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Essay Nr. 130:  Comments on Renaissance Improvisation
Today most “classical” musicians think of improvisation as something added to a composition or a special skill to be applied in certain measures.  We tend to forget that for many centuries before the advent of modern notation all music was improvised.  Likewise, we tend to forget that early Renaissance music was not that far removed in time from the period when there was still no agreed upon notational system.  This is very clear, to cite one example, when one considers how few 14th century Italian organ manuscripts exist.  If there were no manuscripts, what were all those organists in 14th century Italy doing?  Gustave Reese adds that the absence of even later works by many famous 16 century organists may be explained by a practice of improvisation.
   He also finds this the intent of a Venetian decree of 1546 that no canons or priests should interrupt performing organists, but should remain quiet and patiently await the end of a piece.

Since traditional musicology has always been based on extant music, the impression one might gain from traditional texts is that there was that music somehow disappeared in Italy c. 1350.  One of the very best Renaissance scholars felt the need to address this impression.
It is not surprising to me that no attempt to solve the case of the missing Quattrocento music has led to a satisfactory answer.  It has been my contention that the secret, if there is one, is in the island, not in the gap that divides it from the continent.  For the island is largely a mirage of our historical perspective, a tiny object magnified by our faith in the written tradition, at best a floating island, not only surrounded but also supported by the waves of a sea now opaque to our eye, once full of light, of life, and of sound -- the sound of unwritten music.
 

What he means is that the extant written music, namely Church music, was really just one kind of music performance.  Pirrotta hastens to add that we must not assume that the “unwritten” music of the 14th century was only monophonic.
  

Palisca, another distinguished authority on 14th century Italian music, adds that much of the music which is extant is music from the Low Countries and not Italian at all.

Style as a criterion is particularly misleading in the Italian Renaissance, because some of the most characteristic music of the period is not preserved in writing, and much of the written music exhibits style elements of undeniably transalpine origin.  But this should not lead us to the conclusion that the Renaissance was a northern phenomenon.
 

In fact, it may well have been the case that in the 14th century that the very thought that music was something you read from a page was still not entirely accepted.  One finds, for example, contemporary statements which imply that the written notes had not yet obtained the kind of legitimacy we bestow on them today.  A case in point is Jean de Muris’s (c. 1290 - 1350) treatise, “Ars nove musice,” an important early university text in the old Scholastic mathematical model, in which we find the following comment on the subject of “ancient” notation,
For reasons which we shall pass over, their symbols did not adequately represent what they sang.

A similar reference to music which cannot be represented by notation is found in the Practica musicae by Franchino Gaffurio (1451 – 1518),
Further, sounds which cannot be written down are committed to memory by usage and practice so that they will not be lost, for their delivery flows imperceptibly into the past.
 

Vincenzo Galilei, in his Fronimo of 1584, goes further, advising that it is the duty of the musician not to play what is written down.

And let it not come into your mind to try to defend yourself with the silly excuse of some who say they did not feel called upon to do more than that which they found written or printed....
 

The two reasons he gives for his premise are quite valid, aesthetically.  First, written and printed music often has errors, which of course one should not aspire to play, but more important the player’s goal toward the composer should be to communicate “not only what he says but often what he wished to say.”

Thomas Lodge’s (1558 – 1625) Euphues’ Shadowe includes a song within a romance which is interesting because it suggests that poets were also participating in improvisation.  In this case, musicians first performed an instrumental version of a madrigal.  At its conclusion one of the guests extemporized a madrigal poem to the melody which had just been performed.
 

Even by the Baroque Period we find some writers suggesting that even for the listeners something was lacking in music when it became a matter of reading from the page.  John Donne (1573 – 1631), in a letter of c. 1600 suggests the listeners prefer improvised music to that read from a page (“sett” music),

For both listeners and players are more delighted with voluntary than with sett musicke.
 

For most modern readers the biggest surprise is that improvisation was also prevalent in the performance of early Church music, for few music history books dare to discuss this topic.
  The one early writer who did discuss this at some length was Johannes Tinctoris (1435 - 1511), one of the greatest of the early theorists.  His term for improvisation is super librum and in one of his more explicit references to this, Tinctoris suggests the improvisation was primarily done against the tenor and suggests some pre-agreement among the singers results in a more profitable result.

But, with two or three, four or many, harmonizing super librum, one is not subject to the other, for, indeed, it suffices that each of them make consonances with the tenor with those thing that pertain to the law and arrangement of concords.  I do not, however, think it disgraceful, but rather most laudable, if, agreeing among themselves on a similarity of assumption and arrangement of concords, they sing prudently, or thus they make of their harmonizing a fuller and more suave [effect].
 

Later in this same treatise, Tinctoris, seems to suggest variety in performance as a primary virtue of improvisation.

Variety must be most accurately sought for in all counterpoint, for, as Horace says in his Poetics: “One who sings to the kithara is laughed at if he always wanders over the same string.”  Wherefore, according to the opinion of Cicero, as a variety in the art of speaking most delights the hearer, so also in music a diversity of harmonies vehemently provokes the souls of listeners into delight; hence Aristotle, in his Ethics, does not hesitate to state that variety is a most pleasant thing and human nature in need of it.

Also, any composer or improviser of the greatest genius may achieve this diversity if he either composes or improvises now by one quantity, then by another, now by one perfection, then by another, now by one proportion, then by another, now by one conjunction, then by another, now with syncopations, then without syncopations, now with fugae, then without fugae, now with pauses, now without pauses, now diminished, now as written.  Nevertheless, the highest reason must be adhered to in all these, although I have kept silent about improvisation [super librum], which can be diversified by the will of those improvising; nor do so many and such varieties enter into one chanson as so many and such in a motet, nor so many and such in one motet as so many and such in one mass.
 

In his treatise, De Inventione et Usu Musicae, Tinctoris actually points to a more specific tradition, called cantus regalis, in which some improvisation was done above plain chant.
 
Finally, he suggests that the most successful musician is the one who “composes with constant effort or sings super librum.”  He concludes this discussion with the interesting observation that he has never known one successful composer or improviser who began his practice after the age of 20.
 

Tinctoris’ suggestion that the “most successful” Church singer was identified by his ability to sing in improvisation is also confirmed by Adrian Coclico in his Compendium Musices of 1552,

The first requirement of a good singer is that he should know how to sing counterpoint by improvisation.  Without this he will be nothing.

Bottrigari also provides an extraordinary account of the improvisation of singers, including during the Church service.  It is important to notice he confirms the reference by Tinctoris to the tradition of improvisation over chant.

Benelli.  Because of the presumptuous audacity of performers who try to invent improvisation [passaggi], I will not say sometimes, but almost continuously, all trying to move at the same time as if in an [improvisation] contest, and sometimes showing their own virtuosity so far from the counterpoint of the musical composition they have before them that they become entangled in their dissonances -- it is inevitable that an insupportable confusion should occur.  This increases so greatly as they continue, that even those (and you see clearly how far this caprice and mania has gone) who play the low part, and the Bass, do not remember -- not to say are ignorant of the fact -- that it is the base and the foundation upon which the cantilena was built.  And not standing firm beneath it, as the fabric requires, they go on up, they add nonsensical passages and allow themselves, because they enjoy it, to go so far as not only to pass into the Tenor part but even into that of the Contralto.  Even this not sufficing, they go almost to that of the Sopranos, climbing in such a way to the top of the tree that they can’t come down without breaking their necks....

Meanwhile the other parts go vacillating, all being in great peril of falling to earth, without hope of having any succor....

Desiderio.  That explains why I have often heard similar discords and confusions made by the singers in Church when they improvise counterpoint above the cantus fermus of the Introit, which because of it often becomes almost odious and ridiculous at the same time.

Benelli.  You may take it for certain that if it is very difficult to do a thing well, even if it is done thoughtfully and carefully, how much easier it is to do it badly if one does it without thought and in haste and, I will add, without any taste, as seems to me to be clearly seen today in all our singers and players.  Here is proof of it -- they are no sooner in the place where they have to make music than immediately, even if they are late in appearing, they want to rush off to some other place; and while they are singing or playing, they are still able to jabber, laugh, and make jokes with their neighbors.  Furthermore, whether the music is sung or played, they have only one kind of expression, so to speak, whether it’s a good Madrigal or a Motet; and they are not interested in anything else.
 

Bottrigari’s objection to improvisation in church seems to have been over its quality, but of course there were some who objected in general to improvisation in the church.  The 14th century writer, Paolo Cortese, complained that there was so much improvisation he could no longer tell what mode the music was in.
  The well-known 16th century Italian theorist, Zarlino, in Part Three of his Le Istitutioni Harmoniche objects in general to improvisation.

Matters for the singer to observe are these:  First of all he must aim diligently to perform what the composer has written.  He must not be like those who, wishing to be thought worthier and wiser than their colleagues, indulge in certain improvisation [diminutioni] that is so savage and so inappropriate that they not only annoy the listener but are ridden with thousands of errors, such as many dissonances, consecutive unisons, octaves, fifths, and other similar progressions absolutely intolerable in composition.  Then there are singers who substitute higher or lower tones  for those intended by the composer, singing for instance a whole tone instead of a semitone, or vice versa, leading to countless errors as well as offense to the ear.  Singers should aim to render faithfully what is written to express the composer’s intent, intoning the correct steps in the right places.
 

Later in this book, Zarlino once again condemns improvisation.

I have heard at times some presumptuous persons -- I will not call them fools -- who were arrogant enough to add an extra part not only to a composition of two voices but even of up to twelve, solely to impress the audience with a skill they did not even possess....  They manage to convince those as foolish as themselves that they are performing miracles.  The true worth of such performances, however, will be obvious to anyone of good taste.  If these improvisations were to be written down, they would be found to contain a thousand errors against common rules and to be full of innumerable dissonances.
 

Giovanni de’ Bardi, in his “Discourse on Ancient Music and Good Singing,” confirms the wide spread practice of improvisation in secular music, mentioning that he had even heard improvisation in the bass part.

When singing alone, whether to the lute or [cembalo] or to some other instrument, the singer may contract or expand the time at will, seeing that it is his privilege to regulate the time as he thinks fit.  To [improvise] upon the bass is not natural, for this part is by nature slow, low, and somnolent.  Yet it is the custom to do this.  I know not what to say of it and am not eager to praise or to blame it, but I would counsel you to do it as little as possible and, when you do, at least to make it clear that you do it to please someone....

Then you will bear in mind that the noblest function a singer can perform is that of giving proper and exact expression to the canzone as set down by the composer, not imitating those who aim only at being thought clever (a ridiculous pretension) and who so spoil a madrigal with their ill-ordered [improvisation] that even the composer himself would not recognize it as his creation.
 

Vicenzo Giustiniani, in discussing singers in Florence, also mentions improvisation in the bass line.

And they all sang, whether bass or tenor, with a range consisting of many notes, and with exquisite style and [improvisation] and with extraordinary feeling and a particular talent to make the words clearly heard.
 

He also mentions the fine women singers of Mantua and Ferrara and their “exquisite improvisation delivered at opportune points, but not in excess.”

And speaking of secular music, Arbeau, in his famous dance treatise, indicates the instrumentalists accompanying the dance were free to improvise.  The goal of the improvisation, according to Arbeau, was to produce a result which was “most pleasing and euphonious” and “to please themselves.”

If any of the above is surprising to the modern reader, he will no doubt be positively shocked to read the suggestion by Michael Praetorius that a singer did not even have to sing the first note as written by the composer!  Although little known today, Praetorius seems to suggest that this practice, which he calls “Intonatio,” was fairly common.  Intonatio, he writes,

refers to the manner in which a vocal piece is started.  Opinions vary about this, some wanting to start the tone on the proper written pitch, some a second below, but in a way that the pitch is gradually raised.  Some prefer to begin on the third, some on the fourth, some with a delicate and soft voice.  All these methods, for the most part, are designated by the term accentus.

Unfortunately, for all the evidence of the practice of improvisation during the Renaissance, there are few extant materials which address what these musicians did specifically.  Caccini’s treatise
 gives excellent examples for singers of the first generation of opera and must represent customs familiar to the late Renaissance.

We are fortunate to have what is in effect a record of actual instrumental improvisation in the 16th century, the Il Vero Modo di Diminvir (1584) published by Girolamo Dalla Casa, conductor of the Venetian Civic Wind Band.
  He was the most famous cornett player of the 16th century and at the end of his life he decided to leave a testament of his improvisation.  This volume gives the reader a key which refers to a known chanson, motet or madrigal by another composer, but not the actual music.  The only actual music here is the improvisation which Dalla Casa played, as an additional voice, above the indicated multi-part composition by someone else.  So, for study or performance purposes, one has to first find the original composition and then place Della Casa’s part above it.  Our observations after studying our own copy of this book is that the improvisation is done primarily at cadential points and the style of the variation appears to us to have a vocal quality to it.
Most contemporary discussion relative to the nature of Renaissance vocal improvisation only has its focus on the importance of adhering to the emotions of the text.  We will quote a typical example, a poem “Musiciens qui chantez a plaisir,” known through its setting as a chanson by Hubert Waelrant of Antwerp.  We have selected this example because it also offers some advice which might be of value to the modern musician who is asked to improvise and who has had little or no instruction in the art of doing this.

Musicians, you who sing at will, who improvise, divide the note;

Take a tone most sweet and slow signifying what the song means.

Keep in tune like the linnet who takes pleasure in her graceful song.

Be alert of ears and eyes or otherwise keep silent;

And take good care not to sing unless you have had plenty to drink!
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