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Franco Donatoni wrote glorious, sparkling music in his own avant-garde
style.
He was a man of contradictions. He did not always value his work and yet
it is music of quality with scintillating sound. It is music of vision.
Franco had a marvellous sense of humour and yet it would be lost on many
people. He was a very funny man and yet he suffered many years of
depression. In post-war fascist Italy there were few opportunities to learn
music and very few teachers of any purport. As a result, composing music
was fraught with problems.
He was born, in Verona in 1927. His father was a civil servant and considered
that his son should go into banking even if that meant starting as a humble
bank clerk. But, in Italy, even this respectable job did not earn much money and so young Franco was
encouraged to take up the violin to earn extra cash. He played in the Verona Arena Orchestra.
He was a lonely child. On Sunday afternoon walks he would imagine music and regret that the mechanics of
writing it down was beyond him. And, as we have said, it was very difficult to obtain decent music tuition in
Italy in those days.
It was the great Petrassi that was Franco’s first encouragement. But the young student was interested in other
aspects of music. He would talk about how one lives with music as someone would talk about how one
would live with a disease or a handicap. He felt that people going to concerts all dressed up and the orchestra
were dressed in their tails was a convention and tradition that made no sense. He would say that one goes to
a concert to hear music not to admire someone’s clothes or social standing. He spoke of the emotional high
at a symphony concert and how the audience in that environment were transported but as soon as they left to
go home what did they have but a memory? How does one live with music was Donatoni’s question.
The next great influence on his life was Bruno Maderna another composer of great originality, but then there
were so few composers in Italy that the claim to originality could be made quite easily. Franco attended the
Summer School at Darmstadt in 1954 and encountered Stockhausen and John Cage. While he had some
admiration for Stockhausen he would say that he was always perfecting his own ego.
What I shared with Donatoni was this conclusion -- namely that composers with big egos were not really
composers at all but showmen and they merely wanted to advance themselves, not music. This is why
Donatoni said, “I am not an artist but an artisan”. I know exactly what he means. The British composer,
Francis Routh, has often said, “I want to make music not money”. Humphrey Searle would say, "A composer
must know his skill but write what he wants to write. If he imitates another he will not be original. He should
not want to make a name for himself. If he does he should take up politics or something “
Donatoni experimented briefly with serialism and admired its discipline, writing some piano works in this
most demanding of styles. He took an interest in John Cage for a while since he felt that traditionalism was
strait-jacket music. But he also found that Cage’s style and philosophy was so negative that it dragged him
down as well. His score Black and White for two pianos have no precise notes, durations and dynamics. His
Composition in Four Movements (1955) is based on permutations of various rhythms, but this chance music
a la John Cage was so contrary to the concept of composition.
In the mid-1960s Donatoni was still searching for a means of original expression in music. In 1 967 he took
eight bars of the second piano piece of the Five Pieces op 23 by Schoenberg and wrote an extensive piece
around it. He analysed the fragment and rewrote it every way he could. He got inside the piece and got
everything out of it that anyone could. What we have is a detailed, in-depth study in which no stone is

unturned; it is a colourful piece in a quasi-concertante style, a marvellous experiment of what you can do
with merely eight bars of music. There is a clarity of texture in a well-developed musical argument. At times
the music is agitated. The tension builds up dramatically. Donatoni said, “There is something elusive about
Schoenberg’s notes. “ The piece, Eiwas ruhiger im Ausdiuck is scored for flute, clarinet, violin, cello and
piano. As Reginald Smith Brindle points out, “It is a tour de force of technical contrivances having brilliant
qualities, particularly in its texture and austere monastic tone."
The 1960s were not happy for Donatoni. Italy had nothing to offer musically. The 1970s were even worse.
He lived on pills for a while and the tragic death of Maderna in 1973 devastated him. As he believed that
music should never be egotistical and, therefore, not a means of self-expression, he did not want to show his
feelings. To him music was absolute and while it had to have expression it was not to be self-expression or
egotistical “You cannot really write your life story in music because words express self best whereas music
expresses something beyond words,” he would say.
His Duo per Bruno is, however, his mourning for Maderna. It is a homage. There are moments of exceptional
poignancy from the two violins and the sparingly used percussion suggests heartbeats. The ringing of the
bells suggests a cortege and the two pianos and two harps are employed to portray confusion caused by
grief. The brass depicts a controlled anger. Here is Donatoni paradoxically hiding his feelings and not wanting
to wallow in self-indulgence. The string collage towards the end is very impressive. Written at the time of
the composer’s darkest days and his deep depression, the concluding snarling brass rasps angrily and the
bells toll. This is cerebral, intellectual music and not for the musically squeamish.
And it is unconventional. Yet, eventually, Donatoni had to succumb to the conventional and accept that
symphony concerts had a mode of dress and behaviour and that the concert hall had a reverence about it. Yet
in the 1970s he said that in composition he could do no more and so became a copyist. His wife was troubled
by his decision and tried to encourage him to take up composition again. Gradually, he changed and moved
out of his crippling depression and found his feet. He found that there were students who wanted the benefit
of his experience and who had been influenced both by his music and his writings. He took on some of these
students.
They all found him to be an energetic teacher who enthused about many things even the dull mechanics of
music. He was a strict master and did not approve of students using the piano to compose. Indeed, he
expected a lot from his students. And he was tough. Yet he was kind and generous. He had both an enormous
presence and smile. He was a big man and would travel around on his bicycle. He had begun to compose
again. He had a new lease of life. His music became confident, euphoric and melodious which still retaining
his ‘modern’ style. His music had a compulsive wit and a delicate virtuosity and yet it was never weak. His
music was never extreme in tone. Rather, it was a strong mezzo forte throughout generally.
He loved to be provoked. People would say that he could not write for such an instrument or combination of
instruments and he would rise to the challenge and do so. As he now had a circle of musicians around him,
he would write for small chamber ensembles so that they could play his music. “Writing for small groups
can be very gratifying as you are writing for friends and people you know who want to play your music,” he
would say. He would also refer again to the traditional position of the symphony orchestra and comment that
a composer would spend a year or so writing for a large orchestra and hope that it would be played. And if it
were, it may be played just once and forgotten.
Re/rain is a magnificent chamber piece. It includes a guitar, marimba, viola, double bass, harp, clarinet and
bass clarinet and produces a euphonious sound, effortless and very exciting. It has the recurring thrill of
sudden bursts of sound and the concertante style of the music, particularly the marimba, adds to the quality
of a wonderfully virtuoso piece. 1 have often thought that John Adams has imitated this piece very often
particularly in the dances from Nixon in China. The work is less severe than others and ends almost in E
major with almost a Mediterranean vigour. The sheer brightness of the music is a delight.
Cloches for wind, percussion and pianos is another superb and striking piece. It has rich textures and is very

thrilling musically. There is the usual Donatoni toughness and density but also that lightness of touch. It is
an unforgettable piece. And that cannot be said about many pieces.
He did not write for voices until late in his career. In 1993 he wrote a song An Angel within my Heart for
soprano, two clarinets and string trio to words by his wife, Susan Park. Again it is a work of high quality
throughout.
Donatoni regarded himself as Veronese rather than an Italian and yet there are those who believe that he is
more a central European. He had some great ideas such as the view that a composer does not create, he
transforms. As with his musical treatise on eight bars of Schoenberg he put forward the idea that detailed
material could be so reworked that you could never run out of it. He had a tremendous wit and his work is
full of surprises. He is a modern day Haydn.
Donatoni had come a long way since his early days studying at the Verdi Conservatory in Milan (1946-8)
and the Martini Conservatory in Bologna (1948-51) and with Pizzetti in the Academia Saint Cecilia in
Rome. Pizzetti was a real traditionalist and hated anything modern. If music was not in a key signature and
did not have melody and traditional harmonies it was not music at all. See the article Hypocrisy in Music
How naive and backward can one be? Donatoni’s first works were reasonably conventional with four string
quartets, a Sinfonia for string orchestra, Doubles for harpsichord and Doubles Two for orchestra and then
came the Schoenberg piece, one of Donatoni's “de-composed" works.
Donatoni died on 17 August 2000. He leaves a wife and two sons. But he has also left a legacy of a new
musical language and has paved the way with Luigi Nono for a new renaissance in Italian music. How long
must we wait until this original genius is recognised?
List of Works:
Quartet no. 1, for string quartet (1950)
Concerto for Orchestra (1951)
Il libro dei Sette Sigilli, biblical cantata for soli, horn and orchestra (1951)
Recitativo e allegro for violin and piano (1951)
Concertino, for 2 horns, 2 trumpets, 2 trombones, 4 timpani and archi (1952)
Concerto, for bassoon and orchestra (1952)
Sonata, for viola solo (1952)
Ouverture, for chamber orchestra (1953)
Symphony, for string orchestra (1953)
Cinque pezzi, for 2 pianos (1954)
Divertimento, for violino e gruppo strumentale (1954)
Musica, for chamber orchestra (1955)
La lampara, ballet (1957)
Tre improvvisazioni for piano (1957)
Quartet no. 2, for string quartet (1958)
Movimento, for harpsichord, piano, and 9 instruments (1959)
Serenata, for female voice and 16 instruments, text from Dylan Thomas (1959)
Strophes, for orchestra (1959)
For Grilly ("improvvisazione per sette" [improvisation for seven]), for 7 performers (1960)
Sezioni ("Invenzione per orchestra" [inventions for orchestra]) (1960)
Doubles, for harpsichord (1961)
Puppenspiel I, ("Studi per una musica di scena" [studies for theatrical music]) for orchestra (1961)
Quartet no. 3, for four-channel tape (1961)
Per orchestra (1962)
Quartet no. 4 (Zrcadlo), for string quartet (1963)
Asar, for 10 string instruments (1964)
Babai, for harpsichord (1964)
Black and white, for 37 string instruments (1964)

Divertimento no. 2, for strings (1965)
Puppenspiel II, for flute and orchestra (1966)
Etwas ruhiger im Ausdruck, for flute, clarinet, violin, violoncello, and piano (1967)
Souvenir ("Kammersymphonie op. 18" [Chamber Symphony op. 18]), for 15 musical instruments (1967)
Black and white II "Esercizi per le dieci dita" [Exercises for the Ten Fingers] for keyboard instruments
(1968)
Estratto for piano (1969)
Orts ("Souvenir n. 2"), for 14 instruments and narrator ad libitum (1969)
Solo, for string orchestra (1969)
Doubles II, for orchestra (1970)
To Earle, for chamber orchestra (1970)
Secondo estratto, for harp, harpsichord, and piano (1970)
To Earle Two, for orchestra and instruments (1971)
Lied, for 13 instruments (1972)
Jeux pour deux, for harpsichord and positive organ (1973)
Voci - Orchesterübung, for orchestra (1973)
Espressivo, for oboe and orchestra (1974)
Quarto estratto, for 8 instruments (1974)
Duetto, for harpsichord (1975)
Duo pour Bruno, for orchestra (1975)
Lumen, for 6 strumenti (1975)
Terzo estratto, for piano and 8 instruments (1975)
Ash, for 8 instruments (1976)
Musette per Lothar, for musette (1976)
Algo, for guitar (1977) (Written for Ruggero Chiesa and Oscar Ghiglia)
Ali, 2 Pieces for viola solo (1977)
Diario 76, for 4 trumpets and 4 trombones (1977)
Portrait, for harpsichord and orchestra (1977)
Spiri, for 10 instruments (1977)
Toy, for 2 violins, viola, and harpsichord (1977)
Arie, for female voice and orchestra, texts by Omar Khayyam, Renato Maestri, Fray Luis de León, Tiziana
Fumagalli, Hafiz (1978)
De Près, for female voice, 2 piccolos and 3 violins (1978)
Ed insieme bussarono, for female voice and piano (1978)
About..., for violin, viola, and guitar (1979)
Argot, for violin (1979)
Marches, for harp (1979)
Nidi, for piccolo (1979)
Clair, for clarinet (1980)
L'ultima sera, for female voice and 5 instruments, text by Fernando Pessoa (1980)
Le ruisseau sur l'escalier, for violoncello and 19 performers (1980)
The Heart's Eye, for string quartet (1980)
Fili, for flute and piano (1981)
Small, for piccolo, clarinet, and harp (1981)
Tema, for 12 instruments (1981)
Feria, for 5 flutes, 5 trumpets an organ (1982)
Lame, for violoncello (1982)
In cauda (in three movements), for choir and orchestra (1982–1986),
Abyss, for low female voice, bass flauto in C, and 10 instruments, text by Susan Park (1983),
Ala, for violoncello and contrabass (1983),
Alamari for violoncello, contrabass, and piano (1983),
Diario '83 for 4 trumpets, 4 trombones, and orchestra (1983)
Lem, for contrabass (1983)

Rima, for piano (1983)
She for 3 soprani and 6 instruments, text by Susan Park (1983)
Symphony, op. 63 ("Anton Webern"), for chamber orchestra (1983)
Françoise Variationen, for piano (1983–1996),
Atem, opera in two movements and an intermezzo, text by Brandolino Brandolini d'Adda, Tiziana
Fumagalli, Renato Maestri, and Susan Park (1984)
Cadeau, for 11 performers (1984)
Darkness for 6 percussionisti (1984)
Ombra for contrabass clarinet (1984)
Ronda for violino, viola, violoncello, and piano (1984)
Omar for vibrafono (1985)
Sextet, for 2 violins, 2 violas, and 2 violoncellos (1985)
Still for soprano leggero e 6 strumenti (1985)
Eco for orchestra da camera (1985–1986)
Arpège, for 6 instruments (1986)
Refrain, for 8 instruments (1986)
Ave, for piccolo, glockenspiel, and celesta (1987)
Flag, for 13 instruments (1987)
O si ride for 12 solo voices, tesxt by Brandolino Brandolini D'Adda (1987)
A Françoise, for piano (1988)
Cinis, for female voice and bass clarinet, testo di Gaio Licinio Calvo (1988)
La souris sans sourire, for string quarteti (1988)
Short, for trumpet in C (1988),
Cloches, for 2 pianos, 8 wind instruments, and 2 percussionists (1988–1989)
Blow, for wind quintet (1989)
Ciglio for violin (1989)
Frain, for 8 instruments (1989)
Hot for sopranino or tenor saxophone and 6 performers (1989)
Midi, for flute (1989)
Soft, for bass clarinet (1989)
Ase (Algo II), for female voice and guitar (1990)
Bok, for bass clarinet and marimba (1990)
Chantal, for solo harp, flute, clarinet, and string quartet (1990)
Cloches II, for 2 pianos (1990)
Het, for flute, bass clarinet, and piano (1990)
Holly, for cor anglais, oboe, oboe d'amour, and 13 instruments (1990)
Marches II for solo harp, 3 female voices ad libitum, 12 instruments, and 3 percussionists (1990)
Rasch, for 4 saxophones (1990)
Spice (Ronda n. 2) for violino/viola, clarinet in B-flat/E-flat clarinet, violoncello, and piano (1990)
Cloches III, for 2 pianos e 2 percussionisti (1991),
Madrigale, for 4 choirs of white voices and 4 percussionists, text by Elsa Morante (1991)
Refrain II, for 11 performers (1991)
Aahiel, for mezzosoprano, clarinet, vibraphone, marimba, and piano, anonymous text (1992)
An Angel within my Heart for female voice, 2 clarinets, and string trio, text by Susan Park (1992)
Concerto Grosso, for orchestra and 5 electronic keyboards (1992)
Feria II, for organ (1992),
Feria III, for organ (1992)
Jay, for piano, 2 trumpets, 3 horns, and 2 trombones (1992)
Late in the Day (Ronda n. 3), for soprano, flute, clarinet, and piano, text by Michael Riviere (1992)
Mari for marimba (1992)
Mari II for 4 marimbas (1992)
Nidi II, for tenor recorder (1992)
Scaglie, for trombone (1992)

Sincronie, for piano with accompaniment of a solo violoncello (1992)
Sweet, for tenor recorder (1992)
Algo II, for 2 guitars (1993)
Ciglio II, for violine and flute (1993)
Concertino no. 2, for 5 electronic keyboards (1993)
Refrain III, for 14 performers (1993)
Small II, for flute, viola, and harp (1993)
Sweet Basil, for trombone and big band (1993)
In cauda II, for orchestra (1993–1994)
Ciglio III, for violin and piano (1994)
Flans, per coloratura soprano and 9 instruments, text by François Villon (1994)
Portal, for clarinet in B-flat, bass clarinet, E-flat clarinet, and orchestra (1994)
Puppenspiel III for piccolo, flute, alto flute in G, and 14 performers (1994)
Serenata II for 5 instruments (1994)
Sincronie II for violoncello, piano, and 7 instruments (1994)
Alfred, Alfred opera in seven scenes and six intermezzi, text by the composer (1995)
Algo III for guitar and 23 performers (1995)
Cinis II, for bass clarinet, marimba and percussion (1995),
Duet no. 2, for 2 violins (1995,
Fanfara, for brass (1995)
Incisi, for oboe (1995)
Luci, for flute in G (1995)
Rasch II for 4 saxophones, vibraphone, marimba, percussion, and piano (1995)
Triplum, for flute, oboe, and clarinet (1995)
Algo IV for 13 instruments (1996)
In cauda III, for orchestra (1996)
Lame II, for 8 violoncellos (1996)
Lem II, for contrabass and 15 instruments (1996)
Luci II, for bassoon and horn (1996)
Refrain IV, for 8 strumenti (1996)
Till, for corno (1996)
Al, for mandolin, mandola, and guitar (1997)
Che, for tuba (1997)
Feria IV, for accordion (1997)
Luci III, for string quartet (1997)
Tell, for cor anglais (1997)
Cerocchi 70 for clarinet, violoncello, and piano (1998)
Elly, for clarinet, violoncello, and piano (1998)
Fire (In cauda IV), for 4 female voices and orchestra, text by Jack Beeching (1998)
Poll, for 13 performers (1998)
Clair II, for clarinet (1999)
Prom, for orchestra (1999)
ESA (In cauda V), for orchestra (2000)
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