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By the time of the two sole sdrviving accounts ©of the communar of the
vicars, Narch—june 1493 and June-September 149&1, there were alfeady

three of these "lay vicars", as they came to be called. In 1493, there were
19 vicars!' stalls vaéant, and in 1494 16; from them, the communar

recorded receipt of various sums properly due to the vicars of thoses stalls,

The 7s. 6d. per term received for each of three vacant deacon stalls
was then paid'by the communar to the three lay wicars employed by the
community cf vicars to occupy those stalls. Their names were Bremell,
Bremshawe and Drgahistaz; tﬁe man named Organista, very appropriately,
played the organ at Lady Mass in the Lady Chapelz, 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 Salisburyj; however, the lay vicars
wére employees not of the chapter, but of the community of vicars4,

and in the absence of any extant Register of the Uicarsf College, little

more about their origins and duties can be discovered.

The lay vicar was a phenomenon known also at Wells Cathedralé
though thanks to one unigue 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 S54 prebends could be
"held by canons who were in bnly 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 :- SDC, roll without ref., in box marked "Misc. Account Rolls,
connected with Masters of the Fabric and Procurators of St. Thomas";
1494 a/c:- SDC, roll without ref. .in box marked "Choristers I".

2. Et solut' pro iij stallis diaconorum gqui onerantur superius et
occupantur per bremell, Bremshawe et Organista pro quolibet iilorum
vij s vj d. - refs. as in n. | above.

3. Et in stipendio Urganiste Custodientis organa in Capella beate marie
virginis ad perimplendum summam de iij s iiij d., hoc termino soluto...
vij d.j ref. as in n.! above. From the contexts in which his
name appears on these accounts, it seems 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 (SDC 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 SDC Resg. Holte, fo.22r.

5. More is known about the lay vicars from the middle of the 1l6th century
onwards - see K. Edwards, "The Cathedral Church of Salisbury", VCH
Wiltshire, vol.3, p.1l84. The four clerici who sang Lady flass daily
with the choristers in the Lady Chapel in 1535 were probably lay
vicars:- VE, vol.2, p.85, cf.50C Reg. Holte, fo.l9v.
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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
laymen in orders no higher than acolyte's.1 The chapter continued to
recruit to the four acolyte stalls, even uhile otherwise the number

of vicars fell from S0 to 30; in 1535 the four lay vicars were William
Harman (Combe 7), Richard Bramston (Combe 14), Michael Burton (lWlormester)

and Rlchard Bonde (Wedmore 4) Unfortunately there seems to be no

means of 1dent1fy1ng.the p01nt in time at which the Chapter began
consciously to use the opportunity presented by these four anomalous

vicarages - choral to emply men of the skilled professional singer class.3 |

The expert lay singers thus introduced into the choirs of‘the secuiar
cathedrals probably provided only the core of a recognised group of
competent sihgers able to undertake the performance of polyphonic mQéic;

- for it appears that there would normally have also béen a small group
of abler sinagers among the regular vicars-choral. At Salisbury Cathedral
it was ordered in 1469 that thenceforth the singing at daily Lady Mass
3should_be undertaken only by certain of the vicars recognised as thpse e

in cantu peritiores4. In 1479 the succentor and vicars of Lichfield

- Cathedral agreed that, in return for the benefits conferred upon them
by Thomas Heywood, dean of Lichfield\(l457—92), they would orgahise a

priest-vicar to celebrate mass daily for‘the‘good'estate‘of his soulj;

" and also, every friday, would have Jesus Mass and a Jesus antiphon sung.

by six vicars, "the able singers" (unacum sex vicariis cantatoribus

ydonioribus), and four choristerss. These entries suggest that in some

of the larger choirs, an informal sub-group qfu"the abler singérs“vw;s
now being recognised as having something distinctive to offer to the

conduct of divine servics.

1. See above,pp. 2005, 2007, 6071 -2,

2. VE, vol.l, p.138. '

‘3, It is noticeable, however, that right from the beginning of the series in
1457/8, these four acolyte stalls very rarely occur on the lists of
vacant vicars' stalls entered on the annual Fabric Accounts - WlsDC,
Fabric A/cs 1457/8 - 1549/50 inc.

4, SDC Reg. Machon, pp.170,176. In 1547, when a new lay vicar was app01nted

s he was directed to attend every day at Lady Mass - SDC Reg. Holte,fo.l9v,

5. Calendar of Papal Letters 1471-84:- C.Pap.Reg., vol.1l3, part 1, p.268




6.5.2.8., The extension of polvphamic competence to
vicars and chaplains.

Towards the end of the century, however, it is possible that the

institutions were able to impose higher standamds of competence on the

'priests of their choirs. By then, several generations of choristers at

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

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

As these choristers grew up, it is not improbahile that a fair proporﬁion
chose to follow an adult career in the music of’ :the church; - some would
remain as laymen and become lay-clerks, while atthers entered Holy Orders
and became representative of a growing number «ff men in priest's orders
whowere both able and willing to take a share im the singing of choral
polyphonic music. In anyevent, in 1503 a new sitatute at Ripon Minster
ordered that no vicar or deacon should be admittted thenceforth unless

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

etiam fractum videlicet Drykesange)1. - By 1507,, @11 the existing vicars

of York Minster were being obliged to learn to wing polyphonic music,
under penalty of forfeiture of their share of the.revenues of the
community of vicarsj and thenceforth every new wicar was to take an oath
that he would become proficient in pricksong amdl faburden if he were a

tenor, or descant, pricksong and faburden if his voice uere‘othefwise.z
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By the early 16th century, it is not impruoibable that atmany prominsnt

institutions it was coming to be expected that aill the clerks and boys of

the.choir‘would be able to take their part in cimoral polyphony, and a

significant proportion of the priests also. It mwsmains a cause for regret,

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

-the polyphonic ensemble kncwn for any period priimr to 15003 in fact the

earliest such information is that which can be d&rived from certain lists,

compiled at various times between 1511 and 1522, of the gentlemen and

‘boys of the choir of the chapel of the household of Henry Percy, 5th earl

of Northumberland.3 A list datable to 1517 or sthortly thereafter lists

1. M8, p.l76.

2., MM8, p.181. _ .

3. ed. T. Percy, The regulations...of the househmild..of..the..Earl of
Northumberland..., pp.40-1, 44, 47-8, 254, 257, 324-~5, 367-8, 371.
It is possible to resolve most of the apparenit contradictions and
inconsistencies in these lists once the chrommlogy 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,
composed of three trebles and three second trebles.1 It is not clear
whether or not the priests contributed at all to the polyphonic ensemble;
nor is there any means of knowing whether this vocal balance represented

a standard disposition of voices at its time, or not.2

6.6. ConClusion3.

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 artj; 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 polyphonic music was but one aspect of
a whole approach to the expression of religious deﬁotion,xwhich otherwise
found manifestation in the soaring yet richly-wrought g:aée of Perpendicular
architecture, in the sheer elaboration of the liturgy itself, and in the
ever lengthening lists of copes, véstments, images, relics, jewels, service-~
books:_bibles, plate, chalices, crosses, and all the other ritual
paraphernalia which encrust the Inventories of the major 15th and 16th
csntury 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, even 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 been 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 le

' Téméraire, duke of Burgundy, consisted of f'six haultes voix, trcys teneurs,
troys basses contres et deux moiens' -~ six high voices, three tenors,
three low contras and two mean[contras]; 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 his
transcript of its manuscript source.

3« For further observations on similar lines, see MMB, pp.xiv-xv., 218-9






