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The French term chant sur le livre means "to sing from the book", or "impro
vised songs based on the melody contained in the liturgical book". It is one of the 
oldest traditions in the French polyphonic religious music. As an "oral tradition': 
non -codified by theorists, it has been passed from generation to generation, and it 
seems to exist in opposition to the boundaries of stylistic periodizations of the ep
ochs. Micrologus of Guido of Arezzo (11 th century) includes the oldest witness to 
the existence of this type of singing; it is described there as discantus or dechant1• 

In the 15th century Johannes Tinctoris described the practice of the polyphonic 
singing based on cantus firm us melody. He called it cantus supra librum2• In this 
manner of singing the parts were sung in an improvisatory way against a given 
chant, taken from a chant book. The latest mentions of this practice are dated 
back to the 18th century. The liveliness of the "singing from the book" as a vital 
liturgical practice remained for nearly as long as seven centuries3• Its supreme 
reason seems to be French passion for improvisation based on the plein-chant. 
The essence of the practice, despite the changing style of historical periods, has 
remained essentially unchanged: it was half-written, half-improvised polyphonic 
singing. A melody of the plein-chant derivation, was performed by the schola in 
long, equal rhythmical values, which - to sustain intonation - was supported by 
unison serpent. At the same time, on the background of the individual notes of 
the monodic schola chant, the soloist holding the opened liturgical book with the 
original notation of the performed melody improvised another and often very 
ornamental part. Hence the term chanter sur le livre which means: "an improvised 
song based on the melody contained in the book': 

I Guido d~rezzo. Micrologus. In: Scriptores ecclesiastici de musica sacra potissimum. Martin Gerbert 
(ed.). Reprint ed. Hildesheim 1963 p. 21-24 (chapter XVIII: De diaphonia id est organi precepta, 
chapter XIX: Dictae diaphoniae per exempla probatio). 
2 R. J. Jackson. Performance practice: a dictionary-guide for musicians. New York 2005 p. 196. 

3 A. E. Choron, J. A. de la Fage. Nouveau manuel complet de musique vocale et instrumentale, ou 
encyclopedie musicale. Paris 1838 part II vol. III p. 196. 
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The presence of this practice in the 18th century breaks usual statements which 
relate it only to the so called "beginnings of the polyphony': Its vitality did not 
end with the melismatic polyphony still practiced in the 12th century in Abbey of 
Saint Martial in Limoges, but continuously remained until the French Revolution. 
A contract settled between a Chapter of the Clermont cathedral and a musician 
and composer appointed as a Maitre de musique of that cathedral in 1765, whose 
name was Louis Grenon\ shows how important and vital this practice was in 
18th century. Among the specific duties there is one that states that he should "in 
piety and virtue teach and conduct ten-boys choir, whose role is to participate in 
cathedral ceremonies. He should also teach the boys the art of music, chanting 
and fauxbourdon. [ ... ] He is additionally committing himself to be present with 
his choir whenever the music should resound, and whenever singing from the 
book or the fauxbourdon is required. He should also fulfill all the duties that have 
belonged to the Maltre de musique for centuries"5. Other contracts signed at that 
time between other churches and musicians applying for that position are of the 
same character6• 

Until the 17th century the "singing from the book" was essentially an oral prac
tice and was not of any particular interest of the music theorists7

• The 18th century 
brings this practice to revival as it appears at many authors8. In 1705 Sebastien 
de Brossard, explaining the meaning of the term con trapun to, says that "when 
the [polyphonic] composition is created on an ongoing basis and without pri-
or preparation, it is known as the singing from the book, or as contrapunctum • 
extemporaneum"9. In 1741 Jean Lebeuf called this type of practice ['art du fleuretis 
(flowery arts) 10 while regretting that the "singing from the book", through the ton-
al convenience of the vocal improvisation, distorted and misrepresented the origi-
nal beauty of the monodic melodies, which at that time, even of Single-part form, 
have been sung in a transformed form: "Gregorian chant has been largely stripped 

1 Louis Grenon (d. 1769), a musician and a composer, Maitre de musique of the Puy-en-Vel ay and 
since 1763 Clermont cathedral. 

5 See: Louis Grenon: Un musicien d'Eglise au XVIIle siecle. B. Dompnier (ed.). Editions Blaise Pascal 
2005 p. 30-31. 

6 Louis Grenon p. 30. 

7 H. Schneider. Die friinzosische Kompositionslehre in der ersten Hiilfte des 17. Jahrhunderts. Tutzing 
1972 p. 217. 

8 There is a short mention on this matter in the works: R. Ouvrard. La musique retablie depuis son 
origine; manuscript 821-2 conserved in Bibliotheque municipale de Tours; S. de Brossard. Diction
naire de musique. Paris 1703; J.-L. Lecerf de La Vieville. Comparaison de la musique italienne et de 
la musique franfaise. Bruxelles 1706; J.-Ph. Rameau. Traite de l'Harmonie. Paris 1722; Abbe Lebeuf. 
Reponses aux Questions proposees dans le Mercure du mois de Novembre dernier a loccasion de quel
ques Contestations Musicaies, formees a Troyes en Champagne. "Mercure de France" (May 1729). 

9 "Quand cette composition se fait sur le champ et sans preparation, c'est chanter sur le livre ou 
contrapunctum extemporaneum:' S. de Brossard. Dictionnaire de musique. Paris 1705 p. 15-16. 

10 J. Lebeuf. Traite historique et pratique sur le chant ecclesiastique. Paris 1741 p. 1l0. 
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of its beauty by the composers, who by following the rules of counterpoint, were 
rearranging the sounds to make easier adjustment of the harmony which is built 
on them"l l. What is good for polyphony is not always good for the monophony 
- he concludes. Let us add that this type of rearranged Gregorian chant (French 
plein-chant) got out among the others of G.G. Nivers' hand. 

Decades later, in 1767, Jean-Jacques Rousseau also talks about "singing from 
the book"12. In his Dictionary of Music he says, that it is "four-part counterpoint, 
which the musicians perform having the book opened on the music-stand in front 
of them, each of them improvising his own part. The three parts are improvised 
while the fourth one, sung according to the noted melody, is performed in long 
values". He adds that such a singing requires immense knowledge, skills and prac
tice which - according to Adrien de la Fage (1749)13 - were not as common phe
nomena as in 17th century. "Singing from the book" was no longer in use after the 
French Revolution. It was regarded as an archaic one and was labeled as "an old 
improvised two-part counterpoint"14. 

Traite du countrepoint Simple ou chant sur le livre of Louis-Joseph Marchand (d. 
1774) issued in 173915 is the first such a comprehensive French-language treatise 
on "singing from the book': This work is considered now to be the first French 
counterpoint handbookl6. The author's aim was to codify and organize the un
written rules already existing in the oral tradition. The direct reason for creating 
the treatise seems to be the gradual disappearance of such a practice in his times: 
"it is not my goal to give the new rules, but only to gather them and incorporate 
into a cohesive exposition regarding these regulations, which must be observed 
by those, who were obliged to sing from the book (chanter sur le livre)"17. The in
formation placed on the title page indicates that the treatise is intended for those, 
who "wish to perform the music in cathedral and collegiate churches of France, 
Flanders and other countries': This proves the practical and educational profile 
of the work. ''All this - says Marchant - in order to help those, who teach in ca-

11 J. Lebeuf. Traite historique p. Ill. 

12 J. J. Rousseau. Dictionnaire de musique Londyn 1766 p. 84; Encyclopedie ou dictionnaire universelle 
raisonne des connoissances humaines. F. B. de Felice (red.). Paris 1771 vo!. VIII p. 756. 

J3 A. de la Fage. Notes, extra its et varietes concernant le chant liturgique recueillis pour mon instruction 
(F-Pn n.aJ. 257) p. 240. See: J. Montagnier. Les sources manuscrites franraises du Chant sur le livre 
aux XVII' et XVIII' siecies. "Revue BeIge de musicologie" 49(1995) p. 79. 

14 Marchand. In: F. J. Fetis. Biographie universelle des musiciens. Paris 1863 vo!. V p. 416. 

IS Louis-Joseph Marchand (1692-1774), a French priest, theorist and composer. In his youth he 
studied at Bourges and Auxerre. After studies he entered in to seminary. After ordination he held 
various church positions in Bar-le-Due, Auxerre, Chalons-sur-Marne i Besan,<on (title maitre de 
musique). He composed Missa quatuor vocibus (I743). 

16 "I dared to write my work bearing in mind the usability of the issues raised by this treatise that 
have not yet been discussed by anyone. L.- J. Marchand. Traite du countrepoint simple ou chant sur le 
livre. Bar-le-Due 1739. Introduction. 

17 L.-J. Marchand. Traite. Introduction. 
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thedrals and other places"18. The work has a character of a handbook, in which 
the basic music issues are explained, what in turn is necessary to study "singing 
from the book': There follows exposition of the rules with the examples attached, 
"observance of which will make singing from the book perfect"19. The whole is 
completed by "lessons" and music examples placed at the end of the work. 

DU CONTREPOINT 
SIMPLE, 

SUR LE L I V R E, 
OU'Wdf/ nm!fairt ~ tOUJCCUX qui afpirtnt a mtrer J4lfS fa MflJiqftt Jt (~ 
. pMpart des Cathedralu er Cclllgialrs) tant tn F,.,mce, pit 

. . de Flandrt (:;' If/lfm. . 
. 

rar MOllfieur LOU[S.JOSEPH MARCHAND, l'ratre 
Semipl'cbande, & Maitre d~ Mlifique de l'Infigne Chapitre 
.de S. M.lXe. Chapelle 'Royale a Bar.le-Due, d-devant Mairre de 
Mufique des Cathedrales de Chaalons & de Dez;an<;on 

A BAR-LE.DUe; 

~hl!z R. le n A It D B R.I F LOT, Imprimcur-tihraire) &c. 
t 7 'F 7 • . 4 . , " 

M. D,CC. XXXIX • 
.1.1'£<: ,1l.£UI$$(OI\· 

The basis for the practice of improvised "singing from the book" is a plein-chant 
- the peculiarly French kind of liturgical monody, often called Gregorian chant -
even in the 18th century. In 1690, Antoine Furetiere wrote that "it is ensemble 

18 L.-J. Marchand. Traite. Introduction. 
19 L.-J. Marchand. Traite. Introduction. 
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church song performed by the singers in unison, consisting of rising and fall
ing diatonic tones, not accompanied by any other parts. This plein-chant is often 
called Gregorian chant"20. In 1694, Dictionnaire de I:Academie Fran~oise defines it 
as "the church's native chant': noting that "[multi-part] music is much more dif
ficult to perform than plein-chant"21. Plein means "equal, consistent and deprived 
of contrasts"22. In. Merchand's interpretation it is ''plein-chant performed in the 
church which, in spite of lack of diversity and ornamentation usually present in 
the [polyphonic] music, is characterized by dignity, when espeCially performed 
at its appropriate pace and relevant solemnity"23. Marchand notes further, that in 
certain occasions to this monodic chanting there is added harmony, which by the 
rule falls on each note (notte pour notte) and is defined as "simple counterpoint" 
or as "singing from the book" (chant sur le livre). Therefore, this kind of chant is "a 
composition composed of well balanced sounding harmony performed by musi
cians applying certain rules and improvising the plein-chant in the background of 
the monodic melody"24. 

An ability to effectively, mUSically and properly improvise plein-chant based 
on freely selected melody, required many years of study. Marchand recommends 
exercising in written form at the beginning, as counter punctual task, in which his 
treatise is preCisely helpful. After the rules of "singing from the book" are being 
mastered, then it is possible to apply them to the improvised chanting. The true 
master, he says, can improvise not only an ordinary harmony, but also apply the 
imitation technique of speCific phrases (desseins) or fugue, which "adds grace to 
the chant, and by which an ear is nicely affected"25. 

The supreme element of "singing from the book" is the melody of plein-chant, 
which serves as the basis (basse) for improvisation. Each of its notes, says March
and, "should be considered as the first tone (of a scale), on which its relevant har
mony should be built"26. It means that each of the sounds of plein-chant melody, 
led in equal and extended rhythmical values, constitutes (within the framework 
of its duration) the base for the upper part, characterized by a greater rhythmical 
variety. In between these parts there can appear both perfect (parfait) and imper-

20 "Plein chant est le chant ordinaire du Choeur des Eglises, OU les chantres chantent a l'unisson, et 
forment des tons en montant et en descendant par degres sans aucunes contreparties. [ ... ] Ce plein 
chant s'appelle aussi le Gregorien:' Plein chant. In: Dictionnaire universel. A. Furetiere (ed.). Paris 
1690. 

21 "On appelle Plein-chant le chant ordinaire de I'Eglise. La musique est plus difficile a chanter que 
le pIe in chant". Plein. In: Dictionnaire de l'Academie Fran~oise. Paris 1694 p. 247. In various 17th_ 

. century sources, there are two versions of the spelling: plein-chant or plain-chant. 
22 "Uni, plat et sans inegalitez': Plein. In: Dictionnaire de l'Academie Franfoise p. 247. 

23 L.- J. Marchand. Traite p. 1. 

24 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 2. 

2S L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 2. 

26 "Chaque notte en doit etre regardee comme le premier degre, sullequel on doir faire ses accords." 
L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 10. 
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fect (imparfait) intervals. Following the Marchand's classification27, the first group 
should consist of: two thirds (major and minor), fifth and octave, while the second 
group contains: second, fourth and seventh. There also should be added: the sixth, 
which is regarded by him as the mixed (mixte) interval and so, depending on the 
context, may be considered either as consonance or dissonance. The perfect abil
ity to apply the intervals in accordance with the rules is a key to the tasteful and 
neat performance of "singing from the book': 

However, that is not all, as it is "not enough to know how to build a harmony, 
because in order to achieve fluency in a counterpoint, you must know the nature 
of the melody you are working on"28. Extremely important for improvisation is 
the tonality of the plein-chant melody which may be maintained in different tones 
(tons) and the modes (modes). Different tones and modes mean for Merchand, 
who for practical reasons does not deeply penetrate into the tonality of plein
chant, simply "different ways to open, continue and close the composition"29. In 
his interpretation there are eight modes, and their final sounds are in pairs: it 
means that for the first and second tone the final sound is re. For the third and 
fourth tone it is mi, for the fifth and sixth - fa, and for the seventh and eighth - sol. 
To find the dominant, which, as he underlines, is an essential element to distinct 
the tone, one should remember that in these paired tones the "first will have its 
dominant always higher than the second"30: 

Ton I Ton II Ton III Ton IV Ton V Ton VI Ton VII Ton VIII 

Finalis Re Re Mi Mi Fa Fa Sol Sol 

Dominant La Fa Ut La Ut La Re Ut 

Marchand illustrates this in the following way31: 

27 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 3. 

28 "C'est peu de savoir faire un accord, il faut pour reussir dans le contrepoint, connaitre la nature du 
sujet sur lequel on travaille:' L.- J. Marchand. Traite p. 10. 
29 "Differentes manieres de commencer, continuer et finir une piece". L.- J. Marchand. Traite p. 10. 
30 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 11. 

31 On the right side, the notes were written using the treble clef. There is no such a method of nota
tion in the Marchand's treatise. 



The Rules of the Improvised Vocal ReligiOUS Polyphony. .. 
35 

Intonatio te nor mediat io terminatio 

Ton I 

Intonatio tenor mea!atio terminatio finaDs 

Ton 1I 

terminatio fi nalis 

Ton I!I 

Intonatio tenor mediatio terminatio fi na lis 

Ton IV 

Intonatio tenor mediatic . terminatio fi na lis 

Ton V 

Intonatio tenor terminatio fi na lis 

Ton VI 

Intonatio tenor mediat io terminat io f ina lis 

Ton VU 

finalis 

Ton VlJl 

The flow of the improvised upper part, based on the long valued notes of the 
plein-chant, can be conjoint (conjoint) or disjoint (disjoint) - depending on the 
creativity of the soloist singer. The dominant flow of the melody should be diaton
ic one, which under certain rules is also free. As improvised voice is governed ba
sically by the same melodic rules as plein-chant, it is prohibited to lead the melody 
in a manner which is not consistent with the principles of the liturgical monody. 
Those not typical intervals which, in the polyphonic music of the first half of the 
18th century, especially in the secular one, no longer dazzled so much, were ex
plicitly prohibited in "singing from the book': In Marchand's eyes the threat of 
the influence of non-liturgical style of music was a serious one as the first detailed 
rules contained in his treatise relate to "what must not be done': and not "what 
should be done': 

It is necessary above all to avoid the progress of the sounds, which together 
form the interval of the seventh, the triton or consecutive semitones, which - as 
he says - are called in counterpoint as wrong progression (mauvais progrez). Such 
an error occurs not only at the melodic flow in upper part, on the background of 
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the remaining bass sound (basse)32, but also when such an interval melodically 
appears in the upper part with a change of the bass sound (plein-chant): 

I 

I 

I 

I 
I 

I 
I 

Incorrect up progression 

I 
I 

Incorrect down progression 

I 
I 

I 

I 
I 

I 

I 
I 

I 
I 

I 

In the "singing from the book" an interval of the "false fifth" which is also 
known as a triton, is also prohibited. The only place where this interval can ap
pear, is the second beat of measure33

, but provided that after it the third follows 
immediately, and the bass ascends by a semitone: 

11 

11 
15 11 

11 

I 

I 
I 

I 

I 11 
11 

Other dissonances which are similar to the triton, are also forbidden. "Similar" 
in the sense, that an interval together with notes before or after it forms a triton. 
Marchand defines such an error as "fausse relation du triton" ("false relation of the 
triton") or "relation de suposition du triton" ("suposition of the triton"): 

5 

Incorrect examples 

3 11 3 
11 

5 11 6 
11 

Correct examples 

3 11 3 
11 

6 5 I 
I 

32 The term basse (bass) means: a plein-chant melody sung in long rhythmic values. 

33 In "singing from the book': as in improvised song that does not require the score, there is basically 
no concept of "measure': While giving the rules Marchand is bound to use the terminology proper 
for the polyphonic music, which probably he borrowed from the well-known vocal counterpoint 
handbooks. Due to the fact, that in the "singing from the book" practice the plein-chant melody is 
divided into long and equal rhythmic values which form here a repeating sequence of stressed and 
unstressed beats. However, this cannot be called "measure". 
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In "singing from the book" an augmented fifth (quinte superflu(34
) is also for

bidden: 

Incorrect examples 

11 
5 6. 3 11 3, 6 5 

Correct examples 

11 5 6 3 
11 

11 3 
11 

65 ' I 

Of all the dissonant intervals occurring in the polyphonic music presented in 
"singing from the book" only the triton and "false fifth" under certain conditions 
are allowed. Marchand adds that other, more dissonant intervals, which in his 
times quite often appeared in polyphonic music, cannot take place in "singing 
from the book': 

Having placed a barrier to the elements of secular music regarding the melody 
of the improvised voice, Marchand goes on to discuss the issue of the harmony, 
which is allowed in between the schola performing plein-chant in long values and 
a soloist's part. The dominant intervals in "chanting of the book" should be the 
perfect ones, to which he included: both thirds, fifth and octave. They do not 
require preparation or resolution, because they themselves are the resolution to 
other intervals, i.e. "by their harmony they sweeten the roughness of the disso
nances placed in between them"35. Major third, says Marchand, is the resolution 
to the fourth and the seventh while the bass ascends by whole tone, as in the fol
lowing example36: 

5 43 I 
I 

5 4 3 I 
I 

I 

8 76 I 

I 
8 7 6 I 

The succession of two major thirds is generally prohibited because it would 
have been a "false relation of the triton" (jausse relation du triton). The only cir
cumstance which in the opinion of many musicians37 of Marchand's times justi-

34 Marchand says that "augmented fifth and minor sixth are practically the same': ("La quinte super
flue et la sixte mineure, c'est la meme chose dans la pratique". L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 20. 

35 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 15. 

36 The musical examples are given here in accordance with the original Marchand's notation. The 
lower part (four lines' staff) is a plein-chant melody executed in long rhythmic values; the upper part 
(five lines' staff) is an improvised "singing from the book': The numbers located in between mean 
intervals: 2 means the second, 3 - third, 4 - fourth, ete. 

37 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 16. 
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fied such a combination is a case, in which the plein-chant ascends by semitone 
(the example below, m. 3 and 4): 

Incorrect examples 

3 3 " " 
3 3~ " 3~ 

" 

Acceptable examples 

3 3 1 6 
1 

3 3 1 3 
1 

Rare examples 

3 

3 

" " 
3l« 3 

3~ 1 6 
I 

1 
1 

It also would be wrong to directly descend from a third to an octave. To avoid 
this, says Marchand, it is necessary to delay a second using a syncopation and then 
to resolve the dissonance of a second to an octave. 

Incorrect 
example 

3 8 " " 

Correct 
example 

3 2 8 " 
" 

Third minor, for the sake of its Singularity, has much less restrictions. First of 
all it is a resolution for the fourth and seventh. Besides, the sequences of the par
allel thirds are completely allowed. The only rule is that the composition cannot 
ever be finished on the minor third, but always on the major. 

The fifth is essentially a resolution to the dissonances of a second and seventh 
and of a sixth which is "mixed" consonance in Marchand's classification. The most 
common and typical example of a resolution for the sixths is a case, when the bass 
descends a second (see the example below). The model example for the second 
is when the bass leaps up by a fourth. The fifth is the resolution for the seventh, 
when the bass ascends diatonically. All the three typical cases of using the sixth, 
second and fifth, Marchand illustrates as follows: 

" 5 6 5" " 5 2 5" " 8 7 5 " 

• 
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Apart from these most typical cases, Marchand precisely describes the other 
examples, in which these intervals may occur. He particularly points out to the 
threat of using them in irrelevant context. He adds that in "singing from the book" 
it would be a serious mistake to join the intervals of fifth and octave by disjoint 
movement. All the following examples are not acceptable: 

5 8 11 5 
11 

Incorrect examples 

8 11 5 
11 8 11 5 

11 8 
11 

11 

The successive parallel fifths are also forbidden. A highly skilled singer may 
sometimes break this rule, but only and exclusively if it is necessary to use them 
due to an imitation or a fugue. In this case, "they can sometimes be used, provided 
however, that they are reversed"38. It is the only reason for the use of this type of 
consonance: 

5 I 5 5 I 5 
I 

I I 
6 8 I 3 8 5 8 I 5 6~ 8 

11 

11 

An octave, the third interval mentioned above, is - as Marchand says - Single 
and unique in its genre. Its use entails four rules: first, its principal function is to 
resolve the interval of a second; second, the intervals cannot be led parallel (so 
called: parallel octaves); third, the improvised part cannot leap down from an 
octave to the fifth (an example below) when the bass descends a third; fourth, the 
inverted situation is also not allowed, i.e. the leap from the fifth to the octave when 
the bass ascends by a third: 

8 5 I 8 
I 

5 11 5 
11 

8 I 5 
I 

8 I 

The interval which requires careful treatment is the sixth. In Marchand's typol
ogy it is the "mixed" interval. Its features make it essentially a resolution for the 
seventh: 

38 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 16. Marchand talks here about the fifths, which are often called "hidden 
consecutives fifths': 
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....... I 
6 76~ I 8 

11 

11 

". .... r,.... I 

6 7 6 I 7 6~8 I 

All the other principles of its use can be reduced to few rules: first, when a 
soloist singer wants to pass from the sixth to an octave, then the sixth should be 
major one; second, parallel sixths - as Marchand says - are allowed by "the most 
respected authors of our time"39, even despite the fact, that this has been forbid
den by many earlier ones (example a below). However is not advised to multiply 
this type of progression. When possible, it is better to use the syncopation of the 
seventh. In this case, following the sixth, there should appear an octave or a third 
on the nearest beat of the measure (example b below): 

3 

b) 

8 I 6 

" I 3 
8 7 6~, 8 

11 
11 

11 
11 

" .... 
6 76 

8 I 6 
I 

3 
8 

I 

6~ I 8 
I 

11 

11 

As of sixth minor, its features are similar to the major one. It is essentially a 
resolution to the seventh. Marchand warns not to open or finish the work with the 
sixth, especially the minor one. The work may begin with this interval only when 
it is required by the use of the theme of imitation or fugue: 

I 6 
I 

6 I 8 
I 

3b I 3 
I 

I 

I 

A good way to use the sixth (both major and minor) is to remain on the same 
pitch at the next interval, especially when the bass ascends diatonically (example a 
below). It is also proper to place the sixth on the weak beat of the "measure" while 
the bass diatonically ascends (example b below) or descends (example c below). 
The sixth may be also used together with the syncopation, in the presence of the 
fifth. In this case the bass ascends (example d below). The sixth may be used also 

39 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 22. 
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with the syncopation when the seventh appears for which it is a resolution. It oc
curs when the bass diatonically descends (example e below): 

b) 

8 6 ' 5 , 3 11 8 
11 6 ' 5 11 8 

'3~ 11 

c) 

6 ! 5 It 

I 3~ 11 

3 6 3~ 6 ', 3 6 3 6' 3 6 3~ 11 6 6 ' 6 
, , , 11 I 

5656'5656'56 
, I 

e) 

5676 ' 7676 ' 7676 768 ' I I 

6 6 ' 6 , 

, 
I 

, , 

The improvised "singing from the book" has not used the consonant intervals 
only. In any type of polyphony, as opposed to the traditional manner of the litur
gical monody's performance, the dissonant intervals are an obvious consequence 
of the musical construction. Presenting the ways of how to put them into rules is . 
one of the most important features of each counterpoint handbook. Marchand 
also dedicates a lot of space for this issue. 

Imperfect or dissonant intervals are - as he says - the second, fourth and sev
enth. The most general rule is that "they should always be preceded by the same 
sound, which is included in them"40. For example, if re is included in them, then 
the same sound should also appear immediately before; if mi - then also should be 
mi immediately before, and "it should always appear through the syncopation"41. 
This way of resolving which Marchand describes as a "resolution to the same 
beat"42, is the basic way of treating the dissonance melodically, which results from 

40 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 27. 

41 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 27. 

42 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 27. 
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a linear and not horizontal rather, understanding the issue of the harmony-B. The 
imperfect intervals, i.e. second, fourth and seventh, require a resolution when lo
cated on the "first beat of a measure': It is not required if they were placed on the 
last beat, because they in fact serve for "cementing the singing" only«. The clearest 
example of their use Marchand illustrates as follows: 

328" 8 7 5 11 5 4 3" 3 4 3" 8 7 6' 7 6 7 6' 8 " 
11 11 11 11 I I 11 

Each of the intervals mentioned above has its detailed rules. In the case of the 
second it does not matter whether it is major or minor. Each second should be 
always preceded by the third when the bass diatonically ascends, and it should be 
resolved down to an octave or a fifth (example a below). When the bass ascends 
a fourth, then the second should be preceded or prepared by the fifth, and should 
be resolved to an octave or fifth (example b below). An attention is also required 
when it comes to the way of improvising of soloist-singer passing from the inter
val of a second to the one that follows: "it is advised to avoid leaping up from this 
type of an interval to the perfect one, which would be placed on the first beat of 
the following measure,,45 (example c below). This rule - as Marchand says - ap
plies to all imperfect intervals: 

a) 

11 
3 2 8" 3 2 8" 11 3 2 8 " 

" 

b) 

5 2 8" 
" 

) 
Examples: Examples: Examples: 

c Incorrect Correct Incorrect Correct Incorrect Correct 

2 " 11 
2 11 

11 
2 " " 

2 " " 
2 " " 

2 " " 

5 2 8 " 11 
5 2 8 " 

" 

The fourth, to be correctly used in improvised "singing from the book", should 
be preceded by the third or the fifth, and always resolves to a third. Usually, there 

43 Marchand considers the intervals as a horizontal structure, which seems to be deeply rooted in the 
esthetics of the renaissance and in the practice ofliturgical singing. In Marchand's time, by dint of J. 
Ph. Rameau, the chords were considered as a vertical structure. 

41 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 27. 

45 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 28. 
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is a place for the syncopation here. When the bass ascends diatonically, then the 
best way to use the forth is to precede it by a fifth (example a below). The major 
fourth or a triton is - as Marchand says - prohibited in "singing from the book': 
This interval, which may appear in polyphonic music with no restrains, is fortified 
here by rigid rules and can be used only on the non-accented beat of the measure. 
Its presence can be only justified by the need of the coherence of the chant in the 
non-accented beat. Following this interval there should either the sixth appear on 
the next measure, or third or sometimes fifth (example b below). When the bass 
descends a semitone, then the triton cannot be used: 

a) b) tnton 

543' 543' 543" 
I I 11 

46' 43' 45" 
I I 11 

The fourth allows an exception in one of the supreme rules, which forbids the 
leap from an imperfect interval of the accented beat of a measure to the perfect 
one. If the bass descends diatonically, then the fourth may leap down to the third 
(example a below). Immediately after the fourth mentioned, we may also use a 
fifth (example b below). In spite of larger amount of sounds, still real two-part 
score remains, as the notes placed within one staff indicate variety of passing of 
the single part: 

a) 

3434'3 "3434'3 "3434'~" 
I 11 I 11 1 11 

b) 

4 6, 
4, " 4 6' " 4 6;1&' 

" 34' " 3 4 ' 
" " 

The composers - says Marchand - call an interval used in such a context the 
"consonant fourth" (quarte consonante), as it sounds well only with the sixth joint 
with it. When the bass leaps up, it is possible to pass from the fourth to the third 
by ascending diatonically. However it is not allowed to leap down from the fourth 
to the fifth if the bass also leaps up: 



44 
MILOSZ ALEKSANDROWICZ 

Examples: 
Incorrect Correct 

4 11 

11 
4 11 

11 

Examples: 
Incorrect Correct 

4 11 

11 
4 

, , 

It is also allowed to use the fourth on the first and third beat of a barred group, 
if the bass moves as follows: 

3 43 
, , 11 3 

11 
43 

, , , , 

Both sevenths - major and minor - have common rules. Each one should be 
preceded in the same way as the second and fourth, i.e. by the same note, that 
belongs to them and using the syncopation. The seventh is almost always resolved 
to the sixth and sometimes, but rarely, to the third: 

8 7 
, , 

Examples: 

3 7 6 ' 
3 ' 

Incorrect Correct 

7 11 

n 7 11 , 

8 7 6~1 

3 ' 

Examples: 

3 7 6 ' 
3 ' 

Incorrect Correct 

7 
, 
n 7 

, , 

Here is another example given by Marchand as proper one: 

5676' 7676' 76 8 , , , 7 6 , 3:!R4'S, 
I 3~, 

The rules mentioned above concerning the perfect and imperfect intervals, 
which constitute the essence of the regulations regarding improvised "singing 
from the book" are not the only ones that should be perfectly mastered by the 
solOist-singer. The practice of this kind of chanting allows also other elements 
thanks to which well educated soloist can use wide range of the artistic means. 
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It refers above all to the ability of using smaller rhythmic values thanks to which 
the melody becomes more artistic, and the imitation and fugue technique. All of 
this has been discussed in chapter eight of the Louis-Joseph Marchand's Traite du 
countrepoint simple ou chant sur le livre. 

When there are four notes of the improvised melody applied to one of the bass 
only, then there is need, that "the first and the third form perfect interval or a 
sixth"46 (example a below). It is also possible, due to artistic reasons, that the inter
vals mentioned appeared on the second and fourth beat, but then - as Marchand 
points out - they should be gently accented in chanting to let the shift be heard. In 
the score these notes are marked here by the ties (example b below); 

a) 
-I 

, 
n 

• 

I 

11 

, 
11 

, 

Marchand mentions that in "singing from the book" it is possible to use both 
duple and triple meter47. In the first case there are two plein-chant notes within 
one "measure" (example a below). It is also possible that there is only one plein
chant note within a measure, especially in triple meter (example b below); 

b) 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 
I 

I 

I 

I 
I 

I 

I 

The most artistic element in "singing from the book" is the fugue technique. 
It is an "imitation or more preCisely - exact repetition of the bass melody, which 
begins in mid-measure, or one or two measures later"48. In between the impro-

46 L.-). Marchand. Traite p. 35. 

47 L.-). Marchand. Traite p. 39. 

48 L.-]. Marchand. Traite p. 41. 
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vised chant and the plein-chant melody there should always be consistency, which 
means that all the above rules must be absolutely observed. It was not easy, as 
the soloist-singer used the same plein-chant melody, which was performed by the 
schola, but he performed it with some delay, and in other rhythmic values. In any 
case, he could not change it just to adapt it to the progression of the bass melody. 
This type of "fugue" was not long, it usually lasted for a few measures. It usually 
was only an imitation of the initial passage of the plein-chant melody. The final 
effect depended only on the singer's artistry and skill. The fugue - Marchand says 
- could be in the interval of the octave, fifth, fourth, or third (examples below). 
The fugue's theme could be also reversed49

; 

Fugue in octave 

I 
I 

Fugue in fourth 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 
I 

I 

I 

Fugue in fiM 

I 
I 

Fugue in thicd 

I 

I 
I 

I I 

I 
I 

I 
I 

How then, to read and understand the Marchand's treatise content in wider con
text? First conclusion is that this work is too cursory in its content. Many issues related 
to the technique of counterpoint and improvisation, have been entirely disregarded. 
This applies to the question of distribution of text syllables during the improvisation 
or the possibility of using the accidental sounds in the "singing from the book': Lack 
of discussion on this matter is even more surprising as there are some examples of 
this type of sounds in the treatise. One will have a different point of view, if we con
sider the context of the epoch. In the first half of the 18th century, "singing from the 
book" was vivid and widely used in the liturgical practice. For this reason, Marchand 
seems to ignore these issues, which in his day were evident for every singer. The trea
tise was not written to describe everything that relates to the counterpoint technique. 
It discusses only those of the elements, which - in the author's opinion - had to be 
put in order. Marchand concluded that the reader did not need additional explana
tion on what in the middle of the 18th century was generally applicable practice. The 
practice of "singing from the book" can be compared to the vocal-instrumental form 
of an "organ mass'; which existed in two different "forms"; it could be published as 
finished and completed piece of musical work or could be improvised by the organist 
"on a current basis" during the liturgy. More gifted organists were improvising on the 
basis of the commonly applicable, unwritten "improvisation rules': Both improvised 

49 L.-J. Marchand. Traite p. 42-45. 
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practices: "unwritten" organ mass (organ and choir alternatim) and the purely vo
cal "singing from the book" seem to be a manifestation of the same typically French 
spirit of the liturgical polyphony, origins of which go back to the early polyphony. 

Gaudeamus omnes50 
- Introit In Jesto omnium sanctorum (piein-chant): 

Gau-de - a - mus om-nes • 
In Do - mi - no di - em fe - stum ee - le -

- bran - tes sub ho - no - re san-eto - rum 0 - mni -um de quo-rum so-Iem-ni - ta - te 

gau -dent an - ge - Ii et col - lau - dant Fi - Ii - um De - i 

An example of "singing from the book" based on Gaudeamus omnes included 
in Marchand's Treatise: 

2 , 
_ 2 

G;tude~ an US 

Do - • 1111110 

Galldca -' -' -- mus • III 

omnes 

. ' 

nUllO 

... . 

III Do 
' .' 

Gaudea" . 

...... 

Translated by Milosz Aleksandrowicz 
Revised by Fr Eugeniusz Kaczor 

50 Source: Graduel et antiphonaire, Liber Quartus, Festivitatum omnium quae in sacello Regis Chris
tianissimi celebrantur. Recueilly par Philidor Laisne, Ordinaire de la Musique du Roy, 1691. (Bibli
otheque municipale de Versailles, Manuscript or 281 fol. 34r) 
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