In Search of Nino Rota
and his Divertimento for

Double Bass of 1973

By Alexandre Ritter

PART I

(Introduction - Purpose of the Study -
Historical Background - Simplified
Higher Technique)

In February of 1994, during my bache-
lor’s degree at the University of Georgia
(UGA-USA), I met for the first time the
double bass soloist, pedagogue and con-
ductor Maestro Franco Petracchi. Since
that time, I had the opportunity to be in
contact with him in many instances. In
2001, I decided to bring him to Brazil to
participate in a Double Bass symposium as
the guest of honor. During his solo recital,
he asked me to translate to the public about
this story on Nino Rota and his
Divertimento for double bass, which he
was about to play. Petracchi explained to
the public and gave unique details on how
this piece was conceived and developed.
At the end of that recital I thought to
myself “all this information is too impor-
tant—bass players should know these
unique and relevant historical facts.”
Then, in 2006, during my Masters degree
at the University of British Columbia
(UBC-CANADA), I wrote a term paper for
a bibliography class I was taking, choosing
as the main subject the Rota story that
Petracchi had exposed to the public on that
recital in Brazil. Consequently, right after
I finished that term paper, my “boiling
brain” started wondering and questioning
about many details that arose from that
research project.
love for the piece fiercely drove me (o
work on the subject restlessly. Therefore,

In addition, my great

I decided to dive into the subject, and in
May of 2010 I finished my DMA degree at
the UGA with a Dissertation entitled
FRANCO PETRACCHI AND THE

DIVERTIMENTO CONCERTANTE PER
CONTRABBASSO E ORCHESTRA BY
NINO ROTA: A SUCCESSFUL COL-
LABORATION BETWEEN COMPOSER
AND PERFORMER. Here you will find
Part I of a two-part article presenting some
of the main findings of my research pro-
ject. The reader will also find that my
entire dissertation is now presented at the
Online Journal of Bass Research-OJBR.

Introduction

Between 1967 and 1971, Nino Rota
(1911 - 1979) composed the Divertimento
Contrabbasso e
Orchestra in honor of the legendary dou-

Concertante  per

ble bass soloist, pedagogue and conductor
Petracchi (b. 1937). This
Divertimento is a four-movement work
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with the movement titles, 1-Allegro, 1I-
Marcia, I1I-Aria and IV-Finale. The entire
piece is approximately twenty-four min-
utes in length, and it holds an important
position in the ZOth—century solo repertoire
for double bass.

The Divertimento is a significant exam-
ple of effective collaboration between
composer and performer. From 1950 to
1977 Rota was the director of the Bari
Conservatory in Italy. Within that same
period, Petracchi also worked at the con-
servatory as the primary double bass pro-
fessor. The Marcia was the first move-
ment to be composed; Rota began it during
the 1967 academic year. Petracchi recalls
the circumstances: “First, he [Rota] wrote
the Marcia thinking of it as a piece by
itself for double bass and piano. It was
dedicated to the double bass class; in fact
the piece had some elements of the instru-
ment’s technique (scales, exercises, etc).”
Over the next four years (from 1967 to
1971), the composer decided to add three
additional movements.

During these same years, Petracchi was
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developing the technical concepts and
exercises that were essential to his peda-
gogy for the double bass. Some years
later, in 1982, the results of the work were
published as a book, entitled Simplified
Higher Technigue. In Part II of this article,
it will be shown how Petracchi’s pedagogy
for bass (which was developed long before
the book was published) might have been
an important specific influence on the
composition of the Divertimento.

The next movement composed after the
Marcia was the Aria, which was complet-
ed in 1968. In this movement, Rota gives
the performer the opportunity to explore
the lyrical phrasing possibilities that the
instrument offers. The next movement to
be composed was the Finale, an Allegro
marcato (1969), in which Rota explores
virtuosity for the double bass, showcasing
Petracchi’s particular technical abilities
throughout. Last of all, a first-movement
composed in  1971.
According to Petracchi, Rota did not give

Allegro  was

the development of the first movement to
before the
Divertimento’s first performance with
orchestra. The performer recalls: “In
1971 there was the premiere in Napoli
with the Orchestra Scarlatti of the Rai,
conducted by P.L. Urbini, and, as it was
common, the Maestro gave me the devel-

him until two days

opment of the first movement two days
before the concert.”” Thereafter, in 1973,
the Divertimento was published by Carisch
(now owned by Ricordi) as a four-move-
ment work for double bass and orchestra,
together with a reduction for piano.

Purpose of the Study

The unique circumstances of the collab-
oration between Petracchi and Rota
deserved a special study. Therefore, I
decided to investigate the collaboration
between composer and performer, giving
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particular attention to how this collaboration affected the compo-

sitional history, the style, and the specific technical challenges
that are found in the Divertimento. Two aspects of the collabora-
tion warranted particular attention. First, it was useful to investi-
gate how the technical demands of the piece compare with the
concepts and exercises found in Petracchi’s method for the double
bass, Higher Technique. Secondly, it was essential to investigate
a further collaboration between the composer and performer after
the publication of the Divertimento in 1973, which resulted in a
significantly different second version of the Diverfimento. To
date, this second version has not been published but it remains the
preferred version for Petracchi. In sum, the main research ques-
tions were these: 1) When, and in what circumstances did Rota
write the Divertimento? 2) What are Petracchi’s musical and tech-
characteristics that might have influenced Rota’s
Divertimento? 3) What aspects of the book Higher Technique
might have influenced Rota’s Diverfimento? 4) What are the
changes made to the Divertimento after the publication in 1973,
and in what circumstances were they made?

nical

Historical Background

Much of the material presented here has been taken from the
2008 interview between myself and the performer, which is a
valuable source for the genesis of both the Diverfimento and
Higher Technique. Like the interview itsclf, the discussion will
proceed according to the chronology by which the four move-
ments of the work were composed, i.e., Marcia, Aria, Finale, and
Allegro respectively.

According to Petracchi, the Divertimento “was born” as a result
of his request to Rota to write a single piece for bass and piano in
1967. At that point in time, Petracchi had just been invited to
teach at the Bari conservatory, while Rota was its director. The
performer recalls: “I [Petracchi] accepted and could not miss the
opportunity to ask him to write some music for my instrument.”
Petracchi explained that Rota had his office underncath his class-
room and that Rota could hear the content of Petracchi’s lessons.
The Marcia was composed as an exercise for the double bass
class, designed to challenge the student with specific techniques.
Petracchi stressed Rota’s intention with the Marcia:

This Marcia contained numerous exercises that I used to
give to my students, a kind of training music, realized in liv-
ing music to “make them [the exercises] more enjoyable,” as
he [Rota] said. In fact his studio and his sitting room were
situated right below my classroom. It certainly was not
enjoyable for the Maestro to rest at certain times with that
“concert of scales.”

The tempo marking assigned to the Marcia reflects the colla-
borative decision made between Petracchi and Rota. In the inter-
view, Petracchi recalled that “he [Rota] made a point of telling
me that the time must be allegramente, like when children leave
school, not when they enter. We estimated that a quarter-note at
132/138 could be optimal.”

In 1968, the Aria was composed. According to Petracchi, when
the prominent Italian critic and musicologist Fedele D’Amico
heard the Aria performed in Rome, he declared after the concert
that this Aria was one of the best Italian pieces written in the last
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50 years. In his recollection, Petracchi claims that the music |0
the Aria owes its existence to Rota’s concurrent project of o
posing music for the famous film Doctor Zhivago:

I’s important to clarify that this music (Aria) was vtipi
nally written as the motif of the film Docror Zhivago. 1
to disagreements with the production, he withdrew (I
beautiful score was then written by Lai with “L
Theme”) and to our great satisfaction, Rota’s themc 1
“redirected” to the double bass.

Inan early conversation about it, Rota revealed to Petracchi 1111l
he had already formed a clear idea of where the music of this Vo
would be used in the soundtrack for Doctor Zhivago. Accoliny
to Petracchi, “For the interpretation, he told me that I should il
of a slow march of Russian exiles heading toward Siberia [al RN
4] at night and then, bit by bit, lentamente and with ampiez: .l
the unfolding of dawn (like Respighi’s I Pini di Roma).”

The Finale was the third movement composed and dates 1111
1969. Inititally, Rota had thought of it as a galop with respec! (o
its musical style. By the time the Divertimento was publishitl in
1973, however, Rota had decided to call it Finale. When (lii
Finale and the earlier two movements had been scored for doiihl
bass and piano, Petracchi asked Rota about another stage of worl
“Alter the finale (galoppo), he [Rota] had already thought aboif 1
possible orchestration...when I proposed it to him, he told me (111!
he had already planned it.”

An additional movement, entitled Allegro and intended to i
played first was composed in 1971. Petracchi recalls several 1111i
que factors that influenced the composition of this movemer!

He explained to me that the theme is drawn from Il
Concerto No. 1 of Paganini modified in the final note, /i
nightmare of a double bassist who imagines that a conct/10
has been written for him, but that he is unable to get the final
note right, played invariably one tone below the original
nightmare!

The composition of the first movement’s development beciiti
a particular concern. Petracchi remembered that the orches!iil
introduction was longer than the entire section with b
_ Petracchi recalls his suggestion to Rota:

I pointed out that in the first movement, after the 11
introduction, the double bassist played a brief entrata il
then passed to rehearsal number 10 of the cadenza, prati
cally missing the development. He said that I was right. <! !
take care of it. How demanding you are!” In fact, he to!
care of it, but only two days before the first performance held
in Napoli in 1971.

Based on his interactions with the composer during and ji
after the composition of the Allegro, Petracchi has argued agai!
using the zempi that appear in the published edition:

I have had the chance to hear several recordings of thi:
divertimento, but not one renders the thought of the comp!)
er, truly an interpretative loss...on my own score, whicl |
also distribute to my students, there are numerous exprt




sive, dynamic, and metronome markings that are fruit of my
time with Rota at the piano.

At the same time that Rota was composing the Divertimento,
Petracchi was introducing the ideas that he would later publish in
Simplified Higher Technique into his teaching at the
Conservatory. In the article “Left Hand High,” Peter Buckoke
claimed that he had been exposed to the basic concepts of Hi gher
Technique before 1973, even though the book was not published
until 1982:

I was lucky to find my way onto Franco Petracchi’s sum-
mer course in Vicenza, northern Italy. He introduced me
to his daily exercises, which were unpublished at the time,
but are now available from Yorke Edition. ... I have worked

with his exercises continuously over the last 30 years. ..

Petracchi was quite specific as to his purpose for transforming
his pedagogy into a published method; he stressed the fact that he
took ideas from the technique of other instruments, such as the
piano:

At the time, I suggested to my students exer-

from other methods, borrowing examples from composers such as
Bill¢, Caimmi, Mortari, and Selmi. Furthermore, he applied his
technique to important examples from the bass repertoire, from
composers such as Henze, Hindemith, Koussevitsky, Mussorgsky,
Bottesini, and Fryba.

Petracchi’s innovations are based on the establishment and
manipulation of three different left hand positions: chromatic
(cr), semichromatic (s.cr), and diatonic (diar). All three different
left hand positions make use of the thumb as the base for the hand
position.

The chromatic position (cr) is built on three consecutive semi-
tones using the thumb for the first note, finger 1 (index finger) for
the second note, finger 2 for the third note (middle finger), and
finger 3 (ring finger) for the fourth note (example I). The semi-
chromatic position (s.cr) is built on the span of a whole tone and
two consecutive semitones. The whole tone is produced by the
use of the thumb and finger 1, while the other two consecutive
semitones are produced with fingers 2 and 3 (example 2). The
diatonic position (diat) is built on a whole tone between the thumb
and the finger 1, another whole tone between the finger 1 and the
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cises to improve their performance to facilitate cr

i

[ an YA W

their study; some I created, and others I took
from other instruments. In that period, the 1950s,
there was no school of thought regarding tech-
nique. I found inspiration in piano technique, the
same methodology, a double bass fingered hori-
zontally instead of vertically. My own students
encouraged me to publish these “notes™ in order

Example

to avoid writing them with some occasional notes
[in class].
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1. Example of Petracchi’s chromatic fingering system (chapter I, p.i).
Courtesy of Yorke Edition/Rodney Slatford, hip:/www yorkedition.co ukinav.him
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Simplified Higher Technique

Petracchi’s Simplified Higher Technique is a
method book comprised of twenty chapters, each of
which features some combination of one or more exer-
cises, etudes, or excerpts from solo and orchestra
repertoire.  For the most part, the exercises in the
method are Petracchi’s original compositions and
incorporate his innovative concepts of left hand tech-
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Example 2. Example of Petracchi’s semi-chromatic fingering system (chapter 1, p.I).
Courtesy of Yorke Edition/Rodney Slatford, hiip:/iwww yorkedition.co ukinav.htm
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nique. Petracchi achieves these innovations by using
the thumb position technique in unorthodox registers
and positions on the fingerboard. He also introduces

diat %_.

different pre-set left-hand positions, all of which use
the thumb as the base for the positions. Such positions
were remarkably innovative at the time due to the
unusual fingerboard placements. In most methods
published before Higher Technigue, the thumb is only
used above the midpoint of the strings (e.g., beyond the gl — mid-
point of the G string). Petracchi, however, uses different thumb
positions below the midpoint of the fingerboard.

Petracchi also introduced the technique of using the thumb in
order to play almost any note on the fingerboard, including such
unlikely ones as an el or a bl on the first string. To supplement
the presentation of innovative ideas, he incorporated exercises
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Example 3. Example of Petracchi’s diatonic fingering system (chapter 1, p.1). Courtesy
of Yorke Edition/Rodney Slatford, hitp:/twww yorkedition.co.ukinav hitm

finger 2, and a semitone between fingers 2 and 3 (example 3).

On the basis of the three basic positions presented in his
method, Petracchi devised more extended positions, always using
the thumb as the base for the left-hand positions. Such variations
on the three basic positions are of great use in the realization of
various works in the double bass repertoire, especially for the exe-
cution of fast passages (example 4).
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Example 4. Example of Petracchi’s Jingering extensions (chapter 1, p.1). Couriesy of Yorke Edition/Rodney Slatford, hup:/iwww yorkedition.co ukinav

For a more in depth investigation on Brazilian born bassist Alexandre Riili
Petracchi’s Simplified Higher Techniqueits  has been on the faculry of the Universidu /.
structure and style, I suggest the reader to  Federal do Rio Grande do Sul-UFRC Y,
turn to my dissertation at the OJBR. Porto Alegre/Brazil since 2000. Alexan!

do S Ome t h i ng End of PART I received both a Doctor of Musical Arts o1l

Bachelor Degrees from the University o/

" - PART II (Investigation of the Influences  Geor via, studying with Milton Wali
beautiful g g i

on the Divertimento — Conclusion) will be Masciadyi, and pursued Master’s studies (11
presented in the next issue of Bass World. the University of British Columbia will:
Kenneth  Friedman.
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