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« Un niño nos es naçido »
Villancicos for the Advent season

Loving, hoping, suffering ... drinking ... and believing. During the
Renaissance, the Villancico developed into one of the most popular

genres of polyphonic music on the Iberian Peninsula. Towards the end of
the epoch, in the late 16th century, both the secular and the spiritual
Villancicos became increasingly popular here as well as in the Latin

American colonies. Our program heralds Advent with Christmas
Villancicos from the Cancionero de Upsala (1556) and spiritual

Villanescas from Francisco Guerrero (1589). Secular Villancicos in
Spanish and Portuguese by Juan del Encina, Luis Milan, Mateo Flecha el
Viejo, Cristóbal de Morales and others complete the program and show

the great diversity of this genre.

Ivo Haun – Voice, Lute; Musical director
Florencia Menconi – Voice

Giovanna Baviera – Viol, Voice
Elam Rotem – Voice, Harpsichord
Félix Verry – Renaissance Violin

Maria Ferré – Vihuela, Renaissance Guitar

Director for ReRenaissance: Marc Lewon

Audience welcome with or without registering.
Entry only with covid certificate and ID.



« PROGRAMME »

1. Un niño nos es naçido
Villancicos de diversos Autores, a dos, y a tres, y a quatro, y a 
cinco bozes, agora nuevamente corregidos («Cancionero de 
Uppsala»), Hieronymus Scotus: Venice 1556, fol. 37v-38r (fol. 
K4v-L1r)

2. Riu riu chiu
«»Cancionero de Uppsala, fol. 41v-42r (fol. L4v-M1r)
_____________

3. Fantasia del quarto tono - Luys de Narváez (active 
ca. 1526 - after 1549)
Los seys libros del Delphin (Libro segundo), Diego Hernández 
de Cordova: Valladolid 1538, fol. 27r-28v (fol. D3r-D4v)

4. O Reyes magos benditos - Juan del Encina (1468-
1529)
Cancionero Musical de Palacio (Madrid, Biblioteca Real, MS II-
1335), ca. 1470 to early 16th century, fol. 270v-271r (fol. 228v-
229r)

5. Quinta Pars on an ostinato [Ruggiero] - 
improvisation based on material by Diego Ortiz (ca. 1510/1525-
1570)
Tratado de glosas sobre clausulas y otros generos de puntos 
en la musica de violones, Valerio et Luigi Dorico: Rome 1553, 
fol. 60v

6. Los Reyes siguen la estrella - Francisco Guerrero 
(1527/28-1599)
Canciones y Villanescas espirituales, Iago Vincentio: Venice 
1589, no. 52



____________

7. Diferencias sobre el canto llano del Caballero - 
Antonio de Cabezón (1510-1566)
Obras de musica para tecla, arpa y vihuela, Francisco Sanchez:
Madrid 1578, p. 189

8. Yo me soy la morenica 
Cancionero de Uppsala, fol. 39v-40r (fol. L3v-L4r)

9. Romerico - Juan del Encina
Cancionero de Palacio, fol. 248v (fol. 206v)
Cancioneiro Musical de Elvas (Biblioteca Municipal Pública 
Hortênsia de Elvas, MS 11973), middle of the 16th century, fol.
94v-95r

10. Si n'os huviera mirado - [Cristóbal de Morales (c. 
1500-1553).
Cancionero de Uppsala, fol. 6v-7r (fol. B4v-C1r)
___________

11. Pavan Italian - Antonio de Cabezón
Obras de musica, p. 187

12. Niño diós d'amor herido - Francisco Guerrero
Canciones y Villanescas espirituales, No. 53

13. Fantasia - Luys Milán (ca. 1500 - ca. 1560)
Libro de musica de vihuela de mano intitulado el Maestro, 
Francisco Diaz Romano: Valencia 1536, fol. Bv

14. Three Portuguese Villancicos
Quiem amores ten - Luys Milán

Libro de musica, pp. 75-76
Señora bem poderey



Cancioneiro de Elvas, fol. 79v-80r

Levayme amor - Luys Milán

Libro de musica, pp. 177-178

___________

15. Recercada Quarta / Improvisation / Recercata 
Ottava - Diego Ortiz
Tratado de glosas, fol. 52v, 53r, 54r, 59v, 60r

16. Virgen Sancta - Francisco Guerrero
Canciones y Villanescas espirituales, No. 18

17. In te Domine speravi - Josquin Dascanio (Josquin 
Desprez? - ca. 1450/55-1521)
Cancionero Musical de Palacio, fol. 56r (fol. 65r)
Frottole Libro primo, Petrucci: Venice 1504, fol. 50r

«Un niño nos es naçido»,  Cancionero de Uppsala, fol. 37v-38r (fol.
K4v-L1r).



« ABOUT THE PROGRAMME »

«I do not want to say that the use of villancicos is bad, since 
they are so commonly heard in all the churches of Spain that
one has the impression that the desired reverence cannot be
achieved if villancicos are not sung. Nevertheless, I do not 
want to say that it is always good: they do not invite us to 
prayer, but rather distract us from it - especially the 
villancicos which contain a great variety of languages. 
Among the Italians it is customary at carnival time (the so-
called mascherate, i.e. masked balls) and at bacchanalia to 
sing songs containing different rôles and in many languages,
as light music for laughter and celebration. Why should one 
hear first a Portuguese and then a Basque, an Italian and a 
German? First a gypsy and then a blackamoor? What effect 
can such music engender in the listeners, except to force 
them to laugh and mock, and to make the church of God a 
theatre of comedy so that a place of prayer becomes a place
of entertainment? Because this is all true, there are people 
who are so disengaged from the faith that they go to church 
only once a year, and perhaps miss Mass on feast days 
simply because they are lazy and do not want to get out of 
bed. But if they know that villancicos will be sung, there are 
no people more devout and attentive than they. There is no 
church, chapel, or wayside shrine that they do not visit, and 
even getting up at midnight in the cold is no obstacle to 
them, if they will be able to hear villancicos.»



So writes the theorist Pietro Cerone (El Melopeo y el 
Maestro, Naples: Giovanni Battista Gargano & Lucrecio 
Nucci 1613, pp. 196-197) describing how popular sacred 
villancicos had become towards the end of the Renaissance 
and, at the same time, how some of the authorities of the 
time reacted to them. Indeed, in 1596 King Philip II banned 
the performance of villancicos from his chapel:

«I order that in my royal chapel 
neither villancicos nor anything else 
in the vernacular be sung, but only 
[songs] in Latin, as determined by 
the Church.» (Madrid, Biblioteca 
Nacional, MS. 762, fol. 3r)

Left: Philip II. (1527-1598), painting by
Titian (1551)

Nevertheless, villancicos were one 
of the most popular genres of 
secular music on the Iberian 
Peninsula in the 15th and 16th 
centuries. The term villancico (also 
called villancillo, villançette, or 

villanesca) appeared in the 15th century to describe a 
Spanish genre, both musical and poetic, consisting of 
several stanzas (coplas) framed by a refrain (estribillo). The 
resulting form could be described in abbreviated form as A-
B-A, where «A» denotes the framing refrain and «B» the 
stanzas.



In the second half of the 16th century, villancicos with sacred
content took on more significance and - as Cerone describes
- as a result the genre was sung more frequently in church 
on feast days (especially at Christmas). From this time 
onwards, it became customary for the chapel master to take 
on the task of composing new villancicos each year. The fact
that these songs were sung continuously in the royal chapel,
despite the prohibition of Philip II himself, is well 
documented by accounts that also mention the use of 
instruments in the
performance.

Juan del Encina,
«Romerico»,

Cancionero Musical
de Palacio, fol. 248v

This programme
focuses on the
Christmas
villancicos from
the Cancionero de
Uppsala (Venice
1556), as well as
sacred villanescas
by Francisco
Guerrero



(Canciones y Villanescas espirituales - Venice 1589). 
However, it also includes pieces from other important 
villancico sources, including Luys Milán's Libro de música de
vihuela de mano (Valencia 1536) and the manuscripts of the
Cancionero Musical de Palacio (c. 1470 to early 16th 
century) and the Cancioneiro Musical de Elvas (mid 16th 
century).

The majority of the 
villancicos in the 
Cancionero de Uppsala 
have survived without 
attribution, although 
concordances in other 
sources make it possible to 
identify composers of some 
pieces. The Cancionero 
was printed in choirbook 
format, in which all the parts
of a piece are presented 
individually on two pages, 
and it contains twelve 
Christmas villancicos for 
three or four voices. Among
them is one of the most 
famous villancicos of all 
time: Riu riu chiu.

Above: Title page of the Cancionero de Uppsala (1556)



Francisco Guerrero (1527/28-1599). Portrait by Francisco Pacheco
del Rio, 1564-1644, from: Descripción de verdaderos retratos de

ilustres y memorables varones, Seville 1599.



The villanescas of Francisco Guerrero are musically more 
sophisticated, and rhythmically particularly varied through 
the use of syncopation and hemiolas. Guerrero's 
compositional skills are also showcased in the variety of 
scoring in some pieces, in which estribillos and coplas were 
set to music as solos, duets, trios, quartets or even quintets.

Francisco Guerrero, «Los Reyes
siguen la estrella», Canciones y
Villanescas espirituales (1589),
no. 52, alto partbook, fol. L3v.

Luys Milán's collection El
Maestro (1536) contains solo
music for vihuela, as well as
villancicos for solo voice with
vihuela accompaniment. This
scoring is also used in this
concert programme for
pieces from the Cancionero
del Palacio and the 
Cancionero de Uppsala.
Milán describes two
possibilities for the
performance of his
villancicos. In the first type,
which is the version used in
this programme, a simple chordal accompaniment is 
provided and the melody is embellished with diminutions at 
the discretion of the singer («el cantor puede hazer 



garganta»). In the second type, the voice is unornamented, 
allowing the vihuela to play an ornamented accompaniment. 

Title page of Luys Milán's El
maestro (1536): Orpheus playing a

vihuela

The sound of the 16th century
villancicos is complemented in
this programme by Iberian
instrumental works for
keyboard, and for plucked and
bowed string instruments. One
of the most important Spanish
keyboard players of this time
was the organist Antonio de
Cabezón (1510-1566), who
worked as the court organist for
Charles V (1500-1558) and
Philip II. His works include
numerous arrangements of well-
known polyphonic works, and
sets of variations which he
called Diferencias. In the 
Diferencia sobre el canto llano del Caballero the melody 
moves to a different voice for each variation. In the Pavan 
Italian, the harmonic framework is gradually filled with figural
diminutions.



Another master of the Spanish Renaissance was Toledo-
born musician Diego Ortiz (c. 1510/1525-1570). He is chiefly
known for his Tratado de glosas (Rome 1553), a 
fundamental source for diminution and improvisation 
practice of the period. This programme combines two of his 
recercadas on a famous ostinato bass (known as the folia) 
with an improvisation on the Renaissance violin.

Diego Ortiz: Ostinato of the «Recercada Quarta», Tratado de
glosas, fol. 53V

Ortiz describes many polyphonic improvisational models.
One of them, on a four-part ostinato which (with minor
changes) later became known as a «Ruggiero», is an

extemporized «Quinta Pars» (a voice added after the fact); in



contrast to embellishing an existing voice, the addition of a
«Quinta Pars» requires some compositional skill.

Diego Ortiz: «Ruggiero», Tratado de glosas (1553), fol. 60v

The programme closes with the frottola In te Domine 
speravi: a counterpart to the world of the Villancicos, and a 
nod to ReRenaissance's celebration of the Josquin Year. 
The piece is preserved in the Cancionero Musical de 
Palacio, copied there from Ottaviano Petrucci's Frottole 
Libro Primo (1504) and attributed to a «Josquin Dascanio». It
is likely that his connection to Cardinal Ascanio Sforza was 
the origin of this nickname for the famous Josquin des Prez 
(†1521).


