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How Baroque Composers Expressed the Affections

Since antiquity, composers have sought to express the affections, such as excitement, fear, and anger, in their music. During the Baroque period, not just portraying, but also producing, these affections became the primary purpose of music. Composers during the Baroque period explored new ways of expressing rationalized emotions in their music. Some experimented by imitating emotions through melodic and rhythmic motives and even, like Monteverdi, breaking the rules of music to demonstrate expression. As the Baroque period ended, composers began to look for more personalized and less universal ways to express emotions. 
Scholars have been fascinated by the relationship between music and the emotions since at least the time of the Ancient Greeks. Plato believed that music shaped human emotion and character “because rhythm and harmony find their way into the inward places of the soul, on which they mightily fasten, imparting grace, and making the soul of him who is rightly educated graceful, or of him who is ill-educated ungraceful” (Plato 1212).  In Plato’s mind, the mode of a piece of music was what determined the emotions it would create and how it would shape character. According to Plato’s Republic, there were modes that were meant to be avoided in music. For example, according to musicologist Tim Carter, “He disapproved of the Lydian mode (‘expressive of sorrow’) and the Ionian (associated with drunkenness, softness, and indolence). That left the Dorian (the ‘accent which a brave man utters in warlike action and stern resolve’) and Phrygian (expressing ‘willingness to yield to the persuasion or entreaty or admonition of others’)” (Carter 60). As for Aristotle, his view towards music was similar to Plato’s. Like Plato, Aristotle believed that people would imitate the emotional states they heard in music. He believed that “rhythm and melody supply imitations of anger and gentleness, and also of courage and temperance, and of all the qualities contrary to these, which hardly fall short of the actual affections” (Aristotle 2668). However, unlike Plato, Aristotle also believed that music should be used for recreation and catharsis. He explained, “All men agree that music is one of the pleasantest things…  Hence and with good reason it is introduced into social gatherings and entertainments, because it makes the hearts of men glad… For innocent pleasures are not only in harmony with the perfect end of life, but they also provide relaxation” (Aristotle 2670). He also argued that “those who are influenced by pity or fear, and every emotional nature, must have a like experience, and others in so far as each susceptible to such emotions, and all are in a manner purged and their souls lightened and delighted” (Aristotle 2673). This meant that it could be desirable for musicians to portray and listeners to hear many different types of emotions.
During the Renaissance, scholars rediscovered ancient Greek writings on music, including those of Plato and Aristotle. They also became interested in humanism, “the study of the humanities, things pertaining to human knowledge” (Burkholder et al 139). Part of human experience is emotion, so Renaissance composers worked to follow the rhythms and accents of human speech and learn how better to express emotions by means of text depiction and text expression (Burkholder et al 139). Text depiction is the process of “using musical gestures to reinforce visual images in the text” (Burkholder et al 199). Text expression involves “conveying through music the emotions or overall mood suggested by the text” (Burkholder et al 199). For example, in Josquin’s Mille Regretz, the words that mean, “abandon you” are accompanied by a phrase that is without a cadence as though it had been abandoned (Burkholder et al 200). Renaissance scholars also returned to the Greek idea that different modes expressed different emotions. These writers were inspired by stories from the Ancient Greeks such as the one about Alexander the Great rising from the banquet table, ready for battle after hearing a Phrygian tune several times (Burkholder et al 153). Composers were sometimes motivated to choose modes for their compositions based on the emotions that they thought ancient Greek writers associated with those modes, although some of those thoughts were based on a misunderstanding of the relationship between church modes and ancient Greek modes (Burkholder et al 153).
While Renaissance composers wanted to express emotions in the text, Baroque composers wanted to try to create those emotions in the listener (Palisca, Baroque Music 4). German theorist Johann Mattheson stated, “the goal of all melody is none other than a gratification of the ear through which the affections of the soul are aroused” (Bartel 29). This interest in expressing the affections was found in sacred as well as secular music. The Lutheran theologian Gottfried Scheibel declared, “I do not understand why the opera alone should have the privilege to move us to tears, and why this is also not appropriate to the church” (Bartel 34). 
The Baroque period occurred during the Scientific Revolution, and that period of scientific inquiry helped to inspire two treatises that functioned to explain and classify the affections. Descartes, the author of The Passions of the Soul (1649), argued that the affections are produced by some sort of external stimulus that produces movement in the nerves and alters the spirts, leading to joy or anger in a similar way to the external stimuli that create an awareness of hunger or a bell ringing (Moriarty xvii). Affections are not the same as emotions. They “are universal experiences, not specific to an individual; they are more like colors, an objective reality that can be described, than like taste, which may differ from person to person” (Burkholder et al 286). The idea of the affections as something universal had a strong influence on how Baroque composers would portray them.
The second treatise, written by Athanasius Kircher in 1650, was titled Musurgia Universalis. According to the music historian Dietrich Bartel, Kircher introduced the “four different human temperaments: melancholic, sanguine, choleric, and phlegmatic (Bartel 36). He claimed that each human being has one of these four temperaments, “according to the individual’s physiology” (Bartel 37). An external stimulus, like music, can change the balance of bodily humors and produce strong affections. This is similar to Descartes’ idea of external forces acting on the affections. What makes Kircher different from Descartes was how he explored temperaments and explained why not everyone reacts the same way towards music. For example, a person who has a melancholic temperament, would have a much stronger reaction to a melancholic song than someone with a different temperament (Bartel 39).
Composers of the Baroque period saw the creation of the affections as a science much like music theory. They could study and analyze human behavior to understand how to create affections and then add to that by imitating great composers. Personal experience of the affection was helpful but not necessary (Bartel 34-35). Bartel quotes 18th century composer Johann Mattheson explaining that, “The Baroque composition was not a result of inspiration, subjective experience, or the ‘outpouring of a lonely soul.’ Rather, it was calculated ‘in cold blood” (Bartel 35). 
Baroque composers relied less than their predecessors on modes as the key to expressing the affections. This was partly because of the shift from church modes to major and minor tonality. However, composers also started to question the idea that specific modes or keys would align only with specific affections. (Bartel 40). Composer Johann Andreas Herbst pointed out “that a whole range of affections can be expressed in one and the same mode or tone” (Bartel 42-43). Another composer, Johann Heinichen argued that “one can express the same words and affections in various and, according to the old theory, opposing keys” (Bartel 43). Mattheson offered suggestions regarding how the modes might be used to express the affections, but he concluded that people should “allow each one the freedom to ascribe certain qualities to the modes according to his own disposition” (Bartel 46). 
Rhythm, meter, and tempo, all played an important role for both Renaissance and Baroque composers. However, in the Renaissance, according to Bartel, composers used rhythmic variety “in the desire to delight the listener with a varied but balanced composition” (Bartel 46). By contrast, Mattheson encouraged Baroque composers to consider what affection they were portraying in choosing a tempo, adding, “This purpose must always be visualized when a composer sets his adagio, andante, presto, etc. Then his work will be a success” (Bartel 47). Baroque composers worked to express the affections through the dance forms. Some examples of dance forms include the minuet typifying moderate delight, the gavotte jubilant joy, and the bourree contentment (Bartel 47). The dance forms were structured to “embody the affective characteristics in much the same way that the temperaments of individuals or stage actors typify a certain affection” (Bartel 47). Furthermore, the dance forms became so successfully embodying the affections, that they influenced many types of sacred and secular music.
Baroque composers would define different types of affections and then develop strategies for producing those affections. For example, Kircher listed the following eight affections: love, grief or sorrow, joy and exultation, rage and indignation, pity and weeping, fear and pain, presumption and audacity, and admiration or astonishment (Bartel 48). Kircher stressed the importance of ascending and descending melodic intervals in producing particular affections. He figured that the size of the interval and the location of the tones and semitones within the scale, would greatly affect what the music communicated to the animal spirits. He wrote, “Height and lowness of pitch, tension and relaxation, rapidity and slowness. Softness and hardness by their proportion and temperament, alter the sprit, and this in turn alters the soul. When sound is high pitched (tense), the spirit will be similar to fire and cholera, if low pitched (relaxed), it will resemble an earthy humor, if intermediate, it will cause moderate affections” (Palisca, Music and Ideas 195). There were many rules for creating specific affections. For example, Bartel explained, “A joyful affection requires the more consonant and perfect intervals, found in the major keys. The rhythm should be faster, and there are to be few dissonances and syncopations, the texture being closer to perfection both in harmony and rhythm” (Bartel 49). If the composer focused more on love, the affection would be “characterized as a longing to appreciate the beauty of something or someone beloved. The composer must find means to express these various and contrasting stirrings. Harmonic and melodic material should include both rousing and gentle intervals, both soft and strange intervals. The tempo and rhythm should be calm, as with the sadder affections” (Bartel 50). Along with these pleasant affections came a lot of unpleasant ones as well. For example, Bartel points out that, “A sorrowful affection could be expressed through harsh or grating intervals and harmonies as well as though syncopated rhythms (Bartel 48). He also explains, “The effect of the dissonant intervals and harmonies with their high numerical proportions will concur and sympathize with the human emotional state of this affection, thus ensuring the desired result” (Bartel 48).
 Baroque composers like Claudio Monteverdi sometimes felt they had to take risks in order to express the affections, even going as far as breaking the strict rules of 16th century counterpoint. This was especially true when they were trying to evoke negative affections like sorrow and cruelty. For example, Monteverdi’s madrigal Cruda Amarilli contained several dissonances which, Burkholder et al point out, “violate the rules of counterpoint, which require suspensions to be resolved before the bass moves again, forbid passing tones from falling on strong beats, and require dissonances to be entered and left by step” (Burkholder et al 287). This kind of rule-breaking fell on words like, “Cruda” meaning cruel and “ahi lasso” meaning alas, and it was meant to add shock to heighten the emotional impact of those words (Burkholder et al 287-88). Monteverdi’s madrigal ended up in controversy when it was first produced. Italian composer and theorist Giovanni Maria Artusi criticized Monteverdi’s decisions to break the rules of counterpoint. In his treatise, he argued that many great composers had used dissonances in their music to appeal to the affections without breaking the rules of counterpoint (Mainates 127). In Artusi’s own words, “for so long as they violate the good rules—in part founded upon experience, the mother of all things, in part observed in nature, and in part proved by demonstration—we must believe them deformations of the nature and propriety of true harmony far removed from the object of music” (Palisca, Baroque Music 9). Monteverdi, and later his brother, responded to Artusi’s argument with the concepts of first and second practice. Monteverdi used the term first practice for the strict adherence to the rules of counterpoint that Artusi advocated. Second practice allows composers to break the rules of counterpoint in order to express the affections. Burkholder et al explained “that in first practice the music had to follow its own rules and thus dominated the verbal text while in the second practice the music serves to heighten the effect and rhetorical power of the words, and voice leading rules may be broken and dissonances may be used more freely to express the feelings evoked in the text (Burkholder et al 290).
Arias played an important role in helping composers during the Baroque period in their quest to express the affections. Opera audiences would sometimes get bored while sitting through long recitative pieces of music. They tended to show more interest in the intense emotion feeling produced by someone singing an aria. To give opera a little more appeal, the librettist worked to create different dramatic situations that would allow characters to portray different emotions in a series of arias. Arias typically “referenced specific emotions but were not necessarily specific to particular characters or situations” (Carter 63). In fact, an aria in one opera that portrayed love or misery could often simply be inserted into another opera that also called for a character expressing love or misery (Carter 63). Like other Baroque music styles, arias represented the ideal type of an emotion instead of someone’s individual experience of it.
Baroque composers desiring to express the affections also made great changes in instrumental music. Early in the 17th century, instrumental music was not seen as able to convey specific emotions in the same way that vocal music could. Instrumental music was seen as having various but limited functions such as dance music, filling the time gap between vocal pieces, or just impressing the audience with the performer’s skill (Carter 65-66). As instrumental music got longer and more elaborate, it was clear that there needed to be a beginning, a middle, and an end. Composers might include a subject and develop it with counterpoint or structure it with ritornellos or binary or ternary form (Carter 66).  Instrumental composers learned ways to express particular experiences and affections. They took on national styles, (Bach’s “French Suites”) imitated natural sounds (“The Angry Winds”), or worked to create a particular mood (“The Joyful One”). They developed sounds that signified affections like the descending tetrachord for the lament. One example of this was Antonio Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons, which both imitated the sounds of nature and expressed the feelings one would experience in each season (Carter 66).
The Enlightenment fundamentally changed how composers sought to express the emotions. The Enlightenment was a scientific movement that valued what people could learn through experience and careful observation. In music, that meant rejecting any complex, artificial rules and just expressing human experience more simply and naturally. According to Bartel, the methods that composers had learned when studying affections made their “music far too oppressive; Enlightenment listeners preferred personal, subjective expressiveness and a pervading presence of the emotional utterance of the individual” (Bartel 56). The change can be seen in the development of the aria. German Baroque music theorist Johann Walther had written in his book, Praecepta that “when an affection is to be expressed, the composer should focus on that, rather than on the individual words; not that the words should be completely disregarded, but rather that those words which contradict the affection should not be singularly expressed” (Bartel 54-5). However, later, composers were able to integrate the more complex emotions and changes of mood that people actually experience into their music (Burkholder et al 651). For example, in Pergolesi’s La Serva Padrona, Burkholder et al write that “there are as many melodic ideas as there are shifting thoughts and moods in the text” (Burkholder et al 475). The piece contains a nervous jumpy motive that uses giant leaps when the character feels uncertain about something. After that, the music changes multiple times as the character feels something mysterious inside, and then he thinks there might be love in the air, and finally the music becomes slow and deliberate when he feels more guarded (Burkholder et al 475). By portraying the specific and complex emotions of a particular character, Classical composers were able to move beyond evoking idealized affections.
Since the time of Plato and Aristotle, composers have been interested in the relationship between music and emotions, but in the Baroque Period, creating and expressing the affections became one of the most important goals of music. Composers studied the works of other composers and learned techniques for creating the affections. While the ancient Greeks had focused on choosing certain modes to achieve the affection, Baroque composers looked to rhythm, tempo, choosing certain intervals, and even breaking the rules of counterpoint. Arias, each of which was associated with one particular affection, became popular with audiences for their appeal to idealized emotion. During the Enlightenment, composers changed the way they portrayed emotions by making them more complex, and more natural and individual.
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