
Page 1 of 35

PRINTED FROM Oxford Music Online. © Oxford University Press, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an 
individual user may print out a PDF of a single article in Oxford Music Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy).

Rhetoric and music

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.43166
Published in print: 20 January 2001
Published online: 2001

The connections between rhetoric and music have often been 
extremely close, notably in the Baroque period. The influence of the 
principles of rhetoric profoundly affected the basic elements of 
music. (See also Analysis, §II.)

Interrelationships between music and the spoken arts – artes dicendi
(grammar, rhetoric, dialectic) – are at once obvious and unclear. 
Until fairly late in the history of Western civilization, music was 
predominantly vocal and thus bound to words. Composers have 
therefore generally been influenced to some degree by rhetorical 
doctrines governing the setting of texts to music, and even after the 
growth of independent instrumental music, rhetorical principles 
continued for some time to be used not only for vocal music but for 
instrumental works too. What still remains to be fully explained is 
how these critical interrelationships often controlled the craft of 
composition. These developments are unclear partly because 
modern musicians and scholars are untrained in the rhetorical 
disciplines, which since the beginning of the 19th century have 
largely disappeared from most educational and philosophical system. 
It was only in the early 20th century that music historians 
rediscovered the importance of rhetoric as the basis of aesthetic and 
theoretical concepts in earlier music. An entire discipline that had 
once been the common property of every educated man has had to 
be rediscovered and reconstructed during the intervening decades, 
and only now is it beginning to be understood how much Western art 
music has depended on rhetorical concepts.

I.  Up to 1750

1.  Middle Ages and Renaissance.

All rhetorically related musical concepts originated in the extensive 
literature on oratory and rhetoric by ancient Greek and Roman 
writers, principally Aristotle, Cicero and Quintilian. Among the 
enduring and influential legacies of this tradition is a fivefold 
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division of the art of verbal discourse into inventio (finding the 
argument), dispositio (ordering the argument), elocutio (style), 
memoria and pronuntiatio(delivery), with the aim of moving 
(movere), delighting (delectare) and instructing (docere). 
Quintilian’s requirements for the well-trained orator included 
‘knowledge of the principles of music, which have power to excite or 
assuage the emotions of mankind’. The emphasis of ancient orators 
on the significant role of music in oratory supported a continuous 
tradition of musical-rhetorical relations throughout these early 
periods, but the manner in which music and rhetoric interacted 
varied according to a number of shifting conditions, among them the 
accessibility of the ancient rhetorical treatises, the nature of the 
material conveyed in those treatises, the prevailing goals and 
functions of music and rhetoric within a given culture, and the 
various arenas of theory, compositon, performance and notation 
where one looks for signs of this interaction.

Broadly speaking, medieval rhetoric tended to favour eloquence, 
which emphasized the technical and structural aspects of form 
(dispositio) and style (elocutio), whereas Renaissance rhetoric 
favoured persuasion, which emphasized the orator’s strategies of 
inventio and delivery in affective speech that moved others to action. 
The former regards the structure of the argument per se, and 
reflects both the technical orientation of the Hellenistic courtroom 
manuals studied during the Middle Ages (Pseudo-Cicero Rhetorica 
ad Herenium, Cicero’s early De inventione) and the deployment of 
rhetoric within the fields of grammar, logic and written discourse. 
The latter regards the affective content and meaning of speech in 
relation to an audience, and reflects the rediscovery of Quintilian’s 
complete Institutio oratoria (1416), Cicero’s mature De oratore
(1422) and, eventually, Aristotle’s Rhetorica, which advance rhetoric 
as an oral discourse within an integrated social system based on 
respect for civic life.

Having lost its oratorical moorings in ancient civic culture, rhetoric 
exercised an influence during the Middle Ages at once pervasive and 
diffuse, and points of direct contact between rhetoric and music are 
consequently difficult to identify. A shared vocabulary of such terms 
as trope (van Deusen, 1985), colores, clausula, copula, diminutio and 
variatiomay testify less to a direct influence than to the fact that the 
topic of tropes and figurae (the rhetorical ornaments of style, or 
elocutio) were universal and elementary aspects of a medieval 
education. Similarly, one could argue convincingly, but not 
conclusively, that the rhetorical practice of argument based on 
authoritative exempla (auctoritas) is manifested in the musical 
quotation, allusion and paraphrase found in, for example, plainchant-
based polyphony, certain Ars Subtilior works and 15th-century 
imitation masses (Reynolds, 1995). The well-defined rhetorical 
techniques of memorization (ars memorandi, Enders, 1990) and 
delivery (the performance of ‘pictorial scripts’ stored in the memory) 
are latent in the development of such mnemonic aids as early 
notation and the ‘Guidonian’ hand (Berger, 1981), were certainly 
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fundamental to the activities of medieval performers, and probably 
hold clues to the process by which standard melodic, rhythmic and 
even harmonic figurae could be retained and variously ‘composed’ in 
the memory. And while medieval theorists dealing with chant 
repertory evince an ongoing concern with text-music relations such 
as text underlay, accentuation and syntactical alignment (Harrán, 
1986), these were primarily grammatical concerns, and the obscure 
relationship between medieval grammar and rhetoric makes it 
difficult to identify a specifically rhetorical strategy in either the 
theory or the repertory of chant.

As rhetoric and poetry were conjoined in the novae poetriae of 
scholastic grammarians like Matthew of Vendôme, Geoffrey of 
Vinsauf and Johannes de Garlandia, rhetorical elements of style 
embedded in the poetic text were mirrored in the musical settings. 
The shared concern is a concept of stylistic elegance based not on 
semantic content and its expression, but on rhetorical figures of 
‘sound’ (Stevens, 1992) such as repetition, alliteration, assonance, 
syllable count, rhyme, metrics and rhythmics. These constitute a 
kind of verbal music that could be reflected in analogous, though 
essentially different, gestures of the musical setting such as the 
alignment of cadence and rhyme, the coordination of tenor 
repetitions with significant words, and the alignment of matching 
vowels in polytextual works. It is within this musical-poetic tradition 
that Machaut was a rhétoriqueur, and the harmonious co-habitation 
of these two ‘musics’ as described by Machaut’s ‘pupil’ Eustache 
Deschamps in his Art de dictier (1392) may be found, for example, in 
the repertories of the medieval lai (Stevens, 1992), Notre Dame 
organa (Flotzinger, 1975), and the early motet (Pesce, 1986).

The city-states of late 14th- and early 15th-century Italy provided the 
context for the humanist rediscovery of the practice and texts of 
ancient civic oratory, but circumstances favourable to the union of 
humanist rhetoric and music arose only at the turn of the 16th 
century. To be sure, signs of this union already may be seen in the 
declamatory passages in late Trecento works, the varietas and 
affective projection of text in Ciconia’s O rosa bella, and the use of 
fermata-blocked chords on important words in the works of 15th-
century composers like Du Fay. There are widespread instances of 
‘text-painting’, musical figurae that project the semantic meaning of 
the text (Pesce, 1986; Elders, 1981; Reynolds, 1995), but these are 
all essentially isolated examples, and the written (if not the 
unwritten) musical culture of 15th-century Italy was shaped 
primarily by northern composers influenced by late medieval modes 
of discourse.

The first signs of a significant interaction between music and 
humanist rhetoric appear during the generation of Josquin, by which 
time the first published translations of Quintilian and Cicero had 
been disseminated, and the first humanist rhetoric treatises had 
begun to appear. With the abandonment of medieval pre-
compositional structures, like the formes fixes in the secular 
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chanson and cantus firmus techniques in the motet, composers were 
free to explore new text-music relationships within the more flexible 
medium of an entirely original and through-composed musical fabric. 
A work like Josquin’s motet Ave Maria, virgo serena approaches the 
later 16th-century ideal of musical oratory, with its word-generated 
rhythms and melodic phrases, the careful pacing and sequential 
unfolding of its ‘argument’ through textural varietas and the 
manipulation of cadential closure and elision, and its overall mood of 
affective supplication. A heightened sense of rhetorical decorum, the 
matching of proper style (verba) to content (res), also led to the 
breakdown of medieval categories of genre and style at this time; 
surely the unusual gravitas of his chanson text led Josquin to apply 
motet texture in his setting of Mille regretz. The same rhetorical 
subjects of decorum and varietas surface in contemporary 
theoretical works. Tinctoris’s eighth rule of counterpoint in his Liber 
de arte contrapuncti (1477) reflects both Cicero’s precept and the 
increasing modal variety to be found in the works of Josquin and his 
contemporaries: ‘Wherefore, according to the opinion of Tullius 
[Cicero], as variety in the art of speaking most delights the hearer, 
so also in music a diversity of harmonies vehemently provokes the 
souls of listeners into delight …’. When discussing decorum in 
singing in his Practica musice (1496), Gaffurius urged that a 
‘composer of a song should take care that words are set in an 
appropriate way to music’, and that the mode should be selected to 
that end. Gaffurius also adopted Quintilian’s division of oratorical 
delivery (pronuntiatio) into matters of voxand gestus when he 
advised the singer to avoid bellowing or excessive vibrato, and to 
refrain from a gaping, distorted mouth and exaggerated movements 
of the head and hands. Josquin’s pivotal role with respect to word-
note relationship was acknowledged in the next generation by 
northern theorists like Glarean, Coclico and Hermann Finck. In 
Finck’s view (Practica musica, 1556) Josquin was the composer who 
showed ‘the true way’ from the veteres to the recentiores, who were 
distinguished primarily according to their concern with a correct 
and affective setting of the words.

The decisive bond between music and rhetoric was forged in the 
decades after about 1525, and by 1560 the concepts and 
terminology of classical oratory had made strong inroads into the 
writings of music theorists on both sides of the Alps (Wilson, 1995). 
On the model of Melanchthon’s adoption of rhetorical doctrines for 
Protestant scriptural exegesis and instruction in the new 
Lateinschulen, German theorists wrote music tutors that 
increasingly aligned rhetorical principles with the craft of musical 
composition within the new category of musica poetica. Listenius 
(1537) was the first to introduce this to the traditional Boethian 
duality of musica theoretica and musica practica, and subsequent 
works by Heyden (1540), Glarean (1547), Coclico (1552) and Finck 
(1556) established strong ties between Josquin-style polyphony and 
Ciceronian precepts of variety and decorum. Heyden and Glarean 
both invoked the rhetorical power of metaphor as described by 
Aristotle and Quintilian when they referred to the power of 
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appropriate musical figures (figurae, colores) to place subjects 
before the mind’s eye (ob oculos ponere), a conceit that was 
repeated by later northern writers like Quickelberg (1560) and 
Burmeister (1601) with respect to the music of Lassus, and which 
surely constituted the theoretical basis for Renaissance ‘text-
painting’. In the singing manuals of Coclico and Finck, Quintilian’s 
division of eloquence into correct speech (recte loquendum) and 
elegant speech (bene loquendum) was reinterpreted as recte 
cantandum (observation of correct accentuation, pronunciation and 
text placement) and bene cantandum (florid singing, or cantus 
ornatus employing coloraturae). In Dressler’s Praecepta musicae 
poetica (1563), compositional structure adopted the formal division 
of an oration into exordium, medium and finis. A German tradition 
equating the expressive function of musical colores (ornaments) with 
rhetorical colores (tropes and figures) was extended in the writings 
of Burmeister, who developed a detailed list of musical-rhetorical 
figures (Musica autoschediastikē, 1601; Musica poetica, 1606; see 
Rivera, 1993) that both summarized the Renaissance tradition and 
laid the foundation of a German theoretical tradition of musical 
figures for the next two centuries.

Musical-rhetorical relations developed along more radical lines in 
Italy, where they unfolded in the more rarefied air of the humanist 
courts and academies, which sustained both a more probing view of 
the condition of ancient music and a subtle and sustained interaction 
between music and emerging theories of vernacular poetry. Of first 
importance was Venice during the second quarter of the 16th 
century, where Pietro Bembo linked Ciceronian precepts of decorum 
and varietas to Petrarchan poetics (see Mace, 1969), and composers 
and theorists in the circle of Willaert came under the direct 
influence of Bembo’s Ciceronianism (Feldman, 1995). The Venetian 
context of text-underlay rules outlined by Lanfranco (1533), del Lago 
(1540), Vicentino (1555), Zarlino (1558) and Stoquerus (c1570) 
reflects an essentially rhetorical concern with recte loquendum. The 
composer Rore and the theorists Zarlino and Vicentino stand out as 
leading exponents of the application of Bembist thought to music as 
first demonstrated in the Petrarchan madrigals of Willaert’s Musica 
nova. In his Istitutioni harmoniche (1558), Zarlino borrowed the 
Ciceronian vocabulary of sonus (euphony and smoothness of speech) 
and numerus (well-structured speech), and applied them to a 
Bembist concept of eloquence: stylistic purity and restraint (the 
avoidance of contrapuntal errors, excessive divisions, chromaticism 
as a destroyer of modal clarity, indiscreet use of vox and gestus, and 
harshness) were to temper varietas (such as diversity of melodic 
movement and consonances, and avoidance of undue repetition) in 
pursuit of an elevated style characterized by the beauty and gravitas
found in Willaert’s music and Petrarch’s poetry. Zarlino’s 
rapprochement between Franco-Flemish polyphony and the 
expressive ideals of oratory was particularly influential north of the 
Alps, where he replaced Gaffurius as the leading theorist of stile 
antico counterpoint. Drawing on the ancient Greek concepts of 
modal ethos and the genera, Vicentino proposed in his L’antica 
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musica ridotta alla moderna prattica, (1555) a more radical notion of 
decorum latent in the sharp contrasts within Petrarchan language. 
In Vicentino’s extended concept of varietas, the ‘diverse passions’ of 
vernacular poetry may require that purity and even beauty be 
sacrificed to modal mixture, chromaticism and ‘every bad step’ and 
‘bad consonance’, and the relationship to ancient oratory is explicit: 
‘Now [the orator] speaks loudly, now softly, and more slowly, and 
more rapidly, and with this he moves the listeners very much …. The 
same ought to be in music’. Vicentino here framed the ideological 
(and essentially rhetorical) basis of the seconda pratica much as 
Rore manifested it in his madrigals. Among the next generation of 
musical humanists, Girolamo Mei had participated, as a disciple of 
Piero Vettori, in the revival of Cicero’s works on oratory and 
rhetoric, and had ‘read thirty times if once’ the Rhetoricaof Aristotle. 
In a letter of 1560 to Vettori, Mei proposed an Aristotelian system of 
communicative arts (arti fattive) that brought together the mimetic 
media of music, rhetoric, poetry and the visual arts, a prophetic 
confluence that was most aptly realized in opera.

2.  Baroque.

Not until the Baroque period did rhetoric and oratory furnish so 
many of the essential rational concepts that lie at the heart of most 
compositional theory and practice. Beginning in the 17th century, 
analogies between rhetoric and music permeated every level of 
musical thought, whether involving definitions of styles, forms, 
expression and compositional methods, or various questions of 
performing practice. Baroque music in general aimed for a musical 
expression of words comparable to impassioned rhetoric or a musica 
pathetica. The union of music with rhetorical principles is one of the 
most distinctive characteristics of Baroque musical rationalism and 
gave shape to the progressive elements in the music theory and 
aesthetics of the period. Since the preponderantly rhetorical 
orientation of Baroque music evolved out of the Renaissance 
preoccupation with the impact of musical styles on the meaning and 
intelligibility of words (as for example in the theoretical discussions 
of the Florentine Camerata), nearly all the elements of music that 
can be considered typically Baroque, whether the music be Italian, 
German, French or English, are tied, either directly or indirectly, to 
rhetorical concepts. In 1739, in Der vollkommene Capellmeister, 
Mattheson laid out a fully organized, rational plan of musical 
composition borrowed from those sections of rhetorical theory 
concerned with finding and presenting arguments: inventio, 
dispositio, decoratio – called elaboratio or elocutio by other writers – 
and pronuntiatio (see §I, above). Dressler’s structure of exordium, 
medium and finis was only a simplified version of the more usual 
sixfold division of the dispositio, which in classical rhetoric as well as 
in Mattheson consisted of exordium, narratio (statement of facts), 
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divisio or propositio (forecast of main points in a speaker’s favour), 
confirmatio (affirmative proof), confutatio (refutation or rebuttal) 
and peroratio or conclusio (conclusion).

While neither Mattheson nor any other Baroque theorist would have 
applied these rhetorical prescriptions rigidly to every musical 
composition, it is clear that such concepts not only aided composers 
to a varying degree but were self-evident to them as routine 
techniques in the compositional process. Nor was rhetorical 
structure limited to German music theory. Mersenne, for example, in 
his Harmonie universelle (1636–7) emphasized that musicians were 
orators who must compose melodies as if they were orations, 
including all of the sections, divisions and periods appropriate to an 
oration. Kircher, writing in Rome, gave the title ‘Musurgia rhetorica’ 
to one section of his highly influential encyclopedia of the theory and 
practice of music, Musurgia universalis (1650); in it he also 
emphasized the analogy between rhetoric and music in the common 
divisions of the creative process into inventio, dispositio and 
elocutio.

The vitality of such concepts is evident throughout the Baroque 
period and later. Just as an orator had first to invent an idea 
(inventio) before he could develop his oration, so the Baroque 
composer had to invent a musical idea that was a suitable basis for 
construction and development. Since each musical idea must 
express an inherent or sometimes an imposed affective element of 
the text to which it was joined, composers often required aids to 
stimulate their musical imagination. Not every poetic text possessed 
an affective idea suitable for musical invention, but again rhetoric 
provided the means to assist the ars inveniendi. In Der General-Bass 
in der Composition (1728), Heinichen extended the analogy with 
rhetoric to include the loci topici, the standard rhetorical devices 
available to help the orator uncover topics – that is, ideas – for a 
formal discourse. The loci topici are rationalized categories of topics 
from which suitable ideas for invention could be drawn. Quintilian 
described them as ‘sedes argumentorum’ – sources of argument. On 
the most elementary level they were symbolized by the well-known 
questions that he posed for any legal dispute: whether a thing is (an 
sit), what it is (quid sit) and of what kind it is (quale sit). Heinichen 
(see Buelow, 1966) employed the locus circumstantiarum, namely 
the use of a textual antecedent, concomitant or consequent – a 
preceding recitative, the first (A) section of an aria, and the second 
(B) section or a subsequent recitative – as sources of musical ideas 
for aria texts. In Der vollkommene Capellmeister Mattheson 
criticized Heinichen for limiting himself to only the loci of 
circumstance and urged the full employment of several other 
locicommonly used by rhetoricians, such as the locus descriptionis, 
locus notationis and locus causae materialis. It is not unimportant 
that both Heinichen and Mattheson were practical theorists with 
long and distinguished careers as composers, during which they 
wrote vocal music for the opera house as well as for the church.
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3.  Musical figures.

The most complex and systematic transformation of rhetorical 
concepts into musical equivalents originates in the decoratio of 
rhetorical theory. In oratory every speaker relied on his command of 
the rules and techniques of the decoratio in order to embellish his 
ideas with rhetorical imagery and to infuse his speech with 
passionate language. The means to this end was the broad concept 
of figures of speech. As was shown above (see §2), as early as 
Renaissance music, both sacred and secular, there is ample evidence 
that composers employed various musical-rhetorical means to 
illustrate or emphasize words and ideas in the text. Indeed the whole 
musical literature of the madrigal unequivocally depends on this use 
of musical rhetoric. Some authors (e.g. Palisca) have connected the 
late 16th-century practice of musical rhetoric to the definition of a 
musical ‘mannerism’, suggesting that this particular approach to 
composing may well be the explanation of the obscure term ‘musica 
reservata’. Of all the late Renaissance composers, Lassus was 
undoubtedly the greatest musical orator, as was frequently 
recognized by his contemporaries, and in the first Baroque treatise 
attempting to codify musical-rhetorical practices, by Burmeister, one 
of his motets, In me transierunt, was analysed according to its 
rhetorical structure and its employment of musical figures. For more 
than a century a number of German writers, following Burmeister, 
also borrowed rhetorical terminology for musical figures, with both 
Greek and Latin names, but they also invented new musical figures 
by analogy with rhetoric but unknown to it. In this basically German 
theory of musical figures there are thus numerous conflicts in 
terminology and definition among the various writers, and there is 
clearly no one systematic Figures, theory of musical for Baroque and 
later music, notwithstanding frequent references to such a system 
by Schweitzer, Kretzschmar, Schering, Bukofzer and others. The 
most detailed catalogue of musical figures (in Bartel, 1997) lists the 
different forms, taken from definitions and descriptions of varying 
degrees of exactness in many 17th- and 18th-century treatises, 
among the most important of which are J. Burmeister: Musica 
autoschediastikē (Rostock, 1601), expanded as Musica poetica
(Rostock, 1606); J. Lippius: Synopsis musicae nova(Strasbourg, 
1612); J. Nucius: Musices practicae (Neisse, 1613); J. Thuringus: 
Opusculum bipartitum (Berlin, 1624); J.A. Herbst: Musica moderna 
prattica (Frankfurt, 2/1653) and Musica poetica (Nuremberg, 1643); 
A. Kircher: Musurgia universalis (Rome, 1650); C. Bernhard: 
Tractatus compositionis augmentatus (MS, c1657); J.G. Ahle: 
Musikalisches Frühlings-, Sommer-, Herbst-, und Winter-Gespräche
(Mühlhausen, 1695–1701); T.B. Janovka: Clavis ad thesaurum 
magnae artis musicae (Prague, 1701); J.G. Walther: Praecepta der 
musicalischen Composition (MS, 1708) and Musicalisches Lexicon
(Leipzig, 1732); M.J. Vogt: Conclave thesauri magnae artis musicae
(Prague, 1719); J.A. Scheibe: Der critische Musikus (Leipzig, 2/
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1745); M. Spiess: Tractatus musicus compositorio-practicus
(Augsburg, 1745); and J.N. Forkel: Allgemeine Geschichte der Musik
(Leipzig, 1788–1801).

Attempts by writers such as Brandes, Unger and Schmitz to organize 
the multitude of musical figures into a few categories have not 
proved successful. The following list aims only to give the most 
frequently cited musical figures in an equally arbitrary but 
somewhat broader group of seven categories: (A) Figures of melodic 
repetition, (B) Figures based on fugal imitation, (C) Figures formed 
by dissonance structures, (D) Interval figures, (E) Hypotyposis 
figures, (F) Sound figures, (G) Figures formed by silence. No effort 
has been made to enumerate all of the many variant names under 
which some of these figures appear in the literature, and the 
indication of a theorist’s name following the figure gives only one of 
often several sources in which the term is defined and discussed (see 
Bartel, 1997, for a more complete list of figures and sources).

Many of the musical figures, especially those from the earlier 
sources such as Burmeister and Bernhard, originated in attempts to 
explain or justify irregular, if not incorrect, contrapuntal writing. 
Although proceeding contrary to the rules of counterpoint, such 
passages were found to be suitable for dramatizing affective 
expression of the texts. Another large group of figures, the 
Hypotyposis class, have often been called madrigalisms (see under 
no.38 above) because they occur so frequently in Italian madrigals of 
the 16th century and later; word-painting occurs in music as early as 
medieval plainchant and continues unabated in the music of today. 
Finally, it should be stressed that while German theorists were 
almost solely responsible for the terminology of musical figures, this 
is not to say that similar figurative guidelines were not followed by 
composers in other countries in the 17th and 18th centuries (see, for 
example, the detailed analysis in Massenkeil, 1952, of musical 
figures in the oratorios of Carissimi). What German theorists 
rationalized was a natural and common element in the craft of every 
composer. Whether or not composers of other countries made such 
precise terminological associations between rhetorical figures and 
musical equivalents cannot be established, but that such musical-
rhetorical emphases exist in their music cannot be questioned.
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Figure Image 1

from The New Grove Handbooks in Music, Analysis (London, 1987)

Figure Image 2
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Figure Image 5

4.  Affects.

As a result of its intricate interrelationships with rhetorical 
doctrines, Baroque music assumed as its primary aesthetic goal the 
achieving of stylistic unity based on emotional abstractions called 
the Affects. An affect (‘Affekt’ in German, from the Greek ‘pathos’ 
and the Latin ‘affectus’) consists of a rationalized emotional state or 
passion. After 1600 the representation of the Affects became the 
aesthetic necessity of most Baroque composers, whatever their 
nationality, and the fundamental basis of numerous treatises. During 
the Baroque period the composer was obliged, like the orator, to 
arouse in the listener idealized emotional states – sadness, hate, 
love, joy, anger, doubt and so on – and every aspect of musical 
composition reflected this affective purpose. While it was easier to 
appreciate it in music associated with a text, the aim in instrumental 
music was the same. It needs to be stressed, however, that to 
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compose music with a stylistic and expressive unity based on an 
affect was a rational, objective concept, not a compositional practice 
equatable with 19th-century concerns for spontaneous emotional 
creativity and equally spontaneous emotional responses on the part 
of an audience. The Baroque composer planned the affective content 
of each work, or section or movement of a work, with all the devices 
of his craft, and he expected the response of his audience to be 
based on an equally rational insight into the meaning of his music. 
All the elements of music – scales, rhythm, harmonic structure, 
tonality, melodic range, forms, instrumental colour and so on – were 
interpreted affectively. The styles, forms and compositional 
techniques of Baroque music were therefore always the result of this 
concept of the Affects.

Since the 19th century, writings on Baroque music have often 
referred to a so-called Affects, theory of the (or ‘Affektenlehre’ in its 
commoner German equivalent), though in fact no one 
comprehensive, organized theory of how the Affects were to be 
achieved in music was ever established in the Baroque period. It has 
been assumed incorrectly, especially by writers such as Pirro and 
Schweitzer and those influenced by them, that composers worked 
with stereotyped musical-rhetorical figures – analogous to 
Wagnerian leitmotifs – in order to create a predetermined form of 
tone-painting. Other writers, including Bukofzer, continued to 
believe that such a stereotyped set of musical figures was an 
essential aspect of a Baroque theory of Affects. More recent 
research has clearly shown that a concept of stereotyped musical 
figures with specific affective connotations never existed in the 
Baroque composer’s mind or in theoretical explanations. Musical-
rhetorical figures were devices meant only to decorate and elaborate 
on a basic affective representation and to add dramatic musical 
stress to words and poetic concepts. They functioned in music just as 
figures of speech function in oratory – as part of the decoratio.
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Pages 62–3 from J. Burmeister’s ‘Musica poetica’ (Rostock, 1606; the 
expanded edition of ‘Musica autoschediastikē’, 1601)

The concept of the Affects was at least partly shaped by the writings 
of 17th-century philosophers of such diverse national backgrounds 
as Descartes, Francis Bacon and Leibniz. In an ever-growing stream 
of natural-philosophical studies in the 17th century, Descartes’ Les 
passions de l’âme (1649) became perhaps the most decisive in its 
influence on the art of music. This resulted from the belief that he 
had discovered a rational, scientific explanation for the physiological 
nature of the passions and the objective nature of emotion. Nor was 
music unique, for a similar concern for the Affects dominated all the 
arts in the 17th century. The attempt to understand the passions lies 
deeply buried in the history of Western art long before Descartes, 
however. The connection with the ancient concept of the four 
temperaments or humours should not be overlooked, and the ancient 
Greeks wrote at great length about the control of human emotions. 
They believed that music possessed an ethical force, or ethos, that 
was bound together with the modes. The Renaissance witnessed a 
convergence of the Attic philosophy of Ethos, the theory of the 
temperaments and a developing theory of the Affects, for example in 
the numerous definitions of the modes according to their affective 
nature. In later treatises these ideas ultimately became theories of 
Affects associated with keys, the best known of which was 
Mattheson’s in his Neu-eröffnete Orchestre (1713).

The association of rhetoric with the concept of the Affects can be 
found almost continuously in the history of music from at least the 
end of the 15th century. It is explored in most of the major treatises 
on Baroque music (see Buelow, 1973–4, for a selective bibliography). 
By the turn of the 17th century, for example in Caccini’s preface to 
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his Le nuove musiche (1601/2), the musical goal of the singer 
became the moving of the affects of the soul (‘di muovere l’affetto 
dell’animo’). The German theorist Michael Praetorius, in Syntagma 
musicum, iii (1618), warned that a singer must not simply sing but 
must perform in an artful and graceful manner so as to move the 
heart of the listener and to move the affects. An Italian theorist, 
Cesare Crivellati, in Discorsi musicali (1624), devoted a chapter to 
‘Come con la musica si possa movere diversi affetti’ (chap.11), and 
the English writer Charles Butler, in The Principles of Musik (1636), 
gave the purpose of music as ‘the art of modulating notes in voice or 
instrument. De wie [which], having a great power over de affections 
of de minde, by its various Modes produces in de hearers various 
effects’. Among the many works contributing definitions of the 
Affects in the 17th century is Kircher’s Musurgia universalis, an 
encyclopedic work, full of valuable information, where a theory of 
intervals as related to the Affects was proposed for the first time 
(see Scharlau, 1969). Of equal value are the several treatises of 
Werckmeister, who attempted to combine the rationality of 
mathematics with the rhetorical concepts of the Affects, providing a 
definition of particular value to an understanding of German late 
Baroque music.

In 1706 the German writer Johann Neidhardt, in his work on the 
tuning of a monochord, Beste und leichteste Temperatur des 
Monochordi, asserted that ‘the goal of music is to make felt all the 
affects through the simple tones and the rhythms of the notes, like 
the best orator’, and this remained the aesthetic credo of writers on 
music for much of the 18th century. Perhaps the most succinct and 
effective statement regarding the role of the Affects in music was 
made by Mattheson (in Der vollkommene Capellmeister): ‘everything 
that occurs without praiseworthy affects [in music] can be 
considered nothing, does nothing and means nothing’.

II.  After 1750

During the Enlightenment, philosophy and science developed new 
ideals of expression that greatly reduced the role of formal 
eloquence in intellectual life. Descartes objected to the use ‘des 
feintes et des déguisements de la rhétorique’, and the statutes of the 
Royal Society of London (1663) specified that all scientific reports 
should avoid ‘prefaces, apologies, and rhetorical flourishes’. John 
Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) 
distinguished between the linguistic style suitable for ‘pleasure and 
delight’ and that appropriate for ‘information and improvement’. In 
the following decades, conspicuous exhibitions of traditional 
eloquence became unacceptable in discursive situations demanding 
truthfulness, although this did not preclude an appreciation of 
virtuosic oratory as literature: in the mid-18th century Frederick the 
Great could both carry volumes of Cicero on his campaigns and, in 
his judicial reforms, abolish harangues and appeals to the emotions 
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from concluding arguments in court. Mattheson, whose position in 
the English embassy in Hamburg permitted close contact with 
British culture, echoed Locke in distinguishing between the plain 
language required of the historian and the florid style permitted to 
the rhetorician (Grundlage einer Ehren-Pforte, 1740).

Rhetoric was further undermined in the early 18th century as 
aestheticians, emulating the accomplishments of scientists such as 
Newton, sought overarching principles that governed all the arts. 
Whereas the ars oratoria had traditionally been concerned primarily 
with spoken and persuasive discourse, it became associated 
increasingly with written (and even non-verbal) media as part of the 
broader domain of belles-lettres. Rhetoric, however, now assumed a 
somewhat peripheral position among the arts. In Les beaux-arts 
réduits à un même principe (1746), Charles Batteux placed it 
between the mechanical and the fine arts: unlike music, poetry, 
painting, sculpture and dance, which have pleasure as their object, 
rhetoric (along with architecture) both provided pleasure and served 
some pragmatic objective. Because its utilitarian component 
involved considerations outside the realm of art, oratory would later 
be further marginalized in the aesthetics of Kant and Hegel.

The re-evaluation of rhetoric permitted its principles to be employed 
selectively, which in turn made possible numerous new analogies. 
Mattheson could thus enlist rhetoric in his efforts to disassociate 
music from the mathematical tradition. His enormously influential 
writings, however, treat the precepts of oratory with considerable 
licence: whereas Dressler and Burmeister had only been willing to 
create three-part models of musical organization (using rhetorical 
concepts in dividing the work roughly into beginning, middle and 
end), Mattheson advanced a detailed comparison of the da capo aria 
to the six-part oration. This analogy required, among other liberties, 
that the opening ritornello appear as both the exordium and the 
peroratio, despite the very different functions these two components 
serve in traditional rhetorical theory. Mattheson justified this 
departure from the ars oratoria simply by referring to the repetition 
as a musical convention and by noting that several psalms are 
similar in design to the da capo aria.

Mattheson's writings represent an important new development in 
the relationship between music and rhetoric. Although music 
theorists of previous centuries had often invoked rhetorical terms 
and concepts idiosyncratically (see Vickers, 1984), their borrowings 
typically suggest a desire to appropriate rhetoric's prestige. The 
discrepancies that arise frequently reflect the difficulties of 
comparing dissimilar activities, and the theorists were generally no 
more idiosyncratic than the complex and contradictory taxonomic 
systems of the rhetoricians themselves. Mattheson, on the other 
hand, clearly regarded musical conventions as taking precedence 
over the precepts of his putative models; rhetoric no longer exerted 
priority over music.

Terminology and concepts drawn from the ars oratoria remained 
common in discussions of music, but by the middle of the 18th 
century new and often highly critical attitudes towards formal 
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eloquence complicated the use of rhetoric as a source of imagery. In 
his Saggio sopra l'opera in musica (1755), Francesco Algarotti 
asserted that the overture of an opera should prepare the following 
drama, relating to it in the way that an exordium relates to the 
ensuing oration. Traditional rhetorical theory, however, did not 
require the exordium to refer to the subject of a speech (this 
function was assigned to the narratio), and the ancient orators left 
numerous independent proemia, or introductions, that could be 
prefixed to speeches on any topic. Algarotti therefore found that 
some composers did treat the overture as an exordium, but in 
precisely the way that he wished to oppose. He also complained of 
composers who resemble orators using ‘big and pompous words’ to 
display ‘the loftiness of their subject and the lowness of their 
genius’. In drawing on the oration as a model for musical 
procedures, Algarotti was therefore obliged to reject aspects of the 
rhetorical tradition that did not conform to his aesthetics.

Similar complexities surround a passage in Le neveu de Rameau
(c1760) in which Diderot stated that ‘the aria is the peroration of the 
scene’. The metaphor implies that the aria, like the concluding 
section of a speech, endeavours to touch the passions. Although this 
clearly suggests a parallel between music and rhetoric, it appears in 
a paragraph portraying the rhetorical heritage as entirely unsuited 
to musical composition in the nouveau style of Italian comic opera. 
Within a decade of the Querelle des Bouffons, the orations of 
Demosthenes, Quinault's polished phrases and the declamation of 
classically trained actors could no longer provide a basis for music 
accompanying the exclamations, interruptions, shouting, groaning, 
weeping and laughing found in opera buffa. Such outbursts were not 
regarded as devices employed for specific persuasive purposes (as 
they would have been classified by traditional rhetoricians) but as 
spontaneous expressions of a character's passions.

A concern with the passions thus remained central to the later 18th 
century (and writers could thus still find rhetorical terminology 
useful), but the affections were no longer considered universal 
emotional states subject to codification according to rational 
principles. Instead, the passions were held to be highly changeable 
and uniquely individual, and the conventionalized representations of 
the affects found in earlier works began to seem stereotyped and 
unnaturally static.

These attitudes allowed a rhetorical manner of composition to be 
construed as a fault, as in C.F. Cramer's criticism (1783) of the 
procedures of Hasse and Graun. Yet in his Treatise published one 
year later, William Jones was still able to complain that Haydn and 
Boccherini lacked the rhetorician's demeanour. References to 
rhetoric are thus often rather general and tend to accompany 
remarks concerning the composer's need to cultivate a refined 
sensibility by familiarity with other arts. In Der musikalische 
Dilettant (i, 1770), for example, J.F. Daube suggested that composers 
employ the ‘light and shade’ of painting and ‘consider carefully the 
rules of oratory’. Rhetoric's changed status encouraged its treatment 
in such unspecific terms, and H.C. Koch (Musikalisches Lexikon, 
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1802), noting the unsystematic nature of writings on the subject, 
concluded that the composer should exercise ‘a sensitive artistic 
feeling’ in dealing with these fragmentary observations.

The writings of J.N. Forkel offer the final 18th-century attempt to 
develop a rhetoric of music. Although this founder of modern 
musicology is often characterized as a conservative, even 
reactionary, figure, his thoughts on rhetoric incorporated a 
progressive view of human psychology based on recent English 
philosophy. Forkel regarded the affections not as remaining constant 
until acted on but as inherently mobile and subject to an infinite 
number of modifications. Accordingly, the discussion of figures in the 
first volume of his Allgemeine Geschichte der Musik (1788) 
emphasizes concepts relating to the connection of musical ideas. 
Figures used to illustrate a text – a principal subject of previous 
musical rhetorics – are virtually ignored. Rather than being 
rationally quantifiable, as in Baroque music, affects are now 
considered entirely subjective and highly personal. Each piece 
reflects the inner character of its composer, and consequently Forkel 
considered superfluous the formulaic loci topoi that once aided the 
invention of both orators and musicians. Despite the importance of 
rhetoric in his thought, Forkel clearly regarded music as a true 
universal language superseding speech, which is merely 
conventional and therefore arbitrary. This accords with the views of 
authors such as Schiller, who regarded the arts as having ‘an 
absolute immunity from human arbitrariness’. Forkel's faith in the 
pre-eminence of music became common in the Romantic period.

18th century aestheticians often cautioned composers to portray the 
passions, not individual words or the natural world (see Hosler, 1981
and Neubauer, 1986). As music achieved a more elevated status, 
depictions of birdcalls and battles, while popular with the public, 
began to be regarded as a debasement of the art. Critics objected 
strongly to certain ‘madrigalisms’ in Haydn's The Seasons (1801), 
and Beethoven was careful to explain the Pastoral Symphony as 
‘more an expression of feeling than painting’. As this phrase 
indicates, illustrative passages were often considered in relation to 
painting rather than to rhetoric; indeed, despite the proliferation of 
verbal programmes and descriptive titles in the 19th century, the 
programmatic works of the Romantic period owe little to the ars 
oratoria (see Programme music). In 1843 Schumann ridiculed the 
notion that ‘a composer working with an idea sits down like a 
preacher on Saturday afternoon, schematizes his theme according to 
the usual three points, and works it out in the accepted way’. By the 
middle of the 19th century the conventions of pulpit oratory were 
almost the only models readily available for Schumann's satire.

The main focus of rhetoric during the 18th and 19th centuries was 
execution and delivery (the pronuntiatio of ancient theory), and by 
1785 the majority of rhetorical textbooks concerned elocution. 
Rhetoricians retained their respectability in this restricted domain; 
Kant, for example, contrasted oratory, which persuades by exploiting 
human weaknesses and is ‘unworthy of any esteem’, with excellence 
of speech (Wohlredenheit), which belongs to the domain of art. The 
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treatises of C.P.E. Bach, Quantz and Leopold Mozart encouraged 
performers to study the techniques of successful speakers, and 
concepts of ‘proper declamation’ continued to be invoked in debates 
on the execution of Beethoven's works (see Barth, 1992). As rhetoric 
became almost exclusively associated with matters of delivery and 
pronunciation, vocal coaches came to be accepted as instructors; in 
1867 Peter Cornelius (Wagner's répétiteur and a composer and 
trained actor) was appointed teacher of music theory and rhetoric at 
the Königliche Musikschule in Munich.

Rhetoric reached its nadir as a scholarly discipline at the close of the 
19th century: in 1872 Nietzsche's course on its history attracted only 
two students and in 1902 Benedetto Croce noted that ‘rhetoric in the 
modern sense is above all a theory of elocution’. In such an 
environment the early 20th-century investigations of the musico-
rhetorical tradition by Kretzschmar, Hugo Goldschmidt and Schering 
were important rediscoveries. The immediate cultural background 
supported the tendency (seen particularly in Schering) to regard the 
musical surface as saturated with rhetorical symbols, much as 
Wagner's operas were permeated with leitmotifs. In the mid-20th 
century H.-H. Unger compiled an extensive catalogue of musical 
figures, which he used to label the rhetorical devices presumed 
ubiquitous in Baroque compositions. The opening gesture of Schütz's 
Saul, Saul, was verfolgst du mich?, for example, was found to 
contain 15 such figures. In the late 20th century Krones extended 
this tradition to the analysis of works by Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven 
and even later composers. His account of the first three bars of 
Wagner's prelude to Tristan und Isolde proposes the use of 
exclamatio (the rising minor 6th), passus duriusculus (the rising and 
falling chromatic lines), catachresis (the ‘Tristan chord’) and 
suspiratio (the rest at the end of the phrase). Here figures no longer 
ornament the language, as in traditional rhetorical theory, but 
comprise the very stuff of the language itself.

The extent to which rhetoric impinged upon past compositional 
thought, however, remains a subject of much debate. Ursula 
Kirkendale's claim that Bach's Musical Offering was arranged 
according to Quintilian's Institutio oratorica met resistance from 
Bach scholars (see Wolff, Dreyfus, Walker and Williams), while 
Ratner's assertion that composers of the late 18th century used 
characteristic musical figures (‘topics’) associated with various 
moods, scenes and musical styles has been influential. Allanbrook 
has used this approach fruitfully to account for the dance types in 
Mozart's operas, where texts provide a basis for interpretation. 
Although Ratner's terminology recalls the topoi of rhetoric, the 
organization of melodic allusions in Haydn and Mozart cannot be 
shown to derive from the procedures of oratory; indeed, the loci 
topoi were being marginalized by contemporary aestheticians such 
as J.G. Sulzer and Hugh Blair. Moreover, as Diderot indicated, the 
idiom derived from Italian comic opera stood in opposition to the 
traditions of classical rhetoric. It may prove that semiotics, rather 
than rhetoric, provides the proper framework for the perspectives of 
Krones and Ratner.
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Many recent analytical applications of rhetorical concepts are based 
on the presumption that during their study of Latin composers of the 
past were thoroughly indoctrinated in formal eloquence. Research 
into Bach's education, however, shows that much of his training in 
rhetoric involved rote memorization. Only on rare occasions was 
Leopold Mozart grateful for his knowledge of Latin (letter of 5 
November 1765), and in a letter of 5 February 1778 he advised his 
son to purchase a German translation of the psalms before 
attempting to set them in Latin. Much of Mozart's instruction was 
probably practical, concerned with proper pronunciation and issues 
of text-setting rather than delving into the precepts of oratory. 
Wolfgang himself disclaimed the ability to ‘arrange the parts of a 
speech’ effectively (letter of 9 November 1777), and was already an 
established musician before he began to study Latin in the late 
1760s.

It is thus difficult to see classical rhetoric as part of a comprehensive 
Weltanschauung influencing the compositional choices of late 18th-
century musicians. In fact, the ability of contemporaneous theorists 
to relate the six-part oration to both the da capo aria and sonata 
form (see Bonds, 1991) suggests that rhetoric did not provide 
models for composers; rather, writers on music seem to have 
adapted rhetorical concepts to conform – however tenuously – to 
musical practice. Despite this, the study of rhetoric remains 
invaluable to an understanding of certain terms, such as inventio
and Anlage, and provides much insight into the creative process in 
general. Indeed, the trajectory of rhetoric in the 18th century 
reflects significant changes in the way creativity was conceptualized: 
instead of following rules and formulae (such as are set forth in 
rhetorical treatises), artists came to be seen as forming their style 
according to their own nature. Numerous developments, including 
the interest in the biographies of composers, and perhaps the 
foundations of musicology itself, may be related to the declining 
position of rhetoric in Enlightenment thought.

See also Expression, §I, and Philosophy of music, §II.
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