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Essay Nr. 204:  Pepys on Music 
Samuel Pepys (1633 - 1703) was a notable exception to the trend which began in 16th century England, in which gentlemen disassociated themselves from personally performing of music.  His famous diary, covering the years 1660 - 1669, is a testimonial to his own love of music, his close attention to the musical scene and his private performance and attempts at composition.  The diary is particularly valuable because it was never intended to be published, even being written in a private code, and therefore is much more candid than the publication of a gentleman could have been at this time. 

He served as a kind of Minister of the Navy under James II, during which time he introduced important economies into the Navy -- and managed to improve his own economy immensely.  Later he served in the House of Commons and was elected President of the Royal Society.  

As mentioned above, this man’s diary reflects not only a love, but almost an obsession for music.  In 1663 Pepys comments that he is fearful “of being too much taken with musique, for fear of returning to my old dotage thereon and so neglect my business as I used to.”
   In his diary entry for March 9, 1666, he again fears he will neglect business for his love of music, concluding,

However, music and women I cannot but give way to, whatever my business is.

Indeed, on July 30, 1666, he reports his wife is angry because he has been spending too much time with a young singer, but he apologizes again that “music is the thing of the world that I love most....”  The following February 12, 1667, Pepys, eager to compare an Italian choir with one under Cooke, again reveals how much music means to him.

I do consider that [music] is all the pleasure I live for in the world, and the greatest I can ever expect in the best of my life.

For November 16, 1667, Pepys describes going to Whitehall to hear a performance under Pelham Humfrey,
 but apparently Humfrey and his musicians did not show up.  Instead Pepys goes to another room where,

I did hear the best and the smallest organ that ever I saw in my life, and such a one as, by the grace of God, I will have the next year if I continue in this condition, whatever it cost me.  I never was so pleased in my life.

Pepys’ most philosophical comments on music come in a letter of November 5, 1700, after the period covered by the famous diary.  A correspondent had sent Pepys a proposal for a new method of teaching mathematics, written by Dr. David Gregory, the Savilian Professor of Astronomy at Oxford.  It is evident that Pepys, following the ancient Roman Church’s invention, was still thinking of music as a branch of mathematics, for he wrote to the professor pointing out that his proposal had omitted music.  In the course of his offering his views on the nature and purpose of music, we also see a reflection of his long experienced frustration that none of his composer friends would offer him a simple, effective set of rules for composition.  It is quite nice to read that nothing has changed: the composers point to the official rules and then ignore them in the interest of art.

I would now recommend to your giving the same regard to...Musick, a science peculiarly productive of a pleasure that no state of life, public or private, secular or sacred; no difference of age or season; no temper of mind or condition of health exempt from present anguish; nor, lastly, distinction of quality, renders either improper, untimely, or unentertaining.  Witness the universal gusto we see it followed with, wherever to be found, by all whose leisure and purse can bear it.  While the same might to much better effect, both for variety and delight to themselves and friends, be ever to be had within their own walls, and of their own composures too as well as others, were the doctrine of it brought within the simplicity, perspicuity, and certainty common to all other parts of mathematical knowledge, and of which I take this to be equally capable with any of them, in lieu of that fruitless jargon of obsolete terms and other unnecessary perplexities and obscurities wherewith it has been ever hitherto delivered, and from which, as I know of nothing eminent, or even tolerable, left us by the Ancients, so neither have I met with one modern Master (foreign or domestic) owning the least obligation to it for any their now nobler compositions; but on the contrary charging all (and justly too) upon the happiness of their own genius only, joined with the drudgery of a long and unassisted practice.  A condition not to be looked for from the more generous and elevated spirits of those we are here concerned for; and therefore most deserving, as well as most needing, the abilities and application of our present most learned Professor to remedy.
 

Far from being absorbed with the conceptual nature of music, Pepys’ great love of music was expressed more directly through his own performance.  He owned his own instruments and performed on flute, lute, theorbo, violin and viol and on one occasion even considered taking lessons in whistling.
  He had an insatiable curiosity about everything regarding music and his diary is filled with references to various instruments, individual musicians and an extensive number of actual compositions.  In many of his observations on music, one can see his views were shaped by his own experience.  For example, Pepys enjoyed private, amateur music making, but apparently felt uncomfortable if a professional musician was present on such an occasion.  He describes a performance of music in a home on July 29, 1664, adding,

But I begin to be weary of having a master with us, for it spoils methinks the ingenuity of our practice.

As a private listener Pepys preferred simple compositions which communicated directly without the complexities enjoyed by the “experts.”   An entry of July 22, 1664, describes hearing,

the best piece of musique, counted of all hands in the world, made by Seignor Carissimi, the famous master in Rome.  Fine it was indeed, and too fine for me to judge of.

For the same reason he found little enjoyment in contrapuntal music.  On September 15, 1667, he observes in his diary,

I am more and more confirmed that singing with many voices is not singing, but a sort of instrumental music, the sense of the words being lost by not being heard, and especially as they set them with fugues of words, one after another; whereas singing properly, I think, should be but with one or two voices at most, and that counterpoint.

It is this view which is reflected in an entry of December, 1666.  Here Pepys refers to a visit the court organist, John Hingston,
 to get him to either write, or rewrite, one of Pepys’ songs.

I took him to the Dogg tavern and got him to set me a bass to my “It is decreed,” which I think will go well; but he commends the song, not knowing the words, but says the ayre [melody] is good, and believes the words are plainly expressed.  He is of my mind, against having [many] eighth-notes necessarily in composition.  This did all please me mightily.

On December 10, 1667, Pepys again mentions that he runs into Hingston and attempts to question him about composition, but is disappointed with the response.

I do find that he can no more give an intelligible answer to a man that is not a great master in his art than another man -- and this confirms me that it is only want of an ingenious man that is master in Musique, to bring music to a certainty and ease in composition. 

Pepys becomes obsessed with discovering a simpler process of composition.  In his diary he writes on March 20, 1668,

At my chamber all the evening, writing down some things and trying some conclusions upon my viol, in order to the inventing a better theory of Musique than has yet been abroad; and I think verily I shall do it.

Three days later he writes he is thinking of acquiring a harpsichord,

to confirm and help me in my music notions, which my head is nowadays full of, and I do believe will come to something that is very good.

On March 29, 1668, he reports that he had the opportunity to discuss composition with John Banister.
 

I had very good discourse with him about music, so confirming some of my new notions about music that it puts me upon a resolution to go on and make a Scheme and Theory of music, not yet ever made in the world.

Other than the fact that the surviving compositions of Pepys are in the nature of elementary songs, we are inclined, on the basis of the following, to think his new method of composition must also have been a simple one.  He reports attempting to have a discussion with Hooke, who evidently brushed him off,

so the reason of Concords and Discords in music -- which they say is from the aequality of the vibrations; but I am not satisfied in it, but will at my leisure think of it more and see how far that does go to explain it.
 

Apparently nothing ever came of this new system of composition and the last we read of it is on January 11, 1669.

So home; and there at home all the evening, and made Tom to write down some little conceits and notions of mine in Musique, which does mightily encourage me to spend some more thoughts about it; for I fancy, upon good reason, that I am in the right way of unfolding the mystery of this matter better than ever yet.

On Music of the Court

The early diary references to the music of the court are often centered on the presence of French influence, beginning with this curious notice of 1660.
The king did put a great affront upon Singleton’s Musique, he bidding them to stop and bade the French Musique play -- which my Lord says does much out-do ours.
 

In 1665 a French musician, Louis Grabu,
 was appointed “composer to his Majesty’s musique.”   The resentment among the English did not die quickly, for we read in an entry of 1667,

Here they talk also how the king’s violin, Bannister, is mad that the king has a Frenchman [Louis Grabu] come to be chief of some part of the king’s music -- at which the duke of York made great mirth.
 

 Pepys himself heard a large scale work for chorus and orchestra conducted by Grabu, in this same year, and was not impressed.

...to White-hall and there...to hear the music which the king is presented this night by Monsieur Grebus, the master of his music -- both instrumental (I think 24 violins) and vocal, an English song upon peace; but God forgive me, I was never so little pleased with a consort of music in my life -- the manner of setting of words and repeating them out of order, and that with a number of voices, makes me sick, the whole design of vocal music being lost by it....  I did not see many pleased with it; only, the instrumental music he had brought by practice to play very just.
 

The following year, however, he attends a rehearsal and reports,

to the fiddling concert and heard a practice mighty good of Grebus....
 

To give some credit to Grabu, he worked during a difficult time for court music.  Pepys reports a conversation with the court organist, Hingston, when the latter informed him that the king’s musicians were on the verge of starvation, being five years behind in their wages.

Nay, Evens, the famous man upon the harp, having not his equal in the world, did the other day die for mere want, and was fain to be buried at the alms of the parish -- and carried to his grave in the dark at night.
 

The tone of Pepys’ comments on court music change with the return of Humprey from France.  A musician Pepys evidently did not like, he finds him upon his return much affected with French manners, “an absolute Monsieur, full of form and confidence and vanity.”  Pepys also objects that Humphrys is criticizing everyone’s skill but his own.

The truth is, everyone says he is very able; but to hear how he laughs at all the king’s music here...that they cannot keep time nor tune nor understand anything, and that Grebus the Frenchman, the king’s Master of the Musique, how he understands nothing nor can play on any instrument and so cannot compose, and that he will give him a lift out of his place, and that he and the king are mighty great, and that he has already spoke to the king about Grebus, would make a man piss.
 

In a similar mood, Pepys finds no particular enjoyment in the music of Humfrey.

I to White-hall and there got into the Theater-room and there heard both the vocal and instrumental music, where the little fellow [Pelham Humfrey] stood keeping time; but for my part, I see no great matter, but quite the contrary, in both sorts of music.  The composition I believe is very good, but no more of delightfulness to the ear or understanding but what is very ordinary.
 

On Music of the Theater
The diary entries by Pepys on the music he heard used in the theater are among the few eyewitness account of the music which is otherwise known to us only in the form of lyrics in published plays.  Pepys, always interested primarily in the music, complains in his diary entry for February 6, 1668, that the theater was so crowded that he could “see but little and hear not at all.”  Therefore, when he attended a performance of The Faithful Shepherdess on February 26, 1669, which was poorly attended, he observed,

The emptiness of the house took away our pleasure a great deal, though I liked it the better; for that I plainly discern the music is the better, by how much the House is the emptier.

He had first discussed theater acoustics in his diary entry of May 8, 1663, speaking of the Theater Royal and its early example of an orchestral pit.

The house is made with extraordinary good contrivance; and yet has some faults, as the narrowness of the passages in and out of the pit, and the distance from the stage to the boxes, which I am confident cannot hear.  But for all other things it is well.  Only, above all, the Musique being below, and most of it sounding under the very stage, there is no hearing of the basses at all, nor very well of the trebles, which sure must be mended.

In general, Pepys liked what he heard and one finds such entries as that for April 19, 1667, where he reports hearing a musical adaptation of Macbeth by Davenant and finds the “variety of dancing and music the best I ever saw.”  Most of his diary entries, however, are simple comments on one or another singer which he either did or did not like.  A typical example follows his attending a performance of The Faithful Shepherdess on October 14, 1668, when he mentions that the singing of a French eunuch was beyond all he had ever heard.

Judging by one entry in the diary of Pepys, it would appear that some of the music heard in the plays was produced at the last moment.  In the entry for May 7, 1668, Pepys comments on his enjoyment in seeing several actors all dressed in their costumes, and privately complains that these mere actors become so confident in their talk when they come off the stage.  Then he adds a note about a song which would be used in The Mulberry Garden, which premiered the following day.

Here took up Knepp into our coach and all of us with her to her lodging, and hither comes Bannester with a song of hers that he has set in Sir Charles Sidly’s play for her, which is I think but very meanly set; but this he did before us, teach her; and it being but a slight, silly, short ayre, she learnt it presently.  But I did here get him to prick me down [notate] the notes of the Echo Song in The Tempest, which pleases me mightily.

In so far as the quality of the music Pepys heard in these dramatic plays, he was by far his most enthusiastic over a composition for wind ensemble in the Virgin Martyr by Dekker, which he describes on February 27, 1668.

What did please me beyond anything in the whole world was the wind-musique when the Angel comes down, which is so sweet that it ravished me; and indeed, in a word, did wrap up my soul so that it make me really sick, just as I have formerly been when in love with my wife; that neither then, nor all the evening going home and at home, I was able to think of anything, but remained all night transported, so as I could not believe that ever any music has that real command over the soul of a man as this did upon me; and makes me resolve to practice wind-music and to make my wife do the same.

He attends this play again on March 2, 1668, and this music has the same effect.

...above all the Musique at the coming down of the Angel which at this hearing the second time does so still command me as nothing ever did, and the other music is nothing [compared] to it.

Two months later he sees the play again and mentions that he “heard the music that I like so well.”
  

We may assume the individual songs from these plays were made available for the public for amateur performance.  Indeed in Pepys’ diary for August 23, 1667, he tells of a visitor bringing two “flagelettes” and some music used at the king’s playhouse, which they played together and which Pepys looks forward to playing later with his wife.

The 16th century humanists in Italy and France argued extensively for the principle that in sung poetry, it is the words which carry meaning and emotion.  It is the very nature of music itself, however, which made their position untenable.  Pepys, for reasons of his rather simple approach to music, was of the “old school.”   He found hearing an art song in a language he did not speak failed to move him.  In the following, he is speaking not only of the meaning of the words, in order to judge the composer’s choice of music to go with them, but even such subtleties as accents peculiar to that language.  On one occasion in 1667, he was invited to the home of Lord Brouncker to hear a private concert by visiting musicians from Italy.

By and by [came] the music, that is to say, Seignor Vincentio, who is the master composer, and six more [musicians], of which two were eunuchs and one woman, very well dressed and handsome enough but would not be kissed, as Mr. Killigrew, who brought the company in, did acquaint us.  They sent two harpsichords before; and by and by, after tuning them, they began; and I confess, very good music they made; that is, the composition exceeding good, but yet not at all more pleasing to me than what I have heard in English by Mrs. Knipp, Captain Cooke and others.  Nor do I dote on the eunuchs; they sing indeed pretty high and have a mellow kind of sound, but yet I have been as well satisfied with several women’s voices, and men also....  The woman sung well, but that which distinguishes all is this: that in singing, the words are to be considered and how they are fitted with notes, and then the common accent of the country is to be known and understood by the listener, or he will never be a good judge of the vocal music of another country.  So that I was not taken with this at all, neither understanding the first nor by practice reconciled to the latter, so that their motions and risings and fallings, though it may be pleasing to an Italian or one that understands that tongue, yet to me it did not.  [I] do from my heart believe that I could set words in English, and make music of the, more agreeable to any Englishman’s ear (even the most judicious) than any Italian music set for the voice and performed before the same man, unless he be acquainted with the Italian accent of speech.  The composition as to the instrumental part [the Musique part] was exceeding good, and their justness in keeping time by practice much before any that we have, unless it be a good band of practiced fiddlers.
 

An interesting insight to a rather practical form of this question, the struggle between poet and composer, we find in a diary entry for February 13, 1667.  In addition, we find here interesting references to improvisation, both in the “humoring” of individual notes and in the cadences. 

Discourse most about plays and the opera; where among other vanities, Captain Cooke had the arrogance to say that he was fain to direct Sir W. Davenant in the breaking of his verses into such and such lengths, according as would be fit for music, and how he used to swear at Davenant and command him that way when W. Davenant would be angry, and find fault with this or that note; but a vain coxcomb I perceive he is, though he sings and composes so well....  After dinner, Captain Cooke and two of his boys to sing; but it was indeed, both in performance and composition, most plainly below what I heard last night, which I could not have believed.  Besides, overlooking the words when he sung, I find them not at all humored as they ought to be, and as I believed he had done all [as] he had notated -- though he himself does indeed sing in a manner, as to voice and manner, the best I ever hard yet; and a strange mastery he has in the making of extraordinary surprising cadences, that are mighty pretty; but his bragging that he does understand tones and sounds as well as any man in the world, and better than Devenant or anybody else, I do not like by no means....

Although Pepys himself played a variety of instruments, as a listener he generally prefered vocal music.  A typical diary entry describes his going to a public building to hear a private instrumental concert.

I must confess, whether it be that I hear it but seldom, or that really voices is better, but so it is, that I found no pleasure at all in it, and methought two voices were worth twenty of it.
 

� Pepys Diary, February 17, 1663.


� Humfrey (1647-1674) from childhood was associated with court music in England.


� Private Correspondence of Samuel Pepys, ed., J. Tanner (London: Bell and Sons, 1926), II, 109.


� Pepys Diary, May 17, 1661.


� John Hingston (1612-1683) was also in charge of tuning and repairing the court keyboards.


� Pepys Diary, December 19, 1666.


� John Banister (1625-1679), born the son of a member of the London Waits, became proficient on numerous instruments.  It was he who was displaced by the Frenchman, Grabu, as head of court music.  He went on to organize concerts in the private sector.


� Pepys Diary, April 2, 1668.


� Pepys Diary, November 20, 1660.


� Grabu (d. 1694) was a French composer, however of Spanish origin.  Dismissed from the court in 1674, he remained active in London.


� Pepys Diary, February 20, 1667.


� Pepys Diary, October 1, 1667.


� Pepys Diary, April 15, 1668.


� Pepys Diary, December 19, 1666.


� Pepys Diary, November 15, 1667.


� Pepys Diary, November 16, 1667.


� Pepys Diary, May 6, 1668.


� Pepys Diary, February 16, 1667.


� Pepys Diary, August 10, 1664.
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