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 ‘io non faccio le mie cose à caso’
[I do not do things by chance]

Monteverdi, Il quinto libro de madrigali a cinque voci (1605) 

As Florentine music drama began its climb on 
the slippery rock of conviction, the stakes for the  
prologue became expectedly high. The allegorical 
presenter of the spectacle had to deploy sufficiently 
engaging manner and language1 to establish her 
reality and facilitate the passage into a world whose 
inhabitants communicate through song. Respond-
ing to this challenge, Claudio Monteverdi and 
Alessandro Striggio assigned the role to La Musica 
in L’Orfeo. As participants in the Italian cultural 
rivalries of the period, moreover, they also had to 
surpass their historical rival Euridice, which Jacopo 
Peri and Ottavio Rinuccini had produced in  
October 1600 for the royal nuptials of Maria de 
Medici and Henri IV of France.2 The latter work’s 
happy ending had spoiled the myth and questioned 
the choice of La Tragedia as the opening figure. In 
addition, her modest melody (repeated sevenfold) 
and belated announcement of the story in the last of 
28 lines left much space for improvement (illus.1).

La Musica, by contrast, offers a gradual transi-
tion to the myth in only five stanzas. She announces 
her arrival from Permesso (not Parnassus) and pays  
tribute to the Gonzagas’s royal blood.3 ‘Io la 
Musica son’ (I am Music), she affirms and proceeds 
to advertise her power over mortal ears. She then 
introduces her instrument, the ‘Cetera d’or’ (lyre 
of gold), and describes her moral mission of lead-
ing the soul to heavenly harmony. Orfeo’s name and 
reputation make the subject of the fourth stanza, 
and the monologue closes with an oracle on the 
extraordinary effects her singing will produce on 
all things around her. By the time La Musica exits 

the stage we are in no doubt that she is more than  
a presenter: what we are going to witness issues  
directly from her; it is her song enacted before our 
eyes (illus.2).

Musically, too, Monteverdi outshines Peri in the 
attention he lavishes on the prologue. He moves the 
key from F to D—possibly an allusion to the Greek 
Dorian mode4—and replaces the instrumental ap-
pendices to La Tragedia’s stanzas with a majestic ritor-
nello that frames La Musica’s statements (illus.3). By 
far his most significant improvement is the rejection 
of La Tragedia’s strophic setting for strophic varia-
tions, through-composed music on a basso ostinato. 
What varies here is not simply the distribution of 
notes within a fixed temporal length but also the 
length itself. This central parameter is the subject 
of what follows. Specifically, I study the number of 
semibreves, or common metrical unit, for each sec-
tion of the prologue.5 The results of this analysis 
appear in Tables 1 and 2.

The structure of the prologue is remarkably sym-
metrical, forming an almost perfect palindrome.6 
How can we be sure that this is a design and not a 
happy coincidence, that Monteverdi intended it to 
be so? The existence of large-scale symmetries in the 
opera is well established.7 The first act, for instance, 
is proportionally built around Orfeo’s aria ‘Rosa del 
ciel’. La Musica’s ritornello also frames the two acts 
the hero spends in Hades. And his ‘Possente spirto’, 
the opera’s musical apex, is placed in the third of 
five acts.8 Monteverdi further stresses its centrality 
by introducing a second fully ornamented version 
of Orfeo’s plea before Charonte. The aligning of the 
two parts predicates on accurate measuring of their 
note values, exactly the kind I claim he applied to La 
Musica’s prologue (illus.4).
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1  Jacopo Peri and Ottavio Rinuccini, Euridice, Prologue
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Ritornellos being a symmetry-generating device 
(here also harmonically rewinding the strophes 
from A to the original key of D), their exact repeti-
tion helps cast into relief the individual setting of the 
stanzas. The latter’s identical poetic structure (44 
syllables distributed in four endecasillabi) exposes 
any length variant as a conscious compositional 
choice. Strophe 3 forms the axis of the prologue, its 
number of semibreves (16) matching that of the full 
ritornello and being distributed symmetrically 
within its lines.9 Its pivotal role is confirmed melod-
ically, too. This is the only strophe where La Musica  
deviates from her starting note D, beginning in-
stead on A, the note that comprises almost half 
of her pitches in the strophe, and has the highest 

2  Alessandro Striggio, L’Orfeo, Prologue (libretto)

2 Continued

representation in all five (Table 3). The centrality 
of the strophe reflects its textual content. Music’s 
power to transport the soul to celestial harmony lies at 
the heart of Neoplatonism, especially as expounded 
by Marsilio Ficino (1433–99), the first Renaissance 
author to use music for therapeutic and astrological 
ends.10 To enhance the stanza’s musical imagery, 
Monteverdi exchanges the libretto’s ‘rote del Ciel’ 
with ‘lira del ciel’, thus creating another semantic 
symmetry with the opening line’s ‘Cetera d’or’.

The central frame of the full ritornellos and stro-
phe 3 finds a complement in the symmetrical ex-
ternal strophes. The opening one has 19 semibreves 
and so should the last, I propose.11 Resorting to mu-
sical pictorialism, Monteverdi disrupts the textual/
musical alignment at the very end of the prologue.12 
La Musica’s final word ‘s’arresti’ is denied har-
monic closure and gives way to a lengthy pause. 
Unfortunately, the double-breve spelling of the last 
rest (not to mention the fermata) is excruciatingly 
long to make any musical sense (illus.3e). If per-
formed, it lasts for more than two metrical units, 
extending the strophe’s length by a quarter. Quite 
reasonably, performers ignore it and editors often 
disregard (Clifford Bartlett) or reduce its length 
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3a-e  Monteverdi, L’Orfeo, Prologue (ritornelli omitted)
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3a-e  Continued
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(Jack Westrup, Bruno Maderna, Denis Stevens).13 
Either the spelling is an error (one among roughly 
200 in the 1609 edition, for example the two crochets 
spelled as minims in the previous system’s last bar)14 
or its value is indeterminate like that of a final 
longa (observe the following double bar). What-
ever the case may be, my reading of the prologue’s 
symmetries suggests that the appropriate length of 
the last pause should be close to two semibreves, a 
sufficient time interval to illustrate ‘s’arresti’ and 
to align the strophe metrically with the opening 
one.15

The only true anomaly in the palindrome is the 
uneven length of strophes 2 and 4, which have 14 
and 15 semibreves, respectively. A melodic analysis 
of the former shows that its third line is the shortest 
in the prologue, counting little more than one semi-
breve. In fact, Monteverdi here breaks the pattern of 
one line per melodic phrase, turning Striggio’s 

Table 1  Distribution of semibreves in La Musica’s 
Prologue

Ritornello (complete) 16
Strophe 1 19
Ritornello (incomplete) 6
Strophe 2 14
Ritornello (incomplete) 6
Strophe 3 16
Ritornello (incomplete) 6
Strophe 4 15
Ritornello (incomplete) 6
Strophe 5 [19]
Ritornello (complete) 16

Table 2  Distribution of semibreves per line of text

Line 1 Line 2 Line 3 Line 4 Total (strophe)

Strophe 1 6 3.5 4 5.5 19
Strophe 2 4.5 3.5 1.25 4.75 14
Strophe 3 4.5 3.5 3.5 4.5 16
Strophe 4 4.5 3.5 2.75 4.25 15
Strophe 5 4.5 4.75 3.75 3.5+[2.5] [19]
Total (line) 24 18.75 15.25 [25] 83

Et hor di nobil ira, et hor d’amore
Posso infiammar le più gelate menti 

into 

Et hor di nobil’ira et hor d’Amore poss infiammar
le più gelate menti. 

Responding to La Musica’s strong imagery (per-
haps also assisted by the enjambment between the 
two lines), he heightens the contrast between ‘infi-
ammar’ and ‘gelate’ (this last further emphasized 
with the dissonant c  in the bass). He also coun-
terbalances the rapidly sung third line with a long 
note on ‘poss[o]’, which receives a full semibreve. 
Given his faithfulness to Striggio’s versification,16 
it may not be an accident that strophe 2 spoils La 
Musica’s palindrome. Two years before L’Orfeo, 
Monteverdi had unwillingly become the spokesman 
for seconda prattica, a new compositional practice 
that placed music under the expressive demands of 
poetry.17 The need for checking its affective power 
through poetry’s rational content is a cornerstone of  
Platonic aesthetics.18 Indeed, Plato is the chief au-
thority invoked by Giulio Cesare Monteverdi to 
defend his brother’s choices.19 By abandoning the 
principles of his setting in the lines culminating in 
‘poss[o] infiammar’, Monteverdi was, in effect, 
demonstrating his aesthetics: music unchecked by 
poetry leads to disruption of harmony.

Subtle as his statement may have been, it had 
grave implications because of opera’s new-born 
status. Was dramma per musica to be a reckless ex-
plorer of human passions or a responsible vehicle 
for expressive poetry? Monteverdi and Striggio 
address the question within the plot of L’Orfeo. In 
the culmination of the opera, the virtuosic ‘Possente 
spirto’, Orfeo fails to move Charonte. However one 
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4  Monteverdi, L’Orfeo, Act 3, ‘Possente spirto’
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wishes to interpret the latter’s sleep, which clears the 
way for the hero’s descent into Hades,20 it is undis-
putable that the excessive vocalism of the aria did 
not have the desired effect. The collapse of text here 
into endlessly repeated syllables is the extreme con-
sequence of La Musica’s autonomy, expressed as 
disregard for poetic order in strophe 2 and refusal to 
cadence at the end of the poem.

In this perspective, La Musica is much more 
than a dramatic hostess: she serves as an Orphean 
emblem, subtly preparing us for the story’s tragic 
outcome. Like Orfeo, the son of Apollo and per-
former of an instrument whose strings supposedly 
reflected the planets,21 she is constitutionally cap-
able of grounding celestial harmony in this world. 
Also like the Thracian hero, she eventually fails 
in her mission because of self-indulgence. As he 
defies Pluto’s command and gives in to his own 
emotional urges so does she turn away from poetic 
authority, snatching half of strophe 2’s final line to 
brag about her powers in one protracted phrase. 
Her imperfect palindrome presages Orfeo’s own 
failure, which, in another case of symmetry, 
Apollo himself will point to in the opera’s 1609 fi-
nale: ‘Non è non è consiglio / Di generoso petto 
/ Servir al proprio affetto’ (it is not, it is not the 
advice of a generous breast to serve one’s own 
passion).22

La Musica’s spoiled palindrome has wider impli-
cations, however, since Orpheus was the spokes-
man for the stile rappresentativo around 1600.23 In 
Karol Berger’s recent formulation, ‘a poet-musician  
as the central figure of the new poetic-musical genre  
ensures that the early operas are intensely self- 
reflexive. They are meditations on the dilemmas faced  

by poet-musicians in general and on the oppor-
tunities and perils of the new genre in particular.’24 
Berger reads L’Orfeo as the dramatization of early 
modern music’s anxiety over the feasibility of 
reviving l’antica musica and considers the opera’s 
1609 finale as the answer to this predicament: ‘For 
Orpheus, to ascend to heaven is to leave behind the 
life of mutable passions for the life of eternal har-
mony, the shifting quicksands of the seconda for the 
consoling stability of the prima prattica’.25

Yet the actual problem here is not the musico-
poetic synergy of seconda prattica but La Musica’s/
Orfeo’s autonomy, the self-centredness that 
detaches them from a higher goal. With modern-
ity’s shifting orientation from God and immutable 
cosmic harmony to the human self and its subject-
ivity, the metrical imperfection in L’Orfeo’s pro-
logue registers anxiety not only about modern 
music’s comparison to the ancient Greek one but 
also about its own future. What could guarantee 
that its liberation from the strictures of counter-
point would not lead to a similar disengagement 
from poetry?26 Who could prevent the collapse of 
its new assertiveness (‘poss infiammar’) into empty 
rhetoric and the kind of mental impotence that King 
Claudius bemoaned: ‘My words fly up, my thoughts 
remain below: / Words without thoughts never to 
heaven go’ (Hamlet, Act 3, scene iii)? Indeed, Mon-
teverdi’s later experiments with pure sound effects 
(Madrigali guerrieri, et amorosi (1638)) led to suf-
ficient controversy to justify epithets, such as ‘son-
orous, grandiloquent . . . hollow works’.27 In the 
centuries to come, moreover, opera would more 
often lean towards vocal virtuosity rather than dra-
matic coherence. Already in 1607, right at the start of 

Table 3  Distribution of notes in La Musica’s Prologue

Notes F/F G A B /B C/C D E Total

Strophe 1 1+4 3 12 2+5 7+0 11 1 46
Strophe 2 0+4 3 13 2+8 5+0 10 0 45
Strophe 3 2+0 2 21 1+5 7+0 5 1 44
Strophe 4 1+0 4 14 2+5 5+1 13 1 46
Strophe 5 0+5 2 10 2+7 11+0 11 0 48
Total 17 14 70 39 36 50 3 229
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it all, Monteverdi seems aware of the genre’s potential for 
reaching either extreme. An artist who publicly affirmed 
that he does nothing by chance and who hoped his 
opera ‘may be as durable as humankind’ (che sia 
per esser durabile al pari dell’humana generatione),28 

he uses La Musica as his mouthpiece to question  
her own autonomy under the new constellation of 
modernity. He thus not simply puts on her shoul-
ders ‘the artistic anxiety of the time’,29 but really 
embeds it in her metrical structure.

This paper draws on my thesis ‘Striggio-
Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo: an excursion 
into its neoplatonic layers’ (MMus in 
Historical Musicology, King’s College, 
London). I wish to thank Sir Curtis Price 
for supervising my work on Monteverdi, 
and Reinhard Strohm and Karol Berger 
for nourishing my research interests in 
this period. Generous funding by the 
Academy of Athens and the Alexander 
S. Onassis Public Benefit Foundation 
made possible my studies in London. The 
paper’s current version benefited from 
comments and criticism by Tim Carter 
and an anonymous reviewer.
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