ON PLAYING THE FANTASIA

by
John Griffiths

The fantasia was the pinnacle of renaissance instrumental music,

It was the goal towards which 16th century instrumecntaliscts
directed thecir strongest creative energies, and it remains the
genre in which they mest deftiy reveal their musical skills:

their ability to craft elegant polyphony and to exercise domirniorn
over the architectural dimensicn of musical form. Not only is
the supremacy of the fantasia clear from the repertery itsclf,

but it is also made explicit in numerous theoretical treatiscs

designed to aid the instrumnentalist devise his own [antasias.

To moéern verformers of renaissance music, the fantasia - and

syronymous forms such as the ricercar and tieato - offer one
cf the greatest challenges in musical interpretation and perfor-
:r.ance.1 This essay 1s an introduction to the way 16th century
composers thought about fantasias and  their composition, and
ihe processes invelved in bringing these works back to life today.
It considers how to approach recorstructing the delicac and
narvel of pre-fugal irstrumental polypiony.

The passion for the fantasia was principally a scunthern
affaiv. Most of the impetus came from the Italians and Spaniards,
although +*he later 16th century cortributions of Eanglish ang
Netnherlandish composcrs nunber among some of the mast outstanding.
A large repertory of works survives for lute and other plucked
instruments thkat enjoyed pre-cmincnce at the time, ard therc
are aisa substantial contributions for xeyboard instruments and
ensemples, especially viels, The fantasia deveiaped from an impre-
visatory tradlition where composer and perlorner were invariably
ore and the same person. The development of satisfactory instru-
nental notatien systers and the invention of music printing early
in the 16th certury allowed for muck wider dissemination of music
than ever before. Fantasias passced f{rom being the exclusive
domain of their creators into the repertories of ofther instru-
mentalists, prcfessionals and amateurs, spread throughout Euzopce,
The fantasia's original characteristic of being spontaneocusly

improvised music was transformed. Aloncside this change of rele



went a stylistic development of the muwsic itself. Through the
16th century composers came to incorporate more of tLhe contra-
puntal techniques assimilated from vocal compesition into  the
fantasia so that, by the latter part of the century, works were
written that bore virtually no external connection to the highly
idiomatic teoxtures typical of works composed [ifty or sixty years
carlier. Flexibility of style was preserved, yet many basic
notlons romained constant, almost universal. By selecctive study,
a musician today can comc to a basic level of understanding that
van he applied to works of secmingly diverse appearance, While
the examples cited in this article are largely drawn from my
work on the Spanish vihucla rcopertory, they illustrate concepts
that are cqually applicable to fantasias of any origin.

Porforming fantusias involves a mental orientation geared
to re-enacting the creation of a work. The performer is required,
in essence, to put himself back into thce composer's shoes and
imbue his [antasia with the sense of urgency pertaining to those
initial creative moments. This requires the assimilation of a
general layer of background knowledge of what fantasia is, and
the way composers acquired their compositional craft. The second
phase 1is the intclligent analysis of cach work that once might
wish to play. The most rewarding performances of fantasias arc
those where the performer has first dissected the work, rocog-
nised the composcr's essential materials, and understood how
these have been organised. Such performances show a vision of
the whole work and an understanding of its purpose and not merely
the performer's ability to manipulate intricate musical materials.
Only after subjecting the music to rigorous analysis is onc  able
ta fit the pieces back together again and perform with the compre-
hansion and commitment that cnables the work to regain its life-
force.

There 1s & conspicuous absence in T6th century theoretical
writings of descriptiens of the fantasia. While a trecatise such
as Sancta Maria's Arte de tafer fantasia {Valladolid, 1565}
literally devates over 400 pages to "the art of playing fantasia”
it avoids discussion of the nature of the fantasia itself. It
provides instead extremely detailed instruction on how to composc
counterpoint and make imitations for use in fantastas, without

any explanation of how these are expanded and linked to  form




complete warks. Such notions, 1 assums, were broadly ungerstocd
and formed parz of the common knowledge of musicians of toe tine.
The adbsence of theorciical formulations is perhavs also sympto-
matic of the great variety of precedures iIn practice, and the
[act thnat theorists apparently did not encroach upen the instru-
rnental composer's latitude to develop a markedly idiosyncratic
style.

In the same spirit, I prefer to use the loose Gesignation
'instrumental motez' to describe the fantasia rather than any
nore complex defirition. Apart from those naighly improvisatory
works of the early 16th century, the Iantasia usecs the construac-
tive principles of 16th cecrtury vocal polyphony as a point of
departure, modifying them according to the specifically instru-
mental context, Technigues such as imitation are therefore
pregominant, cven though the music was designed to be played
rather +han sung. Difficrent means are used to create the sanc
effect within the limi*s of instrumental idiom. In motet or
madrigal writing, for example, a musical sentence was irequently
constructed from an imitative taeme successively introduced in
eachk wvoice, and prolonged ky a free extension of 'a full-veiced
texturce urtil the cadence <thet signified its conclusien. Aan
analagous passage in a fantasia might typically he bascd on the
same type of imitative procedure, but the prolongatiorn might
use meore appropriate instrumental devices such as seguential
passage work arnd a reduced nurber of voices. In comparison, the
initial corcepl o©f the musie is the same: in this instance both
thne vocal and instrumcntal compeser introduce a theme imitatively
ané each then employs the  wost elfective devices to increase
dynamic intensity towards a cadential goa'l.

The most obvious diffcrence between the motet and the
fantasia is the absence of a text in the latter. To the vocal
composer, the text provided anity for the whole work. It gquided
the overa_.l dramatic shape that the work would take, the positiaon
of noints of climax, and many oI the mcods that were te be por-
trayed. In the fantasia the text had tc he replaced by a mere
abstract: conrcept. The same rhetorically-derived shapes werc
emalated, but it was the fusical abstracticn created by the
absence of text that gave the fantasia much of its special
‘fantasy.' The vocal composer of the 16th century broke up his



text into lines or phrases and constructed his music accordingly.
Fach line ol poetry was sct to new music and scctional divisions
wore made on the basis of both the structure and meaning of  the
text. In the same way, fantasia composcrs constructed their music
in discrete cpisodes, the c¢pisodes were [used togother inte
longer periods  that made some logical sense, and the whole work
consisted of two or more such periods. Fantasias thus tend to
be cumulative structures wade from loosely associative elemants
that, in combination, oullinc the same broad shapes that were
achieved in  vocal composition. Determining these broad shapes
and attributing some equivalent of textual meaning is the chal-
lenge of the fantasia.

This theory of form, based on analogy wiih vocal music,
can be confirmed by analysis of fantasias, but it 1is also mado
more clear by a consideration of the circumstances in which
instrumentalists workoed. They were largely sclf-taught composers
who acguired their knowledge by cxperience rather than through
formal study. Making tnstrumental transcriptions of vocal works
was their closest contact with thce best compositions of their
age. These intabulations, designated as such because of the
process of transforring thenm from mensural notation to tablature,
make up the largest proportion of the 16th  century instrumental
ropertory. In  the vihucla repertory for example, intabulations
account for 58% of all cxisting music, whereas fantasias form
the largest group of original music but only account [or 31%
o{ the total repcrtory. The Spanish thoorist Bermudo counselled
vihuelists on learning to play or invent fantasias. He urged
them to begin by intabulating music in two voices, then in  three
and four volces, beginning first with simple homophonic music
auch as villancicos by Vazquez, then counterpoint by Morales,
Jusquin  and Gombert. Bermudo concludes with the comment that
"players [of the vihucla] err greatly when, commencing to  play,
they wish  to start with their fantasia. Fven if thay might know
counterpoint (even if as good as the above-mentioned musicians)
they should not play fantasia too soon, so as not to take on
bad stylc [QQL_QXLE]."Z

The concept of "playing [antasia" as Bermudo called it is
derived  {rom  the idea of creating original music from onc's own

inspiration. Ameng many 16th century musicians who e¢cho the same




O ent  is the vihuelist Lais Milan who says that each work
Lﬁis:Eliuaeétro (Valercia, 1536} "is er+titled fantasia, 1in
Pnhe sense  that it emanates solely from the fantasy and industry
=33 Lf- the author who created it."3 In the semc prefatory remarks
he also introduces the improvisatcry conception of his music
with the declaration that his works were canceived on the vihuela
and then written down. This reaffirms the esscntially instrumental
aspect of the fantasia, to which its grounding in vocal music
E is purely opreparatory. It prings 1nto consideration the role
E o¢ improvisation in the fantazia. The earliest lute Fantasias
' jssued by Petrucci in Venice during the first decade oI the 16th
century snow only a small degree of reccourse to learned vocal
procedures. They demonstrate z higher proportion of improvisatory
instrumental writing, in the form cf fast passage work, simple
homopncny and only occasional use of imitation. it is from the
+id "530s that a marked style change cccurs and sets & trend

that would become the stylistic mainstream for the remainder

of the century. € E1 grande P
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the carly imprevisatory ricercars such as those in Spinacino's
Intabolatura de lautoc of 1507 are “recly composed, ov are elabora-
tiens ol c¢hansecns, such as De toutes bien playne, that were

popular in Italy at the time.4 Both types present the samc inter-
pretive problexs. The works arc basically conssructed [rem
cadentially-delinecd units. A keer ear is rcadily able to perceive
~he cadences that mark off ore phrase frem arother, even if the
volce-lcading is az times a little urusual. 'The simple cextures
facilitate the shaping of *‘he predominant melcdic part. Imitation
usaally cccurs in seguential motives hetween the two veices of
The texture and again is readily identifiable. The mos= éifficclt
aspect 15 to give shape to an entire work and not mercly to pro-
cecd :naer the control c¢f the everprescat motor vhythwm, as a
general rule, onc can avoid this by relaxing dynamic levels and
brigntress of articulation immediately aftcr caderces and in-
creasing <the raythnric ihsistency Towards subseguent cadences.
Changes in register offer sufficicent scope for timbzal variety
in what appear to be continuously improvised works. The grcatest
difficulty is deciding which of the possible irterpretations
is the right cne, the one that will hepefully come closest to
the ccumposer's original'image of the picce. In the case 0of these
ricercars, comparative aralysis of rary works has not revealed
a cicar structural model. The most satisfactory scluticn appears
to bhe [for the performer to aliow his imagination to run f{ree
and mouid the independent episodes into what ne belicves to be
the most artistically satisfying whole.

The lmolLC1t desire for irnstrumentaiists ne abscrb poly-
uhon¢c vocah_tccknﬂque did not extinguish their love of improvisa
tory idiomatic gesture., it became part of a tighter crdering
of materials according tc more rational architectonic prirciples.
Ir fantasias datling from the second third of the 16th century,
it is not possible o deterwine the degree to whick this  was
a corscious or unconscious process but several writers have
demenstrated an uancanny level of symmezry in many works., Many
works, for example, have their princinle division irto episodes
occuring at precisely the midpoint of the work. Certainly lat
16th century fantasias reveal a higher dogree of vlarning an
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are nore remate from the older practice of ntancous improvisa-—
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Lior. They demorstrate polyphonic precision of the kiné that '
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could only have becrn achieved <hrough conposition on  paper,
without instrument in hand. Fantasias from the mia 1530s onwards
therefore reguire much more carcful analysis in preparing them
for performance.

In the fantasias of Luis Milan, whcse music stands half-
way between ihe older improvisatory practicc and the later archi-
tectonic approach, their is clcar evidence of a broad organisa-
tional principle. His kook of vihuela music E1 Maestro is organ-
ised with <he student in mind and proceeds with forty [antasias
of ircreasing difficalty of teckhnique and s:ruc:ure.5 It 1is
thereforce a valuable anthology Zor today's vinuclist or lucenist.
Even though Milan's textures are far away irom vocal style, <the
farntasias emulate many <characteristic formal Zeatures of vocal
works., lrrespective of whether they be imitatively or idioma-
tically conceived, opening sections are built from lenger phrases
that give the imprcssion of the broad unfolding of wvocal poliy-
phony. Inner episodes are more nctivic, ard ir them we find clear
evidence that Milar was drawing from an improvisor's rescrvolr
o devicves. His fantasias are usually corcluded by the block
repetition of thne terminal epigode. In eifect, the works corrc-

spond o a locsc formal model, unfelding slowly at the beginning,

developing more tensior as they proceed, and having their imminent

conclusior signified by repctition. 1n many cases, the inner
episodes have important points of repose where the entire process
appcars to begin again, urnfelding slowly and attainirg or suar-
passing the previeus level of Zforward impetas. John Dowliard's
lute Zfantasias, although composed much later, are ergarised in
a similar way with respect to all but the c¢oncluding sections.
ilis prefercnce was to mairntain dynamizm antiil the Firal cad=ance
py the usc of more virtuosic and over:tly idiomatic writing.

The architectonic cenceptien of many fantasias deserves
careful attcrtion 1in preparing works for performance. Studies
by Gambesi and Vaccaro cencernirg Francesco da Miiaro and  Albert
de Rippe offer splerdéid models for any performer.? My own study
of the vihuela fantasia provides a similarly detailed analysis
of the Sparish repertory.8 These studies all deal with musical
problers arnd a-cc egually applicable to Xkeyhoard and cnsembie
fantasias.

Miguel de Fuerllana is one of the vihuelists whosc nusic



10

illustrates the increasing usc of architectenic principles. Fifty-
one fartasias werc published in kis Orphenica Lyra (seville,
1554).9 They are largely cf the imitative polytaematic type,
composed as a numocr of episodes each dealing with a single theme
treated in ixitation. By various Zorms of inncr Zogic, individual
episodes are fused together into longer veriods representing
the germination, maturatior, and culmination of a single impulse,
It Is wusual for each fartasia to be built from two or taree of
these longer periods. In Fuenllana's typical four-episode Zan-
tasias, operiods are Dbuitt from paired episodes, and the pair
of periods form the broad unity of the work., fThe works are
symwetrical, and their heirachical shape can be represented thus:

While there is no archetypal grouad plan for their sequerce of
events, certainr Lrernds can be okserved in Juenilana's fantasias.
They are Zorged into cohesion by their rarrative continuity and
anified by & strong draratic force. The episodes are defined
py theme, texture and cadence, Although episodic, the fantasias
are continuous, not sectional. Cadences are ofter taken in
passirg and, even when they arc scparating episodes, they are
often given in  iaterrupteé form. The average length of caca
episode is between twenty and thirty semibroves (ften te fifteen
bars in transcription}, but =chere are corsideradbly longer and
shorter examplés. Each fantasia comprises between two and cight
episodes, althcugh four is the mast freguent nunmber. Divisions
kLetwecn cpisodes accur close to the midpoint of at  least twenty
ot Iaenllana's fantasias., The structura! sigrificance of these
divisions varies. In a significant number of the fantasias,
nowever, the beginning of new episcdes and perioads appear to
coincide at thils oveint. There is a case for seeing the midpoint
as a place of division for two paraliel or contrasiing structural
vhases, Such oiarning shows the fantasia to reflect the same
values of balance and symmetry that deminate all renaisance art

forms. This is of paramount importance, ard a facet of renaissance



music that hkas not atrracted sufficient comment from modern
writers. .

Fantasia 13 represents Fuenllana's most typical fantasia
svtyle ané 1is reproduced overleaf from my own transcriptior. [t
is a work in four voices, of 113 semibreves, and compose¢ of
four episodes of similar lenéth. I+ is a clear and comprehensikle
work, highly deperdent on its themes and their inmitation for
its structure. There 1is little free material. Cohesion is pri-
marily duec to a consistency cof mood. The fantasia's four - themes
are of similar length and the flow of evénts, controlled by
thematic statements, occurs at a steady rate. Bold harmenic ges-
tures fill the %exture with colourful suspensions that are dis-
Lributed evenly throughcut. The character of the fantasia is
proad and expansive. Resemblances betweern the themes add furcher
arity. The themes of episodes I, II and IV share a prominent
ascending fourth, ard in episodes I, II and III the themes begin
with repeated rotes. The Zorm and . legic - of =the work 1is made
evident in thc way the episodes are paired together intc two
pericds of equal length., The episodes of each peried are Iused
by interiocking ¢adences, whereas the second period (from the
last beat of bar 28} does not commence until the Ziral cadernce
of eovisode II 1s fully resolved. The first period culminates
with a superius statement of theme 2 at bar 24, followed by a
gradual rclease *o the cadence. The climax of the second period
and of the waole work occuars at the end ©of the <hird episode,
and 1is warked by a subtle increase in rhythmic activity., The
fourtn episode 1is accordingly anti-climactic, and the music
vecomes more settled towards its concldsion.

By corsidering the inner workings of this fantasia ir detail
the musical Factors that determine both its stracture and drama-
~ic shape become more evident., The first eplode is introductory
ard is less cortrolled by thematic statcments. It begins with
a pair of duos which are follcwed by the most substantial passage
of free ceunterpoint irn the ertire work. The placement of the
sixth note o7 the theme guarantees dissonance and is first heard
as carly as vdar 3, setting a trend followed throughout the worXk.
After three bhars of free extension, a fifth thematic statement
is given by the bass, in a form modified by augmertation c¢f the
firal notes. During this statement, the other veices maintain
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cheir free extens:on  apparently unperturped by <the thematic
intrusien, although the alto shows a hin: ¢l wanting to harmornjsa
the themalic statement in tenths.

Ircreased rhaythmic aciivizy irn the al:tc, Logether wizih con-
secutive dissorances, heralés <the introduction of the second
itheme and episode. Episode II isg buils from two groups cf  three
closcly~-spaced sutries. The frequency ¢f thematic ertriecs contri-
bates Te the ircrecased irzensity of the music, strongest in bars
25 and 26. Tne music subsides after thils voint, marxing the
vassing of the first climax. Strong dissonance and icverted chords
are the featurcs of the episode. Coupled to the preceeding ore,
the two episodes may be seen as one pezriod, a sirg.e Qosture.
IL is a dramatic programme built on the graduai textural ex-
gansion uf a slowly unfolding keginrirng.

kssentially, the secord period 1is a modified repetiticn
o[ the same programre. The polyphonic stylc of the gecond peried
is marked by tihe exclusive use of non-overlapping coniries. The
texture once again gradualily expands £from two voices ter the
first entry to four veices for the Zourth and fifth entrics in
epidose 1II. The superius entry at par 35 signifies the climax
a0t only of its cniscde, but alsc of the second peried and of
the whole workx. The climactic entry is rade more arresting by
the use of the lower soncrities irn the passage immediately pre-
ceding it, ard its intensity is auvgmrernied by the quickencd rate
of narmonic charnge hencath os opcring three nolLes.

Episcde III boccries episode 1V by means cf a  scamless Zoir
ard orepares the work for its conclusion. The placement of the
operirg rotes of the theme or weak beats prevents it attaining
a significart identiny ané impact, and it is [urther weakened
by its varied form in subsegucnt statements. More focus is placed
or the harmenic wprogressions of  the guasi-homophonic texiure
as it wmoves steadily and constant!y in & long phrase, not  con-
cludirg cadentially but ‘simply by dreaking the rhythmic pulse
at bar 42 with a single lorng chordé.

There are two essentiai problems theat must  be  resclved by
~he nerformer in corder to recreate +the inner Lifeforce of a
fantasia. It is not sulficiert merely to play the rotes in &
vain aope Lhat =whe work will resuscitate itselZ. One cf the

oropiems is the internal relationship ol voices. A= is clear
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from the Fuenllana fartasia discussed, it is imperative to be
aware of thc moverent of each voice, ard to distirguisk thematic
statements of theme from the lesser function of providing suppors
for the other veoices. On instruments tha% usc tablature notation
this requires morc careful attention as tablaturc car esasily
disguise part writing. Transcriptions provide the lutenis= with
an invaluaple aid. Whatever the performance mediunm, statemerts
of there neced te be clearly articulated. Perfermance of ensemblce
fantasias, whether they be mid-16zh century ltalian works or
17th certury English compositions, are invariably more successful
wher each player krows the otner parts well and shares a commen
view of the work with nis musical comparions. A stylish perfor-
mance can thus be attained, one wherc form is articulated throughn
consensus of dynamics and understanding of the important points
of structural Gemarcation. Individual voices necd to be more
promirernt when stating thematic material, and should similarly
recedc when their role is supportive, The thematic waterial is
the structural fabric of the fantasia and should ecmerge clearly
ir perfermarnce as the outer web of the musical image. Similarly,
salo fantasias require the same careful control of palance between
the wveices, particularly te allow submerged thematic statements
to reach the listener's consciotsncss.

The second proklem is at thke outer siructural level. Eow
does one achieve balarce belween the static architecture of a
worX and 1ts own dynamic thrust forward? These seemingly ovposed
views of the music need not ke the source of conflict. To me,
reconclilirng the two aspects involves finding the manner of super-
imposing the sgruactural archttecture so that it can be perccived
by the listcrer daring performance <time, and so that it can
provide a lasting impression of the workX. The obvious Zirst step
is to determine a structural architecture for the music ir
questicn. Thercafter, the formal plan can be articulated by a
nurther of mueical tecnnigues that are analagous tc the structure
c¢f language as phrases, sentences and paracgranhs. Just as some
Zall stops are more impertant than others, the same is truoe of
cadences. Cadences are the principal means of formal delineation
in the fartasia. They can be played with differirg force of
dynamics and articulaticn and can be approached with fine changes

ir tempo accerdirg to the desired effect. ""he length of musical
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breath that follows a cadence also contribuies to its relative
importance within the context of the entire work: the longer
Lhe breath, 1the greater the impact of the cadence.

¥ach theme in a fantasia has a meledic identity that dia-
tinguishes it from the others. Once again, comparison with vocal
music is ocnlightening, Composars of vocal music constructed
themes {or each line of texf in order to match both fhe meaning
of  the words and thelr metrical accent. The abstraction of the
fantasia consists of the scparation of music from text, Howevar,
cach  theme needs to be arliculated on an instrument as if it
weye texted. Appropriate  articulation is  often self-ovident.
Stepwise motion in long note values suggests smoother articulation
than a more angular theme in  shorter notes., Melodic direction
may also  suggest  a  workable pattern of both artieulation and
dynamics. In less c¢lear siluations, one might experiment by
fitting words to a thome and then emulating the articulation
instrumentally, The melodic identity 1s  thus enbanced by the
manncr  in which it 15  performed, and the chosen articulation
pattern should be applied Lo each reiteration of the same theme.
Compouscrs  wore  themselves careful i1nm the choice of thematic
material and the placement of each theme in relation to the whote.
Similar care by the performer can only serve the best interests
of the music.

While much of the above discussion centres on  polythematic
imitative fantasias, 16th century composcrs used a much wider
range of teochniques in their compositions. Some  imitative works
aree monothematic, others are based on cantus tirmi or ostiinato
principles, parody of vocal works, non-imitative counterpoint.
or other deovices of a more idiomatic instrumental nature. The
composers were, howoaver, men of thelr age who responded to
general artistic principles in similar ways, even when the ounter
Jayer of their techniquoe adopted a2 different guisc. The level
of  creative encrgy invested in the lantasia is undeniable. We
have at cur disposal a large repertory of music created by some
of the finest musical minds of the renaissance. Tt is an area
of music that invites the serious attention of performers .who
will vreap from the fantasia an abundant pleasure, and whoiwill
reward their audiences accordingly. SorTE
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