
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dawn Stephanie Archer 
 
 

ANCIENT VOICES IN MODERN TIMES  
Eternal Light − Oulu Early Music Festival Concert  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
ANCIENT VOICES IN MODERN TIMES  
Eternal Light − Oulu Early Music Festival Concert 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Dawn Stephanie Archer 
 Bachelor’s Thesis 
 Spring 2012 
 Degree Program in Music  
 Oulu University of Applied Sciences 
 



   

3 

ABSTRACT 

                  

Oulu University of Applied Sciences 
Degree programme in Music, Option of Music Pedagogue 
 
 
Author: Dawn Stephanie Archer 
Title of thesis: Ancient Voices in Modern Times 
Supervisor(s): Veli-Markus Tapio and Jouko Tötterström 
Term and year when the thesis was submitted: Spring 2012    
Number of pages: 33+1 appendix 
 
 
In July 2011 my trio was invited to perform an early music concert for the Oulu 

Early Music Festival 2012. Due to my personal interest in the history and the 

music of the Middle Ages, we decided to program a concert of Medieval, 

Renaissance and early Baroque music. This thesis is a combination of the 

written work and the concert. The written part focuses on medieval style 

improvisations performed and medieval style instruments used in the concert. 

The goals were: 1) to become more historically informed about medieval 

instruments and music with a special emphasis on improvisation, 2) to apply the 

information gained through research and to perform a convincing concert 

including my own improvisations, 3) to share the knowledge gained and inspire 

others to try their own versions. The concert was performed in Oulunsalo 

Church on Tuesday 31st January 2012. The methods used for completing this 

thesis included: reading, studying, rehearsing, recording, listening, analyzing, 

performing and writing. 

 

The results are highly favourable. I received positive comments from the festival 

organizers and gained an increased confidence to improvise. I developed a 

greater awareness of medieval music. As a recorder player working with fixed-

pitch instruments, I am now more sensitive to tuning the unusual sized intervals 

of Pythagorean tuning. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The music of medieval Europe (ca. 900−1450) is a fascinating and mysterious 

domain. In the 1990s, I remember hearing the Toronto Consort perform a 

concert of sacred music composed by the medieval mystic, St. Hildegard of 

Bingen. The exotic sounds, harmonies, melodies, instruments and voices led 

me to develop a keen desire to explore and share medieval music. An excellent 

opportunity arose when my trio was invited to perform a concert of medieval, 

renaissance and early baroque music for the Oulu Early Music Festival 2012. 

During my studies, I have been very privileged to have studied and worked with 

some excellent musicians who have specialized in medieval music. I have also 

been fortunate to work on free improvisation techniques with specialists of the 

modern improvisation genre. Through these experiences, along with my avid 

listening skills and motivation to learn more, I embraced the challenge of 

programming and performing the ‘Eternal Light’ concert in January 2012. 

 

This thesis will primarily endeavor to provide an historical background of the 

instruments used in the concert, as well as to share knowledge and experience 

derived from playing the instruments, especially with regards to improvisation. 

The first section of the thesis, therefore, will focus on the instruments played in 

the ‘Eternal Light’ concert: psaltery, harp, flutes (recorders), organ and 

percussion. This background information about the instruments gave an 

historical and societal context which helped to better guide us in our approach 

to creating improvisations. Equipped with this new awareness, a question came 

up: “How does one develop historically informed creativity and make use of this 

information with regards to medieval style improvisation using medieval style 

instruments?” The second section will help to answer this question by looking at 

medieval music theory and some improvisation styles from the 12th–14th 

centuries, as well as describing my own experiences with improvisation in the 

concert. 
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2 INSTRUMENTS OF MEDIEVAL EUROPE – MUCH 
SPECULATION REGARDING ORIGINS AND USE  

 

An interesting fact about instruments from the Middle Ages is that, very few 

instruments, from any instrument family, have survived to the modern day. That 

being the case, how can we know what kinds of instruments were used and 

what kinds of sounds they made? Treatises such as Konrad of Megenberg’s 

Yconomica (ca. 1350), Paulus Paulirinus’s Liber virginti artium (ca. 1460) and 

Johannes Tinctoris’s De Inventione et Usu Musicae (ca. 1487) give accounts 

and lists of contemporary instruments. From lists such as these, we can gain 

useful information about medieval instruments. Here are some examples: A 

singer “sings vocal notes with harmonies of sounds” (Page 2009, 29). “Fiddles 

inspire joy in minds” (Page 2009, 31). The “symphonia played by one hand 

while the other did the cranking” (Kinsela 2009, 130). Harps were “sounding 

with light strokes (such as with plucking of the fingers - -)“ (Page 2009, 31). 

“The tibia has two main orifices, one extremely narrow, through which the 

breath is impacted against the sound-producing reed” (Baines 2009, 54). “The 

ala integra (a type of psaltery) is an instrument (in the shape) of a perfect 

triangle” (Paulirinus s.a., 19). A cymbal-type of percussion instrument, the 

“plateole are small discs of bronze which are struck together with an artful 

turning of hands, and they sound beautifully with other instruments” (Page 

2009, 31). 

 

Along with the aforementioned and many other treatises, we have been left with 

numerous paintings and sculptures which vividly portray instrumentalists busy 

with the craft of making music. For example, Giovanni dal Ponte’s painting the 

Coronation of the Virgin (1410) and sculptures found in the north nave of the 

Beverly Minster Gothic Cathedral in Yorkshire (England 1310−1370), are two of 

such visual records. Literature and poetry from the time offer written records of 

instrumentalists performing as well as some contemporary thought about music 

making and the skills of musicians. Many thirteenth century works, like Guiron le 

Courtois and Tristan en prose, “continue the hero-harpist tradition - - for they 

both contain scenes (shrouded in Celtic mystique) where something called a lai 

is performed to the harp by some virtuoso courtly amateur” (Page 1987, 97). 
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As previously noted, very few instruments from the Middle Ages exist today, 

therefore, 21st century musicians, who perform the music of the Middle Ages, 

use copies of medieval instruments. Instrument makers must work with 

musicians to reconstruct the way they think the instruments might have been 

made. Paintings and sculptures are a source of information. One thing to keep 

in mind, though, is that medieval painters and sculptors were not necessarily 

concerned with accuracy. Their goal was to illustrate and illuminate, not to 

provide a production manual for instruments. (Tindemans 2000b, 293.) Pictorial 

sources were full of symbolism.  

 

It was the painters, above all, who availed themselves of the symbolic 
character of musical instruments. A certain flute, or dragon trumpet, or 
drone fiddle, displayed in a mythological subject - - or genre scene, 
would often rapidly and accurately inform the initiated spectator of the 
meaning of the scene. (Winternitz 1967, 18.) 

 

Another factor to consider is that, although thousands of pieces of music from 

the time period exist, we have very little idea what part the instruments actually 

played. As to purely instrumental music, there is a sparse amount written down 

and even less is known about the role instruments played in ensemble. Some 

examples of medieval instrumental music can be found in collections such as 

Codex Faenza (ca. 1430), Robertsbridge Codex (ca. 1400) and in modern 

practical compilations and facsimiles. According to Wulf Arlt, in his address 

given to a musicological conference concerned with performance practice: 

“Instruments were used for many functions in the middle ages - - However, all of 

these instrumental activities fall, for the most part, within the realm of unwritten 

practices, at least until the late middle ages” (1983, 76). 

 

It is important to note that 20th century interpretations of medieval music-making 

have become an established practice; consequently, our ears do have an aural 

tradition associated with medieval music. Many players copy the performances 

and recordings of others, making these performances seem somewhat 

conventional, but which merely complete a commonly agreed upon approach. In 

the absence of a recorded rendition from contemporary medieval times to guide 
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my trio, we were faced with a wide open landscape in which to interpret this 

music. We decided to rely on a quantity of non-musical information and 

opinions, to use much creativity and intuition and to take some risks in order to 

pull this concert together. 

 

2.1 Psaltery 

 

The psaltery is a distant relative of the kantele (a traditional Finnish plucked 

instrument) and the modern concert harp. Psalteries share the same principles 

of one note per string and all of the strings are sounded ‘open’. The psaltery, 

like the dulcimer, is named in the same class as board zithers, because of the 

sound-radiating plane which runs parallel to the strings. The harp is different in 

that the harp’s strings are strung up from the sound board, not parallel to it. The 

harp is also plucked with the fingers and often strung with gut strings. The 

strings of some board zither instruments, such as the hammered-dulcimer, are 

struck with small hammers, whereas the strings of the psaltery can be plucked 

with quills, fingers or plectrum. 

 

The names for board zithers, and for many instruments of the Middle Ages, are 

varied and often unclear. Paulus Paulirinus (s.a., 16−20), in his Liber virginti 

artium (ca. 1460), differentiates between no less than four types of psaltery: 

psalterium, calcastrum, ala integra and media ala. Christopher Page, in Voices 

and Instruments of the Middle Ages (1987), lists two names: psalterium and 

psalterion, which he also claims can be found in contemporary sources in 

various forms and spellings. For reasons of clarity, in this thesis, the name 

psaltery will be used to refer to a board zither which is plucked.  

 

Depictions of psalteries have been found in many contemporary Gothic 

cathedrals. An English carving in the Beverly Minster displays a woman 

plucking a “psaltery on nave column” (Godwin 2009, 44). A detail from the 12th 

century York Psalter includes King “David’s musicians with psaltery, rebec, 

pipes, mediaeval viol and organistrum” (Remnant 2009, 321). Many other works 

of art contain pictures of psalteries and many epic poems make reference to the 
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names of the psaltery. For example, an excerpt from Christopher Page 

(1987,187) describes the music and instruments (such as the psaltery, vielle 

and harp) played after the wedding of King Arthur and Guinevere from L’atre 

perilleux: “Cil jougleour de pluisors terres / Cantent et sonent lor vieles, / Muses, 

harpes, orcanons, / Timpanes et salterions, / Gigues, estives et frestiaus / Et 

buisines et calemiaus.”  

 

Psalteries existed in a wide variety of shapes and sizes, although it seems that 

the smaller sizes were the most common. Square, rectangular, triangular, 

trapezoidal and ‘‘pig-snout’’ were all possible shapes for the psaltery. Before 

1200 A.D., triangular and trapezoidal-shaped instruments were frequently 

displayed in pictorial sources. After the 13th century, the “pig-snout” seems to 

have been the preferred shape. Other shapes are believed to have been in use 

up to the decline of the psaltery in the 15th century. Metal stringing is possible 

and playing the instrument using quills or a bow give a very different resulting 

timbre of the sound compared to that of the gut-strung, finger-plucked harp. Not 

much is known about the playing technique of the psaltery. The instruments 

“were held in a wide variety of ways, some of which were less efficient than 

others in allowing two-handed playing style.” (Myers 2000a, 440.) 

 

The medieval era was the golden age of the psaltery. It was during this time that 

it seems to have rivaled the harp in popularity and is often found in portraits as 

an accompaniment instrument for singers. For example, the psaltery was used 

in the famous Canterbury Tales (ca. 1400) to accompany a love-serenade: “And 

al above ther lay a gay sautrye, / On which he made a nights melodye / So 

sweetly, that al the chambre rong; / And Angelus ad Virginum he song;” 

(Chaucer 1995, 83.) 

 

It is believed that during the fourteenth century in England, “the psaltery seems 

to have been considered the most suitable plucked instrument for a lady’s 

entertainment” (Rastall 2009, 66). The instrument was essentially diatonic and 

this feature was decidedly inadequate in the more chromatic musical world of 

the Renaissance. The small psaltery was also unable to be convincingly 

expanded and enlarged to produce true tenor and bass pitches. (Myers 2000a, 
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441.) This is true of many other instruments of the Middle Ages, like the vielle 

(Italian viola, English fiddle, German Fidel). The psaltery’s voice, therefore, was 

reduced to silence from the 15th century to the 20th century, only to be 

rediscovered by the curiosity of musicologists, instrument makers and 

musicians exploring medieval music. 

 

2.2 Harp 

 

A beautiful excerpt from the 13th century poem, Tristan en prose, found in 

Benjamin Bagby’s article ‘Imaging the Early Medieval Harp’, gives us a glimpse 

at the medieval harp and how it might have been played: 

  

He played such sweet tones and struck the harp so perfectly in the 
Breton manner that many who stood or sat nearby forgot their own 
names; hearts and ears began to lose touch with reality, like mesmerized 
fools, and thoughts were awakened in many ways… With determination 
and agility his white fingers went into the strings, so that tones were 
created which filled the whole palace. And the eyes were not spared 
either: many who were there intensely watched his hands. (2000, 337.) 

 

 

The harps of the 14th century, depicted in paintings, are believed to have been 

single row harps. Gut was likely the main material used to make harp strings, 

although some evidence for metal stringing exists. “Metal strung harps, some 

with strings said to be made of gold, were associated with the Celtic countries, 

particularly Ireland and Scotland.” (Fulton 2000, 346.) The 14th century harps 

were mostly built with a slim, light construction and could range in size from a 

10-string lap harp to a 25-string harp almost one meter tall. Much of these 

conclusions, as to the structure and stringing of the harp, come from purely 

iconographical sources which were not necessarily intended to accurately 

depict a fully functioning musical instrument. The modern copies of the slender 

medieval harp have a light, clear sound in contrast to the full-bodied sound of 

the 21st century concert harp. (Fulton 2000, 345.) 

Unlike most other instruments of the Middle Ages, the harp did not suffer the 

same fate of losing all extant instruments. There are numerous original 
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instruments from the medieval era still in existence, one of which, I have been 

fortunate to see. For example, the harp (ca. 1350−1450) kept in the Wartburg 

Museum in Eisenach, Germany and the Lamont harp (ca. 15th century) 

displayed in the National Museum of Scotland.  

 

As for the tuning of the harp, the general assumption amongst the musicological 

community is that the medieval harp was strung diatonically. According to 

Cheryl Ann Fulton: “One of the earliest diagrams depicting a diatonic octave 

stringing of the harp is given in Virdung’s Musica getutscht (1511)” (2000, 347).  

In most cases, it is also assumed that the harpist used eight notes to the 

octave, as it is believed that the harpist retuned before and between pieces if 

necessary. Therefore, it would have been easier to produce both B flat and F 

sharp or other chromatic notes as needed. It was possible to perform ‘musica 

ficta’ (accidentals) by touching the strings at certain points with the finger or 

tuning wrench. This action shortens the vibrating length of the string therefore 

raising the pitch by a semi-tone. The strict Pythagorean tuning, with pure fifths 

and rapidly beating wide thirds, was very likely the most common tuning system 

used and it sounds surprisingly satisfactory in practice. 

 

What kind of music can be played using Pythagorean tuning? What about the 

repertoire of the medieval harp? What kind of music did the harpist/harper play? 

An excerpt from Howard Mayer Brown’s article, The Trecento Harp, gives some 

clues: 

 

If, therefore, the harps in trecento paintings correspond even roughly to 
social reality, we can conclude that all of them could play at least some 
single lines from the written repertoire, and that most were capable of 
playing two or more melodic lines simultaneously, and even of playing 
chords or drones. (2009b, 187). 

 

An excerpt from the epic Roman de Horn (ca. 1170), found in Christopher 

Page’s Voices and Instruments of the Middle Ages, gives a vivid impression of 

harp playing: 

 

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 
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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 are there, 
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 makes 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. (Page 
1987, 4.) 

 

This passage celebrating Horn’s musical skills gives a remarkably clear image 

for our imaginations, and yet despite its clarity, it conjures up a handful of 

unanswered questions. It is not a method book. It does not tell us in which 

position he held his hands to pluck strings, which fingers he used. How was he 

sitting? How was he holding the harp? Exactly how big was the harp? How 

many strings? What kind of tuning did he use? Did he tune the strings with a 

lever or some other way? What kind of music was he playing? Christopher 

Page gives us some idea as to what kind of repertoire the harpist may have 

played: “A courtly amateur who is invariably - - a gifted harpist, and harps 

pieces, in public, called lais” (1987, 158). To answer questions about playing 

technique, musicologists have sought to analyse many kinds of harp playing 

from folk harper technique to African mbira playing so that through these 

experiences the medieval harp can once again be heard in ensembles, as a 

solo instrument and as an instrument to accompany singers (Bagby 2000, 343). 

 

Who may have played the instrument? Literary accounts of harp playing often 

show the instrument being performed by kings and nobility. According to 

Howard Mayer Brown, “we can assume - - that aristocrats and the haute 

bourgeoisie played it - -” (2009b, 193). “Even when a noble employed many 

minstrels, his harper seems usually to have been closest to him” (Rastall 2009, 

65). 

2.3 Flutes (Recorders) 

 

Flutes and pipes are some of the oldest known wind instruments. They very 

likely played an important function in the music-making of medieval Europe. 
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Unfortunately, surviving instruments from before 1600 A.D. are extremely rare 

and are in such a poor condition that they are difficult to identify. Pictorial and 

written records are, thankfully, helpful in creating a realistic picture of the ways 

in which the recorder-type flutes might have been used. 

 

Most of the flutes played in the Middle Ages were of the end-blown type, either 

flageolets (recorders) or whistle-flutes (pipes). These instruments were referred 

to as being played at court. Edmund A. Bowles, in his article ‘Haut and Bas: The 

Grouping of Musical Instruments in the Middle Ages’, supplies us with 

documentation from the court of the French King Charles VI in 1393, in an 

account of one of his celebrations that musicians performed for the dancers with 

flutes, tambourines, reed instruments, flageolets and vielles: “Pour la 

compaignie esjoir, on y sonnoit maint instruments, comme flahutes, tambourins, 

chalemies, harpes, vielles et bedons - -“ (2009, 18). In another example, from 

the same article, we see in Dumars le Galois (Edmund Stengel 1873) that 

musicians performed beautiful melodies for the King with flutes, chalemei, 

flageolets and vielles: “Devant le roi sonent frestel / Et flahutes et chalemel, / Et 

des flajoz et des vieles / I sunt les melodies beles.” (2009, 14.) 

 

Even though the recorder-type flute seems to have been played for courtly 

circles, it is believed that the performers on the flute were of the lowly social 

rank of minstrels and jongleurs. Many poems from the Middle Ages make 

reference to the flute, flageolet and pipe. 

 
Francesco da Barberino at the beginning of the 14th century made a 
distinction between instruments appropriate for minstrels and those 
appropriate for gentlefolk - - He seems to be saying that gentlefolk could 
only play stringed instruments: the harp, the psaltery and the fiddle. 
(Brown 2009a, 297.)  

 

Pictorial evidence from the 12th century Glasgow University Psalter contains 

illustrations of flutes which may possibly have been recorders. Another famous 

pictorial representation of recorders is included in the monumental von Bülow 

brass (memorial tablet) located in the Schwerin Cathedral (ca. 1370). This work, 

on the left border, includes an image of a king playing a recorder. (Godwin 

2009, 47.) This pictorial evidence does not give clear indication as to the 
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physical properties of the medieval recorder. We do not know how many tone 

holes the recorders had, nor the exact dimensions of the bores or the 

windways. 

 

In terms of recorder repertoire we need to look more closely at the role of the 

medieval minstrel and understand what kind of role they played in the musical 

life of the community. In 12th century France, it seems that minstrels spent a 

great deal of their time telling stories, singing songs and playing instruments 

(such as vielle, harp and pipe) to entertain the nobility. 

 

Although the minstrels were not ‘respectable’ members of society, they 
also made an important contribution to performances of religious plays. 
Five hundred minstrels are said to have been employed at the Council of 
Constance in 1414, playing flutes, vielles and rottas. (Linde 1991, 53.) 

 

Some scholars, such as Hans-Martin Linde, have written that in the 12th 

century, recorders may have played a role in monophonic trouvère or 

minnesinger song. “The use of instruments in alternation was also possible, as 

was playing colla parte (the instrument doubling at the octave if necessary).” 

(1991, 53.) Other scholars, like Christopher Page, argue that contemporary 

evidence regarding the accompaniment of monophonic song “provides no 

evidence for the mixed bands of wind, stringed and percussion instruments 

which have figured so prominently in modern recordings of this repertory” 

(1987, 38). Recorder players likely performed dance music for parties and 

social events. We can imagine that they could have improvised 

accompaniments for song melodies. According to Hans-Martin Linde (1991, 54), 

in the polyphonic music of the Ars Nova (1300−1400), it is possible that a tenor 

recorder could have performed the tenor line of a 14th century Machaut ballade. 

This is a view that is questionable due to the fact that it is believed that in the 

Middle Ages “soprano recorder size was typical” (Myers 2000b, 379). Even if 

the bigger tenor sized fipple flute did exist in the Middle Ages, it covers the 

range of a typical soprano voice, and would not be appropriate to play the tenor 

line of such a motet. It is more likely that the small fipple flute could have 

performed one of the elaborated upper parts of a 14
th
 century motet. 
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2.4 Organ 

 

The organ, which amongst other names in its colourful history, has been known 

as the ‘wondrous machine’, was a smaller, much more compact instrument in 

the Middle Ages as compared to some of the modern organs which exist today. 

The organ is an ancient instrument. According to Kimberley Marshall “surviving 

treatises - - give precise information about the construction of the instrument” 

(2000, 412). Hero of Alexandria’s Pneumatics and Vitruvius’s De architectura 

are two examples of treatises from the first century A.D. There is written 

information about organ pipes, organ acquisition, aspects of construction, 

however, the texts are not specifically practical guides to organ building. “Most 

of the surviving written sources - - are therefore of little use in understanding the 

practical side of medieval organ building.” (2000, 414.) 

 

A diplomatic gift was made from the Emperor Constantine V to King Pepin the 

Short in 757 A.D. This complex instrument was known as an organum, which 

fascinated the Franks. Throughout the Middle Ages, organs became more 

popular. “In 873, Pope John VIII wrote to request that the bishop of Freising 

send him a very good organ (optimum organum) to teach the discipline of music 

(ad instructionem musice discipline).” (Marshall 2000, 413.) Paulus Paulirinus 

(ca. 1460) wrote about the organ that “The Holy Roman Church makes use of 

this instrument in churches” (s.a.,17).  

 

Fantastic pictorial evidence of a positive organ exists in the famous van Eyck 

(Jan and Hubert) 15th century masterpiece, Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, in 

the Ghent Altarpiece, Belgium. According to Edwin Ripin and Forest Hills (2009, 

145), this altarpiece has been studied by music historians for more than 85 

years in an effort to understand how the instrument may have functioned. 

Despite many scholars being in agreement that van Eyck’s depiction may be in 

absolute fidelity to the real instruments of the time, there are still many 

questions. For example, organ builders have discovered that van Eyck’s portrait 

lacks consistency. Its organ displays a discrepancy between the number of keys 

and the number of pipes. (Hills & Ripin 2009, 149.) Again, it must be stated that 
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just because a painting seems to portray an object realistically does not 

necessarily mean that it was painted accurately. 

 

A description of the organum instrument from Prague ca. 1460 is as follows: 

 

The organ has reeds in the form of pipes stood upright (which have the 
nature of human throats), bellows, and pipes or burdones rising up from 
the bottom, (which have the property of chest cavities). The finger, 
touching external keys, has the nature of an epiglottis, and foot pedals 
register the low notes. (Paulirinus s.a., 17.) 

 

We know that the organ was used in churches as well as other ceremonial 

purposes. What kind of music did it play? This is a difficult question to answer, 

as much of the music which was written down did not specify which instrument 

should play it, or whether an instrument should play it at all. Organs and 

keyboards, for instance, do possess a different relationship with regards to 

notated music as compared to harp, psaltery and flute. Practically all of the pre-

15th century instrumental music, so far uncovered, appears to be idiomatically 

realized on keyboard. For example, the Buxheimer Orgelbüch, compiled in 

Münich in the 1460s, contains compositions written by the blind Nuremberg 

organist, Conrad Paumann, which were likely written for keyboard instruments. 

There are other pieces from music collections such as the Squarcialupi Codex 

(Italy ca. 1400), Codex Faenza (ca. 1430) and the Robertsbridge Codex 

(England ca. 1360) which seem to have been written for an instrument that is 

capable of playing polyphonic music such as a keyboard. It is possible to see 

this kind of music in the piece Petrone of the Robertsbridge Codex in the 

collection Medieval Instrumental Dances (McGee 1989, 138-141). 

 

 

2.5 Percussion 

 

According to many specialists in the field of medieval musicology, percussion 

was a vital part of the music-making culture. Various literary, sculptural and 

archival sources indicate that percussion instruments were played by 
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musicians. The fascinating translation of Konrad Megenberg’s Yconomica, 

written between 1348 and 1352, likely in Germany, gives a list of numerous 

percussion instruments in use at the time: “tympanum (a drum, but no details 

are given save that it is beaten with two sticks), cymbala (small bells struck with 

a hammer - -), plateole (cymbals, in the modern sense)” (Page 2009, 34). 

Another popular medieval percussion instrument was the tambourine. “It is often 

seen in Bibles and Psalters representing the Latin tympanum as, for example, 

Psalm 150 in the Stuttgart Psalter, ca. 830” (Maund 2000, 445).  

 

According to Peter Maund, what the percussionists played on their drums, we 

are very much in the dark. There was no musical notation written specifically for 

percussion (or rather, if there was, nothing has yet been uncovered). Further, 

there are no detailed descriptions of what or how a percussionist performed in 

an ensemble. Pictures and sculptures of percussion instruments have been 

relatively easy for instrument makers to replicate. “Although we have knowledge 

of the instruments, we do not know what percussionists actually played on 

them.” (2000, 442.) 

 

Howard Mayer Brown, in his interpretation of Francesco da Barberino’s 

distinction between instruments appropriate for the lower social class minstrels 

and those appropriate for gentlefolk in 14th century Italy, claims that Barberino is 

telling us that:  

 

gentlefolk could only play stringed instruments: the harp, the psaltery and 
the fiddle - - So far as I can see, there were no percussion instruments 
that would have been appropriate for a member of the upper classes to 
play. (2009a, 297.) 

 

 

If, for the moment, we assume that Brown’s interpretation is correct, then that 

means that percussion instruments were performed only by the lower social 

strata musicians such as minstrels, those performing for dancers and military 

musicians. 
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The medieval tambourine seems to have been a small frame drum with a head 

and four or five pairs of jingles set in the frame. Tiny pellet bells could have also 

been attached to the inside of the frame. “Tambourines are usually seen held 

upright in front of the player, in a playing position similar to that used by today’s 

Middle Eastern musicians.” (Maund 2000, 445.) We can also look to the modern 

folk tradition of tammorra playing in Naples (southern Italy) for similarities. It is 

commonly assumed that the medieval tambourine sounded and looked very 

similar to the modern orchestral tambourine. 

 

In contrast, the medieval nakers were small, timpani-type, bowl-shaped drums 

with calf-skin heads, about 6 to 12 inches in diameter. It is known that a snare 

could have been strung across one or both heads. These nakers were either 

suspended around the neck of the musician playing them or strapped to the 

back of another musician.  

 

Nakers were traditionally paired with brass instruments in military music 
as well as for signaling messages during battle. In medieval Europe, 
nakers were also used for secular and sacred processional music, dance 
music, and vocal music. (Maund 2000, 444.) 

 
 

In the next chapter I shall be examining the efforts made in preparing to play 

improvisations in the concert on the medieval style instruments. The next 

section will include a brief look at some of the most important aspects of 

medieval music theory as well as two styles of music which are believed to have 

been improvised.  
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3 HISTORICALLY INFORMED CREATIVITY - IMPROVISATION 
AND IMPROVISED ACCOMPANIMENT PERFORMED ON 
MEDIEVAL STYLE INSTRUMENTS 

As “there are no notated sources for the accompaniment of monophonic songs” 

(Arlt 1983, 76) we decided, during the ‘Eternal Light’ concert preparation, that 

we would improvise our own accompaniments for three of the program’s 

medieval monophonic songs and include an improvised prelude for one of the 

motets: Douce Dame, Ave Maris Stella, Palästinalied and Aucun on trouvé-

Amor qui cor-Kyrie. 

 

Our trio includes one singer, one percussionist and one recorder player. All 

three trio members were inspired with the desire to learn new instruments for 

this project. The singer is able to play recorder and she is, by profession, a 

church organist. The percussionist is able to play all forms of percussion 

instruments, recorder, harp, psaltery and organ. As the recorder player, I 

possess the ability to play the psaltery as well as all sizes of recorders. After 

choosing which instruments we would play in each piece of music, the 

adventure of improvisation began. One aspect of medieval music which is full of 

potential for creativity is the area of improvisation. “It has often been claimed 

that medieval instrumentalists usually improvised the music they played - -“ 

(Mattes 2000, 470). 

 

Having had positive experiences with free improvisation within the modern 

avant-garde idiom in courses, concerts and in my own teaching studio, I was 

happy and eager to attempt improvising in a ‘medieval’ style. Very quickly I 

learned that, ‘medieval’ improvisation can mean many different things and is 

open to speculation, as with other areas of medieval music. That being said, 

free improvisation (devoid of formal, structural, rhythmic, harmonic, etc. limits) 

was not, in my opinion, appropriate for this type of concert. We wanted to be as 

well informed as we could be in order to make some kind of historically 

acceptable attempt in our improvisations. 
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How, then, does one develop historically informed creativity with regards to 

medieval style improvisation using medieval style instruments? To answer this 

question, I have paid close attention to what is known about improvisation of the 

Middle Ages. Some theoretical background (gamut, modes, Pythagorean tuning 

system) to medieval music will be briefly discussed. A short account will be 

given of some notated examples from both England and France that are 

believed to be improvisatory in style. This theoretical background will give the 

reader an understanding of some of the terminology specific to medieval music 

and to help one better understand our experiences of how we were able to find 

inspiration for our own improvisations in rehearsal and concert. 

 

3.1 Medieval improvisation – what we know 

 

“Some surface aspects of musical art for the adornment of ecclesiastical songs 

have been outlined here” (Fuller 2011, 46). This quote was taken from an 

English translation of the ca. 850 music treatise known as Musica Enchiriadis. It 

is widely believed that “early polyphony was ‘produced’ or ‘made’, not 

‘composed’ in the present-day sense of ‘composition’: it was in the first instance 

sounded, not notated” (2011, 46). 

 

We do know that musicians were part of an oral tradition. In looking at what we 

can grasp about medieval improvisation, it is advantageous to consider the 

main forms of music education in medieval Europe. There seems to have been 

two distinct methods for training musicians. The first way of training, like other 

trades, was that instrumentalists may have learned by apprenticing with a 

master. This apprentice training did not likely include learning to read and write. 

Therefore, it is easy to imagine that much repertoire would have been 

committed to memory. The second way of training, was for singers to study at 

one of the famous choir schools (such as Bruges, Antwerp, Paris), which 

generally included theological or legal studies at the university (Burkholder et al 

2010, 155). Music schools did exist in various cathedrals and courts throughout 

Europe. It is known that “a whole series of decrees issued during his pontificate 

[Pope Eugenius IV ca. 1431] were devoted to establishing the economic basis 
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for permanent music schools attached to main cathedrals of the Veneto” (Gallo 

1985, 86). We can imagine that the clergy musicians studying the sacred 

repertory may also have trained in the art of ornamentation and improvisation. 

 

There are examples of notated music from various European countries which 

are considered to be samples of an improvisatory style. According to Richard 

Hoppin, in reference to various treatises on organum, “the treatises seem to 

have been designed as handbooks for beginners in improvisation - -” (1978, 

197). The tradition of improvised polyphony is believed to have continued for 

centuries even after the invention of composed organum. In Britain, theorists 

described discant as, “note-against-note counterpoint for two voices that 

produced only consonant intervals” (Hoppin 1978, 506). In Italy, “there is plenty 

of evidence that Italians sang to their own accompaniment - - though the 

accompaniments were apparently largely improvised” (Fallows 1983, 132). 

 

It seems that improvisation was another tool of the trade for musicians, 

however, there was very little written down about the learning or performing 

process, which leaves the 21st century musician trying to reconstruct a lost 

practice. Many scholars and dedicated ‘medieval’ musicians have attempted 

(and are currently attempting!) to re-invent traditions of medieval improvisation. 

Our ensemble needed to remember we were looking for facts on which to base 

our own improvisations and that much of the medieval music we have listened 

to in concert and recordings are simply modern musicians’ interpretations. 

 

In a discussion I had with Veli-Markus Tapio (DMus), he suggested that all 

possible types of medieval style improvisation unavoidably fall into four main 

categories: 1) free noodling 2) simplified counterpoint (note-against-note) 3) 

drones 4) parallel intervals (Tapio 1.3.2012, discussion). It must be stated that 

the first category (free noodling) is one of the most common methods for 

improvising, however, there is no certain evidence to confirm if it was actually 

done or not. We explored all four categories in the ‘Eternal Light’ concert 

improvisations. 
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3.2 Theoretical and technical aspects 

 

3.2.1 Gamut and Modes 

 

The gamut, the total range of the identifiable notes used in the system of 

medieval music, consists of a series of fixed relationships of pitches, based on 

tetrachords and hexachords. The pitches in these tetrachords and hexachords 

exist within clearly defined relationships to each other. They do not denote 

absolute pitches such as the modern concert pitch of A=440hz. All of the music 

found in medieval notation is flexible from the point of view of modern absolute 

pitch. (Mahrt 2000, 482.) A melody can move up or down to suit the range of the 

instrument or singer provided the pitch relationships remain the same. 

 

The gamut is made up theoretically of tetrachords (tone-semitone-tone). These 

tetrachords, for practical solmization purposes, can be expanded to hex-

achords by adding one whole tone on each end of the tetrachord. The hexa-

chord, thus, presents itself as tone-tone-semitone-tone-tone (or, using the sol-

mization syllables: ut, re, mi, fa, so, la). There are seven hexachords in the 

gamut and these hexachords are known as musica recta. The hexachord which 

falls on C was referred to as natural (Lat. naturale), the hexachord which falls 

on F was known as soft (molle) and the hexachord which falls on G was 

believed to be hard (durum). (Mahrt 2000, 482.) 

 

EXAMPLE 1. Gamut with hexachords (musica recta). (Blood 2011, Date of 

retrieval 9.3.2012) 
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After having visualized the theoretical concept of the gamut, the next step in 

preparing to improvise was to look at the eight medieval church modes. As 

written by William P. Mahrt: “- - (a) mode was much less and much more than 

just a scale: it was a complex system of pitch relationships and functions, 

whose basics were constant but whose specifics, both theoretical and practical, 

changed over time” (2000, 486). It is thus possible to refer to the modality of the 

11th century, 13th century, or the 14th century as being different from each other. 

For an informative article about the history and theory of medieval modality 

please see the Grove Dictionary article: Medieval Modal Theory (Powers et al, 

2012. Date of retrieval 2.5.2012). Example 2 gives a translation of the eight 

common church modes in modern notation. 

 

EXAMPLE 2. Eight medieval church modes. (Martens & Pearsall 2007, Date of 

retrieval 11.12.2011). 

 

From the practical perspective of learning how to improvise within a mode, it 

was important to play through the full range of the mode on the various 

instruments and to know the final (in example 2 the final of each mode is 

marked with a square whole note) and the ambitus of each song. The ambitus 

is the range of the chant/song. It can be generally above the final 

(perfect/authentic) or generally around the final (plagal). The modes are 

numbered using Arabic numbers and Greek place names, although the number 

system seems to be the most common way to speak about the church modes of 

the Middle Ages. 
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3.2.2 Pythagorean Tuning 

 

The Pythagorean tuning system is generally believed to have been the 

predominant system of tuning used in the Middle Ages. According to Ross 

Duffin, medieval theorists were in complete agreement in considering only one 

size of fifth: the pure fifth, with a harmonic ratio of 3:2. If the principal interval of 

the Middle Ages was the pure fifth and the most important repertoire consisted 

of such harmonies as open fifths, octaves and unisons, then the Pythagorean 

tuning, with its pure fifths, wide thirds and high leading tones, works extremely 

well. (2000, 545.) 

 

The pure fifth is one of the easiest intervals to tune. In tuning pure consecutive 

fifths (each being 702 cents wide) on the fixed-pitch psaltery, one interval after 

another, the last note which should be the same note from the one started from, 

is actually very narrow, creating a wolf fifth. The wolf can be moved depending 

upon from which pitch one starts the tuning. For example, starting from the pitch 

E flat and tuning up through the following pitches B flat – F – C – G – D – A – E 

–B − F sharp − C sharp and G sharp, the next pitch, D sharp, should be the 

enharmonic equivalent of the starting note E flat. In reality the final fifth G sharp-

E flat is 180 cents flat of a pure fifth. This fifth is truly a wailing dischord which 

cannot be taken entirely away. (Duffin 2000, 545-556.) It is one of the major 

limitations and beauties of the Pythagorean tuning on fixed-pitch instruments. 

We chose to place the wolf on the psaltery between the notes G sharp and E 

flat. 

 

3.2.3 Historical Styles of Medieval Improvisation – Faburden and the 
School of Notre Dame 

 

Looking at English discantus and faburden improvisation techniques (ca. 

1300−1430) was an interesting step. This technique of improvising follows a 

formula in that one sings note-against-note at an interval of a perfect fourth 

above and a third below the cantus firmus, creating sonorities of parallel 6/3 

harmonies. “The three voices move mostly in parallel 6/3 sonorities - - at 
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cadences and some other points, the voices move out from parallel thirds and 

sixths to fifths and octaves” (Burkholder & Palisca 2010, 164). The 15th century 

English carols performed in the ‘Eternal Light’ concert were of valuable help in 

studying this technique. We know that English discantus and faburden were 

improvised and we are fortunate that many pieces in these styles were also 

written down (Trowell, 2012. Date of retrieval 2.5.2012). Whether the 

improvising happened in exactly the same way as what was written down, that 

is another question. Example 3 is an excerpt from an anonymous carol that was 

copied about 1450 and is now at Oxford University. It incorporates many of the 

characteristic features of the faburden style.

 

EXAMPLE 3. Faburden style. (How to ‘faburden’ 2004. Date of retrieval 

9.3.2012). 

 

Going further back in time to France 1280, to Perotin and the Notre Dame 

School of composition, was another fascinating resource. The Sederunt 

Principes from Perotin’s Gradual for St. Stephen’s Day contains an example of 

organum quadruplum. In this style of composition, the lowest of the four voices 

sings the tenor which consists of sustained notes (borrowed from a pre-existing 

melody) alternating with repeated rhythmic patterns. The upper three voices 

sing extended melismatic passages. This type of repertoire may have been 

improvised. (Reckow et al, 2012. Date of retrieval 2.5.2012.) Example 4 is an 

example of organum quadruplum. 
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EXAMPLE 4. Perotin Sederunt Principes. (Musicapando, 2010. Date of retrieval 

9.3.2012). 

 

3.3 Improvisation in the ‘Eternal Light’ concert 

 

“Medieval musicians are absent; they cannot validate, let alone contradict, our 

blithely unintentional misinterpretations of their work” (Leech-Wilkinson 2007, 

2). 

 

This statement sums up both the frustration and the freedom we experienced in 

trying to bring this medieval music to life in our modern era. Our own personal 

histories exert a tremendous influence on the type of musical personalities we 

have developed. In addition to this, all of the pre-conceived notions we have 

about the Middle Ages that have come to us from books, movies, art galleries, 

concerts and recordings also create expectations about what is acceptable and 

what is not. With respect to improvising, we often improvise based on the styles 

and genres of music that are strongest in our memories. This then leads us to 

discover the common element between the medieval musician and the modern 

musician: the spark of creativity which leads the musician to take the chance 

and add their own voice to help bring any type of music to life. When we 

reached this point in our preparation, it was clear that theoretical knowledge 

alone was not sufficient to make the music come to life. It had to be combined 

with the action of playing the instruments thereby linking our 21
st
 century voices 

in the improvisations with the medieval melodies. 
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In deciding how to perform our own improvisations, it was necessary to address 

some practical tuning issues. For example, I played the recorder parts on a 

‘normal’ renaissance style instrument, which was tuned to modern (almost) 

equal temperament. The psaltery was tuned using the Pythagorean tuning 

system. It made for some interesting interval combinations where I was required 

to adjust breath pressure beyond the normal comfort zone in order to play in 

tune with the psaltery, especially on key points of open fifth and unison 

cadences. The singer also needed to be sensitive to this aspect of singing with 

the psaltery. 

 

With all four improvisations, we decided to set two ground rules before jumping 

in. These formulas helped to give both stability and flexibility. Our guidelines, 

like many improvising-genre specialists have recommended were: 1) keep it 

simple and 2) make decisions before playing. 

 

For the 13th century monophonic trouvère chanson, Douce Dame, we 

performed the melody and the accompaniment on two psalteries. In general, we 

used a note-against-note style of improvisation. The rules that we attempted to 

follow were loosely related to the style of “note-against-note polyphony” (Hoppin 

1978, 203). The form of the piece, AAB, was important to keep in mind to 

determine whether to play an open fifth (end of the A section) on the cadence or 

a unison (end of the B section). Being familiar with the mode of the piece was 

helpful in discovering important details regarding range and contour. As one 

player was performing a pre-existing melody and the other player (me) was 

playing an improvisation based on some loose rules, there were a surprising 

number of variations that occurred during both rehearsal and concert. 

 

In performing the improvisation using two psaltery instruments tuned with the 

Pythagorean tuning system, it was ear-opening to hear the medieval harmonies 

come to life. The fifths were extremely pure and it was possible to hear the 

resulting octave below in the difference tone. The thirds were so wide that they 

were dissonant which made the pure open fifths and unisons sound like 

resolutions, as they were intended to sound in medieval music. The sound of 

the psaltery is also something unique. It was important while improvising to 
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keep the tuning system and the harmony in mind when playing, as to not place 

a dissonant third in such a place where a resolution was required. 

 

The Ave Maris Stella hymn (Gregorian chant 9th century) could have been sung 

a cappella, and it is still frequently performed that way in the present-day 

Roman Catholic Church. Our singer, however, preferred to have some 

accompaniment to support her singing. In deciding upon our accompaniment 

we chose to employ the organ for this task, rather than, for example, the 

tambourine. The knowledge gained from researching the medieval instruments 

helped us to understand that percussion instruments would have been out of 

context in this role. In improvising the accompaniment the organ player chose to 

play a “drone on finalis or cofinalis or both, continuous or interrupted, with or 

without rhythmic impulses” (Tindemans 2000a, 468). With regards to the 

instrument used in Ave Maris Stella, the organ player was playing a positive 

organ using only one eight-foot stopped flute. The drone technique of 

improvisation worked effectively using the organ because of its convincing 

ability to sustain pitches. 

 

In Palästinalied, the 12th century German Minnelied, our singer was 

accompanied by improvisations on the psaltery and the harp. This was perhaps 

the most difficult improvisation to bring to reality, as both instrumentalists were 

improvising at the same time. The harp player is by profession a percussionist. 

He has spent many years internalizing rhythms used in percussion music of the 

modern Middle East. His experience with this genre of music loosely affected 

his harp improvisations with respect to rhythmic variations he chose. The 

improvisations in this song were performed more freely than the first two pieces.  

 

We chose to base the harmonic framework upon the melody’s modal final and 

cofinal. The harmonic basis was provided by the harp playing open fifths, mixed 

with occasional register leaps and noodling. When the harp player was inspired 

to do so, he doubled the melody. The psaltery generally played drones moving 

between the final and cofinal. As the psaltery player, I sometimes performed 

short rhythmic fills (noodling). Between each verse I improvised a short bridge, 
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always taking care to end on the final. For a short passage in the last verse, the 

psaltery doubled the voice in parallel intervals. 

 

For the motet Aucun vont-Amor qui cor-Kyrie (early 14th century France) we 

wanted to add a prelude. This concurs with the opinion of Margriet Tindemans 

(2000a, 454) that minstrels would have made up new melodies, preludes and 

postludes. In our prelude improvisation the psaltery played the tenor line and, 

as the recorder player, I improvised by ornamenting parts of the duplum and by 

adding my own noodlings. This was the final piece on the concert program, and 

unfortunately we did not check the tuning of the psaltery. It was slightly out-of-

tune, in that the low F was rather flat. The F was a prominent pitch in this piece. 

It was uncomfortable and difficult for me, playing the recorder, to adjust my 

breath pressure especially during the improvisation. So in terms of 

idiosyncrasies of the instruments, it is important for us to keep in mind the next 

time we use the psaltery in a concert that we should check the tuning more 

frequently and adjust it, if necessary. The tuning was affected especially 

because the temperature outside was -29 centigrade! 

 

In terms of how much our surface knowledge of hexachords and modes 

affected our improvisations, I must admit that it did not directly affect us during 

the concert situation. As the hexachord theory is a highly theoretical system 

built on the medieval theorists’ understanding of the Greek musical structure, it 

is a way to explain music, not to perform it or make it. Our limited knowledge did 

help us to understand the melody we were accompanying in terms of its mode 

and the possible harmonic combinations that could be derived based on the 

ambitus of the melody. Having the awareness of the specific mode in which we 

were playing and having practiced improvisation in that mode, it helped us to 

imagine new ideas in the concert situation. Being able to visualize the gamut, in 

all its beauty of soft, hard and natural hexachords gave a new way to 

understand the structure of music, as grouping notes by six rather than by the 

common-practice eight note sequence (major/minor scale). 

 

A constant factor which affected our interpretations while improvising was the 

instrumentalists’ technical abilities on the different instruments involved. As a 
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trained recorder player, I was most comfortable playing the recorder and my 

improvisations could be more daring, consisting of fast running passages. I was 

careful to keep the text of the song in mind while improvising as well. For 

example, if the text included highly poetic descriptions about love, as in the 

motet Aucun vont-Amor qui cor-Kyrie, I felt I could add more flourishes using 

compound articulations (tu, du, ru, didd’dl etc). However, my improvisations 

using the psaltery for the trouvère song, Douce Dame, were more simple, partly 

due to the note-against-note style we chose to employ and also because the 

text of the song was more reflective. 

 

In terms of instrumental use in the concert, I was most comfortable playing the 

recorder for fast passages, however the psaltery added a lovely string sound, 

which was so essential for variety within our ensemble. At this point in time, my 

technique on the psaltery was not as highly developed, so my improvisations on 

the psaltery were less virtuosic. At least it was so for this concert. 

 

All in all it was an interesting experience to study the medieval instruments and 

to use them to perform some improvisations in medieval music. As our singer 

did not improvise for this concert, I am hoping that she will try some of her own 

improvisations in the future. It is our hope, as an ensemble, to continue 

improving our ability to improvise and to become more comfortable performing 

in this style of music on the instruments described in this thesis.  
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4 CONCLUSIONS  

The process of preparing and performing improvisations in the ‘Eternal Light’ 

concert was a very positive one. A wonderful experience happened to me 

during this concert preparation that I would like to share. As a recorder player, it 

has been difficult for me to memorize pieces from the high baroque repertory. 

Having made the effort for this concert to memorize so many melodies to help 

facilitate and guide my improvisations, it was thrilling for me to realize that I had 

almost the entire concert memorized. I was able to play much of the concert 

from memory and two complete pieces (Douce Dame and Palästinalied) were 

performed with improvisations and without sheet music. We noticed, as an 

ensemble, that it was a freeing experience to perform without having music 

stands in front of us. Our ensemble communication and our relationship with the 

audience were more relaxed. The concert, in itself, was a pleasure to play. 

Having done so much background research we were well prepared and we had 

fun performing. Judging by the positive compliments we received from both the 

audience and the festival organizers, it seems that the concert was also enjoyed 

by the listeners. 

 

Going through the steps of researching the melodies to understanding 

something about the theoretical aspects such as gamut, modes and 

Pythagorean tuning produced a very valuable experience. My stronger 

awareness of medieval modal theory helped to better conceptualize the music 

we were playing. With regards to working with Pythagorean tuning and fixed-

pitch instruments, I have developed an adept ability to tune the psaltery, with 

some proficiency of tuning by ear. By playing in Pythagorean tuning with the 

recorder, I have increased my sensitivity of breath awareness when playing 

pure fifths and wide thirds. However, this is an area in which I can still improve 

my speed and accuracy.  

 

An increased understanding of medieval instruments and their historical 

backgrounds was helpful for preparing this concert. This background 

information aided us in our decisions as to which instruments from our collection 
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would be best suited to play the three-part polyphonic music we chose for the 

concert program. Further to this, in better understanding the historical and 

social position from which these individual instruments came, we were also 

assisted in deciding which instruments should improvise the accompaniment for 

the Palästinalied. The harp and the psaltery were chosen because they are 

considered to be the instruments of the nobility and the Palästinalied is a song 

composed by a knight who is seeing Jerusalem for the first time. The historical 

knowledge about the psaltery gave me some confidence to try playing the 

instrument with various playing positions and with numerous hand positions, as 

there were apparently many variations possible. By going through this process I 

was able to discover one way that was suitable for my hands and for the 

repertoire we were playing. 

 

 My hope is that my own personal involvement in the medieval music field will 

lead to further research possibilities. One area of interest is to explore a more in 

depth investigation of orchestrating two and three part vocal motets using 

instruments and voices. Another area would be to study the psaltery more 

thoroughly with regard to articulation, technical possibilities and string 

dampening. To broaden our trio’s sound scape, I would also like to add a new 

instrument like the dulcimer, rebec or bagpipes which would enhance projects 

currently underway. Another research project, which is presently in progress, 

involves writing a fairy-tale story and setting it to authentic medieval music 

including drama, costumes and staging for a children’s concert as part of Oulu 

Conservatoire’s Tulindberg Week in 2012. Learning more about medieval 

theory, especially hexachord theory, and medieval history of music and church 

liturgy are also research projects I would like to focus on at some point in the 

future. My trio has been invited to perform a medieval concert in the Oulu 

Conservatoire’s 60th anniversary concert series this August 2012. 

 

Following these steps of learning about medieval music have given me the 

courage to add my own voice in the interpretation, thereby keeping the creative 

spark from the Middle Ages alive in the performance. In this process lies the 

motivation for me to continue learning more and to better inform myself as it 

became clear that the knowledge I have garnered from performing this concert 
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and preparing this thesis is only touching the tip of the iceberg. It is with 

pleasure that I will continue to look for opportunities to share this music with 

others. I sincerely hope these insights will encourage others to include the 

beautiful melodies and wonderfully exotic harmonies in more concert programs. 



   

34 

REFERENCES 

Arlt, W. 1983. The ‘reconstruction’ of instrumental music: the interpretation of 
the earliest practical sources. Published in S. Boorman (ed.) Studies in the 
performance of late medieval music. New York: Cambridge University Press, 
75-100. 
 
Bagby, B. 2000. Imagining the Early Medieval Harp. Published in R. Duffin (ed.) 
A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
336-344. 
 
Baines, A. 2009. Fifteenth-century instruments in Tinctoris’s De Inventione et 
Usu Musicae. Published in T. McGee (ed.) Instruments and their Music in the 
Middle Ages. London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 53-60. 
 
Blood, B. 2011. The Hexachord. Dolmetsch Organization. Date of retrieval 
9.3.2012. 
<http://www.dolmetsch.com/musictheory1.htm> 
 
Boorman, S (ed.) 1983. Studies in the performance of late medieval music. New 
York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Brown, H.M. 2009a. The trecento fiddle and its bridges. Published in T. McGee 
(ed.) Instruments and their Music in the Middle Ages. London: Ashgate 
Publishing Limited, 293-313. 
 
Brown, H.M. 2009b. The trecento harp. Published in T. McGee (ed.) 
Instruments and their Music in the Middle Ages. London: Ashgate Publishing 
Limited, 159-205. 
 
Bowles, E.A. 2009. Haut and Bas: The Grouping of Musical Instruments in the 
Middle Ages. Published in T. McGee (ed.) Instruments and their Music in the 
Middle Ages. London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 3-28. 
 
Burkholder, J.P. Grout, D.J. Palisca, C.V. 2010. A History of Western Music. 8th 
edn. New York: W. W. Norton & Company. 
 
Burkholder, J.P. Palisca, C.V. 2010. Norton Anthology of Western Music. Sixth 
Edition. London: W.W. Norton & Company. 
 
Chaucer, G. 1995/1478. The Canterbury Tales. UK: Wordsworth Edition. 
 
Duffin, R (ed.) 2000. A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press. 
 
Everist, M (ed.) 2011. The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Music. London: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 

http://www.dolmetsch.com/musictheory1.htm


   

35 

Fallows, D. 1983. Specific information on the ensembles for composed 
polyphony, 1400-1474. Published in S. Boorman (ed.) Studies in the 
performance of late medieval music. New York: Cambridge University Press, 
109-159. 
 
Fuller, S. 2011. Early Polyphony to circa 1200. Published in M. Everist (ed.) The 
Cambridge Companion to Medieval Music. London: Cambridge University 
Press, 46-66. 
 
Fulton, C.A. 2000. Playing the Late Medieval Harp. Published in R. Duffin (ed.) 
A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
345-354. 
 
Gallo, A.1999. Music of the Middle Ages II. New York: Cambridge University 
Press. 
 
Godwin, J. 2009. Mains divers acors. Published in T. McGee (ed.) Instruments 
and their Music in the Middle Ages. London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 39-52. 
 
Hills, F. Ripin, E.M. 2009. The Norrlanda Organ and the Ghent Altarpiece. 
Published in T. McGee (ed.) Instruments and their Music in the Middle Ages. 
London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 145-155. 
 
Hoppin, R. 1978. Medieval Music. New York: W.W. Norton and Company. 
 
How to ‘faburden’. 2004. Date of retrieval 9.3.2012, 
<http://maucamedus.net/faburden.html> 
 
Kinsela, D. 2009. The Capture of the Chekker. Published in T. McGee (ed.) 
Instruments and their Music in the Middle Ages. London: Ashgate Publishing 
Limited, 123-144. 
 
Leech-Wilkinson, D. 2002. The Modern Invention of Medieval Music. USA: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Linde, H. 1991. The Recorder Player’s Handbook. London: Schott & Co. Ltd. 
 
Mahrt, W. 2000. Gamut, Solmization and Modes. Publsihed in R. Duffin (ed.) A 
Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
482-495. 
 
Marshall, K. 2000. Organ. Published in R. Duffin (ed.) A Performer’s Guide to 
Medieval Music. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 412-430. 
 
Martens, P. Pearsall, E. 2007. History of Music Theory: Antiquity-1600. TTU 
Theory Dept. Date of retrieval 11.12.2011. 
<http://courses.ttu.edu/musictheory/MUTH5320-
H.O.T.I/HOTMaster_Notes.html> 
 

http://maucamedus.net/faburden.html
http://courses.ttu.edu/musictheory/MUTH5320-H.O.T.I/HOTMaster_Notes.html
http://courses.ttu.edu/musictheory/MUTH5320-H.O.T.I/HOTMaster_Notes.html


   

36 

Mattes, R. 2000. Ornamentation and Improvisation after 1300. Published in R. 
Duffin (ed.) A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 470-481. 
 
Maund, P. 2000. Percussion. Published in R. Duffin (ed.) A Performer’s Guide 
to Medieval Music. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 442-447. 
 
McGee, T (ed.) 2009. Instruments and Their Music in the Middle Ages. London: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited. 
 
McGee, T (ed.) 1989. Medieval Instrumental Dances. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press. 
 
Musicapando. 2010. Sederunt Principes de Perotin. Date of retrieval 9.3.2012. 
<http://musicapando.blogspot.com/2010/09/sedderunt-principes-el-organum-
de.html> 
 
Myers, H.W. 2000a. Psaltery and Dulcimer. Published in R. Duffin (ed.) A 
Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
440-441. 
 
Myers, H.W. 2000b. Flutes. Published in R. Duffin (ed.) A Performer’s Guide to 
Medieval Music. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 376-383. 
 
Page, C. 2009. German musicians and their instruments. A 14th century account 
by Konrad of Megenberg. Published in T. McGee (ed.) Instruments and their 
Music in the Middle Ages. London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 29-37. 
 
Page, C. 1987. Voices and Instruments of the Middle Ages. London: J.M. Dent 
and Sons Ltd. 
 
Paulirinus, P. s.a./1459-1463. On Musical Instruments. Translation by Standley 
Howell.  Prague. (No year of publication). 
 
Powers, H.S. et al. 2012. Mode. Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. 
Date of retrieval 2.5.2012. 
<http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/43718pg2>. 
 
Rastall, R. 2009. Some English consort-groupings of the late Middle Ages. 
Published in T. McGee (ed.) Instruments and their Music in the Middle Ages. 
London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 61-84. 
 
Reckow, F et al. 2012. Organum. Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. 
Date of retrieval 2.5.2012. 
<http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/48902pg2>. 
 
Remnant, M. 2009. Rebec, Fiddle and Crowd in England. Published in T. 
McGee (ed.) Instruments and their Music in the Middle Ages. London: Ashgate 
Publishing Limited, 315-329. 
 

http://musicapando.blogspot.com/2010/09/sedderunt-principes-el-organum-de.html
http://musicapando.blogspot.com/2010/09/sedderunt-principes-el-organum-de.html


   

37 

Tapio, V-M. 2012. Doctor of Music, Sibelius Academy. Discussion 1.3.2012. 
 
Tindemans, M. 2000a. Improvisation and Accompaniment before 1300. 
Published in R. Duffin (ed.) A Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 454-469. 
 
Tindemans, M. 2000b. The Vielle before 1300. Published in R. Duffin (ed.) A 
Performer’s Guide to Medieval Music. Bloomington: Indiana University Press 
293-301. 
 
Trowell, B. 2012. Faburden. Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Date of 
retrieval 2.5.2012. 
<http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/09199>.  
 
Winternitz, E. 1967. Musical Instruments and their Symbolism in Western Art. 
New York: W. W. Norton & Company Inc. 
                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  APPENDIX 1 

 

KÄSIOHJELMA  

 

  



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 


