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related to a tradition of singing all the lines of a laisse, or of an entire
chanson de geste, to essentially the same melodic phrase. Differences
in choice of rhyme schemes among the three genres are important but
not of direct relevance to questions of melodic rhythm and meter.

It seems inconceivable that a chanson de geste was performed in modal
rhythm or in any other alternation of long and short syllables. If "not so
precisely measured" duration was useful in any genre, it must have been
in epic poetry. Almost every narrative song turns out to have some
formal characteristics of both the chanson de geste and of the trouvere
chanson. Although this does not give incontrovertible evidence for their
rhythm, it does justify the speculation that duration in them was "not so
precisely measured." Assuming that duration in all troubadour and
trouvdre songs, in chansons de geste, in all romances and pastourelles,
and in all of plain chant was "not so precisely measured" does not
necessarily mean that it all sounded alike. On the contrary, this rhythmic
freedom allows a wide range of differences in expressiveness and rhythm,
however subtle the fluctuations may turn out to be. Let us hope that
someone will study the entire group of narrative songs, considering each
song on its own merits. The purpose of the research should not be to put
each song into a category, to deduce the rhythm for one or two in each
category, and to decide that all songs in that category had the same type
of rhythm or meter. For the present, however, we are left with no
alternative but to consider them all as belonging to one category, and
assume that duration in a given narrative was "not so precisely
measured," unless evidence to the contrary can be found.

Chromatic Alterations

Finally, we must turn to two "technical" aspects of the performance of
medieval songs. Musica ficta, or in plain English chromatic alterations,
may well form the most elusive problem in the performance of medieval
music. Although no all-encompassing study of this phenomenon has
been undertaken, many strong opinions have been voiced. The
troubadour repertory is small enough that a complete survey can be
made of the sharp, natural, and flat signs in the four sources involved; at
the same time, it is large enough to give meaningful data. For scholars
these data are of great significance, but they fail to offer precise

33. In a forthcoming publication I hope to explore the ramifications of the theory
that in a chanson de geste one line of music was repeated for every textual verse.

34. It is unclear to me why Richard H. Hoppin transcribes narrative songs in
modal rhythm in his Medieval Music (New York, 1978), 292.

35. For these data, see van der Werf, The Extant Troubadour Melodies, 38-61.
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prescriptions to performers. To begin with, we have no certainty as to
how long a given sign of alteration is valid, although some indication
exists that it often pertains only to the pitches on the rest of the staff on
which it stands. Beyond that, the variants among multiples versions of
troubadour and trouvere songs show that changes were made in the
diatonic or chromatic nature of some, but by no means many of the
melodies; still they neither reveal who made them nor whether chromatic
alterations were added or deleted. Medieval performers do not seem to
have been as concerned about note-for-note retention of a melody as are
present-day musicians. This attitude appears to have affected chromatic
alterations as well as other melodic aspects. Scribes contributed to these
differences by adding (or omitting) accidentals in accordance with
criteria unknown to us. Since all large chansonniers contain at least
some chromatic alterations, we can be fairly sure that troubadours and
trouveres themselves did not shun them, but we do not know whether a
given composer left us exclusively diatonic melodies, whether he altered
a pitch frequently, or whether he seldom did so. Thus, when it comes to
determining the diatonic or chromatic state of a melody, it is left to the
performer to make decisions where the scholar can only plead ignorance.

Instrumental Accompaniment

Instrumental accompaniment is another thorny issue for scholars and
performers alike. For a long time, it was widely accepted that the songs
of the troubadours and trouveres were always performed to instrumental
accompaniment. As many scholars must have done before me, and as
especially Christopher Page did after me, I have searched in vain for
information about accompaniment. We know that instruments existed in
the time of the troubadours and trouveres, and obviously that they were
used. It appears that some troubadours and trouveres could play
instruments. We also know that the Middle Ages were not unacquainted
with the phenomenon of accompanied song. For example, Tristan often
accompanied his own singing. But no evidence is present that
troubadour and trouvere chansons were accompanied. It is significant
that in troubadour and trouvere poems, as well as in the medieval
literature concerning them, we find numerous references to singing, but
none to accompanying. The mere fact that, occasionally, a musical
instrument is mentioned in a poem is no evidence for instrumental

36. The fact that both Tristan and Isolde played instruments is a welcome
antidote to the myth that in the Middle Ages playing an instruments was considered a
base occupation. Tristan and Isolde were highly admired and the story tellers would not
have portrayed them as superb instrumentalists, if playing an instrument would have been
in conflict with their noble birth.
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accompaniment, and even if we could find evidence for accompaniment
of a troubadour or a trouvere song on a certain occasion, we would still
have no evidence that they were habitually accompanied. In the only
extensive study to date of the medieval use of instruments. Page
essentially confirmed what I wrote some twenty-five years ago. He
went far beyond the troubadour and trouvere repertories so that we now
begin to have some information on what genres actually were
accompanied. One thing has not changed: we still do not have any
manuscript that actually preserves the accompaniment to any song prior
to the fourteenth century. Recital and recording situations being as they
are, it may be difficult for performers to abandon instrumental
accompaniment completely, but I express pleasure at noting that
percussion instruments seem to be losing ground in recordings of
medieval music.

On more than one occasion I have written that medieval performers of
chansons must have sung expressively, but that we do not know just how
dramatic their renditions were. We may be able to draw one more
conclusion from the nature and the number of variants among multiple
versions. As mentioned above, the variants in the melodies are not only
more numerous but also more significant than the variants in the poems.
Perhaps one can conclude that the similarities and differences among
multiple versions suggest that medieval singers concentrated on
presenting the poetry but were rather free in their treatment of the
music. In this respect we may raise a crude question: are troubadour
and trouvere chansons poems that happen to have a melody or are they
musical compositions that happen to have a text? We may not want to
answer either question with a simple "yes" or "no," but we can safely
assume that the poet-composers wanted their texts to be understood.
Thus, we may have an objective criterion by which to judge authenticity
of present-day performances, and hold that, from a historical point of
view, something is seriously wrong when a song is performed in a rhythm
and with an accompaniment that obscure the words. For modern
performers there is a painful irony in this conclusion. A performer who
sings without instrumental accompaniment, who makes the pitches more
or less equal, and who gives a perfect rendition of the text, may
encounter less audience appreciation than the one who sings in jumpy
rhythms, who is accompanied by an ensemble of odd-sounding
instruments, and who is dressed in medieval garb.

37. Christopher Page, Voices and Instruments.


