
Neumes and Square notes (by Hervé Blanquart, April 2019) 

Neumes are the mnemonic signs that accompanied the text of our Catholic liturgy before music 
notation was invented. They became much later musical "notes" (from the "nota" of a notarii, meaning 
"shorthand"). 

I will try here to sum-up 1500 years of musical notation in two pages. The limited goal is to illustrate a 
natural order in the sacred music of our Catholic liturgy, and how we often reverse this order. 

The music does not come from notes on a page. The notes on the page came from the liturgical chant. 

This is a very Catholic idea. Unlike protestant denominations, our Church predates the writing of the 
New Testament. Similarly, our liturgical sacred music predates musical notation. 

It started with two accents, put above words. Accent "aigu" for an upward inflexion of the voice, 
accent "grave" for a downward inflexion. Other "neumes" were then built from these initial two. 

See the table below as illustration (Note: like much of the material in this post, it comes from Dom Pothier's "Melodies 
Gregoriennes"). 

 

The oral tradition of teaching the chants of the liturgy to each new generation of Catholic cantors, 
aided by this system of "neumes" on the texts thus brought the melodies from as far as the 4th 
century, for some melodies, to the 11th century. Oral transmission was necessary because the 
"neumes" were only a mnemonic system. They would show the direction towards which the singer's 
voice had to move, but not show by how much it had to move. This amplitude had to be taught orally.  

In the 11th century, lines were added to music manuscripts to help quantify the movements of the 
singer's voice. 

This, in turn modified the shape of the neumes (pictured above) to square shapes (see below), so that 
the singer could clearly see whether the note was on a line, or between the lines. 



On the picture below, you can see what these square notes, and lines, would have looked like from the 
14th century. In this particular book, we also see the neumes that were used by the singers in the 10th 
century (Manuscript of Laon in black, manuscript of St Gall in red). 

 

This “square notes” music notation, which gives precedence to the Word, and to the human voice that 
carries the Word, is the one still used in the Roman Gradual today. On the picture is the Introit for the 
4th Sunday of Lent, sung by schola around the World where the Roman Gradual is used (Example: 
Mary Star in San Pedro CA every Sunday at 5:15PM, check www.longbeachchant.com for details) 

Polyphony and instruments broke away from this notation system to adopt a "metered" way of 
measuring rhythm, no longer based on the natural flow of the singing voice, but on the sub-division of 
time in equal parts (ex: 2/4, 3/4, 4/4, 8/16..). Instruments and polyphonic choirs needed this sub-
division to stay together, with a steady “beat”. This is the music notation system that you are most 
likely seeing in the hymnals in the pews of your church. 

The neumes (or now, square notes) are still the ones used in the only two official books of songs for 
the Catholic liturgy (Graduale Romanum and Graduale Simplex) because they convey important 
meaning: 

- the precedence of the human voice over any instrument in the sacred music of the Catholic liturgy, as 
well as 

- the unity of the Church in Her liturgy, the communion of all the faithful with the angels and saints 
who are joining the music in Heaven. 


