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LA PERFORMANCE DELLA MEMORIA

erano collocate tutte le claves e claves e claves
le voces che erano state associavoces che erano state associavoces - che erano state associa- che erano state associa
te (Fig. 1). 

Analogamente a quella 
del computo ecclesiastico le 
informazioni da ricordare era-informazioni da ricordare era-informazioni da ricordare era
no situate sulle nocche e sulle 
dita all’interno della mano 
sinistra, e la loro sequenza for-sinistra, e la loro sequenza for-sinistra, e la loro sequenza for
mava una spirale discendente 
dall’estremità del pollice fino 
alla giuntura superiore del dito 
medio11. 

La mano musicale ha rap-
presentato per tutti i musicisti 
medievali e di epoca successiva 
un archivio memoriale dove 
sono stati fissati i nomi di tutte 
le sillabe con le note musicali corrispondenti. Cantando, 
ripercorrevano mentalmente il percorso a spirale dei 
luoghi sulla mano, che si traduceva in suono grazie all’e-
missione di intervalli musicali espressi per mezzo di sillabe 
appropriate. Non c’è nulla di sorprendente nel fatto che un 
metodo di apprendimento di contrappunto di questo tipo 
si basasse sulla conoscenza della mano musicale, che infatti 
rappresentava un mezzo universale di accesso al solfeggio.

La mano del contrappunto 
Il principio della tecnica chiamata “grado” consiste 

nell’insegnare la teoria del contrappunto senza fare riferi-
mento alle note effettive, ma basandosi sulle sillabe prese 
nei diversi esacordi della teoria guidoniana. Questo sistema 
permetteva al contrappuntista apprendista di avere facile 
accesso alla conoscenza di intervalli consonanti memoriz-

11. Berger K., The Hand and the Art of Memory, in “Musica Disci-
plina”, 35 (1981), pp. 87-120; Forscher Weiss S., ‘Disce manum tuam si 
vis bene discere cantum’: Symbols of Learning Music in Early Modern Europe, vis bene discere cantum’: Symbols of Learning Music in Early Modern Europe, vis bene discere cantum’: Symbols of Learning Music in Early Modern Europe
in “Music in Art”, 30 (2005), pp. 35-74.
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Analogamente a quella 
del computo ecclesiastico le 

-
no situate sulle nocche e sulle 

-
mava una spirale discendente 

no 

-
presentato per tutti i musicisti Fig.  1 -  Stefano Vanneo,

Recanetum de musica aurea, 
Roma, 1533, c. 9v.


IV-1 Canguilhem-fig.1
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LA PERFORMANCE DELLA MEMORIA

antica tabella di consonanze espresse con sillabe è, a mia 
conoscenza, quella nel manoscritto di Berkeley, copiato a 
Parigi intorno al 1375. Inoltre alcune di queste tabelle si 
trovano anche nei trattati stampati da Guillaume Guerson a 
Parigi alla fine del XV secolo, e ancora in numerosi trattati 

Lo studioso indica esclusivamente le fonti italiane, come anche Sachs 
K.-J., op. cit., p. 217. Sarah Fuller lo considera come ‘italiano’; si veda: 
Fuller S., ‘Organum-discantus-contrapunctus’ in the Middle Ages, in The 
Cambridge History of Western Music Theory, a cura di T. Christensen, 
Cambridge, 2002, p. 496). Un manoscritto trascritto nel 1456 che in-
clude una tavola dei suoni “sillabici” si trova ora a Berlino, alla 
Staatsbibliothek Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Ms. lat. oct. 407, f. 1r-3v 
(origine italiana, 1456). Ringrazio Christian Meyer di avermi segna-(origine italiana, 1456). Ringrazio Christian Meyer di avermi segna-(origine italiana, 1456). Ringrazio Christian Meyer di avermi segna
lato questa fonte non menzionata nella letteratura sulla ‘regola del 
grado’.

Fig. 2Fig. 2 - WashingtonWashington, , Library of Congress, ML 171 J6, c. 47v.Library of Congress, ML 171 J6, c. 47v.


IV-2 Canguilhem-fig.2




IV-3 Canguilhem-fig.3 - 5


IV-3 Canguilhem-fig.3- Ravenna, Classense Municipal Library, ms. 453, c. 5. 


IV-4 Canguilhem-fig.4- London, British Librar) 'Lansdowne 763, c. 109v 


IV-5 Canguilhem-fig.5 - Rome, Vallicelliana Library, ms. Or 29, c. 21
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Example 2: Use of alternating thirds and fifths, Gilles Binchois: ‘Se la belle’ (bars 5-11) 
 

 
 
The con centro 3-5 structure then becomes an ex centro one. One can find these 3-5 settings in the 
Cancionero musical de Palacio (1505-1525) as well as in Giulio Caccini’s collection Le nuove musiche 

 
 

            
 

 
 
Example 4: Juan del Encina (1469-1529), ‘Si abrá en este baldrés’, from: Cancionero musical de 
Palacio (1505-1525), outer voices 
 

 
 
One advantage of the 3-5 setting is that the octave is reserved for the beginning and ending, so 
that the cadence is a real “perfectio” (3-5-8). Harmonizing a given melody, one can easily find a 
solution that also has thirds and fifths between the outer voices if the melody moves in leaps as 
well as in steps, as the following example will demonstrate:  
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each one attempting to become the highest voice.6 Thus the ex centro sound structure emphasizes 
the “surface” of music. The skeleton is not internal, like the tenor in the con centro structure, but 
has become visible on the exterior. Composition and improvisation both take the surface as a 
point of departure from which they can execute their designs.  
Continuing the conception of Dammann, one could say that there is a “double code” in the 
Baroque setting: the composition is defined by counterpoint, which concerns the relationship of 
the outer voices to one another, and continuo, which shows the perspective from the bass.7 This 
means that a dyadic structure of outer voices is expanded through a chordal structure. In the case 
of trio structure, the upper voice is complemented by a second melodic voice. Here, there is a 
relationship, but also a certain independence, between both “codes”. This independence 
concerns practical performance, where an ensemble of continuo players improvises the inner 
chordal structure, which thus has the possibility of becoming very complex.   
The priority of the outer voices in fact started in the 15th century, where a clear relationship 
between the cantus and the contratenor bassus can often be observed, above all in four-voice 
settings, in which the tenth is often preferred between the outer voices - presumably because of 
its sensual sweetness. Nevertheless, most theorists do not describe the priority of the outer 
voices, but rather a system of completing the composition by adding voices.8 One important 
exception to this, of course, is the treatise Libro llamodo Arte taner Fantasia (1565) by the 
Dominican Thomas de Sancta Maria. Here, Thomas gives ten possibilities for “harmonizing” a 
scale and defines them according to the relationship between the outer voices. The fourth 
manner (quarta manera) consists of using tenths and twelfths, in other words with thirds and fifths 
b   
 
E       

 
 

 
 
Whereas these intervals are very often used in the fifteenth century between tenor and 

      enor), their alternation 
     

 
 

                                                      
6 This is the opposite of the typical crossing tenor and contratenor voices in the 15th century, where these voices 
seem to be fighting to become the lowest voice. 
7 This means that the continuo numbers act as a kind of harmonic analysis, helpful for the continuo players. 
8 For example, the famous „tavola del contrapunto” in Pietro Aaron’s Toscanello in Musica (Venice, 1539), 
reprinted in Kassel, Bärenreiter, libro secondo, cap. XXI (not paginated).  
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           elle’ (bars 5-11) 
 

 
 
The     

        
(1601/1614). 
 
Example 3:  Giulio Caccini (~1550-1618), ‘Tu ch’hai le penne’, from: Le nuove musiche II (1614) 
 

 
 
Example 4: Juan del Encina (1469-1529), ‘Si abrá en este baldrés’, from: Cancionero musical de 
Palacio (1505-1525), outer voices 
 

 
 
One advantage of the 3-5 setting is that the octave is reserved for the beginning and ending, so 
that the cadence is a real “perfectio” (3-5-8). Harmonizing a given melody, one can easily find a 
solution that also has thirds and fifths between the outer voices if the melody moves in leaps as 
well as in steps, as the following example will demonstrate:  
 
 
 


IV-6 to 8 Menke ex.1 - 3


Example IV-6 Menke ex.1, Thomas de Sancta Maria, Libro llamado Arte de tañer Fantasia (1565), p. 22: "La quarta manera se haze subiendo o baxando a dezenas y dozenas"


Example IV-7 Menke ex.2: Use of alternating thirds and fifths, Gilles Binchois: "Se la belle" (bars 5-11)


Example IV-8 Menke ex.3: Giulio Caccini (—1550-1618), ‘Tu ch’hai le penne’, from: Le nuove musiche II (1614)
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Example 2: Use of alternating thirds and fifths, Gilles Binchois: ‘Se la belle’ (bars 5-11) 
 

 
 
The con centro 3-5 structure then becomes an ex centro one. One can find these 3-5 settings in the 
Cancionero musical de Palacio (1505-1525) as well as in Giulio Caccini’s collection Le nuove musiche 
(1601/1614). 
 
Example 3:  Giulio Caccini (~1550-1618), ‘Tu ch’hai le penne’, from: Le nuove musiche II (1614) 
 

 
 
Example 4: Juan del Encina (1469-1529), ‘Si abrá en este baldrés’, from: Cancionero musical de 
Palacio (1505-1525), outer voices 
 

 
 
One advantage of the 3-5 setting is that the octave is reserved for the beginning and ending, so 
that the cadence is a real “perfectio” (3-5-8). Harmonizing a given melody, one can easily find a 
solution that also has thirds and fifths between the outer voices if the melody moves in leaps as 
well as in steps, as the following example will demonstrate:  
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Example 5: Bass to a given melody with alternating thirds and fifths: ‘O Heiland, reiß die Himmel 
auf’, Friedrich Spee, 1622 (Augsburg, 1666) 
 

 
 
The third middle voice can now proceed in parallel thirds with the soprano, or can alternate 
between thirds and fifths. 
Using this simple method, the composer or improviser is quickly able to find a “harmonization” 
that sounds convincing, without thinking about “tonality”, or degrees of the scale, etc.9  
 
2. Skeleton and Diminution 
 
One of the fundamental aspects of Western composition is the differentiation of a note-against-
note framework and its diminution, that is to say the differentiation of a contrapunctus simplex and a 
contrapunctus floridus. In the second half of the 16th century, diminution seems to have become 
more and more important for the performer, as can be seen in the treatises of Thomas de Sancta 
Maria and Diego Ortiz. The thinking in stylistic patterns with which the progressions of the 
contrapunctus simplex could be embellished also remained into the 17th century, although the style 
changed. Comparing the diminution models of Thomas de Sancta Maria (in his Libro Llamado 
Arte de Tañer Fantasia [1565]) and Francesco Rognoni (in his Selva de varii Passaggi [Milan, 1620]), 
the stylistic change  is clearly perceptible: Rognoni uses more extensive passages and typical 
Baroque ornamental dissonances which Christoph Bernhard described as “superjectio”, 
“anticipatio”, “subsumtio” etc10. These models can be used in composition as well as in 
improvisation. In the well-known “aria” in the third act of his Orfeo (1607), Monteverdi provides 
a proposal for ornamentation. In this scene, Orfeo wants to persuade Caronte to give him back 
Euridice. For this purpose, Orfeo utilises all his skills and sings – following Monteverdi’s 
proposal - a very “ex centro”embellished melody over an ostinato bass, which is based on the 
Passamezzo model (indicated by stars). The following example shows the dyadic outer-voice 
skeleton (without the ritornellos) together with an analysis of the intervals used (the last verse, 
which is similar to the fourth, has been omitted). 
 
                                                      
9 The famous “Tabula naturalis” of Johann Andreas Herbst also prefers the setting with thirds and fifths between 
bass and soprano (see Musica poëtica, [Nuremberg, 1643], pp. 35-36).  
10 Christoph Bernhard, Tractatus compositionis augmentatus, edited by Joseph Müller-Blattau in Die 
Kompositionslehre Heinrich Schützens in der Fassung seines Schülers Christoph Bernhard (Kassel, 2003). The 
title of this German edition, which was first printed in 1926, is symptomatic of the ideology of “the great 
German composers”. Instead of describing the technique of Schütz, Bernhard in fact describes the technique of 
Italian composers which he learned during his journey to Italy. There, he studied with Giacomo Carissimi, who 
was probably a more important model for Bernhard than Schütz. 


IV-9 Menke ex.4 


IV10 Menke ex.5



5 
 

Example 6: Monteverdi: Orfeo, Act III. Outer-voice-reduction of Orfeo's aria 
 

 
 
Monteverdi clearly prefers a 3-5 setting. This evokes the image of an improvising singer, who 
gravitates towards the 3-5 structure and fills it out with his own expressive and ex centro melodies. 
Octaves are almost entirely reserved for cadences. In the third verse, in which Orfeo says he will 
depart through the dark air (“cammin per l’aer cieco”), Monteverdi’s exclusive use of fifths is 
noteworthy. When Orfeo declares that he will reach paradise if he sees her beauty again 
(“Ch’ovunque stasis tanta bellezza il paradise ha seco”), Monteverdi allows him to go up to a high 


IV-11 Menke ex.6
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clearly signalling the Romanesca opening. In contrast, the Folia (both the early and the later model) 
is used mostly in the untransposed D mode and is defined by an 8-3 setting in the outer voices.  
  
Example 12: Outer voice-skeletons of arias  
 

 
 
The 3-5 and 8-3 settings are connected to each other because the third voice in a 3-5 setting is an 
8-3 setting and vice versa. If an ensemble is improvising a Romanesca or Folia, the players can 
agree beforehand who will take which of the two parts. During the variations they will change 
their roles.18 
 
6. Dissonant progressions 
 
Perhaps the most significant development regarding the construction of sound progressions was 
the increase of dissonant syncopations during the 16th century and the subsequent use of 
dissonant chords during the 17th and 18th centuries. In the compositions of Palestrina, which were 
judged as models for composition around 1600, dissonant syncopation is omnipresent and has 
achieved some independence from the cadence, from which it actually originates. In this respect, 
Palestrina’s music is not as conservative as is often supposed. It is known that theorists such as 

                                                      
18 Still Antonio Vivaldi’s Sonata op. 1 RV 63 “La Follia” is a good example of this technique. Therefore, this 
piece is indeed a kind of written improvisation.  


IV-12 Menke ex.12



Peter Schubert

98

of what a young singer might have improvised, beginning with 
contraponto ad imitatione (the motive is borrowed from the first 
five notes of the chant), then moving on to repeat various freely 
invented motives.13 The end of this example is particularly effective 
and well formed, with short sequential repetitions of et inventus est 
justus, the last of which is extended into the cadence.

Example 2. Banchieri Cartella, p. 67

In Modal Counterpoint I proposed an easy way to learn to do this: 
begin with the short motive (passo) and memorize all possible CF 
motions that could support that motive.14 I have done this myself, 

13. Adriano Banchieri, Cartella musicale (Venice: G. Vincenti, 1614; facs. Bologna: 
Forni, 1983), 67.
14. Peter Schubert, Modal Counterpoint, Renaissance Style, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2008), 115-116.

Reprint from Improvising Early Music  -  ISBN 978 90 5867 997 0  -  © Leuven University Press, 2014


IV-13 Schubert ex.2




IV-14 Wegman fig.1




IV-15 Wegman, Chamaterò









MTO 19.2 Examples: Cumming, Renaissance Improvisation and Musicology

(Note: audio, video, and other interactive examples are only available online)
http://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.13.19.2/mto.13.19.2.cumming.php

Table 1. Improvisable two-voice stretto fuga:
canon after one time unit

 


IV-16 Cumming - Table Renaissance Improvisation 



Example 1. Francisco de Montanos, stretto fuga at the fifth below (a), with embellished versions (b) and (c)

Example 2. Josquin Desprez, Per illud Ave, from Benedicta es celorum regina, with two different third parts by Gioseffo Zarlino

2 of 3

Example 1. Francisco de Montanos, stretto fuga at the fifth below (a), with embellished versions (b) and (c)

Example 2. Josquin Desprez, Per illud Ave, from Benedicta es celorum regina, with two different third parts by Gioseffo Zarlino

2 of 3

Example 3. Josquin Desprez, Ave verum corpus (Motetti B), 3a pars; chant-paraphrase canon with an added voice

3 of 3


IV-16 Cumming -  Renaissance Music, Examples 1 - 3




