
MEDIEVAL MUSIC 

By Arthur W. Pollitt, Mus.D., F.R.C.O.

Read soth March 1916

M Y first care must be to differentiate sharply 
between mediaeval music and the music of 

the mediaeval ages. There is a very great difference 
between the two things: indeed so great is the 
difference that, to the ears of the " man in the 
street," the one stands for music of a crude but 
still bearable type, whereas the other does not stand 
for music at all. Even the best of what I call 
mediaeval music is to the average person dull and 
lifeless, if not indeed positively ugly. Fortunately 
there is stiJl a small section of the community which 
can find a real joy in the contemplation of work 
that is the outcome of conditions of life totally 
different from those we are privileged to enjoy at 
the present time.

The difference between mediaeval music and 
music of the mediaeval ages is no less startling than 
is the difference between mediaeval painting and 
mediaeval architecture and the painting and archi 
tecture of the middle ages. There is indeed one 
distinction and that rather significant; for whereas 
architecture and painting had already reached their 
zenith, music, at the close of the sixteenth century, 
was but in its middle period.

The great cathedrals and churches of Europe
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still hold the palm for beauty of design, skill of 
workmanship, and wealth of ideas. They still 
challenge comparison with anything of later date : 
and they silently emphasise the great fact that a 
unified faith, such as that which they represent, was 
perhaps productive of more simple happiness than 
is possible in these days of complicated faith and 
manifold religions.

All our best modern architecture is merely a 
copy of one or other of the great schools which 
culminated in the Middle Ages. And as with 
architecture so with painting. I have the authority 
of no less a person than Sir Edward Poynter for 
saying that with the sixteenth century closes the 
great age of modern art:

" Italian painting of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
is the supreme effort of the human mind in that direction. 
Without disrespect to the lost glories of Apelles, it may 
fairly be said that that effort was never equalled before, as 
it has never been equalled since."

How does music compare with this record ? It 
would be useless to assert that it had not its origin 
as far back as human mind has penetrated. Indeed 
the beginnings of music are to be found in the 
first utterance of joy or sorrow on the part of 
primaeval man.

Music is emotion made articulate. The extra 
ordinary thing is that the limit of articulation 
remained quite stationary for hundreds of years ; 
apparently it never occurred to anybody that further 
progress was possible. True, the ancient Egyptians 
made an attempt to systematise musical sounds, and 
to explain the relationship of one note to another ; 
but we look in vain for any indication of progress 
in other directions. In spite of all their wonderful 
accumulated knowledge and scientific skill, they 
added nothing to the world's knowledge of music;
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they left it in much the same condition as they 
found it. The brains which conceived and carried 
out the erection of the Pyramids, the Sphinx, and 
other colossal works which still perplex the 
specialists of to-day, had no conception of music 
beyond a bare succession of notes, and those of 
most restricted range.

The Greek era is responsible for the close union 
between poetry and music, and for the further 
systematisation of scales: Of progress in the art 
of music there could be little, as they regarded it 
simply as an adjunct to poetry. The musical 
medium left to the world by the Greeks consisted 
of nothing more than the notes of a scale, and this 
legacy had to suffice for human needs throughout 
the long stretch of the early centuries of the 
Christian era. The brain evidently accepted scales, 
or modes, as the ultimate expression in music. 
Now the scale came into use about seven hundred 
years B.C., and, except for certain modal subdivisions, 
remained unaltered until past the tenth century of 
the Christian era. For sixteen hundred years, 
therefore, the musical sense remained stationary at 
one primitive stage of development. Right up to 
the tenth century men were very busy theorising 
about the scale.

The first groping effort to increase the articulate 
range of music was made in the early part of the 
tenth century. Previously, melody only whether 
in single notes or in eighths had been used. But 
it was discovered that the addition of a fifth made a 
much richer effect, especially when the upper octave 
was also sounded. Thus, for another long spell of 
time people endured the horrible succession of con 
secutive fifths and eighths, until something else was 
discovered in the shape of a third from the principal 
note. The combination thus consisted of principal 
note, fifth, eighth', and third.
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What an unaccountable thing it is that musicians 
had not discovered nature's own harmony even ten 
centuries A.D. They attained to it painfully and 
laboriously. Now it is an accepted elementary 
scientific fact that a string, or a column of air, 
vibrates not only through its whole length but also 
in aliquot parts. Every dabbler in physics knows 
something of the nature of the harmonics which a 
sounding body gives off in addition to the funda 
mental tone, and which occur in the precise order 
in which the patient plodders of the tenth, eleventh 
and twelfth centuries found them. Surely this is in 
itself sufficient evidence of the rudimentary condition 
of their mental apparatus as regards music, for 
though any string or cord stretched between two 
points and set in motion by the wind must have 
whispered this great truth to them for centuries, 
their ears were not sufficiently trained to hear more 
than one note at a time. Nevertheless, their 
satisfaction was extreme when they discovered our 
" common chord."

It was indeed only an accident, due to the care 
lessness of a singer who departed from the written 
notes and sang something extemporaneously that 
led them on to further experiments, the outcome 
of which was that they realised it was possible 
to sing two tunes at once. I always feel a pro 
found sympathy with the wives and families of 
the musicians who experimented on these lines. 
Imagine, for instance, the joy of having to listen to 
the forced union of two tunes like "The Minstrel 
Boy" and the Russian National Anthem. We 
must be thankful, however, that the musicians of 
those days persisted, for the practice, although 
doubtless drastic, led them to realise that other 
intervals besides fifths, eighths, and thirds were 
possible with good effect. Although their aim 
was to combine melodies rather than to discover
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harmonic possibilities, the latter result was eventually 
made plain to them, and another step along the 
road of progress was recorded.

It should be remembered that so far no attempt 
was made to originate melodies. The material 
used was that of the old church modes, or of popular 
folk tunes, one of which would be taken as the 
principal theme, and above it and below it would 
be added counterpoints, constructed according to 
well-defined, rigid laws. Sometimes one part would 
sing in consecutive fifths with the " fixed tone," 
while the third part was free to embellish according 
to the fancy of the singer.

The next step consisted in making one tune 
serve several voices, by delaying the entries and 
making them all come in with the same melodic 
progression. This was quite a stroke of genius, 
and its results were far-reaching, for it made 
musicians realise, first, the equality and independ 
ence of each voice ; and second, the need for careful 
choice of theme, in order to obtain successful 
imitational treatment.

The step from this new venture to that of actually 
inventing themes is not a big one. It would naturally 
grow out of the difficulty composers would find in 
making existing tunes suit the new requirements. 
Anyhow, it was not until the fifteenth century that 
composers began systematically to invent their own 
tunes. All the centuries up to the end of the 
fourteenth I therefore characterise as concerned 
with the preliminaries of music. During that time 
the materials were gathered, and a certain amount of 
technical facility was gained in the treatment of 
voices.

The next two centuries I designate the Middle 
Period mediaeval music   for, during that time 
was evolved the purest and, I believe, one of the 
most enduring forms of musical art the world will
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ever know. It is gratifying to us to know that 
Englishmen were first in the field of composition. 
Leaving aside the extraordinary and beautiful com 
position known as " Sumer is icumen in," which dates 
back to about 1240, we find traces of an English 
school of composition in the first quarter of the 
fifteenth century. At that time it was the fashion 
to found and endow musical establishments at the 
various Royal chapels, in imitation of the Papal 
choir in Rome. The Flemish theorist, Tinctoris, 
writing in 1477, attributes all the great improve 
ments apparent in music in his time, directly or 
indirectly, to the institution of chapels, since, as he 
says, "the advantages connected with the position 
of a singer in the Chapel Royal, the honour and 
glory and the liberal emoluments, are such as cause 
this distinction to be much sought after, so that 
many able men are stirred up to a closer study of 
the art, in order both to obtain an appointment and 
to do well in it. Whence," he adds, " it comes that 
in the present age the science of our music has 
received so wonderful an enlargement that it might 
seem to* be a new art."

The Church has fortunately ceased to exercise 
the overlordship of music, along with the abrogation 
of all its other temporal powers ; and music is the 
better for it. In the fourteenth, fifteenth, and 
sixteenth centuries, she retained a firm hold on 
musicians. A close study of the tendencies of the 
last period show, however, that composers were, 
even then, seeking to spread their wings and 
experiment in directions which were by no means 
ecclesiastical in their trend. It must not be for 
gotten, however, that the Church in those days was 
entitled to take the lead in all things intellectual 
and artistic, because she possessed the best brains 
of the period.

There can be no doubt that the first Englishman
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to create works of considerable length, unconnected 
with plain song and founded upon purely technical 
devices, was John of Dunstable a very shadowy 
figure, about whose life we know practically nothing 
except the date of its termination (1453). Dunstable's 
eminence consisted not so much in the superior 
quality of his actual writing, as in the general effect 
of contrivance and variety. There is evidence of a 
desire to break up the music into parts, which 
distinctly foreshadows the later developments of 
form and plan. Thus he would repeat a theme in 
different time or measure, and he would alter the 
arrangement of the voices, sometimes grouping 
them, and sometimes separating them, but returning 

. to the measure or grouping of the announcing phrase 
at the end.

After Dunstable, the lead in composition passed 
to Flanders, to one Dufay, who became successively 
canon of Cambrai, canon of Mons, and prebendary 
of Bruges. His contribution to the art of composi 
tion consisted in a far greater use of " canon " than 
we find in the work of his predecessor Dunstable ; 
and, more important still, in the invention of what 
we know as the "perfect cadence." The followers 
of Dufay were concerned almost entirely with the 
development of canonic and contrapuntal device. 
They perceived the true nature of canon as a 
constructive agent, and they devoted their whole 
energies to its mastery.

The next step was a realisation of harmonic fit 
ness and expression. The work of Depres, between 
1470 and 1520, represents a greater contribution to 
musical technique than that of any other musician 
in a similar period of time. It is in the work of 
Depres that the principle of harmonic fitness is 
established. His sentences convey a clear musical 
intention : they are so constructed as to direct 
attention to the main points of the words which
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they adorn. This attention to the general character 
istics of the words, and the dawning realisation of 
the power of music to intensify the meaning and 
effect of words, led to the creation of totally new 
conditions.

It was not until the beginning of the sixteenth 
century, after the principles of Depres had permeated 
the musical world, that the true distinction between 
sacred and secular music was grasped. Until that 
time it mattered little or nothing to composers 
whether words were concerned with sacred or 
profane sentiments : the music was just the same. 
But now composers had an expressive material, and 
felt they could demonstrate the difference between 
the suggestion of the purely physical and mental, 
and the suggestion of that settled condition of 
aspiration which is inseparable from the music con 
nected with the divine office. Even in those far-off 
days the English nation did not follow up its advan 
tages. There can be no doubt that it was responsible 
for the invention of composition, and possessed in 
John of Dunstable the greatest musician of his time, 
whose fame rang through Europe. Yet after his 
death the palm was allowed to pass to the Nether 
lands, and the English became, in the words of 
Tinctoris, " the pupils of their pupils."

The Netherlands School sent out many offshoots. 
Its influence was so far-reaching that its disciples 
occupied leading positions in Paris, Rome, Venice, 
Madrid, Cracow in fact in all the great centres of 
Europe. England shared, of course, in the general 
awakening, and after working on the new lines pro 
duced a school of composers second to none in the 
whole world. To the musician their names are 
household words ; around their heads are haloes of 
imperishable glory ; for they did for England's fair 
fame in music that which nobody has since been 
able to surpass. The first group includes the names
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of Christopher Tye, Thomas Tallis, and William 
Byrd. They were all pre-Reformation composers, 
and were called upon, after the actual upheaval, to 
write music for the Reformed service. The pre- 
Reformation work corresponds, in all essential points, 
with the best work of the Netherlands School ; but 
the post-Reformation work contains a greater pro 
portion of note against note harmonisation : in other 
words, it contains more blocks of harmony and less 
counterpoint. It is characteristically British, and 
goes straight to the point. Tye became infected 
with the new religious principles, and gave up music 
to become a clergyman. Tallis and Byrd, on the 
other hand, remained unswerving in their affection 
for the old faith, and after writing a small amount 
for the Reformed Church flatly refused to write 
any more. Tye (b. 1510) and Tallis (b. 1515) 
belonged, of course, to an earlier school than Byrd 
(b. 1543). The two former worked in a narrow 
groove, so that their whole stock-in-trade was, as it 
were, laid bare on every page of their best work. 
It is probable that the sacking of the monasteries 
and abbeys was responsible for the destruction of 
many of their compositions; but, if such were 
suddenly discovered in this year, they would tell 
us nothing more than we already know of their 
methods. Byrd, on the other hand, stands out as 
the first example of the versatile composer. In 
addition to ecclesiastical music, he wrote madrigals 
and ayres and instrumental music.

The stream of tendency which began with the 
work of Dunstable found its culmination in the 
church music of Palestrina in Italy, Di Lassus in 
the Netherlands, and Vittoria in Spain. In this 
country ecclesiastical music received a shock at the 
Reformation : but it received a greater one after 
the defeat of the Armada, for then a wave of 
secularity swept over the whole country and carried
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music to a height never before attained and never 
since equalled in that particular department. It is 
the fashion to extol the work of Palestrina, who 
wrote almost entirely for the Church, as the pinnacle 
of perfection in choral writing. His music is doubt 
less very beautiful: it creates an atmosphere of its 
own that of the soul communing with its Maker, 
entirely detached from life. His very style of part 
writing was deliberately designed to destroy any 
sense of rhythm, because rhythm was felt to belong 
to the region of things mundane. Yet we must 
remember that Palestrina was not the originator of 
his style ; he did but gather up the threads of his 
predecessors and contemporaries and weave them 
into a more beautiful and artistic fabric. Conse 
quently there is, in much of the religious music of 
the period, an effect of monotony which is inevitable, 
and which after a time becomes tiring. But in the 
Elizabethan madrigal school there is a virility, a 
variety, and a general sense of style and finish which 
give it a unique position in the history of music. 
The names of William Byrd, Thomas Morley, 
John Wilbye, Thomas Weelkes, John Benet, John 
Dowland, and many others will continue to be remem 
bered as amongst the greatest of our national sons.

I have been specially asked to say something 
about the instruments of the period. They are now 
obsolete, but they played an increasingly important 
part in the development of music after the close of 
the sixteenth century.

The virginal, or virginals, was really a spinet, but 
received the former name, we are told, in compli 
ment to Queen Elizabeth. It was quadrangular in 
shape and quite portable. The harpsichord was a 
more developed virginal or spinet. In both instru 
ments the strings were plucked by plectrums, which 
were set in motion at the keyboard, thus giving a 
sound of very thin and short-lived quality.
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Of viols there were four sizes the treble or dis- 
cant viol, the tenor " viola da braccio " and the bass 
" viola da gamba" ; also the double bass " violone," 
which is now the only one in use and which was even 
then used but seldom. The term " a chest of viols " 
refers to a complete set of the first three varieties. 
Our modern violin, viola, and 'cello have, as you 
know, four strings, which are tuned in 5ths. Viols, 
on the other hand, had from five to seven strings, 
which were tuned in 4ths and 3rds.

The lute was perhaps the most popular instru 
ment of the period. It had six strings, which were 
plucked with the fingers of'the right hand, the left 
hand meanwhile " stopping " the strings, much as a 
banjo player does at the present time. Its tone, 
though faint, had considerable charm and colour.

The cithern, pandora, and orphereon belonged to 
the lute family but had no "chanterelle" or melody 
string. They were thus available only for playing 
accompaniments.

There was, too, the theorbo, or double-necked 
"archlute," which was often used instead of a keyed 
instrument to supply the chords of the figured bass. 
Handel used it in his first two oratorios, and it is 
also to be found in many other contemporary works.

It is an interesting fact that English instrumental 
music had a great vogue abroad, and especially in 
Germany, during the latter part of the sixteenth and 
the early part of the seventeenth centuries. Here 
again we paved the way and laid a foundation for 
the greater work of Sweelinck, Buxtehude, and Bach. 
But still more significant is the fact that the many 
Englishmen who occupied posts as violists or luten- 
ists at foreign courts, and whose compositions were 
published during the early part of the seventeenth 
century at Hamburg, Frankfort, Utrecht, Nurem 
berg, Llibeck, Berlin, and elsewhere, were all ex 
pelled from Germany at the beginning of the Thirty
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Years' War. Since that time, English musicians 
have been kept at arm's length, except when money 
could be squeezed out of them. To follow the 
fascinating development of instrumental music is, 
however, to use Mr. Kipling's phrase, "quite another 
story."


