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inTroducTion

Venetian social-economic life of the 16th century makes the city an important 
cultural center, where arts find a fertile ground for development. In this ground 
appears the Venetian music school, whose style, called cori spezzati, strongly in-
fluences many composers from all musical époques after the Renaissance. 

The phenomenon of the Venetian school and its style are analyzed in this 
study; its most characteristic technique is the antiphonal singing. The afterglow 
of this style can be seen not only in the musica sacra tradition, and in the West 
European Protestant and Catholic music, but also in the musical inheritance that 
has come down to us from the Byzantian church. 

The main purpose of this treatise is to systematize and clarify the main com-
positional characteristics of the Venetian polychoral style – executed by means 
of study of other musical treatises (from Western and Eastern Europe, the US 
and Bulgaria) that are devoted to the Renaissance. The main source would be 
Zarlino’s “Le institutioni harmoniche”1; it studies in detail the period’s musical 
pieces. Its terminology is the main one in use in this study, while it is also being 
compared with various commentaries in later treatises. A comparison is made 
between the compositional principles of the cori spezzati with the traditions of 
the Netherlands’ music school, using Josquin des Prez’ masses as main examples. 
Through this process a number of composition techniques would be better un-
derstood, especially the ones that are based on imitation; characteristic manner 
of this school.

In conclusion, we study the impact of the Venetian polychoral style on dif-
ferent musical styles and genres of later époques. For that purpose we analyze 
examples of the extensions of the cori spezzati techniques in the art of Palestrina, 
Monteverdi, J.S. Bach, Beethoven, Berlioz and Mahler, proving the fundamental 
role of the Venetian music school. 

i. cori spezzaTi and The VeneTian culTure 
of the 16th century

1.1. the Venetian polychoral style within 
the traditions of musica sacra

The so-called “Venetian school” refers to the composers that had been ac-
tive in the city between the years 1550 and 1610 including their artwork. This is 
the time of Paolo Veneziano, Gentile and Giovanni Bellini, Giorgione and Titian. 
These artists apply new trends in art, like the shaping of figures through color 

1    Zarlino, Gioseffo. The Art of Counterpoint. Translated by Guy A. Marco and Claude V. Palis-
ca. Yale University press, New Haven and London, 1968.
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nuances and painting on canvas2. Their creative achievements, together with the 
musical ones, are the reason for Venice to become a very important cultural cent-
er in the 16th century. The polychoral style, while widespread in all Europe at the 
time through the Venetian music school, with the development of monody (i.e., 
the musical style based on a dominating melodic line accompanied by another 
rhythmically independent line), and the development of the opera in Florence, 
mark the end of Renaissance and the beginning of Baroque.

The Venetian polychoral style is defined as a style that consists of a number 
of choirs that sing the same musical material one after another, i.e. in an anti-
phon fashion. The term cori spezzati, meaning separated, or divided choirs3, is 
the definitive one for this style. Its development is very important in terms of pol-
yphonic evolution, defining its style, and eventually leading to the specific forms 
of the free polyphonic style of the baroque. The polychoral style is often reasoned 
to have been emerged as a consequence of the San Marco Basilica’s architecton-
ics and the echo created because of it – the choir had been divided, placing two 
different groups on two, distant balconies. Because of this echo and sound delay, 
and the lack of advanced choir conducting techniques, the simultaneous sing-
ing of the choir was impossible. A new musical style had to be created. The corri 
spezzati using antiphonal performance was capable of coping with the acoustical 
problem through the successive singing of the choir groups. The first composer 
who is to make the Venetian polychoral style famous is Adrian Willaert4 (1490 – 
1562), the founder of the Venetian music school.

This school in the 16th century becomes widespread as a very important Eu-
ropian musical center, due to its unique musical style, and also to the establish-
ment of the first music publishing house by Ottaviano Petrucci5 in 1501 through 
which the polychoral artworks are spread around Europe. Hans Leo Hassler and 
Heinrich Schütz go to Venice to learn the new polychoral style. Later, when com-
ing back home, they popularize the new polyphonic trends, thus marking the 
beginning of the German baroque. The antiphonal singing that characterizes the 
Venetian style, has not been invented by Willaert. Its roots are in the old sacral 
music, practiced in the Byzantian church and in the Catholic Mass of the Western 
Europian sacral music. Some of its influences may be traced as coming from the 
Eastern European musical tradition as well; Venice has some trade relations with 
that part of the world. Western traditions may be attributed to Adrian Willaert, a 
composer from the Netherlands and a student of Josquin des Prez – Glarean calls 
him the Michelangelo in music. European polyphonic tradition inherits some of 
the early French music schools of the 12th century, like, for example, the Saint 
Martial and Notre Dame schools. Saint Martial school, together with Reichenau 
is the center of the medieval sequence technique called classical (meaning tradi-

2  See Appendix “Venetian artists of the 16th century”.
3  The word “choir” has to do not only with a group of homogeneous voices; it also means a 
group of homogeneous musical instruments, for example, woodwind or brass.
4  A Flemish Renaissance composer, founder of the Venetian school. One of the most important 
representatives of the Flemish style in Italy. Taught some of the most important composers of 
his time, Gioseffo Zarlino, Andrea and Giovanni Gabrieli. He does not invent this style, but 
he makes it famous. In 1550 he publishes “Salmi spezzati” – the first polychoral cycle of the 
Venetian school.
5  Λαντορμύ, Πωλ. Ιστορία της Μουσικής. Εκδόσεις Κάκτος, Αθήνα, 2006, σ. 84.
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tional) sequence (here the term “sequence” is conected with the addition of text 
on the long melisma of the word Alleluia in the Gregorian choral)6 (850 – 1050), 
using antiphonal singing.

These traditions, imported to Venice from the Eastern (Byzantian) and 
Western musica sacra make the city one of the most important culture centers of 
the 16th century. Through cori spezzati, and with the appearance of basso contin-
uo, the style concertato is created. It is then taken to Germany by the composers 
who have studied it in Venice. Later it leads to such monumental works as Bach’s 
polychoral motets and the Matthäus-Passion. This marks the end of the musical 
Renaissance and the beginning of the Baroque, and the Venetian school is the 
connecting link between the two. 

1.2. Venice – light from a precious stone

“Venice recognized itself from the first as a strange and mysterious creation 
the fruit of a higher power than human ingenuity... The island city at the end’ 
of the fifteenth century was the jewel-casket the world.”7 This “mysterious crea-
tion” – Venice – is full to the brim of “human ingenity” – in music these are the 
complex, yet balanced musical polyphonic forms and shapes, while in art are the 
paints and emotions of Titian, Giorgione, and others8.

Venetians succeed wonderfully in “orchestrating” their value, through art and 
architecture, social life and thriving trade. Their human sapience and deep artis-
tic feeling are also expressed through music; the artworks of the Venetian music 
school clarifies, updates and develops all European musical genres in the bounda-
ries of the three main trends of the time: musica da chiesa, musica da camera 
and the secular polyphonic music for the Venetian Carnival. A number of musical 
genres are defined by the Venetian school composers. One of the important crite-
rias is the specific difference in the national genres, like, the French chansons, the 
Italian madrigals (with Willaert), Jacques Buus’ chansons spirituelles, etc. Clavier 
forms are developed as well – the toccate, ricercare and canzone by Merulo, and 
the organ masses. Behind this diversity of genres and forms one could see a deep 
philosophical and theoretical understanding of music (musica reservata) further 
proven by the theoretical treatises by Zarlino, Diruta, etc. In them are described 
the epoque’s musical techniques, for the education of the younger members Vene-
tian school. This is a continuation of the European music tradition that is being 
carried on from generation to generation, creating new music schools. The en-
closed table provides information about the most important events from the life 
and work of the Venetian masters aiming to show the long ago established in the 
Western Europian music history term “Venetian school”.

The most prominent representatives of the Venetian school like Adrian 
Willaert, Girolamo Diruta, Gioseffo Zarlino, Andrea and Giovanni Gabrieli are 
the typical Renaissance universal figures. They are composers, performers and 

6  Michaels, Ulrich. Atlas musica (Atlas of Music). Vol. І. Sofia, 2000, p. 191.
7 Burckhardt, Jacob. The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy. Translated by S.G.C. 
Middlemore 1878, Aonia edizioni, La Maddalena-Piza-Raleich, 2011, pp. 32-33.
8  See appendix “Venetian artists of the 16th century”.
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teachers, who experimentalize with sophisticated and varied compositional 
techniques, transforming Venice to an active laboratory of musical innovetion.

The impact given to the following generations from the Venetian school, 
could be understood best through the analysis of some of the most representative 
samples of cori spezzati, Giovanni Gabrieli’s canzone XII, 2, à 12 and Sonata pian’e 
forte, in comparison with the musical terms of the time derived from Gioseffo 
Zarlino’s “Le istitutioni harmoniche”.

ii. The main composiTional approaches 
To The polychoral sTyle based 

on zarlino’s sysTem 
(“Le istitutioni harmoniche”)

Main musical treatises of the Renaissance, like Nicola Vicentino’s “L’antica 
musica ridotta alla moderna prattica” (Rome, 1555) and Gioseffo Zarlino’s “Le is-
titutioni harmoniche” (Venice, 1558), display perfect, well-argued composition 
systems. For our purposes, we shall use the latter text9. It may serve as basis for 
understanding the main polychoral compositional practices, also because of the 
use of the coro spezzato term which later becomes a fixture as a characteristic 
term of the forms of this time. In chapter 6610, titled “Some advice about compo-
sitions for more than three voices”, Zarlino reveals for his contemporaries a num-
ber of compositional approaches to polyphony, and in conclusion, he introduces 
the term coro spezzato, generalizing the forms of the Venetian masters: “Psalms 
are sometimes written for the so-called split chorus (coro spezzato), wich is fre-
quently heard in Venice during vespers and other offices of the solemn feasts. The 
chorus is divided into two or three groups, each of which sings in four parts; they 
sing alternately, or simultaneously when it is appropriate. At the end it is particu-
larly effective when they sing together. Because the choirs are located at some dis-
tance from one another, the composer must see to it that each chorus has music 
that is consonant, that is without dissonance among its parts, and that each has a 
self-sufficient four-part harmony. Yet when the choirs sound together, their parts 
must make good harmony without dissonances. Thus composed, each choir has 
independent music which could be sung separately without offending the ear. 
This advice is not to be scorned; rather it is very handy and was formulated by 
the most excellent Adrian [Willaert11].”12 Following this citation, along with the 
previous assertions13 we could declare that Zarlino’s “Le istitutioni harmoniche” is 

9  His third part is translated and commented in English: The Art of Counterpoint… According 
to the English commentary, the last fragment of Zarlino’s treatise (chapters 72 – 80) is devoted 
to a polemic with Vicentino, who, according to Zarlino, is using obsolete terminology. Compare 
also with: Zarlino, Gioseffo. Izkustvoto na kontrapunkta (The Art of counterpoint, orig. title: 
Le istitutioni harmoniche), translated by Yavor Konov, Sofia, 2003, p. 371, note 301.
10  Zarlino, Gioseffo. The Art of Counterpoint..., p. 232.
11  Adrian Willaert, see table “Venetian school composers”, chapter 1.
12  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., pp. 243-244.
13  Ibid., “... although I have previously stressed…”, p. 232.
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a compositional-contrapuntal system which together with the approaches of the 
vocal polyphony of the Renaissance (the examples included are from the com-
posers Willaert, Zarlino, Josquin des Prez, Ockeghem, and others), describes the 
rules and principles of the polychoral style. In order to accomplish the maximum 
historical credibility of the pedagogical actuality and importance of Zarlino’s sys-
tem, we can compare a number of representative samples of the late 16th century 
polychoral compositions written in Venice, with the theoretical ascertainments 
in “Le istitutioni harmoniche”. Through the penetration in the Zarlino’s treatise 
and using the Venetian masters’ artworks as an excellent illustration to it, it’s 
possible for us to prove this works comprehensiveness. Through this process we 
can juxtapose the period’s musical treatise’s approaches with the contemporary 
interpretation of contrapuntal techniques.

2.1. Diachronous and synchronous relation between 
theory and practice in the second half 

of the 16th century 

While analyzing Venetians’ musical examples and comparing them with 
Zarlino’s treatise, we encounter the problem of the so-called “Spirit of the time” 
or the “Zeitgeist”. On one side, Zarlino’s work is oriented towards the idea of de-
velopment and change: “Someone might inquire: but is it not a fine thing to see a 
tenor neatly ordered under the modus, tempus, and prolation14 sings in the man-
ner of the ancient musicians, who were concerned with almost nothing else? Yes, 
it is truly a beautiful thing, especially when it is written by an excellent scribe and 
painted by an excellent miniaturist... But what does it all matter, if such a com-
position is not better or worse than when the tenor is written simply, without any 
complexities? Thus it may be truthfully said that this method of composing re-
sults only in needlessly multiplying difficulties without increasing harmonious-
ness. Therefore it is useless, for, as the Philosopher (Aristotle, I.D.) says, it is vain 
to multiply anything with no purpose. For music, being a science that deals with 
sounds and tones – particular objects of the sence of hearing – is concerned only 
with the sonority…”15 On the other hand, in “Le istitutioni harmoniche” there is 
some strong criticism of people who do not abide by the old principles of eupho-
ny: “If he so severely criticized those ancients for a tetrahord out of which they 
did not make counterpoint, how much more would Ptolemy have reprimanded 
these moderns if he could have seen their compositions! Disturbances and dis-
proportionate intervals are found not just in one part, but sometimes in all the 
parts together. Surely, as a man of great authority and a good teacher, he would 
have wasted on them; he would simply have punished them as their presumption 
deserved.”16 n Zarlino’s treatise, we also find descriptions of the Flemish compo-
sitional techniques; without them this style would have been impossible17. All 

14  Prolation (lat. prolatio).
15  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 264.
16  Ibid., p. 289.
17  Ibid., other forms are described; later called as follows: pp. 215-217, fuga ad minimam; pp. 235-
238 choral canon, multiple canon; p. 238-241 voice grouping; p. 240 perpetual mirror, mirror canon; 
chapter 51 fugues and consequences; chapter 52 imitation; p. 141 motet structure; chapter 56 
invertible counterpoint, etc.
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this proves, that “Le institutioni harmoniche” is synchronous with the so-called 
zeitgeist, i.e. with the philosophic trend of the Renaissance, that was in favor of 
the “rebirth” of something belonging to olden times, but with a twist, striving to 
emulate it in a new, present meaning. While comparing his treatise with the mu-
sical samples of the Venetians from the second half of the 16th century, we could 
find a synchronous relation between them; Zarlino’s writings describe numer-
ous compositional techniques of the polychoral artworks created in Venice at the 
same time, i.e. we have coincidents of time and place. 

This synchronous relation with the “spirit of the time” consists of a diachron-
ic paradox, derived from the older choral tradition. This treatise has a message to 
the future, a message that is to come true, concerning the polychoral composi-
tion: “It would have been tragic indeed it the beautiful in music had set aside and 
the less beautiful retained. But this would have been incredible, for in the other 
arts and sciences that are full of grand speculations but are of little utility the 
good has always survived, whike the bad has been abandoned as useless. This, in 
my opinion, is the way it happenedwith music.

I hope some day to see this science so well established and perfect that no 
one will desire more than what is actually in use. I say this because I do not see 
that it is now in such a perfect state as may come. This I cannot describe but can 
imagine. It may come when music is embraced by some noble spirit whose goal 
will not be the mechanical one of gain but honor and immortal glory.”18 

2.2. Pedagogical approaches of Zarlino’s system 
(“Le istitutioni harmoniche”)

The architectonics of Zarlino’s treatise begins from a broader and compre-
hensive level of musical understanding, while ultimately reaching a complex and 
specific point in describing the art of counterpoint: “… there is nothing surprising 
in my method. It holds in every art and branch of learning, for all who have at-
tempted to teach an art or science has begun with universals.”19 Simultaneously, 
Zarlino cites old Greek and Italian philosophers, in order to add prestige and 
grounding to his postulates: “The rules of poetry and oratory as given by Plato, 
Aristotle, Hermogenes, Cicero, Quintilian, Horace, and others concern univer-
sals and not particulars”20. This way Zarlino achieves a wholesome knowledge, so 
that he can apply it all to the rules of good composing: “It is well to know every-
thing in any art and science – as if it were possible – or at least what is necessary 
and useful. What is poor must be studied as well as what is good: the good to be 
used regularly, and the poor to be avoided or used only when appropriate.”21 In 
order to bring a higher level of understing this craft, Zarlino uses the pedagogical 
approach of comparison, juxtaposing the new that he has to say, with the older, 
already known from earlier sources, often outside the field of music – like in the 

18  Ibid., p. 290.
19  Ibid., p. 87.
20  Ibid., other citations of old Greek and other philosophers: Boethius, pp. 120, 382; Aristotle, 
pp. 24, 87, 117, 220, 246, 263, 269; Porphyrius, 274; Ptolemy, p. 289; Pythagoras, p. 120; Plutarch, 
p. 329, 48; Plato, p. 87, etc. 
21 Ibid., p. 220.
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field of medicine. We could say, it is the same wholesome personality, well devel-
oped in many aspects of art and science, i.e. we are talking about the Renaissance 
universalism. 

Theory cannot help achieve full knowledge without practice, so, respectively, 
one cannot become a composer without countless attempts at composing, while 
applying his theoretical knowledge: “The main problems will be to give each 
voice enough room, to make them easy to sing, and to make them proceed in a 
beautiful, orderly, and elegant manner. These cannot easily be taught on paper; 
therefore they are left to the discretion and taste of the composer. The musician 
is in this regard like the doctor of medicine who, though he has studied Hip-
pocrates, Galen, Avicenna, and many other excellent physicians, does not really 
know medicine perfectly until he has practiced it with other physicians and dis-
cussed with them many questions relative to this art; he must have taken many 
pulses, seen much excrement, and made a thousand experiments.”22

Zarlino’s system appears to be as fruitful as Vasari and Leonardo’s treatises in 
the field of visual arts – and it is considered a monument of Renaissance musical 
knowledge. 

2.3. how a polychoral composition begins

From here on we will analyse Zarilno’s theoretical postulates from the third 
part of “Le istitutioni harmoniche”, comparing them with the compositional 
characteristics of a number of polychoral works, written in Venice in the second 
half of the 16th century. This process has a double aim: to discover and systema-
tize the main compositional approaches of the style, and also to prove the thesis 
of synchronous presence of theory and practice at the time.

“Musicians in the past, as well as the best of the moderns, believed that a 
counterpoint or other musical composition should begin on a perfect conso-
nance, that is, a unison, fifth, octave, or compound of one of these”23 – this is 
what Zarlino says in the beginning of chapter 28, called “A composition must 
begin with a perfect consonance”. The same principle appears in the canzone ХІІ, 
2 by Giovanni Gabrieli, for two choirs, and canzone à12, for three choirs24. The 
appearance of the perfect consonances unison, a fifth, an octave and a fourth, 
is made within the frames of the group imitation of the first choir. In the case 
of Sonata pian’e forte25 for two choirs, between the beginning tones of the first 
choir’s parties, we find the imperfect consonances third and sixth, but not as in-
tervals of imitation. Despite this, we still can find synchronous relation between 
Zarlino’s description and Gabrieli’s music: “But they did not believe the rule to be 
inviolable, that no composition could ever begin with an imperfect consonance. 
Perfection is characteristic of the end and not of the beginning of a thing.”26 This 
principle by Zarlino is found in all scores mentioned above: canzone ХІІ, 2, à12, 

22  Ibid. p. 226.
23  Ibid., p. 55.
24  See appendix “Scores”.
25  Ibid.
26  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 55.
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Sonata pian’e forte by Giovanni Gabrieli, so it becomes a principle for the poly-
choral work’s exposition.

Imitation approach, or consequence, is being commented by Zarlino as the 
most suitable from an aesthetic point of view: “… for reasons of greater beauty 
and grace in the counterpoint or for greater convenience, musicians sometimes 
begin the parts one after another rather than together, with the same succession 
of notes, as in a fugue or consequence.”27 As a direct result of this, an interval of 
fourth appears between some parts, in dependence of the entering parts’ direction: 
“therefore, when we wish to begin a counterpoint in fugue or consequence, we may 
use any perfect or imperfect consonance we like, including the fourth”28. Here it 
must be pointed out, that Zarlino makes a difference between the interval of the 
beginning tones of the parties and the moment of the parties’ first simultaneous 
sounding: “In such cases (i.e. with parties’consequent entries, I.D.) they may enter 
with any consonance they [the musicians] choose, perfect or imperfect, for rests 
would have intervened in one of the parts. However, the interval between the initial 
notes of the two voices should be one of the perfect consonance named above, or 
a fourth.”29 This rule of Zarlino is obeyed in all three canzoni of Giovanni Gabrieli, 
with the parties entering consequently. We find it also in Sonata pian’e forte, where 
the parties do not begin simultaneously, but not in a consequence. In this case, a 
fourth does not appear between the beginning tones of the parties. 

2.3.1. the Polyphonic exposition of the choirs

In the artworks analysed, including Sonata pian’e forte we see that all choirs 
are exposed one by one in independent parts. This kind of exposition technique 
is not specially described by Zarlino, but he says: “… each choir has independent 
music which could be sung separately without offending the ear”30. Each choir’s 
independence is proven in all Giovanni Gabrieli’s artworks mentioned above31, 
since in all four of them each one of the two (or three) choirs is exposed separate-
ly in a different part of the piece. Here, we must mention, that in the second or 
third choir’s exposition (in canzone à12), the other choirs are paused. Because of 
this fact, that choirs’ divided exposition is seen in all four works, we could accept 
it as a principle, when polychoral composition is concerned. This is a testimony 
of the linear voice leading of the Renaissance, even though the case is about mul-
tiple choirs, and the multiple voices are grouped. 

2.4. soggetti: their use

The Italian term soggetto, that in our contemporary music terminology is 
usually superceded with theme, is the basic element necessary for the beginning 

27  Ibid.
28  Ibid.
29  Ibid., p. 73.
30  Ibid., 244.
31  See appendix “Scores”.
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of a composition: “… it is necessary to establish what are the essentials of every 
good counterpoint, indeed of every good composition, those features whose 
omission would result in an imperfection. The first is the subject, without which 
nothing can be made. Just as the agent in any operation has regard for the end 
that moves him to action and bases his work on certain material called the sub-
ject, so the musician in his operations, considering the end which impels him 
to work, find the material or subject upon which he bases his composition.”32 
We must note, that the term “theme” is introduced by Zarlino himself (“Zarlino 
is the first music theorist who has used the term “theme” – meaning melody, 
that is being repeated and is the object of changes within the musical work."33) 
This theme’s function, described in the previous citation, can be found in many 
compositions of the Netherlanders, like Dufay, Ockeghem, Obrecht, Josquin des 
Prez (in the famous mass “L’homme armé”) – and often in imitation. As imitation 
material, the sogetto, or the theme, is met in the motet as well, especially in the 
16th century, where they are being developed in each part of it, mainly by imita-
tion34. In the polychoral works mentioned until now (canzone ХІІ, 2, à12, Sonata 
pian’e forte by Giovanni Gabrieli) we see the musical material described as theme 
in variations, but still preserved in multiple parts of the piece35. Despite that, in 
resemblance of the motet form, new soggetti appear in the new parts of the form, 
and they often interact with the others36. Development of thematic motives is 
often carried by various polyphonic approaches, like, for example, canonic imi-
tation, sequence movement, diminution, augmentation, addition, varying and 
division to submotives, ostinato, mirror inversion (contrary motion) etc.37 

We also encounter repetition of the same cadenza in different sections, as 
well as repetition of entire sections, often at the end of the works – thus serving 
the role of a conclusion – like in the parts of the Flemish mass38.

Repetition of soggetto passages could be seen in all of the polychoral works 
of Giovanni Gabrieli, so it could be accepted as a principle in the polychoral com-
posing. This music fashion in Venice, in the 16th century, is in sync with Zarlino’s 
theoretical descriptions: “But it is not only permited but admirable to duplicate a 
passage or melody as many times as one wishes if the counterpoint is always dif-
ferent and varied. For such repetitions strike us a being somehow ingenious, and 
we should try to write them wherever they seem suitable; they are good and not 
faulty. To an intelligent person they are sings of a lively spirit and an abundance 
of invention.”39

32  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 51.
33  Ibid., p. 356, note 93, source cited: Drabkin, William. The New Grove Dictionary of Music 
and Musicians, 20 vol, ed. by Stanley Sadie, London, Macmillan Publishers Ltd, 1980/1996, 
vol. 18, p. 736.
34  Compare with Michaels, Ulrich. Op. cit., pp. 124-125.
35  See appendix “Analyses of polychoral works”, table А Soggetti: intonation symilarity, 
coloring, ostinato, addition, varying.
36  Ibid.
37  Ibid., see also appendix “Scores”.
38  Compare with: Krysteva, Neva. Kontrapunktichnata technical v mesite na Zosken de Pre 
(Contrapuntal techniques in the masses of Josquin des Prez). – In: Krysteva, Neva. Musicalno-
teoretichni izsledvania (Music-theoretical works). Vol. II, Sofia, 2002, pp. 178, 220.
39  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 154.
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2.5. imitation and grouping of voices

In works of the Venetian masters, there is a transition from vocal polyphony 
to instrumental forms; in this context the melodic material’s preservation or its 
repetition in a different shape is for the sake of cyclicity of the form. On the “re-
peated motive principle”40, is based imitation as well – “the most crucial and im-
portant means of creation of polyphonic form..."41 but, with the conditions that 
are specific for it: “Repetition with a transfer to another voice – with the same 
pitch, or with a change in pitch”42 – successively. As we saw in chapter 2.3. of 
this work, in most of the analyzed artworks of Giovanni Gabrieli (canzone ХІІ, 2 
and à12) the voices enter successively on the principle of imitation, as described 
above. According to Zarlino’s writings, this is to be preferred: “… for reasons of 
greater beauty and grace in the counterpoint or for greater convenience, musi-
cians sometimes begin the parts one after another rather than together, with the 
same succession of notes...”43,44 Having inherited the imitation polyphony of the 
epoque of Josquin, Venetian composers use this “widespread and convenient, 
flexible means of musical technique“45to develop the musical material in their 
compositions. Zarlino, through his theoretical descriptions, is, again46 in sync 
with the so-called “spirit of the time”, and composition techniques of his epoque: 
“... will be lacking in them (our compositions, I.D.) a certain beauty, polish, and 
elegance unless they contain a particular procedure. This, known to all and much 
used by musicians, is that in which the parts sing one after another in so-called 
fugue (fuga) or consequence (consequenza), which some also call reditta. All 
mean the same thing: a certain repetition of some notes or of an entire melody 
contained in one part by another part…”47

In many cases, we also encounter the group imitation, a principle that is of-
ten seen in the masses of Josquin des Prez 48. This technique is also been offered 
by Zarlino: “One might also group the parts in pairs, each pair in consequence or 
imitation…”49 In the analyzed works of Giovanni Gabrieli, we see, in addition to 
grouping in pairs, also grouping in four-voiced layers (because of two – or three 
– choir participation) that are been imitated from the one choir to the other on 
the basis of the antiphon. 

2.6. ostinato, sequence, ornamenting (“coloring”)

Other approaches based on repetition that serve the cyclicity, are the ostina-

40  Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 56.
41  Ibid., p. 54.
42  Ibid., p. 56.
43  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit. p. 55.
44  See appendix “Scores”.
45  Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 196.
46  See chapter 2.1.
47  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 126.
48  Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., voice grouping, p. 199. 
49  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 238.
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to and the sequence50. Because of the intent for variety, mentioned many times in 
Zarlino’s treatise 51, repeated melodic structures are reappearing varied and orna-
mented. “Under the term “coloring” we understand the most common variation 
changes of the motive...”52 at it’s repetition. “For such repetitions strike us as being 
somehow ingenious, and we should try to write them wherever…”53 although “he 
(the composer, I.D.) must consider the comfort of the parts and avoid difficult vo-
cal lines”54. Venetian composers, while continuing the composition principles of 
the Netherlands’ polyphony55, use in their works besides imitation, ostinato and 
sequence 56. In the analyzed polychoral works of Giovanni Gabrieli (canzone ХІІ, 
2, à12 and Sonata pian’e forte)57 we see the usage of partial ostinato submotives in 
the melodic material of the piece. We arrive, by way of thorough technological 
analysis, to the conclusion, that ostinato technique is not much in use, in opposi-
tion to the technique of sequencing – it is often encountered in combination with 
canonical forms58.

In Zarlino’s “Le istitutioni harmoniche” there are no chapters devoted to the 
techniques of ostinato or sequence, perhaps because of their obviousness – they 
are widely used by the Flemish masters. Despite that, in the musical examples 
that are part of “Le istitutioni harmoniche” we see extracts that consist of osti-
nati, coloring and sequencing59. 

2.7. canonic forms

In the Venetian masters’ polychoral works of the 16th century we encoun-
ter the often seen in this treatise’ analysis polyphonic techniques based on the 
repetition, like the ostinato, sequence and imitation60, to be combined with the 
voices’ canonic leading. This way, the following forms appear: perpetual canon, 
canonic sequence and canonic imitation61. Zarlino’s music-theoretical studies (“Le 
istitutioni harmoniche”) are accepted as a model of the polyphonic-compositional 
methods of the 16th century. In them there are a number of descriptions that con-
cern canonic forms – they need to be explained by means of our contemporary 
system of terminology, that is also in use in our analysis of the polychoral works of 
Giovanni Gabrieli (canzone ХІІ, 2, à12 and Sonata pian’e forte).

50  Compare with Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 56.
51  Compare with Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., pp. 154, 62, 188, 190, 124, etc.
52  Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 17.
53  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 154.
54  Ibid.
55  Compare with Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., pp. 309-316, 369-400.
56  See appendix “Analysis of polychoral works”, table А Soggetti: intonation symilarity, 
coloring, ostinato, addition, varying, table B Sequences, canonic sequences.
57  See appendix “Scores”.
58  See appendix “Analysis of polychoral works”, table B Sequences, canonic sequences.
59  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 155, example 111а; p. 157, example 112а, pp. 223-225, example 
156, etc. All examples are by Zarlino with the exeption of the melodies given in example 156, 
they are by Josquin des Prez. 
60  See chapters 2.5. and 2.6.
61  Compare with Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 57.
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ZARLINO’S DESCRIPTIONS CONTEMPORARY TERMS

• “To indicate equal measures in 
writing, musicians used these four 
[mensuration] signs:  ,  or  
, ; and to indicate unequal mea-
sures, these four signs  ,  or 

 , … the sign indicates the set-
tings of an equal measure against an 
unequal one – as three long or short 
values against two. (Zarlino, Gioseffo. 
Op. cit., p. 118-119.)

Proportional canon (compare with 
Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 74).

• Strict fuga. (See table in chapter 2.5.; 
Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 127, p. 
129, example 88)

Canon based on a strict (i.e. with 
strict melodic intervals in the repeti-
tion) continuous imitation + cadence 
(compare with Hristov, Dimiter, An-
gel Angelov. Polifonia (Polyphony). 
Sofia – Plovdiv, 2001, pp. 48-49).

• In the case of a strict fuga “the com-
posers will frequently writes out the 
melody in one of the parts only.” 
(Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 127.) 

Hidden canon (compare with the 
canons of J.S. Bach’s “Musical Offer-
ing”).

Fuga, or consequence “where the in-
tervals are duplicated in a contrary 
(mirror, I.D.) motion.” (See table in 
chapter 2.5.; Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. 
cit., p. 131, p. 132, example 90.)

Mirror canon (compare with Hristov, 
Dimiter, Angel Angelov. Op. cit., p.50, 
p. 51, example 76).

• “Some practitioners write on a can-
tus firmus or other subject with a 
certain set conditions (obligo), such 
as that the two parts follow in conse-
quence or imitation (by “imitation” 
Zarlino means canonic imitation, see 
table in chapter 2.5., I.D.) at a given 
distance… Though the possible con-
ditions are numberless, not to bore 
the reader I shall demonstrate only a 
few... The first method, then, will be 
to write the parts with the condition, 
that one follow the other, using the 
same movements or steps, at the dis-
tance of a minim.” (Zarlino, Gioseffo. 
Op. cit., pp. 215.)

→ Choral canon of the type choral + 
canon.

→ fuga ad minimam (according to 
Feininger) (compare with Krysteva, 
Neva. Op. cit., p. 70)
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• “… we may take any tenor and ar-
range it in fugue with another part …” 
(Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 237.)

Choral canon – of the type choral in 
canon.

• “At times composers write for many 
voices on two or more chant tenors, 
and each is imitated by one of the 
other parts…” (Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. 
cit., p. 238.)

Multiple (complex) canon. (compare 
with Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 68).

• “One can also write four parts so 
that the soprano and bass sing in con-
sequence by contrary motion (mean-
ing mirror, I.D.), while the contralto 
and tenor do likewise...” (Zarlino, Gi-
oseffo. Op. cit., p. 241, p. 242, example 
162.)

Double mirror canon (compare with 
Hristov, Dimiter, Angel Angelov. Op. 
cit., pp. 50, 53).

• “The most excellent Adrian [Wil-
laert] composed four voices in such a 
way (meaning double mirror canon, 
I.D.) that when they reach the end 
they begin anew from the start and 
repeat as many times as desired...” 
(Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 241, p. 
244, example 163.)

Double mirror perpetual canon (com-
pare with Sergei Taneev. Quat. after: 
Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., pp. 58-59).

All canonic forms mentioned above are being sought in the analysed works 
of Giovanni Gabrieli as being “imitation forms that appear episodically within 
the boundaries of the large section of the work”62. 

Most of them are used as structurally important subconstructions within 
the divisions of the overall motet form63 of the polychoral works64. It must be 
noted that in the polychoral works analysed here, we often encounter exact, 
as well as quasi-canonic imitations, perpetual canons and canonic sequences, 
because of the large number of participating voices. Canonic forms men-
tioned above are often used as an important idea of compositional orienta-
tion, i.e. we see the use of the corresponding form as an idea, the basis from 
which many different deviations are possible. Characteristic example of this 
kind of use of canonic forms is the case of the analysed canzone à12 of Gio-
vanni Gabrieli. In its fifth part, between bars 74 и 77 the following occurences 
may be pinpointed: in the first choir the four voices form a quasi two-segment 
canonic sequence; in it the proposta is formed by the three low voices (alto, 
eighth voice and sixth voice), while forming simultaneously a faux bourdon 

62  Ibid., p. 65.
63  See chapter 2.3.1.
64  Canonic forms of Giovanni Gabrieli’s analysed works are in appendix “Analysis of polychoral 
works”, table Б Sequences, canonic sequences, table В Perpetual canons, table Г Antiphon, 
and table Д Imitations.
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segment. The risposta imitates in an octave only the high voice of the three-
layered proposta, which is forming sequence sections. Simultaneously with 
the risposta’s second sequential motive, appears as a counterpoint the second 
particle of the two-part canonic sequence, thus forming a new faux bourdon 
segment. What is interesting here is the appearance of an “inner polychoral-
ism structure” within the frames of the first choir, similar to the term “hidden 
polyphony” – polyphony in one voice. If we follow the voices separately, we 
would see a sequence, moving into bar 76 in a canonic sequence with voice 
grouping 1+2. While discussing the above mentioned “inner polychoralism 
structure”, we could trace the faux bourdon segment’s shift one voice up. This 
faux bourdon segment (bars 74–75) could also be analysed from the posi-
tion of the canon where there is not a distance in time between the voices 
(“zero canon”)65; canonic forms easily turn into doublings or faux bourdon 
segments, or the opposite, as it is in this case. According to our observations, 
canonic sequence idea is obvious in this segment; however it undergoes mul-
tiple transformations, creating a new musical picture66.

We have enough grounding, based upon what was said until now, to be able 
to claim, that the aforementioned canonic forms’ usage, exact or transformed, 
can be considered as a principle of the Venetian polychoral style, which is inherit-
ing Flemish canonic techniques to a high degree67.

2.8. complex counterpoint

Polychoral composition principles studied here coincide to a high extent with 
the Nethrelands’ composition techniques. Complex counterpoint, however, “as e 
technique culminates in the époque of the free style, and it remains to a great 
degree stylistically alien to the motive-variation level of thematic development 
that is characteristic of the strict style…”68 In Josquin’s works, “in the more lengthy 
duos, on double imitation, where there are two equal voices, they imitate each 
other, either with a modal transposition, or, more often, by changing the octave 
group of the two voiced risposta, without the need to use a complex vertical in-
vertible counterpoint”69. To the contrary of this, in the analyzed works of Giovanni 
Gabrieli (canzone ХІІ, 2, à12 and Sonata pian’e forte) we find all types of complex 
counterpoint such as vertical – invertible and non-invertible, horizontal, inverted 
(mirror), and even partially quasi-retrograde70. With the exception of the horizon-
tal counterpoint, which “gradually becomes a trend in the masses of Palestrina”71 
all other types of complex counterpoint are rarely found in the Netherlanders’ 
means of melodic material development. The gradually increasing use of complex 
counterpoint techniques by the Venetians can be explained with the instrumental 
genres; in them the uniting function of the text is missing, therefore the music 

65  Zero canon [нулев канон]. Compare with Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 64.
66  See appendix “Scores”.
67  Compare with Reese, Gustave. Music in the Renaissance. New York, 1954, p. 231.
68  Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 204.
69  Ibid., p. 205.
70  See appendix “Analysis of polychoral works”, table Е Complex counterpoint.
71  Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., p. 207.
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work shall be completed through “purely” musical means with the help of deriva-
tive of the melodic material development. The complex counterpoint techniques 
used by the Venetian masters are confirmed by Zarlino’s theoretical work, who (as 
mentioned) is considered as a model of theoretic-composition principles for the 
polyphonic music of the 16th century: “Now, I would like to show how to write an 
artful kind of counterpoint also fot two voices on any subject; it is called “double 
counterpoint”72. Here a composition is so ingeniously designed that it may be sung 
with the parts interchanged. Thus a repetition will produce a harmony different 
from that first heard in the same two parts.”73 We could add to Zarlino’s citation, 
that through “double counterpoint” a great musical variety can be achieved, some-
thing that is very essential, according to Zarlino, so that “compositions are all the 
more beautiful and pleasant…”74

Concerning invertible counterpoint, Zarlino suggests the “simultaneous” 
method of writing the parts – it is mainly characteristic for the baroque free poly-
phonic style: “So the composer must write principal and inversion simultane-
ously to avoid errors”75. This suggestion confirms the synchronous use of theory 
and practice of the complex counterpoint, and gives us the opportunity to assert 
that the Venetian school marks the beginning of a very important polyphonic 
technique, that is to find its culmination in the baroque era76.

2.9. Vertical relations between the voices

According to Zarlino “For harmony results from the simultaneous singing 
of the parts in a composition in such a way that it does not offend the ear”77, that 
means that, the notion of “harmony” comes through the feeling of euphony, the 
pleasant sound78, derived by the horizontal leading of the voices, thus creating 
vertical relations between them. If we compare the various instructions in theory 
and practice of the Venetians and Netherlanders, we would find what “euphony” 
or consonating sound means. In other words, we would find the way through 
which the independent melodies are joined together; respectively the separate 
independent choirs as well, thus achieving “perfect harmony”. It, being a “union 
of diverse elements…”79 creates vertical intervals tending the consonances, and 
relying on the rules of using the dissonances.

In polychoral composition, all voices create consonances between them-
selves in the beginning of the bar, unless there is a suspension, followed always 

72  According to note 187 by Yavor Konov of the Bulgarian edition of “Le istitutioni harmoniche”: 
what Zarlino means by “double counterpoint” is the type of counterpoint, which we now call 
“complex invertible counterpoint”.
73  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 159.
74  Ibid., p. 152.
75  Ibid., p. 165.
76  In the authoritative researches in the field of the Renaissance music by: Reese, Gustave. Op. 
cit.; Atlas, Allan W. Renaissance Music. New York, 1998 and Lowinsky, Еdward E. Josquin des 
Prez, New York / Toronto, 1976, which are contain chapters devoted to the epoque’s polyphonic 
techniques, there is no chapter about complex counterpoint.
77  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 109.
78  Compare with Zarlino, Gioseffo. Izkustvoto na kontrapunkta…, p. 338, note 1.
79  Zarlino, Gioseffo. The Art of Counterpoint..., p. 188.
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by a solution of the dissonance through a descending melodic step. Suspension 
preponderates as a solution formula of dissonance, also on the relatively strong 
beat. In contrast to the suspension, the appoggiatura (linear, stepwise dissonance 
on the relatively strong beat) is not characteristic for the polychoral style because 
of the increasing meaning of the fugue (the present eighth note) as a vertical 
unit. On unaccented beat, the dissonance may be used in a passing motion. In 
Gabrieli’s polychoral works analysed here, we find also auxiliary (neighboring) 
dissonances. Except these dissonance solutions, the cambiata also may be found 
but rarely, although it is not mentioned by Zarlino; in his book the cambiata’s me-
lodic pattern can be found but without the inclusion of a “leaping” dissonance. 
This style’s “linear” character allows accidental querstands, which can be applied 
because of the specific use of accidential (mentioned in the corresponding table). 
Parallel fifths and octaves, strictly forbidden in the present music theory, appear 
in the polychoral compositions, although they are not allowed by Zarlino. The 
same applies for the accented and hidden fifths and octaves. Parallel fourths also 
can be found in Gabrieli’s polychoral works (faux bourdon), although this is non-
recommendable in “Le institutioni harmoniche”80.

According to Zarlino, the four main voices of the participating in a polycho-
ral work separate choirs comprise the “full perfectness of the harmonies,” and are 
equivalent to the “four elements”. He describes the possible intervallic combi-
nations that are forming chords, produced from the “four elements”81; the same 
combinations we find in Gabrieli’s polychoral works analyzed here (canzone ХІІ, 
canzone 2, canzone à12, Sonata pian’e forte). 

When the two (or three, in canzone à12) choirs sound together, we find two 
different structural approaches – polyphonic and homorhythmic82. In the first 
approach, we find the aforementioned polyphonic means of development of me-
lodic material – like imitation, canonic imitation, sequencing melodies, ostinato, 
ornamenting (coloring), complex counterpoint techniques, etc.; which are often 
found within the context of the antiphon. In the homorhythmic approach we see 
the main four voices being doubled, thus abiding the Zarlino’s intervallic rules in 
the formed chords. Through their consecution, and the use of accidentals, today’s 
“musicological eye” finds the so-called modulation process – in the contempo-
rary meaning of the term. For example, see Sonata pian’e forte by Giovanni Ga-
brieli (bars 10–14; 24–26; 61–63, etc.)83.

80  Compare with Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 165.
81  Compare with Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 178.
82  See appendix “Scores”.
83  The term “modulandi” (modulate, modulation, modulation, модулация) is used by Augustine (354 
– 430) in the sentence “Musica scientia bene est мodulandi” in his treatise “De Musica” (Augustinus, 
Aurelius. De Musica. Lateinisch-Deutsch. Eingeleitet, übersetzt und mit Anmerkungen versehen von 
Frank Hentschel, Hamburg: Meiner, 2002), meaning: music is the knowledge of proportions, i.e. the 
knowledge which is well organized, in harmony, or balance (“Music is the knowledge of measuring 
well”). This meaning of the term “modulandi”, i.е. being in good proportion or in good harmony (with-
in the Pythagorean context harmony means series of numbers or proportions, in which cosmos is in 
agreement, or in balance) may be linked to Zarlino’s meaning of the word “harmony”, which derive 
from the sense of euphony (“For harmony results only when many things are tempered so that no one 
exceeds the other.” – Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 111). Despite that, in Sonata pian’e forte by Giovanni 
Gabrieli we use the term “modulation” in its contemporary meaning, i.e. passing from one tonality to 
the other. In this case, “modulation” is carried only to "neighbouring" tonalities, which contain in there 
key signatures one more or less sharp or flat – this is something that in a great degree valid for the entire 
baroque period, for example in most of the fugues of “The Well-Tempered Clavier” of J.S. Bach. 
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iii. exTensions of cori spezzaTi

This chapter aims to display important aspects, techniques and approaches, 
by composers of our choice from a variety of historic periods continuing the tra-
ditions of the Venetian polychoral style. We analyse the way the Venetian com-
position approaches, within the style of composers of later generations, continue 
to develop and adapt to the new and modern compositional trends. For that 
purpose, we analyse different representative works, mostly from the sacred mu-
sic, without being able, however, to exhaust all possible aspects of style. Such 
techniques, like voice grouping in the case of canonic forms, imitation processes, 
sequence structures, different types of complex counterpoint and antiphon sing-
ing, all being part of the Venetian polychoral style, are seen centuries later. This 
process has a twofold aim: to prove the modern influence coming from Venice to 
the later generations, and also to discover how the continuation of these tech-
niques leads to the development of new, numerous musical genres

3.1. Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina. missa ad fugam, 
missa “Papae marcelli”. Voice grouping 

and their interaction in the canonic forms

Venetians’ influence, and also that of Josquin, earlier, over the famous “strict 
style” of Palestrina is known, but in this context we can see its exact parameters. 
“Palestrina ignores to some extent Willaert’s “modern” manner – despite that 
Willaert’s inevitable influence over Palestrina (maybe indirectly) is obvious. It is 
known that from 104 preserved masses of Palestrina not a few of them are based 
on the work of the great Venetian…”84 Such statements give us a certain stimulus 
to look for the Venetian influence in Palestrina’s masses. For that purpose we 
shall analyze the entire Missa ad fugam of Palestrina, mainly concentrating on 
the way of grouping of the participating voices, thus forming canons, as it is to 
be expected, because of the mass’s name. We shall explore also the interaction 
between the different groups, resembling the interaction between the different 
choirs in the Venetian polychoral style. The same aim would be pursued in the 
analysis of Agnus Dei II of the famous Missa “Papae Marcelli”, where the seven 
voices are divided in two groups – three-voiced canon-basis plus four additional 
contrapuntal voices. Analyses’ results would be compared with the main compo-
sition principles of the cori spezzati and with the theoretical writings of Zarlino, 
in order to find out how and to what extent the Venetian polychoral tradition 
influences Palestrina’s masses. Palestrina’s famous skill to express the sacred text, 
and the balance and clarity between vertical and horizontal in his ideal conso-
nant style are also achieved by means of “Venetian” cori spezzati techniques – 
concerning not only the music, but the text as well.

84  Reese, Gustave. Op. cit., p. 459.
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3.1.1. missa “Papae marcelli”

In this mass’ concluding section – Agnus Dei II – we see the strict organiza-
tion of the participating voices. They are divided in two groups, with some in-
dependence in each group. Each group’s voices interact with each other. Same 
phenomenon is seen between the different groups. This precise principle of the 
grouping of the voices, especially within the canonic forms, is the basis of the 
Venetian polychoral style. In the analyzed Giovanni Garbieli’s polychoral works 
(canzone à12, 2, XII and Sonata pian’e forte) we see, that the individual choirs 
always have their own independent harmony and do sound separately, especially 
in their exposition in the beginning of the work. Despite their independence, 
they do interact among themselves, often on the antiphon principle, through the 
usage of several different polyphonic techniques, like imitation, canons, canonic 
sequences, complex counterpoint, etc. In this style we also found a certain “inner 
polychoralism”85 within the frames of one and the same choir, like the internal 
antiphon between the canonic voices of canon-basis of Agnus Dei II in Palestri-
na’s Missa “Papae Marcelli”86.

3.1.2. missa ad fugam 

This mass, as hinted by its title, is based entirely on the canon form. The 
term “canon”, as far as “missa ad fugam” is concerned, “includes two terms, that 
only partially coincide with each other: I. The canon as the peculiar form of the 
entire bigger movement and, II. The canon as an episodically appeared imita-
tional form within the frames of the bigger movement”87. The second kind is the 
result of the different canonic groups’ interaction. Palestrina’s linear melodic ap-
proach makes it possible for the canon to be applied as a central form within the 
frames of the bigger movement, or the entire cycle, as it is in this case. In con-
trast, while analyzing the above-mentioned polychoral works, we see an obvious 
tendency towards the instrumental forms; in this context the short soggetti are 
being preserved, or are being repeated in a processed form, often through the 
canon as an episodic subconstruction. This serves the form’s cyclicity. This fact 
emphasizes the obvious differences that are at the basis of the two styles, without 
denying, however, a certain proximity or influences between them.

Missa ad fugam’s analysis shows that the musical and verbal text are treated 
differently through the various composition techniques. Solutions concerning 
the verbal text’s placement among the different groups coincide to a great extent 
with the main composition approaches of the Venetian polychoral style. Here the 
text of the ordinarium is treated as a separate independent “body”; its treatment 
appears to be stylistically closer to the Venetian approaches. On the other hand, 
the “musical body” reflects Palestrina’s unique style – with its strictness and lin-
ear melodic approaches, making possible for the canon to be the form of the 
whole movement or the entire cycle. In contrast, when analyzing the cori spezzati 
pieces, we encounter the canonic forms only as a partial phenomenon, within the 

85  Compare with chapter 2.7.
86  See table “Missa “Papae Marcelli” Agnus Dei II”, column canon-basis, chapter 3.1.1.
87  Krysteva, Neva. Op. cit., pp. 65, 66.
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overall form; they appear as a result of the different choirs’ interaction. The same 
is carried on the interaction between the different groups in Palestrina’s masses 
that we have analyzed, creating also partially canonic microforms.

Despite the differences between the styles, concerning mainly their structure 
and sound, voice grouping, especially in the canonic forms is a main common 
principle for them. We prove, through the analytical process, that the two styles 
have a common music-theoretical basis after all, described by Gioseffo Zarlino in 
“Le istitutioni harmoniche”.

3.2. claudio monteverdi. Psalmus 126: nisi Dominus, 
Psalmus 147: Lauda Jеrusalem

From 1613, Claudio Monteverdi (Cremona 15.05.1567 – Venice 29.11.1643) 
is maestro di capella in Venice’s San Marco basilica. His attendance in the 
“birth”place of the Venetian polychoral style gives us a sufficient reason to look 
for cori spezzati extensions in his compositions. We shall analyze two works: 
Psalmus 126: Nisi Dominus and Psalmus 147: Lauda Jеrusalem of his “Vesperae” 
(1610) – a collection of sacred music-homage to the Pope Paul V. In them we shall 
look for the main composition approaches of the Venetian polychoral style, and 
how they change and develop, having in mind the presence of cantus firmus. 
Analyzing these works, we strive to find out how the cantus firmus, being an alien 
element to the polychoral works analyzed so far, influences the antiphon princi-
ple and other composition techniques characteristic to the cori spezzati, like for 
example canonic techniques and imitation constructions. 

3.2.1. Psalmus 126: nisi Dominus. 
the antiphon and cantus firmus technique

Psalmus 126: Nisi Dominus is a ten-voiced polychoral composition for two 
five-voiced choirs, with a cantus firmus and a “basso” in continuo (acc. to Zarlino). 
The presence of instruments in two-choir compositions is a continuation of the 
Venetian school’s ideas; many of its representatives write instrumental music88. 
Zarlino’s “Le istitutioni harmoniche”, being also a compositional-contrapuntal 
system describing polychoral style principles, mentiones also a kind of continuo: 
“… the harmony that issued from these strings was continuous and without in-
tervals of quiet. Above this they improvised another part with the high strings“89.
Sonata pian’e forte by Giovanni Gabrieli, analyzed here, is the earliest known ex-
ample of an ensemble work that includes instruction about dynamical changes; 
also instructions about exact orchestration. All this proves the strong presence of 
instrumental thinking within the conceptual-compositional phylosophy of the 
Venetian school. 

In the table enclosed in the chapter 3.2.1 of this book (Bulgarian text) we 
could see almost all Venetian polychoral techniques applied in Monteverdi’s Psal-

88  See table “Venetian school composers”, chapter 1.
89  Zarlino, Gioseffo. Op. cit., p. 286.
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mus 126, but in a cantus firmus environment, that is foreign to cori spezzati. This 
is namely the modern, “baroque” perception for the polychoral space that is to be 
continued by the later generations. The Venetian polychoral style, with its flex-
ibility, has the ability to transform itself, to undergo an internal development, so 
that it can be adapted, like a living organism, to a new environment. This living 
organism, that carries in itself the genes of the Renaissance art and its masters, 
“infects” with its inspiring techniques many composers of later epoques.

 

3.2.2. Psalmus 147: Lauda Jerusalem.
canonic and imitation forms on the basis of antiphon 

In Psalmus 147 the antiphon principle is closely connected with canonic and 
imitiation forms; their duration and structure, along with the meaning of the 
verbal text, formulate the frameworks of the different sections of the composi-
tion. This analysis’ aim is to find out the way antiphonic canonic and imitation 
structures, being so characteristic to the Venetian polychoral style, are being in-
fluenced and depend to a considerable degree on the thematic material structure. 

If we juxtapose the canonic forms discovered by in the analyzed polycho-
ral works, with those of Moneteverdi’s Psalmus 147, we arrive to the following 
conclusions: in both cases canonic forms are related to peculiarities of the the-
matic material that regulates their structure (soggetti for the case of cori spezzati 
and cantus firmus for Monteverdi). On one hand, the short soggetto structures 
point to the partial canonic or imitation subconstructions that appear episodi-
cally within the boundaries of the overall form, mostly on the basis of the anti-
phon. On the other hand, in Monterverdi, the cantus firmus environment leads 
to canonic forms, which on the basis of the antiphon, are pervading the entire 
movement. Despite that, when the antiphon segments, in the two styles, are mul-
tilayered, their internal voices are not preserved exactly, they are varied.

This comparison proves again the fundamental role of the Venetian polycho-
ral style composition techniques for many artworks of the next music epoques. 

3.3. J.s. Bach’s baroque polychoral trend

Composition approaches that are characteristic for the Venetian 
polychoral style may be discovered in many baroque works. Having in mind the 
“heteronomic” nature of the cori spezzati, we will seek the baroque “duality” in 
a number of chosen works of J.S. Bach. This “duality”’ components are: double 
form – musical and verbal, double function of the separate choirs, double 
fugues, double expositions, double text, etc.We would see also how the Venetian 
polychoral techniques like complex counterpoint, canonic forms, sequential 
structures, antiphon singing, motet form, etc. acquire baroque features.

For that purpose, we select two of Bach’s two-choir motets: I “Singet dem 
Herrn ein neues Lied” and II “Der Geist hilft unsrer Schwachheit auf”, also some 
choir numbers from Matthäus-Passion – representative polychoral works of the 
baroque epoque. 

The phenomenon of gradual distancing from the strict polyphonic rules of 
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the Renaissance’s vocal style, along with the development of the baroque’s so-
phisticated polyphonic instrumental forms, imparts a certain majestic character 
to the Venetian polychoral style. 

3.3.1. Bach’s two-choir motets. 
motet i: “singet dem herrn ein neues Lied”, 

motet ii: “Der Geist hilft unsrer schwachheit auf”. 
Baroque heteronomy and musical form of the text

Among Bach’s motets we chose to analyze the first two: Motet I “Singet dem 
Herrn ein neues Lied”, and Motet II “Der Geist hilft unsrer Schwachheit auf” in 
order to discover in them the baroque features of the Venetian polychoralism. 
The main composition characteristics of the cori spezzati, like motet structure, 
canonic forms, and complex counterpoint are being transformed within the 
frames of the baroque polychoral space. The different movements of the motet 
have their individuality, each one of them has its own closed form. Canonic form 
is being applied to the text too; the invertible counterpoint becomes multilay-
ered, since it affects not only separate melodies, but the entire choir. The het-
eronomy that can be found in the music and text treatment in Bach’s motets, is 
intertwined with the main compositional approaches of the Venetian polychoral 
style, which includes a priori a dualtistic basis in itself. 

In relation to that, we could also talk about the “musical form” of the text. 
Baroque musical symbolism releated with particular melodic figures, is well 
known; it creates a very close connection between music and text90. We could 
talk about other music figures’ exegesis having in mind the choral texts – like, for 
example, the ascending fourth, symbolizing the resurrection, faith, the will, the 
semiquaver jubilation figures are typical for the Gloria, which are connected with 
the glory, dotted rhythms (  ), are typical for the Kyrie, “deathly” synco-
pations in the low register, the “horrible” ascending chromatic scales, descend-
ing dissonant leaps, symbolizing falling into sin, the “joyous” demisemiquavers, 
etc. are seen in many choral and oratorial works of Bach, like the B minor mass, 
Matthäus-Passion, and more. However, by “musical form” of the text we under-
stand the placement of the verbal text; it may coincide structurally with certain 
well known musical forms and constructions, like antiphon singing, canonic 
forms and even fugue – when it is concerning the text placement of an entire 
movement. The antiphon placement of the verbal text of Palestrina’s91 Missa ad 
fugam speaks of exactly this approach, as does the placement of the text towards 
the principle of the linear canon in the fourth movement of Bach’s first motet92. 
Another, even more illustrious example for this phenomenon is the fugue form of 
the verbal text in the first movement of Bach’s second motet. 

The relation and connection of Bach’s music with its text is very active and 

90  Compare with The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians. Vol. 15, “Rhetoric and 
Music”, pp. 793-803; Die Musik in Geschihte und Gegenwart, Band 4, “Figuren, musikalisch-
rhetorische”, SS. 176-185.
91  See chapter 3.1.2.
92  See table of chapter 3.3.1.
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alive. It can be sought on two different levels: 
І. On the level of the phrase – “... the verbal phrase, however, having to sur-

render something of its own natural form in order to accommodate itself to that 
of the music”93. 

ІІ. On the level of the entire movement – the musical form of the text where 
the structure of the verbal text is realized by means of certain musical forms. 
Thus, the Venetian polychoral style’s composition approaches may be applied to-
wards the music, as well as to the text. Baroque duality includes in its nature also 
the double form of music and text; in them we can discover many compositional 
techniques which are very characteristic for the analyzed cori spezzati. There in-
tertwining depicts the baroque features of the Venetian polychoralism.

3.3.2. matthäus-Passion

We shall analyze a number of choir movements of Matthäus-Passion (No 1, 
5, 36 and 78, edition Peters, Leiрzig); on the basis of their “heteronomy” we shall 
see the transformation of important composition techniques of cori spezzati in 
the frames of the baroque polychoral sound. These choirs may be represented as 
the big choir numbers of the Passion which are found at the beginning and at the 
end of every part, while the third choir (in the beginning of the Second part of the 
Passion) is responsorically formed between the solo alto and the second choir. 
Concerning their placement, the action of the first introductory choir represents 
a majestic “cortege of the cross”, that prepares the tragic events of the Passion, 
before they have happened. 

When baroque features are interlacing with the composition techniques of 
cori spezzati, the result is a new, more sophisticated style whose thraits can be 
found and after the baroque era. Such historical phenomena hint a certain “chain” 
connection between the composition techniques and style of different historic 
epoques. These processes, that are unavoidable, ensure musical art’s evolution 
and development. These processes are also actualized through Bach’s music an-
alyzed here. Venetian polychoral style’s clear dualistic base is thus confirmed; 
baroque forms and techniques hide in themselves their heteronomic function. 
Through of the double choir ensemble of the Bach’s motets and Matthäus-Pas-
sion, the musical forms are interlacing with the “musical form” of the verbal text, 
the voices are joined in multiple layers, and the fugue is often introduced with 
two themes. In Matthäus-Passion expositions are double, something that indi-
cates to an influence from the big concert genres as well. When analyzing the 
separate composition approaches of cori spezzati, we could claim that they are 
under the influence of the baroque ways of composing: invertible counterpoint 
becomes layered, because in the Bach’s motets and Matthäus-Passion is not con-
cerning only separated melodies, but the entire choir. The separated movements 
of the motet form – which is applied in Bach’s works analyzed here – acquire the 
independence and character of a closed form. Antiphon singing, which is one of 

93  Schweitzer, Albert. J.S. Bach. English translation by Ernest Newman. Vol. II., Dover 
Publications, Inc. N.Y., 1966, p. 26.
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the most characteristic features of the Venetian polychoralism, in the analyzed 
Bach’s works, is enriched also through doubling of the two choirs and the orches-
tra’s colla parte.

3.4. extensions of the Venetian polychoral style after 
the baroque 

The fundamental role of the big Roman polyphonic school expressed 
through Palestrina, along with the Venetian polychoral style, which inherites to 
a great extent the Flemish polyphony, are displayed in a number of works written 
and after 1750, the historical boundary of the baroque epoque. Numerous “Vene-
tian” techniques represented in baroque schools are being transformed embody-
ing the musical sacrality in some of the most important oratori and symphonic 
works, mostly of the 19th and 20th centuries. Representative compositions that 
may serve as a basis of our observations over the cori spezzati are, for example 
Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis, “Te Deum” of Hector Berlioz and Mahler’s 8th Sym-
phony.

3.4.1. Ludwig van Beethoven’s missa solemnis94.
the transformation of the Venetian polychoral 

principles in the context of the sublime and majestic

Missa Solemnis’ musical form points towards the aaesthetic greatness of 
Beethoven’s symphonies. In Missa Solemnis, instrumental music freedom is in-
terlacing with the sharp changes in dynamics, time signature, and tempo, in ad-
dition to the elated declamation and elocution of Beethoven’s vocal music: “Bee-
thoven’s symphonies are not from this world, they somehow reveal a mysterious 
language of the most mysterious. They do not depend on any laws of probability. 
They do not need to be a consequence of any history or character, and they stand 
in a purely poetical world…”95 In Missa Solemnis, this high “talking art”96 is uni-
fied with the fundaments of Renaissance grandeur: “Within the aaesthetics of 
the early 19th century, the term sublime includes Palestrina’s vocal style, but also 
Beethoven’s instrumental style – and is wedded to the term “majestic””97. In this 
context, we find a number of “Venetian” principles in Missa Solemnis, which are 
transformed and applicable within the frames of the Classical composition. These 
concern the contrasting dynamics, contrasting thematism, text’s placement, con-

94  Missa Solemnis (in D major, op. 123) is composed between 1819 and 1823. It is premiered on 
April 7th 1824 in St. Petersburg. It includes the traditional forms for a mass – fugues and fugatos 
– like, for example, the two large fugues at the end of the Gloria, built upon the text “In Gloria 
Dei Patris. Amen”, also the traditional fugato in the Hosanna, etc. It consists of the five typical 
parts of the Ordinarium, and begins with the composer’s “Mit Andacht” – “With Reverence” – 
something that serves the characteristic of this genre.  
95  Ludwig Tieck. Quat. after: Dahlhaus, Carl. Ludwig van Beethoven und seine zeit. Laaber-
Verlag, 1987, S. 100.
96  Ibid.
97  Friedrich Rochlitz. Quat. after: Op. cit., S. 104.
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trapuntal techniques grouped forms, form grouping and the development of the 
heteronomic idea in Beethoven. We shall analyze this Mass’ first part – Kyrie98, it 
may serve as a basis of our observations on cori spezzati.

Kyrie’s orchestral introduction introduces a “nuance antiphon” (dynamics 
antiphon) with the sharp changes between piano and forte, a phenomenon that 
is observed in a number of places in the Kyrie (bars 1–4, 21–23, choir introduc-
tion, 25–27, 128–131, etc.). Such phenomenon exists from the time of the Venetian 
school; an example is the famous Sonata pian’e forte by Giovanni Gabrieli. As we 
have mentioned, it is the oldest known example of an ensemble work that in-
cludes instructions for dynamic changes. In Beethoven, however, the “nuance an-
tiphon” includes also establishment and development of the processes through a 
gradual crescendo (bars 35–39) and decrescendo (bars 39–45). Dynamics’ differ-
entiation and finesse are realized also by the diversity of the timbre when differ-
ent instruments perform the same motive in different registers within the frames 
of imitation (for example, bars 6–10, between clarinet, oboe and flute).

Kyrie and Christe’s thematism is in contrast as well, which is typical for this 
prayer text. In Kyrie, the musical text is applied syllabically, with the typical for 
this mass’ part, dotted rhythm, and in Christe, a passing gradual melismatic 
movement is introduced – this theme is pre-imitated by the orchestra (bars 86–
87). The melismatic “eleison” appears in counterpoint with the syllabic Christe in 
a group form, which is creating a double imitation, through invertible counter-
point (bars 88–91). This thematic contrast emphasizes Beethoven’s heteronomy; 
here it serves also for the dynamic development and striving for the form’s cul-
mination: “the music, in the character of the majestic, requires the presence of a 
multitude of melodies and harmonic movements, seemingly non-unified which 
however, must be united into one melodic and harmonic whole...”99

According to Theodor Adorno100, Beethoven’s style of theme imitation that is 
seen here is very similar with the techniques of the Flemish masters, like Josquin 
des Prez and Johannes Ockeghem. The “Netherlanders” imitation of the themes, 
that appears also in the cori spezzati, is performed through responsorial con-
structions (for example, bars 31–37, between the solo alto and the soprano part) 
or within the frames of the “inner polychoralism”101 (for example, bar 210 with 
anacrusis to bar 216). 

The responsory principle is seen also in the verbal text’s placement within 
the frames of the “musical form” of the text (for example bars 21–27). Here, how-
ever, the responsory principle is transformed, because of the homophonic struc-
ture which is appears in the choir; it performs the chordal accompaniment, and 
the soloist – the main melody, entering after the chord like the echoing of the 
personality. 

On the basis of the responsorial singing we see, the typical for cori spezzati 
canonic subconstructions, where the soloists are treated as a separate choir (for 
example bars 104–105, two-segmented, ascending canonic sequence on Christe).

Here the idea for reprise is being confirmed. From bar 128 begins a varied 

98  Beethoven. Missa solemnis. Edition Peters N 45, Klavierauszug (soldan).
99  Friedrich Rochlitz. Quat. after: Dahlhaus, Carl. Op. cit., S. 104.
100  Wikipedia, The free encyclopedia, Missa solemnis (Beethoven).
101  See chapter 2.7.



499

Summary

reprise within the reprised ternary form of the first part of the mass. At the part’s 
end (bar 220 with anacrusis to 223), all choir voices sing together, which is also 
characteristic for cori spezzati.

Rennaissance’s dynamic stagnation is superceded with the tendency of the 
form’s dynamic development. “Beethoven’s music sets in motion the levers of 
fear, horror, trepidation, pain, and wakes this endless yearning, which is the es-
sence of Romantism.”102 Despite that, the pasing melismas, imitation structures 
on the basis of antiphon (in this case on the basis of responsorial singing) and 
the grouped forms are preserved in the context of Beethoven’s heteronomy of 
contrasts, along with the differentiation and finesse of dynamics and dynamic 
development and tendency to culmination of the reprised ternary form. 

3.4.2. “te Deum”103 of hector Berlioz. 
the polychoralism in the context of the dramatic

“Te Deum” of Hector Berlioz represents one of the most impressing exam-
ples of polychoralism of the 19th century: “Te Deum is without doubt the most 
majestic work that I have created”104. Berzlioz’s inclination toward dramatic mu-
sic, “I devoted myself entirely to the study and cult of big dramatic music”105, 
is interlacing with his tendency to the traditions and techniques of the musica 
sacra, whose use is inevitable. As a radical composer, he manages to unite the 
dramatic and dramaturgical in the boundaries of the oratorial and sacred art. 
His “Te Deum”, that represents an ideal example of this unification, “embraces” 
the large polychoral ensemble, thus creating a “fertile ground” for the polychoral 
techniques of the cori spezzati. From this work we shall choose the first move-
ment, similarily named106, and in it we shall see the most representative polycho-
ral principles being used in the frames of the fugue form. 

The complementarity of the Romantic archetype of explosive dramatism, 
baroque forms and polychoral techniques characterizes the first polychoral hymn 
of “Te Deum” (as designated by Berlioz) and represents the main impulse of the 
dramaturgic development of the entire work. For example, the nucleus of the 
fugue theme “Te Deum Laudamus” appears in the orchestra in tutti (bars 136–
137), in complete contrast with the gentle choir unisons “te omnis, omnis terra”, 
in resemblance of the theme “fatum” in the Romantic symphony, for example in 
Tchaikovsky’s symphonies, and later, Mahler’s 10th symphony; this reminds us of 
the dramatic concept of the artwork.

In conclusion, we could cite Berlioz’s words, said for a polychoral concert 
of Dmitry Bortniansky, an impression that coincides with the sublime nature of 
his own music: “In this harmonic texture we could hear such interlacing of voic-
es, something incredible; sighs and some indeterminate sounds, like those that 

102  Е.Т.А. Hoffmann. Quat. after: Dahlhaus, Carl. Op. cit., S. 101.
103  “Te Deum”, ор 22. It was premiered in May 1850 in the Paris church of St. Eustache (Berlioz, 
Hector. Memoari (Memoires). Sofia, 1976, p. 405).
104  Berlioz, Hector. Op. cit., p. 361.
105  Ibid., p. 70.
106  “Te Deum”. Hector Berlioz. Edwin F. Kalmus Publisher of Music, Kalmus vocal scores for 
triple chorus, solo tenor and piano.
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come to a dream; from time to time intonations were spread like a scream of the 
soul, which is capable to penetrate the heart, and to stop the breath in the chest. 
Later, all this quieted down in an endless-atmospheric decrescendo; it seemed 
that this is a choir of angels, ascending from the earth to the heavens, and gradu-
ally disappearing in the sky.”107

3.4.3. Gustav mahler’s eighth symphony

 “Mahler’s Eighth Symphony could be called one of the greatest utopias 
of the 20th century… in his Eighth Symphony, Mahler finds the general impor-
tance symbol of this harmony, of this great purpose, to whose search was devoted 
his entire oeuvre.”108 This Symphony’s huge performing ensemble consists of two 
mixed choirs (about 700 people), children’s choir (about 100 children; this choir 
participates only in the Symphony’s Second movement), eight soloists (the third 
one, soprano solo, participates only in the Symphony’s second movement), a full 
orchestra, celesta, piano, harmonium, two harpsichords, mandolin and organ. This 
“thousand” perfomers’ “utopia” has two main text sources: the hymn “Veni creator 
spiritus”109 and the concluding scene of Goethe’s “Faust”. Mahler names the first 
movement “hymn,” using the entire text of the “Veni creator spiritus”. This move-
ment is written for two choirs, soloists and orchestra, while the soloists correspond 
mainly responsorically to the other choirs, having the role of the third choir. The 
second movement that begins with a large orchestra introduction, that later moves 
towards into “choir and echo”110 is called “Faust’s concluding scene” because of the 
use of the respective text from the second part of Faust drama 111. 

Action in this movement takes place in the sky, also in a place of moun-
tain ridges and abysses (“Forests, rocks, badlands. Holy hermits, placed on the 
mountain ranges, inhabiting mounting cliffs”112) that leads to the designated echo 
effects. These pictures, created by the text along with the fact that every Goethe’s 
character has his own poetic meter, in combination with the two-choir ensemble 
and its antiphon relations, make Mahler’s Eighth Symphony an ideal polychoral 
example of the 20th century. Faust’s last four lines113: “Alles Vergängliche ist nur 
ein Gleichnis; das Unzulängliche, hier wird’s Ereignis; das Unbeschreibliche, 
hier ist’s getan; Das Ewigweibliche zieht uns hinan” provokes in the composer 

107  Berlioz, Hector. Izbranniye staty (Selected articles). Moscow, 1956, p. 324 (the Russian 
translation according to: Berlioz, Hector. Les soirées de l’orchestre. Paris, 1852). 
108  Barsova, Inna. Simfonii Gustava Mallera (Gustav Mahler’s Symphonies). Мoscow, 1975, 
p. 252, 253.
109  “Come creative spirit” for the entire translation, see 
http://www.preces-latinae.org/thesaurus/Hymni/VeniCreator.html
“Veni creator spiritus” is one of the most popular hymns of the Catholic church, attributed 
to Rabanus Maurus (776-856). It is in use on Vespers, Pentecost and Holy Spirit prayers. It 
represents reading for the believers, which are praying for forgiveness of their sins.
110  The first moment is designated by Goethe (Goethe, Johann Wolfgang. Izbrani tvorbi 
(Selected works). Vol. III, Faust. Sofia, 1980, p. 439) and by Mahler (Gustav Mahler. Simfonia 
N8. Partitura (Eighth Symphony, score). Moscow, 1976, p. 103, number 24) as a choir and echo. 
111  Goethe, Johann Wolfgang. Op. cit., pp. 439-447.
112  Ibid., p. 439.
113  Ibid., p. 447.
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the following thought for his 8th symphony: “I accept these four lines in close 
connection with everything previous on the one hand as a direct continuation of 
the last verses, and on the other hand as the peak of a giant pyramid of the whole 
symphony, showing us the entire world in images and developing situations. 
Everything starts misty at first, but from scene to scene, all the processes are 
channeled to something unique, inexpressive, barely sensed, but deeply felt!”114 
The developing situations express themselves through big contrasts, being 
derived from the contrast character of the text as well, of this symphony’s two 
movements. In them genres, forms and techniques intertwine, among them, the 
leading ones are the syllabic, antiphon and responsorial principles; they are joined 
with the imitation techniques (especially in the second movement) often within 
the frames of the “nuance antiphon”. Here structures are often changeable, as are 
the participants; contrast and development are companions of the dramaturgy, 
often reaching majestic culminations. Despite that, the oldest techniques remain 
in the composer’s hands, as an important mean of expression like Goethe’s text, 
in which images and subjects from the Antiquity are used, like the prophets and 
the Christian saints. 

Antiphon relations between the separated choirs that involve all voices of 
the separate choirs are seen here – they are very characteristic of the cori spez-
zati – (Ist movement, bars 8–15, “Veni, veni creator spiritus”) forming quasi 
canonic subconstructions (in this case we see inexact, two-segmented, descend-
ing, canonic sequence on the basis of antiphon). Voices interact also within the 
frames of one choir (number 6, second choir, “Tuorum visita, mentes”). 

Soggetto submotives (for example, Ist movement, exposition of the two 
choirs,  ) are being preserved and transformed within the “developing 
situations”. The Venetian manner of the preserved sogetto motives is seen in this 
Mahler Symphony; they are in antithesis to the changing structures, and thus 
helping the dramaturgic contrast. 

The choirs alternate with the soloists (number 11) in responsorial singing, 
or with the orchestra (also number 11) in an antiphon manner. This is the most 
characteristic technique of the Venetian polychoral style. 

Text’s placement, between the soloists and the choirs is executed through 
well known imitation techniques, that more often than not, do not involve the 
musical content. In the text’s “musical form”115 we encounter canonic imitation 
(seven bars before number 11, choir 1, and soprano solo on the text “Imple superna 
gratia”), imitation with a distance in time between the voices (six bars before 
number 11 and until three bars after it, between soprano solo and alto solo, on the 
text “Imple superna gratia”) and other imitation subconstructions, that we also 
found in J.S. Bach’s oeuvre that was analyzed116.

Isorhythmic structures are found as well (for example, compare soprano 
part, seven bars before number 11 with the solo first alto, seven bars before num-
ber 14 → isorhythmic color); proving that the old techniques117 are preserved, not 

114  Letter to Alma Mahler (Quat. after: Barsova, Inna. Op. cit., pp. 251-252).
115  See chapter 3.3.1.
116  See chapter 3.3. 
117  In this particular case isorhythmia represents a chacarteristic manner of composition, back 
from the time of Ars nova, and related to the 14th century motet, that occurs in Guillaume de 
Machaut’s “La messe de Nostre Dame”, as well.
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independently, but along with all other techniques described so far, within the 
context of the whole movement.

At the end of each movement all parts end together, something very charac-
teristic not only of the Venetian polychoral style, but of all works analyzed here. 
Thus, the mixing of old and new within the context of the whole movement, 
together with the strong contrasts characterizes the present, and leads the way to 
the future: “The essence of genius is, that it is in the future…”118

This Schoenberg’s constatation may characterize musical-historical role of 
the Venetian polychoral style as well, whose composition techniques and prin-
ciples, as proven by us119, find their application in many musical styles, from Pal-
estrina, and up until the “contemporary” sound of the 20th century. However, 
musical-historical and musicological importance of this style is not limited to 
its extensions. While it inherits the Flemish masters, especially Josquin’s style, 
the Venetian style, on account of its popularity, manages to carry on the Neth-
erlanders’ genius across time, thus making possible for us to see many of their 
polyphonic techniques after the 15th century.

Venetian composers’ works have a pedagogical side as well, particularly 
those by Adrian Willaert, Giovanni Gabrieli and Gioseffo Zarlino – their works 
are frequently used as musical examples to one of the most important music Re-
naissance treatises – “Le istitutioni harmoniche”. Its musicological importance 
is widely known, also because it represents one of the few musical-theoretical 
works that describe Renaissance composition principles. 

As we have mentioned, many of the Venetian school masters write instru-
mental music as well. Having in mind that Giovanni Gabrieli’s Sonata pian’e forte 
is the oldest known musical work that includes written dynamic instructions, 
and one of the oldest which includes exact orchestration instructions, we could 
claim, that Venetian school carries a determined role in the transition from strict 
vocal polyphony towards polyphonic instrumental forms. All this builds step by 
step the aaesthetical-artistic abundance of the cori spezzati. The style itself, be-
cause of its originality, represents a sublime contribution to the Renaissance and 
world musical culture – its polychoral works mark the beginning of the polycho-
ral composition practices.

118   Arnold Schoenberg. Quat. after: Krysteva, Neva. Musicalno-teoretichni izsledvania 
(Music-theoretical works). Vol. III, Sofia, 2002, p. 211.
119  See chapter III.


