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Giovanni Pierluigi da

PA L E S T R I N A
Palestrina’s legacy and impact on sacred music worldwide 
is second to none. Composers through the centuries 
have studied and learnt from his gift for writing exquisite 
polyphony. Small wonder then that he has been called not 
only “the prince and father of music” but also “the saviour 
of church music”. At the final session of the Council of Trent, 
there were many discussions about the use of polyphony and 
whether or not it should be banned. In 1607, the composer 
Agostino Agazzari wrote “music of the older kind is no longer 
in use because of the confusion and Babel of the words.” And 
he went on to say that this music would have come very near to being banished from the 
holy church by a sovereign pontiff had not Giovanni Palestrina found the remedy. The 
price of fame for Palestrina was that his legacy was to contain as many myths as facts.

Over the past few years, we have been undertaking a series honouring his great art, 
recording much unfamiliar but stunning music from every part of his life, giving a 
more accurate picture of his great achievements in music. I hasten to add that we are 
not endeavouring to record every note Palestrina penned - that would be more than a 
lifetime’s work considering he wrote 104 masses! But what we will do is present each 
volume based around a single mass, in this case Missa Ut re mi fa sol la. This Mass was a 
revelation to us all. I must say that I did feel very sorry for the second sopranos who spent 
every movement moving up and down the six note hexachord in long note values, but 
the spacious nature of the outer movements and the rhythmic vitality of both the Gloria 
and the Credo make for some simply glorious effects.
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Alongside the mass are works related to St John the Baptist and St John the Evangelist 
as well as three settings of texts from the Song of Songs. Palestrina published 29 such 
settings, which he dedicated to Pope Gregory XIII. In that dedication, he apologised, and 
indeed “blushed and grieved”, for possessing light and vain ideas in the past (presumably 
referring to such music as his hugely popular madrigals on profane texts); and he asserts 
that he has changed his purpose now by choosing “those poems which have been 
written of the praises of our Lord Jesus Christ and his Most Holy Mother the Virgin Mary”. 
Remember that the Song of Songs comes from that part of the Old Testament which was 
often considered too sensual and erotic to be read.  It was originally Hebrew love poetry, 
written down possibly 300 years or so before the birth of Christ, but these are texts which 
in Renaissance times were used in praise of the Virgin Mary.

I have always regarded Palestrina as the master craftsman whose music composers of all 
ages have attempted to emulate. He shapes his music in a beautifully sonorous way using 
a lot of suspensions but always coming back into the line of the music. However, it is this 
perfect craftsmanship that can sometimes make Palestrina’s music sound all too perfect 
and occasionally academic. We have attempted to achieve real ebb and flow in his music, 
not clipping the ends of phrases but allowing the music to breathe, to convey the real 
meaning of the words and making our breaths part of the music as a whole. There is a 
wealth of word painting in which to indulge, especially in his Song of Songs motets. Our 
aim has been to be sensitive to this wonderful poetry and inject an energy and beauty 
to our performances that I hope goes some way to honour Palestrina as “the celebrated 
light of music”.
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 Nearly half a millennium ago, in 
1525, Giovanni Pierluigi was born 

in the town of Palestrina near Rome. 
Palestrina (as he soon became known) 
first made his mark as organist, and 
later choirmaster, in the church of St 
Agapito from 1544-1550, before being 
appointed maestro of the Cappella 
Giulia in Rome by Pope Julius III. The 
Cappella Giulia sang in St Peter’s, except 
for certain occasions when their role was 
taken over by the Papal Choir. Palestrina 
served there from 1551 until 1554.

In early 1555 Palestrina, despite being 
married, was appointed to the Papal 
Choir by the Pope, to work in the 
magnificent surroundings of the Sistine 
Chapel, decorated by the inspired 
frescoes of Michelangelo. This same 
year Pope Julius died, and his successor, 
Pope Marcellus II, also after only three 
weeks. The next Pope, Paul IV, then 
issued in July a decree banning married 

singers from the choir. Palestrina had to 
leave, but was able to take up the post of 
maestro at St John Lateran staying until 
1561 when he left for a similar position 
at St Maria Maggiore. He remained 
there for some years before returning 
permanently to the Cappella Giulia 
in 1571 on the death of Animuccia. In 
1565 Palestrina was appointed Papal 
Composer, with responsibility for 
provision of music to be sung by the 
Papal Choir. He died in 1594.

Palestrina’s life straddles a period 
of great change in the cultural life 
of Europe: he saw the birth and 
growth of Protestantism and the  
Counter-Reformation; the mid-century 
reaffirmation and centralisation of 
Catholic dogma by the Council of Trent; 
and the rise of a cultured, moneyed 
middle class eager for spiritual 
and artistic enlightenment. Rapid 
technological advances in the printing of 

MISSA UT RE MI FA SOL LA (Hexachord Mass) 
1  Kyrie 5.11 
2  Gloria 3.14 
3  Credo 6.31 
4  Sanctus 5.01 
5  Benedictus  3.11 
6  Agnus Dei I 3.46  
7  Agnus Dei II 3.44 
8  Fuit homo missus a Deo 6.11 
9  Puer qui natus est                 3.10
bl  Iustus ut palma 2.18
bm  Misso Herodes 2.56
bn  Ut queant laxis     5.44

SONG OF SONGS: nos. 22-24 
bo  Pulchra es, amica mea      2.23 
bp  Quae est ista, quae progreditur  2.15                  
bq  Descendi in hortum meum   2.32
br  Hic est beatissimus Evangelista  6.03
bs  Valde honorandus est                  2.49
bt Hic est discipulus ille 3.14

                         Total Running Time 70.14

Giovanni Pierluigi da

PA L E S T R I N A (1525-94)

volume 

9
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books and music reduced their cost and 
made them accessible to large numbers 
of people, transforming society at a 
rate never previously seen. There were 
ever-increasing opportunities now for 
musicians of talent in the service of the 
Roman Church, when the mid-century 
standardisation and revision of much 
of the liturgy demanded new and more 
ambitious settings of the texts.

The masses of Palestrina demonstrate 
clearly why he was regarded by his 
peers as the foremost composer of his 
time, and they remain the basis of his 
modern reputation. 46 were printed in 
seven books by the end of 1594, the 
year of his death, and another 33 by 
1601. No fewer than 104, possibly more, 
in total have survived into modern 
times in these prints, but also in the 
many, mainly Roman, manuscripts now 
mostly in the Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana. They must have been popular 

and widely used: copies of the various 
prints have survived in many Italian 
libraries, as well as in Germany, Spain, 
Portugal and other parts of Europe, as 
well as manuscript copies. There are 
examples of masses in all the standard 
techniques of the 16th century: parody, 
paraphrase, free-composition, canon, 
and old-fashioned cantus firmus.

Missa Ut re mi fa sol la  
(Hexachord Mass)
The cantus firmus-based mass was 
the mainstay of composers in Europe, 
and later in the New World, certainly 
of those preceding Palestrina, and of 
many later. A tune, popular or chant, or 
solmisation syllables, was quoted often 
in long notes as a structural harmonic 
and thematic framework for the music: 
as examples the numerous Masses on 
the L’homme armé tune come to mind 
immediately. Other late 15th- and early 
16th-century works on solmisation 

syllables include the Missa Hercules Dux 
Ferrariae and the Missa La sol fa re mi by 
Josquin Desprez, who is also famous for 
his two Masses on the L’homme armé 
tune. One of these, Missa L’homme armé 
super voces musicales, actually repeats 
the cantus firmus on consecutive notes 
of the scale C to A, i.e. on the hexachord. 
Indeed the hexachord was the basis of 
Renaissance music theory. This special 
but simple scalar theme was taken up 
by many composers, such as Antoine 
Brumel (probably the first in 1503), 
the Tudor Avery Burton, the Spaniards 
Boluda, Morales and Esquivel, and,  
of course, Palestrina. Much later, 
Francisco Lopez-Capillas (c.1605-74)  
and Francisco Valls (c.1665-1747) 
produced their famous examples, the 
Missae super scalam aretinam.

Palestrina’s version was published in 
1570, but it was also copied earlier in 
1563 into a Vatican manuscript, thus it is a 

relatively early work. Certainly there are 
features of style here which musicians 
and listeners who only know Palestrina’s 
later mature compositions might 
find startling: the long melismas on 

“Sabaoth” in the Sanctus are an obvious 
example. Written for six voices, the 
mass exhibits a considerable grandeur 
of scale, particularly in Gloria and Credo 
with much richly sonorous homophonic 
writing. Elsewhere, Palestrina uses 
considerable ingenuity in varying the 
presentation of the hexachord theme, 
as well as providing imaginative free-
composed counterpoints to contrast 
with the cantus firmus (sung throughout 
by Soprano 2). Certainly this is one 
mass which might invite instrumental 
participation. Was it written for a special 
occasion, perhaps a celebration of the 
Feast of St John the Baptist?

Why John the Baptist? The hexachord 
(the solmisation syllables ut, re, mi, fa, 
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sol, la) formed the basis of medieval 
music instruction for church musicians: 
it stems from the 8th- to 10th-century 
Gregorian chant melody and text 
of the plainchant hymn, Ut queant 
laxis, assigned to the feast of John’s 
decapitation, 29th August. Each of 
the six phrases of the text begins 
consecutively on the six notes of 
the rising scale in the original tune 
(attributed to Guido d’Arezzo, (fl.990-
1030), generally regarded as the 
father of modern music notation). In 
Palestrina’s time the hymn (as recorded 
here) was sung to another chant 
melody lacking the stepwise tune, at 
least in the Roman rite.

We know that during the 1560s 
Palestrina was employed mainly in  
St John Lateran, (the seat of the Bishop 
of Rome, the Pope), that mighty church 
dedicated primarily to Christ the Saviour 
and then to both St John the Baptist 

and St John the Evangelist. It may be 
that the composition of the mass dates 
from then.

“...And she went forth and said unto 
her mother, What shall I ask? And she 
said, The head of John the Baptist.” 

Gospel according to Mark 6:24

One of the best known Biblical stories 
is that of the death of John the Baptist. 
An ascetic, desert-dwelling, 1st-century 
AD Jewish preacher, John had been 
incarcerated in a dungeon for rebuking 
Herod for unlawfully marrying his 
brother’s wife, Herodias, contrary to 
Jewish religious law. Herodias’s desire for 
revenge after John’s admonishment of 
her resulted in his decapitation and his 
head being presented to her on a platter. 
Not surprisingly these lurid events have 
been much commemorated in painting, 
literature and music, the story often 
embroidered far beyond the relatively 
simple Bible narrative.

The circumstances of John’s birth 
were no less strange than his demise: 
a miraculous child whose conception 
was announced by the Angel Gabriel 
to the aged priest Zachariah, his  
father; Elisabeth, his mother, a woman 
sterile and past childbearing age. 
Indeed his birth was regarded as 
the fulfilment of prophecies in Old 
Testament passages from Exodus, 
Isaiah and Malachi, as one who would 
prepare the way for the coming of 
a Messiah. Furthermore the New 
Testament Gospels appear to regard 
John as having a specific role ordained 
by God as a precursor to Jesus, who 
was in fact the foretold Messiah.

The liturgy of the Roman Catholic 
Church celebrates John the Baptist with 
two feast days: his birth on 24th June; 
and his decapitation on 29th August. 
The five-voiced Fuit homo missus a Deo 
for John’s Nativity was first published 

by Palestrina in his third book of motets 
in 1575. It is a substantial setting, in two 
parts, in ABCB form. There is an earlier 
setting, for four voices, published in 
1564. Puer qui natus est was printed 
first in 1564, Misso Herodes in 1569. By 
then Palestrina’s musical style was well 
formed, balancing clarity of the words 
with interesting melodic lines.

The two books of offertory motets 
published by Palestrina in 1593, the year 
before his death, contain consistently 
fine music, demonstrating the late 
refinement of the style of his middle 
years, the 1560s. The 68 offertories are, 
with those by Lassus, also historically 
important, for up until their publication, 
plainchant was generally used at 
this point in the Mass. The offertory 
text Iustus ut palma was set twice 
by Palestrina. The version recorded 
here is the one marked In Nativitate  
S. Ioannis Baptistae.
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The 29 motets on verses from the 
Song of Songs, are, with his books 
of madrigals, somewhat anomalous 
in Palestrina’s output. They are non-
liturgical, although they could be, 
and were sung in services. But much 
of their purpose was for use by the 
common man, in occasional private 
and public devotions, for the practice 
of spiritual exercises encouraged by 
such notables as St Philip Neri, and 
by various religious confraternities. 
They must have sold extremely 
well, for there were 11 reprints up 
to 1613. The three recorded here,  
Pulchra es, amica mea, Quae est 
ista, quae progreditur and Descendi 
in hortum meum, demonstrate why 
they were so successful in their own 
time, for they are intimate, vocal 
chamber music, set in a simple 
style, always for five voices, lacking 
any pretension to complexity  
or virtuosity.

Other than John the Baptist, there 
were various characters named 
John in the New Testament story of 
Jesus, most notably John the Apostle 
and Evangelist, the one “beloved of 
Jesus”; he who reclined on the breast 
of Jesus at the Last Supper. His feast 
is celebrated in the Roman rite on  
27th December.

Palestrina’s setting of Hic est 
beatissimus Evangelista has only 
come down to us in manuscripts, the 
earliest, a Cappella Giulia copy, dating 
from around 1590. For six voices (with 
two altos and two tenors), in two partes, 
it is notable for several sonorous 
declamatory passages. Designated 
the third responsory at Matins, the text 
is taken from a sermon on the saints by 
St Augustine.

The text for Hic est discipulus ille is 
the penultimate verse of the Gospel 
of St John, with the omission of the 

words: “and wrote of these things” [et 
scripsit eos]. The disciple is of course 
John, on whose testimony the Gospel 
is thought to be based, although 
modern scholarship does not think 
it was actually written by him. 
Palestrina sets Hic est discipulus for 
two sopranos with alto, tenor and bass,  

Valde honorandus est for SATB. Both 
motets were first issued in print in the 
1560s. Palestrina had published a huge 
amount of his music by the time he was 
middle-aged, reflecting how successful 
he must have been even early in his 
career to afford publishing costs.

© 2022 Martyn Imrie
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 Quasi mezzo millennio fa, nel 1525, 
Giovanni Pierluigi nasceva nella 

città di Palestrina, vicino a Roma. 
Palestrina (come divenne presto 
conosciuto) si fece notare come 
organista e poi maestro di coro nella 
chiesa di Sant’Agapito dal 1544 al 1550, 
prima di essere nominato maestro della 
Cappella Giulia a Roma da Papa Giulio 
III. La Cappella Giulia cantava in San 
Pietro, tranne in alcune occasioni in 
cui il suo ruolo veniva assunto dal Coro 
Papale. Palestrina vi prestò servizio dal 
1551 al 1554.

All’inizio del 1555 il Papa nominò 
Palestrina, nonostante fosse sposato, 
membro del Coro Papale, con l’incarico 
di lavorare nei magnifici ambienti della 
Cappella Sistina, decorata dagli ispirati 
affreschi di Michelangelo. Nello stesso 
anno Papa Giulio morì, così come, 
dopo sole tre settimane, pure il suo 
successore, Papa Marcello II.

Il Papa successivo, Paolo IV, emanò in 
luglio un decreto che vietava ai cantori 
sposati di entrare nel coro. Palestrina 
dovette lasciare il coro, ma riuscì ad 
ottenere l’incarico di maestro a San 
Giovanni in Laterano rimanendovi fino 
al 1561, quando partì per assumere un 
incarico simile a Santa Maria Maggiore. 
Qui rimase alcuni anni prima di tornare 
definitivamente alla Cappella Giulia nel 
1571, alla morte di Animuccia. Nel 1565 
Palestrina fu nominato compositore 
papale, con la responsabilità di 
comporre le musiche per il coro papale. 
Palestrina morì nel 1594.

La vita di Palestrina si colloca a cavallo 
di un periodo di grandi cambiamenti 
nella vita culturale dell’Europa: egli 
ebbe modo di assistere alla nascita e 
diffusione del protestantesimo e alla 
Controriforma, alla riaffermazione e 
centralizzazione del dogma cattolico 
da parte del Concilio di Trento a metà 

del secolo e all’ascesa di una borghesia 
colta e ricca, desiderosa di illuminazione 
spirituale e artistica. I rapidi progressi 
tecnologici nella stampa di libri e 
musica ne ridussero il costo, rendendoli 
accessibili a un maggior numero di 
persone, trasformando la società ad un 
ritmo mai visto prima. Le opportunità 
per i musicisti di talento al servizio 
della Chiesa romana si moltiplicarono, 
grazie anche alla standardizzazione e 
revisione di gran parte della liturgia, 
a metà del secolo, che comportava 
nuove e più ambiziose impostazioni 
dei testi.

Le Messe di Palestrina dimostrano 
chiaramente perché egli fosse 
considerato dai suoi pari come il più 
importante compositore del suo 
tempo, e rimangono la base della sua 
reputazione moderna. 46 di queste 
furono stampate in sette libri entro la 
fine del 1594, anno della sua morte, e 

altre 33 entro il 1601. Non meno di 104, 
e forse più, sono sopravvissute fino 
ai tempi moderni in queste edizioni, 
ma anche nei numerosi manoscritti, 
per lo più romani, ora in gran parte 
custoditi presso la Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana. Le Messe devono essere state 
popolari e ampiamente utilizzate, lo 
dimostra la presenza di copie delle 
varie edizioni che sono sopravvissute 
in molte biblioteche italiane, oltre che 
in Germania, Spagna, Portogallo e altre 
parti d’Europa, così come numerose 
copie manoscritte. Ci sono esempi di 
Messe in tutte le tecniche tipiche del 
XVI secolo: parodia, parafrasi, libera 
composizione, canone e cantus firmus 
all’antica.

Missa Ut re mi fa sol la  
(Messa in esacordo)
La Messa basata sul cantus firmus è stata 
il cavallo di battaglia dei compositori in 
Europa, e più tardi nel Nuovo Mondo, 
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senza dubbio di quelli che hanno 
preceduto Palestrina, ma anche molti 
altri in seguito. Una melodia, un canto 
popolare o sillabe di solmisazione, 
venivano citate spesso in lunghe note 
come cornice strutturale armonica e 
tematica della musica: come esempio 
vengono subito in mente le numerose 
Messe sulla melodia de L’homme armé. 
Tra le opere del tardo XV e dell’inizio 
del XVI secolo su sillabe di solmisazione 
figurano anche la Missa Hecules Dux 
Ferrariae e la Missa la sol fa re mi di 
Josquin Desprez, famoso inoltre per 
le sue due Messe sul motivo de 
L’homme armé. Una di queste, la Missa 
L’homme armé super voces musicales, 
in realtà ripete il cantus firmus su note 
consecutive della scala da do a la, cioè 
sull’esacordo, che era infatti alla base 
della teoria musicale rinascimentale. 
Questo particolare ma semplice tema 
scalare fu ripreso da molti compositori, 
come Antoine Brumel (probabilmente 

il primo nel 1503), il Tudor Avery Burton, 
gli spagnoli Boluda, Morales ed Esquivel 
e, naturalmente, Palestrina. Molto più 
tardi Francisco Lopez-Capillas (circa 
1605-74) e Francisco Valls (circa 1665-
1747) produssero i loro famosi esempi, 
le Missae super scalam aretinam.

La versione di Palestrina fu pubblicata 
nel 1570, ma fu anche copiata 
in precedenza, nel 1563, in un 
manoscritto vaticano; si tratta quindi 
di un’opera relativamente precoce. 
Certamente ci sono caratteristiche di 
stile che i musicisti e gli ascoltatori che 
conoscono solo le ultime composizioni 
mature di Palestrina potrebbero 
trovare sorprendenti: i lunghi melismi 
su Sabaoth nel Sanctus ne sono un 
chiaro esempio. Scritta per sei voci, la 
Messa mostra una notevole ampiezza 
di scala, in particolare nel Gloria e nel 
Credo, con una scrittura omofonica 
ricca di sonorità. Altrove Palestrina usa 

una notevole ingegnosità nel variare la 
presentazione del tema dell’esacordo, 
oltre a fornire fantasiosi contrappunti 
a libera composizione in contrasto 
con il cantus firmus (cantato per tutta 
la durata da S2). Certamente questa 
è una Messa che potrebbe invitare 
alla partecipazione strumentale. Fu 
scritta per un’occasione speciale, forse 
la celebrazione della festa di San 
Giovanni Battista?

Perché Giovanni Battista? L’esacordo 
(le sillabe di solmisazione ut, re, mi, fa, 
sol, la) costituiva la base dell’istruzione 
musicale medievale per i musicisti di 
chiesa: deriva dalla melodia e dal testo 
del canto gregoriano dell’VIII-X secolo 
dell’inno in canto piano Ut queant 
laxis, assegnato alla celebrazione 
della decapitazione di Giovanni, il 29 
agosto. Ciascuna delle sei frasi del 
testo inizia consecutivamente sulle 
sei note della scala ascendente della 

melodia originale (attribuita a Guido 
d’Arezzo, 990-1030, generalmente 
considerato il padre della notazione 
musicale moderna). All’epoca di 
Palestrina l’Inno (come presentato in 
questa registrazione) veniva cantato 
su un’altra melodia di canto priva del 
motivo scalare, almeno nel rito romano.

Sappiamo che negli anni 60 del 
cinquecento Palestrina fu impiegato 
soprattutto in San Giovanni in Laterano 
(la sede del vescovo di Roma, il 
Papa), la possente chiesa dedicata 
in primo luogo a Cristo Salvatore e 
poi a San Giovanni Battista e a San 
Giovanni Evangelista. È possibile che 
la composizione della Messa risalga a 
quel periodo.

“...Poi uscì e disse a sua madre:  
Che cosa devo chiedere? Ed ella rispose: 
La testa di Giovanni Battista”.  

Vangelo secondo San Marco 6:24
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Una delle storie bibliche più conosciute 
è quella della morte di Giovanni 
Battista. Predicatore ebreo del I secolo 
d.C., asceta e abitante del deserto, 
Giovanni era stato incarcerato per aver 
rimproverato Erode di aver sposato 
illegalmente Erodiade, la moglie di 
suo fratello, in contrasto con la legge 
ebraica. Il desiderio di vendetta di 
Erodiade, dopo l’ammonimento di 
Giovanni, sfocia nella sua decapitazione 
e nella presentazione della sua testa su 
un piatto d’argento. Non sorprende 
che questi cupi eventi siano stati 
ampiamente commemorati nella 
pittura, nella letteratura e nella musica, 
e che la storia sia spesso ricamata 
ben oltre la relativamente semplice 
narrazione biblica.

Le circostanze della nascita di Giovanni 
non furono meno strane della sua 
scomparsa: un bambino miracoloso il cui 
concepimento fu annunciato dall’Angelo 

Gabriele all’anziano sacerdote Zaccaria, 
suo padre, e a Elisabetta, sua madre, una 
donna sterile e ben oltre l’età adatta al 
concepimento. In effetti, la sua nascita 
era considerata il compimento di 
profezie contenute in passi dell’Antico 
Testamento tratti dall’Esodo, da Isaia e 
Malachia, considerandolo come colui 
che avrebbe preparato la strada alla 
venuta del Messia. Inoltre, il Vangelo 
del Nuovo Testamento pare assegnare a 
Giovanni un ruolo specifico, ordinato da 
Dio come precursore di Gesù, che era in 
effetti il Messia predetto.

La liturgia della Chiesa cattolica romana 
celebra Giovanni Battista con due 
ricorrenze: il 24 giugno per la sua nascita 
e il 29 agosto per la sua decapitazione. 
Il Fuit homo missus a Deo a 5 voci per 
la Natività di Giovanni fu pubblicato 
per la prima volta da Palestrina nel 
suo terzo libro di Mottetti nel 1575. 
Esiste un’ambientazione precedente, a 

quattro voci, pubblicata nel 1564. Puer 
qui natus est fu stampato per la prima 
volta nel 1564, Misso Herodes nel 
1569. In questa fase lo stile musicale 
di Palestrina era ormai ben formato, in 
grado di bilanciare la chiarezza delle 
parole con linee melodiche interessanti.

I due libri di mottetti per l’Offertorio 
pubblicati da Palestrina nel 1593, l’anno 
precedente la sua morte, contengono 
una musica costantemente raffinata, 
che dimostra il tardivo perfezionamento 
dello stile degli anni intorno al 1560. I 
68 Offertori sono, insieme a quelli di 
Lassus, importanti anche dal punto 
di vista storico, poiché fino alla loro 
pubblicazione a questo punto della 
Messa si usava generalmente il canto 
piano. Palestrina scrisse due versioni 
del testo dell’Offertorio Iustus ut 
palma. La versione qui presentata è 
quella contrassegnata con In Nativitate 
S. Ioannis Baptistae.

I 29 mottetti su versi del Cantico dei Cantici 
rappresentano in qualche modo, insieme 
ai suoi libri di madrigali, un’anomalia 
nella produzione di Palestrina. Non sono 
liturgici, anche se potevano essere e sono 
stati cantati nel corso delle funzioni. Ma 
il loro scopo era principalmente inteso 
per l’uso da parte della gente comune, 
in occasionali celebrazioni private e 
pubbliche, per la pratica di esercizi 
spirituali incoraggiati da notabili come 
San Filippo Neri e da varie confraternite 
religiose. Si presume che vendessero 
bene, visto che furono ristampati in 
11 edizioni fino al 1613. I tre mottetti 
presentati in questa registrazione sono 
Pulchra es, amica mea, Quae est ista, 
quae progreditur e Descendi in hortum 
meum; questi dimostrano la ragione del 
grande successo che ebbero all’epoca: 
si tratta di musica da camera intima e 
vocale, in uno stile semplice, sempre 
a cinque voci, senza alcuna pretesa di 
complessità o virtuosismo.
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TEXTS & TRANSLATIONS 

1 Kyrie  
Kyrie eleison. 
Christe eleison. 
Kyrie eleison. 

Lord, have mercy on us. 
Christ, have mercy on us. 
Lord, have mercy on us.

MISSA UT RE MI FA SOL LA (Hexachord Mass) 

2 Gloria  
Gloria in excelsis Deo.  
Et in terra pax hominibus bonae voluntatis.  
Laudamus te, benedicimus te,  
adoramus te, glorificamus te.  
Gratias agimus tibi  
propter magnam gloriam tuam.  
Domine Deus, Rex caelestis,  
Deus Pater omnipotens.  
Domine Fili unigenite, Jesu Christe.  
Domine Deus, Agnus Dei, Filius Patris.  

Glory be to God on high.  
And on earth peace to men of good will.  
We praise Thee, we bless Thee,  
we worship Thee, we glorify Thee.  
We give thanks to Thee  
for Thy great glory.  
Lord God, heavenly King,  
God the Father almighty.  
O Lord, the only-begotten Son, Jesus Christ.  
Lord God, Lamb of God, Son of the Father.  

Oltre a Giovanni Battista, nella storia 
di Gesù del Nuovo Testamento sono 
presenti vari personaggi di nome 
Giovanni, in particolare l’apostolo ed 
evangelista Giovanni, il “prediletto di 
Gesù”, colui che si sdraiò sul petto del 
Cristo nel corso dell’Ultima Cena. La 
sua festa si celebra nel rito romano il 27 
dicembre.

La versione di Palestrina di Hic est 
beatissimus Evangelista è giunta a noi 
solo in manoscritti, il più antico dei quali, 
una copia di Cappella Giulia, risale al 
1590 circa. È per sei voci (due contralti e 
due tenori), in due partes, e si distingue 
per alcuni sonori passaggi declamatori. 
Designato come terzo responsorio 
del Mattutino, il testo è tratto da un 
sermone di Sant’Agostino sui Santi.

Il testo di Hic est discipulus ille è il 
penultimo versetto del Vangelo di San 
Giovanni, con l’omissione delle parole: 

“e scrisse di queste cose” [et scripsit eos]. 
Il discepolo è ovviamente Giovanni, 
sulla cui testimonianza si ritiene che 
il Vangelo sia basato, nonostante la 
scuola moderna non ritenga che sia 
stato effettivamente scritto da lui. 
Palestrina compone Hic est discipulus 
per due soprani con contralto, tenore 
e basso, Valde honorandus est 
per soprano, alto, tenore e basso. 
Entrambi i mottetti furono pubblicati 
in stampa per la prima volta nel 
1560. Al raggiungimento della mezza 
età Palestrina aveva già pubblicato 
una vasta produzione musicale, a 
testimonianza del successo che doveva 
avere ottenuto anche all’inizio della sua 
carriera e che gli consentì di affrontare i 
costi di pubblicazione.

© 2022 Martyn Imrie

Italian translation  
© 2023 Roberto Battista
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Qui, propter nos homines, 
et propter nostram salutem, 
descendit de caelis. 
Et incarnatus est de Spiritu Sancto 
ex Maria virgine, et homo factus est. 
Crucifixus etiam pro nobis 
sub Pontio Pilato; 
passus et sepultus est. 
Et resurrexit tertia die,  
secundum scripturas; 
et ascendit in caelum, 
sedet ad dexteram Patris. 
Et iterum venturus est cum gloria 
iudicare vivos et mortuos, 
cuius regni non erit finis. 
Et in Spiritum Sanctum 
Dominum et vivificantem, 
qui ex Patre Filioque procedit; 
qui cum Patre et Filio simul  
adoratur et conglorificatur;  
qui locutus est per Prophetas. 
Et unam sanctam catholicam  
et apostolicam ecclesiam. 
Confiteor unum baptisma 
in remissionem peccatorum. 
Et expecto resurrectionem mortuorum  
et vitam venturi saeculi.  
Amen.

Who for us men, 
and for our salvation, 
came down from heaven. 
And was incarnate by the Holy Ghost 
of the Virgin Mary and was made man. 
And was crucified also for us 
under Pontius Pilate. 
He suffered death and was buried. 
And the third day He rose again 
according to the scriptures; 
and ascended into heaven, 
and sitteth at the right hand of the Father. 
And He shall come again with glory 
to judge both the quick and the dead; 
whose kingdom shall have no end. 
And I believe in the Holy Ghost, 
the Lord and giver of life, 
Who proceedeth from the Father and the Son; 
Who with the Father and the Son together  
is worshipped and glorified; 
Who spake by the prophets. 
And I believe in one holy, catholic  
and apostolic Church. 
I acknowledge one baptism  
for the remission of sins. 
And I look for the resurrection of the dead 
and the life of the world to come.  
Amen.

Qui tollis peccata mundi,  
miserere nobis.  
Qui tollis peccata mundi,  
suscipe deprecationem nostram.  
Qui sedes ad dexteram Patris,  
miserere nobis.  
Quoniam tu solus Sanctus,  
tu solus Dominus,  
tu solus Altissimus Jesu Christe.  
Cum Sancto Spiritu  
in gloria Dei Patris.  
Amen.

Thou that takest away the sins of the world,  
have mercy upon us.  
Thou that takest away the sins of the world,  
receive our prayer.  
Thou that sittest at the right hand of the Father,  
have mercy upon us.  
For Thou only art holy,  
Thou only art the Lord,  
Thou only art the most high, Jesus Christ.  
With the Holy Spirit  
in the glory of God the Father.  
Amen.

Credo in unum Deum 
Patrem omnipotentem, 
factorem caeli et terrae,  
visibilium omnium et invisibilium. 
Et in unum Dominum, Jesum Christum, 
Filium Dei unigenitum, 
et ex Patre natum ante omnia saecula. 
Deum de Deo, lumen de lumine, 
Deum verum de Deo vero, 
genitum, non factum, 
consubstantialem Patri, 
per quem omnia facta sunt. 

I believe in God 
the Father almighty, 
maker of heaven and earth,  
and of all things visible and invisible. 
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, 
the only begotten Son of God, 
begotten of His Father before all worlds. 
God of God, light of light, 
very God of very God, 
begotten, not made, 
being of one substance with the Father,  
by Whom all things were made. 

3 Credo  
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Puer qui natus est plus quam propheta est: 
hic est enim de quo Salvator ait:
Inter natos mulierum, 
non surrexit maior  
Joanne Baptista.

The child that is born is more than a prophet; 
for this is he of whom the Saviour said: 
Among them that are born of women, 
there hath not risen any greater than  
John the Baptist.

9 Puer qui natus est             

8 Fuit homo missus a Deo  
Fuit homo missus a Deo  
cui nomen erat Joannes. 
Hic venit in testimonium,  
ut testimonium perhiberet de lumine,
et pararet Domino plebem perfectam.
Erat Joannes in deserto,  
praedicans baptismum paenitentiae. 
Hic venit in testimonium,  
ut testimonium perhiberet de lumine,  
et pararet Domino plebem perfectam.

There was a man sent from God  
whose name was John. 
This man came as a witness  
to give testimony about the light 
and to prepare for the Lord a perfect people.
John was in the desert,  
preaching baptism and penitence. 
This man came as a witness  
to give testimony about the light  
and to prepare for the Lord a perfect people.

Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus  
Dominus Deus Sabaoth. 
Pleni sunt caeli et terra gloria tua. 
Osanna in excelsis. 

Holy, Holy, Holy 
Lord God of hosts. 
Heaven and earth are full of Thy glory. 
Hosanna in the highest.

4 Sanctus  

Benedictus qui venit  
in nomine Domini.   
Osanna in excelsis.

Blessed is He that cometh  
in the name of the Lord.   
Hosanna in the highest.

5 Benedictus  

Agnus Dei,  
qui tollis peccata mundi: 
miserere nobis.

Lamb of God,  
Who takes away the sins of the world,  
have mercy on us.

6 Agnus Dei I

Agnus Dei,  
qui tollis peccata mundi:  
dona nobis pacem.

Lamb of God,  
Who takes away the sins of the world,  
grant us peace.

7 Agnus Dei II
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The messenger, coming from lofty Olympus,   
bears to thy father promise of your greatness,   
how he should name thee,   
what thy future life’s story would be. 

He, doubting the celestial promises,   
lost the power of ready speech,   
‘til at thy birth voice was restored   
to the voiceless. 

Thou in thy mother’s womb reclining,   
already knew your King,  
biding in His bridal chamber,   
whence the parent by the merits of her offspring,   
made clear what was hidden. 

Glory to the Father,   
to His incarnate offspring,   
and to the Spirit,   
equal virtue possessing, one God,  
throughout the eternal ages. Amen.  

Nuntius celso veniens Olympo,   
te patri magnum fore nasciturum,   
nomen, et vitae seriem gerendae   
ordine promit. 

Ille promissi dubius superni,   
perdidit promptae, modulos loquelae:   
sed reformasti genitus peremptae   
organa vocis. 

Ventris obstruso recubans cubili   
senseras Regem  
thalamo manentem:   
hinc parens nati meritis uterque  
abdita pandit. 

Gloria Patri,   
genitaeque Proli,   
et tibi compar utriusque semper,   
Spiritus almae Deus unus,  omni, 
tempore saecli. Amen.  

Iustus ut palma florebit: 
sicut cedrus, quae in Libano est, 
multiplicabitur.

The just man shall flourish like the palm tree: 
like the cedar of Libanus, 
he shall thrive.

bl Iustus ut palma   

Misso Herodes spiculatore, 
praecepit amputari caput 
Joannis Baptistae in carcere. 
Quo audito, discipuli eius venerunt, 
et tulerunt corpus eius, 
et posuerunt illud in monumento.

Herod, sending an executioner, 
commanded John’s head 
to be struck off in the prison.
On hearing of this, his disciples came 
and took his body 
and laid it in a tomb.

bm Misso Herodes  

Ut queant laxis   
Resonare fibris   
Mira gestorum   
Famuli tuorum,   
Solve polluti   
Labii reatum,   
Sancte Joannes. 

So that your servants may   
with loosened voices   
resound the wonders   
of your deeds,   
clean the guilt   
from our stained lips,   
O Saint John.  
  

bn Ut queant laxis  
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br Hic est beatissimus Evangelista 
Hic est beatissimus Evangelista,  
et Apostolus Joannes,   
qui privilegio amoris praecipui ceteris   
altius a Domino meruit honorari. 

Hic est discipulus ille, quem diligebat Jesus,   
qui supra pectus Domini in coena recubuit.   
Beatus Apostolus,  
cui revelata sunt secreta caelestia.

Here is the most blessed Evangelist  
and Apostle, John, who was privileged to be  
more highly honoured than the others  
by the Lord’s special love for him.  

Here is that disciple, who was loved by Jesus,   
who reclined on the Lord’s breast at  
the Last Supper. Blessed Apostle,  
to whom the secrets of Heaven were revealed.  

bs Valde honorandus est
Valde honorandus est beatus Joannes, 
qui supra pectus Domini in coena recubuit, 
cui Christus in cruce 
Matrem Virginem virgini commendavit.

Greatly to be honoured is the blessed John, 
who reclined on the breast of the Lord at the 
feast, to whom Christ from the Cross 
commended his Mother, virgin to virgin.

bt Hic est discipulus ille 
Hic est discipulus ille, 
qui testimonium perhibet de his, 
et scimus quia verum est testimonium eius.

This is that disciple 
that beareth witness of these things, 
and we know that his testimony is true.

bo Pulchra es, amica mea
Pulchra es, amica mea, 
suavis et decora, sicut Hierusalem: 
terribilis ut castrorum acies ordinata. 
Averte oculos tuos a me, 
quia ipsi me avolare fecerunt.

Thou art beautiful, O my love, 
sweet and comely as Jerusalem, 
terrible as an army in full array.
Turn away thine eyes from me, 
for they have made me flee.

bp Quae est ista, quae progreditur
Quae est ista, quae progreditur 
quasi aurora consurgens, 
pulchra ut luna, electa ut sol, 
terribilis ut castrorum acies ordinata?

Who is she who comes forth 
like the rising dawn, 
fair as the moon and bright as the sun, 
terrible as an army in full array?

bq Descendi in hortum meum
Descendi in hortum meum, 
ut viderem poma convallium, 
et inspicerem si floruisset vinea, 
et germinassent mala punica.

I went down into my garden 
to see the fruits of the valley, 
and to see if the vineyard had flourished 
and the pomegranate budded.

SONG OF SONGS  •  nos. 22-24
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HARRY CHRISTOPHERS 
Harry Christophers stands among today’s great 
champions of choral music. In partnership with The 
Sixteen, the ensemble he founded over 40 years ago, 
he has set benchmark standards for the performance 
of everything from late medieval polyphony to 
important new works by contemporary composers. 
His international influence is supported by more 
than 150 recordings and has been enhanced by 
his work as Artistic Director of Boston’s Handel and 
Haydn Society and as a guest conductor worldwide.

The Sixteen’s soundworld, rich in tonal variety and expressive nuance, reflects 
Christophers’ determination to create a vibrant choral instrument from the blend 
of adult professional singers. Under his leadership The Sixteen has established its 
annual Choral Pilgrimage to cathedrals, churches and other UK venues, created 
the Sacred Music series for BBC television, and developed an acclaimed period-
instrument orchestra. Highlights of their recent work include an Artist Residency 
at Wigmore Hall, a large-scale tour of Monteverdi’s Vespers of 1610, and the world 
premiere of James MacMillan’s Symphony No. 5, ‘Le grand Inconnu’; their future 
projects, meanwhile, comprise a series devoted to Purcell and an ongoing survey 
of Handel’s dramatic oratorios.

Harry served as Artistic Director of the Handel and Haydn Society for 13 
years, and has recently been appointed their Conductor Laureate. He was also 
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e appointed as Principal Guest Conductor of the City of Granada Orchestra in 2008 
and has worked as guest conductor with, among others, the London Symphony 
Orchestra, the BBC Philharmonic, the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra and the 
Deutsches Kammerphilharmonie. Christophers’ extensive commitment to opera 
has embraced productions for English National Opera and Lisbon Opera and 
work with the Granada, Buxton and Grange festivals.

He was appointed a CBE in the Queen’s 2012 Birthday Honours for his services to 
music. He is an Honorary Fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford, as well as the Royal 
Welsh College of Music and Drama, and has Honorary Doctorates in Music from 
the Universities of Leicester, Northumbria, Canterbury Christ Church and Kent.

Whether performing a simple medieval 
hymn or expressing the complex musical 
and emotional language of a contemporary 
choral composition, The Sixteen does 
so with qualities common to all great 
ensembles. Tonal warmth, rhythmic 

precision and immaculate intonation are clearly essential to the mix. But it is  
the courage and intensity with which The Sixteen makes music that speak  
above all to so many people.
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SOPRANO  

Julie Cooper  
Katy Hill  
Kirsty Hopkins  
Alexandra Kidgell  
Charlotte Mobbs   
Emilia Morton  

For further information about recordings on CORO or live performances and tours by  
The Sixteen, call: +44 (0) 20 7936 3420 or email: coro@thesixteen.com

Also available as a studio master quality download at www.thesixteen.com

www.thesixteen.com

t h e  v oi c e s  of    2023 The Sixteen Productions Ltd. 
© 2023 The Sixteen Productions Ltd.

Made in Great Britain

 Recording Producer:   Mark Brown            
 Recording Engineer:   Mike Hatch (Floating Earth)
 Recorded at:  St Augustine’s Church, Kilburn, London, 5-7 May 2021 
 Cover image:  Palestrina, Italy © shutterstock.com 
 Design:   Andrew Giles: discoyd@aegidius.org.uk

 ALTO  
Robin Blaze * 
Daniel Collins 
Rebecca Leggett * 
Edward McMullan 
Elisabeth Paul 
Kim Porter

TENOR  
Simon Berridge 
Jeremy Budd 
Mark Dobell 
George Pooley  

BASS  
Ben Davies 
Tim Jones 
Rob Macdonald  
Stuart Young

* tracks 1- 8 , bn , bo& br 

The Sixteen gave its first 
concert in 1979 under 
the direction of Founder 
and Conductor Harry 
Christophers CBE. Their 
pioneering work since has 
made a profound impact 
on the performance of 
choral music and attracted 
a large new audience, 
not least as ‘The Voices of 

Classic FM’ and through BBC television’s Sacred Music series.

The voices and period-instrument players of The Sixteen are at home in over 
five centuries of music, a breadth reflected in their annual Choral Pilgrimage to 
Britain’s great cathedrals and sacred spaces, regular appearances at the world’s 
leading concert halls, and award-winning recordings for The Sixteen’s CORO 
and other labels.

Recent highlights include the world premiere of James MacMillan’s Symphony  
No. 5, ‘Le grand Inconnu’, commissioned for The Sixteen by the Genesis  
Foundation, an ambitious ongoing series of Handel oratorios, and a debut tour 
of China.
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