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Chansons de Geste
While the French jongleurs and troubadours of the 12th and 13th centuries deal mostly with entertainment and love songs, the subjects of the Romances and Chansons de gest are broader in scope.   For example, emerging from the Dark Ages, secular philosophy had yet to regain its reputation, as we can see in an observation in the “Romance of the Rose.”

The times have come to such a pass that now

Good men who give their lives to learning’s quest,

Becoming doctors of philosophy,

And journeying to many a foreign land,

Get into debt and suffer poverty,

And almost naked beg their barefoot way

In search of knowledge; yet they are not loved.

Less than an apple princes prize them now....
 

It follows that these French writers did not, as did the ancient philosophers, struggle to explain rational knowledge versus sensory perception, or ponder the relationship of the emotions to Reason.  But these subjects are always the foundations of aesthetic philosophy, and when Marie de France prepares to sing a lay and promises to do so “to the best of my art and knowledge,”
 there is an echo of ancient debates.

A discussion on the rational and emotional natures of man is found in the famous “Romance of the Rose,” where we are treated to a battle of wits between the allegorical god, Reason, and a lover.  The passage begins with the lady expressing her regret that she did not take the advice of Reason.

Well warned by Reason, mad I must have been

When I took not the advice she freely gave

And did not quit Love’s service right away.

Reason was right to blame me when I lent

Myself to Love, incurring grievous woes.
 

In the following section, called “Reason remonstrates with the Lover,” Reason describes Love,
 in part,

Love is a troubled peace, an amorous war --

A treasonous loyalty, disloyal faith --

A fear that’s full of hope, a desperate trust --

A madman’s logic, reasoned foolishness --

A healthy sickness and most languorous health --

A sadness gay, a frolicsomeness sad --

A bitter sweetness, a sweet-tasting gall --

Reason concludes by defining Love as an,

Imaginary illness freely spread

Between two persons of opposing sex,

Originating from disordered sight,

Producing great desire to hug and kiss

And seek enjoyment in a mutual lust.
 

All of which, the reader is delighted to find, had no effect.  In this case, feeling conquered Reason.

Thus Reason preached, but Love set all at naught;

For though I heard the sermon word for word

I took no stock in it, so drawn was I

To Love, who still my every thought pursued....
 

We find a closely related passage in the Romance, “The Knight with the Lion,” by Chretien de Troyes.  Here we believe the author means to suggest that  it is the experiential, the feeling side of us, which gives meaning to Reason.

Give me your heart and your ears, for words are lost completely unless they are understood by the heart.  There are people who hear but do not understand, although they praise what they hear.  Now they are capable only of hearing because their heart does not understand.  The words come like the blowing wind to their ears; they do not linger or stay there, but pass quickly unless the heart is alert and ready to receive them.  When they are heard, the heart can receive and enclose them, and make them stay.  The ears are the route and channel the voice takes to the heart, and the heart embraces, inside the body, the voice that enters through the ears.  Whoever would hear me now must lend me his heart and his ears.
 

One of the psychological subjects relative to aesthetics is the concept of pleasure and pain.  The two authors of the “Romance of the Rose” use musical references to briefly touch on this aspect of man and his emotions.  In the first part, Guillaume de Lorris presents an almost Epicurean separation of the emotions.

For you should know, in truth, that one in woe

Has no desire for caroling or dance.

Nor can she school herself, who lives in grief,

To merriment.  Joy is woe’s opposite.
 

But is it pain which defines and enables us to comprehend joy?  What if there were only joy?  Would it become wearisome?  Can this be what the author of the second part of the Romance means when he has the allegorical character, “Genius,” preaching a sermon on the joys of heaven and realizing he has lost his listeners, remark,

What’s this I pipe to you?  High time it is

I put my flute away.  The sweetest tune

Oftimes annoys.
 

This same Romance engages another centuries old aesthetic question, in a chapter entitled, “How Art strives with Nature.”  Here there is little real debate, the author coming down firmly on the side of Nature.

Of Nature Art implores, demands, and prays,

Like wretched mendicant, of sorry skill

And strength, who struggles to pursue her ways,

That she will teach him how she manages

To reproduce all creatures properly

In her designs, by her creative power.

He watches how she works, and, most intent

To do as well, like ape he copies her.

But Art’s so naked and devoid of skill

That he can never bring a thing to life

Or make it seem that it is natural.

.....

The best that he can do is to reduce

Each to its constitution primitive.

He’ll ne’er attain to Nature’s subtlety

Though he should strive to do so all his life.
 

The purpose of the music described in the French Romances and Chansons de geste seems to have been simple joy and delight.  No more poetic description of this joy can be found than that in the famous “Romance of the Rose,” where the very name given the musician is “Gladness.”
This noble company of which I speak

Had ordered for themselves a caroling.

A dame named Gladness led them in the tune;

Most pleasantly and sweetly rang her voice.

No one could more becomingly or well

Produce such notes; she was just made for song.

She had a voice that was both clear and pure;

About her there was nothing rude, for she

Knew well the dance steps, and could keep good time

The while she voiced her song.  Ever the first

Was she, by custom, to begin the tune;

For music was the trade that she knew best

Ever to practice most agreeably.
 

Even the performance of the narrative Chanson de geste was for the purpose of delight.  The following lines from Marie de France are also interesting in their reference to separate sung and written versions of the same tale.

With a glad heart and right good mind will I tell the Lay that men call Honeysuckle; and that the truth may be known of all it shall be told as many a minstrel has sung it to my ear, and as the scribe hath written it for our delight.
 

Wace takes the point even further, noting that in the retelling by scribe and singer as an art work, the factual aspect of the tale has long been lost.

I know not if you have heard tell the marvelous gestes and errant deeds related so often of King Arthur.  They have been noised about this mighty realm for so great a space that the truth has turned to fable and an idle song.  Such rhymes are neither sheer bare lies, nor gospel truths.  They should not be considered either an idiot’s tale, or given by inspiration.  The minstrel has sung his balled, the storyteller told over his story so frequently, little by little he has decked and painted, till by reason of his embellishment the truth stands hid in the trappings of a tale.  Thus to make a delectable tune to your ear, history goes masking as fable.
 

There are two interesting references in this literature to the power of art.  The first, in Layamon’s “Brut,” a reworking of the Wace tale, Merlin relates to King Arthur what he describes as an ancient truth.

Yes, lord king, it was of yore said, that better is art, than evil strength; for with art men may hold what strength may not obtain.
 

The second has its roots in one of the most familiar of Greek myths, that of Orpheus taming the wild beasts with music.  This charming invention reappears in a 13th century collection of fables known as Gesta Romanorum.  Here an emperor, faced with a wild elephant in his forest, finds two beautiful virgins who are musicians and sends them naked into the forest to tame the elephant.  Sure enough, their music causes the elephant to fall asleep, with his head on one of the girls lap (!), whereupon the other girl cuts it off!
 

Finally, relative to philosophy, we should note that while the music theorists of the 13th century denounced the ancient concept of the “Music of the Spheres,” it still surfaces in the literature of that period.  In the “Romance of the Rose,” for example, the character, “Nature,” says of the spheres,

Sweet harmonies they make,

Which are the source of all the melodies

And divers tunes that we in concord set

In all our sorts of song.  There is no thing

That would not chant in unison with them.
 

Art Music
One of the characteristics which we believe is synonymous with art music is the attentive, contemplative, listener.  One of the most extraordinary 12th century accounts of an art performance, in the Roman de Horn, includes such an audience, which “marvels” at what they heard.

Then he took the harp to tune it.  God! whoever saw how well he handled it, touching the strings and making them vibrate, sometimes causing them to sing and at other times join in harmonies, he would have been reminded of the heavenly harmony.  This man, of all those that there are, causes most wonder.  When he has played his notes he makes the harp go up so that the strings give out completely different notes.  All those present marvel that he could play thus.  And when he has done all this he begins to play the aforesaid lai of Baltof, in a loud and clear voice, just as the Bretons are versed in such performances.  Afterwards he made the strings of the instrument play exactly the same melody as he had just sung; he performed the whole lai for he wished to omit nothing.
 

In the case of art music performed at a banquet, such descriptions are usually accompanied by some reference to the tables being cleared first, to distinguish music to listen to rather than to eat to.  Both of these features are found in the description of a performance in the Romance, “The Lay of the Thorn,” by Marie de France.

After supper, when the tables were removed, the King seated himself for his delight upon a carpet spread before the da•s, his son and many a courteous lord with him.  The fair company gave ear to the Lay of Alys, sweetly sung by a minstrel from Ireland, to the music of his rote.  When his story was ended, forthwith he commenced another, and related the Lay of Orpheus; none being so bold as to disturb the singer, or to let his mind wander from the song.  Afterwards the knights spoke together amongst themselves.
 

Another Romance
 by this writer describes a lay as “sweet to hear, and the tune thereof lovely to bear in mind,” which perhaps suggests the expectation of a listener attentive enough to actually remember the melody.

A 13th century epic, Hervis de Metz, includes a performance of art music, again with the author carefully specifying that the performance was after the meal.

Hervis says: “Noble minstrel, you are welcome!”
He had him brought to the banquet, and after the meal he

began to play the fiddle at once and to sing sons d’amours
in a beautiful and sweet way; Hervis, courteous and 

noble, listened to him.
 

One of the tales in the Gesta Romanorum involves an impromptu performance after a banquet.  First, a king requests his daughter to play.

She commanded the instrument to be brought, and began to touch it with infinite sweetness.  Applause followed the performance, “There never was,” said the courtiers, “a better or a sweeter song.”
A visiting knight, named Apollonius, then volunteers to perform.

Apollonius retired for a few moments, and decorated his head; then re-entering the Triclinium, he took the instrument, and struck it so gracefully and delightfully that they unanimously agreed, it was the harmony not of Apollonius, but of Apollo.

The guests positively asserted, that they never heard or saw anything better....
 

We include as art music the love songs characteristic of the troubadours and trouveres.  Among the references to similar love songs in the “Romance of the Rose,” there is a description, although ostensibly of birds singing, which we believe reflects Art Music.

Sweetly and pleasantly they sang of love

And chanted sonnets courteously and well.

In part songs joining, one sang high, one low.

Their singing was beyond reproach; their notes

With sweetness and contentment filled my heart.
 

The most remarkable reference to love songs in this Romance, however, is more in the spirit of the satirical songs of the Goliards.  A character says sending love songs to a lady is not nearly so effective as being rich!

Someone may ask if it is not worth while 

To make and send to charm and hold his love

Fair verses, motets, ballads, chansonettes.

Alas, one gains not much from such pursuit --

He need not pain himself to poetize --

Perhaps the poem’s praised, but that is all.

But ample purse, filled and weighed down with gold,

Will make them run to him with open arms

When ladies see him draw and open it;

Their desperation has become so great

That they pursue naught but full pocketbooks.

Once, to be sure, ‘twas different; times are getting worse.
 

Functional Music

In the essay on medieval civic music we have mentioned examples from this repertoire of music being used for executions and for tower watch uses.  Descriptions of church music in this French literature are rare, one of the more interesting being found in Wace’s Roman de Brut.

Now within the church Mass was commenced with due pomp and observance.  The noise of the organ filled the church, and the clerks sang tunably in the choir.  Their voices swelled or failed, according as the chant mounted to the roof, or died away in supplication.  The knights passed from one church to the other.
 

The English text upon which this passage is based seems more complementary to the quality of the musical performance.

Afterwards, when the procession was over, so much organ music was played in the two churches and the choirs sang so sweetly that, because of the high standard of the music offered, the knights who were there hardly knew which of the churches to enter first.  They flocked in crowds, first to this one, then to the other, so that if the whole day had been spent in celebration they would not have been bored.  Finally, high mass was celebrated in both churches.
 

After the organ was accepted into the church, gradually the rest of the instruments, for which the organ was only a surrogate, began to appear.  A charming reference to the use of string instruments in the service in the 13th century is found in the works of Gautier de Coinci (c. 1218 - 1236).

When the mouth is working hard the heart should so strive, and so press upon the strings of its viele, and so tune them up, that with the first word the bright sound ascends without delay to Paradise.  Then their singing is pleasing to God.  But there are many [church singers] who have such a viele that will go out of tune all the time unless it is tuned up with strong wine.
 

Finally, because the French literature of this period, even the Romances which tell of King Arthur, concentrates a great deal on knightly battle, one can find an unusually large number of references to the use in battle of various horns and trumpet-types.  The famous poem, “The Song of Roland,” is especially rich in the description of this kind of music.  We find here trumpets whose sound is sometimes described as “blare,”
 but sometimes as “clear-voiced.”
   This certainly seems to suggest two different instruments, one perhaps a more primitive horn-type and the other the metallic instrument from the East.  But there is no reference to the Crusades anywhere in this poem, so it would seem too early for the Eastern instrument, and besides there are also mentioned horns, clarions (“brilliant”),
  and, of course, Roland’s famous ivory “oliphant.”  Trumpet and horn relatives all, but the individual descriptions are too brief to allow us an understanding of their true identities.

We are told the trumpets were placed before and after the troops,
 no doubt in order to insure the various signals would be heard by all.  The descriptions of massed trumpets provides a few more clues to the sound of these instruments.  When a thousand trumpets played a signal, to add “more splendor,” it was nevertheless described as a deafening noise.
   When seven thousand play “sound the charge, the din is great throughout the countryside.”
   When sixty thousand play, it created a “blare so loud, the mountains ring, the valleys echo back.”
  Is sixty thousand trumpets an exaggeration?  Not by much, if one accepts the calculation here of more than three hundred thousand troops
 and one remembers that it was crucial to the battle plan that every soldier be in range of hearing the signals being played by primitive instruments.  Layamon’s Romance, “Brut” also mentions sixty thousand trumpets playing together, causing the ground to tremble.
   Let us admit some literary exaggeration, but at a time when the loudest sound one might have heard was a small church organ, the aural phenomenon of battle field trumpets must have been impressive.

The central figure of this poem, Roland, a nephew to Charlemagne, plays an ivory horn called an oliphant.  The descriptions of Roland playing this instrument are among the most remarkable in the early literature of the trumpet, reading like a personification of one of those trumpet players, their faces flushed with emotion, painted on the Sistine ceiling by Michelangelo.

Count Roland brought the horn up to his mouth:

he sets it firmly, blows with all his might.

In producing this mighty blast, which we are told could be heard more than seventy miles away,
  his temple burst!

Count Roland, racked with agony and pain

and great chagrin, now sounds his ivory horn:

bright blood leaps in a torrent from his mouth:

the temple has been ruptured in his brain.

The horn he holds emits a piercing blast:

Charles hears it as he crosses through the pass....

Count Roland’s mouth is filling up with blood;

the temple has been ruptured in his brain.

In grief and pain he sounds the oliphant;

Charles hears it, and his Frenchmen listen, too.

The king says then, “That horn is long of wind.”
 

Drums are mentioned, without description, and more interesting, singing on the battle field.  It is an understandable prejudice that the allies sing their battle cry, while the pagans’ bellow theirs.
   We wish we had more information in the two references to the victors singing “mocking” songs to the defeated.
 

Entertainment Music

The most extensive account of entertainment music in this literature is found in Wace’s Roman de Brut.  Here, for a banquet of King Arthur, in addition to story-tellers, chess and dice games, the guests were treated to an extraordinary variety of entertainment.

Now to the court had gathered many tumblers, harpers, and makers of music, for Arthur’s feast.  He who would hear songs sung to the music of the rote, or would solace himself with the newest refrain of the minstrel, might win to his wish.  Here stood the viol player, chanting ballads and lays to their appointed tunes.  Everywhere might be heard the voice of viols and harp and flutes.  In every place rose the sound of lyre and drum and shepherd’s pipe, bagpipe, psaltery, cymbals, monochord, and all manner of music.  Here the tumbler tumbled on his carpet.  There the mime and the dancing girl put forth their feats.
 

A similar festive gathering of musicians is found in the Romance, “Erec and Enide,” by Chretien de Troyes.  In this case the musicians are visitors, attracted by a wedding hosted by King Arthur.  The celebrations lasted fifteen days and the musicians were richly rewarded, even by today’s standards!

All the minstrels were pleased with their excellent wages that day.  Whatever had been due them was paid, and many beautiful gifts were presented to them: clothes of spotted fur and ermine, of rabbit and of purple cloth, and of rich gray wool or silk.  Each man received his desire, whether a horse or money, according to his skill.
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