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A Two-Stage Model for Emotional Arousal in Tasso, Zarlino, and Wert 
 
This paper uncovers what I call a “two-stage model” for emotional arousal in sixteenth-century 
theorizing about music and the passions and argues for its relevance to the history of the madrigal. 
The model is first articulated by Zarlino, who in the Istitutioni harmoniche distinguishes between 
textless music’s ability to “prepare and dispose” the soul of a listener and texted music’s power to 
“move” it. It is then taken up by Tasso in XVI.43 of the Gerusalemme liberata: “Just as a refined 
musician/ prepares the souls of others for harmony/ with sweet ricercate in low modes,” the poet 
reasons, so does Armida “make a brief harmony of sighs…to dispose the soul in which her words 
would impress.” According with Zarlino’s theory, Armida’s sighs, being textless, make only 
limited claims over the soul of her listener. Rather than suggesting a direct line of influence from 
theorist to poet, however, I show that the distinction between “preparing” and “moving” the soul 
was in fact widely disbursed in Italian humanist culture. Tracing the model back further, I 
provisionally suggest a fons et origo in Book 2 of Aristotle’s Rhetoric, a text that received special 
attention in Italy (Mack 2011). Enriching the picture is Giaches de Wert’s magisterial setting of 
XVI.43–47 of the Gerusalemme liberata, “Qual musico gentil” (1586). The madrigal’s bifurcated 
musical style—a madrigalism- heavy first stanza, followed by passionate declamation for stanzas 
two through five—has been interpreted as a musical articulation of the poem’s shift from third-
person narration to first- person speech. With the two-stage model, I offer an alternate reading: 
Wert’s preludial imitazioni delle parole stimulate, with techniques particular to the madrigal, the 
preparation stage, while his declamatory devices catalyze full-on arousal. From its own listeners, 
in other words, Wert’s madrigal coaxes the same emotional progression as Armida does of hers. 
 


