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Essay Nr. 203:  Music and English Manners
In this essay we consider a few literary works specifically addressed to manners, together with observations in individual diaries and correspondence which reflect privately on music and manners of Restoration England.  Before looking at comments on music specifically, there are some areas of discussion in this literature in which the reader may find some insights regarding the environment for music making in England.
The most frequently discussed subject regarding the emotions during the English Baroque was that emotion known as Melancholy.  Shenstone offers an interesting observation on this subject, regarding some elegies he has written.

They are written rather with the spirit of Melancholy than that of Poetry; if Melancholy may be said to be fraught with any spirit at all as I believe it may; for I believe a pretty Spirit may be distilled from Tears.
 

In his discussion of the emotions in general, Shenstone reflects, and rejects, the Puritan attitude toward the subduing of the emotions.

While we labor to subdue our passions, we should take care not to extinguish them.  Subduing our passions, is disengaging ourselves from the world; to which, however, whilst we reside in it, we must always bear relation; and we may detach ourselves to such a degree as to pass an useless and insipid life, which we were not meant to do.  Our existence here is at least one part of a system.
 

Putting aside the question of the struggle between Reason and the emotions, and the control of the latter, Shenstone nevertheless found a strong relationship between the emotions and the most sensitive and talented persons.

People of real genius have strong passions; people of strong passions have great partialities.
 

.....

People of the finest and most lively genius have the greatest sensibility, of consequence the most lively passion.
 

Shenstone was the only writer of this period in England to write extensively on the subject of Taste.  In his Men and Manners,
 as an illustration of the difficulties of making final definitions of taste, he imagines a discussion between a citizen, a courtier and a professor.  The citizen maintains that the basic principles of art are universal, only the technicalities are left to the “experts.”
I am told continually of taste, refinement, and politeness; but I think the vulgar and illiterate generally approve the same productions with the connoisseurs.  One rarely finds a landskip, a building, or a play, that has charms for the critic exclusive of the mechanic.  But, on the other hand, one readily remarks students who labor to be dull, depraving their native relish by the very means they use to refine it.  The vulgar may not indeed be capable of giving the reasons why a composition pleases them.  That mechanical distinction they leave to the connoisseur.

The courtier says no this is not true, pointing out that poetry, for example, depends on such things as metaphor and allusion, the subtleties of which are beyond the citizen.  The professor, of course, points out that while the citizen can understand art on some level, with instruction can appreciate it even more.

All ranks and stations have their different spheres of judging.  That a clown of native taste enough to relish Handel’s Messiah, might unquestionably be so instructed as to relish it yet more.

The professor adds that the artist must never actually aim his work at the level of the common citizen.

Let a writer then in his first performances neglect the idea of profit, and the vulgar’s applause entirely.  Let him address them to the judicious few, and then profit and the mob will follow.  His first appearance on the stage of letters will engross the politer compliments; and his latter will partake of the irrational huzza.

Shenstone offers several other interesting generalizations on the subject of taste.

We say, he is a man of sense who acknowledges the same truths that we do; that he is a man of taste who allows the same beauties.  We consider him as a person of better sense and finer taste, who discerns more truths and more beauties in conjunction with ourselves.  But we allow neither appellation to the man who differs from us.
 

.....

Virtue should be considered as a part of taste (and perhaps it is so more in this age, than in any preceding one) and should as much avoid deceit or sinister meanings in discourse, as they would do puns, bad language or false grammar.
 

.....

Wherever there is a want of taste, we generally observe a love of money, and cunning: and wherever taste prevails, a want of prudence, and an utter disregard to money....

The person of a good taste requires real beauty in the object of his passion; and the person of bad taste requires something which he substitutes in the place of beauty....

Persons of fine taste are men of the strongest sensual appetites.
 

We find particularly interesting a little summary of Shenstone’s conclusions resulting from his contemplation on the subject of taste as found in the general population.  He proposes that out of 100 persons one might expect to find taste in the following proportions:
 

Pedants





15

Persons of common sense



40

Wits






15

Fools






15

Persons of a wild uncultivated taste

10

Persons of original taste, improved by art

  5 

Today we might arrive at somewhat different proportions!  After all this, Shenstone concludes,

I am sick of the word taste; but I think the thing itself the only proper ambition, and the specific pleasure of all who have any share in the faculty of imagination.
 

In our essays on 16th century England we drew the reader’s attention to, and explained the cause for, the revolution in manners through which musical performance became no longer appropriate to the gentleman and became the province of the “slave.”  In Margaret Cavendish’s Sociable Letters, dating from the mid-17th century, we find music still listed as an important study for the gentleman.

For proper and fit sciences for noble persons to be learned and known, as fortification, navigation, astronomy, cosmography, architecture, Musick, and history; and for Wit, as scenes, songs, poems, and the like.
 

Curiously, however, for women, she finds music not appreciated for its own sake, but merely for its use in dance.

Neither does our sex take much pleasure in harmonious Musick, only in violins to tread a measure....
 

We might also add that Cavendish also complains that everyone is obsessed with following the “Mode.”  But the just and wise will disapprove of an activity if the only purpose is to thus follow the fashion.  Among a large number of examples, she includes music.

Neither do they affect Mode-Songs or Sounds, because they are in the fashion to be sung or played, but because they are well-set tunes, or well-composed Musick, or witty songs, and well sung by good voices, or well played on instruments....
 

Nearly a century later, in the letters of Lord Chesterfield, we find a dramatic revolution in manners has occurred.  Now, as he writes to his son in Venice, he argues that the gentleman is not to actually perform music himself.

There are liberal and illiberal pleasures as well as liberal and illiberal arts....  As you are now in the musical country, where singing, fiddling and piping are not only the common topics of conversation, but almost the principal objects of attention; I cannot help cautioning against giving into those (I will call them illiberal) pleasures (though music is commonly reckoned one of the liberal arts), to the degree that most of your countrymen do when they travel in Italy.  If you love music, hear it; go to operas, concerts, and pay fiddlers to play to you; but I insist upon your neither piping nor fiddling yourself.  It puts a gentleman in a very frivolous, contemptible light; brings him into a great deal of bad company; and takes up a great deal of time, which might be better employed.  Few things would mortify me more, than to see you bearing a part in a concert, with a fiddle under your chin, or [an instrument] in your mouth.
 

In a letter of June 22, 1749, Chesterfield adds that inasmuch as the Italians now value music above painting and sculpture, he regards it as “a proof of the decline of that country.”
On the Perception of Music
William Shenstone devotes attention to several aspects regarding the perception of music.  One comment reminds us of Aristotle’s curiosity over why we prefer music which is familiar to us, rather than new music.  Shenstone’s observation is somewhat different and we wish he had supplied more information with respect to his conclusion.

There seems a pretty exact analogy between the objects and the senses.  Some tunes, some tastes, some visible objects, please at first, and that only; others only by degrees, and then long.
 

Another interesting observation deals with the universality of musical materials, apart from any personal preferences.

It is evident enough to me, that persons often occur, who may be said to have an ear to music, and an eye for proportions in visible objects, who nevertheless can hardly be said to have a relish or taste for either.  I mean, that a person may distinguish notes and tones to a nicety, and yet not give a discerning choice to what is preferable in music.  The same, in objects of sight.

On the other hand, they cannot have a proper feeling of beauty or harmony, without a power of discrimination for those notes and proportions on which harmony and beauty so fully depend.
 

In one very interesting discussion, Shenstone touches on the fact we know today that non-musicians listen to music with the left ear (right hemisphere of the brain), while musicians who listen to conceptual detail in music listen with the right ear (left hemisphere, where the notation of music dwells).  This has led to some suggesting that one result to modern music school training is to ruin the students as listeners!  Shenstone struggles with this problem in the following,

I have heard it claimed by adepts in music, that the pleasure it imparts to a natural ear, which owes little or nothing to cultivation, is by no means to be compared to what they feel themselves from the most perfect composition -- The state of the question may be best explained by a recourse to objects that are analogous -- Is a country fellow less struck with beauty than a philosopher or an anatomist, who knows how that beauty is produced?  Surely no.  On the other hand, an attention to the cause may somewhat interfere with the attention to the effect -- They may, indeed, feel a pleasure of another sort -- The faculty of reason may obtain some kind of balance, for what the more sensible faculty of the imagination loses.
 

All philologists today believe that music preceded speech and that speech began as a development of simple emotional utterances, varying only in pitch and melodic pattern, in early man.  We carry much of this in our genes yet today, as the right hemisphere of the brain adds emotional color to give meaning to our speech and in the melodic contour found in each sentence we speak.  William Shenstone provides a fascinating discussion of the importance of a writer having a musical ear.  His comments, which are also very relevant to the issue of the separate hemispheres of the brain, make us wonder if, instead of saying speech developed after music, we should perhaps say speech is a form of music.

It may in some measure account for the difference of taste in the reading of books, to consider the difference of our ears for music.  One is not pleased without a perfect melody of style, be the sense what it will.  Another, of no ear for music, gives to sense its full weight without any deduction on account of harshness.

Harmony of period and melody of style have greater weight than is generally imagined in the judgment we pass upon writing and writers.  As proof of this, let us reflect, what texts of scripture, what lines in poetry, or what periods we most remember and quote, either in verse or prose, and we shall find them to be only musical ones.
 

In this regard he adds later,

I have sometimes thought Virgil so remarkably musical, that were his lines read to a musician, wholly ignorant of the language, by a person of capacity to give each word its proper accent, he would not fail to distinguish in it all the graces of harmony.
 

Finally, Shenstone contributes this curious thought,

One reason why the sound is sometimes an echo to the sense, is that the pleasantest objects have often the most harmonious names annexed to them.
 

On the Purpose of Music

Shenstone emphasizes the purpose of pleasure in music, as he advises a friend,

I would recommend some musical instrument that is most agreeable to you.  I have often looked upon music as my dernier resort, if I should ever discard the world, and turn eremite entirely.  Consider what other amusement can make an equal impression in old age.
 

Chesterfield touches on the communication of emotions, but conditions this on the accuracy of the performance.

The best compositions of Corelli, if ill executed and played out of tune, instead of touching, as they do when well performed, would only excite the indignation of the hearers, when murdered by an unskilled performer.
 

In his discussion of emotions versus Reason, Samuel Butler, perhaps from too much association with Puritans, reverts back to the ancient notion that music has no real value because it disappears and no longer exists when the performance concludes.  

Is his own Siren, that turns himself into a beast with musick of his own making.  His perpetual study to raise passion has utterly debased his reason; and as music is wont to set false values upon things, the constant use of it has rendered him a stranger to all true ones....  This puts him into the condition of a traitor, whom men hate but love the treason; so they delight in music, but have no kindness for a musician.  The scale of music is like the ladder that Jacob saw in a dream, reaching to heaven with angels ascending and descending; for there is no art in the world that can raise the man higher, but it is but in a dream, and when the music is done, the mind wakes and comes to itself again.  And therefore a musician, that makes it his constant employment, is like one that does nothing but make love, that is half mad, fantastic and ridiculous to those that are unconcerned.  Cupid strings his bow with the strings of an instrument, and wounds hearts through the ear.
 

Margaret Cavendish, after hearing art songs performed in a private home, concludes that music’s value is only a secondary one.

The other day, at Mrs. D. U’s house, I heard harmonious and melodious musick, both instruments and voices, but in my opinion, there is no musick so sweet, and powerful as oratory, for sweet words are better than a sweet sound, and when they are joined together, it ravishes the soul; wherefore lyric poetry has advantage of all other poetry, because both sound and sense are harmonious, wherefore the ancients had both their epic poems, and comedies, and tragedies, in verse, and tunes set to them, and sung, both in their theaters of war and peace, as in the fields and stages....
 

She also offers (in a very long sentence!) her perception of the distinctions between art song and the popular ballads.  It is interesting that she associates improvisation with art song rather than with popular song.

The last week your sister Katherine and your sister Frances were to visit me, and so well pleased I was with their neighborly and friendly visit, as their good company put me into a frolic humor, and for a pastime I sung to them some pieces of old Ballads; whereupon they desired me to sing one of the songs my Lord made, your brother set [to music], and you were pleased to sing; I told them first, I could not sing any of those songs, but if I could, I prayed them to pardon me, for neither my voice, nor my skill, was proper or fit for them, and neither having skill nor voice, if I should offer to sing any of them, I should so much disadvantage my Lord’s poetical wit, and your brother’s musical composition, as the fancy would be obscured in the one, and the art in the other, nay, instead of Musick, I should make discord, and instead of wit, sing nonsense, knowing not how to humor the words, nor relish the notes, whereas your harmonious voice give their works both grace and pleasure, and invites and draws the soul from all other parts of the body, with all the loving and amorous passions, to sit in the hollow cavern of the ear, as in a vaulted room, wherein it listens with delight, and is ravished with admiration; wherefore their works and your voice are only fit for the notice of souls, and not to be sung to dull, unlistening ears, whereas my voice and those songs, would be as disagreeing to your voice and old Ballads, for the vulgar and plainer a voice is, the better it is for an old Ballad; for a sweet voice, with quavers, and Trilloes, and the like, would be as improper for an old Ballad, as... diamond buckles on clouted or cobled shoes, or a feather on a monk’s hood; neither should old Ballads be sung so much in a tune as in a tone, which tone is between speaking and singing, for the sound is more than plain speaking, and less than clear singing, and the rumming or humming of a wheel should be the Musick to that tone, for the hummings is the noise the wheel makes in the turning round, which is not like the Musick of the Spheres; and Ballads are only proper to be sung by spinsters, and that only in cold Winter nights, when a company of good housewives are drawing a thread of flax; but as they draw threads of flax, so time draws their threads of life, as their web makes them smocks, so times web makes them death’s shirts, to which, as to death, afterwards those good housewives are married, and lie in the bed of earth, their house being the grave, and their dwelling in the region of oblivion; and this is the fate of poor spinners, and ballad-singers, whereas such a singer as you, such a composer as your brother, such a poet as my Lord, are clothed with renown, marry fame, and live in eternity.....
 

The Diary of John Evelyn records a number of artists he heard perform in London, among them a locally famous freak, “the hairy woman,” whom he met in 1657 and whom he reports “played well on the harpsichord.”
   Two other diary entries for 1674 are quite interesting in their detail of actual performances.

[November 19]  I heard that stupendous violin, Signor Nicholao (with other rare musicians), whom I never heard mortal man exceed on that instrument.  He had a stroke so sweet, and made it speak like the voice of a man, and, when he pleased, like a concert of several instruments.  He did wonders upon a note, and was an excellent composer.  Here was also that rare lutanist, Dr. Wallgrave; but nothing approached the violin in Nicholao’s hand.  He played such ravishing things as astonished us all.

[December 2]  At Mr. Slingsby’s, Master of the Mint, my worthy friend, a great lover of music.  Heard Signor Francisco on the harpsichord, esteemed one of the most excellent masters in Europe on that instrument; then, came Nicholao with his violin, and struck all mute, but Mrs. Knight, who sung incomparably, and doubtless has the greatest reach of any English woman; she had been lately roaming in Italy, and was much improved in that quality.

Evelyn also reflects on the singing of his own daughter, on the day of her death,

She had an excellent voice, to which she played a thorough-bass on the harpsichord, in both which she arrived to that perfection, that of the scholars of those two famous masters, Signors Pietro and Bartholomeo, she was esteemed the best; for the sweetness of her voice and management of it added such an agreeableness to her countenance, without any constraint or concern, that when she sung, it was as charming to the eye as to the ear....
 

Of particular interest, among the entries in Evelyn’s diary, are descriptions of concerts performed in private homes.  He mentions, for example, having dinner at a gentleman’s home, in 1672, which was followed by “a concert of music.”
  A similar entry for September 23, 1680, describes hearing in his own home a recital by Signor Pietro, 

...a famous musician, who had been long in Sweden in Queen Christina’s court; he sung admirably to a guitar, and had a perfect good tenor and bass....
 

An entry for July 25, 1684, describes a dinner at the home of Lord Falkland, Treasurer of the Navy, after which,

We had rare music, there being amongst others, Signor Pietro Reggio, and Signor John Baptist, both famous, one for his voice, the other for playing on the harpsichord, few if any in Europe exceeding him.  There was also a Frenchman who sung an admirable bass.

Similarly, in 1685 Evelyn had dinner at Lord Sunderland’s,

being invited to hear that celebrated voice of Mr. Pordage, newly come from Rome; his singing was after the Venetian recitative [manner], as masterly as could be, and with an excellent voice both treble and bass; Dr. Walgrave accompanied it with this theorbo lute, on which he performed beyond imagination, and is doubtless one of the greatest masters in Europe on that charming instrument.
 

Evelyn heard the singer Pordage the following day at a dinner at the home of Lord Arundel, who had just been released from the Tower.  On this occasion he again heard “that excellent and stupendous artist,” Signor John Baptist, on the harpsichord.

In the correspondence of this period one finds additional references to personal music making.  In several letters, the poet Thomas Gray speaks of his activity as a musician.  On July 3, 1735, for example, he writes,

I have composed a hymn about it mighty moving and [play] it perpetually, for I have changed my harp into a harpsichord and am as melodious, as the day is long.
 

Alexander Pope, in a letter of August 15, 1731 to Lord Oxford, relates,

The said Faustina, alias Mrs. Hasse, has sent to Lady Cobham divers notes of music and new airs, which those that can play and sing shall communicate to the less deserving who are mere auditors and auditoresses.
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