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the proper sweetness of the melody, because the savage
barbarity of their drunken throats while endeavoring with
inflections and repercussions to utter this gentle strain,
through its natural noisiness proffers only unmodulated
sounds like unto farm carts clumsily creaking up a rutted
hill: with the result that the sound, instead of softening the
heart of the hearer as it meant to do, only serves to disturb
it with exasperation and noise.
Adh^mar de Chabannes. All the French singers have
learned the Roman notes which they now call French,
except that the French could not produce perfectly the
tremblings or sweet subtleties and the notes to be
elided or separated, being naturally of barbaric voice,
and rather cracking their voices in their throats than
projecting them.38

It is reasonable, therefore, to expect that this new repertory would be
notated with as much assistance as possible for the most foreign
element—the vocal nuances.39

Not everyone was happy with the early method of transmitting
chant; as early as the time of Guido and John there was discontent
with the variety of interpretations of any given melody that resulted
from unheighted notation. In his De musica written ca. 1100, John
advocates the use of Guido's new staff and bemoans the inaccuracies

J O "Alpina siquidem corpora vocum suarum tonitruis altisonae perstrepentia
susceptae modulationis dulcedinem proprie non resultant, quia bibuli gutturis gros-
sitas dum inflexionibus et repercussionibus et diaphoniarum diphthongis mitem niti-
tur edere cantilenam, naturali quoddam fragore quasi plaustra per gradus confuse
sonantia rigidas voces iactat." Franz Miiller-Heuser, Vox Humana: ein Beitrag zur
Untersuchung der Stimmdsthetik des Mittelalters, Kolner Beitrage zur Musikforsch-
ung 26 (Regensburg, 1963), 89, note 131, translation mine. "Omnes Franciae
cantores didicerunt notam Romanam quam nunc vocant Franciscam, excepto quod
tremulas vel vinnolas sive collisibiles vel secabiles voces in cantu non poterant
perfecte exprimere Franci, naturali voce barbarica frangentes in gutture voces potius
quam exprimentes." Jacques Handschin, "Eine alte Neumenschrift," Acta musicolo-
gica 22 (1950): 72. Translation after David Hiley, "Notation," The New Grove, vol.
13,347.

3" For an extended discussion of the medieval singing style see McGee, The
Sound of Medieval Song, forthcoming.
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that resulted from reliance on a combination of memory and un-
heighted neumes.

Since in the ordinary neumes [i.e. unheighted] the inter-
vals cannot be ascertained, and the chants that are
learned from them cannot be securely committed to
memory, many inaccuracies creep into them . . . it can
easily be seen how neumes without lines promote
error rather than knowledge . . . The result is that every-
one makes such neumes go up or down as he himself
pleases.40

Eventually this desire for uniformity resulted in the development of
the heighted placement of the neumes, and finally in the change to
square notes on a staff, although the new system was not universally
adopted for several hundred years after its invention. If we posit the
above theory that the original signs contained fairly accurate infor-
mation about performance nuances while being less precise about
pitch and duration, then we must see that when the notation gained
one type of information it lost another. The change to square no-
tation represented a reversal of the original values: at some point in
the late Middle Ages pitch and duration became more important than
performance nuances.41

4® "Cum enim in usualibus neumis intervalla discemi non valeant, cantusque,
qui per eas discuntur, stabili memoriae commendari nequeant, ideoque in cantibus
plurimae falsitates sbrepant. Hae autem omnia intervalla distincte demonstrent, us-
que adeo, ut et errorem penitus excludant, et oblivionem canendi, si semel perfecte
sint cognitae, non admittant: quis non magnam in eis utilitatem esse videat? Quali-
ter autem irregulares neumae errorem potius quam scientiam generent in virgulis et
clinibus atque podatis considerari perfacile est, quoniam quidem et aequaliter omnes
disponuntur, et nullus elevationis vel depositionis modus per eas exprimitur." Jo-
hannes Affligemensis, De musica cum tonario, ed. Joseph Smits van Waesberghe,
Corpus scriptorum de musica 1 (Rome, 1950), 133. Translation from Hucbald,
Guido, and John on Music, transl. Warren Babb, ed. with introductions by Claude
V. Palisca (New Haven and London, 1978), 147.

41 This point is also stated in Shai Burstyn, "The 'Arabian Influence' Thesis
Revisited," Current Musicology 45-47 (1990), 136. This change in attitude may
also mark the beginning of the modern view of melodic structure and separable
ornament.
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Starting from the above hypothesis concerning the content, intention,
and purpose of early neume shapes, an investigation of the change
from unheighted neumes to square notation should result in a some-
what different picture than we now have of evolving music practices
in the late Middle Ages.

Example 3. Two photos of early notation that illustrate the
density of "ornamental" neumes in a single
chant.

Einsiedeln, Stiftsbibl. Ms. 121. St. Gall
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London, British Library Ms. Harley 2961. Anglo-Norman
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