
Whistlestop Tour of Music Theory History

Epitaph of Seikolos (<100 C.E.)  (youtu.be/KjHNEbVKIGk)

While you live, shine 
Don't suffer anything at all 

Life is short 
And time demands its toll 

Plainsong ( < 800 C.E.) (youtu.be/U-AsvDn87fo)

Liturgical music was far more likely to survive from the Medieval period than other forms of music, simply 
because the clergy tended to be the only literate members of society.  We take Plainsong to be the root of 
Western composition as we know it today.  This music was organized according to modes, not the major and 
minor keys that we now use.



Enchiriadis Polyphony (c. 800-900 C.E.)  (Example on CARMEN)

The earliest polyphony only used the perfect intervals: the octave, fifth, or fourth.  Voice parts were written 
completely in parallel perfect consonances.  This represents the “ancient” form of music that contrapuntists 
rebelled against.



The Spark of Voice Independence (c.1000 - 1200)

True polyphony, with independent voices, probably arose out of the practice of beginning and ending 
multiple musical voices on the same note: the finalis.  The following excerpt begins on the modern note of 
"C".  The voices actually separated and moved differently---a major revolution.

Medieval Conductus: Flos ut rosa floruit (youtu.be/KLARJR8MLq8)

Some parallel perfect harmonies remain, but there is more contrary motion, which makes the voices sound 
more independent.



Perotin – Viderunt Omnes  (c. 1200)
Perotin the Great composed organum, in which the lowest voice would sustain a chant melody at super-slow 
speeds, while one, two, or even three upper voices would sing florid melodies atop.  Notice how many 
parallel perfect harmonies appear!

 Messe de Nostre Dame: Kyrie, Guillaume de Machaut (c.1300-1377)   (youtu.be/Y47JdUI_PhE)



Renaissance Music (c. 1400-1600)

Machaut, Josquin, Palestrina, and the beginnings of Counterpoint.  Compositions become much more 
elaborate: counterpoint allows many more voices to coexist in a single, comprehensible texture.

Josquin des Pres (c.1450-1521)

Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (c1526 – 1594) (youtu.be/i4VoKso5ERI)

Here we see the sort of “high counterpoint” which epitomized the era.  Palestrina was a renowned master, 
and the inspiration for Johann Joseph Fux's Gradus ad parnassum (1725).  Here, there are NO parallel perfect 
consonances.

Great Moments in Counterpoint History

• Heinrich Glarean's Dodecachordon (1547): Swiss (Basel)
Argued for the acceptance of “major” and “natural minor” modes (Ionian, Aeolian)

• Gioseffo Zarlino's Le istitutioni harmoniche (1558): Italian (Venice)
• [Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (1525/6 -1594): Italian (Palestrina, near Rome)
• Lodovico Zacconi's Prattica di musica (1619): Italian-Austrian (Graz, Vienna)

First codified species method.
• [Jean-Phillipe Rameau (1722)]

Proposed the idea of basse fondamentale: Chords and their inversions.  Proposed that rules of 
counterpoint are really based on rules of harmony.

• Johann Joseph Fux's   Gradus ad Parnassum   (1725)  : Austrian (Vienna)
Book used by Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven!  Attempted to recreate Palestrina's style.

• Heinrich Schenker's Kontrapunkt (1910 and 1922).  Strict species counterpoint, following 
Fux's model.

• Knud Jeppesen's Counterpoint: The Polyphonic Vocal Style of the Sixteenth Century (1939)
• Felix Salzer & Carl Schachter's Counterpoint in Composition (1969)
• Arnold Schoenberg's Preliminary Exercises in Counterpoint (1963/1970)



Fux's Gradus ad Parnassum (1725)

Lecture (n)

late 14c., "action of reading, that which is read," from M.L. lectura "a reading, lecture," from L. lectus, pp. of 
legere "to read," originally "to gather, collect, pick out, choose" (cf. election), from PIE *leg- "to pick together, 
gather, collect" (cf. Gk. legein "to say, tell, speak, declare," originally, in Homer, "to pick out, select, collect, 
enumerate;" lexis "speech, diction;" logos "word, speech, thought, account;" L. lignum "wood, firewood," lit. 
“that which is gathered”). To read is to "pick out words." Meaning "action of reading (a lesson) aloud" is from 
1520s. That of "a discourse on a given subject before an audience for purposes of instruction" is from 1530s. The 
verb is attested from 1580s. Related: Lectured; lecturer; lecturing.

(http://www.etymonline.com/)

Σωκρατικος διάλογος.

http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=election
http://www.etymonline.com/

