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Editor’s Note

Francisco Lopez Capillas (1608 - 1674)
has been called the ‘first great native-
New-World composer’.t To this day the
most extensive research on Capillas
and his work has been conducted by
Lester D. Brothers, who has written
extensively on music in the Spanish
possessions of the Americas, and who
redacted an article on Capillas’ Missa
Super Scalam Aretinam from his
doctoral thesis.2

Capillas was born in Mexico City, and
admitted to the choir of Mexico City
Cathedral in 1625. By 1643 he was
assistant organist at Puebla Cathedral,
leaving in 1648. There is no trace of his
activity between this date and 1654,
when he presented a collection of his
works, amongst which was the Missa
Super Scalam Aretinam to the
authorities of Mexico City Cathedral. A
little over one month later he was
appointed choirmaster and principal
organist after the timely death of the
incumbent Fabian Ximeno. He
continued as choirmaster until his
death in 1674. His output includes no
less than eight mass and magnificat
settings, and a handful of motets can
be attributed to him.

1 Lester D. Brothers. “Francisco LOpez
Capillas, First Great Native New-World
Composer: Reflections on the Discovery of His
Will”. Inter-American Music Review 10, no. 3,
1989, 101-118. 115.

2 Lester D. Brothers. “A New-World
Hexachord Mass by Francisco Lopez Capillas”.

The Hexachord Mass

Capillas’ Missa Super Scalam
Aretinam is one of many extant
‘Hexachord Masses’ utilising the
solemnisation system described by
Guido of Arezzo (c. 991 — after 1033) as
a thematic basis; Capillas weaves
ascending and descending 6 note
scales throughout the mass, often
structured over the use of a hexachord
as a cantus firmus in one of the parts.
Such use of the hexachord was
particularly popular in the seventeenth
century, whether appearing in solfege-
based puns in secular song, mass
settings or instrumental toccatas and
fantasias supra ut-re-mi-fa-so-la.
Capillas’ setting, however, verges on
what Brothers describes as
‘obsolescence’.3 The entire mass is
composed in tempus perfectum, a
practice so outdated that it apparently
received no small amount of criticism
from the singers of Mexico City
Cathedral: in a Declaracion de la
Missa, surviving as a preface to the
Missa in the choirbook Mexico City
Cathedral VII, Capillas writes that
"Some people criticised this work and
to satisfy them, I shall put here the
authorities of great masters from
whom I learned what has been worked
out."4 As part of his defence, he also
points to six examples in the mass of
passages where mensural difficulties
were apparently insurmountable
without explanation; for each, his cites
examples from Richafort, Palestrina,

Anuario Interamericano de Investigacion
Musical, Vol. 9 (1973), pp. 5-44. Brothers’
thesis, The Hexachord Mass: 1600-1720.
University of California, 1973) focuses more
widely on the Hexachord Mass in in the
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.
3 Brothers, 1973, 18.

4 Ibid.



Loyola and Morales amongst others to
justify his usage.5

The Edition

This edition represents the first typeset
edition of the Missa Super Scalam
Aretinam, based on the copy preserved
in M. 2428 at the Madrid Biblioteca
Nacional. In imperfecting difficult
passages, we have followed Brothers’
analysis of Capillas’ Declaracion.® The
underlay contained in M. 2428 is
remarkably precise, if inconsistent,
and we have replicated it in its
entirety, with the underlay italicised in
cases where iteration marks are found
in the manuscript. Spelling largely
accords with conventional usage, but
such divergences as ‘terrae’ rather than
‘terra’ in the Gloria have been
preserved. Punctuation has been
added in accordance with modern
usage in order to improve readability,
though capitalisation of the Credo’s ‘Et
Incarnatus Est’ has been preserved.

Where the Gloria and Credo were
effectively divided into movements in
the manuscript source, we have chosen
not to split systems, and instead mark
such occasions with double barlines.
As the Osana is set in a different
prolation and as a canon, we have
chosen to separate it from the Sanctus,
and while preserving the instructions
for working out the canon noted in M.
2428, we have also chosen to write it
out in full.

No underlay or music for the ending of
the Agnus Dei, ‘dona nobis pacem’,
exists in M. 2428. This may be rectified
by repeating the Agnus Dei in full,

5 Ibid, 39. Brothers reproduces Capillas’
defence in full.

replacing iterations of ‘miserere nobis’
with ‘dona nobis pacem’.

M. 2428 is sparing in supplying
accidentals, and these we have
suggested, in accordance with the rules
of Musica Ficta, using accidentals
above the note in question. Where
accidentals are noted in M. 2428 but
appear incongruous (such as in the
Sanctus, bar 7, Altus IT) we have
bracketed them.

The nature of Capillas’ theme and his
strict adherence to preserving the
integrity of its iterations leads to
several difficult passages throughout
the mass, and as such we have applied
corrections only sparingly, and in cases
where scribal error seemed obvious.
These corrections are indicated by the
use of small noteheads.

The Missa was given its first
performance in modern times by
Musica Antica Rotherhithe at

Holy Trinity Church, Rotherhithe,
London, on 16 December 2022. This
edition was made possible by generous
support from the Cavalli Foundation,
which seeks to advance learning and
education in the field of early music.

6 Ibid, 19-21.
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