
Improvisation and Inventio in the Performance
of Medieval Music
The performance of medieval music is not merely a recreation of written
notes, but an act of artistic interpretation, fueled by the performer's
imagination and creativity. Improvisation and inventio were ubiquitous
aspects of medieval music-making, shaping the dynamics and character of
performances. This article delves into the intriguing world of improvisation
and inventio in medieval music, exploring the techniques, influences, and
creative spirit that shaped this ancient art form.

Improvisation in Medieval Performance Practice

Improvisation permeated virtually all aspects of medieval music
performance. Melodies were frequently embellished and extended,
rhythmic patterns were varied, and new sections or variations were
spontaneously created. Singers ornamented melodies with melismas and
improvised cadenzas, while instrumentalists added elaborate flourishes
and improvisational passages.
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Improvisation was not merely an occasional embellishment, but an integral
part of the musical experience. Performers relied on a shared repertoire of
melodic and rhythmic formulas, known as 'commonplaces,' which served
as the building blocks for improvised creations. These formulas provided a
framework for improvisation, allowing performers to draw upon a common
musical language while still expressing their individuality.

The Concept of Inventio

Closely related to improvisation was the concept of 'inventio,' which
referred to the act of creating new musical material on the spot. Inventio
was not simply a random process, but a guided and purposeful one.
Performers often sought inspiration from existing melodies, using them as a
basis for variation and improvisation.

Inventio also involved the use of 'cantus firmi,' pre-existing melodies that
served as a compositional foundation for new works. Performers would
embellish and improvise upon these cantus firmi, creating variations that
were both faithful to the original melody and infused with their own creative
flair.

Influence of Oral Tradition and Folk Music

The improvisational nature of medieval music was deeply influenced by the
strong oral tradition that characterized the era. Music was often passed
down through generations by ear, rather than through written notation.
Performers relied on their memories and musical intuition to reproduce and
interpret melodies.
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Folk music also played a significant role in shaping the improvisational
practices of medieval musicians. Folk melodies were often used as the
basis for improvisation, and folk instruments, such as the lute and vielle,
were commonly used in medieval performance. The improvisational spirit of
folk music permeated the world of medieval music-making, fostering a
culture of spontaneity and creativity.

The Role of the Performer

In the performance of medieval music, the performer played a pivotal role
as both an interpreter and a creator. Performers were not simply recreating
a written score, but actively shaping the music through their improvisational
skills.

The ability to improvise was highly valued in medieval musicians.
Performers were expected to possess a deep understanding of musical
theory and practice, as well as the ability to think on their feet and adapt to
changing circumstances. Improvisation was not simply a technical skill, but
an art form in itself.

Historical Examples

Numerous historical examples attest to the prevalence of improvisation in
medieval music performance. The 'St. Martial Codex,' an 11th-century
manuscript, contains a collection of polyphonic songs that include
numerous improvised embellishments. The 'Llibre Vermell de Montserrat,' a
14th-century manuscript, features a diverse repertoire of instrumental and
vocal pieces with improvised sections.

Medieval chronicles and treatises also provide valuable insights into the
role of improvisation. The music theorist Johannes de Grocheo, writing in



the 14th century, emphasized the importance of improvisation in the
performance of polyphonic music. He described the process of
improvisation as "a kind of spontaneous and natural creation."

Modern Revival

In recent decades, there has been a growing interest in the revival of
improvisation and inventio in medieval music performance. Performers and
ensembles specializing in medieval music strive to recapture the
improvisational spirit of the era by incorporating elements of spontaneaity
and creativity into their interpretations.

This revival has been fueled by advances in historical research and the
availability of medieval manuscripts and recordings. Performers have
drawn inspiration from these sources to develop their own improvisational
techniques, creating new and exciting interpretations of medieval music.

Improvisation and inventio were essential elements of the performance of
medieval music. They allowed performers to express their creativity, adapt
to changing circumstances, and shape the music in real-time. The art of
improvisation and inventio required a deep understanding of musical
theory, practice, and improvisation. It was a skill that was highly valued in
medieval musicians and continues to be treasured by performers today.

By exploring and understanding the nuances of improvisation and inventio
in medieval music, we gain a deeper appreciation for the creativity and
artistry of this ancient art form. We are transported back in time to a world
where music was not merely a written score, but a vibrant and ever-
changing expression of the human spirit.
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