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Introduction
MONTEVERDI'S MASS IN ‘TRUE A CAPPELLA STYLFE’

The Missa «In illo tempore» is Claudio Monteverdi’s most extended work in the prima
pratica. Following his argument with the reactionary theorist and composer Giovanni
Artusi regarding the use of the new Venetian style in his madrigals', it seems
Monteverdi may have been keen to show his mastery of High Renaissance counterpoint.
The result was an ambitious essay in Old Roman style, using as its model the 6-voice
motet In illo tempore by Nicolas Gombert (c. 1495-c. 1560).

Considering the wealth of material available it is remarkable that Monteverdi chose a
motet by Gombert, and if we may speculate on his motives, perhaps the Franco-Flemish
master’s reputation as the leading innovator of his time was a decisive factor. Gombert’s
mastery of the style of imitative counterpoint pioneered by Josquin Desprez (c.
1450/1455-1521) is characterised by closely overlapping fugal entries and a general
avoidance of rests.? Monteverdi makes felicitous use of Gombert’s motives (not in the
order found in the motet) but he seems to take the avoidance of rests rather too literally,
frequently employing sequences to drive the counterpoint in what is ultimately a
somewhat unrelieved texture.” Whatever the work’s peculiarities, there is much worthy
of commendation within it, most notably, the Et incarnatus est (p. 38), the ‘Crucifixus
quator vocibus’ (p. 39) and the Benedictus, where Monteverdi allows more of his own
voice to shape the counterpoint.

Perhaps least discussed is the role of the figured bass in this Mass and da cappella church
music in general. Was its realisation considered obligatory?

As late as 1717 the theorist Johann Mattheson (1681-1764) commented that he knew of
no singers who could stay in tune unless accompanied, whilst the lexicographer Ernst
Ludwig Gerber, whose father studied with Bach, claimed that it was customary for the
Thomaskirche choir in Leipzig to sing double-choir motets without accompaniment.

The inclusion of the Missa «In illo tempore» with a Bassus Generalis in Ricciardo
Amadino’s 1610 print that also contains the Marian Vespers (primarily in lo stile moderno
or seconda pratica) simply reflects common practice in 17th c. publishing. Unlike the
Bassus Generalis of the Marian Vespers, here it is a Basso Seguente that merely follows the
lowest part. Indeed, as the earlier Vatican M.S. shows, it was conceived in true 16th c. a
cappella style without a continuo part.

! Commonly referred to as the Monteverdi / Artusi Controversy, the public exchange of letters between
Claudio Monteverdi, his brother Giulio Cesare and Giovanni Maria Artusi (1540-1613) was an argument
about the merits of lo stile moderno or seconda pratica. In support of Claudio Monteverdi’s response to Artusi’s
polemic treatise L’Artsui or “Of The Imperfections of Modern Music”, Giulio Cesare Monteverdi used the
term prima pratica (first practice) to describe that which “turns on the perfection of the harmony, that is, the one
that considers the harmony not commanded, but commanding, not the servant, but the mistress of the words, and (...)
was founded by those men who composed in our notation music for more than one voice, [and] was then followed and
amplified by ... Josquin Desprez ... and others of those times, ...” That is, the treatment of dissonance in polyphonic
counterpoint as codified by Giuseppe Zarlino (1517-1590).

> “Yet in our very time there are innovators, among whom is Nicolas Gombert, pupil of Josquin of blessed
memory, who shows all musicians the way, nay more, the exact path to the desired imitative manner and to
refinement; and he composes music entirely different from the past. For he avoids rests, and his composition
abounds in both full harmonies and imitations.” (Hermann Finck, 1556)

* In fact, in his 6-voice motet In illo tempore, Nicolas Gombert rarely employs all voices simultaneously, thus
allowing himself to control the frequency of imitation for which his style is renowned.



In our own time the use of continuo in da cappella repertoire has become de rigueur and
is often regarded as ideal or somehow authentic. Several learned scholars have
scrutinised these figured bass parts for evidence of contrapuntal independence in order
to justify their use, but what would have happened in Monteverdi's time? For my own
part, I believe the ideal in 17th c. performance practice for such works was almost
certainly without accompaniment - a cappella as we understand it. Furthermore, just as
many contemporary a cappella works are published with an accompaniment, the
continuo part in 17th c. church music written in the ‘old style’ (without obbligato
instrumentation or soloists) may have been ‘for rehearsal only’.

Obviously there are a number of decisive factors, (musical acumen and stability of pitch
foremost among them) but to some extent, instrumental accompaniment may have been
anecessary crutch rather than an artistic desirability. Therefore the inclusion of the
Bassus Generalis in this edition should be regarded as entirely academic and it should
only be used if the choir is unable to retain pitch.

Editorial notes

Originally notated one tone higher in the following clefs: G2, C2, C3, C3, C4, F3.

Cue-sized accidentals within the staves are editorial musica ficta.

All cautionary accidentals from Ricciardo Amadino’s 1610 print have been retained.
Bracketed cautionary accidentals are editorial.

Obvious misprints, omissions and errors have been corrected without comment whilst a
small number of remaining anomalies have been referenced with footnotes; all of which
concern the 1610 print unless stated otherwise.

Musica ficta

Ricciardo Amadino’s 1610 print is quite thorough in the matter of accidentals, and
although it may be possible to add or subtract leading notes at a few points (e.g., Gloria,
Cantus & Tenor, b. 69-71, and Agnus Dei (a 7), Cantus, Sextus, Altus & Tenor, b. 21-49),
perhaps there should be a reason other than analogy for doing so. As the occasional
asperity shows, Monteverdi was well aware of Gombert’s predilection for false relations.
However, clashes involving the bass line seem to have disappeared (at least in general)
long before similar clashes in upper voices. It may then follow that if most of the
accidentals were written in, those out of fashion certainly would be shown if required to
avoid doubt.

S. Biazeck, May, 2013
Sources

Ricciardo Amadino, Venice, 1610.
Cappella Sistina, M.S. No. 107; Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.
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Missa “In illo tempore” a 6

(Riccardo Amadino, Venice, 1610)

(1567 - 1643)

. Claudio Monteverdi
Kyrie

Edited by Simon Biazeck
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(1) One tone higher in the 1610 print.
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(1) Vatican MLS. as here, avoiding parallel octaves with the Cantus; the textual underlay adapted by analogy with the Altus.
1610 print as follows: 4 . 4

(2) See Editorial notes under Musica ficta.
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