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The Motet in the Age of Du Fay
During the lifetime of Guillaume Du Fay (c. 1400–1474) the motet
underwent a profound transformation. Because of the protean nature
of the motet during this period, problems of deﬁnition have always
stood in the way of a full understanding of this crucial shift. Through
a comprehensive survey of the surviving repertory, Julie Cumming
shows that the motet is best understood on the level of the subgenre.
She employs new ideas about categories taken from cognitive psychology and evolutionary theory to illuminate the process by which
the subgenres of the motet arose and evolved. One important ﬁnding
is the nature and extent of the crucial role that English music played
in the genre’s transformation. Cumming provides a close reading of
many little-known pieces; she also shows how Du Fay’s motets were
the product of sophisticated experimentation with generic boundaries.
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xiii

Notes to the reader

Abbreviations for modern editions and manuscripts in the captions are
those used in the Index of works and are listed in Modern editions of music
and Sources and sigla.
Index of works
This index gives the sources, modern editions, and subgenre assignments of
all the motets listed by name in the book, as well as related Masses and chansons that receive some discussion.
Bibliographical abbreviations (see also Modern editions of music)
AH

DTÖ
EDM
EECM
MGG
NG
REM

Guido Maria Dreves and Clemens Blume, eds. Analecta Hymnica
Medii Aevi. 52 vols. Leipzig, 1886–1909. Register, ed. Max Lütolf. 2
vols. Berne and Munich: Francke, 1978.
Denkmäler der Tonkunst in Österreich. Vienna: Artaria.
Das Erbe deutscher Musik. Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel.
Early English Church Music. London: Stainer and Bell.
Friedrich Blume, ed. Die Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart. 17 vols.
Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1949–86.
Stanley Sadie, ed. The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians.
20 vols. London: Macmillan, 1980.
Reinhard Strohm. The Rise of European Music, 1380–1500.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993.

Abbreviations for music manuscripts and prints: see Sources and sigla
Abbreviations for musical terms
A
B
cpf
Ct.
D
Mot.
N
R
SoS
S
T
Trip.
xiv

antiphon
bassus
cantus prius factus
contratenor
discantus
motetus
new text
responsory
Song of Songs
sequence
tenor
triplum

Notes to the reader
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Introduction

The age of Du Fay (c. 1400–1474) was a time of transition. Viewed both as
the late Middle Ages and the early Renaissance, the fifteenth century saw the
continuation of the fourteenth-century chanson in the formes fixes and the
birth of the new genre of the Mass Ordinary cycle. In the motet – the genre
that occupies a middle position between the chanson and the Mass both in
terms of size and place in the genre hierarchy – we see both continuity and
change: while the fifteenth-century motet had strong roots in the fourteenthcentury motet, it also underwent a radical transformation of style, text types,
and texture over the course of the century. Study of the motet provides a
unique view into the musical world of the fifteenth century.
Two related problems make study of the fifteenth-century motet diﬃcult.
The first is the radical transformation of the genre: from the late medieval
motet to the motet of the Josquin generation – from a motet in which several
new texts are sung simultaneously over a slow-moving tenor, to a motet in
which a single pre-existent liturgical text is sung by all voices in a homogeneous contrapuntal texture.1 This transformation is not well understood. For the
crucial decades around the middle of the century most of the surviving
motets are anonymous, and many are not yet available in modern edition. Du
Fay seems to have focused his compositional energies in this period on liturgical chant settings, especially Mass Proper cycles, and then on the new fourvoice tenor Mass. There is thus a gaping hole in our history of the genre: the
question of how we got from early Du Fay to Josquin has gone unanswered.2
The second problem is one of definition. How do we decide which fifteenthcentury compositions are motets? Contemporary definitions of the term are
extremely vague and there is little scholarly consensus in the twentieth century
on the nature and function of the fifteenth-century motet: the boundary with
1
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liturgical music is especially problematic.3 At one end of the spectrum are the
scholars who use “motet” loosely as a catch-all term for the many kinds of
Latin-texted polyphonic music other than the Mass; on the other end are the
scholars who treat the “motet” as a residual category, containing only pieces
without pre-existent liturgical texts (i.e. with new texts, or pre-existent texts
whose original genre or function is diﬃcult to identify).4 The closest thing to
a definition of the motet in terms of shared characteristics – a throughcomposed composition with a sacred Latin text – is both too broad and too
narrow: many pieces answering to this definition are not motets (such as Mass
movements or Vespers antiphon settings), while some fifteenth-century motets
have secular or vernacular texts. Even when we limit ourselves to pieces in
motet sections of generically organized manuscripts such as Bologna Q15 we
find a bewildering variety of styles, textures, and text types. The problem is
compounded by the transformation of the genre: a definition that applies to
one decade may not apply to the next.
If we try to define the motet in terms of function the problems are just as
great.5 The little evidence we have suggests that motets were used in numerous contexts, almost none of them liturgically prescribed: as filler during
Mass or at Vespers; for special devotional services for the Virgin Mary; during
processions or while welcoming visiting dignitaries; or as recreational music
for voices and instruments to be performed in the home. In the sixteenth
century, and surely before, motets were performed during dinner in the papal
chambers.6 Part of the genre’s raison d’être seems to have been a kind of functional indeterminism which makes clear definition almost impossible.
The transformation of the motet and the diﬃculty of defining it lead to
other problems. The failure to understand the changes in the motet is a failure
to understand central issues of music history in the fifteenth century such as
the role of English music, the development of homogeneous four-voice textures, and the expanding role of polyphony. The lack of a coherent definition
of the genre makes it almost impossible to interpret individual works: without
a basis for comparison, extensive knowledge of repertory, and a set of generic
expectations we cannot tell if a work is normal or unusual, innovative or
traditional, central or peripheral. Nor can we identify its field of reference –
to the history of the genre, to other genres and to specific compositions.
In attempting to solve these problems I have drawn on ideas from a variety
of disciplines; my basic methodology is laid out in Part I (chapters 1–3). In
thinking about problems of definition I have turned to category theory in the
2

