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Essay Nr. 102:  Chaucer on Music
Geoffrey Chaucer (1340 - 1400) was the first great figure of English literature and certainly her greatest writer of the 14th century.  The man saw much of life, fighting in France in 1357 and making diplomatic journeys to Italy in 1372 and 1378.  As a result, he gives us a broad view of 14th century English life, including the role of music.  Indeed, one is struck by the constant presence of music throughout all levels of society.  Among the ordinary people of his famous Canterbury Tales,
 which describes a group of people meeting in a tavern on their pilgrimage to the shrine of Becket at Canterbury, the Knight, Squire, Prioress, Friar, Miller, a Cook’s apprentice, Pardoner, Sumner, a carpenter’s wife, Nicholas the poor scholar and Absalom the parish clerk were all performing musicians.  The Squire, in particular, attracts our attention.  Described as a lover and soldier, but without reference to being educated, he stands as a symbol of the importance of music as part of being a cultured person in the Renaissance.  We would not have found one such as him before the 14th century.  How many young men today could equal his accomplishments?  Leaving aside the fact that he could ride a horse well, dance and draw, he is described as singing or playing the flute all day and could compose and notate his own music!

Syngynge he was or floytynge al the day

He was a fressh as is the monthe of May.

Short was his gowne, with sleves longe and wyde.

Wel koude he sitte on hors and faire ryde.

He koude songes make and wel endite [notate],

Juste and eek daunce, and weel purtreye and write.
 

The reader should note that when Chaucer intends art, as we use the term, he uses the word “craft.”  When he uses the word art, as a noun, he usually means the “liberal arts.”  In such references to scholars of the liberal arts, Chaucer nearly always adds that they are poorly paid -- as they are today!  In “The Miller’s Tale,” for example, we read of “a poor scholar, who had studied the liberal arts.”
With hym ther was dwellynge a poure scoler,

Hadde lerned art,....
 

And in another place he mentions the poor scholar’s threadbare cape,


With a thredbare cope, as is a povre scoler....
 

The philosophers, being another type of scholar, were also ones with little money.

But al be that he was a philosophre,

Yet hadde he but litel gold in cofre...
 

Perhaps this contributed to Chaucer’s saying, in “The Reeve’s Tale,” that he “cares not a weed” for philosophers and their art!

Of al hir art I counte noght a tare.
 

One of the hallmarks of the early Renaissance humanists was a renewed interest in the writings of the ancient Greek philosophers and among these writings they rediscovered the concept of the “music of the spheres.”  Chaucer was also interested in this idea and the music of the nine spheres, he contends, is the original source for melody and harmony in the world.

And after shewede he hym the nyne speres,

And after that the melodye herde he

That cometh of thilke speres thryes thre,

That welle is of musik and melodye

In this world here, and cause of armonye.
 

It is interesting that Chaucer distinguishes between Reason and the emotions, almost as if he were aware of the existence of the right and left hemispheres of the brain.  In “The Romaunt of the Rose,” for example, a lover, after becoming lost in the feelings of love, rediscovers his rational self.

And hadde witt, and my felyng.
 

In an even more interesting passage, Chaucer seems to suggest that a character should use both halves of the brain, as it were, to fully comprehend.

You must both perceive and feel that pride is a sin.
 

Chaucer, following centuries of Church writers, also suggests that it is Reason which must keep the emotions under control.  In “The Merchant’s Tale,” the advice is given that, in order not to hinder one’s salvation, the lust of one’s wife must be controlled by skill and reason.  Not pleasing her too amorously keeps one from other sins.

In mariage, ne nevere mo shal bee,

That yow shal lette of youre savacion,

So that ye use, as skile is and reson,

The lustes of youre wyf attemprely,

And that ye plese hire nat to amorously,

And that ye kepe yow eek from oother synne.
 

This was possible because Chaucer understood both Reason and the emotions to be housed in the mind.

Have pacience and resoun in youre mynde!
 

.....

And moche sorwe hadde he in his mynde....
 

That being the case, it seemed to him to follow naturally that Reason could control emotion, for as he said in one case, “If you don’t think of pain, you will feel none!”
 

But this is not to say that Reason can explain the emotions.  Especially in the example of a man falling in love, Chaucer wonders, “Who can find Reason or wit in this?”
That men shulde loven alwey causeles,

Who can a resound fynde or wit in that?
 

On the whole, one gets the impression that Chaucer himself valued what he had learned by experience more than what he had gained by conceptual information, such as we would associate with Reason.  Even when he mentions “science,” it is usually a reference to some practical knowledge, rather than formal or speculative knowledge.  It follows that Chaucer says we should trust books only in the absence of personal experience.  “We should honor and believe these old books, where there is no test other than experience.”
   Indeed, in numerous places Chaucer clearly states that various kinds of knowledge is proven only by experience.  For example, with regard to the fact that there is a limit to one’s lifespan, Chaucer says we need no authority for this, as it is proven by experience.
   Or regarding the significance of dreams, “This has been well founded by experience.”
   Even, Chaucer says, where the Bible does not suffice, experience will teach you.

And yf that hooly writ may nat suffyse,

Experience shal the teche....
 
However much Chaucer valued experience, he also recognized, in an almost Darwinian sense, that we are in some way programmed by Nature.  In “The  Squire’s Tale,” for example,

That Nature in youre principles hath set.
 
It follows, as well, that one can act against these principles.

It is agayns the proces of nature.
 

Chaucer attributes this kind of understanding to a frequently mentioned goddess of Nature,
  whom, in turn, is the “vicaire of the almyghty Lord.”
 

Chaucer’s references to the emotions suggest that he viewed them as natural and common to every man, as when he says “Every happy man has a full delicate feeling.”
   Emotions are real, and can be expressed through speech, as in “A Complaint to his Lady,” where a character says, “For truly I say, as I feel.”
  He also gives an example of non-verbal expression of emotions, when Troilus gives a gentle sigh as an expression of his internal emotions, 

That shewed his affeccioun withinne.

It is interesting that twice in “The Legend of Good Women,” Chaucer raises the question whether emotions can be pretended.  First he says, yes, it is possible to “counterfeit pain and woe.”
   Later, however, in “The Legend of Phillis,” a character doubts that anyone has the ability to fake “such tears.”
“How coude ye wepe so by craft” quod she,

“May there swiche teres feyned be?”
 

For Chaucer, love was the most strongly felt emotion, an emotion so strong that one can entirely lose one’s sense of self.  In “Troilus and Criseyde,” Criseyde kisses Troilus until he was “so full of joy he knew not where his spirit was.” 

That where his spirit was, for joie he nyste.
  

Chaucer usually presents pleasure and pain as opposites, as in “For joy is contrarie unto sorowe.”
  In one place he associates joy with heaven, which he opposes with pain and hell.

A thousand tymes have I herd men telle

That ther ys joy in hevene and peyne in helle,

And I accorde wel that it ys so....
 

On the other hand, he adds his contribution to a thought frequently found in ancient literature, that Love consists of both pleasure and pain.

A peyne also it is joious.
 

This admixture of pleasure and pain in love sometimes leaves the lover suffering a confusion of his feelings, weeping in laughter and singing while lamenting.

Wepinge to laughe, and singe in compleynyng....
 

One poor lover is so confused he declares, “joy or sorrow, whatsoever it be -- I have no feelings [at all].”
Joye or sorowe, wherso hyt be --

For I have felynge in nothyng....
 

Chaucer adds that bachelors, not having love, often experience only pain and woe.
 

Finally, in his references to pleasure and pain, Chaucer several times uses music as a synonym for joy or pleasure, as if the comparison were not “Pleasure and Pain,” but “Music and Pain.”  Thus, Troilus asks, “Shall I now weep or sing?”
   Similarly, a girl in “The Man of Law’s Tale” is told she must depart, whether “she wepe or synge.”
 

One cannot expect to find, by the 14th century, much definition of the aesthetics of art as we think of it today.  Except for music, art was still what it was since the world of ancient Greece, something thought of as a craft.  Nevertheless, in Chaucer we begin to see, characteristics which clearly extend beyond “craft.”  First of all, in “The House of Fame,” he makes it clear that beauty is something which words cannot describe.

So that the grete craft, beaute,

The cast, the curiosite

Ne kan I not to yow devyse;

My wit ne may me not suffise.
 

All the best poetic expressions of beauty having been taken by earlier poets, Chaucer protests, “Others have garnered the corn and I, coming after, am lucky to find an ear.”  And once again, a character, upon seeing the face of a lady, declares that he lacks both the language and the wit to describe such beauty.

But which a visage had she thertoo!

Allas! myn herte ys wonder woo

That I ne kan discryven hyt!

Me lakketh both Englyssh and wit

For to undo hyt at the fulle;

And eke my spirites be so dulle

So gret a thyng for to devyse.
 

We also note that he recognized the element of inspiration as something needed for attaining a success beyond that of mere workmanship.  In his “Troilus and Criseyde,” based on Boccaccio’s, Filostrato, Chaucer begs the Muse, Cleo, to inspire him to succeed in rhyming this poem in English, which he is taking from the Latin.  “I need here none other art but thine.”
O lady myn, that called art Cleo,

Thow be my speed fro this forth, and my Muse,

To ryme wel this book til I have do;

Me nedeth here noon other art to use.
 

Aside from pointing out that beauty is something which cannot be described in words, the most specific definition which Chaucer offers for beauty is that it is Truth.  “Truth,” he says, “is the crown of Beauty”
   This relationship between beauty and Truth is, we believe, closely related in Chaucer’s thinking on the ancient association between art and nature, for he also points out “Nature does not lie.”
   
On the other hand, Chaucer pays tribute to the thought of the ancient Greeks, that art imitates nature, however he generally implies that this cannot be perfectly done -- hence, for example, his choice of a word to mean “imitates.”
As craft countrefeteth kynde.
 

Indeed, in “The Physician’s Tale,” Nature herself addresses this point.  “I,” says Nature, “can form and color a creature -- who can imitate me?”  Not Pygmalion, not Apelles or Zeuxis, for “the Principal Former [God] has made me his vicar-general to form and paint earthly creatures as I will.”
Lo! I, Nature,

Thus kan I forme and peynte a creature,

Whan that me list; who kan me countrefete?
 

Finally, after the rediscovery of the ancient Greek Tragedies, there was some speculation among the humanists as to the role of music in these plays -- some even contending that the entire plays were sung.  Chaucer also refers to the importance of music in the original productions of Greek Tragedy, when he says Tragedy is nothing other than crying and bewailing in song, Fortune’s attacks upon proud thrones.

Traagedi’s noon oother maner thyng

Ne kan in syngyng crie ne biwaille

But that Fortune alwey wole assaille

With unwar strook the regnes that been proude.
 

On the Aesthetics of Music


Chaucer makes the point that music is not just sounds made on musical instruments, but rather music is something beyond those sounds.  He does this in “Troilus and Criseyde,” where Pandarus observes that an ass hears the sound of a man playing the harp, but it, being a beast, does not hear the music, “no melody can sink in to his mind to gladden him.”  

Or artow lik an asse to the harpe,

That hereth sown whan men the strynges plye,

But in his mynde of that no melodie

May sinken hym to gladen, for that he

So dul ys of his bestialite.
 
Regarding the purpose of music, we find a very interesting comment in “The Book of the Duchess,”
 especially in view of the medieval division between speculative music (conceptual) and practical music (performance).  When a character is speaking of whether Jubal invented music, as related in the Old Testament, or Pythagoras, another character responds that none of that matters and as for himself, “I put my feeling into songs, to gladden my heart.”  Chaucer touches here upon the very essence of music -- expression of feelings.  The use of music to “gladden,” is, of course, one of the most frequently given purposes of music in all ancient and medieval literature.

Another reference to the importance of feeling in music is found in the “Nun’s Priest’s Tale,” where a fox who has come to hear a rooster sing, declares that the rooster sings with more feeling in his music than Boethius or any singer.

Therwith ye han in musyk moore feelynge

Than hadde Boece, or any that kan synge.
 

Later in this same passage, Chaucer observes that the best singer is one who sings from the heart.
 

In this regard, since the importance of the expression of feeling and emotions in music is associated in more modern times with the fact that music can express what words cannot, it is interesting that the miller, in “The Miller’s Tale,” could play on his gittern and sing in a loud voice, yet was “bashful of speech.”
 

Another interesting reference to music as an expression of feeling is found in “The Romaunt of the Rose,” where a musician’s feelings toward unfaithful women is expressed by discordant music.
 

Returning to the purpose of music, earlier in the passage cited above from “The Book of the Duchess,” another purpose for music is given as, “to keep me from idleness.”  Here the speaker makes the interesting observation that he had made many songs, but could “not make them so well, nor knew all the art,” which, of course, carries the suggestion that there was a recognized “art” to this form of composition.

Althogh I koude not make so wel

Songes, ne knewe the art al....
 

Another frequently given purpose for music in both ancient and medieval literature is for the purpose of solace.  Thus in “The Romaunt of the Rose,” a singer specifically sings to “solace the folk,”
To syngen first, folk to solace.
 

In “Troilus and Criseyde,” Troilus begins a song which also has the purpose of overcoming sorrow.
   

On the other hand, sometimes sadness is so great that even music can not “gladden the heart.”  When Criseyde was away, Troilus was so sad that he could not bear to hear (instrumental) music and thought no one should make music.

Syn that he saugh his lade was aweye,

It was his sorwe upon him for to sen,

Or for to here on instruments so pleye.

For she, that of his herte berthe the keye,

Was absent, lo, this was his fantasie,

That no wight sholde maken melodie.
 

A similar thought is expressed in a poem known as “A.B.C.,” in which a plea is addressed to the Virgin Mary for solace, as “no music or song can aid us in our adversity.”
We han noon oother melodye or glee

Us to rejoyse in oure adversitee.
 

Additional examples can be found in “The Knight’s Tale,” where even music can not cheer up a sad lover,
 and in “The Book of the Duchess,” when a character tells us that not even Orpheus, the god of music, can make his sorrow pass.
   The same god of music, Orpheus, appears under his alternate name, Phoebes, in “The Manciple’s Tale,” where in his sadness he actually destroys his musical instruments!

For sorwe of which he brak his mynstralcie,

Bothe harpe, and lute, and gyterne, and sautrie....
 

Given this broad view of the purposes of music, one can appreciate the fact that Chaucer also believed variety was an important value in performance.  In one place he observes that even the best harpist alive, with the best sounding harp and the most pointed plectrum, would never play on just one string or play just one song, for everyone’s “ears would grow dull.”
 

As was the case with the ancient Greeks, the adjective “sweet” is found in Chaucer as a synonym for the most beautiful music.  In “The Parliament of Birds,” we read of string instruments playing music of “ravishing sweetness.”
Of instruments of strenges in accord

Herde I so pleye a ravyshyng swetnesse.
 

In this same passage, however, birds are given an even higher compliment, for their music is the voice of angels.

On every bow the bryddes herde I synge,

With voys of aungel in here armonye.

In “The Books of the Duchess,” Chaucer again speaks of birds singing, some low and some high, with “sweetness,” in tune, with “so merry a harmony, so sweet strains” and observes “nowhere was ever heard instrument or melody yet half so sweet or of half so well in accord.”  When he also mentions that none merely pretended to sing, but all did not spare their voices, not to mention the reference to “the most solemn service,” we are inclined to wonder if this passage were intended not as a description of birds, but a metaphor for the best choral singing Chaucer had heard.

With smale foules a gret hep

That had affrayed me out of my slep,

Thorgh noyse and swetness of her song.

And, as me mette, they sate among

Upon my chambre roof wythoute,

Upon the tyles, overal aboute,

And songen, everch in hys wyse,

The moste solemne servise

By noote, that ever man, y trowe,

Had herd; for some of hem song lowe,

Som high, and al of oon acord.

To telle shortly, att oo word.

Was never herd so swete a steven, --

But hyt had be a thyng of heven, --

So mery a soun, so swete entewnes,

That certes, for the toun of Tewnes,

I nolde but I had herd hem synge;

For al my chambre gan to rynge

Thurgh syngynge of her armonye.

For instrument nor melodye

Was nowhere herd yet half so swete,

Nor of acorde half so mete;

For ther was noon of hem that feyned

To synge, for ech of hem hym peyned

To fynde out mery crafty notes.

They ne spared not her throtes.
 

Finally, we treat separately the remarkable poem, “The House of Fame,” for it offers some of Chaucer’s most extensive descriptions of 14th century musical practice.
The House of Fame

 The general musician of the 13th century, the jongleur, gives way in the 14th century to the more specialized minstrel, who is usually a wind player.
  The jongleur remains the lesser, wandering musician, whom Chaucer in one place equates with the Golliard, the unemployed, wandering students and clergy of the 13th century.
   The general disfavor in which these wandering musicians were now held can be seen in Chaucer’s declaration that “a jongleur is abominable to God!”
 

During the 14th century, the institutions called scolae ministrallorum appear and can be documented in considerable instances.  During Lent, when performances were not allowed, the more respected minstrels from throughout Europe would gather each year in a town willing to be host, usually in the Low Countries, in great numbers -- one Italian town in 1324 is said to have hosted 1,500 minstrels.
   It was in these gatherings, “schools,” that the minstrels traded instruments and especially learned new, international repertoire, “pour apprendre des nouvelles chansons.”
 

Other than a number of references of various nobles sending their minstrels to these schools, and documentation of the various towns which hosted them, there is no literature which describes them -- these were players, not writers.  It is with this perspective, then, that our attention is drawn to a passage in Book III of Chaucer’s House of Fame.
   We believe this passage, which has been overlooked by musicologists, is a rare description by someone who had actually observed one of these minstrel schools.  While this poem takes the form of a dream, we suspect that he could only have imagined such a description of a large gathering of wind instrument minstrels if he had at some point witnessed one of these “schools.”  And it is the extraordinarily large number of instrumentalists in particular which first attracts our attention.  Of the wind instrument players, he says he saw “many thousand times twelve!”  There were others, playing instruments whose names he did not know, and they were more numerous “than there be stars in heaven.”  These he says he won’t bother to name because it would take too much time and “time lost can in no way be recovered.”  He concludes his description of players with the lowly jongleurs, some of whom were also famous and whose name he knew.  But, again, to list them all, he says, “would take from now until doomsday!”
The possibility that this description was inspired by his having observed a minstrel school is strengthened by his reference to the presence of famous players, as well as foreign visitors (“Pipers of the Duche tonge”) and his specific mention that they all came ‘to lerne.”  It may be our only first-hand description of one of these schools.

Ful the castel alle aboute,

Of alle maner of mynstralles

And gestiours that tellen tales

.....

Tho saugh I stonden hem behynde,

Afer fro hem, al be hemselve,

Many thousand tymes twelve,

That maden lowde mynstralcyes

In cornemuse and shalemyes,

And many other maner pipe,

That craftely begunne to pipe

Bothe in doucet and in rede,

That ben at festes with the brede,

And many flowte and liltyng-horne,

And pipes made of grfene corne

.....

Ther saugh I famous, olde and yonge,

Pipers of the Duche tonge,

To lerne love-daunces, sprynges,

Reyes, and these strange thynges.

.....

There saugh I sitte in other se‘s,

Pleyinge upon sondry gle‘s,

Whiche that I kan not nevene,

Moo than sterres ben in hevene,

Of whiche I nyl as now not ryme,

For ese of yow, and los of tyme.

For tyme ylost, this knowen ye,

Be no way may recovered be.

There saugh I pleye jugelours,

.....

What shuld I make lenger tale

Of alle the pepil y ther say,

Fro hennes into domes day!

Following this passage, Chaucer then begins a long section which addresses the entitlement of various members of society to “Fame,” for lasting reputation.  Since music and several kinds of musicians also figure in this section we should also consider them as well, for their possible insights into his views on the aesthetics of music.

The narrator begins walking up a hill covered with the tombstones of “famous folk,” but in every case the inscriptions had been worn by time and the names could no longer be read.  The narrator observed that these names have been “melted away by heat, and not worn away by storms.”  He does not identify these people, but we can not help but wonder if they were troubadours, those who melted away by heat [love], as compared to the wandering jongleurs who were out in the “storms.”
 

At the top of the hill are more tombstones, but on these the names can still be read, as they were protected against the elements by the castle.  Do these represent those most fortunate of all minstrels, those hired, and thus protected, by nobles?

In another location, apart from the rest, is a space reserved for famous trumpeters, including some named in ancient literature and the Old Testament.  These he associates with war, for in bloodsheding one gladly uses trumpet playing.

Of hem that maken blody soun

In trumpe, beme, and claryoun;

For in fight and blod-shedynge

Ys used gladly clarionynge.

Now he comes across a group of the lowest class of musicians, the true wandering beggar musicians.  They are crying for hand-outs, yet the narrator mentions how ironic it is to see them clad in royal coats, with coat-of-arms from all over the world (castoff clothing being a common gift to such musicians).  The whole class of 13th century jongleurs and troubadours had often been criticized for being available to sing praise of a nobleman, for a fee, so here Chaucer also mentions those “That crien ryche folkes laudes.”
Now, in this allegorical dream, we come upon the goddess of Fame herself who sits in judgment of various groups of people making their pleas for lasting fame.
   To help dispense her judgments, she calls upon Aeolus, the god of the winds, to bring his trumpets [clarioun].  One of these is a trumpet of gold, called “Clear Praise” [Clere Laude], and the other is black, made of brass by the devil, and is called “Slander.”  When this black trumpet is blown, the sound, coming out as fast as a ball from a gun, is described as a foul noise, a kind of black, blue, red, greenish smoke, such as comes from the chimney where men melt lead.

What dide this Eolus, but he

Tok out hys blake trumpe of bras,

That fouler than the devel was,

and gan this trumpe for to blowe,

As al the world shulde overthrowe,

That thrughout every regioun

Wente this foule trumpes soun,

As swifte as pelet out of gonne,

Whan fyr is in the poudre ronne.

And such a smoke gan out wende

Out of his foule trumpes ende,

Blak, bloo, grenyssh, swartish red,

As doth were that men melte led....

For a group of people who have done good works, but never received credit, the golden trumpet is blown.  Presumably the golden trumpet was also blown for the next group, those who don’t want credit, their good works having been done for goodness and for no other reason.  “I grant your wish,” says the goddess of Fame, “let your works die!”
The following group also wanted no fame, for their works were done for God.  “What! are you mad?,” the goddess responds, “You think you will do good and have no glory for it?”  She has the golden trumpet “ring out in music” their deeds for all the world to hear.

The next group is surely troubadours, for their “good works” have all been done for women, for which “women loved us madly,” but often rewarded only with brooches or rings.  For all this hard work, they felt they deserved renown and the goddess agreed and had the golden trumpet play again.

Another group, though they were “gluttonous swine and idle wretches full of the rotten vice of sloth,” thought they deserved fame on the same basis as the previous group, but the goddess had them condemned by the black trumpet.  The following group of “treacherous” people received the same reward.

In concluding this dream, the narrator provides the theme, “I knew ever that folk have desired fame and glory and renown diversely.  But truly till now I knew not how or where Fame dwelt; nor yet what manner of weight she is, in look or quality, nor the manner of her judgments, till the time I came hither.”
Finally, in this same poem, Chaucer makes several observations on the acoustics of music and sound.
   Sound, he says, is nothing but broken air, thus all speech is nothing but air.  Similarly, when a player strikes the harp strings, whether hard or lightly, “the air breaks apart with the stroke.”  When a pipe is blown “sharp” [strongly], what we hear is the air “twisted and rent with violence.”    And, lastly, all sound tends to rise.

Art Music

Chaucer refers to songs or singing a great number of times in his poetry and many of these references remind one of the troubadour, trouviere and Minnesinger traditions of the previous century.  In particular, we think of the character in “The Legend of Good Women”
 who composes songs for the lady, sends her letters, tokens brooches and rings and attends to her at dances and banquets, or the one who composed songs “for the worship of Love” found in “The House of Fame.”
  In “The Clerk of Oxford’s Tale,” the clerk declares “with heart fresh and lusty I will sing you a song to gladden you,”
 which is all the more interesting to us for Chaucer provides the lyrics for this love song.  In “Troilus and Criseyde,” we find the lyrics for another love song.
 

The troubadours also often sang welcome songs for the return of spring and summer, and Chaucer gives us the lyrics for such a song, although here sung by birds.  Interestingly enough, he mentions that the melody of this song came from France.
 

Now welcome, somer, with thy sonne softe,

That hast this wintres wedres overshake,

And driven away the longe nyghtes blake!

In the allegorical story of the goddess of Fame, the description of accompanied songs which made the palace walls ring, is also quite similar to many such scenes in the troubadour poetry.


And, Lord! the hevenyssh melodye

Of songes, ful of armonye,

I herde aboute her trone ysonge

That al the paleys-walles ronge!
 

An even more ancient tradition is the epic song, in which the singer sings of the deeds of heroes of the past.  We find him in the tale of “Sir Thopas,” where a minstrel is called for to sing tales of royalty, popes and cardinals.
  In this same tradition are nineteen ladies who sing and dance a ballade, in “carol style,”
 the lyrics of which include reference to music in the Old Testament, Greece and Rome and Cleopatra.

A characteristic of the solo song which we do not find in the 13th century is “loud” singing, which we take to mean enthusiasm.  In the “Canterbury Tales,” the carpenter’s wife sang “loud and lively”
 and we are told that even a trumpet was not half so loud as the two-part songs sung by the Pardoner and the Sumner.
  The parish clerk, Absalom, sometimes sang in a “loud treble,”
 but when he was thinking of love he sang in a small and gentle voice with good harmony from his gittern.

He syngeth in his voys gentil and smal,

“Now, deere laady, if thy wille be,

I praye yow that ye wole rewe on me,”
Ful wel acordaunt to his gyternynge.
 

We begin to find in the 14th century hints of performance which begin to have characteristics of “concert” music.  The Prior, when singing, appears to have enjoyed his listeners as much as they enjoyed his music, for “his eyes twinkled in his head as the stars on a frosty night.”
   Certainly we have a little concert by the wind minstrels when we are told “it was like heaven to listen to them.”
Toforn hym gooth the loude mynstralcye,

Til he cam to his chambre of parementz,

Ther as they sownen diverse instrumentz,

That it is lyk an heavene for to heere.
 

Another place where one finds something similar to “concert” music as we know it, is after the meal.  Music played when the food is brought out, or when the people are eating, must be considered functional music.  But often brief “concerts” followed a meal and the key is if the guests are listening to the music.  We find such a description in “The Squire’s Tale,” where after the third course, the king “sat...listening to his minstrels play their things deliciously before him at the table.”
Whil that this kyng sit thus in his nobleye,

Herknynge his mynstralles hir thynges pleye

Biforn hym at the bord deliciously.
 

A singer we find especially attractive is Nicholas, the “poor scholar” of Oxford.  He sang only at night, in his room, for himself, sweetly singing to the accompaniment of his psaltery.  But he sang a varied repertoire, some sacred songs and some secular ones, such as “The King’s Note.”
And al above ther lay a gay sautrie,

On which he made a-nyghtes melodie

So swetely that all the cyhambre rong;

And Angelus ad virginem he song;

And after that he song the kynges noote.
 

Educational Music

We find only one mention of true educational music in Chaucer, but it is a rather interesting one.  It is a reference to the use of music to teach the Latin prayers of the Church.
   A child in the church school hears the older students singing the Alma redemptoris daily.  After repeatedly hearing this, the child himself soon knows the music and the first verse by heart, but, of course, he has no idea what it means.  When he asks an older child, one of the singers, what the words mean, the older child says he has heard that it is a salute to “our blessed Lady and pray her to be our help and succor when we die.”  But, he brings into question the effectiveness of this kind of rote teaching by observing that he really can’t say more about it, for “I learn singing, but know little grammar.”
I kan namoore expounde in this mateere;

I lerne song, I kan but smal grammeere.
Functional Music

Chaucer provides descriptions for the full range of 14th century functional music.  References to church music include the singing of the friars,

Til that the belle of laudes gan to rynge,

And freres in the chauncel gonne synge.
 

and the prioress, Madame Eglantine, who sang the divine service “intoned full seemly in her nose.”
 

Chaucer describes in several places the music performed for marriage celebrations.  First, we see the bachelor arriving with minstrels hired for the occasion.

And of his retenue the bachelrye,

With many a sound of sondry melodye,

Unto the village of the which I tolde,

In this array the righte wey han holde.
 

During one marriage ceremony the music is described as,

And thus with alle blisse and melodye

Hath Palamon ywedded Emelye.
 

and in another place the following wedding celebration included flowers, torches and “the place full of the sound of minstrelsy, of the amorous songs of marriage.”
 

In “The Man of Law’s Tale,” Chaucer seems to tire of such description.  “Why,” he asks, “should I speak of the royal array at the marriage, what course went first at the banquet, who blows a horn or trumpet?  Only the cream of every tale is to be set forth; there was eating and drinking, and folk danced and sang and made merry.”
 
In “The Knight’s Tale” we find a description of an entire day on which a tournament is held.  Since the tournament was, among other things, a form of practice for battle, it was usually the musical instruments used in battle which accompanied the tournament as well.  In this case, the tournament is announced at the beginning of the day by,

Pypes, trompes, nakers, clariounes,

That in the bataille blowen blody sounes....
 

Next, these instruments lead the participants through the city in a procession to the lists where the tournament would be held.

Up goon the trompes and the melodye,

And to the lystes rit the compaignye,

By ordinance, thurghout the citee large....
 

Now, as the trumpets announce the start, there is no more to say -- we will see, he says, who can joust and who can ride.

Now ryngen trompes loude and clarioun.

There is namoore to seyn, but west and est

In goon the speres ful sadly in arrest;

In gooth the sharpe spore into the syde.

Ther seen men who kan juste and who kan ryde....
 

And the winners are greeted by all the wind instrument minstrels in a joyous celebration.

The trompes, with the loude mynstralcie,

The heraudes, that ful loude yelle and crie,

Been in hire wele for joye....
 

We might mention here that in his poem, “The Former Age,” Chaucer imagines some former “blissful life, peaceful and sweet,” where there was no war.  Consequently, these people also did not know the trumpets of war.

No trompes for the werres folk ne knewe....
 

Music for hunting is also mentioned by Chaucer.  In “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale,” we read of horns made of brass, wood and bone in which the hunters “blew and bellowed.”
  In “The Book of the Duchess” a specific hunting horn signal is mentioned: “three mots,” for the uncoupling of the hounds.
 

The medieval tower watchman-musician, here the “keeper of the fourth gate,” is also present.
 

A final form of functional music which Chaucer includes is the bagpipe music of the miller, to which the pilgrims of the “Canterbury Tales” walk.

A baggepipe wel koude he blowe and sowne,

And therwithal he broghte us out of towne.
 

Entertainment Music

In ancient and medieval literature the most frequently mentioned form of entertainment music is that performed for the banquet.  The reference by Chaucer to “The mynstralcye, the service at the feeste,”
 must have been a common occurrence.
 For a great banquet additional musicians would be needed and it it here we find the wandering jongleurs earning a few coins.

As jogelours pleyen at thise feestes grete.
 

It was the normal tradition at banquets with important guests to have the food brought out from the kitchen, one course at a time, in a procession led by the wind instrument minstrels.  This is exactly what Chaucer mentions in describing a wedding feast.

Biforn hem stoode instrumentz of swich soun

That Orpheus, ne of Thebes Amphioun,

Ne maden nevere swich a melodye.

At every cours thanne cam loud mynstralcye.
 

And for entertainment at such banquets, the guests sang and danced.

There feste they, there daunce they and synge.
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