CHAPTER 8

Harmonia Temporis: Calvisius and Musical Chronology

Today we remember Seth Calvisius almost exclusively for his work as a musician: as an
industrious and capable Cantor of the Thomaskirche, as a pioneering composer of sacred
vocal music, and as an original music theorist instrumental in transmitting the teachings of
Zarlino to his German readers. But most contemporaries of Calvisius would have likely found
this picture quite incomplete, For above all, Calvisius was during his lifetime renowned as
a great chronologist. During his tenure in Leipzig, Calvisius spent far more energy in his
chronological works than on his musical publications, and his extended correspondence with
intellectual figures across Furope was almost exclusively about chronology and astronomy.

Those of us today who know Calvisius primarily by his musical compositions and theoretical
writings might be surprised by this attention given 1o his work as a chronologist. Yet for any
literate observer of his own day, there would have been no surprise whatsoever, Historical
chronology—the scholarly science of dating and ordering Biblical and civil history —was
one of the most venerable and widely-practiced disciplines of study in the 16th and 17th
centuries, attracting legions of practitioners, most notably the brilliant Huguenot polymath,
Joseph Scaliger. but also astronomers such as Johannes Kepler and Isaac Newton. Even a
number of music theorists prior to Calvisius had tried their hand in historical chronology.
including, Hermannus Contractus, Regino von Pram. and Heinrich Glarean.

In this article, I want to examine Calvisius’s work as a chronologist and attempt to
understand why the problems of dating Biblical and civil history might have been of interest
to @ music theorist. (Although it might almost be as appropriate to ask why a chronologist
such as Calvisius would have had an interest in music theory!). To do so, we must begin with
a clear understanding of what chronology was.

Chronology possesses a distinguished lineage traceable at least to Roman antiquity. where
writers such as Ovid. Censorinus and Eusibius attempted to construct comprehensive
historical calendars of significant civil events and personages.' For these Roman writers, it
was felt necessary to establish a temporal calendar of Roman history ascertaining its mythic
origins as well as validating its civil lincage of Emperors. When later Christian writers such
as Jerome and Issador took up the mantel of chronology, the stakes were of course much
higher; they sought to establish a time line for Biblical and Church history to which pagan and
civil history could be integrated and ultimately subordinated. Yet Biblical time-lines proved

" For a useful introduction to the seience of historical chronology, see Anthony Gralton, Joseph
Scaliger. A Studv in the Hhistory of Classical Scholarship, 2 vol, (Oxtord, 1983, 1993), especially volume
2 =
2. pp. I=18.
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maddeningly difficult to reconcile with the histories of Greek and Roman writers: many of the
most famous events depicted in the Pentateuch—above all. Noah's flood— received precious
little confirmation in pagan history, while the time line afforded by Biblical calculations of
creation left little room for the rise and fall of the great civilizations of Babvlon, Egypt and
Persia described by Heroditus.,

Still, by the time of the European Renaissance, the writings of antiquity were gathered and
translated by the Humanists into increasingly more reliable editions. As Biblical hermeneuntics
became more sophisticated, a comprehensive timeline of Universal History was slowly being
pieced together that attempted to harmonize biblical and pagan histories. Most importantly,
several new tools became available to chronologists, above all from the hands ol astronomy.
Great strides had been made in understanding and calculating recurring celestial phenomena,
including the cycles of comets, lunar and solar eclipses. and planetary conjunctions.” Since
many historical events were often linked with some specific astral occurrence, it was often
possible 1o conjecture a fixed date using the compuras—the various tables of astronomical data
that were calculated backwards for thousands of years. Combining as it did the latest advances
in astronomical science and mathematical caleulation with the disciplines of philology and
literary humanism. historical chronology in the late 16th century stood at the forefront of
progressive knowledge, and it is not surprising that it attracted such an avid following. For
the American historian Anthony Grafton. historical chronology in the Renaissance constitutes
a “lost continent of erudition™ in Western intellectual history. one whose scope we are only
recently beginning to appreciate.’

Itis not entirely clear how Calvisius himself became so learned in the discipline of chronology.
His carliest training. as we know, was in music. Yet according to his Necrology, Calvisius
early on showed a strong intellectual propensity.’ While working in Pforten at his first
cantorial position. he evidently mastered Hebrew and Greek. and gained some knowledue
of astronomical sciences, Critical to his growth was his encounter with Joseph Scaliger's

Anthony Grafton, “Some uses of Eclipses in Early Modern Chronology.” Journal of the History
of Ideas 64/2 (2003), pp. 213-29,
Gration, Joseph Scaliger (vol. 2), p. 6.
Information on Calvisius's life 1s taken from the Nekrolog that was introduced as 3 preface
to some later editions of his Chronologica. “Programma Rectoris Academiane Lipsiensis in Fundus
B. Autoris™ (4 pages. non-paginated. dated Nov. 27, 1615 see citations below, note 13): as well s
Calvisius's own biographical sttement which was included in the Appendin Operis Chronologict
Sethi Calvisic of the 1683, fifth-edition of his Opuy Chronologicum: *Apologia sui instituti adversus
cjus obtrectatores. Ad Academiae Lipsiensis proceres™ (pp. b Most of this information is reported
and easily accessible in the article by Kurt Benndorf, “Sethus Calvisius als Musiktheoretiker.”
Vierteliahrsschritt fiir Musthwissenschart 10 (1894), pp 411-70.
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monumental tome of historical chronology, De emendatione Temporum of 1383°. Scaliger’s
book is rightly considered to the foundation of modern chronology, combining as it does his
unparalleled sophistication in ancient and biblical history, literary humanism, philological
expertise. astronomy. and an extraordinary command of ancient languages and calendar
systems. It seems that it was Scaliger's book more than anything else that inspired Calvisius
to embark upon his studies of chronology, all the while, of course. maintaining his regular
duties teaching at the Thomas School, to which he had moved in 1594.°

I will return in @ moment to consider what it was that might have attracted our young music
cantor to the intimidating science of historical chronology. But for now, we may simply note
that by the turn of the 1 7th century, Calvisius's work had progressed enough that he was able
to have published his own monument of historical chronology. the Chronologia, which went
through seven editions—the last one appearing in 1685, some 70 years after his death—and
established Calvisius as a major name in the burgeoning field of chronological studies’ (See
Example 1). None of his musical writings. we should note, could be said to have enjoyed such
renown. It cannot be emphasized enough that Calvisius’s fame on the continent throughout the
I 7th century rested upon his work as a chronologist, not as a musician. The handsome memorial
portrait of Calvisius engraved by Conrad Grahl in 1616 (and appended as a frontispiece to
later editions of the Opus chronologicum) is clear testimony to the esteem to which Calvisius's
work as chronologist was held by his peers (See Example 2). Note that in the inscription
within the oval encircling his portrait (in which Calvisius is clearly seen holding a copy of the
Chronologia), “astronomus™ und “chronologus™ preceed “musicus”™ and “poeta” as professional
titles. The accompanying bathetic pangyric also stresses his work as chronologist.”

Y De emendatione temporvm  lasephi Sealigeri Wit Cacsaris £ Opvs novwm . octo libris

distinctum in quo practer dierum cinifium, mensiam, annorum & epocharum cognitionem exactam
.. priscorum temporum methodus, ac nouworwm annorym jorma . proponitur, omnibus politiorts
literaturae, inprimis historiarum & philosophice studiosis viile & necessarium (Frankfurt, 1593),

“  From the Programma Rectoris of Calvisius (see note 4 above): “Praeter artem vero Musicam,
initia quoque Hebracae Lingune, in cadem Scholoa pie defunctus docuit, operamque in co genere navay it
discentium studiis utilissimam. Sed cum maxime Historiarum lectione delectaretur, simul animum ad
Chronologiae stadium applulit, & quicquid temporis ab ordinaries laboribus reliquum ei fuit, id solum co
contulit. ut tlius scientine fontes veros ex JOSEPHI SCALIGERL viri incomparabilis, eruditissimis libris,
de emendatione temporum hauriret, Coepit ergo tum rudimenta ponere Chronologici operus egregii. quod
postea consummatum hic Lipsiae, non sine magna doctorum omnium appropbatione in lucem prodiit.”

Clronologia, ex autoritate poussimiim Sacrae Scriptvrae, et historicorum fide dignissimorum,
ad morm luminarium celestium, tempara & annos distinguentiim, secundiom characteres chronologieos
contexta & deducra. Cui prae missa est Isagoge chronoligica . studio & opera Sethi Calvisit (Leipzig,
1605). It should be noted that subsequent editions of the Chronologia allered the title 1o Opus
chronologicum, with some important additions that I will discuss briefly below in note 13

B The pangyric (by a WP, Kilian) reads as follows:

Charta habet Effigiem hic Calvisi; dextera Librum,
In quo Calvisium Terra Polig. Videmt

Patria vidit eum: Sed eum tam Patria vidit.

Quam Peregrinorum Lumina clara vident,

Terr Virum deflet! Deflent! Hune Sidera! Deflent
Tempora! Deflent Hune Musica, Castra Virum!
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Example 2: Engraved portrait of Calvisius from the 1629 edition of the
Opus chronologicum (University of Chicago, Special Collections)
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And this fame was well deserved, for the Chronologia is indeed an extraordinary work,
Clocking in at some 1200 folio pages, it offered the most comprehensive universal history then
published, integrating both biblical and civil histories, even if it did heavily draw upon earlier
writers. Beginning with the moment of creation (which Calvisius, following Scaliger. had
placed precisely on October 26, 3949 B.C.). Calvisius attempts to record and correlate every
major milestone of human and sacred history he can find: the dates of virally all significant
personages or events mentioned in the Bible. the ascensions of Kings and Emperors, births and
deaths of church fathers, important battles, discoveries. publications, marriages, Papal Bulls,
major Feast days of the church, royal edicts, and conversions. So to offer only a sampling: we
learn that Cain was born just 325 years after creation, that is, anno mundi (a.m) 325, and died
some 910 years later in 1235; Noah's flood. we read, took place in a.m. 1656 (on Nov. 28 to
be precise);” the construction of Solomon’s temple was in 2933, while the first Peloponesian
war took place in 3519 After the birth of Christ which Calvisius initially dated at 3947 years
after creation (he would later change his mind about this), the Chronologia increasingly is
filled with dates of civil and pagan history along with dates relating to the Partristic fathers. By
the Carolingian period. Calvisius is able to offer scores of events 1o record for every single
vear, leading right up to the year of the book’s publication.' [f the dating of Calvisius seems
often speculative, particularly in regard to Biblical history and antiquity. the work is still
impressive for its audaciousness in trying to ¢apture within one volume the whole of history,
sacred and secular. As the most accessible and comprehensive historical almanac of its time,
the Chronologia was truly one of the great coffee-table books of the 17th century.

The sources that Calvisius drew upon for his learned compendium are truly breathtaking
in scope. He seemed to have scoured just about every published history available to any
learned Humanist in the late 16th century: Greek, Roman, Hebrew and Christian. Simply
reading through and extracting dates from the hundreds of sources that he cites would have
been a lifelong project for any industrious scholar.'' But there was more.

Here, as elsewhere, Calvisius modified some of these dates in later editions based on new
evidence or recaleulations, Hence tor the deluge, his second edition (1620 tull citation below in note
13) lists the date as December 12, 1657 (a.m.).

" The hronologic reaches the year 1602 (a.m. §531), presumably the date in which Calvisius
turned over the manuscript o his printer.

" As one more example of Calvisius’s broad intellectual talents—and of his scholarly
productivity—1 might memtion here briefly the publication of a lengthy Latn Thesaurus from 1610
Thesaurns Lating sermoms, ex oprimis quibusque Latinrauis aworibus congestis, €1 in locas communes
secundum naturalem rerum seriem. digestus, Leipzig, 1610 (as weli as later editionsy. In this impressive,
930-page volume, Calvisius offered translations and synonyms in Latin (probably drawi from the many
Latin sources that he consulied for his chronelogieal work) tor thousands of German words, expressions,
and commonplaces, cach ordered by discipline { Theology, metaphysics, science, the ans. ete). 101 1s
hardly his most oniginal work. the volume still testifies to his linguistic prowess und intellectual energy
that he retained 1o the end of his life
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Example 3: Page from the Chronologia. 1605 (Universititsbibliothek Leipzig)

Ihe Chronologia was not just a compilation of earlier writers: it offered real empirical
contributions to the science of historical dating. In his lifetime, Calvisius had mastered the
science of astronomy well enough that he was able to calculate the precise dates of some 150
historical solar eclipses so that given historical events that were often linked to observations
of eclipses could likewise be dated with more precision.'* So for example. Calvisius dated the

1t dpologia, p. 1, "Non parvo haee res mihi constitit fabore. ut qui utra centum & quinguaginiu eclipses,
quotquot, scilicet historici meminerunt, quibus res gestas, quasi certissimo charactere & nota insigniverunt,
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famous eclipse predicted by Thales of Miletus-whose occurrence so terrified and astounded
the Medes and Lydians, according to Herodotus, that they ceased their hostilities—at anno
mundi, 3342, Calvisius also calculated solar and lunar cycles tor each year, correlating these
to the many differing calendar systems that were analyzed by Scaliger.”

Upon the publication of Calvisius's Chronologia, our author was soon received into a
scholarly world of letters that must have been exhilarating for our music Kantor, Almost
immediately. Joseph Scaliger wrote to Calvisius, praising the younger man’s publication, and
initiating a correspondence that would last until the death of Scaliger some four vears later.

(Calvisius, incidentally, was one of the few chronologists whom Scaliger truly admired
and whose council Scaliger often sought—no small complement for Calvisius considering the
former’s oversized ego and notoriously prickly personality.) Letters poured in from around
Europe asking Calvisius’s advice on matters related to the dating of Biblical, Lastern and
Persian history, while offers of a professorship in mathematics and astronomy came in from
both Frankfurt and Wittenburg." Never again would a Kantor of St. Thomas enjoy such
widespread prestige as a world scholarly figure.

od caleulum revoeare, fuis temporibus, annis, mensibus, dicbus, & horis restituere coactus sum.”

" How much new dating using astronomical findings is actually present in the 1603 edition of the
Cironologia | have not been able o determine. But it is certain from Calvisius's correspondence that
he continued 1o pursue his chronological and astronomieal swodies after 1603 with a clear eve towurds
a second, expanded edition (see notes 1416 below). Alas, he never lived to see this through A second
edition ol the Chronologia would appear only in 1620, some five yvears alter his death. Sull, he had
obviously made considerable progress in the last ten years of his life with his astronomicul caleulations—
particularly in the dating ol solar echpses, The editors of the 1620 edition were able 10 announce the
inclusion of much new material (now expanded from a quarto to a 4 Jolio edition, and with another 200
pages on top of that), as is clear from the new ttle: Opus chronologicum, ex autaritare potssimum sacrdae
scripturae et historicorum fide dignissimorum, ad motum luninarium coelestium, tempora & annos
distinguentium, secundum characteres chronologicos comextum, trecentis fore echipsibus annotatis
confirmatum, & deductum usque ad nostra tempora. Cu praemissa est Isagoge chronologica, in qua
cunt tempus astronomicum de numerandis motbus luminarium coelestium, & eorundem Eclipsibus,
tum diversae diversorum in ommbus Epochnis annarum quantitates et formae dilucide expleantur
characteres infallibiles ostenduntur et quid in wnaguague epocha verum falsumve sit . demonstrantur

td altera & auctior & correctior (Frankfurn, 1620)

Certainly the most noteworthy element of this revised edition (and this remains true for the
subsequent editions in 1629, 1650, and 1683, respectively) was the massively expunded fsagoge
which introduced over forty pages of new detailed astronomical 1ables and explanations concerning
the various eyeles of the sun and moon (Metonie, Callipic and Hipparchic ¢ycles). caleuli of the solar
equinox and solstice, tables ol aphelions, apogees, perigees and perthelions, planctury syzygies, lunar
and solar eclipses, and an expanded comparative discussions of historical calendar sy stems. In addition,
cach vear of the Gregortan calendar in the chronology was recalculated to show these various celestial
cveles, But aside from the (obviously ) later additions of the chronology that extend the timeline heyvond
Calvisius’s death, how much of the expansion of these new editions and the added astronomical material
is attributable 1o Calvisius or his editors | am unable o say, As noted in note 11, Calvisius had claimed
to have caleulated 150 eclipses by the end of his fife, So we must assume that the 130 additional eclipses
announced by the editors were his own.

¢ Calvisius's correspondence remains largely unpublished today, although o tes selected letters
o and from scholars such as Scahiger. Conrad Rittershuis, Hieronymus Treutler, and Kepler were
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Example 4: Title page to the 1629 edition of the Opus Chronologicum
(University of Chicago, Special Collections)
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Still, as with any academic field crowded with practitioners, Calvisius's work ran into its
inevitable critics, including Johannes Kepler, Now Kepler and Calvisius were initally good
friends. Kepler had written to Calvisius first in 1607 asking questions on musical matters that
he would later address in his monumental Harmonices mundi of 1619."" And the subsequent
flurry of correspondence testifies to a real respect for one another. However, when the subject
turned to chronology, it was clear that the two Germans had major differences.' The first
issue of conflict centered on one of the hoariest problems of Christian chronology: the precise
dating of Christ’s birth, Since Jerome, Christian writers had sought using what scant historical
and Biblical evidence there was to pinpoint this date, and the results had varied widely. Using
new tools of astronomical calculation, scholars such as Scaliger and Kepler hoped o solve this
conundrum. Specifically. the famous star over Bethlehem that purportedly guided the travels
of the three Wise men to Jesus's manger might be explained as a rare planetary conjunction
which could be retrospectively calculated. Of course this was not so straightforward, since
there were numerous planetary conjunctions that might have represented the star of Bethlehem,
Another astronomical clue was the lunar eclipse that Josepheus said occurred at the death of
Herod. Using his own calculations, Kepler came to the conclusion that the date of Christ’s
birth must be 5 B.C. Calvisius, however, came to a differing date, which he announced in a
treatise of 1613, “De vero nativitatis Christi™ as a rebuttal to Kepler.'” Calvisius arrived at the
date of Jan. 10. 2 B.C. for the exact birth of the Savior. Kepler would respond with his own
rejoinder in a pamphlet published the following vear and whose title suggests the level of
acrimony to which their polemic had reached.' The gist of their argument revolved around
some rather esoteric calculations of astronomical data that [ shall not try to explain here.'” But

incorporated ino the 1685 edition of the Opus Chronologicum: “Selectae quaedam claroum Virorum
ad Calvisium Epistolae. una cum responsionibus ad easdem. Chronologiam concernentes, quarutn
pleracyue hactenus non fuerant editac.”™ in the dppendix Operis Chronologicl Sethi Calvisti (pp. 6-16).

" Of the autograph letters we have from Calvisius to Kepler (there are five extant; none from
Kepler to Calvisius survive). musical questions predominate, suggesting that Kepler was seeking advice
from the distinguished Kantor, See Michael Dickreiter. Der Musiktheoretiker Johannes Repler (Bem,
1973), 37. Calvisius’s letters may be found in Johaunes Kepler Gesammelte Werk. vol. 16 (Munich,
1954), ed. Max Caspar.

" Calvisius’s correspondence with Kepler on chronological questions (different from the letters
cited in note [4) was published in an excerpted form in Joanms Keppleri Mathemaricr Eclogae
Chroneae ex epistolis doctissimorum aliguot Virorum, & Suis muwds (Frapkfurt, 1615); @ modern
edition is availuble in the Johannes Kepler Gesammelie Werke, vol. § “Chronologische Schrifien,”
{Munich, 1953), ed. Franz Hammer, 221-370, Some of these letiers are also reprinted in the “Selectae
quaedam claroum Virorum ad Calvisium Epistolae”™ (see note |4 above) Unfortunately, none of the
original letters survive, and Kepler quoted only those parts of Calvisins's epistles to which he wished to
respond and refute.

Sethus Calvisius, De vero nativicans Christ anno epistola ad J. Keplerum (Lepag, 16135
contained in the Appendix Operis Chronologict Sethy Calvisit (s¢e note 13 above)

® o Joannis Keppleri Mathematici, ad Epistolam Sethi Calvisti Chronologs Responsio. Qua perversi
sensus lerborum Evangelistae crimem diluitur: & in authorem retorquetwr (Frankfun, 1614 in:
Johannes Kepler Gesamelte Werk. vol. 5, pp, 20317

" Athorough analysis is provided. however, by Franz Hammer in his Nachbericht to the Kepler
volume cited in note 16 especially pp. 414=16. One thing that is clear throughout this controversy,
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suffice it to say this exchange soured further whatever goodwill had remained between the
two erstwhile friends.

| should like to mention one other publication of Calvisius related to his work on
historical dating, although I have no space to discuss it in any detail. and that is his proposal
for calendar reform published in 1612, the Elenchus calendarri Gregoriani™™ Needless to
say, any chronology requires a consistent calendar against which to plot anything. Yet over
history and across cultures, there have been a bewildering variety of confusing dating systems
based on both solar and lunar cycles. Even the famed Gregorian reform of 1382, which was
designed 1o remedy the growing discrepancies of the Julian calendar, entailed compromises
which generated heated controversy throughout Europe, especially in Protestant lands.
Devising a calendar that would accommodate the irregular cycles of solar and lunar orbits
within coherent and practical divisions proved o be a cottage industry among intellectuals
of the 16th and 17th centuries, one to which Calvisius joined. (Perhaps he imagined this as
a problem not unlike musical temperament in which musicians attempt 1o accommodate as
many pure consonances as possible within a rationalized. 12-note division of the octave!)

i

With all his writings on chronology, astronomy, and calendar reform. and correspondence
with the likes of Scaliger and Kepler, we might momentarily forget that Calvisius’s main
professional activities concerned music and his duties as Cantor at the Thomas School in
Leipzig, It is thus appropriate to ask now what the relationship might have been between
Calvisius the musician and Calvisius the chronologist. Was there some deeper affinity between
these two vocations that complemented one another, or was this the case simply of an eclectic
polymath able to carry on several intellectual disciplines at once?

My view is thart there is indeed a real connection between these two halves of Calvisius,
and | will shortly discuss a work of his in which these two sides come together in a particularly
telling way, But first let me sketch out a more general context by which music and chronology
can be seen as complementary endeavors.

To begin with, chronology, in its most basic sense, articulates a kind of temporal harmony
that any musician the least versed in speculative music theory would recognize as a part of
musica mundana. Boethius had taught—drawing from Plato—that the numerical harmony
with which God created the universe exists not only in space but over time. Hence. the cycles
of astral orbs as well as the seasons on Earth represented a Kind of harmonia temporis. (Kepler
refered to this as the “proportiones harmonicae in motibus coelestibus.”)y' The Daily solar

however, is that Calvisius rematned vigorously imterested in chronological questions until the end of his
lite, and he continued to make important—if clearly not alway s sccepted—research.

W Elenchus Calendarii Gregoriani, in quo errores, qui passim in anni quantiiate et Epaciis
commitumiur, manifeste demonstrantur et dupplex Kalendarit melioris et expeditioris formula proponitier
(Frankfurt 16121 For onc of the ew secondary discussions of Calvisius's proposal that | could find. see
Ferdinand Kaltenbrunner, Die Polemik tiber die Gregoriansiche Kalenderreform (Wien, 1877), 83-84,
Dickreiter, Der Musiktheorviiker Johannes Kepler, p. 57,
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orbitaround the Earth, the rhythms of the planets, moon, comets and stars coursing in graceful

arcs above our sky, the regular cycles of the seasons. the rhythms of human ontogeny, all of

these suggest that ordered harmony in nature exists as much over time as it does in space. much
ol it expressible by numbers in explicitly Pvthagorean terms. The Roman poet Censorinus. for
instance, saw musical order in the gestation of the human embryo. During the first six days
after inception, he tells us. the embryo is in a milky humour, from which it emerges into a
bloody humour for 8 days, thus approaching the sesiqualtera ratio of the diatessaron: it then
forms into flesh over 9 more days, and finally full human form in 12 more days, creating ratios
of the diapente and diapason. respectively. These first 35 days are further multiplied by the
magic number 6 to create the full span of pregnancy. 210 days.—

In addition to the temporal regularity of astral bodies coursing through the skies or in
the embryos of human gestation, why would not the records of human history likewise be
regulated by the same temporal harmony? That is to say, should not the temporal unfolding of
world history over some six thousand years since creation be seen as one piece of the musica
mundana by which God ordained numerical order in creation? Thus Jewish cabalists and
Christian mystics saw numerical patterns everywhere in time. As noted by Anthony Gratton,
history was full of numerical order that simply could not have been merely serendipitous:

the four monarchies and seventy weeks of Daniel. the 1,260 years of Revelation, the six days of a
thousand yvears that made human history correspond to the six days of Creation. the twelve hours
ol five hundred vears that made it correspond to the twelve hours of Christ's suftering on the cross,
the three ages of the Talmudic prophecy of Elias, and the fifty-year Jubilees ol the Chronicles off
Eusebius and Jerome.... the idennieal duration ol Rome and Babylon—1,164 vears—as proot that
God had intended them to be seen as parallel empires &

If many of these historical patterns were not explicitly Pythagorean in proportion. they still
suggested a preordained order to world history that could only be discerned through the logic
of number and proportion. How else is one to explain the 582 vear divisions separating the
Flood from the death of Eber, the birth of Eber from the death of Jacob, and the death of
Jacob from the fall of Troy, as one chronologist named Abraham Bucholzer pointed out?*
Or what of the Catholic Goropius Becanus, who noted that Zarlino’s senario of the number
six corresponds not only to abstract musical ratios. but to temporal patterns: Chirst died on
the sixth day; time consists of six ages. and most astoundingly, the difference between the
Hebrew and Septuagint computations of the period between the Creation and the Flood is
1,236 years (1x2x3=6).7" On the other hand, the |6th-century French philosopher Jean Bodin
discovered that the rise and fall of states seemed to come in cycles of 496 vears, which was
derived by 7 times 70 vears plus the addition of the perfect number 6.

Censorinus, “De die natali,” 11.1-8. See also Franchino Gafturio, Theerica musice (Milan,
1492). Book 1. ¢h. 3,
Grafton, Joseph Scaliger, vol. 2, p, 347
* Ihid.. p. 348
Ibid.. p. 349.
Jean Bodin, Methodus ad facilem historiarum cogmitionem (Amsterdam. 1650)
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Many Christian mystics saw patterns in history that could be used for prophetic purposes.
most importantly, of course, to torecast the second coming of Christ and the ensuing final
judgement of the Apocalypse. The Bible seemed full of tantalizing numerical clues that might
be decoded to determine the date of God's final judgment.”” (And any of us familiar with some
of the more fringe sects of fundamentalist Christianity from street-comer preachers, cable TV
and the internet will realize that this apocalyptic tradition is by no means dormant today.) Of
course the line separating proper Biblical eschatology and occult astrology becomes a thin
one when engaging in numerical speculation and forecasting, so it is not surprising that the
church took a dim view of those who exercised such interests. Still, when history was viewed
as a vast temporal gamut upon which human and divine events could be inscribed. it was
almost irresistible that there would be those who would analyze such events 1o see if deeper
patterns might be deduced from which future events could be forecast.

Calvisius, being of more sober Lutheran stock. was skeptical of such predictions,
and as far as we know, never indulged in numerical speculation in his Chronology, (This
parallels, incidemally, his music theory, in which he was likewise dismissive of any orthodox
Pythagorean endorsement ol specific whole-ratios in music simply on the basis of their
numerical simplicity. )™

But if Calvisius seemed to be a skeptic in regard to numerical patterns in history, he still
remained convinced that the accurate ordering of prominent historical events in a single
over arching chronology remained a legitimate and noble task. Like plotting intervals on
a monochord, the dating of events on the great gamut of human history required patience,
knowledge and discipline.” And music, as Calvisius saw it. was to be a vital part of this history.

v

It is here, then, that the real connection between Calvisius the musician and Calvisius the
chronologist can be seen. For he believed that music, as all other disciplines, also had its own
history—both sacred and secular —and it was incumbent upon him to record its history, its

An excellent history of apocalyptic propheey in the time period of Calvisius is Robin Bruce
Bames. Prophecy and Grosis. Apocalvpricism in the Wake of the Lutheran Reformation (Stanford 19881,
T Although this is not to say that Calvisius was completely impervious to numerological
coincidences. For example, it surely must have been of some significance to Calvisius that his Exercitatio
appeared precisely at the turn of the new century (full citation in note 30 below), As Barnes has pointed
out, 1600 was a vear that had significant prophetic import for many Protestants in the 16th century, (In
Revelations 14:20, there is a somewhat obscure reference to 1600 that some Biblical scholars read as o
sign for end times: see Bames, Prophecy and Gnosis, pp, 131-35),
he relation between musical calculations and calendrical caleulations actually has an anciemt
history, even it it was one of which Calvisius was unaware. In the Middle Ages, churchmen were taught
to use one’s lef hand in order to enumerite tand memorize) the lunar cyele by which the 19 possible
dates of the Paschal term (the date of the full moon after the vernal equinox that determines the date of
Faster) could be caleuluted. This “calculus” was the same mnemonic which musicians would adopt. of
course, in order o navigate the Guidonian musical gamut. See Karol Berger, “The Hand and the Art of
Memory,” Musica disciplinag 35 (19811 po 1L
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beginnings and development. This was the impetus behind Calvisius's study of music history.
the Exercitatio duae de Initio et Progressu Musices published in 1600,

The Exercitatio is not simply a landes musici of lables and myths concerning the origins
of music and its affective powers, however. as it was for most earlier writers from Bocthius
and Cassiadorus to Gaffori, Glarean. and Zarlino."" For the chronologist Calvisius, music
history was to be an ardered history, one that should document and date its earliest inventors
recorded in the Bible and among the Greeks, as well as description of major developments and
practitioners leading up to his own day. ' Here for the first time, both pagan and sacred stories

of music are coordinated (if not fully reconciled). In short, Calvisius uses his knowledge of

scientific chronology to write what is arguably the very first empirical “history™ of music.
Note in the following passage how Calvisius describes Pythagoras's musical discoveries by
situating him within both pagan and biblical history,

Meanwhile, Pyvthagoras. who lourished in the age of King Cambyses of Persia, 70 vears after
the Babylonian captivity, while Superbus the last ol the Tarquinian kings managed attuirs among
the Romans, more than 600 years after the capure of Troy, SO0 vears betore the birth of Christ,
perceived that the consonant musical intervals are comprised of certain proportions, and he wished
to subjeet them not only to hearing but to settle them according to reason and by the certitude of
visual demonstration.”

I'hroughout the Everciratio. Calvisius uses his competence in calendrical calculation to date
empirically (usually for the first time) key events and figures in music history right up to
his own day. We learn that Aristoxenus, the guardian of sensory judgement of music, was
born two hundred years after Pythagoras, or about 330 vears before the birth of Christ

Sethus Calvisius, Evercitatio altera de initio ¢t progressu musices, et altis quibusdam ad cam
rem spectantibus [Teil 1 der Exercitationes musicae duae ], Leipzig 1600, As can be seen, the Fxercitario
appeared live years before the publication of the Chronologia. But we must keep i mind that Calvisius
was already well advanced in his research into chronology, which he had ¢laimed commenced some 14
years before its publication (pofogia. p. 6). Thus we can presume that the Exerciratio reflects many of
the concerns tor precise historical dating that will be seen in the Clronologia.

" See the article by Andreas Mever, “Von Erfindern, Jahreszahlen und letzten Dingen: Calvisius
als Historiker der Musik™ in Tempues Musicae-Tempus Mundic Untersuchungen zu Seth Calvisins, ed.
Giesine Schroder (Hildesheim, 2008), 153-71

" Also eritical to this project was an entirely new sense of historical time that emerged in the 16th
century, a sense in which evenis were not so much “figurally™ (or “represemationallv™y related. but
“causally™ related: history had a definite. continuous, and measurable temporal trajectory upon which
afl events could be inscribed leading to the present, (For a helpful discussion of this comples issue,
see Peter Burke, The Renaissance Sense of the Past [New York, 1969]) For Calvisius, informed as
he was by such g strong Reformation perspective, there was also an element of apocalypricism o his
historiography that is also discussed by Andreas Meyer (see the citation in tootnote 31).

“Donece Pyvthagoras. qui Cambysis regis Persarum seculo floruit soluta post septuagintis annios
captivitate Babylonica, cum ultimus apud Romanos rex Tarquinius superbus rerum potiretur. ulirn
sexeentos annos post captam rojmn, quingentis anmis ante Christum natum, Musica intervalla consona
certis proportiontbus continert deprehenderet, caque non auditui tantum subjacere vellet, sed ratione ac
certissima demonstratione ob oculos poneret”™ (p. 86).
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(p. 90), while the mathematician and astronomer Ptolemy was born about 130 vears after the
birth of Christ, in the reign of Emporer Antoninus Pius (p. 92). It seems that only by atfixing
something within an overarching chronology integrated with Biblical and civil history is it
given meaning and validation, ™

Using his growing chronological prowess. Calvisius attempts 1o resolve some of the
hoariest legends and debates of musical mythology through sober, scientific methodology.
Perhaps the most fundamental of such debates concerned who was the first “inventor™ of
music: the biblical Jubal described in Genesis (4:21) as the “Father of those who play upon
the harp and the organ.” or the Greek Pythagorus.™ Through a simple calculation of biblical
history, it becomes clear that Jubal had to come long before Pythagoras, thus vindicating the
priority of Hebrew musical practice over the Greeks,

Other obscure legends in the early history of music were likewise resolved by Calvisius
by using tools of chronology. Orpheus’s legendary prowess as a musician, for example, was
shown to be of the relatively recent past, as we see from the following rather convoluted
chronology given by Calvisius:

According to Joseph Scalliger, Troy was captured 2769 years after creation, ten vears after the
victory of Jephtha over the Ammonnes, 123 vears before David succeeded the throne of Saul,
and as Proteus ruled n Egypt. But 28 years before the capture of Troy, King Latinus to whom
Aencus came to Naly in supphication, had founded his reign. In the same vear, Hercules, driven by
unendurable sadness, threw himsel! into the fire and died having scarcely reached 52 years of age,
as is testified by the uncient historian Manetho. Hercules was thus born 70 years before the capture
of Trov. And in hus youth, his companion was Orpheus. whom Linus mocked for his uncultivated
voice and was killed [by Hereules] ™

Calvisius’s conclusion is categorical:

From all this it is clear that, even if Linus was killed by Hercules when he was 60 years old, his
father, Apollo and the other inventors and practitioners of music did not precede the destruction of
I'roy by one-hundred yeurs: ruther, they lived at the same time as the Israclite judge Gideon. And

“ The number of dates thut Calvisius brings into his fxercitatio is truly unprecedented. James
McKinnon has noted, for example, that it was only with Hermann Finek's Practca musica ol 1356
that we encounter for the first time a specific, single date within the text of u musical publication (that
being incidentally, 1480—the time in which composers first began writing music that Finek beliey ed
10 be worthy of our notice). James MeKinnon. “Jubal vel Pythagorus, Quis sit inventor musicac”” The
Mustcal Quarterly 6471 UJanuary, 1978), p. 17,

" A discussion covered more Fully in McKinnon, *Jubal vel Pyvthagorus.” pp. 1-28.

B Troja capta est. secundum losephum Sealigerum, anno & condito Mundo 2769, decem anmis
post victoriam lephtae de Ammonitis, Centum viginn tribus annis, untequam David Sauli in regno
suceederet, regnante Proteo in Algypto. Anno gutem vigesimo octavo ante captam Trojom, Latinus
rex. ad quem Alneas supplex in ltuliam venit, fundaments regm sui tecit. Eodem anno Hercules ex
impatientin doloris. s¢ in ignem conjecit, atque ita o functus sl cum VIXisset annos quingquaginti
duos. ut vetustissimus Historicus Manetho testatur, Natus est igitur Hercules septuagesimo ante captam
I'toiam anno. Et in juventute condiscipulus fuit Orphei. pracceptoremgue suum Linum, cum ab ipso
rigidius increparetur, quod rustice canerel, interfecit” (pp. 81-82),
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s0 music among the Greeks was not as old as has been maintained by certain authors, und we must
concede the much greater antiquity of Hebrew music which was celebrated by the Israchites and
their Patriarchs immediately atter the migration from Egypt.”

We could mine the Exertario for further examples of musical chronology—when did Mercury
first invent the lyre with four strings? When did Terpander add additional strings to make
the 7- and 8-note lyre? When did Olympus add the enharmonic genre and Timotheus the
chromatic? All of these many legends ol ancient music could now be subject to the coid.
calculating light of chronological inquiry.

The Exerratio does not concern itself solely with ancient history, however, As his narrative
proceeds. Calvisius moves steadily into the Christian era. although his “history.” such as it is,
becomes understandably spotty for a work of only 86 pages. The development of polyphaony
from the monophonic repertoire of chant is his primary concern (what he calls figural music).
But as we might expect, his knowledge of this development is fragmented and filled with
misconceptions. For instance, he recognizes organum as an important initial step in the
development of multi-voiced composition, but he becomes completely lost in presuming that
organum practice was related to performance on the hydraulic organ—a misstep made by
Zarlino as well,

The Exercirario 1s noteworthy, however. for singling out a number of historical  music
theorists for attention. Twowriters in particularare cited by Calvisius for theiraccomplishments:
St. John of Damascus and Guido of Arezzo. John of Damascus, the 8th-century father of
the Eastern Church, was heavily involved in chant reform and codification for the Eastern
rite, and credited by Zarlino as the inventor of the 8-mode system of Byzantine chant. the
Octoechos, Calvisius credits him—erroneously needless (o say-—with the development of
a neumatic notation that could account for semitones and other reforms,” Guido of Arezzo,
who receives probably the most space in the Excertatio. is praised for his many theoretical
accomplishments, including the extension of the musical gamut, the development of stafl
notation, and his svstem of solfege syvllables.

Naturally, Calvisius is careful to situate both theorists chronologically be affixing their
birth dates and the dates of their major writings. And again, he correlates these—as he did
with Biblical events—with civil history. Thus we learn that John of Damascus worked during
the reign of Peppin the Younger and Charlemagne in the 9th century, while Guido was active
during the Salian dynasty of Holy Roman Emperors, Conrad [l and Henry I in the th

“Ex guibus omnibus apparct: Etamsi Linus fortassis sexagesimo actatis anno ab Hercule
intertectus fuissel, Patrem tamen ipsius Apollinem et alios Musicae inventores et cultores ¢entum annis
eversionem Trojac non antecessisse, sed Gideonis judicis Israelitici sacculo vix florumsse. Atgque i
Musica apud Graecos non ita vetusta est, ut quidem autores astruere conati sunt, et antiquilaie sua
Musicae ludaicae, ut quae ¢t apud Patrfarchas, el sttim post migratam Algyptum. apud lsraclitas
celeberrima tuit, longe cedit” (pp. 82-83),

" Calvisius's source tor information on John of Damascus's "musical reforms™ was likely Zarlino’s
Le Istitutiond Harmoniche (1558), Book 4, ch. 8.
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century, Once again, musical history seems o be given a kind of validation by being linked
within a broader universal history."

None of us today would mistake the Exertatio as a viable history of music. 1t is obviously
hobbled by gross misunderstandings and gaping holes. But at the same time. it /s a progressive
history of music in that it seeks. however tentatively and ineptly, to offer a chronological
narrative of music’s evolution from its origins 10 our own day (which Calvisius adds has
reached o state of perfection such that any further development is inconceivable). More
importantly, he understands music as a part ol universal history, one that is integrated within
biblical and civil history,

Calvisius died on November 24, 1615, still actively corresponding with intellectuals across
Europe on chronological questions, and still active as a composer and cantor at St. Thomas.
During his funeral held on November 27 the Thomas Choir sang a motet of Calvisius based
on a text from Psalm 90 whose resonance 1o his work as a chronologist would not have been
lost upon any one in the congregation: “Unser Leben wiihret Siebzig Jahr; Und wenn es hoch
kommt, so sind ¢s achtzig Jahr.” He may not have lived out the full span of 70 vears promised
by God to his faithful flock, but in his 60 mortal years on this Earth, Seth Calvisius did
accomplish much about which he could be pleased and proud. For in addition to his profound
musical legacy, he did something few before him would have dared: he tried to take the
measure of time itself, to plot the history of mankind upon God’s temporal gamut of creation.

“ 1 should note a curtous paradox that most of the musical dates given in the Excercitatio do not
make their way into the ¢hronologia five yvears later. Only o fesw of the musicians and theorists Tound in
the carly work can be found in the later Universal chronology. For example, the only mention of Guido
in the Chronologia concerns the writing of his “Musica” around 1028 (a.m, 4977). There is no mention
of Aristoxenus, Orpheus, or Timotheus: Ptolemy, Bocethius, and John of Damascus are mentioned, but
not for any ol their musical contributions. And in the modern erw. the only musicians | was able o find
mentioned in the ¢ ronalogra aside from Guido are Hermunnus Contraetus (under the year 1054) and
Heinrich Glarean (whose death is noted in 1563 ). Nor do any of the later editions rectify this situation,

| can offer no sure explanation as to the luck of musical datings in the Chronologia, Perhaps
Calvisius thought in a grand universal history. musical issues were not of comparable importance or
mterest 10 readers. Perhaps. too, he felt he lucked any secure evidence for the dates he proposed in the
Fxcercitatio. Whatever the case, it does indecd seem odd that a chronology compiled by a scholar with
such demonstrated historical knowledge of music concerns itsell so little with this topic,





