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Preface


WE ALL NEED music. It soothes and excites, makes us smile and sometimes cry, and gives colour to the world when it seems grey. Although we often enjoy it collectively, the reason why it matters to so many people is that it strengthens our individuality and speaks in a language that can’t be imitated, sometimes with irresistible power. Whether it is written to entertain – a great tune, a touching song – or to invite contemplation, music is embedded in our lives.


This is an account of the richest and most resilient part of our musical heritage. In Europe, we’re the heirs to a tradition that took root about a thousand years ago and has been growing ever since. If you could slip back in time to an eleventh-century monastery you’d hear familiar sounds, and in every century since then you would be able to trace the invention and originality that has built such a mighty fortress on those foundations. This is not a history of classical music, but an account of a journey through time and around Europe that tries to tell its story, through the people who have made music and who have listened to it.


I hope the result will be enjoyed by those who spend a good deal of time listening to what we call classical music, but also by casual listeners and those who, like me, have diverse tastes. Above all, I would like to think that it may persuade some of those who find the classical tradition daunting or strange that an adventure is about to begin.


I am conscious, of course, that a book like this can’t do more than sketch the course of the journey. There are great composers who don’t get enough attention, and I had to accept that if I was going to catch the sweep of the story some individuals would be passed by and parts of the picture would get only a few brushstrokes. But I hope the story is good enough to justify that approach. I want to convey some of the excitement that inspires those who write music, play it and find it uplifting or consoling and explain why it matters.


The origin of this book was a phone call from Mark Damazer, Controller of BBC Radio 4, suggesting that it might be a good idea to broadcast a narrative history of classical music. I had said yes – in less time than it took me to go down an escalator in Waterloo Station – before he revealed that he thought there should be at least sixty episodes. I wondered what I had taken on. Where would we begin? Where would we end? First, we would focus on the European classical tradition and try to explain how it is connected with our broader history, how music tells a story. I am no musicologist and made it clear that I would not (could not) venture into spheres that were properly the territory of others. For detailed discussion of thematic development in Wagner’s Ring cycle, or academic analysis of a composer’s technique, whether J. S. Bach’s or Verdi’s, people would have to turn to the admirable voices of BBC Radio 3. This would offer something different.


And this book is different again, though it preserves the spirit of the series that emerged from those conversations, The Making of Music, broadcast for the first time in summer 2007. It allows more time for the journey, and some diverting detours, and enables some great musicians and assorted fascinating characters to be rescued from the cutting-room floor. The starting point, however, is the same. Our travels begin in the churches of the ill-named Dark Ages and then we wind our way across Europe, tuning in to the sounds of the Renaissance composers, discovering the Baroque and the Classical age of Haydn and Mozart before encountering the Romantics and the twentieth century, dealing with the music that for some reason is still called modern, even if it was written just after the First World War. Though I love a great deal of music that doesn’t sit in the classical mainstream – rock, some jazz, traditional folk and the songs of the great American writers for the musical stage and the piano bar – that is a story for another day.


In writing the radio series, I was lucky to work with outstanding producers. Rosie Boulton, Sara Conkey and Lucy Lunt were great colleagues, Philip Sellars a wise executive producer and Tony Sellors at Radio 3 threw himself into the project with characteristic enthusiasm and flair. Indeed, the series acted as a kind of mating call between Radio 3 and 4, long overdue, with one network playing the music that had just been talked about on the other. Roger Wright, Controller of Radio 3 and director of the BBC Proms, was enthusiastic from the start. My scripts benefited hugely from the sterling research done by Ivan Hewett and David Huckvale. Stephen Johnson added some of his formidable expertise and, most of all, I was fortunate to have the wise counsel of Roderick Swanston, who combines his academic distinction with an infectious excitement that never flags. I treasured his advice, although some of my scripts did look like exam papers heavily marked in red when he had finished with them. My job was to try to do what radio does best, combining a narrative thrust with the informality of the spoken word and, for once, infusing the whole thing with music. We all enjoyed ourselves. When I turned to the book, Roland Philipps, as publisher, and Felicity Bryan, my agent, were stalwart friends.


Writing for radio and the ear and writing for the page are quite different tasks. This book has been my effort alone, and I must emphasise that no one else has any responsibility for the judgements made here, nor for interpretations with which some readers may disagree. If there are mistakes, they are mine. As always, my colleagues on Today have been supportive and at home I have been sustained by Ellie, Andrew, Catherine and Flora. I hope readers will find it all worth while.
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Thursday Nights
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THE OLD MANSE is still a rather handsome building, sheltered by trees along the curving path that leads to the house from inside the high gates. Each Thursday night I would push them open and set off for the front door with its crescent of light above. I would climb the stairs and seat myself on a rather uncomfortable straight-backed chair for a few minutes to wait my turn. Behind the door beside me I would hear someone playing the piano.


These nights are sharp in my memory, though they began when I was only five years old. I was never a dedicated pianist – I share the blushes of the many who wish that they’d understood then what they know now – but even in those years, which began in the 1950s and lasted until the late 1960s, I was conscious of a certain quality in those hours. Occasionally I would dodge a lesson for a football match, and sometimes turn up with the exercise book obviously unopened from last time (which would earn a gentle whack on the knuckles with a carved ruler), but mostly I would enjoy myself. Most of all, I enjoyed the teacher.


He was called Ronald Center, and he loved music. When I was a teenager we would often talk instead of listening to my playing of another Chopin nocturne that was ill prepared or a bit of Bach that I simply couldn’t handle with my feebly exercised fingers. I can understand his choice. He would talk about why he had studied organ and piano, and sometimes he would play Debussy or Skryabin or Bach (his first love) to give me a glimpse into his world.


‘Mr’ Center – it would never have occurred to me to address him less formally – was a magician. He could cast music’s spell, and explain how it worked. He was formidably talented on the keyboard but had given up school-teaching in middle age because, frankly, he couldn’t stand it. As time went on, I discovered why. Late in the evenings, and in the mornings before the pupils started to come in, he was what he wanted to be: a composer.


Years later, long after he died at the age of sixty in 1973, I opened a cardboard box in the National Library of Scotland and looked at some of his manuscripts. His output was modest – though there were many songs set for his wife Evelyn, a soprano who sang professionally – but it included a stunning piano sonata, three string quartets, a divertimento for strings and elements of a symphony, ‘The Coming of Cuchulain’. It was an experience that moved me, not least when I found a scrap of paper that I recognised. It was the crudely cyclostyled programme for the annual concert in which his pupils would play (and his wife’s pupils would sing) at one of the local church halls in the town, Huntly, Aberdeenshire. On one side were a scribbled stave and the fragments of a song setting, probably jotted down in an odd moment late at night. I turned it over, and saw the list of the performers in that year’s parents’ concert in which I appeared as a six- or seven-year-old, playing, as I recall, some cowboy tune.


They were events that we all dreaded as we sat waiting in line in the room off the hall where the ladies made the tea, in which there always seemed to linger the smell of newly laundered socks. But the programme swung me back in an instant to those Thursday nights, and the conversations we had had. Though I didn’t understand it fully as a schoolboy, and though there were many times afterwards when my engagement with music was casual – even at times quite distant – they leaped into my mind again as if they’d happened last year. Why do you think Bach works? Just listen to how Mozart does this; imagine the mind that can construct a chord sequence like that. He explained to me why I might like opera, why a string quartet was a thing of wonder and how the accompaniment to a song was as important as the words. Above all, I remembered the sheer commitment to the piano and what it could do and the insistence that music would always repay what you gave to it.


Leaving aside those who have the talent and concentration to have studied music or make it a career, everyone who plays an instrument and many who can’t will understand those feelings. They bubble up, they are insistent, and they are important. My luck was to encounter an original, slightly eccentric man whose gentleness and considerateness formed the outer skin of a passionate personality. His sonata, written just after the war, burns with a near-pacifist passion, and his song cycle Dona nobis pacem has a moving, plangent simplicity. Having an idealist as a teacher was a better deal for me than the attentions of someone concerned above all to put me through the hoops (Mr Center – I treasure the memory – didn’t believe in exams) and I was fortunate to get suggestions for unheard-of novels to read, as well as quite natural instruction in how to imagine the life of a composer and to understand the techniques that lay behind the notes on the page.


My Thursday nights were the beginning of a journey. It seems to me a more and more important one as the years go by. In the grip of a celebrity culture, where worth is so often measured simply at the supermarket till or in the size of the tabloid spread, we all need to remind ourselves of where worth lies – in conviction and persistence. Above all, in talent. I think of my teacher with his manuscript paper – he seldom spoke directly about it – labouring over his suite for cello, and wondering if it might be played on the Third Programme (which became BBC Radio 3 in 1967), as some of his music was, from Glasgow in the late 1950s and early 1960s. More than the nostalgia, I enjoy the reminder of how rewarding music can be and how much it mattered that the barriers to that realisation were removed.


How wearisome it is to hear, again and again, the argument about access and ‘elitism’ posed as if the broadening of the audience and the pursuit of excellence were opposites, or should be. It is the most destructive of arguments, setting those who care about quality against those who care about artistic freedom and a certain kind of democracy, as if they were enemies, when they are usually the same people.


It remains something of a mystery why a football fan is not considered elitist in asserting that, in general, Arsenal play better football than Accrington Stanley. It is possible to compare them, and come to a conclusion. Excellence is what matters, and nothing else, and the reason why doors to concert halls and opera houses should be opened wider is so that the message can be shouted more loudly. More people should be encouraged to make their minds up. Music isn’t there to be lapped up by some supine audience like a doctor’s potion; it is there to be tasted and assessed, and no one who cares about it should avoid the responsibility of making a judgement.


There are social barriers that have been erected over the years which discourage many people from making that leap – more’s the pity. Without constant reassessment and comparison, the effort to distinguish music of quality from the mediocre, the landscape loses its contours and is flattened. I cherish the description of a precocious (and overrated) pianist by Sir John Drummond, a great figure in his day at the Edinburgh Festival, the Proms and BBC Radio 3, who listened and said: ‘He looked like a hairdresser and played like a blacksmith.’ That might seem to have an air of lofty arrogance about it – with the authentic Drummondesque ring – but you would be wrong to think it an exercise in bitchiness, or worse, snobbery. It’s an honest judgement: rough, but genuine. If the emperor has no clothes, say so. As our journey through its history will show, music depends on criticism and argument. It must never be allowed to atrophy, because then it loses its meaning and its purpose.


The visceral thrill of live music comes in part from the relish of a player or a singer or an orchestra for performance, and also from the challenge to an audience to consider what it has heard. Did they pull it off? If there is a threat to the place of serious music in the future it comes not from the possibility of composers ceasing to compose – they won’t, for better or worse – but from a dilution of that excitement. If orchestras don’t adapt, if concert halls and opera houses don’t find ever more ingenious ways of competing against other attractions, they will wither on the vine. A tradition can’t be taken for granted.


Sometimes the weather turns nasty. Think, for example, of the recording industry, which can bolster the health of classical music, or drain it. Dark days come, like the one that saw the end of EMI in May 2007, a titan of the recording industry, which began at the end of the nineteenth century as the Gramophone and Typewriter Company and is now in the hands of an equity firm and probably on its way to Hollywood, there to end up as a piece of a bigger corporate jigsaw where it will take its chance with a studio, a TV company or a sprawling media empire. The smaller recording companies are doing a magnificent job in bearing the responsibility that’s been thrust on them, but when a great tree falls, the ground shakes.


This was the company that in the 1950s, with Decca, preserved on disc the performances of a generation for an audience that will stretch far into the future. When Walter Legge recorded Maria Callas in Norma, or Wilhelm Furtwängler conducting Beethoven’s Choral Symphony at Bayreuth, or Elisabeth Schwarzkopf singing Richard Strauss’s Four Last Songs, he was bequeathing a legacy that will not fade. Like John Culshaw’s first studio recording of Wagner’s Ring cycle, for Decca, from 1958 these discs are the precious reminders of performances that should be allowed to shimmer in the mind for years. They catch for ever a moment of poignant grief, or laughter, or an orchestral pause of trembling excitement. The early 1960s set of Herbert von Karajan’s Beethoven symphonies boom down the years with a power that doesn’t fade; a Pierre Monteux conducting Stravinsky or a Gunther Wand conducting Bruckner is an experience on disc that reminds us what it is like to be in a concert hall when the tuning stops and the music is about to start.


We all remember the moments. I sat once in the early 1980s in the very back row of the amphitheatre – the gods – at Covent Garden, with my back against the wall, to watch a production of Verdi’s Otello, with Plácido Domingo in the title role and Margaret Price as Desdemona. The conductor was Carlos Kleiber, who would only come down from his mountain-top a few times a year, for a performance to which he felt committed. He came into the pit, gave a curt bow, raised his arms and we were off: the opening storm and Otello’s first cry of ‘Esultate!’ carrying us away. At the end, more than three hours later, I remember sitting still against the wall in a state that was something like a trance. What was it that had caused that particular conductor, on that particular night, to forge that golden pact with the orchestra? They’d played it often before; everyone knew the score. What had happened? None of us can know the answer, which is how it should be.


Music involves mystery. The here-and-now should fade away when you hear the start of Schubert’s String Quintet in C major or a Chopin étude or a simple-sounding song by Ivor Gurney. These are moments of transformation.


Yet the mystery is not mystical. Composers are real people. They work, they struggle and fiddle about; they’re sometimes cantankerous and jealous and they aren’t always nice to their friends. I dare say some of them only bathe once every three or four days. Let’s not imagine for a moment that music emerges in some holy stream from a sacred mountain, flowing towards a temple where devotees can drink and be cleansed. It is real, sometimes a balm and sometimes an irritant, a cause of solace but something that can also rouse you to anger or despair. Above all, music is the product of human inspiration, a force that’s engaged with the world around us.


Romantic music wouldn’t have taken its course without the chance upheavals of politics that changed the lives of those who succumbed to its spell. Opera might not have produced Verdi or Puccini if the Italians hadn’t found that its temperament and style provided a happy sounding board for their politics as well as their lifestyle, because it might have drifted out of fashion. Who can explain the achievement of Janá[image: image]ek or Bartók without understanding their nationalism, or Debussy without understanding how he wanted to find an expressiveness that would match what the painters in Paris were beginning to produce?


The thread that leads you through the story is the commitment they showed to their music. Sometimes composers had to produce to order – even Bach would write cantatas for the coffee house as required, and marches for the funerals of the Leipzig great and good as they came along – and their practical skills weren’t honed by accident. Yet underneath there’s conviction and steadfastness. When Bartók longed for Hungary in America he had to write about home; when Hector Berlioz heard Beethoven’s Third Symphony, the ‘Eroica’, he felt ‘an antique sadness’ that wouldn’t leave him. The business of making music is a fusion of feeling and brilliant craftsmanship. One without the other produces nothing much.


Sometimes musical people are tempted to cut themselves off. They’re irritated by a culture that seems to devalue the original and the new, or they feel easier in the company of those who share their insights and tastes. Just like those who refuse to open their ears to music they don’t know, or denigrate the classical tradition because of some imagined ‘snobbery’, they’re undermining the spirit that needs to be preserved. A symphony or a string quartet or a song is a leveller. We’re all in the same state when the prelude of Das Rheingold draws us into the waters of the Rhine and the sinuous maidens begin to lose their grip on the magic gold. A surrender to the feeling is no less than the music deserves, and requires. The answer to the strange social divisions that have sprung up in the arts – everywhere, not only in Britain – lies in the music itself. Prejudice and pig-headedness have to be abandoned. Religions preach humility (though some don’t practise it), and music does the same.


I was struck once when talking to the pianist András Schiff about a cycle of Beethoven sonatas on which he was just launched. He had waited until the age of fifty before taking it on, because he said he felt that he had needed to be ready. Approaching Beethoven was approaching the summit. We talked for an hour or two about his feelings and about his approach to the music. He spoke of how important the audience was to him, how he would sit in the hall the night before a concert to take the measure of it and how, at the start of a recital, he would regard the playing of the first note as the moment when the crucial engagement was made with the listeners. Without that connection, and the knowledge that a current was passing between them, all was lost.


He also spoke about his beliefs. As a Hungarian Jew, he left Austria in the 1990s in protest against a particular right-wing lurch and eventually became a British citizen. He talked with feeling about the importance of his politics. As he showed me out of his house he gestured towards two grand pianos side by side in the room where he worked. He put his hand on one of them – an elegant old instrument – and seemed to offer it a gesture of love. ‘That’, he said, ‘was Furtwängler’s piano.’ There was a moment’s silence: Wilhelm Furtwängler, the stern denizen of Bayreuth and Berlin, who had stayed (controversially) in Germany through the Hitler years, never giving the Nazi salute but shaking hands with the Führer, was remembered here, with awe and humility.


That shared feeling is the gift of music. It is powerful precisely because it is not abstract, living in a distant sphere, but speaks of people and their sensibilities. The European tradition is only part of the history of music-making, which took different paths elsewhere, but it is one of the great stories, springing from our history and bearing its mark. Without it we would live more impoverished lives, and it isn’t fanciful to say that we need it. That is why composers and listeners are participants in music. Each needs the other.


My teacher may often have disappeared upstairs to worry about a chord or the resolution of a song, but his activity was not a solitary indulgence. It was humane and generous. That generosity is revealed in the story of our music, which reminds us how important it is that it should be preserved and refreshed.
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Beginnings


Monks, Troubadours and Burgundians
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SEARCHING FOR THE source of a European musical tradition is like trying to find the beginning of a great river, following little springs and streams up a valley and wondering where the flow begins. The place to start is where the river first gathers pace and runs strong.


There are monasteries across Europe where you can imagine echoes of the plainchant that marked the holy hours – and many where you can still hear it – and you can still pick up traces of the rhythms and sounds that came from the east or from North Africa, sounds from ancient instruments that became absorbed into the notes of a scale that was the template for western music, the notes that are imprinted on the minds of even those who think of themselves as having no well-developed musical sense, let alone a musical education.


Many places bear witness to those beginnings, eked out over many centuries. But if you want to mark a moment and a place where the evolution took a leap forward, go to Notre Dame in Paris. It was there, more than anywhere else, that music grew up and here that some of the founding figures of European music gathered in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. This church, too, saw a movement that it is not too fanciful to describe as the birth of the composer.


Even on the skyline of modern Paris, and from the cacophony of its streets, the Cathedral rises with a physical presence that still asks for attention, and a moment’s silence. The stones embrace a story that’s nearly 900 years old – since the first drawings for the building were scratched in the dust by the Bishop of Paris on the Île de la Cité in the Seine – and ever since the city began to grow around them, the walls and twin towers have been more than an adornment; they’ve been a living part of the city’s history. France has worshipped here, celebrated victory and mourned defeat; Napoleon had himself crowned emperor here, insisting that the Pope attend as an observer but not as a participant in the ceremony. This great church has encouraged, allowed, even demanded one of the great movements in music.


We have some evidence of what was going on there from an English monk known as Anonymous IV, who was studying at the Sorbonne. He is still a shadowy figure, but is thought to have been in Paris around 1280. His notes on musical form, and his account of the rules that governed composition at that time, were found in two later copies which turned up in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, giving an insight into the techniques the composers were using when he was in Paris. The city was the intellectual heart of Europe and musicians were drawn there for an accompanying reason: as well as an atmosphere of innovation and discovery, the building of Notre Dame meant that there was a huge church that had to be filled with music. It was an invitation for plainchant to be stretched and adorned. According to Anonymous IV – the witness whose name gives him an appropriate air of mystery – the father figure was Léonin (we know him only by that name) whose Magnus liber was the great book of organum, the form that was turning plainchant into something new.


Organum was simply the form that used a chant and placed another melody above or below it, a simple two-part composition. It had been developing for several centuries, first in a form that placed one musical line a set distance apart from another – usually a perfect fourth or fifth, the intervals between notes that are the foundation of the simplest harmonies – and then in a more flexible way, which began to let them move independently. It was in Paris in the thirteenth century that it flowered, and polyphony – multiple voices singing in harmony – began to flourish. Anonymous IV wrote of Léonin:


He wrote the Great Book of Organa, for the Mass and Office, to enlarge the divine office. The book was used until the time of the great Pérotin, who shortened it and rewrote many sections in a better way. Pérotin was the best composer of descant – he was even better than Léonin – and he wrote the best four-part organa, such as Viderunt and Sederunt, with the most ample embellishments of harmonic art.


In these words, written by someone about whom we know almost nothing, you sense the excitement that was hatched in Notre Dame. It came about in part because of the sheer scale of the place. The roof is a hundred feet above the floor, the vastness of the nave is intimidating, the rose window at the west lights up with fire when the evening sun strikes it. Paris was going through its own renaissance in the twelfth century when the Cathedral was being built (it took more than 200 years to complete) and Notre Dame was a soaring monument to God, one of the greatest of the church buildings that were meant to make a statement of power and devotion.


Composers began to work there. Léonin and Pérotin produced organa that were heard alongside the familiar plainchant, now turned into polyphonic music, with different lines mingling together, that carried music forward with a spring in its step. Several voices sang simultaneously, sometimes one or more simply as a drone on one note, but gradually they began to sing lines that depended on each other, and seemed to have a relationship. This had certainly been going on for centuries, quite crudely, but by the time that Notre Dame was rising over Paris – the first great European city of the medieval world, growing fast at a time when the early universities were being founded in Europe – this music took on a new quality of simple beauty.


Most of the singing was unaccompanied. In the course of the fourteenth century the organ began to appear in church but it would only begin to develop into the pipe organ we know today in the following century, becoming established in more or less modern form by about 1500.


Though they are spare, the melodies of Léonin and Pérotin are recognisable to us today. They seem part of a culture that we know, connected through the centuries to the kinds of tunes, arrangements, that we hear every day, filtered through a classical tradition in western Europe and also drawn by a folk strain that is a familiar undercurrent to it.


Notre Dame represented at that time the magnetism of Paris. People attracted from the countryside could live without being subjected to the rules of rural feudalism, and the city was an intellectual crossroads where theologians, philosophers and the curious would meet to exchange ideas from all of Europe and from Byzantium to the east. At the centre of it was the Church, the conduit for all learning and education, and the Church was the home of music.


The expansion of the musical language, after centuries in which it had developed slowly, was dramatic. The sounds were alive with new possibilities – new sounds, new voices, a new vocabulary. It wasn’t an accident, a chance discovery by some genius in a musical laboratory, but a product of places like Notre Dame, which were dramatic evidence of human progress in an age when ideas too were reaching for the heavens. In Paris at that time, Peter Abelard was arguing that religion should be a matter of reason rather than mysticism, and engaged in philosophical debates with Islam about the nature of the Christian texts. There was vision – the Bishop of the city himself, Maurice de Sully, had arrived here penniless and on foot, but had enough oratory and charisma to acquire power in the Church (and therefore great temporal power), and the imagination in the middle of the twelfth century to plan Notre Dame.


We shouldn’t get carried away. The intellectual muscularity of people like Abelard didn’t stop him being put on trial for heresy. His books were burned. Yet the spirit that was loose here couldn’t be snuffed out. In particular, the musicians who clustered round this church – and who had the thrilling task of trying to fill it with sound – were able to become themselves, to write as composers. It was the first time it had happened on this scale.


Anonymous monks were turned into clerks or canons of the Cathedral who were, in practice, full-time church musicians. How could you have a building like this and not have sounds that were appropriate to its size, its magnificence? It became a practical matter for the church: the bigger the cathedral the greater the demands on the musicians. Notre Dame, after all, is a building which would eventually have an organ with nearly 8,000 pipes. It’s a space that demanded glorious sounds.


You can understand how it happened. Looking at the elaborate stonework high above, at the delicacy of the tracery in the window set in that grand façade, you seem to hear music starting to weave sounds together in ways that hadn’t been heard before. The first dance-like rhythms heard in church, basic harmonies that sounded very bold in their day, the simple melodies of the past wrapped up in something that was meant to echo the ambitions of the builders and masons and carpenters who were working here for two centuries to produce the building we know today.


You hear two impulses at work. One is the sheer excitement of the musical landscape that was opening up. The stage on which they could perform was bigger, the ideas that were flowing around these embryonic cities were bringing new inspiration with them, and the instruments were starting to get better. And, secondly, there was still the desire and the obligation to praise God. The Church that wielded power and was the repository of learning – just as it was the only source of literacy itself – ensured that for its own purposes, the noblest purposes, music was to be written.


So, within these walls, great sounds were created. They were meant to uplift the soul, but there was a practical objective too. The Church was interested in power: the universal gospel had to be an influence that would reach everywhere, shape everything. Its buildings would be huge towering things; its music would be beautiful. The liturgy would be burnished by these sounds, though the notion of glamour was one that would have been quite foreign to the clergy and musicians of the time. As a sermon or homily might strengthen devotion, so might a magical union of voices. It was also a way of separating the world outside from the world inside a Gothic church, where the worshipper was led typically from the darkness inside the west door, with only a few fragments of light stealing through the stained glass, to a high altar where the windows were designed to illuminate the focal point of the Cathedral and to keep the rest of the interior in reverential dimness. The elaborate music was part of the same message, and part of the same journey.


The history of music for hundreds of years afterwards was entwined with that of the Church, sometimes in harmony and sometimes in conflict, and this is where its modern story began.


Paris was already a glittering destination: in the course of the thirteenth century it would become the biggest city in the world known to Europeans, with probably a quarter of a million inhabitants. Learned men trekked here from far across Europe and beyond, bringing their ideas with them. They were tiny in number, of course, and their learning was something that wouldn’t be available to most of their countrymen and women for centuries. But the city was throbbing, and even without the ability to read, people could gather in Notre Dame and places like it and hear things which might lift them out of the here and now, satisfying their devotional obligations, but hearing too sounds which they might begin to savour and which could make them marvel. A Pérotin mass contains sounds which are surprisingly modern to our ears – dissonance that feels daring still, across the centuries.


In those harmonies, that arrangement of sound, you can hear so much that rolls down the years. It’s striking that the composer Steve Reich (born in 1936), a scion of the school of late-twentieth-century minimalist composers, has drawn on Pérotin in particular in his work, because he says he can hear in him the kinds of sounds that he’s searching for in his effort to simplify music and find something new. Pérotin was elaborating; Reich simplifies from the elements in that early polyphony, drawing them back to their roots. So we have these two periods of change nearly a millennium apart and striving in different directions: one back to the foundations of western music to search for its essence, the other turning a corner into the future, almost by instinct and without a plan.


Sometimes, music does stand still for a while. A style is established – conformity sets in – composers and performers enjoy their moment and make the most of it. But it never lasts for long. Styles change, innovators arrive and a new horizon appears. When a genius emerges who startles the world, or a new form excites a generation of composers, people hear a different sound and respond – just as the composers who worked and worshipped in Notre Dame heard in their heads a new melody that could run above one they already knew, and started to put them together. The history of such places – and their very shape and size – is bound up in the story of music itself.


Stand on the Île de la Cité with the Seine running alongside you and Notre Dame in front. Listen to the sounds of Paris – the traffic, the horns, the chatter, the rattle of a bike on the cobbles, sense those smells carried on the evening breeze that tell you exactly where you are, watch the dusk creeping over the city, little spirals of mist on the river. You will know – because this is how we react to buildings and places like this – that there is something profound at work: sometimes we respond to it and sometimes we don’t. But it’s there for us if we want it.


To visit that Cathedral is to remember for how long that impulse has been part of our history. Music flows from us, but it’s also a product of time and place. There, among these great stones, are some of the foundations of our music: it was there that it took on a new complexity and a new beauty. It was here that the anonymous monks slipped into the dark, and men of music began to work, to display their skills with relish, to be revered, and to enjoy the adulation. It only takes a modest flight of fancy to think of Notre Dame as the birthplace of the composer.


The church was the cradle but it would be a mistake to think of religious devotion or practice as the only source of early European music. There were the troubadours. These men have remained fabled figures in our culture, pale-faced and lovelorn serenaders singing to the maiden in a tower at nightfall. Romantic twaddle, of course, but the tradition of the travelling musician who became an adornment at court and a conduit for the expression of love was important in carrying music across Europe and in establishing it as a means, outside church, of capturing the emotions of everyday life.


What was it was like to be serenaded if you were a fine lady in the middle ages? There are about 1,700 tunes surviving and we have the poetry used by forty or so troubadours – a fragment of the picture but enough to get an idea of the style, which was one of the musical adventures of the age. For example, we can listen to music written by Bernart de Ventadorn for the woman who was successively queen consort of England and France, the embodiment of power and attractiveness in her time, Eleanor of Aquitaine. He wrote for her about the time that she crossed the English Channel in 1152 with her husband Henry II, and the music is a badge of its era – echoing from the strange formalities of courtly love, which was the way of life in Aquitaine for those who exercised power and those who clustered around them. Running alongside the music of the church there was a rich stream of secular music.


Music in church was simply a mechanism of devotion. Inspiration came from God; and he had to be praised. Now, across Europe, in courts and great houses, poetry and music were beginning to celebrate the human as well as the divine. And the result was a kind of social commentary that sometimes celebrated the rigid conventions of what we’ve come to know as courtly love – but pricked them too, with irony and sometimes savage satire. Here are the words that Bernart de Ventadorn used to describe Eleanor. At the beginning she seems to be the object of all his desire:


When I see the lark beating
Its wings in joy against the rays of the sun
That it forgets itself and lets itself fall
Because of the sweetness that comes to its heart
Alas! Such great envy then overwhelms me.


He describes in that verse a scene he witnessed when Eleanor was still married to Louis VII of France. Bernart was the court poet, and he had arranged to hide himself in Eleanor’s bedchamber to watch the woman he adored. Unfortunately, what he saw was her ravishing at the hands of a knight, rather than of her husband the King, and her apparent enjoyment of every moment of it. His song uses code – she is the lark, the knight is the sun – but soon his rage and disillusion bursts out: ‘I despair of ladies … I will never trust them again … because I know very well that they are all alike.’


It is, of course, a love song. In those words you can hear the stirring of centuries of musical inspiration. For the first time, notes – tunes that we might recognise today – were being used to picture the vagaries of human nature, to express sadness and ecstasy, anger and hurt. Music was the mirror in which Eleanor’s infidelity, Bernart’s anger and a scandalous tale could be captured.


Leaving aside her adventures in the bedroom with the knight of the song, she’s a figure who reveals so much about this change, because it was in the court of Aquitaine in which she grew up that the conventions of courtly love became a famous way of life. Eight or nine centuries later it’s quite difficult to grasp how those conventions worked, because they were much more than a charter of good manners, a pattern of behaviour that might be expected between men and women of some social status. There were rules, elaborate codes – a knight wearing green would be sending a signal of fidelity – and a form of courtship that came something near to worship of the woman concerned. She was usually married to someone else, and would be further up the social scale than the knight who had decided to give her his devotion. He was almost like a servant to a feudal lord. They were partners in a dance that had complicated and precise steps. Naturally, it was often an illusion. On the surface the rules were obeyed, but they were a mechanism for deception and betrayal too. How could it be otherwise?


In the troubadour songs that survive you can hear the distant stirring of a musical form – a kind of singing – that survived for centuries, because the picture of the lovesick knight, the disappointed suitor, the lover trying to express the inexpressible in music, is one of the most powerful impulses in our tradition. Think how Richard Wagner used the song contest in his opera Tannhäuser to explore the difference between divine love and something lustier and perhaps less admirable. The myth that Wagner used in his story is Germanic (of course) but it has its roots back in those years when the love song was beginning to be heard in France, in England, anywhere in Europe where courts were at play. The character at the heart of it was the troubadour.


What a picture that word conjures up – the moonlit windows, the bandy-legged youths warbling below, dusty figures on the road with a song for every occasion and almost certainly an anachronistic guitar, though there were none. Indeed there were almost no instruments, only voices. But the troubadours did travel to the great houses and they were a special breed.


They were most numerous in the Languedoc in south-west France, the territory associated with a religious movement particularly bound up with the culture of the travelling poets – the Cathars. They saw themselves as primitive Christians, pure and undefiled – unlike the Catholic Church, which they thought greedy, corrupt, almost Satanic in its ambitions for power. Their belief in sexual abstinence and their admiration for suicide as an escape from a corrupted world hardly offered a recipe for procreation and survival, but their influence was enough to scare the Church. By the end of the twelfth century they were being persecuted, because they were becoming dangerously popular. The Pope organised a crusade against them in 1181, and for a generation afterwards they were hunted down and driven from their lairs. They’ve passed into legend as guardians of religious secrets – most famously or notoriously the Holy Grail itself – but one of their legacies was in the poetry and music of the troubadours.


One of the most famous was called Chrétien de Troyes, who sang about King Arthur and the Holy Grail and spread the stories that would ooze down the centuries, picking up new characters and legends as they went. Singers and poets like him were men of high birth, well known at court, and they began to embroider their performances with music and with clowns and jesters who started to be figures on the scene from about the end of the twelfth century. Some virtuosity was beginning to creep in. Formal though the manners were that they had to adopt in the company of the rich and great, melody lines that echoed through the cloisters of the monasteries were being transformed into something different – something secular, calculated to appeal to the senses.


A song like Bernart de Ventadorn’s ‘Quan vei l’aloete’ was familiar enough to be used as a tune for different sets of words, and the troubadours themselves became celebrities in the grand circles in which they moved. This was quite new, and a contrast to what was happening inside the churches. Bernart wrote in Provençal, not in Latin, and eventually the troubadours would all use the languages of the people. Recognisably English songs were developing – Eleanor’s court had brought the tradition with it – and could there be a more memorable symbol of the minstrel age than her son, Richard the Lionheart himself, whose fate it was to never be pictured in a school textbook without lute or guitar in his hand? He certainly sang, and represented that part of the troubadour way of life that had found its way to England.


In church there was a gushing of polyphonic music as composers began to revel in the patronage – and frankly the fame – that they could find at the altar. The vaulted roofs rang to music which seemed enticing and daring, though to us it seems calm, controlled, even bare, springing from an age of refreshing simplicity. At a time of mass illiteracy, with printing still a couple of centuries away, and the Church the rigorous guardian of all learning, the idea of the divine was being given a new voice.


Outside, however, there was another voice. It spoke of human things, both lovely and loathsome. The troubadours had a travelling storehouse of tales of love and betrayal, and in the places where the rich and powerful gathered round their tables and their fires they were the entertainers of their time.


The songs were a contrast to the music of religion, though they drew on the same wellsprings, and they represented something that owed part of its attraction to the fact that it was dangerous. Though they spoke of love as a reflection of the love due to God, theirs was an art that was essentially secular – they sang of warriors and spies, lust and betrayal, as well as the ideal of courtly love. So they flirted with ideas that found no place behind the church doors – especially, perhaps, in the treatment of women, who in the surviving poetry of the time begin to appear less as idealised objects of adoration and more as flesh and blood.


The music was personal, human. New ideas were also travelling faster than before, the pace of learning was quickening, and in music new possibilities were starting to gleam in the minds of those who heard the troubadours and listened to what the church musicians were now creating.


Imaginations were at work, and an age of discovery lay ahead, all over Europe. There had been music in England that travelled across the Channel in earlier times, but by the middle of the fourteenth century there was a composer in London who may have been the best known in the world. More than 600 years later, only scholars and enthusiasts for the period know his name, but John Dunstable was a star.


You would have heard talk of him if you had visited the King’s court at Sheen Palace by the Thames to the west of London, established by Richard II in 1383 (and eventually turned into Richmond Palace by Henry VII in the late fifteenth century). The tapestries on the walls would have come from Bruges or Ghent, the stained glass would have been from the continent too, the fashions imported – but the music would probably have been English. And in France the composers of the day were full of him: he was the most admired of composers and when he died, on Christmas Eve 1453, they wrote on his tomb that he had ‘secret knowledge of the stars’. This shadowy figure is important. He and those who followed him, copying and refining his techniques, brought music to a new pitch: they were the bridge between the medieval and the Renaissance, the precursors of a golden age.


Dunstable was probably born in the town that bears his name in Bedfordshire; we don’t know precisely in which year. He is thought to have travelled to France in the service of the Duke of Bedford; his biography is only a sketch. We do know that his music travelled far and that it was admired throughout Europe, in all the places where rich men were reaching for music as an accoutrement of power, a badge of culture and wealth. He was especially revered in the medieval court that was the most powerful and ambitious of them all – Burgundy.


You can hear his influence in the music of Guillaume Dufay (?1400–74), a composer who was said by one French poet to have given music ‘an English countenance’. Dufay wrote for the Duke of Burgundy, who presided over a court that was much more than a rich household with thousands of hangers-on of the sort that you would find all over Europe. Burgundy wasn’t exactly a nation but it behaved like a state. It was not merely the territory we think of now as the land of vineyards and canals south-east of Paris, but reached north into Flanders and Brabant – the Low Countries – and east away beyond Alsace and Lorraine with Dijon as its capital. It had riches and political power, but it was also the summation of medieval culture – fashionable, learned, stylish, often extravagant, and musical. There was singing at court, which rang to the sound of bagpipes and early recorders, drums and harps and, after about 1450, the dulcimer.


The Burgundy of Duke Philip the Good in the mid-fifteenth century that nurtured composers like Dufay and Dunstable was an example of a phenomenon that comes along from time to time in the story of music – the chance collision of power and enlightenment, a flash of genius that makes a country, or a city, for a short while the centre of the world: Vienna in the 1820s, Paris in the 1840s, New York in the 1920s. In Burgundy the music of Europe was distilled.


Nothing on this scale had been seen in Europe since the ancient world had passed away. Burgundians dressed in their own style – cone-shaped hats, butterfly veils, distinctive fur-trimmed robes – they ate and drank with gusto, had the biggest chapel in the world, and fought with France itself for pre-eminence. In their swagger could be found an echo of the stories that traders brought back to Venice from the east, where they’d seen the most exotic sights; yet this was Europe. And the court of Burgundy was never observed in a more spectacular or perhaps more arrogant guise than at the moment when Christendom suffered its greatest defeat.


In 1453 Constantinople fell to the Turks, and the Byzantium which had stretched eastwards for more than a thousand years was no more. The eastern Roman Empire had dissolved; the Catholic Church was shaken; Europe saw the enemy at the gate. So, of course, there had to be a crusade to fight the infidel. And in February 1454 the Duke of Burgundy and his Order of the Fleece – a kind of Arthurian order of knights – held a feast that was meant to be the prelude to that expedition. In the event the crusade never set sail, but the banquet on the Feast of the Pheasant would be remembered for a long time. To the music of Dufay, the Burgundians indulged in a bacchanalian entertainment that was extraordinary, even by their standards.


As they ate, they watched a tiger fighting a serpent and falcons being set on a heron, and camels, bears and even an elephant appeared, accompanied by a giant figure dressed as a Saracen, the enemy. On the elephant’s back a nun popped out of a model castle and introduced herself as ‘the Holy Church’ pleading for a crusade. And on a table in the middle of the banquet was a vast pie, holding twenty-eight musicians who played for the guests from its depths, blowing their horns, banging the drums and working the Burgundian bagpipes. It was bizarre and extravagant, evidence of something remarkable behind the frolics – the idea of music as something worth paying for. The patron had arrived.


Philip the Good was less interested in political power and influence than in his antecedents and was more engrossed in the culture of his duchy. He wasn’t literally the first patron of music – the troubadours did quite well in their wanderings – but in the whirlpool of his court you can feel the change. The composers writing for him were celebrities, and musical invention was valued. Never before had this happened on such a scale. The monasteries had been the repositories of the musical tradition for centuries, absorbing sounds that had come from beyond Europe as well as from earlier generations and turning them into something of their own. There was a tradition of secular song already, carried round the courts of Europe. In the scale and ambition of Burgundy at this time a new chapter opened in the story of music. If you listen to Dunstable’s songs for a number of voices, there is confidence in the blending of those different voices in counterpoint, producing something quite different from the simpler lines that he himself had heard as a young man. He was revealing music’s next phase.


That was the attraction to the French composers, in particular Dufay and Gilles de Bins Binchois (1400–60). Binchois was at the centre of the Burgundian court for thirty years and had heard English music. There had, after all, been an occupying English army in France. The Hundred Years War was going on its weary way. Binchois, Dufay and Dunstable were the most famous exponents of the Burgundian style. It was admired everywhere. A Flemish composer, Joannes Tinctoris, wrote this rather florid account of how lesser beings were in thrall to these stars:


At the present time, there flourish whether by the force of some celestial influence or by the force of assiduous practice, countless composers … who glory in having studied this divine art under John Dunstable, Gilles Binchois and Guillaume Dufay. As Virgil took Homer for his model in that divine work the Aeneid so I, by Hercules, have used these composers as models for my modest works.


Throughout Europe, musicians realised that there was fertile new ground for them. The sounds of a Dunstable or Dufay were enticing in their possibilities: you could hear in them a different kind of music, more satisfying in its complexity, maybe more fluid, certainly suggesting that a melody – a tune with an appealing line – could be embroidered, shaped and turned, in ways that hadn’t been done before. That was their achievement and their promise.


You can hear it in Dunstable’s music for church (which is mostly what he wrote), where he was able to use the cantus firmus – the fixed song, the basic line – to build up a choral sound. He wrote what became known as cyclic masses, because they had a structure from the same tune, which linked the movements of the mass together, but which displayed an invention and even daring that was new.


His is confident music. The devotion of the monastic tradition had something else now: a feeling of power, of potential. Patrons, like the dukes of Burgundy, were going to pay for it, to encourage composers and to search for talented performers. They would boast of their culture and celebrate the new. The consequence was that musicians stepped out of the cloisters into the world. Though many of them would still write most of their music for church, and religion would remain the highest inspiration for generations to come, in the glamour of Burgundy and the atmosphere of excitement around its composers, you can hear a fuller sound than anyone had known before.


In learning, in art and architecture the Renaissance thinkers were now establishing the foundations of the European culture that has shaped our own world. Music was now part of it. There’s no building that embodies the spirit of that time better than the Cathedral, the Duomo, in Florence. Filippo Brunelleschi won the competition to design it, and his dome, with its two shells one inside the other, became one of the wonders of the world. The Cathedral was dedicated on 25 March 1436 and Guillaume Dufay wrote the music for the occasion.


He’d done something extraordinary, writing a song in which he worked out the proportions of the Cathedral in minute detail and embodied them in his time signatures for the music, so that, like the dimensions of the Great Pyramid at Giza, they seemed to have some inner secret balance and power. He offered a homage to Brunelleschi and a private display of the musician’s own craft, matching the architect’s meticulous planning and his ability, in this Cathedral, to build a colossal dome that was supported by means that had once been thought impossible. Brunelleschi had shown that there was some mystery in the skill. Dufay wanted to show that, in music, you could do the same.


On that day in Florence, under Brunelleschi’s dome, they played Dufay’s ‘Nuper rosarum flores’ during the service of dedication. The Renaissance involved a rediscovery of ancient arts and learning that built up, layer upon layer. The dedication of the Duomo in Florence is an occasion on which you can see, and hear, the beginning of its culmination. After three centuries of invention and experiment, in which musical ideas and forms started to travel more quickly across Europe than ever before, a moment of maturity had been reached. In the century that followed music would flower more quickly and more spectacularly than it had ever done before.
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The Renaissance


Florence, Trent and the First Opera
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WE CAN LOOK back at the time when Brunelleschi’s dome rose above Florence and enjoy the fantasy of imagining that this was the moment when the High Renaissance was born. Nonsense, of course. Who knows how to put a date to the beginning of an age of change? Sometimes there is a treaty or a coronation, a significant discovery or a death that becomes a marker. More often, the tide creeps up slowly until – suddenly it seems – everything is at the flood. The Renaissance was a patchwork of ideas, inspiration and expressions of genius that came together gradually over centuries. Although it is true that a painting by Giotto or later a drawing or sculpture by Michelangelo captures the brilliance of an era, and that there is music that still speaks of the power that artists began to feel they had rediscovered, there is no simple way of catching the moment.


For musicians it was less of a recreation of classical civilisation than a harnessing of the power of the idea. Such pieces of music as there were from early times, assumed to have been passed down over many centuries, were hardly an inspiration in themselves because they were mere fragments, no more than a suggestion of what might have been played or how it sounded. Poets, however, had spoken of the power of these sweet sounds. The music of the Renaissance came from a belief in that power.


Think of what it must have been like to be in Ferrara, about eighty miles south-west of Venice, at the beginning of the sixteenth century. At the Duke’s court, one of the grandest and most ambitious in Italy, you would have heard the music of Josquin Desprez, the greatest composer of his time.


Josquin (as he is usually now known) was born in the middle of the fifteenth century, probably in 1460, and he was a pupil of Johannes Ockeghem, who may have been taught by Binchois and who led a Flemish school of composition that became influential over the next generation. The fact that no one can be quite sure of the Binchois connection at one remove is a useful reminder that the effort to pluck out the streams of thought and musical technique from the middle ages is fraught with danger. We are dealing with uncertainties. Whatever preceded the relationship with Ockeghem, it is known that Josquin was, with Dufay, one of the great stars in the Burgundian firmament, that his teacher Ockeghem was Flemish, and that he passed on to Josquin a subtle style of polyphony which was carried on from Burgundy to Italy, where it became part of musical life.


Ferrara was an encapsulation of the boldness and excitement of Italy at that time. It wasn’t Venice or Rome or Paris, but here at the court of one ambitious duke they came to hear music that was avant-garde (a concept that would have seemed something from outer space at the time, if such a realm had existed), catching the spirit of their time. Duke Ercole d’Este I had ambitions. In a Europe of cities that sprawled and festered along their rivers and at their trading ports, he decided to lay out a network of streets and squares, with a citadel in a perfect pentagram at the centre, so that Ferrara would become a standing boast, evidence of the rediscovery of classical line and form and a physical homage to Greece and Rome which was the new intellectual obsession.


He wanted more than physical beauty, and the satisfaction of reviving the classical dramas that he staged in his theatre. He needed music, and by now there was competition for the greatest talent, which was being traded as a precious commodity. For a couple of hundred years the Church had been patron to the composers who discovered that it was – perhaps surprisingly – the vehicle for experiments in music as well as a career. Now along came Josquin, born in northern France, who had been a student in Flanders, and then a singer and composer in Milan, where his talent made him one of the best-paid musicians in the civilised world, at that time assumed to be synonymous with a fairly restricted western Europe. The Duke of Ferrara’s secretary advised his master to employ Heinrich Isaac, because he was cheaper than Josquin and would compose to order when required. Josquin would be more wilful, but he was better. The Duke decided he would have him. Martin Luther, who admired Josquin’s music, said of him: ‘He is master of the notes; others are mastered by them.’


At the outset of the sixteenth century, Josquin was snapped up by the court in Ferrara – the Duke wanted composers who would be talked about – and what is perhaps the most important piece he wrote there, the ‘Missa Hercules Dux Ferrariae’, is a musical landmark. It was born of a way of thinking that had been developing gradually for centuries, but now took a leap forward – the idea that the scholars of the day called umanismo. It became known to us as humanism, a word attached to it in the nineteenth century. There was, emphatically, no break with the Christian tradition that was part of the Renaissance, but there was a new interest taken by the artist – whether a painter, a sculptor, a musician – in man, not just in God. In music it had a practical consequence that would change the way composers worked.


Humanism sought clarity of exposition. The meaning of words had to be obvious, so musical rhythms and textures became more subtle, more expressive, trying to tease out the text, which was more important than before. In the ‘Hercules Mass’, the structural basis of the composition wasn’t traditional plainsong – always the foundation of church music, the stream from everything else had flowed – but the very syllables of the Duke’s own name. Here in the mass, sung in church, the celebrants and the congregation heard the glorification not of God but of a man – a patron, a duke, a landlord. Josquin was not trying to turn his employer into a deity, but merely paying the kind of compliment which hired musicians at court were required to pay. Nonetheless, he was confronting the assumption that such music was inappropriate for a setting in which no figure should challenge the omnipotence of God.


The secular and the sacred had flowed together for centuries. The idea prevalent in medieval times that everything had the potential to be divine meant that there need not be a ‘sacred’ source for music used in church. Anything could be crafted to a divine purpose. Josquin was writing for the Duke of Ferrara with an absolute belief in the capacity of music to serve simultaneously its purpose in church and the glorification of the man who had paid for it.


By this time, with the fifteenth century just gone, the music at court was almost unrecognisable compared to the sounds that had been heard generations before. This is a description by a pupil of Desprez called Coclico of how the master worked:


My teacher Josquin … never gave a lecture on music or wrote a theoretical work, and yet he was able in a short time to form complete musicians, because he did not keep back his pupils with long and useless instructions – but taught them the rules in a few words, through practical application in the course of singing. And as soon as he saw that his pupils were well grounded in singing, had a good enunciation and knew how to embellish melodies and fit the text to the music, then he taught them the perfect and imperfect intervals and the different methods of inventing counterpoints against plainsong. If he discovered, however, pupils with an ingenious mind and promising disposition, then he would teach these in a few words the rules of three-part and later four-, five-, six-part, etc., writing, always providing them with examples to imitate. Josquin did not, however, consider all suited to learn composition; he judged that only those should be taught who were drawn to this delightful art by a special natural impulse.


That account reveals the leap that Josquin made. Having absorbed the techniques of his teachers from Flanders, he twisted the straightforward lines of plainsong into a new form. New rhythms were added, with new harmonic patterns, new textures with voices beginning to overlap and carry the melody forward.


This was innovation. Around Josquin, the world was looking at itself in a new way. He was a contemporary in Milan of Leonardo da Vinci, engineer and scientist as well as painter and sculptor, who painted the Mona Lisa around that time. In that first decade of the sixteenth century Raphael was at his peak, working on frescoes in the Vatican, and Michelangelo was revealing his genius – he completed the statue of David in 1504. In Florence, in the shadow of Brunelleschi’s cupola – the greatest in the world – painters, under the patronage of the Medici, were luxuriating in the inspirations of a golden age. Music was rather different. There was no clear classical model to which to turn. No one really knew what Greek or Roman music had sounded like.


Palladio could look to the ancients for architectural inspiration – he knew how Rome had been built – and artists could find classical perfection in statuary. Musicians instead wondered how the profound impact of music that the ancient poets had described could be replicated. The idea of feeling in music would arrive later, but the beginnings of that revolutionary change were rumbling beneath the surface. Rather than remaining almost a branch of mathematics, as it had seemed to be in the previous century, composition had adopted a subtlety and complexity.


Most sacred music at this time was heard in the private chapels of the princes. A greater array of instruments was appearing: alongside the recorder and the dulcimer would be a range of viols, the bass viol de gamba being the deepest and most powerful, giving guts to the sound, though much sacred music was still unaccompanied. In the course of the sixteenth century the harpsichord would become as familiar as the sackbut (the primitive Renaissance trombone) or the lute. You could hear the first faint whisper of what would become an orchestral sound.


The technical business of music-making was advancing fast, and the idea of music’s purpose had changed too. Church music was still a shining centrepiece, and the inevitable stream from which most else flowed. Rome, with the first stirrings of the Protestant Reformation reaching its anxious ears, was an ever more diligent patron of the finest sounds, the grandest compositions. But the humanism of the Renaissance gave man a new status alongside God – in painting, in sculpture and in music. Artists looked at the classical world and compared it with their own: they were learning not only about the glories of the past but about how different their own society was. Historical inquiry was the intellectual fashion. They might still look to the stars and the heavenly places, and try to represent the divine, but now they were also interested in humankind. And that intellectual change was irreversible, though sacred music was still written for the purpose that the Church demanded, one that seemed perpetual and inviolable.


An age remembered for artistic genius in its canvases and statues, when western art glowed with certainty and boldness, was also an age of upheaval. The ideas sweeping through the universities that were springing up and establishing links between themselves across borders were even suggesting that some day they might challenge the power of the Church itself. While in Italy, in the first decades of the sixteenth century, the achievements of painters and musicians alike spoke of confidence and stability, in Germany Martin Luther (1486–1546) was challenging the very foundations of the religious teaching that had nurtured them. He was fomenting a revolution of his own; and it would have its own music.


The sound of the Protestant Reformation that was shaking Europe in the middle of the sixteenth century was a break with the tradition of the Church. The theology of Luther constituted the principal offence in Rome’s eyes, but his music presented a challenge of its own. Not only were worshippers joining in the singing in church – itself something of a heresy – and singing in German instead of Latin, but the words were clear and understood. Luther himself produced a German translation of the Bible. Instead of soaring away above the congregation, in an almost mystical way, church music had come down to earth. Something had to be done. The Church had already grasped that the power of secular music needed to be understood, and was already making an effort to ensure that the words of sacred music were clearer. But the pressure was becoming much stronger.


That argument was part of the extraordinary conference convened in northern Italy in 1545, at Trento in the foothills of the Dolomites, to decide what to do about Luther and the other heretics who were causing such consternation. This was no panicky summit: it lasted for eighteen years, a diplomatic and theological circus of the sort that has never been seen since. As well as worrying about doctrine and discipline, the delegates who came and went at the Council of Trent during those long years eventually turned their minds to music. They did so under the sombre and miserable heading ‘Abuses in the Sacrifice of the Mass’. This is what the Council said: ‘All things should indeed be so ordered that the masses, whether they be celebrated with or without singing, may reach tranquilly into the ears and hearts of those who hear them, when everything is executed clearly and at the correct speed.’


It was a necessary compromise, an admission that although nothing was to be allowed to interfere with the glorious sound – the richness of praise – the Church now accepted that what was being sung should be clear and comprehensible. ‘In the case of those masses which are celebrated with singing and with organ, let nothing profane be intermingled, but only hymns and divine praises. The whole plan of singing should be constituted not to give empty pleasure to the ear, but in such a way that the words be clearly understood by all.’


Where did this leave composers who’d been revelling in the Renaissance style, playing with more complicated harmonies in the many-layered vocal lines of polyphony and with new instruments? Churches were ordered to allow only ‘heavenly harmonies’, whatever they might be, and all instruments other than the organ were banned. ‘They shall also banish from church all music that contains whether in the singing or in the organ-playing things that are lascivious or impure.’


That injunction, issued in 1562 when the Council of Trent was limping towards its end, might have been a disaster for music. It was not. Perhaps this was because the Church had already absorbed some of the creativity that was developing in secular music, and because the Council spoke in generalities. A good illustration of how the secular tradition of composition was absorbed with ease into church music, whatever the nervousness in Rome, comes in the ‘Missa Papae Marcelli’ by a musician called Giovanni Pierluigi but always known by the name of the town near Rome where he was born in the 1520s – Palestrina.


He wrote more than a hundred masses and became one of the most famous church composers of his day. His clarity and flowing style, and his ear for gorgeous melody, happened to be exactly what the Church needed, though there is no evidence that he was influenced by what was happening far to the north of him in the Alpine foothills. We need to remember the panic that was now flowing through the Vatican in the early 1540s. When it looked northwards to the rest of Europe, there seemed to be trouble everywhere, fomented by Luther in Germany and John Calvin in Switzerland. Beyond continental Europe, in England Henry VIII (by now on wife number six, Catherine Parr) had dissolved the monasteries in a violent campaign and was at war with the Church. In Scotland, reformers and priests were murdering each other, and John Knox, Calvin’s disciple, was starting to preach.


How would composers manage to reveal their texts more plainly – so that ‘the words [would] be clearly understood by all’ – without abandoning the intricate forms that they were now using, and which were promising so much? Palestrina, perhaps by chance, appeared to be providing part of the answer. He said he ‘blushed and grieved’ to think that he had once been one of those depraved men who used the love songs of poets to make music – though he had resorted to a secular melody as the mainstream, the cantus firmus, of his mass ‘L’Homme armé’. You can hear in his music not just the impulse of someone wanting to fill a church with beautiful sound, and to glorify the mass, but a composer who got his inspiration everywhere.


He had a smoothness of line, and a delicacy in handling harmony, distinguished by balance and simplicity. He’s an extraordinary example of how musicians can rise above the narrow rules forced on them, responding to them with an easy arrogance. The pattern has been repeated again and again since those distant days in Italy when the Church was engaged in a struggle which for musicians (quite apart from ordinary Christians) in later centuries seems almost bizarre in its intensity. The Council of Trent was engaged in a kind of censorship. It’s a familiar story: panic, followed by the cry ‘Something must be done,’ then a little bit of compromise with the enemy, and finally a decree couched in absolutist language. In painting, artists like Titian (1485–1576) and El Greco (1541–1614) had the genius to react to the demand for unsullied religious images by producing something even greater than the Church had expected; Palestrina turned what might have been a restrictive and regressive regime in church music into something new, perhaps without realising what he was doing. The negative became positive.


The truth is that music was going its own way, and it was impossible to stop the passing on of ideas from one composer to another, just as it was impossible to stifle the ability of an original musician to learn from what he’d heard. Decrees from the princes of the Church might govern the liturgy, or the behaviour of priests and bishops, but they could not stop the musical explosions that were being heard everywhere. A ban might work for a short time, but there appears to have been an understanding that imagination was having its way and couldn’t be eliminated. Expecting a composer to ignore the ‘depraved taste’ of secular songs in writing for the Church was to expect him to go against nature, as was obvious from the number of masses that took secular inspiration for their cantus firmus. In Palestrina you hear all the strands intertwined. He’d studied the French and Flemish composers, grown up with the sounds of the Renaissance music that was flooding Italy in the early sixteenth century, and heard the new instruments that were changing the accompaniment to the voice.


The result was that although this was the age of the Inquisition, the banning of books, the zealotry of the Jesuits, music wasn’t confined at all. Indeed in the second half of the sixteenth century it bounded forward. What you would hear in Italy, especially in Venice, was music that had the complexity of an age still to come. It didn’t look back at all, and though the Church may appear to have wanted in theory to be restrictive in its proclamations, in practice for most composers’ church music it was business as usual. The innovation that was exciting composers throughout the late Renaissance couldn’t be stifled.


In any case, the Council of Trent wasn’t as clear in its thinking as it wanted everyone to think. Titian painted a session in 1555 (after it had been sitting for ten years) in which all was order: the delegates seated in neat rows, gazing towards the altar, and the leaders of the Church sitting in front of it. But, for all its prescriptive language, the declaration on music was confused. They wanted clarity, but also a kind of sensuous opulence that would inspire awe. To a composer with the talent, that was a marvellous ambiguity.


Musicians were being encouraged to be sensual, and that was to be part of the experience that would cement the faith. Let the Protestants sing their hymns and listen to their preachers in black in their bleak German churches; Catholics would hear the finest music and emotional oratory, enjoy the spectacle of churches filled with colour and light, and experience the ‘ecstasy’ – a favourite word at the time – of the divine presence.


Imagine how Palestrina’s music sounded when he was working for the Pope in the Capella Giulia, which become the Sistine Chapel. The music of the Counter-Reformation had power: that was the point. And it was one of the successes of the fightback by Rome against Protestantism. But it failed to sap the strength of the Lutheran movement that was its target. Indeed Lutheranism was prospering too, and just as Palestrina’s heirs would benefit from his ability to exploit the desires of his Church, so Bach and others in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries would draw inspiration from the other side.


Music had now become important as a voice of the institutions and states that were competing for power. The popes wanted it to conjure up ecstasy, to show that music was a representation of their power, which was probably as important to them as any aesthetic aspect. To Luther it was the voice of the people; in Philip II’s Spain and Elizabeth’s England composers were establishing parallel traditions of their own with a similar intent. Europe was sunk in religious conflict and war, but its music was alive.


The Catholic Church, from the middle ages and throughout the Renaissance, was a patron of music, and an inspiration for it, the conduit for musical ideas. Composers clustered round the huge churches and cathedrals that had to be filled with sound; and just as the architects tried to send their spires higher and higher, the musicians produced more glorious music, richer and fuller. There was no greater purpose for the artist than the praise of God. Meanwhile, beyond the church doors, the powerful men of the age encouraged court music that was not designed for religious purposes, and there was an oral culture in the streets that kept tunes alive across the generations. The sacred and the secular lived side by side, and had to be harnessed for the proper purpose.


Luther, of course, believed precisely the same thing. In his rebellion against the Church, in which he began as a reformer and became almost a revolutionary figure, he believed that sound was important. The voices of the people – the faithful – were the evidence of the changes in worship and church practice that he wanted to bring about, thereby shaking Rome. When, in protest, he nailed his ninety-five theses to the door of the church in Wittenberg in Germany in 1517 he was challenging the Church’s system of allowing papal ‘indulgences’ to be sold – these effectively promised an easier entry into heaven for those who could afford to pay the clergy at the going rate. Luther thought it was corruption that had to be exterminated, and he is remembered above all for that act of defiance, which became the symbol of the reforming Christian tradition in Europe.
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