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Abstract: The pipe organ during the medieval period played a significant role in religious 

ceremonies and worship. During this time, the pipe organ was the primary instrument used in 

churches and cathedrals across Europe. Organ music of the medieval period was 

characterized by its solemnity, grandeur, and religious significance. This paper explores the 

intricate relationship between the medieval pipe organ and the development of church music 

during the medieval period. It examines the historical background, construction, religious 

significance, and evolution of the pipe organ alongside medieval church music and music 

education. This paper discusses the symbiotic connection between the advancement of the 

pipe organ and the education in medieval church music, highlighting the role of cultural, 

historical, and socio-political factors in shaping this relationship. Additionally, it explores the 

significance of the "Codex Faenza," a renowned collection of medieval instrumental works, 

in understanding the interplay between the pipe organ and medieval religion. Overall, the 

abstract underscores how the pipe organ served as more than a musical instrument; it acted 

as a cultural symbol, facilitating identity expression, cultural exploration, religious 

dissemination, and the display of power in medieval Europe.  
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1. Introduction  

In the history of all musical instruments, the pipe organ is the most complexly constructed, the largest, 

and the most expensive [1]. In addition, pipe organs, as purely religious instruments, were generally 

built in conjunction with churches or opera houses [2]. As a result, there is no definite limit to the 

specifications of a pipe organ; instead, the size of the organ is determined by the size and affordability 

of the church or opera house itself. With its high volume and whole tone, the pipe organ is suitable 

for playing profound and sacred religious music in a solemn atmosphere. In medieval Europe, almost 

all churches in small towns had large and small pipe organs used to play music during religious 

celebrations. Being the organist of a famous cathedral was a proud honor for musicians. The pipe 

organ is prominent, up to 10 meters in size, with more than 30,000 pipes and seven keyboards that 

produce a majestic sound. Romain Rolland described in detail in "Jean-Christophe" how listening to 

organ music is like a baptism of the soul [3]. 

Early organ performances typically featured two people. Since then, as the scale of the pipe organ 

expanded, it developed into a more complex internal mechanical structure because the massive size 
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of the pipe organ made it impossible to press the keyboard of the pipe organ by human power alone. 

The development of medieval organ music is closely related to the development of medieval religion. 

The development of medieval religion can be said to have played an irreplaceable role in pipe organ 

music's development, flourishing, and prosperity. 

2. The development of the pipe organ and medieval church music  

The history of the origin of the pipe organ, in addition to the mythological story of the "flute of the 

god of wood" in ancient Greek mythology, is related to a musical instrument used by the Romans in 

Egypt called the "Hydraulos" [4]. This is a kind of pipe organ called "Wasserorgel," invented by 

Ktesibris, an engineer from Alexandria in Ancient Greece, who invented a water-pressure-controlled 

windchest, which can be regarded as the earliest pipe organ. Archaeologists have also found clay 

models of water-pressure-controlled windchests in the ruins of Carthage. In addition, the remains of 

some real instruments have been found near Budapest, Hungary. At that time, pipe organs were 

mainly used by the nobility. 

In 757, during the Byzantine period, Constantine Copronymus V presented an organ cast in gold 

and silver to the Frankfurt king of Europe [5]. This event influenced the spread of the pipe organ from 

Eastern Rome to the Western region. Then, between the 6th and 9th centuries, the pipe organ spread 

to Spain, Germany, France, and other areas where European countries were located. However, the 

early church believed that the beautiful and innocent souls of human beings could be awakened only 

through vocal music and that instrumental music corrupted people's minds and intoxicated them with 

worldly emotions. As a result, the pipe organ was rarely used in the original church music, and most 

musicians who were proficient on the various instruments at that time were minstrels. 

As shown in Figure 1 below, pipe organs were small, and even portable pipe organs existed.  

 

Figure 1: Pipe organ in 9th century psalm illustration. 

After that, with the further expansion of the Church and the popularization of the idea of the 

existence of God, a new shift in musical aesthetic thought occurred. Some Church musicians believed 

that the pipe organ had an air of emptiness and mystery, of ambiguity, which, accompanied by the 

tremendous acoustic scale of the pipe organ, could produce an effect of incomparable splendor and 

that, in such a stirring atmosphere, it could calm one's mind and bring one closer to God in thought. 

Under the influence of new ideas of musical aesthetics, the pipe organ naturally became the medium 

for a new sense of faith. For example, Saint Cecilia, who often appears next to the organ in paintings, 

represents a story of martyrdom for the faith [6]. The Church proved that in addition to the human 

voice, there was a need for the perfect vehicle capable of expressing affection for God, and the pipe 

organ, which could convey praise with a louder voice, was used in the Church liturgy. 

Proceedings of the 3rd International Conference on Literature, Language, and Culture Development
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7064/33/20240058

95



With the formal introduction of the pipe organ into the Church, the production techniques 

improved dramatically, and its form and timbre became more and more in line with religious ideas. 

Between the 13th and 14th centuries, the range of large pipe organs was expanded, and a pipe organ 

in Halberstadt, Germany, in 1361 required ten people to operate it simultaneously. By the 15th 

century, the pipe organ's range had expanded, and its sound quality had plateaued. In his book Music 

in Western Civilization, Paul Henry Lang refers to the organ's history. He states, "In Byzantium, the 

organ was very clearly a secular instrument, but as it came to the West, the status and form changed, 

from a secular instrument to a truly ecclesiastical one."[7] 

Thus, the combination of the history of the pipe organ and medieval church music shows that the 

development of medieval church music had a profound influence on the development of the pipe 

organ. In addition, as the church's power increased, the pipe organ's shape became more extensive, 

which meant the improvement of the pipe organ's manufacturing technique and the transformation 

from a secular instrument to a religious one. 

3. The development of the pipe organ and medieval church music education  

At the end of the 11th century, the ecclesiastical reform movement represented by the Cluny 

movement achieved essential results. In particular, the clergy (bishops, archbishops, and abbots) were 

separated from the three major aristocratic classes by having a say in clerical appointments. The 

victory in this struggle further consolidated the power of the Church, which rose to a height 

unprecedented in history, especially as nations were required to seek papal assent on essential matters. 

The theological theory that the Church had unearned power became a political reality, and the Church 

became the representative of a greater power over the kings of the West. At this time, schools were 

mainly founded by the Church, teachers were mainly from the Church, and many of the most 

prominent educators of the time were clergy members, such as the Abbot of Bemus and Jarrow, Bede 

(672-735), and the principal of York Minster School, Alcuin (735-804). Education itself was full of 

theological overtones. Christian schools were almost the only educational institutions of the time. 

Professor Aldrich, a specialist in the history of education at the University of London, also states in 

his book A Short History of Education in England that the control of education by the Church is a 

fundamental point in English history [8]. 

Music education has provided a variety of venues for the training of professional musicians and 

for the active training of church singers who serve the Church according to its religious needs. The 

Church invited teachers to teach music to the clergy, among other subjects, including musicianship, 

keyboard skills, voice, and improvisation. St. Ambrose's "Guide to Music" suggests that music 

education helps people introduce and communicate with God, helping the entire universe reach true 

fundamental harmony [9]. This reverence for God was a significant reason why music education at 

the time was focused on the formation of clergy, and music education activities were limited to 

seminaries, monasteries, and monastic schools. Meanwhile, the Church continued to invest in music 

education, greatly influencing the development of music and music education in Europe at the time 

and the history of organ music. 

In the Middle Ages, most books were written by monks [10]. The seven subjects monks were 

required to learn were called the seven liberal arts. The first three, grammar, rhetoric, and logic, were 

considered the keys to knowledge, while the last three, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music, 

were more practical [11]. Saint Thomas (1225-1274) called music the crown of the seven arts, the 

noblest modern science [12]. Music was considered a rational discipline in the Middle Ages rather 

than a product of imagination or emotion. Boethius (Ancius Manlius Severinu, 475-525), a famous 

medieval music theorist, categorized music into three types. These three musical genres are as follows 

[13]: 

Proceedings of the 3rd International Conference on Literature, Language, and Culture Development
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7064/33/20240058

96



(1) Cosmic music, which he categorized into three types. It studies the correspondence between 

music and the constellations and seasons. 

(2) Human music. Against the former, we study the relationship between music and the proportions 

of the human body and the harmony of the mind and body as a microscopic order in the human body. 

(3) Music of Instruments. It refers to music practiced by three kinds of instruments: stringed 

instruments that produce sound by tension, wind instruments and accordions that produce sound, and 

percussion instruments that produce sound. 

The rise of church power in the Middle Ages led to the development of church music education, 

and the aesthetics of religious music influenced the history of the pipe organ, along with music 

education at the time. From the time of the Romano-French chant until the early 15th century, the 

music that remained throughout the Middle Ages was almost exclusively vocal. The human voice 

takes center stage from the reverent ritual music of monasteries to the dainty court songs, the 

polyphonic motets of the religious and secular, and the sophisticated aristocratic madrigals. What is 

clear, however, is that instruments accompany some vocal works. For example, the cantus firmus and 

the contratenor, the facing voice. Another positive is that instrumental music relies on vocal music in 

various forms. For example, the instrument's involvement in religious worship music began with the 

alternating performance of the Alternatium by the singer and the pipe organ at the pipe organ missa. 

In creating instrumental music for the pipe organ at that time, the chant was sustained on long notes, 

forming the so-called fundamental melodic voice, or tenor. The discounts or superius, or high melodic 

voice, on the other hand, freely moved to faster notes; this improvisational use of faster notes is known 

as diminution. These developments are related to medieval church music education and aesthetic 

ideology.  

The situation of music education in the Middle Ages and the ideology of musical aesthetics at the 

time, mentioned in the preface, also contributed to the development of the pipe organ. By the late 

Middle Ages (early Renaissance), Conrad Paumann and his unusual method of composing pipe organ 

music, the auxbourdon method, had become one of the hallmarks of pipe organ music [14]. 

4. The development of the pipe organ and the "Codex Faenza" score collection 

The most extensive extant collection of instrumental music from the Middle Ages is the Codex 

Faenza, an invaluable source of medieval instrumental music with many adaptations of 14th-century 

French and Italian music.  

The original layer of the Codex Faenza is a 14th-century vocal adaptation. As shown in Figure 2 

below, the original layer contains eight lines of music per page, recorded using "mensural notation" 

(black and red notes). The musical compositions in the second layer of the Codex Faenza have been 

hypothesized to be songs from the Lucca region in 1467-73. The second level of the Codex Faenza 

is transcribed in white quantitative notation, an Italian notation for the organ. The notation consists 

of two melodic lines connected by bar lines. The bass part of the melody is on the bottom, and the 

discantus part is on the top. 

 

Figure 2: Faenzai 117. Kódex [15]. 
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In its systematic and unified organizational structure, the Codex Faenza is not a collection of 

haphazardly selected pieces in its systematic and unified organizational structure. Both parts begin 

and end with pipe organ adaptations of the Mass. The first part contains only ballades and virelai of 

French origin, leading through the Kyrie and ending with the Deo Gratias. The second part is similar 

in structure. It begins with the Kyrie, followed in the middle by a ballata and madrigal of Italian origin. 

It includes the Gloria and ends with the Deo Gratias. The melodic chant on which the Mass is based 

is derived from the Missa Cunctipotens genitor Deus, the first extant pipe organ Mass. The ancient 

practice of alternating pipe organ and choir for each movement of this Ordinary of the Mass dates to 

the 11th century, with examples surviving into the 19th century, as shown in Figure 3 below. 

 

Figure 3: Kyrie - Cunctipotens Genitor Deus. 

5. Conclusions 

The use and development of the pipe organ is a two-way street between the pipe organ and medieval 

religion. In terms of medieval church music development, most instruments originated outside of 

Europe. For example, the vielle is a Middle Eastern instrument, the lute is an Arabic instrument, and 

the harp is related to some instruments from Asia and Africa. As such, instruments were used more 

for the secular music of the time and spread between different countries and peoples, along with social 

influences such as war and trade. Because of this, the "purity" of instrumental music mainly was not 

recognized by the church of the time. However, the pipe organ originated in ancient Greece and has 

been the instrument of choice for the upper classes for hundreds of years. The use and development 

of the pipe organ in Europe reflects the longstanding cultural influence of ancient Greece and Rome 

on European civilization. In addition, many pipe organists were clergy and members of the courtly 

aristocracy. For example, in the introduction, Saint Cecilia is not only a symbol of the pipe organ in 

church music but also a noblewoman. This dual status of aristocratic and ecclesiastical players is one 

of the reasons why the pipe organ is recognized as such. 

The development of the pipe organ in the Middle Ages provided essential conditions for the spread 

and development of the pipe organ in Europe. The emergence and spread of the pipe organ in Europe 

is linked to religion. The appearance of the Codex Faenza, a collection of instrumental music, and 

the emergence of clerical composers like Conrad Paumann as mature pipe organ players indicate the 

critical influence of medieval church music on the development of pipe organ music. 

Thus, the medieval pipe organ was an outlet for identity and cultural identification. The pipe organ 

traces the culture of ancient Greece and Rome to Europe, with the dual status of nobility and church 

clergy. Using the pipe organ signaled the medieval church and the public's exploration of ancient 

Greek and Roman culture in Europe against the backdrop of the player's dual status as a nobleman 

and church cleric. The medieval church also saw the use of the pipe organ as a way of spreading 

religion and displaying power. The pipe organ was also an inevitable choice for the medieval church 

to strengthen its religious and cultural public identity. Because of this, conditions such as medieval 
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cultural background, historical context, social development, and political needs influenced the use of 

the pipe organ in Europe and the interaction between the pipe organ and medieval religion. 
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