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Foreword





Ian Bostridge came to singing by way of witchcraft. He studied history at Oxford, and even while learning musical repertoire and vocal technique he was also writing Witchcraft and its Transformations, 1650–1750. Belief in music’s own magical powers has never deserted him; audiences around the world have found something mysterious, other-worldly in his plangent voice. This eerie quality he does not try to explain in A Singer’s Notebook; instead, he draws on the historian’s more mundane desire to set things in context. He wants to place the music he sings, in the history of the art and in society.


All notebooks are collections of bits and pieces of experience, but this one, even in writing done in hotel rooms or on the beach, is carefully shaped. It’s not quite fair that a singer should be so gifted a writer. Still, the coherence of this so-called notebook comes also from a persistent set of preoccupations.


One of them is about what’s called today ‘crossover’ in music. Artists in the past didn’t worry about it as we now do: in Handel’s and Mozart’s time, music was thought to have a general appeal; there wasn’t separate music for the masses and the elite. Today, the singer seems to cross a chasm between performing Schubert and Cole Porter. Ian Bostridge, who has crossed just that divide, doesn’t think it’s as great as we may make out, as his reflections on Bob Dylan and Noël Coward show.


The relationship between words and music is the big theme in this notebook, a theme pursued from Monteverdi to Hans Werner Henze, from Benjamin Britten to Mozart. Ian Bostridge is famously a singer who makes words tell; in his performances of Schubert’s Winterreise, songs that cast a spell of instant intimacy, you can hear and make sense of each twist in Wilhelm Müller’s poetry. Essays in the notebook explore what words mean in themselves to the singer, in reflections on writers as diverse as Tolstoy, George Eliot, Schopenhauer and John Updike. For Bostridge – if I can make him the pompous professor he certainly is not – sound and word are aspects of the same meaning; pull them apart, as some singers do in emphasising creamy vowels, and the music is diminished. Perhaps this is the reason that Bostridge so admires Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, the great baritone whose vocal restraint and clarity projected the sense of what he sang.


Ian Bostridge is, I’d say, a democratic musician. He sings Cole Porter with the same care as he does Handel; he’s open to roles some other singers find alien; above all, his goal is to project meaning to the listener rather than invite admiration of his voice. He says little in this notebook about the sometimes ethereal, sometimes abrasive, always expressive qualities of that instrument; perhaps this is a mystery he doesn’t want to touch. The context of singing is you, not him.


Richard Sennett


August, 2010

















Introduction







But music moves us, and we know not why;


We feel the tears, but cannot trace their source.


Is it the language of some other state,


Born of its memory? For what can wake


The soul’s strong instinct of another world,


Like music?


L.E.L., Erinna (1826)





When I first became a full-time singer, back in 1995, I was finishing a long-gestated study of witchcraft theory in the early modern period. Finding the time to dot i’s and cross t’s in the next couple of years – checking footnotes, refining the argument, preparing an index – didn’t seem too irksome or too difficult, and Witchcraft and its Transformations was published by Oxford University Press in 1997, by which time I was well into a busy singing career. As a research fellow in history at Oxford I had started writing about music – in which I had next to no formal training – as a form of self-education; but I always intended to join together the two strains of my life in a work that would somehow deal with music in history. It proved more difficult than I had imagined. Finishing a book is rather different from starting one afresh.


Up to that point I’d found very little in the musicological literature that addressed my particular biases as a historian. As far as English-language writers on music went, there seemed to be a yawning divide between abstruse technicalities – either musical or, broadly speaking, post-modernist – and humanistic engagement with music as a social practice. The sort of cultural history I had studied at university seemed not to have touched most of the writing about music I encountered. What I missed was a nuanced and engaged attempt to relate music to the social and political order that sponsored and consumed it. The writer on music I admired the most was Charles Rosen. His books, lectures and essays stood as a massive and forbidding accumulation of brilliant insight and embodied the broadest of cultural interests; but their technical sophistication, in purely musicological terms (the analysis of theme and key and structure, and the tracing of their relationship to emotional and historical realities) made them inimitable for a novice. Though I understood it but dimly, I still treasure, almost as a talisman, and a reminder of the extraordinary power of music, Rosen’s account, in The Romantic Generation, of how the postlude of Schumann’s Frauenliebe und -leben works its magic upon us, playing with time and reminiscence through the use of music’s rhetorical device.


Since then, we have had the splendours of Richard Taruskin’s six-volume account of the whole of Western music in history for Oxford University Press, at one and the same time a miracle of historical analysis and a statement of profoundly personal taste; Alex Ross’s superb one-volume account of twentieth-century music, The Rest is Noise – containing, let it be said, not a single piece of off-putting musical notation – my review of which is printed later in this volume; not to mention Tim Blanning’s reintegration of music into mainstream political and cultural history, The Triumph of Music.


Writing a joined-up book to sit alongside such sophisticated and penetrating studies is a tall order for a jobbing singer. The first piece in this book is the nearest I have got so far to making a bridge between my interests as a historian and my new activity as a musician, trying to uncover a connection between an interest in the grounds of rationality, and a social activity that operates as a sort of embodied escape from the bounds of reason.


Otherwise I have reviewed books and written programme notes, commentaries for my own recordings, pieces for newspapers, and a monthly column for a magazine. These range across most of my activities as a performer, in opera, concert and song. They are often concerned with placing the music within the context of its times – but if my life as a singer, and as a performer in the theatre, has taught me anything intellectually, it is to loosen up on the historical mode of explanation to which I once gave primacy. The continuing vitality of music written in the past lies as much in its connection with timeless human concerns as with the material circumstances of its production. Thinking about both, as well as about the abstract musical construction of a piece, can result in a creative tension that informs and invigorates performance. Performance itself, though, remains a matter of emotional projection and physical engagement. The preparation – be it imaginative, analytical or historical – may be in the broadest sense intellectual, but the power is in the raw connection between audience and performer. Precisely how the voice of the musician and the voice of the composer conspire to move us in concert varies according to composer, performer and type of music; but ‘we can cheer ourselves up’, as Charles Rosen puts it, ‘by reflecting that the greater and the more profound our experience of music becomes, the more we expect the performers to create more than just a pleasing sound, but to move us by illuminating and setting in relief what is most significant in the musical score’.


Ian Bostridge


August 2010
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The section of this book entitled ‘Fugitive Notes’ brings together some of the pieces I have written over the years as book reviews, CD notes, programme commentaries and so on. They are reprinted pretty much as they first appeared. Where it seemed necessary or pertinent, I have added a context or further thoughts, which appear in italics. The original articles appeared in a variety of locations: ‘Authoritative Voices’, ‘Handel at the Opera’, ‘The German Song’, ‘For the Schubert Bicentenary’, ‘The Battle of Britten’, ‘Britten’s Letters’ and ‘Alex Ross: The Rest is Noise’ were published in the Times Literary Supplement; ‘French Baroque Music’, ‘Monteverdi’s Orfeo’, ‘My Problem with Mozart’, ‘Hugo Wolf ’, ‘Janáček’, ‘The Threepenny Opera’, ‘Noël Coward’, ‘Britten’s Song-Cycles for Orchestra’, ‘Death in Venice’, ‘Hans Werner Henze’ and ‘The Tempest’ appeared in the Guardian; earlier versions of ‘Billy Budd ’ and ‘Bob Dylan’ appeared in a Barbican programme note and the Gramophone; ‘Winterreise’ and ‘Die schöne Müllerin’ originated as CD liner notes for EMI Classics.


In writing these pieces over the past years, I have accumulated an inexhaustible multitude of debts – practical, intellectual and those of friendship and hospitality. The following deserve particular mention, in no particular order:




 





Will Eaves at the TLS; Charlotte Higgins and Imogen Tilden at the Guardian; Professor Gordon Rogoff; Daniel Johnson and Miriam Gross at Standpoint; Richard Stokes; Julius Drake; Professor Richard Sennett; Deborah Warner; Dennis Marks; Seamus Heaney; Professor Alexander Bird; the late Patrick O’Connor; Peter Bloor; Robert Rattray; Annette Allen; Sir Brian McMaster; Sir Keith Thomas; Penelope Gouk; Peter Alward; Bernard Jacobson; David Syrus; Tony Pappano; Graham Johnson; Hans Werner Henze; Thomas Adès; Jeffrey Tate; Leif Ove Andsnes; Dame Mitsuko Uchida; Vikram Seth; Sir Norman Rosenthal; Sarah Christie-Brown; Sophie Daneman; Simon Robson; Ruby Philogene; Richard Jones; Belinda Matthews and Kate Ward at Faber and Faber; Michael Downes; David Miller at Rogers, Coleridge and White; Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau; John Lanchester; Miranda Carter; Theo Zinn; Michael Spencer; Professor John Mullan; Mario Ingrassia; Gerald Moore; Paul Farrington; Daniel Harding; Adam Gopnik; Jean Kalman; Robin Baird-Smith; John Fraser; Ed Gardner; Martin Fitzpatrick; Laurence Cummings; Michael Kersten; Tom Cairns; Emily Campbell; Daisy Cockburn; Emily Best; Professor David Bindman; the late Fausto Moroni; Sally Groves; Rita de Letteriis; Elizabeth Kenny; Jeremy Hall; Jane Haynes; Professor Ralph Wedgwood; Simone Ling; Helen Sprott; the late Harold Pinter; Lady Antonia Fraser; the late Richard Avedon; Professor David Ekserdjian; David Alden; William Lyne; Diana Quick; the Earl and Countess of Harewood; Tabitha Tuckett; Susie Boyt; Rory Stuart; Alex Miller; Sir Alan and Lady Moses; Philip Hensher; Sir Colin Davis; George Nicholson; Morton Lichter; Marshall Izen; Fiona Shaw; Sir Peter Jonas; the late Peter West; the family Baumhauer; Hugo Herbert-Jones; Sita Lieben.


My brother, Mark, first taught me about writing history. My mother Sandy Bostridge’s questing musical curiosity has been an example. My children, Oliver and Ottilie, show enormous love and forbearance in the face of my too-frequent absences from home. Their discovery of music is endlessly reinvigorating. My beautiful, brilliant, beloved wife, Lucasta Miller, remains an endless inspiration.
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Given as the Fifth Annual Edinburgh University Festival Lecture, 2000





My professional career as a singer was, in a very strong sense, necessitated by the Edinburgh International Festival. In the summer of 1994 I was still pursuing that academic career as a research fellow at Corpus Christi College in Oxford, turning my doctoral research on witchcraft into a book. But I was also doing quite a bit of singing and, crucially, I had an agent in London. That year’s long vacation I spent in Sydney, Australia, rehearsing, for three weeks, a production of Benjamin Britten’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream by the Australian director Baz Luhrmann, a show we then took to the Edinburgh Festival. It was a wonderful immersion in the world of opera, and my first appearance at the Festival. But when I returned to Oxford for the final year of my fellowship, perspectives had shifted on all sides. Public exposure as a performer made my commitment to the academic life seem more than a little compromised. I realised that I could make a career in singing; and my academic supporters (above all, my supervisor and mentor, the great historian Keith Thomas) made it possible for me to make an honourable transition, completing my work and tying up the loose ends.


For the next twelve or thirteen years, Edinburgh became one of the focuses of my professional life. It only added to the joy of it that my school-friend and best man, the philosopher Alexander Bird, had been appointed to a lectureship at Edinburgh  University which roughly coincided in its duration with my years at the Festival. I gave a song recital every year, and participated in various other, larger projects. So when in 2000 the festival director, Brian McMaster, asked me to deliver the University Festival Lecture, I was not only dazzled, puzzled and honoured (previous lecturers had included giants such as George Steiner, Pierre Boulez and Alfred Brendel): I also saw it as an opportunity to bring together in a single statement, as it were, my historical training and my musical enthusiasm; to explore the connections, to make sense (as we all try to do) of my life.


Many of the preoccupations reflected in the lecture are also to be seen in the subsequent pieces. If I were to sum up what lay behind it all – behind my interests as a historian, and as a singer – it would be a fascination with the limits of rationality, and the possibility (as a rational thinking person, if not always a rational actor in the philosophical sense) of accepting a place in the world for the noumenal or even, loosely speaking, the supernatural. In the seventeenth century systematic thinkers of stature accepted the operation of spirit, of magic, in the world, and saw witchcraft stories as singular proof of that phenomenon. Music’s long connection with the traditions of natural magic is part of its historical inheritance, and the central aim of this lecture was to explore that inheritance. That music does have something transcendent about it, that it does allow us to escape the bounds and bonds of rationality – in a measured rather than a crazy way – has always been an instinct in me. At the same time I recognise the difficulty, the impossibility really, of arguing for such a magical capacity. In the end, I have been reminded of Flaubert’s passing comment in Chapter 12 of Madame Bovary: ‘La parole humaine est comme un chaudron fêlé où nous battons des mélodies à faire danser les ours, quand on voudrait attendrir les étoiles’ (Human language  is like a cracked kettle on which we beat out tunes for bears to dance to, while all the time we long to move the stars to pity). Music conjures us away from the inadequacies and clumsinesses of ordinary language in trying to express the ineffable. At the same time it remains a human invention, a language, and subject to the constraints of language, however heightened and uncanny it may be. We are still beating on that cracked kettle; and there remains that impassable gulf between the elegant, impassive necessity of the stars, and the intentional, passionate, contingent world of human experience and human culture.




 





This lecture has an unusually personal theme for one given in such august and academic surroundings, for which I hope you will forgive me. I’ve been invited here as a singer; but I once practised as an apprentice historian, the theme of my studies being the disappearance of witchcraft beliefs among educated people during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It’s one of life’s traditional quests to try to make a meaning out of what may seem random choices; and in my case I can see a very clear, if tendentious link between these two apparently divergent fields, one of them entirely intellectual, in method and subject-matter, the other often almost (as I increasingly discover, and to my dismay) a branch of athletics.


My work on witchcraft forms a small part of a much larger historical endeavour, pursued by a variety of historians, which examines the disappearance of religion as the organising principle of European political, social, cultural and intellectual life over the period 1500–1900. It is, I would suggest, uncontentious to maintain that, in 1500, religion was at the centre of all these pursuits. Political culture, intellectual debate and social customs were so bound up with religion that it is difficult to talk about them as having been autonomous realms of human agency. By 1900, on the other hand, religion had been radically dethroned and replaced in public discourse by, for want of a better word, reason in all its forms. Scientific reason is the paradigm, as represented by (embryonically and at the beginning of the period) the Copernican system; or (in full vigour and towards the end of the period) the formulation of Darwinian natural selection. Economic reason, too, ideological first cousin to Darwinism in its debased form of the survival of the fittest, had triumphed, further consolidating the desacralisation of politics, and of culture more generally.


The question for historians has been whether this process of the triumph of reason has itself been a rational progress. By asking this, I’m not pressing a relativist agenda. The scientific and even economic theories we’ve ended up with are, quite justifiably, seen as rationally superior to those which we started out with pre-1500. In the roughest possible sense, they work better, and we are well on the way to Francis Bacon’s utopian projection of the effecting of all things possible; the question of incommensurability, of whether we can legitimately judge the old by the standards of the new, I leave to the philosophers. But because Reason with a capital ‘R’ won, doesn’t mean that that triumph was inevitable, or outside history. There are all sorts of explanations, many of them social and material, for why reason was adopted in place of faith as governing principle, why the old injunction to believe the impossible, credo quia absurdum, itself lost credibility.


This period, roughly 1500 to 1900, saw what Max Weber, one of sociology’s founding fathers, called the ‘disenchantment of the world’, a phrase he adopted from the poet Schiller. We are caught in what Weber dubbed the iron cage of rationality.


The disappearance of educated witchcraft belief was just a small and precocious part of this process of disenchantment. It involved ditching the idea that the Devil could make pacts with his human agents to effect supernatural ill – in practice, this generally meant routine village malice such as the death of a cow. The change in attribution of such problems coincided with a similar restriction in God’s operations in the world, since he was no longer routinely thought to allow the performance of miracles. This evacuation of magic from the everyday world was slow, piecemeal, and by no means uniform. Here is not the place to lay out the details of my argument, but my work on England suggests that it had, in practice, a lot to do with politico-theological debates in the wake of the Glorious Revolution of 1688–9 (in short, the withdrawal of the sacred from the socio-political order), and not much to do (as used to be urged, causally at least) with the ‘rise of science’. Some avatars of early modern natural philosophy, indeed, were keen to prove the existence of witchcraft, Robert Boyle of Boyle’s Law among them. My work also suggests that all this happened in the course of the early eighteenth century, a little later than the textbooks tell (witchcraft was still a reasonable belief, if not a compulsory one, in 1700; the canonical Irish philosopher Berkeley still urged its appeal in 1712; and it was not finally repealed as a felony until 1736, although by then a dead letter). A comparison with neighbouring, Catholic France suggests a similar story, with a predictably different chronology affected by the vagaries of French politics. Witchcraft was not definitively removed from the French criminal law until the Revolution of 1789. The Encyclopédie, the Bible of Enlightenment, included a credulous article on witchcraft in its pages.


My interest in the death of witchcraft – the point at which witchcraft passed into the realm of ridicule for most educated people – is bound up with an interest in the birth of modern rationality, and the attempt to write a history of it that avoids arguments such as ‘Well, of course witchcraft belief disappeared, it was nonsense’. That won’t wash, because the arguments against witchcraft belief that finally triumphed had been available for at least a century before they did indeed triumph; and what’s more, some of the most intelligent thinkers of the seventeenth century did not accept those late sixteenth-century arguments (admirably advanced by the Elizabethan Reginald Scot in his Discovery of Witchcraft and repeated almost verbatim nearly a century and a half later by the Hanoverian bishop Francis Hutchinson). We ought to explain the triumph of rationality in a rational manner, but without taking our version of rationality for granted. This involves understanding what was said in the past in favour of supernatural beliefs we now deride; and realising that we have precious few arguments to offer against such beliefs if they are embedded in an entirely alien system of belief and practice. We have to abandon the fantastical brand of intellectual time-travel, in which we return to argue it out with our forebears, when in fact they quite simply wouldn’t have seen our point. In a sense it means reconstructing the rationality of what are, for us, quintessentially irrational beliefs – beliefs indeed against which we define our own sense of reason – and rendering a certain respect to their proponents.


The connection between all this and music is in the first place highly personal – and perhaps, for somebody with an academic training, disreputable – but if we are living in a disenchanted world, trapped inside rationality’s iron cage, it seems to me that music is one of the few areas in which we allow ourselves a socially reputable escape (if an increasingly private one, in this age of alienated technology), an escape that doesn’t lose us face with our neighbours, employers or friends. If we have lost our rational licence to believe in witchcraft, in magic, in the possibility of things being effected that are beyond the ken of reason – if supernatural religion has forfeited its legitimacy, or at least its primacy – then music remains one of our few approved routes into exercising a magical sensibility, a sense of the supernatural, the transcendent, the ineffable (using all these words in a fairly loose sense).


This goes beyond, I want to say, a taste for music as narcotic or sublimated physical action. ‘The invention of melody’, according to the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, ‘is the supreme mystery of man’ – and it was one of your previous lecturers, George Steiner, who in his infuriating but courageous study of the relationship between the aesthetic and the realm of the transcendent, Real Presences, described the matter of music as ‘central to that of the meanings of man, of man’s access to or abstention from metaphysical experience’.


In many ways, of course, classical music is rather like a religion. We humble ourselves, performers and audience, before the creative spirit of our ancestors; we perform arcane rituals according to laid-down formulae; we improve ourselves; we imagine ourselves privileged to glimpse something transcendent, some small piece of the infinite. The link to magic is there too, even now. Which modern magus is more like the conjuror of old than the post-Toscanini conductor standing before his (overwhelmingly they’re men) orchestra, magic wand in hand, the stance, the rapture very often shamanic in essence. Classical music has its austerities too, of course, and the wriggling discomfort in concerts is reminiscent of nothing if not some church services. But it is also something of a mystery religion, as extraordinary effects and visions are summoned up by techniques that still seem impervious to rational analysis – as will be agreed by anyone who has ever observed the irrational progress of a rehearsal, or been affected to the core by a master composer’s use of what ought to be a banal harmony, or baffled by the inadequacy of some piece of arcane high musicological analysis to explain a musical effect.


Whether there is any objective content to the continuing magical/metaphysical impact of music, beyond this social positioning – partly the inheritance of Western classical music’s birth in the monastery and the cathedral – is something I want to return to at the more speculative end of this lecture.


The birth of classical music coincided with the high point of magical thinking, and with the birth of classical physics – all part of a renewed energy in European culture, connected, then, superficially, but also at a much deeper level. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw the development of musical styles and techniques, in both performance and composition, which would carry through into the broad tradition of what became classical music. The composers of the early modern period are very clearly our inheritance in a way that Dufay and Ockeghem are not. For E. T. A. Hoffmann it was Palestrina and Beethoven who were the paragons of music as cult. At the same time, this is a period in which the metaphysical aspect of music was a central part of its identity. This was the case in terms of traditional cosmology, where the music of the spheres was a living idea right through to the writings of Johannes Kepler and beyond; but also at the cutting edge of knowledge, in the area of what is known as natural magic or the occult philosophy – not magic or occult in the modern sense of those words, but rather in the sense of hidden operations, ranging from those we have now absorbed into our materialist physics, like magnetism, to those we have ultimately rejected, like the weapon salve (where the weapon which caused a wound was held to be curative of that wound, and at a distance). Music obsessed the natural magicians for a variety of reasons: it dealt in occult influences and healing powers; it was the prime site for demonstrating the magical principle of sympathy (resonating strings seemed to demonstrate action at a distance); and it had in Pythagoras a reputed magus whose discoveries were the foundation of all subsequent harmonics. Quintessentially musical effects – consonance and dissonance for instance – were held to be magical, because they were inexplicable within the traditional categories of Aristotelian, scholastic physics.


At the same time, musical effects were supremely available for experimentation, because the ‘scientific’ instruments in question – musical instruments, in fact – lay easily to hand for any self-respecting gentleman amateur. What is more, the revolution in musical performance which brought polyphonic consort music and keyboard instruments to the fore necessitated adjustments in tuning and temperament which, in turn, became part of the research programme of the new experimental philosophy, which grew out of, and eventually transformed, the natural magic tradition.


That supreme icon of the scientific movement, Sir Isaac Newton, is perhaps the best exemplar of this interpretation of music, magic and the new physics. He was barely musical in any normal sense: to quote his biographer, William Stukely, he was ‘never at more than one Opera. The first Act, he heard with pleasure, the 2nd stretch’d his patience, at the 3rd he ran away.’ None the less, he has been convincingly painted by recent historians as a ‘Pythagorean magus’, immersed in musical theory as part of his natural magical inheritance. Musical theory was a crucial, if publicly underplayed, component in his understanding of one of the key matters of seventeenth-century natural philosophy, light – through an analogy between the colour spectrum and the musical scale, the seven notes of the scale before returning to the octave considered analogous to the seven colours of the rainbow (red, orange, yellow, green, blue, the strangely superfluous indigo and violet). More significantly, Newton interpreted Pythagoras’ views on musical consonance as containing the essence of the inverse square law of gravitation, his dazzling solution to the unity of celestial and terrestrial mechanics and dynamics. He thus reinterpreted the notion of the harmony of the spheres. While Ptolemy had concretised such music, conceiving of crystalline spheres resonating as they rubbed against each other (‘There’s not the smallest orb that thou beholdst but in his motion like an angel sings,’ as Shakespeare famously put it), Newton believed he had recaptured the ancient poetic truth in which the music of the spheres was in fact silent, an abstract harmony, the beautiful proportion of intangible mathematics. ‘Apollo’s lyre of seven strings’, he wrote, ‘provides understanding of the motions of all the celestial spheres over which nature has set the sun as moderator.’ Here is a paradox. To assume an identity between conventional symbols and the things that they represent has been seen as a key feature and flaw of magical thinking. Yet Newton’s triumph was to equate mathematical functions and physical reality and thus smuggle magic, and a sort of silent music, into the age of reason. Music and mathematics remain, significantly, two areas of modern rational culture in which mystery, ineffability and awe still function. You only have to listen to one of our greatest living mathematicians, Roger Penrose, on either the inspiration of Mozart or the Platonic wonders of mathematical proof, to realise that.


What happened then? To start with, while Newton himself was the ‘great amphibium’ with a foot in the old world and a foot in the new, the developing classical physics of the next two centuries was increasingly rationalistic and anxious to forgo mystery. Magic was circumscribed, inscribed within Newton’s equations, and it ceased to hold much sway elsewhere. The mystical bent and utopian mission of natural magic were tainted after the sectarian excesses of the Civil War and Interregnum in England. And it was England’s peerless rationalism that dominated the eighteenth century’s intellectual agenda, as Voltaire, for one, was quick to admit. Many topics of natural magical interest, those susceptible of physical experiment – acoustics, in the case of music – became part of the mainstream experimental way. But the notion of any connection between metaphysics or cosmology and the strange, sympathetic, magical power of music was lost.


How, then, might we summarise reason’s accommodation with music in this period? Essentially, it was a matter of divorcing the highfalutin theories of music from its practice. The sixteenth century was in this respect a confusing watershed, in which new musical practices were pushing the world of harmony forward, while at the same time depriving it of any cosmological significance. Instrumental sound was no longer available as an embodiment or simulacrum of divine order.


The summation of the old view can be found – prodigiously late and, as it were, stillborn – in the writings, and above all the beautiful illustrations, of the English philosopher Robert Fludd (1574–1637). He shows us God tuning the string of the divine monochord (Pythagoras’ old experimental instrument), which stretches from heaven to earth ‘embracing all the elements within the unity of its harmonic ratios’. The work of late sixteenth-century musical theorists, such as the great Galileo’s father, Vincenzo Galilei, by contrast emphasised the necessary imperfections of contingent sound. Numbers could not sound in themselves; only bodies sounded. And the compromises of temperament necessary to accommodate the discrepancies in the harmonic system meant that audible fact, as one historian has put it, was necessarily divorced from celestial values. ‘While sounds may be perfect according to the Pythagorean theory of acoustical laws,’ wrote Max Weber in his account of the rational and social foundations of music, ‘when sounded together they may produce unpleasant effects.’


It was Weber, returning to where we set out from, who saw the early modern development of music as just one more example of the disenchantment of the world. Not only in the sense that the celestial magic of music was reined in; but also in the sense that the shamanic, cultic expressivity of melody is repressed by the systematic rationality of diatonic harmony, just as most other human activity was submitting to the dictates of arithmetic as apotheosised in the demands of double-entry bookkeeping. For Weber, the history of music to his own time (and he was writing in the early twentieth century, the very moment that the tonal consensus was finally breaking up) was one of creative tension between the magic of melody and the iron cage of harmony, and a melancholy story of human response to melody coarsened and desensitised by the dictates of systems of temperament. ‘Temperament’, he wrote, ‘takes from our ears some of the delicacy which gave the decisive flavour to the melodious refinement of ancient music culture.’




*





It is fascinating to realise that the patron saint of Western classical music, the two-hundred-and-fiftieth anniversary of whose death we commemorate this year, Johann Sebastian Bach, was still immersed in a version of Renaissance culture, more than a century after it had been discredited. Christoph Wolff’s recent and magisterial biography of Bach has as its central conceit the notion of Bach the learned musician, and he quotes C. F. Daniel Schubart – author of the poem ‘Die Forelle’ (The Trout), which Schubert immortalised in song – to the effect that ‘what Newton was as a philosopher, Sebastian Bach was as a musician’. Wolff’s interpretation of this sees Bach as a scientist, or rather a natural philosopher in music: an explorer of the musical universe in the spirit of the rational eighteenth century. He was, as another eighteenth-century commentator had it, the ‘law maker of genuine harmony’, faithful servant of Weber’s notion of rationalisation-cumrationality in music.


This may well be what Schubart had in mind. But I think it makes more sense to see Bach drawing on the old tradition of music as sounding number. Like Newton he was a latter-day Pythagorean, immersed in numerology. Certainly, what little we know of his attitude to music suggests more than the rather austere eighteenth-century theory of affect rooted in an essentially mechanistic view of the body, music as motion inducing emotion in and through the body. Bach’s famous annotation to Calov’s Bible commentary breathes a headier air: ‘N.B. Where there is devotional music, God with his grace is always present.’ This suggests a music that could conjure up the divinity in some sense, a belief perilously heterodox if pursued too literally. A recent historian has spoken of Bach, in the metaphysical ambition of his pieces, ‘grasping at a cosmic order that was long collapsed by the 1740s’. This, I would suggest, is one reason why the Romantic generation seized upon Bach, retrospectively, as the founder spirit of classical music, music as absolute, music as religion: a cult that dominated the nineteenth century under the banner of Beethoven; which some modernists, Stravinsky for one and perhaps most vigorously, rejected; and which it is still difficult to escape today.


I’ll return to that, but for the moment we remain in the eighteenth century with Bach’s polar opposite, the adoptive Englishman George Frideric Handel.




*





Magic disappeared in eighteenth-century England as a reputable area of knowledge; the idea of witchcraft as a crime was discredited by the middle of the second decade. The rationalism that turned away from magic – a proto-Enlightenment, we might call it – had ideological associations in the early eighteenth century with a particular political project: the Whig project, whose ambition was, in essence, to lower the ideological temperature of politics, to discard all those dangerously hot-headed disputes about religion and metaphysics which had so disturbed the fabric of the state from the Civil War of the 1640s through the Glorious Revolution of 1688–9 to the Jacobite uprising of 1715. Witchcraft prosecution had been part of that old world, and one of its last appearances on the public scene was in 1711 (Handel was on his first visit to London that year, settling in 1712), when the conviction for witchcraft of a Hertfordshire woman, Jane Wenham, occasioned a pamphlet war in which high-church extremists supporting conviction were pitted against rollicking free-thinkers who saw the conviction as yet another sore on the body of the Church. The Whig elites who seized control on the Hanoverian accession in 1714, and confirmed their primacy with the failure of the Jacobite rebellion the following year, were at the same time contemptuous of the old magical world-view in which witchcraft was embedded – connected as it was with Stuart divine kingship, the legislation against witchcraft significantly having been enacted under James I in 1604 – and also chary of any such polarising dispute which could stir up ideological passion. They wanted to put a lid on such things, and that was the last to be heard of witchcraft in English public life until the brief flurry surrounding the repeal of both English and Scottish legislation against the crime in 1736.


Handel’s life coincides pretty much with the demise of witchcraft. He was born in the year of the last execution in England, 1685. He studied law at the university of Halle, the centre for the last great German debates on the reality of the crime. He arrived in England around the time of the last conviction, as we have seen, and the last major English debates. What is more, Handel being an iconic figure in Whig culture, the dismissal of witchcraft and magic formed an important, metaphorical undercurrent to his career.


What do I mean by calling Handel an iconic figure of Whig culture? On his death, the composer left money for the erection of a monument in Westminster Abbey, a masterpiece by the French sculptor Louis-François Roubiliac. It’s telling that the other great eighteenth-century funerary monument in the Abbey is Rysbrack’s Isaac Newton, who, despite his own cryptic mysticism and Unitarian leanings, became the patron saint of rational Whiggery. Earlier in his career, Roubiliac had made another statue of Handel, now in the Victoria and Albert Museum. It shows him as the apotheosis of laid-back Whiggish civility. No wild-eyed creator of transcendent sounds, he is presented instead as an urbane genius, the calm strummer of soothing harmonies, playing on Orpheus’ lyre, a cupid at his feet, but in a state of emphatic relaxation. He lounges wigless in cap, loose clothes, and half-relinquished slippers, his elbow resting on a pile of musical scores. The statue, the first such public monument to a British artist, was intended for Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, which was, to quote the publicity material of the time, ‘a Scene … of the most rational, elegant, and innocent kind’.


There is a perverse connection with magic here. One of the scores at Handel’s elbow is of Alexander’s Feast, an oratorio that demonstrates the power of music to calm unruly passion, a magical effect whose absence from contemporary music Vincenzo Galilei had been bemoaning more than a century before (‘Where are the “miracles” today that are described in the ancient texts?’). Roubiliac’s statue is making the same sort of claim for Handel himself. The unruly passions of a pleasure park where men and women  of all classes mingled promiscuously could be calmed by his music. Outside the boundaries of Vauxhall, people made the same claim for Handel: political passion and faction could be calmed by his harmony, which he put at the disposal of the Hanoverian succession. Hence Daniel Prat’s ode on Handel’s organ playing in 1722:






See! DISCORD of her Rage disarm’d,


Relenting, calm, and bland as PEACE;


Ev’n restless noisy FACTION charm’d.








Or Aaron Hill’s ode ‘on the occasion of Mr Handel’s Great Te Deum at the Feast of the Sons of the Clergy’ in the 1730s:






Teach us, undying Charmer, to compose


Our inbred Storms, and ’scape impending Woes …


And since thy notes can ne’er in vain implore!


Bid ’em becalm unresting Faction o’er;


Inspire Content and Peace, in each proud Breast,


Bid th’unwilling Land be blest.








So, what was left to the magic of music in Handelian England was partly a new mixing together of the metaphor of music as social harmony, and partly a revival of the old task of conjuring the passions, now seen in ultimately mechanistic rather than mystical terms.


Another area of musical magic, metaphorically at least, was virtuosity, an association that lasted into the nineteenth century with the diabolical proficiency of a fiddler such as Paganini. Virtuosity also features in singing; and in Handel’s magic operas, as Charles Mackerras has noted, the implausible tessitura of the sorceress is a badge of her magical prowess. In itself, the theatre was seen as magical, dangerously so for some commentators such as Arthur Bedford, clergyman and moral reformer, writing in 1719:






Another Method, made use of at the Play-Houses, is to entertain their Followers with magical Representations, conjuring, or consulting the Devil. This surely can be no great Diversion, at least no proper one for Christians, and may be apt to fill the Heads of raw and ignorant Persons with false and dangerous Notions, as if the Devil’s Power and Knowledge was much greater than it is.





‘Such Places and Entertainments as these’, Bedford concluded, ‘must be a disservice to our King, our Church, and our Constitution.’


Yet it is striking how Handel’s magic operas actually buttressed the progressive, ‘rational’ ideology of the regime he served. Handel was, in a commonplace metaphor, viewed as a magician. ‘Whilst Mr Handel was playing his part, I could not help thinking him a necromancer in the midst of his own enchantment,’ wrote one dazzled contemporary after a rehearsal of Alcina. But his ‘magic’ was at Reason’s command.


The magic operas themselves were written in two bursts, three between 1711 and 1715, and two between 1733 and 1735. It is no mere coincidence that these were the two periods in the eighteenth century when public interest in witchcraft in England peaked: the relatively noisy bang of the Wenham trial in 1711; and the whimper of the almost unopposed repeal of the Jacobean witchcraft legislation in 1735–6. The rows over Wenham and over the repeal were both implicated in the construction of a polite and politic consensus over the ejection of the very notion of magic from the body politic – be it the Royal Touch for the King’s Evil (scrofula), laws against magic and diabolism, the Divine Right of Kings, or the very religious conception of the state itself. Handel’s magic operas, paradoxically full of magical machinery and magical displays of virtuosity, spoke the same language of the triumph of Reason over magic. In that sense they are the Hanoverian, Whig, rational, enlightened counterpart, performed in public, of Inigo Jones’s magical and private court masques for the Caroline court a century earlier.


Take Alcina, for instance. The evil enchantress of 1735 might represent not so much sorcery, as the enchantment that superstition itself could weave. When at the end of the opera Rogero smashes Alcina’s ‘infamous urn’, a complex metaphor is at work. Alcina’s magical realm, conjured from the power of the urn, active force of all the enchantment, disappears. In the world of the opera, the evil sorceress has been overcome; in the world of the composer, the spectacle of opera and the enchantment of music, the suspension of disbelief, has reached its preordained end. In the world of politics, in which eighteenth-century opera undoubtedly played, enlightenment has been achieved. A supernatural nightmare has been banished and human intellect restored.


To underline this ideological strain in the opera, we need only look at the finale. Alcina ends, as Handel’s operas typically do, with a brief and simple chorus performed by the principals:






Who has redeem’d us from our senseless State,


From Night’s dark Horrors,


And brought us back to Life and Liberty …


Who has again reviv’d our Reason and thrown off


The Veil that cover’d us?


After the bitter Torments past,


Our Souls find Peace and smiling Joys at last …


How blest this Day,


That brings such Ease;


And now forgetting what we bear,


Our Hearts know nought but present Peace.








Here, in a libretto book distributed to an audience that would have included the power-brokers and luminaries of Hanoverian society, is the telltale association between the expulsion of magic, the triumph of rationality, and the achievement of (social) peace. The keywords are those of Whig ideology: under the current dispensation reason is revived, the horrors of dark night are forgotten, liberty has been restored, and nothing but peace is known, peace and ease. This was the complacent Whig view of the Hanoverian dispensation, and Handel sang its song.




*





We’ve seen music and magic inextricably bound together in the Renaissance; and we’ve seen music symbolically exorcising magic from the body politic in the pre-Enlightenment. It was the philosophers of the Romantic period who raised the stakes again; but they did so in a context in which their metaphysics was utterly divorced from scientific endeavour, in a way that the Renaissance natural magicians had not known. The really interesting matter of music – what I have called the ‘magic’ of music, and what Renaissance theoreticians might have studied under the rubric of sympathy, binding together emotional affect, sympathetic vibration and the structure of the universe (a world-view no longer available to us) – has been essentially abandoned by modern science to become a backwater. Why does music mean so much to us? Scientific accounts of music – I recall a recent summary in The Economist – remain thin and unconvincing, an unnourishing brew of superficiality and question-begging evolutionary psychology (at least Steven Pinker’s characterisation of music as ‘aural cheesecake’ recognises the inability of evolutionary science to grapple with it); philosophical accounts (I think of Roger Scruton’s marvellous writing on music) are intriguing but essentially speculative or largely poetic in their appeal, cut off from the sharp end of scientific reckoning.


It was the Romantic philosophers writing at the beginning of the nineteenth century who raised music once again to the pinnacle, certainly as the aesthetic paradigm of absolute art, and in some cases as the centre of a new metaphysic or the ground bass of a new religion. In one sense this was just the wheel, as ever, turning: Romanticism as a rebellion against what seemed the rational calculation of the Age of Enlightenment. It was also reinforced by, perhaps even invented in response to, the new music dominated by the ambition and creative energy of Beethoven. If there was a cult of music in the nineteenth century, against which the modernists rebelled, Beethoven stood at its head. The eighteenth century’s supposed lack of creative ambition – Haydn’s Creation was much mocked for its capitulation to the aesthetic of illustrative imitation – was spurned by a nineteenth century in thrall to a notion of absolute music that could match the ineffability of the Hegelian absolute. E. T. A. Hoffmann, phantasmagoric fabulist and Beethovenian devotee, summed it up when he declared that instrumental music, freed as it was from text, was ‘the most Romantic of all the arts’, awakening ‘an infinite yearning towards an unknown realm’. It was the very lack of signification in music, its emptiness if you like, that allowed it somehow to gesture towards the unknowable absolute which was at the centre of the dominant idealist philosophy. For some Romantic thinkers, music, as a result, became a sort of religion: ‘the ultimate mystery of faith, the mystique, the completely revealed religion’, as the poet Ludwig Tieck affirmed.


Schopenhauer is without doubt the best-known exemplar of the Romantic exultation in (if Schopenhauer ever did anything as cheery as exult) and exaltation of music. For this philosopher, music ‘exhibits itself as the metaphysical to everything physical in the world … We might, therefore, just as well call the world embodied music as embodied will.’ I cannot enter here into the complexities of Schopenhauer’s conception of will, and of the homology between the processes of music and the activity of the will. I want to give just a flavour of his endeavour by quoting his account of melody:




As rapid transition from wish to satisfaction and from this to a new wish are happiness and well-being, so rapid melodies without great deviations are cheerful. Slow melodies that strike painful discords and wind back to the keynote only through many bars, are sad, on the analogy of delayed and hard-won satisfaction … The short, intelligible phrases of rapid dance music seem to speak only of ordinary happiness which is easy of attainment. On the other hand, the allegro maestoso in great phrases, long passages, and wide deviations expresses a greater, nobler effort towards a distant goal, and its final attainment. The adagio speaks of the suffering of a great and noble endeavour that disdains all trifling happiness.





This is both ambitious for music, while at the same time being somewhat inadequate to it. It is, necessarily but with a diminishing return for Schopenhauer’s argument, tied to the music of his own time – slow melodies, fast melodies, the allegro maestoso, adagio and, above all, the diatonic system itself, with its sense of home key and alienation from that place of repose. But, at the same time, it is inadequate to much of the great music of its era; one can imagine Schubert constructing ‘short, intelligible phrases of dance music’ which could speak of far more than the ‘ordinary happiness which is easy of attainment’.


Of course, this is largely a matter of the inadequacy of language to music, something of which Schopenhauer himself makes much. Language can capture, somehow, the magic of music. Proust is the paramount example in literature, and music is one of the great themes of A la recherche du temps perdu. For instance, see his exquisite description (in passing) of the relationship between music and words in a vocal piece, the music compared to laughter ‘tracing an invisible surface on another plane’. But it’s only when language, as poetry or metaphor, partakes of the nature of music, that it can capture its essence – however fleetingly, as Proust himself recognised. Music’s way of ‘codifying’ human experience cannot be ‘resolved into rational discourse’. That’s the point. Yet at the same time Proust was fully aware of the claims of music. Here is his narrator, talking about the fictional composer Vinteuil:




Vinteuil’s last compositions were ultimately declared to be his most profound. And yet no programme, no subject matter supplied any intellectual basis for judgement. One simply sensed that it was a question of the transposition of profundity into terms of sound.





We’re back to the Romantic world-view here, easy to ridicule – perhaps the ‘transposition of profundity into terms of sound’ is even meant to be a little absurd, though Proust was deeply influenced by Schopenhauer – but it is a vision of music that still appeals, especially in the reception of the classics. They are more than mere entertainment, surely: they somehow carry importance with them, they seem to say more than they possibly ought to be able to say, they connect with an elsewhere (another country as Proust puts it), they remain magical in the sense of carrying effect beyond all analysable cause. I come back to that word ‘ineffable’. But there’s precious little justification for such a stance in the disenchanted world in which we live. It’s a standing affront to the reductionism of the age.


The cynical, no doubt sensible, and certainly appealing response of the trained historian is to see fetishisation and reification simultaneously at work. Trained up in the Western system from our earliest years, we view so-called classical music (of which, musically speaking, the pop musics of our times tend to be superficially radical but fundamentally conservative re-enactments), as ‘natural’ in some sense. Music, a thoroughly cultural phenomenon, is experienced as though it were part of the natural world (rather like money, in fact); a given, rather than something endlessly reconstructed and renegotiated in social space. That’s why music can function so well as what the musicologist Nicholas Cook calls a ‘hidden persuader’, one of the key tricks of the advertiser, playing upon us unawares, lending authenticity to an otherwise all-too-transparent sales pitch. Music, as he puts it, effaces its own agency. With more aesthetic purpose, the soundtrack of a film can very often secretly create that sense of coherence, conviction and significance; you can even catch yourself doing it with your own quotidian existence when you drive along playing music in the car.


But the fact that historically and socially music is learnt behaviour, varying by culture, doesn’t stop me thinking that there’s something magical in its very ability secretly to persuade or lend significance. For all I know, other musics may do the same (many of them certainly have similar roots in religious ritual, and music of some sort seems to be a universal feature of human life); and I may be buried so deep inside Western music’s conjuring trick that I can’t see my way out to a clear view. But – to abandon relativism for a moment – there is no reason to reject out of hand the notion that Western classical music as it has developed over the past five hundred years is, to use an odd descriptive term, a ‘technology’ particularly suited (like many other quintessentially ‘Western’ technologies) to performing a task that may be of universal human significance.


What is that task though? I’ve talked about magic, about profundity, about ineffability and effects beyond causes. Well, I return to Romanticism, in a late form: the Romanticism of Ludwig Wittgenstein, another Schopenhauer aficionado. He was a key figure in the ‘linguistic’ revolution in twentieth-century philosophy – which reconstructed many of the old metaphysical problems in terms of the philosophy of language rather than of ‘the world out there’ – and also a great lover of music. One of his most gnomic, and famous, utterances cries out to be inserted in this debate. It’s much more beautiful in German, so I’ll give you the original first:




Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, darüber muß man schweigen.





Or, ‘What we cannot speak about, we must pass over in silence.’ Silent in words, beyond reasoning, yes – but silent altogether, not necessarily.


Classical music is one of the few ways out of this impasse, and Western music, since it was cast out of the rational natural philosophical pantheon in the seventeenth century, and at the same time began to codify its own rational structure, has become one of the ways of talking about all the things we cannot rationally talk about – the nature of existence, the quality of time, non-existence, annihilation, cosmic regret. And on that rather portentous note, I had better stop.
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