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Monteverdi’s first major court position was as musician to the dukes of Mantua,
"who treated him in a high-handed manner and summarily dismissed him in 1612.
When, some years later, after his appointment to the Basilica of San Marco in
Venice, Monteverdi was wooed by Mantua once more, the now securely es-
tablished and successful Maestro delivered himself of the astonishing document
given below. This letter, addressed again to Striggio, gives arevealing glimpse of
an artist whose awareness of his own gifts emboldened him in his dealings with
his social superiors. And nowhere do we geta more vivid and detailed picture of

the patronage system in action.

Venice, 13 March 1620

I must tell Your Excellency that the singular honor His Highness has
done me in making me this exceptionally gracious offer to return to his
service has touched me and pleased me so much that I cannot find words
to express my gratitude. The years of my youth that I spent in that Most
Serene service have implanted in my heart such strong feelings of devo-
tion, goodwill, and reverence towards that Most Serene house that I
shall pray to God on its behalf as long as I live, and desire that it may
enjoy the greatest prosperity that a devoted servant could hope and wish
for. And certainly if I had thoughts only for myself Your Excellency
could rest assured that I should feel bound to return, if I could minister
to His Highness’s commands without taking other matters into consider-

- ation.

But there are two factors—one relating to this Most Serene Republic
[of Venice], the other to my sons—that cause me to have second
thoughts: perhaps you will allow me to say a little more about these two
matters, for I know that I can count on Your Excellency’s kindness, and
that wisdom and brotherly love are among your greatest qualities. I shall
therefore ask Your Excellency to bear in mind that this Most Serene
Renmihlic. which has never given a salarv of more than 200 ducats to any

of my predecessors—whether Adriano [Willaert], Cipriano [de Rore];
Zarlino, or any other—gives me 400, a favor that I must not lightly set
aside without taking it carefully into account; since, Excellent Sir, this:
Most Serene Signory does not make innovations without careful thouglht
I must regard this particular act of grace very favorably indeed. Nor, hav
ing done this, have they ever had second thoughts: indeed they have
honored me further, in that they will accept no singer into the choir
without first hearing the opinion of the maestro di cappella, nor accept
organists or vice-maestri without the opinion and report of the maestr
di cappella. There is no gentleman who does not esteem and honor me,
and when I go and perform, whether church music or chamber music, I
swear to Your Excellency that the whole city runs to listen. My positioi
is the more agreeable also because the whole choir is under temporary
appointment except the maestro di cappella: indeed itis up to himtoap-
point and dismiss the singers and to grant leaves of absence or not; andif
he does not go into the choir no one will say anything about it. His posi- |
tion is assured until he dies and is not affected by the death of the procu-
rators or of the prince, provided he gives loyal and devoted service and
not the opposite. If he does not go and collect his salary at the right time
itis brought to his house. This is his basic income. There are also useful
additional earnings outside St. Mark’s: I have been asked again and
again by the wardens of the confraternities and earn 200 ducats a year,
for anyone who wants the maestro di cappella to make music for them
will pay 30, even 40, or as many as 50 ducats for two Vespers and a
Mass and afterwards will also thank him very warmly.

Now, Your Excellency, weigh against this in the balance of your fine
judgment what you have offered me in His Highness’s name and see
whether there are any genuine grounds for my moving or not. In the first
place, Your Excellency, kindly consider the damage I would do to my .
reputation with these excellent gentlemen here and with His Highness
the Doge himself if I decided to exchange my present income, assured
for life, for that offered by the Mantuan treasury, which ceases with the
prince’s death or his least displeasure; if I were to give up more than 450
ducats (in Mantuan currency), which is what I receive from the Venetian
treasury, in order to accept 300 in Mantua, what would not these
gentlemen say about me, and with reason? It is true that on behalf of His
Highness you add a further 150 scudi from land that would be my
freehold. But to this I reply that His Highness cannot give me what is
mine: there would not be 150 but rather 50, since His Highness already
owes me the 100; so he should not take into account what I have earned
in the past by great toil and sweat. There would therefore be 350 ducats
altogether; here I earn 450, and 200 more on the side.

So Your Excellency can see that people would undoubtedly speak
very ill of me, especially as there are others—though I should not say
so—who have hitherto been much more liberally rewarded than I have.
How ashamed I should feel beside them to see them rewarded better




than me! Compare Venice! Your Excellency should also remember that
His Highness made me 2 better offer, verbally through Signor Capa-
gnolo, when I was staying in the latter’s house after Signor Sante’s death:
this was a salary of 300 scudi from land, 200 of which were to be mine up
to my death and 100-as a gift as payment of my annual rent. Then when I
said 1 did not wish to have anything to do with the treasury he offered me
a pension of 200 more, which came altogether to 600 Mantuan ducats.
Now His Highness would like me to settle for so much less, as well as
going to the treasurer every day to beg him to give me what is mine! As
'wd sees me, I have never in my life suffered greater humiliation of the
spirit than when, almost for the love of God, 1 had to go and beg the trea-
surer for what was mine. I would rather go from door to door than submit
again to such indignity. (I beg Your Excellency to forgive me if I speak
freely and to be so kind, on this occasion, and for the love I bear you as
vour devoted servant, as to hear me out with your boundless humanity
and not in your official capacity.) ‘

When the excellent procurator Signor Landi, together with the other
excellent gentlemen, wished to increase my salary by 100 ducats he
spoke as follows: «fxcellent colleagues, he who desires an honorable
servant must grant him an honorable contract.” So if the Duke wished
me to come and live honorably it is only right that he should treat me
likewise; if not, I beg him not to bother me, since, as Your Excellency
well knows, I have acted honorably.

I have said nothing of my sons. Yet Your Excellency, who is also the
father of a family, knows very well how zealous a father has to be in desir-
ing that honor for himself and for the household depending upon him
which by the laws of nature he feels to be their due.

My conclusion, Excellent Sir, is this. As for Claudio, he is already in
every way at His Highness’s beck and call. As for the above consider-
ations, he cannot honorably change his situation unless it be for the bet-
ter and thus feel entirely justified in leaving the service of these ex-
cellent gentlemen. His Highness has the opportunity, now that the illus-
irious Bishop of Mantua has passed to a better life, of satisfying Mon-
teverdi with a pension and a little more land without exposing him to the
repugnant practices of an unreliable treasury: in short, a pension of 400
Mantuan scudi and 300 from land would be little to His Highness, and to
Claudio a truly generous settlement. Perhaps Claudio is asking the im-
possible? He asks in fact for less than [the singers] Adriana and, possi-
bly, Settimia used to get; he asks for what he is getting now. For it is
my duty to leave alittle something tomy sons. If [ were to leave something
provided by the Most Serene house of Gonzaga it would be to their eter-
nal honor, for they would have helped a long-serving employee not
wholly despised by princes. And if this seems too much to His Highness,
lethim do me the honor of assigning me a little land so that I may bave a
little capital, since the 400 ducats I am getting now are in effect a pen-
sion. In so doing, His Highness will have paid his servant; and if he will

deign to command hifn, he sha i .
thePnlight the more expeditiouslllyﬁtgdci‘lri,t ‘I’Xl}l]ﬁsgz;;g;n the middledf.
lengtl?.a;teofr(l)lrglr‘éi me, zour Excellency, if I have written at too great "ﬁ i
P y remains for me tq thank Your Excellency with all my he i
exceptional favor you did me in presenting my madrigalsy[BOE:k'f

VII : B
] to Her Highness; I am sure that, since they were handed over by no* -

less a person th '
an Your Excelle ; g
gratefully received. ney, they will have been the more |

enis T Old a Ni .) M C panion New i()lk V. W
g ( H 4

D is Arn nd el Fortune eds 1}18 Uﬂiebeldl om :

Norton & Company, Il’lC., 1968), 52-56. Repunted by permission Oi W. W. I\‘]Oltoll &VC

pany, Inc., and Faber and Faber Ltd. Copyright © 1968 by Denis Armold o




