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Essay Nr. 157:  On the Golden Age of the Trumpet in Germany
Another ensemble which was at the center of 17th century court life, yet receives only cursory mention in scholarly books on music, was the aristocratic trumpet choir.  The trumpet had been associated with the noble since antiquity, as for example the high priests of the Old Testament, and this symbolism was not lost on the Baroque German noble.  Many German aristocrats began expanding the size of their trumpet choir in the early years of the 17th century and in many cases they were organized into a double choir.  A look at a few courts will enable the reader to visualize this expansion.
  
Wolfenbuttel
1553:   2 trumpets
1622:  14 trumpets

Darmstadt
1569:   1 trumpet
1629:   6 trumpets

Dresden
1548:  10 trumpets
1629:  14 trumpets

Graz

1567:   8 trumpets
1611:  13 trumpets

Kassel

1538:   8 trumpets
1613:  12 trumpets

Schwerin
1550:   1 trumpet
1609:   7 trumpets

Stuttgart
1550:   6 trumpets
1610:  16 trumpets
These choirs served as an aural coat-of-arms, announcing the noble when he traveled, serving as his ambassador, performing for his meals and entertaining his guests.

Because the trumpet is thus associated with the highest level of society, it is praised throughout 17th century literature.  For example, Andreas Werckmeister, to whom Bach was indebted for equal-tuning, wrote in 1691,

God should be praised with them.  Yes, the trumpet contains the correct order of all the consonances in itself and is the foremost instrument.
 

No wonder one of these trumpeters looking back at the end of his life observed,

A sovereign may have ever so good an orchestra, venery, royal stables, and other such ministrations, but if he does not retain at least one choir of trumpeters and timpani, there is, in my opinion, something lacking in the perfection of his household.
 

These trumpeters formed their own guilds, in part as an attempt to maintain the standards of their profession.  Thus, in a document of 1620, one Caspar Hentzschel comments on the performance of their memorized “Toccetten, Sonaden and Serosoneten.”  These, he warns his brothers, must be performed in an “artful” manner and never in beer houses.  He also recognized a “correct musical art,” which interestingly enough he identifies as an “ancient art which was used by the Jews and was communicated to me by an old Jew from Padua....”
   This, apparently, was to suggest he possessed a tradition handed down directly from the Old Testament players.
The trumpeter guilds were also eager to protect their domain from infringement by other musicians and during the 17th century and they frequently called upon the aristocracy to confirm these “rights” in legal documents.  One of these, by the Emperor Ferdinand II, in 1623, states,

No honorable trumpeter or timpanist shall allow himself to be employed with his instrument in any way other than for religious services, emperors, kings, electors and princes, counts, lords and knights and nobility, or other persons of high quality.  It shall also be forbidden altogether to use a trumpet or a timpani at despicable occasions; likewise the excessive nocturnal improper carousing in the streets and alleys, in wine- and beer-houses.  He who transgresses in this way shall be punished.
 

In 1653 a new edict by the Emperor Ferdinand III was issued, due to “various difficulties, errors and abuses” relative to the edict of 1623 by his father.  The new edict deals at length with the apprentice system, after first stipulating that a prospective student must first present information relative to his “honorable ancestry and birth.”
   In this regard the aristocratic trumpeter is warned that if he “behaves dishonorably toward a widow or an honest man’s daughter and makes her pregnant,” even though he acknowledges the child, he may not instruct him in trumpet playing.   A strong hint is given that if one marries “a person of public ill repute” he will no longer be permitted to be a trumpeter.  He would be immediately thrown out of the profession, should he,

lose his skill at the trumpet, play in the company of jugglers, court mimes, town watches or at lotteries and the like…[or] give up his art to become a watchman on a tower, or join the jugglers or comedians.

The student must study with the noble trumpeter for two years, after which a final exam is given.

Each master shall instruct his apprentice very diligently in his art, and shall not send him into the field until he knows his Feldstucke perfectly.  In order to test this, the apprentice must present himself beforehand to the highest and oldest trumpeter and play his test piece for him.  If this is not done, then as a bungler he will not be allowed to go into the field.

It is also interesting that the edict places strict limitations on how many students one trumpeter could teach, and how often, which was an attempt to guard against overcrowding the profession.  If a trumpeter gives up his art for a higher position, he also gives up the right to teach.  If, however, he retires to become a farmer, he may continue to teach – as long as he is not caught “making the boy work in the fields or the wine cellar and not at his music…”
The 1653 edict again addresses the standard of behavior expected of the noble trumpeter.

No honorable trumpeter shall let himself be heard or play the trumpet at night after the curfew hour in the alleys or cross roads, nor in public houses or wine bars, nor anywhere else, except in the houses of princely lords and noble families....

As for the trumpeters, their principal fear was that their duties might be taken over by the much more accomplished civic musicians, who, for one thing, could read music.  The repeated attempts by the noble trumpeters to define the areas of performance which belonged to them suggest these efforts were not respected.  Failing in this, they next attempted to restrict the instrument itself to their profession, leaving the old S-trumpet and the cornett to the civic musicians.  Their concern in this regard was so paranoid that a document of 1630 suggests they wanted to prevent other musicians, especially trombonists, from even sounding like a trumpet.
   In 1671, the court trumpeters from Altenburg, having heard something of this nature at a local carnival, lodged a complaint with their prince.  In this case the city fathers made a strong defense of the civic players, pointing to the civic players’ reading from the page, as opposed to the aristocratic trumpeters’ tradition of performing only memorized repertoire.
The civic players used their instruments, such as trombones, cornets, also strings, according to the music, as well as they could in all places for celebrations, weddings, and other honorable gatherings.  It is also customary everywhere that they perform, from the music set down, on the instruments discussed here, and if town’s people and other music lovers requested a tune in the manner of trumpets on trombones, cornets, or strings, they could not help but oblige them in this way the best they could.  All of which has been customary here and in other places according to their art for countless years.

For a while the aristocratic trumpet guild was thus able to restrict for themselves the use of the trumpet.  One finds, for example, that the city council in Leipzig had to make a formal report to the elector explaining why their music director, J. H. Schein, used trumpets in a performance in St. Thomas Church.  In response, Schein was directed to use the cornett in the future!
   One famous incident in Hannover makes clear how serious this issue was perceived at the time.

At the end of the seventeenth century in Hannover, the elector’s trumpeters once broke into the house of the chief Stadtpfeifer, with whom they were at loggerheads, took his trumpet on which he was practicing and knocked out several of his front teeth with it.  And what is more, these worthy Kameraden contended that they had only asserted their just right -- and escaped all punishment.
 

Along with everything else, the aristocratic trumpeters also were a colorful addition to court life with their uniforms and banners.  When Duke Johann von Sachsen-Halle visited Leipzig in 1671 one heard 47 trumpets.
  An eye-witness described the trumpeters of the Duke of Wurttemberg when he visited England in 1603,

As to the order of the proceeding, it was in this manner: first went two trumpeters belonging to the troops of horse, whose trumpets were adorned with silk banners, painted with the arms of Wirtemberg in their proper colours, and after them ten other trumpeters in the same equipage.

Another interesting eye-witness account describes the arrival of the Count of Palatine of Germany, as part of his marriage celebrations to Elizabeth, daughter to James I, in the Winter of 1612.  This account is all the more interesting for its attempt to describing the actual playing of the aristocratic trumpets.

Before the Palsegrave, at his return from the Chappel, went six of his owne country gallants, clad in crimson velvet, laide exceedingly thick with gold lace, bearing in their hand sixe silver trumpets, who no sooner coming into the Banquetting-house, but they presented him with a melodious sound of the same, flourishing so delightfully that it greatly rejoiced the whole Court, and caused thousands to say at that instant time, “God give them joy!”

As is well known, the aristocratic trumpeters also played a fundamental diplomatic role, as any court official was granted safe passage in foreign nations, or behind enemy lines, if accompanied by a trumpet.  Even a high ranking official traveling without one risked imprisonment.

…the Earl of Feversham the general of the forces; who going without Trumpet or passeport is detained prisoner by the Prince…..

The German aristocratic trumpeters also played a vital role in the standing military bands which were beginning to be formed for the first time during the Baroque Period.  We shall include the trumpeters’ military duties in the essay on the military which follows.
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