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Essay Nr. 185:  Entertainment Music in Baroque England
The slight and frivolous amusements, in vogue, 

do not less hurt our taste and discernment of what is really good, 

than our most criminal passions.

William Wycherley

We begin this essay with the most discussed aspect of entertainment music in Baroque England, the common street fiddler.  It is ironic, in retrospect, for the Baroque Period was when all the great modern strings were being made, instruments which would raise the strings to the very top of music culture.  That notwithstanding, these contemporary observations do remind the reader that before about the year 1550 the wind instrument player was the recognized professional musician and the string players generally were wandering musicians playing for hand-outs.  Indeed, one of the most commonly mentioned street musicians before the Baroque was the “beer fiddler.”
So common was the street fiddler in Baroque England that we have some lengthy portraits of this humble musician.   One of these portraits is John Earle’s, “A Poor Fiddler.”

A poor fiddler is a man and a fiddle out of case: and he in worse case than his fiddle.  One that rubs two sticks together (as the Indians strike fire), and rubs a poor living out of it; partly from this, and partly from your charity, which is more in the hearing than giving him, for he sells nothing dearer than to be gone.  He is just so many strings above a beggar, though he have but two: and yet he begs too, only not in the downright “for God’s sake,” but with a shrugging “God bless you,” and his face is more pained than the blind man’s.  Hunger is the greatest pain he takes, except a broken head sometimes, and the laboring John Dory.  Otherwise his life is so many fits of mirth, and it is some mirth to see him.  A good feast shall draw him five miles by the nose, and you shall track him again by the scent.  His other pilgrimages are fairs and good houses, where his devotion is great to the Christmas; and no man loves good times better.  He is in league with the tapsters for the worshipful of the inn, whom he torments next morning with his art, and has their names more perfect than their men.  A new song is better to him than a new jacket, especially if bawdy, which he calls merry, and hates naturally the Puritan, as an enemy to this mirth.  A country wedding and Whitsun ale are the two main places he domineers in, where he goes for a musician, and overlooks the bagpipe.  The rest of him is drunk, and in the stocks.
 

Thomas Dekker, known for his vivid pictures of London at his time, was especially brutal in his treatment of the vagrant fiddler.  In one place he refers to “Common Juglers, Fidlers, and Players” called “Beasts,”
 and in another place he describes a man as “...his acquaintance is more cheape, than a common Fidlers....”
   In his “The Ravens Almanacke,” we find another portrait,

O you common Fidlers likewise that scrape out a poore living out of dryed Cats guts: I prophesie that many of you shall this yeare be troubled with abominable noises and singing in your heads: insomuch that a great part of you shall die beggars, and those that survive shall feed upon melody for want of meat, playing by two of the clock in a frostie morning under a Window, and then be mocked with a shilling tied (through a hole) to a string, which shall be thrown to make it jingle in your ears, but presently be drawn up again, while you rake in the durst for a largesse.
 

Dekker, in one story, alludes to professional entertainment brokers from whom one could engage musicians for the home.  Here he begs not to send any more out of tune fiddlers but harps instead,
May it therefore please thee (O thou pay-mistress to all the fidlers that should haunt our houses, if thou wouldest put them in tune) to send (at least) some of thy Harpers to sound their nine-penie musicke in our eares.

We have yet another lengthy portrait of the fiddler, by Samuel Butler.  This account, in particular, gives us also a glimpse of English humor of the day.

A fidler commits a rape upon the ear.... He...sets men together by the ears, enchants them with his magical rod, his fidlestic, out of themselves, and makes them skip as if they were bit with a tarantula....  He tickles their ears...while he picks their pockets....  The roughness of his bow makes his strings speak, which otherwise would be silent and unuseful, and when he grows humorous himself, (which is not seldom) and will not play, he is used as niggedly till he does.  He is an earwig, that creeps into a mans ear and torments him, until he is got out again.  The scrapings of his fiddle and horse-tail (like horse-radish) with white wine and sugar, or brandy make excellent sauce for a whore.  He scratches and rubs the itch of lovers upon his fiddle, to the wonderful delight of those that have catched it, till it turns to a worse disease: for his fiddlestic is but a rubber made of a horses tail to carry sinners with, and he scrubs and firks them till they kick and sling, as if the Devil were in them.  The noise of cats-guts sets them a caterwauling, as those, that are bitten with a mad dog, are said to foam at the mouth and bark....  He is [welcome in] all taverns, as being as useful to relish a glass of wine as anchovies of caviar, serves like stum to help of bad wine, and conduces wonderfully to over reckoning.  He is as great a provocative, as a Romance, to love, and at weddings is a prime ingredient....  He does not live but rub out, spends time while he keeps it, is very expert in his way, and has his trade at his fingers ends.
 

In the Jacobean drama literature one finds many demeaning references to the poor street fiddler.  In Ben Jonson’s comedy, Poetaster (III, iv), a comment made in passing gives us a description of one of the last of the true minstrels, the now poor vagrant musician.  Tucca observes,

We must have you turn fiddler again, slave, get a bass violin at your back, and march in a tawny coat, with one sleeve, to Goose fair....

And in Jonson’s comedy, The Silent Woman (III, iii), Clerimont observes,

The smell of the venison, going through the street, will invite one noise of fiddlers or other.

In Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Honest Man’s Fortune (V, i), Mountage says to a man,

Ye have travell’d like a Fidler to make faces,

And brought home nothing but a case of tooth-picks.

In Beaumont and Fletcher play, The Chances (V, iii), a “Fidler” is hung for robbing a mill.

The Jacobean playwright who seemed most interested in these street musicians was Thomas Dekker, although he too treats them with contempt, as we see in his The Whore of Babylon (II, ii), when Campeius observes,

Like common Fidlers, drawing down others meate

With lickorish tunes, whilst they on scraps do eate.

A more extended dialogue is found in his Westward Ho (V, i), where Frank Monopoly, a nephew to the Earle, complains that the fiddlers have not begun to play, especially since the ladies have arrived.

Monopoly.  Why Chamberlin? will not these Fidlers be drawn forth? 


are they not in tune yet?  Or are the Rogues afraideth 



Statute, and dare not travel so far without a passport?....

[Enter Chamberlin]
Chamberlin.  Anon sir, here sir, at hand sir.

Monopoly.  Where’s this noise? what a lowsie Townes this? Has 


Brainford no musick in it.

Chamberlin.  The are but rozining sir, and they will scrape 



themselves  into your company presently.

Monopoly.  Plague on their Cats guts, and their scraping: dost not 


see women here, and can we thinkst thou be without a noise 


then?

Chamberlin.  The truth is sir, one of the poor instrument caught a 


sore mischance last night: his most base bridge fell down, and 


belike they are making a gathering for the reparations of that.

Whirlepoole.  When they come, lets have em with a pox.

In If This be not a Good Play (II, i) we find an extraordinary account no less than 140 street musicians, most of whom seem to be string players.  Since they also are foreign speaking, one is tempted to wonder if the audience took this as a satirical reference to the French “24 Violins of the king,” a tradition which made its way to London during the 17th century.
Brisco.  Without now waits


Musicke in some ten languages: each one sweares


(By Orpheus fiddle-case) they will tickle your eares


If they can’t do it with scraping.

Narcisso.  Theres seven score Noise at least of English fidlers.

Iouinelli.  Seven score! they are able to eate up a city in very scraps.

Brisco.  Very base-viol men most of them: besides whole swarmes of 


Welsh harpes, Irish bagpipes, Jewes trompes, and French 



kitts.


All these made I together play:


But their damned catter-wralling,


Frightened me away.

Finally, in The Witch of Edmonton (III, iv), Dekker gives us a poor fiddler, known as “Sawgut,” who finds his instrument makes no sound and he laments,

I’ll lay mine Ear to my Instrument, that my poor Fiddle is bewitch’d.  I play’d “The Flowers in May,” even now, as sweet as a Violet; now ‘twill not go against the hair: you see I can make no more Musick than a Beetle of a Cow-turd.

With the arrival of the popular public journals during the late Baroque one still finds unkind references to the street fiddlers.  By this time London would have known real artist performers on the modern strings, but it would seem their brothers were still playing for hand-outs.   In the Tatler for August 18, 1709, for example, the fiddler is listed together with “Pimps, Footmen and Lackeys” and the issue for February 26, 1712, mentions “some Fiddles heard in the Street....” 

 We also note one reference to a barber-fiddler, an occupation in earlier times associated with the guitar.  The Spectator for July 30, 1712, which mentions a barber whose fiddle was broken.

We will continue with the observations on the musical entertainments of the lower class, in particular with the association with drink and taverns so characteristic of the “beer fiddler” discussed above.  Ben Johnson, in his play, The Staple of News (III, ii), even suggests that at a banquet not a drop of wine could be poured without music.

Your meat should be served in with curious dances,

And set upon the board with virgin hands,

Tuned to their voices; not a dish removed,

But to the music, nor a drop of wine

Mixed with his water without harmony.

Similarly, in Otway’s Restoration play, Friendship in Fashion (II, line 266), we read, that “Musick is as great an encouragement to drinking, as fighting.”
   In the journals of the late Baroque there are occasional comments on the entertainment venues of the lower classes.  Typical among these are the Spectator for May 23, 1711, which mentions the singing of Catches “at all Hours” alternating with drinking and smoking in a tavern and the issue for July 21, 1712, in which Steele mentions visiting an entertainment of “the lower Order of Britons” at the Bear-Garden, where he heard, among other things, a performance by two disabled drummers.
 

In the diary of Samuel Pepys there are a number of references to a variety of popular entertainment forms, heard in the taverns and in the streets.  Of these, the only ones of interest to us are the descriptions of amateur multi-part popular singing.  His diary records on November 9, 1663, for example, his hearing impromptu singing in a tavern “in three parts very finely.”  On July 27, 1663, while out for a walk, he reports coming across, under some trees, 

some Citizens, met by chance, that sing four or five parts excellently.  I have not been more pleased with a snapp of Musique, considering the circumstances of the time and place, in all my life anything so pleasant.

An entry for April 17, 1668, describes popular singing in the grotto of a tavern, in which Pepys found “admirable pleasure,” may also have been part-songs.

The street singer, along with the beer fiddler, was the subject of the most commentary in Baroque English literature.  John Gay has written a poem describing an itinerant fiddler and singer named Bowzybeus,
 whom we first find asleep from drink.

When fast asleep they Bowzybeus spied,

His hat and oaken staff lay close beside.

That Bowzybeus who could sweetly sing,

Or with the rosined bow torment the string:

That Bowzybeus who with fingers speed

Could call soft warblings from the breathing reed;

That Bowzybeus who with jocund tongue,

Ballads and roundelays and catches sung....

Folks passing by awaken him and plea for some songs,

No sooner began he raise his tuneful song,

But lads and lasses round about him throng.

No ballad-singer placed above the crown

Sings with a note so shrilling sweet and loud,

No parish-clerk who calls the psalm so clear,

Like Bowzybeus soothes the attentive ear.

Bowzybeus sings a very wide variety of songs, beginning with songs about nature, followed by songs describing “fairs and shows.”  Among these songs are “Jack Pudding,” “Rare shews” and songs about Punch, but one is quite different,

Then sad he sung The Children in the Wood.

Ah barbarous uncle, stained with infant blood!

Next he turns to songs of war.

To louder strains he raised his voice, to tell

What woeful wars in Chevy-chase befell,

When Piercy drove the deer with hound and horn,

Wars to be wept by children yet unborn!

Now he sings more songs of England, and then,

Then he was seized with a religious qualm,

And of a sudden sung the hundredth psalm.

He finally finished singing and “as he reels along,” goes on his way, still drunk!

The reader will notice in his account that we are given the titles of actual 17th century popular songs.  Such information is actually not rare.  In a poem by Alexander Pope “Imitations of Horace,” he writes of the public interrupting plays by crying for popular tunes, in this case “The Coal-black Joke,” an indecent song in a ballad opera, The Beggar’s Wedding.

The many-headed monster of the pit;

A senseless, worthless, and unhonored crowd;

Who, to disturb their betters mighty proud,

Clattering their sticks before ten lines are spoke,

Call for the farce, the bear, or the black-joke.
 

In the Spectator for November 26, 1711, we find mention of beggars singing a song called, “The Merry Beggars.”

The Jacobean poet, George Wither, makes a passing reference to genuine popular music.

I might have brought some other things to pass,

Made Fiddlers Songs, or Ballads, like an Ass.
 

Of particular interest is his reference here to the singers of the large body of broadside ballads, the words for many of which are extant from the 17th century.  These were published in the form of poetry, without the music, and the universal understanding today is that they were all sung to known popular tunes.  Scholars do not want to think of these ballads as real poetry, for they were written by professional rhyme-makers to serve as a kind of journalism.  And they seem to us more a kind of public information form of journalism, than music.  Who, we wonder, would stand around and sing a ballad with the title, “Strange and Dreadful News from Holland or The Sad Account of a Fearful Storm” (November, 1686), or “The Manifestation of Joy upon the Publication of His Majesty’s Declaration Allowing Liberty of Conscience” (April 4, 1687).

Whatever we call them, they are certainly mirrors of ordinary life and it is for this reason that we regret that the lyrics of these ballads so rarely offer insights on musical practice.  Generally one only finds an occasional familiar metaphor, such as the trumpet of the Day of Judgment, or a reference to the trumpets and drums of war.  Nevertheless, we will quote a few lines to indicate the general level.  In “A Warning for all Good Fellows to Take Heed of Punks Enticements,” we find musicians enticing persons to the tavern.

Bagpipers and Fidlers,

With Phife playing Drummers:

With Musicke will merry be,

To welcome all commers:

That unto such places lewd,

Often repair:

Yet hath them and sing with me,

Come no more there.
 

Contemporary evaluation of this material was mixed.  While Butler associated these ballad singers with “Cat-purse” and “Orange-Women,”
 some writers highly valued this form of folk music.  William Shenstone writes,

There is nothing give me greater pleasure than the simplicity of style & sentiment that is observable in old English ballads.
 

.....

The ways of ballad-singers, and the cries of halfpenny pamphlets, appeared so extremely humorous, from my lodgings in Fleet-street, that it gave me pain to observe them without a companion to partake.
 

The poet Thomas Gray was sent some ballads by a friend and his response is particularly interesting.

I have got the old Ballad...it is in my eyes a miracle not only of ancient simplicity, but of ancient art.  The great rules of Aristotle & Horace are observed in it by a writer, who perhaps had never heard their names.
 

We also notice that ballad singing is mentioned in Defoe’s “Journal of the Plague Year,” [1664-1665], where he quotes a civic order relative to keeping the citizens indoors.

All plays, bear-baitings, games, singing of ballads, buckler-play, or such-like causes of assemblies of people be utterly prohibited....
 

While most references to street music in Baroque English literature are dismissive, a comment by a preacher reminds us that in the drab London winters, in a time when there was no recorded music, the presence of music may have been welcomed by many citizens.  John Donne, in a sermon, speaks of “that good custom in these cities, [where] you hear cheerful street musick in the winter mornings.”
 

Before leaving the lower class, there is one reference which is quite interesting.  A familiar term in the literature of this period is the “music-meeting,” which is taken to be a private chamber music session, if not an actual concert.  On the basis of a line in Congreve’s play, The Way of the World (V, i), one wonders if these were sometimes concerts organized specifically as entertainment events for the lower class.  In this passage an association made with “singing and dancing, and such debaucheries; going to filthy plays,” etc., includes,
and profane Musick-meetings, where the lewd Trebles squeak nothing but Bawdy, and the Basses roar Blasphemy.

In the dramatic literature, poems and journals there is not as much discussion of the entertainment music of the upper class, no doubt because it was more familiar to readers.  We get a small view of the long, dull hours of the upper class for which constant entertainment was needed in Chapman’s play, All Fools (V, ii).  Here, young courtiers are sitting around and in the mood for entertainment.  Valerio suggests,

Come on, lets varie our sweet time

With sundry exercises.  Boy.  Tobacco.

And Drawer, you must get us musique too,

Call us in a cleanly noyse....

In contrast to the beer fiddler, in upper class accounts one find occasional reference to the modern strings.  We see this in a work by Dekker, where he uses the term anciently reserved for the wind band, “Loud music,” but now he seems to understand the term to encompass instrumental music in general, including strings,
 as in this description of an ensemble accompanying a boy singer.

His Majestie, being ready to go one, did most graciously feed the eyes of beholders with his presence, till a Song was spent: which to a loude and excellent Musicke (composed of Violins and other rare Artificiall Instruments)....

The Renaissance viols are also mentioned relative to a pageant involving the nine Muses.

And being come near to the Arbor, they gave a sign with a short flourish from all their Cornets, that his Majestie was at hand: whose princely eye whilest it was delighting itself with the quaint object before it, a sweet pleasure likewise courted his ear in the shape of Musicke, sent from the voices of nine Boys (all of them Queristers of St. Paul’s) who in that place presenting the nine Muses sang the verse following to their Viols and other Instruments.

One still finds the traditional allegorical entertainment productions of the nobles which were familiar in the Renaissance.    The playwright, John Marston, was involved in the creation of the “Entertainment of Alice, Dowager-countess of Derby,” given for her arrival at Ashby.
   When her Ladyship approached the park around the house “a full noise of cornets winded” and as she entered the park “treble cornets reported one to another, as giving warning of her Honor’s nearer approach.”  As she entered the house “a consort softly played,” while a speaker greeted her with poetry.

Within the house a masque was given, its songs alternating with consorts of oboes and cornets.  In a typical song, we hear the allegorical character, Ariadne, sing,

Music and gentle night,

Beauty, youth’s chief delight,

Pleasures all full invite

Your due attendance to this glorious room;

Then, if you have or wit or virtue, come,

Oh, come! oh, come!
The first mention of string instruments is when the “violins played a new measure,” to which the masquers danced.  After some more songs, there were additional dances, “measures, galliards, corantos, and levaltos.”
    

As in the above case, dance music in the theater repertoire is almost invariably associated with violins.  It is because this was a familiar association it lent itself to  humor, as is found in Wycherley’s play, The Gentleman Dancing-master (IV, i), where a dancing-master winds the strings so tightly they break, so it won’t be discovered that he cannot play the violin.  

The only real exceptions in the dramatic literature to violin dance music are found in the plays of Behn.  The Widow Ranter (II, ii), which is set in Virginia, calls for a dance for which only a bagpipe player is available.  In The Emperor of the Moon (I, iii) there is a dance to a “Flute Doux.”

There is a nice description of entertainment in Farquhar’s Comedy, Love and a Bottle (II, ii), Mockmode, where a young man newly graduated from the university brags of the music he can play on his violin, even though he knows nothing about his repertoire, the titles of which are expressed in the old academic manner of the solfege abbreviations used to identify early music.  The reference to the Music of the Spheres here suggests this was still a topic known to the public.
  

Mockmode.  I can play the Bells and Maiden Fair already.  Alamire, 


Bifabemi, Cesolfa, Delasol, Ela, Effaut, Gesolrent.  I have 


them all by heart already.  But I have been plaguily puzzled 


about the etymology of these notes; and certainly a man cannot 

arrive at any perfection, unless he understands the derivation 


of the terms.

Rigadoon. [a dancing master]  O Lord, Sir!  That’s easy.  Effaut and 


Gesolrent were two famous German musicians, and the rest 


were Italians.

Mockmode.  But why are they only seven?

Rigadoon.  From a prodigious great bass-viol with seven strings, 


that played a Jig called the Musick of the Spheres: The seven 


Planets were nothing but fiddle-strings.

Regarding the educated class, judging by the popular journals of the late Baroque in England, the most conspicuous amateur musicians were lawyers.  An anonymous letter to the editor of the Tatler, for March 4, 1710, complains that lawyers drink all morning and engage in singing to the dulcimer and violin late at night.  Addison adds that he knew two law students who had studied the oboe and concludes by recommending a civic law ordering that “no Retainers to the Law, with Dulcimer, Violin, or any other Instrument, in any Tavern within a Furlong of the Inns of Court, shall sing any Tune, or pretended Tune whatsoever....”  Another complaint is made about lawyers who study the oboe and are “proficients in Wind-Musick,” in the Spectator for August 16, 1711.  Steele, in the Spectator for January 16, 1712, presents a fictitious letter by a mistress to a lawyer,

This man makes on the violin a certain jiggish noise to which I dance, and when that is over I sing to him some loose Air that has more wantonness than Musick in it.

In Congreve’s play, Squire Trelooby (II, xi), a song is sung by two musicians disguised as lawyers.

William Shenstone, in a discussion of Vanity, has left a sad portrait of a humble bagpipe player who was a frequent source of entertainment at one of the London clubs where the upper class entertained themselves.

I remember a bagpiper, whose physiognomy was so remarkable and familiar to a club he attended, that it was agreed to have his picture placed over their chimney-piece.  There was this remarkable in the fellow, that he chose always to go bare-foot, though he was daily offered a pair of shoes.  However, when the painter had been so exact as to omit this little piece of dress, the fellow offered all he had in the world, the whole produce of three nights harmony, to have those feet covered in the effigy, which he so much scorned to cover in the original.  Perhaps he thought it a disgrace to his instrument to be eternalized in the hands of so much apparent poverty.
 

The dramatic literature continues the tradition found in Shakespeare of assigning to the oboe consort the music for upper class banquets.  We see this in Thomas Dekker’s “The Magnificent Entertainment Given to King James,” a major allegorical work associated with the arrival of James I for his coronation in 1603.
   Among the interesting references to music, there was a banquet with music by “The Wayts and Haultboyes of London.”  

Similarly, in Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Tragedy of Valentinian (V, viii), as Maximus and Eudoxia enter in state, the stage direction reads,

A Synnet with Trumpets.

With a Banket prepared, with Hoboies, Musick, Song

And again in Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Maids Tragedy (IV) a stage direction reads,
Banquet.  Enter King, Calianax.  Hoboyes play within.

When there were royal guests, the trumpets often performed their memorized works before the banquet table.  It was perhaps with this in mind, in Beaumont and Fletcher’s play, Wit Without Money (V, i), in preparation for a banquet, that Valentine cries out, “let me have forty Trumpets....”

A curious exception to this tradition is found in Otway’s play, The Cheats of Scapin (III, lines 340ff), for example, an order is given to hire casual musicians for a dinner.

Then did you hear, send out and muster up all the Fidlers, (Blind or not Blind, Drunk or Sober) in the Town; let not so much as the Roaster of Tunes, with his cracked Cymbal in a Case, escape ye.

In the homes of the rising middle-class businessmen, a perhaps more modest meal replaced the banquet of the noble, but featured a performance by the host’s daughter.   In Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Humourous Lieutenant (I, i) a common citizen inviting gentlemen and ladies to his home for a meal promises music and a performance by his daughter.

Some Musick I’le assure you too,

My toy, Sir, can play o’th’ Virginals.
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� Farquhar mentions the Music of the Spheres again in The Inconstant (IV, iii).


� William Shenstone,  Men and Manners (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1927), 13.  William Shenstone (1714-1763) attended Oxford, but did not finish.  He was one of the minor figures in English literature of the early 18th century, but was possessed of a perceptive intelligence.


� The entire text is quoted in Fredson Bowers, ed., The Dramatic Works of Thomas Dekker (Cambridge: University Press, 1955), II, 253.  A contemporary notes that not everything written was actually used on the occasion.  In Ibid., III, 227ff, the text, with lyrics for songs,  is given for a “Triumph” as part of the Lord Mayor Procession of 1612;  in Ibid., IV, 812ff is the text for a Pageant given in 1628 for the inauguration of Richard Deane as Mayor of London, the music of which features primarily cornett consorts.
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