
Chant Editions

In the absence of a perfectly preserved oral tradition, or any audio recordings from the 
early stages in the development of the Gregorian repertoire,  any discussion of performance 
practice necessarily concerns the issue of print editions.  One of the main distinctions (but by 
no means the only one) between various editions currently in use  is the type of notation 
employed.  Terms such as “neumatic” and “quadratic” (or simply “square notes”) are often 
applied indiscriminately to certain types of notation, a problem that is compounded by the 
equally imprecise use of the term “modern notation.” 

 As recently as the 19th century, several different chant books used what could properly be 
called “square notes,”  as  in  this  example  from the  1871 Ratisbon edition of  the  Graduale  
Romanum: 

Today, however, when one speaks of “square notes,” it is usually in reference to the 
type of notation seen in the following example:

Although  this  type  of  notation  is  based  on  historical  models,  it  made  its  first  official 
appearance in the Vatican Edition of the  Graduale Romanum  in 1908i.  For this reason, it is 
often referred to as “modern chant notation.”

By far, the most commonly used editions to employ modern chant notation have been 



prepared by the monks of St. Peter's Archabbey at Solesmes (France).  The 1974 Solesmes 
edition of the Graduale Romanum and the widely distributed Liber Usualis both contain added 
markings (dots, lines, and vertical strokes) peculiar to the interpretive style commonly known 
as the  “Solesmes Method”ii:

Although more recent publications from Solesmes, such as the 1983 Liber Hymnarius, do not 
make use of these “outmoded”iii rhythmic symbols,  the vast majority of chant instruction 
books  currently  in  print  concern  interpretation based on  “the  Method.”   There  does  not 
currently exist a practical instruction for singing chant based on the most recent studies of the 
ancient manuscripts.

The oldest surviving chant notation dates from the 9th century, when the melodies were 
sung mostly from memory.  While this staffless notation is not exact in terms of pitch, the  
handwritten neumes express a great deal of interpretive information.  Although the offertory 
“Assumpta est Maria” dates from a later period, a scribe from St. Gall might have written it 
like this:

                                          assumpta            est ma ri                a   in cae

Based  on  the  most  recent  scholarship   in  the  field  of  Gregorian  semiology,  new 
notational systems have come into use that attempt to represent the staffless neumes of the 
earliest chant manuscripts.  With advances in music notation software and the creation of 
several different Gregorian chant fonts, there is now the possibility for a new edition of the 
Graduale that is more faithful to the manuscripts than those currently in use.   

For example, the offertory “Assumpta est  Maria” in the above examples is actually 
based on an older offertory chant, “Angelus Domini descendit.”  Anton Stingl has transcribed 
the notation from the St. Gall manuscript for the older chant using modified square notes in 
order to  create a hybrid edition (NB several  melodic  variations  not found in the Vatican 
edition):



 

With  the  creation  of  new  “square  notes,”  it  is  possible  for  this  notation  to  differentiate 
between  neumatic  elements  with  a  greater  degree  of  accuracy  than  the  Vatican  or  the 
Solesmes editions.  However, in spite of the improvements, the discerning chanter will still  
need to make at least occasional reference to the paleography which has been copied above 
the staff.



i Though appearing earlier in Pothier's 1883 Liber Gradualis, a private edition.
ii Dom Gregory Suñol, Textbook of Gregorian Chant According to the Solesmes Method .
iii Introduction to Liber Hymnarius.


