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1	 Changing approaches to the study  
of English keyboard music before 
c.1630

David J. Smith

This book draws together revised versions of selected papers delivered at the 
Festival of Virginals, Delft (2004), the Symposium of Early English Keyboards, 
Aberdeen (2005) and the Annual Conference of the Royal Musical Association, 
Aberdeen (2008). Plans to publish papers from these conferences at the time did 
not come to fruition, leaving valuable research and insights into early English 
keyboard music inaccessible. Other chapters in the book have been specially com-
missioned to broaden the scope.

In this chapter, the intention is not so much to give a chronological narra-
tive, which is readily available elsewhere, or to write an extensive historiographic 
account of early English keyboard music, but rather to offer some reflections on 
the evolving approaches taken to the study of composers, their music and the 
instruments on which it was played.

Establishing the canon
Some of the earliest accounts of early English keyboard music in the modern 
era were written by continental scholars, such as Charles Van den Borren’s Les 
origines de la musique de clavier en Angleterre of 1912.1 The publication of Willi 
Apel’s Geschichte der Orgel- und Klaviermusik bis 1700 in 1967,2 an English 
translation of which appeared in 1972,3 offered a narrative of early keyboard 
music which was similar in scope to post-war studies of musical periods, such 
as Gustav Reese’s Music in the Renaissance and Manfred Bukofzer’s Music of 
the Baroque Era.4 Apel’s approach was to focus on composers and forms, and to 
use style analysis to trace musical influences of one generation on the next. The 
story of the English virginalists was set within a bigger picture of continental 
keyboard composition. In the year after the translation appeared, John Caldwell 
published his seminal history of English keyboard music before the nineteenth 
century.5 These books played a pivotal role in establishing a chronological nar-
rative without which other, later approaches to the topic would have floundered. 
In the early 1990s, this story of British keyboard music was refined in two book 
chapters. Alan Brown made a contribution on England to Alexander Silbiger’s 
Keyboard Music before 1700, a book which perhaps consciously referred back in 
its title to Apel’s monumental work, although it called on the expertise of several 
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authors rather than being the work of one.6 Whereas Brown’s work on England 
was situated in the context of continental keyboard music, as had been the case 
with Apel’s book, Barry Cooper’s chapter in a volume of the Blackwell History 
of Music in Britain mirrored Caldwell in its national context.7 Meanwhile, John 
Harley published a two-volume study of British harpsichord music in which the 
focus was as much on the sources as on composers and their music, although the 
subject matter necessarily excluded the organ; Virginia Brookes published her 
thematic index of the sources at around the same time.8

The aim of these studies was in part to establish a canon, and this was facilitated 
by the publication of early English keyboard music in Musica Britannica, a post-
war initiative by the Royal Musical Association to make British music available 
in modern, scholarly editions. The very first volume was an edition of a keyboard 
manuscript, The Mulliner Book (MB 1), which sat neatly alongside transcriptions 
of seminal manuscripts such as the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book (FVB) and My 
Ladye Nevlles Booke (MLNB) that had been published in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.9 However, by and large the Musica Britannica project 
has reflected a concern with establishing a canon of works based around signifi-
cant composers: complete editions have appeared of Thomas Tomkins (MB 5),  
John Bull (MB 14; MB 19), Orlando Gibbons (MB 20), Giles and Richard Farnaby 
(MB 24), William Byrd (MB 27; MB 28) and Peter Philips (MB 75). Inevitably, 
some composers did not produce enough to warrant a volume all to themselves, 
so there have been a number of volumes that have mopped up the rest, organised 
by period: Alan Brown published a volume which included intabulations as well 
as original works from the Elizabethan age (MB 55); similarly, John Caldwell 
included keyboard versions of vocal works in his volume of music from earlier 
Tudor times (MB 66); at the other end of the period, Alan Brown drew together 
a variety of keyboard music from c.1600 to 1625 (MB 96). Interestingly, the lat-
est volume of keyboard music before c.1630 centres on repertoire contained in 
manuscripts from the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge that has not appeared 
elsewhere in the series (MB 102), so there is a sense of returning to the source-
centred first volume.

The only printed volumes of keyboard music to appear during the period were 
Parthenia in about 1613 and Parthenia In-Violata the following year (or possibly 
later).10 There was a manuscript culture in the transmission of keyboard works, 
creating a high degree of variation between sources. The editorial approach of 
Musica Britannica followed a model offered by textual criticism in fields such as 
literature and biblical studies by collating the surviving texts to create a composite 
which took into consideration all the surviving material. Such an approach has 
fallen out of favour in some quarters, with editors preferring to use one ‘best text’ 
at the expense of others. In some cases, there is a degree of dogmatism which dis-
counts Musica Britannica editions entirely: in the notes accompanying Siegbert 
Rampe’s 2005 recording of keyboard music by John Bull, it is astonishing to 
read that, ‘since there is no modern edition of Bull’s works, the present perfor-
mances are each based on one of the numerous sources which have survived from 
both time and sphere of influence’;11 Rampe thus dismisses entirely the Musica 
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Britannica edition, the first volume of which appeared as early as 1960. In fact, 
of course, the matter is not cut-and-dried, and there are as many problems sur-
rounding the ‘best text’ approach as its proponents find in editions which collate 
sources. Also, the reality is that most collated editions are based around a core, 
primary text, and most ‘best text’ editions draw upon other sources to correct 
obvious errors; thus, the approach to editing this repertoire may be seen more 
as a continuum, with most editions occupying a middle ground.12 The choice of 
overall approach perhaps should rest on whether the focus is to be on composer 
or source.

Alongside general histories and modern editions there have appeared books on 
composers which include material on their keyboard music.13 Edmund Fellowes 
produced his seminal work on William Byrd and Orlando Gibbons in the 1920s 
and 30s,14 and the more recent editions of these books are still valuable today 
alongside those by John Harley and Kerry McCarthy.15 Similarly, Denis Stevens 
included material on keyboard music in his book about Thomas Tomkins from 
1957,16 and more recently John Harley considers each of Tallis’s keyboard works 
in his monograph on the composer.17 Some have focused on instrumental music, 
such as Oliver Neighbour’s book on Byrd’s consort and keyboard music in which 
the main focus is on establishing the chronology of works in different forms.18 
Other studies are doctoral theses, some of which have been published; between 
them, they cover most of the main figures, including John Bull, Thomas Tomkins, 
Benjamin Cosyn and Peter Philips.19

A focus on composer necessitates the creation of a canon of works since the 
boundary of what is being studied is determined by authorship. Where a work 
has been attributed to two composers in different sources, the question asked 
is who wrote it – in order to determine whether or not it should be included –  
rather than what the conflicting ascriptions tell us about the nature of the sources, 
modes of dissemination and keyboard culture in England more generally. When 
considering matters of authorship, a useful distinction can be made between 
ascription – writing occurring in a source which contains a name that may or 
may not be that of the composer – and attribution, in which various evidence is 
brought to bear on the identification of a composer.20

In his book on Bull, Cunningham employs the same identification of pieces by 
genre and final as used by Neighbour for Byrd’s oeuvre; this concern for classifi-
cation by genre is closely related to the broader picture of developments in English 
keyboard music painted in the general histories where the focus is on forms and 
stylistic analysis, and the influence of one composer on another. Stylistic analysis 
is used also to place English keyboard music in a continental context: Alan Curtis 
was among the first to claim English influence on the Dutch, particularly Jan 
Pieterszoon Sweelinck,21 and Pieter Dirksen’s monumental study of the composer 
contains a great deal of material on the English school.22

Work on establishing a canon of early English keyboard music is still ongo-
ing, which is reflected in the title of Pieter Dirksen’s work on John Bull (Chapter 
10). In his contribution, Dirksen shifts the focus from stylistic analysis to a con-
sideration of the sources. David Ledbetter looks at some small-scale pieces in 
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Chapter 11; unlike some previous authors, he considers keyboard style not in a 
bubble all of its own, but as intrinsically connected with the lute, the other main 
domestic instrument of the period.

Cultural context
Recent work has begun to move away from a linear narrative – a straightforward 
story in which each successive generation of composers learns from the previous 
one – to place keyboard music into a broader cultural context in which the focus 
is as much on the scribes and users of manuscripts, and on the function played by 
keyboard practice in society, as it is on composers. Such an approach has ramifica-
tions for how we approach surviving texts: if scribes play an active role in shaping 
the music as it passes from one person to the next, then any sense of authorial 
intention is necessarily weakened. Composers of keyboard music were practition-
ers whose written works may often be associated with their teaching; they were not 
engaged in creating a piece of artwork fixed in form and content, so each time they 
wrote down a piece it could vary in matters of detail and, sometimes, of substance. 
Hence, the degree of variation to be found between the sources of any one work 
may reflect discrepancies between versions stemming from the composer, as well 
as changes made by scribes, whether intentional or not.23

Some manuscripts have long held a fascination for writers as worthy of exam-
ination in their own right: as well as the 1899 edition of FVB mentioned above, 
Elizabeth Cole published on the manuscript in the early 1950s, and her paper on 
seven problems of the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book provides the stimulus for my 
own chapter in this volume.24 MLNB has also been the subject of attention, in 
part because it is a rarity, comprising a collection of pieces all by one person, 
William Byrd, rather than being the usual compendium of material by many dif-
ferent composers. The identification of Ladye Nevell as Elizabeth Neville, née 
Bacon, who was wife of Sir Henry Neville of Billingbear in 1591,25 has allowed 
the focus to shift to a consideration of the manuscript as an object of material cul-
ture, its place in the Elizabethan system of patronage and what it can tell us about 
the association of virginal music with female players.26 However, in Chapter 8, 
Tihomir Popović points out that it is Henry’s coat of arms which is present in 
MLNB, and suggests that a consideration of his role in the manuscript’s compila-
tion may provide fresh insights. Similarly, Janet Pollack has examined Parthenia 
in relation to its dedicatee, Princess Elizabeth, rather than considering it from the 
perspective of what it can tell us about the male composers whose music it con-
tains.27 Indeed, the long association of virginal music with young ladies makes 
the study of this repertoire fascinating for what it can tell us about music and 
gender during the period. Less well-known manuscripts have been considered 
for what light they can shed on the place of keyboard music in society, as well as 
being evaluated in terms of their usefulness as sources of pieces by named com-
posers. In general terms, those owned by young ladies tend to be representative 
of amateur, domestic music-making,28 and those associated with men contain 
professional repertoire.29
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Instruments
Alongside music manuscripts, musical instruments are objects of material culture 
which can contribute to our understanding of keyboard practice. Whereas in the 
past there has been a tendency to make assumptions about instruments from the 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries based on ones surviving from later in the 
seventeenth century, the work of Darryl Martin, John Koster, Malcolm Rose and 
Dominic Gwynn has begun to redress the balance.30

Most surviving virginals date from the middle to end of the seventeenth cen-
tury; similarly, it is worth noting that most surviving manuscripts date also from 
the seventeenth century, even when they contain music known to have been com-
posed in the sixteenth. John Koster offers an exploration of the harpsichord’s 
place in English keyboard culture of the period in Chapter 3; an article by Darryl 
Martin in which he considers the technical reasons for the difference in sound 
between the sixteenth-century virginal and later instruments will appear shortly 
in the online journal, Scottish Music Review, where his work will be copiously 
illustrated with charts, diagrams and audio examples.31

The situation regarding the organ is similar: the ravages of time, combined 
with Reformation, Civil War and Commonwealth, mean that there are no  
sixteenth-century English organs still existing. However, the imaginative use of 
surviving soundboards in the creation of two Tudor-style organs for the Early 
English Organ Project, based on extensive archival research with reference to 
continental instruments of the same period, has transformed our understanding 
of the liturgical organ in England. The construction of a third organ as part of 
another research project, The Experience of Worship in Late Medieval Cathedral 
and Parish Church, has built on this work.32 Such instruments pose as many ques-
tions as they answer. Although they have helped to determine Tudor organ pitch, 
a question of particular significance when combining organ with voices,33 the 
way in which they might have contributed to liturgical practice is still open to 
discussion. In Chapter 5, John Harper (the driving force behind both projects) 
examines possible ways in which organ music could have been combined with 
chant and polyphony of various kinds.

Performance practice
Assumptions surrounding the choice of instrument for early English keyboard 
music have recently been challenged: the organ is often taken to be synony-
mous with the liturgical instrument, and secular performance contexts involving 
chamber organs ignored. The evidence suggests that the music of Byrd and his 
contemporaries was considered equally suited to any keyboard instrument, regard-
less of genre; only later in the seventeenth century did instrumental designation 
for works become more common, and genres such as voluntary and fantasia 
become associated exclusively with the organ.34 The corollary of this is that key-
board technique was common to all keyboard instruments, without differentiating 
between organ and plucked string in terms of touch.35
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There are no English sources of information about keyboard technique or 
interpretation such as the treatises found for continental repertoire. However, the 
numerous fingerings included in a great many of the manuscript sources make it 
possible to gain a good idea of English fingering, which seems to have been par-
ticularly methodical. The rediscovery of old fingering systems played an important 
part in the early music movement from the late 1970s onwards, with many players 
choosing to adopt them in performance. Ton Koopman’s article focusing on the 
fingering found in MLNB is now freely available on the Internet;36 Peter le Huray 
and Mark Lindley have surveyed the sources containing fingerings with a view 
to uncovering the fingering system in use, and determining the degree to which 
such fingerings affect phrasing and articulation.37 A prelude by Orlando Gibbons 
seems to have been used extensively in keyboard pedagogy, and the variation in 
fingering between the sources is a salutary reminder that all fingering systems 
encompass a significant degree of flexibility.38

Evidence for the temperament used during the period is harder to come 
by, as is any information about how the single- and double-stroke ornament 
signs should be interpreted. Meantone tuning is usually assumed but, in the 
absence of any evidence that English instrument makers experimented with 
split-keys producing more than twelve divisions to the octave, something 
approaching equal temperament must have been used for pieces such as John 
Bull’s Ut re mi, in which the six-note hexachord scale is transposed to each 
chromatic degree.39 In the booklet accompanying his recording of Byrd’s com-
plete keyboard works, Davitt Moroney suggests that a modified Pythagorean 
temperament, favouring fifths over thirds, might make more sense for English 
repertoire, given the prevalence of open octave-fifth sonorities in the left hand 
of much of this music.40 Then, as now, it is likely that players chose from a 
range of possibilities; in the reconstruction of the Tudor organs for the Early 
English Organ Project, Goetze and Gwynn tuned one in Pythagorean tuning, 
and the other in quarter comma meantone.

The earliest explanation of how to interpret English ornament signs is Edward 
Bevin’s idiosyncratic ‘Graces in play’ from c.1630, and there are further explana-
tions of ornament signs from later in the century. However, the extent to which 
such evidence can be brought to bear on much earlier repertoire is unclear; indeed, 
the strokes appear to have originally been used as marks of correction.41

There is more to performance practice than the study of fingering systems 
and ornament signs, and choosing the right sort of instrument. Questions of 
playing technique, style and the interpretation of texts are intrinsically linked 
to our understanding of music theory and composition of the time, and espe-
cially keyboard practice. The exploration of improvisation at the keyboard in 
the writings of Jane Flynn,42 and in Magnus Williamson’s chapter in the pre-
sent volume, thus offers as much of an insight into organ performance practice 
as it does into the sources and their music. Similarly, John Harper’s contribu-
tion is as much to do with organ performance practice as it is to do with the 
church’s liturgy.
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Networks
Identifying networks of connections can be particularly illuminating, especially 
when studying a period of history for which a great deal of evidence has been lost 
over the centuries.43 There is a limit to what can be known about composers and 
their music in the early modern period because of the relative scarcity of surviv-
ing evidence. Any linear narrative of a composer’s life, or of the development 
of a genre, is thus going to be far from complete. A complementary approach is 
to look for networks of connections, both musical and cultural in the broadest 
sense. Whereas a linear account implies the one-way influence of a master on his 
students, looking at the past in terms of networks leads to a more nuanced under-
standing of musical influences, involving reciprocity.

Connections may be the fruit of analytical work or may be rooted in the his-
torical record. Interestingly, it is often the case that connections which may be 
surmised through an examination of the surviving music are corroborated by 
historical evidence. Thus, Frauke Jürgensen and Rachelle Taylor find a close con-
nection between the passamezzo pavan and galliard pairs by William Byrd and 
Peter Philips through analysis, suggesting a close relationship which is confirmed 
by evidence that the former was the latter’s teacher.44 This suggests that analysis 
can be a useful tool for making historical connections even when documentary 
evidence has not survived. In Chapter 7, Frauke Jürgensen and Rachelle Taylor 
examine the relationship between Tallis, Byrd and Tomkins through considera-
tion of their settings of Clarifica me Pater, postulating that connections between 
them imply a relationship beyond what might be expected within the improvised 
tradition of setting chant.

Why 1630?
English keyboard composers of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries 
are usually classified as the English virginalists. By c.1625, most of them had 
died, and the period immediately afterwards is often labelled as one of decline, or 
as a transition to Purcell and composers working after the Restoration. However, 
it is important to distinguish two distinct traditions of keyboard practice, one 
functional (involving liturgical organ playing and teaching), the other involv-
ing the creation of autonomous keyboard works composed for their own sake. 
Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, keyboard playing formed 
part of the education of choristers in cathedrals and collegiate foundations, and 
of young ladies in the home. The music of the English virginalists was, in fact, 
composed by musicians who were organists by profession; after the Reformation, 
the role of the organ in the liturgy was not as involved as it had been, which gave 
composers such as Byrd the time to take the everyday, functional keyboard music 
of the home and elevate it to a genre comparable with the finest vocal music of the 
day. I have recently argued that the so-called English Virginalist School should 
be regarded as an anomaly, existing outside traditions of liturgical and domestic  
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keyboard practice that remained surprisingly consistent throughout the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries.45 English keyboard music did not, therefore, decline 
from around 1630, as has sometimes been claimed; rather, this point marks the 
end of an exceptional period during which keyboard music was elevated from 
functional music for church or the home to autonomous music to be shared with 
professional colleagues and connoisseurs.
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