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Medieval and Renaissance music developed through overlapping traditions rather than through a
clean break between one period and the next. Sacred vocal music survives in especially large
quantities because churches and courts preserved manuscripts, but instrumental music was also
central to dance, ceremony, domestic entertainment, public celebration, and the performance of
vocal repertory. The Renaissance, usually placed approximately between 1400 and 1600 in music
history, expanded both the status of instrumental performance and the circulation of printed music. It
also refined polyphonic vocal genres such as the motet while allowing instrumentalists to adapt
songs, dances, and sacred pieces for consorts and solo performance (Atlas, 1998; Brown & Stein,
1999; Taruskin, R, 2005; Victoria and Albert Museum, 2026).

Several corrections are necessary when discussing this repertory. The Renaissance did not continue
into the nineteenth century; chansons and madrigals are vocal genres rather than instruments;
Tielman Susato’s Danserye is a sixteenth-century Renaissance publication; and Josquin des Prez’s Ave
Maria…virgo serena is a Latin motet, not a dance or an instrumental composition. These distinctions
matter because they show how vocal and instrumental traditions interacted without becoming
identical (Massachusetts Institute of Technology OpenCourseWare, 2024).

Instrumental Practice
Much medieval instrumental music was transmitted orally, improvised, or adapted for particular
occasions. This helps explain why fewer instrumental sources survive than liturgical manuscripts. The
absence of notation should not be mistaken for the absence of instrumental activity. Iconography,
literary descriptions, account books, surviving instruments, and later printed collections all show that
instrumentalists were active in courts, towns, processions, dancing, and private entertainment.

By the Renaissance, instrument making had become more specialized and ensembles increasingly
used families of instruments in different sizes. The Metropolitan Museum of Art notes that recorders
and viols were produced in consorts that could cover several voice ranges, allowing instrumentalists
to perform polyphonic textures analogous to vocal ensembles. Lutes, viols, recorders, shawms,
sackbuts, cornetts, keyboards, harps, and other instruments occupied different acoustic and social
roles (Arkenberg, 2002).
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Historical sources often distinguish between haut and bas instruments. Haut instruments were
relatively loud and suited to outdoor, civic, military, or ceremonial situations; shawms, trumpets,
sackbuts, and percussion commonly belonged to this category. Bas instruments were quieter and
more appropriate for chambers and domestic spaces; lutes, harps, viols, recorders, and soft flutes
could serve this function. The categories described volume and use rather than artistic status.

Instrumentalists did not always perform repertory written specifically for instruments. A chanson,
motet, or madrigal could be played without singers, intabulated for lute or keyboard, doubled by
instruments, or adapted into dance material. The Victoria and Albert Museum notes that sixteenth-
century partbooks written for vocal music could also be used instrumentally, demonstrating the fluid
boundary between vocal and instrumental practice.

Notation changed alongside this development. Staff notation remained important, while tablature
gave lute and keyboard players practical information about fingering or string placement.
Intabulations did more than copy vocal music: performers could ornament lines, redistribute voices,
and exploit the idiomatic qualities of a particular instrument.

Dance and Print
Dance was one of the most important environments for instrumental music. Renaissance dance
repertory included pavanes, galliards, basse danses, branles, allemandes, saltarelli, and related
forms. Dances were often paired to create contrast in meter, tempo, or character. A stately duple-
meter pavane might be followed by a more animated triple-meter galliard.

The written version of a dance was often only a framework for performance. Musicians could repeat
strains, add ornamentation, vary instrumentation, or reinforce rhythm with percussion. Actual
performance depended on local custom, available players, room size, and the social purpose of the
event.

Tielman Susato illustrates the connection between performance and print. Active in Antwerp as a
composer, instrumentalist, and publisher, he became one of the most important early music printers
in the Low Countries. His 1551 Danserye contains a large collection of dances, including pavanes,
basse danses, allemandes, rondes, and galliards. The publication states that the music is suitable for
many kinds of instruments rather than prescribing one fixed ensemble (Susato, T, 1551).

Susato’s collection also shows how repertory could move between genres. Some dances are based on
well-known vocal material. A pavane connected with Mille regretz, a chanson associated with Josquin
des Prez, demonstrates how a secular song could become the basis of instrumental dance music. The
original genre remains chanson, but its musical material acquires a new social function when
arranged for dancing.

Printing significantly changed musical circulation. Earlier manuscript copying was slow and expensive;
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movable-type music printing allowed repertory to circulate more broadly among courts, churches,
professionals, and wealthy amateurs. The Metropolitan Museum describes the sixteenth century as a
period in which printed music helped instrumental genres such as the canzona, ricercare, fantasia,
variation, and dance-inspired composition develop more independently.

Printing did not eliminate oral tradition. Professional players continued to improvise, ornament, and
adapt. Instead, written and unwritten practices existed together. Printed books provided a shared
repertory, while performance remained flexible.

Renaissance Motet
The motet existed in both the medieval and Renaissance periods, but the genre changed
substantially. Medieval motets could combine multiple texts, sometimes in different languages, over a
pre-existing tenor. Renaissance motets generally moved toward a more unified sacred Latin text and
a more coherent relationship between musical structure and verbal phrasing.

By the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, imitation became one of the central techniques of sacred
polyphony. One voice presents a melodic idea and other voices enter with related material. This
process can articulate the text phrase by phrase while allowing every voice to participate structurally.
Homophonic passages, in which voices move together rhythmically, provide contrast and can increase
textual clarity.

Renaissance motets were used in liturgy, devotion, ceremony, and courtly contexts. They were not
necessarily tied to the fixed Ordinary of the Mass, which distinguished them from Mass settings.
Composers could therefore select sacred texts suited to a feast, patron, devotional theme, or
ceremonial occasion.

Religious change also affected musical practice. The Protestant Reformation produced different
approaches to vernacular song and church polyphony, while Catholic reform included debate about
textual intelligibility and appropriate musical complexity. There was no single uniform “Reformation
sound.” Musical responses differed by region, denomination, institution, and patronage.

Humanism also influenced musical thought, especially through heightened interest in rhetoric,
language, classical learning, and expressive text setting. This should not be interpreted as a
replacement of religion by secular culture. Renaissance composers frequently worked for churches
and courts simultaneously, producing both sacred and secular repertory.

Josquin and Performance
Josquin des Prez became one of the most celebrated composers of the late fifteenth and early
sixteenth centuries. The Metropolitan Museum identifies him as a central figure in the Franco-Flemish
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tradition and notes his ability to combine intricate Northern polyphony with increasingly direct and
expressive text setting. His reputation became so great that publishers later attributed some works to
him incorrectly, making source criticism an important part of modern Josquin scholarship.

Ave Maria…virgo serena, probably composed around the 1480s, is one of his best-known motets. MIT
OpenCourseWare identifies the work as a Marian motet and uses it as an example of Renaissance
imitative technique. The opening presents a musical idea successively in different voices, creating an
audible sequence of imitation. Later sections vary texture rather than maintaining one contrapuntal
pattern continuously.

The motet’s organization follows divisions in the Latin text. Josquin changes the relationship among
the voices as the text progresses, sometimes pairing voices and sometimes bringing the ensemble
together more fully. This creates formal contrast while keeping the sacred poem intelligible. The final
prayer becomes more direct and intimate, demonstrating how texture can contribute to rhetorical
emphasis.

The piece also shows why Renaissance polyphony should not be described simply as “more complex”
than medieval music. Its sophistication lies partly in balance and clarity. Imitation creates unity, but
cadences, paired voices, and changes in texture help listeners follow the text. Musical complexity is
controlled in service of structure and expression.

Performance practice remains flexible because surviving sources rarely specify every detail. Modern
performers must make informed decisions about vocal forces, pitch level, pronunciation, tempo,
ornamentation, acoustics, and whether instruments might double or replace voices in a particular
historical context. The common modern idea of Renaissance sacred music as exclusively
unaccompanied “a cappella” performance is useful for some repertory but should not be treated as a
universal historical rule.

The relationship between Medieval and Renaissance music is therefore best understood through
continuity and transformation. Medieval traditions supplied chant, polyphony, dance, instruments,
notation, and institutional practices that Renaissance musicians inherited. The Renaissance expanded
the role of print, strengthened instrumental consorts, developed increasingly independent
instrumental genres, and refined techniques of imitative sacred polyphony.

Susato’s Danserye represents the commercial and social world of Renaissance instrumental music,
while Josquin’s Ave Maria…virgo serena demonstrates the expressive possibilities of the motet.
Together they show a musical culture in which written and oral traditions, sacred and secular
repertories, singers and instrumentalists, and old and new techniques constantly interacted.
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