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• Intro on Western neumatic notations

• Three Case studies: 

1. Oriscus: This example illustrates different looking neumes that 
convey the same musical idea.

2. Quilisma & Oriscus: This example shows that we can encounter 
similar looking neumes that mean different musical delivery.

3. Oriscus & Virga: This example demonstrates the level of 
graphical sophistication of early notations
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The Standard Music Description Language (…) parts of its design 
certainly influenced the development of other formats, including 
MEI. (…) 

GESTURAL LOGICAL 

VISUAL ANALYTICAL

From the MEI Introduction
https://music-encoding.org/guidelines/v4/content/introduction.html

SMDL identifies four different musical domains:

https://music-encoding.org/guidelines/v4/content/introduction.html
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From the MEI Introduction
https://music-encoding.org/guidelines/v4/content/introduction.html

LOGICAL domain:    “the composer’s intentions with respect to pitches,  
        rhythms, harmonies, dynamics, tempi, articulations, etc.”

GESTURAL domain:    “how the music actually sounds during particular  
           performances”

VISUAL domain:      “how the music actually looks in some particular edition” 

ANALYTICAL domain:   “any number of theoretical analyses on the information 
                in the other three domains” 

https://music-encoding.org/guidelines/v4/content/introduction.html


5

From the MEI Introduction
https://music-encoding.org/guidelines/v4/content/introduction.html

(…) not all four domains are available throughout the MEI 

schema, and quite frequently, two domains fall together in 

MEI. Very often, MEI prioritizes the visual domain over the 

gestural domain by (partly) conflating the logical and the 

visual domains. 

https://music-encoding.org/guidelines/v4/content/introduction.html
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• The earliest forms of plainchant notation, probably dating from the 
9th century onwards, relied on signs known as ‘neumes’. 

• Neumatic notations stand at the beginning of the development that 
led to the notational forms in use today.

Old Hispanic Notation
León Antiphoner

early tenth century

https://bvpb.mcu.es/es/catalogo_imagenes/grupo.cmd?path=26408


…
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East Frankish (aka ‘St Gall’) Notation
Hartker Antiphoner

tenth century

• The principal purpose of neumatic notations is to facilitate the 
successful delivery of the text. 

• Neumatic notations represent only a few aspects of what was sung. 

https://www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/csg/0390/11


…
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Breton Notation
Chartres, Bibl. Mun, Cod. 47

tenth century

To retain and reconstruct the musical information, musicians relied 
principally on memory but also on their general knowledge of the 
musical idioms of chant

https://bvmm.irht.cnrs.fr/mirador/index.php?manifest=https://bvmm.irht.cnrs.fr/iiif/32293/manifest
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Lotharingian Notation
Graduel de Laon

9th century

• Neumatic notations are found across a large geographical area 
including Europe, part of the Middle East and the Levant. 

• Shared characteristics employed across all of these neumatic 
notations are directionality, grouping and melodic nuances.

https://bibliotheque-numerique.ville-laon.fr/viewer/1457/?offset=#page=1&viewer=picture&o=bookmarks&n=0&q=


Neumatic notations shared some basic characteristics
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Graduel de Laon, 
fol. 40r, 7, 
omnia os

• Directionality 
(refers to the melodic contour) 

• Grouping indicates which notes set which syllables of text and offer 
guidance to the singer

• Depiction of vocal nuances by means 
of special graphical devices

https://bibliotheque-numerique.ville-laon.fr/viewer/1457/?offset=#page=1&viewer=picture&o=bookmarks&n=0&q=


Notation. Grove 
Music Online.

11

https://www.oxfordm
usiconline.com/grove
music/display/10.109
3/gmo/97815615926

30.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-

0000020114 

https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/display/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020114
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/display/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020114
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/display/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020114
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/display/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020114
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/display/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020114
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/display/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020114
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/display/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000020114


oriscus
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In the next slides we discuss the difficulty of encoding many different 
shapes that are given the same neume name by medieval scribes. 

This highlights the difference between the logical and the visual 
domains in MEI.

For our examples, we’ll use some devices employed by medieval 
scribes to convey information about performing nuances. We start 
with the oriscus.



Medieval writers called the oriscus without defining its meaning. 

In Western chant notations it is a special neume signifying one note. 

The oriscus is usually the middle note of a three-note raising gesture.

13St Gall notationAquitanian notation
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Ex. from: J. Grier, Musical Notation in the West, 
Cambridge University Pres, 2021, p. 30

St Gall BretonLotharingian AquitanianNOTATIONS:



quilisma
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The quilisma is a neume found in 
most early notational dialects, and 
it gives information on a specific 
vocal delivery

It is usually between two notes a 3rd apart. Medieval music 
theorists spoke of it as a trembling and rising sound.
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Ex. from: J. Grier, Musical Notation 
in the West, Cambridge University 
Pres, 2021, p. 30

St Gall AquitanianBretonLotharingianNOTATIONS:

We wish to capture the neumes graphic quality in 
the encoding. Thus, we need a coherent system of 
elements and related attributes that allow so.



The level of graphical sophistication of early notations

17

1 2 3

Ex. from: J. Grier, Musical Notation in the West, 
Cambridge University Pres, 2021, p. 29

Chartres 47, 
fol. 6v, 

adversum



• We can encounter similar looking neumes that mean different musical 
things and different looking neumes that convey the same musical idea.

• If modern scholars choose MEI to represent chants, they need to be 
able to qualify certain neume components with attributes, in order to 
distinguish between various signs.

• We want to retain BOTH graphical and symbolic information because 
graphical variants could represent different styles of vocal performance.

• Automatic analysis across larger repertories would probably allow us to 
discover new patterns of usage and work out the meaning of neumatic 
notations 18

Conclusion
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