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ABSTRACT: In the Middle Ages, the stylistic awareness in the period of up 
to Ars Antiqua is investigated by several personalities: BOETHIUS, 
CASSIODORUS, JOHANNES DE GROCHEO and JOHANNES DE MURIS. 
Along with Cassiodorus, Boethius supported classifications of different 
types of music in mundane (worldly) and coelestis (angelic, sphere music), 
in human (harmony within man, corruption of the soul) and instrumentalis 
(music performed by the natural instrument - voice - and man-made 
instruments). At this point, we focus on exploring the ideas formulated in 
Boethius De institutione musica (Book 1), the most important theoretician 
of the medieval times, involved not only in music, but also as a writer, a 
specialist of the plastic and the speculative arts, and a politician in the 
country’s senate. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

VALENTINA SANDU-DEDIU proposes a perspective on style that 

opens new avenues in national musicology, investigating MUSICAL STYLE in 

music and correlated with other arts, then style as a defined period (the 

concepts of style and rhetoric in the history of European music, from the 

Greek-Roman Antiquity up to the 20th century), but also interpretative 

stylistics and the one reflected in music criticism. She made available, in 

Romanian, the ample and detailed result of an impressive body of readings, 

supported by the world’s greatest musicologists who approached this topic: 

Th. Adorno, J. Bent, N. Cook, C. Dahlhaus, H. Danuser, J. La Rue, L. Meyer, J.-J. 

Nattiez, Ch. Rosen, R. Taruskin. 
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Valentina Sandu-Dediu infuses her exceptional musicology work with 

her rigorous and high-quality interpretative experience, recognized through 

awards and performances at the national and international level. Thus, her 

experience immediately and amply validates the theoretical concepts she 

puts forth: her research is not validated only analytically, but also 

interpretatively – gesture which connects her to Maestro Dinu Mihai Ciocan, 

who always supported the existence of a sonorous concrete form of the 

analytical discussions concerning a certain musical creation. In the Middle 

Ages, the stylistic awareness in the period of up to Ars Antiqua is investigated 

in the volume authored by the distinguished musicologist through the 

presentation of several personalities concerned with musical theorization: 

BOETHIUS, CASSIODORUS,   JOHANNES   DE   GROCHEO and 

JOHANNES DE MURIS. Along with Cassiodorus, Boethius "supported 

classifications of different types of music in mundane (worldly) and coelestis 

(angelic, sphere music), in human (harmony within man, corruption of the 

soul) and instrumentalis (music performed by the natural instrument - voice 

- and man-made instruments)"1. 

 

2. BOETHIUS: DE INSTITUTIONE MUSICA 

At this point, we will focus on exploring the ideas formulated in 

Boethius’ treaty. The most important theoretician of the medieval times, born 

in Rome around 480 in a family of great erudition, Boethius was not only 

involved in music, but he was also a writer, a specialist of the plastic and the 

speculative arts2, and a politician in the country’s senate. Boethius became 

consul at the beginning of the 6th century, and subsequently he was promoted 

to the rank of magister officium of the head of state. He became involved in a 

trial in which he defended a man accused of treason against a senator, 

Boethius was also accused, incarcerated and executed. 

"Boethius’ works can be divided into four categories, chronologically, 

written at the beginning of the 6th century: didactic works, treaties about the 

mathematical disciplines, works about logics (translations and comments on 

Aristotle, Cicero, and Porphyry), theology treaties (works which discuss the 
 

 

1 SANDU-DEDIU, Valentina, Alegeri, atitudini, afecte, Ed. didacticășipedagogică, București, 
2013, p. 49-51. 
2 BOWER, Calvin, Grove’s New Dictionary for Music and Musicians, electronic edition, 
Boethius. 
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Christian Orthodox doctrine based on philosophical methods), but also his 

last philosophical work while Boethius was in prison"3. 

Boethius’ first works dealt with the four mathematical disciplines of 

Antiquity: arithmetic, music, geometry (after Euclid) and astronomy (after 

Ptolemy): the "quadrivium", the way to knowing the “essences” (things 

unaffected by the material substance): among these only De institutione 

aritmetica and most of De institutione musica sur vived – revealing not only a 

sum of essential information at the time for a certain subject, but also his 

creative thinking on these topics. 

As for Boethius’ musical creations (which were preserved in 

incomplete form), the researchers claim that the remaining chapters of the 

treaties De institutionemusica are an approximate translation of the lost work 

by Nicomachus and Ptolemy. "Boethius' De institutione musica is a pre-

eminent among the writings of ancient Latin scientific literature, because, on 

the one hand, it had a very great influence on the musical thought of the 

Middle Ages, and, on the other hand, it is perhaps the most widely debated 

treatise of the ancient musical theory"4. 

The treaty states that 
 

"only peripherally the actual theory and practice of music; his focus was 
knowing. His basic goal is articulated clearly at the end of the first chapter, 
following an eloquent account of the all encompassing influence of music 
on human life: from all these accounts it appears without doubt that music 
is so naturally united with us that we cannot be free from it even if we so 
desired. For this reason the power of the intellect ought to be summoned, 
so that this art, innate through nature, might also be mastered, 
comprehended through knowledge. The means of coming to know music is 
uncompromisingly Pythagorean: number, (...) insisting on the quantitative 
nature of sound"5. 

 
"One of the most capturing, most appealing philosophical-musicological 
thoughts in antiquity is the music of the spheres. The Pyhtagoreans invent 
the law which totally reforms the world-view: the universe is ruled by 
numbers! Even the planets revolve on orbits which are definitely 

 
 

3 Ibidem. 
4 KARPATI, Andras, Translation or Compilation?, Contributions to the analysis of sources 
of Boethius, De institutione musica, Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum 
Hungaricae, T. 29, Fasc. 1/4 (1987), pp. 5-33. 
5 Boethius, Fundamentals of Music, Transl. Calvin M. Bower, Yale University press, 1989, 
p. XX-XXI. 



95 

 

 

 

proportioned distance apart, and in the meantime they emit some wonderful 
harmony"6. 

 

Music occupies an unusual position among the mathematical arts, and 

Boethius connects permanently the two fields, talking about sound as 

quantity and ratios, about the reason, the senses, and the Pythagoras myth, 

about the nature of voice and of hearing, about the development of intervallic 

theory (the consonances), the basics of music systems, the nature of 

consonance, the modal system and the tetrachords, harmonics. 

 
"Boethius defines the true musician (musicus) as the scholar who can judge 
poetic compositions and instrumental performances by the application of 
pure knowledge; this scholar is to be distinguished from the poet, who 
composes songs more by instinct than by knowledge, and the 
instrumentalist, who is little more than a skilled craftsman (De inst. mus., 1, 
chap. 34)"7. 

 

Thus, the musician’s role becomes ampler than that of an artist who 

spreads a certain specific message, turning into a pole of knowledge, able to 

highlight or to hide certain ideas in the common space of the epoch. 
 

"Taking all these places into account, it is unnecessary to go on asserting the 
two main characteristics of Boethius' conception: to acquire real knowledge, 
the apprehension of all sciences are equally necessary, but promoting the 
cultivation of mathematical sciences in Latin is all important"8. 

 

The musical intervallic occupies an important place in his treaty, 

especially at the level of the binomial consonant-dissonant: musical intervals 

are considered consonant or dissonant according to the integrity and 

simplicity of their mathematical ratios (only after the full exposition of an 

elaborate and sometimes tedious musical mathematics are the basic elements 

of music translated back into audible sound by means of the monochord). 
 
 

 

6 KARPATI, Andras, Translation or Compilation?, Contributions tothe analysis of sources 
of Boethius, De institutionemusica, Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum 
Hungaricae, T. 29, Fasc. 1/4 (1987), pp. 5-33. 
7 BOWER, Calvin, Grove’s New Dictionary for Music and Musicians, electronic edition, 
Boethius. 
8 KARPATI, Andras, Translation or Compilation?, Contributions to the analysis of sources 
of Boethius, De institutionemusica, Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum 
Hungaricae, T. 29, Fasc. 1/4 (1987), pp. 5-33. 
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Book 1 (introduction) refers to Music forms a part of us through nature 

and can ennoble or debase character. 
 

"Whoever penetrates into his own self perceives human music. For what 
unites the incorporeal nature of reason with the body if not a certain 
harmony and, as it were, a careful tuning of low and high pitches as though 
producing one consonance? What other than this unites the parts of the soul, 
which, according to Aristotle, is composed of the rational and the irrational? 
What is it that intermingles the elements of the body or holdstogether the 
parts of the body in an established order?"9 

 

Boethius specifies that there are three types of music, considering the 

musical act not as a strictly technical one, and investigating its deep complex 

semantic resources: 
 

"There are three kinds of music, and concerning the influence of music. Thus, 
at the outset, it seems proper to tell someone examining music what we shall 
discover about the number of kinds of music recognized by those schooled in 
it. There are three: the first is cosmic, whereas the second is human; the third 
is that which rests in certain instruments, such as the kithara or the aulos or 
other instruments which serve melody"10. 

 

It is interesting that Boethius established (continuing Cassiodorus’ 

efforts, who had divided the instrumental colours into strings, winds and 

percussion), a connection between the timber of instruments and the type of 

tension that governed the musical discourse: 
 

"the third kind of music is that which is said to rest in various instruments. 
This music is governed either by tension, as in strings, or by breath, as in 
the aulos or those instruments activated by water, or by a certain percussion, 
as in those which are cast in concave brass, and various sounds are produced 
from these"11. 

 

Chapter 3 discusses the basic principles of music, a very general 

research topic, which implies a wide-ranging interest in music (not only in 

its technical expression), starting from the idea that 
 

 
 

9 Boethius, Fundamentals of Music, Transl. Calvin M. Bower, Yale University press, 1989, 
p. 1. 
10 Idem, p. 9. 
11 Idem, p. 10. 



97 

 

 

 

"consonance, which governs all setting out of pitches, cannot be made 
without sound; sound is not produced without some pulsation and 
percussion; and pulsation and percussion cannot exist by any means unless 
motion precedes them. If all things were immobile, one thing could not run 
into another, so one thing should not be moved by another; but if all things 
remained still and motion was absent, it would be a necessary consequence 
that no sound would be made. For this reason, sound is defined as a 
percussion of air remaining undissolved all the way to the hearing"12. 

 

The eighth chapter refers to 

 
"definitions of sound, interval, and consonance: sound is a melodic instance 
of pitch; it is "melodic" in that it functions within a composition in a given 
tuning. Interval is the distance between high and low sound. Consonance is 
a mixture of high and low sound falling pleasantly and uniformly on the ears. 
Dissonance, on the other hand, is a harsh and unpleasant percussion of two 
sounds coming to the ear intermingled with each other. For as long as they 
are unwilling to blend together and each somehow strives to be heard 
unimpaired, and since one interferes with the other, each is transmitted to 
the sense unpleasantly"13. 

 
The aesthetical and semantic explanations are present among the 

strictly technically musical notions revealing a personality with a broad 

perspective on the musical phenomenon: 
 

"We propose that we should not grant all judgment to the senses-although 
the whole origin of this discipline is taken from the sense of hearing. (...) 
Anyone who aspires to search for truth would to no purpose trust wavering 
judgment. For this reason the Pythagoreans follow a certain middle path: 
they estimate consonances themselves with the ear, but they do not entrust 
the distances by which consonances differ among themselves to the ears, 
whose judgments are indecisive"14. 

 

Thus, his philosophical preoccupation for the truth, for the ideal judgement of 

the musical phenomenon places Boethius among the most important 

researchers of the first millennium, exceeding the status of a technician who 

investigates in detail only the structural aspects of music. 
 
 
 

 

12 Idem, p. 11. 
13 Idem, p. 16. 
14 Idem, p. 17. 
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Another major problem approached by Boethius is the relationship 

between consonance (also viewed harmonically), on the one hand, and tone 

and semitone, on the other hand, aspect for which the translator (who wrote a 

valuable doctoral thesis for the point of view of his literary and musical effort) 

explains that the phrase armonicaeinventionis was rendered as "discipline of 

harmonic theory": Boethius here uses a word from the discipline of rhetoric, 

inventio - to describe systematic musical thought. In rhetorical discourse 

inventio is used to denote the defining of subject matter and the devising of 

arguments. Boethius indicates the well-known mathematical relations 

DIAPASON (2:1), DIAPENTE (3:2) and DIATESSARON (4:3), TONE (9:8), 

offering the diagram and calculations and their combinations: 
 

Diapason, Diapente15 

 
The following chapters concentrate on Pythagoras, in connection to 

several important aspects of musical theory: In what manner Pythagoras 

investigated the ratios of consonances, By what differing means Pythagoras 

weighed the ratios of consonances, the classification of (human) voices, How 

we hear (with the example of a stone falling into quiet water), the 
 

"3 genera of melodies (diatonic-more austere and natural, chromatic- 
departs from that natural intonation and becomes softer, enharmonic-very 
rightly and closely joined together), the 5 tetrachords (the hypaton, meson, 
synemmenon, diezeugmenon, and hyperboleon)"16, 

 
 

 
 

15 Idem, p. 24-25. 
16 Idem, p. 39-40. 
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the nature of consonance, Boethius also includes deep philosophical ideas in 

his musical research, stating his trust in the role of the reason governing the 

art performance – which involves the concrete execution, the craft): 

 
"now one should bear in mind that every art and also every discipline 
considers reason inherently more honorable than a skill which is practiced 
by the hand and the labor of an artisan. (...) Physical skill serves as a slave, 
while reason rules. How much nobler, then, is the study of music as a rational 
discipline than as composition and performance! It is as much nobler as the 
mind is superior to the body. (...) But a musician is one who has gained 
knowledge of making music by weighing with the reason"17. 

 
 

CONCLUSION 

Fallen into oblivion until the second millennium of our era (where 

we find 173 fragments preserved from his work), Boethius’ treaty puts forth 

a contemporary idea of great complexity: 
 

"Since human behaviour is potentially influenced by music, it is very 
desirable to understand and control the fundamental elements of music (e.g. 
tonal systems, genera, modes). Moreover, music, in the form of 
musicamundana, is an all-pervading force in the universe – determining the 
courses of the stars and planets, the seasons of the year and the combinations 
of the elements; and as musicahumana it is the unifying principle for the 
human being – bringing the body and soul into harmony, and integrating the 
rational and irrational parts of the soul and the disparate members of the 
body into harmonious wholes. Music is also said to be found in instruments 
(musicainstrumentalis), which are subdivided into strings, winds, and 
percussion (De inst. mus., 1, chap. 2)"18. 

 

A further investigation should highlight the other concepts of his treatise, a 

point of great importance in theorizing the stylistic concepts of the time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
17 Idem, p. 50. 
18 BOWER, Calvin, Grove’s New Dictionary for Music and Musicians, electronic edition, 
Boethius. 
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