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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Re-discovery of Gian Francesco Malipiero’s two earliest symphonic scores, the Sinfonia 

degli eroi (1905) and the Sinfonia del mare (1906) at his retreat in Veneto after his death in 

1973, has created an historical opportunity to study his transition from a musical language 

grounded in late Austro-German practice to one absorbing the procedures of the ‘very 

modern’ French school – a school enlivened by Fauré and led radically by Debussy into the 

20th century. A comparative analysis was made that showed a shift from continuous to 

discontinuous form, from functionally-driven to actively static textures and from open to 

closed melodic shapes. The use of modes and shifts between them became more prevalent in 

the second work as well as Malipiero’s love affair with the horizontal line which he uses to 

activate its textural stasis. Examples from the score proved that techniques he drew from 

Debussian procedures and archaic resources as Gregorian chant along with the early Baroque 

Italian instrumental music, had direct effect on his themes and the texture surrounding them. 

The study found the first work came under the didactic influence of Stocker’s personal 

rapport with Brahms, Bossi’s eclectic progressive-traditional approach and the ‘trendy’ 

composer of the time, Richard Strauss, rejecting the highly diffuse Italian operatic language. 

The second work, however, showed the French influence of Debussy stemming from 

increased awareness about and performances of his scores in Italy particularly Prélude à 

l’après-midi d’un faune and La mer. This study will be able to become a contribution and 

basis for further examination of Malipiero’s first steps in creating a 20th-century Italian 

musical language.            
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Chapter 1    

 

Introduction 

 

 

Background 

 

This thesis examines the style, musical language and historical background of the first two 

symphonic works of the Italian composer, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) – namely, 

the Sinfonia degli eroi (1905) and the Sinfonia del mare (1906). Supported by archival 

research, the thesis also provides clarification on their contextual background and 

circumstances of their premières. However, its central concern lies in an exploration of the 

inter-relation between the syntax and sound of these works as Malipiero reacted to significant 

late Romantic musical practices of his time.  

 

Malipiero’s early works were sketched against a changing political and social background1 as 

history moved towards the bloody horrors of WWI. In the years between the Franco-Prussian 

War 1870-1871, and the conflagration of 1914-1918, composers metaphorically swam in a 

vast ocean trench of composition styles. Deep in that trench of early 20th-century composition 

centred on the Italian peninsula could be seen four currents: a century-old operatic tradition 

gasping for a popular renewal that would not be forthcoming after Puccini; retrospective 

nostalgia for the glories of Italy’s 17th- and early 18th-century instrumental music serving as a 

catalyst for a 20th-century resurgence; the influence of Wagnerian-Straussian chromaticism 

                                                           
1 Victor  Magnani, American Expressionist Composers From Ives To Carter (1991). Available from: 

http://www.crookedmusic.com/words/amerexpr.htm. Accessed on 4 October, 2016. 



14 

 

straining the boundaries of common practice tonality to breaking point; and the French 

influence of Debussy’s impressionism provoking a complete departure from the prevalent 

late Romantic Austro-Germanic musical language. These diverse currents flowed 

simultaneously and Malipiero needed to navigate his way through them, deciding on what 

confluence, if any, was necessary to move Italian musical language forward into the new 

century. Henry Prunières (1886-1942), French musicologist, describing Malipiero as ‘a keen 

and sensitive artist’2 bent on cutting-edge innovation, pin-points the kernel of this navigation. 

Malipiero, curious about all things new, ‘has been unable to remain indifferent to the current 

which carried music toward the new world [beyond Strauss and Puccini]’, however, ‘the 

originality of his work has not been altered.’3 This study will suggest that Maliero’s 

compositional solution was to set the first work within the formal innovation of Strauss, then 

move forward with Debussian discontinuity. He would at the same time use the potential of 

the contrapuntal line to create thematic material rather than Debussy’s more motivic 

orientation. The contrapuntal intersections thereby created an experimental harmonic palette. 

This linearity will be seen to be enriched from the contrasting sources of Brahms, Gregorian 

chant and early 17th-century Italian repertoire. Malipiero however, would not have begun to 

compose had it not been for certain events in his life. 

Life 

Born in 1882, Gian Francesco Malipiero (known as ‘Francesco Malipiero’), as one of the 

young Italian composers known as la generazione dell’Ottanta,4 died in August 1973, aged 

                                                           
2 Henry Prunières, 'G. Francesco Malipiero', The Musical Quarterly, 6/3 (1918 reprinted 1920): 336. Available 

from: http://www.jstor.org/stable/737963. Accessed on 15 August 2018. 
3 Ibid. 
4 This was the generation born approximately in the 1880s embracing also Alfredo Casella and Ildebrando 

Pizzetti; often Ottorino Respighi is included although born in 1879, on the cusp. 
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ninety-one years, having lived and composed most of his life in a small town north of Venice 

called Asolo (see figure 1.1a and b).  

 

 

 

Figure 1.1a   Malipiero’s town of Asolo taken from an overlooking hill in Autumn 
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Figure 1.1b The small town of Asolo located 82kms NW from Venice. 

Malipiero spent his childhood among the lagoons of Venice, living in a large aristocratic 

residence, less than one minute’s walk from the main concert hall. He commenced violin 

tuition at age six and although highly competent, had no passion to be a concert performer. 

Due to a family break-up, Malipiero spent his adolescence moving with his father, a pianist 

and conductor, from Trieste to  Berlin finally settling in Vienna in 1896, all the time 

sporadically continuing violin tuition and playing in small orchestras conducted by his father. 

This move to Vienna triggered a significant sequence of events that would influence his 

choice to compose.  
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Spanning 1896-1899 these events began with the embrace of the exceptional musical life of 

Vienna itself. Living in an apartment in a street that attracted the cultured elite including a 

young Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951),5 father and son sought out sponsorship among well-

to-do Viennese and foreign visitors for Malipiero’s career in violin performance. According 

to the Archivist of the Musikverein,6 at the time of Malipiero’s residency, young musicians 

and their families sought out salon afternoons organised by the music elite to which wealthy 

people interested in the prestige of sponsoring a possible musical prodigy attended. Malipiero 

was fortunate to be sponsored by a wealthy Pole, who would finance his tuition at the Vienna 

Conservatorium.7  

 

He failed however, to enter the performance stream at the Vienna Conservatorium through 

his 1898 violin audition and was offered, instead, a place in the harmony stream taught by the 

newly appointed and highly reputed Stefan Stocker (1846-1910). Malipiero as the only Italian 

student among the majority of Austro-German students was, at that time, a novelty; and 

Stocker was sensitive to this.8 During the conservatorium years, they established a positive 

rapport that endured beyond this period. With a focus on the composition of music within the 

mechanics of harmony, it was essentially the only stimulating musical encounter that 

Malipiero had had up to that point in his life.  

 

                                                           
5 There is no record to date of them meeting as young friends. 
6 Personal communication with Prof. Dr. Otto Biba, Direktor, Archiv, Bibliothek und Sammlungen der 

Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde , Musikverein, Vienna. January 2015. 
7 John C.G. Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward 

Genius (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic, 1999), p. 88. 
8 Elvira Sinkowitz, 'The Piano Works of Stefan Stocker' (Doctoral dissertation, University of Vienna, 1955), pp. 

89-90. 
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Entering Stocker’s harmony class at the age of 16 years enlivened Malipiero’s intrigue with 

the mechanics of musical composition, replacing any concert platform focus. This change 

would become permanent, occasioning a bitter confrontation with his father over 

performance ambitions for his son. The father-son rupture which resulted, precipitated the 

young student’s unexpected return to Venice in Summer 1899, although having already 

enrolled for the Vienna Conservatorium’s next academic year, as noted in its register.9 

Considering his father’s performance ambitions for his son, the probable cause of the 

definitive rupture in the father-son relationship would have been conflict over career focus – 

between a more financially-secure performance career and the wholly unpredictable life-

focus as a composer. Having decided to return to his birth city mid-studies, Malipiero 

endured the decision to leave behind Stocker, whose harmony studies had opened to him the 

world of composition. Nevertheless, the return to Venice would soon prove to be a positive 

influence in several respects: a cathartic break from a father seemingly focused on exploiting 

his son’s performance ability; and the vision to develop creatively beyond basic composition 

skills at the Liceo musicale in Venice. 

Upon return, he lived almost next to the principal concert hall with his mother and younger 

brothers. The brothers were already enrolled in the Liceo musicale ‘Benedetto Marcello’ and 

Malipiero immediately enrolled in that Venetian institution.10  There is no documentation to 

date showing the nexus between the lapsed enrolment in Vienna and the fresh one in Venice 

– for instance any correspondence between Stocker and the Venetian institute where 

Malipiero entered the harmony and counterpoint classes of Marco Enrico Bossi (1861-1925). 

                                                           
9 Musikverein-Administration, Class Registers 1898-1899, 2015 edn (Vienna: Musikverein Archives, 1898-

1900). 
10 Administration Conservatorium Benedetto Marcello, Class Registers 1899-1901 (Venice: Conservatorium 

Benedetto Marcello Archives, 1899-1901), vol. Uncatalogued. 
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Upon completing basic studies in harmony, counterpoint and fugue in 1902, Malipiero had 

the disappointment of his teacher’s low opinion of his potential or readiness for subsequent 

advanced studies in composition. ‘He had been a recalcitrant student’, explains Sandro 

Bartoli, ‘who once heard his teacher Bossi advising him to give up composition altogether’.11 

The same year, having left the Liceo musicale and intent on taking composition as his career 

path, Malipiero pursued self-guided study of late 16th- and early 17th-century instrumental 

material archived in the Biblioteca Marciana located opposite St Mark’s Basilica. A year later 

however, Bossi, now director of the Liceo in Bologna, accepted Malipiero’s second letter of 

application (Appendix 1) dated ‘Venezia 6 Ottobre 1903’, to  continue to advanced studies. 

Having entered the doors of the Liceo musicale ‘Padre Martini’ in Bologna on 3 November, 

1904, his compositional focus was amplified with the successful results that he would 

achieve, graduating cum laude in 1904.12  

Throughout his life, Malipiero was generally financially secure supplementing income with 

occasional short-term teaching appointments. The dynamic of his composition classes 

focused not only on a critical, didactic examination of students’ works but also allowed for 

animated discussion of events in the music world stimulated by recently arrived letters, 

perceptive comments and a certain amount of argument.13 Apart from these intermittent 

teaching posts, his priority was to allow his continual creative flow to be committed to 

manuscript. 

Malipiero’s early development was undertaken against the ubiquitous 19th-century operatic 

industry energised by the vigour of Puccini, Mascagni, Alfano et alia on the Italian peninsula 

                                                           
11 Sandro Ivo Bartoli, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1986). Available from: 

http://www.sandroivobartoli.com/writing/gian-francesco-malipiero/. Accessed on 14 December 2016. 
12 'Padre Martini' Liceo musicale, Annotations of Final Results-Graduation (Bologna: Liceo Administration-

Marco Enrico Bossi et alia, 1904), vol. 1903-1904. 
13 Massimo Bontempelli, 'La scuola di Malipiero 1938', Gazzetta del Popolo (1938). Available from: 

http://archivi.cini.it/cini-web/istitutomusica/detail/IT-MUS-ST0003-002117/la-scuola-

malipiero.html?currentNumber=2224. Accessed on 20 April 2016. 
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as he entered the final stage of his training as a composer.  There was also the Austro-German 

tradition espoused in the small but growing interest in symphonic music in Italy at this time 

among a select audience that consisted of both conservatives and progressives. Against this 

background of vocal and instrumental genres, Malipiero, along with such fellow composers 

of the Generazione dell’ottanta as Ildebrando Pizzetti and Alfredo Casella, had seen from the 

early beginnings of their creative output the need to re-vitalise the Italian instrumental 

tradition with new repertoire in a new musical language.  

Massimo Mila details this need: 

…the composers born in the 1880s were looking to the future; for them it was no longer a question of 

looking back to recover values of the Romantic symphony, but of completely absorbing the most recent 

innovation in musical language and taking them forward in an original manner... they battled for the 

renewal of musical taste,…were all enthused about research, anxious for and curious about the new 

things.14 

The superior quality of Malipiero’s works within this re-vitalisation was recognised among 

erudites. Georges-Jean Aubry (1882-1959), in an early article, quoted an un-named source, 

likely Prunières (1886-1942), as exclaiming that ‘since Moussorgsky, no such music has been 

written; it has a power, an originality, a beauty of line really without example in modern 

music.’15 His peers such as Casella and Luigi Dallapiccola, reflecting with scant knowledge 

of any of Malipiero’s earliest works, could still significantly recognise original qualities in his 

cumulative output as a body. Remarking on this ‘deep, unmistakeable originality’ in 

reference to Malipiero’s harmony, Casella16 pointed out the presence in his works of the 

Italian qualities of independence and careful balance ‘without any melodramatic excesses [of 

Italian opera]’. Casella also observed that Malipiero had been careful to eliminate all that was 

                                                           
14 Massimo Mila, La generazione dell'ottanta (1993). Available from: 

https://www.rodoni.ch/malipiero/milagenerazione80.html. Accessed on 25 March 2018. 
15Georges Jean-Aubry, 'A Great Artist: G. Francesco Malipiero', The Musical Times, 60/911 (1919). Available 

from: JSTOR. Accessed on 15 December, 2014. 
16Alfredo Casella, 'Il Linguaggio di G.F. Malipiero', La Rassegna musicale, Anniversary Issue-Malipiero's 60th 

Birthday (1942). Available from: http://www.rodoni.ch/malipiero/casellasugfm.html. Accessed on 1 November 

2014. 
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‘passing fad’ and certainly the ‘out-moded Romantic harmony’ leaving only ‘the profound 

and powerful echoes of our great tradition of mass choral singing and the 1550s Venetian 

school…’.17 Dallapiccola supported Casella’s verdict on Malipiero regarding him ‘as the 

most important personality that Italy has had since the death of Verdi.’18  This invites the 

research question for this study of how did Malipiero’s originality show differently in the first 

two symphonic works, Sinfonia del mare compared to Sinfonia degli eroi,  as he emancipated 

himself from the late Romantic tradition and absorbed the French and early 17th-century 

Italian sources? These works, unjustifiably, are not standard repertoire, even in his own 

country of Italy. This study aims to encourage their re-appraisal. 

 

Malipiero’s output as a whole comprises a significant contribution to the 20th-century Italian 

canon. Yet, it is not common knowledge even among Italian conductors,19 how extensive his 

total output was, continuing for over seventy years until his death in 1973. He composed 

nineteen innovative operas; nineteen vocal works including two in oratorio-style, settings of 

poems, mysteries, cantatas, religious works and songs variously accompanied by solo piano 

or orchestra; forty-four orchestral works, including three unnumbered symphonies – the first 

two being the focus of this thesis; eleven numbered symphonies and symphonic works with 

evocative titles; eight string quartets and works for other chamber combinations; six piano 

concertos and two violin concertos, a cello concerto and one for flute. The piano soloist was 

provided with twenty-nine works by Malipiero and for the dancer, three ballets.20  

 

 

                                                           
17Ibid., p.132.   
18Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward Genius, p. xvii. 
19 Personal communications with various Italian conductors during 2014-15 fieldwork in Italy. 
20 Comprehensive catalogues of Malipiero's works are found in Treccani Online Encyclopedia and a catalogue 

provided in the anthology produced in 1972 for the 90th birthday Anniversary anthology. 
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Early reception 

This repertoire had to be imbued with a refreshed musical language that avoided what 

Malipiero considered the melodramatic melodies and banality of a superficial verismo in 

opera composition. This stemmed from his conviction that the language of early Baroque 

Italian instrumental music was superior to the body of 19th-century Italian opera, so popular 

among Italians. This opera was ‘an ephemeral digression’, he maintained, ‘which could never 

thwart the musical revival of a country with a glorious past.’21 In this respect Mila makes the 

incisive observation that these young composers were not just concerned to replace 19th-

century opera with symphonic composition, but to completely overhaul the musical 

language.22 

 

As the present study will attempt to show, Malipiero’s alternative language would strive to 

incorporate a more delicately nuanced and understated melodic texture, a great attention to 

the polyphony of inner parts, and a syntax where expressive needs would govern formal 

divisions. Along with the distilled spirit of early Italian instrumental practice, he chose as 

models, the innovations of the avant-garde Richard Strauss, the then-current French leaders, 

Gabriel Fauré and the iconoclastic Claude Debussy. He rejected, as did other young 

composers, the Italian operatic musical language as ‘artistically bankrupt, [a] commercially 

driven enterprise, a stale entertainment for the bourgeoisie.’23  Mila describes the focus of 

Malipiero and his fellow composers in this way: 

Strauss and Debussy were from the start, the extreme poles of [Malipiero and his fellow composers’] 

innovative enthusiasm, while [they] lived that experience of European music during which the density 

                                                           
21 Robert R. Reilly, 'Music - Beyond Italian Opera: Malipiero', Crisis Magazine,  (1998). Available from: 

http://www.crisismagazine.com/1998/music-beyond-italian-opera-malipiero. Accessed on 10 April 2016. 
22 Mila, La generazione dell'ottanta. 
23 Alan Mallach, The Autumn of Italian Opera, From Verismo to Modernism, 1890-1915 (Hanover and London: 

University Press of New England, 2007), p. 297. 



23 

 

of harmony and the complexity of instrumentation made up the principal trends of modernity at that 

time.24 

 

Malipiero believed his use of the innovations of Strauss and Debussy would navigate towards 

a renewal of Italian music.  

 

This renewal began with his instrumental works composed in the opening decade of the 20th 

century, works that less than ten years later he would repudiate in various ways and to 

various degrees, and which posthumously were rediscovered.25 The repudiation was due to 

his profound reaction at hearing the première of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring in 1913, 

which threw all his previous work, including the two symphonic works to be discussed, into a 

life-changing volte-face. Prior to that event nevertheless, the Sinfonia degli eroi (1905) had in 

fact, received several performances in Italy, Germany and Vienna before it ‘disappeared off 

the radar’ by Malipiero’s choice; he hinted that it had been ‘consigned to the flames’.26 The 

second, Sinfonia del mare (1906), remained in Malipiero’s mind as his first definitive break 

from the constraints of his Austro-Germanic training. The work’s autograph was eventually 

copyrighted by Universal Edition in Vienna much later in 1926, and the sinfonia itself 

premièred in October 1929, unusually in Utrecht. It was conducted by Evert Cornelis, known 

for his appreciation of the new Italian composers.  

 

Today, through the cooperation of Malipiero’s widow, the first 1905 autograph is accessible 

in the Foundazione Cini archives in Venice and the other autograph (1906) for hire 

                                                           
24 Mila, La generazione dell'ottanta. 
25 J.C.G. Waterhouse, 'I Lavori "distrutti" di Gian Francesco Malipiero: brani da un "work in progress"', Nuova 

rivista musicale italiana, XIII (1979): 564-602. 
26 Ibid. 
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(orchestral parts never prepared nor requested) through Universal Edition in Vienna; as of 

2015, modern day recordings of both have been issued from parts independently prepared.27 

This study will approach these early works as Malipiero then did pre-1913, authentic 

manifestations of his compositional skill and a contribution to the renewal of Italian music of 

which, at the time of performance, he was proud.  

 

Indeed, these two works offer evidence of Malipiero’s progression from an Austro-German 

sound and syntax to one influenced by the French impressionists and Italian early baroque 

repertoire and are the focus of this thesis. Through a close examination of primary and 

secondary sources dating back to 1918, the study will investigate the historical context, 

formative influences and originality of the works’ sound and syntax.  

 

 

Literature Review 

 

 

The literature search has established that Malipiero certainly had early recognition as an 

innovative composer with premières in Austria, Germany and France (though rarely in Italy); 

however there has been little rigorous study of his early symphonic music. Sources making 

specific mention of his early works are limited, spanning occasional publications that 

appeared sporadically between 1918 and 2010. The early works may have been precursory 

models of Malipiero’s later works; and to the extent that this may be true, it allows sources 

that mention the latter, to supply historical and syntactical perspective. These sources focus 

                                                           
27 Gian Francesco Malipiero, 'Sinfonia degli eroi', on Malipiero, G.F.: Sinfonia degli eroi / Dai sepolcri / 

Ditirambo tragico 8.572766 (Hong Kong: Naxos, 2010). Gian Francesco Malipiero, 'Sinfonia del mare', on 

Malipiero, G.F.: Symphonies, Vol. 1- Nos. 3 and 4 / Sinfonia del mare 8.570878 (Hong Kong: Naxos, 2008).  
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on his later stylistic traits and music philosophy; his large body of operatic works, especially 

Le sette canzoni (1918-19) and La favola del figlio cambiato (1932-33); and occasionally, 

instrumental works such as his I “Dialoghi” (1956)..  

 

Early positive recognition of the composer’s overall output was reflected in isolated articles 

including that of Alfredo Casella,28 Malipiero’s colleague, friend and fellow symphonist. 

Casella presented his output in the historical context of Malipiero’s harmonic language 

bringing an inevitable break from the intense chromaticism of the late 1800s.29 In another 

source reflecting positively on his output, Luigi Pestalozza, an Italian musicologist30 pointed 

out that Malipiero is ‘completely focused on the present moment’.31 This permitted a freedom 

from the integrated network of tonalities and thematic associations of traditional form. These 

and similar sources, which do not explicitly show an awareness of the early works, beg 

questions as to the degree to which Malipiero conserved or transcended long-established 

formal designs in his emerging efforts in instrumental music; in what ways the early 

symphonic works show an abandonment of late romantic chromaticism; and what harmonic 

language was offered in its stead.  Sources that specifically cite the early works provide an 

initial basis to begin answering these questions. 

 

                                                           
28 Casella, 'Il Linguaggio di G.F. Malipiero'. 
29 Casella points out that Malipiero's harmonic language had maintained until the time of writing (1942 and 

prior), an independence from the various trends emerging in Europe after Wagner whose extreme ‘chromatic 

alteration’ called into question the Austro-Germanic tradition prevalent in all European countries. It had been 

Malipiero’s driving anti-romantic aim to purify his works of all 19th-century chromaticism. However, Casella’s 

evidence of Malipiero’s pursuit of this aim does not draw on pre-1910 examples, and so from this source, 

conclusions as to the extent this aim was pursued during the composition of the first works (1905-06) cannot be 

explicitly drawn. 
30 Luigi Pestalozza, 'Malipiero e la forma', in Luigi Pestalozza (ed.), Proceedings of the Convention 'G.F. 

Malipiero e le nuove forme della musica europea' 1982 (Reggio Emilia: Teatro Municipale  R. Valli, 1982). 
31 Ibid. 
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These specific sources referring to pre-1910 instrumental works, will be presented 

chronologically to highlight the limited awareness of these two works. Scholarly writings on 

them, began to appear in 1918 (13 years after his first work was completed) with articles by 

turn of the century music writers and critics Henry Prunières, Guido Gatto and Georges Jean-

Aubry.  

 

Henry Prunières, graduate in early Italian music from the Sorbonne writing in 1918, 

associated Malipiero’s earliest symphonic works Dalle Alpi (1904-05, unpublished and lost) 

and Sinfonia degli eroi with the composer Antonio Smareglia (1854-1929).32 Prunières 

highlighted the dual role of the association between Smareglia and Malipiero between 1904-

1905; firstly, the elder blind composer’s amenuensis, and then, as Smareglia’s student in 

advanced orchestration. Prunières also stressed Malipiero’s individualism in Sinfonia del 

mare, as he began to relinquish the expectations of a late Romantic Wagnerian-Straussian 

musical language. Additionally there was, in Prunières’ opinion, a shift to an outlook 

‘sensitive to the wonders of nature’33 as well as a uniquely integrated use of modal material. 

These traits, he noted, could be observed in the innovation of Sinfonia del mare.  

 

Again in 1918, Guido Gatti,34 journalist and Italian music critic, writing thirteen years after 

the première of Malipiero’s first work, saw in the language of the three early sinfonie an 

interplay between French and Austro-German traditions, describing Maliperio as 'the classic 

ideal of a restless, romantic spirit’.35 Beginning with Malipiero’s 1908 Sonata per violoncello 

and concluding with his Ditirambo of 1917, Gatti noted Malipiero’s preference for effective, 

                                                           
32 Prunières, 'G. Francesco Malipiero': 330. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Guido Gatti, 'G. Francesco Malipiero', La Critica Musicale, I/1 (1918). 
35 Ibid. 



27 

 

succinct musical gestures and an unadorned melodic line, executed  with a ‘dramatic 

sobriety’.36  

 

In a 1919 article,37 Georges Jean-Aubry, a French music critic, born the same year as 

Malipiero, also affirming Malipiero’s uniqueness, suggested that, ‘it is not by astonishing that 

the art of Malipiero charms, but by…penetration he captures us as it were by a moral 

obsession.’38 Jean-Aubry meant by ‘penetration’, Malipiero’s ability to use the sound and 

syntax of his works to unsettle the expected musical experience of the early 1900s concert 

goers, who had heard as standard repertoire up to that point, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, 

Mendelssohn and Wagner et al. The ‘moral obsession’ was Malipiero’s self-felt obligation 

for the good of Italian music to create a cutting-edge Italian musical language emancipated 

from 19th-century trends. This emancipation of language becomes a key area of investigation 

as it played out in the compositions under study.  

Writing later in January 1920, Jean-Aubry comprehensively presented the panorama of new 

Italian music between 1890 and 1920, noting that concert goers were largely ignorant of the 

‘real musicality of Italy, past as well as  present’.39  Having noted that in earlier times, Italy 

was the first to develop the full gamut of musical forms ranging from Palestrina’s polyphony, 

the revolution of Monteverdi, the symphony itself and the sonata, Jean-Aubry lamented the 

fact that young composers’ efforts, such as those of Malipiero, were met with negative 

audience responses. Detailing Malipiero’s compositional ‘blood line’, Jean-Aubry begins 

with Liszt who mentored Giovanni Sgambati (1841-1914) in the century’s second half, 

                                                           
36 Ibid., p.41. 
37 Jean-Aubry, 'A Great Artist: G. Francesco Malipiero': 13-1513-15. Jean-Aubry also befriended such 

composers as Debussy and Ravel. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Georges Jean-Aubry, 'The New Italy', The Musical Quarterly, 6/1 (1920): 29-5629-56. Available from: 

JSTOR. Accessed on 27 May, 2012. 
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travelling with him to Munich in 1869 to meet Wagner and witness Das Rheingold; then 

Sgambati, along with Giuseppe Martucci (1856-1909)40 who, as conductors, sought to 

encourage the place of Wagner’s symphonic music in Italian concert repertoire. Marco 

Enrico Bossi, future teacher of Malipiero, followed on, taking up the Wagnerian-centred 

movement of Sgambati and Martucci, making the important link between Bossi and 

Malipiero. Jean-Aubry then moves from a brief biography of Malipiero to these early works 

mentioning his first work, the Sinfonia degli eroi and its Viennese première. 

 

In the same year, Leigh Henry, composer and conductor,41 discussed Malipiero’s Italian-

Latin42 background at length, claiming that the Italian spirit Malipiero adopted was 

substantially more sophisticated than 19th-century operatic repertoire might have suggested. 

There was an ‘innate sensibility and sincerity’ that the composer developed by drawing on 

popular Italian-flavoured melodies grounded in his ‘imaginative constructive vision’.43 

Contrasting Malipiero’s mature works as they stood in 1920 with his early works, the earliest 

cited by Henry being the 1910-11 Impressioni dal vero, he makes reference to the influence 

of the ‘impressionability’44of Debussy, implying that this trait was present in Malipiero’s 

earlier works. However, neither Jean-Aubry nor Henry support this French or Italian-Latin 

link with an analysis of the early works. 

 

                                                           
40 Martucci was the first in Italy in the city of Bologna in 1888 to conduct Wagner's Tristian and Isolde. At the 

time, Malipiero was a six year old who had just started learning the violin in his city of Venice. 
41 Leigh Henry, 'G. Francesco Malipiero', Musical Opinion, September (1920): 7-15. 
42 By using the term Latin, Henry is referring to the depth of Italian culture as it descended from the building of 

the Roman Empire, the Venetian Republic and also, the cultural contributions from, for example, Pope Gregory 

the Great and the codification of  Gregorian chant along with the genius of Leonardo da Vinci. 
43 Henry, 'G. Francesco Malipiero'. 
44 Ibid. 
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A 1922 article by Lawrence Gilman,45 an American music critic, refers to Malipiero’s 

passion for early Italian instrumental music. It also asserts that Casella and his confrères 

(including Malipiero) were ‘determined rebels and experimentalists’ leading Italian music 

back to the ‘simplicity of line…and a perpetual quest for novelty’ as modelled by 

Monteverdi, Caldara, Alessandro Scarlatti and Pergolesi. They demonstrated, he believed, a 

new Italian musical spirit that eclipsed turn-of-the-century trends led by Strauss, Debussy, 

Bartok, Kodaly, Stravinsky and Schoenberg.46 

 

A year later in 1923, Ernest Henry Clark Oliphant, an Australian journalist, lecturer and 

Shakespearean scholar,47 referred to Malipiero’s vocal work I Sonetti delle fate (1909).48 

Having seen Malipiero as a bold experimentalist, Oliphant reminded readers that Malipiero 

was ‘never among those who are ready to sacrifice everything to experiment’, especially in 

the area of harmony and ‘economy of means’.49 The 1909 song cycle is likely symptomatic of 

similar characteristics in the earlier instrumental works composed prior. 

 

Moving to the end of the 1920s, a newspaper review50 of the 1929 première of the Sinfonia 

del mare in Utrecht by the Utrechtsch Stedelijk Orkest in the Tivoli Concert Hall appeared in 

the October edition of Utrechts Nieuwsblad.51  The review, although not presenting any 

                                                           
45  Lawrence Gilman, 'Music of the Month: A Tone-Poet from Italy', The North American Review, 215/795 

(1922). Available from: http://www.jstor.org/stable/25120970. 
46 Ibid., p.268. Their new musical language, Gilman explains, will differ from French impressionism, 

Stravinskian primitivity, the cerebralism of Schoenberg, the sensuality of the Spanards, the audacious fantasy of 

such Hungarians as Bartok and Kodaly, and the decadence of Richard Strauss. 
47 Oliphant (1862-1936), surprisingly Australian, had an extensive career that led him to write a series of aritcles 

on contemporary European music in The Musical Quarterly between 1921-1926. 
48 I sonetti delle fate per soprano e pianoforte were based on a text by Gabriele D'Annunzio written in 1909, 

portraying the various well-known fairies of Italian legend:  Eliana, Mirinda, Melusina, Grasinda, Morgana, 

Oriana - Oriana infedele. It is located in the Edizione: Carisch, published in Milano in 1914. 
49E. H. C. Oliphant, 'The Songs of Young Italy', The Musical Quarterly, 9/2 (1923): 200-201200-201. Available 

from: http://www.jstor.org/stable/738316. Accessed on 7 May 2016. 
50 Only newspaper reviews related to the 1929 Utrecht première of the Sinfonia del mare are available to date. 
51 F. v. H, 'Review of Concert for Sinfonia del mare', Utrechts Nieuwsblad (October 1929). Available from: 

http://hetutrechtsarchief.nl/onderzoek/resultaten/archieven?mivast=39&mizig=91&miadt=39&miq=1&milang=

nl&misort=dt%7Casc&mizk_alle=malipiero&mibj=1929&mif2=1929&miview=ldt. Accessed on 20 July 2018. 
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analysis, implies that Malipiero’s subjective ‘illustration’ of the sea could have surprised 

some, the reviewer suggesting that the term ‘impressionism is appropriate here’.52 If it was a 

surprise, then what had they been used to previously in terms of music provoked by the open 

sea: perhaps, among others, Debussy’s La mer and Mendelssohn’s Hebrides Overture? It 

suggests that Malipiero’s musical language was unusual and unexpected; and that it was 

different from the audience’s past experience.  

 

Between 1929 and 1942 there is no reference to the early works until an anniversary 

anthology was produced containing an article by one of Malipeiro’s pupils, Gastone Rossi-

Doria,53 who distinguishes characteristics of Malipiero’s musical language during his training 

and early composing years.54 He then refers to the success of Sinfonia degli eroi in Vienna (in 

1911), before discussing various early piano miniatures, for example the Six morceaux pour 

piano (1906). Having summarised characteristics of these miniatures, he shows how they are 

applied to the Sinfonia del mare of the same year. Another anniversary collection, celebrating 

Malipiero’s seventieth birthday, appeared in 1952. Among the various articles from this 

publication, only that of Angelo Ephrikian, Italian musicologist and violinist,55 relates to 

Malipiero’s earliest works. Ephrikian’s discussion of his melodic prowess, evident in the 

youthful years leading to these works, emphasises his attention to effective melodic material 

in all parts from the bassi upwards. He then addresses the effect of Malipiero’s 1902 early 

music research on his melodic sense and whether influences such as Gregorian chant and 

Monteverdi can be actually pin-pointed in his scores. He suggests rather that, if found, they 

are ‘one of his current-of the moment feelings, they are exclusively Malipiero’.56 

                                                           
52 Ibid. 
53 Gastone Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero', La Rassegna Musicale, February-March (1942): 90-109. 

 54ibid., pp.90-92. 
55 Angelo Ephrikian, 'Malipiero e la tradizione musicale italiana', in Gino Scarpa (ed.), L'opera di G.F. 

Malipiero (Treviso: Canova, 1952). 
56 Ibid., p.183. 
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By the late 1960s, nearly twenty years after the 1952 collection, Malipiero had stimulated 

interest at the level of academic dissertations. In a 1968 doctoral thesis,57 John C.G. 

Waterhouse,58 noted Oxford scholar of early Italian 20th-century music, detailed the 

contextual background and provided analytical comment on the majority of significant works 

from Malipiero’s entire output. Analytical comment on the early works include, however, 

only the 1906 Sinfonia del mare, as Malipiero was still telling all that the Sinfonia degli eroi 

was destroyed. 

Four years later Malipiero’s colleagues collated a further anthology at the time of his now 

ninetieth birthday celebrated in 1972 (published in 1977). The collection begins with a 

greeting from Luigi Dallapiccola, Italian composer and life-long friend of Malipiero, that 

gives personal testimony that from the Pause del silenzio of 1917 through until the operas 

Giuda Iscariote and One of Ten, both completed in 1971, ‘his style and only his’59 are 

detected; but there is no reference to the existence of the prior early works. In the same 

edition, Gianfranco Folena, linguist and philologist, in his focus on the voice and writing of 

Malipiero, offers pertinent comment60 on Malipiero’s penchant for the style and techniques of 

early Italian music. In his discussion, unfortunately, he makes no reference to any early work. 

Pellegrino M. Ernetti, Benedictine monk, linguist, biblical and music scholar,61 comes closer 

to the time frame of the early works with observations on the influence of Gregorian chant on 

Malipiero beginning in the years following the 1903 Moto Proprio of Pope Pius X.62 The 

papal document encouraged a renewed use of recently authenticated versions in all churches. 

                                                           
57  John G.C. Waterhouse, 'The Emergence of Modern Italian Music, 1880-1940' (Doctorial thesis, University of 

Oxford, 1968).  
58  This 856-page thesis was later recast and updated as a book in 1999, published by Harcourt, Oxford. 
59 Various, 'Omaggio a Malipiero', in Mario Messinis (ed.), Ommaggio a Malipiero [Commemorative of 

Malipiero's 90th Birthday in 1972] (Cini Foundation, Venice: Olschki, 1977), pp. 11-13. 
60 Ibid., pp.99-144. 
61 Ibid., pp.45-53. 
62 Pope Pius X, On Sacred Music, ed. Pontifical Council for the Liturgy (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 1903). 
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This had stylistic consequences for Malipiero’s early sinfonie begun two years later. Ernetti 

explains that Malipiero’s study of what was a ‘framework’63 for both Medieval monophony 

and Renaissance polyphony, allowed him to steer a balance between adherence to, and 

detachment from, the mechanism of the chant. Ernetti adds that when composing his first 

works, this balance allowed Malipiero to compose within the ethos i.e. spirit or flavour of 

modality, in contrast to other composers, who conformed their use to specific rules and 

precepts.64  

 

In 1976, three years after Malipiero’s passing, with hand-written manuscripts retrieved 

posthumously from a trunk in Malipiero’s cantina (basement), Waterhouse was able to paint 

the more precise picture of the early works with a study65 based on his preliminary 

examination of the works’ autographs. He identifies characteristics, among others, of 

harmonic chromaticism, use of thematic material and post-Lisztian thematic transformation. 

Six years later, in 1982, a more extended paper66 brought these early works into sharper 

focus, testing the question 'to what extent can his symphonic works be called symphonies in 

some normal sense of the word?’ Having divided the symphonic output into numbered and 

unnumbered works, he notes the varying degrees of repudiation of the early pre-1910 works. 

They presage, he contends, Malipiero’s developing style. Although entitled 'symphony', 

Waterhouse maintains that Sinfonia degli eroi and Sinfonia del mare are more comparable 

with late Romantic symphonic poems, than with 'the abstract symphonies of the pure 

Viennese tradition'.67 He limits his discussion, however, to two rhetorically-redacted 

examples from Sinfonia del mare. There is no mention of the Sinfonia degli eroi. Waterhouse 

                                                           
63 Various, 'Omaggio a Malipiero', p. 48. 
64 Ibid., p.50. 
65 Waterhouse, 'I Lavori "distrutti" di Gian Francesco Malipiero: brani da un "work in progress"'. 
66 Waterhouse, John C.G., 'Malipiero sinfonista?', Conference proceedings on G.F. Malipiero e le nuove fore 

della Musica Europea (Teatro Municipale, Reggio Emilia, Italy: Edizioni Unicopli, 1982), pp. 49-65. 
67 Ibid., p.51. 
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later brought these two primary sources together in his definitive book (published 

posthumously in 1999).68 

 

Other scholarly writings by Beate Thiemann69 and Maria Christine Haustein70 were published 

in 2001 and 2008 respectively. Thiemann focuses on the entire body of un-numbered and 

numbered symphonies beginning with the numbered symphonies composed between 1933 

and 1948, before commenting briefly on the ‘youthful works’ prior to 1910. She devotes only 

two pages to Malipiero’s pre-1910 works in a 500-plus-page tome on Malipiero’s full 

symphonic output. She recognises both implicit and explicit programmatic content of the 

early works that ‘embodies a plot determining the developmental shape’71 along with what 

she labels ‘impressionistic moods’.72 Having highlighted the debt owed by the Sinfonia degli 

eroi to the traditional late Romantic symphonic poem, she notes five formal units but fails to 

connect them with the sonata principle, although there is a clear principal and secondary 

theme. She does recognise, however, the ‘very thorough working-out of what she considers 

overly limited thematic material’,73 referring, presumably, to the developmental character of 

the extensive central unit of the five. Drawing on Rossi-Doria’s 1942 article, Thiemann notes 

Malipiero’s use of themes and ideas within a functionally–tonal context along with 

observations on his rhythmic preferences. She identifies influences from Richard Strauss, 

Wagner, Mendelssohn, Martucci, Grieg, Rimsky-Korsakov and also Debussy. Noting briefly 

formal aspects of the early works, she deals rigorously with neither the form nor the 

language. 

                                                           
68 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward Genius. 
69 Beate Thiemann, 'Die Sinfonien Gian Francesco Malipieros' (Doctoral Thesis, University of Köln, 2001). 
70 Maria Christine Haustein, 'Die Sinfonik der Generazione dell'Ottanta : Voraussetzungen, Entwicklungen und 

Wertung' (Doctoral Thesis, Martin-Luther-Universität, 2008).  
71 Thiemann, 'Die Sinfonien Gian Francesco Malipieros', p. 402. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
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Haustein takes on the daunting task of discussing the entire symphonic output of, not only 

Malipiero, but that of his colleagues Pizzetti, Casella and Respighi. She provides a brief 

though perceptive focus on Malipiero’s early works. Haustein argues that it was Malipiero’s 

intent to propagate the genuine Italian tradition as ‘a free, logical and vivid conversation, 

rarely using thematic repetitions’74 while steering a course between the various usages of the 

sonata principle of Central European symphonic music and the twelve-tone innovation of 

Vienna. As an inspiration, she pin-points his appreciation of the Scarlatti family, with 

Alessandro the touch-stone Italian composer75 while understanding the true symphonic 

tradition embedded in the sinfonia as ‘reaching back to our pure Italian tradition’.76  

Acknowledging the value of the Rossi Doria analysis of Sinfonia del mare, Haustein 

summarises the early musicologist’s evidence of Malipiero’s self-contained melodies, mixing 

modal and diatonic tone sets that recall the popular song of the Venetian streets. She also 

notes Malipiero’s unique stance among his contemporaries in his determination to pursue an 

innovative language through blending Straussian, Debussian and much earlier Italian 

practices linked to experiments made during the origins of the sinfonia. 

 

 

The most up-to-date scholarly writings on the early compositions are those prepared by 

David Gallagher77 in the CD liner notes for the first modern recordings of the works chosen 

as case studies for this thesis. Gallagher identifies the circumstances of their composition as 

far as they are known and makes salient observations about the stylistic characteristics, 

                                                           
74 Haustein, 'Die Sinfonik der Generazione dell'Ottanta : Voraussetzungen, Entwicklungen und Wertung', p. 87. 
75 Ibid., p.87. 
76 Ibid. 
77 David Gallagher is a long-term music writer for the BBC and has followed Waterhouse's study of Malipiero's 

works with perceptive consistency over an extended period of time. 
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pointing out those that are derived from external musical influences. The most recent is 

Gallagher’s 2015 Naxos CD liner notes78 addressing the historical place of the inaugural 

recording in modern times of Malipiero’s first instrumental work, the Sinfonia degli eroi, 

though his analytical observations are sparse.     

 

 

From the above literature survey of the significant published and academic sources relating to 

Malipiero’s early symphonic works, their historical context and musical influences, it is clear 

that to date, little of the literature deeply penetrates the musical language of these pre-1910 

compositions.  At the time of their composition, Malipiero was anxious to have them 

performed, proudly inviting his first teacher, Stocker, to travel from Vienna for his first 

première. The lack of a focused analysis of the language of their scores leading to an 

evaluation of Malipiero’s earliest compositional development is the gap this project will 

address.  

 

Aim of the Present study 

 

This study therefore, will explore Malipiero’s early compositional development through a 

detailed analysis of the form and musical language of his first two symphonic works: 

 

Sinfonia degli eroi (1905) 

Sinfonia del mare (1906) 

 

with reference to: 

 

(a) influences from German and French trends at the turn of the century; 

 

                                                           
78 David Gallagher, liner notes for CD recording, Malipiero, G.F.: Sinfonia degli eroi, Naxos 8.572766 (Hong 

Kong, 2015). Available from: 

http://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.572766&catNum=572766&filetype=About%

20this%20Recording&language=English. Accessed on 8 January 2016. 
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(b) symphonic poems as the vehicle to revive Italian instrumental music; and 

(c) the influence of his researches into:  

(i)   17th-century Italian instrumental works loosely called sinfonia, and  

(ii)  late Renaissance polyphony and Baroque monody in Italian vocal music together 

with the revival in 1903 of interest in ecclesiastical chant. 

 

 

 

Methodology 

 

 

The analysis of form and syntax of Malipiero’s early sinfonie will be motivated 

foundationally by the framework suggested by Leonard G. Ratner’s work.79 This framework 

discusses the interaction between sound and syntax as an innovative theoretical model for 

works of the Romantic period up until the end of the 19th century. The present study will also 

draw on theoretical approaches such as: 

 

 Jan LaRue’s comprehensive guidelines for fundamental stylistic 

perspectives;80 

 Rudolph Reti’s discussion of affinity in the thematic process 

 James Hepokoski81 and Stephen Vande Moortele’s approaches to the 

complexity of form82 in extra-musically inspired late Romantic works. 

 

The uniqueness of the sinfonie will be further clarified through contextual comparisons with 

selected symphonic passages of contemporaneous composers: the textures of Richard Strauss, 

                                                           
79 Leonard G. Ratner, Romantic Music: Sound and Syntax (New York, Toronto: Schirmer Books, 1992). 
80 Jan LaRue, Guidelines For Style Analysis, 1st edn (New York,: W. W. Norton, 1970). 
81 James A. Hepokoski and Warren Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory : Norms, Types, and Deformations in The 

Late Eighteenth-Century Sonata (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2006). 
82 Steven Vande Moortele, Two-dimensional Sonata Form : Form and Cycle in Single-movement Instrumental 

Works by Liszt, Strauss, Schoenberg, and Zemlinsky (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2009). Available from: 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=437098&site=ehost-live. 
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inheritor of the highly chromatic late Romantic Austro-Germanic Wagnerian-Lisztian 

tradition; the symphonic texture of Debussy as significant in the evolution of a post-tonal 

musical language in the French tradition; and early Italian instrumental works, object of 

Malipiero’s particular study as he rejected the well-known musical language of late-Romantic 

Italian opera. This will lead to a fresh evaluation of Malipiero’s early musical language.83 

 

The remainder of this thesis comprises four chapters. Chapter 2 will discuss the historical 

context of Malipiero’s first symphonic compositions commenting on the role of his 

composition teachers and early influences. The significance of the influence of formal 

structures and chromaticism of Richard Strauss will be addressed along with Malipiero’s 

extensive study of early Italian instrumental repertoire. The chapter will also offer hypotheses 

as to how he gained access to French Impressionist influences through Debussy which was 

pivotal in his search for an original Italian instrumental voice. Chapters 3-4 will present two 

analytical case studies detailing distinguishing musical elements of Malipiero’s first sinfonie 

(1905-06): Sinfonia degli eroi (1905) and Sinfonia del mare (1906). Chapter 5 will 

summarise the findings as an answer to the research question concerning the historic and 

stylistic genesis of the sound and syntax of Malipiero's early symphonic works.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
83 Ratner, Romantic Music: Sound and Syntax, p. 299.  
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Chapter 2 

 

Contextual Background 

 

 

To provide the necessary understanding of the contextual background of Malipiero’s earliest 

symphonic works, this chapter will consider his cultural and musical influences. The 

interplay between these two groups of influences became, for Malipiero, a catalyst for 

experimentation and renewal. 

 

Cultural Influences 

The Role of Venice and Bologna as Cultural Crossroads 

Both Venice and Bologna, from centuries back to the time of Malipiero and beyond, have 

been cultural crossroads due both to their openness to new trends in all the arts often brought 

by foreign professionals, and their sharing and encouragement of experimental developments. 

Enigmatically, in the area of music, it was a limited audience, some progressive-some not, 

that attended concerts where new works using innovative trends might be performed and 

potentially appreciated. Furhter, some of the audience was progressive and open to this 

experimentation, and some were only supportive traditional concert repertoire.   

 

The dynamic and cosmopolitan musico-cultural milieu of Venice intertwined with the overall 

musical talent of Malipiero’s family. Further, the family’s proximity to the principal concert 
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hall La Fenice, in Campo San Fantin, one street removed from his family home in Campo 

San Fantin, allowed Malipiero constant contact with the influx of cosmopolitan visitors, 

including notable musicians and concert programmers. Though the majority of these were 

involved in the opera industry, there were also significant visiting conductors and performers 

of orchestral programmes.  Strauss himself conducted his own works at the same time as, in 

the city’s Liceo Civico Musicale ‘Benedetto Marcello’, Malipiero and his two brothers were 

enrolled in different disciplines, Malipiero continuing composition studies. Venice, with its 

vast musical archives, also gave Malipiero a unique opportunity to re-discover early Italian 

17th-century repertoire and its techniques which would gradually form part of his 

compositional resources. 

 

As significant as was the milieu of Venice, so also was Malipiero’s decision to transfer for 

further composition studies to the city of Bologna at its own Liceo musicale. With 

intensifying aspirations to be a composer,84 he was now surrounded by a another city with a 

deep sense of its openness to cross-cultural trends as well as the academic stimulation of the 

oldest University in Europe, the Alma Mater Studiorum, founded in A.D. 1088. The Liceo 

‘Martini’ was the descendent of the famous centre of teaching in music composition located 

at the nearby Church of San Francesco, which, during the 1700s, was the focus of Padre 

Martini and Padre Mattei’s Scuola Bolognese in counterpoint attended by both Mozart and 

Rossini. Three decades prior to Malipiero’s enrolment, the year 1872 marked a turning point 

in the character of teaching at the Liceo. It marked the beginning of a forward-looking 

compositional outlook when Bologna became a centre of Wagnerianism, begun with the 

première of Lohengrin and followed in quick succession by other Wagnerian operas. 

                                                           
84 See Appendix 1  Letter of Requesting Admission 
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Martucci, the progressive director of the Liceo musicale, often programmed Wagner in an 

effort to promote the composer before the concert-going audiences.85 Martucci’s successor at 

the Liceo and Malipiero’s progressive teacher, Bossi, would follow suit. 

 

 

An Alternative to the Opera Industry  

 

As a second cultural influence, the popular conservatism of the financially-motivated industry 

of the opera seasons,86 central to the musical life of Venice and Bologna, had caused the 

neglect of instrumental repertoire. This neglect was evident in its limited composition and 

select audience attendance. Operas were reviewed in newspaper columns; the concert season 

never featured. Malipiero was convinced that verismo opera ‘with its wallpaper scenery, was 

an ephemeral digression which could never thwart the musical revival of a…glorious past (of 

instrumental music).’87  

 

Italian opera counted among its training methods the improvisational skills from the 

Neapolitan partimento discipline88 intractably maintained as late as the 1880s in institutions, 

such as the Conservatory of Milan.89 Outside Italy, however, this discipline was drifting from 

vogue, ‘overshadowed…by rival Austro-German and French traditions’.90 Malipiero was 

                                                           
85 C. G. Waterhouse John and Perrino Folco, Martucci, Giuseppe (Oxford University Press, 2001). Available 

from: http:////www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-

9781561592630-e-0000017947. Accessed on 17 July 2018. 
86 Nicholas Baragwanath, The Italian Traditions & Puccini (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University 

Press, 2011), p. xi. 
87 Reilly, 'Music - Beyond Italian Opera: Malipiero'. 
88 Partimento was an unfigured bass line provided as a linear guide for the composer to realise with efficient 

haste, and in artistically and financially rewarding styles, a keyboard piece, and ultimately an entire opera.  
89 Baragwanath, The Italian Traditions & Puccini, p. 13. 
90 Ibid., p.88. 
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attracted to such as Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk freedoms and French formal discontinuity. 

These freedoms made no distinction between vocal and instrumental elements, lifting up 

instrumental scoring on an equal level with operatic melody. Martucci’s desire to introduce 

progressive Austro-German repertoire through constantly promoting this instrumental genre 

in his own compositions and conducting the premieres of other instrumental works, such as 

Sgambati’s Symphony No 1 in D major, Op 16 in 1888, turned composition students’ 

attention to symphonies. Martucci’s passion caused Malipiero to remark that Martucci's 

second symphony, Op. 81 in F major was ‘the starting point of the renaissance of non-

operatic Italian music.’91  

 

During youthful sojourns in other countries, Malipiero was able to witness a musical 

language that included both conservative and progressive techniques, varying in frequency 

between that used in the opera and that in other genres.92 Between the years of 1893-1901 in 

the various cities in which he was resident (Trieste, Berlin, Vienna and Venice), Malipiero 

was certainly able to witness operatic performances – many from the Italian Bel canto 

tradition and others by German and occasionally, by French composers. Moving into the 20th 

century, Young composers like Malipiero however, would have to take into account changing 

social conditions as a result of which it was ‘no longer possible to write successfully Italian 

melodramas…(as) a continuation of the tradition represented by operas of their 

predecessors’.93 Even opera publishers such as the discerning Tito Ricordi, son to Ricardo, 

saw an urgent necessity to move forward and revitalise Italian opera by ‘responding to new 

                                                           
91 John and Folco, Martucci, Giuseppe. 
92 David CD Review for Gallagher, 'Gian Francesco Malipiero (1883–1973) Tre commedie goldoniane • 

Stradivario • La Cimarosiana • Gabrieliana  Naxos 8.570883',  (2011). Available from: 

https://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.570883&catNum=570883&filetype=About

%20this%20Recording&language=English. Accessed on 13 November 2018. 
93 Mallach, The Autumn of Italian Opera, From Verismo to Modernism, 1890-1915, p. 345ff. 
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musical currents and recruiting new talent such as Alfano, Montemezzi and Zandonai’.94 

Malipiero, however, demonstrated no desire to continue the operatic tradition created by 

Verdi, Puccini or Mascagni; rather, he was to seek a new direction that would save Italian 

audiences from what he considered the worn out operatic tradition.95 He was eloquent about 

its deficiencies, being ‘nauseated by recitative, by false ‘verismo’, and by everything that 

serves to flavour that overly sweet mixture called opera. I had abandoned music theatre…’96 

It is true that Malipiero’s graduation from Bologna’s Liceo musicale in 1904 occurred against 

a cultural background of popular verismo opera; Puccini had just premièred Madama 

Butterfly in Milan. By contrast, it also occurred upon completion of Malipiero’s examination 

exercises that had shown his appreciation of complex Austro-Germanic one-movement 

works; Richard Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben was six years old. Debussy, however, had not been 

performed on the Italian peninsula. Though his Nocturnes had premièred in 1900-1901 with 

the Lamoureux Orchestra in Paris, it would have to wait until the year 1905, the year 

following Malipiero’s graduation and that of the Liceo’s centenary, for Debussy’s Prélude à 

l’après-midi d’un faune to be performed. The performance took place in Bologna itself. 

 

New directions among the young composers would take differing stances towards Italian 

opera. Whereas a contemporary like Pizzetti (1880-1968) saw his opera Fedra as something 

new in Italian music drama ‘without Wagnerian predilections, Straussian excesses or 

Debussyan affectations,’97 Malipiero took the opposite view regarding musical language. He 

was entranced by Strauss’s ‘excesses’ and would value Debussyan ‘affectations’. This 

stemmed from Malipiero’s desire to create a more sophisticated musical language within 

                                                           
94 Ibid., p.221. 
95 Ibid., p.345. 
96 Ibid., p.352. quoting Malipiero in Voci dal mondo di là. Available in www.rodoni.ch/malipiero/settecanzoni 
97 Ibid., p.346. 

http://www.rodoni.ch/malipiero/
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symphonic genre and being unrepentant in making more demands on the audience’s psyche 

than the musical language of opera. Ironically, when Malipiero did re-visit opera composition 

as a genre, later in his career, he undertook a complete re-invention of the medium, not only 

of its language but also its scenarios and staging. This process is, however, well beyond the 

scope of this thesis. 

 

Musical Influences 

The musical influences were Malipiero’s two composition teachers, Stefan Stocker, then 

Marco Enrico Bossi, and three distinctive bodies of repertoire stemming from the following 

sources: the late Romantic consolidation of what had been ‘New German School’;98 Fauré 

and Debussyan impressionism; and early 17th-century Italian repertoire. This latter repertoire 

was characterized by modal influences, melodic contours from ecclesiastical chant and rustic 

folksong and polyphony as it developed in the Renaissance and Baroque periods. It also 

included formal experimentation from ‘what became known as the stylus phantasticus by 

defying expectation through ingenious formal plans.’99 This style, Geoffrey Webber explains, 

was marked at times, by a seemingly improvisatory unfolding that ‘surprises and dazzles the 

listener’.100 

                                                           
98 S. Grey Thomas, 'New German School', in Grove Online (Oxford University Press, 2001). Available from: 

http:////www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-

9781561592630-e-0000040621. Accessed on 27 July 2018. 
99 Gregory Barnett, 'Form and gesture: canzona, sonata and concerto', in Tim Carter and John Butt (eds), The 

Cambridge History of Seventeenth-Century Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 480480.  
100 Geoffrey Webber, 'The Stylus Phantasticus and Free Keyboard Music of the North German Baroque', Music 

and Letters, 88/3 (2007). 
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Biographical information presented in Chapter 1101 has established the historical parameters 

in which the sound and syntax of Malipiero’s musical language began to develop. 

Waterhouse warned however, that 

…the general pattern of formative influences amid which he began to find his  

way as a composer must be deduced, faute de mieux, from the music itself – not  

least from those unpublished compositions which, long believed destroyed,  

became available for study only in the 1970s.102 

 

Apart from the recent availability of previously unpublished scores, primary sources103 

recording historical certainties about these formative influences are meagre. These limited 

facts will be cross-referenced with newly available secondary sources to provide further 

insight into Malipiero’s early development, particularly with respect to his contact with, and 

attitudes towards, his teachers and influences originating in Germany, France and his native 

Italy. 

 

His Teachers 

Had it not been for his two teachers of harmony, fugue, counterpoint and advanced 

composition, and the institutions within which they taught, Malipiero would not have been 

attracted to the study of harmony. Neither would he have been predisposed to the techniques 

that were substituting traditional practice as it was dismantled in both Austro-German and 

French spheres. Malipiero studied with Stocker at the Vienna Conservatorium between 1898-

99, and with Bossi at the Liceo musicale ‘Benedetto Marcello’ in Venice from 1899-1901 

and Liceo musicale ‘Padre Martini’ spanning the years 1903-1904 in Bologna. 

                                                           
101 Massimo Bontempelli et alia have provided  comprehensive details of the historical context pertinent to 

Malipiero's musical language. 
102 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward Genius, p. 94. 
103 Letters, programmes and academic reports located in the archives of the institues where Malipiero studied 

along with retrospective writings of Malipiero himself. 
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a) Stephan Stocker 

Stocker was a highly regarded piano and harmony teacher who tutored part-time at the 

Vienna Conservatorium between 1883 and 1897, before being promoted to a permanent 

position in 1898, the year the 16-year-old Malipiero enrolled in his harmony class. This 

promotional position required Stocker to take some of Professor Robert Fuch’s classes. Fuchs 

was well-known to have imparted a compositional discipline to Mahler (1875 and 1878) and 

Sibelius (1890-91) as a harmony teacher of the highest calibre. Malipiero’s awareness of 

Mahler’s career is intertwined with the year that Malipiero enrolled, when this former pupil 

of Fuchs was appointed to the Vienna Court opera, now the Staatsoper. Mahler’s initiatives 

on all levels were followed closely by the cultured population of Vienna including the staff 

and students of the conservatorium as he put Vienna high on the musical map of Europe.  

 

The fact that Stocker replaced Mahler’s teacher in an institution of such illustrious reputation 

as the Vienna Conservatorium, was an indication of the distinctive quality of teaching 

Malipiero would have received at Stocker’s hand. It was here, through the influence of this 

academic encounter,that Malipiero as a more than competent though unenthusiastic violinist, 

formally discovered the mechanics of harmony through Stocker’s teaching. His musical 

passion was aroused, not focused on performing but on creating his own music. This 

awakening was an accident of history because, as noted in Chapter 1, his father had been 

hopeful that his son would become a concert violinist able to financially bolster their income.  

 

Complementary to the conservatorium’s link to Mahler through Fuchs, Stocker provided his 

own unique link. This was to Brahms and his approach to composition. Brahms and Stocker 
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were personal friends and would go on picnic outings together with other young composition 

students.104 Stocker’s own compositions were heavily influenced by Brahms. Thus, it would 

seem clear that Malipiero’s initial exposure to the value Brahms attached to counterpoint 

especially in the attention to the movement of inner-parts, voice leading and modulation to 

distant keys stemmed from his study with Stocker. Stocker passed on, in particular, Brahms’ 

understanding that ‘unified modulation does not in any way preclude the use of even the most 

distant keys…they are like the colours of a painting that contrast with the background colour 

(of the tonic key).’105 

 

Following the curtailment of Malipiero’s study in Vienna after one academic year, documents 

show that,106 upon return to Venice, he immediately enrolled in the Liceo musicale 

‘Benedetto Marcello’ under a new teacher. 

 

b) Marco Enrico Bossi 

Malipiero’s second composition teacher, Bossi was a musician of the highest order. As a 

director of three Licei musicali, he also taught advanced composition and was an 

international performer without peer on the organ.107  Malipiero’s focus on symphonic 

composition was fostered by Bossi’s prioritising instrumental works in order to champion the 

                                                           
104 Sinkowitz, 'The Piano Works of Stefan Stocker', p. 196. 
105Walter Frisch, Brahms and His World (revised Edition) (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 

2009), p. 402. 
106 Liceo-Segretaria, Registro di Alunni  Protocollo 1903/3, ed. Segretaria (Bologna: Liceo musicale, 1903), vol. 

1903. 
107 Among the detailed biographies prepared on Bossi, the collection by G.C.Paribeni, L.Orsini, and E. 

Bontempilli entitled ME Bossi: il compositore-l'organista-l'uomo: L'organo in Italia (MIlano: Casa editrice 

'Erta', 1934) is authorative. 
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defeat of the operatic monopoly.108 Bossi had taken the lead from Sgambati and Martucci109 

as restorers of a German-influenced Italian symphonic tradition,110 encouraging his students 

to do the same. Jean-Aubry explains that ‘it is among the pupils of Sgambati, Martucci and 

Bossi’ that the ideas and works were found that can be considered the ‘Italian school of 

today’.111  

 

In Malipiero’s first class encounters with Bossi beginning in 1899 at age 17, 112  he vividly 

remembered completing various instrumental fugal exercises.113  Malipiero would go on to 

benefit from Bossi’s own unique training. This training would manifest itself in a progressive 

orientation open to German and French practice tempered by conservative Italian practice 

that no other teacher on the Italian peninsula could match. Harvey Gaul concurs, explaining 

that ‘like Sinding and Sibelius, Bossi stands almost alone in his native land in the line of his 

endeavour.’114 

 

To deeply understand Malipiero’s blood line, the first fact to keep in mind is Bossi’s training 

at the Conservatorium of Milan. Here, a complete overhaul of the conservatorium’s 

curriculum, begun as early as 1860, had permitted him a compositional freedom stemming 

from adaptations of the ‘age-old Italian theories and practices according to the norms of the 

                                                           
108 Mallach, The Autumn of Italian Opera, From Verismo to Modernism, 1890-1915, p. 344ff. 
109 Chiara Bertoglio, 'Instructive editions of Bach's Wohltemperirtes Klavier: An Italian Perpsective' (University 

of Birmingham, 2012), p. 176. Available from: http://etheses.bham.ac.uk/3357/1/Bertoglio_12_PhD.pdf. 

Accessed on 17 August, 2016. 
110 Jean-Aubry, 'The New Italy'. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Gian Francesco Malipiero and Gino Garrera, La pietra del bando (Treviso: Edizioni Amadeus, 1945). 
113 J. C. Waterhouse, 'Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973): the life, times and music of a wayward genius', 

Recherche, 67 (1999): 92. 
114 Harvey B. Gaul, 'Bonnet--Bossi--Karg-Elert: Three Aperçus', The Musical Quarterly, 4/3 (1918): 358. 

Available from: http://www.jstor.org/stable/738219. 
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Austro-German instrumental tradition’.115 Consequently, when Bossi arrived in 1873, 

progressive and conservative teaching lived side by side. Often sources incorrectly emphasise 

his limited 1881 contact with the conservative teacher Amilcare Ponchielli (1884-1886), who 

had achieved notoriety in Italian melodrama.116 They neglect the significance of his extended 

classes of violin and composition under the progressive Antonio Bazzini (1818-1897) 

throughout the years 1873-1880. This programme of classes took place during continual 

‘calls for the replacement of the old-fashioned, practical Neapolitan method (grounded in 

partimento techniques) by more up-to-date theoretical systems, primarily those from 

Germany’.117  

Bazzini’s career was marked by an extended stay in Germany and frequent European 

performance tours, often to Paris. These had brought him into direct contact with German and 

French innovation. Totally sympathetic to the call to modernise the compositional 

curriculum, Bazzini was at pains to extend Bossi’s awareness of progressive as well as 

conservative composers and in particular, how far instrumental music was developing beyond 

the Italian border.118 As Malipiero’s future teacher, the young Bossi benefitted from Bazzini’s 

knowledge of German and French innovation. Bossi’s awareness of the contrast between 

foreign independent innovation, and conflicting progressive and conservative teaching 

postures within the conservatorium reached a peak through his student performance tours to 

London and Paris in 1879. In these cosmopolitan cities, he witnessed the immense gap 

between his conservatorium’s maintenance of the Neapolitan method and the progressive 

German and French trends in use abroad.  

                                                           
115 Baragwanath, The Italian Traditions & Puccini, p. xii. 
116 Pietro Zappalà, 'Ponchielli, Amilcare Giuseppe', in Treccani (Milan: Giovanni Treccani, 2015), vol. 84. 

Available from: http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/amilcare-giuseppe-ponchielli_%28Dizionario-

Biografico%29/. 
117 Baragwanath, The Italian Traditions & Puccini, p. 13. 
118 Ibid., p.63. 
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The openness to these trends that Bossi would transmitted to Malipiero, is vividly seen while 

Bossi was earlier teaching at the conservatory of Naples; there he worked with conviction 

‘against at times ludicrous prejudices, even from the director of the academy, who had 

prohibited the music of Wagner and ignored Bach’.119 This progressive-conservative balance 

carried into his teaching position in Bologna where he inculcated French and German 

progressive innovations in Malipiero’s compositional technique. Bossi made many 

international recital tours120 amassing knowledge of foreign trends through encounters with 

high profile Paris-based musicians121 such as Camille Saint-Saëns (1835-1921).122 Further, 

Bossi’s institutional directorships allowed on-going contact with Saint-Saens’s pupil, and 

later director of the Paris Conservatory, Gabriel Fauré (1845-1924). Both Frenchmen had 

encouraged and applied controversial modern trends such as its loosening adherence to strict 

rules permitting a freer approach to voice-leading, and a consequent expansion of the palette 

of harmonic colour.  Bossi inculcated these in Malipiero’s technique as well as an admiration 

of Fauré’s continuously interlocking linear texture. Particularly evident in the flow between 

instrument [piano] and voice123 following the un-accented phrasing of French poetry and 

prose, was the interlocking practised by Fauré in his melodies, which departed from the 

folkloric popularism of the German lied.124 This refinement also manifested itself in a 

restrained emotional character, contrasting with the more subjective emotion of German 

                                                           
119 Unknown, 'BOSSI, Marco Enrico', in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani (Rome: Giovanni Treccani, 1971), 

vol. 13. Available from: http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/marco-enrico-bossi_(Dizionario-Biografico)/. 

Accessed on 9 August 2017. 
120 Unknown, Marco Enrico Bossi (2013 ). Available from: http://www.move.com.au/artist/marco-enrico-bossi. 

Accessed on 23 April, 2013.Bossi made numerous international recital tours, bringing him in contact with 

colleagues such as César Franck, George Massenet, Charles Widor, Marcel Dupré, Alexandre Guilmant, Joseph 

Bonnet, Theodore Dubois, Camille Saint-Saëns, and his young pupil EugèneGigout, life-long friend of Fauré. 
121 Bossi spoke fluent French that facilitated effective communication in personal meetings with French 

musicians, as noted in Parabeni's biography on p.136. 
122 Ibid., p.85.Throughout his life and at Bossi’s death, the French school, many of whom he had personally met 

on tour, represented by those noted in fn 33, payed homage to his career and contribution to the art of 

composition.  
123 David D. Boyden, An Introduction to Music (London: Faber and Faber, 1971), p. 376. 
124 Vladimir Jankelevitch, Gabriel Faure et Ses Melodies (Paris: Libraire Plon, 1938), p. 2ff. 
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lieder. Fauré-like models would became a developmental impetus for Malipiero to interlock 

melodic shapes using a similar emotional restraint. 

 

Malipiero’s development of an individual melodic flow can be attributed to Bossi’s class 

models, and not his works. Ironically, Bossi’s textures are enigmatically dominated, not by 

memorable lyrical material, but by constructed Wagnerian harmonic structures with 

‘aggressive masculine chords’.125 Gaul goes as far to say that Bossi was ‘tuneless’.126 Instead, 

he ‘weaves a fine contrapuntal fabric…[with] fugal development’ taking precedence over 

‘mere lateral melody’.127 Bossi’s textures were to be models for Malipiero’s magnificently 

voiced homophonic passages.  

 

As well as French practice, Malipiero appreciated Austro-German models as embraced by 

fellow-Italians Sgambati and Martucci. Martucci promoted Wagner’s before conservative 

Italian audiences and was praised by Strauss for so doing. Sgambati and Martucci’s Austro-

German contacts complemented Bossi’s personal encounters with French composers. Though 

tutored by Bossi, Malipiero’s pedigree however, ultimately comes from Liszt, the common 

thread underlying his teacher’s German and French influence. Firstly, Liszt had influenced 

Wagner particularly in respect to harmonic experimentation. Bossi drew his students’ 

attention to the dismantling potential of Wagner’s harmonic usage128 causing Malipiero to 

later reflect: 

                                                           
125 Gaul, 'Bonnet--Bossi--Karg-Elert: Three Aperçus': 360. 
126 Ibid. 
127 Ibid. 
128 Parsifal was premiered the year of Malipiero’s birth and at the time of Malipiero’s first enrolment in Bossi’s 

classes beginning in 1899, Wagner was less than twenty years dead.  
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I began my studies in the first dawn of the new century and my teachers were still of the sort 

that viewed Richard Wagner as the Satan of Music (more because of his harmony than for the 

obvious revolution he brought about in drama)…
129 

 

Strauss took this harmonic experimentation still further. There is also the fact that Liszt 

mentored Sgambati’s spirit of reform and promotion of previously unknown German music, 

making the latter ‘the founder of the Modern Italian symphony’.130 Not to be neglected is 

Liszt’s professional advice to César Franck, Camille Saint-Saens and later Fauré, showing his 

direct influence on the French School.131  The pedigree subsequently unites within the 

simultaneous presence of a Wagnerian-Debussyian influence on Bossi. Pier Damiano Peretti 

recognises this binominal influence explaining that: 

… a selection of Bossi’s remarkable organ music, [shows] his debt to César Franck, the great German 

symphonic tradition and Claude Debussy’s exotic tone colourings, all filtered through Bossi’s unique 

artistic sensibility.132 

This dual influence is captured in a rare glimpse inside what would have been Malipiero’s 

lessons with Bossi, described by Guido Guerrini, an Italian pupil at the end of Bossi’s tenure. 

He reflects on the German-French mixture in the context of his first encounter with Busoni, 

the subsequent appointee: 

For us [in the liceo composition class] who considered ourselves advanced in having assimilated the 

harmonic language of Strauss and Debussy [from Bossi], [Busoni, who followed] revealed for the first 

time the theories of Schoenberg.133 

From Guerrini’s reminiscence, it is clear that the Straussian and Debussyan harmonic 

language was taught and practiced in Malipiero’s class exercises. 

                                                           
129 Christoph Schlüren, Forward for Sinfonia del mare (1906), ed. Jürgen Höflich (München: Jürgen Höflich 

Musikproduktion 2011). Available from: http://www.musikmph.de/musical_scores/vorworte/1182.html. 

Accessed on 23 April 2013. 
130 Jean-Aubry, 'The New Italy': 34. 
131 Ibid., pp.33-34. 
132 Pier Damiano Peretti, Liner notes for BOSSI, M.E.: Organ Music: Konzertstuck in C minor / Hora mystica / 

Hora gaudiosa Available from: Naxos Music Library. Accessed on 30 May, 2013. 
133 Anthony Beaumont, Busoni the Composer (London: Faber and Faber, 1985), p.27. 
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Malipiero was thus guided by two teachers with complimentary credentials. Stocker had been 

a champion of the Brahmsian value ascribed to Bachian counterpoint, a fluid working of 

rhythm and musical motion and remote modulation. Bossi had taken up the movement to 

make Wagner well-known among Italian audiences and continue the revitalisation of the 

Italian instrumental repertoire begun by Sgambati and Martucci.134He did this imbued with a 

thorough working appreciation of both Austro-German and French techniques. Malipiero’s 

singular formative guidance by Stocker and Bossi complemented his exposure to German, 

French and his native Italian repertoire which will now be discussed. 

 

Three Compositional Repertoires 

a) The New German School 

Strauss was the newest composer to emerge from the ‘status quo of musical “modernity” 

[consolidated from the New German School] by the end of the century’.135  He offered a well-

developed formal model based on extra-musical text.  

Late Romantic German repertoire was enriched by the New German School, established by 

Liszt and Wagner and reaching its late flowering in the tone poems of Richard Strauss. 

Malipiero began his late 19th-century compositional training in the full flood of Strauss’s 

increasing body of complex one-movement works with two recent premières having been 

Don Quixote (1897) and Ein Heldenleben (1898). The young Italian’s formal structures, as 

will be discussed, drew from this school’s use of form to respond to extra-musical stimuli.   

 

                                                           
134 Jean-Aubry, 'The New Italy'. 
135 Thomas, 'New German School'. 
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Malipiero attended performances of works composed by personalities from this school, for 

example, a Toscanini-conducted performance of Wagner’s Prelude to Die Meistersinger von 

Nürnberg in May, 1900, and the full opera in near-by Bologna, again conducted by 

Toscanini, in October 1905. Though he may have earlier heard other works by Wagner in 

Vienna between 1896-1899,136 witnessing Die Meistersinger allowed him to grasp, for the 

first time, that ‘there existed an operatic world far different from that of the Italian 

composers’.137 Wagner’s affirmation and absorption of Liszt’s kindred progressive ideas,138 

particularly those underpinning harmonic experimentation,139 were passed through Sgambati-

Martucci to Bossi. They could then form part of the discussion during Malipiero’s 

composition classes between 1903-1904. 

 

Wagner’s influence on Malipiero is encapsulated in a reflective letter to his publisher. In it, 

he makes the point that his teachers counted as ‘satanic’140 Wagner’s harmonic language of 

delayed resolution and a modulatory journey that almost never ended. Malipiero admitted 

feeling (Wagner’s) ‘magic rather than falling under his spell’141 recognizing that the 

increasing chromaticism had ‘completely drained the life-blood from diatonicism’.142 Richard 

Strauss and his innovative, avant-garde musical language then followed in the period 

beginning 1885 framing Malipiero’s early symphonic works in the opening decade of the 

century. Strauss’s experimentation was welcomed by progressive composers. News of the 

                                                           
136 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward Genius, p. 88. 
137 David Ewen, The world of twentieth-century music (Englewood Cliffs, N.J: Prentice-Hall, 1968). 
138 Bryce Morrison, Liszt (London: Omnibus Press, 1989), p. 73. 
139 Aaron Copland, Liszt as pioneer. Available from: https://www.bestmusicteacher.com/music-

history/articles/copland-liszt.pdf. Accessed on 3 August 2018. 
140 Schlüren, Forward for Sinfonia del mare (1906) 
141 Christoph Schlüren, Malipiero-Biography and Personal Letter to Publishers, Universal edition (2011). 

Available from: www.musikmph.de/musical_scores/vorworte/1182.html. Accessed on 17 May, 2015. 
142 Christoph Schlüren and Gian Francesco Malipiero (writing in 1926), 'Repertoire & Opera Explorer', Preface 

to score: Sinfonia del mare (1906) (2011). Available from: 

http://www.musikmph.de/musical_scores/vorworte/1182.html. Accessed on 21 September, 2014. 
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1899 première of Ein Heldenleben in Frankfurt during March travelled to Vienna where, in 

the same month, Malipiero was completing his only academic year at the Conservatorium. 

Subsequently in Venice, he was able to witness Till Eulenspiegel, performed in April 1901 

followed in March 1903 with Richard Strauss himself conducting several works by Wagner 

and his own symphonic poems Death and Transfiguration (1889) and Aus Italien (1886) 

along with the Love Scene from Feuersnot (1901).143 It can be hypothesised that Bossi, as 

Director of the Venetian Liceo musicale, and Malipiero as pupil, are highly likely to have 

attended so auspicious an evening. When Malipiero began his final year of studies in October 

1903, Strauss was at the height of his extra-musical experimentation in the programmatic 

Sinfonia domestica. 

 

The genre of symphonic poem, kept before the public by Strauss’s output, required advanced 

compositional technique, one to be tested in examination for final graduation. Inspired by 

Strauss’s increasingly innovative output, Malipiero used this genre for his graduation 

exercise, gaining high marks144 from Bossi.145 The genre’s greatest challenge was managing 

unity within its extended length and deciding to what degree the chosen extra-musical text 

would lead the work. Malipiero was keenly aware of Strauss’s developing expertise in 

managing the extra-musical text within the all-sufficient instrumental texture. One 

consequence was the inevitability of producing new forms – a principle of Liszt that Strauss 

recognised ‘in which the poetic idea was at the same time the form creating element’.146 

                                                           
143 Amministrazione-teatrale, La Fenice-Stagione di Concerti-March 1903, ed. Amministrazione del teatro, 

Concert Programs 1903 (Venice: Teatro la Fenice, 2018). Available from: 

http://archiviostorico.teatrolafenice.it/ricerca.php?q=1903. Accessed on 12 February 2018. 
144 Amministrazione del Liceo, Final Examinations Results (advanced composition)-Gian Francesco Malipiero 

- Pagelle dei voti (Bologna: Liceo musicale Padre Martini, 1904), vol. 1903-04. Accessed on 1 November 2014. 
145 Prunières, 'G. Francesco Malipiero': 330. 
146 Ernst Krause, Richard Strauss -The Man and His Work (London: Collet's (Publishers) Ltd., 1964), p. 179. 
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Malipiero, it will be seen, applied this principle in adapting his form in the first work to be 

discussed, to a Dantean text. 

 

After the success of his graduation exercise, he chose the same genre again for his 

professional debut valuing the link between the structure of his instrumental work and an 

extra-musical literary text.  In this decision, he 'enrolled' in the compositional school focused 

around Liszt and Wagner, who argued in favour of the literary model while another mind-set, 

centred on Brahms and Eduard Hanslick, had insisted that pure music should only follow the 

forms laid out by Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven. By 1900, though the polemics continued, 

composers such as Richard Strauss would freely combine programmatic and symphonic 

structure in their symphonic poems. Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben, for instance, instrumentally 

brings to life the idyllic image of heroism, labelling sections, for example, ‘the hero’s 

adversary’ and ‘the hero’s companion’. 

 

Malipiero sought to renew Italian instrumental repertoire with his own formal decisions 

within a genre that raised the question, as noted by Krause, as to whether musical form 

subserves the programmatic content.147 Pursuing the question, Krause emphasises Strauss’s 

conviction that the ‘strict order of the symphonic and dramatic architecture were no 

straightjacket for [Strauss’s] poetic or more concrete subjects’.148 This conviction resonated 

with Malipiero who adopted formal structures similar to Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben when 

musically realising the extra-musical text quoted at the beginning of Sinfonia degli eroi.  

 

                                                           
147 Ibid. 
148 Ibid., p.180. 



56 

 

In building texture within the form, Strauss as a young German born near the Italian border, 

had absorbed the Italian trait of letting feelings drive logic. He had consequently developed a 

motivic technique which was based more on ‘feeling than construction’.149 Strauss’s 

assimilation of this Italian approach resonated with Malipiero.  As an Italian he also allowed 

‘feeling’ to drive compositional decisions rather than traditional constructive requirements. 

Reflecting on this trait later in life, he explained that ‘the Italian symphony is a free kind of 

poem in several parts…obeying only those mysterious laws that instinct recognises’.150  

Considering the ‘poetic’ quality of symphonic composition, Malipiero further found the 

innovative discontinuous lyricism of the French school a valuable resource. 

 

b) The French School, Fauré and Debussy 

Malipiero had access to the innovation of the French school through two avenues: detailed 

exposure to its compositional techniques passed on through the historic Bazzini-Bossi 

teacher-pupil exchanges and Bossi’s on-going contacts with key players at the Paris 

Conservatoire. This was complemented with the desire of young Italian composers to 

break from their conservative Italian ethos and utilise the innovation and beauty of the 

‘very modern French music’,151 the so-called impressionism of the French school led by 

Claude Debussy. Pizzetti, Malipiero’s peer and confidant, reflected in 1913 that in their 

prior mid-decade knowledge and enthusiasm for this external innovation, he and his peers 

had realised that they could not mimic those modern French techniques. Rather, after 

acknowledging Debussy’s work as cutting-edge, they had to go ‘all the way to the bottom 

of “our own [Italian] soul”...’152 using Debussy’s new techniques in the ‘most individual 

                                                           
149 Ibid., p.147. 
150 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward Genius, p. 89. 
151 Alberto Iesue, La Generazione dell'Ottanta (1988). Available from: 

http://www.rodoni.ch/malipiero/iesue.html. Accessed on 12 July, 2016. 
152 Ibid. 
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and independent [Italian] way possible’.153 The implication is that these young Italian 

composers were drawing on French innovation over the years preceding 1913, including 

Malipiero’s response in his 1905-1906 works. 

 

Bossi’s classes included class discussions and exercises with Fauré’s prolific melodies as 

proposed models; and in April of his graduation year, 1904, Malipiero heard Toscanini 

conduct Dukas’s The Sorcerer’s Apprentice in the Teatro communale directly opposite the 

Liceo ‘Martini’. What is of immense significance, however, is that in 1905, Toscanini 

returned to Bologna for two weeks as guest conductor for the civic celebratory concert at the 

for the Liceo for which he conducted the works of Brahms, Bossi (director of the Liceo and 

personal friend of Toscanini) and Debussy’s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune.154 

Documents show that Malipiero, as a new graduate, returned to Bologna in the same period, 

as his graduation work had been chosen for re-performance at the student celebratory concert 

in the great auditorium of the Liceo. It is likely he attended Toscanini’s concert with the 

performance of Debussy’s work. Toscanini’s programmed visits155 that followed at the Liceo 

had the potential for direct exchanges with composition students and podium time with the 

student orchestra that was rehearsing Malipiero’s work. Toscanini’s choice of what was 

considered at the time as avant-garde French music, must be considered deliberate. The 

motivations may be several: by student request for the ‘new’ music; perhaps Bossi’s request 

for a French work to broaden the student’s knowledge; and of course, Toscanini’s personal 

appreciation of Debussy laying an important musical path. He explains in retrospect: 

                                                           
153 Ibid. 
154 Harvey  Sachs, Toscanini-list of performances (complete) (Uknown). Available from: 

https://www.scribd.com/document/342450854/TOSCANINI-by-Harvey-Sachs-Supplementary-Chapters. 

Accessed on 7 August 2017. 
155 Marco Enrico Bossi, Letters to Arturo Toscanini concerning Centenary Celebrations (Liceo musicale 

'Martini' Bologna, 1904). 
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The modern French school is foremost in the world. Debussy swayed the  

highest — you really understand me, the most high — [of] all the endeavours,  

all the schools, all the manifestations of the end of the nineteenth century, and  

of the twentieth century. His music is triumphant in its clarity, in its spirit, in its feeling, and even — 

yes, yes! — in its soul.156 

 

Present at the Liceo as guest conductor, Toscanini would have offered such opinions on the 

French school, allowing Malipiero a unique communication with this maestro in respect of 

Debussy’s cutting-edge music.157 

 

Malipiero’s hypothetical association with Debussy’s La mer (1905) becomes highly 

significant in 1906 when he completed his Sinfonia del mare. Waterhouse reminds us that 

‘Malipiero is unlikely yet to have known Debussy’s La mer158 when he wrote the Sinfonia del 

mare only a few months after it’.159 Further, Malipiero reflected in 1926 that ‘I did not 

discover Debussy’s works until 1906’.160 This could however, possibly coincide with his 

meeting with Busoni in Berlin earlier in the year before Malipiero commenced sketches. The 

implications of this meeting will be explored in more detail in Chapter 4 with hypothetical 

answers offered through triangulation and the identification of stylistic nexus in respect of the 

texture. 

                                                           
156 Havergal Brian, 'quoted from Musical opinion, p.397', Toscanini and Debussy (1935). Available from: 

http://www.havergalbrian.org/ztoscaninidebussy.htm. Accessed on 27 August 2017. 
157 Toscanini's focus on educating the young musical student in emerging innovation is emphasised by the fact 

that his second performance of this work took place, not upon his return to La Scala, but with the student 

orchesra in the Milan Conservatorium. 
158 Debussy’s La mer was completed in March 1905 and premièred on the 15 and 22 October of that year during 

the Concerts Lamoureaux. The next performance of La mer had to wait until 1908 when, due the work’s 

innovative difficulties for the orchestra, Debussy was invited by Colonne to take over the podium, and thus 

made his debut conducting it himself. Apart from these two performances according to historical facts, there 

was no other possibility for Malipiero to hear the work first-hand. The first performance of La mer closer to 

home was conducted by Toscanini at La Scala, but not until 1909, well after Malipiero committed his own work 

to manuscript, in which form it still stands on Universal Edition hire shelves. 
159 John C.G. Waterhouse, Liner notes for CD MALIPIERO, G.F.: Symphonies, Vol. 1, Nos. 3 and 4 / Sinfonia 

del mare NAXOS 8.570878 (Singapore: Naxos, 1993). Available from: 

https://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.570878&catNum=570878&filetype=About

%20this%20Recording&language=English#. Accessed on 5 June 2018. 
160 Schlüren and Malipiero (writing in 1926), Preface to score: Sinfonia del mare (1906). 
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If the French influence was a life-line to new possibilities escaping the pervasive 

conservatism, it was manifested in contrasting ways in Malipiero’s 1905 Sinfonia degli eroi 

and the Sinfonia del mare of 1906. Bossi, as Malipiero’s teacher, was able to bring 

knowledge of an early use of harmonic colour evident in the works of Massenet witnessed in 

his 1879 visit to Paris. In 1896, at the time Malipiero arrived in Vienna, Fauré, recently 

appointed to the Paris Conservatoire, would place harmonies for their colour, and allow the 

harmonic rhythm time to dwell on them. Using unresolved mild discords and colouristic 

effects, he would anticipate the techniques of impressionistic composers.161 Debussy, in his 

turn, applied chromaticism, to bring about ‘fresh, new pitch configurations and colourful 

chromatic elaborations of the tonal structure.’162Malipiero was to note these colouristic 

effects that Debussy highlighted by his orchestration, which went to a greater extreme than 

German counterparts to increase linear clarity and elegance. This precept of French elegant 

clarity, that Malipiero would also demonstrate, Debussy famously summarised:   

French music is clearness, elegance, simple and natural declamation  

[following the neutral accent of the French language];…(it) wishes first  

to give pleasure [not to challenge through deep thought and angst].  

Couperin, Rameau, these are the true Frenchman.163 
 

Although training in an institute which knew the validity of a German symphonic language, 

Malipiero, between 1905-1906 would lean towards the simplicity of French clarity. He would 

also be surprised by another bank of repertoire, far closer to home, discovered through 

student curiosity – forgotten early 17th-century manuscripts of his own city and a 

contemporary revival of ecclesiastical chant. 
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c) Italian Pre-Classical Repertoire and the Gregorian Revival 

As a Venetian, Malipiero had two opportune contacts with early Italian compositional 

practice: his own research, and liturgical use of Italian early instrumental and choral works; 

and attempts to renew Gregorian chant in Venice’s churches. The monophonic Gregorian 

chant of the Catholic Church and the polyphonic-monodic transition in 16th and 17th century 

Italian instrumental music offered Malipiero new melodic material. His melodic approach, 

through Stocker and Bossi, was already governed by a Brahmsian attention to inner part-

writing. Malipiero’s material would now be explosively linked to the original sources of 

monophony, polyphony and monody.  

During 1902 and forward, Malipiero’s first-hand contact with early Italian 

repertoire164and the theorists’ tomes under-pinning them,165 enacted two processes. 

Firstly, a renewal of Renaissance and Baroque choral repertoire centered in St Mark’s 

Basilica, enabled  Malipiero to hear live, during Masses, its sound and syntax; while, 

secondly, directly opposite in the Marciana Library, he was able to peruse shelves laden 

with original manuscripts of early 17th-century instrumental works.166 The fact that 

Malipiero went to this vast library was not unusual since students would spend time in 

this library over the academic year. What is notable is his unexpected finding of those 

manuscripts, along with 16th-century theoretical treatises that had lain dormant on its 

shelves for over 150 years, and his prolonged study and transcription of them.167 

                                                           
164 The composers were the like of Giovanni Nasco (1510-1561), Ippolito Baccus (1550-1609), Orazio Vecchi 

(1550-1605), Claudio Merulo (1533-1604), Carlo Gesualdo (1566-1613), Tarquinio Merula (1595-1665),  

Giusseppe Tartini (1692-1770), Tomaso Albinoni (16711-1751), Baldassare Galuppi (1706-1785), Vivaldi as 

well as Palestrina, and without doubt, Corelli. 
165 The theorists included  Giosseffo Zarlino and Giovanni Bassano (ornamentation). 
166 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward Genius, p. 99. 
167 Ibid. 
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By historical coincidence the following year, 1903, Pope Pius X (reigning from 1903-

1914) sent a motu proprio or ‘special instruction’ on Gregorian usage throughout the 

Catholic world. It was the year Malipiero entered the Liceo musicale in Bologna. It is 

highly likely that the papal initiative enlivened in the mind of Malipiero, already pre-

disposed to the modal world through his earlier research, the possibilities of the chant as a 

rhythmic-melodic resource. The Pope had been buoyed by the research begun around 

1883 on original manuscripts of the chants under an initiative of the monks of the Abbey 

of Solesmes in France. The instruction’s intent was to purify liturgical music from 

operatic influence, and restore the authentic notation and use of Gregorian chant. The 

work of the monks became a valuable resource in Malipiero’s search for a wider variety 

of modes. Because of the remote past usage of modes, their incorporation in Malipiero’s 

works began to embed an archaic, nostalgic character, noted by Robert Reilly reviewing 

modern day recordings: 

Like Respighi, Malipiero liked the archaic, but unlike Respighi, he did not romanticize it in 

Technicolour. Eschewing voluptuousness, he preferred shimmering refinement…’168 

 

This conjuncture of manuscript study and in situ liturgical performance had awakened within 

Malipiero the necessity to a return to the ‘glorious past’ of Italian music. There was the 

official choral research begun in 1890 at the great Basilica of San Marco by Lorenzo Perosi 

(1872-1956) bringing to the public liturgical music from the period 1550-1750169  and his 

own personal transcribing of 16th and 17th-century manuscripts. In response, he understood 

his responsibility to absorb details of early 17th-century textures as a fermenting resource to 

be applied in his composing.  

                                                           
168 Reilly, 'Music - Beyond Italian Opera: Malipiero'. 
169 Marco Gemmani, email to Philip Shields, 'Regarding the Re-discovery of Music from the period 1550-1750 
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The effects of Malipiero’s return to the past on his two early works are fundamental to 

appreciating their sound and syntax. First, his preference for symphonic textures came in 

response to the flowering of 17th-century Italian instrumental repertoire as a stand-alone 

expressive medium, rather than being a background accompaniment to a dominant vocal 

texture.  Secondly, he maintained a predilection for structural freedom and flexibility. The 

latter was a quality Malipiero identified in the vast array of instrumental works of that period 

labelled sinfonia. Many early Baroque works labelled variously as canzona or sonata were, in 

fact, also able to be considered sinfonia, since the genre in those early years had no rigorous 

formal requirements. The term implied nothing more than instruments making pleasant 

sounds together and certainly no codified formal structure that distinguished it from all the 

other names loosely applied to instrumental works. Gregory Barnett stresses that the 17th-

century free use of generic terms like sinfonia was ‘haphazard and ill-defined by comparison 

with the later and more familiar practice of the 18th and 19th centuries’.170 Consequently, 

Malipiero’s first two works are titled sinfonia but filled with an increasing flexibility 

suggested by early Baroque Italian models.  

 

The flexibility of these Italian models needed a connection between the current Austro-

German symphonic tradition; and Malipiero wished it to be Italian. Fully aware of 

Sgambati’s symphonic work as well as that of Martucci, Malipiero knew that audiences 

would be disappointed if he did not continue their lead as the creator of a symphony that 

would be a model for future Italian composers, though grounded in current Austro-German 

practice. Prunières expounds the audience’s disgruntlement: 

 

[There were] serious critics who were scandalized, because Malipiero would not allow 

himself to be, like Martucci, the restorer of the symphony in Italy, inspired by the works  

of the German classics. Why did he not force himself to speak in music the language of 
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63 

 

Beethoven, Brahms, Wagner, the only language for the expression of true  

symphonic ideas?’171 

 

Malipiero’s combining of the early Italian resources and the Italian expression of the Austro-

German symphonic genre contributed to his ability to compose quite different sinfonie. 

Particularly in respect to the Italian sources, Malipiero recognised a quality that could 

provoke the imagination that, in its time, stood at the cutting-edge, something that Gregory 

Barnett highlights: 

 

Throughout the [17th-] century, composers for instrumental ensembles demonstrated their 

interest in stirring the listener’s imagination…, and their efforts to that end produced diverse 

and sometimes unexpected features in their music.172 

 

As significant features, Barnett highlights, for instance, how the stile moderno composers not 

only used the technique of increasing subdivision of the division virtuoso, but also found 

inspiration in the seconda pratica with its text-based expression of monody with an 

expanding repertoire of expressive topoi.173 Malipiero’s use of these techniques, as a way 

forward beyond the dense textures used by Wagner and Strauss, would offer a more 

economical and refined deployment of material.  

 

 

Summary  

The three repertoires discussed utilised a matrix of techniques and Malipiero applied them 

without pastiche to his early works, committing to manuscript an individual sound and 
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syntax. Malipiero blended and distilled the essential characteristics of these repertoires 

through his capability to absorb and transform them, rather than simply regurgitating them. 

This transformation consisted of his seamless interfusion of techniques into his creative 

pyche. This interfusion produced a new language where the sources were barely 

distinguishable from the new syntax and its sound. 

 

From the ‘New German School’ he inherited its skill in constructing large-scale forms 

inspired by extra-musical scenarios, and to use various chromatic procedures to express this 

extra-musical content.  From the French school, he incorporated the use of the harmonic 

dimension for colour rather than function. Additionally, there was the freedom the French 

discipline offered via the interlacing melodic flow of the French melodie. It was cooperating 

with unstressed French text and used ‘motivic repetition…to convey a sense of finality’.174 

Debussy went further, his melody moving between modal note sets, and substantially 

extending the ability of harmony to be an aspect of melody and pure colour. Overall, he 

offered a radical discontinuity of form as a move away from 19th-century continuous formal 

models.  

 

Finally, Malipiero’s interfusion of Gregorian and early Baroque Italian repertoire, drew into 

his works: 

 

                                                           
174Taylor Greer, 'Modal Sensibility in Gabriel Fauré's Harmonic Language by Taylor Greer', Theory and 

Practice, 16/1991 (1991): 139139. Available from: 

https://blogs.uoregon.edu/mus327u15naxer/files/2015/05/Greer-1991-Modal-Sensibility-in-Faure-1iyti61.pdf. 

Accessed on 9 August 2017. 



65 

 

 continual linear motion and shaping deriving both from polyphony of the 16th century 

and the monody of the new 17th century seconda pratica; 

 

 expressive devices such as ornamentation reminiscent of the technique of virtuosic 

divisioning; and 

 

 the concentrated melodic suppleness of chant.  

 

Standing at the edge of the German school, the first work of 1905, the Sinfonia degli eroi, 

began a radical emancipation that blossomed in the second work of 1906, the Sinfonia del 

mare. Through this emancipation, the second work will be seen to embrace the values of the 

French school while never losing sight of the power of linearity derived from much earlier 

sources. Surprisingly, musicologists have only minimally investigated this progressive 

emancipation in his early symphonic works. The following analyses of Malipiero’s 

symphonic compositions will trace the first steps of his creative mechanism as these 

influences took hold. 
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Chapter 3      

 

First Phase of the Genesis:  Sinfonia degli eroi  

(Symphony of the Heroes)    1905 

 

 

Introduction and Background 

 

Malipiero’s first public work composed after his graduation from the Liceo musicale di 

Bologna was the Sinfonia degli eroi (henceforth SdE or its English title, Symphony of the 

Heroes). It was composed under the influence of the musical trends summarised in the 

previous chapter with the text of Dante’s ‘Inferno’ as a possible extra-musical reference. The 

work’s genesis took place in an historical context where conservatives wanted to preserve the 

status quo – Italian opera and Symphonies as Beethoven and Brahms wrote them – and 

emerging young composers were fiercely determined to liberate syntax and deliver new 

Italian sounds. This chapter will address the work’s form, a possible programmatic or 

descriptive content, and finally, its syntax. 

 

The performance history begins with the première in La Fenice on Friday, 29 September, 

1905 as confirmed in the diary of Stefan Stocker, Malipiero’s first harmony teacher.175 

Subsequent performances took place in the German town of Bad Kissingen in May 1909 

(along with other performances in Southern Germany). The following December176 saw the 

                                                           
175 Sinkowitz, 'The Piano Works of Stefan Stocker', p. 46.  
176 Administration Musikverein, Concert Programs-Various Years, ed. Musikverein, Microfilm Collections 

1905-1912 (Vienna: Musikverein Archives, 1905-1912). Accessed on 19 January 2015. 
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Viennese première during the Sunday Populäres Orchester-Konzert in the Musikverein 

conducted by Martin Spörr (1866-1937).177 SdE was then left in obscurity178 until the first 

modern day performance, surprisingly some hundred years later, in Thessaloniki in Greece in 

2010, linked also to the first modern recording in the same city.179 To celebrate this historic 

performance, the following analysis becomes opportune. 

 

 

 

                                                           
177 Gallagher, Malipiero, G.F.: Sinfonia degli eroi, Naxos 8.572766. 
178 The current location of the two autographs is in the Cini Foundation Archives in Venice. 
179 Gian Francesco Malipiero, ‘Sinfonia delgi eroi’, on Malipiero, G.F.: Sinfonia degli eroi/ Dai sepolcri/ 

Ditirambo tragico 8.572766(Hong Kong: Naxos, 2010). 
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Image 3.1   Malipiero  Sinfonia degli eroi  Autograph fragment p.89,   

prepared August 1905 
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Form 

 

Choice of genre 

This study of form will begin considering Malipiero’s choice of genre, stated on the score as 

‘symphonic poem’. The symphonic poem and its extra-musical expressive potential was at its 

innovative extreme, having come through the experimental development beginning with Liszt 

himself. From a widespread use of the Classical sonata form principle in the 19th century 

creating a large body of models, Liszt chose to develop a particular one-movment structure 

which, in his case, he labelled symphonische Dichtung (symphonic poem).180 Various formal 

adjustments by Liszt allowed these models to respond to and convey the events and precise 

ideas and moods in highly nuanced extra-musical texts. In the late 19th century, Richard 

Strauss sought to further this genre with another series of symphonic poems. Generic 

decisions surrounding symphonic poems, however, became more problematic, especially as 

to whether prioritising text over musical syntax would guarantee structual integrity before an 

audience. 

 

James Hepokoski, quoted by Gilliam, recognised that the problems in any such decisions 

resulted from the mixtures and unusual interactions with inherited traditions such as the 

influence of sonata form. Hepokoski,181 and later Stephen Vande Moortele,182 provided 

frameworks to decipher the constructive flow in the pre-exising body of symphonic poems 

                                                           
180  As early as 1828, the composer Carl Loewe, is said to have been the first to use the term 'Symphonische 

Dichtung'. 
181 Hepokoski and Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory : Norms, Types, and Deformations in The Late Eighteenth-

Century Sonata. 
182 Vande Moortele, Two-dimensional Sonata Form : Form and Cycle in Single-movement Instrumental Works 

by Liszt, Strauss, Schoenberg, and Zemlinsky. 
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composed by Liszt and Richard Strauss. Hepokoski understood their formal process as a 

‘deformed sonata form’ where some of sonata form’s essential characteristics are present and 

some are altered, manipulated, re-ordered or omitted completely. Vande Moortele 

acknowledged Hepokoski’s work but maintains that the complexity of the genre is so great 

that what really is at work, is not any deformation of a sonata form, but two sonata principles 

working within each other simultaneously: a Classical sonata form and a symphonic sonata 

cycle of 4 movements, all in the one extended movement. Vande Moortele thus names this 

formal process ‘two-dimensional sonata form’ and this framework will guide the discussion 

of Malipiero’s formal construction in 1905. Malipiero’s initial addressing of these problems 

was undertaken in his own composition of a symphonic poem as a graduation piece which 

gained him high marks from Bossi.183 Wishing again, therefore, to link the structure of a 

public instrumental work with an extra-musical text, spurred him to compose another – 

namely the SdE – for his first professional première. 

 

From another standpoint, Malipiero had been bent on revitalising the canon of Italian 

instrumental music; and the innovative potential of the late 19th-century symphonic poem, 

already witnessed in those of Richard Strauss, would allow him to do this. This potential 

lay in two freedoms modelled by Strauss: the ability to choose any worthy text; and to 

allow its extra-musical ideas and spirit to be the catalyst of limitless innovation within 

standard forms such as Classical sonata form. Attracted by these freedoms, Malipiero 

additionally saw the self-sufficiency of the genre’s purely instrumental usage, mentioned 

in Chapter 2, as an effective way to eschew the dominance of vocal genres, especially 

Italian opera.  

                                                           
183 Marco Enrico Bossi-Direttore, Final Examinations Results (advanced composition)-Gian Francesco 

Malipiero (1904), Liceo musicale ‘Martini’ uncatalogued documents 1903-1904. 
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Granted the symphonic poem’s self-sufficiency as an instrumental genre, why did he also 

attach to the Sinfonia degli eroi, the label sinfonia? The fact that in naming the work, he 

added the word sinfonia into his Italian title when perhaps it was not needed, also derives 

from his recognition and progressive assimilation of  the free sectionality and 

segmentation in very early Baroque Italian instrumental scores labelled such. He could 

have called his work simply, ‘Symphonic Poem: “The Heroes”, but did not. Such 

considerations will be unfolded in this discussion of Malipiero’s 1905 symphonic work. 

  

Initial considerations and distinctions 

The analysis of form of this one-movement work, both symphonic poem and sinfonia, has 

identified several broad sections that bear the hallmarks of the sonata principle at work.  

There is, additionally, a potential programmatic link between the opening text entitled 

‘Inferno’, taken from the epic Italian poem The Divine Comedy (circa 1308-1321) by 

Dante184. Within that opening text, there is a potential link between Canto III, one of several 

canto making up the section (see Appendix 2),185 and the formal structure. It is significant 

that within Canto III there are four distinct blocks (lines 1-20; 21-75; 76-111; 112-126) and at 

the same time, four broad formal sections within the score of SdE (bars 1-26; 27 – 157; 158-

394; 395-424). These formal sections are delineated by virtue of the interplay of thematic 

material, changes in texture, modulations of key, and consequent overall character.  To 

ascertain potential interdependence between text and form, a comparison will be made 

between the depicted scenarios of hell provided by each block of text with the character and 

                                                           
184Dante Alighieri (c. May-June, 1265, Florence, Italy, died September, 1321, Ravenna) was an Italian poet, best 

known for the  epic poem La divina commedia (The Divine Comedy). 
185 Full text of Canto III is provided in the Appendix. 
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musical intermixture of those broad sections of the score. Noted contrasts between the 

character of these sections of the score and the contrasting scenarios of the poetic sections, 

give good reason to believe that Malipiero saw a parallel between the four broad sections of 

Dante’s text and the 4 sections of the already completed SdE. This inter-relation will be 

discussed further, but is summarised in Table 3.1 below: 

 

Broad 

sections of 

score (bars) 

Distribution of Extra-Musical Text:  

Dante’s ‘Inferno’ CANTO III 

Section I 

(1-26) 

Lines 1-20:  Declaration of hopelessness by the personified 

Gates of Hell to Dante; Virgil invites him on a journey to 

observe the fate of the damned. 

Section II 

27-157 

Lines 21-75:  Led by Virgil, the journey begins by walking 

towards the shore of the River Acheron; Dante’s pity for the 

souls he sees lamenting there. 

Section III 

158-394 

Lines 76-111: On the shore of the River Acheron awaiting 

Charon who will ferry the damned to the shore of the hell’s 

abyss; journeying towards the edge of the abyss where 

Lucifer resides; the devils continually taunting  

Section IV 

395-424 

Lines 112-126:   Review of Dante’s immense pity for the 

sinners; large shooting crimson flames; Dante becomes 

increasingly ovewhelmed by the scene and collapses. 

 

Table 3.1      Malipiero   Sinfonia degli Eroi      Program: broad overview of four sections of 

score aligned with the four contrasting scenarios of Dante’s poetic text 

 

This hypothetical programmatic nexus, presented between Dante’s ‘Inferno’ (Canto III) 

and Malipiero’s score, opens up the possibility that a certain degree of the impact of the 

music could have depended on the common psyche of an educated Italian audience with 
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an a priori knowledge of Dante’s epic poem. It does not, however, diminish the potential 

for this score to be effective as absolute music without any programmatic dimension. Its 

audience appeal would depend only upon its well-constructed form and the musical 

syntax that Malipiero applied.  Any programmatic intent that informs the structural 

framework could remain unknown, without detracting from the work’s structural integrity 

and ultimately, dramatic impact. 

 

To reflect this absolute/programmatic distinction, the discussion will be focused first on 

the form and the overall structure of the work. To follow, will be a section that dwells on 

the nexus between the form and the programmatic – descriptive scenario. 

 

 

Structural Overview 

Malipiero’s first work emerged within the advanced adaptation and break-up of sonata form 

which the early 20th century had inherited from 19th-century practice.186  Sonata form had 

originally been generated by the twin processes of harmonic continuity – the organisation of 

music using uninterrupted chains of cadential formulas around tonal centres – and melodic 

articulation of the musical flow. The balance and reciprocal reinforcement offered by this 

‘harmonic continuity and melodic articulation’187 was taken as a model in Romantic 

composition that, in turn, gave prominence to the melodic material. Malipiero was to inherit 

this shift of balance in the direction of thematic differentiation, causing theorists of the 

Romantic period to describe sonata form as an opposition of contrasting themes. Less than 

twenty years before Malipiero’s birth, Arrey von Dommer confirmed this understanding of 

                                                           
186 Ratner, Romantic Music: Sound and Syntax, p. 269.  
187 Ibid., p.271. 
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sonata form as a constant movement to and from themes within ‘three distinct sections, based 

on thematic treatment–statement, working over, and restatement’.188  

 

Malipiero recognised the ongoing formal validity of this passage to and from themes 

especially in the compositions of Richard Strauss. The effect of thematic contrasts could 

be pointed up by new choices of timbres found in the evolving climate of sound. It was an 

evolution that resulted from an increasingly sophisticated Romantic orchestration and its 

late 19th-century culminating ‘effect on syntax’.189 By the time Malipiero put pen to 

manuscript-paper in 1905, ‘the palette of timbres [had grown] in richness, in subtlety of 

shading, and in the variety of effects.’190 Malipiero, consequently, was able to create the 

‘stronger, more sharply profiled personalities’191 of his thematic material.  

 

In addition to thematic contrast, Malipiero confronted the same formal-literary 

contradiction Strauss was facing. Already in 1888 the latter had found himself ‘in a 

gradually ever-increasing contradiction between the musical-poetic content…[ and] the 

ternary sonata form that has come down to us from classical composers…’.192 Since Ein 

Heldenleben (1898) and SdE (1905) were separated only by seven years, Malipiero would 

have, no doubt, taken that work into consideration as part of the existing body of sonata 

usage. The relevant generic traditions, Hepokoski explains, ‘will be ones immediately at 

hand;...[ not] seeking out exotic or unusual genres.’193 For Malipiero, this immediate 

                                                           
188 Ibid., p.273. 
189 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward Genius, p. 

xiv. 
190 Ibid., p.xiiixiii. 
191 Ratner, Romantic Music: Sound and Syntax, p. 273. 
192 Mark Evan Bonds, Wordless Rhetoric: Musical Form and the Metaphor of the Oration (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press., 1991), p. 139. 
193 Hepokoski quoted in Bryan Randolph Gilliam, Richard Strauss : New Perspectives on the Composer and his 

Music (Durham: Duke University Press, 1992), p. 144. 
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generic tradition was the Straussian symphonic poem still under the continuing influence 

of the sonata form. He chose it as his prototype. Because of that choice, ‘the one-

movement work Sinfonia degli eroi appears still quite dominated by the traditional late 

Romantic symphonic poem’,194 as noted by Beate Thiemann. She points out the influence 

of sonata form seen in Malipiero’s ‘elaborate thorough working-out of…thematic 

material…³ [followed by] the sad mood of the recapitulation’.195 

 

The symphonic poem, Sinfonia degli eroi, as an early 20th-century one-movement work, 

has a structure and form that falls against 1880s developments in the use of sonata form. 

As previously noted, Hepokoski defined these developments as sonata deformations,196 

where the archetypal Classical sonata form was altered or ‘deformed’ in various ways 

often responding to the expressive requirements of an extra-musical text. Discussing his 

theory, Hepokoski, as quoted by Gilliam, warned:  

 

What is presented on the musical surface of a [sonata deformation] . . . 

may not be a sonata in any “textbook” sense, and yet the work may still 

encourage, even demand, the application of one’s knowledge of 

traditional sonata procedures as a rule for analysis and 

interpretation”.197  

 

 

As also previously pointed out, in opposition to the perhaps negative connotations of the 

sonata ‘deformations’, Steven Vande Moortele proposed a more constructive bi-valent 

paradigm which he labelled ‘two-dimensional sonata form’. No longer did the desire to 

depict a literary text cause a deformation of the classical sonata construct; rather, it caused 

                                                           
194 Thiemann, 'Die Sinfonien Gian Francesco Malipieros', p. 402. 
195 Ibid. 
196 Gilliam, Richard Strauss : New Perspectives on the Composer and his Music, p. 133ff. 
197 Ibid., p.42. (quoting Hepokoski 2001:447) 
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a division of the sonata form ‘embryo’ into two, as second entity – the contrasts of a 

sonata cycle. Two-dimensional sonata form thus possessed a complexity of form and 

structure beyond Classical models, capable of reflecting and illustrating overt, often 

contorted, and increasingly local domestic extra-musical scenarios used at the end of the 

19th century and onwards.   

 

Vande Moortele, taking into account the different hierarchical levels of a work (see Table 

3.2),198 considered Hepokoski’s theory incomplete, since it only focused on the 

hierarchical level of form and levels below that. If instead, the level of the sonata cycle 

was included above that of form, it offered an anaylical framework better expressing these 

large-scale work’s complex interactions.199 

 

Table 3.2   Oblique relationship between complete and incomplete hierarchies 

 

Vande Mortele200 defined this five element paradigm as two-dimensional where the 

Classical sonata form and four-movement arc of a symphony collapse into one movement 

allowing ‘the elements of a single-movment sontata form and the elements of a multi-

                                                           
198 Vande Moortele, Two-dimensional Sonata Form : Form and Cycle in Single-movement Instrumental Works 

by Liszt, Strauss, Schoenberg, and Zemlinsky, p. 11ff. 
199 Ibid., p.15. 
200 Ibid., pp.90-99. 
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movment sonata cycle, which normally operate at different hierarchical levels, to reside 

at…the same hierarchical level…’.201 Additionally, Vande Moortele, in naming the 

paradigm ‘two-dimensional sonata form’ required that ‘it should contain a minimum of 

two units that can be interpreted as interior movements of the sonata cycle.’202 These two 

units should be a contrasting slow movement and a scherzo. The outer first movement and 

finale would be present ‘by more than mere implication.’203  

 

Vande Moortele stresses that works by Liszt, Strauss and Arnold Schoenberg are highly 

significant because of the two dimensions that can be seen at work in their innovative 

sonata forms. He identifies the presence of this paradigm in Liszt’s symphonic poems 

dating from 1848 with the final From Cradle to Grave appearing in 1882, the year of 

Malipiero’s birth.  Speaking specifically of Tasso (1849-1854), he notes that: 

In the case of Tasso, the most useful referential framework is the pattern 

of formal organisation I call “two-dimensional sonata form”:204 the 

combination of sections of a sonata cycle and the movements of a sonata 

from at the same hierarchical level in a single-movement composition.205 

 

Through this analysis of his form, Malipiero will also be found to have adopted this two-

dimensional innovation.206 

 

 

                                                           
201 Ibid., p.14. 
202 Ibid., p.92. 
203 Ibid. 
204 There had been an earlier use of the the term ‘double-function’ form for the same paradigm but Vande 

Moortele feels this implies that each unit in the from has a double function–one in the sonata cycle, another in 

the sonata form. In fact, this is not always the case. 
205 Steven Vande Moortele, 'Beyond Sonata Deformation: Liszt's Symphonic Poem Tasso and the Concept of 

Two-Dimensional Sonata Form', Current Musicology, Fall/86 (2008): 4949. Available from: 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hlh&AN=36645150&site=ehost-live. Accessed on 11 

January 2016. 
206 Vande Moortele, Two-dimensional Sonata Form : Form and Cycle in Single-movement Instrumental Works 

by Liszt, Strauss, Schoenberg, and Zemlinsky, p. 11. 
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The full effectiveness of Vande Moortele’s complete hierarchy does not imply or expect 

complete coincidence between sonata form sections and sonata cycle movements. He stresses 

that ‘sections and forms can coincide, but they do not have to.’207 In Malipiero’s work it will 

be seen, for example, that some movements that are part of the cyclic dimension, do not have 

a function in the formal dimension. It will also be seen that ‘a limited number of fragments 

fulfil a function in both the overarching sonata form and the sonata cycle’.208 Essential 

sections and movments of the sonata form and cycle ‘can interact in a variety of ways’209 and 

Table 3.3 to follow, will illustrate this.

                                                           
207 Ibid., p.22. 
208 Ibid. 
209 Ibid., p.23. 



79 

 

Sonata Form:   

EXPOSITION 

 

DEVELOPMENT (beginning) 
Introduction 

Thematic raw 

material 1abc  
Abandon all hope 

 

G minor 

 

Main 

theme  

Journey 

begins   

 

Transition 

 

Secondary theme 

(Phrygian mode) 

 

 

D 

 

‘Fanfare’ version of 

main theme  

 

 

B minor 

 

Cadential 

and desc. sequential minor 

thirds 

 

                   G: V->I 

 

 

           Episode(167-218) 
          Charon arrives, departs 

 

G       C#   G:  VI -> I (single G) 

 

Working  of 

secondary theme 

 

 

Db         E 

C
  ch

o
rd

 

Bars 1-26   27 -51     52-57    58 -71       72-145       146-157 158-166    167-218 219-303 

Sonata Cycle: 

 

INTRODUCTION and 

EXPOSITION 
 

 

 

G minor 

 

 

DEVELOPMENT 

 

 

 RECAPULATION  (158-166)    

 
                                         

                                    

 

                                                     G    C#                                  Db (C#) 

 

FIRST MOVEMENT 

Lento, ma non troppo 

 

SLOW MOVEMENT 

Andante con dolore 

 

S.Form 

DEVELOPMENT  (continues) 

 

RECAPITULATION 

 

CODA 
 

Diminished chords 

creating restless 

tonalities 

A 

 

Contrary motion 

 

 

F# (314) 

 

Main Theme  

fragment 

 

C# (322) 

 

Whole tone  

fragment 

 

Eb             C# 

Episode (380-

394) 

Fear is turn’d 

into desire  

Db F# G# E 

 

Main theme  

 

 

G minor 

 

Nostalgic 

fragment 

recalls  

 

Main theme 

 

Main theme ff 

 

 

G minor 

304-379    380-394 395-415  416-424 

Sonata Cycle continues 

 

 

 

 

A                                                                                                                   C# 

 

 

 

 

 

Db              E 

 

 

 

 

 

G minor  

   

 

 

 

 

G minor 

    

SCHERZO 

Allegro moderato                                                                        Trattenuto -> 

 

 

Largo 

 

FINALE 

Lento con tristezza 

 

Table 3.3  Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Form and Cycle in Two-dimensional Sonata Form 
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In terms of Vande Moortele’s model, Table 3.3 is an overview of the formal 

organisation of SdE, suggesting that all the elements of a Classical sonata form 

(the dimension of the form) move forward in a large span that parallels the four 

essential movements of a symphony (the dimension of the cycle): the first 

movement, a slow movement followed by a scherzo or character movement and 

the finale. Dotted diagonal lines also show that, for expressive ends, ‘one 

dimension is temporarily inactive’.210   

 

From the vantage point of a sonata form, the top portion of Table 3.3 (bars 1 – 

71) can be appreciated as a two-key exposition. It moves from G natural minor 

for the main theme to a note set suggestive of the phrygian mode – though 

finishing on the dominant D over a D pedal – for the secondary theme as 

Classical sonata form would expect. The nature and deployment of themes as a 

whole will be discussed later in the text. A third theme (Table 3.3, bars 72-145) 

embraces a new key area approached by whole-tone step (C#-B), that of B minor, 

the raised mediant.  

 

Within the hierarchical level of the sonata cycle, bars 1-157 together with bars 

158-166 (that open a development section of the sonata form) function formally 

as a first movement. Between bars 1- 26 an introduction can be seen presenting 

raw thematic material, then in bars 27-71, this material flowers into the main 

theme, transition and secondary theme. Bars 72-145 ‘work out’ this material by 

introducing a third theme as a ‘fanfare’ character version of the main theme and 

opposing this in a fragmentary and contrapuntal manner against the second theme 

in various keys. This creates a development section rather than a closing group 

                                                           
210 Ibid. 



81 

 

that would normally be ‘in the same contrasting key as the second theme’.211 A 

cadential passage, beginning at bar 146, follows featuring the recapitulation of 

the main theme in the expected key of G minor. 

 

Table 3.3 shows the two dimensions clearly with an identification of the opening 

passage (bars 1-166) with two simultaneous roles, that of first movement of the 

symphonic sonata cycle; and contemporaneously, the exposition of a sonata form. 

This identification is a tussle between this cyclic movement and exposition of the 

sonata form, which allows the essential ‘tension between the non-identical 

requirements of both dimensions’212 to drive the work forward.  

 

By contrast, an exocyclic unit (bars 167-218) follows,213 belonging ‘exclusively 

to the overarching sonata form’214 and interrupting the sonata cycle. This 

exocyclic unit is a strong indicator of two-dimensional form since, according to 

Vande Moortele, it only operates at the sonata form level.215 The table then shows 

the slow movement (bars 219-303) as also an interpolation in the development. 

The scherzo or character movment is also present between bars 304-379. It is also 

an interpolation in the development that actually concludes 14 bars before the 

development’s end with a sudden tempo change to Trattenuto then Largo. The 

finale is squarely identified with the short recapitulation-coda.  

 

                                                           
211 Ito, John Paul, Notes on Sonata Form-What is a Closing Group? (2007). Available from: 

http://docplayer.net/51807521-Notes-on-sonata-form-john-paul-ito-2007.html. Accessed on 19 July 

2018. 
212 Vande Moortele, Two-dimensional Sonata Form : Form and Cycle in Single-movement 

Instrumental Works by Liszt, Strauss, Schoenberg, and Zemlinsky, p. 25. 
213 Vande Moortele defines an exocyclic unit as a unit that belongs exclusively to the overarching 

sonata form and plays no role in the sonata cycle. For the duration of such units, the dimension of the 

cycle remains temporarily inactive. It is a defining characteristic of two-dimensional sonata form. 
214 Vande Moortele, Two-dimensional Sonata Form : Form and Cycle in Single-movement 

Instrumental Works by Liszt, Strauss, Schoenberg, and Zemlinsky, p. 26. 
215 Ibid. 
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As pointed out, the C# major passage between bars 167-218 seems to play no role 

in the sonata cycle and can be described as an episode in the sonata form’s 

development. It is a significant 51 bars long and consists of repetitions of the 

opening thematic material, as it appeared in the opening bars, though now in the 

remote key of C# – the augmented fourth in relation to the original tonality of G 

minor. There follows a fragmentary recapitulation of the opening phrase of the 

main theme beginning in bar 212 that is a transition to the slow movement, as it 

resolves from the sub-mediant on Eb to a single repeated tonic G. This unit prior 

to the slow movement can be considered tonally open, beginning as it does in C# 

major and ending on a ambiguous single note – the G, its tonic role and tonal 

direction remaining momentarily quite unclear. Keeping the formal unit tonally 

open, this single note finally passes by tritone (G->Db) at bar 219 beginning the 

slow movement, where a bi-tonal dissonant harmony (D♭-F against F♯-A) is 

repeatedly sounded. In an attempt to return to the the tonic G, the cor anglais 

immediately sounds a motive within a modal note-set of DEFG, that clearly 

included the dominant and tonic degrees. It is swept away by further bi-tonal 

dissonance in bar 221. 

 

The slow movement is thematically integrated into the overarching sonata form, 

though it has the independence of an interpolated movement in the cycle. It is 

possible, therefore, to interpret bars 167-218 as an interpolated movement 

between the ‘first movement’ recapitulation and slow movement of the cycle. Its 

length is significant in relation to the other movements of the cycle;  and its 

layout if the episode is considered to overlap the recapitulation beginning in bar 

158, allows it to be considerd a closed musical form (ABA') – it could then begin 

and end with the main thematic material in the tonality of G. The transition at bar 
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304 to Allegro moderato tempo, provides the cycle with a scherzo movement as it 

concludes the development. Amid dissonant harmonic progressions that include a 

chromatic contrary motion rhythmic sequence, the tonal centre moves from A, 

through F♯ to again suggest the tonal centre of C♯ – again an augmented 4th from 

the home tonic of G.   

 

Between bars 380-394, Malipiero inserts another episode to balance that from bar 

167 in which the tonic C# features enharmonically as D♭ in bar 382. As the first 

episode began the development and played no part in the sonata cycle, these bars 

beginning at 380 conclude the development in tempo Trattamento-Largo and 

break the cycle between the scherzo and the finale. The strategic alignment of 

these two episodes within the development at its beginning and the end lift/ 

transport this formal section to quite distinctive terrain. Malipiero’s breaking of 

the neat sonata form-cycle paradigm with such distinct episodes as in bars 167-

218 and 380 -394, bears a striking similarity to the Strass’s layout in Ein 

Heldenleben as can be seen in Table 3.4.  
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Table 3.4    Strauss   Ein Heldenleben   Formal overview proposed by Vande   

Moortele showing placement of exocyclic episodes in dotted lines 
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The episodic placement in Malipiero's work varies from Strauss's own procedure 

in Ein Heldenleben.  Strauss places two episodes in the sonata from exposition 

and Malipiero uses his first to highlight the beginning of what is his very 

extended development. The second of the two episodes cannot be considered an 

interpolated movement: it is too brief (14 bars) compared to the other movements 

of the cycle. Its layout is more of an open musical form lacking a return to the 

home key. It begins on a Db and concludes, after several thematic recalls, in bar 

394 with bi-tonal repeated dyads. Malipiero grounds his episodes in transformed 

thematic reprise; Strauss's episodes are thematically independent. The lowest note 

B of the bi-chord in the clarinet II resolves by a major third to the tonic of G 

played by the lower strings in bar 395. This marks the beginning of a passage 

with a recapitulatory character completing the sonata form.  

 

 

This abbreviated recapitulation between bars 395-424, that also includes a brief 

coda, re-presents the main theme and, pointedly, continues to add selected though 

varied thematic recalls, though not quite ‘new material’ as in Ein Heldenleben. 

Vande Moortele’s reference to Strauss’s recapitulation as a ‘a seemingly 

rhapsodic succession of new material, motives from the exposition and, most of 

all, self-quotations [of Strauss]’ is part of his argument that ‘every trace of a 

structural analogy to the exposition is missing’.216 It is also, in Malipiero’s case, 

further proof that Ein Heldenleben was a formal inspiration as his short 

recapitulation-coda is certainly rhapsodic and draws on motives from the 

exposition. Consequently, at Vande Mortele’s suggestion, with this amount of 

                                                           
216 Ibid., p.97. 
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independence from the exposition, Malipiero’s recapitulation can also act as the 

finale of the sonata cycle. 

 

As in Ein Heldenleben, the connection between the four formal units of sonata form 

and the movements of a typical sonata cycle in SdE is intimate. Unlike the 

interpolation of two programmatic episodes in Ein Heldenleben  that have do not 

have a ‘function in either the sonata form or sonata cycle’, in SdE they frame and 

form part of the development but contribute nothing to the cycle. Malipiero 

introduces thematic material based on the secondary theme in fresh linear 

combinations within the horizontal dimension (bars 186 and 205). There is also the 

drama of the ‘regal’ fanfare version of the main theme (bar 177) that could be 

considered the Schreckensfanfare or ‘fanfare of terror,…the cry of fear upon waking 

from a frightful dream’217 so named by Wagner in discussing Beethoven’s Ninth and 

its finale. These indicators help divide the development into three large segments: 

bars 158-218 as the pre-core and 219-303 and 304-379 providing the core. As noted 

previously, in the dimension of the cycle, bars 304-379 function as a scherzo. Like 

the slow movement, the scherzo has no individualised form relying on a free 

interplay of motives and motivic fragments. Possible programmatic or descriptive 

agendas may be at the heart of Malipiero’s calculated use of Strauss’s structural 

elements in this work identified in Vande Moortele’s ‘two-dimensional’ imaging of 

the one-movement work. 

 

 

                                                           
217 Richard Wagner, 'The Rendering of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony', publication unknown, IX 

(1873). Available from: 

https://books.google.com.au/books?id=QafEkYAEX8QC&pg=PA101&lpg=PA101&dq=Schreckensf

anfare%2Bwagner&source=bl&ots=KXfckkQ7UK&sig=q0Aca9dpPQ27zosQ4pjYi_6XuIo&hl=en&s

a=X&ved=0ahUKEwiwk-OjitjUAhVItJQKHeK-D-

AQ6AEIMjAC#v=onepage&q=Schreckensfanfare%2Bwagner&f=false. Accessed on 25 June 2017. 
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Programmatic and Descriptive Intent 

 

Changes of title and the appended epigraph  

The negligible scholarly discussion of this work hitherto, immediately invites the 

unique opportunity to consider Malipiero’s programmatic intent. Conjecture on his 

intent can be based on the following facts. Malipiero initially used the following 

Italian title for his completed composition: 

Poema sinfonica   Karma: Armonie della vita 

 

He then at some stage before its performance manually altered it to: 

 

Poema sinfonica   Sinfonia degli eroi 

 

 
He also wrote a two-line epigraph taken from Canto III of Dante’s ‘Inferno’ on the 

title page of the score. This canto is a famous section of ‘Inferno’, itself the first part 

of The Divine Comedy: 

Dinanzi a me non fur cose create,  

Se non etterne, e io etterno duro218 

 

Here hell proclaims, ‘Before me there were only things eternal, and I (hell 

personified) now having been created, forever will endure’.219 Hell, as a dwelling 

place, was created for Lucifer at his fall from divine favour. 

 

The sources for Malipiero’s titles and programmatic epigraph may lie in various 

literary resources current at the turn of the century, to which Malipiero may have 

been exposed in his cosmopolitan milieu and by means of his inquisitiveness about 

                                                           
218 Dante Alighieri, La Divina Commedia (Foligno - first documented: Johann Numeister and 

Evangelista Angelini da Trevi, 1308-1321 circa; first pinted 1472). 
219 This translaton is the current writer's based on several other authoritative translations. 
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the mysterious and supernatural.220 Malipiero could have come in contact with his 

ideas through university student circles and guest speakers both on and off campuses 

in Bologna and Venice, both cities being crossroads of literature and culture. As 

noted in Chapter 2, the University of Bologna, the first and oldest university in 

Europe, affectionately known as ‘dear mother of studies’ gave the city an intensely 

academic character. This character created opportunites for a free and dynamic 

exchange between students of the Liceo musicale and the university itself.221 

Malipiero himself cites an example of the exchanges between students, reminiscing 

over his collegial conversations between lectures at the famous Italian bar located 

under the equally famous gathering-point of ‘The Pavilions’ in central Bologna, near 

the internationally renowned bookshop Zanichelli (still operating).222  

 

Contemporaneous literary sources and debates were three-fold. There were the ideas 

of the medical scientist and philosopher, Pier Francesco Arullani (circa 1860-1927) 

set against the turn-of-the-century presence of the theosophical movement with its 

focus on karma and linked to the notion of the intertwining connections of the 

cosmos summarised by the expression, the ‘harmonies of life’. There was also the 

Romantic notion of hero223 as rebel experiencing a psychological battle drawing him 

to solitude and self-reflection–possibly an autobiographical reflection of himself as 

hero. Finally there was a common knowledge for all Italian students, and indeed the 

entire educated Italian populace, of the text of Dante’s ‘Inferno’. 

 

                                                           
220 Prunières, 'G. Francesco Malipiero'. 
221 Physically the two institutions are located next to each other with resultant collegiate interchange 

and cross-fertilization of ideas and friendships. 
222 Malipiero and Garrera, La pietra del bando, p. 26. 
223 Vera Norman, Four Conceptions of the Heroic (2003). Available from: 

http://www.fellowshipofreason.com/archives/4heroes.htm. Accessed on 8 January 2016. 
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With advances in sciences and astronomy in the years leading to Malipiero’s 1904 

graduation and his first première, a growing awareness of the balance and interaction 

between all things was continually increasing. It was summarised by the term 

armonie della vita (the harmonies of life) by Arullani, explaining that these 

harmonies are ‘… the harmonies of all living beings, including man, with the 

environment in which they grow and develop their vital functions,…’224 Malipiero 

may have envisioned his score, before the change of title, as a reflection of this 

contemporary discussion encapsulated by the term ‘harmonies of life’.225 Arullani’s 

ideas had existed against an early 20th-century expansion of the theosophical 

movement into Italy that encouraged the amalgamation of eastern and western 

religious belief.  This syncretism could have offered Malipiero the word karma in the 

original title.226 Malipiero possibly encountered the theosophical movement through 

his student involvement while studying in Bologna, since the movement was active 

in Bologna from 1902 onwards.227 The fact that in 1907 the German leader of the 

movment, Rudolf Steiner, officially visited Venice, when Malipiero had returned 

there, confirms the movement’s influential expansionist trend. 

 

Malipiero’s manual cancellation of the original title, however, by the use of glued 

manuscript paper to substitute the title Symphony of Heroes suggests he considered it 

a more appropriate title. The adoption of  the new and definitive title with its use of 

the plural word ‘heroes’ invited an early 1900’s audience to call to mind the notion 

of hero228 present in literature and programmatic elements of music of the Romantic 

                                                           
224 Pier Francesco Arullani, Le armonie della vita (Torino: Unione tipografico editrice torinese, 1911). 
225 The only other reference to this term located, appears in the writings of Lilian Whiting, though 

published in 1917 in The Adventure Beautiful in Toronto by Little, Brown and Company, located on 

p.92; nevertheless it may have also be a reflection of already current thinking. 
226 The theosophical tenet of karma is related to harmony and balance in a universal accounting 

system in which each individual must experience the consequences of all his actions (Karmas). 
227 Peter Selg, Rudolf  Steiner, Life and Work Volume 3 (1900-1914): Spiritual Science and Spiritual 

Community (Great Barrington: Steiner Books, 2015), p. unannotated. 
228 Norman, Four Conceptions of the Heroic. 
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period. For the Romantic writer and composer, a hero was a youthful rebel 

experiencing a psychological battle that drew him to moody solitude and self-

reflection. As an iconoclast he was devoted, along with only a few select others, to a 

fresh moral code, disregarding ‘old conceptions of a formal moral code’.229 This 

heroic personality is evident in poets emulating Byron, in Wagner’s operas with 

characters like Siegfried, and in Goethe’s Faust and his character of Werther as the 

feminised 18th-century ‘man of feeling’.230 A Hero’s Life (1898), the tone poem of 

Richard Strauss, recounts the adventures of himself as hero and, as adversaries, 

critics of his new style of composition.231   

 

The question poses itself as to whether Malipiero saw himself as hero within the 

world of composition, offering his own new ‘compositional’ moral code, but  

knowing he would be in the minority of those who accepted it. His iconoclastic 

attitude, particularly towards Italian opera, could be reflected in the alteration of title 

of the sinfonia, now to refer to those heroes such as he,who would build a new Italian 

music despite the opposition of the majority.  The other possibility is a connection 

with the personalities portrayed in Dante’s ‘Inferno’, from which, as stated earlier, 

Malipiero quoted two lines.  

 

These personalities are Dante himself as guided observer and Virgil as noble guide.  

Virgil could be ‘hero’ since he was renowned as a master poet and seen by Dante and 

the erudite world as a literary hero par excellence. Or it could be Dante himself? 

Malipiero could have considered Dante a hero for accepting and completing the 

                                                           
229 Ibid. 
230 Ibid. 
231 Burton D. Fisher, Richard Strauss's Salome, Opera Classics Library Series (Boca Raton: Opera 

Journeys Publishing, 2005), p. 25. 
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journey through hell. One writer considers that ‘the character of Dante is…well-

described as an epic hero…he is self-described  as rather weak, …faints with some 

regularity, [and] his will-power and efforts to overcome the trials of his journey place 

him as greater than the common man”.232 Malipiero, as a recent highly-graded 

graduate, could well have identified his journey to this point in his life with that of 

Dante. As Dante hesitated and fainted during his journey, finally surviving it as hero 

and greater than the common man, so did Malipiero in his graduation; and now 

‘greater than the common man’ at the gala evening of his first première. Malipiero is 

perhaps following the attitudinal shift towards the ‘hero’ where previously, the poetic 

text would have related the hero’s deeds; now it would be ‘the representation of the 

affects acting in his soul’.233 Strauss’s series of symphonic poems in fact ‘show how 

the hero thinks, much rather than how he behaves.’234 These suppositions are 

enhanced, as noted earlier, with the potential of the two-line epigraph to call to mind 

in his Italian audience a common knowledge of Dante’s entire tripartite poem, 

particularly the first part of the three that speaks of hell.  

 

In a symphonic poem such as that of Malipiero, any manipulation of the sonata form 

may be assumed to be motivated by programmatic or innovative formal needs.235 

When Malipiero penned a symphonic poem for graduation in 1904 and again for his 

first première in 1905, he was aware of the absolute–programmatic debate that had 

been influencing Strauss’s innovative formal decisions. The polemic concerned 

                                                           
232 Shawn Davidson, 'Epic Heroes & Tragic Heroes', Epic Heroes & Tragic Heroes - Dante (2012). 

Available from: https://sites.google.com/site/epicheroestragicheroes/dante. Accessed on 8 January 

2016. 
233 Siglind Bruhn, Sonic Transformations of Literary Texts: From Program Music to Musical 

Ekphrasis : Nine Essays (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2008), p. 185185. Available from: 

https://books.google.com.au/books?id=dVOLA5ea1fEC&dq=new+forms+%2B+a+principle+of+Liszt

&hl=it&source=gbs_navlinks_s. 
234 Ibid. 
235 Gilliam, Richard Strauss : New Perspectives on the Composer and his Music, p. 142. 
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whether it was acceptable to use the layout of a poem or other extra-musical source 

to drive the formal structure of a work of instrumental music. It is here proposed that 

Malipiero, in siding with Strauss, finally embraced the potential for the structure and 

form of his SdE to be related to a programme paralleling Canto III of ‘Inferno’. With 

no previous studies of Malipiero’s programmatic-formal decisions in SdE attempted 

by other musicologists, the discussion to follow will stimulate future research on this 

issue. 

 

The 2-line epigraph on the title page of the score as the hypothetical extra-

musical stimulus can be bolstered through a solution suggested by the 

musicologist, Wilhelm Mauke. Mauke (cited by Gilliam),236 in an analogous 

case, discusses the extra-musical text of Don Juan. In this discussion, he would 

not restrict himself to the thirty-two lines that Strauss quotes, explaining that ‘the 

whole poem of Lenau must be considered, for we find all of its principal episodes 

expressed here in sounds.’237 With this principle in mind, it is suggested that it 

was perhaps Malipiero’s ultimate perception that the four sections of SdE could 

now be seen to parallel the respective sections of Dante’s Canto III illustrating 

the four principal episodes of the journey of the two heroes, Virgil and Dante, 

towards the edge of hell’s abyss.  

 

The argument can be further supported by the Italian’s experience of the 

scholastic programs in academic institutions that always expected, and at times 

demanded, memorisation of large sections of the enormous text. This cultural fact 

would have allowed Malipiero to assume that his audience would have had in 

mind the entire text with its sense of a terrible descending journey to the abyss of 

                                                           
236 Ibid., p.153. 
237 Ibid., pp.152-153. 
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hell as a programmatic basis for this SdE. If the element of literary 

‘identification’ is then added, Malipiero could have understood himself as having 

made a similar difficult journey during the years of his training under Bossi. 

Virgil could indeed be a personification of ‘noble’ Bossi, his staunch guide as his 

composition teacher for over five years between 1899 and 1904.  

 

The allegorical text of ‘Inferno’, grounded in a medieval Catholic theology of 

salvation and hell, was written by Dante in response to political and moral 

philosophical issues of his time.238 Its audience accessibility, especially when he 

lampooned well-known identities, was sharpened through his use of the local 

Tuscan vernacular rather then the Latin of the intellectual class.  

 

The following discussion shows a hypothetical parallel – as Malipiero may have 

come to see it – between the four sections of SdE and the 4 sectons of Canto III 

(cf. Table 3.1). The first passage (lines 1-20, cf. bars 1-26: and also Table 3.3) of 

Dante’s vast poetic text, describes his arrival at the gate of Hell, over which are 

inscribed the words abandon hope all ye that enter in. His journey’s start, led by 

Virgil, towards the abyss of Hell to see the fate of the damned, is detailed in the 

second portion of text (lines 21-75, cf. bars 21-75). Throughout the journey, 

Dante feels pity for damned sinners. The third broad passage (lines 76 – 111, cf. 

bars 158-394) sees Dante’s arrival on the shore of the River Acheron where 

damned souls, nervously knowing they are justly condemned, await the arrival of 

Charon the boatman, who will ferry them to the other shore on the edge of Hell’s 

abyss. They are ferried across to disembark on the far shore, and journey towards 

                                                           
238 Ricardo J. Quinones, 'Dante, Italian Poet', in Encyclopedia Britannica (Chicago: Britannica Online, 

2015). Available from: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Dante-Alighieri. Accessed on 29 

October, 2016. 
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the edge of the abyss, where Lucifer resides, as they are continually taunted by 

the devils. The final passage (lines 112-126, cf. bars 395-424) re-visits Dante’s 

pity for sinners as ‘heaven’s justice goads them on’.239 Virgil and he travel down 

towards the edge with its ‘vermilion flame’240 shooting up from the profound 

abyss. At its bottom is the chamber of Lucifer. Virgil is overwhelmed by the 

thought of the fallen angel’s terrible presence and collapses unconscious. 

 

Comparing these four sections of Dante’s Canto III with the four broad sections of 

SdE’s Sonata cycle, certain correlations will be suggested. As a subjective 

interpretation, it complements the previous discussion related to Bossi, Malipiero and 

the latter’s journey to graduation. Malipiero perhaps saw the journey of Virgil and 

Dante analogous to the vicissitudes that Bossi and the young composer experienced 

during the latter’s training.  

 

 

It is suggested that the correlations begin with the initial two sections of the sonata 

form exposition, the introduction and the main theme, where two events are 

portended:  the first is the personified declaration of hopelessness by the portals of 

hell (lines 1-11) coinciding with bars 1-13 (Introduction-see Example 3.1). For the 

first, Malipiero, creates a sonority combining a consonant ecclesiastical flavour with 

unsettling dissonances (Example 3.1) now suggesting the delicate mixture of 

complete lack of hope with trepidation before hell’s gates. The sonic landscape is 

dominated by quasi-religious, though more foreboding than peaceful, thematic 

material. He uses the melodic colour of the aeolian mode and chromatically altered 

                                                           
239 Alighieri, La Divina Commedia. Line 117 
240 Ibid. Line 124 
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chords to achieve this. Orchestrally, sustained low strings evoke sober reverence, but 

the horns interrupt in bar 5 with the chilled, unsettling chromatically-coloured 

progression (see Example 3.1).  

 

 

Example 3.1   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 1-16   Foreboding ecclesiastical 

monophonic thematic material in DB with unsettling homophonic 

dissonances in the horns; then followed in the final bars by a melody 

with accompaniment 

 

Melody with accompaniment 
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The chromatically altered chords in the Introduction seen in Example 3.1, bars 5-10 

may suggest the atmosphere of hopelessness by metaphorically signaling a loss of 

direction and Dante’s unsettled disposition as the chords ‘wander’ tonally.  

 

The second event is the commencement of Dante’s journey towards hell, tinged by 

his genuine pity, as he is led by the poet Virgil (lines 18-20, cf. Main theme, bars 27-

51). The change from the two ‘heroes’ standing before the gates to the 

commencement of their journey towards hell, now seems to link with Malipiero’s 

taking the opening thematic material (1a) and creating, in the exposition of the sonata 

form, a forward-moving main theme by rhythmic diminuition and a rhythmically 

active accompaniment, as can be seen in Example 3.2 (Bars 40-44). The off-beat 

tympani might now suggest the plodding forward over uneven terrain by the two 

heroes, Virgil leading Dante. Malipiero gives this main theme a melancholic 

character. Its tessitura of just over two octaves, contrasts markedly with a Straussian 

theme that can repeatedly leap extrovertly over four and half octaves conveying 

youthful, inconsequential abandon. Malipiero’s melancholic quality, possibly 

paralleling Dante’s genuine pity for the damned souls, derives also from the 

arabesque-like shaping of the theme that often turns back on itself. It begins first with 

step-wise movement, then small leaps that suggest the tentative first steps of Dante 

(Example 3.2, bars 40-44). As his anxiety grows the more pitiful souls he sees, so the 

subsequent interallic expansion to P4 and rising melody may be reflective of this 

emotion.  
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Example 3.2   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 40-44  Main theme grows out of 

‘religious’ introductory thematic material 

 

A first portion of a two-phase third section (lines 75-104, cf. Sonata form 

development bars 158-218: see Table 3.3) possibly now suggests the boat journey 

across the ancient river Acheron, steered by the wizened Charon towards the shore’s 

edge of hell’s abyss, the dwelling place of Lucifer. The portrayal of Charon the 

boatman’s arrival, the embarking of the souls and departure for shore of the abyss 

may correspond to the passage beginning bar 158 (see Example 3.12c). It begins with 

a variation of the main theme marked by an on-going crescendo perceivable as the 

boat’s arrival from the distance steered by Charon.  By its steady forward scale-wise 

movement and repeated presentations, it seems to embody the inevitability of the 

souls meeting the boatkeper and being taken to the other shore.  The souls 

themselves seem to cry out hysterically in the woodwind accacciaturas and viola 

subdivisions. A further Example 3.3a (lines 95-101, cf. bars 175-176) could be 

associated with the agitated lamentation and cursing of the waiting souls. Here, 

Main theme with multi-layered 

polyrhythmic accompanment 
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against the main theme (signifying the boatman’s arrival) Malipiero scores 

syncopated chords. Immediately following, nervous scurrying semiquaver 

subdivisions-triplets in the lower strings against his ‘arrival’ theme in the horns, can 

bring to mind Charon rounding up reluctant souls. 

 

Example 3.3a   Malipiero  Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 174-177 Agitated 

syncopations followed by lower strings in a bustling semiquaver-

triplet undulating figure 

 

Agitated anguish of the damned in 

sycopations; semiquaver-triplet runs 

conjure up the hurried confusion of 

boarding Charon’s boat. 

Main theme in continual crescendo 

in brass, bsns and woodwinds 
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To close the first phase of this extended third section, a final sounding of the 

‘fanfare’ theme, first heard in bar 72 (Example 3.3b), suggests the ‘last call’ for souls 

and the first theme returns fortissimo, perhaps conjuring up images of the boat’s 

departure into the distance as the dynamic reduces to perdendosi and a single isolated 

sustained G, as the vessel vanishes from sight.  

 

Example 3.3b   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 72-75  New ‘Fanfare’ theme 
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The second phase of the third section covers the slow movment and scherzo of the 

cycle. For Malipiero’s final ‘programme’, it now seems that it may portray the souls’ 

impression immediately after having ‘landed’ on shore near the abyss and their first 

steps towards it (lines 110-123, cf. bars 219-379). This phase is marked with an 

intensification of dissonance, polyphony (especially fugato-imitation), scalic 

variation including a use of the whole tone scale, a higher rate of textural change 

along with thematic variation. This complex intensification of elements could match 

a corresponding intensification of regret of the damned for their sins, the torturous 

extremes of sulphurous flames and freezing desolation through which they pass: as 

Dante declaims ‘that yet with clammy dews fear chills my brow’ (line 122-123). 

Malipiero then breaks the mood in the extended scherzo section (Table 3.3, bars 304-

379) in tempo allegro moderato. Within the context, it is the devils that may be 

depicted hurrying the damned souls towards the abyss. In Example 3.4 (bars 318-

322), the downward incline towards the edge of the abyss is evoke by contrary 

chromatic motion of the lower timbres against the leaping appeggiated F# minor 

chord embellished with appoggiatura-like approaches to the principal notes, almost 

as though a vast chasm is opening up.  
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Example 3.4   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 318 -322   Contrary chromatic 

motion of the lower timbres against the leaping appeggiated F# minor 

chord in the upper timbres with counter-melodies in the oboes, 

clarinets, horns and violas 

 

The second exocyclic episode is inserted at this point, a portion seen in Example 3.4 

(lines 117-118, cf. bars 380-394). Here a fortissimo resolution by step from D to Db 

in tempo Largo could be construed as fear ‘turn’d into desire’241 as the souls 

recognise heaven’s justice is correct and their life’s demeanour has made this 

punishment inevitable. Malipiero makes another transformation of the opening 

‘religious’ theme in a reluctant ‘fanfare’ that never really launches in triumphant 

transports. To this, he adds the almost ‘joyous’ modal phrase in the woodwinds from 

the secondary theme. 

 

                                                           
241 See Appendix 2, Line 118 
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Example 3.5   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 381-383  Programmatic content – 

fear ‘turn’d into desire’ conveyed by a fortissimo resolution by 

semitone step to the tonic Db 

 

Resolution by semitone 

step from D to Db minor 

Almost ‘joyous’ modal phrase 

in the woodwinds from the 

secondary theme; opening 

‘religious’ theme as a 

reluctant ‘fanfare’ that never 

really launches  
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The fourth section, the sonata form recapitulation and finale in the cycle (lines 123-

126, cf. bars 395-424) can now be conceived as the cataclysm of Dante’s inner 

reaction to the terrifying dreadfulness of launching sulphurous flames nearing the 

abyss, this lowest dwelling place wherein resides the ‘prince of darkness’. The 

section uses previous thematic material to recall the nostalgic regret and lamenting 

sighs (bars 395-400), then by again sounding the main theme in the tonic key in 

tempo molto maestoso, evokes these flames that forewarn the ghastly presence of 

Lucifer ahead. This is accompanied by ‘hysterical shrieks’ coming from intense sub-

divisioning from the woodwind and string choirs. A mediant 9th in second inversion 

can be now seen to coincide with Dante’s absolute revulsion (line 125) before he 

collapses in a sleep-like state (line 126). 

 

Arrived at the conclusion of the work, Gallagher’s question as to whether the work is 

‘hellish or heroic…driven by positive or negative forces?’242 can be given a response.  

It is clearly a work devoid of any hope, full of hopelessness and regret. But what to 

make of the jaunty fanfares and charming secondary theme? The first element might 

evoke the arrival of Charon, boatman of the underworld (decidedly unjoyous), and 

the second, perhaps suggesting the nostalgic regret for ‘good times’ now led to 

damnation. If an analogy between Bossi and Malipiero and Virgil and Dante is 

pursued, then it is suggested that, despite an academic respect, Malipiero never 

completely aligned with or met Bossi’s expectations. 

 

 

                                                           
242 Gallagher, Liner notes for CD recording Malipiero, G.F.: Sinfonia degli eroi. 
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Summary comments 

The foregoing analysis of the hypothetical form-programme relationship, has 

made certain suppositions about Malipiero’s final programmatic choice, that of 

his title and the Dantean representation of hell from which the epigraph is taken. 

It is not without significance that the ‘hero’ links Malipiero’s work with Strauss’s 

then recently heard Ein Heldenleben. Strauss’ work is ‘a record of reactions and 

responses’ to heroism, and Sinfonia degli eroi traces a hopeless journey by the 

heroes, who are immune but not unaffected observers, through a terrifying ordeal. 

The taunting of the devils may parallel Strauss’s adversaries, and the firm 

guidance of Virgil may sit comfortably alongside Pauline, Strauss’s wife as 

extraordinary encourager against his adversaries, the ‘critics’.    

 

It is suggested that Malipiero embraced the extreme realism of Strauss for which 

the latter was, by some, condemned.243 He followed Strauss’s lead in using the 

formal structure to bring the audience tangibly to ‘the everyday, the physical, the 

world of experience’244 of hell, a common psychological reality for 1900’s 

Catholic Italy. In SdE, however, the realistically evocative quality of the work 

avoided the requisite sermonising245 or apogée normally offered by absolute 

music.246  These suppositions could well be a basis for future research on the lead 

Malipiero took from Strauss, in using a one-movement form amalgamating the 

elements of classical sonata form with the elements of the multi-movement 

sonata cycle for the purpose of extra-musical depiction. To highlight the 

mechanics of this quality, the discussion of the musical language to follow will 

                                                           
243 Janice Wu, 'Strauss and Photography: All in the Eye', The Musical Times, 140/1868 (1999): 2929. 
244 Charles Youmans, Richard Strauss's Orchestral Music and the German Intellectual Tradition 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), p. 44. 
245 In the case of this particular work, it would be somewhat ironic if Malipiero over-laboured some 

moral high ground, the poetic text being already homiletic.  
246 Youmans, Richard Strauss's Orchestral Music and the German Intellectual Tradition, p. 44. 
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consider the nature and deployment of Malipiero’s themes and the texture that 

surrounds them. 
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Syntax 

 

Arthur Eaglefied Hull, reflecting on the years 1899-1914, the period of Malipiero’s 

training and first première, noted an iconoclastic attitude to musical language among 

composers: 

The swift current of modern musical art during the last ten or fifteen years seems at first 

glance to have ruthlessly swept away the whole of the theories of the past.247 

 

Hull, however, insisted that composers such as Malipiero and his co-practitioners of 

the generazione dell’ottanta had ‘too much method in their so-called “modernity” to 

be dismissed thus cursorily.’248  The discussion will now consider this ‘method’ in 

the nature and deployment of Malipiero’s thematic material and the texture 

surrounding them in Sinfonia degli eroi. 

 

 

Nature and Deployment of Thematic Material 

 

The thematic material has a transformational and developmental nature. This ensures 

a unity in the work produced by maintaining an affinity with opening ‘raw’ thematic 

material. Themes also tend to be open-ended binary structures that allow the work to 

progress by means of their extension and modification. Finally, the nature of the 

material found in SdE inevitably betrays a trichotomous connection.   

 

The first part of this trichotomy is Malipiero’s emulation in certain themes of late 

19th-century thematic processes in use by Strauss and Brahms. He, nevertheless, 

                                                           
247 Arthur Eaglefield Hull, Modern Harmony, Its Explanation and Application (London: Augener Ltd., 

1914), p. 11. Available from: www.dmu.uem.br/aulas/analise/Hull_ModernHarmony.pdf. Accessed 

on 2 July 2017. 
248 Ibid. 
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limits this emulation to its essentials. The second part is his openness to the French 

school through Bossi’s contacts with the Conservatorium of Paris; and lastly, his 

transciptions of early 17th-century Italian music sources and Gregorian chant. 

Transcriptions of monodies against polyphonies made him recognise ‘the precise and 

uncontrollable necessity to free individual feeling from collective or group feeling, to 

sing individually rather than chorally’.249 Precisely, this meant that the horizontal line 

of monodic singing took the place of the vertical line of polyphony. As Roncaglia 

explains, ‘the soft curve of melody takes the place of zig-zaging contrapuntal lines 

with chordal progressions and modulations dependent on the movement of a single 

vocal line’.250 It removed ‘the chaotic taste of the twists and turns and muddle of the 

parts’.251  

 

Malipiero became a master of the ‘soft curve’ filling the still common late 19th-

century open-ended binary themes with a melodic and rhythmic interplay which 

drew on practices of the above repertoire sources. Prunières was clear that ‘[this 

interplay] characterised his style’252. Angelo Ephrikian, conductor and composer, 

draws attention to the early emergence of Malipiero’s skills in melodic creation and 

its expressive potential in all parts, not simply the upper-most voice.  As early as 

elementary ‘add a bass’ exercises Malipiero submitted as an 18-year-old student in 

Bossi’s classes, Ephrikian notes that the Italian’s individualistic approach was 

evident. The Armenian conductor explains: 

No simple creating of vertical harmony: the bass is felt as a melody, and  

completely spontaneously the young boy [also] effortlessly and coherently  

constructs a second melody above it. It is a point of departure of exceptional  

interest.253 

                                                           
249 Gino Roncaglia, La Rivoluzione Musicale Italiana (Secolo XVII) (Milan: Giovanni Bolla, 1928), p. 

185.  
250 Ibid. 
251 Ibid.  
252 Prunières, 'G. Francesco Malipiero': 337. 
253 Ephrikian, 'Malipiero e la tradizione musicale italiana', p. 179. 
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Malipiero remembered as a child, Ephrikian details, the singular exaltations of Italian 

opera as the unique beauty of Italian music, as well as this genre as being ‘the most 

spontaneous and the most human’. It was supported by the common belief that ‘only 

Italian melody was sublime’.254 In those early years, Ephrikian adds however, that the 

young Italian also discovered that there was a world of instrumental music beyond 

the Italian borders in Germany.  

 

Buoyed by the sonic evolution, the nature of Malipiero’s thematic material is 

enriched by his two-fold focus – valuing the past and the present to create the future. 

This encouraged him to generate extended melodic periods that mixed Classical 

balance and Romantic asymmetry, couching them in striking timbres. Inspired by 

Romantic norms, especially those of Brahms, Malipiero produces melodies with 

intricate accompaniments. Occasionally he is seen to experiment with decorated, 

chromatic and polytonal harmony. The following examples will point up these 

various features of his thematic approach. 

 

Malipiero uses the late Romantic procedure of transformation in the mutation of the 

main theme (Example 3.6) from the sustained, foreboding opening thematic material 

of Theme 1a presented in bars 1-16 (Example 3.7e). The transformation is achieved 

by diminution, motivic repetition, intervallic variation and expansion. Motivic 

development maintains the triplet rhythmic element in both but through intervallic 

variation, the augmented 4th becomes a P4 in the principal theme.  

 

 

                                                           
254 Ibid. 
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Example 3.6   Gian Francesco Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 27-33  Main 

theme created by diminuition, rhythmic variation and intervallic 

expansion of opening thematic material 1a seen in Example 3.7e in the 

double basses 

 

Malipiero changes the character of the theme without changing its original identity, a 

procedure that had been brought to its most refined in Berlioz’s idée fixe, Liszt’s 

thematic transformation and Wagner’s leitmotiv. Wagner and Strauss, however, as 

Walter Frisch explains ‘…superseded techniques of thematic transformation and 

unification by harmonic and colouristic effects’255 and it is this shift which Malipiero 

often enacts producing his individuality.   

 

The individuality of Malipiero’s thematic material is brought out by comparing his 

opening theme to examples of late Romantic composers who were well-known for 

the extended shape and arresting character of their themes. To be noted firstly, 

Examples 3.7a-e are a radical shift from the Classical focus on the tonal journey with 

its briefer melodic material, what Ratner calls ‘salient melodic statements’256 that 

consisted of no more then a balanced 4+4 bar phrase. These phrases often traced little 

                                                           
255 Walter Frisch, Brahms and the Principle of Developing Variation (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1990), p. 22. 
256 Ratner, Romantic Music: Sound and Syntax, p. 159. 
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more than the notes of the triad. The late Romantics’ sophisticated themes, on the 

other hand, resulting from their working the syntactical processes of expansion, 

generated a more complex line. It was in this advanced working of the syntactical 

processes that Malipiero crafted his thematic material applying Gregorian, Viennese 

and Brahmsian practice. 

 

Example 3.7a-d appeared in works composed and premièred in the decade leading up 

to Malipiero’s enrolment at the Liceo musicale in Bologna and bear significant 

similarities. Busoni, friend of Malipiero, composed in the same year, his 

Symphonisches Tongedicht Op 32a in Berlin with a première the following year. In 

the case of Strauss’s 1898 Ein Heldenleben, Malipiero was in his first year of formal 

study at the Vienna Conservatorium; and in respect of the Symphony No 2 in C 

minor of Mahler, the Viennese première conducted by the composer in April 1899, 

occurred before Malipiero left Vienna for Venice the following July.  The Trio 

sinfonico Op 123 of Malipiero’s teacher was completed in 1901 while the young 

student studied under him in Venice.  Possibily inspired by Martucci’s 1883 Trio of 

similar expansive length at nearly 45 minutes, the two works speak to the Martucci-

Sgambati-Bossi interconnection, motivation for Malipiero to give preference to 

instruemtnal compsotion. It is not insignificant that Bossi threw his crusade on behalf 

of Italian instrumental music before audiences in his pointed labelling the work Trio 

sinfonico. 

 

Comparing these melodic openings highlights certain characteristics of Malipiero’s 

emancipation from turn of the century norms. This emancipative drive would lead 

from melody clearly born of late19th century large rising-falling contours and 

rhythmic contrasts to Malipiero’s distillation of the essence of shape and contrast. 

This distillation would produce a more compact melodic material.  
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Example 3.7a    Busoni, Symphonisches Tongedicht (1893) 

 

 

Example 3.7b     Richard Strauss, Ein Heldenleben (1898)  

 

 

Example 3.7c    Gustav Mahler, Symphony No 2 in C minor (1899) 
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Example 3.7d    ME Bossi   Trio sinfonico Op 123 (1901)   Selected thematic 

material from each movement 
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Example 3.7e    Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi (1905)  Opening thematic material 

a,b,c formed from a Gregorian contour and Viennese triplets. 

Chromatic homophonic phrases in the woodwinds and brass will 

become the secondary theme. It concludes with an increased 

subdivided motive in bar 15 in a iv->V cadential progression. 

 

Comparison of Examples 3.7a-e show all five opening themes have the rising-falling 

contour and a marked contrast between the initial longer note values and the high 

subdivision at the end of the final phrase. The first phrase of each example tends to 

end with a still longer note followed by new rhythmic elements. Bossi’s opening 

theme begins and ends with rhythmic agitation. All tempi, including that of 

Opening thematic material 1a 

Opening thematic material 1b 
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Malipiero, are at the slow end of the spectrum recalling the ‘genesis of creation’ 

principle. This principle is present in Strauss’s earlier Death and Transfiguration 

(1889); and in Thus spake Zarathustra (1896) Strauss’s famous opening thematic 

material covers two and half octaves in 4 bars. Busoni, uses 10 bars to cover three 

octaves on what is really a 2 bar theme extended by contrapuntal imitative 

procedures. Mahler follows Strauss’s rhythmic procedure over an intense 5 bar span 

though restricted to just over one octave. Malipiero’s opening theme is in complete 

opposition, however. It covers only a major 6th from Bb to G though spanning 16 

bars. This narrowing of range with a consequent expressive concentration will 

become a feature of his emancipation from Late Romantic practice. The two Austro-

German composers feature a popular ‘Viennese” duplet-triplet alternation taken up 

also by Malipiero in bars 1, 3, 7 and 10. It is, however, in the rhyhmic diminution 

used to create the main theme (Example 3.6), that Malipiero’s duplet-triplet use 

becomes more evident. 

 

It can begin to be seen that, although Malipiero inherited these late Romantic 

principles of phrasal contour and range, placement of rhythmic elements and tempi, 

springing from these blood lines so to speak, Example (3.7e) of his thematic material 

does not sound like that of his teacher nor his friend Busoni, nor Mahler who 

conducted in Vienna while the young Italian was studying there. The difference lies 

firstly in Malipiero’s narrowing of the range. Variety in the rhythmic dimension is 

created by duplet-triplet alternation of the bass line and the graceful step-wise rise 

and fall in bars 3-4, the first from ‘Viennese’ practice and and the second  from the 

shape of Gregorian chant. Within the harmonic dimension, Malipiero then introduces 

unprepared chromatically-altered dissonance, perhaps reflected in Busoni’s 

descending chromatic line in bar 2 of Example 3.7a. In Malipiero’s fifth bar, 
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chromatic passing modulations squirm between C minor-Db Major before resolving 

on the dominant of G minor. Both the opening melody and the homophonic motif 

described as ‘rugged chromatic instabilities’257 by Waterhouse, will be deployed later 

as thematic transformations becoming a main and lyrical secondary theme.  

 

Malipiero’s phrase lengths, compared in Table 3.5, mark his style as the most 

protractedly asymmetrical complementing the narrowing of range. The un-prefigured 

rhythmic subdivision in the final bars of each of the examples show a common desire 

to provide unexpected rhythmic contrasts that can later be transformed. They are 

even discernible in bars 15-18 of Example 3.7d if the dotted rhythms are limited to 

one bar. 

Composer Length of phrases in bars 

Busoni 3+4 (not counting imitation)  7 

Strauss 4 

Mahler 5 

Bossi 

I: 4+3+4+4; 6+4+4; 2+2+2; 4+4+4; 

4+4 

II: 2+2+4; 3+3 

III: 4+4+6+2+4  

IV: 4; 6 

Malipiero 7+3 (not counting repetition) 10 

 

Table 3.5   Malipiero’s immediate predecessors-phrase lengths 

                                                           
257 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward 

Genius, p. 98. 
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His protracted asymmetrical phrasing suggests a desire to experiment with 

commonly-used extended periods.  

 

Malipiero, under Bossi, had also absorbed certain Brahmsian traits. Brahms’ Sextet 

No 2, Op 36 reflected perhaps in Bossi’s second and third movements, offered 

Malipiero the procedure of the developing variation of melodic material. Brahms ran 

phrase into phrase, something that Schoenberg had summarised by the rule that 

‘nothing in a piece of music but what comes from the theme...and can be traced back 

to it’.258 This mixing of melodic motives produced a ‘fabric of continuous 

melody.’259 Bossi modelled this technique for his students in his Trio sinfonico.  

 

Attention turns to the nature of the secondary theme comparing examples from 

Strauss and Malipiero.  Example 3.8a from Tod und Verklärung shows Strauss 

stringing together a series of chromatically descending brief phrases, each beginning 

with a wide leap. A Viennese triplet is placed adjacently to a duplet. It is in extended 

simple binary in form, where B material is developmentally extended. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
258 Walter Frisch, The Early Works of Arnold Schoenberg, 1893-1908 (California: University of 

California Press, 1997), p. 206. 
259 Jan Swafford, Johannes Brahms (New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group (Random 

House)-Vintage Books. ISBN 0-679-74582-3., 1997), p. 633. 
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Example 3.8a   Strauss   Tod und Verklärung   Lyrical theme from the second section 

 

 

Example 3.8b  Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Secondary lyrical theme (bars 58-63)      

featuring   triplets and subdivided modal-like interruption 

 

Example 3.8b is a free-flowing ‘Viennese’ alternation of duplets and triplets, also 

sitting in extended binary form. The note set has a limited range, of a P4 compared to 

the P12 of Strauss. Here again, Malipiero avoids late Romantic multiple octaves. 

Malipiero’s interest in modal variation is perhaps suggested by the F# ‘Phrygian’ 

flavour of the theme over a dominant pedal D and the B flat modal inflection in bar 

5, suggestive of the whole-tone scale, a stylistic marker in Debussy’s style. The 

theme in its gracefulness is almost ‘more Romantic than the Romantics’, as someone 

stereotyping a Romantic period theme. 

 

 

A B 

B’

’ 

A 

B 

B1 

B2 

Interruption with 

modal inflection of Bb 

This shape taken from opening 

thematic material b (bars 5-6) 

‘Viennese’ triplets borrowed from 

late Romantic practice 
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Example 3.8c   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Modal note set of the Secondary 

theme over a pedal D 

 

The nature of Malipiero’s themes is characterised by a unifying procedure highly 

refined by Liszt who created ‘whole structures by metamorphosis [transformation] 

alone’.260 Utilised then by Strauss, ‘protagonist of program music’,261  these thematic 

transformations could ‘accommodate the dramatically chang(ing) phrases, [and] 

highly coloured melodies’.262 Rudolph Reti in his study of the thematic process pin-

points the unifying factor of this procedure as the themes’ reducibility to a unique 

simple contour or perhaps, ‘merely a structural scheme unifying the different parts of 

the work’.263 Reti showed the latter in the main thematic material of Till 

Eulenspiegel.  Comparing Malipiero’s themes marked by their restricted range, 

Example 3.9 shows an affinity of structural scheme though with diminishing 

intervallic range (P4-> m3-> M2). This scheme facilitates the thematic unity.  

 

 

Example 3.9    Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Structural scheme (according to 

Reti’s methodology) 

 

                                                           
260 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt, Volume 2: The Weimar Years, 1848-1861 (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 

1989), p. 310. 
261 Rudolph Reti, The Thematic Process In Music (London: Faber, 1961), p. 343. 
262 Prateek Gupta, 'Linked in', Franz Liszt contribution to the world of Music (2014). Available from: 

https://www.slideshare.net/virus3991/franz-liszt-contribution-to-the-world-of-music. Accessed on 29 

July 2018. 
263 Reti, The Thematic Process In Music, p. 344. 
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Malipiero’s procedure hints at the presence of Reti’s principle that ‘even the meagre 

identity of scheme suffices to bind the various parts of the composition into an 

irresistibly convincing whole’.264 It is further shown comparing Example 3.8b (bar 1) 

and 3.7e (bars 5-7), where the melodic contour of one reflects the contour of the 

upper voice of the other. This is evidence for Reti’s ‘thematic phenomenon’265 which 

sees the process, as operated by Malipiero, as ‘a continuous transformation 

of…initial thoughts which build the work by appearing in ever new disguises’.266 

 

The deployment of this continually transforming material demarcates pivotal 

moments of the form argued earlier as two-dimensional sonata form. The main 

theme for example is recalled in the development in enharmonic tonalities C# 

major/ Db major before taking centre stage in the G major-G minor abridged 

recapitulation-coda. The transformation of the opening chromatic chords 

becomes both the transitional bridge and the secondary theme. Sometimes its 

characteristic small intervals of the M3 (m3) Aug4 (P4) appear in motivic 

extensions. The one-bar modal interruption to the secondary theme (see Example 

3.8b, fifth bar) reappears both as an isolated motive and as an ostinato (as in 

Example 3.11c below). The new character ‘fanfare’ theme, Example 3.3b,  

appearing shortly before the development, from thence forward, uses its 

demisemiquaver rhythmic element to increase the restless excitement of the 

texture. With new motives and themes tracing back to rhythmic and intervallic 

elements of the opening thematic material, it sits squarely with Brahmsian 

developing variation. The thematic deployment is thus imbued with a continuity 

                                                           
264 Ibid. 
265 Ibid. 
266 Ibid. 
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provided by variation of material that both connects pivotal moments and moves 

the work forward with the unexpectedness of the variation. 

 



121 
 

Texture 

 

The texture of Sinfonia degli eroi is built on procedures practised in the three 

repertoires summarised in Chapter 2. It will be remembered that Malipiero had 

come face to face with the monumental transition from polyphony to monody and 

the value of both its prima pratica and seconda pratica through study of late 16th-

century and early 17th-century experimentation. Italian polyphony of such 

composers as Merulo, Vecchi, Marenzio and Gesualdo, did not shy from violent 

harmonic juxtapositions as polyphonic lines interwove and clashed with each 

other. Malipiero also had a particular awareness of Italian monody, the ‘cool’ 

trend of the early 17th century, where the texture gravitated towards the upper 

voice and let it use all means to accomplish the expressiveness needed to underlie 

the text. Alongside this polyphonic-monodic resource was Malipiero’s admiration 

of Straussian formal and textural adventurousness. This included lavish 

polyphonic passages, the enormously expansive melodies and extra-musically 

directed form. These factors caused a cathartic awakening that textures used in 

opera composition witnessed throughout his youth, were highly limited: they 

were not all that Italy had musically to offer the world. 

 

Malipiero’s exemplars for textural reference, noted earlier, were Brahms, Strauss and 

his Italian compatriots Sgambati, Martucci and Bossi. There may have also been an 

awareness of Viennese developments such as the work of Mahler, Schoenberg and 

Zemlinsky through correspondence with his first teacher Stocker, still giving classes 

at the Conservatorium of Vienna. To appreciate the effects of the repertoires and 

composers on the 1905 Sinfonia degli eroi, the study will comment on them under 5 

aspects. 
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Aspect 1 – Malipiero responds to Late Romantic linear automony eroding harmonic 

functionality in the foreground and middleground texture267 

 

The late Romantic composers were bent on exploring texture ‘as an outcome of 

countrapuntal procedures’,268 accreting expressivity through non-harmonic notes and 

an increase in chromatic frequency and density. This caused a matching local 

reduction in tonal centricity and harmonic functionality. Resurgence in the use of 

linear textures structured with polyphonic techniques had encouraged the extended 

prolongation of harmonies and created time and space for greater detours from the 

tonal ‘home-coming’. Writing of the 1896 work of Grieg, Norske Fjeld melodier, 

Ernst Kurth remarked on how ‘tonal relations ebb away within linear currents and 

lose their centricity’269 intimating that the linear automony was eroding the harmonic 

functionality, though more at the local levels of tonal structure. The macrostructure 

maintained a secure functional anchor. Carl Dalhaus recognised the high significance 

of this, commenting that ‘harmony functions less as a foundaton for the melody as 

viceversa’270 observing that notes with clear tonal ‘implications’271 are directed into 

‘almost bizarre non-functional roles in the harmony.’272  

 

Strauss wove polyphonic textures as a foundation for harmonies with non-functional 

colouristic ends. Malipiero’s awareness of the emphasis Strauss gave his 

contrapuntal textures through the use of a wide compass in melodic parts combined 

with a ‘forceful tone-intensity’273 to create perspective, translated partially in his own 

                                                           
267  The terms foreground, middleground and background will now refer to the sense of perspective in 

texture, not (as per Schenker) structural levels. 
268 Ratner, Romantic Music: Sound and Syntax, p. 27. 
269 Kurth quoted by Benedict Taylor, Towards a Harmonic Grammar of Grieg's Late Piano Music: 

Nature and Nationalism (Oxon: Routledge,Taylor & Francis Group, 2017), p. 102102. Available 

from: https://books.google.com.au/books?id=YTIlDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA102&dq=late-romantic+non-

functional+harmony&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjUrbrb25fVAhUDVrwKHfjsDHQQ6AEIMTAD

#v=onepage&q=late-romantic%20non-functional%20harmony&f=false. 
270 Ibid. 
271 Ibid. 
272 Ibid. 
273 Adam von Ahn Carse, The History of Orchestration (Chelmsford: Courier Corporation, 1964), p. 

316. 
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work. The orchestral perspective was present but in Malipiero’s case, he made the 

radical decision to create his own intensity through narrow compassed melodies and 

an often delicate balance of timbres. Through various contrapuntal procedures, 

Strauss was able, according to Karl Rasmussen and Lasse Laursen, to provide a 

‘sensation of perspective in the orchestral landscape’274 through ‘superimposing 

contrasting types of music’275 upon one another imbued with the contrasts of ‘stasis 

and momentum, chromaticism and modality’.276 Rasmussen and Laursen, using 

Example 3.10a from Ein Heldenleben277 point out that the texture is dominated by 

multiple melodic lines ‘overlapping and disappearing’ within a non-functional 

foreground and middleground. The bass line in the background, though delaying 

focus on an expected tonic by proceding haphazardly on D-A♭-A♮-D-F-B♭-G finally 

moves functionally to B flat, the dominant of Eb. The texture lacks any monody, 

each melodic strand having a markedly different rhythmic arrangement with 

gradually increasing subdivisions. It permits the melodies to ‘continually emerge and 

disappear behind one another in an interplay of foreground, middle ground and 

background’.278 

                                                           
274 Karl Aage Rasmussen and Lasse Laursen, The Idiomatic Orchestra Ch 5 (2015). Available from: 

http://theidiomaticorchestra.net/part-2/. Accessed on 12 June 2018.  
275 Ibid. 
276 Ibid. 
277 Ibid. 
278 Ibid. 
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Example 3.10a    R. Strauss   Ein Heldenleben (bars 25-36)   Non-functional 

polyphonic density reducing tonal centricity against a fundamental 

bass motion (D-Ab-A-D-F-Bb-G-Bb) that finally resolves in a 

functional Bb to Eb 

D Ab

b 
A 

D F Bb G Bb    Eb 
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In SdE, Malipiero uses this orchestral perspective and superimposing of contrasting 

styles in an antithetical response deriving from the strictures common in the early 

17th-century and chant. He holds back from Strauss’s unclear cut-off between melody 

and accompaniment and extremes of compass. In Example 3.10b, a background-

middle ground orchestral perspective is achieved by uniform dynamics and 

contrasted doublings-triplings. This is broken briefly by the foreground assertive 

appearance of the fortissimo timbre of the trumpets. Malipiero achieves a stark 

contrast between the briefly emerging motivic line from the polyphony in a 

colouristic C triad before submerging into the predominant key of G major. The 

contrast is accentuated in juxtaposing the polypohonic lines with the trumpet’s highly 

present motive. In this respect, the example shows Malipiero prioritising melody 

over Strauss’s continual ‘overlapping and disappearing’ of lines within a non-

functional treatment of local harmonic progressions. 
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Example 3.10b    Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   (Bars 290-294) During the 

development, imitative though rhythmically varied polyphony 

surround a dotted quaver motivic theme in Trumpet I, which 

emerges and submerges from the texture.  

 

 

It is also to be noted in bar 292, the influence of early Baroque divisionining 

(demisemiquavers) in the anacrustic demisemiquaver runs. Malipiero’s incorporation 

of an Italianate melodic elegance in a linearity derived from the practice of the early 

17th-century Italian practice enabled him to re-invent the late Romantic contrapuntal 

textures. Instead of the repetitive intervallic sequences often proceeding in wide 
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intervals, Malipiero structured a spontaneous beauty of line with a minimal control of 

time-tested contrapuntal rules. 

 

Aspect 2 – Foreground, middleground and background textural placement 

Textures consisting of an accompaniment to a theme draw on Brahms’ attention to 

backgrounded detail in his inner parts in, for example, the opening of his 4th 

Symphony where the lower strings provide simple rising appeggios lightly pierced 

by brief offbeat woodwind chords (Example 3.11a).  In Malipiero’s work, 

accompaniments sit similarly unobtrusive in the background but with a high degree 

of rhythmic complementarity. In Example 3.11b, the accompaniment consists of the 

3-layered polyrhythmic figurations to the foregrounded theme.  Alternating triplet-

duplets are played by the oboes, flutes and middle horns, syncopated semiquaver 

dyads by the violas, and at times, off-beat plucks by the lower strings and tympani 

beats. The difference from Brahms’ simpler rhythmic combination lies in Malipero’s 

greater rhythmic interplay of 2s, 3s and 4s (the semiquavers) against each other. 

Typically Viennese rhythmic duple-triple alternations are his model in this respect.  
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Example 3.11a  Brahms   Symphony No 4 in E minor   ‘Brahmsian’ accompaniment 

to melody with layered poly-rhythmic triadic figurations 

 

Whereas Brahms emphasises the foreground and middle ground with the 

accompaniment being crucial to the integrity of the theme, it will be noted in 

Example 3.11b that Malipiero separates the foreground and background allowing the 

accompaniment figures to enigmatically recede by virtue of their cross-rhythmic 

complexity: i.e. the complexity drives them back, rather than forwards. It is almost 

that the listener’s mind faced with Malipiero’s complexity, pushes it back as too 

difficult to take in completely and allows the theme to step forward. 
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Example 3.11b   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 40-44  Rhythmic interplay of 2s, 3s and 4s in the accompaniment pointed up with lower string 

plucks on and off beats. 

 

Brahmsian style accompaniment, though more rhythmically 

intricate, made up of interplay of 2s, 3s and 4s in violas and 

woodwinds pointed up with lower string plucks on and off 

beats. 
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In the Examples 3.11c-d below, Malipiero’s ostinato texture made up of extreme dotted 

rhythms from the strings, working against viola thematic fragments and motivic 

accacciaturas in the woodwinds, reflects a similar procedure to that during the opening bars 

17-20 of Ein Heldenleben. In Strauss’s work,  though, simple repeated quavers from brass 

and middle strings are used. The ostinato, in Strauss’s case, drives the texture to a 

discontinuous resolution from Bb-B♮. The textural placement in these examples is also 

different. Strauss places his two elements in the foreground (the theme) and the middle 

ground (the ostinato). Malipiero, in his case (c), places the complex ostinato similarly in the 

middle but the theme towards the background.  
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Example 3.11c  Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   ‘Straussian’ accompaniment to melody 

with layered poly-rhythmic thematic fragment figurations; tonally moving 

from G major to C# major, again the augmented 4th 

 

 

 

G major 

C♯ major 

Main Theme in backgrounded lower strings 

Ostinato texture located in 

background, made up of extreme 

dotted rhythms from the strings, 

working against viola thematic 

fragments and motivic accacciaturas in 

the woodwinds 
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Example 3.11d  Strauss   Ein Heldenleben   Simple quaver ostinato  accompanies theme 

 

 

Malipiero is able, through a more rhythmically complex and prolonged ostinato, to produce 

a homophonic texture from disparate elements. Their disparity is an example of his youthful 

experimentation in non-functional pushing together of thematic material, originally not 

sounding together, to create vertical clashes of harmonic colour.  Strauss’s melodic line is 

directed to establishing implied non-functional harmonic colour, though anchored, in this 

case, by the occasional functional Eb. Malipiero follows a similar procedure taking his 

17 Quaver ostinato in middleground 

accompanying theme  
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texture to a chromatic space created by disparity, but also grounded by the occasional pedal 

B (mediant of G major).   

 

 

Aspect 3 – Malipiero’s rhythmic vitality buoyed by 17th-century divisioning and sequences 

 

Reacting to the sometimes predictable rhythms of late Romantic textures, Malipiero strives 

for a fresh vitality. One procedure is his use of a mix of ever smaller subdivisions between 

principal notes, modelled on a process of the 17th century called divisioning – the mixing of 

smaller and smaller subdivisions between principal notes to create increasing tension and 

cerebral excitement. This excitement sometimes transferred a blatant ‘hysteria’ to those 

early audiences, allowing them an emotional release. Malipiero used it in particular to 

heighten forward drive and expressive agitation. In Example 3.12a the multi-layered 

rhythms sees the flute part engaged in running demisemiquavers and semiquavers in stark 

contrast to the other parts. Looking back to Example 3.11c, the viola line also engages in 

the same practice. 

 

Example 3.12a   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi    Bars 329-331 Rhythmic vitality inspired 

by early 17th-century practice present in isolated subdividing in first two bars 
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Another procedure Malipiero employs very sparingly but to persuasive effect are 17th-

century sequences. By functionality, sequences drive a texture forward and Malipiero 

chooses the moment between bars 190 and 196 (Example 3.12b) to execute a highly 

polyphonic series of three sequences. This passage may be considered analogous with the 

sequences in the climatic passage at the end of the first movment of Brahms’ 4th symphony. 

In Malipiero’s case, however, it is clearly Baroque in quality and follows traditional 

counterpoint rules. Here Malipiero is seen going back to the very sources of early Baroque 

practice. 

 
 

Example 3.12b      Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 190-196  Sequences inspired by 

17th-century practice 
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Aspect 4 – Malipiero’s textural embrace of late Romantic polyphonic procedures  

 

There was a late Romantic resurgence in the value placed on the ability of polyphonic 

techniques to bind, contrast and increase the expressive import of a work. Composers’ use 

of polyphony in the late 19th century both looked back to the masters and forward, to how it 

would enact itself in large-scale Romantic works. The polyphonic lines, for instance, 

offered additional space to hang and interplay the increasing number of chromatic and non-

harmonic notes that composers included. Schoenberg and Malipiero, learning their craft, 

were well-instructed in counterpoint. In Malipiero’s case however, his polyphonic 

awareness was enhanced by his extended 17th-century studies. It was during these studies 

that he transcribed polyphonic works such as seen in Example 3.13a where contrapuntal 

entries, both in similar and contrary motion, are seen throughout Merula’s 1615 Canzon 8th 

mode La Livia.   
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Example 3.13a    Merula, Tarquinio   Canzon 8 ‘La Livia’   4-part polyphonic   instrumental 

work for 4 guitars in an imitative texture 

 

 

 

In Example 3.13b Malipiero is seen adopting imitative fugato textures based on short 

motives.  
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Example 3.13b    Malipiero    Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 240-247  Imitative fugato texture 

based on short motives 

 

 

Imitative entries  

Imitative entries  
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The difference in polyphonic application between Malipiero and other late Romantic 

composers like Schoenberg will be seen in the following comparison. The 1905 Viennese 

première of Schoenberg’s Pelleas und Melisande placed the work in the immediate 

awareness of the progressives – Zemlinsky at the Volksoper and Mahler at the Staatsoper. 

More importantly Stocker, Malipiero’s former tutor still at the Conservatorium of Vienna 

and a well-known composer himself, would have easily been aware of the work, rehearsed 

in the adjacent auditorium. Malipiero’s on-going friendship with his former tutor 

encouraged him to maintain links with Stocker while completing studies in Bologna and 

making sketches of Sinfonia degli eroi – a work whose première Stocker attended. 

 

Certain techniques used by Schoenberg seen in Example 3.13c offer a prototypical basis for 

Malipiero’s texture seen in Example 3.13d.  Schoenberg’s earlier-composed passage begins 

similarly with overlapping imitative entries but presents a far more intensely layered 

polyphony beginning at the Langsam. Both composers have a high proportion of stepwise 

movement, often the m2. This is not radical, according to Christopher Cole Hill, who notes 

that ‘like his older contemporaries, Strauss and Mahler, [Scheonberg] prefers to approach 

and leave a dissonant note by step.’279 The greater proportion of dissonances are ‘placed 

between beats’280 and the regular sonority is the ‘seventh chord – triads being the exception 

rather than the rule’.281 Schoenberg uses two-bar, often symmetrical, phrases. The whole 

passage presents a ‘linear propulsive quality’,282 according to Hill.  The intense layered 

polyphony enters again at the Sehr Langsam (RN25). Due to the vertical unresolved 7th 

chords sounded throughout, the horizontal clashes of line produce a restless wandering 

                                                           
279 Christopher Cole Hill, 'Schoenberg's Pelleas und Melisande: An Exegesis and Analysis' (Masters Thesis, 

University of Arizona, 1978), p. 68. 
280 Ibid. 
281 Ibid., p.57. 
282 Ibid., p.52. 
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harmony which obscures the functional direction. Malipiero’s texture takes up this same 

quality but in a measured amount. 

The reflection of similar polyphonic techniques between that of Malipiero and the late 

Romantic passage from Schoenberg’s Pelléas und Mélisande suggests Malipiero’s 

awareness of complex polyphonic experiments of the period. These experiments, Hill 

contextualizes within ‘the Straussian (and Wagnerian) prototype, where the necessities of 

rhythmic control of melodic dissonance are circumvented through harmonic 

underpinning’.283 In Example 3.13d, Malipiero’s series of 7th chords without resolution 

shows his already linear preference for melodic dissonance with a delayed need for 

harmonic underpinning. Although Christopher Cole Hill records that Schoenberg’s 

monumental work is ‘one of the most dauntingly contrapuntal scores anyone had written up 

to that time’,284 Example 3.13d shows Malipiero able to extract the essence of the 

polyphonic sound and syntax to create his own.   

 

 

 

                                                           
283 Ibid. 
284 Ibid., p.11. 
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Example 3.13c    Schoenberg   Pelleas und Melisande (1902-04) (RN 24-26)   Increasingly 

dense over-lapping imitative polyphonic texture in two-bar phrases with 

delayed and denied resolution 
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Example 3.13d (bars 229-234) of Malipiero’s work similarly shows overlapping imitative 

entries in a sweeping four-bar balanced phrase. It reflects Merula’s texture (Example 3.13a) 

in its brief use of fugato. Lines in contrary motion in predominantly step-wise semitonal 

motion are the core technique in his polyphonic texture. The voice lines work together to 

produce a series of unresolved 7th chords that create a moment of dreamy floating non-

functional harmony. This non-functionality is accentuated by the 5-beat open fifth B-

F♯pedal. An unprepared non-functional cadential extension is added to the phrase. All 

functional cadentiality is clouded by a delayed resolution from F♯ to G♯ in bars 233-234.  

This polyphonic passage is placed to create contrast between a preceding homophonic 

polytonal ostinato (225-228) and the succeeding mixture of melody with countermelody to 

follow. 

 

 Compared to the polyphony in Schoenberg’s passage above, the counterpoint in Example 

3.13d composed three years after Pelleas und Melisande, is a more economic reflection of 

the Schoenbergian complexity still preserving such acrid passing harmonies as the dim7 on 

F#, in the fourth bar (232), a tritone from C. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



142 
 

 

 

 

Example 3.13d    Malipiero    Sinfonia degli eroi (bars 229-234)   Counterpoint incorporating imitative entries, contrary motion and layered polyrhythms; 

unresolved 7th chords (see schema) over 5 bars with bass motion suggesting functional chromatic modulation E♭ major to E major via bar of 

BF♯ pedal and a delayed F♯ to G♯ resolution (bars 233-234) 
 

 

Dissonant clashes between the 

beats; functional chromatic 

modulation E♭ major to E major via 

bar of BF♯  pedal  

Acrid passing 

harmonies e.g. 

dim7 on F#, a 

tritone from C 
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The sound produced is an extraordinary sultriness beyond that of the Tristan chord because 

the parallelism is disguished by elegant contrary motion deriving from strict fifth species 

counterpoint; it approaches and resolves from a melodic climax in bar 230. The 

functionality of the E: V->I is mitigated by copious descending non-harmonic passing 

notes, giving the briefest value for the necessary D# of the dominant before alighting on the 

E major chord. Malipiero allows the coincidental clashes of the melodic line to produce 

non-functional sonorities that hold the listener’s attention, removing an urgency for final 

tonal resolution. With a greatly extended late Romantic palette at his disposal and his 

contrapuntal formation with Stocker and Bossi grounded in traditional harmony, Malipiero 

made a radical decision: rather than use his voice leading to strengthen his functional 

harmony, he allowed it to create vertical sonorities through free, mostly stepwise 

movement, grounded by precepts of counterpoint and motivic expansion/ extension. The 

material of the lines would be based on diatonic and modal note sets. 

 

Aspect 5 – Malipiero’s texture builds non-functional harmony from polyphonic procedures 

 

Strauss’s harmonic experimentations are frequently non-functional; however it must be kept 

in mind that harmonic progressions, often the product of non-functional contrapuntal 

intersection, ‘are incorporated within the harmonic fabric of the work’.285 Stocker and Bossi 

gave Malipiero a traditionally-grounded contrapuntal training and Malipiero made a 

conscious decision to manipulate the contrapuntal line rather than explore harmonic 

progressions. This decision allowed him to experiment with melodic lines to create vertical 

sonorities through horizontal movement, while still maintaining a well-worn principle even 

enunciated by Schoenberg. It was the principle that tonal voice leading was only used when 

                                                           
285 Stuart A Woronecki, 'The Harmonic Language of Richard Strauss's First Period Works: A 

Transformational Approach' (Doctoral Dissertation, University of Connecticut, 2013). Available from: 

https://opencommons.uconn.edu/dissertations/111/. Accessed on 24 July 2018. 
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chords had to be linked implying that a melodic voice will ‘only move if it ever needs to’,286 

proceeding by the most direct route. Malipiero’s direct route precluded leaps of the 6th and 

beyond, unlike Stauss who jerkily arrived at a dissonant harmony by continual and 

extravagant leaps as in Example 3.14a. This tempering of the leap is traced to Malipiero’s 

awareness of the elegant movement and narrow tessitura of both Gregorian chant and early 

17th-century melodic parts. 

 
Example 3.14a    Strauss   Ein Heldenleben   RN43   Wide leaps arriving rapidly at 

dissonant chord 
 

 

 

                                                           
286 Y. D. Wu, 'An Issue Between Contemporary Theory and Modern Compositional Practice', Revista Vórtex, 

1/1-29 (2013). Available from: https://search-proquest-

com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/docview/1514322119?rfr_id=info%3Axri%2Fsid%3Aprimo. 

Wide leaps over 2 bars to arrive 

at forte sfz dissonant chord 
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In Example 3.14b Malipiero’s colour-orientated progression in bars 290-295 is driven 

contrapuntally in bars 291-293 by whole-tone voice-leading F#-G#-Bb-C that undermines 

any sense of functional logic.  Resolving from a flattened leading note to C major in bar 

293, Malipiero dwells on the colour of the C major chord for one illuminating bar before 

resolving by chromatic motion to D major. There is no teleogical reason for this exceptional 

moment of passing chromatic harmony, the motivation being colouristic. 

 

Example 3.14b    Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 290-295  Whole tone bass line F#-

G#-Bb-C supporting non-functional progression modulating from G to C 

to D using the colour of the mediant chord as a flattened leading note of C 

major in bar 293 

 

 

The passage below shows the functionality blurred and the dissonance highlighted by 

repetitive sounding or various inversions of the same chord. In Example 3.14c the IVm9 

chord of Eb major is repeatedly sounded including the leading note F. The F, however, does 

not resolve to Eb but disjunctly becomes the lowered submediant in a tritonic resolution to 

A major in bar 377.  Further blurring through a whole tone move to B minor in bar 378 with 

a prolonged dissonance of the III+ over two bars as the bass rises by M3s creating 

successive Aug4s that cloud tonal functionality. The fundamental D avoids a functional 

resolution to G, instead, focusing on the vertical colour, it moves by semitone unexpectedly 

to a chord of Db major (C#). 
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Example 3.14c    Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Bars 372 -382  Non-functional passing 

modulations with bar 378 showing B minor:III+ fundamental D avoiding 

functional resolution by proceeding by semitone step to Db; Bassline (bars 

378-380) rises by M3s defying functional resolution by creating 

unresolved aug 4ths 

 

As a unifying ‘hook’ for this work, the precedent for the above procedures is set at the very 

opening of the work, where a homophonic chromatic passage breaks the monophonic line in 

bars 5-10 (Example 3.7e) creating passing colour. The entire opening, in fact, also sets a 

precedent for unprepared shifts between textures that will occur throughout the work. 

 

 

 

 

Summary comments 

To what extent is Malipiero beginning to emancipate himself from the late Romantic ethos 

and by what tools is he extricating himself? He has embraced Strauss’s innovative form but 

melodically looks to chant, madrigalisms transferred to instruments, and Brahms especially, 

in setting inner voices. His accompaniments, however, in monodic textures, are more 

intricately layered and rhythmically complex than those of Brahms. Austro-German 

Fundamental D proceeding non-

functionally by semitone to Db, 

avoiding functional G 
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techniques of transformation produce all thematic material from the opening 16 bars. Modal 

note sets and Gregorian shapes add an ecclesiastic flavour. Certainly early 17th-century 

Italian repertoire building on his Liceo training in harmony and counterpoint began his love 

affair with the weaving, imitative polyphonic line. This was reinforced by the late Romantic 

renewed use of polyphonic techniques. The predominance of harmonic colours over 

functional chord progressions, becomes especially apparent where previously heard motivic 

shapes are presented in fugato and weaving contrary motion lines. The intersection of the 

lines produces a swathe of harmonic colours with little sense of home tonality. 

Rhythmically, Malipiero was intrigued by subdivided rhythms stemming from Baroque 

divisioning and used them a strategic moments to add forward movement and agitation. The 

qualitative difference in sound of the work and, for example, his late Romantic examplar 

Ein Helenleben, is one of elegance and restraint. Strauss, for example, in his blistering array 

of modulations is unabashedly playing with his audience, throwing unprepared new tonal 

colours at them.  Malipiero leads his audience more gently, mixing chromatic step-wise 

motion and leaps of the fourth and fifth to establish tonalities within a functionality that is 

beginning to liberate itself 
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Chapter 4 

 

Phase 2 of the Genesis:  Sinfonia del Mare  

 (Symphony of the Sea)    1906 

 

Introduction and Background 

 

The second case study is the Sinfonia del mare composed by Malipiero during the year 

following on the completion of his first sinfonia. Malipiero began his second symphonic 

work in January 1906, while still living in Venice in the family home and, as he notes on the 

title page of his autograph, maintaining his contact with the adjacent cultural centre Teatro 

la Fenice in Campo San Fantin.  

 

Figure 4.1   Teatro La Fenice located in Campo San Fantin 

` 

Together, the two case studies present an opportunity for comparative analysis, as the 

genesis of his compositional technique, and the sound it produced, is traced in the 

approximately 12-13 months elapsed between their completions. It is a period during which, 

according to Andrew Clements, Malipiero was by now ‘digesting a range of influences, 
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including Debussy…’.287  The comparison will give particular consideration to his 

absorption of Debussian technqiues as he progessively emancipated his techniques from the 

late Romantic tradition.  

 

Two facts caused a fundamental shift between the first and second work. Firstly, after 

writing a work aimed at pleasing his composition teachers, Malipiero was free to compose 

as he wished, and expressed this in a new work, the Sinfonia del mare, in English 

‘Symphony of the Sea’ (henceforth SdM). What is more, there was the interplay between 

the extended period spent working on the score stimulated possibly by Venice’s beauty and 

history, and an interruption created by a visit of several months to Berlin where Malipiero 

conferred with Ferruccio Busoni (1866 -1924), the then conductor of the Berlin 

Philharmonic Orchestra. Busoni was a conduit of the French influence as a devotee and 

conductor of Debussy’s emerging avant-garde works. It is hypothetically possible that 

Malipiero took Busoni’s practical acquaintance with Debussy’s scores into account upon 

return, in the final sketches of SdM. 

 

Malipiero’s contact with Busoni is documented as taking place during 1906,288 possibly 

after the New Year, in the context of Malipiero’s desire to witness progressive French and 

German trends in composition in uniquely cosmopolitan Berlin. Here began personal 

conversations with Busoni, as a high profile musician actively promoting Debussy’s works 

on the concert platform.289 Busoni had a passion for new works, including those of 

                                                           
287 Clements, Andrew, CD Review for Malipiero: Symphonies Nos 3 & 4; Sinfonia del Mare NAXOS 

8.223602 (2008). Available from: https://www.theguardian.com/music/2008/jul/18/classicalmusicandopera4. 

Accessed on 19 January 2018. 
288 Prunières, 'G. Francesco Malipiero': 331. 
289 R. Nichols, The Life of Debussy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 116. 
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Debussy, several of which he conducted between 1903 and 1904.290 Secondly, Busoni had, 

in 1905, travelled by train from Spain to Berlin. The train routes passed through Paris, and it 

is possible that Busoni stopped in Paris for courtesy visits and from these garnered 

knowledge of the final stages of the preparation of Debussy’s newest work La mer, the 

rehearsals of which began that October. This may suggest that Malipiero was made aware 

of La mer and its theme through Busoni and thus brought its influence to bear on Sinfonia 

del mare. That this work, evoking the sea, should appear shortly after Claude Debussy’s La 

mer of the previous year, is either a remarkable coincidence or a connection that may aid 

the analytical discussion. This time spent with Busoni may well have afforded Malipiero an 

opportunity for a degree of contact with Debussy’s La mer or at least its topic, precipitating 

Malipiero’s personally evocative outpouring. The degree of exposure or not to the gestation 

of La mer is debatable; what is not in dispute is Malipiero’s maritime focus for his work.  

 

The score of the Sinfonia was completed in August 1906, just twelve months after his first 

public work, the Sinfonia degli eroi discussed previously; however the SdM’s composition 

and performance history read differently. Malipiero worked at an intense pace composing a 

work over a short period of time; and this work was completed following his liberation from 

theoretical and stylistic priorities previously encouraged by his teachers. This liberation 

allowed him to move beyond his academic training and draw on models arriving from 

outside Italian borders.  

 

Drawing on foreign innovative models had not guaranteed an enthusiastic acceptance as the 

work did not have an immediate première as did the Sinfonia degli eroi. This lack of 

                                                           
290 During 1903 Debussy’s music had slowly begun to make its mark beyond Paris. In Germany Busoni had 

conducted the first performance of Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune with the Berlin Philharmonic on 5 

November 1903 with at least four subsequent performances. Busoni and the Berlin Philharmonic had also 

given the first German performance of ‘Nuages’ and ‘Fêtes’ from Nocturnes on 1 December 1904. 
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acceptance was due in part to the greater manifestation in the score of new French 

procedures of thematic presentation and development, a different textural balance between 

stasis and action. It was due also to the shift from a late Romantic robust and overwhelming 

use of large instrumental resources to a delicate, even fragile orchestration. For the rest, it 

was also due to the fact that Malipiero had continued to absorb techniques pioneered in the 

distant past by early 17th-century Italian composers.  In his second symphonic work, 

consequently, Malipiero had produced a radically different score; and this discouraged 

acceptance among concert programmers and what conservative Italian audiences would 

tolerate. The language of Sinfonia del mare was sufficiently innovative to markedly contrast 

with the Austro-German style in common use, causing defenders of that late 

Romantic tradition to strongly criticise his works generally, for breaking so significantly 

with the past. Prunières comments on this reactionary attitude:  

Certain of his works were received in Rome and in Milan with outcries of admirers of  

Puccini, Mascagni, and Leoncavallo, who were persuaded that Italian art would not be  

able to leave the grove of Verdi’s triumphal chariot. Serious critics…were scandalized  

because Malipiero did not allow himself to be…inspired by the German classics.291 

 

Any wider appreciation of the work beyond Italy had to wait until contract rights for the 

score of Sinfonia del mare were taken up through Universal Edition’s copyright initiative 

in 1925,292 and the interest of the Netherlandish conductor Evert Cornelis. The première 

finally took place in the Tivoli Auditorium in Kruisstraat, Utrecht, in October 1929 – in the 

Netherlands rather than Italy – as an initiative of Cornelis, enthusiastic about the forward-

looking work of the new Italian composers such as Malipiero.  

 

The sinfonia was programmed with Haydn’s early Symphony No 7 in C major ‘Le midi’ 

and Beethoven’s Leonora overture, works at the extremes of Classical repertoire. The 

                                                           
291 Prunières, ‘G. Francesco Malipiero’: 327 
292 UE willingly provided a copy of the work for this research which was gratefully accepted. 
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available review of the time from the Utrecht Daily293 in commenting on the audience 

surprise at Malipiero’s subjective ‘illustration’ of the sea, draws the point that his musical 

language was unusual. It made an unexpected departure from that of previous familiar 

scores evoking the sea. The fact that a 1929 newspaper writing of a work composed in 1906 

recognised a significant difference so far into the 20th century that it surprised the audience, 

emphasises how, even in this very early work, Malipiero’s determined emancipation from 

the past Romantic tradition, had already set him apart. The reviewer also recognised that the 

content of Malipiero’s music spoke ‘to the heart of the listening public, having a compelling 

and honest inner power’.294  The following study of SdM will examine the parameters of the 

emancipation taking place within the form and its syntax.  

 

Form 

 

Choice of Genre 

The discussion of the form of SdM begins, as for SdE, with a consideration of Malipiero’s 

choice of genre. The composer dispensed with an extra-musical literary text in this work. 

This might suggest that he was bent on formal innovation beyond the programmatic use of 

the sonata principle often underlying 19th-century symphonic poems such as those of 

Strauss. This second work is also symphonic in proportions and conception; but the form 

does not sit within the genre of another symphonic poem, precisely defined as a symphonic 

work that represents the mood and ideas of a concrete written poetic text. As no poetic text 

is evident, SdM is not an example of Malipiero’s use of this genre. His emancipative mind-

set propelled him beyond the two-dimensional sonata form of the Symphony of Heroes 

                                                           
293 v. H, 'Review of Concert for Sinfonia del mare'. 
294 Ibid.  
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clearly labelled poema sinfonica, towards a 25-minute multi-sectional symphonic plan still 

labelled, however, as the first work, sinfonia.  

 

It is only in giving the work the title Symphony of the Sea, that Malipiero leads the listener 

in a maritime direction. Rossi-Doria, examining the strength of that lead, recognises it as a 

‘general descriptive quality’.295 Consequently, it might be considered more a descriptive 

sinfonia rather than symphonic poem, as some sources – including Rossi-Doria himself – 

point out. 

 

Discontinuity in the Descriptive Sinfonia 

 

During the sketching of the form of this second work, Malipiero’s focus continued to draw 

on sources noted in Chapter 3, though the balance between them had been modified by the 

passing of several months. Firstly, his initial admiration for Strauss was no longer to take 

precedence in his ‘team’ of resources but rather to become a dependable ‘player’ reserved 

for particular passages. The diminishing precedence resulted, firstly, from the continued 

ferment arising from his study of early 17th-century Italian works.296 Malipiero’s 

investigation of these early 17th-century scores recognised that sectional contrasts of 

textures lay at the heart of the earliest Italian sinfonie.  This urged him towards spontaneous 

segmentation which became a catalyst in his liberation from the stylistic traditions of 

Austro-Germanic forms. 

 

                                                           
295 Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero': 94. 
296 As explained in Chapter 2, in the course of the 17th century composers were producing a stream of works 

labelled sinfonia that lacked any clear formal distinction between them. They included many types of 

instrumenal works including preludes and interludes in instrumental compositions, as noted by Jan La Rue, in 

the Encyclopedia della Musica (Ricordi, 1964), p.223. 
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Secondly, in the same time span, the French stylistic influence continued to flow onto the 

Italian peninsula, greeted by a Malipiero predisposed towards it through Bossi’s class 

discussion that had included Fauréan and Debussian models. Rossi-Doria attempts to 

summarise this on-going sourcing: 

The actual management of the musical discourse, more than just a simple label itself, confirms the 

form of a symphonic poem within a 1906 climate and by that we mean that climate into which certain 

sonorities were flowing especially  those of Russian school (Rimskij-Korsakov), those Southern 

German ones (R. Strauss) and the French (C. Debussy).297 

 

Rossi-Doria, referring to the form of a symphonic poem, is then quick to add that there is an 

unavoidable pervading descriptive quality that creates an ‘absolutely deliberate emotive 

thrill…tending more to feelings in a painting.’  This, he significantly points out, has moved 

the work from the world of Ein Heldenleben to the evocatively descriptive world of 

Debussy in, for example ‘Nuages’.298 As discussed above, this confirms that the generic 

designation of a descriptive symphony may be more appropriate. 

 

Malipiero’s tonal mechanisms, within the form, became more malleable through Fauré’s 

release of the surface of the music from the ‘tonal skeleton’, thus clouding over the 

dominant-tonic relation.299 Fauré’s manipulation of the classical sonata had left ‘opposition 

between the tonic key and the dominant or mediant key [appearing] vestigially if at all’.300 

Malipiero was consequently encouraged to follow Fauré’s lead in stretching ‘tonality to its 

limits not only by tonal ways but by formal ways’.301 Phillips draws the comparison, valid 

also for Malipiero, that ‘just as [Fauré’s] strange harmonies and modulations succeed 

because they are expressed in careful counterpoint, so too his formal innovations [began] 

                                                           
297 Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero': 94. 
298 Ibid. 
299 Edward R. Phillips, 'The Organic Nature of Sonata Form in Faure', in Tom Gordon (ed.), Gabriel Faure: 

His Poets and His Critics (Bishop's University, Lennoxville, Quebec: Routledge, 2013), p. 157. 
300 Ibid., p.146. 
301 Ibid., p.159. 
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based on classical principles of balance and attention to detail.’302  Similarly Malipiero’s 

1905 witnessing of Toscanini conducting Debussy’s Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune, 

exposed him to the French composer’s formal manipulation within the Prélude creating ‘a 

world defying the formal structures of the “German school” ’,303 existing amid a sensuous 

world of colours far from ‘parasitic aesthetic doctrines’.304 These doctrines refer partly to 

the conservatoire’s harmonic rules and partly to the formal structures of the Austro-German 

symphonic poem and symphony. Malipiero had recognized in Debussy’s Prélude an 

embodiment of ‘a reaction to the imposing body of music by Austrian and German 

composers with their very long tradition of harmonic development…represented by 

Beethoven, Schubert, Schumann and Wagner’305 and taken to extremes by Strauss.  

 

Debussy’s reaction to the continuous formal traditions of Austrian and German composers 

had included the introduction of a growing ‘formal discontinuity’.306  Recognised 

specifically in the 1950s and 1960s by no less than Pierre Boulez and Karlheinz 

Stockhausen, they identified especially with the discontinuity in Debussy’s final orchestral 

work, the ballet Jeux (1913), lying at the end of series of experiments in discontinuous form 

in such works as Prélude à l'Après-midi d'un faune, Nocturnes and La mer.  Marianne 

Wheeldon draws attention to Stockhausen’s labelling this discontinuity ‘moment-form’ 

which ‘presents one of the few theoretical attempts to broach musical discontinuity both 

theoretically and aesthetically’.307  Malipiero expressed his own reaction to the Austro-

German composers in the score of SdM which, as in Debussy, begins to give the listener 

                                                           
302 Ibid. 
303 Douglas, Woodfull-Harris, Introduction to score of Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune, ed. Woodfull-Harris 

Douglas (Kassel: Barenreiter, 2012). p.IV. 
304 Ibid., p.IV. 
305 Woodfull-Harris Douglas, Introduction to score of Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune, ed. Woodfull-Harris 

Douglas (Kassel: Barenreiter, 2012). 
306 Marianne Wheeldon, 'Interpreting Discontinuity in the Late Works of Claude Debussy', Current 

Musicology, 77/Spring (2004): 97. Available from: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/27300280.pdf. Accessed 

on 5 March 2018. 
307 Ibid., p.98. 
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‘successions of self-contained and non-developmental music ideas that often bear little 

resemblance to traditional forms’.308 Rossi-Doria, as early as 1942, notes the 

individualisation of short sections produced by Malipiero’s discontinuity, seeing the work 

‘[passing] from moment to moment without any deliberate concern to maintain 

continuity’.309  Sandro Ivo Bartoli, performer and musicologist, clarifying Malipiero’s 

emancipation from traditional forms and their structural dictums, points out his process: 

[Malipiero’s] antipathy for structural dictum had led him to adopt a system of  

composition known as scrittura a pannelli [composing divided between panels]  

where the music evolved in a free flowing form, encompassing different blocks  

of sonorous material [the pannelli or panels] without any restrictions.310 

 

This evolving of the music, according to Bartoli, characterised the formal structure of the 

work as numerous individual ‘panels’, each evoking images and emotions linked to the sea. 

Thiemann agrees that each of the panels enables Malipiero to present various moments of 

the sea, though with no explicit printed program. She designates the form ‘dodecapartite’,311 

or 12-part form. 

 

Using Bartoli’s and Thielmann’s opinion as a starting point for the analysis, Table 4.1 has 

been drawn to show the themes in relation to tempi, tonal centres and and traditional scale 

degrees. The formal overview of the Sinfonia del mare as presented in this table, a vast span 

of 686 bars, identifies these twelve panels distinguished by their discontinuity of tempi, key, 

closed local forms and most potently, the presentation within each panel of finely-

constructed asymmetric themes that are often themselves closed in form. Thiemann, in 

recognising an inherent sectionality in the form,312  locates the divisions between the 

sectonalised formal units at significant tempo markings in the score, as listed in the second 

                                                           
308 Ibid. 
309 Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero': 93. 
310 Bartoli, Gian Francesco Malipiero. 
311 Thiemann, 'Die Sinfonien Gian Francesco Malipieros'. 
312 Ibid., pp.402-403. 
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line of the table. The opening 19 bars are recalled in the final 18 bars, the work ending with 

a very brief motivic codettina centred on Ab, seen in Example 4.1, before the celli and 

basses return to F, the initial tonal centre. 

 

Example 4.1  Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Bars 691-692  Closing motivic codettina 

 

Panels 1 and 2 (bars 1-82) make a closed form by virtue of the varied repetition of theme 1, 

establishing a formal trend that will repeat and become characteristic throughout the work. 

In doing this, the work sets out from the start to move through its material in a 

discontinuous manner. The total span of the work is itself an enormous closed form, the 

‘dodecapartite’ structure enclosed between panels 1 and 12.  
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Panel 1 Panel 2 Panel 3 (complex panel)-(closed form 1)  Panel 4 (closed form 2) Panel 5 (extended closed form 3-A ) 

 
Andante sostenuto 

 

 

 

 

F (Bb KS 

though with 

major-minor 

ambiguity) 

Same tempo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C major (with no KS) 

Allegro scherzoso, mosso  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gb major 

Same tempo  -> un poco trattenuto->  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bb minor      D  minor        Bb minor           

a tempo->  rall. molto 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           V->VI7->II7-> 

Eb Minor  D major 

Sostenuto 

 

352-367 

Schoenberg 

polyphony 

 

 

 

I  

G major  (VII->) 

(Sostenuto) 

 

Solo violin-

celli-solo violin 

espressivo 

 

 

 

 

C Aeolian 

(Natural minor) 

(Sostenuto) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

G major   

Accellerando–Mosso–

Allegro con brio 

 

 

 

              424=GM 

 

 

 

F# major  (iv7->I) 

Un poco ritardando-> 

Un poco rit.-> a tempo 

Un poco rit->a tempo 

Un poco rit. 

 

 

Eb minor-B min-

Gmin/major (Bb-Bnat) 

1-19 20-85 86-147 148- 248 249-346 347-370        371-395  396-400 401-413    414--437 438-499 

Theme 1 Theme 2  -> Theme 

1(varied) 

Codetta with Theme 3 

Theme 4.1 and Theme 4.2 @ 98 Theme 5 with variation I->  

Theme 6.1  -> Theme 4.1 and 4.2 -> 

Theme 6.2 -> 

Th 5 variation II  ->  Theme 6.2 -> 

Th 5 variation III -> Theme 6.2-> 

 

Theme 4.3 with 

variations I-IV-> 

                                              

Codetta with 4.1 using 

triplet with rising P4 

Theme 7  

(Rhythmic 

resemblance to 

Theme 2) 

 

Theme 4.1  

fragment 

Theme 8 

Solo Theme 

Theme 7 (var) Theme 9 

Theme 10 

Theme 11 and 11.2 

 

Theme 12 

Theme 10 and 11.2 

recalls 

Standing on the 

dissonance D: vii7 

 

TONIC DOMINANT Flattened supertonic 

 

SUBDOMINANT minor Flattened leading 

note 

 

Supertonic DOMINANT 

Aeolian 

Supertonic Raised tonic 

 

Raised subdominant 

Aug 4th tonality 

 

 

Panel 6 (extended closed form 3-B) Panel 7 (extended closed 

form 3- A’) 

Panel 8    Panel 9 Panel 10 Panel 11 Panel 12 (re-presentation) 

Andante sostenuto – Sostenuto 

 

 

 

 

D Aeolian  

(Natural minor-up major 2nd from panel 4) 

Mosso (allegro con brio) 

 

 

 

                                  

B Minor                   C: V-> I 

Festoso 

 

 

 

 

C major 

Lento (very brief) 

 

 

 

Eb suggested 

through chromatic 

dominant 7th  

(AbCEbG) 

Andante-> mosso->rall 

 

 

 

G major 

Andante funebre 

 

 

 

 

F minor (with return of KS of 

Bb and accidentals) 

Andante un poco mosso-Lento 

 

 

 

 

F (major-minor initially ambiguous with 

Bb KS)   

-> F major 

500-517 518-568 567-620 621-624 

 

625-643 644-667 668 – 686 

Recall 

Theme 8 ‘solo’ 

 

 

Theme 10 and 12 

Recall 

Theme 11.2 fragments 

Maximum harmonic tension 

achieved around Theme 13 

 

 

 

Theme 14.1 

with 6 varied presentations, the 6th var. finishing with 

codetta of 11 bars recalling the desc. M2 followed by a 

minor 3rd especially present in theme 14.3 

 

Theme 14.2 enters as a bi-tonal  

counter-melody 

 

 

Standing on the 

flattened VI7 of C: 

flattened III7 of F 

Theme 7 varied  

 

Theme 1 recall of fragment 

of continuation phrase as 

accompanying 

countermelody 

 

Theme 10 recall 

Theme 15.1(ostinato) and 

Theme 15.2 (metamorphosis 

of Theme 6) 

 

Theme 1 

SUBMEDIANT 

modal 

Raised subdominant  

Aug 4th tonality 

 

DOMINANT 

 

Flattened 

mediant 

Supertonic TONIC TONIC 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.1   Malipiero  Sinfonia del mare – Overview of Form
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Malipiero’s need to make his form discontinuous was part of a process of renewal to break 

with the predictable and repetitive symmetrical balance practised by the 18th-century 

Classical composers and influential throughout the 19th century. This symmetrical balance 

had imbued works with a formal continuity along with a growing tonal and thematic 

dualism. For 18th-century composers it became an ideal since approximately 1730. It had 

been an evolving reaction to the early 17th-century formal segmentation, and the 

discontinuity it produced through unprepared metric, rhythmic, polyphonic and harmonic 

changes. Throughout the 19th century, thematic dualism grew in importance. Concurrently,  

formal continuity remained foundational until late Romantic composers began to 

experiment with departures from its symmetrical balance. Significantly Debussy from the 

French school beginning as one of these late Romantic composers, with his experiements 

set formal discontinuity to the fore. 

 

Malipiero, attracted by this emerging interest in discontinuity of form, reacted against this 

continuity and the balance and proportion it practised. He strove for a formal discontinuity 

between panels through textural contrasts where literal repetition was suspended. Part of 

this suspension was achieved through numerous asymmetrical closed themes with varied 

surrounding accompanments, a high number of tempo shifts and a constant change of 

orchestral timbres. 

 

In SdM, Malipiero began to a shift determinedly away from the repetition-transformation 

practices operating on limited thematic material used by the late Romantic composers and 

present in his own SdE. Both practices are sparely used in Sinfonia del mare. Instead, there 

is a constant introduction of additional thematic material. Many of the panels (bars 20-667) 

have their own personal theme, totaling fifteen distinct themes along with variations. 

Thematic asymmetry helps to avoid literal repetition and is often achieved through 
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arabesque-like contours and melismatic extensions that circle inwards within the same 

tessitural space, rather than driving forwards.  Final notes of final phrases are repeated to 

suggest a complete end to the work when there is actually more to come; and the occasional 

truncated opening phrase is reprised to, in a sense, turn back on itself. These techniques 

create closed-form themes as a basis for the discontinuity.  

 

Example 4.2a presents the central theme of Panel 4 (Theme 5) which is a tripartite compact 

closed form made up of A (two phrases) B (one extended arabesque-like phrase and A’ 

(truncated to one phrase).  

 

 

 

 

Example 4.2a Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Bars 151-163  Theme 5 in closed form driven  

by B flat passing to A flat to return to B flat 

 

 

 

In Example 4.2b the fourteen-bar Theme 8 truncates its second binary structure (B1) by 

cutting the melisma short, then linking it seamlessly to C that varies contour A. The 

arabesque-like passages avoid any melodic expansiveness, and rather, have the theme 
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introvertedly using its note set in the narrowest tessitura. Together with the truncation, it 

builds a closed structure that is completed by the repeated note beginning bar 383 bringing 

the theme to a strong sensation of finality. 

 

 

 

Example 4.2b    Malipiero  Sinfonia del mare  Bars 371-380 (Panel 4, Theme 8)  showing 

truncation of  its second binary structure (B’) by cutting the melisma short, 

then linking it seamlessly to C which is a variation in contour of A. The 

closed form is completed by the repeated note beginning on the last beat of 

bar 383 signalling finality. 

 

 

 

 

 

Arabesque-like shapes 
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The non-literal repetition of similar themes in the overall closed formal span producures, at 

the higher hierarchical level, which Vande Moortele calls the section,313 groupings of 

formal units into closed sections. The repetition between these grouped units creates unity 

through the principle of dovetailing.  By means of this dovetailing, the repetition enables 

panels 3 and 4, for example, to be offered as two internal closed sections, with panel 4 the 

more convincing with theme 7 returning in the same G major in which it was announced. 

Thus, in the establishment of his discontinuity, Malipiero introduces a large variety of 

themes, presented asymmetrically and often binding the formal span with dovetailed 

thematic presentations. 

 

His mind-shift from sonata dualism allowed Malipiero to value the effect of the brief 

segmented passages present in many early 17th-century genres. In madrigals, as Lorenzo 

Bianconi observes, each portion of text is ‘individualized’314 with various combinations of 

polyphonic techniques, as was the couching of the early-mid 17th-century sonata in various 

short-duration sections. Susan McClary brings out this latter formal principle in her analysis 

of Sonata No 1 (Venice, 1629) of Dario Castello (1590-1658). She notes that ‘the various 

sections of Castello’s instrumental pieces latch onto a succession of impulses – some 

ordered with respect to goals, to be sure, but others producing extended passages of 

hovering…[using] extravagant virtuosity and willful shifts in orientation that Castello 

obviously prefers’.315 Emphasising the unsettled discontinuity of the form, she describes the 

passages as ‘erratic shifts between open-ended sections…calculated to produce immediate 

                                                           
313 Vande Moortele, Two-dimensional Sonata Form : Form and Cycle in Single-movement Instrumental Works 

by Liszt, Strauss, Schoenberg, and Zemlinsky, p. 15. 
314 Lorenzo Bianconi, Music In The Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 

66. 
315 Susan McClary, Desire and Pleasure in Seventeenth-Century Music (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2012), p. numbers not providednumbers not provided. Available from: 

https://books.google.com.au/books?id=jnKbYFcrX8QC&pg=PT77&lpg=PT77&dq=early+17th+century+sona

ta%2Bsegmentation%2Bsections&source=bl&ots=5DytsgBQhj&sig=8mx1Yx1uH5Gyd1ti6163TidfSk4&hl=i

t&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi72Zjt7_PZAhXExrwKHfXUCX4Q6AEIRjAH#v=onepage&q=early%2017th%20ce

ntury%20sonata%2Bsegmentation%2Bsections&f=false. Accessed on 20 March 2018. 
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and powerful effects in listeners of their own time.’316 These type of shifts – and the effect 

they produced on the listener – Malipiero was gradually taking into his creative pyche. They 

were complemented with attributes of this 17th-century trend. McClary lists them: 

The various segments of Castello’s piece distinguish themselves from one another on the basis of 

meter changes, internal motivic integrity, and affective function…however, these segments are far too 

brief to count as genuine movements…they cannot stand alone formally…317 

 

Malipiero’s similar use of brief segments as formal units, approximately 2 minutes in 

duration in this one-movement work, served his discontinuous purpose. This segmenation 

reflects also in works of Debussy as he blazed a trail for fragmentation in composition. 

Gerard Pesson helpfully defines Debussy’s manner of severing links with Classical 

continuity: 

Debussy would quarrel openly with inherited rhetoric… ‘What I [Debussy] should like to create is 

something loosened, more fragmented, more nimble, more tangible, something that appears 

disorganized on the surface yet is methodical at the bottom’.318 

 

Malipiero was enamoured of Debussy’s fragmentary procedures, the Italian exploiting the 

potential of an intricate construction within a closed theme to define each formal unit. The 

sculptured lines of each formal unit resulted from the exponential increase in distinctive 

contrast between each theme, their quantity and periodicity compared to SdE.  This 

increase, seen, for example, in the announcing of new themes in panels 3, 4 and 5 along 

with 7 and 8 in Table 4.1, also augmented the sectionality of the form. Thus, although the 

central portions of both SdE and SdM are extensive, with respect to the body of thematic 

material, that of SdE is more developmental, whereas in the SdM, it is more episodic as 

distinctive themes cascade one upon another. From Wagner’s endless melody, through 

                                                           
316 Ibid. 
317 Ibid. 
318 Gerard Pesson, 'Mahler and Debussy: Transcendence and Emotion', in Donald Mitchell and Andrew 

Nicholson (eds), The Mahler Companion (Oxford: OUP, 2002), p. 165. 
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Strauss’s germination and continuation of a brief idea through development,319 beyond 

Debussy’s motivic melody, Malipiero arrives at a unique procedure. It is the placement of 

the rich construction of his closed themes as separate foundations of formal units supporting 

the entire SdM as they maintain their discontinuous fragmentation. 

 

The influence of sonata dualism on Malipiero collapsed to an extent and for this reason, the 

form, as set out in Table 4.1, shows only a remnant in the presentation of opening thematic 

material on tonal centres a fifth apart (corresponding to traditional tonic-dominant polarity). 

The opening melodies, however, are two among many themes to follow. Additionally, no 

lyrical theme, formerly in the dominant key area, reappears in that of the tonic implying a 

traditional recapitulation. This suggests a radical departure from the sonata principle 

exhibited in its conflated 2-dimensional form by Liszt and Strauss and, as discussed in 

chapter 3, Malipiero’s own use in SdE.  

 

This departure is also signaled by the lack of the expected order of sections in this work, as 

might be found in a typical sonata cycle. There is a fast section (allegro) preceding a slower 

one (sostenuto), followed later by another fast passage (mosso) and then a moderate tempo 

(festoso). A slow andante is left unexpectedly to the penultimate section, the whole work 

concluding in the original slow tempo (andante sostenuto). Having abolished the dualism of 

sonata form, Malipiero has also moved away from the dual paradigm of Vande Moortele’s 

two-dimensional sonata form, no longer using the sonata cycle as a template for the tempi.  

The Allegro, Adagio, Scherzo, Finale movements have been replaced with the freer, more 

complex arrangement of formal units seen in Table 4.1 with the arrangement of tempi 

summarized in Table 4.2. 

                                                           
319 Denis Gerard Wilde, The Development of Melody in The Tone Poems of Richard Strauss : Motif, Figure, 

and Theme, Studies in the History and Interpretation of Music (Lewiston, N.Y: Edward Mellen Press, 1990), 

pp. 21-27. 
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Panel Tempo Tempo in General Terms 

1    Andante sostenuto S 

2 Andante sostenuto S 

3 Allegro scherzoso, mosso F 

4 Sostenuto S 

5 Accellerando–Mosso–Allegro con brio 

Un poco ritardando-> 

Un poco rit.-> a tempo 

Un poco rit->a tempo 

Un poco rit. 

F 

Becoming slower 

6 Andante sostenuto – Sostenuto S 

7 Mosso (allegro con brio) F 

8 Festoso M 

9 Lento (very brief) S 

10 Andante-> mosso->rall S 

11 Andante funerale S 

12 Andante sostenuto S 

 

Table 4.2   Sinfonia del mare   Sequence of tempi between the 12 panels 
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Malipiero’s freer placement of contrasting tempi reflects the variable placement of the short 

sections in changing measure and tempo within early 17th-century Italian instrumental 

works such as – for instance – the practice of Alessandro Pellegrni (1562-1630) in la 

canzone ‘la Pellegrina’ (Example 4.3 below).320 In this example, there are four short 

sections each with an individualised metre (4,3,4,3) executed with customary ‘sharp 

contrasts in tempo between sections’321 often motivated from contrasting Baroque dance 

tempi.322 Rhythmic differentiation of sections through greater subdivisions is seen in bar 23-

28. 

                                                           
320 V. Pellegrini, J. Ladewig, and F. Lucino, Canzonas and capriccio from the Seconda aggiunta alli concerti 

raccolti dal molto reverendo don Francesco Lucino: a due, trè e quattro voci, di diversi eccellenti autori-- 

novamente raccolta & data in luce da Filippo Lomazzo : Milan, 1617 (Garland, 1995). 
321 John B. Hylton, The Baroque Period (1600-1750) (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall Inc, 1995), pp. 

171-176. 
322 Esther Coorevits and Dirk Moelants, 'Tempo In Baroque Music And Dance',  Joint Conference (ICMPC-

APSCOM - 2014) (Seoul: Ghent University, 2014). 
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Example 4.3a   Pellegrini, Vincenzo   Canzone ‘la Pellegrina’  showing brief section 

marked by measure changes executed with known practice of tempo contrasts, and 

increased subdivisional contrasts in the second quadruplet metre section 

 

This freedom also reflects the multiple tempo changes in contemporary works of Debussy, 

namely Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune (1894), La mer (1905) and the later Jeux 

(1913).323 Malipiero’s contrasts in tempo also fulfilled his wish to emancipate himself from 

the prolonged tempo blocks used by Wagner. Christopher Howell, reflecting on this desire, 

points out that ‘Malipiero rejected such romantic trappings [referring to Wagner’s endless 

melody within prolonged tempo blocks], influenced perhaps by the old Italian madrigal 

                                                           
323 Christopher Dingle, The Story of Debussy’s 'Jeux' (BBC Music Magazine) (February 2016). Available 

from: http://www.classical-music.com/article/story-debussy-s-jeux. Accessed on 11 February 2018. 
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sequences which [Malipiero himself] was instrumental in restoring to public attention 

[referring to the composer’s musicological publications]’.324 Malipiero had been attracted to 

frequent metric and rhythmic changes such as ‘slow, twisting chromatic or dissonant 

progressions in long note-values…alternated abruptly with florid melismatic passages in 

semiquavers’325 of these late Renaissance madrigals. Malipiero had recognized in 

Gesualdo’s madrigals an aim to fragment the text musically by a ‘process of segmentation 

of the various verbal (or poetic) images’.326 If Malipiero’s ‘text’ in Sinfonia del mare is 

considered to be his maritime evocations, Gesualdo’s process of segmentation resonates 

with the individualisation that Malipiero imposes on each of his twelve ‘sea’ evocations. 

Howell, as does Thiemann, also equates and confirms this individualisation of each 

evocation with the notion of separate ‘panels’ commenting that Malipiero ‘replaced 

symphonic development of the Germanic kind with the juxtaposition of “panels” ’.327 

 

Malipiero’s Italianate propensity for spontaneous change transitioning from panel to panel, 

producing an inter-panel discontinuity, does not interrupt the flow through disconnection. 

The flow between panels is preserved in the horizontal dimension, with the lines passing 

across formal ‘seams’ often moving gently by tone or semitone. This unity without 

disconnection in Malipiero’s ‘panels’ also points to a Debussian formal link. Debussy’s 

Jeux, as discussed by Herbert Eimert, sets aside traditional formal categories preferring 

instead terms such as ‘flowing form’, ‘elastic structure’, and ‘wave form’.328 These 

descriptions imply the work has avoided a hierarchical notion of form such as the two-

dimensional form of Vande Moortele discussed in respect of Malipiero’s first work. In SdM, 

                                                           
324 Christopher Howell, Review for CD: Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) Sinfonia del vero I and others 

NAXOS 8.572409 (2011). Available from: http://www.musicweb-

international.com/classrev/2012/Jan12/Malipiero_8572409.htm#ixzz3onO1m1T4. Accessed on 15 July 2016. 
325 Bianconi, Music In The Seventeenth Century, p. 77. 
326 Ibid., p.66. 
327  Howell, Review for CD: Gian Fancesco Malipiero (1882-1973) Sinfonia del vero I and others. 
328 Herbert Eimert, 'Debussy's Jeux', Die Reihe, 5 (1961): 9,179,17. Available from: http://omf.paris-

sorbonne.fr/ears-mint/periodic01_mint/die_reihe.htm. Accessed on 11 March 2018. 
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the horizontal focus also works against any hierarchical notion of form with each panel 

memorable principally because of the thematic material. 

 

Through Bossi, Malipiero had become cognisant of Debussy’s quest in the years leading to 

La mer and beyond, to perfect models of a discontinuity underpinned by a continuous 

organisational flow. Christopher Dingle describes Jeux standing at the end of this line of 

formal innovation of Debussy, as being put together ‘like a collage’329 and quotes Boulez as 

saying that the formal construction of the work ‘is as changeable instant by instant as it is 

homogeneous in development’.330 As the themes are sufficiently distinct and sophisticated 

in character to stand alone, their certain degree of independence insists the listener pause 

awhile and stay with the ‘panel’ as it provides a self-sufficient structural satisfaction. 

Malipiero is here abandoning the functional structural attraction of the work to a home 

tonality, allowing the listener to dwell on the independent formal unit at hand. At the same 

time he is also abandoning directed thematic development. This creates the episodic flow in 

the work that also resonates strongly with those experiments of Debussy in formal 

construction. The French composer urged compositional practice to move forward from 

Austro-German formal rigour. As Debussy himself explained in 1901, quoted by Matthew  

Brown:  

Is it not our duty…to try and find the symphonic formulae best suited to the audacious 

discoveries of out modern times, so committed as they are to progress? The century of 

aeroplanes has a right to a music of its own.331 

 

 

Brown then goes on to note Debussy’s affirmation of composers such as the Russian 

Mussorgsky, whose works Debussy considered very difficult to ‘relate to (the) accepted 

                                                           
329 Dingle, The Story of Debussy’s ‘Jeux’. 
330 Ibid. 
331 Matthew Brown, 'Tonality and Form in Debussy's "Prélude à'L'Après-midi d'un faune"', Music Theory 

Spectrum, 15/2 (Autumn) (1993): 128. Available from: http://tranb300.ulb.ac.be/2013-

2014/groupe317/archive/files/5437f01e724cc51d2beab21aea20416e.pdf. Accessed on 2 February 2018. 
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forms-the “official” ones’.332 Dingle stresses that he ‘explores discontinuity, with more than 

60 changes of tempo, motifs in constant flux and ever-changing orchestral colours – and yet 

there is an almost invisible coherence’.333 This restless change is reflected in SdM where 

Malipiero makes 20 changes of tempo and introduces multiple themes and motives that 

rarely repeat and a similar constantly varied orchestration. 

 

Malipiero’s exploration of discontinuity enigmatically also aids coherence within the broad 

span. The closed forms contribute to coherence by, at times, leap-frogging a theme from 

one closed form to another in another tonal area as occurs between panel 4 and the extended 

closed form of panels 5-6-7. Here Theme 8 becomes the central protagonist of both formal 

constructs. It further underpins the static fabric of the work by placing an identical theme in 

a fresh tonal area, one tone higher in D Aeolian. The form of this expansive central section 

‘sandwiched’ between opening panel 1 and closing panels 8-12 is a tripartite building-up 

(panel 3: panel 4: panels 5-7) towards the release of the bivalent festoso-funebre panels 8-9. 

To achieve this build-up, each panel – or in the third part, series of panels – is more 

dissonant that the previous, each using note sets more rapidly changing than the previous 

and each line moving by more semitone intervals both in the bass line and the lines forming 

the vertical harmony. This tripartite build-up to a clear release calls to mind procedures in 

La mer, discussed in depth by Roy Howat. He makes the evaluation that ‘a ternary or arch 

form is essentially a wave form’. Howat then makes the following point about the form of 

the first movement of La mer which is also reflected in Malipiero’s work:  

…in this case [‘De l'aube à midi sur la mer’] the large-scale wave of the complete arch sequence 

could be considered to be its impulse built up gradually by the final momentum generated by the two 

preparatory ternary sequences-the whole section being an expanding sequence of three wave-like  

arch forms.334 

 

                                                           
332 Ibid. 
333 Dingle, The Story of Debussy’s ‘Jeux’. 
334 Roy Howat, Debussy in Proportion: A Musical Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 

p. 74. 
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Taking Howat’s observations into account, Malipiero’s formal arrangement of two 

preparatory sequences seen in Table 4.1 in closed form in panels 3 and 4, followed with a 

third sequence, tracing out an extended closed form over panels 5-7, finds partial resonance 

in Debussy’s expanding sequence of three wave-like arch forms in ‘De l'aube à midi sur la 

mer’ of La mer. In La mer the three waves are successively stretching over this whole 

movement, but in Malipiero’s case the ‘waves’ are internal, ‘sandwiched’ between the 

almost identical opening and closing formal units, enclosing the internal drive towards the 

celebratory festoso on the tonal centre of C.  

 

 

Malipiero also uses the remoteness of the tritone from the home tonal centre F to intensify 

the climactic character of panels 5-7. This third closed passage, spanning these three panels, 

arrives at the tonal centre of B in bar 524, the tritone tonal relationship between between F-

B(C flat). This tritonal relationship between tonal centres corresponds with the Golden 

Section (approximately bar 423-24) where the dissonant tension reaches its highest point.335 

With the tritone B tonality placed to support and exaggerate the point of greatest 

dissonance, it also becomes the pinnacle of a journey of tonal centres to and from an 

ambivalent F. Malipiero’s tonal journey climaxes, not on the tonal centre of Bb (P4 above 

F) or C (P5 above), but B – the augmented 4th. The significance of this choice lies in his 

dimishing sense of tonal hierarchy as traditionally understood by the late Romantics and is 

another mark of the emancipation from their usuage. Approaching the golden mean in bar 

424 within Panel 5, the tonal plan moves to the tonal centre of Cb minor (B minor), and, 

similar to Debusssy’s procedure, the distance of an augmented 4th from F.  

 

                                                           
335 Ibid. A similar procedure is noted by Howat in La mer. 
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The location of the tritone here highlights the individualisation of the panels as the listener 

is struck by the unprepared transition from C-Gb as background to theme 4.1 and 4.2; and 

the climactic panels 5-7 stand removed from their surrounds with the far-reaching gesture 

from F->B->F. This tonal distance and the unprepared approach contribute again to the 

overall discontinuity. It would seem that Malipiero embraced the importance that Debussy 

gave the tritone in his discontinuous formal designs. The place of the tritone within the 

overall changes of tonal centres can be seen in Table 4.3 below. 

 

Panel 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Intervallic  

Distance 

centres 

    Aug 

4th 

 

 Aug 

4th 

 

     

Tonal 

centres 

F  

minor-

major 

C Gb 

(F#)-

various- 

Eb-D 

D-G 

G-C-

G 

G-F# 

Eb – 

B 

 

G-D D- 

B 

C Eb G G-F F 

minor-

major 

 

Table 4.3    Malipiero  Sinfonia del mare  Intervallic relationships between changes in tonal 

centres showing the position of the tritone tonal centre of B; also C-Gb between 

Panel 2 and 3 

 

In schematising the main tonal centres, Table 4.3 highlights the central position of the 

tritone interval in relation to both the F-B and C-Gb, though according to bar number count, 

this interval appears closer to the climactic golden mean. SdM carries out changes between 

the panels with a gentler approach in respect of Sinfonia degli eroi.  The ‘gentleness’ lies in 

SdM’s tigher less ‘visible’ seams between tonal centres achieved by lines that are scalic 

with the final acquittal step a semitone to the new tonal centre. This contrasts with the 

greater use of leaps in SdE. 
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The seams between the panels and the ‘fabric’ within them take advantage of changing note 

sets with a high amount of tones by mixing diatonic scales, for example, F, C and Bb as 

well as from modal C and D Aeolian (i.e. the natural minor). This had been modelled by the 

use of changing modes of Debussy, the liturgical revival of Gregorian ecclesiastical modes 

and the pre-tonal modal-diatonic scale mixes found during the early 17th-century transitional 

period.  In selected passages of the score, Malipiero experiments with a constantly changing 

continuum of note sets as, for example, in a passage from Panel 5 (bars 432-462) schemed 

in Example 4.3. 

 

 

Example 4.3b    Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   RN 26+5, Bars 432-462 (Panel 5)   

Changing note sets used in panel 5  

 

 

The three note sets culminate in the whole tone scale in the space of 22 bars (440-

462).Through the use of diatonic and modal scales, Malipiero limits the inclusion of the 

dissonantly intense semitone or the potential of a perfect cadence to strongly establish keys, 

diluting consequentially, the sense of functionality. 

 

The auditory experience of tonal shift in SdM is akin to the Fauréan procedure of keys 

moving lightly or ‘wafting’ between each other. As Phillips sums up in respect of Fauré: 

For the listener, the result is the uniquely Fauréan illusion of being wafted from 

key to key without being able readily to understand why odd tonal relationships  

seem in retrospect to be so logical.336 

                                                           
336 Phillips, 'The Organic Nature of Sonata Form in Faure', p. 157. 
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Faure’s ‘wafting from key to key’ is reflected in Malipiero’s tonal shifts which is another 

manifestation of discontinuity. Either there are frequent unprepared moves between remote 

tonal centres producing an unsettling changeability, or new centres are asserted by sustained 

chords creating a static inertia. This inertia is, at the same time, imperceptibly moved  

forward by constantly moving polyphony within the chord, activated by polyrhythms. These 

textual paradigms, though maintaining this  determined advance, simultaneously produce a 

type of ‘shimmering effect’ which is likely linked to the watery movements of the ‘sea’ 

indicated in the title.   

 

Exposure to French models of discontinuity in formal design was welcomed by Malipiero.  

In Debussy’s hands, thse designs were linked to a vigorous loosening of functional tonal 

conventions aided by a use of the orchestra that, as Pesson explains, ‘was the ideal vehicle 

for achieving the “looseness” [Debussy] dreamt of, the discontinuity’.337 Commenting on 

Debussy’s La mer in this respect, Pesson points out that ‘the resulting material eventually 

becomes fragmented as subject matter interacts with timbre’.338 Here he refers to the 

fragmentation and discontinuity created by the fusion of the basic melodic ideas and derived 

themes, distinguished by precise combinations of timbre. Malipiero came to value this 

highly. The combination of a seemingly wandering sense of tonality that nevertheless has a 

determined forward flow, may link with the topos indicated by Malipiero’s title. This calls 

for a discussion on the possible programmatic and descriptive intent. 

 

 

 

                                                           
337 Pesson, 'Mahler and Debussy: Transcendence and Emotion', p. 169. 
338 Ibid., p.166. 
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Programmatic and Descriptive Intent  

 

In the previous chapter, the programmatic issues of SdE were discussed to the extent that 

Malipiero provided an extra-musical text and that the historical context was able to enrich 

the understanding of his choice. No such text is explicit in SdM, apart from ‘a laconic 

jotting in pencil’ as Waterhouse notes, of the word ‘navigando’ (voyaging) in a margin by 

Malipiero himself .339 It suggests that he had in mind some sense of journeying on the sea. 

The lack of an extramusical text with its link to the symphonic poem becomes perhaps part 

of the journey of Malipiero’s emancipation from the literary anchor at work in the creative 

process of Stauss and his predecessors. The absence of an appended text also indicates 

Malipiero’s renunciation of a ‘narrative’ programme. This he did in favour of a genuinely 

free, evocative approach to an extramusical stimulus resulting in a ‘descriptive’ or 

‘illustrative’ impression,340 a technique often attributed to Debussy. The influence of a 

‘narrative’ program on form became, according to Prunières, a restrictive ‘fetter’341 for 

Malipiero.  

 

With no specific epigraph attached to this work hinting at a programmatic intent, as was 

found on the first page of SdE, the title focuses the listener on the sea in a general, non-

prescriptive way. In respect of any programmatic intent, the 1929 Netherlandish reviewer’s 

labelling of the work wavered between a descriptive work and what he felt could be called 

subjectively ‘impressionistic’.342  

 

                                                           
339 John C.G.Waterhouse, Liner notes for Malipiero: Symphonies Nos 3 & 4; Sinfonia del Mare NAXOS 

8.223602 (1993). Available from: 

http://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.570878&catNum=570878&filetype=About

%20this%20Recording&language=English#. Accessed on 26 January 2018. 
340 v. H, 'Review of Concert for Sinfonia del mare'. 
341 Prunières, 'G. Francesco Malipiero': 330. 
342 v. H, 'Review of Concert for Sinfonia del mare'. 
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There is no evidence in primary scores as to why ‘il mare’ – the sea – should be Malipiero’s 

topos of this second work in contrast to that of ‘heroes and hell’, central to the first work. 

The notion of topoi as ‘musical figures and styles that carried conventionalised extramusical 

meanings’ like the sea brings an understanding that musical representation is not like visual 

art. Erkki Huovinen and Anna-Kaisa Kaila, quoting Scruton, explain the difference which 

can be applied appropriately to this work: 

…we might understand a lot about Debussy’s La mer [here substitute Sinfonia del mare]  

even without knowing that it is about the sea…[it] requires acknowledging how music often  

works as if it represented or meant something beyond itself.343 

 

Malipiero is not explicit as to what this meaning (beyond the notion of the sea) might be; 

but the title gives permission for subjective maritime evocations. For one source, Scott 

Morrison, it is clear that navigation and exploration, as well as the power of the sea are key, 

pointing out that the ‘nature of the music seems to limn the awesome power of the sea and 

possibly lauds the long and illustrious history of Italian maritime exploration’.344 The 

contrast between the topoi of Malipiero’s two sinfonie is strong, but both heroes and 

seascapes are at the forefront of his creative psyche. Malipiero's only major contact with the 

sea in the early 1900s was the view of the Adriatic from the Lido of Venice with 

figures  4.2a  and  4.2b giving an indication of what Malipiero might have seen at dawn and 

at later stages during the day.   

 

 

                                                           
343 Erkki Huovinen and Anna-Kaisa Kaila, 'The Semantics of Musical Topoi', Music Perception, 33/2 (2015). 

Available from: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/295852205_The_semantics_of_musical_topoi. 

Accessed on 10 March 2018. 
344 Scott Morrison, CD Review for Sinfonia del mare (1906) NAXOS 8.570878 

 (Hong Kong: NAXOS, 2008). Available from: https://www.amazon.com/Gian-Francesco-Malipiero-

Symphonies-Sinfonia/dp/B001AE4PJC. Accessed on 27 April 2017. 
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Figure 4.2a   Adriatic sea from the Venice lido looking South in the afternoon 

 

 

Figure 4.2b    Adriatic Sea from the Venice lido looking South-east at dawn  
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It is suggested that what he saw and that which is evidenced in the images, is a calm 

translucence of light and water. This phenomenon is reinforced in the opinion of others; for 

example a simple Venetian art catalogue draws attention to this fact, explaining that  

'Murano’s famous art of glass-blowing,…gives a special glow to the object created’ and 

goes on to suggest that ‘we should view Venice as a place of water and light’.345
  This 

translucence is laced with the motion of currents pecular to a sea, not an ocean. We are not 

in the world of Debussy's La mer (1905) – for him, the Atlantic Ocean as he would have 

witnessed it on the Western coast of France.  Malipiero's world is of the enclosed Adriatic 

Sea seen from the protected area of coast of the Venetian Lido.346 Consequently, this 

Adriatic ambience potentially assigns a unique maritime image to this work, stimulated by 

the power of Malipiero’s evocative musical language, something that Rossi-Doria 

recognised in his analysis.347  

 

Rossi-Doria also points out that Malipiero’s evocation draws on inland scenarios as well as 

those of the water masses. In panels 1 and 4 (its middle unit), for instance, Themes 1 and 5, 

Examples 4.2a (above) and 4.4d (below) respectively, call to mind the cries heard among 

the common people in Venetian streets and Veneto mountain villages through the ages. The 

use of prolonged notes noticable at the end of their melodies suggest echoed calls 

resounding in valleys, establishing a static floating quality from the outset of the work that 

Rossi-Doria explains: 

 

From the deliberate burst of melodious singing [referring to an opening theme on the cor 

anglais] lingers this quivering that is prolonged in the longheld notes, as happens in the 

                                                           
345 Editoriale Lotus srl, Via Santa Marta 19/a, 20123 Milan, Italy, lotus@editorialelotus.it, 

http://www.editorialelotus.it, 
http://artsito.artemide.it/luce_servizi/download/cataloghi/docs/cataloghi/lighting_fields_vol_2_2014_it-

en/LIGHTING%20FIELDS_02WEB_it-en.pdf 
346 This Lido and its pecular qualities of light at different times of the day, produce an interplay of the sea 

changes, sand and sun light that became particularly famous in the 1970s film Death in Venice shot on 

location there. It is possible that Malipiero was striving to evoke these pecular qualities in his sinfonia. 
347 Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero': 94. 

mailto:lotus@editorialelotus.it
http://www.editorialelotus.it/
http://artsito.artemide.it/luce_servizi/download/cataloghi/docs/cataloghi/lighting_fields_vol_2_2014_it-en/LIGHTING%20FIELDS_02WEB_it-en.pdf
http://artsito.artemide.it/luce_servizi/download/cataloghi/docs/cataloghi/lighting_fields_vol_2_2014_it-en/LIGHTING%20FIELDS_02WEB_it-en.pdf
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popular folksong of our mountains and our seasides. Village simplicity in fact, is the very 

soul tself of this melody, so severe [reduced to the essentials] and at the 

same time delicately noble…348 

 

 

To achieve this folkloristic evocation, Malipiero continues to avoid, as he did in SdE, the 

wide multiple contours and leaps of the late Romantic composers Strauss and Mahler, 

limiting notes through a ‘sparse economy of range’,349 preferring greaer conjunction 

motion. The practice stems from the historic Italian tradition of spontaneous singing at both 

the peasant and gentry levels and Italian composers consequently placing melodies within 

range and avoiding extremes of range.  

 

A funeral march, recalling Beethoven’s Symphony No 7 may have inspired Panel 11 scored 

as an andante funebre. The burial customs of that city are likely to have inspired his scoring 

since the Venetian cemetary is located in the lagoons on an island and gondolas bear coffins 

to its rest on that island. 

 

                                                           
348 Ibid., p.97. 
349 Ibid., p.101. 
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Figure 4.3a   The Venetian cemetery of St Michael located in the lagoons 

 

Figure 4.3b        A gondola bearing a coffin to its rest on the cemetary island 

 

Having acknowledged these descriptive possibilities, the discussion of the syntax to follow 

will be conducted within the work’s ability to stand alone in its absolute quality, as 

recognised by the Netherlandish reviewer at the work’s première.350 

 

                                                           
350 v. H, 'Review of Concert for Sinfonia del mare'. 
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Syntax  

As innovative as was the syntax of the SdE in relation to the Austro-German influence of 

Strauss, so in its own way, the SdM, according to Prunières,351 intensified innovation with a 

deepening openness to disparate influences. As already stated, these influences were 

coming gradually from France at times filtering Russian innovation and an ongoing 

absorption of native early 17th-century sources. Consequently the additional interval of time  

allowed this second work to contrast still further with the late Romantic Austro-German 

style familiar to audiences in that period. It will be remembered352 that defenders of that late 

Romantic tradition, as noted by Prunières, strongly criticised his works for breaking so 

significantly with that tradition; but Malipiero was unapologetic for what he considered his 

independent stylistic direction that moved Italian music forward by absorbing the above-

mentioned influences. Prunières enthuses: 

One could not find an artist attached to the past by stronger bonds than this  

revolutionary who holds himself as far from Puccini as from Futurism, who 

mocks at doctrines and goes his way…353 

 

The on-going evolution of Malipiero’s syntax will be considered in his approach to thematic 

material and texture respectively. 

 

Chapter 3 has noted that Malipiero’s syntax in SdE is influenced by the following 

combination of stylistic factors. Drawn from his teacher-pupil interactions, were the value 

of symphonic instrumental textures in the works of Brahms, Martucci, Sgambati and 

Strauss. Paramount were Brahms’ interplay between homophony and counterpoint, the 

                                                           
351 Prunières interestingly explains that... 'what he wrote in this period testifies to rich musical qualities, 

melodic abundance, harmonic sparkle, orchestral power,...the tendencies of the innovator which were 

noticeable in 1903 [read 1906] in the Sinfonia del mare.’ 
352 Prunières, 'G. Francesco Malipiero': 327. 
353 Ibid., pp.327-328. 
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latter featuring inner voices carrying structural melodic material, and harmonic progressions 

modulating into remote tonal areas. Brahms’ progressions in turn, generated his melodic 

material.   

 

In that earlier work, Malipiero also took the melodic smoothness and grace of Gregorian 

chant with its narrow compass. Additionally, from his self-motivated early Italian studies, 

he drew techniques of expressive melodic decoration and divisioning that had been 

achieved by 17th-century vocal soloists, then taken up by instrumentalists; and harmonic 

discords produced through the free-flowing intersection of multiple vocal lines. Malipiero 

recognised in the 16th- to 17th-century transition from polyphony to monody, a manipulation 

of phrasal balance, periodicity and expressive potential of the upper voice. There had also 

been, through Bossi’s class, an initial exposure to the importance that French composers 

placed on colouristic harmony aided by innovative combinations of orchestral timbres and 

modal note sets in their melodic invention.  Malipiero’s first-hand experience of French 

scores conducted by Toscanini exposed him to their motivic building of textures. 

 

The SdM, however, shows a change of role for, and balance among, linear, homophonic and 

contrapuntal textures. It is a shift from a linearity that, in the first work, had generated 

occasional monophony, homophony from independent lines, harmonised melody with 

rhythmically demanding inner parts, and counter-melodies against the upper voice.  All 

these manifestations of linearity however, had maintained the Austro-German drive to final 

tonic resolution. The linear shift in this second work is towards exploiting thematic material 

within frequent monodies among occasional homophonic passages, and a restrained use of 

polyphonic motion in the inner parts. However, due to the nature of the themes that are 

closed and use the narrowest tessitura as well as the the deployment of so many, the 

linearity of SdM arrests the drive towards functional resolutions and allows the thematic 



183 

 

moments to float or drift in time. Since this ‘drifting’ quality is so unique to this work, it is 

necessary to discuss the nature and deployment of its themes 

 

Nature and Deployment of Thematic Material 

 

The nature and deployment of his thematic material in the Sinfonia del mare will show the 

more integrated manner by which Malipiero was bringing together his French and Italian 

influences compared with their use in SdE.  Generally, this investigation of SdM’s thematic 

material has suggested that the work is a further advancement in his emancipation from late 

Romantic musical language and a more substantial immersion in the discontinuous world as 

explored by Debussy. 

The changes in the nature and deployment of Malipiero’s thematic material were 

spearheaded by the 19th-century sonic evolution discussed by Hull,354 noted in Chapter 3. 

The changes intensified in the intervening months between 1905 and 1906 urged forward by 

Malipiero’s curiosity about new resources as an inescapable necessity.  He and other young 

Italian composers were responding in particular to the slowly increasing diffusion of 

discussion and performance of French scores, including those of Debussy. These scores 

could sometimes betray Russian influence, through, for example, Debussy’s early contact 

with Russian scores and subsequent travels to Moscow.355 Malipiero’s response had a 

particular mind-set. Along with an avid willingness to come into contact with Debussian 

scores, Malipiero continued to assimilate his study of early 17th-century scores and adapt 

techniques derived from these forgotten Italian innovators. The effect of his study of their 

manuscripts and familiarity with Debussian procedures were to begin his process, noted 

earlier, of substituting sweeping multiple contours of Richard Strauss’ thematic material 

                                                           
354 Hull, Modern Harmony, Its Explanation and Application. 
355 Rollo H. Myers, 'Claude Debussy and Russian Music', Music & Letters, 39/4 (1958): 337ff337ff. Accessed 

on 7 June, 2014. 
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with, as Rossi-Doria noted, ‘[SdM’s] limited range of notes,356 narrowly contoured and 

lacking ‘heroic’ wide  intervallic leaps. With these Malipierian parameters of range and 

interval noted, the study will discuss pertinent examples. 

 
The nature of Malipiero’s thematic material now draws more thoroughly on influences 

inherently discontinuous. His melodic raw material of its nature, consequently, exudes 

fragmentation and discontinuity. Gregorian chants, for example, provided contour models in 

perfectly closed forms requiring neither extension nor development. Their closure was 

assured by a return to the finalis, no dissonance begging resolution and an avoidance of 

wide intervals implying continuous openness to further melodic connections. The early 

madrigalists and instrumentalists aimed for discontinuity in melodies through ‘irregular 

phrases, sequences that are not continued consistently, unprepared and therefore surprising 

changes from one figure to another…’357 Debussy strove to establish a discontinuous 

texture through procedures such as stratification that harmonically separated dissimilar 

motifs into multiferous lines, each accountable to a unique group of scales; this he linked 

with ‘rapid changes of motive…’.358  

 

Valuing these influences, Malipiero progressed towards a new discontinuity that 

harmonically separated dissimilar elements through stratification.  It was unlike Debussy’s 

focus on the motive and refusal ‘to allow musical ideas to assert thmemselves as full-

fledged subjects [with an] ‘independent existence’.359 A comparison of thematic material 

between SdE and SdM, in Example 4.4a-d, highlights Malipiero’s emerging discontinuity. 

                                                           
356 Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero': 101. 
357 Willi Apel and Hans Tischler, The History of Keyboard Music to 1700 (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1967), p. 700. 
358 Mark McFarland, 'Debussy: The Origins Of A Method', Journal of Music Theory, 48/2 (2004): 308. 
359 Rebecca Victoria Leydon, 'Narrative Strategies and Debussy's Late Style' (Ph.D. in Music Theory, McGill 

University, 1996), p. 10. Available from: 

https://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/obj/s4/f2/dsk2/ftp02/NQ30318.pdf. 
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Firstly, it shows the open ended form of significant themes from SdE in (a) and (b). 

‘Viennese’ duplet-triplet alternation create discontinuity as the triplets suddenly accelerate 

the forward motion in dance-like sweeps. The melodies anticipate development as in the 

subtle rhythmic variation in (c) with a dotted crotchet placed with chromatically altered 

notes at bar 39.  In a late Romantic context, they use a balancing antecedent and consequent 

phrase as in Classical models covering an expansive tessitura.  

 

 

 

 

Example 4.4a   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Principal theme noting open form with 

extension modulating to G major over a two-octave range 

 

 

Example 4.4b   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Secondary theme (58-63) with balanced 

phrases, despite motivic modal interruption 
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Example 4.4c   Malipiero   Sinfonia degli eroi   Secondary theme varied rhythmically and 

by tonal set, followed by principal theme with rhythmic extension 

Example (d) from SdM exhibits the opposite qualities marking Malipiero’s radical shift 

from open to closed forms.  In (d), the balancing proportions and expansive melodies have 

vanished and instead, the melody narrows and meanders around a central A flat with 

melismas providing distracting detours delaying a final return. The return however is briefly 

repeated to detract from any continuity that might follow, inviting a listener to focus on the 

eventual closed finality rather than subsequent material. Thus the end of a theme becomes 

more intriguing than the beginning. Example 4.4d traces itself in a single instrumental voice 

or choir.  The theme in (d), highly present to the listener in a well-defined timbre hovers 

against a deliberately imprecise ‘translucent, vapoury’360 ostinato of open fifth strings and 

syncopated cello appoggiatura, along with rapid subdividing in the upper strings. It 

possesses a ‘non-melodic logic’361 in the opening single bar that Rossi-Doria contrasts with 

a contemporaneous ‘absolute linearity’.362  

 

                                                           
360 Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero'. Rossi-Doria uses the word 'diafono'. 
361 Ibid., p.95. 
362 Ibid. 

Secondary theme varied 

rhtyhmically; principal 

theme extended 

rhythmically 
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Example 4.4d   Malipiero    Sinfonia del mare   Bars 8-20  (Panel 1, Theme 1)  Closed 

melody structured with arabesque-like melismas prolongating 

the final two-note motive G-A flat 

 

 

Referring back also to Theme 8 (Panel 4) in Example 4.2b, its own closed-form can be 

noted in its truncation of its second binary structure (B’). 

 

There is also a difference in the deployment of thematic material between the two works. 

The thematic material as a whole in the SdE was placed to demarcate pivotal formal 

moments, each of which was drawn forward by lucid chromatic voice-leading providing 

functional resolutions, sometimes of quite acrid dissonance. In SdM, by contrast, the 

melodic lines are suspended in relief, each within a contrasting texture, with the forward 

functional drive removed.  They are deployed to reinforce distinctions between formal units. 

This suspended ‘floating’ of the material, made up of closed themes and motives that 

undergo a continual, at times incremental, variation of note sets, contributes to the 

individualisation of the formal building blocks or ‘panels’. In establishing this 

individualisation, the closed themes use devices noted in the discussion of Example 4.4d 

where the prolonged repeated home note A flat is a point of return bringing repose or 

termination to the subsequent phrase, the opposite of the intent in melodic phrases in SdE.  
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Created through the narrow tessitura of a 4-note modal set and the arabesque shape with 

discontinuous sycopations, the theme turns continually back on itself, never to emerge and 

move forward. This shapes an ‘internally twisting and uncoiling’363 melody recalling to 

mind the undulating  contours of  melodies ‘Le ramier’ and ‘Le plus doux chemin’ 

(Example 4.5a and b) of Fauré and the sequentially repetitive motifs in Nuages364 of 

Debussy (Example 4.5c).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
363 Ibid. 
364 Ibid. 
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Example 4.5a   Fauré  Le ramier   The vocal melody rises in the first phrase (1), falls back 

on itself in the second phrase (2), then for the next phrase, begins again within itself. 

 

  

Example 4.5b   Debussy   Le plus doux chemin 

 

Example 4.5c   Debussy   Nuages   Sequentially repetitive harmonic motif that moves to the 

tonal area of G/ C through the vagueness of the falling tritone B-F§ 

 

1 

2 
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From Malipiero’s appreciation of the contour of ecclesiastical chant, his attention also took 

in the Venetian streets outside the churches and indeed those of Venice’s great port. He also 

found there, the inherent discontinuity required to give themes their closed, asymmetrical 

structure. Themes 1 (Example 4.4d) and 15.1 (Example 4.6) in Panels 1and 11 respectively, 

recall simple marketeers calling out their folk melodies and traders from the oriental lands 

sharing their exotic modal airs. For instance, Theme 15.1, given a funereal context, builds 

closure through repeated notes, step-wise motion around the central pitch of F creating a 

melody that introvertedly seems to go on forever. It suggests a hymn-like melody well-

known to simple people. 

 

Example 4.6  Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Bars 652-674  Panel 11, Theme 15.1 Andante 

Funebre using repeated notes, step-wise motion and chromatic movement 

around and between the base note set 
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Research however, has not located specific sources rigorously discussing this folkloric 

influence which offers itself as a further avenue of investigation, but not within the scope of 

this thesis. 

 

Compared to the thematic material of SdE, the number of phrases in themes as well as their 

length are augmented, but in the vertical dimension harmonic changes between beats are 

fewer. Ernest Ansemet explained that in his opinion these qualities of the melodies within a 

slowed harmonic rhythm, do not ‘carry the musical discourse – they are, rather, carried by it 

(Italics his)’.365 Malipiero saw development of a small number of themes as an exhausted 

technique of the past and in its ‘not carrying the musical discourse’, Ansemet recognises 

Malipiero’s shift. Rossi-Doria stresses that Malipiero’s multiplying and deploying of new 

themes throughout the work is a working ‘towards a construction not for thematic 

development, but rather for passing from idea to idea’.366 

 

In Chapter 3, reference was made to Ephrikian’s recognition of Malipiero’s exceptional 

focus on the power of the melodic line in all voices, even from his early compositional 

exercises.367 In this context of melody, he makes the point, as will be recalled, that 

Malipiero was applying his creativity more in the horizontal dimension than in the vertical 

dimension. In SdM this tendency is intensified. The themes, consequently, compared to 

those of the SdE, are ‘integrated robust themes’, as Thiemann defines, ‘able to stand 

independently of brief mostly rhythmic accompanying motives, which generally work 

against any rapid performance’.368  Certainly at the level of SdM’s form, the deployment of 

the thematic material highlights the transition between one discontinuous unit and another, 

                                                           
365 John G.C. Waterhouse, liner notes for, Sinfonia del mare NAXOS (1993 (died 1999)). Available from: 

http://shop.classicsonline.com/albums/54409a579d29c9217a000032?type=streaming. 
366 Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero': 101. 
367 Ephrikian, 'Malipiero e la tradizione musicale italiana', p. 179. 
368 Thiemann, 'Die Sinfonien Gian Francesco Malipieros', p. 402. 
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one formal unit not driving inevitably towards the next. The formal units consequently are 

experienced as more static, possessing a certain inertia. The continual deployment of 

‘robust’ themes dominates and individualises each formal unit, whereas in SdE the themes 

are more teleological – more integrated within and governed by the harmonic progressions 

whose stronger voice leading draws the work firmly towards the home tonality.   

 

Malipiero also adopts a fresh treatment of melodic material that is reminiscent of the late 

Romantic Straussian melody. Theme 7 (Example 4.7a) for instance, shows a Strauss-

inspired expansive melody covering a four-phrase period. Its contour, high in tessitura, 

descends gracefully in a mixture of tones and thirds, covering just over two octaves. These 

characteristics hint at a late Romantic style, though in a veiled ‘impression’369 of Strauss. 

However, by placing the ‘companion’s theme’ from Ein Heldenleben (Example 4.7b) side 

by side, Malipiero’s application of his technique of essential extraction is seen. Malipiero’s 

theme is interfused with his own melodic economy stripping Strauss’s melody of melismas 

and repetitions, as well as notes that would emphasise a need for resolution.  The theme’s 

note set  B C# (Cnat) D E F# G  (G#) A  B  (T S T T S T T) suggests the harmonic minor 

scale with fluctuating natural and raised Cs and Gs to avoid literal repetition.  Malipiero’s 

re-scoring is what might be called neo-romantic. Malipiero follows the skeletal shape of 

these three phrases though transposed down to B, D and A respectively.  

 

The sound is late romantic and ‘old world’ but the chromatic movement and melodic 

decoration have been avoided.  Comparing Malipiero’s third bar and Strauss’s fourth, small 

motives are seen transformed by omission and augmentation.  

 

                                                           
369 v. H, 'Review of Concert for Sinfonia del mare'. 
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Example 4.7a   Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Bars 347-357  Theme 7  Expansive late 

Romantic ‘Old-world’ expansive melody shows same broad scheme of Straussian melody 

below in (b), less melismas and chromaticisms 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 4.7b   Strauss   Ein Heldenleben  ‘Companion’s theme’ consisting of three broad 

phrases, showing frequent melismas and chromaticisms. In (a) above these phrases are 

reflected in a simpler more economic manner 
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Later in the work Theme 6 (Example 4.7c) from panel 3 (A), is transformed into a plaintive 

funereal theme (B) in the penultimate panel. This masterful thematic transformation is a 

reminder that Malipiero is well-trained in late Romantic technique using it in a fresh way to 

serve his new language. The episode he creates also uses a dirge-like transformational 

ostinato (played by divisi violas, celli and DBs). Malipiero’s use of the ostinato to provide a 

mesmeric and hued background to this theme is another technique to create inertial stasis, 

elimating a functional drive.  

 

 

 

 

Example 4.7c   Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Metamorphosis of Theme 6 (A) into Theme 

15.2 (B) through rhythmic augmentation and variety 

 

 

Overall, then, it can be seen that Malipiero’s structuring and deployment of thematic 

material made up of multiple closed shapes, have established a discontinuous succession of 

formal units.  The structural soundness of the material sits at a sufficiently high level to 

generate the texture which emanates from it. This texture will be the final focus. 
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Texture 

 

The characteristics of the texture that surrounds Sinfonia del mare’s thematic 

construction within generally closed forms will now be examined. The texture, as Rossi-

Doria pictures it, emanates as a ‘halo’ from the themes.370  As detailed in Table 4.1, the 

segmentation of the work is partially determined by its closed distinctive themes which 

lie within and occasionally across formal units. Within the formal units as the final 

determinant, Malipiero constructs surrounding textures that contribute to the 

segmentation, guaranteeing an overall discontinuity in the entire work. These textures 

complement the innate discontinuity of the thematic sources. In completing their 

discontinuity, his textures are not focused on the functional continuity that was clearly 

present in SdE. As has been discussed, SdE embraced the same voice-led tonic 

resolution delayed through chromatic digressions present in Strauss’s symphonic 

poems. Malipiero, in addition, had experimented with modal note-sets and strategic 

placement of chromaticism in bass lines to intensify the functional drive. Now it will be 

shown that, in Sinfonia del mare, to achieve the completion of the segmentation, the 

structural focus of the surrounding texture is, instead, a non-functional static linearity. 

Malipiero achives his brand of discontinuity through a segmentation of linear texture 

built from various contrasting polyphonic combinations.  

 

This segmentation acts as a supportive permaculture371 made up of varying polyphonic 

textures balanced around each theme and energised from it. Malipiero’s skill in textural 

segmentation can be traced to two sources which throw light on features of SdM’s 

sonorous fabric. The first was from Debussy’s loosening of traditional formal 

                                                           
370 Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero': 95. 
371 A permaculture is the development of agricultural ecosystems intended to be sustainable and self-

sufficient. Thus musically, there is the presence of a sustainable and self-sufficient polyphonic network 

emanating from the theme. 
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expectations through fragmentation in and between his formal units. Malipiero became 

motivated by Debussy’s realising, as Linda Page Cummins argues, ‘the romantic ideal 

of the forever becoming’.372  In quoting Stefan Jarocinski373 in her thesis, Cummins has 

the conviction that ‘[Debussy’s] music neither begins nor ends. Its form is not 

closed…It forms itself, it renews itself without ceasing’.374 Its form would be, as 

Debussy declared himself, ‘so free as to seem improvised’.375 This improvisatory 

quality was to give a static quality to his textures motivated by the well-known 

experience of Debussy’s hearing static elements in Gamelan figurations in 1889. This 

experience cemented his use of static figurations and harmonies, especially the ostinato 

and pedal point. Cummins notes further devices such as deliberate ‘discontinuities’…, 

‘the static vocal line, the slower tempo, [along with] the bland perfect fifths in the lower 

voices…’.376 The second source was Malipiero’s continuing progressive absorption of 

late Renaissance and early Baroque polyphonic practice exemplified in the various 

techniques used by such composers as Gesualdo;  and monody led by the practice of 

Monteverdi. 

 

The accompaniment to Malipiero’s melodies within the total texture fulfils the triple 

role of reinforcing the discontinuity, connecting the formal units without confounding 

them, and providing to the melodies, an activated though static surrounding 

accompaniment. This would contrast with Debussy’s more inertly static 

accompaniment.  For Debussy, it was, as David Jonathan Marcus defines, an 

‘immediate feeling of change-within-constancy, like a single object being illuminated 

                                                           
372 Linda Page Cummins, 'Debussy and the Fragment' (Doctorial thesis, Louisiana State University, 

2001), p. 11. 
373 Stefan Jarocinski Jarocinski, Debussy: impressiormisme et symbolisme (Paris: Editions du Seuil, I970), 

pp. 74-75. 
374 Cummins, 'Debussy and the Fragment', p. 22. 
375 Roy Howat, 'En route for L'isle joyeuse: The Restoration of a Triptych',  Cahiers Debussy 19 (Paris: 

Centre de Documentation Claude Debussy, 1995). 
376 Cummins, 'Debussy and the Fragment', p. 56. 
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by different lights, or like the shifting surface of water’.377  The difference between 

Debussy and Malipiero lies precisely in the ebbing-flowing introverted inertia of 

Debussy’s surrounding accompaniment and Malipiero’s more linear, active 

accompaniment. Discussing the various aspects of this difference will further deepen its 

importance. 

 

Aspect 1 – Debussy’s inertia and Malipiero’s activation 

 

To illustrate the above three roles, Example 4.8 compares the textures in SdM against 

examples from Debussy’s La mer showing the difference between Debussy’s inertial 

accompaniment and Malipiero’s active surrounding texture. In Example 4.8a, Debussy 

establishes the inertia with a sustained tremolo C7 chord that lasts as a pedal point over 

9 bars giving it a static quality. Since it lacks a traditional resolution to F, this static 

quality proves to be non-functional, adding to the inertia. A discontinuous move of the 

same static texture into the C# tonal area at RN 17 maintains the inertia over a G# pedal 

point despite a brief move to a B# and D# – both notes of the G# triad pedal point. The 

harps, glockenspiel and horns combine to play 2-bar ostinato patterns again building up 

the complex inertia. The complete lack of preparation in approaching the harmony at 

RN17 by functional voice-leading, adds further to the aimless inertia. All these textural 

gestures through balance of timbre and dynamic, place themselves in the foreground 

close to the solo melody, rather than deep in the background. Convinced that Debussy’s 

texture is worthy of more than a tonal harmonic dissection, Marcus analysed the 

opening bars of ‘Jeux de vagues’ establishing instead that ‘the music’s foregrounded 

gestures provide their own innovative logic’.378 The foregrounded gestures are the 

                                                           
377 David Jonathan Marcus, 'Inconstant Tonality In Debussy‘s La Mer' (Doctoral thesis, Georgia State 

University, 2009), p. 139. Available from: 

https://getd.libs.uga.edu/pdfs/marcus_david_j_200908_phd.pdf. Accessed on 15 September 2017. 
378 Ibid., p.142. 
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combination of a solo motive on the cor anglais over the sustained pedal point and 

ostinatos.  
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Example 4.8a  Debussy  La mer   ‘Jeux de vagues’ (RN 16) showing a surrounding 

accompaniment of a sustained Cmaj7 in the tremolo strings as a static pedal point with 

added ostinato decorative motifs in the harp, glockenspiels and horns. It lacks a 

functional resolution to F; instead, an unprepared shift to the discontinuous C# tonal 

area. 
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Debussian Example 4.8b shows the establishment of inertia again through a mixture of 

pedal point and ostinato surrounding the open-ended melody which itself 

discontinuously breaks its phrases with no seeming completion. There is a repeated 

open fifth-octave pedal point on D# in the lower strings, and incessant rhythmic 

figurations in the woodwinds, harps and glockenspiels and upper stings forming a 

complex ostinato. The ostinato holds the passage in stasis with a constant pitch-set 

(A#C#).  
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Example 4.8b  Debussy  La mer  ‘Jeux de vagues’ (between RN 21-22) exhibiting a 

sustained pedal point in the lower strings complimenting the polyrhythmic ostinato with 

limited pitch-set in the upper woodwind and upper strings and harps 
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Comparing these examples with passages from Sinfonia del mare, differences emerge 

that show both indebtedness to Debussy as well as Malipiero’s own individual 

approach. The contrast between Malipiero’s procedures with those of Debussy, betrays 

a greater role of line as well as ostinato mixed with pedal point. Malipiero’s ostinato, 

established in the upper strings and harp of Example 4.8c, maintains three continuous 

lines between these two timbres, all rhythmically active. This activation is ignited by the 

markedly contrasting rhythmic elements of the high subdivision of semiquaver 

sextuplets, syncopated dotted crotchets and plucked crotchets.  
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Example 4.8c    Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Bars 8-13  Calling upon greater sense 

of line and ostinato used as pedal point, the ostinato operates in the 

upper divisi strings and harp while maintaining three continuous lines 

between these two timbres, all rhythmically active. Rhythmic 

elements are highly contrasting. Lower strings add a pedal point 

activated as an ostinato comprising repeated appoggiature 

 

One energetic function is created by the cooperation of these three elements. The 

function in this case is a textural one that is, at the same time, static and active: static as 

it remains on the same notes, the same rhythms with the same timbres; and active as the 

rhythmic extremes fuse to create energy that enlivens the melodic lines.  Debussy’s 

ostinato in (a) depends on the repeated fragile decorative element consisting of repeated 

brief appeggios on G(C) and later G#(F#) of the harp and glockenspiel with the brief 

horn chords actually adding to the stasis. It is a use of passing figurations to decorate the 

8 
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harmonic stasis of the pedal point, not to activate it. There is no sense of melodic line in 

the accompaniment texture, only sustained notes and fragile decoration. By contrast, 

Malipiero’s pedal point using an ostinato appoggiatura played by the lower strings, 

makes the pedal point active in opposition to the sustained notes of Debussy. 

 

 

Aspect 2  – Varied placement within the textural foreground, middle and background by 

Malipiero and Debussy 

 

The degree of placement of material between textural foreground, middleground and 

background varies between these two composers. The differing degrees of placement 

create the contrasts between pedal point, ostinato and melodic line and  melodic 

decorative figuration. Whereas Debussy places all material in the foreground and from 

moment to moment allows the melody to step forward a little then retreat, like one 

dancer briefly stepping forward from the chorus line then moving back into the line, 

Malipiero ‘uses the whole stage’. Using both timbre and structure, Example 4.8c shows 

him placing the line (cor anglais melody) in the extreme foreground space between the 

appoggiatura decorated ostinato played by lower strings and the polyrhythmic upper 

register Vn I and II. In imbuing the inert homophonic stasis of his single harmony with 

a rich and busy linear texture, he sets the precedent that this linearity will be allowed to 

‘hang’ or ‘dangle’ before the listener activating the moment rather than driving the work 

forward. The prime energy of his stasis is the concentration of the limited modal note 

set (FGAbBb) of the theme turning repeatedly on Ab.  
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The texture of Example 4.8d is suspended in time by the cellos sounding a tremolo 

open-fifth pedal articulated by on-beat harp plucks. This combines with a flowing 

ostinato arpeggiation, accepted compositionally as a static effect that is dynamically 

active like ‘a pervasive rustle’379 according to Matthew Riley and Anthony Smith; in 

Malipiero’s work it gives an overall ‘misty’ effect, particularly as the arpeggio motion is 

in three contrasting directions. Standing the Malipieran passage alongside Example 4.8b 

of Debussy, the Italian exploits the stasis of the pedal point through prolongation 

compared to Debussy’s four-bar phrase that has shifts away from and returns to the 

pedal note. Malipiero does not shift. His ostinato is also homogeneous, whereas that of 

Debussy is interrupted by discontinuous and syncopated motives in the harps, 

glockenspiels and upper strings. Can the repeated rhythmic woodwind ostinato be 

analogous to Malipiero’s arpeggiation?  The intense arpeggiation is active through the 

contrary motion and semiquaver movment certainly in a way not present in Debussian 

textures. In Malipiero’s texture, active as a consequence of these devices, there is a 

suspension ‘in the air’ of the foreground higher-registered melody, above a shimmering 

static chord. The resultant separation of the foreground and background is stark, unlike 

that of Debussy where the use of dyads in all instruments brings the ostinato close to the 

open-ended theme – one could say swirling around it and complementing it, rather than 

contrasting with it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
379 Matthew Riley and Anthony D. Smith, Nation and Classical Music: From Handel to Copland 

(Martlesham: Boydell & Brewer, 2016), p. 114. 
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Example 4.8d  Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Bars 149-158  Texture using open-fifth 

pedal point combined with an ostinato made of two elements, 

arpeggiations in the strings and harp and on-beat harp plucks. It 

finishes with cadential colour provided by the horns and cor anglais 
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Aspect 3 – Energised linear stasis in dissonant passages 

 

The third aspect that maintains an energised linear stasis, is the dissonant sonorities that 

surround the theme as in Example 4.9a (Theme 10, bars 427 and 435-437). The texture 

is held in stasis by assertive repetitions of 7th chords as they descend in parallel motion 

between beats 2, 3 and 4. The parallel motion of the 7ths, combined with their 

repetitions, establish inertia by holding dissonance indefinitely before the listener 

without intervening consonances. This indefiniteness comes with the diminishing 

expectation of consonant relief as the repetition of both the parallel chord sequence and 

the chords within the sequence are sustained. The diminishing expectation augments the 

stasis of the texture by allowing dissonance-tolerance to build. The repeated cutting of 

theme 10 across this dissonance in contrary motion is a rare use of literal repetition. It 

will anchor the stasis by returning five times without a balancing phrase to interrupt the 

inertia. The contrary motion between the accompaniment and the rising theme on the 

horn and bassoon, internalises the motion within the phrase rather than driving it 

forward to another texture beyond.  

 

The intervening ostinato BbDbF (bars 428-434) between the first and second 

appearance of the above texture, itself continues the inertia through the incessant 

repetition underpinned by a pedal G. Beginning precisely with this passage, the fluidity 

of the stasis is also enlivened by the frenetic figurations of semiquaver and 

demisemiquaver arpeggiations and scalic runs seen in the full score played in the upper 

strings (Example 4.9b in full score), a technique catergorised by Riley and Smith, as 

noted earlier.380 The maintenance of pedal point as an ostinato, is something that Halina 

                                                           
380 Ibid. 
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Goldberg says that even Chopin used, to cast ‘a veil over every melodic shape, 

converting melody into indistinct ripple within the sustained harmony’.381  This 

combination of an ostinato pedal point and the intense similar-contrary motion again 

reinforces the activated stasis. 

 

 

Example 4.9a   Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Bars 427-437 (Panel 5, Theme 10) 

Dissonant discontinuous texture with dissonance by repetitive assertion in contrary 

motion to theme, interrupted by new dissonance over a G pedal  

                                                           
381 Halina Goldberg, The Age of Chopin: Interdisciplinary Inquiries (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 2004), p. 105. 
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Example 4.9b   Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Bars 429-434 Texture (full score) 

showing figurations of semiquaver and demisemiquaver arpeggiations-scalic runs in the 

upper strings over a G pedal 

 

G pedal as ostinato 

Frenetic figurations of semiquaver 

and demisemiquaver 

arpeggiations-scalic runs in similar-

contrary motion 
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Aspect 4 – Disorienting the functional clarity of a tonic 

 

Holding the linear activation within the general stasis is consistently achieved through 

disorientating any functional clarity of a tonic, a 19th-century trend that Debussy 

harnessed. Debussy’s new harmony was ‘an extension of Romanticism, rather than a 

revolt against it’,382 and David Marcus hastens to add that ‘while the techniques are his 

own, the sensation of clouded function was a compositional norm when he began.’383 

Malipiero departs from Debussy’s clouding of a tonic by brief motivic distractions 

based on changing note sets, and instead, clouds the pitch centre F using the power of 

the line.  

 

At the beginning and the end of SdM, although the tonic F is placed definitively, in 

Panel 5 (bar 480-482) there is a brief appearance within a dissonant harmony (see 

Example 4.10a) as part of a dissonant texture. It is a brief moment for the texture to ‘lay 

hold’ of the pitch centre sounded on the off-beat. It is, however, dominated by an on-

beat appoggiatura Gb that moves onto further dissonance asserted by repetition. The 

difference between the two textures lies in Debussy’s short motivic phrases and 

Malipiero’s extended and rhythmically subdivided chromatic line in Vn 1 and cellos, 

which activates the stasis and disguises the F’s tonicity at the same time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
382 Marcus, 'Inconstant Tonality In Debussy‘s La Mer', p. 158. 
383 Ibid. 
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Example 4.10a    Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare   Bars 479-482  Varying the orientation 

of the dissonance in respect of the tonic. The tonic F is placed 

definitively at the beginning and the end of the work, along with the 

above brief appearance within a dissonant harmony (480 - 482) 

 

Tonic F ‘clouded over’ by 

repeatedly sounded on-

beat Gb and chromatic runs 
Unresolved non-funcitonal 

dissonance (FAbCbEb-DDb) by 

repetitive assertion 

 

480 482 
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In Debussy’s case, the tonic E is simply placed at the end of ‘Jeux de vagues’ much 

after it briefly sounds at the end of the 25 opening bars (see Example 4.10b). This 

sounding however, couches itself in a distracting dissonant context.  As Marcus notes: 

In the fleet, darting gestures of ‘Jeux de vagues’, nothing has much time to present  

itself as tonic, and when E does, it is made dissonant by the retention of G# and C.384
 

 

The purpose, as Marcus presents it (quoting Daniel Harrison), is to give a tonic ‘and its 

intervals are thereby defined’.385  

 

Example 4.10b    Debussy   La mer   ‘Jeux de vagues’ RN19 showing motion towards E 

tonic via G♯F♯ to be then surround CG♯ in the woodwinds, 

subsequently appearing without preparation at the end of the 

movement. 

                                                           
384 Ibid., p.169. 
385 Ibid., p.160, quoting Daniel Harrison 1994,75–76 as cited. 
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The difference between the two textures becomes apparent in Debussy’s short motivic 

phrases and Malipiero’s extended and subdivided chromatic line beginning at bar 481 

(Example 4.10a) which activates the stasis and disguises the F’s tonicity at the same 

time. Harrison, as quoted in Marcus, continues to reason that as the music becomes 

increasingly chromatic, and ‘the listener cannot find Tonic, Tonic often finds the 

listener’.386  It is a case of Malipiero attracting his listenter to the F tonic as Harrison 

suggests in his category of ‘harmonic stasis and immobility attract[ing] Tonic 

function’,387   

 

 

Aspect 5 – New approach to polyphonic complexity  

 

SdM witnesses Malipiero’s deepening recognition of the prime place of the line to 

construct active while inert textures, buoyed by his knowledge of polyphonic 

combinations from both early and contemporary period models.  To understand the 

contribution of these combinations to the maintenance of the stasis, referencing back to 

SdE and Schoenberg’s contemporaneous Pelleas und Melisande (1903) will point up the 

stage he had reached in SdM. As noted in Chapter 3, there was a late Romantic value 

placed on polyphonic texture for its ability to bind, contrast and increase the 

expressivity of a work.  

 

In reaction to the degree of polyphonic complexity at which a work such as Pelleas und 

Melisande had arrived as discussed in Chapter 3, Malipiero drew out the power of 

Schoenbergian techniques. Principal was the contrary motion of the lines to produce 

melodic non-functional harmony sounding successive 7th chords without consonant 

                                                           
386 Ibid. quoting Harrison as cited. 
387 Ibid. 
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resolution; the other, the placing of dissonance between the beats; and importantly, lines 

progressing by a high proportion of stepwise motion. Malipiero had begun to apply in 

SdE the varied and expressive potential of the horizotal dimension over the vertical 

using the interplay between ‘linear propulsive quality’388 and ‘chromatic saturation’389 

with which composers like Strauss and Schoenberg had been experimenting.  

 

Compared to the polyphony in Pelleas und Melisande, it has been noted in Chapter 3 

that the counterpoint in Example 3.14c from Malipiero’s SdE, composed three years 

later, had been a more economic reflection of a Schoenbergian complexity, though 

using the same technqiues. There is still the imitation in the first bar, polyrhythmic 

layered contrary motion in the succeeding bars along with chromatic step-wise 

seemingly wandering lines. It is these wandering horizontal lines that produce the 

tonally vague unresolved progression of seventh chords. Similar to the rhythmic 

contrast in Schoenberg (Example 3.14b) between longer-valued and sustained notes and 

agitated quavers, semiquavers, demisemiquavers and tripets, Malipiero, in Example 

3.16b, contrasts sutained notes and quavers, dotted quavers, triplets and semiquavers. 

Additionally, drawing again on early 17th-century divisioning, he includes a quintuplet.  

 

 

Moving forward from 1905 to 1906, Example 4.11 from Sinfonia del mare introduces 

an extended pedal point to underpin the imitative polyphony. The sustained D, then 

open-fifth G-D pedal, now casts a stasis over the texture that was not present in the SdE 

polyphonic texture of Example 3.14c. The polyphony is intensified in the last 9 bars of 

Example 4.11 (Panel 4, Theme 7) where the pedal becomes an additional contrapuntal 

line, the strings adding a further line to arrive at a Schoenbergian eight distinct voices. 

                                                           
388 Hill, 'Schoenberg's Pelleas und Melisande: An Exegesis and Analysis', p. 52. 
389 Ibid. 
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As does Schoenberg in the passage recalled in Example 3.14b in Chapter 3, Malipiero’s 

horizontal focus allows the imitative lines to wander harmonically as regard for tonal 

centres is lost, creating a sucession of 7th chords sliding to the next by steps and at most 

minor thirds. Malipiero’s polyphonic texture lies between a homogeneously 

orchestrated melody surrounded by active stasis and following, a reprise fragment of the 

allegro con brio Theme 4.
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Example 4.11   Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare (Panel 4, Theme 7, bars 352-367)    Polyphonic texture grounded in sustained open-fifth pedal point, 

independent polyphonic lines and fragmented rhythmic and melodic imitation. Unprepared dissonances with exceptionally unstable f centre and 

chromatic movement to a suspended F# harmony 

 



217 

 

Aspect 6 – Occasional Debussian submerging-emerging within surrounding texture 

Malipiero, as has been seen, highly rates the substantial melodic line often presented in a 

closed form. However, as part of his experiments with discontinuity in SdM, he 

strategically, though sparsely, places fragmentary melodic material that emerges from and 

submerges into the surrounding texture. Malipiero had learnt from Debussy’s procedure that 

Eimert presents as a limited thematic repetition with thematic fragments usually occurring 

only once or twice. The fragment then submerges into the surrounding texture. Though the 

repetitions stimulate ample memory assimilation by the listener, it also unleashes a 

disorientation in the mind of the listener as repeated fragments are only almost the same, as 

Debussy makes small alterations to maintain freshness in a now familiar fragment.390  

 

 

Theme 11, seen emerging at bar 440 in Example 4.12 (Panel 5) does so again in bar 446 

however with an altered note set, then ‘submerges’ into the background sonic fabric. It 

reemerges still later at bar 448 with still another note set alternation – the whole tone scale. 

The limited time that Malipiero’s themes appear then ‘submerge into the texture’,391 

enhance as a consequence, the discontinuous quality of the work. Seeking to distinguish 

between the texture of Debussy as ‘master of impressionism’392 and that of Malipiero, 

Rossi-Doria bases the distinction on the ‘musical figures upon which the expressive quality 

of the work relies’.393 This brief emerging-submerging theme is what Rossi-Doria defines as 

figures that, in the horizontal rather than the vertical direction, are ‘melodic nuclei’394 rather 

than chordal in nature. This contrasts with Debussy for whom ‘harmonic resonance…was 

                                                           
390 Eimert, 'Debussy's Jeux': 3-20.   
391 Wheeldon, 'Interpreting Discontinuity in the Late Works of Claude Debussy': 98. 
392 Rossi-Doria, 'Esordi di Malipiero': 95. 
393 Ibid. 
394 Ibid. 
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the basis for the inspiration [producing] all types of figures, chordal, melodic, rhythmic and 

choice of timbre’.395 In Malipiero’s case, harmonic resonance, as described earlier, is ‘not 

more than a halo’.396  Saying this, he is stressing that this resonance, as with a halo in a 

sacred image that emanates from the central feature of the holy person’s head, is driven by 

the melody, its source and ‘holy person’ in Malipiero’s creative thinking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
395 Ibid. 
396 Ibid. 
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Emerging and 

submerging 

Theme 11 then, 

submerging 

decrescendo back 

into texture (note 

set 1) 

Robust theme 12 

Robust theme  12 

Melody featuring divisioning 
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Example 4.12   Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare (443-450)    Texture surrounding emerging 

and submerging Theme 11 preceded by divisioning, sustained notes with harp chords and 

imitative figurations, then accompanied by polyrhythmic counter-melodies, and followed up 

with the previous elements. It lies with a one chord per bar harmonic rhythm 

Robust theme 12 

Emerging-

submerging 

theme  11 

(note set 2) 

Melody featuring divisioning 
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Aspect 7 – Linearity generating active homophony 

 

The seventh aspect in maintaining the energised stasis, is the support of a theme by a 

harmonic ostinato generated from features of the theme as seen in Example 4.13. It presents 

an extended ostinato accompaniment of two 5-bar phrases in closed form with a 6-bar 

extension. The closed form reflects the similar usage discussed in relation to Malipiero’s 

thematic construction. The ostinato, which also has a pedal point ‘flavour’ derived from the 

repeated Fs, is generated from the note set of Theme 15 (Example 4.6) and extended with 

Debussy’s techniques of varied repetition of small motives in bars 661-666. Contrary 

motion lines within the harmony moving in parallel fifths and thirds call to mind another 

practice of the French composer. Used by Debussy with effect in Nuages, contrary motion 

thirds and fifths collide producing colour within the vertical dimension. Malipiero’s use of 

the intersections of thirds and fifths, encouraged by Debussy, along with notes not part of 

the note set (Gb, Eb, Db) and modal inflections (B, Ab) intensify the melancholically 

chromatic colour of the texture. The bass line often moves by whole tone step and a pseudo-
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ecclesiastical G minor-> C minor-> Bb progression. This suggests the Debussian vertical 

sense of colour rather than function. 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 4.13    Malipiero   Sinfonia del mare  Bars 651-666 (Panel 11, Theme 15)   

Homophonic accompaniment generated from Theme 15 (Example 4.6) and 

mirroring contrary motion lines; non-harmonic notes/ altered notes  

(B, Gb, Eb, Db, Ab) add to the changing harmonic colour. 

 

 

As an example of linearity generating active homophony, it is also another example of the 

increased non-functional linear unfolding in the texture using non-harmonic notes/ altered 

notes (B,Gb, Eb, Db, Ab) added to change harmonic colour This is symptomatic of 
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Malipiero’s shift from the functional integrity in combinations of  homophony, monophony, 

monody and polyphony (cf. Example 3.1 in Chapter 3) in his SdE. 

 

Linearity is also used to suspend the individual chords of homophonic progressions in ‘mid-

air’. The texture of such a suspension is achieved, as seen in Example 4.14, with a gradual 

build up to a chord of multiple thirds on C in prolonged values, note after note over 17 

beats. There is, however, no sense of a traditionally urgent resolution to follow. Episodic in 

formal positioning and horizontally conceived, Malipiero again drives an overall inertia 

with linear motion.  

 

Example 4.14   Malipiero  Sinfonia del mare   Bars 627-630  Homophonic texture in which 

a harmony layered in thirds is built up over four bars with the pp semitone movement on the 

second last beat understating the tonal shift that will colour the next formal unit. 

 

 

In the above example, Malipiero maintains the discontinuity through a static chord 

expressed within a sustained linear texture. His desire to ‘work’ this linearity within a non-

functional accompaniment using polyphonic techniques to create the sensation that the 

accompaniment is very much alive, is still more explicit in the next passage, Example 4.15.  
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In this example (below), imitation in the upper strings in bar 20 is used to create an 

extended theme based on a motivic phrase. Polyphonically, it is supported by semiquaver 

counter-melodies in the middle string voices, followed by two-part semiquaver intersecting 

harmonic clashes in Vn I and II in bar 22. The texture then segments as it shifts to a clarinet 

monody decorated by upper WW imitations and supported by a dominant pedal. 

Maintaining this pedal enhances the sense of floating inertia along with the limited note set 

of the fragmented w/w figurations that resist any functional drive; yet the passage moves 

forward by the semiquavers’ anacrustic approach to each second pair of semiquavers. 
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Continued next page 

 

Extended theme 

through imitation 

Semiquaver counter-melodies 
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Example 4.15  Malipiero  Sinfonia del mare   Bars 22-25  Polyphonic-influenced texture 

with imitation and decoration present in theme along with two-part linear 

harmonic clashes. 

 

Pedal point activated by two-part 

semiquaver lines producing harmonic 

clashes through intersection 

Monody consisting of the clarinet/ violin I/ 

celli sounding homogeously, decorated by 

upper WW imitations. Using a limited note 

set that avoids literal repetition, they 

sounded over a C pedal in Horns activated 

by tympani and DB plucks on C  
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Summary remarks 

To what extent has Malipiero’s emancipation from late Romantic tradition made a 

difference in Sinfonia del mare compared to SdE?  The examples above have identified the 

influence of Debussy in the use of a discontinuous formal span, though in Malipiero’s case, 

each fragmented formal unit is more richly defined in a thematic rather than motivic 

manner. Linear semitonal voice-leading slides beween units avoiding a sense of disjunction.  

He raised multiple themes to become the structural footings of multiple formal units. He 

surrounded these themes with individualised linearly-inspired textures that, though static, 

possess an active inertia that is made fluid through ostinato used as pedal point, 

multilayered subdivided rhythms, arpeggiations and juxtapositions of various combinations 

of polyphonic techniques.  

 

Malipiero’s initial reaction to Debussy, beginning with discussions and models in Bossi’s 

classes and the historically significant decision to include Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune 

in the Liceo musicale 1905 Centenary celebrations in which Malipiero took a direct part, 

unleashed the ferment of an emotionally direct response. Christopher Howell’s review 

summarises it as a preference for ‘a more obviously emotional engagement [in contrast] to 

the Frenchman’s more distant evocations’.397 Howell has delineated Debussy’s more neutral 

disposition compared to Malipiero’s more emotional evocation. Perhaps Debussy’s attitude 

is paraphrased as ‘experience my evocative imagery or impressions’ whereas Malipiero 

wishes his audience to ‘experience and be profoundly moved by my evocative imagery or 

impressions taking home my memorable themes’. 

 

                                                           
397 Christopher Howell, Review for CD: Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) Sinfonia del vero I and others 

NAXOS 8.572409 (2011). Available from: http://www.musicweb-

international.com/classrev/2012/Jan12/Malipiero_8572409.htm#ixzz3onO1m1T4. Accessed on 15 July 2016. 
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Malipiero will often present a solo line with a background instrumental choir, whose shape 

and harmony derives from the theme itself. It could almost be said that, in the same way 

words led the harmony for Monteverdi, for Malipiero, the melody ‘becomes the mistress of 

the harmony’.398 The examples established that, inspired by the early 17th-century monodic 

textures, he explored this expressive potential of accompaniments subordinated to the 

associated monodic line in instrumental textures. 

 

As a 1906 Malipierian precept, the following is now clear: that a monodic textural interplay 

of the discontinuous units begins from closed, self-contained themes, concentrated in 

tessitura and built from small note sets. These themes are accompanied by an energized 

active stasis. By subtly manipulating the direction of the polyphonic lines of the stasis of 

one unit, it is able to place listeners barely perceptibly in the fresh tonal centre of that of the 

subsequent unit. Each unit thus becomes a unique evocation without any awkward 

disjunction between the units. Through his score’s evocative power, this Venetian composer 

wanted to call before the audience the sea, highly likely his own martime environment of 

Venice and the old historic port itself.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

398 Denis Arnold, '"Seconda Pratica": A Background to Monteverdi's Madrigals', Music & Letters, 38/4 (1957): 

344. Available from: http://www.jstor.org/stable/730115. Accessed on 1 February 2016. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Conclusion 

 

The aim of this study has been to trace the genesis of Malipiero’s compositional style 

exhibited in his two earliest symphonic works, to highlight his emancipation from late 

Romantic Straussian practices and response to those of the French School led by Fauré 

and Debussy. This emancipation was influenced and supported by his intense study of 

early 17th-century Italian instrumental repertoire and Gregorian chant. 

 

The works – one a symphonic poem after the continuous formal models of Richard 

Strauss, the other a descriptive symphony absorbing the discontinuous practices of 

Debussy –  have shown, through comparative analysis, a changing balance between 

musical elements. In the first work, Malipiero applied the continuity of the sonata 

principle in a complex paradigm operating as a simultaneous functioning of a sonata 

form along with the four movements of a sonata cycle. In the second work, the 

experimentations of applying discontinuity to formal structure among the late Romantic 

composers, taken in extreme directions by Debussy, inspired Malipiero to fragment his 

work into many formal units. This he did without disconnection, accomplishing smooth 

liaisons between units by step-wise linear motion between tonal centres. Within the 

multiple formal units, linearity became the dominant element in formulating a new 

musical language. 

  

Sinfonia del mare, as his second work and as his first opportunity to compose apart 

from the sway of this teachers, points up aspects of his new musical language. Within 
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his greater focus on discontinuity of form, Malipiero structured extended melodic 

material in the context of his widening orchestral perspective. This extended material 

showed that – even more than in SdE – the expressivity of his new musical language 

depended not on the wildly extrovert, leaping themes of the late Austro-Germanic 

school. It depended rather on long-standing Italian lyrical qualities of constraint, 

intensified by a use of a narrow tessitura without octave displacements or multiple large 

intervals. The intensified contraint was enhanced with extreme rhythmic variety. The 

whole melodic construct was, however, now non-functionally unfolded. 

 

How emancipated his second work was from the first is seen in the significant 

realisation of a new Italian musical language in the later work. His move from the first 

work’s texture linked to the late Romantic Austro-German tradition meant that he left 

behind a functional interplay of monophony, melody with accompaniment, imitative 

polyphony including sequence and decorated homophony. He replaced it in the second, 

with a rhythmically varied and extended monody, an active surrounding accompaniment 

created through an intensified linearity and a slowed harmonic rhythm. Its whole 

textural construct was melodically unfolded. This shift from the Austro-German 

tradition to techniques that were inspired by the French school of practice was a radical 

leap. It was a leap from continuity to discontinuity in form and melodic shaping, from 

open themes to closed themes, from bi-thematic to multi-thematic, from Romantic 

sweeping expanse to melodies of concentrated tessitura, maintaining at all times a 

unifying linearity –  the nurturing, in fact, of the critical ‘linear unfoldment’. Perhaps 

this shift will help the reader understand the sentiments of the reviewer Mark McCue, 
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who declared that ‘Sinfonia del mare outdoes and outdeepens Ibert and Debussy’.399 

This radical leap certainly prepared Malipiero for still further shifts. 

 

Malipiero could not be better placed to take on the transition from Romanticism to 

modernism, born on the threshold of the 20th century. It was, however, his own quite 

independent manner of transition. He considered re-invention of the Italian musical 

language non-negotiable. In the period close after the composition of the two works, 

focus of this study, Malipiero maintained his fundamental building block as the melodic 

line based often in changing modal note sets and inflections. He used the line’s ability 

to provide extended melody but abandoned repeatable themes and thematic 

development as such. He also used the lines’ potential clashes from weaving extended 

finely lucid polyphonic textures to deliver constantly changing harmonic colour. 

Impressionistic passages were strategically located but did not become characteristic in 

every work to follow.  The Baroque and Viennese rhythmic elements, nevertheless, 

became persistently characteristic, as well as the use of pedal points and stasis-

producing ostinato.  

 

As this stylistic unfolding moved towards 1910, Malipiero had opportunities to join 

forces with the other young Italian composers who also wished to break from the past. 

He, along with Respighi, Pizzetti, Bastianelli and Renzo Bossi, son of his teacher, 

                                                           
399  McCue, Mark, CD Review for Gian Francesco Malipiero: Symphonies Nos. 3 & 4; 

Sinfonia del mare  NAXOS 8.223602 (Hong Kong: NAXOS, 2001). Available from: 

https://www.amazon.com/Gian-Francesco-Malipiero-Symphonies-Nos-3-4-Sinfonia-

del-

mare/dp/B00000461K/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_rvw_txt?ie=UTF8IE.AssocFile.HTM\Shell\Op

en\CommandIE.AssocFile.HTM\Shell\Open\Command. Accessed on 4 August 2018 

https://www.amazon.com/Gian-Francesco-Malipiero-Symphonies-Nos-3-4-Sinfonia-del-mare/dp/B00000461K/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_rvw_txt?ie=UTF8IE.AssocFile.HTM/Shell/Open/CommandIE.AssocFile.HTM/Shell/Open/Command
https://www.amazon.com/Gian-Francesco-Malipiero-Symphonies-Nos-3-4-Sinfonia-del-mare/dp/B00000461K/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_rvw_txt?ie=UTF8IE.AssocFile.HTM/Shell/Open/CommandIE.AssocFile.HTM/Shell/Open/Command
https://www.amazon.com/Gian-Francesco-Malipiero-Symphonies-Nos-3-4-Sinfonia-del-mare/dp/B00000461K/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_rvw_txt?ie=UTF8IE.AssocFile.HTM/Shell/Open/CommandIE.AssocFile.HTM/Shell/Open/Command
https://www.amazon.com/Gian-Francesco-Malipiero-Symphonies-Nos-3-4-Sinfonia-del-mare/dp/B00000461K/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_rvw_txt?ie=UTF8IE.AssocFile.HTM/Shell/Open/CommandIE.AssocFile.HTM/Shell/Open/Command
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formed ‘la lega dei Cinque’ calling to mind the ‘Russian five’. This extract from their 

1911 public manifesto says much: 

It is therefore up to us, the younger generation, to respond  

musically to the new consciousness which is coming into  

being in Italy’.400 

 

As changes from 19th-century norms and attitudes to those part of the ‘new 

consciouness’ took place between 1910-1920, three symphonic works composed in 

these years, exemplified Malipiero’s continued emancipation after the early works. 

Straddling the second decade of the 20th century, they embraced Malipiero’s mind-

blowing reaction to the primitivism of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring. They were 

Impressioni del vero I (1910), II (1915) and III (1921). All three evoke natural scenarios 

familiar to him, bird calls in particular. The first intertwines birdcalls in a musical 

soundscape varying from woodwind monody against a pedal point, to that akin to 

Debussy’s harmony for colour, to lush Romantic passages.  It is occasionally articulated 

with assertive untuned percussion, to mimic the forest sounds. Malipiero’s response in 

1913, to the Rite of Spring drew a curtain across his works to that point of time, a 

curtain that this study has drawn back. It opened the ‘french windows’ to the second 

Impressioni. Beginning with a Stravinskyan multi-layered ostinato that gradually builds 

in complexity and dynamic showing his ability to link both delicateness and 

assertiveness in one orchestral texture, Malipiero then leaps into a lyrical section with 

Debussian parallelisms and Gregorian inspired melodic curves. But Stravinsky is not far 

away and re-enters in the finale. The third work unites the entire opening section with 

an ostinato against which Gregorian contours emerge, followed, in the central section 

and finale sections respectively, by Bartokian ‘night music’, then a moto perpetuo. 

                                                           
400 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a 

Wayward Genius, p. 14. 
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Stravinsky is recalled in occasional block textures and percussive ostinatos. The 

melodic line remains persistent throughout, using, from time to time, the folkloric 

ornaments evident in Sinfonia del mare.  

 

The following decade saw the results of Malipiero’s incorporation of two unlikely 

companions into his Debussian-early Baroquean influence: the aesthetic precepts 

associated with neoclassicism – balance, clarity, economy and emotional restraint – and 

primitivism. This incorporation used pared-down performing forces, an emphasis on 

rhythm and contrapuntal texture along with an updated tonal harmony to express, what 

he considered, the best of primitivism. This allowed him to accentuate its delicate 

elegance as heard, for example, just over a minute into the ‘Introduction’ to Rite of 

Spring, and its confronting aggression in, to cite another instance, the final 2.5 minutes 

of the work. Throughout the development of these results, Malipiero’s textures reflected 

a predilection for manipulation of line.  

 

After his initial compositions of the 1910s, having carefully removed any vestiges of 

late Romantic practice, Malipiero continued to absorb early Italian music practice in his 

works expressing it in, for example, Rispetti e strambotti from 1920. This work, imbued 

with folkloristic elements, highlights its many panels in a linear manner with distinctive 

themes, as modelled in Sinfonia del mare.  After the 1920s, Malipiero spent a great deal 

of time in the isolated village of Asolo, to where a constant stream of musicians would 

make pilgrimage including the next two generations of composers. Among these were 

Luigi Dallapiccola, Luigi Nono and Bruno Maderna. From around 1932, Malipiero’s 

style, was often heard as a tranquil and highly lyrical linearity and it is from this period 

that the numbered symphonies originated. It was also during this period that Concerti 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classicism
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for Orchestra (1931) and the String Quartet Cantari alla madrigalesca (1931) became 

precursors of a stylistic development that would bring about the composition of the first 

violin voncerto (1932) and a series of piano concertos in the same decade. These works 

vary between ‘radiantly colourful’ and a ‘new kind of chromaticism’.401 The second 

piano concerto (1937), in its first movement, still exhibits a full-flowering of the lyrical 

linearity pioneered in the earlier works.  

 

It is ironic that though Malipiero eschewed the Italian opera from the beginning of his 

career in composition, he (along with Pizzetti and Casella) would devote himself to 

writing, to what would become, a large body of operas, however, always with the aim of 

reinventing the genre. The works would be so innovative and ‘ahead of their time’, that 

even progressive audiences would often leave in emotional bewilderment. Sette canzoni 

(1920), for instance, completely abandoned the 3-act expanse of Italian melodrama, and 

took the form of seven mini-operas. Though analysis and discussion of these is well-

beyond the scope of this thesis, it is significant, nevertheless, that part of their 

adventurousness was Malipiero’s frequent use a monodic declamatory style. This use, 

again reflecting his linear basis, owed as much to early 17th-century practices, pioneered 

by Monteverdi, as to ancient Greek drama. Both historical practices modelled for him 

the centricity of the melodic line and its expressive power.   

 

 

Throughout the early 20th century, Malipiero and Casella continued the crusade to 

promote the excellence of the new Italian music, working together, at one stage, on a 

concert project juxtaposing Casella’s new piano concerto with Schoenberg’s Pierrot 

                                                           
401 Ibid., pp.205-206. 
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Lunaire. They purposely wanted to show the public the merits of their fresh melodic 

refinement gained through use of early Italian tradition, how they believed it was 

superior to that produced by Schoenberg’s technique. This makes it all the more logical 

that in the 1950s, after WWII, Malipiero’s symphonic works  such as the Sinfonia in un 

tempo and the Sinfonia dello zodiaco both featured contrapuntal textures and motivic 

manipulations with qualities recognisable from the early works.  

 

During the next two decades of the 60s and 70s until shortly before his death, in adding 

another unbelievable fifty works to his oeuvres, Malipiero gave ample time for possible 

stylistic and technical shifts. They included ‘a kind of gnarled chromaticism [taking] 

over from euphonious diatonicism as the dominant sound’.402 The magic number ‘12’, 

the focus of Schoenberg’s serialism featured in Malipiero’s ‘themes built from all 

twelve semitones of the scale—sometimes within just twelve notes’,403 however it was 

not a headlong dive into this compositional trend. Certainly, the rebellion against the 

recent Italian past motivated increasing numbers of young composer’s to adopt post-

Schoenbergian twelve note techniques. Malipiero, however, did not ‘systematically’404 

put these into practice, despite his own nephew, Riccardo Malipiero, being a principal 

organiser in 1949, of the First International Conference of Dodecaphonic Music in 

Milan. His uncle was not present. 

 

Rather than joining the pointillistic experiments of Stockhausen of which he had 

become aware (for instance he had a copy of Zyklus (1959) in his library), and 

                                                           
402 Gallagher, David, Liner notes for MALIPIERO, G.F.: Fantasie di ogni giorno / Passacaglie / Concerti 

NAXOS  8.57329 (Singapore: Naxos, 2014) Available from: 

https://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.573291&catNum=573291&filetype=

About%20this%20Recording&language=English. Accessed on 11 August 2018. 
403 Ibid. 
404 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward 

Genius, p. 56. 

https://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.573291&catNum=573291&filetype=About%20this%20Recording&language=English
https://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.573291&catNum=573291&filetype=About%20this%20Recording&language=English
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Schaeffer's Paris musique concrète studio, his linear melodic values only allowed him to 

see these values in the dodecaphony he embraced with its sense of contrapuntal line. He 

continued to compose profusely until shortly before his death in 1973. In fact, ‘as a 

composer, he produced such a profusion of instrumental works as to almost make up for 

an entire century’s neglect’.405  Maderna, as late as two years before his maestro’s death, 

was to effuse, ‘his recent music is for me the most beautiful that he has ever written: he 

is an incredible man; old as he is, he is still full of ideas…’406 The key to maintaining 

that beauty throughout his vast life span, was the priority and response of the linear 

dimension in both its monodic expressiveness and contrapuntal interplay whose 

foundations can be seen to have been securely lain in his two earliest symphonic works. 

 

47,887 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
405 Reilly, 'Music - Beyond Italian Opera: Malipiero'. 
406 Waterhouse, Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882-1973) The Life, Times and Music of a Wayward 

Genius, p. 80. 
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Appendix   1 

1903 Letter of Application407 

Honorable Office of the Director 

    Of the Music High School “Rossini” 

                 Bologna 

The undersigned presents an application, to the Directorial Body of this 

High School, to gain admittance to the school of composition having 

completed studies in harmony, counterpoint and fugue under the guidance 

of the Illustrious master Marco Enrico Bossi, and obtained from the Civic 

Music High School Benedetto Marcello of Venice, the diploma in these 

subjects, and having further studied the forms of musical composition, 

part in the above-mentioned institute, part privately.  

I include with this application the requested documentation. 

 

      With unreserved esteem 

      Francesco Malipiero 

Venezia   6 October 1903 

 

                                                           
407 Gian Francesco Malipiero, Letter Requesting Admission to the Liceo Msuicale of Bologna (Venice, 

1903). Accessed on 14 November 2014. 
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Appendix   2 

Text of Canto III 

Dante Alighieri (1265–1321).  The Divine Comedy. 

The Harvard Classics.  1909–14. 

Inferno [Hell] 

  

Canto III 

  

ARGUMENT.—Dante, following Virgil, comes to the gate of Hell; where, after having read the 

dreadful words that are written thereon, they both enter. Here, as he understands from Virgil, those 

were punished who had passed their time (for living it could not be called) in a state of apathy and 

indifference both to good and evil. Then, pursuing their way, they arrive at the river Acheron; and 

there find the old ferryman Charon, who takes the spirits over to the opposite shore; which, as soon 

as Dante reaches, he is seized with terror, and falls into a trance. 

 

“THROUGH me you pass into the city of woe: 

Through me you pass into eternal pain: 

Through me among the people lost for aye. 

Justice the founder of my fabric moved: 

5 To rear me was the task of Power divine, 

Supremest Wisdom, and primeval Love. 1 

Before me things create were none, save things 

Eternal, and eternal I endure. 

All hope abandon, ye who enter here.” 

10 Such characters, in color dim, I mark’d 

Over a portal’s lofty arch inscribed. 

Whereat I thus: “Master, these words import 

Hard meaning.” He as one prepared replied: 

“Here thou must all distrust behind thee leave; 

15 Here be vile fear extinguish’d. We are come 

Where I have told thee we shall see the souls 

To misery doom’d, who intellectual good 

Have lost.” And when his hand he had stretch’d forth 

To mine, with pleasant looks, whence I was cheer’d, 

http://www.bartleby.com/20/103.html#note1.3.19
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20 Into that secret place he led me on. 

Here sighs, with lamentations and loud moans, 

Resounded through the air pierced by no star, 

That e’en I wept at entering. Various tongues, 

Horrible languages, outcries of woe, 

25  Accents of anger, voices deep and hoarse, 

With hands together smote that swell’d the sounds, 

Made up a tumult, that forever whirls 

Round through that air with solid darkness stain’d, 

Like to the sand that in the whirlwind flies. 

30  I then, with horror yet encompast, cried: 

“O master! what is this I hear? what race 

Are these, who seem so overcome with woe?” 

  He thus to me: “This miserable fate 

Suffer the wretched souls of those, who lived 

35  Without or praise or blame, with that ill band 

Of angels mix’d, who nor rebellious proved, 

Nor yet were true to God, but for themselves 

Were only. From his bounds Heaven drove them forth 

Not to impair his lustre; nor the depth 

40   Of Hell receives them, lest the accursed tribe 

Should glory thence with exultation vain.” 

I then: “Master! what doth aggrieve them thus, 

That they lament so loud?” He straight replied: 

“That will I tell thee briefly. These of death 

45  No hope may entertain: and their blind life 

So meanly passes, that all other lots 

They envy. Fame of them the world hath none, 

Nor suffers; Mercy and Justice scorn them both. 

Speak not of them, but look, and pass them by.” 

50   And I, who straightway look’d, beheld a flag, 

Which whirling ran around so rapidly, 

That it no pause obtain’d: and following came 

Such a long train of spirits, I should ne’er 

Have thought that death so many had despoil’d. 

55  When some of these I recognized, I saw 

And knew the shade of him, who to base fear 2 

Yielding, abjured his high estate. Forthwith 

I understood, for certain, this the tribe 

Of those ill spirits both to God displeasing 
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60  And to His foes. These wretches, who ne’er lived, 

Went on in nakedness, and sorely stung 

By wasps and hornets, which bedew’d their cheeks 

With blood, that, mix’d with tears, dropp’d to their feet, 

And by disgustful worms was gather’d there. 

65  Then looking further onwards, I beheld 

A throng upon the shore of a great stream: 

Whereat I thus: “Sir! grant me now to know 

Whom here we view, and whence impell’d they seem 

So eager to pass o’er, as I discern 

70  Through the blear light?” He thus to me in few: 

“This shalt thou know, soon as our steps arrive 

Beside the woful tide of Acheron.” 

Then with eyes downward cast, and fill’d with shame, 

Fearing my words offensive to his ear, 

75  Till we had reach’d the river, I from speech 

Abstain’d. And lo! toward us in a bark 

Comes on an old man, hoary white with eld, 

Crying, “Woe to you, wicked spirits! hope not 

Ever to see the sky again. I come 

80  To take you to the other shore across, 

Into eternal darkness, there to dwell 

In fierce heat and in ice. And thou, who there 

Standest, live spirit! get thee hence, and leave 

These who are dead.” But soon as he beheld 

85  I left them not, “By other way,” said he, 

“By other haven shalt thou come to shore, 

Not by this passage; thee a nimbler boat 

Must carry.” Then to him thus spake my guide: 

“Charon! thyself torment not: so ’tis will’d, 

90  Where will and power are one: ask thou no more.” 

Straightway in silence fell the shaggy cheeks 

Of him, the boatman o’er the livid lake, 

Around whose eyes glared wheeling flames. Meanwhile 

Those spirits, faint and naked, color changed, 

95  And gnash’d their teeth, soon as the cruel words 

They heard. God and their parents they blasphemed, 

The human kind, the place, the time, and seed, 

That did engender them and give them birth, 

Then all together sorely wailing drew 
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100  To the curst strand, that every man must pass 

Who fears not God. Charon, demoniac form, 

With eyes of burning coal, collects them all, 

Beckoning, and each, that lingers, with his oar 

Strikes. As fall off the light autumnal leaves 

 

105   One still another following, till the bough 

Strews all its honours on the earth beneath; 

E’en in like manner Adam’s evil brood 

Cast themselves, one by one, down from the shore, 

Each at a beck, as falcon at his call. 

110   Thus go they over through the umber’d wave; 

And ever they on the opposing bank 

Be landed, on this side another throng 

Still gathers. “Son,” thus spake the courteous guide, 

“Those who die subject to the wrath of God 

115   All here together come from every clime 

And to o’erpass the river are not loth: 

For so Heaven’s justice goads them on, that fear 

Is turn’d into desire. Hence ne’er hath past 

Good spirit. If of thee Charon complain, 

 

 

120   Now mayst thou know the import of his words.” 

This said, the gloomy region trembling shook 

So terribly, that yet with clammy dews 

Fear chills my brow. The sad earth gave a blast, 

That, lightening, shot forth a vermilion flame, 

125   Which all my senses conquer’d quite, and I 

Down dropp’d, as one with sudden slumber seized. 
 

Source:   http://www.bartleby.com/20/103.html 
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