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Essay Nr. 167:  On French Military Music of the Baroque.
During the first part of the 17th century, military music in France centered around the trumpet, of which most companies had 2 but those with more than 200 soldiers being assigned a 3rd.
   Each regiment also maintained a Trumpet-major, who was necessary to train new trumpeters in a repertoire which was not yet notated.  During parades the trumpets rode before the commander in front of the troops.  In battle, however, both the trumpets and the commander were placed safely in the rear.
   Mersenne commented on the psychological value of the trumpet.

But its principal usage is destined for war....  It is easy to conclude...how they would prepare the heart and mind of the soldier for going to war, for attacking, and engaging in combat.
 

Mersenne describes a number of specific trumpet signals and concludes with some interesting details,
The first is called the “cavalcade,” used when the army or one of its regiments approaches towns, through which it passes going to a siege or places of combat, to warn the inhabitants and make them participants in the cheerfulness and expectation of winning the victory.  The second is named “to the saddle,” used for breaking up camp, and then follows the “call to saddle.”  In the third place is sounded “on horseback”; and then “to the standard,” and “the charge.”  Further is sounded the “watch”; but all these ways of sounding are most often distinct only through the interval of meter ….  Thus two or more trumpets are easily heard a quarter league away and make many discourses which can take the place of speech.  Still there is nothing particular in that, except that they can be heard from further away than the other instruments, which can be similarly used to hold some desired discourse.
 

Several sources mention a trumpet signal called la sourdine, which Kastner says was used to march “with little noise.”
  A treatise of 1631 adds,

the mute is used when there is a risk of being discovered by the enemy or when it is wished to surprise them, as also when it is desired to decamp or secretly withdraw.
 

The importance of these signals in the field necessitated some care in the selection of the man assigned this responsibility.  One French treatise commented on the character needed in the trumpeter as follows,

The trumpet must be a man of patience and vigilance, to be ready at all hours to execute the orders of the calls....  The trumpet must be a discreet man, primarily when he is used in the negotiations, where he must never use other terms than those he is instructed with, never interfere by giving counsel, in order that in conferences and treaties there will be no ambiguity or statements contrary to those proposed.
 

Another contemporary treatise adds an interesting comment on the relationship of the trumpeter and his horse.

The trumpets are the instruments best to use of horse dancing because they [the horses] can learn to breathe when the trumpets breathe.  There is no instrument more agreeable to the horse, because it is martial, and the horse which is naturally generous, likes to be animated by its sound.
 

In spite of such testimonials to the importance of the cavalry trumpeter, a contemporary officer testifies that he often had the experience of finding, in an army of 12,000 or 15,000 men, 10 trumpets who did not know their signals.

The timpani appears for the first time in the French cavalry at the time of Louis XIV, although the first instruments were those captured from German troops and only those French units which had achieved such an acquisition were permitted to use them.  Thus the timpani became prized emblems of a regiment’s honor and when abroad the timpanist was preceded by 4 Cavaliers for protection.  In the end, however, it was the responsibility of the player to prevent the capture of his instruments.

The timpanist must be a man of heart, preferring to perish in combat rather than surrendering his timpani.  He must have good arm movement and an accurate ear, and be able to divert his master with agreeable tunes.  There is no other instrument which gives a more martial sound than the timpani, especially when it is accompanied by trumpets.
 

One observer maintained that the timpani also had a positive effect on the character of the horse.

The beating of the timpani, which controls the stamping and the marching of the horses, also insures that these animals march with the most noble pride.
 

The timpanist rode (the instruments carried in front of the saddle) in front of the commander during parades and to the rear of the action in war time.  According to Titcomb, the timpanist usually performed as part of an ensemble with 2 or 3 trumpets, improvising with their signals, but at the same time forming the harmonic bass to their parts.

The “Charge” for the kettledrum is nothing but a very great noise produced by animated rolls, which go from the right timpani to the left and from the left to the right, with some detached strokes; as this noise constitutes exactly the underlying bass for the trumpets, it suffices that the kettledrummer must have a good ear to fulfill this air.

The technique of the timpanist even included certain special effects, such as simulated echoes.

The tambour performed the same role for the foot soldiers, the infantry and dragoons, that the trumpet performed for the mounted cavalry.  The tambour was made of oak, but sometimes brass or a different wood.  Iconography shows the instrument played in a near vertical position by the left leg.

When on parade, the tambours – rather like sheep dogs – were placed before and after the troops in an effort to keep them together.
  This was probably also necessary in order for each soldier to be able to hear clearly the beat.  Apparently by the 17th century the soldiers generally did march to a beat.  A late 17th century French chronicle gives an interesting and detailed explanation for the co-ordination of feet and drums.

A company of soldiers marches to the beating of the drums and give seven beats; some are given by the drums and others are rests.  They pick up one foot on one, suspend it on two; on three they put that foot down and begin to lift the other.  On four the suspend it, on five they put it down and on six they affirm it.  The seventh is a rest, after which they begin again.

This same writer discusses the manner of marching to tambours in various countries.  The Swiss, for example,

who are much more weighty in their marching, the French being more agile, will move the first on four breves and push on a longue, afterwards they have two pauses, which the Pata pata pan…expresses.  The longues are the Pan, the breves [les brefs] are Pata and the very brief are Frrr….

The basic 17th century tambour signals for battle are given by a contemporary writer, Mallet, in 1671.

In each company, it is mandatory to have two, or at the very least one Tambour player.  The duty of the player is to beat the Marche for entering a campaign, the Allarme for running to take arms, the Chamade for calling the Soldiers, and the Blanc for warning them.  In each Regiment there is a Tambour player who commands all the others of the same Corps, and this Drummer is called the Tambour Major.

Some confusion among the troops when hearing the signal, l’assemblee, led to an official clarification in 1670 and a new signal, la generale, created by the king himself.

His Majesty -- wishing to see to it that no confusion arises among his infantry troops because of different drum beats, and that when one regiment is to begin fighting, everyone knows if the entire army or the whole infantry corps should march or only the regiment which is to fight – His Majesty has ordained and ordains, wishes and means that, when in the army there is an order for the entire infantry to march, the first begins to fight because of the beat newly ordained  by His Majesty, which is called la generale; for the second the usual l’assemblee and then in the time that the soldiers are coming out of their tents the beat that was ordained for the entrance and the exit from the camp; and when it is only one regiment and not the whole infantry corps which has orders to march, then the drums beat, for the first, aux champs; for the second, the former l’assemblee, then the exit and then en marche….

Some years later, in 1725, this new signal, together with some additional new ones, was discussed by Guignard,

La Generale which is played when the entire infantry corps is to take up arms; l’assemblee to give notice to assemble and get ready to take up arms; le Drapeau to get the flags and get ready for battle, and to lay down arms in a pile in the Corps de Garde or in quarters; aux champs to march, or to show the first group to march when the entire infantry is not to take up arms; la Retraite to retreat into camp or into quarters or to cease combat; la Fassine or Breloque to give notice to the workers to go to work, and the hour at which they stop working to eat or leave – this drum beat serves also to give notice that mass is going to begin; appeller to assemble the officers and soldiers and to instruct them to gather in an assigned place; le Ban to introduce and receive an officer, and to read the prohibitions or publications of rules from the King or General; and la Diane for reveille.

As in the case of the trumpet, these signals not only gave directions for movement, but provided last-minute inspiration for the soldiers, as a contemporary observed,

The tambour is not only a great help in the armies for the marching of the infantry, serving as a sign for moving on, marching, retiring, for assembly and the other orders which would otherwise be difficult to carry about at the same time, and to make as many people hear, but they also animate the soldiers and give them heart when they must crush the enemy in combat.  The trumpets, timpani and oboes have nearly the same effect.  The beating of the timpani, which controls the stamping and the marching of the horses, also insures that these animals march with the most noble pride.

In addition to the use of tambours for military movement, and the field related uses mentioned above, they were also used as a means of giving peaceful salutes from one troop to another.
  They could also perform diplomatic roles, carrying on a dialog with the drummer of the enemy.  An eye-witness to the surrender of Luxembourg, in 1684, mentions the use of the tambour in this regard.

…as he was coming back at dawn, the drummer of the besieged beat a petite Diane and an Appelle.  As soon as he was finished an officer appeared on the bastion and cried that he was sent from the Prince de Chimay and that he wished to send envoy – officers to speak with the General to arrange the surrender and that he would send hostages….  None of this was of any use, the drummers dispersed, our fire continued for a while and then diminished a little…  The drummers came and cried, after having played, that they had come to call for capitulation.

Finally, there are a few contemporary accounts which offer insights into the actual technique of the drummers, apart from the descriptions of the nature of the signals.  First, a rather early 17th century account (1626) implies variation in touch and even muting.
The French batterie is the finest of all, and the Marche sounds better, and the Tambour gives a clearer cadence than in the practice of any other nation; because the drum gives distinct mark to the fundamental step of the soldier.  For the allarmes, the Tambour Colonel himself should give a more compact batterie with a light touch and rather tight play.  When it is necessary to dislodge secretly, the Tambour must be covered with a small cloth in order to deafen its sound.  After sounding the allarem, the Tambour player should raise his hand, for it is a mistake to say that the sound continues to live, even though it ceases to be commanded.  Therefore, the player should stop promptly and cut short without refrain, omitting the customary ramble [ballade], which drags on for a long time.

In another early 17th century account, Mersenne mentions the stick technique,

If I had some musical characters at my command, I should have placed here all the ways of beating of the French drum…and I should have explained what the baton rond, the baton rompu, and the baton mesle are; I can only say that the beat of the baton rond is made when the two sticks strike each blow one after the other; that of the baton rompu, when each hand strikes twice in succession; and the beat of the baton mesle when each beats sometimes once with each hand and sometimes twice.  As to retreat, the two sticks beat all together.

Kaster adds that the Mousquetaires used drums which were much smaller than those of the infantry, and that they beat “in a very different way, which was much more gay.”  Unfortunately he provided no further details.

Militarily and musically, the most important development in military movement was the reintroduction of coordinated marching, a practice which had been lost since the ancient Romans.  In France this seems to have begun with attempt to march to drums
 during the 16th century, as suggested by Arbeau.

Were it not for these, the men would march confusedly and without order, which would cause them to be in danger of being overthrown and defeated...
 

But for the ordinary soldier, marching precisely to complex drum cadences must have proved difficult.  Consider, for example, this description from a 17th century French treatise.

A company of soldiers marches to the beating of the drums who give seven beats; some are given by the drums and others are rests.  They pick up one foot on one, suspend it on two; on three they put that foot down and begin to lift the other.  On four they suspend it, on five they put it down and on six they affirm it.  The seventh is a rest, after which they begin again.
 
One French military leader who argued strongly for coordinated marching was the general, Maurice de Saxe (1696 - 1750).
   He was also one who reminded his colleagues of the forgotten tradition of the ancient armies.

I begin with the marche; the necessity to discuss this may seem extravagant to the ignorant.

No one knows what the ancients understood by the word Tactique; many soldiers use it and believe it to mean (only) the movement of troops in battle.  The whole world beats a march without knowing its tradition and everyone thinks this noise is nothing but an ornament of the military.

We should have a better opinion of the ancients and the Romans, who should be our teachers.  It is absurd to believe that this war noise served no more unique purpose than to deafen their ears!

The general pictures the army without the beat of the drum: “Every soldier walks according to his own ease, some slow and some fast.”  If one is marching and orders the front to quicken the pace, the rear unavoidably loses ground before they perceive the order.  Then, the rear runs to catch up, whereupon the front also begins to run, throwing everything into disorder.

In addition to solving these problems, the use of a beat helps prevent the troops from getting tired.  The general offers his readers what he calls “extraordinary” proof of this fact.

There isn’t anyone who has not seen people dance all night with continuous energy.  But if you have someone dance even two hours without music, he will protest!  This proves that music [les tons] have a secret power over us which disposes us to exercise our bodies and makes it easy at the same time.

It was this secret, the general suggests, that enabled the Roman armies to cover such great areas of Europe.  He contends that they could march 24 miles in 5 hours, by marching to a cadence!  Just try that with your own troops, he says, and see if you can do as well (without music).
What would one say if I prove that it is impossible to vigorously charge the enemy without this cadence, or without it one always arrives with the ranks out of order?  What a monstrous mistake!  I believe that for the previous three or four centuries no one has paid any attention to this.

The real progress came in the 17th century with the establishment of standing armies, in place of the long European tradition of calling up troops only as the need presented itself.  The presence of standing armies made feasible the creation of standing musical groups and so the appearance of the Hautboisten band (oboes and bassoons) marks the beginning of true coordinated marching to music as it had been known to the ancient Greeks and Romans.  The most knowledgeable authority suggests that the Hautboisten band were added to companies of the Mousquetaires in the year 1665.
   According to Grove, these four “oboes” were 2 trebles, a tenor [taille des hautbois] and a bassoon.

It appears that the additional advantages which a commander could enjoy with an oboe band, as opposed to mere drums or trumpets, caused them to become widely popular.  This additional cost became a concern to the king and in 1683 he issued the following edict,

His Majesty, knowing that inmost of his infantry companies there are several tambours, and even fifres and hautbois in some whose service is not only useless, but also causes an expense for the captains to maintain them, and His Majesty, wishing, therefore, to limit the number of said tambours, that he henceforth wants to be maintained in his French infantry troops, and to eliminate completely the hautbois, His Majesty has ordained and ordains, wishes and means that henceforth, in each French infantry company, there can be only a single tambour and in a regiment of a single fifre which will be attached to the colonel’s company, with no hautbois, and without the number of tambours being permitted to be increased for whatever reason or for any pretext whatsoever….

The military Hautboisten bands accompanied the troops to battle, but, judging by an account from the Battle of Mons in 1691, they also must have performed music beyond that required by marching troops.

One day, during the siege of Mons, after the tragic spectacle which had offered murderous hostilities, the artillery became silent suddenly around 11 a.m. and the frightful sound of bombs was replaced by an oboe concert which the officers of the King’s regiment were giving for the women of the city.  The musicians had installed themselves on the still burning remains of the city which our troops had just taken possession of.  It seems that the women of the city were sensitive to this homage, because they rushed up to the ramparts to hear the concert, and returned only after it had ceased.
 

A French newspaper
 preserves an account of another military concert, held in a tent during the Siege of Namur in 1692.
The king having invited the ladies to dinner the next day treated them to a war-like concert, composed of 120 tambours of the Gardes, 40 tambours of the Swiss Guards, with trumpets and timpani of the Gardes du Corps, the Light-Guard, to the number of 36, and all the oboes of the Mousquetaires and the Regiment of the king.  Altogether they played a French march, and then the Swiss march.  The trumpets and timpani gave separately the pleasure of a march on horseback.  Mr. Philidor, whom the king had put in charge of the concert, had arranged a great finale for the entire ensemble.  The oboes played airs form La Grotte de Versailles and Mr. Philidor played with them.  The trumpets and timpani then gave a divertimento of the old airs de guerre, which they did in two choirs, interspersed with menuets played by the oboes.  All the tambours, timpani and trumpets then played “la charge” at the same time and the king had them repeat it three times.  After that one heard the three last arias from Psiche....  All of these airs were well played, nicely orchestrated, and played by all of these excellent men, each outstanding in his profession.
There were also some forms of military music, at least trumpets, on the ships of the French navy during the Baroque.  
One of the strangest moments in the annals of military music of the Baroque, however, must have been the reappearance, after ages beyond number, of the conch in 1689.  For some reason these were instituted especially for the campaign against the bandits of Catalan, who were fighting for the Spanish.  According to Guignard, in each company there was a man who played this “instrument,” which was used n place of the tambour.  He describes it as a “great snail-shell from the sea played by a hundred men.”  The sound was described as “surprisingly rustic and at the same time martial.”
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