional or travel writing.

The limitations of the project

The parameters originally set had to be adjusted: following initial research after funding had been
received and an original itinerary set out, it became obvious that the plan was simply too ambitious.

| had to take into consideration the following:

- The amount of time it takes to get from one place to the next - exhausting in itself but
especially with soaring temperatures of up to 40 degrees, in Bologna and Florence!

- Summer library opening hours - not set in advance or indeed published on the website

- An Italian propensity for changing plans / unavailability of people I'd planned to meet



- The difficulty of going for singing lessons / coaching with people who may or may not be of
the standard | was expecting or for whom | might not be at my best, with no place to
practise while away for a whole month.

Being of a somewhat controlling and over-ambitious mind, | was disappointed to see that my great
plans had to be reduced to more modest aims. But | did remember that the Trust itself had warned
me that the plans seemed over-ambitious - and that they had also exhorted me to enjoy myself
while there.

So it was that, over time, | was able to turn these limitations into advantages: allowing more time in
each place, and not over-committing myself in terms of people to meet and sing to, | was allowing
time and space for serendipity. This became my watch-word while there, and giving way to things as
they happened, learning to rejoice in what was discovered rather than always sticking to the plan,
was perhaps the most important learning outcome of the project. Indeed, it was only once | started
to ‘let go’ and let the research take me where it would, every day following little paths | hadn’t
expected to find myself following, that | really began to enjoy myself fully. For this was the way |
enjoyed working, and it had been a long time since I'd allowed myself the pleasure of learning for
learning’s sake. For this pleasure | am indebted to the Finzi Trust, without whose generous help |
might not so easily have re-discovered it.

The limitations of the report

It would be impossible to include here every detail of the research undertaken. What this report is
not is an overview of the history of 19™-20" century Italian. As if it could be! (Or, as the Italians
would say, ‘ci mancherebbe!’) Rather it is the telling of a journey of discovery, laid out as follows: a
description of each place as ‘pilgrimage’ destination; an outline of what | had had hoped to find
there; the reality of what | found there and the highlights of my research whilst there, serendipitous
or otherwise, and how these took me forward, sometimes requiring me to change plan while there.
It is also intended that the spirit of discovery, including the (re-)discovery of a self, be communicated
through anecdote. It was a wonderful, colourful month, and | hope that some of these colours and
that sense of wonder are shared with the reader.

Background to the music-making of this period

Before | begin the report proper, a few lines to remind the reader what the project was about:

| wanted to investigate the repertoire of song, as opposed to the opera, in order to establish how
composers were responding to text, i.e. the poetry and prose of the time. This seemed an under-
investigated area. An abundance of poetry had inspired the writers of mélodies in France and of
Lieder in Germany; what was the story in Italy?

A quotation from Stendhal in La Rivista Musicale Italiana (1942) about the relationship of text and
music during the period of Rossini re-affirms the history in Italy of passion and generalised sentiment
over words themselves:



‘le parole non adiempiono in musica che funzioni secondare; servono da etichetta al sentimento |(...).
L’essenziale e che questa si cantava con 'accento della passione (...) un’importanza ben maggiore
delle parole stesse.’

One of the major questions in this project was to challenge this perception, or at least to see how far
this could be said to be true. | was interested to discover composers whose primary interest was in
text-setting. | would finish with the project with a ‘splinter group’ of composers facing textual,
musical and ideological crises in the face of the Second World War. | would begin the project
however with the earliest writers of song, specifically with one of the most famous and popular of all
Italian composers, known for his ‘broad-canvas’ approach, Giacomo Puccini.
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Puccini / Lucca

And so journey of discovery begins with Puccini. Not famed for his song, but for his operas, Puccini
nonetheless seems the natural place to start investigating the vocale da camera repertoire. Puccini
went to study at the Conservatorio in Milan but returned to his beloved Tuscany to set up home at
Torre del Lago, his hunting lodge on the lakeshore. | nevertheless expected to find a bit of a song and
dance about him in the tourist-friendly and very beautiful city of his birth, Lucca.

| set off, my first morning, full of beans, entering the city gates to the accompaniment of delicious
sunshine and equally delicious coffee, ready to be delighted and informed at the ‘Casa di Nascita’... |
arrive only to find a sign on a corregated iron fence where the Puccini Birthplace Museum should be:
‘Questo museo e temporaneamente chiuso per lavori’ The sign is repeated in several foreign
languages, in none of which ‘temporarily’ is used to qualify the museum’s closure. It’s almost as
though the ltalians are being ironically self-deprecatory, whilst at the same time managing to have a
chuckle at me. It feels personal. Dispirited by want turns out to be the first of several unexpected,
unwanted closures, | grump away in search of lunch. | find one of the restaurants recommended by
my friend Sergio at the hotel and am soon cheered not only by a fabulous plate of papardelle with
hare sauce but also by the arrival of a delightful couple, Carole and Christopher, at the adjoining
table. They are curious about my pasta, complimentary about my Italian and enchanted by the
project. By the end of the meal we’ve joined tables, exchanged addresses and promised to meet
here at the same time tomorrow. The day has been partially redeemed.




Fuelled by this welcome serendipity, and by such delicious fare, | trundle towards the main square in
search of bookshops. | almost fail to stop at the unlikely-looking ‘Puccini Memories’, which has all
the appearance of being a tourist trap run by the café next door. But | do stop, and thank goodness,
because above the thunder of Act IV of La Bohéme, booming out on the speakers above me, |
manage to ascertain from the owner that she has several items of interest: biographies of Puccini
from various angles and, most importantly, the most complete collection of his letters, edited by
Eugenio Gara. When | ask about the closed museum she shakes her head and tells me it's been
closed for five years. ‘Temporarily’, | ask? Eh beh. She’s kind enough to check that the museum at
Torre del Lago is indeed open, and gives me some advice about the other bookshops in town, which
turn out to be pleasant enough, sometimes with very attractive window displays, albeit not terribly
useful to my research.

The day ends with me in a hammock in the hotel’s giardino, leafing through the wonderful collection
of letters, where | discover before dinner that Puccini, when first away from home, missed not only
his mother but her Tuscan white beans, which he and his fellow Lucchese friends failed to find
anywhere in Milan except occasionally in each other’s homes. The day has not gone as | would have
envisaged, but, somehow, that's OK. It’s only day one. Plus, | know where I’'m having lunch
tomorrow, and | know it’s going to be good.




In Torre del Lago, however, things are different: here is his famous house by the lake, full of
memorabilia concerning his opera works and an annual festival celebrating the same. Here also the
streets are all named after his operas.




Visiting the Puccini museum at Torre del Lago is an incredible experience. The spirit of Puccini
exudes everywhere - there’s his piano, here his favourite smoking-chair, there his hunting-hat - and |
feel excited about the project again in a most palpable way. | am here, with the composer. He wrote
music, music | sing, music | love and that moves half the world.

When | recover, | ask about song recitals at the museum, and the signora in charge of the place looks
at me blankly. No, she cannot remember any of his songs having been performed there. Opera arias,
yes. Indeed, there’s a whole festival of his opera at the lakeside (run almost 100% by Japanese
orchestras, conductors and singers who are, putting it mildly, obsessed by Puccini’s operatic
repertoire - and are in large part funding these operations). Could | do a recital, | ask. You must write
to Signora Puccini, she replies. | exhale. It seems that the bucks stops - and starts - pretty high up.

So much for the history of performance. What of the books on sale? There’s little | can’t get
elsewhere, except for a copy of the first biography of Puccini, written by two friends from Lucca.
There’s something about the combined experience of finding this, in this tiny bookshop in Puccini’s
home, and really where | am and that the project has begun, that gives me the shivers. The recorded
music selection is a little disappointing, but | avail myself of an old recording of selected Puccini arias
complete with track of Puccini’s voice in New York and head for the train home clutching my goods
and a swiftly melting gelato.




Everything | read about Puccini, and everything | read in his letters, supports the claim that this
composer’s principal preoccupation was with melodic line and the pursuit of what Fedele d’Amico
calls ‘atmosphere’. This was best achieved in his operatic works; and even here the famous critic
claims that ‘the characters live only in the sentimental aura that envelopes them; it is not so much a
story as an atmosphere’. And so we know that we Puccini we are only expecting a general sense of
feeling, one driven by the music and not to text. Michael Kaye, editor of the OUP published
collection of Puccini’s songs and author of ‘The Unknown Puccini’, categorises the songs thus:

‘juvenilia’ written in Lucca during the period 1875-1880; student compositions written in Milan (1880-
1884) before the premiere of Le Villi ; occasional pieces dedicated to friends (1888-1899), post-
operatic success; nature works written at Torre del Lago between 1902-19189.

Kaye claims that ‘most of Puccini’s non-operatic vocal works are known to scholars and aficionados
of Pucciniana, if only by title; but the existence of these potential additions to vocal repertoire may
come as a surprise to many singers’. Indeed, | have never heard any performed in a recital. Puccini is
reluctant, he claims, to compose anything not based in the theatre, his songs reflecting the
compositional development but also showing him to be a composer not interested in the form of art
song itself; ‘not interested in exploring the subtleties of song composition in the manner of Faure,
Debussy or Richard Strauss’.

Looking at the songs available (some are listed in the catalogue but now lost in print), | can find a
typical Puccinian voice, but without the orchestral colour and scope that is perhaps what | personally
find makes him so, well, Puccini. Indeed the composer himself expresses his love of the orchestra in
a letter to Giuseppe Adami in 1920: ‘If only I could be a purely symphonic writer!...But that was not
for me...Almighty God touched me with His little finger and said: “Write for the theatre - only for the
theatre.” And | have obeyed the supreme command'.

Notable among the songs is the ‘Storiella d’amore’, which interests me chiefly for having as its
subject the lovers Paolo and Francesca, who discover their love as they sit side by side, reading, and
whose adultery earns them a place in the highest circle of Dante’s Inferno. | don’t get, in Puccini’s
treatment, the sense of being condemned to fly without end or direction, nor the humanity of
Dante’s partial sympathy for them; but then, I’'m bringing to the table my own expectations. It's a
gentle, lilting melody that has a reference (intentional or not) to part of Mimi’s Act | aria in La
Boheme: ‘Sola mi fo il pranzo da me stessa, non vado sempre a messa’; and this endears me to it
more. Mimi is my favourite Puccinian character, and this is my favourite aria, so I’'m looking for
something to float my boat in the same way. By the end of my analysis of the collected songs, it’s
clear that this isn’t going to happen. There’s a particularly silly song entitled ‘Inno a Roma’, which is
so un-Puccini that | actually feel sad that he wrote it. Puccini’s 1919 setting of Fausto Salvatori’s
lyrics (in turn based on Horace), the ‘Inno a Roma’ was ‘taken up’ by fascists as ‘anthem’ (in much
the way as Verdi’s ‘Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves’ once was) and, listening to it, one can certainly see
why. It’s all pomp and very little musical interest. Among the other songs, ‘A te’, composed in 1875
at the age of 17, is pretty; and ‘Inno a Diana’ is interesting because Puccini and Respighi both wrote
a song of the same title, looking back to the glorious past at the time of Italy’s unification and
beyond. This indeed is a theme | will return to in the research.



| had originally hoped to look at the works of Mascagni, Puccini’s contemporary and fellow operatic
composer who also wrote songs. However the scope of the project was such that something had to
give; and | felt that too much concentration on the earlier composers, known for their preference for
operatic works (both Puccini and Mascagni were employed more-or-less full-time as operatic
composers), was a red herring. Nevertheless | was on the look-out for links between these two
composers. Apparently Puccini and Mascagni wrote to each other (the lady at the ‘Puccini
Memories’ shop was adamant about this), but | have scanned the otherwise marvellous Gara
collection of letters and found nothing. | had hoped to find some correspondence between them
that would reveal their feelings about the composition of song, as opposed to opera. | guess | know
enough, from the letters selected, to conclude that Puccini at any rate wasn’t concerned enough
about song to write to his editor, Ricordi, about anything other than his operatic concerns. | resolve
to put Mascagni on the back-burner for now; if he crops up later in the project, he’ll crop up and I'll
investigate him then. For now it seems that | should leave the operatic composers and move on to
the next generation, those known for song at least in part. Tomorrow | leave for Venice, in order to
visit perhaps the biggest collection of materials on Respighi - and indeed 19"-20%" century song in
general - at the Fondazione Giorgio Cini.




Venice / Respighi

| feel incredibly fortunate that my research has brought me, even for just a few days, to the stunning
Fondazione Giorgio Cini. This wonderful institution is based on the Isola di San Giorgio, directly
opposite San Marco, and houses several collections (library-museums) of the life and works of
several famous figures in modern Italian cultural history. One could spend months here looking at all
that is on offer, but I’'m mainly here to see the fantastic collection of Respighi paraphernalia donated
to the Fondazione by his wife, Elsa, and the collection of his contemporary Alfredo Casella.

Ottorino Respighi is arguably the most successful composer of this post-Puccini period, though it
was not until after his death that a Respighi Society was set up to commemorate him and promote
his works. Respighi’s works, including his songs, are far better known that those of perhaps any
other Italian composer of this period - with the exception perhaps of Tosti, who however spent
much of his life in England.

Whilst fascinated by the collection in general - a plethora of artefacts, photographs, letters - I'm of
course most interested in what | can learn about his life as a composer of song. He is most famed for
orchestral works such as The Pines of Rome, but in fact travelled extensively with his wife Elsa
Olivieri-Sangiacomo (she as soprano; he as pianist), performing song repertoire - his own
compositions and those of others. Many of his songs were written for Elsa’s voice, which was
apparently not large but was full of expressivity and colour (and we will look in a moment at the
attention given in his songs to text and meaning). One book of particular value in this marvellous
collection is Elsa’s own biography of her husband’s life, Ottorino Respighi: una vita in musica. Here |
learn that a visit to Vienna in the 1920s afforded him to opportunity to meet Strauss and Alma



Mahler and Franz Werfel. As I’'m a big fan of both Strauss and Alma Mahler (the songs written by the
latter having been introduced to me just this last year by a pianist friend who invited me to sing
them with her for her Final Recital at the Guildhall), I'm keen to follow-up on this information later in
more depth: perhaps some direct influences from these composers upon Respighi might be detected
once | have more information on the dates of the visits and the dates of song compositions. There is
a parallel, or, rather, a false parallel, between the lives of the Mahlers and the Respighis: Respighi’s
wife was herself a composer who gave up composing once she married. Unlike Alma Mahler,
however, who was forced by her husband to abandon her own music, Elsa made the decision herself
to give up composing, preferring to dedicate herself to her husband’s career and care. Certainly the
volume | now have the luxury of reading is a touching testament to a life of dedication, from one
artist (and human being) to another.

Elsa’s book about her husband tell us about the inspiration behind certain compositions, including
for example an interesting insight into the writing of Nebbie, one of his most celebrated vocal works.
Respighi had apparently (at around the age of twenty-four or twenty-five) been going through a
period of depression. One morning he had started to write down some music and had put it aside. In
the afternoon, a friend came to visit, bringing a collection of Ada Negri’s poetry. Respighi opened
the book, read Nebbie, and realised that this poem fitted exactly the mood of the music he had
written. He went to his piano and, without changing one note of the already written music, he set
the words to it and finished the song. Elsa describes this event as ‘very strange, but true’; and again,
we have an insight into the relationship between text and music, between inspiration and result.

Indeed, Respighi’s music shows a deep connection between sound-world and thought-world, as the
varied choice of librettists and texts demonstrates. The ‘unworldly’ sounds conjured in La donna del
sacrofago and La Statua (both 1919) are an appropriate response to D’Annunzio’s poetry, which
evokes a sense of the immutable past long since cast in marble, either as statue or as grave. In /I
Tramonto Respighi makes harmonic shifts | can only describe as Debussian, unafraid to stretch the
harmonic pattern as far as necessary to meet fully the sense of Shelley’s Twilight tale of two lovers
agreeing to watch the sunset together, tomorrow. Looking at these works | am conscious of being in
a very different world from the one evoked by the likes of Malipiero, at around the same time. With
Respighi there is a natural-ness to the compositional voice that results in, to my mind and ear, more
‘successful’ vocal works. The fact that Respighi followed his compositional inclinations and
transferred his attention, after the 1920s, to orchestral writing is proof of his instinctual nature. |
make a note that a later comparison of his writing with that of the French composers of the same
period will be valuable.

Elsa’s songs are themselves worth mentioning, particularly her ‘Quattro Liriche’ of 1920 setting texts
from the Rubaiyat of Omar Kayam. Each song has very individual character and there is cohesive
identity within each song - which might be another way of saying that she has one accompanimental
or harmonic idea which she then expounds for the duration. | find this pleasing: there’s a sense that
she has made a very definite ‘decision’ in response to the text and is committed to creating and
maintaining a specific atmosphere. Although she does not have the harmonic palette of Alma
Mahler (or indeed that of her husband; comparisons are odious, yes, but | make this one all the
same), the second of these four songs in particular makes a real impression on the mind from the
outset. The notion that ‘Una cosa & certa: che la vita fugge’ (‘One thing is certain: life escapes us’) is
simply, hypnotically rendered by a series of fourths and fifths repeated in the piano underneath the



languid vocal line, increasing in pitch and with added splashes of harmonic tension as the voice
realises that the flower of life is ‘born once, then dies’. I'm affected by these songs, and there’s
definitely room for them on my list, on their own merit and not just because they’re by Mrs Respighi
(for, as we're established, they’re not; they were written before their marriage). A pairing with Alma
Mahler and perhaps Iditta Parpigliola would be interesting - | must investigate further women
composers of this period.

Besides the Respighi collection, the library offers me an opportunity to see several important
volumes concerning the activity of some of his friends and contemporaries, notable among which is
Zanetti’s La Musica Italiana nel Novecento. Here is a very detailed (c.2,500 pages) and clearly
structured overview of the passage of time, from the Generazione dell’Ottanta of Respighi and his
contemporaries, to the post-war period. | learn here that many composers also worked as
performers (as pianists, organist and/or conductors) and as writers and critics, in the latter capacity
often commenting on each other’s compositions. As an example, | learn of Casella’s organisation of
the Festival in Venice and his playing at the piano to accompany the singer in a first performance of
his colleague Malipiero’s songs. A timeline showing the composers known as the ‘Cinque Grandi’ of
this ‘generation of the 1880s’ (Alfano, Pizzetti, Respighi, Malipiero, Casella) and their pupils, shows
the lineage as it were of composers and teachers, which can help in tracing stylistic traits. Also
interesting is the chapter on the ‘Minori della ,Generazione dell’Ottanta” - look at works of Bossi,
who wrote liriche da camera ‘in forte numero’, but which I'd never come across, and Vittorio Gui,
who also wrote ‘notevoli liriche’. ‘Notable’ and ‘many’ their songs may be, but | have never heard of
them, and so they go on the list of things to follow-up later - thought the statement that both
composers are considered to be among the ‘tradizionalisti’ doesn’t fill me with a sensation that I'm
going to find anything earth-shattering there.

On the more possibly interesting composers list goes: Davidico (again, previously unknown to me)
apparently wrote many songs, including, during the period 1920-1925, many settings are to French
texts. It seems he didn’t write much after 1925 and considered himself to be behind the times -
‘attardato rispetto al movimento musicale internazionale e persino agli indirizzi che si andavano
sviluppando in Italia.” (p.827) The fact that he is self-critical and internationally-focused makes him
someone I'm keen to follow-up on later.

| also learn from this volume that Maria Castelnuovo-Tedesco (whom Giordano Montecchi later
recommends to me) wrote a number of vocal works for chamber ensemble or orchestra and voice,
again in the 1920s. He was noted for this form, which he cultivated from ¢.1925 - about the same
time that Respighi was doing the same. Indeed, it seems to me that this was a very creatively
interesting period, with composers thinking outside the ‘box’ of ‘voice plus piano’ that had ruled in
the salon, for example (though in many cases, voice / piano reductions are also available). | make a
note to do further research into the Shakespeare Songs and the Tre fioretti di San Francesco, the
latter being described here as having a ‘fresco sentimento naturalistico’. The ‘natural’, or
‘naturalist(ic)’ element seemingly emphasised in these works draws me; it seems that this is the
period that might explain what could, or does, happen subsequently, in the generation of composers
that follows.

Alfredo Casella made a prediction, at the end of the period under my scrutiny, of the victory of the
‘minori’ - those who do not still write in the style of Mascagni: ‘Troviamo oggi in Italia un buon



numero di compositori che scrivono ancora alla maniera di Mascagni, accanto ad altri, in numero
minore, i quali hanno adottato le serie dodecafoniche. Non e difficile prevedere la vittoria del gruppo
di minoranza (come sempre accade nella Storia)..’.

This article was published in London, in ‘The Chesterian’, as well as in Italy, in ‘Musica’, in 1947,
showing Casella to be a writer and critic of international importance, as | discover in the collection of
his writings here at the Fondazione Cini.

Among his other writings, Casella produced an essay, Saggio, in 1930, in which he declared that it
was necessary to arrive at a definite inventory of Italy’s new riches acquired from European
influence, and to develop them with ‘our’ Italian flavour :

‘Procedee ad un sereno ed obiettivo e definitive inventario delle nuove ricchezze oltrape acquisite, e
di dare a talune di esse il suono ‘nostro’.

Casella’s songs themselves show great imagination, especially his neo-modal Tre Canzonette
Trecentesche, which show harmonic, melodic and rhythmic character in keeping with the text. There
is dissonance, there is a metric complexity (bars of alternating 2/4/, 3/4, 4/4/, 5/4 and 7/4) and
there is humour. One feels that Casella really was breaking away from the romantic, ‘bel canto’ past
- and yet, here at least, he does so with recourse to the ancient past, in his choice of text and modal
approach.

Indeed, the recourse the ancient literary past, as well as the ancient musical traditions, is a common
theme among several composers of the period, Respighi, Malipiero and Pizzetti included. And this
answers, in part, my question about the link between text and music; in the post-Unification era,
Italy reached back to the ‘glorious past’ in order to establish some sense of identity - and it wouldn’t
be the first or last time in history that this happened. Meanwhile, as we have already seen, there are
composers who were looking externally geographically-speaking, to the poetry of their European
neighbours in France, Germany and England. Some composers, Respighi and Casella among them,
did both; and | would argue that this is what makes them perhaps the most rounded or ‘complete’
song-writers of their time.

It is important to bear in mind that all these composers were operating in a kind of literary vacuum,
which made the task of writing songs in their own musical (and spoken) language all the more
interesting-slash-difficult, as Zanetti points out:

‘La mancanza du una forte sollecitazione letteraria non aveve consentito all’opera italiana di
rinnovarsi, cioe pure I'assenza di una solida tradizione filosofica caratterizza in sense eclettico i primi
studi che segnano anche in Italia la nascita di una modern cultura musicale’.

Thus the lack of a strong literary heritage did not allow Italy’s art a real opportunity to renew itself
(since there was none to renew); the very absence of a solid philosophical tradition itself
characterised the first studies that signalled in Italy the birth of a modern musical culture.

Again, suspicions (presumptions) confirmed - and more composers discovered. Alfredo Cogni, whom
| also come across here, is also worth mentioning, having set poetry by Victor Hugo (‘La pauvre
fleur’; ‘La tombe dit a la rose’) and Maurice Maeterlinck (‘Les paons nonchalants’). The music
responds imaginatively to the text and whilst the harmonic language is not being particularly



unconventional, the melodic shape follows the contours of the text and ideas so as to produce some
captivating songs.

While in this area | had also hoped to make a pilgrimage to the birthplace of Tirindelli, a composer
from the Veneto whose songs | have come across relatively recently and whose style, simple but
effective, and showing a good relation between text and music, appeals to me. There is very little in
the catalogue in terms of recordings of his songs, but there is a society dedicated to him, headed by
a family named Toffoli. Sadly | have no response from them and, since there is no museum in
Conegliano, the place of his birth, there seems little reason to include a trip there. He is worth
mentioning, though, not least because he also (like Respighi and Tosti) set some poetry by Ada Negri
(along with other usual suspects Pagliara and Panzacchi, who wrote poesia per music). There’s
something about the composer’s language, style, that | like, instantly, yet without really being able
to put my finger on. His setting of Ada Negri’s ‘Strana’ definitely goes on the list, along with the
guestioning ‘Chi sa...?” (“Who knows?’).

‘The Fondazione Griorgio Cini is so beautiful - the books, the building, the island location - that |
never want to leave. But | know | can come back. Meanwhile here in the city there is another
pleasure that awaits after library closing time: it is the Venice Biennale. | don’t know how long it
would take to see everything in this city-wide exhibition (a week? a month? longer?), but | feel
incredibly fortunate to have the best part of a weekend to drink in the absurd, the beautiful, the
thought-provoking pictures, photographs, installations. Perhaps my favourite is the ‘Real Venice’
photography exhibition housed in the building next door to the Fondazione itself, along with the
tapestry exhibition ‘Penelope’s Labour’. Ideas and images are buzzing around my head as | settle for
a final espresso of the Venice ‘leg’ and vow that, research needs apart, I'll come back every Biennale
to experience this.







Bologna / Respighi and Martucci

| leave Venice for Bologna, going somewhat back in time to birthplace of Respighi and also the place
where he first studied composition, with Giuseppe Martucci at the Conservatorio. I'm also travelling
back in time in the sense that | am to be staying in the city where | spent my year abroad all those
years ago in 1996-7, long before | had any inkling that | might pursue a career in music, or that one
day | might return here on a research trip. | have visited the city only a couple of times since | left (it
having gained something of a Narnia-esque status in my mind), and the visit turns out to be
revelatory not only in terms of the musical research but in what | learn about myself, as
subsequently revealed in my non-musical writing during and following the visit.




In terms of Respighi, Bologna doesn’t offer half as much as the foundation in Venice. There is no
birthplace to visit, though Respighi is also buried here, in the Cimitero Monumentale della Certosa,
at the foot of the hill on which stands the glorious Santuario della Madonna di San Luca (a popular
Sunday afternoon destination during my year abroad). I'm convinced however that there will be
interesting information on Respighi and Martucci in the Museo della Musica. It's a medium-sized,
well laid-out museum in a cool palazzo on one of Bologna’s main streets that lead from the central
Due Torre to the city walls. There’s an awful lot of space dedicated to the Baroque era (lots of
original instruments, original scores, mediocre composer portraits) and only one tiny room
dedicated to Respighi and Martucci. Despite my disappointment, it’s in this room that | hear a
recording of one of Martucci’s Canzoni dei Ricordi, which is among last exhibits and is a revelation. |
recognise immediately the sound-world of Respighi in the voice of his first composition teacher, and
it's a thrilling discovery. A contemporary of Puccini, Martucci concentrated on orchestral
composition, and this song cycle feels a million miles from the operatic form. Upon later
investigation into this composer’s output, | find the following quotation, from a review by Michael
Oliver of Martucci’s complete orchestral works, most apt:

‘The case for investigating Martucci gets more and more urgent with each work of his that comes to
light. The reasons for his fall into neglect seem obvious: he was the one Italian composer of an
operatic generation (Puccini's generation) to eschew opera entirely; he had separate and most
influential careers as pianist, then as conductor and educationalist, and these activities must have
reduced the time available for composing and promoting his compositions; and besides, he died
young.’

It seems to me quite absurd that more time and space is not dedicated to Martucci and his pupil,
and when | raise this point with the museum’s curators, they tell me ‘They’re too modern for us’. I'm
reminded that Martucci’s music has only relatively recently been recorded, reviewed and admired,
and even then only on a small scale; and that Respighi’s music really only came into anything like
‘fashion’ in the 60s and 70s. I'm further told that the archives of the museum are being combined
with those of the Biblioteca at the Conservatorio, which is where I’'m heading next, now on a mission
to discover more of Martucci, and in the hope of finding some pertinent correspondence between
him and his pupil.

In the Biblioteca of the Conservatorio | locate some scores of songs by Martucci. According to the
national online library catalogue, OPAC, and its European equivalent, this library contains the only
available copy of Opus 68 ‘Pagine Sparse’. My heart is beating as | am handed the delicate, mottled
brown cover containing the manuscript that no-one, it seems, has touched for years. I'm allowed to
photograph it, with my I-phone camera, after filling in some epic form and having it signed by
several officials. The text is by one Corrado Ricci - an important player in society as a historian, poet
and writer - and in my view far higher quality poetry than some of the dross that was being
‘musicated’ at the time (more on that later). There’s some confusion over the opus number,
however, as another set of songs, ‘Sogni’ (also settings of texts by Ricci), seems to be labelled,
likewise, as Op. 68. Consultation of the Grove online shows that Op.68 is further divided into
Op.68’a’ (La Canzone dei Ricordi), ‘b’ (Pagine Sparse), ‘ ¢’ (Sogni) and finally ‘d’, which remains
untitled but | later find defined two songs, ‘Due canti’, also to text by Pagliara. On the to-do list: to
find these two last songs.



It’s also here that | have the experience of using microfilm for first time - something of a rite of
passage, | feel - to view the Canzoni dei ricordi, which | fell in love with yesterday across the audio-
guide in that final room at the Museo and which exist here (and, thank goodness, in the British
Library) in the form of a voice and piano reduction.

| find a most helpful librarian who is interested in my question about performances of song during
this time. Would there have been recitals of this repertoire at the Teatro Comunale, | ask, and, if not
there, where? | explain that, in a wider sense, I’'m interested in knowing what the audience for all
these songs was, and where they were hearing them. She smiles wryly and tells me | have a point:
‘E’ una buona domanda’. As far as Bologna goes, there are currently no records organised - this is an
ongoing project that’s going to take place, and she’ll be in charge of it, but it’ll takes years. She
suggests meanwhile that | contact the Teatro Comunale in case they can let me look at their
archives, but her contact there responds (in deliciously formal Italian) that sadly, no archives are
available for perusal. | imagine boxes, somewhere backstage, with some answers, and wonder how
anyone involved in research ever finds record of anything.




When the Biblioteca closes for the afternoon | pay a visit to the Risorgimento museum, which is
combined with the house-museum of Giosué Carducci (1835-1907), poet and teacher and the first
Italian winner (in 1906) of the Nobel Prize for Literature. Carducci was born in the province of Lucca
but later settled in Florence and, finally, Bologna. An incredibly well-educated and well-connected
man, as this museum attests to, Carducci not only wrote and taught but also translated works by
such major literary figures as Goethe and Heine. | go to this museum initially out of interest in the
background of this period; but later | do indeed come across the settings of some of his Heine
translations, in Rome.

Next stop is to see Giordano Montecchi, an old friend from my student days with whom I’'ve been
shamefully out of touch for far too long. He hasn’t changed a bit, but he has moved house, and |
have study envy. Here there is not only a fount of information, but everything is perfectly organised,



so that during our conversation Giordano is able to leap up and lay his hands on that CD, that score
and - best of all - that telephone number. I’'m handed a Peroni and watch as Giordano opens the
Grove online and, several clicks, later, has A Moment. We are investigating the works of the little-
known Roman composer Giovanni Salviucci, whom I've never heard of, and who died at the age of
30, with some notable compositions under his belt. | trust Giordano’s judgement that there could be
something interesting to find, if he indeed wrote any songs. Now Giordano, looks at the name in
front of him on the screen and makes a connection: Giovanni Salviucci is the father of Giovanni
Marini, famous folk singer of the 1970s and friend of Giordano’s through her son, Francesco, with
whom he just happens to have seen for dinner the week before while in Rome for a conference on
Menotti. Within minutes a phone call has been made, and it has been arranged that | will contact
Giovanna and her daughter Sylvia, also a singer, when | go to Rome. Checcho himself cannot recall
any songs but says that his sister will know. | hadn’t expected to make any ‘discoveries’ of lost songs
or music not yet recorded, but of course this connection could be a bit of a dream. Vocale da camera
aside, I'm excited to have the opportunity to meet this singer who hung out with the left-wing
intelligentsia of the day, dedicating one set of songs (‘Per Pierpaolo’) for her friend Pasolini...
PASOLINI! The thought is unsteadying.

Meanwhile OPAC (the online catalogue I've so come to love) tells us that there is a copy of Salviucci’s
sole listed song, Salmo e David, in the Biblioteca Nazionale in Florence, which just happens to be
where I’'m headed next. In a further inspired thought, Giordano searches for Salviucci’s wife, Iditta
Parpigliola, whom he remembers as being a musician too. Sure enough, there are three songs listed,
and they too are to be found (only) in Florence. We share beer and pizza to celebrate, and Giordano
plays me some fun songs by a recent favourite, Maria Castelnuovo-Tedesco, whose ‘Las Coplas’ are,
he says, not very often performed. He further suggests Nino Rota and Giancarlo Menotti as worth
investigating; and though these lie outside the range of my research at the moment (both by virtue
of time and also location - they both spent much time in the US), | make a note to do so as a follow-
up. After all, the whole point of the doing of the project is to discover, and to be open to what
emerges. | fall asleep pleased and excited, for it has been a good day, and tomorrow | go to Florence.




Florence / Biblioteca Nazionale

Florence is not a pilgrimage point for any particular composer. Rather, it is a personal pilgrimage
place - the first Italian city | ever visited, where | fell in love, with Italy, with literature and art (and
with a wonderful person). Through all the years of change, both for the city and for me, | have never
failed to be moved by the place that gave the world Dante and Beatrice, Boccaccio’s Decameron and
Giotto’s affreschi. And it's here, now, that | experience the most useful research yet, almost as
though the city were in cahoots, willing me to succeed, aiding me as a good friend would in this
endeavour. I'm moved by the city’s willingness, which is evident from my arrival at the Biblioteca
Nazionale. The man in charge of admissions remembers me (from my April visit) as | walk in the
door, suggesting again that we go for coffee when I’'m done with my research, and teasing me about
the number of tessere for Italian biblioteche that | might have accumulated by now. The Sherlock
reference is not lost on him, and | climb the stairs with a smile.

There’s a piece of paper attached to the door of the music library, informing me that there’s a
summer timetable in operation from that week, and that the library will only be open from 1.30pm
til 7pm that day, and all of the next day. It’s 1.26pm. There’s much to do and, suppressing the feeling
of outrage that the library hasn’t seen fit to publish its opening times on the website, | concentrate
on feeling grateful to have arrived just in time to get cracking today.

My first port of call is to locate and order from the archives the compositions of Giovanni Salviucci
and those of his wife, Iditta Parpagliolo. It’s purely a whim, but the discovery with Giordano that he
knows the daughter and grandson of this couple has given me a sense of something worth pursuing.
While waiting for the scores to arrive from the archives (apparently they travel from the opposite
end of the building, and | might even be too late to see them today...), | acquaint myself with other
volumes available in the music library. | find several interesting and useful books, by what I'd call



partial serendipity, and within the hour I’'m swooning as the whole network of the creative borghesia
of the early twentieth century gradually unfolds before me. Here is D’Annunzio, writing not only to
his Italian circle of composers and collaborators (Pizzetti, Malipiero, Casella, etc) but also to Debussy
and Richard Strauss. It seems that D’Annunzio and his friends represented a self-proclaimed
intellectual élite, whose job it was to steer Italy in the path of cultural greatness. Not everyone was
on board with this’ moreover, there seems to have been some confusion as to how to react to the
various musical directions being pursued. Giannotto Bastianelli, writing in ‘Contemporanei d’Italia’ in
1910, praises Mascagni’s simplicity of spirit over that of Debussy and bemoans the present as an
epoch of ‘decadenza musicale’, accusing Strauss and Debussy of pushing chromaticism to the
‘assurdo’ and to the (I translate) ‘almost complete loss (to lose it completely is not humanly possible)
of any sense of tonality’. This nostalgic critic further dismisses as ‘baccanale’ the entire works of
D’Annunzio and Strauss, accusing them of (directly translated) ‘sadistic spasms’ and of ‘an
unnaturalness that serves to intensify a pathological state’. He concedes that Strauss and Debussy
have over ‘nostro Mascagni’ a ‘superiority of culture, of thought and of nobility of aspiration” but
claims that Mascagni, striking a ‘perfect balance between chromaticism and diatonicism’, is superior.

| digress. But in fact, it's no digression: this criticism, if we can so generously describe such wilful
opining, written in 1910, demonstrates the confusion that the musical world was in. Too much
information for one day, though - too many thoughts and ideas and facts and dates - and so, at
around 6pm, an hour before closing, | leave the sweltering book-heavy room, air-conditioned only by
one ancient fan, and set off for an evening walk across the Arno up to San Miniato, summoned by
the bells of benediction. I sit in my favourite spot outside the basilica and look out over the city | love
so deeply, and even more now, after all that its beautiful library has revealed to me. There’s a
certain sadness, though, that | don’t have longer to be here and take it all in. So much information is
spinning in my head, with so many different threads spiralling off in all sorts of directions, that my
mind can hardly contain it all, can hardly know which line to pursue next. Just as I’'m having this
thought, a man near me asks me how I'm enjoying my visit. | tell him about my project and he tells
me that | am doing a most beautiful thing and that ‘for all the beautiful things in life, ¢i vuole tempo’.
Time. Including time to sit here and digest. Time later to follow-up on the various trails at home; and
time to come back here, in the months and years to come. It dawns on me that this is only the
beginning, and | soon find a glass of martini to raise to myself in celebration of that.




The next day | return to the library to find the scores of Salviucci and Parpigliola’s songs awaiting me.
It seems that among Salviucci’s considerable output in his brief composing career (before an
untimely death at the age of 30), there is only one for voice and pianoforte. This is a shame, since
from all I've heard of this composer | find | already like him, already want to sing his songs. (The
romantic in me.) Salmo e David isn’t exactly what | was hoping for, having a somewhat angular line
and biblical (con)text. More appealing is his wife Iditta’s collection of three songs, Tre Canti D’Amore,
here displayed in a beautiful version hand-decorated in the 1920s, with Japanese style to fit the fact
that the text is translated from a simple old Japanese poem by Fukoko. The melody and harmony are
simple but effective, rather in the manner of the Veneto composer Tirindelli, whose works | have
particularly enjoyed discovering, and not far from the musical language of Elsa Respighi, to whom
these songs are dedicated. Of course it’s lovely to meet more songs by women composers, and my
mind races to planning recital programmes of songs by Elsa Respighi, Iditta Parpigliola and Alma
Mahler... | have these songs scanned onto a disc and will later show them to Iditta’s granddaughter,
Sylvia, over coffee in Rome.

DITTA PARPAGLIOLO

TRE '

i

CANTI DAMORE

The librarians seemed strangely absent during my first day - and it’s unclear when they are there
whether they are working or there to be disturbed. Long absences from their desks encourage me to
believe that | should get on with things alone. However by the end of the second day | have made
friends with the main librarian, Paula Gibbon. Turns out she’s married to a man from
Wolverhampton and knows a man at the BBC who is interested in lldebrando Pizzetti and who
comes here once a year or so and always asks to see their collection. She doesn’t particularly rate
Pizzetti as a composer - she finds him a little bland, and | must say | agree - but this little discovery
fills me with joy and I'm grateful for her introduction to the beautifully preserved original
manuscripts in their special collection. His style is described by John Waterhouse (in his chapter
‘Pizzetti in Perspective’) as being ‘deeply personal art’. The fact that he’s from Parma, where
Giordano works, and that he’s also been recommended by the latter, makes me want to like his style



and find him fascinating. | can’t pretend to be, but | do come across some songs that seem worth
particular attention, among them [/ Pastori, a setting of a poem by D’Annunzio. This captures the
spirit of nostalgia for the homeland and the imagined bliss of rustic simplicity, were the poet able to
travel to the Abruzzo, towards the sea with ‘his’ shepherds. I'm happy to know that I'll be visiting
this region later in the trip and hope I'll be able to envisage the poet’s journey when | do.

In D’Annunzio’s writing (among others) of this period, Malipiero’s works are highly praised. His
Sette Canzoni to be of ‘forma pura e semplice’ whilst at the same time being the work of a composer
considered to have a musical temperament - ‘straordinariamente moderno e vibrante’ - and his
Stagione Italiche are considered to be some of the most remarkable songs of this period. But |
cannot get on with his style, finding it harsh and somehow intellectually contrived. These works
won’t be going on my list of songs to be sung. And here’s another thing I’'m coming to realise about
the project: | don’t ‘have’ to ‘like’ everything | find. There doesn’t have to be any rationale about
what | choose to study, perform and possibly record - | simply need to inform myself of what’s out
there, and observe my reactions to what | find. Again, what a pleasure.

| spend the rest of my time browsing the volumes suggested as being useful to my ricerca. One book
in particular is recommended by Paula: one of IRTEM’s publications celebrating the collections of
Italian songs of the salotto (drawing room) in the 19™-20" century. She believes that I'll be able to
get hold of a copy from the publishers directly, who have their sede in Rome, so that goes on the to-
do list. | also pay a visit to the ‘Sala dei manoscritti e rari’, where original manuscripts and letters are
catalogued, and am disappointed to find that there is no useful correspondence kept here between
composers and poets of this time. Where are they all?! My Florentine research ends, after the music
library closes, with a visit next door to the Dante exhibition - and a collection of the most delicious,
most yellow foods possible across the river at ‘Fuori Porta’ (‘Outside the city gates’): egg pasta,
saffron and crostini mingle with the million ideas in my head as the evening hardly cools down.
Tomorrow | escape the Tuscan heat for the North: Brescia, Lake Garda and the famous Vittoriale of
poet, politician and maverick Gabriele D’Annunzio.




Lago di Garda / Gabriele D’Annunzio and the Vittoriale

The trail of literary personalities whose poetry was set to music (or ‘musicato’) by the composers of
this period had, by necessity of time, to be limited. The one major figure bound for inclusion
however in any investigation of this period of musical development and indeed -cultural
development more generally in the recently-formed Italy was Gabriele D’Annunzio.

This vain, ridiculous, but very powerful man once annexed a part of modern-day Italy - Fiume - and
produced a ‘Cartone del Cannaro’, which, aside from setting out other rules and regulations for
human behaviour, categorised people in ten levels. D’Annunzio’s tenth and final level of
‘superheroes’ included musicians, writers - anyone, who, in short, he perceived as possessing
Creator-like abilities and functioning with God-like authority, supreme over all other beings. He
himself of course belonged to this category, being, besides a serious soldier and self-styled political
leader, a writer of poetry and prose. His style is not one I've ever liked, but there’s no doubting the
influence he had over the entire period. Indeed, the research in the library in Florence had already
confirmed the extent of this influence, which I'd already been surprised by. But nothing could
prepare me for the ‘event’ of a building, or space, that is I/ Vittoriale degli Italiani.




D’Annunzio had this house and outbuildings reconstructed in grounds on a hillside overlooking the
Lago di Garda. He spent the later years of his life there, half-blind, in semi-darkness, attended by
servants and various women, preparing the whole establishment as a monument of his greatness, to
be ‘given’ to the Italian people after his death; hence, at the entrance, the large inscription: ‘lo ho
quel che ho donato’ (‘| have that which | have given’). Despite the vain grandiosity of this statement,
and the absurdity of the place - which includes an aeroplane suspended in a large auditorium, a ship
parked in the garden, and a gigantic mausoleum at the highest point on the hillside with stunning
views over the lake - D’Annunzio did in fact leave an undeniably important memento of a fascinating
period in Italian history. And he was undeniably a cultured man, as his vast libraries attests to.
Thankfully someone else has done the hard work for me, and the most useful volume | find here is a
collection of his writings on music and correspondence with musicians, part of a series of books
published by the board of the Vittoriale itself: D’Annunzio: la musica e le arti figurative. Here we find
an interesting account of the early life of the self-styled ‘Ariel musicus’ and, later, the ‘musicologo
dillettante’ writing to and about Wagner, as well as to his fellow Italian Pizzetti, making
pronouncements on what music should be for and to the people, and proposing his own poetry and
dramatic prose and the vehicles for these composers to realise.

It is an intense visit. At one point during the guided tour, the lady next to me shivers, even in the
excessive heat, for fear and loathing of this egotist, whose spirit seems to pervade every room in the
darkened house. ‘Fa davvero paurd’, | say (‘It really makes one afraid’) and she assents, agreeing
further that she was glad to not be one of his women! It is good to get out into the cooler late
afternoon air and stroll in the magnificent gardens before the evening event. | have, with only a little
adjustment to the timetable, been able to arrange my visit here to coincide with a concert of
Wynton Marsalis and his Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra, which takes place in the amphitheatre in the
grounds of the Vittoriale. The first sounds, from a yearning, muted trumpet, start up as the sun sets
over the lake. | remember to savour it all and, for the hundredth time this trip, bless Gerald Finzi.




Pescara and Ortona: D’Annunzio and Tosti

After an all-too-brief visit to the lovely North and the calm of the Lakes, a cross-country journey
brings me to Pescara, town of D’Annunzio’s birth, and nearby Ortona, site of the famous Istituto
Nzaionale Tostiano, dedicated to Tosti. And here, another closure: when | call ahead of my visit to
confirm my arrival | am told that the bibliotecario has gone on holiday for a week, and that without
him I’'m not allowed access to the library. He will return next week, but | have already planned to be
in Rome then (for my final week) and am loathe to give up any of this time, especially with the
possibility of meeting Giovanna Marini and her daughter Sylvia. The train-trip cross-country Rome-
Ortona is, besides, 4 hours each way. I'd decided not to spend too long on Tosti, since he’s one of
the better-known composers, but it's a shame not to have been able to get to the library as well as
the very interesting and well-curated museum. (The online library for the Institute is, however,
excellent, and this is useful in subsequent research.) | avail myself with Francesco Sanvitale’s epic
and perhaps definitive book on Tosti, Il canto di una vita (‘The song of a life’), which has the
advantage of very substantial footnotes, explaining the many references to other composers and
performers of the time.

What | learn about Tosti here in Ortona is that he not only had a ‘solida preparazione tecnica’ from
his years at the Conservatorio in Naples (where he studied violin, voice, harmony and counterpoint
and composition), but that he also showed increasing interest in seeking out the works of poets and
writers who could provide texts of inherent literary value (for want of a better word or phrase), as
well as setting works of well-known authors of ‘poesia per musica’, such as Rocco Pagliara. From the
second half of the 1880s Tosti was reading and setting the works of poets in the first category such
as Corrado Ricci and Ada Negri; whilst among foreign influences the Romantic French poets such as
Victor Hugo, Alfred de Musset, Théophile Gautier and Armand Silvestre all made their appearance -
as indeed they did in French mélodies composed at this time. All this - and of course his travel to,
and settling in, England for the major part of his life - is to build a picture of Tosti as a man who
wanted to be at the centre of the ‘fermento culturale’ of the time.

The more | read of this man’s life and works, the more | am slightly ashamed that | have always
regarded him as a second-rate composer. The melodies are simple, it is true, but that does not make
them lesser purveyors of meaning and feeling - especially when the poetry being ‘musicated’
requires just such a simple touch. One example of this is La preghiera, a setting of a poem by
D’Annunzio: the music is simple, in accordance with the nature of the poem. Nothing is added
‘unnaturally’, as it were. Indeed it is interesting later to read in Sanvitale’s book that he likens La
preghiera to works by Gounod and Schubert, who are Tosti’'s predecessors rather than
contemporaries. What is also interesting to me is to think of the songs composed at the same time
by the likes of Gabriel Fauré, whose songs are sometime very harmonically simple, even if they have
about them a certain idiosyncratic Faurism about them that renders them somehow ‘modern’. |
think about this, and know that I’'m being nebulous, and wonder whether | shall ever achieve that
intellectual precision of the professional musicologist. It’s instinctive with me - which is probably
why I’'m a singer and not an academic. And so | might begin to ‘lascia andare’ (‘let go’) even with
Tosti, and simply learn to love the singerly fluidity of his melodic lines. Certainly | prefer what I find
here to the angular, seemingly over-studied approach of the likes of Malipiero, which seems to
protest too much, almost as though in revolt against this perceived earlier melodic ‘simplicity’.



One final surprise discovery here, with Tosti: a song called ‘Lungi. Romanzetta’ (1880). Sanvitale
describes as a ‘deliziosa versione musicale’ this setting of Carducci’s translation of a Heine poem, the
12" of the ‘Lyrical Intermezzi’, translated by the Italian poet in March 1871. Carducci’s own ltalian
poetry was too metrically and conceptually complex to be easily ‘musicated’, but this Heine
translation suits Tosti’s purposes perfectly. It is the only Carducci Heine translation that Tosti chose
to set to music and is an example of precisely the European interaction of poets, musicians, thinkers,
that I'd been hoping to find (notwithstanding the fact that Heine was long dead!). I'm pleased, in
short, to be finding foreign texts translated by Italian poets and set by Italian composers, as a
representation of some ‘external’ (as opposed to ‘local’ or ‘national’) activity.

In the neighbouring coastal town of Pescara, | visit the birthplace of D’Annunzio, which doesn’t add
anything to what I've already seen at the Vittoriale. Indeed, except for the presence of one or two
pieces of sheet music on a stand in the living room. Turns out he accompanied his brother on the
violin. There’s nothing else to learn from being here, and I’'m left with a day enjoying the sea and
some exceptional grilled fish, which in itself definitely makes the trip out here to the Adriatic seem
worthwhile. That, plus seeing the homeland D’Annunzio describes in his poem [ Pastori. | have a long
journey ahead of me tomorrow - cross-country to rural Tuscany on what turns out to be a giorno di
sciopero (strike day) - and a busy weekend with the Southbank Sinfonia at the Anghiari Festival.
Farewell, pearly Adriatic...




Anghiari

My visit to Anghiari has nothing to do with the research. It's a happy serendipity that, on auditioning
for the Southbank Sinfonia’s director, Simon Over, he tells me they are performing in the Festival in
Anghiari during the time I’'m in Italy, and asks me to come along and sing. It’s the Mozart Coronation
Mass and there’s an outdoor recital that afternoon too. There is even a Finzi link: Simon has
informed one of the Finzi family that I'll be there. However | don’t think that said member arrives; if
so, he or she does not make his or her presence known.

| arrive in exquisite, walled Anghiari after an epic cross-country journey on a all-too-common day of
‘sciopero generale’ (general strike). It has taken me seven hours and a lot of patience to get here and
I’'m delighted when, at about eight in the evening, | step off the last train of the day at Arezzo and
am whisked towards a remote church where the resident choir of the Festival starts up with none
other than Gerald Finzi. | have to admit at this moment to being the teensiest bit emozionata. | have
been here three weeks now and have seen so much, thought so much, done so much. What |
haven’t done is sung, and here | am, surrounded by song and by musicians, English and Italian, all of
whom throng after the concert into the one pizzeria in Anghiari that I'll get to know during my short
stay. There’s wine, pizza and more song. My home for the weekend is found with the help of a light
from my mobile phone and the gas-lamp-style lights that decorate and illuminate the city walls. This
is romance itself. I've been given a key by a jolly lady who'’s happy, it seems, for me to stay awake til
3am talking nonsense with my new-found friends, and as | put in the lock and step over the dog | am
relieved to have got the right house and to be near bed.

The following day begins with a necessary and rather terrifying reacquainting of self with voice. |
haven’t sung, except for in the shower, Buscaglione-style, for three weeks, and I’'m about to begin
again with Mozart, at 10.30am. By 9.30am | have a range of more than a fifth, and the landscape of
the voice becomes less of a foreign country. It's a joy to be doing music rather than thinking of it,
and especially welcome that it's Mozart, who has written this piece that just sits in my voice as
though he’d written it for me. The rehearsal goes well and I’'m so happy to be here, in an Italian
church, with great players and some of the world’s best music.

There follows a rehearsal for the afternoon’s concert, which will finish approximately two hours
before the start of the evening concert. It’s all open-air and this is a bit of a challenge - as is
remembering which of the several piazze we’re rehearsing or performing in, and how to get there
without getting lost in the labrynthine stradine. | invoke the spirit of La Callas as | try out Casta Diva
and Vissi d’Arte, which have never found quite so uncomfortable to sing, with this bizarre non-
acoustic, accompanied by tired shuffling children and a beating sun, even at five in the afternoon. |
finally manage to lose myself in the music when | remember where | am, what | am doing, how
marvellous it all is, and how little it matters whether | am perfect (I never will be). This is to be one of
the enduring memories and indeed lessons of the whole trip.

The evening’s concert is a different matter. The atmosphere is electric. The piazza is packed with, it
seems, half of Tuscany. The men in the choir have been packed into the windows of the palazzo
behind the orchestra as the staging is already full - and there’s James Naughtie of Radio 4, clutching
his score of the Italian National Anthem and following like a hawk - no-one wants to get this wrong.
There are a million speeches thanking everyone under the sun before the concert begins. Simon
almost starts the Mozart without the soloists on-stage, so lost are we all in the trail of the longest



day. | will never forget the sounds of the orchestra bouncing differently off the many city walls as |
scurry along the lanes to the apartment to fetch a pashmina during the second half - it’s chilly
enough, up here in the hills, to warrant one. They’re playing a Gershwin arrangement by one of the
orchestra members and it’s a sonic firework display.

After the concert, over pizza, there’s another moment of serendipity. A group of players gathers
outside led by oboist Nicola, a member of the Sinfonia and inhabitant of nearby Arezzo, now
transformed into accordion player in an impromptu jamming session. | am introduced as the English
girl who's been doing research into Italian song, and lo! It turns out that Nico is impassionato by all
things musicological and certainly for Giovanna Marini, whose records are collected by his parents
and whom he confirms as a legend of her time. He’d like to go to Rome with me when | meet her. It
also emerges that we are soon to be collaborating in some more music-making at my local church
job in London, via a connection with ex-Southbank cellist and my teaching colleague, Gemma.
Details are exchanged and plans are made, as they are always are over a beer or two, for preparing
concerts of works for soprano and oboe once we get back to London.

The next day brings the rain and a coach journey towards Rome. There’s prosecco after Mass and a
lot of goodbyes to whose flying home. Although I've had a marvellous weekend here, I'm looking
forward to being alone again with my work - and no more English voices. Even in a few days | feel
the language has slipped a little in my grasp; and | feel refreshed and re-inspired for the final push on
the research front.

- g " v -




Rome / Biblioteca Nazionale

| choose to end my trip in Rome, where all paths lead. It's the place where many of the composers
I’'m looking at studied, lived, composed for at least some part of their life. Respighi settled here in his
final home, the Residenza ‘I Pini’, named after one of his famous and evocative compositions based
on the Eternal City - but it's not possible to find any trace of anything other than a hotel of this
name. It seems that, in terms of ‘pilgrimage’, I’'m not going to find much.

Rome however is also home to a number of important libraries and resources: There is the IRTEM
headquarters, for starters, and there is the most efficient library | have ever come across: the
Biblioteca Nazionale di Roma. There is also the possibility of meeting Giovanna Marini and her
daughter Sylvia, and there is my appointment with Paolo di Nicola, freelance music critic and mine of
information a la Giordano Montecchi.



My first port of Roman call is to the library of the famous conservatoire, the Accademia di Santa
Cecilia, for which | make a bee-line, that bright Monday morning, only to experience a final ‘chiusura’
of the trip (almost!). It seems to me unbelievable that the opening and closing times of a major
institution such as this could be reduced to a sheet of A4 hastily posted to a door; but then, | also
feel I've seen it all by now. | take heart in the prospect of the afternoon appointment with Paolo and
enjoy a coffee while | plan and order books online for tomorrow’s trip to the Bilblioteca Nazionale.

Paolo di Nicola and | meet in Trastevere, the ‘vecchia Roma’ where I'm based, wanting to be
immersed as far as possible in the most traditionally Roman neighbourhood, and sheltered by the
Janiculum in the heavy July heat. He is amused, and not at all surprised, by what | tell him about
library closures, and explains (as if | didn’t now know), that the most useful things in research, in
music, in life, happen through conversations such as this, over granita di caffé, almost per caso, or by
serendipity. | sit and listen as he tells me of the history of performance of song in Italy - there is little
to tell - and of the vogues for repertoire, past and present. There are few people interested in the
area I’'m researching, he tells me, bluntly. He himself finds this area not very interesting, showing
preferences for both the operas of Wagner and Rossini (something | find hard to square), but he
gives me the names of a couple of people in Rome, friends of friends, who might be able to talk to
me more. So it is that | later speak to Mario Bassani, a countertenor and teacher specialising in 19%-



century repertoire, who is fuori cittd for the rest of the summer, but who would like to meet next
time I'm in Rome. Ditto Michael Aspinall, a fascinating man who moved to Italy shortly after
completing his post-grad studies in England and has built up a career performing and teaching the
repertoire of the 18-th and 19" century not as a countertenor but as a male soprano. He runs
courses in the summer - which is why | can’t see him now - but, again, we have an appointment for
my next visit. | am relieved that Paolo tells me I’'ve done well in not just signing up for lessons or
music courses at random - that this is how it’s done here in lItaly, over a coffee with a
recommendation by a friend. As for useful books, he has thought of something that might be of
interest in terms of unearthing little-known composers and repertoire and insists on taking me to
Feltrinelli to find it. He persists in haranguing a tired sales assistant until we establish that she can’t
find the book he wants me to have, anywhere. It’ll be in print somewhere, he says - or else he’ll copy
it for me. | am moved by the kindness of this man who spends his days in hospitals as a radiographer
and plays out his passion for music in his ‘spare’ time as a freelance opera critic and via a weekly
transmission on Radio Vatican. (Indeed, this week’s programme will be on the lirica del Novecento. |
won’t be able to listen because I'll be on the plane home, but Paolo offers to make me a recording of
the transmission in due course.) And we’re here having this conversation because my friend Laura
worked for Wanted in Rome during her year abroad. Everything connects to everything else, as my
father used to say.

The next morning | wend my way across the Tiber to the Capitoline in search of the IRTEM head-
quarters, full of misplaced hope despite completely failing to connect with them via telephone. | find
the building all right, and there’s no ‘closed’ sign, but there might as well be. The lady who guards
the entrance to the complex seems entirely unaware of who’s in which office in which building and
when. The people in the office next door don’t even seem to know what IRTEM is, let alone whether
the people who ‘work’ there will be coming in at any point in the near future, and so, after a lot of
shrugging, | leave, wondering what treasures might lurk in that closed plastic cell. | need lunch, and |
need a sensible, open, library. | know that the book is there. | also know that | will only be able to
photocopy 15% of it, and that | have my work cut out for me. Ah well.




After the morning’s disaster with IRTEM, | do indeed find the precious book in the Bilbioteca
Nazionale di Roma. Not as beautiful as its beloved Florentine equivalent (majestic position on the
bank of the Arno; oak panelling), the no-nonsense modern library here in Rome becomes a favourite
within seconds of entering the building. No letter of recommendation is necessary. It’s open til 7pm
every evening this week. | can pre-order books online the night before and find them ready for
collection the following morning. Bliss. As | fill in the application form for membership the Signora at
the desk looks at my name, nudges her colleague and they admire: ‘bel nome, bel cognome’, blessing
the name of Holmes and my research with a smile and a ‘buona ricerca’. And ‘good research’ it is.

The IRTEM book is a minefield of information, in that it offers precisely the overview | was looking
for, complete with historical background, and detailed information of performances, publications
and even criticism of the pieces included in the magazine La Musica Popolare, which was dedicated
to non-operatic work. At the end of the book is a full list of piano pieces and songs published in the
magazine from 1882-1885. This list includes old classics such as works by Bach and works by Italian
forebears such as Cimarosa and Rossini, which underlines the atmosphere of nostalgia in which
these songs were written. In a declared age of progress, the departure point was the victorious past.
La Musica Popolare was a subscription magazine, publishing songs with each issue, much as a
modern-day food magazine would publish recipes-of-the-month. The songs therefore were destined
to be performed by amateurs in a home setting: et viola the Italian ‘salotto’, the equivalent of the
French ‘salon’. There’s quite a range of quality of music and text, as a result. What is interesting is
their very existence, even with this range, as a ‘type’ of song, aimed at a specific, middle-class
audience.

Because this book is technically still in print, albeit unavailable for purchase even from the publishers
(as described above!), | can only photocopy 15% of the book. There’s little time to peruse and
choose, but | finally work out which of the 59 songs collected and published here I'd like to include. |
go for a selection that provides a cross-section in terms of variety of theme of text, melodic shape,
vocal range, tonality, accompanimental style and general overall atmosphere.



There is a real variety of styles here - some songs being rather ‘backward-looking’, others more
‘modern’ in approach and sound. Little gems are found: another setting (not by Tosti but by Abba-
Cornaglia) of Heine, the text having again been translated by a poet who also produced translations
of Shakespeare: Carducci, whom we met in Bologna. In a sphere where many songs were written to
poems deliberately written to be ‘musicato’ (set to music), Amor Sublime...! is a striking occurrence,
showing real, direct attention to text setting in a manner almost worthy of the likes of Schumann
and others who set a lot of Heine. One song | have to include simply because it was written by A.
Cipollone (which translates as ‘Mr Big Onion’). Again, the simple, childish pleasures of research.

The critical notes to the songs are useful in that they draw parallels (some questionable and
tenuous) between these and other songs written by the likes of Faure and Debussy. Once again | find
myself considering how relatively ‘backward’ these songs I’'m investigating seem, and once again I'm
a little ashamed of the thought. At the same time, this is indeed part of the task | set myself: to find
out what, if anything, these songs ‘missing’ from the standard repertoire might add to the catalogue
of treasures of the world of song.

Also in this Rome library is a wealth of other titles, some of which | came across in Florence but were
unable to read because of the constraints of time and itinerary, and some of which | come across per
caso whilst looking for something else, or by following up on references in what’s already been
found. It’s thrilling to find so many titles | didn’t know existed, but frustrating not to have more time
to read them. Skim-reading skills are dragged up from the depths of my academic past, and |
furiously follow-up on as much as | can in the next four days.

Among these titles is the marvellous book by Zanetti, which I'd come across in Venice, and which
offers more information about the composers following the ‘Generazione dell’Ottanta’, i.e. that
succeeding Respighi et al. Zanetti describes as ‘Tre certezze’ (‘three certainties’) among the ‘nuove
giovanissime speranze’ (‘new youngest hopes’) the composers Dallapiccola, Petrassi and, yes,
Salviucci. Indeed Francesco Ballo wrote in 1937 in ‘La rassegna musicale’:

Vi sono oggi in Italia almeno tre giovani sui quail tanto la critica musicale quanto il pubblico possono
ormai puntare a colpo sicuro: Luigi Dallapiccola, Goffredo Petrassi and Giovanni Salviucci (...) questi
giovani musicisti hanno avvicinato piu delgi altri con coscienza vigile e preparata alcuni problemi
dell’arte moderna’.

These composers were supposedly equally beloved of the critics and public alike, and supposedly
‘met some of the challenges of modern art’. Looking at Petrassi’s songs, | find it hard to believe that
his music could ever have been popular. Dallapiccola’s is easier on the ear; but in both cases, as with
Salviucci, they composed little in the medium of voice and piano, making such considerations
somewhat secondary to my project. At the same time, the very fact that there were so few
composers choosing this medium answers, in part, my very question as to the repertoire of this
period: it seems that, after the offerings of Respighi and friends in the 1920s, this medium had gone
somewhat out of fashion, and composers were looking increasingly to unusual chamber formations
and symphonic forces to express themselves.

It is not until the final day that | find a timeline showing the comparative output of Dallapiccola,
Petrassi and Salviucci in the period 1925-1939, which gives me a real double-take moment. Here are
listed the following songs by Giovanni Salviucci:



1927 - 3 Liriche per voce e pianoforte (A. Fogazzaro): Domani vado via - Ultima rosa - Tu sei lontana;
1928 - Message per voce e pianoforte (Vega)
1929 - 4 Liriche per voce e pianoforte (G. Floridi): Primavera - Inverno - La Lagrima - Ultimo fiore.

Frustratingly, | cannot find any reference to them in the footnotes or Appendix of this volume. They
do not appear anywhere on OPAC or the European equivalent, or on the British Library catalogue.
Nor are the songs listed by Salviucci’s publishers (Ricordi / Carisch). My next job with be to try to
trace them through a series of academics. Can they really have disappeared from sight?

The same (final) day | find myself reading more about Dallapiccola, who is described in Fulvia
Morabito’s biography of him as having a ‘personalita particolarmente inquieta e indagatrice,
mentalita decisamente internazionalista’ - ‘an unquiet, investigative personality, of a decidedly
international mentality’. I'm less keen on the idea of the dodecaphony he introduced into his
compositions (I’'m strictly a lyrical girl), but drawn nonetheless to a composer described as being
international in outlook, who loves Dante and wrote ‘Volo di notte’, inspired by the book by Antoine
de Saint-Exupéry. So his songs for soprano, flute and piano go on the list of things to be found and
learned.

Grudgingly (because | don’t like what I’'ve heard or seen of him thus far) | make a note to follow up
on the following Petrassi songs, too, also from the post-Respighi songwriting period:

1929 - Tre liriche italiane per voce e pianoforte: ‘In un boschetto’; ‘E di ninna, nanna’; ‘La mi porse la
spade’

1934 - Vocalizzi per addormentare una bambina per voce e pianoforte (or 11 instruments)

1936 -‘Lamento di Arianna’, written in 1936 for the Festivale di Venezia for voice and 11 instruments
(an example of the strange chamber combinations). There is a version for voice and pianoforte
reduction mentioned here, but no copy in the Rome library or online with OPAC or the publishers. |
add these songs to the list of things to be searched for later.

Finally, | make a note to look at the songs of the composers who followed, or continued writing in,
the Second World War. Those these are beyond the scope of the project as | set it out, but will be
fascinating to look at as a continuing story, not least because so many of these composers studied
with the likes of Petrassi then left Italy for the United States, where they taught and composed. Thus
the early songs of Enrico Morricone (born 1928; pupil of Petrassi in Rome) go on the list, along with
those of Nino Rota, Maria Castelnuovo-Tedesco and Giancarlo Menotti. The latter was rejected by
many critics as a dull retrograde who borrowed bits and bobs of other people’s style: ‘una musica di
retroguardia, senza particolare originalita inventive, tra slanci di canto spiegato alla Puccini (...), con
bagliori stravinskiani e prokofieviani, effervecenze timbriche raveliane, insistenze ritmiche
canzonistiche.” Menotti left for America where he found a welcoming audience. Giordano
recommends his songs; indeed his has just returned from a Menotti conference in Rome (where he
met Giovanna’s son Francesco), and this enthusiasm and also sense of (co)incidence draws me in.
Also to be considered as part of the compositional production post-WW2 are the later works of
Malipiero and Pizzetti, who were two of the three ‘generazione dell’Ottanta’ and who still had
‘more to say’, or ‘ancora cose da dire’ (Zanetti). Malipiero struggled to find a language that went



beyond the phase of ‘pianure monocrome’ but avoided 12-tone systems. I’'m not rushing to hear
more of him, but am willing to be persuaded towards more Pizzetti.

In the midst of all this research, | receive a call from Giovanna Marini’s daughter, Sylvia. Her mother
has sent me the loveliest email, full of warmth and enthusiasm for meeting me and for my project.
However she’s left Rome for the mountains, unable to take the city’s oppressive heat. Sylvia
however is in Rome for a few days (she lives mainly in Paris, now) and would love to meet me. And
so it is that | find myself having coffee with this delightful person, daughter of an irrepressible folk-
singer-songwriter and granddaughter of a promising composer who died before even her mother
really knew him, and herself a fine musician in her own right. A mezzo-soprano interested in
realising new repertoire and married to a conductor and composer, she also composes, speaks
about 7 languages, and has a zest for life that | imagine must run in the family. She is thrilled to see
the digital copy I've made of her grandmother’s three songs - she’d heard of them but had never, to
my amazement, seen them before. She’s not an expert on this repertoire, and admits that she
knows nothing more than | about her grandfather’s output, being familiar only with the one song
I've found, Salmo e David. (When | tell her, later, of my subsequent discovery of the reference to
other songs, she knows nothing.) | leave the meeting with not much more information for the
project but with a new friend and colleague, and an open invitation to visit her in Paris.

And so to my final experience of Rome, my last night there: an evening of free theatre outside my
new favourite bookshop, Farenheit 451, where | purchase an unknown-to-me Evelyn Waugh travel
anthology translated into Italian (‘Quando viaggiare era un piacere’ - actually “When the Going was
Good’, but literally translated as ‘When travelling was a pleasure’, which title seems to sum up this
trip and which will remain a treasured possession). Outside in the piazza is a three-woman-show
telling the story of the 1950s secretaries killed by a collapsing staircase whilst queuing for work...
What it was, and perhaps still is, to be a woman in Rome. Here in Campo de’ Fiori, the heart of the
bustling Eternal City, I'm struck again by the vast wealth of riches I've encountered during this
month, in this beautiful, complicated country, on this trip. The happenstance of finding this singing
and dancing in the streets of Rome and an unknown story only serves to emphasise how much there
is, gloriously, to be learned in and from life. | leave the city feeling rich beyond belief after a month
that’s going to take some time to digest.




Conclusion

The research trip left me elated, excited, curious and frustrated, sometimes almost all at once. As |
have already stated at various points in this report, the research feels, in many ways, only just
begun. A year on (a year in which illness largely precluded further research), | feel again how much
more there is to be investigated. So, in a sense, | feel | have not yet reached a conclusion. | am
thrilled to have found that there is a story of song, which | have partially told here, and there are
some hidden gems, which | will perform. Above all perhaps, | am glad to have (re-)discovered who |
am as a person, as an artist, and as a musician, and to have formed plans that will nurture that
person and personality.

Outcomes / plans for the future:

| had always envisaged a ‘diptych’ or ‘“triptych’ approach to this project. At the end of a long and
wonderful month, | realised that this first month was just the beginning, that this will be an ongoing
project and that there’ll be more visits, each time more specific in aim than the time before - and
that I've got an awful lot to be going with, meanwhile.

Quite shortly after the trip | became ill, and have not been able to follow-up on my research and
writing until quite recently (hence the delay in sending in this report). The next stage of the project
involves the following specific ‘next steps’:

e Continuing research: e.g. finding songs by Salviucci, and others not yet traced; research links
with European counterparts, e.g. composers in France, Germany; investigate more works by
Italian female composers (and their European counterparts), e.g. Elsa Respighi / Alma
Mahler-Werfel, etc.

e Giovanna Marini - will return to Rome in late 2012 to attend her folksong class in Testaccio.
(Will remember fondly the Italian Department at Cambridge opening the table wine and
letting their hair down with the friends David Forgacs invited up from London. | didn’t
appreciate these ‘Songs of the Resistance’ at the time, being then more focussed on the
prospect of pizza with the profs and having a gossip with or at them. Nevertheless, a love for
Italy was alive and kicking then and continues to this day, and I'm glad I’'m feeding it.)

o Professor Robin Kirkpatrick, my Italian supervisor at Cambridge, is keeping in touch about
progress with the project. Hope to involve scholar at Notre Dame University, Vittorio
Montemaggi, and return to Cambridge with a recital of the songs as part of the performance
project. As Robin says - we should all ‘sing our research’.

e MMus application accepted at Royal Holloway University; but one of the outcomes of the
trip is the realisation that | am not an academic but a practical, instinctive musician (albeit an
informed, literary one) and that | would rather spend the time and money on further trips to
Italy and putting together interesting recital programmes.



e Curating a programme of Italian Art Songs for ‘Song in the City’ with Artistic Director and
pianist Gavin Roberts.

e Looking into getting funding from e.g. Il Circolo (Italian Cultural Association in London) and
/or ltalian Cultural Institute for recitals project at e.g. The Forge, Camden

e Coachings with Italian specialists in London, e.g. Iris dell’Acqua; Matteo della Frate (Guildhall
School of Music and Drama)

e Possibly attending a song course in Summer 2013 @ Tosti Institute or with Michael Aspinall
(Rome / Abruzzo), depending on availability / relevance.

o Writing: already started writing something that might become either a novel or a set of short
stories. Have entered one short story competition and written several poems inspired by
and during the trip.

e Website: page on my forthcoming new website will provide information on the Song Project
(possible titles: ‘Prima le parole’ or ‘The Song’s the Thing’). Will link to Finzi Trust.

e Finzi Trust advertising: have spread the word among friends and colleagues, and already
have at least one friend seriously considering an application for next year.

e Other more general benefits, tangible and intangible: reawakened passion for all things
Italian; improved language and communication skills in Italy (conversational level extended
to include more specialist vocabulary; familiarity with academic Italian; familiarity with
Italian library systems); general confidence improved; vision of future extending beyond
work people ask me to do to (scope / horizons); mixture of writing / performing /
researching has already led to happier balance in work.
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