Plainsong: A brief history

----------------------------------------------------

By Professor John Caldwell

Plainsong is the traditional music of the Catholic church. The term, which can be traced back in English to the fifteenth century, is a translation of the Latin cantus planus, coined in the thirteenth century in contradistinction to cantus mensurabilis, ‘measurable song’. As a matter of fact plainsong itself could to a certain extent be measured, though not as elaborately as most polyphonic music; and it could also be harmonized, so it is not easy to draw boundaries around the subject.

As with most musical terms – for example opera, symphony, concerto – the original meaning has been modified by subsequent usage. In the case of plainsong, it is normally considered to embrace the earliest records of music in the western or Latin part of the church. It might also be extended to various eastern parts of the church, especially the Greek or Byzantine; and we should not forget the continuing influence of plainsong on the Protestant churches of the west. So all in all it could be a very big subject indeed, but for present purposes I will confine myself mainly to the Latin church.

There are indications in the New Testament itself that the earliest Christian communities used song as an adjunct to worship, though we have little idea as to what it was like. It is likely that the psalms, or poems modelled on the psalms, constituted the earliest texts, whether in Aramaic or in Greek. The Aramaic language was widely used in the ancient near and middle East, and it developed into the liturgical language of the Syriac churches, where a rich body of hymnody and other liturgical texts arose. But the language of the New Testament is Greek, and it was in that language that the West was proselytized and in which its earliest music must have been sung. Bits of Greek survive in the liturgy even today: the Kyrie eleison in particular, and the trisagion, literally the ‘thrice-holy’, sung on Good Friday. In the early Middle Ages there was a great deal more, particularly in southern Italy and in other parts of Europe where Greek was still spoken.

At some stage – we do not know exactly when – Latin came to be preferred to Greek in the western liturgy: it was after all the language of most people. The Bible, including the Old Testament, was originally translated into Latin from Greek, and non-biblical texts soon joined those of the Bible itself. The Gloria in excelsis is a translation of a Greek hymn to the Trinity, and the Te Deum, in Latin from the start, is somewhat similar. Both are in the style of the psalms, with a text in what we might call poetic prose. Medieval melodies associated with these texts are still widely used, although we don’t know exactly how old they are. 

The first person to write hymns in regularly patterned stanzas was St Hilary of Poitiers, although those of St Ambrose, intended for his Milanese congregation, were more immediately influential, and would have lent themselves to straightforward, popular tunes. Again, we don’t know if any surviving hymn-melodies go back to his time, and even if some of them do, they are likely to have been altered somewhat, as most of them cannot easily be shoe-horned into a regular rhythmic pattern. They were much imitated, and the ever-increasing repertory received a considerable boost when St Benedict allowed them into the monastic liturgy of the hours. From then on, they became a standard feature in all forms of the Divine Office.

However, hymns were not, and never have been, the mainstay of the liturgy. It was the Bible, and in particular the psalms, that provided the fundamental texts for liturgical song. There seem to have been two early traditions regarding the performance of psalms. According to one method they were treated as a form of heightened reading or speech-song – cantillation, as it is called – just like readings from other parts of the Bible in public worship. The other tradition, which came to be the dominant one in the liturgy, was represented by true song in various forms. At some point the Gradual and Alleluia or Tract supplanted the reading from the psalter in the Mass, while in the Divine Office the association of the antiphon with the psalm equally raised mere recitation to a form of song, though in this case a more schematic one that could be adapted to any text.

The exact processes by which these transformations occurred are now lost to us; what we are left with are the early medieval results, which can be analysed and in some degree reveal their origins. At this point, however, we need to consider the variety of musical and liturgical traditions that prospered in the early medieval West.

The rite with which Catholics are familiar today is the Roman, which has undergone many changes since the early Middle Ages. But to begin with it did not have the dominant position that it does today: quite the reverse, in fact. Different forms of liturgy flourished in Africa, in various parts of Italy, in France, Spain, and in the British Isles. In many respects these were closer to their Eastern counterparts than is the Roman rite, and for some of them we possess the musical remains in manuscripts, although these cannot always be deciphered. From Spain, we have a number of manuscripts preserving what is known as the Visigothic or Mozarabic rite. The Visigoths accepted Catholicism at the third Council of Toledo in 589, and after the Arabic conquest of most of Spain in 711 the liturgical tradition was maintained, both in the small area remaining free in the north of Spain and amongst the conquered Christians or Mozarabs in central Spain. The music, however, is written in what are called ‘unheighted neumes’, signs that indicate roughly the contour of the melody but not the exact notes (see Illustr.1).

From southern Italy small parts of the old Beneventan rite survive with their music, which is a little better understood than the Mozarabic, and from the north the rite of Milan, known as Ambrosian after its famous 4th-century bishop, the music of which survives more or less in its entirety in readable form (Illustr.2 and 3).

Of the old Gallican rite, used in France, much less is known, and that is because Gaul, or more properly the Frankish empire, was the almost the first part of western Europe to adopt the Roman rite as its official liturgy. The reasons for this were largely political. The Carolingian monarchs were upstarts who had supplanted the legitimate Merovingian monarchy, and they wanted papal approval of their status. The popes, for their part, needed a strong Catholic power to protect them against the ravages of the Lombards. The resulting alliance led both to the recognition of the Frankish empire as the legitimate representative of the ancient imperial tradition, and to the establishment of Roman ecclesiastical discipline throughout its territories. And as it happens the very earliest manuscripts of what became known as Gregorian chant – plainsong in common parlance – were copied in various parts of that empire.

I said that the Frankish empire was ‘almost’ the first part of western Europe to accept the Roman liturgy. The prior claimant is England, followed in due course by the rest of the British Isles. The mission sent by St Gregory the great to England in 597 encountered a largely pagan society, more or less abandoned by the original British church, which was now confined to the western parts of the country. Although St Augustine of Canterbury was empowered to introduce such liturgical customs as seemed to him most fitting, the evidence points to the establishment of Roman customs in preference to all others from the outset. We do not know the full details of the Roman rite, and nothing certain of its music, from that period, but as Bede records in his Ecclesiastical History, singers were brought from Rome to teach the Roman chant on various occasions. No doubt it was then still evolving, and knowledge of it had to be brought up to date. At the synod of Whitby in 664, the Roman rite finally prevailed over the Celtic in England, and while pockets of resistance remained, the eventual demise of Celtic traditions throughout the British Isles became inevitable. Its music has completely disappeared, although texts from the Old Irish church remain.

England also provides the earliest evidence for the tradition that St Gregory himself played a crucial role in the development of the church’s music. It is supported by material from Frankish sources attributing to Gregory (amongst others) the compilation of a cycle of chants and to him in particular the composition of ‘a little book’ of chants for the Mass. What is less certain, and indeed highly unlikely, is that Gregory was personally responsible for the whole of Roman chant as we now know it. As I have said, the earliest manuscripts stem from the Carolingian empire, and apart from some fragments, those with musical notation do not predate the end of the ninth century.

The adoption of the Roman rite in Gaul took place in stages, and it was not a straightforward task. Books had to be sent from Rome, and they contained no musical notation. The books that were sent were found to be incompatible with each other, and one of them in particular, a sacramentary (or book of prayers for the Mass), was incomplete and had to be supplemented from other sources. So the Frankish liturgy, with its notated music, is to a certain extent a rationalization of the Roman rite. Perhaps its greatest strength was its universality. The very specific requirements of the city of Rome, the seat of the papacy and its complex web of Christian sanctuaries, were transformed into a rite that could be performed anywhere. So successful was it that it eventually supplanted the original Roman rite even in Rome itself; and it was this Frankish, universalized rite that was eventually imposed in Spain and southern Italy (though not in Milan, which as we have seen kept its own liturgy).

We do in fact possess a small number of musical manuscripts from Rome itself, from the eleventh century and later, using a form of staff-notation. This music is not quite the same as the Frankish, and seems to represent a debased form of the music current in Rome prior to its adoption in Francia (Illustr.4). These manuscripts also reflect liturgical details peculiar to Rome itself. The chant that they contain has been dubbed ‘Old Roman’, and much ink has been spilt on the subject of its relation to the repertory generally current and known as Gregorian.

The earliest manuscripts of Gregorian chant are in unheighted neumes, which as I have said give only the outlines of a melody (Illustr.5). How then, it will be asked, do we know what their music sounded like? The answer is that these outlines can be shown to be substantially identical to those of later manuscripts in which the pitches are clearly shown. I say substantially, because there can be no absolute proof that a similitude of outline indicates a precisely identical version; indeed, there is every reason to believe that the chant had not completely settled down, as it were, at the time of the earliest manuscripts. There are, however, some useful indicators, one of which is a famous manuscript, now in Montpellier but written at Dijon, which shows pitches in the form of alphabetical letters above the texts and below the neumes (Illustr.6). In this manuscript the chants are arranged according to their mode, which is another indicator of the musical character of a chant. While most early manuscripts do not indicate the mode of chants, a few do so, and there are also lists of chants, known as tonaries, arranged by mode.

The Franks apparently borrowed and developed the idea of mode from their Greek contemporaries. But whereas the medieval Greek modes were characterized by their distinctive melodic formulae, the Franks increasingly thought of them as scales mapped on to a two-octave scale corresponding to the ‘white notes’ A-aa. Most plainsong melodies will end on one of the four notes D, E, F, and G, and each of the four resulting melody-types will be either ‘authentic’, meaning that the range of its melodies will stretch roughly to an octave above the end-note (or finalis); or ‘plagal’, in which case the finales will lie in the middle of their ranges. The authentic modes were given the numbers 1, 3, 5, and 7, the plagal modes 2, 4, 6, 8. The addition of b-flat as an alternative to b-natural allowed for a choice of pitch at a 6th, a 5th, a 4th, or a 3rd above the finalis as the case might be. But if the melody required this alternation at a different pitch in relation to the finalis – for example a second below or a second above – the melody could be located instead on a or c instead. For example a melody ending on a may be a relocation of one in any of the first four modes (originally ending on D or E). These higher locations (on a or c, or in this case even b) also allowed the non-existent low B-flat to be represented by F.

The modal system is not a perfect way of classifying melodies, but it is serviceable. It is likely also – indeed quite certain – that the limited series of notes allowed to medieval scribes concealed intervallic subtleties that even the relocation of melodies could not cope with. These are ironed out in the copies we have, but they can be detected in the variants that occur between copies of the same melodies in different manuscripts, especially if they are from different regions. For long after music-writing was invented, singers learnt their melodies by heart, and manuscripts were just as likely to be written down on the basis of remembered melodies (and remembered words) as they were from a written exemplar.

One of the most useful functions of the modal system was to relate the melodies of the psalms to the tonality of the antiphons that acted as their refrains. Originally, so far as we can deduce from early writings and from the analogy of the eastern churches, the antiphon was a form that comprised both a refrain and the verses that went with it. But in common parlance, and following the terminology of St Benedict’s Rule, the antiphon is considered to be the refrain itself, sung nowadays only at the beginning and end of a psalm or canticle, except in the case of the invitatory psalm, ‘Venite exultemus domino’.
 Since an antiphon can be in any mode, it was necessary to select a psalm-melody that would harmonize with it; and this was done by classifying the psalm-melodies according to their modal characteristics. It is usual nowadays to refer to these psalm-melodies as tones, although medieval terminology sometimes differed. A psalm-tone consists of an initium, a reciting note, and a mediatio at the half verse; sometimes a second initium, then a resumption of the reciting note (though occasionally a different one), and a differentia or variable ending. Once a nomenclature for pitches had been worked out, it became necessary to establish first and foremost the pitch of the reciting note of a psalm-tone. It is evident that some psalm-tones differ from each other mainly in the pitch of the reciting note: tone 1 is very similar to tone 6, and tone 2 to tone 8. More varied are the endings of the various tones; some of them have nine or more, others only one or two. Although the object of these variant endings is usually said to be to make a connection with the antiphon that follows at the end, it may be that they were sometimes chosen in order to harmonize with some other melodic aspect of the antiphon. There are also some anomalous psalm-tones, the best-known of which is the tonus peregrinus used especially for psalm 113, ‘In exitu Israel’.

The psalm-tone system was not confined to the regular psalmody of the Divine Office; it was also applied to the psalmody of the Introit (and, originally, the Communion) of the Mass, and in a still more ornate form to the verses of responsories. Melodies for all of these, and for the ‘Venite’ and the gospel canticles, were included in medieval tonaries. The ‘Venite’ is particularly interesting, for it shows the regular practice of psalmody in the making. Tones 1 and 8 are not represented, and for some of the other tones there are several different melodies. The verses of the psalm were grouped into longer sections, between each of which the antiphon was sung. Since the verses are longer than usual, the mediatio and the second initium are usually repeated, rather as in the Gloria Patri in the Introit of the Mass.

The essence of a psalm-tone is a reciting-note that can be extended or compressed according to the length of the text, normally a single verse of the psalter. But there were other ways in which a psalmodic or quasi-psalmodic text could be set to music. The antiphon, for instance, consists of two, three, or four balanced phrases according to the length of the text. A very simple example would be the Compline antiphon ‘Miserere mihi domine’ (Illustr.7, showing also the initium and differentia of psalm 4, ‘Cum invocarem’, from which the antiphon itself is taken). It is in the eighth mode on g, and shares its melodic characteristics with a number of other antiphons, some of two phrases, some of three, and yet others of only one. In fact of all the thousands of extant antiphons in the core repertory, and depending on the method of analysis, only about 50 different melodies are detectable. But these adaptations depend not on the principle of the reciting note but on more subtle types of melodic expansion and contraction.

Antiphons represent a fairly simple type of melody, partly syllabic (i.e. with one note to each syllable), and partly in groups of two, three, or four notes per syllable. But many kinds of chants were far more ornate than that, especially those allocated to the principal singer or chief cantor of a church or monastery. When one bears in mind that these melodies were handed down for centuries by oral tradition, it becomes evident that their construction must depend on well understood principles. A clear example of this is to be found in the Tracts of the Mass, sung mostly during Lent. Tracts are extended settings of a section of a psalm, or occasionally of a complete psalm. Verses are divided into two, three, or four standard phrases, depending on the length of the verse, schematically arranged. Tracts are found only in modes 2 and 8, which must have made memorizing even easier.

Other highly ornate chants are the prolix responsories of Matins and first Vespers, the Gradual and Alleluia of the Mass, and the Offertory, which in the Middle Ages possessed elaborate verses as well as the main section that is all that is usually sung nowadays. Lengthy though some of the melismas of these chants are (a melisma is a series of notes sung to one syllable), they are exceeded by many of those in other repertories, for example the Milanese Alleluias. And in the early Middle Ages the Sequence, which followed the Alleluia verse in the Mass, was a greatly extended singing of the word Alleluia itself to a melody with its own internal repetitive structure. Sequences with texts other than the word Alleluia were originally created by adding texts to these melismatic chants on the basis of one syllable to each note,
 and before long the texted Sequence became a liturgical genre in its own right.

The Sequence represents one type of the liturgical accretions which in the Middle Ages became commonplace. This texting of melismas, new or old, produced what was called the prosa or prosula, depending on the length of the passage receiving a new text. Another type of accretion was the trope, an insertion into an existing chant. A large number of new melodies for the Ordinary of the Mass (Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei) were composed, and these too, except for the Credo, could be troped or given prosulae, or both.

The eleventh and twelfth centuries were periods of extraordinary fertility in the composition of new material for the liturgy. The proliferation of newly canonized saints led to the creation of special offices in their honour. Although the liturgical forms used in these offices were the traditional ones, their melodic character became more individualistic and less reliant on pre-existing formulae. The antiphons and responsories of these offices were often arranged in ascending modal order. One of the earliest such offices, though it is not for a saint, was devised in the tenth century by Stephen, bishop of Liège, for the then new feast of the Holy Trinity. What is more, several of the antiphons and responsories of this Office are in verse, anticipating the so-called ‘rhymed office’ that became commonplace later.

Most of this new music was in use for relatively short periods in the monasteries which were the main centres of musical composition; many of the Sequences, however, remained current until the liturgical reforms that followed the Council of Trent, when they were reduced to three plus the ‘Dies irae’ and, later, the ‘Stabat mater’ (neither of which were Sequences in the original sense of the word).

It is also in the eleventh and twelfth centuries that we encounter sacred compositions with newly written texts in verse that are even less closely bound to the traditional liturgy. Some of them were evidently attached to, or replaced, liturgical forms: introductions to the reading of a lesson, poems ending with the formula ‘Benedicamus Domino’, and so on. For most, however, we can only guess at the occasion of performance. The main producers of such material were monasteries in the south of France – particularly Limoges – but there were other centres too. Finally, sacred drama – which could form part of the liturgy but was sometimes independent of it – drew on many of these sources for its material, in addition to newly composed songs. The culture that produced these new forms was also that of the troubadours and other singers of poems in the vernacular languages, and we possess, in addition to secular songs, sacred songs in Occitan (the language of southern France), French, Italian, and the Iberian dialect known as Galician-Portuguese.

Everything mentioned so far is essentially ‘one-line’ music – ‘monophony’, to use the technical term. But already in the ninth century people had been experimenting with the harmonization of plainsong, and by the eleventh century there was a considerable repertory, mostly with the same number of notes in each part. Much of this – for example the extensive repertory from eleventh-century Winchester – can be transcribed only with difficulty, but later examples in this simple style, which lasted in some places well into the 16th century, can be clearly read.

It is only when, from around the year 1100, different voices came to have independent rhythms that we can be certain that the ethos of ‘plainsong’ has been well and truly left behind – although compositions continued to be based on plainsong, which is a different matter altogether. But what about the rhythm of plainsong itself? This is a vexed question.

Almost all the earliest authors who wrote about plainsong – Frankish monks of the ninth and tenth centuries – insisted that plainsong should be ‘measured’. By that they meant that a chant should be sung at a uniform speed to notes of single or double length. Apparently the doubled notes were confined to the ends of phrases, and the object seems to have been to secure uniformity in choral performance. It is a bit difficult to reconcile this rigid system with the wealth of performative detail that we encounter in the earliest manuscripts, but it may well be that the simple chants of the Office should be interpreted, with the aid of the manuscripts, in a rather strict fashion. But much of the more elaborate material was entrusted to solo singers or to a small, highly trained group – the schola cantorum – and it is difficult to imagine people with the required artistry being constrained by strict time-values. Recovering what and how they actually did sing is partly a matter of guesswork, and different scholarly traditions have produced different answers to that question.

Later medieval writers, too, emphasized the necessity for ‘mensurability’ in chant, and from time to time we encounter melodies written with signs borrowed from the repertory of truly mensurable polyphonic music. Many of these are hymns, some of which were intended to be sung in alternation with polyphonic verses based on the same rhythmic shape. The notion that plainsong could entail a small range of different note-values, and that these could be expressed in the notation, lasted from the fourteenth century to the nineteenth, when Solesmes and other centres began to restore the original forms of the melodies, with or without signs taken from the earliest manuscripts.

A restoration of some kind was inevitable, because theological and humanistic ideas in the sixteenth century had resulted in drastic changes to the melodies. These changes need not be viewed in a negative light, and their study has produced rewarding results. Even the medieval forms of the Latin texts were sometimes altered in the Tridentine editions, partly to accommodate humanist ideas, as in the hymn revisions produced under pope Urban VIII in 1632; but the melodies were even more radically changed in order for example to curtail melismas, especially on unaccented syllables, or to restore what was thought of as modal purity. It is often believed that the so-called ‘Medicean edition’ of the chants of the Mass, which was produced in 1614-15, replaced the medieval melodies with new and authoritative versions, but this is far from being the case. In reality a large number of publishers and editors produced editions that differed widely from each other, and new and simplified chant melodies continued to be written.

It was the Solesmes restoration that ultimately proved successful. It had to compete not only with other scholarly efforts but also with the Regensburg reprint of the Medicean edition for the Mass and a similar publication for the Office, both of which had been authorized by Pius IX. The history of the Solesmes restoration and its approval by Pius X in 1903 has been told several times, but most succinctly by David Hiley in his Western Chant. It was the combination of scholarly integrity and a concern for the practicalities of chant practice under the prevailing liturgical circumstances that accounted for the success of Solesmes. The abbey has kept up to date with liturgical reform, and this readiness to adapt has meant that it continues to be the primary authority and first port of call for most of those desiring to use the chant in its liturgical setting. One can imagine things being done differently (as indeed they are in some regions), but it is difficult to imagine a more thoroughgoing project to make the chant available in an authentic form to the entire Catholic world.

This is an edited version of a talk given to the Academy of St Cecilia at Ryde Abbey, Isle of Wight, on 13 June 2009.

Illustr.1: from León, Bibl. Cap., MS 8, fol.68r, showing the beginning of first Vespers of the Nativity in the Visigothic rite.

Illustr.2: from Benevento, Bibl. Cap., MS 40, fol.19v, showing part of the liturgy for Holy Saturday in the Old Beneventan rite. The notation is ‘heighted’ but uncleffed.

Illustr.3: from London, Brit. Lib., Add. MS 34209, p.3, showing the beginning of the Office for the fourth Sunday in Advent in the Milanese rite. Heighted neumes on a stave with lines for F and c, with a designated as clef in the intervening space.

Illustr.4: from Rome, Bibl. Apost. Vat., lat.5139, fol.42r, showing the beginning of the Tract ‘Qui habitat’ for the first Sunday of Lent in the Old Roman version. The clef is F, and the first few notes (to the end of the line) are A CD DCDCA.

Illustr.5: from St. Gall, Stiftsbibl., MS 359, p.60, showing the Gradual ‘Sciant gentes’ (for Sexagesima Sunday) in unheighted neumes.

Illustr.6: from Montpellier, Fac. des Médecine, MS H 159, p.228: the same Gradual in letter-notation and French neumes. The letters a-p stand for the double-octave A-aa (so h = a); italic i = b-flat.

Illustr.7: from Cambridge, Univ. Lib., MS Mm ii.9 (a thirteenth-century antiphoner of Sarum Use), showing the Compline antiphon ‘Miserere mihi domine’ on a four-line staff.

� More is said on the chants of the Mass and Office below.


� The earliest Carolingian collections of chant texts, from c.800 onwards, contain no music.


� The complete scale in the time of Guido of Arezzo (d. after 1032) consisted of the notes Γ (on the lowest line of the modern bass stave), A-G, a-g, aa-dd, including b-flat and bb-flat. Low B�-flat was also sanctioned by some theorists and is occasionally specified in manuscripts. The basic two-octave scale A-aa, with b-flat, was derived from ancient Greek theory via Boethius (d. c.524).


� Another exception survives in the canticle Nunc dimittis when sung with the antiphon ‘Lumen ad revelationem gentium’ on the feast of the Presentation (or Purification) on 2 February.


� A pioneer of this technique was Notker Balbulus (d.912), a monk of St Gall.





