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…profane babblings and fabulous stories…fit only for Heathens.

William Penn, on17th century English plays
The 17th century playwright, Sir Charles Sedley, in the prologue to his Bellamira, gives a playwright’s answer to the above preacher’s complaint.

Is it not strange to see in such an age

The Pulpit get the better of the Stage?

Not through rebellion as in former days,

But zeal for sermons and neglect for plays. 

John Hawkins, looking back from 1776, saw Restoration drama as a medium focused on low entertainment, which he attributed in part to its association with popular music.

The Restoration was followed by a total change in the national manners; that disgust which the rigor of the preceding times had excited, drove the people into the opposite extreme of licentiousness; so that in their recreations and divertissements they were hardly to be kept within the bounds of moderation....

The [Reformation theaters] were truly and emphatically styled theaters, as being constructed with great art, adorned with painting and sculpture, and in all respects adapted to the purposes of scenic representation.  In the entertainments there exhibited music was required as a necessary relief, as well to the actors as the audience, between the acts: compositions for this purpose were called Act-tunes, and were performed in concert; instruments were also required for the dances and the accompaniment of songs.  Hence it was that, upon the revival of stage-entertainments, music became attached to the theaters, which from this time, no less than formerly the church had been, became the nurseries of musicians; insomuch, that to say of a performer on any instrument that he was a playhouse musician, or of a song, that it was a playhouse song, or a playhouse tune, was to speak of each respectively in terms of the highest commendation.
 

All this notwithstanding, the reader must remember that since the time of Elizabethan theater it had been a goal of the plays to be life-like, to reflect London life as it was.  It is for this reason that it is important that one not forget to look at these plays for clues to 17th century musical life in England.

Before looking at the plays we should like to mention an essay by a leading playwright, William Congreve, “Amendments of Mr. Collier’s,” in which he writes of the association of “inspiration” with the “Divine” and makes a remarkable contemporary definition.

The word inspiration when it has divine prefixed to it, bears a particular and known signification.  But otherwise, to inspire is no more than to Breathe into; and a man without profaneness may truly say, that a trumpet, a fife, or a flute deliver a musical sound, by the help of Inspiration.
 

Many observers during the 17th century blamed the popularity of opera for the decline of drama in both Italy and England.  It is no surprise, therefore to find some of these playwrights making rather negative comments about opera.  In Richard Steele’s The Conscious Lovers (II, iii), Indiana suggests the “entertainment” of opera does not compare with drama.

Though in the main, all the pleasure the best opera gives us, is but mere Sensation.  Methinks it’s pity the mind can’t have a little more share in the Entertainment.  The Musick’s certainly fine; but, in my thoughts, there’s none of your composers come up to old Shakespeare and Otway.

In Vanburgh’s A Journey to London (II, i), Arabella suggests that dice make better music than a “sleepy Opera!”  Opera is mentioned again in his The Provoked Husband (V, iii), where Lord Townly infers that the high price of tickets in the theater keeps the poor people out.  Then, the subject of opera is introduced.

Masquerader.  Right, my Lord.  I suppose you are under the same

astonishment, that an Opera should draw so much good company.
Lady Grace.  Not at all, Madam; it is an easier matter sure to gratify

the ear, than the understanding.
 

We might also mention that Congreve, in the introduction to his Opera of Semele, explains that since his work is intended to be set to music, he has not felt obligated to observe the “equality of measure” in his lines which were intended to be used in Recitative.  He adds,

For as that style in Musick is not confined to the strict observation of time and measure, which is required in the composition of Airs and Sonatas, so neither is it necessary that the same exactness in numbers, rhymes, or measure, should be observed in words designed to be set in that manner, which must ever be observed in the formation of Odes and Sonnets.  For what they call Recitative in Musick, is only a more tuneable speaking, it is a kind of Prose in Musick; its Beauty consists in coming near Nature, and in improving the natural accents of words by more Pathetick or Emphatical Tones.

It should be added that Congreve has written the words for a brief masque, The Judgment of Paris, with music by “Mr. John Eccles, Mr. Finger, Mr. Purcel, and Mr. Weldon.”  It appears, on the basis of its publication, that this entire work was sung, with the exception of a number of “symphonies.”  

On the Purpose of Music

The most common purpose of music found in early literature is to soothe the listener or player.  A typical example is found in Otway’s Alcibiades (V, lines 108ff),
 where the king (just before he is murdered!) calls for his page,

Boy take thy Lute, and with a pleasing Air

Appease my sorrows, and delude my care.

A similar instance is found in Nathaniel Lee’s Gloriana, a play covering the life of Augustus Caesar, which begins with a banquet scene.  After a stage direction,

[Ovid enters followed by Musick, and sings 

while the Emperor sits melancholy.]

A song begins,


Let Business no longer usurp your High mind,


But to dalliance give way, and to pleasure be kind.

When a song is called for in Nathaniel Lee’s Rival Queens (IV, ii), we are reminded of a frequent criticism in ancient Greece that music made one effeminate.
Alexander.  Ha! let me hear a song.

Clytus.  Musick [is] for Boys -- Clytus would hear the groans


Of dying persons, and the Horses neighings;


Or if I must be tortured with shrill voices,


Give me the cries of Matrons in sacked towns.

Beginning with the Renaissance one finds mention of the value of music for use in courtship.  But this purpose is satirized in George Etherege’s Comedy of Manners, The Man of Mode (V, ii), Busy, a waiting woman, volunteers to sing a song, “As Amoret with Phillis sat.”  Harriet observes “She has a voice that will grate your ears worse than a cat-call.”  After she sings, two listeners observe,

Mr. Dorimant.  Musick so softens and disarms the mind.

Harriet.  That not one arrow does resistance find.
 

A humorous comment on this purpose is found in Congreve’s The Old Batchelour (III, ii), where, after the lyrics of a love song are given, Silvia tells her suitor, the old bachelor, “If you could sing and dance so, I should love to look upon you too.”  The bachelor, Heartwell, answers,

Why it was I sung and danced; I gave Musick to the voice, and life to their measures -- Look you here, Silvia, [Pulling out a Purse and chinking it] here are Songs and Dances, Poetry and Musick -- hark! how sweetly one Guinea rhymes to another -- And how they dance to the Musick of their own Chink.  This buys all together....

The most important purpose of music, of course, is to communicate emotions.  In an atmosphere where drama was focused on entertainment, this purpose is rarely mentioned.  We do find in Congreve a brief hint into the contemporary perception of the power of music to incite the emotions, when he cites a Mr. Collier, who used the expression “Gun-Powder-Treason Plot upon Musick and Plays.”  Congreve adds that he concluded, “Musick is as dangerous as Gun-Powder.”
 
We do find an interesting observation on the presence or absence of emotion  in the actual performance of music in Richard Steele’s The Tender Husband (III, i), where the point seems to be that the English perform without emotion.   Here, after listening to a lady sing, her music teacher, a “Spinet-Master,” responds,

You sing it very well; but, I confess, I wish you’d give more into the French Manner.  Observe me, Hum it A-la-Francoise.

With Studied Airs, etc.
The whole person, every limb, every nerve sings -- The English way is only being for that time a mere musical instrument, just sending forth a sound without knowing they do so -- Now, I’ll give you a little of it, like an English woman -- You are to suppose I’ve denied you 20 times, looked silly, and all that -- Then with hands and face insensible -- I have a mighty cold.

With Studied Airs, etc.
 

A similar comment on French singing suggests that the French songs are all skill and passion, but without thought.  In George Etherege’s The Man of Mode (IV, ii), Sir Fopling is urged to sing and he admits he studied in Paris with “Lambert, the greatest master in the world, but I have his own fault, a weak voice.”  He finally sings the song, which he believes was composed by “Baptist,” an illusion to Lully.  The heart of this passage is found in the reaction by the listeners.

Mr. Dorimant.  I shall not flatter you, Sir Fopling, there is not much 



thought in it.  But it is passionate and well turned.

Mr. Medley.  After the French way.

Regarding instrumental practice, we might add that in William Wycherley’s The Gentleman Dancing-Master (III, i)
 violinists are associated with dancing-masters and barbers.  Don Diego adds the reflection, “indeed all that deal with Fiddles are given to impertinency.”
During the 17th century in France the small bagpipe, called a musette, became a favorite instrument among aristocratic players who enjoyed pretending they were poor peasants.  The royal oboists, who also played this instrument sometimes took off the canter, playing it as a small oboe -- which, of course, it is.  We know some professional oboists in Europe who therefore consider the musette as part of the oboe family.  With this perspective, our attention was attracted to a point in John Vanbrugh’s The Relapse (V, v), where the stage direction reads, “To the Hautboys,” but the next dialogue, by Sir Tunbelly Clumsy, begins, “Bag-pipes, make ready there.”
 

On Music in the Plays

During the Jacobean period there was almost no music used in Tragedy, but in the works of Nathaniel Lee we find music again employed.  His stage directions call for an interesting variety of music to open scenes, including “soft Musick”
; a “lofty March,” played by trumpets
; two child singers
 and a “plaintive Tune, representing the present condition of Thebes.”
  But what is meant at the beginning of Mithridates by the stage direction, “A noise of Musick and tuning Voices is heard?”  Sometimes a play begins with a stage direction reading simply “fiddles playing.”
 

James Thomson wrote a masque, Alfred, for which the music was composed by Thomas Arne.
   Thomson’s stage direction for the beginning of Act I, scene iii, is unusually complex for the period.

[Solemn music is heard at a distance.  

It comes nearer in a full symphony: after which 

a single trumpet sounds a high and awakening air.  

Then the following stanzas are sung by two aerial spirits unseen.]

Act II, scene iv, begins with a stage direction calling for a “Symphony of martial music.”
In Congreve’s Semele, a libretto intended to be used for an opera, Act III, scene one, begins with a stage direction which indicates prelude music in the character of a more modern overture.  Congreve uses “movement” here in the Baroque style, meaning a change in character.

[The God of Sleep lying on his Bed.  

A soft Symphony is heard.  

Then the Musick changes to a different Movement.]

A program direction at the beginning of III, vii, calls for “a mournful Symphony.”
In Aphra Behn’s The Forced Marriage, Act II begins with a stage direction which indicates that music “softly plays,” until a curtain is lowered, and then “the Musick plays aloud till the Act begins.”
 

In some cases the music was used to establish a specific mood for the action which follows.  In George Villiers The Rehearsal (V, i), for example, a stage direction reads “Soft Music,” which is followed by this dialogue.

King Usher.  What sound is this invades our ears?

King Physician.  Sure ‘tis the Musick of the moving Spheres.
 

A particularly curious example of establishing mood is found in John Vanbrugh’s Aesop (V, i),
 where we find the unusual stage direction, 

[The Trumpets sound a Melancholy Air until Aesop appears; 

and then the violins and hautbois strike up a Lanchashire Hornpipe.]

Vanburgh’s The Pilgrim (V, iii) contains “strange Musick” off stage, which one character supposes has its origin with fairies.

In Aphra Behn’s The Forced Marriage (V, ii) we find a very rare instance where a stage direction indicates the music is to “continue all this scene.”  More common is the use of music only while some necessary stage movement is accomplished, as in “A Symphony playing all the while,” as a god descends from the ceiling in Behn’s The Emperor of the Moon (III, iii).

Music, usually trumpets, is often used to introduce a high ranking character onto the stage.  A typical example is found in Nathaniel Lee’s Rival Queens (II, i), where the arrival of Alexander the Great is announced by the “Noise of Trumpets sounding far off.”
   Surely, therefore, satire (or insult?) was intended in Theodosius (I, i) where the leading noble is announced by “Recorders flourish.”  On the other hand, a grandiose example is found in Congreve’s The Mourning Bride (I, i), where a stage direction, before the entrance of the king, calls for a “Symphony of Warlike Musick.”
The reader will recall the ancient Roman cult festival of the Moon, in which trumpets and percussion played a central role.  This provides the occasion of a humorous moment in Behn’s The Emperor of the Moon (III, ii), when Harlequin perceives the arrival of the emperor,

But hark, the sound of Timbrels, Kettle-Drums and Trumpets -- The Emperor, Sir, is on his way, prepare for his reception.

But the stage direction suggests a broader percussion section,

[A strange Noise is heard of Brass Kettles, 

and Pans, and Bells, and many tinkling things.]

In contrast, in Act III, scene iii, of this play, the emperor’s arrival in a procession accompanied by “the Flutes playing a Symphony.”
Art Music

The Restoration plays are filled with the lyrics for songs, sometimes with an indication of the composer who “set” the words.
   Curiously, these songs often have no relationship with the plot, rather they seem to be simply interpolated as if it were felt there was some need for musical entertainment.  This can clearly only be taken as a feeble attempt to compete with the popular interest in Italian opera. 

Some songs carry the interesting stage direction indicating a specific song is to be notated.  A stage direction in Nathaniel Lee’s Oedipus (III, i), for example, reads, “Musick first.  Then Sing.”  To this stage direction is appended a further note, “This to be set through.”
   Such a specific indication invites one to wonder if the rest of the songs were sung with the music improvised.  In fact, there is a specific request for an improvised song in Sir Charles Sedley’s The Mulberry Garden (III, ii), where we find the following dialogue,

Victoria.  Are not these Verses somewhat too weak to stand alone?

Jack Wildish.  Faith, Madam, I am of your mind, put a Tune to them, 


it is an easy Stanza.

[Victoria sings.]

Perhaps this is also what is meant by a song in Richard Steele’s The Tender Husband, which was published with a note reading, “Designed for the Fourth Act, but not Set.”
 

Some references to songs in these plays indicate a known song, as in Congreve’s Love for Love (V, i), when Valentine requests, “I would have Musick -- Sing me the Song that I like.”  After the song, he reflects, “No more, for I am melancholy.”  We suspect that such references are to the popular repertoire of broadside ballads, as seems likely in Farquhar’s The Beaux Stratagem (III, iii), which contains the lyrics of a love song, which the stage direction indicates is to be sung to the tune of “Sir Simon the King.”  This is a rare instance where, before the action resumes, the singer is paid.

There are numerous instances in these plays in which there is a specific request for a new song.  In Congreve’s The Old Batchelour (II, ii), for example, Araminita requests, “O I am glad we shall have a Song to divert the discourse -- Pray oblige us with the latest new Song.”  In his The Double-Dealer (II, i), before a song us sung, Mellefont not only request a new song, but asks to hear it in a rehearsal.

What’s here, the Musick?  Oh, my Lord has promised the Company a New Song.... [Musicians crossing the Stage]  Pray let us have the favor of you to practice the Song before the Company hear it.

In William Wycherley’s Love in a Wood (I, ii) a lady, Flippant, announces she will sing a new song, and the lyrics are given.  After this song she observes that it is “the fashion for women of quality to sing any Song whatever, because the words are not distinguished.”  In his The Gentleman Dancing-Master (II, i) a lady has sung “a new Song” the previous evening and another character reflects “Madam, I dreamed all night of the Song you sung last.”
In Vanbrugh’s The Provoked Wife (II, ii) Lady Fancyfull asks her private singing teacher, “Is the town so dull, Mr. Treble, that it affords us never another New Song?”  He gives her a new song which he acquired the day before and makes the comment, “Make what Musique you can of this Song, here.”  A reference to a song “a newly married Lady made within this week” concludes Vanbrugh’s The Provoked Wife.

Finally, in Otway’s The Orphan (III, lines 452ff), a page offers to sing the “last new song” he has learned, one about “my Lord and Lady, who were caught together, you know where.”  Lord Castalio is shocked.

Castalio.  You must be whipped Youngster, if you get such songs as 



these...

Page.  Why, what must I sing, pray, my dear Lord?

Castalio.  Psalms, Child, Psalms.

Page.  Oh dear me!  Boys that go to school learn Psalms, but Pages 



that are better bred sing Lampoons.

In the plays of Aphra Behn there are some curious and rare examples of music which has a negative impact on the listener.  Her Abdelazer begins with “still Musick” followed by a love song.  The Moor Abdelazer reacts “On me this Musick lost? -- this sound on me, that hates all Softness?”  The Queen of Spain wants to make love, the music continues playing softly, but again Abdelazer complains, “Cease that ungrateful Noise.”
   In The Young King (II, i), Orsames’s philosophy teacher, Geron, plays an instrumental piece on the lute, but Orsames responds,

I do not like this Musick;

It pleases me at first,

But every touch thou giv’st that is soft and low

Makes such impressions here,

As puzzles me beyond Philosophy

To find the meaning of;

Begets strange notions of I know not what,

And leaves a new and unknown thought behind it,

That does disturb my quietness within.

There is one instance where we find a description of the private singing of a lady.  In Vanbrugh’s Comedy, The Provoked Wife (II, ii), we find this dialogue between a lady and her private singing teacher.

Mr. Treble.  I know no body sings so near a Cherubin as your 



Ladyship.

Lady Fancyfull.  What I do I owe chiefly to your skill and care, Mr. 

Treble.  People do flatter me indeed, that I have a voice, and a 

je-ne-scai quoy in the conduct of it, that will make Musick of 

anything.  And truly I begin to believe so, since what 


happened the other night: would you think if, Mr. Treble; 

walking pretty late in the park, a whim took me to sing 


Chevy-Chase, and would you believe it?  Next morning I had 

three copies of Verses....

Mr. Treble.  Are there any further commands for your Ladyship’s 


humble servant?

Lady Fancyfull.  Nothing more at this time, Mr. Treble.  But I shall 


expect you here every morning for this month....

Finally, there are a few references to serenades in these plays and they are generally uncomplimentary with respect to the music.  In Aphra Behn’s Sir Patient Fancy (I, i) there is a discussion of a potential serenade.

Sir Credulous Easy.  What think you then of the Bagpipe, Tongs, 


and Gridiron, Cat-calls, and loud-sounding Cymbals?

Lodwick Knowell.  Naught, naught, and of known use; you might as 


well treat her with viols and flute-doux, which are enough to 


disoblige her forever.

Next, there is a discussion of perhaps hiring the king’s Musick.  When Lodwick reminds Sir Credulous that he must obtain a song, the latter responds,

A Song! hang it, it is but rummaging the Play-books, stealing thence is lawful Prize.

This serenade, when it occurs, is only mentioned in a stage direction reading, “A confused Noise of the Serenade.”
Later in this same play (III, ix) there is another serenade, preceded by a procession in the street for which the stage direction calls for an elephant (!) and “others playing on strange confused instruments.”  When the first song is ineffective, Sir Credulous calls out “you Ballad-singers, have you no good songs of another fashion?”  A musician wryly recommends a ballad called “Ill-wedded Joys, how quickly do you fade.”
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