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Los caballos negros son.

Las herraduras son negras.

Sobre las capas relucen

manchas de tinta y de cera.

Tienen, por eso no lloran,

de plomo las calaveras.

Con el alma de charol

vienen por la carretera.

Jorobados y nocturnos,

por donde animan ordenan

silencios de goma oscura

y miedos de fina arena.

Pasan, si quieran pasar,

y ocultan en la cabeza

una vaga astronomia

de pistolas inconcretas.

Luigi Nono (1924-1990) was one of the
most important European composers of
the 20th century. He was also a
committed socialist and a life-
long member of (and later
leader in) the Italian Com-
munist Party (PCI).
Nono’s music was intrin-
sicallyboundtohispolit-
ical beliefs and his pieces
were always thematical-
ly connected to left-wing
liberation struggles of
the time. However, much
of the scholarship on
Nono either ignores his
politics completely or men-
tions it only in passing. That
scholarship which does com-
prehensivelyengagewithhispo-
litical commitments almost always
does so through either a neo-Marxist

or Gramscian lens. I argue that neither of
these approaches provide a satisfactory

picture of Nono’s highly developed
political aesthetic. Neo-Marx-

ist aesthetics are ill-suited as a
framework for understand-
ing Nono’s materialist ap-
proach to music composi-
tion and, while making a
connection between
Nono and Gramsci is un-
derstandable as a result of
his numerous references
to the late Italian commu-

nist leader, Nono’s reading
of Gramsci is mostly super-

ficial. Rather, I believe a close
reading of Nono’s writings re-

veals that his influences lie else-
where, specifically the literary

theory of Jean-Paul Sartre and the
dramaturgy of Bertolt Brecht. It is by

Luigi Nono’s
SocialistModernist
Political Aesthetic

Transposing Sartre & Brecht
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transposing progressive Modernist con-
cepts from the work of these two figures to
the discipline of music composition that
Nono develops a left-wing political aesthet-
ic distinct both the Socialist Realism of the
communist East and the Adornian neo-
Marxism of the capitalist West, a political
aesthetic that I term Socialist Modernism.

Introduction

Luigi Nono was a Venetian composer whose
work was well known for its explicit leftist
political content. Born in 1924, Nono grew
up under Mussolini’s fascist government.
He developed radical left-wing politics in
hisyouth.AsayoungadultduringWWII,he
was able to avoid military conscription with
the help of a socialist sympathizing doctor
and enrolled in university as a law student,
where he began secretly assisting the anti-
fascist resistance movement.1 Nono spent
what free time he had studying music com-
position with Gian Francesco Malipiero,
the director of the Venice Liceo Musicale.

After the war he was introduced to the child
prodigy performer/composer Bruno
Maderna and the renowned orchestral con-
ductor Hermann Scherchen. Both men
were committed socialists and their politics
had an enormous impact on Nono.2 It was
through these connections that Nono was
able to attend the Ferienkurse für Neue
Musik (Summer Course for New Music) in
Darmstadt,Germany,returningeverysum-
mer between 1950 and 1959. During this
period Nono officially joined the Italian
Communist Party (PCI) and went on to be-
come the so-called “political enfant terrible”
of the“DarmstadtSchool,”aresultofhisex-
perimental anti-fascist compositions (Il
canto sospeso, 3 Epitaffi per Federico Garcia
Lorca).3 4

In 1959, Nono accused John Cage of “colo-
nialist thinking” and denounced his method
as “orientalisms that a certain Western cul-
ture employs to enhance the attractiveness
of its aesthetic...” during a public lecture at
Darmstadt.5 6 7 Nono took issue with nu-
merous elements of Cage’s practice but fo-
cused specifically on his appropriation of
Zen Buddhism as simultaneously a manifes-
tation of cultural imperialism and a con-
scious use of Zen's historical connection to
imperialist ideology in Chinese antiquity.8

The debate with Cage and others led to
Nono’s subsequent break with the Darm-
stadt School, after which his music became
even more politically charged. His pieces
dealt with themes stretching from the ev-
eryday injustices facedbyfactoryworkers in
Italy (La fabbrica illuminata), to the strug-
gles of Communist freedom fighters during
theVietnamWar(A floresta é jovem e cheja de
vida), the Paris Commune, the 1905 Rus-
sianRevolution(Al gran sole carico d’amore),
and the US Civil Rights Movement (Con-
trappunto dialettico alla mente).

Much of the commentary and scholarship
on Nono’s music never engages with his pol-
itics directly, instead choosing to focus on
thetechnicalconstructionofhispieces.This
approach is problematic given that Nono
saw himself as a “totally committed musi-
cian... in the rich, diverse, multifaceted, and
often contradictory struggle for socialism.”9

However, even the scholarship which does
seriously engage with his left-wing beliefs
does so on shaky grounds, either retroac-
tively applying a ready-made neo-Marxist
aesthetic lens to his work or focusing on the
influence that Antonio Gramsci had on his
thought,viewinghiscorpuswithinaGrams-
cian framework. The former approach re-
veals the contradictory voices in Nono’s
music and the explicit modernism of his
method, yet understands this modernism as
a conservative reaction against postmod-
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ernism. The latter sheds light on Nono’s use
(and misuse) of Gramsci’s concepts of cul-
tural hegemony and organic intellectualism
as a justification for his artistic position.
However, both fail to reveal the full picture
of Nono’s highly developed political aes-
thetic.

Nono’smodernismisobvious,butthismod-
ernism is not a conservative allegiance to an
inter-war-period aesthetic. Rather, it is far
morenuancedandprogressive. It isalsotrue
that he repeatedly cited Gramscian con-
cepts to justify his position as a revolution-
ary artist, which was often under scrutiny as
a result of his upper-middle-class upbring-
ing, as well as his education and participa-
tion in a style of modern classical music (Se-
rialism) seen by many orthodox Marxists as
bourgeois.10 However, pointing out his
work’s modernism does not tell us much
about his complete aesthetic project and
presents a blinkered view of Nono as a musi-
cal conservative and, additionally, as shown
by Robert Adlington, if Nono was a Grams-
cian, he was “in fact a highly idiosyncratic”
one.11

I argue two points: A) the reason for Nono’s
awkward Gramscianism is that he is not, de-
spite numerous claims to the contrary, a
Gramscian at all and B) rather than being a
conservative modernist, Nono’s political
aesthetic is firmly rooted in specific pro-
gressive trends within Modernism. This pa-
per will deal with two of them: the ‘epic the-
atre’ of Bertolt Brecht (a figure who is cited
often and even paraphrased in Nono’s writ-
ings, interviews, and notes) and the literary
theoryofJean-PaulSatre.12 Infact, it isupon
this foundation that Nono builds a forward-
looking political aesthetic that I term social-
ist modernism.

Any interpretation of Nono’s work which
does not take into account these connec-

tions misunderstands and misrepresents it.
It is only by placing Nono’s work within the
framework of Brechtian dramaturgy and
Sartrean literary theory that it can be under-
stood.

Nono&Gramsci

Like most Italian left-wing artists and intel-
lectuals after World War II, Nono often cit-
ed Antonio Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks,
which were enormously popular after their
first publication in the 1950s.13 In his 2016
article ‘Whose Voices? The Fate of Luigi
Nono’s Voci destroying muros,’ Adlington
introducesustoNonointhe1960s,adecade
after his famous public denunciation of John
Cage in 1959 and his subsequent break with
the Darmstadt School.14Adlington presents
Nono as a committed, albeit confused,
Gramscian under attack intellectually by
the “folk-ethnology” aesthetic of the then

Cara mamma, caro

fratello, cara sorella,

io muoio per un mondo che

splenderà con luce tanto

forte, con tale bellezza

che il mio stesso

sacrificio è nulla.

Confortatevi pensando che

per esso sono morti

milioni di uomini in

migliaia di lotte sulle

barricate e sui fronti di

guerra. Consolatevi

pensando che muoio per la

giustizia. Consolatevi
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popular Workerist movement and the
Dutch anarchist group Provo15 during the
1970 Amsterdam production of his eventu-
ally-redacted piece Voci destroying muros
(Voices destroying walls).16 17 But this
Gramscian frame only provides tenuous ra-
tionales for Nono’s aesthetic ideas, imagin-
ing them to be a direct result of his supposed
misreading of Gramsci.

Adlington points out that Nono consistent-
ly “misrepresented his compatriot’s argu-
ments” and that he accepted at face value
the PCI’s conflation of Gramsci’s concept of
the‘organic intellectual’withanyintellectu-
al whose politics aligned with those of the
working class.18 19 Nono also seemed to mis-
understand Gramsci’s notion of culture as
beingmadeupofalreadyestablishedartistic
mediums.20

It is difficult to take Nono’s Gramscianism
seriously in light of these misunderstand-
ings, particularly his misinterpretation of
the concept of the organic intellectual,
about which Gramsci is incredibly clear. Ac-
cording to Gramsci, the organic intellectu-
al’s claim to this status is bound up in their

actual labour. It is an intellectualism con-
structed on the basis of their experiential
technical knowledge of the capitalist
method of production within their specific
industry.21

Interestingly, despite his misapplication of
this concept when used in reference to him-
self, Nono did seem to understand it when
discussing the working class. He explained,
on more than one occasion, how his 1964
piece for soprano voice and magnetic tape,
La fabbrica illuminata, was well-received by
working class audiences because its status as
a factory soundscape, rather than an au-
tonomous musical piece, appealed to their
technical intellectualism, an organic intellec-
tualism constructed experientially.22 23

According to Adlington, it is Nono’s simul-
taneous paradoxical applications of Gram-
sci that led to his lifelong obsession with
technology. Nono “drew from Gramsci’s
statement [on Organic Intellectualism] a
different conclusion,” analogizing the act of
musical research into electronics to the ex-
periential knowledge of the working class
and ignoring Gramsci’s emphasis on “locat-
ing organicity in indigeneity...”24 25

Luckily, Gramsci provides Nono with a pos-
sible exit from the conundrum of his class
background: “One of the most important
characteristics of any group that is develop-
ing towards dominance is its struggle... to
conquer ‘ideologically’ the traditional intel-
lectuals.”26 Nono, as a member of the tradi-
tional intellectual category of composer,
could conceive of himself as a conquered in-
tellectual,wonovertothecauseof thework-
ing class. Unfortunately, no such concep-
tion of his intellectual position appears in
his writings.

Adlington does mention that Nono, like
other post-War European composers,

Non c’è nulla da fare. Non

ti amareggiare, padre; così

ra scritto per me. Si muore

in compagnia. Addio.

rrivederci all’altro mondo,

vi aspetterò, e il giorno

che giungerete sarà festa.

La mia roba la prenderai

dalla Polizia. Il mio

ortafoglio non aveva dentro

niente. Però e nuovo.

rendilo tu, papà. Ricordati

che tuo figlio se ne va

amareggiato perché non
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“wished to heed the Sartrean call to throw
off the chains of oppression of creative... do-
mains... specifically addressing the kinds of
modernism that fascism had suppressed.”27

But he does not pursue this Sartrean con-
nection any further, instead continuing to
discuss Nono and his work within a Grams-
cian frame.

It is regrettable that Adlington does not ex-
ploreNono’sreadingofSartre,as thiswould
clarify Nono’s artistic approach. Though
drawing a line from Gramsci to Nono is un-
derstandable, Adlington shows throughout
his article that this leaves us more confused
than before regarding Nono’s aesthetic
choices and intentions. It is on the basis of
this incomplete picture that Adlington at-
temptstopiecetogetheracausalconnection
between Nono’s more direct (i.e. less avant-
garde) forms of representation for working
class voices in Voci destroying muros and the
folk-ethnology critiques of the Workerist
movement, even though such criticism was
never leveled at Nono publicly and there is
“no concrete evidence for a direct influ-
ence.”28 29 30

Nono&Neo-Marxist
Aesthetics

In his 2014 doctoral dissertation, Nono and
Marxist Aesthetics, Joshua Cody attempts to
interpret Nono’s 1980 string quartet Frag-
mente-Stille, An Diatoma through the
framework of what he calls “the four major
Marxistapproachestoart.”31 32 Hecomesto
two key conclusions. The first regards what
Cody terms Nono’s ‘conservative late-mod-
ernism.’ This is most clearly articulated in
the following quote:

Far from the mystical/naive poetic visionary
in the fashion of a Rothko, Scelsi, or

Tarkovsky... Nono is revealed via a narrato-
logical analytic approach as a wily, canny
dramatist armed with a conservative, late-
modernist and even, in a sense, neoromantic (if
never regressive) technique, one always con-
sciously resisting the true postmodernity of
[John]Cage...33

Cody places Nono on a political spectrum
from conservatism to progressivism, posi-
tioning him as the reactionary modernist to
Cage’s progressive postmodernism.

His second conclusion regards the proper
Marxist interpretation of Nono’s pieces.
Cody infers that only Bloch/Jameson’s neo-
Marxist literary theory can sufficiently in-
terpret Nono’s music. Within this aesthetic
framework Fragmente-Stille, AnDiatoma is
interpreted as a subversive fairy-tale that
narrates the conflicts of late-capitalism and
provides a fantastical resolution to its
schisms: “The ‘neutrality’ of the major sec-
ond dyad that opens the piece, the ‘hostility’
of the alla punto aperiodico material, the
‘enigmatic’ nature of the tritones through-
out, and the “transcendent” harmonies that
close the work are the semantic content...”
that make up the narrative of this insurgent
fairy tale, one which chronicles the struggle
between “different voices” on the late-capi-
talist battlefield and the eventual imagined
victory of the subaltern.34 35 36

Cody’s conclusions are correct on two
points. Nono is indeed working within a
modernist framework and his pieces do
present numerous contradictory voices.
However, his accusation of musical conser-
vatism and his narrative interpretation mis-
represent both the context and function of
Nono’s work. This is a direct result of the
absence of Nono’s voice in Cody’s paper, in
which he is directly quoted only once.

WithoutaclearunderstandingofNono’s in-

fra
due

ore
mi

impiccheranno
nella

piazza
perché

sono
patriota
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fluences and the highly-developed political
aesthetic to which these influences con-
tributed, Cody comes to a conclusion that
directly contradicts Nono’s own statements
regarding Fragmente-Stille, An Diatoma.
Rather than engaging with Nono on his own
terms, Cody reads into Nono’s corpus a re-
actionary tendency based on his own as-
sumptions,andintothespecificsound-clus-
ters of Fragmente-Stille, An Diatoma a
pointillistic narrative that is absent in
Nono’s writings on the piece.37

This is not to say that
Cody’s subjective inter-
pretation is entirely
incorrect, but rather
that there is no evi-
dence to support
this reading as a
critical and objec-
tive view on
Nono’s work.

A further conse-
quence of this is
Cody’s quick dis-
missal of the ‘Marx/
Engels’ aesthetic ap-
proach in favor of the
‘ B l o c h / J a m e s o n ’
framework. A direct pre-
cursor to Brechtian aes-
thetics, Engels’ predilection
for anti-parabolic realism, ex-
emplified for him by the novels of
Honoré de Balzac, is significantly more use-
ful in analyzing Nono’s music.38 39 His sim-
ple desire for art that truthfully reproduces
“typical characters under typical circum-
stances”is farmoresuitedtoNono’smateri-
alistapproach,whichIwill subsequentlyde-
scribe.40

Nono, Sartre, & Committed
Writing

If neither a neo-Marxist nor a Gramscian
approach to understanding Nono’s work
can reveal his political aesthetic, what ap-
proach can? In order to develop a complete
picture of Nono’s aesthetic we must trace
the genealogy of his ideas to the literary the-

ory of Jean-Paul Satre and the ‘epic
theatre’ of Bertolt Brecht. It is

on the foundations laid by
these two figures that

Nono built a progres-
sivemodernismthat
integrated their
ideas.

The most founda-
tional concept in
Nono’s aesthetic
is commitment.
In his article on
Nono’s 1974 piece

Für Paul Desau,
Luis Velasco-Pu-

fleau traces Nono’s
concept of commit-

ment to the influence of
Gramsci, stating that

“seeing composers as or-
ganic intellectuals, Nono

granted them the hegemonic
function of struggling against... the

world of the ruling class (bourgeoisie) by
musical creation and by promoting a revolu-
tionary and socialist imaginary.”41

According to Velasco-Pufleau, Nono be-
lieved it was the position of the composer as
an organic intellectual which inevitably led
to the necessity of political commitment in
their work. However, this is an inversion of
Nono’s idea regarding commitment, which

S
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he borrows directly from Sartrean literary
theory.

For Sartre, the nature of writing prose is in-
herently semiotic as “the words are first of
all not objects but designations for ob-
jects.”42 This is theresultof thecommunica-
tive attitude of the prose writer (Sartre con-
trasts this with the attitude of the poetic
writer) whose writing is purely communica-
tive in function.43 Therefore, from the very
beginning, prose-writing is inherently com-
mitted to communicating something, even if
that something is mundane. Commitment is
not something that is given to prose writing
by an author, rather, it is intrinsic to prose-
writing itself. And the best writing knows
what it is communicating, why, and to
whom.

Nono, actively breaking with Sartre’s own
conception of music as similar to poetry in
attitude and function, transposes the con-
cept of commitment as inherent in prose-
writing to the process of musical composi-
tion.44 45 In reply to a 1966 questionnaire
from the French journalist, novelist, and
music critic Martine Cadieu, Nono stated
the following and presented an altered ver-
sion of Sartre’s what, why, and to whom con-
figuration:

Each musician chooses his own position in the
contemporary world, and each choice is also a
partisan political choice, that is, he does not act
in an aristocratic or autonomous fashion but
rather in a manner connected to the context of
his current society, whether he is spiritualized
in metaphysical abstractions, whether he is ex-
altedbythebeautyorpurityofsounds,whether
he considers having fulfilled his own commit-
ment moralistically, whether he proclaims the
uniquenessof the technologicalmomentorpro-
cess,orwhetherhe identifieshimselfpragmati-
callywithinthemusicalact,whetherhechooses
Zen, cocaine, or irreverent anger.

Already implicit in this choice are the answers
to the three questions that J.P. Sartre poses re-
garding literature: what is writing (music)?
why write (music)? For whom does one write
(music)?46 47

Rather than commitment being the result of
a decision to politicize music, the choice to
write music is already, intrinsically, com-
mitted. Even if there is no explicit political
contentwithinapiecethere isalways“latent
in them a precise ideological and practical
interest.”48 In other words, the sounds of
music are semiotic and, like Sartrean litera-
ture, they designate something. In Nono’s
conception, the music of an apolitical musi-
cian,nomatterwhattheymaysayabout it, is
a sign which points to a political ideology in
harmony with the status-quo.

Within this Sartrean frame, Nono’s famous
distinction between the postmodernist
method of collage and his own use of pre-
existing materials gains a new clarity.49

While a piece by John Cage may employ col-
lage materials merely to “enhance the at-
tractiveness of its aesthetic...”50 Nono un-
derstood these borrowed materials as signs
that always pointed to something else,
whether the composer wanted them to or
not. For Nono, this semiotic quality of musi-
cal materials made all musical composition
politically-committed.

This also brings into question the problems
of working class representation that Adling-
ton attributes to Nono during the composi-
tion of Voci destroying muros . Within the
Sartrean framework, the entire issue of rep-
resentation becomes nonsensical. From this
perspective, Nono was never concerned
with representing anything. Though
Workerist folk-ethnology may
have superficially influenced
that particular piece, it is
unlikely that questions of

Sono
così

tranquilli
coloro

che
ci

hanno
condannati?

Certamente
no!
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the authenticity of subaltern representation
ever had any real meaning for Nono. Rather,
his main concern was the use of musical
signs to designate and communicate situa-
tions and concepts to an audience. Indeed,
Nono was not content to merely reveal
something to an audience, they needed to be
engaged, and the question of how to engage
them was answered by the ‘epic theatre’ of
Bertolt Brecht.

Nono, Brecht, & Epic
Theatre

Like Sartre, Brecht also believed in the in-
herent commitment of his artistic medium
and prefigured both Sartre and Nono when
he stated that “for art to be ‘unpolitical’
means only to ally itself with the ‘ruling’
group.”51 It was Brecht’s belief in a commit-
ted art that led him to develop a dramaturgi-
cal practice that he termed epic theatre, a
practice that was highly influential for
Nono.

Brecht contrasted his theatre with what he
called “Aristotelian theatre,” which focused
on engaging an audience “by means of hyp-
nosis” in order to achieve “what he [Aristo-
tle] calls catharsis,” where “everyone (in-
cluding every spectator) is then carried
away by the momentum of the events por-
trayed.”52 53 54 55 56 Brecht saw theatre as a
communicative, rather than empathetic,
medium and believed that it should engage
the audience in a different way. He came to
the conclusion that in order to break the
hypnosis of Aristotelian theatre a psycho-
logical distance needed to be created be-
tween the work of art and the audience. The
formation of this distance is what he fa-
mously called the alienation effect.57 The
alienation effect severed the empathetic
connection between the spectators and the

characters so that, instead of being carried
away, the spectators saw the characters and
situations as objects of contemplation.

According to Brecht, the alienation effect
has significant consequences for the way an
audience engages with the play itself. Be-
cause they are no longer being pulled along
by an empathetic identification with the
characters, the audience is presented with
choices. For example, audience members
nowhavetochoosewhetherthey likeachar-
acter or whether they agree with the charac-
ters’ actions. Sometimes, in the case of
scenes that present conflicts, the audience
members even need to choose whose side
they are on. The theatre becomes a demo-
cratic space where “illusion is sacrificed to
free discussion, and once the spectator, in-
stead of being enabled to have an experi-
ence, is forced as it were to cast his vote... a
change has been launched which goes far be-
yond formal matters and begins for the first
time to affect the theatre’s social func-
tion.”58

ThroughouthiscareerBrechtwouldexperi-
ment with numerous methods of creating
the alienation effect. The use of peculiar
scenographic elements such as projected
text, images, and interchangeably maximal-
ist and minimalist staging, a mime-like style
of acting that often broke the fourth wall,
scenes intentionally written to seem narra-
tively disconnected, exaggerated demarca-
tions between acted scenes, sung scenes,
and instrumental musical interludes, and a
commitment to historical realism were
some of the most important methods that
Brecht explored in his attempt to create the
kind of critical (and political) audience that
he imagined.59 60 61 62 63 Much of Brecht’s
method was an intentional deconstruction
of the idea of the gesamtkunstwerk (or the
total work of art), a concept popular during
the late 19th and early 20th centuries that
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valorized the complete integration of all
artistic mediums into the ideal operatic per-
formance.64

By deconstructing the elements of
gesamtkunstwerk in a myriad of ways,
Brecht hoped to engender a critically-en-
gaged audience, create a democratic perfor-
mance space and, finally, reveal to the audi-
ence what he called the Gest (defined by
Brecht as the social implications) contained
within his theatrical situations.65 66

Nono was highly influenced by epic the-
atre’s goal of creating a critical (and politi-
cal) audience engaged in democratic debate
with a dynamic work of art. In addition to
Brecht, Nono’s writings often mentioned
Brecht’s friend and contemporary, the dra-

maturg Erwin Piscator.67 Piscator was also
associated with epic theatre and was known
for his outrageous stage design, which ex-
ceeded Brecht’s own idiosyncratic ap-
proach to the set.68 It was the stage design
element of epic theatre that had the most
profound effect on Nono. Just as he had
done with Sartrean literary theory, Nono
would transpose this method of set design
fromitsorigininepictheatretothenewcon-
text of a music-based practice.69

Littered throughout Nono’s writings are
echoes of Brecht’s obsession with using the
performance space as a way to arouse criti-
cal engagement by the audience. In two arti-
cles written during the 1960s, Nono makes
statements to this point. For example:

14 anni, figlio di contadini galiziani. Catturat

durante un pogrom, mandato assieme a migliaia d

altri ragazzi nel lager di Pustkow, dove fu ucciso

La lettera, lanciata oltre il recinto di fil

spinato, fu trovata da un contadino e consegnata a

genitori del ragazzo

Miei cari genitori

se il cielo fosse carta e tutti i mari del mond

inchiostro, non potrei descrivervi le mie sofferenz

e tutto ciò che vedo intorno a me. Il campo si trov

in una radura. Sin dal mattino ci cacciano al lavo r

nella foresta. I miei piedi sanguinano perché c

hanno portato via le scarpe. Tutto il giorn

lavoriamo quasi senza mangiare e la notte dormiam

sulla terra - ci hanno portato via anche i nostr
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Theatre of consciousness, with a new social
function: the audience is not limited to observe
a ‘rite’ passively, involved and entranced by it
for mystical-religious, escapist-gastronom-
ic,70or emotional motives, but, faced with clear
choices - the same ones that have made possible
the expressive theatrical result is compelled to
become aware of and also actively to put into
effect its own choices...71

On the one hand, the relationship with the au-
dience, the communication with it, its integra-
tion and participation, no longer as a specta-
tor, within the stage action... as a result of the
consideration of the audience, that formative
and fundamental quality of Marxist culture is
emerging, human and social commitment,
precisely in the musical circles in which it had
encountered the greatest opposition.72 73

Nono continued to express his dedication to
creating art that pushed his audience to en-
gage with his work in this way until the end
ofhiscareer.For instance, in1987hestated:

...these wandering sounds, varied in quality,
transformed and composed, must also be con-
nected to one another by the listener, not simply
to pass through him. The composition will not
be given to you, dropped from Sirius. But you
yourself become situated within the composi-
tional possibilities, spatial combinatorics in
constant motion, often purposefully confused -
at least for me - so that a process is triggered
which goes far beyond the function of a transis-
tor.74 75

For Nono, the result was a lifelong experi-
ment in how best to construct a perfor-
mance space that would engender a politi-
cally-engaged audience and a democratic
aesthetic experience. Nono’s fixation on the
exploitation of new technology can also be
traced to these goals. As we have seen,
Adlington attributes the technological as-
pect of Nono’s work to a misinterpretation

of Gramsci. However, it is almost certainly a
resultof theinfluenceofepictheatre,partic-
ularly that of Piscator. The use of projected
images and film, the placement of musicians
on all sides of the audience, the concentric
arrangement of speakers to project the
sounds of the performance in an often
acousmatic fashion, the use of pre-recorded
soundsplayedonmagnetictape,andthelive
alteration of performance sounds using
electronics are all common aspects of
Nono’s pieces.76 This “variety of ‘Brechtian’
techniques”wasalwaysdirectedatdevelop-
ingtheBrechtiansubject thatNonodesired:
the critically- and politically-engaged audi-
ence.77 For example, in the Opera Company
of Boston’s 1964 production of Intolleranza
1960, Nono, working with scenographer
Josef Svoboda, was able to use CCTV to
project live footage of both the protests hap-
pening outside the performance and the au-
dience members themselves.78 79 In this
way, in the words of sound artist Andrea
Santini, “the audience was visually forced to
become involved.”80

Nono’s Political Aesthetic ,
Voci Destroying Muros, &
Fragmente-Stille, An
Diatoma

Nono’s political aesthetic is undeniably a
transposition and integration of Sartrean
literary theory and the dramaturgy associat-
ed with ‘epic theater.’ In his conception,
music is, like Sartrean prose, semiotic, in-
herently “impure,” and intrinsically politi-
calasaresult.Torealizethefullcommunica-
tive potential, the composition and perfor-
mance of these pieces needed to be based on
the stage design practices developed in epic
theatre.

The construction and performance of Voci
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destroying muros (the eventually-redacted
piece which is the focus of Adlington’s arti-
cle) is firmly situated within the Sarte-
Brechtian framework outlined above.
While Adlington understands Nono’s use of
proletarianmaterials (suchasthewritingsof
Italian factory workers) as a means of repre-
senting theworking-class inordertobuild its
cultural hegemony, Nono was in fact never
interested in representation. His use of pre-
existing materials is semiotic in function.
Rather than asserting “the possibility of ex-
pressing reality using experimental means,”
Nono’s political aesthetic turns this struc-
ture on its head: it imbues music with an in-
trinsic political meaning that points to and
reveals reality.81

Voci destroying muros’ more direct use of
Nono’susual typeofmaterialswasonemore
study in a long line of experiments in how to
best organise those signs musically and spa-
tially in the tradition of epic theatre i.e. in
order to excite the critical and political in-
terests of its audience.82 As a result of nu-
merous technical problems, this particular
piece failed spectacularly in its goals of re-
vealing oppression and initiating “political
discussion and action among the audi-
ence.”83 84 ThiswasthereasonNonoeventu-
ally redacted it from his official list of com-
positions.

Fragmente, Stille - An Diatoma, the piece
which serves as the focus of Cody’s neo-
Marxist interpretation, is different from
much of Nono’s work in that it is instrumen-
tal and makes use of a traditional ensemble,
the string quartet. However, Cody’s narra-
tive reading of the piece is in contradiction
with Nono’s writings during his later peri-
od, which Fragmente, Stille - An Diatoma is
oftensaidtohaveinitiated.85 Codycorrectly
interprets the title and the text86 that Nono
placed on the score as “elaborate and am-
biguous”87 signs that pointed in numerous

directions. Yet without reference to Nono’s
writings he is unable to correctly interpret
the music itself.

Ina1983interview,Nonostatedthathehad
composed Fragmente, Stille - An Diatoma
“wishingtoverifycertain ideaswithatotally
traditional ensemble.”88 But what were
these ideas thatneededverificationandwhy
was this necessary? Nono admits that this
piece was the initial work in a series of relat-
ed pieces from the early 1980s.89 Therefore,
if Fragmente, Stille - An Diatoma’s function
was to clarify Nono’s thoughts, it may be un-
derstood as a rehearsal for ideas that would
be revealed more openly later on.

Le porte si aprono. Eccoli,

i nostri assassini. Vestiti

di nero. Sulle loro mani

sporche portano guanti

bianchi. A due a due ci

cacciano dalla sinagoga.

Care sorelle e fratelli,

come è duro dire addio per

sempre alla vita così bella

E, quelli che restano in

vita, non dimenticate mai l

nostra innocente piccola vi

ebraica. Sorelle e fratelli

vendicatevi sui nostri

assassini.

Esther Srul, uccisa il 15

settembre 1942
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One year after this interview, Prometeo.
Tragedia dell’ascolto (Prometheus. Tragedy
of Listening), Nono’s final major operatic
work, premiered at the San Lorenzo Church
in Venice. When describing the develop-
ment of the stage design, Nono stated that
by using a Halaphone he could create what
he called “acoustic dramaturgy” and aban-
don “the visual projects that had been devel-
oped in collaboration with Vedova.”90 91 92

Nono believed he had found a way to trans-
pose the spatial design of epic theatre, a de-
signwhichreliedheavilyonvisualmedia, in-
to music itself. With this in mind, Frag-
mente, Stille - An Diatomacanbeinterpreted
as an exploration of methods for designing
music conceived of as a physical thing, akin
to a structural part integrated within a given
space, rather than something which occurs
in space in an abstracted, autonomous way.
This reveals the piece as a materialist explo-
ration of sound as space rather than the
pointillistic narrative structure that Cody
believes it to be, existing within a postmod-
ern pluriverse that rejects modernist grand
narratives.

The transposition of Brechtian stage design
practice from the layout of the theatre to the
construction of a musical composition in
physical terms was present in Nono’s work
for years. However, he always relied on ei-
ther visual or textual media in his perfor-
mances. Beginning with Fragmente, Stille -
An Diatoma, Nono attempts to realize these
design techniques in music alone.

Conclusion
By the end of his career, Nono had devel-
oped a highly distinctive political aesthetic
through his transposition of Sartrean liter-
arytheoryandBrechtianepictheatretomu-
sic. According to Nono, musical material
was both semiotic (like words, phrases, and
sentences in Sartrean prose) and physical
(like spaces and text in epic theatre).

Because music always pointed to some-
thing, it was inherently political and there-
fore the choice to compose or make music
was already committed. A composer who
denied this was either cowardly or actively
assisting the ruling class. Nono, as a result of
having grown up under a fascist regime,
knew that he was on the side of the op-
pressed, particularly the working class. His
music was created as a sign that revealed
capitalist exploitation and, by adopting
techniques associated with the epic theater
of Brecht and Piscator, pointed to its solu-
tion: socialism.

The communication of this message neces-
sitated that the actual moment of perfor-
mance be organised in a way that engaged
the audience critically and politically. At
first, this meant approaching his work from
a scenographic perspective, seeing himself
as a musician-dramaturg hybrid. But, as the
last section of this paper revealed, he even-
tually totally transposed Brechtian epic the-
atre techniques to music composition alone.
Therefore, Nono transformed the relation
between music and space: music was no
longer a semiotic sound occurring in space,
but a physical semiotic object that existed as
a part of the space.

By integrating and building upon the aes-
thetics of Sarte and Brecht to create his con-
ception of acoustic dramaturgy, Nono was

e porte si aprono. Eccoli, i

ostri assassini. Vestiti di

ero. Sulle loro mani sporche

ortano guanti bianchi. A due

due ci cacciano dalla

inagoga. Care sorelle e

ratelli, come è duro dire

ddio per sempre alla vita

osì bella. E, quelli che
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able to construct an original and effective
political aesthetic and a socialist modernist
music that was distinct in his time.
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Caro zio,

non ho paura della morte, m

dispiace soltanto di aver

vissuto poco, di aver fatto

poco per il mio paese. Zio,

ormai mi sono abituata al

carcere, non sono sola,

siamo in molti. Zio, però

non ho paura della morte.

Dite alla mamma che non

pianga. Tanto non sarei

egualmente vissuta per molt

tempo con lei. Io avevo la

mia strada. Che la mamma

nasconda il grano, sennò i

tedeschi se lo pigliano.

Vostra nipote.
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