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Whose Voices? The Fate of Luigi Nono’s Voc:
destroying muvos

ROBERT ADLINGTON

uigi Nono’s Voci destroying muros (Voices Destroying Walls) for two

solo sopranos, two female actors, women’s choir, and small orchestra

received its first and only performance at the Holland Festival in June
1970. Commissioned specially for the event by the festival’s music program-
mer Jo Elsendoorn, the work concluded the first of two concerts at the
Amsterdam Concertgebouw devoted entirely to Nono’s music. For Nono,
these concerts presented a welcome opportunity to break through what he
regarded as the “boycott” of his music imposed in many other countries, a
boycott he ascribed to the stridently political content of his latest works and
his well-known association with the Partito Comunista Italiano." For the
Dutch audiences and reviewers, on the other hand, the concerts proved mys-
tiftying and (for many) tedious, a negative reception intensified by technical
mishaps that compromised the realization of the new work. Voci destroying
muros subsequently disappeared without trace, its score never published and
the work withdrawn by the composer from his official work list.

As a substantial but largely forgotten work by a leading composer, Vocz
destroying muros is deserving of scholarly attention.? But its claims to sig-
nificance extend a good deal further. The work in many ways represents a
surprising development in Nono’s output, abandoning key principles of
the music of the preceding decade and opening new paths—paths that
were, however, not fully pursued in subsequent works. For the way in

Thanks are due to the late Konrad Boehmer, for sharing memories and documents from the
premiere of Voci destroying muros; to Paola Merli, for suggesting invaluable reading on Gramsci
and assisting with a number of translations; to Carola Nielinger-Vakil, for offering expert com-
ments on a draft; to Zoltan Dérnyei and Esperanza Rodriguez-Garcia for helping with transla-
tions; and to the anonymous readers for this Journal. I am indebted to the Archivio Luigi Nono
and the Nederlands Instituut voor Beeld en Geluid for access to archival materials. My thanks
also to Maarten Beirens and Jochem Valkenburg for inviting me to speak at the Holland Festival
Nono symposium in June 2014, thus providing the starting point for this project.

1. Nono remarked on the “boycott” by international institutions in “A colloquio con Luigi
Nono” (1970), 90-91.

2. Although mentioned in passing in key Nono texts, Voci destroying muros has only
received detailed examination in an unpublished conference paper; see Pasticci, “Dinamiche del-
I'invenzione formale.” This paper focused upon the work’s treatment of revolutionary songs.
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which it handles its popular musical source materials, in particular, it is a
unique piece in Nono’s oeuvre. This is not to say that it stands entirely
apart from Nono’s other music. The work sets the words of female politi-
cal prisoners and (in the final section) factory workers; it thus represents a
continuation of Nono’s long-standing concern with victims of oppression.
It draws on a number of popular political songs that Nono had used in
earlier works, and, as we will see in the concluding section of this article,
parts of it were recycled in later works, albeit in dramatically different
musical contexts. But it will be my argument that Vocs represents a distinc-
tive experiment in engagement with the voices of the subjugated, one that
was encouraged by contemporary debates within Italian political culture.
It was an experiment that Nono subsequently rejected, suggesting that
it transgressed an important boundary in his negotiation of popular and
avant-garde musical worlds. An examination of Voc: thus throws revealing
light upon Nono’s quest to place progressive composition at the service of
popular revolution, as manifested both in the well-known political works
of the 1960s and in those that followed Vocz in the early 1970s.

The issues that arise around Voci destroying muros are the product of a
singular conjuncture of political and aesthetic developments in the decades
following the Second World War, one that disrupts simplistic associations of
artistic experiment with the freedoms of the capitalist west and of conserva-
tive realism with the dogma of the socialist east. In Italy, communists’ role in
the antifascist resistance ensured a measure of electoral popularity unrivaled
in any other Western European nation after 1945. The Partito Comunista
Italiano (PCI) received the second-largest proportion of votes in every
general election between 1953 and 1987, coming close to forming a gov-
ernment in 1976. The party counted artists and intellectuals among its most
committed members, and after 1956, when the Soviet Union’s invasion of
Hungary prompted a distancing from Soviet policy, it afforded scope and
a measure of institutional support for those pursuing experimental paths.®
Thus it was that Nono, a PCI member from 1952, could become a habitué
of the Darmstadt Ferienkursen during the 1950s and a key figure in the
postwar development of extended serialism.*

The direction taken by Nono’s compositional career may be charted in
terms of an abiding concern to reconcile his creative preoccupations with his
political sympathies, a concern that over time generated different responses.
Not the least of the tensions that Nono confronted was how one could
reject traditional conventions of musical representation and contribute to
the political struggle—a question that is central to the following story. The
question became only more pressing during the later 1960s, as cultural

3. Manzoni, “Towards Political and Musical Renewal,” 25-26.
4. Iddon, New Music at Darmstadt. Nono attended every Darmstadt festival between 1950
and 1959.
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dissent and antiauthoritarianism became a mass phenomenon in which pop-
ular culture—and especially popular music—played a central role.® Pressures
such as these contributed to significant stylistic shifts in the music of many
politically committed composers at the end of the 1960s, and in the view of
some commentators presaged the advent of musical postmodernism.® In or-
der to fully grasp this phenomenon, however, the particularity of local debates
must be properly appreciated. As my discussion will demonstrate, discourses
on political art frequently differed sharply between European nations—with,
in this case, Dutch critics and audiences having little sense of the national
backdrop to Nono’s work. At the same time, my discussion also highlights the
lively differences of opinion among Marxist intellectuals in Italy as to how best
to serve the political cause—differences that, as I will argue, could lead even a
figure as apparently assured of his calling as Nono to waver.

The first section of the article sets the scene by describing the Dutch
reception of Nono’s music, which revolved precisely around the question of
the relationship between Nono’s compositional preoccupations and his
political aspirations—a relationship that was perceived as highly problematic.
Particular criticism was directed toward word setting and the technological
manipulation of source materials, both of which appeared to obscure the
urgent messages of texts and titles. Yet by no means could Nono be accused
of an unthinking or arbitrary approach to these questions. On the contrary, his
music of the 1960s—in which technical sophistication and political militancy
reached a high point—was produced in the context of keen and urgent debate
as to how intellectuals might best represent the voices of the dispossessed. As
I describe in the second section of the article, it was to Antonio Gramsci—
founder of the PCI, victim of Mussolini, and ideological father figure to many
on the Italian left after 1945—that Nono frequently turned for justification of
his own understanding of the role of culture and intellectuals within the
proletarian struggle. Yet careful scrutiny of Nono’s interpretation of Gramsci
suggests that the Dutch complaints about means and ends were not without
foundation. Commonly regarded as a committed Gramscian,” Nono ad-
vanced a reading of Gramsci that was in fact highly idiosyncratic, resulting in
a stance that in significant respects misrepresented his compatriot’s arguments.

I then place Nono’s reading of Gramsci within the wider debate in postwar
Italy regarding the relationship between intellectuals and the popular voice.
Nono’s position on this question was forged by debates within the PCI during

5. See Adlington, Composing Dissent; Drott, Music and the Elusive Revolution; Kutschke,
Newe Linke / Newe Musik; Kutschke, Musikkulturen in der Revolte; and Kutschke and Norton,
Music and Protest.

6. See, for instance, Kutschke, “In Lieu of an Introduction,” 9.

7. See, for instance, Feneyrou, “Révolutions et terreur musicales”; Ramazzotti, Luigi Nono;,
Roderick, “Rebuilding a Culture”; and Stenzl, “Portrait.” Several interviews with Nono confirm
Gramsci’s importance for him, including Varnai, Beszélgetések Luigi Nondval, and Nono,“Inter-
vista di Jean Villain,” 140.
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the late 1940s and 1950s regarding formalism and realism, within which he
came to assert the possibility of expressing reality using experimental means.
But during the 1960s this “solution” came under renewed pressure from
movements within the left—specifically, workerists and folklorists—seeking to
reclaim the idea of the popular voice. Nono’s responses to the challenges laid
down by these groups were highly ambiguous, involving both a cautious
engagement with their ideas, but also a resistance to rethinking core as-
pects of his compositional approach—until Voci destroying muros. As the
description of the piece in the penultimate section of this article demon-
strates, the work’s treatment of its source material—and particularly its
highly audible deployment of well-known revolutionary songs, resulting in
a prominence of the diatonic scale that has no parallel in Nono’s output—
represents a marked departure from Nono’s compositional style of the
1960s. I argue that the work forms a new response to the debates around
subaltern representation, one susceptible to analysis from both workerist
and (authentically) Gramscian perspectives. The concluding section as-
sesses Nono’s later output in the light of Voci destroying muros to explore
why the work was withdrawn from the composer’s catalogue and why its
fullest implications were not pursued in subsequent works.

An Italian in Amsterdam

Jo Elsendoorn provided Nono not just with the commission for Voci but
with its basic idea: a work based on letters from female political prisoners,
creating a counterpart to I/ canto sospeso, Nono’s famous setting of the words
of condemned resistance fighters.® For Elsendoorn there was a particularly
personal motivation: his first wife, Riek Snel, had died as a prisoner of the
Nazis. At their first meeting to discuss the projected Holland Festival con-
certs, Elsendoorn showed Nono some of the correspondence from Snel that
had been smuggled out of the Nazi concentration camp in Vught, written in
ink or blood on tiny pieces of cotton or cigarette paper. The couple had
been sent to the camp in 1942 for illegal activities against the occupying
authorities. Elsendoorn—who faced a death sentence—escaped and went
into hiding, but subsequent arrest led to eighteen terrifying months in a
succession of German camps and detention centers. His wife, meanwhile,
was eventually transported to Germany, from where she never returned.’

8. Elsendoorn, “Op zoek naar Nono,” 6-7. This revealing article describes the circum-
stances of the commission of Voci destroying murosin some detail. Nono was only one of'a num-
ber of Italian composers to base works on resistance fighters’ letters in the postwar decades;
Maderna, Manzoni, and Fellegara were others. See Nielinger, “‘Song Unsung,”” 93-94.

9. The entire narrative was eventually recounted in Elsendoorn’s 1979 memoir De vermorze-
ling, before which he never spoke publicly about his wartime experience—or revealed the very
personal connection with Voci destroying muros.
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Nono eventually set an excerpt from one of Snel’s letters as part of Vocz
destroying muros, alongside letters and testimonials by Rosa Luxemburg, the
Dutch resistance fighter Hannie Schaft, the Cuban revolutionaries Haydée
Santamarfa and Celia Sanchez, and four unnamed Italian factory workers.
(A translation of the full text is provided in the Appendix.) The texts are
presented in their original languages—a gesture toward socialist internation-
alism underlined by the work’s trilingual title—and are given different kinds
of vocal setting by two solo sopranos, two female actors, and women’s choir.
The textual episodes are separated by short “ritornellos” for wordless choir
and instruments. Both episodes and ritornellos are substantially based upon
four revolutionary songs, again drawn from four different countries: the
“Internationale,” the Italian “Bandiera rossa,” the Chinese “The East Is
Red,” and the Cuban “Hymn of 26 July.” (The first two of these had gained
a new lease on life in Italy during the student protests of 1967-68 and the
large strikes of factory workers in 1968-69.) The voices are accompanied by
a small orchestra whose instrumentation mirrors the fourfold nature of the
sung source materials: four flutes, four clarinets, four horns, four trumpets,
four violas, four cellos, and percussion.

As the Amsterdam premiere approached, the work took on a number of
more singular characteristics. First, a staged presentation was decided upon,
for which Nono worked together with the young Dutch director Krijn ter
Braak. Members of the choir were spaced along the sides of the Concertge-
bouw on individual podia, creating literal “walls” of sound,'® while the solo-
ists—dressed in trousers, one in factory overalls''—were placed on a small
stage in the middle of the audience. For the benefit of a TV audience, roving
film cameras were instructed to move around the hall to record the perfor-
mance documentary-style, as an integral part of the work’s mise-en-scene.'?
The theatrical presentation also helped to determine the work’s ending.
Speaking to a newspaper correspondent a week before the performance, No-
no revealed that the end of the work was still not finalized. Clear at that stage
was simply that it would have no formal conclusion, but was intended instead
to merge into political discussion and action among the audience. The press
correspondent likened the plan to a “happening,” thereby making a connec-
tion with the wave of participatory events that had characterized Amsterdam’s
political and cultural life for most of the decade.® Nono’s points of reference
were more likely to have been the “total theater” of Intolleranza (1960) and
the “virtual sonic theater” of his recent tape and electroacoustic works, both
of which had sought a metaphorical involvement of the audience as “an active
part of the performance” through an imaginative use of spatialization and

10. Leeuwen, “Luigi Nono.”

11. “Lezers over Nono.”

12. Nono and ter Braak, note in program booklet for “Actuele muziek” concert.
13. Ziegler, “Avant-garde happening”; Adlington, Composing Dissent, chs. 1 and 4.
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Table 1 The programs for the two Nono concerts, Holland Festival, 1970

June 25, 1970 June 30, 1970

“Hun venido”: Canciones para Silvia (1960) Y entonces comprendid (1969-70)

Canciones & Guiomar (1962-63) A flovesta ¢ jovem e cheja de vida (1966)

Per Bastiana—Tni-Yang Cheng (1967) Ricorda cosa ti hanno fatto in Auschwitz

La terra e la compagna (1957) (1966)

Voci destroying muvos (1970) Un volto, del mare—Non consuminmo Marx®
(1969)

* These two works form the opus Musica-Manifesto n. 1, but in the Holland Festival program booklets and
publicity they are listed separately, without the collective title.

sound diffusion.'* Eventually it was decided that Nono’s score would segue
into a recorded agitational speech, written by the young German composer
and critic Konrad Boehmer in consultation with Nono, during which the
doors at the back of the Concertgebouw would be thrown open, with the
composer and performers leading the audience out onto the street.'® Voices
would, in other words, destroy the walled seclusion of the concert hall.

Voci destroying muros was programmed by Elsendoorn as the closing work
of the first of the two Holland Festival concerts. The concerts focused almost
exclusively upon Nono’s work of the preceding decade, during which time he
had increasingly concentrated on overtly political subject matter and the tools
of the electronic studio (see Table 1). The concerts mapped Nono’s musical
responses to the holocaust (Ricorda cosa ti hanno fatto in Auschwitz), the Viet-
nam War and US imperialism (A floresta ¢ jovem e cheja de vida), the Chinese
Cultural Revolution (Per Bastiana), the protests of 1968 (Non consumiamo
Marx), and the Cuban Revolution ( Y entonces comprendid).*® As the program
booklets pointed out, these political concerns were underscored by the oppor-
tunities afforded by the electronic studio for incorporation of relevant docu-
mentary material. Thus Y entonces comprendio ends with a recording of
Castro reading from a letter of Che Guevara; Non consumiamo Marx offers
a montage of street demonstrations recorded during protests against the
Venice Biennale in 1968, juxtaposed with prerecorded slogans from the
Parisian graffiti of May 1968; and A floresta presents a distinctive tapestry
of “real world” texts—ranging from Castro, Patrice Lumumba, and South

14. Santini, “Multiplicity—Fragmentation—Simultaneity,” 75. In these efforts at audience
involvement Nono was influenced by the theatrical experiments of Brecht, Piscator, and Meyer-
hold; see Boyd, “Remaking Reality,” 194.

15. Elsendoorn, “Op zock naar Nono,” 7; Konrad Boechmer, personal communication,
May 15, 2014.

16. There was no room on the programs for the works of the 1960s that treated Hiroshima
and European colonialism (Canti di vita ¢ d’amore, 1962), the exploitation of factory workers
(La fubbrica illuminata, 1964), and African American civil rights ( Contrappunto dialettico alln
mente, 1968).
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Vietnamese and Angolan liberation fighters to the Cold War strategian
Herman Kahn—variously prerecorded or recited live. For the Amsterdam per-
formances Nono identified additional ways of amplifying the political element.
Just as it was decided that Voci destroying muros should end with a strident
speech and the joint political action of musicians and audience, so the closing
work of the second concert— Non consumiamo Marx—gained a new spoken
element, in the form of a speech combining extracts from the Communist
Manifesto with a statement of protest against the expansion of US military ac-
tion into Cambodia.'” To ensure that the message was fully conveyed Nono
handed out copies of the speech to audience members as they left the hall.'®

Jo Elsendoorn’s vigorous publicity campaign for the two concerts raised
expectations to a high level and ensured large audiences, including many
representatives of the international press.” So it must have been all the more
disappointing for both Elsendoorn and Nono that the press reception of the
concerts was so emphatically negative. The headlines variously reported,
“Audience walks out at ‘music’ of Nono,” “World premiere by Luigi Nono
completely misfires,” “Little response to recent works by Nono,” “Composer
Nono up a blind alley,” “Nono’s second evening a complete letdown,” and
“Nono’s messages topical but boring.”*® Voci destroying muros fared the
worst of all the pieces performed. Both of the late accretions to the work—the
staging and the “open” conclusion—contributed to the work’s downfall in
performance. Ter Braak’s dramatization of the piece was widely regarded as
“completely inadequate,” with soloists engaged in what one correspondent
described as a lot of “sturdy hip thrusting and fist clenching.”?! These short-
comings were compounded by technical difficulties. The start of the perfor-
mance was delayed by ten minutes because the roving TV cameras refused
to function.?? Then, as the music came to an end, the planned recorded
speech failed to materialize. Following a prolonged silence, composer and

17. T am grateful to the late Konrad Boehmer for providing me with a copy of this unpub-
lished text.

18. Degens, “Nono’s tweede avond.”

19. W.H.B., “Belangrijkste concert”; reviews were also carried by international papers
including the Scotsman (July 2, 1970), Die Welt (July 9, 1970), the Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung (July 14, 1970), and Les lettres frangaises (July 15, 1970).

20. “Publiek loopt weg bij ‘muziek’ van Nono,” De Tijd, July 1, 1970; “Wereldpremiere
van Luigi Nono ging compleet de mist in,” De Volkskrant, June 26, 1970; “Weinig respons op
recente werken van Nono,” Algemeen Handelsblad, July 1, 1970; “Componist Nono op dood
spoor,” De Volkskrant, July 1, 1970; “Nono’s tweede avond een complete afgang,” Trouw,
July 1, 1970; “Nono’s boodschappen actueel maar vervelend,” Nieuwwe Rotterdamsche Courant,
July 1, 1970.

21. Vermeulen, “Gedenkwaardige avond”; Leeuwen, “Publiek loopt weg”; “Lezers over
Nono”: “een stoere heupen-vooruit-en-vuisten-gebald houding.”

22. Schoute, “Teleurstellende premiere van Nono.” Technical problems had already arisen
in the final rehearsal, leading to a last-minute decision to cancel the planned live radio broadcast
and substitute a recording of the final rehearsal; see Straatman, “Bromtoon.”
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soloists made the planned demonstrative exits, but conspicuously failed to
take the audience with them.?® The composer was driven to include a state-
ment in the program booklet for the second concert making clear that the
work had not been properly represented, and regretting his decision to press
ahead with the performance. The press critics almost without exception
judged the premiere a “flop.”

But there was little more sympathy for the other pieces programmed by
Elsendoorn. A number of motifs spiraled insistently around the press cover-
age, each of which pertained to the question of whose voice Nono’s music
was supposed to represent. There was the fundamental issue of the unintel-
ligibility of his texts, a problem that affected both live and electronic works.
“What is the point,” asked H. Tecker of the Algemeen Handelsblad, “of such
a careful choice of texts, which unmistakably (when read in retrospect) want
to get a message across, if they are either dissected or overwhelmed by
tape?”** The “deafening” volume of the taped elements was a particular bone
of contention across the two concerts. But Nono’s vocal writing in itself
appeared intent on dissembling the syllabic and phonetic components of his
texts, or combining multiple texts simultaneously, problems compounded by
the decision to dim the houselights to a level that made it impossible to follow
the words in the program booklet.?®

Underlying this complaint was the perception that the experimentalism of
Nono’s music was hopelessly at odds with his urgent political message. In the
first place, the music of most of the performed works scarcely appeared
concerned to convey their political content, an appreciation of which, in the
view of the critic of Trouw R. N. Degens, was entirely dependent upon
knowing the text in advance:

His music is averse to every attempt at “representation,” avoids the effect of
strong contrasts, and does not operate discernibly “dramatically.” He wants
(his) new music to be understood for its own characteristic qualities of
technique and expression, without people attempting to apply a passive and
worthless—i.e., tainted by literature and staging—listening routine. But with
this entirely respectable intention he repeatedly fails to establish contact with
precisely those whom he seeks to reach through his music.*®

23. A full account of the mishaps appears in Leeuwen, “Wereldpremiere van Luigi Nono.”

24. Tecker, “Weinig respons”: “Waartoe dient een zo zorgvuldige keuze van teksten, die
onmiskenbaar (bij achteraf lezen) een boodschap over willen brengen, als ze hetzij uiteengera-
feld hetzij door de geluidsband overdonderd worden.”

25. Leeuwen, “Publiek loopt weg.”

26. Degens, “Teleurstellende avond”: “Zijn muzick is wars van elke poging tot ‘uitbeel-
ding,” kent niet het effect van sterke contrasten en werkt niet waarneembaar ‘dramatisch.” Hijj
wil dat (zijn) nieuwe muziek wordt verstaan in haar eigen, kenmerkende hoedanigheid van
techniek en expressie zonder dat men deze tracht aan te passen bij een passieve en voze—door
literatuur en toneel besmette—luistersleur. Met deze te respecteren opzet mist hij echter bij
herhaling het contact met degenen die hij juist via deze muziek tracht te bereiken.”
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Instead, the music made demands that (in the view of many of the concerts’
reviewers) inevitably limited its interest to connoisseurs, the “happy few.”
Press commentators were not blind to the argument that the Holland
Festival audience and the formal surroundings of the Amsterdam Con-
certgebouw hardly corresponded to the settings Nono had recently
envisaged for his music; his efforts to engage with factory workers were
duly noted.?” But the likelihood of meaningful connection with the
constituencies that occasioned Nono’s strongest sympathies seemed slim
indeed. A piece like Per Bastiana, it was argued by M. Aleven-Franken of
the Volkskrant, made necessary “an auditory resilience that presupposes a
certain practice.”?®

The result was that the music comprehensively failed to incite the rev-
olutionary fervor that its texts—not least the agitatory speeches added at a
late stage to Voci destroying muros and Non consumiamo Marx—seemed
intended to arouse. On the contrary: Nono’s soundworld was perceived as
fatally unvaried, prompting only irritation and apathy. Several papers re-
ported that many in the audience of the second concert left early, while
others booed.?’ Nono’s music was “monotonous, unnuanced, massive,
and powerless,” Aleven-Franken observed; “what ought to signify an
ideological power of conviction degenerated into an irritating tedium.”*°
The right-wing Telegraaf suspected a different motivation, namely that
the music’s unrelenting bombardment “had a mollifying and stupefying
effect” that was tantamount to “a kind of brainwashing.”*! In sum, Nono
stood accused of “confusing his acoustical-technological obsession with
his political one.”*? His own compositional voice appeared to present an
insuperable obstacle to his attempt to strike a stance of solidarity with the
oppressed.

27. See, for instance, “Lezers over Nono.”

28. Aleven-Franken, “Wereldpremiere Voci”: “Voor het beluisteren en waardern
hiervan zijn een mentale en auditieve weerbaarheid nodig, die een zekere oefening vragen.”

29. See Leeuwen, “Publiek loopt weg.”

30. Aleven-Franken, “Componist Nono”: “Monotoon, ongenuanceerd, massief en
machteloos vervolgt zij haar loop; wat een ideologische overtuigingskracht moest beteke-
nen, ontaardde in een irritante verveling.” Compare Degens, “Nono’s tweede avond,”
which referred to the music’s “scarcely differentiated” quality, leading to an “overwhelm-
ingly soporific effect” (“In al zijn composities van de laatste jaren beperkt hij zich tot een
eindeloos durend en nauwelijks genuanceerd klankbeeld. . . . Dat is onweerstaanbaar slaap-
verwekkend”).

31. Muller, “Hersenspoeling bij Nono”: “Het geheel heeft zodoende een vermur-
wend en afstompend effect zodat de avond in kwestie veel weg had van een soort hersen-
spoeling.”

32. Aleven-Franken, “Componist Nono”: “Misschien verwart hij zijn akoestisch-technische
bezetenheid met zijn politicke.”
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“My Point of Departure Is the Ideal Teaching of
Antonio Gramsci”??

If certain elements of the Dutch press could be relied upon to respond
uncomprehendingly in the face of any new music, the response to the
Holland Festival’s Nono concerts reflected a broader cultural disjuncture.
Crucial here was Nono’s well-known membership of the PCI. In a publicity
article for the concerts Jo Elsendoorn eagerly recounted that “In Venice
they call him Lenin.”3* Yet in the Netherlands such affiliations were cause
for suspicion, even among the politically active. Dutch social dissent during
the 1960s found its principal and most influential focus in the anarchist
group Provo, which between 1965 and 1967 dedicated itself to a playful
campaign of hostility toward respectable society. Later phases of radical
protest retained Provo’s mischievous antiauthoritarianism, emphasizing
freedom from social constraint over political dogma.®® Even among Dutch
converts to Marxism there was a profound suspicion of the Dutch Commu-
nist Party, which signified cultural conservatism as well as a dubious history
of sympathy toward the Soviet Union. Young Dutch Marxists preferred to
align themselves with one of numerous radical splinter groups, whether of
Trotskyist or Maoist persuasion.>® Nono’s close association with the PCI
therefore hardly endeared him to his Dutch counterparts. In the eyes of many
Dutch commentators the PCI was a “middle-class party,”®” institutionalized,
and thus connotative of the kinds of restrictions upon compositional activ-
ity that young Dutch leftist composers such as Louis Andriessen, Misha
Mengelberg, and Peter Schat relished flouting.*®

The irony of the situation was that the principal point of ideological
orientation for many Italian communists was the thinker most closely associ-
ated with the question of the cultural disenfranchisement of the proletariat:
Antonio Gramsci. A founder and early leader of the PCI, Gramsci had died
in 1937 as a prisoner of Mussolini. He accordingly gained the status of
martyr for postwar Italian communists, many of whom had themselves been
active within the antifascist resistance movement.>® Following the first
publication of materials from his Prison Notebooks in 1948, Gramsci’s

33. Nono, “Musica per la rivoluzione,” 77: “Il mio punto di partenza ¢ P'insegnamento
ideale di Antonio Gramsci.”

34. Elsendoorn, “Holland Festival”: “Nono heet in Veneti¢ Lenin.”

35. For more on Provo and their impact on musicians, see Adlington, Composing Dissent,
esp. chs. 2—4.

36. The definitive account of these movements is Verbij, Tien rode jaren.

37. See the letter from Ewout van der Hoog in “Lezers over Nono”: “Nono is overtuigd
communist, lid van wat in Italié en elders een verburgelijke partij is.”

38. This was exemplified in the dismissive public response to the Nono concerts by these
composers; see Adlington, Composing Dissent, 224-28.

39. Nono himself assisted the resistance effort; see Nielinger, “‘Song Unsung,”” 93.
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influence spread rapidly to affect all areas of the Italian left over the following
quarter century.*® Nono was no exception: Gramsci’s name occurs regularly
throughout his interviews and writings, and he included texts by Gramsci in
his second “azione scenica,” Al gran sole carico d’amore (1972-74).*" And
yet the Dutch perception that the postwar PCI was detached from the inter-
ests of workers finds some substantiation if the party’s handling of Gramsci’s
legacy is more closely examined. In the words of Paolo Capuzzo and Sandro
Mezzadra, the reading of Gramsci “was never a neutral scholarly exercise in
Italy.”*? This is because of the way in which his writings were “politically
instrumentalized after the war by a// sides,”*® not least by the PCI itself,
which deployed Gramsci’s surviving writings in order to support its own
postwar emphases upon moderation and the building of a popular following.
This instrumentalization extended to the sanctioning of what Capuzzo and
Mezzadra call “omissions and outright falsification of Gramsci’s work,” the
publication of which rested entirely in the hands of the PCI leadership.**
Central to the PCD’s presentation of Gramsci was an emphasis upon culture
and history over revolutionary politics and the development of Marxism.
Elements of Gramsci’s thought that explored new forms of revolutionary
organization were downplayed in favor of his interpretation of national
history and the Italian literary and artistic tradition. As Capuzzo and Mezzadra
put it, this had the effect of tacit “acceptance of the battlefield chosen by the
opponent,” namely the traditional intellectuals that Gramsci decried for their
attitude of aloof detachment from the needs of workers.*®

These and other biases undoubtedly affected Nono’s own interpretation
of Gramsci, which he regularly articulated in interviews and writings during
the 1960s and early 1970s. Central to this interpretation was precisely the
question of the role of the intellectual in relation to the class struggle. The
PCI had helped to broaden its appeal among Italian intellectuals by publish-
ing in 1949 a selection of Gramsci’s prison writings under the editorial title
Gli intellettuals e Povganizzazione della cultura (Intellectuals and the Orga-
nization of Culture)—an annotated copy resides in Nono’s library—thereby
strengthening the idea that intellectuals had a natural home within the party.

40. For a survey of Gramsci’s influence upon Italian musical culture of the 1960s, see Borio,
“Key Questions.”

41. Other composers” homages to Gramsci include Bruno Maderna’s Vier Briefe (1953),
which sets one of his prison letters, and Bussotti’s I semi di Gramsci (1967-70), which takes its
inspiration from Gramsci’s letters to his wife. In his detailed study of the parallels between
Gramscian theory and the music of Bussotti’s contemporary Giacomo Manzoni, Joachim Noller
notes that Gramsci’s “omnipresent cultural presence in Italy can have the eftect that the name
itself is not spoken”: Noller, Engagement und Form, 78 (“Gramscis allgegenwirtige kulturelle
Prisenz in Italien kann zur Folge haben, dass der Name selbst nicht fillt”).

42. Capuzzo and Mezzadra, “Provincializing the Italian Reading of Gramsci,” 34.

43. Mouffe and Sassoon, “Gramsci in France and Italy,” 82.

44. Capuzzo and Mezzadra, “Provincializing the Italian Reading of Gramsci,” 35.

45. Ibid., 36.
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But Gramsci’s discussion of “intellectuals” within his fragmentary note-
books is complex and not easily reduced to a single, coherent position. Of
central interest is what Gramsci called the “organic intellectual.” With this
term he meant to stress the way in which “every social group, coming into
existence . . . creates together with itself, organically, one or more strata of in-
tellectuals”—which is to say, “organisers and leaders” whose role it is to give
the group “homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not only in the
economic but also in the social and political fields.”*® Within this perspective,
the individuals described in common parlance as intellectuals—Gramsci
sometimes calls them “traditional intellectuals”—are also “organic,” being in-
extricably linked to the capitalist bourgeois society that produced them. What
marks out “traditional” from other kinds of intellectual is that the ascendancy
of the social group to whom they are tied has enabled them to “put them-
selves forward as autonomous and independent of the dominant social
group.”®” Yet this very profession of independence has a beneficial effect for
the bourgeoisie, for it makes it easier for the ideas elaborated by its intelligent-
sia to be presented as representing the interests not just of the dominant
group but of society as a whole. For Gramsci, it is this ideological work,
undertaken by bourgeois intellectuals in the name of all, that helps secure “the
‘spontaneous’ consent” of subaltern groups for their cultural and economic
domination—a notion central to Gramsci’s concept of hegemony.**

It follows from this that any oppressed group wishing to effect a revolu-
tionary transformation of society needs to develop its own organic intellec-
tuals, as a means of fully realizing that group’s implicit but suppressed
self-awareness. For Gramsci, “intellectuals” need not take the recognized
form of artists, philosophers, or scholars. The organic intellectual of the pro-
letariat, for instance, is more likely to be someone with a measure of special
training within the field of factory work, who additionally carries the role of
workers’ representative or party activist.*” “The Gramscian concept of the
intellectual,” writes Jerome Karabel, “is not one of an outsider bringing con-
sciousness to the masses, but of a theorist organically fused with the masses
who gives meaning to the activity in which they are engaged.”*® And yet de-
spite Gramsci’s insistence on the need for the working class to attain its own
liberation—a development that would have cultural as well as economic and
political ramifications—his writings also offered encouragement for “tradi-
tional” intellectuals eager to commit themselves to the working-class strug-
gle. In the Prison Notebooks, for instance, Gramsci observed that “the
traditional intellectuals are detaching themselves from the social grouping to

46. Gramsci, quoted in Jones, Antonio Gramsci, 84, and Karabel, “Revolutionary Contra-
dictions,” 24.

47. Gramsci, quoted in Karabel, “Revolutionary Contradictions,” 24.

48. Gramsci, in Forgacs, Gramsci Reader, 306.

49. Jones, Antonio Gramsci, 85.

50. Karabel, “Revolutionary Contradictions,” 39.
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which they have hitherto given the highest and most comprehensive form,”
a development that represented “an act of incalculable historical signifi-
cance.”® Gramsci’s extensive reflections on art and culture further strength-
ened the idea that intellectuals active in these fields could make a positive
contribution. But as Karabel notes, such apparent concessions created a
damaging contradiction in appearing “to resurrect the concept of a free-
floating intelligentsia,” operating independently of a particular social group:
“for if traditional intellectuals can choose to detach or attach themselves to
social classes, then the notion of the autonomy of intellectuals is not a hoary
bourgeois myth, but a reality.”®* Karabel traces this equivocation back to
“one of Marxism’s contradictions,” namely “the paradoxical authority of
intellectuals in a workers’ movement.”>® It speaks too of the difficult cir-
cumstances in which the Notebooks were written, and the shifts in position
that characterized Gramsci’s thought over the years.>*

Building upon the reading encouraged by the postwar PCI, Nono was
quite clear on the matter: for him, the “organic intellectual” allied to the
working class was indistinguishable from the politically engaged “traditional
intellectual.” Nono acknowledged “the Gramscian concept of the ‘organic in-
tellectual,” namely one who at every moment, at every level, participates in the
whole life of a class.”®® But instead of locating organicity in indigeneity, as
Gramsci did, Nono placed the emphasis upon collaboration, thus leaving the
established institution of the (traditional) intellectual largely intact. It had to be
this way because, although Nono lived at the time on the island of Giudecca
(the workers’ district of Venice), participated in strikes and workers’ protests,
and even stood in 1963 as a PCI candidate for election,”® he could not plausi-
bly claim to be working class himself. (He accepted the description “middle
class,” although he was keen to point out that his father was an engineer and
that he was “only by accident a musician.”)>” Consequently he could never
aspire to be “organic” to the proletariat in the sense intended by Gramsci. The
best that could be hoped for was to become “an activist-musician, not above
but within the class struggle as it exists.”*® “The teaching of Gramsci must be
continued,” Nono told the journalist Guy Wagner in 1971, “that is to say, the

51. Gramsci, quoted in Karabel, “Revolutionary Contradictions,” 28.

52. Ibid., 29.

53. Ibid., 10.

54. Mouffe and Sassoon, “Gramsci in France and Italy,” 81.

55. Nono, “La funzione della musica oggi,” 125: “[il] concetto dell’indicazione gramsci-
ana, dell’intellettuale organico,” cio¢ che partecipa in ogni momento, in ogni grado, a tutta la
vita di una classe.”

56. For documentary materials relating to Nono’s involvement with the PCI, see Trudu,
Luigi Nono.

57. Nono, “Colloquio con Luigi Nono” (1969), 61: “media borghesia”; Nono, “Gesprich
mit Bertram Bock,” 231: “Ich bin nur zufillig Musiker.”

58. Nono, “Une lettre de Luigi Nono,” 347: “du musicien militant non au-dessus mais dans
la lutte des classes telle qu’elle existe.”
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collaboration, the common struggle with the workers.”®® Here and elsewhere,
the activity and purpose of the traditional intellectual, far from being surren-
dered in the face of a radically different, subaltern ideology, were simply to be
turned in a new direction, “in unified action by workers and intellectuals.”®®
“In accordance with the ideas of Gramsci,” Nono said in 1974, “I try to be an
‘intellectual who belongs to the working class.””®" This position of affinity
meant that “one is not simply ‘specialized,” be it in music, painting, poetry, or
architecture, but uses this specialization for a particular purpose.”® But it
evidently did not mean calling the specialization itself to account. Nono even
attributed to Gramsci the idea that “intellectuals are part of the working
class,”®? although as we have just seen, in his case this could hardly be claimed
in a literal sense.

Arising naturally out of Nono’s interpretation of the idea of the organic
intellectual was a confidence in the place of art at the heart of the social
struggle—a confidence that Nono portrayed as fundamentally Gramscian.
This was made possible by the different connotations of the word “culture.”
Gramsci gave considerable attention to the indigenous culture of subjugated
people—broadly defined as their ideas, values, and worldview—which had
traditionally been dismissed by arbiters of cultural value. In particular he
found revolutionary potential in the way such culture frequently stood in im-
plicit opposition to official conceptions of society and morality.®* Nono thus
represented Gramsci faithfully when he declared in an interview of 1973 that
“culture is an essential element in the struggle of the working class for its
hegemony and as such is connected closely with the conception of and
aspiration for a new and better-organized society.”®® And yet this stance
took on a quite different meaning as soon as the idea of culture was defined
more narrowly and allowed to stand specifically for recognized art forms, as op-
posed to Gramsci’s broader formulation. Thus it was that Nono could assert

59. Nono, “Gesprich mit Guy Wagner,” 261: “Die Lehre Gramscis mufl weitergefiihrt
werden, das heiflt, die Zusammenarbeit, der gemeinsame Kampf mit den Arbeitern.” The same
emphasis upon class unity and integration characterizes Joachim Noller’s more recent interpre-
tation of the consequences of Gramsci’s cultural theory for engaged composers. Noller even
cites Nono as an authority on Gramsci: Noller, Engagement und Form, 22.

60. Nono, “Il potere musicale,” 265: “nell’unita di azione operai intellettuali—Gramsci.”

61. Nono, “Gesprich mit Ramén Chao,” 304: “In Ubereinstimmung mit den Vorstellung-
en Gramscis versuche ich, ein ‘Intellektueller, der zur Arbeiterklasse gehort” zu sein.”

62. Ibid., 305: “Denn man ist nicht einfach ‘spezialisiert,” sei es nun auf Musik, auf Malerei,
auf Dichtkunst oder auf Architektur, sondern man verwendet diese Spezialisierung zu einem
bestimmten Zweck.”

63. Nono, “Une lettre de Luigi Nono,” 347: “‘Intellectuel faisant partie de la classe ou-
vriere,” selon le vaeu d’Antonio Gramsci.”

64. Jones, Antonio Gramsci, 37.

65. Nono, “Intervista di Jean Villain,” 132: “la cultura ¢ un elemento essenziale nella bat-
taglia della classe operaia per la sua egemonia ¢ come tale ¢ collegato strettamente con la con-
cezione e con ’aspirazione a una societa nuova ¢ meglio organizzata.”
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in 1972 that “the teaching of Antonio Gramsci is very important: he always
speaks of the begemony of the idea of class struggle in culture, and it is self-evident
that the means of theater, literature, and art must be linked to the struggle of
the working class.”®® Such a view would by no means have been self-evident
to Gramsci, especially if it carried the risk of impeding the “struggle for a
new culture . . . a new intuition of life . . . a new way of feeling and seeing
reality” that Gramsci anticipated would accompany the emergence of a
newly dominant class—a “new culture” that might assume quite different
forms.®” The same slippage may be identified in Nono’s 1972 seminar
“The Function of Music Today,” where in a single sentence Nono manages
both to paraphrase Gramsci’s definition of culture as a living “conception of
the world and life”®® and then to channel this definition into a vote in favor
of the established artistic genres:

I start from a conception of the organicity of culture that has been studied in
Italy by Antonio Gramsci. Culture really in the sense of a conception of the
whole of life, so in every sphere, not only music, painting, and poetry as a par-
ticular moment, but how it originates, how it is realized, how it is consumed—
that is to say, its function.’®

That Gramsci was susceptible to being read in this way was in part attrib-
utable to one of his most significant interventions in Marxist theory, namely
the idea that economic base and superstructure, rather than existing in a uni-
directional relationship, with the first determining the second as orthodox
Marxist economism demands, in fact related dialectically or reflexively.”®
Renewal in culture, in other words, could contribute to politico-economic
change. In the 1960s it became fashionable to argue that Gramsci was a
“theorist of the superstructures,” who assigned predominance to ideas and
culture over the economy; such a reading helped to distinguish him from the
perceived economic determinism and authoritarianism of other strands of

66. Nono, “Gesprich mit Hartmut Liick [2],” 288: “die Lehre von Antonio Gramsci [ist
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67. Gramsci, in Forgacs, Gramsci Reader, 395.

68. Gramsci, quoted in Jones, Antonio Gramsci, 37.
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Marxism.”! Later commentators have strongly disputed such an interpreta-
tion, arguing that while specific forms of consciousness were granted a mea-
sure of relative autonomy, Gramsci “remained faithful to the Marxist
tradition in granting causal priority to the economic sphere.””? For Nono,
however, the attention given by Gramsci to the role of the superstructure
and “the struggle for a new culture””? provided grounds for confidence in
the revolutionary potential of the new music. Speaking in 1975 he aligned
himself unambiguously with the superstructural determinists:

[Gramsci] defined the intellectual as a producer of culture who should contrib-
ute to changing the world. I want to change the consciousness of my fellow
human beings. To achieve this purpose I must use the acoustic means of our
time. Revolutionary work presupposes knowledge and use of the most recent
achievements of science; in my case that means the use of musical language at
its most advanced stage.”*

Forging a Modernist Realism

Within this stance, Nono found encouragement in the shifting cultural
policy of the PCI, which from the late 1950s—as the party devoted in-
creasing energy to distancing itself from Stalinism—became receptive to
artistic experiment.”®> Nono pointed with pride to the declaration of the
Tenth Congress of the PCI (1962) that “the party has been inspired, with
ever more rigorous respect, by the principle of freedom of research. That
is the right policy and has borne fruit. This principle must be firmly main-
tained.””® Such had not always been the case. In the early postwar years,
as the PCI sought to cement its popular base, its leader Palmiro Togliatti
had expressed vocal support for Zhdanovian socialist realism, charging ar-
tists with creating “a moderate, passive, national and nostalgic portrait” of
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the people.”” This left adrift younger artists such as Nono and his
contemporaries Giacomo Manzoni and Bruno Maderna, who, while feel-
ing naturally drawn to the Communist Party, wished to heed the Sartrean
call to throw off the chains of oppression in creative as well as social do-
mains.”® In music this meant specifically addressing the kinds of modern-
ism that fascism had suppressed. The Italian debate between realists and
formalists persisted well into the 1950s, but as Peter Roderick has shown,
characteristic of the emerging Italian avant-garde was an interest in both
structuralist and documentary elements, rendering the familiar Cold War
binarism of limited use. Nono’s membership of the PCI from 1952 com-
mitted him to an engagement with social reality, as is clear from the anti-
fascist subject matter of early works such as the Epitaffi per Federico
Garcia Lovea (1951-53), La victoire de Guernica (1954), and Il canto
sospeso (1956).”° “For me,” Nono wrote in 1962, “music is the expres-
sion-testimony, by a musician-man, of current reality.”®® And yet this did
not indicate a slide into “primitive program music.”®' In an era in which
the mass media was becoming ever more pervasive, Nono felt that such
naturalism would risk only an increasing passivity and oppression on the
part of his audiences.®? Instead, as he put it, “the human impulse gives
way to musical realization using the means characteristic of and unique to
music. The only reality will be the sonic structure—composed of the
various parameters that constitute musical language.”®? In practice, as we
will see, the resulting “modernist realism”—to borrow the term proposed
by Harriet Boyd for Nono’s “scenic action” Intolleranza®*—meant treading a
fine line between retaining a concrete musical connection with the
“human impulse” on the one hand and avoiding the frankly representa-
tional on the other. Sympathetic commentators have regularly observed
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that Nono’s allusive music-structural responses to his vivid subject matter
frequently verge on the illustrative, notwithstanding his declared opposition
to a naturalistic response.®®

Nono’s belief that “new human situations urgently demand expression
went hand in hand with his conviction that it was specifically a progressive art
that was required—that, in other words, “the new feelings, facts, emotions
that stir the human spirit today must necessarily be met by new conception-
realizations of the creative-musical act.”®” And Gramsci could once again be
mobilized in support of this conviction, on account of the important role he
assigned to technology. In his copy of Gli intellettuali e Porganizzazione delln
cultura Nono highlighted a sentence from one of the Prison Notebooks: “In
the modern world, technical education, closely bound to industrial labor even
at the most primitive and unqualified level, must form the basis of the new
type of intellectual.”®® As we have seen, Gramsci’s intention here was to
search out the basis for the proletarian organic intellectual within the ranks of
technically trained factory workers—for, as Steve Jones has noted, “only
through understanding how industry works technically and administratively
can the working class hope to wrest control from the bourgeoisie.”” Nono,
however, drew from Gramsci’s statement a different conclusion: “I agree with
Gramsci,” he declared in 1969: “as a composer one must make use of con-
temporary technological means.””® The perception that technology and new
forms of learning provided a springboard for working-class liberation had
special resonance for Nono as he oriented himself, from 1960, toward the
electronic studio—the time when his works also became increasingly political-
ly explicit.”! But in place of the proletarian hegemony envisaged by Gramsci,
in which the agendas of traditional intellectuals were supplanted by the cul-
tural priorities of a new dominant class, Nono interpreted Gramsci’s remark
on technology as signaling the opportunity for a form of high-cultural out-
reach. This was because of the way technology offered a kind of common
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ground—a shared field—with workers whose existences were fundamentally
shaped by confrontation with machines. In the words of Michela Garda, tech-
nology was “the face of the contemporary shared by two different cultural
subjects (the worker and the cultured musician),” one that in Nono’s eyes
made possible “a dialogue capable of erasing the opposition between popular
culture and high culture.”®? Nono repeatedly claimed that his engagements
with workers had demonstrated that they found electronic music more acces-
sible than concert pieces such as I/ canto sospeso:

Their life and labor required them to be technologically in the vanguard. . . .
For them the sound-noise relationship, the particular sonic structure of the
acoustic phenomenon, does not pose such a problem, whether real or artificial,
as it would for a bourgeois public.”?

That Nono’s electronic music was far removed from anything Gramsci him-
self might have recognized as a foretaste of his envisaged “new culture” is in-
dicated by one of Gramsci’s best-known pronouncements—one, however,
that is conspicuously absent from Nono’s own references to Gramsci. Proletar-
ian hegemony, Gramsci wrote in his Prison Notebooks, required artistic produc-
tion aimed “at elaborating that which already is . . . that it sink its roots into the
humus of popular culture as it is, with its tastes and tendencies and with its
moral and intellectual world, even if it is backward and conventional.”®*
How this could be reconciled with Nono’s insistence upon “a mode of
communication in development, exceeding convention and habit,”*® is diffi-
cult to discern—unless one is prepared to accept that Gramsci’s “elaborating”
may equate to Nono’s “exceeding.” And this divergence had particular
consequences for two aspects of Nono’s compositional engagement with
“current reality”: the approach to text setting (a particular bone of contention
for the Dutch critics, as we have seen) and the attitude to popular music.

Nono’s text-setting strategies in works of the 1960s find their roots in
techniques already developed in important pieces of the previous decade. I/
canto sospeso (1956), most famously, had attracted much attention for the
singularity of its treatment of highly emotive texts by condemned resistance
fighters, which are frequently atomized into individual syllables, with
components of single words distributed between different parts of the

92. Garda, “Da Venezia all’Avana,” 43: “il fronte della contemporaneita condiviso da due
soggetti culturali diversi (I’operaio ¢ il musicista colto)”; “un dialogo in grado di azzerare Iop-
posizione di cultura popolare ¢ cultura alta.”

93. Nono, “Il musicista nella fabbrica,” 207: “Ma per la loro vita e lavoro stesso obbligati a
esser tecnicamente all’avanguardia. . . . Il rapporto suono-rumore, cioe¢ la particolare struttura
sonora del fenomeno acustico, non rappresenta per loro quel problema, vero o artificioso, come
per un pubblico di estrazione borghese.” Similar claims are made in Nono, “Gesprich mit
Hansjorg Pauli,” 204, and Nono, “A colloquio con Luigi Nono” (1970), 92.

94. Gramsci, in Forgacs, Gramsci Reader, 397.

95. Nono, “Die Ermittlung,” 131: “un modo di comunicazione in sviluppo e in supera-
mento rispetto alla convenzione ¢ all’abitudine.”
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choir.”® Nono’s work in the electronic studio from 1960 prompted further
investigations of “speech, phonetics, diction, word-tone relations,” investi-
gations that revealed “how many more possibilities of vocal expression the
voice has than is commonly believed in Europe.”®” In this undertaking he
built upon the work already carried out by Berio and Maderna at Milan’s
Studio di Fonologia during the 1950s, which possessed a comparable focus
upon voice and language, albeit with less explosively political subject matter.
Delia Casadei has recently argued that this preoccupation reflected a neo-
Gramscian anxiety that the absence of a shared national language—theorized
by Gramsci as reinforcing existing inequalities—was being answered by the
growth of mass media serving very different political agendas.”®

Nono’s works of the 1960s—the greater part of which utilized the
human voice—correspondingly explored a spectrum of approaches to words
and vocality that steered clear of “a naturalistic, literary use””® but that none-
theless contributed to the process of composerly “expression-testimony.”
For instance, texts could be gesturally rendered so as to accentuate their
semantic meaning, as they are in Da un diavio italiano for two choirs
(1964), in which the syllables of a text relating the catastrophic flood of the
Vajont dam are rent apart and reassembled to evoke the torrent of water and
the cries of the people in its wake.'*® Alternatively, the phonetic structure of
a text could be exaggerated in order to convey a broader meaning, perhaps
one not intended by the speaker: in La fabbrica illuminata, for example, the
isolation of individual phonetic elements of the words of factory workers
forges connections to the factory noises used in other parts of the work.'®!
Other works involved the analysis of the rhythmic and intonational qualities
of different languages (for instance, the South Vietnamese text in A floresta),
which might then become a point of departure for sound generation by in-
struments and vocalists."? Or, as in Ricorda cosa ti hanno fatto in Auschwitz,
texts could be dispensed with altogether in favor of “composing with simple
phonemes and sounds of the human voice, without the semantic element of
a literary text,” in order to give rise to “an expressive charge . . . differently
significant and precise, and perhaps even more so, by comparison with one

96. Nono elaborated on the principles behind this technique in his 1960 essay “Testo—
musica—canto,” in which he also responded to the well-known critique of I/ canto sospeso in
Stockhausen’s 1957 lecture “Sprache und Musik.” For more on Nono’s approach to texts in
this period, see De Benedictis, “Can Text Itself Become Music?”

97. Nono, “Gesprich mit Hansjorg Pauli,” 206: “Ich untersuchte die technischen Aspekte,
Sprache, Phonetik, Diktion, Wort-Ton-Bezichungen undsoweiter, und stellte dabei fest, wieviel
mehr Ausdrucksmdoglichkeiten die Stimme hat, als man gemeinhin in Europa glaubt.”

98. Casadei, “Maderna’s Laughter.” A short overview of the work of the Studio di Fonolo-
gia during the 1950s is given in Scaldaferri, “The Voice and the Tape.”

99. Nono, “Il potere musicale,” 270: “uso letterario naturalistico.”

100. Ramazzotti, Luigi Nono, 89-90.

101. Spangemacher, “Fabbrica illuminata oder Fabbrica illustrata?,” 38.

102. See the account in Nono, “Il potere musicale,” 269-70.
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tied to a preexistent text.”'%® As the decade progressed, Nono moved
increasingly toward a merging of text, sound, and voice, to an extent that it
frequently became difficult to distinguish between them.'**

Just as texts were rendered in a way that often made them unintelligible,
so too were borrowed musical materials. In his early works Nono regularly
made use of popular musical material, starting with Polifonica—Monodia—
Ritmica (1951), the first section of which is entirely based upon permuta-
tions of the rhythm of a Brazilian popular song.'®® Here, and in parts of
the Epstaffi per Federico Garcia Lorea (which incorporates song and dance
rhythms from Latin American and Spanish traditional music, as well as the
militant songs “Bandiera rossa” and the “Internationale”) and in La victoire
de Guernica (which again uses the “Internationale” alongside the song
“Mamita mia”), the references are occasionally briefly audible.!® But
Nono’s principal aim was to use such material structurally, rather than as
quotation.'®” For Nono there was an important precedent for this technique
in the music of the Renaissance, which he had studied intensively in the late
1940s under the informal tutelage of fellow student Bruno Maderna. In the
Masses of Flemish Renaissance composers a popular tune or chant frequently
served as the basis for complex contrapuntal composition.!®® Correspond-
ingly, in La victoire de Guernica Nono “used only the intervals of the
‘Internationale,’ just as Josquin, among others, uses the intervals or the dura-
tional values of the tenor to invent the other parts of the Mass,”* % meaning
that the borrowed material served a “generative function” rather than being
quoted verbatim.''°

103. Nono, “Ricorda cosa ti hanno fatto in Auschwitz,” 453: “componendo con semplici
fonemi e suoni della voce umana, privi dell’elemento semantico di un testo letterario, si potesse
raggiungere una carica espressiva . . . altrimenti significante e precisa, e forse ancor pi, rispetto a
quella ancorata a un testo preesistente.”

104. Nono told Enzo Restagno that the “dialectic” of Contrappunto dialettico alla mente
referred precisely to “the elements that penetrate each other—in this case, texts, sounds, voices—
[which] are manifold, in continuous transformation, in continuous conflicts”: Restagno,
“Un’autobiografia dell’autore,” 44 (“Gli elementi che si compenetrano—in questo caso i testi, i
suoni, le voci—sono molteplici, in trasformazione continua, in conflitti continui”). In the same in-
terview Nono referred to his interest during this period in “a kind of ambiguity between titles and
texts, and sounds and songs” (43: “una sorta di ambiguita tra titoli e testi, e suoni e canti”).

105. Iddon, New Music at Darmstadt, 44-45.

106. Carvalho, “Towards Dialectic Listening,” 41-42; Nielinger, “‘Song Unsung,”” 95-96.

107. Nielinger, “‘Song Unsung,”” 96-97.

108. Stenzl, Luigi Nono (1998), 13. Paulo de Assis gives a list of Nono’s student transcrip-
tion exercises, which included works by the Gabrielis, Josquin, Willaert, Ockeghem, and Dufay:
Assis, Luigi Nonos Wende, 150.

109. Restagno, “Un’autobiografia dell’autore,” 24: “usavo solo gli intervalli dell’ Interna-
zionale proprio come Josquin, esemplare tra altri, usa gli intervalli o i valori di durata del tenor
per inventare le altre parti delle messe.”

110. Nielinger, ““Song Unsung,’” 97.
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As Nono’s ideological commitment intensified in the 1960s, his music, far
from affording greater audibility to popular source materials, seemed ever
more concerned to avoid “[sinking] its roots into the humus of popular cul-
ture.” “No mumesis, no reflection,” we read in the composer’s note to
La fabbrica illuminata, a stance that corresponded to Nono’s suspicion of
“npaturalistic” or “literary” uses of text.'!! Perhaps surprisingly, the electronic
works with the most marked documentary character avoided the inclusion of
“real world” music altogether; this is the case in La fabbrica illuminata, A
flovesta, and Contrappunto dialettico. Nono listed demonstrators’ protest
songs among the materials incorporated into Non consumiamo Marx, but
these are only fleetingly detectable within the work’s mélange of speech,
crowd noise, and electronic sound. In cases where Nono continued his
established practice of compositional treatment of militant musical materi-
als, he was eager to distance himself from the 1960s trend for “quotation”
found in pieces such as Berio’s Sinfonia, Stockhausen’s Hymmnen, and
indeed a number of works by young Dutch composers of the time.''?
Per Bastiana—another of the works performed in Amsterdam—makes
compositional use of the Chinese revolutionary song “The East Is Red,”
but as Nono pointed out in his program note, “the Chinese song is not
‘quoted’ in neoclassical manner or as collage.”*!? Instead, the song’s char-
acteristic intervals and contour are worked into the “chromatic” layer of
the score, so called because the music also makes full use of the chromatic
complement to the song’s diatonic scale. The song is further obscured by
the score’s two other layers, consisting of microtonal clusters and a tape
part of “groups of closely neighboring frequencies.”*'* Several of the
Dutch critics confirmed Nono’s own observation that, as a result of these
strategies, “the melody itself is never heard.”**® Similarly, in the third part
of Ricorda cosa ti hanno futto in Auschwitz the “Internationale” plays what
Jirg Stenzl terms a “subcutaneous role,” but as Stenzl acknowledges, it
is again “scarcely recognizable.”’'® Nono was scathing about what he
regarded as the “consumerist and basically facile collage technique” that
was being enthusiastically deployed by some of his contemporaries during
these years, on the grounds that it lacked a “dialectical process between
material and technique,” the cited material ending up functioning as

111. Nono, “La fabbrica illuminata” (1964 ), 448: “Nessuna mimesis, nessun rispecchia-
mento.”

112. On the latter, see Adlington, Composing Dissent, ch. 5.

113. Nono, “Per Bastiana—Twni-Yang Chenyg,” 458: “il canto cinese non ¢ “citato’ in modo
neoclassico o come collage.”

114. Ibid.: “gruppi di frequenze strettamente vicine.”

115. Varnai, Beszélgetések Luigi Nondval: “4m maga a dallam soha nem hallhat6.” T am
grateful to Zoltan Dornyei for translation of this source.

116. Stenzl, Luigi Nono (1998), 69.
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a commodity.''” It was this view that determined that where workers’
music was borrowed for its symbolic value it had to be so thoroughly
transformed as to be, for the great majority of Nono’s listeners, no longer
there at all.

“The Voices of Workers, Too”: Workerism and the
New Folklore

Lacking an understanding of Nono’s singular interpretation of Gramsci, the
Holland Festival audience could hardly have been expected to grasp the
relationship he intended between his political commitment and his compo-
sitional technique. One did not, however, have to look outside Italy to find
alternative views on how best to advance the cause of the dispossessed—
views that challenged the premises of Nono’s modernist realism. At the
beginning of the 1960s, at precisely the moment that Nono was honing his
vocation as “activist musician,” a strong current of debate emerged within
the Italian left regarding the degree to which the PCI remained true to the
proletarian struggle. The workerist movement (or operaismo), comprising
figures from the Partito Socialista Italiano (PSI)—the country’s oldest social-
ist party, which had found itself eclipsed by the PCI after 1945—and dissi-
dents from the PCI itself, was heterogeneous in ideology and outlook, but
united by certain key insights. Most fundamentally, workerists shared a per-
ception that the organizations that presumed to represent the working
classes—above all, the PCI—had failed to keep pace with the changes
wrought by Italy’s unprecedented postwar economic growth, and were sad-
dled with anachronistic categories and strategies for advancing working-class
interests. For founder workerist Raniero Panzieri, the established left had
lost “that ‘necessary dialectical relation” between class and political van-
guard” and had seen instead “its replacement by ‘the conception of the lead-
ing party, of the party which is the unique depository of revolutionary truth,
of the partystate.””"'® The close association between the PCI and Gramsci
led to Gramsci himself becoming the focus of workerist criticism for enter-
taining a sentimental view of “the people,” which workerists saw as bearing
no relation to the realities of the urban proletariat, and for his encouragement
of “organic intellectuals,” who in the workerists’ view “were now in practice
organic only to the party machine.”**’

117. Nono, “Luigi Nono e Luigi Pestalozza,” 212: “la tecnica consumistica e tutto som-
mato facilona del collage”; Nono, “Gesprich mit Hansjorg Pauli,” 206: “der dialektische Pro-
zess zwischen Material und Technik fehlt: die Zitate fungieren in diesen Werken ebenso als
Ware.”

118. Wright, Storming Heaven, 18. Wright is quoting Panzieri.

119. Ibid., 17. On the workerists’ reading of Gramsci specifically, see Capuzzo and Mezzadra,
“Provincializing the Italian Reading of Gramsci,” 43.
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Central to the workerist critique of both the PCI and Gramsci was that
they “mediated class struggles.”*?° To support their contention that the
working class of 1960 differed fundamentally from that theorized by
either Marx or Gramsci, the workerists undertook a program of militant
research—*“con-ricerca,” or “co-research”—that sought to dispense with
the “rigid preconceptions deemed immutable through time and space” that
bedeviled orthodox thinking on the left.'?! The pages of their journals
Quaderni rossi (1961-65) and Classe operain (1964-65) featured pioneering
ethnographic studies that, through extensive use of interviews and question-
naires, sought to record actual conditions and the “authentic experience” of
the working classes, free from the mediation that characterized established
Marxist accounts.'?* Particular emphasis was placed upon “the relationship
between material conditions and subjectivity, being and consciousness,” with
the aim of tracing the fullest existential and ontological impact of alienated
labor.'?* Prominent in this analysis was the role of technology, which, as we
have seen, was regarded by Gramsci as a catalyst for the emergence of a new
revolutionary leadership. The workerists sought to differentiate themselves
sharply from the PCD’s position of support for technological modernization,
and from the dominant view among Italian Marxists “that technological
progress somehow stood apart from class relations.”?* On the contrary,
Panzieri argued that “machinery was determined by capital, which utilised it
to further the subordination of living labour; indeed, in the mind of the
capitalists, their command and the domination of dead labour in the form of
machinery and science were one and the same.”'?®

The only documented encounter between Luigi Nono and the workerists
points, unsurprisingly, to the composer’s rejection of their anti-party and
anti-Gramscian stance. The pretext was a theater project, eventually
abandoned, that Nono developed during 1963 with the writer and folk
ethnologist Emilio Jona. Provisionally entitled Technically Sweet, the work
was to use the life of Robert Oppenheimer—creator of the atom bomb, but
also a one-time communist sympathizer—as a symbol for the relationship
between science and power. Jona’s project interwove the plight of the lonely
scientist with “today’s situation that is common to all,”'?® the “imprison-
ment of the workers in the factories” being compared to Oppenheimer’s fate
as a pawn of US imperialism.'?” Jona found himselfin discussion of the work

120. Day, Dinlectical Passions, 116.

121. Ibid., 111; Wright, Storming Heaven, 49.

122. Wright, Storming Heaven, 22-24.

123. Ibid., 49.

124. Tbid., 41.

125. Ibid.

126. Jona, “Luigi Nono—*Tecnically [sic] Sweet,”” 144: “la situazione di oggi comune per
tutti.”

127. Ramazzotti, Luigi Nono, 86-87: “prigionia degli operai nelle fabriche.”
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with the young philosopher Cesare Pianciola, who was close to the editorial
circle around the workerist journal Quaderni rossi. In January 1964 Jona
wrote to Nono that Pianciola had shown “a lot of interest and curiosity,”
but also “doubts, many doubts about the general form, the reason, the
necessity of combining the two subjects [i.c., Oppenheimer and the workers],
about the mechanism of the work.”'?® Pianciola found the analogy between
divided “man of science” and alienated worker banal, and the format of
presentation unnecessarily “tangled.” Jona concluded his letter by saying that,
despite these criticisms, the editor of Quaderni rossi Raniero Panzieri had
expressed an interest in meeting with Nono and commissioning “a series of
lectures for the Quaderni rossi on how you see the relationship between music
and politics.”*** Nono, however, responded contemptuously:

Meanwhile: to the little Quaderni Rossis: they should learn to manifest them-
selves practically and politically, instead of wanting to intervene in matters of
which they are ignorant, such as musical and literary creation. They should
limit themselves to journalism, or if they can, to rallies. And they should have
the modesty appropriate to their normal and individual limitations, especially
in such a case as the composition of music theater.!3°

And yet despite this vigorous rebuttal, which as Michela Garda points out
carries more than a whiff of the “bourgeois artist whose autonomy has been
meddled with,” Nono’s projects of this very period shared with the worker-
ists a marked concern for accessing the real experience of factory workers. 3!
This was already the case in Technically Sweet—which is perhaps what moti-
vated Jona to discuss the project with Pianciola. The very premise of the
work came close to workerist concerns: a critique of the link between science
and the dehumanizing conditions of workers. Jona’s draft notes for the work
interrogated the capacity of machines to “break the resistance of the body,”

128. The letter is reprinted in Jona, “Luigi Nono—‘Tecnically [sic] Sweet,”” 152-54, here
152: “molto interesse e curiosita, ma dubbi, molti dubbi sull’impianto generale, sulla ragione
sulla necessita dell’accostamento delle due vicende, sul meccanismo dell’opera.” T am grateful
to Paola Merli for assistance with the translation of this source.

129. Ibid., 153: “una serie di lezioni ai ‘quaderni rossi’ su come vedi il rapporto tra musica e
politica.” Nina Jozefowicz claims that Nono was acquainted with Panzieri through their mutual
friend Giovanni Pirelli: Jozefowicz, Das alitigliche Drama, 100-101. The Archivio Luigi Nono,
however, contains no correspondence between the two, and Panzieri’s name is absent from
Nono’s writings.

130. The letter is reprinted in Jona, “Luigi Nono—‘Tecnically [sic] Sweet,”” 154: “intanto:
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I am grateful to Paola Merli for assistance with the translation of this source.

131. Garda, “Da Venezia all’Avana,” 41: “Ma risponde anche da artista borghese, toccato
nella sua autonomia.” It is worth noting that Nono’s library contains a number of early issues of
the workerist journal Quaderni rossi.
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rendering the worker “increasingly clinging to a devouring workshop.”!*?
A key source for Jona in compiling the text for this work was the pioneering
factory research undertaken by Giovanni Carocci and Danilo Dolci in the
late 1950s. Their reports on factory conditions, based on interviews and
questionnaires, laid the ground for later workerist researchers (such as Romano
Alquati) by placing strong emphasis upon the “self-expression of the dis-
possessed.”'*? Although the Technically Sweet project fell through, Nono
completed some choral settings of these factory texts (eventually published as
Da un diario italiano), and elements of these settings found their way into
a host of subsequent works right up to the theater work Al gran sole carico
Aamore (1972-74).3* Nono’s engagement with these specimens of factory
research thus extended for over a decade.

The apogee of Nono’s creative involvement with the realities of factory
life was undoubtedly La fabbrica illuminata. This was the first completed
composition after the abandonment of Technically Sweet, and it too origin-
ated in an aborted theater project.135 In his program note Nono acknowl-
edged Carocci’s investigations as the starting point for La fabbrica,'*° but
what marks this work out from others that reference the Carocci and Dolci
research is that Nono—possibly influenced by the very recent example of
Onaderni rossi—was stimulated to enter the factory himself, in order to
conduct his own “con-ricerca.” Together with the writer Giuliano Scabia
and the sound technician Marino Zuccheri, Nono visited the Italsider steel
plant in Genoa over three days, where they made recordings of the machin-
ery and industrial processes and spoke with the workers: “we spoke about the
working conditions, the physical demands, the ideological consequences, the
workers’ class struggle.”'*” The opening choral section of the work juxta-
poses clauses from union contracts regarding the dangers to which workers
were exposed with phrases (sung by the solo soprano) drawn from the com-
poser’s discussions—*“the voices of workers, too,” as Nono somewhat guard-
edly put it."*® Those workers’ voices feature again in the third section, which
juxtaposes words and short phrases on the damaging impact of factory labor
upon their psychological state and family life. In so doing it followed the

132. Jona, “Luigi Nono—*‘Tecnically [sic] Sweet,”” 131: “macchine che spezzano la resi-
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workerist agenda of elaborating “the relationship between material conditions
and subjectivity, being and consciousness.”**’

Yet similarities in research methodology is where the parallels with work-
erism end, for here, as in other works of the period, Nono was unambiguous
about his rejection of simple representation: “No mimesis, no reflection. . . .
No populist or popular naturalism.”**° This applied both to the sounds of
the factory machinery and to the “voices of workers” embedded within the
work. As Nono acknowledged, the latter are not heard “word for word as in
a speech, a meeting, a demonstration, but by means of today’s technical
possibilities this signal is made incisive in a different way, in another space,
another acoustic, where our ears no longer hear only in a naturalistic way.”'*!
Expressed differently, the voices are mediated—precisely the complaint made
by workerists against the PCI and party intellectuals. It is at this juncture that,
from a workerist standpoint, Nono’s conviction regarding the imperative of
“musical language at its most advanced stage” intervened in the business of
presenting the voices of others, notwithstanding the care taken to procure
the first-hand testimony of contemporary workers. Fundamental to Nono’s
understanding of the role of the organic intellectual was helping workers “to
awaken and understand their situation,”**? but to his mind, as we have seen,
this could be fully achieved only through “a mode of communication in
development, exceeding convention and habit,” lest one fall foul of the
trappings of the prevailing bourgeois cultural hegemony.

This commitment to “musical language at its most advanced stage”
marked Nono out not just from the workerists but also from other Gramscian
intellectuals of the 1960s, who were “concerned to rediscover the traces of
popular culture in order to oppose them to high culture, according to the
Gramscian tradition.”*** The pioneering ethnography of anthropologist
Ernesto De Martino stimulated in this period what Capuzzo and Mezzadra
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have termed “a kind of underground Gramscian stream” of research into
traditional popular culture.'** This research shared the PCD’s interest in rec-
ognizing the experience of southern Italian rural laborers as a distinctive facet
of national culture, but it was also driven by the imperative of developing
“tools capable of ‘giving voice’ to the excluded, the marginalized, the subal-
tern.”'*® In this regard, it bore marked comparison with the contemporane-
ous research of the workerists. Indeed, Gianni Bosio, one of the leading
figures in the revival of working-class song, had close connections with the
workerists.*® He lambasted PCI intellectuals for only “supplying the workers
with materials and information for their uplift and improvement, turning
them into targets for a message which is only a reinterpretation of culture zout
court, that is of ruling culture.”**” In place of such spurious “commitment”
he insisted on the primacy and political potency of fieldwork and oral history.

Whereas Nono maintained his distance from the workerists, he enjoyed
close personal connections to leading figures among the folklorists. Emilio
Jona, his collaborator on Technically Sweet, was a founder member of the
group Cantacronache, which from 1958 collected and revived the perfor-
mance of traditional songs. Nono had an even deeper association with
Giovanni Pirelli, renegade heir to the tire manufacturer, who abandoned
life as an industrialist to write on the liberation struggles of the third world.
Pirelli worked closely with the militant folk music group Nuovo Canzoniere
Italiano, forming a publishing house and a record company to promote their
work."*® His interest in third-world resistance movements was reflected in
the text he compiled for Nono’s theatrical concert piece A floresta ¢ jovem
¢ chejn de vida. A few years later (in 1969) he also acted as Nono’s patron,
producing the LP recording of Musica-Manifesto n. 1 (comprising Un volto,
del mare and Non consumiamo Marx) on his own record label, where it
appeared rather incongruously alongside releases entitled “Folk Festival
no. 2” and “Addio, Venezia, addio.”'*°

Nono’s extensive connections with leading folklorists may seem surprising,
given the degree to which popular music of any kind was kept out of, or
remained inaudible within, his own compositions in the 1960s. That they
were able to find a measure of common ground can be explained by Gramsci’s
analysis of folklore, which distinguished sharply between different strata of ver-
nacular culture—*“the fossilized ones which reflect conditions of past life and
are therefore conservative and reactionary, and those which consist of a series
of innovations, often creative and progressive, determined spontaneously by
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forms and conditions of life which are in the process of developing and which
are in contradiction to or simply different from the morality of the governing
strata.”*®° For Gramsdi, it was only the latter that offered a decisive challenge
to official conceptions, and that therefore held promise for cultural renewal.
The research programs of De Martino and Bosio placed “progressive folklore”
center stage, stressing its function as political contestation and assigning to the
ethnologist the role of an activist “intellectual in reverse,” charged with listen-
ing to and facilitating the dissemination of subaltern voices."®! Yet this at-
tempted self-negation was not consistently evident in the activities of folk
revivalists such as Nuovo Canzoniere Italiano, whose “goal was no longer (or
not exclusively) the preservation of the disappearing musical heritage, but
rather the constitution of a revolutionary culture in which music has a
dynamic role to play.”*®? The late development of rock in Italy at the
time—which, as Umberto Fiori has pointed out, enjoyed no mass audience
and no significant homegrown artists until the 1970s—gave space for
protest song and the folk revival to assume greater importance for the
young and the working classes.'>® At the same time, the growing stylistic
eclecticism of these performers eventually produced charges of elitism and dis-
tance from social reality.!**

Nono had a keen interest in traditional music and assembled a large per-
sonal collection of recordings from around the world.'*® In 1973 he even
collaborated on a number of public events with the Chilean folk group Int
Illimani following their enforced exile in Italy.'*® But his commitment to
progressivism was a good deal more constraining than that of his folklorist
colleagues. He accepted that traditional music might retain an element of'its
contemporaneity in other parts of the world, where the technical means for
advanced studio composition (for instance) did not exist. But Nono con-
tended that in Italy it was no longer adequate for the age, declaring (in sharp
contradiction to De Martino and Bosio), “I do not believe that exploring
folklore can result in a new, forward-pointing culture. . . . It is a historical
study whose results are unusable today.”'>” Folk music’s value for Nono’s
own compositions lay not in its embodiment of the voices of the excluded
and the marginalized, but in its furnishing of novel sonic materials. For in-
stance, Nono’s expressed interest in a collaboration with Giovanna Marini,

150. Gramsci, in Forgacs, Gramsci Reader, 361.

151. Borio, “Key Questions,” 180.

152. Borio, “Music as Plea,” 39.

153. Fiori, “Rock Music and Politics.”

154. Borio, “Key Questions,” 181.

155. These recordin