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Gregorio Allegri 1582-1652
1. Miserere 12’37

Choir of Clare College, Cambridge
Timothy Brown director

Recording: Jesus College Chapel, Cambridge 
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Thomas Tallis c.1505-1585
2. Spem in alium 9’55

Chapelle de Roi
Alistar Dixon director

Recording: 13-15 November 2000, St Jude’s, 
Hampstead
Production & engineering: Floating Earth
Producer: Edward Wickham
Engineer and Editor: Limo Hearn
Licensed from Signum Records Ltd

Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina  
c.1525-1594
3. Stabat Mater 11’14

Choir of Clare College, Cambridge
Timothy Brown director

Recording: Jesus College Chapel, Cambridge 
- 2009 Brilliant Classics

Francesco Cavalli 1602-1676
4. Salve Regina 6’20

Sebastián de Vivanco 1551-1622
5. Magnificat octavi toni 12’03

Choir of King’s College, Cambridge
Stephen Cleobury director

Recording: 15-18 July, 1996 in the Chapel of King’s 
College, Cambridge
Producer: Steve Johns
Recording engineer: Henry Mitton
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Giovanni Gabrieli 1557-1612
13. Ahi senza te  3’23

Alessandro Striggio 1540-1592
14. Ninfe leggiadre e belle  1’47

Giovanni Gabrieli 
15. Dolce nemica mia  3’14

Adrian Willaert 1490-1562
16. O bene mio  1’49

Giovanni Gabrieli 
17. Alma cortes’ e bella  2’50

Johann Grabbe 1585-1655
18. Cor mio  3’09

Hans Nielsen 1580-1626
19. Deh dolce anima  2’13

Mogens Pedersøn 1583-1623
20. T’amo mia vita  1’59

Giovanni Gabrieli 
21. Kyrie eleison  3’15
22. Fuggi pur se sai  4’01

Andrea Gabrieli 1533-1585 /  
Giovanni Gabrieli
23. In nobil sangue  4’45

Andrea Gabrieli 
24. Alla battaglia  2’00

Giovanni Gabrieli 
25. Amor dove mi guidi  5’50

Antonio Lotti 1666-1740
6. Crucifixus 3’20

William Byrd 1538-1623
7. Ave verum corpus 4’12

Choir of St John’s College, Cambridge
Christopher Robinson director

Recording: June 1996, Chapel of St John’s College, 
Cambridge
Producer & engineer: Tim Handley
- 2009 Brilliant Classics

Josquin des Prez c.1450-1521
8. Absalon fili mi 3’48

Carlo Gesualdo 1566-1613
9. O vos omnes 2’49

Tomás Luis de Victoria 1548-1611
10. O vos omnes 2’22

Choir of Clare College, Cambridge
Timothy Brown director

Recording: All Saints Church, Aldwinckle, near 
Cambridge
- 2009 Brilliant Classics

Claudio Monteverdi 1567-1643
11. Laudate pueri 5’10
12. Ave Maris Stella 5’26

Ensemble San Felice
Federico Bardazzi director

Recording: 2–5 October 2011, Antico Spedale del 
Bigallo, by kind permission of the Municipality of 
Bagno a Ripoli, Florence, Italy
Recording engineer, editing & mastering: Nicola 
Cavina
Recording producers: Federico Bardazzi & Luigi 
Cozzolino
- 2016 Brilliant Classics

Andrea Gabrieli 
26. A le guancie de rose  3’26
27. Gloria  3’54

Claudio Merulo 1533-1604
28. Sanctus  2’26
29.  Credo from the Mass  

“Benedicam Dominum”  3’02
30. Hodie Christus natus est  2’32
31. Agnus Dei  2’09

Giovanni Gabrieli 
32. Omnes gentes plaudite  3’27

Chamber Choir of Europe
Nicol Matt director

Recording: 2002, in the crypt of Speyer Cathedral
Production & engineer: Reinhard Geller
- 2006 Brilliant Classics



Born in Rome, the Catholic priest and composer Gregorio Allegri (c.1582-1652) is best 
known for his Miserere (Psalm 51, or 50 in other editions), written for the Tenebrae 
services of Holy Week. Allegri sang in the choir of the Sistine Chapel from 1629 until 
his death. Copying the music of this gem – scored for choirs of five and four voices - 
was forbidden by the Vatican, but in 1770 the 14-year-old Mozart heard it twice and 
transcribed it from memory. Notable for its repeated top C’s, it remains the one piece 
from this period known to many who are uninterested in Renaissance music.

Thomas Tallis (c.1505-85) composed throughout the reigns of four successive 
monarchs. As an unreformed Catholic, he had to steer a discreet course through 
that turbulent period. He composed his motet Spem in alium for eight choirs of five 
parts each, all forty voices singing together in only two brief passages. It is thought 
that Tallis wrote this extraordinary work in response to a similarly scored piece by 
Alessandro Striggio.

Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (c.1525-94) spent most of his career in Rome. 
Generally in music of that period the audibility of the text was very important, so that 
elaboration tended to be avoided in favour of clarity, balance and moderation. In this 
respect Palestrina’s music is very characteristic and many composers of later periods 
have been influenced by his dispassionate style. Palestrina’s Stabat Mater in eight parts 
is one of his very last and greatest works, dating from around 1590 and composed for 
Pope Gregory IV.

Francesco Cavalli (1602-76) was born at Crema in the Lombardy region. He became 
a disciple of Monteverdi at St. Mark’s Venice, where he was appointed maestro di 
cappella in 1668. He was the leading opera composer – he wrote about forty – at a 
time when this was a relatively new genre. His music was largely forgotten until a 
late-20th- century revival. The 4-part Salve Regina is a charracteristic example of his 
church music.

The Spanish composer Sebastián de Vivanco (1551-1622) was employed as maestro 
di capella in Lérida, Segovia and – after being ordained as a priest in 1581 – 
Salamanca from 1602. His rich, 8-part Magnificat octavi toni belongs in the first of 
three substantial collections of his works, dating from 1607.

Born in Venice, Antonio Lotti (1667-1740) taught several of the most outstanding 
composers of the next generation and is chiefly known for his own superb 8-part 
Crucifixus, in which pungent harmonies vividly evoke Christ’s suffering.

The status of William Byrd (1538-1623) in the history of British music remains 
unsurpassed, his very wide gamut of expression and complete technical mastery being 
equally remarkable. Among his contemporaries, only Lassus rivalled such range and 
versatility. The Gradualia, a great cycle of liturgical settings for the Catholic calendar 
from Advent to Trinity, was published in two volumes in 1605 and 1607. Byrd’s Ave 
verum corpus, from the Gradualia sequence, is a 4-part motet intended for the Feast 
of Corpus Christi and one of his most frequently performed works.

The French-Flemish Josquin des Prez (c.1450-1521) was one of the greatest of 
Renaissance masters, known chiefly for his motets, masses and chansons. The motet 
Absalon fili mi is among his most celebrated works, but its authorship has been 
questioned.

Both Tomás Luis de Victoria (1548-1611) and Carlo Gesualdo (1566-1613) 
composed settings of O vos omnes, a text associated with Holy Saturday. The 
Spaniard Victoria – among the greatest of all Renaissance composers, made two 
settings of O vos omnes, of which the one from the Tenebrae Responsories is recorded 
here. The nobleman Gesualdo is best known for his sensuous and extraordinarily 
chromatic madrigals but also for murdering his wife and her lover. Some of his motets 
are as passionate as his madrigals, emphasising the emotional content of the text – 



richly textured Kyrie II in 12 parts. The madrigal Fuggi pur se sai is scored for two 
4-part choirs. Perhaps we are reminded that fuggi (= flight) is the derivation of the term 
fugue, but here the focus is the flight of the beloved. Giovanni Gabrieli’s glorious motet 
Omnes gentes plaudite, published in 1597 as part of Sacrae Symphoniae, is a setting of 
lines from the superbly uplifting Psalm 46 for four choirs of four voices each. 

Born in Mantua, Alessandro Striggio (1540-92) settled in Florence at an early age. 
He is primarily known for his 40-part motet Ecce beatam lucem, which probably 
motivated Tallis to compose his own Spem in alium, but he also published seven 
books of madrigals. Nymphs are ubiquitous in this genre, and Striggio’s 5-part Ninfe 
leggiadre e belle follows in this tradition.

Adrian Willaert (1490-1562), a composer from the Low Countries, served as maestro 
di cappella at St. Mark’s Venice from 1527 until his death. It has been suggested 
that it was he who first placed two choirs on opposite sides of the chancel, creating 
antiphonal effects and establishing a precedent for successive composers of what 
became known as the Venetian school. Thus the appointment of this Northern 
European, steeped in the Franco-Flemish tradition of vocal polyphony, would have 
a profound effect upon the history of Venetian music. He composed more than 
seventy madrigals, of which O bene mio reflects the emergence of the genre from the 
preceding canzona. 

Giovanni Gabrieli’s pupils included the German Johann Grabbe (1585-1655) and 
two Danish composers – Hans Nielsen (1580-1626) and Mogens Pedersøn (1583-
1623). The arts-orientated King Christian IV sent the two Danes to study in Venice, 
Pedersøn becoming the most important Danish composer before Buxtehude. German 
composers do not spring to mind in connection with the Italian madrigal, but Johann 
Grabbe is one – born in the same year as Schütz, who also contributed some examples 
to this genre.

especially pain and grief - as few composers have done, before or since. The 5-part O 
vos omnes is typically startling.

Claudio Monteverdi (1567-1643) is a key figure of the late Renaissance period. After 
being employed as a string-player at the court of Mantua from about 1590 until 
1613, he worked as maestro di capella at St. Mark’s Venice until his death. He played 
a very important part in the development of opera, composing Orfeo, The Return 
of Ulysses to his Homeland and The Coronation of Poppea. His eight books of 
madrigals and Vespers of 1610 are also among his best-known works. Monteverdi’s 
Laudate pueri and Ave maris stella are both movements from the well-known and 
expressively wide-ranging Vespers, now regarded as a landmark work equivalent 
to Bach’s Mass in B minor. Characterised by tremendous rhythmic vitality and a 
colourful response to the words, Laudate pueri is a setting of Psalm 112 (– 113 in 
some editions). As usual in psalm-settings Monteverdi takes as a starting-point the 
plainchant melody appropriate to the text. In the Ave maris stella Monteverdi again 
elaborates the original plainsong theme and intersperses instrumental ritornelli 
between the verses.

Giovanni Gabrieli (1557-1612), the rather more famous nephew of Andrea Gabrieli, 
would become an influential teacher of many emerging composers, while his own 
music – including dozens of motets and many pieces for instrumental groups – 
maximised the spatial possibilities of St. Mark’s. The antiphonal, or polychoral, style 
of church composition clearly influenced the madrigal genre. The subject-matter of 
Italian madrigals typically concerns frustrated love or associated anxieties. Among 
Gabrieli’s madrigals are the 4-part Ahi, senza te (Ah, without you … how can I stay 
alive?), the 7-part Dolce nemica mia, the 3-part Alma cortes’ e bella and Amor dove 
mi guidi, scored mostly for 12-part ensemble. 

In his magnificent Kyrie eleison Giovanni Gabrieli begins by dividing his voices into 
five parts. After a Christe eleison section scored for 2 x 4, the work culminates in a 



Giovanni Gabrieli and his uncle Andrea collaborated on the 6-part madrigal based 
on a Petrarch sonnet, In nobil sangue. Andrea Gabrieli (1533-85), believed to have 
been a pupil of Adrian Willaert, eventually succeeded Claudio Merulo as first organist 
at St Mark’s, Venice. His compositional versatility accommodated both sacred and 
secular music, madrigals constituting the largest part of his output. Inevitably, his 
Alla battaglia features trumpet-like writing at the repeated references to fanfares. A 
le guancie de rose, scored for two groups of four voices each, is a dialogue between 
a lover and Cupid in disguise. Andrea’s arresting 16-part Gloria is believed to have 
contributed to the celebrations marking the visit of the Japanese ambassador to 
Venice in 1585.

Claudio Merulo (1533-1604) was an outstanding organist, widely considered the 
finest of his day, and a prolific composer of keyboard works – often virtuosic - but this 
area of his output has overshadowed his ten masses, one hundred motets and ninety 
madrigals. He served as an organist at St. Mark’s for about twenty-seven years, but his 
departure in 1584 – leaving behind well-paid employment and a good reputation – is 
unexplained. Subsequently he became organist at Parma Cathedral. Merulo’s name 
is primarily associated with his keyboard music, especially his toccatas, but he also 
composed a large quantity of sacred music. Most of Merulo’s masses are so-called 
parody masses scored for five parts. The Missa Benedicam Dominum, modelled 
on a motet by Andrea Gabrieli, is polychoral, scored in 12 parts. In the Credo and 
Agnus Dei the style is rather indebted to the older polyphonic traditions. There is a 
vast quantity of Venetian church music from many composers of this period, yet the 
relative neglect of Merulo’s finest works in this genre appears unjustified. In the 16-
part Sanctus recorded here Merulo employs an unusually wide tonal spectrum, the first 
choir singing in a particularly high register while the fourth choir occupies the depths. 
The 10-part motet Hodie Christus natus est dates from 1594.
© Philip Borg-Wheeler
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