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Introduction

The Grim and the Unusual in the History of Western Music

Admit it, we all love a good gruesome story. The lure of the morbid and the grotesque, the forbidden and the terrifying fuels an endless number of horror movies, video games, novels, tabloid news outlets, conspiracy websites, reality TV shows, and boy bands. In this book, you will read about a hidden history, a behind-the-scenes look at some of the most unusual and frequently awful moments in music over the last two thousand years and even earlier.

When you ask people what their favorite subject in school was, History rarely seems to be at the top of the list. This is unfortunate and rather sad, because it’s a wonderful and thrilling topic, one that is increasingly important in our very complex world. Far too many folks seem to associate the whole thing with endless boring names, dates, lists, battles, and goings-on in countries that no longer exist, involving dead people with unpronounceable names.

When you ask people what their favorite genre of music is, so-called classical music is also rarely at the top of the list, at least in the United States. Many in Europe and Asia love it, and to be fair, it has a devoted, if not huge, following in the USA. But many people wrongly associate it with snobbery, pretentiousness, and a general incomprehensibility: long, boring works written by dead composers with even less pronounceable names. It seems that the Euro-American culture that gave birth to this music has somewhat abandoned it for newer and cooler genres. The rise in popularity of music downloading (legal and otherwise) has made the idea of the “classical record album” seem even more obsolete. Then again, vinyl records have made a big comeback recently, and very few people saw that coming.

So in an effort to either completely obliterate the last remaining chances of making either genre interesting, or in the hope that two negatives will add up to a positive, this book combines both subjects to give the reader a sort-of introductory history to classical music, but with a significant, morbid twist. One thing to note: a few stories here go beyond the “classical” label, because they were simply too good and grim to pass up! There is a bit of jazz, some rock and pop, a smattering of folk, and some other music that defies categorization. Seriously, what genre is “fairy music” exactly? Pseudo-Celtic? Mythical crossover? Music of the Rich and “Fey-mous”? (Note: this may not be the last pun that you encounter in this book; there will be no apologies for this.)

No matter, the pages that follow will not bore you with mere dates and lists or expect you to pronounce a barrage of unfamiliar names on the first try—though maybe on the second or third. Instead, you will be treated to all manner of strange and surprising stories: tales of violence, revenge, blood and guts, death, disease, love won and lost, despair, decapitation and the removal of other specific body parts, ghosts, horrific nursery rhymes and fairy tales, magic, murder, war, and worst of all, cell phones.

Part I will introduce you to a good number of composers, from ancient Greece to the twentieth century. You will know some. Others will be new to you. Others you might want to forget. What they have in common is that they all led very odd lives and/or met with particularly unpleasant ends, and their fates were sometimes quite funny. These are the stories you don’t often find in CD notes, or even in music history classes. You have been deprived, and now is the time to fix that!

People often believe that artists of any kind must suffer for their art for it truly to be “great.” The romantic notion is of the painter, the poet, or the composer living in splendid squalor in a Parisian dive. Here he avoids creditors, sends away his pregnant mistress, knocks back hard liquor, and pounds out tortured masterpieces that will only be appreciated after his untimely death from liver disease, a self-inflicted gunshot wound, or a broken heart. Or perhaps it’s the haunted Gothic writer or pianist. He creates after midnight (a dark and stormy one, of course) and lives a reclusive life in a lavish room lit only by a few candles (their light flickering in the empty eye sockets of a skull on the desk). He also knocks back hard liquor and pounds out tortured masterpieces that will only be appreciated after his untimely death from liver disease, a self-inflicted dagger wound, or a broken heart.

A surprising number of composers, if not exactly living the script to a Hammer Horror film, had to deal with some pretty violent, morbid, and completely strange events as a background to their creativity. It wasn’t just their inner worlds that were in turmoil; many of them were also hit with hardships and tragedies from outside, often due to their inability to cope with life and all of its ups and downs. Alcohol, drugs, or retreats into delusions were frequently their only escapes from the stresses that “normal” society imposed on them, but out of these troubles could come great works of music that have endured through the years.

There were others who just seemed to have no luck, drew the short stick, and got dealt a bad hand in life. Some held very odd beliefs or did very strange things. Some engaged in criminal activities and/or behaviors that were frowned upon by either church or state, sometimes both. The ability to put pretty musical notes on paper was no guarantee of being an upstanding citizen, and there were those in our cast of musical stars (or rogues’ gallery) who were reprobates of the very worst sort.

Here is an assortment of grotesque, bloody, tragic, macabre, or just plain odd facts, fancies, truths, and legends about some of the most famous (and most obscure) composers and musicians in Western music history. They appear in roughly chronological order, divided by the eras in which their music is usually classified: ancient, medieval, Renaissance, Baroque, Classical, Romantic, and modern—these eras coincide more or less with those also used in art history. Some of these tales are doubtful or even outright fabricated, more so the further back in time that one looks. The facts have never gotten in the way of a good story, then as now. There were no fact-checkers, social networks, blogs, or comment sections to keep them honest. Some stories, however, are very real and well documented. This mixture of fact and fiction should provide you with a good sense of just how strange and often twisted the history of Western music can be. So if you think you’re having a bad day, try reading through a few of these and you might feel better.

In Part II, the search goes further afield and presents all kinds of surprises, a veritable bazaar of the bizarre. From strange truths to hoaxes and urban legends, you will discover a whole world of the unusual and the fascinating, the darkly amusing, and the downright horrible. As with Part I, many of these accounts are true. Some are speculation. Some were long believed to be true until proven otherwise. Some are lies that are so good, they’re irresistible.

We will look at everything from the biological and mythological origins of music to some of the most gruesome examples of stories involving music and musicians. Did you know that Dracula really existed, and may have been even more horrible than his fictional counterpart? You might be surprised to learn that the Pied Piper may have been based on a real account, too. Why would a Renaissance queen insist that her musicians continually sing for her husband’s corpse? And is there a cursed song that allegedly has driven any number of listeners to suicide? Would you have the courage to listen to it?

We’ll look at why many believe that a composer must stop writing symphonies after the ninth, and various other superstitions associated with the art of music making. Those sweet little nursery rhymes you sang as a child? Some of them may have very gruesome origins, indeed! Is music a form of magic? Can it alter reality or drive ordinary people mad? Many ancient cultures believed so.

And of course, no discussion would be complete without looking at some of the ghostly phenomena associated with music over the centuries, a topic so vast that we can only glance at it here. Regardless of your beliefs on the subject, these accounts will certainly make you wonder, and maybe send a shiver down your spine. Those campfire ghost stories from your childhood have nothing on these tales of musicians and others who wouldn’t stay dead.

Finally, we’ll look at some of the odd after-life experiences of two of our greatest composers, Mozart and Beethoven (hint: these have to do with their skulls), and a few other tales from the musical grab bag.

Weirdness, it seems, is as ordinary a part of human experience as the ordinary itself. Wherever there are people, there will be strange stories about them and their activities. Unsolved mysteries and strange phenomena will always fascinate us. The sheer number of tales herein—and we’ve only scratched the surface—should be enough to give one pause about what exactly the “ordinary” is, anyway.

Some of these stories are funny, while others are poignant and tragic. Some are downright horrifying. There’s certainly no intention to mock the pain and suffering of others, but rather to simply reflect on just how unexpected, for good or for ill, life can be. We shouldn’t take things for granted, and these tales may actually be an inspiration to do our best in the face of adversity—a reminder of the shortness of our time here.

You do not need a special knowledge of classical music—or any music for that matter—to explore and enjoy these excursions. The book is not technical, and there won’t be any quizzes at the end. It isn’t a textbook or an academic tome filled with lots of boring footnotes. Consider it a fun chance to dip into a pool of the peculiar. You can read the whole thing in order if you’d like, which will give you some appreciation of how this music developed over time. You can also just open up anywhere and start reading. If it inspires you to seek out some of the music explored here, then so much the better.

You will be able to learn more by going to the section on further reading at the end of the book and delving into some of those suggestions. You may just discover a new love and fascination for music that you never even knew existed. Classical music is not boring, dated, or irrelevant. It’s exciting, vibrant, meaningful, beautiful, moving, and it can be enjoyed by everyone. It just happens to be pretty grim sometimes.

So get some tea (or maybe something a little stronger), put on some music—preferably by one of the composers in Part I—and enjoy this excursion down some of the lesser-known paths of music history. You could wait for a dark and stormy night to read it for the maximum moody effect, but it’s not absolutely necessary.


Part I

The Strange Lives, Stranger Deaths, and Odd Fates of Composers
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Ancient Greece and Rome

Most everyone is familiar with the legacy of ancient civilizations such as Egypt, Greece, and Rome. Their impact is still felt on the modern Western world, in everything from laws to architecture. Museums showcase the art, students study the writings and history (and if they’re really lucky, they get to delve into Latin or Greek!), and we’re all at least a bit familiar with the mythologies and old stories. Schoolchildren everywhere have snickered at nude Greek Olympians, wondered if the Egyptians only had profiles, and marveled at how the Roman army conquered the Mediterranean world in short skirts.

Yet for all of our admiration and even worship of our ancient forebears, their music is unknown to everyone but a scholarly few. Obviously very little has survived, but amazingly, over fifty pieces of Greco-Roman music (many in fragments) have come down to us in notations that have been deciphered and can be read with relative ease. There are also a few pieces from Assyria that may or may not be readable, and various scholars have taken a shot at reproducing what they might sound like, with varying degrees of success. Still, even with this small amount of surviving work, the ancients loved to write about their music, and everyone from the philosopher Plato to various Roman emperors seems to have had something to say about it.

The names of individual composers from this time are sparse and often coincide with those of poets. A celebrated poet might well have written some music to a particular poem, but it hasn’t survived, or people might not have considered a “poet” and a “composer” to be two separate things. Indeed, the idea of purely instrumental music was at times controversial—those crazy kids with their lyres and flutes. There were many wandering musicians who offered their skills for plays, religious festivals, celebrations, private parties, and any other function requiring singers and instrumentalists.

The history of this ancient music is vast and well worth exploring. We will look at just a handful of individuals whose musical pursuits led them into interesting fates, to say the least, from an arrogant young wind player who blew himself to death to an infamous Roman emperor who took his performances to a new level of mediocrity.

Terpander (seventh century BCE, ca. 675)

Choking on ill-gotten gains?

To the ancient Greeks, Terpander was the man, the father of Greek music and its lyric poetry. He was based in Sparta, and his own works were apparently rather simple for one so renowned, but he was credited with revamping and revitalizing the whole Greek musical system. He was said to have added more strings to the lyre, changing it from four to seven and so opening up new melodic possibilities. Or maybe he changed the structure of a certain type of ode from four sections to seven; the sources are a little vague on this one. He seems to have invented some new types of musical rhythms, and most importantly, composed a good number of drinking songs; maybe that was why he was so popular?

His birth and death dates are unknown, but according to one story, he died in a ridiculous way: during a successful performance in Sparta, an audience member tossed a fig to him, presumably in appreciation (apparently there were no roses on hand). Terpander had opened his mouth in preparation for singing, where said fruit landed and lodged, and he promptly choked on it. Similar stories were told about Sophocles (who choked on a grape) and Anacreon (who choked on a grape seed), so it’s probably just an ancient urban legend. We have no record of what happened to the remorseful and mortified fan, but it probably wasn’t pretty. At the very least, his fan-club membership must have been revoked.

Lamprus of Erythrae (early fifth century BCE)

Gull-able

Lamprus (or Lampros) seems to have been a player of the lyre and a dancer, who may have taught the great Greek playwright Sophocles, of choked-on-a-grape fame. Little is known about him, and he also may have been confused with another man of the same name from a few centuries later, maybe even deliberately. He seems to have lived a reserved life, refusing to drink wine—not exactly typical musician behavior. Athenaeus, a Greco-Egyptian writer from the third century CE, records an interesting bit of information in his work the Deipnosophistae (say that three times fast), a long series of discussions over dinner that give insight into life at the time. He writes that an earlier Greek commentator, Phrynichus, noted “that the gulls lamented, when Lamprus died among them, being a man who was a water-drinker, a subtle hypersophist, a dry skeleton of the Muses, a nightmare to nightingales, a hymn to hell.”

That is one weird epitaph! We have no further information on how he died, but “the gulls” perhaps suggests on a beach, or maybe that he drowned, what with being a mere “water-drinker.” The rest of it seems pretty insulting, too, so maybe Phrynichus had some kind of personal grudge. The implication is that his stick-in-the-mud lifestyle earned him the end he deserved. Let that be a lesson to all musicians who won’t drink wine!

Harmonides (fourth century? BCE)

A breath of fresh air

Harmonides was a promising young student of Timotheus, an acclaimed musician during the time of Alexander the Great. Both were players of the aulos, an ancient wind instrument that sounds a bit like an oboe crossed with a kazoo. When Harmonides asked his teacher how to win acclaim for himself, Timotheus recommended that he start small and acquire a limited number of knowledgeable admirers; from there his reputation would grow. This is sound advice for any young musician. Young Harmonides was far too impatient to heed his master’s counsel, of course, and so decided to start big.He wanted to impress everyone at his first public performance, but according to the historian Lucian (ca. 125—after 180 CE), when he started his solo, he gave such a great blast of air into his instrument that he died on the spot. So he probably was remembered, just not in the way that he wanted.

Nero, Emperor of Rome (37–68 CE)

Fiddler on the roof

Nero is usually regarded as the cruel, tyrannical, and completely crazy Roman emperor who persecuted Christians and played a fiddle while Rome burned in 64 CE; many believed that he started the fire himself. Both fire-related accusations are false, as we’ll see. It’s fair to say that the man has certainly been on the receiving end of a lot of negative propaganda over the centuries. Most see him as one of the worst Roman rulers ever, along with Caligula and a few other deranged individuals. There are many well-attested accounts of his cruelty and megalomaniacal behavior, but what we want to explore are his strange and even comical excursions into music and public performance.

According to the historian Tacitus, Nero was passionate about music from a young age. Being the dilettante that all educated upper-class young men were expected to be, he made an extensive study of music and poetry, committing himself to the practice of performance. The problem, at least according to some of his contemporary historians, was he just wasn’t that good. He wasn’t horrible, he was just … okay.

As soon as he became emperor in the year 54, at the young age of seventeen, he embarked on a program of training that included special diets and enemas (!), and even weighed his chest down with lead plates, which he believed would strengthen his lung power and voice. He made his first public performances six years later, carefully observing all of the protocols. He also composed quite a bit of music, some of which continued to be performed after his death; unfortunately, none of it survives, so we can’t judge its quality. He had a passion for music contests, but his family and high-ranking officials thought that it was outrageous for an emperor to share a stage with commoners.

Needless to say, his audience’s responses were ecstatic; they really didn’t have any other choice. Since he was the emperor, no one could leave the auditorium for any reason while he performed. The historian Suetonius notes with humor that women gave birth during his recitals, and some men either took the risk and snuck out by climbing over the high walls, or faked dying so that they could be carried out. Perhaps Nero actually was a decent singer, though Suetonius called his voice husky and lacking in fullness.

As for the whole fire-and-fiddling episode, it couldn’t have been a fiddle, since bowed instruments did not make an appearance in Europe until the Middle Ages, coming from the Middle East. Might he have been playing his beloved kithara, a kind of large lyre? Tacitus, who was not overly fond of Nero, writes that as the fire raged, there was a rumor that Nero took to his personal stage and sang about the fall of Troy. He does stress that this was only rumor, though, and there are accounts that Nero was actually away from the city and rushed back when he heard the news, actively trying to contain the blaze and help its victims. He ordered certain public buildings to be opened to those made homeless, and later enacted new laws to help prevent such a tragedy from happening again.

Still, after the fire, he began construction of an enormous palace and pleasure garden on the site of some of the worst destruction, a palace that could not have been built without the flames conveniently having burned away the old buildings. Needless to say, this aroused suspicions. He also blamed the fire, with no real evidence, on a small religious group known as the Christians. He did rebuild various residential neighborhoods at his own expense, but maybe that was to deter such speculation.

Ultimately, relations with his advisors and senators deteriorated. A plot against him was uncovered, and there were many executions; some escaped by getting the chance to commit suicide. At the height of all of this tension, Nero trotted off to Greece to take part in the Olympic Games, where he naturally won prizes, since Greece was part of the Roman Empire at the time and had to honor him. He was enamored of all things Greek and would have been well suited to living there. His going off to the games was probably the last straw for his advisors, and soon there was an open revolt against him. Sections of the army, equally unhappy with his behavior, joined in the rebellion. Realizing that the end was near, Nero decided to stab himself. He couldn’t go through with it, though, and forced his secretary, Epaphroditos, to assist him. Convinced to the end of his talent, he proclaimed: qualis artifex pereo—“What an artist dies in me!” Not everyone was inclined to agree.

St. Cecilia (later second century CE)

Head and shoulders above the rest

St. Cecilia is the patron saint of musicians, but her story is an odd one, because for well over one thousand years after her death, she had no association with music at all. Newly married to a Roman nobleman, Valerian, she informed him of her desire to remain a virgin because an angel had visited her and told her that Valerian would be punished for violating her, which made marital relations tricky at best. He was undoubtedly rather unhappy about this, but surprisingly ended up converting to Christianity, and then they were both promptly martyred, so the story goes, sometime between the years 176 and 180 CE (some accounts say later, about 230). It was said that Cecilia’s neck was struck three times, but the executioner failed to sever her head. According to Roman law, he could not deliver another blow, so he let her be. She lived for another three days, long enough to ask that her house be made into a church.

All of this is quite grim and bloody, but there is an obvious absence of music in this tale. It appears that St. Cecilia was not associated with music until the fourteenth or (more likely) the fifteenth century, when music guilds began to adopt her as their patron. This may have been in part due to a mistranslation of the account of her wedding. Some scholars believe that guild masters misread a passage that described music playing and her singing to God in her heart as stating instead that she herself was playing the organ. For whatever reason, the association between this bloody martyr and music stuck, blossoming over the next few centuries. Indeed, composers such as Henry Purcell, George Frederic Handel, and Benjamin Britten have all written music in her honor, and her feast day, November 22, is still celebrated by the Catholic Church.

To top it all off, she may not even have existed at all. Medieval legends of early saints and martyrs are notoriously difficult to document and are filled with fanciful additions, inconsistencies, and various other problems, so the martyrdom of Cecilia may be just another example.

Boethius (ca. 480–524/25 CE)

Musician, console thyself

Boethius was not a composer, but a philosopher. Born in Rome, he achieved a high status in his own time, and after his death, he became one of the most important of the early medieval philosophers, revered through the centuries for his many writings.

His contribution to the world of music comes from his work De institutione musica, a Latin translation of writings of the earlier Greek mathematicians Nichomacus and Ptolemy. It draws in the theories of Pythagoras (remember him from your high school Geometry class?), who also had a keen interest in music and its relation to mathematics. Pythagoras and his followers, conveniently named the Pythagoreans, believed that music derived its beauty from an ideal numerical realm. Indeed, Boethius stressed this in his own work, stating that essentially music was number made audible, demonstrating in sound the pure world of numbers. This view would be the cornerstone of European music theory for the next thousand years. Church music, in particular, would be composed based on numerical relations between notes, with some harmonies considered much stronger and more “pure” than others and therefore more favorable as the basis for composition.

Boethius listed three types of music:

•   Musica instrumentalis: the “lowest” of the three, this was music that one could actually hear. Despite its name, it covered both vocal and instrumental music.

•   Musica humana: the next level, this refers to the symmetry of the human body and the harmony between body and soul, this harmony being numerical and therefore a kind of music.

•   Musica mundana: far from being “mundane,” this was the highest form of music, most often known by its romanticized title, “the music of the spheres.” This was the mathematics of the passage of time, the movement of the heavenly bodies, and the interaction of the four elements (earth, air, fire, and water).

In short, all aspects of creation were related to each other by numerical values and so they were all a kind of music, even if we could only hear the ones made by voices and instruments. The two lower levels of musica were just reflections of the perfect ratios that formed the structure of reality as created by God. All of this probably seems pretty obscure and esoteric to modern readers, but it was hugely important at the time, giving a kind of blueprint for reality and how music should be composed for centuries to come. It would appeal to philosophers and musicians through the Renaissance.

Boethius eventually ran afoul of his king, Theodoric the Great, and was imprisoned. He was sentenced to be executed on the false charge of plotting treason. While waiting for that unhappy fate, he wrote another book that many consider his greatest, De consolatione philosophiae, or “The Consolation of Philosophy”—an attempt to console himself about the nature of his misfortune.

Boethius died by the sword, or perhaps he was clubbed to death. Another account states that he was strangled until his eyes bulged and his skull broke. However it happened, it was a terrible and unjust end to one of the greatest minds of the age. Theodoric followed him to death not long after, opening up a renewed period of violence and war in the long era that was once known as the Dark Ages.
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The Middle Ages

The “Middle Ages” is an odd term. Created by nineteenth-century academics and historians, it more or less means the “middle” period between the fall of Western Rome (in the fifth century) and the “rebirth” of classical learning that began in Italy in the fourteenth century and was in full swing by the fifteenth century. In other words, it was seen as the dark middle period between ancient Greco-Roman greatness and our own obvious modern greatness. Apparently nothing much existed in those thousand years except Viking raids, plagues, unwashed peasants, heretic burnings, knights slaughtering infidels, and monks—many monks.

People back then didn’t think that they were living in the “middle” of anything. In fact, given that many lived in fear of the impending apocalypse, they would have been more likely to see themselves as living in the “End Ages.”

If you’ve ever stood in a gothic cathedral, read an Arthurian romance, or viewed a stunning illuminated manuscript, you have seen that the people of the time weren’t exactly uncivilized or uncultured; their music was pretty amazing, too. We need to be a little careful about proclaiming our superiority. Who knows? Maybe by the thirty-first century, they’ll be classifying our era as the “late” Middle Ages—remember when people used to believe that reality TV was entertaining, people invested money in Wall Street, and auto-tune sounded great? What a bunch of barbarians.

As you can imagine, this vast period of time has quite a huge collection of odd and gruesome stories from all walks of life. So let’s continue our historical tour with more bloody tales from the days of yore.

Deor (tenth century, or earlier)

Sour grapes

Deor may be the name of an Anglo-Saxon scop (pronounced “shop,” a kind of early English minstrel or bard), or it may be a pseudonym. It literally means something like “wild animal” and may refer to the poet’s low or “wild” station.

Whoever this was, he left behind a poem called (conveniently enough) “Deor,” or sometimes “The Lament of Deor,” though the surviving text doesn’t have a title. It is found in a tenth-century manuscript known as the Exeter Book. It may have been meant to be proclaimed aloud, possibly in a mixture of singing and spoken word, accompanied by a lyre. Some scholars maintain that it was only a literary work, written in imitation of oral poems that no longer survive. In any case, the poem gives an account of some of the great tragedies and hardships of a number of folks from Anglo-Saxon and Germanic literature and legend, as can be seen in the opening lines:


Wayland experienced torment from serpents [swords?]

The strong-minded noble, he endured hardships,

Sorrow and longing were his companions,

In wintry exile, he often found misery …



Cheerful stuff. The full story that this particular verse refers to is told in the tongue-twisting Völundarkviða poem, from Old Norse (the language of the Vikings), and it is much worse than the brief excerpts related here. It was a story well known by the Germanic, Viking, and Anglo-Saxon peoples, who had many shared myths and cultural traditions.

Back to the “Deor” poem: it recounts various examples of suffering. Another verse reads:


We have heard of Eormanric’s wolfish mind;

He ruled men in many places

In the Goths’ realm—that was a grim king.

Many a man was surrounded by sorrows,

Expecting misery, he often wished

That the kingdom would be overcome.

That went by, so may this.



Each verse always ends with the same line: “That went by [or passed away], so may this.”

The stanzas revel in short stories of misery and death, telling us that the poet wishes “this” to pass away also, as these other sorrows did. So, what is the mysterious “this” that the poet alludes to? We find out in the last section, where he reveals that he was once an exalted poet to a lord who was dislodged from his position by someone else:


I will say this of myself:

For some time I was the Heodenings’ poet,

Dear to my lord, my name was “Deor.”

For many years I had a good position,

And a loyal lord until now that Heorrenda,

The man skilled in song, has received the estate

That the warriors’ guardian had given to me.

That went by, so may this.



That’s it. That’s the great tragedy. He was fired, laid off, given the boot; that’s the equivalent of all of these other heroic tragedies. Mass murder, imprisonment, torture, tyranny, unwanted pregnancy from a rape … all of that is easy, but losing his job? Now we’re talking disaster. To be fair, when and if such a thing happened, the scop couldn’t just go down to the local Anglo-Saxon unemployment office at the end of the village and collect a bagful of coins for a few weeks. Being cast out of a lord’s service could be akin to banishment, along with the shame that accompanied such a fate, and there was no guarantee of being accepted elsewhere. So maybe he does have a right to whine after all.

Actually, the writer probably wasn’t giving us his autobiography. The entire work is a fiction, with mythological content and probable ironic intent. Indeed, in this final verse, the poet speaks of being set out on his wretched path by the gods and serving mythical lords. He says Heorrenda, one of the names for the god Woden (Odin), has greater skill. Of course he does; Odin was the god of poets and verse-makers as well as war (the two often went hand in hand in that culture, with poetry existing to exalt the deeds of warriors). Really, Deor never had a chance; who can compete with a god, especially the god of the very same skill as the poet?

So, was “Deor” a real person giving some kind of odd autobiography laced with mythic imagery, perhaps to hide the real names of those whom he served and his replacement? Or is it all merely a clever literary device written in imitation of earlier oral poems and songs? We don’t know for certain, but it makes for a fascinating glimpse into the possible world of Anglo-Saxon performance, and its stirring imagery is written in the words that are roots of our modern English language.

Adémar de Chabannes (998/99–1034)

Forging new alliances

Adémar was a monk, scribe, and writer of liturgical music (i.e., chant) at the abbey of St. Martial in the Limoges area of central France. He has the distinction of being the first medieval composer we know of who wrote surviving music in his own hand (quite rightly known as his “autograph”). But old Adémar has another, far more interesting distinction than this; he was also a forger of audacious proportions, who seemed not to care in the slightest about the possibility of getting caught or the consequences of his actions.

A pilgrims’ legend had been circulating concerning a certain St. Martial, a third-century saint who had lived and preached in and around Limoges. One legend claims that he had actually lived earlier and been one of Christ’s original apostles. This strange tale found favor with Adémar for unknown reasons—perhaps because it built up the prestige of the region—and he set about doing everything he could to make it official. He forged a biography of Martial, and then wrote and borrowed mass music in support of the idea that Martial lived in the time of Christ. When a wandering monk, Benedict of Chiusa, learned of Adémar’s actions in 1029, he immediately denounced them as fraudulent and heretical. The whole thing seemed on the verge of collapsing, but Adémar wasn’t about to give up.

Instead he invented an entire church council, set in 1031, that supposedly confirmed St. Martial’s status; he even forged a letter from then-Pope John XIX that did the same. You would think that making up such obvious lies would have landed him in very hot water, but this doesn’t seem to have been the case. He continued with his forgeries and eventually went on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1034, where he died of unknown causes.

Before he left, he had seen to it that his writings were deposited in the monastery library, where they continued contributing to the myth. Martial was venerated as an original apostle in the region through the nineteenth century. It was only in the 1920s that a historian by the name of Louis Saltet uncovered the web of lies and deceits woven by Adémar, and even then historians didn’t fully acknowledge his crimes until a good while later. Somehow he got away with his crazy fictions and not only escaped the wrath of the Church authorities, but also contributed to a false history that endured for almost a thousand years. It makes those fake diaries allegedly by Hitler, Elvis, and others look even stupider for their quick rates of failure.

Taillefer (mid-eleventh century)

The world cannot be governed without juggling

Taillefer was said to be a Norman (i.e., northern French) musician and minstrel in the service of William the Conqueror. William had a claim to the throne of England and, as every student of history knows, invaded the south English coast in 1066, defeated the Anglo-Saxons at the Battle of Hastings in October of that year, and changed the course of English and world history.

His victory wasn’t a foregone conclusion, however. The English had a better strategic position (up on a hill) and were pretty fired up. They’d just kicked some serious Viking butt up north a few days earlier, stopping an invasion by King Harald of Norway and killing him in the process. They weren’t about to give up easily to a bunch of Frenchmen with outrageous accents (though the Normans were originally Vikings too, hence their name). William had his work cut out for him.

According to legend, as the battle was about to commence, Taillefer bravely rode out to confront and terrify the Anglo-Saxons … by juggling. Actually, it must have been an impressive sight. He juggled a sword and spear, to the opposition’s great amusement, no doubt. They probably figured that if this was the best the Normans could do, the whole thing would be over quickly; they’d hand William’s boys their Norman behinds and be home for mead and mutton (and maybe even a recital of “Deor”) in no time. Their amusement ended abruptly when Taillefer unexpectedly flung the spear at a Saxon noble and killed him. The enraged English immediately charged and engulfed him; it was said that an Englishman named Leofwine killed him.

But Taillefer’s brave sacrifice inspired the Norman troops. Another account says that he had recited the epic Chanson de Roland to the soldiers earlier in the day for morale building, though other evidence places the composition of this poem a few decades later. The Normans ultimately won the day and transformed England, and English history, forever. Did one musician contribute to all of that?

Whether the story is true or not (probably not), a lot of later medieval writers thought it was, and several mentioned him in the context of the Battle of Hastings as playing an important role. So a word to the wise … or at least to kings: beware of jugglers!

William IX (1071–1126)

Excommunication, eh, whatever

Also known as Guilhèm de Peitieus (say that three times fast), William was the Duke of Aquitaine and Gascony (both in modern-day southwestern France) and the Count of Poitou (known there as William VII) from 1086 until his death. He is recognized today as the first identifiable troubadour, at least the first whose poems have survived.

And a brief clarification here: “troubadour” in its original definition is not a generic term for a minstrel going about in tights and pointy shoes, strumming lutes under windows and ducking various pieces of rotten fruits and vegetables thrown at him. It actually refers to a specific group of poet-musicians who were prominent in what is now southern France from the early twelfth to the mid-thirteenth centuries. They could even be nobles (as in William’s case) and women (from whom a small but important number of poems survive). Their poetry is exquisite and quite sophisticated. Written in Occitan—a lovely Romance language related to modern Catalan in northeastern Spain—nearly 250 such poems survive with their music (there are many more poems preserved with their texts only). The song topics are varied, but often are about love (of course) and the pain it can bring (of course). But there are also satires, religious poems, and debates among the surviving works.

William was not the sensitive poetic type. He was basically a lustful, violent brute, a hothead who made bad decisions and whose actions got him in trouble on several occasions. He also happened to write good songs, not unlike a modern rock star.

As a military leader, on the other hand, he seems to have been fairly useless. Pushed into going on a crusade in 1101 (peer pressure was as effective then as it is now), he accomplished nothing and got most of his men killed when ambushed by the Turks not once, but several times. By the time he returned home, he obviously hadn’t learned anything from his brushes with death and proceeded to flip off the Church establishment. He was excommunicated twice, a real accomplishment! The first time was in 1114, apparently for violating various Church tax laws and privileges. He didn’t take too kindly to the idea. When Bishop Peter of Poitiers was due to read the bad news to him, he threatened said bishop at sword point with death, unless the bishop absolved him. William was nothing if not direct. The bishop pretended to comply, completed the excommunication once William’s sword was withdrawn, and then calmly offered his neck to the enraged duke. William is said to have sheathed his sword and replied that he didn’t love the bishop enough to send him to paradise.

He managed to get back into the good graces of the Church, but then blew it again when he “abducted” the Viscountess Dangereuse (what a great name; it sounds like a pin-up from the 1950s), the wife of none other than his vassal—a lesser lord who had vowed service to him. He took her to his castle in Poitiers; apparently the lady was not exactly an unwilling victim. William’s wife, Philippa, was understandably furious. After unsuccessfully attempting to get him to dismiss his adulterous lover, she retired to a nunnery and died some time later.

William may have shown some remorse for his actions. In the song Pos de chanter he bemoans his predicament, which may well refer to one of his excommunications:


Since I feel like singing,

I will write a verse that I grieve over:

I will never be a vassal anymore

In Poitiers nor in Limoges

For now I will be exiled:

In a dreadful fright, in great peril



He was eventually absolved again by the Church in 1120, and turned his attention to the efforts to fight the Muslim Moors in Spain. However, during his time there, he acquired a taste for Moorish women and apparently tried to set up a Moorish-style harem for himself; so much for the Viscountess.

Although establishing a harem probably kept him busy, William also found the time to write creative and often amusing poems. Of the eleven that we have, only one fragment of a melody survives, and this might not even be his, since the attribution dates to several centuries later. One of the saucier examples describes how he satisfied two noble ladies; the poem is both a boast on his prowess and a tweak on the nose to the establishment to prove that he could do whatever he wanted:


Thereafter Dame Agnes told Dame Ermessen:

“He [William] is stupid, it is clear:

Sister, let’s prepare for merriment and pleasure.”

I lingered for forty-one days that way.

You shall hear how much I f***** them:

One hundred and eighty-eight times,

So much that they nearly broke my equipment and my tool;

And I cannot describe the aching, so much I was taken.



At least he had a sense of humor, if not humility.

Peter Abelard (1079–1142)

The most unkindest cut of all

Abelard was a brilliant French scholar, teacher, and lecturer. These days, he is more known to students of philosophy, at least those who didn’t snooze through Introduction to Medieval Philosophy in their sophomore year. But Abelard was also a gifted composer of music, writing biblical laments and hymns for nuns as well as love songs for Héloïse (more on her in a minute). It was not exactly Top 40 stuff by our standards, but it was all the rage at the time. Unfortunately his Latin love songs do not survive, but six laments do. Written in the style called the planctus, they are based on biblical themes, and the melodies were popular enough to be borrowed and reused in a few later songs—a common practice at the time.

By 1115, he had established himself as one of the principal teachers of philosophy and theology in Paris. According to various accounts, he attracted thousands of enthusiastic students (remember, these were the days before frat parties, beer kegs, and spring break). Abelard eventually grew pretty cocky from the fame and adulation, believing that he could not be defeated in scholarly debates.

Sometime after his rise to prominence, he became the tutor to a beautiful young woman named Héloïse, the niece of a cathedral canon named Fulbert (not to be confused with the nut of a similar name). You can see where this is going; it was all rather like bad Internet fan fiction, but for real. Abelard declared that he was “utterly aflame with [his] passion for this maiden.” Pretty soon the two of them were at it hot and heavy, and apparently everyone knew except poor Fulbert. When he eventually found out, he was naturally very upset and separated the two of them—well, maybe not literally, that would have been awkward.

Of course, like in any good forbidden romance, the two continued to meet in secret, and Héloïse eventually became pregnant, twelfth-century contraception being what it was. Abelard sent her packing off to Brittany for her own protection. Nine months later she gave birth to a son and named him Astrolabe, after the instrument designed for calculating latitude that had recently arrived in Europe from the Islamic world. Seriously. Can you imagine the teasing he must have endured in school?
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