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“ONCE UPON A
TIME.....
from Pinocchio to
The Wizard of Oz,
the stories music
has to tell...”

Pierangelo Valtinoni is a highly successful composer from
Vicenza whose operas are performed very often outside
Italy. His story could well inspire anyone who wishes to
explore the idea of composing musical works for children.
His training includes studies in organ, composition for
organ, choral music and choral conducting, composition
and orchestral conducting.
His compositions have been staged in Italy, Europe, Asia
and America, recorded by important labels and broadcast
by Deutschland Radio, Radio Berlin RBB, Sky Classica and
Italy’s Radio 3.
His music has been published by Boosey & Hawkes,
Sonzogno, Carrara, Carus-Verlag, Feniarco and Cipriani.
His works we would most like to mention on this

Interview with composer Pierangelo
Valtinoni

occasion, given the topic of our interview, are the ones
dedicated to children: The Boy with the Violin, to a libretto
by Roberto Piumini59; Pinocchio, one of the contemporary
operas most frequently staged in Europe60, The Queen of

by Helen Keble

the Snow61, e The Wizard of Oz62 , all three to librettos by
Paolo Madron.
His music “tells” fairy tales, creating a unique
enchantment through the evocative allure of stories made
up of sounds.

59 The opera was staged at Vicenza’s Teatro Astra in1997.
60 VALTINONI PIERANGELO, Pinocchio. Opera in two acts, Boosey & Hawkes, 2001, rev. 2006. Staged for the first time in Vicenza in 2001 and in its new

version in Berlin in 2006, this opera was later performed in many theatres and continues to be staged: Komische Oper (Berlin), Staatsoper (Hamburg),
Leipzig Opera, Staatsoper (Munich), Teatro Regio (Turin), Boris Pokrovsky Theatre (Moscow), Teatro Circo (Braga), Teatro Olimpico and Teatro Comunale
(Vicenza), Opera Estate Festival (Bassano) etc.
61VALTINONI PIERANGELO, Die Schneekoenigin. Opera for children in two acts, Boosey & Hawkes, 2008-2009. This opera was commissioned by Berlin’s

Komische Oper and staged there as a Word Premiere in 2010, later appearing at Hamburg’s Staatsoper, the Dresden Conservatory, the Opera Theatre
in Umeå and the Teatro Comunale in Vicenza.
VALTINONI PIERANGELO, Der Zauberer von Oz. Fairytale opera in two acts, Boosey & Hawkes, 2015-16. Commissioned by the Opernhaus Zürich, it’s Word
Premiere took place in this city in 2017
62
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Thanks to an approach that incorporates a large variety of

mustn’t do that..." Slowly but surely, however, I began to

musical styles and gives full rein to dance rhythms, rich

fall in love with Pinocchio and his adventures.

colours and orchestral timbres, his music captures

Composed to a libretto by Paolo Madron, Pinocchio was

children’s attention. At the same time, it offers adults the

performed for the first time in May 2001 in Vicenza.

chance to interpret these sounds in a more subtle manner,

And it was an immediate success! It was given five, six,

thus arousing the enthusiasm of old and young alike.

seven repeat stagings, and even though we initially
thought that would be all, that’s not how things turned

Helen Keble

out.

Maestro Valtinoni, what first led you to compose operas

To do a bit of self-promotion, I sent a videotape of the

for children?

performance to the editor Boosey&Hawkes in Berlin. In
2002 the head of production called me, telling me he had

Pierangelo Valtinoni

seen the video and was enthusiastic about it. He came to

I started writing operas for children more or less by

see me in Vicenza and we began discussing what to do

chance, after I came across the libretto The Boy with the

with the opera and how to do it.

Violin by Roberto Piumini, in 1996. Piumini is a well-

Boosey&Hawkes, unlike many Italian music editors,

known author who has written many successful books for

doesn’t just publish scores. It also gets involved in looking

children, and I began to wonder how I could write an

for theatres who will stage performances, and will then

opera intended for them.

rent orchestral, vocal and instrumental scores.

While studying, you try to understand the various schools

The head of production contacted Berlin’s Komische Oper

and how great composers, such as Ligeti, Stravinsky or

and created a working group that included all the

Schoenberg, conceived their work; after that, you have to

necessary professionals, a choral conductor, a theatre

find your own path and define your own style.

director, etc., who came to see me all together in 2004.

Setting Piumini’s text to music was a long and demanding

They confirmed their desire to stage my music, but they

undertaking. But it turned out to be a chance for me to

wanted to perform it with their own professional

shape a language and a very precise style, which I have

orchestra and choir, so they asked me to expand the

retained; I still consider this opera to be a milestone for

opera.

me. It was staged in Vicenza, at the Teatro Astra in 1997,

The first version was in a single act and lasted 50

and for the moment that was all.

minutes, with a limited number of scenes and characters.

In late 1999, Giancarlo Andretta, a well-known conductor

The only two adult soloists were Pinocchio and Geppetto,

and artistic director of the Orchestra del Teatro Olimpico

while all the other characters were interpreted by

di Vicenza at the time, asked me to write an opera about

children from junior high schools in Vicenza.

Pinocchio.

So I was asked to lengthen and modify it, adding

I accepted the challenge of setting this story to music,

characters and scenes until a two-act opera emerged,

even though, truth be told, I wasn’t particularly

reaching an hour and a half of music.

enthusiastic about it. In the end, it was a story I had heard

I worked on it from 2004 to 2005, after which the new

so often as a child, with all of its "you mustn’t do this, you

version debuted at the Komische Oper in Berlin, with the
World Premiere on 5 November 2006. And it hasn’t
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stopped since: it’s been performed over 200 times and

H. K.

next spring, in March 2019, it will be staged again at the

The ‘scintillating’ sounds of some percussion instruments

Teatro Regio in Turin.

often appear in your works. Is your decision to use
brilliant percussion timbres a question of style?

H. B.
The first time you wrote Pinocchio, were you thinking of

P. V.

having it played by children?

Generally speaking, I always have an idea of the sound I
want.

P. V.

In the case of Pinocchio, I achieved it using Orff

Composing Pinocchio was initially part of an educational

instruments among others, which are meant for

project called “Costruiamo un’Opera”, inspired by Britten’s

educational and not professional use, to make things

Let's Make an Opera. The Orchestra del Teatro Olimpico di

easier for children.

Vicenza had been working on this project for some time,
getting schools involved and playing classical music
together.
When I began planning the opera, the idea was to use the
Vicenza theatre’s orchestra and two professional solo
singers for the roles of Pinocchio and Geppetto; there
were also some passages that called not only for a
children’s choir but also for instrumental parts to be
played by schoolchildren.
There were two kinds of instrumental parts: for example,
in the scene with Mangiafuoco I included a band of
puppets onstage, made up of kids playing recorders,
metallophones and other Orff instruments. I also gave
some room to children within the orchestra: five
percussionists with parts written specifically for them,
playing various instruments.
This was intended to get the kids fully involved in a live,
professional situation.
In the second version, the one composed for Berlin, all of
this (the presence of students onstage and in the
orchestra) was eliminated, replaced with parts to be
played and sung by trained instrumentalists and singers,
including the children’s choir.
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Actually, what I search for in my compositions is colour.

If it does become tiring, and again I mean any type of

For example, even in the more professional version of

piece, an opera for children or adults or even a simple

Pinocchio, the one finished in 2006, those same colours

instrumental piece, it means that there’s a problem with

remained.

its form and that the material hasn’t been handled
properly.

H. K.

As far as possible, I try to make sure there are no such

Is there a precise reason for your use of dance rhythms, in

problems within a piece.

particular in your choral writing?

Secondly, I believe that music should always be
autonomous. By this, I mean that the text certainly

P. V.

suggests some ideas to me, as to how to continue and tell

My use of rhythms coming from dance has to do with my

the story from a musical point of view, but in the end the

way of conceiving music. This is probably easier to notice

text is not the decisive element.

in my works for children, perhaps because I turn to them

If I use one or more instruments instead of voices, I

more frequently.

believe that the music has to keep us interested all the
same. It has to have a syntax of its own, a self-sufficient

H. K:

grammar, without relying on or behaving according to

When listening to some of your compositions, whether

other things.

operas or instrumental works, I was struck by their

Obviously, if the text of an opera is comprehensible or if

dynamic nature, and by the colours and combinations of

one can see things onstage, the effect will be better, but

timbres you use.

this isn’t the fundamental point.

I decided to listen to Pinocchio, The Wizard of Oz and The
Queen of the Snow without watching the images, on

H. K.

purpose, so as not to be distracted by the beautiful,

For some children’s opera performances, the young

colourful sets and concentrate only on the music.

audience, mostly made up of schoolchildren, is prepared

I was fascinated by the fact that your music “narrates” the

during their lessons before the performance, learning

story in an evocative way, highlighting its forms and

some arias or fragments of the opera, in order to sing

colours. I always felt as though I was in an adventure that

them during the performance along with the singers

was continually evolving, that could never be taken for

onstage.

granted; it didn’t prepare you for what was coming next

When you compose the parts for children’s choir, do you

and was never static. Was this choice made for reasons

write them with the intention of having them sung by the

involving style?

audience?

P. V.

P. V.

In my opinion, there are two things a composer must

No. I’ve never done this, but the opposite has happened.

always bear in mind.

For example in Pinocchio, in the version staged at the

First and foremost, a composition must never be tiring.

Teatro Regio in Turin, I was asked to choose some

This goes for all kinds of music.
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passages from the opera that the audience of

low notes going as far as the A below middle C, while

schoolchildren could sing.

with the German technique, which tends to go towards

I simply chose the fragments that fall within the vocal

the upper register, it’s better not to go below D and

range of an elementary school child, one that does not

perhaps include some higher notes, as far as G.

know how to sing. So, no more than an octave overall,

In their lower register, children’s voices don’t have much

probably from middle C to one octave higher, perhaps

resonance and are difficult to hear, and also have

including a few notes below, B or A, but not above

problems with intonation. Each kind of choir has its own

because they usually don’t have a correct vocal technique.

particularities.

While I don’t give any thought to writing specifically for
the children in the audience, I do pay a lot of attention,

H. K.

when writing for children’s choir, to the difficulties or

Do you think that your training helped you in this sense?

limits of children’s voices.
In my operas, all of the choral passages are written for

P. V.

children’s choirs, and they are not easy: they can be sung,

Absolutely. I have conducted both amateur and

but they have to be studied and prepared carefully.

professional choirs.

When writing for a children’s choir, the limited range and

When you work as a choral conductor with non-

the type of vocal technique used have to be taken into

professional singers, you learn a lot. You get a better idea

account. For example, the technique used in Italy isn’t as

of the difficulties faced by the various kinds of voice.

strong as the one used in Germany, but can make use of
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H. K.

understands that she herself is intelligent, courageous

Coming back to your operas for children, what relation is

and has a heart.

there between the libretto and the music? Do you work

In children’s operas, the final outcome of the story is very

with a libretto that’s already finished, or is it tailored to

important.

the music? Who chooses the story?

Once all of this has been completed, we start working on
the opera, whose original text is always in Italian, later

P. V.

translated into German.

First of all, I must say that I have an editor and so I have

So, there are three of us who work together: a composer,

to work with him.

an Italian librettist and a translator.

The editor looks after finding which theatres the opera

The librettist starts writing after he already has an idea of

will be staged in, and how to have it performed.

what is to be in the scenes. Generally speaking, he follows

As regards Pinocchio, in a certain sense the choice was

my indications as to what would be useful to construct

made by the theatre in Vicenza. In the case of The Queen

the characters, as regards the type of verses, their fluidity,

of the Snows, instead, the choice was mine. I was the one

the length of the phrases and so on.

who asked to compose this opera, which I particularly

Once the libretto has been defined, we start to think

liked.

about what the music might be like, and a continuous

For The Wizard of Oz, the choice was made by the editor

dialogue with the librettist now begins, to adapt the

and the Zurich Opernhaus, who commissioned it.

melodies to the text as much as possible. So, I write to a

Once we’ve decided what to work on, we sit down around

libretto that has already been prepared and at times I ask

a table, or get in touch through a conference call or an

for it to be adjusted.

ordinary phone call and, obviously after we’ve all read the

In some situations, such as the main theme of The Wizard

story, a sort of screenplay is set out.

of Oz, I ask the librettist to adapt the text to the melodic

We choose the most interesting and significant episodes

line.

of the plot, spread them out over two acts, in our case,

The theme I had in mind was to be present from the

and over a number of scenes, four or five for each act,

beginning to the end of the scene. I asked the librettist to

then we establish what’s to go into every scene.

arrange the text in such a way that it would fit my idea for

Once this sort of screenplay has been defined, it’s very

a melody. So, we discussed the syllabication, the length of

important to understand what we are aiming at, what we

the verse, etc. Sometimes a text is applied to music that

want to put across.

has already been written, but only for brief passages, and

We decide what the core of the story is to be. For example,

this is an exception to the rule.

in The Wizard of Oz, the core is Dorothy and her voyage-

Thus, we usually begin with the libretto and then write

dream, where she meets the various characters: the

the music, and at the end the German translator, who is

scarecrow, searching for intelligence; the lion, looking for

very good, begins his work. Sometimes he asks for a few

courage; the tin woodman, searching for a heart. In the

modifications, in order for the melodic line to correspond

end, Dorothy finds herself, and the moral of the story is

to a German word.

that during this voyage Dorothy becomes mature and

Obviously, the translator cannot translate the text literally.
He works within the groups of four verses, keeping the
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same meaning. In the Italian version, for example, there

I really love writing music. I think it’s a beautiful thing to

are often figures of speech that cannot always be

do, and it forces you to be isolated.

effectively rendered in translation; in any case, we try to

When composing, you delve into the music, in the true

maintain the sense of the original text.

sense of the word... You create it, you feel that when

As I said previously, in the end the music “narrates” the

you’re writing you’re doing something that’s not quite like

story, maintaining its own autonomy with respect to the

anything else: you understand that you are creating

text.

emotions, because you yourself feel them, in exactly the
same way as the audience will. This is really very

H. K.

gratifying.

How long does it take you to compose an opera?
H. K.
P. V.

Do you find any differences between audience

After the contract has been signed, if I’m able to dedicate

participation in Northern European countries with respect

myself to the opera full time, it will probably take eight or

to Italy? Or between young and adult audiences?

nine months. Often, however, my work is interrupted
because of other commitments, for example my work in

P. V.

the conservatory, or by the schedules of the people

Until now I’ve always had excellent reactions from

working with me.

audiences, both in Italy and abroad. When an audience
shows enthusiasm, its nationality doesn’t really matter.
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Berlin is definitely one of the most enthusiastic cities, and

H. K.

until now I’ve always had an appreciative audience.

What do you think of the choice of not relinquishing

The operas I write are conceived for children, but they can

complexity in music written for children, and presenting a

actually be enjoyed by anyone because there are two

“quality” product to them?

levels on which they can be read: children see and easily
understand the story when they see it onstage, but these

P. V.

stories also contain a deeper level, more contemplative or

It’s very important to offer children high-quality products,

introspective.

and it’s equally important for musicians to gain

The result is that, in the end, audiences of both children

experience playing in front of young people.

and adults enjoy these operas and respond to them in the

I always tell my students that, when playing for an

same way.

audience of children, they have to do so even better than
when faced with an adult audience, because children

H. K.

don’t have any reserve: either they like something, or they

What do you think about musical productions, in Italy and

don’t.

abroad?

Adults, even if they don’t like something, stay silent and
listen. Children don’t.

P. V.

If a child has a musical experience whose quality is not

Outside Italy, much more is invested in the creative part.

very high, the risk is that they will never develop a

In Germany, music is seen as something fundamental in a

passion for music.

person’s education. Respect, and the proper value, is given
to anything that is done. Music is remunerated honestly,

H. K.

just like anything else. In large cities, the theatres are

Are there any suggestions you’d like to give to young

always full.

composers who might be interested in composing operas

The quality of the productions is very high, and there is a

for children?

certain cost involved, because you have to invest to
produce an opera. Well, this is their way of thinking: we

P. V.

should spend a lot and do a good production, so that the

I don’t know… it seems easy to compose for children, but

opera attracts a large audience and we can do repeat

it’s not all that simple.

performances.

Writing music for children definitely forces you to handle

In Italy, things are different. If you have the chance to

the material and the form in a very dynamic and

travel to European theatres, I would advise you to see an

stimulating way, considering the audience’s age. But the

opera with a high-quality staging. It’s important to be

same could also go for an audience of adults.

aware of contexts in which culture is produced at a very

When you know the audience is made up of kids, you have

high level.

to take into consideration their attention span, which is
shorter that with adults. While a grownup can also accept
getting bored briefly, a child can’t, they need to be
continuously stimulated for their concentration to be
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maintained. Se, I would say that when writing for them
you have to keep a continuous tension in the narrative. I
don’t change my compositional language, it’s just that in
certain situations I have to use stratagems to maintain
the tension high and not let things get boring.

H. K.
One last question, before we conclude. Is there a
composer who inspires you more than others, or that you
particularly enjoy listening to?

P. V.
There are a lot of baroque, classical and romantic
composers I like, most of all Bach, Beethoven,
Mendelssohn, Brahms... From the 20th century, Fauré,
Ravel but above all Stravinsky. Among music that is closer
to our own times, Britten, Bernstein, Ligeti and Adams are
the ones I like the most. But there are many more. I also
love pop music and progressive rock from the Seventies,
Genesis, EL&P, Frank Zappa.....

Many thanks to Maestro Valtinoni for his generosity, for
sharing his experiences and opening the door to this
wonderful world. Goodbye for now, and I hope to see you
again soon at the Teatro Regio di Torino for the upcoming
performance of Pinocchio, or in some other European theatre.

For more details:
personal website of Maestro P. Valtinoni
https://www.pierangelovaltinoni.it/
links to some scenes from the Operas
The Snow Queen
The Wizard of Oz
Pinocchio
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