Musique mesurée: Music of §

Elegance and Simplicity

by Lyn Schenbeck

Musique mesurée was a type of chanson developed by the
poets and musicians of the Académie de poésie et de musique
in Paris during the latter half of the sixteenth century. The
Académie was created under the Letters Patent of Charles IX in
1570. The goal of its founding members, poet Jean Antoine de
Baif (1532-89) and musician Joachim Thibault de Courville
(d. 1581), was to create a new kind of music that would revive
music’s ethical power. Their aim was not to improve or modify
conventional verse and music but to create a new style of art.!

Members of the Académie consisted of professional musi-
cians who performed the musique mesurée and gentlemen audi-
tors. Composers associated with the Académie included Pierre
Certon (d. 1572), Nicholas de la Grotte (1530-1600), Jacques
Mauduit (1557-1627), Eustache du Caurroy (c.1549-1609),
Claude Goudimel (1514—72), Claude Le Jeune (c. 1528-1600),
and Orlando di Lasso (c. 1530-94). Two-hour performances
took place every Sunday at Baif’s house.

Vers mesurée

Musique mesurée is based on the principles of vers mesurée, a
sixteenth-century style of French poetry inspired by classical mod-
els. In the spirit of Renaissance humanism and its interest in the
past, Baif devised a set of rules for French verse based on the
prosody of the ancient Greeks. He developed a system of phonetic
spelling (Figure 1) that helped determine which syllables would be
stressed (and therefore elongated) and which would be unstressed.
Baif’s phonetic alphabet consisted of ten vowels and nineteen
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consonants that represented sounds of the spoken language more
accurately than the conventional alphabet and distinguished
more clearly between long and short syllables. In order to accom-
plish this, he invented rules for determining which syllables are
always long (e.g., any vowel followed by two consonants). The
system was not without flaws; sometimes an unaccented syllable
was considered long, which produced an incorrect stress.?

Setting Verse to Music

Composers of the Académie applied the quantitative prin-
ciples of Baif’s vers mesurée to their musical settings of French
poetry. The result was musique mesurée, a style in which words
were set according to accent in a simple, homophonic texture.
The words and their affect were clearly communicated. Thus,
musique mesurée as a style stood in opposition to much secular
music of the early sixteenth century in which contrapuntal activ-
ity obscured the text. To some extent Baif’s principles anticipated
the aims of the early-seventeenth-century Italian theorists and
composers in Florence who promulgated the szl recitativo.

A good example of Baif’s method applied to music is Vous
me tuez si doucement, one of his chansonettes mesurées, set to
music by Mauduit in 1586. The poetic meter is as follows:

o RN

Vous me tuez si doucement
Aveque rourmans tant benins
Que ne scay chose de douceur
Plus douce qu’est ma douce mort
S’il faut mourir, mouron

d’amour.*
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as those of other major poets such as
Pierre de Ronsard. One excellent example
is Lie Jeune’s O Vous, Reine d’honnenr, from
his| collection of Airs published by Pierre
Attaignant in 1608. The poet was prob-
ably Baif, and the chanson may have been
written for the 1572 wedding entertain-
ments of Marguerite de Valois, daughter
of Catherine de Medici, and Henri de
Navarre. Typical of poetry written for
court entertainments, these verses not only
praise the Queen and King but also cel-
ebrate France and the gods: “Grand oracle

. promettant tout bonheur en France

désormais” (Henceforth the great oracle
promises total well-being in France). The
oracle was Apollo, the Greek god of manly
beauty, music, and poetry, who foretold
eternal happiness for France. Verse three
echoes sentiments that lay at the core of
humanism: “On verra séléver les arts,
ignorance s'abaisser” (When one seeks
to clevate the arts, ignorance declines).
The musique mesurée style of O Vous,
Reine d’honneur is clearly seen in its lively
thythm. The texture is mostly homorhyth-
mic, alternating between duple and wriple
thythmic groupings. After each verse, the
rechant or refrain is sung. The music is writ-
ten for five parts with the exception of the
concluding reprise set for seven voices. Of
the five parts, the #zille is the most elabo-
rate in all the verses, introducing passing
tones to add melodic interest (Figure 3).
Other compositions by Le Jeune also
demonstrate an elaborate tslle part. Revecy
venir du printemps from Le Jeune’s Le
printemps (1603) opens with a rechant & 5
in which the zille is highly ornamented
compared with the other voices (Figure 4).>
Massique mesurée chansons by Certon, de la
Grotte, de Courville, and Mauduit, how-
ever, show a more homorhythmic treatment
of voices, with less melodic ornamentation.
One Le Jeune chanson, however, dis-
plays an unorthodox use of chromatic
harmony, atypical of the musigue mesurée
style. Quest devenu ce bel wil, for three
voices, is the last composition in the 1608
Aizs. Although the rhythm and text fol-
low all of Baif’s rules, chromaticism
abounds in each voice part (Figure 5).°
Le Jeune’s Muze honorons de ta chanson
from his Airs (1608) illustrates a nota-
tional device that may mislead modern
editors or performers (Figure 6). Although
no|music is written on the lowest voice
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part, the text is given. This does not mean  after the turn of the century. Though NOTES

that some music has been lost and that the
editor/performer must reconstruct the part.
Rather, it was Le Jeune’s method of indi-
cating tacet for the bass part without hav-
ing to insert a variety of rests. The music,
with its momentary change to four-part
texture, is complete as it stands.”

Textural changes in this chanson are
characteristic of many musique mesurée
works. It begins in five voices, continues
with part two in four voices (omitting the
basse-contre) and ends with part three in
six voices. The form of this chanson dif-
fers from most other Le Jeune musigue
mesurée pieces. It contains no rechant,
merely three separate sections with a
many-voiced finale proclaiming the illus-
triousness of Henry. The score contains
no indications of repeats.

Little sacred music was composed in
musique mesurée style, other than Le
Jeune’s Pseaumes en vers mesurez {1606).
For these twenty-six settings, the texts of
the psalms were translated into French
verse (or, in three cases, Latin) by Baif
and others.® Eustache du Caurroy, who
was apparently converted to musique
mesurée upon hearing two of Le Jeune’s
psalm settings, wrote similar works that
have survived. Two simple settings are O
Createur, tu remets for five voices and Nows
te lotions, bon Dieu for four voices.

A Useful Repertory

Musique mesurée chansons were com-
posed between 1570 and 1600, though
many collections were published just
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much of the music is no longer extant,
the chansons available in modern editions
are excellent for small ensembles and fairly
easy to perform. Although the pieces are
rhythmically challenging, their homopho-
nic texture, uncomplicated melodies, and
limited vocal ranges make them acces-
sible even for high school choirs. Musique
mesurée chansons provide a simple and
elegant alternative to the more difficult
English and Italian madrigal literature of
this period.
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