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Essay Nr. 162:  Mattheson on Emotion in Music
There is no doubt that Johann Mattheson, (1681 - 1764), believed the central purpose of music, after praising God, was the communication of emotion.  The whole question of the “passions,” Mattheson suggests, is perhaps more the province of the philosopher than the Kapellmeister, but on a practical level it is fundamental to composer and performer if they are to communicate with the listener.
   

In reflecting on the emotions in general, he observes that “most are not the best, and certainly must be curtailed or kept in check.”  Love is an emotion frequently represented by music and in these cases the composer should “consult his own experience.”  Sadness is second only to love in its use by composers, no doubt, he observes, “because almost everybody is unhappy.”  It is for this reason that sacred music employs this emotion so effectively, because it represents the “penance and remorse, sorrow, contrition, lamentation and the recognition of our misery.”
Regarding the expression of emotions through music, Mattheson first gives several obvious illustrations which we might recognize today as simple text-painting: Joy, being an expansion of our soul, represented by large and expanded intervals; Sadness, being a “contraction of these subtle parts of our body,” represented by small intervals and Hope and Depression through obvious melodic direction.

Mattheson then turns to more specific prescriptions for representing emotions through music.
   Pride, Haughtiness and Arrogance are represented by a “bold, pompous style...majestic musical figures which require a special seriousness and grandiloquent motion.”  For these, the melodic line must invariably ascend.  The opposite emotions of Humility, Patience, etc., are represented by humble music with descending melody.

Stubbornness “deserves a special place among the affects that are appropriate to musical rhetoric,” and is represented by “so-called capricci... namely when one writes such peculiar passages in one or another voice which one is resolved not to change, cost what it may.”  For Anger, Ardor, Vengeance, Rage, Fury and other such “violent affections” it is not enough,

that one rumbles along strongly, makes a lot of noise and boldly rages: notes with many tails will simply not suffice, as many things; but each of these violent qualities requires its own particular characteristics, and, despite forceful expression, must still have a becoming singing quality.

Hope, “is a pleasant and soothing thing, consisting of a joyful longing which fills the spirit with a certain courage.”  This, therefore, “demands the loveliest use of the voice and the sweetest combination of sounds in the world....”
Mattheson assigns dissonance to the expression of the unpleasant, disagreeable, frightening and horrible, although interestingly enough “the spirit even occasionally derives some peculiar sort of comfort from these.”  Despair should be represented by “unusual passages and strange, mad, disordered sequences of notes.”  In contrast, Composure is best represented by a “soft unison.”
In summary, Mattheson, in acknowledging the difficulty of his subject, makes some comments which reflect on the characteristics of the left and right hemispheres of the brain.  First he observes that although the emotions are like a bottomless sea, one can write very little about them.  And, he says, where nature and morals are shortchanged, “reason and wisdom cannot be diverted and naked wit takes the lead.”
 

Finally, he suspects most composers who fail to effectively express emotions in music do so because they do not know their own desires or what they actually wanted to achieve.  But failure in this has significant implications for the listener.  He says here, in effect, that whatever is written which represents only the “theory” of music communicates nothing to the listener.  It is a fundamental lesson which is rarely taught in music schools.
Is it then astonishing that with pieces thus formed, where true natural theory of sound together with the pertaining science of human affections are completely absent, merely the ears of the poor, simple, and self-righteous listeners are tickled, but their hearts and minds are not aroused in proper measure.
 

Mattheson did not attribute as much influence on the emotions to tonality as one might have expected.  In his review of tonality
 he does refer to the association of the Greek modes with the peoples for whom they were named.

It is probably that the Dorians had a coarser, more manly, and deeper speaking voice than the Phrygians; and that on the other hand the Lydians sang finer and more effeminately than the others.  For the Dorians were a modest, virtuous and peaceful people; the Phrygians however used more noise than foresight; whereas the Lydians, forefathers of the Tuscans, were everywhere described as sensual people.

He also observes that noticeable differences can still be found in the singing of the various areas of Italy during his time, not to mention in other countries.  The Mixolydian mode he claims was invented by the lyric poetess, Sappho, to accommodate the fact that she could not sing low enough for the Lydian mode.  The voice, Mattheson assures us,

stemmed from quite natural causes in a young voluptuous widow, since the heat of passion in the long run dries out and contracts certain tubes so that they, especially in the throat, from a lack of sufficient humors cannot stretch adequately enough and cannot produce a low-pitched sound.
 

Turning to the Middle Ages in his survey of tonality, Mattheson calls this long period “the worst and most confused theory on modes that one at any time could have invented.”  And he was right, it was a long struggle to explain the laws of tonality in mathematical terms, without reference to the listener.
 

Mattheson devotes little space to the theories of tonality of his own era, the late Baroque.  He principally points out that music was now based on the triad and states, without elaboration here, that,

the nature and character of each key, namely whether it is happy, sad, lovely, devout, etc., are actually matters of the science of melody.
 

He is absolutely correct, of course, and it would be very interesting to know how he himself arrived at this truth.

In his Neu-Eroffnete Orchestre, Mattheson discusses in more detail the natural affections of specific scales, yielding some interesting conclusions.
   The key of F-sharp minor, for example, he finds,

is a key characterized by sadness, but a sadness more pensive and lovelorn than tragic and gloomy; it is a key that has about it a certain loneliness, an individuality, a misanthropy.

Mattheson’s discussion of style in music is also closely tied to the general topic of the emotions.  He begins with the classification of music into church, theater and chamber,
 but this too was synonymous with style, for the church style, for example, exists apart from whether the music is performed in a church building.  Beyond this, Mattheson considers it more important to think of the distinctions “high, middle and low” styles, or “noble, moderate or trifling.”  These classifications are also considered apart from those of church, theater and chamber, or location of performance.  Thus, one can speak of “high” as meaning something different in different mediums, as for example, “what is elevated in the theater is very different from what is elevated in dinner music.”  Or, one can speak of high, medium and low within a single medium.  In the case of church music, for example, Mattheson suggests that,

“Divine majesty, heavenly splendor, rapture and magnificence” are naturally required for the elevated style; “Devotion, contemplation, etc.,” belong to the middle style; while “Repentance, supplient entreaties, etc., stand under the banner of the low style.”
 

Mattheson adds here some additional aesthetic qualities, beginning with “expressiveness.”  Expressiveness, he finds, must exist in all music, apart from any regard to other classifications.  “Naturalness,” he regards as somewhat different.  Naturalness is required if an elevated style is to sound magnificent.  A low style with artistic elaborations, on the other hand, would be unnatural.

Now Mattheson attempts to address the emotions with the purpose of establishing some correlation with style.
   His discussion is so interesting, from the perspective of illuminating late Baroque thought on the “affections,” we will quote it at length.

Among those affections which one commonly attributes to the high style are many which do not deserve to be called high at all, in the good sense.  For, what can be lower than anger, fear, vengeance, despair, etc.  Beating, boasting, snoring is indeed not true nobility.  Arrogance is itself only an inflating of the soul, and actually requires more bombast than nobility for expression: now the most haughty are again unfailingly the most angry, in their feelings one debility after another takes the helm.  For, though anger will have the appearance of being action of a great spirit, still it springs in fact from an effeminate heart: one would have to consider it then a special, holy, and just bureaucratic wrath, which nevertheless should punish and discipline, without any indignation.

Great and valiant spirits are forbearing; but small and timid souls can endure nothing.  Frivolous people are easily provoked and are as quickly moved to anger, as is the turning around of weather-cocks or weather vanes on the roofs.  In short, anger is a ridiculous affection.  It sounds quite base and does not entail an elevated presentation.

Fear and fright are indeed probably the most foolish emotions in the world, and really deserve nothing so little as something of the elevated in their expression.  Alas!  One finds these unfortunate impulses in all creatures, even in those which seem to have no other emotion and are scorned.  Nothing can however be lower than miserable human vengeance, which has so little noble in it that it finds a place only in the most depraved hearts.

If we come to despair, then that is the extreme to which fear can lead: hence one would have to set it on the highest peak of sadness if it really is to have something of nobility.  The Italians therefore rightly call all malicious and dangerous people, whose spirit is dejected and lost, Huomini tristi.

I will meanwhile not deny that something of strength, turbulence, passion and ecstasy is required if one desires to express properly these and similar passions in music; just as the affections of impetuosity, vengeance, etc., are so constituted that they, according to the difference in station, have the appearance of a high proud quality, although they deny its strength.  Here one must also admit that this presumptuous arrogance occasionally requires something of the stately in oratory and music (yet greatly different from the true type); but which is not at all of the mighty, majestic, etc.

Shrieking and grumbling is suitable in anger and quarreling; an uneven, broken, shocking, trembling style in fright; something of daring with vengeance; something frantic with despair; something turgid with arrogance; as long as it did not come out too naturally and arouse disgust: but all of this has nothing to do with the elevated style.

But whoever would want to relegate devotion, patience, diligence, desire, etc., to the middle style might be considered only as moderately devout, moral, patient, diligent and desirous.  Indeed, desire corresponds in very many ways with the highest and most emphatic affection in and outside of the world, namely love, how then can it be relegated to the middle of the road?  It is true that desire is according to the nature of the desired object also small or large, high or low, and so on; yet it is the same with almost all emotions.

On the one hand diligence can have much of nobleness, on the other it can have something trifling as the goal.  In the last case it would be a work in the dark so to speak (obscura diligentia) and would not even deserve to stand in the middle, but rather at the low end.  There is nothing at all high-flown about patience, though always something noble: and everyone knows that devotion serves to lift the spirit.

Finally, common dance songs either all, or at least most of them, would indeed have to embody something of the beggarly, slavish, cowardly, disconsolate, base, boorish, stupid, and clumsy, if these qualities of the low style were to be found in them.  Low and base are again very different, and if we indeed should exclude from this the most nonsensical peasant dances, though not the clever Land-Tanze, Country Dances, then for all of that there probably would be no one who would expect beggars in a spirited minuet, slaves in a happy rigaudon, cowards in an heroic entree, despair in a lusty gavotte, or base spirits in a magnificent chaconne.

Drinking songs and lullabies, amorous little pieces, etc., must not always be indiscriminately called trifling: if they are done quite naturally they are often more pleasing and have greater impact than high and mighty concerti and stately overtures.  The former no less require their master in their own way than the latter.  Yet, what am I to say?  Our composers are all kings; or of royal descent...  They do not fret over trivialities.

Mattheson also finds specific associations between forms and emotions.
   He begins his discussion with vocal music and in particular chant which he considers the epitome of “noble simplicity.”  Mattheson does not speak much of contemporary church vocal forms here, but does make a remarkably negative reference in passing to the motet style of the 16th century.

[In the motet] there were no passions or affections to be seen for miles; no breaks to be found in the musical rhetoric, indeed rather caesuras in the middle of a word with an adjacent pause; no true melody; no true charm, indeed no meaning: all based on a few words which often meant little or nothing, such as Salve, Regina Misericordiae, and the like.
 

Mattheson adds, in case anyone should think he has been too severe, that he can show contemporary examples of famous composers who are still writing works “with all the above defects.”  How, he wonders, can intelligent composers issue such works and call them good?

The nature of the aria is to express a “great affection,”
 whereas the cavatina (madrigals, sonnets and poems) aim rather for a “penetrating observation.”  Mattheson’s discussion of the recitative reflects his concern that it must have as much emotion, with as clearly defined accents, as the principal song.  He recognizes its greater rhythmic freedom, noting “the recitative has a beat; but it does not use it.”
 

Turning to vocal music of a lighter nature, Mattheson gives one of the most detailed discussions of the serenade to be found in early literature.
   First of all, of course, he associates the form with outdoor music, and in particular evening music.

Nowhere can a serenade better be heard than on the water in calm weather: for then one can use in their full strength all sorts of instruments, such as trumpets, drums and Waldhorns, which in a chamber would sound too intense and deafening.

Mattheson then makes a number of very interesting remarks about how the emotions of this kind of music contrast with other vocal forms.

The principal characteristic of serenades must always be tenderness, la tendresse.  I say the principal characteristic: for there are very many secondary qualities with this form.  The cantatas, each for itself, employ all sorts of affections and passions; though only one at a time, and they use these in a historical manner, narratively.  Serenades on the other hand tend to deal mainly with nothing other than with tender and strong love, without pretense, and moreover the composer as well as the poet must certainly construct everything accordingly with these, if he wants to bring out their true nature.  There is not a melody so small and not a piece so large that it can forego having a certain principal characteristic prominent before others and over others, and distinguishing it clearly from the others: otherwise it signifies little or nothing.

Consequently it runs against the true nature of the serenade if one makes use of it so to speak outside of its element (I mean the emotion) with felicitations, public pageants, commencements at universities, etc.  Political and military affairs are foreign to it; for the night is devoted to nothing with such intimate acquaintance as love and sleep.  These other affairs are served by oratorios and aubades or morning-songs of all kinds,
  and are particularly characterized by a grandiose, pompous, rousing quality, in secular matters, which harmonizes badly with the tenderness and secret emotions of the heart.  Hence oratorios need more voices; whereas a solo or only a couple of singers can be used for serenades; which is another good mark of distinction.

For two other lighter vocal forms, Mattheson identifies the principal affections for the balletto as “pleasure and amusement” and for the pastorale as “a certain purity and kindheartedness.”
Among Mattheson’s discussion of the major instrumental forms,
 his comments on the Sonata are most enlightening.  The Sonata, he says, is a form,

whose aim is principally towards complaisance or kindness, since a certain Complaisance must predominate in sonatas, which is accommodating to everyone, and which serves each listener.  A melancholy person will find something pitiful and compassionate, a sensuous person something pretty, an angry person something violent, and so on, in different varieties of sonatas....

For some years rudimentary sonatas for the clavier have been composed with good success...[but] they aim more toward movement of the fingers than the heart.  Yet amazement over uncommon dexterity is also a type of affection, which often gives rise to envy; although it is said, its true mother is ignorance.

He does not find as much variety in emotions in the Concerto grosso, but rather curiously a tendency toward “sensuous pleasure.”  To this he adds a fascinating reference to the concerto style of the late 16th century definition.

Most [concerti] depend upon the full elaboration, indeed, one even overdoes it, so that it resembles a rich table which is set not for hunger but for show.  Once can easily guess that in such a contest, from which all concerti get their name, there is no lack of jealousy and vengeance, or envy and hate, as well as other such passions.
 

Mattheson also mentions a large number of other instrumental forms, each of which is identified with specific emotional qualities.
   Among these are,

Minuet
moderate cheerfulness

Govotta
true jubilation

Bourree
contentment and pleasantness, not so degenerate as the 




gavotte

Rigaudon
somewhat trifling joking

La Marche
somewhat heroic and fearless, yet not wild and running

Entree

noble and majestic

Gigue

 
ardent and fleeting zeal

Polonaise
frank and free

Angloise
stubbornness

Hornpipe
frivolity

Sarabanda
to express ambition

Courante
sweet hopefulness

Allemanda
a content or satisfied spirit

Chaccone
more satiating than tasteful

Intrada
to arouse longing

For all of Mattheson’s pleas that the purpose of music was to move the listener, he appears to have been reluctant to beyond this to an ancient Greek concept of ethos.  He appears to want to believe that music can change character, and appears to accept the basic logic, but nevertheless he hesitates.

Plato thought men’s habits change with music, namely when [the mode] is changed; Cicero maintained however if habits were to change, then music would change.  Both can serve our purpose, and neither is wrong.  Music and customs should be altered together, so that the former does not damage the latter, nor the latter the former.  It is the same with the political....

Besides it is quite regrettable that none of us now knows what constitutes Musica moralis.  If ethical, or moral philosophy, which concerns the inner man, were only well cultivated; then morals, or ethics which concern the extrinsic, would function better....
 

Mattheson also quotes the author Lohenstein, in this regard, observing that this is “a statement which can arouse to deeper insight.”
 
The eyesight, the sense of smell, the sense of taste and the sense of touch serve the body; but only the sense of hearing is reserved for the soul and our morals.

On the other hand, Mattheson seemed comfortable with the concept of music therapy and not only reviews many of the anecdotes of the healing powers of music found in ancient literature, but he also provides some contemporary examples.
   He says he received a letter from the queen of Spain in 1737 in which she testifies that her husband was completely cured of “black melancholy” by her having organized a concert every evening before dinner.  So impressed was the king, that he began to study music himself.
   He mentions a professor at Gottingen who attributed the alleviation of pain in limbs with the effect music has on muscles.  A particularly interesting report is that 17th century native Americans,

use no other means than their somewhat coarse method of playing, by means of which they occasionally suppress and alleviate difficult infirmities and pains if not heal them....
 
In Chapter Seven of his famous book on everything a Kapellmeister should know, Mattheson discusses emotion with respect to the difference between mensuration and movement.  Mensuration, for Mattheson, is meter, but his descriptions have to be read in the context of their era for he says some things are impossible, metrically, which are common today.  It is in connection with mensuration that he places arsis and thesis. 

First, the reader needs to understand that the use of the word “movement” here refers to the moving of the emotions in the listener.  It is in this sense that earlier musicians spoke of the 1st movement, or 2nd movement, in a sonata or sinfonia as meaning different emotions.  The “second movement” meant a second emotion, etc.  We use the word “movement” today, in regard to form, without reference to the emotions.  Returning to Mattheson, movement is, he says, “what the Italians commonly indicate only with some adjectives such as: affettuoso, con discrezione, con spirito.”
   While he does not list in that sentence, allegro, adagio and vivace, etc., his choice reminds us that all these terms originally carried some character association and not just speed.  We can also see this in the chapter of a contemporary book he cites here, “Les mouvements differents sont le pur espirit de la Musique.”
   Mattheson himself says movement is a “spiritual thing,” not a physical thing (meter), and depends not on “precepts and prohibitions,” but “feeling and emotion.”
To find the correct movement, the performer must “probe and feel his own soul” as well as “feel the various impulses which the piece is supposed to express.”
   The ability to correctly find the movement, Mattheson observes, is a knowledge which “transcends all words” and “is the highest perfection of music, and it can be attained only through considerable experience and great gifts.”
Since the previous chapters had their focus on the expression of the feelings of the text through melody, Mattheson now addresses the question of the expression of emotions in instrumental music in a chapter called “On the Difference between Vocal and Instrumental Melodies.”
   Before getting to the most important topic, Mattheson offers a few interesting observations such as “instrumental melody will always have more fire and freedom than vocal melodies”
 and that vocal music is never concerned with key, whereas this question is a significant one in instrumental music. 

Mattheson finds “instrumental music can indeed do without the words themselves, but not the emotions.”
   That instrumental music can indeed express emotions is obvious in practice, he observes, but “never in theory.”  By this he means it is a subject difficult to write about, although he himself makes an admirable summary.

The proper goal of all music [melody] can be nothing other than the sort of diversion of the hearing through which the passions of the soul are stirred: thus no one at all will obtain this goal who is not aiming at it, who feels no affection, indeed who scarcely thinks at all of a passion; unless it is one which is involuntarily felt deeply.  But if he is stirred in a more noble way and wants to move others with harmony, then he must know how without the words to express sincerely all the emotions of the heart through selected sounds and their skillful combination in such a way that the listener might fully grasp and clearly understand therefrom, as if it were actual speech, the impetus, the sense, the meaning, and the expression, as well as all the pertaining divisions and caesuras.  It is then a joy!  Much more art and a better imagination is required if one wants to achieve this without, rather than with words.
 

With the absence of text, the performer must take even more careful note of the Italian expressions at the beginning of the composition for clues to the emotions.  Here the reader may be surprised by Mattheson’s understanding of the characters and emotions associated with the familiar “tempo” terms.

An Adagio indicates distress; a Lamento lamentation; a Lento relief; an Andante hope; an Affetuoso love; an Allegro comfort; a Presto eagerness....
 

These qualities, Mattheson finds, can appear in a composer’s music, “out of his genius,” even if he is unaware of it.  He also finds emotional content in larger formal designs.

If I hear the first part of a good overture, then I feel a special elevation of soul; the second expands the spirits with all joy; and if a serious ending follows, then everything is brought together to a normal restful conclusion.

And finally a wonderful observation on the listener.

Whoever pays attention can see in the features of an attentive listener what he perceives in his heart.
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