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Essay Nr. 182:  Jacobean Church Music 
For the first half of the 17th century the instrumental music heard in the important churches in England consisted of the organ and wind instruments.  Strings begin to appear during the Restoration, but the real story is the efforts of the Puritans to ban all instrumental music from the church.  They succeeded to the point of destroying all church organs in England!

For the Jacobean and Cromwell Periods there were still some large scale church performances accompanied by wind instruments, as we read in an account of King James’ visit to St. Paul’s Cathedral in 1620.
...they began to celebrate Divine Service, which was solemnly performed with organs, cornets, and sagbots.
 

In the king’s Chapel, such performances appear to have been a regular occurrence, as suggested by a pay account for 12 wind players in 1633 under the title,
Order to be observed throughout the year by his Majesty’s musitions for the wind instruments for waiting in the Chappell....
 

The major cathedrals of England, including York, Norwich, Exeter, Winchester, Worchester, Salisbury, Durham and Lincoln, followed this practice
  and some churches, such as the Chapel Royal in Scotland, actually imported wind players from London for this purpose.   One Edward Kellie, Master of the Chapel Royal in Scotland, for example, came to London in 1632 and,

Carried home an organist and two men for playing on cornets and sackbuts…most exquisite in their severall faculties.

Parrott found only one reference for this entire period which even mentions string instruments in the church.
   Aside from the fact that it was the wind instrumentalists who had for so long been regarded as the professional musicians, at least one observer concluded that strings simply could not play in tune as well as winds.  String instruments, he noted,

ar often out of tun; (Which soomtime happeneth in the mids of the Musik, when it is neither good to continue, nor to correct the fault) therefore, to avoid all offence (where the least shoolde not bee given) in our Chyrch-solemnities only the Winde-instruments (whose Notes ar constant) bee in use.
 

Before considering the impact of the Puritans, we should pause to read some of the references to church music which are found in the Jacobean plays, since from the generation before Shakespeare it had been one aim of the stage works to present daily life accurately, as seen in a mirror as some said.    To begin with, curiously one finds a number of references to incidental music used in cult religious services.
   In Jonson’s tragedy Sejanus (V, lines 170ff), written in the style of ancient Roman plays, includes a simulated ancient religious sacrifice, in which the stage direction calls for the ancient Tubicines (trumpets) and Tibicines (aulai) to sound as the priest prepares for the ceremony. 

There are two cult ceremonies with music mentioned in the plays of Beaumont and Fletcher.  First, in The Knight of Malta (II, v) the stage directions call for a Flourish, to announce the beginning of a cult religious rite.

And so let’s march to the Temple, sound those Instruments,

That were the signal to a day of blood;

Evil beginning hours may end in good.

Later in this same play (V, ii) the stage direction describes music for another service.

Musick.

An Alter discovered, with Tapers, and a Book on it.  

The two Bishops stand on each side of it; Mountferrat, 

as the Song is singing, ascends up the Altar.

In The Two Noble Kinsmen (V, i) a rather detailed religious service begins with Thesius,

Now let ‘em enter, and before the gods

Tender their holy Prayers:....

This is immediately followed by a “Flourish of Cornets.”  Later “Musick” is heard while doves are released.  After the ritual of bowing to the goddess, the stage direction calls for “Still Musick of Recorders.”  At the end of the service, a mechanical tree appears, bearing a single rose.  The stage direction now reads,

Here is heard a sodain twang of Instruments, 

and the Rose falls from the Tree.

A reference to music in a traditional religious service can be seen in Jonson’s comedy The Alchemist (III, ii), where Subtle is criticizing a pastor from Amsterdam, Tribulation Wholesome, and makes this reference to church music.
 

Subtle.  And get a tune, to call the flock together:


For (to say sooth) a tune does much with women,


And other phlegmatic people; it is your bell.

Ananias.  Bells are profane: a tune may be religious.

In Webster’s The Dutchesse of Malfy (III, iv), there is a ceremony for the installation of Cardinals, for which the stage direction reads,

During all which Ceremony, this Verse is sung 

(to very sollemne Musique) by divers Church-men.

And in Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Pilgrim (V, vi) an extended service at an altar with stage directions also calling for “Solemn Musick” throughout.  There is also an interesting reference to a funeral service at the conclusion of Beaumont and Fletcher’s Cupid’s Revenge (V, i), where Age commands,

Go, and let the Trumpets sound

Some mournful thing, whilst we convey the body

Of this unhappy Prince unto the Court....

The great crisis in English church music came with the civil war and the Cromwell Period, brought about by the views of the Puritans.  The Puritans wanted a return to the simple, unaccompanied psalms of the early Christians and in the prefaces of their song books we can see their belief in the moral value of such music.

Set forth and allowed to be sung in all churches, of all the people before and after sermons: and moreover in private houses, for their godly solace and comfort, laying apart all ungodly songs and ballads, which tend only to the nourishing of vice, and the corrupting of youth.
 

The stream of opinion which allowed the Puritans to prevail had actually begun much earlier, particularly with respect to the organ.  The organ had come under attack during the reign of Edward VI
 and during the reign of Elizabeth survived a motion for abolition by a single vote.
   As an aftermath of the civil war, during the 1640’s many cathedral organs were damaged.  An account from Exeter, for example, records that soldiers,

brake down the organs, and taking two or three hundred pipes with them in a most scorneful and contemptuous manner, went up and down the streets piping with them; and meeting with some of the Choristers of the Church, whose surplices they had stolne before, and imployed them to base servile offices, scoffingly told them, “Boyes, we have spoyled your trade, you most goe and sing hot pudding pyes.”
 

One of the objections to instrumental music in the church by the Puritans was that they obscured the words of the singers, the words being held more important than the music.

…though it is not in Latin, yet by reason of the confusedness of voices of so many singers, with a multitude of melodious instruments…the greatest part of the service is no better understood, then if it weare in Hebrue or Irish.

One preacher in Durham, Peter Smart in 1630, argued that even singing was inappropriate to the purpose of the service.

Our Durhamers have been so eager upon piping and singing, that instead of the Morning Prayer at 6 of the clock, which was wont to be read distinctly and plainly, for Schoolers, and Artificers before they began their work, they brought in a solemne Service, with singing and Organs, Sackbuts and Cornets, little whereof could be understood of the people, neither would they suffer the Sacrament to be administered without a continuall noise of Musick, both instrumentall and vocal, to the great disturbance of these holy actions.
 

This view followed the fact that the Puritans wished to remove from the service all the elaborate trappings of the old Catholic tradition.  The view, according to this same preacher in a sermon of 1628, was that these, including music, distracted the worshiper.

This makes me call to remembrance, a strange speech little better than blasphemy, uttered lately by a young man, in the presence of his Lord, and many learned men: “I had rather goe forty miles to a good service, then two miles to a Sermon.”  And what meant he by a good service?  His meaning was manifest; where goodly Babylonish robes were worn, imbroydered with images.  Where he might heare a delicate noise of singers, with Shakebuts, and Cornets, and Organs, and if it were possible, all kinde of Musicke, used at the dedication of Nabuchodonosors golden Image....  For if religion consist in Alter-ducking, Cope-wearing, Organ-playing, piping and singing...If I say religion consist in these and such like superstitious vanities, ceremoniall fooleries, apish toyes, and popish trinckets, we had never more Religion then now.
 

The following year, in a publication called, A Short Treatise of Altars, Altar-furniture, Altar-cringing and Musick of all the Quire, singing-men and Choristers, Smart was even more vigorous in his view.

Why then are set before us so many objects of vanity, so many allurements of our outward senses, our eyes & eares, & consequently our minds from the meditation of Christs death & passion, and our sins which were the only cause of all our miseries & his lamentable sufferings.  Can such paltry toyes being to our memory Christ and his blood-shedding?  Crosses, Crucifixes, Tapers, Candlesticks, gilded angels, sumptuous Organs, with Sackbuts & Cornets piping so loud at the Communion table, that they may be heard halfe a mile from the Church?  No…Such glorious spectacles, draw away from God the minds of them that pray, they further not, but hinder entire affections, and godly meditations.

There were some voices heard who argued in favor of instrumental music in the church and they made the basis of their argument the Old Testament.  One example reads,

Wherein doth our practice of singing and playing with instruments in his Majesty’s chapel and our cathedral churches differ from the practice of David, the priests and Levites?  Do we not make one sign in praising and thanking God with voices and instruments of all sorts?

Another who made this connection was the philosopher, John Donne (1572 – 1631),
In the first institution of thy Church, in this world, in the foundation of thy Militant Church, among the Jews, thou didst appoint the calling of the assembly in, to be by Trumpet, and when they were in, then thou gave them the sound of bells, in the garment of the priest.  In the Triumphant Church, thou employs both too, but in an inverted order; we enter into the Triumphant Church by the sound of bells...and then we receive our further edification, or consummation, by the sound of Trumpets, at the Resurrection.  The sound of thy Trumpets thou didst impart to secular and civil uses too, but the sound of bells only to sacred.
 

The power of the language in the Old Testament which praises the use of instrumental music in the service must have been a strong obstacle for the Puritans who wanted to abolish instrumental music altogether.  And some, like the famous John Milton (1608 – 1674), who was otherwise a Puritan, appears to have been inclined to keep music in the service but seems to have wanted to define its character and use carefully.  Music, he says, should be a,

power beside the office of a pulpit, to inbreed and cherish in a great people the seeds of virtue, and public civility, to allay the perturbations of the mind, and set the affections in right tune, to celebrate in glorious and lofty Hymns the throne and equipage of Gods Almightinesse, and what he works, and what he suffers to be wrought with high providence in his Church, to sing the victorious agonies of Martyrs and Saints, the deeds and triumphs of just and pious Nations....
 

This might be an appropriate place to pause and read some of Milton’s comments on church music in his poetry.  First, like all early Christian writers, Milton is disrespectful toward the music of the “pagans,” which is to say the ancient Greeks.

While they loudest sing

The vices of their Deities, and their own

In Fable, Hymn, or Song, so personating

Their Gods ridiculous, and themselves past shame.

Remove their swelling Epithets thick laid

As varnish on a Harlots cheek, the rest,

Thin sown with aught of profit or delight,

Will far be found unworthy to compare

With Sion’s songs, to all true tastes excelling,

Where God is praised aright....
 

On more contemporary religious themes, Milton devotes one entire poem, “At a solemn Musick,” to the use of music as a metaphorical expression of the joy of religious life.

Blest pair of Sirens, pledges of Heaven’s joy,

Sphere-born harmonious Sisters, Voice, and Verse,

Wed your divine sounds, and mixed power employ

Dead things with inbreathed sense able to pierce,

And to our high-raised phantasie present,

That undisturbed Song of pure concent,

Ay sung before the saphire-colored throne

To him that sits thereon

With Saintly shout, and solemn Jubily,

Where the bright Seraphim in burning row

Their loud up-lifted Angel trumpets blow,

And the Cherubick host in thousand choirs

Touch their immortal Harps of golden wires,

With those just Spirits that wear victorious Palms,

Hymns devout and holy Psalms

Singing everlastingly;

That we on Earth with undiscording voice

May rightly answer that melodious noise;

As once we did, till disproportioned sin

Jarred against natures chime, and with harsh din

Broke the fair musick that all creatures made

To their great Lord, whose love their motion swayed

In perfect Diapason, whilst they stood

In first obedience, and their state of good.

O may we soon again renew that Song,

And keep in tune with Heaven, till God ere long

To his celestial consort us unite,

To live with him, and sing in endless morn of light.
 

There are two interesting passages which are concerned with the actual music of the service, first from the poem, “Il Penseroso,”
But let my due feet never fail,

To walk the studious Cloisters pale,

And love the high embowed Roof,

With antique Pillars massy proof,

And storied Windows richly dight,

Casting a dim religious light.

There let the pealing Organ blow,

To the full voiced Choir below,

In Service high, and Anthems clear,

As may with sweetness, through mine ear,

Dissolve me into extasies,

And bring all Heaven before mine eyes.
 

In his “Eikonoklastes,” Milton reflects on the joy and gladness “between the Singing men and the organs” of the king’s chapel.  He cannot help but wonder, however, in a reference to Latin texts, “how they should join their hearts in unity to songs not understood.”
 

Another religious theme, under which Milton discusses music at length, is the creation of the world.  In his “Paradise Lost,” on the seventh day God rested, but, says Milton, he did not rest in silence.

But not in silence holy kept; the Harp

Had work and rested not, the solemn Pipe,

And Dulcimer, all Organs of sweet stop,

All sounds on Fret by String or Golden Wire

Tempered soft Tunings, intermixt with Voice

Choral or Unison...

Creation and the six Days acts they sung....
 

After God tells Adam he must leave Eden, the angel, Michael, leads Adam to the top of a high hill where he can see visions of the future.  Among the things predicted for the future, Adam hears music.

Whence the sound

Of Instruments that made melodious chime

Was heard, of Harp and Organ; and who moved

Their stops and chords was seen: his volant touch

Instinct through all proportions low and high

Fled and pursued transverse the resonant fugue.
 

Adam, in these same visions, also hears the “Carol” which the angels sang, announcing the birth of Jesus.
 

In the continuation of his story of man, in “Paradise Regained,” God announces he will create a son “of female Seed” to “earn Salvation for the Sons of men.”  Upon this announcement, celestial music is heard.

So spake the Eternal Father, and all Heaven

Admiring stood a space, then into Hymns

Burst forth, and in Celestial measures moved,

Circling the Throne and Singing, while the hand

Sung with the voice, and this the argument.

Victory and Triumph to the Son of God

Now entering his great duel, not of arms,

But to vanquish by wisdom hellish wiles.
 

Later Satan takes Jesus up on a mountain to show him the kingdoms he may posses if he follows Satan.  Among the visions shown Jesus we find,

And all the while Harmonious Airs were heard

Of chiming strings, or charming pipes and winds....
 

In reference to the schools of ancient Greece, Satan promises Jesus he shall learn the secret power of music.

There thou shalt hear and learn the secret power

Of harmony in tones and numbers hit

By voice or hand, and various-measured verse,

Aeolian charms and Dorian Lyric Odes....
 

Milton delighted in describing the music of angels.  In a poem, “Upon the Circumcision,” Milton portrays the singing of the angels who announced the birth of Jesus.

Ye flaming Powers, and winged Warriours bright,

That erst with Musick, and triumphant song

First heard by happy watchful Shepherds ear,

So sweetly sung your Joy the Clouds along

Through the soft silence of the listening night....
 

His “Paradise Lost,” has several descriptions of the heavenly music of angels, for example,

Then Crowned again their golden Harps they took,

Harps ever tuned, that glittering by their side

Like Quivers hung, and with Preamble sweet

Of charming symphonie they introduce

Their sacred Song, and waken raptures high;

No voice exempt, no vice but well could join

Melodious part, such concord is in Heaven.
 

Angels, whom Milton describes as “millions of spiritual Creatures” who “walk the Earth Unseen, both when we wake, and when we sleep,” perform both vocal and instrumental music.

Celestial voices to the midnight air,

Sole, or responsive each to others note

Singing their great Creator: oft in bands

While they keep watch, or nightly rounding walk

With Heavenly touch of instrumental sounds

In full harmonic number joined, their songs

Divide the night, and lift our thoughts to Heaven.
 

One of the fallen angels in “Paradise Lost” contemplates being reinstated and having to celebrate God “with warbled hymns, and to his Godhead sing forced Hallelujahs.”
 

Speak ye who best can tell, ye Sons of light,

Angels, for ye behold him, and with songs

And choral symphonies, Day without Night,

Circle his Throne rejoicing....
 

Finally, there are some interesting and humorous references to the general deportment in the church service, which, if these views were commonly held, might have added support to the complaints of the Puritans.  First, Thomas Dekker (1570 – 1630) describes the manners of the courtier in church.

Never be seen to mount the steps into the choir, but upon a high Festival day, to prefer the fashion of your doublet, and especially if the singing-boys seem to take note of you: for they are able to buzz your praises above their Anthems, if their voices have not lost their maidenheads: but be sure your silver spurs dog your heels, and then the Boyes will swarm about you like so many white butter-flyes, when you in the open Choir shall draw forth a perfumed embroidered purse (the glorious sight of which will entice many Country-men from their devotion to wondering) and quoyt silver into the Boyes hands, that it may be heard above the first lessons, although it be read in a voice as big as one of the great Organs.

This noble and notable Act being performed, you are to vanish presently out of the Choir, and to appear again in the walk...
 

Another complaint, here of the church singers themselves, is found in John Earle’s characterization of “The Common Singing-men in Cathedral Churches.”  They are, he says,

a bad society, and yet a company of good fellows, that roar deep in the choir, deeper in the tavern.  They are the eight parts of speech, which go to the Syntaxis of Service, and are distinguished by their noises much like bells, for they make not a consort but a peal.  Their pastime or recreation is prayers, their exercise drinking, yet herein so religiously addicted that they serve God oftenest when they are drunk....  Though they never expound the scripture they handle it much, and pollute the Gospel with two things, their conversation and their thumbs.  Upon work-days they behave themselves at prayers as at their pots, for they swallow them down in an instant.  Their gowns are laced commonly with streamings of ale, the superfluities of a cup or throat above measure.  Their skill in melody makes them the better companions abroad, and their anthems abler to sing catches.  Long-lived for the most part they are not, especially the bass, they overflow their bank so oft to drown the organs.  Briefly, if they escape arresting, they die constantly in God’s service; and to take their death with more patience, they have wine and cakes at their funeral: and now they keep the Church a great deal better, and help to fill it with their bones as before with their noise.
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