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Essay Nr. 164:  Mattheson on Performance
Johann Mattheson (1681 - 1764) was one of the most valuable observers we have left to us from the Baroque Period.  Among his numerous observations of the music of his time are some very interesting comments on performance.  He tends to think of performance in terms of the separate venues of church, chamber and theater, as do many of his contemporaries.

He describes the old chant style and notation, adding an interesting observation confirmed in other sources but rarely mentioned in general history texts, that in this style there was “ever so many embellishments and artificialities used therewith.’
   He next turns to the motet style, in which he specifies that the accompanying instruments do not improvise.  He mentions that he particularly appreciates the older motets by Hammerschmidt, whom he says “has done more for the glory of God than a 1,000 opera composers.”  In general, however, such works in the old polyphonic style may be “the greatest art,” nevertheless,

art is not nature.  If this could succeed in expressing the passions and the true sense of words, then there would be nothing which compares with it, and the half-educated would soon burn their fingers on it.
 

The previous two forms Mattheson finds used only in the church, but one which is found in church, theater and the chamber is the madrigal.  With regard to the reference to the church here, Mattheson has in mind the cantata, oratorios and passions which he regards as having “the true madrigal’s nature in them.”  Regarding the madrigal in the chamber, Mattheson points to the great polyphonic examples of the 16th century, which he associates with “concertizing” but “seem very strange to us: since they do not conform to present-day tastes at all.”

Mattheson, in his Neu-Eroffnete Orchestre, points out that in his time many more styles are now possible in church music, including arias and recitatives.  In the case of the latter, however, more restraint, seriousness and solidite is required than when these forms are used in the theater.
 

Regarding the instrumental style, Mattheson first defines instrumental music as nothing other than “speech in tones or oratory in sound.”
   Instrumental music, he suggests, must be “always based on one specific emotion.”  Another very interesting observation, especially for this early period, suggests that only certain emotions can be associated with certain instruments.

Just as every instrument has its own nature, this style is divided into about as many secondary styles as there are instruments.  One for example composes completely differently for violins than for flutes; not in the same way for lutes as for trumpets, etc., for which insight, labor and experience is required.

Regarding the use of the instrumental style in the church, Mattheson cautions that such music must have “a special solemnity and a serious quality... lest it smack of a loosely-united overture.”  But he does not mean by this that instrumental church music must be dark in mood.  On the contrary joyful instrumental music can contribute to the atmosphere for devotion.

Yet one should not indiscriminately abandon all vivacity in the sacred service, especially since the style of writing under discussion often naturally requires more joyousness and cheerfulness than any other, namely according to the subject and circumstance giving occasion for it.  Indeed, the instrumental style serves primarily for presenting those very things for which voices are not always appropriate or suited....  Joy does not contradict seriousness; for then all mirth would have to consist of jesting.  A cheerful disposition is best disposed for devotion; where such is not to be done mechanically or simply in a trance.

One type of instrumental music in the church which Mattheson cautions the composer about is the canon.  If the composer wants to bring such works “out of the classroom, as out of its true element,” it should be done “cautiously and seldom.”
The theatrical style, says Mattheson, requires more skill in composition than either church or chamber music because it must be “the most natural and have nothing constrained or farfetched.”
   Even in an instrumental overture for the theater, Mattheson contends, neither the “opulence nor inner depth, which is characteristic of this very style in the church” is required.  In fact, he continues, profundity itself is contrary to the character of stage plays,

whose mark of distinction is always something of the playful and fictitious, which is not supposed to produce any profound, serious impression; but only a serviceable and hence more diverting, incidental presentation rather than a durable, engaging one: with which in fact emotions are touched and moved, through the perception of the vision and hearing, yet are not greatly disturbed by seriousness, and various untoward passions are not often presented.  The feelings imparted by the stage are sometimes not unpleasant; but they last only a moment and produce no lasting impression: since everyone knows that the thing is artificial.
 

But it is in opera, Mattheson finds, that the composer has the opportunity to freely express emotions in music.

[Opera is the best medium of all for expressing] each and every Affectus since there the composer has the grand opportunity to give free rein to his invention.  With many surprises and with as much grace he there can, most naturally and diversely, portray love, jealousy, hatred, gentleness, impatience, lust, indifference, fear, vengeance, fortitude, timidity, magnanimity, horror, dignity, baseness, splendor, indigence, pride, humility, joy, laughter, weeping, mirth, pain, happiness, despair, storm, tranquility, even heaven and earth, sea and hell, together with all the actions in which men participate....

Through the skill of composer and singer each and every Affectus can be expressed beautifully and naturally better than in an Oratorio, better than in painting or sculpture, for not only are Operas expressed in words, but they are helped along by appropriate actions and above all interpreted by heart-moving music.
 

In two different books Mattheson writes that the purpose of opera is not only pleasure, but that it has a definite didactic role.  First, speaking of the general value an opera house has for a city, he notes,

Scholars, artists, artisans come along too, and the city takes on the kind of eminence with a good opera as it has with good banks. For the latter are for service, the former give pleasure; the latter serve to give security; the former to instruct.
 

.....

A good opera theater is nothing less than an advanced school of many of the fine arts, including together and simultaneously architecture, scenography, painting, mechanics, dancing, acting, moral philosophy, poetry and most especially music, united most pleasantly and always giving new demonstrations for the edification and pleasure of distinguished and sensible spectators.
 

Dance music is associated primarily with the theater and here Mattheson recommends French music, for France “remains the true school of dance.”
   The style of composition for dance, Mattheson calls hyporchematic, the components of which he identifies as “strict metrical division; a slow rhythm in the proper pattern; a uniform, serious yet lively movement; an appropriate length; and unity among the parts,” together, of course, with correspondence between melody and dance steps.

Regarding the chamber style, Mattheson first turns to instrumental music which he says has a completely different character than instrumental music in the church and theater style.
   The chamber style “requires far more diligence and perfection than elsewhere, and must have pleasant, clear interior parts,” by which he apparently meant that everything was more exposed to the listener.  Instrumental music “clearly asserts superiority in the chamber style; indeed, even if the melody should occasionally suffer a little thereby, it is still embellished, ornamented and effervescent.  That is its distinctiveness.”
Under the subject of the chamber, Mattheson also discusses several kinds of popular songs and canons, etc., as well as dance music.  Regarding the latter, he mentions in particular the Polish dance style, a la Polonoise, which he says is so interesting that there is no hesitation to provide “serious words and lyrics.”   This style, he says, “often has a quite strange and pleasant effect.”
Mattheson writes that discussion of types of chamber forms could be extended considerably if one wanted to continue into the secondary branches.  Among these forms which deserve study, he finds,

especially the field or martial style would be of no small consideration.  For although marches and such manly melodies belong to the hyporchematic style; still the martial music itself has, in many respects, things which are somewhat peculiar to it which might be worth investigating.

On Singing
On the subject of vocal music, Mattheson first offers an interesting review of his perception of national differences.

If we turn from playing to singing, oh! that is when the misery really begins.  Look at the fervor with which the French men and women singers present their pieces, and how they almost always seem really to feel what they are singing.  Hence the reason that they strongly stir the emotions of the listeners, particularly their countrymen, and replace through gesticulation and mannerisms what they lack in thorough instruction, in strength, or in vocal ability.

The Italians carry this even further than the French; indeed, sometimes they even go a little too far: As in almost all their undertakings they frequently overstep the limits and love the extremes.  Meanwhile they frequently have tears in their eyes when they perform something that is melancholy; and on the other hand, their heart is overjoyed when there is something enjoyable: for they are very emotional by nature....

Only the cool Germans, although they have revealed to the Italians their great musical abilities through the three great H’s, namely Handel, Heinichen and Hasse, on the one hand place their greatest merit in the fact that they look just as stiff and unemotional with the sad as well as the cheerful affections with which their music deals...they sing very decently and rigidly, as if they had no interest in the content, and are not in the least concerned with the consideration of the proper expression or meaning of the words...as is demonstrated daily by teachers and students.  On the other hand, it is quite a favor if they do not gossip with, trifle with or ridicule their neighbors during rests; even if the things of which they sing would be worthy of the highest attention.
 

While the medieval theorists used to write that “to sing well” meant understanding the mathematics-based theories of music, Mattheson says that the expression, “to sing properly,” has to do with “the emotions, as well as the styles, words, melody, harmony, etc.”
   Because of these close relationships, Mattheson expresses the belief that only one who can sing himself can write well for singers.  It is, he says, much better if ability, knowledge, consideration and execution stand together.  

From among his many recommendations for training the voice,
 we found particularly interesting his conviction that early in the training a certain amount of loud singing is necessary, for which he recommends singing in church “as must necessarily be done, but also to hide the errors which occur among the multitude of fellow singers.”  If one cannot thus practice in church, then,

one could go to a lonely place in the field, dig a small yet deep hole in the ground, place his mouth over it, and shout into it as loudly and as long as can be done, yet always without forcing.

We are also interested to see a reference to what we call the “pyramid” principle, a performance adjustment required by the fact that the brain genetically exaggerates the perception of higher pitches for the purpose of ease in understanding speech.  Mattheson refers to the adjustment for this when he observes that experience for the past 200 years teaches,

that each singing voice, the higher it goes, should be produced increasingly temperately and lightly; however in the low notes, according to the same rule, the voice should be strengthened, filled out, and invigorated.
 

On Improvisation

Improvisation is mentioned frequently by nearly all writers of the Renaissance and Baroque, but unfortunately with very few details other than the general rules for specific ornaments.  Because it is so unusual, therefore, that Mattheson provides a broader view of the importance and the aesthetic role in performance practice in church, theater and chamber performance, we will quote him at some length.
  Curiously, Mattheson uses the term “fantasy” for improvisation.

The name fantasy is normally detested; although we do have a style of writing with this name which is a favorite and which maintains its place mainly with the orchestra and on the stage, not only for instruments but also for vocalists.  It actually consists not so much in the writing or composing with the pen, as in the singing and playing that occurs spontaneously, or as is said, extempore....  Though the so-called Fantasie, Capriccie, Toccate, Ricercare, etc., may be written down or printed, they really belong [in this classification], not to mention the boutades and preludes.

Italian musicians very often take the opportunity to show off their ideas thus, and avail themselves of this style to the special pleasures of the connoisseur; whether or not the fantasy were actually written down and the vocalist or the instrumentalist were thus saved the trouble; or which is always better, the composer were to do nothing further than to note the appropriate place where such spontaneity could be employed as one wishes.  Such commonly occurs at a cadence, be it at the end or anywhere else.  But this takes clever minds which are stock full of inventions and are rich in all sorts of figures (sometimes overly so).

Not to mention other artists, the famous Handel often composed accompaniments in his operas in which the clavier alone was performed, according to the player’s whim and ability, without direction in its style: which requires a special person, and the few others who have tried to imitate him had a great deal of trouble with it; though they were otherwise rather firm in the saddle.

We have stated above that this fanciful style has its place in the operas; though, with the qualification: mainly; since nothing keeps it from also being heard in churches and chambers.  In this respect it is peculiar in that it is one and the same everywhere; whereas when the other writing styles are used in the other main types they are in many respects subject to a different arrangement.  What would the organists do if they could not improvise spontaneously in their preludes and postludes? [Otherwise] this would indeed only yield something awkward, memorized, and inflexible.

How often does not a skilled violinist (not to mention other instrumentalists) amuse himself and his listeners in the most agreeable way when he merely improvises and quite alone?  That which occurs every day on the clavier, as the most appropriate instrument for this, on the lute, the viol da gamba, flute and so on, is familiar; if one only thinks on it and puts it in its proper class: and does it as the skilled throats of the prima donnas do it, especially the Italians.  One can best perceive such among those who are endowed with similar skill at the court and on the stage.  Only it is a pity that there are no rules available for such art of improvisation!

For this style is the freest and least restricted style which one can devise for composing, singing, and playing, since one sometimes uses one idea and sometimes another, since one is restricted by neither words nor melody, but only by harmony, so that the singers’ or players’ skill can be revealed; since all sorts of otherwise unusual passages, obscure ornaments, ingenious turns and embellishments are produced, without close observation of the beat and pitch, though these do occur on paper; without a regular principal motif and melody, without theme and subject which would be performed; sometimes fast sometimes slow; sometimes with one sometimes with many voice parts; also sometimes a little behind the beat; without meter; yet not without a view to pleasing, to dazzling and to astonishing.  Those are the essential characteristics of the fantasy style.

One is restricted in this style of writing only to the rules of harmony, to no others.  Whoever can bring to bear the most artistic embellishments and the rarest inventions does the best.  And if occasionally a rather fast type of beat slips in, it only lasts a moment; if no other follows, then the meter ceases.  The principal motifs and subjects cannot be completely ignored just because of the improvisatory nature; they may however not be done in sequence, much less be regularly performed: hence those composers who work out formal fugues in their fantasias or toccatas do not maintain the integrity of this style, for nothing is so very contrary to it as order and constraint.
On Ornaments
Mattheson does not engage in extensive explanation of the performance of specific ornaments in his Der vollkommene Capellmeister, because, he says, even if he did, his comments would soon be out of date anyway.  Also, he admits, this is an art in which it is much easier to point to what is bad than to teach what is good.  He calls the art of adding ornaments to a melodic line, Modulatoria,
 and presents a discussion of the academic terms used to represent the elements of oratory, which he wants to suggest might form the foundation for possible ornamentation.
    

Mattheson also makes a few important observations which touch on aesthetics.  First, he points out that ornamentation “depends more on the skillfulness and sound judgment of a singer or player than on the actual prescription by the composer of the melody.”
   He is quick to point out that ornamentation can spoil a beautiful melody, a tendency toward which “I can never pardon the French musicians.”  In his conclusion, he provides some hints regarding his sense of aesthetics in this form of improvisation.

This does not mean we despise ornaments.  Well-used embellishments are not to be despised at all, whether the composer himself designs them, if he is a skilled singer and player; or whether the performer produces them extemporaneously.  We however most severely criticize the misuse, and also the insolence of the singers and players who at the wrong time and without discretion presume to use such excessive ornaments, from lack of good taste, indeed, good sense; as well as the annoying fanaticisms of some much too fantastic composers with their insane ideas, which they consider as jewels and pearls regardless of the fact that they are usually only polished and coated glass.
 

By this he means that if the original contribution by the composer is lacking, ornaments cannot disguise this.  In another place he makes this more clear.

To say, however, that the most miserable melodies should be beautiful to the hearing if they are performed well, is not in accord with nature and truth.  Many a connoisseur of colorful notes and embellishments considers any unornamented melody as miserable; though it is so only in miserable eyes and not fundamentally.  A rotten tree cannot bear fruit, no matter where one transplants it.  The shrewdest ornamentation accomplishes only as much here as the skilled gardener who can improve a sound plant by diligent nursing, but if it is worth nothing he can never achieve anything proper.  Some instrumentalists and singers know how to find ways to destroy quickly the most beautiful melody; but it is impossible for them, and even all of the artists of the world, to make beautiful the most wretched.
 

On the Conductor
Finally, we find in the Der vollkommene Capellmeister a rather rare early description of the qualities needed in a good conductor.
   He begins by placing the greatest emphasis on the integrity and character of the conductor and points to examples he has known of conductors who had cheated their singers out of money due them.  But in general,

He should in no way be offensive or scandalous in his living and conduct, for commonly the greatest contempt arises from that.  A good reputation and esteem are such delicate things that with a single false step everything one has gained for oneself in many years through great assiduousness can be destroyed.

A central challenge for the conductor, in Mattheson’s view, is the need to balance being friendly as a person with the necessary authority in rehearsal.

A director of the choir must not be lazy with unconstrained words of praise, but must copiously employ them, even if he finds only scant cause for them among his students.  But if he is to and must admonish and contradict someone, then he should do it quite seriously, yet as gently and politely as is possible.  Affability is considered a most favored and rewarding virtue by people in all ranks: a director then should of course also strive for it, and should be very gregarious, sociable and obliging: especially when he is not performing his official tasks.  In his official duties, becoming seriousness and precise observation of them probably does more service than too great familiarity.
 

As for conducting itself, while some “pound with sticks, keys and feet,” he has found “that a little sign, not only with the hand but merely with the eyes and gestures, could accomplish most of this; if only the performers would assiduously keep their eyes on the director.”
The personal accomplishments which Mattheson believed were important for a conductor included ability to sing, to play the clavier, knowledge of tuning, knowledge of principles of seating plans and “the greatest difficulty” of all: having the discernment required to succeed in divining the sense and meaning of another composer’s thoughts.

He stresses the importance of rehearsals and points out that the conductor often needs the rehearsal as much as the players.
   Reminding us that most Baroque performances were also premieres,  Mattheson adds that one important purpose of the rehearsal is make the necessary corrections.  

It is no disgrace but rather an honor to improve that which has not turned out well.  How then can one know or perceive it without rehearsal? 
With regard to the rehearsal, he cannot help but add that some responsibility lies with the attitudes of the individual musicians as well.

The director as well as the performers should set their heart and soul on nothing other than the service of God...[they] must certainly put away all other, dissolute thoughts, and must direct their mind, from reverence, only on the holy work at hand.  If this occurs, then the execution will proceed well: for all mistakes which are made derive from inattentiveness and from such a disposition wherewith one is at another place with his thoughts.
 

A final requirement for the successful conductor or composer contains some timeless advice.

A composer and director of music must be of a vigorous, high-spirited, indefatigable, diligent, and energetic nature; yet also orderly: yet most often the most active are deficient in this last.  Idleness must be hated as a devil, because it is his place of repose....

Neither impatience nor a sudden flush of emotion serves any purpose here.  If one does not have enough desire or deep-felt love for the thing so that he can suppress many a displeasure over it and so that adversity cannot alienate him from his noble plan; then he is not well suited for the exercise of this discipline and its sphere of duties.

Indeed, with music and its pursuit very few roses are strewn in the path; moreover persons of authority and in high esteem seek, though it is unfair, to suppress and disparage everything about it as much as possible....  A master must have the heart in such circumstances to set a cheerful example for others, and must know how to create in himself so many pleasures from this noble pursuit that he would always be in the position, all obstacles notwithstanding, of finding his greatest peace in harmony and of reviving his spirit.
 

In his Der vollkommene Capellmeister, Mattheson, in passing, gives a rather impressive list of topics which must be taught if the “essence of music” is to be understood.
   While he does not say specifically that he associates this curriculum with conductors, or Kapellmeisters, it seems implied since this is the subject of his  book.  The list includes all the elements of what we would call theory and composition today, plus organ building.  Included as well are acoustics, music history,
 a study of how music functions in society and the training of the voice as well as various instruments.
   Among the interesting specific topics we find,

The special qualities of a conductor.

Expression in singing.

The difference between vocal and instrumental melodies.

How to direct, produce and execute music.

In another place,
 Mattheson focuses specifically on the education and skills needed by the Kapellmeister and composer.  Without education, he says, a musician can exercise his trade, but he cannot be an artist.  This education need not be found at a university, but can be gained at home under “clever leadership.”
The specific requirements of this education begin with languages: Greek, Latin, French and Italian, the language of the theater.  Without these languages, how can the Kapellmeister ever be a galant homme?  He must also have considerable knowledge in poetry and, in an emergency, be able to write good verse himself.

Mattheson considered music to be a “substantial part of erudition and one of the disciplines which is closest to theology.”  Perhaps this explains his following statement that “whoever advances in music and goes backwards in morals walks like a crab and misses the proper goal.”
For the composer, in addition to the usual studies in the klavier, counterpoint and harmony, Mattheson gives the highest priority to being able to sing, which he clearly believed was an essential key to understanding the emotions in a composition.

If the stirring of the emotions and passions of the soul depends on something quite different, namely upon the skillful composition of an intelligible, clear, and expressive melody; then no one who is not well experienced in the art of singing can reach this goal.
 

But, for composition, not everything can be learned, in particular “a good natural ability or innate instinct and spirit.”  To find if he has this, Mattheson recommends his looking into his own heart to see,

whether he would be satisfied with mere patchwork and pieces from diverse sources, which were toilsomely collected by begging?

It is not necessary, when one composes a dirge or lamentation, to begin to cry, “yet it is absolutely necessary that he open his mind and heart to the affection at hand.”  For how, Mattheson asks, will he be able to excite a passion in other people’s feelings if he has not experienced it himself?
   Here Mattheson, remarkably, adds a precise comment on the nature of the communication of emotions in music, that they are both universal and personal at the same time.

He must also study the affective disposition of his listeners as much as possible.  For although it is true: Each head has its own mind; still a certain propensity, a certain taste, usually predominates with wise and attentive listeners.
 

Mattheson would have probably acknowledged that composers are “born, not made,” but he found that in some cases Nature has left the requisite qualities incomplete.

One sometimes encounters fine minds without true desire and love for it; thus one encounters nothing more seldom than the required diligence and necessary, untiring industry, joined together with these two things, natural ability and real desire: because commonly not a little laziness and idleness, lasciviousness, comfortableness, and the like, tend to go side by side with innate gifts and inclinations.

A so-called natural disposition without ambition or love is like a buried treasure....  Desire and diligence without natural ability is really the worst of all....
 

This role which Nature plays, led Mattheson, in another place, to comment on the treatment of students.

Natural stupidity or innate simplicity is among the failures of the intellect which no one can rightfully punish, though it can be deplored or at best ridiculed.  Desiring to make youngsters intelligent with thrashing is not only futile, but godless.  Many examples verify that beatings make heads ten times more dumb than they were previously.  This is and remains abysmally characteristic of education in almost every guild and apprenticeship.
 

Finally, we noticed an interesting passage in the Der vollkommene Capellmeister in which he seems to have a nostalgic fondness for the old cornett and trombone consorts which were also so much associated with church music.  It is interesting here, however, that the cornett, which was so praised for its beautiful sound during the 16th century, he now thinks of as penetrating and harsh.

Here this question occurs to me: why then do the good cornetts and trombones, which were formerly closely related and were highly esteemed as staples by the expert civic musicians as well as the composers, seem to be banished now so completely from the churches, at least from the ones here, as if they had been discovered to be incompetent?  For the former instrument is still very penetrating, with all its harshness; whereas the other sounds very majestic, and fills a large church beautifully.  Whoever wants to may answer this question.
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