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Essay Nr. 156:  On Instruments in Church Music of Baroque Germany
Early 17th century accounts of church music in Germany also reflect the generally unstable climate caused by the Thirty Years’ War.  One cantor in Dresden complains in 1619, that as a result of the daily assemblies, of drinking bouts, and of serenades, the voices were ruined, and that they changed before their time; that there were actually few good voices at hand; that the pupils spent too much time drinking toasts, and that the choir rehearsals times were often otherwise occupied.
 

Surviving music, together with extant documents, suggest a close association between the Stadtpfeifers and the churches of Germany.  In the case of smaller towns, who might not be able to afford their own regular Stadtpfeifers, the civic wind bands of other towns were imported for important church festivities.  Thus the Kantor in Walkheim brought in the Stadtpfeifers from Rochlitz in 1603 and the Kunstpfeifers from Liebenwerda helped out in Finsterwalde in 1612.
  It is only in the context of this ancient association between town and church that one can understand the somewhat amusing sentence in Bach’s certificate of appointment in Muhlhausen, in 1707, which requires him to “defend our common city from all harm....”
 

For most of the 17th century, “Stadtpfeifer” meant mostly wind instruments.
   Of course, the Stadtpfeifer already had their repertoire for “Instrumentalkonzert,” some of which was suitable for performance during Communion in the Protestant Church or for the Offertory in the Catholic Church.
   They were used sometimes to help singers hold their pitch,
 or in the case of a Rothenburg o.T. document, just to help the rehearsal process.

The Stadtpfeifer should appear with their instruments as early as Vesper prayer time, on Sundays and Festival days, but also during the week as the Kantor requires, to help rehearse the music to be used the following Sunday.
 

Beginning about 1620 one finds even stronger co-operation between the civic Stadtpfeifers and the church.  One reads of four Stadtpfeifers engaged in the cathedral in Madeburg in 1619 and a statement from the cathedral in Naumburg in 1626 mentions the service by the Stadtpfeifers, with their instruments, on 14 Feast days.
  Even in such small villages as Falkenhain, Mugeln and “Thallwitz one finds Stadtpfeifers playing for the same Feast days.

In the Protestant churches they made possible performances of the polychoral concerti of the Italian tradition, as described by Mattheson.

There one uses works with three or four choirs, distributed in general as follows:  In one choir very good trumpets and timpani are heard; one part of timpani for six trumpets and two pair for twelve trumpets.  In another choir are trombones, cornetts and other wind instruments.  In a third choir are singers, of an accompanied nature called Capella....  A fourth choir, yet again singers, is the main choir...all will be conducted by the director.
 

On occasions of special celebration rich instrumental resources were employed, as we read, for example, in an account of the celebration of the Centennial of the Reformation in 1617.  The eyewitness reports an interlude performed by five choirs of trumpets, in addition to works with voices and trumpets.

The musicians of the elector of Saxony, our Gracious Lord, performed this music: eleven instrumental players, eleven singers, four organists, four lutanists, one theorbo player, three organ choir boys, five discant singers, alternating with various kinds of magnificent instruments, also with two organs, two regals, three clavicymbals, and in addition eighteen trumpeters and two timpani, all presented with appropriate solemnity under the direction of Heinrich Schutz from Weissenfels.
 

Not only were a broad variety of instruments available for use in the Protestant Church, but the choir conductor had broad freedom with regard to substitution, as suggested in a note in the collection, Geistliche Harmonien by Johann Horn (c. 1630 – 1685.

If shawms are not available use flutes, and if there are no trumpets use cornetti, etc., letting the musical director make the most agreeable arrangements.

Another festival, the Naumburg Princes’ Day, celebrated in the spring of 1614, included a total of some 90 musicians brought by various nobles.  One highpoint was a performance in the church, conducted by Michael Praetorius.  He had placed one ensemble in the organ loft, another in the nave, a third by the baptismal and a boy’s choir in the choir of the church.  The cantor, we are told, was moved to tears.
   
When the Thirty Years’ War concluded with the Peace of 1648, one finds very strong co-operation throughout Germany between churches and the Stadtpfeifers.
  Now even in the Reform Church winds appear in the service under pressure of public demand, although this service varied from town to town, especially in South German churches.  There, for example, one finds Stadtpfeifers were “obligat” in Friedberg, but completely missing in Alsfeld.

To the North, one finds the Stadtpfeifers of Köln a. d. Spree in 1657 playing “Psalmlieder” and other works in the cathedral in Berlin
 and in Dresden a civic contract for 1675 requires the Stadtpfeifers to perform for a half-hour before the bells are rung on the three High Feast days, to perform the church music in the Sophienkirche and Frauenkirche whenever the superintendent was preaching, and to play once every six weeks in the church at Neustadt.
  An interesting reference from Hamburg in 1650, describing a Service of Thanksgiving for the peace, gives the instrumentation of the civic band heard in the church as trombones, cornets and dulcians.
  So rich were the possibilities for accompanied church music because of the availability of the Stadtpfeifers, that when some choir director preferred a cappella music he was sometimes fired, as was the case in Wittenberg in 1628.
 

Because the Stadtpfeifers were often required to participate in church by contract, the church was sometimes in a position to involve itself in the affairs of the Stadtpfeifers.  In Zeitz, for example, the church had a voice in the audition process for new Stadtpfeifers and in this same town the church was able to prevent the Stadtpfeifers from playing weddings and other outside jobs on Sunday.
 

Also, since in many cases the instruments the Stadtpfeifers used belonged to the city, there must have been some fear of conflict, for there are numerous extant documents relating to churches purchasing their own instrument collections for the Stadtpfeifers to use.  For example, the church music director in Schweinfurt, in 1606, acquired “two new cornets, two trombones, two pair of crumhorns, two Zezstuck and two cornets.”
  The St. Wenzel Church in Naumburg in 1657 owned no less than 60 instruments, including a consort of 8 crumhorns, trumpets, trombones, a consort of Schreyerpfeife and dulcans.
   Church records in Zeitz mention the possession of shawms until 1689 and the purchase of the new French oboe in 1691.
    The private chapels in private courts also were collecting instruments, as we see in an inventory of the Wurttemberg court chapel in 1636 which listed “two Venetian cornets, a quart-trombone, another trombone and three cornets.”

Strings rarely appear in the church collections until the beginning of the 18th century.  One can see the date of arrival of the violin in the St. Thomas Church collection in Leipzig in an inventory which reads,

1 large violin

1 large spinet

1 large Bombard and 4 smaller ones

1 Quart-fagott

6 trumpets and a small one in Eb

3 old trombones (alto, tenor and bass)

2 “new” violins, purchased in 1701.
 

At about this time Telemann became Kapellmeister of the court at Eisenach and reports that he was ordered to hire singers who could double as violinists.
  An interesting manuscript, c. 1745, by Johann Schneider require the oboists and hornists to put down their instrument in two movements and play violin.
  A similar practice can be documented in Salzburg, according to an observation by Marpurg,
The oboe and the transverse flute are heard rarely, but the waldhorn is never heard in the cathedral.  All these gentlemen, therefore, join in playing the violins in the church.

During the Baroque one also finds records indicating that the wind bands belonging to the aristocracy were also required to appear in their private chapels.  An order of 1621, for example, by the Wurttemberg court of Duke Johann Friedrich (1608 - 1628) requires the trombone and cornett players to appear without fail for the choir rehearsals during the week.
   It was in these private chapels, in particular, that one heard the aristocratic trumpet choirs joining in church music.  This represented a problem for the choir director, for these trumpets usually did not read music and only performed memorized pieces.  But since they played natural instruments, consisting of only a triad in a single key, so long as the choir director had a work in the same key, the trumpets could join in with little damage.
   Another solution was to add them at the end of a composition, such was the case with the Psalm 136 of Schutz.  At the end of the Bass part of this composition, Schutz has written “Darauff wird stracks eine Intrada zum Final geblasen,” as a cue for just such a performance.  Yet another possibility can be seen in the case of a Te Deum sung in 1604 in Mainz in which one heard alternating verses played by the civic cornets and trombones and the aristocratic trumpets and timpani.

Monasteries also used instruments with their choirs.  There is an interesting document dated c. 1720 from the Gottweig Abbey in Austria relative to the negotiations of purchasing either a Hautbois, Chalimou or flute consort from the maker Jacob Denner.
   In this document the instrument maker, Denner, offers the Abbey three possible consorts, of oboe, clarinets and flutes.  The bass instrument in each case is called “bassoon,” but this seems to mean here only “bass instrument,” as a different price is given under each consort.  In fact, the scholar Fitzpatrick writes that in the case of the clarinet consort the reference is “unequivocally a bass clarinet…fifty years before the bass clarinet is thought to  have been invented.”  He also adds that the term “Chalimou” is found for another 30 years in Austrian church bands.

Denner’s document reads,

1 Chor Hautbois miet 6 Stimmen alle von buxbaum

3 Primieur Hautbois a 5 fl.


15 fl

1 Taille




 9 fl

2 Basson, a 22



44 fl


1 Chor Chalimou mit 6 Stimmen

3 Primieur Chalimou, a 3 fl


 9 fl

1 Second Chalimou



 7 fl

2 Basson, a 18



36 fl


1 Chor Flauden mit 6 Stimmen

3 Primieur Flauden, a ex 3 fl

 9 fl

1 Second Flauden



 6 fl

2 Basson, a 15 fl



30 fl


Zu diesen noch 1 Flaud d’Almanq
45 fl

Another document, from the monastery at Melk, deals with the purchase of 2 English horns and a bassoon in 1748.
   One document from this monastery describes the performance of an ensemble of four players during the ritual of “Bleeding” [Phlebotomia], a health measure practiced twice a year and attended by the public!
   A document for this ceremony in September, 1723 reads,
Only eine kleine music [the wind band] by some three or at most four persons or instruments is allowed during the afternoons as well as evenings on the first and second days.  The other musicians are not to appear either in the cloister or at the table.  On the third day, however, plenior Musica may be permitted.

Freeman also documents an appearance by a wind band made up of students at the monastery, together with the monastery’s trumpets and timpani, which performed in a welcome ceremony in 1743 for Maria Theresa.

There were some anomalies within this rich practice.  One was Hamburg, where toward the end of the 17th century the combined effects of a decline in the Stadtpfeifers [Ratmusikanten], together with the popularity of opera, resulted in a decline in interest in church music.  Local preachers took the opportunity to attack the cantata as being too much like opera, an influence they declared to be unchristian and the work of the Devil.
   It was also in Hamburg that an incompetent organist obtained a post in competition with Bach, by bribing the audition committee.

I remember, as will still a large number of parishioners, that some years ago a certain great virtuoso [Bach], whose merits have since earned him an important cantorate [in Leipzig], presented himself as an organist in a town of no small size [Hamburg], performed on many of the finest organs, and aroused the admiration of everyone for his mastery.  But there also appeared among other incompetent journeymen, the son of a wealthy artisan [named Heitmann], who could execute preludes better with thalers than with his fingers.  It was he (as might easily be guessed), who gained the post, although almost everyone was angered by it.
 

Another anomaly was the Imperial court in Vienna, which continued to favor the performance of works in the 16th century polyphonic style, although music of other styles was also used.  This conservative and old-fashioned attitude continued quite late due to the influence of Johann Fux (1660-1741), who was also probably the last person to use the cornett in a German-speaking church.  Fux, clearly, was not a man to embrace new ideas.  When Mattheson wrote him for biographical details for his book on German musicians, Fux responded, “Suffice it to say that I was considered worthy to be the first Kapellmeister to Charles VI.”
A difficult question is why there would be any desire in Vienna at this time to hear music in the old Palestrina style.  Vienna was otherwise so influenced by Italian humanists, who had long since argued against polyphonic music.  The answer probably lies in the fact that Vienna was a thoroughly Catholic city and because the most influential composers in residence were Italian.
Among the more progressive composers one finds rather outspoken criticism of the old Renaissance church polyphony.  Heinichen finds the Church the appropriate locale for counterpoint and, although he admits it has a value for students and that he was an “ardent champion of it” in his own youth, he nevertheless seems cool to its musical potential.
   German church music, he says, “tolerates neither too much fire, inspiration, nor gay ideas....”  In his warning to composers in overusing counterpoint, he reveals a general hostility to the old polyphonic style in a series of specific criticisms.  Most counterpoint, he finds, is based on the “lifeless manipulation of notes but not on the actual sound,” thus “the more one sinks into the excesses of such stereotyped artifices, the more one necessarily must depart from the Ear.”  The excessive use of counterpoint, he says, “is the shortest path to musical pedantry, ruining many fine talents that otherwise could have been developed into something worthy.”  Furthermore, he finds writing counterpoint laborious, on the order of a farmer loading manure onto wheelbarrows!  From such study, one can make a dull contrapuntist out of any dumb boy, but one cannot make a composer with good taste.

Another who criticized the polyphony style was Johann Mattheson, who, in quoting the text to Bach’s Cantata Nr. 21, provides a witty demonstration of the nonsense of this style.

I, I, I, I had much grief, I had much grief, in my heart, in my heart.  I had much grief, etc., in my heart, etc., etc., I had much grief, etc., in my heart, etc., I had much grief, etc., in my heart etc., etc., etc., etc., etc.  I had much grief, etc., in my heart, etc., etc....
 

During the 17th century there were some German composers who found it much more difficult to break with the past.  The gifted composer, Samuel Scheidt, at one point confessed that he heard nothing which surpassed the old style.

I am astonished at the foolish music written in these times.  It is false and wrong and no longer does anyone pay attention to what our beloved old masters wrote about composition.  It certainly must be a remarkably elevated art when a pile of consonances are thrown together any which way.

I remain faithful to the pure old composition and pure rules.  I have often walked out of the church since I could no longer listen to that mountain yodeling.  I hope this worthless modern coinage will fall into disuse and that new coins will be forged according to the fine old stamp and standard.
 

As a matter of fact, Scheidt, in his arrangements for his own funeral, requested his former student, Christoph Bernhard of Hamburg, to compose a funeral motet in the style of Palestrina.
 

Scheidt’s own principal concern, relative to church music, seems to have been in the realm of performance.  In a letter describing the church music in Halle, in 1630, where he was director of music, he observes,

...unlike the Chapel’s [choir] now, whose voices are as the lowing of bullocks, sheep, and calves, their gullets filled with plums besides, so that neither [words nor music] can be understood; yea, they sing so flat that one would rather stop one’s ears and flee from the church.
 

One practice which both progressive and conservative observers could join in opposing was the introduction of popular music into the church service.  Martin Geier, in his funeral sermon for Schutz, warned,

If you will forgive me, gentlemen of the music profession, there now prevails in the church an altogether new kind of song, but one that is prolix, abrupt, fragmentary, dancelike, and not at all reverential.  It is better suited to the theater and the dance hall than to the church.  In seeking Art, we are losing time-honored devotion to prayer and song.
 

Another who complained of the influence of the theater was Christian Gerber, who wrote in 1732,

Although a moderate kind of music may remain in the church, especially since the late Dr. Dannhauer considers it an ornament of divine service (although all theologians do not agree on this point), yet it is well known that excesses often occur, and one might well say with Moses: “Ye take too much upon you, ye sons of Levi.”
   For it often sounds so secular and gay, that such music better suits a dance floor or an opera than a divine service.  Least suitable of all is it, in the opinion of many pious souls, to the Passion, when the latter is sung.

Fifty and more years ago it was the custom for the organ to remain silent in church on Palm Sunday, and on that day, because it was the beginning of Holy Week, there was no music.  But gradually the Passion story, which had formerly been sung in simple plain chant, humbly and reverently, began to be sung with many kinds of instruments in the most elaborate fashion, occasionally mixing in a little setting of a Passion Chorale which the whole congregation joined in singing, and then the mass of instruments fell to again.  When in a large town this Passion music was done for the first time, with twelve violins, many oboes, bassoons, and other instruments, many people were astonished and did not know what to make of it.  In the pew of a noble family in church, many Ministers and Noble Ladies were present, who sang the first Passion Chorale out of their books with great devotion.  But when this theatrical music began, all these people were thrown into the greatest bewilderment, looked at each other, and said: “What will come of this?”  An old widow of the nobility said: “God save us, my children! It’s just as if one were at an Opera Comedy.”  But everyone was genuinely displeased by it and voiced just complaints against it.  There are, it is true, some people who take pleasure in such idle things, especially if they are of sanguine temperament and inclined to sensual pleasure.
 

In a letter to the Leipzig town council after his appointment, Bach promised to write music of such a nature,

that it shall not last too long, and shall be of such a nature as not to make an operatic impression, but rather incite the listeners to devotion.
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