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The nature of archival materials in musical research is
often like that of pieces to a multi-dimensional puzzle.
Through the judicious combinations of various docu-
ments we can sketch the lives of individual musicians
based on the dates of their hiring and firing. From the
records of the positions they held and the salaries they
earned, we can follow and assess their careers. In other
cases, through letters, wills and notary documents, we
can gain a more intimate glimpse of their personal lives
and economic circumstances.

We can also use these documents to investigate the
structure of the musical organizations to which these
musicians belonged, whether chapels of the court or the
church. Specific information concerning the size and
wealth, financial and musical, of such organizations can
be gleaned from scattered pay records, accounts of fes-
tive occasions, and diaries of participants and observers.
Musicology has suffered no dearth of such archival
studies, and in recent years nearly every major musical
figure of the Renaissance, and many of the important
geographic centers, have been studied in detail, yielding
a rich fabric of musicological knowledge. Yet even with
this wealth of data, basic questions concerning the pro-
fessional life of the Renaissance musician often go un-
answered. One such question concerns the manner in
which the head of an ecclesiastical musical chapel, the
maestro di cappella, met his everyday responsibilities,
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especially the teaching duties which were often a re-
quirement of such a position.

Fortunately, an exceptionally informative document
exists for a particular sixteenth-century Italian maestro,
Pietro Pontio. Born in Parma in 1532, Pontio is best
known today for his two theoretical treatises, the
Ragionamento di Musica of 1588 and the Dialogo of
1595. He spent his career as maestro di cappella in vari-
ous churches in Parma, Bergamo and Milan, remaining
active until his death in 1596. Though less recognized
for his compositional output, he was in fact, next to
Thomas Morley, the most prolific of the many theorist/
composers of the Renaissance.'

The document in question, found in the archives of
the Misericordia Maggiore and housed in the Biblioteca
Civica of Bergamo, is the record of an investigation, or
processo, which ultimately led to Pontio’s departure
from his position as maestro di cappella at the church
of Santa Maria Maggiore in Bergamo, a post he held
from 1565 to 1567. The testimony, amounting to near-
ly forty pages, contains much interesting personal detail
concerning Pontio, a secular priest, who was accused,
among other things, of gambling and consorting with
prostitutes. Included, for example, is the description of
a midnight raid on Pontio’s house by the cavalier to the
Bishop of Bergamo, complete with a Boccaccio-like es-
cape of two ladies of the evening through an adjacent
garden while Pontio stalled the authorites, first by
claiming not to be able to find a key to the door, and
then by throwing down the wrong key.

More importantly, however, the record of the processo
reveals a remarkable amount of detail concerning the vari-
ous pedagogical duties of the maestro di cappella. In the
course of the processo, which lasted nearly three months,
twelve witnesses, mostly students of Pontio, testified.
Through their testimony we learn much about the struc-
ture of the musical chapel and the pedagogical apparatus
used to train the young choirboys.
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In general, our knowledge of the daily routine of the
maestro di cappella is limited to somewhat vague listings
of duties. From various notices of hiring and the capitoli
which sometimes accompany them, we learn little more
than that the maestro was often expected to teach in ad-
dition to leading the choir.> For example, the capitoli
that accompany Pontio’s hiring at Santa Maria Maggiore
in January of 1565 simply state:

Item. [The maestro di cappella] is obligated to
teach ten clerics of the church, who will from time
to time be assigned to him by the Magnificent Dep-
uties of the said church, to sing figured music and
counterpoint, using all his ingenuity and force such
that these clerics may become proficient, and
through this arrive at a level of perfection in this
art.?

Occasionally a little more detail can be found. Such is
the case in the rules for the musicians at the cathedral
in Milan dating from 1572, which state “that the Maes-
tro di cappella be required to teach the putti two times
a day at the place assigned. . . .”” But if these documents
are incomplete, it is only because the missing informa-
tion was understood well enough by all concerned. It is
only when this understanding broke down, or when cus-
toms were violated, that we get more specific informa-
tion. It is here that the testimony of the processo insti-
tuted against Pontio becomes important, for although
many charges were leveled against him concerning his
moral behavior, the main charge against him was dere-
liction and incompetence in executing his duties.

During the time of Pontio’s residence in the mid-
1560’s, the church of Santa Maria Maggiore had twenty-
five clerics between the ages of twelve and twenty who
were members of an accademia.® These clerics were in
training for the priesthood and were required, upon
taking holy orders, to serve the church for a period of
eight years.” They were also required, if they possessed
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the necessary abilities, to sing in the services, either in
plainchant, or with the polyphonic choir. The younger
clerics, their voices not yet changed, served as sopranos
in the choir, and the older ones augmented the group
of chaplains who sang the lower parts.®

In addition to these twenty-five clerici ordinarii, there
was another group of twenty-five, called clerici extraor-
dinarii, who served in anticipation of a position in the
accademia. All fifty clerics received basic schooling in
grammar as well as in music. In this way all future
needs of the church could be met with a well-trained
and disciplined body of priests, without resorting to the
hiring of foreign priests and wandering ecclesiastics,
who had been a source of many problems in the past.’

As noted earlier, Pontio was officially required to
teach ten of these clerics in singing and counterpoint.
However, we learn from various witnesses in the pro-
cesso that his duties were much broader. Each day, after
the students were dismissed from their morning studies,
a general rehearsal was held. In principle, this appears
to have been a combination rehearsal and lesson time,
open to anyone, including students not connected to the
church. The first witness, one of the older clerics, makes
this clear, stating:

I am not otherwise a student of this reverend
maestro di cappella, except that I have come many
times to sing in the choir. . . .

He goes on to say:

. and in the time that I have come I have seen
that he does not teach the younger students, that is
those clerics assigned to him to teach. Rather I saw
that he had them taught by other clerics.'”

This touches on the central difficulty for Pontio. He
was expected to use this time to teach his assigned
students, as well as anyone else who attended.!! Pontio’s

































