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Essay Nr. 54:  Early Views on Critics
For what I have published I can only hope to be pardoned; 

but for what I have burned I deserve to be praised.

Alexander Pope, 1688 - 1744
One does not find much interesting discussion of critics in the works of the ancient Greek and Roman philosophers.  However, critics must have always been present and their traces can be found in two nice anecdotes recalled by Pliny the Elder (23 – 79 AD).  One is of a painter who, weary of criticism, added a line of poetry under one of his paintings to the effect that it is easier to complain about his work than to copy it.  The other  story is about another painter who made the habit of standing behind his paintings when they were exhibited for the first time, in order to hear the comments of the public.  He professed to profit from these remarks as he considered the public to be a more observant critic than himself.  On one occasion when he heard a shoemaker object to some minor detail of a shoe he had painted, the artist actually changed the painting.  The next day, hiding behind the painting again, the artist heard the same shoemaker taking pride that his criticism had resulted in the improvement of the shoe in the painting and then elevate his criticism to the leg in the painting.  The artist now jumped out from behind the painting, indignantly rebuking him, saying a shoemaker’s criticism should not go beyond the sandal -- a remark which Pliny says became a proverb!
 

Also from the first century of the modern era we have an extraordinary treatise on aesthetics, called “On the Sublime,” by a writer named Longinus, of whom nothing else is known.  Longinus takes the sensible position that one is best served by learning to be one’s own critic.  How, he asks, would I hear this if I were in the audience, or, more formidable still, what would Homer think, if he were in the audience?  To imagine “great heroes, acting as judges,” does, he admits, make the “ordeal” of speaking a “severe one.”  But now he adds “greater incentive” by proposing the question,

“In what spirit will each succeeding age listen to me who have written thus?”  But if one shrinks from the very thought of uttering aught that may transcend the term of his own life and time, the conceptions of his mind must necessarily be incomplete, blind, and as it were untimely born, since they are by no means brought to the perfection needed to ensure a futurity of fame.

The second century philosopher, Sextus Empiricus, asks the question whether anyone at all is capable of judging art.  First, following the line of reasoning of Anacharsis the Scythian (6th century BC), he asks, should the expert or non-expert be the judge?  Rejecting the idea of having non-experts judge as absurd, he next asks, can an expert in one art judge work in another art?  No, for this judge would also be a non-expert in that art.  The remaining possibility is for an expert to judge work in the same art in which he is an expert.  But this too, he questions.

Who is he that judges those who stand on the same level inasmuch as they are engaged in the same art?  And besides, if this fellow-craftsman judges that one, the same thing will be both judging and judged, both trusted and distrusted; for in so far as the other man is a fellow-craftsman of the man who is being judged, he himself also will be subject to judgment and distrusted, whereas, in so far as he is giving judgment, he will be trusted.  But it is not possible for the same thing to be both judging and judged, trusted and distrusted.  Therefore there is none who judges by rules of art.
 

Empiricus gives another reason why art can not be judged, this time quoting the views of Protagoras of Abdera (490 – 420 BC), who asserts that everything is really just a matter of opinion,

...all sense-impressions and opinions are true and that truth is a relative thing inasmuch as everything that has appeared to someone or been opined by someone is at once real in relation to him.
 

Marcus Aurelius (121 – 180 AD) takes a complimentary point of view, proposing that every work of art must have its own inherent value, which is neither increased nor diminished by praise or criticism.

Everything which is in any way beautiful is beautiful in itself, and terminates in itself, not having praise as part of itself.  Neither worse then nor better is a thing made by being praised.  I affirm this also of the things which are called beautiful by the vulgar; for example, material things and works of art.  That which is really beautiful has no need of anything; not more than law, not more than truth, not more than benevolence or modesty.  Which of these things is beautiful because it is praised, or spoiled by being blamed?
 

Due to the Church’s discouragement of art and their control of the dissemination of literature in general, one finds no further discussion of critics until the romantic literature just before the Renaissance.  Among the troubadours, there was one well-known for his vanity.  For Peire d’Alvernhe (fl. 1150-1180), self-criticism meant self-praise.  In one song he suggests he has many jealous detractors, but knows he is the best because of the money he makes, “of which there’s plenty.”
Therefore, though they are all of one herd, they lie most softly

between their teeth, and I feel assured of the best that is and

that was, confident in my song and supreme over the deceivers;

and I know what I’m saying, for otherwise the grain would 

not come of which there’s plenty, in season.
 

He adds that the careful listener will agree that his work is the best, even though it will always be subjected to criticism.  The criticism, he says, one must simply ignore.

Anyone for whom fine verse is pleasant to hear from me, I

advise to listen to this one which I’m now about to sing; for 

once his heart is set on hearing well the notes and the words

he’ll never say that he ever heard finer things said in verse, near 

or far.

It’s certainly not to be mocked at if one hears it, rather should

it be most pleasing, even though the opinions of the overweening,

with their stupid, feeble, feckless sniggers, drag down that

which is on high; we see that good makes its own way forward,

while mockery stays galloping behind.

Hence it is well to ignore it, for never does mockery or spite

desist....
 

Criticism, he points out, robs even the finest artist of his confidence,

Ah! Merit, how you are muted, deaf and squint, and Worthiness, how broken I see you and dragged to and fro!  For whoever wants to so ill-treats you that a vile and wicked people, pulling and pushing and snapping, have confused and perverted you; and this robs you of sense and guidance.

Among the Germanic contemporaries of the troubadours, the Minnesingers, we find two interesting objections to the critics based on the fact that the critics are incapable of knowing Truth, from the poet’s individual perspective.  Truth, sung from the heart, was an important part of their aesthetic values, as we see in a song by Vogelweide (1170 – 1230 AD).

Many there are that mock my pain,

And ever say that ‘tis not truly from the heart I sing;

These but spend their breath in vain,

Since they can never yet have known love’s joy and suffering;

And so it is they judge me wrong:

Whoever knows

All that from true love flows,

Would not misunderstand my song.
 

Heinrich von Morungen (d. 1222) makes the same point, that the critic “cannot know what drives me to sing.”  His poem reminds us of the maxim, If you laugh, the world laughs with you; if you cry, you cry alone.
Many a one of them says, “Aha! look at him singing!

If he [really] suffered, he wouldn’t do that.”
A man like that cannot know what drives me to sing.

But now, as in former days, I shall raise my voice.

When I stood mute in sorrow, I was worth nothing to her.

That is the anguish that oppresses me:

Sorrow is despised where men rejoice.
 

By the Renaissance we begin to find much more outspoken attacks against the critics.  Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375), reared in Florence and Naples, was destined by his family for a career in finance, but like his great friend, Petrarch, he abandoned his profession for poetry.  Boccaccio attempts to categorize some of the types of men who criticize poets and poetry.  First, there are those “madmen” who are simply arrogant and criticize everything in sight.  Such men, Boccaccio finds, are usually uneducated in the subjects they profess to judge, thus his prescription for them:
If they really are impelled by this desire for glory, and seek a reputation for wisdom, let them go to school, listen to teachers, pore over their books, study late, learn something, frequent the halls of brilliant debaters; and lest they rush into teaching with undue haste, let them remember the Pythagorean caveat, that no one who came to his school to speak on philosophical subjects should open his mouth until he had listened for five years.  When they shall win praise in this respect, and earn genuine title, then, if they wish to come forward, let them lecture, or dispute, or refute, or inveigh, and vigorously press their opponents.  But any other course is proof rather of madness than wisdom.
 

Another who criticized the poet at this time, Boccaccio tells us, was the lawyer.  The lawyer, he reminds us, is interested only in money and cannot understand why anyone would desire a profession where they are destined to be poor.  But, Boccaccio answers, the poet’s reward is rather in wisdom and immortality.

I readily grant therefore their contention, that poetry does not make money, and poets have always been poor -- if they can be called poor who of their own accord have scorned wealth.  But I do not concede that they were fools to follow the study of poetry, since I regard them as the wisest of men....

.....

Furthermore, if the privilege of long life is not granted a man in any other way, poetry, at any rate, through fame vouchsafes to her followers the lasting benefit of survival -- rightly enough called a benefit, since we all long for it.  It is perfectly clear that the songs of poets, like the name of the composer, are almost immortal.  As for lawyers, they may shine for a little while in their gorgeous apparel, but their names in most cases perish with the body.
 

In a letter of 1548, following the death of Bembo, the famous Italian poet, Pietro Aretino (1492 – 1556) offers a standard he wishes the critic would observe.  One should hear a work three times before judging it, “the first time you hear a poem you listen to it, the second time you savor it, the third time you judge it....”
  We cannot help but observe that this would be a very difficult standard to employ in the case of contemporary music, the great majority of which is never head a second time.

The Italian philosopher, Giraldi Cinthio (1504  1573), in a letter send to his publisher, indicated that he wrote his treatise, “Discorso intorno al comporre dei romanzi,” of 1549, to refute attacks on Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, which he considered a great heroic poem.  Thus, while his treatise is about the sixteenth century heroic poem in general, which he calls the Romance, Giraldi is equally concerned with establishing poetry as an art.  In so doing, he presents one of the most important treatises on Beauty to be found in the sixteenth century.

Giraldi has some interesting recommendations in this work dealing with self-criticism for the poet when his work is finished.  He points out that it is good to have a respected person read it, to find what is “displeasing in beauty.”  He has found it is profitable to lay the work aside and come back to it at a later time.

His original fervor and love for it when it was born -- almost as if it were a new child -- having cooled off, the author sees it as if it were not his own, so that he finds in it much to correct which his original fervor had not permitted him to see.
 

But then again, he warns against too much correcting and editing.

Certainly he should avoid excessive use of the file, so that the good is lost along with the bad; as someone said, he ought to know when to lift his hand from the desk, because, as I have often said, excess is bad in any undertaking.
 

Desiderius Erasmus (1469-1536) was a great humanist, scholar and writer of prose of the 16th century.  He was born near Rotterdam and left an orphan while still a teenager.  The executor of his parents estate, in order obtain everything for himself, gave Erasmus over to a monastic career.  
Erasmus, who himself was a much criticized writer, took the understandable position that the entire idea of the critic, and the public in its role as critics, was unfair.

The life of those who like myself write books is no better than that of the actors of antiquity who presented a play on the stage before the public.  They had to learn their parts, to rehearse their production, to do all that was humanly possible to satisfy their audience -- that motley throng, truly a beast of many heads, few of whose members have the same tastes, nor are they always consistent, and what is worse, the greater part of them are led by prejudice rather than judgment.  On their thumbs the poor mountebank is wholly dependent; he must worship the lowest of the mob, and after superhuman exertions thinks himself happy if he has secured a hearing for his play.  If he is hissed off the stage, he must find a tree and hang himself.  Surely books have to face critics who are no less various, no less difficult to please, no less distorted by prejudice.  In one way our fate is more unfair, in that we put on our show at our own expense, while the actors get their fee.  And they, if the dance is a failure, merely look foolish; we, if we fail to please, are heretics.
 

In a letter to a friend, Erasmus added,
He who criticizes another man’s writing gets, to begin with, as much of a name in one year as his author has acquired by the labors of many years.  And then the critic is commonly thought cleverer than his victim.  Last but not least, there are plenty of people to spur him on....
 

Andreas Ornithoparchus was associated with several German universities, in particular Leipzig and Tubingen.  His music treatise,  Musice active micrologus, of  1517, was widely used as an educational text in sixteenth century Germany.  Ornithoparchus anticipated that his book would be attacked by critics and so he warns the reader to ignore them.
I doubt not that there will be some who will snarl at it and backbite it, condemning it before they read it and disgracing it before the understand it.  Some would rather seem, than be, musicians, not obeying authors, or precepts or reasons, but whatsoever comes into their hair-brain Cockscomb....  To whom I beg you (gentle Readers) to lend no ear....  Neither listen to those that hate the art, they who dissuade others from that which their dullness will not allow them to attain, for it is in vain to harp before an ass.
 

By the Baroque Period, France had established its several academies, honorary institutions to govern the arts.  It followed, naturally, that “official rules” gave the critics new criteria to raise against poets, artists and composers.  In 1637 Jean Chapelain published a treatise called, “Les Sentimens de l’Academie francoise sur la Tragi-comedie du Cid.”  This paper reflects a intellectual debate which followed the enormous success of Corneille’s Le Cid, first produced in 1636.  A number of jealous “arbiters of taste” in Paris attacked the work for treating an unacceptable subject and for violating the rules of drama.  After several counterattacks, including one by Corneille himself, the question was taken up by the Academy.  As this discussion continued, Chapelain (1595 – 1674) included music as an illustration for his contention that it is not enough to please, but a work of art must also observe the rules “of the experts” -- an obvious reference to the Academy itself.

Hence, they are at one, and we agree with them both, and we can all of us together say that a play is good when it produces a feeling of reasonable content.  But, as in music and painting, we should not consider every concert and very picture good if it please the people but fail in the observance of the rules of their respective arts, and if the experts, who are the sole judges, did not by their approval confirm that of the multitude.  Hence we must not say with the crowd that a poem is good merely because it pleases, unless the learned and the expert are also pleased.  Indeed, it is impossible that there can be pleasure contrary to Reason, unless it be to a depraved taste -- as, for instance, a liking for the bitter and the acid.

Voltaire also cried against the “official rules” which a playwright such as himself was expected to observe.  Some of Voltaire’s most interesting comments on critics, expressed in a combination of prose and poetry, are found in the satiric poem, “The Temple of Taste.” Here, among inferior writers, we see the critic, the bearer of the “official rules.”  One poet, frustrated by the idea of an official Taste defined by rules, announces he will disprove the Academy premise – by virtue of ideas expressed as if they consisted of mathematics.  In this Temple one finds,

a crowd of writers of every rank, age and condition, who scratched at the door and begged of Criticism to permit them to enter.  One brought with him a mathematical romance, another a speech made before the Academy; one has just composed a metaphysical comedy; another held in his hand a poetical miscellany long since printed, with a long approbation and a privilege; another presented a mandate written in an affected and over-refined style, and was surprised to find that all present laughed instead of asking his blessing.  “I am the reverend father,” said one: “Make room for my lord,” said another.

A prating sir, with voice acute,

Cried, “I’m the judge of each dispute,

I argue, contradict and prate,

What others like I’m sure to hate.”

Then Criticism appearing, cried,

“Your merit is by none denied;

But since Taste’s godhead you reject,

Do not to enter here expect.”

Bardou then cried out, “The world’s in error, and will always continue so; there’s no God of Taste, and I’ll prove it thus.”  Then he laid down a proposition, divided and subdivided it; but nobody listened, and a greater multitude then ever crowded to the gate.
 

Voltaire attacks the idea of “official rules” again in his best-known work, Candide.  In a passage which discusses the theater in France, Voltaire comments on those critics [“wits”] who pan a work, even though it is so effective that members of the audience cry.

Candide found himself placed near a cluster of wits: this, however, did not prevent him from shedding tears at some parts of the piece which were most affecting, and best acted.  “You are greatly to blame to shed tears; that actress plays horribly, and the man that plays with her still worse, and the piece itself is still more execrable than the representation.  The author does not understand a word of Arabic, and yet he has laid his scene in Arabia, and what is more, he is a fellow who does not believe in innate ideas.  Tomorrow I will bring you a score of pamphlets that have been written against him.”
 

Later one of the above critics speaks of the “official rules” of writing drama.

Whoever neglects any one of these rules, though he may write two or three tragedies with tolerable success, will never be reckoned in the number of good authors.
 

Voltaire provides a portrait of a fictional critic in a scene in Candide where Candide is touring a great private library.  First Candide is shown eighty volumes of memoirs of the Academy of Sciences, a symbol of the Scholastic tradition still alive at the University of Paris.  His host observes that these volumes contain not a single article of real utility.
   Next he is shown volumes comprising three thousand plays, of which scarcely thirty are “worth anything.”  Of huge volumes of sermons, the host admits no one, even himself, ever looks at them.  The innocent Candide observes that this must be the happiest man, who owns all these books.  His guide responds, no, he dislikes everything he possesses.  In an exchanged intended to describe critics, we find,

Candide.  But there must certainly be a pleasure in criticizing everything, and in perceiving faults where others think they see beauties.

Martin.  That is, there is a pleasure in having no pleasure.
 

It is clear that Voltaire, himself, personally suffered from frequent attacks on both his plays and his poetry.  One poem suggests that Voltaire’s own personal experience had left him rather bitter about critics of poetry.  In his, “The Three Manners,” a discourse on Greek drama and modern critics, Voltaire observes that the critics have no heart, and they come from Hell.

Perish, perish the wretches who would censure all plays;

When that vile, abject race first existed below,

A heart Nature on them forgot to bestow.
 

We sense his frustration again in a work of fiction, “The World as it Goes,” we find a “man of letters,” whom we must regard as Voltaire, who speaks of the critics (“pedants”).

In all times, in all countries, and in all kinds of literature, the bad swarm and the good are rare.  Thou hast received into thy house the very dregs of pedantry.  In all professions, those who are least worthy of appearing are always sure to present themselves with the greatest impudence.  The truly wise live among themselves in retirement and tranquility....
 

In his poem, “Envy,” Voltaire suggests that Rameau fared little better with the critics.

Orpheus alone should dare to hiss Rameau;

Venus to criticize is Psyche’s right;

But why should we in censure thus delight?

No beauty she acquires who blames a face....
 

In only one place does Voltaire speak well of a critic, one of the more famous critics of poetry of the French Baroque, Nicolas Boileau (1636-1711).
In Boileau we excuse satiric rage,

Some beauties please in the malignant page.

That bee had honey to assuage the grief

Of those he stung, and give some kind relief.
 

From the English Baroque there is much extant comment on the critics.  Among this commentary there was one man, Anthony Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury (1671-1713), who actually wrote in praise of the role of the critic. 

I take upon me absolutely to condemn the fashionable and prevailing custom of inveighing against critics as the common enemies, the pests and incendiaries of the commonwealth of Wit and Letters.  I assert, on the contrary, that they are the props and pillars of this building; and that without the encouragement and propagation of such a race, we should remain as Gothic architects as ever.
 

The viewpoint of the poets and playwrights themselves was, of course, negative.  Perhaps the most famous response by a poet to the critics, and not one intended as a comment on education in general, was penned by Alexander Pope (1688 – 1744).

A little learning is a dangerous thing;

Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring:

There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain,

And drinking largely sobers us again.
 

Another complaint is by George Wither (1588 – 1667), who dedicated to the critics a preface called, “To the scornfully Censorious.”
What have we here? says pride-puft-ignorance,

More Poetry? yes fool; more, too, perchance,

Then thou wilt like; and, more, for thee to jeer,

Till foaming at thy mouth, thy brains appear

Through witless Choler, when thy soul shall dread,

What, thou with scornful disrespect, have read.
 

In another prologue, to Farquhar’s play, The Twin-Rivals, attributed to a “Mr. Motteux,” the playwright particularly complains that the critics condemn a work before it is even before the public.

With Drums and Trumpets in the Warring Age,

A Martial Prologue should alarm the stage.

New plays -- before acted; A full audience near,

Seem towns invested, when a siege they fear.

Prologues are like a Forlorn Hope sent out

Before the play, to skirmish, and to scout:

Our dreadful foes the critics, when they spy

They cock, they charge, they fire -- then back they fly.

One playwright, frustrated by the harsh criticism he had experienced, thought it might be a better world of the work of critics were turned over to ladies.  In the prologue, attributed to a “Mr. Duke,” to Lee’s play,  Lucius Junius Brutus, we find,

But oh! you leading Voters of the Pit,

That infect others with your too much Wit,

That well affected Members do seduce,

And with your malice poison half the house,

Know your ill managed Arbitrary sway,

Shall be no more indured but ends this day.

Rulers of abler conduct we will choose,

And more indulgent to a trembling Muse;

Women for ends of Government more fit,

Women shall rule the Boxes and Pit.
  

Thomas Betterton (1635 – 1710), a famous English actor, believed, as many did at the time, that the lack of interest in the professional theater was due primarily to the competing entertainment of Italian Opera.  If only, he writes, 

our [critics] could distinguish between good and bad so far as to encourage the former, and explode the latter, they would soon have plays more worthy of the English genius, and opera would retire beyond the Alps.
 

John Dryden (1631-1700), who has been called the greatest literary man of his age,
 was born to a Puritan family and completed his university work at Cambridge.  As a working playwright, Dryden often was critical of the critics, generally characterizing them as he did in his Prologue to All for Love, an adaption of Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra.

What flocks of critics hover here today,

As vultures wait on armies for their prey,

All gaping for the carcass of a play! 

In several prefaces to his plays, Dryden attacks critics for being only interested in finding minor mistakes in the works of playwrights.  A typical complaint is found in the Prologue to Tyrannick Love.

And malice in all critics reigns so high,

That for small errors, they whole plays decry;

So that to see this fondness, and that spite,

You’d think that none but Madmen judge or write.
 

In the second prologue of Secret Love, Dryden announces he will ignore the critics -- which of course he never did.

Our poet’s sturdy, and will not submit.

He’ll be before-hand with them, and not stay

To see each peevish Critick stab his play:

Each puny censor, who his skill to boast,

Is cheaply witty on the poets cost.
 

No matter how strong the attacks by the critics, it can be said that most English writers of the Baroque had sufficient self-perspective as to look down on the critics.  Johathan Swift, for example, observed,

When a true genius appears in the world, you may know him by this infallible sign; that the dunces are all in confederacy against him.
 

Alexander Pope arrived at a similar conclusion,

Were he sure to be commended by the best and most knowing, he is as sure of being envied by the worst and most ignorant, which are the majority....

Pope, reminding his readers of the relative value to society of poet and critic, added,
…a bad author deserves better usage than a bad critic.... 

Finally, William Shenstone (1714 – 1736), having noticed that critics were often failed writers, finds a clever expression,
A poet that fails in writing, becomes often a morose critic.  The weak and insipid white wine makes at length excellent vinegar.
 

It was during the late English Baroque that newspaper criticism became influential.  Eventually the London newspapers began to report in wide detail the daily activities of musicians and in the process preserved for us a valuable record of music making.  As one illustration, when Haydn came to London in 1794 he brought with him new symphonies to be premiered there.  At an early rehearsal, during which he was conducting from a keyboard instrument, he was embarrassed by the concertmaster, the first violin, who was, and is today, known in England by the name, “Leader.”  This moron insisted that as “leader” it was his responsibility to determine the tempi of Haydn’s new symphonies, even though Haydn was present and the orchestra had never before seen the material.  This was duly reported in the newspapers and became the subject of a brief public debate over the relative rights of the leader and conductor.  Eventually Charles Burney came to Haydn’s support by contributing the following to the press,
There is a censure leveled at Haydn…for marking the measure to his own new composition: but as even the old compositions had never been performed under his direction, in this country, till last winter, it was surely allowable for him to indicate to the orchestra the exact time in which he intended the several movements to be played, without offending the leader or subalterns of the excellent band which he had to conduct.

On the continent the early years of the 19th century saw the founding of several important newspapers devoted to music, foremost among them being the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung.  The role of the newspapers took on a new importance with the dawn of Romanticism in literature, for these writers wrote of music as if it were a religion and their style of writing captured the imagination of the public.  Consider this reference to Haydn, the year after his death, in an 1810 issue of the above Zeitung; does anyone describe Haydn this way anymore?

His symphonies lead us into vast green woodlands, into a merry, gaily colored throng of happy mortals.  Youths and maidens float past in a circling dance; laughing children, peering out from behind the trees, from behind the rose bushes, pelt one another playfully with flowers.  A life of love, of bliss like that before the Fall, of eternal youth; no sorrow, no suffering, only a sweet melancholy yearning for the beloved object that floats along, far away, in the glow of the sunset….

The enthusiasm and support of these writers was greatly responsible for helping change the image of the musician from court servant to artist.  Following their lead, a number of great 19th century composers also began to be involved in writing for various newspapers and journals.  Most musicians today recall that Robert Schumann played a very important role as the principal writer for the Neue Zeitschrift fur Musik.  His articles introducing Chopin and Brahms to the musical world are widely quoted even today.   In his diary, of c. 1833, Schumann also made a comment that we really like.  He was thinking about the future and the need for a journal to defend the “music of the future.”  But who would be the editor of such a journal?  He finally concludes that such a journal was so important that the only men he could think of “fit to edit it,” were,

The great blind cantor of the Thomas school and the great deaf Kapellmeister, who sleeps at Vienna.

That is to say, Bach and Beethoven!

Carl Maria von Weber also wrote for years for the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung and later composers such as Liszt and Berlioz also wrote extensively.  There are more than 400 extant newspaper articles by Berlioz and they are great, exceeding the prose of any other commentator on music in France.  Sadly, they are for the most part not available in modern editions.
  
Richard Wagner became so active in his prose commentary that his prose efforts are now published in no less than eight volumes.  Even if he never wrote a note of music, Wagner would have still been at least a footnote in 19th century literature.  In particular, as everyone knows, Wagner had a running battle with the rational and conservative Vienna critic, Eduard Hanslick, and Hanslick became immortalized as “Beckmesser” in Wagner’s opera, Die Meistersinger.

But while all this Romantic activity was going on, there was also a parallel existence of the more traditional writers, of whom, of course, Hanslick is the best known today.  These “normal” critics were often career journalists with little background in music, attacking new music and new composers from their personal perspective and little more.  Consequently, the great composers of the 19th century raged against these critics in their personal correspondence.  Franz Liszt called them “laggards,”
 “unequivocal arrogance of mediocrity”
 and “men of the ‘But’ and ‘Yet,’ who set to themselves the task of crushing to death every living endeavor.”
   In a letter of 1867, Liszt mentioned criticism in America, of which he had heard.
It seems that, among you, the cavillings and blunders and stupidities of a criticism adulterated by ignorance, envy and venality exercises less influence than in the old continent.

Robert Schumann coined a nice phrase in description of the traditional critic, “Music induces nightingales to sing, dogs to yelp.”

The great composers took some solace in the knowledge that, in the end, you can’t please everyone.  Chopin observed, “the man has not been born who can please everyone.”
  One wonders if, as a child, Chopin had read one of the traditional Till Eulenspiegel stories,
One day Till's father announced to his son that he had decided to sell one of their mules and invited his son to accompany him into town.

 Off they went, with young Till riding on the mule.  Soon they passed a group of farmers standing in a field who pointed at them and said, "Look at that selfish boy: riding and making his poor old father walk!"

 So, feeling badly for Till, the father got on the mule and had Till walk.  Soon they passed some peasants who whispered and pointed and said, "Look at that heartless old man!  Riding while he makes his poor young son walk!"

 Consequently, the father decided they should both ride, but soon some folks standing by the road said, "Look at those cruel people -- making a poor mule carry two people!"

 So, father and son got off and they proceeded to carry the mule.  But soon folks were laughing, saying, "Can you believe that!  They own a mule, but instead of riding it they are carrying it!"

 The moral of which is, that no matter what you do in this life you can't please everyone!
Mendelssohn, rather than concentrating on the fact that you can’t please everyone, focused on the futility of judging others.

Nothing is more repugnant to me than casting blame on the nature or genius of any one; it only renders him irritable and bewildered, and does no good.  No man can add one inch to his stature: in such a case all striving and toiling is vain, therefore it is best to be silent.

It is very much a tribute to the memory of Franz Liszt that he went out of his way, throughout his life, to help young musicians.  To young composers and writers who were wounded by the attacks of the critics, he often advised, “Just keep going.”  Two typical examples of his encouragement read,

Moreover, dear friend, things didn’t and don’t go any better with other better fellows than ourselves.  We need not make any fancies about it, but only go onward quietly, perseveringly, and consistently.

…..

…the thinking and creative artist must not allow himself to be misled by [criticism], and must go his own gait quietly and undisturbed, as they say the hippopotamus does, in spite of all the arrows which rebound from his thick skin.

Robert Schumann, again in his diary, once made an important definition about the class of music journalists.

Critics and reviewers are not alike; the former stands nearer to the artist, the latter to the mechanic.

At the end of the 19th century a new generation of outstanding artist/critics appeared, most notably the Irish playwright, George Bernard Shaw.  But after them, the 20th century appears to us in retrospect to have been an era of mainly reviewers.  And today, do we have critics or reviewers?  Or, let us put it this way: whom can you think of whose writings, like those of Shaw, will be read a century from now?

� Pliny, Natural History, XXXV, xxxvi, 63 and 85,  The proverb remains observed in academia; one must not publish outside one’s field.


� Sextus Empiricus, “Against the Logicians,” trans. R. G. Bury (London: Heinemann, 1935), 31.


� Ibid.


� Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, IV, 20.


� “Sobre.l vieill trobar,” in Alan Press, Anthology of Troubadour Lyric Poetry (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1971), 93.


� “Cui bon vers,” in Ibid., 97.


� “Belh m’es qu’ieu,” in Ibid.,95.


�  In W. Alison Phillips, trans., Selected Poems of Walter von der Vogelweide (London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1896), 43.


� “Leitliche blicke und grozliche riuwe,” in Frederick Goldin, trans., German and Italian Lyrics of the Middle Ages (Garden City: Anchor Books, 1973), 45.


� Genealogia Deorum Gentilium,  quoted in Boccaccio on Poetry, trans., Charles Osgood (New York: The Liberal Arts Press, 1956). XIV, iiff.


� Ibid., XIV, ivff.


� Letter to Alessandro, in Thomas Chubb, The Letters of Pietro Aretino (New Haven: Shoe String Press [Archon Books], 1967), 271.


� Giraldi Cinthio, Discorso intorno al comporre dei romanzi, trans., in Henry Snuggs, Giraldi Cinthio On Romances (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1968), 159.


� Ibid., 159.


� Letter to Pedro Ruiz de la Mota [1522], in The Collected Works of Erasmus (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), IX, 60.


� Letter to Thomas Lupset [1519], in Ibid., VII, 154.


� Ornithoparchus, Musicae active mirologus and Dowland,  Introduction: Containing the Art of Singing (New York: Dover, 1973),  211.


� Quoted in Barrett Clark, European Theories of the Drama (New York: Crown Publishers, 1959), 125ff.


� “The Temple of Taste,”  in Ibid., XXXVI, 49ff.  Voltaire had angered Jean Baptist Rousseau by observing of his poem “Ode to Posterity,” that it was unlikely to reach its destination.  Rousseau responded by attacking Voltaire’s recent dramatic work, Zaire, which in turn prompted Voltaire to write “The Temple of Taste.”


�  Candide,  in Ibid., I, 154ff.


�  Ibid., 160.


�  Ibid., 182ff.


�  Ibid., 182ff.


� “The Three Manners,” in Ibid., XXXVI, 141.


� “The World as it Goes,” in Ibid., III, 282.


� “Envy,”  in Ibid., XXXVI, 185.  In another poem, “To the King of Prussia, Ibid., XXXVI, 198, Voltaire tells us that Frederick the Great, well-known to us also as a composer and flute player, had intended to compose an opera based on his military experiences.


� “Envy,” in The Works of Voltaire (New York: St. Hubert Guild, 1901), XXXVI, 186.


� Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, “Advice to an Author,” II, ii.


� “An Essay on Criticism,”  lines 215ff, in. The Works of Alexander Pope (New York: Gordian Press, 1967), II, 47.


� Works of George Wither (New York: Franklin, 1967),   In his “The Schollers Purgatory,” Wither makes a scathing attack on book publishers and book sellers.  [See Ibid., Spenser Society, Nr. 12]


� Charles Gildon, The Life of Mr. Thomas Betterton [1710] (London: Frank Cass, 1970).  On the other hand, in another place, [Ibid., 21] he presents a different view, pointing out that Harrington, in his Oceana, suggests that all women who have “suffered any blemish to their reputation” should be excluded from the audience of plays, so as to deter them from further lewdness. 


� Ibid., 173ff.  Betterton was one of several theater people in 17th century England who failed to appreciate Shakespeare.


� Bernard Grebanier, English Literature (Great Neck: Barron, 1959), 249.


� The Works of John Dryden, ed., Edward Hooker (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1956), X, 114.


� Ibid., IX, 120.


� “Thoughts on Various Subjects,” in. The Prose Works of Jonathan Swift (Oxford: Blackwell, 1957),  I, 242.


� Quoted in The Works of Alexander Pope, Op. cit., I, 4.


� William Shenstone,  Men and Manners (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1927), 46.


� Issue of July, 1810, written by E. T. A. Hoffmann, in Oliver Strunk, Source Readings in Music History (New York: Norton, 1950), 776.


� For a little book we wrote on Berlioz, we literally spent years collecting about one hundred of these articles by way of microfilm copies from Europe.


� Wagner originally planned to call the character, Hans Lick.


� Franz Liszt, Chopin.


� Letter to Franz Brendel, March 18, 1855.


� Letter to Alexander Ritter, Dec. 4, 1856.


� Letter to William Mason, July 8, 1867.


� Schumann’s Diary.


� Letter to Tytus Wojciechowski, March 27, 1830.


� Letter to Ferdinand Hiller, Jan. 24, 1836.


� Letter to Louis Kohler, March 2, 1854.
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