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An Italian city with a history stretching back to antiquity, soaring orchestral music,
and a singer named Tosca: this is what awaited the audience in Florence’s Teatro
Verdi on the evening of October 23, as the city’s largest opera house hosted the local
premiere of an innovative new work. But the spectators had not gathered to hear yet
another performance of Puccini. The year was 1913, not 1900, and it was the young
mezzo-soprano Tosca Ferroni on stage that night—not the fabled (and fictional)
Floria Tosca. Indeed, despite the venue, this was not to be an operatic performance
at all. It was the first performance (if that is the right word) of an early feature film,
Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei.

This film, an adaptation of a well-known novel published in 1834 by the English
writer Edward Bulwer-Lytton, would become a landmark in the history of Italian ci-
nema." Produced by one of the leading Italian film studios of the time, the Societa
Anonima Ambrosio (hereafter simply Ambrosio), and directed by two of Italy’s
most prolific directors of the era, Mario Caserini and Eleuterio Rodolfi, Gli ultimi
giorni was always destined for success.”* Received rapturously at its glitzy Italian pre-
miere, which took place on August 23, 1913 in Rome’s Teatro Costanzi, the film con-
quered audiences across Italy, Europe, and the United States.? In fact, it cemented
Italy’s position as one of the leaders of global cinema at this time and is considered
one of the high points of the Italian film industry’s so-called anni d’oro (Golden
Years) during the silent era. At 1600 meters, corresponding to a running time of ap-
proximately 9o minutes, the film took full advantage of both the feature-length for-
mat and the capabilities of Ambrosio’s vast studio complex in Turin; with its
elaborate crowd scenes involving hundreds of extras, it remains a sterling example
of the historical epics that would become the country’s silent-era specialty.* Along
with Quo Vadis (1912), whose technical achievements it built upon, and Cabiria
(1914), whose worldwide success it prefigured, Gli ultimi giorni ranks, in English-
speaking lands at least, among the best-known Italian films from this period.’

In addition to its heroic dimensions, the film was noteworthy for another reason:
music. Gl ultimi giorni boasted a full-length, continuous, specially composed
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orchestral score by the Italo-Belgian composer Carlo Graziani-Walter (1867-1926).°
In this respect, it differed from most Italian films from the silent era, which were
typically accompanied by smaller forces. The repertoire of such ensembles (whether
lone pianists or small salon orchestras) consisted mainly of arrangements of pre-
existing music—popular songs, light instrumental music, and hits from the oper-
atic and symphonic literature.” Thus, although the film was an attractive enough
proposition in its own right, Graziani-Walter’s score (and the large orchestra playing
it) would certainly have presented an additional draw for spectators. Such scores
were a significant rarity: according to a list drawn up by the musicologist Marco
Targa, of the thousands of films produced by the Italian film industry during the si-
lent era, only forty-two featured some form of specially composed accompaniment.®
But the score is an exceptional artifact in another sense as well. Most of those forty-
two “scored films” have been lost, either in part or entirely;® Gli ultimi giorni di
Pompei is one of only nine films to have survived the significant degradation of the
archival record with all of its component parts intact."®

Surprisingly, these specially composed scores of Italian cinema have been little
explored by musicologists. Within opera studies, Pietro Mascagni's symphonic score
for Rapsodia satanica (1914) is probably the best known, having been discussed in a
number of recent works." Within film music studies, meanwhile, Cabiria is the
most familiar; but its score, featuring a small contribution by the composer
Ildebrando Pizzetti, was otherwise compiled from pre-existing music by one of
Pizzettis students.”” Graziani-Walter was hardly one of the leading lights of the
Italian music scene during his lifetime, and he languishes in obscurity today.
Nevertheless, his music for Gli ultimi giorni deserves to be better known, for it has
much to tell us about film’s entwinement with music in its early years, and about
the conflicting aspirations of the filmmakers, composers, and critics who grappled
with the musical potential of the new medium.

Indeed, Gli ultimi giorni can help us confront a vexed topic in film music scholar-
ship: the extent to which the musical aesthetics of silent film are rooted in the
music-theatrical genres that preceded it. To that end, this article provides an in-
depth examination of Graziani-Walter's music for the film. The score, as I will dis-
cuss, features an eclectic mixture of styles typical of silent film scoring: upbeat
marches rub shoulders with graceful dance tunes, and melodramatic agitation fol-
lows on from sentimental melody. The most intriguing passages, however, are those
which show an undeniable debt to the tradition of Italian opera. There is, of course,
a wealth of evidence to show that opera served as a guiding influence on cinema in
its early decades, a high-register ideal to which the cinema could one day aspire. But
recent scholarship has demonstrated that early film accompanists borrowed many
(if not most) of their musical techniques not from opera, but from other, more pop-
ular genres—and especially melodrama and pantomime. With its allusions to styles,
techniques, and structuring devices drawn from the operatic sphere, the score to
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Gli ultimi giorni fits neatly within neither of these genealogical narratives (or rather,
fits both equally well). By exploring Graziani-Walter's music, we gain a good vantage
point from which to evaluate the various lineages of influence, operatic ones among
them, that guided the development of early film music.

Yet my aim is not merely to assign operatic, pantomimic, or melodramatic valen-
ces to different parts of the score. In the latter part of this article, I consider the
(poorly attested) early reception of Gli ultimi giornis music, in tandem with its dis-
semination in sheet music form. Despite Graziani-Walter's evident reliance on
nineteenth-century music theater as a compositional default, the extracts of the
score selected for publication are distinctly un-theatrical in conception; rather, they
seem oriented toward popular music of the period. The resulting tension, between
music oriented toward the past and music assuming the mantle of modernity, is
emblematic of the ambiguous nature of composing for film in 1913, when it was not
yet clear what film music should be (or should become), or even what film really
was as an art form. Nonetheless, these extracts offer a glimpse, I contend, of the tra-
jectory that film music would traverse as the medium continued to mature—and an
insight, therefore, into the processes by which it assumed a distinct identity of its
OWn.

A CINEMATIC “ARIA”

Let us begin our exploration of Graziani-Walter's cinematic magnum opus with a
strikingly operatic point in the score. Some twenty minutes into the film, near the
end of the first of its five parts, Nidia, a blind slave girl, approaches an open door-
way.” The camera cuts to an interior, where, in the back of the shot, a man and a
woman can be seen embracing. Nidia pushes her way into the room through a cur-
tain in the foreground, and enacts a pantomime of forlorn despair: the man in the
background is Glauco, Nidia’s master and the object of her affection; the woman,
Jone, is his lover (and Nidia’s rival).'* The music devised by Graziani-Walter for this
prototypical love triangle is reproduced in Example 1. What stands out immediately,
to modern listeners, is the presence of a vocal line—and not just any vocal line, but
a distinctly operatic one, reminiscent of verismo in its melodic sweep and harmonic
trajectory.” Its words, based around the phrase Glauco, io tamo!, are evocative of the
poetic idiom of Italian opera, but are not actually in verse; the climax of the phrase
rests on the insistent repetition of t'amo t'amo t'amo. Meanwhile, the orchestration
implied by the piano reduction also gestures toward the operatic stage: high violins
doubling the melody, over tremolando lower strings. This miniature aria belongs to
Nidia alone, as the supertitle annotations to the score make clear."® At this moment
of heightened emotional expression, then, Graziani-Walter intended for Nidia to be
given a voice, and for the film’s habitually mute world to become vocal, at least
temporarily.
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15) Le spine della gelosia Nidia prorompendo internamente

15) The thorns of jealousy Nidia’s internal outburst
( canto che si pud omettere a piacere )

( vocal part that can be omitted )
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Fine della prima parte — End of Part One

Example 1 Nidia’s first “aria.” Musical example adapted from Carlo Graziani-Walter, Gli ultimi giorni di
Pompei, piano score, 34—35. The original score features dual-language supertitles and vocal underlay in
Italian and French. For the purposes of this article, the French in this example (and all subsequent
examples) has been replaced with my own English translation.
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What to make of this operatic outburst? It is now common knowledge that opera
influenced cinema greatly in its early decades, and scholars have uncovered a wealth
of affinities between the two media. It would be easy, therefore, to chalk up the pres-
ence of such an “aria” in a film score of the silent era to this operatic chain of influ-
ence. However, while it is beyond doubt that opera provided an aesthetic lodestone
for film industries around the world during the silent era, the ways in which it in-
formed musical practice are less clear. It is easy to find examples of early filmic adap-
tations of operatic works, or of experimental technologies that, in attempting to
synchronize sounds and images, had technologically mediated opera serving as
their ultimate objective.” It is much harder, though, to trace a direct line from, say,
famous opera stars moonlighting in silent film productions to the manuals of pre-
existing cues and collections of light instrumental music that made up the bulk of
cinematic musical accompaniment; or to connect the occasional high-profile com-
poser dabbling in film to the day-to-day activities of a small-town cinema organist.”
And as Scott D. Paulin has argued, the high-flown, operatic—and specifically
Wagnerian—rhetoric that studios, filmmakers, and critics invoked in connection
with cinematic spectacle was often just that: rhetoric, bearing little relation to
music’s deployment “on the ground.”™ Extracts from operas found their way into
cinematic accompaniment very frequently, but their inclusion wasn’t necessarily
motivated by an operatic conception of film music per se.

In fact, scholars of early film music have delineated an alternative theatrical in-
heritance from the nineteenth century, one that largely bypasses opera. We know
that early cinematic exhibition was incorporated into theatrical traditions and perfor-
mance spaces dedicated to popular variety theater, such as American vaudeville or
the French café-concert.>® Because music featured heavily in both, it seems likely
that they left their imprint on developing cinematic musical codes; as Gillian
Anderson suggests, “for the most part the movies have modest origins, [and] it is
logical to assume that music for the movies would share these [modest] roots and
that musical conventions that had become standard fare in music halls ... and
lower class theatres would have been transferred to the new medium.”*" Opera
seems out of place in these lowbrow or middlebrow spaces, unlike other common
forms of music theater.

Pantomime and melodrama, in particular, seem to offer a more plausible ances-
try for the organizational principles underpinning musical accompaniment in cine-
mas. Composers of music for pantomimes prioritized the mapping of musical
sounds onto dramatically charged movements, just as cinema musicians would
seek to pair physical gestures of on-screen actors with musical equivalents; close
synchronization between music and action was thought desirable in both cases.*”
Music for melodramatic theater, meanwhile, exploited the capabilities of highly con-
ventional music to narrate and emote; emotional immediacy and legibility were also
prized in the accompaniment of silent cinema, where it was thought desirable to
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pair music of an appropriate affect with on-screen events.?* Indeed, the collections
of music for cinematic accompaniment that began to proliferate across the United
States and Europe after c. 1910, arranged by stereotyped affect, often imported affec-
tive labels from melodrama (mysterioso, agitato, “hurry,” and so on).># Finally, the
scores for pantomimes and melodramas were written to be nonspecific in terms of
instrumentation, favoring adaptation for local conditions and the capabilities of the
musicians at hand—if, that is, they were composed at all, for scores were often as-
sembled through the compilation of pre-existing music.>> Both of these practices
(flexible instrumentation and compilation) would later become typical elements of
cinematic accompaniment.

It is for these reasons that Janina Miiller and Tobias Plebuch write that “neither
Italian opera nor the Wagnerian music drama was as good a working model as was
music for pantomime, ballet, vaudeville, and spoken drama. They do not constitute
film music avant la lettre, to be sure, but they provided materials, methods, and
models that turned out to be useful when pictures were set in motion.”® Yet the
“aria” in Graziani-Walter’s score for Gli ultimi giorni invites us to sound a note of
caution. For one thing, to perceive an incompatibility between idealized, “high-art”
operatic aesthetics, on the one hand, and the pragmatic realities of providing music
for films, on the other, is to exaggerate the differences of register and compositional
sophistication between genres. For much of the nineteenth century, Italian opera
was itself formula-driven and conventional. Operettas, another common form of en-
tertainment at the turn of the century, employed operatic procedures in a less
exalted manner®” And even “serious opera,” from Wagner to Verdi, Bizet to
Strauss, was hardly free of melodramatic accents in its music, or pantomimic ele-
ments in its staging.?® Early twentieth-century opera, in particular, often relied on
gestural coups de théatre for its effects (consider Tosca’s candlelit ministrations to
Scarpia’s corpse, or Salome’s antics with Jochanaan’s severed head).

More than this, however, there are good reasons to suspect that in addition to
melodrama, pantomime, and other genres, opera would have been one of the influ-
ences guiding Graziani-Walter as he composed his score for Gli ultimi giorni di
Pompei. Chief among these is opera’s unquestionable centrality to Italian musical
culture at this time: in the early 1910s, it was still Italy’s de facto national art form,
even in the face of calls to reform the genre, or abandon it wholesale for symphonic
music. In fact, the connections between opera and cinema were stronger and more
pervasive in Italy than elsewhere. In its early years, cinema made a home in the poli-
teama, a mixed-performance space that would have also been the venue for regular
operatic performances (especially in larger cities).*® Later, during the creative fer-
ment of the anni d’oro, the peninsula’s operatic capitals—Turin, Milan, Rome, and
Naples—would become key sites of cinematic production: and indeed, the same
aristocratic patrons underwrote both industries. As the Italian establishment be-
came ever more invested in the idea of “elevating” cinema to the status of Art, opera
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was the cultural benchmark toward which studio bosses, filmmakers, and compos-
ers alike all turned.3®

AN ILLUSTRIOUS LINEAGE

In taking on Bulwer-Lytton’s The Last Days of Pompeii, the Ambrosio firm would
have known that they were producing only the latest in a long line of adaptations of
the novel, and of volcanic spectacles more broadly. The novel’s plot, encapsulated
neatly in its title, stages the futility of human entanglement in the face of sublime,
destructive Nature—in this case, the famous eruption of Vesuvius in AD 779, which
was an extremely popular topic for representation in stage media and the visual arts
throughout the nineteenth century.?’ Particularly in the first few decades of the
1800s, a vogue for Vesuvius reportage gripped European cities, in high and popular
culture alike3* Serious opera and spoken theater, popular melodrama and panto-
mime, paintings, engravings, and historical novels like Bulwer-Lytton’s all suc-
cumbed to the Vesuvian craze. The popularity of the subject is hardly surprising,
especially in operatic contexts. Eruptions provided ample opportunity for spectacle
and stretched the representational capabilities of stagecraft by demanding the use of
the most up-to-date technologies; indeed, one of the major draws of the operatic
stage throughout the nineteenth was its deployment of the most technically ad-
vanced theatrical illusion.*

It is possible that Bulwer-Lytton himself drew on existing operatic stagings of
Pompeii's destruction as he wrote his novel. For instance, the film historian
Riccardo Redi cites Pacini's Lultimo giorno di Pompei (1825) as a potential influence,
but the opera shares little with the novel except for its setting.>* Auber’s La muette de
Portici (1828), by contrast, is not set in antiquity, but it does feature a climactic erup-
tion of Vesuvius. La muette also has a central character afflicted by sensory depriva-
tion, and Fenella’s mutism finds resonances in Nidia’s blindness: both characters
are deprived of the primary form of engagement with the medium in which they ap-
pear. Auber’s opera was a great success in theaters across Europe and remained well
known throughout the nineteenth century.® It could plausibly have influenced later
adaptations of the novel as well, particularly the operatic ones—for practically no
sooner had Bulwer-Lytton’s novel been published than it was already being adapted
for the stage, including at least three attempts to turn the subject into an opera.®
Only one such attempt, however, was successful enough to have influenced
Ambrosio and Graziani-Walter directly: Errico Petrella’s Jone, o Gli ultimi giorni di
Pompei (1858). Wildly popular in its day, the opera was still (if only just) in the active
performing repertory of the early 19oos, and, besides Bulwer-Lytton’s book, was
probably the best-known version of the story in Italy at that time.>”

During the first decade of the twentieth century, cinema struggled to establish
that its special representational capabilities could surpass those of the stage. Thus it
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was only a matter of time before a film portraying the destruction of Pompeii, based
on a highly popular narrative treatment of the subject, emerged in Italy.3® The first
such cinematic treatment, however, was not Ambrosio’s 1913 film, but rather a
shorter film of 1908 produced by the same studio. Directed by Luigi Maggi, and
based directly on Petrella’s opera, this 1908 film represented the pinnacle of cine-
matic innovation at the time. At twenty minutes, it was one of the longest films yet
produced in Italy and was a significant motivating factor for the increasing length
and complexity of films in the years to follow.>* Small wonder, then, that Ambrosio
would seize the opportunity to replicate the global success of Maggi's film in the
novel feature-length format. In so doing, the studio capitalized on cultural trends
that had kept Pompeii in the public imagination—including recent discoveries at
the archaeological site itself.#°

Gli ultimi giorni thus represents an early instance of the cinematic remake, for
the director of the 1913 version, Eleuterio Rodolfi, based his film on its illustrious
predecessor.*' Expansions notwithstanding, the overarching plot remained the
same. In both of the Ambrosio films, the story centers on two intersecting love trian-
gles, both of which include the Pompeian dandy Glauco and his lover Jone. Arrayed
on opposing sides of this axis are the villainous Arbace, the priest of the cult of Isis,
who desires Jone; and the blind slave-girl Nidia, who desires Glauco.#* Nidia
becomes the unwitting dupe of Arbace’s schemes to dispose of Glauco, but at the
end she redeems herself by saving both Glauco and Jone from the eruption—
sacrificing herself in the process. The novel contains several additional characters
with more or less substantial roles; but in giving prominence to this central quartet,
Ambrosio boiled the story down to its essentials.® In this simplified form, the story
had proved its worth in 1908, and would do so again in 1913.

Contemporary audiences, then, were more than likely to have come across Gli
ultimi giorni in some form prior to their encounter with the Ambrosio adaptation,
whether this came in the form of the original novel, Petrella’s opera, Maggi’s film of
1908, or even other, more exotic representations: some spectators might even have
been among the thousands across the United States and Europe who saw a spectac-
ular Pompeii “pyrodrama,” staged by the fireworks expert James Pain, at both
Alexandra Palace in London and in a purpose-built outdoor theater at Coney Island,
just outside Manhattan.** Consequently, Gli ultimi giorni was a perfect subject for
Ambrosio as it sought, like other studios, to raise the critical profile of cinema
among elite audiences. The subject had been tried and tested in a way few other sub-
jects had; thanks to the company’s 1908 version, it was known to be a success with
audiences even in cinematic form; and it had the requisite narrative elements to
show off spectacular innovations in cinematic technique. Finally, Ambrosio could
point to an illustrious pedigree in “high art” for those critics who continued to hold
the cinema in low esteem by default.
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One element that the studio could not have foreseen—but which certainly didn’t
harm their film’s success—was the unexpected competition that arose in 1913 be-
tween Ambrosio and other Turin-based studios. No fewer than three (including
Ambrosio) declared their intentions to produce a Pompei film, though one (the
newly founded Film Artistica Gloria) eventually withdrew from contention.*s
Pasquali Films, however, proceeded to make its own version of Bulwer-Lytton’s
novel, which was released a week or so after the Ambrosio version in most cities.
Pasquali’s film nominally bore the title Jone first and Gli ultimi giorni second, but
this pretense of difference only served to emphasize the competition between the
two firms. The prospect of comparing the two versions thus served as an additional
incentive to go see both films; reviews of the Ambrosio film mentioned the upcom-
ing release of the Pasquali film, and reviews of the Pasquali film inevitably juxta-
posed the two versions.#® Both studios made significant efforts to ensure that their
films had sufficient grandeur to bear the weight of such intense public interest;
both Ambrosio and Pasquali recruited composers to their cause.

THE ScoORE

The score to the Pasquali film has not survived. We know, however, that it was pre-
pared by Colombino Arona, a Turin-based composer of popular operettas, vaude-
villes, and other works of comic musical theater. Arona’s score was apparently a
compilation of pre-existing music that included—not coincidentally—the overture
from Petrella’s Jone.#” In this respect, it was absolutely typical. Most specially com-
posed or compiled scores in Italy were by historical figures we have entirely forgot-
ten (small-town music directors, composers of popular songs, music educators, and
so on). By contrast, composers of the highest echelons of Italian music often had a
marked distaste for the cinema, and were concerned that associating their music
with the new medium would tarnish their reputations.*® This goes some way to-
ward explaining why, despite the contemporary desire to “elevate” cinema,
Ambrosio should have chosen the now-forgotten Graziani-Walter to compose the
music for their film (likewise Pasquali with Arona). Like most Italian composers of
his generation, Graziani-Walter had tried his hand at opera early in his career, but
by 1913, he was best known as a mandolinist, pedagogue, and composer of easy pi-
ano pieces in the modish dance genres of the day.+?

But why did Graziani-Walter’s score survive, when Arona’s (for instance) did
not? Ambrosio’s decision to have the score published would prove instrumental in
this regard (see Figure 1). Of the nine surviving scores of Italian silent cinema, only
one—Manlio Mazza’s compilation score for Cabiria—survives in manuscript.”®
Publication produced many copies of a score, which were thus more likely to survive
intact somewhere, even if many were lost. Even so, only a handful of copies of
Graziani-Walter’s score are currently preserved in Italian libraries (and none of the
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Figure 1 Front cover of Carlo Graziani-Walter's score for Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei (Biblioteca
Nazionale Universitaria, Turin, Ris.Mus.VIIl.51). Reproduced with permission. Ministero dei Beni e
delle Attivita Culturali e del Turismo, Biblioteca Nazionale Universitaria di Torino. Further reproduc-
tion prohibited.
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associated orchestral parts, though the back of the score makes it clear that such
parts were for sale).”’ In addition, Graziani-Walter elected not to compile a score
from pre-existing music; again, Mazza’s score is unique among the nine surviving
scores in being a compilation score. (One surmises that scores produced by compila-
tion were often literal collections of disparate scores and sheet music—easily dis-
persed after the original motivation for keeping them together disappeared). Finally,
most of the surviving scores accompanied films that were highly prestigious: often
the historical epics set in antiquity for which Italian cinema was renowned.
Ironically, despite its status as an original composition, Graziani-Walter’s score
is, for the most part, constructed according to principles not dissimilar to those oper-
ative in a compilation score, or from the developing systems for organizing musical
“cues” found elsewhere in Europe and the United States. Thus, it is worth consider-
ing how, exactly, the score would have worked as filmic accompaniment. Graziani-
Walter himself elucidated his conception on the back cover of the score, declaring:
“The Author has composed the music in an accessible style for the Pianist, such
that he may, during projections of the Film, coordinate the tempo of individual
movements with the action taking place. To achieve a perfect fit, it is necessary to

752 But the metronome alone

align oneself with the indication of the Metronome.
would not have been sufficient to reproduce the music to an adequately precise stan-
dard; redundancy is built into the score, in case of unexpected errors of timing (or,
one imagines, of imperfectly metronomic playing).

Consider Example 2, which reproduces a typical passage from the score. In addi-
tion to the promised metronome marks, this example reveals a number of further
means devised by the composer to keep music and image coordinated. Perhaps
most importantly, there are the supertitles above the staff. These come in two forms,
numbered and unnumbered. The unnumbered supertitles are descriptions of the
actions taking place on screen, for the benefit of the pianist-cum-conductor.
Deployed in the score at approximately the point at which the relevant action occurs
(a practice borrowed from the musical scores to pantomimes), they ensured that the
musicians knew they were keeping time with the film. The numbered supertitles of-
fer even greater precision; they correspond to the intertitles of the film, whose text
they reproduce exactly. The filmic intertitles, then, serve as musical anchoring
points, showing clearly where to transition between longer passages of music.
Perhaps as a result, modulations in the music usually occur over intertitles—
though not in this case, where the half cadence on the dominant of F minor is fol-
lowed by a harmonic non-sequitur, the B-flat minor opening of the agitato section
that follows.

Intertitles in film convey information about the images around them in a suc-
cinct manner, so it is perhaps unsurprising that Graziani-Walter pairs them with a
rough musical equivalent—the recurring motif. The intertitle in Example 2 refers to
the villain of the piece, Arbace; the music beneath the equivalent numbered
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20) L'uccello da preda
20) The bird of prey

J=116 Agitato J. = 108

Arbace passeggia nel suo parco in attesa di Jone.
Arbace walks in his gardens while waiting for Jone.

g —— mc
Y > T t o
L e = ——F q‘ 8 o o oo oo oo oooe oo
5 P TRl 2 h% cfd
Quartetto e Legni P m —~
= o =P o Nlgd ,e
FYb 53¢ —H—T—— oD 6———— 71 i — i i ——
7 5T 1 | S — 4 Q & I ! 1 1748 | 1 Vi
L s o T S ! 14
=y 7 Violoncello e Fag.
D b o o000 o000 o000

— —_
TN At - £ 1t Lo Lo Lo LlJ o o
I OO > P o N T T I} T I} T Il T I} T [ Il ot -
J D et Il e - P Il T 73 z 2 < T 1 4 T | A 7 T | A I} T I} T Il
Z KTV T 7T Il = & g Py i i 14 | 4 T | A 7
L 0 Y T | A I} T el i i 1 4
51 7
O 1. o oo Py
— !’ N~ — — A~
o) | \‘ T f I} T I} T ﬁ f F\ .\' ﬁ F I} T \‘
"rT)L\ ; Il T ¥ o T 1 4 T | A "4 T | A ? 2 o T 14 T | A I}
Z KTV T & Py T Py 1 4
L P Y T or A
51 g
[ P 1 [ T 1 1 [ T 1 1 [ T 1
7 U5
7 57 EE
(7~ D H
\.)J’ L ‘ ‘ [ [ [ [ i [ [ [ A [ A [ [ A [ i [ A & [ [ A [ i & [
— —
- £ - o - | # b ol 3 be o ” o
I " - T I} T 1 D) T D) Il Ll Il D) Il
J O T 1 4 T z 2 & T "4 T "4 T T T "4 T
7 ir’\ b"L ry T T T T 'V T T T
2
Cambia scena
The scene changes ontnes
0O 1 | | | | | | | | | f T ) I T ) N
D)
dim.
—
Y o - r 7 2 o > K
J O Il Il r = = o o~ r ] 1} T
A N T T 1y T T = Il Il IAY i
L 7 Y T T I} T T D) T T Il h
v L4 T T Y T T [ 4

Example 2 A typical passage from the score. Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei, piano score, 43—44.

supertitle consists of a recurring motif associated with him, one of several motifs
permeating the score (all of which are reproduced in Example 3). Graziani-Walter
generally only uses his motifs as calling-cards, employing them to identify the most
important character on screen at any given point. They do not change significantly
in form over the course of the score, though they appear in different keys and are of-
ten curtailed from a longer, melodic prototype. In this respect, Graziani-Walter was
reproducing typical Italian tendencies in the use of recurring motifs in operatic
composition, which tended to be far less freighted with meaning than their
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4) N%di’a la ﬁor]aia cieca . Essa vende i fiori a Glauco che 'accarezza
4) Nidia the blmdﬂower gtrl She sells flowers to Glauco, who caresses her
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Example 3 Recurring motifs from the score to Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei.

much-debated Wagnerian counterparts, the leitmotifs.”® Yet it is worth noting that
in distinguishing the heroine (Nidia) and the villain (Arbace) through characteristic
themes, Graziani-Walter enacted in 1913 what would become typical practice in
American silent film accompaniment, showing the extent to which musicians
across Europe and America converged on similar strategies for satisfying musical
commentary on cinematic action.>

Indeed, Graziani-Walter frequently devises “bespoke” accompaniments that end
up looking like generic film cues from the encyclopedic collections that would be-
come common in the United States and Germany in the later 1910s and 1920s. The
agitato section of Example 2, for instance, is distinctly reminiscent of a “hurry,” a
broad category denoting music suitable for accompanying frenetic activity of various
kinds (such as chase scenes).”® In the example, a chordal harmonic pulse in the
right hand (i.e., the strings) overlays a periodic melody articulated in the left hand
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(cello and bassoon), which is divided into distinct melodic “cells” by rests. One
could, theoretically, repeat any of the cells as many times as necessary to accompany
a given section of film (particularly because Graziani-Walter's quirky, five-measure
antecedent defuses expectations for regular, four-measure phrasing). In this way,
the “Agitato” fulfills most of the criteria of a cinematic “modular form” described by
Miiller and Plebuch: pieces composed in a series of small musical cells, frequently
broken by rests, that can be extended or compressed in the moment to match the ac-
tion on screen.5® The primary difference is that Graziani-Walter composes it out to
meet a precise, metronomically defined span of time.

Example 2 demonstrates how difficult it can be to parse the various strands of in-
fluence operative on film music at this time. None of its features point exclusively
toward one genre, and similar ambiguities appear at many junctures in the score.
Recurring motifs carry an operatic charge, but in truth similar motifs appear in any
number of music-theatrical genres. In the climactic eruption scene, the use of chro-
maticism, diminished sevenths, and rapid scales and arpeggios to evoke the destruc-
tion of Pompeii seems borrowed from the world of melodrama: yet those were also
time-honored techniques for evoking pandemonium in other genres, including op-
era. Again, it is difficult to determine definitively what a given passage owes to one
tradition or other.

That being said, there are passages that bear the marks of an operatic conception
more explicitly. Consider Example 4, for instance, which reproduces the moment in
the score when the eruption of Vesuvius is first sighted. In the film, Intertitle 67
interrupts the previous scene with its urgent declaration: “Look at Vesuvius!” The
music, similarly, features a sudden interruption of the previous mood and tempo,
and the “voice rising above the tumult” is rendered, literally, by voices. The injunc-
tion to look at the mountain is set to a stentorian, declamatory vocal gesture. A choir
then reacts to this information with a horrified sequence of diminished sevenths,
each articulated by the universal syllable of shock: “Ah!” This passage could, argu-
ably, have been lifted straight from the pages of ottocento opera (perhaps the only
way it could be more operatic is if the choir were to exclaim “Orror!” instead).
Moreover, the choir has been present for the entire preceding scene, set in
Pompeif’s gladiatorial arena, where a baying mob of spectators calls for the incapaci-
tated Glauco to be thrown to the lions (an unnumbered supertitle in the score
informs us, with curious precision, that the choir represents a crowd “of more than
1800 people”).”” Choruses, of course, had a long pre-history in opera, where they
have always served as a reliable sonic symbol of massed humanity. That Graziani-
Walter made recourse to a choir when confronted with a scene of this nature
strongly suggests an operatic component to his compositional method.® Indeed:
voices, understood in a broad sense, seem to have been Graziani-Walter’s standard
method for dealing with sections of the film eliciting strong, operatic levels of emo-
tional intensity.
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67) Ma una voce domina il tumulto: Guardate il Vesuvio!
67) But a voice rises above the tumolt: Look at Vesuvius!

Moderato (J =60)

Voices (J =80) P
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Ah!  look at Ve - su - vius!
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Example 4 The eruption is sighted. Adapted from Graziani-Walter, Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei, piano
score, 160 (piano part reduced to one stave).

ENvoicING NiIDIA

And voice, of course, is what prompted our original interest in the cinematic “aria”
reproduced in Example 1: the moment at which, according to Graziani-Walter’s
score, an ad libitum female voice would have sung in tandem with approximately
forty-five seconds of film. It is here—and in the two subsequent “arias” in the
score—that opera’s influence is felt unequivocally. Unlike the choral example dis-
cussed above, in which the vocal lines belong to the anonymous crowd, this voice is
clearly associated with a single character on screen; we might say that Nidia has
been “envoiced.” To be clear, this effect is not one of close synchronization between
music and image, in the way we might expect from, say, a filmed opera. The charac-
ter of Nidia isn’t lip-synching to the words sung by her ventriloquist (her lips don’t
really move at all), and the singer’s words aren’t dictated, or even implied, by any-
thing on screen—not even an intertitle. In this respect, these scenes diverge from
contemporary efforts to synchronize filmed opera scenes with notable recordings of
the time, in which lip-synching (or at least an impression of genuine operatic recita-
tion) were prioritized.’® Graziani-Walter’s decision to envoice Nidia seems, then, to
be a reaction to the emotionally heightened tenor of the filmic images themselves;
in seeking an appropriate musical effect, he reached for the emotionally heightened
resources of song.

Crucially, envoicing in this film is only associated with Nidia, the sole character
in the film who is deprived of one of her senses. Portraying blindness on screen
seems to have been a stumbling block for the filmmakers, whose solution was to
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have Nidia adopt an exaggerated, groping gait for most of the film. One could imag-
ine that Graziani-Walter’s use of operatic singing was a response to scenes in which
this exaggerated pantomime was particularly evident—thus translating an excessive
visual semaphore into an equivalently excessive aural one. But the scenes in which
Nidia sings are also those in which her disability is emphasized the least, for she is
stationary in most of them. This is the case, for instance, in the second example of
envoicing in the score, from the end of Part 2 (see Example s5). As in the first “aria,”
Nidia enacts a lament about her place in the love triangle: she arrives at the Temple
of Isis and, falling before the feet of an enormous statue, implores the deity to help
her. Whereas Example 1 was suggestive of verismo opera, though, the music in
Example 5 hearkens back to the musical aesthetic of a few decades earlier. The roll-
ing triplet accompaniment and the melody’s persistent appoggiaturas seem to recall
middle-period Verdi, as does the harmonic language. Entirely diatonic at first, the
climax of this miniature “aria” features unprepared leaps to dominant 6/4 chords a
third apart, a favorite trick of Verdi’s in his mid-century works.®°® The words, mean-
while, are a collection of generic expressions of heartache, but “O amore, amor
fatale” chimes distantly with the words of a famous distressed Verdian heroine:
Princess Eboli’s “O don fatale,” in the Italian version of Don Carlo (1884).

Irrespective of Graziani-Walter’s reasons for selecting these particular scenes for
envoiced accompaniment, the compositional procedures within them are without
doubt his most operatic. For one thing, the envoicing passages all take place at the
concluding sections of the score’s internal divisions: Parts 1, 2, and 5 (of five) end
with a singing episode, thus articulating filmic structure with a complementary mu-
sical strategy.®" Further supporting this architectonic interpretation is the fact that
the envoicing episode that ends Part 1 (reproduced in Example 1) returns at the end
of the Part 5, to serve as a transcendent dénouement—itself a typical verismo proce-
dure. And it is in this final example of envoicing that we find Graziani-Walter’s
most overtly operatic music. At this point in the film, the eruption is destroying
Pompeii: Nidia finds Glauco and Jone and leads them through scenes of destruction
to the sea, where a boat awaits to bear them away to safety. Nidia helps the lovers
onto the boat, and then pushes the boat away. After visibly despairing, she walks
into the sea and disappears beneath the waves. Underscoring the tragic nature of
the scene is Graziani-Walter's music, which makes use of every available expressive
resource to give to the scene a potent emotional charge. Indeed, the final minutes of
the score constitute nothing less than an operatic scena in miniature (see
Example 0).

Throughout the score, two motifs are associated with Nidia (see Example 3). The
first is her personal theme, a calling card that accompanies most of her appearances
on screen, and is transmuted into song in her first “aria.” The second is a more gen-
eral theme signifying Glauco and Jone’s love for one another (with unhappy reso-
nances for Nidia, of course). This motif, however, remains wordless until the end.
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Tempio. Nidia implora 1'idolo
Temple. Nidia prays to the idol

(J =84) Andante Espressivo (« = 60)
)Q T 3 - — K — rw}
D T ii 3 7s 7| - o
D) 14 |4 e
Oh a-mo re a-mor fa-
Oh____ love oh fa - tal
0 ~ ~, e ~ R e £ o el
e e — — | T3+ Py —y
LY e e | g 4—< s = :
I =
; < 5 == —<
P P
& N - EN - Ze
Y = I3 o i s i e
VA V) T 7 /) T T Il | _— T T T Il | —_— T
T r = 3 | —_— T i — o~ T e —
= —~— - —_—
- -
e e

ma che mi

-ta le ren - di pa ce al mio cor ques - ta flam -
love__ grant me peace___ in  my heart This_—  flame that  de-
O
‘SN e = E e o £ e e = -
% — =" — :
o = —= f— —
\_/
AEN £ ~ i EN N\ P S NI
A T e | T = I o g I r T r 1 T T r ] L | = T =
J O T T i W T T 1 =T T I T 1 r i T I r i T T r 1 T T r
7 | - T S — ~ T |- T \L } I | - T 1 } L } 1 \L } 1

-vo ra mi tor-men - ta mi fa o-rir! A - mo-re a-mor fa
-vours  me  that tor-ments _me that makes me die! Love! oh fat-tal
PN '3 - -l =
P A L.y | T T | -
7 0 =@ “iﬁﬁﬁ'
AN o H
DR —_— Pr
f —
AENEN| o~ EN | gl N
) e —fe — i i 1 —
7 — T — - T — T T T I — T — T
e — >y — — - T — S —
L > — _
= ' 4
L I [

Example 5 Nidia's second “aria.” Graziani-Walter, Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei, piano score, 75—76.

Wordless, that is, until the moment Nidia pushes away the boat and sacrifices her-
self. Then, an arpeggiated dominant seventh of A-flat ushers in a pianissimo vocali-

zation of the second motif in A-flat major, to words that leave no room for error in
interpretation: “Oh t'abbandono Glauco nelle braccia di Jone” (Oh Glauco, I aban-
don you into the arms of Jone). This gives way to an operatic preghiera, its final, high

pianissimo A-flat borrowed, perhaps, from Desdemona’s “Ave Maria” in Otello

(1887). Following a brief transition, the music from Example 1 then returns for
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Fine della seconda parte — End of Part Two

Example 5 Continued

grandiose final peroration, in which the words “Glauco, io t'amo!” are replaced with
“Glauco, addio!” Thus, at the moment at which Nidia quite literally renounces her
love for Glauco, the motif symbolizing this love is given voice—and immediately
destroyed, along with Nidia’s motif, in the aftermath of the Vesuvian conflagration.

For the most part, we can only imagine the effect that the sudden irruption of a
singing voice in a cinematic environment might have had on audiences of the pe-
riod. The vocal line is marked ad libitum, and it is likely that provincial theaters,
with fewer resources, would simply have omitted it. Even so, considering the ersatz
Puccini and knock-off Verdi in Graziani-Walter’s vocal experiments, the critical si-
lence on these passages is striking. Reviews of the film’s first performances in
Rome, Milan, and Turin—TItaly’s principal cinematic cities—make no mention of a
singer, to the extent that they mention music at all.®> Herein lies the significance of
the Florence performance of Gli ultimi giorni, with which I began this article: it is
the only occasion for which we can definitively say that the vocal part was employed,
thanks to a review that appeared in the Florentine broadsheet La Nazione the follow-
ing day.%?

The fact that this was the only review to explicitly thematize music (a far from
unusual situation, in the history of silent cinema) means that it may not support
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77) Salvil Nidia giunge la prima presso la barca. Jone e Glauco la seguono senza accorgersi di lei.
77) Safe! Nidia reaches the boat first. Jone and Glauco follow her without noticing her.

Nidia spinge la barca al largo restando a riva.
Nidia pushes the boat away, staying on the shore.
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Example 6 Nidia’s third and final “aria.” Adapted from Graziani-Walter, Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei,
piano score, 181-83 (music reduced to one stave where appropriate).

generalizations about the wider reception of the score. Yet the Florence review is dif-
ficult to ignore, because it was written by a musically skilled listener. “Jarro,” under
whose byline it appears, was the nom de plume of the writer, journalist, humorist,
and gastronome Giulio Piccini, a longstanding presence on the Florentine arts
scene. Piccini was an erudite critic of both music and theater, and he would have
been among those most sensitive (for better or worse) to the score’s gestures toward
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Example 6 Continued

opera. Moreover, he was overtly engaged with cinematic culture: in 1910, he had
published a collection of five short stories set in and around the film industry.®# It is
thus worth quoting extensively from his review:
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Maestro Graziani-Walter knows, as a musician, how to take advantage of his own
riches, as well as those of others. .. . It is hard to judge, except superficially, the
music in the lackluster [monca] performance it received last night. And yet, as al-
ways, what emerges from this work is that maestro Graziani-Walter is a good har-
monist, a good orchestrator—no laborious seeker of novelty, but rather a confident
navigator of well-trodden paths; this way, he knows he cannot err. .. . The overall
effect of the score is varied, lively. There are no peregrinations—quite the contrary,
there is much simplicity of means. Maestro Graziani-Walter has achieved his goal:
that of directing the public’s attention ever more favorably towards cinematic re-
production, and he has worked on an effect that came off splendidly: that of blend-
ing the action of the cinematic drama, descriptive instrumental music, and the
human voice. The notes that signora Tosca Ferroni sang simultaneously with the
actions of the character of the young blind girl in the film made a profound im-
pression on the audience. It really seemed as though the character in the film were
singing. This is certainly an effect to be studied, and which has the potential to add

considerably to the allure of cinematic reproductions. 5

Piccini’s frank assessment of the score indicates that the stylistic eclecticism and
conventional musical language of Graziani-Walter's music were already known
quantities (it is difficult not to hear a veiled barb in his mention of “the riches of oth-
ers” and “well-trodden paths”). Slightly more surprising is the picture of the perfor-
mance that emerges, and one wonders what it was (poor playing, perhaps, or an
under-rehearsed orchestra?) that led Piccini to label it “lackluster.”®® But the
review’s most intriguing passage concerns the contributions of the singer, the aptly
named Tosca Ferroni.®”

The key phrase, I would argue, is also one of the hardest to pin down: “it really
seemed as though the character in the film were singing.” Paolo Russo, who cites
only the latter half of the review, interprets it in a straightforward manner as evi-
dence of approval from a venerable establishment figure.®® Taken at face value, it is
true that Piccin{’s statement expresses a wonderment that seems incommensurate,
from our perspective, with the film’s actual qualities—recall that Nidia does not visi-
bly sing on screen. In this view, the “elderly Piccini” (as Russo calls him) stands as
the archetypal early observer of cinema, so struck by the strength of the cinematic il-
lusion as to accept it as reality. Cinema, at this time mute and necessarily unable to
“sing,” becomes opera—a genre where people really do sing. Yet Piccini's comments
in the first half of the review belie this interpretation. For Nidia's envoicing is de-
scribed in rather circuitous terms, as a “blend” of cinematic action, instrumental
music, and the human voice—that is, with “voice” and “music” distinct from
“cinematic action.” In other words, Piccini may well have thought it seemed like
Nidia were singing; but he also seems cognizant of the mediated nature of that im-
pression, of the material constitution of the filmic spectacle, and perhaps of the
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hierarchical order of precedence between film and music engendered by the film-
making process. In spite of their operatic trappings, Piccini seems to have intuited,
however subliminally, that Nidia’s “arias” were fundamentally cinematic artefacts.

A TURN TOWARD THE POPULAR

To see why this might be the case, let us consider one more example from the score
to Gli ultimi giorni. The scene it accompanies occurs in the middle of the film—a
long sequence that largely reinscribes the Jone-Glauco-Nidia love-triangle dynamic.
It consists of only three shots: in the first, we see Jone and Glauco flirting on a stone
bench in a garden; in the second, they walk away from the camera toward a shady
colonnade, while Nidia follows at a distance, crying; in the third, the camera angle is
reversed, and Jone and Glauco walk through the colonnade toward the camera, fol-
lowed again by the weeping Nidia. With its garden setting and its obviously flirta-
tious tone, the scene recalls that most operatic of numbers, the love duet—making
it an obvious candidate for musical accompaniment in elevated style. Yet in register,
style, tone, and more besides, the music devised by Graziani-Walter for this scene
seems quite the opposite of opera, not least because of the striking absence of a sing-
ing voice (see Example 7). In fact, it clearly indexes popular music of the period—
witness the octave-heavy texture, the stride bass, the tonic-dominant alternation,
and the modular construction. These qualities, though not totally foreign to art mu-
sic, were more often found in Neapolitan songs, music for brass band (especially pa-
triotic marches), and light instrumental music in popular dance genres, including
traditional European favorites (such as the waltz) but also dance crazes imported
from the Americas (such as the foxtrot).

At first glance, this music appears to conform to the model of most musical ac-
companiment for silent cinema, and perhaps even that of “modular form”: the
phrasing is exceedingly regular, and there are many literal repeats of material. On
the other hand, the music is continuous, and its structure is determined by musical
concerns above all. The piece is in a strictly observed ABA form (as is the B section
itself), but this structural symmetry does not map neatly onto the scene’s three con-
stituent shots. The two unnumbered supertitles appear to fall at musically signifi-
cant junctures (phrase boundaries and a switch to the minor mode, in both cases);
but following the metronome means that the unnumbered supertitles are out of
alignment with the actions they describe.®® In short, there are no obvious points of
synchronization. The piece also bears a curious designation as a “gavotte,” despite
having few of the characteristics of that dance (such as a half-measure anacrusis),
which nonetheless emphasizes the extract’s nature as an independent musical
structure. Indeed, even in the score the piece is marked out by the fact that it bears a
title (“Amore! Amore!”) borrowed from the intertitle that introduces the scene.
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Example 7 “Amore! Amore!”, extract. Adapted from Graziani-Walter, Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei, piano
score, 66—71 (repeat marks not original).

The presence of a title in the piano score is explained by the fact that the music
also appears in other formats. For, in what appears to be an unprecedented move
(with respect to music with cinematic origins), the music from this scene was also
published separately in sheet music form, under the same title: “Amore! Amore!” It
was one of only two extracts from the score that were given this treatment—the
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other being “La sfilata dei gladiatori,” from the aforementioned scene set in
Pompeii's gladiatorial arena (see Figure 2).”° The music in this latter extract, written
alla breve and replete with fanfares, is clearly in the style of a march for brass band;
featuring a recurring main theme and an independent middle section in the sub-
dominant, it is also in dialogue with the typical form of the genre.”” Thus both
“Amore! Amore!” and “La sfilata dei gladiatori” referenced popular music, and were
marketed as such—targeting, it seems, the large market for sheet music in genres
such as the waltz, the march, and the foxtrot.”” None of the other surviving film
scores of the anni d’oro were split up in this way, which raises the question: Why,
given the ongoing efforts to “ennoble” cinema at this time, did Ambrosio select the
most popular-sounding music from the score for separate publication?

A comparison with opera is instructive here. Had Gli ultimi giorni been an opera,
we could imagine that Nidia’s “arias” might have been published separately, as pezzi
staccati circulating in various formats. Publishing operatic extracts was a relatively
common practice in the early 1900s, even if doing so contravened the prevailing
aesthetics of contemporary Italian opera, which—at least in theory—privileged a
continuous musical thread, inspired by Wagnerian notions of “endless melody,”
that resisted excerption of any kind.”? In this way, operatic extracts circulated in
Italian society in a manner not unlike the popular music channeled by “Amore!
Amore!” (even if, ultimately, they referred back to a parent work whose respectability
mitigated the unsavory aura of commerce surrounding popular dissemination).

Had they been excised from their original cinematic context, though, Nidia’s
“arias” would have been revealed as poor substitutes for the operatic styles they imi-
tated. The music is run-of-the-mill; the words are unpoetic, lacking meter and
rhyme.”* Generic as they are, the words lose much of their meaning without accom-
panying images, and yoke Nidia’s arias to the film in a way that precludes effective
performance outside the cinema. And because the arias are through-composed, for-
going the flexible modularity found elsewhere in the score, it is hard to imagine
them being repurposed to accompany other films. The same cannot be said for
“Amore! Amore!” Indeed, it succeeds as an extract because it essentially lacks any
intrinsic connection to the segment of film it accompanies. Despite being incorpo-
rated into a continuous score, it is not firmly embedded within it; the music is easily
cut, lifted out, and pasted into other contexts. But this is ironic: for with little to dis-
tinguish the extract musically from other light music being written at this time, the
filmic connection would have been its unique selling point.

Ambrosio’s answer to this conundrum was to splash across the cover of the
sheet music a posed still from the relevant scene. This was, of course, a venerable
practice in the production of operatic mementos, but it seems to serve an additional
purpose here: that of asserting a filmic identity for the music contained within.
Indeed, without this visual support—and the strapline “Gavotte from the film
Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei”—one senses that potential consumers would be
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Societa Anonima AMBROSIO - Torino

MANIFATTURA CINEMATOGRAFICA

AMORE! AMORE!.

; Gavotta della Film «GLI ULTIMI GIORNI DI POMPEI ,, |

Thtll'F diriibe riservoht
Copyright 1913 by GRAZIANT-WALTER Lrorzo, noite i 8,00 A

MusicA per M.° <2

C. GRAZIANI-WALTER

Edizione AL MONDO MUSICALE
Firdnze — Torino

L

Figure 2 Sheet music extracts from Graziani-Walter’s score for Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei. Left: “Amore!

Amorel: Gavotta della Film ‘Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei

”m

(Bibliomediateca “Mario Gromo,” Museo

Nazionale del Cinema, Turin, MUS. 560). Right: “La sfilata dei gladiatori: Marcia della Film ‘Gli ultimi

S

giorni di Pompei"” (Bibliomediateca “Mario Gromo,” Museo Nazionale del Cinema, Turin, MUS. 559).
Reproduced with permission.
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Societa Anonima AMBROSIO - Torino

MANIFATTURA CINEMATOGRAFICA

- La SFILATA DEI GLADIATORI

‘E. Marcia della Film “GLI ULTIMI GIORNI DI POMPEI,,
K 22 _

.

Tufti | diritdi riservati Prezzo netto L. 2,00

Copyright 1913 by GRAZIANI-WALTER
MusicaA pec M.°

! C. GRAZIANI-WALTER
§‘ Edizione AL MONDO MUSICA;‘E

Figure 2 Continued.

hard-pressed to identify “Amore! Amore!” as “film music.” Yet it is clear that
Ambrosio put considerable stock in this scene’s ability to stand, metonymically, for
the film as a whole. The image on the front of the sheet music to “Amore! Amore!”
is also used on the front cover of the piano reduction of the full score (compare
Figure 1 with Figure 2.1). Furthermore, the scores to the sheet music extract repli-
cate exactly the layout from the piano reduction (or vice versa), suggesting that
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Ambrosio envisaged the publication of the sheet music even at the stage of setting
the music for the piano score. In other words, the studio appears to have foreseen
the success of these extracts outside the bounds of the cinema.

That the studio did not feel the same about the “arias” for Nidia, on the other hand,
underscores their ambivalent status within the score. They are generic, in that they es-
sentially comprise a collection of operatic clichés. Yet they are not generic in the same
way as “Amore! Amore!” The clichés make the arias unique to Gli ultimi giorni di
Pompei, but they also highlight the ways in which Graziani-Walter's music does not
constitute bona fide opera. By contrast, the anodyne character of “Amore! Amore!” dis-
tances it from the film’s narrative specificities: but this is, paradoxically, what enables it
to represent the film effectively outside the bounds of the theater. Fundamentally, the ef-
fect of the “arias” depends on their realization in situ. For audiences at this historical
moment—for whom specially composed musical accompaniment to a film was still
novel, and for whom a moving image of a woman combined with a woman'’s voice was
utterly new—Graziani-Walter’s envoicing experiment could have the profound effect
recorded by the critic for La Nazione. But this effect needed the support of a profes-
sional singer, of the moving images, of an impressionable crowd.

A GLIMPSE OF THINGS TO COME

This tension illuminates some key differences between opera and cinema at this
time. To see these two media as related is to privilege certain basic homologies in
presentation: both have a visual and a musical component, which, combined, result
in a unified audio-visual experience. The comparison, however, is limited. In an op-
eratic performance, the singers on stage are constitutive of the musical work-made-
manifest. Their singing is part of the music, regardless of the visual spectacle to
which they contribute. But actors in a silent film projection generally have no role in
the creation of the music that eventually accompanies them. Communication
occurs, but only in one direction; music follows the image, but the images cannot
respond to the music. Only the audience can mediate between the two spheres and
forge a connection between them.

The varying fortunes of the extracts from Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei illustrate the
practical consequences of this difference. Since music was almost always added ret-
rospectively, it took an extraordinary effort to write music that aligned with filmic
images in ways that were not formula-driven and conventional. Graziani-Walter
offers two solutions to the problem. The first, exemplified by “Amore! Amore!,” was
essentially not to try: beyond the need to begin and end roughly in time with the
scene, the light, popular style of music made few demands for explicit synchroniza-
tion with the film. The other, as seen in Nidia’s “arias,” was to try to make the music
a feature, to make its presence feel impelled by the images on screen. But he could
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not, ultimately, make those same images need the music—or rather, need his
music.

During the 19105, critics not only sought to understand film within the frame-
work of earlier multimedia genres; they also wanted to make of it a new audio-visual
art form on a par with them. As Giulio Piccini declared in La Nazione, “this is an ef-
fect that should be studied”: the envoicing of Nidia represented one option for the
further evolution of film as a musical genre, one prized by a critical establishment
keen to see film flower into opera’s mechanically mediated cousin. But this was es-
sentially a utopian vision, sustainable only during the good years before the First
World War, when the commercial, mass-media potential of early film was yet to be
fully realized. Indeed, the overall trajectory of film music in the years following Gli
ultimi giorni would turn away from projects of “elevation.” In the 1920s, with the
Italian film industry decimated by a postwar economic crisis, no one had much of
an appetite—or the cash—to provide films with expensive full-length scores.
Instead, the (mostly foreign) films distributed in Italy were fitted with popular songs
and instrumental numbers, known as motivi, which served as “main themes” for
the films in question.”

Like “Amore! Amorel,” these motivi were published as sheet music, and their
identification as “film music” relied on various visual and verbal markers: the exam-
ples in Figure 3 feature photographs and signatures of the actors, pertinent filmic
imagery, and descriptive tags like “love theme from. .. .” Outside the cinema, they
circulated freely on the popular market, their filmic connection no hindrance to
their commercial success. Indeed, artfully integrated into the musical accompani-
ment to a given film, motivi probably benefited from cinematic presentation. But
music and image remained detached, on a fundamental level. In other words, in Gli
ultimi giorni di Pompei, we can see (however embryonically) the beginnings of a way
of musicalizing film entirely particular to the medium. The traits of this distinctly
filmic form—Iet’s call it film music—that would prove most durable, in the decades
to come, are precisely those discernible in “Amore! Amore!”

Yet while Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei seems, to modern audiences, like a step in
the direction toward mass-mediatization, this is unlikely to have been evident to its
creators. The idea that music could be instrumental in raising cinema from a com-
mercial enterprise to an artistic one was a collective fantasy to which filmmakers,
composers, and critics would continue to subscribe; Pietro Mascagni and Luigi
Mancinelli, who both wrote specially composed scores that postdate Gli ultimi giorni,
were among those to wholeheartedly embrace this narrative of elevation. It is only
with the benefit of hindsight that these scores seem like something of a cultural
dead-end. Thus the “operatic” music in Graziani-Walter’s score remains a solitary
experiment, its influence on later film scoring limited. But it sits alongside music
that bespeaks new modes of dissemination and new relationships between media:
and it is this music, perhaps, that constitutes film music avant la lettre.
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Figure 3 Sheet music for two motivi by the Italian composer Dino Rulli (1891-1929), for the Italian
releases of Seventh Heaven (1927) and Revenge (1928). Author’s personal collection.
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NOTES

Marco Ladd is a PhD candidate at Yale
University, where he is completing a dissertation
entitled “Synchronization and the Silent Screen:
Film Music in Italy, c. 1910—40.”

Previous versions of this article were presented
at TOSC@Bern and at the Annual Meeting of the
American Musicological Society in Rochester in
2017. My thanks to the two anonymous readers
for their helpful suggestions.

1. Numerous cinematic adaptations of The
Last Days of Pompeii were made in the silent era;
for an overview, see Adrian Stahli, “Screening
Pompeii: The Last Days of Pompeii in the
Cinema,” in The Last Days of Pompeii: Decadence,
Apocalypse, Resurrection, ed. Victoria C. Gardner
Coates, Kenneth Lapatin, and Jon L. Seyd| (Los
Angeles: |. Paul Getty Trust, 2012), 78-87. On
Italian adaptations specifically, see Vittorio
Martinelli, “Sotto il vulcano,” in Gli ultimi giorni di
Pompeli, ed. Riccardo Redi (Naples: Electa
Napoli, 1994), esp. 40-46.

2. Ambrosio Film was one of the major
studios of the Italian silent era. Founded by
accountant Arturo Ambrosio as Arturo Ambrosio
& Co. in 1906, the studio became a publicly listed
company in 1907 and was thereafter known as
the Societa Anonima Ambrosio. From then on
until its eventual liquidation in 1924, the studio
produced well over 1,000 films. See Claudia
Gianetto, “The Giant Ambrosio, or Italy’s Most
Prolific Silent Film Company,” in Italian Silent
Cinema: A Reader, ed. Giorgio Bertellini (New
Barnet: John Libbey Publishing, 2013), 79-86.

3. The film was first released in France, in
May 1913; elsewhere in Europe, it was released in
August. Following its Roman premiere, the film
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