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ABSTRACT

In his autobiographical sketch Joseph Haydn claims to have learned the ‘true fundamentals of composition’ from

Nicola Porpora. Porpora (1686–1768) was a student of Gaetano Greco at the Conservatorio dei Poveri in Naples

and later himself became a maestro at the Conservatorio di San Onofrio, where Francesco Durante also taught.

That Haydn’s teacher Porpora came from the centre of the partimento tradition, which has attracted increased

scrutiny by music theorists in recent years, justifies examining Haydn’s relationship with this long-standing

pedagogical method and compositional practice. In this essay I analyse the sources that shed light on Porpora’s

relationship to the partimento tradition and on Haydn’s relationship to Porpora. Focusing on partimento

counterpoint, I examine several of Haydn’s fugues in contrasting genres in order to illustrate how the principles

of thoroughbass and partimento help to explain particular structural procedures in Haydn’s music, as well as the

compositional processes that produced them.

Ich schriebe fleissig, doch nicht ganz gegründet, bis ich endlich die gnade hatte von dem

berühmten Herrn Porpora (so dazumahl in Wienn ware) die ächten Fundamente der sezkunst zu

erlehrnen.1

I wrote diligently but not in a well-founded way until, finally, I had the good fortune to learn the

true fundamentals of composition from the celebrated Herr Porpora (who was at that time in

Vienna).

One of the most important sentences in Haydn’s autobiographical sketch of 1776 was for a long time the

least understood. While other possible influences on the young Haydn (such as Johann Joseph Fux and

Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach) have frequently attracted the attention of Haydn scholars and still exert a

strong influence on our idea of Haydn’s education,2 the encounter with Nicola Porpora – the only

This article is an extended and revised version of a paper presented at the annual meeting of the Gesellschaft für

Musiktheorie in Mainz in 2009. I thank Thomas Christensen, Giorgio Sanguinetti, Markus Neuwirth and Philipp Teriete

for their inspiring comments.

1 Denes Bartha, ed., Joseph Haydn: Gesammelte Briefe und Aufzeichnungen (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1965), 77. H. C. Robbins

Landon translates ‘nicht ganz gegründet’ as ‘not quite correctly’, which is not quite correct (Landon, Haydn: Chronicle

and Works, volume 2: Haydn at Eszterháza (London: Thames and Hudson, 1978), 398). For the context of Haydn’s

‘autobiographical sketch’ see Florian Kolb, ‘Autobiographische Skizze’, in Das Haydn-Lexikon, ed. Armin Raab,

Christine Siegert and Wolfram Steinbeck (Laaber: Laaber, 2010), 73–74.

2 Eva Badura-Skoda, ‘Die “Clavier”-Musik in Wien zwischen 1750 und 1770’, Studien zur Musikwissenschaft 35 (1984), 69;

A. Peter Brown, ‘Haydn and C. P. E. Bach: The Question of Influence’, in Haydn Studies, ed. Jens Peter Larsen, Howard

Serwer and James Webster (New York: Norton, 1981), 158–164; Ulrich Leisinger, Joseph Haydn und die Entwicklung des

klassischen Klavierstils (Laaber: Laaber, 1994), 246–320; Alfred Mann, ‘Haydn as a Student and Critic of Fux’, in Studies

in Eighteenth-Century Music: A Tribute to Karl Geiringer on His Seventieth Birthday, ed. H. C. Robbins Landon

(London: Allen & Unwin, 1970), 323–332. Daniel Heartz, however, has rightly argued that ‘there is, significantly, no
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composer besides Dittersdorf that Haydn mentions by name in his autobiography – has not advanced

beyond a small number of studies that do not collectively yield much insight. The notion put forward by

various authors that Porpora gave Haydn a basic education in Italian and vocal technique, which was then

reflected in Haydn’s use of certain vocal idioms and figurations,3 can be only half of the picture, since

Haydn could hardly have regarded these things as ‘the true fundamentals of composition’. It is telling that

Akio Mayeda, who pursues this hypothesis, has to conclude that one cannot ‘definitively trace a direct

influence’.4 Federico Celestini also concludes that it is ‘not possible to identify convergences in composi-

tional processes between Porpora and Haydn’.5 Meanwhile, neither author raises the question of how to

interpret Haydn’s remark about ‘true fundamentals’. Even James Dack’s observation that Porpora exposed

Haydn to the ‘current Italianate style in Viennese church music’ requires expansion and clarification if it

is to explain precisely what Haydn learned.6 The speculation advanced in The New Grove that ‘it may

well have been at Porpora’s instigation that [Haydn] systematically worked through Fux’s Gradus ad

Parnassum’ lacks any documentary basis; moreover, the rationale for this speculation – that Fux’s Gradus

is ‘the only work mentioned by any source that offers “true fundamentals”’7 – is, as we shall see, entirely

misleading.

In any event, the Porpora episode remains one of the least illuminated chapters in Haydn’s biography,

even two hundred years after his death.8 Only the rediscovery and reassessment of the partimento and

thoroughbass tradition in recent years has brought to light indications of what may have transpired between

Porpora and Haydn in the Vienna of the 1750s.9 In the following, I shall begin by summarizing the current

state of partimento scholarship. I shall then analyse the sources that shed light on Porpora’s relationship

to the partimento tradition and Haydn’s relationship to Porpora. Finally, by examining several music

mention of Bach in Haydn’s crucial autobiographical letter of 1776, which is in every way more reliable than the

accounts, from witnesses who were far from nonpartisan, of his musings as an old man’ (Daniel Heartz, Haydn,

Mozart and the Viennese School (New York: Norton, 1995), 238). The same applies to Fux.

3 Hartmut Krones, ‘Der Einfluss der italienischen Musik auf das Vokal- und Instrumentalschaffen Joseph Haydns’, in

Der Einfluss der italienischen Musik in der ersten Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts, ed. Eitelfriedrich Thom (Michaelstein:

Kultur- und Forschungsstätte Michaelstein, 1988), 25, and ‘Barocke Traditionen in der österrieichischen Musik des

späten 18. und frühen 19. Jahrhunderts’, in Alte Musik – Lehren, Forschen, Hören: Neue Beiträge zur Aufführungspraxis

I, ed. Johann Trummer (Regensburg: Con Brio, 1994), 65–92.

4 Akio Mayeda, ‘Nicola Antonio Porpora und der junge Haydn’, in Der junge Haydn: Wandel von Musikauffassung und

Musikaufführung in der österreichischen Musik zwischen Barock und Klassik, ed. Vera Schwarz (Graz: Akademische

Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, 1972), 57.

5 Federico Celestini, Die frühen Klaviersonaten von Joseph Haydn: Eine vergleichende Studie (Tutzing: Schneider, 2004),

123.

6 James Dack, ‘Sacred Music’, in The Cambridge Companion to Haydn, ed. Caryl Clark (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2005), 141.

7 Georg Feder and James Webster, ‘Haydn, Joseph’, in Grove Music Online <http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/

subscriber/article/grove/music/44593> (25 August 2010).

8 It is unclear on what evidence Karl Geiringer based his conviction that Haydn’s lessons with Porpora lasted ‘all in all

three months’. See Geiringer, Joseph Haydn: Der schöpferische Werdegang eines Meisters der Klassik (Mainz: B. Schott’s

Söhne, 1959), 28. In any case, it would have been possible to teach a gifted student the fundamentals of partimento

playing in this amount of time. In Conrad Ferdinand Pohl’s influential Haydn biography written in the 1870s the

account of the Porpora episode is affected by open Germanocentrism: ‘The contact with Porpora and Metastasio,

however, presented a dangerous cliff, since Haydn was exposed to the risk of getting into the waters of the Italian

school; but his good spirit prevented him from being untrue to his own nature’. See Carl Ferdinand Pohl, Joseph

Haydn, volume 1 (Berlin, 1875), 171. My translation.

9 The first indication that the partimento tradition could provide insight into the Porpora/Haydn relationship can be

found in Robert Gjerdingen, Music in the Galant Style (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 64; Gjerdingen,

‘Editorial’, Eighteenth-Century Music 4/2 (2007), 189; and Felix Diergarten, ‘“Anleitung zur Erfindung”: Der Musik-

theoretiker Johann Friedrich Daube’, Musiktheorie 23/4 (2008), 315.
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examples, I shall show what fresh perspectives a reassessment of the partimento tradition can bring to Haydn

scholarship.

THE PARTIMENTO TRADITION

The historical, theoretical and pedagogical potential of Italian partimenti has in recent years awakened

the interest of scholars in this important eighteenth-century tradition – what Robert Gjerdingen calls

an ‘ingenious, widely disseminated, pre-industrial and non-verbal “technology”’,10 which, as Giorgio

Sanguinetti has argued, ‘contributed greatly to shaping eighteenth-century compositional technique’.11 In

Italian music theory, the term ‘partimento’ in its general sense refers to a figured or unfigured thoroughbass.

In a more narrow sense, ‘partimento’ refers to the improvisational realization of such bass voices using a

repertoire of voice-leading patterns. These schemata, which partimento students learn to apply above the

given bass lines, consist primarily of the various types of cadence, the rule of the octave and numerous

sequential progressions. The roots of these schemata can be traced back to the solmization and contrapunto

alla mente processes of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.12

The partimenti are closely associated with the academic tradition of the four Neapolitan conservato-

ries, whose original mission was to train orphans for lucrative careers as professional musicians. In the

eighteenth century partimenti developed into the core educational discipline of Italian music theory and,

with the success of Neapolitan opera composers, spread among courts and musical centres throughout

Europe – initially in nearly all other Italian musical and educational centres, and ultimately abroad

as well. Paris and Vienna proved especially fertile ground for Neapolitan music theory (the curriculum

for organists in Austria from the seventeenth century well into the nineteenth century is strongly

influenced by partimento-like methods), but the partimento tradition left lasting traces in Germany too.

The aim of partimento training was, writes Sanguinetti, an ‘(almost) unconscious act of composing’ that

allowed the composer ‘simply [to] let his fingers “compose” for him in a quasi-automatic way’; ultimately,

‘among the students’ most impressive skills were not only the ability to compose with astounding rapidity

but also the dexterity to emulate different styles convincingly, skills indispensable if one wanted to survive

in the boisterous opera market of the eighteenth (and nineteenth) century’.13 Counterpoint is also

imparted through partimenti. Integrating imitations gives partimenti a noticeable contrapuntal complex-

ity permeated by motivic processes: the culmination of the partimento curriculum is the partimento

fugue.14

10 Gjerdingen, ‘Editorial’, 189.

11 Giorgio Sanguinetti, ‘The Realization of Partimenti: An Introduction’, Journal of Music Theory 51/1 (2007), 82. See also

the complete issue 51/1 (2007) of Journal of Music Theory and the complete issue of 2009/1 of Rivista di Analisi e Teoria

Musicale, both dedicated to partimenti; Gjerdingen, Music in the Galant Style; and Ludwig Holtmeier and Felix

Diergarten, ‘Partimento’, in Die Musik und Geschichte und Gegenwart, second edition, supplementary volume (Kassel:

Bärenreiter, 2008), 653–659.

12 See Folker Froebe, ‘Satzmodelle des “Contrapunto alla mente” und ihre Bedeutung für den Stilwandel um 1600’,

Zeitschrift der Gesellschaft für Musiktheorie 4/1–2 (2007), 13–55; Gjerdingen, ‘Partimento, que me veux-tu?’, Journal of

Music Theory 51/1 (2007), 91–93; and Johannes Menke, ‘Historisch-systematische Überlegungen zur Sequenz seit 1600’,

in musik.theorien der gegenwart 3, ed. Clemens Gadenstätter and Christian Utz (Saarbrücken: Pfau, 2009), 87–111.

13 Sanguinetti, ‘The Realization of Partimenti’, 81–82.

14 On imitation see Robert Gjerdingen, ‘Partimenti to Impart a Knowledge of Counterpoint and Composition’, in

Partimento and Continuo Playing in Theory and Practice, ed. Dirk Moelants (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2010),

43–70. On partimento fugue see William Renwick, The Langloz Manuscript: Fugal Improvisation through Figured Bass

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Bruno Gingras, ‘Partimento Fugue in Eighteenth-Century Germany: A

Bridge Between Thoroughbass Lessons and Fugal Composition’, Eighteenth-Century Music 5/1 (2008), 51–74; and

Giorgio Sanguinetti, ‘Partimento-Fugue: The Neapolitan Angle’, in Partimento and Continuo Playing in Theory and

Practice, 71–111.
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HAYDN AND PORPORA

Nicola Porpora was without doubt a child of the partimento tradition.15 Born in 1686 in Naples, the capital

of partimenti, he entered the Conservatorio dei Poveri di Gesù Cristo at the age of ten. It was here that he in

all likelihood received instruction from Gaetano Greco. Other famous students to emerge from this

conservatory include Leonardo Vinci, Domenico Scarlatti and Giovanni Battista Pergolesi. It was probably

in 1699, at the age of thirteen, that Porpora began himself to teach younger students as a maestrino (assistant

instructor). Very recently a manuscript entitled Partimenti di Nicolo Porpora was discovered by Giorgio

Sanguinetti in the library of the Conservatory of Milan.16 While many partimenti in the manuscript’s first

part are attributed to different authors in other manuscripts, according to Sanguinetti the partimenti in the

second part may well be by Porpora. They consist of rules, partimenti and a special version of the rule of the

octave entitled ‘Scale invented by D. Nicola Porpora’.17

In 1715, when Porpora became a maestro at the Conservatorio di San Onofrio, he had already composed

a few operas on commission. He resigned this post in 1722 and made some initial attempts to establish

himself outside of Italy, but returned to settle in Venice. The years 1733–1736 were spent in London. In 1747

he moved to the Saxon court of Dresden, where he first worked as a voice teacher and was later appointed

Kapellmeister. Upon his retirement in 1752 the now sixty-six-year-old Porpora moved to Vienna, where the

young Joseph Haydn came into contact with him through the librettist Metastasio.

Besides Haydn’s autobiographical sketch quoted at the beginning of this article, the most important

source of information on the Haydn–Porpora relationship is Georg August Griesinger’s Biographische

Notizen über Joseph Haydn (1810). Griesinger writes:

Through Metastasio Haydn also learned to know the now aged Kapellmeister Porpora. Porpora

gave . . . lessons in singing, and because Porpora was too grand and too fond of his ease to

accompany on the pianoforte himself, he entrusted this business to our Giuseppe. ‘There was no

lack of Asino, Coglione, Birbante [ass, cullion, rascal], and pokes in the ribs, but I put up with it all,

for I profited greatly with Porpora in singing, in composition, and in the Italian language.’18

In Albert Christoph Dies’s Biographische Nachrichten von Joseph Haydn, also published in 1810, the corre-

sponding passage runs:

While Porpora taught the girl singing, Haydn, who had to accompany on the piano, found an

excellent opportunity to gain a perfect knowledge and practical use of the Italian method of

singing and accompanying.19

Of further interest in this context is Dies’s account of Haydn’s reading of music theory textbooks after (or

during) his time with Porpora:

But far from finding fault with Kirnberger’s writings in general, I here set down Haydn’s own

opinion. He described them as a ‘basically strict piece of work, but too cautious, too confining, too

many infinitely tiny restrictions for a free spirit’. . . . The second textbook Haydn subsequently

15 The following account is based on Kurt Markstrom and Michael F. Robinson, ‘Porpora, Nicola’, in Grove Music Online

<www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22126> (25 August 2010).

16 I am grateful to Giorgio Sanguinetti for pointing this out to me and for allowing me to inspect the relevant passages

from his forthcoming book The Art of Partimento: History, Theory and Practice in Naples (New York: Oxford

University Press).

17 Excerpts will be published in Sanguinetti, The Art of Partimento.

18 Georg August Griesinger, Biographische Notizen über Joseph Haydn, ed. Karl-Heinz Köhler (Leipzig: Reclam, 1975),

21–22. English translation in Vernon Gotwals, Haydn: Two Contemporary Portraits (Madison: University of Wisconsin

Press, 1968), 12.

19 Albert Christoph Dies, Biographische Nachrichten von Joseph Haydn, ed. Horst Seeger (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1976),

40. English translation in Gotwals, Haydn, 94.
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bought was Mattheson’s Der vollkommene Kapellmeister. He found the exercises in this book

nothing new for him, to be sure, but good. The worked-out examples, however, were dry and

tasteless. Haydn undertook for practice the task of working out all the examples in this book. He

kept the whole skeleton,20 even the same number of notes, and invented new melodies to it. Haydn

now added to his library the textbook of Fux. He found nothing in it that could enlarge the scope

of his knowledge; still the method, the approach, pleased him, and he made use of it with his

current pupils.21

Of course Haydn’s (or his biographer’s) disdain for the restrictions of contemporary textbooks is an act of

(self-)stylization as an ‘original’ artist, unrestrained by the pettiness of contemporary theorists.22 That

Haydn at the same time admitted his respect for Porpora and his education indicates that he perceived

practical, improvisational partimento training as less restrictive.

Haydn’s early biographers agree that Haydn acted in the capacity of a répétiteur in the studio of Nicola

Porpora. The arias and solfeggi that he accompanied there consisted in all probability of only the vocal part

and an unfigured bass, the form in which Porpora’s solfeggi – like many similar pieces in the Neapolitan

tradition – have been passed down (see Figures 1a–1e). The playing of the unfigured basses, what Gjerdingen

calls ‘musical pas de deux of solfeggio melody and partimento bass’,23 is discussed in the third of the three

early Haydn biographies, Giuseppe Carpani’s Le Haydine:

Apprese però dal Porpora la buona ed italiana maniera di cantare, e quella pure d’accompagnare

a cembalo; mestiere molto più scabroso di quello che si crede . . . Doveva accompagnare spesso le

difficili sue composizioni, pieni di modulazioni dotte e di bassi non facili a indovinarsi. . . .

Fondatosi ben bene nella teoria delle modulazioni e degli accordi.24

Haydn learnt from Porpora the true Italian style of singing, and the art of accompanying on the

harpsichord, an exercise much more delicate than is commonly supposed. . . . He frequently had

to accompany Porpora’s difficult compositions, full of learned modulations and basses difficult to

work out. . . . He laid the foundations for the theory of modulation and chords there.

A letter written by the seventy-year-old Haydn shows that, even in later years, he regarded thoroughbass

as an important musical and theoretical method:

Ihr Sohn ist ein guter Junge, ich liebe Ihn, hat auch Talent genug . . ., nur wünsche ich, das Er

erstens den General Bass, dan 2tns die Singekunst, und endlich das piano forte Besser studiren

möge, so versichere ich Sie liebster freund, daß Er durch fleiß und mühe noch ein großer Mann

werden kann.25

Your son is a good boy; I like him and he has talent enough . . .. I only wish that he would do better

at studying first thoroughbass, then singing, and lastly the piano. In this way, I assure you, dearest

friend, that, through toil and trouble, he can still become a great man.

This letter refers to the skills that Haydn had acquired a full half century earlier from Porpora. The

combination of thoroughbass, voice and keyboard is crucial for the academic tradition of the Neapolitan

20 On the specific Viennese meaning of the term ‘Skelett’ see Ludwig Holtmeier, ‘Albrechtsberger’, in Beethoven-Lexikon,

ed. Heinz von Loesch and Claus Raab (Laaber: Laaber, 2008), 32–33.

21 Dies, Biographische Nachrichten, 43–44. English translation in Gotwals, Haydn, 96, slightly amended.

22 See Elaine Sisman, ‘Haydn, Shakespeare, and the Rules of Originality’, in Haydn and his World, ed. Sisman (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1997), 6–8.

23 Gjerdingen, ‘Partimento, que me veux-tu?’, 115.

24 Giuseppe Carpani, Le Haydine ovvero lettere sulla vita e le opere del celebre maestro Giuseppe Haydn (Padova: Tipografia

della Minerva, 1823), 30–33. My translation.

25 Undated draft of a letter probably written in spring 1804. Bartha, Joseph Haydn, 448. My translation.
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conservatories, which relied on partimenti and solfeggi to impart the principles of voice leading and thus the

fundamentals of composition.

Haydn’s autobiographical sketch already provides an important clue in its use of the key word ‘funda-

mentals’: Fundament is frequently used in the southern German tradition of the fifteenth to the eighteenth

centuries to refer to improvisational and compositional training on a keyboard instrument.26 The term

Fundament in this tradition was, as Thomas Christensen writes, both ‘an empirical attribute of [the] lowest

voice and harmonic substratum’ and ‘an ontological claim of priority and primacy as the foundation of

musical composition and knowledge’.27 One of the numerous examples from the eighteenth century is

Fundamenta Partiturae by Salzburg Domkapellmeister Matthäus Gugl, which Haydn had in his music

library.28 Furthermore, Johann Sebastian Bach, paraphrasing Friedrich Erhard Niedt, considered thorough-

bass to be ‘the most perfect foundation of music’ (‘das vollkommste Fundament der Music’), Johann Georg

Albrechtsberger, the renowned teacher in Haydn’s Vienna, spoke of the ‘Fundamental-Basis der ganzen

Musik’, and in the preface to Johann David Heinichen’s Generalbass in der Komposition – another title in

26 See Thomas Christensen, ‘Fundamentum, fundamental, basse fondamentale’, in Handwörterbuch der musikalischen

Terminologie (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 2004), and ‘Fundamentum Partiturae: Thorough Bass and Foundations of

Eighteenth-Century Composition Pedagogy’, in The Century of Bach and Mozart: Perspectives on Historiography,

Composition, Theory, and Performance in Honor of Christoph Wolff, ed. Thomas Forest Kelly and Sean Gallagher

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 17–40. In fact, Fux also writes of ‘true fundamentals’ (‘veri

fundamenti’); see Johann Joseph Fux, Gradus ad Parnassum, Sämtliche Werke VII/1 (Graz: Akademische Druck- und

Verlagsanstalt, 1967), 139. But the claim in the New Grove cited earlier that Fux’s Gradus is ‘the only work mentioned

by any source that offers “true fundamentals”’ must be described as misleading.

27 Christensen, ‘Thoroughbass as Music Theory’, in Partimento and Continuo Playing in Theory and Practice, 39.

28 Otto Erich Deutsch, ‘Haydns Musikbücherei’, in Musik und Verlag: Karl Vötterle zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Richard

Baum and Wolfgang Rehm (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1969), 221.

Figure 1 Nicola Porpora, Solfeggi fugati. Archiv der Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde Wien (Vienna) Ms VI 12834 (Q 3405).

Used by permission
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Haydn’s library – the author promises to relate the ‘fundamenta compositionis’, the fundamentals of

composition.29 Finally, there is the thoroughbass method entitled Partiturfundament by Haydn’s brother

Michael, in which only the unrealized bass lines have been proven to be by Michael Haydn; the realizations

are additions by the editor, Michael’s pupil Martin Bischofreiter.30 A near-contemporary bibliography refers

to Michael’s Partiturfundament as ‘74 pages of partimenti’ (‘74 Seiten Partimenti’).31

In the titles of such treatises, the term Fundament occasionally features the tautological addition of the German

term gründlich.32 In this context, Haydn’s remark that ‘I wrote diligently but not in a well-founded way (nicht

ganz gegründet) until, finally, I had the good fortune to learn the true fundamentals of composition (die

ächten Fundamente der sezkunst) from the celebrated Herr Porpora’ is an indication of the compositional

training on a keyboard instrument that Haydn received (probably more or less en passant) from Porpora.

It is not difficult to find further connections with the partimento tradition in Haydn’s immediate cultural

environment. Marianna von Martinez, Haydn’s (and probably also Porpora’s) pupil, writes in an autobio-

graphical letter from 1773:

In my seventh year they began to introduce me to the study of music, for which they believed me

inclined by nature. The principles of this [art] were instilled in me by Signor Joseph Haydn,

currently Maestro di capella to Milord Prince Esterhazy, and a man of much reputation in Vienna,

particularly with regard to instrumental music. In counterpoint, to which they assigned me quite

early, I have had no other master than Signor Giuseppe Bonno, a most elegant composer of the

Imperial court, who, sent by Emperor Charles VI. to Naples, stayed there many years and acquired

excellence in music under the celebrated masters Durante and Leo.33

In the catalogue of works by Bonno’s successor as Viennese Hofkapellmeister, Antonio Salieri, a Libro di

partimenti di varia specie per profitto della gioventù is mentioned, which is today considered lost.

PARTIMENTO COUNTERPOINT

There are various ways in which these insights can give new impetus to Haydn scholarship. First, they can do

so through analyses based on the partimento tradition – concentrating on the actual bass line and the

voice-leading schemata set above it. Following the custom of Viennese compositional theory as it persisted

even into the nineteenth century, chords in this method are notated not with Roman numerals for a

fundamental bass but with Arabic numerals for a real bass, which can then be specified through thorough-

bass figures or indications of specific voice-leading patterns.34 Since this feature of the partimento tradition

29 Christensen, ‘Fundamentum Partiturae’, 36; J. G. Albrechtsbergers sämmtliche Schriften, ed. Ignaz Ritter von Seyfried

(Wien: Anton Strauss, 1837), 1; Johann David Heinichen, ‘Vorrede’, in Der Generalbass in der Komposition (Dresden,

1728).

30 Martin Bischofreiter, ed., Michael Haydns Partiturfundament (Salzburg: Oberer, 1833); Rudolf Flotzinger, ‘Unbekannte

Modulationsbeispiele aus der Feder Michael Haydns? Jedenfalls: Eine Orgel- oder Generalbass-Schule aus dem Beginn

des 19. Jahrhunderts’, in Festschrift zum zehnjährigen Bestand der Hochschule für Musik und darstellende Kunst Graz

(Vienna: Universal Edition, 1974), 92–105.

31 Conrad Ferdinand Becker, Systematisch-chronologische Darstellung der musikalischen Literatur, Nachtrag (Leipzig:

Verlag von Robert Friese, 1839), 107.

32 See, for example, Johann Franz Peter Deysinger, Compendium musicum oder fundamenta partiturae: Das ist: gründli-

cher Unterricht, die Orgel und das Clavier wohl schlagen zu lernen (Augsburg: Lotter, 1763).

33 Italian original quoted in Abraham P. Brown, ‘Marianna Martines’ Autobiography as a New Source for Haydn’s

Biography during the 1750’s’, Haydn Studien 6/1 (1986), 68–70. Translation in Marianna Martines, Dixit Dominus

(Madison: A-R Editions, 1997), vii–viii.

34 See David Damschroder, Thinking about Harmony: Historical Perspectives on Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press 2008); Johannes Menke, ‘Stufe’, in Lexikon der systematischen Musikwissenschaft (Laaber: Laaber,

2010), 459–460; and Joel Lester, Compositional Theory in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University

Press, 1992), 82–85.
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has already gained some recognition,35 we turn here to a less familiar area of partimento training: partimento

counterpoint.

I am using the designation ‘partimento counterpoint’ as a pragmatic generic term for the various types of

improvisational counterpoint on keyboard instruments. Compositionally, the primary distinction between

partimento counterpoint and stylus a capella or prima prattica counterpoint lies in the key role played by

prefabricated polyphonic complexes, sequential progressions and motivic repetitions. We cannot yet say for

certain whether Haydn was first exposed to this tradition under Porpora or during his time as a choir boy – or

even as early as in Hainburg. Teaching methods comparable to Italian partimenti are common in the Austrian

organ tradition of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The techniques of improvisational counterpoint

on keyboard instruments are found in the Compendium of Viennese court organist Alessandro Poglietti, for

example.36 The education that Haydn enjoyed at St Stephen’s School has not been extensively studied. That

Haydn was apparently able to work as an organist in the 1750s suggests a correspondingly early training.37

Partimento counterpoint involves the polyphonic figuration of schemata internalized by partimento

students. Partimento counterpoint, William Renwick explains, ‘adds imitative counterpoint to the frame-

work of pure voice leading, and . . . reflects a method of conceptualizing fugal composition and improvisa-

tion as an extension and refinement of thoroughbass’.38 This is clearly illustrated in Scuola di contrappunto

by Giacomo Tritto (1733–1824), for example. In this work Tritto summarizes the tradition of Neapolitan

counterpoint as he had learned it in Naples in the 1750s (at the same time as Haydn’s studies with Porpora).39

Tritto’s Scuola begins with an explanation of the typical partimento schemata. The maestro then explains the

terms ‘fugue’ and ‘imitation’.40 The student subsequently practises improvising fugues over given parti-

menti, developing a facility that relies on two tricks of partimento practice. First, the realizations of the bass

lines are conceived as strict counterpoint above the bass in which each voice undergoes gradual motivic

diminution. Partimento counterpoint belongs to the second of two classes of accompaniment described by

Gregory Johnston: while other types of basso continuo were ‘vertically conceived and used to supply a full

harmonic framework for monodies and concerted works’, the realization of partimenti was ‘linearly

conceived and comprised what was essentially a literal transcription – or as close to one as possible – of a

polyphonic composition’.41 Tritto’s realization of an ascending scale using the familiar ascending 5–6

progression makes this clear (see Figure 2, a–d).42 Counterpoint emerges here through rhythmic-motivic

ornamentation and increasing polyphonic figuration of a four-voice thoroughbass framework.

35 See, for example, Gjerdingen, Music in the Galant Style, 386–395.

36 Poglietti, Alessandro, ‘Compendium oder Kurtzer Begriff, und Einführung zur Musica, Sonderlich einem Organisten

dienlich’, MS, A-Kr, L. 146.

37 Dies, Biographische Nachrichten, 47; Gotwals, Haydn, 98. Georg Reutter the Elder – who exercised a formative

influence on the curriculum at St Stephen’s – was a pupil of Johann Caspar Kerll, who was formerly regarded as the

teacher of Bernardo Pasquini, an important figure in the history of partimenti; see Friedrich Wilhelm Riedel, ‘Neue

Mitteilungen zur Lebensgeschichte von Alessandro Poglietti und Johann Kaspar Kerll’, Archiv für Musikwissenschaft

19/2 (1963), 140–141. This view, however, has been called into question by more recent scholarship. In any case, Georg

Reutter the Younger was a pupil of Antonio Caldara, in whose compositions Robert Gjerdingen has traced the

influence of partimento schemata (see Gjerdingen, ‘Partimento, que me veux-tu?’, 100–101).

38 Renwick, The Langloz Manuscript, 6. See also Renwick, Analyzing Fugue: A Schenkerian Approach (Stuyvesant:

Pendragon, 1995), 3–11.

39 Giacomo Tritto, Scuola di contrappunto (Milano: Artaria, 1816).

40 On aspects of fugal form in the partimento tradition see Gaetano Stella, ‘Le “Regole del contrappunto pratico” di

Nicola Sala. Una testimonianza sulla didattica della fuga nel settecento napoletano’, Rivista di analisi e teoria musicale

15/1 (2009), 116–138.

41 Gregory S. Johnston, ‘Polyphonic Keyboard Accompaniment in the Early Baroque: An Alternative to Basso Con-

tinuo’, Early Music 26/1 (1998), 52.

42 See Giorgio Sanguinetti, ‘La scala come modello per la composizione’, Rivista di analisi e teoria musicale 15/1 (2009),

79–83.
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The second trick has to do with the insertion of canonic imitations. In his partimenti Tritto uses the word

‘imitazione’ to indicate places at which the player should imitate the bass with the upper voices. The imitative

processes suggested by Tritto frequently entail certain sequential patterns that have been used by organists

since the sixteenth century and are, as Renwick puts it, ‘ready-built to contain stretto or canonic passages,

since they have an integral repetition structure’ (see Example 1).43

Partimento counterpoint thus demonstrates a didactic and technical approach to counterpoint differing

in many respects from species counterpoint, which, in the form of Johann Joseph Fux’s Gradus ad

Parnassum, is usually regarded as paradigmatic for Viennese compositional theory of the eighteenth century.

Peter Williams’s assertion that ‘after the Bach period the language of music was taught less through practical

work in “improvised” fugues (partimenti) and more through special exercises extracting pure intervals on

paper (the species counterpoint taught by Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven and the later conservatories)’ is

43 Renwick, Analyzing Fugue, 187. See also Michael R. Dodds, ‘Columbus’s Egg: Andreas Werckmeister’s Teachings on

Contrapuntal Improvisation in Harmonologia musica (1702)’, Journal of Seventeenth-Century Music 12/1 (2006),

<http://sscm-jscm.press.illinois.edu/v12/no1/dodds.html>; Gjerdingen, ‘Partimento, que me veux-tu?’, 94; Froebe,

‘Satzmodelle’ and ‘Der Begriff der “Phantasia Simplex” bei Mauritius Vogt’, Zeitschrift der Gesellschaft für Musik-

theorie 5/2–3 (2008), 205–207; Menke, ‘Historisch-Systematische Überlegungen’.

Figure 2 Realizations of partimento in Giacomo Tritto, Scuola di contrappunto (Milan: Artaria, 1816)
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questionable.44 Furthermore, the notion that thoroughbass-oriented compositional theory emerged in

Protestant northern Germany and did not reach Vienna, with its focus on ‘Catholic Italian contrapuntal

theory’, until the second half of the eighteenth century is refuted by the traditions of Italian and Austrian

partimenti.45 There is much to suggest that in Austria the tradition of improvised counterpoint on keyboard

instruments was already important in the seventeenth century and remained so into the nineteenth

century.46 That Haydn was familiar with Fux’s Gradus is well documented and cannot be disputed.47 The

precise role of this book and its didactics is not as obvious as it may seem at first glance, however (I shall

return to this point later). It is, in any event, simplistic to limit eighteenth-century Viennese counterpoint to

Fux. Any more accurate and detailed understanding of Viennese counterpoint should take the partimento

tradition into account; the following thus draws upon several examples to illustrate how the influence of this

tradition can be observed in Haydn’s compositions.

HAYDN’S PARTIMENTO COUNTERPOINT

Analysis 1: Missa Sancti Nicolai (1772)

A very simple example of the influence of the partimento tradition can be found in a fugue at the end of the

Gloria in Haydn’s Missa Sancti Nicolai (see Example 2). In Haydn’s autograph the organ part of this fugue is

notated in the manner of a partimento fugue, where typically the entrance of every new voice is announced

by its proper clef. The subject of this fugue is based on an ascending scale and harmonized by the 5–6

progression that was already explained above using Tritto’s example. Short cadences are interpolated

between occurrences of the subject. The avoidance of genuine four-voice writing in this fugue is itself an

indication of its simple and improvisational character. The only place where it expands to genuine three- and

four-voice writing is also based on the 5–6 progression, where the bass is doubled in thirds, and on the

imitation technique of sequential patterns implying canonic structure, as demonstrated in Example 3. The

two-voice canonic structure here (bass and alto) has parallel thirds/sixths added to both voices to create a

four-voice structure.48 This short fugue is based entirely on two contrapuntal tricks in the tradition of

partimento counterpoint. Obviously, neither this fugue nor the following (nor any other fugue for more

than one instrument) is a thoroughbass or partimento fugue in a narrow sense, since they are neither en-

coded (as a whole or in part) nor improvised during performance.49 Rather, these fugues reveal a composer

using the schemata he learned during his training in improvisational keyboard counterpoint; the extent

to which Haydn reveals or conceals his improvisational models depends on the genre, the style and the

complexity of the contrapuntal structure he strives to create.50

44 Peter Williams, Foreword to Peter Renwick, The Langloz Manuscript: Fugal Improvisation through Figured Bass

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), viii.

45 This view is expressed by Ian Bent; see, for example, his ‘Steps to Parnassus: Contrapuntal Theory in 1725 Precursors

and Successors’, in The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory, ed. Thomas Christensen (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2002), 582.

46 See David Chapman, ‘Thoroughbass Pedagogy in Nineteenth-Century Viennese Composition and Performance

Practices’ (PhD dissertation, Rutgers University, 2008).

47 See Mann, ‘Haydn as a Student and Critic of Fux’, and ‘Haydn’s Elementarbuch: A Document of Classic Counterpoint

Instruction’, The Music Forum 3 (1973), 197–237.

48 Werckmeister describes this very four-voice progression as a means of improvisation; see Andreas Werckmeister,

Harmonologia Musica (Frankfurt and Leipzig: Calvisius, 1702), 131. See also Froebe, ‘Satzmodelle’, 24.

49 On this distinction see Maxim Serebrennikov, ‘From Partimento Fugue to Thoroughbass Fugue: New Perspectives’,

Bach: The Journal of the Riemenschneider Bach Institute 40/2 (2009), 22–44.

50 I have tried to show elsewhere how Haydn employs simple and unconcealed partimento schemata to create formal

functions and balance in a symphonic exposition; see my ‘Time Out of Joint – Time Set Right: Principles of Form in

Haydn’s Symphony No. 39’, Studia Musicologica 51/2 (2010), 109–126.
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Analysis 2: String Quartet Op. 20 No. 6 (1772)

A more complex example, composed in the same year, is the fugue from Haydn’s String Quartet Op. 20 No.

6.51 Haydn referred to this fugue as a ‘fuga a 3 soggetti’; more precisely, it is a fugue in which the subject is

supplemented by two countersubjects. Tritto, in his Scuola, explains the distinction between fughe col solo

soggetto and fughe col soggetto e contra soggetto. The latter refers to fugues whose subject has an obligatory

countersubject in invertible counterpoint that is introduced together with the subject. In 1805 (possibly in

reference to Haydn’s Op. 20) Honoré Langlé criticized the practice of calling such fugues ‘fuga a 2 soggetti’

or ‘fuga a 3 soggetti’: whereas a fugue with just one countersubject requires that the subject and counter-

subject be in invertible counterpoint, a fugue with two countersubjects requires that all three voices be in

threefold invertible counterpoint.52 Three-voice schemata in which the voices are freely combinable in a

vertical arrangement present an easy way to invent such a structure.53 In this fugue Haydn opts for a specific

family of such schemata whose contrapuntal core is a descending chain of suspensions (see Example 4).

Depending on which part of the syncope is in the lower voice, this can be a chain of suspended seconds or

suspended sevenths (see Example 4a). The terms agens and patiens used in the following originate with

Giovanni Maria Artusi and refer to the two voices that make up a suspension, one of them active in

producing the dissonance, the other passive.54 The suspensions at the second or the seventh can then be

supplemented by an additional voice, referred to as Zusatzstimme (that is, extra voice) in the following.55 The

51 See also the description of this fugue by Thomas Enselein, Der Kontrapunkt im Instrumentalwerk von Joseph Haydn

(Köln: Dohr, 2008), 55–59.

52 See Warren Kirkendale, Fuge und Fugato in der Kammermusik des Rokoko und der Klassik (Tutzing: Schneider, 1966), 184.

53 See Renwick, Analyzing Fugue, 91–100.

54 Giovanni Maria Artusi, Seconda Parte dell’arte dell contrappunto (Venice: Vincenzi, 1589), book 2, chapter 1. See also

Claude Palisca, Studies in the History of Italian Music and Music Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 4.

55 See the description of the secunda syncopata and its extension to polyphony in Heinichen, Der Generalbass in der

Komposition, 160–165. See also Felix Diergarten, ‘Ancilla Secundae: Akkord und Stimmführung in der General-

8
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5–6 progression underlying two-voice sequential progression implying canon at the octave
with added parallel thirds and sixths

Example 3 Haydn, Missa Sancti Nicolai, Gloria, bars 115–117. Thoroughbass figures original
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result is a three-voice model in which each voice can be the upper, middle or lower one, thus opening up six

different possible combinations (see Example 4, b–d).56

Figure 3 reproduces illustrations of different members of this family of patterns from three methods of

thoroughbass and partimento. Figure 3a, from the partimento method of Fedele Fenaroli, illustrates the

interchangeability of the upper voices and adds a chromatic variant.57 Figure 3b shows a diatonic three- and

four-voice version in major and minor from Alexandre Choron’s monumental Principes de composition des

écoles d’Italie (c1808), a huge collection and translation of Italian partimento treatises covering three volumes

and more than a thousand pages, in which ‘M. Joseph Haydn, à Vienne’ is registered in the impressive ‘Liste

des Subscripteurs’, though he probably never received it.58 Figure 3c is taken from the aforementioned

partimento collection of Haydn’s brother Michael. It is hardly a challenge to find this pattern, with all its

inversions, in the solfeggi of Nicola Porpora that the young Haydn played during his time as a répétiteur.

Figure 1c shows (in the middle of the system) a two-voice variant with the patiens as the lower voice. Figure

1d shows (at the beginning of the system) the Zusatzstimme as the lower voice. Finally, Figure 1e (again in the

middle of the system) has the agens as the lower voice (with parallel tenths in the upper voice) and the patiens

in the middle.

basslehre’, in Musik und ihre Theorien. Clemens Kühn zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Felix Diergarten and others (Dresden:

Sandstein, 2010), 132–148; Walter Heimann, Der Generalbaß-Satz und seine Rolle für Bachs Choral-Satz (Munich:

Katzbichler, 1973), 76–80.

56 The model is represented by different thoroughbass figures depending on which voice is used as the bass. Example 5

lists the different variants of the model by the position of the syncopatio. This represents my own systematization of

this pattern, which to my knowledge is not found in this form in eighteenth-century sources.

57 On Fenaroli and his partimenti see Sanguinetti, ‘Partimento-Fugue’, 95–96.

58 On Choron see Rosa Cafiero, ‘The Early Reception of Neapolitan Partimento Theory in France: A Survey’, Journal of

Music Theory 51/1 (2007), 137–159.
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From this three-voice pattern with its many possible combinations, it doesn’t require much effort to

produce a fugue with two countersubjects by extracting from the three constituent voices the three subjects,

which can then be presented in all combinations without any further manipulation. This process can be

found in the final movement of Haydn’s String Quartet Op. 20 No. 6 (see Examples 5 and 6).59 The

compositional material and contrapuntal possibilities of this fugue are already sketched out in advance

through the three-voice pattern and need ‘only’ be expounded upon in the composition. Haydn proceeds

with great consistency here. At the outset of the fugue he systematically works through all six possible

combinations. In the exposition he avails himself of just three of the six combinations (see Example 5,

reading from top to bottom: Z–A–P, P–Z–A and A–Z–P). The modulating episode that follows (bars 21ff) is

based on a fourth possibility (P–A–Z): with the underlying progression, it is easy to modulate by inserting

accidentals at nearly any point. In the second thematic statement that follows (bars 28ff), Haydn uses the two

remaining combinations (Z–P–A and A–P–Z).60

It is clear that all the thematic statements in this fugue are based on one of the six possible voice

combinations of this sequential progression. But what takes place in the other modulating episodes? They

59 The fuga a 3 soggetti in contrapunto doppio in the finale of Symphony No. 70 is based on the principles outlined here.

60 It is perhaps worth noting here that the use of the terms Durchführung (thematic statement) and Zwischenspiel

(episode) to describe the parts of a fugue can be found in the eighteenth century – for example, in Johann Mattheson’s

Der vollkommene Capellmeister, which Haydn knew well (Dies, Biographische Nachrichten, 44; Gotwals, Haydn, 96).

Figure 3a Fedele Fenaroli, Partimenti, ossia Basso numerato (Florence/Milan: Canti, 1863), volume 3, 4

Figure 3b Alexandre Choron, Principes des composition des écoles d’Italie (Paris: Le Duc, c1808), volume 1, 89

Figure 3c Michael Haydns Partiturfundament, ed. Martin Bischofreiter (Salzburg: Oberer, 1833), 21
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Example 5 Haydn, String Quartet in A major, Op. 20 No. 6/iv, bars 1–25. Joseph Haydn Werke, series 12, volume 3:

Streichquartette ‘Opus 20’ und ‘Opus 33’, ed. Georg Feder and Sonja Gerlach (Munich: Henle, 1974). Used by permission
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exhibit the same sequential progressions, which imply a canonic structure, outlined above (see Example 7).

Haydn uses them as a modulating stretto of the theme, whose falling third fits easily into the progression

used here.

Analysis 3: Baryton Trio No. 114 (c1771–1778)

A chain of suspensions also characterizes the final fugue from Haydn’s Baryton Trio No. 114 (see Example 8).

The few elements besides this pattern that make up this fugue are pedal points (bars 70–74, 88–94) and

cadences (bars 38–40, 81–88). Bars 28–32 also exhibit a progression used frequently by Haydn in which one

middle voice remains static while the outer voices move in parallel tenths or thirteenths (see Example 9).61

Bars 59–64 show another progression used occasionally by Haydn that is taught in many thoroughbass and

61 As early as the fifteenth century this progression was described by Franchinus Gaffurius as the ‘famous progression’

(Adam Knight Gilbert, ‘Eight Brief Rules for Composing a Si Placet Altus, ca. 1470–1510’, in A Performer’s Guide to

Renaissance Music, second edition, ed. Jeffery Kite-Powell (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), 338).

Example 6 Haydn, String Quartet in A major, Op. 20 No. 6/iv, bars 1–4

Example 7 Stretto using sequential subject. Haydn, String Quartet in A major, Op. 20 No. 6/iv, bars 25–28 and 35–38
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partimento treatises (Figure 4 shows the corresponding excerpt from Partiturfundament by Haydn’s brother

Michael): ascending fifth progressions in the bass with 4–3 suspensions on every note, resulting in a chain of

suspensions in the upper voices (2–6, 7–3, 2–6, and so forth; see Example 10).62

62 See also Gjerdingen, ‘Partimento, que me veux-tu?’, 117–118.

Baryton

Viola

Cello

Underlying
chain of

suspensions

subject answer in invertible counterpoint subject in invertible counterpoint
with added third voice in parallel tenthsat the fifth above

Example 8 Haydn, Baryton Trio No. 114/iv, bars 1–12. Joseph Haydn Werke, series 14, volume 5: Barytontrios 97–126, ed.

Michael Härting and Horst Walter (Munich: Henle, 1968–1969). Used by permission

Example 9 Haydn, Baryton Trio No. 114/iv, bars 28–32

Figure 4 Sequence of ascending fifths with 4–3 suspensions in upper voices. Michael Haydns Partiturfundament, ed.

Martin Bischofreiter (Salzburg: Oberer, 1833), 21

Example 10 Sequence of ascending fifths with 4–3 suspensions in upper voices. Haydn, Baryton Trio No. 114/iv, bars 58–64
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PARTIMENTO COUNTERPOINT AND SPECIES COUNTERPOINT

Susan Wollenberg has remarked that the opening of the fugue from this baryton trio looks ‘like exercises

which a student might have produced while working from Fux’s treatise [Gradus ad Parnassum]’.63 It is

thus surely worth inquiring into the relationship between partimento counterpoint and Fuxian species

counterpoint, two traditions that, as Joel Lester puts it, ‘stood quite apart in underlying principles,

pedagogical method and general philosophical outlook’.64

It is well documented that Haydn read extensively from Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum and also used it in his

own instruction.65 The precise role this book played is, however, not at all clear. Were public professions of

allegiance to Fux, as Lester has suggested, often just ‘lip service’?66 Was Fux’s work a textbook for a particular

style or an introduction to the principles of voice leading for beginners? Important clues can be gleaned from

the counterpoint didactics of the partimento tradition. Two different approaches to fugue were taken in the

Neapolitan tradition, partimento fugue and vocal fugue, the first improvised, the second written.67 Giacomo

Tritto, at the end of his partimento-based Scuola di Contrapunto, suggests Fux’s book as further reading, not

as a textbook for the ‘fundamentals of composition’, but as quite the opposite: he recommends Fux (and

Padre Martini’s Esemplare68) to students already familiar with the fundamentals on a keyboard instrument

and with partimento fugue for further study in the art of counterpoint. It was in this spirit that the Salzburg

organist Johann Baptist Samber added an extensive discourse on counterpoint to the end of his comprehen-

sive thoroughbass method, on the grounds that the fundamentals of thoroughbass (‘die Fundamenta des

regulirten Basses’) alone were not sufficient for a complete compositional curriculum.69 In the same manner,

the treatises on composition by Johann Friedrich Daube, written in Vienna during Haydn’s lifetime, are built

on the fundamentals of Daube’s own thoroughbass method, which Haydn had in his library.70 Padre Martini,

the personification of what has been described as ‘Catholic Italian contrapuntal theory’, left a collection of

partimenti that should also be regarded as the backdrop to his more famous book on counterpoint.71

Furthermore, the documentation of Thomas Attwood’s period of instruction with Mozart also shows that

the lessons began not with species counterpoint but with exercises in realizing a given bass, and it is possible

that these written assignments were just the supplementation of practical partimento exercises.72 It is also

63 Susan Wollenberg, ‘Haydn’s Baryton Trios and the “Gradus”’, Music & Letters 54/2 (1973), 171. In relying on Fux as the

only source for Haydn’s contrapuntal techniques, however, Wollenberg has to draw the somewhat counterintuitive

conclusion that Haydn had ‘not fully assimilated’ Fux’s teaching in his baryton trio fugues, which ‘represent only an

imperfect stage’, show a ‘stiff fugal style’, make an ‘archaic’ effect and are ‘altogether anachronistic’ (177–178).

64 Lester, Compositional Theory, 68. That Fuxian species could be adapted to the Neapolitan tradition, however, has been

demonstrated by Gaetano Stella (‘Le “Regole del contrappunto pratico” di Nicola Sala’, 120). It is now accepted that

Fux did not invent the idea of ‘species counterpoint’ and that his book is a transformation and synthesis of different

contrapuntal traditions, which he bequeathed to eighteenth-century musicians; see William Clemmons, ‘Johann

Joseph Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum and the Traditions of Seventeenth-Century Contrapuntal Pedagogy’ (PhD

dissertation, City University of New York, 2001); Bent, ‘Steps to Parnassus’, and Peter Schubert, ‘Counterpoint

Pedagogy in the Renaissance’, in The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory, 503–533.

65 Mann, ‘Haydn as a Student and Critic of Fux’; Mann, ‘Haydn’s Elementarbuch’.

66 Lester, Compositional Theory, 47.

67 Sanguinetti, ‘Partimento-Fugue’, 72.

68 F. Giambattista Martini, Esemplare o sia saggio fondamentale pratico di contrappunto (Bologna: Lelio dalla Volpe,

1774–1775).

69 Johann Baptist Samber, Continuatio ad manuductionem organum (Salzburg: Mayr, 1707), 160.

70 Diergarten, ‘Anleitung zur Erfindung’, 295–296.

71 On Martini see Gjerdingen, ‘Partimento, que me veux-tu?’, 102–103.

72 Erich Hertzmann and Cecil B. Oldman, eds, Thomas Attwoods Theorie- und Kompositionsstudien bei Mozart, Neue

Mozart Ausgabe X/30/1 (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1965). We know from numerous testimonials that Johann Sebastian Bach

also began his teaching by using Generalbass before proceeding to stricter contrapuntal genres (see Christensen,

‘Fundamentum Partiturae’, 36–37).
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known that Beethoven took extensive lessons from Albrechtsberger in species counterpoint at the age of

twenty-four. It is hard to imagine that Beethoven – at that point already a fully trained organist, pianist,

thoroughbass player and active composer – needed to study the fundamentals of voice leading: it is more

likely that he felt the need to educate himself further in the prestigious stylus a capella, and Albrechtsberger

was one of the most eminent of instructors for this.

All of these examples indicate that counterpoint in the general sense – the principles of voice leading, the

‘fundamentals of composition’ and their polyphonic figuration up to improvised fugue – was taught on a

keyboard instrument in the partimento tradition. By studying Fux, the student acquired a specific contra-

puntal language – the prima prattica tradition, the stylus a capella – that enjoyed great prestige, especially in

Vienna, and whose products were still in demand in the Catholic-influenced state and ecclesiastical

institutions of southern Europe.73 Gradus played a symbolic role in this culture – indeed, it was a valuable

piece of cultural capital – since it portrayed (in Latin) Hofkapellmeister Fux and his employer, Charles VI,

emperor of the Holy Roman Empire and dedicatee of Gradus, as successors to Palestrina and his employers,

the Roman popes.

Nevertheless, Gradus ad Parnassum cannot be reduced to this style. Fux’s book, when studied alongside

practical training on a keyboard instrument, provides a theoretical basis for the voice-leading principles that

also define partimento (prohibition of parallels and the different types of movement). Counterpoint in such

a general sense (what Niedt called ‘the musical alphabet’74) was indeed a prerequisite for learning thorough-

bass, and most partimento treatises begin with a brief explanation of these principles. A book like Fux’s also

helped to make explicit the polyphonic structures implicit in partimento. The bass line alone is not enough

to make explicit the contrapuntal relationship and the invertible counterpoint of the patterns illustrated in

Example 4, for instance: what the player must read from the bass here is a tricinium in which a cantus firmus

in minims is supplemented by one voice in the second species (two notes against one) and one voice in the

fourth species (syncopatio). Friedrich Erhard Niedt expressed it thus: ‘To play thoroughbass means to

produce proper counterpoint on a keyboard’ (‘Auf dem Clavier wird beym Spielen des General-Basses ein

ordentlicher Contra-Punct gemacht’).75 That is, a strict partimento realization could be characterized as

species counterpoint over a cantus firmus in the bass,76 but this view nonetheless overlooks the holistic,

gestalt-like quality of partimento schemata that is so important for their practical purpose. Rather, the

partimento player memorizes contrapuntal combinations haptically (that is, in large part through the sense

of touch) and learns to apply them at the appropriate places over unfigured basses.

An eighteenth-century student could also return to Fux’s book (or a comparable work) in a later stage of

partimento training. Tritto, for example, is brief and pragmatic in his handling of imitation, fugue and

canon; Fux’s book is not necessary for a technical understanding of these things, but it gives them an

additional theoretical and technical dimension, and endows them with the prestige of tradition.

Where the partimento tradition is not taken into account, however, there always remains a methodical

problem, as Jen-yen Chen recently summarized (though without being able to offer a solution):

Gradus ad Parnassum . . . hardly offers sufficiently detailed discussion to permit modern historians

an intimate understanding of how exercises in species counterpoint equipped one to write operas,

73 David Wyn Jones, ‘Haydn’s Missa sunt bona mixta malis and the a capella tradition’, in Music in Eighteenth-Century

Austria, ed. David Wyn Jones (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 89–111; Jen-yen Chen, ‘Palestrina and

the Influence of “Old” Style in Eighteenth-Century Vienna’, Journal of Musicological Research 22/1–2 (2003), 1–44, and

‘Catholic Sacred Music in Austria’, in The Cambridge History of Eighteenth-Century Music, ed. Simon P. Keefe

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 59–112. It has been frequently noted that this stylus a capella was not

an exact copy of the Palestrina style (nor was it intended to be).

74 Friedrich Erhard Niedt, Musicalische Handleitung, part 3 (Hamburg: Schillers Erben, 1717), 2. See also Lester,

Compositional Theory, 68.

75 Niedt, Musicalische Handleitung, part 3, 3.

76 Stella, ‘Le “Regole del contrappunto pratico” di Nicola Sala’, 120.
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symphonies and sonatas. The absence of such detailed discussion is perhaps a weakness of Fux’s

work, although numerous eighteenth-century composers successfully managed the transition

without close guidance. . . . There remains the important question of how composers accom-

plished the shift from strict to free writing.77

In a compositional education in which training on a keyboard instrument and training in the stylus a capella

complement each other continually, this question does not present itself. We know that polyphonic

keyboard music played an important role in Fux’s own work as a teacher.78 Fux was a student of the Austrian

organ tradition, and many passages in his compositions exhibit progressions of partimento counterpoint –

progressions, however, that appear in only very few places in his Gradus.79 The problems that Lester

describes with regard to Fux’s book (the lack of practical instruction in dissonance treatment and diminu-

tion and the fixation on the old modes80) disappear if one adds partimento tradition and partimento

counterpoint as another piece of the mosaic of traditions that characterize eighteenth-century Viennese

compositional theory.

Just as a productive coexistence and fusion of Ramellian basse fondamentale theory with the schemata of

thoroughbass and partimento is characteristic of (Viennese) harmonic theory in the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries,81 the Viennese counterpoint theory of this time draws from both Fux’s species and the

techniques of partimento counterpoint. An apposite example of this coexistence is the fugue from the finale

of Haydn’s Symphony No. 3 (see Example 11). The subject in long notes imitates the subjects of the stylus a

capella. In the opening bars the subject is clearly accompanied in the style of the third species. But even this

subject is based on a sequence progression, and by the time the stretto arrives in bar 91 it becomes clear why

Haydn based his fugue on this type of subject: it lends itself wonderfully to canonic strettos, completely in

line with the models of partimento counterpoint demonstrated above (see Example 12). So while the

compositional foreground evokes the aura of stylus a capella and species counterpoint in its prominent

passages, the polyphonic structure is designed from the outset for the sequential progressions of partimento

counterpoint.

77 Chen, ‘Palestrina and the Influence of “Old” Style’, 15 and 17.

78 Susan Wollenberg, ‘The “Jupiter” Theme: New Lights on its Creation’, The Musical Times 116 (September 1975),

781–782.

79 See, for example, the fugue ‘In te domine speravi’ from Fux’s Te Deum (E37), which is based entirely on the 5–6

progression described above. This progression is also found in Gradus, 269.

80 Lester, Compositional Theory, 35–41.

81 Ludwig Holtmeier, ‘Albrechtsberger, Johann Georg’, ‘Förster, Emanuel Aloys’, ‘Generalbass’ and ‘Oktavregel’, in

Beethoven-Lexikon, ed. Heinz von Loesch and Claus Raab (Laaber: Laaber, 2008), 32–33, 253–254, 284–286 and 559–561;

Christensen, ‘Thoroughbass as Music Theory’.

Example 11 Joseph Haydn, Symphony No. 3/iv, bars 1–9. Joseph Haydn, Kritische Ausgabe sämtlicher Symphonien,

volume 1, ed. H. C. Robbins Landon (Vienna: Universal Edition, 1965). Used by permission
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HAYDN’S CREATIVE PROCESS

Crucially, Haydn’s relationship to partimento counterpoint not only opens new perspectives on the

structure of his counterpoint, it also affords insights into the creative process. It is documented that Haydn

frequently conceived his compositions in keyboard improvisation. Griesinger famously tells us:

Haydn always composed his works at the clavier. ‘I sat down, began to improvise, sad or happy

according to my mood, serious or trifling. Once I had seized upon an idea, my whole endeavour

was to develop and sustain it in keeping with the rules of art.’82

Dies’s description of Haydn’s daily routine is similar:

At eight Haydn had his breakfast. Immediately afterwards Haydn sat down at the clavier and

improvised until he found some idea to suit his purpose, which he immediately set down on paper.

Thus originated the first sketches of his compositions.83

The idea of the ‘Amen’ fugue described above, for example, may have come to Haydn in a split second while

improvising. The underlying idea of this composition derives from a specific sequence of pianistic hand

positions. Or, to put it more aptly, the idea of this composition is a specific sequence of pianistic hand

positions, which any player somewhat familiar with partimenti or thoroughbass can appreciate haptically by

looking at the figured or unfigured bass line.

This haptical experience was described in the early twentieth century by Hugo Riemann, who had an

intense love–hate relationship with Generalbass. On the one hand Riemann was squarely within the

nineteenth-century tradition of what Ludwig Holtmeier has dubbed ‘thoroughbass-bashing’, part of

Riemann’s aggressive efforts to promote his own Funktionstheorie.84 He regarded thoroughbass as practical

stenography, a ‘practical school of accompaniment’, unsuitable as an ‘actual theory of harmony’.85 On the

other hand he penned an ardent plea for Generalbass lessons at conservatories, a plea in which Generalbass

seems to return through the back door as the fundament of an applied, practical and haptical Musiklehre:

In recent times, physiologists and psychologists have related muscle responses to the hearing,

reading and understanding of musical ideas. These muscle sensations are developed by the

practice of Generalbass in the hands in a very curious way; a well-trained Generalbass player feels

82 Griesinger, Biographische Notizen, 78; Gotwals, Haydn, 60.

83 Dies, Biographische Nachrichten, 221; Gotwals, Haydn, 204.

84 Ludwig Holtmeier, ‘Heinichen, Rameau, and the Italian Thoroughbass Tradition: Concepts of Tonality and Chord in

the Rule of the Octave’, Journal of Music Theory 51/1 (2007), 6.

85 Hugo Riemann, ‘Generalbass’, in Hugo Riemanns Musik-Lexikon, ninth edition (Leipzig, 1919), 380–381.

Example 12 Stretto using sequential subject. Haydn, Symphony No. 3/iv, bars. 91–98
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incorrect consecutives immediately in his fingers, which he can then forestall and thus implement

the proper consecutives before his eye can correctly comprehend it. This is what I meant by my

statement in the Vorrede of the first edition concerning the ‘four-parts streaming out through the

fingers’ [‘Vierteilung des in die Finger überströmenden Willens’]. The meaning of this achieve-

ment for the composer, in addition to merely improvising at the piano, is obvious; from my

teaching experience, I wish to add the fact that when silent examination of exercises produced with

the pencil was utilized, this often impeded the process of muscle sensation that led to more

immediate results.86

An analysis drawing upon the tactile and technical experience of a partimento player taps into a realm that

has seldom enjoyed truly convincing analysis: the integration of the body and of physical experience into

music analysis. The schemata of partimento counterpoint derive from certain circumstances of keyboard

playing. They form what Roger Moseley has recently dubbed a ‘vocabulary of touch . . . shaped by experi-

ence’, a ‘lexicon of expressions at an improviser’s disposal’.87 Chords, chord sequences and schemata are

referred to in eighteenth-century organ-playing tradition as Griffe (fingerings, or hand positions): the

improvisational keyboard counterpoint of the eighteenth century incorporates parts of the human body –

the Griffe of the two hands.

Research into the compositional and improvisational training of the eighteenth century and the relation-

ship of the two thus leads to the very core of the creative process: to the relationship between invention and

elaboration, improvisation and composition, physicality and notation. The idea of writing a fuga a 3 soggetti

based on a threefold invertible partimento pattern might have come to Haydn’s mind while improvising at

the piano, and while elaborating this invention; he might have felt it ‘streaming out through his fingers’ that

one inversion of this pattern (with agens in the lowest voice) inevitably produces awkward 6
4 chords (see

Example 4b, bar 4, and Example 4d, bar 4). These 6
4 chords would have been tolerable in an improvisation or

in simple pieces of improvisational character (the young Handel did not conceal them in the first of his Sechs

kleine Fugen, based on the very same invertible three-voice schema). In a more ambitious, written-out fugue,

however, they should be avoided (in Figure 1e we can see Haydn’s teacher Porpora avoiding them by using

simple parallel tenths instead of the Zusatzstimme, as described above). So, while elaborating his fugue (still

at the piano or at his desk now), Haydn manipulated his subjects slightly: he inserted a rest in subject 1 (see

Example 6, bar 2) and replaced one note of the Zusatzstimme in subject 3 by another rest (see Example 6, bar

3). Especially the first manipulation may be inaudible in practice, but on paper it avoids the 6
4 chord that

would have been a potential target for Haydn’s critics, to whose arguments Haydn possibly responded with

the fugues in his Op. 20 string quartets. Seen from this perspective, the rests mark a point between invention

and elaboration, between improvisation and composition.

An analysis drawing on Haydn’s partimento counterpoint illustrates how the history of theory can rise to

Christensen’s challenge of ‘a critical new responsibility that far exceeds its charge as a custodian of tradition’,

and how it can define ‘the very historical basis upon which present understanding – contemporary music

analysis – takes place’.88 Partimenti, whose spirit Haydn received from Porpora’s hands, may prove to be the

true fundamentals for a new understanding of Haydn.

86 Hugo Riemann, Anleitung zum Generalbaß-Spielen (Harmonie-Übungen am Klavier) (Leipzig: Hesse, 1903), xii;

translated in Chapman, ‘Thoroughbass-Pedagogy’, 159.

87 Roger Moseley, ‘Presenting the Past: The Experience of Historically Inspired Keyboard Improvisation’, Keyboard

Perspectives: The Yearbook of the Westfield Center for Historical Keyboard Studies 2 (2009), 90–91.

88 Thomas Christensen, ‘Music Theory and Its Histories’, in Music Theory and the Exploration of the Past, ed. David

Bernstein and Christopher Hatch (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1993), 32.
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