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The central focus for Stefano Mengozzi’s study of medieval music theory 

concerns the changing status of Guido of Arezzo’s solmization syllables 

from the eleventh century to the present day. 

Of the four theoretical treatises attributed to Guido (c. 995–1050), a 

Benedictine monk, the Micrologus, the Prologus in antiphonarium, the 

Regulae rithmice and the Epistola ad Michahalem, it is only in the last of 

these (and, even then, included almost in passing) that the pedagogical 

innovation responsible for Guido’s ‘quasi-saintly status’ (30) is found. 

This innovation consists of a device for sight-singing: Guido takes a 

melody composed for the Hymn to Saint John the Baptist in which each 

of the six lines begins one step higher than the previous one, extending 

upwards from C to A. By isolating each respective the first syllable of 

each line: 

 

Ut queant laxis 

Resonare fibris 

Mira gestorum 

Famuli tuorum 

Solve pollute 

Labii reatum 

 

and by associating ut, re, mi, fa, sol, la with their pitches in the hymn 

tune, singers learned to identify the six pitches contained within the 

interval (later called a hexachord) between C and A. The word solmization 

by which this innovation became known is derived from two of the 

syllables, sol and mi. 
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The clarity and scope of Mengozzi’s discourse and his colourful 

turns of phrase (some of which are quoted in this review) will ensure that 

the readership of this valuable study will extend beyond the confines of 

medieval music scholarship. Throughout the monograph, the reader is 

reminded that Guido never intended the use of these solmization 

syllables as anything more than a pedagogical tool to be used in the 

earliest stages of the musical training of choristers. Instead, Guido’s 

major contributions to music theory that were acknowledged in the 

Middle Ages are concerned with the expansion of the gamut, the division 

of the monochord and the invention of the staff. Nonetheless, half a 

century after their appearance, the use of Guido’s mnemonic device as 

an aid to learning plainsong melodies had spread across Europe ‘like 

wildfire’ (44). 

It was not until the second half of the thirteenth century that 

university-trained music theorists addressed the question of solmization 

syllables and transformed and enlarged Guido’s guidelines. Johannes de 

Garlandia (c. 1270–1320) raised the major sixth C–A to the status of a 

‘diatonic yardstick’ (12) while Amerus, in his Practica artis musicae  

(1271) showed the complexity of late thirteenth-century music theory 

with a ‘painstaking laundry-list’ (93) of letters and syllables that would 

have made Guido ‘turn in his grave’. (93) In the course of the fourteenth 

and fifteenth centuries, theorists began incorrectly to conceive the six 

syllables as a fundamental structure in which they were portrayed as 

musical agents in their own right. Then, what began as ‘the initial 

fluttering of the butterfly’ […] led ‘to a powerful hurricane in a different 

place and time’ (61). 

Mengozzi set out to write his monograph in order to establish if 

‘there was ever a time when the hexachord [C–A] served as a true 

diatonic set’ (111) in western music, in practice if not in theory. In the 

course of his search for answers to this question, he studies changes in 
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the rhetoric of the treatises that dealt with Guido’s solmization syllables 

and, using these as a thread, sheds new light on Medieval and 

Renaissance music theory. He explores original sources from different 

perspectives and conducts a thoughtful and thorough examination of 

secondary literature from the nineteenth century to the present day. 

Mengozzi’s command of a wide range of primary documentary sources 

underpins many of his findings: witness his identification of theoretical 

treatises dating from 1050–1200 that contain the Guidonian Hand and in 

which the solmization syllables are either present or absent. He shows 

that in these the presence of the ut–la syllables was very unusual at the 

time. Instead, the seven letters A–G were used. The author also cautions 

that the syllables were often ‘retrofitted’( p. 61) to these treatises in later 

years. 

Perhaps the most impressive aspect of this monograph is found in 

its author’s examination of Franchino Gafori’s Practica musicae (1496; ) 

in Chapter Seven. He shows that Gafori’s new structural view of 

Guidonian theory, drawn up in the wake of treatises by Bartolomeo 

Ramos de Pareja, Johannes Gallicus, Nicolaus Burtios, among others,, is 

embedded in the emerging classicizing humanist movement and 

influenced by politics, patronage and the arrival of the printing press that 

conferred new powers on authors of the written word. By comparing the 

1492 version of Gafori’s treatise with the final edition of 1496, Mengozzi 

is able to trace the development of Gafori’s thought processes and he 

concludes that the final version constitutes ‘a radical departure from 

previous treatments of this topic’ (186). 

In contextualising Gafori’s writings, Mengozzi shows the 

importance of comparing re-editions of his treatise. He shows that the 

theorist was careful to ingratiate himself with his powerful patron, 

Ludovico III Gonzaga, Marquis of Mantua, by affirming music as an 

effective means of achieving political consensus; he explains that Gafori, 
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ever anxious to please, even published his Tractato vulagre di canto 

figurato (1492) under the name of one of his students. Francesco Caza, 

and only claimed its authorship in the revised and renamed edition 

Theorica musicae, when assured of its acceptance and approval among 

his Milanese readership. (222) Another instance of the importance of 

comparing re-editions of a treatise is found in Mengozzi’s examination of 

the relevance of hexachord theory in Gioseffo Zarlino’s treatises. In 

Chapter Eight he shows how Zarlino initially listed the modes beginning 

on D but subsequently, with reference to Guido’s hexachord, revised the 

listing to begin on C. Even though Zarlino admits the cosmetic nature of 

this revision, Mengozzi uncovers textual variants between the 1573 and 

1589 versions of his Dimostrationi harmoniche that confirm Zarlino’s 

continuing interest in hexachordal theory. 

Throughout his monograph, Mengozzi assesses the contributions 

of modern scholars (such as Gaston Allaire, Margaret Bent, Richard 

Crocker, Ross Duffin, James Haar, Barbara Haggh, Christopher Page, 

Claude Palisca, Jeremy Yudkin). He presents their arguments clearly and 

concisely before proposing a new slant in the light of his own findings, in 

an effort to broaden our understanding of the complex issues involved.  

This multifaceted study represents a significant step towards the 

resolution of the issue of the functional relationship between the letters 

A–G and Guido’s six solmization syllables ut–la. The new perspectives 

Mengozzi offers on both previously and newly examined sources open up 

avenues of research and elucidation that will inspire the next generation 

of medieval scholars to continue this fascinating work. 
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