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A MUSICAL DYNASTY IN THE l5th~CENTURY 

NETHERLANDS: THE CLIBANO CLAN 

Edward Kovarik 
University of Windsor 

It is the purpose of this study to draw attention 
to a small group of musicians and composers named Clibano, 
who were active not only in the Netherlands but also in 
France and Burgundy throughout much of the 15th century. 
Among them is one member, hitherto unrecognized, whose 
identification throws considerable light on the early 
history of the family. Applying the term "dynasty" to 
this family is appropriate insofar as it implies succession, 
for we are dealing here with several generations of 
musicians. In another sense, however, the term is far too 
grand, for these were not ttruling musicians" -- not the 
dominant figures of their time, rather, they J1ere part of 
the much larger substratum of competent technicians on 
whose shoulders most of the world's work falls. 

It may be useful to begin by tracing the gradual 
emergence of the Clibano family into the public awareness, 
a process that is still far from complete. l Well over a 

, , . 
hundred years ago, the Belgian scholar Fetis knew of two 

I ' 

men named Clibano, though all he knew about them was that 
a few of their compositions had been printed in Italy in 
the early 16th century.2 A few decades after Fetis, the 
German scholar Eitner was able to supply some specific 
information about one of these men. 3 This was Hieronymous, 
or Jerome, de Clibano, who served for a time as a member 
of the mus'ical chapel of Philip the Handsome, Hapsburg 
Duke of Flanders and King of Spain. The other figure, 

• 

.., 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

47. 

Nicasius de Clibano, remained just a name until the 1930's 
when resear.chby Albert Smijers 'revealed that he had spent 
forty years in the service of one' musical organization in 
North Brabant, eventually rising to a position of pre
eminence. 4 Nicasius, we now know, was a g~neration older 
than Jerome~5 Still another generation older is a third 
figure, unknown until now, whom I propose to identify as a 
member of the musical chapel of Philip the Good, Duke of 
Burgundy, in the 1430's and 1440's. 

At this point a few words might be in order con
cerning the institution I have labelled "musical chapel." 
The primary function of a chapel was to provide music to 
adorn the celebration of Mass -- not simply Gregorian chant, 
the standard ritual music of the church, but elaborate art 
music, or polyphony, which would embellish the service 
through the splendor of its sonorities much as sculpture, 
painting, and stained glass windows adorned the physical 
location in which the service took place. Such a chapel 
might be maintained by a Duke or a Prince, a King or an 
Emperor, or by a large cathedral church. In any case, it 
was primarily a musical establishment, not a religious one. 
Its members might be in Holy Orders, but they did not have 
to be; indeed, we know of any number of chapel members who 
were marr~ed and the fathers of families. 6 A chapel 
u~ually consisted of from ten to twenty singers, plus a 
number of boys to sing the soprano part. These boys were 
recruited on the basis of general intelligence and musical 
ability; in return for their services they received room 
and board, a good general education, and musical training. 
At the head of a chapel was the director, or chapel master, 
whose duty it was to select or compose the music to be per
formed, and to supervise the performances. The institution 
itself and the office of chapel master, or ·Ka'p'ellme'ist'er 
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(as the Germans termed it), survived into quite recent times, 
and such positions wereheldbya number of well-known 
musicians, including Bach and Haydn. 

Before proceeding to consider the men nam~d Clibano, 
/ 

I would like to dwell for a few moments on the name "Clibano" 
/ 

itself, not only because it provides an interesting philo-
logical study, ·but also because the various meanings of the 
word have a bearing upon the identification that I propose 
to make. The word sounds as if it might be Italian or 
Spanish, and in fact it does appear in some larger Spanish 
dictionaries. Ultimately, however, it derives from the 
medieval LatincTiba·nus, which also exists in the Greek form 

X~,I.Ju'$J 0 ... Xp"otlJos· 7 The primary meaning is a small, 
portable oven used for baking bread and pies. This was 
shaped somewhat like a large beehive -- a broad, flat bottom 
and a rounded top~ presumably it was made of iron or bronze, 
and had either a firebox at the bottom or double walls, 
between which glowing coals could be inserted. In addition 
to this primary meaning, the word also assumed a nuntber of 
secondary meanings, chiefly: (I) a mailed tunic, or suit 
of armour1 and (2) a portable military tower that could be 
placed on board a ship or on top of an elephant. Although 
these usages seem rather far removed from "oven," I believe 
that they are all interrelated. The key is furnished by an 
addi tipnar' def ini tion given· in the Spanish language. 
Enciclopediauniversal,8 namely: a kind of portable sauna, 
large enough to hold a man, and used for taking steam baths. 
The connection with "oven" is obvious, but also significant 
is the fact that the word describes a vessel capable of 
holding a man. This, I believe, is the point of connection. 
The military "tower" mentioned earlier could not have been· 
very highr indeed, it is hard to believe that it could have 
been used to gain elevation at all -- after all, what need 
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for further height on top of an elephant? More likely, it 
was a portable enclosure intended for protection against 
stones and arrows: in other words, it functioned exactly 
like a coat of armour. Thus we perceive the logical inter
connection among what might seem to be ver~ diverse meanings. 

/ 

The two definitions of particular importance here are the 
fundamental one, "oven," and the derived meaning, "tower." 

The few scholars who have dealt with the family De 
Clibano have generally assumed that the name is a transla
tion of an original patronymic such as "de la Four" or 
"van den Hoven." The Flemish form "Van den Hoven" remains 
to this day pure speculation, but about the Walloon form 
"de la Four" there is something to be said • 
are indebted to the 19th-century musicologist 
vander Straten, whose monumental eight-volume 
aux Pays-Bas (1867-88)9 is a mine of archival 

For this we 
Edmond 
La Musique 
information. 

Vander Straeten transcribed the records of the "Grant 
Chappelle" of Philip the Handsome and found listed for the 
year 1501 the name Jheromme du Four, the following year 
this name is replaced by Jerome De Clibano. 10 Since we know 
that Jerome joined the chapel in 1501, there is no reason 
to doubt the equivalence of the two names.. Vander Straeten 
was not bothered by the use of the masculine "Du" instead 
of "De la": he dismissed it as a typical scribal vagary, 
perhaps influenced by the masculine gender of "Clibano." , 
He had more trouble with the actual spelling of the name, 
noting that the "F" looked very much like a "T", so that 
perhaps the name was to be read as "Du Tour" (of the tower) 
rather than "Du FOl.lr" (of the oven). He justified this 
interpretation by labelling the name "toute espagnole" 
(which is certainly not right) and then going on to say 
that his Spanish dictionary defined the word clibano as 
"tour portative des. Anciens." Vander Straeten does not 
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tell us what dictionary this m~ght be, and I for one find 
it difficult to believe that he is telling the whole truth 
here, since every reference work I have seen, Spanish or 
Latin, gives "tower" only as a secondary meaning., if at all. 
On the other hand, he was clearly convincedth~t "Tour" was 
the correct reading, for he used that form throughout'the 

I ' 

remainder of his discussion. Later sch.o1ars ha,ve tended' 
to dismiss the entire episode as a flight of fancy ~ in-, 
siating that the na,inemust have been "Four" and not "Tour. ,,11 
It is worth keeping in mind" however, that vander' Straeten 
actually saw the archival en,try, whereas the 1a:ter scholars 
did not. The significance of this point will become 
apparent shortly. 

"I would now like to, introduce the third member of t,he 
C1ibano clan, older than Nicasius,and Jerome, and to the 
best of my knowledge entirely unrecognized up to now. This 
is Johannes de Clibano, whose name appears in just one 
musical manuscript, a collection of sacred music preserved 

, ' 

in the Sem~nary library at Aosta in northwest Italy, part of , ' 
the'former Duchy ofSavQY. One may ask what a Netherlandic 
composer is doing in an Ital,ian, manuscript, and if this 
indicates that Johannes visited Italy. The answer is that 
Netherlandic composers dominated Italian music throughout 
the 15th century and well intO the 16th, and that while 

, , 

many of 'them did indeed sojourn in the South,not all did 
, r 

so. As a matter of fact, the two later Clibanos, Nicasius 
and Jerome, are known as composers cpiefly from works 
printed in Italy or preserved in Italian manuscripts, but 
there, is no reason to believe that either one of ,them ever 
visited Italy. 

, The Aoata manuscript, which contains the name Johannes 
de C1ibano12 on fols. 162 and l62v, was discovered in the 
1930's and first studie~ by the American expatriate scholar 

... 

• 



.. 

51. 

Guillaume de van. 13 De Van found that the manuscript 
consists of a number of fascicles of heterogeneous origin 
some sections representing the repertoire of the Imperial 
chapel, other sections devoted exclusively ~o the works of 
specific composers or schools. This is significant because 

/ 
the name Johannes de Clibano appears in a section of the 
manuscript (fasc. 14) that is otherwise devoted entirely 
to the works of Gilles de Binches, called Binchois. Now 
this introduces a new dimension into the discussion. 
Hitherto we have been dealing with men who are obscure 
figures at best -- men from whom relatively little music 
survives, and about.whom relatively little is known. 
Binchois, on the other hand, is a major figure, one of the 
leading masters of the first half of the 15th century. 
From him we have a great quantity of music -- some 60-odd 
songs and about the same amount of sacred music. 14 That 
Johannes is associated with him in the Aosta manuscript 
is a factor to be reckoned with. 

The association seems too close to be accidental. 
As indicated above, Johannes' name is ascribed to just two 
compositions, and both appear in a section of the Aosta 
manuscript otherwise reserved for Binchois. Moreover, 
both compositions are themselves linked with Binchois. 
One is a Gloria that appears in another manuscript upder 
Binchois' name;15 the second is an Agnus that appears in 
another manuscript as part of a composite work, or m~lange, 
its sections intercalated with sections of a similar piece 
by Binchois. 16 It might be noted further that there is 

nothing in the style of the music to contradict this close 
association, indeed, in the case of the disputed Gloria it 
is not at all clear from the music itself who the true 

author might be. 17 

All of this suggests that the two men were colleagues. 



52. 

Thus it seems advisable to lo'ok for Clibano among the men 
who are known to have worked with 'Binchois. Now it happens 
that we know quite a bit about Binchois' career. As a 
young man he served as a soldier, probably un:d~r William 

, / 

de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk and commander of /the English 
army allied, with Burgundy against France. Later, Binchois 
took Holy Or,ders and entered the service of music. From 
about 1430 until his death in 1460 he was a member of the 
musical chapel of Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy. 
Records of the Burgundian chapel have been edited by Jeanne 
Marix. 18 Though fragmentary before 1436, they are 'fairly 
complete from that point on, with only a few years missing_ 
The musicians are listed not in alphabetical order, but in 
the order of their rank in the chapel. At the top is the 

'leader, or chapel master (called "ler chapelain"). Even 
in the early years Binchois appears near the top of the 
list: he is fifth out of sevente~n in 1436, and soon after 
this he rises to the second position. He never made it to 
the top, however 7 in 1456, his last year in the records, he 
is still second. The man above him was one Nicasius DuPuis, 
about whom we know very little. DuPuis must have been an 
able musician, however, to have maintained his position in 
the face 6f what must have been a formidable challenge from 
below. Of course, it may be that Binchois preferred the 
relative freedom of the second position, for the records 
show that his stipend was paid regularly even when he was 
absent from his post.19 

From what, has been said, it would seem logical to 
search for Johannes de Clibano among the musicians who 
served with Binchois in the Burgundian chapel. No one 
named Clibanois listed in the accounts" but this is not 
surprising, since the form of the name is Latin, and the 
~ecords were kept in French. Perhaps there is a name that 
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might be a ·translation of "Clibano"? There is indeed 

such a name -- and with the correct first name, too -- not 
far below Binchois' name in the records. This is "Jehan 

de la Tour:" which translates into English (ls "John of 
the Tower," and into Latin as "Johannes de/Clibano." Now 

, 
we can see how significant it is that a later Clibano was 

referred to as "DuTour" in the records of Philip the Hand
some, a lineal descendent of the Burgundian dukes. 

If, as I believe, we are justified in equating the 
"Jehan de la Tour" of the Burgundian records with the 
"Johannes de Clibano" of the Aosta manuscript, we have 
gained at one stroke some knowledge of the personal history 
of a previously unknown composer, and, as well, proof of 
the artistic competence of a figure who was previously just 
a name on a list. The evidence can be summarized under 
three headings: first, the common denominator of Binchois -
a figure intimately linked with the music of Clibano on the 
one hand, and with the career of de la Tour on the other; 
second, the absolute equivalence of the names thems.elves; 
and third, the fact that a later Clibano, Jerome, was re
ferred to as "DuTour." There is a further detail that I 
find evocative if not evidential. This is the name of the 
second Clibano, Nicasius, who was presumably the son of 
Johannes. Although "Nicasius" is probably a variant form 
of "Nicholas," it is a somewhat unusual form; I have not 
found it elsewhere among musicians of this period -- or 
indeed of any later period -- except once. The one ex
ception is Nicasius DuPuis, the man who was master of the 
Burgundian chapel.when both Binchois and de la Tour served 
in it. Is it too much to imagine that Johannes (or Jehan) 
named his ,son after a man whom he must have admired very 

\ much? 
I would like to close now by summarizing what we know 

"'" 
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about the members of the Clibano family. Our knowledge 

of the eldest, Johannes, or Jehan dela Tour, derives 

chiefly from the records of the Burgundian court studied 
by Jeanne Marix. He was probably' born around 1400, some

where in the Lowlands. He entered the service of John the 
Fearless, Duke of Burgundy, in 1419, in the place of one 
Rogier de Breculte,s'otnmelier (thesotnmelier was at the 
bottom of the pecking order: presumably he had to take 
care of books, vestments, and any other paraphernalia 
necessary to the regular functioning of the chapel, and of 
course he also had to oversee the baggage when the court 
travelled) .' In 1426 Jehan was in charge of four boys --
in 1428 the number was six and he was allotted a regular 
stipend to pay for their food and clothing as well as for 
the maintenance of two servants. In these early years he 
is often referred to as Jehanin (little John), though later 
the diminutive is dropped. From 1436 to 1455 he appears 
continually in the records, no longer as sommelier, but as 
a regular member of the chapel. In 1436 he is eleventh on 
the list of seventeen chapelains1 in the last years he is 
fourth, below DuPuis, Binchois, and one other musician, 
Richard de Bellenges. After 1455 his name no long.er 
appears in the records. Normally this would be taken to 
mean that ,the man had died, but I would like to suggest 
that in this case Jehan may have resigned his position and 
returned to his Lowlands home. The reason for thinking 
this is that the next generation, represented by Nicasius, 
does not appear in the ducal records, as we might have ex
pected, but somewhat removed, in the province of North 
Brabant. 

For the details of the career of Nicasius weare in
debted to the researches of Albert Smijers who, in the 1930's, 
published a book and several articles on the establishment 
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in which Nicasius served. 20 This was the Illustrious Con

fraternity of Our Lady which was an academy or music society, 

charged with furnishing music for the Lady Chapel of the 

Cathedral of St. John -- the Janskerk --in 's-Hertogenbosch, 

North Brabant.' Nicasius, who must have peen born around 

1435 or 1440, appears in the records of the Illustrious 

Confraternity regularly for a period of forty years, from 

1457 to 1497. He is described as a music copyist, singer, 

and accounts-keeper, and on several occasions in the 1460's· 

and 1470's he was sent to Antwerp and elsewhere to recruit 

boys for the choir. In 1472 he received payment for com

posing amass and in 1493 he was namedSangm.eester, or 

singing m.aster -- evidently a newly created position, since 

the term does not appear in the records prior tQ this time. 

From 1493 on, he is always referred to 'in the records as 

Sangmeester. His death is duly recorded "in the week after 

the feast of St. Denis," in l497. 

The third C1ibano, Jerome, was probably born sometime 

around 1460, and he appears to have been something of a 

black sheep. ~fter Nicasius' forty years of faithful service 

to the Illustrious Confraternity, one might"have expected 

Jerome to .carry on the tradition. In fact, he appears in 
the records of the·Confraternity no less than three different 
times, but only for .short stays. The first time was the 

longest: four years from 1483 to 1487. Thereafter he re

appears- in 1495-96 and then again in 1499-1500. Meanwhile 

he held the position of Meester van der Kynderen (master of 

children) and later succentor -- that is second in conunand 

of the choir -- at the church qf St. Donatien in Bruges. 

From this position he was dismissed in 1497 because of ir

regularities in the performance of his duties. Later, as 

we have already seen, he joined the chapel of Philip the 

Handsome, and travelled in Philip's retinue. He died some-
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time around· the end of 1503 or the beginning of 1504, and 
a requiem mass was said for him at 's-Hertogenbosch in June 
1504. This marks the end of the family Clibano as composers. 
A fourth figure, one Jean de Clibano, appears in the records 
of 's-Hertogenbosch from 1508 to 1516, ·but he is not known 
to have written any music. 

lAS evidenced in the fact that no Clibano appears in 
any English-language reference work that I have seen, in
cluding such standard works as Grove's Dictionar~ of Music 
and Musicians, 5th edition (1954), and Baker's B1oc;raphical 
Dictionary of Musicians, 5th edition (.1958). 

2F.-J • F6tis, Biographie Universelle des Musiciens, 
deuxieme edition (Paris, 1860-65; facsimile repJ;'int: 
Brussels, Culture et Civilisation, 1963), II, 324 • 

. 3Robert . Ei tner, ~B.;;;;i.;;;.o..&,;:.;.r~a+i~F~r=;.;;;;.;;~tfT~;;;..;.;;.~~.;:::
Quellenlexicon, 2. Auf age 
additions: Graz, Akademische 
1959), II, 472. 

5A ~easure of the modern estimation of the two men 
can be seen in. the treatment accorded them by the German 
encyclopedia Die Musik in Geschichte und Ge enwart (Kassel, 
B!renreiter, 49- 9 9. Ne ter Jerome or N1caS1US appears 
in the original listing (13 vols., 1949-1968), but both are 
included in the first supplemental volume (1973), Nicasius 
appearing first and receiving somewhat more than half the 
alloted space (cols. 1517-18). 

6The known cases date chiefly from the 16th century 
and later, but there is no reason to believe that the practice 
was any different in the 15th century. 
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7 Domino Du Cange, 'G'l()s'sari'um: mediae'e't in'fimae 
la't'i'nita'tis, editio nova, ed.Favre(1883;';'871 facsimile 
reprint: Graz, Akademische Druck- und Ver1agsansta1t, 
1954), II, 371. 

/ 

8Encic10pedia universal . i1ustrada'~ropeo-ame'ricana 
(Madrid, Espasa-Ca1pe, 1920-1964), XIII,874. 

9Facsimi1e reprint, 8 vo1s. in 4: New York, Dover, 
1969. 

10vander Straeten, VII, 107-108, 135-137. 

11see , for example, Rene Vannes, Dictionnaire des 
Musiciens (1945), p. 84. 

12The first name is abbreviated "Jo". 

13Gui11aume de Van, "A Recently Discovered Source of 
Early 15th Century Polyphonic Music," Musica Disciplina 
II (1948), 5-74. 

14The songs have been edited by Wolfgang Rehm in Die 
Chansons von Gilles Binchois, Musika1ische DenknJl1e'r, I-I
(Mainz, B. Schott's S8hn, 1957): the sacred music has been 
inventoried in Ph.D. dissertations by Joan Boucher (Boston 
University, 1963) and Arthur Parris (Bryn Mawr, 1964). 

15· . f Trento, Castello del buon Consig110, Ms. 92, o. 
34v (= Aosta Ms., fOe 162v). 

16Trento, Archivio Capito1arer' Ms. 93, fOe 361 
(= Aosta Ms.fo. 162). 

17The work h~s been edited (under Binchois' name) by 
R. Ficker in Denkma'ler' de'r Tonkun's't in Oesterreich, XXXI 
(Wien, 1924), p. 46. 

18 Jeanne Marix, H'istoir'e de la musiquee't des musiciens 
de la Cour de Bourgogne (Strasbourg, 1939), pp. 242-254. 

19Marix , p. 2.52. 

20See note 4 above. 
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Appendix 

·The.following composition is the only work in
disputably attributed to Joharines de Clibano {a second work 
bears a conflicting attribution to Binchois). 
setting of the Gregorian c.hant melody for the 

It is a 
Aci~us dei of 
/ 

Mass XVII (LiberUs·uaTis, p. 61), which appears in the lowest 
voice, the tenor. The outer voices have the complete text 
and are to be sung; additionally, all three parts should be 
played on instruments (a recorder and two viols Qr a violin 
and two violas are togical choices). The opening phrase 
"Agnus dei" should be sung by a solo voice before each 
section of polyphony. 

Note that whereas the second and third parts have a 
signature of one flat, the top part has no flat. This is not 
a mistake, but a phenomenon known as "partial signature" 
which is characteristic of a period in music history before 
the development of the modern system of major and minor keys. 
Some additional accidentals (flats and naturals) have been 
written in above the notes; these are editor's suggestions 
and may be ej. ther observe.d or ignored according to the per
former's taste (a certain amount of freedom in the use of 
accidentals wasco~on in the music of this period). However, 
the E-flat in measure eight was written by the composer and 
must be observed. The "8" below the. treble clef sign of the 
second and third parts indicates that the notes on these 
staves are to· be played or sung an octave lower than in the 
normal treble clef. The square notes at the end of each 
section are simply long notes of indefinite value~ The 
brackets (e.g., third part, measures seven and eight) in-. 
dicate notes linked together in the original notation 
(ligatures); they may be ignored by modern performers. 

.. 
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