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The paper discusses a specific problem in the history of song during the 13th and early 14th 

century with a side glance towards the social changes for which they may be indicative of. 

While dance tunes (e. g. rondeaux) could easily merge with the world of musica mensurata and 

consequently proved to be suitable material for motets, considerable reluctance can be noted for 

the use of the higher register of the Trouvère art, the grand chant courtois. Johannes de Grocheo 

(ca. 1300) systematically differentiates between measurable „cantilenae” and the hierarchically 

superior „cantus”, by identifying the latter as „not so precisely measured”. The grand chant 

maintained the unique position of rhythmic freedom inherited from the troubadours. 

I will concentrate on the question what specific frictions result from the integration of „not so 

precisely measured” rhythms characteristic of the grand chant to the more precise notation of 

musica mensurata. Are there signs of reluctance that manifest themselves in the first attempts at 

a mensural notation of the high register? The fixed definitions for a repertoire commonly 

notated without determined musical rhythms betrays a characteristic effort to counterbalance 

the lost freedom. To compensate it, some of the fixed modi (that had been in use since decades 

to write down organa and motets) are isolated and combined formulaically with the result of, 

on one hand, a musical rhythm that adapts to the prosody of the text and, on the other, 

characteristic recurring patterns (e. g. hemiolas) that transcend the original intention of a 

consistent prosody. Outside the common model of musica mensurata to which the meter is 

always an expression of the general modal order, we may conceive prosodic correctness and 

peculiar metrics as criteria of their own right. The examples chosen are from the Fauvel 

manuscript (F-Pn 146), supplemented by a virelai by Guillaume de Machaut. 

These artificial compensations effectively helped to domesticate the „natural” (poetic) prosody 

and thus to adapt the high register of the trouvère tradition to the emminent social prestige of 

polyphonic performance to which it soon became exclusively linked for several centuries. With 

regard to the transformation of the public sphere the destiny of the grand chant can be said to 

illustrate how representative intentions prevail over individual fundamental freedoms. 
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