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Essay Nr. 166:  On Court Music in the French Baroque
The Baroque arrived in France under the reign of Louis XIII, a weak man who suffered in equal measure from physical problems and doctors, who in a single year they bled him 47 times and gave him 215 enemas!   As he was inclined toward the male sex, when the worried government officials pointed out that he had not visited the bed of his wife in 13 years, he relented and produced his greatest contribution to France -- Louis XIV.

Louis XIII was remembered by his contemporaries as being very fond of music, for sometimes joining his singers and for having actually composed a ballet de cour.
   Under his Chapelle there were only 14 singers, 2 choirboys a cornettist and a lute instructor was engaged for the education of the choirboys.  The musicians of the Chambre included another 5 singers, 2 lutanists, a spinet player and a flautist.

The larger instrumental ensembles were organized under the Ecurie,
 the most important of which were the 24 Violins du Roi and the distinguished Les Grands Hautbois.  The latter ensemble had been formed under Francois I and consisted of an expanded Hautboisten ensemble of 2 shawm and 2 cornett players playing dessus (treble), 4 alto or tenor shawms playing haute-contre and taille parts, 2 trombones playing basse-taille, and the bass shawms playing a basse part.
  These larger ensembles provided the music for the ballet de cour, the principal large-scale musical entertainment of the early 17th century and a form similar to the English masque, and for Italian Opera when it reached the court in 1645.
Louis XIII also maintained a body of trumpet players for ceremonial and state occasions.  For his marriage in 1612 they supplied several days worth of music for a series of horse ballets depicting a variety of Greek gods, the legends of Amadis of Gaul and Perseus, the Seasons and the Hours of the Day.  The final day included a great procession which included Roman warriors leading captive kings of Africa and Asia, mounted on elephants, and a model palace exploding with fireworks.

While aristocratic activities in France always were centered in Paris, some extant accounts suggest the regional lords also enjoyed similar festivities.  La Ruelle’s illustrated chronicle of the funeral ceremonies for Charles III, Duke of Lorraine, includes engravings showing wind bands.  One pictures the singers in the church in a balcony together with shawm and trombone players.  One of the shawms is a huge bass instrument with an up-turned bell, looking like a seven-foot bass clarinet.  Another engraving shows the entire interior of the church during the principal funeral ceremony.  Here we see a large balcony with some 30 musicians, of whom at least 12 are clearly wind players and the rest singers, while a separate balcony contains string players.

Louis XIV developed a court bigger and richer than any in the history of modern Europe.  Many German dukes sent their eldest son on a sabbatical to Versailles to learn how to do it right!  When Frederick the Great in Potsdam once wondered why he was sitting on French furniture, in a French-styled palace, speaking French and eating French food, the answer was the influence of the court of Louis XIV.

Louis XIV himself was also an extraordinary man, as kings go.  He was an effective and hard-working administrator, in addition to having strong personal qualities.  He was described by one who knew him as follows,

Never did a man give with better grace than Louis XIV….  Never did disobliging words escape him; and if he had to blame, to reprimand, or to correct, which was rare, it was nearly always with goodness, never…with anger or severity.  Never was a man so naturally polite….  Never did he pass the humblest petticoat without raising his hat….

He created the most extensive musical establishment known until his time, organized under four separate administrative branches: the Ecurie, the Chapelle, the Chambre and the Maison Militaire.

The musicians of the Ecurie enjoyed high prestige, having the right of commensaux (meal companions of the king), exemption from many taxes and obligations to church-wardens and civic officials.  They received gifts of food, clothing and financial bonuses and they were allowed to live and do extra work in Paris.  At this time the members appear to have been hired more on the basis of recommendation, than by audition.  It follows that study with a current member was the most promising route to success for a young musician.  The importance of such teacher-pupil relationships can be seen in a typical contract drawn up between Jean Baptiste Desjardins, a member of the Les Grands Hautbois, and a student named Francois Gillotot.  The modern teacher might feel reluctant to assume some of the responsibilities expected of the 17th century teacher.

Today it has appeared in front of the notary of Paris that the undersigned Jean B. Desjardins...is obligated to Francois Gillotot, a servant of M. the Abbey Bouchart...to show him how to play the oboe, flute and instrumental music which this entails.  Gillotot may be free to obtain this goal and do his profession without being obligated.  Mr. Desjardins will furnish him with instruments.  This contract entails the sum of 185 livres....  [The final payment] is made when Mr. Desjardins succeeds in placing Gillotot in a quality position as an oboist.  Desjardins must try to place Gillotot....  Gillotot must go precisely all the days to take his lessons with Desjardins.
 

The best known performance ensemble under Louis XIV was the Les Grands Hautbois, a 12-member wind band.  Formed by the reign of Francois I, it was first an ensemble of 6 oboes and (Italian) trombones with a separate ensemble of 6 violins.  By the second half of the 16th century the violins  began to be listed apart and the wind band became 12 in number.  Although the Les Grands Hautbois consisted of musicians who were primarily wind players, it is clear that by the 17th century they were actively doubling on other instruments as well.  In the case of one member, Jacques Danican Philidor, the inventory taken after his death in 1708 revealed that he owned 14 oboes [shawms] (dessus, quintes and tailles), 21 flutes (dessus, quintes, tailles and bass), 2 bassoons, 2 flageolets, a violin, a tambour and a pair of timpani.
 

It was this ensemble which introduced the modern oboe during the second half of the 17th century.  A fascinating report by one listener, who heard the ensemble in about 1665, appears to have heard the players at the time they were still struggling with learning to control the new instrument.

The oboes, whom one can now hear at the king’s palace and in Paris, have stately repertoire and style.  Their cadences are correct, their vibrato is sweet, their ornaments are just as correct as the more educated vocal ones and those of the most perfect instruments.  We have seen their success in the theater, especially in certain entrees.  They had a marvelous effect in one Pastorale.  But one can never be confident of the air; the shortness of breath, the thickening of the lungs, the fatigue of the stomach and finally, one is conscious of a notable difference in beginnings and endings; here one could discover more exactness.
 

For the larger productions, such as those by Lully, these wind players often joined the strings, doubling their parts.  The famous French philosopher, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who had once been a professional music copyist, recalled this tradition and reveals further details of the modern oboe in its first generation.

The parts for the oboe that one extracts from the violin of the grand orchestra can not be exactly copied as they are in the original, since the tessitura is less than the violin and there are soft notes it can not produce; it is also not as agile at slow speeds: the force of the oboe must be handled gently so as not to obscure the accents of the music.  If I had to judge a symphonic copyist...I would give him the task of extracting an oboe part from the violin.  Every copyist should know how to do it.
 

Another separate ensemble under the Ecurie was the 6-member Musettes et Hautbois du Poitou.
   The musette was a small, highly decorated, bagpipe, but what was the Hautbois du Poitou?  The instrument was used in three sizes in this ensemble (alto, tenor and bass), but as there no surviving specimens, no one is entirely sure how we should classify this instrument.  An early French treatise on instruments implies that it, like the new oboe, was related to the family of shawms but that it looked more like a recorder.
  A 17th century French dictionary says it differed from the oboe only in length, in the placement of holes and in having a windcap.
  The famous Diderot Encyclopedie calls it a type of old-fashioned shawm with only minor differences with the oboe.  They were played by regular oboists of the Ecurie and are mentioned as being present in all the large divertissements.
A court flautist, Michel de La Barre, was asked in 1730 by the Grand Ecuyer to investigate the history of this ensemble.  Unfortunately his report contains nothing of historical substance.  The positions, that is to say the line-items in the court budget appear until 1784, but these positions were being filled by flautists.

Similarly, another ensemble in the Ecurie, Les Cromornes, employed an instrument for which there are no survivors.  While it is tempting to think of this as a crumhorn ensemble,
 the evidence points rather to some member of the bassoon family.
  A treatise by Borjon, Traite de la Musette (Lyon, 1672) tells us that the cromornes were being made in complete consorts by 1672 and the court records speak of 2 dessus, 1 quinte, 1 taille and a basse.
One newspaper review mentions their appearance in 1702; a reference to the Chapel music which suggests a confusion with the bassoon.

They all have their livery and are sometimes used in balls, ballets, comedies in the King’s household and elsewhere where they are required.  There are also two of them in the Chapel Music.

The instrument is mentioned specifically in the accounts of the funeral of Louis XIV.

Full suits of mourning with crepe bands for the trumpets, drums and fifes of the Chamber, oboes, musettes, and cromornes.

Finally, there were two ensembles, the Les Fifres et Tambours and Les Trompettes, which supplied ceremonial duties and accompanied the king everywhere he went.

Another administrative wing, the Musique de la Chambre, was organized under two surintendants, one of whom was the famous Jean-Baptiste Lully.  Lully’s success in organizing the large-scale musical entertainments of the king was the source of his eventual control the musical activities at Versailles, as well as over the stage productions in Paris.  It was under this administrative unit that Couperin begrudgingly made his trips to the palace.  Speaking of one of his publications, he says,

I have composed them for the little chamber concerts where Louis Quatorze made me come every Sunday in the year.
 

Under this wing also was a Master in charge of the education, in both music and grammar, of the children of the court as well as the vocal teacher, Michel Lambert.  The quality of singing greatly improved at this time and led to the performance of art songs, in addition to the ballets du cour.  Women singers begin to appear during the reign of Louis XIV and their role in singing art songs seems to have followed the king’s preference.  A court document of 1661 observes,

When, having withdrawn privately into his Closet, [the king] wishes to hear French or Italian airs, no one else can please him more agreeably than [Anna Bergerotti].
 

Also employed in the Chambre were a number of lute, theorbo and wind players, as well as keyboard performers. The positions for string players were expanded to now include both the 24 Violins du Roi and a separate 21 Petits Violins. 

The Chapelle was administered by a sous-maitre, who organized and rehearsed the daily services and supervised the education of the children of the choirs.  This area was also greatly expanded under Louis XIV and by the 1670’s there were some 60 singers.  To these were added cornett, bassoon, sackbut and serpent players independent of the other administrative areas.

Finally the administrative section called Maison Militaire, which was the military guard protecting the king, maintained not only the usual fifes, trumpets and drums, but also two 4-member Hautboisten bands, which is to say oboes and bassoons.  These two often combined and are found in pay records as “8 hautbois des Mousquetaires.”  We have pointed out above the practice of such players doubling the string parts when needed.  On one interesting occasion, in 1698, the king and much of his musical establishment were in Fontainebleau.  For some reason, the king and the string players had to make an early return to Versailles and the final performance of the comedy, Bourgeois gentilhomme, in Fontainebleau was performed by the Hautboisten of the Mousquetaires alone!
   We must also mention a very interesting reference to their performance at a court funeral service,
The oboes of the army began a lugubrious concert, which was marvelously suited to the funeral ceremony.

These various ensembles performed, often combined as larger groups, for every kind of state occasion.  Foremost among these state events were national celebrations honoring the birth of royal children.  Since these celebrations lasted one year, often a new child was born before the year was concluded and everything had to begin all over again.

One separate administrative staff existed solely to organize every moment of Louis XIV’s day.  The king was not permitted to even take a walk through the formal gardens behind Versailles without elaborate organization in advance.  The walk would, of course, be scheduled for a specific time and the royal trumpets would be positioned by the door through which the king exited the palace.  As the king took his walk, he heard constant music.  An Hautboisten ensemble may have been placed in some bushes, for example, and played until the king passed.  Then this ensemble ran ahead to a new hiding place, while perhaps a string ensemble hiding behind trees played in the interval, before it also repositioned itself, and so it continued.

But the entire court lived at Versailles -- hundreds of people -- and some entertainment had to be offered them all.  This often took the form of carrousels, relics of the age of armed tournaments, or divertissements, which were allegorical in character.
   The largest of the latter were known as grands divertissement.  One of these, given in 1664 in honor of Anne of Austria and Marie-Therese, was called “Les plaisirs de l’ ile enchantee,” the principal events of which lasted three days before 600 official guests.  We may imagine that many of the noble guests also came with their own ceremonial musicians.  The duke of Noaille, for example, brought 4 trumpeters and 2 timpani players “dressed in flame colored satin and silver, their plumes of the same livery.”
 

On the first day the king appeared in a carrousel as the character, Roger.  Other allegorical figures included the Centuries, the Twelve Hours, the Signs of the Zodiac.  After an allegorical presentation of the Brass Age, the Silver Age, the Golden Age and the Iron Age, and before another pageant with the theme of the Four Seasons, there was a concert under the direction of Lully.

Thirty-four musicians very well dressed, who were to precede the Seasons, and made the most agreeable Consort in the World.

Another allegorical pageant on a pastoral theme, and also before the four Seasons, included more rural music.

Fourteen musicians of Pan and Diana preceded those two Deities, with an agreeable Harmony of flutes and bag-pipes.

Following a dance by the Four Seasons (riding a horse, an elephant, a camel and a bear!), one account indicates that Lully conducted a concert of “oboes and flutes.”  Next, a machine-operated forest of artificial trees lifted 24 dancers into the air.  This day ended with a great banquet with music by “36 violins, very well dressed, behind on a little stage.”
The second day featured a play by Moliere, “La princesse d’Elide.”  However, before the play, and between the acts, there was an independent Intermezzo with music by Lully.  The text was no doubt also by Moliere, for he personally played a role in these intermezzi.  Apparently everything began with some kind of overture, for we read “So soon as the curtain was drawn, a great Consort of Instrumental Music was heard.”
Scene One of the Intermezzo consisted of a song by Aurora.  Scene Two is entitled “Huntsmen and Musicians.”  Here were 4 Huntsmen asleep on the grass, who were 3 singers of the king’s chapel, with Moliere himself playing Lyciscas.  After some dialogue, 

several horns are heard, and in Consort with violins begin a Tune, to which six Huntsmen dance with a great deal of Exactness and Order.

Now the play itself begins, with another Intermezzo between each Act.  In the Intermezzo before Act Three, the character Moron, who was also played by Moliere, begs for a singing lesson.  He proves to be a poor student, for in the Intermezzo before Act Four he complains,

Why can’t I sing?  Damn’d Step-mother Nature, why did you not give me wherewithal to Sing like another?...  Why is it that I can’t Sing?  Have I not a stomach, a throat, and a tongue like another?  Yes, yes; come then, I too will Sing, and show you that Love enables one to perform all things.

And this character played by Moliere then did sing!  Following the play, a final Intermezzo was given, consisting of some of the noble guests disguised as shepherds and shepherdesses who sang and danced.  It was during this Intermezzo that we find the following extraordinary description.

While these amiable persons are dancing, there rises from under the stage the machine of a great tree, on which are sixteen fauns, eight of whom play on the flute, and the rest on the violin, with the most agreeable consort in the world.  Thirty violins answer them from the pit, with six other instruments of harpsichords and theorbos.

The third day’s activities were given near the artificial lakes behind the palace.  Behind the lakes was a sizable artificial palace built for this performance.

Their Majesties being arrived, had no sooner taken their places, than one of the two Islands that were by the sides of the first, was all covered with violins very well dressed.  The other that was opposite to it was at the same time covered with trumpets and timpani, whose habits were no less rich.

But what was more surprising, was to see Alcina issue from behind a rock, borne by a sea-monster of a prodigious bigness.

After a song of welcome by Alcina,

A consort of violins is heard, while the frontispiece of the palace opens with wonderful art, and towers rise.

Now comes a ballet battle between dwarfs and giants.  The day ended with the artificial palace disappearing in a blaze of fireworks.  

Then claps of thunder followed by several flares of lightning, portend the destruction of the palace, which is presently reduced to ashes by an artificial fire, which puts an end to this adventure, and to the diversions of the Enchanted Island.

A newspaper said nothing so magnificent had been seen for several centuries.

The formal three-day presentation of the “Les plaisirs de l’ile enchantee” was concluded, but not the entertainments.  The following two days, Saturday and Sunday, there were several more horse tournaments.  On Sunday evening Moliere’s comedy, “Impertinents,” was given, “intermixed with dancing.”
On Monday, the king gave a lottery, through which all the noble ladies won “precious stones, furniture, plate and other like things.”  In the afternoon there was another tournament and in the evening another Moliere play, Tartuffe.

Although the king thought it very diverting, yet...his extreme scrupulosity in point of religion could hardly bear that resemblance of Vice and Virtue; and though he did not doubt the good intentions of the author, yet he forbade the acting of the comedy before the public, until it was entirely finished and examined by competent judges, that it might not deceive others, who were less capable to make a just discernment of it.

On Tuesday there were more tournaments and another play, The Forced Marriage, by Moliere in the evening.  Finally, on Wednesday, the festivities ended as the king left for Fontainebleau.

A contemporary account of another of these divertissements, the Les fetes de l’Amour et de Bacchus of 1668, leaves the impression that the music one heard might have been of a much higher aesthetic level than the allegorical themes might otherwise suggest.

If one takes the Music, there is nothing which does not perfectly express all the passions, delighting the spirit of the Hearers.  But what was never before seen is that pleasing harmony of voices, that symphony of instruments, that delightful union of different choruses, those sweet songs, those tender and amorous dialogues, those echoes, in short, that admirable conduct in every part, in which it might always be seen from the first words that the Music was increasing, and having begun with a single voice, it concluded with a concert of over one hundred persons, seen all at once upon the same Stage, uniting their instruments, their voices and their steps in a harmony and cadence that brings the Play to an end, leaving everyone in a state of admiration that cannot be adequately expressed.
 

The central figure in attempts to develop authentic French opera was Jean-Baptiste Lully, composer of ballet and instrumental music to the king, who had, from 1663 to 1671, collaborated with Moliere.  When Cardinal Mazarin, as part of his desire to bring Italian culture to Paris, sought to establish Italian opera, he turned to the famous Cavalli to stage a revival of Xerse for the wedding of Louis XIV.  For Xerse, Lully was engaged to compose a number of entrees de ballet (featuring Spaniards, Basques, Iberian peasants, Scaramouche, Negroes, sailors, buffoons, satyrs, etc.) to be inserted into an opera which now required 8 hours to perform.  A following work by Cavalli, Ercole amante, had eighteen entrees by Lully.  These works were described not as operas, but “royal ballet, intertwined with a tragic poem sung to music.”  None of this resulted in popularizing Italian opera, but it appears to have popularized Lully, who was given the responsibility of creating genuine French opera, tragedie lyrique.  

The king’s instructions in 1672 to Lully acknowledges that “music occupies one of the foremost positions among the liberal arts, with the aim of encouraging its favorable development.”  Lully, “who has given, and continues to give, daily -- and pleasurable -- proof of his abilities,” is instructed to establish a Royal Academy of Music for the establishment of “public performance of theatrical dramas in the manner of Italy, Germany and England.”  Lully was not only appointed for life, but after him one of his sons would be assigned to continue his duties.  The following text indicates the extent of Lully’s control, the reservation that aristocratic persons must be allowed to sing,
 and the interesting suggestion that Lully apparently desired to establish an affiliated school of music.

And as compensation for the notable expenses which M. Lully shall inevitably be required to sustain in connection with the aforesaid representations (with regard to the scenes, costumes, machines, theater and all other necessities), We hereby grant him permission to give public performances of all his compositions, including those represented in Our presence, save that he shall not be permitted to make use of those musicians in Our personal employ for performances of the said dramas; he shall also be authorized to request such sums as he shall retain necessary and to station guards or other officials at the entrances of the venues where the aforesaid performances shall be given.  At the same time, all persons of whatsoever quality or condition (including Our own court officials) are expressly forbidden to enter the venues in question without having paid; likewise, no person whatever may organize the performance of any wholly musical drama (in French or any other language) without the written consent of M. Lully, upon pain of a fine of ten thousand livres and confiscation of theaters, scenes, machines, costumes and other things -- a third for Our own direct benefit, a third for the hospital-general, and a third for M. Lully, who shall also be empowered to establish private schools of music in Our city of Paris and wherever else he deems necessary for the good and well-being of the aforesaid Academie royale.  And since the said Academy shall be modeled upon these already in existence in Italy, where gentlemen may sing in public without contravening aristocratic decorum, We desire and hereby command that all gentlemen and Mademoiselles be permitted to sing in the aforesaid dramas and other entertainments in Our Royal Academy without prejudice to their titles of nobility, privileges, offices, rights and immunities.
 

Upon the death of Louis XIV, Philippe, Duke of Orleans became regent until the young Louis XV came of age, thus much court activity was that designed for a child.  Although all the court ensembles continued under the reign of Louis XV, his preference was for private concerts and the court no longer saw the great divertissements.  Although he came from a musical family, Louis XV himself seemed little interested in art music of any kind.  Perhaps his mind was elsewhere, for as one of the most famous womanizers in history he had established a cottage on the edge of Versailles called, Parc aux Cerfs, which was a stable of young girls for his enjoyment.

Nevertheless, the many separate ensembles founded by Louis XIV seem to still be present under the reign of Louis XV.  There were all participating in his wedding in 1725 (at age 12!).
  A Te Deum sung on this occasion was accompanied by the cromornes, trumpets and fifes and drums of the Ecurie, and joined by three ensembles belonging to the City of Paris.

Neither was the cultural climate surrounding Louis XV conducive to the serious development of art forms such as opera.  The fact that Louis XV preferred the French styles of the older Lully to that of the contemporary Rameau, while his queen was more inclined to Italian comic opera, led to entertaining reading in the press, but little important music.  

The singers who traversed the stage in Paris may have been more interesting than the characters they played, if we can judge by the French soprano known as La Maupin.  We first hear of her as being married to a young businessman and living in Paris.  Soon after her marriage, she began an affair with a fencing master, with whom she also studied the art of the large and small sword.  Upon the occasion of her husband being offered a position in Provence, La Maupin, not wishing to give up her life in Paris, moved in with the fencing master.  When her husband began legal action against the lovers, they fled to Marseilles where they both apparently had sufficient voices to be employed by the local Opera.

Soon tiring of this lover, La Maupin developed a passion for, and seduced, a young woman.  Alarmed friends of the young woman captured her and for her safety hid her in a convent in Avignon.  La Maupin, however, soon discovered her location and, presenting herself as a novice, gained admission to the convent.  La Maupin set fire to the convent and in the confusion carried off her young female lover.  The young woman’s friends rescued her once again and at this time La Maupin apparently lost interest and turned her attention toward Paris.

In 1695 she joined the Paris Opera, attracting immediate attention in the role of Pallas in Cadmus.  Following this success she apparently enjoyed several years of extraordinary popularity.  When a male singer in the Opera, named Dumesnil, managed in some fashion to slight her, La Maupin dressed in male attire and waited for him after the opera one evening in the Place des Victoires.  When Dumesnil appeared, she insisted that he draw his sword and fight.  When he refused, she gave him a sound beating and took from him his watch and snuffbox.  The next day Dumesnil boasted to his friends of the Opera company that he successfully defended himself upon being attacked by three thieves.  La Maupin, of course, humiliated him by immediately revealing that it was she alone who had beat him for his cowardice, producing his watch and snuffbox as evidence.  On another occasion, a member of the company who similarly became the object of her wrath, hid from her for three weeks in the Palais Royal before finally making a public request for her pardon.

On the occasion of a great ball given by Monsieur, brother to Louis XIV, La Maupin appeared again dressed in a man’s clothing.  During the course of the ball she insulted a young lady, whereupon three of the lady’s friends, supposing La Maupin to be a man, demanded that she follow them outside where they proposed to defend the young lady’s honor.  While she could have easily avoided the fight by revealing herself to be a woman, she instead drew her sword and killed all three.  She returned to the ball as if nothing had happened and explained the situation to Monsieur.  He apparently found her story amusing and extended his pardon.

Some time later La Maupin turns up in Brussels, where she became the mistress of the Elector of Bavaria, who was in residence there.  After a period of time the Elector tired of her and his passions turned to the Countess of Arcos.  To rid himself of La Maupin, the Elector gave this lady’s husband a large sum of money to deliver to La Maupin with an order to leave Brussels.  La Maupin declared this a gesture worthy of a scoundrel, threw the purse in the Count’s face and left for Paris.

Upon her arrival in Paris she resumed her success on the stage.  In 1705 she announced her retirement from the Opera, surprised her friends by declaring her devotion to her husband and left Paris to join him in Provence.  It is here with her husband that we last find mention of La Maupin, living out the rest of her life in a most pious manner, until her death at age 34!
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