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Choral music from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
that lacks an independent accompaniment seems to be associ­
ated in most of our minds with an unaccompanied style-a 
view that has been transmitted by performing editions and 
recordings. The purity and precision achieved by outstanding 
choral ensembles is believed to be appropriate to the transpar­
ency and intricate counterpoint of the music, and a probable 
reflection about the performing priorities of the original sing­
ers. Conditions today, however, are vastly different from those 
of this period and call into question whether early musicians 
could possibly have had the proficiency we have attributed to 
them in terms of singing unaccompanied with good intona­
tion, refinement, and control. This article will document a 
disparity in aesthetic goals and skill between these musicians 
and those of today, to the degree that unaccompanied singing 
would have been unlikely for most music. As others have 
noted, early sources are scarce and uninformative about how 
choral music was sung. Newly discovered documents, however, 
shed some light on this issue. 

Among general factors affecting performance can be cited 
the following: I} Much of today's expertise about unaccompa­
nied singing can be traced directly to recordings to imitate, not 
only with respect to notes, but also to tone quality, intonation, 
and matters of style. Unlike singers of today, musicians of the 
past had no technology enabling them to hear fine role models 
at every hour of the day and night. 2} Today's singers enjoy 
education and training superior to anything offered in previous 
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centuries. During the period under consideration, illiteracy 
was the norm, not the exception, and f~ musicians had a 
general education beyond the elementary school level, if that. 
3} Not only was the general pool of talent more limited then 
because ofa much smaller population, but also those individu­
als with the most opportunity for education (and hence the 
most promising subjects for training), the nobility, were not 
available for service because of social mores. Musicians were 
drawn from the lower and middle classes of society. 4} Not 
infrequent early accounts documenting excessive absenteeism 
and rowdy, drunken behavior by some English cathedral 'sing­
ing men' (as they were called) suggest a shortage of musicians 
and an even greater scarcity of good ones. How could coarse­
ness in everyday life not be reflected in the way music was 
made? This type of behavior probably tarnished the image of 
all musicians, so even outstanding composers achieved little 
respect. Tavener was described as "'but a Musitian'; and Sir 
Thomas More, acting the common singing-man, drew forth 
exclamations of reproach from the Duke of Norfolk, 'God 
bodye, God bodye, my Lorde Chancel lour, a parishedarke, a 
parish clarke! You dishonour the Kingt' and his office,'''! 

Volume and Tone Production 
Early accounts of the cathedral sill~ing men do not accord 

very well with the genteel refinement we ascribe to this reper­
toire. In 1599 Thomas Morley (Gentleman of the Chapel 
Royal, formerly organist at St. Paul's Cathedral, London) de­
scribes them in this manner: 

Though a song be never so well made and never so aptly 
applied to the words, yet shall you hardly find singers to 
express it as it ought to be, for most ofour churchmen, so 

PAGE 21 



Strong and robust singing, which had 
likely been a tradition at the papal chapel 
for centuries, implies a slower tempo than 
we consider appropriate. It may be that 
the original longtime values of the notes 
provide a more accurate visual impression 
of the tempo than the halved values of 
today's editions. 

vigorous" to be heard in the vast squares, 
he contrasts this with present practice 
among opera singers: 

CHORAL IOURNAL 

Our singers ... instead offatiguing 
themselves in rend.:ring their voices 
firm, robust, and sonorous, study 
to make them more delicate and 
flexible. By this new method, they 
have attained the wonderful power 
of velocity, which astonishes the 
hearers, and ptocures them 
unbounded applause. 

(Not that these voices were delicate by 
our standards, for they had to fill im­
mense theaters like the San Carlo in 
Naples.) This style of singing, says 
Metastasio, can never afford the pleasure 
derived from a "dear, firm, and robust 
voice, which affects our organs ofhearing 
with equal force and delight, and has the 
power even to penetrate the soul." Unlike 
the singers of opera, those in the papal 
chapel continued the ancient meth.od: 

The singers of the pontifical chapel, 
though from their childhood 
educated in the modern school, 
when they are admitted in that 
choir, are obliged rigorously to 

abandon all the applauded 
embellishments ofcommon singing, 
and to accustom themselves, as 
much as possible, at so late a period, 
to swell and sustain the vojce.~ 

Rhythm and Other Matters 
Even with the technological marvels 

of the twentieth century, our professional 
singers still experience at least one of the 
problems that would have made unac­
companied singing very difficult in 1600. 
Consider rhythm, which was such a for­
midable barrier for early ensembles that 
they often had to resort to audible time 
beating. Foot stamping was one tried­
and-true method. 
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understood ... too much shaking 
and quavering of the Notes [and] 
harsh straining of the Voices 
beyond their natural pitch are 
odious and offensive to the ear.3 

Because stone-church acoustics mask 
many imperfections, the level ofstraining 
had to be significant to be perceived by 
observers. Contrast this with the con­
trolled fortissimo oftoday's choruses. Sing­
ers who habitually force their voices 
usually sing out of tune and are not lis­
tening for refinements in blend and tone 
quality. 

Loud church singing seems to be the 
norm also on the Continent during this 
period. Besides instances cited by schol­
ars,4 there is the librettist Metastasio's late 
(1770) but probably still applicable de­
scription of singing at the papal chapel. 
In contrast to the above cases, this one 
concerns volume produced without un­
due straining. First observing that orators 
in ancient Rome began in early youth to 

make their voice "strong, firm, clear, and 
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Let the whole Choir endeavor so to 

moderate their Voices, that their 
words may be plainly heard and 

they can cry louder in their choir 
than their fellows, care for no more. 
... Bur this for the most parr you 
shall find amongst them, that let 
them continue never so long in the 
church, yea though it were twenty 
years, they will never study to sing 
berrer than they did the fitst day of 
their preferment to that place.2 

In plain terms, their singing was loud 
and coarse, and they took no interest in 
bettering thdr skills. While we fret about 
missing and misplaced text underlay in 
manuscripts, Morley complains that sing­
ers si~ly omitted the text and treated it 
like :ut instrumental parr. This lack of 
concern for communicating the text sug­
gests an aesthetic far removed from ours. 

Typical of several accounts about ex­
cessive and annoying volume from sing­
ers is that from Charles Butler (1636): 



In 1678 Johann Caspar Printz coun­
sels the leader against striking with a cud­
gel on a solid surface so strongly that "one 
hears these thundering blows farther away 
than the singers themselves."6 Today, con­
ductor Nicholas McGegan says singers 
are still weak in this area: 

The ocher ching you need (besides 
harmony), which is also very poorly 
taught to singers. is rhythm. I find 
when I'm working with singers who 
were or still are good instru­
mentalists . . . that their sense of 
rhythm is so much stronger. . . . 

"Some singers merely sing out of 
{time because they've never been 
disciplined to sing in time.7 

We have metronomes and recordings to aid 
in acquiring a rhythmic sense. Could early 
choirs have stayed togeth<.>r in the elaborate 
polyphony without outside assistance? 

According to Thomas Mace, being a 
Master in the Art of Singing "is no such 

. easie Task as is vulgarly thought to be." 
This is still true today. Instrumentalists 
can produce the right pitch simply by 
applying a finger in the correct location, 
but the unaccompanied singer must pro­
duce it without any external help. Con­
sider how much greater the singer's task is 
when he/she has only a one-line vocal 
part (like an instrumental part) to read, as 
did the early singers. Without some 
knowledge ofwhat the other contrapun­
tal parts are doing, it is easy to lose one's 
way with either the notes or the count­
ing. Our beautifully laid-out modern 
scores ofeariy music, where the rhythmic 
location of each note in relation ro the 
other parts is shown with exactitude, give 
us an incalculable advantage. Moreover, 
aside from those early singers with an 
interest in composition, few would have 
had much knowledge of harmony or 
counterpoint. 

Problems With 
Pitch Accuracy 

Lacking all our advantages for auto­
matic ear training, early choirs found it 
difficult to sing ih tune, a subject Johann 
Joseph Fux discusses in his famed Gradus 
ad Parnassum (1725). Writing from Ro­
man Catholic Vienna, he defines all mu­
sic written for full choir as being in "a 
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capella" (the spelling in early texts) style, probably related to the fact that they are 
which is divided into cwo types: one un­ visually more confusing to the singers, 
accompanied by organ or instruments, even though the music may remain within 
and the other with accompaniment. The a diaronic compass. 
fIrSt and older mann<.>r, he says, is still in Of a composer wants ro venture into 
use in most cathedrals and at the\~ th~romaticgenus (Figure Ib) by using 
Emperor's court during Lent. But music '[' , accidentals, Fux recommends dou.. bling 
to be performed in this way must remain ; the vocal parts with instruments[Con­
within the diatonic genus (Figure la). cerning Figure 2, he has the pt¢il ask 
Otherwise, the voices will be out of rune: what instruments to use, since they are 
"Intonation is difficult for the voices when needed in this style. The trombones usu­
they have no help, not even from other ally play in unison with the alto and tenor, 
instruments." Composers thus should but what do the violins do? According to 
write musical lines that are easy and nacu­ the teacher,@l the violins in this "a capella 
ral for singing.s His further advice to avoid ' style" shOUld play in unison with the 
keys having too many sharps or flats was \! discam voice.9 J 
a. gen!lS diatonicum modernum 

b. genus chromaticum modernum (etc. to c''') 

I " e je II #" e ~e 0 I~ #&,: I! II! 0'0 # i" in e .C­
o - - - 0 #0 e "" ee 

Figure 1. Fux, a. diatonic genus; b. chromatic genus 
(clefs modernized) 
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From Fux's text, we can determine the 
following: I) both accompanied and un­
accompanied works in this style are clas­
sified as "a capella"; 2) at least in certain 

1-:
 
Figure 2. Fux, Table 45, figure 12. 

areas, cathedrals were able to support a 
tradition of unaccompanied singing; and 
3) to be performed with reasonable into­
nation, the music for unaccompanil'd 
singing had to be diatonic-the impor­
tance of which Fux says he has learned 
from long experience. Thus musl<:.pf any 
harmonic interest couidnoi: have' been 
su~gunaccompa~ied ;:.tl1tlle into~~tion 

-._Y'e expect. .... .. ..... 

This is corroborated by Johann 
Mattheson's 1717 remark: "Where are the 
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in well-tempered Instruments. 10 

Mattheson's last clause requires some 
clarification, for it refers to his disagree­
ments with the theorists who opposed 
equal remperament because it contains 
no pure (i.e., having no beats) interval 
but the octave. These theorists reasoned =... 
that the more pure intervals a tempera­
ment has, the better it will be. As 
Mattheson sought to convey on many 
occasions, this is not the case in actual 
practice. In equal temperament, the tiny 
amount each fifth is narrowed is harely 
perceptible to the ear and makes all keys 
usable, something no unequal tempera­
ment can accomplish. On paper, how­
ever, equal temperament gives the 
appearance of being deficient because of 
all its "impure" intervals. Thus the argu­
ment was between theorists. who consid­
ered pure intervals on paper the most 
important issue, and practicing musicians, 
who wanted the tonal freedom that unly 
equal temperament can supply. 
Mattheson's sentence, therefore, means 
that unaccompanied singing produces a 
false intonation many times greater than 
that of equal temperament's "impure" in­
tervals. In support ofhis statement about 
the weakness ofvocal intonation, he cites 
a sentence from the 1609 treatise of 
Johann Lippius. I I 

AnOther contemporary citing faulty 
intonation is Pier Francesco Tosi, whose 
1723 vocal treatise cautions the teacher 
to pay special attention to developing a 
good sense ofpitch in his pupils: "} can in 
all truth say that (aside from a few sing­
ers) modern intonation is very poor." 12· 

Reports of this nature continue fOf wdi 
over a hundred years. 

Halfa century beforeTosi's book, Tho­
mas Mace asserts that even the "best-

singers who can sing a single aria without 
instruments and stay on pitch?" He has 
never heard unaccompanied singing from 
anyone but the itinerant choirboys. And 
in his 1731 book, he asserts: 

Nowadays no one sings like the 
itinerant choirboys without 
instruments or accompaniment, for 
from that derives a much greater 
degree of poor intonation, out-of­
tuneness and flatting of the voices 

;==========-.::.:..-===-----·------==-==~==-~==============-l:=:;l than through all the false intervals 
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accomplish'd Voice, adjoyned to the most 
exact Ear. . . together with rhe most 
perfect and profound skill in the Art of 
Musick" needs support: "No Voice has 
ever been found able (certainly) to sing 
steadily and perfectly in Tune, and to 
continue it long, without the assistance 
ofsome Instrument." 13 This indicates no 
acquaintance with unaccompanied sing­
ing of the type we admire. Since he had 
more than fifty years of singing experi­
ence at the time he wrote, he likely began 
as a chorister around 1622-25, when ca­
thedral music was flourishing; he was ap­
pointed a "singing-man" in the choir of 
Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1635. In 
describing music-making before the Civil 
War (642), he specifies that the follow­
ing vocal pieces were accompanied by the 
organ or, when unavailable, the theorboe: 

The Best which we did ever Esteem, 
were Those Things which were 
most Solemn, and Divine ... viz. 
Mr. Deering's Gloria Patti, and 
other ofHis Latin Songs ... besides 
many other of the like Nature, Latin 
and English by most of the above-
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named Authors [e.g., William 
Lawes, John Ward, Mr. Whire, Mr. 
Coperario].l~ 

Much of this music lacks an indepen­
dent accompaniment. Similarly, Butler 
refers to Thomas Tomkins's "When David 
heard" as being performed "with conso­
nant instruments."15 Yet this vocal piece 
contains no instrumental parts or direc­
tions for instruments. 

Mace also provides information use­
ful for evaluating the related issue of 
whether choirs would by choice have been 
reduced to one on a part. Writing when 
English cathedral music was feeling the ill 
effects of the Cromwell era, he laments its 
deficient condition: 

First, by the General Thinness of 
most Quires . . . [where] there is 
but allotted One Man to a Part; and 
by reason of which it is impossible 
to have That Service constandy 
performed, although but in a vel)' 
ordinary manner, (Thinly, yea very 
Thinly).16 . 

Implied is that such a stare of affairs, 
which resulted from extremely low wages 
and the lack of attention from church 
authorities, was unheard of in earlier 
rimes. Before the Civil War (1642), choirs 
were much more liberally constituted. 

Another indication that support was 
needed to keep voices in tune is the 
gambist Andre Maugars's account of his 
1639 visit to Rome: "They equip their 
choirs better than we do, giving each one 
a small organ, which indubitably lets them 
sing with better intonation," Describing 
a program he heard in the long and spa­
cious church of Santa Maria sopra 
Minerva, he recalls two large organs el­
evated on either side of the main altar, 
each with its choir. Along the nave were 
eight other choirs, four on each side, 
standing in a gallery about eight to nine 
feet high, and separated from each other 
by about the same distance. 

For each choir there was a portable 
organ, as is customary. One should 
not be surprised, for in Rome can 
be found more than two hundred 
of these, whereas in Paris one would 
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scarcely be able to find two at the 1 j from the portable organ, its tone would 
same pitch. I? I have been nearly covered by the singers, 1\ 

\ \ giving an illusion ofunaccompanied sing-
With reference to standard Italian or-' \, ing. '" 

gans, which do not have as many registers \ J 
and different tone colors as French or­
gans, Maugars believes that most serve 
only to support the voices and enhance 
the other instruments. From his account, 
it appears that any unaccompanied singing 
in Rome at this time had to be exceptional. 

Perhaps these portable organs were 
similar in appearance to a positive organ 
from Michael Praetorius's 1619 Syntagma 
musicum (top of Figure 3). Also shown is 
a Regal 3tgan ofsmall, rasping reed pipes, 
which a(century later, to Mattheson's an­
noyance, was still being used here and 
there. I 

Thus the ~rtable organ is a further' 
means of vocal support to add to the 
ample documentation in the modern lit-, 
erature about the use ofwinds, brass, and' 
stringed instruments to accompany early 
singers. By being placed in the midst of 
the choir, its pitches were easier to grasp 
th~n those from a iarge organ at some 
distance, whose pipes were enclosed in a 

\ \ case.[§scause less volume was, required 

The Meaning of "a capella"\ 
As Fuxindicates, music-sung a capella 

encompasses not only unaccompanied 
singing by the full choir, but also that 
with organ/instruments doubling the vo­
cal lines. "Capella" refers to the entire 
musical establishment, which often in­
eludes instruments. (pur use of "a \ 

'cappella" to designate unaccompanied \ 
singing appears to have originated later:l 

(Other sources do not mention unaz.: 
companied singing when defining "a 
capella," bUl.!!§1ig(;!~te..~~e..!~E1_~yitlL!ls­
ing in~~ruments to double vocal lin.::. 18 

According to Heinrich ChristophKoch's 
Musikalisches Lexikon (1802), for example, 
the term a capella primarily specifies that 
instruments are to double the vocal lines 
in church music. Originally, he says, it 
meant a style in which the parts were 
strongly constituted with many voices. 
(This can be seen in Praetorius's discus­
sion of Capella, which he associates with 
the Emperor's court and other large 

Catholic music establishments. \9 Koch's 
first meaning is found' also in Gustav 
Schilling's 1840 Encyclopiidie.) 

Johann Gottfried Walther's 1732 
Musikalisches Lexikon, too, defines a 
capella as having instruments double the 
vocal lines in unison with them. Under 
"Capella" in his 1705 Dietionnaire de 
musique, Sebastien de Brossard refers to 
the Italian da capella, which requires that 
"all the voices and instruments of each 
part perform the same thing together to 
ma.ke more volume "bruit," even in the 
entrances of fugues." Because bruit usu­
ally signifies "noise," it gives us an idea of 
the decibel level he has in mind. a. beliefin an unaccompanied perform­
ing tradition seems to have originated 
more flOm modern ideals as to how this 
music should sound than from documen­
tation in early sourceD Exclusively unac­
companied tradi tions are said to be 
securely documented only for the choirs 
of the Si~l and of Cambrai 
Cathedral, where there was no organ and 
no record of instrumentalists having ac­
companied singers.2o However, are we cer­
tain that a portable organ never furnished 
the necessary intonation support in these 
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locations? In 1784 Christian Carl Rolle 
mentions that the singers of the papal 
chapel were accompanied by organ, but 
not instruments.21 Whatever the case, 
Maugars's account of the extensive use of 
the portable organ in Rome opens up a 
new avenue in our investigation of early 
practices. 

If we were somehow able to hear this 
repertory sung by a choir of the period, 
we would most likely be profoundly dis­
appointed, for it would lack the refine­
ment we believe suits tht> music so well. 
Besides an intonation far from modern 
standards, rhythm would have been much 
moreterratic than ours, blurring the c1ar­
iry 0' the individual parts. The overly 
loud singing mentioned in early sources 
implies coarseness and absence of unity 
in the ensemble. These factors indicate 
that accompaniment would have been 
necessary for all but the simplest music. 

An unaccompanied style sounds so 
"right" to our ears. It cannot be denied 
that this polyphonic repertory, sung su­
'perbly by modern ensembles, produces 
an effect enchanting to modern sensibil­
ity. This is perfectly acceptable, as long as 
no claims are made for its representing 
historical practice, and there is a climate 
receptive to alternative performances with 
organ or instruments. 
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