
MONTEVERDI

Vespers
All right, so Monteverdi probably didn’t 
compose his Vespers of 1610 for St Mark’s in 
Venice. But it’s likely that some elements of 
the work (printed in Venice that year) 
formed part of his audition for the post of 
maestro di cappella at St Mark’s, which he 
won in 1613. And later performances of this 
music in the building – notably by Sir John 
Eliot Gardiner – show how St Mark’s spaces 
can be used as a key part of the Vespers’ 
sacred dramaturgy; the work therefore builds 
on what was already a long tradition of using 
the unique acoustic of St Mark’s as an 
essential compositional catalyst. Monteverdi’s 
predecessor at the Basilica, Giovanni Gabrieli, 
made pieces of music from dialogues of 
choirs of instruments and voices placed 
throughout its vaulted domes, so that the 
experience of these Symphoniae sacrae is 
defined as much by the movement of sounds 
in space as by the notes themselves. 

Venice has continued to echo with the 
sounds of architecture and music in perfect 
harmony over subsequent centuries. 
St Mark’s inspired another major work of 
sacred music, from the late 1950s, albeit one 
on a much smaller scale than Monteverdi’s: 
Stravinsky’s Canticum sacrum, written for the 
Basilica in honour of Venice’s patron saint 
and composed according to a musical 
ground-plan that mirrors the architectural 
wonder for which it was intended. Canticum 
sacrum has five main sections for the five 
main domes of St Mark’s, with internal 
symmetries and structures that reflect the 
spaces of the Basilica.

But it’s not just Venice’s most famous church 
that has been a source of inspiration. In 1984 
the Venetian-born Luigi Nono’s Prometeo, his 

evening-long ‘tragedy for listening’, was 
premiered in the church of San Lorenzo in 
the city. And that wasn’t all: the architect 
Renzo Piano had designed a bespoke 
architectural construction, a beautiful 
wooden arc that sat inside the space of the 
church, around which the singers and 
musicians performed. The performances in 
Venice were a contemporary fusion of sound, 
space and experience, but for all the 
apparent modernity of the electronics and 
the visceral extremity of Nono’s language, 
this is a piece in a specifically Venetian 
tradition, going back to Gabrieli and 
Monteverdi. 

Not that you have to be Venetian to imagine 
a new music from the sounds that are made 
in specific spaces. The Greek composer and 
architect Iannis Xenakis designed the still 
futuristic-looking Philips Pavilion for the 
Brussels World Fair in 1958: imagine one of 
the wildest designs of seemingly impossible 
curves and lines and angles from The Jetsons 
come to life and you’ll get the idea! Edgard 
Varèse composed his Poème électronique 
for the space, part of a son et lumière 
production that wowed thousands of visitors 
in Brussels. 

And for music literally composed from the 
sounds of space by listening and improvising 
with the unique echoes of a place, there’s 
Pauline Oliveros’s Deep Listening, recorded in 
a disused military cistern deep underground 
in Washington state in 1989. What you’ll 
hear on this album is the sound of three 
great musicians listening to each other and 
playing with the vast reverberation times of 
this cathedral-like space, so that you can 
hardly tell where a sound and its echo begin 
and end. It’s music-making that consecrates 
this most unlikely space for music, making a 

reverberant connection between the 
wonders of the Fort Worden cistern and 
those of St Mark’s Basilica.

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.
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Visit the Proms website  
for articles and more from  
the Proms Listening Service.


