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CHAPTER 4 

 
 

MUSIC IN THE RENAISSANCE  
 

(c. 1450-1600) 
 
 

GENERAL BACKGROUND ON THE RENAISSANCE 
 

The Renaissance was a revitalization of learning, commerce, exploration 

(Columbus, Drake, Magellan, Balboa), scientific discovery (Galileo, da Vinci, 

Copernicus), and spectacular artistic achievement (da Vinci, Erasmus, Cervantes, 

Michaelangelo, Shakespeare, Machiavelli, and Ronsard). Although Renaissance artists 

and philosophers were no less religious than those of the Middle Ages, they did seek to 

reconcile theological practice with the new spirit of scientific inquiry (a philosophy called 

Humanism that pervaded this era). The Protestant Reformation (initiated in 1517 by 

Martin Luther's inquiries against the teachings of the Catholic church, and the resultant 

founding of the Lutheran denomination) also had a tremendous impact on Renaissance 

music.  This religious rebellion was further solidified in 1534 when King Henry VIII of 

England established his own church (Anglican) because the Pope refused to allow 

Henry to divorce his first wife, Katherine of Aragon (who could not bear him a son/future 

heir to the English throne).  In the process of reform, new churches gave rise to new 

types of sacred music, and with so much turmoil in the church scene, secular music 

began to rival its sacred counterpart. 
 

 

Important Musical Consideratio ns in th e Renaissance  
 

¥ Polyphonic Imitation (a musical idea that is immediately echoed by another 
voice part or instrument)  
 

¥ Word-painting (using musical symbolism to represent the meaning of the text; 
most common in the madrigal)  
 

¥ The Invention of Music Printing (by the Italian printer, Petrucci, in 1501) 
 

¥ The Rise of Secular Music 
 

The Renaissance was reflected musically through increased expression and more 

individual compositional styles.  As a result, Renaissance music sounds sweeter and 

fuller than Medieval music. Renaissance works usually have at least five independent 

vocal parts, with expanded ranges (higher soprano parts, lower bass parts). 

Renaissance composers began to write in a new way called simultaneous 

composition, in which all the voice parts were constructed together phrase-by-phrase 

(as opposed to the Medieval manner of successive composition, in which the chant 
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line was pre-determined, an upper melody was constructed next, and the inner voices 

were filled in last). Phrase-by-phrase writing allowed for the development of polyphonic 

imitation (conversational echoing of music from voice to voice), word-painting (writing 

music to illustrate the meaning of each phrase of text), and the implementation of 

musical cadences (conclusive phrase/section endings analogous to 

punctuation/inflection in written/spoken language).  By the end of the Renaissance, the 

ancient-sounding modal style of the Middle Ages was starting to be superceded by 

tonality [key-centered music].  Musical sections gradually became longer, primarily 

because of pervasive imitation.  During this era, secular music came to rival sacred 

music as composers opted for greater expressive freedom, and as religious turmoil 

made it increasingly dangerous to be associated with a particular denomination. 
 

 

Representative Composers o f the Rena issance  
The most prominent composers of the first half of the Renaissance came from the 

French-Italian region known as Flanders. By the end of the era, leading composers 

were primarily Italian and English: 
 

JOSQUIN DESPREZ (c. 1440-1521; Flanders)  
Josquin, the most famous composer of the mid-Renaissance, established a 
new, beautifully-expressive sound based on constantly-changing textures in 
his Masses, motets and songs. 

 

Giovanni da PALESTRINA (c. 1524-94; Italy) 
While working at the Vatican in Rome, Palestrina became the most 
esteemed master of late-Renaissance sacred music, noted for his rich and 
lyrical Masses and motets. 

 

Thomas WEELKES (c. 1575-1623; England) 
One of several important composers at the court of Queen Elizabeth I. He is 
noted for his secular madrigals and Anglican church music. 

 

Carlo GESUALDO (c. 1560-1613; Italy) 
A transitional figure between late-Renaissance and early-Baroque styles, 
known especially for his highly intense Italian madrigals. 

 
 

SACRED VOCAL GENRES IN THE RENAISSANCE 
 

Motet  
A motet is a polyphonic choral work based on a sacred Latin text.  Motets first 

developed in the late Middle Ages but flourished primarily in the Renaissance.  Unlike 

Medieval motets, Renaissance motets are smooth-sounding and imitative in texture.  

Although a motet can sound like a Mass, a Mass is based on one of the five 

prayers of the "Ordinary"  (see previous chapter), while a motet has some other type 

of religious text.  A motet is usually sung a cappella (without instrumental 

accompaniment), although instruments may "double" the voices.   
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EXAMPLE of a Renaissance MOTET 
 

DESPREZ:  Ave Maria . . . virgo serena 
See MUSIC GUIDE 8 (page 29) 

 
 

Mass 
Despite the popularity of the motet, the polyphonic Mass was still the most 

significant sacred genre in the Renaissance.  Imitation (echoed entrances) was an 

essential feature of these Masses, which also are expanded in length and vocal range.  

The style becomes more smooth, controlled, and expressive than that heard in 

Machaut's Mass from the late Middle Ages.  The high point of the late Renaissance 

sacred music is represented by Giovanni da Palestrina.   
 

EXAMPLE of a late Renaissance MASS 
 

PALESTRINA: "Agnus Dei"  from Pope Marcellus Mass 
See MUSIC GUIDE 9 (page 29) 

 
 
SECULAR VOCAL GENRES IN THE RENAISSANCE 

 
Madrigal  

The most artistic genre of secular vocal music was the madrigal, a polyphonic 

work for a small group of unaccompanied singers.  Madrigals are usually based on love-

related poetry, and they are noted for their use of imitation  (successive voice parts that 

echo each other) and word-painting (illustrating the meaning of specific words through 

musical sound). Madrigals are sung in Italian or English (usually depending on the 

native tongue of the composer). Italian madrigals tend to be more serious in nature and 

experimental in style than English models.   
 

EXAMPLES of late Renaissance MADRIGALS 
 

WEELKES: As Vesta was from Latmos Hill Descending 
See MUSIC GUIDE 10 (page 30) 

 
GESUALDO: Moro, lasso 
See MUSIC GUIDE 11 (page 30) 

 
Renaissance Son gs 

During the Renaissance, songs about courtly love or socio-religious issues were 

written in many languages.  Lute-songs for voice with lute accompaniment (such as the 

well-known tune "Greensleeves" ) were widely popular. (A French song is called a 

chanson, an Italian song is called a canzona, and a German song is called a Lied.) 
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INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC 
 

Instrumental dance music continued to flourish in the Renaissance, as performed 

by viols, lutes, recorders, shawms, crumhorns, harpsichords, cornettos, sackbuts, etc. 

Collective groups of early instruments (called consorts) also played arrangements and 

transcriptions of songs, as well as various types of sacred music (such as the 

instrumental canzonas of Giovanni GABRIELI).   
 

* * * 
 
SUMMARY OF MAIN RENAISSANCE TERMS, COMPOSERS AND CONCEPTS 

 

MUSIC in the RENAISSANCE 
(c1450-1600)

1450 1500 1570 1600

Important
GENRES

FORMS

STYLE 
TRAITS

Featured
COMPOSERS
and
WORKS

The Renaissance style is characterized by IMITATIVE Texture, 
WORD-PAINTING,  and a smoother, more "personal" approach to 
both sacred and secular idioms than heard in the Middle Ages.

MASS (sacred)-- Mass Ordinary/Mass Proper

Primarily vocal music based on design of the text
-- IMITATION (echoed entrances) was an important feature 

PALESTRINA
Pope Marcellus Mass

WEELKES
As Vesta Was From    
      Latmos Hill Descending

JOSQUIN DESPREZ
Ave Maria...virgo serena

DANCE MUSIC (for lute, viols, recorders, etc.)

MOTET (sacred)

(motet)

(Mass)

(English madrigal)

EVENTS
Protestant 
Reformation
begins (1517) England defeats the 

Spanish Armada (1588)

Catholic 
"Counter-
Reformation"

Elizabethan Age in England

Vocal

MADRIGAL (secular)

GESUALDO
Moro lasso

(Italian madrigalÑ late)

Instrumental

SONGS (secular)
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Music Guide 

8
Kamien 4-CD set
CD1/Tracks 56-58

Ave Maria . . . virgo serena
by Josquin DESPREZ (c 1440Ð1521)

Music Guide 

9

Josquin Desprez was the greatest composer of the mid-Renaissance. This motet in honor of the 
Virgin Mary begins with a section that is polyphonic and imitative (you can clearly hear how each 
successive voice echoes the previous voice); however, in the course of the work Josquin cleverly 
uses the four vocal lines in many other types of textures.  The vocal writing  is smooth and the 
harmonies are more consonant (sweet-sounding) than works from the Middle Ages.   

Gra- -ti--a    ple - - - - - - - - - na 

Gra- -ti--a--     

   A -    VE    MA-  RI - - A - - 

Tenors

Sopr.

Altos

Basses

Sopranos

Tenors

Basses

Altos
   A -    VE    MA-  RI - - A - - 

   A -    VE    MA-  RI - - A - - 

   A -    VE    MA-  RI - - A - - 

Gra- -ti--a    ple - - - - - - - - - na 

Gra- -ti--a    ple - - - - - - - - - na 

The CANONIC texture  at the start of this motet may be graphed as follows:

Ave Maria gratia plena dominus tecum, virgo serena...Ave cuius conceptio, solemni plena gaudio... coelestia terretria 
nova replet laetitia...Ave cuius nativitas nostra fuit solemnitas...ut lucifer lux oriens verum solem praeveniens...Ave pia 
humilitas,  sine viro fecunditas...cuius annuntiatio nostra fuit salvatio...Ave vera virginitas, immaculata castitas...
cuius purificatio nostra fuit purgatio...Ave praeclara omnibus angelicis virtutibus...cuius assumptio nostra glorificatio...
O mater Dei, memento mei. Amen.

Text and Translation 

Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord is with you serene Virgin...Hail, you whose conception, full of great jubilation fills heaven 
and earth with new joy...Hail, whose birth brought us joy...as the dawn's light shines before the true sun appears...Hail, 
pious humility, fruitful without a man...whose Annunciation brought us salvation...Hail true virginity, immaculate chastity... 
whose purification brought our cleansing...Hail, glorious one in all angelic virtues...whose Assumption was our 
glorification...O Mother of God, remember me.  Amen.

Not on the Kamien 
Recordings

Mass

Motet

"Agnus Dei (I)" from Pope Marcellus Mass
by Giovanni da PALESTRINA (c. 1524Ð94)

Ag  -  nus   De     -     -      -     i

Ag  -  nus   De     -     -      -     i

Ag  -  nus   De     -    -   i

Ag  -  nus   De     -      -      -     i

Ag  -  nus   De     -     -      -     -     i

Soprano

Alto

Tenor 1

Tenor 2

A -  -   -  -gnus -  -   -   De   -    -  i

Bass 1

Bass 2 (etc.)

Ag  -  nus   De     -     -      -     -     i

De -  -   -   -   -   -   i

A -  -   -  -gnus -  -   -   De -   -   -   i

The opening texture of this work may be graphed as follows:

(etc.)

(etc.)

(etc.)

(etc.)

(etc.)

TEXT: Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi. Miserere nobis 
           (Translation: Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy on us.)

by 1510

1567

PalestrinaÑ the greatest master of late Renaissance sacred musicÑ worked at the Vatican in Rome.  
This Mass is for 6 voice parts a cappella (no instrumental accompaniment), and has a fuller, richer 
sound than heard in the music of Josquin. The flowing vocal melodies are seamless, smooth, and 
consonant.  The six-voice choir is divided in half occasionally to create antiphonal effects (one 
group answers another).  The musical sections are longer than those heard in previous works.  
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Music Guide 

10
Kamien 4-CD set
CD1/Tracks 59-67

As Vesta Was From Latmos Hill Descending
by Thomas WEELKES (c. 1575Ð1623)

Music Guide 

11

WORD-PAINTING DEVICES:

Not on the Kamien 
Recordings

Madrigal

Moro, lasso
by Carlo GESUALDO (c. 1560Ð1613)

1601

Madrigal
1611

This work is a primary example of an English madrigal from the late Renaissance. It is for five 
unaccompanied solo voices and features many obvious instances of word-painting (illustrating the 
meaning of specific words through musical symbolism).  The texture is usually imitative, the tempo is 
quick and in a steady meter, and the style is clearly secular in nature.  This piece is from a collection 
of madrigals entitled The Triumphes of OrianaÑ dedicated to Queen Elizabeth I (whose nickname 
was "Oriana."  Other characters referenced in the poetry are from Greek/Roman mythology: Vesta 
(sister of Zeus, virgin goddess of the hearth and home), and Diana (Roman goddess of chastity).  In this 
madrigal, when Vesta and Diana come down from Latmos Hill, all of their attendants abandon them, and 
run to the "rising" Queen Elizabeth ("Oriana").

As Vesta was from Latmos Hill  descending

She spied a maiden Queen the same  ascending

attended on by all the shepherd's swain,

to whom Diana's darlings

came  running  down amain.

First  TWO by TWO

Then  THREE by THREE

TOGETHER.

Leaving their goddess  ALL ALONE, hasted thither,

And  mingling  with the shepherds of her train

With mirthful tunes her presence entertain.

Then sang the shepherds and nymphs of Diana

Long  live fair Oriana!

Musical line GOES DOWN 
rapidly on "descending", and 
GOES UP on "ascending"

Rapid musical "RUNS" (many notes in fast series)
Texture reduced to TWO singers at a time

Then 3 singers . . .

Then ALL SING TOGETHER

One female singer sings this ALL ALONE ...

Now the singers "mingle" in 
      imitative counterpoint

This section is VERY, VERY LONG!

TEXT/TRANSLATION:

Moro, lasso al mio duolo,
Wearily I die from my agony,

E chi mi pu˜  dar  vita ,
Yet she, who could give me life,

Ahi , che m'ancide e non vuol darmi aita,
Alas, she gives me death instead of help,

O dolorosa sorte,
O excruciating fate,

Chi dar vita mi pu˜ , ahi, mi da morte .
She who can give me life, alas, gives me death.

Low voices depict the man's torment 
  through slow tempo, agonizing harmonies

High soprano (representing the woman) enters 
  at much faster, happier tempo on "vita" (life).

Intensely dissonant harmonies on "Ahi!"

More excruciating harmonic clashes

The painful harmonies wander aimlessly, 
  reaching a sense of relief only at the final 
  cadence.

WORD-PAINTING DEVICES:

TEXT:

Gesualdo, the Prince of Venosa, was as overly-passionate in his life as he was in his music. One night, 
when he discovered his wife and her lover in an adulterous embrace, he murdered them both.  While in 
exile for the rest of his life, he wrote repenitent Catholic sacred music and intensely anguished secular 
works such as Moro, lassoÑ a late Italian madrigal based on poetry that is much more serious and tragic 
than that seen in English madrigals. In order to vividly depict the meaning of the words, Gesualdo often 
changes the texture, tempo, and harmonic basis of this work. You will notice many moments of extreme 
dissonance, especially on the words "Ahi" (an anguished "Ah" in English), and "dolorosa" ("extremely 
painful" in English).  This dissonance is achieved through the use of chromaticismÑ the technique of 
using pitches that are foreign to the "mode" or "key" of the piece. 

 


