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Example 44:  Missa Fors seulement, Transposed Ranges and Modern Voice Parts  

 duet of the Benedictus.  Both tenor parts have rests at this point and some could be used to

complete the lower notes.  The altos are tacit for this section so a blending of sopranos, altos,

and tenors could accomplish the line.  Obviously, a great deal of experimentation and practice

would be required to make the delivery seamless.  Therefore, with a transposition up a perfect

fifth, performance by a good number of  mixed choral ensembles would at least be feasible.  But,

is such a transposition a musically acceptable solution for music of this period?

It is common knowledge that a pitch standard, such as we observe today, did not exist in

the Renaissance.  It was standard practice for a cantor or other designated leader to judge the

best pitch range for the available singers and base the beginning pitches of a particular piece on

that knowledge.  Such flexibility was most possible when instruments were not involved. 

Therefore, the transposition suggested above should would seem to be quite appropriate for the

period.  The writings of several authors consulted on the subject agree with that conclusion. 

John Caldwell, states that pitch should be considered “relative” except in organ music. 

Although he feels that transposed editions compromise the adaptability of early music, he

suggests that if one must transpose, “the primary intervals–the 4th and the 5th–,” should be

used.210  Alejandro Planchart asserts that transposition of vocal works by a fourth or fifth was
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quite “common.”211  Herbert Myers states that with unaccompanied vocal music, the pitch was

simply selected to conform to the available singers.212

However, if the pitch was entirely subjective, why then, would composers, such as

Pipelare, choose clefs that would necessitate notating the music in such a low range?  Kenneth

Kreitner explored this dilemma through the study of four works with low ranges:  Missa trium

vocum by Tinctoris and Missa Fors seulement, Missa sine nomine a5, and Intemerata Dei mater

by Ockeghem.  In addition to these works he explored the theorectical writings of Tinctoris.  In

the writings, Kreitner found discussions of irregular modes which may have been a method of

transposing the regular modes downward, thereby extending the gamut of available notes

downward.  Tinctoris’s Mass seems to fit these irregular modes.213

Ockeghem’s Missa Fors seulement seems to present special problems as one of the

movements is notated in a higher range than the others.  The other Mass and the motet,

Intemerata Dei mater, exhibit no such inconsistencies.  The Mass has a total range of C to c2

and the motet a range of C to a1.  As Kreitner asserts, both, like Pipelare’s Missa Fors

seulement, could be transposed upward without any problem other than the loss of the low

timbre.  He believes that they were notated in a low range to be performed that way, even if not

at the exact pitch we adhere to today.  Kreitner admits that if the pieces exhibited a wide range,

both low and high, prohibiting transposition, it would strengthen his conclusions.  It is not
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known why Tinctoris and Ockeghem chose to notate these works in such a low range.  Since

three of the compositions are Mass settings, only the motet supports the idea that the low range

was to reflect the mood of the text.  He does mention other compositions whose low range could

help convey the text:  Josquin’s De profundis a 4 and Absalon, fili mi and la Rue’s Requiem. 

Kreitner suggests that the Ockeghem pieces may have been written for a specific choir which

included low basses and no high sopranos.214  

Although Kreitner believes there is evidence to support the composer’s intention of

performance in a lower than normal range, he does recognize the need for versatility, both in the

Renaissance and today.  He suggests that the ranges Ockeghem selected for Missa sine nomine

and the motet may have had a  two-fold purpose.  The low notated range was the composer’s

ideal but the fact that they could be transposed up to a normal range also made them practical.215 

When editions of earlier music began appearing more frequently in the early twentieth century,

the music was commonly transposed to suit the modern mixed choir.  Kreitner, speaking of such

editions, states that “if the editions resulted in more performances of the music, did much good,

and probably no real harm as long as the editors indicated the original pitch level somewhere.”216 

Such an approach, that considers both the ideal and the practical aspects of performing

Renaissance music, coincides with the present and future goals of this project.  This edition of

Missa Fors seulement is presented in its ideal version, at the pitch notated by the composer.  It is

hoped that choral ensembles which can accommodate the special requirements will bring this
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music to the public.  However, the prospect has at least been broached for further examination

into a possible transposition that would facilitate the performance of such glorious music by a

much larger number of choirs.
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CHAPTER 3

CONCLUSIONS AND EDITIONS

CONCLUSIONS

The results of the primary purpose of this project are presented in this chapter:  the

editions.  It is to this end that the research concerning the composer, his works, notation, musica

ficta, and text underlay were undertaken.  It is hoped that the editions will enable more

musicians to experience and enjoy the music of Matthaeus Pipelare.  As performing editions, the

music has been presented in a format that will be familiar to today’s singers.  On the other hand,

every effort has been made to make it clear to the conductor that which is directly from the

source manuscripts and that which is editorial.  In order to keep the pages of the music as clean

as possible, only the items necessary for directional purposes (such as the markings to aid in

singing the entire rondeau) have been placed in the score.  With the assistance of these editions

and the background information presented in this study, conductors and singers should have all

of the tools needed to perform the music.

The relationship between the three works included in the editions provide many

programming options.  Until such time as a workable transposition for the Mass is achieved,

Missa Fors seulement may have to stand on its own as it requires a choral ensemble vastly

different from that for the chanson or motet.  Although, presenting the cantus firmus before its

performance would be very enlightening for the audience.  The chanson and the motet, however,

work well together.  They are extremely practical, because once a chorus has learned one, they

have essentially learned the other.  Rehearsal time is saved and the ensemble has music prepared

for either sacred or secular repertoire requirements.  Of course, the two are a natural

programming pair for concert performance.
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THE EDITIONS

Fors seulement (II) Introduction

The poem of the chanson is a rondeau, one of the three Medieval formes fixes.  The form

of the rondeau consisted of a two-part refrain which was set to two sections of music (AB). 

After the entire refrain was sung, two other strophes or verses (one short and one long) were

sung to the A and AB portions of the music, with a short refrain (sung to A) intervening between

the strophes.  The performance ended with a repetition of the entire refrain sung to the AB

music.  The text as it is used in the Fors seulement edition is given below.  It is a rondeau

cinquain, one which features a refrain of  five lines, rather than the more common four lines.

The refrain is usually divided into three lines for the A section and two lines for the B section. 

The poetic section is labeled and rhyme scheme and musical/poetic form are shown to the right

of each line of text.  The musical parts of the refrain are designated as A and B in capital letters. 

Lower case letters are used to identify where music is repeated but the text is new.  When capital

letters are used again, it indicates that both the music and the text have returned.  The French

poem appears in bold type and the translation* in plain type.

Poetic section Rhyme Music

Fors seulement l’atente que je meure, full refrain a A
Except waiting for death,
En mon las cueur nul espoir ne demeure, a
There dwells in my faint heart no hope,
Car mon malheur si fort me tourmente b
For my misfortune torments me so greatly

______________________

* Translation of Fors seulement is reprinted by permission from Martin Picker, ed. Fors
Seulement: Thirty Compostitions for Three to Five Voices or Instruments from the Fifteenth and
Sixteenth Centuries, Vol. 14 of Recent Researches in Music of the Middle Ages and Early
Renaissance (Madison, WI:  A-R Editions, Inc., 1981), xxviii.
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Qui n’est douleur que par vous je ne sente b B
That there is no pain I do not feel on your account
Pource que suis de vous perdre bien seure. a
Because I am quite certain to lose you.

Vostre rigeur tellement me court seure short verse a a
Your severity does so surely pursue me,
Qu’en ce parti il fault que je m’asseure a
That I must assure myself in this state
Don’t je n’ay bien qui en riens me contente. b
Nothing can content me.

Fors seulement l’atente que je meure, short refrain a A
Except waiting for death,
En mon las cueur nul espoir ne demeure, a
There dwells in my faint heart no hope,
Car mon malheur si fort me tourmente b
For my misfortune torments me so greatly.

Mon desconfort toute seule je pleure, long verse a a
Alone I lament my distress,
En mauldisant, sur ma foy, a toute heure, a
In cursing, on my honor, at all times,
Ma leauté qui tant m’a fait dolente. b
My loyaly which has made me so sorrowful.
Las, que je suis de vivre mal contente, b b
Alas, I am little content to live,
Quant de par vous n’ay riens qui me demeure. a
Since I am left with nothing from you.

Fors seulement l’atente que je meure, full refrain a A
Except waiting for death,
En mon las cueur nul espoir ne demeure, a
There dwells in my faint heart no hope,
Car mon malheur si fort me tourmente b
For my misfortune torments me so greatly
Qui n’est douleur que pour vous je ne sente b B
That there is no pain I do not feel on your account
Pource que suis de vous perdre bien seure. a
Because I am quite certain to lose you.

It is not known whether Pipelare intended the entire poem to be sung to the music he

composed.  Because there are some difficulties in accomplishing the repeats, some researchers
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have concluded that only the refrain was intended for performance.  Ronald Cross first offered a

method of singing the entire poem in his 1966 Matthaeus Pipelare:  Opera Omnia, Volume 1. 

His solution of adding a second ending has been adopted in this edition.  For those wishing to

sing only the refrain, sing sections A and B through once, taking the first ending.  If the entire

poem is to be performed, the following instructions will illustrate the performance order.

The parts of the poem are labeled in the music as:

Refrain (both full and short) - Ref.

Short verse - 1.

Long verse - 2.

The order of performance including the musical section(s) performed, first or second ending,

and del segno or da capo are as follows:

Ref. A [first ending] B [da capo]

1. A [second ending, del segno]

Ref. A [second ending, del segno]

2. A [first ending] B [da capo]

Ref. A [first ending] B [da capo]
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wẇ ˙

w

w
Do - - -

˙ ˙
mi - nus,

w
tus

w
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