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The Music of the Middle Ages is Funny Tracing the pre-classical roots of comedy to ancient
times, Arvo Pärt's humorous piece “Laudi mirabilia” is probably my favorite example of that
rare musical genre I like to call “comedy.” It's in one of the most beautiful suites of Medieval

music ever written, Mysterium Fallen. The piece is based on a poem by the Netherlandish
cleric and poet Gerbert of Aurillac, a pupil of the 9th-century abbess Hildegard of Bingen. In the

original, Gerbert's voice sings the praises of nature and humankind in a detached and free-
ranging fashion, all the while interrupting himself to make comments about life itself: “Virtue is

the measure of glory,” he notes, and “fame is the source of glory,” and there is more of this
sort of thing. A later recording, done as part of a Bach Glee Course, was used in my essay

“Back to Nature” for The Atlantic magazine, in which I describe the piece as “the earliest work
of contemporary satire.” In another context, just as in French Laughter, the poem would be

considered a mock-Latin 'Strambotto' or doggerel-like poem, but it is hardly funny except as an
example of satire, a form of art which the Middle Ages invented and cultivated. More than

once, the poem even seems to 'go beyond' satire, into the realm of a deeper, more
philosophical sort of morality. For example, about the biological process of life, Gerbert muses:
“Beautiful and divine were the germs of plants before the womb of woman had enclosed them,

the breath of man before its soul was framed.” In a more general sense, of all the secular
virtues, only one is singled out for attention, charity, while
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