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The first half of the 17th century in England, with its civil wars and the agitation by the Puritans, offered a poor climate for normal intellectual activities such as philosophy, prose or music.  Indeed the reader will find in the following material a distinctly dark mood throughout.  In addition there is that curious mixture of some remarkable objective thought juxtaposed with Puritan dogma.  These Protestant preachers were capable of twisting any passage of scripture, or any reference from ancient literature, in order to amplify their severe demands of religious discipline.  A typical example of the latter is John Bunyan’s extension of the famous Greek temple inscription, to read, “Know thyself, what a vile, horrible, abominable sinner thou art....”
 
Throughout the Middle Ages the Church philosophers raged against emotion as the enemy of Reason.  This resulted in a distinctly negative climate for music, of course, as music is fundamentally nothing more than a language of emotion.  Now in 17th century England the new Puritan faith returns to the battle between Reason and the emotions.  Joseph Hall, like nearly all clerics before him, warns that the emotions can overwhelm Reason.  The emotions he calls the “secret factors of sin and Satan,” which must be controlled by Reason and religion.
If there be any exercise of Christian wisdom, it is in the managing of these unruly affections....  Reason has always been busy in undertaking this so necessary a moderation; wherein, although she has prevailed with some of colder temper; yet those which have been of more stubborn metal, like unto grown scholars, which scorn the ferule and ruled their minority, have still despised her weak endeavors....  Christianity gives not rules, but power, to avoid this short madness.
 

Burton also acknowledges the great power, and danger, of the emotions in their capability to overwhelm Reason.

Good discipline, education, philosophy, divinity, may mitigate and restrain these passions in some few men at some times, but for the most part they domineer, and are so violent, that as a torrent, bears down all before, and overflows his banks, lays bare the fields, lays waste the crops, they overwhelm reason, judgment & pervert the temperature of the body.  The charioteer is run away with, nor does the chariot obey the reins.
 

The physiological process by which the emotions overcome Reason, according to Burton, begins as follows,

Thus in brief, to our imagination comes, by the outward sense or memory, some object to be known (residing in the foremost part of the brain) which he, misconceiving or amplifying, presently communicates to the heart, the seat of all affections.  The pure spirits forthwith flock from the brain to the heart by certain secret channels, and signify what good or bad object was presented; which immediately bends itself to prosecute or avoid it, and, withal, draws with it other humors to help it.  So in pleasure, concur great store of purer spirits; in sadness, much melancholy blood; in ire, choler.
 

Regarding the emotions in general, the Rev. Joseph Hall concludes the heart of man is wholly designed for fraud, 

the affections mocking us in the object, measure, manner; and in all of them the heart of man is deceitful.
 

In discussing his contention that there is no difference between the emotion of anger and madness, he offers a rather extraordinary portrait of anger.

Raging madness is a short madness; what else argues the shaking of the hands and lips; paleness or redness or swelling of the face; glaring of the eyes; stammering of the tongue; stamping with the feet; unsteady motions of the whole body; rash actions...distracted and wild speeches?  And madness is nothing but continued rage....
 

Later in this treatise he concludes “he is a rare man that has not some kind of madness reigning in him.”  The kinds of madness he had in mind were melancholy, pride, false devotion, ambition or covetousness, anger, laughing madness of extreme mirth, drunken madness, outrageous lust, curiosity and profaneness and atheism.
 

For most English writers at this time, discussion on the emotions centered on melancholy.  Harvey, in 1616, appeared interested in melancholy, but offered little discussion.  He mentions that “physicians differ regarding the melancholy juice” and suggests melancholics lack pleasant disposition and talent and wonders if its origin were related to the “splen-stone.”
 

Burton associates a transitory form of melancholy with mortality itself, for every man experiences it on some occasion.  This form comes and goes with,

every small occasion of sorrow, need, sickness, trouble, fear, grief, passion, or perturbation of the mind, any manner of care, discontent, or thought, which causes anguish, dullness, heaviness and vexation of spirit, any ways opposite to pleasure, mirth, joy, delight, causing forwardness in us, or a dislike.  In which equivocal and improper sense, we call him melancholy, that is dull, sad, sour, lumpish, ill-disposed, solitary, any way moved, or displeased.  And from these melancholy dispositions no man living is free, no Stoic, none so wise, none so happy, none so patient, so generous, so Godly, so divine, that can vindicate himself; so well-composed, but more or less, some time or other he feels the smart of it.  Melancholy in this sense is the character of Mortality.
 

Finally, John Donne makes a rare association between color and the emotions.
For we, when we are melancholy, wear black; when lusty, green; when forsaken, tawny; pleasing our own inward affections....
 

We hope this brief background will prepare the reader for a similar, generally dark discussion of music.

Bunyan, in his Pilgrim’s Progress, includes a passage with several metaphors based on music.  We find most interesting here the characterization of the music of the trombone consort as “doleful,” a description found in other literature of the 16th and 17th centuries in England, and the entire discussion of the bass part.  Here Bunyan speaks through the character, Great-heart.

The wise God will have it so; some must pipe, and some must weep.  Now Mr. Fearing was one that played upon his bass; he and his fellows sound the sackbut, whose notes are more doleful than the notes of other music are; though, indeed, some say the bass is the ground of music.  And, for my part, I care not at all for that profession that begins not in heaviness of mind.  The first string that the musician usually touches is the bass, when he intends to put all in tune.  God also plays upon this string first, when he sets the soul in tune for himself.  Only here was the imperfection of Mr. Fearing, he could play upon no other music but this, till towards his latter end.

I make bold to talk thus metaphorically, for the ripening of the wits of young readers; and because, in the book of Revelations, the saved are compared to a company of musicians that play upon their trumpets and harps, and sing their songs before the throne.
 

In another figure of speech, Bunyan describes the cry of the beggar as a “shrill trumpet.”
 

On the Purpose of Music
The Puritan preacher, Joseph Hall, recognizes pleasure to be a purpose of music, but that does not mean he condones it for that purpose.  He mentions the “lyre and harp, timbrel and flute” played at banquets referred to in Isaiah 5:12, but he can see only “profane and careless souls who spend their time in jollity and pleasure!”
 

I am sure I have a thousand times more cause of joy and cheerfulness than the merriest of all those wild and jovial spirits: they have a world to play withal; but I have a God to rejoice in: their sports are trivial and momentary; my joy is serious and everlasting....

The most familiar purpose for music given in early literature is to soothe either the performer or the listener.  In one of his sermons, John Donne explains that God gave man music to settle his emotions.

And, to tune us, to compose and give us a harmonie and concord of affections, in all perturbations and passions, and discords in the passages of this life....
 

The Reverend Joseph Hall writes in several places of the special solace on hearing music at night.

How sweetly doth this music sound in this dead season!  In the daytime it would not, it could not so much affect the ear.  All harmonious sounds are advanced by a silent darkness.

Hall finds a parallel in the glad tidings of salvation in the “night of persecution of our private affliction.”
   He expands on this idea in another work called “Songs in the Night.”
There is no time wherein [songs of praise] can be unseasonable: yea, rather, as all our artificial melody is wont to sound sweetest in the dark, so those songs are most pleasing to thee which we sing in the saddest night of our affliction....

The night is a dismal season, attended with solitude and horror, and an aggravation of those pains and cares whereof the day is in any sort guilty....  Songs in the night, are not, cannot be of nature’s making, but are the sole gift of the heavenly Comforter.

And if we, out of the strength of our moral powers, shall be setting songs to ourselves in the night of our utmost disconsolation, woe is me, how miserably out of tune they are! how harsh, how misaccented, how discordous even to the sense of our own souls, much more in the ears of the Almighty, in whom dwells nothing beneath an infinite perfection!

But the songs that thou, O God, puttest into the mouths of thy servants in the night of their tribulation are so exquisitely harmonious, as that thine angels rejoice to hear them, and disdain not to match them with their hallelujahs in heaven.
 

In still another treatise, Hall recommends for those who “howl in the night of their affliction,” singing at night.
   He mentions here again his contention that music sounds best in the night.

Gervase Markham, in his Countrey Contentments (1615), places this purpose on almost a functional level.

A gentleman should not be unskillful in Music, that whensoever either melancholy, heaviness of his thoughts, or the perturbations of his own fancies, stirreth up sadness in him, he may remove the same with some godly Hymn or Anthem, of which David gives him ample examples.
 

The purpose of music to soothe, stated in this way, seems almost music therapy.  But there are also in this literature some remarkable illustrations of actual music therapy.  Burton, in his study of melancholy, lists what he considers the basic “diseases of the mind.”  Among “Dotage, Phrenzy, Madness, Hydrophobia, and Llycanthropia,” we are surprised to find “St. Vitus’ Dance.”  His discussion of this condition is rather interesting.

S. Vitus’ Dance; the lascivious dance, Paracelsus calls it, because they that are taken with it, can do nothing but dance till they be dead, or cured.  It is so called, for that the parties so troubled were wont to go to S. Vitus for help, & after they had danced there a while, they were certainly freed.  It is strange to hear how long they will dance, & in what manner, over stools, forms, tables; even great-bellied women sometimes (and yet never hurt their children) will dance so long that they can stir neither hand nor foot, but seem to be quite dead.  Only in red clothes they cannot abide.  Musick above all things they love, & therefore Magistrates in Germany will hire Musicians to play to them, and some lusty sturdy companions to dance with them.  This disease hath been very common in Germany, as appears by those relations of Sckenkius, and Paracelsus in his book of Madness, who brags how many several persons he hath cured of it.  Felix Platerus reports of a woman in Basle whom he saw, that danced a whole month together.
 

In his discussion of the remedies for melancholy, Burton devotes a brief chapter to music.  There have been many means by which philosophers and physicians have attempted to “exhilarate a sorrowful heart,” he notes, but for him there is nothing so powerful as “a cup of strong drink, mirth, musick, and merry company.”
  After citing some high recommendations of music by ancient writers, Burton observes,

Musick is a tonic to the saddened soul, a [powerful cannon] against melancholy, to rear and revive the languishing soul, affecting not only the ears, but the very arteries, the vital and animal spirits; it erects the mind, and makes it nimble.  This it will effect in the most dull, severe, and sorrowful souls, expel grief with mirth, and if there be any clouds, dust, or dregs of cares yet lurking in our thoughts, most powerfully it wipes them all away, and that which is more, it will perform all this in an instant: cheer up the countenance, expel austerity, bring in hilarity, inform our manners, mitigate anger....  Our divine Musick, not only to expel the greatest griefs, but it doth extenuate fears and furies, appeases cruelty, abates heaviness, and to such as are watchful it causes quiet rest; it takes away spleen and hatred, be it instrumental, vocal, with strings, or wind; it leads us by the spirit, it cures all irksomeness and heaviness of the soul.  Laboring men, that sing to their work, can tell as much, and so can soldiers when they go to fight, whom terror of death cannot so much affright, as the sound of trumpet, drum, fife, and such like musick, animates; the fear of death, as Censorinus informs us, musick drives away.  It makes a child quiet, the nurse’s song; and many times the sound of a trumpet on a sudden, bells ringing, a carman’s whistle, a boy singing some ballad tune early in the street, alters, revives, recreates, a restless patient that cannot sleep in the night.  In a word, it is so powerful a thing that it ravishes the soul, the Queen of the senses, by sweet pleasure (which is a happy cure) and corporal tunes, pacifies our incorporeal soul, and rules it without words, and carries it beyond itself, helps, elevates, extends it.

Burton continues with a number of illustrations and testimonials to the effectiveness of music therapy taken from early literature.  In the last of these he quotes Scaliger, who, being always pleased with music and musicians, makes the interesting comment, “I am well pleased to be idle amongst them.”  Burton then concludes by commenting on some possible dangers of music.

And what young man is not [pleased with music]?  As it is acceptable and conducing to most, so especially to a melancholy man; provided always, his disease proceed not originally from it, that he be not some light Inamorato, some idle phantastick, who capers in conceit all the day long, and thinks of nothing else but how to make Jigs, Sonnets, Madrigals, in commendation of his mistress.  In such cases Musick is most pernicious, as a spur to a free horse will make him run himself blind, or break his wind; for Musick enchants, as Menander holds, it will make such melancholy persons mad, and the sound of those Jigs and Horn-pipes will not be removed out of the ears a week after....  Many men are melancholy by hearing Musick, but it is a pleasing melancholy that it causes, and therefore to such as are discontent, in woe, fear, sorrow, or dejected, it is a most present remedy; it expels cares, alters their grieved minds, and eases in an instant.

Another ancient purpose of music is to play a role in courtship.  John Donne recognizes music as one of three necessary tools for the conquest of women.

They have found where was the easiest, and most accessible way, to solicit the chastity of a woman, whether Discourse, Musicke, or Presents....
 

On the other hand, Burton suggests that,

To hear a fair young gentlewoman play upon the virginals, lute, viol, and sing to it...are the chief delight of lovers....
 

Finally, John Donne gives one purpose of music as being a rather functional tool for memory.  Much of the instructions in the bible were given in the form of music, he maintains, for God then “was sure they would remember.”

There is very little discussion of performance techniques by these philosophers, but one comment on the prevalence of improvisation is very enlightening indeed.  John Donne, in a letter of c. 1600, is speaking of the importance of not depending on books for one’s education, but on personal observation and experience.  Then, in analogy, he adds his observation that everyone would rather hear improvised music than that which was notated.

For both listeners and players are more delighted with voluntary than with sett musicke.
 

There is little discussion among these philosophers of real art music, although John Bunyan includes two such scenes in his Pilgrim’s Progress.  First there are the “excellent virginals” in the dining room of Prudence, which she played before singing an “excellent” song about Jacob’s ladder.
   Later Christiana plays the viol, and her daughter, Mercy, the lute for their guests.  Although the music is described as “merry disposed,” it had no effect on Mr. Despondency.
 

In these essays we have emphasized the importance of the contemplative listener as part of the definition of art music.  We find it interesting, therefore, that Bunyan includes a poem, “Upon a Skillful Player on an Instrument,” in his A Book for Boys and Girls, which goes further in its emphasis of the importance of the educated listener as a link in the communication of music.

He that can play well on an instrument,

Will take the ear, and captivate the mind

With mirth or sadness; for that it is bent

Thereto, as music in it place doth find.

But if one hears that has therein no skill,

(As often music lights of such a chance)

Of its brave notes they soon be weary will:

And there are some can neither sing nor dance.
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