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Leone Sinigaglia (1868–1944) is surely a unique figure in 
history, in that he was renowned not only as a composer, 
but as a mountaineer. He was born in Turin, and studied at 
the conservatoire there with composer and violinist Giovanni 
Bolzoni (1841–1919). His predilection for mountaineering led 
him to spend many holidays in Cavoretto, to the southeast of 
his native city, a place that not only gave him the opportunity 
to exercise his climbing skills, but inspired him creatively.1 He 
later travelled in Europe, spending time in Vienna from 1894 
(where he knew Brahms) and in Prague from 1900 (where he 
met Dvořák). In 1901 he returned to Turin, where he began to 
make large numbers of arrangements of folk songs, whose 
great success was initiated by the publication by Breitkopf 
& Härtel of the six volumes of Vecchie Canzoni popolari del 
Piemonte, Op. 40, published between 1914 and 1927. 

Sinigaglia’s death was tragic. In 1944, at the age of 75, he 
was to be deported to a concentration camp in Germany, on 
account of his Jewish origins. Two SS soldiers appeared at 
the hospital where he had been persuaded to go by a friend, 
with his sister. He suffered a heart attack at the very moment 
of his arrest, however, and died instantaneously. His sister 
died some days later. 

As this recording eloquently demonstrates, Sinigaglia 
did not spend his time harmonising folk songs exclusively. He 
produced a fascinating series of chamber music, including 
the works for string quartet that make up this anthology. The 
Concert-Étude, Op. 5, was written during his time in Prague, 
and first published there. It was written for the Bohemian 
Quartet (one of whose founders was Josef Suk) and is indeed 
the concert study that its name suggests, but it is far from an 
academic exercise, developing as it does from its modest 
opening into a work of flowing lyricism and exuberant energy. 

The Zwei Characterstücke, Op. 35 (‘Two Characteristic 
Pieces’) were published in 1910. The first is entitled Regenlied 
(‘Rain Song’), and the second Étude-caprice. Brief though 
they are, they also demonstrate Sinigaglia’s fluid melodic 
writing and lightness of touch. The earlier Variations on a 
Theme of Brahms, Op. 22 is altogether a more substantial 
work, and was taken up by both the Quartetto Bolognese 
and the Bohemian Quartet, becoming well known in various 
1 There is an entire chapter devoted to Sinigaglia’s work as a mountaineer 
in Gianluca La Villa and Annalisa Lo Piccolo, Leone Sinigagalia, Verona: 
Gabrielli Editori, 2012.

European countries by virtue of their busy touring schedule. 
It is a work in 16 brief sections, showing the dazzling array 
of technical devices at the composer’s disposal but never 
losing sight of the character of the original theme. The 
variations are by turns dreamy, dance-like, reflective and 
sombre, and it is easy to see how Sinigaglia’s grasp of the 
character piece, which is essentially what they are, resulted 
in a work of such rich variety and made it so successful.

The brief but very beautiful Scherzo, Op. 8 (1892) was 
first published in 1898, and thus during Sinigaglia’s Viennese 
period, but it already shows all the gifts that came to fruition 
in the Variations, on a miniature scale, exploring a wide range 
of timbres and techniques and achieving in a little under four 
minutes a whole microscopic universe: a world in a grain of 
sand, to quote William Blake. Hora Mystica (1890) is even 
shorter. It was dedicated to the sculptor Leonardo Bistolfi, 
a family friend. It is characterised, as the musicologist 
Annalisa Lo Piccolo has noted, ‘by translucent and delicate 
atmospheres, in which from the superimposition of the 
melodic lines, especially in the central episode, there arises 
an unsettling harmonic oscillation, which is resolved with the 
return of the smooth opening motif.’2

This collection of Leone Sinigaglia’s music for string 
quartet ends with the String Quartet in D major, Op. 27 (1902). 
It has four movements: Allegro comodo; Scherzo: Allegro vivo; 
Adagio non troppo and Allegro con spirito. It is a distillation 
of the composer’s natural Italian lyricism in combination 
with the thorough-going technical mastery he had learned in 
Vienna and Prague. The most striking movement is perhaps 
the second, whose unexpected rhythmic turns create an 
effect of fascinating unpredictability. The third movement is a 
set of variations, but of a reflective quality very different from 
the Brahms set, and the fourth is a romp of great rhythmic 
agility and considerable chromaticism. 

While Sinigaglia’s voice is not that of a composer of 
works of great dimensions, he was also not only a miniaturist, 
as the String Quartet shows clearly. As a mountaineer who 
wrote about his achievements in that field, so also as a 
composer he knew how to convey majesty, grandeur and 
depth with elegance and concision.

Ivan Moody
2 Gianluca La Villa and Annalisa Lo Piccolo, Leone Sinigagalia…, p. 88 
(translation by the present author).
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The renowned Italian composer and mountaineer Leone Sinigaglia wrote a fascinating series of pieces for string 
quartet that reflect his powers of characterisation and elegance. Flowing melodies can be heard throughout, 
not least in the Concert-Étude, Op. 5, while the more substantial Variations on a Theme of Brahms, Op. 22 
display his technical skill and expressive variety, whether reflective, sombre or exuberant. His String Quartet 
in D major, Op. 27 exemplifies his dual inheritance: a commanding central European facility, combined with 
a natural Italian lyricism.
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