
M o n t a g e

Thomas Forrest Kelly, 
Capturing Music: The 
Story of Notation (W.W. 
Norton, $45)

An ornate initial capital for Psalm 96 
(Cantate Domino canticum novum) shows 
three singers singing a “new song,” 
probably a polyphonic motet.
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Music, Noted
The recording of songs and sounds past

by anna zayaruznaya

 “B
ut we don’t  have recordings from 
back then, do we?” We all have our 
own version of the stupidest ques-
tion people might ask when they 

find out what we do. That one is mine. I 
study music in the fourteenth century; they 
didn’t have electricity, they didn’t have wax 
cylinders or records, there was no magne-
tized wire around, so—no. Biting back 
(usually) some sarcastic comment about 
the first generation iPod, I do my best to 
look empathetic and explain that we do not 
have audio recordings from back then. But 
what we do have is notated music, from the 
ninth century onward. At this point, some 

of my collocutors’ 
eyes glaze over be-
cause musical nota-
tion has an aura of 
arcana for the un-

initiated, and the ninth century doubly so; 
others will look encouraged and ask wheth-
er it looks like today’s notation. Now we’re 
in business.

Thomas Forrest Kelly’s new book, Cap-
turing Music: The Story of Notation, deftly cov-
ers three-quarters of a millennium to tell 
the story of how musical notation devel-
oped in the West. The earliest marks rep-
resenting music will hardly look like no-
tation in the sense in which we are used to 
seeing it—they look more like squiggles 
or punctuation marks (upper image, page 
79). The most recent of Kelly’s examples, 
from the early fifteenth century, contains 
all of the main ingredients for modern 
notation (lower image, page 79). How 
scribes, composers, and singers got from 
the former to the latter is the question 
Kelly, who is Knafel professor of music 

[and a director of Harvard Magazine Inc.] 
sets out to answer in about 200 lively and 
engaging pages.

Western musical notation was devel-
oped for music with words—text-less 
instrumental music was not written 
down until the fourteenth century, and 
even then, very rarely. Kelly shows how 
the words themselves initially acted as 
a kind of music notation, because text 
gives some performers enough informa-
tion to call a song to mind: “That boy took 
my love away.” Of course, this works only 
if you know the original Beatles song: 
when words were joined by “neumes” 
(the squiggles mentioned above), nota-
tion served to aid memory, not to replace 
it. This meant that the task of learning 
new songs involved transmission from one 
singer to another.

Over the course of the Middle Ages, the 
notation of pitch became more precise, 
eventually conveying enough information 
that singers not familiar with the reperto-
ry at hand could learn it. Sticking with our 
anachronistic example, here’s the story in 
synopsis: 

It is tempting to fit such stories into a 
narrative of progress: medieval monks 
had no notation, then they started devel-
oping it, and eventually it morphed into 
the streamlined and powerful system we 
have today. (For an example of this kind 
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Calling All 
Harvard 
Authors!

DEADLINE: JANUARY 14, 
2015 to showcase your book 
in Harvard Magazine and 
reach 245,000 Harvard 
alumni, faculty, and staff. 

The March-April 2015 
Harvard Magazine will 
feature the Harvard Authors’ 
Bookshelf—Spring Reading 
List, a special advertising 
section for authors (adjacent to 
Montage coverage of books and 
the arts). Your ad includes: a 
full-color book jacket photo and 
7 lines of text—and will appear 
in both the print and online 
editions of Harvard Magazine. 
For more information about 
pricing and ad specifications, 
go to harvardmagazine.com/
hauthors, contact Gretchen 
Bostrom at 617-496-6686 or 
e-mail classifieds@harvard.edu.

of simplistic, teleological argument about 
an important concept in music, see Stu-
art Isacoff’s Temperament: How Music Became 
a Battleground for the Great Minds of Western 
Civilization.) But no real historian would 
make such a claim, and Kelly is as real as 
they get. He is careful to point out not only 
what is gained, but what is lost as nota-
tional systems change. This is especially 
true in his discussion of Guido of Arezzo, 
the twelfth-century monk who changed 
the course of notation by placing neumes 
onto the grid we now call a staff. Although 
Guido himself was far from modest about 
his achievements, Kelly reminds us that 
his foregrounding of pitch effectively pre-
cluded the notation of such nuances as 
articulation, pacing, and timbre—nuances 
whose absence from later chant notation 
has led to “the mindless plodding we are 
sometimes subjected to in modern per-
formances of Gregorian chant.” The songs 
that tenth-century monks sang contained 
many subtleties that Guido’s notation 
gradually left behind. 

From a contemporary perspective, this 
plodding comes about because chant no-
tation does not give information about 
rhythm, leading some modern perform-
ers to give equal time to each note. Other 
performers do not—as long as there is 
only one melodic line, much flexibility 
remains. But notating rhythm becomes 
crucial once the chant is joined by a newly 
composed voice—and it is with polypho-
ny, and with the development of rhythmic 
notation, that the second part of Kelly’s 

book concerns itself. During the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries, music 
notation gained in complexity and preci-
sion: from merely notating patterns of al-
ternating long and short notes (like iambs 
or trochees in poetry) to having the ability 
to render pretty much any rhythmic pat-
tern one could think of (and a few that are 
hard to imagine). For interested readers, 
Kelly explains how, exactly, these innova-
tions work, but he also highlights the cul-
tural and conceptual shifts that underlie 
them—shifts in performance ensemble, in 
the way time was per-
ceived, in how books 
functioned in society.

Along the way we 
learn quite a lot about 
the music in question. 
Kelly gives an engaging 
account of the major 
developments in musical genres and styles 
through the early fifteenth century: from 
the “swirling” sound of thirteenth-centu-
ry organum (a slowed-down plainchant 
melody with ornate new voices added on 
top), resembling “an enormous mosaic of 
light,” through the “highly structured” and 
“theoretically complex” motets of Philippe 
de Vitry, to the “sprightly, lively and sur-
prising” rhythmic effects of later Italian 
repertories. This is no small feat, and it 
represents the most successful attempt to 
date at telling a broad history of medieval 
music in a publication primarily directed 
neither at specialists nor students. No 
interested reader will feel left behind by 

Kelly’s engagingly written and 
carefully laid-out narrative.

Beyond its informative and 
lively prose, Capturing Music is a 
sensory feast. The book is lav-
ishly printed in full color and 
playfully designed, using ele-
ments borrowed from medieval 
illuminated manuscripts. There 
are colorful borders here, and 
illuminated miniatures; leaves 
curl around the page numbers 
in the margins. And the wealth 
of color images of music nota-
tion memorably illustrates the 
developments that Kelly’s text 
describes.

Visit www.
harvardmagazine.com/
extras to view a video 
of Kelly performing 
several songs from  
his book.

The upper image shows neumes 
from the ninth or tenth century;
the lower image displays early 
fifteenth-century notation in the 
so-called ars subtilior style.
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Forward, March
Post-9/11 veterans find new ways to serve at home. 

by nell porter brown

The day after leaving the U.S. 
Army, Spencer Kympton, M.B.A. 
’04, packed up a U-Haul truck 
and drove from Georgia to Cam-

bridge. The West Point valedictorian, who 
grew up in a military family, had spent eight 

years as an aviation officer on tours in Korea, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Central and South 
America. Yet he felt barely any sense of loss 
or disconnection in moving on. “I went right 
into a new intensely team-based setting at 
Harvard Business School,” he explains, “with 

defined missions and a new, shared identity 
with peers that immediately replaced the ex-
perience of being in the military.”

Twelve years later, Kympton is presi-
dent of The Mission Continues (TMC), 
a nonprofit organization that provides 
a similar context for post-9/11 veterans 
struggling to find a foothold in civilian life. 
“Many of this generation have deployed 
four or five times and often with the same 
men and women,” he notes. When they 
come home, those bonds are often severed, 
along with “the only real identity that per-
son has had, many from the age of 17. Layer 
on to that, they may be dealing with war 
wounds, the invisible scars of war, trying 
to reconnect with relationships at home, 
the need to find a job—and right there 
you’ve got monumental challenges for 
them to overcome.”

The Mission Continues puts these vet-
erans to work in volunteer “platoons” with 
“squad leaders” to tackle wide-ranging 
civic projects: mentoring children and 
refurbishing schools in Boston; tracking 
down homeless veterans in Phoenix who 
may want help; and building sustainable 
agricultural networks that supply fresher 
food to families in Washington, D.C. In 
The Bronx, a new platoon is partnered 
with DreamYard, which pairs arts educa-
tion with community projects. “These are 
long-term revitalization efforts in some of 
the most disadvantaged areas in New York 
City,” says Kympton, who lives in Brooklyn 
with his wife and young son. “The veterans 
provide all the blocking and tackling.”

Then there’s the music. An audio CD 
accompanying the book contains 16 
tracks newly recorded for this project by 
the Boston-based vocal ensemble Blue 
Heron, directed by Scott Metcalfe. These 
renditions bring to life the sounds Kelly’s 
prose evokes. The beautiful tracks ham-
mer home a point Kelly makes repeatedly: 
were it not for notation, this centuries-old 
music would never have reached us. Lis-
tening to the sparkling and energetic ren-
ditions on the CD, we are glad that it did. 
What’s at stake, after all, is not just tech-
nicalities about where stems do or don’t 
go, but music—beautiful, challenging, 
ethereal or earthy, sacred and profane, de-

serving of our attention and admiration, 
and benefitting from repeated listening.

I have no doubt that Capturing Sound will 
make my life easier. As the first nontechni-
cal book on the history of music notation, 
it fills a much-needed gap and will serve to 
educate general readers about the kinds of 
work music historians do. I expect fewer 
iterations of my least-favorite question 
from now on. But Kelly’s book will also 
change the valence of another question 
I often hear: “What can I read to give me 
an introduction to this stuff you study, 
something intended for an interested lay 
reader?” In the past I had no good answer. 
Forget notation—I could not think of a 

book covering any broad aspect of me-
dieval music that was neither a textbook 
nor a publication aimed at specialists. But 
from now on I shall be able to reply con-
fidently—knowing that I am recommend-
ing something as engaging as it is wise, as 
informative as it is fun—“Go read Thomas 
Forrest Kelly’s new book.” 

Musicologist Anna Zayaruznaya, Ph.D. ’10, RF ’14, 
is an assistant professor in the department of music 
at Yale. Thomas Forrest Kelly served as a mem-
ber of her doctoral committee. Her first book, The 
Monstrous New Art: Divided Forms in 
the Late Medieval Motet, will be published by 
Cambridge University Press this winter. 

Spencer Kympton talks to veterans about 
the importance of legacy, and aims to 
“restore a sense of purpose” in their lives.
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