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ABSTRACT 

 This study is based on the premise that modern day performances of late 

Renaissance sacred music are informed more by biases and assumptions concerning 

performance practice rather than on information gleaned from the primary sources.  The 

result is homogeneity in performance practice within this body of literature which is in 

direct contradiction to the primary sources.  Four controversial areas of performance 

practice, vibrato, text expression techniques, ornamentation and doubling 

instrumentation, are investigated in the context of four motets by Luca Marenzio (1553-

1599).  Findings from primary sources contemporary to Marenzio�s time that relate to 

these four performance practice areas are closely examined and reinterpreted, and 

suggestions are given for historically informed application of these findings to 

contemporary choral performance settings.  Examination of these primary sources 

demonstrates that Marenzio�s motets are unique entities onto themselves, each with a 

different set of performance practices.  This finding has profound implications not only 

for performances of Marenzio's sacred works, but also for performances of late 

Renaissance sacred music as a whole.   
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CHAPTER 1. 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The phrase �late Renaissance motet� creates a host of powerful mental images for 

most choral directors.  Perhaps one thinks of the soaring Gothic cathedrals and churches 

that presumably would have been the natural performance venues for these works.  

Others may think of the positioning of the choir in many of these cathedrals and 

churches:  behind a choir screen, removed, distant and objective.  Still others may think 

of the music of one of the great masters of the late Renaissance motet, Giovanni Pierluigi 

da Palestrina.  To many, Palestrina�s music perfectly exemplifies a sense of musical 

distance and removal with the beautiful arch phrases and declamation in his motets that 

enhance the intelligibility of the words but do not delve into passionate expression of the 

texts.  Many choral conductors are informed as well by the pure and angelic tones of 

English professional choirs such as the Tallis Scholars who seem to apply polished 

perfection, coolness and distance in their recordings.  These impressions concerning the 

late Renaissance motet coalesce to create an overwhelming homogeneity in contemporary 

performances of this body of literature at all levels of the choral establishment, from 

school to professional choirs.  This homogeneity is in conflict with what we know about 

the motets of the late Renaissance: that they were written by a wide variety of composers 

using a wide variety of techniques, that they were performed in many different settings 

and for disparate occasions and that there were an equally great number of ways to 

perform them, as described in the primary sources.  Yet, uniformity persists in many 

choral institutions as to how these works should be performed.  This uniformity is the 

result of several critical factors: a deeply rooted bias concerning sacred music of the time 
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period that reaches back several centuries, difficulty in interpreting the primary sources 

and failure to consider other information besides the primary sources that comment in a 

general fashion on performance practice in the late Renaissance (defined in this document 

as 1570-1600). 

The bias under discussion in this paper concerning the late Renaissance motet has 

its origins in the Council of Trent (1545-1563).  Far from being an isolated event in 

Renaissance history, the dictates of the Council of Trent have had a profound impact on 

views concerning sacred music throughout the ensuing centuries.  The main objectives 

from the viewpoint of the members that comprised the Council were to rid sacred music 

of secular music influence and to suggest that composers of sacred music adopt musical 

means that made the text intelligible to the auditor, as can be seen in the dictum given on 

music in 1562: 

All things should indeed be so ordered that the Masses, whether they be celebrated with or without 
singing, may reach tranquilly into the ears and hearts of those who hear them, when everything is 
executed clearly and at the right speed.  In the case of those Masses which are celebrated with 
singing and with organ, let nothing profane be intermingled, but only hymns and divine praises.  If 
anything is to be sung with the organ from the sacred services while they are in progress, let it be 
recited in a simple clear voice beforehand so that no one will miss any part of the eternal reading 
of the sacred writings.  The whole plan of singing in musical modes should be constituted not to 
give empty pleasure to the ear, but in such a way that the words may be clearly understood by all, 
and thus the hearts of the listeners be drawn to the desireheavenly harmonies, in the contemplation 
of the joys of the blessed.1   

 
In his book Music in Late Renaissance and Early Baroque Italy, Tim Carter quotes the 

response of one Roman composer, Giovannni Animuccia, to the dictates of the Council:  

�I have sought to adorn these divine prayers and praises of God in such a way that the 

music may disturb the hearing of the text as little as possible, but nevertheless in such a 

                                                
1 Quoted in Tim Carter, Music in Late Baroque and Early Renaissance Italy (London: B.T. Batsford 
Limited, 1992): 104. 
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way that it may not be entirely devoid of artifice and may in contribute in some degree to 

the listener�s pleasure.�2  This quote has great applicability to the influence, or lack 

thereof, of the rulings of the Council on the sacred music output of Luca Marenzio. 

The impact of these strongly worded suggestions was felt by composers 

throughout the Catholic regions of Europe, but was experienced most strongly by those 

living in the epicenter of the Counter-Reformation, Rome itself.  One of the composers 

most affected by the Council of Trent was Palestrina, whose sacred music would embody 

its ideals to the fullest in his own time, and most significantly, in future generations.  

According to Carter, �Palestrina�s music exhibits normative traits that well suited the 

liturgical and stylistic requirements of the post-Tridentine period,� such as separation of 

units of text by points of imitation, the overlap or �dovetailing� of cadential structures, 

the use of consonant sonorities and arch phrases, and a continued predilection for 

counterpoint relieved by occasional antiphonal and chordal textures to highlight key 

phrases or words.3  Overall, the transparency of the texture and attention to word 

declamation achieved the desired effect of the intelligibility of the text, but it can be said 

that music is generally characterized by an avoidance of the subtle word/music fusions 

achieved by other great Italian composers, such as Victoria and particularly Marenzio.  

Palestrina�s mastery of lucid counterpoint as well as near- perfect adherence to Council 

of Trent proclamations allowed his music to survive as the emblem of the �prima 

prattica� into the Baroque and beyond when other composers� works lost favor.  His 

                                                
2 Giovanni Animuccia, Missarum liber primus (1567).  Quoted in Tim Carter, Music in Late Renaissance 
and Early Baroque Italy, 105. 
3 Carter, Music in Late Renaissance and Early Baroque Italy, 106. 
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music helped to create a division between sacred and secular music styles that had not 

been as prevalent before his time, a division that would persist through the ensuing 

centuries. 

By the beginning of the 19th century, Palestrina�s reputation had remained 

virtually intact while other composers had faded into obscurity.  As a result, the 

perceptions of musicians, composers and audience members concerning Renaissance 

music were shaped by the salient characteristics of Palestrina�s music.  These attributes 

appealed to reform-minded musicians and music lovers who wanted to purge sacred 

music of the barbarities of secular music (particularly the influence of concerted music 

and opera, which began in the Baroque).  This reintroduction of the ideals of the Council 

of Trent agreed perfectly with the Romantic era notion of zones of reflection and escape, 

one of which was the realm of sacred music.   

The actions of these reformers can be seen in the nineteenth century revivals of 

Renaissance music sponsored by Alexandre Choron and Gustav Niedermeyer.  One 

contemporary view on Renaissance choral music describes well the view held by Choron, 

Niedermeyer and the Parisian amateur musicians who made up their ensembles:  

At a time when vapid music seems to hold sway unchallenged in all salons, when taste seems to be 
more depraved and incapable of appreciating serious classical music, the most eminent amateurs, 
women who by virtue of their social position are most susceptible to the caprices of fashion, are 
suddenly rebelling against this intolerable yoke, breaking all the chains that bind them to Rossini, 
Donizetti, Bellini and tutti quanti, to devote themselves exclusively to the cultivation of this grave, 
ancient, solemn music, devoid of passion, which engenders only sweet, calm and pious emotions.4  
  

                                                
4 F. Danjou, �Concert de musique vocale religieuse, et classique,� Revue et gazette musicale 12 (25 May 
1845), 170-171.  Quoted in Harry Haskell, The Early Music Revival: A History (London: Thames and 
Hudson, Ltd., 1988): 17.  
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What is most interesting is the description �devoid of passion,� quite at odds with what 

we think of as emblematic of Romantic era music and of the Romantic period in general.  

This phrase seems to indicate especially the use of this music as a zone of escape during 

the nineteenth century.  

Descriptions of Choron�s attitudes concerning performance practice for 

Palestrina�s music shed light on desired sound, and on the continuation of these sound 

ideals into the twentieth century.  According to Choron, the music should be performed 

�in legato and sustained sound, very softly, with precision, in a moderate, even way, very 

simply but with much sweetness and tenderness.�5  In this sound ideal we can see 

elements of the sound of English professional choirs.   

The reforms of Niedermeyer and Choron were shared by the members of the 

Caecilian movement, best known as the movement to which Franz Liszt and Anton 

Bruckner claimed nominal membership.  This loose organization, found in Catholic and 

Protestant countries throughout the nineteenth century, was dedicated to the creation of 

music influenced by Gregorian chant and the Palestrina style.  Central to the concept of 

the movement was the introduction of a cappella performance practice in these neo-

Renaissance compositions, occasionally with voices doubled by wind instruments.6  

Overall, as with Choron, Niedermeyer and their devotees, �a return to the music of the 

past was characteristic of the Romantic artists since they found mystery and excitement 

                                                
5 James Haar, �Music of the Renaissance as Viewed by the Romantics,� in Anne Dhu Shapiro, ed., Music 
and Context: Essays for John M. Ward (Cambridge, Mass., 1985), 132.  Quoted in Haskell, 18. 
6 Patrick Liebergen, �The Cecilian Movement of the Nineteenth Century: Summary of the Movement,� 
Choral Journal 21 (May 1981): 13. 
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in that which was not of the present.�7 The nineteenth century view that Palestrina�s 

music was emblematic of all music of the Renaissance gave rise to a potent bias 

concerning performance practice of this body of literature that has repercussions today.  

This particular viewpoint is characterized by an emphasis on purity, serenity and 

simplicity above variety and dramatic expression.  This bias would continue into the 

twentieth century, furthered by the birth of the early music movement itself.  By the 

1980�s, an orthodoxy in performance practice informed to varying degrees by this 

preconception of what sacred music should sound like had set in, giving rise to present 

day interpretations of the late Renaissance sacred repertory.  

This performance practice orthodoxy has been best represented by professional 

choirs of English origin.  The technical flawlessness of their renderings of music from 

before 1750 has its roots in the excellence of the English cathedral choir system that was 

in many ways a byproduct of the efforts of early twentieth century directors as Sir 

Richard Terry.  Terry, choirmaster at Westminster Abbey in the early 1900�s, deserves a 

brief mention as one of the chief architects of what Howard Mayer Brown has referred to 

as �the English a cappella heresy.�  Terry believed above all that the disdain held by 

many of his musical colleagues for Renaissance polyphony was due to the �tyranny of the 

piano,� and sought to remove it from his rehearsals.8  One of the composers whose music 

Terry programmed with frequency was Palestrina.9 Based on his experience singing with 

choirmaster A.H. Mann of King�s College in Cambridge in the 1880�s, Terry propagated 

                                                
7 Liebergen, 13. 
8 Timothy Day, �Sir Richard Terry and 16th-Century Polyphony,� Early Music 22 (1994): 300. 
9 Day, 298. 
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a sound that was close in some respects to that of English professional choirs in the 

1980�s and beyond.  In a description of Mann�s choral style in relation to Terry�s, 

Timothy Day in his article �Sir Richard Terry and 16th-Century Polyphony� describes 

this sound:  

The echo in King�s College chapel Mann set out , if not to tame, at least to enlist as an ally; pace 
and style were dictated by that famous acoustic.  Slow tempos were characteristic, and a great deal 
of pianissimo singing.  He cultivated a round, guarded tone, as being best suited to the building, 
not caring if this distorted vocal sounds.10  
 

Interestingly, Day also notes that �the singers� copies were scribbled over with 

expression marks.�11  

Another aspect of Mann�s choral aesthetic that informed Terry�s conception of 

choral sound in Renaissance music was the emphasis placed on the use of falsetto and 

head voice.  The clear model for this type of vocal production was the sound produced by 

English choir boys.  The expectation, according to consensus among choral directors of 

the time, that the men, as choirmaster George Dyson expressed it, would �blend with that 

clean, white tone.�12   

Finally, Terry ascribed to the notion of homogeneity of expression and sound in 

the performances of Renaissance polyphony:  

The performing style Terry sought to cultivate aimed to reinforce the qualities he deemed essential 
to true ecclesiastical music.  The style must not be theatrical, not emotional; it must be devoid of 
sentimentality, and pure and impersonal in tone quality since in true church music �the individual 
has to sink his personality, and become one of the many who offer corporate praise.�13  
 

Although aspects of Terry�s sound do not equate with the sound of modern day English 

professional choirs, such as an emphasis on �virility� which was expressed in foursquare, 

                                                
10 Day, 299. 
11 Day, 300. 
12 Quoted in Day, 303. 
13 Ibid. 
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energetic singing characterized by lack of legato line,14 other aspects seem to jibe with 

this sound ideal and show its origin.  What is most interesting is that the �sacred music 

bias,� which had been previously attached to the music and to compositional style, was 

now becoming attached to choral sound itself. 

English professional choirs from the 1980�s on, the results in many cases of 

English cathedral choir training, sang in general accordance with Terry�s general 

conception of choral sound.  Within Renaissance sacred repertoire, these ensembles 

created a sound ideal and set of performance practices that continue to reign supreme 

today.  The reasons for this hegemony of performance practice are extremely important to 

examine, as they reveal the continuance of the �sacred music bias� beginning in 

Palestrina�s day up to the present time.  The result has been a homogenization in 

performances of the repertory that is not consistent with primary source performance 

practice information. 

It is instructive to examine the statements of directors of these professional 

ensembles as they tend to shed light on performance practice decisions.  Peter Phillips, 

director of the Tallis Scholars, has made important arguments concerning the superiority 

of the sound of English professional and cathedral choirs.  He has justified performance 

practice decisions he has made with the Tallis Scholars by pointing out supposed links 

with historical performance practices through the cathedral tradition.  In his article 

�Performance Practice in 16th-Century English Choral Music,� Phillips seems to eschew 

study of primary sources to ascertain performance practice information: �In sacred music 

                                                
14 Day, 306. 
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at least we often know exactly when and where the music was sung, but we do not know 

so precisely what it sounded like, nor is it possible to find out.�15  Indeed, Phillips goes 

further to say: �We can, however, guess at the type of sound produced by 16th-century 

choirs, and the evidence suggests that imitation of them would be highly undesirable.�16 

Phillips points to the greater age of the historical choristers as opposed to the modern, as 

the reason for this lack of quality, and as a result, makes the claim �we think we can do it 

better.�17  In this quote, Phillips is clearly referring to professional and cathedral choirs of 

British origin.  

Phillips believes that historical and modern choral performance practice are linked 

by the continuity of the cathedral choir systems of the various European countries: 

Choral music is not so much being revived as explored, and we must respect the unbroken choral 
traditions of cathedrals throughout Europe who offer many convincing, even authentic solutions.  
A conductor who comes from outside one of these traditions can only be guided by personal 
taste.18   

 
As a result, Phillips can make claims to authenticity through appeals to the �unbroken 

traditions� of European cathedral choirs, thus rejecting the need to obtain performance 

practice findings from primary sources.  

Phillips makes one other point in the same article which is very telling.  In 

describing the change in style of English choral works as the century progressed, Phillips 

makes the argument that interpretations of performance practice by choral directors 

should change based on the particular time period within the sixteenth century in which a 

work was written:  

                                                
15 Peter Phillips, �Performance Practice in 16th-Century English Choral Music,� Early Music 6 (1978): 195. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Phillips, 196. 
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Throughout the century the music seems to rely on a perfectly balanced sound: a sound where no 
single voice or part should obtrude.  This ensures that the counterpoint, where every line is of 
comparable importance to the whole, is presented without distortion�Such a background in 
necessary to the performance of all 16th-century choral music: but as the century the style of 
writing changed in such a way that we should expect a change of sound quality in performance.  
The melismatic idiom of pre-Reformation music, with its long, poised melodies, bears an 
important but only superficial resemblance to the later more syllabic and harmonic style.  It may 
appear extravagant to suggest that a different choir should be used for, say, early and late 
Tallis�but it is an idea which should be seriously considered.19  

 
It is evident Phillips assumes that changes in performance practice should occur for 

works written at different times during the Renaissance, yet suggests that a single 

ensemble would be incapable of making those changes. Phillips does not seem to admit 

to the possibility that the same ensemble could effect a number of changes to 

accommodate different performance practice ideas.  This lack of capacity for change may 

account for the apparent homogeneity of performance practice among English 

professional and cathedral choirs.  

Over time, the proliferation of English professional and cathedral choirs in the 

1980�s that recorded early music coalesced into a movement termed the �English a 

cappella renaissance.�  This term, coined by Christopher Page in his eponymous article, 

was a clear reference to Howard Mayer Brown�s well known label for the movement: the 

�English a cappella heresy.�  Page, the director of the Gothic Voices, a professional 

ensemble interpreting music from the medieval period, provides a more sophisticated and 

thoughtful viewpoint than does Phillips.  In his article, Page describes the main idea 

behind the �English a cappella renaissance� which he calls the �English discovery 

theory,�:  

It begins with the premiss that English singers performing a cappella are currently able to give 
exceptional performances of medieval and Renaissance polyphony from England and the Franco-

                                                
19 Phillips, 196. 
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Flemish area because the ability of the best English singers to achieve a purity and precision 
instilled by the discipline of repeated a cappella singing in the choral institutions [the cathedral 
school system] is singularly appropriate to the transparency and intricate counterpoint of the 
music.  From that premiss we proceed to the theory that, in certain respects, and especially in 
matters related to accuracy of tuning and ensemble, these performances represent a particularly 
convincing postulate about the performing priorities of the original singers.20 
 

Page places this strand of English thought on performance practice of medieval and 

Renaissance music in opposition to that represented by musician and musicologist David 

Munrow.  In the 1970�s, Munrow advocated an interpretation of medieval and 

Renaissance music that was based on instrumental performance in combination with 

voices, that exploited the coloristic possibilities of instruments and voices, and that was 

more often than not based on experimentation rather than solid performance practice 

findings.  With his support of a cappella performance of medieval vocal music and his 

reliance on the English cathedral choir tradition, Page signals a change in direction from 

Munrow�s approach to performance practice.        

Page echoes Phillips� views by representing the �English discovery theory� 

argument that the a cappella option for performance in general is well grounded in 

historical truth because of the similarity in routine between the English cathedral 

chorister and the Renaissance chorister:  

The collegiate and cathedral tradition in which many English singers received their training is 
comparable in some respects to the context in which medieval (and Renaissance) singers received 
theirs.  It is one in which a repertory with a large  a cappella element is cultivated on a daily basis 
by men and (usually) boys, all of them relatively young, who hold positions in a cathedral or 
chapel (often for a relatively short time) for which there is much competition.21  
  

Three aspects of this quote should be noted, as they tend to form a bias that is at the heart 

of the �English a cappella renaissance.�  Firstly, there is great emphasis placed on the �a 

                                                
20 Christopher Page, "The English a cappella Renaissance," Early Music 21 (1993): 454. 
21 Ibid. 
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cappella element,� which without any further evidence can only be viewed as an 

assumption on Page�s part when applied to all historical, pre-1600 vocal repertories.  

Although Page and other scholars, most notably Tess Knighton, have turned up evidence 

suggesting a cappella performance in medieval and early Renaissance repertories, the 

model does not apply as well to late sixteenth-century vocal music, as shall be 

demonstrated later in this document.  Secondly, Page�s mention of men and boys as 

forming the core of the historical and modern sound has implications for contemporary 

performance.  Page assumes that the modern English men and boys sound was equivalent 

to that of historical ensembles of the same composition, and also that the performance by 

modern choirs, composed of females on the treble parts, should match the presumed 

historical sound.  Thirdly, Page places weight on the high quality of the sound of English 

professional choirs due to their cathedral choir training, assuming the same to be true in 

historical cathedral choirs. 

Two articles that appeared after Page�s in Early Music provide extremely 

illuminating commentary on the �English a cappella renaissance� viewpoint outlined by 

Phillips and Page.  The first, �Sight-Readings: Notes on A Cappella Performance 

Practice� by Donald Greig, provides a musical and extra-musical critique of the 

movement.  Due to such factors as limited rehearsal time and too great a reliance on 

sight-reading, Greig believes that English professional choirs have a relatively superficial 

knowledge of different bodies of repertory that has great repercussions for performance 

practice:  

The most obvious problem is that the repertory covered by these different groups is historically 
and geographically vast: ranging from 1100 to 1600, spread across several nations, split between 
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sacred and secular, written for a variety of acoustics and occasions, it is, from any perspective, 
stunningly heterogenous.  And, as an obvious correlative, the original singers who performed this 
music could not share anything like the unities shared by the current group of British early-music 
singers.  Yet the success of the monopolization of this repertory through a cappella performance 
leads us to a homogenization a period of music�a homogeneity made possible only by the 
success of a particular mode of performance.22   

 
A related aspect of this, Greig points out, is an adherence to the written notes and an 

avoidance of improvisation.23 

Greig also notes that the appearance and marketing of an ensemble has 

implications for the way the music is viewed by the public.  In general, the �look,� like 

the sound, has a quality of objectivity about it, promoted by the image of the performer as 

a �scholar�:  

This image of performer as scholar brings certain assurances: that the performance is well-
researched; that the performer is true to the music rather than to his/her muse, that the performer is 
subservient to the music.  In short, it is implicit that authenticity is respected even if it does not 
achieve primacy.24  
 

In other words, the subjectivity of the performer�s interpretation is relegated to the 

background by the supposed �objective� information that can be gleaned from the score. 

Finally, Greig makes some insightful points regarding the vocal sound of English 

professional choirs. In his description of the sound, he makes the point that there is a 

relationship between the well-blended, generally vibrato-less tone that is indicative of 

these performing groups and our perceptions of this tone as disembodied, angelic and 

heavenly: �What concerns me is the sense that the perception of a cappella performance 

always tend towards a denial of the physical presence of the singers themselves, a sense 

that there is a perception of the voice as the mark of the denial of the body itself, that the 
                                                
22 Donald Greig, �Sight Readings: Notes on A Cappella Performance Practice,� Early Music 23 (1995): 
129. 
23 Greig, 131. 
24 Greig, 136. 
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�grain of the voice� is denied or repressed in a cappella performance.�25  In an analysis of 

terms used by reviewers to describe the �English  a cappella renaissance� sound, such as 

�pure,� �clear�, �blended� and �vibrato-free,� Greig makes the point that all of these 

terms imply a suppression of aspects of vocal technique in order to subsume the voice 

into an organic whole.26 

In his response to Greig�s article, Brian Gorman discusses a further consequence 

of the �English a cappella renaissance� sound on performances of Renaissance 

polyphony that Greig does not dwell on: the relationship of the performer to the text of 

the music he or she is singing.  Playing off of Greig�s idea of denial of the body and the 

performer�s own voice in performances of Renaissance sacred music, Gorman discusses 

the idea of �denial of the text� by performers and audiences:  

Perhaps I am overstating the obvious, or am extremely unsophisticated in finding an ambivalence 
in my own and others� engagement in this repertory strictly as an academic exercise from which 
most emotional significance of the text has been removed ( are not all religious activities and 
experiences, for better or worse, intended to be emotional prior to being intellectual?) but, as a 
listener to any music ( or viewer of an art object), I wish to understand its full significance.27   

 
This �denial of the text� expressed by Gorman thus has profound implications for text 

expression in sacred music from the Counter-Reformation in particular. 

I believe that there are two reasons why recordings of such English professional 

choral ensembles as the Tallis Scholars are well-represented in our CD libraries: (1) the 

excellent, polished quality of the product and (2) the purity and homogeneity of the 

choral sound, undoubtedly influenced by the men and boys ensembles from the English 

cathedral tradition. Homogeneity is not only present in the sound itself but also in the 
                                                
25 Greig, 141. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Brian Gorman, �The A Cappella Debate: The Denial of the Text.�  Correspondence.  Early Music 23 
(1995): 542. 
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interpretations themselves.   In many cases, they center around a cappella performance, 

absence or near absence of perceptible vocal vibrato, little or no vocal ornamentation and 

little dynamic or tempo variation within and between works.  These interpretations, when 

set down on vinyl, tape and CD, have had an unintended side effect of creating an 

authenticity of their own which is in direct conflict with information from the primary 

sources concerning performance practice.  The performances of these professional choirs 

have had a powerful impact on how motets from the late Renaissance sound in our inner 

ear, which have contributed in large part to the continuation of homogeneity in 

contemporary performance of these motets.  

A second factor contributing to homogeneous performance practice in the late 

Renaissance motet is the difficulty in interpreting the primary sources that discuss 

performance practice.  Up until the middle of the last century, many sources had not been 

translated or even discovered.  This has been rectified to some degree by the efforts of 

such scholars as Frank Kirby, Howard Mayer Brown, Ernst Ferand and Carol 

MacClintock, who have placed a value on describing and analyzing sources and making 

them available through translation.  The availability of the sources, however, has created 

new problems of interpretation.  Seemingly unambiguous statements that admit to more 

than one meaning, differences of opinion between the sources and lack of clarity in the 

terminology are only some of the problems with which would- be scholars of 

performance practice must contend.  These difficulties have often caused performers and 

directors who are aware of the sources to shy away from them. 
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In order to combat this tendency toward homogeneity in performance practice, it 

is necessary to become familiar with primary sources and to be willing to interpret and 

even reinterpret them to elicit useful performance practice information.  The ambiguity of 

statements in the primary sources only reinforces the need to engage in this process.  The 

conductor should delve into primary sources of all kinds, including those specific to 

particular composers and compositions in which he or she is interested as well as more 

generalized resources.   Knowledge of these works is the foundation on which a sensible 

view of performance practice is established. 

In many ways, however, knowledge, interpretation and reinterpretation of 

performance practice sources are not enough to create convincing, innovative and 

exciting performances of early music.  The conductor should not be afraid to use his or 

her aesthetic sense and creativity to bridge the inevitable gaps created by incomplete 

information in primary sources.  Ultimately, the conductor must be willing to engage in a 

complex evaluative process in which he or she combines information gleaned from 

primary sources concerning performance practice, the circumstances in which the 

composer wrote music, the issues surrounding his or her ensemble, and his or her own 

aesthetic views to make informed performance practice decisions.  The necessary result 

of this evaluation is that the performance practices employed will change from piece to 

piece even if they belong to the same genre.   It is this alteration of performance practices 

from composition to composition that will create the diverse, colorful and occasionally 

controversial performances of late Renaissance motets that are needed in order to be true 

to historical practices and to the conductor�s own aesthetic and artistic views.  
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Luca Marenzio (1553-1599) is an appropriate composer to examine in a 

reinterpretation of performance practice options in late Renaissance motets.  The variety in 

his motet output can be viewed as a microcosm for the great diversity in motet styles and 

performance practices of the late Renaissance as a whole.  An examination of performance 

practice in his motet output, therefore, has wider implications for the performance practice 

of motets that date from the last twenty-five years of the 16th century. 

The diversity in Marenzio�s motet output is integrally connected with his musical 

career.  He spent much of his life in Rome, center of the Counter-Reformation, forging 

close relationships with its leaders.  Like Palestrina, he showed himself to be remarkably 

attuned to the precepts of the Council of Trent, particularly in regard to the clarity of text 

setting.  In most of his pieces, even in his early works, Marenzio shows his sensitivity to 

text declamation.  In addition, Marenzio�s later motet output consisted mostly of 

polychoral motets, which in their declamatory style and homorhythmic texture were 

mostly concerned with delivery of the texts. 

Yet, Marenzio�s awareness of the dictates of the Council of Trent was only one 

component of his compositional output.  The expert fusion of text and music that is a key 

factor in his secular madrigals can be seen in his motets as well, particularly in his early 

works.  Unlike Palestrina, Marenzio made expressive use of word painting, madrigalisms 

and rhetorical devices counter to Council of Trent ideals. As a result, the motets contain a 

mixture of Tridentine principles and qualities that stem from his experience as a composer 

of madrigals. 
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Marenzio�s employment history also had a significant impact on the musical style 

of his motets.  The positions he held fall into three overlapping categories: (1) leading 

musician in the household musical establishments of Cardinal Madruzzo and Cardinal 

Luigi d�Este (1574-1586); (2) freelance musician, composer and music director for a 

number of Roman religious organizations (1584-1595); and (3) maestro di capella for the 

Polish court in Warsaw (1595-1598).  The motets written for the households of the 

cardinals and for Roman religious institutions show Marenzio�s compositional tendencies, 

especially a blend for quality musical craftsmanship combined with sensitivity to text 

expression, that were continued throughout his career.  In the course of his musical career, 

Marenzio worked closely with several ensembles which differed greatly in size and 

composition, as well as in available performance locales.  The result is that Marenzio�s 

personality, background and employment history contributed to a diverse motet output 

which is better served by use of appropriately diverse performance practices in 

performance rather than a homogenous approach.    

It is my aim to provide a possible set of reinterpretations of performance practice 

information from primary sources.  These reinterpreted performance practice findings are 

to be applied to selected motets of Luca Marenzio from each of his major periods of 

employment.  It is hoped that this process will provide a useful model for performance 

preparation for other conductors.  Throughout the document, I will examine general 

performance practice sources, circumstances specific to Marenzio�s career as a composer, 

and the issues facing the University of Arizona Collegium Musicum (the ensemble which 

performed selected motets of Marenzio in my lecture recital), in order to demonstrate the 
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feasibility of these performance practice ideas.  The performance practice issues discussed 

will be limited to vibrato use, specific text expression techniques, ornamentation and 

doubling instruments. It is my hope that this document will encourage conductors to create 

novel approaches to performing the mostly unexplored treasure trove of Marenzio�s 

motets, thus breathing new life into these works, as well as in the body of late Renaissance 

motets as a whole. 

I am indebted to several scholars who have provided translations and summaries of 

primary sources that are otherwise not easily available for perusal, offered information on 

new sources that have been discovered and interpreted performance practice findings from 

primary sources.  These writers have helped me come closer to a reasonably complete 

picture of the performance practice in the motets of Marenzio.  Of great value are the 

translations of Italian primary sources that discuss vocal technique and ornamentation done 

by Carol MacClintock.  MacClintock�s book Readings in the History of Music 

Performance (1979) provides translations of crucial excerpts from works by Giovanni 

Camillo Maffei and Ludovico Zacconi. Other translations of Italian sources include a 

complete translation of Niccola Vicentino�s Ancient Music Adapted to Modern Practice 

(1555) by Maria Rika Maniates and that of Gioseffo Zarlino�s The Art of Counterpoint, 

Book III of L�institutione harmoniche (1558) translated by Guy Marco and Claude Palisca. 

A supplementary resource is Betty Wilson�s dissertation �Choral Pedagogy: 

Crossroads of Theory and Practice in Sixteenth-Century Germany� (1995) which provides 

translations of singing rules by North German pedagogues including Stomius, Stirpanius, 

Christoph Praetorius, Cyriacus Schneegass and Seth Calvisius.  Along with MacClintock�s 
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translations of excerpts from works by Adrian Petit Coclico, Hermann Finck and Michael 

Praetorius, these singing rules provide confirmation and differences in performance 

practices with the Italian sources.  Joseph Dyer�s translation of Conrad von Zabern�s 

treatise on music (1978) and Thurston Dart�s short article outlining Georg Quitschreiber�s 

singing rules (1967) help to provide a comprehensive picture of German performance 

practice in the Renaissance. 

Information on ensembles and performance venues specific to Marenzio has been 

of particular value to my research.  A key resource has been Steven Ledbetter�s 

dissertation on Marenzio�s life and employment (1970), which still remains an influential 

work in Marenzio studies even today.  Ledbetter�s findings have been updated significantly 

by Marco Bizzarini�s monograph Luca Marenzio, which appeared in English translation by 

James Chater in 2003. 

Information specific to Marenzio�s ensembles and performing venues was 

significantly augmented by a series of articles which appeared in the November 1999 issue 

of Early Music, celebrating the 400th anniversary of the composer�s death.  In his article 

�Marenzio�s Sacred Music: The Roman Context,� (1999) Noel O�Regan examines 

Marenzio�s involvement with the SS Trinità and SS Crocefisso confraternities, establishing 

possible links between his sacred output and performances at these confraternities for 

which he was hired.  He also provides payment records and information concerning 

musicians that performed in the oratories for the confraternities.  In the same issue, 

Bizzarini investigates the performing ensemble in Cardinal Luigi d�Este�s household, 

concluding that lower voices in polyphonic compositions were at least one to a part based 
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on pay records and that there were 14 �pages� who were trained to sing the superius parts.  

Roland Jackson (1999) discusses the polychoral music of Marenzio in �Marenzio, Poland 

and the Late Polychoral Style,� establishing links between specific compositions and 

performance at the Polish court.  These articles flesh out considerably Marenzio�s career as 

performer, composer and maestro di cappella.  They provide useful evidence concerning 

ensemble size, composition, and doubling instruments that can be used in a discussion of 

performance practice.  The articles, however, provide no explicit performance practice 

suggestions for a contemporary choral ensemble. 

I am also indebted to several key secondary sources which comment on and 

interpret primary sources which offer generalized performance practice information.  

Throughout my research on performance practices in Marenzio�s time, I have used these 

writings to inform my own interpretations of primary sources. The secondary sources I 

examined comment on and interpret performance practices related to vocal vibrato, text 

expression, ornamentation and doubling instruments during the late Renaissance. 

Four of these sources shed light on the possible use of vocal vibrato in the music of 

the Renaissance.  One of the key controversies centers on whether vibrato was an ornament 

in the Renaissance or whether it was mostly an unintentional phenomenon.  Mauro Uberti, 

in his article �Vocal Techniques in Italy in the Second Half of the 16th Century� (1981), 

believes that both views of vibrato are possible depending on whether one is singing 

according to the techniques of cappella and camera singing.  Referring to primary source 

descriptions of both singing styles, Uberti suggests that vibrato was a constant and 
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basically unintentional practice in cappella singing while it was used for expressive and 

even ornamental reasons in camera singing. 

In the chapter �Vocal Technique� from his dissertation �The Munich Kapelle of 

Orlando di Lasso (1563-1594): A Model For Renaissance Choral Performance Practice,� 

(1987) Gary Fisher advocates for the use of a �normal, healthy vibrato which adds 

warmth� in vocal music of the Renaissance.28  In this chapter, Fisher assumes that vibrato 

is overall distinct from an ornamental practice.  He cites several primary sources for 

support, including Quitschreiber and Praetorius.  Fisher relies most heavily on Zacconi, 

whom he believes gives a clear description of the nature of Renaissance vibrato.  The 

meaning of the quotation cited by Fisher is widely debated by other secondary sources. 

The problematic interpretation centers once around the use of the term tremolo by Zacconi.  

Frederick Neumann in �Authenticity and the Vocal Vibrato� (1987) provides 

additional clarification of issues presented in the preceding secondary sources.  Neumann 

clearly makes a distinction between vibrato and vibrato-like effects.  His view on vibrato, 

that �it was simply there, taken for granted as a fact of life,� is contrasted with �willfully 

and artfully produced� ornaments such as the trillo or tremolo.29  Unlike Uberti and Fisher, 

who try to make connections between these terms and vibrato, Neumann seems to believe 

that vibrato is a phenomenon that is mutually exclusive from these practices.  Neumann 

provides as corroboration for this view Michael Praetorius� quotation on vibrato, discussed 

in greater detail in the Vibrato chapter, in which Praetorius makes this very distinction.  

                                                
28 Gary Fisher, �The Munich Kapelle of Orlando di Lasso (1563-1594): A Model for Renaissance Choral 
Performance Practice,� (DMA document, University of Oklahoma, 1987): 81. 
29 Frederick Neumann, �Authenticity and the Vocal Vibrato,� The American Choral Review 29, no.2 
(1987): 15-16. 
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�Performance Practice in the Seconda Prattica Madrigal,� (1999) by Rinaldo 

Alessandrini, introduces a second category of primary source evidence: that of 

instrumental vibrato.  In this article, found in the Marenzio Early Music issue mentioned 

above, Alessandrini discusses the applicability of tremulant organ stops as evidence for 

vibrato usage.  His investigation centers specifically on Italian organs, which he claims 

were often outfitted with a stop known as a fiffaro, later called voce humana in the early 

17th century.30  Alessandrini uses this evidence to provide support for the notion that non-

ornamental vibrato was rarely used in Renaissance vocal music.  In his view, based on 

evidence concerning the use of the fiffaro in church services, the use of the stop would be 

confined to �slow and expressive� organ pieces such as what would be played at the 

Elevation of the Host.31  Although Alessandrini�s evidence is very specific, it does not rule 

out the use of vibrato in �slow and expressive� vocal polyphonic works in the sacred 

idiom.  Also, the use of the fiffaro stop may not have been so much �expressive� as an 

imitation of a small number of singers singing long phrases in a reverberant setting.       

Alessandrini provides other evidence from written sources concerning the use of 

vibrato in secular music of the time.  He discusses a quote by Christoph Bernhard (1649) 

that negatively refers to the tremulo as practiced by some singers and positively to the 

fermo that is a desirable quality in singing.  Alessandrini interprets fermo to mean straight 

tone while tremulo is equated with vibrato.32  These words, however, may admit to other 

translations.  For example, the word fermo has not one but two connotations: being 

                                                
30 Rinaldo Alessandrini, �Performance Practice in the Seconda Prattica Madrigal,� Early Music 27 (1999): 
635. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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�still,� or being �firm� or �steady.� This multiplicity in meanings for the word makes the 

finality of Alessandrini�s interpretation dubious.   

Dennis Schrock�s article �Phrasing in the Music of the Renaissance� (1994) 

discusses  the dictates of theoretical writers such as Zarlino on the relationship between 

music and rhetoric in composition.  Schrock�s article notes evidence from Vicentino and 

other sources supporting the notion that important text should be highlighted with shifts 

of tempo and dynamics.33  Betty Wilson�s dissertation provides similar corroboration for 

these practices in Italian-influenced German sources, particularly Cyriacus Schneegass, 

Christoph Praetorius, and Seth Calvisius. 

Ernst Ferand�s article �Didactic Embellishment Literature in the Late Renaissance: 

A Survey of Sources," in Aspects of Medieval and Renaissance Music: A Birthday Offering 

to Gustave Reese (1967) is indispensable in that it provides a comprehensive list of 146 

extant didactic sources that either discuss ornamentation practices or provide musical 

examples of them.  Another seminal article is Imogene Horsely�s �Improvised 

Embellishment in the Performance of Renaissance Polyphonic Music� (1951).  In this 

article, Horsely takes issue with Alfred Einstein�s well-known view that the didactic 

sources did not reflect actual performance practice of ornaments.  Horsely provided 

important counterarguments to Einstein which still are useful today. 

Howard Mayer Brown�s monograph Embellishing Sixteenth-Century Music (1976) 

is also indispensable in his categorizing and analysis of ornamentation into types and rough 

time periods.  In his work, Brown divides Renaissance ornamentation into two categories.  

                                                
33 Dennis Shrock, �Phrasing in Music of the Renaissance,� Choral Journal 35 (August 1994): 38. 
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The first is short ornaments or �graces� such as the trillo and the gruppo which begin to 

appear in embellished versions of compositions around the 1570�s.  The second are longer 

florid passages, the passaggi or gorgie, which are present throughout the Renaissance.  

Brown also does a general analysis of ornamentation by time period, concluding that 

ornamentation beginning in the 1570�s with such authors as Girolamo Dalla Casa has a 

virtuosic quality distinct from earlier styles.34  Mark Vernon Hulse�s dissertation 

�Sixteenth Century Embellishment Styles� (1988) advances Brown�s research further by 

dividing ornamentation practices into four recognizable regional (or idiosyncratic) styles.  

These sources, however, do not examine differences in ornamentation style between extant 

embellished versions of sacred music and secular music. 

In his dissertation �Embellished Editions of Selected Renaissance Vocal-Ensemble 

Music� (1983) Dennis Woodhall questions the indiscriminate use of ornamentation 

advocated by earlier sources such as Brown.  Examining the breakdown of the sources 

cited in Ferand, Woodhall comes to the conclusion that the art of ornamentation is 

primarily Italian and secular.35  His evidence for this last point is that out of the 146 extant 

sources, only 16 are embellished versions of motets.  He also makes the point that 

ensemble ornamentation was solely performed by vocal ensembles, which he defines as 

ensembles that are one to a part.  He attempts to make a case, however, for application to 

modern day choral performance by appealing to Nicola Vicentino�s prescription that vocal-

ensemble ornamentation should always be supported by instruments playing the original in 

                                                
34 Howard Mayer Brown, Embellishing Sixteenth-Century Music (London, Oxford University Press, 1976): 
36. 
35 Dennis Woodhall, �Embellished Editions of Selected Renaissance Vocal-Ensemble Music,� (Doctoral 
dissertation, Arizona State University, 1983): 18.  
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hetereophony with the embellished version.  Woodhall outlines two possibilities for 

ornamentation in a vocal-ensemble context; vocal ensemble ornamentation with one singer 

to a part and vocal ensemble ornamentation following Vicentino�s guidelines.  Woodhall 

argues that modern singers need to relearn the lost art of improvising ornaments whenever 

possible, although he acknowledges that practicality often may dictate writing out the 

desired ornaments. 

In his article �A Renaissance Revival� (2000) Kirk Aamot takes a slightly different 

tack from Woodhall.  He expands on the small number of sources cited by Woodhall that 

describe vocal-ensemble ornamentation (Finck, Maffei, Zacconi, Vicentino) to include 

Dalla Casa, Pietro Cerone and Giovanni Battista Bovicelli, implying that vocal-ensemble 

ornamentation was a widespread practice.  He also discusses ornamentation in a sacred 

context through the mention of Bovicelli.  Aamot  points out that Bovicelli, a singer in the 

Milan Cathedral and a contemporary of Marenzio�s, wrote a number of embellished 

editions of motets and discussed the possibilities of vocal-ensemble ornamentation in his 

treatise. 36 

Aamot�s conclusions for ornamentation are more specific than Woodhall�s 

concerning performance practice, arguing for a wider range of options.  Aamot�s 

conclusions, however, seem to be based more often than not on educational expediency 

rather than on historical performance practice.  For example, unlike Woodhall, Aamot does 

not address the views of Vicentino concerning vocal-ensemble ornamentation, but rather 

                                                
36 Kirk Aamot, �A Renaissance Revival: Restoring Ornamentation in Contemporary Choral Performance,� 
Choral Journal 41 (August 2000): 23. 
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assumes the validity of ornamentation using concertists singing the ornamented parts in a 

choral context. 

In the same article Aamot also emphasizes that these writers stipulate that singers 

should learn the art of ornamenting by writing down and memorizing the embellishments 

of others.  He offers evidence from Cerone and Severi that ornaments were occasionally 

intended to be performed exactly as written instead of improvised.37  Aamot�s article thus 

offers a justification for the use of performing editions with embellishments written in to 

substitute for improvisation in choral performance.   

Several articles stand out which focus on Italian performance practice regarding 

doubling instruments.  Arnaldo Morelli�s article �The Role of the Organ in Performance 

Practice of Italian Sacred Polyphony during the Cinquecento� (1996) takes a close look at 

the primary sources which describe use of organ with polyphonic singing.  His conclusion 

is that the normative practice throughout the century in Italy was for the organ to perform 

alternatim with the choir in verse-structured liturgical pieces (such as the Magnificat) or to 

substitute altogether for choral participation.38  Beginning in the 1580�s, however, Morelli 

notes that a new performance practice with organ was introduced: the concerto.  In this 

practice voices in polyphonic compositions would either be doubled by the organ in their 

entirety, or, in a specifically Roman version, a group of singers would perform some of the 

parts while the organ would play others.39  It is significant that while he is quite cautious 

                                                
37 Aamot, 25. 
38 Arnaldo Morelli, �The Role of the Organ in Performance Practices of Italian Sacred Polyphony during 
the Cinquecento,� Musica Disciplina 50 (1996): 241. 
39 Morelli, 260. 



 35

about application of the organ to choral performance, he does state that the use of other 

doubling instruments was a more widespread practice in Italy for pragmatic reasons.40 

In his article �The Performance of Palestrina: Some Questions, but Fewer 

Answers,� (1994) Graham Dixon corroborates some of Morelli�s findings on instrumental 

doubling practices in Rome.  In particular, he cites the same primary source as Morelli 

concerning the voices/organ substitution practice in Rome.  He also cites the evidence of a 

papal singer who sent a trombonist in his place when he could not perform at an event 

sponsored by the German College.41  He further cites both dedications in prefaces of music 

collections from the period and other documents to suggest that instrumentalists were often 

used in church.42  Noel O� Regan�s article �The Performance of Palestrina: Some Further 

Observations,� (1996) a response to Dixon�s article, concurs with Dixon concerning the 

existence of organ/choral concerto performance in Rome, as well as the use of other 

doubling instruments.   

In his article �Marenzio and Cardinal Luigi d�Este,� mentioned above, Bizzarini 

provides a specific, although incomplete, picture of the ensemble the cardinal had at his 

disposal, including names of singers.  He concludes that the cardinal had at least three 

singers on staff who could sing the lower three lines of polyphony, including Marenzio, a 

group of 14 �pages� that were taught to sing, presumably the superius part, and a teacher 

for these boys, who could also have sung on one of the lower three parts.43  Bizzarini 

argues that this small group was probably supplemented by amateur aristocrats who would 

                                                
40 Morelli, 241. 
41 Graham Dixon, �The Performance of Palestrina: Some Questions, Fewer Answers,� 670. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Marco Bizzarini, �Marenzio and Cardinal Luigi d�Este,� Early Music 27 ( 1999): 526-7. 
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not appear on the pay rolls and by an organist that was employed at the cardinal�s estate in 

Tivoli. 

Noel O�Regan�s article �Marenzio�s Sacred Music: The Roman Context� fleshes 

out the picture of instrumental doubling in Marenzio�s sacred music.  O�Regan provides a 

list of names of performers who participated in Lenten services for the SS. Crocefisso 

confraternity in 1595, headed up by Marenzio who acted as music director.  

Instrumentalists listed include a cornettist, a trombonist, a lutenist and three organists.44  

Roland Jackson, writing of Marenzio�s employment at the Polish court beginning 1595, 

notes that 22 musicians accompanied Marenzio to Poland, among them instrumentalists.45  

All of these sources mentioned above create the strong impression through accumulated 

evidence that use of doubling instruments in performances of vocal music in Rome was a 

common practice in Marenzio�s time. 

None of the sources described above give more than hints as to practical 

application of doubling instruments for a modern choral ensemble.  While more 

generalized and pertaining most closely to the Munich Kapelle, Chapter Two of Fisher�s 

dissertation, �Ensemble Balance and Size� gives specific rules for instrumental doubling 

in late Renaissance vocal music that are extracted out of written and iconographical 

evidence.  Fisher�s rules can be summarized as follows: mixed consorts should be used to  

double voices instead of homogenous consorts in order to cover the ranges of the various 

voice parts adequately; a foundation (chording) instrument and a bass instrument should 

be employed for each ensemble to provide harmonic support; and instruments and voices 

                                                
44 Noel O�Regan, �Marenzio�s Sacred Music: The Roman Context,� Early Music 27 (1999): 613. 
45 Roland Jackson, �Marenzio, Poland and the Late Polychoral Sacred Style,� Early Music 27 (1999): 624. 
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should perform close to each other.46  In �The Performance of Roman Sacred Polychoral 

Music in the Late Sixteenth and Early Seventeenth Centuries: Evidence from Archival 

Sources,� (1995) O�Regan provides confirmation to Fisher�s findings in the specific 

context of performance practice of Roman polychoral motets.  O�Regan adds to Fisher�s 

discoveries that polychoral music sometimes had a set of chording instruments for each 

choir that included an organ and a lute or theorbo for each.  In addition, O�Regan states 

that a melody instrument playing the top line of each choir would have been balanced 

with a bass instrument playing the bass line for each.  It can be posited that this 

arrangement of supporting instruments presages the basso continuo group that began to 

appear at the end of the century.  

Although all the sources mentioned above provide useful interpretations of the 

primary sources in regard to performance practice, none of them give specific 

suggestions through musical examples and instructional aids for application of their ideas 

to a contemporary choral ensemble.  This lack of specific implementation, in my view, 

has a clear link with the general homogeneity that can be perceived in collegiate 

performances of late Renaissance motets.   

                                                
46 Gary Fisher, �The Munich Kapelle of Orlando di Lasso,� 69. 
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CHAPTER 2. 
LUCA MARENZIO AND HIS CULTURAL MILIEU 

 
Luca Marenzio enjoyed the distinction of being one of the best-known and 

respected madrigal composers in his day.  His reputation as a madrigalist preceded him 

throughout Italy and beyond.  In his book Luca Marenzio, Marco Bizzarini states that �his 

supremacy in composition was universally recognized� in England and the Low Countries, 

which can be seen in the large representation of his works in The First Sett of Italian 

Madrigalls Englished (1590) and two collections from the Flemish printer Pierre Phalèse, 

completely dedicated to Marenzio�s madrigals.47  

Marenzio�s reputation also extended after his death into the Baroque.  In his treatise 

Discorsi e regole sopra la musica (1640), Severo Bonini reminisces on the music of his 

youth.  He expresses great reverence for Marenzio, particularly in his employment of 

�affects used in accordance with the words.�48 Clearly, Bonini is linking Marenzio with the 

secunda prattica style as exemplified by the music of Claudio Monteverdi, Marenzio�s 

younger contemporary. Yet, according to Bizzarini, Marenzio did not participate in the 

�mannerist excesses� in madrigals leading up to the secunda prattica, but rather �remains a 

classical composer, a model of inventio and creative poise, both with regard to the poetic 

text and to the purely musical values.�49  It is this blend of superb musical craftsmanship 

and  sensitivity to the text that can be observed throughout all nine of Marenzio�s books of 

madrigals and his sacred output.   

                                                
47 Marco Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio: The Career of a Musician Between the Renaissance  
and the Counter-Reformation, translated James Chater (Aldershott, England, Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
2003): 205-6. 
48 Quoted by Bizzarini in Luca Marenzio, 320. 
49 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio,  324-5. 
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Despite his fame as a madrigal composer, Marenzio�s employment and output 

evinces the important role that sacred music played in his compositional career.  Although 

employed primarily by patrons who expected or supported secular music output, Marenzio 

was employed in many cases as a musician in the sacred music sphere.   

Overall, Marenzio�s sacred and secular music output have compositional traits and 

patterns of influence in common.  The sacred music should be appreciated on its merits as 

containing highly exemplary pieces of his general compositional style.  Bizzarini says it 

best when he states that �we can certainly agree with [Hans] Engel when he praises the 

wonderful way in which Marenzio, even in this [sacred] repertory, is able to give each text 

�un fisionomia musicale propria� (its own musical physiognomy).�50  

Luca Marenzio was born in Brescia in 1553, the oldest of six children.  In a polizzi 

d�estimo from 1588, or a compilation of assets made for tax officials, his father, Giovanni 

Francesco Marenzio, describes his son as thirty-five years old, placing his birth year as 

either 1553 or 1554.  His father gives his employment as �coauditore nel studio del 

Feramondo procuratore,� meaning �he was a sort of notarial clerk.�51  This indicates that 

while Marenzio�s family may have been humble, his upbringing was not impoverished.  

The statement also shows that Marenzio�s father was certainly literate, which may be a 

source for Marenzio�s concern for poetic texts.  

His first teacher may well have been fellow Brescian Giovanni Contino, maestro di 

capella at Brescia from 1552-1562 and from 1565-8, and a composer of some repute.  The 

evidence depends on a statement on a brief biographical sketch by Ottaviano Rossi: 

                                                
50 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 282. 
51 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 66. 
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�Giovan[ni] Contino merits very great praise both for his own abilities and for having been 

Marenzio�s and Bertani�s teacher.�52 Bizzarini supplements this information by pointing 

out that Contino was maestro di capella for Cristoforo Madruzzo, Cardinal of Trent from 

1541-1551 or 1552, Marenzio�s first clearly documented first patron.53  In a footnote, 

Bizzarini also discusses evidence from the cathedral archives in Brescia from 1553-4 that 

there was a boy singer named �Luca� there.  However, he rejects this evidence as it 

contradicts Marenzio�s age given by his father�s polizzi.54  It can be suggested, though, that 

Contino, who may have been Marenzio�s teacher at the cathedral in the early 1560�s, may 

have helped Marenzio obtain his appoint with Cardinal Madruzzo.55 

 

Patrons 

Contino may also have engineered an appointment for Marenzio with the Gonzaga 

family before 1574, which may have provided him with his first employment.  Bizzarini 

indicates that Contino was employed by Duke Guglielmo Gonzaga in Mantua from 1562-

1564.56  Steven Ledbetter advanced the hypothesis that Marenzio worked for the Gonzagas 

on the basis of a letter from Scipione Gonzaga to Duke Guglielmo when they were actively 

recruiting Marenzio for the post of maestro at the court of Mantua in 1586.  In this letter, 

Scipione states that Marenzio recalled �having already spent several years in the same 

                                                
52 Quoted in Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 69. 
53 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 70. 
54 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 68. 
55 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 72. 
56 Ibid. 
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service.�57  If Scipione was correct, Marenzio seems to have established himself with one 

of the great patrons of the arts in Italy at a relatively early age.  His possible employment 

in Mantua would have brought him into contact with Giaches de Wert, maestro di capella 

for the Duke, who might have provided a model for Marenzio�s future compositions. 

When he transferred to Cardinal Madruzzo�s court around 1574, Marenzio moved 

to Rome, which would become his permanent home.  It is known that he was active in that 

city as a composer and musician from the late 1570�s on, excepting two significant 

sojourns in Ferrara and in Warsaw.  As the great center for Counter-Reformation thought, 

the cultural milieu of Rome would have a tremendous impact of Marenzio�s career as a 

composer.  Although his career in Rome does not divide neatly into style periods, there are 

three overlapping significant periods of employment:  1) leading musician in the household 

musical establishments of Cardinal Madruzzo and Cardinal Luigi d�Este (1574-1586); 2) 

freelance musician, composer and music director for at least two Roman confraternities 

(1584, 1592, 1595) and for the Sistine Chapel and Cappella Giulia; 3) maestro di capella 

for the Polish court in Warsaw (1595-c. 1598).   

Both Cardinal Madruzzo and his later employer, Cardinal d�Este, would have  

significant roles to play in influencing Marenzio�s compositional career.  Both employers 

were well known for their patronage to the arts and lived the luxurious life, more like 

secular princes than princes of the Church.  Both patrons were linked to each other, to the 

Duke of Mantua and to other important political figures throughout Italy in a vast network 
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of patronage.  Within this network, Marenzio was to function as one of the luminaries of 

the musical culture of Italy. 

Little is known about Cardinal Madruzzo�s court in Rome and his impact on 

Marenzio, but scholars have made some effort to uncover information in these areas.  

Based on the extant evidence, it is possible to posit that Marenzio�s early motets may have 

been composed for Madruzzo�s capella.  Bizzarini attests to Madruzzo�s great love of 

music: 

In 1548, during the entry into Milan of the future King Philip of Spain, a secretary of the duke of 
Tuscany had noted that the vocal music promoted by the Cardinal of Trent was the �most excellent� 
(�più eccellente�) of the whole court.  And the following year Madruzzo had confided to the duke of 
Ferrara that he took great delight in music, finding that as a medicine it was much more pleasant 
than syrups and that it was an excellent remedy for �melancolia.�58  

 
Also, Bizzarini explores the idea that Madruzzo may have been primarily interested in 

sacred music: �A letter of 1552 shows that Madruzzo was particularly interested in the 

�messe rare� (�rare masses�) composed by the maestro di capella of the duke of Ferrara, a 

sign of evident attention to sacred repertory.�59   

In a posthumous print of his Sacrae cantiones (1616), the editor, Giovanni Maria 

Piccioni, makes the statement that the motets within were written �in the flower of his 

youth, when he was a young man�, indicating the pieces were written in his homeland 

(Brescia).60  Bizzarini goes even further to point out that the word �ephebus,� used by 

Piccioni to describe Marenzio�s age, �connotes a young man aged 16 to 20,� thus from the 

years 1570-75.61  Bizzarini and Jackson, however, agree that the motets could also have 

been composed in Rome, as that period of five years overlaps with his probable 
                                                
58 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 13. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Roland Jackson, preface to Marenzio: Opera omnia, vol 1, ix.  
61 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 15. 
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employment with Madruzzo.  Jackson offers as evidence that three pieces are dedicated to 

Roman saints (St. Martin and St. Cecilia).62  It is possible, therefore, to create a link 

between Madruzzo, his seeming love for sacred music and some of Marenzio�s early 

motets. 

More information is available concerning Marenzio�s relationship with his next 

patron, Cardinal Luigi d�Este, whose service he entered in 1578 upon Madruzzo�s death.  

Cardinal d�Este has been described by Bizzarini in the following manner:  

As Bishop of Ferrara, Archbishop of Auch and cardinal protector of France, Luigi d�Este enjoyed an 
enormous income, amounting to 96,000 scudi d�oro (golden scudi) a year; even so, it fell short of 
the princely luxury to which he was accustomed.  His court numbered 80 people, his standard of 
living was stratospheric, and his generosity plain for all to see.63  

 
In short, he was �far closer to the model of the Renaissance prince, dedicated to luxury and 

the arts, than to the ecclesiastical intent in promoting the ideals of the Counter-

Reformation.�64  The brother of Duke Alfonso d�Este of Ferrara, Cardinal d�Este was well-

established in the network of patronage, which would have profound implications for 

Marenzio�s output and career. One of these implications is the beginning of publications of 

secular compositions which would define his output as a whole.  In 1580, Marenzio 

published his �first fruits,� his first book of madrigals á 5 dedicated to the Cardinal.  

d�Este�s active role in the publication of this and later books of madrigals is indicative of 

his character as a worldly prelate. 

Examination of the dedications of Marenzio�s books of madrigals shows his 

integral involvement in the web of patronage that extended from Rome throughout Europe.  

                                                
62 Jackson, Opera omnia, ix. 
63 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 8. 
64 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 9. 
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As Cardinal Protector of France, d�Este was heavily involved with the French court, and 

thus French interests in Italy.  It is believed that d�Este cemented relationships with the 

French court through the dedications of books of madrigals by Marenzio to important 

personages of the French nobility.  One example is Cardinal Louis II of Guise, d�Este�s 

nephew, to whom Marenzio dedicated his second book of madrigals á 6.  As Bizzarini 

notes,  

The explicit reference in the dedication to Cardinal d�Este, Guise�s uncle, places this madrigalian 
tribute in a typically familiar light.  Evidently, Marenzio did not himself decide to whom he should 
dedicate the music, but allowed himself to be guided by his patron.65   

 
In this particular instance, d�Este had an explicitly political reason for this dedication.   De 

Guise was a member of a party of nobles who was opposed to the current king of France, 

Henri III.  As a result, this dedication, as with many of the others, should be viewed as a 

way for the Cardinal to cultivate and maintain relationships with important people.  These 

attempts culminated in d�Este�s desire to have Marenzio employed at Henri III�s court in 

Paris, which failed due to d�Este�s aborting his planned trip to France in the wake of the 

above-described political turmoil.66  

A third implication of Marenzio�s employment with d�Este was his advancement of 

Marenzio as a candidate for the Sistine Chapel choir in 1579.  This active campaigning on 

the part of d�Este would have a significant impact on Marenzio�s sacred music career.  

Once again, d�Este�s involvement in Marenzio�s professional life was undertaken to court 

a relationship with a powerful person, in this case Pope Gregory XIII.  Although rejected 
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from consideration for political reasons too complex to mention here67, Marenzio�s 

candidacy for the position of singer at the Papal Chapel was one of the seminal events in 

his life that helped launch his musical career. 

Despite Cardinal d�Este�s financial support, Marenzio clearly felt obliged to 

supplement his income.  With the Cardinal�s blessing, Marenzio worked in the arena of 

sacred music mainly as a singer, participating in performances sponsored by the Roman 

confraternities, defined by Bizzarini as �associations of lay people for spiritual and 

charitable purposes.�68 Few of these confraternities had their own permanent choirs, so it 

was common for prominent musicians around Rome to be hired on a temporary basis for a 

single performance or series of performances.  Some of the performances of these 

musicians would be in street processions organized during Holy Week; others would be at 

various Roman oratories. 

Marenzio�s involvement with the confraternities and the high esteem in which he 

was held by them can be seen in a letter to d�Este by Anselmo Dandini, who was 

responsible for organizing Lenten services for the Arciconfraternita della Santissima 

Trinità dei Pellegrini e Convalescenti (hereafter known as SS. Trinità).  On Christmas Eve, 

1582, Dandini wrote Cardinal d�Este: 

I come to pay my humble respects to Your Lordship and pray that God may grant you a happy 
feast� and to ask you, since so much time is necessary to forestall the diligence of others, that you 
might deign to command Messer Luca Marenzio to come this next Lent to serve for the music at the 
Company of the Most Holy Trinity, and I beg you to believe that you would be doing me a 
remarkable favor.69  

 
In reply, Cardinal d�Este wrote to Dandini: 

                                                
67 See Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 11-12. 
68 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 57. 
69 Quoted in Ledbetter, �Luca Marenzio,� 165. 
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Since I am not in the habit of ordering Marenzio to sing in one place or another, in the present 
instance as well I would not do this, preferring to leave him at liberty to decide for himself, as I have 
done in the past; if he promises to come to the Oratorio of the Trinity, any satisfaction that he may 
give you in this will be pleasing to me.70  

 
D�Este�s reply reveals two important facts: first, he gave Marenzio considerable 

latitude in making his own supplemental employment decisions, and second, Marenzio was 

establishing a name for himself as a freelance musician to be asked to participate in the 

musical activities of such an important confraternity.  Founded by St. Philip Neri in 1548, 

the confraternity of SS. Trinità has been shown by scholars to be �one of the major 

sponsors of sacred music in Rome at the end of the sixteenth-century and acted as an 

employer of the city�s leading musicians.�71 Marenzio�s participation in the Lenten 

activities for SS. Trinità cannot be demonstrated as there is no extant record of personnel 

in the confraternity archives for the year 1583. 

It is hard to understand Dandini�s eagerness to hire Marenzio without examining 

the sum total of evidence of his performances in confraternity events.  In his article 

�Marenzio�s Sacred Music, the Roman Context,� Noel O�Regan outlines definite and 

possible instances in which Marenzio participated in musical events sponsored by Roman 

confraternities.  A payment record in 1575 from the records of S. Maria dell�Anima, the 

German national church in Rome, shows payment was rendered �al mag[ist]ro cappellae 

Ill[ustrissi]mi Card[ina]lis Trid[entin]i [Cardinal Madruzzo]� for music at the procession 

of Corpus Christi.  O�Regan points out that Marenzio may have been the unnamed 

personage: �Unfortunately the maestro of the then Cardinal of Trent (Cristoforo 
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Madruzzo) is not named, but it has been generally assumed that Marenzio was in this post 

by 1574.�72  Bizzarini goes further to state that �in Rome, on the other hand, in Cardinal 

Madruzzo�s private musical establishment, [Marenzio] was styled �maestro� for the first 

time��73  As a result, it seems likely that Marenzio was participating in confraternity 

events as early as 1575, which makes Marenzio�s application to the Sistine Chapel choir 

more plausible in this context.74 

O�Regan also points to a number of other instances in which Marenzio was known 

to definitely have been employed by confraternities.  In 1584, two years after Dandini�s 

letter to Cardinal d�Este, a record of payment specifically referring to Marenzio was issued 

by the SS. Trinità confraternity for performances done during Lent.75  He was paid again in 

1592 by SS. Trinità for services rendered during Lent, subsidized this time by Alessandro 

Peretti, Cardinal Montalto, who had become the Protector of the confraternity and was 

later to be Marenzio�s patron.76  Finally, in 1595, Marenzio was associated with the 

Arciconfraternita del Santissima Crocefisso, again for Lenten services.77  These 

performances establish a clear pattern of Marenzio as a freelance musician who was in 

demand throughout Rome as a singer and maestro. 

Another confraternity with which Marenzio was probably involved as a member 

was the Arciconfraternita dei SS. Faustino e Giovita dei Bresciani.  This confraternity was 

a mutual aid organization established by Brescians living in Rome.  It cannot be proven 
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that Marenzio was a member as there are no extant records of the confraternity in the 

sixteenth century, but as Bizzarini points out, ��it is fairly probable that he was a 

member; by statute he would have been entitled free access, along with all the men and 

women born in Brescia or its territory and their descendants who had settled in Rome.�78 

A final implication of Marenzio�s employment by Cardinal d�Este was his contact 

with the court of Ferrara (1580-1).  This relocation of the Cardinal�s court was the result of 

an altercation between Pope Gregory and d�Este, causing d�Este to flee Rome.  Although 

little is known of Marenzio�s musical activities at the court, musical life in Ferrara was 

among the most progressive and stimulating in Italy at the time:  

At the court of Alfonso II music was valued very highly; not only the duke but also his sister 
Lucrezia d�Este, duchess of Urbino, and his third wife Margherita Gonzaga had an outstanding 
passion for musical entertainments and could judge a composition or performance with a secure 
aesthetic sense.  The art of the madrigal enjoyed incomparable benefits through the simultaneous 
presence at court of famous literary figures, musicians and singers.  It was in these years that the 
�concerto della dame� was gaining an uncontested prestige among the more sophisticated 
connoisseurs of Italy and beyond the Alps.79   

 
Bizzarini finds it likely that Marenzio participated in or at least saw performances of 

musica secreta, often performed by the �concerto della dame� and Giulio Cesare 

Brancaccio, a well known lutenist and bass singer, with whom Marenzio may have had 

future musical contacts.80   

In 1586, Marenzio�s fruitful relationship with Cardinal d�Este came to an end with 

the latter�s death after a protracted illness.  After some extended and ultimately unsuccesful 

negotiations with the court of Mantua, in which the aforementioned Scipione Gonzaga 

took part, Marenzio was hired as a musician by Ferdinando de Medici in Florence 
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beginning in 1587.  Ferdinando�s associations with Marenzio probably were a result of his 

being Protector of SS. Trinità while he was a Cardinal, so he undoubtedly was aware of 

Marenzio�s talent.81  Also, as Bizzarini states, Ferdinando�s musical tastes were Roman 

rather than Florentine, and had a number of Roman musicians imported to his court at 

various times, including Giovanni Luca Conforti, Emilio Cavalieri, Vittoria Archilei,  

Giulio Caccini, and Marenzio.82  Marenzio�s musical activities for the Florentine court 

came to a climax with his participation in the Florentine intermedi in celebration of 

Ferdinando�s marriage to Christine of Lorraine.  Marenzio�s involvement in this enterprise 

was significant in that he was asked to compose two entire intermedi, a task not accorded 

to any other composer there in Florence.  Clearly, this honor demonstrates the fame that 

Marenzio had acquired as composer by that time. 

After being released from employment by Duke Ferdinando in the 1590�s, 

Marenzio returned to Rome and was subsidized by two further patrons, Duke Virginio 

Orsini of Bracciano and his brother-in-law, Cardinal Montalto, already mentioned in 

connection with the SS. Trinità.  Orsini, a relative of Duke Ferdinando, received a 

dedication in 1591 of a book of madrigals from Marenzio, in which he states his thanks for 

the �refuge� offered him.83  As Bizzarini mentions, sacred music output seems to have 

increased while Marenzio was under their patronage.  In reference to the payment received 

for the 1592 SS. Trinità Lenten performances, Bizzarini states, �The payment [100 scudi] 

is generous enough to allow us to think that Marenzio, who in this period was publishing 
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fewer madrigal books, was mostly engaged in composing sacred music for confraternities 

and other religious institutions.  We know that many of these sacred pieces, which were 

presumably polychoral, were circulated in manuscript.�84   

In yet another shift of patrons, Marenzio left his lodgings at the Orsini palace in 

1593 and went to live in the Vatican palace under the auspices of the nephew of the new 

Pope (Clement VIII), Cardinal Cinzio Aldobrandini, whose family had ties both to the 

Orsinis and Duke Ferdinando Medici.  An important document from Clement VIII�s circle 

demonstrates Marenzio�s importance of as a composer of sacred music following Council 

of Trent dictums: 

Signor Marenzio now has the special task of adapting the motets, hymns and other things that are 
sung in concerted notes and syllables in such a way that they can be very easily understood by the 
listeners.  Having begun this task he is daily proving his success, and it is firmly believed that His 
Holiness is renumerating him in accordance with the merit and worth of one so rare and excellent in 
this profession.85   

 
Bizzarini comments on the document in the following manner:  

 
This report documents the important role, hitherto unsuspected, played by sacred music as part of 
Marenzio�s professional activities.  Palestrina had died a few months previously, and it was 
Marenzio, so far as one can infer who was given the task to give practical reality to the musical 
prescriptions of the Council of Trent; thus our composer, at least for a short time, became a spiritual 
heir to the princes musicae [Palestrina].86 

 
This apparent new role of Marenzio as the leading light in the post-Council of Trent 

musical reforms explains in large part the selection of the Pope and Cardinal Aldobrandini 

to his last musical position: that of maestro di capella for the court of Sigismund III, King 

of Poland. 
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Once again, Marenzio�s talents seem to have been a gift to the powerful to cement 

alliances. The position of maestro di cappella position was left open by Annibale Stabile�s 

death; when Sigismund wrote the Pope to ask for a suitable replacement, Marenzio was 

suggested by him as an excellent replacement.  Bizzarini suggests that the Pope, who 

seems to have commanded Marenzio to take the position87, wished to create a strong 

alliance with the �devoutly Catholic� Sigismund, a lover of Italian music, �to stem the 

advance of the Turks (and the Protestants) in Eastern Europe.�88  This reason seems far 

more plausible than the story suggested by Henry Peacham that Marenzio, due to 

�overmuch familiarity with a kinswoman of [the Pope]� was exiled to Poland.89  In 1595, 

Marenzio obeyed his patron and set out for Poland, accompanied by 22 Italian musicians.90  

Information on Marenzio�s employment for the Polish court, estimated to have 

lasted from 1595-98, is extremely shadowy at best, despite the efforts of a number of 

scholars.  It is evident from recovered primary source documents that King Sigismund 

enjoyed polychoral music, which matches well with Marenzio�s music found in Roman, 

German and Polish sources.91 However, there are only a handful of pieces that are actually 

associated with the Polish court in Warsaw through these documents.  It is clear, however, 

that Marenzio was entrusted with a position of great responsibility in which he had to 

oversee a large number of musicians and write a good deal of sacred and secular music.   

The end of Marenzio�s life is even more shadowy than his years spent in Poland.  

Scholars are not even sure when he returned; the consensus seems to be 1598, in that the 
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dedications of two more books of madrigals, one to Vicenzo Gonzaga, Duke of Mantua, 

appear in this year and the next.  The year of his death, 1599, is known with surety.  

Marenzio died at the Villa de Medici in Rome, in which he was tended by his brother, who 

was a gardener at the estate.  This detail may indicate a possible interest on the part of 

either Marenzio or Don Ferdinando in resuming employment with the Medicis, but 

scholars are not for sure on this. 

Two points stand out in an appraisal of Marenzio�s biography: 1) his fluid, almost 

easy motion through the web of patronage in Italy, in which he was offered as a gift by his 

patrons to influential personages they wished to court and 2) his relationship with the 

principles of the Council of Trent within this nexus of patronage.  His career, amazing by 

the standards of his day, intersected with the most powerful families of nobles, from the 

D�Este and Gonzaga families early in his career to the Medici, Orsini and Aldobrandini 

families late in his career, as well as with two Popes and the King of Poland.  This easy, 

fluid movement through the skeins of the patronage web is a testament to the great value 

and esteem in which he was held, enough for his works and even his very self to be 

considered gifts of no small value. 

Marenzio�s relationship with the principles of the Council of Trent deserves special 

comment.  Marenzio�s sacred output was definitely shaped by the rulings of the Council.  

He spent much of his life in Rome, center of the Counter-Reformation, forging close 

relationships with some of its leaders, particularly Pope Clement VIII and Cardinal 

Aldobrandini.  As Bizzarini has demonstrated, Clement VIII seems to have viewed him as 

something of a successor to Palestrina in terms of exemplifying the reforms of the Council. 
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Also, despite his fame as a composer of madrigals, Marenzio seems to have been gainfully 

employed both as a freelance musician and maestro di cappella in the sacred music realm, 

showing his interest and skill in this area. 

Like Palestrina, Marenzio was remarkably attuned to the precepts of the Council of 

Trent in his sacred music, particularly in regard to the clarity of text setting.  In most of his 

pieces, even in his early works, Marenzio is extremely sensitive to text declamation.  

Marenzio�s later motet output consisted mostly of polychoral motets, which in their 

declamatory style and homorhythmic texture are perfect vehicles for clear delivery of 

sacred texts. 

In Luca Marenzio Bizzarini offers an interesting comparison between the one 

collection of motets published during his lifetime, the four voice Moctecti festorum totius 

anni, and a contemporary collection of à 4 madrigals.  Bizzarini notes both the rarity of 

four part vocal works in the late Renaissance and the associations attached to composing in 

that style: �Four-voice texture was widespread for a time, but did not predominate at the 

close of the Cinquecento.  Probably Marenzio attributed to this texture a sense of noble 

gravitas, an ideal of sober classicism.�92  Bizzarini goes on to make the point that the poets 

in the madrigal collection  include Petrarch, Sannazaro and Tasso, all known as classicist 

poets and exemplary of the idea of gravitas.  Finally, those pieces set to these texts are in 

the antiquated tempus imperfectum diminutum, or misura alla breve and contain a relative 

absence of note nere.93 The motet collection contains much of the same characteristics with 

the use of misura alla breve in a number of the works.  Bizzarini says: �An examination of 
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the Moctecta gives one the impression that Marenzio intended to refine his style by means 

of an exercise in elegance, a style that was quintessential or at least more �objective� 

compared to that which prevails in his secular works and in the youthful Sacrae 

cantiones��94  It is also possible that the Council of Trent may have exerted some 

influence over Marenzio to compose according to the principles of gravitas in the 

Moctecta, as well as on his decision to write successive compositions in the polychoral 

style. 

Yet, the compositions in the Moctecta evince stylistic traits that run counter to 

Tridentine principles.  Bizzarini states that a good number of the madrigals in the 

collections are �more obviously naturalistic in character, where one finds the florid tone-

painting typical of [his] earliest collections.�95  Similarly, in the Moctecta collection, 

Bizzarini notes Marenzio�s adherence to word painting as a compositional technique: 

�Even in the sacred pieces Marenzio holds true to the fundamental idea of a precise 

�imitazione delle parole�It is perhaps for this reason that�the motets were dedicated to 

Scipione Gonzaga, a prelate of refined literary culture, a friend of Tasso and the protector 

of various Roman musicians.� �96 

Another fundamental departure from Tridentine principles is the virtuosity of the 

pieces in the Moctecta.  It is clear that the works were intended for the virtuoso singers 

with which Marenzio had contact, such as Giulio Caccini and Giovanni Luca Conforti.  

                                                
94 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 280. 
95 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio,  279. 
96 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 280. 
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The long melism that  pervade many of these compositions are in seeming contradiction to 

the ideas presented at the Council of Trent concerning clear delivery of the texts.    

As can be seen from Bizzarini�s comparison of these two collections, Marenzio�s 

awareness of the dictates of the Council of Trent was only one influence on his 

compositional output.  The expert fusion of text and music that is a key factor in his 

secular madrigals can be seen in his motets as well.  Unlike Palestrina, Marenzio�s sacred 

compositions contain a greater level of imitazione delle parole and virtuosity, both of 

which run counter to Council of Trent ideals. The result is that the motets contain a 

mixture of Tridentine principles and other qualities that stem from his experience as a 

composer of madrigals.  

The impact of his more libertine patrons such as Cardinal d�Este is felt in his 

secular and sacred compositions, and is perhaps the stronger of the two influences.  

Bizzarini makes the point that the music of Marenzio depended strongly on the 

progressive, humanistic musical and literary currents that were an integral component of 

the Ferrarese and Mantuan courts:  �It was in refined courts such as Mantua that 

Marenzio�s art is rooted, and where a musical culture could flower that was at once elegant 

and passionate, intellectual and sensitive.�97  By contrast, the political climate in Rome 

which Marenzio found on his return from Poland was becoming increasingly more at odds 

with a �musical culture� that was �passionate, intellectual and sensitive.�  

This climate is exemplified by a famous, but probably apocryphal story in which 

Marenzio supposedly renounces his secular works:  

                                                
97 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio,  107. 
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Famous musician, on the point of death, repents of the music he has written to lascivious texts. 
Luca Marenzio, who in our time enjoyed great fame among musicians, composed many 

pieces that were indecent and unbefitting a Christian.  When he fell ill and was near the end of his 
life, Father Giovenale Ancina approached him, preceding his other intimate friends, and visited and 
comforted his friend in his final hour.  But as soon as Marenzio saw the Father, he sighed deeply 
and said: �Ah, Father, if only I had not published my music, if only I could erase it with my blood 
and leave no trace behind!�  But by then the musician could no longer fulfill either of his wishes.  
Indeed, sinful acts cannot be revoked�In truth he is dead and buried, but perhaps, if he had been 
cured, things would have been no better, since he would have persevered in his former conduct.  For 
this reason God granted that, while he was still conscious, he was able to beg pardon from Him for 
those sins for which he felt shame and repentance.98  

 
Even if this story is not true (and probably it is not), it indicates the hardening attitude in 

Rome toward the humanistic currents in Italy from which Marenzio drew inspiration.  

Ancina, mentioned in the passage, was one of the primary reformers involved in the 

attempt to minimize secular music-making.  Based on this story, as well as on the 

absorption of Ferrara into the Papal States in 1597 and the castigation of Clement of Duke 

Vicenzo of Mantua as not living up to the principles of the Counter-Reformation, Bizzarini 

makes a compelling case for Marenzio�s inability to change in this new climate: � The text 

of the dedication to Duke Vincenzo Gonzaga, of whom Marenzio declares himself a 

�perpetuo servitore� would seem to suggest a yearning for a more open, stimulating 

cultural climate, an alternative at least to the one that had come about in the Rome of 

Clement VIII.�99  Marenzio�s apparent affiliation with the spirit of urbane expression and 

experimentalism suggests that a multiplicity of performance interpretations is possible in 

his music.  

  

                                                
98I.N. Erythraeus [G.V. Rossi], Exempla virtutem et vitiorum, 326, capitolo CII.  Quoted in  Bizzarini, Luca 
Marenzio, 230. 
99 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 245. 
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Probable Ensembles and Performance Locales 
 
The wide variety of employment situations in Marenzio�s compositional career has 

a profound impact on performance practice in Marenzio�s sacred music.  There are 

strongly marked differences in terms of ensemble and performance venue size and 

constitution, necessitating an in-depth examination of these factors in Marenzio�s sacred 

works. Attempts to create a match between Marenzio�s patrons, probable performance 

ensembles and venue with which he was associated and his sacred music are complicated 

by the paucity of records which contain this information.  Likewise, the lack of solid dates 

both for his employment periods and for much of his musical output increases the 

difficulty of relating the output to the ensembles and performance venues.  However, 

several articles by Marenzio scholars have enabled me to examine these links and come to 

some tentative conclusions. 

The first ensembles and performance locales to examine are those of Cardinals 

Madruzzo and D�Este.  Available information on the cappella of Cardinal Madruzzo in 

Rome during the period in which Marenzio would have been maestro is scanty at best.  

However, O�Regan examines evidence for possible performance forces for the cappella.  

Based on the large level of pay that his maestro di cappella received in 1574 for the 

Corpus Christi procession for Santa Maria dell�Anima, nearly 5 scudi, and on similar 

payments for the same event made in 1571-1573 to the �cantoribus Ill[ustrissi]mi 

Cardinalis Tridentini,�100 O�Regan surmises that the singing component of the ensemble 
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possibly under Marenzio�s direction may have included as many as six to eight singers.101  

In an examination of the musical ensemble of Madruzzo�s predecessor Cardinal Truchsess 

between 1562-5, O�Regan says the ensemble would have included �Jacobus de Kerle as 

maestro, seven other singers, a cornett player and an organist, and it may have been 

regularly employed for sacred music.�102  

By contrast, much more is known of the cappella of Cardinal d�Este. Bizzarini�s 

research indicates that he maintained a small household musical ensemble consisting of 

professional and amateur musicians.  Bizzarini has painstakingly pieced together the 

probable components of this ensemble, which seems to have resided in one of two Roman 

palaces, and at the Cardinal�s country estate in Tivoli.  From a ruolo or list which names 

all of the members of d�Este�s famiglia, or persons living under his care, at his Roman 

palace in Montegiordano, Bizzarrini has concluded that d�Este had a number of musicians 

on staff.  These include a lutenist, an organist, a master of the boys and two singers, one of 

whom is Marenzio. 

The lutenist, known only by the surname �Boniera,� does not provide definite 

evidence that Marenzio may have employed the lute in performances of his compositions 

while maestro di cappella.  Firstly, �Boniera,� French by extraction, only overlapped with 

Marenzio a single year, moving back to France in 1579. 103  Secondly, there is some doubt 

that �Boniera� was a lutenist, although Bizzarini views this as highly probable, given that 

he is mentioned in a record-book of the Cardinal�s: �11 July, an order that there should be 

                                                
101 O�Regan, �Marenzio�s Sacred Music,� 610. 
102 O�Regan, �Marenzio�s Sacred Music,� 610-11. 
103 Bizzarini, �Marenzio and Cardinal Luigi d�Este,� Early Music 27 (1999): 525. 
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paid to maestro Pietro Alberti [a well-known lute-maker] 10 scudi as the cost of a lute 

which he has given and consigned to Monsieur Boniera, musician of His Most Illustrious 

Lordship.�104  

Lute playing possibilities at Cardinal d�Este�s court, however, go beyond the 

elusive Boniera.  Bizzarini provides a well-known quote from a letter from Giulio Cesare 

Brancaccio to Cardinal d�Este:  

I would be grateful if Your Most Illustrious Lordship would offer a present to me, and another to the 
Lord Duke [of Ferrara].  I will speak of mine first, since it is of lesser importance, which would be a 
book of languages called the Liber sex linguarum�The other is that if one could find an eight-
course lute, like those which are made perfectly by a German master who is in Padua called Maestro 
Venere Alberti, it would please His Highness if you were to present it to him.  Since the lute is then 
to be for my use, I would wish it to be the usual sort as regards size, and that those two bass courses 
beyond the usual six should be fixed diapasons sounding with one string each, and not two, and in 
sum, that the lute should be harmonious and silvery, that is, with a clear, sonorous sound, and that 
the bass strings should resonate as much as possible.  Marenzio, or others who understand these 
things, will know how to deal with it.  And in this manner, Your Most Illustrious Lordship will find 
himself having made two fine presents at a total cost of just 10 or 12 scudi.105  

 
From this information, and from evidence concerning Brancaccio�s participation in 

musical performances at the court of Ferrara, scholars know for sure that Brancaccio was a 

skilled lutenist and it is at least possible (although not a certainty, as Bizzarini admits) that 

Marenzio may have played lute as well. 

Information on the other instrumentalist components of the cappella is less 

problematic.  The organist mentioned in the ruolo is Giulio Eremita, an accomplished 

player and composer.106  Bizzarini assumes that Eremita could have played on the spinet at 

Montegiordano, possibly joining with a lutenist to double the performance of vocal 

compositions. 
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The singing complement of the cappella probably contained a mixture of paid 

singers and amateurs.  Bizzarini assumes that Marenzio, one of two professional singers in 

d�Este�s cappella, would have sung tenor in ensemble performances of his vocal music.  

He bases this assumption on the one surviving portrait of Marenzio, in which the tenor clef 

is visible on music held in his hand.107  The other, Nicolas Pervue, also of French origin 

like Boniera, is mentioned in pay records issued by the Cardinal as an alto singer.108  

Although there is no direct evidence the two sang together in ensemble performances, 

Bizzarini assumes a professional relationship between the two based on the appearance of 

their compositions together in several published collections of madrigals.109   

Brancaccio is also mentioned by Bizzarini as a probable ensemble member.  

Although not a member of the Cardinal�s household, he did visit the Cardinal at his 

palaces, especially at Tivoli. Due to the high level of his music-making activities in 

Ferrara, in which as a nobleman he performed with professional musicians, he probably 

would not have disdained the opportunity to perform with Marenzio�s cappella, should the 

opportunity had arisen.110  Bizzarini does raise the point, common in musicological 

research, that the pay records are inadequate to resolve for certain whether the nobility and 

professional musicians would have performed together.111  This vagueness in the records 

raises the intriguing possibility that other amateur noblemen such as Brancaccio could 

have participated as unofficial members of the cappella in informal music-making. 
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Finally, the participation of boys as unpaid members of the ensemble must be taken 

into account.  It is clear from the records that Cardinal d�Este was interested in training the 

14 �pages� in his household in the art of singing.  In 1579, he hired Pietro d�Forno as the 

singing master for the boys in his household in Tivoli.112  Later, in 1585, he hired 

Cristoforo Ferrari as the singing master for the pages at Montegiordano.113  Although 

Bizzarini does not mention it, I think it possible that one or both of these maestri di canto 

may have participated as singers in the household cappella.   

From this information, Bizzarini has surmised that the probable ensemble for 

Marenzio�s five voice madrigals (and thus by extension five part motets) consisted of one 

to a part.  Three male singers, Marenzio on tenor, Pervue on alto and possibly Brancaccio 

on bass, would have sung the lower three lines and one �page� would have sung each of 

the upper two lines, with possible support of lute and/or spinet as doubling instruments.114 

The probable performance venue, which Bizzarini does not discuss, would have been a 

private chamber within either the Rome or Tivoli palaces, connoting an intimate 

performance setting and voce da camera production, to be discussed later in this document. 

As a freelance artist, Marenzio  participated in a wide variety of ensembles as a 

singer and composer.  As evidenced in Marenzio�s biography, much of this employment 

was associated with the religious confraternities.  A pay record uncovered by Noel 

O�Regan for one performance is particularly useful in constructing several possible 

ensembles for these confraternity performances.  A pay record for SS. Crocefisso during 
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Lent 1595, uncovered by O�Regan, shows a total group of 17 musicians, including ten or 

eleven singers, three organists and three other instrumentalists.  The non-organist 

instrumentalists include a cornettist, a trombonist and a lutenist, as well as an additional 

entry for a gentleman paid for �having tuned the harpsichord for the music of the 

oratory,� evidence that the instrument was used in performances. 115  O�Regan goes 

further to say that of the three organists one of them may have played the harpsichord for 

performances.116  

Special mention is warranted for the singers. O�Regan points out that document 

details the participation of one soprano, five contraltos, one tenor (two if counting 

Marenzio) and two basses, as well as Giovanni Andrea Dragoni, maestro di cappella at S. 

Giovanni in Laterano, for whom his duties are not listed.117  It can be seen from the 

record that the majority of the singers are from the Sistine Chapel (7) and that they are all 

adult males, presumably falsettists for the upper parts.  One of the singers is Giovanni 

Luca Conforti, who was one of the leading virtuoso singers in Rome at the time.  In all 

probability, many of the other singers, given their affiliation with the Sistine Chapel, 

would have been placed in this category as well by their contemporaries. 

One must be very careful not to come to the conclusion that these performance 

forces form an ensemble.  As O�Regan points out, �we cannot necessarily assume that all 

the musicians took part every week.�118 Also, the imbalances in both the singers and the 

instrumentalists make it clear that this list cannot be conceived of as a single ensemble.  
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Indeed, we cannot necessarily form an ensemble out of these numbers at all.   It was 

common in Roman performance practice of the time to perform polyphonic music with 

one or two voices singing while the organ doubled the missing parts, a technique that 

presages monody.  Indeed, O�Regan sees it as not only a possible practice due to 

pragmatic considerations but a desirable one as well:  

The singing of motets �to the organ� was much favored in Rome and the practice may go back a 
long way; Ignatius Loyola wrote in 1556 of his Jesuit community in Rome that �here there is a 
mixture of figured singing [singing of polyphonic music a cappella] and that with organ�, and a 
few days later that �here we have both types of singing.�  Usually, one or more parts were 
abstracted from polyphonic music written in the normal way, with the organ making up for the 
missing voices.  There is no evidence that the Romans found this unsatisfactory or that they did it 
because of a lack of available singers; it was clearly a practice that appealed to them.119  
 
Some caution, however, should be applied to O�Regan�s argument concerning 

substitution of voices on the organ.  In his article �The Role of the Organ in Performance 

Practices of Italian Sacred Polyphony During the Cinquecento,� Arnaldo Morelli disputes 

the commonality of the practice that O�Regan cites.  He believes that the normative 

practice, based on interpretations of primary source documents, is that the organ, when 

used in conjunction with voices, alternated with the choir rather than doubling it in 

performances of sacred music.  By Marenzio�s time, the practice of substituting voices 

alluded to by O�Regan, which Morelli calls concerto, was becoming more common but 

�did not substitute, but rather coexisted side by side with the normal practice of the organ 

alternating with the choir in polyphony��120  However, Morelli seems to acknowledge 

that by the turn of the 16th century that the concerto practice, which he contends was not 
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normative, had achieved something of an equal footing with the alternim and a cappella 

practices in Rome:  

It was only in the late Cinquecento that the organ began to be associated with voices and 
instruments in the performance of the so-called concerti, that is, motets performed on particularly 
solemn and festive occasions.  There is proof, moreover, that up until the early Seicento, the newly 
developing practice of the concerti did not completely [my emphasis] replace the traditional a 
cappella polyphony, which continued to be used in normal functions, especially for Masses, 
hymns, psalms and Magnificats.121  

 
Certainly, the Lenten services for SS.Crocefisso would not be considered �normal 

functions.�  Also, Morelli associates the rise of the concerti with the  

changing liturgical needs and Counter-Reformation ceremonial-which tend to involve the 
emotions and senses of the congregation-spectators to a greater extent-and in part by the new and 
grandiose symbolism of power characteristic of state ceremonies in Venice and in the Florence of 
the new Medici grand duchy of Tuscany.  The singers, who until then sang grouped around a 
lectern in the choir, now went up to the cantorie [front of the church], together with the 
instrumentalists, not only to be heard but also to be seen by the congregation.122  
  

This statement seems consistent with the Lenten services of SS. Crocefisso and the 

Counter-Reformation aesthetic that inspired these devotional services in the first place.  

Overall, O�Regan�s and Morelli�s differing conclusions underscore the point that there 

are a multitude of different performance options for doubling instrument options which 

need to be considered by the modern-day director. 

My suggestion is that this list be treated as a blueprint from which a multitude of 

possible ensembles can be drawn.  It seems likely, as in the household of Cardinal d�Este, 

that the singing portion of the ensemble would have been one to a part with instrumental 

doubling.  The singers may have employed a different vocal technique, however, due to 

the makeup of the ensemble (all adults and mostly virtuosi) and the room, which would 

have presumably been of a medium size and more reverberant. 
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Another ensemble with which Marenzio�s music was associated was the Cappella 

Giulia choir, the sister ensemble to the Cappella Sistina choir.  This ensemble, primarily 

known as the one with which Palestrina worked, consisted of ten singers, four adults on the 

lower three parts (basses, tenors, male altos) and six boys who would have sung the top 

line.123  Unlike the Sistine Chapel, an organ seems to have existed in the papal basilica 

during Palestrina�s time.  Also, the possibility of other instrumental doubling seems likely, 

as the Cappella Sistina is the only chapel with documented evidence that instruments were 

not employed to double the choir.  Indeed, Graham Dixon, in his article �The Performance 

of Palestrina: Some Questions but Fewer Answers,� concludes that use of other doubling 

instruments in addition to the organ was certainly possible.  He cites evidence from the 

German College, in which a singer from the Papal Chapel, when unable to sing at the 

College due to duties elsewhere, sent a trombonist in his stead.124  Also, Dixon quotes from 

a more generalized source for support for instrumental use in polychoral music: �On a 

feast, when a maestro brings together musicians for two Vespers and a Mass, he will invite 

members of the papal chapel, and instruments such as [the] cornett, trombones, violins and 

lutes.�125 

Special attention should be given to the size of the Cappella Giulia choir on any 

given day.  In his groundbreaking research on the Cappella Sistina ensemble, Richard 

Sherr has concluded that for the year 1577 the number of usable singers would be about 17 
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from a total number of 26 or 27, due to temporary conditions such as illness, or even 

worse, to old age or sheer incompetence as the result of nepotism.126  In the Cappella 

Giulia, the situation was even more precarious given the smaller number of total singers.  

Based on research done by Graham Dixon and Richard Sherr concerning ensemble forces 

for the Cappella Sistina, O�Regan comes to the general conclusion that in polychoral 

motets, the standard performance practice would have been one to a part in Rome despite 

the availability in numbers and more than one to a part in non-polychoral motets.127  Even 

before the renovations done in the 1590�s, the papal basilica would have been larger than 

the performing spaces within smaller churches and oratories, so the vocalism employed by 

the singers would have been more sonorous than in the aforementioned confraternity 

performances. 

One of the standard arguments against the use of doubling instruments is the 

interference with the clear delivery of text.  This argument is advanced in many places, 

particularly among English scholars influenced by the a cappella ideal.128  Especially, 

these scholars react to the presence of brass instruments such as cornetti and sackbuts in 

the music.  This argument should be considered, however, in the light of the primary 

evidence.  In 1581, Gregory Martin, an English Catholic in self-imposed exile from 

England, wrote of the music in Roman churches:  

It is the most blessed varietie in the world, where a man may goe to so many Churches in one day, 
chose where he wil, so heavenly served, with such musike, such voices, such instruments, al ful of 
gravitie and majestie, al moving to devotion and ravishing a mans hart to the meditiation of melodie 
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of Angels and Saintes in heaven, with the Organs a childes voice shriller and louder then the 
instrument, tuneable in every pipe: Among the quyre, Cornet or Sagbut, or such like above al the 
other voices.  Wherein this is singular and much to be noted, that they deliver every word and everie 
syllable so distinctly, so cleane, so commodiously, so fully, that the hearers may perceive al that is 
sung (my emphasis).  And that Verse which the Organ doth playe, one of the quyre in the meane 
time with a base voyce very leasurely, rather sayth then singeth which there is common in other 
places I have not seene it.129  

 
Clearly Martin, a sensitive listener, could understand the text even with the presence of 

different doubling instruments, including cornett and sackbut.  Also, the characteristics of 

these instruments, well-known for blending with the human voice and generally softer than 

the modern equivalent, show that they are perfectly suited to aid the human voice deliver 

the text instead of obscuring it. 

Martin�s written account is borne out by evidence compiled by O�Regan 

concerning performance practice of polychoral motets in Rome in the late sixteenth 

century.  He notes several major trends concerning ensemble size and use of doubling 

instruments, which create a generalized picture of Roman polychoral performance practice: 

Different sizes of church buildings and their varying acoustic properties meant different needs, with 
smaller and older churches needing fewer singers.  This led to considerable variety of practice in the 
number of singers hired and used and their positioning, as well as the number and type of 
instrumentalists employed�Choirs were mainly made up of soloists, but very often two of these 
were grouped together on the same platform and could sing the same music; alternatively one or 
more choirs could be made up of more than one singer per part.  In its early years, Roman 
polychoral music was largely performed by solo singers and this trend continued, even if not in all 
institutions.  Instrumentalists were spread between the choirs�with each choir normally having a 
high instrument (violin or cornett) and a plucked string instrument (lute, theorbo, etc.).  Choirs 
generally had their own organ, but often two of the choirs shared one of these.  While the Roman 
practice of doubling up on choirs leaves some ambiguity in interpreting archival information, it can 
also provide flexibility to modern performers of this music to experiment in the surroundings in 
which it is being reconstructed.130 
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 68

It is interesting to note that O�Regan�s findings concerning doubling instruments 

correspond closely with Fisher�s for the Munich court headed up by Lassus.  In terms of 

specific information regarding the Cappella Giulia, O�Regan notes an augmentation in 

ensemble forces on feast day musical performances in the basilica in St. Peters, where the 

Cappella Giulia choir would have performed:  �It is clear that, once the dome had of the 

new basilica and its attendant chapels were completed during the 1590�s and used for 

large-scale feast-day celebrations, the sheer enormity of the space forced [the Cappella 

Giulia choir] to buy in extra singers and instrumentalists.�131  Although O�Regan mentions 

that there is a lack of evidence for this augmentation before 1597, it is likely this would 

have occurred by the time Laudate Dominum was copied into the Cappella Giulia records 

sometime after Marenzio�s death.  In addition, O�Regan mentions several doubling 

instrument possibilities specifically connected with performances in the basilica: in one 

performance, two cornetti and two sackbuts and in another, two organs.132 

O�Regan also compiled findings concerning the placement of the choirs in 

performances of polychoral works in the basilica.  Using written and iconographic 

evidence, O�Regan concludes that choirs were spaced throughout the basilica to fill the 

room with sound.  In one instance, shown in a diagram labeled Figure 2, O�Regan shows a 

representation of a number of niches in which choirs could have been placed radiating out 

in a general circle from the papal altar.133  In another instance, O�Regan cites that on one 

feast performance, the feast of St. Peter, extra conductors were employed to help the choirs 
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stay together.134  As a result, it seems that wide spacing of choirs was practiced by the 

Cappella Giulia in the papal basilica especially after the renovations done in the 1590�s.        

The final ensemble with which Marenzio was associated was at the Polish court in 

Warsaw.  This ensemble was composed of 22 singers and instrumentalists who 

accompanied Marenzio to Poland, possibly augmenting an already existing cappella.135 In 

Luca Marenzio, Bizzarini tells us that two lists of instrumentalists from 1599 and 1602 at 

the Polish court include �trombonists, cornettists and violinists.�136 In addition, Bizzarini 

notes that �16 musicians and organists� left Italy for Poland in 1594 to form Annibale 

Stabile�s cappella before Marenzio�s journey, so it is quite possible those musicians were 

there when Marenzio arrived.137   

It is difficult in the surviving documents to clearly delineate the singers from the 

instrumentalists, so it is impossible to know what the exact performing forces were.  I have 

assumed, however, that the Roman practice of singing polychoral motets one to a part was 

probably maintained in Warsaw by Marenzio�s cappella.  It is also assumed that the 

freedom of doubling practices seen in documentation of Roman performances of vocal 

music was also employed.   Given the variety of instruments that Marenzio seems to have 

had available to him in Poland, a diverse number of different instrumental doubling 

options is possible in this repertory.  Based on the primary source evidence of 

performances witnessed by the King and his court of Marenzio�s ensemble, the polychoral 
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works would have undoubtedly been performed in the large, reverberant Cathedral of St. 

John the Baptist in Warsaw:  

Mass sung with the most beautiful music �di ecco� in the presence of the king and the [papal] legate.  
Sunday at 13 hours Mass was sung in the aforesaid church of S. Giovanni Battista, at which the 
same ceremonies were observed as on the past Sunday [but] without incense.  Signor Luca 
Marenzio, maestro di cappella, directed the singing of a Mass newly composed by himself that was 
in the form of echoes, and it was most beautiful to hear because it was sung by two choirs and all 
the words were repeated by one and the other choir in the form of an echo.138  
 

This quote is most instructive for several reasons: it mentions the Cathedral by name as the 

performance venue, the king�s attendance shows his interest in polychoral music, and, 

most importantly, the delivery of the text in both choirs in the form of �echoes� was 

important, which casts into doubt the use of instrumental substitution in this particular 

repertory.   

With the exception of one Mass and a handful of liturgical sacred works (including 

a Magnificat setting found in the Vatican archives), Marenzio�s sacred output can be 

divided into motets and sacred madrigals.  Other than the Moctecti pro festis totuum annis 

(1585), the motets are from various posthumous collections.  Therefore, it is difficult to 

give a precise date to a good number of these motets, let alone match them with historic 

performing ensembles with which Marenzio might have been associated.  Through the 

careful efforts of several scholars, particularly Roland Jackson, Noel O�Regan and Marco 

Bizzarini, some of the motets have been given dates and tentatively assigned time periods 

and performance ensembles.  On the basis of the information provided by these scholars, I 

have selected four motets which encompass the diversity inherent in his motet output. 

These four motets, Domine, quando veneris, Gaudent in coelis, Laudate Dominum and 

                                                
138 Diary of Giovanni Paolo Mucante, quoted in Jackson, �Marenzio, Poland and the Late Polychoral 
Style,� 624. 



 71

Cantate Domino were selected because 1) there is fairly good evidence matching them 

with date, time periods and performance ensembles, 2) they are well-crafted pieces in their 

own right that are worthy of modern performing editions. 

Domine, quando veneris is one of the four motets from the 1616 Sacrae cantiones 

collection. Its editor, Giovanni Maria Piccioni, states these works are from Marenzio�s 

boyhood in Brescia.  Jackson, O�Regan and Bizzarini all agree with Piccioni that they are 

from earlier in his career, but maintain that the motets were probably written during his 

early period in Rome rather than in Brescia.  This assertion is supported by the dedication 

of three of the four pieces to Roman saints.  These three scholars, however, have divergent 

opinions regarding the exact time period in which these four motets may have been 

written.  Jackson believes the works were written between the years 1570-1580.  He 

supports his view through the examination of stylistic similarities in these works:  

In the early style, represented by the Sacrae Cantiones, we find various evidences of the youthful 
composer: the occasional awkwardnesses of voice leading or of dissonance treatment; the over-
accumulation of voice entries in imitative points; the rather consistently dense textures (that seem to 
hearken back to a style of composition cultivated around mid-century by composers like Gombert 
and Morales); the expansive lines, colored at times by poignant chromatic inflections�the 
extraordinarily long melismas on certain words; and the frequently obvious pictorial effects, such as 
the melodic ascent on �montes� or the abrupt (semiminim) figures on �cantare.�  And yet despite 
these signs of immaturity the music of this volume is deeply affecting, imbued with a quality of 
religious fervor and intensity of emotion whose sincerity cannot be doubted.139 
 

Bizzarini disagrees with some aspects of this analysis, especially that this music contains 

�immaturity.�  In fact, he comments: �One is immediately struck by the astonishingly high 

quality of these Sacrae cantiones.� 140  Bizzarini agrees, however, with Jackson�s dating of 

the motets.  As pointed out previously in this document, he believes that they were written 

between 1570-75, based on the use of the word ephebus. Therefore, these two scholars 
                                                
139 Jackson, preface to Marenzio: Opera omnia, xi. 
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suggest that the motets, given their Roman affiliation, were probably written during his 

tenure as maestro di cappella with Cardinal Madruzzo.  As Bizzarini earlier pointed out 

concerning Madruzzo�s possible proclivities toward sacred music, this finding also would 

be consistent from a music genre point of view.   

O�Regan disagrees with Jackson�s and Bizzarini�s dating of the four motets.  He 

states: �these four pieces in particular seem like the work of a more advanced composer 

and might have formed part of his Nachlass, having been written for use at SS Trinità in 

the early 1580�s.�141  It is difficult to know to what extent Marenzio composed music for 

the Lenten services sponsored by SS. Trinità and SS. Crocefisso, since little of his music 

survives in their archives.  O�Regan marshals his evidence, therefore, on the basis of text 

content and musical style.  Extant works from the SS. Crocefisso archives include Marian 

antiphons, psalm-motets, lamentations and falsobordone compositions, which, as O�Regan 

points out, �[do] not map well onto Marenzio�s surviving output.�142  O�Regan notes one 

important exception to this: psalm-motets, of which there are several, including two of the 

four in the Sacrae cantiones collection, Levavi oculos and Domine ne in furore.  

Presumably because of the penitential flavor of the texts, O�Regan believes that the other 

two non-psalm motets, Antequam comedam and Domine quando veneris, could have been 

performed in the setting of Lenten devotions.143  

The lack of Marenzio�s music in the records of the confraternities raises another 

troubling issue: whether he was even allowed by his patrons to compose music for these 
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events.  Indeed, Bizzarini points out that Cardinal d�Este, like many patrons of music was 

jealous of his rights over Marenzio�s music:  

As the Cardinal�s letter to Monsignor Dandino shows, Marenzio was free to attend those 
confraternities and artistic gatherings that best renumerated him.  However, this freedom concerned his 
activities as a singer more than as a composer�a manuscript composition was something altogether private, 
reservata, at the discretion of the prince.144   

 
Bizzarini caps off this idea with an admonition from the cardinal to Marenzio in a letter: 

�Take care, however, that no one sees the music.�145  As has already been observed, 

d�Este�s involvement in Marenzio�s dedications of his books of madrigals makes this idea 

secure.  It seems likely, therefore, that Domine, quando veneris, existing only in 

manuscript form at the time, would not have been performed outside of his patron�s estate, 

whether that patron was Cardinal Madruzzo or Cardinal d�Este.  Given d�Este�s control 

over Marenzio�s publications, it seems likely that works from published collections such as 

the Moctecti festis collection could have been used for confraternity or other Roman sacred 

music performances.  

The text to Domine, quando veneris, from the Great Responsory from Matins of the 

Office of the Dead, is given a highly charged, dramatic setting.  O�Regan makes the 

observation concerning the Sacrae cantiones in general that Marenzio uses a number of 

rhetorical and declamatory techniques to depict the text.  The expressive use of melodic 

and harmonic devices, particularly the use of notes outside of the Dorian mode, show 

Marenzio�s great skill at effecting meaningful word/music relationships, even in this 

supposedly early work. 
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The next motet selected, Gaudent in coelis, is found in the 1585 motet collection.  

The four-voice motets in the Moctecti are problematic from the standpoint of assigning 

performance ensembles and venues to them.  To use O�Regan�s phrase, the motets in this 

collection do not seem to �map well� onto what we know of the output for the Roman 

confraternities.  As can be seen from the available works from the archives of the 

confraternities, a good deal of the music sung in performances sponsored by the 

confraternities was polychoral.146  

The motets in the collection are unique in Marenzio�s output in that each piece has 

a clearly defined liturgical context attached to it, many of which are heavily weighted 

toward Roman feasts and other events.147  O�Regan uses the printed context accompanying 

Gaudent in coelis to demonstrate that this work may have been intended for performance 

for services sponsored by the Arciconfraternita dei SS Faustino e Giovita dei Bresciani, of 

which Marenzio was probably a member. O�Regan notes that the text is the Magnificat 

antiphon from the Common of Many Martyrs, would have been �appropriate for SS 

Faustino and Giovita.�148  In addition, the text, concerning the sacrifice of the saints, would 

be a fitting one for Lenten devotions.  As a result of this information, the probable 

performance location would have been the church of SS. Faustino e Giovita, which is no 

longer extant.  Based on a woodcut provided in O�Regan�s article, the church does not look 

to have been a particularly large building, possibly on par in size with the oratories in 
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Rome.149  The kind of vocal production, therefore, may not have been much more sonorous 

than in the chambers of Cardinal Madruzzo or Cardinal d�Este. 

Stylistically, the work shows a great affiliation with Domine quando veneris in 

terms of the idea of imitazione delle parole, defined by O�Regan as an �appropriate 

musical expression for each word or phrase.150  As with the earlier motet, Gaudent in 

coelis evinces the traits that O�Regan assigns to motets throughout the 1585 collection:  

Textures change quickly between homophonic declamation and imitative counterpoint, with a 
preference for voice pairings and surprisingly long melismas.  There is normally no sense of climax 
in final phrases; indeed, one could say that a lack of coherent structure is apparent in many of these 
pieces.151 
   

However, some aspects are different between the two.  Gaudent in coelis is briefer in 

duration than Domine quando veneris and does not have the latter�s division into two parts.  

Also, Gaudent in coelis contains aspects of a newer style.  This style is characterized less 

by pitches outside of the mode and more by sheer rhythmic vitality and virtuosity, as 

evidenced by the preponderance of lengthy melismas.  It seems clear from the musical 

evidence that this motet was intended for one of the public religious ceremonies in which 

Marenzio had a part as a freelance musician. 

The eight-part polychoral motet Laudate Dominum in sanctis eius has the clearest 

connections with a performance ensemble.  This composition, from a posthumous 

manuscript copy, is the only surviving work by Marenzio extant in the sources of the 

Cappella Giulia.152  The manuscript contains a bassus ad organum part, indicating the 

existence of an organ in the chapel at that time and the likelihood of organ doubling of at 
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least some of the parts.  Based on the findings of Graham Dixon and Noel O�Regan, the 

use of other instruments for doubling purposes cannot be ruled out as well.  . 

As O�Regan points out, the musical setting, based on the familiar Psalm 150 text, 

�exploits the text to the full, musically characterizing each of the instruments 

mentioned.�153  Examples include the martial, triadic figures in the soprano parts combined 

with sustained notes in the lower voices representing the text �In sono tubae,� and the 

rapid figuration in all the parts at the text �In chordis et organo�.  The full chorus is 

reserved for moments in the composition which refer to the �firmamento�, or the fullness 

of heaven or �omnes spiritus.�  As with Gaudent in coelis, the setting is rich in virtuosic 

figuration, further confirmation that this setting was intended for virtuoso singers at St. 

Peter�s. 

A particularly interesting aspect of the musical setting is the refrain structure which 

O�Regan characterizes as a quasi-ritornello.  He notes that this type of ritornello 

construction is very rare in Roman polychoral music in Marenzio�s time.154  The full 

ritornello starts at the text �Laudate Dominum� scored in a few voices, followed by a triple 

time section in which either one full choir or both choirs sing, tapering off back to reduced 

voices for the text �Laudate eum.�  This full ritornello structure is only articulated once at 

the beginning: recurrences of it throughout the rest of the piece are partial.  The structure 

of the refrain, particularly in its change from triple meter back to the duple meter within 

the refrain structure, is highly reminiscent of compositional procedures employed by the 

Gabrielis.  Bizzarini alludes to possible evidence that Marenzio may have come into 
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contact with the Gabrielis and their music.   The dedication of a collection of madrigals to 

Girolamo Ruis, an important member of the SS. Trinità confraternity, was signed in that 

northern Italian city, not in Rome.155  Certainly, the refrain structure of Laudate Dominum 

lends support to O�Regan�s statement that Marenzio�s music as �something of the 

Venetian about it.�156 

A final note should be made in regard to performance practice in Laudate 

Dominum.  In early sixteenth century Roman polychoral music the bass parts of both 

choirs often contain fifths between them. This would result in problems if the choirs were 

spatially separated in a large acoustic environment because each choir would not contain 

independent closed harmonies, but rather what Denis Arnold calls anachronistically �the 

dreaded 6/4 chord.�157 To avoid this, each of the bass lines must contain �either the root of 

the chord (as we would say today) or the third.�158 Beginning in the 1550�s, Nicolà 

Vicentino and Gioseffo Zarlino, both pupils of Adrian Willaert,  the major pioneer in 

double chorus settings in Venice, entreated composers to compose works with independent 

bass lines:  

When planning for two or three choirs to sing at the same time, it is advisable to make the basses of 
two or all three choirs agree with one another.  Never put one bass a fifth below the other when all 
three are singing at once, because then the parts in the third choir, having the fourth above, will be 
unable to hear the fifth below if this choir is somewhat far away�To make all the basses agree, 
always keep them at the unison or the octave.  Sometimes a major third is used but never for longer 
than a minim, for the major third is too weak to support so many voices.159  
 

                                                
155 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 62. 
156 O�Regan, �Marenzio�s Sacred Music, the Roman Context,� 618. 
157 Denis Arnold, �The Grand Motets of Orlandus Lassus,� Early Music 6 (1978): 180.  
158 Ibid. 
159 Nicolà Vicentino, Antica musica ridotta alla moderna prattica (1555), bk IV, ch. 28. Translated Maria 
Rika Manientes as Ancient Music Adapted to Modern Practice (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996): 
268-69.  Also see Gioseffo Zarlino, L�institutione l�armoniche (1558), Part III, ch 66.  Translated by Guy 
A. Marco and Claude Palisca as The Art of Counterpoint (New Haven: Yale Universiity Press, 1968): 243-
44. 



 78

In the earliest polychoral music by Lasso and Palestrina, the open fifths between the bass 

parts necessitated a performance in which choirs were not spatially separated.  This 

continued to be the rule for Roman composers up through the early 1580�s.160  In 

Marenzio�s pieces, in fact, the practice of open fifths continued well into the 1580�s and 

maybe even the 1590�s.  Three of his polychoral motets, Deus venerunt gentes, Exsurgat 

Deus and Iniquos habui, considered to be relatively early works by scholars, contain them.  

O�Regan states that this was due to the fact that the oratories in which these works were 

likely performed were relatively small in size, thus not allowing for separation of multiple 

choirs 161     

An examination of the bass lines for Laudate Dominum shows that they are 

independent, without a single open fifth between them.  The independence of the bass lines 

suggests that Laudate Dominum might be a later work than the ones previously mentioned, 

and confirms that the papal basilica allowed for spatial separation in performances of 

multichoir music.  In a modern choral context, this finding suggests that a multitude of 

spatial separation options are possible,  from fairly close together to at opposite ends of the 

performing space. 

The final polychoral motet under consideration in this study, Cantate Domino, has 

a very interesting history that provides probable connections with the Polish court.  The 

motet exists only in one source, part of a collection from Kassel, Germany, and thus only 

in northern European sources.  Jackson describes an unusual aspect of the music: the 
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division of low voice choir (TTBB) against high voice choir (SSAA).  This division is not 

a typical Roman polychoral scoring, which would be two or more choirs of mixed voices 

(SATB).  Although he is careful not to state that this motet can be definitively linked with 

Poland, Jackson seems to believe it is a distinct possibility.162  Even if the motet originated 

from Marenzio�s time in Rome as opposed to during his Polish sojourn, it seems highly 

probable that it would have been a component of the repertory Marenzio performed there.   

The musical style is quite different from that of Laudate Dominum, which may 

provide further confirmation of a different country of origin.  In a comparative description 

of Si filius honorabilis and Cantate Domino, Jackson points out: �These motets are mainly 

homophonic, with smoothly unobtrusive melodic lines.  Only rarely do running 

decorations break up the essentially note-against-note continuity.�163  In a description of 

another Polish era composition, Missa Laudate Dominum, Jackson perceptively notes 

another difference between these (possibly) Polish motets and earlier ones from the Roman 

period.  Jackson�s analysis of this work can easily apply to Cantate Domino as well:  

Especially impressive is a broad succession of chords at �Gratias�, where Marenzio draws upon what 
for him is a characteristic musical formula or topos, that of breve-length chords proceeding in a 
partial circle of fifths.  The succession G-C-F-B flat-E flat- B flat- F-C-G-D, moving to E flat and 
then back again, presents a unique coloring of the mode, allowing this segment of text to stand out 
emphatically in the continuity.  In this case the topos underscores the idea of �God�s great glory� 
(Gratias agimus tibi propter magnam gloriam tuam).  This form of word depiction is directly 
opposite to that of Marenzio�s highlighting of minute components, as in the motet Exsurgat Deus 
[probably from Marenzio�s Roman period]164  (Words in italics are my emphasis).  
 

                                                
162 Roland Jackson, �Marenzio, Poland and the Late Polychoral Style,� 627. 
163 Ibid. 
164 Jackson, �Marenzio, Poland and the Late Polychoral Style,� 626. 



 80

Jackson cites proof for this in that two other Mass settings based on his own motets Missa 

Ego sum panis vivus and Missa Iniquos odio habui, contain the same progression or 

variants of it at the exact same textual place in the Mass.165  

In a description of Cantate Domino, Jackson outlines a similar succession of chords 

that form a central motive of sorts throughout the piece:  g-D-g-F/ B flat-F-g-D-g, as can 

be seen in Example 1. 

 
 

Jackson believes that this chordal motive �forms a succession of subtle variations,� a 

procedure which has links to musical styles that presage the Baroque era:  �The rhythmic 

lengths of the basic chords are flexible (as in the early 17th century strophic variation) and 

the chord patterns themselves bear some relationship to the folia.�166  However, Jackson 

may not have anticipated that the basic chord succession, with its attendant �variations,� 

may also have a textual as well as formal function along the lines of his idea of the topos.  

It can be argued that the addition of a G major sonority in many places in the basic chord 

motive allows for a similar coloring of the mode that Jackson describes in Missa Laudate 

Dominum.  This color resulting from the addition of what could be analyzed in modern 
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parlance as the �parallel major� could be interpreted as a topos depiction of the opening 

text �Cantate Dominum canticum novum� (Sing onto the Lord a new song).  The 

variations themselves can be seen as an extension of this basic idea throughout the whole 

piece.  This notion of a �kernel motive� that influences the entire composition dovetails 

with Marenzio�s favored compositional device: imitazione delle parole.   

In comparison with Laudate Dominum, Cantate Domino, presumably a later work, 

shows a lack of independence in the lowest parts (A2 and B2) in the two choirs, evidenced 

by the presence of open fifths (Example 2). 

 
 

This surprising lack of independence could be for a number of reasons.  Firstly, it may 

indicate that the work was intended for a smaller performance space than the vastness of 

the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist.  The grandiose nature of the text and lack of mention 

in primary sources of another performance locale for the polychoral works make this 
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possibility unlikely.  Another speculation is that the unusual scoring for a choir of high 

voices and a choir of low voices may have suggested to Marenzio more of an eight part 

single choir setting than a truly polychoral one.  Finally, practical matters may have been at 

the heart of this compositional decision.  The difficulties inherent in polychoral music, 

particularly in a hugely reverberant space with a cappella that may have lacked the skill 

overall of the Cappella Giulia, might have suggested to Marenzio to play it safe when it 

came to the musical setting.  

 

Applications of Ensemble Performance Practice Information to a 
Contemporary Choral Context 

 
The great variety among the four motets chosen for this study has necessitated 

changes in the ensemble component for each of the works.  I have viewed this as the 

fundamental principal around which other reinterpretations of performance practice 

findings and application to the contemporary choral context have been based.  As much as 

is feasible, decisions regarding changes in the ensemble have been based on information 

from the primary documents that describe Marenzio�s historic performing ensembles. 

In order to effect these performing practice reinterpretations, I created three 

ensembles within the University of Arizona Collegium Musicum: a group of four 

ornamenting concertists, a chamber choir composed of ten members of the Collegium, and 

the full choir itself.  The chamber choir performed the two single choir motets, Domine, 

quando veneris and Gaudent in coelis, while the full choir performed the double chorus 

motet Cantate Domino.  The decision for this division of roles was based on an interaction 

of historical evidence and practical and aesthetic considerations. 
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For the double chorus motet Laudate Dominum, I employed a mixture of 

concertists and full chorus.  Although there is scant evidence in Marenzio�s printed music 

that these kinds of concertist/ full choir alternations were indicated,167 there are some 

reasons for doing so when the text and music are examined.  I had concertists alternate 

with full chorus in order to highlight the refrain structure in the piece and to bring out the 

dramatic musical presentation of the text.  The rule I followed in matching the text to 

different choral forces was to have the concertists sing the music depicting the softer 

instruments (strings, harp, finger cymbals) while the full choir (including concertists) sang 

the music depicting the louder instruments.  The full choir also sang the refrain whenever it 

occurred, as well as music set to text which described the rejoicing of all things in the 

glory of God. 

A discussion of performing forces would not be complete without taking doubling 

instruments into account. The use of doubling instruments in music of the Renaissance is 

often controversial, but not in Marenzio�s output.  As previously noted, the practice of 

instrumental doubling was well-known in Rome in Marenzio�s time and fairly free in 

practice.  With the exception of the Cappella Sistina, use of the organ to double voices 

was ubiquitous in most churches in Rome during the late sixteenth century, and the use of 

other doubling instruments was quite common as well. 

The selection of doubling instruments for this project was based as much as 

possible on primary source evidence that delineated the ensembles that performed 

                                                
167 See Jackson, �Marenzio, Poland and the Late Polychoral Style, 625.  �As in the case of the Te Deum, 
only two of [Missa Laudate Dominum�s] three choirbooks remain, those of choirs II and III, which are 
marked �cappella,� pointing to a realization by two or more performers as opposed to what could have been 
a soloistic performance by choir I.� 
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Marenzio�s sacred works.  Decisions concerning doubling instruments, however, are 

complicated by the lack of information available on these ensembles. A case in point is 

Cardinal Madruzzo�s cappella in Rome: despite the efforts of scholars, very little 

information has been uncovered about that ensemble.  In order to create historically 

informed performances of works likely to have been performed at Cardinal Madruzzo�s 

Roman court, such as Domine quando veneris, we must examine ensembles which may 

have had connections with Madruzzo whose size and composition are known to us. There 

are two such performance groups to consider: the cappella of Madruzzo�s predecessor in 

Trent, Cardinal Truchsess (8 singers and cornetto and organ) or the performance force 

associated with Cardinal d�Este (5 singers out of a possible total group of 19, lute and 

organ/spinet).  Because of the friendship shared by Cardinals Madruzzo and d�Este and 

the close proximity of their Roman courts, I have selected the d�Este ensemble to use as a 

model for the Madruzzo ensemble. 

The ambiguity of the dating from 1570 to early 1580�s, if one accepts O�Regan�s 

chronology, indicates the possibility that the motet could have been performed at d�Este�s 

court as well as at Madruzzo�s.  Certainly, the cardinal�s libertine nature and his 

continued support of Marenzio�s secular music suggest an interest in secular music over 

sacred.  However, Bizzarini questions if the cardinal was a true devotee of music,168 as 

Madruzzo seems to have been.  It seems the Cardinal generally used music to accomplish 

social or political ends, as he appeared to do when Pope Gregory XIII came to visit at his 

Montecavallo villa in Rome:  

                                                
168 Bizzarini, �Marenzio and Cardinal d�Este,� 528. 
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It certainly stands to reason that the epicurean Cardinal d�Este would have put on madrigalian 
entertainments while the Pope was staying at his Montecavallo residence- not madrigals with 
lascivious texts, however, but with a spiritual subject.  This would have formed an appropriate 
aesthetic compromise with which to greet the Holy Father and his entourage in an atmosphere of 
affectionate intimacy, but without giving rise to scandal.169  
 

It seems, therefore, that a madrigalian-influenced motet such as Domine quando veneris 

could have been a component of one of these performances, along with spiritual 

madrigals, to entertain the head of the Catholic Church.   

My selection of lute as the doubling instrument for Domine quando veneris is 

only a hypothesis due to the lack of solid information on Madruzzo�s cappella.  However, 

Brancaccio�s request for a lute from Cardinal d�Este indicates that he had skill on the 

instrument.  The document also suggests Marenzio might also have had some playing 

ability on the lute as well.  It is possible that Brancaccio, a �friend of a friend� of 

Madruzzo through d�Este, may have played lute there.  It is also not out of the question 

that Marenzio may have provided lute doubling himself as the head of the cappella of the 

Madruzzo court.  If the motet was performed at the d�Este court, the use of lute becomes 

less problematic due to the association of three lutenists with the d�Este cappella: 

Boniera, Brancaccio and possibly Marenzio.  The selection of lute was also guided by  

secondary considerations, including the probable small size of the performance ensemble 

at either estate, the intimate chamber setting and the private nature of the composition.    

For the other three motets, instrumental doubling decisions were less problematic, 

given the latitude in doubling options practiced in Marenzio�s Rome.  In Gaudent in 

coelis, I elected to use a harpsichord due to the existence of the instrument in 

confraternity performances in Marenzio�s time and its commonality in Roman churches 

                                                
169 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 32. 
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and oratories.  It also seemed appropriate to use the harpsichord to support the rhythmic 

energy and written-in diminutions in the vocal parts.  In Laudate Dominum, I opted to 

employ a doubling ensemble consisting of three sackbuts, cornetto and violin, along with 

two organs to support the two choirs.  This decision is in keeping with knowledge of 

instrumentation that might have been available at the Cappella Giulia and with 

O�Regan�s findings concerning Roman polychoral motet performance practice.  In 

Cantate Domino, the same instrumentation is used on the basis of historical evidence that 

cornettists and sackbuts were part of the retinue that accompanied Marenzio to Poland 

and the reverberant acoustics of St. John the Baptist in Warsaw, the likely performance 

venue.  In all instances, the instrumentalists were instructed to follow all vibrato, tempo, 

dynamic, articulation and tone color instructions in order to blend as much as possible 

with the voices.  In performance, the instrumentalists stood within the ensemble among 

the parts they doubled to highlight their function as supporting members of the chorus. 

In Laudate Dominum, the voices and doubling instruments create a shifting 

palette of tonal colors to enhance the changes of texture in the composition and to call 

attention to the different instruments described in the text.  The general rule was to have 

all instruments except the organs tacet in music sung by the concertists, while they were 

often employed when the full chorus sang.  Also, the instrumentalists were used in this 

interpretation to punctuate the refrain structure in this piece.   
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As can be seen in Example 3, the instrumentalists used in passages in which their 

specific instrumental families are being described, as in the use of the cornetti and 

sackbuts to color the text �In sono tubae.� 

  
 

In Example 4, the concertists sing with organ only on the text �In cymbalis 

benesonantibus� to enhance the rhythmic figures in the musical setting and to depict the 

softer, more rhythmically agile high-sounding cymbals, or finger cymbals. 
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By contrast, in Example 5, the full choir in combination with all instrumentalists sings the 

text �In cymbalis jubilationis� to depict the louder, more sonorous cymbals. 

 
 

In Example 6, at the text �Omnes spiritus laudet Dominum,� all forces are employed to 

represent the fullness of the earth rejoicing in the Lord. 
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Finally, in Example 7, the repetition of the text �Et organo� is underscored by the 

entrance of the organ and full chorus to join the concertists, who have been singing by 

themselves to this point.  This is to illustrate the double meaning of �organo� as both the 

familiar church instrument and a �pipe,� which can be interpreted as a recorder.  As 

Sylvestro Ganassi da Fontego�s treatise on ornamentation attests, the recorder could be a 

virtuoso ornamenting instrument, which seems to fit with the idea of the �organo� being 

similar to a recorder.  The repetition in long notes suggests the possibility of a change of 

instrumentation to bring in the church organ as well. 
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CHAPTER 3. 
VOCAL VIBRATO 

 
Vibrato use in the music of the Late Renaissance is an extremely controversial 

subject.  Choral conductors sometimes bring their own bias concerning vibrato into 

rehearsals with their ensembles which is often not based on primary source information 

or empirical data.  Even when directors consult the primary sources, the information 

concerning vibrato production is often vague due to terminology that is either imprecise 

or not relevant to today�s readers.  The result is that the opinions on vibrato production in 

the vocal music of the Renaissance tend to fall into two camps: an extreme group that 

advocates �straight tone� under all circumstances and a compromise group that advocate 

the use of �minimal vibrato� by their ensembles.  It has been my goal to combine 

historical source information, empirical data and music analysis to shed some new light 

on vibrato use in the late Renaissance motet. 

One of the major roots of the vibrato controversy has to do with the lack of 

sources that directly discuss vibrato.  Historical references to vibrato, however, can be 

augmented by the composite of primary source information available about Renaissance 

vocal technique in general.  It can also be augmented by other sources such as knowledge 

concerning instrumental vibrato of the time, ensemble size, ensemble composition and 

performance venue. 

There are four written sources which have been often cited to confirm or deny use 

of vibrato in Renaissance vocal music of the time period: Syntagmum musicum III 

(Michael Praetorius, excerpts translated MacClintock), Prattica di musica (Ludovico 

Zacconi, excerpts translated MacClintock), Georg Quitschreiber�s singing rules 
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(translated by Thurston Dart in �How They Sang in Jena in 1598�) and Von der Singe-

Kunst oder Manier (Christoph Bernhard, excerpt translated Rinaldo Alessandri).  Prattica 

di musica by Zacconi (1592) contains one well-known quote concerning vibrato that is 

often used to support the case for using vibrato in late Renaissance vocal music.  In a 

discussion on how to sing passaggi, typical Renaissance era ornaments, Zacconi states 

the following:  

I say also that the continual movement of the tremolo, that is the trembling voice, is the true gate 
to the passages [passaggi] and to become proficient in the gorgie [another term for passaggi]; 
because the boat moves with greater ease when it is first pushed, and the dancer leaps better if first 
he prepares for the leap. 

The tremolo should be short and beautiful, for if it is long and forceful it tires and bores.  
And it is of such a nature that those who employ it must always use it, so that it becomes a habit. 
The continual movement of the voice aids and voluntarily pushes the movement of the gorgia, and 
admirably facilitates the beginnings of the passages [passaggi].170   
 

This quotation has been used by Gary Fisher, among others, as evidence for the use of 

natural vibrato in late Renaissance vocal music.  Fisher correctly states that �by the end 

of the sixteenth century, it was becoming apparent that the natural vibrato was being 

confused with Giulio Caccini�s �trillo� which was being used as an ornament.�171  He 

then mentions a quote by Bovicelli from Regole, passaggi di musica... (1594) that 

                                                
170 Carol MacClintock, ed.  Readings in the History of Music in Performance (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1979): 73. Zacconi's original text is as follows: 
 
...tremolo, cioè la voce tremante è la vera porta dentro a passaggi, & di impataonirse delle gorgie: perche con piu facilitá se ne vá la 
Naue quando che prima è mossa; che quando nel principio la si vuol mouere & il saltatore meglio salta, se prima che salta si promoue 
al salto... 
 
...Et è di natura tale che vsandolo, sempre usar di deue; accioche l'uso si conuerti in habito; perche quel continuo mouer di uoce, aiuta 
& uolontieri spinge la mossa delle gorgie, & facilita mirabilmente i principij de passaggi...   
 
The above is quoted in Robert Greenlee, "'Dispositione di voce':  Passage to Florid Singing.�   
Early Music 15 (1987): 50.  Excerpts of original passages have been added in this document to support 
translated quotations when I have closely analyzed and reinterpreted the wording of these quotations. 
 
171 Gary Fisher, �The Munich Hofkappelle of Orlando di Lasso,� 82.  
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describes the tremolo as �nothing more than a trembling of the voice on a single note,�172 

and goes further to state that this quote �[implies] that this ornament was merely an 

enlargement of a natural quality of the healthy voice [that is, natural vibrato].�173  Fisher 

suggests that Zacconi�s quote reduces the confusion concerning natural vibrato and the 

tremolo because it �offers a fairly thorough explanation of how the vibrato operates and, 

even more helpful, how the vibrato can be seen as a natural extension of healthy 

singing.�174 It is clear that Fisher equates Zacconi�s tremolo and Bovicelli�s �trembling 

voice� with natural vibrato, but this is treated as an assumption without any supporting 

evidence.   

Other scholars agree with Fisher that the tremolo is identical to Caccini�s trillo; 

that is, a series of repetitions of a single pitch with the use of varying degrees of throat 

articulation.  H.Wiley Hitchcock, in his translation of Caccini�s Le nuove musiche (1602), 

even substitutes the word tremolo for Caccini�s actual term trillo.175  David Galliver 

concurs with this interpretation of tremolo, citing the Bovicelli excerpt quoted above.176  

However, these writers refer to tremolo as an ornament and do not equate it with natural 

vibrato.   

Several other writers offer different definitions of the term tremolo from Fisher, 

Hitchcock and Galliver.   Howard Mayer Brown, in his book Embellishing Sixteenth 

Century Music interprets Zacconi�s use of the term in the following manner:  
                                                
172 David Galliver, "'Cantare con la gorga': The Coloratura Technique of the Renaissance Singer," Studies 
in Music, Australia 7 (1973): 17.   
173 Ibid. 
174 Fisher, 83. 
175 Giulio Caccini, Le nuove musiche.  Translated by H. Wiley Hitchcock in Recent Researches in Music of 
the Baroque, v.9 (Madison: A-R Editions, 1970): 15. 
176  Galliver, 16-17.   
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The tremolo can be defined as a rapid alternation between a main note and its upper or lower 
auxiliary.  The interval between the two notes can be a half step, a whole step, or a third, and can 
be repeated once, twice, or many times, either in measured or, perhaps more normally, in 
unmeasured units of time, but apparently a tremolo seldom took up more than half the time value 
of the main note.177  

  
In support of this statement, he cites Ganassi, Diruta and Sancta Maria, all 

instrumentalists.  Brown advances the claim that �tremoli were the easiest ornaments to 

perform,� and that they were probably learned first to facilitate mastery of the passaggi 

and other more complicated embellishments.178 On that basis, he equates Zacconi�s use of 

the term with that of Ganassi, Diruta and Sancta Maria.  

Still other writers suggest that the terms trillo and tremolo may be similar in 

nature, but with some differences between them.  The writer Francesco Rognoni in Selva 

de varii passaggi(1620) seems to use tremolo and trillo interchangeably, although the 

translator, Stewart Carter, notes that �Rognoni makes no clear distinction between 

tremolo and trillo on the basis of articulation, yet it may be significant that he mentions 

the throat in connection with the latter ornament only.�179  Carter, however, continues to 

make an explicit connection between tremolo with a type of vibrato by stating, �The 

tremolo which invariably attends it [a lightly articulated accento] is surely lightly 

articulated as well; it may in fact be the equivalent of a measured vibrato.�180  On the 

surface, Carter seems to have a position closest to Fisher�s regarding tremolo, but he still 

implies that it is an ornament rather than a natural component of the voice.  

                                                
177 Howard Mayer Brown, Embellishing Sixteenth-Century Music (London, Oxford University Press, 
1976), 5. 
178 Brown, 6. 
179 Stewart Carter, �Francesco Rognoni�s Selve de varii passaggi (1620): Fresh Details Concerning Early-
Baroque Ornamentation,� Performance Practice Review 2 (1989): 19. 
180 Carter, �Francesco Rognoni�s Selve de varii passaggi," 20. 
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The wording of Zacconi�s description, when examined carefully, leads one to the 

conclusion that he is describing an ornament rather than natural vibrato.  His statement 

that the tremolo should be �short and beautiful� rather than �long and forceful� seems 

like it could refer to vibrato, but the terms �short� and �long� match up better as 

descriptors of horizontal length rather than of vertical vibrato parameters.  Furthermore, 

the term seems to be describing an ornament in that tremolo was considered by other 

writers to be a brief ornament in duration, a �grace� in Brown�s terminology.  The term 

�forceful,� while seeming to indicate an obtrusive vibrato, could just as easily refer to 

separating the notes overmuch or making the glottal production too heavy.  Furthermore, 

the description that it is �continuous,� the word choice that may indicate vibrato in the 

reader�s mind, is balanced out by the preceding idea, �And it is of such a nature that those 

who employ it must always use it, so that it becomes a habit.�  In my view, Zacconi is not 

describing a natural phenomenon such as vibrato, but a type of ornament which may 

resemble vibrato, but is to be diligently rehearsed in order to facilitate the performance of 

more complicated passaggi.  

Further investigation into this issue may reveal that the definition of tremolo in 

relation to trillo may have varied according to region, or by whether the terms were 

employed by instrumentalists or singers.  It is interesting that Caccini and Conforti, both 

Romans, refer to single note pulsations as trilli  while Bovicelli and Rognoni, both from 

Milan, refer to this ornament as tremolo.  Interestingly, Rognoni seems to use both terms 

interchangeably, yet may be making slight distinctions between them.  The 

instrumentalists Ganassi, Diruta and Sancta Maria define tremolo as alternations between 
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a note and its neighbor as large as a third, in contrast to Bovicelli, who was a singer.  

Until future research is done to clarify the uncertainty surrounding the term tremolo, one 

must be careful in using it to support arguments for or against use of natural vibrato in 

Renaissance vocal music.     

I must respectfully disagree with Fisher�s view that Zacconi may be referring to 

natural vibrato through use of the word tremolo.  After closely examining the term, it 

seems clear that it is fraught with too many difficulties of interpretation to be of use in 

supporting Fisher�s assertions.  If anything, the use of the term by other writers, who 

describe tremolo in a more concrete manner than Zacconi, indicates an ornament of 

relatively brief duration which may or may not be related to natural vibrato.  As a result 

of this investigation into tremolo, I have come to believe that Zacconi�s quote, while 

possibly useful from other points of view, provides little concrete support for the practice 

of natural vibrato in the music of Italian late Renaissance composers.    

Quitschreiber�s singing rules (1598) also seem to favor vibrato use, at least 

according to their translator, Thurston Dart.  Dart boldly translates the statement Tremula 

voce optimé canitur  as �It is best to sing with vibrato.� 181  Assuming tremula and 

tremolo are equivalent, the use of the term by Quitschreiber without any supporting 

descriptions shows once again the lack of clarity concerning terminology in the primary 

sources.  As with Fisher�s assertions, this vagueness tends to throw Dart�s conclusion into 

doubt.  

                                                
181 Thurston Dart, �How They Sang in Jena in 1598,� Musical Times 108 (1967): 317. 
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The third excerpt to be considered, from Von der Singe-Kunst oder Manier by 

Christoph Bernhard (1649) sheds some new light on the tremolo and may indicate an 

overlap of terminology to describe different vocal phenomena.  It also seems to offer 

some evidence in support of Fisher�s view of tremolo as natural vibrato, albeit of an 

undesirable sort.  In a description of hiring singers for the Dresden court from Italy in the 

early 17th century, Bernhard states the following:  

fermo, or the maintenance of a steady sound, is required on all the notes except where a trillo or 
ardire [types of ornaments] is performed.  This is to be considered a decoration of the fermo, 
because the tremulo is a vice (except on the organ, where all the voices can vibrate [tremuliren] at 
the same time and sound well together because of the [uniformity in the] change [of pitch].182 
 

Bernhard gives further confirmation for the link between tremulo and vibrato in the 

following passage:  

It [the tremulo] is used by older singers, but not as an artistic device; rather, they use it 
inadvertently [emphasis mine] because they can no longer hold the note.  If one were to seek 
further confirmation about the undesirability of tremulo, one should listen to an old person singing 
alone.  Then he would understand why the most elegant singers do not use tremulum except when 
performing an ardire...183 
 

It is clear from this passage that Bernhard is equating the term tremulo (assumed to be 

equivalent with tremolo) with a type of vibrato, but it is unclear as to whether it might 

have an ornamental function or not. 

From the passage, it can be seen that Bernhard is attaching a negative connotation 

to this form of vibrato when it is sung out of the context of an ardire.  The translator, 

Rinaldo Alessandrini, believes that Bernhard is describing natural vibrato with the use of 

tremulo.  He also interprets Bernhard�s use of fermo as straight tone.  Thus, Alessandrini 

                                                
182Rinaldo Alessandrini, �Performance Practice in the Seconda Prattica Madrigal,� Early Music 27 (1999): 
635. 
183 Ibid. 
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argues that Bernhard�s opinions form a general condemnation of vibrato in Renaissance 

vocal music in his dismissal of tremulo and his approbation of fermo.   

I respectfully disagree with Alessandrini�s interpretation of Bernhard�s statement.  

By making a connection between tremulo and the voices of older singers, Bernhard 

seems to be describing what the Italians have called oscillazione, or an undesirable 

�wobble,� rather than vibrato in general.  Richard Miller, a well-respected vocal 

pedagogue, clearly links the �wobble� with lack of breath management:  

Slow vibrato rate (oscillation) usually results from slackness of the vocal folds due to insufficient 
resistance to airflow.  Under conditions of ageing or of physical debility, muscle tonus lessens and 
the vibrato rate is retarded.  A similar muscle slackness can be present at any age when the natural 
structural support is removed from the larynx.184  
 

Therefore, it can be argued that Bernhard�s criticism of tremulo refers to vibrato resulting 

from breath management faults in younger singers; in other words, the Italian castrati 

whom he was responsible for importing.   

Just as tremulo as described by Bernhard can have several possible meanings, the 

term fermo can also be interpreted in a different way than that suggested by Alessandrini.  

Clearly, Alessandrini interprets the phrase �maintenance of a steady sound� as equivalent 

with lack of vibrato.  In this author�s view, the phrase may be describing a tone resulting 

from proper breath management rather than straight tone.  The word fermo has not one 

but two connotations: being �still,� or being �firm� or �steady.�  While the connotation of 

�still� may possibly refer to controlling the vibrato, the other connotations seem to refer 

instead to breath management.  This view is further bolstered by Bernhard�s belief that 

older singers who lack the fermo begin to produce the tremulo.  As has been already 
                                                
184 Richard Miller, The Structure of Singing: System and Art in Vocal Technique (Belmont, CA: Schirmer, 
1996), 186. 
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shown, oscillatory vibrato or �wobble� is well-known to be caused by inefficient breath 

management.  If the fermo refers to control of the breath rather than control of vibrato, 

the term by no means precludes the use of some quantity of vibrato.  To many 

pedagogues, healthy vibrato is one of the natural results of a solid vocal technique, 

including proper breath management: �Vibrato, resulting from nerve impulse and 

coordinated muscular equilibrium, is a natural ingredient of vocal timbre unless it is 

purposely eliminated in order to meet the criteria of certain cultural aesthetics or stylistic 

considerations (often not founded on historical data).�185 

The three quotations analyzed above give us the important piece of information 

that the term tremolo (tremula, tremulo) was used in a variety of ways in the late 

Renaissance. In most instances it is used to describe an ornament, which could range 

from a gruppo-like ornament (Diruta, Sancta Maria) to an ornament akin to the trillo ( 

Bovicelli, Rognoni) that if produced in a legato fashion might take on some aspects of 

vibrato.  In others, the usage is too vague to determine one way or the other (Zacconi, 

Quitschreiber).  Bernhard shows us, however, that the term can be associated with some 

type of natural vibrato, although he equates it with an undesirable vibrato that may have 

been an oscillation or wobble.  The multitude of meanings attached to this one term 

reinforces the idea that quotations which contain the term tremolo, or variations of the 

term, must be carefully analyzed before an author is to use them as support for positions 

on the debate concerning the use of natural vibrato in Renaissance vocal music. 

                                                
185 Miller, 187-88. 
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The fourth excerpt, from Syntagmum Musicum III (1619) by Michael Praetorius, 

has the benefit from my perspective of providing the clearest written primary source 

evidence for the use of vibrato.  In large part, this is because the source does not use the 

problematic term tremolo.  In this excerpt, Praetorius, a German student of Marenzio�s 

contemporary Giovanni Gabrieli and a proponent of Italian vocal practice, seems to 

provide evidence for the use of natural vibrato through this comment:  

Because they are not to be praised who, endowed by God and Nature with an especially beautiful, 
vibrant, and floating or quivering voice as well as a round neck and throat suitable for diminution 
[emphasis mine], do not accept the laws of music but rather continue with their excessive 
ornamentation, which exceeds the limits of the song to such a degree that it is spoiled and 
obscured, so that one does not know what they are singing. 186 
 

From this quote, we can determine that Praetorius believes the �vibrant, and floating or 

quivering voice� is conferred by Nature and not learned, and that it is distinct from the 

ability to sing ornaments or diminutions.  The inescapable conclusion is that Praetorius is 

referring to a type of natural vibrato in this passage.  Praetorius goes on to describe this 

vibrato further by stating, 

 

 

 

                                                
186 MacClintock: 163.  The original is given as follows:  
 
Sintemal die jenigen gar nicht zu loben / welche von Gott und der Natur / mit einer sonderbahren lieblichen 
zitterten und schwebenden oder bebenden Stimm / auch einem runden Hals und Gurgel zum diminuiren 
begabet / sich an der Musicorum leges nicht binden lassen / sondern nur fort und fort / mit ihrem allzuviel 
colorirn, die im Gesang vorgeschriebene limites uberschreiten / und denselben dermassen verderben und 
verdunkeln / dass man nicht weiss was sie singen. 
 
Original from Michael Praetorius, Syntagma musicum.  Wolfenbüttel, 1619/ Band III, Termini musici, ed. 
Wilibald Gurlitt (Kassel: Bährenreiter, 1984), 229-230. 
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 �The requisites are these: first, the requirement that a singer must have a pleasantly 

vibrating voice (not, however, as some are trained to do in schools, but with particular 

moderation)...�187  This quote not only indicates that vibrato was a desirable trait to 

Praetorius but also that a performance practice which advocated vibrato to a greater 

extreme than Praetorius would sanction was in existence.  

Praetorius� description seems to be describing natural vibrato with greater 

accuracy than the other sources described above for several reasons.  Unlike Zacconi and 

Quitschreiber, Praetorius clearly describes the �especially beautiful, vibrant and floating 

or quivering voice� as a distinct and separate desirable phenomenon from ornamentation.  

It seems to be a parallel phenomenon that does not necessarily give rise to ornamentation.  

Also, Praetorius clearly views this type of vocal production as �endowed by God and 

Nature� as opposed to a learned type of production such as ornamentation, which seems 

to provide additional support for this being natural vibrato.  Although Zacconi refers to 

his �voce tremante� as the �gateway to the passaggi,� there is no indication, despite 

Fisher�s assertion to the contrary, whether or not this is a naturally occurring 

phenomenon or a simple form of ornamentation.  Finally, Praetorius is describing a 

desirable and naturally occurring phenomenon in young boy�s voices that is a prerequisite 

                                                
187 MacClintock, 164.  The original is given as follows: 
 
Die Requisita sind diese: dass ein Sänger erstlich eine schöne lieblichr zittern und bebende Stimme (doch 
nicht also etliche in Schulen gewohnet senn sondern mit mit besonderer moderation)... 
 
Original from Praetorius, ed Gurlitt, 231. 
 
 



 101

to be selected to learn the art of ornamentation, and so is not describing Bernhard�s 

offensive tremulo.   

Praetorius� apparent sanctioning of natural vibrato is further bolstered by the sum 

total of available written primary source evidence that discusses vocal production as a 

whole.  Consideration of primary sources which discuss the art of singing has led me to 

the conclusion that a new type of vocal production began to emerge in the 1550�s in Italy, 

which had a profound influence on later writers such as Praetorius.  An examination of 

this new style of singing suggests that natural vibrato may have been an integral 

component.   

Thirteen primary sources available in English translation were examined for the 

purposes of this investigation.  The sources range in date from 1474-1649 and include 

Italian and German sources.  A comparative analysis was done of the pre-1550�s sources 

with the post -1550�s sources to examine if there were significant differences in 

prescriptions for proper vocal performance.  I chose to organize my analysis of the 

sources into seven traditional categories for vocal technique: posture, breath 

management, phonation, registration, resonance, articulation and vibrato.  In addition, I 

added two categories to describe tone, desirable and undesirable. 

The results of this analysis suggest that there was a change in vocal production 

that began in Italy in the 1550�s and spread throughout Italy and to Germany by the 

1570�s.  There is continuity throughout the Renaissance in opinions among the sources 

concerning the areas of posture and articulation.  Universally, the sources maintain that 

the singer should avoid extraneous body motion, articulate consonants crisply and cleanly 
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and avoid mutation of pure vowels.  However, there are differences of opinion between 

pre-1550�s and post-1550�s sources concerning other areas of vocal production.  Also, 

certain facets of singing are accorded greater importance after 1550.   

The areas of vocal production in which the changes are most evident are in the 

areas of breath management, phonation, vibrato and desirable vocal timbre. The category 

of registration contained too much ambiguity to yield much useful comment and 

resonance was not discussed as a separate category, although information about it can be 

yielded indirectly through examination of the other categories. 

Information on breath management can be unclear, mainly because the 

terminology is not familiar to modern readers.  Examination of post-1550�s sources, 

however, reveals similarities to modern views concerning breath management.  With the 

exception of Conrad von Zabern (1474), who makes a vague reference to singing with 

supported tone, sources earlier than the 1550�s do not discuss breath management as a 

separate category.  The first source to discuss this subject in detail is Giovanni Camillo 

Maffei�s letter on singing (1562).  Maffei provides a detailed and relatively accurate 

description of the breathing mechanism employing precise terminology.  He compares 

proper breath management to the action of a bagpipe, in which the air issued from the 

�chest� and lungs acts upon the cimbalare, which has been considered by most scholars 

to be a  reference to the glottis.188  Zacconi provides even greater detail by referring to the 

importance of the �flanks�or oblique muscles for proper breath support.189  In the same 

excerpt, Zacconi indicates the importance of proper breath management by advocating 

                                                
188 MacClintock, 39. 
189 MacClintock, 69. 
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that phrases of music should be taken in one breath wherever possible.190  Zacconi�s ideas 

are echoed by his younger contemporary Pietro Cerone as well as by the later German 

writers Seth Calvisius and Michael Praetorius.   

Analysis of sources which discuss  phonation yielded interesting results that 

suggested unexpected commonalities by time period and nationality.  Descriptions of 

phonation from pre 1550�s Germany, for instance, differ slightly from those from Italy 

and from post 1550�s German sources.  Johannes Stomius (1537), for instance, states the 

following: "But see to it that you confine the voice within the jaws and with a straight 

neck.�191  By contrast, Maffei accurately describes the glottis and identifies it as the one 

of the factors in tone production in the following passage: �Inside of this one [a cartilage 

which can be identified as the cricoid cartilage] in the middle, there is still another 

[cartilage], called the cimbalare, shaped like the tongue of a bagpipe; and here is 

produced the repercussion of the air and the voice.�192  

Maffei then goes on to make a statement concerning breath management which 

has not been acknowledged by scholars:  

 
When people say to me, �Since the material of the voice is air, what does it mean when sometimes 
the air emerges as in breathing, that it does not make voice?�  I would say to him that, generally 
speaking (to talk as Galen talks), the material of the voice is exhaling, but speaking more exactly, 
it is very copious exhalation which is given violently.  Since that is what is needed to make voice, 
it must issue forth with violence, which does not happen when we breathe normally.193 
 

                                                
190 MacClintock, 69. 
191 Johannes Stomius, Prima ad musicen Instructio, eaque simplicissima, pro artis huius tirunculis congesta 
(1537).  Translated in Betty Wilson, �Choral Pedagogy: Crossroads of Theory and Practice in Sixteenth-
Century Germany� (Phd diss., Boston University, 1995): 576.   
192 MacClintock, 38. 
193 MacClintock, 40. 
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In this author�s opinion, this statement places in balance the more oft-quoted statement 

from Maffei�s singing rules later in the letter, �The eighth [rule] is that you should let out 

the breath a little at a time with the voice, and take care that it does not go out through the 

nose or through the palate, for each would be a great mistake.�194  Fisher interprets this 

quote as follows: 

This rule [Maffei�s eighth rule] calls for a measured release of breath which means careful control 
of the phonation process.  Such careful release also implies a lighter sound due to a use of smaller 
amounts of air.  This rule is compatible with the use of a much lighter singing mechanism for the 
Renaissance performer...Again, the emphasis is on a small, measured release which is dependent 
on a light source of energy, not at all heavy or full as the modern singer is accustomed to 
supplying in his production.195 
 
The two quotes by Maffei seem to be in contradiction.  However, the apparent 

quandary can be resolved if the issue of phonation is taken into account.  The second 

quote could  be interpreted as a warning to avoid inefficient phonation in which breath 

becomes an audible component of the vocal tone.  In any case, Maffei�s first quote seems 

to complement the second quote.  Fisher is probably correct that Renaissance vocalism 

was �dependent on a light source of energy,� but this lighter sound was probably not 

caused by �use of smaller amounts of air,� but may have been the result of a process of 

efficient phonation, much like in modern vocalism, which was affected by differing uses 

of laryngeal position and resonance. 

Writers following Maffei, both Italian and German, identify the throat as the place 

from which vocal tone originates, including Zacconi196, Calvisius197, and Michael 

                                                
194 MacClintock, 45. 
195 Fisher, 77-78. 
196 MacClintock, 69. 
197 Wilson, 584. 
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Praetorius198.  Interestingly, Calvisius (1594) goes further to state: �The natural tone is 

formed in the throat, not between the lips and cheeks,� seemingly contradicting the views 

of Stomius. 199  It is possible that this quotation may provide a possible clue into 

resonance, as well as information on the late Renaissance view of the source of 

phonation.  It can be inferred that German singing preceding mid century may have been 

centered in the oropharynx and less in the laryngopharynx, which would yield a smaller 

tone.  By contrast, singing in Italy and in Germany after the 1550�s may have been more 

centered in the laryngopharynx, as it is in modern vocal production, yielding a richer, 

fuller and more resonant tone. 

Information on registration leaves great uncertainty due to paucity of information, 

lack of clarity in terminology and contradictions between sources. For example, Conrad 

von Zabern hints in the following passage that there are three registers which should have 

distinct sounds and should not be blended:  

Let everyone consider how well and reasonably I have spoken of that threefold diversity to be 
observed in singing.  Anyone of any intelligence knows that an organ, whether large, moderate or 
small in size has three kinds of pipes: large, medium and small...Everyone who understands this 
knows how the sound (resonant, medium, and high-pitched or delicate) of these tubes or pipes can 
be said to be threefold.  Since, however, a man has only a single windpipe through which the voice 
passes, which must supply for the diversity of the many organ pipes, some large and some small, 
how mistaken it would be to attempt to imitate this diversity by a uniform use of the voice. 200  
 

By contrast, Maffei believes each voice part should be able to sing in the range of other 

voice parts, implying blending of registers: �..On the contrary, others are found who sing 

bass, tenor, and other voices with great ease, and decorating, diminishing, perform 

                                                
198 MacClintock, 164. 
199 Wilson, 584.   
200 Joseph Dyer, �Singing With Proper Refinement: From De modo bene cantandi (1474) by Conrad von 
Zabern,� Early Music 6 (1978): 218-219.  
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passagework now in the bass, now in the mezzo, now in the alto- all beautiful to hear.�201  

These contradictions are further muddied by different terminology from ours, such as 

Maffei�s description of �deep� and �high� voices.  Nevertheless, a consistent impression 

that the modo naturalis (chest voice) is favored in tenor and bass voices can be gleaned 

from the sources, as in Maffei�s preference for the �deep voice�,202 Michael Praetorius� 

predilection, even more clearly stated, for chest voice,203 and Von Zabern�s concern that 

chants be pitched in the middle of voice ranges, presumably so that they may be sung in 

modo naturalis.204  This favoring of chest voice throughout the Renaissance tempers 

contemporary prescriptions concerning �gentle� and �cultured� singing that this singing 

was not to be undersupported or primarily in the falsetto register. 

Information on desirable vocal timbre presents even greater contradictions.  Once 

again, use of colorful but imprecise and unfamiliar language to describe desirable and 

undesirable tone complicates the situation.  It seems that descriptions of undesirable tone 

are often in fact describing tense and forced singing, as well as nasal singing.  As the 

century progresses, descriptions of undesirable tone ascend from the realm of ad 

hominum attacks to clinical descriptions.  Desirable tone is almost always described as 

civilized, urbane and cultured.  Beyond this similarity, the sources reflect a wide range of 

opinions regarding desirable sound.  Some describe ideal sound as �soft� and �gentle� 

(Finck), and some even compare ideal tone to a girl�s voice (Christoph Praetorius, 

                                                
201 MacClintock, 43. 
202 MacClintock, 44. 
203 MacClintock, 164. 
204 Dyer, 211. 
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Schneegass).205  Other sources, by contrast, describe ideal tone as �bright and round� 

(Zacconi)206 and �bright and full� (Michael Praetorius). 207 The conclusion that can be 

drawn from these contradictions is that there existed several concurrent schools of 

thought regarding proper vocal tone within a context of a cultivated, civilized vocal 

delivery.  However, it is interesting to note that descriptions of bright or full tone are 

mainly from the end of the Renaissance (1592 and later), which may indicate a paradigm 

shift in attitudes regarding vocal tone. 

Even in the area of articulation, which contained great continuity throughout the 

Renaissance, there were subtle shifts in viewpoint and terminology between pre-1550�s 

and post-1550�s sources.  Again, Maffei provides the greatest specificity in describing 

desirable articulation, exhorting singers to keep the tip of the tongue against the lower 

teeth at all times and keeping the mouth only somewhat open when singing, �no wider 

than when you are conversing with friends.�208 German sources preceding Maffei tend to 

focus on the purity of vowels and crisp pronunciation of consonants without specific 

instructions for how to achieve these desirable traits.  German sources after Maffei focus 

on these traits as well but also describe desirable articulation in terms similar to Maffei�s.  

The best example of this opinion is the injunction of Christoph Praetorius, Michael 

Praetorius� uncle, �Let them not become accustomed to sing with a fully opened 

mouth.�209 The result of keeping the mouth orifice moderately open for the majority of 

                                                
205 Wilson, 456-7. 
206 MacClintock, 73. 
207 MacClintock, 164. 
208 MacClintock, 45. 
209 Wilson, 579.  
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pitches within the singing range reduces the influence of the oropharyngeal (mouth) 

cavity on the tone and maintains the influence of the laryngeal (throat) cavity. 

Comprehensive examination of primary sources which discuss singing creates a 

clearer picture of the relationship between the abovementioned factors of vocal 

production and natural vibrato.  Beginning in the 1550�s, a new school of thought 

regarding singing seems to have emerged in Italy, represented best by the writings of 

Maffei.  It stressed the importance of efficient breath management; the continuing 

dominance of the modo naturalis as opposed to the falsetto; an awareness that phonation 

originated in the throat and specifically in the glottis; and clarity of articulation, with 

concomitant increase in resonance.  In addition, the sources that date from the end of the 

Renaissance (Zacconi and Praetorius) seem to favor a bright, more sonorous sound than 

their predecessors. Overall, the descriptions of desirable vocal production and tone 

become more specific and more closely resemble modern vocal technique from the 

1550�s on.  Especially in light of Praetorius� quotation, this change in vocal production 

suggests a greater use of vibrato, as it is often a resulting factor from this style of singing. 

Written source evidence, however, only gives an incomplete picture of use of 

natural vibrato in Renaissance vocal music.  Other kinds of evidence must be considered 

to supplement written source evidence and provide more information on vibrato use.  One 

of the most important (and most overlooked) types of evidence is instrumental vibrato.  

Of special interest in this discussion is the evidence that many Renaissance organs were 

outfitted with a stop known as a tremulant or fiffaro.  It is interesting to note that in his 
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Opera intitulata Fontegara (1535), Silvestro Ganassi advocates the following in 

reference to students of the fiffaro (recorder):  

Be it known that all musical instruments, in comparison with the human voice, are inferior to it.  
For this reason, we should endeavour to learn from it and to imitate it.210  
 

However, as shall be seen, analysis of instrumental vibrato can also present the same 

difficulties as in written sources. Once again, Christoph Bernhard provides interesting 

evidence concerning instrumental vibrato through references to the fiffaro stop.  In his 

quote concerning tremulo, mentioned above, Bernhard notes that tremulo might be 

acceptable on the organ with a fiffaro stop where all the voices might be able to perform 

tremulo �at the same time.�  Alessandrini supplements Bernhard�s statement with the 

following: �Italian organs were in fact equipped with a register at first known as a fiffaro, 

then, starting at the beginning of the 17th century, as a voce humana.�211  He goes on to 

say, however, that the effect was only �reserved for slow, particularly expressive pieces� 

such as a toccata played at the Elevation of the Host, and that �these indications tend to 

limit the use of vibrato to special expressive situations and demonstrate that it had an 

expressive function.� 212  Alessandrini makes the point that vibrato could not have been 

used in secular vocal music much as a result of this evidence.  

As with Fisher, Alessandrini may be confusing references to tremulo with natural 

vibrato.  Bernhard is clear that tremulo is a product of older voices, and thus is probably 

referring to an obtrusive �wobble� rather than the small amount of natural, controllable 

vibrato that becomes increasingly present in voices as they mature or is present in some 

                                                
210 Sylvestro Ganassi dal Fontego, Opera intitulata Fontegara (Venice: 1535), edited by Hildmaire Peter, 
translated by Dorothy Swainson (Berlin, Robert Lienau, 1956): 9. 
211 Alessandrini, �Performance Practice in the Seconda Prattica Madrigal,� 635. 
212 Ibid. 
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voices from an early age.  In my view, Bernhard is making a comparison in terms of 

sound quality between the tremulo of older singers and the tremulo of the fiffaro, which 

Alessandrini interprets as a vibrato used for limited, expressive purposes, or, in other 

words, a type of ornament.  Bernhard further notes that the tremulo may be appropriate as 

a component of the ardire, an ornament which was an expression of strong emotion.  It is 

clear from the quotation that the tremulo was essentially an obtrusive vibrato which 

probably had a relatively wide pitch extent.  The tremulo, heard in aging voices and 

undesirable in younger voices, was probably acceptable to Bernhard on the organ because 

the fiffaro stop would create a uniformity and consistency of vibrato rate throughout the 

played composition or improvisation.  Similarly, the heaviness and probable wide extent 

of the tremulo would be desirable in the emotional ardire.   

Close examination of Bernhard�s description of the tremulo seems to reveal that 

he is discussing a sound phenomenon that is undesirable as a continuous component in 

singing practice, yet is desirable in the context of instrumental playing and vocal 

ornamentation.  In contrast to Alessandrini�s interpretation of the fermo, my reading of 

Bernhard�s description of the term is that he is describing tone that is produced with 

proper breath management, not necessarily a tone with an absence of vibrato.  It is 

possible that Bernhard, like most of his contemporaries, may not have recognized natural 

vibrato as a distinct phenomenon from well-supported vocal tone.  Much credit is due to 

Praetorius that he seems to have described natural vibrato as independent from other 

factors in vocal production.  
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Other �circumstantial� evidence is important to examine as evidence for the use 

of natural vibrato in vocal music of the late Renaissance.  This evidence includes the size 

and composition of the ensembles with which the composer of specific late Renaissance 

vocal works was associated and the performance venues in which these ensembles 

performed.  These factors, although not direct evidence for use of natural vibrato, may 

give us specific information on how vibrato may have been used.  

Bizzarrini, O�Regan and Jackson make it clear that Marenzio worked with a 

variety of ensembles, both in terms of composition and size.  Given that small amounts of 

controllable vibrato begin to occur naturally in adult voices as they age, it seems 

reasonable to infer that the character of vocal vibrato would have changed from ensemble 

to ensemble depending on the makeup of the ensemble.  Also, a small ensemble would 

undoubtedly have sung with greater projection in large, reverberant performing spaces 

than in small ones.  It can be assumed that vibrato would have been a component of the 

vocal production in large performance spaces under these circumstances. 

Here, knowledge of the vocal ensembles with which Marenzio worked is helpful.  

As we have seen, Bizzarrini indicates that Marenzio in his position as director of 

household music for Cardinal D�Este would have had access to at least two other adult 

male singers, a bass and alto, as well as 14 boy �pages� which were to be trained in 

singing.  Bizzarini is clear that even the boys would have probably sung one to a part, so 

the typical ensemble would have been between four and five singers.  Given that the adult 

singers may have reduced their volume to match the boys, it is probable that 

performances of vocal music contained minimal levels of vibrato.  By way of contrast, 



 112

the singers for events at Roman confraternities and churches were adult Roman virtuosi 

and the singers of the upper parts were often falsettists or castrati, singing one to a part.  

Therefore, it seems reasonable to suppose that vibrato levels would have been somewhat 

greater.  The ensembles at the Cappella Giulia and the Polish court may have been 

somewhat larger (between one and three singers to a part) than those at d�Este�s court and 

for confraternity performances.  The makeup of these two ensembles would have differed 

primarily in the superius and altus parts: the Cappella Giulia seems to have had boys 

singing these two lines while there may have been a mixture of boys, castrati and 

falsettists on the two parts in Warsaw.  Vibrato patterns, then, were probably different 

between these two performing ensembles. 

Size of performing venue had a clear impact on vocal production, and thus 

probably on use of natural vibrato as well.  Several sources from the period comment that 

there were different types of vocal production based on performance venue: cappella 

vocalism and camera vocalism.  Gioseffo Zarlino (1558) comments that �the singers 

should know too that in church and in public chapels he should sing with full voice, 

moderated of course as I have just said [avoiding forcing the tone], while in private 

chambers he should use a subdued and sweet voice, and avoid clamor.�213  Thus, 

cappella singing in general might have contained greater amounts of vibrato, at least in 

the parts sung by adult males. Camera singing, by contrast, may have supported less 

vibrato, but in passages that were louder in volume, vibrato might have been employed.    

                                                
213 Gioseffo Zarlino, The Art of Counterpoint, translated by Guy A. Marco and Claude Palisca (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1968): 111.   
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One of the key controversies concerning use of vibrato in Renaissance vocal music 

centers on whether vibrato was essentially ornamental or non-ornamental in nature.  Mauro 

Uberti, in his article �Vocal Techniques in Italy in the Second Half of the 16th Century� 

(1981), believes that both views of vibrato are possible depending on whether one is singing 

according to the techniques of cappella and camera singing.  Using Zarlino and Vicentino�s 

descriptions of the two types of vocal production as a basis, Uberti makes the following 

statement: �in the more sonorous church singing [cappella production] I think it is 

reasonable to suppose that vibrato was a constant element, but never so prominent as it later 

became in the Romantic theater.�214  In discussing the camera production, Uberti says �a 

singer can, with considerable effort, reduce the vibrato so much that the voice becomes 

�fixed.�  But it would be naïve to assume that quite this extreme must normally have been 

involved in the well-documented Renaissance and Baroque chamber-style practice of 

�firming,� or alternatively, �vibrating� the voice for expressive reasons.�215  Uberti equates 

the words fermare and fissare with firming and vibrating, respectively.  He also cites 

Zacconi as a source for the aforementioned �well-documented practice.�216  Uberti seems to 

be suggesting that vibrato was a constant and basically unintentional practice in cappella 

singing while it was used for expressive and even ornamental reasons in camera singing. 

It is possible, therefore, to draw some general conclusions concerning vibrato use 

from information concerning the size and composition of ensembles and performance 

venues available to Marenzio.  The music composed for the households of Cardinals 

                                                
214 Uberti, 490. 
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Madruzzo and d�Este probably were performed with the least amount of vibrato because 

the singers on the soprano parts were boys, the men were probably singing to balance 

with the boys and the performing venues were private chambers.  The music composed 

for the oratories and small churches may have been performed with somewhat greater 

levels of vibrato due to the fact that the singers were all adult males and the halls, while 

not huge, were probably bigger and more reverberant than the private chambers of the 

cardinals.  Works composed for the Cappella Giulia and the Polish court would probably 

have had the largest amount of vibrato employed because the necessity for the relatively 

small ensembles to employ cappella vocalism in order for their voices to project in the 

huge, reverberant spaces of the Papal Basilica and St. John the Baptist in Warsaw.  It can 

be seen, therefore, that vibrato patterns may have differed from piece to piece and locale 

to locale.  This information has profound implications for how we perform motets from 

the late Renaissance in general. 

It is interesting to note that none of the sources mentioned above provide evidence 

that singers in the late Renaissance sang with complete absence of vibrato, with the 

exception of Alessandrini�s problematic interpretation of Bernhard�s term fermo as 

straight tone.  It would seem that performances of Renaissance polyphony in which 

straight tone is dominant would be supported by historical evidence, but they in fact are 

not.  By contrast, the evidence suggests, as Frederick Neumann states in his article 

�Authenticity and the Vocal Vibrato,� that natural vibrato �was simply there, taken for 
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granted as a fact of life, not anything artificially induced like the string vibrato and 

therefore not calling for special theoretical attention.�217 

Although the evidence cited above seems to point to occasional use of natural 

vibrato in Renaissance vocal music, there is no mention in the sources about the sound of 

the vibrato or under what circumstances it may have been employed. This silence on the 

part of the primary sources has further contributed to tremendous disagreement among 

musicologists, choral directors and voice teachers concerning the use of vibrato in early 

music.   

It seems, then, that four crucial questions should be answered by the choral 

director who wishes to consider use of vibrato in late Renaissance:  (1) When should 

vibrato be employed in the music? (2) What should stylistically appropriate vibrato sound 

like in Renaissance vocal music ? (3) How is this vibrato produced? (4) How should this 

vibrato be learned in a vocally healthy manner? Answers to these questions have tended 

to polarize around two camps, which shall be labeled for the purposes of this document 

the �straight tone� camp and the �continuous vibrato� camp.   

Members of the �straight tone� camp seem to base their decisions concerning 

vibrato usage as much on achieving �pure intonation� as on primary source information 

or empirical data.  These opinions have been traditionally held by scholar/performers that 

have a predominant interest in early music.  For example, Alessandrini sees the use of 

vibrato as fundamentally damaging to the tuning of the ensemble and to the contrapuntal 

fabric that is an essential part of these vocal works.  Alessandrini makes the claim that the 
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�indiscriminate or unconscious use� of vibrato should be avoided due to the mean-tone 

system of intonation in place in Italy in the late Renaissance, which emphasized the 

�beauty and sweetness of chords with pure major 3rds and, in the case of a cappella 

vocal performances, with absolutely pure 5ths.� 218  The writings of scholar/performers 

such as Alessandrini have been tremendously influential in the choral conducting 

community, leading many directors until recently to advocate complete absence of 

vibrato in Renaissance vocal compositions.  

The opposing �continuous vibrato� camp, spearheaded by vocal instructors, 

centers around the assumption that singing without vibrato can have deleterious effects 

on one�s vocal health.  Reputable modern pedagogues support the idea that vibrato is a 

necessary component of healthy singing.  Richard Miller, for instance, considers the 

wave-like motion within the larynx and surrounding tissues as a necessary relaxing 

agent.219 By contrast, the straight tone forces the muscles to work constantly without 

relaxation. 220  Although there is merit to the idea that vibrato aids in relaxation of the 

vocal mechanism, an extreme adherence to this viewpoint ignores the fact that many 

practitioners of early music have maintained their vocal health while singing with a 

pronounced lack of vibrato.  Jean Westerman Gregg theorizes that this is possible 

because "they have trained themselves to use just enough excessive adductory force [in 

the vocal folds] to obtain an artistically produced straight tone (thus eliminating vibrato) 

but without allowing the adduction to progress to the very tight phonation which is 
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unpleasant to the ear, and which can do damage to the vocal folds." 221   However, Gregg 

continues to say the following: "given the results of the research to date, it would seem 

unwise for a choral director to ask his amateur singers to sing without vibrato, when the 

most commonly produced vibrato is laryngeally mediated, and in order to eliminate it 

excessive adducotry force must be applied to the folds."222   The influence of Miller and 

other vocal pedagogues and the cautioning of vocal experts such as Gregg has led some 

directors to reduce or eschew altogether programming of Renaissance music in the belief 

that the music is not a good match for their ensembles, particularly if they are composed 

of mature, trained voices. 

Gregg's advice indicates the need for choral directors to provide instruction to 

their singers regarding the healthy production of tones with an absence of perceptible 

vibrato.  The rationale for instructing singers in this manner is that amateur singers have 

the tendency to confuse non-vitalized tones characterized by breathy vocal production 

with energized, non-vibrato tones.  In his article "Vibrato and Vocal Timbre in Choral 

Singing," Kevin Skelton brings this distinction into relief.  Skelton provides a useful 

definition for "straight tone" and contrasts it with "non-vibrato" tone: 

A straight tone is a tone that has minimized or altered vibratory components (frequency pulse 
rates, amplitude variations, and pitch fluctuation -- not to mention the action of the vocal folds 
themselves  which produce the sustained pitch through a more or less vibrating action).  Hereafter, 
the term "straight tone" is in reference to a tone that is perceived aurally as having no vibrato, in 
contrast to a "non-vibrato" tone, resulting from breathy or pressed phonation.223 

 
Skelton uses the following quotation as support for his contention that "straight tone" 

contains a small amount of inperceptible vibrato: "Sustained vocal tone with no perceived 
                                                
221  Jean Westerman Gregg, "On Vibrato," The NATS Journal (May/June 1994): 47. 
222  Ibid. 
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vibrato --commonly labeled straight tone--always has a very small degree of pitch 

fluctuation..."224  Clearly, Skelton indicates that there are two types of tones without 

vibrato, one desirable, the other undesirable.  This distinction has been the basis for a 

similar distinction made in my vibrato study, to be discussed in greater detail. 

Due to the dominance of the "straight tone" and "continuous vibrato" camps in the 

debate over vibrato in pre-Romantic era music, reasonable voices such as Gregg's and 

Skelton's are not heard.  As a result, choral directors often are unsure how to proceed 

with decisions regarding vibrato use in early music.  Choral directors will generally agree 

that vibrato should not have the wide pitch extent of the �studio vibrato,� but agree on 

little else.  Traditionally, conductors have fallen into one of the two camps outlined 

above, either asking their groups to eliminate vibrato for Renaissance vocal compositions 

or performing few Renaissance era compositions to avoid �vocal fatigue�, and thus the 

criticism of voice teachers and their students.  Recently, directors have advocated a 

middle approach, which is to enjoin their groups to employ �minimal vibrato,� without 

instruction on how it should be produced or how it should sound. 

It is my conviction that there are a multitude of vibrato options in addition to 

those advocated by the two camps.  These options form a spectrum of possibilities which 

could be employed in Renaissance vocal music. Selection of choices from this spectrum 

depend on factors such as historical and modern ensemble size, historical vocal ensemble 

composition, historical performance locations for vocal works, musical characteristics of 

                                                
224 Leon Thurman, Graham Welch, Axel Theimer, Elizabeth Grefsheim, and Patricia Feit, "How Pitches 
Are Sustained and Changed in Singing and Speaking," in Bodymind and Voice: Foundations of Voice 
Education, eds. L. Thurman and G. Welch (Iowa City, National Center for Voice and Speech,. 2000): 391.  
Quoted in Skelton, 48. 
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the works themselves and empirical data.  I have used these factors to provide my own 

answers to the three questions outlined above, in the hope that these could serve as a 

model for other conductors in their decision-making process regarding vibrato use in 

Renaissance music.   

In order to answer the question related to when vibrato should be used in 

Marenzio�s motets, I consulted the information gleaned on the historical ensembles with 

which he worked.  Using historical and performance practice evidence discussed in 

Chapter 3, I developed basic guidelines on vibrato use by examining the possible 

ensembles and performance venues for Domine, quando veneris, Gaudent in coelis, 

Cantate Domine canticum novum and Laudate Dominum.  In general, these guidelines 

were based on whether each motet would have been sung with cappella or camera 

vocalism. 

I developed other principles for when vibrato should be used from analysis of the 

motets themselves. These principles were informed by the premise that sections of each 

piece where intonation was deemed to be critical were to be sung with minimal or no 

vibrato.  These included important cadential points, penultimate notes or chords leading 

up to these points which often contain suspensions or other prepared dissonances and 

shifts in harmony such as those caused by hexachordal changes.  Also, imitative passages 

should be sung with less vibrato, in deference to Hermann Finck�s views (Practica 

musica, 1556): 

It is useful to remember also, that if in the beginning of a song there occurs an elegant fugue, this 
ought to be proffered by a clearer and more distinct voice than is usual; also that the subsequent 
voices ought to be delivered in the same way, if they arise from the same theme that the first 
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singer has sung.  This ought to be observed in all the voices when new fugues arise, so that the 
coherence and the system of all the imitations can be heard.225  
 

By contrast, passages which contain non-imitative counterpoint or homophony could be 

rendered with stylistically appropriate vibrato, as could �over the barline� rhythmic 

displacements which are often accompanied by a slight crescendo or other surge of vocal 

energy in performance. 

In order to make these principles clear to the singers, I added vibrato indications 

into the musical editions to supplement explanation of them in rehearsal.  The two 

markings used in the editions were SV, indicating senza vibrato, and V, indicating 

�stylistically appropriate vibrato.�  Senza vibrato was explained to the singers as a vocal 

tone with no apparent vibrato that was well-supported and resonant.  �Stylistically 

appropriate vibrato� was defined as a vibrato which contained limitations to the pitch 

extent and the intensity; thus, a choral vibrato, not a �studio vibrato.�  The markings were 

made in the editions according to the principles outlined above.  

The musical edition of Domine, quando veneris contained a great mixture of SV 

and V markings.  As was noted in Chapter 3, this motet was probably composed for the 

courts of Cardinal Madruzzo or Cardinal d�Este, indicating the motet would have most 

likely been performed with boys� voices on the superius and altus lines.  Given the small 

chambers in which the work would have been performed, camera vocalism would have 

been employed.  Therefore, the amount of natural vibrato used would have been small, 

especially for the two upper voices.  Also, the work�s coloristic harmonies and prevailing 

imitative texture resulted in a consistent variation between the two markings, creating a 

                                                
225 MacClintock, 63. 
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challenge for the singers to replicate the conditions exactly according to the music.  As a 

result, markings for senza vibrato and stylistically appropriate vibrato had to be carefully 

considered in this edition. 

As can be seen in Example 8, SV markings are indicated to bring out the 

chromaticism in the harmonies and to aid the singers in rendering the imitative passages 

according to Finck�s rules: 

 
 

As can be seen in Example 9, V markings are placed in homophonic passages which 

remained within the Dorian mode of the work:  
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In addition, a verbal note in rehearsal indicated to the singers to use stylistically 

appropriate vibrato for �over the barline� rhythmic displacements, of which there are 

many in this composition.  This verbal note was later placed in the Preface to the musical 

edition.  

In the next example, Gaudent in coelis, the different performing circumstances 

warrant a different vibrato use pattern.  As has been noted, it is probable that this piece 

was associated with the confraternity and church of SS. Faustino e Giovita.  The probable 

ensemble for this work would have probably been one to a part, as with that for Domine, 

quando veneris.  However, factors of room size and ensemble makeup may have affected 

vibrato use.  It has been assumed that cappella vocalism may have been a component of 

performances of this work due to the greater size of the church related to the chambers in 

the palaces of the Cardinals.  Also, the work contains a smaller number of imitative 

passages than Domine quando veneris and fewer chromatic harmonies.  Therefore, SV 

indications were given for the imitative entries at the beginning of the motet, but 

elsewhere V markings predominate due to the virtuosic nature of the piece, the larger 

performance space, the probable use of Roman virtuoso singers as freelance performers 

of the work and lack of deviation from the main mode of the work. 
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In Example 10, the opening measures have been given an SV marking due to the 

paired imitations that begin the work. 

 
 

By contrast, in Example 11, a V marking given at the homophonic passage on the text �et 

quia pro eius amore,� with the additional idea that the warmth of stylistically appropriate 

continuous vibrato will color the textual idea of �love.� 

 
 
In Laudate Dominum and Cantate Domino, a different vibrato use pattern may be 

assumed from the preceding two pieces.  Once again, the ensemble size was probably one 

to a part because the work is polychoral, but the treble parts would have been sung by 

boys.  However, these singers would have to project their voices in a very large 
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performance space, indicating sustained cappella vocalism with probable attendant 

natural vibrato.  Also, much of this work, as with Cantate Domino, is characterized by 

homophonic texture.  Therefore the V marking is assumed throughout much of the 

composition, except at cadential structures, as can be seen in Example 12: 

 
 

Overall, Cantate Domino, canticum novum, seems to evince a similar vibrato use 

pattern to that of Laudate Dominum.  The assumption is that performance practice would 

have been similar with Roman polychoral motets (one to a part), but the very large number 

of performers available (at least 22), may suggest more than one to a part performance.  

Given that this motet was probably performed at the cathedral of St. John the Baptist in 

Warsaw, the large resonant space of this space would have engendered cappella vocalism.  

As with Laudate Dominum, V markings are assumed throughout the piece except at 

cadential structures. 

This process of determining specifically in the music where vibrato is to occur or not 

occur yielded different vibrato use patterns for each of the four motets.  This is appropriate 

given that each motet had a different historical ensemble and performance venue attached to 

it, and each is different in compositional style from the others.  It is my contention that 
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vibrato usage should be flexible within and between compositions of Renaissance vocal 

music and should be made clear to the singers in rehearsal and through markings in the 

music. 

 
Vibrato Study 

 
Indications in the music are a useful first step toward careful consideration of 

vibrato use in the motets of Luca Marenzio.  However, the musical markings do not give 

singers a sense of how the different vibrato options should sound, how they should be 

produced or how they are to be learned.  As a result, I conducted an experiment to answer 

these questions.  Implicit in the study was an examination of the central assumptions 

underlying the views of the two opposing camps described earlier in this chapter.  These 

assumptions were (1) use of vibrato in Renaissance vocal music is harmful to pristine 

intonation and can obscure the clarity of imitative passages (straight tone camp) and (2) 

asking singers to eliminate or minimize vibrato in the vocal tone can be harmful to their 

vocal health or impede efficient vocal production (continuous vibrato camp).  The overall 

intent of the experiment was to demonstrate that there were a multitude of acceptable 

vibrato use options beyond those advocated by the straight tone and continuous vibrato 

camps. 

For the purposes of the experiment, four vibrato options were identified.  Two of 

them were representative in my view of the vibrato use options advocated by the two 

camps, and the other two were representative of the SV and V options used for my motet 

editions.  The four options were labeled �straight tone,� senza vibrato, �style appropriate 

vibrato� and �style excessive vibrato.�  The appellation of �straight tone� deserves 
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special mention.  �Straight tone� can be defined as a vocal tone which lacks audible 

vibrato, and thus is representative of the position of the �straight tone� camp.  Based on 

conversations with fellow singers, I have come to believe that directions to sing with 

�straight tone� which are not accompanied by further explanation or demonstration result 

in an undersupported vocal tone that is lacking in �focus� or resonance with singers who 

have little experience with early music.  Therefore, �straight tone� has been assumed for 

the purposes of this experiment to be an undesirable option. 

The appellations given to the remaining vibrato options are considerably more 

straightforward.  A senza vibrato tone is identical to �straight tone,� except that proper 

breath management and resonance are components.  A tone containing �style appropriate 

continuous vibrato� is one characterized by audible vibrato, but one in which the pitch 

extent and intensity are relatively moderate so that the vibrato does not obscure 

intonation or be overly obtrusive.  �Style excessive vibrato,� its antithesis, is a vibrato 

close to the �studio vibrato� in which pitch and intensity fluctuations are such that 

intonation, blend and balance are affected in ensemble.  �Straight tone� and �style 

excessive vibrato� were used as controls in the study to define extreme examples of 

vibrato usage while senza vibrato and �style appropriate continuous vibrato� were 

considered to be desirable for Renaissance vocal music.  

Ten singers were selected to participate in the study based on their relatively 

advanced vocal training and their familiarity with early music vocal practices.  

Nevertheless, there was still a wide range of abilities and experiences within the subject 

population.  The singers were to replicate the four vibrato conditions described above in 
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one rehearsal and in two recording sessions; one of the whole ensemble, and one to 

record all the singers of the ensemble individually.  Nine singers in total ended up 

participating in all aspects of the study: the data for the tenth singer was not used for this 

study. 

The singers were given information sheets and an audio tape which outlined 

various instructional aids.  The singers received these aids prior to the rehearsal in order 

to practice the replication of the vibrato conditions.  The ensuing rehearsal consisted of 

practicing duplication of the vibrato conditions as a group using the instructional aids. 

In the ensemble recording which followed the rehearsal, five different recordings 

were made of measures 1-24 of Domine, quando veneris.  This excerpt was selected 

because it required the singers to make several changes between senza vibrato and 

stylistically appropriate vibrato.  Four of the recordings were to demonstrate the four 

vibrato conditions studied in the experiment.  The final recording was to demonstrate the 

shifts between SV and V as marked in the musical excerpt.  There were between one and 

three takes made for each recording.   

In the individual recordings, each singer was recorded digitally onto laptop 

recording software.  Each singer was asked to sing their own part of the same excerpt 

sung in the ensemble recording.  As with the ensemble recording, the singers were asked 

to duplicate the four vibrato conditions and to sing the excerpt according to the vibrato 

indications given.  In some cases, review of the conditions was necessary prior to the 

recording due to the time that had elapsed between the ensemble recordings and the 

individual recordings.      
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At the conclusion of the experiment, the singers were asked to evaluate their 

experience in the rehearsal and recording sessions through the categories of vocal health, 

ease of replicating the conditions and effectiveness of the teaching tools given to them.  

The singers were also asked to indicate the effectiveness of instructor modeling and to 

describe their own personal methods, if any, to achieve successful duplication of the 

vibrato conditions.  The evaluations were done through a written questionnaire which 

was then submitted to me for analysis. 

The ensemble recordings were evaluated by a panel of five graduate students in 

choral conducting at the University of Arizona on the basis of intonation, clarity of the 

imitative entries in compositions, ensemble balance and vocal health.  The graduate 

students evaluated the five recordings using a survey sheet, which was then submitted to 

me for analysis.  The individual recordings were subjected to spectrographic analysis in 

order to attempt to quantify parameters for the four vibrato conditions. 
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Results of Singers' Questionnaires 

Section I: Vocal Technique 
 

1)  Freedom and Ease of Vocal Production 
 

The results for the senza vibrato, style appropriate vibrato and style excessive 

vibrato (hereafter to be referred to as SV, SA and SE) indicated that these three options 

were viewed by the singers as all relatively free and easy to produce.  In this experiment, 

a �high� score was judged as above a 3, a �low score� as below a 3.  A 3 was interpreted 

as an �average� score.  Mean scores for SV, SA and SE were 3.9 for SV, 4.0 for SE and 

4.4 for SA (Figure 1).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 1.  Freedom and ease of vocal production.  Mean score for each of four vibrato categories,  
plus or minus one standard error of the mean.  Note that SA is equivalent in all graphs to the V 
marking from the motet editions. 
 

By contrast, the straight tone option (to be referred to as ST), contained the lowest mean 

score (2.1).  The conclusion is that this option was less easy to produce and contributed 

the least to freedom of vocalism.  The comments also reflect the scores: many pointed out 

that SV seemed equally comfortable as with the SA and SE options.  One singer, 
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however, stated that he or she was used to singing with a senza vibrato tone on a regular 

basis and found it difficult to add vibrato along the lines of the SA and SE options.  In my 

opinion, this comment reflects the diversity of experiences with early music and early 

music vocal styles found in the subject population.  Also, another singer commented that 

SV was most difficult to produce in the �high range.� 

2)  Resonance 

SV, SA and SE were judged by the singers to aid the maintenance of resonance in 

their vocal sound.  The mean scores were 3.9 for SV, 4.2 for SA and 3.8 for SE (Figure 

2).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2.  Resonance.  Mean score for each of four vibrato categories, plus or minus one standard 
error of the mean. 

 

Again, ST was judged to aid the least in the maintenance of resonance: the mean score 

was 2.1.  One person commented that closed vowels seemed easier for the production of 

the SV option, possibly due to the smaller mouth space needed for those vowels. 
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3)  Breath Management 

Again, SV, SE and SA were considered by the singers to contribute to proper 

breath management.  The mean score for SV was 3.9 and those of SA and SE were both 

4.4 (Figure 3).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 3.  Breath management.  Mean score for each of four vibrato categories, plus or minus one  
standard error of the mean. 
 

Once again, ST was ranked lowest, with a mean score of 1.9.  Comments by the singers 

reflected contradictory ideas: one singer felt a tendency to restrain the breath in order to 

reduce vibrato.  However, another singer wrote that as a trained singer, breath support 

was equally good for all the conditions. 
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4)  Vocal Color 

The results varied greatly between the different vibrato conditions in interesting 

ways for this question.  The mean scores were 3.6 for SV, 4.8 for SA (the highest score 

for any of the questions) and 3.4 for SE.  ST was still ranked lowest, with 1.9 for the 

mean score (Figure 4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 4.  Maintenance of voice's natural color.  Mean score for each of four vibrato categories, 
plus or minus one standard error of the mean. 
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5)  Balance in Ensemble 

The results for this question varied from the first four questions, following 

expected and unexpected patterns.  SV and SA were ranked highest in terms of mean 

scores, 4.6 for SV and 4.1 for SA.  ST ranked slightly lower than these at 2.8.  As 

expected, SE was ranked the lowest at 1.4 (Figure 5).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.  Balance in ensemble.  Mean score for each of four vibrato categories, plus or minus 
one standard error of the mean. 
 

One person felt that straight tone (not defined as meaning ST or SV) may give good 

�blend� but causes choirs to go �flat.�  A couple of respondents wrote that the key to 

achieving blend was for all choir members to produce a similar vibrato, whatever 

condition they decide to use. 
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6)  Bright/Dark Balance in Individual Voices 

In this question, the responses varied greatly as well.  The mean score for SA was 

highest with 4.6, followed by SV (3.8), SE (3.3) and ST (1.8) (Figure 6). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6.  Bright/dark balance in individual voices.  Mean score for each of four vibrato 
categories, plus or minus one standard error of the mean. 
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Section II: Ease of Learning 

1)  Ease of Duplication 

All four vibrato conditions were judged relatively easy to duplicate.  Mean scores 

were all similar: 4.4 for SE, 4.2 for SV, 4.0 for SA and 3.6 for ST (Figure 7).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7.  Ease of duplication.  Mean score for each of four vibrato categories, plus or minus one 
standard error of the mean. 
 

2)  Practice Time 

For this question, median and mode were both computed, which resulted in 1 hour 

total.  Practice time included reviewing the information packet and tape in individual 

practice. However, some additional time was spent thinking about these issues in the 

course of the ensemble rehearsal/recording session and individual recording sessions 

which was not reflected in this question. 
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Section III: Efficacy of Teaching Techniques 

Analysis of this section was divided into two categories: those related to teaching 

the SV option and those related to teaching the SA option.  As stated before, SE and SA 

were viewed as controls, so there were no instructional aids given for duplicating these 

options.  The instructional aids were further divided into subcategories as follows: 

gestures and physical motion, vocalises and warm-ups, investigator modeling in 

rehearsals and on the audio tape, and singers� personal methods derived from other 

sources. All teaching techniques were derived from standard techniques for eliciting 

vibrato conditions practiced by myself in my private voice teaching or observed in the 

teaching methods of other voice teachers.  

Results indicated that mean scores were lowest in the gestures and motions 

subcategory.  Vocalises/warm-ups, investigator modeling and singers� personal methods 

were judged somewhat higher.  Under vocalises and warm-ups, so-called �nasal 

resonance� warm-ups were ranked highest (4.7), followed by nasal consonant onsets 

(4.4), vowel color continuum exercise (4.2), senza vibrato-vibrato continuum (3.6) and a 

breath management exercise (3.1).  Investigator modeling and singers� personal methods 

had similar mean scores, 4.3 and 4.2, respectively (Figure 8).   
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Figure 8.  Teaching techniques - Senza vibrato.  Mean score for each technique, plus or minus 
one standard error of the mean. 
 

Comments made by the singers in describing their personal methods bore out the idea 

that frontal hard palatal or �nasal� resonance was considered an important factor in the 

production of SV: �Think about nasal resonance and placing everything towards hard 

palate/tip of the teeth,� �Concentrate on �mask�/nasal resonance, light, airy suppleness 

for easy blend with other voices, as in Renaissance style.�  One comment simply 

emphasized good singing techniques, �Just apply standard methods for correct singing,� 

and another stressed the importance of imagery, ��Warm the tone,� in higher sections, 

�float the tone,� for more vitality, �spin the tone.��  One respondent believed the spinning 

hands gesture was helpful for keeping the breath moving and the tone spinning.  There 

were fewer than 9 responses in some categories because one or more respondents said 

they did not try certain techniques. 
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Under the SA category, there was a greater variety in mean scores.  As with SV, 

there was a division into the subcategories of gestures and physical motion, vocalises, 

investigator modeling and singers� personal methods, with the addition of an imagery 

category.  For the one gesture, neck massages, the mean was the lowest of all (2.6).  

Imagery given by me in rehearsal was ranked slightly higher by the respondents: image 

of �minimal vibrato� received a score of 3.0, while use of �standard early music choral 

vibrato� received 3.6 and �listening to each other� 4.0.  Vocalises received similar 

rankings: 4.0 for the vowel continuum and 3.8 for the senza vibrato-vibrato continuum.  

Investigator modeling and singers� personal methods received the highest mean scores: 

4.5 and 4.8 respectively (Figure 9).   

 

Figure 9.  Teaching techniques - Style appropriate vibrato.  Mean score for each technique, plus 
or minus one standard error of the mean. 
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One person commented that applying standard methods for correct singing was most 

helpful in producing SA.  As with the SV category, there were fewer than 9 responses in 

some categories because one or more respondents said they did not try certain techniques.  

One person felt that gestures and imagery did not help at all. 
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Conclusions from Singers� Questionnaires 

Section I: Vocal Technique 

1)  Ease and Freedom 

The singers felt that ST contributed the least to vocal ease and freedom, while the 

other three options were ranked as relatively free and easy.  SV was nearly identical in 

ranking with SE, which was a surprising result for me.   

2)  Resonance 

Again, the singers ranked ST lower than SV, SA and SE in this category.  SA was 

considered to be the highest in this category, while SV and SE were once again 

practically identical.  The explanation for SA being highest may be due to the differences 

in training among the singers.  At one point during the ensemble recording/rehearsal, one 

singer asked the question, "Should we manufacture a vibrato for style excessive vibrato?�  

Although I attempted to clarify the issue in rehearsal by instructing the singers to sing a 

�studio� vibrato or one appropriate for Romantic choral literature, some of the singers 

continued to feel that SA more accurately reflected the maximal amount of vibrato they 

could place in the tone without it becoming �manufactured.� 

3)  Breath Management 

As noted, mean scores diverged somewhat compared with the last two questions.  

As expected, the two options which contained audible vibrato were ranked highest, but 

SA was again higher than SE, probably for reasons noted in Question 2.  SV still ranked 

relatively high, but there was a greater difference in scores (3.9 for SV compared with 4.4 

for the options with audible vibrato) compared with those for the previous two questions.  
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The comment concerning breath support in the context of SV production lends credence 

to the idea that breath support can be a concern for singers in producing this vibrato 

option.  However, the opposing comment indicates that this is not an issue for other 

singers.  The presumption is that familiarity with early music styles of singing, along with 

instruction on how to produce a healthy senza vibrato tone, may alleviate these concerns.  

Again, ST was ranked considerably lower than the other three options. 

4)  Vocal Color 

Results under vocal color conformed to my expectations, but with some surprises.  

Interestingly, SA was ranked quite a bit higher than either SE or SV with a 4.8 rating, the 

highest in this portion of the questionnaire, which was an unexpected result.  There was 

also a slight preference expressed for SV over SE, also a surprise.  ST was still ranked 

lowest compared to the other three options. 

5)  Ensemble Balance 

In some ways, the results under this question were the most surprising.  In 

contrast to my expectations, ST was still ranked under SV and SA.  Not surprisingly, SE 

was given the lowest rating, but the high rating given to SA indicates that the singers did 

not find this option to be problematic in terms of ensemble balance. 

6)  Balance of Tone Color 

Surprisingly, SV, although seemingly �bright� to me when I listened to the 

recordings, was not perceived as such by the singers.  Rather, they seemed to rank SV 

and SA relatively high for allowing for a balance of �light� and �dark� tone colors in 
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their voices.  SE had a lower mean score than SA, probably for reasons previously 

described.  SA was still ranked highest in this category. 

 

Section III:  Teaching Techniques 

One of the main conclusions that can be drawn from the results of this section of 

the questionnaire is that a variety of methods were helpful to the singers in helping to 

recreate the two non-control vibrato options, SV and SA.  In general, investigator 

modeling and singers� personal methods derived from other experiences were ranked as 

highly as those instructional aids specifically provided by me.  However, certain 

instructional aids, particularly those related to the formation and maintenance of 

resonance, were judged to be helpful.  By contrast, use of gestural aids was rated as least 

effective.  I posit from these results that well-trained singers may be able to rely on 

personal methods of their own in large part to effect these changes.  However, the 

apparent efficacy of certain aids provides a glimpse into a possible teaching pedagogy to 

aid less trained singers to produce the vibrato conditions. 
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Results of Conductors� Evaluations 

1)  Intonation 

With the exception of SE, the mean scores for the vibrato options were very 

similar.  SV and SA had identical mean scores (3.8), indicating that the conductors found 

these options to have reasonably good intonation (Figure 10).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10.  Intonation.  Mean score for each of four vibrato categories and mixed vibrato option, 
plus or minus one standard error of the mean. 
 

ST was slightly lower (3.0), indicating average intonation.  As expected, the mean score 

for SE was the lowest (1.6), indicating poor intonation.  One evaluator commented that 

the intonation for the men�s parts (tenor and bass) was better with the straight tone 

option, while the intonation for the women�s parts was better with SV. 
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2)  Clarity of Imitative Entries 

It is important to note that the conductors were instructed to view �clarity� in this 

context as distinct rendering of every note and syllable of text.  The results showed even 

less variety under this category than under intonation.  ST and mix options received the 

highest mean scores (3.8), while SV and SA were rated similarly at 3.4 and 3.6 

respectively (Figure 11). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 11.  Clarity of imitative entries.  Mean score for each of four vibrato categories and mixed 
vibrato option, plus or minus one standard error of the mean. 
 

As expected, SE was ranked significantly lower in this category (1.8).  One evaluator 

commented that ST had the greatest clarity in terms of imitative entries.  Another 

commented that the mix option contained the best articulation and most similarity in 

phrase shaping among the imitative entries. 
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3)  Balance and Blend 

In this category, the mean scores showed greater variety.  SV and SA were ranked 

highest (both 4.0).  The mix and ST options were rated only slightly below SA and SV, at 

3.8 and 3.4 respectively.  Again, as expected, SE was ranked lowest at 1.4 (Figure 12).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12.  Balance and blend.  Mean score for each of four vibrato categories and mixed vibrato 
option, plus or minus one standard error of the mean. 
 

One evaluator remarked that while singers matched each other best in terms of tone 

quality for the ST option, the overall tone quality seemed dead. 
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4)  Apparent Freedom and Ease of Vocal Production 

Under this category, the mean scores differed between the vibrato options but not 

as radically as was expected.  The SV option was ranked most highly at 4.4, with SA 

ranked a close second at 4.2 (Figure 13).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13.  Apparent freedom and ease of vocal production.  Mean score for each of four vibrato 
categories and mixed vibrato option, plus or minus one standard error of the mean. 
 

There was a larger gap than expected between these two vibrato options and the last 

three.  Surprisingly, the mix option was ranked comparatively lower at 3.4.  SE and ST 

options were ranked closely together, at 2.6 and 1.8 respectively, yet another surprising 

result.  One reviewer commented that the straight tone option seemed to contain vocal 

tension.  The same reviewer commented that SV seemed to contain good breath support 

and �open� tone, but did not seem to the reviewer that the tone was stylistically 

appropriate for Renaissance music.  Furthermore, the reviewer commented that the mix 

option was generally good, but some tension in higher pitches was manifested in the 

sopranos and in held notes for the altos. 



 147

Conclusions from Conductors� Evaluations 

1)  Intonation 

The similarity of mean scores suggests that the evaluators viewed SV, SA and 

mix options as all having reasonably good intonation, despite the differences in vibrato 

usage.  The mix option was rated highly along with SV and SA, which were given the 

highest mean scores consistently throughout the study.  The exact similarity in rating of 

SV and SA is quite surprising, given the differences in vibrato usage between these two 

options.  

2)  Clarity of Imitative Entries  

Once again, similarity in mean scores seems to indicate that ST, SV, SA and mix 

options were all viewed by the evaluators as allowing for clarity of imitative entries.  The 

mix option was rated highest along with the ST option.  The reviewer�s comment 

indicates that according to one perception, best articulation and similarity of phrase 

shaping occurred with the mix option. 

3)  Balance and Blend  

SV, SA and mix options were rated most highly, with ST rated slightly lower.  

The mix option was not rated as highest in this category, but was only slightly behind SV 

and SA.  ST may have been rated lower by at least one reviewer because of a perception 

that tone quality was muffled.   

4)  Apparent Freedom and Ease of Vocal Production  

This question yielded the most surprising results overall.  While I expected SE to 

be ranked most highly in this category, it was rated second lowest ahead of ST, which 
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shows similarities with results garnered from the singers� survey.  It seems the evaluators 

perceived tension in the tone, which was reported by some of the singers for SE.  SV and 

SA were ranked nearly identically for this question and as highest, as they were 

throughout the study.  The mix option was rated rather lower than SV and SA, a 

surprising result given that the mix option was comprised of a blending of SV and SA 

styles.  The reviewer�s comment concerning apparent vocal tension in the sopranos and 

altos may account for this discrepancy.    

 

General Conclusions from Singers� and Conductors� Studies 

Several general trends stand out from the examination of the data. Firstly, use of 

the term �straight tone� on the part of the choral director, especially when the choir is 

formed of either less trained singers or singers trained in bel canto principles of vocalism, 

must be explained and demonstrated.  It seems clear that asking the singers to sing with 

�straight tone� with no further demonstration or explanation results in an undersupported 

tone that is not as resonant as it could be.  Therefore, the term �straight tone� could still 

be employed, but directors must be careful to explain what it means to them in terms the 

singers will understand. 

Secondly, there seems to be little evidence based on these preliminary results that 

vibrato conditions containing audible vibrato are, ipso facto, healthier than those that do 

not.  Instead, the evidence bears out the trend that the senza vibrato condition was 

considered to be as vocally healthy as other options.  It should be noted that the singers 

did notice a slightly lower level of ability to maintain their breath management.  
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However, given that the results appear to be significant between ST and SV in this area, it 

seems possible to produce a well-supported senza vibrato tone with the right techniques.  

Also, singers reported that it was as easy to replicate and to learn the SV technique as it 

was to learn the others, suggesting that it is not inherently difficult to learn or taxing on 

their voices.  The overall conclusion is that choices in vibrato use may not be explicitly 

linked to vocal health. 

Thirdly, the singers ranked SA nearly as highly as SV in the final two questions, 

which were related to auditory perception of their voices in relation to the others in the 

ensemble.  This indicates in a preliminary way that introduction of tasteful levels of 

vibrato may not interfere significantly with the ensemble balance.  Similarly, the 

conductors concluded that stylistically appropriate vibrato did not unduly affect 

intonation or clarity of the imitative entries. 

Finally, the evidence suggests that SV may be a more teachable technique than 

SA.  As a result, it is suggested that directors employ teaching techniques to aid less 

skilled singers to replicate SV.  By contrast, it is suggested the conductor use ensemble 

placement techniques to successfully replicate SA in a vocal ensemble. 

This study provides a first step toward answering questions of what stylistically 

appropriate vibrato options are to sound like and how they are to be produced.  Further 

study is needed to provide quantify broad parameters for senza vibrato and stylistically 

appropriate vibrato, and to determine when these techniques may become unstylistic.  

Some of these questions might be resolved through duplication of the experiment again 

using different vocal ensembles, trained and untrained, generalist or specialists in early 
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music, and also through spectrographic analysis.  Results from the study, however, 

suggest that stylistically appropriate vibrato and senza vibrato both have a place in 

historically informed performances of Renaissance vocal music when applied tastefully 

and judiciously.  Also, the results challenge the assumptions of the two opposing vibrato 

use camps.  Contrary to popular belief, vibrato does not necessarily seem to mar 

intonation or clarity of contrapuntal lines to trained listeners, and senza vibrato, when 

produced with proper breath management and resonance, does not seem to impede vocal 

health in trained singers.  Therefore, it may be time to move away from cherished 

assumptions regarding vibrato in early music and accept that vibrato use decisions are 

essentially aesthetic ones which should be supported by solid historical and empirical 

data. 
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CHAPTER 4. 
TEXT EXPRESSION TECHNIQUES 

 
With almost complete unanimity, the primary sources place importance on 

preserving the relationship between the music and text of a vocal work in performance.  

Yet, they are also equally vague about how this marriage of music and affect is to be 

accomplished.  The prescriptions vary greatly in wording, but often some clue can be 

obtained as to how this close music/text bonding is to occur. 

An analysis of twelve primary sources that discuss text expression reveals that 

there was a shift in philosophy concerning the relationship between text and music and an 

introduction of specific techniques beginning in the 1550�s to intensify this relationship.   

However, it is clear that the shift in viewpoint concerning text expression does not neatly 

correspond with a specific time period in all countries. This shift seems to have occurred 

earlier in Italy than in German-speaking areas, so that only in the 1590�s do German 

sources begin to express similar views with those of Italian sources nearly forty years 

earlier.  This shift undoubtedly resulted from the Italian training that many German 

musicians began to receive during the last twenty-five years of the decade.  

The shift in philosophy can be expressed as a change from attention to distinct 

rendering of the text to use of methods which actually link up with the meaning of the 

text with the music.  Furthermore, the Italian sources from the 1550�s and the German 

sources from the 1590�s offer greater specificity as to how this melding of music to the 

affect of the text is to be accomplished.  These methods include alterations of tone color, 

tempo and dynamics. 
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An initial look at these sources, which range from the beginning to the end of the 

Renaissance, shows that prescriptions to use tone color, tempo and dynamic changes to 

highlight the text of a given vocal work begin in Italy in the 1550�s.  Sources before the 

1550�s, by contrast, are much more concerned with pristine articulation and energetic 

delivery of the text.  The first writer in the Renaissance to comment on these desirable 

attributes is the monk and itinerant singing teacher Conrad von Zabern.  In De modo bene 

cantandi (1474), von Zabern gives us an exhortation to sing texts energetically:  

Another error is singing sleepily and lifelessly and without affection, like a poor old woman on the 
brink of the grave.  This deprives the chant of the joy appropriate to it, and as it is less well heard 
it seems to be more of a moan than a chant�Behold how animatedly, affectively and with what 
great joy singing should be done, lest we fall into yet another extreme: some shouting loudly, 
while others can scarce be heard...Happy those that hew to the golden mean!226 

 
It is clear from this quote that von Zabern values an vivacious presentation of the text 

within the confines of good taste in singing.  In the other singing rules found in the same 

source, he shows his preoccupation with accurate enunciation, especially in the area of 

pure vowels, in which he rails against vowel mutation of any sort.  Therefore, von Zabern 

seems to be most concerned with a vocal presentation in which accurate diction and 

energy of singing are most important to successful delivery of the text to the listener. 

By contrast, a different sense of melding the text with the music begins to emerge 

in the second quarter of the sixteenth century.  In his work Prima ad musicen Instructio 

(1537), primarily a practical manual designed for the education of choirboys, Johannes 

Stomius states that �The voice has to be tempered, sometimes to the singing [musicality], 

                                                
226 Joseph Dyer, �Singing With Proper Refinement: From De modo bene cantandi (1474) by Conrad von 
Zabern,� Early Music 6 (1978): 221.   
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sometimes to the affect of the words.�227  His views differ from those of von Zabern in a 

couple of crucial respects.  Firstly, vocal production is not only altered for the sake of the 

beauty of tone and accurate diction, but also for the meaning of the text.  Secondly, 

Stomius seems to suggest that the texts of compositions can have a variety of affects, 

which the voice must be able to reproduce.  

An increased specificity in creating text/music relationships can be observed 

beginning in 1550�s Italy.  The well-known composer and theorist Nicolá Vicentino is 

one of the first to outline specific techniques to effect a union between the meaning of the 

text and the music.  It must be mentioned that Vicentino, employed by Cardinal Ippolito 

d�Este, was strongly tied to the Ferrarese court, with which Marenzio was also associated.  

Therefore, it seems highly probable that Marenzio came into contact with his ideas.  In 

his book Antica musica ridotta alla moderna practica (1555), Vicentino makes the 

following statement: 

Compositions differ according to the subjects on which they are made.  All too frequently, 
however, certain singers pay no attention to this in their singing.  They sing unheedingly, and, 
depending on their nature and custom, using their own specific technique�Singers, therefore, 
must consider the intention of the musical poet and whether the poet writes in the Latin or 
vernacular tongue, and they must imitate the composition with their voices by using as many 
diverse techniques of singing as there are diverse styles of composition.228  
  

Clearly, Vicentino is much more specific than Stomius in describing the means to 

implement a marriage of music and text.  His use of the term �technique� seems to imply 

that he expected singers to alter the manner of their singing in numerous ways to depict 

different text affects.  One of those ways was probably alteration of tone color, which this 
                                                
227 Johannes Stomius, Prima ad musicen Instructio, eaque simplicissima, pro artis huius tirunculis congesta 
(1537).  Translated in Betty Wilson, �Choral Pedagogy: Crossroads of Theory and Practice in Sixteenth-
Century Germany� (Phd diss., Boston University, 1995): 576.   
228 Nicolá Vicentino, Antica musica ridotta alla moderna practica, Book 4, Chapter 42.  Translated by 
Maria Rika Manientes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996): 299-300. 
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author will explore in the Application section of this chapter.  Writing in the seventeenth 

century, Michael Praetorius echoes Vicentino�s ideas, specifically linking them with 

oration:  

Just as an orator�s concern is not only to adorn his oration with attractive, beautiful and lively 
words and splendid figures, as well as to pronounce correctly and to move the emotions by his 
speech, now raising his voice, now allowing it to fall, now louder, now soft, now with full voice; 
so must a musician not only sing, but sing with art and grace, thereby moving the heart and 
affections of the auditors and permitting the song to accomplish its purpose.229 
 
While the idea of changing singing technique and tone color to express text 

spread slowly during the sixteenth century throughout Germany and Italy, use of dynamic 

and tempo changes to express the text came to the forefront in Italian writings only in the 

1550�s.  This revolution in text expression seems to have appeared in the German-

speaking regions no earlier than the 1590�s.  Although not written into the music until 

very late in the century, dynamic and tempo changes made to depict the text would have 

a profound influence on music composition in the Baroque era. 

In a discussion of tempo alterations to suit the text affect, it is helpful to introduce 

the concepts of mensura and tactus, reminding ourselves what they meant to Renaissance 

composers and musicians.  According to Betty Wilson, equal mensura is keeping all the 

note values the same from measure to measure under a specific mensuration sign (for 

instance, a minim in one measure will be the same as a minim in another measure), a 

concept that was maintained throughout the Renaissance era.230  An equal tactus, by 

contrast, indicates keeping the pulse of the music consistently even within the 

                                                
229 Carol MacClintock, ed.  Readings in the History of Music in Performance (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1979), 163. 
230 Wilson, 416. 
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mensuration sign.231 Throughout the Renaissance, writers conflated these two ideas into 

one concept, and it was only in the late Renaissance that writers began to view them as 

separate entities.  As a result, most of the pre-1590�s German writers allow for very little 

flexibility in tempo, even to express the text.  The advice of Johannes Stirpanius 

(Musicae planae rudimenta, 1553) echoes the views of other pre-1590�s German writers 

such as Andreas Ornithoparcus,  Stomius and Adrian Petit Coclico regarding changes in 

mensura and tactus:   

Let him observe the mensura with the greatest carefulness.  Let him not produce a song with a 
tactus now slower, now shorter.  For when the mensura has been destroyed, they [the singers] 
corrupt the song and go to ruin.232  
 

Although Stirpanius may be indicating a possible difference between mensura and tactus, 

it is clear that he does not allow for the possibility of changing the tactus within a given 

mensuration sign. 

An examination of two writers, Christoph Praetorius and Cyriacus Schneegass, 

shows the shift in thought that occurred throughout the latter half of the century in 

Germany.  Christoph Praetorius is essentially in agreement with Stirpanius nearly forty 

years later.  In his Erotemata Musices (1574), he states:  

Let them pay attention and strive towards an equal mensura as if to a goal, for inequality of 
mensura deforms the harmony and disturbs it.  For harmony is better perceived with a longer 
[slower] tactus to the ear and it has greater majesty and pleasure. 233 
 

Two points are clear from this quotation.  Although Praetorius is in accord with 

Stirpanius and other pre 1560�s German sources regarding changes of tactus, he is 

making a clearer distinction between tactus and mensuration than did his predecessors.  

                                                
231 Wilson, 416. 
232 Wilson, 577.   
233 Wilson, 580.   
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Also, there seems to be more than one school of thought concerning the tactus.  

Praetorius� favoring of a slower tactus in composition, for the sake of the harmony, is 

probably the result of the predilection after 1550 for use of the misura comun (common 

time) rather than the misura alla breve (cut time).  However, he seems to be allowing that 

others may do it differently.  This view paves the way for the changes to come in terms of 

the use of tempo to express text.      

Schneegass, Praetorius� younger contemporary, copied Praetorius� ideas in his 

Isagoges musicae libro duo (1591), in some cases word for word.  However, Schneegass 

deviates from Praetorius in the eleventh of his singing rules:  

Equal mensura must be preserved, lest harmony be deformed or confused; nevertheless for the 
sake of the text [my emphasis], a slower tactus may be used so that it [the song] may have a 
greater majesty and grace, andd thereby [the slower tactus] may embellish the song greatly.234  
 

The most striking change is the creation of a link by Schneegass between the tactus of a 

composition and the text, rather than only between the tactus and the music.  It is unclear 

whether Schneegass is referring to creating a slower tempo in order to enunciate the text 

more clearly or to elucidate the meaning of the text.  In both cases, Schneegass and 

Praetorius seem to indicate that the tempo is not to be altered in a composition once it is 

set initially at the beginning of the piece.  However, Wilson states after examining the 

sum of the evidence that the intertwining quality of the concepts of mensura and tactus 

allowed for �diversity of opinion and understanding to exist in the sixteenth century� 

regarding this issue.235    

                                                
234 Wilson, 583.  
235 Wilson, 418. 



 157

Beginning in the 1550�s in Italy, a shift toward greater freedom in tempo began to 

occur.  At the heart of this flexibility was a growing distinction made between mensura 

and tactus, allowing for changes in tactus within each mensuration sign.  This seems to 

have been the result of a growing interest in the rhetorical area of music.  Betty Wilson, 

in her study of German writers on vocal pedagogy, divides writings on music in the 

Renaissance into three categories based on different aspects of the art of music as 

understood in the sixteenth century: musica theoretica, (based on the liberal arts and 

scientific aspects of music, such as �music of the spheres�) musica practica (concerned 

with the teaching of music theory and singing) and musica poetica (concerned with the 

interrelationship of music and rhetoric).236    Rhetorical writings, those concerned with 

the shaping of a composition to express the text, seem to have become more common 

from the 1580�s on.237 Essentially, these writings advocated for composing according to 

the principles of rhetoric, which was to follow the manner in which an orator delivered a 

speech.  As a result, musical decisions such as the mode of the composition, the 

predominant hexachord (natural, soft or hard) and the placement of cadences were to 

follow both the form and the meaning of the text.  Zarlino, in particular, argues strongly 

for the placement of cadences in a hierarchy of importance, as with punctuation within 

the structure of a sentence.  As these writings became increasingly more common beyond 

the 1560�s, composers began to consistently organize their compositions around these 

principles.         

                                                
236 Wilson, 128. 
237  Ibid. 
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Vicentino is the first writer to mention the use of tempo shifts within a 

composition to depict the text, specifically linking this concept to common practices in 

oration:  

Sometimes a composition is performed according to a certain method that cannot be written down, 
such as uttering softly and loudly or fast and slow, or changing the measure in keeping with the 
words, so as to show the effects of the passions and the harmony.  This technique of having all the 
singers at once change the measure will not seem strange, provided the ensemble agrees on when 
the measure is to be changed, thus avoiding any errors.  A composition sung with changes of 
measure is pleasing because of the variety, more so than one that continues on to the end without 
any variation of tempo�The measure should change according to the words, now slower and now 
faster�The experience of the orator can be instructive, if you observe the technique he follows in 
his oration.  For he speaks now loud and now soft, not slow and now fast, thus greatly moving his 
listeners.238 
 

It is important to note that Vicentino states that music in the vernacular is to be altered in 

this fashion, presumably excluding sacred music. 

In De canendi elegantia, observationis (1594), Seth Calvisius, a writer strongly 

influenced by Italianate music writing near the end of the century, clearly supports 

Vicentino�s idea that tactus can be altered within a composition to elucidate the text:  

�The musical and verbal content often require an increase or decrease in tempo; therefore 

everybody must pay very good attention.�239   

Michael Praetorius, contemporary to Calvisius and Italian-trained, goes further 

than Vicentino in allowing tempo alterations for the purpose of text expression in sacred 

music as well as secular music.  In Book III of Syntagma Musicum, Praetorius states the 

following:  

Music should not be hastened, else the most delightful concert will sound confused.  However 
with a moderate tactus the harmony will sound better and be more easily perceived.  The 
mensuration likewise is to be observed, so that the harmony may not be deformed or 
disturbed�Nevertheless, for reasons of the text, sometimes to use now a slower, now a faster, 
beat adds singular majesty and grace, and marvelously ornaments the melody�Some people do 

                                                
238 Vicentino, trans. Maniates, 301. 
239 Wilson, 586. 
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not wish to allow a mixture of motet and madrigal styles in a single composition.  But I cannot 
accept their opinion, since motets and concertos are given a particular charm and delight when at 
their beginning a number of measures are set pathetically and slow, then several quick phrases 
follow immediately, succeeded again by slow and grave ones, changing and mingling, so that it is 
not always moving in one key or sound; rather, [using] such and similar changes with a slow and 
fast beat; likewise with the raising of the voice and then with a very quiet sound, done with all care 
and attention, as has been indicated before.240  
 

Summing up the performance practices of the previous century, Praetorius gives the 

clearest confirmation of the use of tempo alterations as a text expression technique in 

sacred music. 

A similar progression in thinking can be seen in the use of dynamics to express 

text.  Pre-1560�s German writers seem to view dynamics as related to tone production 

and breath management.  Therefore, constancy of sound seems to be the aim. Von 

Zabern, for example, urges singers to not make differences in volume between ascending 

and descending pitches.241 Hermann  Finck (1556) goes further to say, in a famous 

statement, that �The voices should not waver, but, as in organs rightly put together, the 

harmony should remain tranquil and steady.� 242 Although the author believes this quote 

refers more to breath support than dynamics, certain scholars view this as support for the 

notion that dynamics were monochromatic in performances of  Renaissance music dating 

from earlier than the 1560�s. 243 

Once again, Italian writers in the 1550�s are the first to mention the use of 

dynamic contrast to express text. Using the model of an orator, Vicentino makes 

allowances for dynamic fluctuation to depict the text. 244  Similarly, Vicentino�s more 

                                                
240 MacClintock, 150-151. 
241 Dyer, 217. 
242 MacClintock, 62. 
243 Frank Kirby, �Hermann Finck on Methods of Performance,� Music and Letters 42 (1961): 213. 
244 Vicentino, trans. Manientes, 301. 
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conservative contemporary Gioseffo Zarlino lends his support for the idea of dynamic 

changes in the service of the text:  

Singers should aim to render faithfully what is written to express the composer�s intent, intoning 
the correct steps in the right places.  They should seek to adjust to the consonances and to sing in 
accord with the nature of the words of the composition; happy words will be sung happily and at a 
lively pace whereas sad texts call for the opposite.245 
 
Later in the century, Calvisius�s opinions regarding dynamic fluctuations in 

service of the text seem to resemble Finck�s, as can be seen in the following quote: �All 

notes should be sung at the same volume.�  However, Calvisius goes further to say that 

exceptions should be made for reasons of text expression or to bring out a fugue 

subject.246  In the same source, Calvisius adds corroboration to the link between 

dynamics and text expression by stating, �The voice must be adapted to the affect, e.g., 

lamentations are to be expressed in a soft voice, accusations in an energetic one.�247 

Calvisius� addendum to Finck�s argument is supported by Praetorius as well.  As with 

tempo fluctuations in the service of the text, Praetorius advocates dynamic changes for 

textual reasons: �The composition, as well as the text and the meaning of the words, 

sometimes, but not too often, require that the tactus is beaten now fast, now slow; also 

that the choir be allowed to sing now softly and quietly, now loud and vigorously.�248  

Praetorius, however, is careful to note that tempo and dynamic changes should not be 

done to excess in sacred music: �Although in such and similar exchanges a certain 

moderation will be more necessary in churches than at the table.�249 The conclusion can 

                                                
245 Gioseffo Zarlino, L�Istitutione harmoniche, Part III (The Art of Counterpoint), chapter 45.  Translated 
by Guy A. Marco and Claude Palisca (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1968): 110. 
246 Wilson, 584. 
247 Wilson, 586. 
248 MacClintock,151.  
249 Ibid. 



 161

be reached that alterations of tempo and dynamics for the sake of text expression were 

sanctioned in the writings of theoreticians by Marenzio�s time and after, making it highly 

likely those changes would have been employed in his sacred and secular music. 

As with vibrato, it is not clear how to interpret the advice concerning text 

expression given by these writers to apply to performance of Marenzio�s motets.  The 

writers do not always give specific indications for how a marriage of text affect and 

music is to take place in performance.  In general, works of the late Renaissance do not 

contain markings that describe changes of dynamics and tempo.  The first work to do 

this, Sonata pian� e forte by Giovanni Gabrieli dates from 1597, right at the end of the 

Renaissance.  Although Marenzio was an older contemporary of Gabrieli, no such 

indications appear in his music.  However, a composer with Marenzio�s progressive 

tendencies and experience as a secular music composer would have undoubtedly 

endorsed tasteful application of these principles to his sacred music. 

Nor are there many secondary sources which provide suggestions to the conductor 

on how and when these tempo and dynamics changes are to be adopted.  Dennis 

Schrock�s article, �Phrasing in the Music of the Renaissance,� is a notable exception.  In 

the article, Schrock uses evidence from primary sources, especially Vicentino and 

Zarlino, to make a careful argument in favor of tempo and dynamic shifts to depict the 

text.  Schrock also offers some suggestions for implementation, based in large part upon 

Zarlino�s theory of cadences.  His belief is that  

A cadence is only effective because of its relationship to what went before- the degree of repose, 
completion or termination is determined by all the musical material preceding it.  It is the 
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manifestation of the function of this material as it is directed toward cadential points that gives 
shape and design to phrasing.250 
 

In order to provide a model for how text expression techniques described by the sources 

may be employed, I judiciously placed dynamics and tempo changes to express the text 

of a composition in my performing editions of the four motets discussed in this 

document.  In doing so, I used modern day terminology (e.g. ritardando, dynamic 

markings).   

Concrete examples of these techniques to elicit text expression can be seen in the 

following musical examples.  The motet Domine, quando veneris is an especially apt 

piece with which to show the feasibility of these techniques.  Marenzio is acutely aware 

of rhetorical treatment of text throughout this motet. The urgency of the text, from the 

Office of the Dead, is underscored by a short introductory section consisting of a 

threefold repetition of the word �Domine.�  Marenzio highlights the pathos of this plea to 

the Lord with a vocal wedge that opens to its greatest height in measure 4 and then 

collapses again down to one voice in measure 6.   

As Example 13 makes clear, this introductory gesture alone provides ample 

possibilities for tempo and dynamic changes.  For example, the first three utterances of 

�Domine� are given increasingly louder dynamic markings by the present author to 

reflect the �crescendo� indicated in the music by the vocal wedge.  Similarly, the 

dynamics decrease as the wedge collapses to one voice.  The movement into the half 

cadence in measures 5 and 6 is marked by poco ritardando markings placed in the canto, 

                                                
250 Dennis Schrock, �Phrasing in the Music of the Renaissance,� Choral Journal 35 (August 1994): 39. 
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quinto, tenore and basso voices, in the same way that an orator would slow down his or 

her rate of speech slightly before a semicolon. 

 

Later in the piece, Marenzio engages in a wonderful example of word painting.  In 

a madrigalian gesture, he sets the text �Ubi me abscondam?� to continuously rising 

imitative entries to underscore the anxiousness of this utterance.  To highlight this 

example of Marenzio�s compositional skill, I employed a poco accelerando marking to 

underscore the dramatic musical setting (Ex. 14): 

 

Another aspect of text expression that warrants discussion is the idea of the 

Affects.  Contrary to popular wisdom, Renaisssance writers discussed the idea of the 

Affects in music as far back as the early 1500�s.  Sources describe a compositional 
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process by which the composer would match a particular text with music in a mode that 

corresponded in ethos to the text.  Later in the century, particular sections of text the 

composer wished to be set in relief were highlighted through the technique of 

hexachordal shifts or alterations.  Although it was expected that the performers were to 

always express the text with specific text expression techniques, it is probable that the 

associations Renaissance listeners would attach to the modes and to shifts of hexachord 

would aid the performers in their task.  

In order to perform a Renaissance vocal composition expressively, the problem 

arises that the associations cultivated listeners from the Renaissance had concerning the 

modes and hexachords are now lost on contemporary audiences.  It is imperative, 

therefore, that these associations be regained as much as possible through techniques that 

resuscitate them.  The author believes that systematic altering of tone color on the part of 

the singers to express textual changes is in line with the views of such sources as 

Vicentino and Michael Praetorius.  The basis of the tone color scheme used with the 

Collegium centered on an association created by myself between particular vowels and 

text with emotional impact.  In rehearsal, I instructed the singers to color texts associated 

with agitated or fearful emotions with an �i� vowel.  Similarly, the singers were asked to 

color texts that are concerned with sad or penitential feelings with an �u� vowel.    

Opportunities to alter the tone color of the ensemble for textual reasons abound in 

Domine, quando veneris.  The dramatic, penitential text of the motet allows for judicious 

tone color alteration.  In Example 15, a D major sonority suddenly asserts itself in the 

context of the D Dorian mode, creating mode mixture.  This modal coloration occurs on 



 165

the word �veneris.�  The chamber ensemble was instructed in rehearsal to subtly color 

this musical passage with �i� vowel color to gently accentuate this dramatic musical 

moment: 

 
 

In Gaudent in coelis, Marenzio also employs rhetorical gestures to depict the text.  

He sets �Et quia pro eius amore� in homophony, thus using textural contrast to highlight 

the text. Because �amore� is central to this text example, I asked the chamber choir to 

color this musical phrase through a �u� vowel.  This change of color was further 

underscored by the harpsichord�s change of color to a lute stop.  As can be seen in 

Example 16, the change of tone color is also enhanced by the piano dynamic and the 

dolce expression marking. 
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It is worth noting that Laudate Dominum and Cantate Domino contain fewer text 

expression markings in the editions.  This is mainly due to the polychoral nature of these 

pieces and to the performance environment in which they would have been performed.  

The Roman polychoral pieces are in many ways perfect vehicles for the dictates of the 

Council of Trent because the emphasis is on delivery of the text above most other 

considerations.  Thus, I saw little reason to include many tempo, dynamic or tone color 

changes in these pieces because there were very few examples of word painting and 

musical rhetoric in them.   The performance environment in which Laudate Dominum 

and Cantate Domino  would have been performed, large, resonant spaces, would have 

necessitated cappella tone production and thus would have reduced the ability of the 

performers to alter their tone quality to express the text.  
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CHAPTER 5. 
ORNAMENTATION 

 
Use of ornamentation in Renaissance vocal music is one of the most hotly debated 

issues in musicological circles.  It is clear that ornamentation was discussed in the 

primary sources from the last half of the sixteenth century on up through the Baroque.  

These sources include both theoretical treatises and practical manuals which explain the 

art of diminution and/or give musical examples of ornamentation.  However, there is 

much disagreement over their meaning and scope.  The examination in this chapter of 

primary and key secondary sources which discuss ornamentation is centered around the 

following topics: the commonality of ornamentation practice, the classification of 

embellishments and embellishing styles, rules concerning ornamentation gleaned from 

the sources, the possible use of ornamentation in a sacred context, ensemble 

embellishment and ornamentation pedagogy.     

The eminent editor and musicologist Alfred Einstein set the tone for the debate 

concerning ornamentation early on with his opinion that the diminution manuals �show 

an exaggerated use of [ornaments]�.251 Einstein may have based his argument on 

Zarlino�s advice that the composer�s music should not be altered in any way, citing 

ornamentation as a prime example:  

Matters for the singer to observe are these: First of all he must aim diligently to perform what the 
composer has written.  He must not be like those who, wishing to be thought worthier and wiser 
than their colleagues, indulge in certain divisions [diminutioni] that are so savage and so 
inappropriate that they not only annoy the hearer  but are ridden with thousands of errors, such as 

                                                
251 Alfred Einstein, letter to Imogene Horsely, 1950.  Quoted in Imogene Horsely, �Improvised 
Embellishment in the Performance of Renaissance Polyphonic Music,� Journal of the American 
Musicological Society 4 (1951): 18. 
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many dissonances, consecutive unisons, octaves, fifths, and other similar progressions absolutely 
intolerable in composition.252 
 
The great number of primary sources which discuss ornamentation show that 

Zarlino�s opinion is an exception rather than the rule.  As Ernest Ferand made known to 

us, there are 146 primary sources, including theoretical treatises, diminution manuals and 

extant examples of ornamented compositions.  It is interesting to note that of the fourteen 

primary sources examined for this study which specifically deal with ornamentation, 

Zarlino is the only writer who opposes its use.  The other sources all allow for 

ornamentation to occur to some degree.  Zarlino�s contemporaries Nicolá Vicentino, 

Hermann Finck and Adrian Petit Coclico discuss the use of ornamentation as if it were an 

established practice rather than an abhorrent aberration.  Writing at the end of the 

sixteenth century, Lodovico Zacconi, in Prattica di musica, sums up the attitude 

concerning ornamentation shared by these writers:  

�Music has always been beautiful and becomes more so each hour because of the diligence and 
study by which singers enhance it; it is not renewed or changed because of the figures [the notes], 
which are always of one kind, but by graces and ornaments it is made to appear always more 
beautiful�These persons who have such quickness and ability to deliver a quantity of figures in 
tempo with such velocity, have so enhanced and made beautiful the songs that now whosoever 
does not sing like those singers [i.e., without ornamentation] gives little pleasure to his hearers, 
and few of these singers are held in esteem.253  

 
It is hard to accept Einstein�s argument that ornamentation was not a common practice 

considering the specificity and detail of the rules offered in treatises and the large amount 

of extant ornamentation examples.  Rather, the evidence suggests that embellishment was 

a fairly common practice throughout the sixteenth century.  As a result, there seems to be 

                                                
252 Gioseffo Zarlino, L�Istitutione harmoniche, Part III (The Art of Counterpoint), chapter 45.  Translated 
by Guy A. Marco and Claude Palisca (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1968), 110. 
253 Carol MacClintock, ed.  Readings in the History of Music in Performance (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1979),  68- 69. 



 169

a continuum of acceptable performance practice regarding ornamentation, ranging from 

an avoidance of its use to its employment in abundance. 

Pioneering secondary sources in the 1950�s and 1960�s such as Imogene 

Horsely�s �Improvised Embellishment in the Performance of Renaissance Polyphonic 

Music�, Ernest Ferand�s �Didactic Embellishment Literature in the Late Renaissance:  A 

Survey of Sources� and Frank Kirby�s �Hermann Finck on Methods of Performance� 

generated interest in the study of Renaissance embellishment practices.  Once 

ornamentation was accepted as a standard performance practice, attention began to focus 

in the musicological community on classifying ornamentation and codifying the rules for 

its use from the primary sources.  Howard Mayer Brown�s book Embellishing Sixteenth-

Century Music and Mark Vernon Hulse�s dissertation �Sixteenth Century Embellishment 

Styles: With Emphasis on Vocal-Ensemble Applications� were particularly instrumental 

in achieving these goals.  

Ornamentation can be classified in five ways: by time period, by musical style, by 

nationality or region of origin) and by performing forces (vocal versus instrumental 

ornamentation).  Over time, scholars have moved away from viewing ornamentation as 

essentially indistinct and interchangeable to eminently classifiable.  In Embellishing 

Sixteenth-Century Music, Brown divides ornaments into two basic categories: graces, 

which are shorter ornaments often confined to cadential moments, and passaggi, which 

are longer, more florid ornaments that are employed throughout a composition.  He 

describes the differences between the two categories in the following manner:  

Most writers on embellishments, both during the Renaissance and in the present century, agree 
that sixteenth-century performers normally ornamented written music by applying running 
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figuration patterns, so called diminutions, passaggi or gorgie, to a basic melody; that is, they 
substituted for the longer notes or groups of notes in a composition, the breves, semibreves, and 
sometimes even minims, fast-moving stereotyped melodic formulas to produce what was in effect 
a melodic variation.  But almost all the sixteenth-century authors also make a distinction between 
specific ornaments applied to specific notes- ornaments that can conveniently be called �graces,� 
although that name was never applied to them in the sixteenth century- as opposed to longer, freer, 
running passages that substitute for the slower-moving basic intervals of a melody- ornaments that 
can conveniently be called diminutions or passaggi, as they normally were called during most of 
the century.254 

 
Brown bases this distinction on Martin Agricola�s (1528) distinction between Coloriren 

or Coloratur (longer ornaments) and Mordanten (shorter ornaments-graces).255  Graces 

include such ornamentation as the trillo and gruppo.  By contrast, the passaggi consist of 

�stereotyped melodic formulas� that usually connected any two given pitches in a 

melody.256  These formulas were often organized in diminution manuals according to the 

interval between two pitches, ranging from the unison to the fifth or more.  Each 

diminution manual would usually have a special section reserved for stock cadential 

formulae, which were generally embellished patterns that were identical or near-identical 

to the passaggi.  Above all, the ornaments from the diminution manuals were 

�presumably to be practiced and learned by rote, so that each performer would have an 

instant supply of clichés that could be added on the spot to any composition.�257   

Brown also identifies general and similarities and differences between 

ornamentation styles in the sixteenth century based on time period.  He distinguishes 

between sources before and after 1584, which marked the publication date of Girolama 

Dalla Casa�s treatise.  According to Brown, the pre-1584 writers of passaggi (Coclico, 

                                                
254 Howard Mayer Brown, Embellishing Sixteenth-Century Music (London: Oxford University Press, 
1976), 1. 
255 Brown, 2. 
256 Brown, 17. 
257 Brown, 20. 



 171

Camillo Maffei and Diego Ortiz) �all wrote passaggi in approximately the same style , 

and their similarities to one another are especially obvious when their work is compared 

with the treatises from the last twenty years of the century�all three musicians apply 

their passaggi evenly, speeding up the original melody line but without causing any 

abrupt rhythmic shifts,� in effect, creating a variation on the original in which the original 

profile of the melody is maintained.258 By contrast, the post-1584 style writers, which he 

labels �virtuosic� and �decadent� �pile onto comparatively simple melodic lines 

excessively florid ornaments of awesome speed, while at the same time leaving more of 

the original notes unadorned than the earlier musicians did, so that the newer music is 

characterized by rapid changes of pace from slow to very fast indeed.�259  Yet, Brown 

notes the similarity in style among these treatise writers through the century:  �Indeed, 

one of the characteristic traits of passaggi throughout the century is their tendency to 

proceed in stepwise motion and equal time values, with simple rhythmic patterns and 

occasional skips introduced for the sake of variety.�260  What is different between pre- 

and post-1584 sources, therefore, is the relative speed of the ornamentation due to the 

introduction of ever-shorter rhythmic values.  Brown also exercises caution in making the 

claim that there was a progression in ornamenting style through out the century, due to 

the idiosyncratic style each writer employed.  He sums up the similarities and differences 

in ornamentation among the sources very nicely: �Even though the technique of 

                                                
258 Brown, 35. 
259 Ibid. 
260 Brown, 26. 
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ornamentation remained the same during the entire century, the style of embellishments 

did change from writer to writer and from generation to generation.�261  

In general, Brown does not see very many terms of differences between vocal and 

instrumental ornamentation styles.  Rather, Brown believes that vocal and instrumental 

ornamentation patterns were very similar throughout the century and that they are 

virtually interchangeable.262  He notes only two exceptions: the trillo, which is clearly an 

idiomatic vocal ornament, and the embellishments of Bovicelli, who as a singer for 

Milan, wrote ornamentation that consisted of an alternation of graces similar to those 

employed in the seventeenth century with some passaggi.263 

Brown also believed there was little difference in ornamentation by nationality.  

This sanguine view of the essential interchangeability of Renaissance ornamentation was 

challenged by later secondary sources.  Mark Vernon Hulse�s dissertation, "Sixteenth-

Century Embellishment Styles: With Emphasis on Vocal-Ensemble Applications� 

examines differences in ornamentation styles by time period and nationality, challenging 

Brown�s view of the interchangeability of ornamenting styles.   

Hulse identifies four major styles of ornamentation: the reserved style, the Northern 

style, the Ganassi style and the mannerist style.  Similar to Brown, Hulse views all styles 

except for the mannerist style to precede 1584.  Hulse describes the reserved style 

(originating from pre-1584 Italian and Spanish sources) in the following manner:  

                                                
261 Brown, 29. 
262 Brown, 61. 
263 Brown, 48. 



 173

Harmonic stability and steady rhythm reflect the Renaissance aesthetic of �balance, unity and 
proportion.�  Conservative melodic ranges, stepwise motion and homogenous embellishment density 
create a fluidity and grace which further characterize this style.264 

 
The Ganassi style is unique to the writings of Silvestro Ganassi da Fontega, whose 

ornamenting examples contain unique divisions of the breve into five and even seven parts.  

Hulse describes this idiosyncratic style as different from the reserved style in �melodic 

freedom, frequent use of intervals larger than a third�and daring use of syncopation and 

proportions.�265 The Northern style, predominantly found in Germany, is very close to the 

reserved style in character, but contains a greater tolerance for harmonic dissonance on 

strong beats266.  The mannerist style is described in a manner similar to Brown�s 

description of the �virtuoso� style.  In describing this style, Hulse refers to the same writers 

as does Brown (Bassano, Dalla Casa, Bovicelli):  �The mannerist style blossomed in the 

last two decades of the 16th century and sharply contrasted with the classical Renaissance 

aesthetic of proportion and balance by emphasizing personal expression and virtuosic 

display.�267  In a statement contrasting mannerist ornamentation with other styles, Hulse 

says, �Textually significant words are embellished frequently, especially vivid nouns and 

action verbs.  Correct accentuation is enhanced by giving strong syllables faster or longer 

embellishments.�268 

The question of distinctions between vocal and instrumental ornamentation has 

not been clearly resolved.  Horsely and Brown argue that vocal and instrumental 

ornamentation is virtually indistinguishable throughout the Renaissance.  In his article 
                                                
264 Mark Vernon Hulse, �Sixteenth-Century Embellishment Styles: With Emphasis on Vocal-Ensemble 
Applications (Doctoral dissertation, Stanford University, 1988): 30. 
265 Hulse, 31. 
266 Hulse, 49. 
267 Hulse, 60. 
268 Hulse, 70. 
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�Hermann Finck on Methods of Performance,� Kirby disagrees with this assessment.  

Kirby shows that Finck disapproved of the application of instrumental ornamenting 

idioms to vocal music: �He criticizes those self-taught musicians, who �manage somehow 

to sing without following the example of a teacher by using string instruments, and do not 

hesitate to use organ ornamentations in singing which are quite incorrect, and some of the 

tear excellent compositions to bits, like puppies chewing somebody�s dress.��269  Kirby 

goes on to describe the attributes of organ ornamentation in Finck�s day compared to 

Finck�s own examples placed in his motet Te maneat semper:  

The type of ornamentation under discussion here involves breaking larger note values (brevis and 
semibrevis) into smaller ones (semiminima and fusa).  In the examples of coloraturae supplied by 
Finck at the end of the treatise- the ornamented cadential progressions (clausulae) as well as the 
motet �Te maneat semper�, which has the coloraturae written in- we see that this breaking up of 
note values is carried out with great care and to a much lesser extent than was customary in the 
organ-playing of the time.  Instead of the usual keyboard practice of breaking down successive 
semibreves into four semiminimae each, Finck divides a semibrevis into two minimae or a minima 
into two semiminimae, thus avoiding long passages of uniform figuration.  Furthermore, he 
employs these coloraturae rather sparingly: only occasionally are two parts ornamented at one and 
the same time.  Such moderation in the application of the coloraturae, therefore, was not 
characteristic of contemporary organists, whose excessive use of ornamentation he wishes to avoid 
in the performance of vocal music.270 

 
Kirby thus suggests that Finck creates idiomatically appropriate ornamentation for the 

voice by avoiding long passages of short rhythmic values.  His analysis of Finck�s 

ornamentation style suggests a future study of the  treatises and diminution manuals of 

Marenzio�s instrumentalist contemporaries Girolamo dalla Casa and Giovanni Bassano 

with his vocalist contemporaries Giovanni Luca Conforti, Giovanni Battista Bovicelli and 

Giulio Caccini. 

                                                
269  Frank Kirby, "Hermann Finck on Methods of Performance," Music and Letters 42  
(1961): 215.  
270 Kirby, 216. 
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A synthesis of the �rules� of ornamentation from the primary sources is extremely 

important to guide our singers in historically informed application of embellishments in 

Renaissance vocal music.  Rules for ornamentation can be divided into several 

categories: rules of application (where and when to ornament), rules governing vocal 

technique, rules concerning harmonic errors and ornamenting simultaneities and rules 

governing text and ornamentation.  I have based my analysis of fourteen sources which 

discuss ornamentation on the idea of �consensus.� I have determined a �consensus� to 

occur when two or more sources of the same nationality or different nationalities give 

identical or similar advice concerning ornamentation.  Statements that have a 

�consensus� have been determined  to be ornamentation �rules�, while solitary statements 

without corroboration have been determined to be �suggestions� which support the rules 

if they do not contradict them. 

There is a great disparity among the sources concerning rules of application, 

although there is some consensus to be found.  A large number of writers caution singers 

to ornament a composition judiciously (Maffei, Finck, Zacconi, Calvisius, Cerone).  

When authors do not explicitly state this as a rule, they often put this idea into application 

in the written out examples of compositions that often accompany their diminution 

manuals (an example is Petit Coclico).  Maffei advises that one should ornament no more 

than five times in a composition.  It should be noted that some scholars assume Maffei is 

referring to the ornaments sung by each member of the ensemble rather than to the total 

number of ornaments to be sung by all singers. 
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Two of the sources (Maffei and Zacconi) argue that ornamentation should be 

confined mostly to cadences and should be applied sparingly elsewhere.  Zacconi goes 

further to say �one must be able to ornament a cadence, and happy is the singer that can 

do it well.�271  Once again, this statement is corroborated by other sources in the large 

number of cadential diminutions given in their treatises and musical examples in which 

the cadential passages are ornamented. 

Another aspect of ornamenting a composition is the distribution of 

embellishments throughout the work.  Zacconi gives the common-sense advice that 

singers should take care to ornament throughout a composition and not just at the end:  

The singer should also be careful at the end of any song not to do what many mediocre and 
inexperienced singers do in this profession; they make such copious ornamentations that they wish 
to display everything at the end, and have left the whole middle section empty and dull.  Therefore 
one who sings gorgia should show his valor not only at the end of a piece but also in the middle, 
where he must show his bold heart with audacity.272 

 
In El melopeo y el maestro (1613), Pietro Cerone agrees with Zacconi�s advice.273 

Again, other writers show their adherence to this concept in their written musical 

examples.  

A fourth aspect of ornamentation is adding embellishments to all voice parts in 

vocal-ensemble ornamentation.  Petit Coclico states that he would not ornament the bass 

part because embellishment in that voice would interfere with the harmonic foundation of 

the music.274  The sources in general vary greatly concerning addition of embellishment 

to all voice parts; in many instances, the soprano part is favored above the others for 
                                                
271 MacClintock, 74. 
272 MacClintock, 71. 
273 Quoted in Charles Jacobs, �Ornamentation in Spanish Renaissance Vocal Music,� Performance Practice 
Review 4, no. 2 (1991): 127. 
274 Adrian Petit Coclico, Compendium Musices (1552).  Translated by Albert Seay (Colorado Springs, 
Colorado College Music Press, 1973): 21. 
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ornamentation.  By contrast, Finck advocates for ornmentation in all the parts of a vocal 

composition: �There are many that are of the opinion that the bass should not be 

embellished, others say the discantus; but in my opinion embellishments both can and 

should be applied to all the voices.�275  Maffei concurs with this view in his 

ornamentation of the madrigal Lasciar il velo.276 

A final aspect of ornamentation concerns the application of embellishment to the 

first entrance in an imitative composition.  Zacconi believes this should be avoided: �And 

the first rule should be that in beginning any song the other parts should not make 

diminutions until after the first singer has been heard.�277 Cerone agrees with Zacconi�s 

advice in this area as well, almost copying Zacconi word for word.278 

The largest area of consensus among the sources is that of vocal production of 

ornaments.  The vast majority of the sources believe that embellishments are produced in 

the throat with some degree of glottal articulation ( Petit Coclico, Finck, Zacconi, 

Christoph Praetorius, Calvisius, Michael Praetorius, Cerone).  Many of these sources 

distinguish between �throat coloraturae� against �tongue coloraturae.�  Although vague, 

the term �tongue coloraturae� seems to refer to the use of solmization syllables to clarify 

every note in an embellishment.  Although clearly a possible practice, a large number of 

the writers declare that this technique is inferior to that of producing all the notes with the 

throat.   

                                                
275 MacClintock, 63. 
276 MacClintock, 48 and 51. 
277 MacClintock, 70. 
278 Jacobs, 126. 
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Robert Greenlee�s article �Dispositione di voce: Passage to Florid Singing� 

identifies a particular form of singing technique (dispositione di voce) practiced by 

virtuoso singers of the period. This singing technique was characterized by the ability to 

sing ornamentation very quickly and efficiently, a technique believed by Greenlee to be 

lost.  Greenlee identifies the throat (i.e. the glottis or larynx) as the basis for ornamentation, 

based on primary sources.279  In the article, he examines two modern-day techniques for 

singing florid passages, diaphragmatic articulation and articulation through vibrato 

matching, and determines that these two techniques are not adequate to duplicate the 

dispositione di voce.280 

Using Greenlee�s article as a basis, a study conducted by Joy Sherman and 

Lawrence Brown attempted to identify a modern vocal technique that would resuscitate the 

dispositione di voce.  In their article, �Singing Passaggi: Modern Application of a 

Centuries-Old Technique,� Sherman and Brown concur with Greenlee that the throat was 

the basis for the articulation technique, citing Cerone and Praetorius as well as Maffei and 

Zacconi along with other sources.281  Based on the descriptions offered by these sources, 

the authors believe that the dispositione was closest to a modern technique known as 

glottal articulation.  They then conducted a scientific experiment on four choirs to 

determine the effectiveness of glottal articulation in relation to vibrato matching and 

diaphragmatic articulation, as well as a fourth technique, vowel rearticulation.  Their study 

                                                
279 Robert Greenlee, �Dispositione di voce: Passage to Florid Singing,� Early Music 15 (1987): 50.  
280 Greenlee, 52. 
281 Joy Sherman and Lawrence R. Brown, �Singing Passaggi: Modern Application of a Centuries-old 
Technique,� Choral Journal 36 (August 1995): 28.  
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concluded that glottal articulation was the closest in achieving the florid singing 

characterized by the lost dispositione.282  

In terms of the vertical, harmonic implications of ornamentation, the sources 

generally prescribe a great deal of freedom.  Some, such as Finck, advise extreme caution 

in ornamenting to avoid harmonic errors such as consecutive fifths, but others, particularly 

Maffei, allow for some errors due to the speed at which the diminutions pass before the 

ear: �And briefly I reply that it is very true that mistakes are made in diminishing, but the 

diminution with its speed and its pleasing quality hides the defects in such a way that 

neither harshness nor falseness can be known.�283  As has been shown by Hulse, the 

Northern style of ornamentation contains some level of harmonic dissonance in written out 

examples.284 

Another aspect of vertical implications in ornamentation is the order in which 

ornaments are to occur in vocal-ensemble performance.  Many of the sources make a 

special point to denounce simultaneous embellishment in vocal-ensemble ornamentation, 

for obvious reasons, and advise the singers alternate in ornamenting.  Yet another aspect of 

vertical implications is the use of ornamentation in imitative passages.  Cerone is alone 

among other authors in stating that musicians should follow the ornamentation done by 

others in the same imitative passage.285 

An interesting view of verticality in ornamentation is that of Vicentino, who 

discusses vocal-ensemble ornamentation from a harmonic point of view.  In his opinion, 
                                                
282 Sherman and Brown, 32. 
283 MacClintock, 60. 
284 Hulse, 54. 
285 Charles Jacobs, �Ornamentation in Spanish Renaissance Vocal Music,� Performance Practice Review 4 
(Fall 1991): 128. 
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ornamentation practiced by a vocal ensemble in a four voice composition will contain 

many harmonic errors.  In this he is in agreement with Zarlino.  Vicentino, however, 

advocates a novel solution to the problem:  

Such persons are advised that diminutions made in the proper places and in tempo will seem good.  
Moreover, such diminutions should be used in more than four voices, because diminution always 
causes the loss of numerous consonances and the burden of many dissonances.  Even though the 
diminution may seem smooth to inexperienced listeners, it nevertheless impoverishes the harmony.  
To avoid losing harmony in compositions while singers display a refined talent for diminution, it is 
a good idea to have such diminution accompanied by instruments that play the composition 
accurately, without diminution.  For harmony cannot be lost through diminution if the instrument 
holds the consonances for their full values.286  

 
It is clear from this quote that Vicentino intends for a heterophonous performance in which 

the instrument and ornamenting singer on each vocal line perform the music 

simultaneously in a four part composition.  In compositions that are more than four parts, 

Vicentino is not so concerned about harmonic dissonance:  

Moreover, in compositions sung without instruments, diminutions sound good in works for more 
than four voices, because wherever a consonance is missing it is replaced by another part, either at 
the octave or at the unison.  The composition will not be left bereft of harmony, because the singers 
making the diminutions proceed by wandering among the parts, sometimes at the second, third, 
fourth, fifth, sixth or octave- touching now on one part and now another with various consonances 
and dissonances- which dissonances seem consonant without being so owing to the rapidity of the 
singing.287 

 
Rules concerning treatment of text are given special emphasis by the sources.  Two 

writers, Maffei and Zacconi, indicate that ornamentation is to occur only on the 

penultimate syllable of a word.  These two writers probably make this point because the 

word accent mostly occurs in the penultimate position in the Italian language.  This 

injunction is corroborated in the music examples provided by the other writers.  Two other 

observations from the primary sources concerning ornamentation and text should be noted.  

Both Cerone and Christoph Praetorius enjoin the singers not to mutilate the text in their 
                                                
286 Vicentino, trans. Maniates, 300. 
287 Ibid. 
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desire to ornament.  This concern for text delivery shows the importance given by all 

writers throughout the Renaissance to the intelligible rendering of texts.  

Also, certain words or concepts are considered by some sources as off limits to 

ornamentation.  Both Vicentino and Cerone admonish singers to avoid ornamenting sad or 

somber texts or words as they view ornaments to be inherently joyful.   In addition, 

Cerone, who seems to be particularly sensitive to issues of text related to ornamentation, 

advises singers to avoid ornaments on certain pictorial words or phrases:  

There are also other passages [Figuras] which, by reason of their words, do not need ornaments 
[accentos]�as whenever one would sing �Clamavit,� �Ascendit Deus,� �Intonuit de caelo 
Dominus,� �Fuera, fuera, cavalleros,� and other diverse things, which the discreet singer has to 
judge.288  
 

This statement by Cerone is most interesting because it indicates a desire on his part to 

avoid obvious madrigalisms, which may reflect a gradual shift in emphasis toward 

Baroque ideals.   

The �rules� described above have been distilled into the following ten statements: 

1)  True ornamentation occurs in the throat (glottal articulation).  Other methods, 
particularly those involving the tongue (or motion of the tongue), are not legitimate. 

 
2)  Embellish judiciously.  Maffei gives the guideline of no more than five times per part 
in a composition. 

 
3)  No simultaneous ornaments; ornament one at a time in vocal-ensemble performance. 

 
4)  Apply to penultimate syllables only. 

 
5)  Ornament mostly at cadences, and sparingly elsewhere. 

 
6)  Ornamentation should never interfere with the text. 

 
7)  Ornament throughout a composition. 

 
                                                
288 Jacobs, 126. 
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8)  Do not ornament, or ornament sparingly, at beginning of a polyphonic composition. 
 

9)  Ornamentation is acceptable in all parts. 
 

10)  Do not ornament sad or somber texts. 
 
 

�Suggestions� gleaned from the sources for which there is no �consensus� are included 

below: 

 
1)  Contrapuntal errors are acceptable in ornamentation. 

 
2)  Vocal/ensemble embellishments should be supported by instruments playing the 
original in heterophony with the embellishments. 

 
3)  Do not ornament words or phrases that are already pictorial in nature. 

 
4)  All voices should ornament imitative passages in the same manner. 
 

 
Although �rules� for use of ornamentation are readily available to conductors, 

implementation of ornamentation in motets requires careful consideration.  The primary 

sources are not forthcoming about the use of ornamentation in sacred music.  Indeed, 

Dennis Woodhall states in his dissertation �Embellished Editions of Selected Renaissance 

Vocal-Ensemble Music� that the practice of ornamentation, based on the 146 extant 

examples of didactic source material, is primarily an Italian and secular one.289 

Justification for this practice, however, can be pieced together with a variety of 

different kinds of evidence.  Out of 146 embellished editions of compositions, sixteen of 

them are motets, which provides some concrete evidence for embellishment in a sacred 

context.  These embellished examples were written by Bassano, who worked as a 

                                                
289 Dennis Woodhall, �Embellished Editions of Selected Renaissance Vocal-Ensemble Music,� (Doctoral 
dissertation, Arizona State University, 1983): 18. 
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cornettist and leader of the wind consort in Venice, and Bovicelli, who was a cathedral 

singer employed in Milan. 

Other improvisational practices that were known to occur in a sacred setting 

bolster the argument that embellishment was practiced in this context as well.  The 

performance practice of cantare super librum, or improvisation of a line of counterpoint 

over a Gregorian chant, seems to have been a common component of the training of 

many musicians.  Betty Wilson tells us that in Germany, even up to Marenzio�s time, the 

practice of sortisatio, or improvised counterpoint, was described in several of the written 

sources and seems to have been an endemic German tradition.290  Petit Coclico 

regretfully acknowledges the following: 

A method of singing [improvised] counterpoint is rare in Germany�if anyone makes mention of 
[improvised] counterpoint and demands it in a perfect musician, they destroy it with a more than 
snarling distaste.291  

 
Seth Calvisius, on the other hand, provides confirmation that improvised counterpoint 

was a desirable and relatively thriving practice, at least in his day:  

those who live at the courts of princes, are accustomed to add a harmony  [counterpoint] to any 
subject presented to them privately or in public� This they do casually, suddenly and 
extempore.292 

 
In Italy, improvised counterpoint may have been held in less high regard, but it 

was an established practice.  Vicentino comments on it pejoratively:  

It is not modern to introduce imitations [canons] with the plainchant melody, and not much can be 
done in this way.  By far better is it to have the contrapuntal voices imitate each other.293 

 

                                                
290 Wilson, 475. 
291 Petit Coclico, trans. Seay, 21. 
292 Ernest Ferand, �Improvised Vocal Counterpoint in the Late Renaissance and the Early Baroque,� 
Annales musicologiques 4 (1956): 139. 
293 Ferand, 154. 
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Links between improvised counterpoint and embellishment practices can be seen 

in the treatises concerning improvised counterpoint compiled by the Nanini brothers, 

Roman contemporaries of Marenzio.  In his article �Improvised Vocal Counterpoint in 

the Late Renaissance and the Early Baroque,� Ernest Ferand describes the musical 

contents of these treatises: 

The Nanini treatises contain a very great number of patterns of (more or less) florid counterpoint 
for the ready use of the improvising singers, systematically arranged to fit all the possible 
exigencies of any plainchant melody.  There are sometimes as many as 17 different melodic 
formulae to one and the same progression of the cantus firmus, to ascending and descending 
seconds (scale up and down), ascending and descending thirds, fourths, etc�Of a conspicuously 
instrumental character, these patterns are strongly reminiscent of the diminution formulae well 
known from the manuals of embellishment that appeared in increasing numbers during the second 
half of the 16th century�The Nanini patterns (one is tempted to call them �vocal ostinato 
variations on a plainchant�) not only confirm our knowledge of the striking similarity, indeed 
interchangeability, of vocal and instrumental devices, but may also serve as a good example of the 
overlapping of the �vertical� and �horizontal� aspects of polyphonic improvisation, contrappunto 
a mente [improvised counterpoint] and diminution.294 
 
Improvised vocal counterpoint is cited as a common practice on important feast 

days in the Sistine Chapel choir by Graham Dixon.295 In addition, Giovanni Battista 

Bovicelli and Giovanni Luca Conforti, both prominent authors of diminution manuals, 

were employed by sacred institutions, the latter a member of the Sistine Chapel.  On the 

basis of this evidence, Dixon believes that it was probable that embellishment was 

practiced at times in sacred settings.296  As a result, I have considered it appropriate to 

add tasteful embellishments to two of the motet editions.  

The thorny problem of applicability of ornamentation within a choral context is 

also necessary to consider.  The primary sources give confirmation of a variety of vocal-

                                                
294 Ferand, 163-4. 
295 Graham Dixon, �The Performance of Palestrina: Some Questions, but Fewer Answers,� Early Music 23 
(1995): 672. 
296 Ibid. 
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ensemble ornamentation practices,297 but none concerning choral improvisation. Only 

one source (Finck) mentions choral improvisation, but in a negative light: �In this place 

let it be enough to say that in a chorus coloraturae cannot be added without poor results, 

for when one part is assigned to several to sing, the coloraturae will become very 

difficult, whence both the pleasantness and the nature of the sound are obscured.�298  

Clearly, Finck is decrying the idea of more than one person on the same vocal line 

attempting to improvise, creating simultaneous ornamentation. 

In his dissertation, Woodhall wrestles with the implications created by Finck�s 

statement.  After considering Vicentino�s advice concerning vocal and instrumental 

simultaneous performance for ornamenting four part vocal music, Woodhall ends up 

asking this perceptive question: �For example, did he [Finck] mean no embellishment at 

all, or did he mean that only one solo voice at a time should be allowed to embellish 

while the remaining performers maintained the original counterpoint?�299  Although there 

is no clear answer to this question from a musicological point of view, it still raises an 

intriguing possibility for a reasonably historically sound extrapolation of performance 

practice information to a contemporary performance context. 

With the question of choral improvisation, interpretation of the sources must end 

and creativity must begin for the choral director.  The decision on the part of the 

conductor to employ choral improvisation must be based on consideration of the modern 

choral ensemble as well as on historical evidence.  One of the major responsibilities of 

                                                
297 The term �vocal ensemble� is defined by Woodhall to mean an ensemble composed of one person to a 
part. 
298 MacClintock, 64. 
299 Woodhall, 59. 
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the choral director is to educate his or her students about Renaissance music and 

performance practices.  Since much of the vocal music of the Renaissance originally sung 

one to a part is commonly done today in a choral context for educational purposes, it 

follows that embellishment practices that were normally performed one to a part could 

also be done in a choral ensemble for their educational value as well. 

Another responsibility of the modern choral director is to be �the composer�s 

advocate.�  This dictate applies not only to written music but to improvisational practices 

as well.  Based on his associations with writers such as Vicentino and Conforti, Marenzio 

would not only have heard improvisational practice on a day to day basis but most likely 

would have sanctioned it in his music as well.  Since Marenzio�s expectations probably 

were for the performers to ornament his music, the conductor should at least investigate 

the use of ornamentation in a choral context for performance of his works. 

Another question for the choral director to examine is whether the ornaments in a 

vocal-ensemble or choral setting should be truly improvised or written down for the 

singers.  Writers Woodhall and Kirk Aamot provide differing viewpoints on this 

question.  The two authors agree that there was in some respect a hierarchy of performers 

who ranged from virtuosi to those who could not ornament, representing a wide range of 

performance options.  They disagree somewhat, however, on the manner in which 

ornamentation practices should be applied to a contemporary choral context.  Woodhall 

places a strong emphasis on practice of ornamentation throughout his dissertation: 

�Although embellishments might have been improvised on the spot, it apparently took 

continuous practice to arrive at the level of understanding and vocal proficiency required 
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to successfully embellish extemporaneously.�300  As a result, Woodhall does not advocate 

extemporaneous embellishment.301  Instead, Woodhall advises learning ornaments by rote  

before they are to be performed:  �Although somewhat speculative, if a choir were to 

decide where, when, how, etc., it is entirely within the realm of possibility that even 

though the embellishment might not be written down (i.e., extemporaneous), through 

repetition and subsequent memorization during rehearsals, a harmonious performance 

could result.�302  

By contrast, Aamot argues that singers learned to improvise by learning notated 

ornaments and practicing them thoroughly.  To marshal evidence for his position, Aamot 

cites Cerone, Finck, Maffei and Francesco Severi as stating that their embellishments 

could be used in performance exactly as written.303  Aamot suggests, therefore, that there 

is historical basis for creating a performance edition in which one embellishment option 

is given for every point in the music in which the editor deems ornamentation to be 

appropriate. 

In making embellishment decisions for these four motets by Marenzio, I carefully 

considered all of the primary and secondary sources mentioned previously in the chapter.  

Sources with which Marenzio would have been familiar (Vicentino and Conforti) were 

given special emphasis.  Embellishments used in the performing editions were taken from 

diminution manuals published during Marenzio�s time.  The selection of source material 

to create embellishments in the performing editions was made on the basis of four 
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factors.  Firstly, the sources had to be as closely linked to the career of Luca Marenzio as 

possible for reasons of stylistic and period accuracy.  Secondly, the authors used had to 

have extant embellished versions of sacred music in which their ornaments were used.  

Thirdly, the sources had to be written by singers or instrumentalists closely allied with 

performances involving singers due to the lack of solid evidence that vocal and 

instrumental ornamentation is interchangeable in all instances.  Finally, the ornaments 

had to be relatively easy to learn so that modern day singers unfamiliar with Renaissance 

embellishment styles could readily adapt them to performance. 

In all respects, Giovanni Luca Conforti�s Breve et facile maniera d�essercitarsi 

(1593) was the best choice to use as a source for embellishments. As has been shown, 

Conforti would have been a familiar to Marenzio as a member of the Sistine Chapel and 

as a fellow performer on at least one occasion.  Also, Conforti produced embellished 

versions of sacred music: the Salmi passaggiati (1601-1603), which are embellished 

versions of falsobordone performed by solo voice with organ accompaniment.  Murray 

Bradshaw, in his article on Conforti�s works concerning ornamentation, establishes that 

there is a stylistic link between the ornaments presented in the abstract in Breve e facile 

maniera� and those written out in Salmi passagiati by quoting Conforti as follows: �If 

you wish to embellish other works [than these psalms], you can do it by yourself�since 

in another one of my published books you can see how to embellish all the notes you 

wish, from one note to the next.�304  In addition, Conforti was a well-known singer at the 

                                                
304 Murray Bradshaw, �G.L.Conforti and Vocal Embellishment: From Formula to Artful Improvisation,� 
Performance Practice Review 8 (Spring 1995): 7. 
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time, a great virtuoso who was �renowned for his embellishments and expressive 

interpretation of the text.� 305  

Finally, Conforti�s treatise is well-known for its orientation toward beginners.  It 

is only 36 pages long in total, with 32 pages of ornaments and four pages at the end 

consisting of a brief statement to the reader.  Seven clef options are given by Conforti at 

the beginning of the ornamentation examples to indicate that the exercises can be 

transposed to fit the range of any singer.  Conforti organizes the examples by increasing 

intervals in the traditional manner, both ascending and descending, beginning with the 

second and ending with the fifth.  The sixth is not treated.  Following this, Conforti gives 

embellishment options for the octave and the unison.  More complicated ornaments based 

on passages that are more than two notes are followed by examples of different graces 

(groppi and trilli) and ornamented cadential formulae, in that order.  Triple meter is 

found in a few of the examples.  In general, Conforti gives more than one alternative for 

each interval or note pattern, often indicated by a cross.  Denis Stevens, the editor of a 

facsimile edition of Breve et facile maniera, believes it indicates the most desirable 

ornament of all the given options306 while Bradshaw is of the opinion that the markings 

simply indicate where the alternatives begin.307 

In his remarks to the reader, Conforti makes clear that the ornaments in Breve et 

facile maniera were easy for singers to learn and could be altered in a multitude of ways: 

�In nine days, however, the student should be able �to learn and memorize� [these 
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embellishments] and, in twenty or more of practice, �should be able to sing and improvise 

in any book [of music].�  Finally, �in less than two months, you [could]�acquire a good 

and easy technique.�  According to Conforti, then, it should take about two or three 

months to learn to embellish music competently.�308 To embellish, he wrote, �it will be 

enough to consider the quality of the note and the proper place to be embellished, and 

then, second, the value [of the note]�Also, �you can vary them, making them longer or 

shorter, according to your fluency and ability.�309  Conforti also gives some indication of 

the process for learning these ornaments: �Conforti has tried to make the leap from 

technical proficiency to art music as easy as possible: memorize these short 

embellishments, apply them as needed in a composition, (sometimes stringing four or 

more out in a row), and keep practicing.�310  Indeed, Conforti makes the point throughout 

his instructions to the reader that virtuosity is far less important than consistent practice in 

perfecting the art of ornamentation. 

I have also used Ricercate, passaggi et cadentie by Giovanni Bassano (1585) as a 

supplementary source to Breve facile maniera  as needed.  Although there is no evidence 

Bassano had direct contact with Marenzio, he is one of a handful of writers known to 

have composed ornamentation in extant examples of sacred music.  A comparison of 

Bassano and Conforti�s ornaments yielded little differences in style, which made 

inclusion of Ricercate, passaggi et cadentie particularly desirable as a supplementary 

source.  
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Decisions concerning embellishment of the four motets by Marenzio were based 

on a variety of different primary source evidence.  Vicentino�s advice to singers not to 

ornament in compositions which contain sad or sober texts was particularly crucial from 

my point of view.  As a result of his statement, I made the decision not to employ 

ornamentation in Domine, quando veneris due to its penitential text. 

I chose not to include ornamentation in Cantate Domino for a mixture of 

historical and practical reasons.  It is clear from the primary sources that ornamentation 

was done by only one person at a time in a vocal-ensemble context, which precluded the 

use of numerous singers performing the same line of ornamentation. In the full chorus 

which performed Cantate Domino, one voice ornamenting while the others sing the 

unembellished line following Vicentino�s suggestions would not be heard.   

In Laudate Dominum, I decided to add ornamentation only in those sections 

which were to be sung by concertists.  The eight concertists, often singing one to a part in 

eight part harmony, conform closest to Roman performance practice of polychoral 

motets, and so would be an unproblematic ensemble for ornamentation from Vicentino�s 

point of view.  In sections in which the concertists sing four part music, the organ was 

employed as a doubling instrument in accordance with Vicentino�s opinions regarding 

the acceptability of ornamenting in a vocal-ensemble context with supporting 

instruments.  

In Gaudent in coelis, the decision to add ornamentation was made on the basis of 

the joyful text, the probable historical performing ensemble and instrumental doubling.  

As was mentioned earlier, Roman virtuoso singers such as Conforti made their living 
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singing at the performances subsidized by the confraternities.  These virtuosi would have 

been comfortable with the idea of embellishing works, so it is highly probable that they 

were employed in performances of sacred music in this context.  Also, the use of 

instrumental doubling throughout Gaudent in coelis sanctions the use of ornamentation 

by the vocalists in this four part composition, following Vicentino�s advice.  It should be 

noted that I extrapolated Vicentino�s ornamentation rule to a chamber group context in 

which eight vocal concertists, two to a part, sing with instrumental doubling for practical 

reasons. 

After it was determined which of the four motets should be ornamented, I turned 

my attention to deciding where to place the ornaments in the performing editions.  I used 

the consensus rules and suggestions outlined previously as a guide to ornamenting 

Gaudent in coelis and the concertists� portions of Laudate Dominum.  Once again, rules 

formulated by Vicentino were given special emphasis due to Marenzio�s assumed 

familiarity with his writings. 

To answer the question concerning notation of ornamentation, I created a 

compromise method of applying embellishment which incorporates aspects of 

Woodhall�s and Aamot�s ideas.  Four members selected from the chamber choir, 

hereafter known as �ornamenting concertists,� were asked to participate in an 

experimental method for learning ornamentation.  I included two written options in the 

performing editions for every passage to be ornamented so that the singers could have a 

choice of ornaments to sing, and thus experience aspects of improvising in rehearsal and 

performance.  Each ornamenting concertist was expected to ornament no more than two 
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times in each composition, in keeping with primary source �rules� to ornament 

judiciously.  As a result, each concertist was responsible for eight or fewer ornaments in 

total. 

In the course of rehearsals and in their own practice, the ornamenting concertists 

were instructed to learn all of the embellishment options to such a degree that they could 

choose in performance the ornaments they wanted to sing in an extemporaneous fashion.  

Thus, the singers would replicate some of the conditions of improvisation, particularly in 

terms of choice of ornaments to select, without actually learning to improvise.  My hope 

was that this experiment would be a first step in the direction of recreating actual 

improvisation of ornaments in the context of performances of late Renaissance vocal 

music.  



 194

 

Tasteful application of embellishments in the selected motets can be seen in 

Example 17.  In Gaudent in coelis, ornaments were placed in the music to reflect 

Cerone�s ideas that singers should imitate each other�s ornaments in imitative passages. 

Ornaments are placed in all voice parts, in keeping with the ideas from the primary 

sources.  The soprano begins the imitative sequence, choosing an ornament which will 

then be echoed by the other two parts.  Note that the bass ornamentation has been altered 

to fit the harmony. 

 
 
Similarly, later in the piece, the bass chooses the ornament, which the tenor part imitates 
(Ex 18).  
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Ornaments were added on penultimate syllables so that the integrity of the text is 

preserved, which is one of the most universal �rules� commented upon by the primary 

sources. 

In Laudate Dominum,both passaggi and graces have been added from Conforti�s 

manual, as can be seen in Example 19. 

 
 

As with Gaudent in coelis, the ornamenting concertists were expected in performance to 

choose extemporaneously between the two options seen in the above musical example.  It 

was gratifying to me that the singers were able to learn this procedure without undue 

trouble and choose easily between ornaments in performance. 
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CHAPTER 6. 
CONCLUSION 

 
Since the early years of the nineteenth century, a highly influential sound ideal 

regarding Renaissance sacred music has gradually come into being.  Derived to some 

degree from characteristics found in the music of Palestrina, this sound ideal has been 

applied indiscriminately by choral conductors to music of other Renaissance composers.  

Most recently, highly trained professional choirs specializing in early music have 

championed this sound quality conception, which can be characterized by an absence or 

near-absence of vibrato, pristine intonation, insistence on a cappella performance, and an 

avoidance of text expression techniques and ornamentation.  This interpretation of how 

Renaissance sacred music must have been sung has become the dominant performance 

practice paradigm, leading to homogenous performances of this repertoire throughout the 

choral establishment. 

Most astonishingly, this sound conception is not necessarily based on solid 

performance practice information found in the primary sources.  Indeed, some of the 

well-known practitioners of early music believe that the primary sources yield little 

positive information concerning how Renaissance vocal music would have been sung.  

This view seems strange in many respects, considering the growth of the movement 

toward �authenticity� in performance practice that has occurred over the last fifty years 

or so.  While some performance practice issues have been thoroughly examined in recent 

decades, such as musica ficta and mensuration, other more controversial issues such as 

sound quality have been ignored.  This situation seems to have occurred in large part 

because of the bias many performers have in favor of the aforementioned sound ideal and 
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the difficulties in interpreting the terminology in the primary sources.  It is my belief that 

the primary sources have much to offer us concerning performance practice information 

for Renaissance vocal music, and should be of central importance in any investigation 

that deals with sound quality issues in this body of music literature. 

The process of sifting through primary sources to glean performance practice 

information is extraordinarily time-consuming and complex, but highly necessary. The 

rewards reaped from careful consideration of performance practice questions are 

numerous.  Examination and reinterpretation of primary sources which comment on 

performance practice can cause the music of this time period to come to life in 

unprecedented ways for performers and audiences alike.   

The primary sources, however, do not answer all questions related to performance 

practice.  Indeed, there are often as many unsolved mysteries as there are solved ones.  In 

order to create convincing, innovative and exciting musical performances, it is crucial to 

fill in the gaps in performance practice information with ideas based on our own aesthetic 

and musical sense.  In this way, as Richard Taruskin suggests, we �bridge the gap 

between what is written in the old texts we have and what we actually hear today in 

typical contemporary performances,� or, as he puts it so eloquently, we �write the history 

of the present.�311   A powerful concept that describes this process of combining 

historical information with our aesthetic convictions is �essential authenticity,� a term 

coined by Robert Donington.312  Ultimately, I believe that continual pursuit of �essential 
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authenticity� by conductors and performers will help to combat the homogeneity evident 

in many performances of sacred repertory of the Late Renaissance.   

Another idea of Donington�s that has resonated greatly with me is his conception 

of �wide boundaries� of style.  Rather than restricting ourselves to a single, narrow 

interpretation of performance practice information, Donington suggests that a number of 

performance practice alternatives are acceptable in most cases.313 Avoiding rigid 

orthodoxy in performance practice interpretation is necessary because of the great 

diversity of opinion within the primary sources themselves. 

These ideas of �essential authenticity� and �wide boundaries of style� have led 

me to develop a methodology to provide my own answers to important performance 

practice questions.  This methodology has revolved around examination and 

reinterpretation of key primary and secondary sources, followed by creative application 

of performance practice findings in a contemporary choral context.  I wish to emphasize 

that the results obtained from this approach to resolving performance practice issues are 

my own and are in some cases based on my aesthetic tastes as much as on historical 

findings. 

Examples from the motet output of Luca Marenzio were selected as part of the 

study because of Marenzio�s unique biography and compositional attributes.  It is hard to 

imagine two composers less alike in background and proclivities than Palestrina and 

Marenzio, despite the fact that both worked predominantly within the Roman sacred 

music establishment.  It is for this reason that the sound quality ideal for Renaissance 
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vocal music that has become ascendant in our time is not a good match for Marenzio�s 

music. 

Marenzio�s biography shows a great amount of variety in terms of his formative 

background, his employment and his compositional techniques.  One of the most 

surprising aspects of his musical career was his ability to move easily in the circles of 

Roman patronage, forging connections with a number of important Italian families, two 

Popes and two monarchs, the King of France and the King of Poland.  This skillful 

movement through the web of patronage was not only a reflection of the admiration he 

received for his tremendous talent, but was also an indication of the value he and his 

musical output had as gifts to help cement alliances.  His exposure to some of the most 

important musical courts of the Renaissance puts a cosmopolitan stamp on his music.  

Although specific influences of the Ferrarese, Mantuan and Florentine courts can not 

always be discerned, the influences of these centers of art and learning do show from 

time to time, as noted by Bizzarini, in the �passionate, intellectual and sensitive� 

character of his sacred and secular music.  As long as the web of patronage in which he 

operated contained patrons of a like mind with this blend of passion and intellectualism, 

such as Cardinal d�Este and Ferdinando di Medici, Marenzio was highly successful.  

When the winds of change blew in 1598 after his arrival back from Poland, he was not 

able to be as successful within the new, stultifying climate of the Council of Trent 

reformers. 

This combination of intellectual curiosity and the cultivation of passion is a 

predominant factor in Marenzio�s output, both sacred and secular.  Indeed, this 
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combination indicates an interpenetration of secular and sacred styles throughout his 

musical career.  Certainly, the motets do not attain the same level of expression as his 

madrigals, but they are informed with the same need to express emotional content in the 

text, although in a more restrained fashion.  Similarly, the style of gravitas, more 

emblematic of sacred music, was seen in his secular music as well.  As a result, the 

sacred works, like his secular works, were quite diverse in terms of style.   

Marenzio�s varied career, resulting from the diversity of patrons in his life, gave 

him the opportunity to work with an unprecedented number of musical ensembles.  His 

political connections and fame allowed him to be the head musician for several 

household musical ensembles in Rome, perform with some of the greatest virtuoso 

singers of his day in various freelance ensembles and become maestro di capella at an 

important Catholic court.  The diversity of his employment is in sharp contrast to many 

other Renaissance composers who worked with only one or two patrons, such as Orlando 

di Lasso, Giaches de Wert and Palestrina.  His involvement with such a wide range of 

ensembles and performance venues further contributed to the diversity in his motet 

output. 

The difficulties in studying Marenzio�s output are the result of incomplete 

knowledge concerning his musical career and the ensembles with which he was 

associated.  Unlike other figures such as Lasso and Palestrina, for whom more 

information on performance practice is available, Marenzio was not settled enough long 

enough in one position to leave a long trail of documentation.  As a result, there are few 

monographs written on Marenzio and no massive studies that describe in detail 



 201

performance practice in his works.  With the exception of a dissertation and a couple of 

books on the composer, only a trickle of articles attempt to put the pieces of his musical 

career together.  The study of a composer such as Marenzio, for all the difficulties in 

obtaining information, may be crucial in advancing our knowledge of performance 

practice for the late Renaissance motet in general. In my view, the diversity of 

Marenzio�s career and output is a microcosm of the great diversity inherent in the late 

Renaissance as a whole.  Therefore, information that can be shed on the variety of 

performance practices in his motets will be indicative for the entire genre. 

Consideration of the sum total of the primary source evidence, both general and 

pertaining specifically to Marenzio, shows that there is great latitude in the application of 

sixteenth-century performance practices to a contemporary choral context.  Linking 

Marenzio�s employment history to particular performance ensembles and venues, and 

specific pieces of music to these ensembles and performance locales, is not a completely 

certain enterprise.  This should not be disconcerting, since this yields a wide variety of 

performance practice options from which to choose.  Indeed, it should be stimulating 

rather than disappointing to scholar/performers when a range of performance practices 

ideas present themselves, instead of a single one.   

Several patterns emerge in an examination of the ensembles and performance 

venues associated with Marenzio and the compositions which can be possibly linked with 

them.  Firstly, great flexibility in the use of doubling instruments seems to have been the 

rule in late sixteenth-century Rome.  This is greatly at odds with the lingering conception 

that late Renaissance sacred music was performed  a cappella.  Perhaps we find it hard to 
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accept the use of doubling instruments in contemporary performances of these motets, 

but it is clear the Romans did not have any qualms about using them.  Rather, the 

evidence suggests that they added the instruments not only for reasons of practicality but 

also because they liked the effect the instruments produced with the voices.  To them, the 

instruments did not interfere with the intelligibility of the text.  Rather, they seemed to 

serve as wordless �singers� who helped to amplify the tone and varied the tone color of 

ensemble while the real singers enunciated the texts. 

Secondly, the size, makeup, performance venue and physical positioning in 

performance of the singing ensembles would have yielded great differences in sound 

quality. Two Roman performance practices in Marenzio�s time may surprise us: 

polychoral motets were generally sung one to a part and sometimes were not performed 

in a cori spezzati manner.  Certainly, it seems appropriate to have a full-sized group 

perform polychoral motets in a modern performance context for educational value.  

However, characteristics of the historical ensemble inform members of the modern 

ensemble that they have to think and sing soloistically.  The admonition on the part of 

sources not to spatially separate choirs in multichoir music in which there are open fifths 

between the lowest parts of each choir is perhaps revelatory to many choral conductors.  

Therefore, it is important for the conductor to analyze the musical score to see if the bass 

lines are independent or not.  This analysis will then enable the director to determine 

whether cori spezzati or single choir performance should be employed.  

Vibrato usage in Marenzio�s music is probably the most problematic and 

controversial performance practice area to examine, due in large part to the unfamiliarity 
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of the terms used by the primary sources to the modern reader.  At the heart of the debate 

over vibrato in Renaissance vocal music are two opposing concepts: vibrato as a natural 

byproduct of vocal production and vibrato as a deliberately produced ornament.  I have 

concluded from my analysis of sources which seem to discuss vibrato that the 

problematic term tremolo is too vague to be used as evidence for either side of the debate.  

This is because tremolo can be viewed either as an ornament or as natural vibrato, 

depending on the source.  I believe that Praetorius provides clear evidence in favor of 

natural vibrato due to the avoidance of the term tremolo and the distinction made in the 

source between a natural component of vocal production resembles vibrato and 

ornamentation.  Praetorius� seeming reference to natural vibrato is supported by a 

conglomeration of different types of evidence, which includes written descriptions of 

aspects of vocal production, information on instrumental vibrato and so-called  

�circumstantial� evidence related to ensemble size and composition and performance 

venue.  My analysis of a number of primary sources discussing vocal production suggests 

that a new style of singing originating in Italy in mid-century may have supported higher 

levels of natural vibrato.  Also, evidence that Italian Renaissance organs were equipped 

with a vibrating stop may also indicate natural vibrato in singing of the period, given the 

propensity of Renaissance instruments to imitate the human voice.   

By contrast, �straight tone advocates� do not have the evidence to state with certainty that 

singers did not employ a natural vibrato.   

Analysis of evidence concerning the makeup of ensembles and performance 

venues revolved around two key ideas: adult voices tend over time to accumulate a 
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controllable vibrato and a distinction between two kinds of vocal production, voce da 

camera and voce di cappella, were made in Marenzio�s time.  In terms of ensemble 

makeup, ensembles composed entirely of adult males may have sung with a greater level 

of natural vibrato than those composed in part of boys.  In terms of performance venue, a 

small, non-reverberant space would have indicated to the performer to use camera 

vocalism while a large, reverberant venue would have required cappella vocalism.  Given 

the necessity of a small ensemble, often one to a part, to project in a large space, it is 

probable that cappella vocalism contained a larger amount of natural vibrato than did 

camera vocalism. 

Use of the cappella versus camera distinction is helpful as a starting point for 

reinterpretation and application of historical performance practices to modern 

performance.  I have found this description of two separate vocal techniques useful to 

supplement the two traditional possibilities for vibrato use in Renaissance music offered 

by opposing camps: straight tone and continuous �studio� vibrato.  In order to answer the 

question concerning when a stylistically appropriate vibrato might be appropriate, I used 

historical evidence as well as rules fashioned by myself from aspects of the musical 

selections themselves to create a system of musical markings.  The camera and cappella 

options formed the basis for my system of senza vibrato and stylistically appropriate 

vibrato indications.  

The questions concerning what senza vibrato and a stylistically appropriate 

vibrato may sound like, how they should be produced and how they should be learned 

were explored in the vibrato experiment.  Although a clearer quantification of parameters 
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for both conditions needs to be undertaken using spectrographic analysis, the data 

gleaned from the study indicated that both senza vibrato and a stylistically appropriate 

vibrato could be produced and learned in a relatively easy and healthy manner.  Also, 

results of the study indicate that senza vibrato and stylistically appropriate vibrato options 

are equally acceptable in Renaissance vocal music to both singers and trained listeners.  

This finding contradicts cherished assumptions held by the �straight tone� and 

�continuous studio vibrato� camps that use of vibrato destroys intonation and clarity of 

contrapuntal lines in Renaissance music and use of tones with a relative absence of 

vibrato is damaging to the vocal mechanism.  Therefore, a range of vibrato use options 

seems possible in Renaissance vocal music. 

The incorporation of dynamics, tempo alterations and subtle tone color shifts to 

effect a melding of text affect with the music is discussed in several key primary sources.  

This employment of secondary parameters is not done enough in performances of late 

Renaissance motets.  Yet, their use is absolutely necessary in the output of such an 

expressive composer as Marenzio in order to convey the meaning of the texts to the 

audience.      

Another factor to take into account concerning text expression techniques is the 

audience�s perception and involvement with the texts.  Although earlier in the 

Renaissance, motets might �wash over� a large number of people in a reverberant church, 

the auditors in the Counter-Reformation expected the texts of sacred music to be made 

intelligible to them, and even more importantly, expected the music to move their souls 

and edify their minds.  As O�Regan points out, Marenzio�s audience, even in the public 
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arena of the confraternities was always a noble, educated audience.314  Marenzio was 

aided in his music and textual aims by their understanding of Latin and also by their 

sensitivity to associations the compositional modes would invoke in them.  This 

sensitivity to mode was especially piqued when there were deviations from the mode or 

in musical texture.  In general, Marenzio used the techniques of a madrigal composer, 

particularly in use of mode and hexachord alterations to appeal to the cultivated 

sensibilities of his audience.  The use of dynamic and tempo fluctuations and tone color 

alterations should be applied intelligently in present day performances to enhance the 

compositional techniques Marenzio uses to create a text/music fusion and to effectively 

communicate the meaning of the texts to modern day audiences.   

As the availability of primary sources which discuss ornamentation has increased, 

interpretation of information on embellishment has become abundant in secondary 

sources.  Mostly, these interpretations have been concerned with categorizing ornaments 

and compiling rules for their use in performance.  However, there is still a great deal of 

controversy over how ornamentation is to be learned in a modern context. Our training as 

classical musicians gears us toward the written notes and away from improvisation, so 

that art has been lost to us.  It is helpful to realize that in many cases the art of 

improvisation by the end of the sixteenth century was a learned one for many singers and 

contained elements of cliché and formula.  It is evident that the diminution manual 

writers expected their students to memorize and spit out these musical formulae in their 

first forays in improvisation, much the same as a modern jazz or rock musician learns 

                                                
314Noel O�Regan, �Marenzio�s Sacred Music: The Roman Context,� Early Music 27 (1999): 616.  
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clichéd patterns, finally stringing them together into a musically flowing improvisation.  

It seems appropriate to me to write the ornaments in as a time saving alternative to 

memorizing, based on information found in the primary sources.  In order to provide 

stylistic examples of ornaments, I used actual embellishments from two important 

diminution sources by Conforti and Bassano. 

Ornamentation in the context of sacred music can be controversial, but there is 

evidence suggesting that this practice may have been fairly commonplace.  Extant 

examples of ornamented motets demonstrate this with some certainty.  Information 

concerning cantare super librum, or improvising in counterpoint over a plainchant, 

indicates that it was often a component of a musician�s training and that it was practiced 

in Marenzio�s time in a sacred setting.  Furthermore, important authors of diminution 

manuals were employed the Church as singers, making it likely that embellishment in 

sacred literature was practiced at least on occasion.  Information concerning the 

relationship between sacred vs. secular ornamentation, and instrumental vs. vocal 

ornamentation, needs to be explored in greater detail in the future, but preliminary studies 

indicate that there were some stylistic similarities between all these forms of 

ornamentation.   

The conductor should be familiar with a wide range of primary sources which 

discuss ornamentation in order to codify his or her own rules for use of embellishments in 

performances of Renaissance vocal music.  These sources include diminution manuals, 

other didactic treatises that provide rules of ornamentation, and extant musical examples 

of ornamented compositions.  In order to establish a hierarchy within a given set of rules, 
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the conductor should also place special emphasis on commonalities found among the 

advice offered by the primary sources. 

It is also crucial that the conductor carefully consider how to apply ornamentation 

within a choral context. I suggest that the conductor only employ ornamentation in 

situations which most closely resemble historical performance options.  Examples 

include vocal-ensemble (one to a part) ornamentation and vocal-ensemble ornamentation 

supported by doubling instruments.  Corroboration for the latter practice is found in 

Vicentino.  However, the way in which Vicentino states his opinion concerning vocal-

ensemble ornamentation suggests that this was a personal opinion not shared by others.  

As with decisions concerning performance practice, the wide variety in the sources seems 

to indicate a similarly wide variety of performance practice options.  Also, a number of 

extrapolations which do not deviate greatly from actual performance practice options are 

possible, including the use of two singers to a part supported by instruments in which one 

singer ornaments while the others perform the unadorned line simultaneously. 

In order to give modern singers a small taste of improvisation, I have suggested 

that performing editions can present a number of written alternatives for ornamentation 

instead of a single one, so as to provide a choice either in rehearsal or performance.  It 

has also been suggested that the singers learn the ornamentation so thoroughly that they 

can choose the desired ornamental pattern on the spot in performance.  A future study is 

needed to examine if this small introductory step might lead in time to the ability to 

improvise stylistically. 
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Examination, reinterpretation and application of primary source information has 

led me to the general conclusion that each of the selected motets from Marenzio�s output 

is an independent entity with a unique set of performance practice concepts attached to it.  

This stands to reason as the motets were written in different time periods and for different 

ensembles and venues.  My performance editions of the selected motets, therefore, 

contain differing ensemble compositions, use of vibrato options, use of text expression 

techniques, use of ornamentation and doubling instrument complements.  As a result, 

each of the motets sounds quite different from the others in performance, which is in 

sharp contrast to the prevailing homogeneity in performances of Renaissance sacred 

music. 

It is my hope that my study would contribute to and maybe even spark debate 

concerning performance practice concepts in the Italian late Renaissance motet as a 

whole.  This document certainly does not purport to represent definitive interpretations of 

performance practice issues within the area of the late Renaissance motet, but to provide 

one example of a method of examination, reinterpretation and application of performance 

practice information from primary sources.  I would hope that my efforts would provide a 

model for other conductors to devise methods of their own to create innovative and 

exciting interpretations of performance practice in late Renaissance sacred music. 
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APPENDIX A:  HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX B:  MOTETS 
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Preface to Cantate Domino canticum novum 

Source 

Sacrarum Cantionum Octo Vocum (Kassel: Ms. 393, date unknown).  Edited by Roland 

Jackson in Marenzio: Opera omnia, vol 3 (Neuhausen-Stuttgart: American Institute of 

Musicology; Hänssler-Verlag, 1976), 14-24.   

 

Background, Historical Performance Ensembles 

Cantate Domino has a very interesting history that provides probable connections with 

Marenzio�s employment at the Polish court late in his career.  The motet exists only in one 

source, a manuscript that is part of a collection from Kassel, Germany that was copied 

much later in the eighteenth century.  Thus, Cantate Domino exists only in northern 

European sources, which has been seen as confirmation of its Polish origin.  Roland 

Jackson describes an unusual aspect of the music:  the division of low voice choir (TTBB) 

against high voice choir (SSAA).  This division is not a typical Roman polychoral scoring, 

which would be two or more choirs of mixed voices (SATB).  Although he is careful not to 

state that this motet can be definitively linked with Poland, Jackson seems to believe it is a 

distinct possibility.315  Even if the motet originated from Marenzio�s time in Rome as 

opposed to during his Polish sojourn, it seems highly probable that it would have been a 

component of the repertory Marenzio performed there.   

The performance ensemble with which Marenzio worked in Warsaw was composed 

of 22 singers and instrumentalists who accompanied Marenzio to Poland in 1595, possibly 
                                                
315 Roland Jackson, �Marenzio, Poland and the Late Polychoral Style,� Early Music  
27 (1999): 627. 
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augmenting an already existing cappella.316 Bizzarini tells us that two lists of 

instrumentalists from 1599 and 1602 at the Polish court include �trombonists, cornettists 

and violinists.�317 In addition, Bizzarini notes that �16 musicians and organists� left Italy 

for Poland in 1594 to form a cappella under Marenzio�s predecessor, Annibale Stabile, so 

it is quite possible those musicians were there when Marenzio arrived.318   

It is difficult in the surviving documents to clearly delineate the singers from the 

instrumentalists, so it is impossible to know what the exact performing forces were.  It has 

been assumed that the Roman practice of singing polychoral motets one to a part was 

probably maintained in Warsaw by Marenzio�s cappella.  Based on the primary source 

evidence of performances witnessed by the King and his court of Marenzio�s ensemble, 

polychoral works such as Cantate Domino would have been performed in the large, 

reverberant Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Warsaw.  

 

Placement of Performance Forces 

As in any polychoral composition, the physical placement of the performing 

forces should be discussed.  In Cantate Domino, examination of placement of performers 

centers around the relationship between the lowest parts of the choirs.  Separation of 

choirs, assumed in most performances of the repertory, is not always appropriate in 

polychoral music of the late sixteenth century.  Some polychoral compositions contained 

intervals of a fifth between the bass parts of the choirs.  This situation would result in 
                                                
316 Jackson, �Marenzio, Poland and the Late Polychoral Style,� 624. 
317Marco Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio: The Career of a Musician Between the Renaissance  
and the Counter-Reformation, translated James Chater (Aldershott, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
2003), 225-6. 
318 Bizzarini, Luca Marenzio, 213. 
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problems if the choirs were spatially separated in a large acoustic environment because 

each choir would not contain independent closed harmonies, but rather what Denis 

Arnold calls anachronistically �the dreaded 6/4 chord.�319  To avoid this, each of the bass 

lines must contain �either the root of the chord (as we would say today) or the third.�320  

Beginning in the 1550�s, Nicolà Vicentino and Gioseffo Zarlino, both pupils of Adrian 

Willaert, the major pioneer in double chorus settings in Venice, entreated composers to 

compose works with independent bass lines:  

When planning for two or three choirs to sing at the same time, it is advisable to make the basses of 
two or all three choirs agree with one another.  Never put one bass a fifth below the other when all 
three are singing at once, because then the parts in the third choir, having the fourth above, will be 
unable to hear the fifth below if this choir is somewhat far away�To make all the basses agree, 
always keep them at the unison or the octave.  Sometimes a major third is used but never for longer 
than a minim, for the major third is too weak to support so many voices.321  

 
By Marenzio�s time, composers were writing polychoral compositions in both 

styles.  In fact, several of Marenzio�s earlier polychoral motets contain open fifths between 

the bass parts, indicating that the choirs were not separated in performance.  An analysis of 

the alto II line in Choir I (the bottom stave of the SSAA choir) and the bass II line in Choir 

II (the bottom stave in the TTBB choir) show several instances of open fifths between 

them.  Therefore, it has been assumed in this edition that the choirs are not to be spatially 

separated, but should be placed together. 

                                                
319 Denis Arnold, �The Grand Motets of Orlandus Lassus,� Early Music 6 (1978): 180.  
320 Ibid. 
321 Nicolà Vicentino, Antica musica ridotta alla moderna prattica (1555), bk IV, ch. 28. Translated Maria 
Rika Manientes as Ancient Music Adapted to Modern Practice (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 
268-69.  Also see Gioseffo Zarlino, L�institutione l�armoniche (1558), Part III, ch 66.  Translated by Guy 
A. Marco and Claude Palisca as The Art of Counterpoint (New Haven: Yale Universiity Press, 1968), 243-
44. 
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Other Performance Practice Considerations 

Voicing 

 A mixture of female altos and male tenors is suggested for Alto 2 and Tenor 1, due 

to the shared range for these two voice parts.  It would also be possible to ask the altos and 

tenors to exchange voice lines when the tessitura becomes too high for the men or too low 

for the women. 

Doubling Instruments 

Use of doubling instruments in Renaissance vocal music is often controversial, but 

not in Marenzio�s output.  The evidence indicates that in Rome during Marenzio�s time, 

use of doubling instruments in vocal music was very common and very free in practice.  

Organ was the most ubiquitous of the doubling instruments, used primarily in sacred 

repertoire.  Other common instruments included lute and keyboard instruments such as 

harpsichord for smaller, more intimate performance locales.  Large performing spaces and 

outdoor performances would have supported the use of cornetti and sackbuts and 

instruments from the violin family.   

O�Regan provides some specific guidelines for use of doubling instruments in 

Roman polychoral music: 

Instrumentalists were spread between the choirs�with each choir normally having a high 
instrument (violin or cornett) and a plucked string instrument (lute, theorbo, etc.).  Choirs generally 
had their own organ, but often two of the choirs shared one of these.  While the Roman practice of 
doubling up on choirs leaves some ambiguity in interpreting archival information, it can also 
provide flexibility to modern performers of this music to experiment in the surroundings in which it 
is being reconstructed.322 

 

                                                
322 O�Regan, �The Performance of Roman Sacred Polychoral Music in the Late Sixteenth and Early 
Seventeenth Centuries: Evidence from Archival Sources,� Performance Practice Review 8, no. 2 (1995): 
136-7. 
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Suggestions for doubling instruments are given at the beginning of the score.  A 

doubling ensemble consisting of cornetto, alto sackbut, tenor sackbut, organ and lute has 

been assumed for this edition.  It has been assumed in this edition that Roman 

performance practice in polychoral compositions would have been followed in Poland.  

Therefore, O�Regan�s research into these practices has formed the basis for decisions 

regarding doubling instruments.  According to O�Regan�s suggestions, the cornetto has 

been assigned to the top line of Choir I (Soprano I), while the alto sackbut supports the 

top line of Choir II (Tenor I).  The placement of the two choirs together indicates that 

only one lute and organ are necessary as chording instruments.  Additionally, the tenor 

sackbut has been used to support the bottom line of Choir II (Bass II), while the alto 

sackbut serves also to double the bottom line of Choir I (Alto II) when the two choirs 

sing separately.  When they sing together, the alto sackbut has been instructed to double 

the Tenor I part.  

This exact instrumentation, however, need not be followed.  Examination of 

doubling instruments used in Roman churches and cathedrals has revealed that a wide 

variety of instruments were used.  Also, the lists of singers and instrumentalists in the 

Warsaw cappella indicate diverse instruments were used.  Violins, for example, could 

substitute for one or both cornetti, especially if these instruments are not available to the 

director.  Similarly, the sackbuts could be replaced by trombones or by cello or 

contrabass.  If trombones are substituted for sackbuts, the director should instruct the 

trombonists to use tenor trombones, not bass trombones, so the balance between the 

voices and instruments is maintained.   
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It is recommended that the instrumentalists be instructed to follow all vibrato, 

tempo, dynamic, articulation and tone color indications given to the singers in order to 

blend as much as possible with the voices.  It is suggested the director make separate 

parts for the instruments and write the markings for the singers into the parts.  In 

performance, the instrumentalists should stand within the choral ensemble according to 

the parts they double.  This positioning of singers and instrumentalists together serves to 

highlight their function as supporting members of the chorus rather than a separate 

instrumental complement. 

Vibrato 

While many scholars agree that ornamental versions of vibrato are possible in 

Renaissance vocal music, there is much controversy concerning the use of natural vibrato 

in this repertory.  An examination of vibrato in sixteenth century performance practice is 

made difficult due to the unfamiliarity of the terminology employed by the primary 

sources to modern readers.  However, Michael Praetorius in Syntagma musicum III 

(1618) seems to be describing natural vibrato in unambiguous language.  He states: 

Because they are not to be praised who, endowed by God and Nature with an especially beautiful, 
vibrant, and floating or quivering voice as well as a round neck and throat suitable for diminution, 
do not accept the laws of music but rather continue with their excessive ornamentation, which 
exceeds the limits of the song to such a degree that it is spoiled and obscured, so that one does not 
know what they are singing. 323 

 
From this quote, we can determine that Praetorius believes the �vibrant, and floating or 

quivering voice� is conferred by Nature and not learned, and that it is distinct from the 

ability to sing ornaments or diminutions.  The inescapable conclusion is that Praetorius is 

                                                
323 Carol MacClintock, ed., Readings in the History of Music in Performance (Bloomington, IN:  Indiana 
University Press, 1979), 163. 
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referring to a type of natural vibrato in this passage.  Praetorius goes on to describe this 

vibrato further by stating, �The requisites are these: first, the requirement that a singer 

must have a pleasantly vibrating voice (not, however, as some are trained to do in 

schools, but with particular moderation).�324   

Other evidence supports Praetorius� apparent description of natural vibrato.  For 

example, it is known that Italian organs in Marenzio�s time were equipped with a 

vibrating stop known as the fiffaro, later to be explicitly called the voce humana in the 

seventeenth century.  Although some scholars caution that this evidence should not be 

used to indicate wholesale support for use of natural vibrato in Renaissance vocal music, 

existence of the fiffaro should be viewed as strong evidence for the practice since 

instruments in the Renaissance tended to imitate vocal models. 

Evidence of an indirect sort may lend support to judicious use of natural vibrato in 

Renaissance vocal music.  Primary sources such as Vicentino, Calvisius and Zarlino 

discuss differences between two types of vocalism, which can be referred to as the voce 

da camera and the voce di cappella.  Zarlino has this to say about the two kinds of vocal 

production:  �The singer should know too that in church and in public chapels he should 

sing with full voice�while in private chambers he should use a subdued and sweet voice, 

and avoid clamor.�325  The quote from Zarlino makes clear that voce da camera is most 

appropriate for a small chamber and voce di cappella for a larger, reverberant setting.  

Given that singers would have to project their voices in a cavernous space such as a 

                                                
324 MacClintock, 164. 
325 Gioseffo Zarlino, The Art of Counterpoint, translated by Guy A. Marco and Claude Palisca (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1968): 111. 
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church or cathedral, it seems likely that the voce di cappella would have contained some 

amount of natural vibrato while the voce da camera would have contained small amounts 

to no vibrato at all.  Early music vocal authority Mauro Uberti lends his support to this 

idea: �in the more sonorous church singing [cappella production] I think it is reasonable 

to suppose that vibrato was a constant element, but never so prominent as it later became 

in the Romantic theater.�326  In discussing the camera production, Uberti says �a singer 

can, with considerable effort, reduce the vibrato so much that the voice becomes �fixed.�  

But it would be naïve to assume that quite this extreme must normally have been 

involved in the well-documented Renaissance and Baroque chamber-style practice of 

�firming,� or alternatively, �vibrating� the voice for expressive reasons.�327   

Use of the cappella/camera distinction can be very helpful in applying natural 

vibrato in modern performance.  This distinction has been used as the basis for 

developing general patterns of vibrato use in Marenzio�s motets.  As a result, careful, 

sparing use of natural vibrato is assumed for compositions which were to have been 

performed in private chambers while essentially continuous use of stylistically 

appropriate natural vibrato is assumed for compositions intended for large performance 

spaces. 

Examination of the music has also created specific suggestions for vibrato use 

beyond the abovementioned general recommendations.  There are four such suggestions 

that have been employed in determining vibrato use: 

                                                
326 Mauro Uberti, �Vocal Techniques in Italy in the Second Half of the 16th Century,� Early Music 9 
(1981): 490. 
327 Ibid.   
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(1)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided at cadential passages, where tuning is 

especially critical. 

(2)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided in passages which contain deviations from 

the mode or hexachordal shifts, also for tuning reasons. 

(3)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided in imitative passages, following the 

injunction of Hermann Finck: 

It is useful to remember also, that if in the beginning of a song there occurs an elegant fugue, this 
ought to be proffered by a clearer and more distinct voice than is usual; also that the subsequent 
voices ought to be delivered in the same way, if they arise from the same theme that the first 
singer has sung.  This ought to be observed in all the voices when new fugues arise, so that the 
coherence and the system of all the imitations can be heard.328  
 
(4)  Vibrato is encouraged in passages of non-imitative counterpoint or 

homophony. 

These recommendations and suggestions are the basis for a system of two markings 

indicating vibrato use developed for Cantate Domino.  The first marking, SV, indicates a 

well-produced senza vibrato tone in which vibrato is minimized or absent.  The second 

marking, V, refers to a stylistically appropriate natural vibrato.  It is incumbent that the 

director communicate his or her individual views regarding the sound and production of 

the senza vibrato and stylistically appropriate natural vibrato to his or her ensemble. 

In this edition of Cantate Domino, cappella vocalism has been assumed due to the 

large, reverberant performance space in which the motet would have been performed.  

Also, the prevailing homophonic texture seems to sanction judicious use of vibrato.  As a 

result, V markings have been assumed throughout the piece, indicating the use of fairly 

                                                
328 MacClintock, 63. 
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continuous stylistically appropriate vibrato on the part of the singers.  SV markings have 

generally been added only at cadential points.  

Text Expression 

There is an overwhelming amount of evidence which suggests that performers 

were expected to sing the text in vocal compositions to elicit the meaning or affect 

underlying the words.  Some sources sanction some use of tempo, dynamic and tone 

color alterations in order to effect a union of text and music.  Therefore, dynamics, tempo 

indications, articulation and phrasing suggestions and tone color markings have been 

added to this performance edition.  In all cases, these markings underscore compositional 

techniques employed by Marenzio to highlight key phrases of text.  

Dynamic, tempo, articulation and phrasing markings used in this edition are 

standard.  Due to the assumed historical use of cappella vocalism and large performance 

space, text expression markings have been kept to a minimum.  Also, the nature of 

polychoral compositions as vehicles for text delivery tends to limit the use of such 

indications.  The director, however, is encouraged to add his/her own interpretations 

regarding dynamics, tempo, articulation and phrasing when appropriate. 

Ornamentation 

Ornamentation in Renaissance music is one of the most controversial subjects in 

musicological circles.  Most secondary sources have focused on classification of 

ornaments or on codifying rules for their use from primary sources.  As a result, there has 

been much written on the primary sources� views concerning when to ornament in vocal 
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music.  A distillation of some of the most important and thought-provoking suggestions 

concerning ornamentation is given below. 

(1)  True ornamentation occurs in the throat (glottal articulation).  Other methods, 

particularly those involving the tongue (or motion of the tongue), are not 

legitimate. 

(2)  Embellish judiciously.  The writer Giovanni Camillo Mafffei gives the 

guideline of no more than five times per part in a composition. 

(3)  No simultaneous ornaments; ornament one at a time in vocal-ensemble 

performance. 

(4)  Apply ornamentation to penultimate syllables only. 

(5)  Ornament mostly at cadences, and sparingly elsewhere. 

(6)  Ornamentation should never interfere with the text. 

(7)  Ornament throughout a composition. 

(8)  Do not ornament, or ornament sparingly, at beginning of a polyphonic 

composition. 

(9)  Ornamentation is acceptable in all parts. 

(10)  Do not ornament sad or somber texts. 

(11)  Contrapuntal errors are acceptable in ornamentation. 

(12)  Vocal/ensemble embellishments should be supported by instruments playing 

the original in heterophony with the embellishments. 

(13)  Do not ornament words or phrases that are already pictorial in nature. 

(14)  All voices should ornament imitative passages in the same manner. 
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Ornamentation decisions made in this edition have been based on the above suggestions. 

A number of questions concerning ornamentation have received insufficient 

answers in both the primary and secondary sources.  These questions can be expressed as 

follows:  (1) Was ornamentation appropriate in sacred music of the period?  (2) Was 

ornamentation ever practiced in a choral context?  (3) How widespread was the practice 

of ornamentation?  Tentative answers to these questions are given below.    

It seems clear that ornamentation was a possibility in sacred vocal-ensemble 

music of the time.  Out of 146 extant examples of ornamentation in vocal music, 16 of 

them are of motets, providing some corroboration for the practice.  Also, two well-known 

authors of diminution manuals, Giovanni Battista Bovicelli and Giovanni Luca Conforti, 

were members of church music establishments, the former a member of the choir at the 

Cathedral in Milan and the latter a member of the Sistine Chapel choir.  Both Bovicelli 

and Conforti left extant embellished versions of sacred compositions of their own 

devising or by other composers.   

There is no definitive evidence that choral-ensemble ornamentation existed.  On 

the other hand, vocal-ensemble ornamentation (in a one to a part setting) was well-known 

and discussed by several authors.  Nicola Vicentino offers the additional possibility for 

instrumental doubling to support the vocal lines while the vocalists would adorn the lines 

with ornaments.  Given Marenzio�s affiliation with the Ferrarese court where Vicentino 

was employed, it is likely that Marenzio was aware of his writings.  Ornamentation has 

been introduced when the modern performing ensemble for a given motet is  (1) one to a 

part,  (2) one to a part supported by doubling instruments playing the unadorned vocal 
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line or  (3) more than one to a part supported by doubling instruments in which one 

singer ornaments while the others play and sing the unadorned vocal line.  It should be 

noted that the last option is an extrapolation of period performance practice.  However, 

this extrapolation seems reasonable as long as the number of singers on a part does not 

deviate overmuch from one to a part performance practice and the embellishments of the 

ornamenting singer can be heard.  As a result, ornamentation has been added in 

concertists sections only in this edition so as not to contradict Vincentino�s suggestions. 

The primary sources suggest that there was a range of ability in ornamentation, 

from naturally talented virtuosi down to singers who could not ornament at all.  As a 

result, a spectrum of possibilities concerning use of ornamentation is acceptable.  The 

existence of diminution manuals teaching the art of ornamentation seems to provide 

confirmation that the majority of singers in the late Renaissance were not born 

improvisers.  Rather, they had to learn how to embellish.  The diminution manuals often 

advocate a method of memorizing formulaic melodic patterns which could then be 

applied to compositions as ornaments.  Furthermore, several sources confirm that these 

patterns could be written into musical scores exactly from the diminution manual 

examples, providing confirmation that ornaments can be written into modern day 

performance editions. 

Ornamentation has not been employed in this edition of Cantate Domino.  This 

decision has been made because it has been assumed that the motet would be performed 

entirely by full chorus.  However, if the director should wish for a one or two to a part 

performance, ornamentation would certainly be appropriate.  The director is referred to 
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writings by Conforti, Bovicelli and Giovanni Bassano for examples of period 

ornamentation. 

 

Editorial Procedures 

I have been indebted to Roland Jackson�s Marenzio: Opera omnia for providing a 

basis for this performance edition.  I have adopted nearly all of Jackson�s editorial 

decisions in this edition, including those related to note values, mensuration, musica ficta, 

ligatures and text underlay.  The incipits found at the beginning of the score are also 

Jackson�s.  In the case of text underlay, editorial additions (all of which are Jackson�s) 

are notated in parentheses as they are in the Opera omnia.  The Mensurstricht barring 

used in the Opera omnia has been changed to regular barlines in the score because of the 

metric regularity in Cantate Domino.  It should be stressed that while most editorial 

principles used in this edition are Jackson�s, all performance practice related markings 

found in this edition (vibrato, dynamics, tempo, articulation, phrasing and tone color 

markings and ornamentation) are entirely my own.   

 

Changes from Jackson's Edition 

Measure 90: Ficta has been added to Tenor 2 part. 

Measure 94: Ligature has been added. 

Measure 110: The A in the Alto 1 part has been changed to a G in this edition. 

Measure 113: Double whole notes in all parts have been rendered as whole notes with 

fermatas, following accepted modern practice. 
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Text and Translation 

Cantate Domino canticum novum, 

Laus eius in extremis terrae. 

Regnavit Dominus, exultet terra, 

Laetentur insulae multae. 

Annuncient coeli iusticia eius 

Et videant omnes populi gloriam eius. 

Commoveatur a facie eius universa terra. 

Dicite in gentibus: 

Quia Dominus regnavit 

Laetentur coeli et exultet terra. 

Commoveatur mare et plenitudo eius. 

Annunciet terra inter gentes gloriam eius  

In populi omnibus miribilia eius. 

Sing to the Lord a new song, 

Praise him to the extremes of the earth. 

The Lord reigns, let the earth rejoice. 

Let the many islands be glad. 

Let the heavens declare His justice 

And all the people behold His glory. 

Let the whole earth be moved before His face. 

Say among the people:  

Because the Lord reigns 

May the heavens rejoice and the earth be glad. 

Let the sea and its fullness be shaken. 

May the earth declare among its people His glory, 

His wonders among all people. 

 

-Translated Bill Wolfe, Ron Jeffers, Chris Jackson 
Text is from multiple sources, some of which have not been identified. 
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Preface to Domine quando veneris 

Source 

Sacrae Cantiones a 5, 6, 7 (Venice: Ricciardum Amadinum, 1616).  Edited by Roland 

Jackson in Marenzio: Opera omnia, vol 1(Neuhausen-Stuttgart: American Institute of 

Musicology; Hänssler-Verlag, 1976), 12-21. 

 

Background, Historical Performance Ensembles 

Domine, quando veneris exists in a single source, the Cantiones sacrae (1616).  

The editor, Giovanni Maria Piccioni, indicates that the motets in this posthumous 

collection were written by Marenzio during his boyhood in Brescia.  Roland Jackson and 

Marco Bizzarini agree with Piccioni that the works are from early in Marenzio�s career, 

but believe that they may have been written during his first years in Rome, due to 

references in the texts to Roman saints.  Both Jackson and Bizzarini date the motets in 

Cantiones sacrae from between 1570-80.   

The ensemble that would most likely have performed Domine, quando veneris 

would have been Cardinal Cristoforo Madruzzo�s cappella in Rome.  In his 

groundbreaking dissertation on Marenzio, Steven Ledbetter states that Marenzio was 

most likely the maestro di cappella for Madruzzo�s household musical ensemble from 

1574-1578.  The Cardinal was known as a great lover of music, particularly sacred music, 

indicating that Marenzio�s sacred compositions would have been performed in 

Madruzzo�s court.  
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Unfortunately, no record of Madruzzo�s cappella exists.  In order to posit possible 

ensembles and performance venues for Domine, quando veneris, we must examine known 

ensembles that had some relation to Madruzzo and Marenzio.  One such ensemble is that 

of Madruzzo�s predecessor in Trent, Cardinal Truchsess.  Between 1562-5, Noel O�Regan 

has found that Truchsess� ensemble included eight singers, a cornettist and an organist.  

The other possible ensemble is that of Madruzzo�s friend Cardinal Luigi d�Este, for whom 

Marenzio was maestro di cappella after Madruzzo�s death in 1578.  From examination of a 

list of d�Este�s Roman household during the period in which Marenzio was head musician, 

Bizzarini has concluded that the cappella may have contained as many as three adult males 

singers, 14 boy pages who were trained to sing, a lutenist and an organist.  Bizzarini posits 

that the vocal ensemble would have been one to a part.  d�Este�s ensemble seems to be a 

better model for reconstructing Madruzzo�s ensemble due to the connections between the 

two Cardinals and Marenzio�s leadership of both Madruzzo�s and d�Este�s household 

musical groups.   

 

Other Performance Practice Considerations 

Voicing 

 A mixture of female altos and male tenors is suggested for the Alto and Tenor lines 

due to the shared range for these two voice parts.  It would also be possible to ask the altos 

and tenors to exchange voice lines when the tessitura becomes too high for the men or too 

low for the women. 
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Doubling Instruments 

Use of doubling instruments in Renaissance vocal music is often controversial, but 

not in Marenzio�s output.  The evidence indicates that in Rome during Marenzio�s time, 

use of doubling instruments in vocal music was very common and very free in practice.  

Organ was the most ubiquitous of the doubling instruments, used primarily in sacred 

repertoire.  Other common instruments included lute and keyboard instruments such as 

harpsichord for smaller, more intimate performance locales.  Large performing spaces and 

outdoor performances would have supported the use of cornetti and sackbuts and 

instruments from the violin family.  The lute has been suggested in this edition as a 

possible doubling instrument due to the existence of a lute player in d�Este�s court when 

Marenzio was maestro di cappella and its appropriateness for doubling voices in an 

intimate performance setting.  However, a number of doubling instrument choices would 

be possible for this motet.   

There are indications placed in the score as to where the lute should tacet.  This has 

been done in order to highlight the text at the beginning of the secunda pars.  The lute is 

instructed to play again when the text of the prima pars returns.  Also, the lute player has 

received an instruction to play measures 1-6 as an introduction before the singers enter on 

the same measures. 

Vibrato 

While many scholars agree that ornamental versions of vibrato are possible in 

Renaissance vocal music, there is much controversy concerning the use of natural vibrato 

in this repertory.  An examination of vibrato in sixteenth century performance practice is 
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made difficult due to the unfamiliarity of the terminology employed by the primary 

sources to modern readers.  However, Michael Praetorius in Syntagma musicum III 

(1618) seems to be describing natural vibrato in unambiguous language.  He states: 

Because they are not to be praised who, endowed by God and Nature with an especially beautiful, 
vibrant, and floating or quivering voice as well as a round neck and throat suitable for diminution, 
do not accept the laws of music but rather continue with their excessive ornamentation, which 
exceeds the limits of the song to such a degree that it is spoiled and obscured, so that one does not 
know what they are singing. 329 

 
From this quote, we can determine that Praetorius believes the �vibrant, and floating or 

quivering voice� is conferred by Nature and not learned, and that it is distinct from the 

ability to sing ornaments or diminutions.  The inescapable conclusion is that Praetorius is 

referring to a type of natural vibrato in this passage.   Praetorius goes on to describe this 

vibrato further by stating, �The requisites are these: first, the requirement that a singer 

must have a pleasantly vibrating voice (not, however, as some are trained to do in 

schools, but with particular moderation).�330   

Other evidence supports Praetorius� apparent description of natural vibrato.  For 

example, it is known that Italian organs in Marenzio�s time were equipped with a 

vibrating stop known as the fiffaro, later to be explicitly called the voce humana in the 

seventeenth century.  Although some scholars caution that this evidence should not be 

used to indicate wholesale support for use of natural vibrato in Renaissance vocal music, 

existence of the fiffaro should be viewed as strong evidence for the practice since 

instruments in the Renaissance tended to imitate vocal models. 

                                                
329 Carol MacClintock, ed., Readings in the History of Music in Performance (Bloomington, IN:  Indiana 
University Press, 1979), 163. 
330 MacClintock, 164. 
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Evidence of an indirect sort may lend support to judicious use of natural vibrato in 

Renaissance vocal music.  Primary sources such as Vicentino, Calvisius and Zarlino 

discuss differences between two types of vocalism, which can be referred to as the voce 

da camera and the voce di cappella.  Zarlino has this to say about the two kinds of vocal 

production:  �The singer should know too that in church and in public chapels he should 

sing with full voice�while in private chambers he should use a subdued and sweet voice, 

and avoid clamor.�331  The quote from Zarlino makes clear that voce da camera is most 

appropriate for a small chamber and voce di cappella for a larger, reverberant setting.  

Given that singers would have to project their voices in a cavernous space such as a 

church or cathedral, it seems likely that the voce di cappella would have contained some 

amount of natural vibrato while the voce da camera would have contained small amounts 

to no vibrato at all.  Early music vocal authority Mauro Uberti lends his support to this 

idea: �in the more sonorous church singing [cappella production] I think it is reasonable 

to suppose that vibrato was a constant element, but never so prominent as it later became 

in the Romantic theater.�332  In discussing the camera production, Uberti says �a singer 

can, with considerable effort, reduce the vibrato so much that the voice becomes �fixed.�  

But it would be naïve to assume that quite this extreme must normally have been 

involved in the well-documented Renaissance and Baroque chamber-style practice of 

�firming,� or alternatively, �vibrating� the voice for expressive reasons.�333   

                                                
331 Gioseffo Zarlino, The Art of Counterpoint, translated by Guy A. Marco and Claude Palisca (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1968): 111. 
332 Mauro Uberti, �Vocal Techniques in Italy in the Second Half of the 16th Century,� Early Music 9 
(1981): 490. 
333 Ibid.   
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Use of the cappella/camera distinction can be very helpful in applying natural 

vibrato in modern performance.  This distinction has been used as the basis for 

developing general patterns of vibrato use in Marenzio�s motets.  As a result, careful, 

sparing use of natural vibrato is assumed for compositions which were to have been 

performed in private chambers while essentially continuous use of stylistically 

appropriate natural vibrato is assumed for compositions intended for large performance 

spaces. 

Examination of the music has also created specific suggestions for vibrato use 

beyond the abovementioned general recommendations.  There are four such suggestions 

that have been employed in determining vibrato use: 

(1)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided at cadential passages, where tuning is 

especially critical. 

(2)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided in passages which contain deviations from 

the mode or hexachordal shifts, also for tuning reasons. 

(3)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided in imitative passages, following the 

injunction of Hermann Finck: 

It is useful to remember also, that if in the beginning of a song there occurs an elegant fugue, this 
ought to be proffered by a clearer and more distinct voice than is usual; also that the subsequent 
voices ought to be delivered in the same way, if they arise from the same theme that the first 
singer has sung.  This ought to be observed in all the voices when new fugues arise, so that the 
coherence and the system of all the imitations can be heard.334  
 
(4)  Vibrato is encouraged in passages of non-imitative counterpoint or 

homophony. 

                                                
334 MacClintock, 63. 
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These recommendations and suggestions are the basis for a system of two markings 

indicating vibrato use developed for Domine, quando veneris.  The first marking, SV, 

indicates a well-produced senza vibrato tone in which vibrato is minimized or absent.  

The second marking, V, refers to a stylistically appropriate natural vibrato.  It is 

incumbent that the director communicate his or her individual views regarding the sound 

and production of the senza vibrato and stylistically appropriate natural vibrato to his or 

her ensemble. 

In this edition, SV and V markings have been carefully placed for several reasons.  

Firstly, Domine, quando veneris contains much imitative texture.  Secondly, there are 

many deviations from the basic Dorian mode of the composition  to express the 

extremely dramatic text.  Thirdly, the probable performance venue, a private chamber, 

indicates the general use of camera vocalism.  As a result, SV markings predominate, 

with V markings employed on occasion in sections of non-imitative counterpoint and 

homophony.  This alteration of SV and V markings will need to be diligently rehearsed in 

order for the ensemble to duplicate them accurately in performance.       

Text Expression 

There is an overwhelming amount of evidence which suggests that performers 

were expected to sing the text in vocal compositions to elicit the meaning or affect 

underlying the words.  Some sources sanction some use of tempo, dynamic and tone 

color alterations in order to effect a union of text and music.  Therefore, dynamics, tempo 

indications, articulation and phrasing suggestions and tone color markings have been 
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added to this performance edition.  In all cases, these markings underscore compositional 

techniques employed by Marenzio to highlight key phrases of text.  

Dynamic, tempo and articulation markings used in this edition are standard.  Tone 

color markings have also been added to provide shading to especially dramatic text.  The 

rule employed in determining tone color shifts has been to advise the use of an [i] vowel 

color to highlight text depicting harsh or turbulent emotions, and advise the use of an [u] 

vowel color to underscore text depicting calmer or melancholic emotional states.  

Asterisks with accompanying descriptions have been placed in the score to indicate when 

an [i] or [u] vowel color should be employed. 

Ornamentation 

Ornamentation in Renaissance music is one of the most controversial subjects in 

musicological circles.  Most secondary sources have focused on classification of 

ornaments or on codifying rules for their use from primary sources.  As a result, there has 

been much written on the primary sources� views concerning when to ornament in vocal 

music.  A distillation of some of the most important and thought-provoking suggestions 

concerning ornamentation is given below. 

(1)  True ornamentation occurs in the throat (glottal articulation).  Other methods, 

particularly those involving the tongue (or motion of the tongue), are not 

legitimate. 

(2)  Embellish judiciously.  The writer Giovanni Camillo Mafffei gives the 

guideline of no more than five times per part in a composition. 
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(3)  No simultaneous ornaments; ornament one at a time in vocal-ensemble 

performance. 

(4)  Apply ornamentation to penultimate syllables only. 

(5)  Ornament mostly at cadences, and sparingly elsewhere. 

(6)  Ornamentation should never interfere with the text. 

(7)  Ornament throughout a composition. 

(8)  Do not ornament, or ornament sparingly, at beginning of a polyphonic 

composition. 

(9)  Ornamentation is acceptable in all parts. 

(10)  Do not ornament sad or somber texts. 

(11)  Contrapuntal errors are acceptable in ornamentation. 

(12)  Vocal/ensemble embellishments should be supported by instruments playing 

the original in heterophony with the embellishments. 

(13)  Do not ornament words or phrases that are already pictorial in nature. 

(14)  All voices should ornament imitative passages in the same manner. 

Ornamentation decisions made in this edition have been based on the above suggestions. 

A number of questions concerning ornamentation have received insufficient 

answers in both the primary and secondary sources.  These questions can be expressed as 

follows:  (1) Was ornamentation appropriate in sacred music of the period?  (2) Was 

ornamentation ever practiced in a choral context?  (3) How widespread was the practice 

of ornamentation?  Tentative answers to these questions are given below.    
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It seems clear that ornamentation was a possibility in sacred vocal-ensemble 

music of the time.  Out of 146 extant examples of ornamentation in vocal music, 16 of 

them are of motets, providing some corroboration for the practice.  Also, two well-known 

authors of diminution manuals, Giovanni Battista Bovicelli and Giovanni Luca Conforti, 

were members of church music establishments, the former a member of the choir at the 

Cathedral in Milan and the latter a member of the Sistine Chapel choir.  Both Bovicelli 

and Conforti left extant embellished versions of sacred compositions of their own 

devising or by other composers.   

There is no definitive evidence that choral-ensemble ornamentation existed.  On 

the other hand, vocal-ensemble ornamentation (in a one to a part setting) was well-known 

and discussed by several authors.  Nicola Vicentino offers the additional possibility for 

instrumental doubling to support the vocal lines while the vocalists would adorn the lines 

with ornaments.  Given Marenzio�s affiliation with the Ferrarese court where Vicentino 

was employed, it is likely that Marenzio was aware of his writings.  Ornamentation has 

been introduced when the modern performing ensemble for a given motet is  (1) one to a 

part,  (2) one to a part supported by doubling instruments playing the unadorned vocal 

line or  (3) more than one to a part supported by doubling instruments in which one 

singer ornaments while the others play and sing the unadorned vocal line.  It should be 

noted that the last option is an extrapolation of period performance practice.  However, 

this extrapolation seems reasonable as long as the number of singers on a part does not 

deviate overmuch from one to a part performance practice and the embellishments of the 



 254

ornamenting singer can be heard.  As a result, ornamentation has been added in 

concertists sections only in this edition so as not to contradict Vincentino�s suggestions. 

The primary sources suggest that there was a range of ability in ornamentation, 

from naturally talented virtuosi down to singers who could not ornament at all.  As a 

result, a spectrum of possibilities concerning use of ornamentation is acceptable.  The 

existence of diminution manuals teaching the art of ornamentation seems to provide 

confirmation that the majority of singers in the late Renaissance were not born 

improvisers.  Rather, they had to learn how to embellish.  The diminution manuals often 

advocate a method of memorizing formulaic melodic patterns which could then be 

applied to compositions as ornaments.  Furthermore, several sources confirm that these 

patterns could be written into musical scores exactly from the diminution manual 

examples, providing confirmation that ornaments can be written into modern day 

performance editions. 

Ornamentation has not been employed in this edition of Domine, quando veneris.  

In compositions in which camera vocalism was to be employed, such as this one, it is 

assumed that ornamentation would normally be a component.  However, written 

examples of ornamentation have not employed in this edition due to its text.  Several 

sources comment that ornamentation is not to be done in compositions with a sad or 

somber text. 
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Editorial Procedures 

I have been indebted to Roland Jackson�s Marenzio: Opera omnia for providing a 

basis for this performance edition.  I have adopted nearly all of Jackson�s editorial 

decisions in this edition, including those related to note values, mensuration, musica ficta, 

ligatures and text underlay.  The incipits found at the beginning of the score are also 

Jackson�s.  In the case of text underlay, editorial additions (all of which are Jackson�s) 

are notated in parentheses as they are in the Opera omnia.  The Mensurstricht barring 

used in the Opera omnia has been maintained in the score because of the rhythmic 

displacements and other �over the barline� phrasings found in Domine, quando veneris..  

It should be stressed that while most editorial principles used in this edition are 

Jackson�s, all performance practice related markings found in this edition (vibrato, 

dynamics, tempo, articulation, phrasing and tone color markings and ornamentation) are 

entirely my own.   

 

Changes from Jackson's Edition 

Measure 63: Ficta have been added in the Alto part. 

Measure 143: Double whole notes in all parts have been rendered as whole notes with 

fermatas, following accepted modern practice. 
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Text and Translation 

Prima pars 

Domine, quando veneris 

judicare terram, 

Ubi me abscondam a vultu irae tuae? 

Quia peccavi nimis in vita mea. 

Secunda pars 

Comissa mea pavesco, 

Et ante te erubesco: 

Dum veneris judicare, 

Noli me condemnare, 

Quia peccavi nimis in vita mea. 

Prima pars 

Lord, when You come 

To judge the earth, 

Where will I flee to escape Your wrath? 

For I have sinned too much in my life. 

Secunda Pars 

On account of my sins, I tremble with fear 

And blush in shame before You. 

When You come to bring judgement 

Do not condemn me 

For I have sinned too much in my life. 

 

-Translated Bill Wolfe, Chris Jackson 
Text is from Matins for Office for the Dead. 
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Preface to Gaudent in coelis 

Source 

Moctecta festorum totius anni cum communi sanctorum quaternis vocibus...Liber 

primus... (Rome, Alexandrum Gardanum, 1585).  Edited by Roland Jackson in Marenzio: 

Opera omnia, vol 2 (Neuhausen-Stuttgart: American Institute of Musicology; Hänssler-

Verlag, 1976), 116-119.   

 

Background Information, Historical Ensembles 

Gaudent in coelis exists in the one collection of motets published during 

Marenzio�s lifetime, Moctecti pro festis totuum anni...(1585).  It also is found in two 

other reprints of Moctecti..., from 1588 and 1604. All of the motets found in this 

collection have specific liturgical indications given in the musical score itself.  In the case 

of Gaudent in coelis,  the motet is intended for the Common of Many Martyrs.  On the 

basis of this liturgical assignation, Noel O�Regan has concluded that the motet may have 

been performed at the church of SS. Faustino e Giovita dei Bresciani because Faustino 

and Giovita were martyrs.  A further association between SS. Faustino e Giovita and 

Gaudent in coelis is that Marenzio most likely would have been a member of the 

confraternity associated with that church because it was a mutual self-help organization 

for Brescians living in Rome.   

Gaudent in coelis would have probably been performed by one of the many 

ensembles of Roman virtuoso singers from the Papal Chapel who were hired to perform 

at Lenten services sponsored by confraternities.  Although little is known about 
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ensembles associated specifically with SS. Faustino e Giovita, O�Regan has provided 

information about the makeup of the ensembles from a pay record detailing the 

involvement of one such ensemble at a Lenten performance in 1595 sponsored by another 

confraternity, SS. Crocefisso.  This record details the involvement of 17 musicians, 

including ten or eleven singers, three organists and three other instrumentalists.  The non-

organist instrumentalists include a cornettist, a trombonist and a lutenist, as well as an 

additional entry for a gentleman paid for �having tuned the harpsichord for the music of 

the oratory,� evidence that the instrument was used in performances. 335  

 

Other Performance Practice Considerations 

Voicing 

 A mixture of female altos and male tenors is suggested for the Alto and Tenor lines 

due to the shared range for these two voice parts.  It would also be possible to ask the altos 

and tenors to exchange voice lines when the tessitura becomes too high for the men or too 

low for the women. 

Doubling Instruments 

Use of doubling instruments in Renaissance vocal music is often controversial, but 

not in Marenzio�s output.  The evidence indicates that in Rome during Marenzio�s time, 

use of doubling instruments in vocal music was very common and very free in practice.  

Organ was the most ubiquitous of the doubling instruments, used primarily in sacred 

repertoire.  Other common instruments included lute and keyboard instruments such as 

                                                
335 Noel O�Regan, �Marenzio�s Sacred Music: The Roman Context,� Early Music 27 (1999): 613. 
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harpsichord for smaller, more intimate performance locales.  Large performing spaces and 

outdoor performances would have supported the use of cornetti and sackbuts and 

instruments from the violin family.  The harpsichord has been suggested as a possible 

doubling instrument due to its use in confraternity performances of the time.  It also 

seemed appropriate to use the harpsichord to support the rhythmic energy and written-in 

diminutions in the vocal parts.  However, any of the doubling instruments represented in 

O�Regan�s list of performers could be employed in performance of this work.  Indications 

for doubling instruments, especially in terms of tone color alterations, assume the use of 

the harpsichord. 

Vibrato 

While many scholars agree that ornamental versions of vibrato are possible in 

Renaissance vocal music, there is much controversy concerning the use of natural vibrato 

in this repertory.  An examination of vibrato in sixteenth century performance practice is 

made difficult due to the unfamiliarity of the terminology employed by the primary 

sources to modern readers.  However, Michael Praetorius in Syntagma musicum III 

(1618) seems to be describing natural vibrato in unambiguous language.  He states: 

Because they are not to be praised who, endowed by God and Nature with an especially beautiful, 
vibrant, and floating or quivering voice as well as a round neck and throat suitable for diminution, 
do not accept the laws of music but rather continue with their excessive ornamentation, which 
exceeds the limits of the song to such a degree that it is spoiled and obscured, so that one does not 
know what they are singing. 336 
 

From this quote, we can determine that Praetorius believes the �vibrant, and floating or 

quivering voice� is conferred by Nature and not learned, and that it is distinct from the 

                                                
336 Carol MacClintock, ed., Readings in the History of Music in Performance (Bloomington, IN:  Indiana 
University Press, 1979), 163. 
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ability to sing ornaments or diminutions.  The inescapable conclusion is that Praetorius is 

referring to a type of natural vibrato in this passage.  Praetorius goes on to describe this 

vibrato further by stating, �The requisites are these: first, the requirement that a singer 

must have a pleasantly vibrating voice (not, however, as some are trained to do in 

schools, but with particular moderation).�337   

Other evidence supports Praetorius� apparent description of natural vibrato.  For 

example, it is known that Italian organs in Marenzio�s time were equipped with a 

vibrating stop known as the fiffaro, later to be explicitly called the voce humana in the 

seventeenth century.  Although some scholars caution that this evidence should not be 

used to indicate wholesale support for use of natural vibrato in Renaissance vocal music, 

existence of the fiffaro should be viewed as strong evidence for the practice since 

instruments in the Renaissance tended to imitate vocal models. 

Evidence of an indirect sort may lend support to judicious use of natural vibrato in 

Renaissance vocal music.  Primary sources such as Vicentino, Calvisius and Zarlino 

discuss differences between two types of vocalism, which can be referred to as the voce 

da camera and the voce di cappella.  Zarlino has this to say about the two kinds of vocal 

production:  �The singer should know too that in church and in public chapels he should 

sing with full voice�while in private chambers he should use a subdued and sweet voice, 

and avoid clamor.�338  The quote from Zarlino makes clear that voce da camera is most 

appropriate for a small chamber and voce di cappella for a larger, reverberant setting.  

                                                
337 MacClintock, 164. 
338 Gioseffo Zarlino, The Art of Counterpoint, translated by Guy A. Marco and Claude Palisca (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1968): 111. 
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Given that singers would have to project their voices in a cavernous space such as a 

church or cathedral, it seems likely that the voce di cappella would have contained some 

amount of natural vibrato while the voce da camera would have contained small amounts 

to no vibrato at all.  Early music vocal authority Mauro Uberti lends his support to this 

idea: �in the more sonorous church singing [cappella production] I think it is reasonable 

to suppose that vibrato was a constant element, but never so prominent as it later became 

in the Romantic theater.�339  In discussing the camera production, Uberti says �a singer 

can, with considerable effort, reduce the vibrato so much that the voice becomes �fixed.�  

But it would be naïve to assume that quite this extreme must normally have been 

involved in the well-documented Renaissance and Baroque chamber-style practice of 

�firming,� or alternatively, �vibrating� the voice for expressive reasons.�340   

Use of the cappella/camera distinction can be very helpful in applying natural 

vibrato in modern performance.  This distinction has been used as the basis for 

developing general patterns of vibrato use in Marenzio�s motets.  As a result, careful, 

sparing use of natural vibrato is assumed for compositions which were to have been 

performed in private chambers while essentially continuous use of stylistically 

appropriate natural vibrato is assumed for compositions intended for large performance 

spaces. 

                                                
339 Mauro Uberti, �Vocal Techniques in Italy in the Second Half of the 16th Century,� Early Music 9 
(1981): 490. 
340 Ibid.   
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Examination of the music has also created specific suggestions for vibrato use 

beyond the abovementioned general recommendations.  There are four such suggestions 

that have been employed in determining vibrato use: 

(1)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided at cadential passages, where tuning is 

especially critical. 

(2)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided in passages which contain deviations from 

the mode or hexachordal shifts, also for tuning reasons. 

(3)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided in imitative passages, following the 

injunction of Hermann Finck: 

It is useful to remember also, that if in the beginning of a song there occurs an elegant fugue, this 
ought to be proffered by a clearer and more distinct voice than is usual; also that the subsequent 
voices ought to be delivered in the same way, if they arise from the same theme that the first 
singer has sung.  This ought to be observed in all the voices when new fugues arise, so that the 
coherence and the system of all the imitations can be heard.341  
 
(4)  Vibrato is encouraged in passages of non-imitative counterpoint or 

homophony. 

These recommendations and suggestions are the basis for a system of two markings 

indicating vibrato use developed for Gaudent in coelis.  The first marking, SV, indicates 

a well-produced senza vibrato tone in which vibrato is minimized or absent.  The second 

marking, V, refers to a stylistically appropriate natural vibrato.  It is incumbent that the 

director communicate his or her individual views regarding the sound and production of 

the senza vibrato and stylistically appropriate natural vibrato to his or her ensemble. 

In this edition, SV and V markings have been carefully considered.  Gaudent in 

coelis contains imitative passages in the opening of the motet, which have received SV 
                                                
341 MacClintock, 63. 
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markings.  Otherwise, SV markings are limited to cadential moments in the composition.  

As a result, V markings are mostly seen in this work due to the predominance of non-

imitative counterpoint and homophony and the lack of deviation from the main mode of 

the work, G Dorian.  Camera vs. cappella vocalism can never be determined with 

complete surety because the SS. Faustino e Giovita church no longer exists.  However, a 

woodcut of the church seems to show a medium sized building which probably had a 

reasonably reverberant acoustic.  Therefore, the assumption on the part of this editor has 

been that Gaudent in coelis would have more likely been performed with cappella rather 

than camera vocalism.  

Text Expression 

There is an overwhelming amount of evidence which suggests that performers 

were expected to sing the text in vocal compositions to elicit the meaning or affect 

underlying the words.  Some sources sanction some use of tempo, dynamic and tone 

color alterations in order to effect a union of text and music.  Therefore, dynamics, tempo 

indications, articulation and phrasing suggestions and tone color markings have been 

added to this performance edition.  In all cases, these markings underscore compositional 

techniques employed by Marenzio to highlight key phrases of text.  

Dynamic, tempo and articulation markings used in this edition are standard.  Tone 

color markings have also been added to provide shading to especially dramatic text.  The 

rule employed in determining tone color shifts has been to advise the use of an [i] vowel 

color to highlight text depicting harsh or turbulent emotions, and advise the use of an [u] 

vowel color to underscore text depicting calmer or melancholic emotional states.  In 
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Gaudent in coelis, tone color shadings have been kept to a minimum due to the 

assumption of cappella vocalism for the work.  However, the crucially important text 

�amore� has an asterisk and accompanying description to indicate that an [u] vowel color 

should be employed. 

Ornamentation 

Ornamentation in Renaissance music is one of the most controversial subjects in 

musicological circles.  Most secondary sources have focused on classification of 

ornaments or on codifying rules for their use from primary sources.  As a result, there has 

been much written on the primary sources� views concerning when to ornament in vocal 

music.  A distillation of some of the most important and thought-provoking suggestions 

concerning ornamentation is given below. 

(1)  True ornamentation occurs in the throat (glottal articulation).  Other methods, 

particularly those involving the tongue (or motion of the tongue), are not 

legitimate. 

(2)  Embellish judiciously.  The writer Giovanni Camillo Mafffei gives the 

guideline of no more than five times per part in a composition. 

(3)  No simultaneous ornaments; ornament one at a time in vocal-ensemble 

performance. 

(4)  Apply ornamentation to penultimate syllables only. 

(5)  Ornament mostly at cadences, and sparingly elsewhere. 

(6)  Ornamentation should never interfere with the text. 

(7)  Ornament throughout a composition. 
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(8)  Do not ornament, or ornament sparingly, at beginning of a polyphonic 

composition. 

(9)  Ornamentation is acceptable in all parts. 

(10)  Do not ornament sad or somber texts. 

(11)  Contrapuntal errors are acceptable in ornamentation. 

(12)  Vocal/ensemble embellishments should be supported by instruments playing 

the original in heterophony with the embellishments. 

(13)  Do not ornament words or phrases that are already pictorial in nature. 

(14)  All voices should ornament imitative passages in the same manner. 

Ornamentation decisions made in this edition have been based on the above suggestions. 

A number of questions concerning ornamentation have received insufficient 

answers in both the primary and secondary sources.  These questions can be expressed as 

follows:  (1) Was ornamentation appropriate in sacred music of the period?  (2) Was 

ornamentation ever practiced in a choral context?  (3) How widespread was the practice 

of ornamentation?  Tentative answers to these questions are given below.    

It seems clear that ornamentation was a possibility in sacred vocal-ensemble 

music of the time.  Out of 146 extant examples of ornamentation in vocal music, 16 of 

them are of motets, providing some corroboration for the practice.  Also, two well-known 

authors of diminution manuals, Giovanni Battista Bovicelli and Giovanni Luca Conforti, 

were members of church music establishments, the former a member of the choir at the 

Cathedral in Milan and the latter a member of the Sistine Chapel choir.  Both Bovicelli 
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and Conforti left extant embellished versions of sacred compositions of their own 

devising or by other composers.   

There is no definitive evidence that choral-ensemble ornamentation existed.  On 

the other hand, vocal-ensemble ornamentation (in a one to a part setting) was well-known 

and discussed by several authors.  Nicola Vicentino offers the additional possibility for 

instrumental doubling to support the vocal lines while the vocalists would adorn the lines 

with ornaments.  Given Marenzio�s affiliation with the Ferrarese court where Vicentino 

was employed, it is likely that Marenzio was aware of his writings.  Ornamentation has 

been introduced when the modern performing ensemble for a given motet is  (1) one to a 

part,  (2) one to a part supported by doubling instruments playing the unadorned vocal 

line or  (3) more than one to a part supported by doubling instruments in which one 

singer ornaments while the others play and sing the unadorned vocal line.  It should be 

noted that the last option is an extrapolation of period performance practice.  However, 

this extrapolation seems reasonable as long as the number of singers on a part does not 

deviate overmuch from one to a part performance practice and the embellishments of the 

ornamenting singer can be heard. 

The primary sources suggest that there was a range of ability in ornamentation, 

from naturally talented virtuosi down to singers who could not ornament at all.  As a 

result, a spectrum of possibilities concerning use of ornamentation is acceptable.  The 

existence of diminution manuals teaching the art of ornamentation seems to provide 

confirmation that the majority of singers in the late Renaissance were not born 

improvisers.  Rather, they had to learn how to embellish.  The diminution manuals often 
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advocate a method of memorizing formulaic melodic patterns which could then be 

applied to compositions as ornaments.  Furthermore, several sources confirm that these 

patterns could be written into musical scores exactly from the diminution manual 

examples, providing confirmation that ornaments can be written into modern day 

performance editions. 

The application of ornaments in Gaudent in coelis allows for great flexibility on 

the part of the choral director using this performance edition.  For each voice part, two 

measures were selected to receive suggestions for ornamentation.  These suggestions 

have been mostly excerpted from Conforti�s diminution manual Breve e facile maniera 

d�essercitarse (1593).  Ideas for ornaments have been taken from this work because of 

the probability that Conforti and Marenzio knew of each other�s work.  

Two ornaments have been assigned to each of the selected measures, which 

differs from the usual practice of providing only one ornamentation example per measure 

selected for ornamentation.  Both ornamentation examples are written in ossia measures 

above the selected measures  It is suggested that choral directors approximate the 

improvisatory practice by having their singers learn both ornamentation alternatives and 

select one on the spot in performance.  However, the inclusion of two ornamentation 

examples per measure selected gives the director multiple options for ornamentation if 

they do not wish to follow the suggestion outlined above.  Also, directors should feel 

welcome to add more ornamentation examples beyond the ones given in the music if their 

singers display further interest in learning embellishments of the time period.  The 
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director is strongly advised to consult several of the extant primary sources which contain 

examples of ornamentation (Bovicelli, Bassano, Conforti) for inspiration.   

 

Editorial Procedures 

I have been indebted to Roland Jackson�s Marenzio: Opera omnia for providing a 

basis for this performance edition.  I have adopted nearly all of Jackson�s editorial 

decisions in this edition, including those related to note values, mensuration, musica 

ficta,ligatures and text underlay.  The incipits found at the beginning of the score are also 

Jackson�s.  In the case of text underlay, editorial additions (all of which are Jackson�s) 

are notated in parentheses as they are in the Opera omnia.  The Mensurstricht barring 

used in the Opera omnia has been maintained in the score because of the rhythmic 

displacements and other �over the barline� phrasings found in Gaudent in coelis.  The 

key has been raised one whole step from the original in this edition.  It should be stressed 

that while most editorial principles used in this edition are Jackson�s, all performance 

practice related markings found in this edition (vibrato, dynamics, tempo, articulation, 

phrasing and tone color markings and ornamentation) are entirely my own.  

 

Changes from Jackson's Edition 

Measure 60: Double whole notes in all parts have been rendered as whole notes with 

fermatas, following accepted modern practice. 
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Text and Translation 

Gaudent in coelis animae Sanctorum 

Qui Christi vestigia sunt secuti: 

Et quia pro eius amore 

Sanguinem suum fuderunt, 

Ideo cum Christo exsultant sine fine. 

The souls of the saints rejoice in heaven 

Who have followed in Christ�s footsteps. 

And because of His love 

Their own blood was shed. 

Therefore they triumph with Christ forever. 

 

-Translated Bill Wolfe 
Text is from the antiphon for the Magnificat for the Common of Many Martyrs. 
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Preface to Laudate Dominum 

Source 

Rome (Vat.): Ms. 25 Cappella Giulia (date unknown).  Edited by Roland Jackson in 

Marenzio: Opera omnia, vol 3 (Neuhausen-Stuttgart: American Institute of Musicology; 

Hänssler-Verlag, 1976), 68-80. 

 

Background Information, Historical Performing Ensembles 

The eight part motet Laudate Dominum in sanctis eius is found in a posthumous 

manuscript in the Cappella Giulia archives.  Although it is the only work of Marenzio�s 

found there, Laudate Dominum shows that Marenzio was actively connected with the 

Cappella Giulia.  The manuscript is of interest because it contains a bassus ad organum 

part, indicating the existence of an organ at that time in the Papal Basilica in St. Peter�s. 

The Cappella Giulia, along with its sister ensemble the Cappella Sistina, has 

received a great deal of scholarly attention.  The Cappella Giulia was the performance 

ensemble for the Papal Basilica, over which the Pope himself would preside over worship 

services.  This ensemble, primarily known as the one with which Palestrina worked, 

consisted of ten singers, four adults on the lower three parts (basses, tenors, male altos) 

and six boys who would have sung the top line.342  According to Roman performance 

practice, the ensemble would sing one to a part in performances of polychoral music.  

As Noel O�Regan points out, the musical setting, based on the familiar Psalm 150 

text, �exploits the text to the full, musically characterizing each of the instruments 

                                                
342 Noel O'Regan, "Performance of Palestrina: Some Further Observations," Early Music 24 (1996): 153. 
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mentioned.�343  Each instrument also is set to different groups of voices, providing 

further contrast between them.  The full chorus is reserved for moments in the 

composition which refer to the fullness of heaven or all things praising God. 

 

Soli/Tutti Alternations 

This dramatic treatment of the text has resulted in alternations of soli voices 

(termed �concertists� in the score) and tutti voices in this edition.  Although there is little 

evidence that this type of alternation was practiced in Marenzio�s music, the text and 

musical setting give ample justification for soli/tutti groupings.  The musical passages set 

to text describing the softer instruments (e.g., the strings, the pipe and the small cymbals) 

have been indicated for concertists to sing, while the passages set to text describing the 

louder instruments have been indicated for full choir.  In addition, the passages set for all 

voices and the recurrent triple meter refrain have also been marked for full choir to sing.   

 

Placement of Performance Forces 

As in any polychoral composition, the physical placement of the performing 

forces should be discussed.  Using written and iconographic evidence specific to the 

Cappella Giulia, O�Regan concludes that choirs were spaced throughout the papal 

basilica to fill the room with sound.  In one instance, O�Regan shows a number of niches 

                                                
343 Noel O�Regan, �Marenzio�s Sacred Music: The Roman Context,� Early Music 27  
(1999): 616. 
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in which choirs could have been placed radiating out in a general circle from the papal 

altar.344  

This separation of choirs is not always appropriate in Roman polychoral music of the 

late sixteenth century.  Some polychoral compositions contained intervals of a fifth between 

the bass parts of the choirs.  This situation would result in problems if the choirs were 

spatially separated in a large acoustic environment because each choir would not contain 

independent closed harmonies, but rather what Denis Arnold calls anachronistically �the 

dreaded 6/4 chord.�345  To avoid this, each of the bass lines must contain �either the root of 

the chord (as we would say today) or the third.�346 Beginning in the 1550�s, Nicolà 

Vicentino and Gioseffo Zarlino, both pupils of Adrian Willaert,  the major pioneer in double 

chorus settings in Venice, entreated composers to compose works with independent bass 

lines:  

When planning for two or three choirs to sing at the same time, it is advisable to make the basses of 
two or all three choirs agree with one another.  Never put one bass a fifth below the other when all 
three are singing at once, because then the parts in the third choir, having the fourth above, will be 
unable to hear the fifth below if this choir is somewhat far away�To make all the basses agree, 
always keep them at the unison or the octave.  Sometimes a major third is used but never for longer 
than a minim, for the major third is too weak to support so many voices.347  
 

By Marenzio�s time, composers were writing polychoral compositions in both styles.  In 

fact, several of Marenzio�s earlier polychoral motets contain open fifths between the bass 

parts, indicating that the choirs were not separated in performance.  An analysis of the bass 
                                                
344O�Regan, Noel.  �The Performance of Roman Sacred Polychoral Music in the Late  
Sixteenth and Early Seventeenth Centuries: Evidence from Archival Sources.�  
Performance Practice Review 8, no. 2 (1995), 131-2. 
345 Denis Arnold, �The Grand Motets of Orlandus Lassus,� Early Music 6 (1978): 180.  
346 Ibid. 
347 Nicolà Vicentino, Antica musica ridotta alla moderna prattica (1555), bk IV, ch. 28. Translated Maria 
Rika Manientes as Ancient Music Adapted to Modern Practice (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996): 
268-69.  Also see Gioseffo Zarlino, L�institutione l�armoniche (1558), Part III, ch 66.  Translated by Guy 
A. Marco and Claude Palisca as The Art of Counterpoint (New Haven: Yale Universiity Press, 1968): 243-
44. 
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lines in Laudate Dominum, however, shows that the intervals between the two bass parts 

are entirely unisons and octaves.  Therefore, the two choirs should be physically separated 

from one another in performances of Laudate Dominum. 

 

Other Performance Practice Considerations 

Doubling Instruments 

Use of doubling instruments in Renaissance vocal music is often controversial, but 

not in Marenzio�s output.  The evidence indicates that in Rome during Marenzio�s time, 

use of doubling instruments in vocal music was very common and very free in practice.  

Organ was the most ubiquitous of the doubling instruments, used primarily in sacred 

repertoire.  Other common instruments included lute and keyboard instruments such as 

harpsichord for smaller, more intimate performance locales.  Large performing spaces and 

outdoor performances would have supported the use of cornetti and sackbuts and 

instruments from the violin family.   

O�Regan provides some specific guidelines for use of doubling instruments in 

Roman polychoral music: 

Instrumentalists were spread between the choirs�with each choir normally having a high instrument 
(violin or cornett) and a plucked string instrument (lute, theorbo, etc.).  Choirs generally had their own 
organ, but often two of the choirs shared one of these.  While the Roman practice of doubling up on 
choirs leaves some ambiguity in interpreting archival information, it can also provide flexibility to 
modern performers of this music to experiment in the surroundings in which it is being 
reconstructed.348 
 

Suggestions for doubling instruments are given at the beginning of the score.  A doubling 

ensemble consisting of two cornetti, two sackbuts, two organs and two lutes has been 

                                                
348 O�Regan, �The Performance of Roman Sacred Polychoral Music," 136-7. 
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assumed for this edition.  Following O�Regan�s suggestions, the cornetti have been 

assigned to the soprano lines of each choir, while each choir is supported by a lute and 

organ doubling complement.  Additionally, it is suggested that each bass line be 

reinforced by a tenor or bass sackbut.    

This exact instrumentation, however, need not be followed.  Examination of 

doubling instruments used in Roman churches and cathedrals has revealed that a wide 

variety of instruments were used.  For example, violins could substitute for one or both 

cornetti, especially if these instruments are not available to the director.  Similarly, the 

sackbuts could be replaced by trombones or by cello or contrabass.  If trombones are 

substituted for sackbuts, the director should instruct the trombonists to use tenor 

trombones, not bass trombones, so the balance between the voices and instruments is 

maintained.  Also, a single organ could be used to double both choirs if only one is 

available. 

It is recommended that the instrumentalists be instructed to follow all vibrato, 

tempo, dynamic, articulation and tone color indications given to the singers in order to 

blend as much as possible with the voices.  It is suggested the director make separate 

parts for the instruments and write the markings for the singers into the parts.  In 

performance, the instrumentalists should stand within the choral according to the parts 

they double.  This positioning of singers and instrumentalists together serves to highlight 

their function as supporting members of the chorus rather than a separate instrumental 

complement. 
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 In this performance edition, the voices and doubling instruments create a shifting 

palette of tonal colors to enhance the changes of texture in the composition.  The 

doubling instruments with the exception of the organ and lute have generally received 

tacet indications in musical passages sung by the concertists, and have been instructed to 

play during all passages sung by the full chorus.  The doubling ensemble has also been 

used in this edition to punctuate the recurrent refrain. 

Vibrato 

While many scholars agree that ornamental versions of vibrato are possible in 

Renaissance vocal music, there is much controversy concerning the use of natural vibrato 

in this repertory.  An examination of vibrato in sixteenth century performance practice is 

made difficult due to the unfamiliarity of the terminology employed by the primary 

sources to modern readers.  However, Michael Praetorius in Syntagma musicum III 

(1618) seems to be describing natural vibrato in unambiguous language.  He states: 

Because they are not to be praised who, endowed by God and Nature with an especially beautiful, 
vibrant, and floating or quivering voice as well as a round neck and throat suitable for diminution, 
do not accept the laws of music but rather continue with their excessive ornamentation, which 
exceeds the limits of the song to such a degree that it is spoiled and obscured, so that one does not 
know what they are singing. 349 

 
From this quote, we can determine that Praetorius believes the �vibrant, and floating or 

quivering voice� is conferred by Nature and not learned, and that it is distinct from the 

ability to sing ornaments or diminutions.  The inescapable conclusion is that Praetorius is 

referring to a type of natural vibrato in this passage.   Praetorius goes on to describe this 

vibrato further by stating, �The requisites are these: first, the requirement that a singer 

                                                
349 Carol MacClintock, ed., Readings in the History of Music in Performance (Bloomington, IN:  Indiana 
University Press, 1979), 163. 
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must have a pleasantly vibrating voice (not, however, as some are trained to do in 

schools, but with particular moderation).�350   

Other evidence supports Praetorius� apparent description of natural vibrato.  For 

example, it is known that Italian organs in Marenzio�s time were equipped with a 

vibrating stop known as the fiffaro, later to be explicitly called the voce humana in the 

seventeenth century.  Although some scholars caution that this evidence should not be 

used to indicate wholesale support for use of natural vibrato in Renaissance vocal music, 

existence of the fiffaro should be viewed as strong evidence for the practice since 

instruments in the Renaissance tended to imitate vocal models.  

Evidence of an indirect sort may lend support to judicious use of natural vibrato in 

Renaissance vocal music.  Primary sources such as Vicentino, Calvisius and Zarlino 

discuss differences between two types of vocalism, which can be referred to as the voce 

da camera and the voce di cappella.  Zarlino has this to say about the two kinds of vocal 

production: �The singer should know too that in church and in public chapels he should 

sing with full voice�while in private chambers he should use a subdued and sweet voice, 

and avoid clamor.�351  The quote from Zarlino makes clear that voce da camera is most 

appropriate for a small chamber and voce di cappella for a larger, reverberant setting.  

Given that singers would have to project their voices in a cavernous space such as a 

church or cathedral, it seems likely that the voce di cappella would have contained some 

amount of natural vibrato while the voce da camera would have contained small amounts 

                                                
350 MacClintock, 164. 
351 Gioseffo Zarlino, The Art of Counterpoint, translated by Guy A. Marco and Claude Palisca (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1968): 111. 
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to no vibrato at all.  Early music vocal authority Mauro Uberti lends his support to this 

idea: �in the more sonorous church singing [cappella production] I think it is reasonable 

to suppose that vibrato was a constant element, but never so prominent as it later became 

in the Romantic theater.�352  In discussing the camera production, Uberti says �a singer 

can, with considerable effort, reduce the vibrato so much that the voice becomes �fixed.�  

But it would be naïve to assume that quite this extreme must normally have been 

involved in the well-documented Renaissance and Baroque chamber-style practice of 

�firming,� or alternatively, �vibrating� the voice for expressive reasons.�353   

Use of the cappella/camera distinction can be very helpful in applying natural 

vibrato in modern performance.  This distinction has been used as the basis for 

developing general patterns of vibrato use in Marenzio�s motets.  As a result, careful, 

sparing use of natural vibrato is assumed for compositions which were to have been 

performed in private chambers while essentially continuous use of stylistically 

appropriate natural vibrato is assumed for compositions intended for large performance 

spaces. 

Examination of the music has also created specific suggestions for vibrato use 

beyond the abovementioned general recommendations.  There are four such suggestions 

that have been employed in determining vibrato use: 

(1)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided at cadential passages, where tuning is 

especially critical. 

                                                
352 Mauro Uberti, �Vocal Techniques in Italy in the Second Half of the 16th Century,� Early Music 9 
(1981): 490. 
353 Ibid.  
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(2)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided in passages which contain deviations from 

the mode or hexachordal shifts, also for tuning reasons. 

(3)  Vibrato is minimized or avoided in imitative passages, following the  

injunction of Hermann Finck: 

It is useful to remember also, that if in the beginning of a song there occurs an elegant fugue, this 
ought to be proffered by a clearer and more distinct voice than is usual; also that the subsequent 
voices ought to be delivered in the same way, if they arise from the same theme that the first 
singer has sung.  This ought to be observed in all the voices when new fugues arise, so that the 
coherence and the system of all the imitations can be heard.354  
 
(4)  Vibrato is encouraged in passages of non-imitative counterpoint or 

homophony. 

These recommendations and suggestions are the basis for a system of two markings 

indicating vibrato use developed for Laudate Dominum.  The first marking, SV, indicates 

a well-produced senza vibrato tone in which vibrato is minimized or absent.  The second 

marking, V, refers to a stylistically appropriate natural vibrato.  It is incumbent that the 

director communicate his or her individual views regarding the sound and production of 

the senza vibrato and stylistically appropriate natural vibrato to his or her ensemble. 

In this edition of Laudate Dominum, cappella vocalism has been assumed due to 

the large, reverberant performance space in which the Cappella Giulia usually performed.  

Also, the prevailing homophonic texture seems to sanction judicious use of vibrato.  As a 

result, V markings have been assumed throughout the piece, indicating the use of fairly 

continuous stylistically appropriate vibrato on the part of the singers.  SV markings have 

generally been added only at cadential points.  

 
                                                
354 MacClintock, 63. 
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Text Expression 

There is an overwhelming amount of evidence which suggests that performers 

were expected to sing the text in vocal compositions to elicit the meaning or affect 

underlying the words.  Some sources sanction some use of tempo, dynamic and tone 

color alterations in order to effect a union of text and music.  Therefore, dynamics, tempo 

indications, articulation and phrasing suggestions and tone color markings have been 

added to this performance edition.  In all cases, these markings underscore compositional 

techniques employed by Marenzio to highlight key phrases of text.  

Dynamic, tempo, articulation and phrasing markings used in this edition are 

standard.  Due to the assumed historical use of cappella vocalism and large performance 

space, text expression markings have been kept to a minimum.  Also, the nature of 

polychoral compositions as vehicles for text delivery tends to limit the use of such 

indications.  The director, however, is encouraged to add his/her own interpretations 

regarding dynamics, tempo, articulation and phrasing when appropriate. 

Ornamentation   

Ornamentation in Renaissance music is one of the most controversial subjects in 

musicological circles.  Most secondary sources have focused on classification of 

ornaments or on codifying rules for their use from primary sources.  As a result, there has 

been much written on the primary sources� views concerning when to ornament in vocal 

music.  A distillation of some of the most important and thought-provoking suggestions 

concerning ornamentation is given below. 
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(1)  True ornamentation occurs in the throat (glottal articulation).  Other methods, 

particularly those involving the tongue (or motion of the tongue), are not 

legitimate. 

(2)  Embellish judiciously.  The writer Giovanni Camillo Mafffei gives the 

guideline of no more than five times per part in a composition. 

(3)  No simultaneous ornaments; ornament one at a time in vocal-ensemble 

performance. 

(4)  Apply ornamentation to penultimate syllables only. 

(5)  Ornament mostly at cadences, and sparingly elsewhere. 

(6)  Ornamentation should never interfere with the text. 

(7)  Ornament throughout a composition. 

(8)  Do not ornament, or ornament sparingly, at beginning of a polyphonic 

composition. 

(9)  Ornamentation is acceptable in all parts. 

(10)  Do not ornament sad or somber texts. 

(11)  Contrapuntal errors are acceptable in ornamentation. 

(12)  Vocal/ensemble embellishments should be supported by instruments playing 

the original in heterophony with the embellishments. 

(13)  Do not ornament words or phrases that are already pictorial in nature. 

(14)  All voices should ornament imitative passages in the same manner. 

Ornamentation decisions made in this edition have been based on the above suggestions. 
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A number of questions concerning ornamentation have received insufficient 

answers in both the primary and secondary sources.  These questions can be expressed as 

follows:  (1) Was ornamentation appropriate in sacred music of the period?  (2) Was 

ornamentation ever practiced in a choral context?  (3) How widespread was the practice 

of ornamentation?  Tentative answers to these questions are given below.    

It seems clear that ornamentation was a possibility in sacred vocal-ensemble 

music of the time.  Out of 146 extant examples of ornamentation in vocal music, 16 of 

them are of motets, providing some corroboration for the practice.  Also, two well-known 

authors of diminution manuals, Giovanni Battista Bovicelli and Giovanni Luca Conforti, 

were members of church music establishments, the former a member of the choir at the 

Cathedral in Milan and the latter a member of the Sistine Chapel choir.  Both Bovicelli 

and Conforti left extant embellished versions of sacred compositions of their own 

devising or by other composers.   

There is no definitive evidence that choral-ensemble ornamentation existed.  On 

the other hand, vocal-ensemble ornamentation (in a one to a part setting) was well-known 

and discussed by several authors.  Nicola Vicentino offers the additional possibility for 

instrumental doubling to support the vocal lines while the vocalists would adorn the lines 

with ornaments.  Given Marenzio�s affiliation with the Ferrarese court where Vicentino 

was employed, it is likely that Marenzio was aware of his writings.  Ornamentation has 

been introduced when the modern performing ensemble for a given motet is (1) one to a 

part, (2) one to a part supported by doubling instruments playing the unadorned vocal line 

or (3) more than one to a part supported by doubling instruments in which one singer 
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ornaments while the others play and sing the unadorned vocal line.  It should be noted 

that the last option is an extrapolation of period performance practice.  However, this 

extrapolation seems reasonable as long as the number of singers on a part does not 

deviate overmuch from one to a part performance practice and the embellishments of the 

ornamenting singer can be heard.  As a result, ornamentation has been added in 

concertists sections only in this edition so as not to contradict Vincentino�s suggestions. 

The primary sources suggest that there was a range of ability in ornamentation, 

from naturally talented virtuosi down to singers who could not ornament at all.  As a 

result, a spectrum of possibilities concerning use of ornamentation is acceptable.  The 

existence of diminution manuals teaching the art of ornamentation seems to provide 

confirmation that the majority of singers in the late Renaissance were not born 

improvisers.  Rather, they had to learn how to embellish.  The diminution manuals often 

advocate a method of memorizing formulaic melodic patterns which could then be 

applied to compositions as ornaments.  Furthermore, several sources confirm that these 

patterns could be written into musical scores exactly from the diminution manual 

examples, providing confirmation that ornaments can be written into modern day 

performance editions. 

The application of ornaments in Laudate Dominum allows for great flexibility on 

the part of the choral director using this performance edition.  For each voice part, two 

measures were selected to receive suggestions for ornamentation.  These suggestions 

have been mostly excerpted from Conforti�s diminution manual Breve e facile maniera 
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d�essercitarse (1593).  Ideas for ornaments have been taken from this work because of 

the probability that Conforti and Marenzio knew of each other�s work.  

Two ornaments have been assigned to each of the selected measures, which 

differs from the usual practice of providing only one ornamentation example per measure 

selected for ornamentation.  Both ornamentation examples are written in ossia measures 

above the selected measures  It is suggested that choral directors approximate the 

improvisatory practice by having their singers learn both ornamentation alternatives and 

select one on the spot in performance.  However, the inclusion of two ornamentation 

examples per measure selected gives the director multiple options for ornamentation if 

they do not wish to follow the suggestion outlined above.  Also, directors should feel 

welcome to add more ornamentation examples beyond the ones given in the music if their 

singers display further interest in learning embellishments of the time period.  The 

director is strongly advised to consult several of the extant primary sources which contain 

examples of ornamentation (Bovicelli, Bassano, Conforti) for inspiration.  

 

Editorial Procedures 

I have been indebted to Roland Jackson�s Marenzio:  Opera omnia for providing 

a basis for this performance edition.  I have adopted nearly all of Jackson�s editorial 

decisions in this edition, including those related to note values, mensuration, musica ficta, 

ligatures and text underlay.  The incipits found at the beginning of the score are also 

Jackson�s.  In the case of text underlay, editorial additions (all of which are Jackson�s) 

are notated in parentheses as they are in the Opera omnia.  The Mensurstricht barring 
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used in the Opera omnia has been changed to regular barlines due to the metric regularity 

of Laudate Dominum.  It should be stressed that while most editorial principles used in 

this edition are Jackson�s, all performance practice related markings found in this edition 

(vibrato, dynamics, tempo, articulation, phrasing and tone color markings and 

ornamentation) are entirely my own.   

 

Changes from Jackson's Edition 

Measure 111: Double whole notes in all parts have been rendered as whole notes with 

fermatas, following accepted modern practice. 

 

Text and Translation 

Laudate Dominum in sanctis eius: 

Laudate eum in firmamento virtutis eius. 

Laudate eum virtutibus eius: 

Laudate eum secundum 

Multitudinem magnitudinis eius. 

Laudate eum in sonae tubae: 

Laudate eum in psalterio et cithara. 

Laudate eum in tympano et choro: 

Laudate eum in chordis et organo. 

Laudate eum in cymbalis benesonantibus: 

Laudate eum in cymbalis jubilationis: 

Omnes spiritus laudet Dominum. 

  

Praise the Lord in His sacred places, 

Praise Him in the firmament of His power. 

Praise Him for his mighty acts, 

Praise Him according to His excellent greatness. 

 

Praise Him with the sound of the trumpet, 

Praise Him with the psaltery and harp. 

Praise Him with the timbrel and chorus (dance) 

Praise Him with the strings and organ (pipes). 

Praise Him with high-sounding cymbals, 

Praise Him with cymbals of joy. 

Let everything that has breath praise the Lord. 

-Translation courtesy of Ron Jeffers 
Text source is Psalm 150, entire. 
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