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Fugue is an adornment of music governed by no other principles than those of good taste. The general rules given here can therefore never in themselves lead to the perfection of fugal art.

Jean Philippe Rameau,




Preface to the Dover Edition

(1987)

Having gone through another hardcover printing since the paperback editions of 1965 were issued in the United States and Canada, The Study of Fugue is now given a new lease on life through a Dover Publications paperback reprint–doubly gratifying to the author because, as in 1965, he can report to the readers of the book new results of inquiry into the history of fugal teaching. A facsimile edition of Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum published in 1967 as Series VII, Volume I, of Jobann Joseph Fux: Sämtliche Werke contains Haydn’s comments on Fux’s fugal teaching; and Series VIII, Volume 2, of the Neue Scbubert-Ausgabe, published in 1986, includes the full documentation of the historic lesson in fugue–long believed lost, but rediscovered in 1968–that concluded Schubert’s lifework. The evidence that has thus come to light once again guides the student of fugue from theory to practice–which was the original purpose of the book.

Several footnotes in the text refer to the author’s translation of Fux’s Gradus as Steps to Parnassus: The Study of Counterpoint, a title that was changed in 1965 to The Study of Counterpoint: From Johann Joseph Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum.

 


A. M.
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Preface to the Paperback Edition

(1965)

The first edition of the Study of Fugue was published in the United States in 1958 and was issued a year later under an English imprint. Two didactic works have since come to light that are of such importance to the historical account of fugal instruction that they should be brought to the attention of the reader of the present edition.

In December 1959 the late Erich Hertzmann, Professor of Musicology at Columbia University, presented a paper before the American Musicological Society in which he described the studies that the English organist and composer Thomas Attwood pursued under the guidance of Mozart from 1785 to 1787. The paper was published under the title “Mozart and Attwood” in Vol. XII, Nos. 2–3 of the Journal of the American Musicological Society. Publication of the entire volume containing the exercises written by Attwood and the assignments, notes, and corrections entered by Mozart was planned within the Complete Works of Mozart (Neue Mozart-Ausgabe) under the joint editorship of Cecil B. Oldman, the owner of the manuscript, and Prof. Hertzmann. After the death of Prof. Hertzmann in 1963, preparations for publication were completed by Daniel Heartz and the present writer, and the volume is in press. The discussion of counterpoint and fugue included in the Attwood papers is based to a large extent upon Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum, and Mozart’s interpretation of Fux’s instruction represents a hitherto unknown chapter of singular interest in the history of contrapuntal teaching.

The other work is formed by a group of Handel autographs preserved in the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, which the present writer discussed at the international musicological congress in Kassel in the fall of 1962 and which until that time had not been recognized as a course of instruction (“Händels Fugenlehre–ein unveröffent-lichtes Manuskript” published in Kongress-Bericht Kassel 1962 of the Gesellschaft für Musikforschung). The manuscript, probably first compiled by Handel in the 1720s for his pupil Princess Anne, daughter of George II, is more fully described in the Händel-Jabrbuch 1964/65 and will be published as a volume of the Complete Works of Handel (Hallische Händel-Ausgabe). Handel’s study of fugue leads from short examples of various imitative procedures (real and fugal answer, augmentation, diminution, stretto, and double exposition) to assignments and models for extended fugal structures. The most interesting portion of the manuscript is Handel’s treatment of double fugue, which bears out the key position of his fugal writing between the stylistic trends of two eras briefly suggested on page 68, below.

In both cases, the manuscripts show direct connections to the masters’ own works. The Attwood studies contain copies of canons by Mozart, among them K. 507, 508, 508a, 515b, and a reference to the parody of an academic fugal exposition in the finale of K. 522 (Ein musikalischer Spass). The Fitzwilliam autographs are in several instances related to portions from Handel’s Harpsichord Lessons of 1720, the Foundling Hospital Anthem, Samson, and Messiah. Thus the student of fugue will find new sets of classical examples that enhance the significance of the instructive material they illustrate.

 


A. M.




Preface

(1958)

The term fugue holds a particular fascination for the student of music. It suggests the essence of polyphony, the most intricate expression of the complex language of Western music. Where did it originate, what is its true meaning?

As a rule, we associate this concept with the music of Bach, and we are apt to assume that several generations prepared the ground for what in his work became a final form not essentially changed since. In reality, it assumed an important role more than four hundred years earlier. These centuries of fugal history have been inadequately treated in our retrospective view. They have been crowded into a “pre-Bach” era, and although we have begun to discover their contrapuntal wealth, we are hesitant to recognize their claim to the “fugue proper.”

Curiously, the name Bach has symbolized not only the beginning and end but also the perfection and imperfection of fugal art. We shall see that his fugal writing, cherished as the supreme model, has nevertheless been denounced as contrary to the rules. Theory and practice have fought bitterly. “There is probably no branch of musical composition in which theory is more widely, one might almost say hopelessly, at variance with practice,” wrote the English theorist Ebenezer Prout in one of the last comprehensive textbooks on fugue (1891).

This divergence between theory and practice did not exist in earlier periods. The domains of teacher and composer, of didactic and creative thought, were joined rather than opposed. Theoretical works of lasting importance were published by such composers as Praetorius and Rameau, and such works as Bach’s Art of Fugue and Schütz’s Geistliche Chormusik were meant to serve for the instruction of the student of composition.

The modern conflict between theory and practice can only be resolved through historical study. A glance into musical history shows that the very concepts of theory and practice have changed, and that the study of fugue was once considered musica activa rather than musica speculativa: active practice rather than speculative theory. Through the perspective of history it becomes clear that the term fugue–like the terms sonata and concerto–held different meanings at different times, and that we fail to understand it if we speak of the “fugue proper.”

The plan of this book is guided by a historical approach to the concepts and principles of fugue. Part One traces the study of fugue from its beginnings, and Part Two dwells on that phase of its history which produced its classical presentations. For this reason the reader may not want to observe the order of Parts One and Two. The teacher and student may want to go directly to the practical instruction of Part Two; but a particular aspect or problem of fugal technique may soon lead them back to Part One to determine its origin. The historian or theorist will want to give his attention primarily to Part One, yet in following the course of fugal history he, too, may turn to Part Two in order to participate actively once again in the ever fascinating problems of fugue. The Study of Fugue will fulfill its purpose if it can recall in some measure the integration of theory and practice that the past has known.

ALFRED MANN

Newark, New Jersey
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Part One

THE STUDY OF FUGUE IN HISTORICAL OUTLINE





I

Texture Versus Form

The rise of polyphony has been recognized as the most decisive phase in the history of Occidental music. The beginnings of polyphonic art, long buried in oblivion, are today a subject of intense study. Early traces are suspected in classical antiquity and in the less familiar past of Northern countries.1 Yet, those beginnings were actually contained in all monophonic practice which involved the simultaneous use of different voice registers. The octave, fifth, and fourth, which mark the distances between vocal registers, have gradually emerged in musical knowledge as fundamental phenomena and thus as the basis of part writing.

The first documents of polyphonic practice and theory that have been preserved show the rule of these intervals in various styles of the medieval organum. The technique of part writing reached a considerable degree of melodic independence when contrary motion of different voices triumphed over direct and oblique motion, crystallizing in the style of the discantus the true spirit of polyphony.

Throughout the gradual process in which the elements of polyphonic practice unfolded, we can recognize the gains and setbacks characteristic of the contest between the old and the new. Each bold advance was eventually checked and followed by a consolidation of forces which made the newly won objective more clearly perceptible. The victory of the use of contrary motion was modified through the fact that this principle of part writing was at first applied to the narrow choice of perfect consonances. Connected in angular voice movements, they failed to provide early polyphony with an undisturbed melodic flow. As the tradition of essentially linear writing was restored, the actual conquest attained was the use of imperfect consonances. Although still considered “harsh to the ears,” 2 these new aids to polyphonic writing were now accepted.

A final reconciliation of the various polyphonic means was found when Western art music adopted and cultivated the technique of imitation, which had probably existed for many centuries in the improvisations of popular musicianship. The linear strength of monophony was not only regained, but it received a totally new meaning as different voices performed the same melodic line, although, through spaced entrances, they were more clearly distinguished than ever before. The older forms of polyphony had assumed their roles as components of a more complex system of part writing, serving as motus rectus, obliquus, and contrarius. Contrary motion remained the most important of the three, and the combination of the principles of contrary motion and imitation ensured a more definite balance of ascent and descent in the course of each melodic line than had been possible in monophonic music; for any ascending passage called for a descending continuation against the imitative entrance of the next part, just as any descending passage required an ascending continuation.3

This technique of imitation, which became the outstanding characteristic of the Renaissance style of composition, thus proved to be the ideal combination of likeness and diversity, the strongest form of polyphony. The fifteenth-century theorist Bartolomeo Ramos de Pareja described it in his Musica practica as optimus organisandi modus–the best manner of part writing–and added, “This manner is called fuga by practicing musicians.” A texture for Occidental music was found. Now began the search for its form. It is here that the study of fugue originates.

 



In several sources which antedate Ramos de Pareja’s writing, the word fuga already appears as title or inscription to musical works. In one instance it is listed together with such forms of medieval music as the conductus and the motet. Thus from the earliest period of its use, the term fugue held the curious double meaning of texture and form or genre that has bedeviled musical theory ever since.

While the texture of music had developed an entirely new world of its own, the structure of music had followed lines well defined and prepared by the literary arts. One notable exception of an early form-giving element was the canon-in its original meaning the “precept indicating the composer’s plan”;4 but, in general, musical form was guided by the text. The dominant position of vocal performance, naturally established in the early phases of musical history, was increased through the influence of the Church, which directed all cultural activity. It had tied medieval music to the Mot-the sacred Word-as the pre-eminence of the term motet shows. With the decline of the Middle Ages new concepts, an ars nova, lent importance to musical practice beyond the domain of the Church, and musical forms began to lean more and more on secular texts and, eventually, in the greatest event of musical secularization, on the drama modeled on classical antiquity.

Yet the departure from liturgic forms and the renaissance of drama and dramatic music in the opera only served to strengthen the influential role of the text. The search for a form constructed with purely musical means was left to music which, in the words of the English composer and theorist Thomas Morley, was “made without a ditty” 5-to instrumental music derived from modest idiomatic beginnings that lived on in the early toccata (overture) and in stylized dance movements. After a long apprenticeship in the subservient roles of accompanying, paraphrasing, varying, or prefacing vocal forms and dances, instrumental music gradually was raised to independent tasks. Its literature produced the new foils to vocal forms: the canzona da sonare, or song for instrumental performance; the ricercare and the tiento, works whose titles describe the “searching” and the “tentative” groping for form; and the fantasia, the capriccio, and later the inventio, pieces in which the matter of musical structure was left entirely to the fancy, caprice, or invention of the composer. The search for form continued through the music of the Baroque until the Classic era found a final solution, and it ended in the triumph of instrumental music. Just as the “cantata” departed from the musical scene, the “sonata” had found its “form.” 6

This quest for musical structure was associated in all its phases with the term fugue, for originally or eventually this term served each of the forms mentioned. In its first meaning, it identified the canon, but it was to be used in turn for the motet and its instrumental descendants, the ricercare, tiento, and fantasia. It was applied to the core, and at times to the very essence, of the canzona, of the toccata, and of the overture (even as late as in Beethoven’s Quartet Op. 133). It ruled the forms of the Baroque concerto and sonata, and eventually bequeathed the structural achievements which it had gathered during three centuries to the Classic sonata, yet retained its own life in the developmental technique, the “major element” that marked the “final decisive step” toward and beyond the Classic era.7

 



An understanding of the course that this search for musical form followed has grown only slowly. Fifty years ago, Vincent d’Indy placed before the musical scholars assembled at the third meeting of the International Music Society the question: “Can the epoch be determined in which the decline of the admirable form of the fugue occurred–a decline leading to a mere formula void of any artistic and musical interest–and can the first source of such treatment of the fugue be ascertained?” The chairman of the meeting, Johannes Wolf, stated that a direct answer could not be given since it would require a comprehensive discussion of the history of the fugue which was not as yet available.

This suggestion led to Joseph Maria Müller–Blattau’s outline history of fugue, Grundzüge einer Geschichte der Fuge (1923), a work which deals particularly with the formal and expressive aspects of fugal art. Although Müller-Blattau’s careful account provides a new perspective against which d’Indy’s question can be studied, it does not discuss the problem contained in the question itself. It fails to conclude that the eventful history of fugal writing never led to a definite form in the sense of a pattern, and that the very attempt to halt the evolution of fugal technique, freezing it into “the fugue,” and this attempt only, represents decline and reduction to a mere formula.

A recent essay by Alberto Ghislanzoni, which follows the plan of Müller-Blattau’s work, offers a solution to the problem by summarizing the ever-changing appearance of fugue in a comprehensive definition, expressed in one sentence, which is too unwieldy to serve its purpose.8 A more concise and successful explanation is given by Manfred Bukofzer, who declares fugue neither a form nor a texture but a contrapuntal procedure.9

In answer to d’Indy’s question, Müller-Blattau places the end of the fugue with Bach; 10 but surely we cannot consider any of the fugues in Mozart’s instrumental and choral works or in Beethoven’s piano sonatas and string quartets as works that represent “a decline leading to a mere formula void of any artistic and musical interest.” Nevertheless, a significant difference between the fugues of Bach and Beethoven is expressed in the qualifications that appear in Beethoven’s fugue titles. Beethoven called the finale of his Sonata Op. 106 (Hammerklavier) fuga con alcune licenze, and his Quartet Op. 133 was published as Grande Fugue tantôt libre, tantôt recherchée–qualifications that we do not find in Bach’s writing. Bach’s use of the older term ricercare in his Musical Offering may be understood in the sense in which recherchée is used in Beethoven’s Quartet Op. 133- as describing a highly elaborate example of fugal writing–but the fugue libre or fuga con licenze is foreign to Bach’s style.

Ebenezer Prout’s textbook Fugue (1891) shows in its opening sentence that the “licenses” in fugal writing had grown to incredible dimensions within a century. Prout quotes his colleagues as saying that “Bach is not a good model because he allows himself too many exceptions,” and that “there is not a single correctly written fugue among Bach’s ‘Forty-Eight.’” With the premise of his work, namely to go “to the works of the great composers themselves,” Prout draws unquestionably the right conclusion. Yet his aim to find by this method that which is “correct” shows that he is guided by a new concept, that of the “fugue without exceptions,” which never existed in actual literature. Since the problems connected with this concept arise from the theory of music, not the music itself, we shall take for the present discussion a point of departure that differs from those of Müller-Blattau and Prout and direct our attention primarily to the writings of theorists–the works which represent the actual study of fugue.

Theoretical discussions, as a rule, present musical phenomena considerably later than they have appeared in practice, but their very purpose is to present them at a stage of development which permits precise formulation of rules and doctrines. A comparison of these first definitions and the changes to which they were subjected in the course of time will make it easier to determine where the study of fugue properly served to support and clarify its practice, and where it deviated from it, thereby creating an imaginary, unreal world of its own.




II

The Renaissance: Fugal Exposition

The Beginnings of Fugal Theory

The first known use of the term fuga in theoretical writings occurred in the Speculum musicae by Jacobus of Liège.11 This work, written about 1330, holds a significant place as “the last great medieval treatise on music,” 12 a final summary that opened the road to musical theory in the modern sense. Although fuga is listed here among the chief vocal forms of the time, the mention of the term remains relatively isolated. The reason for this is doubtless to be found in the fact that the imitative technique was generally associated with secular music, far removed from the domain of sacred art, with which the writing of music theorists was primarily concerned. In the course of the fourteenth century, however, the secular technique of canonic imitation gained prominence and recognition in the caccia and the rondedlus–canonic forms whose designations have come down in English usage as catch and round.13 And the term fuga seems to have served for either of them.

In the Latin text of Jacobus, fuga evidently stands for caccia, its Italian equivalent, since in his enumerations of musical forms it is mentioned separately from the popular round (cantilena vel rondellus). On the other hand, two generations later, fuga appeared as the title for two- and three-part rounds by the minnesinger Oswald von Wolkenstein.14 In the Trent Codices the term fuga is for the first time applied to both secular and sacred works: No. 62, Chasse mois, je vois devant (anonymous), and No. 911, Et in terra ad modum tubae, a portion of a Mass by Guillaume Dufay (the opening is given in Example 1). It is interesting that Dufay’s fuga still contains the typical accompaniment of secular canons. The supporting ostinato fanfare (written “in trumpet style”), which foreshadows the bright orchestral Gloria settings of later periods, is similar to the pes of the famous Sumer Canon.

Ex. 1
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The fusion of imitative style and sacred music was completed by the generation after Dufay (Ockeghem and Obrecht) and clearly borne out in the tide Missa ad Fugam (Josquin des Prez and Palestrina). By what amounts to a reversal of history, imitation was to remain the characteristic of church music when secular influences threatened its traditions anew.

 



Whereas the term fuga served in its earliest use as a title for the accompanied canon and the round, it emerged in its first precise definition as the technique common to both: “the identity of rhythmic and melodic writing in various parts of a composition.” This explanation is contained in the Diffinitorium musicae, the first musical dictionary in history, written about 1475 by the Flemish theorist Johannes Tinctoris.

Once the imitative technique was identified by the generic term fuga, it was also recognized as a means of artistic expression, for in his Liber de arte contrapuncti (1477), Tinctoris groups fuga with other devices that a composer may use in order to obtain musical variety–the final and most strongly emphasized rule in his teaching of counterpoint. Tinctoris adds that at times fuga can designate even an identity of pitch and spacing for successive entrances, giving a first suggestion of the distinction between free and strict imitation.

With Tinctoris, then, fugue is acknowledged as a principle of composition. This principle assumes a significant position in the treatise of Bartolomeo Ramos de Pareja, less than a decade after Tinctoris. Ramos is the first to recommend the choice of perfect intervals, fourth, fifth, and octave, for imitative entrances–the intervals which we have encountered as basic elements from the very beginning of polyphonic writing. He introduces the musical usage of the verb imitari and applies it to both the strict and free repetition of interval progressions. But his most important remark lies in the suggestion that free writing be introduced in the imitative style whenever consistent imitation would result in difficulty. This principle of composition leads to the concept of fugue which was to gain greatest importance in the following centuries.

 



The emphasis upon free use of the imitative manner may seem surprising at a time which we customarily associate with contrapuntal art of amazing and mysterious strictness. Yet it is doubtless this free, non-canonic use of imitation on which the most significant achievements of the time are founded. The importance of Flemish contrapuntal skill is easily seen out of proportion–just as the complexity of its most famous example, the thirty-six-part canon Deo Gratia by Ockeghem, is easily overrated.15

The German theorist Adam von Fulda, a contemporary of Ramos, was one of the first to speak of the limited value of canonic artifices,16 and his opinion was followed in the account of Ockeghem’s and Josquin’s work given half a century later by Heinrich Glarean.17 The attitude which places freedom of imitative writing above strictness, expressed in theoretical discussions as early as this, was to remain typical of theoretical thought, and we shall find it again and again as the key to decisive advances in the study of fugue.

 



The growing importance of the imitative technique prompted theorists after Ramos to subject some of the established principles of contrapuntal practice to revisions. In his Practica musica (1496), Franchino Gafori points out an inadequacy in the accepted code of part writing. He examines the rule requiring different parts of a composition to move in contrary motion and declares it “an arbitrary law.” He states that direct motion, which is bound to arise in the conduct of more than two parts, is often found in practice, and that it becomes highly commendable when “the parts of a composition combine their equal motion in fugal manner.”

Pietro Aron’s Toscanello in musica (1523) challenges the fundamental procedure which had ruled polyphonic writing: the successive composition of different parts forming one work. Aron declares this method obsolete since “it causes the parts to suffer” and says that modern composers show better judgment because “they consider all parts together.” 18

Hugo Riemann has suggested that it was the increasing use of the imitative technique, raising different voices of a composition to equal importance, which caused Aron to take his stand.19 Aron had mentioned the imitatio or fugatio seven years earlier in his Libri tres de institutione harmonic.20 It becomes clear from his discussion in the Toscanello in musica that he is aware of the complexity of the new system which he advocates, and he concedes that it will be easier for the student to gain his first experience writing part by part. His choice for the beginning, however, is no longer necessarily the tenor–the part that traditionally presented the cantus firmus or cantus prius factus. He states that any part may be written first but favors the soprano and bass. This shows that a new concept of harmony had begun to rule theoretical thinking. Gafori had characterized harmonia as the “sweet and congruous sonority” which arises from the consonant combination of three tones, whereas Tinctoris, only twenty years earlier, had considered it synonymous with melody.21

This new orientation reveals also the impetus which polyphony had received through the rise of the keyboard technique. The art of improvising several voices simultaneously decisively influenced contrapuntal practice for centuries to come, and the combination of instrumental improvisation and virtuosity characterized the creative achievement of masters of fugal writing until Bach’s time. The curiously one-sided appraisal that Bach’s contemporaries accorded his work is perhaps more easily understood in view of this tradition.

The earliest instructions for the composition of organ works, in Konrad Paumann’s Fundamentum organisandi (1452), do not include the use of the imitative technique. But Johannes Buchner’s Fundamentbuch (c. 1525), in both letter and spirit a continuation of Paumann’s work, contains a systematic exposition of the ars fugandi in tabular form.

A pupil of the great organ master Paul Hofhaimer, Buchner ably proves that the presentation of several imitative parts by a single performer has become an accepted accomplishment. His treatment of the fugal technique is shown in short three-part settings, as a rule in even note values, with which he explores all existing possibilities. Reasoning that the cantus firmus will begin with either an ascending or descending second, third, fourth, or fifth, he gives a separate example for each case.22 The two imitative parts usually alternate entrances at the fourth and fifth, so that the third part enters at the octave of the first entrance. This order of entrances, however, is not yet observed as a definite principle; there is also the case in which two entrances at the fourth follow each other, causing the third part to enter at the seventh of the first entrance (Example 2). Buchner’s examples are broken off once the third part is introduced or concluded by a cadence (Example 3). Similar tables deal with nonimitative elaborations of ascending, descending, or stationary cantus firmus beginnings.

Ex. 2
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Ex. 3
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The discussion of the elements of composition which precedes these tables adds no further information to Buchner’s fugal technique, but a number of his organ works, which appear at the end of his text, show it in practice. Possibly the best examples of organ composition that emanated from the Hofhaimer school, these works show an early culmination of the fugal style in instrumental writing. One of them, Buchner’s setting of the sacred song Maria zart, is quoted in the collection of organ tablatures by his contemporary, Leonhard Kleber, as fuga optima.23


Elements of Fugal Technique: Vicentino

Whereas the discussion of fugue is brief in all the early theoretical sources, by the middle of the sixteenth century it becomes much more extensive, and it is not unusual to find entire chapters given over to it. The first of these appears in Don Nicola Vicentino’s significant work, L’Antica Musica ridotta alla moderna prattica (1555), and the discussion of fugue is by no means confined to this one chapter. Vicentino refers to it in many other instances, some of them particularly interesting for us because they contain comments on those aspects of fugal writing which had become trivial to the ears of the sixteenth-century master. In the choice of his title, in the very idea of proposing a blending of the styles of antiquity and modern times in musical practice, Vicentino appears as a genuine representative of the musical Renaissance, and he proves in his work that he can speak for his time with authority.

Along with musical phenomena of antiquity, such as the chromatic and enharmonic systems, Vicentino “reduces to modern practice” the technique of fugue. Interesting, first of all, is his stand on strict canonic writing and free imitation. Ramos had suggested free imitative writing as a matter of convenience. Vicentino relates this manner of imitation to the majority of known musical forms–among them the instrumental forms of the fantasia and canzona, which were beginning to assume an important role in the development of fugal technique–and he decidedly advises against the use of the strict canon.

Vicentino’s new attitude toward free and canonic imitation is doubtless prompted by the fact that the role of the cantus firmus had greatly changed. Ramos had based the fugal technique on imitation of a cantus firmus, whereas Vicentino dismisses “the fugue that follows a cantus firmus” as “not modern.” He then describes the desirable modo moderno. It requires first a certain choice of melodic material to be made within the cantus firmus. This choice is designated as punto, and it becomes the basis for imitation. Vicentino’s important recommendation is that the imitation should take only its point of departure from the cantus firmus, and should no longer actually employ it; for, he says, the parts should “imitate each other, but not the cantus firmus.” Thus Vicentino not only crystallizes the cantus firmus technique of the High Renaissance and the Baroque, but he also introduces with his term punto the modern concept of the theme. We shall encounter it again in Morley’s term “point.”

Vicentino’s chapter on fugue contains a number of remarks pertaining to the nature of thematic material. He stresses the importance of the fact that the beginning of a fugue must be well written and that it should present a passage equally suited to all voices. He suggests that the composer distinguish between his fugal writing in Masses, motets, and madrigals, and, generally, in vocal and instrumental music. Although his recommendations give evidence of the greatly widened scope of the fugal technique, his actual instruction on the formation of fugal themes does not go far beyond the old rule for the composition of the rondellus given by Walter Odington.24 He comments, however, on the length of the theme, which may vary from the equivalent of one half note to that of four whole notes; for the second entrance may occur after the corresponding number of rests.25 He states that the delay of the second entrance should be no greater because “more than four rests would seem too many.” The entrances should be spaced evenly and occur at metrically corresponding points, although for a special effect of surprise they may occur alternately on upbeats and downbeats–a rule which remained an issue of debate well into the eighteenth century.

Although Vicentino arrives at no choice of terms for theme and counterpart, he defines the two concepts clearly in a passage dealing with the use of the fugal principle in keyboard works. He suggests that the composer, having completed the initial imitative entrances, take the passage which has served as accompaniment to the theme and make it the basis for new imitative treatment, so that “he will always have material with which to compose without having to stop and reflect.” This formulation of the basic rule for fugal improvisation anticipates later sixteenth-century discussions which deal with the improvisational technique at the keyboard more extensively.

Vicentino is emphatic in his criticism of devices which, in his opinion, characterize the imitative style of the non moderni. He rules out the use of alternating fifths and sixths in imitation as unimaginative, and he scorns the manner of imitation by which the skip of an ascending fourth is repeatedly followed by that of a descending third, pointing out that it means too many progressions from octaves to fifths, and vice versa.26

With Vicentino, it is understood that imitation should preferably occur at perfect intervals, but he adds that imitation at the unison and the octave does not lend enough variety to the composition and should thus be used only “in case of necessity.” Therefore the intervals which he singles out as particularly suited for imitation are the fourth and fifth. According to Vicentino, these two intervals should be used alternately in an imitative setting of four voices; that is, the soprano and alto should be written in imitation at the fourth if the tenor and bass are written in imitation at the fifth, and vice versa.

This rule, which takes into consideration the uneven division of the octave, directs our attention to the most important point in Vicentino’s discussion of fugue: The composer is asked to make a definite choice of a mode and to remain aware of the limitations of this mode throughout his fugal writing. Vicentino says, in fact, that for this reason the bass, or the parts that may take the place of the bass, should be treated with particular caution in imitative writing, “for those parts are the ones that determine the mode.”

Here the Renaissance theorist acknowledges a complete break with the theoretical views of the Middle Ages. According to medieval theory, the technique of imitation, still restricted to secular forms, was entirely unrelated to the modal system which represented the heritage of sacred music.27 The synthesis of fugal writing and modal theory in Vicentino’s work was preceded by the reconciliation of modal theory with the tonalities of traditional Western secular music in Heinrich Glarean’s Dodekachordon, published less than a decade earlier. This was the same work which contained the first account of canonic art in sacred music given in theoretical literature. The title of Glarean’s work designates a new system of twelve modes, adding to the existing four authentic and four plagal modes the authentic and plagal versions of the major and minor genera. Actually, this reconciliation had begun when the modes–the theoretical basis of monophonic music–were first adapted to polyphony, and its effect was to be felt far beyond Glarean’s writing. We can still recognize it in the flexible handling of accidentals in minor tonalities, which is reminiscent of the practice of musica ficta; moreover, our terminology itself, which has borrowed the term “tonal” from modal theory, designates major and minor as either modes or tonalities.28 The specific principle which emerges from Vicentino’s theory of adapting the fugal technique to the modal system has thus become known in our terminology as the tonal answer–obviously one of the most decisive events in the entire evolution of fugal writing.

Vicentino formulates this principle with the example of the counterfugue at the octave, in which the skip of a descending fifth is to be answered with the skip of an ascending fourth, and vice versa, so that the composition will not exceed the octave and thus the limits of the mode. It is interesting that in its first mention the tonal answer is linked to the counterfugue, for the exchange of the fourth and fifth is thus explained through the process of inversion, which with Vicentino’s contemporary, Gioseffo Zarlino, became the basis for the system of dual harmony.

Inversion plays a prominent part in Vicentino’s writing, for the counterfugue, or fugue by inverted motion, as well as invertible counterpoint, is mentioned here for the first time.29 Their place in contrapuntal theory is fully established by Zarlino.

Ex. 4
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Throughout his discussion, Vicentino is true to his role as advocate of a new style, fully aware of his mission of innovator. Indicative of his stand is his concern for a clear presentation of the text in vocal music. He seems far ahead of his time when he speaks of a carefully concerted accompaniment, and in his rules for fugal writing the treatment of the text–even a distinction between Latin and Italian prosody–holds an important place. He feels that the understanding of the text is assured in polyphony up to four parts. For composition in five and more parts, he recommends the frequent use of rests and unisons, although, he says, “even here a fugal texture should be maintained.”


Establishment of Fugal Terminology: Zarlino

Vicentino’s work appeared three years before Gioseffo Zarlino’s famous Istitutioni harmoniche. It anticipated important aspects of Zarlino’s teaching and on some points, such as the definition of the tonal answer, had clearly gone beyond it. Yet it remained for Zarlino, Vicentino’s fellow student under Adrian Willaert, to synthesize all earlier theoretical studies and to create a definite basis for a system of musical theory in the modern sense.

We find in Zarlino’s comprehensive treatment of fugue the foundation of a new terminology. He is the first to distinguish between fugue (fuga, consequenza, reditta) and imitation (imitatione). Entrances at the perfect intervals of unison, fourth, fifth, and octave are now the only ones recognized as constituting a fugue; entrances at all other intervals are called imitation. Zarlino carefully separates the term canon from either, quoting it in Greek in order to stress the original meaning of the word, which, as he says, is beginning to be confused with the term fugue by “musicians of lesser intelligence.”

Equally important is Zarlino’s use of the words guida and consequente as definite terms; however, he still uses them to designate the opening and answering voices in their entirety, not the opening and answering statements.30 Similarly, the term soggetto, which gains considerable prominence in Zarlino’s writing, refers to a complete part, as a rule the tenor.31 Its function is still close to that of the cantus firmus. Zarlino’s own definition describes the soggetto as a pre-existing melody. This melody may have been “invented by the composer beforehand”; thus it is to be understood as a part written earlier than the other parts (cantus prius factus), not as a theme. This meaning is apparent in some of Zarlino’s three-part examples in which the melodic line of the soggetto bears no relation to the imitative parts (guida and consequente) written upon this soggetto.

Ex. 5
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In a separate chapter, however, the musical usage of the term thema is introduced in Zarlino’s work.32 It arises in the discussion of the replica, a term which Zarlino uses generally as a synonym for the fugal procedure and specifically for the repetition of a melodic pattern within a contrapuntal part. The phenomenon of melodic repetition had undergone a number of different considerations in contrapuntal theory. The basic rule, stated long before Zarlino and accepted by many theorists after him, denounces melodic repetition as monotonia which tends to impede the free flow of the vocal line. The fifteenth-century theorist Guilelmus Monachus had pointed out that such melodic “reiteration” might exist in the cantus firmus, but he advised the composer to use all the more care in avoiding it in the contrapuntal part to be written upon such a cantus firmus.33 Tinctoris, introducing the term redicta for melodic repetition, follows the earlier rule but adds that the redicta may be tolerated when it is used for a special effect of imitating the sound of bells or of horns (tubae). This first acknowledgment of melodic repetition is particularly interesting because it is thus linked to the pes technique of the canon; in fact, a motif identical with that of the tenor ad modum tubae in Dufay’s fuga, Et in terra (Example 1) is found in one of the examples which Tinctoris quotes (Example 6). It is used by Tinctoris as redicta in the tenor part, above which two higher parts move in free imitation.

Ex. 6
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In Zarlino’s teaching, the use of repeated melodic patterns enters free contrapuntal writing and is considerably broadened in scope. After explaining the danger of monotony, Zarlino states that a replica used intentionally rather than incidentally “may be acceptable and even desirable … provided it is subjected to certain changes,” for example the change from breves to semibreves or minims, or the change from rhythmically even passages to syncopations.

It is highly significant that Zarlino designates the melodic line which is repeated in a carefully planned and varied manner with the term thema, for we can recognize here the first discussion of a working procedure which fugal practice was to raise to utmost importance. It is here still limited by the restrictions resulting from the use of a pre-existing part. Zarlino is therefore bound to consider the thematically written counterpoint a contrappunto con obbligo (counterpoint with obligatory melodic repetition), but it is evident from his examples that this obligatory repetition is now no longer based on such short, stereotyped patterns as were used by Tinctoris.

Ex. 7
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The three terms which Zarlino employs to describe this procedure, replica, pertinacia, and thema, actually outline the course that leads from casual repetition through the use of brief ostinato statements to the choice of a determining melodic phrase that requires both originality of invention and flexibility of treatment. In an example in which the parts are not distinguished as subject and counterpoint but simply as upper part and lower part, Zarlino distributes the free treatment of several themes over both parts and thus presents the first theoretical discussion of the ricercare technique.

Ex. 8
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Zarlino admits the difficulty of composing a thematic counterpoint but says that consistency in using the theme justifies various licenses in part writing and that a composition in which this difficulty is mastered is much to be preferred to one “without difficulty,” no matter how smoothly written.

In addition, Zarlino formulates an important general rule concerning the melodic passage which becomes subject to repetition through fugal treatment. He comments on the practice of maintaining small distances between fugal entrances–a practice which Vicentino had recommended–and points out that although narrow spacing may strengthen the intelligibility of fugal entrances, it will necessarily limit their originality: “At present it is hardly possible to find an instance of fugal writing that has not been used a thousand million times by other composers.” Vicentino had expressed a similar concern–“ of common fugues the world is full”; but it was Zarlino who first related the problem of stereotyped patterns to the distance between imitative entrances and who urged the composer to increase this distance. We may see in this argument the first step toward the idea of the fugue on a single, highly individual theme which began to play an important role in the writings of later theorists.

In his fundamental distinction between fugue and imitation, however, Zarlino appears as a systematic rather than progressive theorist, for there is no indication in his text that it is a tendency toward tonal orientation which prompts him to single out entrances at the unison, fourth, fifth, and octave as the only true fugal entrances.
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