
Calmus 
Madrigals Of Madness 
 
Prologue 
Orlando Gibbons What is our life? 
1583–1625 
 
 *** 
 
Claudio Monteverdi Lamento d’Arianna (1614): 
1567-1643 Lasciatemi morire 
 O Teseo, Teseo mio 
 Dove, dov’è la fede 
 Ahi, ch’ei non pur risponde 
 
 
Thomas Tallis Lamentations of Jeremiah  
1505-1585 
 
 
------------------------- INTERMISSION 
 
 
Carlo Gesualdo  from the fifth and sixth Book of Madrigals 
1566-1613 Felicissiomo sonno 
 O dolorosa gioia 
  Moro lasso 
 
 
Josquin des Préz Scaramella 
c. 1450/55-1521 
 
Clément Janequin La guerre 
1585-1558 
 
 
Mateo Fletcha La bomba 
c. 1481-1553 
 
 
 *** 
 
Epilogue 
Thomas Tomkins Too much I once lamented 
1572-1656 
 
 
 
Not All Insanities are the Same 
Five Singers and a Chief Physician in Psychiatry in Conversation  
 
Whether the topic is politics or the World Cup Championship, the description “insanity!” is 
frequently used. Skeptical minds considered the event that was imminent just a hundred years 
before the release of this program – a devastating world war – to be insanity. And it is hardly 
surprising that insanity may be heard in the music of Renaissance composer Carlo Gesualdo, given 
that he murdered his first wife and her lover without further ado. The madrigals from the early and 



late Renaissance – an epoch for which “intellectual awakening” was of central significance – deals 
with the topic of insanity. But not all insanities are the same. Is it even possible to define this 
concept in just a few words? 
 
PROF. DR. ELMAR ETZERSDORFER 
In this context, the term “insanity” is a colloquialism which covers a wide spectrum of meanings 
and is often used in a derogatory sense. The professional terms are “mental illness” or 
“disturbance,” and even these cover a wide spectrum with absolutely objective criteria available for 
only a few variants. Insanity encompasses many exceptional circumstances, extreme situations, 
borderline experiences and a form of -behavior that cannot be explained any other way – in these 
madrigals, for example, wars, catastrophes, bereavement and the psychological reactions to such 
occurrences. There is, of course, also a substantial cultural component – what we would colloquially 
call insanity in our society might, in other cultures, be regarded as perfectly normal. 
 
How did the idea arise to sing about the topic of “insanity?” 
 
CALMUS ENSEMBLE  
We wanted to display the variants of insanity by means of music. In “La bomba,” the people in 
distress at sea are insane with fear, Arianna is insane with loneliness and wants to die, and in 
Gesualdo’s music, we can hear the insanity of the composer. Janequin’s “La guerre” also describes 
the insanity of war – in this case, the lust for conquest. Every composer found a different way of 
describing this musically, but for all of them, the presentation of the emotion is of major 
significance. Each one is insane in his own manner, so to speak – this is, of course, not to be taken 
literally but rather in the figurative sense! 
 
From your point of view, Prof. Etzersdorfer, is it possible to speak of a certain proximity of artists – 
in this case, composers – to “insanity?” 
 
ETZERSDORFER 
This is, of course, a rather Romantic concept – the artist or composer who creates masterful works 
in a state of insanity or rapture. But it is a distinctive characteristic of the artistic personality that it 
is particularly skilled at empathizing with complex situations or tragic destinies. Of course there are 
people who cope with traumas experienced, for example, during childhood or youth, by means of 
creative expression in later years. But the exact opposite is also true: such traumas render other 
-people unable to express themselves creatively or to experience pleasure. In the case of 
Gesualdo, one might speculate as to what came first – was the depression ascribed to him a result 
of the act of murder which he had committed as a young man, or was it present beforehand and, 
indeed, one of the causes? Of the musical works, I find Monteverdi’s “Lamento” most interesting. 
Arianna, the singer, is in a despairing condition characterized by bereavement; she longs for death 
and considers suicide. This is an extreme situation, and art, too, is challenged to the utmost in 
describing it intensely. The professional world uses the concept “Werther effect,” referring to a 
putative epidemic of suicides after the publication of Goethe’s “Werther,” and further implying that 
sensational reports in the media about suicides could possibly provide the impetus for readers or 
viewers to actually take their own lives, if they are in a state of suicidal constriction. The opposite 
situation exists as well: reports about suicidal crises being overcome can act as a preventative 
impulse – we have named it the “Papageno effect.” I think all of this is as much applicable to music 
as to the media.  
 
CALMUS 
We would not really consider ourselves insane, but perhaps there has to be a certain disposition to 
enable us to act out all these musically expressed emotions in the public eye. Naturally, 
professional skills are just as important as talent; and then one simply tries to empathize with this 
insanity … 
 
Do the works not express particularly a sense of the beauty of insanity? 
 
CALMUS  
Not exclusively! We are truly aiming to demonstrate the “courage of ugliness” and to move vocally 
far beyond beautiful singing. Most particularly, we want to plausibly portray the “character” who is 
singing and to authentically render the emotions. Nevertheless, suffering does have its own 
beauty, and basically we should be grateful that so many composers also expressed their own 
suffering and anguish in their music. As we hear from Gesualdo: Joy can be painful, pain can 
refresh us! Lovesickness and self-pity are, after all, very suited to being expressed in music. It is 
extremely appealing to develop one’s own empathetic skills thereby, to empathize with melancholy 
and rage. In any event, a bold expression of affections is common to all these works. Monteverdi, 



straddling the transition from Renaissance to Baroque, makes both epochs audible. Some sections 
of his music sound consciously “old,” others could be described as recitative-like, and yet others as 
monodic. 
 
Since Antiquity, there have always been some philosophical concepts that regarded insanity as 
something divine or at least productive. Can there be something like the escape into insanity, or 
the “freedom of being insane?” 
 
ETZERSDORFER 
When I think of people or situations that I myself have experienced, the freedom seems to me to 
be largely illusory. Manic people in particular do, at times, subjectively experience a great sense of 
freedom; they feel euphorically free of boundaries – but on the other hand, they no longer 
recognize their boundaries and needs, so that this perceived freedom is in fact a symptom of the 
mental illness. The euphoria in which someone feels himself to be a great artist also deactivates his 
self-critical faculties and causes him to forget his artistic craft. As a result, the artistic product is 
strongly idealized. These are historical concepts – the “visionary” from earlier ages would 
nowadays also be regarded as mentally ill. Nevertheless, I observe that this concept of artistic 
insanity is still alive today. For the viewer or listener, it seems both frightening and seductive, 
touching his own experiences and yearnings and enabling him to empathize and at the same time 
keep his distance. 
 
Two of the works deal less with the insanity of the individual than with the situation of a group – in 
“La bomba,” it is a ship’s crew in distress at sea, and in Janequin’s “La guerre,” it is a party going 
off to war. 
 
CALMUS  
These are particularly interesting for us as a vocal ensemble. We have not arranged any of the 
recorded pieces – they are all sung in the original, even Monteverdi, who made several versions of 
his “Lamento,” including the version for vocal ensemble that we perform. Nevertheless, in the case 
of Flecha and Janequin we have to contribute significantly to the interpretation, we must, as it 
were, give musical life to the dramatic descriptions and dramatically color the vocal setting by 
means of effects. After all, in Janequin’s piece, we have to bring a battle painting to life! 
 
The two latter works by Flecha and Janequin suggest a kind of “mass insanity” – in the one case in 
the face of imminent death at sea, in the other, when going to war – is there really such a thing? 
 
ETZERSDORFER  
This is colloquially called mass psychosis, but this is in fact a trivialization in the sense that 
everyone simply goes insane. Freud dealt with this topic in the 1920s in his very important book 
“Massenpsychologie und Ich-Analyse” (Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego), inspiring 
other analysts to study the processes specifically inherent in groups with their characteristic 
dynamics. That the critical faculties in a group can be whipped up into euphoria is a phenomenon 
that can indeed be observed at the beginning of wars, in particular the First World War. We can 
also observe that music lets people forget the world and creates a sense of belonging together – 
both in concerts for young audiences and, regrettably, also in music used for war. From my point of 
view, the pieces “La bomba” and “La guerre” also demonstrate how the individual can be made to 
lose his boundaries, how everything is simplified into “either-or,” into “good” and “evil.” This exerts 
a certain fascination: we feel a sense of belonging, of acting something out that is normally 
prohibited.  
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