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Essay Nr. 201:  Dryden on Music

John Dryden (1631 - 1700), who has been called the greatest literary man of his age,
 was born to a Puritan family with Republican conviction and completed his university work at Cambridge.  Some question his personal ethics, for eagerness to write in praise of whoever happened to be head of the government and for his conversion to Catholicism after the accession of a Catholic King.    He was buried next to Chaucer in Westminster Abbey.

The thoughts which Dryden had relative to the definition of music are all expressed in context with the comparison of music with other arts.  The most extensive of these is a dedication of Purcell’s The Vocal and Instrumental Musick of The Prophetess, published in 1691, which was actually written by Dryden.  Evidence that this is Dryden’s work includes the fact that Henry Purcell’s signature at the end is in Dryden’s hand.
Music and Poetry have ever been acknowledged sisters, which walking hand in hand, support each other; as poetry is the harmony of words, so music is that of notes; and as poetry is a rise above prose and oratory, so is music the exaltation of poetry.  Both of them may excel apart, but sure they are most excellent when they are joined, because nothing is then wanting to either of their perfections; for thus they appear like wit and beauty in the same person.  Poetry and painting have arrived to their perfection in our country: music is yet but in its nonage, a forward child, which gives hope of what it may be hereafter in England, when the masters of it shall find more encouragement.  [Music is] now learning Italian, which is its best master, and studying a little of the French melody to give it somewhat more of gayety and fashion.  Thus being farther from the Sun,
 we are of later growth than our neighbor countries, and must be content to shake off our barbarity by degrees.

Painting is, indeed, another sister, being like them, an imitation of Nature.  But I may venture to say she is a dumb Lady, whose charms are only to the eye: a mute actor upon the stage, who can neither be heard there nor read afterwards.  Besides, that she is a single piece; to be seen only in one place, at once: but the other two, can propagate their species; and as many printed or written copies as there are of a poem or a composition of Musick, in so many several places, at the same time the poem and the Musick, may be read, and practiced and admired.  Thus painting is a confined and solitary art, the other two are as it were in consort, and diffused through the world; partaking somewhat of the Nature of the Deity, which at once is in all places.  This is not said in disparagement of that noble Art; but only to give the due precedence to the others, which are more noble and which are of nearer kindred to the soul....
 

We might also mention a lovely reference to a topic still very much discussed in the 17th century, the Music of the Spheres, found in a poem written after the death of a young lady, who was highly talented in poetry and painting.

That all the people of the sky

Might know a Poetess was born on Earth.

And then if ever, Mortal Ears

Had heard the Musick of the Spheres!
 

On the Purpose of Music
In the The Indian Emperour (II, iii), Cortez speaks of the purpose of both feasts and music being to bring delight.  The purpose of music most frequently mentioned in early literature is to soothe the player or listener, so in The Duke of Guise (V, ii) Malicorne cries out, “I want a Song to rouse me, my blood freezes: Musick there!”  And in a poem written for the opening of a theater in Oxford, in 1681, we find,

Oh! may its genius, like soft Musick move,

And tune you all to concord and to love.
 

In The Tempest (II, ii), off-stage music in two-parts is heard, with instrumental accompaniment.  Ferdinand responds,

Where should this Musick be? in the air, or the Earth?

It wounds no more, and sure it waits upon some God

On the Island, sitting on a bank weeping against the Duke

My father’s wreck.  This musick hovered over me

On the waters, allaying both their fury and my passion

With charming Airs....

Another song (III, ii) for the purpose of soothing includes dialogue ending with humor.

Gonzalo.  ‘Tis cheerful Musick, this, unlike the first;


And seems as ‘twere meant to unbend our cares,


And calm your troubled thoughts.

[Ariel invisible Sings.]


Dry those eyes which are overflowing,



All your storms are over-blowing....

Alonzo.  This voice speaks comfort to us.

Antonio.  Would ‘twere come; there is no Musick in a Song


To me, my stomach being empty.

The most important purpose of music is to express emotions and we have an extraordinary testimonial to this purpose in one of Dryden’s most famous odes, his “A Song for St. Cecilia’s Day, 1687,”
 a work which was set to music by Giovanni Draghi.  He begins by suggesting that the earth and man were created in harmony
 by God.

From Harmony, from heavenly Harmony

This universal frame began:

From Harmony to Harmony

Through all the compass of the notes it ran,

The Diapason closing full in Man.

But he quickly turns to the emotional essence of music, in a burst of enthusiasm, “What Passion cannot Musick raise and quell!”  Now he presents a remarkable survey of the emotional qualities which he associates with various musical instruments, expressed in his most vivid choice of words.

The TRUMPETS loud clangor

Excites us to arms

With shrill notes of anger....

.....

The double double double beat

Of the thundering DRUM....

.....

The soft complaining FLUTE

In dying Notes discovers

The woes of hopeless lovers,

Whose dirge is whispered by the warbling LUTE.

.....

Sharp VIOLINS proclaim

Their jealous pangs, and desperation,

Fury, frantick indignation,

Depth of pains, and height of passion....

.....

But oh! what Art can teach

What human voice can reach

The sacred ORGANS praise?

Notes inspiring holy love,

Notes that wing their heavenly ways

To mend the choirs above.

Dryden concludes with a reference to the music of the spheres and the trumpet of the Day of Judgment, whose “Musick shall untune the sky.”
 

A frequently mentioned purpose of music during the Renaissance was relative to its help in courting the ladies.  Thus we notice in Dryden’s comedy, Secret Love (III, i), the character, Celadon, who walks around with a string ensemble, “a whole noise of Fiddles,” to be ready to court the ladies.  In Act V, scene i, this ensemble is referred to as the “Queens Musick.”
Genuine music therapy is called for in The Indian Queen (III, ii), when Ismeron calls for music for the purpose of helping Zempoalla.

You Spirits that inhabit in the Air,

With all your powerful Charms of Musick try

To bring her Soul back to its harmony.

This is followed by a stage direction reading, “Song is supposedly sung by Aerial-Spirits.”  The lyrics appear for a song,
 but the intended therapy is not effective.

Zempoalla.  Death on these trifles: Cannot your Art find


Some means to ease the passions of the mind?


Or if you cannot give a lover rest,


Can you force love into a scornful breast?

Ismeron.  It is Reason only can make passions less;


Art gives not new, but may the old increase;


Nor can it alter love in any breast


That is with other flames before possessed.

Of all the music mentioned in the plays by Dryden, our attention was drawn to his use of music to establish the emotional atmosphere.  We find this, for example, in instances of prelude music such as The Indian-Queen.  At the beginning the stage direction indicates, “as the Musick plays a soft Air,” which is soon followed by “when the curtain is almost up, the Musick turns into a tune expressing an alarm.”  Oedipus also begins with instrumental music intended to set an emotional tone for the beginning of the action.  The stage direction reads, “The curtain rises to a plaintive tune, representing the present condition of Thebes....”
 

In other instances the music seems intended to be associated with the emotions of the characters.  Ill-suited lovers in Marriage A-La-Mode (III, i) are instructed in the stage direction to traverse the stage, he whistling and she “singing a dull melancholy tune,” the lyrics for which are not given.  Perhaps a similar intent is implied in Cleomenes (III, ii), where the stage direction reads, “Soft Musick all the while Ptolemy and Cassandra are adoring and speaking.”
All for Love (III, i) begins with a stage direction which calls for music to introduce the characters, using instruments often associated with male and female figures in ancient iconography.

The entrance on both sides is prepared by Musick; the Trumpets first sounding on Antony’s part: then answered by Timbrels, etc., on Cleopatra’s.

One also finds in Dryden’s plays examples of art song.  First, however, we should remind the reader that the 16th century humanists were adamant that the poetry should be written first and the music composed second, to fit the words.  The Baroque saw this process reverse itself, as we can see evidenced in the Kind Keeper (III, i) where Brainsick
 recalls,

...I rose immediately in my night-gown and slippers, down I put the notes slap-dash, made words to them like lightning....

The lyric poets of ancient Greece were fond of including contests in music in their pastoral works.  Such musical contests can still be found in 17th century pastoral poetry and it is therefore no surprise to find a humorous example in Dryden’s play, An Evening’s Love (V, i).  In this case two rather combative lovers about to be married are challenged to a musical contest to decide who should “wear the breeches” in the marriage.  The gentleman, Wildblood, is hesitant,

I never sung in all my life; nor ever durst try when I was alone, for fear of braying.

The lady observes, “if we cannot sing now, we shall never have cause when we are married.”  They warm up with solfege, they tune and they sing a song, for which the lyrics are given.  When the song is finished, we read,

Wildblood.  Your judgment Gentlemen: a Man or a Maid?

Bellamy.  If you make no better harmony after you are married 



then you have before, you are the miserablest couple in 



Christendom.

A particularly interesting incidence of an on-stage song is found in Oedipus (III, i).  The stage is completely darkened, followed by Tiresias’s lines,

Must you have Musick too? then tune your voices,

And let them have such sounds as Hell never heard

Since Orpheus bribed the shades.

The song which follows is preceded by a very interesting stage direction.  First, we are told “Musick first.  Then Sing.”  A bracket, which appears to be associated with the word “sing,” adds, “This is to be set through.”  Since in the literature of this period in England, the word “set,” when associated with music, refers to music which is notated, one is forced to wonder if some of the songs in these plays, which exist on paper only in the form of the lyrics, were improvised.

In Dryden’s allegorical play, Amphitryon (III, i) Phaedra provides a rare example of a character who does not appreciate a song accompanied by the new modern strings.

What, with Cats-guts and Rosin!  This Sol-la is but a lamentable, empty sound.

In King Arthur (II, ii) there is a song by shepherds after the style of the pastoral poetry of the ancient Greeks.  In the charming lyrics of this song the shepherds observe that while the city folks are off getting killed in war, the shepherds are in their lovers’ arms and playing flutes.

In Dryden’s comedy, Sir Martin Mar-all (V, i) there is a satire on the traditional serenade.  Warner explains that he will retrieve his lute from the barbers shop and play and sing in a room, in the dark, while Sir Martin pretends to play a lute under the window while making grimaces with his mouth, as if singing.  A maid tells the lady, “We shall have rare Musick,” while the lady herself mentions that she hears the tuning of a lute.  At the conclusion of the serenade, we find this dialogue,

Sir Martin.  Ha! what do you say, Madam? how does your Ladyship 



like my Musick?

Millisent.  O most heavenly! just like the Harmony of the Spheres 



that is to be admired, and never heard.

In 16th and 17th century literature, the reader is surprised to find instances of violence associated with serenades.  Sometimes this takes the form of people throwing objects at the musicians or people physically attacking the musicians.  Dryden, in An Evening’s Love (II, i), includes a serenade after which the musicians fall into fighting with other servants.

Finally, in The Assignation; or, Love in a Nunnery, there is a servant, Benito, who is an amateur musician.  We first see him (in I, i) standing before a large dressing mirror, playing guitar and singing to himself.  Another character, Aurelian, comments of him,

He courts himself every morning in that glass at least an hour; there admires his own person...and studies postures and grimaces....  Then the rogue has the impudence to make sonnets, as he calls them; and, which is greater impudence, he sings them too; there’s not a street in all Rome which he does not nightly disquiet with this villainous serenade: with that guitar there, the younger brother of a cittern, he frights away the watch; and as for his violin, it squeaks so lewdly....  It is a mere cat-call.

When Benito begins to sing for others in this scene, Aurelian begins to kick him.  The stage direction adds, “As Aurelain kicks harder, Benito sings faster....”
� Bernard Grebanier, English Literature (Great Neck: Barron, 1959), 249.


� This is a reference to Louis XIV of France.


� The Works of John Dryden, ed., Edward Hooker (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1956)   XVII, 324ff.


� Ibid.,   III, 110.


� Ibid.,   II, 180.


� The best known ode which Dryden wrote for the celebration of St. Cecilia’s Day (in 1697) carries the title “Alexander’s Feast or The Power of Music.”  It is more celebrated as poetry, but is less valuable for our purposes as it is an allegorical work which brings to life several ancient Greek gods.  We read of “flying fingers” on the lyre addressed to Jove and of trumpets, drums and hautboys in praise of Bacchus.


� It is interesting that modern research is discovering relationships between music and a variety of elements of Nature and that the most recent research in physics has found that each organ of the body produces a specific pitch.


� Ibid.,   III, 201ff. 


� The lyrics for another song appear in V, i.  Lyrics for songs can be found in most of Dryden’s plays.  Among the more unusual are a sailor’s drinking song, among several others, in The Tempest; Amboyna, which includes a wedding song (which a character notes was sprightly sung) and a song describing a sea battle; and in Love in a Nunnery (II, iii), where the musician-servant sings a song in French


� One example of instrumental music at the beginning of a play seems intended to allow the audience time to reflect.  At the beginning of Secret Love, an actor reads a prologue which deals with the rules of playwriting and then leaves the stage.  Now a stage direction reads, “The Prologue goes out, and stays while a Tune is played, after which he returns again.”


� This work was written shortly after the publication of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and the name “Brainsick” seems clearly a humorous reference to the many such names used by Bunyan.
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