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The Study of Counterpoint

From Johann Joseph Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum

The most celebrated book on counterpoint is Fux’s great theo-
retical work Gradus ad Parnassum. Since its appearance in 1725,
it has been used by and has directly influenced the work of many
of the greatest composers. J. S. Bach held it in high esteem,
Leopold Mozart trained his famous son from its pages, Haydn
worked out every lesson with meticulous care, and Beethoven
condensed it into an abstract for ready reference. An impressive
list of nineteenth-century composers subscribed to its second
edition, and in more recent times Paul Hindemith said, “Perhaps
the craft of composition would really have fallen into decline if
Fux’s Gradus had not set up a standard.”

Originally written in Latin, Steps to Parnassus was translated
into the principal European languages, but the only English ver-
sion was a free paraphrase published in 1886. The present trans-
lation by Alfred Mann is therefore the first faithful rendering in
English from the original Latin and presents the essence of Fux's
teachings. For its distinction as a classic and its undiminished
usefulness for the modern student it is a privilege to offer this
fine translation in the Norton Library.

ALFRED MANN is professor of musicology at the Eastman
School of Music of the University of Rochester. He was born in
Germany, studied in Europe, and took his Ph.D. from Columbia
University in 1955. A conductor for many years, he has edited a
highly praised performing edition of Handel’s Messiah. He is also
the author of The Study of Fugue, the first comprehensive history of
fugal theory.
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JOHANN JOSEPH FUX, Austrian composer and theorist, was born
in 1660 and died in Vienna in 1741. In 1698 he became court com-
poser; in 1704 he was made Kapellmeister at St. Stephen’s and even-
tually Kapellmeister to the court. In this highest of musical posts he
served three successive emperors. Among his numerous musical com-
positions are operas, oratorios, sacred works, and instrumental pieces.
His most enduring work is his treatise on counterpoint, Gradus ad
Parnassum.



The Study of
Counterpoint

from JOHANN JOSEPH FUX’S

Gradus ad Parnassum

REVISED EDITION

TRANSLATED AND LEDITED BY

ALFRED MANN

WITH THE COLLABORATION OF
JOHN EDMUNDS

igfi

W-W - NORTON & COMPANY
New York ‘- London



Copyright renewed 1971 by Alfred Mann

Copyright © 1965, 1943 by
W. W. Norton & Company, Inc.

FIRST PUBLISHED IN THE NORTON LIBRARY 1965

Previously published under the title Steps to Parnassus. The Study of
Counterpoint.

W. W. Norton & Company, Inc.
500 Fifth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10110
WwWW. wwnorton.com

W. W. Norton & Company Ltd.
Castle House, 75/76 Wells Street, London W1T 3QT

ISBN 0-393-00277-¢

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
67890

Contents

INTRODUCTION

THE AUTHOR'S FOREWORD TO THE READER

The Dialogue

First Part

L

II.

II1.

1v.

V.

NOTE AGAINST NOTE

THE SECOND SPECIES OF COUNTERPOINT
THE THIRD SPECIES OF COUNTERPOINT
THE FOURTH SPECIES OF COUNTERPOINT

THE FIFTH SPECIES OF COUNTERPOINT

Second Part

I.

II.

III.

IVA

V.

NOTE AGAINST NOTE IN THREE PARTS

HALF NOTES AGAINST WHOLE NOTES IN THREE PARTS
QUARTERS AGAINST WHOLE NOTES IN THREE PARTS
THE LIGATURE

FLORID COUNTERPOINT

Third Part

I.

II.

III.

FOUR PART COMPOSITION OR WRITING IN FOUR VOICES
HALF NOTES AGAINST WHOLE NOTES

QUARTERS AGAINST WHOLE NOTES

vii

17

27
41
50
55

71
86
91
94
104

109
117

120



Contents

1Iv. THE LIGATURE

V. FLORID COUNTERPOINT

APPENDIX
NOTES
BIBLIOGRAPHY

INDEX

127
135

141
144
149
153

Introduction

The Study of Counterpoint might be compared to the study of per-
spective. Both were important developments in Renaissance art.
Both reflect the rise of three-dimensional thought.

The medieval composer dealt with different voices of a motet
in much the way in which the medieval painter portrayed different
levels of a landscape. The composition, in both cases, was an
aggregate of parts rather than an entity conceived in depth. It is
characteristic of medieval music that theorists speak of discantus—
two-fold melody—even when they refer to a setting of more than
two parts. Theirs was a two-dimensional approach to polyphony.
The term discantus was the predecessor of the term counterpoint.
Early in its use, discantus had acquired the connotation of part-
writing that left no room for improvisational freedom but whose
thythm was strictly measured note against note: punctus contra
punctum.

The word contrapunctus emerged about 1300 in a number of
tracts the origins of which have not been fully clarified. A first
Introduction to Counterpoint was for a long time attributed to
Johannes de Garlandia, but his authorship—confusing in itself be-
cause of the existence of an earlier theorist by the same name—
has been questioned by recent scholarship. Doubt has arisen also
about the attribution to Johannes de Muris of a treatise dealing
with the Art of Counterpoint and to Philippe de Vitry, famous
master of the ars nova, of a similar work. As the involvement of
the latter name suggests, however, we can identify the early writers
on counterpoint by generation, if not by name; they are representa-
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tives of a “New Art,” the art of fourteenth-century polyphony.
Soon after the term contrapunctus appeared, its application seems
to have been extended beyond the strict original meaning, and in
a Treatise of Counterpoint (1412), the Italian theorist Prosdo-
cimus de Beldemandis pointed out that the contrapuntist had
actually become concerned with the problem of cantus contra
cantum—the problem of judging one complete melody against
another rather than note against note.

This realization called for an integration of vertical and hori-
zontal concepts. The phenomenon of counterpoint was gradually
recognized in its full complexity. With the fifteenth century began
the golden age of polyphony, and the great works of the Burgun-
dian and Flemish masters were followed by theoretical writings
commensurate with the noble music of their time. The Flemish
writer Johannes Tinctoris, known to music students as the author
of the first published dictionary of musical terms, is also the first
to discuss systematically the principles of both placing note against
note and placing one note against two or more mnotes. The first
species he calls simple counterpoint “based on the proportion of
equality, without benefit of the flower of diversity.” The second
species he calls diminished (i.e. dissolved) or florid counterpoint
and declares it superior to the first, saying that “the variety of
proportions produces the most agreeable counterpoint, just as the
diversity of flowers produces the most beautiful fields.” He takes
into account the crucial fact that the composer’s judgment must
be based not only on what he hears at a given moment but what
he must keep in mind in the continuity of hearing. He deals ex-
tensively with progressions and with comparisons of different pas-
sages following one another in a contrapuntal fabric. It is signif-
icant that in explaining the word counterpoint itself, he treats
“point” no longer as a mere synonym for “note.” When he speaks
of measurement from point to point, he quite obviously has in
mind an analogy with mathematical concepts, and his formulation
suggests indeed the imagination and draftsmanship of the masters
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of optical perspective. Equally apparent in his comprehension of
polyphony and his penchant for focused terminology, his strength
of perception suggests the advances made into other new territory
at the time; his accomplishment stands apart from the writing of
earlier theorists as does the global quest of Columbus from the
continental expeditions of earlier explorers.

The conquest of a vantage point from which to subject music

to the laws of proportion and correlation seems evident also in a
new awareness of the distance of time. Tinctoris had drawn a
clearer line than writers before him between the past and his own
age, and the works of Gioseffo Zarlino, a contemporary of Pales-
trina and the most eminent of Renaissance theorists, are devoted
primarily to summing up the achievements of his age, to reviewing
and clarifying a music theory that had become independent of the
Middle Ages. In doing so, Zarlino arrived at conclusions that greatly
widened the scope of contrapuntal theory, for the term counter-
point is applied in his text to the process of relating one “point”
of a composition to another thematically. The word contrapunti-
zare, which Zarlino introduced for this manner of envisioning “the
whole composition at once,” corresponds to the word “pointing”
used subsequently by English theorists for the thematic correla-
tion of various voices within a contrapuntal work.

The perspective of time becomes even more obvious in the atti-
tude of seventeenth-century theory, which began to identify coun-
terpoint with a stile antico. Claudio Monteverdi, genius of a
revolutionary era in music, raised a fundamental issue by drawing
the distinction between a “first practice” and a “second practice”
of composition. Entangled in the polemic writing his artistic activ-
ity had evoked and in which he had been charged with violating
the rules of counterpoint, he boldly asserted that the departures
from the acknowledged style constituted a style in themselves and
that there was a “practice other than that taught by Zarlino.” Thus
Monteverdi gave to the music theory of his time a two-fold chal-
lenge: to formulate the theoretical basis for a new practice and to
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re-formulate that of the old. Neither task was completed during
the seventeenth century. One called for the establishment of a
modemn theoretical system not fully realized until the writings of
Jean Philippe Rameau, whose new interpretation of harmony led
to the categorical distinction between “harmony” and “counter-
point.” The other demanded the codification of the study of coun-
terpoint, the establishment of a teaching method for which theorists
had long groped and by which the didactic process was unequivo-
cally subjected to historical perspective. It came to fruition in the
Gradus ad Parnassum of Johann Joseph Fux.

Published in 1725 at imperial expense and distributed within a
short time throughout the entire musical world, Fux’s work marked
a turning point in the evolution of music theory. “The earlier theo-
rists either concentrate on the practice of their own time or, perhaps
in accordance with long-established custom, follow the theories of
their predecessors without considering contemporary practice. Fux,
however, was fully aware that one is confronted with a choice in
the matter of music theory; one does not learn everything from any
one style-species. Every style has its particular technique, and
therefore one must know exactly why he chooses some particular
style rather than another as the basis of instruction. Most of the
theorists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, without giving
the matter further consideration, based their work on the music
about them and only occasionally made some comment to the
effect that this or that idiom is beautiful or modern or that another
is old-fashioned and less usable. Fux, however, leaves the music of
his own time, the Bach-Handel epoch, and chooses consciously and
with clear foresight the music of Palestrina as the basis of his
teaching.” *

The method of Fux’s work is linked to the great past through
essential style characteristics: the composing process on a given

1 Knud Jeppesen, Counterpoint, p. 38. Using the classical form of the dialogue,
Fux declares himself an apprentice of Palestrina in the text of his work; see the
Author’s Foreword to the Reader, below.
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melody (cantus firmus); the emphasis on the melodic element
resulting from consistently varied scale patterns (modes); the bal-
ance of consonance and dissonance determined by accent, prepara-
tion, and resolution; and the consideration of the vocal medium
as the natural vehicle of musical composition as well as of per-
formance. Fux discusses the study of counterpoint in two, three,
and four parts, placing between the species of simple and florid
counterpoint three intermediate species for the student’s “graded”
road to the Mountain of Muses.

Yet this extraordinary pedagogue was concerned with neither
scholarly analysis nor speculative theory. We can understand his
influence as an author only on the basis of the authority he com-
manded as a practicing musician. Fux was sixty-five years old when
the Gradus appeared. In the position of director of court music in
Vienna, the most distinguished musical office in his time, he had
served as composer and conductor during the reign of three Habs-
burg emperors; he had also held the post of director of music at the
cathedral of St. Stephen’s. Universally respected and admired, he
had himself become the “emperor of music.” 2 By safeguarding7the
polyphonic tradition in an age in which its appreciation was fast
waning, the Viennese master laid the foundation for a classical

Viennese style. His foremost disciples were Haydn, Mozart, and
Beethoven.

Haydn was a choirboy at St. Stephen’s when Fux died, and it
was ten years later that the young musician, “lacking means and a
t@cher”—the words from Fux’s preface describe Haydn’s situa-
tion—received his first systematic instruction in composition from
the pages of Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum. “Haydn took infinite
pains to assimilate the theory of Fux; he went through the whole
work laboriously, writing out the exercises, then laying them aside
for a few weeks, to look them over again later and polish them until
he was satisfied he had done everything exactly right.” * Haydn'’s

:P. H. Lan'g in The Musical Quarterly, April 1963, p. 254.
G. A. Griesinger, Biographische Notizen iiber Joseph Haydn, p. 10.






