Music in the Margins: Queerness in the Clerical Imagination, 1200–1500

Abstract
What might queerness mean when considering medieval cultural products? Certainly the term itself is a much later one, but the concept of sex, the body and sexuality as fluid and in play pervades much medieval discourse, from the theological to the fictional. This chapter seeks to examine some of the ways in which musical bodies can be understood as queer between 1200 and 1500. It focuses on the way in which musicians and their instruments are depicted, especially in the margins of devotional manuscripts: such sources largely originated within a celibate, masculine, clerical production context. Music-making is ubiquitous in marginal images, with examples ranging from the conventional to the grotesque and obscene, and sometimes involving hybrid men/instruments in which the player and the played become confused. The images suggest cultural understandings of the body that extend beyond binaries of male/female, lay/religious, human/animal, or of normative/queer sexual behaviours, desires and identities.

At first glance, Western European culture between 1200 and 1500 might seem neatly compartmentalised, with everything in its proper place.[footnoteRef:1] Structures of governance included the Catholic Church and the feudal system, two complex patriarchal hierarchies within which the general population experienced its sense of identity. Men and women were also deeply aware of the strict divisions between differently gendered bodies and social roles, pursuing the idealised presentation of the biblical Book of Genesis in which Adam and Eve were created as complementary, but different, types of individual in the image of God.[footnoteRef:2] As Goldberg has commented, ‘Medieval people wanted to live in an ordered society, and hierarchy was integral to the way they thought about order’.[footnoteRef:3] The related hierarchies of status (those who prayed, fought, or worked), gender and age formed a recognisable framework for everyone from king to peasants. But to look more deeply, the lives governed by those systems of categorisation – rich/poor; lay/religious; male/female – can be seen as fundamentally queer, as it was obvious to all that the lived experience of any individual contested such neat boundaries at every turn.  [1:  Notwithstanding the inherent problems of periodization – not least as understood in disciplines such as music and art history – the period 1200–1500 will be understood as the later Middle Ages within this chapter.]  [2:  It is important to recognise that the Galenic, one-sex model of sexual identity was commonplace in the period under discussion; within this one-sex model, men and women were expected to have separate gender roles, and some social groups (notably monks and nuns) were sometimes conceptualised as neither fully masculine nor feminine. On medieval gender and sexuality before 1600, see especially Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge, Mass, and London, 1990).]  [3:  P. J. P. Goldberg, Medieval England: A Social History 1250–1550 (London, 2004), 3.] 

Given that medieval society based its central ideology of power on an idealised Christian masculinity, many groups were implicitly marginalised; these groups included women, Jews, Muslims, the physically or mentally impaired, witches, and sexual deviants of all types (including those practising same-sex partnering).[footnoteRef:4] Practices – sexual or otherwise – that subverted the social order of man’s dominance over woman and the natural world were perceived as socially threatening, and were frequently marked out as heretical. Marginalised identities and practices are not as historically invisible as one might imagine. In fact, such imagery is ubiquitous in the border decorations of medieval manuscripts and other material objects (including, but not limited to, the partially obscured carvings on misericords, decorative motifs on the edges of stained glass, and masonry in architectural spaces barely visible to the naked eye). The present chapter examines visual evidence that elides sexually marginalised identities, ‘queerness’, with their prominence in music-related images found in the physical margins of devotional books created by clerics. What can such musico-sexual iconography tell us about queer understandings of the human body before 1500? [4:  Jeffrey Richards, Sex, Dissidence and Damnation: Minority Groups in the Middle Ages (London and New York, 1991).] 


What was queer in the Middle Ages?

Although queer theory was applied to music relatively late in comparison to its adoption elsewhere in the humanities, its impact was significant. Philip Brett and others have posed questions of sexual identity in music in analytical work relating to repertoire after 1700, notably music by composers whose own gender or sexuality lay outside of the normative model of married man with children.[footnoteRef:5] Dramatic music, songs, and opera have been particularly attractive to scholars, since analysts can identify resonances between text and musical language in ways that suggest the coding of queer identity in sound. In addition, a considerable amount of work has dealt with music of the same period through examination of tensions in, and resistance to, aspects of tonal language.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Philip Brett’s work on Benjamin Britten’s music can be seen as typical of his pioneering approach to understanding the role of studying the relationship between sexuality and music; Music and Sexuality in Britten (Berkeley and London, 2006). On the relationship between music and sexuality, see also Philip Brett, Elizabeth Wood and Gary Thomas (editors), Queering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology (London and New York, 1994) and Sophie Fuller and Lloyd Whitesell eds., Queer Episodes in Music and Modern Identity (Urbana and Chicago, 2002).]  [6:  For an excellent study of the use of biography, historical context, lyric and tonal language in relation to sexuality, see Lawrence Kramer, Franz Schubert: Sexuality, Subjectivity, Song (Cambridge, 1998).] 

Medieval scholarship has only recently started to explore notions of queerness in music, in part because two dominant frameworks for studying the music of later periods – the notion of ‘genius composer’, and tonality itself – simply do not exist in the same way before 1500. The idea of the professional ‘composer’, with a single, creative authority, was still in its infancy during the later Middle Ages, so there is no straightforward equivalent to studying the effect of a composer’s subjectivity on their creative output. Furthermore, pre-tonal language demands a different approach to its successor in terms of analytical method. In addition, the mathematical and scientific aspects of medieval music, its theoretical basis in particular, have traditionally been emphasised over the sensual side of music, creating an apparent disconnection between medieval music and the body that conceived and performed it.[footnoteRef:7] There have been some notable studies of pre-tonal music since 2000. One of the most provocative has been Bruce Holsinger’s Music, Body, and Desire in Medieval Culture, in which the author explored a wide range of repertoire from perspectives informed by queer theory and feminism.[footnoteRef:8] Judith Peraino’s Listening to the Sirens: Musical Technologies of Queer Identity from Homer to Hedwig took an even broader historical approach, and sought to interrogate how music has functioned in culture in ways that have defied norms, revealing tension between standard conventions of expression and pieces that have resisted these.[footnoteRef:9] The work of Elizabeth Eva Leach has shown that even medieval music theory and notation were inflected by notions of gender, opening up avenues for gendered and queer readings of early song.[footnoteRef:10] Discussions of early modern Italian music have shown sexuality to be an integral part of musical and visual culture.[footnoteRef:11] The purpose of this chapter is to formulate a broad basis by which we might better understand queer sensibility in medieval culture as it pertains to music in its conception, representation and performance, focusing especially on marginalised musico-sexual identities in the margins of manuscript sources. [7:  For an argument that writers of medieval music theory in fact saw ‘sensuous pleasure’ as ‘the ultimate goal of music’, see Frank Hentschel, ‘The Sensual Music Aesthetics of the Middle Ages: The Cases of Augustine, Jacques de Liège and Guido of Arezzo’, Plainsong and Medieval Music, 20 (2011), 1–29 (quotation from p.1). Medieval music theory texts are explored in order to elucidate cultural attitudes in Elizabeth Eva Leach, Sung Birds: Music, Nature, and Poetry in the Later Middle Ages (Ithaca and London, 2007).]  [8:  Bruce Holsinger, Music, Body, and Desire in Medieval Culture: Hildegard of Bingen to Chaucer (Stanford, 2001).]  [9:  Judith Peraino, Listening to the Sirens: Musical Technologies of Queer Identities from Homer to Hedwig (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 2006).]  [10:  Elizabeth Eva Leach, ‘Sexing the Semitone, Sexing the Leading Note: Fourteenth-Century Music Theory and the Directed Progression’, Music Theory Spectrum, 28 (2006), 1–21.]  [11:  Melanie L. Marshall, Linda L. Carroll, and Katherine A. McIver eds., Sexualities, Textualities, Art and Music in Early Modern Italy: Playing with Boundaries (Farnham, 2014).] 

The first issue to confront is the concept of queerness and sexuality before 1500. It is helpful to turn to Christian legal texts on this matter. In the medieval world, going against the ostensibly natural, male-dominated, order caused the same type of anxiety that we find in a modern society where homophobia exists. Nature was seen to dictate that men had authority over women, that the rational took priority over the emotional, and that Christians were superior to non-Christians. Matters of non-normative sexual or gendered behaviour were therefore a cause for concern, as can be inferred from canon law. The many amendments made to the Decretum, a collection of canon law compiled by the Bolognese writer Gratian in the twelfth century, attest to a growing concern about certain types of sexual behaviour, and the need to regulate these within the church and wider society. Some matters, such as masturbation, were largely left to private confession, but others – notably same-sex coupling, incest, bestiality, bigamy and cross-dressing – attracted detailed and diverse penalties across Europe. Essentially, any type of sex that was not monogamous, and practised by a man and a woman, with the man ‘on top’, was considered unnatural, against the natural order. The marital status of an individual was less of an issue in many cases, since for various reasons (notably poverty) long-term cohabitation was quite commonplace. Anal sex between men was differently legislated depending on whether the participant was active or passive: to be passive in intercourse upset the natural order among men, and was perceived as effeminising. Sins against nature, peccatorum contra naturam, could be so by reason of species (between humans and other animals), sex (between two persons with the same genitalia), or manner, which Johannson and Percy have defined as sexual activity ‘with a member of the opposite sex but in the wrong orifice, any one that excluded procreation’; we shall return to the depiction of ‘wrong orifices’ later.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Warren Johannson and William A. Percy, ‘Homosexuality’, in Vern L. Bullough and James A. Brundage eds., Handbook of Medieval Sexuality (New York and London, 1996), 155–189 (at p.156).] 

Within this prevailing climate of criticism for ‘unnatural’ behaviours, there were many different levels of penalty that might be applied, depending on locality, the most recent test cases, or the age or circumstance of the accused. Dominican friar Raymond of Peñafort (c. 1175–1275), for example, argued that sodomy was more serious than mother-son incest.[footnoteRef:13] The Third Lateran Council (1179) ‘decreed that clerics guilty of unnatural vice must either forfeit clerical status or be confined indefinitely in a monastery’; one cannot imagine that being sent permanently to a homosocial environment would prove either a significant deterrent or a preventative measure against further sexual relations between men.[footnoteRef:14] Lesbian behaviours were rarely commented on in canon law.[footnoteRef:15] From the late thirteenth century, legislation showed a renewed vigour in identifying homosexual practices among men and applying often violent and torturous penalties, including castration and burning. Yet long-term same-sex partnering seems to have been tolerated in some areas. For example, as Brundage has speculated, Pierre de La Palude (c. 1275–1342) ‘even found it necessary to explain at length why the Church did not allow homosexuals to marry one another, which may indicate that he was aware, or at least fearful, of attempts to extend social recognition to same-sex relationships through some type of wedding ritual’.[footnoteRef:16] It is also difficult to establish the reason for some decretals, or amendments, in terms of whether they are firmly indicative of queer behaviour; for example the £50 fine for transvestites in Reggio Emilia may have been invented as a response to fear that men were cross-dressing to gain access to women-only sections of the church.[footnoteRef:17] What such legal pronouncements can tell us, however, is that medieval society was aware of a diverse range of couplings and behaviours that were understood as non-normative; for our purposes, we might identify them as potential sites of queerness. [13:  James A. Brundage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe (Chicago and London, 1987), 399.]  [14:  Brundage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe, 399.]  [15:  See Jacqueline Murray. ‘Twice Marginal and Twice Invisible: Lesbians in the Middle Ages’, in Vern L. Bullough and James A. Brundage (eds.), Handbook of Medieval Sexuality (New York and London, 1996), 191–211.]  [16:  Brundage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe, 474.]  [17:  Brundage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe, 536.] 


Musical queerness and transgression

What musical behaviours and practices might have been viewed as transgressive? The work of Holsinger and Peraino has helped to locate what might broadly be seen as queer identities within the medieval period. Identities can be shaped as well as expressed through music; queerness, like gender, can be viewed as performative in that it is dynamic and culturally contingent. The relationship between interior experience and outward practice in music invites a constant dialogue between self and society. That the externalising of that interior world may be revealed through sound, and through the performing body (such as through song) adds to the deep connection between subjectivity and music. Peraino sees music as a potential ‘site […] of resistance’; she associates the word ‘queer’ with ‘questioning’, thus giving the idea of ‘queerness’ a powerful political function to mediate between what is normative and what is marginalized.[footnoteRef:18] As such, we might expect a close relationship between, and similar reaction to, sexual and musical behaviours where either challenges cultural norms. Further, we might expect to see, in early texts, an elision of the resistance to strict regulation of behaviours within society and the resistance to stable portrayals of musical practices and experiences. And so it proves. Musical iconography and descriptions of music-making frequently problematise human sexual experience, such as the division of Man from beast, in ways that reveal the interlocking of anxieties about sexual identities and the sensual in music. That such images are almost exclusively the products of male authors and male scriptoria (as far as one can reasonably establish) is suggestive of a particular interest in subversive topics by this social group. [18:  Peraino, Listening to the Sirens, 5.] 

Musical performance makes use of parts of the human body that also have a function in sexual activity, but the genitals themselves may be defined as the opposite of those body parts; the mouth was often viewed as suggestive of, yet opposite to, the anus or vagina.[footnoteRef:19] Lips are used to blow down wind and brass instruments, as well as for kissing; fingers are used to produce different pitch tones as well as in caresses, arousal and penetration. The sin against nature ‘by reason of manner’ – in which sexual activity included employment of incorrect orifices – invites us to draw parallels between the queer practices in some forms of sex and the non-procreative use of sexual organs in music-making, the result of which was frequently pleasurable to performer and listener. Parodic depictions of pseudo-musical activity in which the instruments are replaced by other implements, or are drawn being played by animals or human arses, might be seen to further extemporize on the medieval anxiety in which the human body was both divinely created and inherently sinful through its tendency towards carnal pleasure.  [19:  On the associations between women’s vocality and their sexual availability in medieval song, see Lisa Colton, ‘The Articulation of Virginity in the Medieval chanson de nonne’, Journal of the Royal Musical Association, 133 (2008), 159–88.] 

That music might be related to experiences of gender and sexuality has been explored not only in the scholarly writings of recent decades, but also in scholarship originating deep in the medieval past. Music’s power to stir the soul, and, by extension, the body, was admired as well as feared by those with reforming spiritual hearts. For example, writers such as Aelred of Rievaulx and John of Salisbury, writing during the twelfth century, lamented that the vogue for elaborate singing could be dangerously effeminising not only for the audience but for male singers themselves.[footnoteRef:20] This corruption, according to John of Salisbury, could result from interaction with the ‘lightness and dissolution of dainty voices designed to achieve vain glory in the feminine manner when singing the divine office’, particularly affecting those men who were already prone to such effeminacy.[footnoteRef:21] Significantly for this chapter, John was particularly anxious that listeners might mistake the singers for sirens – human-avian hybrids – in such a way that disrupts the natural order of man over beast and implies that the choristers are embracing sounds that invite a blending of the otherwise distinct categories of nature.[footnoteRef:22] The images on which the remainder of this chapter focuses include sirens and hybrid beasts, whose grotesque features and sinful vanities remind the viewer of the problems of regulating pleasurable sounds. [20:  For a full discussion of these texts, see Holsinger, Music, Body, and Desire, 157–168.]  [21:  John of Salisbury’s Polycraticus, cited in Elizabeth Eva Leach, ‘Music and Masculinity in the Middle Ages’, in Ian Biddle and Kirsten Gibson (eds.), Masculinity and Western Musical Practice (Aldershot, 2009), 21–39 (at p.30).]  [22:  Elizabeth Eva Leach, ‘Music and Masculinity in the Middle Ages’, 30–31. See also Elizabeth Eva Leach, ‘“The Little Pipe Sings Sweetly as the Fowler Deceives the Bird”: Sirens in the Middle Ages’, Music and Letters 87 (2006), 187–211. Further exploration of hybrids can be found in Margot McIlwain Nishimura, Images in the Margins (Los Angeles, 2009), 46–50.] 


Queering the musical body: sensual and musical pleasures in marginalia

There is a distinct overlap of discourses relating to musical and carnal pleasures in texts from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries. Music’s historical role in romance and courtship is significant, from the troubadour canso to the Lied of 19th-century Germany. But music was also associated with the transgressive and forbidden sides of human sexuality. Although they are not marginalia, two fifteenth-century woodcuts (see Figures 1 and 2) illustrate the close relationship between musical performance and erotic pleasures in ways that can be found across later examples. The woodcuts depict activities associated with prostitution, such as communal bathing. Instrumental and vocal performances occur in both of these images, emphasising the sounds of music-making and love-making in combination. One might expect only improvised minstrelsy within brothels, but both artists have been careful to indicate that singers are literate, using parchment rolls of notated polyphonic song: these are learned, civic musicians. Holsinger has reminds us that instruments, especially those crafted from skin, gut and bone, are essentially resonating flesh; furthermore, instruments like trumpets and woodwind require our mouths and breath to make them sound. In this way, instruments of all types were ripe for suggestive commentary.

[image: ]
Figure 1 Music-making, communal bathing and courtship. Anonymous woodcut (Basle, c. 1430). Mary Evans Picture Library, No. 10503332.
[image: ]
Figure 2: The influence of Venus on sexual desire. Anonymous woodcut (Italy, 15th century). Newberry Library, Chicago.

A common way for the medieval scribe or illuminator to draw attention, for a variety of purposes, to the sort of queer musical and erotic activities discussed in this chapter was through strategies such as juxtaposition, reversal, mirroring or substitution. We can observe some of these approaches in the woodcuts. The composition of Figure 1 faces the trio of bathers with the trio of brass and wind; the remainder of the scene pairs sexually active couples and duets of plucked strings (harp and lute, centre) and voice (top right). Each partner faces its mirror image, with the trios mirroring one another at the top of the image, prominently signalled by the fanfare trumpet. The impression is of a richly sensory scene (water, flowers, music) within a garden of sexual pleasure.
Within discussions of devotional manuscripts before 1500, scholars have sometimes seen marginal images as little more than decoration, or as containing simple mnemonic reference points. Others have drawn attention to the power of images as satire, or even as a counterpoint to the verbal text. Michael Camille, in particular, has argued that ‘the art of the Middle Ages was not a sombre expression of social unity and transcendent order’, but ‘was rooted in the conflicted life of the body with all its somatic was well as spiritual possibilities’.[footnoteRef:23] Manuscripts featuring musical instruments arguably perform this function with particular frisson, the page conveying not just scenario and physical gesture but also sound.  [23:  Michael Camille, Image on the Edge: The Margins of Medieval Art (London, 1992), 160.] 

In a fifteenth-century copy of Pseudo-Aristotle (London, British Library, Sloane 748), the margins thrive with such imagery, particular dominated by the reflection of a beast playing the bagpipes alongside a jester whose genitals are on display (see Fig. 3). Bagpipes could be made out of all sorts of animals during this period, but usually the identifying body parts (heads, skeletons) were removed to turn them into the wind chamber of the instrument. In Figure 3, the drone of the bagpipes is mirrored by the jester’s leg, propped up on the man’s left arm, which he plays (and plays with) his penis as if it is the fingered bagpipe chanter. The jester’s right hand presses against his own chest, apparently forcing air downwards towards his anus, leg-drone and genitals, turning him into human bagpipes. The reversal is one of man and beast, in which the musical and the sexual are superimposed for moralising or comic effect. A number of grotesque hybrids complete the cluttered margin, some blowing horns which – in the presence of the jester’s pseudo-musical appendage – might easily be understood as additional penises. An array of queered blown instruments and bodies combine to present a visual and sonic cacophony. A stronger visual exemplar for a sin against nature is difficult to imagine.

[image:  pig playing bagpipes, a jester, a man blowing a flute or pipe, & hybrid creatures, De caelo, De anima (England, 1487) ]
Fig. 3: © The British Library Board. Pseudo-Aristotle, De caelo et de anima. London, British Library, Sloane 748 f.82v. Manuscript written by Malcolm Ramsey in 1487.

The surviving illuminated manuscripts of the later Middle Ages contain a staggering array of depictions of musical instruments and practices, often in a playful manner. Typically, such imagery comprises figures – human, animal or hybrid – singing or playing an instrument in the margins of a religious text, occasionally with satirical play on the verbal text of the central page. Certain initials, notably Psalm 97 Cantate Domino, invited a tradition of historiated initials in which a group of male clerics gathered around a lectern to perform a piece of music, sometimes identifiable as polyphony.[footnoteRef:24] The extent to which such depictions of music-making were intended to be realistic is not clear-cut, not least on account of the frequent use of fantasy within images of performance. Overall, the purposes of images in the margins must have varied from those simply ‘illustrating’ particular lifelike scenarios, to many others that shunned realism for some other form of social commentary. In reference to the Macclesfield Psalter, created in East Anglia in the second quarter of the fourteenth century, Jeremy Montagu has speculated that the function of images was ‘to delight’, and ‘to alleviate what one can only assume to have been the longueurs of services, of reading through the Book of Psalms and other parts of the liturgy, and perhaps of listening to sermons’.[footnoteRef:25] There is clearly more to be explored than this functional interpretation of the manuscript marginalia might suggest. Above all, I would argue that the manipulations of human (and non-human) bodies and instruments emphasise the sensual side of music itself, from the embodiment of sound to the way in which the body can produce sound itself and through the use of instruments that extend that capability.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  A variety of Cantate Domino initials is explored in Christopher Page, ‘An English Motet of the Fourteenth Century in Performance: Two Contemporary Images’, Early Music, xxv/1 (1997), 7–32; see also a response to this article in Lisa Colton, ‘Languishing for Provenance: Zelo tui langueo and the Search for Women's Polyphony in England’, Early Music, 39 (2011), 315–326.]  [25:  Jeremy Montagu, ‘Musical Instruments in the Macclesfield Psalter’, Early Music, 34 (2006), 189–203 (at p. 202). The full shelf mark is Macclesfield Psalter, Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum, MS 1-2005. A full colour facsimile with commentary is available ed. Stella Panayotova, The Macclesfield Psalter (London, 2008). ]  [26:  On medieval listening and the embodiment of sound, see Emma Dillon, The Sense of Sound: Musical Meanings in France, 1260–1330 (Oxford and New York, 2012).] 

	The instrument most frequently illustrated in the margins is the trumpet. The trumpet is depicted in a wide range of places, and is not limited to the illustration of a particular feast or Psalm.[footnoteRef:27] The standard exemplum in more serious trumpet iconography was the image of heavenly angels, sounding their instruments in heavenly praise, or to announce the Last Judgement. Trumpets could be long or short, but are identifiable by their shape and by their playing style; the instrument has no finger-holes or keys, and requires strong breath through the mouthpiece to make it sound, sometimes shown through the player’s distended cheeks (see Figs 1 and 2). Usually, long trumpets are heavy, sturdy instruments. However, sometimes the shape droops, suggestive of its weight or perhaps mocking the masculinity of the player, as can be seen in Figure 4. The Macclesfield Psalter is richly decorated in a style typical of the prestigious scriptoria of fourteenth century East Anglia. Floral motifs, including borders shaped by leaves and vines, are found throughout, and most pages also contain lively scenes of various types, some clearly fanciful and others more documentary. The detail of the trumpet player on f.223r shows an ape-man, whose nudity implies his bestial nature; he is not fully human. Neither is he fully male: the ‘man’ holds a trumpet poorly, struggling to support its weight as it droops before him. The pose requires the viewer to see the trumpet as representative of the man’s genitals, which are otherwise hidden from view. The users of this devotional book will have been confronted by an example of the opposite of ideal masculinity; instead of chivalric knighthood, or religious chastity, the figure fails to measure up musically or sexually. [27:  Montagu, ‘Musical Instruments in the Macclesfield Psalter’, 189.] 

[image: ]
Fig. 4 Naked ape-man playing a drooping trumpet in the Macclesfield Psalter © Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge. MS 1-2005, f.223r.

Symbolically, the trumpet has been used for comic effect in terms of its association with the pseudo-musical sound and experience of farting.[footnoteRef:28] As Emma Dillon notes in her discussion of Dante’s Divina commedia, the sounds of hell included a devil signalling to the devil army by making a trumpet of his arse (de cul fatto trombetta).[footnoteRef:29] Such jokes work on two levels: they reverse the place of the buzzing lips from those of the mouth to the anus; and they also subvert the bright tone of the fanfare trumpet, associated with pageantry. The fart is a poor musical alternative to the nobility of courtly fanfares. If there is one visual joke that might exemplify medieval humour as found in the margins of devotional books (as well as in a wide range of satirical literature of the same period) it is that of the substitution of the head for the arse, or for things that would normally be done by the head being done with the arse, or vice versa.[footnoteRef:30] Clerical scribes and illuminators were fixated on bodily functions such as pissing, farting and shitting; these were central pillars in their humour. Within this tradition, depictions of trumpets reveal a further layer of anal fixation in the minds of illuminators, since one can easily find numerous examples of trumpets and other instruments being ‘played’ in odd, impractical or downright lewd ways, conflating the musical with the primary physiological functions of the human body. What such images have in common is their apparent acknowledgement that the most extreme images were those showing musical expression – reserved in the liturgy for the praise of God – as part of a queer sensibility, a visual and sonic sin against nature and order. [28:  Valerie Allen, On Farting: Language and Laughter in the Middle Ages (New York, 2007). ]  [29:  Emma Dillon, ‘Representing Obscene Sound’, in Nicola McDonald (ed.), Medieval Obscenities (Woodbridge, 2006), 55–84 (at p. 56).]  [30:  On anal erotics in liturgical music, see especially the discussion of Parisian organum in Holsinger, ‘Polyphones and Sodomites: Music and Sexual Dissidence from Leoninus to Chaucer’s Pardoner’, in Music, Body and Desire, 137–87.] 

	Margins, quire ends and other divisions in medieval books of polyphony have been identified as queer spaces, a natural home for the marginalised.[footnoteRef:31] The images of trumpets found in devotional books frequently emphasise that which is contra naturam, and do playfully. Although women do occasionally feature playing trumpets in manuscript illumination, they are usually exceptional in some way in their gendered identity. Figure 5 shows a marginal image from a fourteenth-century Missal, a liturgical book for use in the celebration of Mass. At the base of the page, two mermaids are shown with long trumpets. Mermaids are an aquatic form of the siren, a hybrid creature found widely in the imagery of the Middle Ages, whose music ‘positions her in the flowing spaces between the human, animal, and spirit worlds’.[footnoteRef:32] Sirens mermaids were more often female than male, but they were also ambiguously gendered. Here, the mermaids’ sex is signalled by their bell-like, pendulous breasts, and by their long hair (a feature signalling their lascivious nature), but the presence of the trumpets signals masculinity.[footnoteRef:33] The gender-queer nature of the image is also enhanced by the mermaids’ poses. On the left, one mermaid appears to hold the trumpet as an oar, rather than sounding it; the mermaid on the right-hand side plays to her companion, but holds the instrument awkwardly, unnaturally. As an image, the presence of the trumpets serves to emphasise the sexual liminality of the figures in the margin. [31:  Peraino makes this point in reference to a fascicle of the Montpellier Codex in ‘Monophonic Motets: Sampling and Grafting in the Middle Ages’, Musical Quarterly, 85 (2001), 644–80 (at p. 664).]  [32:  Linda Phyllis Austern and Inna Naroditskaya, ‘Introduction: Singing Each to Each’, in Linda Phyllis Austern and Inna Naroditskaya eds., Music of the Sirens (Bloomington, 2006), 1–15, at p. 3.]  [33:  For an extensive sample of images featuring instruments, see Lilian M. C. Randall, Images in the Margins of Gothic Manuscripts (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1966).] 


[image: ]
Fig. 5 Mermaids with trumpets. Den Hague, Koninklijke Bibliotheek, 78 D 40, f.129r. Amiens, Garnerus de Morolio (scribe), Petrus de Raimbaucourt (illuminator). Missal, Use of St Jean, Amiens, illuminated by Pierre de Raimbaucourt (1323). 

As we have seen in some of the examples so far, a feature of images containing trumpeters is a blurring of distinctions between (civilised) human and (wild) beast. At the most basic level, this is achieved simply by having creatures playing instruments, or by the player’s ambiguous species. Sometimes, the animals play with apparent proficiency; at others the manner of playing reveals their incompetence within the authentic civilised realm of the human. One of the things that separates humanity from beasts is clothing, itself a marker of civilisation, and in particular the focus on naked bottoms draws attention to the private parts of human anatomy. Animals wearing clothing or naked men therefore blur the distinction between the two categories, and brass and wind instruments act as props to emphasise the lack of civility of either creature. 
Figure 6 shows an image from a late thirteenth-century secular French romance text. The margin shows two apes: one holds his trumpet in a conventional pose, but he does so aiming the bell up the arse of the other animal, who is not pleased. The reversal jokes here include the trumpet being played into an orifice, and the wrong end of the instrument being juxtaposed against the ‘wrong end’ of the other ape. One can image the sound and sensation, in which the rasping trumpet call is placed against the second ape’s anus. The regular appearance of musical fart jokes featuring trumpets can also be understood to have sexual and gendered associations. As Allen points out, in Old Icelandic – and related languages such as Middle English – there were separate words for a strong farter (fretr) and a one who could only make a weak fart (físa). Significantly, to accuse a man of being a físa was more offensive, because it implied effeminacy, of not being a full and proper man.[footnoteRef:34] The apes below are thus not proper men by virtue of their species, but also through the image’s subversion of the culturally coded associations of sound, instruments, and physical contact. [34:  Allen, On Farting, 28.] 
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Fig. 6 Apes playing trumpet. General Collection, General Collection, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Old French Prose Lancelot del Lac (France, late 13th century), Beinecke MS 229 f.147r.

As Allen has remarked, ‘the musical butt is ubiquitous in the Middle Ages, and presupposes a larger analogy between the human body and musical instruments’.[footnoteRef:35] Sometimes this analogy could be played out through revealing the naked body playing the instruments, sometimes through body imagery in the depiction of the instruments themselves. We have already seen this kind of mirroring in Fig. 3. Fig. 7, from the Rothschild Canticles (a devotional manuscript copied in the Rhineland c. 1300), shows an extension of the human body’s musical capabilities with a naked man farting through a long trumpet. The figure’s masculinity is problematised by his nudity and by his hairlessness. The trumpet is decorated with drapery in the style associated with pageantry and chivalric display.[footnoteRef:36] The sounding of the man’s body, the sound of his arse, is an amplified, public announcement.  [35:  Allen, On Farting, 28.]  [36:  On this manuscript, see Jeffrey F. Hamburger, The Rothschild Canticles: Art and Mysticism in Flanders and the Rhineland circa 1300 (New Haven, 1990); and Sarah Bromberg, ‘Gendered and Ungendered Readings of the Rothschild Canticles’, Different Visions: A Journal of New Perspectives on Medieval Art, 1 (2008).] 


[image: ]
Fig. 7 Naked man playing trumpet. Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, MS 404, Rothschild Canticles, f. 134r.

Although Allen’s comments apply well to these images, a further question remains: when does the musical body stop being the body of sexual pleasure? For me, the literal resonance of the musical body, juxtaposed or penetrated by the mouth of the trumpet, emphasises distinctly sexual undertones. In images like Figures 6 and 7, the implied vibration of the anus by either end of the instrument suggests sensation or even pleasure from this musico-sexual act. 
Some images help to establish the historical association between music and sinfulness. The hybrid creature found in the fifteenth-century Prayer Book of Charles the Bold (Fig. 8) demonstrates the mirroring effect of two trumpets: a man’s head playing a heavenly pointed instrument, as he supports the shaft of a further fanfare trumpet, inserted into his arse. The prayerful viewer is encouraged to contemplate on the purity of angelic trumpeting (marks showing upward sounds are visible above the bell), set against its reversal: the animal grotesque, whose sideways glance, and distorted blowing cheeks imply the sinful nature of its music.
[image: ]
Fig. 8 Prayer Book of Charles the Bold (Ghent and Antwerp, 1469) The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, Ms. 37, fol. 32v (detail).

Clerical masculinities
The images used in this chapter mainly emanated from a clerical production context, rather than a monastic one. Clerical identity, by the later Middle Ages, was defined by its celibacy as well as its learnedness, though even after the reforms of the eleventh century and further interventions, secular clerics sometimes maintained domestic arrangements with a partner or children even into the thirteenth century.[footnoteRef:37] The waves of legislation during this era were symptomatic of a crisis in clerical identity in which masculinity was fundamental, as the increased focus on celibacy threatened the clear distinction between men and women; in effect, the celibate clerk occupied a third gender, in which gendered signifying acts of militarism or childbearing were replaced by pseudo-chivalric battles of the flesh.[footnoteRef:38] The clerical circles from which manuscripts such as Psalters, Missals or other decorated codices emanated were thus heavily conflicted in terms of sexual identity, so it is little surprise that alongside the central page in which religious or moral texts dominated, artists would choose to explore subjects that reflected that liminality.  [37:  On clerical masculinities, see Michael Frassetto ed., Medieval Purity and Piety: Essays on Medieval Clerical Celibacy and Religious Reform (London and New York, 1998); and P. H. Cullum, ‘Clergy, Masculinity and Transgression in Late Medieval England’, in Dawn M. Hadley ed. Masculinity in Medieval Europe (London and New York, 1999), 178–96.]  [38:  On this point, see Jacqueline Murray, ‘Masculinizing Religious Life: Sexual Prowess, the Battle for Chastity and Monastic Identity’, in P. H. Cullum and Katherine J. Lewis eds., Holiness and Masculinity in the Middle Ages (Cardiff, 2002), 24–42.] 

Illuminated manuscripts were typically commissioned by noble, lay patrons, from a professional craftsmen each with his own unique combination of imagery, symbolism and humour. What did the makers and users of the manuscripts featuring the sexual and musical body understand from the designs in their books? Although it is possible that users employed images simply to distract them from the duller parts of liturgical ritual, arguably this idea misses the rich potential for social commentary in pictures that represented the sounds of society, real and imagined. The musical and sexualised images in the margins of medieval books blurred the apparently stable categories of medieval society. Such images were created by, and in turn commented on, human experience on the margins of lay culture. Manuscript margins allowed readers to engage with the fantastic, and with the queer. Many images are also shockingly obscene, ‘a category that demands that we rethink our own assumptions and preconceptions of the Middle Ages’.[footnoteRef:39] The shock engendered by such obscenity does not necessarily suggest that the medieval reader would have had a singular response, such as moral outrage or laughter. Instead of being bound by the limits of standard hierarchies, marginal images encouraged speculation of their opposite: the experiences, relationships and acts that were defined as being against nature, the God-given natural order. In short, musico-sexual bodies allowed the reader to be involved in a queer sensibility that lay outside of what was usually permitted in terms of the norms of gender, class or profession. [39:  Nicola McDonald, ‘Introduction’ to McDonald, Medieval Obscenities, 1–16 (at p. 11).] 

Music, at its most basic level, can be made without any instrument other than the human body; the body is also the site for the perception of sound, and where music is felt in terms of pleasure. As such, musical expression is reflexive and circular: a singer conceives of what she might sing, performs, experiences its vibrations in her body, and hears and understands its effects. The medieval mind understood the sensual associations of music and the instruments that produced it, and how the human body itself was inherently musical in ways that could be fit equally for singing divine praise in worship, or demonstrating mankind’s more base instincts. A fixation on the body as instrument, and on the (mis)use of trumpets and bagpipes in relation to the anus, is a frequent trope of manuscript imagery from 1200–1500. Instrumentalists in marginal images amplified notions of the obscene body. With bagpipes, ‘the offence […] quite literally amplified by reference to the wheezing wail of one of the noisiest and most unsettling sounds of the period’; with trumpets, the protrusion of mouthpiece or bell into private parts of the anatomy lampooned the highest forms of Christian, masculine display, even satirizing the angels in heaven.[footnoteRef:40] The effect of such images was to blur the divinely ordained categories of society, revelling in the queering of traditional hierarchies by music and by the sounding sexual body. [40:  Dillon, ‘Representing Obscene Sound’, p. 75.] 
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