The words used in this composition are taken from one of Torquato Tasso’s Rime amorose
estravaganti — which comprise the third book of his Rime d’amore — dating from the 1580s.

Cantava in riva al fiume

Tirsi d’Eleonora,

E rispondean le selve e I'onde — onora.
E parea mormorando

Dir I'0ra: — ora ch’appare,

L'aurora par che lieta esca dal mare:

Or chi I'onora amando? —

E I'acque insieme e i rami —

Or chi fia che I'onori e che non I'ami? —

On the banks of the river Tirsi sang of Eleonora, and the woods and the waves answered in her honour.
And now he seemed to say murmuring: now that she appears, the dawn leaves the sea happily: who will
honour her by loving her ? — And all the waters together and the branches say — who could honour her and
not love her ?

The vocal part of the work is based is the canto part f Ludovico Agostini’s setting of the
poem contained his book of five-voice madrigals !t nuovo echo which was printed in
Ferrara by the ducal printer Vittorio Baldini in/1583. The book contains a number of
pieces connected with the Este court: Eleonora’in the poem is Leonora d’Este with
whom Tasso fell in love, other works in the ¢allection are dedicated to other members of
the Este family and musicians connectec tothe court such as Luzzaschi and de Wert.

The work is scored for solo piano, mezzo-soprano and an ensemble consisting of flute,
clarinet, percussion, violin, viola, '¢eiio and double bass; it is in fact the first part of a
longer work; for this reason the !ast line and a half of the poem is not used. This part is
in two sections: the first is marked allegro vivo and is characterized by dramatic and
sometimes violent exchanges-etween piano and ensemble, the voice enters towards the
end of this 82-bar paragraph. The second section consists of a string of passages for
various ensembles initiated by a type of intermezzo for flute and ’cello; these instruments
are gradually augmented by bells and voice — which ambiguously enters on the second
syllable of the word fiume which had concluded the first section — before the piano
reappears with a passage marked lussuosamente e luminoso. Opulence gives way to far
sparser melancholy and then a passage for string trio and voice. In this the clearest
allusions to Agostini’s setting are found. The work concludes with a paraphrase of this
for the piano.

The Concerto da Tasso was written in Cortona, Winchester, Cambridge and London in July
and September 1999. It was first performed by the composer, mezzo-soprano Anna
Dennis and the IXION Ensemble conducted by Michael Finnissy. It was commissioned
by the IXION Ensemble but no fee was received. It was broadcast by BBC Radio Three
on 22 October 1999.
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