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Program 
Francesco Antonioni 

Macchine Inutili 

Usually we use or even build machines with a clear idea of what they are for: levers, squeezers, 
appliances, cars simplify our lives, and help us with a great number of routine tasks and chores. 
They have some collateral effects, more or less desirable, but, in the end, they are as useful as 
successful. It may sometimes happen that we overlook the purpose of machines and consider 
them just freak and fancy objects, like those worn-out record players or antique carriages, but, in 
general, designing machines with no practical use is regarded as an absurd undertaking, although 
some weirdoes could take pleasure in it. 

Macchine inutili (Purposeless Machines) is the title of a series of early sculptures by the Italian 
designer Bruno Munari (1907-1998). He gave this name to suspended, ethereal and evanescent 
objects that he designed and built. They are quite similar to the Mobiles of Alexander Calder, 
and, when hung at the ceiling, they graciously turn around themselves very smoothly, slowly and 
continuously. 

Music is very similar to a purposeless machine, occupies the same position on the verge of 
absurd and aimless human activities, and poses at risk its own existence on the uncertain ground 
of its esthetical value. More than the nearly impalpable consistency of a Munari sculpture, it was 
the idea of building articulated apparatuses with no practical end that gave rise to the project of 



transforming and restlessly varying an elementary two-notes figuration, while opposing to it, as 
an almost necessary contrariety, the entropy of long and slow descending parabolas.   
© Francesco Antonioni (2009) 

Francesco Antonioni (1971)  

Since the debut at the Biennale di Venezia in 2001 the music of Francesco Antonioni has been 
greeted as a promise, rich in inventive, spontaneous and independent originality. His music has 
been performed and commissioned by prestigious orchestras, ensembles and soloists and has 
been played and broadcast in Europe and United States. 

Whilst his musical roots lie in the classical tradition, his current musical interests encompass 
many genres, from experimental electronics to pop and folk song. This is also fuelled by his 
work as a radio presenter on RAI-Radio3. His compositions reflect the breadth of his interests, 
attempting a synthesis of various tendencies in contemporary art, framed into forms derived from 
the classical heritage. 

|:| 

The title Son et lumière (‘sound and light’) is borrowed from the kind of show staged for tourists 
at historic sites or famous buildings for a piece I intended as an orchestral entertainment whose 
subject is the play of colors, bright surfaces, and shimmery textures. I tried in this music to 
recapture the elan and immediacy that regular meters and repetitive rhythms make possible—the 
sort of thing forbidden during the modernist regime but later restored in the “minimalist” work of 
composers like John Adams, Steve Reich, and many others. Throughout its brief nine minutes, 
therefore, the piece is built almost exclusively of short, busy ostinato figures—my attempt, I 
suppose, to achieve the rhythmic vitality of minimalism, but without giving in to the over-simple 
harmonic language that sometimes comes with it. 

Surprisingly, the musical materials wanted to shape themselves into an approximation of the 
nineteenth-century sonata-form pattern. We hear an introduction, a first theme (based on triadic 
broken chords), a second theme (beginning with the flute solo), and a closing theme (two 
piccolos). In a sort of development section, these materials are recombined in new ways; in a 
recapitulation, both the first and second themes are recalled more or less intact (part of the 
second is actually repeated quite literally). 

Then, in the coda, a second surprise: as if another music has all the while been lurking behind the 
shiny surface, the strings now unexpectedly emerge to assert a new, more passionate, more 
“serious” voice in an attempt to transcend the external show of sound and light. 

Son et lumière, commissioned by the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, was composed between 
June and December 1988 in Ithaca (N.Y.), in Los Angeles, and at the Yaddo artists’ colony in 
Saratoga Springs. David Zinman conducted the first performance in Baltimore on 18 May 1989; 
André Previn gave the West Coast premiere with the Los Angeles Philharmonic on 18 January 
1990 and the U.K. premiere with the London Symphony Orchestra on 10 June 1993. Among the 
other orchestras to have performed the work are the Boston Symphony, Atlanta Symphony, 
Cincinnati Symphony, Irish National Orchestra, Minnesota Orchestra, Philadelphia Orchestra, 



Seattle Youth Symphony, and Seoul Philharmonic. In 2000, the American Symphony Orchestra 
League named Son et lumière a Millenium Work, and the score was recorded by the Albany 
Symphony under conductor David Alan Miller for a 2003 release on Albany Records. 
- Notes by Steven Stucky 

|:|| 

Written in 1910, Stravinsky’s The Firebird gained immediate success at its premiere at the Paris 
Opera and remains to this day as perhaps his most popular score (Claude Debussy was said to 
have been in the audience). This fact, although resented to a degree by the composer – who 
wished his later, more ground-breaking works would receive equal acclaim, could be attributed 
to the work’s seductively exotic subject matter that so captivated the Parisian audience. The story 
of the ballet is based primarily on The Tale of Ivan-Tsarevich, the Firebird and the Grey Wolf 
published by the famed 19th century collector Alexander Afanasyev. It is a Russian fairy tale 
that evokes the beautiful and magical, yet elusive, Firebird, a benign creature whose supernatural 
powers help Ivan-Tsarevich defeat Kashchei the Immortal, a menacing and evil being that 
appears in traditional Russian folklores.  

The ballet was commissioned by the Russian artistic impresario, Sergey Diaghilev, who formed 
a unique company of artists, dancers, and musicians working in close collaboration that was to 
become a major force in the performing arts in the first decades of the 20th century. The Firebird 
is the first of three ballets composed by Stravinsky for Diaghilev’s company (the others being 
Petrushka, 1911, and The Rite of Spring, 1913). It is the most traditional of the three in terms of 
its musical language and could be directly identified with the stylistic traits of late 19th century 
Russian music, more specifically with that of Stravinsky’s teacher, Rimsky-Korsakov. Following 
the same strategy found in Rimsky’s late magical operas, music associated with mortal 
characters in the ballet is rendered overtly diatonic and tonal (and as the composer later admits, 
is reminiscent of the operatic and vocal elements of Tchaikovsky’s style). While on the other 
hand, the supernatural elements of the narrative are depicted by highly chromatic harmonies that 
stem from the sensuous resources of the eight-note scale of alternating tones and semitones (the 
octatonic scale). These elements are then fused together with indigenous Russian folk traditions. 
But most of all, Stravinsky absorbed the craft of orchestration from his teacher, who was himself 
a master of the art. Indeed, The Firebird’s glistering orchestration still stands today as a towering 
achievement, and Stravinsky was quoted as having said that he was “more proud of some of the 
orchestration than of the music itself.”  

Despite its linkage with earlier musical traditions, The Firebird foreshadows formal procedures 
that would eventually evolve to become the composer’s musical trademarks. Abrupt alternations 
of contrasting textures/timbres and irregular phrase units are all hallmarks of Stravinsky’s mature 
style that already find their voice in this work. No doubt these musical innovations were 
motivated by a desire to integrate the music with the shifting dance choreography. In the original 
version, these elements were conceived in close collaboration with the choreographer and lead 
dancer, Michel Fokine.  

A combination of its enduring popularity and its overtly late 19th century guise led Stravinsky to 
be highly critical of the work in his later years. Stravinsky thought the piece belonged to “the 



style of its time,” and therefore “not very original.” He set out to make two subsequent revisions 
of the work (1919 and 1945), two “musical criticisms” as he called it, downsizing the original 
orchestral body and shortening the narrative. It is the 1919 version that is featured on tonight’s 
program.   

- Notes by Mike Lee 
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To support the activities of Cornell Orchestras like this concert, please consider a donation to the 
John Hsu Orchestra Fund.  The John Hsu Orchestral Fund serves as a permanent legacy to his 
fifty years of teaching and focuses on enriching funds for orchestra activities at Cornell, such as 
future tours, retreats and guest artists.  
The Cornell Music Department has provided the initial seed money for this new endowment 
fund; its growth will be dependent on targeted donations from the greater Cornell community. To 
sustain the vitality of this lasting legacy to Professor Hsu and orchestral music at Cornell, 
contributions to the fund are encouraged and greatly appreciated. Checks should be made out to 
Cornell University, memo John Hsu Orchestral Fund.  Checks can be sent to Cornell Music 
department 101 Lincoln Hall, Ithaca NY, 14853. 
 


