Ian Harwood

English lute music of the ‘Golden
Age’

The lute has a formidable reputation for difficulty, both to
keep in tune and to play, even once the secrets of tablature
have been cracked. So it is immensely encouraging for a
modern beginner exploring the ‘Golden Age” of English
lute music for the first time to find that the mainly manu-
script sources (many readily available in facsimile) are lib-
erally sprinkled with short easy pieces entered as ‘page-
fillers’. Some are just called ‘A Toye’ (with or without the
final ‘¢’), but others are popular ballad-tunes, familiar at
the time to everyone from crowned head to coney-catcher.
Simple melody-and-bass settings predominate, perhaps
with full chords at the ends of sections; sometimes there is
more elaboration. Whether such pieces were really meant
at the time as instructional material is a moot point; per-
haps they were intended as light relief from the much
more complex pieces, often written out on the same page
by the same hand. When it comes to printed sources, one
might well expect Robert Dowland’s Varietie of Lute
Lessons, published in 1610, to be full of easy music, but in
fact it contains ‘Fantasies, Pauins, Galliards, Almaines,
Corantoes, and Volts: Selected out of the best approved
AVTHORS, as well beyond the Seas as of our owne Coun-
try’, none of which make the slightest concession to play-
ers with limited technique. To be sure, the music is pre-
ceded by belonging to
LuTE-playing’, translated from a Latin treatise published
in Cologne by J.-B. Besard in 1603, and ‘Also a short Trea-
tise thereunto appertayning: by John Douland Batcheler of
MUSICKE’, Robert’s illustrious father. But the only tabla-
ture examples among the ‘observations’ are concerned
with left- and right-hand fingering, with no actual pieces
for students get their teeth into.

The modest ‘toys’ and ballad-tune settings have not asa
rule featured in solo lute recitals or recordings; performers
on the whole make their reputations with more showy
music than this. So it is refreshing to find two world-class
players who are relaxed enough to include some of the
simplest pieces in their programmes, just as did the com-
pilers of the original manuscripts. For example, the second
track on Jacob Heringman’s CD Jane Pickeringes Lute
Book (Avie Av0002, rec 2001) is none other than the very
first piece I learnt from my late and great teacher Diana

‘certaine  Obseruations

Poulton. On Robin Hood: Elizabethan ballad settings
(Harmonia Mundi HMU907265, rec 1999), Paul O’Dette
goes well beyond the confines of his title by including
some of the highlights of the repertory as well as less famil-
iar lute transcriptions of works originally written for
keyboard.

Heringman opens with three anonymous ‘Toys’,
rounded off by an Almaine by Francis Cutting, all of
which he plays through without a break. He creates several
mini-suites of short pieces like this, perhaps taking his cue
from a ‘Madlay’ (medley) from the manuscript, which he
plays later in the programme. Jane Pickering, who signed
her name and dated it 1616, must have possessed a formi-
dable technique, for she copied out many more substantial
pieces as well as these ‘simple, melodious tit-bits’, as Linda
Sayce calls them in her admirable booklet notes. Hering-
man selects some of the best of these in a nicely judged
programme, which also includes some examples in the
new French style, added by a later owner of the book,
requiring a change to an instrument with more strings and
different tunings. Among the earlier pieces, I particularly
enjoyed a pavan by John Johnson and a pavan-and-
galliard pair by Daniel Bacheler, but my special favourites
are three works by Philip Rosseter, one of which is a chro-
matic fantasy so like Dowland’s that it was accepted as his
until quite recently. This is one of the most taxing pieces in
the English repertory of this time, but in Heringman’s
hands it sounds deceptively straightforward.

Paul O’Dette uses only one lute, but adds variety with
some pieces on the wire-strung orpharion and cittern, on
the last of which he plays some fascinating Scottish music.
As he says in his booklet essay, ‘The variations on ballad
tunes presented here are taken from a variety of English
manuscripts between 1590 and 1620, some copied out for
students as simple practice material, others recorded as
an accurate account of well thought out compositions.’
Among the most interesting and successful are examples
of the ‘shared repertoire’ of lute- and keyboard-
composers, including contemporary transcriptions of set-
tings by William Byrd and Peter Philips. O’Dette does not
restrict himself to those based on ballad-tunes, but
includes such wonderful music as ‘Chromatica Pavana
and Galliard’, an anonymous Elizabethan arrangement
of Philips’s keyboard ‘Dolorosa Pavan and Galliard’, as
well as Byrd’s ‘Pavana and Galliarda Bray’, the first of
which was entabulated by the lutenist Francis Cutting.
For good measure, we are also given the same pavan and
galliard by Rosseter that are featured on Jacob Hering-
man’s recording.
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