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William Weber’s article “Did People Listen in the 18th Century?” defends the musical integrity of 18th century listeners from the critical views of 19th century and modern music historians.  The question of “listening” has been debated because of reports, letters, and paintings describing 18th century audiences as rudely socializing and moving about during musical performances.  Weber designates these criticisms as misunderstandings of the differing social norms of the 18th and 19th centuries.  Different behavior in the 18th century is allowed because of “social necessity, not from a limited commitment to music as a serious pursuit (681).”  He shows that the 19th century ideal of complete attentiveness to musical performance pervades historians’ opinions about 18th century audiences and therefore causes inaccurate conclusions to be drawn between noisy behavior and inattentive listening.  Just because 18th century behavior seems rude and inattentive to modern society does not mean the audiences did not listen and pay attention to the musical performance they were attending.  For deeper understanding and acceptance of 18th century audiences, Weber asks “that we be more careful not to let our view of the past be distorted by the aesthetic and ideological assumptions through which we interpret our own musical experience (678).”  It is important not to assume that culturally “different” people are living an unacceptable lifestyle just because it may contrast from our own, comfortable culture.


Weber does an amazing job turning the 19th century historians’ arguments against themselves.  Weber systematically takes the criticisms James Johnson, Peter Gay, Lydia Goehr, Price, Milhous, and Hume have implying 18th century musical culture didn’t listen to the musical performance, and discounts them.  Organized one at a time, Weber summarizes the historian’s arguments, promotes the opinions he agrees with, and then turns the historian’s language and ideology around to show how he is correct and the historian is mistaken and culturally biased.  For example, Weber upholds Goehr’s tenet that musical pieces were not considered “an integral work of art” until the transformation of culture (after 1800) by admitting that music was a more social activity in the 18th century than in the 19th century (680).  But he then negates Goehr’s further assumption that the audience was strictly interested in the social context of performances, stating that just because 18th century audiences were social “does not necessarily mean that people did not, or could not, listen to the music or take it seriously (681).” Weber denounces Goehr’s viewpoint as “post-Romantic,” which “distrusts any fusion between music and mundane social activities which are felt to violate the integrity of [19th century] musical experience (681).”  The historians are all seen by Weber as too presumptuous because their language and ideology jump to conclusions and are influenced by 19th century etiquette.  Weber uses the consistently positive and optimistic approach that 18th century audiences simply listened in a different way from those of the 19th century.  A different realm of etiquette can still maintain musical and intellectual integrity.


To further promote the difference between 18th and 19th century cultural etiquette, Weber exaggerates verbs and descriptions used by the historians to make them sound extreme, therefore making Weber’s argument sound more logical and acceptable.  For example, to polarize Johnson’s statement about 18th century audiences not listening, Weber summarizes that “[Johnson] condemns opera of the time simply as a ‘social duty’...(680).”  The verb “condemns” has harsh, dislikable overtones that push Johnson’s argument subconsciously away from the reader.  This way, the reader is more likely to agree with Weber’s criticism that Johnson comes to “sweeping conclusions.”  Weber further communicates by using play on words when upholding 18th century Lady Mary Coke against historians Price, Milhous, and Hume.  Weber states that “they do cast grave aspersions upon why she went, and the intelligence with which she apprehended the performances (686).”  Using the qualifier “grave,” Weber is communicating to the reader that he believes the historians underestimate and devalue Lady Mary Coke’s listening.  From this inference, Weber moves to thoroughly and clearly show how the historians made their assumptions based on letters sent to Lady Mary Coke’s sister which used a typical shorthand style that avoided lengthy details.  Weber makes it clear that the historians, with their 19th century perspective, took the lack of detail as a lack of attentiveness instead of as a widely accepted 18th century convention.  Weber understands that gossip, description of the hall, and the size and persons in the audience are most culturally pertinent commentary to be put in the letter about her experience than lengthy musical discussion.  Weber goes even further to disprove the historians about Lady Mary Coke by finding numerous examples of analytical commentary about the musical performances she listened to.  This shows complete understanding of 18th century social conventions and negates the arguments of the 19th century historians.


Weber constantly clarifies cultural conventions that 19th century historians misanalyze. For example, illustrations of 18th century listeners  talking during performances (four of which are shown in the article) are often criticized by 19th century historians.  But Weber uses Barbara Hanning’s argument that paintings were not meant to be of frozen moments, but more as an ensemble of events that would happen progressively in a social context (688).  By using another person’s findings, he is strengthening his arsenal against the mistaken 19th century historians.  Weber again cleverly manipulates 18th century materials as he shows how 18th century writers often were hypocrites and didn’t write the entire truth.  French and English writers wrote on the badly behaved Italian audiences just as Horace Walpole wrote of the noisy London audiences (684).  Weber appreciates the hypocritical way individuals criticize others even when they actually participate in the same activities.  He realizes that, again, these remarks are a false source for 19th century critics to work from.  Weber even realizes that these criticisms further prove that 18th century audiences held the principle, even as a hypocrite, that one should listen.  Weber continually shows that 18th century materials don’t always mean what they immediately suggest such that, when considered at face value, incorrect assumptions that 18th century culture lacks integrity are easily made by historians.  


The displacing of oneself into another culture and time period, which Weber does incredibly well, is what drew me to this article.  Throughout my life, musical performances have been places of dark, quiet thought where I internalized our music culture’s etiquette.  Because I had never moved residence until I came to USC, I spent my entire life in the same musical circles and cultural habits.  Therefore, the readings in the Weiss Taruskin Music in the Western World (like number 63) surprised me and made me wonder what the past was really like.  I had never really considered there to be a musical etiquette different from that I have always known and I found it interesting to imagine myself amongst this very different 18th century lifestyle.  I therefore read this article with a thirst for understanding of this seemingly lively musical world.  


Weber has an incredible knack for finding the meaning beneath the surface such that real cultural applications and understanding are found regarding 18th century listeners.  Because of Weber’s thoroughness, I have learned never to superficially accept what’s printed in historical documents.  There is so much background and social rules lying beneath what’s printed that it is foolish to assume an article is perfectly truthful.  I have also realized that the seemingly strange culture of noisy audiences is definitely still in effect today.  From family concerts in parks to rock concerts in amphitheaters, people still socialize during performances and go to musical performances for 18th century reasons.  To take in a new scene, see friends perform, or even to perhaps find a date, performances are still exciting  socially oriented venues.  
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