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16th Century Counterpoint: Handout & Vademecum  

Prof. Dr. Markus Roth, Folkwang University of Arts 
 
Ex. 1: Francesco Guami, Ricercari a due voci, Venice 1588, Nr. XX (Tenore) 
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Francesco	Guami,	Ricercari	a	due	voci,	Venedig	1588,	Nr.	XX

Markus Roth
Ex. 2



Ex. 3: G. P. da Palestrina, Missa Ut re mi fa sol la, Benedictus (halved values)  

	

	

	



	



Ex. 4: P. Verdelot, Dormend'un giorno (Le dotte et eccelente compositioni di Verdelot, Venice 1538) 
 

 
 
 



Ex. 5: G. Scotto, Dormend'un giorno after Verdelot (1559), M. 1-19  
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Il bianco e dolce cigno
Arcadelt, Jacques (c.1507-1568)

Il primo libro di madrigali d'Arcadelt à 4 voci (Venice, 1539)
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2 Il bianco e dolce cigno (score)  
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Il bianco e dolce cigno

cantando more, ed io

piangendo giung' al fin del viver mio.

Stran' e diversa sorte,

ch'ei more sconsolato

ed io moro beato.

Morte che nel morire

m'empie di gioia tutto e di desire.

Se nel morir, altro dolor non sento,

di mille mort' il di sarei contento.

The white and sweet swan

dies singing, and I,

weeping, reach the end of my life.

Strange and different fate,

that he dies disconsolate

and I die a blessed death,

which in dying fills me

full of joy and desire.

If in dying, were I to feel no other pain,

I would be content to die a thousand deaths a day.
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Quis dabit capiti meo aquam?
Text: Angelo Poliziano Heinrich Isaac
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Ex. 8: P. Aaron, Thoscanello de la musica (31539), Cap. XXX 
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Ą Q ∞ I J ‰
nec

‰
a -

‰
li -

‰
um

‰
ad -

„
o -

„
ra -

„
mus,

I U
Je -

U
su

U
Chri -

U
ste.

EQ ∞ I J ‰
nec

‰
a -

‰
li -

‰
um

‰
ad -

„
o -

„
ra -

„
mus,

I U
Je -

U
su

U
Chri -

U
ste.

45 S R(  ) Q u 3
uS 3
u 3

Q u 3

A Q ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ „
ex -

„
au -

„
di

.„
quod

‰ „ „
sup-

„
pli -
„
ca -

U
mus,

„
et

A Q ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ „
ex -

„
au -

„
di

.„
quod

‰ „ „
sup-
„
pli -
„
ca -
U

mus,
„
et
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Ex. 10: J. del Enzina, Ay triste que vengo (Canzoniere del Palacio, ~1505-20) 
 

 
 

 
Ex. 11: Leonhard Lechner, Newe Teutsche Lieder zu drey Stimmen nach Art der Welschen Villanellen, 
Teil II, Nürnberg 1578, Nr. XVI: Ach Lieb, ich muss dich lassen 
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next pages: Nicola Vicentino, madrigal »Dolce mio ben« in three versions (L’Antica musica 1555, 
fol. 67v f.; Edition Manfred Cordes, Graz 2007) [Ex. 13a-c] 









16th	Century	Counterpoint:	Vademecum_Prof.	Dr.	Markus	Roth,	Folkwang	University_Gent,	9/6-12/21	

	

_Values & rests, tempus, tactus, ›flow‹  
 

Adriano Coclico: Compendium musices descriptum, Nürnberg 1552, Fiii 
 

 
 
In 16th Century vocal Polyphony, most music was written in the tempus imperfectum diminutum, 

symbolised through the sign C (alla breve). Despite the voices being written out without bar lines in the 

sources, the music is organized into units a semibreve long, with a ›strong‹ downbeat at the beginning 
of each unit. (If the semibreve is divided into two minims, the first is ›strong‹, the second ›weak‹.) 
Hans Buchner (1524) described the basic tempo of performance comparing the beat with two steps of 
a man walking in average tempo. The following Palestrina example shows the ideal of phrase design, 
beginning with large values accelerating, while syncopation often announces the near cadence. 

 

 
(G. P. da Palestrina, Motet Sicut cervus (Motecta festorum II, 1604, Cantus partbook) 

 
_Consonant and dissonant intervals 

 

 
representation after Gallus Dressler, around 1563/64 (Forgács 2007) 



16th	Century	Counterpoint:	Vademecum_Prof.	Dr.	Markus	Roth,	Folkwang	University_Gent,	9/6-12/21	

	

16th Century Counterpoint is regarded as a succession of intervals, based on a consonant scaffold note 
against note (contrapunctus simplex). Normally, a chant begins and ends with a perfect consonance; 
only imperfect consonances can be used in parallel motion. 

 

 
Example from G. Daruta, Il transsylvano II (1622) 

 
After G. Zarlino (Istitutioni harmonique III/1558, Cap. 39), the Counterpoint against a given subject 
must be varied »through diverse movements, by touching different tones I the lower and upper and 
middle registers, and in the consonances it sounds against the subject«. 

 
_The regular use of dissonances: Transitus and sincopa 

 
• TRANSITUS: in most of the cases a fleeting passing dissonance on a very week position 

within the beat (Dressler: »transitus celer«), rarely as minim, predominant as semiminim after 
a dotted minim.  See below the very smooth usage of different types of transitus-figures:  
1) transitus regularis, 2) transitus irregularis, and 3) lower »neighbour note« (there is no historic 
term). Note also the very characteristic portamento figure (*), a decoration of the discant clause 
in the cadence. (G. P. da Palestrina, motet Sicut cervus, Cantus and Altus annotated) 
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• SINCOPA: 

 
Giovanni Artusi, L’Arte del contrapunto, Bologna 1598, 40: 

 

 
 

 
representation after Gaffurio 1496/Menke 2015 

_cadences (clausulae) 
 

Quid est clausula? Est cantilenae particula in fine vel quies perfecta reperitur vel est vocum 

diversarum in consonantijs coniunctio. – What is a cadence? It is a short section at the end 
of a Cantilena: Either perfect rest is discovered, or it is the disjunction of the diverse 
voices in perfect consonances. (Gallus Dressler, Praeceptae musicae poëticae, 1563/64) 

 
 

Ex 6 in 8: Qua ratione constituuntur clausulae? Discantus et Tenor ex 6 in 8 conveniunt, ac si incidit 

syncopatio in discanto tunc 7 syncopata excusator. – By what method are cadences constituted? The 
discantus and tenor come together from a sixth into an octave, and if a syncopation occurs in the 
discantus, then a syncopated seventh is excused. 
										a)																																																 	 																			b)	

	
	

The three basic types of cadences after Dressler: clausula perfecta, clausula in mi, clausula semiperfecta 
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_contrapunctus simplex and diminutus (or »floridus«) 
 

Essempio del contrapunto semplice, & Florido: P. Pontio, Ragionamento di Musica (1588), p. 22: 
 

 
 

 
The following representation shows some formulas to make diminutions of the melodic steps of a 
primary scaffold based on contrapunctus simplex. Note that not every formula can be used everywhere; 
check the concrete conditions and mi contra fa-relations, but the present list can be easily expanded 
with the aid of similar figures (representation without clefs after Menke 2015): 
 

	
Literature: 
 
_Gioseffo Zarlino, The Art of Counterpoint. Part Three of Le Istitutioni harmonique 1558. Translated by 
Guy A. Marco and Claude V. Palisca, New Haven 1968. 
_Peter Schubert, Modal Counterpoint, Renaissance Style, New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press 
1999. 
_R. Forgács, Gallus Dressler's Praecepta musicae poëticae, Urbana and Chicago 2007. 
_Anne Smith, The Performance of 16th Century Counterpoint: Learning from the Theorists, New York 
and Oxford: Oxford University Press 2011.  

_Johannes Menke, Kontrapunkt I: Die Musik der Renaissance, Laaber 2015. 




