
f 

,,, 

-
\ 

Sing cuccu nu 

Katharine Kinsman 

----
Department of History 

UcGill University. Montreal 

.. @) January, 1986 

A the.iI aubmitted to the Faculty of Graduate 
-

Studies and Reaearch in partial fulfillment of 

.--

the requirements for the degree of lIaster of Arts. 

---:.:.--- -

- --'lII , ' 



< 

c 



'.0 

!' 

o 

e Kathartne IUn.man. '1985 

te 
=<= 

, , 
1 W •• NH'h1' ' 



~ 
G 

\ 
" " 

.d 
", 

-
il 
LI 
\, 

Sing cuccu nu 

( ~, 0 

1 

~ ~ ABSTRACT 
\. 
'- \ 

'1 

This thesis attempts to prove that an advanced school of music 

flourtshed in southwest England in the thirteenth century of which John 

of 'Fornsett was an illustrious member and aIso the probable composer of 

the Reading Rota. 

The thesis opens with a brief survey of the attitude towards music 

held by medieval scholars, and of music's place in the liberal arts • 

. This is followed by a description of Reading Abbey t most probable place 

CA)f origin of the rota, a short history of the abbey and its role in the 
/~ .... 

development of music in England. 

Followtng this is an account of existing thirteenth century music, 

ltturgtcal and secular, particularly of that which 
,J 

originated in 

louthwest England and a summary ,of the known facts about John of 

Fornsett. 

The thesis ends with li. Qescriptton of the rota. its provenance, its 

dialecUcal and paleographical aspect, and the arguments surroünding 

th'e question of Us authorship. 
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R~sum~ 

Le mémoire tent'! de prouver qu'une école avancée de musique 

fleurissait dans le ziud-ouest de l'Angleterre dès le treizième giècle, 

école qui comptait parmi ses illustres membres, John of Forns~tt, 

1 • auteur probable du canon de Reading. 

Après l'examen de la perception qu'avaient les érudits du moyen age 

de la musique et de sa place dans les arts libéraux, nous donnons une 

description de l'abbaye de Reading, lieu probable de la créa tion du 

canon, su.ivie d'un bref historique de l'abbaye et de son rôle dans le 

développement de la musique en Angleterre. 

Le mémoire consacre ensuite un chapitre à la musique liturgique et 

profane qui nous est parvenue du XIIIe siècle. plus particulièrement 

c~lle qui provient du sud-ouest de l'Angleterre puis relate les fa Ha 

connus touchant John of Fornsett. 

Enfin, la dernière partie du mémoire décrit le canon, discute sa -p'rovenance, étudie les aspects dialectiques et pal~ographiques qui lui 

sont particuliers et situe le débat qui entoure la question de son 

attribution. 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this thesis 15 two-fold. Flrst. it 1s to prove that a 

flourishing and pohshed school of music extsted in England in the 

thirteenth century, and secondly, as a part of the larger argument il 11 

to esta blish the existence of John of Fornsett. monk of Reading Abbey 

and musician. and his authorship of the "Summer Canon", the music ,. 

masterpiece of the Middle Ages. 

To build up a comprehensive pieture of the pertod. il is necessary 

to begin with a desc'ription. of the strange medteval attitude towards 

music held 'by the scholars and musicians of those days. 1 n the early 

Middle Ages, one must understand, music was not accepted as a 

sensuous and pleasureable auditory diversion as it is today. but rather 

as an intellectual and quasi-mystical matter of number and ratio and 

proportion. Indeed, number \lias believed to be the prineiple of aIl 

thlngs under the sun and parttcularly in regard to music. Pythagoras 

taught the mathematics of universal harmony, and his bel1ef was that 

music was the harmony of the universe in a fo~m perceptible to man. lt 

was even believed that~ each planet revolved to its own tone, and this 

wa5 the basts of the quasi-magiea 1 phrase: "the music of the spheres". 

The fathers of the church valued musical training for Us ethical 

values t and its character-fraining propensities, and moreover, they 

believed that the 80ul was ') shaped by the attributes of musie. l The 

hymn, the threnody t the paean and tn, dithyramb aIl had their special 

ethos, as did each harmonial or scale. 2 In this way t the Dorian mode 

was masculine, the Phrygtan frenzL'd, and the Lydian mournful. 3 -

2 
\ 
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According to Plato: 

Musical training is a more potent instrÛJnent than Any 
<?ther_ ~ecause rhythm and harmony find their way into 
the inward parts 'of the Soul, in whtch they impart 
grace, and because he who has received this true 
educa,ion of the inner being receives into his soul the 
good. 

Pythagorean mathematica (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music) 

had a common basis in ratio and proportion, and these four subjects 

composed the quadrivium, which, together with the trivium ,,(grammar, 
1 

dialectic and rhetoric) made up the tradition of the liberal arts which 

carried over into the Middle Ages. 

ln England, three great authorities on music during the Middle Ages 

were Boethius, Cassiodorus, and Isidore of Sevill~. 

Boethius (481-525) the renowned musical theorist and philosopher 

said in his treatise, De lnstitutione Musica 

Therefore, the true musician ts not the singer or player 
-- "the Mere performertt 

-- but he who possesses the 
faculty of judging according to the speculation or reason 
appropriate to music, of modes and rhythms and the 
classes of nselodtes and aU those things that pertain to 
the subject. 

The essential idea was that music was the expression of the 

universal harmony, and it was commonly believed that Gregorian chant, 

the musical life-line of the Middle Ages was di vinely inspired. 1 n the 

thirteenth century, (and parttcularly in England which had always 

maintained a stubborn ~usical individuality) music began to lose its 

rigidity, for until even the fourteenth century (except perhaps in 

" E.ngland) the conception of divine inspiration has tended to BmU the 

expansion of musical ideas because they were 50 extremely integrated 

with plainsong and aIl of its' rigid rul'!'s. 
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4 ---Boethius dtvtded music into three categories and for many centuries 

this arbitrary division was accepted without argument. Highest of an 

was Mustca Mundana, the music - of the spheres. Next to it came Muslea 

Humana which was the harmony of the microcosmos or of man' 5 50ul. 

Lastly was Musica lnstrumentalis or sounding music. This could be vocal 

or instrumental and is what we today consider music. 

Cassiodorus (480-575) was another great music theorist. He was a 

Roman-anstocrat and a monk. He spent his long life furthering the 

liberal arts and parttcularly the study of music, a lthough not for Hs 

sweet and pleasant sounds, as he believed, a long with Augustine, tha t 

il ·-ras a science necessary for the study of theology and that theology 

was the ultimate goal of learning. 

The third of these three great savants was the illustr10us Isidore of 

Sevh:'e (d. 636) • He was archbishop of Seville , and the author of 

Etymologies, an encyclopedia, and a compilation of aIl the learning 

considered necessary for a prospective t~eologian. ln this encyclopedia, 

6 music was especia Hy emphasized. 

AlI three scholars were highly revered in the monastic schools of the 

early Middle Ages. These schools were the sources of all the learning of 

the Ume, although about the ninth century Musica Practica caJTle to 

replace Musiea Speculativa as the basis of the study of music and of 
! 

the liturgieal chant. 

Cassiodorus was a man of broad ideas. He believe'J,~at the chief 

dut Y of monks was not physical labour or contemplation or perpetuaI 

chanting. He believed, rather, that it was the pursuit. of knowledge, 

(""ith of course the study of theology as the uIt1mate goal). lt was 

.... . 

• 
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Ca •• lodorus ln fact -who was responsible for the transmission ot c1assical 

learning, in the Middle Ages. His Institutiones7 became the principal 

lource for the liberal arts in monastic circles, and as late as the tenth 

century he was extenslvely quoted. He ii was, and not Benedict of 

Nursia f who was responsible for the transmission of learning and music. 

Benedict of Nursia, the founder of the Benedictine order took d more 

aacetic view. L@arntng, to him was a secondary thing. He sa id tha t 

although the chief work of monks was not manual labour neither was il 

the pursuit of literary activities. He held that if" was the da.;'ly 

chanting of the Opus Dei, 
\ 
and that ,nothing else should come before 

pralsing God. 

Gregory the Great (540-604) was, like Benedict, a stern supporter of . 

the ascetic ideal and as such was opposed to "pagan literature. tt Here 

ia hi6 letter berattng Desiderius, the Bishop of Vienne, for daring to 

teach. grammar, (which Gregory related to paganism). 

A report has reached us which we cannot mention 
witi}out a blush, that thou expoundest grammar' to 
certain friends, whereat we are 50 offended and filled 
with scorn that our former opinion of thee is turned into 
mourning and sorrow. The same mouth î!ngeth not the 
praises of Jove and the praises of Christ. 

However, in spite of what seems to us today to have been a peculiar 

lack of broad-mindedness, music was very important in Gregory' s IHe, 

and although he was not 'himself the founder of Rome's song' school, the 

Schola Cantorum, he promoted it by eyery mears, and it was he who 

ordered the codification of the entire repertory of the chant, 

which waa hençeforth to be called by bis name, the Gregorian chant. 

Thi. was carried to a11 parts of Christendom and was regarded, as 

lomething from heaven and divine. 

,-

J 

.. ~ --~--~-"- _ ..... ~ ............. ' .... _-..-.. ....... ____ ....... ____ .l'_U1i1ii ........ ' riloolT '''-._U1""",,,' .. " .. tdlillloli' •• ' 
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The study -of the liberal arts ",as carried by Christian teachera from 

Rome to Ireland, and from there Celtic and Anglo-Saxon monks 

transmitted it to England, to Scotland, and from there to the continent. 
~ 

And here, Irish monks founded monasteries which soon became centres of 

learning and of music. ln Britain these were lona and Lindisfarne, and 

on the continent the great monasteries of Bobbio, St. Gall, and 

Reichenau. The latter produced thr!! great musician monks Hermanus 

Contractus (Herman th~ Lame), Notker Ba lbulus (the Stammerer), and 

Luoltllo. 9 Balbulus was noted for his sequences (of which sorne are 

still in use, today), Luotillo for his tropes, and in the eleventh 

century, Hermanus Contractus for those sequences Alma Redemptoris 

Mater, (quoted by Chaucer in the Prioress' Tale) and Salve Regina. 

Both of these 'came to be used frequently, not only for themselves but as 

cantus firmi in polyphonic compositions of that time. lO It is a certa Inty , 

that some or aIl of this music found its way to Reading Abbey and to 

. its cell Leominster Priory where it became famlliar to the monks, and ta 

John of Fornsett, the distinguished thirteenth century musician. 

The great monasteries flourished in the tenth and the eleventh 

centuries. In the eleventh a reaction set in against the increasing 

elabora teness of the liturgy and one branch of the Benedictines, (the 

.Cistercians) underwent a reform movement with a return to the asceHc 
- .; 

traditions of Benedict and Gr.cgory. Th'ere was less emphasis place,d ';on 

Musica Speculativa or music as a phHosophical discipline but now 

Musica Practica flourished, mainly, of course, the study of Gregorian 

chant. This took place particularly in monasteries of the Cluniac order, 

ù 

---
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where 1t reached an ardour to the neat' exclusion of the other two thirds 
. 11 

of the Rule of Benedict, labour and meditation. The Cluniac order (a 

tenth century reformed branch of the Benedictines, and also that with 

whtch Reading Abbey was at firat affiUated) was, in particular, 

dtstinguished by Us over-riding emphasis Qn the liturgy. 

The Ume given to the singing of the office, the number of daUy 

psalms and prayers, the elaborate ceremonies of the masses and public 
/ 

alma-giving of the monks increased far be.}'ond anything contemplated by 

Benedict in the original founding of the order. At Cluny educational and 

inte11ectual pursuits were seconda ry to Hs liturgy. lt was gi ven wholly 

to the worship of God, and Reading Abbey was, by its old Cluniac 

12 associations in the thick of a11 of this ceremony and religious pomp • 

. By the thirteenth century. never before, or since, had 50 many 

monks lived and chanted in 50 many Benedictine convents or 

monasteries. T.hey were recruited like soldiers. Many, indeed most, came 

voluntarily, but sorne may have been compelled by their liege-lords (to 

serve their masters as useful hot-lines to God). 

The fundamental order of worship was continuous praise of God day 

and night. There was actua11y shift work in singing. 1 n Cluny Abbey in 

Burgundy (the mother house), for instance, three choirs of over a 

hundred monks and with thirty boys each kept up the continuaI chant. 

lt was said that Angilbert at Centula and Adalbert of Corbie Ioved 

to manoeuvre monks in choral worship like Frankish warriors in 

knightly exercises. 13 

ln 1022, Guido d'Arezzo, concentrating on "Mus1ca Practica cultivated 

the use of Unes and spaces in the staff, and estab1ished the F and G 



o 

o 

o 

8 

clefs. and the scale by means of 1ntervals. This fac1litated the leàrntng 

of music to a tremendous extent and', of course, the tranacribing of il. 14 

There was still a great vogue for Boethius but, as the thirteenth 

century approached. scholastic8 became tees engr08sed ",1 th the Mustca 

Mundana and concentrated more on the harmonic possibiltties of 

polyphony. Ars Antiqua was moving towards Ars Nova, and il was into 

this ne", unfolding intellectual and musical atmosphere that John of 

Fornsett vras born. 

By the end of the twelfth century, the monastic schoofs gave way to 

the cathedral schools in offering 5cientific disciplines and, from the 

cathedral schools were born the medieval universities. ln the thirteenth 

century it was the universities that wou Id continue the tradition of the 

liberal arts, with music as an important a part of the quadrtvium as 

an art of its own. 

" Boethius' Musica was the standard text in Oxford as in Paris, and 

music was emphasized to à great degree. The colleges were involved in 

music both sacred and secular, in fact to such an extent that tumultus 

et strepitus inordinato15 caused by singing and performing student5 were 

forbtdden in the halls and dormitories. However, on feast days, when 

there was a Cire in the hall, 5cholars might join after mea la in 
-l. 

cantilenis et alii5 solatiis honestis. 

There "seems always to have been a liberal exchange of 5cholars and 

of ideas between Paris and Oxford, and there i8 no doubt but that 

English musicians were tnvolved in the development o( Notre Dame 

polyphony and influenced P\erotin himeelf .16 
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Robert Grolleteste (1175-1253), Bishop of Lincoln, 'lias at one Ume a 

. profellor at the University of Paris (as was his famoùs pupil Roger 

Bacon). Another Englishman, known to history only as Anonymous IV, 

and Itudying in Paris, coll~cted the works of the great mastér of the 

,chool of Notre Dame, PeroUn, and others, and took them back to 

Scotland, where, under the manuscript name of WolfenbUttel 677 t~ey are 

to be seen tOd~ .17 50, in this way, music and ideas were exchanged 

back and forth over the Channel, and around the countryside, from 

castle to castle, trom monastery to monastery, through, bards, trouvères, 

~~ngrims and minstrels, and even through the soldiery who had picked 

up foretgn lyrics in foreign wars. The thirteenth c:entury was actually a 

century of song, and music, secular ,nd liturgical, ptcked up in this 

way turned up in due time in Wincheste.~, or Worcester or York, and 

filtered its way to the castIes and abbeys. Thus it finally arrived at 

Reading Abbey where, one can be sure it regaled and delighted the 

monks of whom one was the keeper of the cartulary, Brother John oi'''-

. Fornsett, musician. 

1 

1 

1 
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The Besinninss 

A poverty stricken country - your only hope of booty 15 
trom elaves. 1 can hardly suppose that you would ei'peçt 
a Briton to have Any knowledge of Music or letters! 

ln the tint century A.D., Agricola came to Britain's unlettered 

barbarians and instttuted schools ~n which young princes were taught 

the humanitlei .. 2 Agricola's secretary, Demetrius of Tarsus, \fias 

especially Interested in religion and religious music, and education got 

under way 50 that by the Ume Augustine arrived in Britain in 596, 

there "lias still a tradition of learning, however slight. Among other 

results of Augustine' 5 teaching was the establishment in Kent of a 

school of church music. This \fias in the year 668 and Pope Vitalian sent 

singers there to teach Gregorian chant. According to Bede, Pope Agatho 

sent John, the praecentor at St. Peter's in Rome to ,other parts of the 

kingdom, inc1uding Wearmouth and York to open up still more schools. 

Thou 5 \fI,as established in England the church music that would hold 

supremacy for nearly a thousand years and came to be known as the 
.' 

Gregorian chant, which was in turn to be the musical lHe line in 

England for many hundreds of year~. 3 

Bede says: 

nmr.r. from that Ume aIso they then began in aIl the 
-churches of the English to learn sacred music which had 
been known only in Kent. And the lirst singing master 
of the Northumbrians was Eddi, surnamed Stephen'4 who 
"lias invited from Kent by the most reverend Wilfrid. 

50 the practice of song and music spread aU over England refuting 

Cicer,,'s caustic statement. The people of the North and West, being 

Gaelic, were ardently musical, and the Northmen, when th~y arrived 

, brought their bardic traditions. 

~ 11 
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The harp was specially revered.5 The venerable Bede cite. the Itory 

of St. Aldhelm, Abbot of Malmesbury, who, in order to inaratiate himlélf , 

with the lower orders and induce them to listen to serious subjects 

adopted the expedient of dressing up like a minatrel, and singing to 

them their popular songs.6 

Bede gives a description of the sacred poet Caedmon' s embarrassment 

{ whém the harp was presented to him in turn that he might sing' to it, 

Bede' 5 words are: "Surgebat a media caena. Et egressus, ad suum 

domum repeda ba t • " 

But apparently he arose for shame implying that in England il was 

a disgrace to be found ignorant of playing on the harp. 7 

- The harp was the common music instrument 
/ 

of AnglO-Saxons and 

Brit~ns, and the word "harp" or harpa is a word of genuine gothic 

origin.8 

By the laws of Wales (Leges Wallicae), a harp was one 
of the three things necessary to constitute a gentleman 
or a freeman; and none could pretend to that character 
who had not one of these instruments or could not play 
upon it. To prevent slaves from pretending to be 
gentlemen il was expressly forbidden to permit them to 
play upon the harp, and none but the King or the 
King's musicians (and gentlemen) were allowed to have 
harps in their possession. A gentleman' s harp could not 
be seized for debt: because the want of it would have 
degr~ded him from his rank and reduced him to that of 
serf. 

Dr. Charles Burney in his General History of English Music tells ot 

a Welsh manuscript supposed to be of the year llOO, containing piece. 

for the harp in full harmony. and on the manuscript it explains tha t 

this manuscript contains the music of the Britons as settled by a 

congress or meeting of masters of music" by order of Gryffydd ap 

Cynan, Prince of Wales. It contains sorne of the most ancient musical 
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o
' of the BrUons supposed to have been handed down to us by the 

Brttiah bardl. The music is written in a notation using letters of the 

alp'habet, somewhat ressembling the tablature of a lute but without 

Unes. lt is now in the British museum, Add. Mss. 14905. 

The practice of secular song was spreading also. The bards in Wales 

and in lreland were an honourable class ranking with priests and 

warriors. ln England, after the invasions of the Northmen. they fell 

lnto two classes. scops and gleeman. Scops were usually of noble birth 

and were attached to the court. Alfred the Great was a celebrated 

minstrel. Another was St. Dunstan. who was born in 924 in G~astonbury 

and became Bishop of Worcester. Even in the eleventh century, music 

seemed to be issuing from Worcester. St. Dunstan was' to become 

Archbishop of Canterbury. He was brilliant in the learning of those 

days but excelled particularly at music and was celebrated as an 

organiste A great' deal of his music came to him when he was serving 

mals,- or in his dreams divinely inspired." In this way, he wrote 0 Rex 

sentium dominator dominum and his masterpiee~ Kyrie Rex Splendens. The 

full text of the words exists but the music 15 lost. 

says John Capgrave in his LHe of St. Dunstan: 

and although he was expert in various branches of 
learning, however, because of a special inclination he, 
just like David (sicut David), made the knowledge of 
instrumental music his own; he used the psalterium 
(lute). played tflf ctthara, made music on the organ and 
struck cymbals. 

Many consider St. Dunstan to be the grea'test English musician before 

< the Conquest, and Sir William Hadow, the musicologist, places him with 

Dunltable and Taverner and Byrd. l1 

---.' .. 

... 

',' .. 
, " 
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The last importa.nt musical work of Anglo-S~xon Enaland 1& the 

Winchester Troper, 
as~igned by scholars to the early part of the 

eleventh century. This is now in t,h~ library of Corpus Christi College 

in Cambridge, and is difficult to read because il i5 written in neumes 

without any pitch or measure. The name ~rope was given to the mustc or 

to the words or to both of interpolated religious texts used in the 

Ordinary of the Mass. Dunstan' 5 Kyrie Rex Splendens \lias a trope. and 

the volumes in which they were collected were called "tropers". 

The paucity of medieval ecclesiastical music in England \lias partly 

due to the fact that music manuscripts and part books were very often 

at the mercy of some reformist abbot or precentor who objected to their 

licertse or elaborateness and had them destroyed or used for 

book-blnding. Strong in his tebukes \lias Aelred t the Abbot ot Rivaulx in 

Yorkshire, in the twelfth century who sa td: 
Q 

Whence hath the church 50 ~many organs and mustcall 
instruments? To what purpose that terrrble blowing of 
belloes, expressing ~ther the crakes of thunder than 
the sweetness of a voyce? Sometimes, which 15 a shame 
to speake, it is enforced into a horse's netghing and 
then it is writ~~d and retorted \IIith a certatn artificia 1 
circumvolution. 

y 

Quite obviously Aelred was no lover of music but his rebuke does 

serve to illustrate the development of music in England by the twelfth 

century. Thi!i, growth also extended to contemporary popular music. al 

illustrated by the description of the singing of th{lt Ume -by a friend of 

Aelred' S'. This was Giraldus Cambrensis;; archdeacon of St. David 's. He 

lived in c. 1147-1220 and was a traveller and a raconteur of great 

charm. ln his work Discriptio Cambriae occurs the famous passage on 

Webh and English singing so frequently quoted: 

-
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c 
They use a kind of symphonious singing in two parts 
without Any instruction, and even the children are 
proftcient in this art. And they sing not in unison but 
in as inany parts as there are singers, uniting these 
dtverslties at length in one consonanc«j3 and organlc 
melody under the soft sweetness of B flat. 

15 

Among the manuscripts of music and the fragments that have been 

found and coIlected probably the Worcester Fragments are the 

outstanding .14 They amount to one hundred and one compositions of the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and are today in the Chapter 

Llbrary of Worcester Cathedral. Sorne were found at the Bodleian 

Library, Oxford, sorne in the Bibliothèque Nationale, sorne Gforne from 

the British Museum, and sorne from various monasteries. They are aIl 

anomymous, fragmented and diverse. But there 15 one quite common 

elernent among thema11.This 15 the recurrence in the script of the 

shapes of notes and of rests that 15 quite definitely English: the longus 

1and the lozenge-shaped breve, and the slightly curved ligature. The 

volëe ,~change,. and the partial1ty for thirds and 6/3 chords contributed 

to the En~1ish, )ove for sonority in their music, 50 different from the 

School of Notre Dame. Aiso their wildly divergent styles speak of a 

considerable ec1ecticism among EngUsh composers of that period. 

lt cannot help but be noticeable too that the musical output of 

England at this period seems to have concentrated in one spot which is 

Southwest England with Worcester as Hs epicentre. Music in England had 

developed a long way since Cicero remarked that, although good for the 

purpose of slavery one could really hardly expect a Briton to have any 

knowledge of music 1 

---
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Readins\Abbey 

Under Innocent l'll, the thirteenth century papacy rose to a pinnacle" 

of power and autOcracy that il was never again to aUain and a11 over 

Christendom the monastertes represented authority and learning. That 

their supremacy would last forever they never doubted. The most 

powerful of a11 were probably those of the order of Benedict now in 

worldly pomp far beyond anything ever contemplated by their humble 

f0'.:lnder - and in aIl England one of the ten richest and most powerful 

monasteries of a11 was Reading Abbey (See plates 2, 3 and 4). Heavily 

endowed by royalty, it played a powerful political and ecclesiastical 

role in the country's history. 

Today nothing remains of its architectural grandeur
r 

but sorne sombre 

piles of i vy-clad stones, like the ghosts of ancient foundations. The 

Dissolution of Henry VIII, looters, and the 44depredations of ordinary 

people needing -stone for building purposes have done thelr damage. Of 

the formidable precinct walls that were six feet thick and faced with 

flint and cement in order to withstand the ravages of Ume there ts 

hardly a trace. Of the church, its nave only fifty feet less in length 

than that of St. Paul's, and of the great chapter house that could seat 

two hundred mçnks and had been the scene of royal assembltes and even 

of parliament, of the abbot's palace. grand enough to house the King 

and aU of his retinue, there remain today only grey-black ston~ and 

broken arches. The black robed monks have vanished forever, the 

singing has ceased, and today there is only the sound 0(.- the wind in 

the trees and the ca,wing of rooks where once the Opus Dei rOle" 
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conttnously in pratse of the Lord Almighty.~ 

As Reading Abbey plays an important role in the history of 

England' & musical development ft is necessary to say something of its 

hi.tory •. 

On the Founding of the Abbey 

Henry 1 founded Reading Abbey in 1121. On the site he chose there 

had been a vill or ancient hamlet of some twenty households' around a 
; 1 

amall Saxon church, and also the rui~s o,f- a nunnery that had been 

destroyed by the Danes long before the coming of the Normans. lIt 15 

ha'rd to say whether Henry de"Cided to found his new a bbey out of 

p.iousne,ss < induced by the great spiritual reviva1 of t~e twelfth century, 

or from grief at the 10ss of his e1dest son and heir from drowning. ln' 

the annals of WaverIey, 'lt says: .. 
Hoc anno fundata est abbatia Radinges. 2 

H ln this year Reading Abbey w.~s founded. 

and Henry wrote that he founded Reading 

for the saivation of my soul, and of King William, My· 
Father, and of King William, my Brother, and of 
William, my Son, and Queen Maud, my Mother, and 
Queen Maud, my Wife, and of aIl my ancestors and 
successors ••• 

Of the site chosen by the King for his abbey, William of Malmesbury .. 
lays: 

• '.A 

Henry bullt the monastery between the rivers Kennet and 
Thames, in a spot calculated for the reception of almost 
aU who might have occasion to travel to the most 
populous cHies of England where were placed monks of • 

.0 • 
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the Cluniac order, who ~are at this day a noble pattern 
of holines6 '3 and an example of unwearled and delightful 
hospttality. '-

c 
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The royal family, especially in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 

were tremendous atlmirers of the great Abbey of Cluny in Burgundy, and 

50 H~nry invited to Berkshire seven monks from Cluny and Peter, their 

pr\or. AIso, from Lewes, the chief Cluniac establishment' in England, 

camé a group of twelve monks to help, and to start the observance of 

4 the Cluniac order. It took four years to establish the Abbe,y. 
o 

After two year~, Prior Peter returned to Cluny, and in 1123 Reading 

Abbey received an abbot of its own. He was Hugh de Boves, formerly a 

monk o,f Cluny 'in France, and then prior of Lewes in England~ He 

remained six years at Reading a'}d then was elevated to the post of 

archbishop at Rouen, lea ... ing the mOl}ks of Reading Abbey sorrowing 

greatly at hlS 1055.
5 -; , 

In 1125, Reading received its !irst foundation charter.6 This covered 

Reading, Leominster, and Thatcham. 1t allowed the abbey to have ila 

own mint and made the monks lords of Reading, a situation which would 

cause frict~on by the thirteenth century. 

Throughout the twelfth and thirteenth 'centuries the abbey continued 

to receive munificent grants and properties from the royal famlly and 

from other donors.1 1t must be mentioned that these donors expected 
f 

nothing in return but the prayers of the monks during their lives, and 

ln the next world the beneftts (which derlved from good works in thh), 

because to grant property to monks was considered an efficacious meana 

to salvation. ln the words of one historian, "Monasteries were power 
. . 8 

houses of prayer. fi 
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ln' 1135, Henry died in Caen and was attended in his last illness by 

th~ ArchbJshop of Rouen, his confessor and close friend, formerly Abbot 

of .Reading. 

He confessed his sins, beat his breast and laid aside 
all animosities. He devoutly adored the cross of our 
Lord, and received His Body and Blood, and was 
annointed w!th the Holy Oil. Thus he rested in ~eace, 
and May God ,Brant him the pèace qe always loved. 

His body was embalmed and wrapped in bulls' hides, and brought to 

Reading where the obsequies were celebra ted with pomp. King Stephen, 
, 

the archbishops, the bishops and the nobles of the kingdom were present 

at' the funeral. Adeliza, the royal widow gave on~ hundred shillings 

annually to maintain a lamp which burned continuously be{ore the royal 

tomb on which' a splendid effigy was placed. 

The Hand 

In Medieval Urnes, a religious house, be it monastery or church, 

ac'quired prestige in direct proportion to the number of holy relics which 

il boused: and, it should be added, ln the obtaining of these relics no 

holds were barred, no stratagem left untried. Take, for example, the 

incident of the saintly Hugh, Bishop of Lincoln, who once, at the 

monastery of Fécamp, tried to obtain a relic by biting off a piece of 

Mary Magdalene's arm, tirst with his incisors and then with hi~ ~olars. 

"O! 01 pro nefas! pro nefas!" 

"For shame! For shame!" wailed the <> monks as they hopped around 

scanda Uzed. 

1 
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But Hugh said: "If 1 caR- touc:h the divine body of Christ, 1 can Ule 

my . teeth on Mary' s bones! ,,10 

This was the general attitude at that Ume in Christendom, and it 
, 

helps to explaln a part, 'at least, of the enormoua prestige clinging to 

Reading Abbey because of its vast collection of holy relics, which, 

through the centuries it had amassed. 

After the dissolution of the monasteries by Henry VIII, one Dr. John 

London was appointed to make a report on the a bbey' s collect ion of 

relics. They were as fo11ow5: the Hand of St. '~lames and the cloth in 

which it was wrapped; the Robe of St. Thomas; a tooth of St. Luke the 

,. Evangelist; a5sorted relics of the martyrs, confessors, and ~J)ly virgins, 

Il etc. 

The Abbey' s most precious relie in a Ume when relics were of 

supreme importance and, in fact 1 probably one of the most venerated 

relics in aU Christendom, was the left hand of St. James the Apostle, 

the rest of whose remains lay in the crypt beneath the high altar of the 

cathedral of Saint James of Comp~stela in Northern Spain. 1t had been 
. 

presented to ~enry's daughter. the Empress Matilda (widow of the Holy 

Roman Emperor Henry V) by the cathedral chapter, and she, on her 

return from Germany gave it to her father. 

He charged Reading Abbey in 1125 to reeeive the Hand \1ifith a11 

veneration and the reverence befitHng the remains of the great ~postle, 

and it was placed in a reliquary of solid gold and laid on the high 
. 

altar. 1t must be admitted with shame that RJchard, on becoming King 
, 

of England purloined the reliquary, and used, the money to go on the 

Thlrd Crusade. There 15 no evidence that he ever repaid the ~oney. 
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John, h1s b other. replaced the rel1quary, and ordered a mark of gold 

to be pald n perpetuity, annually. to supply candIes to burn before 

the shrine. e did this ln reparation for his brother' s sacrilegeous act. 
\ 

The Hand mysteriously disappeared for severa 1 years but seems to 

have tbeen returned to ,the abbey in 1156, at, the time of the consecration 

of the Emperor Frederick by Pope Adrian,12 the only Eng11sh pope ~nd 

formerly Nicholas Brakespeare. lt is necessary to write about the Hand 
r 

at such length because it establishes Reading Abbey's connection with 

the cathedral of St. James of Compostela, (a150 a Cl uniac establishment) 

and the source .of great polyphonie music in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries. 13 ';;' 

~ln 1140, King Stephen visited the abbey and he and Empress Maud, 

'(his cousin), were received with great honour. This episode was followed 

by the ,civil wars of Stephen' s reign when Matilda tried to seize the 
.b 

throne' of England for herseH. Then Stephen attempted to erect a 

fortified castle on, the abbey's grounds, but the monks protested greatly 

and appealed to Pope Eugenius, II,1 who sent a· bull forbidding the 

erection of any sort of fortification ever on the grounds of the abbey.14 

By now Reading Abbey,' secure in its position as a royal foundation, 

vas in a truly exalted position among monastic centres. lt .was a 

favourite holiday and stopping ,place for the royal family! and for the 

entertainment of eminent 'Gis1tors (mostly, it must be pointed out. at the 

expense (lof the monks). It appears to have been a sort of medieval 
l 

conference centre., or thirteenth century Dumbarton Oaks. 

Toutes les misères trouvèrent un soulagement, dans cette 
riche et puissante maison qui ~vint le type des 
abbayes clunisiennes en Angleterre. 

\ 
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The Duel 

ln reading through the records of Reading Abbey, atuck in among 

dry ,accounts of land transactions, council meetings and episcopal 

visitations, one suddenly comes across the account of a jouat that took 

place on abbey grounds in 1161. One cannot help but wonder why the 

• Abbey, and indeed, the Church would have given its sanction to auch 

art unreligious occurrence?, 

The thirteenth centur~ \. in contrast to the turbulent fourteenth 
1 

century that was to bring ,with it the Hundred Years ,,'War, the Bla.ck 
1 

Death and other miserie7~ WdS a century of comparative peace. 

Sandwiched in between the 1 savage civil war of Stephen 1 s reign and the 
~ ~ 

.Hundred Years War il has been described as "the century in which a11 

medieval civilization c was C"oming into flower.,,16 In il, for a while, the 

gentle arts could flourish, music and painting, the illustration of 

manuscripts and the like. 
~ 

lt WllS also the golden age of scho~ar5hlp. 

Unfortunately medieval man was not a of peace nor, 
• 

except for man 

those ".,ho followed the mon1.stic IHe, was he scholarly. His nature was 

a mixtur-e of superstitious religious credulity and bellicostty and he 

,loved war. lndeed, fighting was an important part o( knlghthood's 
1 

Istate. Thus lt was that a combat a t arms took place at the commllnd of 

1 

IHenry Il in 1161 on the abbey ground. H~re fo11ow5 an account of tt by 

ithe chronicler Jocelin of Brakelond • 

" 
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When the abbot came to Reading, and we with him, we 
were luttably entertained by the monks of that place, 
among whom we met Henry of Essex, a professed monk 
who related to the Abb,ot and ouraelve~e aU 'lat 
together, how' he was vanquished ln \'\duel! 1 have 
reduced his tale into writing by the comf!lànd of the lord 
abbot. Thé aforesaid Henry was ~n high' esteem among,st 
the great men of the r'ealm, conspicu~us by {deeds \ of 
arms, the king' s standard-bearer, and, feared by a11 on 
account of his power. Then all--;ar-6nce there rose up 
against him Robert of Montf~r; impeaching and .. accusing 
him before the princes of: the land .. 9f treason "to the 
King. For ~e asserted that Henry, in the war with the 

" Welsh, had traitorously thr' wn down the standard of our 
lord the King and had wit a loud vàice proclaimed his 
death, and 50 turned to ight those who were hastening 
to his assistance. In B int of fact, the aforesaid Henry 
of Essex did believe that the famous King Henry 'the 
Second, who had bee in\ercepted by the stratagerns of 
·th~ Welsh, had been R~led; and this would indeed have 
been, the case if Roger-' Earl ~f Clare had not come up 'in 
good time with his Clare l1len, and raised the standard 
of our lord the King, 'to the encouragement of 1 the whole 
army. Henry absolutely denied the accusation 50 after a 
short lapse of Ume it came to a trial by battle. And 
they came to Reading to fight hard by, the abbey; and 
thither also came a multitude to see what issue the 
matter would take •. 
Now it came to pass, while Jobert of Montfort thundered 
upon him manfully with hard and frequent strokes, and " 
a bold onset had promised the fruit of, victory then 
Henry becoming whoUy desperate, and changing reason 
into violence, he assumed the part of one wno attacked, 
not one who was on the defensive; who, while he struck 
fiercely, was more fiercely struck; and while tie 
manfuUy fought, vas more manfully attacked in his 
turn. In short, he feU vanquished. 
As he was believed to be dead, upon the petition of the 

,great men of Engl"lnd, it was permitted that the rnohks 
of that place should give his body the rites, of 
sepulture. Nevertheless, he àfteFwards recovered, and 
now with restored health., 'he wiped out the blot under 
the regular habit, and in his endeavour to c1eanse the 
long week of his dissolute life by at least one purifying 
sabbath, has so cultivated the studieî70f the virtues, as 
to bring forth the fruit of happiness. " 

25 

This true story ofnan occurrence at Reading Abbey is related from 

the chronicle of Jocelin of Brakelond, (a thirteent~ century historian), 

" 
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not for its elevating morals, but because il is a11 a part or the 

tapestry of those times of the Abbey' s htstory, and reflects the medieval 

pageantry which John of Fornsett knew. 

In "1191, the Abbot was honoured by Clement 111 and was gt ven the 

rigllt to wear 'the Episcopal. mitre, ring, gloves, dalmatic, tunicle, and 

sandals. This made him a Prince of the church, and with Westminster 

and St. Albans, the other two abbeys so honoured, Reading became one 

of the three great Benedictine houses in England. 

Having been founded under the aegis of Cluny, Reading Abbey WAS t 

in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, regarded as a Cluniac 

house even having reciprocal prayer agreements with Cluny, and with 

English hou ses of Cluniac order. lB ~owever, about the Middle of thé 

thirteenth century it began drifting away from the Cluniac sphere and 

was regarded as a part of the Benedictine world. 19 

Reading Abbey and its music 

With i ts Cluniac connections it i5 evident why the music of Reading 
1 

Abbey achieved the heights it did. Cluny went in for liturgical music of 

unparalleled complexity and splendour, putting all of its stress on the . . 
performance of the Benedictine Opus Dei, which continued day and nlght. 

Consequently, the music of Reading Abbey too, almost from iU 

begimling5 attained finish and great polish, as did its subsidiary 

priory of Leominster, (which in its turn was 'in that part of the "west 

. country" alluded to by Geraldus Càmbrensis (1147-1220) as remarkable 

for its polyphony). 20 A list of th~ music of Reading (now 108t) existe 
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in British Museum Harley MS. 978 and indicated how rich in musical 

composition Reading Abbey and Leominster Priory must have been. 

The position of precentor in a large Benedictine establishment ... as 

one 01 great importance. The precentor had charge of the organization of 

the music and the copying of musical manuscripts, a demanding job 

... hen one remembers that the Opus Dei in a great Benedictine house went 

on from morning until night, and that on special occasions, such as a 

royal visit or a national assembly, the demands for more involved music 

must have imposed a heavy strain on the poor precentor. 

About the middle of the eleventh century or thereabouts Wulfstan (or 

"Wulston"), about whom more will be said later, was for- a Ume 

precentor of Worcester Cathedral. The same post had been' held years 

before by Saint Dunstan who was considered to be a very great 

musician, and it appears that even at this early pre-conquest date 

Worcester was a renowned centre of music. Could there be significance 

in the fact that the road from Reading Abbey to its musically illustrious 

cen, Leominster Priory, ran right through Worcester? ls it not 

conceivable that both were in contact and, perhaps influenced by the 

music of the great cathedral and the precentor who directed 11? 
\ /--..... --/-

Now, in sùcceeding years pomp and glory and political prominence 
, 

were heaped on Reading Abbey as it basked in royal favour. ln 1164, 

the Abbey church WAS dedicated by none other than Thomas à Becket, 

the archbishop of Canterbury, in the presence of the king and of ten 
, 21 

bishops. 

ln 1191, Richard 1 held a great conference at Reading. ln 1207, the 

'tluniac convent, ~f Reading", 22 under a bbot Helias, was granted 

\ 
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concessions and privileges. ln 1215, its abbot along with the btshop of 

Winchester and the papal legate, promulgated sentences of 

excommunication on the barons who had opposed John at Runnymede. 23 

There were great fesUvities in 1227 wh en Henry 111 celebrated Chriatmal 

at Reading and it was there, in 1235.' that Robert Gr05seteste was 

consecrated bishop of Lincoln. ln 1240, (thought by sorne to be the year 

in which the Reading rota "Sumer is icÙmen in" was likely to have been 

written) 'li message came from the Pope ordering archbishops. bishops, 

chief abbots and nobles to assemble at Reading to hear a demand from 

the Pope for one fifth part of aIl their goods. With this he planned to .. 
repay injuries inflicted by his arch-enemy Emperor Frederick Il. Eng Hsh, 

clergy declined absolutely to help the Pope. Robert de Burga te (formerly 

the precentor of Reading) was appointed abbot in 1268. (His name 

appears later on the famous list of music of Harley MS. 978). By now 

the abbey was heavily in debt, and the shadows were gathering thick 

and fast. In 1295, the king ordered aIl monies found in monasteries 

brought to Lincoln then he extorted furt~~r contributions appointing the 

poor abbot of Reading as collector. Barely ten years later, a new abbot 

of Reading was summoned to give an acco~nt of the money. 1 n 1305. the 

abbey was discovered to be in debt to the extent of C1227. 7.8 which 

abbot Nicholas of Quapelod tried to redufe by cutting down drasttcally 

on servants. ln spite of the impecunious situation, ln 1337, Edward III 

"borrowed" jewels, gold chalice, and shri~e from the Abbey to help pay 
i 

the expenses of Hundred Years War. Ther1 15 no record. however, of hts 

ever repaying the debt. Despite the d1pleted exchequer in 1359, the 

pomp and panoply of England turned u to celebra te the marrlage 01 

.---
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John of Gaunt, celebrated in the abbey churclt';- There wa~ certainly no 

ltinting and the royal festivities lasted for three days. ln the following 

years Reading Abbey was frequently used for the assembly of 

parliament, which in the Middle Ages had no set place. ln 1536, 

Henry VI Il announced the dissolution of the rnonasteries and offered 

comfortable pensions to those who surrendered gracefully to the royal 

will. One who resisted to the end was Hugh Cook Faringdon, the abbot 

of Reading. Cromwell was unable to persuade him to render up the 

abbey to the king, and 50, in 1539 Hugh Faringdon was tried for 

treason, and. with two of his clerks, sentenced to be drawn and 

quartered and their remains to be strung up in ehains. Then, the abbey 

and all its possessions were escheated to the crown, and the rnonks 

dispersed for ever. Destroyed, too, was the great library and also the 

cartulary, which at one time had for keeper the diligent John of 

Fornsett. Not entirely scattered to the winds though. Lists of the books, 

music, some of the rnanuscripts and sorne of the books thernselves have' 

been preserved and kept, the da te of many of them coincid ing w ith the 

period when John of Fornsett was at the abbey. Sorne of thern have this 

injunction written on them in faded ink! 

Hune librurn frater johannus, Monaehus, Radingie, quem 
qui alienvenit v2\ fraudem de eo violerit Anathema est. 
Fiat. Fiat. Fiat. 

So, at last, Reading Abbey came to 1ts tragic end., lt is not the 

- purpose of this thesis to enlarge on this, but sirnply to evoke those long 

gone years and partieularly the thirteenth eentury and the great abbey 

in which John of Fornsett, the rnonk of Reading, lived and wrote his 

music. -

\ 



~-

...... -_ .... --- _ .. 

o 

, . 

o 

" , -
~._,. 

( 

• 

30 

The description of the gold and silver plate and the jewels and the 
~ 

tapestries st,aggers the imagination. 25 lt 15 proof of the magnHicence 

and the 5umptuousnes5 of this Abbey which the king of England sa J 

frequently honoured with his presence. 

Now, aIl ls gone. lt has been sa id that Reading Abbey 'lias built by 

royal grief and razed by royal vengeance. Now only stones and 

fragments and desolation stand where lt once 'lias, but what has 

survived i5 one of the great masterpieces of music, "Sumer ls icumen 

in ... 
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Photocopy 01' an engravinR. courtes~ of . .the Heading 'Museum 

~------------------~ 
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Plate 3 

courtesy of the Rt:Ading Museum 
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Medieval Lyrics 

The thirteenth century was a resplendent period of history which is 

1 called by one author, "the Magnificent Century," . and by another "The 

Age ot Faith. ,,2 and which ta consldered by many to be the héyday of· 

the Middle Ages. 

lt was at once the age of pageantry and credulity, of saints and 

unicorns, of noise of trumpets, of vibrant colour, of religious ecstasy 

and of unparalled cruelty. lt witnessed the piety of St. Francis as weIl 

as the horrors of the massacre of the Albigensians, the perfidy of King 

John and the nobility of William the Marshall; the learning of Robert 

Grosseteste; the intellectual' genius of Roger Bacon and the Vision of 

Dante. lt is a1so believed' by many that John of Fornsett, monk of 

Reading and, dominant personality of this paper was born in this period • 

. From those earliest dark days in England which followed the 
, 

departure of the Romans, the arts and music - and parttcularly music -

continued to develop. Music in Eng1and, was always highly estimated. 

Great deference was bard with his harp, and in fact he was 

held equal in and the warrior. Alfred the Great 
-

was a notable har an accomp1ished organist, and 

iclan, to mention only three examples. Richard 1 a poltsh 

With the passin 

the Saxon composers 

Ume th re appeared the scop a~d the gleeman, 

and in liturgical music ,those g 

Fragments and the Winchester 

01 music, instrumental as weI 

land. 

(Caedmon), then the mtnstrels, 

composers of the Worcester 

er.3 By the thirteenth century a wave 

seemed to, be spilling over the 

35 
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What gave birth to thts-' phenomenon? Was it the fortuitous mingl1ng 

of the genes of the poetry-Ioving Gaels with the music-Ioving KeIta? And 

with it the zest of the Vikings for dramatic and blood-curdl1ng sagas 

combined wUh the oNorman '8 art of the chanson de s~ste? Recollect that 

the first Norman to arrive at the "BatUe of Hastings was not the Duke of 

,Normandy but his favourife minstrèl Taillefer, who, ,mounted on a great 

horse and waving his sword in Ume to music, singing, led the Normans 

in to ba ttle • 

It is the musical background in particular that we will now try to 

explore. Long before the Norman Conquest, the people of the mist-c1oaked 

island had acquired' a reputation for musical ability. 

There is the frequently quoted excerpt by Giraldus Cambrensis 

(Gerald of Wales), from his Description of Wales,4 which establ1shes the 

fact that by the twelfth century polyphony was the normal thing in what 

he calls "west country.5 He goes on to describe the music tha t they 

make in "many note!. and phrases," and it certainly sounds like oS 

rondellus. He is a;so probably describing the provenance of those 
/ 

sources that practi~d voice exchange, an increasingly notable factor in 

En~u.lc. lt Is InteresUng to note that several of 'the, . 
, 

surviving pieces originated in a regton no more than t\llenty or thtrty 

mile,s to ~e east of th~ Welsh border. which therëfore covers the area 

containing \4.eominster Priory and Worcester. Leominster \1145 a cell of 

Reading Abbey and 50 the musical connection here seems ~ to be clearly 

established. One can also visualtze the environment in whtch John 0'( 

Fornsett may have been nurtured. 
;'1' 

..... 
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A treatise from Bury St. Edmunds was written by an anonymous 

Engl1shman (c~ 1272).6 He was a mu ch travelled man, and describes the 

'people of Navarre and the Eng1ish as being "spec~ lly musical. If He a 150 

gives lome usef~l historical information naming' Johannes Filius Dei; 
ci. 

Makeblite of Winchester, and one Blakesmtt, "a singer in the palace of 

Our Lord Henry the Last."7 He makes allusion to the "ditones and 

semi-ditones", (major and mtnor thirds), which, he says.: are generally 

reckoned as dissonances but: 

••• in sorne places, for instance in that part of England 
which is called West-country they are thought 8the best 
for consonants and are much used by organists. 

Thus it appears tha t pythagorean tuning was not in use in the west 

of England, although evidently still the norm ev~ywhere else. There is 

strong reason to think that it is in England that harmony matured, and 

we can suppose that west-country organists used tuning similar to ours. 

Now, when thtrds were made consonant a harmonie bass was secured, 

and it 15 not surP.l'ising that the country where this was done should be 

musically in advance of other countries. 

"Among the many glories of England", says Henry Davey, "t'he 

creation of artistic music must be reckoned among the highest. Musical 

hi.tortans now admit that the history of English music ts longer that 

that of any other nation ... 9 .. 
The most active centres of ~ cultivation of polyphony until the 

mid-fourteenth century were un<loubtedly the great Benedictine abbeys, 

and in England' there are actual musica1 remains from Reading, 

Worcester, and Bury St. Edmunds. 

.. 
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ln recent years so man y fragments ev en of religious and secular 

lyrics v ha ve been found that a book compiled by Carleton Brown, 

contains ninety seeular lyrics alone, of which some even have their 

musical notes. IO 
.. 

Edgar H. Sanders says: 

How significant a role music played in medieval England 
i5 indicated by the large number of scraps - fly leaves, 
paste-downs and detaehed fragments of polyphonie music 
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries that have been 
discovered in the last twenty years... One real'iies that 
England has a' larger number and variety of souffes of 
medieval polyphony than any other area of music. 

" . 

i Growin~ familiarity with these aneient lyrical compositions moves us 
1 
1 

,fat! the depth of feeling and emotion r,rev-taled, at the imagery and power 

of ,expression of these anonymous authors of the thirteenth century. lt is 

1 

interesting too, to see how the identical lyric turns -up in so many 
1 

places at once, carried no doubt by bards and troubadours jongleurs·' 
1 

and pilgrims so that one sometimes suspects the existence of a medieval 
1 1 

"hit 
i 

tune". These would become so popular that bits of their Melodies 

were used 
1 

1 

penetra ted 
i 

aga'tn 'and again as cantus firmi. Probably many of '~hem 
, 

monastery and abbey waHs and were familiar tunes to John 
i 

of i Fornsett and his brother monks. Th'è most pious 'of monks .must ' have >J-

.bern glad to get away from the Opus Dei once in a while. 

1 Medieval man, even in his music, wa5 deeply concerned with 

1 

D04>msday, death and eternal damnation. 
1 

Here a very eorly 15 

reVgiou5 lyric (c. 1205). short but grief filled. lt depicts a lonely 

fo,est, gathering evening shadow8 and then darkness:" It is "a 

realization of suffering and of the coming of death and night: to the 
1 

world,,~ and in il sun set and the death of Christ are made to 
l ' 

parallel. ,,12 
1 
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Sun set on Calvary , 
Now goth sonne un der wode 
!de revlI (pUy), Marie, thi fa1re rode (face) 
Now goth sonne, under tre 
Me rewes. Marie. thi sonne and thee. 13 

Sa va Carleton Brown: 

If we had other pieces of similar perfection to place 
beside "Sunset on Calvary", we shou~d be justified in 
recognizing the tirst haH of the thirteel}~ century as 
the highwatet mark of the religious lyric. 

39 

Another lyric that can be dated to the first haH of the thirteenth 

century is "A Prisoner' 5 Prayer". This too is sad, a medieval De 

Profundis. ln French it is: 

Jhesu Crist veirs dem veirs hom 
Prenge ,vus de mei pite 
Jetez mel de la prisun 
Vie sui a torte gete. 
10 e mi autre compaignun 
deus enset la verite, 
tut pur autri mesprisun 
sumes a huntt' livere. 

and in middle English it is:) 

jesu Christ. sod god sod man, 
lovered, thu rew (pit y) upon me; 
Of prison thar ich in am t 
bring me out and makye fre. 
lch and mine feren' sunne 
God wot ich me lyghe (lie) noct (not) 
for othere habbet mis nomi.s 
ben in ,thys prisun ibroct. 

r 

) 

The. s"ad resignation of the "Prisoner's Prayer" is followed by 

another equally mournful lyric ~ith religious.overtones: 

1 walk with sorrow. 
Fowles in the frUh 

the fisses in the nod, 
And 1 mon "(axe wo_d 

mulch sorw (sorrow) 1 yalke with 
For beste of bon and blod. 1b 
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These are not religious versifyings or tepid conventional rhymes 85 

are so many of th05e to be found today in the Anglican hymn book. 

These are really cries from the heart that have come down to us through 

the years, from brother souls in d1stress who lived and lamented nearly 

seven hundred years ago. 

The oidest secular lyric with music in the English lan~uage, (dated 

c. 1225) is again somewhat sombre and pessimtstic. Death and Judgment 

Day and repentance were real horrors to the people of the Middle Ages 

and not just euphemtsms or grisly figures of the imagination. They 

preyed constantly on their minds. 

Now Cornes the Blast of Winter 

Merrie i t is while sumer Hast 
the fugheles (fowIs') song 
Oc (but) nu draws nigh win des blast 
And y(e) der (weather?) strong. 
Ej! Ej! that this nicht is long, 
And ich thidthel muchel <Sffat) wrong. 
Sorrow & mourne and fast. 

". 

The despair in this strikes oné' s ,heart even after all these Many 

centuries. F. Scott" Fitzgerald once wrote in much the same frame of 

mind: 

ln the black ni~t of the soul it '5 always three o'clock 
in the morning. 

One must not omit "Death' s Wither Clench. 1t This i5 a poem full of 

the grimmest intimations of mortality which 15 probably one reason why 

it was preserved. lt was in a book compHed in the Cluniac priory of 

St. Andrews in Northampton, and turns up in various collections so 1t 

must have ~et ",,!th the full approval of the C~urch, (50 many lyrics 

did not and were consequently destroyed). Probably it was lamiliar to 

John 01 Fornsett. 
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Death '. Wither Clench 

Man mei longe him lives wene 
ac olte hlm bryet the wretnch (trick) 
fair weder of te him went (turn) to rene, (rain) 
an ferliche (suddenly) maket is blench. (sunshine) 
Therefore, man, thu the bithench (consider) 
Al sel valui (fade) the grene. 
Wela-wey! Nis (nor) king nis Quene 
that ne sel drinke of deth - is drench, (draught). 
Man, er thu falle of thy bench, 19 
thou sinne aquench (put an end to)o' 

41 

A typically pessimistic song which points out the inevitabilUy of 

death and eternal damnation. With relief one turns. from the homilies of 

Dea th 's Wither Clench to a rathe~ charming lyric called "Love' s 

Madness". This song like several of the others had its music notes. 

The 

Love i5 a selkud wodenesse (marvellous inadness) 
Tha t the ide 1 mon ledeth by wildernesse. 
That thursts of evilfuscy&e (willfulness) 

" and 
drinket sorwenesse. ( sorrow fu llness) 
And with lomful sorwees menget 
(frequent sorr~ disturbs) 
his bU thnesse. 

\ 

\, 

Franciscans came' to England early in the thirteentn century. 

followed the teachings of St. Francis and called themselves "ioculatores 

dei". They mingled dancing and singing with their. preaching and in 

th1& way made themselves popular with the music-loving English people. 

The influ'ence of the Franciscans was widespread and their humanist 

te~ching~ suited the English peasant with his love of nature. The 

peuimism and doom of "Dea th' 5 Wither Clench" could not vanish from 

th~ir thoughts entirely, but it must hav.e been with understandable 

relief th&t the members of the congregation solemnly joined hands in the 

franc1scan-lnspired carole and danced "Honnd by Honnd". This was a 
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round dance and was, like other dances or the sort, performed usua lly 
o 

on the vigils of Saints' days and ofteh the venue was the local 

churchyard. On Christmas Eve the dance might be danced around the 

holy manger. Round and round slowly paced the dancers, three steps to 

the right, and dip, then three steps to tHe Ieft and dip, walk twelve 

steps, mark time and then repeat. They sang their own accompaniment, 

although sometimes they might be aided by a small drum and 

21 bagpipes. Here are the words to which they' danced: 

Honnd by honnd we schulle ous take 
And joye and blisse schulle we make, 
For the devel of eleman, hath forsake 22 
And Godes son us maked our make (consort). 

. r 

Even in this dance, though, there is a religious undertone.· lt must 

have warded off effectively Any levity and lascivious behaviour on the 

part of the members of the dancing congregation. An old dra wing extant 

of ftHonnd by Honnd" shows grea t gravit y and a solemn demeanour 'on 
, 23 

the part of the dancers. (See plate 5) 

A great Many of the semi-religious lyr'ics of the thirteenth century 

reveal the deep Marian fervour of those limes. Here is one entitled: 

Of 
Of one that is 80 

tam pia, 
that ie mote come to thee. Maria. 

Because the collections of lyric poems of the thirteenth century were 

made by religious orders it i5 natural tha:t mostly those with.ft strong 

religious and mora11stic feeling wou Id be included. Sometimes, though. 

sorne fragment of parchment. sorne end paper in a mtssal escaped 

rnonkish observation and has ,come down to us. Such a one is: 
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Wha t Love ls L ike 

Love 1& the sottest thlng in herle mai slepe. 
Love is craft, love i5 gold with cares to kepe. 
Love 18 les (taIse), love is lef (lovely), 

Love 15 fol Uoolish). love ls fast. love is 

love 15 
longlnge. 
browring 

(comfort) • 

Love 15 sellich anthing (marvellous a thing). wose shal 
50th (truth) sing. 

Love-- comseth with kare and endeth with tene 
(wrangl~g) , 

Mid lovedi (lady). mid wife, mid maide, mid quel)e. 
/ 

43 

(This ts gcod sound counsel with an element of caginess. The cautioning 

monki5h linger is apparent.) 

Digby MS. 86 contains th'~ most important collection of lyrics in the 

la,.st quarter of the thirteenth century. Judging from the list of the 

ktngs of England appearing on Hs calender it is safe to place its date 

around 1272 or even earlier. Based on a study of the language used 

which 15 that of South-West England it 15 believed that the compiler of 

the Dlgby MS. came from around Worcester. lt 15 understood that it 'lias 

1 
compiled in a house of friars and by a friar who was as at home in the 

French as in the Eng1ish language. lt seems worthy of note once more to 

mention that Worcester, 'lias in \dfrect line from Reading Abbey to 

Leominster prlory. Does it not seeJ that the heart of English music 'lias 

here? 

Another important music collection to be considered is British Museum 

Harleian MS. 2253. Because of the occurrence in the manuscript' of the 

Latin Legenda de Sancte Elfrido, presbiterio de Leomenstria it seems 

reasonable to conclude that the book was'!,compiled at Leominster priory. 

The tirst pa~t 15 wr1tten ln one hand and contalns a great deal of 
., , 



o 

o 

o 

- ---

o 

French religious verse, which is not surpdsing sinee it was only later 

in the fourteenth century that English became th~ official language of 

the country. 
, 

lt contains a curiou8 mixture of lyrics such as "When 1 thi.,k on 

Jesus' Death"26 followed by a fairly exhuherant "De Clerico et Puella". 27 

Sir Edmund Chambers asks: 

Can such a mélange be regarded as reflecting the 
experiences of a poet, (la ter turned monk) during the 
'wonderjlihre 1 in which he first heard the songs tha t he 
afterwatds wrot2sdown among the apple-blossoms of t-his 
Hereford priory? 

--~ 
Leominster is only twenty three miles fror.n \~orcester and through~ ,--

1 
Worcester runs the road from Reading abbey. Is it not reasonable to , 
suppose that at this time and in this place a mind of musical 

distinction and intellect was at work compiling and selecting and 

supervising music? In Harleian 2253 ale many secular pieces of 

distinction, "Alysoun Il "The Man in the Moon" and "The Lovliest Lady in 
• \ , J , 

the Land" with its burden (that is supposed to have come down from Li 

far olaer folksong), 

Blow, northerne wynd, 
Send thou me my suetyng. 
Blow, northerne ~d, 
blou! blou! blou! 

and the tender and amorous 

A Love Message 

When the nythégalé singes, 
The wodés waxen grene, 
Left ant gras Rnt blosmé springes 
ln a veryl, 1 wene; 
Ant' love i5 to my herté gon 

w!th oné spere 50 kene, 
Nyht ant day my blod hit drynkos, 

Mny herté deth to tene. (vex) 
lch have loved a11 this yer 

That 1 may love hamore; 

, ' 

, 



1 
1 

c 
\ 
\ 

, -

... ----

lch have aikéd Mony syk, (sighs) 
Lemmon, for thin ore'. 

Me nis love never the ner, 
-And tha t me reweth sore. 

Suet6 lemmon, thench on me, 30 
lch have lovèd thee yore. 

4S 

This may not be great poetry, perhap5, but il i5 human and 

evocative of fir5t love in any age and place. 1t i5 followed, (somewhat 

suggestively). by these verses voieing contrition. 

A Prayer for Deliverance 

Mayden moder milde, 
orez cel creysoun! 

l'''rbm shame thou me shilde, 
e de ly malfetoun! 

For love of thine childe 
me menez de t resoun ! 

lch wes wod (mad) & wilde 
ore su en prisoun! 

Possibly in remorse the poet continues: 

1 

tho Pilat (Pilate) herde the tydynge, 
Molt fu ioyous baroun; 

he lette byfore him brynge, 
iesu Nazaround. 

He was ycrowned kynge 
Pur nostre redemsioun 

whose wol me synge 31 
aura grant pardoun 

One has to wonder how it aIl' ended - this sad l1ttle romance of the 

cloister in the thirteenth century? 

lt seems fairly evident then, that this part of England was rich in 

music and in lyric poetry. ln the fragments that have managed to 

. survive Ume, wars, and the Church' 5 stern destroying ha~ds, we see 
. 
reflected the same emotions that trouble or delight man today, gloom, 

gladness, fear and foreboding, and love, sacred and profane. Another 
\ 

\ 
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sentiment stands dut and that is th~ love of the English then as now for 

the countryside and the fore~t and the ocean. lt is a love of nature 

that has no counterpart in any other country. From: 

ln sumer when the shawes be sheen t 
and leaves he large and long t 
1 t is fu.ll .~etry .in fayr32forest 
to~ bear the fouli!s song. 
~~ 

to .. ByroA-(-

/J 1 have loved thee t ocean. 33 

Down through the ages English nature has not changed much and 

today the bird-watchers with their binoculars still delight in the foulf!s 

song. The Sumer canon is not only the thirteenth century product of a 

finished poetic talent or a "learned composer' 5 adaptation of a 
~J 

reve'rdie,,34 il is the supreme expression of mankind to the arrivaI of 

"sumer" and the tirst cuckoo. Here lies its magic. 

1 , , 
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Plate 5 

MusiC" ill "IC." A.~(· (If CI'Illlt''l"r 
\ 

RoI",d DnllC.1! 

Honn,d by Honnd..---' 

from Music in .the Age of Chaucer, 

Nigel Wilkens, '(Cambridge, 1979), p. 4 
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Chapter IV 

John of Fornsett 

and the Summer Canon 
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Johif ,of Fornsett 

and the Summer Canon 

The opentng, chaptera of the the8is atm at building up a pt~ture of 

med1eval . Enaland, 8howina Us graduai development intellectual~ and 

musically, from the time of Augustine down to the thirteenth century. By 

describing the strange and quasi-mystic~l philosophical approach to 

music that absorbed scholars and musicians in those tirnes, an atternpt 

18 made to suggest a picture of the background against which John of 

Fornsett moved, and to describe the music with' which we believe he 

would have been familiar. 

Adding to the known historical "data of his Ume, and geographical 

details of the district in which it is belie'{ed he lived, (Worcestershire, 

Berkshire and Herefordshire),.. together with those fraginents of Reading 

Abbey which to survive, 
i, 

managed records have plus an ordinary 

understanding of human nature, the idea has been to try to emulate the 
, 

archeologists in Pompei. By filling in the human-shaped cavities -round 

in the lava they succeeded in recreating the victims of V~suvius. By 
,,~ 

fUltng in a similar cavity in th~ first haH of--==the thirteenth century,' 

the hope i5 to recrea te John of Fornsett, and thus defy those of the 

world of musicology who like to règard the monk of Reading as a 

nebulous and legendary figure, as uns1,lbstantial as, say, King Arthur, 

because many scholars continue (to d~spute academically not only 0 the 
, . 

exact century in which the Summer Canon was written, but even whether 

!ts composer truly existedl 
\ 

49 
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lt would appear that e did exist and that he was. born in Fornsett, 

a village of Norfolk, .someUme in the tirst quarter of the thirt'eenth 

century, which puts him nto the reigns of King John, Henry Ill, and 

perhapa the tiret two wards. This was a aplendid and colourful 

century into which ta be orn and a mighty musi.cal one. 

ln his booklet Sumer icumen in, ]amieson Hurry has tried to glve 

"an analysis of the diale t used in the rota in or der to provlde still 

more dues as to Johnts p ovenance. He suggests that: 

The Wessex diale t of the Rota shows a familiarity with 
Berkshire or W ltshire, possibly even with Reading­
itself. Many of t e dialec~ forms show that the composer 
of the song liv d in the South 'of England. The most 
decisive is the yncopated 3d person singular Springth 
which north of t e Thames would appear as Springeth. 

Other southern f rms are icumen, uerteth, (o.e. fortan). 
with a voiced in 'tial v, and Hnally the spelling lth for 10 

1. in lhude, (0 e. hlude). AH these only} foüiüI in 
manuscriuts wri ten in the South of England. 

(- .. i;. "', 

At sorne tJme, then, ~'~ hn of Fornsett became a novice, (proba bly in 
• • Il 

boyhood as was the cusJd: ), then a monk at Reading Abbey. Eventually 

he rose to be Keeper the Cartulary. This position, in a great 

monastery such as Readin Abbey with its powerful social, ecclesiastical 

and political affiliations, indicates exception al ability and education. It 

was a position that requi ed mastery of the quill, a talent he certainly 

had which can be seen fr m the beauty of the script of the Rota. 0 

John of Fornsett was no yokel. The Benedictines were not noted for 

their democracy (which is illustrated by their refusai ta accept poor St. 

Dominic-of-the-Causeways into their order in Spain because he could 

neither read nor write). hey were passionately addicted to music, and 

this was true particula ly of those ab\)eys of Cluni~,c connections, (of 
~ 1:1- ! 

1 
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which Reading Abbey was one). 50 John of Fornsett was certain to have 

had a thorough grounding in a11 of the music of the time~ 

' .. , It would seem unlikely that he was a recluse. Reading was a great 

ieccleSiaSt1cal . center, one of the ten wealthiest monasteries in England, 

and one whose social supremacy was unchallenged. This was also the 

monarch 's favourite abbey wh~re he delighted to come and stay with aIl 

his entourage, and where, one can 1;>e sure, he was extravagantly 

entertained. Undoubtedly, John of Fornsett must have rubbed shoulders 

with England' s grandest! And here he would come into contact with the 

best church and secular music of the time. When 'Elinor of Aquitaine was, 

in residence at Reading Abbey, one can be sure her train of courtiers 

tnc1uded a troubadour or t'Wo, (there is evidence that Bertrand de 
, 2 

Ventadour, her favourite singer, once visited here), and although this 

was before John's' Ume, the chansons brought b~, the Queen's favourite 

might well have remained in the abbey's repertoire, though perhaps 

cla'ndesttnely. These and many others would have been well-known to our 

monk. 

Now, apart from Berkshire -and Worcestershire what did John of 

Fornsett know of the outside world, of the countries tha t lay beyond 

England? It is known that all Cluniac monks had to journey to the 

C~untac Mother House in Burgundy to receive the tonsure and it is also 

a fact that the thirteenth century was the heyday of pilgrimage. lt is 

aleol known that Santiago de 'Compostela in Northern Spain was one of 
\., 

the three holtest shrines in Christendom. The other two were Rome and 
~. 

Jerusalem. lt would be very surprising if a monk at Reading. as 

highly placed as John and ,a member of a religious house whose chapel 
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posisessed the hand of St. James, did not attempt at sorne time in his 

caree'r to go on pilgrimage to Santiago itself, to the shrine of the great' 

saint whose hand Reading Abbey possessed. This was the holtest relie in 

England, if not 1n a11 Western Europe. and the only thtng hoUer would . 
be the shrine of Santiago itself, where the remains of the Holy Apostle 

were buried in the crypt·of the cathedral. SurelYt too, a musician of 

such polish as the rota ts composer would wish to hear and to examine 

for himself Santiago's other treasure, ihe great Codex Calixtinus, marvel 

of early polyphony?3 This may be conjecture. but is it any more 

inadmissable than to suppose that an eminent musician today would 

never have visïted Salzburg or Covent Garden? 

And now lastly, what can be gleaned of the personality of the 

composer of the summer canon? Quite a lot. As Sherlock Holmes solved 

the riddle of one of· his' cases by pointing out t'the dog who didn' t 

bark" t so the same method applied in reverse can be appl1ed to the 

monk of Reading. lt is not pure conjecture to state that the author and 

composer of "Sumer ls icumen in" loved spring and the English 

countryside. Nor is it conjecture to state that he had an ear and " 

deep Appreciation for the lilt of a good folktune and for the rhythm of 

a sprightly dance. And where would he hear the like? Possibly from 

the troubadours who visited the Abbey or from minstrels overheard as he 

walked through the medieval market place; or from c' the songs the 

pilgrims sang to the accompaniment of hurdy gurdles as they gathered 

to venera te the Hand. Wherever the English gathered they loved to sing 

and what his keen ear heard he Uked very ~,~u,ch - otherwise why bother 
,~ 

to set it down in a joyous six-voice rondefi~s that was more advanced 

\l 
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th an most music of his Ume? Also it can be assumed that he was a 

fellow of tact and discretion. witness the second text. Persl!ice 

Christicola. that he has inserted below the ~gl!Sh one 'of Sumer is 
,1 

lcumen in in order to make the canon p 'latable to ecclesiasUc 

authorities. (5ee Plate 6) And it can be seen that he must have been 

devoted to and an admirer of that great and musical Anglo-Saxon Bishop 

of Worcester, 5t. Wulstan, whose blessing he sought. 4 (S~e Plate 7> 
1 

Hugo Riemann, the great German m~sicologist says: "The Monk of 

Reading deserves an imperishable crown of glory." and Jamieson Hurry 

says of him: "He must have been the greatest musician in the world."5 
, , 

We say that he sounds \Uke a Monk who loved IHe. his fellow man. 
\, 

and enjoyed with aIl his heart the foulës' song. 1I 

", 
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Plate 6 

\ 
Photograph of the Reading Rota, M~. Harleian 978, 

courtesy of the British Museum 
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Plate 7 

, , 

(The prayer of John of Fornsett is in middle of second column) 
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Sins' cuc:cu nu 

j 

Because of the 6upreme position occupied by the summer canon in 

mustc htstory, because of i~s delightful mel~dy, becausè it has been 

known longer than Any other great work of medieval music, because it 

ts the first M1ddle Eng1ish poem set to music for several voices, and 

finally because of the we1ght it carries in upholding the hypothes1s that 

a great school of music flourished in England in the thirteenth century, 

it is necessary to d1scuss it at length . 

. First of a11, it is contained in the first section of a sma11 (7xS!> 
\:, 

wooden-backed volume. known as Harleian ',\ 978. and is one of the 

greatest treasures of the manuscript room of the British Museum. Its 

brown-mottléd vellum pages are 50 fragile ·ih Wl age that only by 
" """'-.. -/' 

inserting a little square of white paper between one's finger and the 

vellum is one allowed to touch them at a11. This is also a precaution 

against . soil1ng by 'perspiration and rubbing. 

This volume. B.M.c Harleian 978. 1 1s composed of a collection of 

miscellaneous contents consisting çf music, sorne goliardic poetry, sorne 

f' Jaies, mediéinalil}1 and a lituztg1cal ,calendar. Towards the end of the 

"'-
book 15 a 11st of music tiUes that refers to a lost music codex. 

Handschin says: "The' cQntents of Harleian 978 could serve for the 

entertaihment of a community like Reading. We must remember that' , 
\'" . 

gol1ardic poetry like the art of the minstrels was favourably admitted at 

least in t.he cloister couft 1 ::,sometimes even intruding in to the church, 

and our music collectioJl' Ulustrates by its ge"neral character the union 

of the secular and th~ spir:;itual. ,,2 ,: 
" ,. 
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The music section i6 contained in folios 2-15 (of which the Summer 

canon is folio 11). We have included ft in its entirety because it 

indicates wha t sort of music a Benedictine monastery in the thirteenth 

cen'tury would consider worth saving for posterity. 

, fols. 2 - 4 

~ 

Samson dux fortissimi. A planctus or Song in measured Ume extolling 

the fea ts of a hero. 

fols. 4 - 6 

Regina clementiae Maria. A hymn to Mary. Most Benedictine monasteries 

were dedicated to, Mary so that most of thei~ hymns honoured her. 

fols. 6 - 7 

'Dum Maria creditur. A song fo Mary, of melodic flavour and containing 

passages in the mood of a love song. 

fols. 7 - 8 

Ave gloriosa virginum regina. A wid~spread celebrated song to Mary by 

the famous Parisian poet, Phillip the Chancellor. 

fols. 8 - 9 

Estampies or three pieces of instrumental and secuJar music.e, in two 

part~. 

fols. 9 - 10 
, , 

Ave gloriosa Mater Salvatoris. A song to Mary. A polyphonie 
( 

compos i tion • 

fols. 10 - 11 

A spiritual song on the twelve aposhe6. 

,- fol. 11 

The famous rota "Sumer is Icumen ln". 

\ 
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fol. 12b 

Aeterni Numinis mater et fiUa. A ~son8 to Mary in regular sequence 

forme 

fol. 13 

A song about St. Thomas of Canterbùry, and another song to Mary. AU' 

in modal ternary form. 

fol. 14 

A solmization scheme with musical examples. 

fol .. 15 

Theoretical items - and 

fols 15 - 16 

the Calendar. 

A note 'at the beginning ,,()f the volume .w~itten by Sir Frederick 

Madden, keeper of the manuscripts at the British Museum in 1862, 

states: "ln a11 probability the .earlier part of this volume was written 

in the Abbey of Reading circ. 1240." This date and the bçok' s 

p~ovenance thus having been established by Madden, his findings were 

generally accepted by the music world. Then, ~n 1944, a distinguished 0 

professor at· the University of California named Dr. Manfred Bukofzer 

disputed Madden' s verdict in an article published in the Music Journal 

of the University of California. 1t was entitled "Sumer 15 lcumen In, A 

revision".3 . In it he argued that there was no reason to suppose that 

firstly, th~re was Any connection between the miscellaneous articles 

contained in the manuscript Harleian 978, secondly, that it was 

extremely open to doubt that the Hule volume even came from :Reading 

Abbey at a11, an4 thirdly, that the author of the surnmer canon was 

unknown • 
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We will return to these three arguments presently, and try to reCute 

them, alter offering a description of the music and of the famous canon 

which has aroused so much controversy and which forms the basis of 

this discussion. 1t i8, as laid before, found on f011.0 11 of Harle1an 978. 

The song is wha t is known as a reverdie or a joyous spring song. 1t is 

sometimes called the "cuckoo" song because of its recurring ~ or tenor 

which imita tes the ca11 of the cuckoo. 

The composer, whoever he May have been and we believe it to have 

. been Brother John of Fornsett, has managed to con vey in his song by 

means of brisk short lines 

"ewe bleteth after 10mb 
Ihouth aCter Calve cu", 

and 50 on, and in the racing tumbling Metre of the music the joyousness 

of an April day in England. (In medieval times, there was no word for 

Spring and "Somer" means April). The feel of things growing and the 

suggestion of animaIs Irisking merrily ln the sunshine 15 wonderfully 

evoked and a11 laced together by the recurrent onomatopoeic pes, 

"Cuckoo, Sing Cuckoo". This 15 the work of a finished poetic talent and 

"a learned composer' 5 adaptation of a reverdie." 

Jamieson Hurry, author of a booklet Sumer is lcumen ln, has written 

more analyttcally about the canon as fo11o\lls: 
11 

As to the melody it has the compass of a ninth. 
1t does not foIlo\ll th~ old ecclesiastic modes but i5 
written in the modern key of F major, every diatonie 
interval of the seale being used. It also supplies the 
first example ~of a basso-ostinato or ground basse 

The conformity with many of the ru les of modern 
music, in which the closes are eomposed of ~ leading 
note rising to its proper resolution 1& very remarkable 
and indicates an adV'ancgd knowledge of musical 
composition in early Britain. 
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Wfthin a ,very short Ume of the publication of Bukofzer' 5 article 

which caused an uproar in the world of musicology. a counter-barra,ge 

vas returned by musicologists and scholars. Leading the counter-attack 

vere Dr. Bernard Schofield, of England, and Dr. Nino Pirrotta, of lta ly, 

internationnlly known music historians. 

Bukofzer's argument was that there was no evidence to show that 

Harleian 978 came from Reading, and that, in his opinion' the book's 

contents had been collected at random. But Madden's attribution (also 

that of Dr. Schofield), was based on the calendar which included, 
''t' 

among liturgical items, obits of sorne Reading Abbey abbots, and of its 

important benefactors. 1t is hard to imagine why ft would have been 

compiled anywhere else but at Reading. Moreover, similar to this 

Harteian calend80r is a chartulary of Reading, contained in MS Cotton 

Vespasian E. V. (now in the British Museum), which has the very same 
\ 

obits which are found in the Harleian calendar plus sorne later ones, of 
! 

the sa me hOUSE!, and it also includes the entry Dediccacio ecclesie 

Rading, 50 the idea tha,t the calendar could havd emanated from 

anywhere els~ than from Reading Abbey 5eems weakly founded. 

ln addition, the laies in H80rleian 978 are by Marie de France.5 She 

was the abbess of a convent near Reading. Her fabliaux are rather on 

the romantic side, (hardly monkish), and one wonders how they came to 

.he included in a monastery common-place book such as this. Then, one . 
learns that she. was half-sister to the king, Henry Il, and that 

therefore he and she shared a common grandfather who w80s none other 

than Henry l, Reading Aijbey's great -royal patron and founder. 

l. 

'. 
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To refuse to include the poems of thenalf-sister of this Norman king 

and patron wou Id have been an act of incredible tactlessness. However, 

the inclusion of the poems forges another ltnk in the Reading Abbey 

chain. 

The last part of the music section of Harleian 978 (folto 15. some 

theoretical items) and the calendar are on the same leaf, a fact which 

Dr. Bukofzer has overlooked. Indeed, the- music is on the recto and the 

calendar on the verso. Surely, then, argues Or. Schofield, 1s it not 

logical to suppose that the music must have been written in the same 

place as the calendar and before it? The music must have been right 

there in the scriptorium of Reading' Abbey when the calendar was 

completed. Ooes this not argue the same provenance for both? And who, 

then, but a monk of Reading Abbey could possibly have \IIritten them? 
'1\. 

Now, let us examine Bukofzer' s main case against the generally 

accepted opinion that Harleian 978 \lias produced at Reading Abbey. He 

uses for reference the 11st that occurs at the very el1d of the book. This 

list is actually a table of contents that refers to a lost music _ codex 

and here Dr. Bukofzer must' be quoted: 

This list is valuable not only because it 11sts the texts 
of 164 music compositiops but reveals in addition the 
name of W. de Winchester as the composer of tropes and 
thus points to Winchest,r as a centre of long standing 
in Engltsh musical li le . 

Then, from this point on Or. Bukofzer proceeds to refer to the lost 

codex (of which this list 15 a table of contents), " as the Winchester 

Codex, although he admits there ls not enough evidence to caU "Sumèr 

15 Icumen in" a Winchester rota! 
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He goes on -to assert thaï" the Winchester Codex must have come from 
. .. . 

the' fourteenth century because of the "number of concordances and, in 
l 

its later section, conductus and motets." 

But the whole basts of this error in Bukofzer '8 s'umming-up stems 

back to errors made in the translation by one F. Ludwig. who examined 

the list in 1910, and described it in a book entitled Reportorium 

Organorum Recentioris et motetorum vestustissimi sUli. 7 Under this 

thundering Utle he then proceeded to make sorne errors in transcription, 

which subsequently mi sIed Dr. Bukofzer. To begin with he transcribed 

the heading of the list "Ordo, i W. de Wint" as "Ordo i W. de Wincestre 

which is not convinc1ng. It should be, sa ys Dr. 5chofield, 8 "Ordo libri 

W. de Winton." Now this Brother de Winton actûally was a monk of 

Leominster Priory (a cell of Reading Abbey), whose name is found in the 

register of Thomas Cantalupe, 'Bishop. of Hereford, ,and was among a 

nurnber of monks examined in Leominster at a visitation on January 11, 

1276, (for immoral conduct with a nun of Lingbroke and other women). 9 

He seems to have been exèommunicated for a while. His name appears 

1 
also on the fly-Ieaf of a book in the Bodleian library as Hic est liber 

, 

Sancte Marie de Rading, ex dono fratris W. de Win ton • 50 now it seems 

apparent that no "W. de Wincestre" ever existed, and consequently no 

- such thing as the Winchester Codex, a title that should be completely 

eliminated. Nor, of course, was there ever a center of music at 
>, 

Winchester, and this brings us back to Reading Abbey' ~gain. 

50 there are, in fact, three names mentioned on the list: W. de 

Win ton , IIR. de Burg", again transcribed erroneously by Ludwig as 

"spiritus et aIme, R. de Virgine", when it should be ,"spiritus et aIme, 



o 

o 

o 

" 

64 

R. de Burg", who was Robert de Burgate, abbot of Reading trom 1268 -
iÎ' 

1290. , > 

The third and 1ast person indicated in the famous list te .one W. de 

Wlc, whose name appears _ again in Bodleian MS 125 (Summary Catalogu~ 

1988), 'in a list -of musi.cal works written by one, W. de Wicumbe, in a 
, " 

hand of the second haH of' the thi,rteenth centUJ;y, We learn that he, 

too, was a monk of Reading who 5pent four years at Leominster copytng 

and writing music. 10 So we have three monks identified as connected 

with Reading. lncidentally, besides demonstrating that the list (and 

consequently Harleian 978) emanated from Reading Abbey, it a150 gives 

us a pretty good idea of the immense musical activity going on there 

and at Leominster. particularly in the second half of the thirteenth 

century. Combined with what is known of the Worc~ster Fr{lgments, ar:'d 

Il ' 
another manuscript known as Wolfenbüttel MS 678 (and these only a 

very small percentage of what had once been transcribed) an idea 

emerges of what must have been an enormous outpouring of melody in 

the thirteenth century from that part of England. 

\ - Another list:~ in a twelfth century copy of the Collationes of Odo of 
c 

Cluny" (again written in a hand of the latter part of the thirteenth 

century) reveals that Re"ading Abbey possessed even at thls early date 

fifteen graduaIs, thirty 1 tropers, thirteen processionals and seven 

antiphoners, while at Leo&inster Priory there were, at this sa me Ume 

six 'graduais, ten processifnâlS' four antlphoners, ten troper., and two / 

hymnaries, and this 15 only a fraction of what must have been lost! 12 
1 

Returning now to the main argument it must' be concluded that 

Schofield has quite clearly esta bU shed in contradiction to Bukofzer that 
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the~e never was a Winchester cog,ex, and that this hypothesis, therefore, 

must be disc4rded~ 

'" But there \was
q 

instead a Reading Codex and therefore Harleian 978 15 
t» 

det~n1tely 4 Reading manuscript, and on the strength of this it would be . 
, 

.extremely o~d if ItSumer is lcumen inlt were attri~uted to aJly' but a 

Reading monk: 

Dr. Bukofzer's other argument is that the summer canon was never 

transcribed in the year 1240 as Madden daims, but rather sorne seventy 

years later in 1310. His reasons for this are several. The chief one is 

that the rota is written in binary rhythm, whïch could ,not have been 

known, he says, to the transcriber as early as 1240. "Binary rhythm , . 

was not in use in England until the fourteenth c'entury. ,,13 J 

But here Dr. Nino Pirrotta takes up the argument. To quote from his 

p,apet "On the Problem of 'Sumer is lcumen in'," he says: 

1t has not yet been explained what delayed in France 
the definition of binary rhythm in the frame of the 
mensuralist system. 1t may have been its vigorous and 
rude character. This was in contrast to the concept of 
swe,etness, the Ideal of musit:l beauty embodied, (they 
thought), in ternary rhythm. 

lhus it certainly appears that French music was much less, 

progressive than that of either England or ltaly. Pirrotta continues: 

1 think the lack of French musical 
favoured by a widely spread spirit of 
which characterized French music since 
of the thirteenth century. 

sensibility was 
aesthetic purism 
the second half 

French music of this period was dominated by 
conservatism -:- perhaps linked to its liturgical function, 
but soon turned into stylistic exigency, which admits the 
possibility of development onl~ in the directions admitted 
by a fixed technical scheme. . 

ln contrast to this musical rigidity in France at that Ume, England 

and Italy were undergoing a freedom which would give origin to the / 
f 

/ 
! , 

j 
..­, 

j , , 
" J 
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styles and forms of the Trecento in ltaly, and to the glorious climax of 

the music of John Duns,able in England. Besides, PirroUa add. that il 

15 possible that the rota was not the only example of binary rhythm ln 

England in the thirteenth c:entury. There- are severa 1 pieces in binary 

rhythm in the Worcester manuscript, particularly. the motet - 0 pastor 

1 16. patr s. 

These are good reasons, says Pirrotta. that considerably weaken 

Bukofzer' s placing thé summer canon' s date as late as 1310, and that 

rnake it reasonable to suppose that Madden 1 s date of 1240 was quite 

correct. The fact ,that "Sumer is lcumen in" was written for six votees 

when on the continent even a four-voiced composition was a rarity, 

simply points out the preference of English comRosers for full sonority. 

We have -tried to give a short summary of the arguments put forth 

by Dr. Manfred Bukofzer, Dr. Bernard Schofield, and Dr. Ninon tPirrotta 

on the provenance and the date of the' Reading Rota, and one cannot 

help but think with Dr. Pirrotta that' Dr. Bukofzer "was led astray by 

his own arguments." We conclu de that the summer canon was wriuen at 

\ Reading Abbey by a Reading Abbey monk, and undoubtedly between 
\ 

1240-50, 1260 at the very latest and is, consequently, coeval with the 

great school of music that existed -with Worcester as its center. 

We now arrive at the question of the authorship of _ Sumer. First, 

with regard to the calligraphy one cannot help but remark on the 

extremely close resemblance between the capital "S" of the rota and 

thoJe of the cartulary of Cotton Vespa sian EV (See Plate 8). It certalnly 

loo~s as if they had been executed by the sa me hand. We know that 

Brother -John of Fornsett was keeper of the cartulary! 

1 ) 

1 

1 
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The rest of the script in Cotton Vespa sian resembles very much the 

hand":writing of the prayer inserted into the margin of the calendar in 

HageiÂn 978. Ora Wulfstanus pro nostre fratre johanne de Fornsete. lt 

leem. more than vl1kely that whoever inscribed the prayer in the 

calend~r also was the writer of the Cotton Vespasian cartulary, and let 
t:> 

us not forget that John of Fornsett was keeper of the cartulary at 

'Reading Abbey at one time. 

The final piece in this Medieval music jlgsaw is based on the custom 

of monks preparing a vellum for a manuscript to make a careful lay-out 

on their page, carefully ruling close Unes. Vellum was extremely 

expensive and not an inch was wasted. The script must therefore fit 

exactly the space alloted it. The page of the calendar that concerns us 

is "devoted mainly to obits of abbots of Reading Abbey and great 

benefactors. The Benedictines, not being. particularly democra tic would 

hacdly admit onto this hallowed page the obit of a mo~k lower in the 

hierarchy than they themselves, for instance the keeper of the 

cartulary. Yet there he is! The prayer is squeezed into the margin 

almost furtively, one might say. "Saint Wulstan, pray for our brother 

John of Fornsett. Il What might the prayer be doing there, like a poor 

relation at a grand funeral? Bukofzer says it is an obit. We say it is 

not. ln the thirteenth cent!lry, on finishing his manuscript, either 

illuminated or of music, it was the custom of a Monk to -inscribe a 

prayer wherever it cou Id be squeezed in beseeching from a saint '(or the 

reader) a prayer in his behalf. And that, we contend, is exactly the 

purpose of this prayer which he has written on the Pther~ side of the 
l ' 

leaf that contains his music. 
/ ' 
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Now this 15 where sorne controversy arises. Was this prayer written 

by John of Fornsett or was it inserted in the calendar by sorne one who 

loved him very much? Would John have written "pray for our brother?" 

We think ft very likely that a humble monk would have done 50 rather 

than writing a.n assertive "pray for Brother John." This could be called 

a "mode st y topos" or a "humility topos" and fits in with one' s 

conception of a mode st publicity shunning musician. But even if this 

concept is wrong, it is difficult to see wha t difference it really makes. 

lt 1s John Q.f Fornsett' s music and someone might have inserted the 

prayer for him where he thought the prayer should be. 

Why, one asks, St. Wulstan? St. Wulstan was the great precentor, of 

Worcester Cathedral, a musician of merit as one would have to be in 

order to be in charge of the music of a Benédictine cathedral in the 

eleventh century. He was also one of Worcester' s great bishops, and was 

the oilly Anglo-Saxon Bishop who was not replaced by a Norman after 

1066. ln his enthronement address Bishop Gore of Worcester sa id : 

\ 

Wulstan stood for the love of his people. He did not like 
the Norman language and the Norman manners. He was 
rough wfth the roughness of the Engl1sh People. Homely 
with their homeliness. He knew their fauIts and the1r 
sins. He loved them, His leadership was crucial at a 
Ume wherh the Normans were establishing their rule in 
the land. 

, !) 

Wulstan 'lias canonized in 1203. He was held in great affection as, a 

pastor, wise counsellor, courageous man of affairs - and mus1cian. After 

~li~ death affection turned to veneration. 

Miracles occurred at his tombe Monks were rescued from 
evil thoughts. Sallors were carried safely through t~8 
storrny seas to Ireland, and many diseases were cured • 

By the end of the twelfth century· miracles attributed to the intercession 
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of Wulstan were occurring daily. ln May. 1203, Pope Innocent 111 

proclaimed Wulstan a saint. What more fUting saint could John of 

Fornsett have possibly 1nvoked? 

50 now, alter eight hundred yearl, invoklng St. Wulatan again. we 

can sa.y 

Ora Wulfstanus pro nostre fratre Johanne de Fornsete. 

And on th!s, the ev1dence rests that in the thirteenth century in the 

southwestern part of England there existed a great and polished school 

of music and that Brother John of Fornsett, of Reading Abbey, must havel 

been one of its greatest music:ians as demonstrated in his canon "Sumer 

1a Icumen ln." 
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MS Matton 30, Oxford Bodleian Library. 

/ 

- -------------------------------------------------



-. 

c 

, ' 

, , 

o 

o 

o 

" 

" 

. , 
1 

o 

.. 

Conclusion 

1 • 

\ 

__ .,~~. _____ "~ ____ ~ ________ .... _______ iIIIJ 



o 

o 

Conclusion 

The so-called "Reading rota" or the "summer' canon", ",hichever one 

prefers to ca 11 it, or, more fami Harly, the "cuckoo song", has been the 

lubjec:t of more attention than probably Any oth~r long in history, 

Uncluding the song of Agincourt). This is due not only to its charm 

and musical appeal but also to its text, which is regarded - as a 

landmark of Middle English po~try, and a1so because the "cuckoo song" 
\ 

has been known longer than any other masterpiece of medieva 1 music. 

Because cf al1 of these things, then, "Sumer is Icumen 1 nIf has been 

the subject of innumerable music analyses and criticisms, of countless 

music discussions; learned papers have been written on nearly every 

aspect of it by musico10gists of every ,ume and place. Chief among them 

o are Manfred 

, Handschin. 

Bukofzer, Be'rnard Schofield, Nino Pirrotta and Jacques 

1 

Jamleson Hurry -must be 'inc1uded, too, (although strictly speaking he 

cannot be counted as a musico10gist). AlI of them have had a different 

form of approach. Dr. Bukofzer, in his "A Re-examinlltion of Previous 

Evidence" was chiefly concerned with the time f~ctor, and the exact 

p~ovenance of the canon. He not on ly" disputed the fact that MS. 

Harleian 978 was even a product of Reading Abbey, but que,ried the 

usually accepted year of its composition, moving this from., 1240 some 

seventy years ahead to 1315. He based his convictions "on the beltef that 
o 

the canon ",as written in meQsural notation and used duple rhythm. 

MensuraI rhythm, held pro Bukofzer: could not possibly have been known 

te) the composer in Eng1an.d as early as 1240 for not until the very end 
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of' the thlrteenth century and the beglnning of the fourteenth had it 

even appeared in France. France, he maintained, in those days was the 

source and arbiter of a11. musical learning., Nor did Dr. Bukofzer admit 
\ 

Any relationship between the canon itself and the monastic calendar aIso 

contained in Harleian 978. His conclusions on this particular point were 

ba~ed on a faulty transcription of a music 11st conta ined in the very 

end of the Harleian volume. This translation was made by Dr. F. 

Ludwig. an eminent German musicologist and the discovery of these 

er,rors, made by Dr. Schofield, appear to weaken Dr. --Sukofzer's case 

considerably. 

Schofield tried to reconcile the two dates, but ultif!1ately ended by 

accepting the earlier one, 1240, (which was first put forward in 1860 by 
; \ 

Dr. Madden, keel?er of the manuscripts at the British Museum) as the 

correct one. Schofield also proves conc1usively that MS. Harleian 978 

(and thus the canon) was indeed a product of Reading Abbey'~ and 

Reading Abbey alone, and not (according to Bukofzer) a miscellaneous 

collection of manuscripts. He arrives at this conclusion by pointing out 

the unaccountable errors in Dr. Ludwig' 5 translation of the 

aU-important music lista This famous list, (described in Chapter V) and 

located at the very end of the volume, when correctly translated proves 

the undoubted existence of three monks of Reading Abbey, aIl engaged 

in music, aU of the second haH of the thirteenth century, thus proving 

unarguably that Reading Abbey, and no other place, was the venue of 

"arleian 978, and therefore of the summer canon. 

Dr. Piry-0tta succeeds in elimina ting one by one the reasons tha t led 

Dr. ' Bukofzer to ascribe the summer canon to the fourteenth century, 
Il 
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asserttng the existence of binary rhythm in England and in 1 ta ly as 

1 
early as 1240, and points out that the stylistic purism and conservatism 

01, French music \tIere the cause 01 France musically lagging 1>ehtnd 

England and Italy. Thus, along with Schofield, Pirrotta reiterates Dr. 

J ' 
Madden's original assertion that the rota waSt indeed, a product ~f the 

year 1240. 

Jacques Handschin stresses the paleographicaL aspect pointing out 

that the text of the canon is in the same language of" an English 

Charter of 1258, thus estab1ishing the date of the composition with sorne 

degree of certa~nty, (pre-dating the date given by Bukofzer by sorne 

filty years). 1 

jamieson Hurry lS chiefly concerned w1th the dialect used in the? 

summer canon, and finally the Enghsh musicologist Peter Marr, in his 
, 

paper published in The Musical Times, December, 1967, (No 1498, p. 

1104-6) describes and analyses the melodic structure and the internaI 

rela tionships within the tune. 

But' strangely enough. the personality and the mystery ,of the 

composer and poet himself. who first gave this lovely, polished and 

mirthful song to the world, seems to have aroused very' little interest in 

~he \tIorld .of musicology. Hence the authof, not attempting to emulate the 

intellectual approaches to the canon of Jacques Handschin or other 

illustrious musicologists has, \tIith the few scarce items known about 

John of Fornsett and. of his period of serving as keeper of the cartulary 

at Reading Abbey t attempted to bring lTim back into the picture and to 

place him in the music of his time. This attempt has been made by 

using a common sense appr·oach and knowledge of basic human 

'behaviour, whether it i5 in the Middle I\ges or today. 
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Notes to Introduction 

1 The Fathers of the Church include St. Augustine. St. Gregory, St. 
Jerome, and St. Ambrose. 

2 A threnody was a lament for the dead; 
4 ~ihan W&S a song of praise; ang 
a t yramb was a $ong in honou," of Dion~sius-. 

3 There were eight church modes. They 
and plagal. The authentic modes on D, E; F, 
Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, and Mixolydian. 
which was exactly four tones below it. 

were known as authentic 
and G were known as the 
Each one had a plagal 

4 Plato, The Republic, translated by B. ]owett, II ed. (Oxford, 
1875), p. 277. 

5 "15 vero est musicus. qui ratione perpensa canendi scientiam non 
servitio operis sed speculationis adsumpstt." Boethius, ~ _ 
Institutione Musica. libri Ed'ited by Godofredus Friedlein', 

eipzig, 1 p. 224 an a 50 translated by Oliver, Strunk, Source:' 
Readings in Music, (New York, 1950

J
), p. 70. J. 

6 . \ " 
Isidore of Seville, Etymologiarum sive onginum, libri XX, chapter 

15 - 23 of Book 3. w. M. Lil1dsay, editor. (Oxford, 191U. 

7 Cassiodorus, Institutiones. Book 2. Edo' R.A.B. Mynors, (Oxford, 
1937) • 

8 Gregory's let ter to Desiderius referred to by Alban Butler,"St. 
Desidenus of Vienne". 10 Lives of the Saints, ~edited by Herbert Thurston 
S. ]. and Donald Huston. (Westminster, England, 1953). Vol. 1 l, p. 375. 
"Desiderius, bishop of Vienne, denounced the profligacy of the court, 
whereat he earned the eneniity of Queen Brunhilde, who attempted to 
discredit him with Pope Gregory by accusing Desiderius of paganism on 
-the grounds of his great liking for the classics." 

9 Luotillo, a monk of St. Gall, c. 890-920. A noted composer and 
teacher of music. A skilled performer of string and wind instruments. 50 
many young noblemen came to him for music inst'ruction that a special 
room had to be set aside for the purpose. 
Nan Cook Carpenter, Music in Medieval and Renaissance Universities. 
(Oklahoma, 1958). p. xxx. 

10 Cantus Firmus. The tenor in plainchant. lt had longer notes than 
the other parts and was usually set in isorhythm. lt used plainchant 
melodies in rhythmic pattern generally taken from chants trom the 
Proper of the Office. Tae-Naw--grove !)ictionary of Music, yole 3 (Lon'" 

11 don, 1980), pp. Tb -41., ~ 0 

St. Benedict was the founder of Western monachism. The Rule of 
St. Benedict imposes work, meditation, and the singing of the Di vine 
.Dffice. 
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"C~û"ny was the monastery 
Henry 1 _so . admired Cluny that he 
monks and their prior to start the 
Reading Abbey in 1121. 
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the Norman Kings most admired." 
brought over from Burgundy seven 
observance of the Cluntac order at 

. Lionel Butler and C. Given, Medieval Monasteries in Great Britain, 
~~~~~~~~--~~----~~----~~--(London, 1979), p. 32. 

13 Wolfgang Braunfels, Mona'steries of Western Europe. (Princeton, 
1972) p. 31. 

14 Guido DI Arezzo, . important music theorist of the Middle Ages, 
invented the system of solmization syllables - ut, re, mi, fa, sol, which 
is still a teaching device. 1t produced a perfect singer, he .said, at the 
end of a year. The syllables w,ere from the words of Ut Queant Laxis, a 

c:- hymn to St. John. ~ 
Ut queant laxis resonare fibris 
Rira gestorum farnulf tuorum, 
'SOlve polluti laoU rea tum, sancte, johanes. 

"Th~thy servants may freely proclaiin the wonders of thy deeds, 
absolve the sins of their unclean lips, 0 Holy john." 

15 "Tumultus et strepitus inordinato." From the Statutes of New 
College & AH Souls, Oxford, concerning "noise; cited in 
Nan Cook Carpenter, Music in the Medieval and Renaissance Universities. 
Oklahoma, 1979, p. 81. 

16 Leonin and' Perotin were early composers of the School of Notre 
Dame, in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. They were both 
choir masters at the Church of Notre Dame and their compositions are 
known collectively as music of the School of NoJre Dame. 

17 Wolfenbuttel 667, a collection of European church music of the 
thirteenth century whose provenance is now seen to be the Abbey of 
St.Andrews. 
Percy Scholes, The Oxford Companion to Music. ninth edit ion , (London, 
1955), page 941. 
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Notes to Chapter 1 

1 Cicero, Ad Atttcum, IV, 16. 1 owe this reference to Sir William 
Hadow, English Music, (London, 1931), p. 1 

2 "He saw to it that the sons of the tribal rulers were educated in 
the liberal arts, as a result of which they used to reject the Latin 
language and began to aspire to rhetoric. The toga came Into fashion, 
and little by li ttle the Britons were seduced into a lluring vices. to the 
lounge, the bath, the well-appointed dinner table. fi 
Tacitus, A~ricola, translated by Sir William Peterson, (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1963 , page 207. 

3 King Alfred founded professorships in 866 for the cultiva tion of 
music as a science. First to fill the chair was Brother John of St. 
David's who read lectures on music. Music was the only one of the d 

seven sciences that conferred degrees upon ils students and England the 
only country in which those degrees were conferred. 
W. Chappell, Popular Music of the Olden Times, (London, 1931), p. 18. 

4 Saint Wilfrid, Bishop of York, 637 - 709. "He also brought Eddi 
from Canterbury in 669, whose special work was ln connection with the 
music of the church of York, and he was t9 teach the Roman method of 
chant." ' 
Bede. 'Ecclesiàstical Histor~ of the Eng1ish Nation, edited by C. 
Plummer. Book Iv, 2, {Oxfor , 1947>, p. 278-79. 

5 The harp appeared early in British history' and remained longest 
in popular use in those parts of the Bntlsh Isles where descendants of 
ancient races were least disturbed and where civilization advanced 
slowly. The earliest depictions in western E'urope, are' eight . and tenth 
centuries. New Grove Dictionary of Music, Vol. 8, (London ,1980) , p. 190. 

6 Sir William Hadow, English Music, (London, 1931) p. 3. 

7 "then he arose up from the table from shame and returned home."" 
Venerable Bede, Ecclle"Siastical Htstory of the English Nation, Book IV, 
chapter 24, ,p. 597. ' 

8 W. Chappell, Popular Music of the Olden Times, (London, 1930, 
p.S. 

9 W. Chappell, Popular Music of the Olden Timès, (London, 1931), 
p. 5 quoting British Museum addition MSS. 14905. 
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18 St. Dunstan (924-988), fir;st, bishop of Worcester (also precentor 
tor a Ume), then archbishop of Canterbury. He was one -"of the greatest 
saints of the Anglo-Saxon church. A great musician. At one Ume, when 
living the lHe of a hermit at Glastonoury, he built himself a celL 
only two and a half feet deep. Here he studied, played the harp and 
practised his handicrafts. (He is the patron saint of goldsmiths). Here 
the devll la said to have tempted him and to have been selzed by the 
nose with the saint's tongs. 
LUe of Saint Dunstan, edited by William Stubbs. (London, 1874)., p. 327 • 
Henry bavey. History of EnRlish Music. (London, 1904), p. 19. 
William Hunt. Histt9r~ of the En~lish Churc-h. The Monastic Revival. 
Vol. 11. (London, 190 ), pp. 349-3 6. . 
Dom D. Pontifex. "Memorials of Saint Dunstan", The Downside Review. 
Vol. 5, (London, 1933), pp. ,20-40. 

11 Sir Willi~m Hadow, English Music, (Lond(n, 1931) p. 13. 

12 Quoted in Henry Davey, ijistory of EngliS~USic, (London, 1905), 
,p. 19. 

13 Giraldus Cambrensis, Description of Wales, edited by Thomas 
Wright, (London, 1863), p. 495. 

14 The Worcester Fragments; made into a record by the Accademia 
Monteverdiana under the direction of Denis 5tephens., A beautiful 
rendering of the polyphonie elaboration of the liturgy. Edited by Dom 
Anselm Hughes. 
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Notes to Cha pter Il 

l' 
Reading Abbey f 5 site was on ruins of ancient nunnery proba bly, 

destroyed by the Danes. lt was built perhaps in reign of King Edgar. 
, Brian Kemp, Readirig Abbey, pub. by Reading Museum and Art Gallery, 

(Swindon, 1968), page 7 t 

2 "ln this year Reading was founded." Annales de Waverleia, 
edited by Rev. J. -A. Giles (Rolls Series, 1852-54), p. 218 
a1so Foundation' Charter granted by King Henry 1 - (1125). (translated 
from Cotton MS Vespa sian , E. V., Fol. 17.) 

3 William of Malmesbury, d. 1143. Chronicles of the Kin~s of 
England, translated' by J.A. Giles. Book Ill, ( London. 1847). p. 44 . 

4 Lionel Butler and C. Gi ven, Medieval Monasteries of Great 
Britain. (London, 1979), p. 32. 

5 Annales Radinges, in 
Luart. (London, 1890). p. 58. 

Flores Historiarum, Vol. 11. ed. 

6 Thls charter has not 5urvived. and is only known 
cartu1aries. 1t also gave ReadIng the right to have a mint. 

7 Brian Kemp. Reading Abbey, pub. Dy Readmg Museum and 
Gallery, (Swindon. WIltshire. 1968). p. 22. Many bequests state at 
close: "to God. to St. ~ary of Reading, and to the monks." 

H. R. 

from 

Art 
the 

8 Brian Kemp, Reading Abbey, pub. by Reading Museum and Art 
Gallery, (Swindon, Wiltshire, 1968). page 23. 

9 Jamieson B.' Hurry, Reading Abp,ey • (Reading, 1901) p. 27. 

10 Adam of Eynsham, Ma na VUa S. Hu 
~~~~----~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ed. by and trans1ated by armer an 

1961-2) pp. 169-70. 

11 

1 ., no. 
1862-72) . 

the 

XIH, Part 
Bre~er. (London, 

a1so jamieson B. Hurry, Reading Abbey, (London. 1901), pp. 127-138. 

12 Matthew of Westminster, Chronicle, translated by ]. A. Gl)es, 
RoUs Series, ed. by Henry Richards Luard. (London, 1852-54). p. 44. 

13 :' 
, At '5t. James of Compostela the Codex Calixtinus was the first to 

use' three part harmony in "Congaudeant Catholtct. 1i 

(" 
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14 Brian Kemp, Reading Abbey, pub. by Reading Museum and Art 
Gallery, (Swindon, Wiltshire, 1968), p. 18. 

15,\. J. PignQt. flistoire de l'ordre de Cluny, ed. by Sir Ernest 
Clarke, Vol. X, (Autun, 1868), p. 36. 

16 Will Durant, Age Qi Fâith, (New York, 1950), p. 900. 

, 17 Chronicle of l.5>cely n of Brakelond, edited by Sir Ernest Clarke, 
(London, 1903), p. 43. 

18 Brian Kemp. Reading Abbey, pub. by Reading Museum and Art 
Gallery, (Swindon, Wiltshire, 1968L p. 10. 

19 Brian Kemp, Reading Abbey, pub. by Reading Museum and Art 
Gallery, (Swindon, Wiltshire, 1968), p. 10. 

20 Giraldus Cambrensis. DesCri~tiOn of Wales, p. 498.' Percy Scholes, 
The Oxford Companion to Music, 2n edition, (Oxford, 1945), p. 1009. 

21 "This ",as the last Ume before the murder of Becket that he and 
the King appeared together publ icly. 
Brian Kemp, Reading Abbey, pub. by Reading Museum and Art Gallery, 
(Swindon, Wiltshire, 1968), page 18. 

Great 
urry, 

23 On the excommunications of the Barons'~ see Roger of Wendover, 
Flores Historiarum, translated by J. A. Giles,. (London, 1849), 
pp. 340-44. ,8 

24 This curse was written on' a Hy leaf of a Reading Abbey book in 
the thirteenth century. tlThat ,he who has stolen this book or committed 
deceit about 1 it be accursed by Brother John, the monk. So be it! So be 
it! 50 be i t ! Il -, • 

, 25 Sir John Williams, Monastic treasures confis,cated at the 
Dissolution. Abbotsford Club, 1836, p. 38. 
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Notes to Chapter III 

1 Thomas Costain, The Magnificent Century, (Garden City, N.Y., 
1951). 

2 Walter Levant, The Age of Faith, (New York, 1926). 

3 Winchester Troper, OB. Bodleian. 775 (990) contains earliest 
collection of 'two-part organa. Worcester Fragments are a number of 
manùscript fragments that pçint to the existence of a school of music 
centering at Worcester Cathedral. 

1 4 Giraldus Cambrensis, DeSCri~tiOn of Wales, edited by. Thomas 
Wright; translated by Sir Richardoare, (London, 1863) pp. 495. 

5 Wales and West of England, including Herefordshire. 
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6 Cited in Frank LI. Harrison, Music in Medieval 8rita1n, (London, 
1958), p. 113. 

7 He:lry III. 

8 Henry Davey, The Histor Music, note 3, and Sir John 
Ha w k in s , H istor of S~c~i"'e-n-ce-a-n--t'--;:::~--:--;-Wo-+"""'-"":'MT'u-s-:1-c, ( Lon doh, 1875), p. 
288. 

9 Frank LI. Harrison, Music in Medieval Britain, (London, 1958), 
p. 113. 

10 Carleton Brown, English Lyrics of the Thirteenth Century, 
(Oxford-, 1932)., 

~1 Edgar Sanders, England from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. 
(London., 1973). p. 256. 

12 Ed~unct Reiss, MidcÙe English' Lyrics, edited by Maxwell S. 
Luria, (New York, 1974), p. 318. 

13 Bodleian MS., Arch. Sheldon supra 74. f 56b , in Carleton Brown, 
English Lyrics of the Thirteenth Century, (Oxford, 1932), p. 1: <? 

14 Carleton Brown, English Lyrics of the Thirteenth Century, 
(Oxford, 1932), p. XIV. 

15 Liber de antiquis legibus, f 160b , Guildhall London, in Carleton 
Brown, English Lyrics of the Thirteenth Century, (Oxford, 1932). p. 11. 

16 'Bodleian Douce MS. 139. f 5a , in Carleton Brown, English', Lyrics 
of the Thirteenth Century, (Oxford, 1932), p. 14. 
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" J7 Rawlinson MS. G22 Bodleian Library, f lb, Oxford in Carleton. 

Brown, En Hsh L ries of the Thirteenth Centur , (Oxford, 1932). p. 14. 
E. W. B. ic 0 son, sometime 0 eian i rarian says "thi5 one is the 

, oldest known ,song in the Englistl language." (Summary catalogue of MSS. 
in the Bodleian Library, V, P. X). 

18 F. Scott Fitzgerald, "The Crack-up", Essays b~_ F. Scott 
Fitzgerald, edited by Arthur Mizner. (New York, rl963 , p. 411. 

19 "Dea th , s Wither-Clench". A. Maidstone MS. A. 13. f 93b , in 
Carleton Brown, English Lyrics of the Thirteenth Century, (Oxford, ' 
1932), p. 15. • 

l 20 Bodleian Douce MS. 139 f 157a and Carleton Brown, English Lyrics 
of the Thirteenth Century, (Oxfor;d, 1932), p. 14. 

21 Richard Greene. Early English Carols, (Oxford, 1977), p. 154. 

22 "Honnd by Honnd" 'is in Bodleian Library MS. Bodley 26, f 202 
and Richard Greene, Carols, p. 6. 

23 Honnd by Honnd, drawing of Carol from Bodleian Library, Bodley 
26, f 202, in Nigel Wtlkens, Music ln the Age of Chaucer, (Cambridge, 
1979) t p. 4. 

24 Trinit y College, Cambridge MS. 323, f 24b , in Carleton Brown, 
English Lyrics of the Thirteenth Century, (Oxford, 1932). p. 24. 

25 MS. Digby , f 200a , in Carleton' Brown, English Lyrics 
Thirteenth Century, (Oxford, 1932), p. 107. 

26 British Museum MS. Harleian 2253, f 79b (col. 2). 0 

" 
27 British Museum MS. Harleian 2253, f 80b 

of the 

28 Sir Edmund Chambers, Earll English Lyrics, (Plymouth. E-ngland, 
crl907), p. 276 • 

. 29 British Museum MS. Harleian 2253. f 72b • in Carleton Brown. 
English Lyrics of the Thirteenth Century, (Oxford, 1932). p. 148. 

30 British Museum MS. Hadeian 2253. f 80b , in Carleton Brown. 
EnSlish Lyrics of the Thirteenth Century. {Oxford, 1932}, p. 154. 

31 British Museum MS. Harleian 2253, f 83a , in Carleton Brown, 
English Lyrics of the Thirteenth Century, {Oxford, 1932}, p. 155. Also 
Chambers & Sidgewick, Early English Lyrics, (Plymouth, England, 1907>, 
p. 500. 

32 Henry Davey. "Introduction", The History of English Music. 
(London. 1904). p.s. 
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33 Lord Byrop! "An Address ta the Oceantl , .Child4!i lia.rold, Canto 
CLXXXIV" The Works of Lord Byron, ed. by Fttz-green Halleck, (Ne ... 
York, 1875). . 

34 A tlreverdie" 15 a song of· spr1ng. 
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Notes to Cha pter IV 

1 Jamieson B.Hurry. Sumer is icumen in, (Reading, 1914). Wrufen 
to commemora te the BOOth anniversary of John of Fornsett and the ..,riting 
of Summer canon. P. 15. 

2 Bernard de Ventadour ..,as the favourite troubadour and eulogizer 
of Elinor of Aquitaine. Gustave Reese, Music in the Middle Ages, 
(London, 1940), p. 240. 

3 Codex Calixtinus, a collection of polyphony from Santiago de 
Compostela in the north..,estern Spanish province of Galicia. The 
Cathedral Library of Santiago preserves the Liber Sancte Jacobi (Book of 
St. james), ..,hlch contains the complete services and music for the Vigil 
and Feast of St. James as they were performed in the middle of the 
twelfth century. 1t provides an important collection of twelfth century 
polyphony. 

4 St. Wulstan. A short biography of the patron saint of Worcester 
Cathedral "'ritten by Canon Jeffery FenWlck to mark the 900th 
anniversary of the bUllding of the CathedraL (Aldin Press, Ma 1 vern, 
1980) • 

5 H. Riemann, Geschichte der Muslktheorie, (Leipzig, 1910), p. 151 
and Jamieson B. 'Hurry, Sumer i5 icumen in, (Reading, 1914). p. 17. 
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Notes to Chapter V 

l'MS. Harleian 978_i~, ~he 'she\~mark given to a bound volume of 
thtrteenth century manu$cripts that once belonged to Reading Abbey. 1t 
was acquired by Sir Robert Harley, tirst earl of Oxford, 1661-1724 who 
formed a great library. The l1brary was bought in 1753 by the nation 
and fonns the Harleian collection in the British Museum. 
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2 Jacques Handschin, The Summer Canon and ils Background, Musica 
Disciplina iH, (949), pp. 55-94. 

" 
3 Manfred Bukofzer, Sumer is lcumen ln, a RevisIon, University of 

California PublicatIons 10 Music (Berkeley~ 1944), pp. 79_-80. 

4 Jamieson Hurry, Sumer is Icumen ln, (London, 1914), p. 14. 

5 Marie de France, abbess of Shaftsbury and half-sister of Henry 
Il. Her laies are a part of Harlelan 978. T~ey consist of eight-syllable 
couplets, and contain twelve stories which were lntended to be sung 
probably to harp accompaniment. 

,6 Manfred Bukofzer, Sumer lS lcumen ln, a Revision, Uni verslty of 
California PublicatIOns ln Music (Berkeley, 1944), pp. 94-95. 

7 Index of the Winches~er Codex printed in F. Ludwig, Repertorium 
Organorum Recentioris. Bd. 1. Halle, 1910, pp. 267-278. 

8 B. Schofield: "The Provenance and Date of 'Sumer lS lcumen ln:", 
T,he Music Review, IIX (948). p. 83. 

9 'B. Schofield, "The Provenance and Date of 'Sumer is lcumen ln''', 
The Music Review, IX (948), p.83 and R.C. Griffiths and W. W. Copés 
R~istrum Thome de Cantilupo, (Canterbury and York Society), (London, 
1 7), p. 116. 

10 B. Schofield, "The Provenance and Da te of 'Sumer ts lcumen 1 n''', 
The Music Review, IX (1948). p. 84. , 

i 

11 Wolfenbüttel MS. 677. (Provenance Abbey of St. Andrews, 
Scotland). A thirteenth century collection of music. 

12 Lost material of Reading Abbey. English Historical Review. S. 
8arfield-. (London, 1888), pp. 117-125. 

13 Manfred Bukofzer, Sumer is ,Icumen ln, a Revision, U,niversity of 
CaUfornia Publications in Music (Berkeley, 1944)" pp. 92. 

U Nino Pirrotta, "On the problem of 'Sumer is lcumen ln'''. Revista 
Musicale Italiana, (946), p. 209. 

15 Nino Pirrotta, "On the problem of 'Sumer is Icurnen ln"'. Revista 
Musicale Italiana, (946), pp. 209-210. 
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17 Bishop Gore was Bishop of Worcester, 1902-1905. A great figure ln 
the -English church. Quoted in Fenwick (see note 18, belo~), p. 24. 

18 9 
Jeffery Fenwick, Saint Wulstan of Worcester. (Malvern, 1980) 

p. 24. 
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l "The on1y English Proclamation of Henry 111." Transactions of the 
PhUolosical Society, (London, 1868-69). 1. 
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