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EDITORIAL NOTES

Sources:

Capp Sist. 342, ff. 8v. 11

Capp Sist. 263: an autograph by Giovanni Biordi, c. 1725.

Late 18th/early 19th-century mss, including B-Br: Ms II 3849 Mus Fétis 1798; GB-Lbl: Add 24291.
Alfieri, Pietro: Raccolta di musica sacra, in cui contengosi i capi lavori de’ piu celebri compositori Italiani,
consistente in Messe &c. Vol. 4, (1841)

The history of this music is quite involved. In the early 16th-century, the maestro di cappella of the
Sistine Chapel, Carpentrasso, composed music for the Lamentations to replace the traditional
plainchant. In 1587, Pope Sixtus V ordered new music to be written, only for the First Lamentation of
each day, with the remainder sung to plainchant. Palestrina rose to the challenge, though only the first
few verses of each lesson were sung, with the remainder being sung to plainchant.

In 1640, Gregorio Allegri wrote a new composition for Holy Saturday, followed by another for Maundy
Thursday in 1651, shortly before his death. Palestrina’s music continued to be used for Good Friday.
This situation continued until the reign of Benedict XIII (1724 - 1730), who decreed that the entire text
of each lesson should be composed. It fell to Giovanni Biordi, the incumbent maestro di cappella, to
complete the texts in a style to match his great antecedants. However, Palestrina might well have
raised an eyebrow at some of Biordi’s harmonies.

In short: we have Allegri’s setting for the first lesson for Maundy Thursday, with Biordi’s completion,
including the setting of Jerusalem. Then Palestrina’s setting for the first lesson of Good Friday, again
with a completion by Biordi (even though Palestrina did set the entire text of the Lamentations for all
three days); and then Allegri’s setting for Holy Saturday, followed by Biordi’s completion.

The detail of which parts were composed by which composer have not always been clear, and through
the 18th and 19th centuries, varying amounts of these works have been transcribed or published
without the correct attribution.

The music is presented at original pitch and note values.

Ben Byram-Wigfield
London, 2021
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