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Away! Let us break out since we cannot much longer restrain our desire to
create finally a new musical reality, with a generous distribution of resonant
slaps in the face, discarding violins, pianos, double basses and plaintive
organs. Let us break out!
-- Luigi Russolo

In 1917, four years after the appearance of Luigi Russolo's Futurist
manifesto "The Art of Noises," and eight years after F. T. Marinetti's
founding manifesto, the ultra-conservative German composer Hans Pfitzner
published a passionate, polemical essay entitled Futuristengefahr (Danger of
Futurists), 1 directed not at the Italian Futurists but at the recently
published second edition of Ferruccio Busoni's Sketch for a New Aesthetic of
Music. 2 Pfitzner, deeply disturbed by the eminent composer's vision of a
freer music to come that would finally realize the art's full--but as yet
unattained--potential, took it as an unwarranted attack on the glorious
achievements of music's past, with only vague and uncertain proposals for
its future offered in return.
Shortly afterwards, in a brief reply, Busoni remarked that Pfitzner's title
alone led the reader astray, "heaping on my name...all the weaknesses and
faults with which you could possibly reproach a certain group of people--a
group from which I am far removed. The word 'Futurism' is not used on any
page of my little book. I have never attached myself to a sect--Futurism, a
movement of the present time, could have no connection with my
arguments." 3
Strictly speaking, Busoni was right: the first edition of his essay had
appeared in 1906, three years before Marinetti's first manifesto. Though it
had originally had a small and limited circulation, attracting little attention
even within the musical community, the somewhat enlarged 1916 edition to
which Pfitzner responded was widely circulated and heatedly discussed; and
by then the Futurist movement was firmly established, already near the end
of its first and most productive phase. Busoni moreover had specific
contacts with Futurism. He responded publicly to an unsigned 1912 Futurist
music manifesto published in a Parisian newspaper, expressing approval of
its positions and even claiming priority in advocating microtonal scale
divisions. 4 He also had ties with Marinetti and the Futurist painter Umberto
Boccioni, whose wellknown painting La città che sale (The city rises) he
purchased in 1912 and who subsequently became a close personal friend.

Shortly before his death in 1916, Boccioni vacationed with Busoni and his
wife at their summer villa near Lake Maggiore while on leave from the
Italian army. It was here that he painted his fine full-length portrait of the
composer, one of his last and most impressive works. 5 After Boccioni's
death the grief-stricken composer wrote a moving tribute to the young
painter. 6
Even if Pfitzner was unaware of these connections, the content of the New
Aesthetic alone would have been sufficient to trigger associations with
Futurism. 7 Despite a calm and reasoned manner, the essay is decidedly
inflammatory in devaluing the art's past and extolling its future, vigorously
asserting music's need to break away from inherited shackles--its restricted
tonal system, exhausted forms, and outmoded instruments. Even such
towering figures of the past as Bach and Beethoven are considered only
beginnings rather than "unsurpassable finalities." 8
Pfitzner responded sharply, even contemptuously: "Busoni places all his
hopes for Western music in the future and understands the present and past
as a faltering beginning, as the preparation. But what if it were otherwise?
What if we find ourselves presently at a high point, or even that we have
already passed beyond it?" 9 For Pfitzner, the idea that one should discard
the past for an entirely new, unproven world of artistic expression and
technical experimentation was both incomprehensible and inimical to all he
stood for. His title, invoking guilt by association, simply castigates Busoni by
linking him with the most recent, extreme, and ideologically colored
manifestation of his own position: the Italian Futurist movement.
The Busoni-Pfitzner controversy reminds us that the moment of Italian
Futurism, its first and most productive phase (roughly 1909 to 1916), was
part of a more encompassing "Futurist moment," in Renato Poggioli's
phrase: "a significant symptom of a broader and deeper state of mind." 10
In one of the most brilliant of his publicity-conscious maneuvers, Marinetti
drew upon the widespread future-orientation of the time to give the
movement its name. Yet that "deeper state of mind," the larger Futurist
context, is critical for understanding the movement; and nowhere is this
more so than in Futurist music.
II
Many, if not all, of the principal ideas associated with Futurism, as well as
the larger Futurist moment, developed and intensified over a long period,
going back at least to the early years of the nineteenth century. That
century's belief in progress, focussing attention toward the future, was first
and foremost tied to achievements in science, industry, and technology; but
it was no less critical for the arts, including music. Robert Schumann, writing
in 1835 in the journal Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, which he had founded in
the previous year, treats the current period (his "recent past") as a tawdry
moment separating a lustrous former age from a beckoning future:

Our attitude runs as follows: to recall the past and its music with
all the energy at our disposal, drawing attention to the ways in
which new artistic beauties can find sustenance at a source so
pure, then to take up arms against the recent past as an age
inimical to are...and finally to prepare for and help expedite the
advent of a new poetic age. 11
Schumann's view was sharpened by his successor Franz Brendel, who
invoked the forces of historical evolution in order to support the progressive
tendencies of the Wagnerian New German School against the more
traditionally aligned Brahms-oriented composers that were associated with
the critic Eduard Hanslick. But the most vehemently future-directed
nineteenth-century musical figure was Wagner himself, who in 1849 titled
one of his major theoretical studies Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft (The
artwork of the future), and who wasted no occasion to rail against all music
of the past that in his view failed to point forward toward his own.
This Futurist orientation was fueled by a widespread belief among
progressive composers that the language of Western music, its tonal system
and formal conventions, was reaching a state of exhaustion and thus
required constant expansion and renewal. This fostered a growing sense of
crisis, reaching a climax shortly after the turn of the century as composers
pushed musical language to the outer edges of traditional tonality. Busoni's
New Aesthetic, appearing at this moment of crisis, stands poised between
two worlds: its radically conceived pleas for innovation are rooted in
aesthetic assumptions inherited from the past. Innovation is required
because music must be renewed to retain its "spiritual," otherworldly
essence, an essence defined by the literary and philosophical
representatives of musical romanticism (notably Wackenroder, Tieck,
Hoffmann, and Schopenhauer) and then echoes by such nineteenth-century
composer-writers as Schumann, Liszt, and Wagner. Far from rejecting the
romantic conception of music as a world apart, Busoni, caught in the crisis
of musical language, simply refashioned it as a yet-to-be-attained goal,
achievable only by escaping the limitations of music's past.
Near the very beginning of his essay, Busoni notes that music can achieve
its full potential only in acknowledging "its untrammeled immateriality":
Young as it is, this child [music]...possesses one radiant attribute
which signalizes it beyond all its elder sisters [the other arts].
And the lawgivers will not see this marvelous attribute, lest their
laws should be thrown to the winds. This child--it floats on air! It
touches not the earth with its feet. It knows no law of
gravitation. It is wellnigh incorporeal. Its material is transparent.
It is sonorous air. It is almost Nature herself. It is-- free. 12
This mirrors the dominant line of nineteenth-century aesthetics, which
privileged music first among the arts due to its lack of association with the
material world. "No other art," wrote Wackenroder, "has a basic material

[Grundstoff] in itself already so impregnated with heavenly spirit." 13
Shielded from material existence, music offered a language transcending
ordinary meaning. Wackenroder, likening it to "the language of angels," 14
believed it could speak the unspeakable, communicate fundamental
metaphysical truths beyond the grasp of mere words and reason. Busoni's
views are strikingly similar. What is new is the belief that music's current
technical and spiritual impasse (and for Busoni the two are inseparable)
requires the composer to reach beyond its traditional materials and syntax.
Only then can music win its freedom and realize its true nature.
A sizable proportion of Busoni's essay is thus devoted to presenting new
technical possibilities, music's only hope if it is not to be grounded in a
morass of outworn formulas and clichés. Discussing harmony, he urges
composers to move forward: "for all signs presage a revolution, and a next
step toward that 'eternal harmony.' Let us once again call to mind that in
this latter the gradation of the octave is infinite, and let us strive to draw a
little nearer to infinitude." The recommended step is thus additional
(microtonal) divisions of the octave, since the current "system of tone, key,
and tonality, taken in its entirety, is only a part of a fraction of one
diffracted ray from that Sun, 'Music,' in the empyrean of the 'eternal
harmony.'" 15
Perhaps most novel is Busoni's suggestion that if music is to acquire richer
sonic and expressive power, it must abandon traditional instruments. He
reports enthusiastically on an invention by the American Thaddeus Cahill,
the "Dynamophone," which, through transformations of electrical current,
allows for infinitely small and mathematically exact pitch variations.
Contemplating these possibilities, Busoni approaches a state of rapture:
And what a vista of fair hopes and dreamlike fancies is thus
opened...Who has not dreamt that he could float on air? and
firmly believed his dream to be reality?--Let us take thought,
how music may be restored to its primitive natural essence; let
us free it from architectonic, acoustic and aesthetic dogmas; let
it be pure invention and sentiment, in harmonies, in forms, in
tone-colors...let it follow the line of the rainbow and vie with the
clouds in breaking sunbeams.... 16
Yet for all its utopian tone and pleas for renewal through technical
experimentation and innovation, the New Aesthetic had little effect on
Busoni's own compositions. Purely theoretical and speculative, it is an early
instance of that separation of musical thought and practice so characteristic
of the twentieth century.
A sense of crisis was of course no less evident in the other arts. The
appearance around the turn of the century of so many different movements
espousing new artistic aims, usually with revolutionary intent, reflected a
general feeling of malaise. Those centered on the visual arts, such as Die
Brücke, Der blaue Reiter, fauvism, and cubism, responded to the breakdown

of the traditional syntax of objective representation, a development that
corresponded to, and temporally coincided with, the dissolution of traditional
tonality and its concomitant formal conventions in music. What set Futurism
off from these others was in part its unique ability to master and manipulate
the resources of mass communication, especially newspapers, to promote
its artistic principles and (largely totalitarian) political program. But more
significantly, it differed in not associating itself so exclusively with a
particular aesthetic or technical orientation (a tendency reflected in the
names of such movements as symbolism, cubism, and Vorticism). It allied
itself first and foremost with the "future" itself, and thus opposed itself to
the past. The Futurist manifestos, stressing creation ex nihilo, proposed a
total rejection of tradition--a desire "to mock everything consecrated by
time," as Marinetti put it. 17 The movement thus seemed to epitomize more
fully than any other the revolutionary spirit of the age.
To be sure, the Futurists advocated specific artistic approaches for achieving
their ends, setting them forth in the various technical manifestos issued as
sequels to the more general, ideologically focussed initial ones. But while
the tone and visual layout of their proposals were new and arresting, the
content was not so distant from what had already been advocated by the
movement's various predecessors. The appeals of the two main statements
on painting, for example, the 1910 "Futurist Painting: Technical Manifesto"
and the catalogue introduction for the 1912 Futurist exhibition in Paris ("The
Exhibitors to the Public"), were by no means unprecedented: 18 that
painting deal with modern subjects in modern dress; that it present "the
simultaneousness of states of mind"; that the spectator be located in the
center of the picture; that the painter "carry within himself the landscapes"
intended for depiction on canvas; that imitation be rejected; that objects
interpenetrate one another; that the tendency toward the "infinite" be
revealed through "force-lines." 19
Though expressed with remarkable energy and revolutionary fervor, these
ideas are to a marked degree derived from the artistic and theoretical
contributions of symbolism, impressionism, post-impression, cubism,
fauvism, and German expressionism. New, however, is the emphasis on
symbols of "victorious science" and technology: airplanes, high-speed
automobiles, motorcycles, trams, railroad trains, etc.-- references that lend
the manifestos a palpably hard edge, sharpened by suggestions of violence,
destruction, and danger (most egregiously so in the glorification of war).
These technical suggestions are all ultimately directed toward a more
encompassing project: the sanctification of modern life as an embodiment of
"universal dynamism." Here again one finds precedents, as much art of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century concerned itself with ideas of
motion and transience--for example the impressionists' interest in
spontaneity, in capturing moments of passing, in abruptly juxtaposing
vibrating colors that had to be actively recombined by the viewer at a
distance. The critic Félix Fénéon, writing in 1886, described these

developments in terms strongly anticipating those employed of the
Futurists: "From the beginning, the impressionist painters, from a concern
for truth that made them limit themselves to the interpretation of directly
observed modern life and to landscape painted directly from nature, had
seen objects as interdependent, without chromatic autonomy, sharing
luminous characteristics with their neighbors." 20
Indeed, by the end of the nineteenth century the idea that flux and change
were characteristic attributes of modern life had become commonplace.
When Baudelaire, writing in 1863 on the relationships between modern
painting and modern life, described modernity as "the transitory, the
fugitive, the contingent," he already grasped the age not simply as
something new but as a state of instability, propelled by change and
dynamic energy (although he continues: this is "the half of art whose other
half is the eternal and the immutable"). 21 Marx similarly stressed
transience in his famous maxim: "all that is solid melts into air." 22 But the
roots go back to post-Kantian German idealist philosophy, to Fichte and
Schelling, and from there to Schopenhauer and Hegel, eventually surfacing
with renewed vigor at the turn of the century in Bergson. However different
in other respects, these thinkers all comprehended reality as a process of
transformation and evolution.
IV
Such notions of the mutability and impermanence of reality led
nineteenth-century thinkers to embrace music as an ideal medium for
conveying fundamental truths. Music's lack of materiality--its "floating on
air," in Busoni's phrase, free from attachments with the external
world--made it the "transcendent" art par excellence. It was accorded the
highest position among the arts--a remarkably swift ascent considering its
lowly status during the eighteenth century (all the more so since at the time
its subservience stemmed from exactly those qualities that later brought it
preeminence). Pater's oft-cited phrase that all art "aspires to the condition
of music" is but one of countless such paeans voiced by artists and writers
throughout the century. 23 Music was thrust forward as a model for all the
arts. Unburdened by words or literal representations, it communicated a
purely symbolic meaning (and only in that evasive, nonliteral sense
characteristic of the nineteenth century) through an autonomous language
of pure form based on its own internal relationships; and it offered an ideal
escape from the increasing materialism of modern life. 24
If music supplied a key to otherwise hidden truths, however, it did so in
large measure because it was able to project a sense of pure motion: it was
itself in a state of constant transformation, always becoming something
other than it was, directed toward the future. And this meant, paradoxically,
that it was equally suited to evoke those qualities of transience and
dynamism associated with the modern. Baudelaire, in discussing
correspondences among the arts in his essay on Tannhäuser, neatly linked

the attributes of immateriality and flux when he described his reactions to
Wagner's music: "I imagined the idea of a soul moving in a luminous
environment, of an ecstasy of voluptuousness and knowledge, floating
above and beyond the natural world." 25
Nineteenth-century composers, responding to such notions of unrestricted
movement, began to feel hampered by the more solid, articulated musical
forms inherited from the previous century. Such forms treated music
"spatially," carving it up into well-defined units joined together in cohesive,
architectonic groups. Composers accordingly began to rethink musical
structure in terms better suited to an image of reality as flux. Forms became
more ambiguous, more unstable, in a state of permanent development--an
idea quite foreign to eighteenth-century composers, for whom stability and
instability were joined in an unmistakable, if delicate, balance. Wagner
perfectly expressed the tendency toward fluidity when he described his
music as "an art of transition." 26 And the idea is still fully alive in Busoni's
remark in the New Aesthetic: "all composers have drawn nearest the true
nature of music in preparatory and intermediary passages (preludes and
transitions)." 27
I have discussed elsewhere how the Romantic idea of music as a language
of pure form and motion encouraged nineteenth-century composers to
undermine the conventional tonal syntax inherited from the eighteenth
century. 28 If music was to be truly free, it had to unburden itself of the
constraints imposed by received conventions. The collapse of traditional
tonality, so closely allied with modernism, evident in both the "neotonal"
leanings of Debussy, Stravinsky, and Bartók and the atonal ones of
Schoenberg, was the seemingly inevitable consequence of the Romantic
idea of music's autonomy, of an art sheltered from all worldly involvement,
including ultimately even a shared--and thus socially constituted--musical
language.
The aesthetic orientation fostering music's preeminence had important
consequences for the other arts. In literature it encouraged efforts to purge
words of their ordinary meanings, often to the extent of conferring upon
them a purely sonic value devoid of literal references, an idea that found
typically drastic expression in Marinetti's parole in libertà, his "words set
free" from syntax, punctuation, linear placement on the page, "stupid
formulas," and "the logical canal of syntax." This "unchained lyricism"
would--and here one hears distinct echoes from the aesthetics of musical
romanticism--"bring us to the essence of material." 29
The influence of the aesthetics of autonomous music is perhaps most clearly
recognizable in the visual arts, especially in painting's break with objective
representation as it approached pure abstraction around 1912. The
"language" of nineteenth-century painting was--like that of music (but
unlike literature)--an artificial one; and it too was tied to "syntactical"
conventions, in this case those of perspectival representation. Hence the

prevalent idea that painting should become more like music, an autonomous
pictorial language of pure colors and form, and that it should do so by
renouncing all ties to external reality and objective representation. As early
as 1908 the German art historian Wilhelm Worringer argued "the
presupposition that the work of art, as an autonomous organism, stands
beside nature on equal terms and, in its deepest and innermost essence,
devoid of any connection with it, insofar as by nature is understood the
visible surface of things." 30 The English critic and painter Roger Fry, writing
two years later about Cézanne, mentioned "a new courage to attempt in
painting that direct expression of imagined states of consciousness which
has for long been relegated to music and poetry," and a year afterwards
added that Cézanne had "recovered for modern art a whole lost language of
form and color." 31 These views reflected the more general belief,
fundamental to the whole modernist enterprise, that each art should
develop its own immanent language, fashioned from its own intrinsic
properties and value--a belief that, paradoxically, as often as not was felt to
make these arts more like music.
Many painters were consciously aware of their debt to music. Indeed, most
of those associated with abstractionism's earliest phase, whether in the
Germanic, expressionistic line, like Wassily Kandinsky (then resident in
Munich), or in the French cubist line, like Robert Delaunay and the
Paris-based Franti?sek Kupka, described their work in musical terms.
Kandinsky, who often gave his paintings musical titles, such as Composition
or Improvisation, remarks in a letter written to Schoenberg in 1911: "I am
certain that our own modern harmony [i.e., that of painters] is not to be
found in the 'geometric' way, but rather in the anti-geometric, anti-logical
way. This way is that of 'dissonances' in art...in painting, therefore, just as
much as in music." A few months later he adds: "How immensely fortunate
(though only relatively!) musicians are in their highly advanced art, truly an
art which has already had the good fortune to forego completely all purely
practical aims. How long will painting have to wait for this?" 32 Delaunay,
writing to Kandinsky in 1912, notes that his new "laws" were "based on
studies in the transparency of color, whose similarity to musical notes drove
me to discover the 'movement of color.'" 33
Kupka seems to be an exception, for in his Création dans les arts plastiques,
completed in 1913 (not published until 1923), he remarks:
It would be better to treat with greater circumspection than
hitherto the analogies ...between colors and sounds....The fact is
that a piece of music suggests different images to each of its
listeners....In other words, chromaticism in music and the
musicality of colors are of value only as metaphors. Such a
shame...yet another illusion goes up in smoke. 34
But Kupka is referring here to specific analogies between sound and color
(about which he is no doubt correct), not to a more general analogy

between the formal languages of music and abstract art. Moreover, he
himself gave a musical title to the first purely abstract work he exhibited,
Amorpha, Fugue in Two Color (1912); and shortly before its appearance, he
was, as he acknowledged, intensely preoccupied with the music of J. S.
Bach.
V
I have taken this excursion to be in a better position to understand the
particular conception of music that developed within the Futurist camp.
Consistent with the modernist tradition just sketched, Futurist painters also
were prone to emphasize the "musicality" of their work. In the 1912
catalogue essay for the Paris exhibition, the Futurist idea of "painting of
states of mind" is explained through a comparison "drawn from the
evolution of music":
[we] suddenly and purposely intersect each motive with one or
more other motives of which we never give the full development
but merely the initial, central, or final notes.
As you see, there is with us not merely variety, but chaos and
clashing of rhythms, totally opposed to one another, which we
nevertheless assemble into a new harmony. 35
And there are references to prolongations of the rhythms, and to "spots,
lines, zones of color...which, in accordance with a law of our interior
mathematics, musically prepare and enhance the emotion of the spectator."
36

By the time this essay appeared, however, music had already assumed

an explicit role within the Futurist project. This is of considerable interest,
since, despite the symbolic importance music enjoyed in the development of
both literary and visual modernism, almost none of the major avant-garde
movements before Futurism had incorporated a specifically musical
component. 37 Yet the Futurists, with their genius for defining ideas in terms
equally applicable to all the arts, quickly accepted it as a central part of the
movement's aesthetic platforms and artistic activities.
The first indication was Balilla Pratella's 1910 "Manifesto of Futurist
Musicians." 38 Pratella was a talented and relatively successful composer of
thirty, but by no means a progressive one measured within international
musical circles; and by Futurist standards his initial manifesto is
disappointing. It decries the "shame and filth" of Italy's musical past, and
"the intellectual mediocrity, commercial baseness and misoneism" that
make current Italian music inferior to that of other countries. But it provides
only generalities in response: the need "to proclaim the unique concept of
Futurist music, as absolutely different from music to date, and so to shape
in Italy a Futurist musical taste, destroying doctrinaire, academic and
soporific values." 39
Pratella's "Technical Manifesto of Futurist Music," issued the following year,
offers a more concrete idea of how a Futurist music might be developed:

melody and harmony should be conceived as a single element; traditional
scales and modes should be rejected for the chromatic scale; tempered
scales, including the chromatic, should eventually give way to microtonal
scales; traditional meter should be expanded to encompass combinations of
all meters and rhythms; and the orchestra should become "a sonorous
universe in a state of constant mobility." 40 While none of this goes beyond
Busoni, a final passage, apparently written by Marinetti and added at his
insistence, more faithfully reflects the tone of the movement as a whole:
All forces of nature, tamed by man through his continued
scientific discoveries, must find their reflection in
composition--the musical soul of the crowds, of great industrial
plants, of trains, of transatlantic liners, of armored warships, of
automobiles, or airplanes. This will unite the great central
motives of a musical poem with the power of the machine and
the victorious reign of electricity. 41
Pratella's compositions of this period, including his Musica futuristica of
1912, offer little indication that he followed his own advice (again reminding
us of Busoni). Though competently written, they are remarkably tame. Here
the frequent objection of Futurism's critics--that the movement's true
interest lies in its manifestos, and is thus more theoretical than artistic in
nature (unless one sees the whole movement, as have some, as
"performance art")--seems justified.
Pratella's manifestos nevertheless had a critical role. They were read by the
Futurist painter Luigi Russolo, who, taking them seriously, succeeded in
imagining a truly Futurist music. Russolo was an artist of some
significance--he was one of the five signatories of the two Futurist painting
manifestos and the Paris exhibition essay --and his career effectively
illustrates the importance that musical thinking, in both its literal and
metaphorical sense, played within the movement. Indeed, the figure of
Russolo as theorist-musician is fully comprehensible only in relation to his
work as a painter.
VI
Of the five painters who signed the Futurist painting manifestos, Russolo
had the most short-lived reputation. He nevertheless held a privileged place
in the early stages of the movement, exhibiting actively with Boccioni and
the others. His earliest extant paintings, such as Profumo (Perfume), which
dates from 1910 (earlier works were apparently destroyed by the artist),
are relatively conservative, with a decided art nouveau flavor; yet they show
a fascination with creating impressions of motion on two-dimensional
surfaces. Profumo depicts a woman's head in profile, enveloped in swirling
linear movements that extend the swirls of her hair. Interest in dynamism
becomes more explicit in Riassunto dei movimenti di una donna (Synopsis of
a woman's movements) of 1912, whose title figure appears to execute a
turn suggested through blurred and overlapping multiple images (a

technique much favored by Boccioni at the time), arranged in a circular
pattern.
Particularly revealing, given the artist's later turn to music, is the slightly
earlier La Musica (Music; 1911-12), a canvas over seven feet in height
depicting a multihanded pianist, positioned near the bottom and playing on
an oversized keyboard, out of which a massive, snake-like arabesque rises
upwards in a turning motion. Interacting with this shape, numerous
mask-like faces seem to move toward the surface of the canvas as the
endpoints of columnar projections thrusting toward the center from various
locations. Russolo's own discussion is telling: "In this picture the painter has
attempted to translate into painting the melodic, rhythmic, harmonic,
polyphonic, and chromatic impressions that comprise the totality of a
musical experience." 42 Here there is no doubt of a conscious effort to
translate musical effects into painterly ones.
Given this interest, and the ties binding music to nonrepresentational
painting, it is not surprising that Russolo was attracted to pure abstraction.
His Automobile in corsa (Speeding automobile) of 1913, though still
containing a distorted, if identifiable, car-like shape, is largely dominated by
continuous, brightly colored abstract wedges forming a dynamic leftward
thrust. Finally, Le case continuano in cielo (The houses continue into the
sky), dating from the same year, is entirely abstract, projecting motion
through geometrical shapes that extend both upward and outward in space,
encircling one another. A painting of considerable character and originality,
it has been termed Russolo's "masterpiece." 43
Yet it was nevertheless his last painting. Thereafter, as if fearing that his
search for an autonomous pictorial language had reached a point of
termination, Russolo gave up painting and turned to music. The first
evidence was the pamphlet l'Arte dei rumori (The art of noises), published
by the Direzione del Movimento Futurista in Milan in March 1913. This
remarkable document offers a fundamentally new conception of the kinds of
sounds appropriate to music and, no less significant, of music's relationship
to its physical and human environment. It proposed, in short, no less than a
reformulation of what music should be.
Though Russolo begins by describing his ideas as "a logical consequence" of
Pratella's, what follows reveals fundamental differences. 44 Pratella, echoing
Busoni, understood the expansion of musical resources as an extension,
rather than rejection, of the essential sonic and organizational structures of
Western music. Pure pitched sound is retained, but extended microtonally
beyond the twelve-tone chromatic scale; and metrical rhythm is retained,
but redefined as a complex network encompassing all possible meters.
Russolo's proposals are far more drastic. After sketching the evolution of
Western music from the Greeks to the present, he notes that, despite all
change and diversity, this music has always remained tied to pitched sounds
associated specifically with music. He continues:

This limited circle of pure sounds must be broken, and the infinite
variety of "noise-sound" conquered. Besides, everyone will
acknowledge that all [musical] sound carries within it a
development of sensations that are already familiar and
exhausted, and which predispose the listener to boredom in spite
of the efforts of all the innovatory musicians. We Futurists have
deeply loved and enjoyed the harmonies of the great masters.
For many years Beethoven and Wagner shook our nerves and
hearts. Now we are satiated and we find far more enjoyment in
the combination of the noises of trams, backfiring motors,
carriages and bawling crowds than in rehearing, for example, the
"Eroica" or the "Pastoral." 45
No mere extension, this proposes that we open up music to embrace all
possible sounds.
To experience something of the sonorous richness this would provide,
Russolo recommends that we traverse a modern city with "our ears more
alert than our eyes," adhering to the complex sounds of motors, throbbing
valves, pounding pistons, screeching gears, the flapping of awnings and
flags, the noise of metal shutters and store windows, doors slamming, the
roar of railroad stations, forges, mills, printing presses, power stations, and
subways. The goal is not to achieve a realistic imitation of the noises of real
life, but to "attune and regulate" such sounds for specifically musical
purposes. 46 The noises are not transformed into ordinary musical tones,
however, but are analyzed so that they can be manipulated in a controlled
way:
To fix the pitch of noises does not mean to take away from them
all the irregularity of tempo and intensity that characterizes their
vibrations, but rather to give definite gradation or pitch to the
stronger and more predominant of these vibrations. Indeed,
noise is differentiated from musical sound merely in that the
vibrations that produce it are confused and irregular, both in
tempo and in intensity. Every noise has a note--sometimes even
a chord--that predominates in the ensemble of its irregular
vibrations. Because of this predominant note it becomes possible
to fix the pitch of a given note, that is, to give it not a single
pitch but a variety of pitches, without losing its characteristic
quality--its distinguishing timbre. Thus certain noises produced
by rotary motion may offer a complete ascending or descending
chromatic scale by merely increasing or decreasing the speed of
the motion. 47
To realize his project Russolo devised a threefold plan: (1) to select,
coordinate, and control noises, for which purpose he distinguishes six noise
"families" (the number was later increased) ranging from "rumbles" and
"whispers" to "screeches" and "shouts"; (2) to employ new instruments to

be designed and constructed by Russolo, subsequently to be named
intonarumori, which can produce these noise-sounds mechanically and
modify them through a continuum of microtonal increments; and (3) to
create a Futurist orchestra composed entirely of such instruments. 48 With
the help of his assistant Ugo Piatti, Russolo managed to complete an initial
set of noise instruments within the year; and the first public concert
featuring his own compositions for intonarumori ensemble was held in April
1914, in Milan. A month later a second concert took place in Genoa, and a
month thereafter, a series of twelve in the London Coliseum.
Not surprisingly, these concerts attracted considerable public attention,
though perhaps less as musical events than as quasi-theatrical occasions. 49
A subsequently arranged international tour, extending to Moscow, was
organized but then cancelled due to the outbreak of World War I. 50 Despite
attempts to revive Futurist music after the war, Russolo's "new musical
reality" never reached full fruition. One factor was the misguided effort to
enhance the commercial appeal of the intonarumori by combining them with
traditional orchestral instruments, condemning them to a merely decorative
function. But in any event, by the 1930s Russolo was essentially a forgotten
man.
VII
Just what Russolo's music actually sounded like unfortunately remains a
mystery. 51 As if jinxed by the music's visionary and theoretically
engendered nature, its material traces--both scores and instruments--have
virtually all disappeared, having been either lost or destroyed in World War
II. A 1921 recording of two brief pieces featuring intonarumori tells
disappointingly little. The sound is poor, and the compositions (by Luigi's
brother Antonio, a professional musician) are meager in quality. The
noise-makers moreover are combined with and subordinated to traditional
instruments, rendering them scarcely audible. 52
More suggestive, indeed tantalizingly so, is the only other surviving
compositional artifact: two pages of score from Russolo's composition
Risveglio di una città (The awakening of a city), reproduced to accompany
an article by the composer published in 1913. This piece, with a title echoing
one of Futurism's major paintings, La città che sale (The city rises) by
Russolo's friend Boccioni (coincidentally, the painting owned by Busoni), 53
was performed at the first intonarumori concert. It offers at least some
indication of just how unprecedented this music was. Notated on standard
music paper, the score designates pitches with continuous lines rather than
traditional noteheads; and movement from one pitch to another occurs as
often as not by continuous glissando-like motion rather than discrete step,
giving rise to unbroken pitch transformations quite foreign to previous
Western music. One cannot reconstruct the exact effect, of course, since the
sounds of the instruments are unknown. But this music was evidently
composed according to fundamentally different organizational principles,

with the primary focus placed on timbre and timbral groupings, and on
changes in registration and in dynamic and density levels, rather than on
conventional tonal and rhythmic relationships. The rhythmic aspect
nevertheless seems surprisingly tame: the score is notated in 3/4 time, with
clearly indicated beats and barlines, marked off on the page according to a
strict grid of spatial-durational correspondences. Important musical changes
are carefully aligned, occurring on rather than off the beats. The score
nevertheless has a decidedly graphic appearance, quite different from the
look of traditional music, somewhat resembling Krzysztof Penderecki's
scores from the 1960s. Whatever this music may have sounded like, it
looked like "the music of the future." 54
Eighty years later it is easy to recognize--as many have--the historical
significance of Russolo's Futurist experiment. As forerunner of such
phenomena as the "mechanistically" inspired compositions of the
1920s--e.g., Artur Honegger's Pacific 231 and Alexandr Mosolov's The Iron
Foundry, Edgard Varèse's "sound-liberated" compositions, especially the all
percussion Ionisation (1931), John Cage's 1940s noise-dominated works for
prepared piano, and textually organized music of the 1960s by Penderecki
and György Ligeti--Russolo's work initiated an important and enduring line
in twentieth-century music, regardless of specific, much less acknowledged
influence. (Except for Cage, none of the composers mentioned admitted
influence; and Varése flatly denied it.)
As for the impact of Russolo's Futurist music on the larger "Futurist
moment" in which it appeared, it was admittedly minor measured by the
response of other composers of the period. Viewed within the larger musical
and cultural context, however, Russolo's manifesto and music marked a
moment of considerable significance. To a far greater extent than any of his
contemporaries, Russolo gave expression--by implication if not direct
statement--to a remarkable idea: that with the abandonment of traditional
tonality everything became musically possible--not just nontriadic
harmonies or nonmetric rhythm, but any kind of sonic structure whatever.
No longer in possession of a common language founded on purely formal
conventions, music relinquished the sole basis for limiting itself to a
"specifically musical" kind of material. Music could be whatever one wanted
it to be.
Yet if Russolo's manifesto seems to imply that any sonic event can be called
"music," his actual musical realizations were from all appearances--the
fragment of score, reports of concerts, etc.--considerably less radical than
their theoretical foundations. To judge from the two pages of Risveglio di
una città, for example, Russolo confined his work to a carefully prescribed
and regulated body of sounds that, though consisting entirely of "noise,"
was nevertheless created especially for musical purposes. The concerts were
also traditional in layout, featuring a sequence of previously announced
compositions, presented as "works of art." They even had the appearance of
traditional affairs: photographs reveal an all-male orchestra in formal attire,

seated in ordered arrangement.
There are nevertheless intriguing suggestions in Russolo's manifesto for the
far reaching implications of linking music with noise, almost reaching the
point of an equation of music with life that is reminiscent of Cage. Toward
the end of the tract, the following appears:
Every manifestation of life is accompanied by noise. Noise,
therefore, is familiar to our ear and has the power to conjure up
life itself. Musical sound, alien to our life, always musical and a
thing unto itself, an occasional but unnecessary element, has
become to our ears what an overfamiliar face is to our eyes.
Noise, however, reaching us in a confused and irregular way
from the irregular confusion of our life, never entirely reveals
itself to us, and keeps innumerable surprises in reserve. We are
therefore certain that by selecting, coordinating, and dominating
all noises we can enrich men with a new and unsuspected
sensual pleasure. 55
The last sentence, with its reference to human domination and control, pulls
back somewhat, but the implication of the preceding is clear: that music,
rendered "alien" by an "overfamiliar" grammar, must now become as
"confused and irregular" as life itself. This represents the last stage in
music's century-old search to develop a language of ever greater expressive
immediacy. In an extraordinary moment of dialectical reversal, the romantic
idea of "music as a world apart," having been pushed to its logical
consequences, concedes to the idea of "music as part of the world." 56
VIII
Russolo's undertaking, with its negation of specifically "musical" sound, can
again be illuminated by considering a corresponding development in
contemporary painting: the rejection of all exterior content. The widespread
appearance of purely abstract art in 1912 encouraged several painters to
strip down the content of their work to what Kasimir Malevich a few years
later called "the zero of form," apparently denying everything previously
held necessary to the definition of "painting," including even its craft. The
evolution of both Piet Mondrian and Malevich during this period can be
viewed in this light, though their reasons for such a radical reduction of
painterly conventions were quite different.
The most telling example is this connection, however, is Marcel Duchamp,
an artist much concerned with movement and transformation, and himself
influenced by Futurist painting. Thierry de Duve, in a study of Duchamp's
"passage" to the readymade, has interpreted the artist's retreat from
painting as a final response to a series of historical abandonments
undergone by painting in its search for a purely pictorial language free of
external representation: the abandonment of chiaroscuro in Manet, linear
perspective in Cézanne, empirically experienced space in Picasso, and, in a

culminating convergence around 1912, objective representation in several
artists, including Kandinsky, Mondrian, Delaunay, Kupka, and Malevich.
These abandonments both mirrored and promoted the rejection of a
particular, traditionally established conception of painting, ultimately leading
to pure abstractionism.
While acknowledging that Duchamp's work was never fully abstract, de
Duve maintains that "the question of abstraction" was essential to it.
Instead of redefining painting as abstraction, however, Duchamp extended
the series of abandonments a final step, abandoning painting altogether and
along with it the name of "painting" (de Duve stresses a Duchamp 1912
diary entry: "Marcel, no more painting; go get a job."). 57 This decision was
publicly announced in his first exhibition of a readymade, the Bicycle Wheel
of 1913. For de Duve this final abandonment was
the paradoxically historical condition for the survival of painting,
the reprieve that comes from its name being unpronounceable
for a while it was the "invention" of the readymade that would
confirm this revelation. Duchamp abandoned painting for the first
time, or, to be more precise, he abandoned painting as a making
and seeing, as an artisanal pleasure, an "olfactory masturbation."
But he did not abandon the paradoxical contract that tied him to
the history of painting; rather, he reduced the act of painting to
nothing more than the enunciation of the contract itself: to name
the death of painting and its survival all at once, to name the
broken pact and the new pact that, since Manet at least, were
part of the rhythm of the destiny of an avant-garde painter, and,
by a supplementary turn of the crew, to name the name. 58
Although one cannot claim that Russolo created the first "musical
readymade" (that honor, I suppose, would belong to Cage), I believe that
his "Art of Noises," which appeared in the same year as Duchamp's Bicycle
Wheel, can be read as providing the theoretical basis. It seems to advocate
something Russolo the composer was never able, or wished, to realize: a
vision of music that, inseparable from nonmusic, comes to us "like life
itself." Like Duchamp's readymade, Russolo's manifesto responds to a series
of abandonments: monotonality in Wagner, the triad in Scriabin, tonal
centricity in Schoenberg, metrical rhythm in Stravinsky. Having reached the
zero degree of form, the art of music gives way to the art of noise.
There are several intriguing ties linking Duchamp to Russolo. In 1913, the
same year as Russolo, Duchamp abandoned painting and turned to
"nonart," his "readymade" matching the former's "noise"; and shortly before
this abandonment he produced a painting of a musical performance, The
Sonata of 1911, as Russolo did with his La Musica of the same year. But
most remarkable, Duchamp also turned to musical composition in breaking
away from painting, though less intensely and exclusively than Russolo.
Among various excursions into aural-musical territory throughout

Duchamp's career, three dating from the time of the abandonment of
painting are particularly relevant, especially since they appear to deny the
boundaries separating painting from music. One is a drawing executed on
music paper of a bicyclist, who defines--as if in analogy to a melodic line--a
path of motion extending across the staves. Another, never realized,
consists simply of the self-injunction to "make a painting of frequency."
Most suggestive however is the third, an actual musical composition entitled
Eratum Musical, produced in 1913, the year of the first readymade, and
conceived in conjunction with the early stages of the Large Glass, The Bride
Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even (yet another form of nonpainting).
Purely conceptual in intent (Duchamp himself remarked that a performance
would be "useless"), the work exists in two versions, one for three voices
and one "for a designated music instrument (player piano, mechanical
organs or other new instruments for which the virtuoso intermediary is
suppressed)." (Cahill's "Dynamophone," so enthusiastically described by
Busoni, would have been--conceptually--ideal.) Both versions exploit a
chance procedure: a limited number of pitches is selected (25 in one, 89 in
the other) and placed in sequence by a random procedure that establishes
their order for a given realization (in the vocal piece the pitches are
indicated on separate pieces of paper, placed in a hat, shaken, and removed
one-by-one). 59 Apparently after the abandonment of objective pictorial
representation, visual art too can become anything you want it to be.
In view of the simultaneous turn by both Russolo and Duchamp to a
"foreign" artistic enterprise, the former's closing words in "The Art of Noises"
take on particular interest:
I am not a musician, I have therefore no acoustic predilections,
nor any works to defend. I am a Futurist painter using a much
loved art to project my determination to renew everything. And
so, bolder than a professional musician could be, unconcerned by
my apparent incompetence and convinced that all rights and all
possibilities open up to daring, I have been able to initiate the
great renewal of music through the Art of Noises. 60
Here Russolo touches upon an important factor related to both his success
and failure as a composer. While his status as a nonmusician often led him
to be dismissed as little more than a joke, that same lack of professional
training enabled him to extend his vision beyond the most distant regions of
what had previously been musically imaginable. Like Duchamp, Russolo
embodies that almost mythical modernist prototype, the artist as
outsider--the painter who has no professional training, or who does not
paint at all; the writer who produces in a foreign tongue; the composer who
is not a musician.
Though Russolo remains a largely forgotten figure in music history, his
sudden appearance on the musical scene in 1913 can be viewed as marking
a critical historical juncture, supplying the final link in a chain initiated in the

early Romantic aesthetics of autonomous music. That he represented not
merely a point of termination, but one of origin, has been made clear by
subsequent Western music. Russolo's vision of a new kind of music, offering
materiality as a replacement for its lost spirituality, has proved remarkably
fertile, and has shown little sign of exhaustion.
Robert P. Morgan, Professor of Music at Yale University, is author of
Twentieth Century Music (1991) and editor of a volume in the "Man and
Music" series, Modern Times (1993). He is currently working on a book on
transformations in form in nineteenth-century music.
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