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On the Way to Jerusalem by Miriam Meltzer. Jerusalem: The Jerusalem Academy of 
Music and Dance, 2009. 155 pp., including full transcriptions, facsimiles, 
reproductions, and a CD. 

 
The book is the fruit of many years of research and practice in early music by the fine 
soprano singer and venerable voice teacher Miriam Meltzer, who was for many years 
Chair of the Vocal Department at the Academy of Music & Dance in Jerusalem.  The 
book is a comprehensive performance manual intended, as stated on the title page, for 
“singers, voice students and teachers.” Yet I recommend it for a much broader 
readership, including musicologists and musicology students who are interested in the 
music and aesthetics of the early Baroque in Italy, and the many lovers of Baroque 
music at large.   

Out of the enormous repertory of early seventeenth-century Italian monody, 
the author has wisely selected a well defined group of works based on Torquato 
Tasso’s Gerusalemme liberata. This monumental epic was to become a continuous 
font of inspiration for Italian composers for two centuries. The best known early 
example is Monteverdi’s innovative dramatic – choreographic scene Il combattimento 
di Tancredi e Clodinda (1624).  

Miriam Meltzer starts her book with a concise background chapter about 
Tasso’s life, the First Crusade, and the monumental poem Gerusalemme liberate, 
which combines historical facts with a rich mixture of imaginary sub-plots.  Miriam 
Meltzer then presents her policy regarding each of the parameters of performance.  
She starts with the choice of continuo instruments.  As one of the pioneers of the early 
music movement in Israel in the 1980s, she prefers the Baroque instruments, 
especially the theorbo (I fully concur with her on that). Yet, she joins the liberal 
attitude that ensued from recent growing skepticism about the orthodox belief, stating 
that “it is a mission impossible to attempt to reproduce the exact copy of a 
performance from four hundred years ago” (p. 26).  Indeed, Miriam Meltzer is willing 
to accept even the modern piano as an option, provided that the accompanist 
understands the texture, the articulation, and the best acoustic quality for the song.  
Moreover, she requests that the pianist masters the art of playing from figure bass.    
Meltzer shuns indoctrinated orthodoxy also when dealing with vocal performance, 
such as her statement that “it would be wrong to try to hold the voice and the flow of 
air in order to prevent a certain amount of vibrato, just to be authentic” (p. 27).  
Indeed, there has never been any convincing evidence for the old allegation that 
vibrato was totally avoided in the performance of early music, whether vocal or 
instrumental.  

 Especially instructive is Meltzer’s section on rhythm, in which she guides the 
singer to observe the syntax and expression of the text, such as with the rests, which 
should be treated as “more of a comma than a full stop.”  She warns the singer against 
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taking a breath with each of the frequent rests, which would lead to “hyper-
ventilation” (p. 30).   

In line with the rhetorical basis of early Baroque music, she instructs the 
singer to commence study of the monodies with a well articulated and expressive 
recitation aloud of the poem. Her methodology is fully convincing, since the 
seventeenth-century monody ensued from the text, as stated by Claudio Monteverdi in 
the introduction to the Fifth Book of Madrigals. 

  Meltzer accepts the pitch of A= 415 as the customary one in early music 
circles, yet she stresses that no standard pitch of any kind existed in Monteverdi’s 
time. While also liberal as regards tuning, I concur with her recommendation to use 
mean tone thirds or a suitable Baroque temperament when using harpsichord or lute 
as continuo instruments. 

Finally, Meltzer discusses the principal contemporary ornamentations, the use 
of which she justly limits to enhancements of cadences and key words. 

The well focused introductory section leads to the main section of the book, 
which consists of critical editions and interpretation guides for seven settings of five 
sections in ottava rima from Gerusalemme liberate: 

 
1. Piero Benedetti, Giunto a la tomba 
2. Sigismondo d’India, Giunto a la tomba 
3. Giovanni Rovetta, Le lagrime d'Erminia (poem by an anonymous poet, after 

Tasso) 
4. Francesco Negri, Misera! Non credea 
5. Sigismondo d’India, Misera! Non credea 
6. Sigismondo d’India, Là tra’ i sangue e le morti 
7. Antonio Cifra, Aria di Romanesca 

 
Each of the monodies is introduced in a meticulous, admirable methodology:  
1. Vocal line with continuo  
2. Vocal line with a realization of the continuo, intended for accompanists still not 
experienced with realization 
3. Facsimile of the original print 
4. The contextual background of each monody within the narrative of the epic 
5. The text, an  
6. English translation (in most monodies even both a contemporary and a modern 
translation) 
7. A detailed interpretation guide 
 
The book reaches its climax with a well conceived attached CD of the seven songs, 
five of them with two or three performances. Miriam Meltzer enjoyed the 
collaboration of the great researcher and performer Anthony Rooley and his 
ensemble. The opening monody, Giunto a la tomba, opens with a breathtaking 
interpretation by the renowned British soprano, Evelyn Tubb, with Rooley’s full 
continuo group of two lutes, a chitarrone, and a harp, thus presenting the reader with 
an ideal performing situation. This ideal illustration is complemented by a beautiful 
and musical recitation of the poem by the Italian-born Israeli soprano, Valeria Fubini-
Ventura. The same monody is then beautifully performed by Elam Rotem, bass, with 
David Shemer, harpsichord, and Avigail Amster, soprano, with Shai Sobol, modern 
guitar, so that the broad range of individual attitudes is well represented. 
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The second setting of Giunto a la tomba offers a comparison between two 
composers. Sigismondo d’India’s setting is exquisite and extremely subtle, with 
painful chromaticism and virtuoso madrigalism. Again, the author presents two 
superb performances, by the British Andrew King (tenor) with Anthony Rooley’s 
continuo group, and by the fine Israeli contra-tenor Doron Schleifer (now active in 
Basel) with Bari Moskovitch, chitaronne. 

Giovanni Rovetta’s setting of Le Lagrime d’Erminia (1629) is one of the 
greatest masterpieces of the early Baroque. Clearly built on the model of 
Monteverdi’s Lamento d’Arianna (1608), it is an extended powerful monologue in 
five stanzas, here first interpreted with sensitivity and subtlety by tenor Rufus Mueller 
with Rooley’s group.  This is followed by a poignant, heart-breaking interpretation by 
the wonderful Israeli soprano Ye’ela Avital.  Doron Schleifer returns for a meditative, 
lyrical rendition, this time proving Meltzer’s point about the use of the modern grand 
piano. The continuo is played by Ido Ariel, an experienced coach at the Vocal 
Department of the Jerusalem Academy, who uses a light touch and sensitive rendition, 
which places the piano midway between the harp and the positive organ. 

This is the place for the author to illustrate her points in her own terrific 
performance of Sigismondo d’India’s Misera! Non credea. It is already with the 
penetrating messa di voce on the opening cry misera that clear, bright soprano Miriam 
Meltzer presents her deep identification with the early Baroque style, with Bari 
Moscovitch supporting her on her preferred instrument, the chitarrone. Ye’ela Avital 
then presents her own interpretation, once more fully identifying with the painful text, 
well supported by harpsichordist Izhar Kirshon. Miriam Meltzer then performs a 
longer setting of Misera! Non credea by Francesco Negri, in which she masters the 
successive long passaggi with lightness and agility.   

Miriam Meltzer’s last performance on this CD is a tour de force of 
chromaticism—Sigismondo d’India’s Là tra I sangue e le morti, which she renders 
with tense glissandi and messa di voce. The well chosen selection concludes with the 
Aria di romanesca Passa pur questo petto by Antonio Cifra, which picks up the story 
of Il combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda from the point reached by Monteverdi. 
The four-stanza monologue, climaxing with brilliant passaggi, is beautifully 
performed by tenor David Nortman with Elam Rotem at the harpsichord. 

This wonderful CD is a moving and convincing illustration of the aesthetics of 
early Baroque at its best. 

The well executed book is complemented by beautiful color reproductions of 
relevant oil paintings.  

I doubt this book would be found on the shelves of our commercial book 
stores, so anyone who is interested should contact the author at 
Miriam.meltzer@gmail.com  
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