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Essay Nr. 202:  Music in Restoration Poetry
For thousands of years most poetry was sung.  Now, while most poetry was no longer sung, it is interesting to find poets still speaking as if it were.  Not only do the English Restoration poets speak of the “harmony” of their verses and begin by writing rhetorically “I sing of....,” but they actually call their poetry music.  Mark Akenside, for example, writes,

...Attend, ye gentle powers

Of musical delight! and, while I sing....
 

In these essays we have cited numerous examples of philosophers who, on purely an intuitive or deductive basis, seemed to perceive the basic bicameral nature of our brain and its function.  A poem by Thomas Sheridan (1687-1738), a priest and schoolmaster friend of Swift, is a remarkable example.  He is absolutely, and astonishingly, correct in his assigning of right or left eye and ear functions vis-a-vis their actual relationship with the brain hemispheres.

With my left eye, I see you sit snug in your stall,

With my right I’m attending the lawyers that scrawl.

With my left I behold your bellower a cur chase;

With my right I’m reading my deeds for a purchase.

My left ear’s attending the hymns of the choir,

My right ear is stunned with the noise of the crier.
 

James Thomson also makes a reference to these separate faculties, but finding understanding in the head and music in the heart

To show us artless reason’s moral reign,

What boastful science arrogates in vain;

The obedient passions knowing each their part;

Calm light the head, and harmony the heart!
 

Alexander Pope, in a poem which he called “An Essay on Criticism,” reflects on the similarities between music and poetry and suggests the highest art is that which goes to the heart.

Music resembles poetry; in each

Are nameless graces which no methods teach,

And which a master hand alone can reach.

....

Great wits sometimes may gloriously offend,

And rise to faults true critics dare not mend;

From vulgar bonds with brave disorder part,

And snatch a grace beyond the reach of art,

Which, without passing through the judgment, gains

The heart, and all its end at once attains.
 

In a poem of Mark Akenside we can see how firmly accepted was the dogma which still pervades our Western world today: that the subjects of the left hemisphere of the brain are valued considerably above those of the right hemisphere.

For man loves knowledge, and the beams of Truth

More welcome touch his understanding’s eye,

Than all the blandishments of sound his ear....
  

And in Gay’s “Daphnis and Chloe,” the lady is interested in speech above music.

‘Tis true, thy tuneful reed I blamed,

That swelled thy lip and rosy cheek;

Think not thy skill in song defamed,

That lip should other pleasures seek:

Much, much thy musick I approve;

Yet break thy pipe, for more I love,

Much more to hear thee speak.
 

On Music and Society
Among the Restoration poets we find some interesting commentary on the historical development of music and poetry.  The poet Mark Akenside makes the interesting suggestion that it was because early poetry was sung, that it was able to enter the world of philosophy.

Armed with the lyre, already have we dared

To pierce divine Philosophy’s retreats,

And teach the Muse her lore; already strove

Their long divided honors to unite,

While, tempering this deep argument, we sang

Of Truth and Beauty.
 

James Thomson, in his poem “Liberty,” discusses the progress of music after the Dark Ages as it revived and the culture moved north and suggests that it is the heart, not Reason, which affects morals.

...Music again

Her universal language of the heart

Renewed; and, rising from the plaintive vale,

To the full concert spread, and solemn choir.

Even bigots smiled; to their protection took

Arts not their own, and from them borrowed pomp:

For in a tyrant’s garden these awhile

May bloom, though freedom be their parent soil.

And now confessed, with gently growing gleam

The morning shone, and westward streamed its light.

The Muse awoke.  Not sooner on the wing

Is the gay bird of dawn.  Artless her voice,

Untaught and wild, yet warbled through the woods

Romantic lays.  But as her northern course

She, with her tutor Science, in my train,

Ardent pursued, her strains more noble grew:

While Reason drew the plan, the Heart informed

The moral page, and Fancy lent it grace.
 

Alexander Pope includes in his poetry several references to the poor musical taste of nobles.  In the Epilstle III of his “Moral Essays,”
Who starves by Nobles, or with Nobles eats?

The wretch that trusts them, and the rogue that cheats.

Is there a Lord, who knows a cheerful noon

Without a fiddler, flatterer, or buffoon?

Whose table, wit or modest merit share,

Unelbowed by a gamester, pimp, or player?

A similar criticism of the taste of the noble is found in Epistle IV,

Light quirks of music, broken and uneven,

Make the soul dance upon a jig to Heaven.
  

Quite a different view of the enlightened noble’s taste is found in Patrick Delany,

A soul ennobled and refined

Reproaches every baser mind:

As strains exalted and melodious

Make every meaner music odious.
 

John Gay wonders why England does not support music as other countries do.

Why must we climb the Alpine mountain’s sides

To find the seat where Harmony resides?

Why touch we not so soft the silver lute,

The cheerful haut-boy, and the mellow flute?

‘Tis not the Italian clime improves the sound,

But there the Patrons of her sons are found.
 

Music was a frequent vehicle for figures of speech during the English Baroque.  One example we like is by Jonathan Swift and it is addressed to the Prince of Wales, who would become King George II.  

Now take your harp into your hand,

The joyful strings, at your command,


In doleful sounds no more shall mourn.

We, with sincerity of heart,

To all your tunes shall bear a part,


Unless we see the tables turn.
 

We also find it interesting that one still finds reference to the fabled Music of the Spheres in Restoration poetry.  James Thomson, as had occasional writers over a long period before him, suggests that composers may find their inspiration in this celestial music.

O yon high harmonious spheres,

Your powerful Mover sing;

To Him your circling course that steers,

Your tuneful praises bring.

Ungrateful mortals, catch the sound,

And in your numerous lays,

To all the listening world around,

The God of nature praise.
 

Pope also mentions the music of the spheres in his poem, “An Essay on Man,” arguing that God was wise in not making man’s senses more sensitive than they are, as he would likely be miserable.  Of music, he says,

If nature thundered in his opening ears,

And stunned him with the music of the spheres,

How would he wish that heaven had left him still

The whispering zephyr, and the purling rill?
 

On Purpose of Music

Among the purposes of music mentioned in this repertoire of poetry, the purpose of mere pleasure is infrequently mentioned.  In a poem called “Song,” Sir Charles Sedley finds comfort in the pleasure of music.

Let us indulge the joys we know

Of Musick, Wine and Love;

Were sure of what we find below,

Uncertain what’s above.
 

James Thomson, in his “The Castle of Indolence,” wonders of God,

Yet the fine arts were what he finished least.

For why?  They are the quintessence of all....
 

Later in this poem he observes of musicians themselves,

And where they nothing have to do but please:

Ah! gracious God! thou knowest they ask no other fees.

The purpose of music most frequently mentioned in early literature is to soothe the listener or player.  James Thomson’s “The Castle of Indolence,” mentions this purpose among other virtues of music.

A certain music, never known before,

Here lulled the pensive, melancholy mind;

Full easily obtained.  Behoves no more,

But sidelong, to the gently waving wind,

To lay the well-tuned instrument reclined;

From which, with airy flying fingers light,

Beyond each mortal touch the most refined,

The gods of winds drew sounds of deep delight:

Whence, with just cause, the harps of Aeolus it heights.

Ah me! what hand can touch the string so fine?

Who up the lofty diapason roll

Such sweet, such sad, such solemn airs divine,

Then let them down again into the soul:

Now rising love they fanned; now pleasing dole

They breathed, in tender musings, through the heart;

And now a graver sacred strain they stole,

As when seraphic hands a hymn impart:

Wild warbling nature all; above the reach of art!
 

Sometimes we find this purpose contained in references to the Greek gods, as in Matthew Prior,

If Wine and Musick have the power,

To ease the sickness of the soul;

Let Phoebus every string explore;

And Bacchus fill the sprightly bowl.
 

Similarly, in Joseph Addison,

When Orpheus tuned his lyre with pleasing woe,

Rivers forgot to run, and winds to blow,

While listening forest covered as he played,

The soft musician in a moving shade.
 

On the other hand, some poems refer to this purpose as directed to specific contemporaries.  Gay, in a poem to the dutchess of Marlborough, on the death of her famous husband, observes,

Numbers [verse], like musick, can even grief control,

And lull to peace the tumults of the soul.
 

Epistle X of Pope’s “Moral Essays” concludes,

Vexed to be still in town, I knit my brow,

Look sour, and hum a tune, as you may now.
 

In Congreve’s hymn to St. Cecilia, the poet comments on the immediacy of music’s impact in achieving his purpose.

While Reason stilled by Hopes or Fears betrayed,

Too late advances, or too soon retreats.

Musick alone with sudden charms can bind

The wandering sense, and calm the troubled mind.

The most fundamental purpose of music is to express feelings, a purpose which is curiously infrequently mentioned among these poems.  One would expect to find more examples such as Shenstone’s poem, “Love and Music,” which begins,

Shall Love alone for ever claim

An universal right to fame,

An undisputed sway?

Or has not Music equal charms,

To fill the breast with strange alarms,

And make the world obey?
 

James Thomson, in his “The Seasons,” suggests that the purpose of music to express love is so universal that it serves the same purpose even among the animal kingdom.

‘Tis love creates their melody, and all

This waste of music is the voice of love;

That even to birds, and beasts, the tender arts

Of pleasing teaches.
 

In another poem, “An Ode on Aeolus’s Harp,” his focus is the woe of love.

Those tender notes, how kindly they upbraid,

With what soft woe they thrill the lover’s heart!
 

Finally, there is an occasional reference which touches on music therapy.  A poem by William Wycherley contains an interestingly specific observation in this regard.

Your verse, like your prescriptions, is so mean,

That, like bad Musick, it provokes the Spleen.
 

In another poem, we are closer to the Greek concept of the affect of music on character, as Edward Young refers to music as the parent of good actions.

How Music charms!  How Meter warms!

Parent of actions good and brave!

How Vice it tames, and worth inflames,

And hold proud empire over the grave!
 

Among the references to art music in Restoration poetry there are two which include mention of Handel.  Shenstone’s “Ode” which was intended to be performed by a chorus of citizens, with an instrumental part for viol d’amour, includes the lines,

Hear but this strain – ‘twas made by Handel,

A wight of skill and judgment deep!
 

Alexander Pope was critical of the ever larger forces of musicians used in performance and, it seems to us, suspicious of the impact the music had on the audience.

Joy to great Chaos! let division reign:

Chromatic tortures soon shall drive them hence,

Break all their nerves, and fritter all their sense:

One Trill shall harmonize joy, grief, and rage,

Wake the dull Church, and lull the ranting Stage;

To the same notes thy sons shall hum, or snore,

And all thy yawning daughters cry, encore.

Another Phoebus, thy own Phoebus, reigns,

Joys in my jigs, and dances in my chains.

But soon, ah soon, Rebellion will commence,

If Music meanly borrows aid from Sense.

Strong in new Arms, lo! Giant Handel stands,

Like bold Briareus, with a hundred hands;

To stir, to rouse, to shake the soul he comes,

And Jove’s own Thunders follow Mar’s Drums.

Arrest him, Empress; or you sleep no more --
 

In other countries one finds among the repertoire of art songs a number of love songs.  The representatives of such repertoire in England include a wide variety.  Samuel Butler’s focus is on music’s aid to those troubled in love.

All writers, though of different fancies,

Do make all people in romances,

That are distressed and discontent,

Make songs and sing to an instrument.
 

An unusual love poem by Richard Steele is addressed to his lover’s spinet.

Thou soft Machine that do’st her Hand obey,

Tell her my Grief in thy harmonious lay.
 

Pope safely depersonalizes the subject by placing it in the context of a pastoral setting.

Where Thames reflects the visionary scene:

Thither, the silver-sounding lyres

Shall call the smiling loves, and young desires;

There, every Grace and Muse shall throng,

Exalt the dance, or animate the song;

There youths and nymphs, in consort gay,

Shall hail the rising, close the parting day.
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