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The anti-fascist cantata Il canto sospeso, the string quartet Fragmente — Stille, an
Diotima and the ‘Tragedy of Listening’ Prometeo cemented Luigi Nono’s place in
music history. In this study Carola Nielinger-Vakil examines these major works in
the context of Nono’s amalgamation of avant-garde composition with communist
political engagement. Part I discusses Il canto sospeso in the context of all of Nono’s
anti-fascist pieces, from the unfinished Fucik project (1951) to Ricorda cosa ti
hanno fatto in Auschwitz (1966). Nielinger-Vakil explores Nono’s position at the
Darmstadt Music Courses, the evolution of his compositional technique, his
penchant for music theatre and his use of spatial and electronic techniques to set
the composer and his works against the diverging circumstances in Italy and
Germany after 1945. Part II further examines these concerns and shows how they
live on in Nono’s work after 1975, culminating in a thorough analysis of Prometeo.

CAROLA NIELINGER-VAKIL is a freelance flautist and musicologist based in
London. She has published widely on the music of Luigi Nono. In collaboration
with Martin Brady, she has also written on film music by Paul Dessau.
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Preface and acknowledgements

In reality, there is not a moment that would not carry with it its revolutionary
chance - provided only that it is defined in a specific way, namely as the chance
for a completely new resolution of a completely new problem.

Walter Benjamin, On the Concept of History, Thesis XVIIa (1940)

Among the most important composers to emerge from the ‘Darmstadt
School’, Luigi Nono (1924-90) stands out for his unique combination of
avant-garde composition with political commitment. With reference to
Sartre’s manifesto of committed writing Qu’est-ce que la littérature? (What
is Literature?), Nono hailed Schoenberg’s A Survivor from Warsaw as the
‘musical aesthetic manifesto’ of his epoch and, throughout his career,
sought to discern the ‘moral imperative’ at the heart of his aesthetics in
order to disclose the injustices of this world as ‘abuses to be suppressed”.'
The expressivity of his uncompromisingly avant-garde idiom is a moving
testament to the sincerity with which he continued to seize his ‘revolution-
ary chance’ as a chance, too, for completely new problems and resolutions
in music. Yet his fervent belief in communist ideals has also alienated
many, and this, I suspect, is probably the primary reason why, despite
Stephen Davismoon’s invigorating attempt to stimulate ‘greater awareness
of Luigi Nono’s massive contribution to music and to art in general’,’
Nono’s work never entered the cultural consciousness in Great Britain and
America in the same way as that of Karlheinz Stockhausen and Pierre
Boulez.

Compared with the substantial body of secondary literature in German,
Italian and French, the number of English-language articles, let alone
books, on Nono is still extremely small. In part, this book is an attempt
to address this gap. However, it is also an original contribution, based on
more than a decade of research, to Nono studies in general. Since Nuria
Schoenberg-Nono opened the Archivio Luigi Nono in Venice in 1993,
scholars have been able to access a wealth of manuscript materials, much of

! Sartre, What is Literature?, 46-47; cited in Nono, “Text — Musik — Gesang’ (1960), Texte
47; Scritti, 1, 65.
% Davismoon (ed.), ‘Luigi Nono: the suspended song’ and ‘Luigi Nono: fragments and
[xiii] silence’ (1999).
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it still awaiting detailed analysis. Until then broader overarching claims
must remain tentative. Having set out to write a synthesis, my focus
gradually narrowed to a selection of key works. The discussion is all the
richer, however, for the analytical and contextual detail made possible by
these materials.

The book is structured in two parts. The first is dedicated to Nono’s
anti-fascist works, from the unfinished Fuéik project (1951) to Ricorda cosa
ti hanno fatto in Auschwitz (1966) with a particular focus on Il canto
sospeso (1956). The context of anti-fascism ideally lends itself to introdu-
cing Nono’s musical and political foundations. Not that he ever was the
‘young partisan fighter’ Taruskin imagines, who ‘courageously joined the
Italian Communist Party during the last days of Mussolini’s dictatorship,
when membership was a crime’.” In fact, Nono joined the PCI together
with Maderna in 1952 on the condition that composition of twelve-tone
music was acceptable to the party leadership.* Unlike Maderna, Nono
remained a life-long member, was elected to the central committee in
1975, and often served as the party’s ‘cultural ambassador’ on his many
trips to the Eastern bloc and Latin America. This does not mean, however,
that he uncritically subscribed to the party line. On the basis of Nono’s
activism, texts and letters and, above all, his music, it may be argued that,
unlike so many others, he did not abandon the party precisely because he
saw the need for debate and change from within. As one of his fellow
Western European activists, Konrad Boehmer, repeatedly emphasised,
Nono never sided with ‘Stalinism or its satellites’, but rather with some
of Stalin’s most severe Marxist critics: ‘amongst others Gramsci, Merleau-
Ponty and Sartre’.” To Boehmer, the question is therefore not whether
Nono was a communist, but rather what kind of communist Nono was.
What being a communist meant in practice for Nono as a composer will
have to be asked anew for each piece, because, just as his compositional
technique evolved in tandem with the current state of ideas and technology
in music, his political and philosophical perspectives changed and
developed in the context of unfolding political events: the Algerian War
of Independence, the Cuban Revolution, the Vietnam War, the student

* Taruskin, Music in the Late Twentieth Century, 88.

* According to Nono, the PCI officially propagated ‘social realism’ but the party leaders in
Venice replied ‘if you think that this is important to you, you have to develop your struggle
in this way’. Nono, ‘Gesprach mit Hartmut Lick’ (1972), Texte 289.

5 Boehmer, ‘Nono - a present future’, Holland Festival 2014 (unpublished); in memory of
Konrad (1941-2014) and with thanks to Robert Adlington.
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revolts of 1968, Italy’s ‘hot autumn’ of 1969, Berlinguer’s ‘historic com-
promise’ and Gorbachev’s Perestroika, to name but a few.

If, as a ‘composer and citizen’,° Nono consistently felt compelled to take
a stance, he did so also in order to transcend the historical moment and
shift the perspective on the future. After actively engaging with the phil-
osophy of Walter Benjamin, Nono would speak of his particular ‘nostalgia
for the future’. The key works at the heart of this book were chosen
precisely because they transcend their historical context in exemplary
fashion and stand out as musical jewels of ‘now-time’ with which Nono
firmly secured his place in music history: the anti-fascist cantata Il canto
sospeso, the string quartet Fragmente - Stille, an Diotima (1980) and the
spatial ‘tragedy of listening’ Prometeo (1985).

This book is not, however, a mere collection of studies of individual
works, but aims to provide a sense of the evolution of Nono’s musical
thought. For this reason, the focus gradually shifts from a more contextual
approach to greater analytical detail. The four chapters on Nono’s anti-
fascist works in Part I provide much historical and political context while
also discussing various musical influences, above all the teaching of Bruno
Maderna and Hermann Scherchen, the influence of the Second Viennese
School and Schoenberg in particular, as well as Nono’s contacts at Darm-
stadt. This part is based on some of my earlier published work: the analysis
of Il canto sospeso and my contribution to Presenza storica di Luigi Nono.”
The contextualisation is much extended, however, and the analysis of II
canto sospeso in Chapter 2 is completely new. Nono’s serial techniques are
no longer dealt with in such detail. Instead, I focus on the compositional
freedom with which they are employed, the perceptible large-scale pro-
cesses of the work and the characteristic use of instrumentation which
subtly works against the ‘equality’ of the serial system, creating a truly
disconcerting dialectics between tradition and avant-garde: the musical
past and its future.

Nono first addressed the holocaust with his Composizione per orchestra
n. 2: Diario polacco ’58 (1959). In Chapter 3 this orchestral work is placed
in the context of Nono’s controversial Darmstadt lecture ‘Geschichte und
Gegenwart in der Musik heute’ [‘History and the Present in the Music of
Today’ (1959)] and his subsequent falling out with Stockhausen. Not
unlike Stockhausen’s Gruppen, Diario polacco °58 requires a specific spatial
distribution of four orchestral groups. However, Nono’s advanced serial

¢ Boehmer, ‘Nono - a present future’.
7 Nielinger-Vakil, ‘The Song Unsung’ and ‘Between Memorial and Political Manifesto’.
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system, his use of space and, above all, the structural concept of this work
are fundamentally different. In music alone, Nono here exemplifies what
he meant by historically aware composition at the time. And precisely in
this sense, the piece took on a model function for further work to come.
Hence, when Nono next dealt with the holocaust in his music to Die
Ermittlung (The Investigation) by Peter Weiss (1965), I argue in Chapter 4
not only that he was inspired to revise and add a tape to Diario polacco °58,
but also that this multi-layered orchestral work influenced the formation of
a coherent musical discourse in the resulting solo tape piece Ricorda cosa ti
hanno fatto in Auschwitz.

Culminating in the longest and most philosophical chapter on Prometeo,
Part IT picks up on many of the compositional characteristics exposed in
Part I. Fragmentation and compositional layers are shown to be at the
heart, too, of the string quartet Fragmente - Stille, an Diotima in which
Nono first makes use of the scala enigmatica from Verdi’s Ave Maria, pitch
material to which he would repeatedly return throughout the 1980s.
Precisely because the quartet is of great relevance in the context of
Prometeo, my already published analysis is included here with minor
revisions as Chapter 6.® Indeed, I regard this analysis as my most import-
ant, as it explains the hitherto enigmatic use of the scala enigmatica and
thus also clarifies the logic behind the distribution of the Holderlin frag-
ments in this score. In analytical terms, this chapter is the most detailed
and the reader will benefit greatly from reading it with reference to
the score.

The scala enigmatica continues to be of interest in the concluding
discussion of Prometeo in Chapter 7. However, the focus here primarily
falls on the philosophical conception of this extraordinary work of spatial
music theatre, its perceptible large-scale processes and the use of live
electronics, in terms both of sound transformation and of the dramatic
movement of sound in space. Analytical detail is provided to elucidate
certain lines of thought that pervade the work as a whole and reveal the
music to be as politically charged as it always was. Inspired by the
philosophical thought of another unorthodox Marxist intellectual, the
philosopher Massimo Cacciari, Prometeo is shown to integrate the political
as an intrinsic element of the most abstract of musical thought. As such,
this masterpiece may serve as a ‘musical-aesthetic manifesto’ for gener-
ations to come.

8 Nielinger-Vakil, ‘Fragmente - Stille, an Diotima’.
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working with Nono. Thank you, too, David Ogborn for an expert ‘naviga-
tion’ of the tape in our performance of the Finale of Das atmende Klarsein.
Within the Nono-research community I thank Angela Ida De Benedictis
for lively discussions on Intolleranza and Il canto sospeso and countless
informative e-mails. Thanks are due also to Mdrio Vieira de Carvalho,
Christoph Neidhofer and Erik Esterbauer for their valuable feedback.
Above all, however, I want to thank three people whom I now regard as
friends rather than colleagues: André Richard, Jiirg Stenzl and Paulo de
Assis. Thank you to all three of you for believing in my book. I would not
have finished it without you!

Here in England, my editor Arnold Whittall deserves a medal for his
patience and his careful critical reading of my texts when they did finally
arrive. For his help with the translations from German and the illustra-
tions, I thank my good friend and New Music companion Martin Brady.
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For the Hoélderlin and Heidegger translations I thank Harry Gilonis.
A big thank you also goes to my editorial team at CUP: Vicki Cooper
and Fleur Jones, who efficiently and patiently dealt with the submission
process, my production editor, Bronte Rawlings, and my copy-editor,
Steven Holt, who meticulously checked my manuscript and also much
improved all translations from Italian. Thank you to all of you for your
expert assistance.

Various institutions and individuals kindly granted me permission
to publish extracts of Nono’s correspondence and other previously unpub-
lished material:

Luigi Nono, letters to Alfred Andersch, courtesy of the heirs of Luigi
Nono and by permission of the Literaturarchiv Marbach

Luigi Nono, letters to Paul Dessau, courtesy of the heirs of Luigi Nono
and by permission of Maxim Dessau and the Archiv der Akademie
der Kiinste Berlin

Luigi Nono, correspondence with Erwin Piscator, Erwin Piscator
Papers, courtesy of the heirs of Luigi Nono and by kind permission
of Karl-Heinz Piscator and the Special Collection Research Center
Southern Illinois University Carbondale

Luigi Nono, letters to Wolfgang Steinecke, courtesy of the heirs of Luigi
Nono and by permission of the Archive of the International Music
Institute Darmstadt (IMD)

Luigi Nono, correspondence with Karlheinz Stockhausen, courtesy
of the heirs of Luigi Nono and by permission of the Stockhausen-
Foundation Kiirten

Massimo Cacciari, letters to Luigi Nono and material for the libretto of
Prometeo, courtesy of the heirs of Luigi Nono and by kind permission
of Massimo Cacciari

Italo Calvino, letters to Luigi Nono and Matthias Theodor Vogt, by kind
permission of Giovanna Calvino and The Wylie Agency

Bruno Maderna, letter to Luigi Nono, by kind permission of Catarina
Maderna and Claudia Maderna-Sieben

Luigi Nono’s writings and interviews have been published in the
following editions:

Jurg Stenzl (ed.), Luigi Nono: Texte, Studien zu seiner Musik (Zurich:
Atlantis, 1975)

Laurent Feneyrou (ed.), Luigi Nono: Ecrits (Paris: Editions Bourgois, 1993)

Angela Ida De Benedictis and Veniero Rizzardi (eds.), Luigi Nono: Scritti
e colloqui, Le Sfere, 2 vols (Milan: Ricordi and LIM, 2001)
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Matteo Nanni and Rainer Schmusch (eds.), Incontri: Luigi Nono im
Gesprich mit Enzo Restagno (Hotheim: Wolke, 2004)

Angela Ida De Benedictis and Veniero Rizzardi (eds.), Luigi Nono: La
nostalgia del futuro. Scritti scelti 1948-1986 (Milan: Il Saggiatore, 2007)

Paulo de Assis (ed.), Luigi Nono - Escritos e Entrevistas, trans. A. Morao,
Casa da Musica, Centro de Estudos de Sociologia e Estética Musical
(Porto: Empresa Diario, 2014)

Angela Ida De Benedictis and Veniero Rizzardi (eds.), Nostalgia for the
Future: Selected Writings and Interviews of Luigi Nono [working title],
trans. J. O’Donnell (Oakland, CA: University of California
Press, 2016)

I generally refer to the complete Italian edition of 2001, henceforth abbre-
viated as Scritti. However, whenever the source texts are translated from
German or French, I also refer to the German and French editions
(abbreviated as Texte and Ecrits).
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