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This treatise is a study of the life and music of the [talian composer, Bruno
Bettinelli (b. 1913). His artistic development, which is traced from his early
musical training through his conservatory education and his appointment as
professor of composition at the Milan Conservatory, is examined within the
context of the political climate and musical trends that influenced his approach. A
prolific composer whose works include symphonies, concertos, chamber music,
opera, choral works, and art songs, he is also a published author and music critic.
The focus of this study is the musical style used in Bettinelli’s song literature for
soprano, specifically Cinque liriche di Montale (1948) for soprano, flute, clarinet,
and string quartet. This collection includes the following settings of five poems by
the twentieth-century Italian poet Eugenio Montale (1896-1981): “Sul muro
grafito,” “L’anima che dispensa,” “Gloria del distesa mezzogiorno,” “Debole

sistro al vento,” and “Portami il girasole.” Analysis of Bettinelli’s songs reveals a
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harmonic style synthesizing pentatonic-diatonic modalities with whole tone,
octatonic, and chromatic materials. For example, he combines tetrachords from
the diatonic modes to create octatonic collections and then by continuing the
process of combination arrives at the complete chromatic scale. Musical form is
determined by poetic structure, often delineated by dramatic tempo changes and
fermatas. His general composition style is a combination of a prominent linearly
(melodic) conception in conjunction with an innovative use of syncopation and
polyrhythms. Although Bettinelli uses many of the devices associated with the
atonal tendencies of the twentieth century, his vocal line resonates with bel canto
lyricism of his Italian heritage, as his harmonic language moves away from

functional harmony.
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INTRODUCTION

For the last twenty years, I have considered Busseto, a small village in
northern Italy, my home. This small town attracts singers, conductors, agents, and
opera buffs interested in the life and music of Giuseppe Verdi. What brought me
to this small town (with only one main street) was an opportunity to coach be!/
canto singing with Renata Tebaldi and Carlo Bergonzi. Their encouragement was
all I needed to remain in Italy for five years to seek a career as an opera singer.
Personal circumstances returned me to the United States and led me to the
University of Texas at Austin to begin a doctoral program in vocal performance.
It seemed natural to contemplate some aspect of Verdi’s life and music as a topic
for the required treatise.

In the summer of 1996, a friend, Fabrizio Cassi from Busseto, Italy,
suggested I look at the life and music of the twentieth-century composer, Bruno
Bettinelli. From that advice, [ explored the soprano vocal music of Bruno
Bettinelli and discovered a source of twentieth-century Italian compositions that
were relatively unknown to the American recitalist.

Bruno Bettinelli granted me the first of four interviews on July 12, 1998 in
his Milan, Italy apartment situated off one of the many feeder streets leading to
the center of the city. I was apprehensive that my linguistic abilities would be
inadequate to match the in-depth questioning that I had in mind for our first visit.
Knowing also that he had been the conservatory teacher of some of the most

famous Italian conductors of our day—Riccardo Muti and Claudio Abbado—I



was nervous and slightly intimidated by his importance in the Italian classical
music scene. I also feared my project to focus on his vocal literature for soprano
would not interest him. Instead, within minutes of making introductions and
exchanging pleasantries, Maestro Bettinelli and his wife Silvia immediately put
me at ease and appeared sincerely honored that [ had selected his music as the
topic of my treatise.

Bettinelli’s music has been described by Gianandrea Gavazzeni! as a
continuation of traditions that stem from twentieth century European music: Bela
Bartdk, Gian Francesco Malipiero, Giorgio Federico Ghedini, Paul Hindemith,
Igor Stravinsky and Benjamin Britten.2 Perhaps in referring to these contemporary
composers, Gavazzeni means that similar modernistic techniques, such as
pentatonic/modal interaction with chromatic constructions, more specifically,
symmetrical pitch formations such as octatonic and whole-tone collections, can be
found in Bettinelli’s music. Certain modemistic tendencies in which we see a
break from traditional musical language can be found in Bettinelli’s music, and is
certainly found in his vocal music. Gentilucci summarizes his viewpoint on
Bettinelli’s compositional style:

While in his music each detail appears to be animated by an
internal objective and is manipulated to fit in with the whole, it
should be noted that this operation is not carried out by means of
stylization. On the contrary, he remains sanguinely faithful to
impulse. Together with the outline of the design, rhythm
constitutes the soul of his impulse, its very reason for existence,
corresponding to the vigorous course of the gesture in sound.

l Gianandrea Gavazzeni. A famous Italian orchestral conductor whose friendship with Bettinelli
developed during their conservatory years of study.

2 Flizabeth Gabellich, Linguaggio Musicale di Bruno Bettinelli (Milano: Guido Miano Editore,
1989), p. 8.
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Melody is always the principal recapitulatory element, just as faith

. in music as continuous linear discourse persists. For this reason
Bettinelli has always been a contrapuntist, however, without
adhering to the Neo-classical movement. On the contrary, he has
given vigor to his music by means of harmonic restlessness caused
by the continuous presence of chromatic elements, which goes as
far as partial recourse to the dodecaphonic technique. To those
who affirm that it is no longer possible for the individual to have
an active role today, Bettinelli gives a practical reply in his
structured music, which, with its harsh profile, expresses an
enduring faith in constructive ability.3

By focusing on Bettinelli’s constructive abilities within a collection of
songs, this treatise demonstrates demonstrate how poetic language and design
inspire Bettinelli’s musical syntax in his song literature for soprano. The
distinctive nature of his art songs, liriche da camera, springs from a desire to find
the best possible musical solutions to communicate the meaning of the text.
Bettinelli, like his musical ancestor, Monteverdi, had as his intention “to make the
words the mistress of the harmony and not the servant.”* Bettinelli states:

My concern has always been to communicate directly, to transmit
a discussion of sounds for people to listen, who know nothing or
almost nothing about technicalities of music and in the end are able
to say to me, ‘Yes, it is difficult, however, this piece impressed me.
It touched me, or I was able to follow generally your idea.” This is
the best to which a composer of today could aspire.S

3 Bettinelli, Bruno. 4" Concerto per orchestra. Orchestra di Milano della Rai. Aldo Ceccato.
CRMCD 1016, pp. 4-5.

4 Giulio Cesare Monteverdi, “Il quinto libro de’madrigali” [1605]. Source Readings in Music
History, ed. Oliver Strunk. New York: W.W. Norton and Co., p. 406.

5 Elizabeth Gabellich, Linguaggio Musicale di Bruno Bettinelli (Milano: Guido Miano Editore,
1989), p. 74. Bruno Bettinelli: “La mia preoccupazione di sempre & quella di poter comunicare
direttamente, tramite un discorso fatto di suoni, con le persone che ascoltano, le quali, pur non
sapendo nulla or quasi di tecniche musicali, siano in grado di dirmi alla fine ‘Si, & difficile, perd
questo brano ci ha dato delle sesazioni, ci ha preso e lo abbiamo potuto seguire nelle sue linee
generali.” Questo ¢ il miglior risultato cui possa aspirare il compositore d’oggi.”
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