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BY the term Mediaeval Music I indicate that 
period in the development of the art which 

was concerned with the evolution and with the 
application of general principles of style and treat 
ment. In my previous paper I endeavoured to make 
clear the gradual growth of musical composition up 
to the time of the Elizabethan Madrigal School. 1 I 
dealt entirely with choral composition, because choral 
composition is the basis on which the whole structure 
of music is built. The principle of "divine dis 
content " is nowhere more admirably illustrated than 
in the history of music. As soon as one pinnacle 
of perfection was reached, another groping effort 
towards new expression was started. It is so in all 
arts. We see no ultimate : the desire for new forms 
and new colours impels us perpetually. No force, 
however great, can stem this fundamental impulse. 
The Church did for a time lay its blighting hands 
on music and say : " Thus far and no farther " ; but 
the result was that the divine onward impulse, work 
ing in the minds and hearts of musicians, caused the 
art to swerve into other channels.

1 See Transactions, Ixviii. 177.
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If we would find the beginnings of instrumental 
music we must study the domestic side of the life of 
the nation. From time immemorial the dance has 
played its part in this sphere, and from time im 
memorial the rhythm of it has been emphasised in 
some crude but audible manner. It is, then, to the 
music of the people we must turn for any glimmerings 
of new tendencies.

At first, composers naturally applied the principles 
of choral writing to the new medium. One of the 
most powerful factors in the foundation of the new 
style was the domestic instrument called the lute. 
Composers exploited its resources to the full extent, 
partly because it was a most popular instrument, and 
partly too because its possibilities were very limited. 
They soon found how unsuitable music of the choral 
type was ; so they evolved a style of writing which 
took cognisance of the chord as a chord, and not as 
a mere accident of the flow of the contrapuntal parts.

With the development of music for domestic 
instruments the practice of singing madrigals fell 
into abeyance, and instead of it another typically 
English form of musical art was evolved, in the 
shape of the solo song. The general scope of the 
songs is such that one feels that they were never 
intended for professional performance. They are 
simple and direct, and they were obviously written 
for amateurs who had a cultivated appreciation of 
poetry. But the accompaniments to the songs (for 
lute) undoubtedly helped towards the foundation of 
the new instrumental style.

The application of the great natural law, "That 
which thou sowest is not quickened except it die," 
is nowhere more powerfully illustrated than in the 
growth of music. The great choral style blossomed 
and reached its zenith with the close of the sixteenth 
century. Then followed a period of decay and sterility. 
In the meantime instrumental music had started on
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its independent way, progressing slowly towards a 
new form of utterance by using all the old familiar 
choral idioms, and by shedding them gradually as 
new effects and new possibilities were discovered. 
Then, with the advent of the seventeenth century, 
came a new movement which discarded all previous 
theories and practice; which laid for itself new 
foundations and raised thereon a building fashioned 
according to its own requirements, i.e. the demands 
of dramatic expression. The first impulse came from 
Florence, where a band of enthusiasts deliberately 
set to work to resuscitate the principles of the old 
Greek drama. We are not now concerned with 
those principles. They afforded at the time ample 
pabulum for daily discussion and argument. But 
we are distinctly concerned with the outcome of the 
movement, for it virtually created a new art. From 
that time, dramatic music and instrumental music 
progressed side by side for a considerable period, 
each reacting upon the other, not only to their own 
advantage, but to the advantage of all musical art.

Consider now the possible lines of development 
for instrumental music at the beginning of the seven 
teenth century. There are three well-defined courses 
which we can follow with the advantage which the 
perspective of years gives to us :

(i.) There was the possibility of superimposing upon the 
choral style new ornaments, turns, and rhythmic formulae, 
which would virtually create a new style of expression. 
The outcome of this method was the dignified organ fugue.

(ii.) There was the development or expansion of existing 
dance forms and rhythms, which led to the early suites and 
the later symphony.

(iii.) There was the province of the specialist who knew 
the practical resources of his instrument, and who advanced 
the technique of writing by the application of his principles 
to practice.

The second instrument to attain mature develop-
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ment was the organ. Its path of progress lay along 
the first of the three ways afore mentioned, and it is 
interesting, and sometimes amusing, to trace the 
gradual growth of new texture which was grafted 
upon the plain choral style. One of the most 
favoured forms of writing affected by the early organ 
composers was that known as the Toccata. It was 
meant to display brilliance of finger-touch as well as 
of imaginative treatment, and often consisted of 
mere aimless wanderings up and down the key 
board. Another favourite form was the Choral 
Prelude. There were many ways of treatment: 
perhaps the most popular was that of treating each 
line of the choral separately, and using its theme as 
the basis of a little prelude or introduction. This 
form was cultivated to a great extent; in fact, one 
would not be overstating the case if one said that 
the last word in such treatment was said by the 
organ-writers of the seventeenth century. The 
organ Fugue, directly growing out of the choral 
style, assumed instrumental features gradually; but, 
like its cousin the Choral Prelude, it attained to full 
development before the close of the seventeenth 
century.

Meanwhile, a special feature of instrumental 
music was being developed in this country, i.e. that 
for domestic keyed instruments. A collection of 
pieces known as " Mulliner's MS. Collection" 
(which dates from at least 1565) is evidence of an 
extraordinary activity in this direction. The greatest 
collection of all is that known as " Queen Elizabeth's 
Virginal Book " a very beautiful MS. preserved at 
the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge. Over twenty 
English composers are represented in this volume. 
In addition, there is a collection named " Benjamin 
Cosyn's Virginal Book," which contains ninety-eight 
pieces by various composers ; another, called " Will 
Foster's," which contains over seventy pieces ; a
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dainty volume called " Lady Nevile's Book," which 
contains forty-two pieces, all by William Byrd, and 
all written before 1591 ; and the famous " Parthenia," 
which was the first book of such music printed in 
England, and contains the most attractive work of 
Byrd, Bull, and Orlando Gibbons.

The pieces in these collections are made up of 
Dance tunes, Preludes, Fantasias, and last but by 
no means least, of Variations. The discovery of the 
Variation form was a source of great profit to the 
early composers. The reason will be evident when 
it is remembered that the secret of writing an ex 
tended movement had not yet been discovered. The 
construction of variations relieved the composer of 
the necessity to invent themes, and left him free to 
concentrate his skill upon details of treatment.

The steady progress from " wildly whirling scale 
passages" with no particular point to that of free 
and definite musical patterns is easy to trace. The 
Englishman with the greatest instinct for instru 
mental style was undoubtedly Dr. John Bull. 
To him may be credited the invention of the 
broken chord, the arpeggio, and the device of 
repeated notes. He had also a fine instinct for 
modulation.

There is of course a special reason for the 
prominence given to purely domestic music in this 
country during the seventeenth century. Long before 
the revolutionary bolt fell, the Puritan aversion to 
elaborate church music had grown more and more 
pronounced. A Committee appointed by the House 
of Lords reported unfavourably upon it even in 
1641 ; so it is no matter for surprise that when war 
broke out the Puritan soldiers lost no opportunity 
to do all the damage possible, not only to churches 
and ornaments, but to organs and music books as 
well. Choirs were disbanded; and church composers 
found themselves without occupation. Thus was
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the innate love of music turned, as it were by Act 
of Parliament, into new channels; and thus was 
completed the secularisation of music in this country. 
A popular misconception holds the Puritans respons 
ible for untold damage to our musical progress as a 
nation. As a matter of fact, the Puritan policy was 
productive of the greatest activity in matters musical. 
Compositions poured forth ; indeed, if we may judge 
by the amount of music published during the 
Commonwealth, "the country would appear to have 
been bubbling with it."

Let us now turn to the new movement, mentioned 
above, which was initiated in Florence in the year 
1600. It was a very modest affair in its inception ; 
and its first-fruits consisted only in a form of free 
accompanied declamation. Gradually, however, the 
scope of the accompaniments grew in importance in 
proportion to the composer's power of recognition 
of the demands of dramatic art. The first revolu 
tionary was one Claudio Monteverde (b. 1568), a 
professional viol-player in the Duke of Mantua's 
band. Knowing full well the possibilities of his 
particular instrument, he had the audacity to write 
passages and progressions which commended them 
selves to his artistic sense. That sense has been 
justified at the bar of the tribunal of time. But his 
innovations were greeted with howls of execration 
and horror by the orthodox men of his time. Fortu 
nately for the progress of the intellectual and artistic 
world, orthodoxy always implies the presence of its 
antithesis heterodoxy and the whole course of 
mental development bears witness to the leadership 
of the heterodox. Stated briefly, Monteverde's 
contribution to the advancement of music consisted 
in the free use of discord. He was the first man 
to use discords which had not been previously 
sounded as concords and held over the new harmony. 
He was also the first man to arrest the attention of
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his audience by writing an instrumental prelude to 
an opera. The character of his instrumental writing 
is free and varied, and shows a great instinct for 
artistic effect. He was the first man to use violins 
in rapidly repeated notes, a device which to audiences 
of those days must have produced the same effect as 
a fierce tremolando in modern times.

Monteverde's pupil and successor, Cavalli, carried 
the best traditions of Italian musical art to France 
(1660 and 1662), and thus became the connect 
ing link in the chain of great dramatic composers 
which extended from Monteverde in Italy to Lulli, 
Rameau, and Gluck in France, Purcell in England, 
and Spontini, Meyerbeer, and Wagner in Germany. 
Cavalli's contribution to the advancement of his art 
consisted in establishing the principle of an over 
ture in separate movements such movements 
bearing definite relationship of character to each 
other a development which attained great artistic 
results in the hands of the later classical masters. 
The great Frenchman Lulli used this form of overture 
to such an extent that it became known as the French 
or Lullian overture. It consists of a dignified slow 
movement, generally with dotted crotchets and 
quavers; followed by an allegro movement, often 
in fugal style; and closing with a dance form, 
generally a minuet or gavotte. The most familiar 
example I can quote of this type of overture is that 
written for the oratorio, The Messiah. That over 
ture has only two movements the dignified opening 
one, and the allegro in fugal style which follows it. 
Handel, however, wrote another movement in minuet 
form to round off the whole thing ; but owing to the 
exigencies of circumstances it was omitted from the 
score, and was afterwards never put into its proper 
place.

The growth of dramatic music, then, affected 
purely instrumental music in four directions :
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(i.) In opening out greater harmonic possibilities, 
(ii.) In establishing definite formal construction, 
(iii.) In expanding the possibilities of instrumental effect, 
(iv.) In solving the practical difficulty of combining 

instruments.

The Italians led the way not only in dramatic 
music, and in the problems of formal construction 
and instrumental style generally, but they developed 
and perfected the instrument which has the most 
human and emotional utterance of all instruments of 
music the violin. Among the world-famous makers 
of the perfect violin are included the names of 
Gasparo da Salo, who worked from 1560 to 1609; 
the Amati family, the first of whom is said to have 
learnt his art from da Salo; the family of Guarnari, 
the first of whom was a pupil of Nicolo Amati; and 
last of all, Antonio Stradivari, who was also a pupil 
of old Nicolo Amati and lived from 1644 until 1737 !

Once composers realised the great possibilities of 
the violin as a solo instrument, they devoted more 
and more time to its exploitation. Movements 
were strung together to produce a cyclic form of 
coherent interest, which became known as the Suite. 
This cyclic form was established by the loving work 
of countless unknown composers, who laboured 
diligently during the third quarter of the seventeenth 
century.

It is worthy of note that instrumental style 
attained perfection through composers being content 
to devote their energies to the improvement of one 
instrument at a time. The first really mature com 
poser of violin music, as well as inventor of modern 
violin playing, was Archangelo Corelli, who was 
born in 1653. His output amounts to but sixty little 
works, all for stringed instruments, but they repre 
sent a distinct landmark in the establishment of 
instrumental form. His works are divided into two 
classes of sonatas Sonate da Chiesa and Senate da
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Camera. The twenty-four Senate da Chiesa represent 
absolute music of the type of our modern sonatas, 
and they aim at all-round artistic perfection. The 
twenty-four Senate da Camera, on the other hand, 
consist of groups of dance movements, such as one 
associated with suites, or with ballet music. Corelli 
was practically the first composer to show a consistent 
instinct for style, and this marks an important epoch. 
Earlier composers had flashes of insight into the 
possibilities of instrumental style, but in the work of 
Corelli we find the principles of key distribution, 
of reiteration of phrases, of the use of sequence, and 
of definiteness of rhythmic subject, an accomplished 
fact.

We have now reached the turning-point when 
the struggles and experiments of the century 
blossomed into the maturity of real instrumental 
style. " Corelli's compositions mark the complete 
emancipation of instrumental music from the trammels 
of the vocal style, the complete perception of tonality 
as a basis of structure, and the attainment of the 
essential quality of fitness and style." With Corelli 
may be said to terminate the middle period of 
instrumental music: the period in which the prin 
ciples of form and style were slowly evolved and 
finally established. From that time onwards modern 
music has steadily developed along the lines laid 
down by Corelli, as the summing up of the work of 
his innumerable predecessors.


