STEFANIE BEGHEIN

Church Music in Antwerp during the Siecle de
Malheur (c.1650—1750): Repertoire and Contexts

According to eighteenth-century travellers’ accounts, music was an impor-
tant ingredient of the religious culture at the Cathedral of Our Lady in Ant-
werp. Passengers who attended services at the cathedral were impressed by
the sweetness of sounds, the solemnity of the music, the amount of instru-
ments, and the Italian style of the repertoire." Although the notorious English
music historian Charles Burney felt a little deceived when he heard mass and
vespers at the Cathedral of Our Lady in 1772, the music chapel of the main
church in Antwerp was said to be the best of Brabant, in particular during
the first half of the eighteenth century.? Earlier studies by Guido Persoons,
Godelieve Spiessens, and Eugeen Schreurs confirm that musical life was
flourishing from 1700 on, with an important musical activity at the cathedral
from ¢.1718 on.> However, this renaissance appears to contrast with the eco-
nomic and demographic crisis in the period between 1650 and 1750—the so-
called siecle de malheur. This contribution aims to discuss the paradoxical
discrepancy between a period of musical boom and the dark age of a former
metropole and will propose some perspectives for a contextual approach of
church music.
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328 Stefanie Beghein
ANTWERP IN THE SEVENTEENTH AND EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

The Fall of Antwerp in 1585 brought an untimely end to the city’s golden
sixteenth century. The intervention by Alexander Farnese and the re-Ca-
tholicization of the city caused a drastic migration: more than half of the
population, most of them Protestant, left the city.* This emigration also had
an important influence on the economic situation. Many merchants were
Protestant and took both their capital and spirit of enterprise to the North.
During the first half of the seventeenth century, there was a gradual demo-
graphic repair and an economic reorientation; nevertheless, the city did not
reach the previous level again.’ On the contrary, after the Peace of Munster
(1648), Antwerp went through a period of regression, the so-called siecle
de malheur. Though recent research has suggested a more nuanced view
of this period, it still remains true that the city was confronted with a less
prosperous epoch.® The plague (haestige ziekte) and the rising grain prices
led to a high mortality in the second half of the seventeenth century.” Mer-
cantilist policies and changes on the demand side had a negative impact on
many of the famous Antwerp luxury industries.® The city suffered from the
international political instability, in particular the Nine-Years’ War (1689—
1697), the Succession War (1701-1714) after which the Southern Netherlands
were assigned to the Austrian Habsburg Empire (1715), and the occupation
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by French soldiers between 1746 and 1748. The first half of the eighteenth
century witnessed a further decay of the luxury industries, and Antwerp
definitely lost its position on the international trade market.” The economic
regression the city went through also involved demographic downfall, in
particular during the eighteenth century: whereas the city counted ¢.62,000
inhabitants in 1650 and even approximately 67,700 in 1698, in 1738 there
were only ¢.43,800 citizens left.!® The present day perception of baroque
Antwerp as a metropole in decay is confirmed by several seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century passengers who have noticed the emptiness of the streets
and the economic inactivity of the city."! Nevertheless, Antwerp remained
one of the two most important cities of the Southern Netherlands, together
with Brussels.!? Furthermore, not all aspects of life were slumping. During
her visit in 1771, the duchess of Northumberland was fascinated by the con-
trast between the empty streets and the crowded churches.”* After the Fall
of Antwerp, the city had become the most important centre of Catholic Re-
formation in the Southern Netherlands."* The Catholic renewal was accom-
plished by impassioned bishops and an active clergy, with the help of artists,
authors, and the printing press, who formed and consolidated the Catholic
identity of the city. Although the counter-reformatory enthusiasm dropped
down after 1678, the city would keep its reputation as a Catholic bastion until
the end of the eighteenth century.
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THE REVIVAL OF CHURCH MUSIC IN ANTWERP, C.1718

In the second part of the so-called siecle de malheur—short time after the
Southern Netherlands came under Austrian rule—, there seemed to be an in-
creasing interest for church music at the cathedral. Between 1650 and 1718,
the choir masters at the main church were musicians with, as far as we know,
a minimal output as composers. In 1718, when the chapter chose Alphonse
d’Eve to be the new choir master, a new élan was given to the cathedral’s mu-
sical life; d’Eve was born in Brussels but had been working for some years in
Antwerp and Ghent.'® By that time, he had already demonstrated his talents
as a composer through two printed volumes of sacred music (see below). The
musical aspirations of the chapter became more explicit when they decided
in 1719 to announce the current vacancies for musicians in the newspapers,
‘pour en gratifier les plus capable’ (‘in order to select the best’).!” Although
the use of newspapers was not unique for the main church of Antwerp, the
musical outcome certainly was.!® As a result of this mode of operation, the
recruitment area became remarkably larger. In the following decades, musi-
cians from Brussels, Amsterdam, Mainz, and Liege were engaged as choir
masters or as church musicians."” The ambitious recruitment policy had also
considerable effects on the repertoire: at least six masses, one motet, and a
set of lamentations were composed for the canons of the Our Lady Chapter,
while between 1650 and 1718, only one mass was written (see table 1).2° All
eighteenth-century masses are explicitly dedicated to the canons, praising
them for their kindness and lauding their musical taste, as Joseph Hector
Fiocco wrote in the dedication of his Missa Sancta Cecilia: ‘Vous aiméz la
Musique et Vous en Connoissez toutes les beautez’.
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Tasvre 1. List of compositions made for the Chapter of Our Lady (c.1650—1750)

Year Title Composer Provenance
1670 Missa musicalis J. Cocx (lost)
1718 Missa Paschalis A. d’Eve B-Ac
1720 Missa Paschalis J.A.J. Faber B-Ac
1720 Missa Mariae Assumptae J.A.J. Faber B-Ac
1720 O Quam Dilecta J.A.J. Faber (lost)
1726 Lamentationes W. De Fesch (lost)
1730 Missa Paschalis W. De Fesch B-Ac
1732 Missa Sancta Cecilia J.H. Fiocco B Ac
1741 Missa in honorem Deiparae A.J. Blavier B-Ac

The musical renaissance was not only quantitative, but it also had a quali-
tative component. All masses were written in a modern style that was per-
ceived as Italian.”! Besides the standard vocal and instrumental scoring, in
all but two masses wind instruments were added: one or two oboes, two
trumpets or two flutes. In the Missa Mariae Assumptae by Johannes Adamus
Josephus Faber, even a clarinet part was introduced. The early use of the
clarinet, the elaborate and idiomatic writing for this instrument, and its use
in combination with 2 flauto dolce are exceptional for the Southern Neth-
erlands.” Also noteworthy are the introduction of the galant style and the
virtuoso vocal parts with multiple and extensive melismas in the masses by
Fiocco. The canons seemed to have been aware of the exceptional quality of
the music that resulted from their patronage. In 1733, they decided to limit
the performances of this repertoire. The note in the chapter logs empha-
sized the uniqueness of this music and also stressed the fact that the works
were dedicated to the chapter. Since a too frequent performance of this
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sel’, Handelingen van de Koninklijke Zuidnederlandse Maatschappij voor Taal- en Let-
terkunde en Geschiedenis, 37 (1984), 71.
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1650—-1750. De Missa pro defunctis van Joseph Hector Fiocco (?) en de Missa Mariae
Assumptae van Johannes Adamus Josephus Faber’, in Christine Ballmann and Valérie
Dufour (eds.), La la la... Maistre Henri. Mélanges de musicologie offerts a Henri Van-
hulst (Turnhout, 2009), 295-311; Albert Rice, The Baroque Clarinet (Oxford, 1992), 79f.
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music would threaten its exclusive character, it was decided that the masses
should only be performed in extraordinary ceremonies held by the canons
(‘cum principalis musica nostra [...] per usum nimis frequentem vilescat,
resolutum illam non amplius permittit cantari, nisi in summo choro nostro
in solemnitatibus extraordinariis’).?

The music patronage of the Church of Our Lady is even more outstanding
when considering the musical life at other cathedrals in the Southern Neth-
erlands. For instance, in Mechelen the output of the choir masters as com-
posers was rather minimal. In the period between 1650 and 1750 only one
reference could be found. According to the notice in the payment books of
1674, the music in case was probably not concerted music in the modern Ital-
ian style but ‘old-fashioned’ polyphonic music; the choir master was paid for
‘het stellen in contrepoinct de principaelste feestdagen’ (‘setting the [music
for the] most principal feast days in counterpoint’].** In Bruges, none of the
three collegiate churches seemed to have invested in well-established choir
masters who could compose modern church music.? At the Saint Bavo’s Ca-
thedral in Ghent, the situation was probably comparable to Mechelen.”® As
for the Saint Gudula’s Cathedral in Brussels, some productive though mainly
local composers were hired during the first half of the eighteenth century.”
Although the quantity of religious music composed for Brussels cathedral
exceeded the Antwerp collection, the Antwerp musical policy was—at least
some aspects—far more ambitious and assertive: the broad area where the
choir masters came from; the fashionable features such as the use of the
modern Italianate style; the introduction of the clarinet or the galant style;
and the explicit dedications of the masses to the Chapter of Our Lady.

Notwithstanding the fact that both quantitative and qualitative aspects
make clear that church music was flourishing at the cathedral in the first
half of the eighteenth century, the presumed contrast with the seventeenth
century should be nuanced. Payment records for the cathedral demonstrate
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that considerable amounts were paid for music, even if the accounts were
often closed with negative balances.”® A general overview of musical life
in Antwerp during the seventeenth century is not available yet, but infor-
mation about music printing in the city may provide some helpful insights.
A glance at the lists of works printed by Phalesius, de Potter, and Aertssens
reveals that several local Antwerp musicians provided new church music
during the second half of the seventeenth century, and that this music pro-
duction was scattered over the different churches of the city.?? Philippus van
Steelant was working at Saint James’ Church and had a volume of masses
and motets printed in 1656, Johannes Cocx was choir master at the cathedral
and published a volume of church music in 1673.3° Walterius Delien was
organist at the Saint James’ Church and had two requiem masses printed in
1682, Anthonius Vermeeren was involved at Saint Walburgis’ Church and
had several volumes printed between 1660 and 1668.*' Finally, Alphonse
d’Eve was working at Saint Andrew’s Church and published two volumes
of sacred music, one of which was printed in Amsterdam around 1700, the
other in Antwerp in 1706.3> These Antwerp compositions were distribut-
ed over a broad area and played in numerous churches in and outside the
Southern Netherlands.*® This is in sharp contrast with the church music that
was composed from 1718 on for the Our Lady Chapter, which, according to
contemporary church music inventories, appeared to have remained almost

2 KAA, Rekeningen van de kerkfabriek, reg. 22-26.
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exclusively inside the city walls. This was partially caused by the downfall
of music printing in the city and by changes on the demand side (as can be
seen in Brussels, where the music print focused on secular music), but maybe
also by the attitude of the canons who preferred a more exclusive use of the
music that was composed for them.**

CHURCH MUSIC IN ITS SOCIETAL CONTEXT —
SOME PERSPECTIVES

However, some questions remain. How could a metropole in decay remain
an important centre for church music? And why would a church invest con-
siderable amounts of money to employ outstanding composers and to per-
form large scale concerted music, while the city was going through a major
economic and demographic crisis? In order to gain a better understanding of
the interplay between society and church music, a more contextual approach
is needed. In what follows, two perspectives that tend to regard musical evo-
lutions in relation to a broader context will be presented.

Travellers’ journals do not only inform us about the economic and demo-
graphic situation, they also provide information about the inhabitants, their
behaviour, and their mentality. According to these reports, one of the promi-
nent characteristics of Antwerp’s population was their exaggerated display
of wealth and status. Confronted with slumping financial and commercial
opportunities, the rich urban elites retreated from an active trading posi-
tion and led a life of leisure. They adopted the lifestyle of the nobility and
invested in castles or country houses, art collections, and other luxuries.*
In the second half of the seventeenth century, the city council established
extraordinary taxes on some of these showy luxuries, e.g. a tax on horses
and carriages.’® Of particular interest is the luxury tax on flaming torches in
funerals, for this tax’s income can reveal something about pomp and splen-
dour in liturgical services. The tax was introduced in 1664 and amounted to

3% Marie Cornaz, Les éditions musicales publiées a Bruxelles au XVIIle siécle (1706—1794).
Catalogue descriptif et illustré (Brussel, 2008).

35 Bruno Blondé, ‘Botsende consumptiemodellen? De symbolische betekenis van goede-
renbezit en verbruik bij de Antwerpse adel (ca. 1780)’, in Guido Marnef and René Ver-
meir (eds.), Adel en macht. Politiek, cultuur en economie (Maastricht, 2004), 123.

3¢ Stadsarchief Antwerpen [SAA], Pk 522, 77. See also Bruno Blondé, ‘Indicatoren van het
luxeverbruik? Paardenbezit en conspicuous consumption te Antwerpen (zeventiende-
achttiende eeuw)’, Bijdragen tot de geschiedenis, 84 (2001), 295-311.



Church Music in Antwerp during the Siecle de Malheur (c.1650—1750) 335

six nickles per torch.’” As figure 1 reveals, the consumption of torches was
elevated at the time when the tax was introduced. In upper-class funerals
around the middle of the seventeenth century, the number of torches varied
from 16 to 60, with occasionally even 70 torches.?® From ¢.1670 onwards, the
income from the tax rapidly and drastically collapsed—this tendency was
strengthened by the funeral regulation of 1685 (see below)—and remained
very modest during the Nine Years’ War and the following Succession War.
After the Peace of Utrecht in 1713, the number of torches used in funerals in-
creased gradually, this growth is even more significant when considering the
demographic downfall in the first half of the eighteenth century (see above).
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FIGURE 1. Income from the tax on torches (in ponden arthois)*

A vast number of torches was just one of the ingredients for a gaudy funeral,
solemn music certainly was another. Although the customs concerning mu-
sic in funerals are less documented, some sources point to the importance
of music as a distinctive factor and to its exorbitant use. In 1685, the Raad
van Brabant introduced on demand of the city council a funeral regulation
in order to restore a certain level of modesty in funerals.** Different sorts
of abuses were curtailed, among them the number of torches, and musical
excrescences. To halt the excessive use of music, financial restrictions were
raised: for the highest funeral category (choorlyck), the expenses for music

37 SAA R 1413, Rekeningen van consumptiekas, 1690—1691, fo. 50.
3% SAA PR 295-297.

¥ SAA R 13861469, Rekeningen van de consumptiekas, 1664—175.
40 SAA KK 100, Placcaerten, ordonnantien, edicten, reglementen, tractaeten ende privi-

ligien, 5 (Brussel, 1738), 36—47.
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should not be higher than 15 guilders.* According to the reprimands noted
in the Acta Capituli, it seems though that the restrictions for music were not
always obeyed.** After 1710, no further abuses were denounced; from 1729
on, 35 guilders became the standard price for upper-class funerals—more
than twice the sum that was permitted in 1685.* Although further research
is needed to evaluate the consumption of funeral music, both the increasing
expenses for music and the rising income from the tax on torches indicate a
societal evolution towards more ostentation. As recent research on the own-
ing of luxury horses has shown, this tendency was not limited to funeral
culture but also affected other dimensions of urban society.**

The Antwerp inhabitants were not only perceived as fond of pomp and
circumstance, they also had the reputation of being very devout. In 1741, a
passenger wrote that he found the ‘perfect papistry’ in Antwerp, and several
travellers noticed the excessive presence of the Virgin Mary whose sculp-
ture was at almost every street corner.*® Besides these observations made
by passengers, little research has been done on the devotion of the citizens
during the eighteenth century.*® In order to shed some light on the devotional
climate in which the musical boom took place, the offerings by the com-
munity will be used as an indicator for devotion. Since these offerings are
not obligatory and the sum consists of small contributions made by many
devout men and women, they can be seen as representative for a general
devotion.*” Furthermore, the performance of music might have an impact on
the offering, as was suggested by the treasurer of the confraternity of Saint
Barbara who explained the poor offering during the Easter services of 1685
by pointing at the lack of music.*® Figure 2 maps the devotional conjuncture
at the parish of Our Lady by depicting the total sum that was offered by the
community during a year.” Between 1650 and c¢.1710, the offering evolved
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Ibid. 41.

2 KAA Acta Capituli 11, 588; Acta Capituli 12, 152, 154.

“ KAA Capsa Dominorum 14, 34.

4 Bruno Blondé, ‘Botsende consumptiemodellen?’, 125; see also Bruno Blondé, ‘Indicato-
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Jan-Albert Goris, Lof van Antwerpen, 152f.

On the inhabitants’ devotion before 1676, see Marie Juliette Marinus, De contrarefor-
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4 Guido Marnef, Antwerpen in de tijd van de Reformatie. Ondergronds protestantisme in
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gradually, with relatively small fluctuations. From c.1711 on, the yearly of-
fering became considerably higher and more irregular, which might be seen
as an indication of a changing religious mentality, or at least a changing
devotional behaviour. While these data provide a first draft of the devotional
conjuncture, further research, both on individual and collective expressions
of piety, still needs to be done.
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FiGURE 2: Income from offering (in guilders)

SOME CONCLUSIONS

During the period 1650-1750, Antwerp was an important centre for the
production of church music, perhaps even the most important centre in the
Southern Netherlands. In the second half of the seventeenth century, church
music was provided by local musicians who were dispersed over several
churches; their music was spread over a vast area by means of the printing
press. The eighteenth century witnessed a centralisation of church music
production in favour of the main church, initiated by the ambitious and as-
sertive musical policy of the Chapter of Our Lady. By recruiting in a broad
area the chapter was able to hire outstanding composers who could provide
modern and exclusive music, both to embellish the services at the cathedral
and to honour the Chapter of Our Lady. The observation that the production
of church music remained important in the second half of the seventeenth
century and even flourished during the first half of the eighteenth centu-
ry, might be somewhat surprising, considering the general regression and
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even crisis the city went through. At least some aspects of this paradoxi-
cal discrepancy between society and music can be clarified by a contex-
tual approach. According to travellers’ journals, pomp and splendour were
common in Antwerp. A closer look at funeral practices revealed that this
assumption was probably correct, since the exorbitant use of showy elements
such as music and torches needed to be curtailed by regulations and taxes.
Moreover, quantitative data have shown a tendency towards more ostenta-
tion in funerals from ¢.1713 onwards, the exact period during which the pro-
duction of church music at the cathedral was blossoming. Antwerp was also
perceived as a Catholic bastion, which raised the question on the relation
between music and the religious life. In this perspective, it is remarkable that
the musical boom at the cathedral coincided with the emergence of a more
excessive offering pattern, which might be seen as a symptom of a changing
devotional climate. Although pious offering and ostentatious torches in fu-
nerals are just two aspects of a broader societal and religious culture—and
future research is needed to ensure a profound understanding of the societal
context, the musical culture, and the correlation between both—, they might
elucidate, at least in some aspects, why a city in decline could remain an
important centre for church music.



