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(Duca della Guardia nell' anno 1632,) we read: "The Prince 

Don Carlo Gesualdo lived to see his crimes punished by God 

through the infliction of four great misfortunes, resulting 

in the total extermination of his house and race." 

What were these misfortunes? The first, was the great 

shame he suffered, for the space of two years, due to the 

conduct of his unfaithful wife, Donna Maria d'Avalos. 

His remorse, for having slain Donna Maria, was so great, 

that in his frenzy, he treated his vassals not only avarici-

ously and lasciviously, but also tyrannically. Perhaps for 

this, God took to himself, a beautiful male child, whom he 

had by his second wife, Donna Eleonora d'Ests. 

considered his second great affliction. 

This may be 

His third affliction was, that he was continually tor-

mented by a vast horde of demons, which gave him no peace. 

The fourth was the death of his only son, Don Emmanuele, 

who hated his father and had longed for his death. Don 
1 

Emmanuele was Donna Maria's child. 

1 
Cecil Gray and Philip Haseltine, Carlo Gesualdo, p.49. 
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music for the first time, to consider it as a purely expres­

sive phenomenon. 

,I 

r 

- I If one were to attempt to make a survey of the rise and 
I 

'I 

1: 

I 

development of chromaticism during the three centuries pre-

ceding Gesualdo, one would derive his information from the 

works of theorists who concerned themselves almost exclusive- ! 

ly with sacred music. 

As regards harmony, it is a cause of wonder that men who 

were entirely unaccustomed to think of music in terms of 

chords, yet managed to achieve, by skilful manipulation of 

lines and rhythms alone, harmonic effects of the greatest 

beauty and appropriateness. I 
We, who have all been brought up on the four-square 

harmonized in chords which are merely subsidiary to the 

tune I 

tune, l 
necessarily find it very difficult to cast our minds back to 

the time when music was conceived in terms of pure line. 

If we fail to realize this fact, we cannot properly appreci­

ate the significance of those composers who first thought of 

employing purely harmonic effects to heighten the expressive 

.power of their music. 

It is in the madrigals of the sixteenth century that the 

gradual development of the harmonic sense can best be studied. 

All through this period we find that the use of discords, 

chromaticism, and bold original harmonic progressions, are 

invariably occasioned by some particular emotional point in 

the words of the madrigal which the composer wished to empha­

size in his music. 



Cipriano de Rore in his Latin ode, displays not only 

11 
harmonic sense very much in advance of that of his contempo­

:1 raries, but also a remarkable sense of tone-color, being de­

signed for the unusual combination of four bass voices. 

The opening bars of the ode are quoted in Appendix v. 
In the works of Rocco Rodio (1581) and Guiseppe Caimo 

(1585,) we find experiments in "word-painting," of consider­

able interest from the technical point of view, and by no 
1 

means negligible from the aesthetic. 

All these composers, however, fade into comparative in­

significance beside the figure of Luca Marenzio, the great­

est of all the Italian Madrigalists. He was rivalled only 

by Palestrina in melodic invention. His chief praise lies 

in the most consummate skill, by which he handled polyphonic 

structure in the traditional manner. While Palestrina paid 

but little heed to the methods of the newer harmonic school, 

Marenzio, was keenly alive to the possibilities of the new 
- ' 

style. Thus while sacrificing none of the older polyphonic 

methods, he was able to enrich them with the added wealth of 

chromaticism and the. new harmonic resources derived from it. 

Notice in Appendix VI, an extract from Marenzio's 9th book 

of five-part madrigals (1599) the bold melodic outlines and 

independence of the individual parts; the strikingly origi-

1 nal progressions of harmony; and the magnificent shape and 

1

1 

structure of the whole passage, which illustrates with such 

1 
Cf Appendix VII 
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the spirit of the words: 

Solo e pensoso i piu deserti campi 
Vo' misurando a passi tarde lento. 

In the field of harmonic expressionism, Gesualdo stands 

out in isolation as a figure of extraordinary originality and 

indubitable genius. From the outset, as we have seen Gesual-

do was always occupied with the problem of personal expres-

sion. In his most mature and, harmonically, most advanced 

compositions the line of an individual voice part generally 

shows us quite logically how the most surprising progression 

has been brought about; a single note in ·one of the parts, 

chromatically altered by an accidental, becomes a kind of 

pivot on which the harmony swings away from the expected re­

solution into what, in modern parlance, would be called a re­

mote key. 

Gesualdo, the true musical genius who made a deep impres­

sion upon the following generation and upon posterity in 

general, does not appear until after 1594. It is a piece 

'I 

from his sixth book of which Pietro della Valle writes in his " 

famous letter to Lelio Guidicciono: "For its pitying and 

compassionate expression, I particularly liked the Prince of 
1 

Venosa 1 s, 1Resta di darmi noia 1 , a famous piece." 

It is a piece that is most extreme in its attitude. 

What caused this development or the eccentric side or his 

·I 
I' 

I 

I 

I' 

I 
nature? Was it his acquaintance with the music of Luzzaschi, l 

I 

1 
Cf Appendix VIII 






































