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Essay Nr. 163:  Mattheson on the Composition of Good Melody
The nature and character of each key, namely whether it is happy, sad, lovely, devout, etc., are actually matters of the science of melody.
 

Johann Mattheson, (1681 - 1764)
Johann Mattheson, 1681 - 1764, was one of the earliest theorists or philosophers to come to the correct conclusion that emotions are communicated to the listener through melody, and not through harmony.  It appears to us that it was this realization which led to his careful study of melody, itself the most extensive ever done by its time.
Before presenting his discussion of the characteristics of melody, Mattheson makes some introductory remarks.  First, he observes that it is not sufficient to define music as simply playing or singing well (which was a basic definition of music in the latter Middle Ages) for “the noblest part of music [is] composing.”
  Indeed, he points out that in Italy a singer is called Musico, an instrumentalist, Suonatore, but only the composer, “who often has the least to say about his work,” is called Maestro!  The correct, basic definition of music, therefore, is:
Music is a science and an art of placing proper and pleasing sounds prudently, uniting them correctly with one another, and presenting them sweetly, to promote God’s honor and all virtue through their euphony.
 

He follows this by observing that “nothing is accomplished by science alone; art is required as well.”  By this he means you cannot speak of music without speaking of performance.

Next Mattheson turns to the classifications of music and begins with a review of the medieval classifications of “universal music” (music of the spheres, etc.), “human music” (having to do with the soul, etc.) and “actual music.”  Since the first two classifications cannot be actually heard, he explains he will discuss only “actual music.”
   The goal of actual music, he says, is that 

which would through the instrument of the ears please the sense of hearing which dwells in the soul, and would thoroughly move or stir the heart or soul.
 

Regarding such performance, Mattheson gives the highest aesthetic value to singing.
   Although he observes that singing is almost always done with instruments (“singing without instruments has mostly been done away with”), such music is still called vocal music.  Indeed, he says, even if the instruments play as skillfully and charmingly as possible, as soon as the voices enter they get all the attention.

After Baroque composers generally won the victory of establishing for music the role of expressing emotions, replacing the old mathematics based concepts, a new question became the subject of debate: are the emotions expressed by melody or by harmony?  While Mattheson believed that it was melody which expressed emotions, others, in particular Rameau, seemed to argue for harmony.  Johann Scheibe wrote a letter praising Mattheson for understanding that melody was based in Nature, while harmony was merely the product of art -- of which he points to J. S. Bach as a tiresome example.
 

For Mattheson, his entire understanding of the definition of music was centered in his conviction that melody was the primary element in music which communicates feeling.
   This was, of course, a philosophy which would become even more clearly understood in the following Classic Period.  The growing emphasis on melody had its roots both in the abandonment of the old polyphonic style and in the new emphasis on feelings, as confirmed in the popularity and influence of opera.

Mattheson begins his lengthy discussion of the art of writing good melodies with a discussion of the loci topici, which represent a conceptual attempt to organize an explanation of music after the model of rhetoric.  These he intends as tools for the composer in the invention of melody, as for example causa efficiens refers to the way a story might suggest the design or nature of a prospective melody.  Another is Materia-circa quam, which refers to the actual thoughts a composer has while writing, and here Mattheson highly recommends thinking of a beautiful female.
   One of the most important of these is locus descriptionis, for it is here that the emotions might inspire the writing of a melody.  Mattheson observes that one must not think that words are the only source of the communication of emotions in music, but even,

in purely instrumental music, always and with every melody, the purpose must be to present the governing affection so that the instruments, by means of sound, present it almost verbally and perceptibly.
  

Other loci take into consideration the type of listener who will hear the melody and the acoustics of the hall in which the melody will be heard [locus effectorum].  When you borrow a melody from someone [locus exemplorum] you should develop it or do something nice with it, or as Mattheson puts it, pay back what you have borrowed with interest.

The above represent points of inspiration or starting points.  A discussion of actually writing the melody, for which he uses the Greek verb Melopoie, together with the characteristics of a good melody come next.
   In his introduction to these characteristics, Mattheson stresses his most basic beliefs about melody: that melody communicates the emotions; that Art is the servant of Nature (too much art obscures the beauty of Nature); and that harmony must be taken from melody and not the other way around as in earlier polyphony.

With this foundation, Mattheson now discusses at some length the four basic qualities which a good melody must have.
   The first quality is that it be facile, a concept which Mattheson associated with its ability to communicate, for he stipulates, “we cannot have pleasure in a thing in which we do not participate.”  His seven characteristics of facility are,

1. 
There must be something in all melodies with which almost 


everyone is familiar.  

This is something which, according to Mattheson, the ear demands.  We might add that modern clinical research in brain function appears to confirm this.

2. 
Everything of a forced, farfetched, and difficult nature must be 

avoided.  

What he means by this, he says, can been seen in the works of “mannered composers” easier than being described in words.  Errors of this nature tend to result from lack of intelligence or ability in invention, whereby “loss of natural fertility is replaced with wondrous curiosities.”  In this regard, Mattheson quotes a fine composer who observed that only with the greatest diligence and practice could he achieve what those with only half his ability could.

3.
One must follow nature for the most part, practice to some 


degree.

Mattheson’s thought here is rather interesting.  “Practice,” here, includes tradition and academic concepts with its artificial constraints.  Therefore the one least experienced in the “science” of composition will be the one most likely to compose something natural.  The experienced composer must act as a “dilettante” if he hopes to capture the natural quality of great art.
  “Nature never lacks beauty, naked beauty, only sometimes it buries it under a discreet disguise or a theatrical mask.  Our gem cutters can polish the diamond; but they cannot give it any other luster or purity than that which nature has already given it.”  Thus, it follows,

4.
One should avoid great artifice, or hide it well.

Artifice, observes Mattheson, should never be confused with great art.  If the composer must embellish his melody, he should imitate the fencer with his feints.

5.
In this the French are more to be imitated than the Italians.  

This, he says, because the French taste requires a cheerful, lively spirit, which is a friend of decorous pleasantry, and an enemy of all of that which reeks of trouble and toil.  Also, Mattheson quotes a French treatise which suggests that the French considered their art closer to Nature than that of the Italians.

If we find Italian music to be a rival, then we must not forthwith banish it to misery; but also must not quote it foolishly, but avoid all of the most superficial and enrich ourselves with its beauty.  For although we French occasionally adopt Italian teachings on the high art, the Italians on the other hand, as regards grace and charm, are also frequently inclined to consult the harmony of our land in order to be so much closer to charming Nature: which is always simple, always sincere, and finds no beauty where constraint reigns, no tenderness where artifice plays the master.
 

6.
Melody must have certain limits which everyone can attain.

Mattheson advises that to encourage performance opportunities, the range of the melody should not exceed an octave.

7.
Brevity is preferred to prolixity.

Here Mattheson is thinking primarily of retention by the listener.

The second basic quality which a good melody must have is clarity, for which Mattheson gives ten characteristics.
 

1.
The caesuras and divisions should be observed precisely: not

just in vocal but also in instrumental pieces.

Mattheson observes that he is amazed that everyone thinks such phrasing points are not needed in instrumental music.  But without them, he says, there can be no clarity.

2.
One must always aim at one specific passion.

In general, he says every melody should express one primary emotion.  Without this the listener can make nothing of it but “idle singing and playing.”  Here Mattheson suddenly turns to education and expresses his amazement that music composed for educational purposes emphasizes various theories but is devoid of emotion.
   And while using this emotionless music, what do the teachers do?

Do they not become angry, do they not perspire, do they not rejoice; do they not cry; do they not clap their hands; do they not threaten?  Who wants to say that this would pertain more to mere, cold instructions, than to the vivid affections?....  If one wants to enhance strong ideas and theories and wants to make a worthy contribution to them, then such cannot take place halfheartedly.

In short, he says, “everything which happens without praiseworthy emotions, is nothing, does nothing, signifies nothing: be it where, how and when it may....”  The most simple child’s game is never without passion, not only incidentally, but by preference: no infant can be said to be free of it.

3.
A meter must not be altered without reason, without need, nor 


without intermission.

Mattheson criticizes the French recitative for constant changes in meter, which results in seeming to have none at all.  He says meter must be uniform, for it is “the soul of melody.”
4.
The number of beats should be proportionate.

He prefers an even number of pulses in even the slowest Adagio and states that fast movements should never have an odd number of beats in the bar.

5.
No cadence should appear contrary to the usual division of the 


beat.

6.
The accent of the words should be closely observed.

Here Mattheson’s concern was that the melody be composed in such a way that the melodic accent falls on the most important word of the sung sentence.

7.
One must very carefully avoid embellishment.

“Daily experience,” says Mattheson, “shows us what kind of terrible patchworks are pasted together from neglecting this commandment of melodic beauty.”  By way of illustration, he quotes an anonymous observer:

The arias are so varied and intricate that one becomes impatient before the end comes.  The composer is satisfied if he writes only nonsensical notes, which the singers, through thousands of contortions, make even more absurd.  They laugh during the saddest performance, and their Italian excesses always appear at the wrong place.
 

As for himself, Mattheson thinks,

Such embellishment, whether produced by a composer lacking in taste or an arrogant vocalist, reminds me of nothing more than a far too opulent livery for pages or trumpeters, where all is completely covered with gold and silver lacing to such an extent that one can perceive neither the cloth nor its color.

This comparison, he sighs, is still too kind.

8.
One must aim at a noble simplicity in expression.

“Sensible simplicity...must not be understood as something stupid, absurd, or vulgar; but rather as something noble, unembellished and quite singular.”  This is evident, Mattheson finds, in many other areas.

Simplicity constitutes the most important point in writing and reading as well as in singing and playing, indeed in the whole of human affairs: and if ever innate characteristics were to occur, this certainly would be the right place.

This much is beyond dispute, that men, some more than others, also excel in this matter according to how the physique and the orderly or disorderly mixing of the humors are fit or unfit for sensation.  Noble thoughts always have a certain simplicity, something of the unaffected, and only a single aim.  Whoever presents such without any constraint, according to the simple laws of nature, will be succeed.
 

9.
One must precisely examine and differentiate the writing style.

Here he is thinking of not confusing the appropriate styles for church, theater and chamber, as well as those styles appropriate for specific instruments (“one should not set military pieces for lutes”).

10.
One must not base the aim on words, but on their sense and 


meaning: not look to sparkling notes, but to expressive 



sounds.

Though last, Mattheson warns, this is the most important, and equally so for instrumental music.

For the fact that not a single melody should be without meaning, without aim, or without emotion -- even though without words -- is established by this, and through the laws of nature.

The third basic quality which a good melody must have is that it must be flowing.  For this he provides eight rules.
 
1.
One should pay careful attention to the uniformity of the meters or rhythms.

2.
Also, preserve precisely the geometrical proportion of certain 


similar phrases, namely the numerum musicum, ie., the 



measurement of melody by numbers.

In the first of these Mattheson concerned with some basic order of the rhythms at the level of the beat, although an unvarying beat would “cause impropriety and disgust.”  In the second, Mattheson is looking for a kind of sequential metric form, based on the internal rhythms within the measure.

3.
The fewer formal cadences which a melody has, the more flowing it most certainly is.

4.
Cadences must be selected and the voices for these managed well before one proceeds to the pauses.

Aside from the obvious concern with the interruption of the melody, Mattheson was also bored by the lack of variety he heard in cadences.

5.
In the course of melody, the little intervening resting places must have a certain connection with that which follows.

6.
The overly staccato style is to be avoided in singing; unless a 


special circumstance requires it.

7.
Do not take the passages through many sharp jolts, through little chromatic steps.

8.
A theme must not impede or interrupt the melody in its natural course.

The fourth quality which a good melody must have is the most important, charm.  Here Mattheson supplied eight rules:

1.
Steps and small intervals are preferred to large leaps.

2.
One should cleverly vary such small steps.

3.
Collect all sorts of unsingable phrases, in order to avoid them.

4.
On the other hand, select and amass ones which sound good as 


models.

In illustrating these four rules, Mattheson provides for the most part melodic idioms of the 16th century style.

5.
Observe well the relationship of all parts, members and limbs.

This refers to aesthetic correspondence of the internal melodic parts of a form such as the da capo aria form.

6.
Employ good repetitions, yet not too often.

7.
Begin with sounds which are pure, related to the key.

8.
Employ reasonable runs or colorful figures.

Following this, Mattheson discusses the rhythmic notation of melody, in particular as it relates to accompanying a text.  It is here that he revisits the ancient Greek poetry rhythms.
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