History of Music, Mr. Robert L. Johnston

Plainsong or Plainchant (Introduction, Day 1)
Aim:


What is Plainsong?

Instructional Objectives:

At the conclusion of this unit, students will:

I. Have defined and received an introduction to Plainsong.

II. Have gained an understanding as to its place in worship.

III. Have an understanding as to its geographical development.

IV. Have an understanding as to its development and growth as a musical form.

V. Have an introduction to some of the key figures of its development.

VI. Have an understanding of its notation.

VII. Have heard a strong representation of plainsong.

Motivation:

Play Enigma’s Sadness (Pt. 1) (4:15) and discuss how chant continues to find popular outlets even today.

Development/Procedures:

I. The Harvard Brief Dictionary of Music defines Plainsong (also plainchant) as, “Common designation for Gregorian chant.  Derived from L. cantus planus, the term carries the connotation of liturgical music without accompaniment (monophonic) and without strict meter.  It can also be applied, in a descriptive sense, to similar repertories such as Ambrosian chant, Hindu chant, all of which are “in plainsong.”

II. Miller describes the general characteristics of plainsong as:

a. Monophonic

b. Modal (based on the Church modes, which we will discuss at length).

c. Normally sung a cappella (voices only)

d. Is non-metric (no time signatures or bar lines)

e. Uses free and flexible prose rhythms

f. Conjunct (stepwise or scalar melody with few skips)

g. Limited in range (highest to lowest notes)

h. Sung in Latin

i. Written in its own unique notation, i.e. - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gregorian_chant
III. Play the Mass for Septuagesima Sunday.  (approx. 28 minutes) According to Wikipedia, “The 17-day period beginning on Septuagesima Sunday is intended to be observed as a preparation for the season of Lent, which is itself a period of spiritual preparation (for Easter); in many countries, however, Septuagesima Sunday marks the traditional start of the carnival season, culminating on Shrove Tuesday, more commonly known as Mardi Gras.  (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Septuagesima_Sunday)
a. Note responsorial and antiphonal parts.
Materials of Instruction:


Smart Board


Internet

Norton Anthology Of Western Music, Vol. 1 (Disc 1)

Summary:


Plainsong, as we will come to learn together, is by my definition, musical prayer.  It has a long and important history in The Church and in Western Music and is again, in my opinion, the root of all Western Music.


As we explore it further, it is important to grasp the scope this music had in unifying Europe and The Church.


As with any art form that has evolved over a very long period of time, it is also important that we keep being able to contrast plainsong to today’s music that we are more familiar with, so we can develop and maintain a sense of perspective.

Assignment:

I. Define monophonic
II. Think of a song you listen to that can be considered prayerful.  Write a short paragraph about why it is.
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