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Saint and angels playing music. Tempura on wood, c. 1335,
by Giotto di Bondone (c. 1266—1337) and workshop
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I. What were the Middle Ages?

In music, there are no sensible dates tied to composers’ births or deaths to mark out the
Middle Ages. For simplicity’s sake, scholars largely adopt the period 500AD to 1500AD, this
being roughly the time between the change of the western part of the Roman Empire into an
interlocking series of kingdoms, and the Italian Renaissance and Reformation. The term ‘Dark
Ages’ is also sometimes used, normally to describe the opening centuries of this period (say
sixth to tenth), although some prefer the expression ‘early Middle Ages’. Of course the men
and women of the Middle Ages did not think of themselves as living in the middle of anything.
In fact, they were more inclined to think they were living at the end. The Christian message of
the time contained within it a strong belief that the return of Christ was imminent, that
everything in the life of human beings was merely contingent, and that the essential life was
the one that the returning Christ would institute. The early Medieval Frankish chronicler
Fredegar wrote sadly: ‘The world is growing old. We live at the end of time.’

The Middle Ages inherited its legal code and much of its secular literature from the
declining power of Rome. Overwhelmed by economic and political developments that it could
no longer direct, Rome had found that the several regions of its empire were acting with
increasing independence. The various Burgundians, Franks, Lombards and others who had
been problematic allies in the latter days of imperial power played a leading role, sometimes
as semi-independent local rulers and sometimes, as in the case of Stilicho, Odoacer and
Theodoric, as imperial agents. In the meantime, the challenge from outside Roman boundaries
was transformed by the impact of the Huns in the fifth century. They were a substantial and
powerful nation with a large empire and had no interest in adapting to the Roman diplomatic
system. Indeed, throughout the Middle Ages the mobility of some nations created problems
for other more settled societies. The Vikings, Saxons, Hungarians and Arabs were all on the
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move at different times. The last of these groups first came to European consciousness by
seizing control of the Middle East in the seventh century. Three of the Christian patriarchates —
Jerusalem, Alexandria and Antioch — were quickly overrun, leaving only Rome and Byzantium.
By 718, most of what is now Spain and Portugal was in Muslim hands, and there were also
Muslim forces in southern France. It was not until the late fifteenth century that the last
Muslim stronghold in Spain fell to Christian armies, not many years after the Christian
stronghold of Byzantium itself had finally fallen to a Muslim army, leaving the way clear for
Islam to overrun south-eastern Europe, which it was to dominate for several centuries.

Despite these massive shifts of population and power, Roman laws, Roman language and
Roman ways of thinking persisted throughout the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance.
Indeed, the very fact that Rome was thought of as the natural home for the church’s ‘capital’
was in its way a tribute to the continued high standing of the city among western Christians.
The church enjoyed massive cultural, political and economic power and influence right across
Europe throughout the Middle Ages. The virtual disappearance of the Roman administrative
classes, together with the absence of any tradition of literacy in the new powers (Franks and
others) meant that the business of law, diplomacy and government necessarily leaned heavily
on the church, which, based as it was around a series of books, held literacy in high esteem.
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