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FORS SEULEMENT L'ACTENTE QUE ]E 
MEURE: OCKEGHEM'S RONDEAU AND 
THE GENDERED RHETORIC OF GRIEF 

Fors seulement is among Johannes Ockeghem's most extensivefy discussed chansons. A much debated 
fiature qf this rondeau is that its two upper voices span almost the same high register. Sources disagree 
over which qf these voices is the tenor: earlier and authoritative manuscripts assign this role to the 
uppermost voice, while later ones 'normalise' the disposition by giving it to the slightfy lower one. Apart 
from a Jew passing remarks, musicologists have not taken into s1ff!icient consideration that the text qf 
Fors seulement, the lament qf a woman, is modelled upon Alain Chartier's Complainte on the 
death qf his lady, as Paula Higgins has demonstrated. This article focuses on the transformation qf 
the rhetoric qf grief from male Complainte to female rondeau, and considers anew the issue qf Fors 
seulement 's unique contrapuntal structure and its troubled reception from the point qf view qf the 
peculiarly gendered nature qf its poetic voice. 

The rondeau Fors seulement l'actente queje meure is one of Johannes Ockeghem's 
most popular secular works. The success this chanson enjoyed is evident 
not so much from the sum total of its sources (seven music manuscripts, 
less than the number for other chansons of his such as Ma bouche rit or 
D'ung aultre amer) 1 as above all from the high number of reappearances 

I would like to thank Villa I Tatti, The Harvard University Center for Renaissance Italian 
Studies, where I started work on the present article in 2007-8. I am grateful to my fellow 
tattiam F1ora Dermis and Diane Bodart, with whom I discussed some of the ideas presented 
below, and to the staff of the Berenson Library, especially Kathy Bosi, Michael Rocke and 
Angela Dressen, for their gracious help. I read earlier versions of the material presented 
here at the Seminaire de recherche en musicologie, Centre d'Etudes Superieures de la 
Renaissance, Tours, 21-3 June 2011; at the Medieval and Renaissance Music Conference, 
Barcelona, 5-8 July 2011; and at the Seventy-Seventh Annual Meeting of the American 
Musicological Society, San Francisco, 10-13 Nov. 2011. I would like to thank the audiences 
at these three conferences, especially Fabrice Fitch, lain Fenlon and Philippe Vendrix, for 
their helpful and stimulating comments. 

1 The musical sources for Fors seulement are: Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, Res. Vmc. 
MS 57 ('Chansonnier Nivelle de la Chaussee', hereafter: Nivelle), fol. VIr (incomplete: after 
the medial cadence there is just the tenor and contratenor); Dijon, Bibliotheque municipale, 
MS 517 (olim 295, hereafter: Dijon), fols. 28v-29r; Washington, DC, Library of Congress, MS 
M2.1 125 Case ('Chansonnier Laborde', hereafter: Laborde), fols. 99v-100r; Wolfenbiittel, 
Herzog August Bibliothek, MS Guelf. 287 Extrav. (hereafter: Wolfenbiittel), fols. 43v-45r; 
Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, f. fr. 1597 ('Chansonnier de Lorraine', hereafter: 
Chansonnier de Lorraine), fols. XXXV1r-XXXV1Iv; Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana, MS Cappella Giulia, XIII.27 (hereafter: Cappella Giulia), fols. 9r-98r (mod. 
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it makes, both in pieces by Ockeghem himself (who quotes it in a motet, 
Intemerata dei mater, and uses it as the basis for the rondeau Fors seulernent con­
ire ce qu'ay promys, and for the Missa Fors seulernent) and by composers from 
one or more generations later, such as Jacob Obrecht, Pierre de La Rue, 
Antoine Brumel, Josquin des Prez, Matthaeus Pipelare, to mention just a 
few. As a result of this popularity Fors seulement has been at the forefront of 
musicologists' attention almost since the dawn of the discipline. Starting 
back in the second half of the nineteenth century with August Wilhelm 
Ambros, followed then by Otto Gombosi and Hellmuth W olff, and later 
Helen Hewitt, Martin Picker, Paula Higgins, Clemens Goldberg, Richard 
Weder, Fabrice Fitch, Jaap van Benthem, Christina Urchueguia and others 
in the course of the twentieth century, many scholars have studied it, out 
of interest both in the rondeau itself and in its reworkings. 2 

Apart from the substantial intertextuality to which it gave rise, Fors 
seulement (composed probably around 1460) stands out from Ockeghem's 
other secular compositions in one particular respect: it is the only three­
voice work in which the two upper voices are both in a high register (for 
the moment I shall call them 'voice A' and 'voice B'; their nomenclature 
and function will later be discussed in detail). Their melodic ranges are 
only slighdy different, while standard practice in three-part chansons of 

num. 104v-105r); Sankt Gallen, Stiftsbib1iothek, MS 461 ('Frido1in Sichers Gesangbuch', 
hereafter: Gesangbuch), p. 2. To these should be added the sources for the poetic text alone: 
London, British Library, MS Lansdowne 380, fol. 251r; Berlin, Staatliche Museen der 
Stiftung PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, Kupferstichkabinett, MS 78.B.I7 (olim Hamilton 674, 
'Chansonnier of Cardinal de Rohan'), fol. 69r; Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, f. fr. 
1719 (hereafter: P 1719), fol. 34r; Paris, Bib1iotheque nationale de France, f. fr. 1722, fol. 72v; 
Lejardin de plaisance etjleur de rethoricque, Paris [Antoine Verard], c. 1501, fol. 115'. 

2 A. W. Ambros, Geschichte der Musik, vol. 3 (Leipzig, 18933 ), p. 57; 0. J. Gombosi, Jacob 
Obrecht: E'ine stilkritische Stndie (Leipzig, 1925), pp. 16-34; H. C. Wo1ff, Die Musik der a/ten 
Nzederliinder (15. und 16.Jahrhundert) (Leipzig, 1956), pp. 200-5; H. Hewitt, 'Fors seulement and 
the Cantus Firmus Technique of the Fifteenth Century', in G. Reese and R. Snow (eds.), 
Essays in Musicology in Honour cif Dragan Plamenac (New York, 19772 ), pp. 91-126; Fors seulement: 
Thirty Compositions for Three to Five Voices or Instruments from the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, ed. 
Martin Picker (Recent Researches in the Music of the Middle Ages and Early Renaissance, 
14; Madison, 1981), pp. vii-xxv; P. Higgins, 'Antoine Busnoys and Musical Culture in Late­
Fifteenth Century France and Burgundy' (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1987), pp. 144-
8; C. Goldberg, Die Chansons Johannes Ockeghems - Asthetik des musikalischen Raumes (Laaber, 
1992), pp. 291-306; R. Wexler, in J. Ockeghem, Motels and Chansons, ed. R. Wexler with D. 
Plamenac (Johannes Ockeghem, Collected Works, 3; Boston, 1992), p.lxvi; F. Fitch,]ohannes 
Ockeghem: Masses and Models (Collection Ricercar, 2; Paris, 1997), pp. 122-7; J. van Benthem, 
'The Transmission of Fors seulement l'atente', in J. Ockeghem, lfyrie Gloria Credo super Fors seulle­
ment l'atente, ed. J. van Benthem (Johannes Ockeghem, Masses and Mass Sections, Il, 4; 
Utrecht, 1998), pp. vi-vii; C. Urchueguia, 'lntertextualitat und historisches Textverstandnis 
in der Musik der Renaissance - Fors seulement: zwischen Werk und Oci!U', in C. Henkes 
et al. (eds.), Text und Autor: Beitriige aus dem Venedig-Symposium 1998 des Graduiertenkollegs 'Textkritik' 
(Miinchen) (Beihefte zur Editio, 15; Tiibingen, 2000), pp. 115-52. 
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A B c 

Example I The vocal ranges in Ockeghem's Fors seulement. In the Loire Valley chan­
sonniers A = superius, B = tenor; in the later codices A = tenor, B = superius 

the period entails more differentiated melodic ranges, with the superius 
pitched highest and the tenor in an intermediate position. Example 1 shows 
the ranges of the chanson's three voices. 3 

Although for Ockeghem this disposition is an isolated instance, chansons 
with similar features are not uncommon among compositions dating from 
the second half of the fifteenth century, as I will discuss later. However, 
what is odd about Fors seulement is that its employment of two voices in a 
high register lies behind a curious feature in the transmission of the musical 
text: the sources differ in the way they establish the functions of the two 
upper voices. The copyists of the Loire Valley chansonniers (Nivelle, 
Laborde, Wolfenbiittel and Dijon), which are the oldest manuscripts, the 
closest to the author and probably the most authoritative, surprisingly 
assign the role of tenor to voice B, the highest, copying it at the top of the 
right-hand page, as is usual with the tenor of a chanson. 4 The copyists of 
the more recent codices, which are generally more peripheral to Ockeghem 
and his milieu (Chansonnier de Lorraine, Cappella Giulia and the Gesang­
buch), bring the voices back to a more 'standard' order, arranging them 

3 In the second half of the 15th c. the contratenor tends to be the part pitched lowest, even 
though the tenor, the part immediately above, often crosses below it. In Fors seulement the con­
tratenor is finnly separated from the two upper voices and contained within a bass register. 
On the vocal ranges of Ockeghern's chansons see D. Fallows, 'Ockeghern as a Song Corn­
poser: Hints towards a Chronology', in P. Vendrix (ed.), Johannes Ockeghem. Actes du XL' Colloque 
international d'etudes humanistes, Tours, 3--Bjivrier 1997 (Tours, 1998), pp. 301~16. 

4 The Loire V alley chansonniers are nowadays unaninsously considered to be a group of codices 
originating from central F ranee between 1460 and 1480 (at least as far as the earliest corpus of 
the manuscripts is concerned). Despite the idiosyncrasies of individual manuscripts, convincing 
links have been established between these chansonniers and the ambience of the French court. 
Their close affiliation, both cultural and chronological, to the milieu in which Ockeghern and 
Antoine Busnoys operated gives them a special importance in these composers' secular output. 
The most recent and thorough study of the Loire V alley chansonniers is J. A! den, Songs, 
Scribes, and Society: 17ze History and Reception qf the Loire Vallq Chansonniers (New York and Oxford, 
20 I 0), which takes into account all previous work on these manuscripts. 
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according to pitch: voice B, the highest, is here the superius, while voice 
A, in fact the intermediate one, is given the position of tenor. 5 

Which of the two voices is the superius and which the tenor? When 
deciding among the two possible options, musicologists have relied either 
on the standard disposition of voices in late-fifteenth-century song, or on 
the perspective afforded by the rondeau's reworkings. 6 Those who opt for 
the arrangement of the more recent sources, such as Hewitt and Picker 
among others, consider the mise en page of the Loire V alley chansonniers 
an oddity, if not an outright mistake. 7 Instead, they point out that voice 
A has a slightly lower range, and note its frequent stepwise descent, notably 
at the final cadence; since these features are among the grammatical func­
tions of the tenor in fifteenth-century counterpoint, they consider voice A 
to fulfil that role, and consequently call voice B the superius, 'regardless of 
its entering last - as the tenor usually does' (Hewitt's words) and thus side­
lining the evidence of the earliest sources, those closest to the composer. 8 

Other scholars, such as W exler and van Ben them, regard voice B as the 
tenor of the song instead, not only following the Loire Valley chansonniers, 
but also noting that the vast majority of the song's reworkings borrows voice 
B as the cantus firm us, as usually happens with the tenors of chansons. 9 

Then there is Clemens Goldberg, who opts for a third solution, which 
emphasises what he considers the substantial interchangeability of the 
two high-pitched voices: he proposes calling them Superius I (my voice B) 
and Superius II (my voice A). 10 

As my brief summary shows, when discussing this issue musicologists 
have focused almost exclusively on the music of Fors seulement, paying little 

5 The Chansonnier de Lorraine was copied probably in Paris around 1500, or perhaps later. 
On this manuscript see C. M. Shipp, 'A Chansonnier of the Dukes of Lorraine: The Paris 
Manuscript Fonds Franc;:ais 1597' (Ph.D. diss., North Texas State College, 1980); J. P. 
Couchman, 'The Lorraine Chansonnier: Antoine de Lorraine and the Court of Louis XII', 
Musica Disciplina, 34 (1980), pp. 85-166. The facsimile of the manuscript is accessible on the 
website <http:/ /gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btvlb9060517z/fl.image>. Cappella Giulia is a 
F1orentine manuscript, copied in the years 1492-4; see 7he Cappella Giulia Chamonni£r (Rome, 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, C. G. XIII 27), ed. A. Atlas, 2 vols (Musicological Studies, 27; 
Brooklyn, 1975--6). The Gesangbuch is probably the work of the Sankt Gallen organist 
Fridolin Sicher, who could have copied it around 1515; concerning this see The Songbook rif 
Fridolin Sicher, around 1515, Stifisbibliothek Cod. Sang. 461, ed. D. Fallows (Facsimile editions of 
prints and manuscripts; Peer, 1996). 

6 Here I summarise opinions as to the function of the two upper voices in Fors seulement, citing 
only a few studies representative of musicologists' differing positions on this matter. 

7 Gombosi, for instance, does not even address the question of divergences within the tradition, 
always referring to the chanson's highest-pitched voice as 'Oberstimme' or 'Diskant': see 
Gombosi, ]acob Obrecht, pp. 16-34. 

8 Hewitt, 'Fors seulement and the Cantus Firm us Technique', p. 95; Fors seulement, ed. Picker, p. x. 
9 Wexler, in Ockeghem, Motels and Chamom, p. lxvi; van Benthem, in Ockeghem, Kjrie Gloria 

Credo, pp. vi-vii. 
10 Goldberg, Die Cha11Som Johannes Ockeghems, pp. 298-9. 
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attention to its words and to their possible relationship with the music. I 
believe, however, that considering the poetic text will throw a revelatory 
light not only on the uncertainties surrounding the song's upper voices, 
but also on the potential cultural meanings of the song itself. My aim in 
this article, therefore, is to address both the compositional features of 
Ockeghem's Fors seulement and its complex transmission from the point of 
view of the song's words. To this end I shall begin with an analysis of the 
chanson, followed by an examination of the manuscript tradition, especially 
the Loire Valley chansonniers. I will then concentrate on the poetic text, 
discussing its features, origins and context, and paying particular attention 
to the gender of its poetic voice. Mterwards I will examine the composi­
tional devices employed by Ockeghem in setting these strongly gendered 
words, discussing them in connection with the peculiar textual transmis­
sion of the song. In conclusion, I will ponder the potential relevance of my 
interpretation for larger issues of musical gendering in fifteenth-century 
secular repertories. 

A LONG RONDEAU 

Fors seulement is differentiated from the rest of Ockeghem's secular output 
by a series of features. Apart from the use of two voices dose in register 
and tessitura over a low contratenor, Fors seulement stands out from the 
composer's other chansons by reason of its length. The rondeau unfolds 
over seventy breves in tempus impeJfictum diminutum: this length exceeds that 
of Ockeghem's other rondeaux and is probably the reason why in Nivelle 
and W olfenbuttel Fors seulement is copied into two successive openings. 11 

The rondeau's 'long' duration results from a feature of Ockeghem's 
setting. Fors seulement opens with a duet lasting for nine breves between 
voice A and the contratenor, in which voice A anticipates the beginning of 
the first phrase of voice B, which enters at bar 10 as the fifth in a cadence 
on D (see Example 2a). The second part, after the medial cadence, is 
structured in the same fashion: it too opens with a duet between voice 
A and the contratenor, voice B making its entry after five breves (see 
Example 2b). 12 

11 Of Ockeghem's other rondeaux none is comparable in length to Fors seulement. With the sole 
exception of La despourveue, none has been copied into two successive openings in those manu­
scripts in chansonnier format. Rather, the use of two openings is typical for virelais, which are 
generally longer than rondeaux. In fact, with few exceptions Ockeghem's virelais are copied 
on two successive openings in the chansonniers. The exceptions are indeed the rondeau La 
despourveue, transmitted in two adjacent openings in F1orence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, 
MS Magi. XIX.l76 (fols. 83v -85'), and the virelai Ma bouche rit, one single opening in F1orence, 
Biblioteca Riccardiana, MS 2356 (fols. 28v-29') and Cappella Giulia (fols. 76v-77'). 

12 I reproduce excerpts from the transcription of the chanson in the Wexler edition, Ockeghem, 
Motels and Chansons, pp. 62-3. 
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(a) 

~=0 5 

A 

(Fors seu - le - ment) 

B 

---------e- -e-
c 

Example 2 Ockeghem, Fors seulement: (a) bb. I-ll (duet between voice A and con­
tratenor, with entry of voice B); (b) bb. 42-8 (duet between voice A and contratenor, 

with entry of voice B) 

The opening duet of Fors seulement has a bipartite structure: the first sec­
tion comprises the descending interval of a fourth, from a' to e' (bb. 1--4), 
which, assuming that the underlay of the text is as set out in Example 2a, 
would fall on the fourth syllable of the decasyllabic line. The stress here is 
rendered musically by a melodic-rhythmic element recurrent throughout 
the piece: the descending fourth with a dotted semibreve followed by two 
semiminims. 13 Among Ockeghem's secular works only two chansons have 

13 Instead of the dotted rhythm, Dijon and Laborde have a semibreve followed by two minims. 
The dotted rhythm is found in all the other sources. Nivelle seems to belong to this latter 
group, judging by the single occurrence of the descending phrase in the surviving fragment 
of the tenor which at this point (b. 54) has the dotted rhythm lacking in Dijon and in 
Laborde. In the sources containing Ockeghem's reworkings of the rondeau, or his pieces 
which quote the melodic material (the five-part mass on Fors seulement, the rondeau Fors seule­
ment contre ce qu'ay promys and Intemerata dei mater) it is always the dotted rhythm that is found. 
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(b) 

45 

Example 2 Continued 

an incipit comparable to that of Fors seulement: Un aultre l'a and Baisiis moy. 
In Un aultre !'a the tenor takes up the opening of the superius a fifth lower, 
but it does so after the first hemistich and not at the resolution of a 
cadence, while in Baisies moy the superius enters at the cadence concluding 
the initial duet - at an interval of a fifth from the resolution note, just as in 
Fors seulement - but here the first phrase is quoted in its entirety: this voice 
repeats, a fifth higher, the phrase sung by the tenor at the outset. 

By contrast, the opening duet of Fors seulement does not offer in its 
entirety what will be heard in the voice that comes in last; rather, it func­
tions as preparation for voice B's entry. In fact Fors seulement's initial duet 
between voice A and the contratenor sets forth only the first hemistich of 
the phrase subsequently sung by voice B, as if this were a 'motto'. As we 
can see in Example 2a, from bar 5 on voice A's melodic space is gradually 
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10 

15 

Example 3 Ockeghem, Fors seulement, bb. 10-19 

reduced: after this point the duet adds no new melodic material, but 
simply proceeds towards the cadence. The entry of voice B in bar 10, at 
the cadential resolution, repeats precisely, both in rhythm and pitch, what 
voice A had begun with. Yet instead of remaining confined within the 
restricted space of a cadential turn, voice B's phrase in the second hemistich 
acquires a melodic charge of its own: having repeated exactly the first 
nine notes of voice A, it soars up to d", an octave above voice A's caden­
tial note in bar 10 (see Example 3). That is to say, voice B takes possession 
of the opening motto, giving it a melodic elaboration: what is sung in bars 
1 0-l 7 by voice B is thus the complete first phrase of the chanson. There­
fore the entry of the third voice clarifies the introductory function of what 
we have heard up to this point: in a sense, it is only here that the rondeau 
proper begins. 

This 'preparatory' function of the opening duet is a distinctive feature 
also of the duet at the beginning of the rondeau's second section. Here 

44 



This content downloaded from 159.149.103.19 on Thu, 30 Apr 2026 16:16:34 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

Fors seulement l'actente que je meure 

too voice B comes in last at the interval of a fifth above the resolution of 
the contratenor at the cadence with voice A. Its phrase (an anticipation at 
the unison of voice A in bb. 49-53) reasserts the dactylic rhythm found in 
voice A at the beginning of the second section (bb. 42-3; see Example 2b 
above), thus recalling both the phrase at the chanson's opening and the 
ways in which that phrase is presented, that is, as an introductory duet 
with a cadence at which the third voice comes in at a fifth from the note 
of resolution. 

A further aspect of the chanson relevant to the aims of this study is the 
way in which the two upper voices operate at a cadence. As indicated 
above, this has been one of the chief arguments in support of the correctness 
of the layout in the later manuscripts (which treat voice A as the rondeau's 
tenor). In the closing cadence (bb. 69-70; see Example 4) voice B is posi­
tioned an octave higher than A, and exhibits an ascending movement 
towards the finalis (a typical superius motion), whereas the latter moves 
downward (typical tenor motion). This situation is reversed at the medial 
cadence (bb. 38-9; see Example 5): here it is instead voice B that has the 
typical tenor motion, while A's is of the type associated with the superius. 
Equally, in cadences less exposed than these a similar oscillation between 
the two upper voices can be seen. There are two pertinent instances in 
bars l 7-18 and 60-l (Examples 6 and 7). In both cases the two voices 
converge in a unison cadence (the first is without syncopation), and in 
both cases the resolving note is delayed in one of the voices thanks to 
a pause. So then, in bars 17-18 voice A is behaving melodically like a 
tenor (and B like a superius) at the descent to a, whereas in bars 60-1 the 
same voice behaves melodically like a superius (and B, conversely, like 
a tenor). 

Example 4 Ockeghem, Fors seulement, closing cadence, bb. 69-70 
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Example 5 Ockeghem, Fors seulement, medial cadence, bb. 37-9 

Example 6 Ockeghem, Fors seulement, bb. 17-18 

Example 7 Ockeghem, Fors seulement, bb. 60-1 
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THE NAMES OF THE VOICES 

Thus far I have avoided imposing a name on Fors seulement's two upper 
voices, and thus specifying their function. As mentioned, the evidence of 
the manuscripts is contradictory: the oldest codices surprisingly give the 
tenor's role to the piece's highest voice, while for the three most recent 
ones that function belongs to what is in fact the intermediate voice. So 
which is the tenor and which the superius in Fors seulement? And why do 
the Loire Valley chansonniers - manuscripts close to the area of produc­
tion and consumption of the repertory that has been transmitted - all 
concur in giving this rondeau such an unusual vocal layout? A close exam­
ination of the sources, especially the Loire Valley chansonniers, reveals 
certain interesting features relevant to finding answers to these questions. 

The Loire Valley chansonniers follow standard mise en page practice for 
three-part chansons: the superius occupies the verso of the folio (left-hand 
side of the opening), while the tenor and contratenor are on the recto of 
the following folio (right-hand side of the opening). These manuscripts 
specify the function for only two of the voices: the tenor and the con­
tratenor. 14 These are the voices that on the whole are not accompanied 
by the poetic text, which is often indicated just by its incipit, preceded by 
a calligraphic or illuminated letter ('T' and 'C') followed by its respective 
rubric ('enor' and 'ontratenor'). The superius, which has the poetic text 
written under the notes, has as its initial the first letter of that text. As 
pointed out above, the four chansonniers from the Loire Valley which 
have voice B as the tenor of Fors seulement all place this part in the position 
reserved for the tenor, at the top on the right, and with just the incipit of 
the poetic text (as is normal with the tenor), and write voice A at the top 
on the left with the complete poetic text (the norm with the superius). Two 
out of these four manuscripts, W olfenbiittel and Laborde, label the tenor 
with the capital 'T', as is common. 15 However, there is something unusual 

14 These are practices by and large common to all secular music manuscripts of the period. I 
concentrate on the Loire V alley chansonniers because specific features of these manuscripts 
concerning particular details of the mise en page are directly relevant to my argument. On 
copying procedures in chansonniers from the second half of the 15th c. see the studies by 
Jane Alden, in particular Songs, Scribes, and Sociery, esp. eh. 2 (pp. 65-107), and 'The Scribes' 
Role in the Production of 15th-Century Chansonniers: New Perspectives', Revue Beige de 
Musicologi£, 49 (2005), pp. 43--{;4. 

15 Wolfenbiittel, which like Nivelle preserves Fors seulement in two successive openings, has the 
capital 'T' only at the beginning of the piece. In the second part voice B has at the beginning 
the capital 'Q: of 'Qu'il n'est douleur'. Nivelle- within the limits of the surviving fragment­
presents a similar situation, but here the capital with the initial of the poetic text, followed by 
the incipit of the second part of the text, is found in the contratenor too. Given that some 
folios have been lost, it is not possible to know how the Nivelle copyist had labelled the voices 
at the beginning of the chanson. 
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here. In both cases the capital letter is not followed by the indication 
'enor' for 'tenor' and then by the incipit of the poetic text, as normally 
occurs in these chansonniers. Both in W olfenbiittel and Laborde the 
decorated initial is followed immediately by the poetic text's incipit, which 
in the case of Laborde lacks its correct initial letter. Whoever copied the 
text beneath the notes expected the miniaturist to insert a capital 'F' and 
so he wrote just 'ors seulement'. In preparing the manuscript miniaturist 
and copyist were not in agreement as to who was responsible for which 
letter, given that in differing ways the decorated initial in the two chan­
sonniers does not correspond to the text that follows. Thus, at the begin­
ning of the tenor part in Wolfenbiittel we read 'T Fors seulement' and in 
Laborde 'TOrs seulement', as can be seen in Figure 1. 16 

The Dijon Chansonnier presents another picture. The copyist is the 
same one who wrote out Fors seulement in Laborde, but by contrast with 
Laborde, Dijon shows no coordination problems between copyist and 
miniaturistY In fact, in Dijon superius and tenor both have the initial 'F' 
followed by the incipit of the poetic text; the third voice has the initial 'C' 
followed by 'ontratenor'. In this chansonnier all the rubrics correspond to 
their initial letters (see Figure 2). 

What are the possible reasons behind these deviations from the standard 
normally found in the manuscript tradition of three-part chansons? Why 
in Fors seulement has the Dijon copyist not made explicit the function of the 
voice written in the tenor position? After a close analysis of Dijon, I can 
state that the situation in Fors seulement is not some curious exception: 
in this manuscript there are various three-part chansons in which, as in 
Ockeghem's rondeau, the tenor and (sometimes also) the contratenor parts 

16 The initial in Laborde may look like an 'F'. However, comparing it with the initials of neigh­
bouring chansons (0 dieu d'amours on fols. 97v-98, Les treves d'amaurs on fols. 98v-99,]1!J!e mefoit 
on fols. IOOv-101) proves that this letter is much more similar to the 'T's of their tenors than 
to the 'F' of voice A in Fors seukment. 

17 This is the copyist known as 'Dijon scribe', since he copied the entire Dijon manuscript 
(excepting a few later additions). From his hand are also the Copenhagen Chansonnier 
(Copenhagen, Det Kongelige Bibliotek, MS Thott 291 8°) and a portion of Laborde. For 
the physical description of these manuscripts and the identification of the hands see Alden, 
Songs, Scribes, and Society, Appendixes A and B (also accessible on the website <www.oup. 
com/us/songsscribessociety>). There is a facsimile edition of Dijon: Dijon, Biblioth£que Publique, 
Manuscrit 517, ed. D. Plamenac (Brooklyn, 1971); the colour facsimile of Laborde and of the 
Copenhagen Chansonnier are accessible online at these websites: <http:/ /www.rarebookroom. 
org/Control/unkthe/index.html?page= I> (Laborde); <http:/ /www.kb.dk/permalink/2006/ 
manus/702/dan/> (Copenhagen). 
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Figure I Opening of voice Bin (a) Wolfenbiittel, fol. 44r; (b) Laborde, fol. IOOr 

do not state the name of the voice. Table 1 lists all those cases of three­
part chansons where the Dijon copyist has inserted the initial letters of the 
poetic text for the two upper voices or for all three. It shows how in the 
Dijon manuscript the copyist made coherent use of capital initial letters, 
and through them brought out certain compositional features of the 
chansons he was copying. In his edition of the manuscript Edward Barret 
emphasised that 'in some chansons such as those for equal voices the 
copyist provided no voice names'. 18 I would add that the chansons in 
question also make use of imitation; in the case of Fors seulement the Dijon 
copyist even distinguishes by means of the initial letters which voices are 
most concerned with the exchange of melodic material: the two voices 

18 C. E. Barret, 'A Critical Edition of the Dijon Chansonnier: Dijon, Bibliotheque de la Ville, MS 
517 (Ancien 295)', 2 vols (Ph.D. diss., George Peabody College for Teachers of Vanderbilt 
University, 1981), vol. 2, p. vi. 
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Table I Initial letters qf poetic texts in three-part chansons in Dfjon 
S = superius; T = tenor; C = contratenor. Where the composer's name is in parentheses, the attribution comes from another source. 

Folio Composer Title 

anon. Sans racoincter tout d'un accord 
fols. 16v-17r 

2 (Busnoys) Aqueville et abhominable a 

fols. 18v -19r 

3 Busnoys A vous sans aultre me viens rendre 
fols. 21 v -22r 

4 Busnoys Bel Acueille sergent d'Amours 
fols. 22v -23r 

5 anon. Puis qu 'a vous servir me suis m is 
fols. 23v -24r 

6 Ockeghem Fors seulement l'actente que je meure 
fols. 28v -29r 

Clefs (S; T; C) Comments 

C 2; C 2; F4 

C2; C4; F4 

C2; C2; C2 

C4; C+; C4 

C2; C2; C2 

c,; c,; F3 

S and T with initial of poetic text. S and T with very 
similar ambitus. T often the highest voice. Unicum. 

A 'double' chanson: (I) canon at the unison (the superius 
part sung by all the voices); (2) non-canonic version (the 
three voices sing different parts). In (2) the decorated 
initials are 'A' forS and T; and 'B', that is 'Basitonans', 
for the contratenor. A and B are the composer Antoine 
Busnoys's initials. 

All voices have the initial of the poetic text; substantial use 
of imitation and frequent crossing of the three voices. 

~ 
;::; 

~ 
~ 
~ ,.._ ,. 
" ~ 
~ 

S . '"""" ame as preVIous. ~ 

~­
~ 

All voices have the initial of the poetic text; imitation and ~ 
frequent crossing of the three voices. h "' 

S and T have the initial of the poetic text. Delayed entry 
ofT, which comes in at the cadence with a phrase similar 
to S's opening one. T is the highest voice. Imitation 
between the upper voices, with similar declamatory style. 
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Table l Continued 

--
Folio Composer Title Clefs (S; T; C) Comments 

7 Busnoys ]oye me foit et douleur me quert seure C 3; C4; F 4 S and T have the initial of the poetic text. Delayed entry 
fols. 29v -30r ofT with a phrase similar to S's opening one. Imitation 

between the upper voices, with similar declamatory style. 
C is labelled 'Concordans'. 

8 Busnoys Ma plus qu'assez et tant bruiante C3; C 3; F4 S and T have the initial of the poetic text. c Imitation and 
fols. 31 v -33r crossing of the upper voices. 

C1; C1; C4 S and T have the initial of the poetic text. Incipit with 
< 

9 Busnoys ]e ne puis vi1lfe ainsi tou.dours sr 
fols. 37v_ggr imitation between the three voices, then just between S (") 

(p 

and T. Crossing in the upper voices. C is labelled ::l 
N 

(.Jl 'Concordans' in the first opening, 'Contratenor' in the 0 
h:) t:O 

second (ouvert/clos). 0 ...., 

10 La plus dolente qui soit nee C1; C1; C4 S and T have the initial of the poetic text. Imitation and 
~ 

anon. (p 
r+ 

fols. 52v -53r crossing between the upper voices. o. 

11 Busnoys A une dame j'ay fait veu G2; C2; C4 S and T have the initial of the poetic text. Imitation 
fols. 6r-69r between the upper voices. C is labelled 'Concordans'. 

12 anon. Qgant seray je clami pour vostre C1; C1; C4 S and T have the initial of the poetic text. Delayed entry 
fols. 73v-74r ofT, which comes in at the cadence with a phrase similar 

to S's opening one. T is the highest voice. Imitation 
between the upper voices, with similar declamatory style. 

13 anon. Qge voulez vous que je devise C3; C3; C3 All the voices have the initial of the poetic text. Imitation 
fols. 75v-76r and constant crossing of the three voices. Unicum. 
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Folio Composer Title 

14 anon. Videz de hors car estes trap chaut 
fols. 77v-78r 

15 anon. Qy'elle nj a je le mainctien 
fols. !09v-lllr 

16 (Morton) .N' araige jamais mieulx que j' qy 
fols. ll6v-117r 

17 (Busnoys) A qui vens tu tes coquilles 
fols. 156v -15 7' 

Table I Continued 

Clefs (S; T; C) Comments 

G2; G2; C4 

G2; C 2; C 4 

C1; C2; C4 

G2; C2; C4 

S and T have the initial of the poetic text. Imitation 
between the upper voices (involving also C in the first 
phrase); crossing between the upper voices. C is labelled 
'concordans'. 

S and T might have had the initial of the poetic text. 
Imitation and crossing between the upper voices. cl Unicum. 

S and T might have had the initial of the poetic text. 
Imitation between the upper voices. 

Same as previous. 

a This and the two following pieces, A vous sans aultre and]e ne puis vivre ainsy tousjours, constitute the group of 'Hacqueville Chansons', so called because their 
texts conceal in various ways the name of their inspirer and dedicatee: Jacqueline d'Hacqueville. Concerning this, see P. Higgins, 'Parisian Nobles, a 
Scottish Princess, and the Woman's Voice in Late Medieval Song', Earf;y Music History, 10 (1991), pp. 145-200. 

b This chanson also occurs in Nivelle (fols. XVIv-XVIIr), where it is found copied with the same characteristics as in the Dijon version. The only notational 
difference is in the use of clefs: at the beginning of the penultimate system in the contratenor, where this voice reaches its lowest note, the Nivelle copyist 
switches temporarily from the C 2 clef to the C 3 clef, and then returns to the C 2 clef before the end of the line. 

' There has been a failure of coordination here between miniaturist and copyist: the tenor has the capital letter 'M', the initial of the poetic text, but 
written beneath the notes we find just the incipit ('ma'). Only in the first opening of this virelai do the tenor and superius have the same initial; in the 
second the tenor has the label 'Tenor'. 

d The last three chansons in the table are found in that section of Dijon where the initials, whether illuminated or calligraphic, have not been inserted; 
consequently in the tenor the poetic text's incipit is lacking its first letter. 

~ 
~ 
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that are within the same range and are involved in imitation are precisely 
the two upper voices, those marked with the same initial. 

The mise en page typology seen in Dijon is a feature solely of this manu­
script. The care and consistency with which the copyist identifies those 
chansons that have two high voices, or equal voices, and which use imita­
tion between two or all three of the voices, is not something found in the 
other Loire V alley chansonniers. 19 A very apt example is seen in the 
rondeau Joye me juit et douleur me quert seure by Antoine Busnoys (no. 7 in 
Table 1). The only other source among the Loire Valley chansonniers in 
which this chanson is found is Laborde. The copyist of the two manu­
scripts is the same as Dijon (at least for this part of Laborde), but in 
Laborde the initial letters of the upper voices are the standard ones for 
three-part chansons: J' for the superius, 'T' for the tenor (followed by 
the indication 'enor' and by the incipit of the poetic text). 20 

Why was it so important for the Dijon copyist, or for readers, to have 
certain chansons in this manuscript such as Fors seulement, Joye me .foit and 
those listed in Table l distinguished from the other chansons for three voices 
by the omission of an indication of their function, in these two instances 
of the function of the tenor in particular? What is the copyist telling us by 

19 Nivelle alone would seem to share with Dijon a comparable meticulousness. Apart from Fors 
seulement there are two other chansons in this manuscript with the same initials for two or all 
three voices: the anonymous Puis qu'a vaus servir me suis mis (here, as in Dijon, the same initial 
appears in all voices) and Guillaume Dufay's Ma plus mignanne de man cueur, in which both tenor 
and superius have the initial 'M' but no indication as to voice (the upper voices move within a 
similar range, with crossings, and make use of imitation). In Wolfenbiittel Ma plus mignanne 
follows the standard voice designation and mise en page of the time. This point has been noted 
by Peter W. Christoffersen in his online study of the Loire Valley chansonniers, where he 
provides two transcriptions of this chanson as it appears in the two manuscripts (<http:// 
chansonniers.pwch.dk/CH/CH034.html>). In his commentary he writes that 'in Wolfenbiittel 
the voices are arranged in exactly the same way on the page, but the voices on the right-hand 
page are mechanically labelled according to their location as "Tenor" and "Contra". Without 
doubt the labelling of the parts in Nivelle is the most authoritative of the two sources.' I will 
consider below the accuracy or otherwise with which the tenor's function is indicated where 
this voice lies outside the usual range. 

2° Furthermore, a 'C' for the contratenor (here as in Dijon designated 'concordans') was intended, 
but this initial letter was not written, though still visible is the cue letter, a 'C' the copyist has 
inserted in order to guide the illuminator. A similar situation to that of ]aye me foit is found in 
Busnoys's Ma plus qu'asse::. (no. 8). This virelai too appears in another Loire V alley chansonnier, 
the Copenhagen Chansonnier, which is entirely the work of the Dijon copyist. Here, by con­
trast with Dijon, the mise en page forMa plus qu'asse::. is the standard one for three-part chansons: 
the initial of the poetic text for the superius, and 'T' and 'C' for tenor and contratenor 
respectively. The colour facsimile of the Copenhagen Chansonnier, together with a transcrip­
tion of its contents and commentary may be found at Christoffersen's website dedicated to the 
Loire Valley chansonniers, <http:/ /chansonniers.pwch.dk/CH/CHOI3.html>. 
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adopting this procedure? I would suggest that the Dijon copyist con­
sidered that these chansons were making a statement about the functions 
of the tenor and perhaps of the contratenor; more specifically, they inter­
preted the hierarchy and contrapuntal grammar of the voices in more 
flexible ways than those of a compositional tradition that assumed a 
clearer separation of vocal ranges and thus functions. So when in certain 
pieces the Dijon copyist does not specify the function of all or some of the 
voices, it is not because these functions no longer operate, but because he 
is aware of the different approach that they show vis-a-vis certain norms. 

I shall discuss these questions further below; for now I return to Dijon 
and its mise en page, since it offers useful elements for a better understand­
ing of the reasons behind the problematic transmission of Fors seulement. As 
the system of initial letters reveals, the copyist of this manuscript shows 
that he did not regard Fors seulement as an exception, but rather as a piece 
closely linked to a series of other compositions which in his view shared 
certain compositional features. It is precisely this awareness of the special 
character of the material he was copying that allows us to assess in a dif­
ferent light his decision (made also in the other Loire Valley chansonniers) 
to place the highest voice of Fors seulement in the tenor's position. 21 It is 
probable that this arrangement, rejected in later manuscripts and by 
some modern scholars, is not an error, nor is it the automatic repetition 
of an earlier erroneous text, but reveals a different understanding of the 
names of the voices, and consequently of their functions, in polyphonic 
composition. 

This interpretation invites further questions, however. If this is the case, 
on what basis could the Dijon copyist and those of the other Loire Valley 
chansonniers regard the highest voice as the one best suited, if not to carry 
out the tenor's function, at least to occupy its place in their manuscripts? 
How do these manuscripts stand in relation to the composer? Is it possible 
that their layout could reflect a precise compositional choice on the part 
of Ockeghem himself? Moreover, why would Ockeghem conceive of a 
tenor part lying in a higher register than the superius? And finally, why 
was the Loire Valley chansonniers' mise en page rejected by the later sources? 
As I showed at the outset, in trying to find an answer to these questions, 
musicologists who have studied Fors seulement have - with one exception 

21 That the Dijon copyist was very attentive to the music he was copying and to its composi­
tional characteristics also emerges from Christoffersen's analysis of the key signatures of the 
Busnoys chansons in the Loire V alley chansonniers; see his 'Busnoys in the Hands of Scribes, 
or: What did Key Signatures Mean to the Scribes?', paper presented at the Medieval and 
Renaissance Music Conference, 5--8 July 2010, Royal Holloway, University of London, acces­
sible on the website <http://www.pwch.dk/Publications/PWCH_BusnoyslnTheHands.pdf>, 
P· 5. 
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I shall consider shortly - focused almost exclusively on its music, paying 
little attention to its poetic text and the relationship between text, music 
and mise en page. Is is possible that the unusual voice disposition of Fors 
seulement and its troubled reception might have something to do with the 
characteristics of the poetic text? 

ANOTHER LAMENTING WOMAN 

The poetic text of Ockeghem's rondeau is as follows: 22 

Fors seulement l'actente que je meure, 
En mon las cueur nul espoir ne 

demeure, 
Car mon maleur si tresfort me tourmente 
Qu'il n' est douleur que par vous je ne 4 

sente, 
Pource que suis de vous perdre bien 

seure. 

Vostre rigueur tellement m'y queurt 
seure 

Qu'en ce parti il fault que je m'asseure, 
Dont je n'ay bien qui en riens me 8 

contente 
Fors seulement ... 

Mon desconfort toute seule je pleure, 
En maudisant sur ma foy a toute heure 
Ma leaute qui tant m'a fait dolente. 

Save only the expectation that I shall die, 
No hope dwells in my weary heart, 

For my misery torments me so severely 
That there is no sorrow I do not feel 

because of you 
Since I am very sure of losing you. 

Your severity pursues me to such a 
degree 

That I must in this regard assure myself 
I have nothing at all with which to be 

content 
Save on[y ... 

All alone I bemoan my distress, 
Cursing, by my oath, at all times 
My faithfulness which has made me so 

unhappy. 
Las, que je suis de vivre mal contente 
Quant de par vous n'ay riens qui me 

demeure 

12 Alas, I am sorry to be alive, 

Fors seulement ... 

Since because of you I have nothing left 
to me 

Save on[y ... 

This is a rondeau in decasyllables with the rhyme scheme aabba. The lyric 
voice is that of a suffering woman who calls on death because of her 
unhappiness in love. The alternation of long and short stanzas provides 
certain elements by which to clarify the reasons for this despair. Her suffer­
ing is caused by the harshness of a lover who is now absent and in whom 
the woman had put her trust ('Ma leaute qui tant m'a fait dolente'); 
tormented by the unfeeling behaviour of her beloved, she can only grieve 

22 I reproduce the text and translation in Richard Wexler's Ockeghem, Motets and Clumsons, pp. 
lxiv-lxv. This is the rondeau text in the Dijon manuscript; the divergent readings in the other 
music manuscripts and in poetic anthologies do not involve significant variants - in any case 
they are not of significance for the points under discussion here. 
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over her own betrayed loyalty ('En maudisant sur ma foy a toute heure j 
Ma leaute ... ) and wait for death ('Las, que je suis de vivre mal contente', 
which echoes the first line 'Fors seulement l'actente que je meure'). 

The situation the rondeau describes is found in much other lyric poetry 
of the period: it suffices to glance through David Fallows's catalogue to 
realize how frequent laments are of unhappy lovers where a 'woman speaks' 
(his words). 23 In Western literature, the lament over loss and abandonment 
has been a characteristically female genre from its earliest origins. This is 
so not because it is solely women who experience unhappiness in love, of 
course, but because the long tradition of male power and culture has 
made abandonment and lament 'existential conditions', as it were, of 
being a woman. 24 Therefore, the theme of the woman loved and then 
abandoned, who waits for death as a liberation from unendurable suffer­
ing, arrives in fifteenth-century lyric poetry with a very long tradition 
behind it. This is the theme to which Ovid had dedicated the Heroides, a 
collection of poetic letters by abandoned female lovers. Here was a text 
which in antiquity and throughout the Middles Ages and beyond was 
read and used as a kind of encyclopedia of post-abandonment female 
trauma. 25 Through the heroines of mythology Ovid encompasses a vast 
case history of sorrowful situations which have abandoned women as their 
protagonists - for various reasons and with various outcomes. His heroines 
weep alone as they wait for death (Arianna), they opt for suicide (Phyllis, 
Dido), they wish misfortune on their faithless lover (Hypsipyle), they are 
bent on horrific revenge (Medea) and so on. Despite the variety of the 
stories and situations presented, certain topoi recur, with a few variations, 
in the majority of Ovid's letters. The chief ones are the loneliness of the 
abandoned woman, recrimination over the rupture on the man's part of 
the pact of fidelity which had set the seal on the once happy union of the 

23 D. Fallows, A Catalogue if Polyphonic Songs, 1415-1480 (Oxford, 1999). 
24 On this topic see L. I. Lipking, Abandoned Women and Poetic Tradition (Chicago, 1989). On the 

lament as a specifically female expressive form and literary/ musical genre, see L. Curtis, 
'Christine de Pizan and Dueil Angoisseux', in T. M. Borgerding (ed.), Gender, Sexualiry, and Early 
Music (New York and London, 2002), pp. 265--82. Although focused on material from the 
mid-16th c. onward, another study useful for the classical roots of the Renaissance female 
lament is L. Holford-Strevens, 'Her Eyes Became Two Spouts: Classical Antecedents of Renais­
sance Laments', Early Music, 27 (1999), pp. 379-93. 

25 There is a vast literature on the reception of the Heroides, and more generally on the lament 
by the abandoned woman, during the Middle Ages; for the points discussed here see R. J. 
Hexter, Ovid and Medieval Schooling: Studies in Medieval School Commentaries on Ovid's Ars Amatoria, 
Epistulae ex Panto, and Epistulae heroidum (Munchener Beitrilge zur Medievistik und 
Renaissance-Forschung, 38; Munich, 1986); S. C. Hagedorn, Abandoned Women: Rewriting the 
Classics in Dante, Boccaccio, and Chaucer (Ann Arbor, 2004 ), esp. pp. 1-46. 
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two lovers, and the inability to find any justification for that rupture, 
which the woman sees not as the consequence of any wrong behaviour 
on her part, but as something inexplicable and due to the man's cruelty 
alone. 26 

The text of Ockeghem's rondeau, like much contemporary literature 
on the theme of the abandoned woman, presents a situation comparable 
to that of the various Ovidian heroines in the Heroides. The unhappy lover 
in Fors seulement refers to an ill-directed and now accursed loyalty as being 
the cause of her sorrowful condition (line 11 ), thus implicitly alluding to a 
story of a love that has ended badly. As in Ovid, the protagonist sets up a 
fictive dialogue with the lover (in Ovid this is mediated through the device 
of writing a letter), but here she is in fact alone: thrice the protagonist 
addresses a 'you' who is not present (lines 4, 6, 13), given that in line 9 
she declares 'Mon desconfort toute seule je pleure'. The suffering isolates 
the sufferer, not because she is forced to be alone, physically abandoned 
in a desolate place (as is Arianna on the wild island of Naxos), but because 
(like Hypsipyle or Penelope, who are writing from palaces) she feels exposed 
to danger and surrounded by a hostile environment, and thus sundered 
from her own social context. 27 

In Fors seulement, as in the Heroides, the protagonist's words reflect only 
the viewpoint of the woman. There is nothing that could refer to any 
reprehensible conduct on her part: in fact, common to both rondeau and 
the Heroides is the use of vocabulary specific to the female lament, words 
such as 'foy' and 'leaute' (lines l 0-ll) to describe the behaviour of the 
woman: morally, she is beyond reproach. As in Ovid, the unhappy woman­
lover does not recognise the possibility that she may be in the wrong. 
According to the conventions of courtly love, she is incapable of wrong­
doing: in order to be considered respectable, and therefore worthy to 
express her sorrow in the literary and social context of courtly love, the 
unhappy woman must be honest, that is, she must not attract the least 
suspicion of not having been true to her promises. One of the most im­
portant texts for the medieval love lyric, De amore by Andreas Capellanus, 
lays down that 'there is nothing more shameful for a noble lady than to 
break promises, dash hopes and by her words deceive others. Such con­
duct behoves women who act like whores and in exchange for favours 
subvert the commands of Love, and for monetary gain bring dishonour 

26 See G. Rosati, 'Epistola femminile e lamento femminile', in Ovidio, Lettere di eroine (Heroides), 
ed. G. Rosati (Milan, 1989), pp. 35-45; W. S. Anderson, 'The Heroides', inJ. W. Binns (ed.), 
Ovid (London and Boston, 1973), pp. 49-83. 

27 Rosati, 'Epistola femminile', pp. 37-8. 
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upon his chivalry'. 28 By contrast, the man who does not hold true to his 
promises is treated very differently, since - this is still Capellanus writing -
'[to deceive one's lover] is tolerated in men by custom and the privilege 
accorded to their sex, because of which it is in this world naturally permis­
sible for men to do anything, even something reprehensible'. 29 

All these elements, whether those shared with ancient literature on the 
theme of the abandoned woman or those more typical of medieval 
courtly poetry, are fundamental for the construction of Fors seulement as a 
feminine text, in which the protagonist's gender is the determining factor in 
how the enactment of sorrow is conducted. What is more, in this rondeau 
the defining of the protagonist's gender assumes special prominence, due 
to certain circumstances linked with the genesis of the poetic text, to 
which I will now turn. 

THE RONDEAU'S ORIGINS 

Although the Ovid of the Heroides served throughout the Western Middle 
Ages and beyond as one of the literary archetypes for the figure of the 
abandoned woman, there is one text with which Fors seulement establishes 
a closer link than with the classical model. As Paula Higgins has shown, 
the first line of the rondeau ('Fors seulement l'actente que je meure') is 
a verbatim quotation of one of the closing lines (line 182, the antepenul­
timate) of the Complainte by Alain Chartier (1380/90-1430). 30 This Com­
plainte is a short poem Chartier wrote following the death of his lover, 
probably around the middle of the 1420s; it is one of his most popular 
works, judging by the thirty-seven fifteenth-century manuscripts through 
which it is transmitted. 31 Chartier was linked to the French royal court 
and consequently to numerous institutions in which Ockeghem was active 

28 'Nihil enim nobili est probrosius mulieri quam de se ipsa non exspectare promissa et spem 
frustrare largitam suoque sermone fallere gentem. Hoc videtur illis mulieribus convenire 
quae meretricio more versantur, et quae muneris gratia amoris nituntur mandata subvertere 
et ob lucrum eius dehonestare militiam'; A. Capellanus, De amore, libri tres, I, vi, 131~2, ed. 
F. P. Knapp, Text nach der Ausgabe von E. Trojel (Berlin, 2006), p. 88. 

29 'Quamvis enim istud in masculis toleratur propter usum frequentem et sexus privilegium, 
quo cuncta in hoc saeculo etiam naturaliter verecunda conceduntur hominibus liberius pera­
genda .. . ';ibid., 11, vi, 16, p. 412. 

30 Higgins, introduction to the Chansonnier Nivelle de la Chausee, p. iii; the origin of Fors seulement in 
Chartier's poem is further analysed and discussed by Higgins in greater detail in 'Antoine 
Busnoys and Musical Culture in Late Fifteenth-Century France and Burgundy', pp. 144-8. 

31 See The Poetical Workr of Alain Chartier, ed. J. C. Laidlaw (Cambridge, 1974), pp. 40~1; the 
edition of La Complainte is on pp. 320~7. 
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a few decades after him. 32 It is significant in this context that Fors seulement 
is not the only Ockeghem chanson which draws on the Complainte. As 
Higgins has noted, the first line of the rondeau D'un aultre amer mon cuer 
s'abesseroit also paraphrases a line from this work: 'Mais d'autre amer mon 
cuer s'abesseroit' (line 72). 33 

Moreover, Higgins has noted that in two of the Loire Valley chanson­
niers, Dijon and Laborde, as well as the contemporary poetic anthology 
P 1719, Fors seulement is coupled with Busnoys's rondeau]tzYe mefoit et douleur 
me quert seure, which is not only the lament of another abandoned woman, 
but is also modelled on Chartier's rondeau upon the death of his lady, 
]tzYe me foit et Desespoir me chasse. 34 According to Higgins, the intertextuallink 
between the rondeaux of Ockeghem and Busnoys (who was also active in 
French court circles between 1450 and the end of the l460s)35 should be 
seen as a further example of the mutual esteem and emulation between 
the two composers, beside the well-known cases of the motets In hydraulis 
and Ut heremita solus. 36 

Since Higgins's discovery the intertextual links between Chartier's 
poem and Ockeghem's chanson have not been the object of further inves­
tigation, while studies on Fors seulement have concentrated above all on 
Ockeghem's music. As far as I am aware, only Jaap van Benthem has 
attempted to explain the musical peculiarities of the piece by reference to 
the feminine gender of the poetic voice. In his view, it is possible that the 
voice layout in the Loire Valley chansonniers, with the highest voice as 
the tenor, should be seen as the correct one, while that found in the later 
codices 'obscure[s] the possible meaning of Ockeghem's notation: by its 

32 He was a notary and secretary to the king, and furthermore, like Ockeghem he was a canon 
of Notre Dame in Paris and at Tours Cathedral; see Higgins, 'Antoine Busnoys and Musical 
Culture', pp. 147--8; see also Laidlaw, 'The Life of Alain Chartier', in 7he Poetical Works if 
Alain Chartier, pp. l-27. 

33 See Higgins, introduction to the Chansonnier Nivelle de la Chaussee, p. iii; ead., 'Antoine Busnoys 
and Musical Culture', pp. 144-5. 

34 In the two musical manuscripts Ockeghem's rondeau precedes that of Busnoys; in P 1719 
their position is reversed (see below). 

35 P. Higgins, 'Antoine Busnoys', Grove Music Online (accessed 24 Sept. 2011). On the circulation 
of Chartier's poetry among musicians of the mid-15th c. see D. Fallows, 'Binchois and the 
Poets', in A. Kirkman and D. Slavin (eds.), Binchois Studies (Oxford, 2000), pp. 199-215. 

36 See Higgins, 'Antoine Busnoys and Musical Culture', pp. 144--60, for an analysis of the inter­
textual links (and their cultural implications) in other works by Busnoys and Ockeghem in 
which the two composers pay each other reciprocal homage (the aforementioned In hydraulis 
and Ut heremita solus). The connection linking the Ockeghem and Busnoys rondeaux with 
Chartier, and the relationship between the two settings, would alone provide sufficient mate­
rial for a further article. In the present study I shall concentrate my analysis on Ockeghem's 
rondeau, making only a few references to the one by Busnoys. 

60 



This content downloaded from 159.149.103.19 on Thu, 30 Apr 2026 16:16:34 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

Fors seulement l 'actente que je meure 

high range and cadential formulas the tenor underlines that the text ex­
presses the feelings of a woman'Y Van Benthem's astute but all too brief 
remark raises several questions. It is of course perfectly plausible that a 
higher voice might be considered more suitable for expressing a woman's 
feelings. But why should Ockeghem have chosen to assign such feelings to 
the tenor rather than the superius, when it was precisely the superius that 
in the chansonniers of the time generally carried the text in the chansons? 
Moreover, there are many chansons whose text is a female lament but 
whose voice disposition is the common one. Within Ockeghem's secular 
output, there are at least four three-voice pieces in which 'the text ex­
presses the feelings of a woman', to use van Benthem's words: D'ung aultre 
amer, Il ne m'en chault, La despourveue and Qyand de vous seul. And yet, in all 
these songs the superius is the highest voice and the tenor the middle 
one. Might there be something more specific about the text of Fors seule­
ment that could have impinged on Ockeghem's compositional choices, 
then? To answer this question it is now necessary to discuss in detail how 
the text of Ockeghem's rondeau derives from Chartier. 

FROM THE COMPLAI.NTE TO FORS SEULEME.NT 

Chartier's Complainte is a poem of 184 lines divided into twelve stanzas of 
variable length, written following the death of the woman the poet loved. 
The text opens with an invective against Death (line 1: 'Contre toy, Mort 
doloreuse et despite'), which takes up stanzas I and II, and proceeds to 
touch on a number of themes typical of the genre of lament, such as the 
impossibility of comfort (IV), the memory of the beloved's perfection (V), 
Fortune's cruelty towards the poet, Love who is guilty of having induced 
him to love and then deprived him of the love object (both VII), the poet's 
isolation from the world around him, from whose pleasures he no longer 
derives any enjoyment (X), and so on. The final two stanzas (lines 153-84) 
introduce certain new elements, which make them rhetorically effective 
as a conclusion. 38 From the indictment of death for its harshness and 

37 Van Benthem, 'The Transmission of Fors seullement l'atente', p. vii. For his edition of the 
rondeau van Benthem follows Wolfenbi.ittel, and, as in this chansonnier, he identifies the 
highest voice as the composition's tenor; however, just as if it were a true superius, he prints 
it on the first line of the system. 

38 Laidlaw points out that the manuscripts of the Complainlii differ as to the ordering of the stanzas, 
which in his words consist of 'a series of variations on the theme of grief, and there is not 
always a close or logical connection between them'. Nonetheless we can infer from his critical 
commentary that only the internal stanzas of the poem were rearranged; in fact there is 
agreement between different sources as to the position both of the first three stanzas and the 
last two, which are clearly recognised as having an explicit introductory or concluding func­
tion: see Laidlaw, in The Poetical Works cif Alain Chartier, p. 321. 
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from the impossibility of consolation, Chartier passes here to the themes 
of bidding farewell to the joys of earthly life (lines 174-5: 'Adieu, chanc;:ons 
que volentiers chantoye /Et joyeux diz ou je me delitoye'), and of the 
impatient wait for death, regarded now no longer as an enemy but as 
deliverer from pain, and as the only way to be reunited with the beloved 
in the afterlife (lines 16 7-8: 'Et souhaite la mort tant seulement / Disant: 
"Mon cuer, porquoy ne se party?"'; lines 182-3: 'Fors seulement l'actente 
que je meure; /Et desire que briefment vieigne l'eure, / Qu'apres ma mort 
en paradis la voye.'). 

In addition to the incipit, the rondeau has further textual links with the 
Complainte. Higgins has shown that, in addition to the first verse, all the 
rhyme-words in -eure in Fors seulement are taken from Chartier's text: 'meure' 
(Cline 182 -Rline 1), 'seure' (CL 177; RL 5); (CL 'demeure' (CL 178-
RL 2, 13), 'pleure' (CL 176 -RL 9), '(h)eure' (CL 183 -RL 10), and the 
entire phrase 'me/my queurt seure' which ends line 177 of the Complainte 
and line 6 of the chanson. 39 Both the rhyme-words and the other quota­
tions draw on the poem's last two stanzas, that is, that section of the 
Complainte where the poet speaks of waiting for death as comfort in his 
sorrow over the loss of his loved one. 

Although the situation described in the two texts is in some respects 
analogous, the author of the rondeau is not simply offering in his new 
text a shorter version of Chartier's poem. There is one crucial difference: 
the lyric voice is now a woman's voice. This poet turned a famous and 
much admired text in which a man grieves into one where it is a woman 
who does the grieving. This shift concerns grammar and syntax, of course, 
but also, more significantly, a different attitude towards grief and death. 

That we have here a reversal at once literal and symbolic of Chartier's 
text is revealed by the choice of an opening line for the rondeau: 'Fors 
seulement l'actente que je meure' is one of the Complainte's closing lines, 
but more than that, it is the last line in the poem that makes sense as it 
stands, the last that could be reused without modification as the opening 
line of a new text. In fact, if the intention had been to quote verbatim one 
of Chartier's closing lines at the beginning of a new composition, it would 
not have been possible to make use of the two succeeding lines, which 
start respectively with a conjunction and a pronoun ('Et desire que brief­
ment viegne l'eure, / Qu'apn'~s ma mort en paradis la voye'). 40 Once the 
choice has fallen on the only line in the Complainte's ending reusable as 
a beginning, the text of Fors seulement proceeds by literally going back 

39 See Higgins, 'Antoine Busnoys and Musical Culture', pp. 146~7. Higgins notes that the same 
rhyme-words also recur in Busnoys's rondeauJ'!J'e mefuit. 

40 7he Poetical Works cif Alain Chartier, p. 327. 
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not just to Chartier's text, but through it. This is a retrograde motion both 
literal and symbolic, since the rondeau's author draws on the language 
and imagery his model uses prior to the quoted line, and at the same 
time turns that language and imagery in the opposite direction, a feminine 
direction. 

Although, as I have said, the final lines of the Complainte and Ockeghem's 
chanson do have a similar content, and in both poems an unhappy lover 
sees death as a relief from pain, in Chartier's Complainte the male 'I' employs 
a strident, almost combative tone nowhere to be found in the rondeau. As 
can be seen by comparing extracts from the rondeau and the Complainte, 
Chartier describes his physical struggle against life so that he may even­
tually die; on the contrary, the rondeau's woman waits for death with 
resignation. 

Rondeau, lines 1-2 
Fors seulement l'actente que Je meure 
En man !as cueur nul espoir ne demeure 

I. 12 
Las, que je suis de vivre mal contente 

(my italics) 

Complainte, lines 167-8 
Ma vie fait en may longue demeure, 
Je n'ay membre qu'a mourir ne labeure, 

11. 181--4 
Autre bien n'ay, n'autre bien n'assaveure 
Fors seulement l 'actente que Je meure; 
Et desire que briefment viegne l'eure, 
Qu'apres ma mort en paradis la voye. 

In contrast with the male subject, the female one does not act: death can 
only reach her from outside; it cannot be something she herself achieves. 
While for Chartier it is life that is residing too long with the unhappy lover, 
for the woman in the rondeau the last remaining comfort is, rather, the 
hope of dying. Consequently, whereas in the Complainte verbs of action 
abound, the typical verbs in Fors seulement are those indicating a state: 
Chartier's Je n'ay membre qu'a mourir ne labeure' (line 168) becomes the 
rondeau's 'Las, que je suis de vivre mal contente' (line 15). Furthermore, 
a comparison of these two passages highlights the dual significance of 
'demeure' - used as a noun in Chartier and a verb in the rondeau -
which is the basis for the differing perspectives in which the two poetic 
'I's regard death and the cessation of suffering. The active stance of the 
man who has lost his lover is transformed into the passive position of the 
abandoned woman. 41 

41 Analogous observations can be made for Busnoys's ]oye mefoit et doui£ur me queurt seure, which 
according to Higgins paraphrases Chartier's rondeau ]oye me foit et Desespoir me chache. In this 
case too the chanson is a feminine transformation of a text about male grief. The protagonist 
of Chartier's rondeau says: :Je n'ay plaisir ne je ne le pourchache'; his lack of action is there­
fore the result of a refusal. The protagonist in the chanson, however, undergoes with no 
possibility of escape the torments of Sorrow and Anger (lines 1-2: :Joye me fuit et douleur 
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This differentiation of the rhetoric of grief emerges from other contem­
porary sets of texts that display a similar switch in the gender of the poetic 
voice. Most interesting is the case of the rondeau Comme femme descol!fortee 
set to music by Gilles Binchois and two of its reworkings, where the opposite 
trajectory can be observed. 42 These are the two anonymous rondeaux 
entitled Comme ung homme descol!forte: one reworks the text with Binchois's 
music (it is a unicum in the Chansonnier Cordiforme, which also contains 
Binchois's chanson-model), 43 the other is a parody just of the text, and 
can be found in the poetic anthology P 1719.44 Like the Complainte, the 
two Comme ung homme descol!forte rondeaux refer to pain caused by loss or 
by unrequited love, but not, however, to abandonment or a state of per­
manent suffering; they are therefore oriented towards action or the resolve 
to undertake action, not towards waiting, towards defiance rather than 
resignation. In these two versions of Comme ung homme descol!forte the previ­
ously passive grief of the female figure takes on a forthright, even accusa­
tory tone entirely lacking in the model, but instead typical of a text about 
male suffering such as the Complainte. Persistence in lamentation without 
hope is an expressive form that in Western cultures has traditionally been 
regarded as appropriate to women. It is therefore significant that the two 
Comme ung homme descol!forte rondeaux originate as parodies of an earlier, 
feminine text. They bear witness to those changes which were culturally 
and ideologically necessary before they could be taken seriously as 'laments' 
uttered by men. The explicit intertextual connection serves to highlight the 
different rhetorical constructions of grief effected by the gender switch. 45 

me queurt seure / Courroux me suit sans riens qui me sequeure'), and, just like the protagonist 
in Fors seulement, she continues to wait for an event that will resolve the situation, expressing 
her one remaining hope that death will come soon (line 5: 'Mon seul desir et que briefment 
je meure'). Both the Complainte and this rondeau share the theme of the loved woman's death, 
which, Laidlaw reminds us, recurs in two other ballades, 'Aucunes gens m'ont huy araisonne' 
and :Je ne fu nez fors pour tout mal avoir': see The Poetical Work!- of A/ain Chartier, p. 41. Apropos 
of Joye mefoit Fallows emphasises that in the most recent attestation of the poetic text (Lejardin 
de plaisance et jleur de rethoricque, fol. 98) there is a variant in line 19 which turns the poetic 'I' 
from a woman into a man; see Fallows, A Catalogue of Polyphonic Songs, p. 227. 

42 For an edition of the text of Binchois's rondeau see the edition of the Chansonnier Cordi­
forme: Chansonnier de Jean de Montchenu, Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Rothschild 29 73 
[/.5.13], ed. G. Thibault and D. Fallows (Paris, 1991), p. 59. 

43 The text of this rondeau is to be found in Chansonnier de Jean de Montchenu, p. 29. 
44 The text of this rondeau is in Au grey d'amours ... (Pieces inidites du manuscrit Paris, Bib!. nat.,jr. 

1719) etude et edition, ed. F. Fery-Hue, Le Moyenfranfais, 27--8 (1991), pp. 210-11. 
45 In his commentary on the Cordiforme Comme ung homme David Fallows underlines the close 

musical relationship between this parody and its model, but from the textual point of view 
he limits their links just to the first line, because, by contrast with the music, he discerns in 
the poetic text of Comme ung homme descoriforti 'un ton fidele et resolu, tandis que !'autre est 
suicidaire et denue de tout espoir'. D. Fallows, in Chansonnier de Jean de Montchenu, p. xci. 
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Such gender-based differences reflected and at the same time promoted 
the different roles and patterns of behaviour appropriate to women and 
men in late-medieval culture. This period witnessed the flourishing of an 
extensive debate seeking to define models of female behaviour. According 
to the historian Carla Casagrande, 'it is hard to define precisely what 
women were doing [from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries) that was 
so strange and so different from that of their counterparts of previous 
centuries'. She suggests, however, that the origins of this flowering of texts 
about and for women must be connected with social and cultural changes 
resulting from the process of urbanisation and the spread of a monetary 
economy. 46 The 'new forms of power and culture [which) grew alongside 
the traditional models of lords and monks', Casagrande continues, also 
resulted in changes in the lives of women. During this period texts on the 
subject of women had the aim of 'constructing a feminine ethical model 
suitable for women living in an increasingly complex society which was 
arranging itself in new and different forms, and laying the foundations 
for structures of female care and education that were destined to last' Y 

In late-medieval Europe, then, it was necessary not merely to speak to 
and for women, but above all to control them. 48 Apart from the Scrip­
tures and the Church Fathers, it was above all the writings of Aristode, 
brought back to the fore by philosophers and commentators from the 
middle of the thirteenth century on, which provided a 'scientific' basis for 
texts about women or addressed to them in this politically, socially and 
culturally changed context. 49 On this point Casagrande reminds us that the 
Aristotelian commentators found in the Ethics and in the Politics numerous 
instances which assert the 'natural' inclination of men to command and 
take decisions, and of women to be submissive to that command and those 
decisions. The different virtues which, according to the philosopher, were 
proper to men (an effective and efficient use of power) and to women (the 

46 C. Casagrande, 'The Protected Woman', in C. Klapisch-Zuber (ed.), A History qf Women in 
the West: Silences qf the Middle Ages (A History qf Women, ed. G. Duby and M. Perrot, vol. 2; 
Cambridge, Mass., 1992), pp. 70-1. 

47 Casagrande,'The Protected Woman', p. 71. I am translating this last passage direct from the 
original Italian (Bari, 1990, p. 89) since Clarissa Botsford's English version is misleading here: 
'costruire un modello etico femminile adatto alle donne di una societa che si andava com­
plicando etc.' does not mean 'to set up a flexible ethical model suitable for women in an 
increasingly involved and complicated society'. 

48 On the increasing control over women in the last centuries of the Middle Ages, see the 
concluding sections of]. Dalrun, 'The Clerical Gaze', and D. Regnier-Bohler, 'Literary 
and Mystical Voices', in Klapisch-Zuber (ed.), A History qf Women, pp. 15--42 and 427--82 
respectively. 

49 Casagrande, 'The Protected Woman', p. 87. 
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carrying out of orders) found their expression in the medieval texts' insis­
tence that women must practise humility, meekness and obedience. 50 The 
rules directed at women even went so far as to codify their body language. 
On this point Casagrande writes that 'a series of rules, mostly from the 
monastic tradition, recommended that a woman's gestures should be 
neither agitated nor lively; her ultimate aim should be expressionless im­
mobility'. 51 This gave rise to a problem if women had to move in public. In 
fact, the fourteenth-century F1orentine intellectual Francesco da Barberino 
declared in his Reg[Jt'mento e costumi di donna that if women go out for a walk 
when other people are present, they may do so 'without looking around' 
and on condition that they take 'little steps of equal size'. 52 These texts are 
marking out the differences in male and female comportment, stressing the 
need to maintain women in a passive role, keeping them literally static -
or in any case more static than men - in physical space just as in society. 

In this context, it is revealing that, when telling stories of women who, 
for various reasons, took active roles in their lives, Giovanni Boccaccio 
and especially Christine de Pizan introduce them by mentioning a gender 
switch. In De mulieribus claris (1361-2) Boccaccio discusses Semiramis, 
Queen of Babylon, as a woman who, in order to rule successfully, started 
dressing as a man so that she might acquire an aptitude for action, sup­
posedly typical of men. 53 Similarly, in the Livre de la Mutacion de Fortune 
(1403) Christine de Pizan tells of her position as a woman forced by her 
husband's death to take control of her own destiny. 54 At the end of the 
first section (lines 1159-1416) Christine recounts the events of her life 
allegorically: she describes how she is on a boat steered by her husband 
who, however, falls into the sea during a storm and drowns. The ship is 
now adrift, and Christine is immobilised by terror. At this point Fortune 
takes pity on her misfortune, endows her with a male appearance, and 
gives her the capacity to bring the ship under control: in order to allow 
her to change from being led to being a leader, Fortune turns Christine 
into a man. 

In both Boccaccio and Pizan two women have become men out of 
necessity, and for this reason they have abandoned the condition of power­
lessness characteristic of the gender to which they belong in order to take 
on the dynamism proper to their sartorially/ corporeally assumed gender. 

50 Ibid., p. 89. 
51 Ibid., p. 95. 
52 F. da Barberino, Reggimento e costumi di donna, ed. G. E. Sansone (Florence, 195 7), p. 27. I am 

quoting from Casagrande, 'The Protected Woman', p. 95. 
" G. Boccaccio, Famous Women (De mulieribus claris), ed. and trans. V. Brown (I Tatti Renaissance 

Library, I; Cambridge, Mass., 2001); the story of Semiramis is on pp. 8-11. 
54 C. de Pizan, Le Lillfe de la Mutacion de Fortune, ed. S. Solente (Paris, 1959). 
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This switch, real or fictional, involves a change of attire, and with this a 
change of habitus. Dressed as a man, Semiramis becomes a man, and as a 
man she fights and expands her empire;55 the male metamorphosis allows 
Christine both to take the necessary step in her self-distancing from the 
traditional image of a widow frozen in desperation and, consequently, 
to abandon the expressive form of the lament, considered at that time 
befitting a woman in her situation. 56 Pizan's first work was in fact the 
Cent Ballades, which, significantly, begin with the Poemes de Veuvage, includ­
ing the famous lament set by Binchois Dueil angoisseux (which again presents 
situations comparable to those in Fors seulement or Comme femme descorifOrtie)Y 
The Mutacion de Fortune marks an important turning-point: fashioning 
herself as mistress - or perhaps I should say 'master' - of her own life, 
Christine is now in a position to justify both her attainment of a social 
role traditionally proper to the male and her self-distancing from feminine 
literary genres. 58 

In the light of this context, the stance of the unhappy lover in the text 
of Fors seulement and her behaviour towards grief in comparison with the 
protagonist of Chartier's text emerge as a consequence of the fact that 
the poetic voice of the rondeau is female. But why fashion a female rondeau 
out of a male Complainte? Why spotlight the emotional changes effected 
by a gender switch? If the woman who waits and the man who acts are 
characteristic figures of Western culture, the fifteenth century witnessed 
the appearance of an authoritative alternative perspective on the role of 
women in culture and society. Notably, Pizan's works display a conscious 
definition of new feminine models, in contrast with the misogynistic atti­
tude typical of writings about women in the final phase of the Middle 
Ages. If in the Mutacion de Fortune Christine must still become a man in 
order to become mistress of her own life, in her most famous text, Le Livre 
de la Cite des Dames ( 1405 ), she no longer describes women who become 
men, but on the contrary women able to act as women, going so far as to 

55 Contrast her son Ninyas, who, without even cross-dressing, deserves reproach since like a 
woman he 'languished idly in bed, while [his mother] exerted herself in battle against her 
enemies'; Boccaccio, Famous Women, p. 11. 

56 On the importance of Christine's male transformation as an allegory of social and pro­
fessional emancipation, and at the same time of emancipation from the Ovidian models 
for metamorphosis, see J. L. Kellogg, 'Transforming Ovid: The Metamorphosis of Female 
Authority', in M. Desmond (ed.), Christine de Pizan and the Categories of Difference (Minneapolis, 
1998), pp. 181-4. 

57 On Ducil angoisseux and its relations to the events of Pizan's life and to the culture of the 
female lament, see Curtis, 'Christine de Pizan', pp. 268-71. 

58 See M. Desmond, 'Christine de Pizan: Gender, Authorship and Life Writing', in S. Gaunt 
and S. Kay (eds.), Ihe Cambridge Companion to Medieval French Literature (Cambridge, 2008), 
pp. 123-35. 
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build a city, the city of women of the title. 59 Hers is a reaction against a 
traditionally negative view of women, as in Boccaccio's subtly misogynistic 
De mulieribus claris, where women who do not behave in a 'womanly' fashion 
such as Semiramis are destined for punishment. 60 In the Cite des Dames on 
the contrary, Pizan depicts 'active' women as positive models, not only 
turning on its head the traditional image of the woman confined to a sub­
altern, passive role, but at the same time putting forward a critique of the 
ethics of her time which wanted virtue to be a purely male prerogative. 61 

To underline the distance separating it from Boccaccio and his tradition, 
the cornerstone of the Cite is significantly the story of Semiramis, in whom 
Pizan sees not the lustful harlot, but rather the 'femme de moult grant 
vertu en fait de fort et vertueux courage'. 62 

I would suggest that Pizan's works, which met with considerable fortune 
and debate over the course of the century, might help us understand some 
of the reasons behind the intertextual play of Fors seulement. 63 Emphatically 
unlike the women of La Cite, the lamenting lady of the rondeau returns to 
the traditionally female passive stance. The rondeau's explicit intertextual 
relationship with Chartier's Complainte, a famous text on male grief, serves 
the purpose of emphasising this rappel a l'ordre, repositioning its female 
poetic voice where tradition had always placed it. In a sense, this female 
rondeau, exhibiting its derivation from a pre-existing male text, re-enacts 
and reaffirms the biblical precedence - and therefore pre-eminence - of 
man over woman. In another sense, though, the intertextual condition of 

59 See M. Quilligan, The Allegory qf Female Authoriry: Christine de Pi::;an's Cite des dames (Ithaca, 
NY, 1991). 

60 What Boccaccio condemns in Semiramis, as Dante had already done in the lrifcmo (V, 52-
60), is the excessive lust innate in her sex, which led her to promulgate wicked laws to cover 
up her own misdeeds, such that in the end she fell victim to an outburst of contempt from 
that very son who, together with her, had been besmirched by shameful acts. See Boccaccio, 
Farrwus Women, pp. 11-12. For the figure of Semiramis in Boccaccio and in Pizan see L. Dulac, 
'Un mythe didactique chez Christine de Pizan: Semiramis ou la veuve herolque', in Melanges 
de philologie romane offerts a Charles Camproux (Montpellier, 1978), pp. 316-31. On De mulieribus 
ciflris as an anti-model for the Cite des Dames see P. Philippy, 'Establishing Authority: Boccaccio's 
De Claris Mulieribus and Christine de Pizan's liure de la Cite des Dames', Romanic Review, 77 (1986), 
pp. 167-93; P. Caraffi, 'Boccaccio, Christine e il mito di Didone', inS. Mazzoni Peruzzi (ed.), 
Boccaccio e le letterature roman::;e tra Medioevo e Rinascimento, Atti del Convegno Interna::;i!lTlale Boccaccio e la 
Francia, Firen::;e--Certaldo, 19-20 maggio 2003, 19-20 maggio 2004 (Florence, 2006), pp. 7-21. 

61 On this aspect above all see R. Brown-Grant, Christine de Pi::;an and the Moral Difence qf Women: 
Reading bryond Gender (Cambridge, 2003). 

62 C. de Pizan, lA Cite des dames, I, 15. There is a recent edition of the French text in lA citta delle 
dame, ed. P. Caraffi and E. J. Richards (Rome, 1997): the passage quoted is on p. 106; the 
English translation is available in 7he Book qf the Ciry qf the lAdies, ed. R. Brown-Grant 
(London, 1999), p. 35. On the programmatic role of Semiramis as cornerstone of the ladies' 
City see Quilligan, The Allegory qf Female Authoriry, pp. 69-103. 

63 Apart from the Cite des dames we should consider her texts against Jean de Meun's misogynistic 
conclusion to the Roman de la Rose, assembled in the Qyerelle de ill Rose, c. 140 I. 
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Fors seulernent reaffirms the validity of traditional gender roles when it comes 
to grief, and thus implicitly restores the traditional gender hierarchy that 
Pizan's works had questioned. 

THE TENOR: GRAMMAR AND RHETORIC 

Did the origins and characteristic features of the text of Fors seulement, and 
specifically its gendered rhetoric of grief, have an impact on Ockeghem's 
music? And if so, how? As I have mentioned above, the Loire V alley 
chansonniers consider the highest voice of Fors seulernent the tenor. These 
sources originated in a geographical and cultural context close to that in 
which the rondeau was composed and began to circulate: precisely for 
this reason, we are inclined to deem them especially trustworthy. 64 Why 
should copyists in the Loire Valley have considered such an unusual voice 
disposition in a chanson correct, never intervening to change it, for instance 
by positioning the voices on the page on the basis of their register, as 
happens instead in the later sources? 

In order to answer this question, and better to understand the mise en 
page of Fors seulement in the Loire Valley chansonniers, it is useful to ponder 
the roles and functions of voices in a three-voice piece of the second half 
of the fifteenth century. Of particular interest here are Kevin Moll's 
studies of the links between the designation of voices, their traditional 
function, and the actual role played by them in fifteenth-century poly­
phony. 65 Following earlier studies, particularly those by Bernhard Meier, 
Moll has shown how in Franco-Flemish polyphony from Ockeghem's 
generation on, voice designations like superius, tenor and contratenor did 
not imply that one voice was bound to only one predetermined function. 66 

In the initial decades of the century, the tenor was placed mostly at the 
bottom of the contrapuntal fabric, functioning as the referential voice for 
the upper parts. Later on, developments such as increased imitation en­
couraged a refashioning of voice functions: now such functions, in Moll's 
words, could be 'objectified and parceled out among the various voice 
parts ad libitum'. 67 As an example of role redistribution Moll offers Busnoys's 
virelaiJe ne puis vivre ainsi tou~:jours (no. 9 in Table l) in which the contratenor 

64 See n. 4 above. 
65 I refer above all to K. N. Moll, 'Voice Function, Sonority, and Contrapuntal Procedure in 

Late Medieval Polyphony', Current Musicology, 64 (2001), pp. 26-72, esp. pp. 50-7; see also 
his Counterpoint and Compositional Process in tk Tune rif Dtifay: Perspectives .from German Musicology 
(Criticism and Analysis of Early Music, 2; New York and London, 1997), pp. 3-64. 

66 Moll quotes in particular Meier's 'Die Harmonik der cantus-firmus-haltigen Satz des 15. 
Jahrhunderts', Archiv.for Musikwissenschafi, 9 (1952), pp. 27-44 (translated in Moll, Counterpoint 
and Compositional Process, pp. 149-70). 

67 Moll, 'Voice Function', p. 51. 
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becomes necessary not just because of the delayed entry of the tenor, or 
because it takes on the function of referential voice at the cadence (bb. 
11-12), but also because its involvement is essential, given the use of per­
vading imitation between the three voices, especially in the first part of the 
chanson. 68 Furthermore, in the final cadence of Je ne puis vivre the superius 
assumes the tenor function (descending by one degree of the scale), while 
the tenor behaves like a 'superius' (going up one degree in bb. 26-7). 

In seeking to understand the relationship between a voice's name, its 
role, its function and its position on the page, I wonder whether there 
may be factors beyond those suggested by the contrapuntal grammar 
which might help to define all these aspects. In other words, what is it 
exactly that makes a tenor the tenor in chansons from the second half of 
the fifteenth century? That is to say, what constitutes the 'discourse' of 
the tenor at the time of Fors seulement? And what do music theory and 
compositional practice of the time contribute to this discourse? I propose 
that we look beyond grammar, taking into consideration the rhetorical 
aspects of the discourse of the tenor. 

As to the definition of the tenor's role in polyphonic composition, there 
is a long theoretical tradition traceable back to the very beginnings of 
polyphony. We can quote Johannes Grocheo, for instance, who wrote at 
the start of the fourteenth century that 'the tenor is that part upon which 
all the others are based, like the parts of a house or a building upon their 
foundations'. 69 Closer to Fors seulement, this is echoed by Tinctoris in his 
music dictionary written for Beatrice of Aragon in the 14 7Os, where he 
states that 'the tenor is the fundamentum relationis of a polyphonic composi­
tion'. 70 When Tinctoris was working on his Di.ffinitorium, however, the rela­
tionship between voice functions and designation in composition was more 
flexible, as I showed earlier. It is therefore significant that he reaffirms the 
pre-eminence of the tenor, even if its function could also have been given 
to other voices. 

There is another passage in Tinctoris which helps us better to under­
stand his theoretical position on the tenor's role in polyphony. In Book 
Ill, chapter 4 of the Proportionate musices, when discussing where the signs of 
proportion should be written, Tinctoris states that these should be marked 

68 Ibid., pp. 51~2. 
69 'Tenor autem est ilia pars, supra quam omnes aliae fundantur quemadmodum partes domus 

vel aedificii super suum fundamentum .. .'. The text of the treatise is in J. de Grocheo, De 
musica, in E. Rohlolf, Der Musiktraktat rks Johannes de Grocheo nach den Qyellen neu herausgegeben mit 
Uberset::;ung ins Deutsche und Revisionsbericht (Media latinitas musica, 2; Leipzig, 1943), p. 57. 

70 'Tenor est cujusque cantus compositi fundamentum relationis', in J. Tinctoris, Diifinitorium 
musice. Un di::;ionario di musica per Beatrice d'Aragona, ed. C. Panti (La tradizione musicale, 8; 
F1orence, 2004), p. 48. My translation does not reproduce that of Panti, which introduces 
some additions to Tinctoris's text. 
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in the voice or voices that are affected by proportions. He defines the voice 
in integer valor as 'primaria'. 71 There follows a musical example for three 
voices in which the tenor, written in integer valor, is the lowest voice, while 
the superius and the contratenor are subject to proportions (0 3/ l and 
0 2/l respectively). Straight after this we read that 'the primary voice of 
the whole piece is the fondamentum relationis; this voice is made first and is 
considered by the other ones as the principal one. Most frequently, albeit 
not always, this is the tenor, so called as if it "held" the other voices in 
subjection to itsel£' 72 Tinctoris is here referring to polyphonic composition 
understood as the successive adding of voices, a defining principle of 
pieces on a cantus prius Jactus (whether newly composed or drawn from the 
liturgical or secular repertory) right from the dawn of polyphony. Yet his 
observations do introduce a new point of some interest: the part 'made 
first' is 'most frequently, albeit not always' the tenor. In this way the theorist 
is telling us that the tenor is not always the voice 'considered by the others 
as the principal one'. The passages that follow make this clearer still. The 
theorist speaks of cases where the part made first, which is therifore the 
'principal' one, is not the tenor but is indeed the superius or the con­
tratenor, and he gives two examples. In the first of these a tenor and a 
contratenor are added to the superius of the chanson Pour vous belle, and 
in the second a tenor and a superius are added to the contratenor of the 
rondeau attributed to Dufay, Le serviteur. 

These passages from Tinctoris are evidence, then, that in the second 
half of the fifteenth century the tenor's discourse underwent an extension 
compared to earlier periods (Grocheo's, for instance). The tenor's hierar­
chical importance is understood by Tinctoris to be a feature of this part 
for the additional reason that it is the customary host voice for the cantus 
prius foetus (a circumstance which could, if the need arose, cause the superius, 
or even indeed the contratenor, to be promoted to the rank of 'pars 
primaria'). Even if in the second half of the fifteenth century the integra­
tion of parts in polyphonic music allowed a renegotiation of the functions 
of individual voices within pieces, it was the frequent presence in the tenor 
of an element 'made first' - whether a liturgical melody or one part from 
a polyphonic chanson - that was the basis for the confirmation of this 
voice's pre-eminence. As we have seen, even when in the second half of 

71 J. Tinctoris, Proportionale musices, ed. G. D'Agostino (La tradizione musicale, 14; F1orence, 
2008), pp. 84-5. 

72 'Est autem primaria pars totius compositi cantus fundamentum relationis quam prima factam 
ut principalem cetere respiciunt. Et hec frequentius irnmo fere semper tenor est, ita quidem 
dictus quasi ceteras partes sibi subditas tenens.' Tinctoris, Proportionate musices, pp. 86-7. My 
translation (for which I thankfully acknowledge the kind assistance of Maria Caraci Vela and 
Edoardo Ferrarini) differs from D'Agostino's in one particular: I take 'prirno factum' to mean 
'made first' and not 'made as principal'. 
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the fifteenth century the tenor function could contrapuntally speaking be 
given to other parts, the dignity of 'fundamentum' or principal part was 
nonetheless guaranteed to the tenor by virtue of its privileged rapport 
with the cantus firmus. 

If we move from theory to compositional practice, for instance the 
masses and motets on a cantus firmus from the middle of the fifteenth 
century on, we observe not only that for the most part the tenor is the voice 
hosting the pre-existing material, but also that in these pieces the tenor 
cannot always fulfil the role of 'fundamentum', at least not in the tradi­
tional sense of the term. To take a representative example, I shall consider 
briefly the Missa Caput, generally regarded as the model for the cantus­
firmus mass throughout the fifteenth century. As is well known, in the Kyrie 
of this mass the cantus firmus in the tenor primus enters after a long duet 
of twenty-one breves between the superius (not named as such) and the 
contratenor, following the resolution of a strong cadence. 73 Reinhard 
Strohm has related this presentational procedure to that of the mid­
century 'isorhythmic' motets: the entry of the tenor after an introductory 
duet emphasises the difference between the sections where the cantus firmus 
is present and those where it is not. 74 This contrast between passages of 
reduced scoring without the cantus firmus and the 'tutti' which include 
the cantus firmus does indeed throw into relief the entry of the tenor; at 
the same time, though, it is responsible for a feature Moll describes, 
namely the relocation of the tenor function to other voices. In fact, in the 
introductory duets, when the tenor is silent, its function is taken on by 
another voice. 75 This does not so much mean that the tenor is down­
graded from its status as principal voice; rather, its centrality is understood 
in a different way: here the tenor is heard as the 'fundamentum' for reasons 
that do not necessarily coincide with its contrapuntal function. What gives 
the tenor its pre-eminence, then, is the emphatic manner of its entry into 
the polyphonic complex, together with the way it is treated within the 
composition (generally with longer note values than those of the 'free' 
voices): the basis of the tenor's importance is not only its grammar, but 
also its rhetoric. 

In the light of these considerations, the high tenor of Fors seulement in 
the Loire Valley chansonniers seems no longer an oddity or a mistake, 
but emerges instead as a potential example of the refashioning of voice 
functions described by Moll and of the discrepancy between the tenor's 
grammar and rhetoric just discussed. Because of the way it is introduced, 

73 For the edition of the Missa Caput see G. Dufay, Missarum Pars Prior, ed. H. Besseler (Corpus 
Mensurabilis Musicae, 1/2; Rome, 1960), pp. 75-101. 

74 R. Strohm, 1he Rise of European Music, 1380-1500 (Cambridge, 1993), p. 236. 
75 Moll, 'Voice Function', pp. 51-2. 
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this tenor makes its entrance as the tenor of the rondeau; yet because of its 
high register it is a tenor that appears dislocated from its usual range, in 
melodic territory that would normally belong to the superius. 76 With Fors 
seulement Ockeghem is therefore rethinking standard compositional patterns. 
There are other examples of such rethinking from the second half of the 
fifteenth century, such as the chansons in Dijon discussed above. Even so, 
Ockeghem's is a more radical intervention, since it involves the entire 
composition, not just portions of it; to the best of my knowledge, there 
is nothing comparable to Fors seulement in chansons of the time. 77 The 
distinctive feature of this rondeau, which makes it a singular case among 
similar compositions, and which gave rise to the problems in transmission 
that we have examined, is, then, precisely the surprising degree of discon­
nection between the tenor's rhetoric and its grammar. 

A FEMINISED TENOR? 

At this point we must ask why in Fors seulement Ockeghem would have 
deliberately subverted the traditional order of voice designation and func­
tion, and perhaps also of the positioning of voices on the page, by envisag­
ing such an unusual tenor voice. My suggestion, by now obvious I hope, is 
that the answer to this question will emerge from an examination of both 
the music and the text, and especially of its origins and intertextual play. 

Put simply, I want to argue that the gender switch that takes place in 
the text of Fors seulement is reflected in Ockeghem's music. As the change 
from the male poetic voice of Chartier's Complainte to the female one of 
the rondeau had demanded a different rhetoric of grief, when setting this 
text to music Ockeghem modified the traditional hierarchy and functions 
of the voices. Rather than taking a pre-existing 'male' piece and changing 
it, he altered a prevailing compositional feature of three-voice chansons of 
the time, moving the tenor to a high register and making it more like a 
superius than a standard tenor. The tenor of Fors seulement takes on the 
melodic weight of the chanson, since its phrases are spun out like those 

76 It is no accident that Helen Hewitt ('Fors seulement and the Cantus Firmus Technique', p. 95), 
despite accepting the mise en page of the late manuscripts, reveals a certain perplexity when 
considering this voice, which enters last as the superius (see above). Clemens Goldberg focuses 
on the oddity of the use of two preparatory duets at the beginning of both sections of Fors 
seulement in the context of contemporary chansons. In this connection he notes that this fact is 
the probable cause of alignment problems between music and poetic text. See Die Chansons 
]ohannes Ockeghems, pp. 298-9; and also 'Werk, Quelle, Analyse: Betrachtungen zum Chanson­
nier Niveli£ de la Chaussee', in P. Niedermuller et al. (eds.), Qyellenstudium und musikalische Ana{yse: 
Festschrifi Martin Just zum 70. Geburtstag (Wurzburg, 2011), pp. l-22. 

77 The chanson in which the refashioning of voice function and designation most resembles that 
of Fors seulement is the anonymous rondeau Qyant seray Je clame (Table l, no. 12), which I shall 
consider later. 
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of a superius, and assumes a role that traditionally does not belong to it. 
The highest voice of Fors seulement thus combines characteristic features of 
both the tenor and the superius. 

However, the fact that this tenor sounds like a superius does not mean 
that it has renounced its 'tenor-ness' entirely. On the contrary, Ockeghem 
compensated for the fact that this voice resides in the superius range by 
emphasising other features that promote its continuing identification as 
the tenor of the rondeau. To this end the composer chose not to model 
the 'tenor-ness' of this high voice on the tenors of other chansons: tradi­
tionally, in fact, the tenor's discourse in this type of composition did not 
insist on the pre-eminence of this voice. As a point of reference for his 
rondeau Ockeghem took instead the tenors of contemporary masses and 
motets, where, on the contrary, the tenor's discourse focuses on the role of 
this voice as a foundation, and on emphasising this role. 78 Most obviously, 
in Fors seulement he introduced the tenor in a spectacular fashion, almost as 
if it were the cantus firmus of a mass or motet, having it enter last, after 
the preparatory duet and strong cadence. As in cantus-firmus masses or 
motets of the time, in Fors seulement the tenor is enshrined by the 'outer' 
voices, and therefore framed as the 'fundamentum relationis', the most 
important part of the composition, which is of course the typical role 
of the tenor. Having modified the contrapuntal grammar of the tenor, 
Ockeghem counters this change with an emphatic display of its contra­
puntal rhetoric. 

I would suggest that this distinctive trait of the music of the rondeau 
can be interpreted in the light of the intertextual origin of its words, and 
specifically the gender switch of its poetic voice. As the female text of Fors 
seulement explicitly displays its intertextual relation with Chartier's male 
one, the song's highest voice, fusing typical features of both superius and 
tenor, reminds its listeners and readers that it is also the result of a trans­
formation: it is a tenor, but dislocated. While the tenor acquires some 
traits of the superius, it also carefully spotlights its 'tenor-ness'. In this 
way, the feminisation that has taken place is vividly foregrounded. In Fors 
seulement, then, we witness a double process of feminisation, textual and 

78 On the difference between 15th-c. chansons and masses as to the tenor's discourse, there is an 
especially significant passage in an English treatise from the beginning of that century, where 
we read that 'he who would compose a motet should make the tenor his first task . . . and 
he who would compose a ballade, a rondeau, a virelai or a psalmody should do the discant 
first' ('Et qui vult condere modulum ( =motettum) fiat primo tenor . . . Et qui vult condere 
baladam, rotundellum, vireledum, psalmodiam fiat primo discantus'). Cambridge, Corpus 
Christi College, MS 410, Il, fols. 7'--8r]; I quote from S. Ehrmann-Herfort, entry 'Stirnmgat­
tungen', 'IV: Satztechnische Veranderungen irn 15. Jahrhundert' in MGG 2, vol. 8 (1998), 
col. 1786. 
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musical: the musical voice of the song, just like its poetic one, becomes 
feminine under our very eyes - and ears. 

The mise en page of this song in the Loire Vallley chansonniers suggests 
awareness of this double process. 79 The high register of the tenor of Fors 
seulement would make this voice more appropriate for the function of 
superius, and yet no Loire Valley chansonnier changed its position on the 
page, nor did it place the text underneath it - not even the Dijon copyist, 
who was so attentive to the compositional features of the repertory of his 
manuscript. This shows that the copyists of these manuscripts did not con­
sider the two upper voices of Fors seulement as a duet between two superius 
parts: even when they did not assign names to these voices (as in Dijon), 
they always place the uppermost voice in the tenor's slot. 8° For these early 
and authoritative sources this chanson's highest voice still looked and 
sounded closer to a proper tenor than to a superius - a feminised tenor, 
but still a tenor. 

Proof of the fact that the composer himself regarded this high voice 
as the tenor of his chanson is to be found in two of his other works. 
Ockeghem borrowed the tenor of Fors seulement in the rondeau Fors seule­
ment contre ce qu'ay promys. In the new chanson this voice lacks the initial 
rests, is transposed down a twelfth, and is called 'contratenor'. The most 
important voice of the original composition is thus transformed into its 
opposite: from tenor to contra-tenor. What is of interest here, however, 
is that this transformation throws light on the function of this voice in 
its initial context: it is only because it is considered as the tenor of Fors 
seulement that its reversal into its symbolic as well as literal opposite in 
Fors seulement contre ce qu'ay promys acquires meaning. What is more, when 
Ockeghem reworked Fors seulement in the form of a five-voice mass, the 
tenor's arrival at the beginning of Kyrie I and II remains identical with 
that in the two sections of the chanson model: an introduction with reduced 

79 I should mention that the Loire Valley chansonniers, although so consistent in keeping to 
the same mise en page, do not all transmit the same text. As I noted above, Laborde and Dijon 
differ from Wolfenbtittel (and perhaps also from Nivelle) as to the version with undotted 
rhythm of the descending melodic figure typical of Fors seulement, their agreement as to the 
mise en page, placing the tenor as highest voice, consequently takes on a greater significance. 

80 The case of Fors seulement is therefore different from that of three-voice pieces with two voices 
in the same register typical of older repertories. Analysing music composed between c. 1350 
and 1450, Margaret Bent has observed that 'equal-voice self-contained duets with mutual 
cantus-tenor function ... do not have a separate tenor part because the tenor function is taken 
care of within the duet; the parts are rarely labelled'. In Ockeghem's rondeau it is instead the 
tension between the grammar and rhetoric of the tenor that has made it possible to assign the 
position and role of this voice to the highest one. See M. Bent, 'Naming of Parts: Notes 
on the Contratenor, c. 1350-1450', in M. Jennifer Bloxam et al. (eds.), Uno gentile et subtile 
ingegno: Studies in Renaissance Music in Honour rif Bonnie ]. Blackbum (Collection Epitome Musical; 
Turnhout, 2009), pp. 1-12, at 10. 
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scoring and a strong cadence at the resolution of which the tenor comes 
in. The only difference is that in the mass the tenor returns to its normal 
register (it is an octave lower than in the chanson): apart from anything 
else, now that the poetic text is no longer involved, a dislocation away 
from its normal range would lack its rationale. 81 

Once removed from the immediate geographical and cultural milieu of 
the poet, presumably, and certainly of the composer, the gendering of the 
tenor voice in Fors seulement might have stopped making sense, as the mise en 
page of the later manuscripts implies: in two of them the original poetic 
text is not even present, reduced to either its original incipit (in the 
Gesangbuch) or to a new one in Spanish (in Cappella Giulia). 82 This loss 
of meaning could explain why in all later manuscripts the upper voices 
were reshuffled on the page according to their actual range: their place­
ment was normalised, with the tenor slot assigned to the intermediate voice. 

And yet, the partial 'tenor-ness' of the original evidently troubled a few 
later copyists. The one responsible for the Chansonnier de Lorraine, for 
example, shifted it to the superius position, yet at the same time he did 
not remove the poetic text from what had become his tenor, almost as 
if he realised that this had originally been a superius. 83 More surprising 

81 Indirect evidence that the copyists might have been aware of this 'double process' is provided 
by a chanson in some respects similar to Fors seulement: Phillipet de Pres's rondeau ]e ne serqy 
plus vert vestu, transmitted in one of the Loire V alley chansonniers (Wolfenbiittel, fols. 54 v-

55'). In this chanson too, as in Fors seulement, one of the three voices enters after the other 
two, following an introductory duet, at the cadence of the other two voices. Here, in contrast 
to Fors seulement, the voice that comes in last is the superius. Nonetheless, apart from the use of 
this mode of entry for the third voice, the two upper voices move as they do in a normal 
three-voice chanson: that is, there is no significant crossing between superius and tenor (which 
becomes the highest voice only in bars 27--8 and part of 42). Phillipet de Pres's rondeau uses 
a standard contrapuntal structure, in which each voice fulfils the function traditionally 
assigned to it: except for the cadence in bars I 0-11 (where the superius enters at the resolu­
tion) tenor and superius always keep to their traditional motion at a cadence. Significantly, by 
contrast with Fors seulement, Je ne serqy expresses a masculine point of view - in fact the text 
opens with a 'virile' gesture of refusal (Je ne seray plus vert vestu'), characterised by a rhetoric 
comparable to that of the Complainte, of Chartier's rondeau]qye me.foit et Desepoir me chache and 
of the two Comme ung homme descorifOrti settings analysed above. Despite the similarity of their 
beginnings, there are no other points of contact linking ]e ne serqy with Fors seulement. It is 
no accident that this rondeau's mise en page does not exhibit the transmission problems of 
Ockeghem's piece: all voices are always set out in their usual places. An edition of ]e ne serqy 
plus is in Der Woifenbiitteler Chansonnier: Herzog August Bibliothek, Woifenbiittel codex Guelf. 287 
Extrav., ed. M. Gutierrez-Denhoff (Musikalische Denkmaler, 10; Mainz, 1988), pp. 81-2. 

82 Cappella Giulia has the incipit 'Frayres y dexedes me', so far unidentified. 
83 It is true that this manuscript, copied around 1500 or even later, contains various chansons 

whose tenor has the text, or only portions of text, written underneath the notes. However, I 
believe that in the specific case of Fors seulement the presence of the text beneath the voice 
which was the superius of the Loire V alley chansonniers can be linked to the situation of the 
two upper voices in this rondeau (as the case of Sicher's Gesangbuch, discussed below, will 
show). On this chansonnier see Couchman, 'The Lorraine Chansonnier'; a study and edition 
of the manuscript may be found in Shipp, 'A Chansonnier of the Dukes of Lorraine'. 
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still is the evidence of the last manuscript source for Fors seulement. In his 
Gesangbuch, dating from around 1515, the Sankt Gallen organist Fridolin 
Sicher did invert the two upper voices, putting the original superius in the 
tenor place. Yet, as Christina Urchueguia has noted, he indicated this 
voice with the capital 'D' for 'discantus' instead of a capital 'T' for 'tenor'. 84 

Evidently Sicher, a professional musician whose codex assembles the largest 
number of pieces based on Fors seulement, was not completely persuaded that 
this 'middle' voice was the tenor of the rondeau. 85 

It was not just contemporary copyists who were troubled about the 
classification of the highest voice in Fors seulement. In more recent times 
both Gombosi and Strohm, in differing ways and with differing aims, in the 
end took the view that this voice, if not the 'true' tenor of the piece, was at 
least its 'cantus firmus'. Gombosi in fact believed it was a pre-existing voice, 
borrowed from another composer, defining it as a probable 'Lehngut'; 86 

Strohm, in classifYing the rondeau from a modal perspective, found instead 
that its most surprising feature was its 'cantus firmus in the highest octave'.87 

In this sense there is no denying that the spectacular rhetoric of the tenor 
that Ockeghem deployed in his chanson has achieved at least some of the 
effect he hoped for. 

FORS SEULEME.NT IN CONTEXT 

As we have seen, apart from Fors seulement, the Loire Valley chansonniers 
(Dijon especially) provide other cases where the traditional voice hierarchy 
is adapted (see Table l). Among these the example of ]aye mefoit is of par­
ticular interest for us. As I showed above, the texts of the two rondeaux 

84 Urchueguia, 'Intertextualitat und historisches Textverstandnis', p. 136. 
85 Fallows suggests that not only did Sicher come into possession of the manuscript in 1545 (as 

shown by a note of ownership on the first page), but, on the basis of certain palaeographical 
comparisons, that he was in fact also the copyist (if this is true, he copied the manuscript long 
before he became its owner). Ockeghem's Fors seulement is the second piece in the manuscript; 
it is immediately followed by eleven reworkings, among them Fors seulement contre ce qu'ay promys 
by Ockeghem himself, and other compositions (including some based on the so-called 'new' 
tenor, the tenor of a new setting of the rondeau's refrain), whose music was inspired by 
Ockeghem's piece without quoting it directly. Apropos of this see Fallows, Introduction to 
1he SoTif,book of Fridolin Sicher, pp. 5-31. 

86 In his analysis of Fors seulement Gombosi writes: 'Der Satz weist alle Charakteristika des 
Ockegemschen Stiles auf, seine Melodien (am wenigsten die Oberstinnne, die vielleicht Lehngut 
ist) iibergehen die Kadenzen, verwischen die tonalen Beziehungen' ('The piece exhibits all 
the characteristics of Ockeghem's style: its melodies continue beyond the cadences, and blur 
the tonal connections - less so in the highest voice, which is perhaps a borrowing' [i.e. from 
another composer]). Gombosi, Jacob Obrecht, p. 17. 

87 R. Strohm, 'Modal Sounds as a Stylistic Tendency of the Mid-Fifteenth Century: E-, A-, and 
C-Finals in Polyphonic Song', in U. Giinther et al. (eds.), Modalif)i in the Music of the Fourteenth 
and Fifteenth Centuries (Musicological Studies and Documents, 49; Stuttgart, 1996), p. 165. 
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are a feminine transformation of two texts by Chartier about male suffer­
ing; furthermore, these two pieces are transmitted as a pair in a number 
of manuscripts, both musical and literary, almost as if one text were re­
plying to the other. 88 They also share certain similar musical features: 
delayed entry of the tenor preceded by a preparatory duet between 
superius and contra tenor, passages with voice crossings, and imitation. 89 

This is not of course the only example of a close link between pieces by 
Ockeghem and Busnoys (I mentioned earlier the motets In lrydraulis and 
Ut heremita solus). Nonetheless the Fors seulement-]qye mefuit pair afford the 
opportunity for some further observations on the possible context of the 
genesis of the two pieces and on their significance. 

If we compare Fors seulement with the rest of Ockeghem's secular output, 
it is noteworthy that stylistically this rondeau has little in common with the 
composer's other chansons, but it does, however, share many characteris­
tics with those of Busnoys. 90 Table I shows that the composer most repre­
sented among the pieces in Dijon with two or three equal initials is indeed 
Busnoys (eight out of a total of seventeen): he is the composer who most 
frequently uses voices in similar registers and/ or with pervading imitation, 
as is confirmed by the system of initials in this manuscript. 91 Strohm 
has stressed, significantly, that among the composers of his generation 
Busnoys is the one who, thanks to his frequent use of imitation, occa­
sionally 'abolish [ s] the hierarchy of the voices in the three-part chanson'. 92 

88 Dijon, Laborde and P 1719. According to Higgins, in P 1719 Fors seulement is distinguished 
by the caption 'response' ('Antoine Busnoys and Musical Culture', p. 146). However, I have 
been unable to find any trace of this caption in the manuscript. Rather, the two rondeaux are 
labelled with two later annotations: 'd'une femme' for ]oye mefoit and 'dame' for Fors seulement. 

89 The edition of the Dijon version is in Barret, 'A Critical Edition of the Dijon Chansonnier', 
vol. 2, pp. 180-3. In the Mellon Chansonnier (New Haven, Yale University, Beinecke 
Library, MS 91) ]oye me foit is on fols. 36v -38'; the tenor (here designated as such) has the 
text partially beneath the notes in the first section, while after the medial cadence it has just 
the first hemistich of line 4: 'loins de mon esperance'. For the facsimile and edition of ]oye 
me foit in this chansonnier see The Mellon Chansonnier, ed. L. L. Perkins and H. Garey, 2 vols 
(New Haven, 1979), i, pp. 108-11; the colour facsimile of the manuscript is accessible at 
<http:/ /www.undoulxregard.org/mellon/>. 

90 So much so that Gombosi, for instance, doubted that the highest voice could be the work of 
Ockeghem: see above. 

91 In an article on stylistic changes in 15th-c. chansons, Lynn Trowbridge noted the singularity 
of Busnoys's style, observing significantly that 'he more than any other composer studied 
achieved a texture in which the individual voices participate on an equal and independent 
footing. This arrangement, often attributed both to Ockeghem and Busnois, appears on the 
basis of the evidence gathered in the course of this study to be considerably more character­
istic of Busnois than Ockeghem.' L. M. Trowbridge, 'Style Change in the Fifteenth-Century 
Chanson: A Comparative Study of Compositional Detail', Journal if Musicology, 4 (1985--ti), 
p. 162. 

92 Strohm, The Rise if European Music, p. 460. 
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Apropos of this he further notes that Je ne puis mvre ainsi tou~ours (one of 
Busnoys's pieces for Jacqueline d'Hacqueville) has, like Fors seulement, 'the 
tenor in cantus position' (it is transmitted in Dijon with the same initials 
for the two upper voices; see Table 1, no. 9). 93 Higgins has further high­
lighted not only how Busnoys, probably more than others of his time, 
was a composer 'obsessively preoccupied with transgressing accepted 
boundaries . . . and flouting accepted rules and practices when it suited 
musical expression', but also that this kind of creativity was displayed 
especially in the 'd'Hacqueville chansons', perhaps precisely because these 
were connected with a female subject. 94 

Both Fors seulement and ]C!Je me juit call into question the traditional 
hierarchy of the voices in three-part chansons; in both the transformation 
of a male lament into a female one is accompanied by an intonation in 
which the tenor's function as the Jundamentum relationis is renegotiated in 
new ways compared with those encompassed by traditional compositional 
practice, as is indicated by the use of the same initials for superius and 
tenor in Dijon. In view of the connection between Ockeghem and Busnoys, 
it seems likely that Fors seulement and ]C!Ye me Juit, both settings of texts 
derived from Chartier, were written as a kind of competition, in which, 
however, the younger composer was the model for the older one. My 
hypothesis, then, is that in view of the stylistic features listed above Fors 
seulement may be Ockeghem's reply to Busnoys's rondeau, and not vice 
versa - a reply in which Ockeghem displays an even more drastic use of 
those compositional devices typical of his colleague. In his experimental 
feminisation, textual and musical, of Chartier, Ockeghem in fact reaches 
levels of theatricality not found in ]C!Je me juit. From this point of view it is 
to be expected that ]C!}e me fuit did not cause problems of transmission 
or of voice layout and designation comparable to those of Fors seulement; 
indeed, as I have already shown, when the Dijon copyist transcribed it in 

93 Ibid. The same situation as in Dijon is found in the Mellon Chansonnier, which transmits Je 
n£ puis vivre with the poetic text written beneath both the upper voices (fols. 14v-16r), and 
in which at the ouvert /dos the tenor lacks its initial (fol. 16r). On the Dijon and Mellon 
Chansonnier versions of this chanson see below. On Busnoys and Jacqueline d'Hacqueville 
see the bibliographical references in the next note. 

94 P. Higgins, 'Celebrating Transgression and Excess: Busnoys and the Boundaries of Late 
Medieval Culture', introduction toP. Higgins (ed.), Antoim Busnoys: Method, Meaning, and Context 
in Late Medieval Music (Oxford, 1999), pp. 1-20. Higgins quotes Leeman Perkins as the first 
to suggest a link between Busnoys's creativity in the d'Hacqueville chansons and the female 
subject to whom they were addressed: see L. L. Perkins, 'Antoine Busnois and the d'Hacqueville 
Connection', in M. B. Winn (ed.), Musique nature/le et musique artificielle: In memoriam Gustave 
&ese =Le Moyenfranfays, 5 (1979), pp. 49-64. 
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Laborde, he inserted it in the manner of a 'standard' chanson, without 
any mishaps involving illuminated initials and rubrics. 95 

Because of their transmission, the origin of the texts they set, and 
above all because of the way their composers set them, Fors seulement and 
]oye me .foit may be seen as the fruit of a poetico-musical encounter 
between Busnoys and Ockeghem, played out in terms of their contrasting 
adaptations of two texts by Chartier, a poet held in great regard at the 
time in the milieux where these musicians operated. We know that poetic 
and poetico-musical competitions were common forms of social entertain­
ment among the ruling classes of fifteenth-century France. We have evidence 
of this both in narrative literature of the time and in poetic manuscripts, 
which constitute a kind of written record of these pastimes: it is possible 
that these two rondeaux had their origin in this kind of context. 96 

There is one other aspect raised by the analysis of Fors seulement, how­
ever, on which, in conclusion, I want to concentrate my attention. Fors 
seulement and Joye me .foit, together with some of the chansons in Table l, 
and others in the Loire Valley chansonniers and other manuscripts of the 
time, distance themselves to varying degrees from the traditional hierarchy 
of the voices in polyphonic composition. Many of these cases involve a 
woman: some, such as the rondeau La plus dolente que soit nee (Table l, 
no. 1 0), showcase a lamenting woman, as in Fors seulement and Joye me .foit; 
another example, Busnoys's virelai Je ne puis vivre ainsi tousjours (no. 9), 
features in the ouvert/clos both a reference to the 'noble femme' addressed 
in the text, and a male subject who weeps desperately, and therefore in 
typically feminine fashion ('Des ieulx pleurant a chauldes larmes / Affin 

95 In this article I have focused essentially on the tradition of these chansons in the Loire V alley 
chansonniers. It is, however, interesting to observe how the voice disposition in these codices 
also influenced other manuscripts produced later and in different environments. For instance, 
in the Pixerecourt Chansonnier (Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, f. fr. 15123, copied 
in F1orence probably in the 1480s) Jqye me .foit (fols. 163v -164') is transmitted in a manner that 
suggests a model similar to Dijon: for a start the initial of the superius is an '0' (therefore the 
text reads 'Oye' instead of the correct :Joye'); similarly the incipits of the tenor and con­
tratenor lack the initial J', a sign that the model most likely had the initial of the poetic text 
for all three voices (not just for the two upper ones, as in Dijon). This detail may have con­
fused the copyist who, expecting there to be a 'T' and a 'C' for tenor and contratenor, tran­
scribed only what he thought was the chanson's true incipit (and in fact, at least at the start of 
the section, the imitation involves all three voices). The facsimile of ]qye me .foit in the Pixen~­
court Chansonnier is accessible online at <http:/ /gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btvlb9007335q/ 
f174.zoom>; C. Goldberg's edition of the manuscript is available at <http:/ /www.goldbergstif­
tung.org/file/pixgesamtalt.pdf> (]qye me .foil is on p. [333]). 

96 On poetry and chansons as social phenomena see J. M. Taylor, 7he Making qf Poetry: Late­
Medieval French Poetic Anthologies (Turnhout, 2007); S. R. Kovacs, 'Staging Lyric Performances 
in Early Print Culture: Le ]ardin de Plaisance et Fleur de RethoriqU£ (c. 1501)', French Studies, 55 
(2001), pp. 1-24; K. Seewright, 'An Introduction to British Library MS Lansdowne 380', 
Notes, 65 (2009), pp. 633-736; Alden, Songs, Scribes, and Society, esp. pp. 167-240; see also 
J. Alden, 'Reading the Loire Valley Chansonniers', ActaMusicologica, 79 (2007), pp. 1-31. 
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qu'ayes de moy merchy'). 97 The female voice, or the presence of the 
woman and the feminisation of a male subject, cause in both these cases, 
as in Fors seulement or ]oye me foil, an upward displacement of the tenor, 
which at times becomes the highest voice; in ]e ne puis vivre this results in 
discrepancies in the sources as to the mise en page similar to those analysed 
in the case of Ockeghem's rondeau. 98 

Something analogous also occurs in other chansons where the female 
subject is either not the only person to speak, or is not even present, being 
merely the addressee of a male discourse. This is the situation in, for 
example, Puis qu'a vous servir me suis mis (Table 1, no. 5), Ne me veilles ma chiere 
dame (Laborde, fols. 23v -25}, Ne pour cela que esloigner me fouldra (Laborde, 
fols. 40v --42}, in which the male talks to his beloved who is present but 
silent, and in Qyant serqy je clarn.i pur vostre (Table 1, no. 12), which is a 
dialogue between the male lover and his beloved. In these chansons the 
position of the woman is highlighted through the use of certain musical 
strategies and/or by the mise en page, and all of them present situations 
which to varying degrees recall the one analysed in Fors seulement. For 
example, in Qyant seray je clarn.i the tenor, except for a few short passages, is 
the highest voice in the rondeau (in Dijon it lacks the poetic text) and it 
comes in only after an introductory duet between superius and contratenor 
very like the one in Fors seulement. When it makes its delayed entry, the tenor 
'replies' to the plea of the superius: in this way the music mimics the 
dialogue in the text between lover and beloved; moreover, it is the tenor 
which, in a register higher than the superius, is identified with the voice of 
the woman 'replying' to the man-superius, who in the text is the first one to 

97 The text of this virelai (in the Mellon Chansonnier version) together with commentary can be 
found in Tlu Mellon Chansonnier, ed. Perkins and Garey, vol. 2, pp. 231-4. 

98 ]e ne puis vivre is in some respects similar to Fors seulement as far as the mise en page of the upper 
voices is concerned. As is well known, there are two versions of this chanson, one in Dijon 
(fols. 37v-39') and one in the Mellon Chansonnier (fols. 14v-16'), whose discrepancies are 
essentially in the ouvert/clos. In Dijon and the Mellon Chansonnier, though, not only does the 
music differ in the ouvert/clos: so does the layout of the voices on the page. The first three 
breves of this section are musically identical in both versions, except that in Mellon the tenor 
is the highest voice and sings what in Dijon is the superius. Mter eight breves which do display 
musical divergences, the two manuscripts concur once more, but in Mellon the superius of 
Dijon still occupies the tenor place and, despite crossing of the parts, it continues to be the 
highest voice. There is scholarly disagreement as to the paternity and hence the quality of 
the two versions, for which see W. Arlt, 'Vom Uberlieferung zum KompositionsprozeB: 
Beobachtungen an den zwei Fassungen von Busnois' Je ne puis vivre ainsy', in G. Allroggen 
and D. Altenburg (eds.), Festschri.ft Amo Forchert ::;um 60. Geburtstag (Kassel, 1986), pp. 27-39; 
P. Urquhart, 'Three Sample Problems of Editorial Accidentals in Chansons by Busnoys and 
Ockeghem', in J. A. Owens and A. M. Cummings (eds.), Music in Renaissance Cities and Courts: 
Studies in Honor qf Lewis Lickwood (Detroit Monographs in Musicology, Studies in Music, 18; 
Warren, Mich., 1997), pp. 465-81. For further investigation into the links between]e ne puis 
vivre and Fors seulement I refer the reader to my forthcoming monograph on Ockeghem's 
rondeau and its reworkings. 
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speak. Owing to the displacement of the tenor outside its customary register, 
as in Fors seulement, the two sources for O!J-ant seray Je clame disagree on the 
positioning of the two upper voices: in Dijon the highest voice is located in 
the tenor's position, whereas in the manuscript Bologna Ql6, in which it 
is no accident that the text is missing, this voice occupies instead the place 
for the superius. 99 

In Puis qu'a vous servir me suis mis (Table l, no. 5) there is frequent cross­
ing between the parts, and the rondeau finishes with the superius in the 
lowest position of all, while the tenor is an octave higher, at a point where 
in the text the lover says to his beloved 'ainsy que je m'y suis submis'. The 
act of submission in the text is conveyed musically through the submission 
of the superius (the voice with the poetic text) in respect of the other two 
voices, the tenor being in the highest position, symbolically the dominant 
position, just like the woman to whom the lover is making the gesture of 
submission. 

In the Laborde virelai Ne me veilles ma chiere dame (an unicum) the text is a 
speech by a man to the lady. The poetic text is written underneath both 
the upper voices. The tenor is the highest voice (it always has the G 2 clef) 
and there is frequent crossing with the superius, but at the final fermata 
(this chanson does not finish with a formal clausula) it is a sixth above 
the superius, whereas at the cadence at the end of the ouvert j clos it is in 
unison with it, though it has an ascending movement. As with Fors seulement 
the presence of a voice that is higher than usual has given rise to some 
perplexity as to the mise en page. On fol. 24r the tenor has 'T e me veilles', 
i.e. it has the illuminated initial 'T', which obviously is not what the copy­
ist intended. The same thing is found at the ouvertjclos (fols. 24v-25r), 
where the tenor (fol. 25) through the same failure of coordination has 'T 
ung dolente faictez' instead of the correct 'D ung dolente faictez'; two 
female figures are painted in the 'T' of fol. 25r. 

Finally, in the Laborde virelai Ne pur cela (also an unicum) we find what is 
perhaps the most intriguing case of all: throughout the stanza the tenor 
has the poetic text beneath the notes and it often crosses with the superius, 
so much so that in many passages it is the highest voice (it is significant 
that the clefs are C 1 for the superius, CtfG2 for the tenor). This poetic 
text, like the preceding one, is also a speech addressed by a man to a 
woman: the historiated initial letter of the tenor in the first opening 
depicts a man and a woman perhaps engage,d in a dialogue, seated facing 

99 Bologna, Museo lnternazionale e Biblioteca della Musica di Bologna, MS Ql6, fols. 67v-68'. 
A digital reproduction of the codex is accessible at <http:/ /badigit.comune.bologna.it/cmbm/ 
images/ripro/gaspari/ _QO 16/Q016_000.asp>. 
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(a) (b) 

Figure 3 (a) Laborde, fol. 41 "; (b) Laborde, fol. 42' 

one another (fol. 41'). 100 In the ouvert/clos, in the 'L' of the superius (fol. 
41 v; this is the initial letter of 'Las que pourra faire mon pauvre oeil') the 
man alone is depicted, turned towards the reader with his mouth open 
(clearly he is singing to the reader: see Figure 3a); while in the 'T' of the 
tenor (fol. 42') a woman is shown with her gaze directed towards the man 
and her mouth closed, listening to what he is singing (see Figure 3b). At 
this point, where the tenor has an image of the lady with her mouth 
closed, the tenor is higher than the superius, and, significantly, it does not 
have the poetic text but just its incipit: also in this case the listening lady is 
made present through the interaction of music, image and mise en page. 101 

'"' Here too, as in Ne me veilles just examined, there is a problem of connection between the illu­
minated initials and the poetic text. On fol. 41 ,. the tenor reads 'T c pour cela': it has the 
illuminated initial 'T', which evidently was not what the copyist of the text had in mind. 
The same occurs at the ouvcrtfclos (fols. 41"-42'), where the tenor (fol. 42) through the same 
lack of coordination reads 'T as que pourra faire ' instead of the correct 'Las que pourra 
faire'. 

1111 I should mention that that the relationship between texts and images is not always so straight­
forward, and that illuminations do not always portray the subjects of the poetic texts. Alden 
remarks that miniatures could also have a mnemonic function , 'helping to create specific 
mental images of individual songs', and that decorated initials and borders could both evoke 
'the poetic world of the song's texts' and ' reinforce the fictional dimension of these texts, 
providing them with an ornamental trellis reminiscent of the borders of a garden', the ideal 
location for poetic and musical consumption at the time (Songs, Scribes, and Sociery, pp. 167-8). 
In the case of Fors seulement the Loire Valley chansonniers present a diversified situation. In 
Wolfenbi.ittel the 'F' of the superius is a flower-like and rather sad-looking female creature; 
the 'T' of the tenor and the 'C' of the contratenor are a snail on a tree trunk and an imagi­
nary creature respectively; on the second opening the 'Q: of the superius is an ape with a 
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Seen in relation to all these pieces from the Loire V alley chansonniers 
and other manuscripts linked to them (for instance the Mellon Chansonnier), 
Fors seulemnt is not a unique case: rather, it is one of a group of chansons 
whose composers intervene, to different extents and with different results, 
in the function of the voices, in their designation and perhaps also in their 
mise en page. These chansons help us to understand the stylistic and ideolog­
ical context in which Ockeghem was operating, a context in which it was 
possible to intervene in standard compositional patterns in order to give 
voice to a gendered perspective. Yet they also help us to understand how 
exceptional Fors seulement is in this very context. Compared with the other 
pieces, Fors seulement emerges as a particularly bold and radical interven­
tion in the area of voice function in polyphony. It is in this rondeau that 
the tenor's rhetoric is spectacularised, so to speak, and dislocated from its 
grammar for the entire duration of the piece, not just for part of it. As a 
consequence (and also because of the intertextual play with Chartier in 
the poetic text) there is no other case in which the female presence has 
such a profound effect on voice function and designation, and on the 
transmission of the musical text, as it does in this rondeau. 102 

GENDERING CONVENTIONS 

In conclusion, I would argue that Ockeghem's manipulation of contra­
puntal conventions in order to give a musical voice to the female subject 
of the text of Fors seulement suggests not only the significant degree of flex­
ibility with which such conventions could be approached by late-fifteenth­
century composers, but also, and more interestingly, the gendered lens 

dragon, the same letter of the tenor is made up of trumpets and floral elaborations, and the 
'C' of the contratenor is another imaginary creature. In Dijon the 'F' of the superius includes 
snails, a (female?) face and an animal's head; the same letter in the tenor has two snails and a 
male face; and the 'C' of the contratenor floral elements and another male face. Finally, a 
male figure appears in the 'F' of the superius in Laborde. To the best of my knowledge, the 
relationship between illuminations and chansons in late-fifteenth-century chansonniers has not 
been specifically investigated; some interesting observations are found in Alden, Songs, Scribes, 
and SociR!J, especially pp. 167-78, and ead., 'Reading the Loire Valley Chansonniers'. On the 
mnemonic function of decorated initials in contemporary manuscripts, see A. M. Busse 
Berger, Medieval Music and the Art if Memory (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 2005), pp. 198-251, 
and M. ]. Carruthers, The Book if Memory: A Study if Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge, 
1990), pp. 221-57. 

102 The only other piece among those cited that shows a comparable degree of intervention as to 
voice functions and the tenor's grammar and rhetoric might be the anonymous Q.uant serqy je 
clam£ discussed above. But we know of only two music manuscripts for this chanson, and we 
have no information about the poetic text and its origin. Given this, we are not in a position 
to document the copyists' different approaches to the mise en page and the designation of voice 
function in this chanson with the same degree of detail as in Fors seulement, it is not surpris­
ing, therefore, that Qyant serqy je dame has received much less musicological attention than 
Ockeghem's rondeau. 
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through which these conventions could be viewed. As the result of a long 
compositional and didactic tradition of counterpoint exclusively reserved to 
men, such conventions could themselves be assigned a gendered identity. 103 

This identity, however, emerges as such only when it is manipulated: it 
is only Ockeghem's attempt to express a female perspective through a 
partial subversion of traditional contrapuntal behaviour that constructs 
such behaviour as male. 

In the light of this conclusion, I would like to go back one last time to 
the case of Fors seulement, and call attention to the fact that the text and the 
music of the rondeau work in remarkably different ways in this respect. 
On the one hand, the rich cultural tradition to which the text of Fors 
seulement belongs already encompasses a typically feminine stance when it 
comes to grieving over the loss of a lover, of which the intertextual play 
makes full use in order to restore the standard gender hierarchy: in this 
sense, there is no manipulation of traditional conventions in the anonymous 
poet's interventions in Chartier's Complainte; on the contrary, conventions, 
literary as well as ideological, are reaffirmed. On the other hand, the same 
cannot be said of the musical tradition of three-voice chansons in the 
fifteenth century: there is no widely recognised feminine musical stance, 
not only for grieving, but for pretty much any human behaviour or feeling. 
Each time a composer wants to give musical voice to a woman, this 
composer must explore new ways of changing certain parameters, of 
intervening in certain aspects, of subverting conventional behaviours and 
expectations. When it comes to music - and, in the case of Fors seulement, 
almost against its text - the female perspective proves itself to be a force for 
change, and an opportunity to explore new positions and viewpoints, not 
just with regard to contrapuntal functions, but also to human behaviour 
and identity. 

University of Verona 
Translated by Stephen Bemrose 

103 It is possible that, even though their names are not known, women may have been involved in 
the composition of chansons (much less likely is their involvement with sacred polyphony). As 
Liane Curtis has recently suggested, there is nothing that prevents us from saying that some 
anonymous 15th-c. pieces might in fact have been composed by women ('Christine de Pizan', 
pp. 265--6). This possibility had been discussed by Paula Higgins apropos of the d'Hacqueville 
chansons by Busnoys, in which she found evidence of the involvement of a woman (Jacqueline 
d'Hacqueville) not just as lover, but in fact 'as a participant in a creative musical-literary 
exchange' with the composer. Although it is not possible to establish whether or not 
d'Hacqueville was a musician, Higgins suggests that in view of the continuity between poetic 
and musical composition in 15th-c. France women may have played a more important role 
than male-oriented historiography has traditionally ascribed to them: see Higgins, 'Parisian 
Nobles', pp. 184-95. 
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