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Monteverdi was already the greatest composer of his time when his Vespers was 
published in 1610. A pupil of Marc Antonio Ingegneri, maestro di cappella of 
Cremona Cathedral, Monteverdi first gained his reputation as a composer of sacred 
works. Eventually he worked his way up to the Ducal Palace of Mantua, the court 
of the powerful Gonzaga family. Here his duties led him to compose secular music: 
madrigals, ballet music, and theater music. It was Monteverdi’s special ability to 
express human emotions in his music that gave him great fame, particularly in his 
operas Orfeo (1607) and Arianna (1608).

But none of this compares with the splendors found in his Vespers. What occasion 
prompted him to compose this work? Was it perhaps written to impress a prospective 
employer (perhaps for some post in Rome since it was dedicated to the Pope, or 
perhaps a post at San Marco in Venice - a post he later won)? It is also possible that it 
was written for some great ceremony at the court of the Gonzagas in Mantua. 

Whatever the occasion, the work is truly remarkable. Indeed in the size of musical 
forces and in the scope and variety of style of musical composition, the Vespers was 
without precedent in Western music.  The instruments and voices required in this score 
were absolutely extravagant for that time: virtuoso vocal soloists, two expert 5-part 
choruses, strings, cornetti and sackbuts (Renaissance brass instruments), recorders and 
a variety of continuo instruments, such as the theorbo, harpsichord, and organ. 

The early 1600's were a period of great change in Western music. The polyphonic 
traditions of the great European Renaissance composers could hardly be developed 
any further. Some composers broke abruptly from the past, creating entirely new 
forms and styles. Instead of the Gregorian chants, modal harmonies, and purity of 
the Medieval-Renaissance polyphony, the composers searched for styles that were 
more human and expressive. With the Camerata of Florence (a group of progressive 
composers) a new monodic style emerged, one that was more susceptible to word-
painting, to nuance, and to the rendering of personal feelings. In general, the newer 
music was less contrapuntal and horizontal, and more chordal and vertical. 

Monteverdi referred to the old style as “prima prattica” (first practice) and the newer 
style as “seconda prattica”. He was a master of both. And it is only at such a period 
of change and transition as the early 17th century that a genius like Monteverdi could 
have written this particular work. For he was the greatest composer of his time, and 
the only great composer of the era to straddle the fence with such mastery. Further 
he gave everything he had to the Vespers, lavishing on it a dazzling array of musical 
styles. Virtually every kind of church music known in his day is found in this work. 
And under his great hand a complex patchwork is woven into a truly universal unity, a 
supreme summation of the musical creation of the time, much as Bach’s B Minor Mass 
and St. Matthew Passion represent the culmination of the late Baroque. 



A Brief Analysis  
By Dennis Keene

The 13 movements consist of 5 psalms, a hymn and a canticle - all appropriate 
liturgical components of a Vespers service. To these Monteverdi has added 
an introduction and 5 interpolated non-liturgical movements. The liturgical 
movements themselves offer enormous variety, including many secular-
sounding dance sections. 

I. Deus in Adjutorium
This brief but brilliant introduction is a re-working of his toccata from Orfeo. 
Against the solid D major chords of the 6-part chorus, the full orchestra is 
heard in a majestic and stirring fanfare. 

II. Dixit Dominus
The first great psalm movement, Psalm 110, is a work of contrasts. Music for 
solo singers is followed by the full chorus chanting on a fixed chord, followed 

by highly rhythmical contrapuntal sections, concluding with an orchestral 
interlude. 
This pattern is repeated five times, the final time in abbreviated form. 
Throughout the solo sections the Gregorian chant appears in various voices. 

At the Gloria Patri an abrupt change occurs and an unornamented, bare version 
of the chant is finally heard, sung by a sole tenor, creating a striking contrast to 
the complexities of the music before and after it. 

III. Nigra Sum
A perfect example of the new monodic style. Scored simply for tenor soloist 
and accompaniment, this setting from the Song of Solomon, “I am black and 
comely,” is intensely personal and emotional. This is a love song. When you 
hear Monteverdi’s setting of the text “Arise my love and come away” you feel 
the intense youthful passion of romantic love - a remarkable contrast to the Ave 
Maris Stella, for example, which expresses an equally intense but mystical and 
spiritual emotion. Note the elaborate ornamentation our tenor, Scott Mello, 
uses. It is in the style known to Monteverdi, and documented by Boricelli 
and Caccini. Of particular interest are the trillos (rapid repeated notes on the 
same pitch, created by strokes of the glottis in the throat), a characteristic 
embellishment in Monteverdi’s music.



IV. Laudate Pueri

The Gregorian Chant appears in all sorts of guises through out this movement, 
unifying the widely varying solo and choral sections. Notice the choral 
interruption in triple time on the word suscitans (“raising up”) and later on 
erigens (“rising”), the text which does not finish until 3 bars later with the word 
pauperem (“the poor one”) set with a small number of parts - again illustrating 
the text.

V. Pulchra Es
This beautiful duet for two sopranos. It is tender and personal, written in the 
“newer” style.

VI.  LÆtatus Sum

This setting of Psalm 122 (“I will lift up mine eyes...”) begins with an 8 bar 
ground bass which serves as a counterpoint to the Gregorian chant. 
This is a concertante movement where the dialogue between virtuoso soloists 
and full choir is quite stunning. Underneath the brilliance of the virtuoso vocal 
displays, the Gregorian chant sits quietly, slowly revealing its calm melodies, 
adding a greater dimension to the technical feats of the virtuosi.

VII. Duo Seraphim
The text from Isaiah 6 “In the year that King Uzziah died...” has long been 
a favorite of mine. The smoky mystery conjured up in the imagery of six-
winged seraphim crying out “holy is the Lord God of hosts” seems like a great 
screenplay. Monteverdi captures the mood with astonishing vividness. He 
begins with two tenors in close harmony. Monteverdi’s use of the trillo (see III 
above) here reaches the apogee of the art. It is truly brilliant writing. Finally a 
third tenor is added on the words Tres sunt... (“There are three who bear record 
in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost, and these three are one”). 



On the words Et hi tres (“and these three”) the three tenors sing a three part 
chord, each singer on a different note. But on the words unum sunt (“are one”) 
they sing in a unison pitch, the effect and unifying symbolism made all the 
more amazing by the sound of the “oo” vowel found in all three syllables. 

VIII. Nisi Dominus
In this setting of Psalm 127 we have the Venetian polychoral movement par 
excellence. Modeled after the famous double-choir works of the Gabrielis and 
others, this spectacular wash of sound has rhythmic complexities in the voice 
parts and a virtuosity of choral writing that the Gabrielis never dreamed of. 
In the middle, the music changes keys suddenly and goes into a quicker triple 
meter, creating one of the most brilliant moments of the Vespers. But this was 
not enough for Monteverdi. He added a fifth voice to each choir, containing, 
as you might have guessed the traditional Gregorian chant for this psalm.

IX. Audi Cœlum
Another Venetian style is utilized in this movement, that of the echo effect. The 
first tenor sings in the new monodic style. At the end of the various sentences 
a tenor placed at a distance repeats a portion of the last word sung by the 
first. Cleverly constructed, the portions of the words echoed each create new 
words in themselves. For example, the first tenor sings gaudio (“joy”). The echo 
tenor repeats audio, (“I hear”). In this fashion, Monteverdi has constructed a 
dialogue between the soloist and his echo. 

This movement ends with one of the serene and inspired choral passages ever 
composed (“Blessed are you, Virgin Mary”).

X. Lauda Jerusalem
One of the most brilliant choruses ever written, a genuine tour de force. 

It is scored for two choruses of soprano, alto, and bass, and a third chorus of 
tenors singing the chant lines. 



XI. Sonata Sopra “Sancta Maria” 
Monteverdi’s work in the Gonzaga family shows here, for we are presented 
with a stately secular instrumental dance.  Monteverdi pits the strings against 
the cornetti and sackbutts in a remarkable variation of dance rhythms. But, 
once again he transcends the style as he adds the chant “Holy Mary, pray 
for us,” a litany repeated over and over by the sopranos in varying rhythms. 

 
XII. Hymnus: Ave Maria Stella 
There are seven verses of this famous Gregorian chant hymn, some sung 
by chorus, others by soloists, some separated by orchestral interludes. All 
throughout, this is music of deep mysticism and spirituality. 
XII. Magnificat

The final movement of the Vespers for the blessed Virgin is her canticle, 
the Magnificat. Among the countless number of settings of this text over 
the centuries, this is the only one I can think of that compares with Bach’s. 
Throughout each section this Gregorian melody appears; timeless and 
transcendent:

On top of that, Monteverdi depicts the text with supreme art. Solos, duets, 
choruses, and instrumental sections are connected with the ever-present chant. 
The Gloria Patri again utilizes two tenors, one in the chancel and the other 
echoing from afar. As they sound forth their praise, the sopranos quietly and 
slowly sing the chant melody. Finally, the entire orchestra and chorus come 
together to conclude the work with some of the most elevated and inspired 
measures ever composed. 


