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                                                                                    THE MAGNIFICAT

When Monteverdi published his Selva morale et spirituale in 1640-41, he was seventy-three years old, and drawing close
to the end of a career for which "distinguished" is scarcely an adequate description. Internationally renowned, he had already
published eight volumes of madrigals, composed some eighteen operas, and become music director at the musically influential
Basilica of San Marco in Venice. His pupils included the Italian Cavalli and the German Schütz; he even influenced Orlando
Gibbons in far-off London through Walter Porter, a Monteverdi pupil who became a Gentleman of Elizabeth I's  Chapel Royal 
when Gibbons was organist.

Selva morale et spirituale was published in Venice by Bartolomeo Magni. Monteverdi's most significant publication since the
Vespers of 1610, it is a collection ranging from madrigals to a Mass, and including two settings of the Magnificat: this simple
one for choir and continuo, and a much more florid setting with orchestral accompaniment. This setting proceeds antiphonally,
with alternating verses sung to the Gregorian Magnificat melody which is also quoted, albeit fragmentarily, at the outset and in
several of the polyphonic verses.

The text of Magnificat is from the Gospel of Luke (1: 46-55), and historically it is the chief canticle at the Office of Vespers.
Though the dramatic Monteverdi who was the first great composer of opera has restrained his style in this piece, here and there
--in the energy of the extended et exaltavit, and in the wonderful melismas which conclude each polyphonic verse--those who
know his dramatic works can be excused if they seem sometimes to hear echoes of the duet writing in L'Incoronazione de Poppea.

The organ part given here was written for a performance in which the bass line was also supported by a viola da gamba, but it may
of course stand alone. Despite its stylistic antecedents in the Renaissance, Monteverdi did not intend the piece for a capella 
performance.
                                                                                                                                                         David Cameron, 
                                                                                                                                                         Kingston, Ontario, 5 May 2012.


