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Essay Nr. 153:  On Court Music in the German Baroque
When one considers the long period of war which began with the Thirty Years War, it sometimes seems a wonder that culture developed at all in central Europe.  But, while the progress rose and fell with the fortunes of individual courts, the German-speaking countries eventually made extraordinary progress in their musical life.  Ironically, the driving force behind this great development in German culture came from the outside, from Italy and from France.  From France came the Hautboisten wind band, which begins to appear in German courts in around 1690, and was based on a model in the court of Louis XIV, the “Les Grands Hautbois.”  Aside from a vast repertoire of original works which are still extant, there were two important facets of the Hautboisten development.  First, it was the Hautboisten movement which also introduced the modern oboe to Germany, the first of the modern winds which replaced the old Medieval and Renaissance ones beginning in c. 1675.   There were, nevertheless, a few courts who maintained for some time the older Renaissance consorts.  We see an example in an engraving from Halle of 1676 of the “Hof-Schalmey-Pfeiffer.”  One sees here 12 players of shawms all dressed in their uniform of green coats.

Second, it was the forms of the Hautboisten which became the symphony and divertimento of the Classic Period.  This story will be told in the following essay.
The other national influence on German court music came from Italy.  Following on the heels of Italian opera, numerous Italian composers and musicians moved North to the German-speaking countries during the 17th and 18th centuries, bringing the seeds from which the German Baroque in music grew.  The Germans managed to make some things their own, such as the many Italian instrumental forms, the Intrada, Sinfonia, Concerto, Aria, Canzona, etc.  These had been Church forms in 16th century Italy but became secular court forms in 17th century Germany.  
A typical example of a great noble who wanted the status symbol of Italian musicians was Friedrich August I (1694-1733) of Dresden.  Speaking of his interest in Italian opera, one contemporary wrote,

All the arts and sciences seem to have been united in this breath of air.  The extraordinary payments which the king grants the players have attracted the best and most excellent masters of this art to Dresden from Italy, the great school of music.
 

After Ferdinand II became emperor in 1619, the strong Italian influence in the Austrian court can already be seen in the fact that such famous Italian composers as Viadana and Grillo,
 not to mention Victoria, dedicated works to him.  Although Italian opera arrived in Vienna in 1627, in the courts of Germany it is the next decade before this form would begin to become popular.  A letter by Heinrich Schutz of 1633, reflecting on his trip to Italy in 1628-1629, reveals Italian opera was yet unknown in Dresden.

During my recent journey to Italy I engaged myself in a singular manner of composition, namely how a comedy of diverse voices can be translated into declamatory style and be brought to the stage and enacted in song -- things that to the best of my knowledge...are still completely unknown in Germany.
 

Italian opera would not appear in the court at Munich until 1653.  But so pervasive would Italian opera become that the first great German opera composer, Reinhard Keiser (1674-1739), whom Mattheson called “the greatest opera composer of the world,”
 remained little known, then or today.

The great influx of Italian musicians during the 17th century did not occur without difficult adjustment.  The resident German musicians must have often resented these foreign celebrities,
 as we can see in a letter of Heinrich Schutz complaining that he was being blamed for importing them.

More and more each day (regarding Your Highness’s Italian musicians and those installed in the electoral court ensemble) not only repeatedly unpleasant judgment is passed against me by various ecclesiastics and lay persons but, furthermore, to my particular astonishment, I have learned that I am considered, and slandered as, the cause and instigator of the change....
 

A senior chaplain in this court wondered if before long there would be any German musicians left to sing “a German ‘Our Father’ in church.”
   In addition, the resident musicians must have felt that the monies being expended on foreign musicians was money much needed for their own support.  
Finally, since the Italian musicians were Catholic, their desire to observe the Mass in Protestant areas caused concern.  In Dresden, in 1673, they were forbidden to practice their faith.  But such problems did not succeed in slowing the influence of Italian music in Germany.

In Northern Germany one finds an occasional noble who was also an active musician, such as Johann Georg II, in Dresden, who is presumed to have studied with Heinrich Schutz and was a composer of large-scale church works.  Telemann, in his autobiography, relates a visit to Berlin where he secretly attended a private opera performance in which all the roles were sung by people of high rank.
 

But, it is in the Catholic areas of the German-speaking nations that one especially finds nobles who were musicians and composers.  Being Catholic, their ties with Italy were much closer than the courts of the North who regarded their Italian musicians as visiting celebrities.  But the closer ties in the Catholic regions must have also made them more sympathetic to the ideals of Italian humanism and the model of the noble given by Castiglione as a man who values and can perform music.
 

In Munich, the Elector Maximilian II Emanuel (1679 - 1726) listened to music every evening and was a talented performer on the viola da gamba.  His son, Carl Albrecht (1726 - 1745), was a great patron of Italian opera composed by musicians of his household.  He himself attended and directed rehearsals.  He was succeeded by Maximilian III Joseph, a virtuoso on the viola da gamba and a composer of church music and concerti.  He unfortunately reigned during the War of the Austrian Succession, the economic results of which forced a decline in the musical activities of this court.

It is in Vienna, of course, where the association with both Italy and the influence of Italian humanism was most strongly felt.  The personal involvement of the nobles in music there,
 together with their influence on Bohemia and Hungarian musical activities, would create an environment which would in time produce a Mozart and a Beethoven.

The emperors Ferdinand III (1637 - 1657) and Leopold I (1658 - 1705) were active composers whose music still exists.
  The music establishment of Leopold seems suspended between the Renaissance and the Baroque, with both a Renaissance consort of trombones and cornetts for the church and a more modern Hautboisten band for secular use.  The later patronage of music by the court in Vienna can be measured by the growth of the strings in the Hofkapelle.  There were approximately 15 in 1690, 29 in 1705 and 41 in 1728.  Maria Theresa, who bridges into the Classic Period, although a singer herself, was forced to reduce the musical establishment for economic reasons.

Court musicians performed for a wide variety of entertainment events, including allegorical pageants, festivals, balls, banquets and fireworks.  The functional music, with new German names such as Aufzug, Ritterspiel and Tanzspiel, still exists in many libraries.  Philipp Hainhofer, a visitor to the court in Dresden in 1629, has left us an account of how elaborate the music could be for a meal in the royal garden house.

The space behind every portrait is hollow and set up in such a way that one can perform a certain kind of music.  When one dines in this upper hall, the musicians are also positioned in the lower hall with the doors closed so that the resonance ascends delightfully through the ventilators.  Above, under the ceiling, there is also an arrangement for hidden music, so that one can hear such music from 32 different locations, each separated.
 

He also describes the instrument collection on the third floor of the Dresden palace.  Here he lists a number of Renaissance instruments, including consorts, as well as representations of 14 famous composers, and the reader will notice how many of them are Italian, including Andrea and Giovanni Gabrieli, de Rore, Monteverdi, de Lassus, Striggio, Willaert, Croce, Merulo, Orologgio and Sweelinck.  Hainhofer adds the reflection,

A number of these Kapellmeisters prospered; others, however, despite all their art, remained poor.  Some among them indeed committed suicide.
 

Finally, Hainhofer describes a banquet in which the music, in the renaissance tradition, was varied in instrumentation with each composition.  He reports vocal ensembles, a wide variety of string instruments and some novelty performances: a performer who fiddled with one hand and piped with the other, a trombonist who imitated figures played by cornetts and violins and music by “several glasses brown into.”
   Curiously, he concludes by commenting that he enjoyed everything, “in spite of the saying ‘There is no song so good but that one tires of it’.”
 

On the occasion of the noble’s birthday, all the components of his musical establishment would participate in the celebration.  Sometimes this involved the commissioning of poets and composers to produce great allegorical productions similar to those of the Renaissance.  For the birthday of the duke of Saxony (March 5, 1621), for example, Schutz wrote “Felicitation of Apollo and the nine Muses,” performed by “His Electoral Grace’s Collegium Musicum with 12 cornetts and as many living voices beside trumpets and timpani.”
   When Schutz traveled to Copenhagen in 1634 for a Danish royal wedding, immediately upon his arrival, he was assigned the duty of creating music for two plays, a ballet and a masked ball!
   The ballet, based on Orpheus and other Greek gods, was given after a lavish banquet.  A contemporary descriptions speaks of Orpheus singing while accompanying himself on a violin, “in a voice that was a pleasing and charming as it was plaintive.”
   When the devil’s wives appeared, the “noise of their cymbals and tongs” drowned out the song of Orpheus.  Later, another singer, a eunuch, appeared who “knew how to use his voice so skillfully that he was listened to with amazement by all present.”  The summary by the eyewitness reads,

Thus we find vivid and varied problems for musical treatment: soli in song form, recitatives in the new opera style, soli with obbligato instruments, different ensemble sections varied with duets, terzets, soli and choruses, and finally the introductory and closing choruses.  But one sees at once that the music should be called concert music rather than dramatic music.  It serves a purely decorative purpose and has no organic relationship to the content of the action.

For the birthday of Duke Christian of Weissenfels (1712-1736) a contemporary describes the performances by a number of ensembles.  The celebration began with the duke’s 8 trumpets playing “Feldstucke” from a castle tower while both his and the civic militia fired canon salvos.  When the shooting ended, the trumpets played “morning songs.”  During a procession to the church, the trumpets and timpani played intradas until all the nobility and visiting guests were in their places.
   The civic trombones played from the city hall tower followed by a performance by the duke’s wind band [Hautboisten und Waldhornisten].
 

The great allegorical pageants of the 16th century become more rare during the Baroque.  One noble who enjoyed this kind of extravagant display was Friedrich August I (1694 - 1733) of Dresden.
   For the carnival season of 1695 he had organized a great procession of the gods, each accompanied by an ensemble of musicians.  First came Jupiter and Juno with 32 musicians, followed by Mars and Bellona with shawms, trumpets, timpani and drums.  Then Neptune with an Hautboisten band dressed as satyrs followed by Apollo with 12 musicians playing oboes, bagpipes, guitars and violins.  His mistress appeared as Aurora and she had 8 musicians.  Interestingly, the Nine Muses were accompanied by women musicians.
 

One of the Baroque entertainments which developed out of the Renaissance-style pageants were the so-called horse ballets,
 which were first imported from Italy by Ferdinand III (1637 - 1657) for his marriage to Maria Anna, daughter to Philip III of Spain.  On this occasion the names of Ferdinand and his bride were spelled out by vast numbers of cavalry on the floor of the arena.  In the case of international weddings, such as this, part of the purpose was a political show of force, a symbolic demonstration of the importance of the emperor and the empire.  The political aspirations were enhanced by the publication of the official programs and descriptions which were sent to courts throughout Europe.

We see the same political overtones, as well as another great horse ballet, in the entertainments -- covering two years -- associated with the wedding of Leopold I and Margareta Theresa of Spain.  In July, 1666, five months before she arrived in Vienna, her birthday was celebrated there with a grand ballet composed by the court ballet composer, Schmelzer.
  The following November there was another ballet, Concorso dell’ allegrezza universale, as well as a dramma per musica by the Venetian composer, Ziani, given in honor of the birthday of the emperor’s mother.

In January, 1667, another great horse ballet was given for which rehearsals began six months earlier!  For the some 1,000 participants involved, a special stadium was constructed by the Burghof and the theme, “The Contest between Air and Water,” was expressed through various gods debating on behalf of air and water.  A published account of another horse ballet, with music by Cesti, given by Leopold
 tells us that the event began with the emperor leading the first dance, mounted on a richly decorated horse.  Then the duke of Lorraine entered with his party, while one heard “a strepitosa armonia da un pianissimo concerto di Timpani e Trombe guerriere.”  Next was an elaborate procession, centering around the allegorical figure, “Germania,” followed by a tilting contest with the targets being sea-monsters and savages.  Finally, in the horse ballet proper, to the music of a corrente, one saw the emperor, with counts Dietrichstein and Preiner and the duke of Lorraine,

execute the first figure of the ballet in the greatest variety of curvets and volts; after which the ballet is ridden -- first by four, then by six, and finally by eight knights, the figures changing as the music changes.  Thereupon the riders are seen to press forward to the strains of the fiery giga, taking the barrier by twos -- a magnificent feat never before seen at festivals of this sort.  Then some gallop to the center of the field, while the rest are performing their volts and curvets.  Their ballet is now carried on by threes in the four corners of the arena, while two others execute new figures in the center.  Around these two the twelve entwine the round dance treccia (or, as it is known in Vienna, Trezza), which has its counterpart in another winding dance by eight riders.  The two convolutions uncoil themselves, the knights reappear in the center and thence betake themselves toward the spectator’s seats, making way for nine knights who execute the figures of the sarabanda.  They form a crescent, in the center of which the emperor and the duke of Lorraine take their stand.  Again we behold the knights confronting each other in pairs, executing elaborate steps, at first on the spot and then in motion.  The two groups part and stride across the arena, greeted by the tumultuous applause....

The horse ballet of 1667 was followed by more ballets during Carnival.  In June, Cesti’s opera La Semirami was performed for the emperor’s birthday, followed by another balletto a cavallo by Schmelzer in July for the birthday of the empress.  More operas were given the next winter and finally in July, 1668, for the wedding itself, the Il pomo d’oro by Cesti.  This opera in five acts, to which were added 6 ballets, twenty-three scene changes and 38 singing roles required 2 days for its performance.

Leopold was followed in Vienna by Karl VI (1711 – 1740) who maintained a large Hautboisten band of some 15 players, a consort of trombones and cornets and a large trumpet choir, who are now listed in court records as “musical,” meaning we presume that they could read music.  Next comes Maria Theresia, who helped create the environment which made Vienna, by the end of the century, the center of the musical world.  It was under her reign that the composer Dittersdorf visited the court and recorded an eye-witness description of one of the very last great allegorical displays in the old Renaissance tradition.

[The artificial lake] was 80 feet broad and 100 feet long.  From bank to bank, in the center of the lake, two galleries were thrown across; on each of these were seated a number of trumpeters and drummers, with other players on wind instruments; they were heard playing alternate strains.

In the lake itself, at a little distance from the shore, there stood, at regular intervals on each side, 8 pedestals, painted so as to look like stone, and adorned with bronzed grotesques.  On the first 2 pedestals, 2 live bears stood opposite each other, dressed as clowns; on the second pair, 2 wild boars, dressed as columbines; on the third, 2 big goats, dressed as harlequins; and on the fourth were 2 huge bulldogs.

You may fancy the noise made by growling bears, grunting pigs, bleating goats, howling dogs, and the music going on at the same time!

After allowing his guests an interval in which to enjoy the scene, the Prince waved his handkerchief as a signal, and the show began.

Two gondolas emerged at either end of the gallery, and made towards the cottage; each was manned by 4 gondoliers, dressed in Venetian fashion.  One of them sat on the beak of the vessel, with a bundle of spears, lances, and similar weapons, laid crosswise before him; two others rowed, and the steerer, turning the gondola wherever he chose, sat behind them.  These two gondolas advanced, circling in different ways round the pedestals; there were afterward joined by two others, then by two more, and then the last two.  The eight went through their manoeuvres with such accuracy, that no ballet master, marshalling his danseuses, could have improved upon them.  When they had gone their rounds, they were ranged face to face, and a tournament began, in which each water-knight, seated on the beak, broke from 4 to 5 lances; then they went once more round the pedestals on which the comic actors stood.  At one and the same moment, each knight, armed with a staff, struck at one of the grotesque masks, a spring gave way under the blow, and a trap door fell.  Numbers of white ducks and geese, and one swan as well, were concealed in each of the hollow pedestals, and you may fancy the alacrity with which these winged creatures took to their native element, though a marionette rode upon each of them.   These marionettes were various figures, proportioned to the size of the birds, which they bestrode – clowns. Harlequins, Anselmos, Doctors, Leanders, Pasquins, Scaramouches and other Carnival mummers.

A fray ensued, and the knights seized their clubs and threatened one another.  Gondolas darted about in studied disorder.  When one collided with another, the knights dipped their clubs, which were hand-syringes, into the lake, and squirted the enemies.  Whenever they neared a pedestal, the creature on it got the whole benefit of a shower bath, and the animals loudly resented the rudeness of the whole proceedings.  The effect on the audience may be imagined, for orders had been given to the musicians in either band to blow in any key they chose.  Directly after the skirmish had begun one trumpeter blew a shrill blast in D, whilst another, with the aid of a crook, did the same in C, and another in E la fa.  Some of the drummers had tuned up. Others had tuned down; oboists, clarinetists, bassoonists followed suit.  What an infernal discord it was!  The beasts growled, the ducks and geese quacked and spluttered, coming into collusion with the moving gondolas every moment, and the 3,000 spectators roared with laughter.  Show me the hypochondriac who could remain unmoved by such a spectacle!

This rapidly growing support of music by the nobles in the German-speaking lands had the somewhat adverse result of making the court musicians increasingly busy.  No longer merely the producers of music for meals and church, they were now, as Heinrich Schutz pointed out to his patron, involved with,

many diverse festivities...which occurred during this time at imperial, royal, electoral, and princely gatherings, in this country and abroad, but particularly at each and every one of your own royal children’s weddings, and no less at the receiving of their sacred christenings as well....
 

And with the increasing appreciation by the nobles, higher demands followed.  Before the visit of the Emperor Matthias in 1617, Schutz was instructed that his ensemble must “acquit itself with honor and glory before the visitors.”
We may be sure that, as servants of the court, the pay of these musicians did not keep pace with the growing demands for their service.  One reason for their financial difficulties was that the court musicians were often paid mostly in commodities, rather than actual money which they could save to purchase such things as clothes.  A record of a court bassoonist in Weissenfels, for example, specifies as part of his yearly allowance, “20 pounds of beef, 9 portions of bread, 9 portions of wine and 18 portions of beer.”
 

It is no wonder that the court musician often looked with envy on the life of the civic musician.  Even Schutz, in the letter just mentioned, complained,

God knows that I would prefer with all my heart to be a cantor or an organist in a small town to remaining longer amid conditions in which my dear profession disgusts me and I am deprived of sustenance and of courage.
 

Another court musician who served in Weissenfels, Johann Beer, also dreamed of an easier life as a civic musician.

With the court you’ve got to be in one place today, tomorrow in another.  Day and night, unfortunately, makes no difference.  Tempest, rain, sunshine – it’s all the same.  Today you’ve got to go into church, tomorrow to the dining hall, the day after tomorrow to the theater.  Compared to all this disturbance, life is somewhat more peaceful in the towns....

Many princely musicians long for the city, because the service in the court is so insecure and he must be ready to move if the support for music by the noble fails or if he decides to cut back.  What good are riches without stability?  I say continued poverty could be called better luck than irregular riches, where one may go from a horse to an ass and from the ass even to sit in the dust....

In the city one can hope for quicker advancement...this has the civic musician, but at court even if he had a doctorate in all three faculties he waits without hope.  The more excellent he is, the more he will remain in his station which he once accepted, to remain used, all feathers plucked from his wings so he can not hope to soar higher.
 

A further complaint which Beer could have mentioned was the dangers of accompanying the noble in his hunting.  Beer, in fact, was accidentally shot and killed while on a hunt in 1700.  Metastasio, in a letter of 1732,
 relates some details of a similar accident in which the emperor of Austria accidentally shot and killed Prince Schwaisemberg during a hunt.  
But, as they say, “the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence.”  Bach, in 1730, submitted a memorandum to the Leipzig Councilmen complaining about the difficulties of life as a German civic musician.  Quite the reverse of Beer, Bach contemplates how nice it would be to be a court musician, as for example in Dresden.

It is somewhat strange that German musicians are expected to be capable of performing at once and ex tempore all kinds of music, whether it comes from Italy or France, England or Poland, just as may be done, say, by those virtuosos for whom the music is written and who have studied it long beforehand, indeed, know it almost by heart, and who, quod notandum, receive good salaries besides, so that their work and industry thus is richly rewarded; while, on the other hand, this is not taken into consideration, but the German musicians are left to look out for their own wants, so that many a one, for worry about his bread, cannot think of improving -- let alone distinguishing -- himself.  To illustrate this statement with an example one need only go to Dresden and see how the musicians there are paid by His Royal Majesty; it cannot fail, since the musicians are relieved of all concern for their living, free from chagrin, and obliged each to master but a single instrument: it must be something choice and excellent to hear.
 

One observer, writing of Hamburg at the end of the Baroque, leaves the impression that the long hardships of war had permanently affected the culture.  He noted that although the town had a certain pride in having Telemann in residence, “the taste for music had totally vanished: people were more interested in educating their children to make money than to make or appreciate music.”
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