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The Formation of Early Mass Pairs

ENDO Kinuho

Surviving manuscripts from the early fifteenth century contain many ‘irregular’ mass pairs
and mass cycles in which no musical links exist between the movements. These pieces have
received little attention in previous studies, even though they are copied as pairs or cycles in
the sources. This article attempts to re-evaluate the historical significance of this repertory
within the development of the polyphonic mass.

An examination of a composite mass cycle by Antonio Zacara da Teramo (Gloria and
Credo) and Guillaume Dufay (Kyrie, Sanctus, and Agnus) in the manuscript Bologna, Civico
Museo Bibliografico Musicale, Ms. Q15 (olim 37) suggests three hypotheses to account for the
groupings. First, early fifteenth-century mass cycles often consist of an ‘irregular’ Gloria-
Credo pair and a musically unified Sanctus-Agnus pair; this practice may have derived from
plainchant traditions. Second, a new trend, involving the creation of musical links between
the Gloria and the Credo occurred around the same time, beginning with general structural
similarities between the movements, then gradually incorporating the technique of unification
by common musical material. Third, alongside those mass pairs and cycles conceived as such
by their composers, a significant part of the early polyphonic mass repertory consists of pairs
and cycles that were assembled by singers and scribes.

Manuscripts from the early fifteenth century show the simultaneous existence of a variety of
approaches for forming mass pairs and cycles. When the repertory is viewed from this
perspective, the early fifteenth century becomes a significant turning-point in the development

of the polyphonic mass.
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