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The research project I proposed for the 2015 NEH Summer Institute involved the continuation of a long-
term line of research tracing the movements of musicians in medieval Iberia.  I had previously  worked 
through Arabic sources to produce a fairly detailed description of how musicians traveled (as free persons 
or bought and sold as slaves) eastward and westward across the Mediterranean between urban centers 
such as Medina, Damascus, and Baghdad and cites in North Africa and Iberia such as Tunis, Tlemcen, 
Fez, Cordoba, Sevilla and Granada.  In addition, I had gathered a smaller amount of evidence for North-
South itineraries from North Africa through Muslim Spain to the northern Christian kingdoms and back 
again.  The focus of my research in Barcelona was the presence of ‘Moorish’ and Jewish musicians, 
singers, and dancers in Aragon and Catalonia in the 13th to 16th centuries. 
 
Using primarily the CSIC library at the Institut Milá I Fontanais, I was able to locate and gain access to a 
large number of publications in Catalan regarding this period that were very difficult or impossible to 
obtain in the U.S.  I pieced together a much more detailed portrait of the role of Muslim and Jewish 
musicians, singers and dancers than I had been able to do previously not only in the royal court and the 
houses of some of the nobility, but also in some surprising places.  One of these was the hiring of 
Moorish musicians by municipalities such as Lérida on annual contracts to be available for celebrations of 
all sorts (religious holidays, processions, royal visits, etc.).   
   

Here are two examples of musicians in the royal court: 

Anglès, Higini.  La Música a Catalunya fins al Segle XIII (Barcelona, 1988), p. 90:   En 
temps de Pere III (1335-1387), ultra els quatre joglars de trompes, trompeta i tabor que 
surten en les Ordenacions de palau – imitació de les “Leges palatinae” del rei Jaume II 
de Mallorca “De mimis et joculatoribus” del 1337 --, ja en els quinze anys primers del 
seu regnat surten moros amb xabebes i anefils, rabeus (rebec) i cercles; són joglars amb 
xalamies (o xamelles = xirimies) i cornamusa. 

L’infant Joan (nat el desembre del 1350), a mesura que es fag ran, té per ell joglars de 
ploma, de llengua, i de bocha; uns són moros, altres són cristians.  En arribar a més gran, 
tenía de deu fins a vint-i-dos ministers, als quals cridava, fossin del país que fossin is 
servissin la cort que servissin. 

And an example of the hiring of a Moorish musician by a municipality: 

L. Torres Balbás, “Algunos aspectos,” p. 72:   In 1498 the townsfolk of Epila hired 
Mahoma elMarruequo to dance and play the tambourine for a period of one year at 
“Easter, every  Sunday, the feast of Saint Mary, the Apostles and whatever other holidays 
ordered by the Church and observed by the town,” including everyday “between 
Christmas and Saint Julian.”  He was to have Fridays off, even if they were holidays 
(although he would need to make them up), and he was free to work on the side at any 
Christian, Jewish, or Muslim weddings. 

 
Thus, as a result of this stay in Barcelona, I was able to gather the material which will eventually become 
the final chapter of volume one of The Musical Heritage of al-Andalus, the volume that deals with music 
in Iberia from 711 to 1610.  However, my participation in the NEH Summer Institute also resulted in a 
project that I had not anticipated.   
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Inspired by the lectures given by Sharon Kinoshita and Brian Catlos about a sense of “mutual 
intelligibility” among cultures around the medieval Mediterranean, I began to ask myself if this was also 
true of musical culture.   Eventually I arrived at the conclusion that there is an argument to be made for 
a shared musical praxis and instrumentarium (the sum total of all of the instruments used in a 
culture) that emerged around the Mediterranean at the beginning of the European ‘Middle Ages’ 
(which of course are not ‘Middle’ or ‘Medieval’ when seen from the Islamic perspective) around 
the 9th-10 centuries C.E. and that lasted for 4-5 centuries and came to an end in the 14th-15th 
centuries.  At that point the musical traditions of the Islamic World and Christian Europe had 
diverged rather clearly and were moving along different paths of development. 

In brief, the world of medieval Mediterranean music was initiated by the arrival and spread of 
the Arab lute and bowed string instruments (bowed lutes) such as the Arab rabab (Sp. rabel, 
Fr./Eng.  rebec) and the Byzantine lyra which developed into the various forms of fiddles and 
viols.  The Arab lute and bowed string instruments were not known in Late Antiquity and in 
many ways became emblematic of the medieval period.   

The medieval period was also one in which the entire Mediterranean shared many basic concepts 
in music theory, derived and expanded from the writings of Pythagoras and Ptolemy.  Tuning 
and temperament were conceived of as mathematical ratios and the ‘music of the spheres’ was a 
central philosophical concept.  Music theorists such as the Latin Boethius (c. 480–524 AD), the 
anonymous authors of the Arabic Epistles of the Brethen of Purity (8th or 10th century), the 9th-
century Arab philosopher al-Kindi (c. 801-873), and the Persian philosopher al-Farabi (c. 870-
950/51), may have disagreed on certain matters of detail, but they shared a large number of key 
concepts.   

In terms of performance practices, nearly all music was modal and primarily monophonic (with 
all voices/instruments performing the same melody) or heterophonic (with all voices/instruments 
performing the same melody but with a certain amount individual interpretation and/or 
ornamentation), along with a limited amount of singing in octaves and/or fifths (primitive 
organum).  Most music was performed in small groupings with one or two singers, one or two 
melodic instruments, and a percussion instrument, and it was uncommon to group wind 
instruments and string instruments together.   

These similarities disappeared with the rise of polyphony, larger ensembles of mixed wind and string 
instruments, new instruments such as the keyboard family, polyphony and eventually the evolution of 
harmony and counterpoint in Europe, while art music in the Islamic world continued to explore modal 
music and rhythmic patterns with ever-increasing sophistication. 

I gave a very short version of this set of ideas at the end of the Barcelona Summer Institute, have recently 
given another short version of this at a workshop in Boulder Colorado, will give a greatly expanded 
version on January 30, 2016 as the keynote address of the 29th Annual Medieval Studies Workshop at the 
University of Victoria, and a further development of this line of thought has just been accepted as a paper 
at the ICTM (International Council on Tradition Music) meetings in Naples, June 21-26, 2016.  Once I 
have received feedback from those oral presentations (from medievalists at the first venue and from 
ethnomusicologists and musicologists at the second), I plan turn this into an article for a scholarly journal. 


