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The English word 'gossip' has no exact equivalent in French.
  Among the many words employed to express related concepts, the most often used - both in the Renaissance and today - is bruit.  But if  'gossip' always has a pejorative sense, bruit encompasses a much broader range of meanings. Referring to speech, bruit could signify a category of information or news, potentially highly useful even if lacking strong corroboration. It could stand for to the spread of renown or reputation, especially in connection with feats of arms, and as such could be eagerly sought, especially by members of the military nobility.  Bruit embraced both these largely positive meanings as well as others closer to the notion of gossip in English, relating for example to trivial chatter or malicious talk.  And if 'gossip' is always understood to have a semantic content, even if silly or pernicious, bruit, in its most basic sense of 'sound', can cover meaningless noises and inarticulate cries or exclamations as well as different kinds of licit or illicit speech.  The interpretation of bruit involved perceptions of value, ranging from the high price placed on news, intelligence, or renown to the insignificance of babble; and the attribution of different values to various forms of verbal and non-verbal sound in any particular context was intimately bound to social concepts such as status and gender.


Of all the forms of speech embraced by the word bruit, gossip was among the most powerful.  Recent anthropological studies have tended to abandon functionalist explanations, which framed gossip as a mode of maintaining consensus and social order, in favour of more process-oriented approaches that emphasise the multiplicity of gossip's motivations, uses and effects. Gossip and rumour can act as a mode of attacking individuals and subverting authority, serving as potent weapons in situations of conflict.  As Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern summarise, gossip often circulates in 'highly charged and oppositional ideological context[s] . . . based on ideas of exclusion or inclusion' that may be drawn along ethnic, class or gender lines.
  The potential for damage and the contested nature of the terrain contributes to the extreme interest in many societies in keeping up with gossip and in evaluating its reliability. Gossip exists in potentially disruptive relations to hierarchies of power, and is highly resistant to systems of control.  Whether true or false, beneficial (as in renown) or destructive (as in slander) it can spread like wildfire, particularly in densely populated environments.  The expression un bruit court que . . captures this sense of rapid and irrepressible flow.
 


Music or song frequently appear as antonyms to bruit in early modern discourse, their ordered disposition of text and sound standing in contrast to more diffuse or chaotic types of talk and noise.  Yet song was integral to the dissemination of some forms of gossip, and music provided rich possibilities for the representation of different categories of bruit.  In this study, I explore how sixteenth-century actors used music to articulate and comment upon the content and import of bruit, asking how early modern musical discourses engaged with the disruptive power of excessive speech.


Song was an essential component in the spread of gossip at one remove from the raw material represented by spoken word of mouth, through a thriving ballad culture.  Many of these were published without musical notation, as single sheets, in pamphlets or in larger collections such as those produced by Olivier Arnoullet and Benoist Rigaud in Lyon and Nicolas Bonfons in Paris.
  In musical terms these are contrafacta, in which new words are fitted to existing melodies; the label 'sur le chant de' or 'se chante sur la chanson de' tells the reader which tune to use.  This type of song has been a rich topic for scholarship in both history and musicology, particularly in English but also in studies of French, Italian and German contexts.
  Ballad and broadside prints disseminated songs on topical subjects, but they also gesture towards the larger oral culture in which a well-known tune could serve as powerful instrument for spreading information and ideas. Songs not only distributed news, but were also opinion-forming and identity building; in times of political and religious strife, they could be considered inflammatory or seditious, and they were subject to varying attempts at official repression throughout the period.
  This aspect of the ballad corpus has been of particular interest to historians attempting to reconstruct popular attitudes to major contemporary issues, and thus the songs that have received most scholarly attention have been those dealing with political and military events, religious change and controversy, or crime and punishment.


In the printed chansonniers that gather this repertory, such songs mingle with others that treat more intimate stories and anecdotes.  For example, La fleur de plusieurs belles chansons nouvelles (1542) includes both a long series of ballads on political events - battles, treaties, deaths of monarchs - and songs such as 'Sortez de la teniere', a vicious attack on a cuckolded husband.
  Later collections such as Rigaud's La fleur des chansons nouvelles (1580) continue to mix songs on matters of general concern, such as the siege of La Charité, with ditties about individual personal lives.  These humourous, often salacious songs have been largely overlooked in French studies, though the equivalent repertory in English has been more extensively explored.  Records of the Star Chamber dealing with accusations of libel, for example, provide ample evidence of how mocking songs were used to attack individuals from all levels of society and of both genders; singing ribald songs about someone was described in the same terms as other attacks on personal honour, such as attaching cuckold's horns to a gate or publishing a false speech or love letter. As Adam Fox observes,
All such things might detract from the name and reputation of a person and materially affect the 'credit' upon which so much of his or her ability to function within a community was based.  Many libels alleged sexual misdemeanour or at least employed sexual imagery and innuendo, for regardless of circumstance this was the most ready and potent means to mock.

In French printed song collections, some bawdy ballads seem generic in content, exploring established narrative tropes rather than conveying gossip about a particular individual. For example, several songs in Rigaud's La fleur fit into the well-worn mould of the mal-mariée, in which a young and sexually voracious woman complains of the failings of an old, impotent spouse.
 Such a song could in theory have been created or used to spread gossip about someone, but the text itself provides no indication of ties to a specific individual or situation. Other songs, however, supply enough unusual detail to indicate that were generated in the context of a real event: for example, another song in Rigaud's La fleur about an 'ingénieux' who is outwitted and embarrassed by a woman he had himself planned to trick.
  Some texts identify the author in the final strophe, although seldom providing anything as specific or compromising as a name (understandably, in light of the potential for retaliation from the injured subject of a mocking ballad). One song in Rigaud's La fleur is titled 'New song about a newly married fellow, who still hadn't managed to enjoy his wife by the third night' and begins 'A witless fellow in the village' before ridiculing the sexual ineptitude of the subject.  The final strophe claims that the one who created the song was 'A good lad of the village, who made this song for fun, to dance in the holidays'.
  Such gestures again suggest a particular context for the creation of the text, and if the purchasers of printed song collections did not always know who they were about, in the immediate context of the songs' composition and circulation people would have known or been able to guess the identities of the subjects with little effort.


As a stylised form of ridicule or condemnation, songs had a complex relationship to the dissemination of scandalous stories in speech, and represent particularly tangled interactions of oral and literate, popular and elite practices.  Ballads could be produced by non-professional or even illiterate versifiers, both male and female, who then hired or persuaded others to write down and publish their work.
 But slanderous songs were also produced by literate elites, and were just as likely to circulate at court and among the urban artisan, merchant and professional classes as in rural villages or among labourers.
  Even when conceived and circulated in entirely oral contexts, the songs themselves demonstrated deep connections to literate culture through the adoption of the structures and language of existing poetic texts.  The pre-existing melodies to which contrafacta were composed dictated formal elements such as line length, rhyme scheme and stanza structure; in some cases scraps of text were borrowed from the model, or the entire model text could be parodied in some way. And many of the melodies employed to transmit humourous or political songs seem initially to have been associated with high-register poetry and the written musical tradition.  For example, chansons setting amorous verses by court poets such as Pierre de Ronsard, Philippe Desportes and Jean de Baïf were published in Nicolas de La Grotte's Chansons de P. de Ronsard (1569) - a polyphonic collection by a leading court musician, produced by the royal printers - and also appeared, both with their original poems and as tunes for new texts on a variety of topics, in Rigaud's collections.
  Within La Grotte's book itself, there is musical overlap between humourous sexual doggerel and high-flown literary verse.  The song Quand le gril chante is a gossipy narration of the sexual antics of a higher-status mistress and her male servant, and like other songs in La Grotte's volume was published without music in one of Rigaud's collections.
 The story is similar to many other texts in Rigaud's book that have no polyphonic concordances: the poem employs familiar language and uses the refrain structure common to popular songs, inserting nonsense syllables to suggest the physical actions of the amorous pair.  In La Grotte's book, it appears as a four-part homophonic setting in the style of the voix de ville, that is, as a straightforward harmonisation of a catchy melody that might have had popular origins.  But the simple music with which it appears in La Grotte's setting does not necessarily result from 'matching' musical register to text: the same melody, chord patterns and lively barzelletta rhythm were used to set Baïf's love-plaint Or voy-je bien qu'il faut vivre en servage in the same volume, pointing up the difficulty of associating music of this type with 'popular' origins or non-literate culture.  


The fluidity with which the same tunes could be used for quite different texts might suggest that songs acted only as structural models for new verse, rather than having any role in mediating textual content.  However, work by a number of scholars on contrafacta in different languages across the European tradition has convincingly shown that in many cases particular melodies carried strong associations with a previous text or body of texts, so that the choice of tune for a new song could provide intertextual links and strong affective colouring for those aware of the tradition. Kate van Orden shows that the tune associated with Dames d'honneur, je vous prie à mains jointes was used extensively for two types of related texts: laments in the voices of unfortunate women, often queens and nobles, and complaintes of common people living in difficult circumstances, especially in besieged towns.  The association with elite feminine mourning was a mode of conferring dignity on the suffering subjects of the political complaintes.
 Adam Fox points out that in England, the well-known Fortune my Foe was regularly used for execution ballads, and the equally ubiquitous Tom of Bedlam was used for mocking libels, where the association with the 'mad Tom' of the original song helped to underline the witlessness of the target.
 And melodies not only facilitated connections between one text and another; as Una McIlvenna observes in a forthcoming article on execution ballads, the choice of melody also provided a means of mediating the reception of the text through basic musical aspects such as rhythm and mode, which could convey elements of affect whether or not listeners knew the words previously associated with the tune.
 

The construction of contrafacta - casting gossip or news in standard French, versifying and moulding it into the poetic forms preserved in the structure of the model tune, and choosing tunes for their textual associations and musical affect - as well as the active trade in printing and publishing such songs could be read as modes of removing gossip into the literary, stylising and distancing it from the oral practices of excessive speech.  However, songs existed principally for performance, rather than for reading; the lyrical tools of versification and melody acted as interpretive and mnemonic aids for further oral dissemination, and printing both provided scripts for future performances and widened the potential pool of performers and audiences.

The effect was to stimulate the spread of gossip rather than rationalising or containing it. Music became bruit: the tunes that articulated the texts became part of the gossip and recirculated it in sonorous forms likely to heighten and extend its power. 


If the simple melodies used for contrafacta could serve as a potent tool to circulate gossip within a community, the world of the polyphonic chanson offers more complex perspectives. Amid the many programmatic and narrative songs that characterize the repertory, a significant subset deals with images of gossip. Some pieces offer juicy stories told by the narrative voice as if sharing gossip with listeners; others stage episodes of overhearing, where listeners are imagined as eavesdropping on the gossipers.  These pieces often share salient features, including subject matter, the gender and social class of the gossipers, and the prominent use of nonsense syllables, which act as non-semantic carriers of sonorous imagery and function to represent animal noises as well as inarticulate cries and exclamations. In contrast to the relatively simple musical tools employed by the makers of contrafacta, composers of polyphonic gossip songs deployed a rich arsenal of musical and contrapuntal techniques to comment on the nature of gossip as sound and as sense; their music worked not only to animate scandalous stories, but also to represent the process of how gossip spread and what it meant as a form of speech.


In Pierre Certon's La la la je ne l'ose dire, the narrator is in possession of a piece of gossip that is related directly to listeners who implicitly become partners in the exchange.
  In both language and topic, the text is similar to those found in the ballad tradition, telling a story about a cuckolded neighbour.  The gossip is framed by a refrain that explicitly addresses both the illicit nature of this kind of speech as well as the frisson of sharing it, by first refusing to tell the story and then giving in ('I don't dare tell you . .  .oh, OK, I will'):

La, la, la je ne l'ose dire

La, la, la je le vous diray.

Il est un homme en no' ville

Qui de sa femme est jaloux.

Il n'est pas jaloux sans cause

Mais il est cocu de tout.

Et la la la, . . . 

Il n'est pas jaloux sans cause

Mais il est cocu de tout.  

Il aprête et si la mène

Au marché s'en va à tout.

Et la, la, la . . . 

[La, la, la, I dare not tell you/ La, la, la, I'll tell you after all.// There's a man in our town/ who is jealous of his wife./ He's not jealous without reason/ but is a complete cuckold. // And la, la, la . . . . // He's not jealous without reason/ but is a complete cuckold./ He readies himself but if he takes her/ to market she goes off with anyone.// And la, la, la . . . ]

The refrain structure, including the use of nonsense syllables, is a typical feature of the rusticising narrative poems set to music in any number of printed chanson collections of the period, which regularly deal with similar stories though without explicitly framing them as gossip.  Another characteristic feature is the interlocking verse of the quatrains, the second of which begins with a repetition of the final two lines of the first before going on to new material.  Like the form, the familiar language and vocabulary locates the text in a popular register, though here the setting seems to be urban ('il est un homme dans no' ville') rather than the mock-peasant rural settings often evoked in such songs. 


Certon's setting ingeniously represents the tease implied by the narrator's alternate denial and release of information: by cutting up the verb oser and repeating its first syllable before finally letting loose the word dire, he mimics the kind of feigned reluctance to speak that is aimed at sparking a listener's curiosity (example 1).  The refrain structure contributes to the effect by interrupting the story itself, and the internal repetition between the quatrains further draws things out, animating and dramatising the exchange between someone in the know about a scandalous story and a listener avid to find out the details. That is, the piece not only conveys the gossip, but provides a theatrical representation of the way scandal spreads by word of mouth.

[Music example 1 about here]

For the largely elite and literate consumers of the polyphonic chanson, Certon's piece  occupied a paradoxical position. The kind of gossip represented is an attack on the reputation of the cuckold, who is unable to control his wife according to the demands of normative masculinity.  This is the type of story that in an honour culture like that of early modern France could be deeply damaging in a range of situations of power (involving social interactions such as business dealings, feudal relations, or master-apprentice pairs, for example). The text suggests that the gossiper is from a lower class, but in performance the status of both speaker and listeners could be blurred.  The gender of the narrative voice in La la la je ne l'ose dire is unclear, and the gossiper here could easily be read as masculine, especially if the performers were male (as would usually be the case for such pieces; see below).  And the audience directly addressed by this song plays a role in the mise en scène as participants in the gossip, sharing the delight of the narrator in spreading scandal.  The positive engagement with harmful talk implied by the performance of La la la je ne l'ose dire is in contradiction to images of rectitude promulgated in a variety of Renaissance religious and moral texts aimed at elite male readers, which condemned gossip and slander amid other forms of illicit speech. Like the work of Brantôme - who self-righteously denounced scandal-mongering while avidly collecting and transmitting ribald tales about his fellow courtiers - Certon's piece suggests the irresistible nature of gossip's appeal throughout the social spectrum.


Other polyphonic chansons place both narrative voice and listeners in more distanced positions, presenting gossip as overheard or observed, with others - usually women of lower social groups - as the actors in the exchange. If gossip itself represents the subversion of the ideals of forms of speech such as polite conversation, we might see these scenes as rewritings of one of the standard episodes of prose and verse romance, in which a male character eavesdrops on a woman who reveals her feelings in a conversation with a female servant or confidante, unaware she is being overheard.  The image of privileged access to a private, often eroticized feminine sphere, played in romance as a way of gaining access to female characters' motivations and desires, is staged in gossip songs in a ribald, joking and often sexually explicit fashion. As Christina Fuhrmann has observed, there are connections between such depictions of overheard speech and other literary scenes of voyeurism, in contexts as diverse as the Actaeon myth, the Biblical story of David and Bathsheba, and texts of Renaissance erotica.


One revealing chanson that treats 'overhearing' gossip is Pierre Passereau's Il est bel et bon, which purports to describe the talk of two peasant women who are chatting about their husbands. 
  Like La la la je ne l'ose dire, this piece uses a refrain, though the rest of the text is much less regularly constructed than that of Certon's chanson.  It opens with the refrain, representing the women's talk, then continues in the first couplet of the main text by introducing a narrative voice that briefly sets the scene.  After a repetition of the refrain, the main text then carries on with the women's gossip, with one interlocutor providing further details about her husband: 

Il est bel et bon, commère
Il est bel et bon, mon mari
 
Il était deux femmes toutes d'un pays
Disans l'une à l'autre: avez bon mari.
Il est bel et bon . . . 
 
Il ne me courousse, ne me bat aussi
Il fait le ménage, il donne aux poulailles
Et je prend mes plaisirs
Commère c'est pour rire
Quand les poulailles crient
Petite coquette, co co co co dac
Il est bel et bon . . . 
[He is handsome and good, gossip,/ my husband is handsome and good./ There were two women from the same region/ asking one another: do you have a good husband?/ /He is handsome and good . . . // He never gets angry at me or beats me/ he does the housework, he feeds the chickens/ and I take my leisure./ Gossip, it's so funny/ when the chickens cluck, little coquette, co co co co dac.// He is handsome and good . . . ] 

Although there is no implication that the man is a cuckold, his reputation is otherwise denigrated: he is the one who does the housework, while his wife takes her leisure.  At the same time that it presents this potentially challenging image, however, the song neutralizes the women's words by comparing them to the sound of chickens. The refrain includes multiple iterations in all voices of the word 'bon' on repeated notes, detaching the word from the surrounding semantic context and turning it into a sound that suggests the action of pecking (Ex 2).  

[Example 2 around here]

The implication of equivalence between pecking or clucking hens and the women speaking is reinforced when the song arrives at the description of the husband feeding the chickens.  Here the bass and contratenor voices emit the nonsense syllables 'co co dac' on repeated notes and alternating fourths in an onomatopoeic imitation of the cackling of the chickens.  At the same time as these noises of the basse cour, the superius and tenor repeat the words 'petite coquette'  (example 3). 

[Example 3 around here]

But it is unclear who is being described as a petite coquette:  is it the wife describing the chickens, or the husband, addressing the hens?  Or is it the voice of the narrator describing the woman as a coquette, that is, a little cock in the feminine, who is saucily trying to rule the roost?

Passereau's chanson presents the words of peasant women as bruit in several different senses - not just as gossip, but as verbal nonsense of no importance, cackling sounds like those made by chickens.  While evoking or suggesting the power of gossip to disrupt social hierarchies (through for example attacking masculine honour), at the same time it works to control or diminish that power by portraying gossip as bruit in the sense of mere noise, potentially subhuman and in any case not worth taking any more seriously than animal sounds. In this representation of lower class and female speech, Passereau's work aligns with wider trends.  Building on Fox's work on early modern English speech communities, Bruce R. Smith has made broader claims for the role of social hierarchy as a factor in the interpretation of early modern sound. Smith observes that educated listeners increasingly associated non-verbal sounds with low social status, remarking that,  'The whoops and hollers of countryfolk and lower-class craftsmen might be amusing in a pageant or a masque, but such sounds marked the boundary between civility and barbarity.'
 The speech of Passereau's peasant women is already marked as other for elite consumers of the chanson by the use of familiar language (even if standard French rather than dialect); the conflation of their words with the sounds of the farmyard completes the removal of their talk from the realm of meaningful or valuable forms of bruit.


The effect of both evoking the disruptive power of gossip, but ultimately aiming to contain it by excluding it from the category of elite speech, is even more marked in Clément Janequin's Le caquet des femmes. 
  In five voices rather than four, this piece is a large-scale sound picture like some of Janequin's better-known programmatic chansons such as La Bataille and Le chant des oyseaulx, and it was the model for another extensive gossip piece by Alessandro Striggio, Il cicalamento delle donne al bucato [1567].
) It begins with an introduction in the narrative voice, and its setting for the lower voice parts establishes clearly that the narrator is masculine (beginning with the bassus, tenor and contratenor parts, then adding one of the two superius lines; the second, higher superius does not enter until the women begin to speak).  The implication is that he is different in both gender and social class from the women he describes, and that the audience with whom he shares the scene is of his status rather than theirs. At the same time, he is represented as actively seeking the encounter (he clearly sees the women and approaches in order to hear them) and he urges his audience to 'open their ears' to find out what he heard.  He describes the women's interactions as both 'cackling' and 'marvelous' ('De fort bien caqueter ouy merveilles').


Caqueter, like 'cackle' and 'cluck', is an onomatopoeic word referring to the noise of chickens; but unlike its English equivalents, it also means human gossip or chatter.  If the 'cackling' connection to fowl was not already strong enough, Janequin set the word by extracting it from the phrase and repeating on a rapid anapaest motif that concentrates the multiple hard 'c' sounds in a brief time span.  The gesture serves the same purpose as the 'co co dac' passages in Passereau, that is, as a sonorous image of cackling; the narrative voice prefaces the scenes of women speaking with an imitation of the animal noise category to which their speech belongs.
 

[Example 4 around here]

The subsequent text then moves to reported speech, which can be divided into four main scenes.  First the women talk about clothing, fussing about their appearance and asking for reactions to their looks ('scene 1').  In the second 'scene', one of the women starts to tell a scandalous story. Another interlocutor tells her to beware of spreading gossip, but another promises not to tell anyone else, and another says they all know the story anyway so there's no harm in repeating it, and in any case it is just for fun. This long build-up to the story suggests the tell/ don't tell aspect of the transmission of gossip that we have already seen in La la la je ne l'ose dire. The story that eventually emerges is a sort of mal-mariée tale in which a young woman is unable to get sexual satisfaction from her husband.  On hearing the tale, the women heap abuse on the spouse, exclaiming 'Ho ho le meschant' (Oh oh the rat!) in multiple repetitions.  Throughout these sections, Janequin continues to manipulate texture to represent the different voices, just as in the narrator's introduction:  voices are paired and combined in different registers to suggests how individual interlocutors intervene in the discussion.  For example, during the telling of the mal-mariée tale, the two upper voices (sometimes joined by the contratenor) recount the story, which the two lower voices interject comments and encouragement to the speaker.
  The text ironically has the interlocutors refer to this sharing of gossip and the ensuing talk as a 'plaid', referring to elite forms of debate or legal discourse.
 The discussion of the mal-mariée opens the door to boasts from the women, who recount the virility of their own husbands and the pleasure they have with them (boasting about husbands relates to Il est bel et bon, though here sexual prowess rather than general usefulness around the house is the site for the praise). This third scene continues as another woman complains of an ailment, and the sage femme prescribes similar sexual activity as cure for her condition.  To conclude this section,  Janequin deftly drops in a mini- courtly love song, which jumps out from the dialogue by setting a third-person description in an elevated register, of the importance of love: 

La ferme amour de la femme et de l'homme

Assoupit toute douleur et consomme,

O très doux bien tant douce chose

Quand ferme amour au cueur enclose,

Est entre amans, ô quelle joye!   

[The solid love of women and men/ calms every pain and consumes it,/ Oh the very sweet good, the so sweet thing/ when solid love enclosed in the heart/ is between lovers, oh what joy!]
The text, consisting of a ten-syllable couplet, an eight-syllable couplet, and a short rentrement, resembles the structure of the epigrammes and refrains of rondeau cinquains usually set to music in courtly chansons of the 1510s and 1520s.  Janequin sets the passage for the four upper voices in the language of the lyric chanson, employing a largely homophonic texture with a long-breathed melody, repeated twice, very much in the style of Claude de Sermisy (and Janequin himself in other contexts).
  

This brief moment of 'music' provides a strong contrast to the following section of bruit.  For if all has proceeded amicably to this point, things rapidly deteriorate when one interlocutor tells the others to keep their voices down and to stop 'shouting and braying.'  Another responds to say she will chatter, sing and say whatever she wants, and tells the first to be off to scold somewhere else if she doesn't like it. Another speaker threatens to force the other to shut up; ironically the volume and energy start to mount on the word taire (to be quiet).  After shouting insults at each other the women begin fighting.  The language becomes more and more incoherent as the longer narrative arc of the mal-mariée story gives way to short interjections, and there are several instances of sonorous word-play as the women abuse each other's talk: for example, 'baveuse qui bavarde' (drooler who babbles), and puns on 'oye' (meaning both 'hear' and 'goose') suggesting a further layer of connection with honking fowl.
   This section of the text includes a raft of expressions related to speech of all kinds, from polite, licit or neutral forms such as preaching (prescher) and speaking (parler), to words for grumbling (grogner), scolding (tancer), blabbing (bavarder) as well as non-verbal sounds such as braying (braire) and shrieking (crier). Some of the elaborate musical sound effects are used for the setting of the words caquet and caqueter, which are multiply repeated in the musical setting on similar motifs to the one used in the introduction, in an exuberant onomatopoeia of cackling (example 5).
[Example 5 around here]
The shouts and insults are set as cries coming from all directions in a busy contrapuntal texture where any sense of continuous narrative or verbal exchange disintegrates in favour of a soundscape of the final brawl.  Thus the entire song begins in a realm of rational syntax - the description of the narrator - but by the end, the singers emit only inarticulate cries.  This progression towards nonsense and noise is accompanied by an increasingly complex musical discourse: the orderly point of imitation that introduces the words of the narrator at the beginning gives way to a busier and busier texture, in which the words, cries and exclamations and their associated motives are pronounced simultaneously in a way that hinders comprehension of the words as text.  In performance the women's speech becomes bruit in the most basic sense of the word, a phenomenon of sound removed from the constraints of verbal grammar or syntax. 

Il est bel et bon and Le caquet des femmes point up the importance of both gender and social class in the discourse around bruit.  In both songs, women from lower social classes are depicted as spreading potentially scandalous stories; but their words are depicted as forms of mere sound rather than conversation or rational discourse.
  Yet it is important to remember that the performers of such pieces were generally male elites, whether professional musicians or educated amateurs (such as those in the legal and ecclesiastical circles in which Janequin himself moved), with boys or men taking the upper parts, and that polyphonic chansons were most often heard in masculine homosocial environments such as taverns and schools, or in male-dominated courtly contexts such as the royal chamber.  Christina Fuhrmann's discussion of Striggio's Cicalamento is useful in this context:  Fuhrmann points to how the piece functions as a kind of burlesque, in which elite males can experience forms of release while participating in a carnivalesque reversal of their usual roles.  At the same time, Fuhrmann underlines how Striggio's song operates to condemn female speech (as in the case of its predecessors such as Certon and Janequin) and situates this within broader social anxieties about women's talk.
  

Such songs operate not just to denigrate women's speech, but to also to negotiate anxieties about the power of gossip. To feminise gossip and reduce its import to the level of nonsense or noise, was also to attempt to limit its power to disrupt by separating it from rational language.  The elite masculine circles in which polyphonic chansons were performed was inhabited by those who had the most to fear from the loss of personal credit that becoming the subject of ribald gossip might entail. This helps to further contextualise the attraction of this kind of mise en scène that uses an extremely complex, almost hyper-rational musical language and a verbal discourse full of complicated puns and word-play in order to lampoon, condemn, and potentially contain forms of illicit speech.  The representation of some kinds of bruit - those that English speakers might most readily label as gossip - as nonsense was a means of asserting its trivial worth. 
� Further on issues of defining gossip, see Nicholas Hammond, Gossip, Sexuality and Scandal in France (1610-1715) (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2011), 3-15. Cotgrave defines bruit first in its purely sonorous dimension ('a great sound, or noise') before listing the types of speech it can describe ('a rumour, common tale, publike voice, fame, reputation, report, the talke of people, the speech abroad'). Randle Cotgrave, A Dictionarie of the French and English Tongues (London: Islip, 1611; facsimile edition, Hildesheim: Olms, 1970), s.v. 'bruit'.


� Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern, Witchcraft, Sorcery, Rumors and Gossip (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 55.  See pp. 29-58 for a review of previous anthropological perspectives on gossip.


� The expression can be literally translated as 'A noise is running that . . . ', and is followed by the news or gossip being reported.


� Some of these are indexed in Frédéric Lachèvre, Bibliographie des recueils collectifs de poésies du XVIe siècle (Paris: Champion, 1922; reprint, Geneva: Slatkine, 1967).  On Bonfons, see Kate van Orden, 'Cheap Print and Street Song Following the Saint Bartholomew's Massacre of 1572', in Music and the Cultures of Print, ed. Kate van Orden (New York: Garland, 2000), 271-323. Songs of this type preserved in the 18-volume Chansonnier Maurepas (compiled between the mid-seventeenth and late eighteenth centuries) are a main source for Hammond, Gossip, Sexuality and Scandal.
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