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EDITORIAL 

The content of this issue strikes a balance between 'the viol and its music' which 
will, I hope, be sustained in the future: the four articles, moreover, suggest 
promising lines of further enquiry into subjects including probate documents, 
performance practice, iconography and the possible survival of viol music in 
other guises. We are a long way from running out of topics for research! 

Now that the society employs its own typesetter to originate Chelys it seemed 
sensible to have the journal printed by a firm based in the same city, and with 
some regret to end our relationship with Charlesworth's of Huddersfield, from 
whom we have received excellent service over the last ten years. At the same time 
we have introduced a black and white cover design by Roy Marks, based on the 
society's new emblem, which will appear on all future issues. Members of the soci-
ety will undoubtedly know that financial concerns lie behind many of the changes 
in the journal: I hope that readers will see the new cover design, like the new 
arrangements for typesetting, as an 'economy' which is also an improvement. 

ROBERT THOMPSON 
 

 

ABBREVIATIONS AND REFERENCES 

BDECM: Andrew Ashbee and David Lasocki, assisted by Peter Holman and 
Fiona Kisby, A Biographical Dictionary of English Court Musicians, 1485-1714 
(Aldershot, 1998). 
HMC: Historical Manuscripts Commission. 
RECM: Andrew Ashbee (ed.), Records of English Court Music, 9 vols. Snodland (I-
IV), 1986-91; Aldershot (V-IX), 1991-6. 
OUA: Oxford University Archives. 

Works cited in references were published in London unless otherwise stated. 
 



[3] 

UNPACKING THE ‘CHEST OF VIOLS’  
MICHAEL FLEMING 

In a letter published in the Viola da Gamba Society of Great Britain Newsletter 97 
(April, 1997) Kathy Edmonds asked about the source of an unattributed 
description of the ‘chest of viols’. The purpose of this article is to answer that 
question and to discuss what was meant by the term ‘chest of viols’, with 
illustrative examples in Appendixes 1 and 2.1 

The description in question was derived from Sir John Hawkins’s history 
of music (1776), where the chest of viols is discussed in a footnote leaning 
heavily on Thomas Mace (1676) and the well-known Tripla Concordia 
advertisement (1677).2 Hawkins wrote that viols were so put out of use by 
violins that 

at the beginning of this century, Dr. Tudway of Cambridge was but just able to 
give a description of a chest of viols, as appears by the following extract from a 
letter to his son, written for the purpose of instructing him in music:-’A chest 
of viols was a large hutch, with several apartments and partitions in it; each 
partition was lined with green bays, to keep the instruments from being injured 
by the weather; every instrument was sized in bigness according to the part 
played upon it; the least size played the treble part, the tenor and all the other 
parts were played by a larger sized viol; the bass by the largest size. They had six 
strings each, and the necks of their instruments were fretted. Note, I believe 
upon the treble-viol was not higher than G or A in alt, which is nothing now.’3 

Here are two uncontentious facts: 

1. An item that crops up in many or most English household inventories, from 
the early sixteenth century to the late seventeenth century, is the chest (often 
spelt ‘chist’, especially in documents from northern England). 

2. We are familiar with the expression ‘a chest of viols’. 

In order to establish whether there is any connection between these, we should 
start by considering the domestic furnishing of Tudor and Stuart England. In 
the early sixteenth century there was relatively little furniture as we think of it 
except in the more lavish establishments. However, people did not live in 
monotonous, bare cells; stools, forms and tables were common, and there was 
far more decoration than is generally realised today, largely involving fabrics. 
This aspect of the domestic environment is often misunderstood simply 
because of the failure of most modest and superficial decoration to survive. 

                                                           
1 A version of this article was presented at the Galpin Society Conference, Edinburgh, July 

1999. The article and appendix draw on information from over 6,500 wills, probate inven-
tories and other documents whose contents were searched for musical items. It is intend-
ed that a summary of the musical findings in this search, together with a full list of 
sources consulted, will be published in the Royal Musical Association Research Chronicle. 

2 2For Mace see below. Tripla Concordia: Or, A Choice Collection of New Airs, in Three Parts. For 
Treble and Basse-Violins was published by John Carr in 1677. The advertisement for viols is 
reproduced in Appendix 1. 

3 J. Hawkins, A General History of the Science and Practice of Music (1776: repr. of 1853 edn, New 
York, 1963), 686n. Tudway (c1650-1726) was appointed professor of music at Cambridge 
in January 1705. 



Where decoration was three-dimensional, such as linenfold panelling, or carved 
wood or stone [4] fireplaces, there are sufficient surviving examples for such 
things to be familiar. But most ceilings and walls that were originally painted 
have been overpainted, stripped, or otherwise destroyed as one fashion in 
decoration has succeeded another. Although the ‘paynted clothes’ that hung on 
walls and furniture, serving to decorate and insulate both wealthy and very 
modest houses, were extremely common, I know of only three instances of 
identified remnants.4 This indicates the difficulty of basing our understanding 
of the domestic environment on surviving pieces. Painted cloths disappeared 
because they were not ‘art’ objects seen as having enough intrinsic worth to 
preserve, yet we still have numerous old tapestries, luxurious items beyond the 
means of most people but an important feature of many reasonably wealthy 
households. A similar effect (which may also apply to musical instruments) 
confounds our understanding of wooden furniture: survivals of the most 
common, modest pieces are quite rare, as a proportion of how many there 
were, and a greater proportion of fine pieces has been preserved. Most of the 
modest pieces of furniture that do survive lack any original painted decoration. 
In contrast to the misleading impression given by surviving pieces, probate 
inventories give a much clearer indication of the extent and nature of ordinary 
furnishing, although they rarely provide detailed descriptions. For the present 
purpose, we must ignore the ubiquitous beds, tables, stools and chamber pots, 
and focus on furniture used for storage. 

It would be unreasonable to expect consistency of furnishing through two 
hundred years but some things changed remarkably little during the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. A box is almost the most basic form of storage, and 
where a household’s circumstances were modest, the most basic form is all 
they had. Pieces of wood were fixed together with pegs to form a rectangular 
box with feet and a hinged lid. The result was generally called a chest, although 
alternative terms were used quite widely: a box for food was often called an ark 
and smallish boxes were sometimes known as coffers, particularly when they 
had a domed lid. On occasion the word ‘coffer’ appears in a musical context.5 
The terminology has been further complicated for us by the modern 
commercial world, where terminological conventions depart from original 
usage. 

What were chests like? 

As indicated above, most chests were simply constructed of readily available 
materials, most commonly ‘wainscot’.6 Writing in 1587, William Harrison used 
                                                           
4 A substantial piece of painted cloth and a group of smaller remnants can be seen in Luton 

Museum (accession no. 254/51). In 1611 Rowland Buckett ‘paynter’ was paid ‘for 
painteinge 2 picktures uppon cloth, the one is the Angells salutation to the Virgin Marie, 
and thother is the Angell ap[pearing] to the shippards, for the Chappell’ at Hatfield 
House. He was also paid for ‘gilding the organ and payntinge of the timber worke of the 
greate stayres and for guilding and workeing of the naked boyes and lyones standinge 
uppon those stayres, houldinge of instruments and his Lordshipps armes’: Historical 
Manuscripts Commission (hereafter HMC) 9, Calendar of the Manuscripts of... the Marquess of 
Salisbury, XXIV (1976), 202, 204. 

5 RECM, VII, 363: ‘to Will[iam] Lewes for 2 payer of virginalles in one coffer w[ith] 4 stoppes 
£3’. 

6 Rates of customs duty give helpful indications of what was imported and exported. The Rates 
of the Custome house (1582) lists the following goods: ‘Chests of spruce or dansk’, ‘Sipers 



the term ‘wainscot’ to describe wood imported from the port of Danzig7 
(Gdansk) or the ‘East Countries’ (the Baltic states).8 The context shows that 
the wood he was talking about was oak,9 although the word wainscot was also 
sometimes [5] used to indicate other woods such as beech or walnut.10 Of 
course, while inventories often describe chests as wainscot,11 chests that lack 
this description may also have been made of oak. The use of ‘wainscot’ to 
indicate wooden wall panelling was already known by the mid-sixteenth 
century, but the dominance of this meaning is a later development. ‘Dansk’, 
another common descriptor, could mean that the chest came from Danzig or 
might just identify the kind of wood of which such chests were made.12 The 
other most common descriptions of chest construction are ‘joined’ (finer 
quality, made by a joiner rather than a carpenter; the pieces are fixed to one 
another by joints such as mortice and tenon), and ‘banded’ (bound with iron).13 
Chests are otherwise generally identified by their size (e.g. great, lesser), 
location (e.g. ‘neere the bed’), contents (e.g. china, sheets, books, candles), 
appearance (e.g. painted, carved, black), origin (e.g. Italy, Holland), or material 
(e.g. oak, fir, spruce, cypress, walnut, deal, elm). 

Many surviving chests, both English and foreign, are rather grand, elabo-
rately decorated pieces. The panels and framework are often carved with floral, 
geometric or architectural forms and sometimes with human or emblematic 
figures. There are many chests whose gothic decoration resembles mediaeval 
ecclesiastical woodwork; others reflect the latest fashions in architecture and 
book illustration. Some chests bear elaborate carved scenes that are so three-
dimensional as to resemble sculpture. Others were painted in a single colour or 
a more complex design, or were inlaid with wood in geometric patterns or 
showing architectural scenes.14 Nevertheless, there can be little doubt that the 
majority of chests were relatively plain, and have not survived. 
                                                                                                                                                    

[cypress] chests’, ‘Deale called Neighborow deale’, ‘Deale boord great called spruce deale’, 
and ‘Deales called Norway deales’. ‘Wainscot’ was also exported. The rates also indicate 
several varieties of coffer, such as ‘Cofers with iron barres the nest containing three xvjs’ 
as well as ‘cofers plain’, or covered with ‘guilt lether’ or velvet. See T. S. Willan (ed.), A 
Tudor Book of Rates (Manchester, 1962). 

7 W. Harrison, The Description of England (1587), ed. G. Edelen (New York, 1994), 279.  
8 Ibid., 197. 
9 The use of ‘wainscot’ to mean oak is confirmed in P Thornton, ‘Two Problems’, Journal of the 

Furniture History Society 7 (1971), 68. 
10 See The Oxford English Dictionary (2nd edn). A seventeenth-century list of ‘Pictures he left by 

John Newdigate Esq to Susannah Wife at Arbury’ includes some planks of walnut sawed 
for wainscot (Warwick Record Office, CR136 B.564). 

11 Wainscot was sometimes specified for furniture other than chests. For example, Sir John 
Gage had tables of wainscot: G. R. Rice, ‘The household goods etc. of Sir John Gage of 
West Firle, W. Sussex, KG, 1556’, Sussex Archaeological Collections 45 (1902), 114-27, at p. 
123. Ralphe Kettle, President of Trinity College, Oxford had ‘Five Wainscott Chayres’ in 
1643: probate inventory in Oxford University Archives [hereafter OUA], calendared in J. 
Griffiths, An Index to Wills Proved in the Court of the Chancellor of the University of Oxford 
(Oxford, 1862). 

12 Spruce (a word derived from versions of the name ‘Prussia’) or fir. See note 6 above, and 
Thornton, ‘Two Problems’, 66. 

13 A chest of this sort is shown in Nicholas Hilliard’s minature painting of Sir Anthony 
Mildmay (c1590-93) in the Museum of Art at Cleveland, Ohio. See also the chest at 
Charney, mentioned below. 

14 14 On 20 April 1661 Samuel Pepys admired ‘two very fine chests covered with gold and 
Indian varnish’ which were a gift to the Duke of York from the East India Company of 



Practicalities 

As a full set of viols comprised six instruments, including at least one bass,15 
many surviving chests would not be large enough to contain a set. However, 
there was great variation of size and a suitably large chest could easily be either 
found or made specially. Chests of a suitable size may be seen in many grand 
houses. The most obvious problem with the use of a chest for storing viols is 
access to the contents, which is exclusively by lifting the lid. If an instrument at 
the bottom of the chest was required, it would be necessary first to remove any 
that were stored above it. This would undoubtedly be inconvenient and add a 
potentially hazardous event to the life of the instruments, but it would hardly 
be a critical impediment to the use of a chest for storing viols. The earliest 
example known to me of instruments being kept in chests is the will (1416) of 
Robert Somerton, a harpmaker in London, which included ‘two chests, one 
long and one small’ in which he was accustomed to put his harps for safe 
keeping.16 This [6] shows that accommodating inconveniently-shaped 
instruments in chests was not without precedent. Because of the shape of viols, 
the lining and partitioning would need careful thought, but would not present 
an insuperable problem. Such an interior arrangement might be considered the 
defining aspect of whether a chest was a viol chest. Although Tudway’s 
description of internal divisions (‘apartments or partitions’) in chests was not 
unprecedented,17 such detailed information is rare. It is even more rare for the 
interior of chests to be shown in contemporary pictures, but there is an 
engraving by William Hole c1625 which shows a small chest with internal 
divisions to accommodate pieces of armour.18 Two bills in Nicholas Lanier’s 
hand at Hatfield House refer to adapting an existing viol chest to fit two 
particular instruments.19 

In August 1999 I put two bass, two tenor and two treble viols into an early 
sixteenth century iron-bound chest at Charney Manor, Oxfordshire. This chest 

                                                                                                                                                    
Holland: see R. Latham and W. Matthews (eds), The Diary of Samuel Pepys, II (1970), 79. 
Some inlaid chests are known as ‘Nonsuch chests’ because the decoration is said to derive 
from Nonsuch Palace, which was built by Henry VIII. 

15 ‘Your Best Provision, (and most Compleat) will be, a Good Chest of Viols; Six, in Number; viz. 2 
Basses, 2 Tenors, and 2 Trebles: All Truly, and Proportionably Suited.’ T. Mace, Musick’s 
Monument, (1676; facs. Paris, 1966), 245. See also Appendix 1, especially the 1677 Tripla 
Concordia advertisement. A chest of viols did not always comprise six instruments: see the 
will of Henry Lawes below and Appendix 1C. 

16 ‘In cithere mee solomodo ponant[ur] adsalvo custodiend[o]’. Guildhall Library MS 9171/3 f. 
354: see C. Page, ‘String-Instrument Making in Medieval England and some Oxford 
Harpmakers 1380-1466’, GSJ 31 (1978), 44-67, at p. 47. 

17 ‘A Joyned chest wth a perticione’. Inventory, Southampton, 1573. E. Roberts and K. Parker 
(eds), Southampton Probate Inventories 1447-1575, Vol. 1 1447-1566 (Southampton, 1992), 
395. Examples of a cupboard and a joined press with partitions are cited in Thornton, 
‘Two Problems’, n. 2 (Inventory of Ingatestone Hall 1600) and n. 6 (Inventory of the goodes 
moveable and imouable within the house at Marton...1605). 

18 British Museum, Prints and Drawings Department: see A. M. Hind, Engraving in England in 
the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, 11 (Cambridge, 1955), 318-9 and plate 198; J. Roberts, 
The King’s Head. Charles 1. King and Martyr [exhibition catalogue] (1999), 24. 

19 28 July 1607: ‘Item for carrying the viol chest to the joiners to have the lyra and the treble 
viol fitted in it 6d’; ‘Item I gave to the joiner for fitting them in the chest 1s’; ‘Item for 
bringing the chest to Whitehall back again 6d’. See R. Charteris, ‘Jacobean Musicians at 
Hatfield House, 1605-1613’, RMARC 12 (1974),115-36, at p. 118. 

 



is not unusually large,20 yet it accommodated all the viols with great ease, and 
with plenty of room to spare. Only one great bass viol (in A) was to hand but it 
was clear that a set of six viols of a scale where instruments like this were the 
basses would fit comfortably in this chest. The viols lay on their backs or sides 
without touching each other, showing that internal divisions would not have 
been indispensable (see Plates 1 and 2). 

 
[7] 

                                                           
20 The chest is just under 7 feet 8 inches long, maximum height just under 3 feet, width just 

under 2 feet. The maximum internal depth is 18 inches. 
 



 
[8] Other storage furniture 

Taller items of storage furniture became more widespread during the seven-
teenth century. What we now call a cupboard was called a ‘press’. Many other 
terms were in use including court-cupboard, buffet, credence, livery-cupboard, 
wardrobe and hutch, although the forms to which these terms applied were 
very varied. The advantage of tall furniture for viols is that they can be 
suspended inside, providing easier access to each instrument than a chest. 
Examples of instruments stored in presses are given in Appendix 1. Of the 
other types of furniture mentioned above, most would be rendered impractical 
for storing viols by their shape, capacity or door arrangement. 

Although the use of chests as furniture has continued to, the present day, 
other types of furniture such as chests of drawers, presses and cupboards 
became increasingly favoured as the seventeenth century progressed, and tradi-
tional chests may have become used less frequently for storing viols simply 
because of these changing fashions in furniture. While the association between 



viol and chest was well established during the sixteenth century, I have only one 
record from before 1607 of a press being used to store instruments.21 The use 
of the term chest of viols declined during the reign of Charles I and became 
relatively infrequent in the second half of the seventeenth century. However, a 
document dated 15 August 1661 shows that chests were still used to store 
instruments after the Restoration 

‘Warrant to the coffer maker to deliver to Davies Mell three chests for his 
Majesty’s musical instruments’22 

and at this time there were still some examples of chests of viols, one of which 
is given below. Another example is in the will of John Hingeston, dated 12 
December 1683. Hingeston left, besides other instruments, ‘my best Chest of 
Vyolls’ to his friend and fellow musician, Thomas Blagrave.23 I have found no 
connection, apart from the Tudway quotation cited above, between musical 
instruments and the term hutch.24 

Cases 

There are many inventories and other documents which show that all sorts of 
instruments were accommodated in cases, singly or in multiples.25 On 17 July 
1561 £12 was conditionally approved for the waits of the City of London to 
buy ‘certain Instruments called a set of vialles’. When the purchase was 
approved the following week it was specified that the money was to include 
‘the newe cases that are also to be p[ro]vyded for the same’.26 In a brief survey, 
I found cases for [9] a single viol, violin, lute, harp, ‘cithron flute’, cittern, 
gittern, regals, sackbut, and tabor pipe.27 There were cases for up to seven 
recorders, up to seven ‘Shalmes’, up to fifteen flutes, up to five cornets, and up 
to eight crumhorns.28 There was a double case for a bandora and a cittern,29 

                                                           
21 The possessions of Benet Prime, a Cambridge university wait and instrument maker, 

included ‘a presse with lock & key for Instruments’ in 1557: I. Payne, ‘Instrumental Music 
at Trinity College, Cambridge, c.1594-c.1615: Archival and Biographical Evidence’, M&L 
68 (1987), 128-40, at p. 139. 

22 RECM, I, 20. On 15 March 1611 ‘Thomas Nickes the Trunke maker’ was paid sixpence ‘for 
mendinge a Lute Case and the Case of a Citharen : Chatsworth, Cumberland papers Book 
231, f. 42v. I am very grateful to Lynn Hulse for allowing me to see this and her other 
transcriptions of documents at Chatsworth. 

23 Lpro, PROB 11/375, ff. 134r-135r, cited in BDECM, I, 575. Hingeston also left ‘my violin in 
a Leather case’ and another ‘in a firr’, either a case made of fir wood or a fur bag. 

24 Tudway’s description of a ‘bays’ [i.e. baize] lining echoes that of Mace’s lute case. See below, 
note 39. Tudway, one of the original subscribers to Musick’s Monument, could have derived 
this idea from Mace. 

25 25Like chests, cases were used for many things other than musical instruments. See, for 
example, RECM, VII, 77: ‘By a mynstrell a case garnisshed with copper and gilte with 
three fyne combes therein (a New Year’s gift, 1538/9); OUA, inventory of John Case, 
fellow of St John’s College, Oxford, 1599: ‘spectacles and spectacle cases’; OUA, 
inventory of William Rixon, barber, Oxford, 1623: ‘In the Shoppe...One violl, one 
cithorne xs; ffive cases of toles furnished wth Barbars instruments; other toles and 
instruments for drawing of teeth and to let blood’; Oxfordshire Archives 174/2/41, 
inventory of Francis Smith jnr, Oxford, 1698: ‘A case wth six Knives’. 

26 Corporation of London Record Office REP 14.514; REP 34.586..  
27 RECM, VII, 387, 388: instruments of Henry VIII, 1543 
28 Ibid. 
 
29 Hengrave Hall, inventory, 1603. See Appendix 2.  



another for a gittern and a lute,30 and even one leather case containing three 
bandoras,31 which evokes a most luxurious sound world. However, it is a 
general rule that whenever a case is associated with viols it is for a single 
instrument, although a possible exception to this occurs in a document dated 
22 November 1550 recording that Mark Anthony Galliardello was paid 100 
crowns for ‘a case of violles’ which he supplied to the court.32 In most 
inventories which record viols there is no container of any sort that is definitely 
associated with them. It would be fair to conclude that although cases for 
instruments were very common, they were far from ubiquitous, yet they were 
common enough for the”absence of a case sometimes to be remarked.33 

Both cases and chests were sometimes associated with the transport of 
viols but although there are numerous documents recording payments for car-
rying viols between properties, we are rarely told whether they were in chests, 
cases or just wrapped in a sheet.34 Containers for single viols are sometimes 
called boxes35 but it is not possible to tell whether these would have been fitted 
for the instrument as modern cases are, or if they were something simpler. 
Descriptions of cases usually either just say that they were ‘wood’ or add that 
they were covered in leather or velvet. 

In his book Musick’s Monument (1676) Thomas Mace used the term ‘Chest of 
Viols’36 when discussing ‘Your Best Provision’ of those instruments,37 but he also 
wrote ‘you may add to your Press, a Pair of Violins’, and recommended that’you 
Store your Press with a Pair of Lusty Full-Sciz’d Theorboes’.38 Mace’s use of the 
term chest as a collective noun and the term press for the piece of furniture is 
consistent and unambiguous,39 but as always it would be dangerous to deduce 
from Mace’s work alone that his usages and opinions were universal at his 

                                                           
30 RECM, VII, 387. 
31 Kenilworth, inventory, 1588. See Appendix 2. 
32 RECM, VII, 421. 
33 Hengrave Hall, inventory, 1603. See Appendix 2. 
34 Examples of transport include a payment in 1540 to a man ‘to helpe to bryng the wyalls 

betwixt Croxton and Belwer, ijd’: HMC 12, The Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Rutland, 
IV (1905), 304, and a payment in 1676 to the ‘keeper of his Majesty’s instruments’, Henry 
Brockwell, ‘For removeing his Mats Instruments from London to Windsor & to 
Newmarkett and delivering backwards and forwards for 3 years. £5’: RECM, I, 167. In 
1683 Brockwell was paid ‘for a Chest to Carry the Instruments upon Removes to 
Windsor and Newmarkett’: RECM, V, 166. Instruments belonging to the Duke of 
Newcastle seem to have been transported in a chest on one occasion (see Appendix 1), 
but it is not clear whether this was the normal provision for either the storage or 
transport of these instruments. 

35 For example Chatsworth, Devonshire MS 23, ff. 19r, 19v: ‘For a treble viol for Master 
William £1 5.0 ... for a box to put Master William’s viol in, 20d’; Chatsworth, Bolton 
MSS, Inventory of furniture left by Lord Cork at his house in York c1644: ‘One black box with a 
great viol in it’. 

36 Italics within quotation mark sare Mace’s.  
37 See above, note 15. 
38 Musick’s Monument, 246. 
39 See Musick’s Monument, 236: ‘Equally-Sciz’d Instruments, (Rare Chests of Viols)’ and ibid., 245: 

‘Furnish your Press with Good Instruments’. Mace strongly recommended keeping a lute in a 
bed ‘but never between the Sheets, because they may be moist with Sweat, &c.’ However, 
when a lute is not in constant, daily use, ‘a good warm Case, lined with Bayes within, and covered 
with Leather without, with Lock and Key, and Hasps, will be very necessary’: Musick’s Monument, 
62-4. 



time.40 A final, and unimpeachably authoritative, document establishes beyond 
doubt that a single person could use chest to mean both the set of viols and the 
furniture for containing them. In his will, dated 14th October 1662, Henry 
Lawes left 

To Mr Francis Sambrooke my Chest of Vyolls and Chest in which they are 
consistinge of two Treble Violls, Two Tenor Vyolls and one Base Violl with the 
bookes of Fancies, Pavins and Almans of five and six parts for the Violls and 
six bookes of concert lessons bound in Blew Leather all which were the 
Compositions of my deare brother William Lawes.41 

O fortunate Mr Sambrooke! 

[10] Conclusions 

Chests were very common items of furniture over several hundred years, and 
their form varied considerably. Sometimes pieces of furniture that contained 
instruments were called chests and sometimes they were not. The word chest in 
a chest of viols was definitely a collective noun on some occasions, meaning set, 
and on others definitely referred to a piece of furniture, but usually it is not 
possible to tell which meaning is intended on any particular occasion. 
Conversely, the words set and chest seem sometimes to have been used 
interchangeably for the instruments themselves: a seventeenth-century list 
believed to have been compiled by Sir Christopher Hatton III mentions both 
‘A Chest of violls’ and ‘A Sett of violls’, apparently as alternatives.42 

The evidence suggests there was no special type of furniture which was used 
for the storage of instruments, apart from some cases which were built to match 
closely the shape of the instrument or instruments they contained, most 
typically lutes.43 The term chest of viols probably arose from the practice of 
keeping instruments in chests, the chest being the most common type of 
furniture used for all sorts of storage. A set of viols would tend to be the main 
or only contents of a chest, so the chest would become associated with the 
viols. Because of changing fashions in furniture, and because viols are at the 
same time both bulky and fragile, ordinary chests may have been found to be 
inconvenient and consequently abandoned for storing them, leaving set as the 
principal meaning of chest in chest of viols.44 

                                                           
40 Pepys kept money and plate in chests in the 1660s. His diary records several presses for 

storing papers, tools and books (his oak book presses still survive in the Pepys Library at 
Magdalene College, Cambridge), but he mentioned no form of storage when writing 
about his viols. 

41 BDECM, II, 708-9. See also the will of Lucy Gobert in Appendix 1. 
42 Northampton Record Office, Finch-Hatton MS 2133. 
43 There are numerous contemporary depictions of lute cases, e.g. Hans Holbein’s recently 

restored painting The Ambassadors of 1533 (London, National Gallery, NG 1314) and 
Woeriot’s oval portrait print of Gaspar Tieffenbrucker (with instruments), 1562. There 
are pictures of recorders and violins with cases, but there seem to be none of viols in, or 
with, any type of container. Viols are typically shown being held by a player, propped 
against a chair, lying on a table or hanging on a wall. 

44 While not strictly comparable because of being in another language, it is interesting to note 
an offer for sale (1571) of six viols made in London. The set comprised two trebles, three 
tenors and a bass, all six in a chest (alle 6 in ainer Truhen): D. Lasocki, The Bassanos 
(Aldershot, 1995), 213 and n. 22. For further examples of chests on the continent, 
including ‘un cofre de vihuelas’ exported from England in 1559, see I. Woodfield, The 
Early History of the Viol (Cambridge, 1984), 197. Another set of six English viols belonged 



The Hawkins/Tudway quotation at the beginning of this article shows that 
by the late eighteenth century the chest of viols had become obscure, reflecting 
the decline of interest in the music for which it was required. Viols have 
become thoroughly re-established during the twentieth century, so we should 
now settle on the traditional use of the terms chest and set to mean a group of 
instruments, and reserve the term consort for a group of players. 

Do any chests that once contained viols survive? 

Although it is highly probable that a small proportion of surviving chests 
would at some time have contained instruments, none of the many furniture 
experts I have consulted45 could recall ever seeing anything that could be 
positively identified as a viol chest. Unfortunately, the most likely indications 
of that use—internal fittings—were removed routinely during the last two 
centuries, and because such fittings would have been useful only for storing 
viols, and doubtless very inconvenient for any other purpose, it is highly 
improbable that any [11] viol-sized or shaped divisions survive. A joined oak 
chest with four inlaid panels and some carved decoration including the words 
‘MARGRET PLATS 1673’ on the front, has been at Hart House, University of 
Toronto, since the 1920s: this chest houses six viols but there is no evidence 
that it was originally associated with instruments and it was certainly not made 
to contain those currently therein, which were only brought together at that 
time.46 

There remains some hope that the external decoration of a piece of furni-
ture might make a link. Carving, painting or other techniques might include 
viols as elements of a decorative composition (see Plate 3) or show them in 
use. Such work might be specified by someone commissioning a chest, or it 
could encourage a viol player to buy a chest that had been so decorated. 
Whether such a thing will be noticed by anyone who recognises its significance 
is another matter. 

                                                                                                                                                    
to the Cassel court in 1613, along with an Italian set and one made in Nuremberg: see E. 
Zulauf, Beitrdge zur Geschichte der Landgrdflich-Hessischen Hofkapelle zu Cassel bis auf die Zeit 
Moritz des Gelehrten (Kassel, 1902), 116-17. 

45 Including experts at the Victoria & Albert Museum, at leading auction houses and at shops 
which specialise in English furniture of the period. 

46 With the possible exception of one instrument, the viols are not English; they considerably 
post-date the chest (the earliest seems to be c1700, which is very late for sets of viols); 
and the sizes are inappropriate: two French pardessus, which were never part of a set of six, 
two trebles, one ‘alto’, and a bass attributed to Tielke. The ‘chest of viols’ as a concept 
was obsolete before the earliest known mention of the pardessus in 1699. The pardessus was 
not an English instrument, although the quinton, a distinct but musically-related 
instrument, was made in England: see the report by David King in Viola da Gamba Society 
Newsletter 106 (July 1999), 14 of a talk given to the Society by Myrna Herzog on 12 June 
1999 and M. Herzog, ‘Is the Quinton a Viol? A Puzzle Unravelled’, EM 28 (2000), 8-31. I 
am very grateful to Robert Barclay for supplying information about the Toronto chest 
and its contents. 

 



 

[15] 
APPENDIX 1 

Selected references to the terms ‘chest’, ‘set’ and ‘case’ 

Entries normally give the year, the relevant quotation, the nature of the original 
document and a primary or secondary source reference. 

A. Descriptions of chests and their contents 

The compound terms ‘Flanders chest’, ‘Dansk chest’, ‘borded chest’ and 
‘joined chest’ are very common and chests are often said to be ‘painted’, ‘iron’, 
‘wainscot’ or ‘old’. Other descriptions include ‘fir’, ‘cypress’, ‘walnut’, 
‘Venecian’, ‘playee’, ‘Great’, ‘great drapery chest’ and ‘a great chest of elming 
board ... for to putt therein the bookes’. 

1537: ‘a blacke cheste of Flaundres making’. Inventory, Katherine of Aragon. J. 
G. Nichols (ed.), ‘Inventories ... of Henry Fitzroy, Duke of Richmond ... and 
Katherine, Princess Dowager’, The Camden Miscellany, III, Camden Society 61 
(1855), 41. 
1558: ‘my ship’s chest and lute’. Will, Richard Mershe, Southampton. E. 
Roberts and K. Parker (eds), Southampton Probate Inventories 1447-1575, Vol. 1: 
1447-1566 (Southampton, 1992), 124. 
1586: ‘the chest next the presse’, ‘the chest next the cupboard’, ‘longe cheste’, 
‘firre chest’, ‘the iron chest’. Inventory, Thomas Fyssher of Crayford, Kent. 
Northampton Record [16] Office W(A) 5.VII. 
1588: ‘one great longe chest lyned wth canvas vjs viijd,. Will, William Glaseor 
of Chester. G. J. Piccope (ed.), Lancashire and Cheshire Wills and Inventories, III, 
Chetham Society, Old Series 54 (1861), 128-42, at p. 136. 
1594: ‘one chist of the worst save one’, ‘the worst chist’. Will, William Fletcher, 
‘laborer’ of Knaresburgh. [Francis Collins], Wills and Administrations from the 
Knaresborough Court Rolls, 1, Surtees Society 104 (Durham, 1902), 200. 



1602: ‘the suger chest’. Will, Alice Davis. S. Land and M. McGregor (eds), 
Tudor Wills Proved in Bristol 1546-1603, Bristol Record Society 44 (Bristol, 1993), 
85. 
1604: ‘a chest of arrows’. Shared between Daniel Bachelor and William 
Gomeldon. BDECM, I, 47. 
1617: ‘instruments vs; a presse xxs; 2 trunkes and 2 chests xvs’. Inventory, 
Richard Read (the Oxford composer), OUA. (Such references to instruments 
with no associated container, apparently unconnected with any furniture, 
represent the usual situation.) 
1629 (20 June): ‘In the Wardopp: 1 danske Chest: Mr Southworth keeps the 
key. 1 large China Chest. 3 wainscott presses’. Inventory of Salisbury House. 
Hatfield, Salisbury family papers, Box C/8. 
1673: ‘In the Great chest’ [contains clothing, shoes, 3 curtains, 3 carpets]. 
Inventory, Thomas Rice, innholder, gardener of Pembroke College, Oxford. 
OUA. 

B. ‘Chest’ definitely means a set of viols 

1630: ‘To my grandchild Luce Barrington...my chist or sett of six violls’. Will, 
Lucy Gobert. J. P Earwaker (ed.), Lancaster and Cheshire Wills and Inventories 
1572-1696, Chetham Society, New Series 28 (1893), 52. 

C. ‘Chest’ could mean either a set of viols or a piece of furniture for storing viols 

1602: ‘A chest of viols’. Inventory, John Mathew, Christ Church, Oxford. 
OUA. 
1604: ‘to discharge Hawkins bill for a cheste of violles’. William Petre’s account 
books. US-Ws MS 1772.1. 
1612: ‘one chest of viols’. Inventory, Charles Cooke, gentleman. Lincoln 
Record Office INV 112A/131. 
1614: ‘for a chest of three violles by Mr Molsoe 12s’. Chatsworth, Hardwick 
MS 29, f. 374. 1625: ‘a chest of Vialls’ was part of William Heather’s bequest to 
Oxford University. B. Bellingham, ‘The Musical Circle of Anthony Wood in 
Oxford during the Commonwealth and Restoration’, JVdGSA 19 (1982), 55. 
1644: ‘my chest of viols’. Will, Archbishop Laud. BDECM, I, 265. 
1677: ‘There is two Chests of Violls to be sold, one made by Mr John Ross 
who formerly lived in Bridewell, containing two trebles three tenors and one 
bass: The Chest was made in the year 1598. The other being made by Mr 
Henry Smith, who formerly lived over against Hatton House, in Holborn, 
containing two trebles, two tenors, two basses: the chest was made in the year 
1663. Both chests are very curious work.’ Advertisement in Tripla Concordia. 

D. ‘Chest’ means furniture associated with viols but distinct from them 

1580 (18 July): ‘Two settes of vyalles in 2 chestes’. Inventory of Leicester 
House. HMC 58, Calendar of the Manuscripts of ..the Marquis of Bath, V (1980), 
203. 
1612 (1 July): ‘To Mr Thom. Aldred for vi vialls and a chest xiil xs’. 
Chatsworth, [17] Hardwick MS 29, f. 269. 
1620: ‘Vyolls and with Chist for them’. Inventory, Robert Hesketh. O. 
Ashmore, ‘Household inventories of the Lancashire gentry, 1550-1700’, 
Transactions of the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire 110 (1958), 83. 



1623: ‘viall chest’ with a bandora and ‘vialls’. Inventory of Haddon Hall. HMC 
12, The Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Rutland, II, (1889), 334. 
[1624]: ‘In the dyeing parlour...a violl chest’; ‘In the wardropp...a violl chest’. 
An Inventorye taken the 22t of June of all the houshold stuff at Gillinge. ‘Inventories of 
Gilling Castle’, Archaeologia 48, (1884), 149. 
1629 (20 June): ‘1 deale Chest for violls’. Inventory of Salisbury House. 
Hatfield, Salisbury family papers, Box C/8. 
1645: ‘one violl chest wth 6 stringed instruments’. Inventory of Skipton Castle. 
Chatsworth, Bolton MSS. 

E. ‘Set’ means a group of viols or other instruments 

1561: ‘the musicke of a sette of Violes...is verie sweete’. T. Hoby’s translation 
of Castiglione’s Courtier Book 2, section xiii. 
1566-67: Sir Henry Sidney paid £10 10s for a ‘Sette of Vialles’. I. Woodfield, 
The Early History of the Viol (Cambridge, 1984), 211. 
1582: ‘Recorders the set or case contayning five pipes’. Rates of the Custome house. 
1595: A ‘sett of new Vialles’ was bought by Trinity College, Cambridge. I. 
Payne, ‘Instrumental Music at Trinity College, Cambridge, c.1594-c.1615: 
Archival and Biographical Evidence’, M&L 68 (1987), 128-40, at p. 130. 
1618: ‘a sett of violls’ was bought for York Minster. I. Payne, ‘The Provision of 
Teaching on the Viols at some English Cathedral Churches c.1594-c.1645’, 
Chelys 19 (1990), 3-15, at p. 8. 
1636: ‘The several kinds of Instruments ar commonly used severally by them 
selves: as a Set of Viols, a Set of Waits, or the like’. C. Butler, The Principles of 
Musik in Singing and in Setting, 93. 

F Single viols in cases 

1599: Payment ‘For a vyoll di gamba, bought per Payton 41. and a case 20s’. 
HMC Rutland, II, 350. 
1608: Nicholas Lanier provided a viol and case for Viscount Cranborn to take 
overseas. HMC 9, Calendar of the Manuscripts of ..the Marquess of Salisbury, XXIV 
(1976), 158. 
1643: ‘paid to a man that made a case for my Lord’s violl, 11i’. HMC Rutland, 
IV (1905), 532. 

G. Other instruments in cases 

There are many examples of cases for lutes. 

1492: ‘Item for making a case for the Kings suerde and a case for James Hides 
Harp 20s Sd’. Accounts of the Treasurer of the Chamber, Lbl Add. 7099. 
RECM, VII, 151. 
1537: ‘one paire of dowceemeers broken, and oute of frame, withe a case of 
tymbre covered with blacke lether’. Inventory, Katherine of Aragon. Nichols 
(ed.), ‘Inventories’, 34. 1593: ‘A drome and a case of fyfes 40s’. Inventory, 
William Carey. W. Greenwell, Wills and Inventories from the Registry at Durham. Part 
II, Surtees Society 38 (Durham, 1860), 231. 
[18] 1600: ‘An old case of a paire of virginals’. Inventory, Sir William Hilton. J. 
C. Hodgson, Wills and Inventories from the Registry at Durham. Part III, Surtees 
Society 112 (Durham 1906), 178. (In this and many similar references to 
virginals and organs, the ‘case’ may be considered part of the instrument, being 



made at the same time, yet it is clear that case and instrument could be assessed 
independently.) 
1606 (25 August): ‘if any person or persons ... that shall use the said art or 
science or musick...shall go... in any open street within this city [of London] ... 
or within three miles of the same city .. with any instrument or instruments 
uncased or uncovered in any part, to be seen by any passing by’ they would be 
fined 12 pence for every offence. London byelaw. H. A. F. Crewdson, The 
Worshipful Company of Musicians (1950), 116. 
1607: ‘New back to your Lordships harp, mending it with plate, & cutting the 
neck shorter 16s. leather case for it 30s’. Payment to ‘Cormack Dermode’. R. 
Charteris, ‘Jacobean Musicians at Hatfield House, 1605-1613’, RMARC 12 
(1974), 115-36, at p. 117. 1612: ‘5 Citternes wherof one in a case, a flatbackt 
lute & case, 2 chists’. Inventory, Robert Mallet, Oxford. OUA. 
1620: ‘Cithron flute in velvet case’. Inventory, Robert Hesketh of Rufford. O. 
Ashmore, ‘Household inventories’, 83. 

H. Instruments other than viols in chests 

1568: ‘all and ev’y my Instruments of musick of what kind so ever they be of 
and also all my playing bookes in the same chest’. Will, Richard Pike. BDECM, 
II, 896. 
1575 (June): William Lawrence was paid 6d ‘for mendying the violen [i.e. 
violin] cheste’ at Hengrave Hall. M. Ross, ‘The Kytsons of Hengrave: A Study 
in Musical Patronage’, M.Mus., University of London, 1989; cited in P 
Holman, Four and Twenty Fiddlers: the Violin at the English Court 1540-1690 
(Oxford, 1993), 125. 
1598: A’chest of instrumentes of musicke’ removed from the ship Defiance 
contained a lute and ‘hobboyes sagbutes cornettes and orpharions bandora and 
suche like’. Lpro C2/33/96, quoted in I. Woodfield, English Musicians in the Age 
of Exploration (Stuyvesant, NY, 1995), 13. 
1602 (July): ‘To Mr Starkey at his going away for a bandora iiil, treble lute xls, 
Base voyall xls, treble voyall xxs, for the Chest to lay them in xvis and that he 
paid for Carr[iage] of these from London to Hardwick xiis’. Chatsworth, 
Devonshire MS 23. 
1613 (21 June): ‘for a lute chest xxs’. Chatsworth, Devonshire MS 29, f. 321. 
1620: ‘chist with Musique bookes’; ‘a chist of wind instruments Sagbutts, 
Howboies and Cornetts’. Inventory, Robert Hesketh. O. Ashmore, ‘Household 
inventories’, 83. 
1629: ‘all my wyndy instrumentes lyeing in a chist’. Will, Richard Shirburn of 
Stonihurst. J. P Earwaker (ed.), Lancaster and Cheshire Wills, 199. 
1636: ‘In a chist that Came from Rufford: 1 Bandore; 1 Base Violin; 3 Tennor 
Violins wanting 2 bridges. 2 string bords 1 Nutt, 3 Hautboys; 4 Violin bowes; 1 
old Treble Cornett; A peece of a Sagbut’. [later...] ‘This Flute and flute recorder 
weere taken out of the chest that came from Rufford’. Part of an inventory of 
instruments belonging to the Duke of Newcastle (probably at Welbeck). (To 
be described by L. Hulse in the next issue of this journal). 
 

[19] 
J. Instruments in containers other than chests and cases [for boxes see note 35] 



1607: ‘In the dyninge chamber. .. one presse for instruments’. Inventory, 
Nicholas Bond, president of Magdalen College, Oxford. OUA. 
1622: ‘ioined presse and 5 viols’. Inventory, Stephen Maylard, Worcester. 
Hereford and Worcester Record Office. 
1624: ‘in the open presse a base violin & the singing bookes’. ‘Inventories of 
Gilling Castle’, 138. 
1638-9: ‘In the Greene Velvet Cabinet [containing mostly fabrics] 3 old lutes’. 
Inventory, Anne, Viscountess Dorchester. Notes and Queries 198 (1953), 94-6, 
155-8, 379-81, 469-73, at p. 470. 

APPENDIX 2 

Extracts from two inventories of noble houses 

(1) Inventory of Kenilworth, 1588 after the death of Robert Dudley, Earl of 
Leicester. J. O. Halliwell, Ancient Inventories of furniture, pictures, tapestry, plate &c. 
illustrative of the Domestic Manners of the English in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries (1854), 151-3 

Instruments: 
An instrument of organns, ryalls, and virginalls, covered with crimson 
velvet, and garnished with goulde lace. 
A faier pair of double virginalls. 
A ffaier pair of double virginalls, covered with black velvet. 
A cheast of vialls; a case of fluits flewed with silver, containing xij. peeces. 
Three bandoraes, in a case of leather. 
Three lutes, in leather cases. Chestes: 
A jewel coffer, with sundrie boxes and partitions of redd leather, gilte, 
covered with fustian of Naples, nailed all over with yello nailes, barred with 
iron; and iiij. locks and keies. 
Fower faier flatt Venecian chests of wallnuttree, carved and gilte, with 
lockes and keys. A greate redd standard, bound with iron, with lock and key. 
Nine other chests of different sizes, covered with leather and Naples 
fustian. 

(2) The inventory of the household goods of Thomas Kytson, Hengrave Hall, 
1603. J. G. Rokewood, The History and Antiquities of Hengrave in Suffolk, (1822), 
21-37. 

In ye chamber where the musicyons playe. 
Instrewments and Books of Musicke: Itm, one borded chest with locke and 
key, wth vj vialls; Itm, one borded chest, with six violenns. [other 
instruments:] case of vij recorders; iiij cornutes, one being a mute cornute; 
greate base lewte and a meane lewte both wthout cases; trebble lute and a 
meane lute with cases; one bandore, and a sitherne with a dooble case; two 
sackboots wth ther cases; 3 hoeboys, with a curtall and a lysarden; 2 flewtes, 
wthout cases; one payer of litle virginalls; one wind instrument like a vir-
ginall; one great payer of dooble virginalls; one payer of great orgaynes. 

[There were also other instruments and a substantial amount of music.] 



  
 

[20] 

THE ENGLISH CHEST OF VIOLS 

TILMAN MUTHESIUS 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries English viols were famous throughout 
Northern Europe, though the viol had probably been introduced to England by 
Italians who came to work in the British Isles. Hardly anything is known about 
Italian viols, and few old instruments are in public collections, but the history of 
English viols is the best documented in Europe. We know about the influence of 
English viols in Germany, where the famous Jakob Stainer (c1617-83) spoke of a 
newly-built viol in the English style,1 and in France, where it was common to 
convert English instruments into seven-string 'French viols' after 1670.2 

 
Plate 1. Anon: Bergerat welcomes Louis XIII, 1630. Musee des Beaux Arts, Troyes 
(photo Tilman Muthesius). 

For anyone who loves the viols, and especially the English consort 
music of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the most satisfying 
experience must be to play with other skilled musicians on a 'chest of viols' 
(for example, a set of two trebles, two tenors and two basses) by a single 
maker. The instruments were especially designed to play together, and 
unlike the instruments of the modern string quartet were normally kept 
together in their chest. In the early baroque period matching sets of 
instruments were found in different social contexts: customers at a barber's 
shop might play on them while they were waiting,3 and we know from the 
example of Mary of Hungary that aristocratic people sometimes owned 
several chests of viols from different countries.4 Nowadays, the need for an 
ideal chest of viols is illustrated every time players come from different 
homes with different instruments to make music together, longing for a 
pleasing and balanced sound. Careful tuning and resetting of the frets often 
fail to help, [21] for varying types, thicknesses and materials of the strings, the 
diverse ideas of viol makers and the differing sizes of instruments in the same 
category all cause problems additional to those inevitably created by the style 

                                                 
1 W. Senn and K. Roy, Jakob Stainer (Frankfurt am Main, 1986), 52. 
2 A. Otterstedt, Die Gambe (Kassel, 1994), 151.  
3 Ibid., 36. 
4 An example given by Mark Levy in his paper 'Viol Music in Spain?' presented to the Lute 
Society and Viola da Gamba Society on 1 November 1997. See Viola da Gamba Society of Great 
Britain Newsletter 100 (January 1998), 12. 



and technique of individual musicians. 
Much information about music is available from seventeenth-century 

England, including written and printed sources and important viols in more or 
less original condition. Especially interesting questions about sizes and sound are 
raised by Christopher Simpson, Thomas Mace, John Playford and James Talbot. 
By comparing surviving instruments with the works of these musicians and 
musicologists it should be possible to find some of the main assumptions for a 
good working chest of viols, at least for a set of instruments from the first half 
of the seventeenth century: in this period the soundpost was in use5 and the 
material for all the strings must have been one kind or another of plain gut, cov-
ered strings not being introduced before the 1660s. 

The importance of an equal sound for the viols in a consort is expressed 
in Thomas Mace's Musick's Monument: 

Then again, we had all Those Choice Consorts, to Equally Sciz'd Instruments 
(Rare Chests of Viols) and as Equally Perform'd: For we would never allow 
Any Performer to Over-top, or Out-cry another by Loud Play; but our Great 
Care was, to have All the Parts Equally Heard...yet This Caution made the 
Musick Lovely, and very Contentive.6 

 

Plate 2. Albert Freyse (c1645): Herzog August with his family. Landesmuseum 
Braunschweig (photo Tilman Muthesius). 
 
[22] After some pages talking about how to play the music, Mace begins his Chapter 4 
with information about the instruments. Even in 1676 he recommended old 
instruments: 

Your Best Provision, (and Most Compleat) will be, a Good Chest of Viols; Six, in 
Number; viz. 2 Balks, 2 Tenors and 2 Trebles: All Truly, and Proportionably 
Suited. Of such, there are no Better in the World, than Those of Aldred, Jay, 
Smith...Bolles, and Ross...These were Old; but We have Now, very Excellent 
Good Workmen, who (no doubt) can Work as well as Those, if They be so well 
Paid for Their Work, as They were.7 

Following this general introduction we get exact information about sizes and 

                                                 
5 Otterstedt, Die Gambe, 146. 

6 T. Mace, Musick's Monument (1676; facs. Paris, 1966), 236. 
7 Ibid., 245. 



measurements: 

take This Certain Rule, viz. Let your Bass be Large. Then your Trebles lust be just 
as Short again, in the String, (viz.) from Bridge, to Nut, as are your Basses; because 
they stand 8 Notes Higher than the Basses; Therefore, as Short again; (for the 
Middle of Every String, is an 8th). The Tenors (in the String) just so long as from 
the Bridge, to F Fret; because they stand a 4th Higher, than your Basses; therefore, 
so Long.8 

Mace's description means that the vibrating string length (vsl) of the treble 
should be half, and that of the tenor three-quarters, that of the bass viol: his 
'Equally Sciz'd Instruments' for consorts are not, of course, all of the same size, 
but of dimensions equally proportionate to the register in which they play. He 
also mentions bass viols of smaller size, about which more information is given 
in successive editions of John Playford's Introduction to the Skill of Musick (1652, 
etc.) in his 'general rules for the viol': 

There are three sorts of Bass-Viols, as there are three manners of ways in 
playing. First, a Bass-Viol for Consort must be one of the largest size, and the 
strings proportionable. Secondly, a Bass-Viol for Divisions must be of less size, 
and the Strings according. Thirdly, a Bass-Viol to play Lyra-way, that is by 
Tablature, must be somewhat less than the two former and strung 
proportionably.9 

So what is a 'consort bass'? Much information about all kinds of musical instru-
ments is given in the 'Talbot Manuscript' (0th 1187, c1692-5),10 and some of the 
relevant measurements are listed in Table 1. For a consort bass James Talbot spec-
ified a vibrating string length (vsl) of over 80 cm, which is about 10 cm more than 
that of a modern bass viol.11 Although difficult to imagine, an instrument of this 
size would solve all the problems of low-pitched plain gut strings. Nothing of the 
sort was previously known to any of my colleagues or mentioned in Peter Tourin's 
list of viols,12 but not long ago a large viol converted into a cello came [23] to 
light, bearing the label 'Henry Jaye in Southwark 1621' (Plate 3). The instru-
ment's body length is c76 cm, and although the original neck has been 
replaced, the vsl must have been around 80 cm, as Talbot suggests. 
 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 246. 
9 J. Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 7th edn (1674; facs. New Jersey, 1966), 101. 
10 R. Donington, 'James Talbot's Manuscript (Christ Church Library Music MS 1187) II: 
Bowed Strings', Galpin Society Journal 3 *1950), 27-45; see also R. Unwin, '"An English Writer 
on Music": James Talbot 1664-1708', GSJ 40 (1987), 53-72. 
11 It should be remembered that all Talbot's measurements relate to a pitch standard of A = 440 or 
below. 
12 P. Tourin, Viollist: a Comprehensive Catalogue of Historical Viole da Gamba in Public and Private 
Collections (Duxbury, Vermont, 1979). 



 

It makes sense to compare the many surviving seventeenth-century English 
viols of all sizes, some in original condition and most playable, with the informa-
tion given by Talbot, Simpson, Playford and Mace (Table 2). Having a model for a 
consort bass with a vsl exceeding 80 cm, the next smaller size in Talbot's index 
(Och 1187, file D, p. 1) is the division viol, an instrument to play fast and difficult 
solo music.13 Christopher Simpson describes it in his The Division-Viol (1665): 

A Viol for Division, should be of something a lesser size than a Consort Bass; that 
so the hand may better command it...the ordinary size, such as may carry a string of 
thirty Inches from the bridge (duely placed) to the Nut.14 

30 inches (and the English inch has not changed since the seventeenth century) 
is c76 cm. An instrument by Henry Jaye with a vsl of 76 cm, dated 1619, exists in 
an English private collection and, like one of similar dimensions by John Rose in 
the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, is highly decorated with a carved head on top 
of the peg box. Both seem to be made for solo playing in an exposed position 
rather than to fit in a chest of viols. 
The third and smallest type of bass viol is called the lyra viol, an instrument 
[24] with a vsl of c71.5 cm. The lyra was used in different tunings, but with 
thehighest string always pitched at d',15 and its music was normally written in 
tablature. Thomas Mace describes the lyra as a desirable addition to a chest of 
viols: 

add to all These 3 Full-Sciz'd Lyro-Viols...let Them be Lusty, Smart-Speaking 
Viols, because, that in Consort, they often Retort against the Treble.16 

Instruments of this size, for example by Richard Meares and Barak Norman, 
are quite common, perhaps because these small bass viols were the most 
satisfactory after the invention of metal-wound strings in the 1660s. 

                                                 
13 Talbot's main description of a division viol (Och 1187, file D, p. 7) for some reason gives the 
very short body length of 69.2 cm, less than the 71 cm of the lyra viol described on p. 25 of the 
same manuscript. On the latter page, however, he states that the lyra is one inch shorter 'in ye 
body & neck' than the division viol. 
14 C. Simpson, The Division-Viol (1665; facs. 1965), 1. 
15 Otterstedt, Die Gambe, 127. 
16 Mace, Musick's Monument, 246. 



     [25] The tenor viol, tuned a fourth above the bass, should according to 
Playford and Talbot have a vsl three-quarters that of the consort bass. Several 
instruments with a vsl of 60 cm survive, including examples by John Rose and 
Richard Blunt in the Ashmolean Museum. A tenor viol of this size works 
beautifully and speaks easily if strung entirely with plain gut. Most of the 
preserved treble viols of seventeenth century England have a vsl of 40 cm or a 
little more, two by Henry Jaye and one by J. Strong being in public collections.17 
Their size fits perfectly with Mace's advice that trebles 'must be just as Short 
again, in the String, from Bridge to Nut, as are your Basses', and here again one 
gets remarkable results with plain gut strings in the bottom register. 

A further comment by Mace may provide an explanation for two well-
preserved and very small six-string viols with a vsl of only c32 mm: 

Let this Suffice, to put you into a Compleat Order for Viols...you may add to 
your Press, a Pair of Violins...but never use Them, but with This Proviso, viz. 
Be sure you make an Equal Provision for Them, by the Addition, and Strength 
of Basses; so that They may not Out-cry the Rest of the Musick.18 

 

                                                 
17 In the Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nurnberg; the Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
and the Folger Collection, Washington. 

18 Mace, Musick's Monument, 246. 
 



 

 
Such small viols are not mentioned by Talbot, but work perfectly tuned an 
octave above the tenor. Something like the French pardessus of the eighteenth 
century might therefore have been in use in England some hundred years earlier, 
perhaps instead of the violins suggested by Mace. One of the high treble viols is 
in the Musikinstrumenten Museum Leipzig in almost unaltered condition: like 
the division viol of 1619 described above, it is highly decorated with a carved 
male head appropriate to its use in a prominent position. There is no question 
that several pieces of late consort music, for example by Locke, Jenkins and 
Purcell, are easier to play on this small viol. 

Without any doubt it is much more fun to play on a chest of viols con-
forming to Talbot's specifications: every voice is equal, and in spite of the 
good blend of sound one can follow each individual line. Another important 
practical advantage of a whole consort of instruments stored in one place in a 
chest ('chest' means both the set of viols and the cupboard in which they were 
kept) is ease of tuning, because all are in the same temperature and humidity: 

And being Thus Stor'd, you have a Ready Entertainment for the 
Greatest Prince in the World.19 

 

 

                                                 
19 Ibid. 



[[28] 

'THE FIRST THAT EVER HE MADE': BYRD'S 
FIRST PAVAN AND GALLIARD, AND 

TECHNIQUES OF TRANSCRIPTION AND 
RECONSTRUCTION IN THE 'LOST' 

CONSORT DANCES 

IAN PAYNE 

Among the achievements of William Byrd (c1540-1623),1 two of the most 
important must surely be counted his distinguished contributions to the 
development of English consort and keyboard music.2 Byrd's compositions for 
these entirely different media, while comparable in stature, are nevertheless 
quite independent of each other,3 and the composer developed a truly idiomatic 
keyboard style early in his career which distanced them still more. That Byrd 
saw a strong link between consort and keyboard composition is, however, clear 
from his early dance music. 

Although Byrd's interest in the relationship between the two media is 
proved by his keyboard arrangement of the five-part canonic consort Fantasia 
2 parts in 1,4 arguably more successful are his transcriptions for keyboard of a 
handful of early pavans and galliards which he probably composed for five-
part consort in the early 1570s, shortly after transferring from Lincoln to 
London.5 This process can be closely followed in one keyboard pavan (cl, in 
Neighbour's listing)6 which almost certainly originated as a five-part consort 

                                                 
1 The revised birth-date for Byrd is taken from J. Harley, William Byrd, Gentleman of the Chapel 

Royal (Aldershot, 1999), 14. 
2 See O. Neighbour, The Consort and Keyboard Music of William Byrd (1978), passim. 
3 lbid., 262-3, and a private communication. 
4 There are two versions of this work, each represented by a keyboard transcription of a 

consort original: see Neighbour op. cit., 74. The first version was composed for consort 
probably in the 1580s; this is lost, but a keyboard transcription survives in My Lady 
Nevell's Book (completed in 1591). The second version survives in consort parts in Lbl 
Add. MSS 17786-91 and in a keyboard transcription by Byrd's pupil Thomas Tomkins in 
F-Pn Res. 1122. The consort version is printed, unfortunately with halved note-values, as 
BE17/ 8. (For abbreviated references to publications, see p. 52.) 

5 There is no evidence that viols were maintained by the Dean and Chapter of Lincoln Cathedral 
prior to the financial year 1594/5 (they do not appear in the previous surviving accounts, for 
1591/2 and 1593/4) and none of the probate records of members of the musical 
establishment that are preserved in the registers of Dean and Chapter Wills during the period 
1552-1651 mentions viols. (The accounts are discussed in I. Payne, The Provision and Practice of 
Sacred Music at Cambridge Colleges and Selected Cathedrals, c.1547-c.1646: a Comparative Study of the 
Archival Evidence (New York, 1993), 143.) Thomas Butler, Byrd's nominee for his replacement 
as organist and master of the choristers in December 1572, signed in receipt of money for the 
choristers' viol strings in September 1597 (ibid., 239-41): this may suggest that Butler was 
himself able to play, and therefore that there was an earlier Lincoln tradition in which Byrd 
played a part, but this is pure conjecture. Though inconclusive and circumstantial, the 
evidence points to London rather than Lincoln as a centre of viol-playing in which Byrd the 
viol-composer would have flourished. 

6 For Neighbour's abbreviations for Byrd's keyboard pavans and galliards referred to in the 
text, see op. cit., 176-7. 

 



piece (Pavan 5/c). The keyboard version of this piece (BK29a)—described in 
one source as 'The f[irst] that ever hee m[ade]'—but not its galliard (BK29b) 
also exists in two original consort sources (one of which is incomplete), while 
keyboard versions of the pair, known as the First Pavan and Galliard (cl), are 
transmitted in three sources.7 But at least one other pavan-and-galliard pair and 
a single pavan, surviving only as keyboard pieces, can with some confidence be 
said on musical grounds to have originated as consort dances.8 

This article investigates the dichotomy between the consort and keyboard 
elements in Byrd's keyboard pavans and galliards in three stages, each of which 
builds on the cumulative results of the preceding. These stages are: (i) the 
establishment of a set of criteria, applicable to Byrd keyboard sources and 
based on the results of Oliver Neighbour's 1978 study, for attempting to 
distinguish those early dances which almost certainly originated as consort 
pieces from the majority which were more probably simply influenced by 
consort styles and textures; (ii) a detailed textual analysis of the consort and 
keyboard versions of the First Pavan, followed by a reconstruction for consort 
of the companion galliard; (iii) the application of these results to the 
reconstruction of six other keyboard dances for whose origins as consort 
pieces a very strong case may be made. By these [29] means I shall argue that 
Byrd's early consort-dance transcriptions are probably much more faithful to 
the originals than might at first appear, that the octave transposition of melodic 
material is seldom used (though other typical keyboard-transcription 
techniques, such as the omission of original melodic work, and the use of 
chords with extra notes, are freely exploited), that the main cadences were the 
main portions of the original to be sacrificed to keyboard idiom, and that, 
consequently, a more literal interpretation of the keyboard intabulations should 
be encouraged in the light of earlier and contemporary consort-dance 
intabulations. 

Consort influences in Byrd's early keyboard pavans and galliards 

Among the groups into which Byrd's keyboard pavans and galliards may be 
divided are the sequence of nine pavans and seven galliards composed 
probably between the early 1570s and the late 1580s, by which date they had all 
been copied into My Lady Nevell's Book, and later keyboard pavans and 
galliards which built on earlier foundations.9 These works display a gradually 
evolving and maturing technique, as the composer quickly progressed from the 
arrangement of music in consort idiom to a truly idiomatic keyboard style 
                                                 
7 Consort sources for the pavan are Lbl Add. MSS 37402-6, lacking IV (in Ex. 1 below), which formed 

the basis of BE17/ 15a; and D-Kl 40 Ms. mus. 125, no. 6, a complete source discovered by Dr 
Warwick Edwards and reported in Neighbour, op. cit., 61. The keyboard sources for both pavan 
and galliard include Nevell (which gives the earliest and best text) and the Fitzwilliam Virginal 
Book: the standard keyboard edition is now BK. See also note 18 below.  

8 They are the five-part Pavan and Galliard in B61 (BK23) and the Pavan a4 (BK17): see Neighbour, 
op. cit., 86,181,201. In general I support Neighbour's conclusions as to those keyboard dances 
which were probably conceived as keyboard dances and those which probably were not, but in 
two cases (Pavan and Galliard g3, BK4, and Pavan G6, BK74, discussed at the end of this article) 
I differ from Neighbour in positing a consort origin. 

9 Neighbour, op. cit., 196-7. For a discussion of Nevell, which was copied by John Baldwin, 
probably from holograph originals, and supervised and probably corrected by the com-
poser himself, see BK List of Sources; and Neighbour, op. cit., 21. 

 



 
 

                                                

between the early 1570s, when he probably composed his earliest consort 
pavans, and 1591, the terminus ante quem of the contents of Nevell.10 This 
process of change began very early and, as has been shown elsewhere,11 most 
of Byrd's keyboard pavans and galliards (including the majority of those in 
Nevell) were probably composed specifically for the keyboard. The series of 
dances in Nevell assumes even greater importance when one considers that 
before the Dublin Virginal Book (c1570) there are no really idiomatic pavans 
and galliards for keyboard, and even the Dublin works are 'simple and rather 
amateurish'.12 More important still, early-Elizabethan keyboard dances were 
heavily reliant upon consort versions and tended to be basic intabulations 
rather than idiomatic rearrangements: 'there is', writes Oliver Neighbour, 'little 
evidence that an independent keyboard style for dance music had grown up in 
England before Byrd's time'; and he asserts that Newman's Pavan (in the 
Mulliner Book, c1558-64) probably,13 and one at least of the pavans in the 
Dublin manuscript certainly, derive from consort originals.14 Perhaps the most 
important collection of consort dances, copied probably between c1560 and 
c1570, is the sequence of dances in the so-called 'Lumley' part-books, 
published in Musica Britannica 44 as nos 76-111. 

Some criteria for identifying the possible consort origins of keyboard dances 

There are several obstacles to distinguishing between consort and keyboard 
[30] originals. First, because Byrd continued to be influenced by consort idiom 
even when he was composing pure keyboard music,15 occasional rich textures 
and flurries of four- and five-part imitation in a particular keyboard piece do not 
prove that it originated in a consort version. Second, any composer writing or 
arranging for keyboard must inevitably consider the limitations imposed on 
compass and register by the fact that a solo player has only one pair of hands. 

 
10 Neighbour, op. cit., 86. 
11 Ibid., Ch. 10. 
12 J. Caldwell, English Keyboard Music Before the Nineteenth Century (Oxford, 1973; R / New York, 

1985), 102. See the untitled pavan and galliard, both probably by 'Master Tayler', in 
DVM3 and 4. 

13 The revised dates for the Mulliner Book are from J. Flynn, A Reconsideration of the Mulliner 
Book (Ann Arbor, 1994), 58. 

14 Neighbour, op. cit., 181. The first of the pieces referred to here is a pavan by 'Newman' (MB1 / 
116): perhaps Byrd knew it, as a number of his final cadences (for example, Ex. 1 bar 24) 
resemble that at bar 12 of Newman; and the imitative figure in Newman's third and fourth 
strains is similar to that in BK23a, last strain. The second piece is an untitled pavan 
(DVM21) which Neighbour points out also exists in a four-part consort version published 
in MB15/78. DVM provides a snapshot of the transition from simple Mulliner-style intab-
ulation to more thorough rearrangement: of the many simple Dublin intabulations some 
(for example, the almains DVM18 and 19 and galliards DVM6 and 23) have no written-out 
repeats, while others (almains DVM13 and 15, and galliards DVM8 and 17) have very 
modest ones, decorating rather than rearranging the strains they are repeating. But others 
have much more extended and florid repeats (the pavan DVM26 and variations DVM30), 
which are rearrangements. Comparison of DVM21 and MB15/78 shows that much of the 
former is a literal transcription of the latter, but there is some recomposition (bars 2-3, 19-
21, and end-of-strain cadences) and melodic transposition (bar 22, where the consort-tenor 
entry is placed in the keyboard alto). 

15 Neighbour, op. cit., 197; see also the comments on the late Pavan in d (BK52) and even later 
'Echo' Pavan (BK1/14) in Harley, William Byrd, 354. 

 



This may lead naturally to the octave transposition of original consort material, 
and the relegation of widely-spaced viol parts to close-position chords, especially 
in the left-hand accompaniment of treble-dominated dance music. (Virginal 
music abounds in such chords which, were they transcribed for consort, would 
more naturally be placed higher and perhaps in extended position.) Third, in 
both his arrangements and original keyboard works Byrd, like subsequent mem-
bers of the virginal school, was fond of a left-hand keyboard device, allegedly 
dating from Hugh Aston's time,16 whereby the upper notes of a triad are sound-
ed rhythmically in broken-chord fashion by way of accompaniment. This device 
is one of the key features of virginal music and, like the profuse and idiomatic 
keyboard divisions and melodic decorations which are de rigueur in Byrd, has to 
be 'edited out' in trying to restore the hypothetical consort original.17 
Nevertheless, despite these obstacles some basic principles can be established, 
and there are some excellent guidelines to follow when trying to detect consort 
origins. (In the following list, numbers in square brackets are page references to 
Neighbour's 1978 study.) 

First, the frequent use of plain suspensions: these are better suited to the 
consort than to the keyboard and, given the virginal's relatively poor sustaining 
power, their resolutions are more often decorated than left plain in keyboard 
music [201]. (The inference here is that keyboard music which relies on long-note 
suspensions and plain resolutions more probably originated with consort than with 
keyboard. The presence of florid resolutions does not, of course, guarantee that a 
piece was not originally written for consort, because the decorations, and 
ornamented repeats, may have been added during transcription.) 

Second, fairly consistent five-part textures may imply that the original was 
conceived in 'real' parts for consort [187]. (It may be added that in such 
textures, the middle part is often lacking or fragmentary, owing to the 
polarisation of material between the two hands.) 

Third, dense imitative and motivic treatment, for similar reasons, also 
points to a consort medium [201] not originally limited by the compass of a 
keyboard player's hands. 
[ 3 1 ] Fourth, the use of 'rhythmically displaced' imitative entries [202] perhaps 
suggests transcription from 'real' parts, and so too may 'antiphonal exchange[s] 
between instruments at the same pitch' [202, 215]. 

Last, in a keyboard piece based on a consort original one might reasonably 
expect the imitative point to appear in the bass [184]. 

Byrd's First Pavan, from consort to keyboard: a case study in keyboard 
transcription 

The First Pavan is the only dance by Byrd that exists in both keyboard and five-
part consort versions, and a detailed comparison of the consort and Nevell texts 
will provide a unique opportunity both to evaluate Byrd's transcription and 
                                                 
16 Caldwell, op. cit., 123. (This left-hand device is already a cliché in the four pavans found in 

DVM1, 3, 5 and 7, doubtless inherited from such mid-century pieces as that printed in 
DVM, p. 44, Ex. 7, which employs this figuration throughout.) 

17 Some of Byrd's final cadences (see, for example, Exx. 3 and 5 below) are apparently early 
consort forms and similar to those in Ex. 1, bars 8, 16, and 20; but MB44/ 94, 95, 97 and 100 
all have plain end-of-strain finals, a point to be borne in mind when reconstructing keyboard 
ones for consort. 

 



revision processes and to determine the degree of accuracy with which Nevell 
retains features of the consort version.18 Example 1 shows the five-part consort 
version in score, a conflation of the two consort sources with editorial choices 
determined tacitly by their proximity to Nevell's text, the source most closely 
connected with the composer. A literal transcription of Nevell appears beneath 
the viol parts. Ornaments are omitted from all music examples. (In the analysis 
that follows, references are in the form: bar; part; symbol in the consort version, 
where such detail is necessary (tied notes and rests are included). Helmholtz 
pitch-references —C = bass C, c = tenor C, c' = middle C, c" = C one octave 
higher, etc.—are used.) Comparison of the variants, which are easily 
categorised, shows quite clearly that Byrd's revisions were not random but 
guided by principles which had to do with matters technical, practical and of 
course musical. Here are the categories of keyboard variant, keyed for ease of 
reference to the consort version. 
(i) the division of long notes into unequal, dotted rhythms (for example, 2 V 2-3, 
4 V 1-4, 5 I 1-2, 5 V 2, 11 IV 2), presumably to compensate for the virginal's lack 
of sustaining power, though as a compositional improvement Byrd may have felt 
that the short notes gave the music a greater sense of movement. 
(ii) the shortening of minim anacruses to crotchets, especially in the motives of 
the middle strain (10 II 2 & V 3, 11 III 2, 12 I 2 & V 3, 13 I 4, etc.). This serves 
the same purpose as the change irr(i) above but also emphasises the entry of each 
'point'. (In the third strain crotchet anacruses appear in the consort original, 
perhaps to ensure that the third strain was the most intense and climactic of the 
three.) 
(iii) the ornamental resolutions of suspensions (for example, 14 III 2-3,15 II 3-4), 
probably for the reasons given in (i) above, and to draw attention to dissonance [32]  

                                                 
18 See principally BE17 and Neighbour, op. cit., 61 for a full discussion of other consort sources; BK, 

and Neighbour, op. cit., 21-3,189-90n, for the keyboard ones; here, it is accepted that Nevell is 
the earliest and most accurate keyboard source, and nearest to the consort versions. Of the 
two consort sources (above, note 7), the Kassel parts transmit the superior text.  
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[36] in the polyphonic strand. (It should be noted, however, that decorated 
suspensions and resolutions do occur in Byrd's early consort music: compare, 
for example, 13 N 4-8 and Nevell with BE17 / 9/ 9, 29.) 
(iv) the division of long notes of resolution by the use of ornamental and 
auxiliary notes, and decoration of the plain leading-note by the motifs (in 
figured-bass terms) 3-4-3 or 6-7-6 within the context of a dominant chord (for 
example, the keyboard version of 14 III 3,15 I 2 & II 4). These devices are 
often found in consort writing, too, but as they are lacking in Byrd's consort 
original they should probably be considered a keyboard ornament. (See also 
Nevell's readings of 9 III 2-3, 22 III 4-5, 23 II 6.) 
(v) the melodic refinement of material. Item (iv) may be classed with this, 
but the outstanding example is the improvement in 6 I 2-3, where the minims 
are divided into crotchets. The crotchet d" (in the figure e"-d"-e"-c") of the 
Nevell version actually fits better against the passing-note f in N. This change 
(if deliberate change it is) certainly has less to do with keyboard idiom than 
with the compositional process of melodic refinement. 
(vi) the suppression of important polyphonic strands: for example, the nota cam-
biota figures in 2 III 3-4 and 14 II 1-4; the other material at 6 IV 1-4, which Byrd 
may have omitted from his keyboard version to help balance his more active top 
part; at 22 I 3-6, 23 III 1-6; and less important melodic fillers (e.g. the 'quintus'-
like parts at 4 N 3, 12 N 3-13 IV 4, 15 IV 2-16 IV 3, 20 III 3-21 III 2, 24 [37] III 
1-3), where their notation would be obscured by the weight of chordal material 
or their execution made technically difficult. 
Other alterations to the consort original evidenced by the Nevell transcription 
include: 
(a) octave transposition (for example, 9 IV 2-3, 12 V 1, 14 IV 3), of 
harmonic rather than melodic material, for technical reasons. 
(b) the addition of new counterpoints (quavers replacing 22 II 2-3) and 
filling material (18 III 3, consort g replaced by e' d' in thirds with IV, and 22 I, 
where a semibreve d" pedal is added), presumably a sign of revision for musical 
reasons. 
(c) the omission of pedal notes in the top part (19 I 1 where the 
semibreve c", if retained, would occupy the weak fifth finger while the stronger 
middle fingers were coping with an ornamental resolution). 
(d) ornamentation of cadence finals to the extent that the original harmony 
is obscured (8). Sometimes (16) this amounts to recomposition, when Byrd 
rejects the changing harmony over the pedal G from the richer consort version, 
and puts in its place a broken tonic chord in the left hand and semiquaver 
passage-work in the right. 
(e) the omission of some ties (3 V 2-4 V 1, 21 V 6-22 V 1), either by 
accident or perhaps to compensate for the relatively poor sustaining power of 
the virginal (though this conclusion is called into question by the fact that not 
all consort ties were removed). 
(f) deliberate recomposition of the progression, in 15, from first-inversion 
subdominant to root-position dominant chords: the consort version uses a dis-
guised Phrygian (IVb-V) progression (compare MB44 / 92 / 12; 103 / 5, 19 and 
104 / 3, 11), spelt out by the movement of bass er,-d, but with a low tenor adding 



 

                                                

the root (c) beneath e; clearly, Byrd was not satisfied with this, and in the key-
board version removed the 'quintus' low C, substituting a first-inversion chord 
(IVb) for the clumsier root-position one.19 
This list of differences, though extensive, does not disguise the extent to which 
the two versions agree. Indeed, in many places the keyboard version is essentially 
a short-score reduction of the string parts, with rests added to underline the 
original part-writing. This fact is illustrated by a number of features: in the first 
strain, for example, most of the original voice-leading is detectable (if periodically 
subsumed in the keyboard textures), the melody and bass remaining most 
obviously the same in essence; II, III and IV, though lacking identity, rotate [38] 
around the same pitches—II clearly still sounds a repeated g' in 1-3, and N g in 1 
and 3, while III hovers around cc d' and e', as in the consort version. A final point 
to make here is that the keyboard version also preserves very fully the dense 
motivic texture of the consort original: it has in many places short-score status, 
retaining source-rests to confirm part-writing (5 keyboard left hand, first chord) 
and attempting no octave transposition of melodic strands. Encouragingly, all of 
these points support Neighbour's criteria for identifying the keyboard transcrip-
tion of a consort original. 

Nevell as a source of material for reconstruction 

In an interesting review of one recently-published set of Byrd reconstructions, the 
reviewer wrote that 'surviving keyboard arrangements [of Byrd's pavans and 
galliards] reduce a regular polyphonic texture to an idiomatiC keyboard free-
voiced texture', and that, as with Peter Philips's keyboard versions of his own 
consort models, 'voices are omitted or transposed'.20 While these are key points to 
make about keyboard intabulation in general, however, comparison of the Nevell 
and consort texts of the First Pavan shows that the former is much less 'free-
voiced', and much closer to the consort version, than is often realised: for 
example, there are many passages which are effectively in short-score reduction; 
octave transposition is limited to occasional notes here and there, and there is no 
evidence of its application to melodic lines; rests are for the most part carefully 
placed and functional—that is, they are taken from the consort parts, especially 
before imitative entries; and in two out of three end-of-strain cadences, rather 
than redistribute the final chords in idiomatic close position, Nevell faithfully 
transmits the wider consort spacing. There is, naturally, some 'free' writing (for 
example, cadential ornamentation), and the addition or subtraction of notes to or 
from chords; Nevell does not, of course, always transmit all five parts; but it does 
resolve into five parts for most of the time, and augurs well for a fairly literal 
interpretation of the text when attempting to reconstruct the First Galliard. Most 
of Byrd's keyboard dances (and of course all his decorated repeats, which were 
never part of a consort conception and are not under discussion here) are indeed 
'idiomatic' and use 'free-voiced texture'; but such works were probably composed 

 
19 The augmented-sixth chord in Nevell is more apparent than real: this system of the piece in 

Nevell is the only one which lacks an e signature, and Baldwin dearly thought he was writing a 
bass e and saw no need to add a cancelling accidental. 

20 D. J. Smith, 'Byrd Reconstructed: in Search of Consort Models for Keyboard Dances by 
Byrd', Annual Byrd Newsletter 5 (1999), 6-8, at p. 6. (A review of William Byrd: Pavans and 
Galliards in Five Parts, ed. R. Rastall (Leeds, 1998).) I am grateful to Dr Rastall for supply-
ing copies of this review and of his edition. 



for the keyboard and have no consort connections, whereas the detection of 
portions of carefully-notated four- and five-part writing, as stated above (see p. 
28, second point), may suggest consort origin. 

This resolution into 'real' parts is possible simply because Byrd continued 
to think polyphonically, and this characteristic of his transcription technique is 
reflected in Nevell's notation. Such intabulations demonstrate, in a sense, the 
[39] musical equivalent of the archaeological principle that 'there are few things 
more difficult to destroy than a hole in the ground'. This observation refers to 
post-holes, which one writer has defined as 'places in the ground where wooden 
posts were originally set up...The wood has rotted away, yet the remains of the 
decayed timber and packing material are visible as dark patches when the turf and 
topsoil have been taken off.' By plotting post-holes on a chart,' he continues, 'we 
can sometimes make out the plan of a vanished wall or building.'21 Similarly, once 
a composer has conceived a polyphonic texture in real parts, the skeleton of his 
musical edifice remains even though flesh is removed to simplify the texture or 
the bones are distorted—unless, of course, he deliberately sets out to dismantle or 
recompose it. In the latter case, the restorative editorial process clearly will not 
work, because many of the original polyphonic substrata were not intended to 
survive the process, and any attempt at reconstruction will require the editorial 
composition of so many polyphonic strands as to result in the sort of hotchpotch 
that two modern editors have amusingly called 'Jacobethan pastiche'.22 This may 
also happen when a keyboard piece is arranged that was never conceived for 
consort (the Galliard to the Second Pavan, BK71b, seems to fit this category), 
because a genuine polyphonic fabric never existed in the first place.23 In the 
Nevell version of the First Pavan, however, Byrd had no reason to rescore his 
consort version and there is no compelling reason to believe that he did so in the 
keyboard texts of his other early, lost consort-based pavans and galliards either. 
To return to our analogy, Nevell's consort-based texts abound in 'post-holes' and 
even supply many 'walls' between—original polyphonic strands which are either 
adequately notated or clearly implied. 

The positive tone of the foregoing discussion is not meant to imply, how-
ever, that one can be certain of every detail and that a composer's original part-
writing can be reconstructed with unfailing accuracy, as there are serious obsta-
cles throughout the process. For example: 
(i) the chordal nature of much keyboard texture means that consort parts 
will often be buried in chords and their individual part-writing restorable only 
by educated guesswork (see, for example, the first bars of Da. 1 and 2: good 
keyboard sonority probably explains the respaced chord at Ex. 1, 1 II & III 2). 

                                                 
21 Editor's footnote to C. A. Ralegh Radford, 'Romance and Reality in Cornwall’, in The Quest 

for Arthur's Britain, ed. G. Ashe (1982), 75. 
22 Thomas Tomkins: Five Consort Anthems, ed. D. Pinto and R. Duffin (1994), p. iii, n. 2. 
23 Neighbour, op. cit., 194, in discussing the late Tenth Pavan and Galliard g2 (BK3), 'Mr W. Peter 

[-Petre]', rightly acknowledges a qualitative difference between, on the one hand, genuine 
five-part consort polyphony accurately (if incompletely) transferred to the keyboard, and 
on the other, 'purely harmonic filling' that is found in the non-consort-influenced pavans 
in Nevell. Even some apparently polyphonic pavans (such as the Sixth Pavan, 'Kinbrugh 
Goodd', BK32) resolve into five real parts with such difficulty as to leave little doubt that 
they were never conceived in this way. (See especially the first half of the third strain, 
where some of the lower entries are 'redundant', merely support the texture and cannot be 
properly continued or woven into a five-part fabric.) 



 

(ii) keyboard textures are often muddied by the addition of extra notes to 
chords, a natural device when appropriate notes lie comfortably under the hands. 
(For example, some chords in the five-part keyboard settings have six notes: see 
Ex. 2, first chord. A consequent problem is deciding at which octave to place the 
fifth of the tonic chord at cadences, where it is often doubled: see Ex. 1, bars 8 
[40] and 24, final chords.) 
(iii)  When string parts are not available, two of the most serious problems are 
to disentangle individual parts in full chords and, conversely, to identify places 
where polyphonic material is missing. Who could guess, for example, at the part-
movement in Ex. 1, 1 II–IV? Or the omission from the keyboard version of the 
low-tessitura filler supplying an 'English' cadence in Ex. 1, 15-16 IV (compare 
BE17 / 12 /29-30)? Such parts abound in early-Elizabethan consort music, and 
are still found in the same form in Dowland.24 If this part were lacking and one 
had to guess at the material to be inserted here, the simple reading minim g and 
semibreve d' at Ex. 1, 15 IV 2-4 would be very natural—and was in fact Byrd's 
own choice for the same progression in BE17/ 13 / 54, 56—but completely 
wrong in the context of the present work. 
In the fresh light shed by these observations, suggesting that Nevell presents a 
fairly literal but incomplete intabulation of the consort version, an attempt to 
reconstruct the galliard will prove instructive en route towards identifying some 
key pro-consort features of other keyboard dances in the last section. 

Byrd's First Galliard: a case study in reconstruction from Nevell  

Of the companion galliard Oliver Neighbour writes: 

Galliard c1 probably goes back to a consort original like the pavan, with which it 
shares certain characteristics. Although the weight of imitation in the pavan could 
not be matched in the context of galliard style, there are frequent echoes of the 
melody in the lower parts of [strains] I and III (sometimes partially obscured by 
the keyboard texture), and in II some imitations on a countersubject 
(asymmetrically placed in bars 2 and 5). The only direct references between the 
two dances, however, are supplied by the beginning of strain III of the pavan, 
which contributes the first phrase of the galliard and the idea of repeated chords 
at the beginning of its third strain.25 

Example 2 presents the reconstruction, with Nevell's text transcribed below it as 
before: the commentary uses the previous system of reference, except that entries 
are arranged in bar-number order. It is very clear that this galliard is not simply a 
'boiled-down' version in 3/2 time of the pavan,26 a Renaissance rule-of-thumb 

                                                 
24 See, for example, MB44/ 95/7, 5 and 99/6; and the similar clash of suspended fourth and 

low note of resolution in the final cadence of Dowland's famous 'Lachrimae Antiquae' 
Pavan (Lachrimae, [1604], no. 1.)  

25 Neighbour, op. cit., 189-90. It is interesting to note that the first strains of both pavan and galliard 
use very similar harmonic schemes: tonic-dominant (bar 1); tonic-dominant (2); tonic-
dominant (3-4, ending the first phrase on a half-close); (5-6 differ, the pavan modulating to 
the subdominant in keeping with its larger-scale planning, the galliard remaining in the tonic; 
at the end of 6, the final cadence is approached in the pavan by the dominant and in the 
galliard by the triad on the flattened seventh); tonic-dominant-tonic (7-8).  

26 The quoted term is taken from Neighbour, op. cit., 189. (I am assuming, with the author, that 
the galliard was also composed for consort. Byrd, like Dowland, wrote some freestanding 
pavans; but DVM1-8 and 21-2 show that the pairing of these dances was practised in c1570, 
before Byrd began his Nevell series.) 



which Byrd was much too original and imaginative a composer to follow slavishly. 
But the pair do show a subtle interrelationship, as do the late six-part Pavan and 
Galliard (BE17/ 15).27 In addition, close scrutiny of the keyboard text may reveal 
an even deeper level of musical relationship, especially at the cadences (see 
discussion below). Another important aid to reconstruction is the 'galliard' section 
(effectively a complete five-part movement in AA'BB'CC' form) that is [41-43]  
 

 
 

                                                 
27 See Neighbour, op. cit., 87-8, who notes that in BE17/15 Byrd makes an exception to his 

usual practice: 'all his life, Byrd had rejected earlier tradition in avoiding any obvious the-
matic resemblance between the two dances in his pavan and galliard pairs'. But there are 
also implicit material relationships at a deeper level. 



 
 



 
 

[44] 
 



 

contained in the Fantasia a6 no. 2 (BE17/ 12/91-116): this complete three-
strained galliard must be used with caution (not least because the host work is 
scored for six viols, not five); but it does give an insight into Byrd's five-part 
galliard style, especially in consort-galliard cadences which are very different from 
the florid keyboard versions. (The 'galliard' section in Fantasia a6 no. 3 (BE17 / 13 
/ SO-101) is less helpful in this regard.) 

We will consider first the final cadences of each strain. Unlike the first- and 
final-strain cadences in the First Pavan, which are closely based on the consort 
original, all three end-of-strain cadences in the galliard employ a keyboard 
stock-in-trade, common in all but the very earliest of Byrd's simple and com-
pound triple-time keyboard music: close-position, dotted-minim chords in the 
right hand with a rhythmic broken-chord figuration in the left, imposing two 
'bars' of 3/4 time on a single 3/2 bar. Significantly, this precise rhythm is not 
found at final cadences in the six-part galliard or in Byrd's other consort music 
in galliard style (which prefers, in 3/2 time, semibreve-minim or minim-semi-
breve rhythms to two dotted-minims—see for example BE17/12/ 104, 112, 
116) and it would therefore be unsafe to transfer this keyboard idiom to consort 
format. The reconstruction therefore preserves the outline of the pavan 
cadences, as follows. 
First strain: according to the important principle established for the First 
Pavan—that Nevell presents much of the consort text literally with no octave 
[45] transposition of polyphonic strands—it is possible that the left-hand tenor 
part in bar 7 is taken from the original. In this case, the g–d–g motive (7 IV 1-3) 
might well resolve onto a low e, just as happens in the pavan, bars 7 IV 4-8 IV 1, 
suggesting a triple-time version of the pavan's cadence material. In 8 I–V the 
stock chords and rhythm are replaced by an adaptation of the cadence in the 
pavan, bar 8 I–V. (Conversely, as Byrd did not transfer ornamental cadence-finals 
to his keyboard version of the galliard, contrary to his practice in the pavan, it is 
not impossible that the hypothetical consort original had plain cadences.) 
Second strain: in bars 14-16 of the galliard, I–III and V together prodUce a stan-
dard early-Elizabethan four-part galliard cadence (compare DVM8 / 11, 
DVM17/ 6, 10, and MB44/ 98/ 11, IV–V) which, though complete in itself, 
calls here for a fifth-part filler. Thr reconstruction offers two alternatives: 
Version A preserves the imitative point (13-14), dovetailing with the bass (13) 
and concluding with a leap of a fifth, g-d' (15), to complete the cadential 
harmony; Version B supplies both 'the low-tessitura line (13-15) and the final 
'English' cadence material (16) derived from the pavan, bars 15-16. 
Third strain: one problem here is whether to take the imitative point g–f–d–e–C–d 
(22 II 2-23 II 3) at the given pitch or to assume octave transposition in the key-
board version, in the light of the different presentation in the decorated repeat 
(not shown here, but see BK29b / 46-7) where this motive is placed an octave 
lower—though the reconstruction includes (at 22 III 1-3) the fragment found in 
the repeat but not in the original strain, amending the initial rhythm slightly, on 
the assumption that it may have been present in the consort version but omitted 
from the keyboard one for practical reasons. The higher pitch for the imitative 
entry (in II) has been retained partly because, as stated above, the Nevell pavan 
shows no evidence of the octave transposition of melodic lines; this decision is 
important because it governs the movement, and therefore the tessitura, of the 
final cadence chords. Once again, the reconstruction discounts the final bar as a 



cliche rather than an accurate transcription (Byrd demonstrably substitutes stock-
in-trade keyboard figuration for literal transcription in the pavan, bar 16) and 
follows the part-writing of the pavan (24), with changes in tessitura. The differing 
versions of these bars in the third strain and its decorated repeat may suggest a 
further principle—namely that, in cases where the keyboard version seems to 
derive from a consort original, one might reasonably assume that the initial strain 
is more transcription than arrangement, and, conversely, that the decorated 
repeats are the main vehicle for the composer's freer writing and recomposition.28 
[ 4 6 ]  The following commentary deals briefly with other points of interest 
(the suppression of obvious keyboard ornaments and the disentangling of 
multi-voiced keyboard chords are readily apparent from the parallel texts and 
are not reported): 
1 III—V 1-2: minims changed to semibreve for a smoother accompaniment, and 
to help the c"-e"-d"/c'-e'-d' motif to stand out in 1 I and 2 III, after the alternating 
minim-crotchet/3-crotchet rhythms in the 'galliard' section of BE17 / 12 /108-
114. (See also the galliard-like writing around the same motif which opens the 
second part of 'Lullaby, my sweet little baby', from Psalmes, Sonets and Songs 
(1588), no. 32.) 
1 V 1: dotted-minim crotchet changed to semibreve (compare the pavan 2 V 2-
3, etc., and comments above). 
1-5 II: centres on g' (as in pavan), with melodic filler in 3-4 implied by the har-
monic framework, and rests in 5 by the keyboard texture. 
2 III 1-3: imitation implied by harmonic framework; the ornamented figure in 
the keyboard repetition suggests that it should be in this part. The minim-rest 
and crotchet c' in Nevell are redundant. 
2 IV 1-4: a rhythmic and melodic filler after pavan 1-2 IV. 
3-4 III-V: keyboard texture here is much like a short score, indicating part-
movement, though 3-4 II and 4 III are conjectural. (Compare the polyphonic 
treatment in Galliard g3 (BK4b /4-5).) 
5 I-V: texture follows keyboard score, in which 5 II 3-7 II 1 indulge in melodic 
imitation. (The use of a similar technique in Galliard g3 (BK4b/22-3) 
strengthens the probability of that work's consort origin.) 
7 I-V: full text (including nota cambiata in III and low din IV) implied in keyboard 
version. In II, the tied g's and the following crotchets all occur at the same pitch 
in the pavan and may be implied here by the keyboard score in 8. (The d' g' 
leap, narrowly avoiding fifths with the bass, is used by Byrd elsewhere: see 
BE17/ 12/49-50.) The upper-right-hand keyboard line in 7 is clearly a 
conflation of two original parts. 
10 V 1: the crotchet-rest / minim rhythm is probably a keyboard device. This 
bar begins a two-bar series of close imitative entries in III-V, the part-writing 
clearly implied by the keyboard text. 
11 V 1: a sustained bass g is implied, with two quasi-canonic inner parts above. 

                                                 
28 For example, the decorated repeats in the First Pavan and Galliard are fairly closely based on 

the original keyboard strains, but the polyphonic texture is much freer, and is sometimes 
simplified to accommodate florid passagework; and there are subtle changes in harmony 
(such as the pavan's new bass suspension and the galliard's new cadential six-four 
replacing the more usual four-three suspension, at BK29a/ 27-8 and 29b/31; and the 
pavan's triplets, at BK29a/ 58-61). 

 



12 I-V: it is possible that the last chord should be transcribed without its third, 
as in the keyboard version. 
17-19 I-V: the part-writing is given in virtual short-score format here, but note 
[47] that the two crotchet-rests in the keyboard left-hand may be keyboard 
devices (the redundant crotchet b in the keyboard tenor in 18 most probably 
fits this description, as it adds a sixth part and makes parallel octaves with the 
top keyboard part, unless the top two keyboard parts are made to cross in the 
reconstruction). 
20 I-V: for support for the decision to add a third to the chord on the third 
beat, compare the similar material in BE17/12 /101. 
21 I-V: this last phrase (21-24) is related melodically and harmonically to 4 (last 
beat)—8, and the rests in 21 II 2-22 II 1 seem to be implied by 5 II. (Large 
gaps between treble and lower viols are not uncommon in early-Elizabethan 
consort music: see, for example, Ex. 1, bars 6, 15-16.) See also comments on 
third-strain cadence, above. 
22 keyboard left hand, beats 2-3: the gs in Nevell are not convincing and the 
clash with f, plus the broken texture of the keyboard tenor, may suggest a key-
board revision: the repetition (not shown here, but see BK29b /46) makes this 
chord a more convincing triad on the flattened seventh, and the gs are rejected 
in the reconstruction. 
22-23 II: given at notated pitch in the reconstruction. 
23 V 2: octave f-F is omitted in the consort version, in the belief that the upper 
note was included in Nevell to facilitate playing tenor a before changing hand-
position. 
 

 
 
[48] Byrd's 'lost' five-part consort dances revisited: some suggested 
identifications 

The final part of this article considers briefly the impact of these findings on six 
other keyboard dances very probably conceived for consort and concludes by 
looking at some problematic works. The only other composition in Nevell 
which, it has been suggested, 'must derive from a consort original' on account of 



the 'passages of consistent 5-part texture' that it contains, is the isolated Eighth 
Pavan (BK17).29 The most striking support for a consort origin, partly because 
of Nevell's meticulous transcription of the five-part writing, is found in the first 
two bars; but the whole of the first strain has a marked short-score quality, 
despite one frequently-missing middle-register part, and the bass shares in the 
imitative procedures throughout the piece. Example 3 is a literal interpretation of 
Nevell's first strain which ends in a type of cadence strikingly similar to that 
which concludes the second strain of the First Pavan—including an implied low-
tessitura filler (matter printed small is editorial). 

Both strains two and three begin with close imitation. Once again, some 
material is omitted from the middle of the keyboard texture, presumably for 
technical reasons, but an attempt may be made at restoring it. The last five bars 
of the second strain supply all five parts with apparently admirable short-score 
accuracy. There is no evidence in this piece of any octave transposition of 
melodic material, or of a particularly free style (except at cadences), though 
some chords are filled out in keyboard idiom. 

Ironically, Pavan and Galliard Bl (BK23), the only pair other than the first to 
which Neighbour confidently assigns a consort origin, is preserved not in Nevell, 
but in two sources, of which the principal (Lbl Add. MS 30485, copied c1590–
c1610) is described in the List of Sources in BK as 'in general very reliable' and 
probably copied by a pupil of Byrd. Of the pavan Neighbour has this to say: 

Unlike the two Nevell works [the Fifth Pavan and Kinbrough Good, which he has 
just mentioned], however, it seems to have its origins in a lost consort version which 
is detectable in various features of the keyboard arrangement. Suspensions, which 
occur more often in consort polyphony than in keyboard style, need some form of 
decoration to make their best effect on the keyboard. The frequency of these 
decorated resolutions is noticeable in the keyboard version of Pavan cl [the First 
Pavan] / [strains] I and III, and also in 13[7/I and II. The dense imitation in [strains] 
lb and lIb of the pavan suggests consort style, and the motive and treatment in Ilb 
recall the corresponding strain in Pavan c1.30 

The first four bars of the pavan, again, seem to lack a middle part; and the 
texture dominated by the triadic figure from bar 5 is awkward for consort and 

[49] 

                                                 
29 Neighbour, op. cit., 86, 187. 
30 Ibid., 201. (See also 86.) 
 



 
 
calls for much conjecture, as to both texture and part-writing, in its 
reconstruction. The four-part texture which opens the second strain, on the 
other hand, is apparently complete and implies that the bass should rest and 
allow the second [50] tenor to provide a functional bass (a technique that Byrd 
had exploited earlier, in his five-part Prelude and Ground, BE17/ 9), leaving the 
bass to enter with a new motif in bar 20. (This motif, in the keyboard version, 
always begins with an anacrusic crotchet-rest/crotchet, raising the question as to 
whether the consort version might have used minims instead: as Neighbour 
points out, this motif and its treatment are very similar to that in the third strain 
of the consort-based First Pavan. The augmented triad at BK23a /24, despite its 
idiomatic keyboard setting, has an authentic consort precedent: see BE17/12/ 
89 beat 3.) At the beginning of the third strain, antiphonal changes of texture are 
implied, which makes the part-writing and scoring less than certain; the last four 
bars, however, are more easily restorable, although some of the detail is again 



conjectural. 
Oliver Neighbour is equally positive about the the Galliard's consort-like 

credentials, and rightly so: 

In the B galliard [he writes] the rhythmically displaced imitative entry in the treble 
at the end of [strain] I suggests consort writing, as do various features in III. This 
is based on the opening of the last strain in the pavan...The melody of the first two 
bars is echoed an octave lower as though by lower instruments, and the repetition 
in bars 6 and 7 of the alto part looks like an antiphonal exchange between two 
instruments at the same pitch.31 

The precise notation of this dance provides even stronger evidence for consort 
origin, particularly the strategically-placed rests: apparently in four parts for the 
first four bars (it would be virtually impossible to insert an idiomatic fifth part 
here), the texture burgeons into five parts with some crossing of the upper 
voices.32 The second strain probably implies five parts throughout; the middle 
strand is not missed out, as often seems to happen in Nevell's consort-dance 
transcriptions. (The dotted-crotchet-and-three-quaver figure in BK23b /18, 20 
looks at first sight like a keyboard decoration; but it occurs in the Lumley con-
sort galliards: compare MB44/ 98/1, 4, 5 etc.) Like the first strain, the third is 
magnificently consort-like, implying a three-bar echo (in four parts, given virtu-
ally in short-score) followed by a five-part answering phrase. A literal reading 
of the keyboard intabulation (first and third strains only) produces the result 
shown in Example 4. 

Finally, there are three pieces of whose consort origins Oliver Neighbour was 
doubtful but of which I am more confident. First, the Pavan and Galliard g3 
(BK4) which he describes, fairly enough, as 'a rather good pair in the consort-
influenced style'33 are early pieces not in Nevell but unique to the Fitzwilliam 
Virginal Book—a source which presents Byrd texts that (according to BK, List of 
5 0  
Sources) 'on the whole...are inferior' to those of Nevell and Add. 30485. The 
very simple four-bar strains of the pavan, with the rather short-winded 
imitative foray in the third strain, look back to the mid-century. It is quite clear 
from the second halves of the first and second strains that a middle part has 
been omitted; but it is the galliard that most strongly proclaims a consort 
origin. The first strain begins with a four-bar phrase scored in five parts, with 
harmonies and spacings redolent of the somewhat later madrigalian balletts of 
Thomas Morley,34 while bar 5 employs some inner-part polyphony equally 
reminiscent of the First Galliard, where a sudden flurry of passing-notes 
disturbs the homophony at bars 4-5 of the first strain. Another link with the 
first (and also the third) strain of the First Galliard is furnished by the second 

                                                 
31 Ibid., 202. 
32 The final cadence-chord of the strain (BK23b / 8) has not fully succumbed to the invasion of 

keyboard idiom and shows how consort and keyboard styles coexist in Byrd's early dance-
transcriptions: the right hand introduces idiomatic florid writing, while the left hand 
reproduces the combined rhythms found in his consort-galliard style (for example, BE17/ 
12/ 108, where two parts play a minim-crotchet rhythm while the other three reverse it) 
presumably derived from mid-century, Lumley-type galliards (for example, MB44/ 98).  

33 Neighbour, op. cit., 197.  
34 Morley's First Booke of Balletts to Five Voyces (1595); ed. E. H. Fellowes and rev. T. Dart, in The 

English Madrigalists, IV (1965). 
 



half of the second strain of Galliard g3, where the treble motif, similar to the 
First Galliard's third strain, soars high above the lower-textured parts, implying 
a rest for an alto part which, as in the First Galliard, enters in imitation in the 
sixth bar of the strain. 

The earliest text of the Seventh Pavan (BK74), which features a strict canon 
throughout, is transmitted in Nevell. In his 1978 study Oliver Neighbour con-
cluded that 'the 5-part textures...might suggest a consort original, particularly as 
the lower canonic part [in the alto, a fifth below the treble] often passes uncom-
fortably from one hand to the other', but favoured a keyboard original on such 
grounds as the importance of the written-out repeats, and the 'idiosyncratic and 
somewhat dissonant counterpoint'.35 My own view, however, is that the first of 
these points argues more strongly for a consort original than the author 
conceded, given that the strict canon sometimes takes the alto voice more than an 
octave beneath the treble, forcing the right hand to stretch rather more than is 
either usual or comfortable. The strict canonic writing explains why the coun-
terpoint (and, in fact, some of the harmony) is idiosyncratic and dissonant; and 
the excellence of the repeats is no guarantee that they belonged to the origina1,36 
since one would expect a composer of Byrd's stature, in producing his keyboard 
transcription and composing varied repeats, to achieve precisely this effect. This 
is another dance which apparently lacks one melodic strand, and transcribes very 
naturally for consort. 

 
 

This completes my list of all those pieces for which I believe there is strong 
textual evidence, thanks to the quality of the surviving intabulations of initial-
strain material, of consort origins. Byrd's earliest pavans and galliards show many 
musical similarities to the Mulliner, Dublin and Lumley dances: dating perhaps 

                                                 
35 Neighbour, op. cit., 187. 
36 Alan Brown anticipated the present writer's reservations in his review of Neighbour's book, 

in Early Music History 1 (1981), 354-65, at pp. 356-7. 
 



from the early 1570s and 1580s, his earliest models for intabulation would 
probably have been such transcriptions as are found undecorated in [52] 
Mulliner37 and sometimes with decorated repeats in Dublin, where initial strains 
often have the appearance of part-by-part intabulations.38 But these were sim-
pler, and originally mainly four-part (though some of the Lumley dances had a 
fifth part added later, printed in small notes in MB44), and when Byrd came to 
intabulate his five-part dances he was forced to make further concessions to the 
limitations of keyboard notation and player alike: these he achieved largely by the 
omission, rather than the transposition, of pre-existing material. It is even 
possible that Byrd's intabulation technique matured along with his compositional 
technique, to produce some later transcriptions which have had so much of their 
underlying five-part structural imitation ironed out that the keyboard versions 
look much more like original compositions than consort arrangements. 

It is appropriate to end this survey with a salutary reminder that, while some 
keyboard dances are patently not consort-based,39 the identification of consort 
elements is often problematic and the keyboard-consort dichotomy is vigorously 
debated. The best example is probably the Fifth Pavan and Galliard (BK31), 
which survive in an incomplete broken-consort setting40 but which, despite the 
feelings of some scholars (though significantly not Oliver Neighbour, with whom 
I agree on this matter),41 show little evidence of fragmentary four-and five-part 

                                                 
37 Mulliner's dances range from simple two-part transcriptions (for example, MB1/ 13-15) to the 

more complete (and probably four-part) Pavan by Newman (MB1/ 116), which shows signs 
of adaptation to its new medium. In most of his part-song transcriptions, however, there is 
strong evidence that Mulliner took pains to transcribe the original four-part polyphony as 
fully and as accurately as he reasonably could. There are, inevitably, numerous copying 
errors; instances of simple rhythmic alteration; and omissions, substitutions and 
transpositions (see, for example, MB 1/ 81, where the range of the original parts forced him 
to omit middle-register material in the opening set of entries and to iron out the imitation in 
bars 17-18, while at the end of MB 1/113 there is clear octave  transposition upwards from 
the middle register, also for technical reasons). But in the majority of these songs, when the 
verbal texts are underlaid they are found to fit easily and naturally, with remarkably little 
need for editorially-added notes; and in one case (MB1/79) he even suggests the crossing of 
original parts. For more detailed discussion, see Early Elizabethan Part-Songs, ed. I. Payne and 
C. Goodwin (forthcoming). Given the likelihood of such strict schooling, it is hardly 
surprising that Byrd should have treated his original consort strains to an essentially accurate 
intabulation, wherever the restraints of keyboard technique presented no barrier. 

38 It has been suggested that some of the literal two-stave settings of anthems and part-songs in 
the Mulliner Book, lacking keyboard figuration, may have been used for accompanying 
voices as well as (or rather than) solo performance: see P. Holman, "'Evenly, Softly, and 
Sweetly Acchording to All": The Organ Accompaniment of English Consort Music', in John 
Jenkins and His Time: Studies in English Consort Music, ed. A. Ashbee and P. Holman (Oxford, 
1996), 353-82, at p. 361. Perhaps the initial strains of Byrd's keyboard intabulations were 
made originally for the accompaniment of the viol-consort versions, and subsequently 
reworked and expanded, with the addition of decorated repeats, for solo performance? 

39 For example, the Quadran Pavan (BK70): see Brown (above, note 36), 357. 
40 In the notes to his reconstruction of this work, The Fifth Pavan by William Byrd for Broken 

Consort, ed. R. Turbet (Lincoln, 1993), the editor suggests that there may have existed 'an 
earlier, less adventurous version for viol consort'. 

41 For example, see William Byrd: Pavans and Galliards in Five Parts, ed. Rastall, pp. iv—v, and the 
authorities there cited. Rastall (p. iv) cites the view, held by Kenneth Elliott and Warwick 
Edwards, that the broken-consort version was prepared from the keyboard, rather than a 
five-part consort, version. Neighbour op. cit., 22n, indirectly casts doubt on the authority 
of the mixed-consort version when he reports that Byrd never wrote for this 
combination. 



polyphony, especially the Galliard. Other dances, however, present [53] 
conflicting evidence, where strikingly consort-like passages are juxtaposed with 
textures that do not appear to be based on five-part polyphonic substrata. An 
interesting borderline case is the Third Pavan and Galliard (BK14), whose con-
sort origins Neighbour wisely doubted:42 however, its third strain is strikingly 
short-score-like, resolves perfectly into five parts (though as usual much of a 
middle part is lacking) and fulfils most of the criteria for consort origins, includ-
ing an imitative bass entry in bar 71 (Example 5). In bar 75, as a bonus, is a 
characteristic false-relation found also in the First Pavan (see Ex. 1, bar 11, and 
compare especially the movement of Ex. 1 III and Ex. 5 II, as well as the 
virtually identical underlying harmonic progressions, at this cadence). But in the 
first strain, which begins with a polarized setting of melody and homophonic 
keyboard-style accompaniment, the imitation is tied to a static bass, and the 
second does not resolve naturally into five real parts.43 The opening of the 
galliard, too, also lacks a concealed polyphonic fabric and is much better suited 
to keyboard than consort. 

Conclusion 

I have attempted to show, first, by careful comparison of the consort and Nevell 
texts of Byrd's First Pavan, that Nevell presents an intabulation which, in its 
transmission of the consort-pavan's melodic material, adheres very closely indeed 
to the original, even to the extent of retaining source-rests and of taking pains to 
indicate much of the part-writing, aided by careful note-placement and stemming. 
There is no evidence here for the octave transposition of melodic material, 
though there are many inevitable concessions to keyboard style and technique: for 
example, filled-out chords, especially in the left hand, some rhythmic alteration, 
added ornamentation, and missing melodic material. The only significant 
recomposition occurs at the main cadences, where stock keyboard figures and 
harmonic gestures either replace or strongly disguise the original cadential 
harmony and texture. In short, Nevell is much more faithful to the basic strains 
of the consort version than one might expect in a keyboard transcription. 
Moreover, from the discussion of pairs B61 and g3 (BK23 and 24) it appears that 
the intabulations of these dances are probably no less accurate, providing 
confirmation (if any were needed) that this accuracy of transcription from consort 
originals most likely originated with the composer. The wider importance of this 
finding is self-evident: if the accuracy of the keyboard transcriptions is 
established, and provided only those dances which readily resolve into five 'real' 
parts are selected, then the reconstruction of hypothetical consort-versions 
becomes a matter of supplying portions of a missing voice, rather than an 
exercise [54] in 'Jacobethan' rearrangement and the wholesale editorial 
composition of 'missing' parts which probably never existed in the first place. 
The chance survival of only one consort original does not, of course, constitute 
a sound basis for a dogmatic approach founded on statistical evidence; and the 

                                                                                                                            
 
42 Neighbour, op. cit., 184. 
43 Perhaps the survival of such a consort-like third strain may indicate that this particular 

Nevell text went through a number of extensive revisions, during which the first two 
strains had their polyphonic substrata removed. But this is pure speculation. 

 



fact that Byrd here avoids melodic transposition, for example, cannot prove 
that he always did so in his intabulations. But it is the only really hard evidence 
that we have, and we are bound to give it due consideration. 

Secondly, I have applied these principles of transcription in restoring a con-
sort-version of the First Galliard, taking Nevell literally wherever possible, while 
adjusting small details along some of the lines suggested in the First Pavan, and 
have argued that the results fully endorse these principles. Thirdly, I have revis-
ited Oliver Neighbour's assessment of the very probable consort-origin of other 
Byrd keyboard dances, all of which I support; in three cases where he only sus-
pected consort influence, however, I have advocated a consort origin, though 
this is of course incapable of proof. 

Finally, I acknowledge that some cases of consort origins are more 
ambiguous and less clear-cut than others, and that sometimes perfectly 
consort-like material coexists with music that, apparently lacking five-part 
polyphonic substrata, was more probably conceived for keyboard. 

Abbreviations 

In the text, references are given in the order: edition/piece number /part (if 
necessary) / bar(s). 
BE17 The Collected Works of William Byrd: Volume 17, Consort Music, ed. 

K. Elliott (1970). 
BK William Byrd: Keyboard Music, ed. A. Brown, Musica Britannica 

27-8 (1969-71; R/1976) 
DVM The Dublin Virginal Manuscript, ed. J. Ward (1983). 
MB1 The Mulliner Book, ed. D. Stevens, Musica Britannica 1 (second 
edn, 1954). 
MB15 Music of Scotland 1500-1700, ed. K. Elliott, Musica Britannica 15 

(1964). 
MB44 Elizabethan Consort Music: I, ed. P. Doe, Musica Britannica 44 

(1979). 
 
All the reconstructions discussed in this article are published in William Byrd: 
Consort Dances in Five Parts, ed. and reconstructed by Ian Payne, Severinus Early 
Music Edition (Hereford, 2000). 
 
Acknowledgements 
I am grateful to Dr Alan Brown, Dr David Mateer, Mr O. W. Neighbour and 
Mr Richard Turbet for reading a draft of this study and for commenting in 
detail on it: all views expressed, however, are my own; and, naturally, I am 
responsible for any errors that may remain. 



 

[59] 

BAROQUE BOWS 
 

HANS REINERS 

Whilst early bowed stringed instruments are now widely accepted where music 
is played on the instruments for which it was written, little attention is usually 
devoted to the bows. They are classed as 'accessories' and selected purely on 
considerations whether they 'work' or not; how well, that is, they accommodate 
modern playing techniques. The problem may seem insignificant to players of 
modern strings, since they are accustomed to an almost complete standardisa-
tion of virtually every aspect of the bows they use and only a handful of 
experts are aware of the minimal differences. This article is an attempt to 
determine, rather than simply to assume, whetter the same is true for earlier 
periods. There is astonishing unanimity among most musicians and makers of 
'period' instruments, in classifying bows as 'Renaissance' (absurdly, mostly from 
the seventeenth century), 'Baroque', or 'Transitional', a term applied 
indiscriminately to all kinds of pre-Classical and early Classical bows that do 
not look like the so-called Tourte model. I propose to show that these 
classifications are modern conveniences with no foundation in contemporary 
evidence. 

In Early Music practice, members—and would-be members—of 'baroque' 
orchestras and chamber music groups are under considerable pressure to con-
form with what everybody else is doing, and much prestige can be derived 
from owning what is called an 'original' instrument, preferably with an 'original' 
bow. For this reason the demand exceeds the supply of surviving originals 
many times over, so that a number of unchanged or well-preserved Classical 
instruments have undoubtedly been converted to something 'baroque' and lost 
as evidence in their own right. In the same vein, the very few early bows with 
an original screw are often described as 'original baroque bows', although none 
of them was made before the middle of the eighteenth century. Viol players, by 
contrast, suffer no such orchestral pressures, but on the whole the bows they 
use are historically just as untenable. Of course people can do what they like, 
but a pencil drawing cannot be done with a felt-tip marker. 

This article confines itself to 'Baroque Bows' for two main reasons. Firstly, 
our present state of knowledge of Renaissance bowed stringed instruments is 
so patchy and contradictory that it is almost futile to consider the bows more 
closely as long as this state of affairs prevails. Secondly, the baroque period 
extends from the 1580s to the 1740s, practically the entire thorough bass era, 
and the number of old bows predating this—even by tentative ascription based 
on wishful thinking rather than on material evidence—is more or less non-
existent. [60] Ascriptions as to date and provenance in bow collections are too 
often based on conjecture, tradition or unsupported opinion: verifiable dating 
can rely neither on fervent assertions nor inventive legends but on factual 
evidence alone. 

It is hardly surprising that the number of surviving bows is quite small. 
Usually it was impossible to adapt bows to changing musical practice by alter-
ing the stick or otherwise converting them, as one might the instruments them-
selves, so there was no reason for anyone to preserve them unless they were 



 

                                                

beautifully fluted or the wood pretty. Moreover, the seventeenth century was 
marked by a number of devastating wars everywhere in Europe, and many 
things were lost. Most unfortunately for us, early bow makers negligently omit-
ted to attach labels of identification to let us know for which instrument a bow 
was intended, so that we may take for a beautiful bass viol bow what was in 
reality meant for a small cello or a baryton. The majority of rather short bows 
for bass instruments in public collections, now said to be bass viol bows, were 
almost certainly made in the eighteenth century, and the first maker to sign his 
bows by name was apparently one Carlo Tonon, active in Venice between 1717 
and 1730. 

Thus we have to rely largely on written and, above all, pictorial 
documents, and in these we strike it rich. Pictures of violin players far 
outnumber those of viol players, and violin bows will be included in this article 
as their construction is very similar to that of viol bows in almost every respect, 
despite their appurtenance to a different social sphere. The iconography of 
bows is unusually informative in that most of the things that count can be seen 
from the outside, so the confusion of current views about bows is all the more 
surprising. Of course it is necessary to assess the degree of realism of each 
picture, but this is often made easy by a variety of accompanying objects, 
including instruments. Even a perfunctory survey of bows depicted in 
seventeenth-century paintings, etchings, frescos and so forth, compared to 
bows allegedly from the same period in museums and collections as well as any 
'baroque' bows to be had on the market nowadays, presents some striking 
discrepancies. All fiddle bows, including those in Italy, are shown to be very 
short, having straight tips with little or no 'pike' curve and frogs rather higher 
than modern fiddlers would be willing to countenance. Bass viol bows, on the 
other hand, vary from quite long to extremely long. The bow hairs pass all the 
way round the frog, and there is no screw. Artistic licence does not really come 
into the question in view of the sheer number of unanimous pictures: why 
should generations of painters and illustrators go out of their way to represent 
something different from what they could see every day? Here and there the 
impression of something very much like photographic precision is conveyed. 

[61] The following observations show how accurate such representations 
can be. In the Carolino Augusteum Museum in Salzburg there are two 
snakewood bow sticks, dated from circumstantial evidence a little before or 
around 1700, which look very much like all the violin bows in the iconography 
before 1700 (see Appendix 1). Both are 628 mm (243/4") long, slightly 
concave, and end in a very shallow, straight tip. At Nostell Priory near 
Wakefield there is a mid-1660s English painting, traditionally called 'The 
Cabal', attributed to J. B. Medina.1 Four of the five persons represented have 
both an instrument and a bow in their hands, and a violin player in the 
foreground happens to hold his fiddle at exactly the same perspective level as 
the bow. The length of the bow, taken directly from the painting and worked 

 
1 Black and white reproduction in P. Holman, 'The Harp in Stuart England: New Light on William 

Lawes's Harp Consorts', EM 15 (1987), 188-203, at p. 195, and idem, Four and Twenty Fiddlers: 
the Violin at the English Court, 1540-1690 (Oxford, 1993), plate 5b. The 'Cabal' was the name 
given to the group of five ministers, Clifford, Ashley, Buckingham, Arlington and Lauderdale, 
who succeeded the exiled Earl of Clarendon in 1667. 

 



 

                                                

out by comparing the length of the fiddle with those of the Baker Collection 
belonging to Peter Trevelyan, is 629 mm, almost the same as the Salzburg 
examples. The slick shows speckles, which are characteristic of snakewood. 
The tip is slightly longer than the Salzburg tips and very elegant. Writing 
shortly before 1700, James Talbot (Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge and 
Regius Professor of Hebrew),2 who was in the habit of quoting the best 
authorities in England at the time, gave the length of the ordinary 'consort' vio-
lin bow as 2 feet (608 mm), that of the bow for 'Solo's or Sonata's' as from 2' 
2" (66 cm) to 2' 3" (68.5 cm).3 On a separate sheet are the following 
specifications: 'Bow of fine speckled-wood has two mortises to wch the hair 
fastened one at the head the other tow[ar]ds the bottom or back part of Nutt'.4 
I am therefore satisfied that the theory of these measurements referring to the 
playing-hair instead of the overall length can be discarded out of hand.5 By 
comparison, the famous bow in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, Hill 
Collection no. 19, considered short by present 'baroque' standards, is 70.4 cm 
(273/4") long. 

The mechanical principle of all these bows is that of the fixed frog, or nut: 
two mortises are cut into the bow stick, one into the tip, the other somewhere 
near the nut end (the latter was usually made rather long). From the nut end 
mortise forward a platform is cut, which allows the nut to be clipped in. The 
bow hairs are knotted tightly at either end and secured with rosin or glue, then 
they are folded around the slanted ends of little wedges and inserted into the 
mortises. As soon as the nut is wedged into its platform, the hairs will press it 
firmly against the stick, unlike those of the later moveable-frog bows, which 
pull the frog away from the stick with considerable force. 

There is another historic way of tightening the bow hairs, which can be 
shown to have coexisted with the fixed-nut principle described above for over 
200 years: either the hairs were put through a vertical hole in the tip of the stick 
and knotted together, or they were simply wound around the tip, for which 
purpose [62] a groove was often carved into the tip, as on an archery bow. The 
knot on the tip was occasionally protected by a bone or ivory cap.6 I have 
found this method of attaching the hairs only in pictures of small instruments, 
mostly played da braccio. I can offer two reasons to explain this restriction: a 
knot at the bow tip, especially one secured with rosin or an ivory cap, shifts the 
balance of the bow forward and puts more weight on the tip, which is fine for 
da braccio instruments, but less so for those played viol-way. In addition, a 
sizeable length of hair is required on top of what is sufficient to go into 
mortises, because the knots have to be tied, and the price of good-quality hair 
increases exponentially with length. (Incidentally, the groove in the tip is not 
the only connection between the two kinds of bow: for example, the groove 

 
2 R. Donington, 'James Talbot's Manuscript (Christ Church Library Music MS 1187) II: Bowed 

Strings', Galpin Society Journal 3 (1950), 27-45; see also R. Unwin, '"An English Writer on 
Music": James Talbot 1664-1708', GSJ 40 (1987), 53-72. 

3 Och 1187, file D, p. 1. 
4 Och 1187, file 11, p. 17. 
5 Donington, ‘James Talbot’s Manuscript’, 41 
6 See, for example, Judith Leyster (1609-1660), Boy Playing the Flute, Nationalmuseum, 

Stockholm, inv. 1120. 
 



holding the string of the archery bow at the loose end, and occasionally a little 
wedge inserted there to fix the string, was called the 'nut'. This was also the 
universal term to designate the 'frog' of musical bows until the late eighteenth 
century in English- and German-speaking Europe.) 

It is still widely held among organologists that European musical instru-
ments underwent a continuous process of evolution, the implication being that 
this was a process of improvement. Let me give a few examples to demonstrate 
that this is a misapprehension. The sixteenth century had cylindrical transverse 
flutes with a compass of three octaves, the late seventeenth invented a conical 
flute with two and a half octaves, and the mid-nineteenth century re-invented a 
cylindrical one with three octaves. For centuries, woodwind makers were famil-
iar with the art of using a series of spoon augers to cut a bore which will permit 
the player to achieve pure scales and good octaves with more or less standard 
fingerings, even though the two hands may be a foot or more apart; about 
thirty years ago, when I started studying and copying old instruments, this had 
been forgotten so completely that it could recently be resurrected as the subject 
of a doctoral thesis.7 The supposedly more 'primitive' tie-on bows remained in 
use for at least 250 years simultaneously with the two-mortise bows. There is 
no evolution from worse to better; each period created the ideal tools for its 
taste in music. Bows for extreme virtuoso music from Fontana to Biber were 
two feet short, very light, and shaped not unlike a spring. Some of Biber's solo 
works demand bowing techniques which are impossible with any other kind of 
bow. Similarly, the much longer and sturdier bows of Carlo Tonon are superb 
for early eighteenth-century Italian sonatas, which are much more melismatic, 
and the highly sensitive Cramer bows are ideal for the infinitely flexible 
dynamics and fine-structuring of the individual note typical of the late 
'empfindsam' and early Classical periods. Seen in this light, the modern bow, 
which is superficially indebted to the principles [63]  of construction devised 
around 1800 by Francois Xavier Tourte, is not so much the ultimate of 
perfection as a congealed misunderstanding. 

Before investigating what this means for viol bows, there are a number of 
technical questions to be dealt with. The wood considered the best for bows 
today, pernambuco, was apparently widely regarded with disfavour until late in 
the eighteenth century, although it was undoubtedly used here and there.8 
Brazil-wood, as it was called, was originally the name of a hard brownish-red 
East Indian wood (cæsalpina Sappan). After the discovery of the New World, 
the name was gradually transferred to the similar South American species 
(cæsalpina echinata = pernambuco), and the country of origin was named after 
it (terra de Brasil = red dye-wood land). Initially it may have travelled to 
Europe simply as ships' ballast, like plenty of other hard woods, but its dyeing 
properties must have been recognized almost immediately. Shredding the stuff 
was literally poisonous work for convicts, and there was no end to it, because a 
process of stabilising the colour had not yet been discovered. Concerning its 
suitability for other purposes, Roger Ascham in his Toxophilus, the schole of 

                                                 
7 7T. Lerch, 'Vergleichende Untersuchungen an Bohrungsprofilen historischer Blockflaten des 

Barock' (Ph.D., Technische Universitat, Berlin, 1996). 
8 8An inventory of assets in the shop of the deceased Paul Belamy (1612) lists: 'dix autres 

archetz de Brezil'. M. Jurgens, Documents du minutier central concernant l'histoire de la musique, 
1600-1605, (Paris, 1974), 724. 



shootinge wrote in 1544: 'As for brasell, Elme, Wych and Asshe, experience doth 
proue them to be but meane for bowes', recommending yew (spelled 'hue') 
instead.9 In the late seventeenth century, the manufacture and trade in 
pernambuco walking-sticks, hunting-crops, and bowling balls set in on a large 
scale. 

Early inventories of musical instruments and written documents are not 
much help. Michael Praetorius,10 whose illustrations of bows are 
comprehensive (Plate 1), remains completely silent about them in the text. Less 
than 20 years later, Marin Mersenne11 succinctly explains the fixed-nut bow but 
says not a word about the wood. And the breathtaking inventory of Raymond 
Fugger's possessions of 157612 meticulously lists the materials of hundreds of 
lutes, but confines itself to noting if the bows for the stringed instruments are 
present or not. The most rewarding inventory is that of the Kassel court 
musical establishment of 1613:13 

Hereunto the geigen [bowed stringed instruments, listed in previous entries] be, 
eight black geigen bows with ivory, mounted bottom and top. Yet more other 
bows of red wood, Eleven bows small kind and Nine of large kind. 

(Hierzu den geigen sein, acht schwartze geigen bogen mit helffenbein, unden 
undt oben eingefast. 
Noch mehr ander bogen von rodtem holtz, Elff kleine gattung undt Neun 
groffer gattung bogen.)14 

                                                 
9 9R. Ascham, Toxophilus, the Schole of Shootinge (1544), 113. 

 
10 M. Praetorius, Syntagma Musicum, II, 'De Organographia' (Wolfenbüttel, 1619; facs. Kassel, 

1958). 
11 M. Mersenne, Harmonie Universelle (Paris, 1636; facs. Paris, 1965), III, 178-9.  
12 Bayerisches Reichsarchiv, 'Verzeichnis Raymund Fuggers Musikkammer', I, f. 170 and IV, f. 

89. See Werke Hans Leo Hasslers, ed. A. Sandberger (Leipzig, 190), xvi. 
13 E. Zulauf, Beitriige zur Geschichte der Landgraflich-Hessischen Hofkapelle zu Cassel bis auf 

die Zeit Moritz des Gelehrten (Kassel, 1902); 'Inventarium aller Musikalischen 
Instrumenten, 115-19. 

14 Ibid., 117 (items 38 & 39). See also A. C. Baines, 'Two Cassel Inventories', GSJ 4 (1951), 30-
38, at p. 33. 

 



 

 
 
[65] Apart from 'brasell' wood, the red bows could be yew (which is fawn-
coloured), fresh plum, mountain larch, and of course the unspeckled parts of 
snakewood. Black wood is no less of a problem. Ebony had been known and 
imported for a long time, but lacks elasticity, and the very few old ebony sticks 
seem quite inferior in quality. Ironwood keeps being mentioned today, but this 
is nothing but an assortment of unspecified regional names for a vast variety of 
very hard woods. One likely candidate among them is a wood which is black 
throughout as a result of being 'baked' in extremely dry desert conditions. But 
as this is nowhere to be had larger than pencil-size, it is impossible to put it to 
the test. And again, the dark parts of snakewood turn almost black after a few 



 

                                                

years. 
Before coming to any conclusions regarding the wood, it naturally needs 

to be established whether it was/ available at the time. The only regions where 
snakewood15 could have come from were Guyana and Surinam (Dutch 
Guyana). The French and the English, hardly on speaking terms, gave it two 
different botanical names: 'piratinera guianensis' and 'brosimum Aubletii'. 
'Speckled-wood' is listed in the 'Book of Values' appended to an English act of 
parliament of 1656 'for the better improvement and advancing the Receipts of 
the Excise and new Impost',16 and in 1664 Balthasar Gerbier mentioned it as a 
building material:17 in the late sixteenth century it had been used lavishly in 
Augsburg furniture marquetry.18 A Dresden instrument inventory of 1593 
mentions a  

writing desk shaped like an altar or repository with many embellishments, made 
from ebony-, snake- and cypress-wood, also ivory by the joiner Hans 
Schiffenstein of Dresden in the year 1568. The lower part of the desk contains 
a spinet... 

(Schreibtisch in Gestalt eines Altares oder Repositorii mit vielen Auszierungen, 
aus Eben-, Schlangen- and Cypressenholz, auch Elfenbein gefertigt vom 
Tischler Hans Schiffenstein zu Dresden im Jahre 1568. Im unteren Theile des 
Tisches befindet sich ein Spinett...)19 

And finally, the earliest document we have found so far is a clavichord dated 
1543 made by Domenico Pisaurensis in Venice, which has snakewood veneers 
about 1 /8 inch (3 mm) thick on all the upper keys.20 That is to say, the wood 
was there when Paolo Cagliari, who called himself 'Veronese', painted his 
'Marriage in Cana' in 1562/3,21 with the group of musicians at the centre. 
Among them there are four players of viole, one huge bass which seems to be 
four-stringed, two medium-sized 'tenors' with six strings and perhaps 2' open 
string length played 'da coscia' (i.e. on the upper thigh), and one treble played 
da braccio [66] which may be as big as a fiddle or a viola. The bows for the three 
large instruments look very long and dynamic, with long-drawn-out elegant 
tips. Assuming the open string length of the tenors to be about 60 cm (2'), the 
tenor bows are about 76 cm (30") in length. The bass bow is even longer. 
Whether the dark spots on the wood are intentional is a matter I am unable to 
decide from my reproductions.22 The fiddle bow is quite short, held with the 

 
15 Also called letter-wood, because its surface looks as if lettered, or speckled wood, or pan-

ther-wood. 
16 H. Scobell (ed.), A Collection of Acts and Ordinances of General Use made in the 

Parliament Begun and held at Westminster the third day of November Anno 1640 and 
since, unto the Adjournment of the Parliament begun and holden the 17th of September, 
Anno 1656, and formerly published in Print (1658), 476. 

17 B. Gerbier, Counsel and Advice to all Builders (1664), 109. 
18 Private communication, Heinrich Piening, Munich. 
19 M. Fürstenau: 'Ein Instrumenteninventarium vom Jahre 1593', Mitteilungen des Koniglichen 

Sachsischen Alterthumsvereins (1872). 
20 Museum Leipzig, inv. 1. 
21 Musée du Louvre, Paris, inv. 142. 
22 For a thorough discussion of the history of this painting, including over-painting and 

restorations, see: Les Noces de Cana, de Veronese (Paris, Musée du Louvre, 1992; catalogue 
of the exhibition 16 February 1992-29 March 1993). 

 



thumb on the hairs, and has a white finial. As in many other cases, this does 
not indicate a screw frog, but merely a decoration and perhaps a counter-
weight.23 The hairs are black. Every detail of the painting suggests the highest 
degree of realism. 

Contemporary iconography of the late sixteenth century to the middle of 
the eighteenth century comprises a large number of dark bow sticks, although 
none of them is actually black. It is remarkable that there are never any visible 
longitudinal grains, whereas there are several pictures showing the tell-tale 
speckles of snakewood. It is a general characteristic of tropical woods that they 
lack clear yearly grain, as opposed to larch, in which the grain is very pro-
nounced. The same goes for most other European woods except genuine 
chestnut and walnut, which are brittle and pretty useless for bows. Using yew 
would be excellent in my experience, unless a dark shade of brown is desired, 
and bass bows in particular often appear a lighter colour. Yew had the 
drawback of having been very nearly eradicated on the European mainland as a 
result of the ingenuity of British strategists, who knew everything about the 
superlative qualities of the wood, and instead of chopping down the venerable 
yews of the British Isles bought up every single log on the Continent; a little 
later, they returned as perfidious invaders to scare the daylights out of the 
natives there and defeat them with their own weapons in the shape of the long 
bows. Another option is the bully-tree (various genera of the sapotacax order), 
which are also natives of Guyana. 

Annette Otterstedt has recently suggested that the introduction of snake-
wood and other tropical woods may have had a revolutionary impact on bow 
making and bowing techniques.24 And there is in fact a dramatic, almost a 
quantum leap in viol technique around 1600 in England, and somewhat later 
on the Continent. The reason for this is that snakewood has extremely long 
fibres and the highest specific weight of all known woods, which is why one 
can make it into bow sticks that are longer and much thinner, whilst retaining 
or even increasing their elasticity25 and strength. 

It goes without saying that the shape of the bow tip and the bow stick 
(straight or more or less concave) have a decisive influence on the playing char-
acteristics of the bow. As regards the untensioned bow stick, iconography is a 
[67] total washout. Apparently there is no contemporary picture—in several 
hundred—showing a relaxed bow. It seems a fair inference that bows simply 
were not relaxed as long as the fixed nut prevailed, which was well into the 
second half of the eighteenth century. With a snakewood stick this is not a 
problem, because persistent tension does not alter its strength and elasticity at 
al1.26 The hairs may indeed stretch out, particularly when the weather is moist, 

                                                 
23 See, for example, Franz Friedrich Frank, Still Life with Viola da Gamba, 1671, Germanisches 

Nationalmuseum Nurnberg, inv. Gm 1321; Michel Boyer (1668-1724), Still Life, 
Hamburger Kunsthalle; Claude Arnulphy (ascr.), Monsieur Gueidan's Daughters, c1730, 
Musée Granet, Aix-en-Provence. 

24 Private communication. 
25 Defined as the ability of a material to resume its original state spontaneously after having 

been distorted by external forces. 
26 We have on several occasions taken copies of one of the Salzburg bows to Salzburg and 

compared them with the original. Although there was growing similarity in their playing 
qualities, the dislocation in both the original and all the copies caused by a one-ounce 
weight suspended from the tip was precisely the same in each case. The bow stick has a 



but it is an easy operation to take the nut-end hair knot out of its mortise, wind 
a bit of thread on, and re-insert.27 A long mortise underneath the nut is quite 
useful for this. 

Even though most surviving baroque bow sticks may have undergone 
some warm bending in the past 100 years, it is likely that as a rule the unten-
sioned sticks would originally have been somewhat concave (as are those few 
which have remained unchanged), sometimes quite straight, but hardly ever 
convex (i.e. bent outward). Earlier bows, such as a Spanish bamboo bow 
depicted in an early fifteenth-century Spanish painting at Vich in Catalonia,28 
give a good clue in this respect: it is almost impossible to heat and bend 
straight bamboo into another shape without causing lengthwise cracks or 
breakage, but this bow, like many of its contemporaries, is depicted like a 
shooting bow under full tension. My assumption that fixed-nut bows were 
used at a tension considerably higher than moveable-frog bows tallies perfectly 
with the mechanics. Whilst the problematic strain in the former is exclusively 
on the hairs and the stick, with the nut sitting in its slot quite unperturbed, on 
the latter the screw and brass eye (which is pretty small) take the brunt of it. 
This may be the reason why hardly any eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
bows still have that mechanism intact. 

There is a remarkable degree of uniformity in the shape of bow tips before 
1700. Almost without exception, both da braccio and da gamba bows had 'pike'-
shaped tips, which were either quite straight or very slightly curved, that is to 
say, the stick does not dip downwards just before the tip, but the top edge of 
the tip itself is minimally curved inwards. Higher tips are extremely rare in the 
iconography and virtually limited to a few Italian fiddle bows, apart from the 
bow held by Christopher Simpson's division violist. This seems to be the only 
exception among viol bows. Again there is no continuity of development from 
Veronese to Praetorius to Simpson to Marais, whose bow, like that of all his 
contemporaries in France and Central Europe, ends in an uncompromisingly 
straight tip. A steady evolution from straight to arched tips, as is often suggest-
ed nowadays, can certainly not be deduced from the iconographic evidence. 

                                                                                                                            
vertical diameter of 3.4 mm close to the tip. Neither this tip nor any other thicker one has 
weakened in 300 years. 

27 1 am sure that this was an operation that could have been carried out by every string player. 
Even pub fiddlers habitually rehaired their own bows, as the following anecdote reveals: 
'why they like sleeping in the horse-stables so much I have recently speculated out and 
found that it be done solely in order to purloin the hairs from the horse-tails'. J. Beer, 
Musicalische Discurse (Nurnberg, 1719; facs. Leipzig, 1982), 165. 

28 Anonymous: The Virgin Mary with Child and Eight Angels. Detail repr. in B. Ravenel, 'Rebec 
und Fiedel – Ikonographie und Spielweise', Basler Jahrbuch far Historische Musikpraxis 8 
(1984), 105-30, at p. 129. 

 



 

But all these tips have one thing in common: instead of lying flush with the face of 
the bow tip, the hairs are invariably pulled away at an angle from the [68] point in the 
face where they emerge from the mortise. There can be no question that this is due 
to any 'weakening of the tip',29 because not only is it a feature of all contemporary 
pictures of bows, but some bows have been preserved that make it irrefutably clear 
that this was intentional, among them a kit bow by the Versailles maker Dimanche 
Drouyn made about 1670 which can be seen at the Victoria and Albert Museum in 
London:30 to make absolutely sure that the hairs came free of the tip at once, Drouyn 
cut the rear end of the face away quite rigorously. The material is ivory, which is not 
given to weakening. The same is true for the two Salzburg fiddle bows. Logically, no 
bow made before 1770 had an original face plate. Unfortunately it seems that not one 
of all those wonderfully elegant, long viol bows depicted at the time of the great 
violists survives, but the pictures are there to prove the point (Plate 2). 

The effect of this hairs-off construction, combined with that of the straight tip 
and the fixed frog, is easily demonstrated even though the relative value of any 
generalization must be borne in mind. Not only will any competent player 
immediately notice the difference in the attack, clarity of tone and tautness of feel, 
and not only has a scientific test series carried out in Berlin described the difference 
in physical terms,31 but anyone can also employ a familiar bow maker's test: with one 
finger stuck between the stick and the hairs in front of the nut and the tensed bow 
dangling freely from this finger close to your ear, tap the length of the bow stick. The 
fixed-nut bow will give a clear sounding note, especially when it is not over-haired; 
the moveable frog will mainly produce the 'whoosh' of the hairs, because the frog is 
pulled vigorously away from the stick, and only the front of the frog is directly in 
contact with the stick. 

An early eighteenth-century violin bow which has recently come to light in 
England32 was at some stage converted from a fixed nut to a screw mechanism (a 
frequent alteration in the late eighteenth century and later periods), but the old 
platform for the clip-in nut complete with original mortise and wedge are hidden 
underneath a thin snakewood sham, which is loose. The two different states of the 
bow can therefore be directly compared, and as with all our comparisons of two 
'identical' bow sticks set up in the two different ways, the change is quite striking. 
The fixed nut conveys the feeling of a delicate, but strong-headed .bow that will do 
most of the work for you if you let it. The moveable frog loses precision of attack, 
clarity of speaking and strongheadedness, making the bow feel more like a hammock; 
it gains in flexibility of tone, adjustability of hair tension, and a more covered 
mellowness of sound. 

The moveable frog goes very well with the ideal of maximum flexibility and 
ll bilit f d f th 'E fi d k it' d l Cl i l i d 

 

                                                 
29 See J. Clark, Baroque Violin Family Bows, advertising leaflet 1985, no. 5: 'The tip has weak-

ened...'; no. 24: 'Copies have slightly thicker tip (original too thin)'. 
30  Inv. 4/1. 
31 5. Rieder, L'Archet l'Ame de l'instrument. Der Geigenbogen im spiiten 17. und fruhen 18. 
Jahrhundert: historische Entwicklung, Funktionsweise und Spieltechnik (forthcoming). 
32 Now Staatliches Institut fur Musikforschung Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Musikinstru-

mentenmuseum Berlin, Kat. No. 5718. 
 



 
Bows made during those periods tend to have a high 'swan'-shaped head, 
which also adds considerably to the softness of the bow. The indications are 
that someone around 1725 first had the bright idea of putting a screw through 
the end of the stick and moving the frog backwards and forwards, for which 
the hairs had to be attached to the frog instead of the stick; but, oddly enough, 
the invention took a long time to catch on, and the earliest pictorial 
appearances of such bows are just before the middle of the eighteenth century 
in France, England, and Italy. Nevertheless, the fixed-nut variety continued to 
dominate for a few decades more. Leopold Mozart (1756) was clearly unaware 
of the new invention;33 Jakob Peter Horemans, painting the instruments of the 
Munich (or Freising) court chapel between 1760 and 1770, shows large 

                                                 
33 Mozart's violin tutor of 1756 does not mention screw frogs but includes a number of pur-

pose-made etchings showing exclusively fixed-nut bows. 
 



numbers of fixed-nut bows and only a few moveable ones; Benjamin Banks of 
Salisbury offered 'the best Screw Bows' in his first advertisement in the 
Salisbury and Winchester Journal, 28 March 1757;34 and in 1765 Mr Robert 
Bremner in London surprised his customers with a novelty, in addition to all 
kinds of violin and cello bows offering them 'ditto with screws'.35 It is my 
hypothesis that only when the bow sticks had undergone a complete change of 
the sound ideal and acquired their later conciliatory high tips were the losses in 
quality mentioned earlier no longer felt as a drawback, but as a desideratum, 
and only then did the moveable frog become universally accepted. 

In order to form a clearer picture of baroque viol bows, we have to look 
more closely at the role of viols in various parts of Europe. It seems self-
evident that a bow for technically demanding music played to a court assembly 
of connoisseurs had to be of the finest quality and performance, whereas the 
requirements from one used to play one part of a mixed ensemble of fiddles 
and viols, or winds and strings, or colla parte with singers, would have been far 
lower. This latter situation was the rule in many parts of Europe, whilst an 
emancipated, idiomatic viol music was confined to a few, usually aristocratic, 
enclaves. If we regard as idiomatic of the viol the presence of extensive chordal 
play, sham polyphony, divisions, and an aspiring role in a viol consort with 
mobile tenors and athletic basses, it soon becomes apparent that the only place 
where this was customary in the early seventeenth century was England. In the 
sixteenth century there had been quite a thriving viol scene in Italy, but this 
seems to have gone out altogether with the advent of the thorough-bass era. 
The English-style consort of viols did not have significant numbers of 
followers elsewhere, but after Maugars and Dubuisson, and especially with the 
Sieur de Sainte Colombe, a highly virtuoso style of playing developed in France 
and was all the rage for about 70 years: it was imitated in other parts of Central 
Europe, mainly north of [71] the river Main (in Central Germany). 

It makes good sense that bands such as the one at Kremsier (now 
Kromeriz) in Moravia equipped their viol players with cheap, simple bows of 
indigenous woods, such as spruce fir, larch, maple or beech, which could, if 
necessary, be repaired for a few pennies by an apprentice carpenter. The music 
played there, though splendid, with trumpets and many strings, was not 
idiomatic viol music. Players like Sainte Colombe, Marin Marais, Johan 
Schenck, and the Forquerays, on the other hand, to name but a few, must have 
relied on much better bows that would yield thick chords and arpeggios, very 
fast notes, extremely long strokes, and the rich sound of the four octaves of a 
seven-stringed bass viol without any difficulty. Unlike the English, the French 
obviously had no reservations abou4 painting their musicians (see Appendix 2), 
and so we have quite a number of portraits and still lives offering a wealth of 
reliable detail. French late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century viol bows 
look even longer than Christopher Simpson's 'about seven and twenty Inches... 
betwixt the two places where the Hairs are fastened at each end’36 in the stick, 
a total length of perhaps 30" (76 cm). As a matter of fact, Simpson's bow is 

                                                 
34 A. W. Cooper, Benjamin Banks, the Salisbury Violin Maker (Haslemere, 1995), 28. 
35 S. Marcuse, A Survey of Musical Instruments (New York, 1975), 469. 
36 36C. Simpson, The Division Viol (1665; facs. 1965), 2. 
 



 

one of the very shortest37 in the line from Veronese (about 30" for the tenors!), 
through Praetorius (311/2" for the bass viol de Gamba, 331/2" for the 
Violone/ Groß Viol de Gamba Bass, and even 37" for the Groß Contra-Bas-
Geig), Talbot's 31" (78.5 cm) for a bass viol and 28" (71 cm) for a tenor vio1,38 
or Schenck's 90 cm (351/2"), to Jean-Baptiste Forqueray's discussed below. It is 
a great pity that there is no portrait of Alfonso Ferrabosco or John Jenkins 
playing the viol. 

Jean-Martial Fredou's portrait of Jean-Baptiste Forqueray has some unique 
evidence to offer. His bow is only visible as far as the front end of the nut, and 
its tip is a variant of the 'swan' type, although it looks more like a moorhen in 
this case. Every detail of the painting looks meticulously accurate: he is 
fingering a B flat major 7th chord lacking its fundamental (solo piece!); the 
bow tip is precisely in the right place to start this chord, exactly three fingers 
from the bridge; the top three strings are plain gut, the fourth and fifth demi-
filées and the bottom two silver-wound; the fretting works out precisely at an 
18/17 division (i.e. equal fretting), and the lace of his costume is transparent 
where lace would be. The gilded tailpiece of his viol, which is pretty singular 
and unmistakable, appears to have survived (Musee des Arts Decoratifs, 
Paris).39 Its length is 304 mm (1'), so that the visible length of the bow, which 
is at the same level in the painting, works out at about 92 cm (361/4"). This 
means that the total length has to be at least 96 cm (373/4"), unless there is a 
long finial like Marais's or Schenck's. Nothing even remotely as long has come 
to light so far. The bow hair is translucent, indicating [72] that there are few 
hairs, in keeping with specifications given in Etienne Loulié's hand-written 
tutor of about 1690:40 initially he had put down 60 to 80 hairs, but crossed out 
the 80 at once and substituted 50. Compared to the average 175 to 220 of a 
modern fiddle bow, this seems almost bald. In practice, a sparsely-haired bow 
makes the sound amazingly clearer and the attack much lighter and easier, 
additional hair only achieving more chiff and a general muffling of the sound. 
Forqueray had white bow hair, but in some cases, including Schenck,41 one has 
to look behind the bow hand to find that the hairs were actually black, and the 
playing hairs only look white from the rosin. There is definitely a 
predominance of black hairs in the iconography, and Rousseau recommended 
them expressly for bringing out the basses.42 Of course, the quality of black 
hairs may have been quite different at the time (today it tends to be rather 

                                                 
37 This is not the only unusual aspect of his work. For further peculiarities see A. Otterstedt, 

The Viol (forthcoming). 
38 Och 1187, file D, pp. 28, 27. 
39 Reproduction in P. Jacquier, 'Rediscovery of a Portrait of Jean-Baptiste Forqueray', 

Proceedings of the International Viola da Gamba Symposium Utrecht 1991 (Utrecht, 1994), 76-7. 
40 Étienne Loulié, Méthode pour apprendre à jouer de la viole, F-Pn, n. a. f. 6355: facs. in P. Lescat 

and J. Saint-Arroman (eds), Viole de Gambe: Méthodes et traités, dictionnaires, préfaces des oeuvres, 
correspondences (Courlay, 1997). 

41 Jean Dieu, Portrait of a Violist, c1686; Musée du Château, Blois. The assumption made in 
1978, when this portrait of a violist was used as the front cover illustration for the 
October issue of Early Music 6, that the player is Johan Schenck has recently been 
questioned: see F. Getreau, 'Franzosische Bogen im 17. and 18. Jahrhundert', Der 
Streichbogen, Michaelsteiner Konferenzberichte, 54 (1998), 28. 

42 J. Rousseau, Traité de la Viole (Paris, 1687), 39. 

 



 

                                                

mediocre), and it would have been a lot easier finding horse tails long enough 
for these French bows, as Europe was almost as full of horses as it is now of 
motorcars.43 

Fluted bows do not figure in the iconography before 1750, the earliest pic-
ture showing one that we have been able to find being a portrait of Luigi 
Boccherini painted between 1764 and 1767.44 Extant bows suggest that fluting 
became somewhat fashionable, though not frequent, round about 1740; all the 
bows before that were either round without embellishment (the vast majority) 
or octagonal, and one can say that fluted bows are irrelevant for baroque viol 
playing. 

As regards bows for smaller size viols, the evidence is more than scanty. 
Where treble viols turn up at all, the bows look like the straight sticks for the 
basses scaled down, but there are not enough to draw any valid conclusions. 
The occasional late treble and pardessus bows still look much the same until 
about 1740, and those made after that are not baroque bows by definition. It is 
beside the point if, say, a Tonon bow works beautifully on a treble (which they 
do), because it was almost certainly not made for a viol, but a violin. It is even 
more ludicrous to label anything that looks unfamiliar or uncomfortable to a 
modern 'baroque' fiddler, especially if the place where someone holding the 
bow violin-way would have his hand is fluted, as a 'treble viol bow'. All bows 
from before 1800 we have seen have one thing in common: with the tip and 
the finial held between the two hands and bent between them, they bend 
perfectly evenly over their whole length. There is no zone, usually towards the 
tip, that bends less or not at all, as in most modern bows including the 
'baroque' bows available. This is due to an ingenious tapering from end to tip: 
many old bows have very thin diameters indeed just behind the tip, and some 
are wider than they are high there. 

[73] So, in a nutshell, a baroque viol bow for the more aspiring kinds of 
viol music should be defined like this: a very long, round stick, preferably of 
snake-wood, stiff but not heavy, with few hairs, a very light tip, a fixed nut (or 
two for rapid moisture changes), with a perfectly even elasticity throughout. 
These are the facts. No one is obliged to like them, but remember: if you try to 
paint a Vermeer with a spray gun, you may end up with something rather 
different. 

 
APPENDIX 1 

Contemporary representations of baroque violin bows 

Orazio Gentileschi, The Lute Player, c1610. National Gallery of Art, Washington 
DC. Pieter Claesz, Corner of the Studio, c1620. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. 

—, Still Life, 1623. Louvre, Paris. 
Bartolomeo Bettera, Still Life with Musical Instruments. Private collection, Italy. 
Evaristo Baschenis (1617-77), Musical Instruments. Various private collections; 

Accademia Carrara, Bergamo; Musees Royaux, Brussels; Galleria 
dell'Accademia, Venice; Palazzo Pisani, Venice; Museo Teatrale della Scala, 

 
43 Talbot, however, observes of the violin bow 'Hair of ye best is finest white hair, if possible 

from one horse: hair should be full' (0th 1187, file 11, p. 17). 
44 Anonymous (Italian), Portrait Luigi Boccherini, 1764/7; National Gallery of Victoria, 

Melbourne. 



Milan; Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan; Galleria Sabauda, Turin; Museum 
Boymans van Beuningen, Rotterdam. 

E. Baschenis & Salomon Adler, Musical Instruments with a Portrait. Accademia di 
Brera, Milan.  

Cristoforo Munari (1667-1720), Still Life with Instruments. Galleria degli Uffizi, 
Florence.  

Pier Francesco Cittadini (c1615-81), Still Life with Musical Instruments. Private 
collection.  

Michelangelo Merisi, named da Caravaggio, Lute Player, 1595. Eremitage, St 
Petersburg.  

Giacomo Francesco Cipper (18th c.), Musicians. Museum of Fine Arts, 
Moscow.  

Anonymous, Dutch? (2nd half 17th c.), Trompe l'oeil. Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum 

Nurnberg, inv. 1267. 
Grinling Gibbons, Musical Instruments, c1700, wood carving. The Carved Room, 

Petworth House, Sussex. 
Pieter van Slingelandt (1640-91), The Lovers. Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister 

Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden. 
Gerard Dou (1613-75), Artist in his Studio. Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister 

Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden. 
Edwaert Collier (before 1673-1700), Still Life with Instruments. Private collection. 

Abraham de Vries (c1590-1650/62), Singing Fiddler. Schlossmuseum, Gotha. 
Francois Puget, The Musicians of Louis XIV, 1689. Louvre, Paris. 
Anonymous, perhaps Johann Brilderle, Music Party, c1620. National Museum, 

Museum of Czech Music, Prague. 
Valentin de Boulogne, Music Party, Rome after 1614. Museum der Bildenden 

Künste, Leipzig. Frans Hals, Portrait Daniel van Aken. Nationalmuseum, 
Stockholm, inv. 1567. 

Gerard Dou, Fiddler, 1665. Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen, [76] Dresden. 

Johann Jakob Walther, frontispiece for Hortus Chelicus (Mainz, 1688). 
School of Fr. Hals, Music and Cards. Staatliches Museum, Schwerin. 
[H. Misson], Memoires & Observations faites par un Voyageur en Angleterre (La 

Haye, 1698): engraving facing p. 255. Repr. in EM 6 (1978), 391. 
Pieter Lastmann, David in the Temple, 1618. Herzog-Anton-Ulrich Museum, 

Brunswick. 
Jan Miense Molenaer (1606-68), Music Party. Frans Halsmuseum, Haarlem, 

Netherlands. 
Domenico Zampieri, known as Domenichino (1582-1641), The Madonna 

Enthroned. Brera, Milan. 
— (ascribed), St Cecilia with Six Angels. Musee des Beaux-Arts, Orleans. 
Nicolas Tournier, The Concert. Louvre, Paris. 
Frans Francken II (1581-1642), The Mystical Marriage of St Catherine. Museum 

Vanderkelen-Mertens, Liege. 
Bernardo Strozzi (1581-1644), The Music. Palazzo Bianco, Genova. 
Gerard van Honthorst, Fiddler by Candlelight, Rome, 1610-22. Museum der 

Bildenden Künste, Leipzig. 
Antonio Domenico Gabbiani, Grand Duke Ferdinando de Medici and his Musicians, 



c1685. 
—, Grand Duke Ferdinando de Medici's String Band, c1685. Both Galleria Palatina, 

Florence. 
Valentin de Boulogne, Music Party. Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. 
Robert Feuillet, Still Life with Violin, 1690. Musee des Beaux-Arts, Strasbourg. 

APPENDIX 2 

Pictures representing Trench' viol players and viols 

Laurent de La Hyre, La musique, 1650. Musée Magnin, Dijon. 
Jean Gamier, Louis XIV Protector of the Arts, 1672. Musée du Château, 

Versailles. 
Jean Dieu, named Saint-Jean (ascribed), Portrait of a Violist, c1686. Musée du 

Château, Blois. 
N. & R. Bonnart, Citizen's Costume, engraving c1670; in François Lesure, Musik 

& Gesellschaft im Bild, 28 (Kassel, 1966), 87. 
Nicolas Colombel, St Cecilia, after 1694. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Rouen. 
Pieter Schenck, Portrait Johan Schenck, engraving c1695. Haags 

Gemeentemuseum. 
Andre Bouys (workshop), Portrait Marin Marais, after 1705. Musée de Musique, 

Paris. 
Francois de Troy or Robert Levrac, named Tournières, The King's Musicians in 

Ordinary, c1705. National Gallery, London. 
Claude Arnulphy (ascribed), Monsieur Gueidan's Daughters, c1730. Musee Granet, 

Aix-en-Provence. 
Nicolas Desportes (1661-1743), Still Life with Viol. Manufacture Nationale, 

Sevres. 
—, Still Life. Musée International du Chasse, Château de Gien. 
Louis Sylvestre, Le Comte de Bavariere, 1707. Residenzmuseum, Munich. 
Jean-Martial Fredou, Portrait Jean-Baptist Forqueray, 1737. Private collection 

(repr. in Pierre Jacquier, 'Rediscovery of a Portrait of Jean-Baptiste 
Forqueray', in Proceedings of the International Viola da Gamba Symposium Utrecht 
1991; Utrecht, 1994, 76-7). 

Jean-Marie Nattier, Madame Henriette de France, 1754. Musée du Château, 
Versailles. 

 
 
 


