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Preface 
 
 Nicolaus Gengenbach’s book1 is often linked to that of Daniel Hizler2 as introducing a new 
approach to music pedagogy influenced by Comenius’ more experiential method in general education.  
Both music pedagogues depart from the older practice of catechetical rote learning—usually resulting in 
very little retention—and emphasize the priority of understanding.  Gengenbach’s book, divided into 
three parts of Theory, Practice, and Technology (i.e., terms and meanings), advises the student to read 
quickly over the Theory section and fill out greater understanding through the experience of practice. 
 The present selection does not address this larger and very interesting pedagogical issue; rather, 
it addresses a much smaller, more technical one.  In making a survey of the seventeenth-century 
German literature of music pedagogy at a time when I was also involved in grappling with the confusion 
of late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century mensural notation, I was struck by the clarity and 
simplicity of Gengenbach’s discussion of ternary proprotions.  This, of course, had long been the most 
vexed and multifariously confused area of mensural notation.  I had also just read Ruth DeFord’s 
excellent book,3 and so learned just how little of mensural theory was actually in practice and how much 
the impractical mystifications of system-mad speculative theorists.  I was, thus, delighted to find 
something so helpful as Gengenbach’s little chart of comparative representations of ternary notation, 
designed as it is for practical use.  I found it immediately helpful in clarifying the issue in a graduate 
course and so thought it a very possibly useful and worthwhile addition to this translation series. 
 Gengenbach seems to have been much influenced by Praetorius4 and Calvisius,5 so I have 
included in the Appendix a passage of each to which he alludes.  At least in the case of Praetorius I 
believe it is the correct passage, since Gengenbach omitted the page number.  Praetorius’ German I find 
far less congenial than that of Gengenbach’s simple, straightforward prose designed for students, but I 
believe that I have his intention approximately correct.  The measure of my discomfort might be found 
in the fact that I find his Latin far more intelligible! 
 
 
  

                                                             
1 Nicolaus Gengenbach, Musica Nova, Newe Singekunst (Leipzig:  Rehefeld und Gross, 1626). 
2 Daniel Hizler, Newe Musica oder Singkunst (Tübingen:  Dieterich Werlin, 1628). 
3 Ruth DeFord, Tactus, Mensuration, and Rhythm in Renaissance Music (Cambridge:  Cambridge Univesity, 2015). 
4 Michael Praetorius, Syntagma Musicum (Wittenberg:  Johann Richter, 1615-1619). 
5 Seth Calvisius, Exercitatio Musica Tertia (Leipzig:  Thomas Schürer, 1611). 
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Fifth Chapter or Part: 
 

On the Figures, that is:  Notes, Tactus or Beat6 . . . such as are found in Music 
 

Notes are of Two Types 

1.  Simple or Single 

2. Ligatures, or simple ones bound together 

Simple ones in Mensural music are the following eight. 

Note:  Whether the stem of the note is up or down, it means the same. 

Maxima = 8 Beats/Tactus, Long = 4 Beats/Tactus, Breve = 2 Beats/Tactus 

 

Semibreve = 1 Beat/Tactus, Minim = ½ Beat/Tactus,  

 

Simiminim = ¼Beat/Tactus, Fusa = 1/8 Beat/Tactus, Semifusa = 1/16 Beat/Tactus 

 

Only two simple notes are used in choral notation. 

 

 

                                                             
6 Gengenbach uses the word Schlag as equivalent to Tactus.  Since this is the German for “beat” it introduces a 
potential ambiguity in English translation.  For this reason I use the form Beat/Tactus.  The plural of Tactus is 
Tactus. 
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Note:  One Beat or Tactus is as long as the hand beats downward and again back upward.  So for a 

Maxima there are eight down-and-up motions, for a long there are four, for a breve there are two, etc. 

The Beat/Tactus is of Two Kinds 

1.  Simple (otherwise Spondaic or Equal), since in the raising of the hand so much or so long is sung 

as in the downbeat, as follows. 

One Semibreve or an entire Beat/Tactus is sung half in the downstroke of the hand and 

half in the upstroke. 

Two Minims or Half-Beats/Tactus, thus:  The first on the lowering of the hand and 

the second in the raising. 

Four Semiminims or Quarterbeats/Tactus, thus:  two on the downstroke and 

two on the upstroke.7 

 

And thus also for the others:  4 Fusas or 8 Semifusas on the downstroke and as many on the upstroke. 

2.  Proportional Tactus.  (Otherwise Trochaic or Unequal), since in the raising of the hand only half 

so much is sung as in the downstroke, namely:  one Half-Beat/Tactus on the downstroke and 

only one Quarter-Beat/Tactus on the upstroke.8  Note:  To be sure, there are different kinds of 

proportions, the most used of which are the following two: 

In the first kind there is a Breve 

 

In the second there is a Semibreve  

                                                             
7 The printing of the semiminims is poor.  They should be entirely black like modern quarter-notes. 
8 This may well not be clear to the reader.  Gengenbach means the downbeat receives, in modern terms, a half-
note and the upbeat a quarter-note, thus a ratio of 2:1, such as in modern ¾ time. 
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or as many notes as otherwise are reckoned in one Breve or Semibreve in the downstroke; and one 

semibreve or minim            or so many equivalents in the upstroke, either white or black  

 

and are called Tripla and Sesquialtera.9 

 For differentiation the black can be called Tripla Nigra and Sesquialtera Nigra.  Or alternatively 

Hemiola Major and Hemiola Minor. 

NB:  At the beginning [of a composition] they are thus 

notated. 

 

There is also commonly the number 3 indicated along with each mensuration sign, as in the examples 

hereafter.10 

Note:  Of the many kinds of Proportions, Calvisius writes thus:  These are sophistries of composers, who 

by this diversity perpetrate trouble for beginners, it should be written with one form only, which I place 

first and is called Tripla Proportio Exercit. 3 page 156.11 

 

 

 

                                                             
9 The apparent intention for economy of space in printing has resulted in a mixture of text and illustrations that 
renders the original not a little confusing.  The description presented here is the logical solution of what 
Gengenbach is saying as to the nature of Tripla and Sesquialtera.  Tripla consists of 3 Semibreve values and 
Sesquialtera of 3 Minim values. 
10 Daniel Friderici states that 3 usually is taken only to indicate a slower tempo and 3/2 a faster one, but that many 
composers do not observe this distinction and leave tempo to entirely to the discretion of the conductor.  Musica 
Figuralis oder Newe Klärliche Richtige und Vorstentliche Unterweisung der Singe Kunst (Rostock:  Johann Richels 
Erben, 1638).  
11 Seth Calvisius, Exercitatio Musica Tertia (Leipzig:  Thomas Schürer, 1611), 156.  Gengenbach introduces a trivial 
error in his quote, which in the original reads, “hae sunt argutiae Melopoeorum, qui huiusmodi diversitate 
incipientibus negotium facessunt, unica forma tantum scribe debebat, quam primam posui, & tripla proportio 
appellatur.”  Tinctoris and Gaffurius were particularly known for speculatively generating extremely and 
completely impractical proportions.  For the complete citation in Calvisius and a translation see the Appendix. 
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Note:  These Proportions are all to be understood as nothing other than as if it were such notes in Equal 

Beat/Tactus as follows.12 

 

 

Note:  From the contrasting Proportions, on the contrary, is made an Equal Beat/Tactus thus:  One 

entire Proportional Beat/Tactus is sung on the downstroke and one on the upstroke, and is called 

Sextupla or Trochaic Beat/Tactus in Diminution, and as above the number 3, thus here is the number 6/1 

set before or under the notes, that six Semiminims or Minims in coloration, or their equivalents are 

heard in one Beat/Tactus in combination with the number 1 indicated below thus. 

                                                             
12 As Gengenbach immediately explains, the Equal Beat/Tactus is achieved by taking 3 on the downstroke and 3 on 
the (equal) upstroke.  It seems awkward that his example equals 2 ½ such Beats/Tactus, but it is clearly intended to 
be an incomplete excerpt. 
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 Likewise, the sign 6/4 is set before in order to indicate that six Semiminims or Quarter-Beats 

must be valued as much as 4 Semiminims. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 However, when it should happen to be too difficult to sing one or the other, one could at first 

also observe them in an Unequal Beat/Tactus, but so that he is required to go faster until he becomes 

accustomed, M. Pr. T.3 pag.13 

                                                             
13 This appears to be an incomplete citation from Michael Praetorius, Syntagma Musicum vol.3, to which 
Gengenbach occasionally refers.  The lacking page number appears likely to be 74.  See the Appendix. 
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 Hereupon, the following is proper for example, since the two Discants are in Sextupla, but the 

other voices are only in Equal Beat/Tactus, as are set below, as the Bass indicates as well.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note:  When the Equal Beat/Tactus is only in one voice, the number 3 is set under three Quarter-Beats, 

then one must take these same in one Beat/Tactus, so that, so to speak, a Half-Beat/Tactus is made out 

of the last.14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
14 The illustration consists of the first and third line representing the original as printed and the second and fourth 
line indicating how the original is to be performed, as indicated by the phrase “als were es also,” as if it were thus.  
The printing quality is poor, but in each case the last Semiminim is performed as a Minim. 
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Observations 

1.  Where in Tripla a black Semibreve and Breve, in Sesquialtera a black Minim and a Semibreve 

stand together, one sings them as if they were white. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.  When in Tripla 3 black Breves, and in Sesquialtera 3 black Semibreves, stand next each other, all 

are worth only two Beats/Tactus, so that the middle one is divided. 
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3. When in Tripla two or more Breves, in Sesquialtera two or more Semibreves, follow each other, 

each is thus worth an entire Beat/Tactus except the last, which maintains its value. 

(Musicians call it Perfection because of the following one of these kinds of notes, either a note or a rest 

of a similar or even greater value, are “perfected,” i.e., made complete. 

 

 

 

 

 

NB:  However, more recent musicians both in Tripla and in Sesquialtera, are accustomed to set a point in 

order to have greater certainty.  “For in vain are many things done which can be done by fewer.”15 

 

 

 

 

 The other kinds such as Dupla, Subdupla, Quadrupla, and Subquadrupla Proportion, because 

they serve no need, but even further cause bewilderment and confusion not only among the young in 

school but also, indeed, among experienced musicians, are almost no longer used by composers.  

Therefore, there is also no need here to add much to them, only something about the Dupla Proportion 

because it is still usable in the most ordinary church hymns.  It is itself nothing other than that the notes 

are only worth half, including also such a song is marked at the beginning with a number 2 to show that 

two Beats/Tactus are worth only one Beat/Tactus, one beat/Tactus only one half. 

 

                                                             
15 This is one of Occam’s famous principles:  Frustra enim fit per plura, quod potest fieri per pauciora. 
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1/2 In Subdupla the notes’ value is doubled. 

4/1 In Quadrupla an entire Beat/Tactus [is worth] only a Quarter-Beat/Tactus. 

1/4  In Subquadrupla a Quarter-Beat/Tactus [is worth] an entire Beat/Tactus. 

This suffices for knowing. 
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Appendix 

Michael Praetorius, Syntagma Musicum, Vol. 3 (1619), p. 74. 

 

However, previously quite a few in the schools could be brought with difficulty and almost impossibly to 

such a Tactus, so I have had to think of another means, which form is to be significant and notated as 

Sextuple, so that both Equal Tactus and Unequal can be accommodated, one according to the other, and 

thereby a good opportunity is observed and can be brought to attention. 

 

But I prefer the Equal Tactus in such case, that two Unequal Tactus be brought into one Equal, the 

distinction is better lest by the too frequent commotion of the hand and arm we should excite irritation 

and derision among the auditors and those viewing, and present an opportunity to the crowd for jest 

and mockery. 
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Seth Calvisius, Exercitatio Musica Tertia, (1611), p. 156. 

The Character of Trochaic Tactus is a semicircle with a ternary number added, by which three 

Semibreves are signified as to be comprised in one Tactus. 

 

A cantilena of this type, either entire or some part of 

it, they call Proprotional, which is of a unique kind, 

but nevertheless is usually written in diverse ways; for 

sometimes it is written by means of Semibreves, 

either single or combined with Breves, and sometimes 

by means of notes distinct from this way, with 

another character.  At times they assume half of these 

notes and make use of Minims.  That, with the 

semicircle character with the numbers 3.2 also they 

call Sesquialtera.  Sometimes distinct from these, they 

blacken the character, but these are sophistries of 

composers, who by this diversity  

perpetrate trouble for beginners, it should be written  

with one form only, which I place first and is called  

Tripla Proportio. 

 


