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1.  Jesu mi clementissime  
(A 3, due Canti e Basso,  
per ogni Tempo) 9’21

2.  Vibrate  
(A quattro voci, per  
ogni Tempo) 7’50

3.  Anime belle  
(A 3, Canto, Alto e Basso,  
per ogni Tempo) 8’03

4.  O quante contra me  
(A 2, Canto e Basso, per  
ogni Tempo) 8’01

5.  In foco ardentissime  
(A quattro voci, per  
il Santissimo) 10’52

6.  O lacrime amare  
(A quattro voci, per  
ogni Tempo) 10’10

7.  Volo vivere  
(Basso solo, con Violini) 8’57

8.  No non tentate  
(A 3, Canto, Alto e Basso,  
per la Beata Vergine) 7’18

9.  Spirate vos zeffiri  
(A 3, Canto, Alto e Basso,  
per la Beata Vergine) 8’10

Cappella Artemisia
Voices  Elena Bertuzzi (EBer), Elena Biscuola (EBis), Arianna Lanci (AL), Pamela 

Lucciarini (PL), Candace Smith (CS), Sara Tommasini (ST), Patrizia 
Vaccari (PV), Silvia Vajente (SV), Barbara Zanicelli (BZ)

Violins Davide Monti (DM), Elisa Bestetti EBes)

Violoncello Bettina Hoffmann (BH)

Dulcian Elena Bianchi (EBia)

Theorbo and 
Baroque guitar Fabio Merlante (FM)

Baroque harp Maria Christina Cleary (MCC)

Harpsichord Maria Luisa Baldassari (MLB)

Organ and 
harpsichord Miranda Aureli (MA)

Director Candace Smith

Order (solo voices in arias are underlined in order of appearance)
1.  Jesu mi clementissime (AL, EBer, SV, BZ, PL, PV, ST, CS, EBis, DM, EBes, BH, EBia, 

MCC, MLB, MA)

2. Vibrate (AL, SV, ST, BZ, PV, EBis, PL, CS, BH, EBia, MCC, MLB, MA)

3. Anime belle (CS, PL, SV, BH, FM, MCC, MA)

4. O quante contra me (AL, BZ, BH, EBia, MCC, MA)

5. In foco ardentissimo (PL, EBis, AL, ST, BH, EBia, FM, MLB, MA)

6. O lacrime amare (PV, AL, ST, BZ, PL, EBis, SV, CS, BH, EBia, MCC, MA)

7. Volo vivere (EBis, DM, EBes, BH, EBia, MCC, MA)

8. No non tentate (EBis, EBer, CS, BH, FM, MCC, MA)

9. Spirate vos Zeffiri (EBis, SV, ST, PL, PV, CS, EBia, FM, MLB, MCC, MA)



In 1691, the Bolognese editor Pier Maria Monti published the only known 
compositions by Donna Bianca Maria Meda: her Mottetti a 1, 2, 3, e 4 voci, con 
violini, e senza. With this collection, Meda became one of the last nun composers 
in Italy to see her work in print in the 17th century; she was followed only by 
Isabella Leonarda, an Ursuline nun from Novara and the most prolific of all 
women composers of the Seicento. This recording brings to life Meda’s remarkable 
compositions for the first time in over 3 centuries.

The collection contains twelve motets: two for solo voice (soprano and bass, 
respectively, with paired obbligato violins); two duets (both for soprano and bass); 
four trios (three for soprano, alto and bass, and one for two sopranos and bass); and 
four quartets (all for soprano, alto, tenor and bass). All the motets are with organ 
and basso continuo. (In addition to the organ partbook, the collection includes 
one labeled Violone, identical in its contents to that for the organ.) This recording 
presents all but three of these motets, two of which have been previously recorded: 
Cari musici for soprano and two violins (available on various recordings); Ardete 
for 4 voices, heard on Cappella Artemisia’s own recording, Rosa Mistica: Musiche 
delle Monache Lombarde del Seicento (Tactus 600003); and In tribunal horendo, a 
remarkably difficult duet for soprano and bass which is unfortunately not included 
here for reasons of length.

Little is known about Meda other than the scant details printed on the title page 
of her 1691 edition: her name; her title: donna (indicating her position as professa 
in a Benedictine convent); and the name of the monastery where she lived: San 
Martino del Leano, in Pavia. Any additional information is the fruit of research 
conducted many years ago by the musicologist Emily Wilbourne, who dedicated her 
undergraduate thesis to Meda and edited two of the composer’s motets for Artemisia 
Editions in 2002. I’d like to thank Dr. Wilbourne for generously allowing me to 
reprint her findings here, drawn from both her dissertation and her introductory notes 
for the 2002 edition.

The female monastery designated San Martino del Leano was formed in 1570 

when a papal decree of 22 April ordered the union of two monasteries: the very 
small community of Angeliche at San Martino in Pietra Lata and the Benedictine 
San Salvatore detto il Leano. The resulting Benedictine monastery was located in the 
parish of Sant’Eusebio, on the corner of Strada Nova and Contrade di San Martino 
in Pietra Lata, detto del Leano (now via Mentana), and went variously by the names 
of San Martino del Leano and San Salvatore del Leano. The church buildings and 
cloister were later incorporated into the University of Pavia. (Pavia, though a small 
city, was also home to another nun composer nearly a century earlier, Caterina 
Assandra, c. 1590 – after 1618.)

In 1668 the number of nuns allowed to reside at “il Leano” was set at 48, 
although throughout Meda’s lifetime the average population was closer to 40. Of 
Meda’s profession no record has yet been located, but her name first appears in 
monastery documents between 13 August 1677 and 14 February 1678, a window 
of six months, when Meda was presumably 16 years old. There are also no specific 
records concerning her death, and her name disappears from the records between 
23 August 1732 and 11 September 1733, by which stage she must have been at least 
70. This reckoning calculates Meda’s dates as 1661?-1732-3 and would make her 
approximately thirty years old when the motet collection was published. 

Following common practice, Meda was not the only member of her family to 
profess vows at “il Leano.” Maria Isabella Meda entered the monastery two years 
or so before Bianca Maria, and was presumably her sister. Maria Isabella and Bianca 
Maria were followed by four other Medas (to consider only Meda’s paternal relatives) 
who established an unbroken Meda presence in the monastery from 1676 until 
1792. The long association between the paternal Meda family and “il Leano” may 
have been strongly influenced, perhaps even instigated, by the perpetual lease of a 
monastery house and land in Sabbione – a small Pavian town not far from the city – 
to Signore Tomaso Meda, on 7 February 1660, for 60 lire a year.

Unfortunately, no documents have come to light specifically relating to music 
during Meda’s lifetime, or relating to the publication of her motets. However, in 



correspondence discussing the daily visits of a male French teacher in 1733, the then 
Abbess D. Maria Teresa makes an interesting comment. In a letter dated August 3, she 
writes “that one man already comes for the canto figurato, also for the canto fermo, 
unfortunately all too necessary.” (“Che già viene uno x il canto figurato, p[i]ù, x il 
canto fermo pur tropo tropo necessario”). This comment establishes a double musical 
tradition of both canto fermo (plainchant) and canto figurato (polyphony), which was 
obviously, however, not at its peak. Interestingly, this complaint about the presence of 
external teachers in the parlatori comes just as Bianca Maria Meda’s name disappears 
from the monastery records. Although perhaps no more than coincidence, it may have 
been her death that made the presence of an external teacher “all too necessary.”

Meda’s motets are sacred but not liturgical. The grammatical structure, spelling 
and lexicon of their texts strongly reflect the Italian language and betray a familiarity 
with, rather than a mastery of, Latin. The most common error is the use of Italian 
endings and spellings, effectively replacing Latin words with their equivalent 
in Italian.  Numerous typographical errors may also be found in the print, and 
sometimes the same words appear more than once with different spellings. The texts 
are written in the first person feminine and express an intimate relationship between 
the speaker and Christ that suggests that the female subject might be identifiable 
with a cloistered nun. The language is highly personal and often directly addresses 
the figures of Mary, Jesus or the congregation. Common themes are the renunciation 
of worldly pleasures, an ardent love for Jesus the bridegroom, and requests for 
intercession by Mary, the Queen of Heaven. There are several vivid examples of 
imitatio Christi – the desire to suffer the same pains as Christ as a path to salvation. It 
is likely that these texts were written by a nun from “il Leano,” and quite possibly by 
Meda herself. 

The wide range of the vocal lines, as well as the sheer difficulty of the vocal and 
instrumental parts, indicate that both singers and instrumentalists in Meda’s convent 
were highly skilled. Structurally, these motets share a basically similar form. They 
are divided into distinct sections with contrasting vocal forces, meters, tempos and 

keys. Sections for all the voices, whether they be 2, 3 or 4, contrast with short arias 
intended for each of them, almost all of which follow a written-out da capo form. 
The tutti sections appear at the beginning, middle and end of the motets, and the last 
section is in all but two cases a short and vivacious alleluia. 

In order to bring out the greatest variety among these pieces, we have employed a 
large ensemble of 9 voices, offering both diverse vocal timbres in the solos and allowing 
for the doubling, and even tripling of voices (in the case of Jesu mi dulcissime). The two 
violins in Volo vivere have also been called into service, again in Jesu mi dulcissime, 
to double or alternate with the voices. In addition, we have sought a great variety of 
timbres through a large basso continuo group consisting of organ and harpsichord 
(both together and separately), harp, dulcian, cello, theorbo and guitar.

Like the great majority of music composed by or dedicated to cloistered nuns, 
Meda’s works includes parts not only for treble voices but also for tenors and basses. 
This fact unquestionably reflects market demands rather than the musical situation 
within the convent, for publishers were interested in selling their prints to the largest 
possible public, including non-cloistered musicians. Yet, in these pieces, as in any 
others performed within the convents, the nuns would have adapted the music to the 
female forces available, and in this they had a number of options. When the soprano 
part is not particularly high, the entire piece might be transposed upward, and this 
was definitely a practice in earlier convent repertoire. Here, however, the soprano 
parts consistently go up to g’’ and a’’, making such a transposition impractical. The 
transposition of bass parts up an octave to be sung by an alto, however, was well 
documented and has been consistently followed on this recording. Indeed, Meda may 
have had such a transposition in mind, since she invariably shied away from pairing 
the bass voice with the tenor to avoid awkward voice-crossing. 

It is, in fact, the tenor voice that often presents the most difficulties when arranging 
convent works for women. If the part descends too low, it falls below the range of 
an alto, whereas if it ascends too high, an upward transposition of the octave would 
make it the highest voice in the ensemble. Meda herself was undoubtedly aware 



Cappella Artemisia is an ensemble of female singers and instrumentalists dedicated 
to performing Italian convent music of the 16th and 17th centuries. Its repertoire 
includes forgotten works composed by nuns themselves, as well as music written by 
celebrated male composers and intended for performance in the convents. Moreover, 
despite the complex polyphony of the repertoire which frequently includes parts for 
tenors and basses, this music is presented here for perhaps the first time as it would 
originally have been heard: without male voices.

The musicians are all established performers in the field of early music and actively 
collaborate with other ensembles such as Il Concerto Italiano, L’Accademia Bizantina, 
Hespèrion XXI, Mala Punica, La Reverdie, Cantar Lontano, ModoAntiquo, Concerto 
Palatino, L’Accademia degli Invaghiti, La Risonanza, L’Orchestra Barocca di Bologna, 
Les Arts Florissants, L’Accademia Strumentale, Il Tempio Armonico and many others. 

of the problem, for in all the duets and trios in her collection, none call for tenors. 
Tenor parts appear only in the quartets, and in two of these, (the aforementioned 
Ardete, and In foco ardentissimo, included here) the tenor line never descends below 
g, fitting comfortably within an alto range. The vocal ensemble thus becomes SAAA. 
In the remaining two quartets – Vibrate and O lacrime amare – both the tenor and 
bass parts have been transposed up the octave, and are thus sung by sopranos and 
altos, respectively. The latter motet in particular glorifies the high soprano voice as it 
ascends to b ’’.

This album is the ninth recording by Cappella Artemisia, and shines yet a brighter 
light on the vibrant world of music in Italian convents of the Seicento. In this task, 
we are delighted to be able to provide testimony to the excellence and uniqueness 
of the music of Donna Bianca Maria Meda, a singularly inventive and unjustly 
forgotten composer.

Recording in Santa Cristina della Fondazza
Once again, Cappella Artemisia has enjoyed the great privilege of recording in what 
was unquestionably the most important musical convent in Bologna: the Camaldolese 
house of Santa Cristina. Numerous composers dedicated their works to its nuns, one 
of whom was Donna Lucretia Orsina Vizzana (1590-1662) who, as the author of 
a collection of Componimenti musicali of 1623, was the only Bolognese nun to see 
her music in print. The wealth of this convent, the excellence of its music, and the 
downright obstinacy on the part of the noble “inmates” at Santa Cristina made of this 
monastery a cause célèbre. Cappella Artemisia is proud to revive this glorious legacy 
of music-making in the convents, and would like to thank the Fondazione Carisbo 
for generously allowing us to make our recording in this magnificent and historically 
meaningful venue.
© Candace Smith



The founder and director of Cappella Artemisia, Candace Smith (originally from 
California but now living in Europe since 1975), has been involved for many years 
with historical music written by women (in addition to her interests in contemporary 
music, musical theatre and cabaret). Since its inception in 1991, Cappella Artemisia 
has received critical and popular praise, both for the rarity and originality of its 
repertoire, and also for the high quality of its performances. It has appeared at 
some of the most prestigious festivals of early music, and its concerts have been 
broadcast on the radios of Europe and North America. Though the heart of its 
repertoire lies in the Seicento, the ensemble has ventured into the 18th century with 
performances of the oratorio ‘Jahel’ by Baldassare Galuppi, composed for the girls of 
the Venetian Ospedale dei Mendicanti (in collaboration with the Orchestra Barocca 
di Bologna), and a modern staging of Purcell’s ‘Dido and Aeneas’ in an all-women’s 
performance recalling that of 1689 at a fashionable boarding school in Chelsea for 
‘Young Gentlewomen’. Future plans include a new theatre work recounting demonic 
possession in an Italian convent, commissioned specifically for the ensemble.

Cappella Artemisia has currently eight recordings available: Canti nel chiostro: 
Musiche nei monasteri femminili del ‘600 a Bologna; I Vespri Natalizi di Chiara 
Margarita Cozzolani (1650); Rosa mistica: musiche delle monache lombarde del ‘600; 
I Mottetti Spirituali di Sulpitia Cesis (1619); Soror mea, sponsa mea: il Cantico dei 
Cantici nei Conventi; Raphaella Aleotti e le Monache di San Vito; Scintillate amicæ 
stellæ: il Natale nei Conventi tra Cinquecento e Seicento, and Weep and Rejoice: 
Music for Holy Week from the Convents of 17th-century Italy. This is its second 
recording for Brilliant Classics.

Cappella Artemisia takes its name from the painter, Artemisia Gentileschi, a striking 
figure in 17th-century Italy whose artistic accomplishments have finally begun to be 
recognised. We hope, under her auspices, to bring this same recognition to the neglected 
musical achievements of her forgotten contemporaries within the convent walls.

Cappella Artemisia would like to thank the following 
people whose generous support has made  

this recording possible:

Emily Wilbourne, for sharing her early but fundamental 
research into the life and works of Bianca Maria Meda; 

Shawna Farrell, director of the Bernstein School  
of Musical Theater in Bologna, for graciously  

providing us with rehearsal space;  
Massimo Privitera for his assistance with the difficult  

Latin texts;  
Maria Luisa Baldassari for generously offering us  

the use of her harpsichord for the recording;  
the video maker Fiodor Fieni for documenting  

this world premiere recording;  
and to all the wonderful musicians whose talents  

and hard work are heard here.

This recording is dedicated to the  
beloved memory of Alene Smith.

Recording: 12-15 September 2017, S. Cristina della Fondazza, Bologna
Sound engineer and producer: Luca Ricci
Assistant: Luca Tironzelli
Cover: St. Catherine of Siena c.1746 by Giovanni Battista Tiepolo (1696–1770)
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