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Essay Nr. 151:  Thoughts on the Musical Scene in Baroque Germany
The 17th century was a century of crises for the German-speaking nations.  Germany itself, hampered by a lack of central authority, was facing increased difficulties in trade both from across the Alps to the South and from the lack of harbors in the North.  The growth of the Lutheran populations in the North and the growing of support by England, Spain and France for the Catholic South led almost inevitably to the Thirty Years’ War (1618 - 1648).

The war began when the Emperor Ferdinand II’s ambassadors to Bohemia were thrown out of a window in Prague.  The fortunes of war caused troops to traverse back and forth across Germany, with Wallenstein first leading the Catholics to victory and then the Protestants under Gustavus Adolphus, King of Sweden, driving them South and defeating Wallenstein at Lutzen.  Before it all ended with the Peace of Westphalia, France, Spain and the Dutch were all participants.  After thirty years of fighting, France and Sweden were stronger and the Dutch and Switzerland became independent.  Germany was weaker, with the population in some areas having declined by 30%.

The impact of the Thirty Years’ War on the arts was, of course, dramatic and far-reaching.  With regard to music we have many testimonials to the decline in the fortunes of the musicians.  In the writings of Burckhart Grossmann we can see already in the early years of the war wide ramifications in society.

Noble music is particularly hated today, and that, too, among such as should especially cultivate it and preserve it to the glory of God.  Many of these esteem it so little that they derive more pleasure, eloquence, and usefulness from the yelping of dogs, the bellowing of bulls, and the braying of asses than from the most beautiful Orphic strains, or from the well-ordered heavenly choir of our late blessed Michael Praetorius....

We find Saul’s spear at court and especially in the chamber of the exchequer, barring the way to music, singers, and musicians when they approach, or driving them away, so that they must flee as David fled....  One cuts their bread with Saul’s spear into such small bits that they almost starve to death, so that of many a one it can be said, as I often heard from the lips of an old singer, “Music benefits well, but nourishes badly.”
…..

In some towns and places where music formerly flourished and one praised God on Sundays and festival days with sixteen and more voices in two, three, or more choirs, one can only now engage an old unaccompanied quartet; that cantors and organists, from whom the keys stick and the bellow freeze....

No peasant familiar with the Thuringian practice...will believe me that in distinguished universities one is more ashamed of music than of Saul’s spear, and that in numerous places it appears as though one wished to weed out music altogether from among its six sisters and no longer wished to acknowledge it as belonging to the liberal arts.  This is indeed the actual state of affairs.  Formerly honorable and art-loving students in our universities, and among them some from the aristocracy, conducted collegia musica at times and places of recreation....  Now they are supplanted by bagpipe players and performers on the shawm, or at best by three fiddlers who play three octaves apart....
 

In Dresden, by 1633 Heinrich Schutz was so discouraged with conditions imposed by the war that he sought to leave to work in Copenhagen.

On account of the war conditions prevailing at present I could readily get away, because the times do not demand or allow music on a large scale, and the more so because the company of instrumentalists and singers has at present considerably diminished.  Some are subject to illness and to the infirmities of age; others are occupied with the war, or have taken advantage of other opportunities, wherefore it is now impossible to perform music on a large scale or with many choirs.  Furthermore, if God, as is to be hoped, improved the times, and Your Electoral Highness desired my service, a considerable readjustment and improvement of our Collegium musicum would have to take place.
 

Three years later Schutz pictures a more general decline.

Everyone can see how, as the result of the still continuing, dangerous vicissitudes of war in our dear fatherland of German nationality, the laudable art of music, among the other liberal arts, has not only greatly declined but at some places has even been completely abandoned, succumbing to the general ruination and disorder which unhappy war is wont to bring in its train.
 

In this same year Schutz’s pupil, Martin Knabe, wrote of the effects of war in the dedication of his “Lamentation on the Protracted War: When at Last Will My Grief be Ended?”
It is unnecessary to speak at length concerning this long-protracted, wearisome war.  Suffice is to say that its destructive fire is still burning at all corners of the Roman Empire.  It is enough to observe how daily, yes, hourly, so many countless sighs are emitted with broken words by many thousands of souls: Oh, if there were only peace!  Oh, if only the war would come to an end!  Not to mention the collapse of studies which bloodthirsty Mars occasions in all the branches of the university and among the other liberal arts, and only to recall with a few words the state of music, how this noble art, even before the other arts, has sunk to the lowest level.
 

By 1652, a letter of Schutz to the secretary of the elector of Saxony makes a charming plea on behalf of a court singer.

But now I can no longer conceal from you that the bass singer who some time ago had to pawn his clothes again, and ever since has been living at his house like a wild beast of the woods, has informed me through his wife that he now must and wishes to leave us....

It is a real pity, though, to lose such an exquisite voice in the choir.  What does it matter if in other respects he is a good-for-nothing and that he must cleanse his throat daily with a keg of wine?  Naturally such a wide throat needs more moistening than a narrow one.
 

Toward the end of the war, the letters of Schutz take on an even more desperate character.

Our music at present practically defunct....  I cannot refrain from seeking help for our corpori musico, which is in desperate straits, and from petitioning that you intervene as does a medicus in a serious illness before that illness becomes altogether fatal.
 

Conditions were such that even a decade after the end of the war Schutz can see no evidence of a restoration of a favorable climate for music.  On September 21, 1661, he writes the elector,

In conclusion, so far as I am personally concerned, I must protest that, after promising practically everything but the blood from my veins, actually advancing a part of my means to suffering musicians, it will be altogether impossible for me to continue here in Dresden any longer.  With regard to this place I am not merely announcing but stating positively that I would prefer death to living under such harassing conditions.
 

Because of the social disruption of the Thirty Years’ War, art music developed somewhat behind that of Italy and France during the 17th century.  It was natural, therefore, that discussion of the nature of German music was carried out to some degree in the context of reflections on the style found in other countries.

In addition it was a goal of some young men in the Northern countries to travel to Italy to “finish” their education by absorbing the culture there.  Thus it should be no surprise to find Heinrich Schutz, in requesting permission for his second trip to Italy in 1628 - 1629, thinking of a similar trip to improve his spirit.  Indeed, years later Schutz would refer to Italy as “the true university of music,”
 

...as from the first I did not come upon this idea prompted by any frivolity, as a mere pleasure jaunt or desire to travel, but through the urge for an improvement in spirit.
 

After making this trip, Schutz documents his discovery there of a new style of church music,
When I arrived in Venice, I cast anchor here where as a youth I had passed the novitiate of my art under the great Gabrieli -- Gabrieli, immortal gods, how great a man!
 

.....

Staying in Venice with old friends, I found the manner of musical composition [modulandi rationem] somewhat changed.  They have partially abandoned the old church modes while seeking to charm modern ears with new titillations.
 

Some years later, in 1647, Schutz provided an interesting reference to the absorption of Italian style in Germany.

Until now I have been prevented from sending [the Symphoniae Sacrae] to press because of the miserable conditions prevailing in our dear fatherland which adversely affect all the arts, music included; and even more importantly, because the modern Italian style of composition and performance (with which, as the sagacious Signor Claudio Monteverdi remarks in the preface to his Eighth Book of Madrigals, music is said finally to have reached its perfection) has remained largely unknown in this country.

Experience has proved that the modern Italian manner of composition and its proper tempo, with its many black notes, does not in most cases lend itself to use by Germans who have not been trained for it.  Believing one had composed really good works in this style, one has often found them so violated and corrupted in performance that they offered a sensitive ear nothing but boredom and distaste, and called down unjustified opprobrium on the composer and on the German nation, the inference being that we are entirely unskilled in the noble art of music -- and certain foreigners have more than once leveled such accusations at us....

As for others, above all those of us Germans who do not know how properly to perform this modern music, with its black notes and steady, prolonged bowing on the violin, and who, albeit untrained, still wish to play this way I herewith kindly request them not to be ashamed to seek instruction from experts in this style and not to shirk home practice before they undertake a public performance of any of these pieces.  Otherwise they and the author -- though he be innocent -- may receive unexpected ridicule rather than praise.
 

At the end of the 17th century, after the influence of the court of Louis XIV had begun to make itself felt throughout Europe, one begins to find interesting observations on the French style.  An early example of French influence can be seen in Georg Muffat’s Florilegia (1695), a collection of pieces which he describes as “conforming in the main to the French ballet style.”  

In Germany the French style is gradually coming to the fore and becoming the fashion.  This same style, which formerly flourished in Paris under the most celebrated Jean Baptiste Lully, I have diligently sought to master, and, returning from France to Alsace, from whence I was driven by the late war, I was perhaps the first to bring this manner, not displeasing to many professional musicians, into Austria and Bohemia and afterwards to Salzburg and Passau.  Inasmuch as the ballet compositions of the aforesaid Lully and other things after his manner entirely reject, for the flowing and natural movement, all other artifices -- immoderate runs as well as frequent and ill-sounding leaps -- they had at first the misfortune, in these countries, to displease many of our violinist, at that time more intent on the variety of unusual conceits and artificialities than on grace; for this reason, when occasionally produced by those ignorant of the French manner or envious of foreign art, they come off badly, robbed of their proper tempo and other ornaments.
 

If, Muffat suggests, composers would only notice how popular this style was with the aristocrats they might become interested in studying it.  He quotes a “discerning prince” who observed that the old-fashioned composers learned more than was necessary for the purpose of “charming the ear.”  

Another interesting discussion on the contemporary assessment of German style is found in Heinichen in 1711.

Experience teaches that...paper music receives more credit in one nation than in another.  One nation [Germany] is industrious in all endeavors; another laughs over useless school work and tends to believe skeptically that the “Northerners” work like a team of draft horses.  One nation [Germany] believes art is only that which is difficult to compose; another nation, however, seeks a lighter style and correctly states that it is difficult to compose light music....  One nation seeks its greatest art in nothing but intricate musical “tiff-taff” and elaborate artificialities of note writing.  The other nation applies itself more to good taste, and in this way it takes away the former’s universal applause; the paper artists [Germans], on the contrary, with all their witchcraft remain in obscurity and, in addition, are proclaimed barbarians, even though they could imitate the other nations blindfolded if they applied themselves more to good taste and brilliance of music than to fruitless artificialities.  An eminent foreign composer once gave his frank opinion...regarding the differences in music of two nations.  

Our nation, he said,…is more inclined to dolcezza in music, so much so that it must take care not to fall into a kind of indolence.  Most “Northerners,” on the other hand, are almost too inclined to liveliness in music, so that they fall too easily into barbarisms.  If they would take pains over adapting our tendresse and would mix it together with their usual vivacite, then a third style would result that could not fail to please the whole world.  

I will not repeat the comments I made at that time, but will say only that this discourse first brought to my mind the thought that a felicitous melange of Italian and French taste would affect the ear most forcefully and must succeed over all other tastes of the world....  Nevertheless, the Germans have the reputation abroad that if they would apply themselves industriously they could usually surpass other nations in learning.  From this principle I hope that some day our composers will try in general...to surpass other nations in matters of musical taste as well as they have succeeded long ago in artful counterpoint and theoretical accuracies.
 

After the beginning of the 18th century German self-confidence was rising and occasional comments which were distinctly anti-French in character began to appear.  Friedrich Niedt, for example, observed in 1700,

The final chord must be major regardless of what goes before, except that French composers do the opposite, but everything is not good merely because it comes from France or has a French name.
 

Telemann, in a letter of c. 1751 to Carl Graun, makes a comment which was intended as an unfavorable reference to the theories of Rameau.

If there is nothing new to be found in melody then we must seek novelty in harmony.
 

Of course, the entire discussion of national styles was rapidly focusing on opera.  While opera, especially Italian opera, was becoming very popular with the public across Europe, contemporary philosophical discussion of opera lagged somewhat behind, with the exception of France which enjoyed a vigorous philosophical debate.  One finds almost no important literature by the Italians.  The Germans, lacking the literary heritage of the France and Italy, drew on their greater concern for moral principles.  One early reference to opera, in 1624, during the tragic years of the Thirty Years’ War, understandably finds its purpose as bringing joy and recollection of the more pleasant things of life to the viewer.

Lyric poetry, a genre highly suited to music, requires in the first place a free and happy mind; unlike the other genres, it must be adorned with many beautiful maxims and precepts....  Concerning its themes: it is capable of describing anything that can be contained in a brief composition -- gallantries, dances, ballets, beautiful women, gardens, vineyards, eulogies of modesty, the vanities of life, etc., but above all exhortation to joy.
 

One of the most valuable German contributions on the subject of opera is by the Hamburg librettist, Barthold Feind (1678-1721).  Reflecting the strict Lutheran environment, Feind disapproves of all attempts to portray religious subjects in opera.  Likewise he finds in Hamburg no interest in the ancient Greek subjects.

In Hamburg, the public is characterized by a notable aversion to the fabulous myths of the pagan deities; I would, indeed, be unable to cite a single example of this kind which had met success -- convinced, however, as I am that Hamburg can boast not twenty persons with the ability to pass adequate judgment on the delicacy or virtue of an opera, and that frequently, of these twenty persons, not one can be seen at performances.
 

Feind also believed that any form of low humor, especially clowns, mimes and Harlequins, was inappropriate for the operatic stage.  Much to his disgust, however, these were not only popular but demanded by the Hamburg audience.

Here, whatever seems vulgar and ridiculous to refined tastes now finds maximum approval -- as occurred only last year on the occasion of Le carnaval de Venice, an opera of such absurdity and so full of nauseating and scornful gestures as to look like buffoonery.  Yet this subject met with such applause as can hardly be believed....

With regard to what opera should be, Feind begins by defining opera as “a splendid deception in which poetry and music (both sung and played) combine to the highest perfection.”   He wishes to stress “deception” for if one takes what occurs on the stage as real, then opera makes no sense.  This, he finds, is a mistake made by some French philosophers, as for example Saint-Evremond whom he quotes,
One feature of opera is so contrary to nature as to offend my imagination: that is, that the drama is sung from beginning to end, as though the characters represented therein had for some ridiculous reason agreed to discuss the various questions of their lives -- the greatest and most trivial alike -- in music. 

But opera is not real, Feind points out, “one simply tries to imitate nature.”  The value of having everything sung in opera, is because of the power of music to define, far beyond speech, the emotions.

Nor do I believe that anyone can reasonably doubt the assertion that song is capable of imbuing a discourse with ten times more energy than any declamation or simple speech.  What, indeed, is song if not a means of sustaining the discourse and voice with maximum energy and force?

In the communication of these emotions to the audience, the first responsibility falls to the poet, the librettist.  In acknowledging the endless variety of emotions, Feind touches on the very reason why any “doctrine of the affections,” equating specific emotions to specific musical figures, becomes impossible in practice.

A philosopher, a noble and high-minded person, a man in love, in despair, in frenzy, a suspicious, jealous, faltering or irresolute man, etc.; each must be presented in accordance with his own particular temperament and manner of speech.  This, however, requires enormous ability and skill, in so far as hundreds -- indeed thousands -- of possibilities exist, variable in accordance with epoch, nations and traditions....

Regarding the duties of the poet, he continues,

The words must interpret the heart of whoever is speaking and allow his temperament to shine through, the temperament of a character must correspond to his “nature” and reflect the influence of the passion by which he is moved.  The haughty will be boastful and arrogant, the magnanimous generous, a lover tender and charming, an old hand of the world sober and temperate, the historical tale of a messenger extended, etc.  These are the essential elements; two or three scenes are sufficient to form an impression of the spirit and taste of a good poet.  And since various characters appear in an opera, each different in passion and nature; since, moreover, each character must express his own will and actions in accordance with his nature and the laws of decorum: this is the principal reason why the opera has come to be seen as the highest yet also the most difficult of all poetic genres....

Beyond this, Feind stresses that the poet must write with the qualities of the specific singers intended in mind, for it will be through them that the emotions are communicated to the audience.  The portrayal of an emotion improves in relation to its naturalness in presentation and if effectively done will provoke “wrath, terror, hope, fury or pity in the beholder.”  He cites, in this regard, English audiences crying bitterly during Shakespeare plays and French ladies crying during the plays of Racine and Corneille.

By the end of the Baroque, reflection on the nature of German music had clearly produced one conclusion: Germany was stood preeminent in keyboard music.  Martin Fuhrmann wrote in 1729,

When I was at the Easter Fair in Leipzig recently...I had the good fortune to hear the world-famous Mr. Bach.  I thought the Italian Frescobaldi had polished off the art of keyboard playing all by himself, and Carissimi was a most valued and cherished organist.  But if one were to put the two Italians with their art on one side of the scales and the German Bach on the other, the latter would far outweigh them, and they would be lifted straight up into the air.
 

Similarly, Johann Scheibe, writing in his journal, Der critischer Musicus, in 1737, observed,

In some types of clavier pieces there is a clear distinction between the German style and others.  In foreigners we find that neither the structure, nor the ornamentation, nor the working out of these pieces, is so perfect as in the Germans.  For they know how to exploit this instrument with the greatest strength and according to its true nature better than all the other nations.  The two great men among the Germans, Mr. Bach and Mr. Handel, illustrate this most strikingly.
 

Two years later, in an article on the Italian Concerto, Scheibe, adds the comment that in Bach’s clavier music “we can certainly defy foreign nations.”
 

Perhaps the most interesting observations on the development of German style are those in which we can see the coming of the galant style, if not Classicism itself.  One prominent characteristic of the new style was the Italian predilection for the dominance of the upper melodic voice.  Georg Muffat, who was more inclined to the French style, wrote, in the Foreword to his Florilegium Secundum (1698), pleading for a return to balance.

I have sought diligently to soften, by means of the sweetness of agreeable consonances, whatever seemed unusual in the upper voice, namely the violin, and also to lend distinction, by means of the artful setting of the inner voices and the bass, to whatever seemed overly vulgar [meaning, common].
 

And, again, in the Foreword to his collection of concerti, Auserlesene Instrumental-Music (1701), Muffat urges the music director to assign good players as well to the middle voices, for it is no insult to play these parts,

contrary to the deep-rooted prejudice of certain haughty persons, who faint away on the spot if one does not assign them to the violin or some other prominent part.
 

One of the clearest harbingers of the new galant style was the appreciation of Gout, or taste itself.  The most famous Baroque discussion of this among musicians is found in Heinichen, who contends that taste can only be acquired through personal experience.

If experience is necessary in any art or science, it is certainly necessary in music.  In this Scientia practica, first of all, we must gain experience...either at home, provided opportunities are sufficient, or through traveling.  But what is it that one believes one must seek in the experience?  I will give a single word...Gout.  Through diligence, talent, and experience, a composer must achieve above all else an exquisite sense of good taste in music....  The definition of Gout, Gusto or guter Geschmack is unnecessary for the experienced musician; and it is as difficult to describe in its essentials as the true essence of the soul.  One could say that good taste was in itself the soul of music, which so to speak it doubly enlivens and brings pleasure to the senses.  The Proprium 4ti modi of a composer with good taste is contained solely in the skill with which he makes his music pleasing to and beloved by the general, educated public, or which in the same way pleases our ear by experienced artifices and moves the senses....  In general, this can be brought about through a good well-cultivated, and natural invention or through the beautiful expression of words.  In particular, through an ever dominating cantabile, through suitable and affecting accompaniments, through a change of harmonies recommended for the sake of the ears, and through other methods gained from experience and frequently looking poor on paper, which in our times we only label with the obscure name of “rules of experience....”  An exceptional sense of good taste is so to say the musical Lapis philisophorum and the principal key to musical mysteries through which human souls are unlocked and moved and by which the senses are won over....  For even the natural gift or talent endowed with most invention resembles only crude gold and silver dross that must be purified first by the fire of experience before it can be shaped into a solid mass -- I mean into a finely cultivated and steadfast sense of good taste.
 
We would like to think that it was this view of the future which Bach had in mind in a note to the Leipzig town council in 1730,

The present status musices is quite different to what it used to be formerly -- the art being much advanced and taste marvelously changed, so that the old-fashioned kind of music no longer sounds well in our ears.
 

And, indeed, an observation by Johann Scheibe in 1737 seems to imply that the Germans now had, in fact, arrived at a sense of taste comparable to their neighbors.

Indeed, we [Germans] have finally found in music too the true good taste, which Italy never showed us in its full beauty.  Hasse and Graun, who are admired also by the Italians, demonstrate by their richly inventive, natural and moving works how fine it is to possess and practice good taste.
 

But some people, as always, never quite notice what is going on all around them, the foremost example of the German Baroque being, of course, Johann Fux.  And we must note a particularly curious comment in 1752 by Friedrich Marpurg which seems to imply a rejection of the new Classical style.

Thus the manly element which should prevail in music remains quite absent from it; for it may be believed without further testimony that the composer who has made himself particularly acquainted with fugues and counterpoints -- however barbaric this last word may sound to the tender ears of our time -- will let something of their flavor inform all his other works, however galant they are meant to be, and will set himself against the spreading rubbish of womanish song.
 

Court, civic and church records of payments to musicians and purchases of instruments allow us to set an approximate date of 1550 as the point when professional string players begin to appear, replacing the long tradition of professional wind instrument specialists.  During the years when the professional musician was primarily a wind player, string players tend to be wandering beggars often called the “beer fiddler.”  The Baroque, of course, is when the modern strings of the highest quality are made.  

As a salute to the old “beer fiddler,” one German book by Grimmelshausen provides one of our most extended and colorful portraits of an old wandering string player called Springinsfeld.  Such a musician was still a very frequent figure in the 17th century literature in all Western European countries, but almost no details are ever given other than mention of his presence.  The colorful descriptions which Grimmelshausen provides are therefore all the more welcome.  We first meet this wandering violinist when he enters a tavern.

There entered the room an old beggar with a pegleg who, like me, had been driven by the cold to the stove in the room.  He had hardly warmed himself a bit when he drew forth a small treble violin, tuned it, stepped up to our table, and played a tune.  At the same time he so artfully hummed and squeaked with his lips that anyone who only heard him but did not see him would have perforce believed that three different stringed instruments were being played.  He was a rather poorly clad for the winter, and to all appearances had not had a good summer either, for his haggard body bore witness that he had been obliged to tighten his belt, and his sparse hair that he also must have suffered through a serious illness.
 

As we can see from this description, Springinsfeld was primarily an entertainer, not a violinist.  Later, in a description of an outdoor performance, we learn more of this fiddler’s skills.

[He] whisked out his fiddle and began to put on a show and at the same time to play the fiddle.  He shaped his lips into a triangle, a square, a pentagon, a hexagon, yea, into a heptagon, and while he was playing the fiddle, all the while he made music with his mouth too, as he had done earlier in the inn, but since the fiddle, which had been tuned in the warmth of the room, would not play right in the cold, he imitated all sorts of bird and animal calls [on it], from the lovely forest song of the nightingale to, and including, the frightful howl of the wolf, as a result of which we had attracted in less than a quarter of an hour an audience of more than six hundred people, who looked on wide-eyed and open-mouthed with astonishment, forgetful of the cold.
 

In another place this fiddler reveals that he did rather well, observing that most of the people who gave him money did not themselves have one-tenth the money he had accumulated.
   We are also provided with some information on the early education of this wandering entertainer.

[My father-in-law] raised me till I reached my eleventh year and taught me all the principles of his art, such as how to blow the trumpet, beat the drum, play the fiddle and the pipes (both the shawm and the bagpipes), how to do sleight-of-hand tricks, to jump through hoops, and do other strange and clownish things....
 

This fiddler in time married a “hurdy-gurdy girl,” in a wedding occurring during a fair and attended by “puppeteers, acrobats, sleight-of-hand artists, ballad singers, pin peddlers, scissors’ grinders, tinkers, hurdy-gurdy girls, master beggars, rogues, and other honorable rabble.”
   The reader will notice here the general level of society with which the popular song writer was associated.  In another book, Grimmelshausen mentions the “ballads men write in praise of harlots.”
 

The hurdy-gurdy girl is also pictured at work for a banquet in the house of a “great gentleman.”  The sound of this instrument caused the other musicians to flee!

Now when dessert was on the table and the dancing was supposed to begin, unexpectedly the sound of a hurdy-gurdy was also heard coming from where the musicians were sitting, to the great consternation of all who were in the hall.  The first to run away were the musicians themselves, who heard the rasping sound close by, and yet did not see anyone.
 

It is a wonder, the narrator observes, that people were not crushed to death in the doorway.
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