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Essay Nr. 186:  Military Music of the English Baroque
The spirit-stirring drum, the ear-piercing fife,
The royal banner, and all quality,

Pride, pomp, and circumstance of glorious war!

Shakespeare, Othello, III, iii

The above lines, first spoken by Othello in 1604, describe the English military music as it would remain for most of the 17th century.  Of these instruments it was the drum which presumably had the principal responsibility for the control of the movement of the troops though its rudimentary signals.  The success of this system depended upon the ability of the drummers to produce clear and unvaried signals and upon the soldiers to recognize them.  If the drummers were tempted, out of boredom or musical sensitivity, to ornament or improvise on the basic signals there was a danger that the troops might no recognize the commands their leaders were sending out through the drums.  This apparently had been a problem, for in 1610 a royal edict was published forbidding any variation in the performance of the military signals.
Whereas the ancient custome of nations hath ever bene to use one certaine and constant forme of March in the warres, whereby to be distinguished one from another.  And the March of this our nation, so famous in all the honourable achievements and glorious warres of this our kingdom in forraigne parts (being by the approbation of strangers themselves confest and acknowledged the best of all marches) was through the negligence and carelessness of drummers, and by long discontinuance so altered and changed from the ancient gravity and majestie thereof, as it was in danger utterly to have bene lost and forgotten….
Willing and commanding all drummers within our kingdome of England and principalitie of Wales exactly and precisely to observe the same, as well in this our kingdome, as abroad in the service of any forraigne prince or state, without any addition or alteration whatsoever.  To the end that so ancient, famous, and commendable a custome may be preserved as a patterne and precedent to all posterite….

As mentioned above, the success of this system required the ordinary soldier to be able to learn and remember the basic drum signals.  As one early writer famously observed, “It is to the voice of the Drum the Souldier should wholly attend, and not to the [melody] of the whistle.”
  To this end, the Earl of Arundel and Surrey issued an edict in 1639 stating,

Every soldier shall diligently observe and learn the distinct and different sounds of Drums, Fifes, and Trumpets, that he may know to answer and obey each of them in time of service.
 

But even allowing for the soldier to ignore the “melody of the fife,” a rather well-trained ear would have still been necessary if the soldier were to be able to distinguish among the long list of military drum signals given by Markham.

First in the morning the discharge or breaking up of the Watch, then a preparation or Summons to make them repaire to their colours; then a beating away before they begin to march; after that a March according to the nature and custom of the country (for diuers countries have diuers Marches), then a Charge, then a Retrait, then a Troupe, and lastly a Battalion or a Battery, besides other sounds which depending on the phantasttikenes of forain nations are not so useful.

One would judge that the recognition of these signals had become quite second nature, judging by a comment in Otway’s play, The Souldiers Fortune (I, lines 300ff), where a character compares whores who ply their trade on “automatic pilot” to “an old soldier that understands all his exercise by beat of Drum.”   
We notice in Samuel Pepys’ Diary that even a civilian noticed when a drum cadence seemed inappropriate.

Here in the streets I did hear the Scotch march beat by the drums before the soldiers, which is very odd.
 

Perhaps even this was not so unusual for it would have been the assumption of the general public’s familiarity which would have made possible a song which imitates a drum in Nathaniel Lee’s play,  Sophonisba (IV, i,

Hark, hark, the Drums rattle,

Dub a dub to the Battle.

Tararara, Tararara the Trumpets too tattle,

Now, now they come on, and pell mell they mingle.

This same assumed familiarity of the public for these drum signals would have been necessary for a lengthy humorous passage regarding a specific drum signal, the “Granadeer-March,” in the epilogue of George Farquhar’s play, The Recruiting Officer.

All ladies and gentlemen, that are willing to see the Comedy called the Recruiting Officer, let them repair tomorrow night by six a clock to the sign of the Theater Royal in Drury Lane and they shall be kindly entertained --

We scorn the vulgar Ways to bid you come,

Whole Europe now obeys the Call of Drum.

The Soldier, not the Poet, here appears,

And beats up for a Corps of Volunteers:

He finds that Musick chiefly does delight ye,

And therefore chooses Musick to invite ye.

Beat the Granadeer March -- Row, row, tow -- Gentlemen, this piece of Musick, called an Overture to a Battel, was composed by a famous Italian Master, and was performed with wonderful success, at the great Operas of Vigo, Schellenberg, and Blenheim; it came off with the applause of all Europe, excepting France; the French found it a little too rough for their Delicatesse.

Some that have acted on those glorious stages,

Are here to witness to succeeding Ages,

That no Musick like the Granadeer’s engages.
Ladies, we must admit that this Musick of ours is not altogether so soft as Bonancini’s, yet we dare affirm, that it has laid more people asleep than all the Camilla’s in the world; and you’ll condescend to own, that it keeps one awake, better than any Opera that ever was acted.

The Granadeer March seems to be a composure excellently adapted to the genius of the English; for no Musick was ever followed so far by us, nor with so much alacrity; and with all deference to the present subscription, we must say that the Granadeer March has been subscribed for by the whole Grand Alliance; and we presume to inform the ladies that it always has the pre-eminence abroad, and is constantly heard by the tallest, handsomest men in the whole army.

But, familiarity can lead to contempt.  In Beaumont and Fletcher’s play,  The Humourous Lieutenant (I, ii), a stage direction reads “Drums a March,” but Celia is not impressed.

Pox on these bawling Drums.

Later (II, iv) even the lieutenant exhibits no love of the military drums.

I hate all noises too,

Especially the noise of Drums....

We might also mention here that a comment in Samuel Pepys’ Diary for February 3, 1661, is taken by some scholars as an indication that the expanded percussion associated with “Turkish Music” had arrived in London,
So to White-hall, where I stayed to hear the trumpets and kettle-drums -- and then the other drums; which is much cried up, though I think it dull, vulgar music.

The drummer, because of this responsibility and because he was a noncombatant, led a contemporary writer to observe that he should be considered,

rather a man of peace than of the sword, and it is most dishonorable in any man wittingly and out of knowledge to strike him or wound him.
 

Further responsibilities led to the establishment of the position of “Drum-major.”  Among these responsibilities, other than being a man “of great perfection in his science,”
 were seeing to the provisions of the drums and fifes [dromes and phifes],
 the discipline of these players (“with his staff correct the drums which fail in their duty”
) and “likewise be well skilled in several languages and tongues.”
 

The trumpeter was also carefully chosen and, according to Elton, must be “a politic, discreet and cunning person.”
   Sir James Turner adds,

The trumpeter should be witty and discreet, and must drink little, so that he may be rather apt to circumvent others, rather than be circumvented; he should be cunning, and wherever his is sent, he should...observe warily the works, guards, and sentinels of an enemy, and give an account of them....
 

A publication of 1635 says the trumpeter was given a sword, but with a broken point -- to demonstrate that he was a noncombatant.
  The 17th century military treatise by Markham lists the common English trumpet signals, with their ancient Italian and French names,
The first point of Warre is Butte sella, clap on your saddles; Mounte Cauallo, mount on horseback; Tucquet, march; Carga, carga, an Alarme to charge; A la Standardo, a retrait, or retire to your colours; Auquet, to the Watch, or a discharge for the watch, besides diuers other points, as Proclamations, Cals, Summons, all which are most necessary for euery Souldier  both to know.

Quite apart from the functional use of these military signals relative to movement on the battle field was an accompanying psychological fear raised in the listener because of the association of these signals with battle.  Even the Puritan, John Bunyan, points to this in his “The Holy War,” where he describes a drummer who served under Lord Lucifer and the Diabolonians.

This, to speak truth, was amazingly hideous to hear; it frightened all men seven miles round, if they were but awake and heard it.
 

Later the drummer gives various signals and again the observation is made, “no noise was ever heard upon earth more terrible....”
We find a reference to this again in Beaumont and Fletcher’s play, The Martial Maid (V, iii) when, after the stage direction calls for “Drums within,” Sayavedra observes,

Hark their Drums speak their insatiate thirst

Of blood, and stop their ears against pious peace....

Similarly, in Sedley’s Restoration play, Antony and Cleopatra (II, i), after a stage direction “A noise of Drums,” we find,

You hear how Drums and Trumpets fill the Air,

And for a scene of blood our minds prepare.

In Dryden’s play, King Arthur (III, ii), Emmeline, when she thinks the battle is over, makes a rather dark reference to the trumpet’s association with the military.

Are all those trumpets dead themselves, at last,

That used to kill men with their thundering sounds?

But there was another side to this coin.  From the most ancient times it had been recognized that these signals also had the ability to inspire and warm the hearts of the soldier.  We see this in the character, Lyndaraxa, in Dryden’s play, The Conquest of Granada, where following a stage direction indicating the sounding of an alarm (III, i) we find contrasting reactions,
Almahide.  The noise my soul does through my senses wound.

Lyndaraxa.  Methinks it is a noble, sprightly sound,


The trumpet’s clangor, and the clash of arm!


This noise may chill your blood, but mine it warms.

We see this again in Emmeline’s comment, in Dryden’s play, King Arthur (I, ii), as the men leave for battle,

But lead me nearer to the trumpet’s face;

For that brave sound upholds my fainting heart.

Two examples from Restoration poetry can be seen in a work Edward Young, who writes of this with respect to the percussion,

How the drums all around

Soul-rousing resound!
  

and in a work by  Matthew Prior.

While then your Hero drowns his rising fear

With Drums Alarms and Trumpets Sounds....
 

As in the case of the public familiarity of the drum signals, the use of the trumpets must have also had some level of recognition.  Dryden explains in his play, The Conquest of Granada, that he uses these instruments on stage in order to provide verisimilitude for the plays themselves.  

To those who object my frequent use of drums and trumpets...I answer [it is a long tradition on the English stage]....  But, I add further, that these warlike instruments, and even their presentation of fighting on the stage, are no more than necessary to produce the effects of an heroic play; that is, to raise the imagination of the audience, and to persuade them, for the time, that what they behold in the theater is really performed.  The poet is then to endeavor an absolute dominion over the minds of the spectators.....
 

There is a suggestion in Samuel Pepys’ Diary that the public’s recognition of the king’s trumpets made for easy identification of the king’s presence.  When he sees the king accompanied by his “Kettledrums and Trumpets,” going to the Exchange to lay the corner-stone for a new building in 1667,
 he may have recalled a conversation the previous year with a French visitor on the subject of Louis XIV.
   He is told that when he king goes to see his mistress, Madame La Valiere, he goes with this trumpets and timpani, who “stay before the house while he is with her.”  In Dryden’s play,  The Spanish Fryar (I, i), there is a similar instance of a trumpet signal for recognition of a general.

I hear the General’s Trumpets: Stand, and mark

How he will be received; I fear, but coldly....

In this same playwright’s Oedipus (I, i) and in Act IV, scene i, a trumpet sounds for the purpose of identifying the native country of a character.  

Because of the familiarity of the military instruments with the public, the civic officials could call upon them in an emergency to help control the public, as we see in Pepys’ Diary in the case of a public protest over some citizens put in a pillory for beating their master,

...drums all up and down the city was beat to raise the train-bands for to quiet the town.
 

and in another case to alert the citizens to a fire,

Drums beat and trumpets, and the guards everywhere spread -- running up and down in the street.
 

With the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, the timpani begins to appear as a member of the trumpet corps, first in the royal Life Guard.  These players were paid somewhat better, due to their association with the king, and were given silver trumpets and velvet coats, trimmed with silk and silver lace and embroidered with the royal arms.
  In the early years of the 18th century the artillery units were allowed to have timpani and rather than carry them on horses they constructed special wagons for the purpose.  A curious order during the Flanders Campaign of 1747 required the timpani players to “mount the kettledrum carriage” and play all night long -- presumably to make the enemy think the artillery was still firing.
 

The bagpipe, an instrument with ancient ties to nobles, also makes areappearance during the 17th century.  A document of 1683 suggests it returned with its reputation not quite in place.

In some places a piper is allowed to each company: the Germans have him, and I look upon their pipe as a warlike instrument.  The bagpipe is good enough musick for them who love it; but sure it is not so good as the Almain Whistle.  With us any captain may keep a piper in his company, and maintain him too, for no pay is allowed him, perhaps just as much as he dererveth.

As with the other European countries, it was the arrival of the Hautboisten band which represented a major turning point in English military music.  The military version of the Hautboisten band appears in 1678, together with the creation of the new Horse Grenadiers, and consisted of four oboes and two bassoons.
   These bands, of course, played music and not mere signals and therefore their popularity rapidly spread.    According to Farmer these bands never numbered more than 6 players,
 although Panoff claims that 12 was standard by 1685.

Following the general economic conditions of the court in the latter part of the 17th century, there appears to have been a retrenchment in the size of these military bands, indeed we can see in an order of 1731 which informed the Grenadier Company of the Honorable Artillery Company of London that they might have “one curtail three hautboys and no more!”
 

The oboe and bassoon players had to be recruited from the civilian world, rather than within the military, and it appears the Drum-major and Sergeant-trumpeter had the authority to “impress,” which is to say kidnap, musicians for this purpose.  A report survives of a Mr. John Digges who had challenged a Sergeant-trumpeter to a fight in 1637.  The latter arranged to have Mr. Digges abducted and impressed into military service!
  It stands to reason that such players probably presented discipline problems for the career military leaders.  Undoubtedly this explains a newspaper notice of 1724, which read,

We hear that the Musick belonging to the 2d Regiment of Guards have been this Week at Richmond to beg their Royal Highnesses Pardon for their ill Conduct on the Thames some Days ago at Richmond, when attending a certain Person of Distinction, and were generously forgiven….
 
The trumpeters seem to have been paid more than most musicians, not only because of their constant use for giving signals but because they had to serve as ambassadors when the nobles traveled.  The trumpeter was considered the equivalent of a passport, or a “white flag,” and was supposed to be allowed to cross enemy lines unharmed.   Dryden demonstrates this tradition in his play, King Arthur (II, ii), when a trumpet behind one side of the stage signals for a parley and is answered by the opposing trumpet on the other side.
   Another diary, of one who accompanied the Earl of Arundel on a journey through Germany in 1636, mentions,

...whilst our trumpeter was allowed to visit...the castle in order to ask French permission for our further passage.
 

Sad to say, this particular trumpeter was murdered when the party was near Nurnberg.
 

His Excellency’s Gentleman of the Horse and his Trumpeter, together with the corpse of their guide, the Postmaster, were found....  It appeared that each must have witnessed the death agonies of his companions.  The head of the Gentleman of the Horse had been shattered by a pistol shot, the Trumpeter’s head had been cut off and the guide’s head had been split open.
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