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The Novellette of Simone Balsamino, maesto di cappella at the Venice cathedral in 1591–96, 
is a singular and enigmatic work for scholars and performers of the Italian madrigal.  With its 
title, Novellette, the volume outwardly tests the generic conception of the madrigal book, 
while its dedication and contents—nearly all settings from Tasso’s pastoral drama Aminta—
root the works in the vestiges of a sung, outdoor theatrical tradition tied to the court of 
Urbino.  These Aminta settings comprise two expansive excerpts from the second act— the 
entrance soliloquy for the lustful Satiro and a sixteen-parte setting of a dialogue between the 
shepherds Aminta and Tirsi—both of which describe the characters’ passions for the chaste 
nymph Silvia and their alarming intentions to take her, if not by consent, then by force.  The 
two works prove both distinct from one another and exceptional from the conventional lyric 
madrigal in their compositional means and performance instructions.  They also convey 
perceptive renderings of their respective characters and the wide-ranging psychological 
landscapes that unfold through both extensive texts. 

Despite the book’s compelling and peculiar techniques and the keen interest in recent 
madrigal scholarship on issues of genre and narrativity, few studies have given considerable 
attention to the Novellette.  This study builds on the earlier work of Francesco Luisi and 
Andrea Chegai of the 1990s by exploring Balsamino’s book and its individual works from the 
perspectives of text, music, and genre to illuminate the music’s multifaceted strategies of 
presenting the characters’ speech and, in turn, the potential modes of reading and performance 
that such strategies support.  The results of this analysis point toward a conception of the 
sixteen settings of the Aminta–Tirsi exchange as a unified whole that facilitates a variety of 
distinct performance types.  More fundamentally, the study highlights the strongly intertextual 
and multi-generic design of the Novellette as a whole.  
 
 


