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Robert Wexelblatt

Ciaconna

If I should ever die, God forbid, let this be my epitaph:

The only proof he needed for the existence of God was music.

- Kurt Vonnegut

Marco Pazzolino was among the herd of seventeenth-century Italian musicians who migrated north to find work and secure patronage.  He was born in 1659 in Verona and, like his elder countryman Antonio Bertali, found, for a time, a niche in the music-loving Viennese court.  

As a child, Pazzolino sang in the choir of the Complesso del Duomo and received instruction on the violin from Pietro Percassi who declared the boy precociously proficient.  Marco was also an exceptionally pious child.  He loved the Church as devoutly as he did music.  Father Rivelli had hopes of sending the boy to the seminary.  He encouraged such a choice, but Marco declined because, he said, “My vocation, Padre, is the violin.”  The priest reminded the boy of the story of Saint Cecilia, patron saint of music and musicians, including all the legends.  Then he informed the boy that the saint’s body had been discovered half a century earlier.  “Marco, even after thirteen hundred years in the earth, it was found to be uncorrupted.  Blessed be the virgin martyr.”  After that, Marco Pazzolino always included special supplications to the saint in his nightly devotions.

When he was eleven years old, Marco and the rest of the children’s choir attended a recital by Antonio Bertali, the prodigal son who had succeeded in Vienna and was paying a rare visit to his native city.  Marco was enthralled by the master’s performance, especially of his famous C-Major Ciaconna.  He begged his father to buy him a copy of the music and, when his nagging worked, studied Bertali’s piece diligently.  He practiced it so incessantly that his sister begged their father to make him stop.  “È insopportabile noioso!” she whined, and Marco’s mother, with a rueful smile, confessed she had to agree.  The boy obeyed, and, to make it up with his sister and mother, for two weeks played only tarantellas and gavottes.  But, in those moments when he was alone, he went on practicing the ciaconna.  He found the piece not only enchanting but angelic.

In those days, Verona still belonged to the Venetian Republic.  This dependency blessed the city with respite from centuries of war but not the plague.  Between 1630 and 1633, nearly thirty thousand of its citizens died, halving the population.  From this catastrophe Verona would not fully recover for another century and a half.  The city in which Pazzolino was born was not what it had once been.  Verona was surviving but not thriving, shadowed by perpetual mourning and the fear of another outbreak.  It is not surprising that talented young Veronese like Marco would choose to pursue their ambitions elsewhere.  This made it harder for their sisters, like Marco’s, to find talented young husbands. 

When the time came for his departure, Marco Pazzolino’s father gave him what money he could spare and a surfeit of sound advice.  His mother wept, and his sister pertly wished his violin godspeed and whispered bitterly that she would probably be married off to some stinking old leather merchant within a year. 

Father Rivelli bade Marco farewell saying with disappointment that he would have made a fine priest.  Then he made the sign of the cross, mumbled a Latin blessing, and adjured Marco never to forget the blessed Cecilia, his patron saint.  That injunction was quite unnecessary.

Pietro Percassi, Marco’s music master, gave him a letter of introduction, sealed with red wax, declaring grandly that it would attest to his ability.  The man spoke as if everybody in Vienna would surely have heard of Pietro Percassi from Verona.  Reminding Marco that Antonio Bartali had been treated well by His Majesty Emperor Ferdinand, he said he would pray that Emperor Leopold would do as much for him.  “Master Bartali has laid out the path for you to follow.  Vienna loves music and esteems us Italians.  Musically, Vienna is virtually an Italian colony.  I am informed that Leopold himself is not only an accomplished violinist but a composer. Yes, it’s said that he wrote a magnificent requiem for his first wife.”

Emperor Leopold married three times as many women as he wrote requiems, had more than five times as many children as wives, and reigned for forty-seven years.  He was a generous patron of the arts and an importer of Italian musicians like Certi, Draghi, Bononcini, and Conti.  He also supported native composers like Fux and Schmelzer who wrote in the Italian style.  Leopold kept on a few of his father’s musicians as well.  These included old Bartali who, learning of the arrival of a young countryman, sought out Pazzolino and promised to help him secure a stall in the Emperor’s musical stable.  The young man was so humbled, grateful, and moved that he knelt before his benefactor then leapt to his feet, grabbed his violin, and, as he still had the piece by heart, in homage played the composer’s famous ciaconna.  Bartali was amused, patted Marco on the head, and did help him to find a job.

Marco Pazzolino’s ability stood out in Verona.  In Vienna, however, he was considered just serviceable, but he was more than content to be placed among the last of the second rank of violinists in the imperial orchestra.  He was delighted to feel he belonged to the court.  Marco was fond of and deferential to all his colleagues. He enjoyed harmless flirting with young women in the streets and loved attending mass at Saint Stephen’s, the tallest and most magnificent church in Austria.  But the place he went to pray most often was the old Minoritenkirche.  This was because of its beautiful stained-glass image of his favorite saint.  Cecilia is depicted seated with hands outstretched.  A winged angel kneels at her feet while three female saints cluster nearby, looking on.  Marco was sure that the saint was fingering a keyboard and that the three saints were singing harmoniously from a hymnal.  Sometimes, he believed he could hear the heavenly music.  For most people, the urge to pray comes from fear or need; Marco’s motive was always gratitude.

One evening, after the orchestra performed some table music, the court was entertained by a Bohemian composer with a rising reputation, a contemporary of Marco’s. This was Heinrich Ignaz Franz Biber who had been sent to the imperial court by his patron the Archbishop of Salzburg.  Biber performed several of his compositions, some daringly unconventional.  Marco sat with the orchestra and listened with increasing rapture to the piece with which Biber concluded his performance, his astounding Ciaconna in D-Major.  It was twice the length of Bertali’s.  The Emperor must also have been pleased.  A year later, he ennobled Biber, allowing him to add the coveted von to his already substantial name.  

Marco went to bed this night still so excited that he found it hard to sleep.  But, just before dawn, he had a dream.  Saint Cecilia appeared just as she was dressed in the stained-glass of the Minoriten.  She commanded him to meet her in the Augarten that afternoon at four o’clock.  “I will be waiting for you in the little bower behind the Lustschloss.  I have something to say to you, something to give you, and something to ask of you.”

Marco was fully awake at once, trembling, exhilarated, in no doubt that the dream was a genuine summons from his patron saint.  As he dressed, he recalled the story he knew so well, how on her wedding night Cecilia warned Valerian, the pagan nobleman she had been forced to marry, that if he dared to violate her, he would be punished by the angel who always watched over her.  Valerian was daunted but mockingly demanded to see this guardian angel for himself.  Cecilia told him he could do so if he went to a certain turning on the Via Appia.  Valerian did so and there saw an angel crowning his virgin wife with a chaplet flowers.  He converted, was baptized by the Pope, martyred beside Cecilia, and was surely welcomed with her into paradise.  

Marco could hardly sit through the morning rehearsal.  He fidgeted so much that Kapellmeister Prelsinger frowned at him and asked if he needed to relieve himself.  During the luncheon break, he stalked impatiently around the palace grounds, unable to think of earthly food.  The afternoon session felt endless, sawing away at a concerto by Corelli.  Marco was fearful that it would make him late.  When the musicians were finally dismissed, he brusquely declined an invitation from two colleagues to join them at a tavern.  He ran like a madman to the public park arriving moments after the Amalienburg clock struck four times.

Breathless, anxious, beside himself with anticipation, Marco dashed around to the rear of the Lustschloss.  Hurrying down an unpaved path, he found a bower almost hidden by high rhododendrons and shaded by a pair of lindens.  There, he saw a beautiful woman seated exactly as in the stained-glass window at the Minoriten.  He fell on his knees before her, like the guardian angel.

The woman smiled.  “Get up, Marco.  No more prayers or supplications, please.  I want to talk seriously.”

Marco scrambled to his feet but couldn’t help putting his palms together and bowing his head.

“Tell me,” said the woman who—there was no doubt—was Saint Cecilia, “tell me, what is music?”

Marco was astonished by the question.  Who could understand the nature of music better than its representative in Heaven?  Still, he struggled, searching his memory to come up with a fitting answer.

“Revered Lady, perhaps if Plato weren’t in Limbo, you might have heard his view.  It’s one on which I cannot improve.”

The saint scoffed.  “Plato died centuries before I did. I read what the man wrote, but why don’t you tell me which of his observations impressed you.”

Marco stood up straight, as if he were back in school.  “If I remember rightly, Plato wrote that music gives a soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination, charm to sadness, gaiety and life to everything.”

“Yes. He did write that and ended by calling music the essence of order that leads to all things good and just and beautiful.  He might almost have been praising his teacher again instead of music.”

Marco stared stupidly at Cecilia.

“Well, the philosopher was certainly eloquent and thought highly of music—the kind with which he was familiar anyway—but I didn’t ask about what music can do, but what it is.”

“Music is, well, it’s sound, isn’t it?  I’m afraid I don’t understand you.”

“Then I’ll play Socrates and teach with questions.” She nodded her head toward one of the rhododendrons.  “Is the sound of that buzzing fly music?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“It’s just annoying, monotonous.”

“Well said.  And the sound of a crowded marketplace at noon—is that music?”

“No.  It’s just noise.”

“And what is noise?”

“A mixture, a disorder sounds.”

“Good again.  So, if monotony isn’t music and noise isn’t, then what is?”

“I fear I still don’t understand.”

“Oh, I’m sure you do.  The buzzing fly makes only one sound, as you said, and the crowd too many.  So, I’ll ask again, what is music?”

Marco’s face lit up.  “I see!  Yes, music is what comes in between and partakes of both.  The fly only repeats: the crowd only varies.  Music is both repetition and variation.”

“Yes, Marco, and the same might be said of life.  Perhaps that is why we both admire the ciaconna.  It is dogged repetition wedded to pure variation.”

Marco genuflected.  “Now I believe I understand.  Thank you.”

The saint scoffed then smiled indulgently.  “We can both thank Socrates.  Now, get up.  I told you I had something to give you and something to ask.”

“Could I forget?”

“What I am giving you is a theme.  What I am asking of you is to make a ciaconna of it, and it would please me if you were to dedicate the piece to me.  This is to be no ordinary composition.  It is to be the ultimate ciaconna, one that will demand all your talent, patience, and invention.  It is to be far longer than Bertali’s, even longer than Biber’s.  This ciaconna is to have a thousand variations.”

“A thousand!”

“Yes,” said the lady as she extracted a sheet of music from her white sleeve.  “Here is your theme.  Study it carefully.  Do it now.”

Marco stared at the notes, neatly written in a heavenly hand, in heavenly ink.  He could hear the theme in his head. It was dignified, attractive, full of potentiality.  Already he was imagining how it could be developed.  But a thousand variations?  

When he looked up, the saint had vanished and so had the sheet of music that had just been in his hands.  The bower was vacant, and the sun was setting over the capital.  Marco Pazzolino felt dizzy, unbalanced, full of questions.  How had the lady and the music disappeared?  The park was popular.  How was it that nobody else had happened along the path?  Why would the saint choose to instruct and inspire him, an ordinary man and mediocre musician who had never composed anything?  Was it all those nightly prayers?  But why would she want to instruct him and demand a ciaconna with a thousand variations?  Why lay such a burden on him?  Marco’s mind staggered and his legs felt unsteady, and he collapsed onto the bench where the beautiful lady had just been sitting.  He imagined it was still warm.

The saint had set her theme in B-Minor, the most solemn of keys.  Pazzolino could modulate into the major or even other keys, but he was reluctant to do so; however, he did all he could with tempi, rhythm, dynamics, harmonics, double-stops, pizzicato, and what he thought of as stati d'animo—moods, literally states of soul.  He varied everything he could think of, stealing ideas not only from Bartali and Biber but from earlier composers like Monteverdi and Schütz.  He received grudging permission to search out old scores in the imperial library. He found fewer than he’d hoped for but discovered that the ciaconna was originally a Spanish form that may have originated in a disreputable quarter of the New World.  How odd, he thought, that the saint should favor it, or that she should be as fond of it as he had always been.

Marco worked hard and long on his commission, though often this meant simply sitting in his room, staring at what he had already written, contemplating what he had not.  As he exhausted his invention, he became less happy, both more excited and more enervated
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