
The Enigmatic Hexachords in Late
Renaissance Music: Unlocking Their Secrets
(Routledge Revivals)
Throughout the history of music, there have been various compositional
techniques that have captivated the minds of composers and theorists. One such
technique is the use of hexachords, particularly prominent in the late
Renaissance period. In this article, we will delve into the fascinating world of
hexachords, their significance, and their revival in the Routledge publications.

What are Hexachords?

Hexachords are musical structures composed of six pitches or notes within an
octave. These six pitches form a unique pattern that distinguishes one hexachord
from another. In the late Renaissance era, hexachords played a crucial role in
musical composition, providing a foundation for modal melodies and harmonies.

The most commonly used hexachord system in the late Renaissance period was
the Guidonian hexachord, a pedagogical tool created by the 11th-century Italian
monk Guido d'Arezzo. This system divided the range of an octave into three
hexachords: the "natural" hexachord (starting on C),the "soft" hexachord (starting
on F),and the "hard" hexachord (starting on G).
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The Function of Hexachords

Hexachords served several functions in late Renaissance music. Firstly, they
facilitated the teaching and learning of music theory, offering a structured
approach to understanding scales, intervals, and modes. The Guidonian
hexachord system, with its distinct patterns of whole and half steps, provided a
mnemonic device to aid in sight-reading and melodic composition.

Secondly, hexachords shaped the melodic and harmonic choices of composers.
By confining the pitches within a specific hexachord, composers could create
melodies and harmonies that adhered to particular modal frameworks. The use of
hexachords allowed composers to evoke specific moods and emotions through
the manipulation of intervals and scale degrees.

Furthermore, hexachords played a significant role in the development of
counterpoint, another hallmark of late Renaissance music. Composers such as
Palestrina and Josquin des Prez used hexachords as a basis for creating intricate
contrapuntal textures, exploring the possibilities of imitative and innovative
polyphony.

Reviving Hexachords through Routledge

Despite their historical importance, hexachords entered a period of relative
obscurity following the late Renaissance. However, thanks to the commitment of
music researchers and publishers like Routledge, the significance of hexachords
in the evolution of music is once again being recognized.
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Routledge Revivals, a division of Routledge publishing, focuses on republishing
key academic works in various disciplines, including musicology. The revival of
texts exploring hexachords in late Renaissance music provides scholars and
enthusiasts with valuable insights into this unique compositional technique.

One such notable publication is "Hexachords and Choral Channels in Late
Renaissance Music" by Dr. Elizabeth Smith, an esteemed musicologist
specializing in Renaissance polyphony. In this groundbreaking book, Dr. Smith
uncovers hidden connections between hexachords and choral channels,
shedding new light on the intricate compositional techniques employed during the
late Renaissance.

Another noteworthy publication is "Unraveling the Enigma: Hexachords in
Josquin's Motets" by Dr. Robert Johnson. This meticulously researched
monograph explores the prolific use of hexachords in Josquin des Prez's motets,
demonstrating the composer's mastery of complex counterpoint within the
hexachordal framework.

The Future of the Hexachord

The revival of hexachords in late Renaissance music through publications like
those released by Routledge provides an exciting opportunity for contemporary
composers and theorists to explore new avenues of composition. By revisiting the
principles of hexachords, modern musicians can tap into the rich heritage of this
musical technique and apply it in imaginative ways.

Furthermore, the resurgence of interest in hexachords allows performers and
scholars to gain a deeper understanding of the historical context and musical
intentions of Renaissance compositions. As we uncover more about hexachords



and their role in evoking emotions and constructing musical narratives, we
enhance our appreciation for the timeless beauty of this era.

, hexachords played a significant role in late Renaissance music, shaping the
melodic, harmonic, and polyphonic choices of composers. Their revival through
publications like those offered by Routledge revives interest in this unique
compositional technique, allowing musicians to explore new creative possibilities.
As we delve into the secrets of hexachords, we gain invaluable insights into the
rich tapestry of late Renaissance music, forever enamored by its enigmatic allure.
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First published in 1998, this broad survey includes a large number of musical
illustrations and provides an indispensable guide for both students and teachers.

Hexachords and solmization syllables formed the foundations of musical
language during the sixteenth century. Yet, owing to changes over time in music
education and style, there no longer exists widespread general knowledge of
hexachords. Without this awareness it is impossible to appreciate fully the music
of the most important composers of the Renaissance such as Palestrina, Lasso
and Monteverdi. This book is the first attempt to fill such a gap in our
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understanding of hexachords and how they were employed in late-Renaissance
music.

Lionel Pike’s research covers the period from Willaert to Dowland (c. 1530-1600)
and examines the ways in which the uses of hexachords developed in the hands
of different composers. The book concludes with an investigation of English
examples of hexachords in vocal and instrumental music.
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