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Music Of The Middle Ages Included Both

The Duality of Medieval Sound: Exploring the Music of the
Middle Ages

When we think of the Middle Ages, our minds often conjure images of stone castles,
knights in armor, and illuminated manuscripts. Yet, the soundtrack to that world was
as rich and varied as the tapestry of medieval life itself. The music of the Middle
Ages  included both  the  soaring,  ethereal  voices  of  monastic  choirs  and  the
raucous,  earthy  tunes  of  traveling  performers.  This  duality  is  the  key  to
understanding the era’s musical legacy. It was a time of profound spiritual devotion
and unapologetic worldly celebration, and its music reflected both extremes. In this
article, we will journey through the two great streams of medieval music—sacred
and secular—and discover  how they  coexisted,  influenced each other,  and laid  the
foundations for all Western music that followed.



For centuries, the music of the Middle Ages included both  the strict, modal
melodies of the Church and the free-flowing, often improvised songs of the common
people. This fusion of the divine and the human created a musical landscape that
was  both  deeply  structured  and  wonderfully  spontaneous.  To  truly  appreciate
medieval music, one must understand that it was not a single, monolithic style but a
vibrant dialogue between two worlds: the cloister and the court, the cathedral and
the village square.

The Sacred Stream: Music for the Glory of God

The most dominant and well-documented musical tradition of the Middle Ages was
sacred music. The Christian Church was the primary patron of the arts, and music
was an essential part of worship. The music of the Middle Ages included both
the simplicity of plainchant and the growing complexity of early polyphony, but at its
heart lay the Gregorian chant.
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Gregorian Chant and the Liturgical Foundation

Gregorian chant, named after Pope Gregory I, is the monophonic, unaccompanied
sacred song of the Roman Catholic Church. It is the oldest surviving body of Western
music, and its roots stretch back to the early centuries of Christianity. Chant was
performed in Latin and was intimately tied to the liturgy—the Mass and the Divine
Office.  The melodies  were modal,  meaning they were based on a  system of  scales
that preceded the major and minor scales we know today. This gave chant a floating,
otherworldly quality that was meant to elevate the listener’s mind to God. It was
sung in unison by a choir of monks or nuns, with a free rhythm that followed the
natural flow of the Latin text.

Gregorian  chant  was  not  static.  Over  time,  different  regions  developed  their  own
variations,  leading  to  distinct  repertories  such  as  Ambrosian  chant  in  Milan,
Mozarabic chant in Spain, and Gallican chant in France. Yet,  the music of the
Middle Ages included both a push for uniformity—Charlemagne himself promoted
Roman  chant  across  his  empire—and  a  flourishing  of  local  traditions.  This  tension
between standardization and diversity is a recurring theme in medieval music.



The Rise of Polyphony: Organum and the Notre Dame School

By the 9th century, musicians began to experiment with adding a second voice to
chant. This practice, known as organum, marked the birth of polyphony—music with
multiple independent lines sung simultaneously. Early organum featured a simple
drone-like second voice that followed the principal melody at a fixed interval, usually
a fourth or fifth. But by the 12th century, the music of the Middle Ages included
both more elaborate forms of organum, especially at the Cathedral of Notre Dame in
Paris. Composers like Léonin and Pérotin developed a style called the "Notre Dame
School," where the upper voices moved in rhythmic patterns while the lower voice
(the tenor) held out long, sustained notes of chant.

This was a revolutionary development. For the first time, music was not just a single
melody but a complex, interwoven fabric of sound. The music of the Middle Ages
included both the strict, measured rhythms of the Notre Dame organum and the
free, flowing phrases of traditional chant. This school also produced the first known
significant  body  of  polyphonic  music  for  three  and  four  voices,  such  as  Pérotin’s
majestic  organum quadruplum,  "Viderunt  omnes."  These  works  were  performed
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during major feasts and were intended to inspire awe and devotion.

Later Developments: Motets and the Ars Nova

As the Middle Ages progressed, polyphony became increasingly sophisticated. The
13th century saw the rise of the motet, a piece where different voices sang different
texts, sometimes in different languages. The music of the Middle Ages included
both  sacred  motets  with  Latin  texts  and  secular  motets  with  French  or  other
vernacular  lyrics.  This  blending of  sacred and secular  elements  within  a  single
composition shows how permeable the boundaries between the two worlds could be.

In  the  14th  century,  the  Ars  Nova  ("New  Art")  movement  in  France  further
transformed music. Composers like Guillaume de Machaut introduced new rhythmic
complexities,  including  the  use  of  imperfect  time  (duple  meter)  alongside  the
previously dominant perfect time (triple meter). The music of the Middle Ages
included both  the  older,  more  conservative  styles  and  these  bold,  innovative
approaches.  Machaut’s  "Messe  de  Nostre  Dame"  is  a  landmark  work—the  first
complete polyphonic setting of the Mass Ordinary by a single composer. It remains a



masterpiece of medieval artistry, balancing intricate rhythms with a profound sense
of solemnity.

The Secular Stream: Music for the World and the Heart

While the Church dominated musical patronage, secular music thrived outside its
walls. The music of the Middle Ages included both the solemnity of the Mass
and the joy, sorrow, and humor of everyday life. Secular music was performed by
troubadours, trouveres, minstrels, and jongleurs—traveling musicians who brought
entertainment to courts, taverns, and town squares.

Troubadours and Their Songs of Chivalry and Love

The  first  great  flowering  of  secular  music  occurred  in  southern  France  in  the  11th
and 12th centuries. The troubadours were poet-musicians who composed songs in
the Occitan language. Their themes were often courtly love—a complex, idealized
form of desire for a noble lady, often unattainable. But the music of the Middle
Ages included both love songs and songs of political satire, crusading zeal, and
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moral reflection. Troubadours like Jaufré Rudel, Bernart de Ventadorn, and Beatriz de
Dia created a rich repertory that valued melody and poetic expression. Their music
was monophonic, with a clear, singable tune that could be accompanied by a vielle
(a bowed string instrument) or a lute.

In northern France, the trouveres carried on a similar tradition in the Langue d’oïl.
The music of the Middle Ages included both the works of noble troubadours like
Guillaume IX of Aquitaine and those of professional minstrels who performed for a
wider audience. These songs were often notated in manuscripts, but much of the
performance  practice—improvisation,  ornamentation,  instrumental
accompaniment—was  left  to  the  performer’s  skill.

Minstrels, Jongleurs, and Dance Music

Below the troubadours in social status were the minstrels and jongleurs. Minstrels
were often employed by noble  courts,  while  jongleurs  were more itinerant  and
versatile.  The  music  of  the  Middle  Ages  included  both  the  refined  art  of  the
troubadour and the exuberant, often acrobatic performances of the jongleur. These



musicians played a variety of instruments—the shawm, bagpipe, drum, harp, and
vielle—and their repertory included dance music, epic songs (like the "Chanson de
Roland"), and popular ballads.

Dance music was a vital part of medieval secular life. The estampie was a popular
instrumental  dance form,  characterized  by  a  repeating  pattern  of  phrases.  The
music of  the Middle Ages included both  slow,  dignified court  dances  and fast,
energetic  country  dances.  Social  gatherings  often  involved  music  and  dancing,
providing a release from the hardships of daily life. The surviving manuscripts, such
as the Robertsbridge Codex, contain some of the earliest examples of keyboard
dance music, showing that instrumental music was a widespread practice.

Secular Polyphony: The Chanson and the Ballade

Just  as sacred music embraced polyphony,  so too did secular  music.  The 14th-
century Ars Nova saw the creation of sophisticated secular polyphonic songs. The
music of the Middle Ages included both the monophonic songs of the earlier
troubadours  and  the  polyphonic  chansons  of  later  composers.  Guillaume  de
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Machaut, while famous for his sacred music, was equally renowned for his secular
works, including rondeaux, virelais, and ballades. These pieces were often written for
smaller,  courtly  audiences and featured intricate rhythms and melodic  interplay
between voices.

In Italy, the Trecento period produced its own secular polyphonic forms, such as the
madrigal,  the caccia,  and the ballata. Composers like Francesco Landini  created
works of great emotional depth and rhythmic vitality. The music of the Middle
Ages included both the French and Italian secular traditions, each with its own
stylistic identity but united by a common love of melody and expressive text setting.

Musical Instruments of the Middle Ages

To understand the sound of medieval music, we must consider the instruments that
produced it. The music of the Middle Ages included both instruments used in
sacred and secular contexts, though the Church often disapproved of instruments in
formal liturgy (except for the organ).



String Instruments

The vielle, a predecessor of the violin, was one of the most versatile instruments. It
could play melody as well as drone accompaniments. The harp was another beloved
string instrument, often associated with Irish and Welsh bards. The lute, introduced
from the Arab world, became increasingly popular toward the end of the Middle
Ages. The music of the Middle Ages included both bowed and plucked strings,
each offering different timbres and textures.

Wind and Percussion Instruments

Wind instruments included the recorder, the shawm (a loud double-reed instrument),
the  bagpipe,  and  the  trumpet,  which  was  used  for  signaling  and  ceremonial
occasions.  Percussion instruments like the tabor (a small  drum) and the nakers
(small paired drums) provided rhythm for dances and processions. The music of the
Middle Ages included both soft, intimate instruments for indoor courtly music and
loud, penetrating instruments for outdoor celebrations.
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The organ was the only instrument widely accepted in church. Early medieval organs
were  often  large  water-powered  instruments,  but  smaller  portable  organs
(portatives) and positive organs were also used. The music of the Middle Ages
included both the monumental sound of the cathedral organ and the delicate tones
of the portative, which could accompany a singer or a small ensemble.

The Evolution of Musical Notation

One of the most significant achievements of medieval music was the development of
notation. Early chant was transmitted orally, but as polyphony grew, a system was
needed  to  ensure  accuracy.  The  music  of  the  Middle  Ages  included both
neumes (early notation symbols indicating pitch and melodic shape) and later, the
development of the staff by Guido of Arezzo in the 11th century. Guido’s method of
using lines and spaces to represent pitches, along with his solmization system (ut,
re, mi, etc.), revolutionized music teaching and preservation.

The 13th century saw the emergence of rhythmic notation, with the use of ligatures
and mensural signs that indicated note durations. The music of the Middle Ages



included both the square notation of Gregorian chant and the more complex black
and red notation of the Ars Nova. This ability to write down music with precision
allowed compositions to be preserved and transmitted across Europe, creating a
shared musical heritage that transcended local traditions.

The Legacy of Medieval Music

The music of the Middle Ages included both seeds that would grow into the
Renaissance and beyond. The modal system evolved into the major-minor tonality
that  dominated  later  centuries.  The  principles  of  counterpoint  and  harmony
developed  by  medieval  composers  were  built  upon  by  Palestrina,  Bach,  and
countless others. The secular song traditions of troubadours and trouveres laid the
groundwork for later art song and even modern popular music in some respects.

Moreover,  the  medieval  attitude  toward  music  as  a  reflection  of  cosmic  order—the
"music of the spheres"—persisted into the Renaissance and influenced thinkers like
Kepler. The music of the Middle Ages included both a philosophical dimension
and a practical one, shaping how music was understood and valued.
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Conclusion

The music of the Middle Ages included both the sacred and


