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Part three (Venice, 1558): the diatonic syntonic tetrachord derived from Ptolemy
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Gioseffo Zarlino (1517-1590) was a great Venetian music theorist. He was the
Maestro di Cappella at San Marco and issued some important treatises. In his
first book, Le Istitutioni harmoniche (1558), his approach was derived from Greek
musical theory. In the third part of this book, he recommended using one of the
tetrachords proposed by Ptolemy, the “diatonic syntonic”, for use in vocal ensemble
performance. All intervals in this tetrachord are pure (perfect fifth, perfect fourth,
major third, minor third, major second and minor second), which is the same as “just
tuning”. However, as Vincenzo Galilei was to criticize him for in a later publication,
he ought to have acknowledged the problem inherent in this tuning. The problem is
that in musical practice some of the intervals are likely to become dissonant. In order
to solve problem, Zarlino suggested mixing in other tetrachords (chromatic and

enharmonic) and using 2/7 syntonic comma temperament for instruments.
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