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Résumé

The use of alliteration and consonance (the repetition of consonant sounds in close
proximity) in Aquitanian monophonic repertoires has been noticed in existing scholarship;
scholars including Andreas Haug, Jeremy Llewellyn, and Mary Channen Caldwell ascribe
various structural and mnemonic functions to it. In this article, I re-examine the presence of
alliteration and consonance in Aquitanian versus and trope repertoires by focusing on the
kinds of bodily engagement that they demand from singers and on how such engagements
might have contributed to matters of musical structure, narrativity and relationship
between text and music – all areas in which Aquitanian repertoires innovated greatly.
Indeed, the repetitions of consonant sounds in close proximity would have likely
demanded singers to engage their speech organs (lips, tongues, jaws, palate and
abdominal support) in ways rather di�erent from what we tend to find in the everyday
repertoire that monks would have sung in Aquitanian monasteries. My discussion draws
upon a range of medieval understandings of the body: from the widespread absence of
bodily and organic matters in medieval singing treatises, to communal understandings of
the body which would have likely resonated with monastic communities. The aim is not
necessarily to reconstruct the performance practice of this repertoire, but rather to prompt
a re-examination of it through its sonic and bodily aspects, gaining new understandings on
the relationship between music in this repertoire and on their contextualization in a world
where ideas about music, music-making and the body were changing.
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Texte intégral

Introduction

The recurrence of alliteration and consonance  in the lyrics of Aquitanian monophonic

versus dating from the 10th to 12th centuries has certainly been noticed before in studies of
this repertoire and of other related Latin song more generally. Mary Channen Caldwell
focuses on the type of consonance known as «figurae etymologicae» (i.e. the use of
di�erent forms of the same verb or di�erent cases of the same noun, which ensure
repetition of the same root), and reads these songs as a sort of musical elaboration on the

techniques used in medieval education to help pupils memorize Latin declensions . Other

authors, such as Jeremy Llewellyn  and Andreas Haug , in their analysis of specific
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pieces, identify alliteration as an important element in shaping the poetic and musical
architecture of certain songs.

In this article, I propose to re-examine the presence of alliteration and consonance in

Aquitanian versus and trope repertoires  by focusing on the ways in which these devices
call attention to the body and the bodily, and examining how these instances might allow
us to insert these repertoires within discourses about the body circulating in Europe at the
time. While the article does not intend to engage in detail with issues of performance
practice or establish how these pieces should be performed, its starting point is rooted in
the experience of performance: indeed, my experience suggests that, when learning these
pieces, it soon becomes apparent that the presence of alliteration and consonance requires
the singer to engage their speech organs in unusual and sometimes awkward ways so as to
successfully produce the desired consonant sounds in close proximity to each other.

This approach builds bridges between di�erent areas of scholarship on medieval music
and culture whose connections have remained insu�iciently explored so far. First,
examining such instances of alliteration and consonance from the point of view of
embodiment allows us to further understand the innovations – in music and poetry, but
particularly in the combination of the two – that the Aquitanian repertoires brought about,
some of which were subsequently crucial in the development of troubadour and trouvère
song. I argue that an embodied perspective establishes connections between the musical-
textual structure of these pieces and their performance practices and contexts – which have
sometimes been discussed separately rather than in combination. In this respect, however,
my interpretation of alliteration and consonance is not necessarily incompatible with the
ones that other scholars have posited before, as above – particularly in the context of the
textual and musical experimentation typical of the Aquitanian repertoires, in which
innovations might have started their life under one guise before being repurposed in
di�erent ways. Alliteration and consonance might indeed have served di�erent purposes,
either at di�erent times or concurrently.

Secondly, my perspective also attempts to extend understanding of how the Aquitanian
repertoires fit within their broader cultural and theological context, articulating how they
might have been influenced by discourses about corporeality. In order to achieve this,
before I move into the discussion of specific pieces, I introduce four areas of previous
scholarship: the sound of medieval song as it applies primarily to troubadour and trouvère
repertoire; the existing research on Aquitanian/St Martial repertoires and, in particular, its
performance and transmission; medieval body studies; and the study of singing and vocal
technique in the Middle Ages. Through a re-examination of some Aquitanian monodic
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repertoires, this article intends to establish new connections between these approaches
and articulate confluences that have so far remained unexplored.

�e Sound of Medieval Song

Within medieval musicology, the field of medieval song research has been one of the most
vibrant for the past two decades, creatively interweaving matters of notation and analysis

with performance practice and critical theory , o�en in pursuit of an answer to the
question, what really is medieval song. Understandably (because of the magnitude and
significance of these repertoires), many such studies attempting to theorize and map out
the fundamentals of medieval song have focused on the trouvère and troubadour
repertoires. Emma Dillonʼs recent contribution shows the increased interest in song as
sonic experience, rather than as a juxtaposition of two well-harmonized but ultimately
discrete elements: words and music. Dillon refers to this dimension beyond both words and
music as «songʼs sound»: a «zone in the song spectrum resistant to the binary of words and

music» . An example Dillon gives of a context in which this zone emerges are the short,
jumbled, para-linguistic utterances present in the texts of some songs that do not have
linguistic meaning per se, but which contribute to the sonic experience, such as imitations

of birdsong . Sarah Kay, on the other hand, draws attention to the «multitude of other
sounds», rather than that of the song itself, that troubadours and trouvères included in
their songs, therefore situating such songs as multi-faceted art forms that go beyond the

literal combination of speech and music . Other areas that scholars have explored in
search of these less obvious sonic qualities include the variability of text-music relations in

strophic songs , and the use of repeated consonant sounds (alliteration, traductio,

annominatio, polyptoton) for sonic e�ect rather than purely for meaning , which is also
at the core of this article.

Importantly, what these approaches reveal is a willingness to consider medieval song not

simply as product, but also as process . This is obvious, for example, in how scholars
have examined the process of cra�ing successive stanzas to go with the same melody, or
the creative processes about which troubadours and trouvères o�en sing in great detail.
There has been, however, less focus on the mechanics of the performance process as
historically documented, including the bodily engagement of performers with the music
they performed. This article expands on previous work on the sound of song by exploring
how the historical, material (rather than figurative) act of performance might have made

some elements of this sonic experience come to life, for performers and audiences alike .
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Innovation, Transmission and Performance in

Aquitanian Repertoires

The strand of scholarship to which this article contributes most directly is, of course, that
focused on Aquitanian repertoires (particularly versus), as well as on the broader concept
of Nova Cantica, which encompasses various song repertoires in the Latin language
emerging around 1100. In this article, I regard it as historiographically justified to apply to

the Aquitanian repertoire  the preoccupations emerging around troubadour and
trouvère song outlined in the previous section: indeed, Aquitanian repertoires have long
been regarded by scholars as a testing ground for musical and poetic innovation, with Wulf

Arlt eloquently positing Nova Cantica as the beginning of European song . Aquitanian
versus, specifically, has been repeatedly singled out by scholars for the innovations it
introduced in text (e.g., the introduction of rhyme), music (e.g., new ways of using modal
scales and structuring pieces), and the combination of both (development of notions of
individuality and subjectivity through the combination of music and text). These
innovations are, on the one hand, indebted to earlier poetic-musical experiments in tropes

and sequences ; on the other, they prefigure troubadour and trouvère song . This
article advances this scholarship by situating the sonic qualities of alliteration and
consonance as inhabiting a liminal space between text and music in which innovation
happened too.

The processes of composition, copying and transmission have revealed themselves to be
particularly complex and illuminating, since these Aquitanian manuscripts, as James Grier

has pointed out, appeared at a crucial moment in the development of Western notation .
The picture that emerges from this scholarship contains two points that support centering
the body in my analysis of the pieces: firstly, their composition, copying and transmission
was intertwined with performance; secondly, these processes had a strong communal
streak.

Concerning the first, scholarship has demonstrated that the manuscripts that contain this
repertoire were put together and used by small groups of monks with particular
responsibilities in the liturgy of the community (the cantor, other solo singers). This
suggests that the repertoire was ever-evolving and dynamic, changing in connection to

performersʼ preferences and needs as well as changes to the liturgy . We can clearly see
this intimate connection to performance in some of the libelli, such as Paris, BnF, lat. 3719a,
where the di�erent hands let us follow the stages of production, some of them incomplete,

testifying to the dynamic nature of the repertoire . The manuscripts confirm that
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composition, copying and transmission were not linear in the St Martial environment, with

orality playing a key part in shaping the repertoire . Conversely, there is also evidence
that later in the history of St Martial the processes might have become more specialized,
with ad hoc copyists copying music they might not have sung or even properly understood,

as suggested by the presence of errors . These examples notwithstanding, what primary
and secondary sources suggest is that composition might not have been easy to separate
from performance, and so it makes sense to centre performance when discussing the
formal features of these pieces.

On my second point, i.e. the communal nature of the composition/performance processes,
it is worth reminding us that in Aquitanian monasteries, as in most other monastic
communities, singing was embedded into daily life. Even though some monks were soloists

or played special roles , all monks were expected to take part to some extent in singing.
Some of the musically more complex, poetically more individualistic versus of the

repertoire (such as De terre gremio in BnF, lat. 3719, fols. 36r-37v) do seem to call for a
soloist – because they are more melismatic and strophically less regular, so that it would
have been challenging to coordinate a full choir. However, a considerable percentage of the
repertoire indeed seems conceived to be sung communally. The celebratory versus,
specifically, tend to feature syllabic, repetitive lines on which the monks could have
coordinated easily, and many of the pieces explicitly refer to the act of choral singing,

containing exhortations to sing together . The Aquitanian tradition abounded in tropes,
which marked certain days as special in the liturgical calendar by requiring increased
involvement from the clerical community in developing and performing such tropes

together . Movement of the body also seems to have been a feature of Aquitanian liturgy,
with numerous processional chants – both of Roman and of local origin – surviving in the

Aquitanian repertoire , and some celebratory versus (e.g. Sion plaude in BnF, lat 3719,

fol. 44v) making reference to dance. The fact that the repertoire was o�en performed
communally, and that movement was a feature of the liturgy, as above, justifies the
deployment of certain understandings of the body as social that I discuss in the next
section.

Medieval Body Studies

Beyond the literature specific to the Aquitanian school, in this article I am interested in
exploring connections between versus and other medieval repertoires – and I will enlist to
this end the framework of corporeality and the body. This framework has indeed been
applied to medieval repertoires, albeit only to a certain extent. Most conspicuously, studies
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of music and gender in the Middle Ages have concerned themselves with the di�erences
between gendered bodies and how these leave their mark on musico-poetic structures and

discourses about music . But, as Bruce Holsinger has demonstrated, understandings of
the body in medieval music go beyond gender, and the framework of corporeality
(gendered or not) can be productively enlisted to make sense of a range of musical

practices and discourses from the 12th to the 14th century. Holsinger discusses, for
example, the rise of musical instruments and their Christological-allegorical associations
(e.g., Christʼs body as a harp, or His skin as a drum), sexualized discourses around

polyphony, and the relationship between music and language .

In this article, I use a set of discourses about corporeality that have been less fruitful in
musicological scholarship – those which emphasize the communal and social nature of the

body . Indeed, the body in the Middle Ages was conceived of not only as «that which was
most intimately personal and most proper to the individual», but also as «that which was

most public and representative of the interlocked nature of the group» . Caroline Walker
Bynum connects the development of these discourses to the radical change in
understandings of corporeality brought on by Gregorian reform in the mid-eleventh
century (and therefore overlapping with the time in which these repertoires were created).
At this time, holiness and supernatural power were relocated from the relics of saints to the
Eucharist, and this had consequences for how people conceptualized both human bodies
(for example, priestsʼ bodies, with celibacy being more seriously enforced from this point
onwards) as well as the body of Christ (with greater focus given to his human rather than

divine nature) . The reconceptualization of the body also a�ected how individuals
related to themselves and others: Bynum argues that the «discovery of the individual» in
the twel�h century was accompanied by a «discovery of the group», which saw the
development of language to talk about di�erent groups within the church and how those

groups defined themselves, including in bodily terms .

The idea of the body as communal is one that we can presume would have been
particularly self-evident and relevant to Aquitanian monks, living in constant close
proximity to their peers. Monks shared an understanding of their body shaped both by the
Rule of St Benedict and by their day-to-day bodily activities. Their daily life correlated

closely with specific parts of the space they inhabited , therefore further emphasizing
the commonality of the bodily experience. A particular activity in which this commonality is
likely to have become particularly visible is in the act of group performance, which I have
discussed in the previous section. The alliteration and consonance characteristic of the
Aquitanian versus are likely to have called further attention to the commonality of the
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bodily, as I discuss in the next section with reference to the scholarship of singing
performance practices and vocal technique in the Middle Ages.

Singing and Vocal Techniques in the Middle Ages

Study of the interface between music and corporeality has been more focused on the realm
of the representational and discursive, with less attention to the specifics of how bodies
were present and engaged in music-making activities. This o�en has to do with the
limitations of the sources themselves, in which bodies are o�en conspicuously absent, as
abundantly noted in the existing bibliography on singing performing practices and vocal

technique in the Middle Ages . Previous authors have typically stumbled against the lack
of detail about bodily mechanisms and speech organs in medieval music treatises and
notation. Significantly, the few existing references to the body that can be found in these
treatises have been repeatedly analysed in scholarship. John the Deacon, Notker Balbulus,
Adémar de Chabannes, and the Instituta Patrum all compare the vocal qualities of
Germanic versus Frankish singers, and scholars have argued that these perceived
di�erences suggested that speakers of di�erent native languages used their speech organs

in di�erent ways during the act of singing . But these types of observations in the
original sources remain the exception rather than the norm, and medieval music and
singing treatises hardly grant us a detailed understanding of how medieval singers would
have used their speech organs in the act of performing. Surviving «exercitia vocum» (ʻvocal
exercisesʼ) are similarly inconclusive. Most such exercises are structured around the singing
of growing intervals (starting on a given note, singers are prompted to sing a second, then
go back to the starting note, then sing a third, and so on). In line with the treatises, this
suggests that the goal of these exercises was to train singers in recognizing and singing
intervals, rather than on improving their timbre or vocal delivery. Michel Hugloʼs detailed
description of particular – and particularly di�icult – exercises containing both flat and
natural Bs in close succession opens up another possibility that has not been properly
researched so far: that the rote repetition that such exercises entailed might have also had

the e�ect of training the singersʼ muscle memory ; this, nevertheless, remains
unexplored territory.

Against a backdrop in which singing treatises might e�ectively give the impression that
singing was bodiless, as above, consonance and alliteration can act as a powerful reminder
of the bodily. The repetitions of consonant sounds in close proximity would have likely
demanded singers to engage their speech organs (lips, tongues, jaws, palate and
abdominal support) in ways rather di�erent from what we tend to find in the everyday
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repertoire that monks would have sung in Aquitanian monasteries. Analyzing these
instances of abnormal engagements in their context grants insight into how corporeality
crept beyond the discursive and into the practical realm of music-making.

To start with, these repetitions would have acted as practical reminders, welcome or
unwelcome, for the singers as well as for their audiences, about the bodily nature of
singing. A smooth vocal line not posing particularly technical challenges would have been
likely to make audiences and the singers themselves forget about the bodily mechanisms
involved in producing the sound, and would have instead allowed them to focus on the
music itself, or perhaps on the text, whose intelligibility was regarded as paramount in
repertoires such as plainchant. Some medieval writers on music seem to have been aware
of such di�erences between various kinds of singing: for example, the anonymous author
of the treatise Instituta patrum discusses good and bad singing, and compares the latter to
strenuous and uncontrolled physical activity («like he who drags a stone up a hill, and
however always runs down a precipice»). The implication is that bad singing is singing that
draws attention to the physical means by which sound is produced («say the syllables with

inept heaviness») , and that good singing presumably sounds e�ortless and ethereal.
Even if we accept that the value judgments dictated by the author of Instituta patrum might
not have applied to the Aquitanian context, the fact is that having to produce a string of
/m/, /r/ or /l/ sounds in close proximity to each other likely posed obstacles to smooth,
unencumbered singing, as will be discussed later with reference to specific pieces. Hence it
would have reminded audiences and singers that there were actual bodies involved in

producing the sound .

Among contemporary scholarship, Barbara Thorntonʼs 1980 article is the only existing one
to focus specifically on singing technique and vocal performance practice in the Aquitanian
repertoire. It predates most of the advances discussed above in our understanding of
medieval song, Aquitanian repertoire, and medieval corporeality, and it focuses on
polyphony rather than monody. However, it makes productive connections between
repertoires, sonic experience, technique and bodily engagement that this article takes as
important starting points. In this article, Thornton considers text and music together to
ascertain whether Aquitanian polyphony demanded a distinct type of vocal technique from
singers. She examines the preponderance of vowel sounds («bevorzugter Vokal» meaning
ʻpreferred vowelʼ) in the repertoire in an attempt at ascertaining the kinds of sonorities and
timbres that would have been privileged, and how this would have impacted vocal
technique and, consequently, the overall timbre or quality of the sound. Thornton
concludes that /i/ was the vowel most frequently used in melismas in Aquitanian
polyphony (38% in the corpus). This is indeed a rather unusual vowel demanding a
narrower mouth position and a higher so� palate than, for example, /a/, which is more
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widespread in later Western repertoires  – such as opera sung in Italian, because of the
higher preponderance of the /a/ vowel in this language. Thorntonʼs consideration of how
music and words work together to create a specific kind of sound resonates with the idea of
song as sonic experience discussed above. Moreover, from Thorntonʼs article we can also
infer that the specific sonority of Aquitanian repertoires might have also emphasized the
sense of community and place among the performing monks – a sound unique to their

monastery, distinct from, say, plainchant , and which would have highlighted the
connection between performers and space: not just the generic space of a monastery, but a
specific monastery in Aquitania, inhabited by a specific community.

Analysing Alliteration and Consonance in

Aquitanian Repertoire

In order to facilitate reasonably detailed as well as comparative discussion, I limit my
discussion to two groups of pieces: those featuring repetition of the syllable /mir/, and
those featuring /nd/ sounds supported in turn by liquescent neumes. The pieces from both
groups span five (BnF, lat. 3719a, 3719b, 3719c, 3719d, 1139a) of the nine libelli containing
versus. Their distribution across the libelli suggests that certain types of alliteration and
consonance, while present only in a small percentage of the overall repertoire, nevertheless
were part of a pool of poetic and musical devices Aquitanian monks experimented across
di�erent pieces, providing unity to the repertoire. In these pieces, alliteration and
consonance are deployed to their full e�ect, creatively interweaving the bodily and the
sensorial with structural and narrative matters, and therefore providing a new edge to the
innovations that this repertoire introduced with regards to text, music, and the
combination of the two.

Before I move on to analysing both types of songs, I would like to briefly refer to a third
group: songs which feature occasional instances of alliteration or unusually close
repetitions of consonant sounds. The question might arise: are these repetitions
structurally significant as well, and part of the same phenomenon I will analyse
subsequently, or can they be regarded as mere coincidence? Iove cum Mercurio (BnF,

lat. 3719b, fol. 28v) provides an illustrative example. In this versus we find three instances of
figurae etymologicae («pari par» in line 9, «solus solam» in line 13 and «sola solum» in line
14), plus three more instances of two consecutive alliterative words which are not derived
from the same root («nostra nascitur» in line 5, «tauro tunc» in line 6, «vano variant» in
line 17). The text has a total of 24 lines, divided into four stanzas: six instances of alliteration
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that cannot perhaps be regarded as ubiquitous, but are not negligible either. In my view,
however, what sets this piece apart from the others I will discuss in this article is that the
alliteration – while producing a localized sound e�ect – do not seem to have a structural
role: the sounds repeated are not the same throughout the song, and there is little
consistency or overall design, with the alliterative pairs appearing in di�erent moments of

the di�erent stanzas . In other pieces, certain kinds of consonant sounds (particularly the
liquids /l/ and /r/) cluster in certain passages, as is the case with the versus Virginis filium

(BnF, lat. 3719b, fol. 26r). Here, the /l/ sound appears as many times (five) in lines 1 to 12 as
it does in lines 13 to 16, with the proliferation of /l/ sounds perhaps intended to deploy a
di�erent sonority to mark the end of the piece. Alliteration and consonance in these pieces
does not invite the same kind of structural analysis that I apply to the /mir/ and /nd/ songs.
Nevertheless, they provide further support for the idea that alliteration and consonance
created certain sonic e�ects that demanded certain kinds of bodily engagement from
singers, and that these e�ects and engagements functioned, so to speak, as a trademark of
this repertoire. These e�ects perhaps were deployed to their full extent in the more
structurally complex pieces, while surviving in others as a sort of footprint.

Song, Celebration and Jubilation: /mir/

Out of the pieces containing repetition of the syllable /mir/, Mira dies oritur (BnF, lat. 3719c,

fols. 38v-39r) is, almost without a doubt, the most carefully cra�ed. The repetition of /mir/ is
constant throughout the first two stanzas, which also clearly lay out the occasion
(Christmas) and set the festive tone – as can be seen in Tab. 1, with all instances of /mir/
indicated in bold. While this article focuses mostly on the sonic and bodily aspects of
language rather than purely its meaning, it is worth noting that it is likely not coincidental
that this was a syllable singled out for repetition in several of these pieces. Indeed, the root
-mir- (present now in the English language in words such as “admire”, “miracle”, and
“mirror”) means ʻto wonder ,̓ and wonder is a prevalent sentiment in many of the pieces
surveyed in this section at the inexplicable events of Christʼs birth, death and resurrection.
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Tab. 1. Mira dies oritur (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 38v-39r),

stanzas 1 and 2, ll. 1-16  (see image in original format)

In addition to /mir/, line three of each stanza provides an additional consonance e�ect
(indicated in the table above in italic). In both cases, the line consists of a single word which
is a form from the verb miror, and the last syllable of the word is repeated: for example, in
stanza one, -mur (the last syllable of «miramur») is repeated (therefore adding more /m/
and /r/ sounds into the mix), whereas in stanza two is -dum. In stanzas three, four and five,
/mir/ does not appear so prominently, but it is kept in the third line of each stanza
(«miranda», «mirari» and «mirando», respectively), and the last syllable of each of these
words is again repeated, sung on an ascending scale ending on the highest note of the
mode (G). Ex. 1 shows stanza one in its entirety, with «miramur» and the repetition of its last
syllable being shown in the second system of the example.
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Ex. 1. Mira dies oritur (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 38v-39r), stanza 1

(see image in original format)

The structural importance of line three, as well as its unusualness, has been noted by
Andreas Haug, who proposes that line three acts here as a pseudo-refrain that achieves a

«spectacular vocal e�ect» . Haugʼs commentary as well as my subsequent reading of the
line merits more contextualization within the use of refrains in this repertoire. Refrains have
indeed been highlighted as one of the most conspicuous structural innovations of
Aquitanian versus, and would later have crucial importance in other major medieval

repertoires, including other Latin song , trouvère/troubadour song, and motets . In
Aquitanian versus, refrains can assume a multiplicity of functions, structuring and shaping

how the listener perceives the dramatic unfolding of the song and, ultimately, time .
Such dramatic e�ects are caused precisely by the repetition: that of the refrain from stanza
to stanza. Mira dies oritur, however, is unusual for two reasons: firstly, as noted by Haug in
his use of the term «pseudo-refrain», the refrain does not occur at the end of a stanza, as we
would expect, but rather in the middle; secondly, repetition is not literal, but it is only
limited to the first part of the pseudo-refrain (the syllable mir) – yet at the same time a
further repetition (of di�erent consonant sounds) occurs within the pseudo-refrain.

Considering the plausible performance context of this piece can be helpful in unravelling
how Haugʼs «spectacular vocal e�ect» might have been deployed, and imagining how the
piece might have sounded to audiences can provide one possible interpretation of how
alliteration and consonance might have impacted the dramatic structure of the versus.
Indeed, it is easy to imagine that the repetition of disjointed morphological endings, some
of them with a strong onomatopoeic quality («dum dum dum dum», «ri ri ri ri»), would have
most likely rendered the text momentarily unintelligible, forcing the listener to stop
focusing on the meaning of the words and inviting him instead to consider the purely sonic
qualities of language. The song disrupts the straightforward combination of words
(providing meaning) and music (providing sonic delectation): in this case, the words
momentarily become a means of providing sonic delectation rather than meaning. The
e�ect might have been made more acute by the fact that Latin was not at this point the
only language spoken in Aquitanian monasteries. Indeed – as suggested by the presence of

a limited number of Occitan lyrics in the Aquitanian manuscripts  – Occitan might have
been more common in everyday interactions: if Latin was already felt to be a bookish,
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liturgical, somewhat arcane language, this would have compounded the sense of
unintelligibility and focus on the unusualness of the sound rather than on meaning.

However, what is known about the performance, composition and transmission processes
of Aquitanian repertoires, as detailed earlier in this article, renders the above explanation
somewhat unsatisfactory or incomplete. Several of the pieces would have likely been
performed by a large choir, particularly those whose text explicitly calls for the choir to sing
and celebrate. Even if a small choir or soloist was performing the more demanding or
virtuosic pieces, the other monksʼ listening experience would likely not have been passive,
but would rather have been informed by their experience of engaging in singing regularly.
In this context, if examined in combination with the rest of the stanza, line three of Mira dies
oritur emerges as an illustrative instance of how consonance and alliteration might have
called attention to the bodily nature of singing. Both /m/ and /r/ are voiced consonants that
require singers to engage their abdominal muscles or support. /i/ is, as has been discussed
earlier, the predominant vowel in Aquitanian polyphony, and it is a vowel that tends to
demand a raised so� palate from the singer. The repetition of /mir/ throughout the opening
two lines of stanzas one and two would have likely resulted in a supported, bright sound,
which did not pose excessive di�iculties to singers: because the repetition happens o�en
enough to be noticeable, but not so o�en that it becomes di�icult to articulate. The
resulting sound would have also been distinctive and characteristic of the Aquitanian
repertoire (with its reliance on /i/ sounds). Line three, with its repetition of -mur and then -
dum, disrupts the flow: not only does the characteristic sonority of /i/ disappear, but the
singers would have been required to rearticulate the same consonant sound repeatedly in a
short space of time, all the while covering a range of almost one octave. It is not a stretch of
the imagination to consider that this might have caused laboriousness and awkwardness,
making singers well aware of the physical engagement expected from them to get through
this line. This is not to say, however, that singers would have regarded such over-
engagement as a necessarily negative, as the author of Instituta Patrum did when he
compared bad singing to taxing, clumsy physical activity. In fact, singing such pieces
together as a choir might have had the opposite e�ect and instead fostered a sense of
togetherness and even camaraderie (by calling attention to the idea of the body as a
communal entity, as discussed in the introduction), as singers shared the struggle of
articulating those sounds with each other as the monks sang together in a day of
celebration.

There are other songs that also build alliteration and consonance on the syllable mir, and
this coincidence suggests that a shared pool of musico-linguistic resources existed across

versus as well as tropes – such as Celum, terra, pontus, aer (BnF, lat. 3719d, fols. 85v-86v).
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This Hosanna trope consists of two stanzas, each of which is made up of six elements;
music, text and translation, are presented in Ex. 2 and Tab. 2 below.

Ex. 2. Transcription of elements 1 to 5 of Celum, terra, pontus, aer (Paris, BnF,

lat. 3719d, fols. 85v-86v) (see image in original format)
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Tab. 2. Text and translation of Celum, terra, pontus, aer
(see image in original format)

The repetition of /mir/ is crucial to structuring the trope, in a way not dissimilar to what has
been discussed for Mira dies oritur. Element 1 has a syllabic, repetitive quality, which suits
well the preface-like nature of the text: we are told that we are going to hear a story about
the prodigies («mira») that God and the Virgin are able to accomplish. But, before we get to
hear the story itself, we are confronted with a more melismatic insert in element 2: mirum
mundo/mirum mundo does not advance the narrative, but instead implicitly encourages
the singers to marvel at the admirable things God has brought to the world. Moreover, as in
Mira dies oritur, the close repetition of consonant sounds could have led to a sense of
arduousness for the singers rearticulating the syllable several times in a short space, hence
calling attention to the bodily aspects of the performance. Elements 3 and 4 keep some of
the melismatic quality, and delve more decidedly into the narrative, but this is
subsequently interrupted again in element 5, which brings back the repetition of /mir/. The
repetition happens this time in a more syllabic manner (which also ensures contrast with
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the previous sections), but the e�ect is similar to that of element 2: the narrative is
interrupted, and singers simply express their awe, underlined by the close repetition of
consonant sounds and the associated bodily engagement (mirum, mirum, mirum,/mirum
est). Although less conducive to such e�ect, it is noteworthy that – as in Mira dies oritur
with the repetition of various morphological endings – the last element (6b) sees a further
repetition: that of the syllable can, introduced through the use of figurae etymologicae
(canorus, cantans, cantica). Celum, terra, pontus, aer therefore further underlines how the
syllable mir could be used to create bodily and sound e�ects that shaped the narrative and
theological content of the pieces.

The versus In hoc festo breviter (BnF, lat. 1139a, fol. 33v) for the feast of St John the Baptist
also features repetition of the syllable mir. Interestingly, this instance has been described in

passing by Jeremy Llewellyn in bodily terms as a «mouth-watering celebration» . In this
piece, the repetition is limited to the refrain, hence the song is structurally less
sophisticated than the previous two examples, in which instances of bodily engagement
appeared less regularly and more unexpectedly. What is innovative, though, is the
combination of /mir/ with /vir/, which shi�s the attention from the /m/ to the /r/. The liquid
consonant /r/ likely resulted in a di�erent overall sonority. «Festum miri viri» is set
syllabically and hence demands the repetition of consonants in close succession (Ex. 3).

Ex. 3. In hoc festo breviter (Paris, BnF, lat. 1139a, fol. 33v), refrain. Translation:

‘�e feast of the admirable man/ the feast of the admirable man,/ hey! Let us

celebrate it’

(see image in original format)

More subtly and in a less structurally important way, the versus to St Nicholas Cantu miro
summa laude also makes use of the inner rhyme between the roots /mir/ and /vir/ in its two

48[ ]
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opening lines: «Cantu miro summa laude/ summo viro, vir, aplaude» (ʻWith an admirable

song and the utmost praise/ celebrate, man, an excellent manʼ) . Juxtaposed with the
two pieces discussed above (Mira dies oritur and Celum, terra, pontus, aer), In hoc festo
breviter and Cantu miro summa laude suggest that alliteration and consonance could
indeed have di�erent purposes. In some contexts, such as these two pieces, their
appearance was likely more incidental. However, in others, such as Mira dies oritur and
Celum, terra, pontus, aer, the use of consonance and alliteration could be more
fundamental in nature, integrating repetition and bodily engagement into the very
structure and meaning of the song, marking its transition from narrative to pure sonic and
bodily enjoyment and vice-versa.

Celebration and Liquescence: /n/ and /nd/

A�er /mir/, /n/ and particularly /nd/ are also frequently used in consonances and
alliterations in the monodic Aquitanian repertoire. /nd/, particularly if in close succession,
might have been a challenging combination of sounds to produce: the /n/ would have
involved a steady flow of air and a nasalization of the sound, whereas the subsequent /d/
would have required a sudden interruption of the airflow. In the pieces discussed here, /nd/
is characteristically paired with liquescent neumes, and this widespread presence provides
a fertile ground for enquiry. The purpose and execution of liquescent neumes have long

been a contested topic in scholarship on plainchant . Dom André Mocquereau was the
first to establish a taxonomy of the contexts (i.e. specific combinations of consonants,
consonants and vowels, and diphthongs) in which liquescent neumes appear, and posited
that the liquescent added an extra note as well as an extra vowel to accommodate the
consonant (i.e. de-pre-ca-bun-tur, with the addition of a liquescent neume on -bun-, is

pronounced as if it was spelled de-pre-ca-bu-ne-tur) . In successive scholarship, other
authors have put forward other hypotheses as to how liquescent neumes might have been
performed in practice: for example, Timothy McGee gleans from the Metrologus that
liquescents called for a special vocal e�ect that involved sliding the pitch on a closed sound
(the liquescent) before opening up on a vowel. He warns, however, that liquescents would
have admitted a degree of variability in the vocal e�ect depending on interval, direction

and syllable . James Grier, the only one among the authors surveyed here to write
specifically about the Aquitanian repertoire, also suggests that liquescents had the purpose

of helping with the articulation of text , and Solange Corbin notes that liquescents are
used in passages and words that might involve di�iculties with pronunciation (e.g.,

diphthongs, liquids, etc.) .
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Other scholars, however, have put forward the possibility that liquescent neumes did not
call for any kind of distinct vocal e�ect, and instead were simply used as a writing
convention whenever certain kinds of consonant and diphthong sounds (and combinations
thereof) came up in the text. Leo Treitler notes that liquescent neumes appear only on
semivowel sounds (semivocales) and, among those, only on the sounds that medieval

grammarians regarded as liquescentes (/l/, /m/, /n/, /r/), as opposed to the mutae .
Therefore, Treitler argues, the neumes simply acted as a reminder for singers to close their
mouths as they were moving from the vowel (open mouth) to the adjacent semivocalis

(closing down) .

It is certainly not within the scope of this article to solve the long-standing question of what
liquescent neumes meant and how they should be performed, but rather to shed light on
further instances of how consonance (in this case achieved through repetition of /nd/)
might have been deployed in pursuit of structure and bodily engagement. In this
repertoire, /nd/ o�en recurs when a succession of future participles is introduced, as is the

case with the versus Virginis in gremio (BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 35v-36r), in Tab. 3. Structurally,
the use of consonance is not dissimilar to Mira dies oritur and Celum, terra, pontus, aer.
Lines 1 to 9 take a fundamentally narrative stance, describing the birth of Christ. In lines 10
to 14, the descriptive account of miraculous and surprising facts is suspended and replaced
by an expression of joy and amazement that decidedly brings us into the realm of the
singerʼs subjectivity. This is accompanied by increased bodily engagement through the use
of future passive participles, all containing the consonant group /nd/, and each of the
participles, except for the last one, also features a liquescent neume on the syllable ending
on /n/.
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Tab. 3. Text and translation of Virginis in gremio (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 35v-

36r), ll. 1-14. �e repetition of /nd/ is emphasized in bold (see image in original

format)
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Ex. 4. Virginis in gremio (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 35v-36r), ll. 11-15. Liquescent

neumes are indicated by a small notehead under a slurred phrase mark

(see image in original format)
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While liquescent sounds do appear in plainchant and in other examples of the Aquitanian
repertoire which are not versus, it is unusual for them to appear as tightly grouped as in
this passage, requiring the singers to repeatedly engage their vocal chords and tongues in
ways that would not have been commonly found in speech or in other repertoires. As in the
/mir/ songs above, this passage in Virginis in gremio would have required some e�ort and
laboriousness from the singers, again calling attention to the bodily aspects of the
performance and connecting with the idea of sonic enjoyment, in which textual meaning is
momentarily replaced by the mere repetition of phonemes. There is a di�erence here with
respect to the songs discussed in the previous section, however: unlike /m/, /nd/ requires a
depressed so� palate, which might not be ideal for singing, particularly if repeated so
frequently in a short space of time. McGeeʼs suggestion that liquescents involved a short
sliding is useful here, since sliding on the /n/ as a transition to the /d/ and then the vowel
can ease pronunciation. Perhaps at the same time, this repetition could multiply the sense
of textlessness through the accumulation of sliding e�ects, depending on how the
ornament was performed; this would be the case particularly if the piece was performed in
a group, as the execution of the ornament might have been di�icult to coordinate, with
singers sliding at slightly di�erent times and speeds. If we accept, on the other hand,
Treitlerʼs suggestion that liquescents did not call for a specific vocal e�ect but were simply
a convention of writing to warn the singer about what sound was coming next, the sound
e�ect would have been di�erent, but the fundamental point above still stands. There was
still a repetition of /nd/, and the liquescents of the page acted as a visual reminder of the
bodily laboriousness demanded by the repetition of the combination of sounds /nd/.

Virginis in gremio is not the only piece in the repertoire to contain repetition of the sounds
/nd/, but is certainly the piece in which the repetition has a most significant structural and
narrative role. Other pieces feature repetition of /nd/, but the repetition does not align with
structural matters as closely as is the case with Virginis in gremio. Fulget dies celebris (BnF,

lat. 3719b, fol. 27r) contains in its first stanza a considerable number of rhymes featuring
/nd/ (-anda). In the text (Tab. 4), /nd/ contributes to define lines 1-4 (with lines 2 and 4
rhyming with each other) and 5-8 (all lines rhyming with each other) as separate units. A
subsequent iteration of /nd/ in line 11 connects the second part of the stanza to the first. (In
stanza 2, the rhyme in -anda is replaced with rhyme in -ente, but the structure is kept the
same.)
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Tab. 4. Text and translation of Fulget dies celebris (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719b, fol. 27r),

stanza 1 (/nd/ sounds highlighted in bold) (see image in original format)

While, from a textual point of view, /nd/ ensures unity and continuity, not all instances of
/nd/ are aligned with liquescent neumes: this in fact only happens in lines 2, 4, 6, 8 and 11
(Ex. 5). The poetic structure therefore does not completely match the deployment of the
sonic, and bodily e�ects enlisted by the liquescent neumes would therefore still be present,
but not in as concentrated a form as in Virginis in gremio; this opens up the possibility as
well that two separate sonic and bodily e�ects took place within the same piece – one
connected to the liquescent, and another given simply by the repetition of /nd/ without
liquescent.
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Ex. 5. Text and translation of Fulget dies celebris (BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 43r-43v),

stanza 1 (see image in original format)

Lilium floruit (BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 43r-43v) only features three instances of /nt/ in its first
stanza (see Tab. 5), corresponding to present participles in the ablative (as opposed to
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future participles). Here, the /nt/ sound is combined with consonances on other liquid and
voiced sounds (/l/, /r/, /v/) which demand a higher so� palate position than /nd/, therefore
perhaps mitigating the e�ects above discussed with respect to Virginis in gremio and
ensuring a brighter sound throughout.

Tab. 5. Text and translation of Lilium �oruit (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 43r-43v),

stanza 1 (/nt/ sounds highlighted in bold, liquid sounds in italics)

(see image in original format)
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Ex. 6. Lilium �oruit (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 43r-43v), stanza 1

(see image in original format)

In this case, the consonance could have simply been used for vocal e�ect: the liquid and
voiced sounds would have allowed for a fuller, brighter sound, as opposed to a text
populated, say, by voiceless consonants such as /t/ and /d/. While Virginis in gremio
confirms that the sounds /nd/ could be deployed in similar ways to /mir/ shaping the
musical and narrative structure of pieces in profound ways and creating a sense of shared
bodily experience between singers in key moments of the piece, Lilium floruit (Ex. 6) and
Fulget dies celebris (Ex. 5) show also that /nd/ could appear in a more ornamental way,
creating certain sound and bodily e�ects but without having such a deep structural and
narrative impact.

Conclusion

In this article, I have sought to explain how the analysis of specific examples of alliteration
and consonance in Aquitanian monodic repertoire can provide a way of identifying and
articulating intersections between di�erent currents of scholarship that gravitate around
the Aquitanian repertoires, but have so far existed in parallel rather than engaging in
dialogue. My study of alliteration and consonance draws upon much of the existing analysis
of versus and other Aquitanian repertoires in identifying the structural and narrative
significance of these devices, and thus explaining why they were innovative in their
historical context. However, a focus on the sonic and bodily qualities of alliteration and
consonance allows us to connect these structural matters with other concerns, and at the
same time to imbue these other preoccupations with new perspectives. Alliteration and
consonance call attention to «songʼs sound», to borrow Dillonʼs term again, and suggest
that attention to sonic experience, which became obvious and prevalent in the troubadour
and trouvère era, might have originated in the Aquitanian monasteries, pointing to further
connections between these repertoires.

Expanding our lens to consider as well what is known about the performance and
transmission contexts of Aquitanian repertoires, which have also been the object of
sustained study, allows us to consider these pieces as performed text, which causes certain
e�ects and dispositions in singers as well as listeners. The putative experience of
performing these texts can in turn be productively analysed under the light of medieval
understandings of the body as communal, providing a counterpoint to the mostly
«bodiless» discourses that we encounter in singing treatises of the period. The pieces I have
analysed above invite us to consider that, in the context of Aquitanian monasteries and at
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least on some occasions, singing must have been a powerfully embodied activity amidst a
climate of constant experimentation. I say at least on some occasions, because past
scholarship on these repertoires has shown that the Aquitanian monks could also view
music and singing rather di�erently. I will give one example: Charles Atkinson and Gunilla
Iversen have pointed out the remarkably high number of pieces both in the Aquitanian
repertoire and in other Latin repertoires of the eleventh and twel�h century (tropes,

prosulas, sequences) that «speak» of music and singing . Iversen discusses the
expansion of the vocabulary used in these pieces to refer to the act of music-making and

singing , while Atkinson shows that the complexity of the discourse on music presented

in these pieces reflects ideas from contemporary harmonic theory .

One could perhaps imagine that the pieces engaging in direct discourse about music-
making would be most receptive to consonance and alliteration, since these devices o�en
give the text an onomatopoeic, sonic quality that could perhaps evoke the sounds of
instruments. This is, however, not the case: the pieces discussed in this article do not
contain detailed discussions of musica. Both groups of pieces can be understood as
engaging in meta-discourse of some kind on singing and music, but they do so in di�erent
ways and present di�erent views which are entirely typical of the post-Boethius era. The
pieces analysed by Atkinson and Iversen engage in discussion of theory and harmony
mostly through text. In contrast, the songs I have analysed in this article call attention to
the sensuous and communal aspects of music and singing, not through textual
commentary, but rather in an embodied way. Understanding these embodied experiences
allows us to appreciate further how these repertoires were connected with their context –
in this case, understandings of bodies embedded in monastic culture – and also how they
were a ground for the development of ideas occupying the liminal space between text and
music that would then crystallize in other repertoires.

Note about Transcriptions

All of the transcriptions (texts and melodies) have been made by myself.
Numbers above the sta� indicate line numbers in the text.
In liquescent neumes, the liquescent has been transcribed as a smaller notehead
connected to the main pitch by a ligature. Fig. 1 represents a typical liquescence in
Aquitanian manuscripts
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Documents annexes

Tab. 1. Mira dies oritur (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 38v-39r) stanzas 1 and 2, ll. 1-16

Ex. 1. Mira dies oritur (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 38v-39r) stanza 1

Ex. 2. Transcription of elements 1 to 5 of Celum, terra, pontus, aer (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719d,

fols. 85v-86v)

Tab. 2. Text and translation of Celum, terra, pontus, aer

Ex. 3. In hoc festo breviter (Paris, BnF, lat. 1139a, fol. 33v), refrain

Tab. 3. Text and translation of Virginis in gremio (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 35v-36r), ll. 1-14

Ex. 4. Virginis in gremio (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 35v-36r), ll. 11-15

Tab. 4. Text and translation of Fulget dies celebris (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719b, fol. 27r), stanza 1

Ex. 5. Text and translation of Fulget dies celebris (BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 43r-43v), stanza 1

Tab. 5. Text and translation of Lilium floruit (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 43r-43v), stanza 1

Ex. 6. Lilium floruit (Paris, BnF, lat. 3719c, fols. 43r-43v), stanza 1

Fig. 1. Typical liquescence in Aquitanian manuscripts

Fig. 1. Typical liquescence in Aquitanian manuscripts

(see image in original format)

Other neumes comprising more than one note (pes, clivis, climacus, scandicus, etc.) have
been transcribed as a group of notes clustered together, without a ligature.
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