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The following is a report on the presentation delivered on 02/05/2018 regarding the different representations of musical instruments found within medieval manuscripts.

The structure of this presentation was one which followed a chronological sequence. Therefore, the first main topic of the presentation was a case study of a particular representation of music that was common throughout the medieval period but began very early. In this instance, the representation of David and his musicians was a good example to use for this purpose as it met the criteria to provide a good demonstration. The first section of this example features an early representation of David and his musicians from the Vespasian Psalter, which dates from the 8th century.[footnoteRef:1] My reason for using this particular example is it is probably the best example I have found that demonstrates both the art and music style of the time it was created. It features musicians all gathered around David and playing instruments which are prominent at that time and even features two figures clapping as a form of percussion for the music. The presentation then moves on to briefly look at some other representations of David from a later period, including an example from a piece by Rudolf von Ems. These later examples are aimed to demonstrate how even one example of one story can be changed and adapted over time. The later date also meant that music itself had evolved over time and this can be demonstrated by a number of things that had not been previously featured in earlier examples as they had not yet rose to prominence, such as the inclusion of a hurdy-gurdy which was a reasonably new instrument at the time the manuscript was created. [1:  British Library, ‘The Vespasian Psalter’ [online] available: https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Cotton_MS_Vespasian_A_I] 

Once the case study of David had been adequately covered, the presentation then moved on to look at some other early medieval examples of representations of instruments. Through the medieval period they proved to be a fairly popular idea to incorporate, particularly in some of the border art. This was particularly the case when it came to the later, Gothic style manuscripts.[footnoteRef:2] Along with all the other changes brought in with this change of style, an additional feature of this new style was the rather unique way in which people started representing instruments and the people, or in many cases creatures, that were playing them. Some more visual examples here demonstrated the creativity some artists were able to use to incorporate these representations in different, often unique ways, such as some form of demonic looking figure playing a lute.  [2:  T. Graham, An Introduction to Medieval Manuscripts (London: Cornell University Press, 2007) pp.118-119] 

These later Gothic examples are interesting in many ways as they begin to drift away from the purpose of earlier Romanesque representations, which primarily wanted to portray as simply as possible the way music was being played at the time the manuscript was created, in to a more unique and creative method of portraying instruments. While these portrayals are not as accurate or even believable as some of their Romanesque predecessors, they certainly have their own fascinating appeal to them. It is interesting to note here that some people argue that these grotesque representations may hold some deeper meaning behind them or act as some sort of a message, although it would be reasonable for one to conclude that maybe it was just the medieval artists way of having a bit of fun. 
The presentation then moved on to look at some later medieval examples that while different in style, still had many of the same ideas in mind. The British Renaissance brought along with it many, many changes and arguably one of the most significant of these was the perception of music. While it was true music had always been an important aspect up to this point, the Renaissance took this to a whole new level and brought in both new styles of music being played and new styles of the instruments themselves.[footnoteRef:3] It’s also interesting to note that it was around this time that much of our modern thinking of music, in particular the theory aspect of it, came to be. Although there were of course playing styles and ways to show music on paper in a form of music tabs as can be seen from the presentation, it was during this period that many modern ways of writing down music as well as tunings and the way the music itself was played (such as playing in 4ths) was born, or at least greatly popularised in Britain, around this same time. It is therefore very interesting to see these new ideas incorporated within the manuscripts being produced at the time. [3:  N. Morgan. Early Gothic Manuscripts (London: Harvey Miller, 1988) p.64] 


The main point this presentation has tried to make is that the representation of music instruments within medieval manuscripts was something that was constantly changing and evolving which was based on both the changes in art style of the period as well as the changes in music itself & the instruments played. As the earlier case study of David has shown, these changes can be reflected on different versions of the very same example. Likewise, subsequent examples have demonstrated the change in evolution on the portrayal of music instruments more generally, and this includes both Romanesque and Gothic styles. Visually appealing results based on the concept of music people had at any given time were produced and reflected in the works that survive from the medieval period and are available to us. Indeed, even the late medieval representations from the early modern/renaissance period show yet another evolution of the times in which they were created and these changes are again demonstrated in the different forms of representations musical instruments took on.
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