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Essay Nr. 188:  Contemporary Views on Performance Practice 
When Orlando Gibbons wrote in the preface to his Madrigals and Mottets of 1612,

Experience tells us that songs of this nature are usually esteemed as they are well or ill performed,
 

he was reflecting in part a transformation taking place during the 17th century in which the spotlight was moving from the composer to the performer.  Perhaps this also prompted John Playford’s observation “Art admitteth no Mediocrity.”
 

This attention to performance was extended to the smallest details, even to a single note, as Christopher Simpson observed, “Loud and soft sometimes occur in one and the same note.”  This is apparently what Roger North had in mind when he wrote,

Learn to fill, and soften a sound, as shades in needlework, in sensation, so as to be like also a gust of wind, which begins from a soft air, and fills by degrees to a strength as makes all bend, and then softens away again into a temper, and so vanish.
 

This concentration on the small detail by North is also a reflection of society’s growing appreciation of music performance as an art.  In another place he wrote,

Music demands not only utmost spirit, and decorum in the composition, but little less than perfection in the performance, which is not always found.
 

A similar demand, here for better intonation, is found in one of the popular journals of the late Baroque, the Tatler for May 2, 1710, 

When I granted his request, I made one to him, which was, that the performers should put their instruments in tune before the audience came in; for that I thought the resentment of the Eastern Prince, who, according to the old story, mistook tuning for playing, to be very just and natural.

North also made some interesting specific recommendations regarding the quality of performance in ensemble playing.  In his demand that the composer guide the rehearsal, he reminds us that before our century virtually every composition was composed for one performance.  This is especially important to remember with regard to Baroque music, which was also usually written with the specific talents of the particular performers in mind.
In solemn consorts, it would scarce be possible to proceed without some one director of the time; who is commonly the composer....
 

In another place, North makes an extraordinary recommendation regarding ensemble precision.

To my very great hazard of reputation, I have affirmed that with 2 violins set to play the same part, if perfectly in tune to each other, it is better music is one goes a little before or behind the other, than when they play (as they zealously affect) together.  For in that, nothing is achieved by the doubling, but a little loudness; but in the other way, by the frequent dissonances there is a pleasant seasoning obtained.
 

This irregularity “gives an excellence few have observed or will allow” and “must be done with great moderation.”  In his view, however, it produces a,

sparkle in the accord, as air and light doth to the eye in a landscape, and is an elegance which painters in their art cannot describe...for in all arts the sovereign beauty, as of women, are a je ne scay quoy.
The Baroque Period being one of significant improvement in the construction of all musical instruments, one might assume that some listeners were beginning to understand that the quality of the performance depended in part on the quality of the instrument.  The great poet, John Milton, observed,
I am luckier by far in my body of judges than either Orpheus or Amphion; for they merely applied their fingers cunningly and skillfully to little strings, attuned with pleasing harmony; and an equal portion of the charm of both lay in the strings themselves and in the proper and correct movement of the hands....
 

And perhaps he had this partly in mind regarding the vocal instrument when he made an analogy based on a singer, “as a good song is spoiled by a lewd singer.”
   Certainly this was in the mind of the poet, Robert Herrick, when he wrote,

Sing me to death; for till thy voice be clear,

‘Twill never please the palate of my ear.
 

With regard to the general topic of the quality of performance, one also finds comments on a variety of smaller detail.  Francis Bacon (1561 - 1626), one of the great men of the age, for example, once commented on the quality of voice leading, cadences and vibrato.

Is not the precept of a musician, to fall from a discord or harsh accord upon a concord or sweet accord, alike true in affection?  Is not the improvisation [trope] of music, to avoid or slide from the close or cadence, common with the trope of rhetoric of deceiving expectation?  Is not the delight of the quavering upon a stop in music the same with the playing of light upon the water?
 

In another place he seemed sensitive to the placement of voices in the choir and their vocal quality.

Dancing to song is a thing of great state and pleasure.  I understand it, that the song be in choir, placed aloft, and accompanied with some broken music; and the verse be fitted to the device.  Acting in song, especially in dialogues, has an extreme good grace; I say acting, not dancing (for that is a mean and vulgar thing); and the voices of the dialogue would be strong and manly (a bass and a tenor; no treble); and the verse high and tragical; not nice or dainty.  Several choirs, placed one over against another, and taking the voice by catches, anthem-wise, give great pleasure.
 

Bacon wrote an essay, “Of Masques and Triumphs,” in which he makes recommendations for the improvement of the masque, a basic entertainment form of Jacobean England and a form he had personally been involved with.  Among the specific recommendations for the music of masques, it seems clear that for Bacon mere entertainment was not enough.  He was clearly listening to the music.

Let the songs be loud and cheerful, and not chirpings or pulings.  Let the music likewise be sharp and loud, and well placed....

Let anti-masques not be long; they have been commonly of fools, satyrs, baboons, wild-men, antics, beasts, sprites, witches....  Let the music of them be recreative, and with some strange changes. 

And this point is the inseparable “other side of the coin” of the quality of the performance, for the increased emphasis on the contemplative listener is a hallmark of the late Renaissance and Baroque Periods and a significant change from the long centuries of the Middle Ages when music was mostly functional and not an art.  As the poet Robert Herrick pointed out, it was the listener who signifies the change in one from “flesh and blood” to an angel.

So long as you did not sing, or touch your Lute,

We knew it was flesh and blood, that there sat mute.

But when your playing, and your voice came in,

‘Twas no more you then, but a Cherubin.
 

Roger North also commented at length on the listener.  In one place he makes it clear that contemplative listening was a new demand on the aristocratic audience.  He points to an Italian violinist, Nicolai Matteis, whose popularity in London was hampered by his artistic demands when he played at court, for he,

behaved himself fastously; no person must whisper while he played, which sort of attention had not been the fashion at Court.
 

Addison, in the Spectator for November 29, 1711, complains about the noise in the upper gallery of the opera and suggests that in the future a special conductor might be used to preside over the audience, “like the Director of a Consort, in order to awaken their attention, and beat time to their applauses.”

As a listener, North was one of the earliest critics to notice the aesthetic effect resulting from the order of the compositions in a concert.  Whether it be a fireworks display, or comedy or tragedy, he attributed the success with the audience with a plan in which the event began slowly and gradually increased in intensity.  But in concerts he found only disorganized variety.

A song, fugue, a solo or any single piece may be very good in their several kinds, but for want of a due coherence of the whole, the company will not be pleased.  And thus it is with the music exhibited in London publicly for a half crown.  A combination of masters agree to make a consort as they call it, but do not submit to the government of any one, as should be done, to accomplish their design.  And in the performance, each take his parts according as his opinion is of his own excellence.  The master violin must have its solo, then joined with a lute, then a fugue, or sonata, then a song, then the trumpet and oboe, and so other variety, as it happens....  And the company know not whether all is ended, or anything is more to come, and what.
 

An even worse idea for programming, in the view of North, was competition.  While he admits the importance of aristocratic money in supporting music, he is much opposed to a current trend in London whereby nobles contribute money to a “pot” to be given to the performer who pleases them best in a concert.  Competition in music, he says, has largely negative results.

Instead of encouraging the endeavors of all, the happy victor only was pleased, and all the rest were discontented and some who thought they deserved better, were almost ready to [give up music]....  So much a mistake it is to force artists upon a competition, for all but one are sure to be malcontents.
 

There is one aspect of music performance in which more depends on the listener than the performer.  Through evolution, to make a very long story short, our brain has learned to “emphasize” higher pitches, beginning at about third space C in the treble clef.  That is, we “hear” things louder than the actual fact; we hear something that cannot be confirmed on an oscilloscope.   Common experience, therefore, has led conductors from at least the Renaissance to have the lover voices play louder in order to make the listener imagine a balance intended by the composer.  This has also been commented on from time to time since the Renaissance and we find a typical comment in the Baroque by the great English theorist, Thomas Mace.

You may add to your press a pair of violins, to be in readiness for any extraordinary jolly or jocund consort occasion; but never use them but with this proviso, viz., be sure you make an equal provision for them, by the addition and strength of basses, so that they may not out-cry the rest of the musick, the basses especially; to which end it will be requisite you store your press with a pair of lusty, full-sized Theorboes, always to strike in with your consorts or vocal musick, to which that instrument is most naturally proper.
 

A higher level of listener, of course, placed higher levels of expectation on the composer.  A careful listener like Milton was now even noticing the quality of minor modulations, as we see in a passing reference he makes on the subject of smooth connections in writing,

unless I can provide against offending the ear, as some Musicians are wont skillfully to fall out of one key into another without breach of harmony.
 

In England one does not find as much discussion of singing as one finds in other countries.  North’s criticism of singing
 is centered again around the quality of performance.  As with instrumental music, his preference was for full, if not loud, sound.

They say the English have no good voices, because few sing well....  The English have generally voices good enough, though not up to the pitch of warmer countries; witness the cries and ballad singers -- some women singing in the streets with a loudness and drowns all other noise, and yet firm and steady.  Now what a sound would that be in a theater, cultivated and practiced to harmony!....  But come into the theater or music-meeting, and you shall have a woman sing like a mouse in a cheese, scarce to be heard, and for the most part her teeth shut.

Among North’s objections to singers was that their training has been in the fundamentals of vocal training, but not in the essentials of ear-training and musicianship.

They do not understand the art of music that sing in public, but are scholars and taught [by those] not able to do anything themselves, and consequently cannot well distinguish when they do well and when ill.  For this reason they will be horribly out of tune; and all this by a little understanding would correct itself in others as also in themselves.  If it be said, some have no ears and cannot; I answer, send them to shops and trades, and let not the public be molested with their want of ears.

He also finds among singers, that “women are fearful of the distortion of the face, which is their sanctum sanctorum, and therefore the sound is checked.”

Robert Herrick suggests in one of his poems that the voice is more appreciated if accompanied.

Rare is the voice itself; but when we sing

To the lute or viol, then ‘tis ravishing.
 

North appreciated dynamic variation in performance, in particular a controlled crescendo and diminuendo.  He thought the voice was most adapt at this, followed by wind instruments and then strings, including the new violin which he calls “the nightingale of instruments.”
   He thought it a nice idea if phrases began loud and ended soft.  Suspensions and dissonance should “pressed hard,” which creates attention in the listener.

Then when you come off into a sweeter calmer air, as to a cadence, which often follows such passages, then be soft and easy, as much as to say, Be content all is well.

North, in his autobiography, allows the performer to add dynamic additions not indicated in the score.

I was very much assisted as a performer by my knowledge of and acquaintance with the music.  It gave me courage as well as skill to fill and swell where the harmony required an emphasis.
 
He also observes that it might help performances if the soft passages were notated in red ink and the loud in black ink.

But one can go too far, as the poet, George Herbert, points out in a proverb,

Great strokes make not sweet music.
 

From our perspective, the most interesting problem in Baroque performance is improvisation.  The Baroque lies mid-point between centuries beyond number when musicians performed without the invention of notation and our era when any musician who dares change the slightest thing on paper will be shot and his body never found.
  It is this very problem that we see philosophers struggling with during the Baroque, How does own maintain a “live” quality in performance if one only reads from the page?

Charles Burney recalled Henry Purcell complaining that writing everything out robs music of its special quality of being performed in the present tense [“modernized by a judicious performer”].  When one plays written music, it is automatically music of the past [“obsolete and old fashioned”].

Purcell, who composed for ignorant and clumsy performers was obliged to write down all the fashionable graces and embellishments of the times, on which accounts, his Music soon became obsolete and old fashioned; whereas the plainness and simplicity of Corelli have given longevity to his works, which can always be modernized by a judicious performer, with very few changes or embellishments.
 
Avison joins many others in observing that improvisation was “impossible to be expressed” in notation.  His chief concern was that since every performer viewed this practice individually, the result was that the student became “discouraged in the progress of his study.”
 

Of course one can go too far with improvisation, as one English critic Charles Butler, pointed out in 1636.

Too much quaint Division, too much shaking and quavering of the Notes, all harsh straining of the Voices beyond their natural pitch, as they are odious and offensive to the ear; so do they drown the right sound of the words....
 

There also seemed to be a concern that ornamentation and improvisation must not sound academic.  This point is charmingly made by Anthony Aston, who writes in 1748 of a boy whose singing was interrupted by a suggestion that he add improvisation [run a Division] in a certain place.

O let him alone, said Mr. Purcell; he will grace it more naturally than you, or I, can teach him.
 

North’s interest in this subject centered primarily in the performance of ornaments.  He begins by attempting to explain the contribution of ornamentation to the beauty of the composition.

Gracing is like lace on a garment, which doth not give a beauty without an handsome contour of the whole.  And such effect is there from the true, though the plainest, music; which may be wholly spoiled by the offering at graces, which loose the sound without giving any compensation for it, but is not much mended by even the best gracing, because the delicacy lies in true harmony of sound, which is the substance; the rest is pretty, but trifling, and of little weight....  But in common cadences, and passages, it is left to the performer....
 

.....

And a plain sound not thus set off, is like a dull plain color, or as a bad copy of a good picture, that wants the spirit and life, which a sparkling touch gives it.  Thus a life and warmth in the coloring of a picture is well resembled to graces in music, that are not the body but the soul that enlivens it, or as the animal spirits that cannot be seen or felt, but yet make that grand difference between a living and a dead corpse.
 

North is one of many musicians during the Baroque who, influenced by the long tradition of improvisation in music, question whether it is even possible to write on paper “all” of the music.  In a discussion of “The Art of Gracing,”
 North finds,

It is the hardest task that can be, to pen the manner of artificial Gracing of an upper part.  It hath been attempted, and in print, but with woeful effect.  One that hears, with a direct intent to learn, may be shown the way by a notation, but no man ever taught himself that way.  The spirit of that art is incommunicable by writing, therefore it is almost inexcusable to attempt it.

He observes the growing tendency for composers to attempt to write everything out and reflects the objections by the performers to this new practice.  His final comment here is very interesting.  One often finds quoted an early critic who maintained that Italian composers of this period wrote what they wanted played and therefore there should be no further improvisation.  We believe North’s understanding is probably the more accurate, at least for music before the very end of the Baroque.

But to set them down in the music book is such pains, and for the continual use and smallness of them, so intricate, puzzling and unintelligible, that with the best musicians they are altogether omitted.  But of late some masters, to encourage their scholars by ease, have in their printed songs done it.  But if it be for the ease of scholars who have been taught, in remembering their lesson, it is very disadvantageous to the better performers...for it is not easy to know which is the true note, and where the emphasis falls, so the beauty is lost.  The Italians who I think may be our masters, never express [improvisation], but write the true note which governs the harmony, and leave the [improvisation] to the skill and capacity of the performer.

And again,

The most skillful of the elder Italians leave all those matters [ornamentation] to the performers, and write their music plain....  But they had the soul of music in their compositions, which the moderns, with their many motive and slurring ornaments, have corrupted.
 
But, for the Spectator for October 25, 1711, the blame fell specifically on Italian opera for influencing musical taste to the extent that one now even heard improper improvisation in church.  It tells a story about a visiting woman from the city who improvises during village church music,

But what gives us the most offense is her theatrical manner of singing the psalms.  She introduces above fifty Italian Airs into the Hunderdth Psalm, and whilst we begin “All People” in the old solemn tune of our fore-fathers, she in quite a different key runs divisions on the vowels, and adorns them with the graces of Nicolini...we are certain to hear her quavering them half a minute after us to some sprightly airs of the opera.

I am very far from being an enemy to church musick; but fear this abuse of it may make my parish ridiculous, who already look on the singing psalms as an entertainment, and not part of their devotion.

We conclude this brief survey of English commentary on improvisation by quoting from a pastoral poem of 17th century England by Richard Crashaw called “Musicks Duell,”
   Here we find a contest in music, a familiar element in the pastoral poems of the lyric poets of ancient Greece and Rome.  The present poem includes an unusually vivid description of the technique of the lute player and it is for this reason that we quote it.  The careful reader, with perhaps a little imagination to picture what the poet is describing, may find some rare clues here on what some 17th century improvisation actually sounded like.  

The poem begins as the lute player is playing only to soothe himself.

Under production of an Oak; there sat

A sweet Lute-master: in whose gentle airs

He lost the day’s heat, and his own hot cares.

A nightingale flies to a nearby tree and sings in such a way that the lute player decides to challenge the bird to a musical duel.  He, 

Awakes his Lute, and against the fight to come

Informs it, in a sweet Praeludium
Of closer strains, and ere the war begin,

He lightly skirmishes on every string

Charged with a flying touch....

The bird counters with “a thousand sweet distinguished tones and reckons up in soft divisions.”  Then the player of the lute resumes,

His nimble hands instinct then taught each string

A capering cheerfulness; and made them sing

To their own dance; now negligently rash

He throws his arm, and with a long drawn dash

Blends all together; then distinctly trips

From this to that; then quick returning skips

And snatches this again, and pauses there.

The bird begins again, “meets art with art” and “with tender accents” amazes the lute player.  Now the lute player tries harder.

Strains higher yet; that tickled with rare art

The tattling strings (each breathing in his part)

Most kindly do fall out; the grumbling bass

In surly groans disdains the treble’s grace.

The high perched treble chirps at this, and chides,

Until his finger (Moderator) hides

And closes the sweet quarrel, rouses all

Hoarce, shrill, at once; as when the trumpets call

Hot Mars to the Harvest of Death’s field, and woo

Mens’ hearts into their hands....

When the bird sings again, our poet makes a reference to the importance of melody, one of the significant departures of the Baroque from the earlier polyphonic era.

...the sugared nest

Of her delicious soul, that there does lie

Bathing in streams of liquid melody;

Music’s best seed-plot....

Now the lute player plays for the last time.

Every smooth turn, every delicious stroke

Gives life to some new grace; thus doth he invoke

Sweetness by all her names; thus, bravely thus

(Fraught with a fury so harmonious)

The lute’s light Genius now does proudly rise,

Heav'd on the surges of swollen Rhapsodies.

Whose flourish (Meteor-like) doth curl the air

With flash of high-born fancies: here and there

Dancing in lofty measures, and anon

Creeps on the soft touch of a tender tone:

Whose trembling murmurs melting in wild aires

Runs to and fro, complaining his sweet cares

Because those precious mysteries that dwell,

In musick’s ravished soul he dare not tell,

But whisper to the world: thus do they vary

Each string his note, as if they meant to carry

Their Masters blest soul (snatcht out at his ears

By a strong ecstasy) through all the spheres

Of Musicks heaven; and seat it there on high

In the Empyraeum of pure Harmony.

At length (after so long, so loud a strife

Of all the strings, still breathing the best life

Of blest variety attending on

His fingers fairest revolution

In many a sweet rise, many as sweet a fall)

A full-mouthed Diapason swallows all.

Exhausted and unable to take another turn, the bird dies.
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