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Essay Nr. 103:  On Music and Society in the 15th Century

Because of the entrenched conservative views of the universities and the Church, most of the philosophers and theorists of the 15th century can only be called ars antiqua.  Nevertheless, one does notice that some people were influenced by the humanistic movement and were thinking in a new way about music.  It would, however, be the 16th century before the full effects of humanism are manifested in music thought and practice.  We will begin by looking at some of the old-fashioned philosophers. 

Franchino Gaffurio (1451 – 1518) having done his duty to musica speculativa, with treatises on theory and harmony, in 1496 published an important book on musica practica.  Although his book is basically a text on composing, it nevertheless offers important first-hand observations on the actual performance of music in Italy in the second-half of the 15th century.  This influential book was reprinted four more times before 1512 and material was taken from it by such later writers as Zarlino, Glarean and even John Dowland.

Gaffurio begins his book, by way of a dedication to Duke Ludovico Sforza of Milan, with a glowing tribute to the virtues of music.  It makes for interesting reading, but unfortunately these are the old values, values that might have been described 500 years earlier.
It is readily apparent, illustrious Prince, how much influence the profession of the art of music had and with what veneration it was held among the ancients.  We know this both from the example of the greatest philosophers, who, when they were very old, devoted themselves to this discipline as if in it they put the finishing touch to their studies, and from the practice of the strictest governments, which with the utmost diligence saw to it that whatever was harmful to public morals should be eliminated.  Not only did these states not banish the art of music; they cultivated it with the utmost zeal as the mother and nurse of morals.  In a word, the position of music is firmly established by the unanimous and steadfast conviction of all people and all nations who have held this art in greater honor than any other.

What other discipline has ever been accepted with so much approval?  What other discipline has ever been accepted with so much unanimity by people of every age or sex, so that no one, in any condition of life, has yet been found who was not eager to soothe his cares with music....
 

From the same backward looking perspective, Gaffurio goes on to state that the study of music has very practical benefits, even related to fields outside of music itself.  In this regard he hastens to add that by music he means only a certain kind of  music.

Now music is not, like the other learned disciplines, merely a speculative pursuit: it reaches out into practice, and as was said previously, is connected with morality.  I would not have fulfilled my duty if I had remained in the field of research only, serving a few without toiling diligently for the public good also.

Thus this field of music theory is valuable not only because of the knowledge it gives music itself, but also because its roots extend very far; it aids other disciplines.  This has been verified by the testimony of very influential men who have acknowledged that they learned literature from music above all else.  Fabius Quintilian declares, on the authority of Timagenes, that this art “is the most ancient of all studies in liberal education.”
Now when I talk about music, I do not mean that theatrical and effeminate music which destroys rather than forms public morals, but rather that moderate, manly music celebrated by the ancient heroes, that music which was presented at the tables of kings and festive banquets when the guests, vying with one anther as the cithara circulated among them, sang of famous deeds of famous men, which was certainly a great inducement to kindle their eagerness for brave deeds.  Truly this music rose even higher: she penetrates the heavens, and according to the testimony of the most celebrated bards, tells of the labors of the sun and the wandering moon and the titan stars, and as if not content to have filled the spaces of earth with merit, she invades the skies and takes her place among the mysteries of things divine.
 

Another music theorist who saw the world of music through a rear-view mirror was Johannes Tinctoris (1435 – 1511).  Gustave Reese calls “very much a man of his own time,” primarily because of the often quoted statement by Tinctoris that in his view only the compositions of the past 40 years were worth performing.
    We acknowledge that the writings of Tinctoris are indeed valuable for his reflections of performance practice and instruments of the 15th century.  However, when it came to philosophy and discussion of the nature and value of music, Tinctoris, still belonged to the old medieval definition of the liberal arts with its designation of music as a branch of mathematics.   This should not be surprising, in his case, as he was in fact a mathematician, identifying himself in the Prologue to his treatise, Concerning the Nature and Propriety of Tones, as one who professes “the mathematical sciences.”
  In this same work, in speaking of Church modes he says these were named,

according to arithmetic, without which it is obvious no famous musicians escapes.
 

Indeed one of the most significant hints in the works of Tinctoris that a new way of thinking about music was in the air is his admission that a musician, surely a humanist, threatened to make him eat one of his mathematically based books on music!  Tinctoris mentions, in the above-mentioned treatise, that he has previously written a work on proportions, called Proportionale Musices, which had been criticized by one of “the most ridiculous of all singers.”  Indeed, he confides this man “has not been afraid to menace me with a violent meal of this little book if ever I should return to my native land.”  
Tinctoris’ critic may have reacted to a passage in the earlier book, which both seems to recognize a new style, by way of pointing out that composers such as Okeghem are breaking the old rules, but testifies once again on behalf of a mathematical understanding of music.

As a result of this tempest, the musical ability of our time has undergone such an increase that it seems to be a new art....

But alas! I wonder not only at these but even at many other famous composers, for while they compose so subtly and so ingeniously with incomprehensible smoothness, I have known them to ignore entirely musical proportions or to signify incorrectly those which they do know.  I do not doubt that this results from a lack of arithmetic, without which no brilliant achievement in music escapes, for proportion is produced from its entrails.
 

In another place he accounts for errors in proportions among composers he knew as being due to their failure in expertise in arithmetic.
 
Indeed, Tinctoris seems 1,000 years behind the times when he makes the point that one can only understand music as a listener if one has the necessary mathematical background.

Although the Spartans may have said that they could judge without learning about good and bad harmonies, this position has not been completely defended, for as the universal opinion of all philosophers holds, a sense of hearing is too often lacking.  If the truth is to be confessed I have known and put to the test many people, not deaf, but experts in the art of music, who, not admiring the size or beauty of the voice, prefer calf-like bellowings to moderate rationalities and, as I say, to angelic songs.  I think these people worthy to have their human faces with their stupid ears changed by divine intervention into those of an ass.
 

In another place, Tinctoris makes the 6th century argument that if you don’t know the “numbers” you are not a musician, hence a mere beast.

A musician is one who takes up the metier of singing, having observed its principles by means of study.  Hence, someone has set down the difference between a musician and a singer in the following jingle:

There is a big difference between musicians and singers.

These know, those talk about, what music is.

And he who doesn’t know what he talks about is considered 


an animal.
 

It is no wonder someone threatened to make him eat his books!

The one country that was hopelessly bogged down back in the ars antiqua frame of mind during the 15th century was France.  In the history of aesthetics in music, 15th century France is a curious and ironic chapter.  In the field of Church music there were some very gifted men, writing important music.  But Dufay, Binchois, Dunstable, Ockeghem and the rest were already an anachronism.  While the polyphonic style would continue to develop for another century, the humanists, particularly in Italy, who represented the new direction music history would take, were already condemning and abandoning this style.  General music history texts still pretend this polyphonic activity was the sole and substance of Western European composition at this time, but the truth is that it was a style driven by scholastic principles of an era whose time had already passed.  No matter how effective some of this polyphonic music is, it is music written from a premise of mathematics, and not feeling.  Thus, it is no surprise that these composers,

began to indulge in complicated rhythmic tricks and in the invention of highly involved methods of notating them....
 

The failure in French thought to participate in the new humanistic ideas was due in part to two rather obvious problems.  First, the century was dominated by wars, both with England (1337 - 1453) and with the Burgundians, creating an intellectual environment inhospitable to the arts.  Second, at a time when the arts were still supported primarily by the aristocracy, this society was led by a series of very weak kings.  Just before the turn of the century there was Charles V, an idiot who was completely insane by 1392.  Charles VI and VII were weak and overwhelmed by war.  It was Charles VII who could not prevent the tragedy of Joan of Arc.  Next comes Louis XI, a strange man who dressed as an impoverished pilgrim.  It would only be Charles VIII (1483 - 1498), by virtue of his aborted crusade, who would bring the Renaissance back to France from Italy.
Curiously enough, we find some writers in 15th century France who, taken by themselves, appear to reveal no awareness or influence of the great flowering of humanism in France during the previous century.  There was still love poetry intended to be sung, and indeed Charles VI founded a Court of Love in 1401 in which members wrote poetry and music in the 13th century trouvere manner.   The extant poetry praises love, but it no longer praises the power of music.  And far from representing humanism, some writers appear to have reverted to medieval ideals.  It seems incredible that Christine de Pizan (1364-1430) could write,
The holy doctors of the Church prove it to us, that all the joys that one could want or wish in this world are nothing but mud, filth, and emptiness compared to those of the heavenly glory that those who die well receive at the end....
 

As we can sense in her choice of words, a certain pessimism hangs over French literature of the 15th century and, indeed, the subject of music is rarely mentioned.  In Christine de Pizan, it sometimes seems as if she deliberately omits music.  For example, in one of her books, she describes, in a vision, visiting “a noble university.”  She finds there “each separate branch of knowledge,” including grammar, dialectic, arithmetic, geometry, astrology, theology, philosophy, “and so on with the other forbidden and liberal arts.”  Music is conspicuously missing.
   In another book, she quotes a story of Cyrus, king of Persia (c. 550 BC), one often retold in early literature, which told of his concern over a conquered people and his decision to have the people instructed in music so that they might become effeminate and thus be unlikely to cause trouble.  It is interesting that when Christine de Pizan tells this story, she omits “music” and substitutes for it “gambling and accustoming themselves to merchandise.”

A rare glimpse of new values can be found among the poets, such as Pierre de Ronsard.  In a letter to his royal patron he promises that music will lighten his cares and allow him to return to his royal burden fresher and better disposed.  Then Ronsard makes an interesting observation on the difference between the arts and science, a definite harbinger of the future in its implicit higher recognition of the value of art.

The divine inspirations of music, poetry, and painting do not arrive at perfection by degrees, like the other sciences, but by starts, and like flashes of lightening, one here, another there, appear in various lands, then suddenly vanish.  For that reason, when some excellent worker in this art reveals himself, you should guard him with care, as being something so excellent that it rarely appears.

In the German-speaking lands, during the 14th and 15th centuries one can see a rapidly accelerating force of intellectual ideas, but they are centered in a contest between Church and State.  Several German towns were in open revolt against the Catholic Church during the 15th century, among them Madeburg, Passau and Erfurt.  The Hussite revolt in Bohemia was having repercussions in Germany.  

Germany had its humanists as well, including Jakob Wimpheling, Conradus Celtes, Johann Muller and Johananes Trithemius.  The latter, the abbot of Sponheim, wrote in 1496, “The days of building monasteries are past; the days of their destruction are coming.”
   These men helped construct the explosive which Luther would ignite.  It was not an environment likely to produce much philosophic contemplation on the arts.

An important, if old-fashioned, 15th century scholastic German philosopher was Nicholas of Cusa in whom we find some strange notions about the origin of music. The medieval philosophers had kept education alive during the Dark Ages by endorsing the Liberal Arts as useful for helping the Christian understand the Scriptures.  Now, Nicholas tells us, God used the Liberal Arts to create the world!
In creating the world, God used arithmetic, geometry, music, and likewise astronomy.  (We ourselves also use these arts when we investigate the comparative relationships of objects, of elements, and of motions.)  For through arithmetic God united things.  Through geometry He shaped them, in order that they would thereby attain firmness, stability, and mobility in accordance with their conditions.  Through music He proportioned things in such a way that there is not more earth in earth than water in water, air in air, and fire in fire, so that no one element is altogether reducible to another.  As a result, it happens that the world-machine cannot perish....

And so, God, who created all things in number, weight, and measure, arranged the elements in an admirable order.  (Number pertains to arithmetic, weight to music, measure to geometry.)
 

General music history texts often find a certain lull in 15th century England, after Dunstable, with no significant new composers.  For example, Reese characterizes the period as one of “insular conservatism,” and quotes Tinctoris as commenting that the English “continue to use one and the same style of composition, which shows a wretched poverty of invention.”
   Such references to conservatism are not only true, but may well reflect a broader philosophical climate. 

In England, as in France, there seems to have been a momentary philosophical swing of the pendulum away from the 14th century gains of the humanists and back to the old dogma of the Church.  Indeed, the debates, given below, between Reason and Sensuality, may well be taken as metaphors for the struggle between the Church and the humanists.  Unfortunately, in both “debates” it is the old-fashioned church view which prevails, not the views of humanism and the future.
In the first of these, found in John Lydgate’s “Reson and Sensuallyte,”
 early in the 15th century, Dame Nature begins by stating that man has essentially two choices, two paths, he can follow.  We take this as another illustration of early deduction, long before the confirmation of modern clinical research, of the fundamentally different forms of understanding in the twin hemispheres of the brain.  This is made more evident when Dame Nature explains that these two paths are the Eastern, the way of Reason, and the Western, the way of Sensuality.  This conforms perfectly with the nature of the twin hemispheres of the brain, of course, as “the Eastern,” that is the direction of the right hand, represents the left hemisphere, which includes all of Reason, and the Western direction, referring to the left hand, is similarly an association with the right hemisphere, which includes music, spatial perception and the emotions.  It is particularly interesting here, that Dame Reason associates with the right hemisphere (the Western) those things of a passing and transitory nature, characteristics for which music was often criticized in medieval literature.

The wey of sensualyte,

which set his entente in al

To thinges that be temporal,

Passynge and transytorie,

And fulfylled of veyn glorie.
  

Dame Nature now explains that man has been given two Virtues, the Sensitive, by which he perceives things, and Understanding.  In contrast to most philosophers by this time, who had agreed that the basis of our understanding comes from information obtained by the senses, Lydgate diminishes the value of sensory information by comparing it with the bark of a tree, which has only doubtful and outward understanding of that which is within.  The purpose of intelligence in man, he says, is that he may understand the divine.

Man should be governed only by Reason, “lest he suffer the great shame of losing his reputation.”
  Dame Nature acknowledges that man’s feelings often conflict with Reason, since sensuality desires only bodily delight.  She advises man to set his mind on Heavenly things and hold fast to Reason, whose road leads to Heaven.
   

The second “debate,” a lengthy discussion of Reason and Sensuality, is found in the play, Nature, by Henry Medwall (b. 1461).  The play opens with Nature stating that there is nothing on earth which is not a partner to her influence.  Among the examples she offers, are two musical ones,

Who taught the cock his watch hours to observe,

And sing with courage, with shrill throat on high?....

Who taught the nightingale to record so well

Her strange tunes, in silence of the night?

Nature introduces the principal discussion with another interesting subconscious deduction of the twin hemispheres of the brain.  She tells man that Reason will govern him on his way, but that Sensuality is on the other side!

Address thyself now towards your journey,

For as of now, you shall no longer here abide.

Lo, here, Reason, to govern you in your way,

And Sensuality, upon your other side.

But Reason I appoint to be your chief guide,

With Innocence, that is your tender nurse,

Evermore to win you from the appetite of vice.
 

Nature responds by warning man once again to “Let Reason govern you in every situation.”
 

Now Sensuality enters and protests to Nature that she should have equal status with Reason and Innocence.
   She contends, “I am the chief perfection of his nature!”  Without me, man would have no feeling, he might as well be made of wood or stone.

And now you have put me out of his service,

And have assigned Reason to be his guide

With Innocence his nurse; thus am I set aside!

You made him lord of all beasts living,

And nothing worthy, as far as I can see;

For if there be in him no manner of feeling

No lively quickness, what kind of lord is he?

A lord made of rags! or carved from a tree!

And fares as an image carved from stone

That can do nothing but stand alone!

Allow me to have influence with him, Sensuality pleas with Nature, and I will make him governor of the world.  But if “Reason tickles him in the ear,” he will never be able to do earthly good.
No, says Nature, Reason must be preferred, reminding Sensuality, “You have brought many men to a wretched end.”
 

Sensuality now becomes agitated,

By Christ! yet will I not hide my face,

For as soon as we shall to the world resort

I have no doubt he will me support.
 

You should obey me, Reason says to Sensuality, wherever I go.  Sensuality answers, “No, that I shall never do!”
   

Sensuality now proposes to Reason a bargain, which once again subconsciously reflects the completely separate natures of the twin hemispheres of the brain.  It is as if we can hear the right hemisphere speaking to the left,

Meddle in no point that belongs to me,

And I promise never to meddle with thee.
 

At length Man decides to subjugate his Sensuality to Reason.

Reason, Sir, my chief counselor.

And this, Innocence, my previous nurse,

And Sensuality, that other, by whom I have power

To do as all sensuous beasts do.

But Reason and Innocence, chiefly these two,

Have the whole rule and governance of me,

To whom is subdued my Sensuality.
 

Later another character, Pride, suggests that a “wild worm” has come into man’s head if he thinks he will always be led only be Reason.  He doubts that Reason will always endure with man, pointing out that, “Sensuality...is chief ruler, when Reason is away.”
 

In spite of all these old-fashioned, scholastic and Church philosophical viewpoints, there was also an increased amount of humanistic activity during the 15th century.   But this occurred more on the “practical,” that is to say, performance, side of things, in the increased concert activity in the towns and courts.  This we will treat in later essays, as well as the growing complaints against polyphonic music.  You won’t find these complaints in music history texts because we have not yet come to the great masters of this style, Josquin and Palestrina.  To tell it like it was would be to diminish considerably their chapters on those composers and rob the Renaissance as they see it of its great climax  In this essay we will confine ourselves to a few literary comments reflecting humanism.

Nothing so marks the progress of humanism in Italy, not to mention the distance traveled by the Church since the Middle Ages, than a pronouncement made by Pope Nicholas V (1447 - 1455) shortly before his death.  He urged Church officials to follow his example in supporting the arts and learning for the good of the Church.  He even went so far as to proclaim the humanities as an essential part of the education of the clergy.
  This pope, in fact, not only provided large stipends to leading scholars to make translations of ancient Greek literature, and to scribes to make copies, but he himself had personally made discoveries of important manuscripts.
   He was a very rare exception, of course, as popes go.  Indeed there would soon be a conservative counter-Reformation movement in Rome during which the Church sought refuge in returning to its ancient dogma.

Gradually, however, during the course of the 15th century, painting, sculpture and architecture began to be accepted as members of the liberal arts and distinguished from the manual arts.  It had taken 2,000 years since the ancient Greeks to reach this point and yet to come was the concept of the “fine arts,” which appears in the 16th century in the term Arti di disegno.  Likewise the purpose of art was becoming more defined.  Alberti said the painter should please the crowd [tutta la moltitudine], but Leonardo raised the standard to pleasing the higher part of the crowd, speaking scornfully of those painters who aim to please the ignorant.
 

This increased recognition of music as an art is also reflected in some areas by an increase in pay for the musicians.  We can see this interest in creating higher levels of artist among the household musicians in Farrara.  Under next duke, Ercole I (1471 - 1505) the musical establishment grew to include separate ensembles of singers, “musici, trombeti, piffari,” and “tromboni.”  Early in his reign he established the goal of creating “a most celebrated cappella,” for which he mentions in a letter the “excellent musicians, whom we are looking for everywhere.”
   By 1474, this court, under Galeazzo, had an establishment of 40 singers, of which 18 were designated “da camera.”  The pay records indicate that one of the musicians was paid as much as a physician and all of them nearly twice the pay for court workers such as gardeners.
  

There began to be a demand for German musicians and the high pay of these particular German musicians, and their status and influence in other countries, in Italy
 and Spain in particular, are a testimonial to the quality of their music.   Reseach by Keith Polk found that in the 1440’s Augsburg civic musicians were in the top 15% of the wealth of the city.
  
From this point forward there is an increased emphasis on communicating the emotions through music.  The point where most philosophers began was to stress how important it is for the music to mirror the emotions of the text in poetry.  Vincenzo Calmeta, for example, writes that while pleasure may be experienced from many kinds of music for its own sake, when music is used together with poetry it must give up some of its individuality and take on the primary responsibility of emphasizing the emotions and thought of the text.

We must praise the good judgment of those, who in singing put all their effort into expressing the words well...and have them accompanied by the music in the manner of masters accompanied by their servants...not making the thoughts and emotions subservient to the music, but the music to the emotions and thoughts.
 

Similarly, in a note to composers, Gaffurio also emphasizes that the music must emotionally support the words.  It is interesting here that he associates love with “doleful sounds.”
Let the composer of music strive to adapt the melody in its sweetness to the words of the song, so that when the words concern love or a longing for death or some lamentation, he will articulate and arrange doleful sounds so far as he can, as the Venetians are wont to do.
 

The end of feelings in music is, of course, to move the listener.  Among the numerous treatises on music extant from the University of Padua in the 15th century, is one by Prosdocimus de Beldemandis, “Brevis summula proportionum,” which deals with both musica speculativa and musica practica.
   In his “Tractatus de contrapuncto,” he stresses that one must judge music by the ear as well as the intellect and recognizes the ability of harmonia delectabilis to move the listener.
   As odd as it seems to say so, to listen with the ear, instead of the intellect and to have a purpose of to move the listener are hallmarks of humanism and were ideas made very secondary for the previous 1,500 years by the Church.
When one begins to understand that music is for the ear, rather than being a manifestation of mathematics, one begins to listen.  From this point on one even begins to find an occasional theoretical discussion that bears evidence of how we hear.  An example is the music theorist, Giorgio Valla, who attempts to discuss tone itself from an aesthetic perspective rather than from a mathematical (overtone series) one.

Some are straight, others round and reverberant; some rough, others flabby; some harsh, others grating; some are equal, such as unisons, others unequal, such as combinations of high and low pitch.  Some are equal sounding, as are the diapason and disdiapason; others consonant, such as the diapente and diatessaron.  Some are melodious, such as the tone; others are dissonant and hard, like the tritone; others unmelodious, such as the semitone and ditone.  There are transparent, yet not unpleasant, sounds; others are lean, like the voices of infants or sick persons; others are plump and dense, such as voices of men of warm temperament, or thin, as of boys, eunuchs, and women.  Or they may be hard and bitter, harsh and violent, like thunder or hammering, or mute and raucous.  Of voices some are strong and vigorous and at the same time pleasant, others broken and dissolute, weak and tremulant.
 

What we begin to see, then, in the 15th century, is a fundamental divide, the humanists who sought to return music to its ancient purpose of expressing feeling moving away from the Church and university’s concept as music being a branch of mathematics, containing no more emotion than mathematics itself.  One who understood this difference was Marsilio Ficino, the 15th century founder of the Florentine Academy and a philosopher who played the lyre for his own relaxation and for concerts in the Medici palace.
   He symbolized very nicely the new place of music in the life of man when he observed that music served man’s “spirit” in the same way medicine serves the body and theology the soul.  
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