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Orpheus, singer of strambotti

Ever since Romain Rolland first wrote the essay for which he coined the
catchy title ‘'L'Opéra avant I'Opéra’,’ Angelo Poliziano’s Orfeo has been
assured of a mention in the corresponding introductory paragraph or chapter
of every history of opera. Usually, however, the only details given about the
work are that the poet composed his dramatic fable for the city of Mantua,
where it was performed with some music. The dates given for its performance
vary — 1471, 1472, 1474 and 1480 have all been suggested — and when the
name of a composer is mentioned at all, it is usually by misapprehension that
of an obscure nineteenth-century musician, Pietro Germi, whose Pre-
Raphaelite tastes had led him to compose music for Poliziano's text.2
Nevertheless, Rolland’s discussion is still the most thorough treatment of the
topic to date, though it concentrates on developing the ideas originally
expressed in Alessandro D’Ancona’s seminal study Le origini del teatro italiano.
He studies in some detail the analogies alleged to exist between Orfeo and
contemporary Florentine religious rappresentazioni, the links between these
and the later maggi (sung May-day plays) of the Tuscan countryside, and the
theatrical ingegni, stage machines designed and made to work by famous
artists such as Brunelleschi and Leonardo da Vinci for use in both sacred and
secular performances.?

That the text of Orfeo is the memorial inscription of a lost musical event
is a source of constant frustration to music historians, whose sense of loss
is made all the sharper by their awareness of the poetic qualities of the work
and its importance as a literary document. I might therefore be induced to
think that all T can hope to do is resolve the confusion over the dating of the
work, and then move on to another topic. But such is the charm of Poliziano's
operina (let us not be deceived by the ambiguity of the term opera and its
diminutives), with its delicate grace and apparent simplicity, that even with

! This is the title of the first article in Rolland’s Musiciens d'autrefois (Paris 1908).

* Giosue Carducei, in the introduction to his edition of Le Stanze, I'Orfee ¢ le Rime (Florence
1863), p. Ixiii, warned people against trying to see Orfeo as the first example of true drama. It
is possible, he wrote, to call it a tragedy or a pastoral fable, to claim it as the first melodrama
or to admire the creation of certain characters and the erudition showing in the fable; ‘but,
despite all this, Orfeo remains basically a [sacred) rappresentazione and as such offers no more
than a narrative in dialogue form'. Referring to the element of ‘ melodrama’, he hinted at a music
master, Signor Germi, who evidently intended to *adorn the text of Orfeo with harmonies, perhaps
opening up a new field or a forgotten one by his art’. No one knows what became of this project,
but the reference was misinterpreted by Pietro Canal in his ‘Della musica in Mantova', Memorie
del R. Istituto Veneto di Scienze Lettere e Arti. XXI (1879). pp. 655ff. which earned Carducci's
obscure contemporary a place in the history of a century not his own. The error was noted by
Ferdidando Neri in the introduction to his edition of L'Orfeo ¢ le Stanze (Strasbourg 1911), p. 14.

* Rolland, Musiciens d'autrefois, pp. 21-31.
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those flaws bewailed by the poet himself and rather over-stressed by its critics,

I have been tempted to do more, and investigate to what extent it does in fact
deserve to be considered an opéra avant I'opéra. The fame of the work itself
and of its author make it all the easier for me to explore what views were
held by the generations which preceded the birth of opera about music,
theatrical illusion, and how music could be fitted into a dramatic production.
The source of all the speculations about the date of Orfeo is a letter which
in the oldest manuscripts, in the first edition printed in Bologna in 1494 and
in most subsequent editions is attached to the text as a sort of preface. In this,
Poliziano, with the coy modesty common to so many authors and so many
prefaces, laments the many imperfections of his work, which, he claims, make
him wish to see it destroyed rather than preserved and circulated:
which at the request of our Most Reverend
Cardinal of Mantua, in the space of two days amid constant tumults, | had composed
in the vernacular so as to be better understood by the spectators, should immediately,
like Orpheus himself, be torn to pieces: for T know that this creature of mine is of a
quality likely to bring shame rather than honour to its father, and to cause him grief

rather than joy.*

The letter is addressed to one Messer C
Francesco Gonzaga, cardinal deacon o

Reverend Cardinal of Mantua
cardinal, who died on 21 October 1483, was still alive. From the passage

quoted above, it has been inferred that the Fabula was written and performed
in Mantua — arbitrarily ruling out Rome, where from 1462 onwards the
cardinal usually lived, Bologna, to which he had been appointed legate in
1472 though he was not obliged to take up residence there, and all those other
places he might have visited either on official business or for pleasure.® Even
more arbitrarily, scholars have singled out for special attention two particular
visits which the cardinal paid to his father's court: those of the summer of

1471 and of August 1472.7

Rolland provides us with a clue to this narrowing of the field, though he
himself favours 1474 as the most plausible date, when he writes: ‘Thus, in
1474, at the height of the Renaissance. .. Angelo Poliziano, Lorenzo dei
Medici’s friend, attempted, with resounding success, a stage production of a
subject which three centuries of masterpieces were not to stale, and which

Thus I desired that La fabula d'Orfeo,

arlo Canale, one of the retainers of
f Santa Maria Nuova (‘our Most

"),* and appears to have been written while the

« Text as in Neri, ed., L'Orfeo ¢ le Stanze, p. 33. A description of the editio princeps of 1494
was given by Carducci in his introduction to the 1863 edition of Le Stanze, I'Orfeo ¢ le Rime, pp.
Ioxxii-lxxxv. For the early manuscripts of the Fabula sce Vincenzo Pernicone. ‘La tradizione
manoscritta dell'Orfeo del Poliziano', in Studi di varia umanita in onore di Francesco Flora (Milan
1963), pp. 362-71. The sources are individually described by Ida Mater, Les manuscripts d' Ange
Politien (Geneva 1965). See also Cynthia M. Pyle. ‘Politian’s "Orfea” and other “favole
mitologiche" in the context of Late Quattrocento Northern Ttaly’ (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation,
Columbia University 1976).

5 Canale remained in Rome after the death of Cardinal Gonzaga and in 1486 became the
third husband of Vannozza Cattanel, the notorious favourite of Rodrigo Borgia. See Alessandro
Luzio, ‘Isabella d'Este e i Borgia', Archivio storico lombardo, series V, vol. XLI (1914), pp. 47611

s The Bolognese legation was conferred on Franceso Gonzaga by Paul IT and reconfirmed
by Sixtus IV, who in gratitude also added the abbacy of San Gregorio. Gonzaga occasionally
travelled to resting places such as Viterbo or the Bagni della Porretta near Bologna.

7 There is little point in considering the earlier visits given the age of Poliziano, who in 1471

was barely seventeen years old.
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one arch frames the scene of the ‘Meeting' referred to above, while through
the other arches one can see grooms holding horses and dogs ready for the
hunt. The figures in the foreground do not block the view of a distant
panoramic background quite different from the monotonous flatlands of the
Gonzaga domains. The ceiling too is deceptive. It simulates a highly ornate
cupola with a round central hole open to the sky. surrounded by a circular
balcony from which serving maids, a black slave girl and a peacock can be
seen leaning out. The visitor who finds himself in the centre of this varied
scene thus becomes a spectator to the lively rhythm of court life, which seems
about to spill out of its arcaded frame and involve him too.

The problems involved in Orfeo will require a lengthier discussion. It is now
almost unanimously accepted that the most probable date for its composition
is 1480.12 Tt is known that Poliziano was in Mantua in the first six months

of that year, whereas there is no evidence that he had ever been outside
Florentine territory before then. Cardinal Gonzaga was also in Mantua at that
ecember 1479 for a short visit which, however,

time, having arrived on 20 D
lasted until the following October. In June, the Mantuan court was more than

ever involved in ‘constant tumults': the betrothal of Chiara Gonzaga
(daughter of Federico, who had succeeded his father in 1478) and Gilbert de
Montpensier seemed imminent, and did in fact take place shortly afterwards.
In addition to this, on 17 June came the news that the Duchess of Ferrara,
Fleonora of Aragon-Este and her young daughter Isabella (born in 1474) were
about to arrive to take part in the festivities and to celebrate the recently
arranged betrothal of [sabella and the young prince Francesco Gonzaga. The
ions were made
to hold a great triumph and celebrations’, but the same source reveals that
‘in those days the lord marquis did not reach an agreement with the
ambassadors [sent by Louis XI of France to negotiate the betrothal of Chiara]
and nothing came of them’ or at least everything was postponed.'* This
explains why those who associate the writing of Orfeo with the June
celebrations tend also to wonder whether it was actually performed,
especially as its author had already left Mantua and by 17 June was back in
Florence enthusiastically pursuing his study of philology.'® As far as I can see,
however, one of the stage directions clearly indicates there to have been at
least one performance of Orfeo. In it, the prescriptive form of the other
directions is abandoned in favour of a statement of fact: ‘Orpheus on the
mountain, singing to the lyre the following Latin verses (which are intended
by Messer Baccio Ugolino who acted the part of Orpheus to be in honour of
the Cardinal of Mantua), was interrupted by a shepherd announcing the death
of Eurydice'.*® Baccio Ugolini, an envoy of the Medici to the cardinal legate

two Este princesses reached Mantua on 22 June, and 'preparat

12 (3. Battista Picotti, ‘Sulla data dell'Orfeo ¢ delle Stanze di Agnolo Poliziano’, Rendiconti della
R. Accademia dei Lincei, Classe di scienze morali, storiche e filologiche, series V, vol. XXIIT (1914),
pp. 319-57. reprinted in Picotti, Ricerche umanistiche (Florence 1955), p. 87f1. Subsequent
references are to the later edition. i Picotti, Ricerche umanistiche, pp. 102-5.

14 Thus Picotti, Ricerche umanistiche, pp. 104 and 105, in contrast to what he had previously

written on pp. 90 and 91.
15 [da Maier, Ange Politien (Geneva 1966), pp. 388

subscriptio added by Poliziano to an incunabulum of Pliny,
for Orfeo to have been written between 12 and 15 June.
eas all the other directions are written

16 The fact that the verb is here in the past tense, wher
in the present, makes it appear that this was a later addition or modification, in which Poliziano,

_90. Though Maier notes the date of the
she maintains that it was still possible
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know little of his general tastes, he does appear to have had a certain interest
in the studia humanitatis, a passion for collecting cameos (camaini) and bronze
figurines,?° and a love of gardens which he indulged wherever he took up
residence, his preference being for ones surrounded by high walls. He wanted
the walls of one of these ‘secret gardens’ decorated with paintings of ‘the
battle of the Lapiths and centaurs. ..the story of Theseus. . .the fable of
Meleager', and ordered that Lelio Cosmico should be consulted on their
execution and as to whether ‘Hercules too should be included’.**

This was the man to whom Poliziano, having lost all hope of regaining
Lorenzo the Magnificent's favour, seems by about 21 April 1480 to have
decided to transfer his allegiance. He might indeed have stayed on in his
service as ‘chaplain and permanent table-companion 2 were it not for the
fact that the long-awaited message finally arrived, upon which he went back
as quickly as he could to Florence, to his lectures at the university there and

the writing of his Sylvae. This was also the man to whose conviviality and

extravagance we owe the creation of La febula d Orfeo. The connection
ise: one has but to read

between conviviality and Orfeo need cause no surpri
the paragraph entitled ‘De conviviis per dominos cardinales faciendis’ in an
unpublicized plan for curial reform which was probably suggested to Pope
Sixtus IV by the untimely death in 1474 of his high-living nephew, Cardinal
Pietro Riario. The plan proposed that ‘because the banquets given by the
afore-mentioned lord cardinals give rise to sca ndal, we establish and command
that henceforth the afore-said banquets should be conducted with sobriety
and moderation; that it should suffice to have two kinds of courses, that is
one of roast meat and one of stewed. .. At table, let sacred texts be read. . .Jet
there be no music, no profane songs, no acted fables’.?
One of the banquets which had prompted these reforms had been given
‘in the house of Mantua' (i.e. in the house of Cardinal Gonzaga) on 16 July
1472, in honour of the ambassadors of the King of France. The Bishop of
Novara, Giovanni Arcimboldi, described it to Galeazzo Maria Sforza, relating
that ‘amongst other worthy things the story of Jason was represented, how
he went to capture the golden fleece, and how he slew the dragon and sowed

to his father asking thai Mantegna (to whom he wished to
‘to help him not to sleep’, should be sent to meet
of the same year Mantegna invited the cardinal
Andrea Mantegna (Berlin 1902), documents 45

10 [p 1472 the cardinal wrote
show the objects) and the musician Malagise,
him at the Bagni della Porretta. In the autumn
to dine ‘without the walls’. See Paul Kristeller,
and 48.

21 Vittorio Rossi. ‘Niceold Lelio Cosmico, poeta padovan
della letteratura italiana, X111 (1889), p. 111. See also notes 18 and 24 of the present chapter.

22 The document containing this title is reproduced in Picottl, Ricerche umanistiche, pp. 95 and
96. Although the expression normally refers to the close collaborators of a high prelate, it is
possible that in Poliziano's case it was purely honorary, a sign of magnanimity used by the
cardinal in returning the poet to his legitimate master. For the entire episode, see the references
in notes 12 and 16 above.

23 ‘Jtern cum ex conviviis quae per eosdem Cardd, fiunt scandalum oriatur, statuimus et
ordinamus quod de cetero sobrie et modeste praedicta convivia fiant; sufficiantque duo genera

ferculorum lissati videlicet et assatl. Poterunt etiam in principio mensae aliquibus pasteriis uti

et in fine tortibus et fructibus et aliis talibus. . . Recitetur in mensa aliqua lectio. . .non soni musick,
non cantus saeculares, non histrionum fabulae’, from Vatican MS 3884, fol. 122, quoted in

Camillo Corvisieri, ‘1l trionfo romano di Eleonora d’Aragona nel giugno 1473, Archivio della
Societd Romana di Storia Patria, 1 (1878). p. 479.

o del secolo XV, in Giornale storico
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between courses, the arrival of which, formally and elaborately ushered in,
contributed yet another element of theatricality. From this custom derived the
yariousterms by which these entertainments were known: tramesse, inframesse,
tramezzi and other similar ones, probably partly influenced by the more precise
French term entremets. The more elaborate performances were probably
reserved for the end of the banquet, though even they usually simply consisted
of a larger number of characters being called on to sing or recite the praises
of the guests of honour. Ten years after Poliziano's Orfeo, for example, the
performance held in Milan, which is known as La festa del Paradiso on account
of the ingegni designed for it by Leonardo da Vinci, was essentially a parade
of gods, Graces and Virtues. Of more interest, however, are certain enter-
tainments performed in 1475 in Bologna, for one of them, a rather free
adaptation of a story from Ovid, is possibly the closest known forerunner of
Poliziano's fable.?’
There were three of them, given during the banquets held for the wedding
of Count Guido Pepoli and one young Rangoni countess from Modena, and
it is likely that the cardinal legate Francesco Gonzaga attended them. The plot
of the first is exceedingly simple: ' At the start of the banquet it was pretended
that Dodonean Jupiter was arriving in the forest of Dodona to deliver his
oracles and to honour the wedding. And first master Tomaso Beccadelli
recited the argument of the fable in vernacular verse.. .and when the
argument had been proclaimed and people’s attention caught, Jove in the
shape of a dove descended from heaven to the same forest...' The argument
recited by Beccadelli, poet, notary public and official of the comune of Bologna,
consists of nineteen lines, though it is difficult to decide whether they form
a sonetto caudato (i.e. an extended sonnet) or are two octaves plus an extra
line. Dodonean Jupiter also recited nineteen lines when he delivered his oracle,
though his were slow Latin hexameters in which, besides praising the bride
and groom, he also managed to compliment the ‘ Bentivoglio regnans domus’,
the Bentivoglio being the ruling house of Bologna. The descent of the dove
must have been of particular interest, forit ‘spoke’ by means of a hollow cane
(a lanza forata), the voice being that of another poet Francesco Dal Pozzo of
Parma, a lecturer in rhetoric and poetry at Bologna from 1468 to 1477 and
the probable author of the verses.

‘The second fable, included by Ovid in his major [work], was that of
Cephalus and Procris. The argument was recited by the aforesaid Tomaso
Beccadelli who did not sing it but recited it most elegantly, immediately after
the banquet.' So the report continues, raising an interesting question., Had
Beccadelli sung the argument of the first fabula? In this, the most complex
of the three fables, the argument alone consisted of seven octaves; thus when
the description gives only six more for the actual performance we are in doubt
whether other verses were omitted, and if so how many, or whether a
substantial part of the plot was merely mimed. We are told that in the initial
scene ' Cephalus, dressed as a hunter. . .went to the woods for the hunt.' There
is no mention of spoken text and though the scene itself is crowded and
animated only onomatopoeic sounds are suggested in a reference to horns

23 The anonymous Memoir describing them was published by Filippo Cavicchi, ' Rappresen-

tazioni bolgnesi nel 1475°, Atti € memorie della R. Deputazione di Storia Patria per le provincie di
Romagna, series ITT, vol. XXVII (1909), pp. 71, from which the quoted excerpts are taken.
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carnival and like it only permissible in the context of carnival itself. If one
accepts that the last two lines of the octave, which do not belong to Mercury,
are to be spoken by a Dalmatian shepherd who mispronounces and distorts

the words, surely they must have been intended to be humorous:**

Stat'attanto, brigata, bono argurio
che di ciavolo in terra vien Marcurio.

Tak’ keer, goo' folks, it's goo’ luck that from haiven to airth there come Marcury.

One might be tempted to regard this first example of rustic realism (which
later became more popular) as a precursor of the lively and realistic frottole

which at a certain point came to replace the angel’s ‘annunciation’ in the
Florentine religious rappresentazioni, but there is no evidence that such frottole
were already in use by 1480.%* (Incidentally, one must take care not to
confuse this use of the term frottola with its use to describe a genre of poetry
to be set to music.) In any case, here it does not replace the ‘annunciation’,
and its sole purpose may have been that Mercury's identity ‘might more
clearly be understood by the audience’.

The brevity of the ‘annunciation’ or argument — a mere sixteen lines if one

includes the shepherd’s — is the first indication of the limited scale of the work.
Orfeo is an extended and more subtle version of the fables introduced during
banquets, official receptions or social dances, and represents a considerable
advance on the simple entrances of characters who announce themselves to
be such-and-such a person and proceed to praise either the master or the
distinguished guest. Nevertheless, despite his greater skill and learning, and
his wish to give the fabula a richer and more consistent development, it was
impossible for Poliziano to overcome the limitations of the genre: Orfeo is not
planned as an entity in its own right but as a part of the complex social
occasion it was intended to embellish. This accounts for the swift transitions
and the abrupt and unexpected juxtapositions which critics have variously
judged as marking either Poliziano’s lack of dramatic talent (a fair enough
criticism) or the charm of an immature primitivism. It may be that when, no
longer concerned with the practicalities of performance, the author himself
came to evaluate his work more critically as a literary text, he saw these flaws
as some of the shortcomings of his creation, though given what a delicate
craftsman of images he was it is likely that he was more concerned with the
occasional imperfect choice of words, dissonant sound or lack of symmetry
in his versification.

> Schiavone (literally Slav), as shown by Tsidoro Del Lungo, Florentia (Florence 1897), pp.
350-6, covered people from both Dalmatia and Illyria, It is impossible to say whether this touch
of colour was suggested by some encounter which had taken place during Poliziano's recent visit
to Venice, or by the presence in Mantua of a servant,

slave or jester from that area, It is present
in the older manuscripts but was omitted in the 1494 Bolognese edition.
* Lorenzo dei Medici's Rappresentazione di San_Giovanni e Paulo (c. 1490) still retains the

customary annunciation in octaves, but it is given to one of the youths belonging to the

Compagnia di San Giovanni who were performing the play. The examples of frottole quoted by
Alessandro D'Ancona. Le origini del teatro italiano,

2nd edn (Turin 1891), I, pp. 379f. all date
from the sixteenth century. According to Vincenzo Borghini. quoted in D'Ancona, Le origini, p.
395. it was one of these frottole recited without music (the one preceding the Rappresentazione
di Abramo e Agar) which started the move to abandon the sung delivery of the text in the main
plot of the rappresentazioni. The term Jrottole derives from the short, seven-syllable lines which
closely rhymed.
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it is not easy to see how much briefer it is than
while in Orfeo spoken recitation predominates,
logues and dialogues were still conducted

on set patterns of sung recitation which, though extremely simple, nevertheless
moved more slowly than spoken words alone. 35 This is a difference which has
not been sufficiently stressed, but there is another even more important one
to be borne in mind. The subjects of the rappresentazioni were always visual
and auditory evocations of events in a distant past, which took place on a
remote plane of existence quite separate from the lives of the spectators.
Contrasting with this, it was quite possible for the world of the mythological
or allegorical fables, however unreal or fantastic it might be, to come to
interfere temporarily with the present, with reality. The spectators were as
close to it as they were to the paintings in Mantegna's Wedding Chamber.
It was often actually brought to them and involved them;*® remarks were
directly addressed to them and in some cases they themselves were even drawn
into the action, as for example in the evening parties in which a dramatic
performance of some sort preceded and introduced more general social

If one merely reads Orfeo,
the sacred rappresentazioni for,
in contemporary sacred drama mono

dancing.

Having thus outlined the tradition to which Orfeo belongs, T cannot refrain
from pointing out those features which make it a highly individual work. As
far as I can see, three of Poliziano's interests combine, not always harmoni-
ously, to make up Orfeo. These are his interests in literature, the figurative

arts, and music.

35 See D'Ancona, ‘Metro e canto delle rappresentazioni’, in Le origini, I, pp. 391, to which
it would not be difficult to add further examples and considerations. The traditional singing
{formulas must have been well known to the performers and were probably selected to help the

they must have derived from the

identification of certain characters and dramatic situations:
canto passionale (the narrative way of singing

manner of singing which had been called elsewhere
as opposed to the more festive canto pasquale

suitable for the Passion or related liturgical times)
(from the term Pasqua, which can be applied in a broader sense not only to Easter but to all the

major liturgical feasts). n addition to such formulas of sung recitation, hymns, laude or even
secular songs, instrumental pieces and dance music were introduced as required by the plot. On
the music of sacred plays see also notes 45 and 46 below.

% QOne significant example of scenic elements ' brought’ before the spectators is provided by
this extract from Giovanni Sabbadino degli Arienti’s Hymenco, a description of the entertainment
held in Bologna in 1487 to celebrate the marriage between Annibale Bentivoglio and Lucrezia

d'Este:
And suddenly to the sound of trumpets there appeared in the hall a hairy man in sylvan
e-trunk, with which he parted the people to permit the passage of

dress. . .bearing a tre
a wooden tower artfully carried by dancing people. It was not apparent who was carrying
it. . .In this tower was the goddess Juno with two handsome youths. . . Assoon as the tower

had been set down, there came a palace, also carried by dancers, which scemed to advance
of its own accord, no bearers being visible, and in it was Venus with Cupid with his quiver
of arrows and two ladies. . .Similarly. it was followed by a mountain surrounded by a
wood, which incorporated a grotto wherein lived Diana and eight nymphs.. .Then came
a rock, it too carried by dancers, on which was a beautiful girl with eight others dressed
in Moorish garb. And when these edifizi had been put down, the spectators, of whom there
were a large number, were asked to be silent, for the hall was full of the noise of their

comments on the arrival of the floats.
The description repeatedly emphasizes the care with which the acts were presented to the dais
on which the banqueters were seated. Arienti had the good luck to find a space on the balcony
reserved for the six singers. Most of the entertainment consisted of the dialogue between the
characters, but it also included dances with a musical accompaniment provided by the six singers
or by instruments. See Giovanni zannoni, ' Una rappresentazione allegorica a Bologna nel 1487

Rendiconti della R. Accademia dei Lincei, VII (1891), pp. 414ff.
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and he may also have known the eclogues of the two Sienese poets Jacopo
Fiorino dei Buoninsegni and Francesco Arsocchi, all of which were soon
afterwards collected in the Bucoliche elegantissimamente composte di varii autori
(Florence 1481; 1482 new style). The search for the lost calf at the start of
Orfeo, the amorous outpourings of Aristacus (a youthful shepherd), and the
wise counsels he is given by Mopsus (an old shepherd) are all common
features of the eclogues. Nor is there anything new in the transition from
dialogue to the ‘'Song of Aristaeus’, for it has precedents in eclogues by Leon
Battista Alberti, by the Roman Giusto dei Conti, and by Arsocchi. There is no
need even to mention (except as an indication of a general trend) the frequent
singing to be found in the eclogues of Qannazaro's Arcadia and in Boiardo’s
fifth eclogue, for Poliziano could not have known either work yet.

In Orfeo, Poliziano thus has two parallel aims: to bring to life the tale of
Orpheus, and to portray a literary myth, the world of the eclogue. A close
study of the versification bears out this idea. In line seventeen, Poliziano
abandons the metre of the octave in favour of the variety of metres already
used by the bucolic authors mentioned above. First comes a passage in terza
rima, the metre most frequent in the eclogues. Then he shifts to a true ballata
for the ‘Song of Aristaeus’ as Alberti does in his eclogues, and finally he
reverts to the octave (itself also occasionally used in eclogues) for the
resumption of dialogue, which is enlivened by the return of Tirsis, ‘servant
of Aristaeus’, who has recovered the lost calf and describes an encounter with
Eurydice (lines 101-8):%°

Ma io ho vista una gentil donzella

che va cogliendo fiori intorno al monte:

i’ non credo che Vener sia piut bella,

pit dolce in atto, o pilt superba in fronte;

e parla e canta in si dolce favella

ch'e’ fiumi svolgerebbe in verso el fonte;

di neve e rose ha il volto e d'or la testa,

tutta soletta e sotto bianca vesta.
But I have seen a gentle maiden, picking flowers around the mountain. I think Venus
could not be more beautiful, sweeter in gesture, prouder in composure. She speaks
and sings in such sweet tones that she might turn rivers back towards their source.

Her face is snow and roses, her head golden; she walks alone and is all clad in white.

s 17 to 137 are an eclogue, and as such have nothing — neither
theme nor development nor metre — in common with religious drama. Indeed,
one of the octaves consists entirely of versi sdruccioli (lines with a dactylic
ending), which was one characteristic of the bucolic style. And the frottole
which are also a frequent feature of eclogues (yet another meaning of the
term frottola, used here to indicate an irregular succession of short lines with
frequent adjacent rhymes) can be related to the lively irregular rhythm of
the conclusion, in which ‘Aristaeus to the fleeing Eurydice speaks thus':*°

39 This quotation, and subsequent ones, are taken from the text chosen by Natalino Sapegno
in his edition of Poliziano's Rime (Rome 1965).

s0  Tp Boiardo's Eclogue V, it is sai
is still the terzina, though with an extra rhyme in the m

to Euridice is the first example of freer versification int
the scene set in Hades. The development must have found favour, as it w

adaptation known as the Orphei tragoedia.

Basically, line

d that Menalca sings in frottela; but the metre of his song
iddle of each verse. Aristeo's invocation
he fabula; another occurs at the end of
as extended in the later
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%\_I'on mi fuggir, donzella,

ch'i’ ti son tanto amico,

e che pii1 t"amo che la vita e '] core.
Ascolta, o ninfa bella,

ascolta quel ch’io dico;

non fuggir, ninfa, ch'io ti porto amore.
Non son qui lupo o orso,

ma son tuo amatore:

dunq.ue raffrena il tuo volante corso.
Poi che 'l pregar non vale

e tu via ti dilegui

el convien ch'io ti segui;

porgimi, Amor, porgimi or le tue ale|

Do not flee me, O maiden, f;
: , for I am i
you more than my heart and life.your sl eentyndlove

Hear, O fairest nym
ph, hear the w .
nymph, for I bring you love. ords I speak; do not flee,

I am not a wolf or be
ar, but .
your hasty flight. your own lover; stay then

Bu;1 if Itn);l pleading is to no avail, and you vanish away, I
ust then follow you; lend me, Love, lend me now S},I'our wings

Here no s
Withoma&(;r;sljizf:}stht:e nlymph appe.ared than she draws back and flees
b Wt 'blandi 11; eclogues her sin ging acts as a lure, or else she entices
i 'mountains‘ ments anq rejections. Nor is there any reason to
ot o b SpeCiﬁc‘aﬁ'nund w.ht_ch she picks flowers before fleeing behind
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by enter mounted on wheeled platforms (see plates 1, 3 al:ld
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s E opsus’ calf had got lost: ¢ indi
Sdmcc;;?a i;l,:d-.:il t{isrzlfru_ccrgl‘al d(_)wr} the mountain’ (Polgizimllc:tl:a:rit:e;::: I:: g
ey Arisiga::n .dcty‘hc lines - versi sdruccioli), and it is around th:;
e e v l:lb pursues thel hasty flight’ of Eurydice, but Orpheus
symbolize that Orplfet;s' }11(::;;21;2::::; gli)r:)éi?:}a{‘mt'may oo l:;
i : ; atin to a lyre accompani
Aristaeui:; il ];2 ::E ::!0(;? ordlr}ar?zﬁtyle of the amorous ballata ju:ﬂaslz?ge Itlat'
s et t]";e - .our plp.e‘. B‘ut in a sense the ode sung by Orphcui
Lo sh(;uld v sgg;t .of' l];’U‘]lZlaHO s known Sapphics, which are musth‘x
T e ' a‘s eing par‘[ of the eclogue, because it conti 3
sions and clarifies their purpose praising th S
*! See note 36 above. | ¢ e cordinalas

Irenco Affo, ir -
pp. 172-4), ii‘ltemlir:gh;ii tllifil:ur;.;::rﬁllvo(rjproduccd in Carducci, Le Stanze, I'Orfeo e le Rim
noted a discrepanc rphei tragoedia was more & 222 2 ' e,
ancy between the fistola i ; more authentic than the Fabul,
preceding line 51 in which M istola, mentioned by Aristeo in the text of the | i the
. ; susisi : llata, and th
derived zampog opsus is invited to take from his pock cha e
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prince who cares for poets and poetry :
entrance of a shepherd annmlmc:t .

r[I;oh;;tponed until Poliziano has had time to shower adulator

his modern Maecenas. Then in one s »

the eclogue, which until then has served to set t

(* qui colit vates citharamque princ.eps ).
ng Burydice's death is conveniently
y compliments on
hort octave the transition is made from
e atmosphere of the fable,

ent of the myth itself. o
° g;;ﬁi?igsumes his singing immediately afterwards, this time in octaves

in the vernacular (lines 198-229), though thrl:se are 1(111(;\1;: a;??ﬁi?gggﬁg)g
i he octaves of Pluto ana Min .
e s i in the text two other octaves
ic s their surprise, and iurthetj on in 1 e ) ,
Wl}‘mr?egxtpn:e;mscrpma's pleading and Minos COIlh(?nt (lines 28&;} 32;3}1;:;
gzzrglitcly dialogue, but the five octaves of Orpheus prayer' can :mebom
but song, and therefore should be called not octa}\;es but sta.mm:;;l ;:; Eegun and.
: ith the return jou
inder of the underworld scene, wi r ane .
th;:rrll1 6f:ar‘cilrlrll;u interrupted and with the definitive loss of burydl_ctg. 1(:;:{(1(‘:;1::&2}:1
' 8 [ victory consists
i ied and unusual metres. Orpheus song o . hor
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symmetry: | -

Furydice bemoans to Orpheus that she is being forcibly taken from him:
Oime, che 'l troppo amore

n'ha disfatti ambedua.

Ecco ch'i’ ti son tolta a gran furore,

né sono ormai piu tua.

Ben tendo a te le braccia; ma non vale

che indreto son tirata. Orfeo mio, vale.

i at
uch love has undone us both. Now I am taken away from you with gre

e s. I stretch out my arms to you, to no avail, for I am

cruelty, and am no longer your
pulled back. My Orpheus, farewell.

Orpheus follows Eurydice and speaks thus:

Oimg, se'mi tu tolta
Euridice mia bella? O mio furore,
o duro fato, o ciel nimico, o morte!
o troppo sventurato el nostro amore!
Ma pure un'altra volta .
convien ch'io torni alla plutonia corte.
me, fair Eurydice? O rage, O bitter fate, O cruel heavens,

A e re I must return to the kingdom

0 death! O our ill-starred lovel But yet, still once mo
of Pluto. )
. . s
As Orpheus tries to return towards Pluto, one of the Furies blocks his path an
thus:
Pii1 non venire avanti; anzi el pie ferma,
e di te stesso ormai teco ti dole.

Vane son tue parole, .
vano el pianto e 'l dolor; tua legge & ferma.

elf.
. and in your sorrow blame only yours
e o ars an sorrow; your fate is sealed.

peaks

Advance no further, ' :
In vain you spend your words, in vain your te
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A later version of Orfeo attempted to transform it into what purported to
be a five-act tragoedia.** But whoever was responsible for the attempt had
to incorporate new material and new characters and do violence to the
original structure, which had consisted basically of three main episodes,
which we could describe, imitating the titles later given to the acts of the
‘tragedy ', as respectively bucolic, heroic and Bacchic. We have already seen
each of the first two episodes proceed from a quiet and relaxed beginning to
an agitated conclusion, The same is true of the third: Orpheus having
returned to the world of the living (though this is not specified by any stage
direction) 'bemoans his fate' in four octaves and expresses his intention to
renounce all ‘feminine association' and to prefer instead ‘the springtime of
the better sex’. He is evidently overheard by the Bacchantes, who appear out
of nowhere. A mere two octaves suffice for their revenge: in the first ‘an
indignant Bacchante invites her companions to put Orpheus to death', and
by the second ‘the Bacchante re-enters with the head of Orpheus’. A ‘Chorus
of Bacchantes' (also entitled ‘Sacrifice of the Bacchantes in honour of
Bacchus' in one variant) concludes the fable, This is a true carnival song in
ottonari (octosyllabic lines) with alternating accented and dactylic endings,
and even if one is merely reading the text it manages to suggest the unruly
and picturesque pantomime (or moresca, as it was called) which must have
accompanied it.

It seems to me that nothing emerges from this survey of the text of Orfeo
to support the oft-repeated theory that its dramatic technique is substantially
based on that of contemporary religious theatre.** Even if one accepts that
the phrasing and stage directions of the ‘annunciation’ (which is itself
however quite similar to the ‘arguments’ of the 1475 nuptial performances
in Bologna) are in fact intended as a parody of the annunciation scenes to
be found in religious theatre, that is as far as the connection between them
goes. The rest of the text hardly bears out the uncompromising statement
made by D'Ancona, the most authoritative proponent of that theory, that
Poliziano retained the metre of the octave ‘in the greater part of his work'.
In Orfeo one finds a variety of metres never used in contemporary sacred
drama, and if the octave does predominate slightly, one must remember that
it was the most popular verse form in fifteenth-century secular poetry too.
Nor are all octaves alike: in Orfeo most of them are used not for narrative
or dialogue, but as a vehicle for lyrical expression. More serious are the plot's
lack of temporal perspective and the inadequate characterization of the
protagonists, but this is a criticism applicable to contemporary theatre in
general, whose aim was not to create ex novo but rather to re-present a story
whose time, setting and characters were already familiar to the audience and
had ever been restated in the argument or prologue preceding the action. And
whereas in Orfeo the visual presentation is rapid and terse, in sacred theatre
it is relaxed and unhurried, with a tendency to dwell on minor episodes.

Let us move on now to the musical element, which until now has only been

*  Thave already mentioned this in notes 40 and 42 above, and shall return to it in the next
chapter.

¢ The most authoritative advocate of these views was D'Ancona, in Le origini, II, pp. 2-5.
In some ways, the view had already been anticipated by Carducei in his introduction to Le Stanze,
I'Orfeo e le Rime, in which, however (see the passage quoted in note 2 above), he did not claim
that Orfeo adopts the same techniques as the rappresentazioni but, more accurately, that like them
it Is a narrative cast in dialogue form.
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mentioned in passing. Depending on what one means by ‘music’, the sacred
rappresentazioni contained either too much or too little of it. They contained
too much if one counts as music the intoned recitation of dialogue; in a sense,
however, intoned recitation was music with no musical intent, being only a
simplified and formalized vestige of the original custom of singing laude. which
had itself already developed along different lines.** They contained too little
of it if one confines oneself to considering those few instances in which the
characters are represented in the act of singing, a hymn, a song or a prayer.*®
If in Orfeo Poliziano had adopted the technique of intoned recitation typical
of sacred drama, the result would have been an interesting forerunner of
opera with its alternation of recitative and aria. As it is, he chose instead to
follow the tradition of court performances in which spoken recitation
alternated with song. Nevertheless, influenced by the bucolic tradition, the
nature of its protagonist and the tradition of carnival songs, his fable is
exceptionally full of singing.

There can be no doubt that the ‘Song of Aristaeus’ was actually sung. Its
title indicates as much, and even if it did not the lines which precede the song
would confirm the supposition, for Aristaeus calls on Mopsus to cooperate

with him in making music:

Ma se punto ti cal delle mie voglie

deh tra’ fuor della tasca la zampogna

e canterem sotto I'ombrose foglie,

ch'i’ so che la mia ninfa il canto agogna.

But if you care at all for my desires, pray take your panpipes out of your bag, and
let us sing among the leafy shadows, for song, I know, is dear to my nymph.

The song is a regular ballata of hendecasyllabic lines: four stanzas separated
by the regular repetition of a two-line ripresa, and apparently accompanied
by the sound of Mopsus' panpipes. It is unclear whether Mopsus’ part was
limited to an instrumental accompaniment or if ‘e canterem' implies that he
was being invited to join in the singing in the responsorial style typical of the
bucolic tradition. If so, then the reply of the elder, though less Apollonian,

s This derivation becomes clear as the texts of liturgical plays make the transition from ballata
metre (in the canto pasquale) to sesta or ottava rima (in the canto passionale).

5 |t is not surprising that the problem of music in sacred rappresentazioni has never been
adequately studied. Until towards the end of the fifteenth century they were normally entirely
in song, but the styles and melodic formulas (probably very simple, but varying from one passage
to another) belonged to what I would call the music of the unwritten tradition, and can only
be guessed at. Information about singing and playing for realistic purposes (that is, as part of
the plot) is at times very vague, at times somewhat more precise. (A parallel phenomenon in
connection with the performance of comedies is discussed in one of the following chapters.) For
example, the following directions taken from La Regina Ester (D'Ancona, Sacre rappresentazioni
dei secoli XIV, XV e XVI) are very general: ‘they dance and rejoice’ (p. 141), or ‘they sing and
rejoice and the play is finished' (p. 166). More precise directions have enabled Wolfgang Osthofl
to identify in the Panciatichiano MS 27 the music of the lauda-ballata * Chi serve a Dio" sung and
danced at the end of the Rappresentazione di Abramo e Isacco by Feo Belcari (1499), and the music
of a hunters' song ‘Jamo alla caccia’ in the later Rappresentazione di Santa Margherita (W. Osthoff,
Theatergesang. 1, pp. 31 and 43-4: 1L, pp. 33 and 45-9). The case of the lauda 'O vaghe di Jestn.
o verginelle’, also from the Santa Margherita, is unconvincing as Osthoff (Theatergesang, 11, pp.
38-44) fits to it the music of a late villota (a distant derivation of a ballata by Sacchetti) taken
from a printed source of 1529. It is possible, however, that the villota should have picked up
musical elements from the tune of the popular song which was also used for the singing of the

lauda, and indeed, of several laude.
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i ; N
hepherd is a strambotto of sdruccioli, which one assumes was improvised since

its last line comments on the ret
urn at that m
been sent to search for the lost calf: oment ofthe pervant who had

The shepherd Mopsus answers:

E' non & tanto el mormorio piacevole

de,lle fresche acque che d'un sasso piombano
né quando soffia un ventolino agevole '
fra le cime dei pini e quelle trombano,
quanto le rime tue son sollazzevole,

le rime tue che per tutto rimbombano:

s'ella I'ode verra come una cucciola. '

Ma ecco Tirsi che del monte sdrucciola.

-

1?5(135?;\!:1 :u;rr:urmg.of fresh waters falling from rock to rock, or a pleasant soft

- rh}'me‘sg Oucunf1 pine top§ and making them sing, are not as great a solace as

) s, your rhymes wh.uch echo all around. I she can hear, she'll come h
ame as a puppy. But here is Tirsis sliding down the mountain =
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' gs for three or more often fi
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. y point in looking to them f
idea of how the last chorus of Poliziano’ i
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what is generally thought, the carni i ich sy Py
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appeared on the stage, if a stage i i i e
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See Joseph H. Gallucci, ‘Festival Music }
' ° ; . usic Fl . i
dissertation, Harvard University 1962). " oiincgezar;})‘tlesgicgé}(fvtzro =

*° In parti i : ) ,
3ff, and [')Musciltl:l a;hguéziiz;a?r;ei%zz;:: llDO\{(; o vista itallana dt mustcologia, L (1966), pp.
Musicological Society, XIX (1966), pp. 1271, in 15th-Century Italy’, Journal of the American
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given its intrinsic value and the fact that its concepts and mode§ of expt)ll;essmln
greatly influenced subsequent developments, aqd, of course, as 1.t W(Ells e ontgé
form of musical activity associated with a written tf‘adlltlon, its ocumgxll
comprise all the music we know of the period. B.ut this did not prevenlt1 other
forms of musical activity from existing alongside it, and these were muc ?:ﬁe
widely influential amongst the common people as well as ainolx)lgs g 3
wealthy. However, either because they were whol.ly or partially fase.tto
improvisation, or because they were transmitted without tl-le use of wri eli
notation, much less evidence about these forms has su.r_vwed. We };:fmnl(l)
afford to overlook this unwritten, and therefore ora.l, tradition (though in the
case of instrumental music one might almost cz?ll it a manual one) how./(\;eve:;
elusive it might prove. Indeed, it becomes especially }mpor.tant to consi er 1t
carefully when one is studying the different _mamfestaFlons of 1.11.1mar'1:;1s
culture, for though we are better acquainted w1t.h the wrltt_en t.radltlﬁn, di(el
humanists themselves were almost suspicious of it, associating it as they
i sticism.
mg(l)l?:ilall(r)llg and his contemporaries were quite right in seeing the work.s o{
musical theory on which polyphony was based as one of thfs mo}slt typica
examples of that convoluted scholastic thought against which they v:.er(i
reacting. They knew little of the music which depended on these t eorg, 1cad
works, and were in any case perhaps less than prepared to .understaniﬁ a.nl
appreciate the little they did know. Music to them was §ometh1ng less art; c1at.
more spontaneous. Above all, poetry itself was music —poetry of anyb§or(i
which differs from prose in that it is the result of w01_'ds being combine
harmoniously according to proportions of duration, recurring stresses, patterns
of rhyme, and a symmetrical disposition of lines, units of .metre and stax;lz.ai
as well as to that orchestration of sounds and Fh):thrmc elements fw.1ct
‘beautify the harmony of the [overall] structure’ ( que. . .pglcram 'EfliClu]Ill
armoniam compaginis’) to which Dante’s theory of verthcaan specifically
calls our attention. The frequent recurrence ‘of thl?: rhetorical image of poc:;y
| as_singing, of the lyre or cither with their strings and plectrumfas tre
instruments of the poet, is an implicit indication th:':l.t the language of poe 'y
was itself felt to be music. It also shows the close affinity betV\.re_en verbal mluzlc
and the new musical dimension it can acquire by the addition of a melody
and an instrumental accompaniment. We have long been accuston_le(.i to
consider music and words as at least distinct, if n(?t actuall)lf .conﬂlctuﬁg.
elements, which come together as a result of an arbitrary decision usgahy
taken by the composer. The humanist poets on the othe.r hand regarde tbe
musical performance of their verses as a natural extensllon of the proge}s: y
which language becomes poetry. This view was stlll. tht.an flouris mgl;
nourished in part perhaps by the antiquity of the rl}etoncal 1mager'y'wh1c !
encouraged them to believe that they were reverting to the- traditions o
classical culture, as well as by their awareness that most poetic forms have
i ignations. '
mlllmv:i?ll 1(11::: go so far as to claim that Lorenzo ('iei Medici and Poliziano w'exa-ﬁ
totally indifferent to polyphonic music. (Nothing is kgown of the music Y
tastes of Cardinal Francesco Gonzaga.) Lorenzo occe_lsmnally corre.sponde
with Dufay through the organist Antonio Squarcialupl.'and he certamh.r kzpi
an eye on the standard of performance of sacred music at Santa Maria de
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Fiore and the Baptistry. But even Paolo Cortese, the contemporary writer who
seems best disposed towards polyphony (he was a Florentine transplanted to
Rome, where the atmosphere of the curia was extremely favourable to an
encounter between humanism and polyphony), praises Josquin des Pres and
mentions with various degrees of approval other contemporary polyphonists,
yet still considers the highest level of musical accomplishment the singing ad
lembum (that s, on the lute), and cites as its most famous exponents Francesco
Petrarca (1) and Serafino Aquilano.*® From Vincenzo Calmeta, only six years
younger than Poliziano and a follower of Aquilano, we gather glimpses of
a habit common among poets of publicizing verses by singing them personally
or by entrusting them to an established singer. Elsewhere, speaking of Antonio
Tebaldeo's Opere d’amore which appeared in print in 1500, Calmeta observes
that by ‘hearing today some poet’s sonnet, elegy, strambotto or epigram sung
or recited, and then ten or fifteen days later hearing another, and a week later
still another, and so on’ one formed an impression quite different from the
more careful and considered judgement which came from reading the same
works collected in one volume.*! In the case of Tebaldeo’s work, he felt the
considered opinion to be also the less favourable.,

As we have already seen, the most common and best appreciated form of
music-making was singing ad lyram or ad citharam, which when writers
allowed themselves to use more familiar expressions was generally translated
as ‘singing to the viol’ (in one case ‘vihuola’)®? or ‘to the lute’ (plates 5 and
6). Lorenzo the Magnificent loved singing, as well as arranging the sequence
of steps for dancing bassedanze. During one journey in the country, after a
certain amount of music-making, he amused himself by ‘taking up and trying
to refine a certain skilful dancer of local fame'.5* Of those who surrounded
him, Marsilio Ficino, Domenico Benivieni, Antonio Naldi and Baccio Ugolini
all sang, as did Poliziano and two of his favourite pupils, Piero dei Medici and
Lorenzo Tornabuoni.** Florentine singers were generally in demand because

¢ De cardinalatu libri tres (Castel Cortese 1510), fol. 74r. For a facsimile reproduction,

translation and commentary, see Pirrotta, ‘Music and Cultural Tendencies’, pp. 151, 155 and
161.

**  Vincenzo Calmeta, ‘La poesia del Tebaldeo' in Prose ¢ lettere edite ¢ inedite, ed. Cecil Grayson

(Bologna 1959), pp. 15-19. The other passage to which 1 refer is in 'S'egli & lecito giudicare
tvivi' ("Ifit is permissible to judge the living': Calmeta did not hesitate to do so): ' A further new
way, In addition to printing, has been found, by means of which compositions, especially those
in the vernacular ('lingua volgare'), can be brought to light; .. .this is the appearance of many
citherists, who, while supporting themselves on the efforts of a few poets, publish these works
in every princely court, city or land.’ (p. 4.) i

** The spelling is taken from a letter of 1468: see Franca Brambilla Ageno, ‘Una nuova
lettera di Luigi Pulci a Lorenzo de’ Medici', Giornale storico della letteratura italiana, CXLI (1964),
p. 107. In any case, even without this reference, the close connection between the vihuela and
the fifteenth-century Italian viola is clear.

3 The De praticha, seu arte tripudij, vulghare opusculum by Guglielmo Ebreo of Pesaro, from
the M§ Magliabechiano XIX, 88, edited by Francesco Zambrini (Trattato dell'arte del ballo, Bologna
1873), describes the bassedanze Venus and Zauro (which should be read Lauro?), both preceded
by the words ‘composed for Lorenzo di Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici'. The episode of the provincial
dancer is described in a letter written by Poliziano from Acquapendente, in his Prose volgari inedite
e poesie latine ¢ greche, ed. Isidoro Del Lungo (Florence 1867), p. 47. Del Lungo dates the letter
1476. I must add that both music and dancing followed ‘reading a little St Augustine’.

** In an earlier piece of work I referred to the sentence about Piero in a letter by Poliziano
to Pico: ‘Canit etiam, vel notas musicas, vel ad cytharam carmen’ (Epistole inedite di Angelo
Poliziano, ed Lorenzo D'Amore, Naples 1909, pp. 38-40). On 5 June 1490 Poliziano also wrote
to Lorenzo, then at Bagno a Morbo: 'Not two evenings ago I heard Piero sing impromptu, for

23




Studies in the music of Renaissance theatre

of their skill and versatility. Part of their art consisted of improvising new
verses which they sang to established melodic patterns, and of demonstrating
their wit and quickness of mind by rapidly ‘swapping’ each other’srhymes and
poetic themes. Traditional melodies were also used for more ambitious
compositions, but quite often the poets themselves composed new melodies
for them, or had them composed by others with more musical talent.

My revised understanding of ‘the love of harmonic procedures’ therefore
leads me to see in the character of Poliziano’s Orpheus the symbol or
personification of this broader definition of poetry as song. The fact that
Baccio Ugolini was chosen to play the role is a clear indication that Orpheus
was intended to sing, for Poliziano had previously praised him for his skill.
There is a further indication that great significance was attached to Orpheus’
singing: when, in 1490, the question of a revival of Orfeo was raised, one
of the greatest problems, despite the existence of plenty of singers in Mantua,
was to find one who could satisfactorily play the leading role.**

Ugolini was a priest not a professional singer, and as a member of Lorenzo's
chancellery had ably and effectively carried out a variety of political and
administrative missions. Shortly before his death he was made Bishop of
Gaeta, after having acted for Giovanni dei Medici, then Abbot of Montecassino.
He was universally well-liked, and was in great demand everywhere because
of his jovial nature and skill in singing to the lyre.*® This was the instrument,
whose name lent it an air of classicism despite the fact that it was quite
different from the classical lyre (plate 5), which the stage directions tell us
he carried when he appeared ‘ upon the mountain’ to sing in Latin the Sapphic
ode in praise of Cardinal Gonzaga. It is equally clear that the other Latin text
(lines 302-5) was also sung: ‘Orpheus returns, after rescuing Eurydice,
singing certain lively verses by Ovid, arranged for the occasion.’ Between
these two Latin texts only one stage direction is as explicit, stating that
‘Orpheus singing arrives at the gate of hell.” Strictly speaking, it should refer
only to the two octaves which follow it (lines 214-29), but I think it must
also apply to the two preceding stanzas (lines 198-213) which are the first
expression of Orpheus’ grief. In them he turns to his lyre and asks it for a

new form of song:

Dungque piangiamo, o sconsolata lira,
che pil1 non si convien 1'usato canto...

he came to assail me at home with all these improvisers. He pleased me greatly, et praesertim
in the jokes and retorts, and his ease and pronunciation, so that I seemed to see and hear Your
Magnificence in person’ (Prose volgari inedite, p. 78). He speaks with affection of Lorenzo
Tornabuoni in another letter to Pico and adds: ‘Dat & Musicis operam '. Paolo Orvieto, ‘ Angelo
Poliziano *‘compare” della brigata laurenziana’, Lettere italiane, XXV (1973), pp. 317-18,
suggests identifying Poliziano with the fellow playing the viol' in the entourage of Lorenzo dei
Medici during a trip. 55 D'Ancona, Le origini, 11, pp. 358f.

56 On Baccio Ugolini see Del Lungo, Florentia, pp. 307ff. Also Picotti, Ricerche umanistiche and
La giovinezza di Leone X (Milan 1927). On the instrument he played, see Emanuel Winternitz, 'Lira
da Braccio', in Die Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart vol. VIII (Kassel 1960), cols. 935ff. which
is also notable for the illustrations which deal with the humanists’ use of the instrument. Viewed
from above, this is easily recognized by a flat box with a round or almond-shaped top into which
the pegs which served to tauten the strings were inserted vertically. See plates 5 and 6. An English
translation of the same article, in which some of the text has been cut but the illustrations have
been reproduced intact, is included in E. Winternitz, Musical Instruments and their Symbolism in

Western Art (New York 1967).
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Weep then with me, unhappy lyre, for no longer can we sing our former song...

Further on a description prefaces the five

‘ . I octaves of Orpheus’ prayer:
Ol‘l?hel-ls on I.us lfnees speaks thus to Pluto.’ The expression ‘speaks thus’ does

n.ot indicate singing, but it does not rule it out either, while the last two lines

(lines 291-2) of Proserpina’s intercession seem to indicate clearly that

Orpheus has been singing:

Dunque tua dura legge a lui si pieghi,
pel canto, per 1'amor, pe’ giusti prieghi

Let your stern law then bend for him, for his song, for his love, and for his just prayers.

as do the last two lines (lines 300-1) of the octave in which *
Orpheus and says thus': S

I’ son contento che a si dolce plettro
s'inchini la potenzia del mio scettro.

Lam content that to such a sweet plectrum, even the power of my sceptre should bow.

On the other hand, I doubt whether the four octaves were sung in which
Orpheus ‘bemoans his fate' once he is back in the land of the living (lines
322-53). A song at this point would have had the power to tame the fury
of the Bacchantes,*” and thus it seems more logical to assume that singing
had been reserved for the heroic moment when Orpheus had faced death and
fate. But however many verses Baccio Ugolini may have sung as Orpheus
what Feally matters is that they are octaves, which puts the strambotto on E;
par with the Latin verses as the representatives of the noblest form of sun
poetry. d

This is not the place to investigate the obscure and controversial origins
of t_he strambotto, or to insist on the necessity, already indicated earlier, of
distinguishing it from the various other forms of the ottava rima. Nor is it 'the
place to advance hypotheses about whether literary strambotti were derived
from the popular ones, or whether the example of the aristocratic ones filtered
down to less educated singers, or if in fact there were even more complex
exchanges and reciprocal imitation between the two levels. It is important
however, to point out that from the time of Leonardo Giustinian until the en(i
of the century, the strambotto was the form of poetry for music most
assiduously cultivated by Italian men of letters as a vehicle for the most
passionately lyrical sentiments. It was probably its brevity which made it so
popular: while allowing musicians to give their song a more extended and
evenmore florid course, it encouraged in the poets a more precise epigrammatic
brevity which not infrequently tended towards preciousness. Certainly a large
mfmber of strambotti texts were included in contemporary manuscript and
printed collections of poems, where they are attributed, not always correctly
or consistently, to the best-known poets. The music to which these strambotti

were sung, however, was not yet written down. Only towards the end of the
century does one begin to find examples of strambotti in musical as opposed

57 Cynthia M. Pyle, ‘1l tema di Orfeo’. strongly :
4 3 gly argues that these octaves must also have been
sung. Of course, this would only strengthen my characterization of Poliziano's Or;:heus as singer

of strambotti. Pyle's ; i !
e vle's paper also gives valuable new information on Poliziano's views of Orpheus
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to literary manuscripts; and soon some collections appeared which were
primarily, if not exclusively, dedicated to settings of strambotti.®
To what degree these written strambotti reflect the unwritten practice is a

difficult question to answer with certainty, since one of the terms of

comparison is by definition missing. One point which I must make clear is

that equating the written tradition with artistic polyphony, as I have done

here and elsewhere, does not imply that the music of the unwritten tradition

was exclusively monophonic. There are indications that, beginning with the

last decades of the fourteenth century, if not before, a way had been

found — perhaps not very orthodox from the point of view of official musical

teachings — of adding the accompaniment of a second, supporting part to the
sung melody.*® Nor were the two traditions so totally separate that contact
between them was impossible: there was nothing to prevent the one less
hampered by rules from assimilating for its own ends whatever aspect of the
other might be of use. It is probable in fact that some of the ‘regular’
compositions of Francesco Landini, the blind luminary of fourteenth-century
Italian ars nova, were incorporated into the other tradition, though possibly
in a simplified form and certainly subject to the modifications and variations
which were inherent in the procedures of a'1 unwritten tradition.®°

It is not easy to trace the stages by which it happened, but it seems that

singing to the cither, viol, or lute came to imply the addition of a second part,
a tenor, which accompanied the sung melody. This development had taken
place by the time the strambotto was at the peak of its popularity, though
it applied to the singing of other verse forms as well. A tenorista (actually
different people at different times) used to travel around with the virtuoso
lutenist Pietrobono del Chitarrino of Ferrara, who in his early days had been
a singer accustomed to providing his own lute accompaniment and whose
career typifies the success of these unwritten musical practices.®* The
cantus—tenor relationship remained a fundamental feature of all music which
directly or indirectly reflects this unwritten tradition and which musicologists
now commonly call frottola music, a term derived from its frequent use in
the titles of Ottaviano Petrucci's printed collections. It is surprising how
readily this type of music later adapted itself to four voices or parts — a feature
new to the artistic line of secular polyphony as well.52 This apparent

58 See the codices Montecassino, Badia, 871 ; Perugia, Biblioteca Comunale, 431 (G20); Paris.
Bibliotheque Nationale, Réserve Vm.” 676 ; Milan, Biblioteca Trivulziana, 55; Modena, Biblioteca
Estense, «.£.9.9. To these one may add some of the more recent compositions appended to the
Seville MS, Biblioteca Colombina, 5.1.43, and to its complement in Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale,
nouv. acq. fr¢. 4379.

%9 See Pirrotta ‘Musica polifonica per un testo attribuito a Federico I’ in L’ Ars nova italiana
del Trecento, I (Certaldo 1968), pp. 97—112, and Pirrotta, ‘ New Glimpses of an Unwritten Tradition’,
in Words and Music: the Scholar's View: Studies in honor of A. Tillmann Merritt, ed. L. Berman
(Cambridge, Mass. 1972), pp. 271-91.

50 See for example the texts of Landini’s ballate which figure in the semi-popular repertory
of the Treviso MS, Biblioteca Comunale 43, published in Vittorio Cian, ‘Ballate e strambotti del
secolo XV, tratti da un codice trevisano', Giornale storico della letteratura italiana, IV (1884).

81 For further details see in particular Emile Haraszti, ' Bono, Piero’, in Die Musik in Geschichte
und Gegenwart, vol. 10, cols. 117-19, and Pirrotta, ‘Music and Cultural Tendencies’. On the

tenorista (player of the tenor part), see ibid., p. 141 note 53. The style of lute-playing current at
the time of Pietrobono still assigned to each player a single melodic line.

52 It would appear that four-voice writing was accepted for the strambotto even more readily
than for the frottola or barzelletta. Nevertheless there are examples of strambotti for three voices,
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contradiction can however be explained by the fact that the additions to the
basic structure of cantus-tenor were dictated by chordal or harmonic feeling, 63
whereas in the artistic tradition the tendency was to build in a linear and
contrapuntal manner. Furthermore it is quite clear that the fourth part, the
contratenor altus, was an optional extra omitted in the type of performance
which most faithfully adhered to the customs of the unwritten tradition, in
which the song was accompanied by the tenor and contratenor bassus played
on a single stringed instrument. 5+

Vincenzo Calmeta, whose volatile and gossipy interest in contemporary
events is invaluable to us, informs us of the esteem in which the various types
of frottola pieces were held. This he does in a tract which takes the form of
advice given to ‘youths who take delight in works in the vernacular, not for
the style of composition, but the better to prevail through them in their
amorous endeavours’.®> Prose composition, for which Boccaccio is the
suggested model, is of no interest to us here. But then Calmeta goes on to
consider those young lovers ‘who, being accustomed to take pleasure in the
art of singing, wish by their songs (particularly if they can sing in diminution)
to entertain their ladies’. He advises them that ‘they must busy themselves
with stanze, barzellette, frottole and other pedestrian styles, and not rely upon
subtleties and inventions. ..which when associated with music are not only
overshadowed, but obstructed in such a way that they cannot be discerned’. 56
Others, however, might want to aim higher than the ' pedestrian styles’; these

in their manner of singing must imitate Cariteo and Serafino [Benedetto Gareth and
Ser.aﬁno Aquilano]; who in this exercise have been foremost in our day, and have
striven to accompany their rhymes with easy and simple music, that the excellence
of their witty and sententious words might be better understood; for they have the
judgement of a discerning jeweller, who, wanting to display the finest and whitest
pealr)l,t:vill not wrap it in a golden cloth, but in some black silk, that it might show
up better.

Such advice, given under the title ‘Which of the vernacular poets' styles is
to be taken as a model’,*” outlines an aesthetic of music which distinguishes
between the pleasure to be drawn from purely musical elements and the ™.
subtler and more refined one derived from the interaction of poetic and "'

not_ only in the manuscripts mentioned above but also in the Libro quarto (1505) of Petrucci's
:enei uv;'rhich has the unusual title Strambotti, ode, Jrottole, sonetti, et modo de cantar versi latini
capituli,

o Asl a rule the duo formed by cantus and tenor is a self-sufficient musical structure without

the addition of the other parts, and clearly establishes itself as the original nucleus of the piece;
deviations from this rule are due to the composer’s knowledge that he was to add at least a'
contratenor bassus to the basic structure, The chordal nature of the piece was emphasized by
forming the first added part with such notes which would best complete the harmonies outlined
by the original duo; the addition of a fourth part, the contratenor altus, merely added a richer
sound without changing the harmonic substance. To be sure, the basic cantus-tenor structure
can also be detected in many of the most sophisticated works of fifteenth-century polyphonic art;
here, however, the clear definition of vertical harmony gives way to contrapuntal thinking whic!;
is already present in the shaping of the tenor line and further developed by the additlorl of the
other parts.
_ “ Ti_:is practice is clearly shown by the title of two collections by Petrucci, Tenori e contrabassi
intabulati col sopran in canto figurato per cantar e sonar col lauto (Libro primo 1509 and Libro
secundo 1511) and also by Bartolomeo Tromboncino's letter published by Alfred Einstein in The
Italian Madrigal (Princeton 1949), vol. I, p- 48. ** Prose e lettere. . . inedite, pp. 20

% Ibid. p. 21, o Ibid., p. 22. T
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musical values. In the case of the former, music which had the most ‘air’
or ‘“spirit” was preferred. This could be dance music, in which, as already seen,
even Lorenzo the Magnificent took pleasure ; or popular melodies, which might
possibly have been used to accompany poetry as deliberately popular in tone
and form as that which constitutes a sizeable part of the literary production
of Poliziano’s circle; or simple melodies with a clearly designed and balanced
interplay of lines, which were typical of the stanze, barzellette and frottole; or
‘singing in diminution’ with its almost instrumental virtuosity; or fully
instrumental music played on the lute, organ or the instrumentum, better
known later as the clavicembalo or gravicembalo (harpsichord). But where the
poetic values were important, music was required to give up some of its
prerogatives, and to exert them only to the extent necessary to enhance and
intensify the poetry. Therefore, continues Calmeta, ‘we must praise the good
judgement of those, who in singing put all their effort into expressing the
words well. . .and have them accompanied by the music in the manner of masters
accompanied by their servants,...not making the thoughts and emotions
subservient to the music, but the music to the emotions and thoughts'.®8

Calmeta’s young lover who wishes ‘to entertain his lady [with his singing|
and to insert amorous words into that music' appears in Orfeo in the person
of Aristaeus, the wealthy ‘youthful shepherd’ with a servant. But, perhaps
because Aristaeus is also ‘a son of Apollo’, Poliziano preferred the literary
ballata form for his song to the more popular barzelletta, The fact that by the
time of the Orfeo the true ballata form was archaic may also have influenced
his choice: it survived only in Florence, and not even the recrudescence of
Petrarchism in the sixteenth century succeeded in reviving it. (Instead it was
absorbed into and replaced by the madrigal.)s® In Aristaeus’ song poetic
expression tends to be subordinated to musical expression, even to the sensual
blandishments of music. And as none of the few contemporary ballata settings
which survive, essentially those by Arrigo Isaac of texts by Poliziano and
Lorenzo dei Medici,” are composed on a ballata text made up entirely of
hendecasyllabic lines like Aristacus’ song, we cannot use them as an
indication of what his song was like. His invitation to Furydice ‘to learn to
make good use of her beauty’ was probably set in two-voice polyphony, with
the tenor played by Mopsus’ pan-pipes, which would have given it a more
sensual appeal than the pure and noble notes of Orpheus’ lyre.

I have already drawn a parallel between the final chorus of the Bacchantes
and Lorenzo's Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne. A plausible reconstruction of
the latter has recently been suggested, based on the existing three-voice
setting of one of Lorenzo’s laude,”* but the overall effect of this reconstruction

8 Thid.

** The poems called ballate in the Madrigali del magnifico Signor Luigi Cassola (Venice
1544 — though most of the texts must be much earlier than the date of publication) no longer
retain any traces of the structure of either literary or popular ballate, while many of the madrigals
set to music by Verdelot, Arcadelt and their contemporaries, though not regular ballate, do retain
the characteristic return of the initial poetic theme almost in the form of a refrain. On this subject,
see Don Harrdn, 'Verse Types in the early Madrigal', Journal of the American Musicological Society,
XXII (1969), p. 2711,

7®  Most of these appear to have been composed after 1512, in the period of the Medicean
restoration.

7 Walter H. Rubsamen, ‘The Music for “Quant’s bella giovinezza' and other Carnival
Songs’', in Art, Science and History in the Renaissance, ed. Charles S. Singleton (Baltimore 1968),
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is disappointingly sober and sedate, a result of a rather stolid rhythmic
framework and a moderate tempo imposed by a brief passage of more rapid
notes. Panic if not Bacchic high spirits are more successfully suggested by the
similarly reconstructed music of Poliziano's well-known song Ben venga
maggio (example I), whose rhythmic abandon and unusual cadences in which
the dominant chord omits the third are truly impressive. These features might
have been made even more striking and dramatic by, spirited recitation and
by being accompanied by instruments of the kind which Cortese described as
‘offending the discriminating ear by the want of moderation in their notes
and by their inordinate noise’?? rather than on the less aggressive lute.

In their depictions of Apollo, the Muses, Orpheus, or Arion, Renaissance
painters and engravers felt free to indulge in extravagant archaeological
reconstructions of classical instruments, or of what they imagined were
classical instruments. The result was often a fantastic form, highly improbable
from a musical or acoustical point of view. Alternatively, they could
reproduce instruments in current use, especially since contemporary men of
letters often called these by classical names. For the staging of Poliziano's
Orpheus, there was no choice but to opt for this second solution, as his
instrument had not only to be the visible symbol of his poetic activity but also
to accompany his singing. He must therefore have appeared carrying one of
the real instruments with which he is most represented: a lute, or a viola
shaped like the Spanish vihuela and like it played by plucking the strings, or
the instrument which throughout the sixteenth century and even later was
commonly known in Italy as the lira da braccio (plates 5 and 6) and which
was sometimes plucked, though more often bowed.”® The odds are in favour
of this last, since Baccio Ugolini is always described as ‘singing to the lyre’,
though without specific details about his instrument. He himself once
promised to sing the praises of the Marquis Ludovico Gonzaga™ to the lyre,

pp. 163M, rightly assigns to the Trionfo the music of the lauda ‘Quanto & grande la bellezza' for
three voices in Serafino Razzi, Libro primo delle laudi spirituali (Florence 1563), for only two voices
in the Florence MS, Biblioteca Nazionale, Rossi-Cassigoli 395, fol. S5v-6 (dated 1522), It had
previously been suggested that the lauda derived its music from the Canzone delle Forese, also by
Lorenzo the Magnificent. Even before Rubsamen, Gallucci had reached the same conclusion in
'Festival Music in Florence’. Rubsamen in *The Music for "Quant'e bella giovinezza"', p. 171,
reproduces the inscription which precedes the text of the Trionfo in the Florence MS, Biblioteca
Nazionale, Magl. VII, 1225, fol. 45: 'Song (changona) composed by Lorenzo the Magnificent who
in this carnival had performed the Triumph of Bacchus where they sang the songs written for
the lute (changone chomposte da leuto), reproduced below: they were very beautiful.' This seems
to me to confirm that only the upper part was sung (probably by soloist and chorus alternately)
and that the other parts were played. In Rubsamen's article the Trionfo is dated 1489, which
by modern reckoning may become 1490,

**  The reconstruction of the music of Ben venga maggio from the lauda, Ecco il Messia (from
Serafino Razzi, Libro primo delle laudi spirituali, fol, 15) is also the work of Gallucci in ‘Festival
Music in Florence’, The printed edition of the Laudi Jatte e composte da piti persone spirituali
(Florence 1 March 1485/6) contains various other laude by Feo Belcari, Francesco d’ Albizo and
Lucrezia dei Mediéi to be sung to the musie of Ben venga maggio. Ecco il Messia is amongst those
by Lucrezia dei Medicl, and it must therefore have been written before 1482, the year in which
Lorenzo the Magnificent's mother died. Ben venga maggio therefore either pre-dates Orfeo, or is
its contemporary. The quotation about instruments is taken from Paolo Cortese, who uses it to
refer to instruments to which he gives the classical names of barbiti and pentades; see Pirrotta,
‘Music and Cultural Tendencies’, pp. 149, 153 and 157. 7 See note 56 above.

¢ From a Latin letter of 1459 which shows how cultured Ugolini was, reproduced in Del
Lungo, Florentia, p. 309,
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Ex.1 Angelo Poliziano. Canzone di Maggio. Music of the lauda. Ecco il Messia, on a text by
Lucrezia dei Medici. From the Florence manuscript, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Palatino

173, fol. 158r.
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‘versu ad lyram’, so it is likely that he accompanied himself on the lira da
braccio when singing his Sapphic ode in praise of Cardinal Gonzaga, Ludovico's
son. As for the music, the closest parallel I can suggest is a setting by the
Veronese Michele Pesenti of Horace's Integer vitae scelerique purus (Carmina 1
22) (example II), which was published by Ottaviano Petrucci in the Frottole
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Ex. I Michele Pesenti. Sapphic ode. Words by Horace. From Frottole libro primo (O. Petrucci,
Venice 1504), fol. 44r (the alto part partially omitted).
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libro primo of 1504, almost a quarter of a century after Orfeo was written.”®
Despite the fact that the composer, Michele Pesenti, was one of the most lively
and inventive of the so-called frottola composers, Horace's text is treated with
great sobriety, under the influence of a persisting stylistic convention. It is
more difficult to find such a parallel for the two elegiac distichs ‘by Ovid,
arranged for the occasion’ which Orpheus sings after Pluto has agreed to the
return of Eurydice. Marchetto Cara’'s music for Propertius’ Quicumgque ille fuit

75 Previously printed in Rudolf Schwartz, Ottaviano Petrucci, Frottole, Buch I und IV (Leipzig
1935), p. 34 and in Le Frottole nell'edizione principe di Ottaviano Petrucci, transcr. Gaetano
Cesari, ed. Raffaello Monterosso (Cremona 1954), vol. I, p. 35. It is preceded by another Latin
ode also composed by Pesenti on a text attributed to Tebaldeo, which indicates that the musician
belonged to the Ferrarese or Mantuan circle. My transcription, like subsequent ones, halves the
values of the original notes and places the bar-lines not according to metre but to what seems
to me the most likely interpretation of the rhythm. The arrangement of the words beneath the
notes, and the suggestion of possible repetitions of the words, follow the same criterion.
Purthermore, for music thought to have been played on the lute, lyre or similar instruments,
the contratenor altus has been omitted (see note 63 above).
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Ex. T Strambotto. Anonymous words and music. From the Paris manuscript, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Rés. Vm.” 676, fols. 33v—34r (alto part omitted).
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(Elegies 11 12) was not published until 1517. Not only is th_e gi':lp ll)letweimnlt
and Orfeo too great for it to provide us with an analogy, bgt .1t ; sod ?}s; a ZX:;
interlude (or repetition of the second line) between _one‘distlc 3:1A11 e ncar;
which is quite unsuited to the urgency of the situation in Orfeo. we

y ! ibro tertio (Rome 15177), which also
a8 s published in Andrea Antico, ed., Frottole li wi
inc[udelz:s :giﬁ'(?rcm setting of Integer vitae by Bartolomeo Tromboncino. A modern edition b;):'!flz
entire collection has been published, based on the 1518 edition, Canzoni soneit(lJ :tlram
frottole. Libro tertio (Andrea Antico 1517). ed. A. Einstein (Northampton, Mass. ).

Orpheus, singer of strambotti

do therefore is assume a musical setting which followed the principles of plain
declamation as applied by Pesenti in his Sapphic ode.

Orpheus' second Latin song celebrates the victory just won by his singing —
but by what kind of song? We have already seen that it was a strambotto, of
which hundreds of examples survive, albeit from a later date. Here I shall
restrict myself to three examples, chosen to represent three of the different
trends in the varied literature of strambotti. The first (example I1I), whose text
and music are both anonymous, is taken from a manuscript in the Bibliotheéque
Nationale in Paris (Rés. Vm?. 676), dated 1502 and originating in one of the
courts of Northern Italy, Mantua or Ferrara perhaps, or one of their client
courts.”” The music has an irregular rhythm to which it is difficult to fit the
text, which leads me to think it belongs to a type of popular or pseudo-popular
strambotto, in which moments of plain almost hesitant recitation alternate
with passages of pointed rhythmic drive and even with short bursts of
vocalization (what Calmeta would have called ‘singing in diminution’).

My second example comes from the same manuscript, from a small group
of settings of texts almost certainly by Serafino Aquilano, who was one of
the two poets singled out by Calmeta from amongst his contemporaries as
models for those who wished ‘ to rise above the common throng' and ‘succeed
in impressing [their poetic expression] not only on amorous hearts but on
learned ones too’. The music of Ite, suspir(i), la dove Amor vi mena (example
V) is anonymous, as is that of the other texts attributed to Serafino, and does
not appear in any other manuscript or printed source. Bearing in mind that
Aquilano was in Mantua in 1495, it is possible that this was the music that
the poet used to sing, and that he himself composed it.?® If so, Aquilano fully
deserved the praise he received not only for his poetry but also for his music.
The strambotto has an expressive melodic line with clearly defined contours,
and retains something of the rhythmic contrasts observable in my previous
example, though here they fit better into the more balanced structure. I could
also give an example of the work of Cariteo, Calmeta’s other model, for a
strambotto is included under his name in Petrucci’s Frottole libro nono (1509,
new style). On the whole its style is one of smoother declamation than is the
case in the other two strambotti already examined, though it too indulges in
some simple melismata.”® But I would rather draw on another contemporary
manuscript for a strambotto setting which, because it is closer to Poliziano's
own circle, might better reflect the style of the songs in Orfeo. This is the music
for one of the few known strambotto texts which are attributed to the singer
who played the part of Orpheus, Baccio Ugolini (example V); a sole anonymous
version survives in the Biblioteca Trivulziana of Milan, in manuscript 55
which itself consists largely of a collection of strambotti.®*° It begins simply and

" Nanie Bridgman. 'Un manuscrit italien au début du XVIC siecle a la Bibliotheque

Nationale', Annales musicologiques, T (1953), pp. 177ff, gives an accurate description and
discusses its content. 78 Ibid., pp. 185 and 186.

7® A facsimile is to be found as an illustration for W. Rubsamen, ‘Frottola’, in Die Musik in
Geschichte und Gegenwart, vol. IV, cols. 1025-26.

8¢ Knud Jeppesen, ‘Uber einige unbekannte Frottolenhandschriften', Acta musicologica, X1
(1939), pp. 81ff, was the first to give its content and its concordances. Transcriptions and
comments on the compositions it contains are to be found in Remo Giazotto, ' Onde musicali nella
corrente poetica di Serafino dall’ Aquila’, in Musurgia nova (Milan 1959), pp. 3-119, which also
includes the music of Baccio Ugolini's strambotto (pp. 36-7). 1 have been unable to trace the source
which attributes the text to Ugolini. A new edition of the entire M8 is included as an appendix
in K. Jeppesen, La frottola vol. TII (Copenhagen 1970), pp. 141-324.
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Ex. IV Strambotto. Words by Serafino Aquilano. From the Paris manuscript, Bibliotheque
Nationale, Rés. Vm.” 676, fols. 74v-75r (alto part omitted).
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evenly like the music of Cariteo’s strambotto, but it is even more restrained,

with just a hint of melodic inflexion, and therefore closer to the classical

simplicity of the Horatian ode set to music by Michele Pesenti. Remembering

theimprovising at which Ugolini excelled, as conceded even by the hypercritical

Paolo Cortese,** one may go so far as to imagine that this might be one of
8t De cardinalatu, Bk III, fol. 164v.

Orpheus, singer of strambotti

Ex. V. Strambotto. Words attributed to Baccio Ugolini. From the Milan manuscript, Biblioteca
Trivulziana, 55, fols. 15v—16r (alto part omitted).
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the melodic formulas which he adapted as necessary to other strambotto texts
with all the adjustments required each time by the different mood and
different accentuation of each text. Such adjustments, we must always bear
in mind, were needed even in the singing of a single strambotto to fit the same
melody to all four distichs.

Whether the music in the Trivulziano codex is really by Baccio Ugolini, and
to what extent it reflects the songs he performed on the lyre as Orpheus, are
questions to which no definite answers can be given. I can only indicate what
Poliziano himself may have expected from the heroic songs of his Orpheus,
by quoting some passages from one of his letters, which bear witness to his
reactions as a listener to music. The letter in question is addressed to Pico della
Mirandola, some ten years after Orfeo, and was probably written in Rome.** It
is a description of music heard during the course of a banquet, offered by Paolo
Orsini according to a custom typical of that time. Even more typical is the

** Itisincluded in Bk XII of the collection of Poliziano's letters, and can refer, at the earliest,

to the voyage to Rome which took place in 1488 for the marriage of Piero dei Medici to Alfonsina
Orsini.
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fact that as long as he is talking about polyphonic music, Poliziano limits
himself to describing the sensual (indeed even visceral) pleasure produced by
the voice of one performer, Fabio Orsini, the eleven-year-old son of the host.
But his enthusiasm knows no bounds when Fabio goes on to sing in a solo
performance:

No sooner were we seated at the table than [Fabio] was ordered to sing, together with
some other experts, certain of those songs which are put into writing with those little
signs of music [it is difficult to render the sense of contemptuous diffidence conveyed
by that ‘quaedam...notata Musicis accentiunculis carmina’],®* and immediately he
filled our ears, or rather our hearts [‘immo vero in praecordia’], with a voice so sweet
that (I do not know about the others) as for myself, I was almost transported out of
my senses, and was touched beyond doubt by the unspoken feeling of an altogether
divine pleasure. He then performed an heroic song which he had himself recently
composed in praise of our own Piero dei Medici. . .His voice was not entirely that of
someone reading, nor entirely that of someone singing; both could be heard, and yet
neither separated one from the other; it was, in any case, even or modulated, and
changed as required by the passage. Now it was varied, now sustained, now exalted
and now restrained, now calm and now vehement, now slowing down and now
quickening its pace, but always it was precise, always clear and always pleasant; and
his gestures were not indifferent or sluggish, but not posturing or affected either. You
might have thought that an adolescent Roscius was acting on the stage.®*

Calmeta was not alone in insisting prophetically that the music should be
‘subservient to the emotions and thoughts’ expressed by the words. We find
the same idea reasserted by Poliziano and developed to form the basis of a
style midway between spoken language and song and which relied for its
shades of expression on the performer's flexibility. The basic concepts of
monodic reform — the dependence of the music on the text, the recitative or
representative style, the sprezzatura of the performance — had not only been
formulated but had even been put into practice more than a century before
the birth of opera.

83 The expression recalls the one used by Poliziano about Piero dei Medici (see note 54 above).

8 Poliziano's letter is not alone in describing such intensity of ‘recitative’ or ‘representative’
delivery. A few decades earlier Antonio di Guido, a surprisingly cultured and poetically talented
Florentine strolling player (cantimpanca), had amazed learned audiences; his singing was able to
render remarkably vivid tales which, merely read, appeared totally insignificant. More recent than
Poliziano's letter is Baldassare Castiglione’s praise of the singer and composer Bidon for the style
of his performance ‘so artful, so sensitive, so forcible and excited (concitata), with such variety
of tunes as to capture and enflame the souls of all his audience’ (I cortegiano, 1, xxxvii). Angelo
Colocci, too, wrote of Serafino Aquilano: ‘They recognize the uniqueness of his delivery, but
[stress] that he strove to adjust the words to the [sound of the] lute to impress them more
forcefully on the souls of the people, as Gracchus had adjusted his lyre in the Senate, now to
enflame, now to appease’ (‘ Apologia’, in Le rime di Serafino de’ Ciminelli dall' Aquila, Bologna 1894,

p. 27).

2 Classical theatre, intermedi and frottola
music

There is a group of theatrical works, dating from the last twenty years of the
fifteenth century and first twenty of the sixteenth, which Italian literary
scholars refer to as drammi mescidati, hybrid dramas. These works, performed
occasionally in conjunction with the more frequently staged Latin comedies in
vernacular translations, include mythological plays such as Niccoldo da
Correggio’s La fabula de Caephalo and Baldassare Taccone's Danae, as well as
dramatizations of classically derived stories: both Matteo Maria Boiardo and
Galeotto del Carretto based plays on a tale by Lucian, writing respectively
Timone and La comedia di Timon greco, while the latter also wrote Le nozze di
Psiche e Cupidine, taken from Apuleius, and a self-styled tragedy, Sofonisba,
for which he drew upon Livy, and which he dedicated to Isabella d’Este
Gonzaga, as he had his Timon greco. The term drammi mescidati also covers
a few other plays, based on stories by Boccaccio, such as Bernardo Accolti’s
Virginia and Filostrato ¢ Panfila by Antonio Cammelli ‘il Pistoia’, who
dedicated it to Ercole I d'Este, Duke of Ferrara, and sent a copy of it to the
duke's daughter the Marchioness of Mantua.! These plays were called ‘hybrid"’
because, as the coiner of the term explained, their authors ‘sought insofar
as possible to impose a certain classical regularity or at least some semblance
of classicism on the free ways of popular sacred theatre’.? In other words,
the authors recognized and imitated some of the more obvious features of
classical plays: the prologue, the presentation of the plot, the envoi, and the
division into acts, usually five. At the same time, however, they contrived to
base their choice of metre, their use of multiple sets and the development of
the plot on the traditions of religious theatre, which ignored the requirements
of the unities of time and action.

I have already expressed, and need not restate, my reservations about the
presumed dependence of Poliziano’s Orfeo on 'the ways of popular sacred
theatre’, an idea based on features which are, if anything, typical of the
contemporary approach to theatre in general rather than to either sacred or
secular theatre in particular. What we now need to do is take a fresh look
at the “classicism’ of which the ‘ hybrid dramas’ supposedly fall short. I cannot
see how we can reasonably expect to find ‘classical regularity ' in this period
of theatrical activity, since its basic theories and their practical applications

! The best source for a detailed survey of this particular period and this aspect of Italian

cultural history is still the chapter ‘Le corti dell'Italia superiore alla fine del secolo’, in Vittorio

Rossi, Il Quattrocento, 3rd edn (Milan 193 3). pp. 523ff. More specific information about the

authors and performances of the plays s provided by Pyle, * Politiano's ** Orfeo " and other *favole

'mlm_!ogichc" in the context of Late Quattrocento Northern Italy” which includes the text of

Pasithea' by Gasparo Visconti, possibly never performed and with no directions calling for music,
* Rossl, 'Le corti dell'ltalia’, I Quattrocento, p. 531.
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