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Rivers of ink have been spilled about
Giuseppe Verdi. General books about his
life and music do not always make the most
of new research and analysis, but Marcello
Conati’s Piegare la nota, contrappunto e
dramma in Verdi is, without doubt, a relevant
addition to the literature on Verdi.
Although the book does not present new
material, it provides a cohesive collection
of essays written by the scholar from 1969
to 2006, previously accessible only individu-
ally within various conference proceedings
or academic journals. All are now available
in one volume, assembled by Olschki. Fifty
years of research demonstrate Conati’s sig-
nificant interest in and passion for this op-
eratic composer. 

The title of the book, Piegare la nota:
Contrappunto e dramma in Verdi, alludes to
the significance of counterpoint and of tra-
ditional rules, as expressed by Verdi him-
self. In fact, the composer received, as a
youth, a framework of strict studies in com-
position as passed down through the gener-
ations. These fundamental compositional
studies were based on the great Neapolitan
school, which Verdi considered essential
for every student, as Conati affirms in the
introduction, in which he examines the im-
portance of Verdi’s training. It stands to
reason that Verdi’s music can be under-
stood in light of the education he received. 

The preamble, despite being dedicated
to counterpoint and harmony in Verdi,
only touches on these aspects of composi-
tional practice and the central place they
were to take in molding his future career.
This initial section might have benefited
from the development of deeper insights
into counterpoint-dedicated analysis, par-
ticularly by use of an example of the com-
position process. This would have been illu-
minating, given the author’s substantial
knowledge of Verdi’s works. This is the only
shortcoming of the volume, which I main-
tain should form part of any serious collec-
tion of literature devoted to a proper un-
derstanding of Giuseppe Verdi. 

These nine ricognizioni (or essays) retrace
the important stages of the composer’s ca-
reer, from the beginning with Oberto until
his maturity, when he composed the Pezzi
sacri (sacred works), discussing various top-
ics related to Verdi’s operas. Conati’s Piegare
la nota covers more than Verdi’s operas:
each essay sets out to explore one distinct
aspect of Verdi’s compositional practice,
and sometimes the related facets of staging
and dramaturgy. They also provide us with
fascinating and relevant documents, such as
the press reviews of Oberto found in the first
ricognizione, which highlight how this work
merits attention as a specific case study.

The first essay discusses the international
reception of the La Scala premiere of
Oberto, Conte di San Bonifacio, and elucidates
the judgments and prejudices shown to-
wards this early work. In doing so, Conati
explores one of the most overlooked of
Verdi’s operas, his very first. The subse-
quent essay is concerned with the genesis
of the first performance of Verdi’s Macbeth.
Many aspects of the production stage of the
work are documented through the testi-
mony of critics and the chronicles of those
attending, and also through elements
drawn from the composer’s correspon-
dence. The technical solutions chosen by
Verdi and documented by Conati not only
shed light on the first Macbeth performance
but also provide the reader with detailed
insights into nineteenth-century theatrical
life (similar solutions are analyzed in the
sixth essay in relation to the first version of
Simon Boccanegra in 1857, in which different
aspects of lighting and visual staging effects
are documented thoroughly). What this es-
say confirms is Verdi’s professed drive for
consistency in his desired dramaturgical ef-
fects; Conati’s work testifies to the central-
ity of these effects in Verdi’s creative
process. 

The author asserts that the composer
had one central purpose: the complete
translation of dramatic action into music.
The third essay on Luisa Miller and the
tragedy Kabale und Liebe by Friedrich
Schiller, together with the fourth essay, E
quasi si direbbe prosa strumentata, discuss the
composer’s capacity to probe more deeply
into the articulation of theatrical action
through music rather than language. This
exhaustive chapter unpacks, with rich mu-
sic examples, Verdi’s will to accord the tra-
ditional forms of Italian opera seria more
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flexibility in order to meet the needs of the
drama. Pointing out the role of the aria a
due within Verdi’s Stiffelio, the author then
devotes significant time to comparing tradi-
tional forms, using examples from Rossini’s
Semiramide, from Donizetti and Bellini, 
and from Verdi himself, specifically from
Nabucco.

An exhaustive examination into the
Scena e duetto between Lina and Stiffelio in
the third act, considered by Conati the
most beautiful and enterprising scene of
the opera, indicates the extent to which
Verdi can be considered an innovator. He
is seen here toying with new means to lo-
cate and coordinate the coherence of 
intent between the music and the theater.
The analysis of this Scena e duetto is quite as-
tonishing, altering our understanding of
the conventional Italian opera form of
duetto (or duet). If Conati tries to show a
plausible example of Abramo Basevi’s solita
forma in this example, he also clearly
demonstrates Verdi’s artistic commitment
to generating more flexible ways to convey
drama and music. 

The fifth essay is particularly significant
because it hones in on an aspect of Verdi’s
music that is often overlooked: the music
for dance and ballets, specifically as con-
ceived by Verdi as a dramaturgical element
in his grand-opéra, Les vêpres siciliennes.
Conati further analyzes the divertissement
Les quatre saisons, in the third act, to
demonstrate Verdi’s ability to exploit dance
music, particularly certain rhythms and
choreographic elements that contribute to
aspects of staging. The author enriches this
exploration with the use of music exam-
ples, followed by some relevant observa-
tions on Verdi and the popular music of
the period. 

The following two essays are dedicated to
Aida, examining how Verdi uses the tradi-
tional forms of Italian opera and the com-
position process to create significant dra-
matic atmosphere, an overarching dramatic
character or tinta. The music, above all, al-
lows the generation of a dramaturgy wholly
owned by the musical discourse.

Despite being at the end of the chronol-
ogy, the final essay serves as a climax by
providing perhaps the book’s most valuable
contribution. It presents fascinating docu-
ments concerning one of the four Pezzi
sacri composed by Verdi at the end of his
long career. The author traces the compo-

sitional process for the different versions of
the settings, providing valuable details from
the correspondence between Verdi and
Arrigo Boito and from a facsimile of the
first version of Verdi’s Ave Maria (su scala
enigmatica). These glimpses at the course of
Verdi’s decision-making are of great inter-
est, showing how in the last period of his
long career and life he sustained experi-
mentation with new musical–compositional
processes.

All of these essays concerning Verdi’s
dramaturgy and compositional process dis-
cuss Verdian dramaturgy through different
aspects of staging, acting, costuming, and
singing conventions, and offer valuable in-
sights not only into his musical works but
also into nineteenth-century Italian oper-
atic production. While the volume overall
displays admirable coordination and coher-
ence, it is remarkable to see that chapters
are still fundamentally independent, each
accompanied by its own bibliographic ref-
erences and usefully cross-referenced. The
book touches on an ambitious range of 
topics through its collection of essays on
Verdi’s creative processes, his working rela-
tionships with librettists, and aspects of
staging. It would be unfair of readers to ex-
pect more information, deeper analysis, or
more examples from these nine already
long and well-coordinated essays. The book
will certainly serve as a relevant resource
for scholars and students interested in
nineteenth-century studies and in Verdi’s
musical world. In sum, Marcello Conati’s
Piegare la nota is definitely an important
contribution to Verdi studies.
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In Mahler’s Symphonic Sonatas, Seth
Monahan explores the composer’s orches-
tral works by focusing on sonata structures
instead of the all-too-usual treatment of


