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Se la face ay pale and the Loud Band
of the Fifteenth Century
Kenneth Kreitner
for David Fallows at 65
Se la face ay pale, a through-composed chanson on a ballade text, written in the mid1430s,1 is Guillaume Dufay’s number one song in polite musical society today. Admittedly
its fame may depend less on its own particular merits than on its association with a mass
that would turn out to be unusually easy and enjoyable to teach five or six hundred years
later;2 but its merits are still pretty considerable, and there is some comfort in knowing
that Se la face was apparently a hit in its own time too. With twelve known sources, it
ranks behind only two among his songs, Le serviteur (sixteen sources, and now Dufay’s
again after some time as an opus dubium) and Par le regard (fifteen), and a solid length
ahead of the next competitor, Vostre bruit (eight).3 Nor was it copied only for its poetry or
symbolism or something: the music has been preserved in six distinct versions, sometimes
with text, sometimes without, showing that this piece was in common enough circulation
that musicians felt free to make it their own.4
This last point is not quite so routine as it may sound. We, the readers of this journal,
have a special interest in one particular group of fifteenth-century musicians—the loud band
of shawm and slide trumpet players, later with trombones, cornetts, and dulcians—who
are much easier to conjure up visually than to attach to a musical repertoire. We know
they improvised, and this side of their musical lives can be seen only in the shadows it has
left in the written record, which are few and somewhat ambiguous.5 And we know that
they had some sort of confrontation with the written repertoire, particularly the chanson
repertoire, but exactly how that worked—how they adapted the vocal compositions to
their own needs, restrictions, and strengths—proves much harder to document. So any
evidence of what musicians, especially instrumentalists, actually did with the music they
saw, is rare and welcome; and as it happens, I believe the transmission history of Se la face
ay pale gives us an early and significant example of precisely what we are looking for.
Two of the six versions of Se la face ay pale are keyboard intabulations in the Buxheimer
Orgelbuch, copied somewhere in the German-speaking lands, probably around 1460.6
Obviously they are better evidence of keyboard performance than of attention by the loud
band, but they do at least show that the song was well known to one class of instrumentalists
in Germany, and their level of ornamentation suggests quite a deep tradition around this
song among organists. The other four versions are outlined in Example 1, with words,
ficta, and other apparatus removed for visual clarity.
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Example 1. Dufay, Se la face ay pale, 4 versions
(words, ficta, and apparatus omitted)
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Example 1: Dufay, Se la face ay pale, 4 versions
(words, ficta, and apparatus omitted).
The top three staves are taken from Oxford 213, probably the earliest source (this
section copied in the mid-1430s) and still the gold standard, which has been used for most
modern editions, including the Opera omnia.7 If you carry a version of the song around
in your mind’s eye and ear, this is probably it, and rightly so: it is doubtless the original,
written, as I say, in the 1430s, and this form—with a few little variants of course—was
evidently the most popular in the fifteenth century as well. We know it also from Stanley
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Boorman’s bifolium (Veneto, 1430s), from the burnt-up Strasbourg C.22 (Basel? after
ca. 1435), from Vatican 1411 (Italy, 1440s, in black notation), from the Laborde and
Wolfenbüttel chansonniers (Loire valley, ca. 1465 and ca. 1467), and from Pavia 362 (Italy,
ca. 1474).8 I have only one thing to add at this point, namely that the familiar texting,
with the superius and tenor given full text, is found only in Oxford 213; in Strasbourg
it evidently had incipits only, and in all others it is texted in just the top voice, as most
chansons were in the middle and latter part of the century.9 This, then, is the “real” Se la
face ay pale.
Below it is a version that is preserved only in Escorial B, copied in Italy, possibly in
the 1450s.10 The superius and tenor of this version are trivially different from those in
Oxford 213, but the bass (as I shall call it—strictly speaking, the contratenor bassus) is
new, or somewhat new. The Escorial and Oxford basses are very different at the beginning,
but they come together in bar 3, then drift apart again in bar 6, then back together, sort
of, at bar 11, and apart at bar 13, and continuing basically apart for the rest of the piece,
but with frequent little references to the original; clearly whoever made up the new voice
knew the old one. I see three patterns: first, that the Escorial B version tends to paper over
some of the emptier cadences of the original, for example in bars 6 and 10; second, that
it is in general more ornamented and rhythmically active (see for example mm. 11–13
and 19ff—Oxford 213 doesn’t have a single semiminim [= sixteenth note as edited] in
the entire thirty bars); and third, that Escorial compacts the range of the part considera
bly. The Oxford version, as you know if you have tried to sing it, goes up to a high A and
down to a low C; the Escorial, from the same A down only to a G. This bass appears, as I
say, only in this one source, and all three voices have text incipits only —a state of affairs
unusual (though not unprecedented) in Escorial B and thereby possibly significant.11
The third version is from the Schedel Liederbuch, copied by Dr. Hartmann Schedel
in Germany in the 1450s and early 1460s.12 Here, the superius and tenor are again quite
close to the original (apart from a little ornamental orgy in mm. 2–5), but the bass is
completely new. Its tessitura, like Escorial’s, is more compact than that of Dufay’s original
bass, but is squashed down rather than up: it goes basically from middle C down to the
octave below, with one short excursion (starting in m. 11) up to an F. This version, too, is
essentially textless—the superius has an incipit and the other lines, nothing—which may
be less diagnostic since this is a German quasi-pedagogical source and just about all its
French music is presented that way,13 but I do notice one little detail: the first note in the
tenor (and the bass too for that matter) is a dotted half, not a half followed by a quarter,
and thus was not meant to be sung on the words “Se la.”14
And our bottom specimen is the last item in Trent 89, copied in the early 1460s,
probably in Trent;15 it was edited separately among the opera dubia in the collected works.16
It is in four voices, not three, and is written a fourth below all the others, with a very
unusual sharp in the key signature; I have transposed it back up in the example for ease
of comparison. It too has incipits only.
The tenor of the Trent version is, apart from the rhythm of the first note, all but
identical to that of the original. The superius looks quite different from Oxford’s at first,
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but a moment’s study shows that it is really not: for the first six bars it is a more or less
heavily ornamented version of the original, then for 7 through 10 a little less, and from 11
on the differences are trivial. The bass in Trent is derived from, not the Oxford bass, but
the Schedel bass: they start out alike, drift apart around m. 12, and come back together
four bars later. And Trent has a new alto, very active and jazzy, and especially so when
the other voices are still, as at the beginning and at the seams between phrases (m. 10).
It several times (e.g., mm. 4–6) rises above the superius, confounding our figure-ground
perception and seeming to become the melody for awhile before darting back under
cover.
David Fallows has called the new voice(s) “magnificent,”17 and many early brass
enthusiasts who have heard, for example, David Munrow’s recording from 1974 will
sympathize.18 I love this piece too, but more to the point for the present, it is actually
something extremely valuable. The Trent 89 version of Se la face ay pale is, I submit, an
unambiguous case of an artistically-conceived arrangement, in our modern sense, of a
courtly song for instrumental ensemble, played well before the composer’s death and
within the geographical mainstream. I say it is instrumental because it is not only textless
but, at least for the first few bars, unsingable on the text, and because someone has been
at pains to adjust its written pitch level very precisely indeed: transposition down to F
instead of G, with a f in the signature rather than a s, would surely have accomplished the
same purpose for singers and would have been more acceptable under the rules of musica
ficta. (More on this presently.) And I call it an arrangement because you really can feel it
pulling at your expectations and knowledge of the song. The changes of rhythm at the
beginning mean that it takes several seconds, and a pleasurable gradual dawning, before
you recognize it as Se la face at all; the ornamentation of the superius, plus the altus rising
above it every so often and sinking back down, creates a sort of alternation, in the first
half, between Dufay’s old vision and the new one (an effect that could be underlined by
the use of different instruments for these crossing voices); both of the new voices tend to
soften the phrasey homophony of the original in favor of a more seamless texture; and
the welter of broken triads at the end, impressive enough in three parts, is even more
spectacular in four.
To repeat, and perhaps to belabor the obvious: the presence of text in this piece in
Oxford 213 etc. shows that Se la face ay pale was written to be sung, but the eccentric
transposition and the untextability of the opening in the Trent 89 version are all the proof
I need to say that that particular version is an instrumental ensemble arrangement, made
during Dufay’s lifetime. And if you accept this, then it is fair to wonder about the Escorial
B and Schedel versions too. Neither one, remember, is texted in its source, which proves
nothing by itself but at least sets them further apart from the tradition of the original. Both
do register as somewhat fancier versions of the original, with more notes overall and lots
of little changes that have the look of performerly embellishments (see, for example, mm
2–6 of the superius of Schedel, or mm. 11–12 of the Escorial bass). Now I realize perfor
merly does not automatically equal instrumental: there are plenty of reasons why singers
too might want to dress a piece up a little as fashion moved forward over the years, and
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plenty of evidence that they did.19 And some of the changes can indeed be well understood
as adaptations to a newer style, for instance in m. 6, where all the later versions work to
propel the music forward rather than letting it bog down a bit at the end of a phrase. Yet
I do, in the end, believe that both of these versions also originated among instrumental
musicians, and what convinces me is their bass lines. In the case of Escorial, the bass is not
altogether new but adapts Dufay’s original in a way that deliberately narrows its range—a
more urgent concern for wind players, especially shawm players, than for singers20—and
in the bass of Schedel, not only is the range truncated, but the new part is shared with
the version in Trent that we know was instrumental.
Saying that these three versions of Se la face were made for, or by, an instrumental
ensemble is one thing; stating unequivocally that it was a loud band is another step alto
gether, and one that is currently impossible to take. Much less is known about the soft
band in Dufay’s time, and the number of variables, uncertainties, and imponderables is at
the moment staggering.21 It is a fascinating question, but need not detain us here; if our
immediate interest is in what loud bands did when confronted with a courtly chanson,
then we care what any band did with Se la face ay pale. And I believe the arrangements,
if I may call them that, of this song allow a few observations.
First, that the pitch level was negotiable. This might seem to stand to reason, but there
is a bit more to it than that. The relationship of written and performing pitch in centuries
past is a matter of perpetual debate,22 but here, in the case of the four-part version, we
are talking about an alteration of the written pitch itself, and a very strange one from
(in our terms) C major down to G major. I may not have sufficiently emphasized the
rarity of sharp key signatures in the fifteenth century; but for example, among the almost
1600 items in Trent 87–92, this is the only such signature to be found.23 So clearly there
was some practical need to violate the strong customs of notation, and it must have had
something to do with the technique of some instrument or other, or of some player’s
habits of fingering—or more neutrally, somebody’s habits of translating written music
into manipulation of an instrument. And here again we dash up to the edge of an abyss
of ignorance; it is hard enough to establish the relation of notation and instrumental be
havior for the sixteenth century, when we do have a few fingering charts and so forth to
go on,24 and all the worse here.25 But the central point remains: pitch was negotiable, and
even written pitch seems to have been worth overcoming some difficulties to negotiate.
Second, that there was a hierarchy among the voices of the original song. The tenor
seems to have been all but untouchable: the only real variant I can see is Schedel’s and
Trent’s change in the first measure from half-quarter to a dotted half, which, as I say, I
take to be simply an artifact of not singing that part on the words “Se la.” This stability
supports what we already know about the priority of the tenor in fifteenth-century
counterpoint generally; on a more immediate practical level, it may also reflect an ensemble
practice born of years of improvising around a solid long-note tenor in, for example, a
basse danse—it may have been important, or simply habitual, to preserve the tenor in
unchanging, reliable form. The superius of the song is next in line: it is never altogether
abandoned in any of these instrumental-ensemble settings, though it is freely ornamented
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in fairly elementary ways. Rhythmic figures originally built around text are simplified
(e.g. m. 5, Escorial vs. Oxford); straight eighth-note figures are swung and syncopated
(m. 9, Trent vs. Oxford); little passaggi are added in stereotyped situations (m. 5, Schedel
vs. Oxford)—nothing dramatic, the sorts of things that musicians do all the time and
that pepper the critical notes to editions of fifteenth-century music.26 Certainly none of
these ensemble versions comes anywhere near the extravagant level of ornamentation seen
in the Buxheimer intabulations.27 The contratenor bassus, as we have seen, is the most
variable of all: in Escorial it is modified quite a bit, at least in part for reasons of range; in
Schedel and Trent it is replaced wholesale. And of course in Trent that bass appears with
a new alto—an early instance of a si placet part, though not marked as such.28 One thing
we don’t see is one voice (say, the tenor) used as cantus firmus to build essentially a new
composition on, as Dufay himself does in the mass and as would become a flourishing
art form nearer the end of the century.29 Such cantus-firmus resettings are not unknown
at this time, indeed can be found in some of the same manuscripts;30 but whether Se la
face was never used that way, or whether this is just a random gap in the fossil record, I
shall not venture.
Third, that here, as just about always, it would be good to have a more precise sense
of chronology and geography. I arranged Example 1 from top to bottom in a sort of
rhetorical order—moving from Oxford 213 to Escorial B to the Schedel Liederbuch to
Trent 89 seemed like the easiest way to explain what I thought was going on—and only
later did I realize that, at least within the degrees of precision that we can assign to some
of these manuscripts, they turn out to be probably in chronological order as well. Again it
is hard to be dogmatic in view of all the confounding factors of geography and manuscript
assembly: none of these instrumental versions of Se la face is really typical of its source,
and the sources are scattered rather widely. But such evidence as there is, suggests that the
tradition of playing this song developed over time and kept up in little ways with changing
styles in the 1450s and 1460s—which on reflection is no more than we should expect.
And fourth, a familiar but still necessary caution: that it is very hard to be sure when
we are seeing polyphonic music arranged for instrumental ensemble. We all know that
textless does not automatically mean instrumental, especially in chansons copied outside
the French linguistic boundary; and as Lloyd Hibberd so elegantly showed more than
sixty years ago, there is no reliable stylistic way to distinguish vocal from instrumental
writing.31 Were it not for the unusual transposition in Trent tipping me off, I might never
have been started on this path, and it is fair then to wonder how many other specimens
of instrumental arrangements are out there unrecognized. For a little later in the fifteenth
century there are many more clues pointing to musical literacy among loud bands: if,
for starters, the 123 compositions in Casanatense 2856 were indeed copied ca. 1480 for
the pifferi of the Ferrarese court,32 then we begin to be on solid ground—not to mention
the other Italian sources of the 1480s and 1490s that Louise Litterick has suggested were
copied for instrumentalists too,33 or for that matter perhaps even the Odhecaton and the
rest of Petrucci’s alphabet series of the early 1500s.34 The various instrumental versions of
Se la face ay pale give us a rare and fugitive glimpse of what was happening in the decades
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before; and they seem to show a well-known song entering from the written tradition into
the unwritten, surging around in there pretty freely for awhile, and coming back up into
writing again in artistically different form—a process that involved literacy at both ends,
and almost certainly concealed a lot of activity that didn’t make it back out. And Fallows
is right that the result in this case is pretty magnificent.
Kenneth Kreitner is Benjamin W. Rawlins Professor of Musicology at the University of
Memphis. He is the author of Discoursing Sweet Music: Town Bands and Community
Life in Turn-of-the-Century Pennsylvania (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990), The
Church Music of Fifteenth-Century Spain (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2004), and articles in
Early Music, Early Music History, Revista de Musicología, and the Journal of the Royal
Musicological Association. He has been known to play the baritone, alto horn, cornett,
sackbut, and serpent.
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