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Essay Nr. 171:  French Philosophers on Music
The Enlightenment in France brought an atmosphere in which there was an almost Aristotelian drive to find and explain objectively the truth of all forms of human activity.  Consequently, there is no other period of music history which produced such a prolific outpouring of philosophical thought.  In the fields of painting, sculpture and the theater, this thought centered on defining, using the example of painting, “What are the characteristics which one associates with a great painting” and how does one reduce these principles to a set of rules for young artists to follow.
In fields such as painting, sculpture and the theater, where the observer first contemplates an art object en route to arriving at his own impressions, this philosophical activity produced much valuable information.   But this approach was not so successful with the subject of music, because rational and objective reasoning do not arrive at the important truths of music.  The important truths of music are experiential and they are gained by the listener’s direct, personal association with the great composer.  The listener does not, as is the case in painting, sculpture and theater, have to look elsewhere first.  Ironically, therefore, these philosophers would have arrived at more important truths by studying the listener, and not composition.  Nevertheless, they have left very valuable philosophical discussions on music and observations on the state of music in 17th century France, and elsewhere, and it is for this reason that we devote three essays to this body of philosophy.
In contemplating music, these philosophers had an additional complication.  It seems clear in their writing that most of them had come to accept the fact that music cannot be separated from the emotions.  While they lacked our modern knowledge of the physical separation of rational and emotional thought in the brain, they were aware from common experience that the emotions are not easily subjected to rational thought.  In spite of this problem, they apparently felt that one could still isolate aesthetic principles in music and determine the “rules” by which music could be judged.  For example, Jean-Baptiste Du Bos, writing in 1719, attempts to equate music with other arts.
The basic principles that govern music are thus similar to those that govern poetry and painting.  Like poetry and painting, music is an imitation.  Music cannot be good unless it conforms to the general rules that apply to the other arts on such matters as choice of subject and exactness of representation....
 

One can immediately see here the kinds of problems which arise in trying to force music into the molds of the other arts.  Music, in fact, is not an imitation as the other arts are, music is the real thing.

Yves Marie Andre, in his L’Essai sur le beau (1741), presents an extended defense of why music is a higher art than painting.  He primarily points to both the fact that music is heard live, while a painting is frozen in time, and that sounds are more expressive than colors.
   Andre also makes some observations on the aesthetic qualities of the conceptual aspects of music.  Consonance becomes distasteful with too frequent repetition.  Dissonance he describes as both a kind of “harmonic spice” but also the agent for communicating certain specific emotions, including wild anger, troublous dissension, the horrors of battle and tempestuous storms.
  Andre also attempts to explain the nature of unity in music, an aesthetic principle so valued in the other arts.  In music he finds this expressed most clearly in the rules of harmony.

Five years later Charles Batteux attempts to define in more concrete terms the requirements which expressive music and dance must have to be successful.  These might be summarized as follows:

1.
Every expression must conform to the thing that it expresses, 


as a dress is tailored for the body.

2.
The fundamental character of the subject will determine the 


expression.

3.
Clarity is of prime importance.

4.
Each mood must be exactly right.  It is the same with feelings 


as with color.

5.
The expression must be lively, and frequently fine and 



delicate.  Everyone is to some extent familiar with the 



passions.  If we only paint the passions halfheartedly, we are 


no better than the historian or the person who slavishly 



imitates.

6.
The expression must be straightforward and simple;

everything that smacks of effort is painful and tiring.

7.
The expression must be fresh, especially in music.  Here he 


quotes, without source, a Latin expression, “We are led to 


melody by natural instinct.”
 

Modern clinical research demonstrates that Batteux was quite accurate in the last statement.  Not only man, but lower animals appear to be born with some melodic patterns genetically in place.

Finally, Batteux adds that even though music is highly controlled, by conventions of writing time, melody and harmony, these structures do not “alter or destroy the natural meaning of sounds.”  Measure [meaning movement through time] and movement [meaning moving the emotions], he finds, are what give life to a composition. 

On Beauty in Music

Andre is the only one of these French philosophers who attempts a detailed analysis of Beauty specifically in music.  His purpose appears to have been to attempt to counter the influence of the humanists, with their emphasis on the emotions, by returning to the old focus on Reason.  He begins by reflecting on the great reputation of music among the ancient Greeks, but observes that the opinion of some moderns is much more reserved.

I am aware that some philosophers do not have such an exalted respect for music.  Some even hold opinions that are quite to the contrary, claiming that feeling is the sole judge of harmony and that the pleasure of the ear is the only beauty that music affords.  They argue moreover, that this pleasure is far too dependent on opinion, prejudice, convention and acquired habit to be the object of firm rules.  And, they ask, is not the proof of this obvious enough?  Are there any two nations whose musical tastes are the same?  Europeans and Orientals, French, Italians, Germans, Spaniards and Englishmen, Turks and Tartars even, has not each race its own particular music which it unquestioningly values above all others?  Since each nation is evidently charmed and satisfied by its own music, what more is to be said?  Nothing indeed, so far as those peoples are concerned who only conduct their lives and their thoughts in a haphazard way.  But for thinking people -- for men -- something more is needed, namely that in all pleasures reason must at least be on an equal footing with the senses.
 

Andre proposes to “place reason on an equal footing with the senses” by proposing that beauty in music exists on three levels, which he lists as,

1. 
There is an essential musical beauty that is absolute, wholly independent of human institutions and even divine,

2. 
There is a natural beauty which comes from the Creator and is not connected to human taste or opinion,

3. 
There is an artificial musical beauty that is to some degree arbitrary but which none the less is dependent on the eternal laws of harmony.
 

To attempt to explain the first of these, Andre imagines a conversation with a person who has just left a concert, while still filled with the impressions of the music.  Andre asks the listener what exactly pleased him in the concert.  In the end all the listener can put into words is that he listened to the ordering of the sounds, the propriety of the progressions, the regularity of the flow of time, the tempo, the balance of the ensemble, etc.  We would regard this answer as a “left-brained” one, for the listener only mentions conceptual aspects of the performance.  But for Andre it was apparently not conceptual enough, for he proposes there must be,

a purer pleasure than the sweetness of the actual sounds, and a beauty that does not have its roots in the senses, a particular beauty that charms the mind and which the mind alone perceives and judges.
 

What this purer pleasure is, in Andre’s view, is a connection between the music and some innate form of rational understanding within the listener.

In other words, sir, during the time that this large ensemble of sonorous instruments was impressing your ear with pleasurable sounds, you experienced deep down within you a master of music who beat time, if I may put it thus, to show how right the music was, and who revealed its principles by means of a light that was superior to that of the senses.  These principles are grounded in order, in the structural beauty of the piece, in harmonic numbers, in the rule of proportion and harmonious progression, and in the idea of propriety, a sacred law that allots each part its position, its conclusion and the right path by which to reach its end.  Thus while all those who took part in the concert were reading their individual parts, you were also reading yours, written in eternal and ineffaceable notes from the great book of reason which is open to all receptive minds.

By the second form of beauty, that which comes from the Creator, Andre means natural things, beginning with the physics of music and in particular the overtone series.  But also he has in mind the body of the listener, which has a kind of receptive harmony: the nerves stretched over bones like strings of an instrument, arteries which beat time and especially the physical components of the ear, throat and mouth.  Thus he finds a natural sympathy between the vibrations of music and the body, although he cannot explain how it works.  Further, he regards this relationship as the key to understanding emotions in music.

There is a natural sympathy between certain sounds and the emotions of the soul.  There is no question here of explaining how this comes about; all that we need to know is this indubitable fact.  There are sounds which have a secret understanding with the heart, and this we cannot deny.  Lively sounds inspire courage, languishing sounds appease, laughing sounds cheer, mournful sounds sadden, majestic sounds uplift the soul, harsh sounds irritate, gentle sounds soften.
 

The third kind of beauty in music, Andre finds, is that which belongs to the human contribution, including the conventions of art and taste in composition and performance.

On Taste in Music

A 17th century French dictionary of music by Sebastien de Brossard, while it is not addressed to Taste as such, is interesting in its documentation of the wide variety of styles which were generally recognized as early as 1703.  His final sentence also implies an aesthetic ranking of these styles.

Style means, in general, the particular manner or fashion of expressing ideas, of writing, or of doing some other thing.  In music, it signifies the manner in which every individual composes, plays or teaches, and all this is very diversified according to the genius of the authors, the country and the nation: as well as according to the materials, the places, the times, the subjects, the expressions, etc.  Thus one is wont to say the style of Carissimi, of Lully, of Lambert, etc.; the style of the Italians, of the French, of the Spaniards, etc.  The style of gay and joyful music is very different from the style of grave and serious music...therefore we have different epithets in order to distinguish among all these different characters, such as ancient and modern style, Italian, French, and German style, ecclesiastic, dramatic, and chamber style, etc....  The Italians have expressions for all that we have mentioned, and we shall explain them in the order of their importance.
 

The most important publication which attempted to define taste in music was by Jean Laurent le Cerf de La Vieville (1647-1710), a French aristocrat who was a strong supporter of Lully and who published a response to Raguenet’s “Parallele des Italiens et des Francais” in 1704, called “Comparaison de la musique italienne et de la musique francaise.”  The second part of this publication is an interesting discussion on “Good Taste in Music,” set in the form of an imaginary discussion between two anonymous noble ladies and the author, who is called a Chevalier.  First, the “Countess du B” asks if the Chevalier will teach her “how to distinguish perfectly the beauties of music.”  The answer is, unwittingly, a reference to the left and right hemispheres of the brain, for he weighs the merits of judging by feeling versus “rules.”
There are two great ways of knowing good and bad things: by our inward feeling and by the rules.  We know the good and the bad only by these means.  What we see and what we hear pleases us or displeases us.  If one listens only to the inward feeling, one will say, “It seems to me that that is good, or that it is not.”  On the other hand, the masters, the skilled, following the observations they have made, have established precepts in every craft.  These comprised whatever had seemed to them to be the best and the surest.  The established precepts are the rules, and if one consults them regarding what one sees and what one hears, one will say that this is good or is not good, according to such and such a rule, or for such and such a reason.  These masters were men; were they incapable of being deceived?  The authority of the rules is considerable, but after all it is not a law.  Inward feeling is still less sure, because each should distrust his own, should distrust that it is what it should be.  Who will dare flatter himself that he has a fortunate nature, endowed with sure and clear ideas of the good, the beautiful, the true?  We have all brought into the world the foundation of these ideas, more or less clear and certain, but since our birth we have received, and this it is sad and painful to correct, a thousand false impressions, a thousand dangerous prejudices, which have weakened and stifled within us the voice of uncorrupted nature.

I think that in this uncertainty and confusion the remedy is to lend to the inward feeling the support of the rules, that our policy should be correct and strengthen the one by the other, and that it is this union of the rules and the feeling which forms good taste.  To listen attentively to the inward feeling, to disentangle it, and then to purify it by the application of the rules; there is the art of judging with certainty, and therefore I am persuaded that good taste is the most natural feeling, corrected or confirmed by the best rules.
   

The Countess now begs the Chevalier to please teach her the rules for judging music.

There are little rules and great rules, madame, and we have touched upon both sorts in our conversation.  The little rules are those of composition, on which twenty treatises have been written, of which I do not cite a single one, because I am waiting for somebody to write a twenty-first one that will be good.
 

It is a remarkable condemnation of music theory when he says he has ignored the first 20 treatises on the subject and is still waiting for a good one!

The Chevalier gives, as an example of a “little” rule, the formula that low or high notes should accompany low or lofty concepts.  As for the great rules,

A piece of music should be natural, expressive, harmonious.  In the first place, natural, or rather, simple, for simplicity is the first part, the first sign of the natural, which is almost equally an ingredient in these three qualities.  In the second place, expressive.  In the third place, harmonious, melodious, pleasing -- take your choice.  These are the three great, the three important rules which one must apply to the melodies that the inward feeling has approved, and it is they which in the last resort decide.
 

As an after thought the Chevalier adds another rule, “always to abhor excess.  Let us make it a habit and a merit to have contempt, distaste, and aversion without quarter for all that contains anything superfluous.”
The Countess, still not satisfied, wants a simple rule to test whether her judgments were correct.  She says, for example,

Am I not justified in saying that my heart, my ear, and all the rules agree in persuading me that “Bois epais” is a charming melody.  And it is by Lully, a new pledge of the correctness of my taste.  This other melody does not flatter my ear, nor does it touch me; it has neither sweetness nor expression.  And it is by Charpentier.  Yes, I am judging it rightly; it is bad.  Would that be bad reasoning, Chevalier?
 

The Chevalier cautions the Countess on the dangers of judging on the basis of the composer’s name or reputation and, finally, offers her a practical means of judging music.

You will need to carry in your head two melodies representing the two qualities, one good and one bad; that is, good and bad by almost unanimous consent, and two symphonies, one good and one bad, and you must have all their beauties and all their faults at the tip of your fingers.  You must have the knowledge of the least of the beauties and faults of these two melodies  and these two symphonies ever at command and thoroughly familiar, and compare with these models the melodies and symphonies you hear.

These latter you will esteem in proportion to their resemblance to the others, and the idea of this resemblance alone, accordingly as it strikes you more or less forcibly, will cause you to say, with greater or less force, “I like that melody; that symphony does not please me.”  I am convinced that the ablest connoisseur should not neglect to combine with the judgments based on reasoning these judgments by comparison, from which will be derived an additional clearness, will adapted to confirm our feelings.
 

The Countess says that if she understands correctly, “the more perfectly a melody complies with the rules the better it is, and the further it departs from them the worse....”  In his response, the Chevalier touches on the important aesthetic principle of universality.  To put it in the form of a question, can one trust the judgment of the masses?

There are precepts with regard to this matter.  First, infringements of the little rules are as nothing in comparison with violations of the great ones.  Listen to a lesson of Holy Week which begins with a sixth, but go out when one begins with a roulade.  In the second place, the pleasures of the heart being, by the principles we have established, superior to those of the ear, a melody which offends against the laws that are directed toward touching the heart offends more than one which disregards merely those which aim to satisfy the ear.  Let us forgive two similar cadences which are too near to each other, or a poor thorough bass, but let us never forgive a melody which is cold and forced....

In the third place, the most beautiful thing is that which is equally admired by the people and by the learned or by all the connoisseurs.  Then, after this, I should admire more that which is generally admired by all the people.  Finally, that which is admired by all the learned.  The learned are the masters of music, the musicians by profession, stubborn about rules.  The people are the multitude, the great mass, which has not risen to special knowledge and has only its natural feeling as its guide and as the warrant for its judgments.  The connoisseurs are those who are neither altogether of the people nor altogether learned, half the one and half the other, a shade less learned than of the people, that is to say, crediting the rules a shade less than natural feeling....

As to the half-learned, they are in music what they are in any art, in anything whatever, the most contemptible and the most insupportable of all men.
 

The other noble lady present, the “Marquis des E,” contributes an interesting observation on universality, as measured by the response of the public, and the recommendation of a system for using that judgment.

That characterization of the people, the connoisseurs, and the learned makes me realize that we must listen to the reasoning of the learned, defer to the feeling of the connoisseurs, and study how the people are moved by theatrical representations can infinitely clarify and facilitate our judgments and help us to make them true.  At the first three representations of an opera, let us concern ourselves only with ourselves; it will keep us sufficiently occupied....  But at the fourth and later performances let us apply ourselves to studying in what manner and how greatly the people are touched.  The value and the degree of value of pieces will certainly be revealed by the impression which they make on the heart of the people and by the vivacity of that impression.  When Armida works herself up to stab Rinaldo in the last scene of the second act, I have twenty times seen everybody seized by terror, holding his breath, motionless, all the soul in the ears and eyes, until the melody of the violin which ends the scene gave leave to breathe, then at that point breathing again with a murmur of delight and admiration.  I had no need to reason.  That unanimous response of the people told me with certainty that the scene was of overpowering beauty.
 

When the noble lady suggests that perhaps one should form one’s taste after that of the highest nobles, the Chevalier makes a comment which clearly reflects to beginning of the Enlightenment and the coming Revolution.

In the matter of taste, mademoiselle, great nobles are only men like ourselves, whose name proves little.  Each has his voice and the voices are equal, or at least it is not their quality which will determine their weight.
 

Another issue which arises in this discussion is whether good taste demands that one give praise where praise is due the performer.  The Chevalier adds,

That is not enough; the degree of praise must correspond to the degree of value of the work.  To praise more or less than this is bad taste, and I am persuaded that here is the reef on which the greatest number of people are wrecked.  He who can praise with reason and in due proportion will be of a perfect connoisseur.
 

On the Perception of Music

It is surprising that so few early philosophers concerned themselves with the nature of the perception of music, for it is here that music is so different from the other arts.  By this we mean that while the other arts are only a representation of something, music is real, a direct communication between composer and listener.  Batteux, the only one of these French writers to discuss perception at all, does not refer to this distinction, but he does touch on a very valid and important point: we do not understand music, as listeners, in anything remotely near the conceptual aspects of it that we study in school.

If I were to say that I could derive no pleasure from a lecture that I did not understand, my confession would in no way seem strange.  But if I ventured to say the same of a piece of music, people would ask whether I considered myself enough of a connoisseur to appreciate the merits of so carefully constructed and fine a composition.  I would dare to reply yes, for it is a matter of feeling [and not conceptual knowledge].  I do not [while listening to music] pretend in any way to calculate the sounds, their interrelationships or their connection with the ear.  I am speaking here neither of oscillations, string vibrations, nor mathematical proportions.  I leave such speculations to learned theorists; these are akin to the grammar and dialectic of a lecture which I can appreciate without going into such details.  Music speaks to me in tones: this language is natural to me.  If I do not understand it, art has corrupted nature rather than perfected her.
 

This is perfectly correct, but as he continues, returning to the error of including music and painting in the same category, he seems to lose touch with the importance of what he has just written.

A musical composition must be judged in the same way as a picture.  In the picture I find shapes and colors that I can comprehend; it charms and touches me.  What would we think of a painter who was content to throw on the canvas bold shapes and masses of the liveliest color without reference to any known object?  The same argument can be applied to music.  There is no disparity here, and if there were it would strengthen my argument.  The ear is said to be much finer than the eye.
   I am therefore much more capable of judging a musical composition than a painting.

Curiously, he inserts a footnote here which is entirely inaccurate and is a primary contradiction to his point about listening to feeling in music and not conceptual detail.  In the footnote he says a simple song has meaning, but is addressed to the common man, whereas multi-part harmonized music requires “some kind of musical erudition” to understand its meaning.  This is wrong, of course, as abundant evidence all over the earth daily proves people can appreciate music while knowing nothing about it.

Finally, we find some particularly curious observations by Montesquieu on the perception of music under the influence of climate.  Under the title, “Of the Difference of Men in different climates,” he contends,

Cold air constringes the extremities of the external fibres of the body; this increases their elasticity, and favors the return of the blood from the extreme parts of the heart.  It contracts those very fibres; consequently it increases also their force.  On the contrary, warm air relaxes and lengthens the extremes of the fibres; of course it diminishes their force and elasticity.

People are therefore more vigorous in cold climates.  Here the action of the heart and the reaction of the extremities of the fibres are better performed, the temperature of the humors is greater, the blood moves more freely towards the heart, and reciprocally the heart has more power....

As an example of the influence of climate on music, he observes,

As climates are distinguished by degrees of latitude, we might distinguish them also in some measure by those of sensibility.  I have been at the opera in England and in Italy, where I have seen the same pieces and the same performers: and yet the same music produces such different effects on the two nations: one is so cold and phlegmatic, and the other so lively and enraptured, that it seems almost inconceivable.
 

On the Purposes of Music

During the early 18th century, in part as a reflection of the Enlightenment, one rarely finds the older purpose for music as being associated with God.  But that is what came to mind for Andre Maugars, in his report of his visit to Rome in 1639, when he recalled a famous Italian singer, Leonora Baroni.

When she passes from one note to another, she sometimes makes you feel the divisions between the enharmonic and the chromatic modes with such skill and artistry that there is no one who is not greatly pleased by this beautiful and difficult method of singing.  She does not need to ask the help of a theorbo player or a violinist, without one of which her singing would be imperfect, for she herself plays these instruments perfectly.  Finally, I had the good fortune to hear her sing several times, more than thirty different songs, with second and third verses, which she had composed herself.  I must tell you that she did me the special favor of singing with her mother and her sister, her mother playing the lyre, her sister the harp, and she the theorbo.  This concert, composed of three beautiful voices and three different instruments, so affected my senses and so ravished my spirit that I forgot my mortal condition and thought I was among the angels enjoying the delights of the blessed.  So to address you as a Christian, the purpose of music is, by touching our hearts, to raise them to God, because it is a sample in this world of the eternal joy, and its purpose is not by lascivious gestures to lead us to vice, toward which we are only too much inclined by nature.
 

On the Communication of Feeling 

The more common purpose of music given by these French writers was relative to the communication of feeling, a topic which is a hallmark of the Baroque itself.  We see this already very early in the 17th century.  David de Flurance Rivault, chief tutor to the young Louis XIII, wrote a treatise, “L’art d’embellir” (1702), which touches briefly on music and includes his belief in the power of music to affect man.  He speak of a certain kind of music which has a tranquilizing effect, and later,

A well-measured voice can rejoice an afflicted person...  The voice can sometimes bring forth contentment and love; sometimes it can carry away the minds of the hearers to rage and fury: and then again quieten these fumes and calm impassioned souls.
 

In another place in this same treatise, Rivault provides the memorable phrase, “The way to grow beautiful is to grow wise, for the wisdom of the soul is a cosmetic for the face.”
 

Raguenet gives enthusiastic praise for the expression of emotions in Italian music.
As the Italians are much more brisk than the French, so are they more sensible of the passions and consequently express them more lively in all their productions.  If a storm or rage is to be described in a symphony, their notes give us so natural an idea of it that our souls can hardly receive a stronger impression from the reality than they do from the description; everything is so brisk and piercing, so impetuous and affecting, that the imagination, the senses, the soul, and the body itself are all betrayed into a general transport; it is impossible not to be borne down with the rapidity of these movements.  A symphony of furies shakes the soul; it undermines and overthrows it in spite of all its care; the artist himself, whilst he is performing it, is seized with an unavoidable agony; he tortures his violin; he racks his body; he is no longer master of himself, but is agitated like one possessed with an irresistible motion.

If, on the other side, the symphony is to express a calm and tranquility, which requires a quite different style, they however execute it with an equal success.  Here the notes descend so low that the soul is swallowed with them in the profound abyss.  Every string of the bow is of an infinite length, lingering on a dying sound which decays gradually until at last it absolutely expires.  Their symphonies of sleep insensibly steal the soul from the body and so suspend its faculties and operations that, being bound up, as it were, in the harmony that entirely possesses and enchants it, it is as dead to everything else as if all its powers were captivated by a real sleep....

But there is one thing beyond all this which neither the French nor any other nation besides the Italians in the world ever attempted; for they will sometimes unite in a most surprising manner the tender with the sprightly, as may be instanced in that celebrated air, “Mai non si vidde ancor piu bella fedelta,” which is the softest and most tender of any in the world, and yet its accompaniment is as lively and piercing as ever was composed.  These different characters are they able to unite so artfully that, far from destroying a contrary by its contrary, they make the one serve to embellish the other.
 

Philosophically speaking, the most impressive French writer, among the group we have been examining here, is Jean-Baptiste Du Bos.  His thinking was very perceptive and everything he writes on the subject of the expression of emotions in music stands up very well today.  Du Bos, an avid opera fan, viewed everything from the aesthetic perspective of Nature.  He finds music the most effective of all the arts in speaking directly to the feelings of the observer.  It follows, therefore, that he places vocal music above instrumental music, since the latter lacks the verbal precision to exactly determine the emotion being expressed.  He did, however, admit the contribution of the orchestral accompaniment in strengthening emotions.

Do we not perceive that these symphonies enflame us, calm us, soften us, and in short, operate upon us, as effectually almost as Corneille’s or Racine’s verses.
 

It is a particularly accurate and important point he makes when he reminds his readers that spoken words are mere symbols of emotion, but carry no actual emotional content in themselves.  Sung words, on the other hand, carry the direct emotional meaning of the music.  His placing this in the context of Nature is also interesting, for all philologists today consider sung utterances reflecting emotions to precede speech in early man by a considerable period of time.  Thus this primitive, emotional communication might well be thought of as “the work of nature herself.”
Just as the painter imitates the forms and colors of nature so the musician imitates the tones of the voice -- its accents, sighs and inflections.  He imitates in short all the sounds that nature herself uses to express the feelings and passions.  All these sounds, as we have already shown, have a wonderful power to move us because they are the signs of the passions that are the work of nature herself, from whence they have derived their energy.  Spoken words, on the other hand are only arbitrary symbols of the passions.  The spoken word only derives its meaning and value from man-made conventions and it has only limited geographical currency.
 

He adds that the additional “energy” which words have when sung is what led to the recitative style and hence opera.
 

Another very important aesthetic point which Du Bos makes is his clarification that the importance of music is not in its external, conceptual features.  

Just as some people are more attracted to the color of pictures than to the expression of passions, so others are only sensible to the pleasures of melody or even to the richness of harmony, and pay not the slightest attention to whether the melody is an effective imitation, or care whether it is consonant with the words to which it is set.  Such people do not require the composer to match his melodic lines to the feelings that the words suggest, but are content that his melodies should be pleasing, and even singular.  As far as they are concerned it is enough that the occasional word in a recitative shall be treated expressively.  There are far too many musicians who are of this mind, and who act as though music were incapable of anything more....

Musical compositions that fail to move us can unequivocally be equated with pictures that have no merit other than their coloring, or with poems that are no more than well-constructed verses.  In poetry and painting, technical excellence must serve to express the insights of genius, and to reveal those imaginative beauties that constitute the imitation of nature.  In the same way, harmonic richness and variety, ornamentation and melodic originality must be used solely to create and embellish the musical imitation of the language of nature and the passions.  The science of composition is, so to speak, the servant which the genius of the musician must keep under his thumb, just as the poet of genius must control his talent for writing verse....  Genius is essential to expression, whereas even without genius, it is still possible to compose scholarly music and to produce excellent rhymes.
 

In Part III of his “Les beaux-arts reduits a un meme principe,” Batteux presents a brilliant discussion of man’s forms of communication.  He begins with the definition, “Men have three means of expressing their ideas and their feelings: speech, the tone of the voice, and gesture.”
  In defining how these three differ, he begins with two extraordinary deductions, which have since been confirmed in clinical research: that emotions are genetic and that they speak directly “without detour” through Reason, which is to say, the left hemisphere of the brain.

Speech expresses passion only by means of the ideas to which the feelings are tied, and as though by reflection.  Music and gesture reach the heart directly and without any detour.  In a word, speech is a language of institution, which men have formed for communicating their ideas more distinctly: gestures and music are like the dictionary of plain nature; they contain a language that we all know upon being born and of which we make use to announce everything that is related to our needs and to the conservation of our being: also they are vivid, short, energetic.  What better basis for the arts whose object is to move the soul, than a language all of whose expressions are rather those of humanity itself than those of men!
 

Batteux next proposes that there are three levels of sophistication to these forms of communication.  The most elemental level, of speech, tone and gesture, express simple nature, “the naive portrait of our thoughts and feelings.”  The second level is when “nature is polished by the help of art, to add embellishment to utility.”  In the third level, “one has in view only pleasure,” which is to say, Art. 

From which I conclude first: That the principal object of music and of dance should be the imitation of feeling or of passions: instead of which that of poetry is principally the imitation of actions.  But as passions and actions are almost always united in nature, and as they should also be together in the arts, there will be this difference of poetry from music and dance: that in poetry the passions will be employed as means or motives that prepare the action and produce it; and in music and dance the actions will be only a sort of canvas destined to carry, sustain, conduct, and connect the different passions that the artist wishes to express. 

From our perspective he has defined correctly here the very essence of music: to express feelings.  He elaborates on these distinctions, making the important point that poetry is still “the language of the mind” whereas music is [a language] of feelings and passions.  We would say today, poetry is tied by language to the left hemisphere of the brain, as language, while music belongs to the province of the right hemisphere, which also contains the emotions.  They are both languages of the mind.
Actions and passions are nearly always united and mixed together in everything men do.  They are produced and announced reciprocally.  They should therefore nearly always be together in the arts.  When artists present an action, it should be animated by some passion; similarly when they present passions, they should be sustained by an action.  That does not need to be verified by examples.  But as the arts, considering the means they employ to express, may be appropriate to express one part of nature rather than another, it follows that the part that should dominate in them is that which is related most to this means of expression.

Thus poetry having chosen speech, which is most particularly the language of the mind, and music and dance having taken for themselves, the one the tones of the voice, and the other the movements of the body, and these two sorts of expressions being dedicated above all to feeling, true poets have had to attach themselves above all to actions and to discourse, and true musicians to feelings and to passions....
 

May we point out that the third sentence above might also be described as the central duty and purpose of the conductor.

Regarding opera, therefore, he says it is the communication of feelings, not the plot, we are interested in.  Furthermore, any complex idea depending on language, such as metaphors, plays on words, etc., “resists music so strongly.”  In contrast, he says, “that which is an expression of feeling seems to be disposed to it of itself.  Tones are half-formed in words; it demands only a little art to draw them out....”
It is with dance as with music.  Declamation necessarily languishes when the soul is not moved, and when there is a question only of instructing: because then all the movements of the body signifying almost nothing, they give no pleasure to those who see them.  A gesture is beautiful only when it portrays grief, tenderness, pride; the soul, in a word: if we are dealing with a logical argument, it is ridiculous of itself, because it is useless to the thing one is saying: one reasons in cold blood: and if in quiet reasoning there is a small gesture and a certain natural tone that accompany it, this is to make visible that the soul of the one who is reasoning desires that the truth he is teaching persuade the heart while he is trying to convince the mind of it.  Thus it is always feeling which produces that expression.
 

Batteaux’s does make one fundamental mistake, one often made, by including music in the same category with the other arts.  Music is fundamentally different from the other arts in its capacity as a live expressive art form, in which the communication from composer to listener is direct.  Arts such as painting and sculpture are representative arts and Batteux is thoroughly incorrect in the way he associates music with them.

There is no need to repeat here that melodic lines and dance movements are only imitations, artificial structures of tones and poetic gestures that are merely realistic.  The passions are here as imaginary as are actions in poetry.  They are equally and wholly the creation of genius and taste: nothing about them is true, everything is artificial.  And if it sometimes happens that the musician or dancer is involved in the actual passion that he is expressing this is entirely accidental and it has nothing to do with the purpose of the art; it is like a painting which ought to be on canvas, but which is found to be on a living skin.  Art is only created to deceive....
 

Batteux concludes this particular discussion with another curious juxtaposition of thought.  He begins with a marvelous testimonial to the fact that the importance of music, the feelings, cannot be communicated in words.  Here he appears to have been one of a number of early philosophers who seemed to understand, through either intuition or deduction, that the feelings and music of the right hemisphere of the brain are entirely separate from the words and language of the left hemisphere.  But, precisely because he was not privileged to the findings of modern brain research -- that this is exactly how the two hemisphere are organized and that, while separate, each is valid, and because he mistakenly associated music with painting and sculpture, he unfortunately failed to understand the true significance of his own first two paragraphs.

It is true, you may say, that a melodic line can express certain passions: love, for instance, or joy, or sadness.  But for every passion that can be identified there are a thousand others that cannot be put into words.

That is indeed so, but does it follow that these are pointless?  It is enough that they are felt; they do not have to be named.  The heart has its own understanding that is independent of words.  When it is touched it has understood everything.  Moreover, just as there are great things that words cannot reach, so there are subtle things that words cannot capture, above all things that concern the feelings.

We may conclude then that although music may be the most exactly calculated art in respect of its tones, and the most geometrically structured in respect of its consonances, even with these qualities it may well have no significance whatever.  The analogy might be with a prism, which produces the finest colors but no picture, or with a color keyboard the colors and color sequences of which might amuse the eye, but which would certainly weary the mind.
 

Finally, he makes another deduction, which is confirmed by modern clinical research, that it is the specific choice of notes for the melody which allow music “to take on the character of the various passions.”
   It is in this respect that he finds justification for dissonance in music.

Not only does dissonance add salt and seasoning, but it serves in a particular way to characterize the musical expression.  Nothing is so irregular as the course of the passions of love, anger and discord.  The voice becomes shrill and then suddenly it takes on an explosive quality, in order to express them.  Should art not soften such natural asperities, the truthfulness of the expression will compensate for its roughness.  It is the composer’s task to use dissonance with care, restraint and intelligence.

On the Role of Music in Society

During the early years of the 18th century there are some interesting discussions on the proper role music should play in society.  First, however, it might be interesting to read some descriptions of how La Bruyere found music in society during the immediately previous period.

At a sermon, at a concert, or in a picture gallery, you may hear precisely contrary opinions uttered to right and to left of you, about precisely the same thing.  This inclines me to think that in any sort of work one may venture to include what is good and what is bad; some will like the good things and some the bad.
 

.....

A man who knows five or six technical terms and nothing more can profess to be a connoisseur in music, in painting, in architecture or in good food; he thinks he gets more pleasure than others do from hearing, seeing and eating; he takes in his fellows, and he is taken in himself.
 

Even at court, he found little sophistication.

It is a long-established custom at Court to give pensions and grant favors to a musician, a dancing-master, a comedian, a flute-player, a flatterer, a time-server; they have their accepted merits, their unquestioned and recognized talents, which amuse the great and allow them to relax from their greatness; everyone knows that Favier is a fine dancer and that Lorenzani composes fine motets.
 

Although the noble should have more taste, La Bruyere found only contentment with the status quo.

Princes, without being instructed in the rules of art, have a natural sense of comparison: they are born and brought up amidst the finest things, and as it were in the very center of these; and they compare with these whatever they read and see or hear.  Anything that is too much unlike Lully, Racine and Le Brun stands condemned.
 

One comment, however, seems to reflect the concerns of the coming generation, as La Bruyere seems to understand that music should have a higher purpose.

Men of noble nature seem moved by entertainments, plays and music to a closer and deeper sympathy with the distress of their kindred or friends.
 

As the discussion of the role of music in society began to attract more serious philosophic interest, we find the discussion once again centered in the practice of ancient Greece, as we can see in Fenlon’s letter to the Academy in 1716.

I turn to the pagans themselves for a judgment on this question.  Plato permits no music with the effeminate tones of the Lydians in his Republic.  Further, the Lacedaemonians excluded from theirs all complicated instruments which could soften the heart.  Music intended only to soothe the ear is merely an amusement for weak and lazy people and is unworthy of a well-regulated republic.  Music is good only insofar as it agrees with the sense of the words and as the words themselves inspire virtuous sentiments.  Painting, sculpture, and other fine arts should have the same end.  Eloquence should also be a part of a design wherein pleasure exists only to counterbalance evil passions and to make virtue attractive.... 

Poetry is more serious and useful than common people believe.  Since the origin of mankind, religion has consecrated poetry to its own use.  Before men had a revealed text, the sacred songs they knew by heart preserved the memory of creation and the tradition of God’s miracles.
 

In his Dialogues on Eloquence, Fenelon discusses the role of music in ancient and contemporary societies at some length.  Here it seems clear that he regards some form of education to be an important necessity for the arts.

A.  You would wish citizens to dislike idleness and to be occupied with very serious matters and to strive always towards the public good?

B.  Yes indeed.

.....

A.  You would not permit any of the sciences or any of the arts which serve only for pleasure, for amusement, and for curiosity?  What would become of those which belonged neither to the tasks of domestic life nor to the duties of public life?

B.  I would banish them from my republic....

A.  But what would you do with musicians?  Would you not agree with those ancient Greeks who never separated the useful from the pleasant?  The Greeks, who developed music and poetry, united as one, to so high a perfection, intended that these should serve to ennoble the heart and to inspire great passions.  It was by music and poetry that they prepared themselves for battle; they took musicians and musical instruments to war.  In line with this came also the trumpets and drums to stir them to an enthusiasm and a sort of madness which they called divine.  It was by music and the cadence of verse that they softened ferocious tribes.  It was by this harmony that they instilled wisdom along with pleasure into the depths of their children’s hearts.  They made them sing Homer’s verse in order to inspire them in an agreeable way with a contempt for death, for riches, and for the pleasures which weaken the soul; and to stir them to the love of glory, liberty, and native land.  Even their dances had a serious aim in their way, and it is certain that they did not dance solely for pleasure.  We see by the example of David that oriental peoples regarded dancing as a serious art, analogous to music and poetry.  A thousand precepts were mingled in their fables and poems; thus the gravest and most austere philosophy showed itself only with a laughing face.  This appeared again in the priest’s mysterious dances, which the pagans mingled with their ceremonies for the festivals of the gods.  All the arts which consist in melodious sounds, or in movements of the body, or in the use of language -- in a word, music, dancing, eloquence, poetry -- were devised only to express the passions and to inspire them in the very act of expressing them.  By such means as these, mankind wished to impress great thoughts upon the human soul and to bring to men lively and striking pictures of the beauty of virtue and the ugliness of evil.  Thus all these arts appeared to be for pleasure, but were in reality among the ancients a part of their deepest striving for morality and religion.  Even the chase was an apprenticeship for war.  Pleasures the most attractive contained some virtuous lesson.  From that source there came to Greece so many heroic virtues, admired by all ages.  This first system of education was changed, it is true, and it had indeed its own extreme defects.  Its essential defect was that it was founded upon a false and dangerous religion.

C.  You just said that this first system of education was changed.  Please do not forget to explain that to us.

A.  Yes, it was changed.  Virtue gives true refinement.  But soon, if you do not guard against it, refinement degenerates little by little.  The Asiatic Greeks were the first to be corrupted; the Ionians became effeminate; all that coast of Asia became a playhouse of luxury....  All Greece was infected with it.  Pleasure, which ought only to be the means to inculcate wisdom, usurped the place of wisdom herself.  The philosophers protested.  Socrates arose and demonstrated to his misled fellow citizens that the pleasure which they made their goal ought only to be the highway to virtue.  Plato, his disciple,... excludes from his republic every note of music, every appeal of tragedy, every recital of poems, and even the passages of Homer, that did not go to inspire the love of good laws.  There you have the judgment which Socrates and Plato pronounce upon the poets and musicians.  Are you not of their opinions?

B.  I share their sentiments exactly.  Man should not tolerate anything that is useless.  Since he can find pleasure in serious things, he does not have to seek it elsewhere.  If anything can assist the cause of virtue, the identification of virtue with pleasure can do so.  On the contrary, when you separate them, you strongly invite men to abandon virtue.  Besides, everything that pleases without instructing merely beguiles and softens.
 

Later he observes that he would also ban tragedy, if it does not have the purpose of instruction while giving pleasure.
Montesquieu, under a heading “Explanation of a Paradox of the Ancients in respect to Manners,” discusses some of these same issues, although he betrays some fundamental misconceptions about ancient musical practice.

On Performance Practice

Maugars, in his report of his visit to Rome in 1639, gives a vivid account of the importance and expectation of improvisation.  First he observes that the Italians prefer instrumental music to vocal because “a single man can produce more beautiful inventions than four voices together, and that it has a charm and freedom which the vocal music does not have.”  Then he reports having played for a private audience on his viol, after which he was challenged to return and improvise --  the Italians not believing a Frenchman could do this.

After the esteem of these good people, it was not yet enough to win absolutely that of the professionals, who are a little too refined and much too reluctant to applaud foreigners.  I was informed that they admitted that I played very well alone and that they had never heard anyone play so many parts on the viol, but they had doubts, since I was French, that I was capable of treating and diversifying a subject impromptu.  You know, Sir, that that is where I succeed best.  Since these words were told to me on the eve of St. Louis’s day in the French church, where I was listening to the fine music that was being played, it made me resolve the next morning, emboldened by the holy name of Louis, by national honor, and by the presence of twenty-three Cardinals who were present at the Mass, to mount a pulpit, where having been greeted with applause, they gave me fifteen or twenty notes on a small organ after the third Kyrie eleison, which I played with so many variations that they were eminently satisfied, and asked me on behalf of the Cardinals to play once more after the Agnus Dei.  I counted myself lucky to render this small service to such an eminent company.  The sent me another subject, gayer than the first one, which I diversified with so many inventions, with different movements and different speeds, that they were astonished, and came immediately to compliment me, but I retired to my room to rest.
 

After mention that he also performed for the pope, Maugars continued with some remarks of a more aesthetic nature on improvisation.

The friendship which you have for me, persuades me, Monsieur, that you will not accuse me of too much vanity in this digression, which I have made only to inform you that it is necessary for a Frenchman who wants to acquire a reputation in Rome to be very well versed in his subject, the more so because they do not think that we are capable of treating a subject impromptu.  And certainly no man who plays an instrument deserves to be thought excellent unless he knows how to improvise, and especially on the viol, which being a different instrument because of the small number of strings and the difficulty that exists in fingering all the parts, its true talent is to play around the given subject and to produce fine inventions and agreeable diminutions.  But two essential and natural qualities are necessary for this result: to have a lively and strong imagination and quickness of the hand to execute one’s ideas promptly; that is why people cold and slow by nature will never succeed well.

In view of some modern theories that Italian music in the Baroque was played without ornamentation, Bonnet-Bourdelot’s criticism of the excessive ornamentation is quite revealing.

In general one hears in Italian music only a Basso continuo always ornamented, which is often a kind of batterie, with chords and arpeggios, which casts dust in the eyes of those who are not connoisseurs, and which, reduced to its simplest form, is equivalent to ours.  The B. C. are only good to show off the swiftness of hand of those who accompany, either the clavecin or the viol.  Also, to outdo these basses already too much ornamented, they vary them again, and the one who ornaments the most wins.  Thus one no longer hears the subject, which appears all too naked in the midst of this great brilliance and remains buried under a jolting of very fast and sparkling sounds, which, passing too lightly, cannot make any harmony against the subject....  The voice should dominate and attract the chief attention, but the contrary happens here: one hears only the B. C., which bubbles so loudly that the voice is smothered.  There is also a disadvantage in having the basses in batteries and ornamenting ad lib., for it is difficult for a clavecin, a viol, and a theorbo to be able to play together accurately in the same style of ornamentation, no more than can many string instruments or winds; one takes one passage, another the next, which causes an extraordinary cacophony, such that a composer no longer recognizes his work, which appears disfigured; and in the midst of it all, one contents one’s self with admiring the rapidity of the hand that is executing the passage!  However, there you have the style of execution of the Italian music that is so much extolled.

But this is not the case with Sieur de Lully, great disciple of the beautiful and the true, who would have banished from his orchestra a violin who had spoiled his harmony by some diminution, or a cat’s cry badly placed, in imitation of those rigid Grecian inspectors of public spectacles.  Can one not compel himself to play music the way it is written?  Is it the Italian style to make false harmonies at every turn?...

If this [ornamentation] is suitable to Italian and Latin words, why does one wish to subject the French language to it?  Does an Italian control his affairs like a Frenchman?  Their tastes, their dress, their customs, their manners, their pleasures, are they not all different?  Why does one not wish them to be so in their vocal music as well, and in the playing of instruments?  Does an Italian sing like a Frenchman?  Why does one want the Frenchman to sing like the Italian?  Each nation has different customs; why wish to dress French music in disguise and make her extravagant, she whose language is so wise and so unaffected and cannot bear the least violence, being an enemy of the frequent repetitions and the long fermatas that one tolerates in Italian, or Latin [church], music which do not suit ours at all?

Here one can compare French music to a beautiful woman whose simple natural beauty, without art, draws to her the hearts of all who see her, who has only to appear to please, without fearing defeat by the affected airs of an extravagant coquette who seeks to draw people to her side at any price.
 

That judicious writer, Polybius, informs us that music was necessary to soften the manners of the Arcadians, who lived in a cold, gloomy country; that the inhabitants of Cynete, who slighted music, were the cruelest of all the Greeks, and that no other town was so immersed in luxury and debauchery.  Plato is not afraid to affirm that there is no possibility of making a change in music without altering the frame of government.  Aristotle, who seems to have written his Politics only in order to contradict Plato, agrees with him, not withstanding, in regard to the power and influence of music over the manners of the people.  This was also the opinion of Theophrastus, of Plutarch, and of all the ancients -- an opinion grounded on mature reflection; being one of the principles of their politics.  Thus it was they enacted laws, and thus they required that cities should be governed.

This I fancy must be explained in the following manner.  It is observable that in the cities of Greece, especially those whose principal object was war, all lucrative arts and professions were considered unworthy of a freeman.  “Most arts,” say Xenophon [Memorabilia, V], “corrupt and enervate the bodies of those that exercise them; they oblige them to sit in the shade, or near the fire.  They can find no leisure, either for their friends or for the republic.”  It was only by the corruption of some democracies that artisans became freemen.  This we learn from Aristotle, who maintains that a well-regulated republic will never give them the right and freedom of the city....

Thus in the Greek republics the magistrates were extremely embarrassed.  They would not have the citizens apply themselves to trade, to agriculture, or to the arts, and yet they would not have them idle.  They found, therefore, employment for them in gymnastics and military exercises; and none else were allowed by their institution.  Hence the Greeks must be considered as a society of wrestlers and boxers.  Now, these exercises having a natural tendency to render people hardy and fierce, there was a necessity for tempering them with others that might soften their manners.  For this purpose, music, which influences the mind by means of the corporeal organs, was extremely proper.  It is a kind of medium between manly exercises, which harden the body, and speculative sciences, which are apt to render us unsociable and sour.  It cannot be said that music inspired virtue, for this would be inconceivable: but it prevented the effects of a savage institution, and enabled the soul to have such a share in the education as it could never have had without the assistance of harmony.

Let us suppose among ourselves a society of men so passionately fond of hunting as to make it their sole employment; they would doubtless contract thereby a kind of rusticity and fierceness.  But if they happen to imbibe a taste for music, we should quickly perceive a sensible difference in their customs and manners.  In short, the exercises used by the Greeks could raise but one kind of passions, viz., fierceness, indignation, and cruelty.  But music excites all these; and is likewise able to inspire the soul with a sense of pity, lenity, tenderness, and love.  Our moral writers, who declaim so vehemently against the stage, sufficiently demonstrate the power of music over the mind.

If the society above mentioned were to have no other music than that of drums, and the sound of the trumpet, would it not be more difficult to accomplish this end than by the more melting tones of softer harmony?  The ancients were therefore in the right when, under particular circumstances, they preferred one mode to another in regard to manners.

But some will ask, why should music be preferable to any other entertainment?  It is because of all sensible pleasures there is none that less corrupts the soul.
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