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On the Way to Dodecaphony:
A Study on Luigi Dallapiccola’s
Canti di prigionia

Hsiu-Yin CHIU

Abstract

In 1923, Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) gathered his followers and
announced the new method, “Composition with twelve notes related only to one
another.” The new technique was accepted by only a few people and limited
among Schoenberg and his pupils by the 1930s. Luigi Dallapiccola (1904-1975)
was one of the pioneered composers working on the twelve-tone technique
outside of the Second Viennese School. His choral work, Canti di prigionia
(1938-1941), is one of his early twelve-tone compositions, which is significant
not only because it demonstrates the advancement in twelve-tone technique, but
also introduces the possibility to combine twelve-tone row and canon. More
importantly, Dallapiccola began to write protest music (Musica impegnata) on
captivity and freedom in late 1930’s, with Canti di prigionia being the first work
in this series. This work, thus, represents a milestone in Dallapiccola’s music
career as well as the evolution of his musical style.

Canti di prigionia is written for chorus and instrumental ensemble based on
the prayers of three famous prisoners in medieval history: Mary Stuart (1542-
1587), Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (480-524), and Girolamo Savonarola
(1452-1498). Through music and lyrics, Dallapiccola expresses sympathy for the
suffering souls during the Second World War. By quoting Dies irae in cantus
firmus, he creates an apocalyptic atmosphere for the whole work. The setting of
the medieval sequence as the counterpoint with twelve-tone rows formulates a
new way of twelve-tone composition but with more freedom. The musical
analysis on this work also illustrates the development and evolution in
Dallapiccola’s twelve-tone technique.

Keywords: Dallapiccola, Canti di prigionia, twelve-tone, Dies irae, choral
work
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