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HISTORY & PERFORMANCE OF POLYPHONY 

 

 

Polyphony is a Greek word meaning 'many voices or parts,' applied to music in 

which each voice is an independent one. The parts are equally important and are 

composed by writing each part against the others. It may also be called counterpoint 

Polyphony has appeared, disappeared, and reappeared many times in the history of 

music. The time when the sound of combined lines was first heard will never be known, 

for music was not notated, or recorded in writings of early times. We can only guess that 

because of its combinations of sounds, polyphony was not the first music attempted. The 

most likely theory about the beginning of polyphony is that it was the product of 

uncivilized natives making music together, not trying to sing different pitches, but 

achieving different melody types in the final result. This we call Heterophony. Probably 

the firmest foundations we can safely start on would be the first written polyphony, 

Organum. The example below shows a melody, a Gregorian chant, at the different phases 

of Organum. These examples range in chronological date from 850 to 1175 A. D. 

 

Ex. 1 (a) - Gregorian Chant 

 
         (b) - Parallel Organum -  This Organum sounds very much like two 

sounds having the same melody but in different keys. 

 
         (c) - Free Organum -  The beginning of contrapuntal thinking as we know 

it today. Although it still is in the same time value, it is in contrary motion, a definite 

good contrapuntal movement. 

 
From this heritage, composers thought of music from the linear view, i.e., music 

from left to right. Thinking up and down, or thinking harmonically, was a later 

development of composers' thinking. 

 

1175-1200 

In the writings of Leonius, of the Paris School (c. 1150-1200), we find the next 

step, the freedom of the rhythm. This rhythmic step became one of the important factors 

in the advancement of true contrapuntal thinking. Now we have contrary motion and 

rhythmic independence of each voice, and polyphony begins to take a more familiar 

appearance. Leonius's style begins true melodic writing, with the upper voice gaining 

increased importance. His melodic contour usually was very broad, contained glissando-

like passages, using no broken chord melodic patterns, and rarely skipping larger than a 

third. 
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Ex. 2  Clausala  Leonius 

 
 

1200-1220 -  

Leonius's pupil, Perotinus (c. 1160-1220), took the next step. He was responsible 

for adding to the present two voices of counterpoint three or four. The tenor was stated in 

reiterated rhythmic patterns. The upper voices were written in the rhythmic modes, with 

their individual range or contour very similar and many times criss-crossing freely. 

 

Ex. 3 - Three part Organum  Hec Dies  Perotinus 

 
1200-1300 

The first freely composed polyphonic composition was the Conductus (to lead). 

The tenor was freely composed with the upper parts usually in identical rhythm, resulting 

in a note against note style. 

 

Ex. 4  Conductus  Decastitatis 

 
In the Ars Antiqua (1200-1300) we find the main polyphonic form is the Motet. 

The Motet contained three or four voices which were usually rhythmically and 

melodically diversified. The perfect octave, the perfect fifth, and the perfect prime are 

used as consonants, being found the accented beats with harmonic clashes between these 

points. Parallel fifths and octaves are found. The tenor was no longer a Gregorian Chant 

used as a Cantus Firmus but a freely composed part. In the motet, the tenor is repeated 

several times like a basso ostinato. 

 

Ex. 5  Motet On Parole A Paris Preses nouvele 
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With these motets, the break from the liturgical chant is finally made. It may be 

noted here that retrograde motions first found in the 13th century, the earliest example 

found is a 13th century clausula "Musmido." Also, the earliest example of double 

counterpoint occurs during the years 1244-1248. From the above heritage, the composer 

now thought of music from the linear view, i.e., music composed from left to right. 

Thinking up and down, or thinking harmonically, was a later development of composers' 

thinking. 

 

1300 

Freedom from the rhythmic poetic modes had to be won. Peter De Cruce took the 

next important step by increasing the rhythmic portions of the voices. Characteristic are 

alternate passages of quick parlando style and longer note values. The top voices become 

more animated and the tenor becomes important as a bass part. Perhaps the roots of 

monody lie in the sustained notes of the tenor acting as accompaniment to the flowing 

upper parts in almost recitative style. 

Ex. 6  Motet  Petrus de Cruce 

 
1300-1377 

The 14th century added other contrapuntal devices. Machaut appears on the scene 

and his music can be used to illustrate some of these devices. The most striking device is 

the isorhythmic motet. Used usually in the tenors, it was a constructive principle; its main 

feature is a reiterated pattern of rhythmic values for the liturgical cantus firmus selected 

for use. This rhythmic pattern is called in the 14th century. The organization of pitch 

pattern is called color. 
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Ex. 7 Talea & Color 

 
1300-1400 

In this period counterpoint was refined with euphony (a Greek word meaning a 

pleasant combination of agreeable sounds) in the combination of the voices with melodic 

writing reaching an almost romantic feeling. The use of parallel thirds and triadic forms 

added richness and subtlety with added rhythmic flexibility. 

 

Ex. 8 Motet S'il Estoit Nulz Machaut 

 
 

 
1310 
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The first example of a true Canon is the famous "Sumer is Icumen In," supposedly 

written in 1310. Two earlier structural devices show canonical I; 1) Stimmtausch, a 

changing of parts from top to bottom (ex. 9a), and, 2) Hockets, the alternating of notes 

between each voice (ex. 9b). 

Ex. 9a Stimmtausch    Ex. 9b Hockets 

 
Ex. 10  Sumer is Icumen In 

 
1300-1390 

The close of the 14th century is known in music history as the time of the most 

extraordinary rhythmic complexities, perhaps not equaled until our own times. This 

complex rhythmic structure would help add to the contrapuntal feeling of the musical 

texture. 

 

 Ex. 11 Ballade Selesses 
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1400-1500 

The 15th century's main contribution to polyphony is the establishment of 

imitation as an important constructive device of counterpoint. Composers also began 

writing music to be played by instruments. This helped contrapuntal thinking as different 

timbres now played each voice and thus were easier to recognize because of their 

different timbres. In the example given, by the Flemish composer Jacob Obrecht (1430-

1505), a Dutch folk song is used as melodic material. The Flemish School was the first to 

use imitation regularly. With the use of imitation the pieces became longer. Among the 

new devices used are: passing tones, suspensions, less haphazard parallel intervals 

leading to solid cadences, and the use of the triad and its inversion (Fauxbourdon). This 

era begins the idiomatic instrumental style of contrapuntal writing... 

 

Ex. 12  Instrumental Canzona   Orbrecht 
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1490-1550 
From the use of imitation within a limited structure, the Madrigal and Motet used 

many points of imitation, almost stretto like, in all the voices. Our example illustrates the 
degree of freedom in which this principle was applied. In the 15th century we find the use 
of augmentation and diminution as notational devices. 

 
Ex. 13  Motet  Salutation Prima  Ludwig Senfl 

 
 

1510-1566 
The Spanish School of counterpoint had its influence during the early 16th 

century. Spanish composers write much counterpoint without the use of imitation. This 
"successive counterpoint" was written in four voices, each voice independent of the 
others in rhythm, contour, and melodic style. 

 
Ex 14  Missa de Besta Virgine - Et in spiritum Sanctum Morales 


