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Introduction 
Old and new, past and presence is what will be spoken about in the following pages: in which 

way past music did influence (and still does) modern one? Stravinsky, one of the most 

important composers of the 20th century, has always been in a dialectic relation with past’s 

music (since his Neoclassical period). He wrote his personal homage to Gesualdo da Venosa: 

Monumentum pro Gesualdo ad CD Annum: this work is a re-composition for orchestra of 

Gesualdo’s three madrigals in which we can see how Stravinsky loved this music. I actually 

love choral music because I have always singed in choir and the Renaissance has been the best 

moment ever for vocal music, so it is a point of reference for all the choir music’s lovers. I have 

studied Renaissance style and also Gesualdo’s peculiar way of composing and because of that I 

could know Stravinsky’s work, and I appreciate it a lot. For me Stravinsky has been always a 

point of reference in my carrier as composer: especially his last period, which is not so well 

known. Guillaume de Machaut is another great name in the history of music, but his fame is 

mostly bound to Notre Dame’s Mass, which is a beautiful work but nonetheless it is not the only 

piece he wrote. During a class of music’s history (when I still was in Italy) the teacher let us 

listen to a Rondeaux by the French composer: Rose, liz, printemps. I immediately loved this 

composition, very refined, so old but with so modern dissonances: so I was searching for a 

score. I made a piano version, in order to study a little bit its harmony, but I immediately 

realized that piano was not the best instrument to play that music: by piano you loose a little bit 

the individuality of every single voice. So, after a period of reflection I decided to write an 

orchestral version: but how could I do it? How could I transform a vocal piece into an 

instrumental one? How could I make a tribute to Machaut without twisting the essence of his 

music? I needed a model to follow, an authoritarian point of reference: because of this necessity 

I chose Stravinsky’s Monumentum. The following pages are a study of all those quoted 

composers, and an attempt to answer to all my previous questions. 
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Chapter I: Gesualdo da Venosa and Stravinsky 
(from madrigals to orchestral pieces) 

1 Carlo Gesualdo da Venosa 

 
 

Pic. 1: Carlo Gesualdo, Prince of Venosa. 

(b ?Naples, c1561; d Gesualdo, Avellino, 8 Sept 1613). Italian nobleman and composer. 

1.1 Life 

The Gesualdo family was invested with the principality of Venosa by Philip II in 1560, when 

Carlo’s father Fabrizio (d 1591) married Girolama Borromeo, niece of Pope Pius IV and 

sister of Cardinal Carlo Borromeo. About the same time (1561) Carlo’s uncle, Alfonso 

(Archbishop of Naples, 1596–1603), was elected cardinal. At Naples in 1586, after the death 

of Fabrizio and Girolama’s eldest son, Carlo Gesualdo, heir to the title, married his cousin 

Maria d’Avalos, daughter of the Marquis of Pescara. The outcry and rumour excited by the 

assassination on 16 October 1590 of Maria, surprised by her husband ‘in flagrante delicto di 

fragrante peccato’, and Fabrizio Carafa, the Duke of Andria, notorious for two years as her 

lover, reached a level commensurate with the noble rank attained by the Gesualdo family in 

Naples. The double aristocratic murder was given suitable publicity in the widely 

disseminated Corona Manuscript chronicle (see A. Borzelli: Successi tragici et amorosi, 
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Naples, 1908), and in a collection of verses commemorating the tragic lovers composed by 

Tasso and the best-known Neapolitan poets including G.B. Marino, Pignatelli, G.C. Capaccio 

and Cortese (see A. Quondam in Storia di Napoli, v/1, Naples, 1972, pp.405ff). This event, 

romanticized by novelists from Brantôme to Anatole France, still results in accounts of 

Gesualdo with such titles as Carlo Gesualdo, Prince of Venosa: Musician and Murderer (C. 

Gray and P. Heseltine) or Assassinio a cinque voci (A. Consiglio, Naples, 1967); they show 

how effective has been his act of retribution in spreading his fame. Nevertheless, Gesualdo 

prudently retired to his estate at Gesualdo, which became his permanent residence. Because 

of the notoriety generated by the incident, his passionate dedication to music, which until 

then had been cultivated in semi-secrecy (his first book of madrigals was originally published 

under the name of Gioseppe Pilonij), also became renowned. 

Music provided the chief interest of Gesualdo’s visit to Ferrara in 1594, as may be seen in the 

letters of Count Alfonso Fontanelli (see Newcomb, 1968 and Pirrotta, 1971), who was 

appointed the prince’s equerry by Duke Alfonso II. Gesualdo’s marriage to Leonora d’Este, 

the duke’s niece, contracted in 1593, offered Gesualdo not only the rehabilitative value of an 

illustrious marriage outside the kingdom of Naples, but also the attraction of a brilliant 

musical centre. In accordance with Ferrarese custom, music played a large part in the 

marriage celebrations on 21 February 1594. Bottrigari described the festivities in La mascara 

(in I-Bc), the organist Ercole Pasquini composed a favola boscareccia for the occasion, I fidi 

amanti (Verona, 1593), Vincenzo Rondinelli dedicated his treatise on acoustics De soni, e 

voci (in I-FEc) to the prince, and the local poets wrote special verses. Above all, Gesualdo 

was chiefly occupied with music-making throughout the time he spent at Ferrara, until early 

1596, interrupted by at least two visits to Gesualdo, from 15 May to 29 December 1594, and 

from late summer to 4 December 1595. 

Cavalieri, whom Gesualdo met at Rome on his way to Ferrara on 19 December 1593, 

commented ironically in a letter on the prince’s mad passion for music, and Fontanelli, after 

his first meeting with Gesualdo on 18 February 1594, related that the prince was exhibiting 

the scores of his first two books of madrigals, that he praised Luzzaschi, that he took with 

him on his travels musicians such as Scipione Stella and (it seems) Francesco Rasi, and that 

he played the guitar and the lute. Alessandro Piccinini later recounted (Intavolatura di liuto 

… libro primo, Bologna, 1623) that in the same year (1594) he gave two of his archlutes to 

Gesualdo, who afterwards presented one of them to the ‘Cavalier del Liuto’. At Ferrara 

Gesualdo heard the famous nuns of S Vito. At Venice, according to Fontanelli’s letters of 21 

and 23 May 1594, he chose to remain incognito in order to avoid official ceremonies, but 

continued to discuss music, praising the musicians of Ferrara and scorning those of Venice, 
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including Giovanni Gabrieli. He also composed madrigals, and presumably arranged the 

printing rights of his madrigals with Gardane. At Padua he visited Costanzo Porta. In 

Gesualdo, between June and October 1594, he wrote some music for performance by the 

Ferrarese Concerto di donne, and during the Christmas period he was the guest of Jacopo 

Corsi at Florence. By the end of 1594 he had returned to Ferrara with the lutenist Fabrizio 

Filomarino and the singer and viol player Ettore Gesualdo. 

Gesualdo’s presence in Ferrara, and his obsessive melomania, sustained with an ‘affetto 

napoletanissimo’ (Fontanelli), seem to have provoked the ducal printer Baldini to start 

publishing again the most important local madrigalists, the earliest deliberate manifestation 

of the seconda pratica. After the publication between May and June 1594 of his first two 

books, signed by Stella, Gesualdo himself, having discarded ‘quel primo stile’, composed and 

published his third and fourth books in March 1595 and 1596 respectively. Ettore Gesualdo, 

who signed them, admired their ‘invention, artifice, imitation and observance of the words’, 

in contrast to the ‘lightness’ of the first two books. During the same period Fontanelli 

published his own Primo libro, and Luzzaschi three more books of madrigals of which the 

fourth, dated 10 September 1594, is dedicated to Gesualdo. These publications of 1594–6 

consolidated the professional reputation of Gesualdo, who had previously been considered 

merely an accomplished amateur. Before 1594 there is only an unspecific mention of 

Gesualdo’s artistic merit, in canto xx of Tasso’s Gerusalemme conquistata, but in February 

1595 Raval, a professional musician, described Gesualdo as a madrigal composer in his 

Madrigali a 3, 5, 8 voci (Rome, 1595). During his months at Ferrara, Gesualdo profited from 

the unique opportunity offered to him by the duke’s musical establishment, where he could 

meet Luzzaschi and virtuoso court musicians on a professional basis without departing from 

the aristocratic reserve that was a feature of avant-garde musical circles at Ferrara, where 

reserve, competence and esotericism were shared by composers, performers and listeners 

alike. 

Gesualdo’s attempt, from about 1595, to establish a group of court musicians at the castle of 

Gesualdo, outside the influence of the Neapolitan academies, was probably inspired by 

Ferrarese example. Micheli related in the preface to his Musica vaga et artificiosa (Venice, 

1615) that he worked for Gesualdo before 1599, together with Stella, G.B. di Paola, Nenna 

and Effrem, only the last of whom is known to have served Gesualdo until 1613. From that 

time Gesualdo spent almost his entire time on his estate; his visits to Naples became 

infrequent, and music-making seems to have constituted his refuge from the world. In 1603 

G.P. Capuccio, one of his courtiers, had Gesualdo’s two books of Sacrae cantiones published 

by Costantino Vitale at Naples, but in 1611, for his last works (the fifth and sixth books of 

 7



madrigals, still signed by Capuccio, and the Responsoria), Gesualdo acquired his own palace 

printer, G.G. Carlino from Naples, perhaps in imitation of the court printer at Ferrara. 

The prince’s melancholy, already known before 1594, grew deeper. A secret and therefore 

reliable political document draws an eloquent portrait of Gesualdo in 1600: ‘he has an 

income of more than 40,000 ducats-worth of grain. His ancestors were very French [i.e. anti-

Spanish] in outlook, but he is opposed to innovation, attends to money-making and does not 

delight in anything but music. He keeps a company of men-at-arms’. There are also reports 

on the ill-treatment of his wife, and of divorce proceedings begun by the Este family. 

Leonora frequently complained of the boredom she suffered on the estate, where in fact she 

did not arrive until the end of 1597, after the inevitable transfer of the duchy of Ferrara to the 

papacy; even then she spent long periods at Modena with her brother Duke Cesare, thus 

provoking urgent messages from Gesualdo, who disapproved of her absences. A letter written 

in September 1609 confirms that, contrary to the general state of the Neapolitan nobility, the 

prince’s financial position was good, and that he was willing to purchase the domain of 

Castellammare di Stabia from the Farnese family, so that Leonora, who disliked the climate 

at Gesualdo, could enjoy more salubrious air. The letter also illustrates the prince’s social 

intolerance; he proposed that Leonora should spend the winter at one of his villas in the 

outskirts of Naples, where he would not be able to join her, because his own ill-health would 

not allow him to attend the vice-regal court. The prince’s psychopathic deterioration during 

his last years is amply documented; and Gesualdo’s morbid, bigoted veneration for his uncle, 

Carlo Borromeo, canonized in 1610, as seen in his obstinate correspondence with Cardinal 

Federico Borromeo to obtain relics and a portrait, completes the clinical picture of the 

prince’s melancholy. After the death in October 1600 of Alfonsino, his son by Leonora, he 

commissioned the famous altarpiece in the church of the Capuchins at Gesualdo; beneath a 

sacra conversazione, it depicts Carlo Borromeo, Leonora, Gesualdo himself and the purified 

soul of their dead son. Gesualdo’s preoccupation with the extinction of his line proved 

justified: his death came three weeks after that of his only surviving child, Emanuele, his son 

by his first marriage, who had been entrusted with the entire management of the family 

estates.  

Gesualdo’s complete retirement from city life was part of a general return to feudalism in the 

kingdom of Naples during a period of grave economic, social and political crises which 

resulted in direct control by the nobility over its own lands. Nevertheless, his renunciation 

even of the exercise of this power, despite his relatively flourishing financial position, and his 

refuge in music, imply an anguished knowledge of his loss of real power, exclusion from the 

world and the absence of any future. 
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1.2 Literary and stylistic sources 

Gesualdo’s output can be divided neatly into two sections; the works he formally 

acknowledged (his six books of five-voice madrigals, the two books of Sacrarum cantionum 

and the Responsoria) but had published, as was the custom of the nobility, by a courtier; and 

those not originally intended for publication. To the latter category belong the few works 

printed after his death: the madrigals for six voices published by Effrem in 1626, three 

canzonettas for five voices, a psalm in the Salmi delle compiete (Naples, 1620), and some 

works known only in manuscript. This latter group comprises two canzonettas in a book of 

spiritual parodies, mostly Neapolitan in origin, a chromatic galliard for four voices entitled 

‘Principe di Venosa’ in a keyboard manuscript, and an extensive and complex ‘Canzon 

francese del Principe’ in the extravagant and fantastic style of Macque (ed. in CEKM, xxiv). 

The works that Fontanelli mentioned in his letter of 25 June 1594, ‘a motet, an aria’ and ‘a 

dialogue for three soprano lines’ as well as five or six ‘madrigals full of artifice’, can also be 

placed in this category. This list not only demonstrates Gesualdo’s versatility in every kind of 

musical style, including monody, but also clearly underlines his intentional discrimination 

between the lighter sorts of composition and the deliberate contrapuntal complexity of the 

works destined for publication. A. Bossarelli Mondolfi, with some justification, suggested the 

attribution to Gesualdo of an unsigned piece in Verovio’s Lodi and it is possible to suspect 

Gesualdo as the composer of much other anonymous music, such as the responses for Holy 

Week, ‘written by a composer who wishes to conceal his name’, included in Fabrizio 

Dentice’s Lamentationi (Milan, 1593); but this is to ignore the essential fact that with his nine 

official publications Gesualdo purposely gave a specific image of himself. This image is 

itself problematic enough, as an examination of his choice of poetry for the madrigals shows. 

The first two books, disguised under a false name until their unexpected publication at 

Ferrara in 1594, set epigrammatic texts by Guarini, Gatti, Alberti, Celiano, Grillo and 

particularly Tasso, which had frequently been set to music before. Tasso was acquainted with 

Gesualdo, and during November and December 1592 sent him from Rome 36 madrigals to 

set, of which Gesualdo published only one, Se così dolce e il duolo. The textual parody Sento 

che nel partire of d’Avalos’s famous Ancor che col partire is also the most chromatic of the 

madrigals in the first two books. It is particularly remarkable that Gesualdo, then and later, 

invariably used the madrigal form alone, renouncing the sonnet (with the exception of Mentre 

madonna il lasso fianco posa) and therefore all Petrarchism, and the sestina and ottava and 

therefore all epic texts. Of authors of the verses in books three to six, issued after his first 

experience of Ferrara, only three (all Ferrarese and including Guarini) are identifiable. Many 

texts of the later madrigals are in the style of Guarini, and one by Guarini himself, T’amo mia 
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vita, appears at the end of the fifth book – a madrigal that had already been issued in a 

collection of previously unpublished works by Neapolitan composers. It shows Gesualdo’s 

most ‘public’ vein, characterized by an exceptionally sparing use of dissonance, 

chromaticism and widely ranging note values, in contrast to the other madrigals in the fifth 

book. Guarini, Pocaterra and Marino figure among the authors of the posthumous madrigals. 

It is worth noting that, despite Gesualdo’s preference for epigrammatic, conceptual texts, 

Marino, the paragon among writers of such poetry, does not appear in the six five-voice 

madrigal books, possibly because Gesualdo did not wish to borrow from his Rime, which had 

been too extensively plundered by composers since their first publication in 1602. 

It is important to realize that the selections made in the last two books are from musical 

rather than poetic models, made by the rejection of certain possibilities rather than by 

adherence to them. The madrigals in the first two books include those set to music during the 

1580s by many other composers (e.g. Marenzio, Monte, Macque and Monteverdi), and it is 

impossible to pick out any definite stylistic influences from this broad and unspecific 

relationship, apart from those in the Libro secondo written “all’imitazione del Luzzasco”. 

The 1595 and 1596 books, on the other hand, consist mainly of compositions with few 

previous connections. The last two books (and the madrigals for six voices) contain, as well 

as numerous texts set only by Gesualdo, many shared with Luzzaschi’s sixth and seventh 

books (11), and with the madrigals of Nenna (six) and Fontanelli (two). The debt to 

Luzzaschi and Nenna is immediately evident since most of these texts had not been set by 

any other composer. It is known from Leonora d’Este’s letter of 7 April 1600 that Nenna was 

no longer among Gesualdo’s courtiers at that date, so it may be presumed that the madrigals 

in Gesualdo’s fifth and sixth books that reveal a considerable adherence to Nenna, not merely 

textually, but particularly musically, were all composed before 1600, and that they were 

written in rivalry or in imitation of each other. The textual borrowings from Luzzaschi’s sixth 

book (1596) also probably date from the period immediately after Gesualdo’s stay at Ferrara, 

or perhaps from a time when he was still in personal touch with Luzzaschi. The retrospective 

dating inferred by G.P. Capuccio when in 1611 he published the fifth and sixth books, ‘after 

the world had been waiting avidly for 15 years since they were composed’, does not sound 

totally fictitious. Nor is it impossible that Nenna, who published his Gesualdian madrigals 

only after he left the prince’s service, should figure among those unnamed imitators and 

plagiarists of the prince’s madrigals, intended solely for “domestic consumption”, that were 

denounced by Capuccio. 

But it is more likely that this was a conscious if limited concession to a fundamental principle 

of madrigal composition, the imitation of other composers’ works. An obvious example is 
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Itene, o miei sospiri, a parody of Luzzaschi’s Itene mie querele, which uses not only the 

verbal imagery, but also, one by one, the musical metaphors of its model. An even more 

striking case, if it is not a plagiarism, is Mercè grido piangendo; the motifs and their 

treatment by Nenna and Gesualdo are practically the same, and at the words ‘morrò dunque 

tacendo’, both use a simultaneous chromatic alteration for all the voices (“quae omnibus 

chordis signum usurpat”, as Doni noted in 1647, Lyra Barberina, i, 243). It is not possible in 

such circumstances to establish the order of priority between model and imitation, nor is it 

very important; Gesualdo’s compositions are always the more audacious and complex. That 

he purposely reserved his imitations to a court musician (Luzzaschi) and to a ‘cavalier di 

Cesare’ (Nenna) confirms that membership of the avant garde of the seconda pratica was 

then the prerogative of nobility, and in this respect it is noteworthy that Monteverdi’s 

examples of seconda pratica composers are all noblemen: Gesualdo, Cavalieri, Fontanelli, 

Branciforte, Del Turco and Pecci (preface to C. Monteverdi: Scherzi musicali, Venice, 1607). 

Gesualdo’s admitted admiration for Luzzaschi, shared by the entire Neapolitan circle of 

musicians, had several causes. The prince wholeheartedly followed Luzzaschi’s habit of 

clothing even the least pretentious madrigal in serious, expressive, richly worked music. In 

practice this “nuova maniera”, outlined in the preface to Luzzaschi’s Sesto libro, justified any 

compositional or stylistic licence in the interests of musical effect or affect. In Farnetico 

savio (Ferrara, 1610), Alessandro Guarini compared Luzzaschi and Gesualdo with Dante, 

because, ‘in imitation of the words … they do not avoid harshness, nor shun dissonance 

itself, artistic against the rules of the art’ and “do not fear to employ hard, unusual and 

strange sounds” (see F. Degrada, Chigiana, xxii, 1965, p.268). But while the eccentric style 

of a madrigal such as Itene mie querele represents an extreme case in Luzzaschi’s works, 

Gesualdo, ‘with his nobility and fanciful talent’, used the style constantly. In the same way, 

the striking similarity between the expressive music of Nenna and Gesualdo does not extend 

to Nenna’s sacred music, which, unlike Gesualdo’s, conforms to the stylistic limits 

prescribed by liturgical rules. 

Gesualdo shared Luzzaschi’s interest in the chromatic arcicembalo made by Vicentino and 

kept at the court of Ferrara. The chronicler Sardi related that Luzzaschi played this 

instrument during the Este–Venosa wedding celebrations, and it is known that Stella and 

Gesualdo later tried, in vain, to construct a similar chromatic instrument in Naples. The 

practice and theory of such an instrument had an undoubted influence on Gesualdo’s stylistic 

evolution; his writing encompassed an almost complete chromatic scale (the only chromatic 

change which never appears is F ), and frequently used variations on the ancient chromatic 

tetrachord. Had the arcicembalo been less impractical, it would have constituted the one 
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possible link between chromatic counterpoint and the newer forms of mixed vocal and 

instrumental music; thus Gesualdo’s coherent choice of the madrigal style based on artifice 

rather than any kind of ‘nuova musica’ should be seen in the light of the inability of 

contemporary keyboard instruments to cope with extreme chromaticism. It also destroys the 

myth, believed by Ambros among others, of an empirical, irrational Gesualdo, trying out his 

chromaticism “auf dem Klavier oder der Orgel”.  

Gesualdo’s artistic ‘models’ are not confined to Luzzaschi and Nenna. His formation 

probably took place through an interchange of experiences with the musicians frequenting 

Fabrizio Gesualdo’s house about 1585, and the early madrigals are not unlike those dedicated 

to Michele and Scipione Gesualdo by Marien. But Carlo Gesualdo’s first published 

composition was a motet in the Liber secundus motectorum by Felis (RISM 1585²), so he 

was presumably a disciple of the latter, and also of Macque, who included three of 

Gesualdo’s ricercares in his Ricercate et canzone francesi, dedicated on 1 October 1586 to 

Gesualdo himself. Felis’s membership of Fabrizio Gesualdo’s academy is conjectural; 

Macque’s is verified. Moreover, Gesualdo adopted a number of devices typical of Macque’s 

later madrigals, such as the deliberately archaic use of the falsobordone for the three upper 

voices; chromatic tetrachords; a falling sequence of chromatic semitones (cf Macque, Poi 

che’l cammin, and Gesualdo, Or, che in gioia credea, and see Doni, ii, 73); relationes non 

harmonicae (Macque, La mia doglia, and Gesualdo, Resta di darmi noia, penultimate bar); 

and sudden rests and emphatic repetitions, or unexpected changes of rhythm. More generally, 

a madrigal such as Macque’s cheerful Cantan gli augelli shows that harmonic progressions 

by thirds, far from representing any kind of “triadic atonality”, are rather a neutral extension 

of modality as commonly practised by Neapolitan musicians, and not only by Gesualdo. But 

while Macque freely scattered such devices through his works, Gesualdo used similar 

methods and irregularities continuously, sometimes simultaneously and inevitably 

ostentatiously.1

 

2 Analysis of Gesualdo’s madrigals 
 

Stravinsky, after a period of reflexion, chose three madrigals from Gesualdo’s last books. It is 

useful to analyze them before approaching to Stravinsky’s orchestral versions. 

 

                                                 
1 L.BIANCONI, art. Gesualdo, Carlo, Prince of Venosa, Count of Conza, in Grove Music, 
(http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com), consulted 12/5/2011. 
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2.1 Asciugate i begli occhi – analysis 
 

This madrigal comes from Gesualdo’s fifth book and it’s based on a poetry written by an 

unknown author. The composition is formed by several episodes, which reflect the meaning of 

the text according to Gesualdo’s own interpretation and sensibility. 

 

2.1.1 Text  
 

Asciugate i begli occhi,[.] 

Deh, cor mio, non piangete[.] 

Se lontano da voi gir mi vedete! 

Ahi, che pianger debb’io misero e solo[.] 

Che partendo da voi m’uccide il duolo. 

 

This poetry has got this basic structure: 

Text’s line Syllable Rhyme 
1 7 A 
2 7 B 
3 11 B 
4 11 C 
5 11 C 
 

Fig. 1: rhymes and syllables’ scheme. 

 

The text can be translated as follows: 

 

Dry your beautiful eyes, 

My sweetheart, don’t cry 

If you see me so far going 

Ah, I shall cry miserable and  lonely 

Because when I  go away from you, my pain kills me. 

 

Here, as usual among texts chosen by Gesualdo, there are some contrasting images: the 

beautiful eyes and the killing pain. Beauty and love are always combined with pain and death, 

and sadness is the dominant character. Another important element in the text is the presence of 

exaggerated ultra-expressive feelings.  

 

2.1.2 Form 
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This madrigal has been written for five voices (Soprano, Quinto, Alto, Tenor and Bass) and can 

be divided into five episodes (the last two are literally repeated). The two techniques which are 

used here are, as usual in the Renaissance, the homophony and the imitation: 

 
Text’s line Bars Episode Composition 

technique 
1 1 – 3 A Homophonic 
2 4 – 9 B Mixed 
3 10 – 17 C Imitative 
4 18 – 23 D Mixed 
5 24 – 34 E  Mixed 
 
Fig. 2: episodes and their characteristics.  
 
2.1.3 Mode and harmony (in general) 
 

This madrigal begins and ends with a D major chord. It’s well known that in this period there is 

the transition between modality and tonality, but the mode in which the madrigal is hard to be 

defined. In fact the madrigal ends with a Phrygian cadence in D which can hardly be considered 

compatible to a Dorian mode (the typical D mode). So, my conclusion is that this piece is 

simply written in D, without specifying any particular mode. 

 

2.1.4 Episode A 
 

It is a very short begin, homophonic and a little bit chromatic. It is a kind of musical 

declamation of the text, so typical among the late madrigals, already used in Mantua’s and 

Ferrara’s production (for example in the madrigals by Luzzasco Luzzaschi and Jacques de 

Wert).  

The rhythmical pattern used here is the following: 

 
Fig. 3: bars 1 – 3, rhythm put on text. 

 

It is interesting to notice the use of the rest, a very special rhetorical figure (whose use will be 

discussed later) which breaks the harmonic and motional speech and gives the music a 

particular pathos.  

From the harmonic point of view music here goes from D chord to C: 
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Fig. 4: bars 1 – 3, harmonic motion.  
 

It’s interesting to notice how rhythm and text perfectly fit, and how the harmony varies on the 

repetition of the text. 

The whole episode is a kind of introduction but it brings us immediately to the sphere of 

Gesualdo’s expressiveness. 

 
2.1.5 Episode B 
 

The second episode has been written in a mixed style: its conception is mostly homophonic, but 

it has been realized in a very refined way, in fact the voices do not begin together, even if the 

composer’s intention is to create a dissonant and surprising chordal phrase . 

This episode is divided into two parts (three bars + three bars). The first one is singed by the 

four upper voices and it is exactly one fifth upper than the second one. The second is singed by 

the four lower voices and is exactly a transposed repetition of the first one. 

The rhythmical scheme used by the voices is the following (with some little variations in the 

other voices): 

 
Fig. 5: bars 4 – 6 (and 7 – 9). Soprano’s and (alternatively) Quinto’s rhythmical scansion of the text. 

 

It is interesting to notice how Gesualdo uses the declamation form (he does not use any 

“melisma” on these words, except for “piangete”, which was probably considered by the 

Neapolitan composer the most important word of the episode. 

The melodic profile of the dux here is quite chromatic and hard to be singed: 

 
Fig. 6: bars 4 – 6 Alto’s part. 
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The resulting harmony is incredibly interesting and hard to be explained following Renaissance 

counterpoint’s rules: 

 
Fig. 7: harmony in bars 4 – 6. 
 

All this passage is an exception according to the rules of Renaissance counterpoint2, in fact the 

diminished chords in root position were not possible, so like fourth-sixth chords without 

preparation and the pedal-note on which some dissonant chords are built. But we are here in the 

kingdom of the expression, or better to say the moment in the history of music when text and 

music try to be as near as possible. Misuraca calls this style stylus phantasticus, a term which 

defines very late madrigals’ style3. The classical rules of counterpoint cannot be used anymore, 

we have the emancipation of dissonance, in order to express better the meaning of the text. In 

this case we have a madrigalistic use of the dissonance in order to “paint” the word “piangere” 

(cry), increasing by the saltus duriusculus in the Quinto (and then in the Alto). 

The repetition of the passage a fifth lower and with the lower voices suggest the rhetorical use 

of congeries4 but with a darker sound which is more profound and anticipates the concept of 

death, which will characterize the composition’s last part. 

Another typical element of Gesualdo’s music is the great mastery in voice’s orchestration: here 

there is not only the parameter of imitation or that of homophony, but there is also a choice of 

timbre: first the upper voices (lighter and more transparent sound), then the lower ones (with 

darker and deeper sound), almost like he dealt with a small orchestra. 

This episode ends with a cadence on A. 

 

2.1.6 Episode C 
 

Episode C is almost totally imitative (the only one exception is the final cadence) and it is the 

less chromatic of the whole composition. It is written with short note-lengths and it fits with the 

                                                 
2 R.DIONISI – B.ZANOLINI, 1979, or K.JEPPESEN, 1965. 
3 P.MISURACA, 2000, p. 110. 
4 see further, when rhetoric in this madrigal is discussed. 
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principle of “cromatico adagio e diatonico allegro”.5 Also the bar’s time in the edition passes 

(without having been written) from a modern 4/2 to 4/4. 

The diatonic character of this episode is easy to be seen in its dux and comes:  

The mode in which this episode is built seems to be the Phrygian   

 
Fig. 8: dux – Soprano’s line at bar s 10 – 12. 
 

 
 
Fig. 8a: comes – Quinto’s line at bars 10 – 12. 
 

It is clear that dux and comes are the same melody with some mutations, which is a very 

common procedure at that time, the big difference is that in the dux the first interval is a second 

in the comes is a third. 

In the following scheme I try to keep clear the composer’s combinatory strategy in this passage: 

 
 Bar 10  Bar 11 Bar 12  Bar 13 Bar 14 Bar 15 
Soprano Dux on A   Dux on G   
Quinto Comes on D   Comes on F   
Alto  Dux on C    Dux on 

D 
Tenor  Dux on 

G 
  Dux on F  

Bass   Comes on G   Dux on 
D 

 
Fig. 9: Episode’s melodic strategy. 
 
The harmony of the whole episode is diatonic and leads us to Eb (the only alteration with F# 

which is used here). The whole episode seems to be built around a kind of modern G minor – 

Bb major sphere, with an already modern use of fifths’ relations (as we can see in the foreseen 

schema). In reality we can see how we can also interpretate it as a shift between Dorian and 

Phrygian modes as we can see, for example, in the last Bass’s interval (D – Eb)6. 

The reason why the composer used small lengths here comes from text: here lyrics speak about 

a lover who goes far from his beloved person, so music has to be such fluent and not static as 

before. 

                                                 
5 P.MISURACA, 2000, p. 119, which quotes G.WATKINS, 1973, p. 107. 
6 see bars 16 – 17.  
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2.1.7 Episode D 

 

This episode begins with a dividing and suspiring rest, which has a great rhetorical function: 

now the lover is far, so, after a little bit he realizes it and music begins with a very chromatic 

passage. 

The first thing which can be noticed is that after the conclusion on an Eb chord we have a B 

minor one; it does no great effort on a modern listener (even if the contrast between the previous 

diatonic episode and the new opening chord is harsh), but we can imagine that at that time such 

a passage could sound very difficult and brutal. If we think that it is vocal music we can imagine 

the difficulty of such a passage, but, going a little bit further another element can be found in it: 

Gesualdo probably had already in mind an almost well-tempered system, otherwise a passage 

such like that would be really hard to be thought. It is in fact well known that the prince of 

Venosa was also a lutist and lute (like every string instrument) works with well-tempered 

system.    

This episode is specular to the second one: in fact Gesualdo uses here a mixed technique (both 

imitative and homophonic) which was also used in episode B. That is not the only one 

similarity: we have here also the same schema:  the upper four voices sing the main passage, 

which is literally repeated a fifth lower; the only one difference is that we have here a kind of 

coda (two more bars) which closes the episode. This analogy is not incidental: in episodes B and 

D we have the same verb: piangere (to cry), and this subtle and refined connection leads the 

listener to a better comprehension of text. 

Like in episode B the phrase has been thought in homophony, but while Soprano, Quinto and 

Alto sing perfectly together, Tenor begins a little bit later, creating a rhythmical fluctuation in 

musical motion, and he joins only in the last part of bar 19. 

  
Fig. 10: Soprano’s melodic line in bars 18 – 20. 

 

Soprano’s melody (the most audible of the whole passage) is not such hard to be singed and it 

suggests very well the idea of the text. The whole passage is a oriented to the highest note (put 

“pianger”), where voices sing the most important word of the episode. Moreover the melodic 

profile is very expressive and denotes a great taste for beautiful melody (we must remember that 

opera was born in the same years). 

This passage’s harmony is quite interesting, because under its “chromatic skin” it suggests a 

modal thought: 
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Fig. 11: harmonic procedure at bars 18 – 20.  
 
In fact the whole passage has got a Phrygian flavour, even if transposed to an unusual tone. 

The literal repetition (sung by the lower voices) of the same thing gives (like in episode B) a 

darker and deeper sound to this passage, and the rest at bar 22 seems to suggest a rhetorical 

reflection on what has been told till now (“pianger debb’io”). 

On the last words (“misero e solo” – poor and lonely) music starts on a dark G minor chord 

while the vocal range becomes very close (one octave for five voices). It is based on a melody 

which is imitated by the four upper voices with rhythmical and melodic mutations, while Bass 

sings a kind of “Basso continuo – line”. 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 12: Soprano’s (first image) and Bass’s (second one) melodic lines. 

  

The harmony is very close to a modern cadence on G minor’s V, but I would suggest a more 

modal interpretation, by considering it like a five voices’ Phrygian cadence: 
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Fig. 13: harmony in bars 22 – 23. 

 

In fact the typical Phrygian cadence would be a three voices’ one: 

 
Fig. 14: possible realizations of a Phrygian cadence: at first the typical three voices one and then a possible four voices realization. 
 
We can imagine that a five voices cadence could use the root position chord instead of the first 

inversion one, firstly because of melodic lines (which is the most important parameter in 

Renaissance music) and then because of the harmonic stability which a root position chord can 

give. 

Speaking about harmony we can see how Gesualdo deals with chord connections: his typical 

and more characteristic way is the thirds’ relation: episode C ends with an Eb chord, following 

chord is a B minor, which sphere is maintained till bar 22 (the passage ends with a B major 

chord); finally a G minor chord leads us to the end of the episode. 

 

2.1.8 Episode E 
 

The last episode is the largest of the piece and opens with an homophonic passage. As we saw 

in the previous episode, here a rest separates that one with the opening phrase: 

 
Fig. 15: rhythmical realization of the homophonic passage at bars 24 – 25. 
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The harmonic colour in this passage is very different from what we had before: we left last 

episode with a D chord, now we are in the sphere of Eb: 

 
Fig. 16: first passage’s harmonic schema (bars 24 – 25). 

 

Pure harmonically this passage is very sober and not complicated. From one side, it works just 

like a kind of exordium for the coming section, from the other one he get away from previous 

harmonic ambitus just in order to paint the text (which tells: “because leaving you”). 

Next words are the most important of the whole episode: “my pain kills me” is one of the topics 

in Gesualdo’s chosen texts. In fact what follows is a kind of long, melancholic, descending line 

which develops in the last nine bars and creates an imitative section. 

The melodic profile is very interesting: it is divided in two different fragments separated from 

each other by a rest: 

 
Fig. 17: Soprano’s melody at bars 27 – 29. 

 

The example above is the basic material for the whole passage, of course there are both 

rhythmical and melodic mutations but the direction of the melody and the almost diatonic 

character remains and drives music to its conclusion. 

Even if it is not so chromatic, this passage is quite dissonant, overall in the last bars, where there 

is a double pedal: 
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Fig. 18: bars 32 – 34. 

 

We can notice that, according to Renaissance counterpoint’s rules, this is a very strange 

harmonic motion. As we can see further7, in the late part of XVI century the use of pedal has 

become a very used procedure, but in this case we have a double one. D and A as pedal together 

with F and Eb major chords sounds very hard. Also harmonic motion sounds very modern: F Eb 

D, is almost a kind of tonal progression (which, thanks to the addition of the pedal-notes seems 

also very pop or jazz-sounding). There is another strange thing in this passage: in the last bar 

Soprano does not sing, so the A pedal breaks on a Eb chord and it misses in the last D major 

chord. So we have this kind of cadence: 

 
Fig. 19: closing cadence (bars 33 – 34). 

 

The Italian composer used this harshness, as usual, because of text: the concept of pain here is 

represented by the use of dissonance (even if not so chromatic), while the reason why Soprano 

is missing is due (I suppose) to a choir-colour’s choice: he wanted probably a darker sound on 

the last chord which could better represent the idea of pain and death.  

Another consideration about harmony, is that this passage hides a modal procedure: it is a kind 

of extra-elaborated Phrygian cadence on D, with a tonal flavour but with a modal background. 

  

2.1.9 Rhetoric elements 
 

                                                 
7 see Gesualdo’s third analysis, in the paragraph about the use of pedal. 
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There are a lot of rhetorical figures in this madrigal; this was a common practice in Renaissance 

times, it was also connected with the composers’ great knowledge of literature. 

In this madrigal these are the most important ones I found: 

• Congeries: which is the repetition of some important words: for example at bar 3. 

• Polyptoton: which is the repetition of the same musical idea, but in different registers: 

we have this element two times: the whole episode B (bars 4 – 9) and in the beginning 

of episode D (bars 18 – 22). 

• Tmesi: or the break between two different sections by a rest: we can find it in the whole 

episode D and between it and the following one. 

• Suspiratio: which is a rest which seems a suspire: we can find it in bar 18 and in bar 20 

(before the word “ahi”) 

• Parrhesia: which consists in the use of strange dissonances (overall the diminished 

fifth), and we can find it at bar 4 (between Soprano and Tenor) and, of course at bar 7 

(the same thing, one fifth lower, happens between Quinto and Bass). 

• Dubitatio: or a confusing modulation or final cadence which suggests a doubt. I 

suppose it is what happens in the last two measures, when that strange Phrygian (and 

suspended) cadence ends the piece. 

• Catabasis: it happens when music goes from a high register to a lower one. It is what 

happens here in the whole last episode.  

 

2.2 Ma tu, cagion di quella atroce pena – Analysis 
 

This madrigal comes from Gesualdo’s fifth book and it’s based on lyrics of an unknown author 

(like the major part of Gesualdo’s secular late production). It’s the second part of a larger text 

whose first has also been put in music by the Italian composer (“Poichè l’avida sete”). 

 

2.2.1 Text 
 

Ma tu, cagion di quella atroce pena[.] 

Che a la morte mi mena,[.] 

Mira, malgrado tuo, pietoso effetto[.] 

De la tua crudeltà, del mio tormento,[.] 

Che morendo al mio duol, morte non sento. 

 

This poetry has got this basic structure: 
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Text’s line Syllable Rhyme 
1 11 A 
2 7 A 
3 11 B 
4 11 C 
5 11 C 
 
Fig. 20: rhymes and syllables’ scheme. 
 
The translation is: 

 

But you, who caused my atrocious  suffering, 

Which takes me to death, 

Look, despite your merciful effect 

Of your cruelty, of my trouble, 

Which dying with my pain, I can’t feel death.   

 

Gesualdo, as usual, always searched for text who can express feelings in the most powerful way 

(sometimes they’re really exaggerated and almost grotesque), because he was attracted by 

mannerist fashion. In this poetry there is the presence of exaggerated feelings, a lot of words 

such like “pena”, “atroce” or “duol”, with, moreover, the significant presence of death at the 

end.  

 

2.2.2 Form 
 

This madrigal has been written for five voices (Soprano, Alto, two Tenor voices and Bass) and 

can be divided into four episodes: the first and the last are very long, while the second and the 

third are considerably shorter. The two techniques which are used here are, as usual in the 

Renaissance, the homophony and the imitation: 

 
Text’s line Bars Episode Compositive 

technique 
1-2 1 – 12  A Mixed 
3 12 (3) – 20 (2) B Imitative 
4 20 (3) – 24 (2) C Homophonic 
5 24 (2) – 34 D Mixed 
 
Fig. 21: episodes and their characteristics.  
 
2.2.3 Mode and harmony (in general) 
 

Looking at the beginning and at the last chord the madrigal is supposed to be in A. It’s anyway 

well known that it doesn’t mean that the whole piece necessarily has to be in A, but the 
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reference mode seems to be the Aeolian (which, at Gesualdo’s times, was almost very close to 

the modern A minor sphere). There is also the ambiguity between the Aeolian and the Phrygian 

mode, which normally characterizes the madrigals whose text deals on death, pain and so on. 

What harmony in general concerns, there are the usual elements of Gesualdo’s style: fast 

chord’s changes and chromaticism. 

 

2.2.4 Episode A 
 

It’s the largest episode of the whole piece and it is written with both techniques (imitative and 

homophonic). In fact the beginning of the composition is written in homophony, a progression 

of four chords which gives us the impression of an already begun speech: 

 

A6 D g D 
 

Fig. 22: beginning’s chord progression. 

 

After this exordium (I will say something about rhetorical figures later) on the words “ma tu 

cagion”, the text is repeated in imitation. 

The rhythmical pattern of the beginning is the following: 

 w    Q  Q   w 
Ma tu ca-gion 
 

Fig. 23: rhythmical text’s scansion. 

 

The following half-verse (di quella atroce pena) brings us in a Phrygian atmosphere and is built 

on a descending line (the later called “suspiring line”): 

 
Fig. 24: Soprano’s first entrance on the words “di quella atroce pena” (bar 3 and following). 
 
I am speaking about “Phrygian atmosphere” because in bar 3 we have a clear Phrygian cadence 

on E and also in bar 5, when the Bass begins with this dux, he does it on E (and in other voices 

we continuously have the presence of F). 
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Fig. 25: the harmonic movement’s scheme of bars 2-3. 

 

The following dux has got a fluctuating line: at first it descends (as the former melody), but then 

it goes up chromatically (in correspondence with the word “morte”) and, finally returns down. It 

suggests a kind of trouble which brings us, finally, to the relief of death: 

 
Fig. 26: first entrance of this dux (Tenor II bars 5-7). 

 

The music, till now quite consonant and diatonic, becomes immediately chromatic in the typical 

“Gesualdian” way. It’s interesting to see how the harmonic speech (as already told, till now very 

sober) turns by the use of this chromatic element: 

 
Fig. 27: The harmonic context in bars 5-8. 

 

It creates a very contrasting effect, nevertheless it is maybe not the most chromatic passage in 

Gesualdo’s music, but it is anyway very effective in a context where the diatonicism dominates 

the harmonic scene. 

The episode goes towards its ending by two elements: the always darker sound and the 

“modulation” to Phrygian in A. Gesualdo obtains this dark sound by writing the music in a 

lower register, overall female voices reach almost the deepest notes of the whole piece (except 

for another point, but in connection with this one). The intention of the composer is clear: he is 
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speaking about a trouble, which leads him to death and so, this “going to death” is her 

represented by the descending sound-space of the voices.  

 
Fig. 28: The compass of episode A’s beginning and of its ending. 
 

Analyzing the whole episode from the modal point of view, it is clear that the composer plays 

with the ambiguity between Aeolian and Phrygian. If we consider the Soprano’s line at the 

beginning, we have a typical Phrygian flavour, but on the level of harmony, it reminds us a 

tonal plagal cadence: 

   
 
Fig. 29: Soprano’s melody at bar 1. 

 

 
Fig. 30: harmonic movement of bar 1. 

 

Also at the end of the episode we have a harmonic passage which sounds (at tonal-used ears) 

like a IV6 – V in D minor, but at that time it was still felt like a Phrygian cadence on A with a 

Picardy third8.   
 
2.2.5 Episode B 
  

                                                 
8 see bars 10 – 12. 
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The new episode begins on the third time of beat 12 and it is mostly written in imitative style. 

The rhythmic pattern of the text, although not always the same, is more or less as follows: 

 
Fig. 31: text’s rhythmic pattern. 
 
The whole episode is also mostly diatonic, in fact there are few alterations and they are not so 

evidently harsh. There is only one passage where we have an ascending chromatic line: it 

happens in bars 18-19 where the Alto sings F# G and then G#, but it is not one of the most 

surprising in Gesualdo’s production. 

There are, anyway, some other interesting things in this episode: for example, in bar 13 there is 

a strange diminished fifth, which is not prepared, between Bass and Tenor, and in bar 16 a not 

prepared seventh in the Soprano9. 

The episode ends with a quasi-homophonic passage which calms a little bit the increasing 

tension brought by the chromatic ascending line of the Alto10, and it goes from E major chord to 

D major one (passing through A minor). 

Probably Gesualdo intended to give some neutral flavour because of the text, which does not 

express any particular negative feeling. 

 
2.2.6 Episode C 
 

After a kind of neutrally diatonic episode, Gesualdo begins a new one with a contrasting 

intention. In fact, if the first was imitative and almost diatonic, this one is almost homophonic 

and very chromatic. The second Tenor introduces the new melodic idea, but after a half-note the 

whole choir begins, building a steady moment on a B major chord11. 

The Soprano’s rhythmic pattern of the episode (the other voices are just a little bit different) is 

the following: 

 
Fig. 32: Soprano’s rhythmic pattern. 

 

                                                 
9   R. DIONISI – B. ZANOLINI, 1979, and K. JEPPESEN, 1965, about the rules of the XVI century 
counterpoint. 
10 see above, when bars 19-20 are discussed. 
11 see bar 20. 
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This very short episode is very tense and surprising, because of the chromatic harmony which 

there is in: 

   
Fig. 33: harmonic content from bar 21 (with upbeat) to beginning of bar 23. 

 

In this passage we can see how Gesualdo (coming from a cadence on D) starts from a surprising 

B major chord and after few bars comes to a D major chord-cadence. 

The harshness of this passage comes also from a particular expedient: in bar 21 the composer 

starts from B major, then goes to B minor and ends (in bar 22) with F# major. By the use of this 

simple pure passage, we already have a chromatic descending line: D# D C#; but for Gesualdo 

is not enough and so he freely plays with dissonances. In fact, in the first half of bar 21 we have 

an A (not prepared seventh) with solves to G, but in the meantime the Tenor I goes to E (with a 

pedal on B in the Bass), creating a dissonance on the dissonance (the delay on a fourth sixth 

chord, which is already dissonant following the XVI century’s rules). But it is only the first 

expedient, in fact in the second half of this bar we have a long E in the Tenor I which solves (as 

a typical delay of the fourth on third) on D, but in the meantime the Soprano anticipates the D; 

creating some problems: 

• a “false relation between Tenor I and Soprano (D# - D), 

• a solving consonance together with the delayed one (E – D), 

• the presence of F# E and D together. 

 
Fig. 34: bar 21. 

 

The meaning of such a dissonant passage lies in the text, in fact the poetry tells: della tua 

crudeltà, del mio tormento (your cruelty’s, my pain’s). In the madrigals of the “seconda 
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prattica” (according to Monteverdi’s definition12) it is quite normal to find a great relation 

between text and music. Gesualdo in this style is almost at the edge of that times, his way of 

writing dissonances is unique and that is the reason why he became so famous.  

 

2.2.7 Episode D 
  

The last episode is the longest and the most chromatic of the whole piece. It is almost like 

Gesualdo wants to introduce chromaticism little by little arriving, at the end, to a climax of 

tension. 

This episode is written with a mixed technique: at the beginning is imitative, while at the end is 

chordal and mostly homophonic. 

At the beginning voices sing a descending arpeggio on the words “che morendo” (which dying), 

the peculiarity of this passage is that the line sometimes is not so easy to be singed: 

 
Fig. 35: bar 24 (first Tenor’s entry). 
 

   
 

Fig. 35a: bar 24 – 25 (Alto’s entry). 

 

  
Fig. 35b: bar 24 – 25 (Soprano’s entry). 

 

All the foreseen examples let us understand how difficult and harsh is this passage: these 

behaviours are really bizarre according to the rules of counterpoint, but they are very easy 

                                                 
12 see the introduction to Monteverdi’s fifth book of Madrigals (where he criticizes Artusi’s ideas about 
dissononces). 
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explainable if we consider the lyrics. We can consider it a kind of “saltus duriusculus” which is 

a very often used rhetorical figure in late madrigals. 

After this “motivo-parola” Gesualdo uses other dissonances on following words: “al mio duol” 

(to my pain). This time, instead of creating harsh vocal lines, he uses chromaticism, obtaining 

close harmonic changes, which are so typical in his style.  

 
Part of the text Element used by the 

composer 
Used techinque 

Che, morendo A (arpeggio) Imitation 
Al mio duol B (mostly chromatic) Mostly homophonic 
Morte non sento C (chromatic and jumping) Homophonic 
 
Fig. 36: Gesualdo’s strategy in building episode D. 
 
This schematic is maybe a little bit simple, but it helps us to understand the composer’s strategy 

by building this episode. 

The element B begins with a chromatic idea: 

 
Fig. 37: bar 25. 

 
but then it mutates a little bit when used in combination with A13. 

From bar 28 Gesualdo uses only element B and builds little by little a harmonic tension’s 

climax. 

It is interesting to notice how harmony here moves fast and mostly by thirds: 

 
               f#          a            E                                        e              B 
 
Fig. 38: bars 29 – 30. 

 

                                                 
13 see for example bars 25 – 26. 
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At the very end of the piece we have a kind of clausula also in a logic of major-minor and third-

relation harmony: 

 
          C(5aug)  a         e                    c#      C#        A    a          E                 A 
 
Fig. 39: bars 31 – 33. 

 

We can notice how fast the composer goes harmonically very far in few bars. We can relate this, 

like every time in Gesualdo’s music to the text: when he deals on the concept of death (and 

almost every madrigal speaks about that), chromaticism soon becomes the main character. 

 
2.2.8 Rhetorical aspects 

 

Madrigal production is full of rhetorical figures, which were well known among musicians at 

that time; also this madrigal has got a lot of them. The most important are: 

• Suspiratio: at the real beginning, in order to split the first madrigal from the second one, 

the author put a rest, which could be considered as a kind of suspiring moment. Also 

episode C has been divided by the composer by the use of a short rest14. Here the 

suspiring rest emphasizes the meaning of the text, by dividing the two concepts: cruelty 

and pain. 

• Congeries: sure it’s the most important rhetorical espedient: for example the first 

sentence has been put in music in this way:  

            ma tu cagion, ma tu cagion di quella atroce pena15

• Parrhesia: this is also an important rhetorical figure in Gesualdo; he uses a lot of 

dissonances overall in the last part of the composition16. 

• Dubitatio: Gesualdo uses this expedient in order to give the sense of something painful: 

for example between bar 32 and 33 a cadence on A is expected, but Gesualdo instead 

goes to a C# ambitus, and keep the harmonic speech longer and tenser.  

• Catabasis: in the beginning of last episode Gesualdo writes a descending arpeggio, 

which represents a feeling which is dying17. 

                                                 
14 see bar 22. 
15 see bars 1 – 4. 
16 see above when episodes C and D are discussed. 
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2.3 Beltà poi che t’assenti – Analysis 
 

This madrigal comes from Gesualdo’s sixth book (which was published in 1613) and it’s based 

on lyrics written by an unknown author. The structure of this composition is, as usual in the 

madrigals, formed by several episodes, which divide the text of the poetry in relation with its 

meaning or subject. 

So, it is at first useful to analyze the text: 

 

2.3.1 Text 
 

Beltà poi che t’assenti,[.] 

Come ne porti il cor, porta i tormenti. 

Chè tormentato cor può ben sentire[.] 

La doglia del morire,[.] 

E’ un’alma senza core[.] 

non può sentir dolore. 

  

This poetry has got this basic structure: 

 
Text’s line Syllable Rhyme 
1 7 A 
2 11 A 
3 11 B 
4 7 B 
5 7 C 
6 7 C 
 
Fig. 40: rhymes and syllables’ scheme. 
 
The translation is: 

  

Beauty, after you go away, 

as you bring the heart, bring troubles as well. 

Because a troubled heart can feel well 

the pain of death, 

it’s a heartless soul, 

it cannot feel any pain. 

 

                                                                                                                                               
17 see bars 24 – 25, and above, when we discuss episode D. 
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The style of the poetry is typically “manneristic”; the great contrasts between love, life, death 

and pain were what the Neapolitan composer was searching for. That is very evident if we 

notice the first word (“beltà” – beauty) and the last one (“dolore” – pain): in such few lines we 

can find some extreme feelings and images, and for a southern composer like Gesualdo it was 

the right basis in order to build music full of pathos and expressivity. Another important 

element is the repetition of the word “tormenti - tormentato” (troubles - troubled) that increases 

the sensation of a painful love. 

 
2.3.2 Form 
 

What music concerns we can notice that Gesualdo divides the text in six episodes, every one of 

them is in a contrasting relationship with the next one. In fact in the Renaissance music the two 

possible techniques in the vocal music were: homophony or imitation, or eventually a 

combination of the two. 

 

Text’s line Bars Episode Compositional 
technique 

1 – 2a 1 – 4 A Homophonic 
2b 5 – 10 (2) B Imitative 
3  10 (3) – 14 (3) C Mixed 
4 14 (4) – 19 D Imitative 
5 20 – 22 (2) E Homophonic 
6 22 (2) – 30 F Imitative 
 
Fig. 41: episodes and their characteristics. 
 
It’s well known that the bars were not used at that time, but they are very useful for us in order 

to have some orientation points. The first four episodes have more or less the same length, but E 

is very short and F is very long (to keep the balance). 

Another element: the last two episodes are literally repeated. 

 
2.3.3 Mode and harmony (in general) 
 

We know that Renaissance music is based on modality: a musical language which comes from 

Gregorian world. In the late 1500 things began to change: the strict counterpoint’s era was at its 

end, and the modal system as well. The harmonic system of the Baroque period was at the door 

and a lot of composers of the period began to feel the appeal of the new tendencies. In the 

meantime among the Madrigalists’ last generation (in particular Luzzaschi, Marenzio, 

Monteverdi and Gesualdo, alias the composers of the “second practice”) the dissonance began 

to be used as a typical expressive medium. A composer like Gesualdo, a prince who had no 

need of money and who could express his feelings with the greatest possible freedom made a 
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large use of dissonance in his music. So, its analysis from the harmonic – modal point of view is 

not easy and a lot of theories have been built about that, but I will discuss it later. 

I really think that Gesualdo’s way of composing is based on the traditional modal system, so the 

starting mode of this madrigal is clearly a Dorian G (protus transposed to G). In fact the score 

has a flat on B and begins with a G minor chord and ends with a G major one, which is a classic 

G protus final chord with the major third (the Picardy one). But other chords inside the piece 

seem completely outside this normal modal system and not explainable according to the classic 

Renaissance counterpoint’s rules. Anyway, every episode begins with chords or single 

notes which are perfectly inside these rules. 

Episode B begins with an A on the tenor followed by a D of the bass and the whole episode 

ends with a chromatic phrasing finishing in the sphere of A major. 

Episode C begins and ends with a kind of D minor chord. The same chord opens episode D 

which ends then with an A major chord. Episode E opens with a D minor chord and ends with a 

F major one. The last episode finally, begins on the last chord of the previous section and ends 

with a G major (as we already told). So, every episode has been prepared basically on a classic 

modal ground. The only strange chord (concerning the beginning and the end of each section), 

which is unexplainable according to the Renaissance modality is the C# major which closes the 

A episode. Apparently it seems completely outside any Renaissance counterpoint’s rule18, but 

later, when I speak about the theories about Gesualdo’s style of composition I’ll try to explain 

it. But first I want to discuss about what we can find on the score without commenting it. 

 

2.3.4 Episode A  
 
The beginning of the piece is a homophonic 8 bars - long section (even if it’s not completely 

correct using this word). It’s not difficult to understand why Stravinsky was so attracted by this 

composition: in so few bars Gesualdo passes from G minor to C# major, something that should 

have given a sense of incredible and fascinating modernity to the Russian composer. Now we 

look in detail to this opening passage: 

g E D G D6 F#  Ó  b B E C# 

Fig. 42: beginning’s harmonic progression. 
 
This chordal passage sounds very modern and chromatic, especially for the fact that it is full of 

false relations, let’s look at its voicing: 

  

                                                 
18 R.DIONISI – B.ZANOLINI, 1979, and K.JEPPESEN, 1965.                                                                             
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Fig. 43: harmony and voicing. 

 

The rhythmical structure comes directly from the spelling of the text, like every madrigal, music 

must illustrate the words and so, it’s depending directly on them. The rhythmic structure of the 

episode A is: 

 H   w  w  Q  Q    H   H  Ó   w   Q Q  H    H   w   
Bel – tà   poi che t’as – sen – ti,         Co – me ne por – ti_il  cor, 
 
Fig. 44: rhythmic structure of episode A. 
 
The relation between text and music is very clear if we try to tell this sentence, the result is a 

logical spelling of it, which makes sense if we imagine a poet declaiming it. Even the rest’s 

presence divides not only the two verses and the harmonic phrases but creates a kind of breath 

which is justified by the comma of the text.    

It’s quite interesting to see how far the composer harmonically goes: in the circle of the fifths, 

he goes really far away from the beginning chord: almost in the opposite region (from G minor 

to C# major). We know that there are two basic theories about dissonances and chromaticism in 

Gesualdo: there is who (like Lowinsky does) thinks that Gesualdo was thinking harmonically, 

so, that a real new conception of composing; according to Lovinski in fact, Gesualdo would 

have considered the music more vertically than horizontally, finding new and surprising ways of 

chord-connections (in this sense the composer found solutions which would have been used 

only in the late Romantic and in the beginning of the 20th century). The great harshness was due 

to his freedom of composing (he was a prince, so he didn’t write for money), and like a kind of 

pre-Romantic genius described his life’s troubles by the music. But there are some other 

theorists (like Dahlhaus) who think that he invented nothing new: the revolution stand in the 

counterpoint’s rules self. According to these theorists, C or C# were the same in the rules of 

counterpoint, so C# was only a small variation (“screziatura”) applied on the original pitch. So, 

the harmonic passages in the music of Gesualdo would be perfectly explainable, the harshness 
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of some harmonic connection remains, but it’s not far away from the rules.19 I find these two 

theories absolutely fascinating and I try to give my personal opinion about the passage we are 

looking at. The poetry tells that “beauty has gone away”, and we know how deep the composers 

connected music to the text at Gesualdo’s times; we could consider this great escape from the 

basic modality a kind of mardigalism which describes well the lost of beauty. In this sense we 

find the choice of this harmonic brutality well-comprehensible.   

 

2.3.5 Episode B 
 

After the homophonic begin Gesualdo decides to write section B with a contrasting technique: 

the imitative one.  But even if the composition’s technique is different, the chromaticism 

remains. 

The whole section is in fact built up on a single chromatic line (the dux), proposed by the tenor: 

 
Fig. 45:  dux.  
 

followed soon by the comes, which derives directly from the dux, or it’s better to tell that it’s the 

same melody with a small mutation (the tone at the end becomes here another half-tone): 

 

  
Fig. 46: comes. 
 
The whole episode is based upon the same line, with or without mutations, and it creates a 

feeling of crawling, ascending tension. In fact there is no rest point in the whole episode: also its 

ending is without a cadence, but the quinto and the alto prepare the immediate beginning of the 

following one: 

 
Fig. 47: episode B’s ending. 
 

                                                 
19 P.MISURACA, 2000, pp. 111-114. 
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This section, from the harmonic and melodic point of view, gives the impression of no-clear 

modality/tonality: everything is very chromatic and by the cadence-missing, this feeling 

increases. But, as I told before, if we analyze the section well, we can find out that it is built up 

strictly on the dualism between A and D: in fact the dux and the comes have these two starting 

pitches, and also the episode’s end (with the following A in the tenor) reveals clearly an A 

major chord. 

What the mutations concern we have always an ascending line, of different size: from a 

maximum of a minor sixth (or, better an augmented fifth) to a minimum of a minor third. We 

have only twice a descending last note: once in the Alto and once in the Tenor, but these 

passages are so hidden (they’re in the inner voices and in there is the whole choir singing) that 

they result completely not listenable.  

Another peculiar element in this section is the use of the pedal. Normally in the Palestrinian 

style it was well used, but only in a consonant way, often after the real strong cadence (what we 

now use to call V – I) in order to give a more powerful and solemn conclusion to the piece, but 

moreover, its use was almost completely consonant. Nothing to do also with our modern 

dominant-pedal, with its all possible dissonances, which can absolutely be independent from the 

bass’ pitch. Gesualdo’s use of the pedal is closer to the modern one, with also strong 

dissonances in the other voices and with a strong chromatic feeling. Gesualdo uses this medium 

more than one time, so I will speak in detail about it later. 

What I want to discuss now is the relation between text and music in this section. I told that the 

whole episode has been based on one single ascending line, which passes thorough all the 

voices in imitation; now, if we read the lyrics we can find out that the poet describes the beauty 

which goes away and then brings troubles. The troubles are well symbolized by the chromatic 

line and the “ascending figure” which creates musical tension gives the feeling of something 

painful which appears and grows. In this context the use of dissonances on a pedal note is 

perfectly explainable.  

 
2.3.6 Episode C 
 

The episode C is a mixture of all the foreseen techniques. In fact the beginning is imitative, but 

by the use of long notes, there are also some pedal-effects that create dissonances and increase 

tension. 

The end of this episode is homophonic and brings directly to the next one.  

This time the starting-line on which the episode has been built has got a descending character: 

after an ascending fourth jump, the line comes diatonically back to the low. The tenor begins 

with this line and stops on the Bb, while the female voices imitate it with parallel sixth chords: 
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the tension increases by the fact that the use of the Eb in the soprano and the E in the alto, but 

moreover, by the use of a very dissonant passage.  

 

  
Fig. 48: bar 11. 
 
We can notice that the dissonance here is not built by the use of chromatic passages, but by the 

use of a long note which works as the basis for some chords. We know that a 6/4 chord without 

any preparation was theoretically impossible in the Renaissance-rules, and we see how 

Gesualdo deliberately jumps from a Bb major chord to a Eb/Bb chord. From the linear point of 

view, there is no problem, but the harmonic progression increases by the dissonant chords 

which follows a D minor and a C major (everyone of them built on Bb). In the XVI century 

should sound quite dissonant and should need a relief, a resolution; here instead we have 

another dissonant chord: a diminished one, which would be possible only in first inversion, here 

it’s given in the root position. 

It’s interesting to see how this dissonance appears on the word “tormentato” (troubled) and how 

“cor” is realized with a consonant chord. Then the same passage is repeated one fifth lower by 

the bass and tenor and the lower female voices, suddenly followed by a five-voices homophonic 

passage that brigs us from a Eb major chord to a D minor one. 

We can understand how the whole episode has been thought on the Phrygian mode, and it 

modulates from this mode on A to the same on D: the evidence is the presence of the Bb in the 

first part and (because of the fact that it is a simple transposition of the same stuff) of the Eb in 

the second one. The homophonic part of the episode contains also the Eb in the developing 

movement towards D, this Phrygian character is hidden by a plagal cadence, but a careful 

listening to this passage can confirm it:  
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Fig. 49: harmony at bars 13 – 14. 

 
2.3.7 Episode D 
This episode is quite longer than the last one. It’s imitative and it’s characterized by the use of 

the augmentation in different sizes. In this case we can find a kind of madrigal use of one of the 

most rational and classical counterpoint’s techniques. The melody on which the imitation is 

built simply begins with three notes: 

 
Fig. 50: the first entrance (bars 14 – 15). 

 

Gesualdo here plays with this melody changing the intervals: so, one time we have a beginning 

major second, sometimes a minor third and sometimes a minor second.  

About rhythm, we can notice how the composer tries to escape from too static literal imitation, 

by the use of augmentation, which gives the section a larger breath. This happens on the words 

“la doglia” (the pain) and the following words “del morire” (of dying) are put in music step by 

step, first one voice, then another, then two and at the end three voices which answer to other 

three. In this way Gesualdo build a kind of climax on these words which was probably 

considered the most important ones by him. In fact we can notice a saltus duriusculus in the 

upper part just at the end, like a kind of “expressionistic” way of painting: 

  
Fig. 51: Soprano at bar19. 
 
Particularly interesting is also the “orchestral use of the voices”, which means the use of the 

voices in a very coloured way. We know that a vocal ensemble hasn’t got the same timbre 

possibility of an orchestra, we only have upper and lighter ones and lower and darker ones. 

Gesualdo uses the lower voices in order to reinforce the idea of death: three voices in a quite 

high register sing together and prepare the way to the climax, which is reached by the two upper 

female voices with the tenor (in an extremely high region): 
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Fig. 52: three + three imitation at bars 18 – 19. 
 
2.3.8 Episode E 
 

The new episode is totally homophonic, and, except from the coexistence of E and Eb in the 

whole episode, quite diatonic and consonant.  

The great harshness is behind and in fact now the lyrics speak about a heartless soul, in the 

sense that after love went away, now the soul is without its feelings. I think that the author in 

this passage wants to become more abstract and neutral as possible, and if we extract it from the 

whole composition it could have been written by another author: I want to say that it’s surely 

less personal than other episodes.  

It’s a very short moment (it’s 9-10 half notes long) and, after the opening D minor chord goes 

immediately with some chord-passages towards F chord. It is interesting to see that the whole 

passage seems sounding as a modern Bb major which goes to F major, but, even if this piece 

was written in a period of dualism between tonality and modality, it’s hard to formulate clear 

hypothesis about that. I think that Gesualdo wanted to pass from a sphere of Phrygian D to a 

lighter one, a Ionic mode on F, using a not-hard chromaticism (Eb – E) in order to obtain more 

light and to prepare better the last episode which goes back to a Dorian G. 

Another important thing are the values here: it’s a short but lively episode, because we have fast 

movements, moreover if we compare it to the first episode. It could suggest a faster execution of 

these few chords. 

 
2.3.9 Episode F 
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The last episode is the longest and most interesting one of the whole madrigal. It’s written in 

imitative style and it’s based on two word-motives: one is on “non può sentir” (it cannot feel) 

and the other on “dolore” (pain):  
 

 
 

Fig. 53: first version of the melody on “Non può sentir”.  

 
 

  
 
Fig. 53a: first version of the melody on “dolore”. 

 
In these two very different melodies we have the complete elements which Gesualdo uses in this 

last episode; in the first the melody jumps hugely (for that time) preparing the second element, 

which, instead, moves chromatically. 

The most important word of the whole section is of course “dolore” and in fact, after a few bars 

(in our modern conception) of coexistence of the both elements, there is a kind of “clausula” 

that brings to a short pedal on E, where the voices sing only that last word. 

This cadence is a typical Phrygian one and it’s important here, because it breaks the imitations 

by a quite homophonic moment: it’s the preparation to the most interesting part of the madrigal. 

In this last part (which we could consider a real second part of the episode) the chromatic 

element reigns and leads us to the most dissonant moment of the whole composition.  

What rhythmical movement concerns this last part is less dense than the first one, but thanks to 

the chromaticism the tension increases by another parameter, and it’s quite interesting to notice 

how modally-harmonically the author constructs it. 

The opening event of the ending part is a Phrygian cadence on E (which in our modern ears 

should sound like an imperfect A minor cadence): 
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Fig. 54: bars 26 – 28. 
 
The cadence finds his solution on a double E pedal (there is a brevis on E in the Bass and in the 

Alto), whose use is not so chromatic and results a classical pedal of the last XVI century, like 

Magnani describes20. 

Then there are a few notes that chromatically descend till reaching the sphere of G on a very 

strange (for that times) open fourth on the tactus (thus dissonant) which brings in turn to another 

cadence, this time a G Dorian one. 

Here Gesualdo uses the same strategy: he build a double pedal on G (this time Bass and Quinto 

sing the long note), but this time the whole passage sounds very dissonant and chromatic 

(always thinking of the style of that time). 

As I wrote before, I will spend some words on the pedal’s use a little bit later, but I want to add 

that the cadence which precedes the last G pedal is quite strange: 

 
Fig. 55: bar 29. 
 
In fact the passage sounds really like a second inversion on a dominant seventh chord going to a 

G minor one, but, according to the rules of the counterpoint, the D (in the Alto) is a well-

prepared dissonance that should need a resolution. Here there is no one: the Alto sings a D and 

then it has a long rest. In my opinion we can explain it through the words: the pain has become 

the inner meaning of the whole poetry and the not-resolved dissonances as well as the 

chromaticism describe in a clear way this concept.  

                                                 
20 M.MAGNANI, 2001.   
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Fig. 56: bars 29 – 30. 
 
We can notice the increase of the tension, also by the general moving up of the ambitus, and 

that happens in relation with the word “pain”.  

Some more words about the modal-harmonic strategy of this last part. Gesualdo “modulates” 

from Phrygian to Dorian by the use of two cadences, which are similar, but go to different 

modes. The F – E passage in the Bass brings without doubts to Phrygian, and the A – G one to 

Dorian. It seems that he wants to repeat the concept (by the rhetorical use of the repetitio), but 

the first time in a more compound way, while in the second in a more powerful one. But these 

two double pedals tell us another thing: the strategy of the whole composition is here resumed. 

In fact the whole piece contains a kind of duality between Phrygian and Dorian (even if in 

different transposition). The only one exception is the final cadence of episode E (which ends 

with an F major chord). Maybe it’s only a contemporary flavouring speculation, but I really 

think that this passage gives us a kind of compendium of the elements used by the composer in 

the whole madrigal. 

 

2.3.10 The use of pedals in this madrigal 
 

I want to spend some words more about the use of the pedal-technique in this madrigal. 

Mangani writes on his essay “Alcuni aspetti del cromatismo in Gesualdo” that in the late 1500 

(the so-called Manieristic Era) the use of the pedal, on which will be called later “dominant”, 

increased consistently among the composers, and he uses as example some Canzonette of the 

Mantua’s authors21. In Palestrinian style is quite impossible to write not-prepared dissonances 

on long notes, the pedal, so it’s used only at the end in order to let listeners understand the 

modality of the piece.  

In Gesualdo we can notice that the dissonance emancipates and so, the use of the pedal becomes 

something very near to our modern pedal (on which we can build the harmonies we want). For 

example let’s give a look to the first one:  

                                                 
21 see note 1. 

 44



 
 
Fig. 57: harmonic content at bars 8 – 9. 
 
I know that writing harmonies in this music is not totally correct, but I want to point the fact 

that, except from the chords into parentheses (which I consider passing tones) the half-note D 

chord on the tactus is very strange and dissonant:  

- it seems to have a modern dominant function, 

- it has got two near half tones in itself (A and Bb) 

- following the Renaissance-counterpoint’s rules it should be or a root position chord on D (so 

containing d, f# and a), or a first inversion chord (containing d, b flat and f#), which, even if 

augmented, should be possible following the traditional rules. But here we have the 

superposition of the two possibilities with a delay-note and, at the same time, its resolution. 

The other pedals are quite traditional in their vertical behaviours, except from the last one, 

which is very chromatic and dissonant. In fact, there is here a very modern use of the pedal: it 

really seems (more than in the example before) that in the use of it the two long G’s are not 

considered. In fact in the D7 chord the G cannot be considered in any possible way part of the 

chord, and the power of dissonance increases by the doubling of the pedal note (the female 

voices sing G, A and F# together). 

 

 
 
Fig. 58: harmonic content at bars 40 – 41. 
 
A possible explanation of this phenomenon must be searched in the text: the two passages speak 

about the concepts of trouble and pain, and the association between these two words and the 
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dissonance (which after all is a trouble for the singers and a pain for the listeners of that time) 

can be in this way well explained. 

We consider in fact that in the episode D, when the voices sing “la doglia del morire” (pain of 

death), on the long Ab and G happens something quite similar to the first pedal: 

 
 
Fig. 59: harmonic content (with its  dissonances) at bars 16 – 18. 
 
At first we can notice the behaviour of the Alto, which goes to a dissonant seventh before going 

back to F. If it were a short note, there would be no problem, but the G is very long and the 

dissonance is very clear. 

Even stranger can be considered the affair of the chord on G: 

there is a Eb6 background, with some dissonant passing notes that reaches a quite long chord 

which contains both minor sixth than fifth. So Eb should be the dissonance that solves to D 

(which is already in the tenor), but instead the harsh minor second remains for  the length of a 

semibrevis. At the end the Eb results to be no dissonance and the D solves to C, creating a C 

minor chord. The problem is that the bass is still on G, and so the dissonant fifth resolves on a 

fourth (which is, according to the Renaissance counterpoint’s rules, a mistake): what we obtain 

is a second inversion of the chord without any required preparation. 

If we compare the both pedals and what the text is dealing on, we can understand that Gesualdo 

broke the rules because of his requirements of expressiveness.  

 

2.3.11 Rhetorical elements 
 

These are the most important rhetorical figures in this madrigal: 

• Suspiratio: for example at bar 3 there is a rest which divides the first episode and 

produces a suspiring effect, because of the text (the beauty goes away, and it brings the 

heart with); 

• Pathopeia: the whole second episode is built on chromatic lines, which suggest a 

musical translation of the concept of “pains” (tormenti);  

• Parrhesia: which is the presence of a very strange interval, for example at bar 19 

Soprano sings F – C#, a diminished fourth which describes well the word “death”. 
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2.4 Addendum: why I made my own transcription of 

“Beltà poi che t’assenti” 
 

What the first two madrigals concerns I found Deutsche Verlag für Musik’s versions, which are 

maybe a little bit old but still valuable and reliable. Unfortunately I did not find the Sixth Book 

in the same edition: so I used at first a score found on the web. I was not convinced about its 

reliability, so, searching on the web I found some copies (in pdf format) of the original 

Gesualdo’s manuscripts. They were the free parts with the single lines and thanks to it and to a 

notation course followed here in the Royal Conservatory of Antwerp, I could transcribe them 

into a complete score following my own personal criteria (for example avoiding enharmonic 

changes of pitches and changes of note lengths, no bar line on the staves but only through stves, 

and no refrain signatures). This extra-work brought me to a closer contact with Gesualdo’s style 

and allowed me to understand his music in a better way.  

 

3 Igor Stravinsky 

 
 

Pic. 2: Igor Stravinsky 

(1882–1971)  

The Russian composer Igor Fyodorovich Stravinsky was born in Oranienbaum (now 

Lomonosov) on 5/17 June 1882 and died in New York on 6 April 1971. Stravinsky's 
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unleashing of new rhythmic force in The Rite of Spring was one of the great musical 

revolutions of the years before World War I; but it was only the most striking innovation by a 

composer who never tired of setting himself new challenges. Often these took the form of 

giving his own unmistakable imprint to manners and materials he drew from music of the 

past. Little, from Machaut to Stockhausen, escaped his critical, inventive regard, and few 

later composers have escaped his influence. 

3.1 The early years: Paris ballets 

The son of a renowned bass at the Imperial Opera, Stravinsky studied the piano and 

composition from boyhood, and from 1903 to 1906 he was a private composition pupil of 

Rimsky-Korsakov. His early works show the influence of Rimsky, but they show too that the 

young composer was learning from Skryabin, Tchaikovsky, Debussy, and Dukas. This period 

of eclectic preparation came to an end in 1910, when Stravinsky went to Paris with the ballet 

company of Serge Diaghilev, who commissioned from him a series of scores beginning with 

Zhar′-ptitsa (‘The Firebird’, 1910). Though still indebted to the opulent fantasy of Rimsky's 

The Golden Cockerel, The Firebird gives some hint of the brilliant, stylized sonorities and the 

almost mechanical rhythmic drive of its successor, Petrushka (1911), yet nobody could have 

expected that Stravinsky would so quickly go on to produce such a startlingly novel work as 

Vesna svyashchennaya (‘The Rite of Spring’, 1913). 

Certainly the first-night audience was taken by surprise, excited to uproar by the violent 

rhythms of Stravinsky's music and Nijinsky's choreography. By means of syncopation and 

rapid changes of metre Stravinsky did away with the regular pulse which had governed 

almost all Western music since the Renaissance: the rhythm now is angular and propulsive, 

the music's main motivating force. And it makes the score a perfect counterpart to scenes of 

pagan ritual in ancient Russia. 

Cut off from his homeland by World War I, Stravinsky returned repeatedly during the next 

few years to the folk tales of a later Russia. There were several cycles of little songs, the 

farmyard ballet Renard (1915–16; staged 1922), and another ballet, Svadebka (Les Noces, 

1914–23; staged 1923), for which he took some years to find the appropriate scoring: 

eventually this intricate rhythmic machine was given the monochrome colouring of chorus, 

percussion ensemble, and four pianos. The last of these folk-tale pieces, Histoire du soldat 

(Lausanne, 1918), can be counted an early example of music theatre, requiring as it does a 

narrator, two actors, a dancer, and seven instrumentalists. 

Like several shorter works of this period, Histoire du soldat finds Stravinsky taking an ironic 

look at different musical conventions: there is a ragtime number, and also a chorale. In his 

next theatrical work, the ballet Pulcinella (1920), he took this a step further by basing the 
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music entirely on pieces then thought to be by Pergolesi, adding the zest of his own rhythmic, 

harmonic, and orchestral imagination to the originals. Alter this there came a final, abstract 

return to the ‘Russian’ manner, in the Symphonies of Wind Instruments (1920), before he 

gave himself wholeheartedly to reinvestigating the musical past. 

3.2 The neo-classical works 

Stravinsky's neo-classicism takes the form of borrowing forms, ideas, and styles from 

throughout Western music, not just (in fact, least of all) from the Classical period. For instance, 

Oedipus rex (1926–7; Vienna, 1928), which can be given as an opera or as an oratorio, looks 

back to Handel in its general shaping and in its massive choruses, while the arias have 

something of Verdi's passion. The ‘Dumbarton Oaks’ Concerto (1937–8) is a modern 

Brandenburg, and there are reminiscences of Bach again in the Concerto for piano and wind 

(1923–4), whereas the Capriccio for piano and orchestra (1928–9) sprinkles Weber-like 

playfulness on a concerto grosso format. During this period Stravinsky was living in France, no 

longer able, since the revolution of 1917, to draw on funds from Russia. He was therefore 

obliged to earn his living as a performing musician: the two concertante piano works were 

written for himself to play, and he began to conduct his own works, especially at first 

performances and for recordings. 

As before, ballet scores continued to form an important part of his output. Apollo (Apollon 

musagète; Washington, DC, 1928), with its euphonious music for strings, was one of the last 

presentations by the Diaghilev company before the impresario's death; other ballets included the 

Tchaikovsky-based Le Baiser de la fée (1928), the coolly classical Perséphone (1934), the witty 

Jeu de cartes (1937), and even a Circus Polka for a young elephant (1942), All these show 

Stravinsky's gift for creating musical gestures which call forth physical ones, and it is a gift that 

is not restricted to his music explicitly composed for dancing: the spirited vitality of such works 

as the Violin Concerto in D (1931) has led to many successful ballet productions of Stravinsky's 

concert music. 

The Violin Concerto, written ‘against’ the great 19th-century works in the same key (by 

Beethoven, Brahms, and Tchaikovsky), exemplifies the anti-Romantic tendency in 

Stravinsky's neo-classical music. As he wrote in his Chroniques de ma vie of 1935: ‘I 

consider that music is, by its very nature, essentially powerless to express anything at all … 

The phenomenon of music is given to us with the sole purpose of establishing an order in 

things.’ This statement is belied by everything Stravinsky wrote, in that his music is always 

strikingly expressive, but in eulogizing order it gives an important clue to understanding his 

neo-classical works. 
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3.3 The American years 

Increasingly it was to divine order that he gave his attention. His first important religious 

work was the Symphony of Psalms for chorus and orchestra (1930), succeeded by the 

optimistic Symphony in C (1938–40), ‘composed to the Glory of God’. During the 

composition of this work, and following the outbreak of World War II, Stravinsky moved 

from Paris to Los Angeles, which was his home for the rest of his life. Proximity to 

Hollywood brought requests for film music, but these projects foundered and Stravinsky put 

his material to use in the Four Norwegian Moods (1942) and Ode (1943), The major work of 

his early American years, however, was another symphony, the tough and dynamic 

Symphony in Three Movements (1942–5). 

The output of religious works continued with the cantata Babel (1944) and the Mass for chorus 

and double wind quintet (1944–8), which was designed for use in church. There was then a final 

and exultant neo-classical essay, the full-length opera The Rake's Progress (Venice, 1951) 

which takes Don Giovanni as its point of departure, before Stravinsky started out on a gradual 

process of exploring serialism. The ground was prepared by his use of medieval and 

Renaissance practices in the Mass and in the Cantata on English 15th- and 16th-century texts 

(1951–2), as also by the strict contrapuntal writing of the latter work and the Septet (1952–3). 

Then, in his works from the Three Shakespeare Songs (1953) to the cantata Threni (1957–8), he 

came to a full adoption of 12-note serial methods. 

Stravinsky's turn to serialism, surprising to those who had seen him as rival pope to Schoenberg, 

was perhaps helped by Schoenberg's death in 1951, releasing him from a position he had not 

sought. At the same time he was stimulated by what his younger contemporaries were achieving 

in extrapolating beyond Webern: his Movements for piano and orchestra (1958–9) suggests, in 

its lean scoring and rhythmic complexity, that he had learnt something from Stockhausen's 

Kontra-Punkte. His ability, at this late stage in his career, to remain open to new ideas is 

astonishing, yet no more so than the distinctive individuality of his own serial works. As in his 

neo-classical music, he took complete ownership of the means offered to him. 

Many of Stravinsky's late works are short epitaphs, such as the ‘dirge-canons and song’ In 

memoriam Dylan Thomas (1954) and the Elegy for J.F.K. (1964), or else sacred cantatas. 

Among these, the Canticum sacrum (1955) was designed expressly, in subject, form, and 

style, for St Mark's, Venice, and the Requiem Canticles (1965–6), Stravinsky's last major 

work, is what he described as a ‘pocket Requiem’ in nine short, stark movements.22

                                                 

22 P.GRIFFITHS, art. Stravinsky, Igor, in Grove Music, (http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com), 
consulted 13/5/2011. 
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Pic. 3: Grave of Stravinsky in San Michele Island, Venice, Italy. 
 

 
4 Monumentum pro Gesualdo ad CD annum  
 
4.1 Introduction 
 

In the years 50’s Stravinsky began having a lot of interest in Gesualdo’s music. It can sound a 

little bit strange because he was actually dealing on his serial technique. Nonetheless it is well 

known how curious was Stravinsky, in fact he has always been in relationship with music of the 

past. According to Vincis and Dal Molin, Stravinsky began with this interest in the Italian 

composer’s music already since 1952 and, since 1954 he planned to write a re-composition of 

some Gesualdo’s works, but he could not do it soon, because he did not have the whole 

madrigals’ collection (the Weismann’s edition would have been completed only some years 

later), and he had not found the staff he was searching for23. In 1955 he received the scores of 

Gesualdo’s “Sacrae Cantiones” and he recomposed some missing parts. In that period he went 

to Italy in order to visit the composer’s living places (there are some interesting particulars 

thereabout in Watkins’s book’s preface, which was written by Stravinsky self), so we can see 

how the Russian composer was busy with Gesualdo’s music. In 1959 he ordered the fourth, fifth 

and sixth books of the prince’s madrigals in the Weismann’s edition (he received them in 

November), so he could finally choose and find three madrigals to orchestrate. So, in February 

1960 he composed Monumentum pro Gesualdo ad CD Annum, with the intention to let it 

perform at the Biennale of Venice for the 400th anniversary of the composer’s birthday. Ha had 

proposed the former director of the “Festival Internazionale di Musica Contemporanea della 

                                                                                                                                               
 
23  C.VINCIS – P.DAL MOLIN, 2004, p. 226. 
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Biennale” Alessandro Piovesan to perform Gesualdo’s Illumina nos (a seven voices motet) 

formerly completed by Stravinsky, but the director was not convinced. The new director Mario 

Labroca accepted to let perform these re-orchestrated madrigals on 27th September 1960. In 

March of the same year Boosey & Hawkes edited this work with the title of “Monumentum pro 

Gesualdo di Venosa ad CD annum. Three madrigals recomposed for instruments.” and 

the set of the “Tres sacrae cantiones. Completed by Igor Stravinsky” with a new preface 

by Robert Craft. 

Two months later than the premiere of Monumentum, George Balanchine represented it in a 

version with choreography at the New York Ballet. 

 
4.2 Problems of a choice 
 
Stravinsky decided to choose two madrigals from the fifth book and one from the sixth one 

(which had been defined by the Russian composer self “a dinner of twenty-three canapés of 

caviar”), because he found them suitable for an instrumental transcription. By this choice, 

Stravinsky had to face the problem of changing a vocal composition into an instrumental one, 

which means: is it possible to maintain the same musical meaning if text is gone? He could find 

what he was searching for, only when he saw the entire edition of fifth and sixth book; he chose 

in fact: 

• Asciugate i begli occhi 

• Ma tu cagion di quella atroce pena 

• Beltà poi che t’assenti 

The third comes from the sixth book, the other two from the fifth. 

Stravinsky was aware that an instrumental transcription of vocal music means keeping music to 

a more abstract level. He also knew that a 20th century listener had not the same aptitude of a 

16th one, so he felt the need to change something in music. Stravinsky divided Gesualdo’s music 

in two moments: the tonal ones and the not-tonal ones and he thought that a modern listener 

could not feel the contrast between chromatic and diatonic so expressive as a Renaissance one. 

About this problem he wrote a curious but interesting theory thereabout: tonality gives a precise 

idea of time: we are situated in the time, while we loose it when we are listening to not-tonal 

music, in fact here we pass through time24. 

In order to solve this problem and in order to give sense to a vocal piece, which has no more 

text he adjusted some passages introducing something new. It is because of it that Stravinsky 

did not define Monumentum simply a re-orchestration of three madrigals, but a re-composition 

of this music for orchestra. 

 
                                                 
24 I.STRAVINSKY – R.CRAFT, 1977, page 13, and M.DELLA SCIUCCA, 2008, p. 340. 
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4.3 Changing a score – problems of conception and sensibility 
 

We are very far from the fifties – sixties and our conception of arranging old music is totally 

different. We have to imagine that in the fifties Gesualdo’s music had never been performed 

before and that the studies about the Neapolitan composer were at the beginning. Problems such 

like philology were not considered so much as today, and the way of analyzing Renaissance 

music was almost the same as the functional harmonic one. Reading Colin Mason’s article 

about Monumentum pro Gesualdo, it is possible to see how much the “harmonic deviation” in 

the writer’s analysis. 

Anyway Stravinsky was surely aware that Renaissance music was not tonal music and that 

Gesualdo’s way of composing was based on single lines instead of chords, but he also knew that 

his music was so far from modern world and so decided to add some bars, tones, to change 

harmony and voicing in some passages.  

 
4.4 Monumentum pro Gesualdo – Analysis 
  
My analysis of Stravinsky’s re-composition work will be based on the changes he brought and, 

especially on orchestration. In order to let understand all these parameters the two scores are put 

together in the following pages: a scan of the Gesualdo’s originals and Stravinsky’s work can 

help to notice everything better than words. 

 
4.4.1 Orchestration 
 

Stravinsky writes his re-composition for this type of orchestra: 

• 2 Hobos 

• 2 Bassoons 

• 4 Horns in F 

• 2 Trumpets in C 

• 2 Tenor Trombones 

• 1 Bass Trombone 

• Strings (just Violins I and II, Violas and Cellos) 

The first important thing to notice is that Double Basses totally miss. Thanks to this choice 

Stravinsky creates a general sound in which winds and brasses dominate. Anyway he does not 

use orchestra like a big mass, but he divides it into some groups (which is a typical 

characteristic of late Stravinsky’s style), created by combinations of also different types of 

instruments. In this case Stravinsky wanted to build a Venetian double-choir effect like with the 

orchestra creating contrasting timbre groups. He already makes a division among the three 

pieces: he does not use the same instrumentation in every madrigal: 
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Instrument I II III 
Hobos X X X 
Bassoons X X X 
Horns X  X 
Trumpets  X X 
Trombones  X X 
Strings X  X 
 
Fig. 60: Stravinsky’s strategy in Monumentum’s orchestration. 
 
Stravinsky avoids also totally flutes and percussion, he does not make use of trumpets and 

trombones in the first madrigal, while in the second he uses just winds and brass (except for 

horns). In the last one every instrument is involved, even if instruments never play all together. 

He prefers using horns in a context when also strings are playing and less when other brasses 

are playing.  

 
4.5 Asciugate i begli occhi 
 
It is the first madrigal which Stravinsky brought and it is that which has undergone major 

changes. 

He avoids using trumpets and trombones (probably to obtain a not too loud sound). Mason 

writes in his article: “Stravinsky’s alterations of the first madrigal are much more extensive. 

Where some striking harmony or contrapuntal device in the original has caught his fancy, he has 

let his imagination work as freely as in Pulcinella and The Fairy’s Kiss. The first twenty-one 

bars of Gesualdo appear fairly straightforwardly transcribed, 
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Fig. 61: Mason’s examples 5 and 6.  
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Fig. 61a: Mason’s example 6 (continues)   
 
but before the transcription proper of bars 10-17 (Ex. 5) Stravinsky interpolates a free variation 

on them, in which the imitative entries are more widely spaced out, and the parts are extended 

and kept moving with repetitions of each phrase (Ex. 6). 

From bar 18 to the end Stravinsky entirely re-composes what Gesualdo wrote, to the extent 

sometimes of discarding it altogether and substituting something of his own. These alterations 

we are well motivated and most of them are conspicuously for the better. Gesualdo’s startling 

Neapolitan cadence in bars 19-20 of Ex. 7 is attractive the first time, but sequential repetition of 

it a 

 

 
Fig. 62: Mason’s example 7. 
 
fifth lower in bars 21-22 is lame. Stravinsky therefore avoids a strict sequence by condensing 

the cadence the second time, and deliberately robs the second Neapolitan chord of its already 
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stale “surprise” by preparing for it in the harmony (Ex. 8 bars 26-27). The effect is markedly 

stronger and smoother then in the original. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 63: Mason’s example 8. 
 
Stravinsky’s leap from the cadential B major chord to a D minor chord (Ex. 8, bar 28), instead 

of to Gesualdo’s G minor (Ex. 7, bar 22), and his thorough re-harmonization of this bar and the 

next, are similarly motivated by the repetitiveness of Gesualdo’s harmonic progression. The 

expressive force of Gesualdo’s descending melodic lines is weakened by the persistence of the 

chord of G minor and the absence of all accented dissonances except against the suspended D in 

bar 23. Stravinsky therefore drives out the chord of G minor except on the last half-beat of his 

own bar 29 (where he takes care to have an A suspended through it), and introduces a series of 

accented dissonances, preserving only the general descending motion of Gesualdo’s progression 

and the harmonic basis of the cadence. Even here he defers the movement of the bass to D until 

the last beat, and excludes the B flat of Gesualdo’s weak six-four chord above it, sounding the B 

flat instead over the preceding bass C, as another accented dissonance, or rather as an 

understood suspension from his two seventh-chords at the beginning of the bar, in which the B 

flat is implied but not actually sounded. In dispelling the harmonic monotony of the original 
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Stravinsky has done more here than was necessary, and given us a ravishing passage of almost 

pure Stravinsky. 

From this point his alterations become less aggressive again, and not so easily accounted for, 

except as creative “conceits”. Gesualdo’s last two quaver chords in bar 24 of Ex. 9 sound well, 

and Stravinsky’s beautiful added B flat in the first bassoon part (Ex. 10, bar 32) is thrown in out 

of sheer exuberance of invention and fantasy. In his treatment of the remaining ten bars of Ex. 

9, which like bars 22-23 in Ex. 7 suffer from a lack of harmonic movement (and also from a 

slightly monotonus similarity of melodic movements in all the parts) Stravinsky (Ex. 11) has 

been content to introduce some variation in the part-writing, and some dissonant elisions of the 

harmony, which do not change the basic progressions and do not cause any harsher clashes than 

Gesualdo allows himself. Apparently Stravinsky felt that the weakness of harmonic movement 

here was slight enough to be offset by his variations of instrumental colour. In fact the most 

conspicuous harmonic change that he made, the introduction of the E flat in the viola part of bar 

37, still further reduces the force of movement of Gesualdo’s harmony by softening the false 

relation with the previous bar.”25  

 
 
Fig. 64: Mason’s examples 9 and 10. 

                                                 
25 see C.MASON, 1960, p. 41-44. 
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Mason’s analysis is of course very harmonic, but it is interesting because it lets us understand 

how that music was perceived in the sixties. Della Sciucca writes something interesting about 

the “Stravinskyification” of Gesualdo’s music: his opinion is that the Russian composer extends 

some episodes when they have no tonal tension. As discussed above he thought that we loose 

the psychological dimension of time in the not-tonal music, and in fact, according to this theory, 

he does not change anything in matter of time, it is a kind of personal interpretation26. The 

Italian writer thinks that Stravinsky wanted not only to write a homage to Gesualdo, but he also 

wanted to give his personal interpretation of that music. Della Sciucca also writes, a little bit 

further, that the last episode (which is the most changed by Stravinsky’s hand), is built like a 

kind of rhythmic-motivic elaboration of material which has been taken from the whole 

madrigal.27

Anyway the confrontation between the two scores can be very useful in order to catch all these 

details: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
26 see M.DELLA SCIUCCA, 2008,  p. 340 (Italian. text): “L’episodio in questione […] è un classico 
esempio di non-      tonalità: dilatarne allora la durata, come fa Stravinsky, non altera niente in termini di 
percezione del tempo; è, in fondo, un tempo fermato, sospeso, indipendentemente dalla durata effettiva in 
numero di minime dell’episodio, siano esse 15 o 51.”  
27 see M.DELLA SCIUCCA, 2008, p. 340-341. 
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Fig. 65: Gesualdo’s original version of Asciugate i begli occhi in comparison with Stravinsky’s orchestral one. 

 60



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 61



 

 

 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 62



 
 

 
 

 

 63



 
 
 

 

 64



 
 

 

 65



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 66



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 67



4.5.1 Orchestration 
 
The first piece of Monumentum is written for two hobos, two bassoons, four horns in F and 

Strings. At bars 4-5 there is a moment of solo viola with horns and at bars 36-37 there is a 

passage written for three solo violas. In order to analyze Stravinsky’s orchestration I refer here 

to foreseen Gesualdo’s analysis: 

 

 A (bars 
1-3) 

B (b. 4-9) C (b. 10-22) D (b. 23-
30) 

E (b. 31-42)

Hobos X   X 
(I) 

 X 
(I) 

  

Bassoons X   X 
(I) 

 X 
(I) 

 X 
(I) 

  

Horns X  X  X  
(II) 

X  X  X  X  X 

Strings  X X 
(solo 
viola) 

X X X 
(cello) 

X  X X  X  X X 

 

Fig. 66: Stravinsky first madrigal’s orchestration in detail. 

  

From this scheme it is clear how Stravinsky makes use of a Gabrieli-like orchestration, that 

means some groups of instruments which answer each other. He breaks often the musical 

phrases, but it is a way to give musical sense to a former vocal work whose text is gone. 

 
4.5.2 Rhythm 
 

Stravinsky does not vary just pitches, harmonies and musical phrasing, he also writes his own 

idea of rhythmic subdivision: time signatures are not the same given by Gesualdo. It is well 

known of course that in Renaissance music there were no bars, but composers used to write the 

subdivision of the tactus, because it was essential to let performers understand the right timing 

and phrasing. Stravinsky also uses a lot of time signature’s changes: for example the first bar is 

written in 2/2, the second in 3/2 and the third one in 4/2. This is a typical Stravinskyan medium 

in order to create a time’s fluctuation, a technique which he also uses in his late period. 

 
4.6 Ma tu, cagion di quella 
 

In this piece Stravinsky does not change so many things. At this proposal Mason writes: “in the 

second and third madrigal the re-composition is less drastic than in the first. The only relatively 

major change in these two is the insertion of an echo of a two-bar cadence in N° 2. Otherwise 

there are octave transpositions, exchanges of parts, harmonic doublings, occasional completions 
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of the implied harmony, and one or two inserted passing-notes, but the substance of the two 

pieces remains essentially as it was. 

 

 
 
Fig. 67: Mason’s examples 1 and 2.  
 
Examples 1 and 2 (the beginning of the second madrigal and Stravinsky’s version of it) 

illustrate his method of re-spacing the harmony without introducing anything new.”28 In the 

article of Da Vinci and Dal Molin the authors write that “the beginning of the second madrigal 

assembles some centrifugal procedures (such as the voicing in octaves sometimes obsessively 

alternated) which go far away from the original. The different voices are subjected to the typical 

Stravinskyan process of diffraction among the same instruments or different timbres.”29 The 

two Italian authors also speak about a manumission of chords’ procedure, by the linear changes 

to the single part (without touching the original pitches, but changing voices’ melodic profiles).  

In this case there are also fewer changes, but the work of re-composition of Stravinsky is 

anyway clear, but this time he works more on the parameters of timbre and melodic profile. The 

                                                 
28 see C.MASON, 1960, p. 39-40. 
29 see C.VINCIS – P.DAL MOLIN, 2004, p. 237. 
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resulting lines are totally not Gesualdian, but Stravinskyan and this is the reason why we have 

the impression of a Stravinskyan Gesualdo when we listen to this second piece. 

The comparison of the two versions can better clarify the subtle and refined differences: 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 68: Gesualdo’s Ma tu cagion in comparison with Stravinsky’s orchestral version. 
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4.6.1 Orchestration 
 
Stravinsky here does not use strings at all: he just makes use of winds and brasses. 
 
 A (b. 1 – 13) B (b. 13 – 21) C (b. 21 – 27) D (b. 27 – 37) 
Hobos X  X X  X  X 
Bassoons X  X X  X  X 
Trumpets X 

(I) 
X   X X X X (I) 

Trombones  X   X X X X 
 

Fig. 69: Stravinsky second madrigal’s orchestration in detail.  
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In the foreseen scheme it is clear that the influence of Gabrielian style in Stravinsky’s 

orchestration is big: at first the chosen instruments remind Venetian style, then the “dialogue 

technique”, with one group playing mezzo forte and the second playing piano (for example in 

the first bars) is also a typical characteristic of Gabrieli’s composing style. 

There is another interesting effect: sometimes there are not only contrasting blocks’ dialogues, 

but also fade in and fade out effects: for example in the episode A (in bars 6 – 9) trombones 

gradually disappear while bassoons gradually enter. We have a full orchestral forte just in bars 

21 – 25, in other places there are always just fewer instruments playing.   

 
4.7 Beltà poi che t’assenti 
 
This madrigal is the last one of Stravinsky’s Monumentum and, like the second one it is quite 

near to the original. Colin Mason makes just an example of that and writes: “In Ex. 4, from 

Stravinsky’s version of the third madrigal, the G and C in the viola part at bar 25, and the final 

crotchet of the first horn’s held B flat (sounding E flat) in the same bar, are not in Gesualdo’s 

text (Ex. 3), but these added notes are exceptional. In the rest of the piece there are only two 

others.”30

 

   
Fig. 70: Mason’s examples 3 and 4. 

                                                 
30  see C.MASON, 1960, p. 40 – 41. 
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Mason’s analyse, as usual concerns mostly pitch and harmony; instead Vincis and Dal Molin 

speak mostly about orchestration. In fact they write that Stravinsky creates (at the beginning) a 

timbre contrast between two groups of instruments, adding that it is a typical way of interpreting 

Gesualdo during the sixties31. In those years Gesualdo’s music was considered mostly from the 

harmonic point of view, instead of the linear one: Dahlhaus would have written his theories 

thereabout only some years later. This connection between orchestration and interpretation is 

very interesting because it reveals Stravinsky’s love for the Prince’s music and his desire to let 

it perform. 

 

 
 
Fig. 71: Gesualdo’s Beltà poi che t’assenti in comparison with Stravinsky’s orchestral version. 

                                                 
31  see C.VINCIS – P.DAL MOLIN,  2004, p. 237. 
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This maybe rough work of comparing scores by scanning and putting them near to each other is 

useful to see the differences there are in between. 

 
4.7.1 Orchestration 
 
In this piece Stravinsky makes use of the whole orchestra he chose at the beginning: horns, 

trumpets, trombones, hobos, bassoons and strings. Of course he never writes a passage when the 

whole orchestra plays, the following scheme will clarify it: 

 
 A (b. 1 - 

4) 
B (b. 5–
10) 

C (b.10-
14) 

D (b.14-
19) 

E (b.20-
22) 

F (b. 22-31) 

Hobos   X  X   X 
Bassoons   X  X   
Horns X X X X X  X X 
Trumpets  X    X  
Trombones  X 

(I) 
   X  

Strings X  X X  X X X 
(only  
last 
time) 

 
Fig. 72: Stravinsky third madrigal’s orchestration in detail 
 
There are many interesting things: 

• at first the sound’s combinations: strings with heavier brasses (without mute) create a 

peculiar sound, while horns and winds take us in a really old music’s sphere; 

• at bars 12 - 13 there is a passage written for four celli soli, which gives a particular 

“madrigalistic” sound (madrigals were singed by soloists); 

• there are fade in – fade out effects which connect the various parts; 

• the final part is refrained but the last chord is given to the hobos and horns the first time 

and the second to the strings. 

 
4.8 First conclusions (about Stravinsky’s orchestration) 
 

Stravinsky called his orchestration of Gesualdo’s music a re-composition of three madrigals: by 

this operation he changed some pitches and rhythmic patterns from the original. This happened 

because he needed to give sense to a music which from vocal had become instrumental, but also 

because the Russian composer had clearly in his mind the difference between a modern and a 

Renaissance listener. Some authors (like Vincis and Del Molin do) write that Stravinsky wanted 

to give not only a re-birth to Gesualdo’s madrigals but also interpret them in his very personal 

way.  

 87



About his orchestration I find interesting his timbre combinations, his Venetian-like style use, 

and the balance of sounds (with more weight to the winds and brasses) and the vertical 

spatialization of the parts. 
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Chapter II – Machaut’s Rose liz and my 
orchestral version 

1 Guillaume de Machaut 

 
 

Pic. 4: Machaut (at right) receiving Nature and three of her children, from an illuminated Parisian manuscript of the 1350s 

(b Reims or Machault, Champagne, c1300; d Reims, April 1377). French composer and 

poet. 

1.1 Introduction 

Machaut is the most important poet and composer of the 14th century, with a lasting 

history of influence. His unique oeuvre, contained, thanks to the composer’s own efforts, 

in manuscripts that include only his works, stands in many respects for itself: in terms of 

its volume, its poetic and compositional formulation and quality, but also in the number of 

genres in whose development Machaut played a crucial role. In the compilation and 

ordering of his works as well as in the testimony of the texts themselves there is a wealth 

of information about Machaut’s self-awareness and about the production of his works and 

manuscripts. This ranges from general remarks about poetics and other aesthetic concepts 

to details about the composition of particular pieces, questions about their fixing and 

transmission in writing and their realization in sound. Biographical details also allow the 

works to be placed in a social context. 

The greater part of the manuscripts containing his works is taken up by poetry that is not 

set to music. This comprises over 15 lengthy narrative dits (each with up to 9000 lines) 
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and a collection of lyric poetry known as Loange des dames. Most of the dits are 

concerned with those members of the high nobility with whom Machaut was in close 

contact. They bring together allegorical representation, in the tradition of the Roman de la 

rose, and additional exempla related to historical events and individuals (for example, 

from the Ovide moralisé), in an instructive framework, to which the author’s repeated 

designation of the works as ‘traité’ corresponds. Thus the Remede de Fortune (written 

before 1342) contains nine compositions presented as paradigms of lyric genres. The 

collection of lyrics ‘ou il n’a point de chant’ (‘where there is no music’) – its title of 

Loange des dames comes from a rubric given in one of the posthumously copied 

complete-works manuscripts – contains about 280 poems from the tradition of amours 

courtois, its content occasionally overlapping with the collection of musical works and 

dits. It is made up principally of approximately 200 ballades and exactly 60 rondeaux. 

In the history of polyphonic music, Machaut is the first artistically important composer of 

polyphonic music to be known by name. His output holds a key position in the transition 

between the new ideas that took hold in the decade around 1300 and the music of the late 

Middle Ages; as a poet-musician he brought together the traditions of secular monophony 

and the new techniques of the Ars Nova. His 19 extensive lais are a high point in the – by 

then – long history of this form; the 23 motets take up the achievements of Philippe de 

Vitry; his Mass is the first cyclic, through-composed setting of the Ordinary. As with the 

Hoquetus David, the Complainte and Chanson royale (the latter two set to music only in 

the Remede de Fortune) represent a paradigmatic involvement with older forms. It is 

critical for the assessment of Machaut’s historical position that for the first time French 

texts are set in subtly-composed works of distinctive and individual character and that 

functional and structural differentiation between the three so-called formes fixes is now 

evident: the new polyphonic ballade, of which Machaut wrote 41, making up the bulk of 

his lyrics set to music, the 22 polyphonic rondeaux and the virelai, called ‘chanson 

baladee’ and, in the case of the monophonic works, linked with dance-song. How much 

these new departures had been instigated by Vitry is unclear, owing to the small portion of 

his works that is now extant. In any case, however, Machaut must have played a decisive 

role in shaping these genres of the later Middle Ages. 

1.2 Life 

The details of Machaut’s life and social position as well as the themes, form and purpose 

of Machaut’s works clearly define his position as a ‘clerc-écrivain’ (Cerquiglini, 1985) in 

the courtly-aristocratic structure of the late Middle Ages. The two parts of his biography 
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that are backed up by documentary evidence as well as illustrated in numerous statements 

in the dits support this: the first, that from about 1323 he was in the service of Jean de 

Luxembourg, King of Bohemia, and the second, that from April 1340 he was a canon of 

Reims Cathedral. Both encourage hypotheses about the undocumented details of his early 

life: the date of his birth, which must have been between 1300 and 1302; his bourgeois 

background, his education (probably in Reims), and possibly study for the magister 

artium. However, the title of magister is not mentioned either in Machaut’s texts or in 

official ecclesiastical documents. That Machaut was named in a Reims document of 1452 

along with other ‘magistri’ and by Deschamps in unofficial sources as ‘maistre’ is 

evidence of the position and renown that he had by that time won. 

For about 17 years Machaut’s life was shaped by his position in the service of Jean de 

Luxembourg; this in its turn is critical for the understanding of his poetry. As a clerc in the 

narrow circle of ‘domestici familiares’ he first of all took the post of aumonier, then of 

notaire, and lastly secretaire. The dits make it clear that for lengthy periods during this 

time he shared the restless life of his master: this involved visits to the French court 

(which in 1323–4 could have led to Machaut meeting Philippe de Vitry), and often swift 

movement between the home lands of the Luxembourgs in the West and Jean’s Bohemian 

domain in the East, and journeys through much of central and eastern Europe (in 

particular to Lithuania in 1327–9); but also spending more peaceful periods in Durbuy, 

Jean’s favoured western residence south of Liège, on the bank of the Ourthe. ‘Li bons roi 

de Behaigne’ is presented as the ideal of a ruler-knight in Machaut’s texts, and thereby as 

a representative of the courtly world around which Machaut’s poems are based. His 

earliest dits, Le dit dou vergier (1330s) and in particular Le jugement dou roy de Behaigne 

(before 1346), document the role of the poet at court. The chronological order of musical 

compositions of this time is not at all clear, but the composition of motets and possibly the 

first lais belong to this period. 

As a royal servant, Machaut benefited from the economic security ensured for royal 

‘familiares’ through prebends. Machaut is shown to have been in possession of such 

income, granted to him without the need for his presence in the parishes, in papal 

documents from 1330 onwards (starting with bulls of John XXII). Before this date he 

already held a position in Houdain, and the prospect of canonicates in Verdun (1330), 

Arras (1332), Reims (1333) and a prebend in Saintt Quentin (date unclear). After Benedict 

XII’s action in 1335 to reduce the large numbers of canonicates ‘in expectatione’, 

Machaut retained only the canonicate in Reims. He took this up ‘per procurationem’ on 30 
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January 1337 and then in 1340 by his residence in Reims, where he is recorded for the 

first time as being present on 13 April of that year. 

The office of a canon, who lived in a house ‘extra muros’, was linked to liturgical duties, 

but at the same time offered a material basis and a new kind of space for literary and 

musical activities. In the forefront of such activity is the long list of increasingly extensive 

dits (comprising over 40,000 lines of text in total), also associated with the lives of the 

high nobility. ‘Moult la servi’, said Machaut of Bonne, Jean de Luxembourg’s daughter, 

who was already a highly supportive patron before her father’s death in 1346. She is 

connected with the Remede de Fortune and possibly also with Machaut’s cultivation of 

the new forms of lyrics set to music, as well as with the first extant collection of 

Machaut’s works. Other patrons associated with Machaut included Charles II, King of 

Navarre, Jean, Duke of Berry, Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy and Pierre de Lusignan. 

Documented contacts include the Dauphin’s (later Charles V) stay in Machaut’s house in 

1361. The dits also mention more traumatic events, such as the arrival of the plague in 

1348–9 and the siege of Reims by the English in 1359–60. 

The years 1363–5 saw the writing of Le livre dou voir dit (the Voir dit), with interpolated 

letters and musical works. Aside from its (at least partly fictitious) setting of the meeting 

of and love between the elderly poet and his young admirer ‘Toute Belle’ (Peronne), this 

dit represents a rich documentary source for the events of those years (with details of 

journeys to different places), for the production and transmission of Machaut’s works, his 

self-awareness and self-depiction, and above all for the process of setting lyric texts to 

music (chronological overview of the lyrics with musical settings in Leech-Wilkinson, 

1993). In Parisian celebrations in early 1368, possibly the scene of a meeting between 

Machaut and Froissart, Amedee VI of Savoy acquired a ‘roman’, probably a collection of 

Machaut’s works. 

In the last decade of his life the redaction and completion of his oeuvre was Machaut’s 

primary concern, and the two-part Prologue (comprising four ballades and a verse passage 

in dit form), dating from about 1372, was written in connection with this. In the same year 

Machaut’s brother Jean – who had also served Jean de Luxembourg, had been a canon of 

Reims since 1355 and had lived in the same house as Guillaume – died. In April 1377 

Guillaume de Machaut died. The two brothers had established a richly endowed 

anniversarium, with which the Messe de Nostre Dame is thought to be linked, and were 

buried in the same grave. 

1.3 Transmission, chronology and stylistic development 
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The transmission of Machaut’s works documents in a unique way the central role of the 

book as a planned collection of the complete oeuvre, for the self-awareness of the poet-

composer as well as the diffusion of his compositions. The first signs of such ‘collecting 

tendencies’ can be found in French poetry from the late 13th century onwards (Huot, 

1987), for example with the works of Adam de la Halle (F-Pn fr.25566). Machaut’s 

concern with his ‘livre ou je met toutes mes choses’ is in evidence from about 1350, and 

he clearly involved himself in all aspects, including the programme of miniatures for the 

richly illuminated presentation manuscripts, prepared mostly for aristocratic patrons. The 

most important sources for Machaut’s music are six large books from the 14th century, 

which all relate to collections made by the author and must have been copied in part under 

his supervision. They show different redactions. F-Pn fr.1586 (C) offers the earliest 

accessible state of his work, possibly representing the first complete-works collection, 

dating from shortly after 1350. The redaction in US-NYw (Vg) and its copy, F-Pn fr.1585 

(B), dates from about 1370. F-Pn fr.1584 (A) contains the only slightly later, last 

authoritative ordering of the works, with the indication ‘Vesci l’ordenance que G. de 

Machaut wet qu’il ait en son livre’. Two further collections were clearly copied after his 

death: F-Pn fr.22545–6 (F–G) offers a slight accretion in the number of works, while F-

Pn fr.9221 (E), copied for Jean, Duke of Berry, contains additional voice-parts, at least 

some of which are probably not by Machaut. These sources preserve the basic order of 

narrative dits, followed by unnotated lyric poetry in the Loange des dames and then music, 

the latter itself ordered by genre: in manuscript A the lais come first, then motets, Mass 

and Hocket, followed by ballades, rondeaux and virelais. Just as isolated examples of 

lyrics not set to music appear in the music section, so musical compositions used as 

examples are integrated among the poems in the Remede de Fortune. Transmission of 

musical pieces in ‘repertoire manuscripts’ stretches into the 15th century but is limited to 

about 25 pieces. 

Because of this specific transmission situation, it is likely that Machaut’s literary and 

musical works have been preserved practically complete. Beyond that, most of the works 

can be placed at least roughly into specific creative phases. In this respect the critical 

factor is the internal order of several groups of works, in principle determined by the order 

in which they were written. Exceptions to this pattern include the first work in a series and 

the arrangement of works related to each other. Indications of such groups come from dits 

that have internal dates or to which dates can be assigned. The basis for the chronological 

layering of the musical works is the increase in the number of works between C and G. 

More detailed chronological indications are provided in the Voir dit (c1362–5) for the 

compositions associated with it. For the earliest period of musical creativity, further layers 
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are revealed by the only partial ordering by genre of the musical works in C: this allows 

the refrain form compositions (ballade, rondeau and virelai) from the period before 1349 

(CI) to be distinguished from those dating from the beginning of the 1350s (CII). 

Only the 19 lais are spread more or less evenly over Machaut’s entire composing career. 

The motets belong in a first phase, with 19 compositions definitely written before 1356 

and only four more included in Vg and subsequent manuscripts. The most varied picture is 

offered by the refrain forms: Table 1 [not available online] (following the work of 

Ludwig, Günther and Earp) shows the content of CI and the growth in the number of 

works from CII onwards (not including the compositions in the Remede de Fortune). 

TABLE 1: Growth in the corpus of composed short lyric forms.

 Ballades  Rondeaux  Virelais  

    

CI (before 1349) 16 – 20 

CII (before 1356) 8 9 5 

Vg (before c1370) 12 7 5 

A  2 3 2 

G  2 1 – 

TOTAL  40 20 32 

Fig. 73: Table of Machaut’s compositions. 

As with the dits, of which only the Dit dou vergier dates from before the Reims years, 

there is some evidence that the new polyphonic ballades were only written from 1340 

onwards. 19 of the 20 virelais in CI are monophonic; thereafter polyphony predominates 

in this genre as well. Thus the ballade is not only numerically in the foreground of 

Machaut’s oeuvre, but also with regard to the beginning of his composition of polyphonic 

songs. And it is precisely in the ballades that the chronological layering is linked with a 

change in compositional style. This is immediately obvious in the number and function of 

voices, in the tendency to extend the two-voice cantus and tenor framework and, later, the 

change in emphasis from triplum to contratenor. (See Table 2, showing ballades added 

from CII onwards; without the later added voice-parts; not including the Remede de 

Fortune). The development from the two-voice (cantus-tenor) framework, through its 

extension to include a triplum, to the three-voice works with contratenor, corresponds to 

developments in rhythm and other aspects of composition. Such changes often support 
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external grounds for dating and would in many cases, even without the external 

information, allow a work to be assigned a chronological position. Through analysis, it is 

thus possible to assess stylistic change in the tangibly personal idiom of Machaut’s songs 

over a period of 35 years.32  

 

2 Rose, liz, printemps – Analysis 
 

This is a Rondeaux: so, the text is very short and the music is mostly melismatic. The text has 

also been written by the composer: 

 

2.1 Text 
1.  4.  7. Rose, liz, printemps verdure, 

              Fleur, baume et tres douce odour, 

     2.  8. Belle, passes en doucour, 

          3. Et tous les biens de Nature, 

              Avez don’t je vous aour. 

          5. Et quant toute creature 

              Seurmonte vostre valour, 

          6. Bien puis dire et par honnour. 

The structure of the poetry is strophic and binary: there are eight lines divided into two groups. 

The first group is composed by two different lines, the second one is simpler because strophes 

have only one line. Strophe 1 works as refrain (in fact it is the same of the fourth and the 

seventh one), as well as the second line is repeated at the end (number eight). 

The following schemes can clarify this text’s structure and rhymes: 

 

Text’s strophe Number of lines Syllable Rhyme 
1, 4, 7 2 8 

7 
A 
B 

2, 8  1 7 B 
3 2 8 

7 
A 
B 

5 2 8 
7 

A 
B 

6 1 7 B 
Fig. 74: rhyme and lines’ structure. 

                                                 

32 see W. ARLT, art. Machaut, in Grove Music, (http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com), consulted 
12/5/2011. 
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1 – 2 – 3 – 1 – 5 – 6 – 1 – 2  
a – b – a – a – a – b – a – b  
 
Fig. 75: general poem’s structure 
 
The structure is almost symmetrical, but not completely: it seems to have a relation with 

Fibonacci’s series: we have five times a, three times b; even if it is maybe a little bit 

exaggerated. 

Anyway it is well known that old music had often numeric relations and links with other 

disciplines like mathematic or geometry. 

 

2.2 Form 
  
The musical form here corresponds to text’s structure and it is thus binary: second part is a little 

less than the half of the first one: 

 

0
5

10
15
20
25

bars'
number

a
b

 
Fig. 76: proportion between the two parts.  
 
The two sections are delimited by a cadence at bar 25, but inside both sections there are other 

less-important cadences. The text is very short and is put in music mostly in a melismatic way 

and so intermediate cadences have more a musical function than a textual subdivision’s one. 

Machaut composed them in order to create a musical breathe where needed. 

This kind of micro-structural subdivision can be marked out: 

 
Bars 1 – 10 11 - 17 17 – 25 26 – 30 31 - 37 
Micro-
structure 

C d e F g 

Macro-
structure 

A B 

   
Fig. 77: piece’s structure. 
 
All these cells are separated by a cadence, which can have a conclusive nature or not. 

It is interesting to notice that all the micro-structural cells are mostly composed in groups of odd 

numbers of bars. It is well known that bars in this music did not exist but the concept of tactus 
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was clear and in this case bar and tactus coincide. We can suppose that their conception of 

proportions and order was quite different than ours: since the Classical period people consider 

pair numbers right more ordered and so, the structures are built with that conception, for 

medieval composers it was probably totally different. 

 
2.3 Mode and harmony 
 

At first it is useful to write that this piece has been written for four male voices with a very 

small compass, in fact the involved voices are triplum, cantus, tenor and contratenor. The first 

two voices work more or less on the same register and the same happen for the two lowest ones. 

The general compass is more or less an octave plus a major sixth: 
 

 
Fig. 78: general compass of the piece. 
 

It is very difficult to know exactly modes’ conception in Machaut’s era, but this piece is 

certainly written in C. It can be defined Ionian as well as mode of C, the only sure thing is that 

C mode was one of the most ancient Church modes, in fact come of the first plain chants used in 

the Roman Church were written in this mode, or better to say with C as finalis and as point of 

reference. 

The cadences in this piece are centred on two basic pitches: C and D: 

 
Bars 10 17 25 30 37 
Cadence on C D D C C 
Concluding 
nature or not 

Not concl. Not concl. Concluding Not concl. Concluding 

  
Fig. 79: Candences and their characters. 
 
From the scheme it is clear that there is a basic dichotomy between D and C which harmonic 

tension is built on. It is well known that at that time harmony was more the result of voices’ 

motion, so the vertical parameter was less important than rhythmic and melodic one. 

Nonetheless the cadence’s moments are fundamental in order to fix the modal character of the 

composition. 
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Fig. 80: first cadence. 
 
This cadence is not conclusive because the text goes on after it. It is interesting to notice how 

Machaut uses parallel fifths in the two upper parts: it reminds typical older medieval harmonic 

procedures in the Organa. No cadence has got a major or minor third, because it was still 

considered a dissonance. 

Jennifer Bain, quoting Mayer Brown wrote in an article a list of typical Fourteenth century’s 

types of cadences: this one belongs to the type a, which describes a sixth resolving on an 

octave33. This could be difficult to explain if we consider that the upper voice sings a third and 

then a fifth, but I consider more important Cantus’ behaviour, because in the hierarchy of the 

voices Cantus is surely the most important one. 

The second cadence is: 

 

 
Fig. 81: second cadence. 

 

There is here another phenomenon: the alteration of E, which becomes Eb34. This is suggested 

by the editor, but it is logical, because the half tone between Eb and D increases tension in the 

cadence, and the cadence, after all is a solution to a harmonic tense situation. 

This is also a not-conclusive cadence and there can be a reasonable doubt if the cadence takes 

place instead in the next measure (the text goes on and Cantus’ part also does not have any long 

                                                 
33  J.BAIN, 2003, p. 354 – 355, which quotes H.M.BROWN, 1987. 
34 see ibid., the whole article speaks about cadences, but in particular pages 330 – 333, where alterations 
of some pitch are discussed. 
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rest at bar 17), but I find that harmonically speaking these two bars give the idea of a cadence, 

even if not conclusive and even if it works only as a momentary vertical rest point. 

We can notice the two parallel octaves between the upper and the lower voice (of course it was 

not a problem at that time). This cadence is centred on D, and it is a typical Phrygian one: as I 

wrote before, D works like a kind of alternative referential point in this composition.  

According to Bain’s scheme this cadence belongs to category b35. 

The third cadence divides the two macro-sections of the piece: 

 

 
Fig. 82: third cadence. 
 
This cadence is the same of the second one, but this time has got a conclusive sense. The only 

aspect which creates tension (so it lets listener understand that it is not the end of the piece) is 

the fact that it is centred on D and not on the finalis C. 

The first cadence of the new section is: 

 

 
Fig. 83: fourth cadence. 
 
It is not conclusive because of Cantus’ movement in the penultimate bar (which cannot bring to 

an idea of ending). It is quite the same type of cadence we analyzed at first (type a). It is a kind 

of prelude to the final C cadence, after the foreseen D-oriented ones. 

The last cadence is of course conclusive and works as the clausula of the whole composition: 

 
 
 
                                                 
35 see previous note. 
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Fig. 84: fifth cadence. 
 
It is of course centred on C and it is the same of the foreseen one: it has just a more ending-

sphere. 

The harmonic general scheme seems to be: 

 
Bars 1 – 25 26 – 37 
Sections A B 
Harmony C – D D - C  
  
Fig. 85: macro-harmonic procedure. 

 

It is of course not correct to say that there is a kind of modulation, but it is doubtless that, on the 

level of harmonic flavour, Machaut uses a centred pitch strategy in which D and C work as 

alternative orienting points, also in order to underline the binary form of the piece. It can be 

seen as a kind of ancestor of the future suite’s movements (which are also binary). 

    

2.4 Rhythm 
 

The time signature of the piece depends on the versions: in an edition it is written in 6/8 while in 

the version I chose the piece is written in 3/4. I prefer the last version because it is given by an 

authoritative editor, but anyway it is clear that the piece oscillates between both tempi. It is no 

isorhythmic piece, just because isorhythm, as Reaney writes, “is in reality just one of the many 

means of formal organization used in medieval musical composition”36. Anyway some aspects 

of that technique remain, because some rhythmical cells become fixed patterns, creating a very 

interesting polyrhythm: 

 

 

                                                 
36 G.REANEY, 1971, p. 22. 
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a 

 
b 

 
c 

 
d 

 
e 

 
f 

 
g 

 
h 

 
i 

  
j 

 
k 

 
l 

 
m 

 
 
Fig. 86: Rhythmic cells of the piece. 
 
The various combinations (Machaut also uses typical counterpoint’s techniques like retrograded 

form, which I’ll indicate with ®) of these cells build the rhythm of the piece: 

 

• A: 
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I part (bars 1 – 10): 

 Bar 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Triplum I b f a’ j’  d ® i’ g c b 
Cantus C b (b) a d’ ® e f c c b 
Contratenor B b j c b c’ b h k b 
Tenor A b (b) a b c b c’ c b 
 
Fig. 87: Rhythmic combinations in bars 1 – 10. 
 
II part (bars 11 – 17): 

 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 
Triplum Ó e g c’ ® a c b 

Cantus C’’ b l m d’ ® j l 
Contratenor B (b) b c ® h c b 
Tenor A B b b c’ c b 
 
Fig. 88: Rhythmic combinations in bars 11 – 17. 
 
III part (bars 18 – 25): 

 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 
Triplum Ó d ® g b i c c b 

Cantus B Ó d a e f c b 

Contratenor C’ B b b c c ® c b 
Tenor B E’ b b c c ® c b 
 

Fig. 89: Rhythmic combinations in bars 18 – 25. 
 

• B: 

I part (bars 26 – 30): 

 26 27 28 29 30 
Triplum E h b h b 
Cantus B i ® d’ ® d ® b 
Contratenor A c ® b (b) b 
Tenor B c ® b (b) b 
 
Fig. 90: Rhythmic combinations in bars 26 – 30. 
 
II part (bars 31 – 37): 

 
 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 
Triplum Ó d ® d i g c b 

Cantus (b) D a e f c b 
Contratenor C’ B c ® e’ a c b 
Tenor (b) C’ b c j c b 
 

Fig. 91: Rhythmic combinations in bars 31 – 37. 
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Machaut obtains by those combinations a big polyrhythmic frame, and starting from this he can 

choose his melodic profiles. If we analyze the rhythmic patterns which are written above we can 

see the constant oscillation between 6/8 and 3/4: 

 
Rhythmic cell 3/4 6/8 

A  X 
B X X 
C X  
D  X 
E X  
F  X 
G  X 
H X  
I  X 
J X  
K X  
L  X 
M X  

  
Fig. 92: cells’ real metric ratio. 

 

We can notice that the thirteen basic rhythmic bricks are divided into two groups: six have a 6/8 

ratio, the other six have the 3/4 one; the long note (cell b) has got both characters. 

 

2.5 Melody 
 

Melody is an important parameter in Fourteenth century’s music. Here there is a hierarchy in 

the single voices: Cantus is the most important one and it is the only vocal line with the text 

written below. Cantus’ melodic profile is composed in two ways: Machaut writes the words in 

correspondence of long notes (with a more syllabic style), while in the rest of the composition 

the style is mostly melismatic. The voice moves quite almost stepwise, with no big jumps (the 

biggest is a fifth). The other voices are shaped by the Cantus’ style: there are some bigger jumps 

(for example an octave), but in longer notes or separated by rests. 

 

2.6 Relation between syllables’ sound and music 
 

There is an interesting article by Daniel Leech-Wilkinson37, in which the author tries to put in 

relation syllables’ sound and music. He writes that Machaut was both a poet and a composer, so 

no other composer could have his feeling in the matter of music-text relation. He compares 

                                                 
37 AA.VV, 2003, p. 249 – 262. 
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different performances of Rose liz writing a lot of interesting things about the way of 

performing it and old French vowels’ sound. 

 

3 My orchestration of “Rose, liz, printemps” 

3.1 Understanding Machaut’s music – considerations about philology 
 
The most important thing to do when a person wants to orchestrate a composition is to 

understand it very well: because of this reason the first part of the chapter was an analysis of the 

piece. The problem is that this music is very far from us and we cannot perceive exactly its 

meaning, we can only imagine what it can tell. 

I feel me attracted by the lines’ conduction in Machaut’s music and by the resulting harmony, 

which is so old, but also so modern at the same time. So, my first attempt is to keep harmony 

and the single lines very clear in my orchestration. 

It is well known that in our times the philology in music has become very important and 

although it is impossible to know exactly how the music of the past was played it is anyway 

important the research for it. Philology is a way to come closer to old music (or better to say: 

music of the past) and to understand it in a more critical way. For this reason I am very fond of 

philological performances (for example Gardiner’s or Harnoncourt’s ones, overall of Bach) and 

I like this way of studying and performing music. But what can philology mean in an 

orchestration? How is it possible to respect old music in such an operation? 

I think that orchestrating a piece is adding something new: Machaut will surely not remain the 

same, because orchestrating means composing. Anyway there are different ways to do that. I 

have tried to prepare a series of criteria which can be followed in order to do such a work 

without twisting or changing too much Machaut’s original.  

 

3.2 Criteria which can respect the original version 
 
The first goal for my work is maintain Machaut’s spirit in the new version. So, the first 

important criterion is that the notes have to remain the same; this is a big difference between my 

idea and Stravinsky’s one (he changed a lot of notes, overall in the first madrigal). This first 

element also leads us to the respect of time signature and notes’ rhythms: they have not to be 

changed if I want to be coherent with my premises. 

The second important element has to be the respect of part’s linearity: in the Middle Age’s 

music the horizontal parameter is doubtlessly more important than harmony (which became the 

leading force only since Baroque). Thus I cannot break a line before the musical phrase comes 
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to its ending, and because of that cadences become really important (they indicate the end of the 

phrase).  

Another important criterion is the search for the sound which can be more bound to a vocal 

idea. Also part of this parameter is the fact that Machaut’s music is surely written for a small 

ensemble (as the most modern performances indicate): this leads me to avoid a big orchestra. 

Also interesting is the fact that in some performances of Notre Dame’s Mass we also can hear 

some instrumental passages (for example the Hilliard Ensemble’s one); ancient hobos and 

bassoons are used in this case and that can help a lot my work. 

The fourth criterion is that Cantus is the leading part of the composition: it is the only one which 

has the written text and it is the melodic shape for all the other parts. 

The last criterion is the respect of polyrhythm: from Rose liz’s analysis we could see that there 

is an almost equal presence of 3/4 and 6/8 ratios. This type of phrasing is one of the most 

interesting elements in Machaut’s music and I want listener to perceive and understand it. 

 

3.3 Does orchestration mean interpretation? 
 

It has been written that Monumentum pro Gesualdo is not a pure orchestration but also an 

interpretation by Stravinsky. I find anyway that when a composer also simply orchestrate some 

others’ work it becomes another thing: a work written by four hands. The personalization by the 

new composer is unavoidable and a new type of composition comes out. 

My work is so not only a simple orchestration, but, per definition, my personal way to interpret 

Machaut. Even if I do not re-compose the Rondeaux (as Stravinsky does with Gesualdo’s 

madrigals), there is surely a change of aesthetical view, a different feeling and taste.  

 

3.4 The research for the best sound 
 

The simple respect of my criteria is not enough: I have to choose my medium, and that means 

going into detail in order to find out the best sound’s solutions. 

Therefore I definitively chose to have a not large group of strings, a much heavier presence of 

winds and brasses and three percussions: 

• a flute 

• two hobos 

• two bassoons 

• two horns 

• a trumpet 

• two trombones 
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• a small tam tam 

• two timpani 

• tubular bells 

• 12 I violins 

• 12 II violins 

• 6 violas 

• 4 cellos 

• 2 double basses 

I avoid totally the sound of clarinets, because too modern in comparison with other winds, and I 

choose a general darker sound in the brasses (only one trumpet and two trombones). 

Percussions are used only to indicate cadences and they work like a modern starter-signal. This 

is because I think that Machaut’s music is very far from our times and so the listener has to have 

the possibility to recognize the resting moments of the composition. 

For the rest I use how much as possible combinations of instruments’ families, in order to re-

create in a different context the homogeneity of men’s voices of the original version. 

 

3.5 My work a little more in detail 
 

I have divided Machaut’s composition in some “episodes” and I have signalled them by the use 

of percussion in the cadences38. Anyway it is clear that cadences do not have the same 

importance: so, the two important ones (bars 25 and 37) are accompanied by timpani and 

tamtam, while the others by tubular bells and tamtam. The last one (which is the most 

important) is underlined by the whole percussions’ staff.  

The second idea is to create a kind of shadow in some places, in order to give a broader 

resonance to the music. For example in the beginning I double the octaves of the single voices 

in order to obtain a more solemn intro (like an exordium).  

Every phrase is entirely played by the same group of instruments (except for the beginning 

where the hobo’s register does not allow that). Of course I am not speaking about doublings, but 

about parts played in the original Machaut’s compass, in fact doublings are often interrupted. 

Sometimes I have added some impulse (for example at bars 26 – 27) just to underline the 

particular dissonance. That point is the only one where I avoid the original Machaut’s compass 

writing all the parts an octave higher. The reason why I do such a transposition is firstly because 

I want to create a little more difference in ambitus with the previous section, secondly because I 

consider harmony in that place such more intimate, and I want to increase that effect. In the very 

end of the piece, in order to create a more massive crescendo, I introduce little by little all the 

                                                 
38 about cadences and form see the first part of this chapter. 
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instruments during the phrase: this thing does not break my linear parameter, because I do not 

change completely timbres, but I just work per addition.    

I have previously spoken about Cantus’ importance, and so, while the other parts are simply 

played by an instrument, Cantus’ phrases are always played at least by a couple of them. The 

combinations of timbres are given in order to vary a little bit the homogeneity of the 

instrumental families, which means that for example at the beginning, when all the brasses play 

the four original vocal lines, the first bassoon doubles Cantus’ one.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 107



Conclusion 
After this kind of travel through different times, but overall through past and present we can 

notice that music has always meant and still means expression. It is clear that the way to create 

it is very different and varies from era to era. What I want to underline here is the influence 

which all those composers have on my profession of composer. 

I find Gesualdo a kind of first expressionistic attempt: I like his way of connecting text and 

music, his searching for an effective way to translate words into “the art of sounds”. Of course I 

appreciate a lot his exasperated chromaticism and his modern-sounding harmony, but I think 

that the essence of his music is overall the expression of text through impressive way: in this 

matter Gesualdo has surely been a pioneer of contemporary music. In contemporary music the 

effect often means a noise produced by instruments, in Gesualdo’s madrigals strange linear 

intervals and brush harmonic changes are his expressive effects. 

Machaut always surprises me because of his elegance in harmony and single lines: they are not 

clearly pure vocal, they can also be instrumental. His music sounds so mysterious and sensual at 

the same time and it is full of expressivity. Speaking about technical elements I have used in 

different context and way his way of combining different rhythms in order to obtain 

polyrhythm. It is interesting that also Stravinsky used the isorhythmic technique in his late 

works. 

Stravinsky is one of the biggest composers of 20th century, for me he has always been a model 

and a teacher. In this thesis I have mostly looked at his orchestration, but during this last year I 

have also analyzed his Requiem Canticles and so, I could know better his late period. The 

typical elements of his use of orchestra are that he thinks it like a mixture of different 

instruments, no more like a big sounding mass (as it was, for example, in Le Sacre du 

Printemps), in fact also in Monumentum he searches for a more intimate sound. The same I have 

tried to do in my orchestration: only at the end I use the whole orchestra (but it is anyway not a 

very big one). Another important element I have learnt from him is the use of timbre contrasts  

among different phrases: he actually does it also among single chords or briefer periods, but 

firstly madrigal is something different (more bound to some single important words), and then 

that Gesualdo’s way of writing is more fragmentary than Machaut’s one. The use of tubular 

bells is also a reminding of Stravinsky (he uses them at the end of his Requiem Canticles): in 

my work they have a cueing function and they have no connection with death, like in the 

Russian composer’s works, but anyway their use is a kind of homage to him: one of the most 

influencing personalities on my carrier of composer.     
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	1 Guillaume de Machaut 
	3 My orchestration of “Rose, liz, printemps” 
	3.1 Understanding Machaut’s music – considerations about philology 
	 
	The most important thing to do when a person wants to orchestrate a composition is to understand it very well: because of this reason the first part of the chapter was an analysis of the piece. The problem is that this music is very far from us and we cannot perceive exactly its meaning, we can only imagine what it can tell. 
	I feel me attracted by the lines’ conduction in Machaut’s music and by the resulting harmony, which is so old, but also so modern at the same time. So, my first attempt is to keep harmony and the single lines very clear in my orchestration. 
	It is well known that in our times the philology in music has become very important and although it is impossible to know exactly how the music of the past was played it is anyway important the research for it. Philology is a way to come closer to old music (or better to say: music of the past) and to understand it in a more critical way. For this reason I am very fond of philological performances (for example Gardiner’s or Harnoncourt’s ones, overall of Bach) and I like this way of studying and performing music. But what can philology mean in an orchestration? How is it possible to respect old music in such an operation? 
	I think that orchestrating a piece is adding something new: Machaut will surely not remain the same, because orchestrating means composing. Anyway there are different ways to do that. I have tried to prepare a series of criteria which can be followed in order to do such a work without twisting or changing too much Machaut’s original.  
	 
	3.2 Criteria which can respect the original version 
	 
	The first goal for my work is maintain Machaut’s spirit in the new version. So, the first important criterion is that the notes have to remain the same; this is a big difference between my idea and Stravinsky’s one (he changed a lot of notes, overall in the first madrigal). This first element also leads us to the respect of time signature and notes’ rhythms: they have not to be changed if I want to be coherent with my premises. 
	The second important element has to be the respect of part’s linearity: in the Middle Age’s music the horizontal parameter is doubtlessly more important than harmony (which became the leading force only since Baroque). Thus I cannot break a line before the musical phrase comes to its ending, and because of that cadences become really important (they indicate the end of the phrase).  
	Another important criterion is the search for the sound which can be more bound to a vocal idea. Also part of this parameter is the fact that Machaut’s music is surely written for a small ensemble (as the most modern performances indicate): this leads me to avoid a big orchestra. Also interesting is the fact that in some performances of Notre Dame’s Mass we also can hear some instrumental passages (for example the Hilliard Ensemble’s one); ancient hobos and bassoons are used in this case and that can help a lot my work. 
	The fourth criterion is that Cantus is the leading part of the composition: it is the only one which has the written text and it is the melodic shape for all the other parts. 
	The last criterion is the respect of polyrhythm: from Rose liz’s analysis we could see that there is an almost equal presence of 3/4 and 6/8 ratios. This type of phrasing is one of the most interesting elements in Machaut’s music and I want listener to perceive and understand it. 
	 
	3.3 Does orchestration mean interpretation? 
	 
	It has been written that Monumentum pro Gesualdo is not a pure orchestration but also an interpretation by Stravinsky. I find anyway that when a composer also simply orchestrate some others’ work it becomes another thing: a work written by four hands. The personalization by the new composer is unavoidable and a new type of composition comes out. 
	My work is so not only a simple orchestration, but, per definition, my personal way to interpret Machaut. Even if I do not re-compose the Rondeaux (as Stravinsky does with Gesualdo’s madrigals), there is surely a change of aesthetical view, a different feeling and taste.  
	 
	3.4 The research for the best sound 
	 
	The simple respect of my criteria is not enough: I have to choose my medium, and that means going into detail in order to find out the best sound’s solutions. 
	Therefore I definitively chose to have a not large group of strings, a much heavier presence of winds and brasses and three percussions: 
	 a flute 
	 two hobos 
	 two bassoons 
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	 a trumpet 
	 two trombones 
	 a small tam tam 
	 two timpani 
	 tubular bells 
	 12 I violins 
	 12 II violins 
	 6 violas 
	 4 cellos 
	 2 double basses 
	I avoid totally the sound of clarinets, because too modern in comparison with other winds, and I choose a general darker sound in the brasses (only one trumpet and two trombones). 
	Percussions are used only to indicate cadences and they work like a modern starter-signal. This is because I think that Machaut’s music is very far from our times and so the listener has to have the possibility to recognize the resting moments of the composition. 
	For the rest I use how much as possible combinations of instruments’ families, in order to re-create in a different context the homogeneity of men’s voices of the original version. 
	 
	3.5 My work a little more in detail 
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	Every phrase is entirely played by the same group of instruments (except for the beginning where the hobo’s register does not allow that). Of course I am not speaking about doublings, but about parts played in the original Machaut’s compass, in fact doublings are often interrupted. Sometimes I have added some impulse (for example at bars 26 – 27) just to underline the particular dissonance. That point is the only one where I avoid the original Machaut’s compass writing all the parts an octave higher. The reason why I do such a transposition is firstly because I want to create a little more difference in ambitus with the previous section, secondly because I consider harmony in that place such more intimate, and I want to increase that effect. In the very end of the piece, in order to create a more massive crescendo, I introduce little by little all the instruments during the phrase: this thing does not break my linear parameter, because I do not change completely timbres, but I just work per addition.    
	I have previously spoken about Cantus’ importance, and so, while the other parts are simply played by an instrument, Cantus’ phrases are always played at least by a couple of them. The combinations of timbres are given in order to vary a little bit the homogeneity of the instrumental families, which means that for example at the beginning, when all the brasses play the four original vocal lines, the first bassoon doubles Cantus’ one.  
	   
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	Conclusion 
	After this kind of travel through different times, but overall through past and present we can notice that music has always meant and still means expression. It is clear that the way to create it is very different and varies from era to era. What I want to underline here is the influence which all those composers have on my profession of composer. 
	I find Gesualdo a kind of first expressionistic attempt: I like his way of connecting text and music, his searching for an effective way to translate words into “the art of sounds”. Of course I appreciate a lot his exasperated chromaticism and his modern-sounding harmony, but I think that the essence of his music is overall the expression of text through impressive way: in this matter Gesualdo has surely been a pioneer of contemporary music. In contemporary music the effect often means a noise produced by instruments, in Gesualdo’s madrigals strange linear intervals and brush harmonic changes are his expressive effects. 
	Machaut always surprises me because of his elegance in harmony and single lines: they are not clearly pure vocal, they can also be instrumental. His music sounds so mysterious and sensual at the same time and it is full of expressivity. Speaking about technical elements I have used in different context and way his way of combining different rhythms in order to obtain polyrhythm. It is interesting that also Stravinsky used the isorhythmic technique in his late works. 
	Stravinsky is one of the biggest composers of 20th century, for me he has always been a model and a teacher. In this thesis I have mostly looked at his orchestration, but during this last year I have also analyzed his Requiem Canticles and so, I could know better his late period. The typical elements of his use of orchestra are that he thinks it like a mixture of different instruments, no more like a big sounding mass (as it was, for example, in Le Sacre du Printemps), in fact also in Monumentum he searches for a more intimate sound. The same I have tried to do in my orchestration: only at the end I use the whole orchestra (but it is anyway not a very big one). Another important element I have learnt from him is the use of timbre contrasts  among different phrases: he actually does it also among single chords or briefer periods, but firstly madrigal is something different (more bound to some single important words), and then that Gesualdo’s way of writing is more fragmentary than Machaut’s one. The use of tubular bells is also a reminding of Stravinsky (he uses them at the end of his Requiem Canticles): in my work they have a cueing function and they have no connection with death, like in the Russian composer’s works, but anyway their use is a kind of homage to him: one of the most influencing personalities on my carrier of composer.     
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