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PREMIERE OF WORK: Rome, November 25, 1923 
 Augusteo 
 Orchestra of the Accademia di Santa Cecilia 
 Victor de Sabata, conductor 
APPROXIMATE DURATION: 21 minutes 
INSTRUMENTATION: two piccolos, three flutes, three oboes, English horn, three clarinets, bass clarinet, two 
bassoons, contrabassoon, four horns, three trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion, celesta, two 
harps and strings 
 

 The Italian conductor Victor de Sabata was extremely important to the artistic excellence of the 
Pittsburgh Symphony during a period when it had no Music Director (1948-1952). During those seasons, 
de Sabata conducted the PSO four to six weeks annually. His appearances were the high point of each 
year, breaking box office records and inspiring the orchestra to electrifying performances. Sadly, a heart 
attack forced him to stop conducting in 1953, but he had bridged the gap between Music Directors Fritz 
Reiner and William Steinberg. 

 
*  *  * 

Victor de Sabata was a gifted composer, a virtuoso violinist and pianist and competent performer on most of 
the orchestral instruments, and a conductor regarded by many as second only to Toscanini among Italian 
maestros and by some as more than his equal. De Sabata was born in April 1892 in Trieste, where his father was 
a choir director and voice teacher and his mother a talented amateur musician. Victor, immersed in music as a 
youngster, started playing piano at four and composed a gavotte for that instrument two years later and an 
orchestral work when he was twelve. The family moved to Milan in 1900 and the following year he was admitted 
to the city’s conservatory, where he excelled at piano, violin, composition and conducting, and also took lessons 
on cello, clarinet, oboe and bassoon. He won the school’s gold medal upon his graduation in 1911 for a suite for 
orchestra and later that year played in an ensemble led by Arturo Toscanini, who encouraged him to become a 
conductor. While he was honing his baton skills, de Sabata continued to compose, writing a successful opera on 
a commission from La Scala (Il Macigno — “The Rock”) and the symphonic poem Juventus (“Youth”) that 
Strauss, Toscanini and other leading conductors performed regularly. He began his conducting career in 1918 
with orchestral concerts in Italy and an appointment as conductor of the Monte Carlo Opera, where he premiered 
Ravel’s L’Enfant et les Sortilèges (“The Child and the Sorceries”) and led the first performances in France of 
Puccini’s La Rondine (“The Swallow”). (Ravel, amazed that de Sabata had committed the opera’s score to 
memory overnight, said that he was a conductor “the like of which I have never before encountered.”)  

In 1929, de Sabata made his American debut with the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra and joined the 
conducting staff of La Scala; he was appointed principal conductor of La Scala the following year, succeeding 
Toscanini. He appeared with great success in Italy and Central Europe during the 1930s, becoming only the 
second non-Germanic conductor at Bayreuth (Toscanini was the first, in 1930) and making acclaimed recordings 
of Brahms, Wagner and Strauss with the Berlin Philharmonic. After World War II, he appeared in opera and 
concert in Italy, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Sweden and Britain (he was the first conductor from an Axis 
country to return to London, on April 21, 1946) and as a frequent guest conductor with the orchestras of New 
York, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, San Francisco and other American music centers. A 
severe heart attack in 1953 effectively ended his career, though he continued his affiliation with La Scala in an 
administrative capacity until 1957; his final conducting appearances were at the memorial services for Toscanini 
in February of that year at La Scala (where he led the funeral march from Beethoven’s “Eroica” Symphony) and 
the Milan Cathedral (Verdi’s Requiem). De Sabata did a little teaching during his last decade (his student Aldo 
Ceccato married his daughter) but he lived largely in seclusion until his death, in 1967 in the seaside town of 
Santa Margherita Ligure, not far from Portofino. 

Though de Sabata’s legacy as a conductor overshadows that as a composer, he wrote three symphonic 
poems, two operas, a ballet, incidental music and piano pieces in a Late Romantic style familiar from the works of 
Strauss and Respighi. La Notte de Plàton (“Plato’s Night”) was composed in 1923 and premiered in Rome by the 
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Orchestra of the Accademia di Santa Cecilia under the composer’s direction on November 25, 1923 at the 
Augusteo, the theater built on the ruins of Mausoleum of Augustus and torn down by Mussolini; Lorin Maazel 
introduced the work to the United States with the Philadelphia Orchestra in 1968.  

Plato (ca. 424 BCE–ca. 347 BCE), philosopher, mathematician, student of Socrates, teacher of Aristotle and 
founder of the Academy in Athens, the first institution of higher learning in the Western world, was one of the 
seminal figures in Western culture. The distinguished English philosopher and mathematician Alfred North 
Whitehead wrote of him, “The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it 
consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.” The incident evoked in de Sabata’s La Notte di Plàton may have 
occurred around 407 BCE, when Plato, the son of a wealthy and politically active Athens family, decided to 
abandon writing poetry and indulging in the hedonistic life to follow Socrates. De Sabata provided further details in 
the preface to the score: “This symphonic poem seeks to represent in music the eternal conflict of the two 
contesting forces in man: on the one hand, that of the flesh and the reckless pursuit of pleasure; on the other, that 
of the spirit, with its call for detachment and self-denial. The composer has tried to reproduce the passions that 
this struggle expresses, framing them in the beautiful vision of almost palpable clarity evoked by the following 
passage in the book Les Grands Initiés (‘The Great Initiates’) by [French philosopher, poet, novelist and music 
critic] Édouard Schuré [1841-1929]: ‘Plato spent a fortune on this feast. The tables were prepared in the garden. 
Youths holding torches illuminated the scene. The three most beautiful courtesans of Athens were present. 

“‘The feast continued all night. Smiling, Plato stood up and said: ‘This feast is the last one I offer you. From 
today I renounce life’s pleasures to dedicate myself to wisdom and to follow the teachings of Socrates.’ A cry of 
surprise and protest arose. The courtesans stood up and left in their litters, glancing spitefully at the master of the 
house. 

“‘The cream of Athenian society and the sophists left with ironic jibes —‘Farewell, Plato! Be happy! You will 
return to us! Goodbye! Goodbye!’ 

“‘Two pensive youths stayed behind, close to him. Plato led these faithful friends by the hand into the inner 
courtyard of the house, leaving behind an amphora of wine half empty, and cups still full. Heaped on a small altar 
was a pyramid of papyrus rolls: all of Plato’s poetry. Taking a torch and laughing, Plato set them alight. When the 
flames had finally died down, the friends, with tears in their eyes, silently took leave of their future teacher. But 
Plato, left alone, did not weep. 

“‘A peace, a wondrous serenity filled his soul. His thoughts were of Socrates whom he was about to see. The 
approaching dawn touched the balconies of the house, the colonnades, the pediments of the temples and 
suddenly the first rays of the sun made the golden helmet of Artemis shine on the slope of the Acropolis.’” 

De Sabata’s opulently scored tone poem opens with an evening breeze of sound as preface to a theme 
representing Plato in contemplation, a long, gently unfurling melody introduced by oboe, muted trumpet and 
violas. The evening breeze returns to lead to a dramatic passage that depicts scholars in disputation before an 
exotic woodwind strain sets the scene for the orgiastic revels. After the frenzy is spent, a noble, rising theme 
suggests Plato’s determination to follow the life of the mind despite angry protests from his departing guests. A 
luminous epilogue closes the work with an evocation of dawn and a sense of majestic calm. 

 


