The Devil’s Tavern Tunes

by James Tiefel

Did Luther use tavern tunes for some of his hymns? Did he defend his choices by saying, "Why should the devil have all the good tunes?" Apparently, so many people think he did the former and said the latter that the two myths have been perpetuated among Lutherans for years.

In the January 1997 issue of Concordia Theological Journal, Dr. James L. Brauer offered a $25 reward to any Luther scholar who could find the quote about the devil's tunes in Luther's works. Brauer also pledged that if the quote were found, he would personally notify the editors of several prestigious musical reference works that they had erred in attributing the quote to the Reverend Roland Hill (1744‑1833).

Brauer did his research. He quotes from the Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979) and from Ward W. Broom's 1881 biography of Hill, The Rev. Rowland Hill: Preacher and Wit, both of which attribute the famous quote to the English evangelist. Broom wrote, "Mr. Hill once said he did not see any reason why the devil should have all the good tunes; hence some of them were frequently sung in his chapel" (p. 93).

Why did the quote come to be attached to Luther? Perhaps for the same reason it has been attributed to John Wesley and General William Booth of the Salvation Army: to justify a new musical style that some churchly critics find inappropriate for worship. What better way to defend new styles against the put downs of musical elitists than to point to the opinion of the founding father? Thus, the argument goes: if Luther used the devil's tunes, shouldn't we?

Brauer encouraged those who desire to attach Christian hymn texts to popular contemporary styles to look for an advocate other than Luther. With his tongue firmly planted in his cheek, Brauer also suggested that even if Luther had spoken the notorious quote, the good doctor may have seen the devil more often in the Turk and the Pope than in the tavern and was actually advocating the use of near eastern tunes and Gregorian chant!

The quoters of the supposed Luther quote are usually the same ones who repeat the story about Luther's use of tavern songs. So did Luther attach tavern tunes to his hymn texts?

It is altogether likely that some tunes sung in 16th century German taverns eventually connected themselves to Lutheran hymn texts and found their way into Lutheran worship (even with Luther's encouragement). It is just as likely the some Gregorian chant tunes sung in 16th century Christian churches found their way into taverns where they were attached to lyrics that would make Christians blush. The practice of attaching both religious and scatological texts to the same well-known tune was common even before Luther's time; the practice was called contrafaction.

It's difficult to think about contrafaction today because the gap between secular and sacred music is much wider in the 21st  century than it was in the 16th century. Kurt Eggert's Amazing Grace (CW 392) and Carl Schalk's Manger Song (CW 54) are both 20thcentury tunes, but they are hardly 20th century tavern tunes. Even a musical neophyte would be able to detect the difference between those tunes and the tunes for the "Beer Barrel Polka" and "Achy Breaky Heart."

So where did Luther stand? According to his contemporaries, Luther was a musical expert, someone who had mastered music theory and artistic thought. From his writings we know that he believed music was a gift of God to be placed by Christians into the service of the gospel. He certainly advocated musical styles besides Gregorian chant, at that time the only music allowed in worship. The "new" tunes he attached to many of his hymns came from the legacy of the meistersingers, a style that was almost 400 years old in his day. Certainly the people knew those tunes and likely enjoyed singing them more than Gregorian chant. It is problematic at best, however, to place these 16th century "new" tunes into the same category as the musical styles regularly associated with 21st century clubs and pubs.

Lacking a reference, we may be able to conclude with some certainty that Luther never said, "Why should the devil have all the good tunes?" It is more difficult to decide what Luther would have done if he had to make the musical decisions facing our church. But it seems a stretch to imagine that a man who considered music to be God's creation for the proclamation of the gospel and who understood the serious folk music of his day and used it would be much impressed by the repetition, structure, and glitz that characterizes much of today's popular (and contemporary Christian) music or that he would have enjoyed its ambiance. That Luther would have been in the vanguard of those seek​ing the best of what is new there can be no doubt. But given his theol​ogy and studying his art, one is inclined to believe that he would have been much more interested in serious contemporary music than in the "music people like" on MTV and a thousand evangelical radio stations.
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