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CHAN 10840 – PETRASSI
Petrassi: Partita / Coro di morti / Quattro Inni Sacri / Noche oscura 
Tonal wizardry and solid architecture in the choral-symphonic works by Petrassi: from neoclassicism to serialism
Partita
With the youthful and neoclassical Partita for orchestra, completed in 1932, we encounter one of the earliest remarkable creative achievements of Goffredo Petrassi (1904 – 2003), together with Dallapiccola, one of the brightest intellects of his generation. Knowledgeable and extremely open-minded, Petrassi initially drew inspiration from the teachings of Ravel, eventually succeeding in shaping his own personal and highly effective language while looking to the example of the greatest European geniuses, such as Stravinsky, Hindemith, and Bartók. This achievement was possible also thanks to his near-infallible flair for form and enviable inclination towards vast and strict structural architectures. His body of work ranges from orchestral and operatic to chamber music; of the latter, one of his lifelong interests, he left an abundant output. Petrassi’s musical production also reveals a special fondness for the voice and spiritual themes, as this CD amply demonstrates.
The matrix of the Partita, one of the most famous and still-performed works by Petrassi, is clearly derived from the style of Alfredo Casella. In tune with the multifarious and widely shared language trends of the time, this learned Roman musician showed a keen interest in salvaging ancient forms, an interest that would manifest itself in numerous other works, including the pianistic Toccata which lay only a year into the future. The Partita immediately showed the composer, aged barely twenty-eight, to be in precocious and accomplished control of orchestral technique; it also displayed the searching polyphonic mastery which would constitute henceforth a hallmark of Petrassi’s personal style. The explosive brilliance of the Partita aroused great interest: witness the fact that it won national and international competitions and was performed under the baton of Bernardino Molinari at the Augusteo and that of Casella in Amsterdam during a concert of the ISCM (the International Society for Contemporary Music, whose President was Sir Edward Dent); it was then included in a tour of Moscow and Leningrad during the mid-1930s. The score of the Partita is endowed with robust rhythmic vigour, a unique structural firmness, and an uncommonly expressive unity, permeated with the explicit aim of adhering to the archaic forms of Italian music.
The opening movement is a ‘Gagliarda’ of luminescent visual suggestiveness, sustained by constant inventiveness and interspersed with fiery brilliance: its angular outlines deny the listener any respite, absorbing him with the powerful incisiveness of the phrases which succeed one another with great sharpness and undeniable clarity all the way to the incandescent coda. But there is also a second theme, cantabile and resembling a blues, entrusted to the saxophone – ‘lithe and languid’, in the words of Fiamma Nicolodi – that is reminiscent of Stravinsky and Ravel. A majestic ‘Ciaccona’ follows, its measured gait and poignant expressive curve ‘disturbing and engrossed in its polyphonic growth and shady chromaticism’, at times wan, at times dramatic, merged with a preciousness of tone colour and surrounded by a metaphysical glow. Finally a dizzy ‘Giga’ of rattling verve, ‘lashed with luminous cheerfulness’: it would be hard not to fall under its thrall.

Coro di morti
No less than the sumptuous and neo-baroque Salmo IX° for chorus, strings, brass, percussion, and two pianos (1936), the moving Magnificat for soprano, chorus, and orchestra (1940), the cantata Noche oscura (1951), and the almost contemporaneous Quattro Inni Sacri (1950), the superb Coro di morti (Chorus of the Dead), on a text by Giacomo Leopardi – the evocative and philosophical ‘Dialogue between Frederik Ruysch and His Mummies’ from the Operette morali – is one of the most extraordinary statements of the art of Petrassi at the beginning of the 1940s, which would culminate in the Tre cori sacri a cappella (Three Sacred Choruses a cappella, 1983) of his maturity: still one of the most admired and frequently performed of his compositions. With a definite twentieth-century outlook, here – as Massimo Mila observed – Petrassi revisits the choral style of Palestrina (one of the pillars of his education, from his childhood years as a boy chorister in Rome at the Schola di S. Salvatore in Lauro, and fulfilling his ‘duties’ in the Cappella Giulia at St Peter’s) through the ‘filter’ of the Symphonie de psaumes (Symphony of Psalms) by Stravinsky. The Coro di morti was begun on 20 June 1940, thus ten days after Italy’s entry in the war – as Petrassi himself remarked more than once – and completed on 6 June 1941 (it would premiere on 28 September that same year at Teatro La Fenice, Venice under the composer’s baton). According to Andrea Lanza, the work reveals a marked ‘dialectic opposition between the solitude of man and the destruction that surrounds him’: an opposition which at the level of musical language ‘corresponds precisely with the harrowing contrast between the relaxed choral lines on the one hand and the solid conglomeration of instruments on the other’; it is possible to see there a reflection of the devastating tragedy of wartime events.
With its shrewd polyphonies, its evocative, haunting timbral images, and the ‘terse monumentality’ of its framework, the Coro di morti, expressly described by the composer as a ‘dramatic madrigal’ with reference to his ideal model, the supreme Monteverdi, is divided, from the phantasmal opening, into four spacious sections, setting to music the staccato language of the mummies, their reciprocal investigations into the meaning of life and death, which is the proposition of the text, in response to the mysterious solicitations of the Dutch naturalist. An instrumental interlude is interpolated between the second and third sections, a sort of ‘geometric’ Scherzo in free fugal form and destined to reappear between the third and fourth sections. That Petrassi chooses to avail himself of male voices only, mirrored by the categorical exclusion of the high strings, gives a specific timbral ‘colour’ to the elevated dramatic tension of this score, achieved by means of a skilful amalgamation of sonorities, among them an archaising melody of typical Italian character. The choral mood is clearly and intentionally different from the instrumental interventions. The admirable sobriety of those sections is designed, as Fedele D’Amico incisively remarked, to ‘evoke the dead landscape from which the talking ghosts appear to be borne’, or to ‘represent a cynical memory of life in the dead’. No Totentanz, then: the sonorities are ‘in turn liquid and crystal clear or deep and mysterious’. Some passages are entrusted to vivid, hammering interjections by the percussion, others are given to a blend of brass that possesses an unmistakeable burnished shine, whereas the vocal texture generates a somehow hallucinatory atmosphere. The whole leaves a strong emotional impact with a mysteriously arcane flavour. 
Quattro Inni Sacri
In the Quattro Inni Sacri (Four Sacred Hymns) Petrassi reaffirmed his special inclination towards the sacred sphere, formed in his childhood years and confirmed by various other works. Written for the male voice and orchestra (nos I and II for tenor and nos III and IV for baritone), they date back to 1950: they had actually been conceived originally for voice and organ as far back as 1942. It may be worth remembering that at the same time as he undertook composition studies under Alessandro Bustini, Petrassi studied the organ, receiving his diploma from the Santa Cecilia Academy under the scholarly guidance of Fernando Germani. If ‘Jesu dulcis memoria’ reveals a distinctive transparency and delectable timbral inventions, from the melodious opening to the jubilantly assertive close, the second Hymn (‘Te lucis ante terminum’) starts in a climate of incorporeal steadiness, goes on to ripple a little, before ‘closing’, again, with triumphant éclat. An admirable timbral texture prevails in the solemn advance of ‘Lucis creator optime’; last is the vibrant excitement of ‘Salvete Christi vulnera’, its joyous, supple opening ornamental quavers destined to reappear at the end, after a calmer and more rarefied central section, the piece then concluding in an atmosphere of vigorous, radiant joy.
Noche oscura
Composed between October 1950 and March 1951, thus a decade after Coro di morti, the ingeniously structured cantata Noche oscura is based on a text by the mystic St John of the Cross. The first performance took place in Strasbourg under the baton of Mario Rossi. On the strictly musical plane, one notes how Petrassi here resorts to a distinctive ‘rotating’ musical theme of four ‘strictly isochronal’ notes, made up of ‘a tetrachord formed by two ascending semitones joined by an ascending diminished fourth’ and vaguely comparable to the very famous B.A.C.H. motive, in German notation: a theme that even after various different processes of variation, permutation, fragmentation, reversal, and more remains always recognisable. Petrassi, it has been remarked, allows ‘the serial orders of the chromatic theme to wander freely in the sound space, so as to cover the work in a twelve-tone varnish’, while following a very free treatment in no way orthodox, and by no means strictly methodical. The ‘nocturnal’ (and almost sensual) ‘conception of faith shown by the Spanish mystic’ allows Petrassi’s art to ‘set itself free from the strict rules of neoclassical constructivism’, and to evolve slowly towards ‘the extremes of athematicism’, which results in ‘exceptional figurative effectiveness’. The slow and solemn progress of this demanding piece, on a par with that found in the one-act opera Morte dell’aria (Death of the Aria) – remarks D’Amico – ‘translates the tension towards the utopian or, rather, consecrates it in mystical terms’. Here, then, the first four stanzas, dedicated to the flight of the soul, are followed by a meeting with the Beloved (the fifth stanza, in which the work reaches its expressive climax, reverberating in a striking and dazzling fortissimo, as if counterbalancing the mystical exaltation, an erotic mysticism peculiar to St John of the Cross) and by the bliss that follows from it: sealed by a ‘turning point marked by a sort of imperceptible and arcane berceuse, illuminated by jumping quadruplets of hammering quavers, shining here and there in the orchestra like fireflies, messengers of a celestial joy’ (D’Amico), almost giving plastic form to the nocturnal breeze in the hair of the Beloved and moving further until the nearly imperceptible rapt quickening of the last few bars. From this stems a sense of the ineffable – almost, in its etymological sense, unpronounceable; a main factor in the appeal of Noche oscura resides in the intertwining of the melodic lines, in the richness of the harmonic agglomeration, no less than in the imaginative timbral images. It bears a strong religious inspiration, in the widest sense (and certainly not confessional) of the word: in the alternating compositional styles, now contrapuntal, now chordal, and the shifting rhythmic scansion.
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