The Music of the Medieval Church
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of events—the so-called Babylonian Captivity, the Great Schism,

and the Black Death—cumulatively brought about the end of the
theocratic age.

ol As the Church was losing its absolute grip, a political and spiri-
3 ‘tual crisis took place. Increasingly powerful secular rulers began to
contest the Church’s right to rule and, especially, to tax in their
- lands. By the :md-nto late fourteenth century, the growing power of
.secular courts, resulted in an mtellectual and artistic swmg toward

t_‘.h-century saw the growth and develop-
ature, with much of it—such as Dante’s

hurch and faith. We are witness to the
m and a new classicism, as Roman and

brofound asa body of secular composed
e, edify, and entertain its listeners emerged
s for the first time since the demise of the

bty M achaut was born around 1300 and died in 1377. He was the

3 "meludmg one called “Quant en Moy,” which translates as “When,

HOW TO LISTEN TO GREAT MUSIC

MUSIC BOX

Guillaume de Machaut, “Quant en Moy” (ca. 135\)}'

whole package: aside from being the outstanding composer
of the ars nova, he is also considered the greatest French poet of his
- time. Many of his compositions are of extraordinary complexity,
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example of polyphony. The word polyphony means “many sounds,” so

what we have here is the simultaneous presence of multiple melodic
parts. '

‘From the standpoint of composition, the invention of composed

g. In creating music featuring two or more
, a specialist is going to have to make all sorts
regarding harmony and coordinated rhythm
in the creation of a plainchant. To use a cook-
rence between having cereal for dinner and
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come o‘nly through belief,” the evolving spirit of the fifteenth cen-
tury said, Intelligo ut credam: “Belief can come only through under-

standing.” This intellectual shift can be observed in several major
trends:

harmonic consonance and
today, had not yet evolved,

B

__t.h_at the musical complexity of the ars nova
complexity of the Notre Dame Cathedral

ally complex music of this period mirrors
{ age, an age in which composers of such

ritual use and ceremonial view of

arily
that could be

eing a more humanistic art

cation and/or amusement.
N By

¢ in an increasingly disordered world. It
century that Western music diverged from

Classicism. The Renaissance was fascinated by the language, lit-
erature, philosophy, art, and architecture of ancient Greece and
Rome. But more than just the accomplishments of the Greeks
and Romans, the thinkers of the Renaissance were inspired by the

~ ancient view of humankind. Thus inspired, humanism emerged
~ as the dominant intellectual movement of the Renaissance. It
~ focused on human life and accomplishments rather than on reli-

ious doctrine and the afterlife.

: '-fF;xploration. The Renaissance saw the voyages of Christopher

i)

'Columbus, Vasco da Gama, and Ferdinand Magellan.

‘The Protestant Reformation. The power of the Roman Church
‘was profoundly shaken by the Protestant Reformation, led by
artin Luther.

- Education. The rise

sometimes technology.
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of civility and public safety followed. Trade routes were reestab-
lished, wealth was created, and with it, those extraordinary hubs of
interdependent human activity called cities began to dot the Euro-
landscape. Cities can exist only in an environment of cooperative
specialization: different folks govern, import the food, export the
offal, teach the young, and so forth. The Christian Church, the civic
lynchpin of the age, was the dominant spiritual and educational insti-
tution in the new European cities. And the buildings with which
J the medieval Church celebrated itself became a metaphor for God’s
f power and magnificence.
i The High Middle Ages saw an explosion in architectur.fa‘l technol-
' ogy, as first Romanesque—that is, Roman arch-based archltecFure—
and then Gothic architectural styles were born. Construction on
the “new” Canterbury Cathedral was begun if" 1070. The corner-
stone of Notre Dame in Paris was laid in 1163; in 1260 the Ch;r;rrea:?i
Cathedral was consecrated; and construction on the gf;eat .cla'; 32 i
of Cologne began in 1248 (though it was not completed unti 2.
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~ ther of which is more (or less) imp
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That communities could afford to expend their resources on
these huge architectural marvels is further evidence of the growing
wealth and security of Western Europe in the years after 1000 CE.

The complexity and magnificence of design and detail inherent in
these Gothic cathedrals are mirrored in the “new music” being com-
posed for worship in these churches, music that features multiple
and often very complex simultaneous melodies set in a texture called
polyphony.

Polyphony is a musical texture in which two or more principal
melodic parts are heard simultaneously. For example, here is a mel-
ody we all know as “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” and for which we
have varying degrees of affection. In the spirit of pedagogical inves-
tigation, I would ask you to sing it:
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Row oW, TOW. your boat. gest - ly  down the

Now get the gerbil. Sing it together, butin an overlapping fashion,
as a round.

4 . . melod 3 You

i imultaneously present, nei-
; inci elodic parts are sim t,
NAE ortant than the other. This is an
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- The music of the early medieval Church is today generically
~ referred to as plainchant.*lt—.’s{'t_:alled-pla'mchant because it is unadorned

- and unaccompanied, consi

The repertoire of medieval plainchant is often referred to as

Gregorian chant, in honor of Pope Gregory 1, who reigned as Pope
(Bishop of Rome) from 590 to 604 CE. Contrary to the popular
image, Gregory I had nothing to do with the creation of plainchant.
His name is associated with this body of music because it was dur-
ing his reign that the Roman Catholic Church sought to assert its
authority over the churches of Europe by codifying and standard-
izing liturgical procedures, including music.

Truly, there is no I'in chant. The musical functionaries who created,
memorized, and taught by rote the huge body of plainchant to the
church community were not making music to express or glorify them-
selves. Frankly, that’s a concept that would have-bggmu;_tteﬂy foreign
~ to them. They were creating music to glorify God, music that would
~ help to create a meditational state during the countless;pgms church
functionaries spent in prayer; music that would facili_tag@the;ngmg-
rization of huge amounts of liturgical text; music that could Gﬁkﬁﬁl&
'mind and render it susceptible to divine influence. This was the-rg'lc.Qf
music in the medieval Church. And while popular music—romantic
- ce music—existed in the medieval ,Iworld , it was
as ultimately notated (i.e., writ'f;?!} do ;._
for the composed music of centuries

\ber and variety, the plainch:
‘body of music created

‘home! Sing

monophonic texture. Having left the shower, grab your
r, children, cat, or gerbil (okay, maybe not
th ing together. Despite the fact that there
; the voices are singing the same single,
. same time. It is still monophony; you

songs and simple
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. We can see these huge hymnals today in the church and cathedral
libraries of Europe: massive medieval and early Renaissance col-
lections of plainchant, copied and illuminated by hand on vellum.
These volumes are big: stick four legs on 'em and you've got yourself
a coffee table. The expense of producing these books was prodi-
gious, so a church would buy one such hymnal for all to share. It
would be placed on a stand at one end of the choir loft. Anyone with
bad eyes sat close to it, and those with good eyes sat farther away. In
such a way, a .;‘-i?.}g,lfQ;h?:ok could serve an entire choir.

should express and then to figure out how precisely to express it

in i
a \:\ray that would move its hearers in a manner analogous to the
music of the ancients.

It’s the Words

Cniawa cal, the composers of the fifteenth century came to realize that
: E e expressive message of the music lay in the words. Therefore,

Ipture. Inspire d by the glories of classical art, ssion in music was indelibly tied to clear vocal articulation: the
s depicted the world around them with a new
e. A golden age of art ensued, one that saw

ns of such artists as Donatello, Botticelli, da

uously. For Renaissance composers, clear vocal declamation of the
tds being sung became the essential element in musical expres-

ong with this doctrine of articulation was the developing idea
music itself should reflect and intensify the actual meaning

the words, a process called word painting or tone painting.

he Renaissance expressive notions of clear vocal articulation
d word painting found their ultimate manifestations in the Mass
adrigal, the two most important musical genres of the late

tury.

ulary than that of earlie
- asked themselves why their contempo
them the way the ancient Greeks cla i
Jem. Bishop Bernardino Cirillo, an outspo
' music of his time, wrote, “-Thu_s-th" 1

- vor in their profession to do wha

is the setting of certain parts of the daily Mass
Mass was to most Renaissance COMPOSErs what
: osers and opera to
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a melody drawn from the secular repertoire. The creation and popu-

3 larity of imitation Masses in the early sixteenth century demonstrate %o I: e c:lrlgal 115 a secular, unac-
3 : panied vocal w ;
£ that the composers of these Masses were given an extraordinary individual voices (\’L:f:r o 2y
Lt degree of creative freedom by a relatively tolerant Church. gals apart from o.ther :onstet s
e : . : Cmpor
¥ Soon enough, Martin Luther’s Ninety-five Theses (posted as a genres of late Renaissance specjlrY

ar

protest on a church door in the city of Wittenberg in 1517) put an
end to the Church’s tolerance and led to the seismic upheaval that
was the Protestant Reformation.

vocal music was that they combined
“elevated” poetry with suitably “ele-
wvated” music. Another thing that set
them apart was their “free” mixing
of polyphonic and homophonic sec-
ons, something very unusual in
sic of the late Renaissance. In the
istically repressive environment
" of the Counter-Reformation, during
, Wi;uch experimentation was abso-

Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina
(1525-1594) The Teaching Com-
pany Collection

the Western world to its core. The so-called
owed, as the Catholic Church, batteredbut

over and then address those laxities that
e Reformation in the first place. Among the
£ the Counter-Reformation was the convening
e Council of Trent, which met for eighteen 4
. 1‘! ian city of Trento, from 1545 to 1563. Every
-h fell under the council’s scrutiny; and it h

ely verboten in church music, the
adrigal, as a secular art form, became the most experimental, the

ost avant-garde musical genre of its time.

At the heart of the genre lies a compositional technique called
rd, or tone, painting. Word painting is the creation of a musical
esture that illustrates the meaning of a word or a group of words—

etty much everything, including music R t%&‘ﬂl . de running daw’t.tte ‘l:;ll ::::;am'

i M ' : 1 cale are “about words
.+ things, the council objected-mlghtﬂY'-t""___ o 2 :
'- persona Iy expressive nature of late fifteent

ntury church music. [mitation Masses, O¥
, pronunciation of church




