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INTRODUCTION

Josquin’s Missa Hercules Dux Ferrarie is the best known and also the earliest composition to be based on a
soggetto cavato dalle vocali di queste parole. This term, which was coined by the theorist Gioseffo Zarlino in
his treatise Le institutiont harmoniche of 1558, literally means a ‘subject carved out of the vowels of these
words’, and here refers to the eight-note motif derived from the name of the Mass’s dedicatee, Duke
Ercole I d’Este of Ferrara (1431-1505). When translated into the solmisation syllables of the Guidonian
system of notation, the words Hercules Dux Ferrarie become re ut re ut re fa mi re. A complete statement
of the Tenor consists of three iterations of this motto, beginning on low D, A and high D respectively.

It is quite possible that Josquin’s original presentation of the Tenor did not involve musical notation at
all; a passage consisting of eight breve rests followed by eight breves whose pitches are determined by
solmisation syllables could easily be generated by simple written instructions, as could its repetition a
fifth and then an octave higher. Similarly, the passages in retrograde, diminution and double diminu-
tion need not be explicitly copied out. Indeed, in Petrucci’s Missarum Fosquin Liber Secundus of 1505, the
principal source for this edition, the Tenor is headed ‘Resolutio’, implying that it once had another form.

Rather than dividing the notes of the Tenor in order to accommodate the text of the Mass, this edition
follows the lead given by a Prague manuscript (Univerzitni Knihovna, MS 59 R 5117) in underlaying
the name of the Mass’s dedicatee to the eight notes of each phrase of the cantus firmus. This practice is
clearly sanctioned elsewhere; in a second source (Jena, Thiuringer Universitidts- und Landesbibliothek
MS 3), the melody is slightly modified to carry the name of another patron, Fridericus Dux Saxonie,
while in a third (Brussels, Koninklijke Bibliotheek Albert I, MS 9126), the words ‘Philippus rex Cas-
tille’ are partially underlaid.

The Petrucci print employs only two mensuration signatures, O and ¢, which are related in such a way
that three semibreves under O take the same time as four semibreves under (. However, in the second
Kyrie, many of the manuscript sources give (D (a very common signature for this section in Masses of
the period), which has been adopted in the edition. The theorist Tinctoris argued that (D denoted an
acceleration in relation to O, rather than strict proportio dupla. A speed similar to that used for ¢ may
well be appropriate for this passage.

The second Agnus dei, a canon three-in-one, clearly had the potential to cause confusion, not least
for Petrucci. Given the range of the dux, its natural home would seem to be the Superius. Petrucci,
however, assigned the first comes (which he had incorrectly resolved a twelfth too high) to the Superius
and the dux to the Altus. He did not place the second comes in the Tenor, presumably because that part
carried only the cantus firmus, but instead gave it to the Bassus, despite the fact that it lay outside that
part’s normal range. Users of the many manuscript sources may have fared little better: the Jena MS
mentioned above is typical in that it provides signs marking the starting and finishing points for the two
answering voices, but no indication of the pitches on which they should enter. The correct solution was
first demonstrated by Edward Stam in 1960.

Of the various attempts at dating this Mass, the most convincing one seen by the present writer is that
made by David Fallows, who suggests that it was written early in 1504, while Josquin was employed at
Duke Ercole’s court in Ferrara. It may seem excessive, even in an age when the wealthy and powerful
were prone to acts of overweening vanity, to commission a work that featured one’s own name quite so
prominently, but Fallows further proposes that the Mass was composed not at the request of the duke
himself, but at that of his son, Alfonso. In support of this theory Fallows cites a payment of 20 ducats
made to Josquin on 9 March 1504 from Alfonso’s private accounts. This was a considerable sum of
money, a tenth of the composer’s handsome annual salary of 200 ducats, and Fallows submits, entirely
plausibly, that this payment was made by Alfonso for a Mass to honour his father.

It has been suggested that the twelve complete statements of the cantus firmus in the Tenor allude to the
twelve labours of Hercules; the comparison between himself and his mythological namesake was one
the duke never tired of making.
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