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Essay Nr. 177:  Music in French Non-Fiction
Our purpose in this essay is to present a sampling of first-hand observations of manners relative to the practice of music, taken from letters and memoirs of the aristocracy.  We begin with a comment on the general cultural environment, as expressed in a letter from Charles de Saint-Evremond to the playwright, Corneille, in 1668.

I believe the influence of ill taste is upon the decline; and that the first piece you shall give the public will show, by the return of their former applause, both the recovery of good sense and the restoration of reason.

The “ill taste,” among the aristocracy, of which Saint-Evremond speaks, is described in much more vivid terms in a letter by the Duchesse d’Orleans. 

All the young people are dreadfully debauched and given to every vice, nor are they above lying and cheating and they think that it would be a disgrace to take pride in being honorable people; all they can do is guzzle, debauch others, and use filthy language, and whoever among them is the most unmannerly is admired and esteemed the most.
 

In a letter of 1698 she begins to complain that her own son is falling into this pattern of life, observing,

He has changed so much that one does not recognize either his face or his temperament, and since he leads this life he no longer takes pleasure in anything; his pleasure in music, which used to be a passion, is gone too.
 

While the Duchesse praises her son’s “pleasure in music,” above, she placed quite a different value on actual musicians.  In a letter of 1699, regarding the character of the Monsieur, she observes that he “prefers the company of lowly people, of painters and musicians, to that of people of rank....”
   This attitude reflects an attitude which had become increasingly prominent since the latter part of the 16th century, that a gentleman should not engage in music because he should never spend his time on any activity which requires extraordinary effort.  We can see this clearly in a letter of 1647 by Saint-Evremond, when he observes,

Study has something cloudy and melancholy in it, which spoils that natural cheerfulness, and deprives a man of that readiness of wit, and freedom of fancy, which are required for polite conversation.
 

Fifteen years later, we find the gentleman’s viewpoint has not changed.

I never was much addicted to reading; and if I employ any hours that way, they are the most idle, without design, without order, when I cannot enjoy the conversation of ingenious Gentlemen, and find myself debarred from pleasurable entertainments.  Do not therefore expect that I should speak to you profoundly of those things, which I have but cursorily examined, and upon which I have but slight reflections....

Mathematics have, indeed, much more certainty: but when I consider the profound meditation they require, and that they draw us from the actions and pleasures, to employ us entirely in speculation, its demonstrations seem to me to be very dearly bought; and a man must be very fond of Truth to pursue it at that price.
 

When contemplating a visit to London, Saint-Evremond at least expressed a preference for music over science, as he explains to d’Hervart,

I cannot understand how I can have made you think that I was going to apply myself to [scientific experimentation], for of all things in the world, it is least to my taste....  Should I visit England...I should prefer the duke of Buckingham’s violin to his laboratory, however curious it might be.
 

There was, in this regard, an exception made for aristocratic ladies, music being an acceptable means of spending a life of insignificant employment.  No doubt many of them became proficient musicians as we can see in the instance when the Duchesse d’Orleans regrets that a talented young lady, Louise-Adelaide, is going to become a nun.

It is a pity for this girl; she has many good traits, is most pleasing in appearance, tall, well-built, with a pretty and pleasant face, a beautiful mouth, and teeth like pearls; she dances well, has a lovely voice and is a fine musician who can sing from sight anything she likes, without grimacing and very prettily....
 

The Duchesse d’Orleans, who often complains of court manners, finds the nobles superficial even in the emotions they feel for their departed friends.  She relates that after the funeral of the Dauphine, the court immediately resumed its cardplaying, “hunting in the afternoon, music at night....”
If this were a matter of strength of character one might perhaps appreciate it and admire them for it, but that is not the reason, for as long as they see the sad spectacle they cry, but as soon as they leave the room they laugh again and forget all about it.
 

This attitude is confirmed by the duke of Saint-Simon who observes that even the death of Louis XIV, after having reigned 70 years, was little regretted and that few persons felt a sense of loss, apart from his personal servants.
 

There are a number of references by the aristocratic ladies which suggest they were active performers, listeners, collectors and even composers of songs.  Several times in her correspondence, Mme de Sevigne mentions singing in private.  For example, in a letter of 1695,

I have received your two letters from Chaulnes, my dear cousin; we found some verses in them that delighted us; we have sung them with extreme pleasure, and more than one person will tell you so....
 

In an earlier letter to the Count de Grignan, she apologizes,

I should likewise have sent you the music you desired, but have not yet been able to procure it....
 

The Duchesse d’Orleans provides very interesting information about the nature of some of these songs privately sung by the ladies. 

I also have a very big book of songs.  It was given to me by the good Grande Mademoiselle [the niece of Louis XIII] before she died, and it amuses me very much.  At the late Monsieur’s court there were many clever people who made up the funniest songs.  There are people in Paris who have ten or twelve big volumes of these old songs and take very good care of them.  In France one can find out about every period from songs, because songs are written about everything.  They are a much better way to learn about the court than the history books; for these are full of flattery, but in the songs they sing what is really going on.
 

Even Saint-Evremond, who often claimed he was not particularly fond of formal concerts and opera, nevertheless could quote the lyrics of popular songs in his correspondence, as for example in a letter to the Comte de Lionne in 1668.

Pains of Love are sweeter far

Than all the other pleasures are.
 

In a letter to the same the following year, we find,

Now you are perfectly cured, relish the pleasure of it, and let me make melancholy reflections on the song you have taught me:


But oh! when Age benumbs our veins,


No longer sprightly Joy remains!
If there be any songs as agreeable as this in the music of [Les Plaisirs de l’Isle enchantee], I desire you to send them to me [arranged with accompaniment]....
 

As the correspondence and memoirs by these French aristocrats rarely mention general philosophical problems in aesthetics, we are not surprised to find the same is true with regard to music.  We should like to mention, however, two comments relative to the purpose of music.  First, in a letter to the Earl of St. Albans in 1677, Saint-Evremond writes of the familiar purpose of music to soothe the listener.  He recommends, in this case, preparing for approaching death in the manner of Monsieur des Yveteaux of Paris.

He died at eighty years of age, causing a saraband to be played to him, a little before he expired, that his soul, as he expressed himself, might slide away the easier.
 

Mme de Sevigne mentions, if indirectly, the purpose of music to communicate feeling in a letter to Mme de Grignan.  She recalls that after a performance of Moliere’s Tartuffe, the minuet and gigues played at a ball “nearly reduced me to tears, for they brought you so fresh to my remembrance.”
 

Saint-Evremond, in a letter to d’Hervart on the subject of opera, is particularly interesting for its contention that music communicates feelings, but spoken words communicate action.

I do not deny but that the music may be very beautiful in some places, and the dances marvelous, but that opera, seeing how it is composed, should be perfect in every part, is an impossibility....  There is nothing so ridiculous as having an action sung, whether it be the deliberation of a Council, the giving of orders in battle, or anything else.  Where the Gods are concerned there may be singing: every Nation has worshiped them in song, and chanted their praises.  We can sing what we feel and suffer, for grief and affection are naturally expressed by a kind of tender and melancholy song.  But our actions require no other expression but the spoken word.  Moreover, operas are so contrived that all the spirit of the production is lost in our enjoyment of the music, which is not worth it, however enchanting it may be.  For where the mind has too little to do, it is impossible, in the long run, that our senses, which we are most eager to please, should not begin to languish.  The best poet is obliged to degrade himself in favor of the musician, since his lines must be arranged, less for the meaning he would have them represent, than for the convenience of the musician and the smoothness of his songs.
 

To another correspondent, however, he is quick to note that he himself is not moved by the emotions of opera!

The passionate songs at the opera make no impression upon me of themselves; they have no manner of influence over me.
 

In the correspondence of several persons we are given the information that the opera, like the theater, was under attack by the Church.   A letter of 1680 by Mme de Sevigne mentions in passing the censorship of opera.

The opera (of Proserpine) is superior to every other.  The Chevalier tells me he has sent you several of the songs, and that he saw a gentleman who said he had sent you the words; I dare say you will like it.  There is a scene in it, between Mercury and Ceres, which requires no interpreter to be understood; it must have been approved, since it has been performed; but you will judge for yourself.
 

The Duchesse d’Orleans, as well, cannot understand why the Church is opposed to opera and plays, as she mentions in a letter to the Electress Sophie in December, 1694. 

If the rumors that are flying are true, the boredom here will soon get worse, for they say that all operas and plays are to be done away with and that the Sorbonne has orders to work on this.  I am certain that this will be no more to Your Grace’s taste than it is to mine, and what seems most peculiar is that they go after such innocent things and forbid them, even though the most dreadful vices are in vogue now, such as murder by poison, assassination, and abominable sodomy; but nobody objects to these and the preachers only preach against the poor plays, which do not hurt anyone and in which one sees vice punished and virtue rewarded.

In a letter of 1701, she mentions that the king no longer attends the opera
 and in 1709 she reveals,

My confessor does not forbid me to go to the opera or to the theater, except on the day before confession; he would be pleased if I did not go at all, but since I know what I do there is not sinful I have no scruples whatsoever about it.
 

There are a few interesting comments relative to the practice of opera performance in the Court at this time.  Saint-Simon recalls the celebration of the marriage of the Duke de Burgundy lasted several days and suggests that such festivities often concluded with an opera.

The king took them into the theater, where Destouches’s opera of Isse was very well performed.  The opera being finished, everybody went his way, and thus these marriage-fetes were brought to an end.
 

Regarding this same duke, who became the Regent following the death of Louis XIV, Saint-Simon tells us that he regularly attended the opera at five o’clock and sometimes returned with an “opera girl” as one of his mistresses.
   In another place he observes that the opera in question was in the Palais Royal, that it was well-guarded on the days of a performance and that a machine had been built to cover the pit when the opera was used for balls.
  Of another noble, he mentions that “Paris loved Monseigneur, perhaps because he often went to the opera.”
 

One of Saint-Simon’s most interesting comments is relative to the vanity of Louis XIV.

Without voice or musical knowledge, he used to sing, in private, the passages of the opera prologues that were fullest of his praises!  He was drowned in vanity; and so deeply, that at his public suppers -- all the Court present, musicians also -- he would hum these self-same praises between his teeth, when the music they were set to was played!
 

Among the correspondence and memoirs of the French aristocrats we also find some interesting descriptions of, and information regarding, actual performances which they heard.  In a letter of 1676 by Mme de Sevigne seems to imply there was rather frequent music at court.

There is always music, to which [the king] occasionally listens, and which has an admirable effect; in the meantime, he chats with the ladies, who are accustomed to have that honor.
 

The Duke of Saint-Simon agrees that Louis XIV regularly listened to music in “Madame de Maintenon’s rooms,” and on one occasion describes this as “a grand concert.”
 

Among the participants, Saint-Evremond mentions “Mademoiselle Sivert, who sings Italian songs better than any I have heard in my life”
 and the Duke of Saint-Simon recalls one noble lady, Madame la Duchesse, who “had the art of writing witty songs.”
  Regarding “witty” songs, the duchesse d’Orleans mentions in several of her letters popular songs written in satire of the king.  In one letter she suggests that these feelings were not deeply felt.

I know the French; they may be angry at their king, but their anger goes no further than the singing of songs against his Majesty, and for all that, every one of them would rather starve to death than leave their king without money....
 

Nevertheless, in another letter she mentions,

I am sending Your Grace a song...expressing discontent with the king and the prince de Conti, which I could not send through the mail.
 

Functional music can become art music under circumstances that included a contemplative listener.  We have such a case, regarding more serious vocal music, when Mme de Sevigne, writes of the funeral service for Chancellor Peter Seguier in 1672.

As the for the music, it was fine beyond all description.  Lully exerted himself to the utmost and was assisted by all the king’s musicians.  There was an addition made to that fine Miserere, and there was a Libera which filled the eyes of the whole assembly with tears.  I do not think the music in heaven could exceed it.
 

Regarding instrumental music at court, Saint-Evremond mentions several harpsichordists in his correspondence, beginning with a performance by Jacques Chambonnieres, the great keyboard player employed by Louis XI.

Monsieur de Chambonniere’s Corantos, which you sent me, are pretty, but they are not his best; the Sarabande is very agreeable, and in his true manner.  I once heard him play a Suite of Corantos in a concert at the Duc de Joyeuse’s, with which I was enraptured.  I have asked you to send me his Springtime, for which Monsieur Servien wrote the words; it begins with a Coranto, continues with a Sarabande, and ends with a Chaconne.  I shall be obliged if you can send them all, as well as Young Zephyrs and the Suite of Corantos.  All this is a burden, but as they are old pieces, they will not be difficult to obtain, and you could certainly have them copied by some scholar who is familiar with Monsieur de Chambonniere’s style.
 

In other places he mentions “Baillon, who is an excellent performer on the harpsichord....”
 and an English artist,

It would be agreeable to visit Mrs. Bond.  You are certain there of winning a little, and of hearing the harpsichord played better than anyone you can hear in England.
 

Nevertheless, in a letter of 1671, he comments,

 The elegant harmony of concerts, engages me not so much....
 

The Duchesse d’Orleans, in a letter during one of the coldest winters in recent memory, describes a failed concert.

Last night we had a concert, but it was not very good because half of the musicians could not make their way up the hill in their hackney coach, for all the streets are icy....
 

As might be expected for a court environment, this literature contains references to a wide variety of functional music.  One of the more curious of these is in a letter of 1680 by Mme de Sevigne which mentions the execution of a noble lady, Catherine Monvoisin, who enjoyed a local reputation in Paris as a provider of poison to needy nobles.  Among the latter was Racine, of whom it was rumored that he murdered his mistress, Therese du Parc.
  Mme de Sevigne described “La Voisin” singing psalms in mockery in her cell in the days before her execution.

There are numerous references to more traditional Church music.  Saint-Evremond makes his most fervent comments about music when it is that of the Church, as we can see in a letter to Monsieur Justel in 1681.

Nor is your austerity less wild in the silencing our music, than in condemning our images.  You ought to remember that David recommended nothing so earnestly to the Jews, as the celebrating of the praises of the Almighty with all sorts of instruments.  Music in churches exalts the soul, purifies the mind, moves the heart, inspires and raises devotion.
 

The Duchesse d’Orleans, Elisabeth Charlotte, being German-born, was usually bored when hearing the music of the Church sung in Latin and French.  On one occasion when a cough keep her from sleeping for three days,

I remembered that I always sleep in church as soon as I hear preaching and nuns singing.  Therefore I drove to a convent where there was to be a sermon.  The nuns had barely begun to sing when I went to sleep, and I slept throughout the three-hour service; that made me feel much better.
 

She mentions this again a few years later.

If your Grace were Catholic and had to go to mass, she would find it even more boring, for not only is it always exactly the same, but one never hears anything but the singing of vowels, like “aaaa eeee oooo iiii”; it is enough to make one burst out of one’s skin with sheer impatience.
 

The Duke of Saint-Simon mentions that the musicians of Louis XIV always sang an anthem when he went to mass.
 

The Duchesse d’Orleans also writes of the music of the Lutherian church.

What has become of the hymns that used to be sung in Hanover during Advent?  In my day, no Advent passed without the hymn “Now Comes the Heathens’ Savior....”  It seems to me that the Lutherans rarely have musical instruments in their churches; in my day we did not have any and everyone sang together, just as Your Grace does in her church.  It seems to me that singing alone is much more entertaining than the finest instrumental music.  If the angels in heaven can assume human shape and human voices, they must sing beautifully, but I doubt that Our Lord is all that amused by instruments.
 

In another letter she mentions the Lutheran hymn, “O Man Repent Your Grievous Sins.”
I still know the melody and at least six stanzas of this very long hymn.  It is really much more agreeable when one can sing along instead of having to listen to some bawling in a language that one does not even understand.
 

And in yet another letter she mentions the music for New Year’s. 

“In dulci jubilo-ho-ho, sing, Christians, and rejoy-hoy-hoyce, our hearts’ deli-hi-hight lies in praesepio-ho-ho, and sparkles like the su-hu-hun, matris in gremio-ho-ho, alpha es et o-ho-ho, alpha es et o.”  If Your Grace has not sung this herself today, I am certain at least that the timpani and trumpets have played it for her, since today is New Year’s Day for Your Grace....
 

We have a glimpse of ceremonial music heard by the public, when the Duchesse d’Orleans describes of a ceremony to lay a cornerstone. 

Today I rose a good hour later than usual because I had gone to bed an hour late yesterday.  I did not return from Paris until ten o’clock at night; I had driven there at half past ten in the morning in order to perform a most tiresome and long-winded ceremony in a monastery called l’Abbeye au Bois, namely, the laying of a cornerstone for a new church.  I was quite embarrassed, for I was received to the sound of timpani, trumpets, shawms, pipes, tambors and gun salutes.  I had to walk through an alley along the foundation with all that noise ahead of me....  You can imagine how this attracted the populace.  Before this fine procession I had already heard mass with beautiful music at the monastery.  At the place of the foundation stone the priests sang three psalms in Latin and also recited some prayers of which I did not understand a word.
 

We find descriptions of rather unusual civic music when the Duke of Saint-Simon relates the drums began to march through Paris at five o’clock in the morning when the king requested the Parliament to meet at the Tuileries
 and an instance in 1717 when “guards with drums at each end of the street” were used to control traffic.
 

Regarding music for dance, Mme de Sevigne, referring to the son of one of her noble lady friends mentions, “he took a hautboy with him, and they danced till midnight.”
  The Duchesse d’Orleans, on the other hand, complains, 

I spent the first days of carnival being sick and the last days being bored by watching poorly danced minuets.
 

The Duke of Saint-Simon mentions the capture of military timpani -- an important symbol of victory in the field.

We took all their cannon...a quantity of flags, and some pairs of timpani.  The victory was complete.
 

Several correspondents refer to the elaborate entertainment music provided at Versailles.  A letter of Mme de Sevigne, of 1676, mentions “they went afterwards in gondolas upon the canal, where there was music.”
   The Duchesse d’Orleans, describes the entertainments given on Monday, Wednesday and Fridays by the king in a new gallery built to connect his apartments with those of the queen.  These evenings, called, “jours d’appartement,” began with the the men and women assembling separately, 

Thereupon everyone goes to the salon of which I spoke, and from there to a large room where there is music for those who want to dance.  From there one goes to a room where the king’s throne stands.  There one finds various kinds of music, concerts and singing.  From there one goes into the bedchamber, where three tables for playing cards are set up, one of the king, one for the queen and one for Monsieur.  From there one goes to a room that could be called a hall, where more than twenty tables, covered with green velvet cloth with a gold fringe, have been put up for all kinds of games.  From there one goes to a large antechamber containing the kingÕs billiard table, and then to another room with four large tables for the collation, all kinds of things like fruit cakes and preserves....  After one is done with the collation, which is taken standing up, one goes back to the room with the many tables; now everyone sits down to a different game, and it is unbelievable how many varieties of games are being played: lansquenet, trictrac, picquet, l’hombre, chess,...every conceivable game.  When the king and the queen come into the room, no one gets up from the game.  Those who do not play, like myself and a great many others, just stroll from room to room, now to the music and now to the game room, for one is allowed to go wherever one wishes; this lasts from six until ten, when one goes to supper.
 

In a letter of 1695, she reveals her own preference, “if there is appartement I listen to the music....”
 

We also find some description of the musical performances hosted by lesser nobles.  A letter of Mme de Sevigne of 1677 describes the music at a party in a garden of the Hotel de Conde.

There were water-works, bowers, terraces, six hautboys in one corner, six violins in another, the most melodious flutes; a supper which seemed to be prepared by enchantment, an admirable bass-viol, and a resplendent moon, which witnessed all our pleasures.
 

She also writes of her visit to the Marquis de Termes in 1677.

They brought one of the musicians belonging to the opera with them; he plays better than Lully, and amuses us highly.  There is, besides, a little impertinent hump-backed fellow, who is always singing, and who imagines himself an admirable performer; he is a perpetual source of laughter to us.
 

The Duke of Saint-Simon mentions entertainment music provided for banquets by the king’s famous ensemble, the “twenty-four violins.”  He relates that on the annual fete of St. Louis (August 25) the order of the day was that,

The drums and oboes, assembled beneath the king’s windows, should play their accustomed music as soon as he awoke, and that the twenty-four violins should play in the ante-chamber during his dinner.
 

He describes the celebration of the Peace of Utrecht, in April, 1713, as including a Te Deum sung at Notre Dame, a fireworks display and a great banquet at the Hotel de Ville for the leading officials of Paris with music performed by the king’s “twenty-four violins.”
 

We should mention another instance of entertainment music recalled by the Duke of Saint-Simon, although it was probably not appreciated by the guest of honor.  He tells of a palace joke by which the Swiss guards with drums were sent in to awaken a lady in the morning “by their horrid din.”
 

Finally, Mme de Sevigne gives us a brief glimpse of the local peasant music near her country estate.

I am vexed that you cannot see the bourrees of this country; it is the most surprising sight imaginable; the peasantry dance in as true time as you do, and with such an activity, a sprightliness that, in short, I am quite in raptures with them.  I have a little band of music every evening, which costs me a mere trifle....
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