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‘You Will Take his Sacred Book’:  
he Musical Strambotto as a Learned Gift

GIOVANNI ZANOVELLO

The compiler of the Capirola anthology was no idealist.1 In the remark he penned at 
the beginning of his precious lute book, meant as a gift for a friend who may have been 
his student, he showed no faith in the competence of future – or, indeed, present –  
generations:

Considering, o Vidal, that many divine little works have been lost owing to the ignorance 
of their owners, and wishing that this almost divine book written by me may be preserved 
in perpetuity, I wanted to adorn it with such noble paintings that in the event that it fell 

1  Chicago, Newberry Library, Case MS minus VM 140.C25 (hereafter ChiN C25). On this source, see 
Compositione di meser Vincenzo Capirola: Lute-Book (circa 1517), ed. Otto Gombosi, Publications de la 
Société de Musique d’Autrefois (Neuilly-sur-Seine, 1955), and Federico Marincola, ‘Vincenzo Capirola 
et le luth en Italie au début du XVIe siècle’, Luths et luthistes en Occident: Actes du colloque organisé par la 
Cité de la Musique, 13–15 mai 1998, ed. Joël Dugot and Philippe Canguilhem (Paris, 1999), 135–43.
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he following sigla are used to refer to musical sources mentioned in this article:

ChiN C25 Chicago, Newberry Library, Case MS minus VM 140.C25
FlorBN 229  Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, MS Banco Rari 229 (olim Magliabechi 

XIX.59)
MilT 55  Milan, Biblioteca Trivulziana e Archivio Storico Civico (Cas tello Sforzesco), MS 55 

(olim I 107)
ModE Modena, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria, MS α.F.9.9
ParisBNC 676  Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Département de la Musique, Fonds du Conservatoire, 

MS Rés. Vm7 676
Pe1505  Strambotti, ode, frottole, sonetti et modo de cantar versi latini e capituli: Libro quarto 

(Venice: Petrucci, 1505)
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into the hands of people who lacked understanding, they would preserve it for the beauty 
of its pictures.2

Although speculations on the survival rate of manuscripts are notoriously hard to 
verify, one suspects that the Capirola compiler was right: the proportion of illuminated 
manuscripts is probably much higher today than it was in the ifteenth century. In 
his introduction he clearly qualiied this book as a gift, which lends his disclaimer a 
familiar, somewhat self-deprecatory aspect. It is as if he were distancing himself from 
the beautiful pictures of monkeys, birds, sheep and other animals (see Figure 1) as a 
mere means of ensuring the manuscript’s survival.

hat a remarkable portion of the surviving Renaissance musical sources should 
be presentation manuscripts is hardly surprising – they are beautiful objects, made 
with rich materials and often splendid decorations, all features which arguably 
fostered their preservation. One of the smallest and most beautiful of these books, 
Modena, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria, MS α.F.9.9 (hereafter ModE) – similar 

2  ‘Considerando io Vidal che molte diuine operete per ignorantia deli possesori si sono perdute, et 
desiderando che questo libro quasi diuino per me scrito, perpetualmente si conseruase, ho uolesto di 
così nobil pictura ornarlo, aciò che uenendo ale mano di alchuno che manchasse di tal cognitione, per 
la belleza di la pictura lo conseruasse.’ ChiN C25, fol. 1v.

Figure 1. Chicago, Newberry Library, Case MS minus VM 140.C25, fol. 20v. Photo courtesy of the 

Newberry Library.
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in some respects to the Capirola collection and compiled roughly 15 years before 
it – stands out not only for its elegance and special decoration, but also for the 
unique textual apparatus through which its status as a gift is articulated.3 As in 
countless cultures, the exchange of presents was a deep and consequential gesture in 
ifteenth- and sixteenth-century Europe. In general, gift-giving is a voluntary action 
that creates the obligation of a return, thus starting a chain of events – among other 
things, establishing or strengthening relationships and afecting people’s status.4 In 
the following pages I will add more detail on special ramiications concerning the 
transmission of music.

ModE is an unusual object in many respects. A small book measuring just 
165 × 110 mm, it is the only presentation manuscript of the time containing 
exclusively Italian vocal secular music, an anomaly to which I shall return. It is also an 
exceedingly rare collection of settings of a speciic genre, the musical strambotto, and 
perhaps the earliest dated source of the genre that Petrucci would later include under 
the term ‘frottola’. he date (1496) is derived from the riddle copied in epigraphic 
script on fol. 6r, which also declares Padua to be the place of origin.5 he artefact, 
however, is best known for its physical features and its exceptional paratext.

ModE is composed of two sections, the irst consisting of eight folios of parchment 
with dedicatory material and an index, the second originally formed of 104 folios of 

3  he manuscript is published in black-and-white facsimile as Modena, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria, 
MS alpha F.9.9, ed. Frank A. D’Accone, Renaissance Music in Facsimile (New York, 1987). A full-
colour digital reproduction is available at <http://bibliotecaestense.beniculturali.it/info/img/mus/
i-mo-beu-alfa.f.9.9.html>. he main studies devoted to it are Knud Jeppesen, La frottola, 3 vols. 
(Copenhagen, 1968–70), ii: Zur Bibliographie der handschriftlichen musikalischen Überlieferung des 
weltlichen italienischen Lieds um 1500 (1969), 76–82 and 166–71; Giuseppina La Face Bianconi, Gli 
strambotti nel codice estense α.F.9.9 (Florence, 1990); Giovanni Zanovello, ‘“With Tempered Notes, in 
the Green Hills, and Among Rivers”: Music, Learning, and the Symbolic Space of Recreation in the 
Manuscript Modena, Biblioteca Estense, Alpha.F.9.9’, he Music Room in Early Modern France and 
Italy: Sound, Space and Object, ed. Deborah Howard and Laura Moretti (Oxford, 2012), 163–75; and 
Silvia Fumian, ‘“Everything Is Illuminated”: Image and Decoration in the MS Modena, Biblioteca 
Estense, Alpha F.9.9’, paper read at the Fifty-Eighth Meeting of the Renaissance Society of America, 
Washington DC, 23 March 2012.

4  he pioneering essay on ceremonial exchange is Marcel Mauss, he Gift: Forms and Functions of 
Exchange in Archaic Societies (New York, 1967). For useful surveys of the rich subsequent bibliography 
on the topic, see Raymond Firth, Symbols: Public and Private (Ithaca, NY, 1973), and Natalie Zemon 
Davis, he Gift in Sixteenth-Century France (Madison, WI, 2000). On musical gifts, see especially 
Rob C. Wegman, ‘Musical Oferings in the Renaissance’, Early Music, 33 (2005), 425–37, and Tim 
Shephard, ‘Constructing Identities in a Music Manuscript: he Medici Codex as a Gift’, Renaissance 
Quarterly, 63 (2010), 84–127.

5  he riddle reads: ‘Patavii iiii nonas octobres / a prima elementor(um) con- / cordia olimpiade / 
mcccxiiii’. he actual date is derived by starting from the date of the beginning of the world according 
to the Jewish calendar, and counting 1314 according to the Greek system of Olympiads, that is, one 
every four years. Scholars have reconstructed the precise day of completion as 4 October 1496. See 
Jeppesen, La frottola, ii, 76–82 and 166–71, and La Face Bianconi, Gli strambotti, 7–12.
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paper containing 104 musical compositions, four of which are textless and do not 
appear in the index. Despite the use of paper, the book was produced very elegantly. 
he music writing is assured and airy, and the poetic text is elegantly copied in diferent 
kinds of humanistic calligraphy, with multi-coloured initials decorating every page. 
Delightful naturalistic reproductions of plants, fruits, birds and insects – added after 
the music was copied and possibly later than the completion of the manuscript – 
are present on numerous pages of the second section of the manuscript.6 ModE’s 
introductory parchment fascicle is a rare feature among Renaissance music books.7 
he paratext it contains – copied with great care and imaginative graphic solutions 
– features classical citations in Latin and in Italian translation in praise of music, 
including Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies, 3:17 (fol. 2v) and Pliny the Elder’s Natural 
History, 2:113 (fol. 6r; see Figure 2), as well as an index (fols. 3v–5v) and a dedicatory 
sonnet (fol. 7r) in which the muses address the recipient, Franciscus, on behalf of the 
donor, Johannes.8

In this article, I examine the nature and symbolic value of this very special manuscript 
in its context. After surveying the meaning and practice of the giving of music in 
the milieu of late ifteenth-century Italian intellectual circles, I compare the musical 

6  For full-colour reproductions, see La Face Bianconi, Gli strambotti, Figures Ia–IIb, and the online 
facsimile cited above, in note 3.

7  Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, MS Banco Rari 229 (olim Magliabechi XIX.59; hereafter 
FlorBN 229) is also a paper manuscript prefaced by a parchment fascicle, though it does not contain 
the kind of dedicatory apparatus found in ModE.

8  For the probable identities of the donor and recipient, and for a discussion of this sonnet, see below, 
pp. 12–14.

Figure 2. Modena, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria, MS α.F.9.9, fol. 6r. By kind permission of the 
Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali e del Turismo, Italy.
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and poetic contents of ModE with those of similar coeval collections, and suggest 
that the manuscript originated in the environment of Padua Cathedral. Its luscious 
appearance does not indicate that the manuscript originated in a courtly environment; 
rather, I propose that ModE was meant to dignify the singing of strambotti, a pastime 
presumably shared by Giovanni and Francesco but involving a repertory that did not 
normally convey enough of a sense of prestige to constitute a gift. As I claim, the 
emphasis on the performative aspects adopted by Johannes, the probable compiler 
of the manuscript, represented an original, if short-lived, approach to music before 
authorship became the dominant and classicizing marker of cultural value during the 
sixteenth century.

Music as a ‘present for the mind’ in late ifteenth-century Italy

In an engrossing monograph, Natalie Zemon Davis has documented the crucial 
importance of gift exchanges in sixteenth-century France; her study is especially 
useful in the present context because many of her insightful remarks can be applied 
more generally to the whole culture of the Renaissance. Zemon Davis underlines 
the pervasiveness of this model of exchange even in money-based economies such as 
those current in early-modern Europe, as well as the importance of what she calls ‘gift 
rhetoric’ in all sorts of exchanges. hen as now, gifts celebrated special times of the 
year, accompanied rites of passage or relected social obligations and expectations.9

his rhetoric is beautifully exempliied in Erasmus of Rotterdam’s letter of 1515 
to his friend Pieter Gillis, in which the Dutch humanist highlights the central 
implications of gift-giving in a learned Renaissance environment. he letter igured 
as the preface to the Parabolae sive similia:

Friends of the commonplace and homespun sort, my open-hearted Pieter, have their idea 
of relationship, like their whole lives, attached to material things; and if ever they have to 
face a separation, they favour a frequent exchange of rings, knives, caps and other tokens of 
the kind, for fear that their afection may cool when intercourse is interrupted. [ … ] But 
you and I, whose idea of friendship rests wholly in a meeting of minds and the enjoyment 
of studies in common, might well greet one another from time to time with presents for 
the mind and keepsakes of a literary description. [ … ] Our aim would be that any loss due 
to separation in the actual enjoyment of our friendship should be made good, not without 
interest, by tokens of this literary kind. And so I send a present – no common present, for 
you are no common friend, but many jewels in one small book.10

 9  Zemon Davis, he Gift in Sixteenth-Century France, 11–22.
10  Desiderius Erasmus, he Correspondence of Erasmus, trans. Douglas Ferguson, annotated by Scott 

homson and James K. McConica, 3 vols. (Toronto, ON, 1976), iii, 43–4.
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Erasmus’s rhetorical gesture is evident. His book is a ‘present for the mind’ that sets 
him and Pieter apart from those more ordinary people who exchange tangible signs 
of their relationship. Instead, Erasmus’s book functions as a keepsake that underlines 
the spiritual ainity of the two exceptional men and their common citizenship in the 
republic of letters.

If we move south from Erasmus’s England, we realize at once that the importance 
of ceremonial gift exchanges in Italian intellectual centres like Padua, Venice and 
Florence cannot be overestimated. Because in these as in many other Renaissance 
centres rank was not completely predetermined, the ability to manage personal 
relationships skilfully was key to the pursuit of honour and ultimately to success. he 
early Medici regime is a good example. he banking family efectively controlled the 
Republic of Florence for most of the ifteenth century without destroying the façade 
of its institutions. his was achieved through a dense network of exchanges, favours 
and recommendations – in short, of clientship – whose obligatory character Cosimo 
the Elder, Piero and Lorenzo carefully exploited to gain and consolidate their family 
power. One needs only to open the edition of Lorenzo’s letters or his protocol registers 
to understand the power management that took place at the Palazzo Medici.11

Lorenzo de’ Medici received numerous gifts from various people or institutions, 
for which his secretaries sent due thanks.12 he Florentine aristocrat also donated and 
received music, a favourite token of exchange among Italian Renaissance leaders.13 A 
case of musical gift exchange especially relevant here involved Lorenzo de’ Medici 
and Girolamo Donà, the Venetian ambassador to the papal court. Lorenzo sent Donà 

11  Amid an overwhelming bibliography, see for an introduction Nicolai Rubinstein, he Government of 
Florence under the Medici 1434 to 1494 (Oxford, 1966); Anthony Molho, ‘Cosimo de’ Medici: Pater 
Patriae or Padrino?’, Stanford Italian Review, 1 (1979), 5–33; Richard Trexler, Public Life in Renaissance 
Florence (Ithaca, NY, 1991), 419–62; Ludovica Sebregondi, ‘Lorenzo de’ Medici confratello illustre’, 
Archivio storico italiano, 150 (1992), 343–70; Francis Ames-Lewis, ‘Art in the Service of the Family: 
he Taste and Patronage of Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici’, Piero de’ Medici, ‘il Gottoso’, 1416–1469: 
Kunst im Dienste der Mediceer / Art in the Service of the Medici, ed. Andreas Beyer and Bruce Boucher 
(Berlin, 1993), 207–20; Melissa Meriam Bullard, Lorenzo il Magniico: Image and Anxiety, Politics 
and Finance (Florence, 1994), 3–41; and Paul Douglas McLean, he Art of the Network: Strategic 
Interaction and Patronage in Renaissance Florence (Durham, NC, 2007).

12  A few examples of records from the protocol registers suice to illustrate the array of these exchanges: 
the notes of thanks for a basket of ish sent by the city of Livorno in 1485, for a whole veal sent by 
the priors of Pistoia at the same time, and for several pheasants given by Andreolo da Cotignola the 
following year. See Protocolli del carteggio di Lorenzo il Magniico per gli anni 1473–74, 1477–92, ed. 
Marcello Del Piazzo (Florence, 1956), 329, 342.

13  See Frank A. D’Accone, ‘Lorenzo the Magniicent and Music’, Lorenzo il Magniico e il suo mondo: 
Convegno Internazionale di Studi, Firenze, 9–13 giugno 1992, ed. Gian Carlo Garfagnini (Florence, 
1994), 259–90. For an introduction to the dedications of musical manuscripts, see homas Schmidt-
Beste, ‘Dedicating Music Manuscripts: On Function and Form of Paratexts in Fifteenth- and 
Sixteenth-Century Sources’, Cui dono lepidum novum libellum? Dedicating Latin Works and Motets in 
the Sixteenth Century, ed. Ignace Bossuyt et al., Supplementa humanistica lovaniensia, 23 (Leuven, 
2008), 81–108.
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a songbook with compositions by Heinrich Isaac – a gift discussed in more detail 
below. In their correspondence, the two Italians articulate some of the points found 
in Erasmus’s letter to Gillis, in one of the earliest attempts at redeining the exchange 
of music as a ‘present for the mind’ and a ‘token of a literary kind’, like Erasmus’s 
later Parabolae.

And indeed, music fulilled a number of functions both for special occasions and 
in the everyday life of the European aristocracy. It provided a sounding symbol of 
wealth and power. he ubiquitous wind ensembles that accompanied rulers and 
elected oicials of important cities served to highlight their military and political 
status, as did the ceremonial motets composed on occasions such as investitures and 
coronations.14 Polyphonic Masses were often performed in memory of the dead, 
but in the eyes of the living they also represented a gesture of private and collective 
devotion, as did prayers and motets.15 Even private music-making would display 
the host’s reined taste to the distinguished few admitted beyond closed doors. 
hese kinds of performances would feature the most recent or celebrated among the 
compositions belonging to the international repertory – such as the French chansons 
so common in lavish manuscripts from all over Europe – or to various local secular 
traditions.

he ceremonial and entertainment value of art music was highly underscored in 
narratives, literary works and iconography throughout the Middle Ages. Renaissance 
scholars, however, newly articulated the philosophical and ethical aspects of music-
making; in particular, educators such as Pier Paolo Vergerio and Guarino Veronese 
embraced music in their pedagogical plans in the early ifteenth century not for the 
abstract properties that had long made it part of the quadrivium, but for very practical 
reasons. On the authority of Aristotle’s Politics, they made it part of the curriculum 
for young nobles, declaring (in the words of Vergerio) that ‘it will certainly not be 

14  A general discussion of musical patronage in early-modern Europe can be found in Claudio Annibaldi, 
‘Introduzione’, La musica e il mondo: Mecenatismo e committenza musicale in Italia tra Quattro e 
Settecento (Bologna, 1993), 9–43. See speciic examples in William F. Prizer, ‘Bernardino Pifaro e i 
piferi e tromboni di Mantova: Strumenti a iato in una corte italiana’, Rivista italiana di musicologia, 
16 (1981), 151–84, and Timothy J. McGee, he Ceremonial Musicians of Late Medieval Florence 
(Bloomington, IN, 2009), 158–98.

15  he secondary literature on the topic is extraordinarily abundant. See, for example, Rob C. Wegman, 
‘“Miserere supplicanti Dufay”: he Creation and Transmission of Guillaume Dufay’s Missa Ave regina 
celorum’, Journal of Musicology, 13 (1995), 18–54; idem, ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls: Reading and 
Hearing Busnoys’s Anthoni usque limina’, Hearing the Motet: Essays on the Motet of the Middle Ages and 
Renaissance, ed. Dolores Pesce (New York, 1997), 122–41; Bonnie J. Blackburn, ‘For Whom Do the 
Singers Sing?’, Early Music, 25 (1997), 593–609; eadem, ‘he Virgin in the Sun: Music and Image for a 
Prayer Attributed to Sixtus IV’, Journal of the Royal Musical Association, 124 (1999), 157–95; David J. 
Rothenberg, ‘Angels, Archangels, and a Woman in Distress: he Meaning of Isaac’s Angeli archangeli ’, 
Journal of Musicology, 21 (2004), 514–78; and Mary Jennifer Bloxam, ‘Text and Context: Obrecht’s 
Missa de Sancto Donatiano in its Social and Ritual Landscape’, Journal of the Alamire Foundation, 3 
(2011), 11–36.

‘YOU WILL TAKE THIS SACRED BOOK’ 7

https://doi.org/10.1080/02690403.2016.1151230 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1080/02690403.2016.1151230


inappropriate [for them] to relax with song and stringed instruments’.16 Although 
a fair number of religious leaders and lay people expressed strong positions against 
polyphonic music, by the end of the century, music-making was gaining general 
acceptance among Italian aristocrats as a worthy leisure activity, a fact that would be 
prominently sanctioned a few decades later in Baldassarre Castiglione’s Book of the 
Courtier.17

In light of the respect paid to music (whether for liturgical, ceremonial and political 
functions or for private recreation), its use as a gift should not surprise. Indeed, many 
Renaissance musical gifts survive in the form of beautiful manuscripts, most of which 
can be recognized because of the splendour of their manufacture and the symbolic 
elements hidden in their decoration or in the music itself – most commonly the 
receiver’s coat of arms illuminated in the initials of the irst opening.18 he proper 
rituals of giving, however, were generally carried out around the manuscript rather than 
inside it. here might be a special occasion during which the object would be formally 
ofered and gratefully accepted, or there might be an exchange of correspondence 
creating the same kind of narrative of presentation.

his type of narrative is well exempliied through the epistolary exchange mentioned 
above between Lorenzo de’ Medici and Girolamo Donà. In the spring of 1491, the latter 
asked the Florentine ambassador Pietro Alamanni to petition Lorenzo for music by Isaac, 
the most celebrated composer then active in Florence.19 Lorenzo replied to Alamanni:

16  ‘Sed ne erit quidem indecens cantu idibusque laxare animum.’ Petri Pauli Vergerii ad Ubertinum de 
Carraria de ingenuis moribus et liberalibus adolescentiae studiis liber, ed. Carlo Miani (Trieste, 1972), 
183–251. On humanistic education (both general and musical), see Anthony Grafton and Lisa 
Jardine, From Humanism to the Humanities: Education and the Liberal Arts in Fifteenth- and Sixteenth-
Century Europe (London, 1986); Anthony Grafton, ‘he Humanist and the Commonplace Book: 
Education in Practice’, Music Education in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, ed. Russell E. Murray, 
Jr, Susan Forscher Weiss and Cynthia Cyrus (Bloomington, IN, 2010), 141–57.

17  On the rejection of polyphony, see Rob C. Wegman, he Crisis of Music in Early Modern Europe, 
1470–1530 (New York, 2005), 17–48. For two complementary introductions to Castiglione and 
music, see James Haar, ‘he Courtier as Musician: Castiglione’s View of the Science and Art of 
Music’, he Science and Art of Renaissance Music, ed. Paul Corneilson (Princeton, NJ, 1998), 20–37, 
and Stefano Lorenzetti, Musica e identità nobiliare nell’Italia del Rinascimento: Educazione, mentalità, 
immaginario (Florence, 2003). For speciic Florentine responses to art music, see Patrick Macey, 
Bonire Songs: Savonarola’s Musical Legacy (Oxford, 1998), 91–8, and Giovanni Zanovello, ‘Les 
humanistes lorentins et la polyphonie liturgique’, Poétiques de la Renaissance: Le modèle italien, le 
monde franco-bourguignon et leur héritage en France au XVIe siècle, ed. Perrine Galand-Hallyn and 
Fernand Hallyn (Geneva, 2001), 625–38 and 667–73.

18  See speciic examples in Schmidt-Beste, ‘Dedicating Music Manuscripts’, 96–104, where the 
dedicatory material in ModE is also discussed.

19  he correspondence is edited and contextualized in Bonnie J. Blackburn, ‘Lorenzo de’ Medici, a Lost 
Isaac Manuscript, and the Venetian Ambassador’, Musica franca: Essays in Honor of Frank A. D’Accone, 
ed. Irene Alm, Alyson McLamore and Colleen Reardon (Stuyvesant, NY, 1996), 19–44. On Isaac, see 
Reinhard Strohm and Emma Clare Kempson, ‘Isaac, Henricus’, he New Grove Dictionary of Music 
and Musicians (2nd edn, London, 2001), xii, 576–90. Recent studies of the composer are discussed 
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hank the Magniicent Venetian ambassador for having requested these songs of me, 
because I count it a favour to have been so requested by his Magniicence, to whom, 
because of his virtues and learning, I am much obliged and whom I hold in afection, and 
also because I know that I am much loved by his Magniicence, to whom commend me. 
And I am putting the aforesaid songs in order and shall send them to you quickly, I believe 
by the irst post. If I knew what kinds he likes best, I could have served him better, because 
Arrigo Isaac, their composer, has made them in diferent ways, both grave and sweet, and 
also capricious and artful. I shall send a selection of everything, and after he has tasted it I 
shall know better what wine I shall need to serve.20

Evidently the dispatch arrived promptly, because on 17 July Donà sent a most eloquent 
note of thanks:

Excellent sir, all are in your debt who love letters, who love noble manners, and in a word 
who love the virtues. But I am now bound to you by a tighter bond. I have received a book, 
or rather a large volume of music by our favourite Henricus Isaac, most eminent in that art, 
whose compositions have always given me wondrous pleasure; whenever it is time for music 
(which it is every day), there is nothing I more like to hear. In that volume I was able to 
take pleasure in every form of the art. How capable Henricus is in each one anybody with 
even an elementary knowledge can easily perceive. I wonder at that cheerful generosity of 
yours, I revere it, and I am grateful for it. Any leisure I have I gladly devote to music; the 
art is noble and gentlemanly enough in itself and has commonly been praised even by the 
ignorant. here are some who pursue it to make their names, others by custom, others for 
other reasons; and therefore only in a very few is it reined and polished. But to me the fruits 
of that art seem not so much pleasant as useful. For others it 〈induces?〉 sleep, it lightens 
my graver cares, it drives out sordid ones. I omit that it is an excellent gift of nature and so 
to speak the model of our mind.21

in David J. Burn, Blake Wilson and Giovanni Zanovello, ‘Absorbing Heinrich Isaac’, Journal of 
Musicology, 28 (2011), 1–8.

20  ‘Ringratiate il magniico oratore veneto d’avermi richiesto di questi canti, perché ho in luogo di beneicio 
essere richiesto dalla Magniicentia sua, alla quale per le virtù sue et doctrina sono molto oblighato et 
afectionato, et anchora perché so essere molto amato dalla M.S. alla quale mi raccomandate. Et io fo 
mettere ad ordine i canti predecti et ve gli manderò presto, credo per la prima cavalcata. Se sapessi di 
che maniera si dilecta più l’arei meglo servito, perché Arrigho Isach componitore de epsi ne ha facto 
di diversi maniere, et gravi et dolci et anchora ropti et artiiciosi. Manderò uno saggio d’ogni cosa, et 
dopo la prima degustatione saprò meglo che vino harò ad administrare.’ Florence, Archivio di Stato, 
Medici-Tornaquinci, III, 123, ed. and trans. Blackburn, ‘Lorenzo de’ Medici’, 19–20.

21  ‘Debent tibi, vir summe, omnes qui litteras, qui mores et (ut verbo explicem) qui virtutes amant. Sed 
ego tibi iam arctiore nexu obligor. Accepi libellum, immo amplum volumen musices Henrici Isaac 
nostri ea in arte eminentissimi cuius me cantiones semper miriice delectarunt: quotiens ad musicen 
descenditur (descenditur autem quotidie) nihil libentius audio. In eo volumine quavis artis specie 
delectari potui. Quantum in quaque valeat Henricus facile quivis vel primis rudimentis imbutus potest 
animadvertere. Tuam istam hilarem liberalitatem admiror, veneror et illi habeo gratias. Quicquid 
otii superest musicae libenter impendo, ars per se satis ingenua et liberalis et vulgo etiam ab ignaris 
laudata. Aliqui sunt qui illam ambitione sequantur, alii consuetudine, alii alias ob causas: ideoque 
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he dominant feature of this narrative is the value of music in general and Isaac’s 
compositions in particular. he manuscript Lorenzo sent to Donà is now lost, but 
one can imagine the selection of ‘songs’ from contemporaneous Florentine sources 
such as FlorBN 229. his manuscript contains a treasure trove of Isaac’s music, 
including French songs such as He, logierons nous (fols. 1v–2r) and Mon pere m’a 
donne mari (fols. 3v–4r), Italian compositions such as the quodlibet Donna di dentro 
(fols. 154v–156r), and even isolated sections of Masses, such as the Benedictus 
from his Missa Quant j’ay au cueur (fols. 9v–10r), all in alternation with pieces by 
Johannes Martini.22 Lorenzo categorizes Isaac’s songs by drawing attention to the 
variety of compositional styles and through this critique equates the creation of 
music and literature – a most unusual gesture at the time. his emphasis seems to 
echo the contemporaneous relections of Angelo Poliziano on classical and modern 
literature and his formulation of the rhetoric of docta varietas in his Miscellanea.23 
Donà expresses appreciation for the gift, mentioning the variety and the high quality 
of the compositions.

Without discounting both men’s sincere love of music, the correspondence 
is hardly free from posturing. Donà clariies, perhaps a little defensively, that he 
practises the art of sounds for the right reasons, that is, as an honest recreation and 
not out of habit or to become famous. In Lorenzo’s case, the emphasis – with the 
extraordinarily efective metaphor of the sommelier – is on his high connoisseurship 
and his full access to the bountiful trove of Isaac’s compositions. Indeed, in this 
context Isaac’s authorship works as a powerful ‘literary’ validation of Lorenzo’s 
collection. As mentioned, presentation manuscripts are largely distinguished by the 
use of precious materials and decoration, but nothing of the sort is mentioned by 
Lorenzo or Donà in their exchange.24 Rather, both seem to conform to Erasmus’s 
view of the ‘present for the mind’. What makes the manuscript worthy, according 
to both letters, is the enjoyment that can be derived from the everyday practice of 

apud rarissimos exculta et nitida est. Mihi profecto non tam iucundi quam utiles eius artis proventus 
videntur. Aliis somnos […], at mihi diurni somni torpores ignavissimos tollit, severiores curas mitigat, 
expellit sordidas. Taceo quod excellens naturae munus est et fere typus animi nostri.’ Vatican City, 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Cappon. 235, fol. 144v, ed. and trans. Blackburn, ‘Lorenzo de’ 
Medici’, 19, 42.

22  See the edition (accompanied by an exhaustive study of the source) in A Florentine Chansonnier from 
the Time of Lorenzo the Magniicent: Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, MS Banco Rari 229, ed. 
Howard Mayer Brown (Chicago, IL, 1983).

23  Emilio Bigi, ‘La cultura del Poliziano’, La cultura del Poliziano e altri studi umanistici (Pisa, 1967), 
67–101, esp. pp. 90–101.

24  It is useful to remember that Lorenzo’s gift to Donà pales in comparison with other manuscripts made 
for illustrious acquaintances – the most famous example being the rich anthology of Tuscan poetry 
known as the Raccolta aragonese, sent to Federico d’Aragona in 1477. For a general introduction to the 
books surrounding Lorenzo, see All’ombra del lauro: Documenti librari della cultura in età laurenziana: 
Firenze, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, 4 Maggio–30 Giugno 1992, ed. Anna Lenzuni (Florence, 
1992).
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music, and more speciically the compositional value of the music contained in it, its 
novelty, and the fact that it was composed by Isaac. Very signiicantly, Donà describes 
it as ‘a large volume of music by our favourite Henricus Isaac, most eminent in that 
art, whose compositions have always given me wondrous pleasure’. If the anthology 
really contained only compositions by the Flemish master it would be an almost 
unique case in the history of music before 1500. Single-author music collections are 
exceedingly rare before Ottaviano Petrucci’s successful monographic Mass Ordinary 
prints of 1502–15.25 his detail alone reveals how this correspondence is at the 
forefront of the integration of Renaissance humanism and music, in which the latter 
is treated as a decidedly authorial art akin to literature.

A similar attitude is found in the introduction to the Capirola manuscript discussed 
at the beginning of this article. he compiler of this lute book was aware that not 
everyone could understand the true gift – that is, its repertory. After discussing the 
role of the images, his introduction continues:

And certainly the things notated in this book contain in themselves as much harmony as 
the musical art can express, as he who will peruse it with diligence will openly realize. [he 
book] even more deserves to be preserved because many of the things found in it have been 
entrusted by their author to me only.26

As a gloss to this statement, he (and subsequent owners, apparently) commented 
on the pieces in the index: ‘[Part] of a Mass. Beautiful.’; ‘Part of a Mass, and more 
beautiful’; ‘Part of a Mass, beautiful, and beautiful’, to which a diferent hand added 
‘delomo arme’. And so forth, in a string of Bello bellissimo bellissimissimo.27

A gift of strambotti

To return now to the primary object of this study, the songbook ModE also relects a 
learned enterprise, yet its compiler framed his gift narrative in a completely diferent 
way. If Lorenzo was putting together a manuscript of songs by one of the most 
celebrated living composers, the compiler of ModE faced a remarkable challenge – his 

25  Stanley Boorman, Ottaviano Petrucci: A Catalogue Raisonné (Oxford, 2006), 251–3, 274–8. 
Another lost manuscript of Isaac’s songs was apparently sent by the Florentine Ambrogio Angeni 
in 1487–9. See Blake Wilson, ‘Heinrich Isaac among the Florentines’, Journal of Musicology, 23 
(2006), 97–152.

26  ‘Et certamente le cosse che in esso libro notate sono, contengono in sé tanta armonia, quanta la 
musical arte exprimer puole, come apertamente conoserà colui, che diligentemente quello transcorerà, 
et tanto più è da esser conseruato quanto che molte de le cosse che in esso si trouano, non sono sta 
dal auctor ad altrui che a me concesse.’ ChiN C25, fol. 1v.

27  ‘[Part]e duna mesa. Bela. / [lacuna]. Parte duna mesa. e più bela. / [ … ] | [lacuna]. Parte duna mesa, 
bela, ebella. delomo arme.’ ChiN C25, unnumbered loose sheet with index.
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gift was a collection of Italian secular compositions belonging to a genre with very 
little literary prestige, the strambotto. As already explained, in the Paduan manuscript 
the presentation ritual is carried out by way of the special vellum fascicle bound at 
the beginning of the manuscript. In contrast with Lorenzo de’ Medici’s taxonomy 
of Isaac’s songs and his posture as wine connoisseur, ModE’s praises of music from 
ancient authors are inevitably formulated in non-technical terms and emphasize the 
practice of music rather than its composers or artistic dignity. his is reinforced by 
the dedicatory sonnet, copied in coloured inks, in which the ‘Pierians of Magister 
Johannes’ – that is, the muses of the donor and compiler – address Franciscus, the 
receiver of the gift (see Figure 3):

Figure 3. Modena, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria, MS α.F.9.9, fol. 7r. By kind permission of the 
Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali e del Turismo, Italy.
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Pierides M(agistri) Io(hannis) ad Fran(ciscum) de Fa(ci) Alumn(um) s(uum)

Perché non fosti a reuerirne lento
Né al sacro nostro fonte in fargli honore,
Anci tu prompto (anchor sul primo errore)
Volesti al culto nostro esser intento,

Eccoti, aciò restar debbi contento
Del grauoso pensiero e del sudore
De i passi sparsi, el tempo, e tutte l’hore
Spendesti in uisitarne a pioggia e uento.

Questo sacrato libro or piglierai
Con le temprate note in uerdi colli
E tra riuere nel tuo nome ordito.

Ma sapi ben che ‘n quel tu solo harai
L’uso per te: e poscia in Ciel tu uolli
Libero tornarassi onde fo uscito.

(he Pierians of Magister Johannes to Franciscus de Faci his student

Since you were not slow to revere us, nor to honour our sacred font – on the contrary, you 
wanted to commit to our worship from the beginning. Receive this, so you will be rewarded 
for the heavy thinking and the sweat, for the steps and time that you used up, and for all 
the hours that you spent visiting us under rain and wind. his sacred book, woven in your 
name, you will take with its tempered notes to the green hills and among the rivers. But 
beware – you will have only the use of it and after you ly to Heaven it will freely return 
to whence it came.)

As is clear from the irst eight lines, Franciscus receives the book as a prize for 
persistently attending the service of the muses in spite of efort and adverse weather. 
he poetic text is of very modest literary quality, so one should not over-interpret 
individual words; yet it seems clear that the book has been put together for Franciscus 
(‘woven in your name’) and is probably deined as ‘sacred’ because it comes from the 
muses, rather than because of its content. Indeed, its recreational value is clear from 
the exhortation to bring it ‘to the green hills and among the rivers’. he enjoyment of 
the gift, however, should not be a lonely one, as the motto pasted on fol. 1v declares: 
‘For our solace and that of our friends’.28

his motto seems to reveal the ultimate meaning of the gift, which resonates with 
both Erasmus’s and Donà’s letters – the shared enjoyment of art, be it literature or 
music. In the case of ModE, sharing may have happened in a more literal sense 
than for Erasmus and Lorenzo. Silvia Fumian has proposed the cathedral of Padua 
as the environment in which ModE was created, and has identiied the donor and 
recipient respectively as Giovanni Francesco da Vaccarino – who taught music at 

28  ‘Pro nost(ro) amicor(um)q(ue) solatio’.
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the cathedral school in 1492 – and Francesco de Fazi, a young and very promising 
jurist who was also on his way to becoming a prelate.29 A few factors seem to support 
these identiications. he one unattributed citation in the initial fascicle (fol. 6v) 
has recently been recognized as a passage from Gafurio’s heorica musicae, a text 
published only four years before the compilation of ModE, and this seems to point to 
an environment at least contiguous with professional music-making.30

Circumstantial evidence can also be found in the main body of the manuscript. 
he most apparent corroboration is the last strambotto, Crispin van Stappen’s farewell 
to the Padua Cathedral choir. Crispin (c.1465–1532) was master of the choirboys in 
1492 and again in 1498, a singer in the papal chapel after 1492, and generally an elite 
musician. His text reads:

Vale uale de padua o Sancto choro,
Et tu saggio pastor col tuo bel gregge.
Vale vale splendente Padoa d’oro
Con tuo diuino studio e sacre legge.
Vale uale ciascuno mio lauoro
E uoi, dolci scolari sança regge.
Vale qualunche grande e picolino
Crispin se parte e pigliasi el Camino.

(Farewell, holy choir of Padua and you, wise shepherd with your lock. Farewell, golden 
shining Padua, with your divine school and sacred laws. Farewell, each of my works and 
you, sweet schoolboys without a guide. Farewell, each of you, great or small: Crispin leaves 
and goes on his way.)

Giovanni da Vaccarino was one of the students of Crispin cited in this composition. 
He temporarily succeeded his teacher in the position and eventually became master 
of the choirboys from 1499 to 1510. he presence of this attributed strambotto and 
of an Ave verum corpus also with an explicit attribution to Crispin (fols. 65v–66r) has 
rightly been read as corroboration of the Paduan origin of the collection. However, 
the fact that a Netherlandish composer would dedicate a musical strambotto to his 
students may also suggest that he was embracing a genre that was current in the 
musical community of the cathedral. To be sure, the position of the piece at the end 
of ModE bears witness to the standing of Crispin in Padua a few years after his irst 
departure in 1492.

Another suggestive feature of the Paduan manuscript is the number of devotional 
pieces and of texts that cite liturgical Latin often in a humorous or ironic context. 
Examples include Alta regina, a te piangendo vegno (fols. 39v–40r), Ave verum corpus 

29  Fumian, ‘“Everything Is Illuminated”’. I am grateful to Dr Fumian for sharing her paper with me 
prior to its publication.

30  Zanovello, ‘“With Tempered Notes”’, 167–9.
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(fols. 65v–66r), Circumdederunt me gemitus mortis (fol. 17v), Fora, fora, fora, ingrata 
(fols. 52v–53r), Miserere mei (fol. 9r), Quem queritis (lost, but listed in index), 
Requiescat in pace (also lost) and Summa virtù, divina potentia (fol. 66v). Knowledge 
of liturgical Latin, of course, was hardly limited to people associated with cathedrals, 
but the concentration in ModE seems signiicant enough to make this at least an 
interesting clue. One can imagine that people in the orbit of Padua Cathedral would 
respond both to the humorous puns and to the devotional texts. At any rate, the 
Isaac manuscript and the Paduan strambotto collection were musical gifts of a very 
diferent kind.

In fact, one could stretch the contrast between Lorenzo de’ Medici and Giovanni da 
Vaccarino even further, and claim that the Paduan manuscript is really an anti-authorial 
collection. Among its 104 songs, almost no composer is mentioned in the various 
poems in the paratext or in the index on fols. 3v–5v. Only one international musician 
(Crispin) is credited in the main body of the manuscript, along with a few composers 
active in the Veneto, such as the mysterious Giovanni Brocco – author of Mai più serà 
(fols. 44v–45r), a textless piece (fols. 70v–71r) and Se me abandoni (fols. 71v–72r); 
and Franciscus Venetus (Francesco d’Ana or Dana, c.1460–1502), to whom La luce de 
questi occhi (fols. 13v–14r) is explicitly attributed.31 Admittedly, this is hardly the only 
Italian secular manuscript yielding few attributions – the aura of musical authorship 
was in no way as engrained a concept among musicians as the literary auctoritas that 
delighted Renaissance erudites. Yet if attributions in secular Italian collections are often 
sparse, the almost complete absence of references to composers in ModE becomes 
odd in its speciic context, preceded as it is by hallowed graphic elements pointing to 
ancient Rome and explicitly attributed classical quotations in the initial fascicle. It is 
as if, while they were praising music, the Great Men populating the paratext – Pliny, 
Isidore of Seville and the enigmatic Olympians – devalued by comparison the main 
contents of the manuscript, which are largely anonymous and uncomplicated songs. 
Indeed, one suspects that such an august introduction could become a rhetorically 
inappropriate gesture for a vernacular collection. Surely, wrapping a humble gift in a 

31  In addition, through the concordance with Petrucci’s fourth book, scholars have been able to attribute 
the composition Non biancho marmo (fol. 34r) to d’Ana and Aimè ch’io moro per te, donna (fol. 91r) to 
Marchetto Cara (c.1465–1525). On Crispin, see Rafaele Casimiri, Musica e musicisti nella cattedrale 
di Padova nei secc. XIV, XV, XVI: Contributo per una storia (Rome, 1942), 16–20, 98–100, 104–5; 
Craig Wright and Nanie Bridgman, ‘Musiciens à la cathédrale de Cambrai, 1475–1550’, Revue de 
musicologie, 62 (1976), 204–28, esp. pp. 206, 215; Giulio Cattin, ‘Formazione e attività delle cappelle 
polifoniche nelle cattedrali: La musica nelle città’, Storia della cultura veneta, ed. Gianfranco Folena et 
al., 6 vols. (Vicenza, 1976–86), iii: Dal primo Quattrocento al Concilio di Trento, ed. Girolamo Arnaldi 
and Manlio Pastore Stocchi (Vicenza, 1980–1), pt 3, 285–8; and Barbara Haggh, ‘Crispijne and 
Abertijne: Two Tenors at the Church of St Niklaas, Brussels’, Music and Letters, 76 (1995), 325–45. 
On d’Ana, see William F. Prizer, ‘Games of Venus: Secular Vocal Music in the Late Quattrocento and 
Early Cinquecento’, Journal of Musicology, 9 (1991), 3–56, esp. pp. 13–14. he most important work 
on Cara remains William F. Prizer, Courtly Pastimes: he Frottole of Marchetto Cara (Ann Arbor, MI, 
1980), to be supplemented with information in his more recent ‘Games of Venus’.
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precious package would only make it more disappointing. But perhaps emphasizing 
authorship and assimilating music to literature as Lorenzo de’ Medici did was not the 
only way to confer cultural value on music. Other strategies were possible, but before 
examining them it will be useful to describe the special connotations conveyed by the 
poetic and musical genres in ModE.

Strambotti and music

Apart from its paratext, ModE is exceptional for its choice of poetic forms. Even on the 
basis of a cursory examination, the almost exclusive use of the strambotto stands out. 
he strambotto – a series of four couplets of 11-syllable lines with alternate rhymes 
(AB AB AB AB or AB AB AB CC)32 – often appears in contemporary collections of 
Italian secular music, but it is never granted the same centrality. Indeed, as many as 98 
of the 104 compositions in ModE are strambotti,33 a concentration not observed in 
any other musical source. Although speciic interest in the strambotto is documented 
in Neapolitan and Florentine musical collections from the 1480s and early 1490s,34 
Magister Johannes appears unique in his almost obsessive focus on this poetic form. To 
a diferent degree, other sources compiled in the decade after ModE reveal that a keen 
(if not quite as besetting an) interest in the genre existed in northern Italy. As Table 1 
shows, strambotti constitute roughly 50% of the compositions in three collections – 
Milan, Biblioteca Trivulziana e Archivio Storico Civico (Castello Sforzesco), MS 55 
(olim I 107; hereafter MilT 55), probably compiled, like ModE, in the Veneto; the 

32  For a more complete deinition of the strambotto and a discussion of the poetic aspects of the Paduan 
collection, see La Face Bianconi, Gli strambotti, 137–41. For more in general on the strambotto in 
the poetic and musical repertory, see Prizer, Courtly Pastimes, 64–5, 107–10; Nino Pirrotta and Elena 
Povoledo, Music and heatre from Poliziano to Monteverdi (Cambridge, MA, 1982), 3–36; Alberto 
Mario Cirese, Ragioni metriche: Versiicazione e tradizioni orali (Palermo, 1988), 115–46; and Luca 
Zuliani, Poesia e versi per musica: L’evoluzione dei metri italiani (Bologna, 2009), 59–62, 136–46.

33  Owing to the loss of a number of folios, several compositions are now lacking. heir incipits survive 
in the original index but do not permit a precise classiication in the case of unica.

34  Blake Wilson, Singing Poetry in Renaissance Florence: he ‘Cantasi come’ Tradition (1375–1550) 
(Florence, 2009), 128–43.

TABLE 1
strambotti in selected frottola collections

Source Total no. of 
compositions

Total no. of 
strambotti

Date

ModE 104 86–98 1496

MilT 55 64 41 c.1500

ParisBNC 676 69 33 1502

Pe1505 91 47 1505
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Mantuan source Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Département de la Musique, Fonds du 
Conservatoire, MS Rés. Vm7 676 (hereafter ParisBNC 676); and Ottaviano Petrucci’s 
fourth book of frottole of 1505, signiicantly entitled Strambotti, ode, frottole, sonetti 
et modo de cantar versi latini e capituli (hereafter Pe1505).35 After this time, the 
proportion of strambotti in musical collections seems to decrease to roughly 10%.36 
It is diicult to ofer a comprehensive explanation, as any number of parameters may 
have contributed to this trend, including the taste of individual collectors, speciic 
geographical predilections and the availability of musical material. he fondness for 
musical strambotti at the turn of the sixteenth century, however, appears to occur 
mostly in northern Italian sources, and ModE is the most exclusive and representative 
testimony of the phenomenon.

he other contextual aspect emerges when one aligns the data on attributions and 
source distribution with the musical style of the settings. Strambotti are part of the 
composite archipelago of Italian vernacular music that Petrucci labelled ‘frottola’ in 
his prints, probably after the poetic frottola or barzelletta most commonly set in these 
songs. hese euphonious and uncomplicated compositions are not noted for a tight 
relationship between text and music – barring remarkable exceptions, their composers 
strove to provide a pleasant and eicient aural decoration for a given poetic text or 
metre without undertaking the interpretative endeavours that would distinguish the 
later madrigal. his important aspect is linked to the strophic nature of many frottole, 
in which the same music is reused for the refrain and the diferent stanzas, and thus 
needs to be generic enough somehow to it all of them. he most common metre 
– the barzelletta – involves a poetic distinction between the refrain and the stanzas, 
but the diference is often not underlined by the music, since they are commonly set 
to the same melody. he strambotto is even more economical. In the most common 
settings, music is provided only for the irst couplet, with a cadence between the 
irst and second lines, and occasionally further subdivisions. his melody is repeated 
indeinitely, and could set two 11-syllable lines, a single strambotto or the whole of 
Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando furioso.37

35  See Boorman, Ottaviano Petrucci, 288–91, 596–601.
36  As especially evident in the remaining books of frottole printed by Petrucci. See Ottaviano Petrucci, 

Frottole libro sexto: Venezia 1505 (‘more veneto’ = 1506), ed. Antonio Lovato (Padua, 2004); Frottole 
libro septimo: Venezia 1507, ed. Lucia Boscolo (Padua, 2006); Frottole libro octavo: Venezia 1507, ed. 
Lucia Boscolo (Padua, 1999); Frottole libro nono: Venezia 1508 (ma 1509), ed. Francesco Facchin and 
Giovanni Zanovello (Padua, 1999); Frottole libro undecimo: Fossombrone, 1514, ed. Francesco Luisi 
and Giovanni Zanovello (Padua, 1997).

37  Don Harrán, ‘Frottola’, he New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (2nd edn, London, 2001), 
ix, 294–300, esp. pp. 295–6. On stock melodies and musical settings of Orlando furioso, see James 
Haar, ‘Arie per cantar stanze ariostesche’, L’Ariosto, la musica, i musicisti, ed. Maria Antonella Balsano 
(Florence, 1981), 31–46; idem, ‘From “Cantimbanco” to Court: he Musical Fortunes of Ariosto in 
Florentine Society’, L’arme e gli amori: Ariosto, Tasso and Guarini in Late Renaissance Florence: Acts of an 
International Conference, Florence, Villa I Tatti, June 27–29, 2001, ed. Massimiliano Rossi and Fiorella 
Giofredi Superbi (Florence, 2004), 179–97; and Camilla Cavicchi, ‘Musici, cantori e “cantimbanchi” 
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he generic character of the musical strambotto is evident in virtually every 
composition copied in ModE. Gridan vostri ochi, on a text by the celebrated poet 
Seraino Ciminelli Aquilano (1466–1500), is an especially instructive case in which 
the poetry itself is as modular as the music. he poem develops the age-old allegory 
of love as war by playing on repeated speciic words at the end of each line in a way 
that is meant to evoke the chaotic atmosphere of a battle:

(Your eyes scream to my heart, ‘out out!’, since its defences fall so short, short; ‘go go, sack 
sack, die die, burn burn, cold cold, strong strong!’ I then then say say softly softly: ‘Come 
come, rush rush, o Death Death!’ and scream scream loudly loudly or quietly quietly: 
‘Water water, ire ire, help help!’)38

his is one of the instances in which the generic musical setting (see Example 1) 
its the poetry very well. Indeed, almost all the lines follow a fairly regular trochaic 
pattern after an initial proparoxytone gesture (‘c’HA le di-FE-se SUE sì COR-te 
COR-te’). he poetic expedient of the repeated words for intensive efect allows for 
an agreeable contrast between syllabic settings (Example 1, bars 12, 24–5) and long 
melismas preparing the cadences (13–16, 26–31). Finally, the four couplets develop 
a continuous narrative, without any particular break.

In most strambotto texts, however, the 11-syllable lines observe very dynamic and 
changeable patterns of accents. herefore, the musical intonation – whose accentual 
system is necessarily rigid – will generally it the irst couplet but seldom work as well 
with the others.39 Given the largely homophonic character of these settings, it is fair to 
surmise that performers preserved the prosody by emphasizing the textual accents over 
musical rhythm, but the problem is symptomatic of the general lack of compositional 
concern for the text. In fact, one could even claim that the most common musical 
setting of a strambotto denies its larger poetic structure. he strambotto toscano includes 
three AB couplets, but closes with a CC rhyme. he diference is often exploited 

a corte al tempo dell’Orlando furioso’, L’uno e l’altro Ariosto in corte e nelle delizie, ed. Gianni Venturi 
(Florence, 2011), 263–89.

38  ModE, fol. 19v (incomplete owing to the lack of the sheet containing the alto and basso parts, as well 
as text lines 5–8). Text edition from Le rime di Seraino Aquilano in musica, ed. Giuseppina La Face 
Bianconi and Antonio Rossi (Florence, 1999), 213. See also La Face Bianconi, Gli strambotti, 190.

39  Ibid., 150–7.

Gridan vostri ochi al cor mio ‘fora fora!’ A

c’ha le difese sue sì corte corte; B

‘su suso, a saco a saco, mora mora, A

arda arda, fredo fredo, forte forte!’ B

Io pian pian dico dico allora allora A

‘vien vieni, acurri acurri, o Morte Morte!’, B

e grido grido alto alto or muto muto C

‘acqua acqua, al foco al foco, aiuto aiuto!’ C
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Example 1. Gridan vostri ochi. Modena, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria, MS α.F.9.9, fol. 19v.
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rhetorically, but is completely lost in most musical settings, which dictate exactly the 
same music for the last couplet as for the previous ones (thus treating it as a Sicilian 
ottava: AB AB AB AB).

All of the strambotti in ModE are set, like Gridan vostri ochi, with music for one 
couplet to be repeated four times. he same is true for many of the settings in the 
slightly later manuscripts MilT 55 and ParisBNC 676. hese sources and compositions 
are too few to lead to thorough hypotheses, but they could perhaps represent a 
particular phase of strambotto settings in which composers adhered to a very basic 
model regardless of their ability. his approach of providing music for only the irst 
couplet somehow became a stylistic mark, as shown by Crispin’s Vale vale de Padua (fol. 
80v), the last setting in ModE. Crispin possessed superior training and perfect control 
of international compositional techniques, yet this song of his is undistinguishable from 

Example 1 (continued)
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the others in ModE. Vale vale de Padua, obviously, was an attempt not at showcasing 
his musical skills, but at engaging with a speciic musical language.

Evidence of a diferent compositional approach to the genre is relected in Petrucci’s 
fourth book of frottole. Its irst two gatherings (see Table 2) contain pieces that break the 
received couplet-based mould, such as Bartolomeo Tromboncino’s Deus in adiutorium 
meum intende and the anonymous Del tuo bel volto amor fatt’ha una rocha – both 
setting two couplets – as well as A che aliggi el tuo servo, with new music for each 
of the four couplets. Occhi mei lassi by Cara is also through-composed.40 It may be 
no accident that this original – dare we say authorial? – treatment of the subgenre 
is associated with two of the most important vernacular composers and is featured 
so prominently in Petrucci’s collection. Musical authorship was one of the printer’s 
concerns, as is obvious both from the richness of attributions in his publications and 
from his de facto invention of the single-author musical anthology.41 One can see how 
this authorial approach would work in the publishing world of early sixteenth-century 
Venice, where the works of the Latin, Greek and Italian classics were being eagerly 
printed. One could also claim that the compiler of the Paduan manuscript pursued a 

40  For Deus in adiutorium (Pe1505, fol. 9v), see the modern edition in Ottaviano Petrucci, Frottole, Buch I 
und IV: Nach den Erstlingsdrucken von 1504 und 1505, ed. Rudolf Schwartz (Hildesheim, 1967), xxxix, 
52; for Del tuo bel volto (Pe1505, fol. 13r), see ibid., 57; for A che aliggi (Pe1505, fols. 10v–11r), see 
ibid., 53–4; and for Occhi mei lassi (Pe1505, fols. 11v–12r), see ibid., 55–6. See also Prizer, Courtly 
Pastimes, 107–10. he strambotti in the remaining ive gatherings have only the irst couplet set.

41  See Schmidt-Beste, ‘Dedicating Music Manuscripts’, 84–90, for a very useful comparison of these 
aspects in prints and manuscripts. On strambotti, see also Sabine Meine, Die Frottola: Musik, Diskurs 
und Spiel an italienischen Höfen 1500–1530 (Turnhout, 2013), 277–83.

TABLE 2
strambotto settings in the first two gatherings of pe1505

Fol(s). Incipit Composer Notes

2r Io son locel che sopra i rami doro Marco Cara irst couplet set

8r Morte te prego che de tanti afanni B.T. irst couplet set

9r Vana speranza mia che mai non uene Philippus L. irst couplet set

9v Deus in adiutorium meum intende B.T. irst two couplets set

10r Non fu si crudo el departir de Enea Anon. irst couplet set

10v–11r A che aliggi el tuo servo alma gentile B.T. through-composed, repeat sign

11v–12r Occhi mei lassi poi che perso haueti M.C. through-composed

12v Si suaue mi par el mio dolore Anon. irst couplet set

13r Del tuo bel volto amor fatt’ha una rocha Anon. irst two couplets set

13v Vedo sdegnato Amor crudel e iero F.V. irst couplet set

15r O caldi mei suspiri idi compagni M.C. irst couplet set

15v Lassa el ciecho dolor che te transporta Anon. irst couplet set

16v Tu mhai priuato de riposo e pace Anon. irst couplet set
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complementary agenda, in keeping with the tone of its paratext, shaped as it was by 
the citations and the visual elements in the irst gathering.

In all the choices he made for his manuscript, Vaccarino programmatically 
underscored the performative aspect of music rather than its authorial distinction. his 
is evident in the citations at the beginning of the manuscript, which praise music as an 
activity rather than as an aesthetic object. he almost complete lack of attributions in 
the collection may be linked either to the compiler’s lack of interest or to the modality 
of transmission of this repertory – both scenarios would strongly suggest a very open 
concept of the works selected. It is perfectly possible that strambotti of the more 
elaborate kind published later in Petrucci’s fourth book were not available to him, but 
one should not discard the possibility that Giovanni was especially interested in the 
most ‘minimalistic’ kind of setting, in a more formulaic conception of the strambotto. 
If this was the case, he was hardly alone.

William Prizer and others have investigated the links between this vernacular 
repertory and the so-called unwritten tradition – the repertory of improvised music 
so fashionable in the ifteenth century among the Italian leading class. Philologists 
have also pointed out that to this day the strambotto belongs within a tradition at the 
crossroads between improvised, popular poetry and high-culture literary endeavours.42 
It would be problematic to maintain that a continuity exists between ifteenth-century 
improvised strambotti and the stock melodies now used in central Italy, or to suggest 
that the compositions in ModE were faithful transcriptions of improvised practices. 
However, by virtue of its complex literary and musical overtones, the strambotto 
provided aristocratic amateurs with an ideal medium, which they could enjoy 
as a simpliied modality of improvisation. While we lack speciic information on 
unwritten performance practices, it is easy to speculate that skilled singers might vary 
the iterations of the melody by adding embellishments, and certainly had to modify 
the accentuation of the music to adjust it to the diferent patterns of new couplets. 
Celebrated improvvisatori like Aquilano – the most famous composer and singer of 
strambotti – contributed to furthering the genre as a viable performance medium. 
he well-known coeval description by Vincenzo Calmeta signiicantly emphasizes the 

42  See Nino Pirrotta, ‘Music and Cultural Tendencies in 15th-Century Italy’, Journal of the American 
Musicological Society, 19 (1966), 127–61; Giorgio Raimondo Cardona, ‘Culture dell’oralità e 
culture della scrittura’, Letteratura italiana, ed. Alberto Asor Rosa (Turin, 1983), 24–101; William 
F. Prizer, ‘he Frottola and the Unwritten Tradition’, Studi musicali, 15 (1986), 3–37; James Haar, 
‘Improvvisatori and their Relationship to Sixteenth-Century Music’, Essays on Italian Poetry and Music 
in the Renaissance, 1350–1600 (Berkeley, CA, 1986), 76–99; H. Colin Slim, ‘An Iconographical Echo 
of the Unwritten Tradition in a Verdelot Madrigal’, Studi musicali, 17 (1988), 33–54, repr. in Painting 
Music in the Sixteenth Century: Essays in Iconography (Aldershot, 2002); James Haar, ‘Monophony 
and the Unwritten Tradition’, Performance Practice: Music before 1600, ed. Howard Mayer Brown 
and Stanley Sadie (London, 1989), 240–66; Nino Pirrotta, ‘Musica e umanesimo’, Poesia e musica e 
altri saggi (Florence, 1994), 89–106; and F. Alberto Gallo, ‘Orpheus christianus’, Music in the Castle: 
Troubadours, Books, and Orators in Italian Courts of the hirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Centuries 
(Chicago, IL, 1995), 69–135.
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intensity of Aquilano’s performance and his attention to the word–music relationship: 
‘In reciting his poems he was so ardent, and he wove words and music together with 
such lair that it equally moved the soul of the listeners, be they learned, ordinary, 
plebeian, or women.’43 In this context, the musical features of the single-couplet 
setting became valuable as an improvisational gesture and a direct cue to the sound of 
improvisation. his almost paradoxical quality of the strambotto melodies preserved 
in ModE, then, grants it a deinite place in the system of Renaissance musical learning.

Classical learning and music

Music enjoyed high status in the Italian system of ifteenth-century learning, but 
the musical masterpieces of the ancient past – unlike those in the visual arts and 
architecture – were unfortunately lost. People of the Renaissance could thus only 
stand in awe of, and recount over and over, the ancient musical topoi, powerful 
images – like the stories of Timotheus, Arion and Orpheus – which spoke eloquently 
of the reverence the ancients had for the art.44 Yet these inspiring narratives were 
akin to snippets of silent ilms. One could almost see cheeks blowing, ingers 
plucking the strings and beasts miraculously tamed; lips moving and sailors silently 
plunging into the sea – all without the privilege of personally experiencing the 
powerful charms of the aulos, the lyre or the song of the sirens. he only solution 
ifteenth-century men and women found was to ill the silence of history with new 
sounds.

his was a cultural world in which the imitation of and the dialogue with classical 
models dominated important aspects of literature, painting, sculpture, architecture 
and even science. Ancient music therefore could not be ignored, but viable musical 
gestures had to be created from scratch.45 Approaches varied and for some time no 
single one prevailed. Instead, diferent groups of intellectuals tackled the issue in 

43  ‘Nel recitare de’ soi poemi era tanto ardente e con tanto giudizio le parole con la musica consertava 
che l’animo de li ascoltanti, o dotti o mediocri o plebei o donne, equalmente commoveva.’ Vincenzo 
Calmeta, Prose e lettere edite e inedite, ed. Cecil Grayson (Bologna, 1959), 75–6.

44  For examples, see Gallo, ‘Orpheus christianus’.
45  On this topic, see Reinhard Strohm, ‘Music, Humanism, and the Idea of a “Rebirth” of the Arts’, 

Music as Concept and Practice in the Late Middle Ages, ed. Reinhard Strohm and Bonnie J. Blackburn, 
New Oxford History of Music, 3/1 (London, 2001), 346–443. he relationship between Renaissance 
art music and humanism has fuelled an intense debate in twentieth-century musicology. See Pirrotta, 
‘Music and Cultural Tendencies’; Reinhard Strohm, he Rise of European Music, 1380–1500 
(Cambridge, 1993), 540–57; Lewis Lockwood, review of Strohm, he Rise of European Music, in 
Journal of the Royal Musical Association, 120 (1995), 151–62; Strohm, ‘he “Rise of European Music” 
and the Rights of Others’, Journal of the Royal Musical Association, 121 (1996), 1–10; and Margaret 
Bent, ‘Music and the Early Veneto Humanists’, Proceedings of the British Academy, 101 (1998), 
101–30.
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diferent ways, ranging from describing normal performances in suggestive terms to 
attempting ambitious archaeological reconstructions of aspects of ancient music.

At the most basic level, any musical performance could be described in strongly 
classicizing terms, emphasizing the act of music-making as a parallel with the ancient 
world rather than the actual features of the music. For example, in a letter of 1424 
Guarino Veronese described musicians who pleased the senses so much that they 
seemed to be trained at the school of Timotheus, the legendary aulete whose music 
could push Alexander the Great into action or charm him again into repose.46 he 
musicians whom Veronese heard probably sang and played vocal and instrumental 
polyphony – a sound radically diferent from that to which Alexander listened. But 
this did not matter in the context, since the classical framing of the narrative was 
suicient to endow the musical event with a suitable learned aura.

A more powerful statement could be made by performing modern music that 
suggested the ancient culture or ancient practices through its texts, genre or 
arrangement. Such works include compositions that set classical texts, such as 
the very diferent settings of Dulces exsuviae (an excerpt from the fourth book of 
Virgil’s Aeneid ) by Cara and by Josquin des Prez and the numerous motets on newly 
composed texts in hexameters or in strongly classicizing Latin. Examples from the 
late ifteenth and sixteenth centuries are hardly limited to Italy – one can cite the 
experiments of Conrad Celtis and Petrus Tritonius in the German-speaking lands.47 
he practice must have been successful enough, since Petrucci decided to include an 
aere per cantar versi latini in his fourth book of frottole.48 A parallel gesture relied 
not so much on the text, which could be in the vernacular, but on the character 
of the music itself, which made reference to the rhapsodic improvisation and 
accompanied solo voice found in ancient descriptions. Whether or not the tradition 
was classically inspired to begin with, Italian improvisers like Aurelio Brandolini 
or Pietrobono of Ferrara obviously took full advantage of these models.49 A few 
intellectuals pushed the search for classically inspired music further, by engaging 
in archaeological musical practices. In addition to performing ancient texts, they 
tried to reproduce key concepts of ancient practices, such as quantitative poetry 

46  Gallo, ‘Orpheus christianus’, 71.
47  Among the various publications on the topic, see Fiorella Brancacci, ‘Dal canto umanistico su versi 

latini alla frottola: La tradizione dell’ode saica’, Studi musicali, 34 (2005), 267–318, esp. pp. 288–
91, and Gundela Bobeth, ‘Die humanistische Odenkomposition in Buchdruck und Handscrhift: 
Zur Rolle der Melopoiae bei der Formung und Ausbreitung eines kompositorischen Erfolgsmodells’, 
NiveauNischeNimbus: Die Anfänge des Musikdrucks nördlich der Alpen, ed. Birgit Lodes (Tutzing, 
2010), 67–88.

48  his phenomenon has mostly been studied as being related to the unwritten tradition, as detailed in 
Gallo, ‘Orpheus christianus’. However, the pieces by Cara and Josquin, in addition to a number of 
compositions on humanistic texts, also occupy a special area between serious song and motet. he 
ultimate example of this phenomenon would be Isaac’s Quis dabit capiti meo aquam.

49  On these two musicians in the context of learned improvisation, see Gallo, ‘Orpheus christianus’, 
75–86 and 86–97 respectively.
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(a special modal system codiied in ancient treatises), or an explicitly evocative setup 
for performance. Examples include Marsilio Ficino’s demonic song in Florence, and 
Jean-Antoine Baïf ’s musique mesurée à l’antique.50

In light of these observations, it seems clear that Vaccarino compiled ModE as an 
attempt to promote the cultural value of the musical strambotto. He prefaced his 
collection with the initial narrative, obviously posed to provide a powerful classicizing 
framework. he quotations from Isidore, Pliny and Gafurio all address the value 
of the practice of music as an activity, regardless of its artistic or authorial value. 
His obsession with strambotti probably relected a more widespread northern Italian 
practice – as the attributions to composers born or active in the Veneto suggest – 
as well as a pastime that he and Francesco de Fazi probably had in common. he 
strambotto, however – both as a literary genre and because of its musical style – ofered 
a cultural surplus through its roots in improvisation, which in turn allowed one to 
recontextualize it imaginatively with reference to the ancient world.51

here is no evidence that diferent interpretations of classicizing music engendered 
a competition. Diferent solutions were acceptable in diferent circles, in which the 
relationship between learning and music was variously interpreted, making ModE 
a precious witness of musical culture in late ifteenth-century Italy. he dedicatory 
sonnet explicitly greets Fazi as a tireless lover of the arts and of music in particular. he 
instruction to return the book at his death – contained in the last tercet of the same 
sonnet – concords with the initial epigraph ‘For our solace and that of our friends’ 
and clearly points to the existence of a group of people, presumably gravitating around 
Padua Cathedral, who regularly engaged in the singing of musical strambotti. In 
compiling this special gift for his student, then, Vaccarino created a medium through 
which a recent genre could be ennobled in its own terms, and an object in which Pliny, 
Isidore and the humble strambotto could peacefully coexist within the same binding 
for over 500 years.

50  On Ficino, see especially Gary Tomlinson, Music in Renaissance Magic: Toward a Historiography 
of Others (Chicago, IL, 1993). On Baïf, see Pierre Bonnifet, ‘La musique mesurée à l’antique en 
France: Dans le champ sonore à la in du 16e siècle’, Hommage à Claude Le Jeune, ed. Olivier Trachier 
(Marandeuil, 2005), 7–39, with relevant bibliography.

51  he principle of substitution developed in a diferent sense seems potentially to apply to the symbolic 
coexistence of modern and ancient musical practices. See Alexander Nagel and Christopher S. Wood, 
Anachronic Renaissance (New York, 2010), 29–35.

ABSTRACT

he MS Modena, Biblioteca Estense e Universitaria, α.F.9.9 is by far the most lavish collection 
produced in the short-lived history of the musical frottola. In its pages, unassuming four-voice 
secular settings are preceded by citations from Pliny and Isidore and surrounded by dazzling 
illuminations of birds, fruits and plants. If splendour is never amiss in gifts, one must wonder 
what the relationship was between the components of this intriguing artefact. In this article 
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I investigate the gift value of the source by examining the musical repertory and style in 
conjunction with its other features. I propose that musical strambotti enabled ifteenth-century 
educated Italians to perform symbolic gestures associated with ancient music. he repertory 
was also perfectly congruous with the poetic and decorative choices made for the manuscript. 
he examination of this peculiar source helps shed more light on the musical strambotto, its 
uses and its implied cultural associations.
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