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JOHANNES VETULUS DE ANAGNIA ’S
PLATONIST MODEL OF MUSICAL TIME

In the second half of the fourteenth century, the Italian music theorist Johannes Vetulus de
Anagnia wrote a treatise named Liber de musica. Extraordinarily complex and replete
with theological digressions, this work has to date remained little understood. Examining
Liber de musica through the lenses of practice and philosophy sheds new light on this
enigmatic text. Vetulus’s theory is in certain respects innovative, but in others it is
conservative. Vetulus theorised a unique but impractical system of mensural divisions that
synthesises and exhausts some of the central conceptual principles of contemporaneous
performance. He makes sense of these divisions within a Platonist intellectual framework
that reimagines Trinitarian theological concepts in a musical context. Approaching this
treatise as far as possible on its own terms reveals that Vetulus developed a symbolic
epistemology of music in which a mutual reciprocity could emerge between the tripartite
structures of music, nature and the divine.

I N T RODUCT I ON

Near the opening of Liber de musica (The Book on Music) the
fourteenth-century Italian music theorist Johannes Vetulus de
Anagnia introduces solmisation as follows:
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In plainchant there are six notes: ut, re, mi, fa, sol and la. All music is known
through these six notes. According to the philosophers this is because this science
[music] holds the sixth degree among the Liberal Arts and because, as the
Apostle James says, ‘Every perfect gift’ et cetera, this science represents the sixth
gift of the Holy Spirit, which is the gift of piety. : : : But by the reduction of the ars
nova these six notes can be reduced to four notes which are ut, re, mi and fa. Why
is this? Because just as the whole world and the things that are in the world are
made of the four elements so too is all song composed and dealt with through the
four aforesaid notes.1

In the first part of this passage, Vetulus remarks uncontroversially that
plainsong is composed from the six solmisation syllables of the
hexachord: ut, re, mi, fa, sol and la. The sixfold hexachord is analogous
to the position of music both as sixth among the seven Liberal Arts of
the medieval university and as the sixth gift of the Holy Spirit, piety.
Vetulus then states that the music of the ars nova is composed not from
the hexachord, but from the tetrachord of ut, re, mi and fa, and that
these notes symbolise the four elements – earth, air, fire and water.

For a reader familiar with the music-theoretical practices of the
later Middle Ages Vetulus’s claim is surprising, since it is widely
accepted that the compositions of the ars nova are hexachordal, not
tetrachordal. If this represents a gap in Vetulus’s knowledge of music
theory, this would number among others, since Vetulus appears to
have misunderstood a handful of elementary music-theoretical rules.2

1 ‘Et dividitur nota secundum musicam planam in sex, videlicet ut, re, mi, fa, sol, la. Nam
per istas sex notas tota musica noscitur. Ratio huius est haec, quia secundum philosophos
talis scientia inter liberales artes sextum tenet gradum. Et quia sicut dicit apostolus
Iacobus, Omne datum optimum et caetera, talis scientia repraesentat sextum donum
spiritus sancti, quod est donum pietatis. : : : Sed istae sex notae possunt reduci ad
quattuor notas secundum reductionem artis novae, quae sunt ut, re, mi, fa. Et hoc quare:
Quia sicut quattuor sunt elementa de quibus totus mundus et ea quae sunt in mundo
composita sunt, sic totus cantus per praedictas quattuor notas componitur et versatur.’
J. Vetulus de Anagnia, Liber de musica (henceforth LDM), ed. F. Hammond, Corpus
Scriptorum de Musica, 27 (Neuhausen-Stuttgart, 1977), pp. 26–7. Unless otherwise
stated, all translations are my own.

2 Near the opening of Liber de musica, Vetulus conflates the theory of the rhythmic modes
of the 13th-century theorist Franco of Cologne with his own perfections and
imperfections (the triple and the duple divisions of notes, respectively), which would
arise only in the 14th century: ‘Modus prout spectat ad musicum est cognitio soni cum
suis proprietatibus denotata. Nam ubi incipitur modus, potest inciperi divisio seu
mensura temporis. Sed proprietates modorum principalium sunt duae, scilicet
perfectam et imperfectam, per quas proprietates modorum omnes divisiones
reducuntur. Modi vero plurimi sunt et varias habent opiniones. Inter quos Magister
Franco, qui fuit primus inventor mensurabilis musicae, assignat quinque modos, alii sex
et alii septem.’ LDM, 24.1–5, pp. 34–5. ‘For a musician a mode is a cognition of sound
written down with its proprieties. Where a mode begins a division or a measure of the
tempus can begin. There are two proprieties of the principal modes, namely the perfect
and imperfect. All the divisions are reduced to these proprieties. There are many modes
and [music theorists] have various opinions [about them]. Among these Magister

304

Philippa Ovenden

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261127923000013 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261127923000013


Apparent inconsistencies of this kind can perhaps explain in part the
paucity of interest that has been shown in Vetulus’s work in
musicological scholarship. To date, the only substantial published
study on Vetulus’s theory is Frederick Hammond’s edition of the
treatise, which was completed in 1977. His introduction to the edition
focuses primarily on the material context of Liber de musica and
Vetulus’s theory of time. Hammond pays little attention to Vetulus’s
attempts to compare the parts of music to theological and
philosophical symbols, such as the elements, the Trinity, hierarchies
of angels and parts of the world, amusingly characterising such
digressions as ‘rambling fantasies’.3

Vetulus’s poor reputation inmodern scholarship is at odds with the
prominence his work is accorded in the only known manuscript to
transmit the complete text of the treatise. Liber de musica is copied at
the very opening of Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Barb. lat.
307 (Vbar307), a miscellany containing some of the most prestigious
music treatises of the fourteenth century. Dated most recently to no
later than c. 1365,4 this source has been the subject of much

Franco, who was the first inventor of measured music, designated five modes; others
[designated] six and others seven.’ Later in the treatise, Vetulus emphasises the validity
of the rule similis ante similem, whereby like notes before like must be perfect (triple):
‘Sicut longa ante longam valet tria tempora, et brevis ante brevem valet tres semibreves,
ita semibrevis ante semibrevem debet valere tres minimas.’ LDM, 54.36, p. 78. ‘Just as a
longa before a longa is worth three tempora and a breve before a breve is worth three
semibreves, so too must a semibreve before a semibreve be worth three minims.’ In spite
of this, Vetulus frequently introduces examples that break this rule. See, for instance, the
passage directly preceding Vetulus’s claim that the similis ante similem rule is valid,
where he states that a perfect (dotted semibreve) is followed directly by an imperfect
semibreve and a perfect semibreve: LDM, 54.34, p. 78.

3 F. Hammond, Introduction to LDM, ed. Hammond, pp. 10–24, at p. 14. Desmond has
noted that only Vetulus’s treatise and the Speculum musice by Jacobus link descriptions of
the Trinity appearing in human form with mensural notation: K. Desmond, ‘Did Vitry
Write an Ars vetus et nova?’, The Journal of Musicology, 32 (2015), pp. 441–89, at p. 459. The
only other author to address Vetulus’s theological views is Romolo J. Fisichelli, who
identifies several references to scripture: R. J. Fisichelli, ‘John Verulus of Anagni’s Liber de
musica: An Introduction to a Study of a Musicologist of the Ars Nova, with Specimen
Translations of His Work’ (MA diss., Fordham University, 1953). For Jacobus see Jacobi
Leodiensis Speculum musicae, ed. R. Bragard, 7 vols., Corpus Scriptorum de Musica,
3 (Rome, 1973).

4 F. Manzari and J. Stoessel, ‘The Intersection of Anglo-French Culture and Angevin
Illumination in a Fourteenth-Century Ars Nova Miscellany: A New Dating of Biblioteca
Apostolica Vaticana, Barb. Lat. 307 and Sankt Paul im Lavanttal, Archiv des
Benediktinerstiftes, MS. 135/6’, Miscellanea Bibliothecae Apostolicae Vaticanae, 25 (2019),
pp. 283–311, at p. 298. A central gathering of eight leaves (fols. 17–24) was removed from
Vbar307 and is now housed separately (Sankt Paul im Lavanttal, Archiv des
Benediktinerstiftes). F. A. Gallo, La teoria della notazione in Italia dalla fine del XIII
all’inizio del XV secolo, Antiquae Musicae Italicae subsidia theorica (Bologna, 1966),
pp. 68–9, also dated the treatise to c. 1360.
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musicological interest because it contains the most textually detailed
witness to a central music treatise of the fourteenth century: the
Vitriacan Ars nova et vetus.5

The prominence of Liber de musica in Vbar307 indicates that the
value of Vetulus’s work was perceived differently by the compilers of
this manuscript than it is in modern musicological scholarship, an
observation that provides a starting point for the present investigation.
Following several excellent recent studies of the intellectual history of
medieval music,6 the present article argues for a methodological
approach that examines historical music treatises as far as possible on
their own terms by treating the perceived extra-musical, ‘silent’ or
speculative elements and the practical elements of music theory
with equal weight.7 Adopting this approach illustrates that Vetulus
theorised a unique system of mensural divisions that develop and
exhaust some of the central precepts of contemporaneous practical
music, and that he integrated this into a Platonist Christian framework
that reimagines theological concepts in a musical context. The
mutually constitutive roles of music and philosophy in Vetulus’s work
allow a system to emerge that is in some respects unique and
innovative, but that is in others intellectually conservative. Vetulus
forged a project that adjusts the theoretical norms of music and
philosophy to one another to emphasise the patterns of similitude
inherent within the various parts of reality as he envisaged them. The
ability of the science of music to imitate nature and elevate the human
mind in contemplation lies at the heart of this system of thought.

Following a brief outline of the scanty information that is known
about Vetulus, this article proceeds through five sections that examine

5 Attributed to the French composer Philippe de Vitry (1291–1361) in the Middle Ages,
the authorship of the body of treatises known as the Ars nova have been the subject of
scholarly debate. Sarah Fuller, ‘A Phantom Treatise of the Fourteenth Century? The Ars
nova’, The Journal of Musicology, 4 (1985), pp. 23–50, has argued that Vitry’s Ars nova is a
‘phantom’ treatise and that the nebulous assemblage of treatises that transmit Vitriacan
theory were compiled by disciples of Philippe de Vitry, but not the composer himself.
Karen Desmond, ‘Did Vitry Write an Ars vetus et nova?’, pp. 441–93, has disputed these
claims, presenting new evidence that the extant Ars nova treatises were compiled from a
now lost Ars vetus et nova by Philippe de Vitry.

6 K. Desmond, Music and the Moderni, 1300–1350: The Ars Nova in Theory and Practice
(Cambridge, 2018); A. Hicks, Composing the World: Harmony in the Medieval Platonic Cosmos
(Oxford, 2017); E. E. Leach, Sung Birds: Music, Nature, and Poetry in the Later Middle Ages
(Ithaca, NY, 2018); C. Panti, Filosofia della musica: Tarda Antichità e Medioevo (Rome, 2008).

7 This method is informed by the work of Elizabeth Eva Leach, who advocates for an
approach that recognises the potential for music to be a silent discipline in Sung Birds, p.
96. As Hicks has shown, Composing the World, p. 69; A. Hicks, ‘“Musica Speculativa” in the
Cambridge Commentary on Martianus Capella’s “De nuptiis”’, The Journal of Medieval
Latin, 18 (2008), pp. 292–305, at p. 292, the perceived division between practical and
speculative music is largely fictitious.
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musical and/or philosophical concepts that are encountered in
Vetulus’s Liber de musica. The first of these sections discusses Vetulus’s
use of an indivisible atom of time derived from calendrical
computation (computus) to quantify the duration of every musical
sound. Vetulus’s approach to mathematics is characterised by a
combination of innovation and conservatism, a pattern that is
mirrored in his theory of musical time and notation. Following this,
I set out a new reading of Vetulus’s hierarchies of musical time.
Acknowledging the all-encompassing nature of Vetulus’s divisions
invites a shift of scholarly emphasis away from discussions of whether
his work is predominantly stylistically French or Italian, since the
conceptual precepts of both systems are inherent within his work. In
the next section, I provide further details about the relationship
between Vetulus’s theory of time and contemporaneous performance
concerns and, specifically, his tripartite model of musical tempo (the
pace at which music is performed). I argue that while Vetulus’s work
appears to have been written in response to practice, reading his
theory of tempo in a literal sense obscures its underlying conceptual
framework, and with this the speculative nature of his work.
Examining further the reciprocity of musical and philosophical ideas
in the theory of musical time presented in Liber de musica, the
proceeding section illustrates that the threefold patterns of Vetulus’s
musical hierarchies can also be interpreted in relation to the Platonist
formula in which a triad is composed of a mean between two
extremes. The final section examines the concept of ‘reduction’ that
Vetulus introduces in Liber de musica through an analysis of his
tree diagrams. Reduction refers to three concepts: the grouping
together of musical notes, the reduction of the most specific to the
most general in logical reasoning, and reduction as a spiritual ascent
(or in a Platonic sense, a return to the One). This analysis shows
that Vetulus’s tree diagrams present a definitive example of the
intermingling of practical musical concepts – the division and
grouping of musical notes – with Platonist Christian symbolism –
creative emanation and contemplative return.

The following reveals that Vetulus’s complex work is extraordi-
narily rich but also difficult to parse. To better understand the
motivations behind Vetulus’s project, it is important to bear in mind
that Liber de musica presents an epistemological as opposed to an
ontological theory of music. The impracticality of Vetulus’s system
from the perspective of performance and the trouble to which Vetulus
went to emphasise the primacy of ascent (that is the experiential act of
contemplative return, analogous to the division of spans of musical
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time) over descent (the physical act of emanative creation, analogous
to the grouping of spans of musical time) in his theory of reduction
indicates that Vetulus was interested primarily in exploring how
humans think about and engage with music. For Vetulus the foremost
purpose of music, in all its complexity and nuance, is to facilitate
contemplative devotion. To this extent, music’s role as an intermedi-
ary between the material and immaterial worlds is by necessity
symbolic.

WHO WA S J OHANNE S V E TU LU S D E ANAGN I A ?

Vetulus is, like many of his contemporaries, extraordinarily difficult to
pin down. Besides Vbar307 the only remaining extant late-medieval
copy of Liber de musica is transmitted in Catania, Biblioteche Riunite
Civica e A. Ursino Recupero, D 39, fol. 122r, which contains an excerpt
of the treatise that provides general information about the attributes
of musical sounds, including the names of the musical notes, the
perfections and imperfections, syncopation and the difference
between notated sounds and sounds that are sung by a cantor.8

No biographical information about Vetulus is known to have survived.
Primary sources from Anagni and its surroundings record several
individuals named Vetulus de Anagnia in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, indicating that a family with the same surname
was active in and around the time and place that Vetulus might have
spent part of his life. F. Alberto Gallo observed that a notary named
Johannes Vetulus de Anagnia is named in a document of 16 August
1374 in Frosinone, leading him to speculate that this may have been a
relation of Vetulus.9 In the absence of further evidence it is impossible
to establish whether this man was related to Vetulus or indeed
whether this was even Vetulus himself, although Manzari and Stoessel
have suggested that this man would have been too young to have
written Liber de musica.10 Beyond musicological literature a Jordanus
Vetulus de Anagnia (1238–1302) is recorded as having been a
chaplain of Pope Boniface VIII between 1295 and 1302. He was the
brother of Andreas Vetulus de Anagnia, who was in the service of the

8 LDM, 27–27.5, p. 36.
9 Gallo, La teoria della notazione, p. 66. Gallo miswrites 1372 in place of 1374: see G. Caetani,
Regesta chartarum: Regesto delle pergamene dell’archivio Caetani, 3 vols. (Perugia, 1928), III,
p. 21. This is corrected in Manzari and Stoessel, ‘The Intersection of Anglo-French
Culture’, p. 295.

10 Manzari and Stoessel, ‘The Intersection of Anglo-French Culture’, p. 295.
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prominent Colonna family c. 1291–3.11 These men may have been
younger relatives of the better-known Andreas Vetulus (or Veclus),
a doctor of canon law (doctor decretorum) who was a chaplain to
Pope Gregory IX.12 A document dated 16 April 1299 that details the
itinerary of Cardinal Petrus de Piperno also mentions a Johannes
Vetulus de Anagnia. Petrus recalls that he had visited the home of a
man named Johannes Veclus de Canpania or Anagnia sixteen years
previously.13 This reference is tenuous because it relies upon the distant
memory of Petrus, leading Tilmann Schmidt to suggest that in reality
Petrus stayed in the home of Jordanus.14 Even if this man was called
Johannes Vetulus de Anagnia, he would have been considerably older
than the author of Liber de musica. These references may present clues
to locate documents that could provide further details about Vetulus’s
life, but more archival work would be required to establish Vetulus’s
identity, if indeed any further records of him have survived.

The manuscript record of Liber de musica can provide some glimpses
into Vetulus’s life. Since Vetulus’s text is granted such a prominent
position in Vbar307, Manzari and Stoessel have hypothesised that Vetulus
may have been associated with the patron of the manuscript. They
suggest that the anonymous author of Omnis ars sive doctrina, another
treatise copied in Vbar307, may have patronised this manuscript, and
that he could have been a student of Vetulus.15 The author of Omnis
ars sive doctrina seems to have held Vetulus in high regard, since he
lauds him in his treatise as the ‘Reverend Magister Johannes Vetulus de
Anagnia, learned inmusic’.16 Manzari and Stoessel note that the location

11 P. Montaubin, ‘Entre gloire curiale et vie commune: Le chapitre Cathédral d’Anagni au
Xllle siècle’, Mélanges de l’École Française de Rome: Moyen-Âge, 109 (1997), pp. 303–94, at
p. 420, provides an overview of references to Jordanus Vetulus de Anagnia. M. Ross, ‘The
Papal Chapel 1288–1304: A Study in Institutional and Cultural Change’ (PhD diss.
University College London, 2013), p. 266, notes that Jordanus Vetulus de Anagnia was an
employee of the Pope in 1295. Jordanus Vetulus de Anagnia is named as the brother of
Andreas in L. Paolini and R. Orioli (eds.), Acta S. Officii Bononie ab anno 1291 usque ad
annum 1310, Fonti per la Storia d’Italia, 106 (Rome, 1982), p. 139. He is registered as an
employee of Pope Boniface VIII in Les registres de Boniface VIII; Recueil des bulles de ce pape
publiées ou analysées d’après les manuscrits originaux des archives du Vatican, 4 vols.,
ed. G. Digard et al. (Paris, 1904–39), IV, p. 140.

12 Montaubin, ‘Entre gloire curiale’, p. 420.
13 Paolini and Orioli (eds.), Acta S. Officii, no. 108, p. 141.
14 T. Schmidt, ‘Ein Studentenhaus in Bologna zwischen Bonifaz VIII. und den Colonna’,
Quellen und Forschungen aus Italienischen Archiven und Bibliotheken, 67 (1987), pp. 108–41,
at p. 120.

15 Manzari and Stoessel, ‘The Intersection of Anglo-French Culture’, p. 309.
16 ‘Reverendi Magistri Johannis Vetuli de Anagnia musicae doctoris’: Anonymous,
De musica mensurabili [= Omnis ars sive doctrina], ed. C. Sweeney; De semibrevibus caudatis,
ed. A. Gilles and C. Sweeney, Corpus Scriptorum de Musica, 13 ([Rome]: American
Institute of Musicology, 1971), pp. 29–56, at p. 55. Vbar307, fol. 26v.
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of Omnis ars sive doctrina near the end of the manuscript reflects an
appropriate level of humility if the anonymous author of this text
commissioned Vbar307. The prominent position of Liber de musica, on
the other hand, probably discounts Vetulus from this role.

In the absence of further clues beyond Liber de musica’s main text,
the contents of this treatise can also reveal information about Vetulus.17

As a magister, Vetulus would have been a privileged man who attended
university and studied the Liberal Arts, including the trivium of logic,
grammar and rhetoric, and the quadrivium of arithmetic, geometry,
music and astronomy. Vetulus’s references to scripture have also led to
some speculation that he was connected with religious orders.18

In sum, little concrete information can be ascertained about
Vetulus’s life. He appears to have been a mature thinker in the middle
decades of the fourteenth century (or later), an educated man and
probably a cleric.19 Aside from his name, which implies an association
with the hilltop town of Anagni near Rome, remaining pointers towards
cultural connections beyond Italy can be inferred from his theoretical
views. Peter Lefferts has noted that some of the language Vetulus
employed is characteristically English: for instance, he calls the longest
note in his system the larga rather than the maxima, which would have
been a more conventional choice for an Italian theorist.20 Vetulus’s
work also draws on ideas from the French and Italian notational systems
of the fourteenth century. Because Vetulus synthesises ideas that are
associated with both of these systems, there is disagreement in
scholarship over whether Vetulus’s system is characteristically
‘French’ or ‘Italian’.21 The following illustrates that Vetulus’s system

17 For a model approach to the study of music theorists about whom little (or no)
biographical information has survived, see R. C. Wegman, ‘The World According to
Anonymous IV’, in Qui musicam in se habet: Studies in Honor of Alejandro Enrique
Planchart, ed. A. Zayaruznaya et al., Miscellanea, 9 (Middleton, WI, 2015), pp. 1–38.

18 C. de Coussemaker, Scriptorum de musica medii aevi novam seriem a Gerbertina alteram, 4 vols.
(Paris, 1864–76; repr. Hildesheim, 1963), III, p. xxv, went so far as to suggest that Vetulus
was a monk.

19 Hammond, Introduction to LDM, pp. 13–14, proposed that Vetulus was a cleric.
20 P. M. Lefferts, ‘An Anonymous Treatise of the Theory of Frater Robertus de Brunham’, in
Quellen und Studien zur Musiktheorie des Mittelalters, ed. M. Bernhard, Veröffentlichungen der
Musikhistorischen Kommission, 8 (Munich, 2001), pp. 217–45, at pp. 238–9.

21 Vetulus’s work is characterised as French in M. Gozzi, ‘New Light on Italian Trecento
Notation’, Recercare, 13 (2001), p. 19; Desmond,Music and theModerni, p. 196. Desmond
discusses similarities between Vetulus’s work and that of the French composer Philippe
de Vitry in ‘Did Vitry Write an Ars vetus et nova?’ pp. 460, 466–7. D. Tanay, Noting Music,
Marking Culture: The Intellectual Context of Rhythmic Notation, 1250–1400, Musicological
Studies and Documents, 46 (Holzgerlingen, 1999), pp. 123–4, characterises Vetulus’s
work as Italian, emphasising similarities with that of both the Italian theorist Marchetto
da Padova (fl. c. 1317–19) and the English theorist John of Tewkesbury (author of the
Quatuor principalia musicae, 1351).
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presents a means to think beyond this perceived dichotomy, since he
synthesises ideas that are inherent within both of these systems.22

THE A TOM

For Vetulus, musical time is composed of durational atoms, which he
describes as follows:

Time is divided by the year, months, weeks, days, quadrants, hours, points,
moments, ounces and atoms. The atom is indivisible. Having set out the division
of all times, we must consider how the natural day is divided, by which the
measure of time according to the musician is discerned.

It must be said that the day is divided into four principal quadrants. A quadrant
contains six hours. Four points proceed from the hour. Points contain ten
moments. A moment contains twelve ounces. An ounce contains fifty-four
atoms.23

Vetulus divides the ‘natural day’24 into progressively smaller parts: the
quadrant, the hour (equal to a present-day hour), the point
(1/4 of an hour), the moment (1/10 of a point = 1.5 minutes), the
ounce (1/12 of a point = 7.5 seconds) and the atom (1/54 of an
ounce = 5/36 of a second).

Vetulus is the first music theorist known to have precisely measured
the spans of time represented by musical notes using a durational
atom.25 Jacobus, author of the Speculum musice (c. 1330s–50s) also

22 For discussion of the differences between the categorisation of cultural boundaries
during the later Middle Ages versus today, see A. Butterfield, The Familiar Enemy: Chaucer,
Language, and Nation in the Hundred Years War (Oxford, 2009); J. Stoessel, ‘Revisiting Aÿ,
mare, amice mi care: Insights into Late Medieval Music Notation’, Early Music, 40 (2012),
pp. 455–68, at p. 466.

23 ‘Dividitur tamen tempus per annum, menses, hebdomodas, dies, quadrantes, horas,
punctos, momenta, uncias et atomos. Atomus vero indivisibilis est. Obmissa divisione
omnium temporum, videndum est sicut dividitur dies naturalis, ubi cognoscitur mensura
temporis secundum musicum. Dicendum est quod in quattuor principales quadrantes
dividitur <dies>. Quadrans habet horas sex. De hora nascuntur puncta quattuor.
Punctus habet momenta decem. Momentum habet uncias duodecim. Uncia habet
atomos 54.’ LDM, 4.1–5.2, p. 28.

24 The ‘natural day’ (dies naturalis), which refers to the temporal span of a complete
revolution of the sun (24 hours), may be compared with the ‘artificial day’ (dies
artificialis), which refers to the span of time in which the sun is above the horizon
between sunrise and sunset. See, for instance, the definition of the natural and artificial
days provided in Lectio XI of Robertus Angelus’s commentary (13th century) on
Sacrobosco’s De sphaera mundi: ‘The Commentary of Robertus Angelus: Latin Text’, in
The Sphere of Sacrobosco and Its Commentators, ed. L. Thorndike, Corpus of Medieval
Scientific Texts, 2 (Chicago, 1949), pp. 143–98, at p. 179.

25 A. M. Busse Berger, ‘Notation mensuraliste et autres systèmes de mesure au XIVe siècle’,
Médiévales, 32 (1997), pp. 31–41, at pp. 40–1. For a discussion of Vetulus’s musical
atomism, see Tanay, Noting Music, Marking Culture, pp. 114–24.
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divided the hour into points, moments, ounces and atoms, but did not
specify their durations.26 In keeping with his theory as a whole,
Vetulus’s use of atoms is from one perspective old-fashioned and
conventional, and from another idiosyncratic and innovative.27 This is
because Vetulus used a value for the atom that is remarkably similar to
the standard value of previous centuries, altering this slightly to fit his
unique system for the hierarchical organisation of musical time.

Durational temporal atoms similar to those of Vetulus were used
throughout the Middle Ages in computus, a mathematical discipline
concerned with the calculation of dates from the observation of the
motions of astronomical objects.28 Computus was a subject of intense
controversy, since it determined the trajectory of the liturgical
calendar, a matter of spiritual and cultural significance. By the
thirteenth century, two forms of computus were taught in universities.
Computus vulgaris, ‘common’ or ‘ecclesiastical’ computus, was
concerned with establishing the traditional rules of the calendar,
while computus naturalis or ‘natural’ computus was a philosophical
discipline that aimed to establish an accurate method for the
measurement of the temporal spans occupied by the movements of
astronomical bodies.29 In technical terms, the primary distinction
between these two forms of computus is that computus vulgaris
measured temporal spans in days, whereas computus naturalis
subdivided the day into smaller parts to calculate temporal spans
precisely. By measuring temporal spans using minute units of
measurement – such as the atom – proponents of computus naturalis

26 Jacobus, Speculum musice, 7.44, VII, p. 85; Busse Berger, ‘Notation mensuraliste et autres
systèmes’, p. 39. On the dating of the Speculum musice, see A. Zayaruznaya, ‘Old, New, and
Newer Still in Book 7 of the Speculum musice’, Journal of the American Musicological Society, 73
(2020), pp. 95–148. The name Jacobus de Ispania was discovered by Margaret Bent in an
inventory of the sacristy of Vicenza Cathedral (1457); see M. Bent, Magister Jacobus de
Ispania, Author of the Speculum musicae, Royal Musical Association Monographs, 28
(Farnham and Burlington, VT, 2015), p. 64. R. C. Wegman, ‘Jacobus de Ispania and Liège’,
Journal of the Alamire Foundation, 8 (2016), pp. 253–74, has argued that ‘Ispania’ in this
context most probably refers to Hesbaye, an area encompassing parts of modern-day Liège.

27 G. Conti, Das Pomerium von Marchetto da Padova: Ontologische Hintergrunde der mensurierten
Musik, Rombach Wissenschaft: Reihe Voces, 18 (Freiburg, 2017), p. 304, makes a similar
observation.

28 For a recent overview of computus in the European Middle Ages, see C. P. E. Nothaft,
Scandalous Error: Calendar Reform and Calendrical Astronomy in Medieval Europe (Oxford,
2018). See also B. J. Blackburn and L. Holford-Strevens, The Oxford Companion to the Year,
Oxford Companions (Oxford, 1999), pp. 801–28.

29 Nothaft, Scandalous Error, p. 73.
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attempted to calculate the precise durations of celestial motions that
were observable in nature. Although these two systems were initially
separate, attempts were made in the fourteenth century to unite
ecclesiastical and philosophical computus to counteract the by then
obvious discrepancies between the liturgical calendar and the natural
lunar month. Pope Clement VI (r. 1342–1352) commissioned scientists
such as the astronomer and music theorist Jean des Murs and the
Jewish philosopher Levi Ben Gerson to tackle this problem at the papal
court of Avignon between 1344 and 1345.30 While the project was
ultimately unsuccessful, a consequence of Clement’s actions was that
philosophical computus entered into mainstream ecclesiastical debate.

Vetulus does not provide a comprehensive account of computus in
Liber de musica, nor does he seem to have concerned himself with the
calculation of dates, yet his decision to divide the natural day into
atoms positions his work among the philosophical computists. The
division of time into points, moments, ounces and atoms was devised
to account for the saltus lunae, the day added to theMetonic (19-year)
cycle to allow the lunar and solar months to align.31 His units of time
align closely with the standard practice of thirteenth-century
computus teaching in which the hour is divided into the point
(1/4 of an hour), the moment (1/10 of a point), the ounce (1/12 of a
point) and the atom (1/47 of an ounce).32 This system is encountered

30 See C. P. E. Nothaft, ‘Science at the Papal Palace: Clement VI and the Calendar Reform
Project of 1344/45’, Viator, 46 (2015), pp. 277–302; Nothaft, Scandalous Error, pp. 205–34.

31 J. Moreton, ‘Before Grosseteste: Roger of Hereford and Calendar Reform in Eleventh-
and Twelfth-Century England’, Isis, 86 (1995), pp. 562–86, at p. 574; I. Warntjes, The
Munich Computus, Sudhoffs Archiv, 69 (Stuttgart, 2010), p. 6. More specifically, as C. P. E.
Nothaft, ‘Roman vs. Arabic Computistics in Twelfth-Century England: A Newly
Discovered Source (“Collatio compoti romani et arabici”)’, Early Science and Medicine,
20 (2015), pp. 187–208, at p. 194, explains, the fraction of time represented by the atom
is the theoretical addition to every synodic (natural lunar) month that results from the
insertion of the cycle of 30-day months and bissextile days (additional days to allow the
calendar to realign, such as the day added in the leap year) during the Metonic cycle
after the subtraction of the saltus lunae.

32 Some of the many authors who advocate for this standard division of the day include
pseudo-Alcuin of York, De cursu et saltu lunae ac bissexto, Patrologia Latina (henceforth PL,
compiled by J.-P. Migne), 101 (Paris, 1851), cols. 979–1002A (online at https://www.
proquest.com/patrologialatina/docview/2684146958/Z400180175/2656A144285C4E52PQ/
10), at col. 980C; Roger of Hereford (1176–8), in C. P. E. Nothaft, ‘Between Crucifixion
and Calendar Reform:Medieval Christian Perceptions of the Jewish Lunisolar Calendar’,
in Living the Lunar Calendar, ed. J. Ben-Dov et al. (Oxford, 2012), pp. 259–68, at p. 261;
Moreton, ‘Before Grosseteste’, p. 574; Gerland (11th century), in Nothaft, ‘Roman vs.
Arabic Computistics’, p. 194; Der Computus Gerlandi, ed. and trans. A. Lohr,
Sudhoffs Archiv, 61 (Stuttgart, 2013), pp. 115–22; and Cunestabulus (12th century),
in C. P. E. Nothaft, ‘A Reluctant Innovator: Graeco-Arabic Astronomy in the Computus
of Magister Cunestabulus (1175)’, Early Science and Medicine, 22 (2017), pp. 24–54,
at p. 52.
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in widely-transmitted texts such as the popular encyclopaedia
De proprietatibus rerum by the English Franciscan Bartholomaeus
Anglicus (d. 1272).33 The only difference between Vetulus’s method
of dividing up the natural day and that of authors such as
Bartholomaeus is that Vetulus’s ounce contains fifty-four atoms rather
than the standard forty-seven. Giuseppe Conti has suggested that
the standard division of time (in which the ounce contains 47 atoms)
from which Vetulus adapted his theory originated in a text such as the
De divisionibus temporum, an anonymous treatise written by an Irish
author in the early eighth century that would be transmitted in at least
eighty manuscripts.34 Marielle Popin and Armand Machabey suggest
that Vetulus’s division of the day originated in the work of the
Benedictine monk Hrabanus Maurus (d. 856), who divided the hour
into four points and forty moments, each containing 564 atoms.
Because Maurus postdates the anonymous author of De divisionibus
temporum, this was probably (directly or indirectly) the source of his own
division.35

In employing a system for the division of the day that is the same as
the standard system in thirteenth-century computus teaching – with
the exception of the relationship of the ounce to the atom – Vetulus
eschewed the latest innovations in computus theory. By the mid
fourteenth century, theorists commonly employed the sexagesimal
system, whereby the hour is divided into sixty minutes, each worth
sixty seconds. Originating in the Arab system for dividing time, the
sexagesimal system is believed to have been established in Europe

33 B. Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum, ed. B. van den Abeele, 3 vols., De Diversis Artibus,
78–9, 109 (Turnhout, 2007), 9.9.26–28, III, p. 361. Anglicus’s text enjoyed considerable
success long after his death and survives in at least 298 manuscripts, of which around
two-thirds were copied in the 14th century. See M. Franklin-Brown, Reading the World:
Encyclopedic Writing in the Scholastic Age (Chicago, 2012), p. 348; H. Meyer, ‘Bartholomäus
Anglicus, “De proprietatibus rerum”: Selbstverständnis und Rezeption’, Zeitschrift für
Deutsches Altertum und Deutsche Literatur, 117 (1988), pp. 237–74, at p. 238.

34 Conti, Das Pomerium von Marchetto da Padova, p. 306 (in an appendix that discusses the
work of Vetulus). The anonymous author defined the part of time that Vetulus terms the
ounce as the ‘twelfth part of the moment’: De divisionibus temporum liber, PL 90 (1850),
cols. 653–664D (online at https://www.proquest.com/patrologialatina/docview/
2684150371/Z400007906/4C1E8359A78C4117PQ/65), at col. 654C. See J. Bisagni,
From Atoms to the Cosmos: The Irish Tradition of the Divisions of Time in the Early Middle Ages,
Kathleen Hughes Memorial Lectures, 18 (Cambridge, 2020), pp. 16–34, 66–104.

35 A. Machabey, ‘Notions scientifiques disséminées dans les textes musicologiques du
moyen âge’,Musica Disciplina, 17 (1963), pp. 7–20, at pp. 8, 16; M. Popin, ‘Temps naturel
et temps musical chez Vetulus de Anagnia’, in La rationalisation du temps au XIIIe siècle:
Musique et mentalités, ed. C. Homo-Lechner (Grâne, 1998), pp. 25–30, at p. 28;
R. Maurus, Liber de computo, PL 107 (1851), cols. 669–728B (online at https://www.proquest.
com/patrologialatina/docview/2684146631/Z500173689/7E79E88ABB4640CDPQ/71), at
cols. 677D–678B.
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through the Computus of Johannes Sacrobosco (d. c. 1256),36 and is
encountered in fourteenth-century texts such as the Autores Kalendarii
(1317) attributed to Jean des Murs.37 That this was the standard
division by this period is established by a report given to Pope Clement
VI on the subject of calendar reform in 1345.38 A similar pattern of
innovation and conservatism to that of Vetulus’s use of computus is
encountered in his musical divisions. Vetulus’s musical divisions are
innovative because they provide a means of precisely determining the
durations of a huge range of different rhythms, but they are also
conservative because Vetulus eschews some of the latest notational
innovations, such as the addition of extra stems and flags to
distinguish between notes representing complex rhythms. Vetulus
exhibits knowledge of complex notations but does not condone
their use.39

Without discussing computus in detail, Vetulus tacitly links his
music-theoretical system with contemporaneous astronomy while
adding a musical twist to the standard system by altering the number
of atoms within the ounce from the conventional forty-seven to fifty-
four to accommodate his theory of musical time.40 Divisible by two,
three and nine, Vetulus’s ounce of fifty-four atoms is assigned to the
most important division within this system: the so-called ‘lesser perfect
tempus of the greater extension’ (to be discussed further below). The
tempus (pl. tempora), a Latin term that means ‘time’, is a central
precept of mensural notational systems, including that of Vetulus.
Music theorists of the fourteenth century used the word tempus as a
technical term to refer to the span of the breve and its division into
parts. The tempus or span of the breve can be perfect or imperfect.
Where the tempus is perfect, breves contain three equal parts. Where
the tempus is imperfect, breves contain two equal parts. That the

36 Nothaft, ‘Roman vs. Arabic Computistics’, p. 192; Nothaft, Scandalous Error, p. 126;
J. Moreton, ‘John of Sacrobosco and the Calendar’, Viator, 25 (1994), pp. 229–39,
at pp. 238–9.

37 See C. P. E. Nothaft, ‘The Chronological Treatise Autores Kalendarii of 1317, Attributed to
John of Murs: Text and Introduction’, Cahiers de l’Institut du Moyen-Âge Grec et Latin, 82
(2013), pp. 1–89, at p. 35.

38 L. Thorndike, ‘The De constitutione mundi of John Michael Albert of Carrara’,
The Romantic Review, 17 (1926), pp. 193–216, at p. 206.

39 ‘Et imperfectis divisionibus, videlicet in 12am et 8am, requiruntur multae figurae variae
et diversae et specialiter semibreves caudatae variis et diversis modis’. LDM, 53.5, p. 75.
‘In the imperfect divisions, the duodenaria and the octonaria, many different and varied
note shapes are found, semibreves in particular, caudated by various and diverse means.’
He later urges caution over the use of the semiminim, which he refers to as a minim that
is changed in shape. LDM, 64.5, p. 96.

40 Popin, ‘Temps naturel et temps musical’, p. 28; Conti, Das Pomerium von Marchetto da
Padova, p. 306.
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structures of the musical tempus could determine the duration of the
atom aligns with Vetulus’s project more broadly, in which music
wields the symbolic potential to describe the different parts of reality.
As I will illustrate in the following section, the pattern of influence
between Vetulus’s musical and philosophical projects (if indeed they
can be viewed separately) was mutual. While music exercises a world-
forming agency within Liber de musica, the philosophical framework
presented in Vetulus’s treatise also determines the structures of
Vetulus’s music-theoretical project, so much so that the system as a
whole becomes unwieldy and impractical from the perspective of
music performance.

H I E R A R CH I E S O F MU S I C A L T IM E

Vetulus uses the atom as a minimal unit of measurement for a system
of musical divisions.41 His system borrows ideas from several central
music-theoretical systems of the fourteenth century, but he rarely cites
the sources of his ideas, making it impossible to determine whether he
had direct access to the texts with which these ideas are associated.
Vetulus constantly alters and adapts the textual traditions that he
cites. The incomplete and altered quotation of authoritative sources is
a recurrent pattern in Liber de musica and applies to both music-
theoretical and broader intellectual ideas. It is possible that this
reflects the fact that university students typically encountered
authoritative texts when they were read aloud in lectures. There
was no fixed correlation between the difficulty of a text and the
number of times that it was revisited. As a result, students would often
hear dense philosophical texts, such as those of Aristotle, only once.42

Another explanation for the seemingly haphazard application of both
music theory and intellectual ideas in Liber de musica is that Vetulus did
not regard textual fidelity to the sources with which he engaged to be
important. In order to synthesise a coherent system in which
reciprocity can be established between music, the well-being of the
soul and the structure of the world, Vetulus adapted conventional
ideas to align with his own intellectual priorities.

Vetulus’s hierarchies of musical time adapt the Italian Trecento
divisions, best known from the Pomerium (c. 1319) by Marchetto of

41 Vetulus’s system was previously discussed by Hammond, Introduction to LDM, pp. 20–1,
who provided a summary of the divisions but not a complete consideration of the
prolationes or ‘extensions’ of the system (to be discussed in further detail below).

42 J. Dyer, ‘Speculative “Musica” and the Medieval University of Paris’, Music & Letters,
90 (2009), pp. 177–204, at p. 184.
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Padua. Like Vetulus, Marchetto theorises the perfect (triple) and the
imperfect (duple) tempus. The imperfect tempus is two-thirds as long
as the perfect tempus. Perfect and imperfect tempora are classified into
divisions and are divided into up to twelve semibreves (see Figure 1).
The name of each division corresponds to the number of semibreves
within it. The tempus in which the breve is divided into nine parts is
called the novenaria or ‘novenary’ division. The tempus in which the
breve is divided into twelve parts is called the duodenaria or
‘duodenary’ division and so on. The semibreves into which breves
are divided vary in duration to accommodate the fixed durations of the
breves. The practice of varying the durations of shorter notes to
accommodate a fixed span for the breve is termed breve equivalence
and is regarded as a characteristic marker of Italian mensural notation.

Vetulus borrows from Marchetto the idea that the tempus can be
divided into up to twelve parts, he adopts Marchetto’s naming system
for his own divisions, and he transmits the general concept that
imperfect breves are two-thirds as long as perfect breves. There are
also a number of notable differences between these theorists’
divisions. First, following the conventions of later fourteenth-century
theory, Vetulus writes an ascending stem on his shortest semibreves,
calling them semibreves minime, ‘least semibreves’ or ‘minims’.
Second, Vetulus employs an idiosyncratic naming system for the
divisions in conjunction with Marchetto’s (see Table 1) in which each
perfect and imperfect tempus can bemaius ‘greater’, minus ‘lesser’ or
minimum ‘least’. In this context, the terms greater, lesser and least
refer to the number of minims within the tempus. The duodenaria

Figure 1 Marchetto’s Divisions (adapted from M. de Padua, Pomerium,
ed. J. Vecchi, Corpus scriptorum de musica, 6 (Rome: American Institute

of Musicology, 1961), p. 72)
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division is also called the greater perfect duodenaria tempus (12
minims). The novenaria division is also called the lesser perfect
novenaria tempus (9 minims). The senaria perfecta division is also
called the least perfect senaria tempus (6 minims).43 Table 1
compares Marchetto’s and Vetulus’s naming systems.

Figure 2 sets out Vetulus’s basic divisions. Unlike the divisions
of Marchetto, the principle of breve equivalence is not universal
within Vetulus’s system, since the durations of breves can vary to
accommodate a fixed duration of the minim. Reflecting the fixed
duration for the minim, the greater perfect duodenaria tempus
(12 minims, bottom left of Figure 2) is longer than the lesser perfect
novenaria tempus (9 minims, middle left of Figure 2). The opposite is
true in Marchetto’s system, where the duodenaria and novenaria
divisions share the same tempus span. The practice of using a fixed
minim seen in Vetulus’s work, termed minim equivalence, is

Table 1 Vetulus’s naming system compared to Marchetto’s

Perfect Imperfect

Marchettan
name Vetulan name Parts

Marchettan
name Vetulan name Parts

Duodenaria Greater perfect
duodenaria
tempus

12 Octonaria Greater imperfect
octonaria tempus

8

Novenaria Lesser perfect
novenaria
tempus

9 Senaria
imperfecta

Lesser imperfect
senaria tempus

6

Senaria
perfecta

Least perfect
senaria tempus

6 Quaternaria Least imperfect
quaternaria
tempus

4

43 Vetulus replaces the longest semibreves of Marchetto’s divisiones tertie or ‘third
divisions’ – the duodenaria (12 minims) and the octonaria (8 minims) – with breves (see
Figure 2). Thus, the duodenaria division can be divided into three quaternaria divisions
(4 minims) and the octonaria into two quaternaria divisions. K. von Fischer, Studien
zur italienischen Musik des Trecento und frühen Quattrocento: Das Repertoire, II: Repertoire-
Untersuchungen, Publikationen der Schweizerischen Musikforschenden Gesellschaft,
ser. 2, 5 (Bern, 1956), p. 112, coined the term ‘Longanotation’ to describe this practice.
Gozzi, ‘New Light’, pp. 19–20, argues that Vetulus’s treatise exhibits French influence on
the grounds that it theorises modus (the temporal level above breves). M. P. Long,
‘Musical Tastes in Fourteenth-Century Italy: Notational Styles, Scholarly Traditions,
and Historical Circumstances’ (PhD diss., Princeton University, 1980), pp. 32–3, has
challenged the idea that Longanotation must always be used as a distinctive marker of
French influence, since modus is also present in much Italian repertory. M. Gozzi,
‘La cosiddetta “Longanotation”: Nuove prospettive sulla notazione italiana del trecento’,
Musica Disciplina, 49 (1995), pp. 121–49, disputes this position.
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associated primarily with the fourteenth-century French notational
system.44

Vetulus subcategorises each of the divisions in Figure 2 into
tripartite groups called prolationes (pl.). Vetulus’s use of the term
prolatio (sg.) is idiosyncratic. Musicologists typically employ the term
prolatio or ‘prolation’ in relation to medieval theory to refer to the
level of division that applies to semibreves. Where prolation is major,
semibreves span three minims. Where prolation is minor, semibreves
span two minims. In its general sense, the term prolatio was used in a
wide variety of contexts, and is translatable as a ‘bringing forward’,
‘putting forth’, ‘pronouncing’ or ‘utterance’.45 The general sense of
prolatio aligns more closely with Vetulus’s use of the term, which
refers to the duration of a note in atoms. I therefore translate prolatio
as ‘extension’. Vetulus states that an extension can be maior ‘greater’,
minor ‘lesser’ or minima ‘least’.46

Figure 2 Vetulus’s basic divisions

44 A. Stone, ‘Che cosa c’è di più sottile riguardo l’Ars Subtilior?’ Rivista Italiana di
Musicologia, 31 (1996), pp. 3–31, at p. 13.

45 ‘Prolatio’, at ΛΟΓΕΙΟΝ (https://logeion.uchicago.edu/prolatio), tabs ‘LewisShort’
(A Latin Dictionary, ed. C. T. Lewis and C. Short (1st edn, Oxford, 1879; often repr.
to 1989)), ‘DMLBS’ (Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources, ed. R. E. Latham and
D. R. Howlett, 17 vols. (Oxford, 1975–2011)). See also A. Zayaruznaya, ‘A Minor History
of Tempus and Prolation’ (unpublished workshop paper, ‘Future Histories of Music
Theory’, Frankfurt, 19 July 2018; abstract at https://www.aesthetics.mpg.de/en/
research/research-group-histories-of-music-mind-and-body/events/future-histories-of-
music-theory.html).

46 A similar sentiment is expressed in the Barcelona Anonymous treatise, ed. in H. Anglès,
‘De cantu organico: Tratado de un autor catalan del siglo XIV’, Anuario Musical, 13
(1958), pp. 3–24, at p. 22, whose author states that there are ‘duo : : : modi cantandi, sive
prolationis’ (two ways of singing or uttering). The ‘modus prolixior’ (the longer way) is
of the perfect tempus, and the ‘modus brevior’ (the shorter way) is of the imperfect
tempus. There is a conceptual analogue between this author’s association of the term
prolatio with tempo and the system of Vetulus because Vetulus’s prolatio refers to the
durations of notes in atoms, and thus may also be said to determine tempo.
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Vetulus’s theorisation of prolatio represents one among many
examples of the difficulty of language encountered in Liber de musica.
The confusion in this instance lies in Vetulus’s use of the terms
greater, lesser and least to refer to two different levels of temporal
organisation. Where the terms greater, lesser and least refer to the
divisions (Figure 2), they describe the number of minims within a
note. The greater perfect duodenaria tempus contains twelve minims;
the lesser perfect novenaria tempus contains nine minims, and so on.
Where the terms greater, lesser and least refer to the prolationes or
extensions, they describe the number of atoms within a note. Thus,
there are three different kinds of greater perfect duodenaria tempus
(12 minims): the greater perfect duodenaria tempus of the greater
extension (72 atoms), the greater perfect duodenaria tempus of the
lesser extension (48 atoms) and the greater perfect duodenaria
tempus of the least extension (36 atoms). There are also three
different kinds of lesser perfect novenaria tempus (9 minims): the
lesser perfect novenaria tempus of the greater extension (54 atoms),
the lesser perfect novenaria tempus of the lesser extension (36 atoms)
and the lesser perfect novenaria tempus of the least extension
(27 atoms), and so on.

Figure 3 provides a visual representation of Vetulus’s divisions and
extensions. The figure depicts the perfect tempora on the left and the
imperfect on the right. The perfect and imperfect categories are
organised into greater, lesser and least divisions (as seen in Figure 2).
Figure 3 visualises the subcategories of each of the divisions seen in
Figure 2 to incorporate their greater, lesser and least extensions and
provides numerals to indicate the duration of every note in atoms.
Reading from the top left of the figure the three types of least perfect
senaria tempus (6 minims) are as follows: the least perfect senaria
tempus of the least extension (18 atoms), the least perfect senaria
tempus of the lesser extension (24 atoms) and the least perfect
senaria tempus of the greater extension (36 atoms). The underlying
principle of this system is that tripartite layers of divisions are
subcategorised into tripartite extensions.

From one perspective, Vetulus’s system broadly relies on minim
equivalence: all the divisions feature minim equivalence within the
same extension. Consider, for instance, the least perfect senaria
tempus of the greater extension (36 atoms), which shares a minim
(6 atoms) with the lesser perfect novenaria tempus of the greater
extension (54 atoms) and the greater perfect duodenaria tempus of
the greater extension (72 atoms). As a result of this, each of the breves
in Figure 3 is represented in such a way as to illustrate that it varies in
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duration to accommodate the spans of time occupied by the minims
that it contains. From another perspective breve equivalence is
predictably maintained among different divisions. Figure 4 provides
an example of four types of tempus that share the same duration
(36 atoms), but that contain different numbers of minims: the lesser
imperfect senaria tempus of the greater extension (6 minims), the
least perfect senaria tempus of the greater extension (6 minims), the
lesser perfect novenaria tempus of the lesser extension (9 minims)
and the greater perfect duodenaria tempus of the least extension
(12 minims). Each of these tempora are equal in span, but they are

Figure 3 Vetulus’s ‘proper’ divisions. The numerals indicate how many atoms
are contained within the time span of each note.47

47 In addition to the divisions discussed in this paper, which I term the ‘proper’ divisions,
Vetulus theorises a parallel set of ‘improper’ divisions. Both of these sets of divisions are
introduced briefly in P. Ovenden, ‘Atoms and Music in Late Medieval Philosophy’, in
Atomism in Philosophy: A History from Antiquity to the Present, ed. U. Zilioli (London, 2020),
pp. 231–52, at pp. 242–5. He also devises a method for the division of abstract spans of time
that are independent of notes, called the ‘semi-perfect’ and ‘semi-imperfect’ divisions. To
avoid excessive complexity, I do not offer commentary on these divisions in this paper.
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divided into minims that vary in duration. A comparison of Figures 3
and 4 confirms that Vetulus’s system combines the concepts of breve
and minim equivalence through the use of the durational atom and
three different types of fixed-duration minim (worth three, four or six
atoms). Maintaining equivalence between the two types of senaria
divisions (perfect and imperfect), this system exhausts the possibilities
that are presented by organising time from the perspectives of both
breve and minim equivalence.

Peter Lefferts has proposed that in theorising tripartite layers of
notes within an overarching framework of minim equivalence,
Vetulus expanded the fourteenth-century gradus system.48 This
system was popularised by the French astronomer, mathematician
and music theorist Jean des Murs. In Jean des Murs’s version of the
gradus system (see Table 2), the temporal continuum, range or
‘latitude’ of musical sounds is organised into gradus or ‘degrees’ for
which the minim serves as a minimal counting unit.49 Each gradus

Figure 4 Breve equivalence in Vetulus’s system

48 Lefferts, ‘An Anonymous Treatise’, pp. 238–9.
49 Tanay, Noting Music, Marking Culture, p. 125, has observed that the gradus system
represents a musical application of the latitude of forms thesis. Desmond develops this
idea in Music and the Moderni, pp. 175–83.
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contains three notes, which are named using absolutes, comparatives
and superlatives. Consider, for instance, the first gradus. The shortest
note is the longa or ‘long’, which is doubled to make a longior or
‘longer’ and tripled to form a longissima or ‘longest’.50

Vetulus’s system is similar to that of Jean des Murs because it
incorporates threefold gradus that are named using the comparatives
‘greater’ and ‘lesser’ and the superlative ‘least’. Vetulus’s system
differs from that of Jean des Murs because each gradus of the divisions
(Figure 2) contains notes of the same kind, whereas Jean des Murs’s
gradus contain different kinds of notes. Compare, for instance,
Vetulus’s greater, lesser and least perfect breves with Jean des Murs’s
third gradus, which contains the brevis and brevior – both shaped like
the breve – and the brevissima, which is shaped like a semibreve.
Vetulus’s system is also far more substantial than that of Jean des Murs.
There are only four gradus in Jean des Murs’s theory, whereas in
Vetulus’s system the proper breves alone have six gradus, each of

Table 2 Jean des Murs’s gradus system1

Duration in
minims First gradus

Second
gradus Third gradus

Fourth
gradus

81 Longissima
54 Longior
27 Longa Perfecta
18 Imperfecta
9 Brevis Brevis
6 Brevior
3 Brevissima Parva
2 Minor
1 Minima

1Adapted from: Jean des Murs, ‘Notitia artis musicae’, ed. in J. de Muris, Notitia artis musicae et Compendium
musicae practicae; P. de Sancto Dionysio, Tractatus de musica, ed. U. Michels, Corpus Scriptorum de Musica, 17
(Dallas, 1972), p. 79.

50 Absolutes, comparatives and superlatives such as ‘long’, ‘longer’ and ‘longest’ belong
to the vocabulary of the latitude of forms thesis: J. E. Murdoch, ‘From Social into
Intellectual Factors: An Aspect of the Unitary Character of Late Medieval Learning’, in
The Cultural Context of Medieval Learning: Proceedings of the First International Colloquium on
Philosophy, Science, and Theology in the Middle Ages – September 1973, ed. J. E. Murdoch and
E. D. Sylla, Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science, 26; Synthese Library,
76 (Dordrecht, 1975), pp. 271–348, at p. 282.
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which contains greater, lesser and least extensions. Thus, each note in
Vetulus’s basic divisions (Figure 2) itself becomes a gradus within
which there are three parts.

Gallo has observed that Vetulus’s application of the gradus system
bears greater similarity to expanded gradus systems other than that of
Jean des Murs, and most closely to the hierarchies of musical time set
out in the Rubrice breves, a treatise written by an anonymous
fourteenth-century Italian theorist.51 Following Marchetto, the
anonymous author synthesises a system in which the breve can be
divided into between three and twelve (or more) minims. In both
Vetulus’s and the anonymous author’s systems, notes can be ‘greater’,
‘lesser’ or ‘least’ and can have ‘greater’ (or lesser) extensions.
Semibreves can also be greater, lesser or least (see Table 3).
A comparison of these two systems reveals that Vetulus’s divisions are
much more expansive, and in certain regards more systematic, than
those of the anonymous author. For instance, the Rubrice breves omits
the least imperfect tempus, whereas each of the threefold levels of
Vetulus’s system is complete. The differences between Liber de musica
and the Rubrice breves reflect the contrasting purposes of these two
treatises. While the Rubrice breves constitutes an attempt to represent
practice, which is amorphous and lacks standardisation, the
systematised comprehensiveness of Vetulus’s theory indicates that it
was devised principally as a theoretical and philosophical system,
albeit one that responded to a practical tradition that was codified in
treatises such as the Rubrice breves.52

T EM PO

A practical application of the theory of both Liber de musica and the
Rubrice breves is the systematisation of musical tempo.53 Vetulus’s work
is in synchrony with contemporaneous theory, which typically codified
musical tempo into threefold hierarchies.54 In the Speculum musice,
Jacobus describes a threefold hierarchy of tempi – the mensura cita

51 J. Vecchi, ‘Anonimi Rubrice breves’, Quadrivium, 10 (1969), pp. 125–34, at pp. 125–6.
Gallo, La teoria della notazione, p. 65, identifies similarities between these two authors’
work. See also Gozzi, ‘New Light’, pp. 15–17.

52 Gozzi, ‘New Light’, p. 41, argues that the Rubrice describes practice.
53 The Italian word tempo, pl. tempi, is translatable as ‘time’ into English, and refers to the
speed or pace of a musical composition. It is not to be confused with the Latin tempus,
pl. tempora, which refers to the span of the breve and its division into parts.

54 These threefold hierarchical systems are discussed in D. J. Bonge, ‘The Theory and
Practice of Measure in Medieval Polyphony to the Ars Nova’ (PhD diss., University of
Michigan, 1975), pp. 89–118; Gozzi, ‘New Light’, pp. 8–10.
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(the fast measure), the mensuramedia (themediummeasure) and the
mensura morosa (the slow measure).55 He also describes a minimum
(least), medium (medium) and maius (greater) perfect tempus, but
does not elaborate further the relationships between these three kinds
of tempora. The English theorist Robertus de Handlo wrote in his
Regule (Paris, 1326) of three tempi, the mos longus (slow way), mos
mediocris (moderate way) andmos lascivus (lively or ‘lascivious’ way).56

Threefold hierarchies of tempi are also found in the Vitriacan Ars nova
witnesses, including the copy contained within Vbar307.57 Here, there
are three perfect tempi – minimum (least), medium (medium) et
maius (greater) perfect tempora – and two imperfect tempi –
minimum (least) and maius (greater) (see Table 3).

Although Vetulus ascribes a precise duration to every note, his
system presents significant problems as a means of precisely
calculating tempo because his tempi are absurdly slow.58 The
impracticality of Vetulus’s tempi indicates that they should not be
taken literally, especially since Vetulus would have had no means of
measuring the duration of his atom, nor the spans of any of the notes
that he described.59 The longest note in Liber de musica – the greater
perfect larga – spans two minutes. The lesser perfect breve of the
greater extension (9 minims, 54 atoms) spans 7.5 seconds, an
extraordinarily long period of time for a note of this kind.

Solutions to this problem have sought to justify the premise that
Vetulus’s system could have provided a means of precisely measuring
musical time by tweaking his system.60 Salvatore Gullo suggested that

55 Jacobus, Speculum musicae, 7.17, VII, pp. 35–6.
56 R. de Handlo, Regule, ed. in Robertus de Handlo: Regule, The Rules; and Johannes Hanboys:
Summa, The Summa, ed. and trans. P. M. Lefferts, Greek and Latin Music Theory
(Lincoln, NE, and London, 1991), pp. 80–179, at 4.7.4, pp. 104–5.

57 Fol. 20v.
58 Gozzi, ‘New Light’, p. 18, suggests that Vetulus’s tempi are three times as slow as would be
expected.

59 Even though the 14th century was a time in which mechanical clocks were becoming
increasingly established, these timekeeping devices were notoriously inaccurate. They
provided a method for the measurement of equal hours, but not minutes and seconds.
See G. Dohrn-van Rossum, History of the Hour: Clocks and Modern Temporal Orders, trans.
T. Dunlap (Chicago, 1996), p. 161.

60 Gozzi, ‘New Light’, pp. 39–50, argues that there were three distinct periods of tempo in
the 14th century and assigns metronomic durations to the musical beat in these three
periods. The earliest period is associated with theorists such as Marchetto of Padua, the
‘period of transition’ is associated with the Rubrice breves, and the later system is
expounded by Vetulus and Prosdocimus de Beldemandis (d. 1428). The present
discussion operates under the premise that Vetulus’s tempo designations may be
indicative of a relative but not an absolute theorisation of tripartite tempi. See R. I.
Deford, Tactus, Mensuration, and Rhythm in Renaissance Music (Cambridge, 2015),
pp. 180–1.
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Table 3 Comparisons of tempo relations in the Rubrice breves, Ars nova and Liber de musica1

Anonymous Rubrice breves Vitriacan Ars nova Vetulus Liber de musica

Note name Minims Note name Minims Note name Minims

Perfect breves More than perfect tempus >12
Right (recte) perfect tempus 12 Greater

perfect
tempus

12

Tempus 9 Greater perfect tempus 9 Lesser perfect
tempus

9

Greater than lesser perfect
tempus

7–8

Lesser perfect tempus 6 Medium perfect tempus 6 Least perfect
tempus

6

Greater than least perfect tempus 3 (sung
slower)

Least perfect tempus 3 Least perfect tempus 3
Imperfect breves Right (recte) imperfect tempus of

the Italian way
8 Greater

imperfect
tempus

8

Greater than right imperfect
tempus

6 (sung
slower)

Greater imperfect tempus 6 Lesser
imperfect
tempus

6

Right imperfect tempus of the
French way/French senaria

6

Lesser imperfect tempus 4/6 (sung
faster)

Least imperfect tempus 4 Least
imperfect
tempus

4
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(Continued )

Anonymous Rubrice breves Vitriacan Ars nova Vetulus Liber de musica

Note name Minims Note name Minims Note name Minims

Altered
semibreves

Greater artificial semibreve 8 Greater
imperfect
tempus

8

Semibreves Natural greater semibreve 4 Least
imperfect
tempus

4

Greater semibreve/natural
greater semibreve

3 Correct and true (recta et
vera) semibreve

3 Greater
semibreve

3

Lesser semibreve 2 Lesser semibreve 2 Lesser
semibreve

2

Least semibreve/minim 1 Least semibreve/ minim 1 Least
semibreve/
minim

1

1Vecchi, ‘Anonimi Rubrice breves’, pp. 128–34; Vbar307, fol. 20v, ed. J. D. Gray, ‘Ars Nova Treatises Attributed to Philippe de Vitry’ (PhD diss., Colorado University, 1996),
pp. 41, 47–50. For simplicity I include only Vetulus’s basic divisions in this table.
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Vetulus’s tempus, as a primary unit of measurement, could be a longa
rather than a breve;61 Ephraim Segerman argued conversely that
Vetulus’s tempi represent fourteenth-century practice and that tempi
became faster over time.62 Attempting to make sense of the durations
of notes discussed in Liber de musica as literal descriptions of tempo
places too much importance on the technical details of his system to
the detriment of its foundational conceptual framework. While
Vetulus’s divisions may bear witness to the range of tempi that were
available in practice, or even reflect a prevailing tendency to group
tempi into tripartite structures, his priorities extended beyond this
aim. Vetulus’s work harnesses the tripartite structures of the gradus
system, transforming them in order to allow music to take on symbolic
significance. Synthesising the conceptual precepts of practice,
Vetulus’s work presents a system that is impractical and speculative.

A ME AN B E TWEEN TWO EXTR EME S

Throughout Liber de musica, Vetulus compares the various compo-
nents of music to theological symbols. Examining the symbols that
occur in Liber de musica reveals that Vetulus integrated his music-
theoretical work into a Platonist Christian intellectual framework.
In Vetulus’s treatise, music and theology are mutually constitutive
components of a project that describes and determines the structures
of a world in which everything is linked in a chain of causes composed
of tripartite patterns embedded within one another.63 The tripartite
structures of music performance thus find their analogues in the
threefold patterns inherent within Platonist Trinitarian theology.

Two symbols occur repeatedly in this treatise. Vetulus associates his
tripartite organisation of musical notes with the Trinity and the
novenaria division with the ‘nine choirs of angels’:

each of these [notes] can be divided into three equal parts like the names of the
Trinity – into the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. It is not with respect to the
division of their persons that they are considered to be different, since ‘such as
the Father is, the Son is and the Holy Spirit is’, but rather because the Father, to

61 This contradicts Vetulus’s statements that the tempus is the breve. As S. Gullo, Das Tempo
in der Musik des XIII. und XIV. Jahrhunderts, Publikationen der Schweizerischen
Musikforschenden Gesellschaft, ser. 2, 10 (Bern, 1964), pp. 73–4, acknowledged, even
if the primary time unit were a longa, Vetulus’s tempi would be twice as slow as expected.

62 E. Segerman, ‘A Re-examination of the Evidence on Absolute Tempo before 1700:
Part II’, Early Music, 24 (1996), pp. 681–90, at p. 685.

63 The classic study of the metaphor of the ‘Great Chain of Being’ is A. O. Lovejoy, The Great
Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (Cambridge, MA, 1936; repr. New York,
1960).
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the extent that he is the Father, differs from his Son because he is greater, the Son
differs from his Father because he is lesser, which was testified to by Christ in the
Gospel, ‘the Father is greater than I’. The Holy Spirit differs from the Father and
his Son because it holds the mean between Father and Son. And that which holds
the mean partakes of the nature of the greater and lesser extremity. This is why
the Holy Spirit, which is the mean, partakes of the nature of the Father and Son,
because they are the same in perfection. In likeness of the Holy Spirit, the lesser
larga holds the mean between the greater and the least larga with respect to the
measure of musical time, and it contains nine tempora, just like the nine choirs of
angels each singing nine Kyrie eleison between God and the people.64

In this passage, Vetulus presents an analogy between the hierarchy of
the Trinity and his theory of music, claiming that the position of the
lesser larga between the greater larga and the least larga symbolises
the position of the Holy Spirit between the Father and Son. In a
similar manner to the tempora, the greater, lesser and least largae
contain twelve, nine and six breves, respectively. Thus, the lesser larga
or novenaria division of largae (9 tempora or breves) represents the
Holy Spirit, which ‘partakes of’ the greater and lesser extremity and
symbolises the nine choirs in heaven.

Vetulus’s claim that the Holy Spirit is the mean between the Father
and the Son resonates with the doctrinal position of Augustine of
Hippo (354–430), who stated that the Holy Spirit was the mutual love
between the Father and the Son.65 This position was shared by the
majority of Christians in the Latin West either directly through the
teachings of Augustine or through the teachings of others who
developed Augustine’s ideas.66 Later in the same passage, Vetulus

64 ‘Cum igitur quaeque ipsarum possit dividi in tres partes aequales sicut nomina trinitatis,
videlicet in patre et filio et spiritu sancto. Non quoad divisionem personarum, quia qualis
pater talis filius, talis spiritus sanctus, tam quoad considerationem differunt, quia pater in
quantum pater differt a filio eo quod maior sit, filius differt a patre eo quod minor sit,
testante Christo in evangelio, Pater maior me est. Spiritus sanctus differt a patre et filio
eo quod tenet medium inter patrem et filium. Et id quod tenet medium sapit naturam
maioris et minoris extremitatis. Unde spiritus sanctus qui est medius sapit naturam patris
et filii quia in perfectione idem sunt. Ad similitudinem cuius spiritus sancti, larga minor
tenet medium inter largammaiorem et minimam quoadmensuram temporis et continet
in se valorem novem temporum, sicut novem sunt chori angelorum cantantes inter
deum et homines unusquisque per se novies Kyrie eleison.’ LDM, 28.5–10, p. 37.

65 See Augustine, De Trinitate, ed. W. J. Mountain, Library of Latin Texts (https://www.
brepols.net/series/llt-o), 15.17.27–15.18.32.

66 Although Augustine does not use the specific term ‘medius’ (mean) in the same way that
Vetulus does, authors who later developed Augustine’s position that the Holy Spirit was
the mutual love between the Father and the Son would use the term to describe the
relationship between the Holy Spirit and the Father and Son. T. Aquinas, Contra errores
Graecorum, ed. Fratres Praedicatores and R. A. Verardo, Library of Latin Texts, chap. 9,
explains this position: ‘Non dicitur esse medius secundum ordinem enumerationis, qui
respondet ordini originis, sic enim filius medius est inter patrem et spiritum sanctum; sed
dicitur medius quasi communis nexus amborum: est enim communis amor patris et filii.’

329

Vetulus’s Model of Musical Time

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261127923000013 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.brepols.net/series/llt-o
https://www.brepols.net/series/llt-o
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261127923000013


discusses the role of the Holy Spirit in relation to humanity, here
stating that of the three things in human nature (flesh or matter, soul
or form and good will or the Holy Spirit) it is the Holy Spirit –
Vetulus’s ‘good will’ – that binds together the parts of the human
body, and ‘goes forth from the body and soul for the resounding
praise of God’.67 Curiously, it appears that a reader of the text
objected to some of the views expressed in these passages, since they
were crossed out by a later hand.68 Manzari and Stoessel attribute
these emendations to their Text Hand Z, the so-called ‘Spanish
Annotator’, a speaker of Spanish whose cursive hand they date
tentatively to the seventeenth century.69 Without further information
about the date and provenance of these annotations, it is difficult to
gauge why this scribe may have objected to these passages in
particular. A music-theoretical explanation appears improbable,
given that the views espoused here are in keeping with the theory
set out throughout Liber de musica in its entirety.

The second symbol in this section – that the novenaria is analogous
to the nine choirs of angels – merits consideration because it
exemplifies the reciprocity of Vetulus’s theological and music-
theoretical project(s). For a medieval reader educated in theology,
the nine choirs of angels would have been associated with pseudo-
Dionysius (5th–6th century), who codified a ninefold hierarchy of
angels in his De coelesti hierarchia.70 A writer of possible Syrian origins,
pseudo-Dionysius exercised immense influence in the Middle Ages
because it was widely believed that he was the real Dionysius the

‘[The Holy Spirit] is not said to be the mean [between the Father and the Son]
according to the order of numeration, which corresponds to the order of origin, for [in
this respect] the Son is the mean between the Father and the Holy Spirit. Rather, the
Holy Spirit is said to be the mean as a common bond between them both [the Father and
the Son], for he is the common love of the Father and the Son.’ For further discussion of
Aquinas’s views on the role of the Holy Spirit as the love between the Father and the Son
and his reliance on Augustine, see G. Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of Saint Thomas
Aquinas, trans. F. A. Murphy (Oxford, 2010), 231–45.

67 ‘Unusquisque per se habet in se tria, duo et unum, in quibus tribus, duobus et uno deus
est in medio. Tria vero sunt corpus, anima et bona voluntas, duo vero corpus et anima,
unum vero id quod procedit a corpore et ab anima ad dei laudem personandum.’ LDM,
30.6, p. 38. ‘Everyone has in themself three, two and one; in these three, two and one,
God is in the middle. The three are the body, the soul and goodwill; the two are the body
and the soul; the one is that which goes forth from the body and soul for the resounding
praise of God.’

68 Vbar307, fol. 3r–v.
69 Manzari and Stoessel, ‘The Intersection of Anglo-French Culture’, p. 290.
70 Pseudo-Dionysius was probably a student of the Platonist philosopher Proclus (412–485):
E. R. Dodds, Introduction to Proclus, The Elements of Theology, ed. and trans. idem
(Oxford, 1992), p. xxvii.
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Areopagite.71 As a result of Dionysius’s association with Paul the
Apostle, pseudo-Dionysius’s authority in the Middle Ages was second
only to Augustine’s. One among many authors to discuss the nine
choirs of angels, pseudo-Dionysius would ultimately replace Gregory
the Great (c. 540–604) as the standard authority on this subject in the
later Middle Ages.72 By the late thirteenth century, De coelesti hierarchia
was being studied through the filter of a seven-hundred-year-old
tradition of Latin commentary composed of the translations of
John Scotus Eriugena (c. 800–877) and John Sarrazin (fl. c. 1167) as
well as the commentaries and glosses of Sarrazin, Hugh of St Victor
(c. 1096–1141) and Thomas Gallus (c. 1200−1246).73 Other notable
commentators include Robert Grosseteste (c. 1175–1253), Albertus
Magnus (c. 1200–1280) and Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274). By the
fourteenth century, the most prevalent conduit for the kind of basic
angelology that is encountered in Liber de musica was the Sentences of
Peter Lombard (c. 1100–1160), which was the standard textbook of
Scholastic theology in universities of the later Middle Ages.74 Lombard
orders the angels into threefold strata, each of which contains three
kinds of angels. In the first stratum of Lombard’s angelic hierarchies
sit the highest angels – the seraphim, cherubim and thrones. In the
middle are the dominions, principalities and powers. In the third are
the virtues, archangels and angels. Lombard cites Dionysius as an
authority on the nine choirs, even though he follows the ordering
of Gregory the Great.75 The ninefold structure of the angels
71 It had been suspected that pseudo-Dionysius was not the real Dionysius for hundreds
of years by authors including Hypatius of Ephesus (6th century), Peter Abelard
(1079–1142), Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) and Nicholas of Cusa (1401–1464), but the
attribution was not seriously disputed until the 16th century, when comments of Lorenzo
Valla (c. 1406–1457) that called this attribution into question were distributed by
Desiderius Erasmus (c. 1466–1536): P. Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius: A Commentary on the Texts
and an Introduction to Their Influence (Oxford, 1993), pp. 10, 14–17.

72 Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius, pp. 76–7. That pseudo-Dionysius was the authority for the
angelic hierarchies in the 14th century is attested famously by Dante in his Paradiso, in
which Gregory laughs when he realises that he had ordered the hierarchies of angels
incorrectly.

73 L. M. Harington, A Thirteenth-Century Textbook of Mystical Theology at the University of Paris:
The Mystical Theology of Dionysius the Areopagite in Eriugena’s Latin Translation, with the
Scholia Translated by Anastasius the Librarian, and Excerpts from Eriugena’s Periphyseon (Paris
and Dudley, MA, 2004), p. 27. The influence of John Sarrazin is particularly notable in
any consideration of later-medieval Dionysian thinking because his translation of
De coelesti hierarchia (c. 1167) would be the reference text of Aquinas, Albertus Magnus
and Gallus: M. Edwards, ‘John Sarracenus and His Influence’, in The Oxford Handbook of
Dionysius the Areopagite, ed. M. Edwards et al., Oxford Handbooks (Oxford, 2022),
pp. 328–41, at pp. 328, 330–8.

74 Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius, p. 77.
75 P. Lombard, Sentences, 2.9, in P. Lombard, On Creation, The Sentences, 2, ed. and trans.
G. Silano (Toronto, 2008), pp. 38–9; Gregory the Great, Homily on the Gospels, 34.7,
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encountered in texts such as these originates in Platonic thought,
reflecting a predilection for an intermediary or middle term to form a
triad between two extremes.76

The triadic ordering of angels of basic late-medieval angelology
can be mapped directly onto the musical structures that are set out in
Liber de musica. Figure 5 compares the structure of the nine choirs to
the overall template of Vetulus’s perfect tempora. In this diagram

Figure 5 Angelic hierarchies transmitted in Peter Lombard’s
Sentences (attributed to Dionysius) compared with the structures of

Vetulus’s perfect tempora

in Gregory the Great, Forty Gospel Homilies, ed. and trans. D. D. Hurst, Cistercian Studies,
123 (Kalamazoo, MI, 1990). The order of the virtues and principalities is the reverse of
those in pseudo-Dionysius.

76 Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius, p. 20.
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I follow the ordering of the angels cited by Lombard, since this is a
text through which any fourteenth-century author who attended
university would have encountered basic angelology, although it is
likely that Vetulus would have associated this symbol with Dionysius.77

A comparison between the mathematical framework of the nine
choirs of angels and that of Vetulus’s music-theoretical project reveals
that Vetulus’s threefold hierarchies of greater, lesser and least
divisions and extensions share the same basic pattern as the angelic
hierarchies, which are formed of triads nested within triads. The
concept of nested tripartite structures within tripartite structures
inherent within Platonist philosophy is symbolically propagated across
Vetulus’s theory of musical time. Whether Vetulus directly intended
his hierarchies of musical time to follow the same basic pattern as the
nine choirs of angels that he cites cannot be confirmed without
doubt, since he does not state explicitly that this was his intention.
Nevertheless, the Platonist language of ascent and descent that
Vetulus employed – to be discussed again further below – adds weight
to the hypothesis that Vetulus wished to link the threefold patterns of
music performance – the tripartite structures of the gradus system and
the three levels of tempo – with the Platonist formula embedded
within symbolic structures such as the angelic hierarchies in which a
mean sits between two extremes of a triad.

R E DUCT I ON

A further example drawn from the end of the second section of Liber
de musica highlights the potential for a reciprocal relationship to arise
between music-theoretical concepts and theological and philosophi-
cal symbolism in Vetulus’s epistemology. In this part of Liber de musica,
Vetulus presents six tree diagrams, three to represent the divisions of
the greater, lesser and least perfect largae, and another three to
represent the divisions of the greater, lesser and least perfect
tempora. Vetulus describes the passage of ascent and descent through
these trees using the term ‘reduction’. Like many terms encountered
in Liber de musica, Vetulus’s reduction is multivalent, embodying three
distinct meanings. Reduction can refer to the reduction of the specific
to the general in natural philosophy, the reduction of shorter time
spans to longer time spans in mathematics, or reduction as a return to

77 As B. McGinn, The Flowering of Mysticism: Men and Women in the New Mysticism, 1200–1350,
The Presence of God, 3 (New York, 1998), p. 83, has illustrated, Dionysius was regarded
as the primary authority of both negative and angelic theology in the later Middle Ages.
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God (or the One) in its Christian theological (or Platonic) sense. As a
whole, the tripartite model of reduction implied by Vetulus maps onto
the basic threefold division of the sciences into natural philosophy,
mathematics and theology that was set out by Aristotle and transmitted
to the Middle Ages by authors such as Boethius.78 If Vetulus consciously
adopted the tripartite division of the sciences, this would yet again
represent a conservative approach to medieval philosophy that adopts a
long-established model but rethinks it in a novel manner. With the
possible exception of the ideas of Bonaventure (c. 1217–1274, to be
discussed below), Vetulus eschews engagement with the most promi-
nent earlier theories that had nuanced the division of the sciences.79 He
exhibits no knowledge of recent trends towards Aristotelianism that
would emphasise the primacy of sense perception.80

Figure 6 provides the trees of the greater and lesser perfect
tempora. At the base of the trees are positioned the four solmisation
syllables of Vetulus’s ars nova – ut, re, mi and fa. As I noted previously,
Vetulus states that the solmisation syllables represent the four
elements – earth, air, fire and water.81 At the root of the tree of
78 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1026a19: Aristotle, Metaphysica Libri I–XIV: Recensio et translatio
Guillelmi de Moerbeka, trans. William of Moerbeke, ed. G. Vuillemin-Diem, Aristoteles
Latinus, 25, 3.2 (Leiden, New York, and Cologne, 1995), p. 127; Aristotle, Metaphysica,
Libri I–X, XII– XIV: Translatio anonyma sive ‘Media’, trans. Anonymous, ed. G. Vuillemin-
Diem, Aristoteles Latinus, 25, 2 (Leiden, 1976), p. 118. The connotation of the term
scientia, ‘science’ or ‘knowledge’, greatly differed in the Middle Ages from its present-
day sense as a field of research based on the empirical method. As J. A. Weisheipl,
‘Classification of the Sciences in Medieval Thought’, in Nature and Motion in the Middle
Ages, ed. J. A. Weisheipl and W. C. Carroll (Washington, DC, 2018), p. 203, notes, science
in its medieval sense describes ‘every field of intellectual endeavor in which true causal
explanations could be discovered’. The threefold classification of the sciences into the
natural (pertaining to the physical world), the mathematical (encompassing the
mathematical arts including music) and theology was discussed notably by Boethius in
his commentaries on the Isagoge of Porphyry. His work is heavily influenced by Platonist
thought but also incorporates Aristotelian elements: see J. Dyer, ‘The Place of Musica in
Medieval Classifications of Knowledge’, The Journal of Musicology, 24 (2007), pp. 3–70, at
pp. 8–14; Weisheipl, ‘Classification of the Sciences in Medieval Thought’, pp. 207–11.
Vetulus does not exhibit knowledge of the subtleties of Boethius’s idiosyncratic approach
to the division of the sciences as discussed by Hicks, Composing the World, pp. 70–7.

79 Later Christian texts that discuss the classification of the sciences include Cassiodorus
(c. 490–585), Isidore of Seville (570–636), Hugh of St Victor, William of Conches
(c. 1080–1154), Robert Kilwardby (c. 1215–1279) and Roger Bacon (c. 1220–1292): see Hicks,
Composing the World, pp. 67–109; E. Grant, A History of Natural Philosophy (Cambridge, 2006),
pp. 165–70.

80 Dyer, ‘The Place of Musica’, p. 12.
81 The four notes of the tetrachord are also compared to the four elements in the fourth
Berkeley treatise, written c. 1375. The anonymous author states that the four elements are
analogous to the ‘harmony of the world’, referring, presumably, to the fact that the notes
D, E, F and G are the finals of the church modes: Anonymous, The Berkeley Manuscript:
University of California Music Library, Ms. 744 (Olim Phillipps 4450), ed. and trans. O. B.
Ellsworth, Greek and Latin Music Theory (Lincoln, NE, and London, 1984), pp. 190–1.
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the greater perfect tempus (12 minims) on the left of Figure 6, three
of the four solmisation syllables are accompanied by the Hindu-Arabic
numeral 12, each of which represents twelve minims of the greater
extension (6 atoms). These twelve minims group to form the greater
perfect tempus of the greater extension (72 atoms). At the foot of the
tree on the right, two of the four solmisation syllables are
accompanied by the numeral 9, each of which represents nine
minims of the greater extension (6 atoms). These minims group to
form the lesser perfect tempus of the greater extension (54 atoms).
As one looks upwards through the branches of this tree, the numerals
represent spans of time in minims of Vetulus’s greater, lesser and least
extensions. As a general rule, these time spans become progressively
shorter, up until the very shortest spans at the canopies of the trees.

Vetulus provides commentary on these tree diagrams, describing
the passage through the trees as follows:

For all music, both plain and measured, there is an ascent through the trees all
the way to the atom, and similarly a reduction. If someone asks why ascent
through these trees is prior to descent, seeing as the Philosopher [Aristotle] does
the contrary when he demonstrates through dialectic the division and
construction of nature, the response is that nature differs greatly from this
science [music]. For in all nature every superior [entity] constitutes its inferior
and is greater than it. But in this science, which was invented to praise God, as has
been said many times, no one who praises is greater than God; rather he is lesser.

Figure 6 Vetulus’s trees of the greater and lesser perfect breves with
transcriptions (Vbar307, fol. 8v; image © 2023 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana)
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[A person who praises] does not constitute God; rather he ascends to the praise of
God and is constituted by him.82

The passage indicates that these diagrams represent the ascent from
plainsong (as reflected in the positioning of the solmisation syllables at
the base of the diagrams) to mensural music (represented by the
numerals in the roots and branches of the trees). Vetulus states that the
trees ascend ‘all the way to the atom’ and that this occurs concurrently
with a reduction. Vetulus’s model of ‘reduction’ is threefold.

In its first sense, Vetulus’s reduction describes the dialectical
progression from the most specific to the most general. This motif was
commonly represented in the later Middle Ages using a visual schema
called a tree of Porphyry, a diagram that was theorised long after the
original composition of the Isagoge or Introduction to Aristotle’s
Categories by the Platonist Porphyry (c. 234–c. 305).83 The orientation of
a ‘canonical’ tree of Porphyry – the tree of Peter of Spain (13th
century) – was compared to the human body.84 Following the process of
logical reasoning attributed by Vetulus to Aristotle and as set out in the
Isagoge, a canonical tree of Porphyry descends from general concepts
that are predicated of many (the head) incrementally towards the
specific concepts that are predicated upon few (the foot), and
vice versa.

Figure 7 provides examples of two fourteenth-century music-
theoretical trees of Porphyry from Marchetto’s Pomerium and the
anonymous Ars cantus mensurabilis mensurata per modos iuris (c. 1375/6).85

To the left, Marchetto’s tree represents the perfect and imperfect

82 ‘Et per arbores praedictas fit ascensus per totam musicam tam planam quam
mensuratam usque ad atomum, similiter et reductio. Sed quaeritur quare per has
arbores prius ascenditur quam descendatur, quod totum contrarium facit philosophus
quando ostendit dialectico ordinationem et constitutionem naturae. Respondetur: Quia
natura multum distat ab hac scientia. Nam in natura omne superius constituit suum
inferius et maius est eo. Sed in hac scientia quae ad dei laudem inventa est, ut pluries
dictum, nullus laudans est maior deo immo minor, et non constituit deum immo
ascendit ad dei laudem ut constituatur ab eo.’ LDM, 44.2–6, p. 63.

83 Desmond, Music and the Moderni, pp. 191–6, discusses the use of trees of Porphyry in
14th-century music theory, including that of Vetulus.

84 I. Hacking, ‘Trees of Logic, Trees of Porphyry’, in Advancements of Learning: Essays in
Honour of Paolo Rossi, ed. J. L. Heilbron, Biblioteca di Nuncius, Studi e Testi, 62 (Florence,
2007), pp. 219–61, at p. 227. A. R. Verboon, ‘TheMedieval Tree of Porphyry: An Organic
Structure of Logic’, in The Tree: Symbol, Allegory, and Mnemonic Device in Medieval Art and
Thought, ed. P. Salonius and A. Worm, International Medieval Research, 20 (Turnhout,
2014), pp. 95–113, provides an overview of trees of Porphyry.

85 C. M. Balensuela, Introduction to Ars cantus mensurabilis mensurata per modos iuris, ed. and
trans. idem, Greek and Latin Music Theory, 10 (Lincoln, NE, 1994), p. 82.
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divisions. To the right, the tree of the anonymous author illustrates
imperfection by remote parts – a process whereby parts of longer
notes are removed by shorter notes.87 Both authors follow the
orientation of a canonical tree of Porphyry by depicting the division of
musical time as a descent from longer time spans to shorter ones. The
general concepts – genera – are positioned at the centre of each
diagram with species on either side. For Marchetto, the genus is the
tempus, and the species are the perfect and imperfect tempora.
For the anonymous author, the genera are longer notes. The species
are the imagined notes that result from the removal of parts from
the genus notes situated at the centre of the diagram during
imperfection.

Figure 7 Trees of Porphyry in Marchetto’s Pomerium (Milan, Biblioteca
Ambrosiana, MS D 5 inf., fol. 100r; image © Veneranda Biblioteca Ambrosiana)
and the Ars cantus mensurabilis mensurata per modos iuris (Brussels, Bibliothèque

Royal Albert Premier, MS II 785, fol. 12v; image copyright KBR)86

86 See Desmond, Music and the Moderni, p. 195.
87 This tree was probably modelled on the arbor consanguinitatis, a type of tree of Porphyry
that represents blood relationships and legal issues relating to marriage and inheritance;
see Balensuela, Introduction to Ars cantus mensurabilis mensurata per modos iuris, p. 66.
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Vetulus draws an analogy between his model and logical reasoning
but also emphasises that his own trees represent a different kind of
reduction. Vetulus explains this by stating that nature (the natural
philosophy of Aristotle represented by a tree of Porphyry) ‘differs
greatly from this science [music]’. Music and natural philosophy are
dissimilar because in nature ‘every superior [entity] constitutes its
inferior and is greater than it’. A chain of causes exists within nature
wherein the parts of the natural world that are ontologically prior
create those that are lesser.88 Vetulus provides the textbook example
of God, who is ‘greater’ than a person who praises God, who is ‘lesser’.
The creative force of God is the cause of the person, who is a part of
nature.

Vetulus states that music cannot represent the descent from the
general to the specific in nature. As a mathematical science and an
imitation of nature that provides a conduit for the praise of God,
music instead portrays this process in reverse. In its second sense,
reduction thus entails a descent through the trees, by which
shorter time spans group to form longer ones. The following is a
representative example that illustrates how Vetulus applies the term
reduction to describe the grouping of notes:

The aforementioned tempus of the octonaria of the greater extension can be
divided into a binary rhythmic unit. Each part is called a : : : quaternaria of the
greater extension, which is divided and grouped imperfectly.89

In this passage, Vetulus describes the division of the greater imperfect
octonaria tempus of the greater extension (8 minims, 48 atoms) into
two least imperfect quaternaria tempora of the greater extension
(4 minims, 24 atoms). In other words, the octonaria is divided in half.
The resulting quaternaria divisions are divided (dividitur) and
grouped or ‘reduced’ (reducitur) imperfectly (into duple units).
The division of notes is realised in the trees through the ascent from
root to crown; the grouping (reduction) of notes is realised through
the descent from crown to root. Throughout Liber de musica the term
‘ascent’ is employed synonymously with ‘division’ to describe the

88 As Hicks, Composing the World, pp. 38–44, has shown, the creative agency of nature had
been discussed in the 12th century, at which time there was a paradigm shift resulting in
the reconfiguration of nature as ‘the efficient cause of material creation’. This impulse
allowed nature to take on, through God’s will, the more immediate role of causation that
had previously been attributed to God alone.

89 ‘Potest enim tempus praefatum 8e maioris prolationis praedictae dividi per binarium
numerum. Et quilibet numerus : : : 4e maioris prolationis vocatur, quod dividitur et
reducitur per modum imperfectum.’ LDM, 37.8–9, p. 45. Later in the treatise Vetulus
employs the term reduction repeatedly to describe the groupings of disparate parts of
perfections during syncopation.
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division of time spans. The term ‘descent’ is employed synonymously
with ‘reduction’ to describe the grouping of time spans. Figure 8
clarifies this terminology through a visual representation of the
division (ascent) and grouping (reduction, through descent)
described in the above passage. The example illustrates that in the
science of music, Vetulus’s reduction is an inversion from the model
presented in a canonical tree of Porphyry. Whereas a tree of Porphyry
descends from the general (that which is predicated of many) to the
specific (that which is predicated of few), Vetulus’s trees, understood
mathematically, ascend from the general (longer time spans) to the
specific (atoms, shorter time spans).

With this in mind, it is now possible to consider the final overall
shade of meaning imbued within Vetulus’s reduction: the theological.
The position of music as an imitation of nature that is opposed to
dialectical reduction resonates with late-medieval models of reduction
as a ‘leading back’ or ‘return’.90 The concept of reduction as a return
was explored in a body of late-medieval Platonist Christian theory that
theorised the world in terms of a procession (descent) through
revelation and a return through interpretation (ascent), whereby
descent is analogous to creation and ascent is analogous to salvation.91

Vetulus indicates that this is how a reader should engage with his trees
by emphasising that ascent is prior to descent, reflecting music’s role
as a discipline whose final cause is the praise of God.92 The idea that
reduction is a return maps onto the concept of ascent from the most
general to the most specific encountered in Porphyry’s Isagoge, but

Figure 8 Division of the greater imperfect octonaria tempus of the greater
extension into two least imperfect quaternaria tempora of the greater

extension through ascent. Grouping (reduction) of the same quaternaria
divisions into an octonaria division through descent.

90 On reduction as a return, see McGinn, The Flowering of Mysticism, p. 91.
91 P. Rorem, ‘Hugh of St Victor and Dionysius’, in The Oxford Handbook of Dionysius the
Areopagite, ed. Edwards et al., pp. 367–78, at p. 371; Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius, pp. 51, 53.

92 ‘Finis ad quem tendit est tota laus dei.’ LDM, 1.7, p. 26. ‘The end to which it [music]
strives is the complete praise of God.’
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repositions this model within a Platonist Christian epistemology that
replaces Aristotelian dialectic with a return through contemplation.

The primary conduit for the transmission of the procession–return
formula to the Latin Middle Ages was Proclus (412–485), whose
Elements of Theology exercised considerable influence on pseudo-
Dionysius.93 In Proclus’s text, a chain of causes leads from the One,
whose descent ultimately compels the lower causes to return to the
One in ascent.94 This structure entails the tripartite pattern of the
‘immanence in the cause, procession from the cause and reversion to
the cause’,95 a threefold division that developed the concept of
procession and return already encountered in Plotinus (204/5–270).96

Among the best known conduits for these ideas to the Latin Middle
Ages are the Dionysian corpus (including the body of translations and
commentaries mentioned previously) and the anonymous Liber de
causis, a short treatise on Platonist metaphysics believed to have been
composed in Baghdad in the ninth century.97

The concept of procession and return is ubiquitous in late-
medieval theological texts and is present as an idea in all the major
commentaries of the Dionysian corpus.98 An examination of the
procession–return motif that resonates closely with the model
encountered in Vetulus’s Liber de musica occurs in De reductione artium
ad theologiam by Bonaventure.99 Numbered among Bonaventure’s

93 This text is analysed definitively in Proclus, The Elements of Theology, ed. and trans. Dodds.
94 ‘Every effect remains in its cause, proceeds from it, and converts to it.’ Proclus, The
Elements of Theology, prop. 35, trans. Dodds, p. 39.

95 Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius, p. 52.
96 E. D. Perl, Theophany: The Neoplatonic Philosophy of Dionysius the Areopagite (Albany, NY,
2007), p. 35.

97 Translated into Latin in the 12th century, this treatise was transmitted in a large body of
manuscripts, both in translation and through commentaries, in the later Middle Ages.
For an edition of the Liber de causis, and a list of late-medieval commentaries, see
A. Pattin, ‘Le Liber de causis: Édition établie à l’aide de 90 manuscrits avec introduction et
notes’, Tijdschrift voor Filosofie, 28 (1966), pp. 90–203. The terminology of ‘ascent’ and
‘descent’ that pervades Vetulus’s text is absent in the Liber de causis, whereas it is
omnipresent in the Dionysian corpus. The style and contents of the Liber de causis is also
far more learned than that of Vetulus’s work, making this an unlikely origin for the
model encountered in Liber de musica.

98 For an overview of Dionysian influence in the works of Aquinas and Albertus Magnus, see
W. J. Hankey, ‘Dionysius in Albertus Magnus and his Student Thomas Aquinas’, in The
Oxford Handbook of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, ed. Edwards et al. pp. 394–409. B. T.
Coolman, Knowledge, Love, and Ecstasy in the Theology of Thomas Gallus (Oxford, 2017),
pp. 57–73, discusses Gallus’s adaptation of the doctrine of procession and return.

99 Bonaventure was the most prominent Franciscan thinker of the later Middle Ages and
was influenced by the thought of Augustine of Hippo (354–430), pseudo-Dionysius and
the Victorine school of Chartres. See Bonaventure, De reductione artium ad theologiam, ed.
The Fathers of the Collegii S. Bonaventura, Doctoris Seraphici S. Bonaventurae Opera
omnia, 5 (Turnhout, 2010).
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devotional texts, De reductione artium ad theologiam presents an
application of the concept of procession and return to the arts and
theology and a theory of reduction as a return or ascent.100

Bonaventure’s reduction, like that of Vetulus, is derived from
dialectical reduction but adapts this principle to a Christian theological
context by describing reduction as an ascent from the reducible
(everything in the world) to the irreducible (God-as-unity).101 As Guy-
H. Allard has illustrated, this pattern of reduction was theorised to
convey the similitude present in creation in its entirety. It is a technique
or ‘mode of thought’ that allows a reader to acquire virtue through
contemplation.102

In De reductione artium ad theologiam, Bonaventure describes the
two major processes that entail reduction.103 As a metaphysical
process, reduction refers to the cyclic pattern of creation by which
everything in the world emanates from God before eventually
returning, a process that is realised through the reduction of all
the arts to theology.104 As a cognitive construct, reduction describes

100 Reduction is a central precept of Bonaventure’s argumentative process that
distinguishes his work from that of contemporaneous thinkers such as Aquinas: see
A. Gerken, ‘Identity and Freedom: Bonaventure’s Position and Method’, trans. Myles
Parsons, Greyfriars Review, 4, no. 3 (1990), pp. 91–105, at p. 93. As McGinn, The Flowering
of Mysticism, p. 91, notes: ‘reduction : : : forms the heart of the Franciscan’s mode of
argumentation, which, in its ceaseless piling up of ternary formulations often may seem
arbitrary to those who have not grasped the basic structure of the Bonaventurean
system’. De reductione artium ad theologiam is not one of Bonaventure’s most disseminated
texts, but this compact treatise is believed to have been a principium – a sermon read at
the inauguration of a university course, in this instance at the University of Paris – and as
such exercised pedagogical influence. The treatise is transmitted in around 34
manuscripts: see J. C. Benson, ‘Identifying the Literary Genre of the De reductione artium
ad theologiam: Bonaventure’s Inaugural Lecture at Paris’, Franciscan Studies, 67 (2009),
pp. 149–78, at p. 158. A discussion of Bonaventure’s theory of reduction in texts
including De reductione artium ad theologiam, Itinerarium mentis in deum and his
commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard is set out in G.-H. Allard, ‘La technique
de la “reductio” chez Bonaventure’, S. Bonaventura, 1274–1974, 5 vols. (Rome, 1973–4),
II, pp. 395–416; A. Speer, ‘Bonaventure and the Question of a Medieval Philosophy’,
Medieval Philosophy and Theology, 6 (1997), pp. 25–46, at pp. 40–2.

101 Allard, ‘La technique de la “reductio”’, p. 403.
102 Allard, ‘La technique de la “reductio”’, pp. 413–14.
103 For a summary of Bonaventure’s text, see Z. Hayes, Introduction to Bonaventure, St.

Bonaventure’s On the Reduction of the Arts to Theology: Translation with Introduction and
Commentary, ed. and trans. idem, Works of Saint Bonaventure, 1 (St Bonaventure, NY,
1996), pp. 1–10.

104 See A. Speer, ‘Metaphysica reducens: Metaphysik als erste Wissenschaft im Verständnis
Bonaventuras’, Recherches de Théologie Ancienne et Médiévale, 57 (1990), pp. 142–82, at
pp. 159–60. Under this system, the arts are viewed as a preparatory stage for the study of
theology. This stance is also taken by Boethius, whose fusion of Aristotelian and Platonic
philosophy advocates for the study of the Liberal Arts as a preparatory stage on the
journey to the study of theology: see Weisheipl, ‘Classification of the Sciences in
Medieval Thought’, pp. 210–11, 219–20.
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anagogy – the exegetical process of ascent.105 This reading of
reduction is already encountered in Eriugena, who translated pseudo-
Dionysius’s ‘anago’ into Latin as ‘reducere’ (to reduce).106

Bonaventure’s reduction reworks Augustine’s concept of contempla-
tive ascent as encountered in the Confessions and filtered through the
works of Hugh of St Victor.107 It develops the Platonic-Augustinian
model of paideia (education) through a structure in which the
Liberal Arts serve as a conduit for educational (and spiritual) ascent
to theology, and with this a more profound knowledge of God.108

The anagogical process of ascent is also worked out systematically
in Bonaventure’s influential Itinerarium mentis in Deum, which
describes the ascent of the soul in contemplation of the divine.
Anagogical ascent is codified in the structure of this text as a whole,
which begins with (ascends from) the material and concludes with the
immaterial by arriving at the darkness of the inability to know God
(the Dionysian apophatic theology). The elements are situated at the
bottom of this paradigm, as they are in Vetulus’s trees. Citing the sixth
book of Augustine’s De musica, Bonaventure in this text claims that
music is a conduit for anagogical ascent through the division of
number.109 The sciences in general result from the descent of the
eternal light, and constitute an immanence of God that does not
entail a reduction to the One but can help to facilitate this through
the mediating influence of Christ.110 Vetulus’s work resonates
with this model, whereby the descent through the hierarchies of

105 P. Rorem, ‘Dionysian Uplifting (Anagogy) in Bonaventure’s “Reductio”’, Franciscan
Studies, 70 (2012), pp. 183–8, at p. 187. Along with the literal, tropological and
allegorical, anagogy is one of the four basic modes of reading spiritual texts, and
originated in the works of early Christian scholars including Origen (c. 185–253),
Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–394), Didymus the Blind (c. 313–398) and Jerome
(c. 347–420). See H. de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture, trans.
E. M. Macierowski, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids, MI, 1998), II, pp. 179–216; B. McGinn, The
Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism, I: The Foundations of Mysticism:
Origins to the Fifth Century (London, 1991), pp. 157–82.

106 This translation was later reiterated by Hugh of St Victor in his commentary on De coelesti
hierarchia, which would ultimately exercise significant influence upon Bonaventure. For
a discussion of Eriugena’s reduction into unity as theorised in his Periphyseon, see R. van
Nieuwenhove, An Introduction to Medieval Theology (Cambridge, 2012), pp. 64–6.

107 C. M. Cullen, Bonaventure (Oxford, 2005), pp. 29–30, 89–90.
108 This model is also encountered in the Didascalion of Hugh of St Victor, which would

ultimately influence Bonaventure’s text: R. Martello, ‘St. Bonaventure as a Disciple of
Hugh of Saint-Victor: The Influence of the Didascalicon on the Reduction of the Arts to
Theology’, Il Santo, 58 (2018), pp. 137–82.

109 Bonaventure, Itinerarium mentis in Deum, ed. and trans. Z. Hayes, Works of Saint
Bonaventure, 2 (Saint Bonaventure, NY, 2002), 2.10, pp. 74–7.

110 Bonaventure, Itinerarium mentis in Deum, 4.2, pp. 96–9; Allard, ‘La technique de la
“reductio”’, p. 412.
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music – a process that entails a reduction from the atom (the specific)
to longer spans of time (the general) – imitates in reverse the
reduction of the contemplative mind in ascent and the reduction of
all nature to God. The science of music is ‘reduced’ in descent to the
contemplative, and reductive, ascent.

In sum, three general forms of reduction manifest in Liber de
musica, each of whose meanings is interlaced with the others. The first
describes reduction as the dialectical process by which one proceeds
from the most specific to the most general. This occurs in natural
philosophy and is encountered in the Isagoge and visualised in the
subsequent trees of Porphyry. The following two definitions are
developed from the procession from the specific to the general
encountered in logical reasoning but are adapted to convey Vetulus’s
music-theoretical and theological agenda. First, Vetulus inverts the
concept of reduction as codified visually in a canonical tree of
Porphyry by representing reduction as a descent. He rethinks the
concept and applies it to music as a mathematical science and liberal
art. The numerical properties of notes are reduced (grouped in a
music-theoretical sense) from the numerically specific (the atom,
shorter time spans) to the numerically general (longer time spans).
The final form of reduction follows the trajectory of the dialectical
process of ascent, but applies this to a Platonic Christian context by
reading reduction as a return. Reduction occurs when the mind
ascends in contemplation of music and through this praises God. As a
mathematical science, music facilitates this form of reduction.111

These processes are represented in Figure 9.

CONCLU S I ON S

The threefold model of reduction set out by Vetulus represents an
epistemological as opposed to an ontological approach to music,
otherwise it could not be the case that ascent in praise of God could be
prior to the descent of causation. While music appears to mediate
between natural philosophy and theology in this model, music does
not exercise a passive role, nor is it entirely mathematical. As a
performative art and a facilitator of devotion, music participates in all
three of the components of knowledge implied in Vetulus’s model of

111 This pattern resonates with the distinction that Bonaventure draws between philosophy,
a discipline that concerns natural things, and theology, a discipline that provides a
mirror to the divine and that through this facilitates greater understanding thereof: see
Speer, ‘Metaphysica reducens’, pp. 155–9.
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reduction. Music imitates the threefold hierarchies of nature, which
in turn symbolise and imitate the Trinity, a process that results in
contemplation of the divine. The tripartite patterns of the Trinity and
angels are similarly encountered in music performance, illustrating
that the speculative and the practical are mutually constitutive, both
within the discipline of music and the wider world.

The readings set out above do not emerge through a surface-level
examination of Vetulus’s treatise. Liber de musica is ambiguous and
abstruse; Vetulus’s extensive use of symbolism and multivalent
vocabulary allow multiple shades of meaning to emerge from and
to be hidden within Liber de musica. While it would be impossible to
comprehend Vetulus’s treatise in the same way as a medieval author,
or to revive Vetulus’s own views on his work, there is value in
attempting to understand this text on its own terms.113 The
theological elements of Liber de musica, when taken seriously, reveal
a rich array of textual allusions and philosophical ideas that are in
some respects novel, and in others old fashioned. Vetulus is neither
philosophically nor music-theoretically rigorous in a present-day
sense. The musical examples in the latter part of his treatise are filled
with inconsistencies; in many respects his engagement with Platonist

Figure 9 Visual representation of the various shades of meaning of the terms
‘reduction’, ‘ascent’ and ‘descent’ in Liber de musica112

112 Vetulus does not mention theology, but this is implied. As a whole, Liber de musica reads
as a devotional text that is actualised through a remarkably intricate music-theoretical
system.

113 This position is advocated in the context of 15th-century music theory in R. C. Wegman,
‘“Musical Understanding” in the 15th Century’, Early Music, 30 (2002), pp. 47–66.
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and Aristotelian philosophy does not extend beyond the surface level.
Nonetheless, placing equal emphasis upon the musical and extra-
musical components of Liber de musica reveals that Vetulus’s priorities
lay beyond the kind of technical exactitude that is prioritised in
modern musicological literature. His treatise conversely sets out
an extraordinary and idiosyncratic epistemological model in which
a mutual, world-forming reciprocity can emerge between human
knowledge of music and philosophy.

Villa I Tatti,
The Harvard University Center for Italian Renaissance Studies
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