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cathedral grammar school, or largely neglected .- except for an ability

to read Latin accurately enough to sing the l~turgy and read the

lessons.

At Tattershall College, it had never bee~ ~ontemplated that the

Instructor of the Choristers should be respons£ble also for th8 boys'

education in grammar; the college had a separafue grammar school, and

the choristers' ·were directed, by statute, to a:ttend this1
• In 1492/3

and 1495/6 the college was still paying for the;:: copying of grammar books

for the choristers to use at school; Robert Lrn~nde, one of the clerks,

even obligingly copied out Donatus's Ars Minor' War the use of his son,

William, and was paid 6d. for his trouble. 2 ffiowever, by 1519 the boys

had ceased to attend the grammar school, and tl~e boys' training in

grammar had been deputed to their Instructor b~ singing - and he largely
3i

neglected it, teaching little or none at all. From Injunctions issued

by Commissioners of Edward 6 in l547~ and re-D~sued by Elizabeth 1 in

1559, it would appear that by then it was .usuaL :for a boy to emerge from

choristerhood completely igncrant of a proper ~atin education - wherefore

church authorities were directed to support fa~mer choristers for up to

five years at school after their yoices broker ~o compensate for the

degree to which their duties in.church had int~'feredwith their due

education.4 It seems clear' that this decline ~ri the pursuit of the

non-musical side of the boys'· education was c~ed by the increasing

demands made on their time by the expansion of ~heir contribution to

the music of the church at this period. The Ins~ructor of the Choristers

had emerged as an official of solely musical c~~cities, concerned

purely with the now highly technical and demand;;:ng job of teaching the

choristers their parts in the performance of ths music'and ceremonial

of the institution's daily religious devotions.

By the second quarter of the 16th century. :it was recognised that

the Instructor of the Choristers of a liturgical choir had evolved for

himself a totally distinctive role in the prepa~tion and conduct of the

music of the church services. Consequently, it ~ad become plain that it

had totally ceased to be appropriate to consid~~ his job any longer as

. being merely that of a regular chaplain or cledk with a few extra duties

attached. His job now called for qualifications and qualities which

1. Statutes 10,22:- OLD U1475 021/1, ff.3v., Sv.
2. Expense Choristarum on Receiver'S A/cs, OLD U1475 0 16/1, 16/2.
3. Record of visitation by the bishop of Lincol~, 1519:- VOL~ vol.3, p.lll.
4. SCf'lA, P.304; K. Edwards, "The Cathedral church of Salisbury",

VCH Wiltshire, vol.3, pp.1B4-5.
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made him quite distinct from the other members of the choj.r. In the
. , .

statutes of Cardinal College, Oxford (founded 1526) therefore, the

Instructor appeared as a member of the choral forces in his own right;

he had a distinct post of his own, being neither one of the thirteen

chaplains nor one of the 12 clerks, but simply the Informator Choristarum

in his own right - the seniormost, and best-paid member of the chapel
. 1

staff. This appreciation of the role and importance of the Instructor

received similar prominence in the framing of the statutes of the

New foundation Cathedrals during the l540's, and remains in force to

the present day.

6.5. The role of the gentlemen of the choir.

6.5.1. The cultivation· of choral polyphony.

To quite a conspicuous degree, the composition and constitution

of the men's voices in liturgical choirs were also affected by the

developments in sacred music over the last 40 years of the 15th

century. The increasing incidence of·the large choirbook style of

music~l manuscript towards the end of the century indicates pretty

clearly that the practice of performing large-scale polyphonic

settings with a chorus of voices totalling up to 15 or more, was by

then becoming increasingly commonly observed. The earliest book yet.
~hot 1$

discovered~sufficientlylarge to justify the supposition that it was

deliberately designed to permit a chorus of voices to sing from it, was

that from which there now survives a single leaf in the Public Record

Office, dating from c.l450-60~2 Other fragments of large choirbooks
3are known from the last half of the 15th century; while from the

turn of the century itself, and the first few years of the 16th, there

survive the Eton, Lambeth and Caius choirbooks, complete, or tolerably so.

1. MMB, pp.36-7
2. PRO E 163 22/1/3,; discussed above,pp.507~-9.
3. e.g. a fragment of a setting of Magnificat among the archives of

Canterbury Cathedral priory (CDC, box of binding fragments); and
another fragmant in the archives of All Souls' College, Oxford,
mentioned by f.ll.Harrison, The Eton Choirbook, vol.l, p.142.



"

6092

. Indeed, it may not be .inaccurate to state that by 1500 tHe capacity

to render choral polyphony in up to· five parts, and coveri89 the full

three-octave compass~ was considered to be a standard feature of the .

accomplishments of any competent liturgical choir.

This placed increasing emphasis on the need to provide men able to

sing florid polyphony from mensural 'notation - and, in practice, that

meant (at first) the provision not of men in priest's orders, but of

professional lay clerks. The choir established for the chapel of

. Magdalen College Oxford in c.1480 incorporated this consideration;
1of its twelve men, four were chaplains and eight were lay clerks.

Similar proportions were observed when twelve extra men's voices

were added to the choir of st. George's Chapel, Windsor; between
21476 and 1482 - of the twelve, three were priests, anddne were lay-clerks.

Although an exact breakdown of the figures is not immediately

possible from the household accounts, it would appear that of the

36 gentlemen of Edward 4's Chapel Royal at Christmas 1465, 12 were priests

and 24 lay-clerks. 3
Henry 7 was content to maintain 'a more compact and

better balanced chapelchoii; in 1500· its 24 gentlemen consisted of
"4

9 priests and 15 clerks (with 10 boy~) , ; in 1503 there Were 26

gentle.men, consisting of 8 priests and 18 clerks {with 12 boys). 5

"At King' s College, ,Cqmbridge, a short-lived reorganisation of the
L

chapel choir was in progress around the years 1499-1503; briefly the

numb~r of chaplains was reduced from ten to six or seven, while the

number of clerks was increased from six toeight. 6 In all these

examples, a clear preference for lay clerks over priests is detectable, and

can be associated with the need for substantial teams of professional

singers to render choral polyphonic music.

1. See above,pp. 6030-'-
2. See above, pp. E>Q3ct- 4-1 • The choir thus resul ting consisted of 16

priest-vicars, and 15 lay-clerks.
3. PRO E 101 411/15, fo.17r. The chaplains appear to be list~d tbgether at

the beginning of the list of names; then follow the lay clerks, headed
by the most senior of them, John Plomer.

4. PRO LC 2/1, fo.4.
5. ibid., fa.68v.
6. Bursars' A/cs 1499/1~OO - 1502/3 inclusive -CKC.Mundum Book 9.

I
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6.5.2. The p~ovision of expert singe~s•

.
6.5.2.A. Lay clerks and lay vica~s.

This need to secure the services of expe~t singers provoked

certain of the institutions into contriving Sairne very ingenious .devices

to enable them to keep abreast of musical deve-L1opments. As has been

observed earlier, ~e chapel choir of Magdalen Oollege, Oxford, had at
1first to be run on the cheap; in respect of ~~e eight clerkships,

therefore, the need to employ expert singers h~d to be reconciled with

the unfortunate fact that there wasn't much mcrn~y to pay them.

Wayneflete solved this problem in an ingenious ~ay. The eight clerks

were allowed free board, lodging and livery, arnD on top of that only
2the meagre salary of 20s. p.a. This was hardJJl.y tempting ; so

Wayneflete enhanced the attractions of the pos~ by the novel idea

of making available to the clerks.f~se tuition nn the University

disciplines of Logica and Sophista3 • In fact, in 1550 it was sta~ed

that both the clerks and chaplains of the college "apply themselves

to the liberal sciences and divinity, and thereunto are forced by the

. ordinances of out house,,4. The clerkships theI:e!by were made attractive

to young men who lacked patronage or resources Df their own, but who'

possessed good. singing voices, and were seeking .some elements of a University

education;' in order to secure th~$~ they were prepared to serve as

'sing~ng-men in the chapel, and to put up with the meagre salary (for a

few years anyway) on the grounds that the educational opportunities

offered made the inconvenience worthwhile. One result was that there

was a very rapid turnover of clerks; lists of names recoverable from the

burs~rs' accounts show that very few stayed far more than three or four years.

for instance, of the eight clerks employed at ~ichaelmas 1488, not a

single one was still on the books at Michaelmas 14915• Nevertheless,

despite all the vicissitudes faced by the Magdalen choir~ the information

which can be gleaned from the accounts and other sources concerning the

cultivation of polyphonic music in the chapel would indicate that the

quality of the singing, and of the singers was very high6; as short-term

1. See above, pp. ~075 - ~.
2. Statute 5:- Her Majesty's Commissioners, statutes of the Colleges

of Oxford, vol.2, p.23
3. Statute 49,:- ibid., p.78
4. J.R. Bloxam, A Reqister •• ~of Magdalen College ••• Oxford, vol.2,p.xlviii.
5. Bursars' Alcs 1487/8, Sept. 1491-0ec.1491:- OI~C Liber Computi 1481-88,

ff.163v.-4r.; Liber Computi 1490-1510, fo.lar.
6. It appears that a repertoire of polyphonic music was rapidly built up,

and a stock of books of polyphonic settings acquired. The accounts
contain a steady stream of payments for copying new music for the choir
to learn; the matter is discussed more fully on pp. b02' - ~o2.3 above.
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posts for able young singers seeking an academic educatio~, these

clerkships clearly had very positive attractions. Indeed, Wayneflete's

inspired idea produc~d a system similar in essentials to that of the

modern academical clerkships offered by Magdalen and other University

college chapel choirs, with equally satisfactory results.

At Salisbury Cathedral, the obvious desirability of employing

expert lay singers in the choir was rendered problematic by the
L~

long-established rule that all the men of the choir be vicars choral,

in one of the three degrees of Major Orders.' The chapter could

simply have created a new class of lay clerks, and just added them

to the existing choir - as bishop Robert Shyrborne did at Chichester

Cathedral in 15262 • At Salisbury, however, the chapter shrank from

this expedient - probably because another solution had already long

been presenting itself, ever since a way was found in the 1460's

of emplpying an expert lay Instructor of the Choristers. 3 As has

been seen, by an agreement of c.1458, the chapter agreed to pay -to

the community of vicars-choral the sums paid in by canons towards

the wages of vicars of stalls which were in fact vacant. 4 Now it may

have been improper for the Dean and Chapter to admit as vicars-choral

men who were not in the appropriate Holy Orders; but there was no

reason whatever why the community of vicars itself should not use the

income from vacant stalls to employ lay singers, and - with the

chapter's approval' - introduce them ~nto the choir as substitute singers

to fill the vacant stalls. Such a device was entirely legitimate,

broke none of the rules,.traditions or statutes of the Cathedral, and

solved the problem of bringing expert musicians into the performance

of the liturgy in the cathedral choir.

Exactly when this device was first adopted is not known - though in

some respects, it was in application' as early as the 1460's when the

expedient was adopted of paying the lay Instructors of the Choristers for
'5

his duties in choir partly out of the revenues of a vacant vicar's stall.

1. See above, p. 2007.
2. 8M Cotton Charter xii 60; hereby the choir was enhanced by the services

of four expert lay clerks.
3. See above,pp.bOb~-7'

4. See above, p. bo't" ~",c:l n. t.
5. See discussion of the indenture of John Kegwyn (1463) above,PP.bO,Q-L

•
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By the time of the two sole surviving accounts of the communar of the
, '1

vicars, March-June l493'and June-September 1494, there were already

three of these "lay vicars", as they came to be called. In 1493, there were

19 vicars' stalls vacant, and in 1494 16; from themt the communar

recorded receipt of various sums properly due tn the vicars of those stalls.

The 7s. 6d. per term received for each of three vacant deacon ~talls

was then paid by the communar to the three lay ~icars employed by ,the
.-'

community cf vicars to occupy those stalls. Their names were Bremell,

Bremshawe and Organista2 ; the man named Organista, very appropriately,
. . :3

played the organ at Lady Mass in the Lady Chapel , and probably was in

fact the then Instructor of the Choristers. By 1500, that is, the

professional lay musician had become a feature of the choir of. even

a long-established cathedral such as Salisbury; however, the lay vicars

were employees not of the chapter, but of the community of vicars4 ,

and in the absence of any extant' Register of, the Vicars' College, little
. 5

more about their origins and duties can be discovered.

The lay vicar was a phenomenon known also at Wells Cathed~al;

th~ug~ thanks to b~e unique feature of its constitution, the employment.

of up to four professional singers there could "be undertaken with no

problems at all. As observed above, six of its 54 pr.ebends could be

held by canons who we:e in only acolyte's .or taperer's orders, and not, .

in the Major Orders at all. Of these, four were obliged to maintain

1. 1493 A/c :- SOC, roll without ref., in box 'marked "~1isc. Account Rolls,
connected with Masters of the Fabric and Procurators or' St. Thomas";
1494 a/c:- SOC, roll without ref. in box marked "Choristers In •.

2. Et solut' pro iij stallis diaconorum qui onerantur superius et
occupanturper" bremell, Bremshawe et Organista pro quolibet ilIa rum
vij s vj d. - refs. as in n. , ~bo~~~

3. Et in stipendio Organists Custodientis organa in Capella beate marie
vi~gini~ ad perimplendum summam de iij s iiij d., hoc termino soluto •••
vij d.; re f. as in n. I o..bo"e _ From the contex·ts in which his
name appears on these accounts, it s~ems,that Organista really was
his name, and not, merely a description of his, job. In 1454 there had
been a Thomas Organista among the Salisbury vicars (SOC Reg. Burgh,
fo.55v.); as a surname, it is, of'course, simply a Latinisation of the
surname 'Organmaker', which is occasionally encountered in medieval records.,

4. for which, see also SOC Reg. Holte, fo.22r •.
5. 'More is known about the lay vicars from the middle of ' the 16th century

,onwards - see K.. Edwards, liThe Cathedral Church of Salisbury", VCH
Wiltshire, vol.3, P.184. The fourclerici who sang Lady r'lass daily
with the choristers in the Lady Chapel in 1535 were probably lay
vicars:- VE, vol.2, p.85, cf.SOC Reg. Holte, fo.19v.
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vicars-choral at the cathedral - and these vicars, therefore, did' not

need to be in major orders either, but could quite legitimately remain
1laymen in orders no higher than acolyte's. The chapter continued to

recruit to the four acolyte stalls, even while otherwise the number

, of vicars fell from 50 to 30; in 1535 the four lay vicars were William

Harman (Combe'7), Richard Bramston (Combe 14), Michael Burton (Wormester)

and Richard Bonde (Wedmore 4)2. Unfortunately there seems to be no

means of identifying the point in time at which the Chapter began

consciously to use the opportunity presented by these four anomalous
3vicarages ~ choral to emply men of the skilled professional singer class.

The expert lay singers thus introduced into the choirs of the secular

cathedrals probably provided only the cqre of a recognised group of

competent singers able to undertake the performance of 'polyphonic music;

for it appears that there would normally have also been a small group

of abler singers among the regular vicars-choral. At Salisbury Cathedral

it was ordered in 1469 that thenceforth the singing at daily Lady Mass

~hould be undertaken only by certain"of the ~icars recognised as those: :'

in cantu peritiores4 • In 1479 thesuccentor and vicars of Lichfield

, Cathedral agreed that, in return for the benefits conferred upon them

by Thomas Heywood, dean of (ichfield (1457~92), they would organise a

. priest-vicar to celebrate mass dai~y for the good estate of his SOUl;

and also, every Friday, would have Jesus Mass and a Jesus antiphon sung

by six vicars, "the ablesingers" (unacum sex vicariis cantatoribus

ydonioribus), and four choristers5• These entries suggest that in some

of the larger .choirs, an informal sub-group· of.. · "the abler singe'rs" was
' ..

now 'being recognised as having something distincti~e·to offer to the'

conduct of divine service.

1. See above,pp. 2.005,2.00" bO,. - '2..
2. VE, vol.l, p.138.
,3. It is noticeable, however, that r~ght from the beginning of the seties in

1457/8, these four acolytes'tallsvery rarely occur on the lists of
vacant vicars' stalls entered on the annual Fabric Accounts - Wls0C,
rabric A/cs 1457/B - 1549/50 inc.

4. SOC Reg. Machon, pp.l70,l76. In 1547, when a new lay vicar was appointed,
he was directed to attend every day at Lady Mass - SOC Reg. Holte,fo.19v.

5. Calendar of Papal Letters 1471-84:- C.Pap.Reg., vol.13, part 1, p.268

.•
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6.5.2.8. The extension of polyphcrlnic competence to
vicars nnd chaplains.,

T6wards the end of the century, ,however~ ~t is possible that th~

institutions were able to impose higher standands of competenco on the

priests of their choirs. 8y then, several gene~ffitions of choristers at

all types of institution had been exposed to thm new style of singing-

'boy's education, including training in singing, rrrom mensural notation.

As these choristers grew' up, it is not improbaalle that a fair proportion

chose to tollow an adult career in the music o~ ~he church; - some would

remain as laymen and become lay-clerks, while ~tthers entered Holy Orders

and became representative of a growing number cr.ff men in priest's orders

who were both able and willing to take a share linn the singing of choral

polyphonic music. In anyevent, in 1503 a new sitatute at Ripon Minster

ordered that no vicar or deacon should be admitttr,ed thenceforth unless

he could sing both plainsong and composed polypfuony (cantum planum et

etiam fractum videlicet orykesange)'. By 1507"1 ~ll the existing vicars

of York Minster were being obliged to learn to $ing polyphonic music,

under penalty of forfeiture of their share of tfue revenues of the

community of vicars; and thenceforth every new'micar was to take'an 'oath

that he would become' proficient in pricksong am~ :faburden if he were a

tenor~ or descant, pricksong and faburden if his:» .voic~,we~e otherwise.
2

By the early 16th century, it. is not impr.crlbable that at mclnY prominent

institutions it was coming to be expected that ffi[l the clerks and boys of

the choir w,ould be able to take their part in chn.cral polyphony;' and a

significant proportion of the priests also. It l~mainsa cause for regret,

however, that for no English choir is the exact ~isposition of voices within

the polyphonic ensemble knewn for any period p~~Qr to 1500; in fact the

earliest such information is that which can be ~ived from certain lists,

compiled at various times between 1511 and 1522~ (of the gentlemen and

,boys of the choir of the chapel of the householcf -,of Henry Percy, 5th earl
, 3

of Northumberland. A list datable to 1517 or $hortly thereafter lists

1. MMB, p~176.-'2. .!::!.!!§., P.181 •
3. ed. T. Percy, The regulations ••• of the housernm~d•• of •• the •• Earl of

Northumberland ••• , pp.40-1, 44, 47-8, 254, 25fi~, 324-5, 367-8, 371.
It is possible to resolve most of the apparentt contradictions and
inconsistencies in these lists once the chro~ogy of the compilation
of the manuscript is established.
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•
the dean and six priests of the chapel; eleven gentlemen, composed

of four countertenors, four tenors and three basses; and six boys,
1composed of three trebles and three second trebles. It is not clear

whether or not the priests contributed at all to the polyphonic ensemble;

nor is there any means of knowing whet~er this vocal balance represented
2a standard disposition of voices at its time, or not.

, 3
6.6. Conclusion •

By 1500, the choirs of the major secular religious institutions in

England had evolved into highly professional bodies of skilled musicians;

indeed,'as a medium for the, performance of'art music, the choir had been

brought to a point of development over which the experience of a further

475 years has not been able ,to cast any improvement. The art-form which they

cultivated was still very much an applied art; their music served the needs

of religion, and closely reflected the nature of late medieval Christian

devotion. Music was just one part of the ever richer adornment with which

the Christian ritual became clothed during ,the 200 years which immediately

preceded the precipitous abolition of the Latin rite in England in 1549. The

cultivation of increasingly complex polyphon~c music was.but one, aspect of

a whole approach to the expression of religious devotion, which otherwise

found manifestation in the soaring yet richly-wr9ughtgrace of Perpendicular
.

,architecture, in the sheer elaboration of the liturgy itself, and in the

ever lengthening lists of copes, vestments, images, relics, jewels, service­

books;, bibles, plate, chalices, crosses~ ,and all the other ritual

paraphernalia which encrust the Invento~ies of the major 15th andl6th

century churches. In the process, the church wrought for its use both a

repertoire of art music, and an instrument for its performance ~ the choir

of human voices - which, sven if judged by mere durability alone, constitute

one of the finest achievements of the period.

1. ibid., pp.323-5. There are also listed five other priests, whose titles
show them to have beeri administrative and household officials 'rather than
priests of the chapel.

2. In 1469, the 14 singing men of the chapel of the household of Charles Ie
Temeraire, duke of 8urgundy,consisted of 'six haultes voix, treys teneurs,
trays basses contres et deux moians' - six high voices, three tenors,
three low contras and two mean Cf:ontrasJ; or, in modern terminology,
working downwards, six altos- (haultes voix), two first tenors (deux moiens),
three second tenors (teneurs) and three basses (basses contres). There
were no choristers. I am grateful to Mr. David'Fallows for drawing my
attention to this information, and for his permission to consult hfu
transcript of its manuscript source.

3. for further observations on similar lines, see ~1M8, pp.xiv-xv., 218-9




