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If the influence of Marxist thought on the aesthetics of Bruno Maderna, Luigi
Nono and Giacomo Manzoni has already been studied,1 documents at the
Fondazione Giorgio Cini in Venice (henceforth FGC) and at the Archivio Luigi
Nono (henceforth ALN) bring us a new perspective on this issue. On this basis,
this paper will explain how the concepts of dialectics and matter, which are at
the centre of Marxist philosophy, played an essential role in their musical world.
Given the constraints of this article, we will focus on Manzoni’s work, to which
we have already devoted other studies.2
MATTER AND SPIRIT

In Dedica (1985–1986), for bass voice, flute and orchestra, Manzoni paid tribute
to Maderna by setting some of his texts to music. As shown by the archives of
the FGC, the composer assembled a body of Madernian writings thanks to
the musicologist Mario Baroni and Cristina Maderna. Then, he transcribed
four fragments: some words taken from a manuscript that Maderna wrote for a
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conference to be held in Dartington (I); a sentence from his diary (I); two verses
from the Tao Te Ching (II), which he read before his death; a poem by Maderna
(III) (FIGURE 1).3
FIGURE 1. Original text of Dedica by Giacomo Manzoni. Fondazione Giorgio Cini (Venezia),
Fondo Giacomo Manzoni.
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I
Music … a symbiosis of ‘desire’ and ‘matter’
excitement of desires … and their complete satisfaction
The passion … that separates me from nature
II
At birth man is weak and sweet …
the weak and sweet is at the top
[From Tao Te Ching. The Book of the Way and its Virtue]
III
Antique gold foils …
drop from the poplars
while you’re lying
Rhythms intertwine with rhythms
sonorous echoes …
A lawn of gold foils
for a body / made light …
then the spirit takes place
where the foils …
no longer have weight
and don’t fall anymore

The first excerpt, written in French, is particularly interesting, as it is taken
from a text in which Maderna seeks to give a definition of music (FIGURE 2).4
In this text, which dates from 31 July 1960, Maderna distinguishes between a
subjective and objective dimension of music, linked respectively to the creative
act and perception as a physical stimulus. After some references to Freud and
psychoanalysis, Maderna relates those dimensions to the concepts of desire and
matter, but he specifies that music cannot be reduced to them. According to the
composer, music consists in a ‘symbiosis’ of these elements, that is the ‘excitation
of desires [excitation de désirs]’ and ‘their complete satisfaction [leur complete
satisfaction]’.5
The Madernian definition of music recalls one of the main debates of Marxist
philosophy, regarding the notions of Matter and Spirit. In 1947, the journal Il
Politecnico devoted an entire issue to this question,6 which also attracted the interest
of some Italian composers until the 1960s, as evidenced by the correspondence
between Nono and Manzoni at the ALN. This correspondence particularly
concerns the text of a lecture by Nono, entitled ‘The Presence of History in Music
Today’, given in Darmstadt on 1 September 1959. The text of this conference
was published in 1960 in the German magazines Melos and Darmstädter Beiträge
zur Neuen Musik, as well as in the magazines La Rassegna Musicale and Il verri.7
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FIGURE 2. Excerpt from Bruno Maderna’s original text (photocopy). Fondazione Giorgio Cini
(Venezia), Fondo Giacomo Manzoni.

On this occasion, Nono asked Manzoni, then aged 28, to translate the original
German text into Italian. Manzoni’s role went far beyond a simple translation, as
shown by an unpublished letter that he sent to Nono on 26 February 1960:
Dear Gigi,
Here is the original and the translation of your speech. Take this opportunity to
check, in the points marked in the margin by a cross, if I have accurately reflected
your thoughts or if you want a different wording.
I would like to tell you what I think about the subject of your article. It is excellent as
a stance and perfect as a type of criticism, precisely because it seems to me that you
have put your finger on the most vivid wounds of the whole movement. But there’s
something I’d like to discuss and I’ll only mention it here briefly. First of all, I’ll say
that, as I believe you too firmly think, an intervention made by you against these
good people, especially in the imminence of the review, will be all the more valuable,
because it will be able to define a common basis for the thought that we call Marxism.
Now, there are undoubtedly some important points in your work, which are brought
to light precisely in this sense (for example, in my opinion, the part on collage).8 But
there are other equally structural points on which it is possible to discuss. In other
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words, it seems to me that your position with regard to the problem of history and
time in its course, as well as with regard to that of the ‘spirit’, is more Hegelian than
Marxist, and I could quote, to document this remark, a few sentences such as ‘process
of liberation that is accomplished in history’ (page 3 of the original), ‘unstoppable
progression of evolution, which is realised with an inner necessity’ (page 5) […]. The
same can be said for the mind-matter dialectic mentioned in the last part. I don’t
know if you aimed at something slightly different from what you said. But in my
opinion, there cannot be a necessary process of evolution immanent in history (this
is what I call your Hegelian position), but history is made by Men and their interests
and it is only they who modify history, sometimes for the better and sometimes for
the worse. And so in my opinion there are not two opposing entities (matter-spirit),
but there is an outcrop and expression of matter at its highest level, which we can call
for convenience ‘spirit’: in other words, I do not fully agree on the principle of ‘mind
and matter interpenetration’. For my part, it would have been more useful to point
out that a certain current mentality is a prisoner and a slave – perhaps unconsciously –
to the contemporary social structures of the capitalistic world. I repeat, you may have
meant the same thing: but in this case it would be appropriate to ‘correct’ some points
in your writing, which is fundamentally positive. Forgive me for these criticisms, but
they are, if I am not mistaken, part of our programme; and we are probably more
in agreement than it seems. I await the return of your work with the corrections and
additions you want to make (I hope directly in Italian!), and with the... objections to
the objections...9

Manzoni’s criticism focuses both on the Matter/Spirit dialectics and on history
as a process of liberation. Dismissing the ambiguities of some of Nono’s ideas,
Manzoni stated that the course of history has a material origin (‘history is made
by Men’) and that the Spirit is only a manifestation of matter (‘outcrop and
expression’), thus evoking a thesis of Lenin’s Materialism and Empiriocriticism. In
his response, Nono agreed with Manzoni and clarified his position:
Dear Giacomo,
Right, right, right.
It has to be and it's the way we work.
So not just objections but criticism and more between us.
If we do that, we will be clearer and more direct=stronger.
About history and its course: it is not for me an abstract fact in itself, but a product and result
of human work. Perhaps it was not as clear as I had written it. But I wanted to mean and say
this (=the liberation process that takes place in history).
The dialectic spirit-matter is only referred to the mentality that I criticise, that is to the mental
and social position that derives from it or on which it is based.
Here too I think I have clarified. And it is not the interpenetration of spirit and matter
(damn those nouns charged with the past!) but I think, and I see it continuously in my work:
the material on which,10 from which, with which we work and what we want to do is play
continuously with each other to determine and to urge each other, to suggest each other; it
is not only the determination of one element, which seems to me to be pure automatism,
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mechanicism, often passive, but the activation of the two determined moments of the whole:
study of the material, a problem in itself (its characteristic properties, possibilities, attitudes,
ways of being used and developed) and the ‘directive’ of their use and development: between
the two, then, in reality, it is not a main action and a secondary one, but they continuously
move each other.
Is that clear to you?
So: I have modified the text in various places, with additions that – I hope – make it clearer.
If you still have suggestions or anything else, do it without fail.
How difficult is a translation from German!!!!!!
Because certain words have various meanings, and do not always correspond to our single
interpretative meaning, conditioned by an Italian line of thought. Geist, for example, is not
only spirit (and then we suffered perhaps Catholic-idealist interpretation), but also creation,
creative force, creative capacity.
Aufgabe is not only work, commitment, etc., but from – aufgeben – also renunciation, and I
have used it in this sense.11

As stated in this letter, Nono finally made some modifications to his text. The
sentence ‘the process of liberation that is accomplished in history [processo di
liberazione che si compie nella storia]’ is changed to ‘the process of liberation that
is explained in history [nel processo di liberazione che si esplica nella storia]’,12
while the sentence ‘the unstoppable progression of evolution, that is realised with
an inner necessity [inarrestabile progredire dell’evoluzione, che si attua con una
sua interiore necessità]’ is changed to ‘the unstoppable progression of human
evolution [inarrestabile progredire dell’evoluzione umana]’.13
THE DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM: BETWEEN NATURE AND HISTORY

If these dissensions around the notions of Matter and Spirit are ultimately the
result of a different conception of dialectics, it is worth questioning the opinion
of these composers about dialectical materialism. This expression appears twice
in Manzoni’s writings. He used it for the first time in 1977, during a speech at
the Congress of the Italian Communist Party on Culture. The composer stated
that many Catholics had recognised that dialectical materialism was ‘the most
suitable instrument for the transformation of society’.14 At that time, he probably
identified dialectical materialism with Marxist philosophy. But many years later,
referring to his conception of engagement in music, Manzoni stated that ‘it has
never been a question of pure political agitation in the sense of diamat (the good,
old, hated “dialektischer Materialismus”), but of arguments always mixed with
ethical, individual problems, under the sign of a complexity of ideas that cannot
be reduced to the propaganda’.15 Here, he probably distanced himself from the
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Soviet version of dialectical materialism, as conceived by Stalin in the fourth
chapter of the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. He also
wanted to indirectly condemn the doctrine of socialist realism developed by
Andrei Zhdanov, which severely restricted the freedom of expression of many
Russian artists.
As for Nono, he never used the expression ‘dialectical materialism’ in his
published writings. Nevertheless, he referred on many occasions, at least until
the end of the 1970s, to dialectics and to the Marxist method, opposing them
to the tendency to abstraction and schematism, which or him characterised the
dominant ideology.16 The word ‘dialectic’ even appears in the title of one of his
compositions, Contrappunto dialettico alla mente (1967), for magnetic tape.
Unlike Nono, Maderna’s position is more difficult to define. As suggested by
Laurent Feneyrou, he was no stranger to Engels’ dialectical materialism, at least as
a Weltanschauung:
Are vitalism and dialectical materialism the two sides of a knowledge of matter in
constant movement, transformation and alteration? In other words, the material is
not a substance, but a process that does not move in an eternally identical circle. The
world of nature and the world of history would thus be forever engaged in change,
transformation and evolution. It is the engelsian unit of the dialectic of nature and
the dialectic of history. Does Maderna fit into such materialism, as he considers that
a process cannot be repeated without mutation, that it knows a real history, that time
is therefore essential?17

Nature and history are precisely at the heart of a debate that has contributed
to the crisis of dialectical materialism as a totalising vision of the world. In Italy,
Antonio Gramsci criticised the engelsian idea of a continuity between natural
and historical phenomena. Nevertheless, Engels’ Anti-Dühring introduced many
generations to Marxism, as it was one of his most successful overviews. Its influence
could explain some comparisons between music and nature in the writings of Nono
and Manzoni. According to Nono, ‘the tension in Webern’s music is identical to
that which governs nature and life in dialectical form’.18 As for Manzoni, music
can be compared to DNA in some respects.19 In any case, it is important to note
that their references to scientific advances (Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle,
Einstein’s theories, Gödel’s incompleteness theorem, Ilya Prigogine’s theory of
dissipative structures and so on) serve to defend their experimental perspective
and not to define a normative aesthetics. A scientific metaphor is at the heart of
Manzoni’s Atomtod (1964), a two-stage scenic action regarding atomic war. In this
work, the idea of atom and nuclear division is charged with political meanings,
because it symbolises individualism and alienation in a capitalistic society.20
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What about the relationship between history and dialectical materialism?
Manzoni’s Per Massimiliano Robespierre (1974) can be used as an example to
illustrate this issue.21 Following its creation, Giovanni Morelli criticised the
ideological approach that emerged from this work, leading to ‘a mediocre supply
of information, a low adherence to the truth and a taste for the novelistic genre’.22
More precisely, the musicologist criticised Manzoni for having ignored the material
contradictions of the Revolution: this resulted in a ‘representation of a subject
without process in a system of processes without subject’,23 an expression that
certainly evokes the thought of Louis Althusser.24 The true dialectical approach
should have targeted the contradictions that are rooted in material life, as those
between bourgeoisie and proletariat, theory and praxis, liberal economy and
centralised economy, city and countryside, etc. Here is Morelli’s final assessment
of Per Massimiliano Robespierre:
At the cost of being accused of Vulgärmarxismus, I conclude by reporting the lesson
I learned from it: the communist artist must not forget that materialist conceptions
and practices and dialectical conceptions and practices do not disturb ‒ if they
are separated ‒ the field of action of bourgeois society; what the bourgeoisie may
fear is the fusion of the two conceptions and their future in terms of theoretical/
practical contradiction, that is, dialectical materialism: recognition of the primary
cause of social change in the contradiction between productive forces and production
relationships.25

In his answer to Morelli, Luigi Pestalozza26 stated that the work of a musician
and/or a librettist was different from that of a historian and that this work could
not be a historical portrait of Robespierre. He also considered Morelli’s vision
as dogmatic, because it would be based on the model of Chinese revolutionary
theatre.
Beyond the biases of these musicologists, it is interesting to explore Manzoni’s
conception of dialectics in that work. The absence of ‘historical’ contradictions,
illustrated by Morelli’s article, does not mean the absence of any form of
contradiction. In the programme of Per Massimiliano Robespierre, Manzoni stated:
‘We have voluntarily renounced a dialectical relationship, a clash of lines and
characters, with the conviction that it is within revolutionary thought itself that this
dialectical awareness of the necessary transformation of society can arise’.27 Thus,
the dialectical approach concerns neither the opposition between Robespierre’s
supporters and detractors nor the contradictions between Robespierre’s thought
and the political forms of his time. Instead, it deals with the ideals of Robespierre
and the political reality of Italy in the 1970s. According to the authors’ intentions,
this dialectical moment was intended to take a concrete form: ‘The partly
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experimental, even research-oriented nature of this work is also, if not above all,
affirmed in the introduction of a “critical intermezzo”’,28 based on the ‘immediate
relationship between text, music, documents, the audience and perhaps (why not?)
the authors’.29 It is then that dialectics takes its original meaning: dialegein as an
exchange of speech, discussion, dialogue. In this perspective, a major contradiction
emerges between Per Massimiliano Robespierre and the current events of the time:
how to think of the ideals of equality, freedom and fraternity in a boiling Italy, in
search of compromise and at the same time struck by intestinal terrorism?
EPILOGUE

In this study, we have shown that the concepts of dialectics and matter played
an important role in the aesthetics of Maderna, Nono and Manzoni. Moreover,
we noted Manzoni’s involvement in the translation and development of ‘The
Presence of History in Music Today’ by Nono. The positions of these three
composers regarding dialectical materialism were also discussed. In this regard,
we focused on Per Massimiliano Robespierre by Manzoni, because it gave rise to
a critical exchange between Giovanni Morelli and Luigi Pestalozza. By the way,
it is important to point out that all these issues have evolved profoundly since
1980. Aware of the historical changes of this period, Nono and Manzoni, also
remembering Maderna’s legacy, suggested more and more firmly through their
works and writings that there is no path to follow, only new paths to find.30
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‘Caro Giacomo, / Giusto giusto giusto! / Dev’essere ed è il nostro modo di lavorare. / Quindi
non solo obiezioni ma critiche e altro tra noi. / Se riusciremo in tale modo saremo più chiari
e più diretti=più forti. / Riguardo la storia e il suo corso: non è per me un fatto astratto in
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penso, e lo constato continuamente nel mio lavoro: il materiale su cui da cui con cui si lavora
e ciò che si vuol fare giocano continuamente reciprocamente a determinarsi e a sollecitarsi tra
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