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Most of the surviving sources from the troubadour tradition can be placed within the span of a single lifetime, from 
the second half of the 12th century to the early 13th century. According to musicologist Elizabeth Aubrey, “the 
surviving songs of the troubadours… are courtly in form, style, language and theme: strophic and in the aristocratic 
register.”  An art form which catered to nobility, many troubadours were themselves of noble birth, beginning with 
the earliest troubadour whose work survives, Duke William IX of Aquitaine (1071-1126). Given the interconnected 

and intermarried web that was the European aristocracy during the late Middle Ages, the rapid spread of the troubadour’s forms 
and aesthetics across 13th century Europe is hardly surprising. For all its relative brevity, the explosion of songwriting, story-
telling, and poetry which took place during this period in what is now Southern France has maintained a prominent place in the 
imaginations of musicians, wordsmiths, and audiences ever since. 

The 12th and 13th centuries were the era of the Crusades, and it is in this context which the music-making of the period must 
be seen. Using flowery language and extended metaphors, many troubadour songs construct the now familiar image of a pious 
and chivalrous knight pining for a distant lover, one which was at odds with the violent and acquisitive reality of the Holy Wars in 
which the actual knights of the period participated. While most troubadour songs worked subtly to further the self-mythologiz-
ing of the aristocratic crusaders, some songs are more explicit: Marcabru’s “Pax in nomine domini” is, in essence, a propaganda 
piece agitating for the Second Crusade (1147 – 1150).

Although the conquest of the Holy Land takes center stage in most histories of the Crusades, the justifications, motivations, and 
tactics which characterized these conflicts also inspired violent conquest much closer to home. In the Albigensian Crusade (1209 
– 1229), the aristocracy of Northern France took up arms against the region of Southern France now commonly referred to as 
Occitania, the birthplace of the troubadour tradition. Nominally an attempt to eradicate the Cathars, a heretical Christian sect 
which took root in Southern Europe between the 12th and 14th centuries, the conflict resulted in the defeat of the Occitan nobil-
ity and the imposition of Northern French culture on the speakers of langue d’oc. It is no coincidence that the so-called Classical 
Period (1170 – 1213) of the troubadours ends just as this European crusade is getting underway: troubadours wrote and spoke 
in the Occitan language, and their music is an outgrowth of the cultural milieu which it fostered. The Crusades, whose violence 
provided so much of the poetic and metaphorical backdrop for the lyrics of the troubadours, came home to Occitania in the early 
13th century, and an entire cultural sphere was disrupted in the process.

Despite the military victory of the North in the early 13th century, it took until much later in the century for the polyphony of 
the contemporaneous, Paris-based Notre-Dame school to take hold in the South. In fact, there is more evidence to suggest that 
Occitan culture, including the music of the troubadours, had an enormous impact on the musicians, poets, and songwriters of the 
North. The trouvères, Northern French analogues of the troubadours, were heavily influenced by the poetic and musical prior-
ities of their Southern French counterparts. Despite speaking an entirely different series of dialects, trouvères like Adam de la 
Halle (c. 1240 – 1285) worked to adapt the troubadour’s forms and aesthetics to a Northern French context, a process which at 
times even resulted in contrafactum which substituted the lyrics of an Occitan song with those in the Northern langue d'oïl. 

Of the lyrics and music which survive from the songwriters of this period, “the northern sources”, according to Aubrey, “preserve 
in addition to courtly songs hundreds in the popular register.”  Among these were dance forms like the “Estampida” on tonight’s 
program, as well as de la Halle’s rondel “Je muir, je muir”. Some composers like de la Halle even wrote polyphonic motets as well 
as monophonic songs, suggesting that the music of the Occitan troubadours may have influenced the aesthetics, poetics, and mu-
sical stylings of the secular motet tradition emerging in the North. In their elaborate metaphors and emphasis on the emotional 
aspects of religious faith, even sacred polyphonic works like “Res jocosa” show an affinity with the work of the Southern bards. 

Thus the 13th century was a time of poetic flourish and artistic diffusion, an era in which communal and cultural identities were 
forged and destroyed in the same cycles of violence and conquest. Although more than seven centuries have passed since the 
time of the troubadours, the interconnected musical landscape which they fostered still has its pull to this day, and the mani-
fold love songs of the present era owe a great debt to their fore-bearers in Occitania. To hear these songs tonight among their 
extended musical milieu is to relive the past, but also to re-examine the present: although long dead, these poets speak to us as 
intimately even as they hide themselves behind a cascading veil of metaphor. In short, their love songs are as complex, creative, 
and contradictory as those of our own tumultuous era.


