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born around 1515, spent much of his youth in Germany, 
where at the Bavarian court he was much influenced by 
the great Orlando di Lasso, better known as Lassus. When 
he returned to his native city, already well known for his 
prodigious output of motets and madrigals, he was almost 
immediately appointed organist at St Mark’s, a position 
of immense authority and prestige.  His ceremonial music 
for the Basilica set a new standard in the use of massed 
choirs and instruments. In 1585, the year before his death, 
he produced his ultimate tour de force: a Gloria in sixteen 
parts, sung by four separate choirs, which was performed 
at a special high mass in honour of a group of several 
visiting princes from – believe it or not – Japan.

Andrea’s star pupil was his nephew Giovanni. Like his 
uncle, he too, spent some years in Germany, leaving 
Venice in 1574 at the age of about twenty – thus luckily 
escaping the terrible visitation of the plague which occurred 
in the following year. Again following the family tradition, 
he returned to Venice to become organist of St Mark’s 
where, both as an instrumentalist and a composer, he soon 
showed himself an even greater musician than his uncle 
had ever been. No composer before him had managed so 
brilliantly to combine splendour and magnificence on the 
one hand with so much deep, heartfelt devotion on the 
other. Harmonically, too, he was far more adventurous than 
Andrea, and his improvisations – hugely important in his 
day, and how sad it is that we never hear any nowadays – 
seemed to his hearers to be divinely inspired.

The seventeenth century began for Venice with a major 
diplomatic triumph. She defied the Pope – and won. For 
long she had been famed for her religious toleration, 
welcoming Muslims and Jews – as long as they remained 
in their Ghetto – and, in more recent years, all the various 
Protestant sects spawned by the Reformation. But these 
enlightened policies were coming under increasingly 
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all but Ariadne’s famous lament, lasciatemi morire (let 
me die) is lost. In 1612 Duke Vincenzo of Mantua died; 
and his successor, barely six weeks after his accession, 
dismissed Monteverdi from his court, giving him just 
twenty-five scudi as a reward for twenty-one years of 
faithful service. He and his two sons returned, virtually 
penniless, to Cremona where, a few months later, he 
received the call to Venice. And in Venice everything 
changed. He was, first of all, treated like the distinguished 
artist he was, no longer as the menial he had been in 
Mantua. He was also making far more money than he had 
ever made before. After three years there he received a 
note from the Procurators of St Mark appointing him as 
maestro di cappella of St Mark for 10 years at a salary of 
400 ducats a year “with the usual perquisites”.

These perquisites included a large and commodious 
apartment adjoining the Basilica, furnished according to his 
wishes, and a generous allowance of free wine. No wonder 
he cheered up. “Wherever I go to make music,” he wrote, 
“whether it be chamber music or ecclesiastical, the whole 
city longs to be there. My duties are extremely agreeable.”

In 1631 Monteverdi took holy orders and was tonsured; 
the following year saw him appointed deacon. But 
the priesthood made little or no difference to his life, 
and it was only after his ordination that he looked 
again to opera. He reverted to Greek mythology with 
a work inspired by the last books of the Odyssey, Il 
Ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria (The Return of Ulysses to his 
Homeland). But his work was not yet done. One more 
opera remained to be written – and that opera was the 
most astonishing of all. L’incoronazione di Poppea (the 
Coronation of Poppaea) was first produced in Venice for 
the carnival of 1643. It is one of the first operas, if not the 
first, to desert mythology for history – for here is the story 
of the marriage of the Emperor Nero to the unscrupulous 
and power-hungry Poppaea. It is an unpleasant tale, 
as Nero callously gets rid of his wife Octavia to marry 
this most sinister adventuress. And, considering the 
circumstances, it is also a most unusual one: the baddies 
win. In the seventeenth century, this would surely have 
been something really shocking: how, people asked, 
could an ordained priest, now seventy-five years old, 
write such a worldly and licentious drama? And as for the 
astonishing love duet at the end: that superb musicologist 
H C Robbins Landon described it as almost obscene, 
and it somehow seems to be all the more so since the 
music itself is of such disarming simplicity and purity.

Monteverdi lived to see his last – and greatest – opera 
staged, but for very little longer. He died at the end of that 
year, 29 November 1643. 

His influence continued for a while, with his star pupil, 
Francesco Cavalli, who was also to become maestro di 
cappella at St Mark’s, though Cavalli too was to achieve 
fame through his secular works – above all his operas, of 
which he produced no fewer than forty-two – rather than 
his religious productions. Another composer of the time 
who simply must be mentioned is Barbara Strozzi, who 
became the most celebrated female composer of her 

age – perhaps of any age, since female composers have 
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displayed by the Officer Commanding, Capt. Hawksworth 
and by Company Sergeant Major P V Navid. By hard 
work (they) made the function of the hospital possible, 
notwithstanding enormous difficulties. For the part played 
by these two men we are most grateful.’ 

Indeed it says a lot for their skills that only twelve 
prisoners died in the time the camp was operational.

Diplomacy rather than imposed discipline was clearly 
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Manuzio had a worthy colleague in his shop. He was the 
Bologna-born Francesco Griffo who elsewhere had already 
begun to make a name for himself as an accomplished 
font designer and punch-cutter, engraving printing types. 
Encouraged by Manuzio to come up with some marks to 
lend greater clarity to texts, Griffo devised the comma in 
its curved form, a tail dangling below. For good measure, 

he invented the semi-colon as well. He also designed the 
cursive italic style. It was Manuzio, nonetheless, to be 
credited for popularising these innovations in the Aldine 
Press publications.

Like Mr Ross, some writers over time felt that ‘more was 
more’, as opposed to ‘less is more’. Like seeking second 
and third helpings of dinner. Exuberant comma consumption 
came to be labelled the ‘Oxford comma’, or ‘serial comma’. 
Regretfully, Aldo Manuzio no longer is around to weigh in on 
this debate. But his legacy is still very much with us. 

On the 500th anniversary of his death two years ago, no 
fewer than six important exhibitions were mounted in the 
UK to mark his achievements while many others were held 
throughout Europe and the USA. The shelves of the British 
Library count over 185 books in their collection on the subject 
of this Venice-based printer. Whatever would we have done 
without him when writing the phrase ‘Let’s Eat Grandma’?

Alexandra Richardson is a former co-editor of Rivista and is 
currently working on a novel set in Antwerp. She gratefully 
wishes to thank the comma, used here 78 times.









FEATURES

18

more accessible. The latter is largely due to the success of 
Australian, New Zealand, South African and American wines 
with their bold fruity whites and soft, approachable reds. 
This is a long way from Italian styles, however much they are 
fruitier and more accessible than they were a generation ago. 

If you were brought up drinking Marlborough Sauvignon 
Blanc with its powerful, even aggressive, grassy-and-
passion-fruit flavours you will need to work a bit to 
understand the muted palate of Soave, Verdicchio or Fiano, 
classic neutral Italian whites. The first two should have 
lovely, palate-cleansing acidity. The last will have a certain 
rounded voluptuousness – as it should for a wine from the 
south. But none of them are going to be obviously fruity. Let 
them speak to you quietly, drink them with food and they will 
come into their own. 

A bigger shock awaits those who try some of the great Italian 
reds: learning to love high acidity and noticeable tannins. 
Impegnativo – challenging – is the best word for Brunello, 
Barolo, Taurasi and many more. The classic Italian red style 
is high in acidity and even higher in tannin, the grippiness 
which gives long lasting structure to the wine. This style 
makes classic Italian reds great with big meat dishes but it 
is initially forbidding and can come as a surprise for those 
whose usual tipple is a softly structured Australian Shiraz 
or an obviously ripe Chilean Merlot. Having taken small 
groups of English people on wine trips in Italy, one visitor 
memorably summarised tasting his first Brunello as ‘great 
but undrinkable’! But this is just a matter of taste: some of 
these same people have become as familiar with the wines 
of the Langhe or of Tuscany as they were with Bordeaux or 
Burgundy – because they are now used to the style. 

One of the joys of wine is the endless inventiveness of the 
winemaker in agrarian cultures and the distinctive styles 

















LUXURY C18TH TUSCAN VILLA, A STONE'S THROW FROM 

HISTORICAL CITY OF LUCCA.  SLEEPS 35. WITH ITS OWN 
PRIVATE CHAPEL,  LARGE RECEPTION ROOMS,  STUNNING 

POOL AND TENNIS COURT.

THE VILLA IS THE PERFECT DESTINATION FOR FAMILY 
REUNIONS, LARGE GROUPS, WEDDINGS AND PRIVATE EVENTS. 
WE HAVE A STUNNING FRESCOED DINING ROOM AND A HUGE 

LIMONAIA KITCHEN (FULLY EQUIPPED, PROFESSIONAL 
KITCHEN). WE OFFER ON SITE CATERING WITH OUR 

WONDERFUL RESIDENT CORDON BLEU TRAINED CHEF. 

ROOM RENTAL, PRIVATE RENTAL, WEDDINGS & EVENTS

 VILLAMICHAELAVORNO@GMAIL.COM +39 0583971112  WWW.VILLAMICHAELA.COM

10% DISCOUNT FOR BIS
MEMBERS





















JOHN HALL VENICE

The renowned pre-university gap year course in London, Venice, Florence 
and Rome which opens eyes, ears and minds - a life-changing and 

unforgettable experience

The course covers art, literature, music, world cinema, global issues, 
cookery, life drawing and photography

Make friends for life and live as an insider in the most  
beautiful city in the world

John Hall Venice
+44 (0)20 8871 4747

info@johnhallvenice.com

www.johnhallvenice.com


