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Essay Nr. 184:  Music in Jacobean Society
Lord, place me in Thy concert; give one strain

To my poor reed!

George Herbert, 1593 - 1633

The purpose of this essay is to seek clues in fictional literature which might offer insight to the general familiarity with music by English society at large.  We begin with observations by playwrights who are concerned with the decline of music and the arts.  We see this in Jonson’s tragedy, Sejanus (I, i), where Sabinus observes,

We [lack] the fine arts and their thriving use,

Should make us graced, or favored of the times,

and with regard to music in particular in the ‘To the Readers of this Comedy” in Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Knight of the Burning Pestle

Gentlemen, the World is so nice in these our times, that for Apparel, there is no fashion, For Musick, which is a rare Art, (though now slighted) No Instrument....

During much of the 15th and 16th centuries the ability to sing and perform on a musical instrument was considered a necessary accomplishment of a gentleman.  In England at the end of the 16th century this begins to change, although we find a few references in the early 17th century plays which still refer to the gentleman as an amateur musician.  In Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Loyal Subject (II, i) a character called Ancient, who identifies himself as a soldier and a gentleman, sings a song and then observes,

‘Tis a singing age Sir,

A merry moon here now: I’le follow it:

Fidling, and fooling now, gains more than fighting.

In another play by these authors, The Coronation (I, i), the Queen agrees that the qualities of the Gentleman include dancing, singing and playing the lute.  On the other hand, these qualities may not be appropriate for a guard, for

How can he stand

Upon his guard, who hath Fidlers in his head,

To which, his feet must ever be a dancing?

Passarello, an entertainer attached to Bilioso, an old marshal, in Marston’s The Malcontent (I, iii), suggests the gentleman did not sing well.

Yes, I can sing, fool, if you’ll bear the burden; and I can play upon instruments, scurvily, as gentlemen do.

Roger North (1653 - 1734), an amateur musician born to a well-to-do family and educated in law, brought to his writing a breadth of knowledge not enjoyed by his contemporaries who wrote on music and who were primarily working musicians.  English literature of the late 16th century had been strongly critical of young men who, upon completion of the university, went to Italy to “complete” their education as a gentleman.  It is interesting therefore, that North not only approved such travel to Italy, once referring to her as “Italy, where music is queen,”
 but attributed to this exposure an important influence on English music.

The other circumstance I hinted was the numerous train of young travelers of the best quality & estates, that about this time went over into Italy & resided at Rome & Venice, where they heard the best music and learned from the best masters...and they came home confirmed in the love of the Italian manner, & some contracted no little skill & proved exquisite performers; then came over Corelli’s first consort that cleared the ground of all other sorts of music whatsoever; by degrees the rest of his consorts & at last the concerti came, all of which are to the musicians like the bread of life.
 

In another place, however, North seems to have come to doubt the long-range value of this study in Italy.  In the following, he appears to suggest that he regrets the old common style passed by in favor of music being developed as an aesthetic art.  He would not have disagreed if one phrased it instead, the good old English music is being displaced by Italian taste.

As Rome was destroyed by the Asiatic luxury, so the musical republic will sink to nothing under the weight of these numerous curiosities lately brought over it.  The flourishing of an art or science, is the number and value of the professors, and those obtaining their end, which in music is pleasure, and an innocuous employ of spare time, with a recreation, in the intervals of business, the gain and credit is egregious; all which fell out when the art was plain and practicable and most sober families in England affected it.  Now it is come to that pass, that few but professors can handle it, and the value is derived upon high flights & numbers of capital performers, which may have brought an audience but the promiscuous and diffused practice of music in remote parts about England is utterly confounded.  And an ostentatious pride hath taken Apollos’ chair and almost subverted his monarchy.
 

One clear indication of the familiarity of music by at least the educated class can be found in the frequent instances of humor, metaphors and other figures of speech which required some knowledge of music to be understood.  The significance of this is perhaps best seen in the fact that virtually nothing of this nature is routinely found in the theater today.  

Regarding the use of music in a humorous context, we mention only two examples.  First, humor based on the confusion of the senses is found in Marston’s play, Antonio and Mellida, Part II (III, ii), when Balurdo enters with a bass viol and says, “I have the most respective fiddle; did you ever smell a more sweet sound?”  The second example involves a play on the word “noise,” which the early 17th century audience understood to be a synonym for instrumental music.  In Jonson’s comedy, The Silent Woman, Act III, scene vii begins,

Clerimont.  By your leave, ladies.  Do you want any music?  I have 


brought you variety of noises.  Play, sirs, all of you.

[Music of all sorts]

Morose.  Oh, a plot, a plot, a plot, a plot upon me!  This day I shall 

be their anvil to work on, they will grate me asunder

‘Tis worse than the noise of a saw.

Clerimont.  No, they are hair, rosin, and guts.  I can give you the 


receipt.

Truewit.  Peace, boys.

Clerimont.  Play, I say.

Nothing makes the point more than the use of music as a metaphor, for without an understanding of music the entire meaning is lost.  Among the numerous examples of the use of music as a metaphor, found in the Jacobean plays, we might begin with the famous metaphor coined by Plato, by which “harmony” was used to represent the healthy, well-adjusted body.  Two examples in this literature which are used in the Platonic sense are found in Middleton’s Michaelmas Term (I, i),

Stalewood.  Faith, like a lute that has all the strings broke;


nobody will meddle with her.

Rearage.  Fie, there are doctors now in town will string her again, 


and make her sound as sweet as ever she did.
 

and in Chapman’s The Blind Beggar (Scene iii), when Leon observes,

Love decks the countenance, spiriteth the eye,

And tunes the soul in sweetest harmony....

George Wither, in one of his poems, uses this same metaphor to reflect the health of the state, rather than of the person.

Musique may teach of difference in degree,

The best tuned Common-Weales will framed be.
 

A similar sentiment is made by John Suckling, in his New Year’s poem to the king in 1640,

May all the discords in your state

(Like those in music we create)

Be governed at so wise a rate,

That what would of itself sound harsh, or fright,

May be so tempered that it may delight.
 

An example of a metaphor in which music represents “out of tune” health can be found in the play, Every Man out of his Humour (III, ix).  Here, Jonson presents a scene in a room at court and Fastidius sings to Saviolina, accompanying himself on a viol.

Fastidius.  By the soul of music, lady (hum, hum).

Saviolina.  Would we might hear it once.

Fastidius.  I do more adore and admire your (hum, hum) predominant 

perfections than (hum, hum) ever I shall have power and 


faculty to express (hum).

Saviolina.  Upon the viol de gambo, you mean?

Fastidius.  It’s miserably out of tune, by this hand.

Saviolina.  Nay, rather by the fingers.

Macilente.  [Aside]  It makes good harmony with her wit.

A frequent figure of speech is the use of music as a metaphor for the state of being pleased.  This is the meaning of an expression in Dekker’s The Roaring Girl (V, ii) when Alexander says, “I finde it in the musicke of my heart.”  In Cyril Tourneur’s, The Atheist’s Tragedy, we find an unusual example of this kind of metaphor
 in Act V, which begins with the stage direction “music.”   D’Amville doesn’t appreciate the music, saying “Cease that harsh music,” but when he picks up some gold, he uses music as a metaphor for his pleasure.

Here sounds a music whose melodious touch

Like angels’ voices ravishes the sense.

In Dekker’s The Honest Whore, Part II (V, ii), we find the earliest version that we know of a now familiar figure of speech.   Bellafront says,

Let mercy touch your heart-strings gracious Lord

That it may sound like musike in the eare

Of a man desperate....

Aside from its metaphorical usage, it is an odd expression.  Is the alternative “music for the eye?”  We wonder if in some way this expression had its roots in the Scholastic university distinction of “speculative” and “practical” music, which, as in universities today, meant one kind of music for the eye and another for the ear.  We should also point out that Dekker corrects this medieval misunderstanding in his The Witch of Edmonton (III, iii), when Old Carter makes the observation, “There’s no musick but in sound, sound it must be.”
Music is also used as a metaphor for various aspects of speech.  Two usages which are familiar today are found in Heywood’s The Golden Age,
 when Jupiter observes “Womens tongues and hearts have different tunes,” and in Chapman’s All Fools (V, ii), where “sing your old song no more,” is used for an often repeated phrase.  In Chapman’s Bussy D’Ambois (I, ii), there is a similar metaphor for one who speaks well. Bussy says to Pyra, a court lady, “your descants do marvelous well fit this ground.” We might also mention two lines which appear later (IV, i), when Tamyra observes,

You could all this time be at concord with him,

That still hath played such discords on your honor.

We also find music used as a metaphor for various aspects of time.  In Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Little Thief (Act III), music is used as a metaphor for “time to get organized.”
And tune our Instruments till the Consort come

To make up the full noise....

In Middleton’s A Fair Quarrel (I, i) we find music used as a metaphor by Russell to express to two gentlemen that it is the wrong time to duel.  Put your swords away, he says,

Hide ‘em, for shame!  I had thought soldiers

Had been musical, would not strike out of time,

But to the consort of drum, trumps, and fife:

‘Tis madmen-like to dance without music,

And most unpleasing shows to the beholders,

A Lydian verse to a Doric note.

For a final example from the plays, we mention a line which would have been humorous to a university student of music.  In a humorous scene in Middleton’s Your Five Gallants (II, i) a “music house” is used as a metaphor for a house of prostitution.  Among the dialog of three young “gallants,” we find,

Primero.  La, I tell you; -- you’ll bear me witness, gentlemen,


If their complaints come to their parents’ ears,


They’re words of art I teach ‘em, nought but art.

Goldstone.  Why, ‘tis most certain.

Bungler.  For all [students] know that musica est ars.

There are some additional interesting examples of music used as a metaphor to be found in the poetry of the 17th century in England.  Thomas Carew uses the metaphor of harmony to represent the sum of the features of the face of a lady recently deceased.

The harmony of colors, features, grace,

Resulting Aires (the magicke of a face)

Of musical sweet tunes, all which combined

To this dark Vault.
 

The trumpet as a metaphor for an important communication was used a number of times by these poets.  Perhaps there are no better representatives than those found in the poetry of King James I himself.  One reads,

So Homer was a sounding trumpet fine

Amongst the Greeks into his learned days....
 

The king used this same metaphor in another work, the fragment of a wedding poem.

Which by the trumpet of my verse I made for to resound

From pole to pole through every where of this immobile round.
 

Of course, the most familiar figure of speech involving the trumpet is its use as a metaphor for the Day of Judgment.  In Richard Crashaw we also get some description of its sound on that august day.

O that trump! whose blast shall run

An even round with the circling Sun.
 

In Jonson’s plays we find two references of the gentleman which are related to university life.  In the literature of the late 16th century in England there was much criticism of the universities for allowing young men to indulge in poetry, rather than in more important subjects.  It is in this perspective that we find in Every Man in his Humour (I, i), an old gentleman, Knowell (a pun, of course), who observes,

Myself was once a student; and, indeed,

Fed with the selfsame humour he is now,

Dreaming on naught but idle poetry,

That fruitless and unprofitable art,

Good unto none, but least to the professors,

Which then, I thought the mistress of all knowledge:

But since, time, and the truth have waked my judgment,

And reason taught me better to distinguish

The vain from the useful learnings.

In his The Staple of News (I, v), Jonson is more indulgent when a young man is described,

A pretty scholar, and a Master of Arts,

Was made or went out Master of Arts in a throng,

At the university; as before, one Christmas,

He got into a masque at court, by his wit,

And the good means of his cithern, holding up thus

For one o’the music.  He’s a nimble fellow!

The plays also give witness to the fact that music was included in the skills of the well-educated young lady at this time.  Middleton refers to this in three separate plays,
 first in Women Beware Women (III, ii), where Fabricio observes,

She has the full qualities of a gentlewoman;

I’ve brought her up to music, dancing, what not,

That may commend her sex, and stir her husband.

In No Wit, no Help Like a Woman’s (IV, i), Sir Twilight commends his daughter as a “proper gentlewoman” who,

Sings, dances, plays,

Touches an instrument with a motherly grace.

And in A Trick to Catch the Old One (I, ii) a young lady is described as having been sent to London,

...to learn fashions, practice music; the voice between her lips, and the viol between her legs, she’ll be fit for a consort very speedily....

In Heywood’s A Woman Kilde with Kindnesse,
 Charles says of a bride to be,

First her Birth

Is Noble, and her education such

As might become the Daughter of a Prince,

Her owne tongue speakes all tongues, and her owne hand

Can teach all strings to speake in their best grace

From the shrill treble, to the hoarsest base.

In Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Womans Prize (III, i), we find music used as a metaphor for four important characteristics of a young woman.

Tranio.  Tell me but this; what dost thou think of women?

Rowland.  Why, as I think of Fiddles, they delight me,


Till their strings break.

Tranio.  What strings?

Rowland.  Their Modesties,


Faiths, Vows, and Maidenheads, for they are like Kits


That have but four strings to ‘em.  

In another play, The Loyal Subject (III, vi), these authors address this topic in a humorous vein.   Alinda, son of a Russian general, is coaching a young lady, Honora, on the skills she will need.

Alinda.  Play with your Bracelets, sing: you must learn to rhyme too,


And riddle neatly; studie the hardest language,


And ‘tis no matter whether it be sense, or no,


So it go seemlie off....

Honora.  Have ye schools for all these mysteries?

Alinca.  O yes.

A poem by Ben Johnson celebrating New Year’s Day, if we read it correctly, seems to be saying to the young lady, again using music as a metaphor, that what she presently knows is “today,” but she must continue her education to be prepared for “tomorrow.”
New yeares, expect new gifts: Sister, your harp,

Lute, lyre, theorbo, all are called today.

Your change of Notes, the flat, the meane, the sharpe,

To show the rites, and to usher forth the way.
 

A poem by George Withers, a strong Puritan, finds fault with the musicians, many of whom were classified as courtiers, for moving so easily from “today” to “tomorrow,” politically.   He complains that the musicians who so eagerly wrote “their lyrics, heroic poems and odes” for Cromwell, now after his fall immediately changed their colors and returned to composing for the new king.  

Yea, all her Songs unto this present day,

Are but the same, new set another way:

And, their composers do deserve no more

Than begging Fiddlers begging at the door.

Who if it might their servile ends advance,

Would, to the same tune play the devil a dance.
 

As in the 16th century, the Jacobean playwrights somewhat ridicule that special class of gentleman known as the courtier.  This being the case, references to music and the arts are also often presented in humorous contexts when associated with the court and the courtier.

In Dekker’s The Wonder of a Kingdom (III, i) a courtier places “the rarest musicians” in a category with cooks and the “fairest girles, that will sell sinne for gold.”  In another play by Dekker, The Roaring Girl (IV, i), we find, 

Alexander.  What is he there?

Sebastian.  A Gentleman, a musitian sir, one of excellent fingering.

Alexander.  [Aside] Aye, I think so, I wonder how they scapt her.

Sebastian.  Has the most delicate stroke sir.

Alexander.  [Aside]  A stroke indeed, I feel it at my heart.

Sebastian.  Puts down all your famous musitians.

Alexander.  [Aside]  Aye, a whore may put down a hundred of them.

We have mentioned above, the Scholastic division of music into the “speculative” and the “practical.”  Jonson satirizes this idea in a pedagogy for the courtier’s practice of facial expressions in his comedy, Cynthia’s Revels (II, iii).

But now, to come to your face of faces, or courtier’s face, ‘tis of three sorts, according to our subdivision of a courtier, elementary, practic, and theoric.  Your courtier theoric is he that hath arrived to his farthest, and doth now know the court rather by speculation than practice; and this is his face: a fastidious and oblique face, that looks as it went with a vice, and were screwed thus.  Your courtier practic is he that is yet in his path, his course, his way, and hath not touched the punctilio, or point of his hopes; his face is here: a most promising, open, smooth, and overflowing face, that seems as it would run and pour itself into you.  Somewhat a northerly face.  Your courtier elementary is one but newly entered, or as it were in the alphabet, or ut-re-mi-fa-sol-la of courtship.  Note well this face, for it is this you must practice.
 

We are fond of a passage in Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Elder Brother (I, ii), where a young lady, Angellina, is explaining her rather modern requirements in a husband,

Angellina.  Troth as of the Courtier, all his Songs and Sonnets, his 


Anagrams, Acrosticks, Epigrams, his deep and Philosophical 


Discourse of Nature’s hidden Secrets, makes not up a perfect 


Husband....  No, no, Father, though I could be well pleased to 


have my Husband a Courtier, and a Scholar, young, and 


valiant; these are but gawdy nothings, if there be not 



something to make a substance.

Lewis.  And what is that?

Angellina.  A full Estate, and that said, I’ve said all; and get me such 


a one with these Additions, farewell Virginity....

In Chapman’s Bussy D’Ambois (I, ii), we find a specific reference to the courtier’s ability to play a string instrument.

Tamyra.  The man’s a courtier at first sight.

Bussy.  I can sing prick-song, lady, at first sight; and why not be a 



courtier as suddenly?

In Chapman’s All Fools (II, i), there is a very interesting, and unusually lengthy, discussion of the cultural training of the young courtier, in this case Valerio, son to a knight.  Cornelio, a gentleman aspiring to be more active in the court, begins by commenting on how much he admires Valerio for his self-education, which includes music.


He has stolen languages, Italian, Spanish


And some spice of the French, besides his dancing,


Singing, playing on choice instruments....

Valerio modestly responds,


Toys, toys, a pox; and yet they be such toys,


As every Gentleman would not be without.

He is asked to demonstrate his musical skills, but pleas he is out of shape.

Cornelio.  Prythee Val,


Take thy Theorbo for my sake a little.

Valerio.  By heaven, this month I touched not a Theorbo.

Cornelio.  Touched a Theorbo? marke the very word.


Sirra, go fetch.

Exit Page.
Valerio.  If you will have it, I must needs confess,


I am no husband of my qualities.

While the page goes to get a Theorbo, Valerio dances and is complimented, but he is still requested to play.

Cornelio.  Come sweet Val, touch and sing.

Dariotto.  Foote, will you hear


The worst voice in Italy?

Cornelio.  O God, sir.

[Valerio] sings.

Courtiers, how like you this?

Dariotto.  Believe it excellent.

Cornelio.  Is it not natural?

Valerio.  If my father heard me,


Foot, he’d renounce me for his natural son.

Dariotto.  By heaven, Valerio, and I were thy father,


And loved good qualities as I do my life,


I’d disinherit thee: for I never heard


Dog howl with worse grace.

Cornelio.  Go to, Courtier,


You deal not courtly now to be so plain,


Nor nobly, to discourage a young Gentleman,


In virtuous qualities, that has but stolen them.

Later (III, i) the Page offers the courtiers advice on the proper treatment of women, which is basically to keep them in the home, busy with “sowing, singing, playing [instruments], childing, dancing, or so on....”
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