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Claudio Monteverdi’s encounters with the poetry of Torquato Tasso began typically enough with 
the settings of his lyric verse in his First (1587) and Second (1590) books of madrigals, moving 
to the more grandiloquent epic mode of Gerusalemme liberata in the Third (1593). Thereafter, 
the composer’s literary interests seem to have turned elsewhere: there is just one Tasso setting in 
the Fourth Book (1603) and one in the Seventh (1619) prior to Monteverdi’s re-engagement with 
the poet in the Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda (1624). 

I have already argued that the Fourth Book’s “Piagn’e sospira e quand’i caldi raggi” 
(from Gerusalemme conquistata) served a special purpose. “Al lume delle stelle” in the Seventh, 
however, has received less attention. It comes towards the end of the series of “madrigali” 
preceding the book’s “altri generi de canti” because of its scoring for four voices (SSTB) and 
continuo. Yet that scoring also forces Monteverdi to engage with what lies behind his earlier 
interest in Tasso as well: the text appears to be a lyric madrigal, but one cast in something 
approaching an epic mode by combining the diegetic voice (the narrator describes Tirsi sitting 
distraught under a laurel) and a mimetic one (Tirsi’s exclamation to the stars shining like the 
eyes of his recalcitrant beloved). Setting the text as a five-voice madrigal, as Luca Marenzio did 
in his Seventh Book (1595), might or might not be able to make the distinction. But in the 
context of the newer concertato style, Monteverdi would seem forced to do so. 

He initially represents the narrator by all four voices, and Tirsi by a tenor and bass duet. 
But in the midst of Tirsi’s expostulation, Monteverdi recasts two of Tasso’s lines (also changing 
the words) to allow the two sopranos to “speak” for themselves. Thus the setting becomes a kind 
of dialogue (SS respond to TB and vice versa), even though the text suggests nothing of the sort. 
This begs the obvious question of who those two sopranos are meant to represent, and therefore 
who Tirsi. The answer lies in the clear programmatic construction of the Seventh Book as a 
whole in light of its dedication to Caterina de’ Medici, the new Duchess of Mantua. And while it 
is not unusual to find Monteverdi taking liberties with his poetry, this becomes a special case 
precisely because his intervention is so extreme.		
	


