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To say that the English motet tradition culminated in the works of William Byrd is to 

state a commonplace. Byrd’s motets represent “both the virtual end and the high point of Latin 

polyphony in England.”1 Scholars have shown that the composer was well aware of his 

tradition, and examples of “emulation, competition, and homage” in the motets abound, 

especially in his early works, but even in later ones.2 His debt to his mentor, Chapel Royal 

colleague, co-print-patent-holder, and fellow Catholic, Thomas Tallis, is well documented.3 

 
1 Alan Brown, preface to Cantiones Sacrae II (1591), ed. Alan Brown, Vol. 3 in The Byrd Edition, ed. Philip Brett 
(London: Stainer & Bell, 1981), ix. 
2 The reference is to Howard Mayer Brown, “Emulation, Competition, and Homage: Imitation and Theories of 
Imitation in the Renaissance,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 35/1 (Spring, 1982): 1-48. Brown’s 
article, however, is not concerned specifically with English music. 
3 See, for example, H. K. Andrews, The Technique of Byrd’s Vocal Polyphony (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1966), 5; Philip Brett, “Prefaces to Gradualia,” in William Byrd and His Contemporaries (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2007), 152; and, especially, Craig Monson, “’Throughout All Generations’: Intimations of Influence 
in the Short Service Styles of Tallis, Byrd, and Morley,” in Byrd Studies, ed. Alan Brown and Richard Turbet 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 83-111, especially p. 83, fn. 1. On the other hand, David Wulstan 
challenges the notion that Byrd was Tallis’s pupil on the grounds that “an examination of several facets of Byrd’s 
technique [. . .] does not readily reveal the expected evidence for this musical lineage.” See David Wulstan, “Birdus 
tantum natus decorare magistrum,” in Byrd Studies, ed. Alan Brown and Richard Turbet (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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Joseph Kerman has suggested specific connections between Byrd’s early psalm-motets and 

those of Christoper Tye.4 Byrd’s Aspice Domine is said to be modeled on Philip van Wilder’s 

setting of the same text.5 One of Byrd’s earliest surviving works is the middle section of a three-

part psalm setting he made jointly with his considerably older colleagues, John Sheppard and 

William Mundy.6 Examples could be multiplied.7 After Byrd, the motet in England went into 

precipitous decline as new forms gained ground, following more or less the same course across 

Europe.8  

Byrd’s work grew out of, persisted in, and perpetuated a national tradition recognized 

by scholars as specifically English, at the same time absorbing and processing outside influences 

into a highly personal style. Though it is difficult to speak of a body of work as large and varied 

as Byrd’s motets in general terms, certain characteristics have been identified by scholars in 

individual motets as “peculiarly English.” Yet it is the circumstances under which those motets 

were conceived, produced, and received that may constitute their most pervasively English 

aspect. 

 
University Press, 1992), 63-82. Wulstan’s challenge to the Byrd-Tallis lineage, based as it is at least partly upon 
pitch ranges in the works of the two men, seems less convincing than his use of pitch range to reassess the 
chronology of some of Byrd’s early works. Hugh Benham also sees little in Byrd’s music to link the two composers. 
See Hugh Benham, Latin Church Music in England c. 1460-1575 (London: Barrie and Jenkins, Ltd., 1977), 220. 
4 See Joseph Kerman, “The Elizabethan Motet: A Study of Texts for Music,” Studies in the Renaissance 9 (1962): 
278-80. 
5 Wulstan, “Birdus tantum natus decorare magistrum,” 68. 
6 Joseph Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981), 59. 
7 Philip Brett noted important similarities, both of form and musical detail, between Byrd’s Masses, especially the 
Four-Part Mass, and the “Meane” Mass of John Taverner—further illustrating Byrd’s association with an older 
tradition, especially in his Latin music, through virtually his entire career. See Philip Brett, “Homage to Taverner in 
Byrd's Masses,” Early Music 9/2 (Apr. 1981): 169-76. Brett also points out that Tye, Sheppard, and Tallis all based 
masses on the same exemplar, which speaks to the English tradition within which Byrd worked. See Philip Brett, 
preface to The Masses (1592-1595), ed. Philip Brett, Vol. 4 of The Byrd Edition, ed. Philip Brett (London: Stainer & 
Bell, 1981), vi. 
8 Already by 1597, Thomas Morley could publish his assessment of the sorry state of the once-great English motet 
as “little esteemed, and in small request with the greatest number of those who most highly seem to favor art.” 
Thomas Morley, A Plain & Easy Introduction to Practical Music (1597), ed. Alec Harman (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Co. Inc., 1952), 293. 



Alfieri—3  
 

Given that English composers, generally speaking, appear to have worked in relative 

isolation from their Continental counterparts from about the time of Dunstaple and Power 

through the early sixteenth century, when music in print began to circulate and Henry VIII 

began employing foreign musicians at his court, there is some justification for identifying a 

distinctive English tradition of sacred music out of which Byrd emerged. As Stephen Banfield 

writes, 

English church music in the greater part of the century before the Reformation 
of the 1530s and 40s developed a spatial magnificence and complexity in patent 
stylistic isolation from the continent. This was in both arts [music and 
architecture] partly the economic result of royal and aristocratic patronage [. . .] 
Choral as opposed to solo polyphonic singing in church thereby developed early 
and far in England and gave rise to the unprecedentedly wide pitch range (F to 
aʺ), large number of polyphonic parts—six or seven routinely, sometimes nine or 
even 13—and quirky, flamboyant textures of the votive antiphons of the Eton 
Choirbook [. . .] This style peaked with Fayrfax, Taverner and Sheppard and 
enjoyed a brief final flowering during Mary Tudor’s Catholic reign (1553–8) in the 
antiphons of William Mundy and Tallis [. . .] but it can still be sensed in Byrd’s 
late Latin publications.9 

Kerman firmly attests Byrd’s “strongly traditional orientation” in such traits as his continued use 

of cantus firmus techniques, “the staple of the Marian Chapel repertory,” well into the 1570s, 

and his continued reference to the form and style of the old English votive antiphon in works 

such as Tribue, Domine (1575) and Infelix ego (1589), well after its popularity and liturgical 

usefulness had past.10 In fact, the notion of traditionalism is not at all uncommon in Byrd 

 
9 Stephen Banfield, "England (i)," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online (Oxford University Press, accessed 
October 21, 2012), http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. 
10 See Joseph Kerman, “Old and New in Byrd’s Cantiones Sacrae,” in Essays on Opera and English Music in Honor of 
Sir Jack Westrup, ed. F. W. Sternfeld, Nigel Fortune, and Edward Olleson (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1975), 25-43. 
This is the essay in which Kerman points out the previously unremarked fact that Tribue, Domine, is only the first 
part of a larger work that includes the two works immediately following it in the original print, Te deprecor, and 
Gloria Patri. (All reference to the work in the present essay are to the full three-part motet.) See also Kerman, The 
Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 341. John Caldwell notes textual connections to the votive antiphon in Tribue, 
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studies. 

On a more general level, Peter Le Huray identifies broad characteristics of Elizabethan 

vocal polyphony, all of which may reasonably apply to much of Byrd’s Latin music: conjunct 

movement, the avoidance of “unduly complex rhythms,” natural verbal stress, and the 

“imaging” of text in melodic shape and rhythms.11 In some of the late motets, Kerman finds 

evidence of a “continuing commitment to traditional values in English polyphony,” including the 

“half-canonic semichoir style of the Tudor votive antiphon” that provided contrast in settings of 

longer Mass and motet sections, as well as Byrd’s “rich, complex consonant textures, the rotas 

and ostinatos, the chains of 6-5 progressions, the English cadential false relations,” in all of 

which he sees evidence that “the accents of Tudor polyphony suited [Byrd’s] temperament and 

a certain density in his musical thought.”12 Frank Lloyd Harrison calls Byrd’s use of cross-

relations “a firmly rooted tradition in English polyphony,”13 and Brett writes of Byrd’s effort to 

preserve “the rhapsodic sense of melody cultivated by his predecessors.”14 In short, there is 

ample evidence in Byrd’s motets of his continued commitment to English musical traditions. 

 
Domine; John Caldwell, The Oxford History of English Music, Vol. I (Oxford: Clarenden Press, 1991), 380. Owen Rees 
plays down Kerman’s association of Infelix ego with the votive antiphon, especially on the grounds of the advanced 
musico-rhetorical language of the former; Owen Rees, “English Background to Byrd’s Motets: Textual and Stylistic 
Models for Infelix ego,” in Byrd Studies, ed. Alan Brown and Richard Turbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 24-50. On the votive antiphon as a popular extra-liturgical devotional work in early sixteenth-century 
England, see Benham, Latin Church Music in England, 19-20. 
11 Peter Le Huray, “Some Thoughts about Cantus Firmus Composition, and a Plea for Byrd’s Christus resurgens,” in 
Byrd Studies, ed. Alan Brown and Richard Turbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 12-13. Peter 
Phillips provides a similar list of attributes associated with what he calls “the Chapel Royal style” in the post-Marian 
years, a style in large part dictated by the work of Tallis and Byrd. These include “antiphony,” “tags like the English 
cadence and clash,” “consecutive 6/3 chords; quasi-canon and circular harmonic progressions.” These are 
footnoted here since Phillips derives his list specifically from Byrd’s Anglican church music. Peter Phillips, English 
Sacred Music 1549-1649 (Oxford: Gimell, 1991), 10. 
12 Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 348. 
13 Frank Lloyd Harrison, “Church Music in England,” in The Age of Humanism: 1540-1630, ed. Gerald Abraham, Vol. 
4 of The New Oxford History of Music, ed. J. A. Westrup et al. (London: Oxford University Press, 1968), 484. 
14 Philip Brett, “William Byrd: Traditionalist and Innovator,” in William Byrd and His Contemporaries (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2007), 1. 
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Byrd’s work, of course, also had important ramifications for the music that came after 

him, both in England and abroad. He was the first major European composer to produce a 

substantial body of purely instrumental music. Another tradition which, like the motet, he 

brought to its artistic apex, the English consort song, enjoyed a brief resurgence in popularity 

among English composer in the early seventeenth century, and formed part of the foundation 

for the English lute song. Byrd’s work in another typically English form, the verse anthem, is said 

to reflect his debts to Farrant, Hunnis, Mundy and others,15 at the same time looking forward to 

a surge of early-seventeenth-century activity most brilliant in the works of Orlando Gibbons and 

Thomas Weelkes. As Kerman has shown, Byrd took the text setting in his Latin motets to new 

heights of sensitivity and specificity, introducing the madrigal esthetic into English music before 

the madrigal itself gained wide popularity in England during the last decade of the century.16 

Thomas Morley, Byrd’s most illustrious student and author of the most important musical 

treatise of the Elizabethan era, A Plain and Easy Introduction to Practical Music, dedicated that 

work to Byrd “as that which sometime proceeded from yourself,” both acknowledging its debt 

to the elder artist and explicitly inscribing its legacy with his name.17 At least three of Byrd’s 

motets appear in seventeenth-century sources with English contrafacta texts,18 and Alan Brown 

 
15 Joseph Kerman, "Byrd, William," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed 
January 18, 2013, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.bu.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/04487. 
16 See Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 84. In contrast, Brett (writing of song) feels that Byrd 
“preferred the English—and essentially medieval—tradition of setting the form of the verse rather than the new-
fangled manner of reflecting its imagery and syntax, so conspicuous in the imported madrigal style. . .” Brett, 
“William Byrd: Traditionalist and Innovator,” 3-4. However, later in the same essay, writing of Byrd’s Exurge, 
Domine, Brett calls the text “couched in music as demonstrative as any madrigal, exuberant in style and vivid in 
imagery.” Perhaps the seeming contradiction lies in some difference between Byrd’s approach to English verse and 
Latin prose? 
17 Morley, A Plain & Easy Introduction,” 3. On the Byrd-Morley musical lineage, see Monson, “’Throughout All 
Generations’.” 
18 Craig Monson, preface to Cantiones Sacrae (1575), ed. Craig Monson, Vol. 1 of The Byrd Edition, ed. Philip Brett 
(London: Stainer & Bell, 1977), vii-viii. Going the other way, Kerman identifies a Latin contrafactum of the Te Deum 
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notes that one of these, the second part of Ne irascaris, became a staple of English cathedral 

choirs well into the eighteenth century.19 

Notwithstanding such evidence of Byrd’s “Englishness” both in terms of his tradition and 

his influence, there is no shortage of examples in the scholarly literature of affinities in the 

motets with Continental composers such as Palestrina, Lassus, and Ferrabosco the Elder.20 Brett 

calls the stylistic foundation of Byrd’s motet-writing between 1575 and 1591 “the sophisticated 

Continental imitative style that Byrd had learned a great deal about as a result of his contact 

with Alfonso Ferrabosco.”21 Kerman locates in Byrd’s motet-writing a “refinement of the basic 

medium of imitative polyphony [. . .] and in general its superb native reinterpretation of the 

classic [. . .] idiom of Continental Europe.”22 Byrd’s assimilation of this idiom in his motets; the 

freedom from liturgical constraints that the Reformation afforded composers of Latin music; 

and the corresponding freedom to choose texts based solely upon personal or musical 

motivations; all of this, in addition to Byrd’s own singular position as both royal musician and 

Catholic adherent, may actually have served to hasten the advancement of international 

 
from Byrd’s Great Service in the Peterhouse partbooks at Cambridge. Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William 
Byrd, 29. 
19 Alan Brown, preface to Cantiones Sacrae I (1589), ed. Alan Brown, Vol. 2 of The Byrd Edition, ed. Philip Brett 
(London: Stainer & Bell, 1988), xi. Kerry McCarthy, in her article on the contrafacture of Byrd’s motets, claims the 
existence of no fewer than five English versions of all or part of Ne irascaris. McCarthy’s article is a neat summary 
of its subject.  Kerry McCarthy, “'Brought to Speake English with the Rest': Byrd's Motet Contrafacta,” The Musical 
Times 148/1900 (Autumn 2007): 51-60. 
20 See Harrison, “Church Music in England,” 488-89. For Byrd’s use of texts possibly chosen from Continental 
sources, see Kerman, “The Elizabethan Motet,” 300-302. For Byrd’s debt to Ferrabosco, see Joseph Kerman, “Byrd, 
Tallis, and the Art of Imitation,” in Aspects of Medieval and Renaissance Music: A Birthday Offering to Gustav 
Reese, ed. Jan LaRue (New York: Pendragon Press, 1966), 528-37; Joseph Kerman, “An Italian Musician in 
Elizabethan England,” in Write All These Down: Essays on Music (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994), 
142-44; Joseph Kerman, “On William Byrd's ‘Emendemus in melius’,” The Musical Quarterly 49/4 (Oct. 1963): 448-
449; and Caldwell, The Oxford History of English Music, 380-381. 
21 Ferrabosco, of course, lived and worked in England, in the Queen’s employ, between c. 1562 and 1578. Philip 
Brett, “William Byrd: New Reflections,” in William Byrd and His Contemporaries (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2007), 124. 
22 Joseph Kerman, “William Byrd and Elizabethan Catholicism,” in Write All These Down: Essays on Music (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1994), 83-84. 
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elements in English music as the century progressed.23 Kerman writes: 

It has not been sufficiently emphasized how radical Byrd's motets must have 
sounded to Englishmen of the 1570s. In a dozen respects, his motets fairly defied 
comparison with the music of Taverner, Tye, White, Parsons, or even Tallis [. . . 
Emendemus in melius] stands as a manifesto of a revolutionary new spirit in 
Elizabethan music. Revolutionary, that is, on the English scene; Continental 
music had taken such steps before. It seems clear that foreign influence must 
have been potent on Byrd. 24 
 

Byrd’s borrowing of texts from the works of Continental composers is well-documented; it is 

assumed that he gleaned texts previously set by Clemens, Willaert, Josquin, and others from 

Flemish print sources circulating in England.25 England’s own music publishing was still in its 

infancy when Byrd first brought his work to print, much more a Continental industry than a 

British one at the time, so much so that, after being granted the patent from the Queen for 

music printing and importation, Byrd and Tallis chose as the printer of their 1575 joint 

collection the French émigré, Thomas Vautrollier, whose 1570 Recueil du Mellange d’Orlande 

de Lassus was just about their only native model.26 Later, in his choice of the Roman rather than 

the Sarum Use for the texts of his Gradualia, Byrd eschewed older English (Catholic) tradition 

for more current Continental ones. Other such connections abound. 

In the light of these two separate bodies of evidence—the one locating Byrd within a 

native English tradition, the other showing his debts to Continental practice—it is difficult to 

generalize about the “Englishness” of Byrd’s Latin motets taken as a whole, stylistically 

speaking. Apart from the fact that they were all written in England by an Englishman, scholars 

do not seem to have identified any broadly characteristic “contenance angloise” or overarching 

 
23 See Kerman, “The Elizabethan Motet: A Study of Texts for Music,” 299. 
24 Kerman, “On William Byrd's ‘Emendemus in melius’,” 447-448.  
25 See, for example, Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 39-40. 
26 See Joseph Kerman, “An Elizabethan Edition of Lassus,” Acta Musicologica 27/1-2 (Jan.-Jul. 1955), 71-76. 
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Anglicism in the motets, notwithstanding the various native debts that individual works display. 

Byrd’s style is simply too multifarious and individualistic to be truly representative of anything 

other than itself; in the final analysis, Byrd was Byrd, a singular genius, like Bach at once 

traditionalist, culminator, and innovator. Additionally, the known or surmised functions of 

individual motets, aspect of Byrd’s biography, and a consideration of individual texts confound 

broad generalization.  

There is, however, one way in which Byrd’s motets, as a body, may be viewed as 

definitively English: virtually all were written in a climate of religious intolerance that Byrd felt 

keenly, as a Catholic under Anglican rule. Kerman has convincingly demonstrated how this 

affected not only Byrd’s choice of motet texts, but also the music put to them, and the ways in 

which they may have been received. In his review of Kerman’s The Masses and Motets of 

William Byrd, John Milsom writes: 

By the 1570s in England, the cantio sacra (to retain a term that seems to convey 
an idea more specific than does 'motet') had become among other things a 
vehicle for the expression of Catholic views and aspirations, for comment upon 
the current state of oppression or persecution in which the Catholics found 
themselves, even for statements on specific events (as for example the 
martyrdom of Edmund Campion in 1581). Kerman's interpretation of Byrd's 
motet texts as doctrinal or even political testimonies is impressive and surely 
right [. . .] .27 

Byrd’s first published collection of motets, Cantiones, quae ab argumento sacrae 

vocantur, was issued jointly with Tallis in 1575, at a time when, in England just as in the rest of 

Europe, the motet was still the highest and most prestigious of all musical forms, “the chiefest 

 
27 John Milsom, review of The Masses and Motets of William Byrd by Joseph Kerman, Royal Musical Association 
Research Chronicle 19 (1983-85), 86. See also Craig Monson, “Byrd, the Catholics, and the Motet: The Hearing 
Reopened,” in Hearing the Motet, ed. Dolores Pesce (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 348-374. 
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both for art and utility,” as Morley put it.28 In spite of its commercial failure, the publication 

helped to establish Byrd’s name next to Tallis’s as the foremost English musician of his 

generation. The preface to the collection makes it clear that its ostensible purpose is patriotic, 

an adornment to Queen and Country, intended to spread abroad both the fame of its authors 

and that of English music and culture generally. And yet the works it contains are 

overwhelmingly concerned with death, lamentation, and the funereal: the lament, perhaps, of 

the English Catholic community under Anglican rule after the signing of the Supremacy Act and 

Act of Uniformity in 1559,29 a community to which both composers belonged—a covert plea, 

Jeremy Smith suggests, they hoped might be recognized and heeded by the collection’s 

dedicatee, Elizabeth herself.30 It was the most ambitious product of English music printing to 

date, at the same time the beginning of Byrd’s project to create a “distinctive and culturally 

authoritative persona” in print.31 

With his next publications, the first two of three vernacular songbooks he was to publish 

in his lifetime—Psalmes, Sonnets, and Songs of sadness and piety (1588) and Songs of Sundrie 

Natures (1589)—as well as his involvement with and contributions to two popular collections of 

Italian madrigals in English translations issued during the same period, Byrd broadened his base 

of popularity, and even more firmly established his reputation as England’s premier musical 

 
28 Morley, A Plain & Easy Introduction, 292. 
29 Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 39; see also Monson, “Byrd, the Catholics, and the Motet,” 
348-374. See also Kerry McCarthy, Liturgy and Contemplation in Byrd’s Gradualia (New York: Routledge, 2007). On 
the so-called Elizabethan Religious Settlement in its general musical context, see Peter Le Huray, Music and the 
Reformation in England 1549-1660 (London: Herber Jenkins, Ltd., 1967), 31-56. 
30 Jeremy L. Smith, “‘Unlawful Song’: Byrd, the Babington Plot and the Paget Choir,” Early Music 38/4 (Oct. 2010): 
502. Harley also notes another subtle tribute to the Queen in this volume: each composer contributed seventeen 
works, one for each year of Elizabeth’s reign to date, and the date of her coronation in 1558. See John Harley, 
William Byrd: Gentleman of the Chapel Royal (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), 216. 
31 Louis Montrose, “Spencer’s Domestic Domain: Poetry, Property, and the Early Modern Subject,” as quote in 
Brett, “William Byrd: New Reflections,” 125. 
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artist and its most versatile—“our Phoenix,” as Henry Peacham was later to write. Thus, when 

he came to publish two more sets of “sacred songs” in Latin, the Liber Primus Sacrarum 

Cationum of 1589 and the Liber Secundus Sacrarum Cationum of 1591, his position was solidly 

established.  

 As noted above, the Reformation largely freed English composers from the restraints of 

the liturgy in their choice of Latin texts, for the obvious reason that Latin was not widely used in 

Anglican services (though Elizabeth is said to have enjoyed Latin in her chapel at times). This 

afforded Byrd a new-found freedom in his choice of motet texts—not only to set what he 

chose, but also to gear his choices toward a broadened array of extra-musical ends.32 

Propagandistic ends, for instance—what Brett calls Byrd’s “counterdiscourse.”33 Kerman writes, 

“The Latin motet, a prime ornament of Catholicism in its time of ascendency, was now being 

used to voice prayers, exhortations and protests on behalf of Catholics in time of need [. . .] it is 

doubtful that Byrd would have devoted such effort to the motet, and developed it so far, had it 

not been engaged, broadly speaking, in Catholic propaganda.”34 The prayers and propaganda, 

that is, of an increasingly persecuted minority. Craig Monson has added considerably to 

Kerman’s research by documenting the similarities between the texts of several of Byrd’s 

motets, the language of English Catholic pamphleteers of the period, and even the dying words 

of several martyrs to the cause.35 

In 1577, Byrd’s wife, Juliana, was first cited for recusancy. State records indicate the 

Byrd house was put on a list of suspected Catholic gathering-places. His home was put under 

 
32 Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 36-37. 
33 Brett, “William Byrd: New Reflections,” 124. 
34 Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 42, 45. 
35 Monson, “Byrd, the Catholics, and the Motet,” 348-374. 



Alfieri—11  
 

surveillance and several times searched by government officials. In 1587, he was fined heavily 

for recusancy.36 In 1581, the Jesuit priest and Catholic activist, Edmund Campion, whom Byrd 

may have known personally,37 was brutally executed for treason, outraging Catholics 

throughout Europe, striking fear into the English Catholic community,38 and inspiring  Byrd’s 

most overtly political work, not a motet but the English consort song, “Why do I use my paper, 

ink, and pen,” his setting of a portion of Henry Walpole’s (in)famous poem composed upon 

Campion’s death, a poem that cost its printer his ears. Nevertheless, Byrd actually published his 

setting in his 1589 collection of vernacular songs, a daring move (but one that did not cost him 

as dearly as Campion himself, or the poem’s printer).39 

 Kerman divides the texts in Byrd’s 1589 and 1591 motet collections into two veins: texts 

of penitence and supplication, and texts employing a collective voice (use of the first person 

plural) drawn from Biblical narratives of captivity (Egyptian, Babylonian), occupation (of 

Jerusalem), and deliverance.40 In 1583, Byrd is said to have received from his Flemish colleague, 

Philippe de Monte, a motet set to the most famous of all captivity texts, Psalm 136 (Vulgate),41 

Super flumina Babylonis—“By the waters of Babylon”—to which he replied in kind the following 

year, with his Quomodo cantabiums canticum Domini from the same psalm,42 the latter 

containing a triple canon by inversion, as if to assure Byrd’s Catholic colleague on the Continent 

 
36 Harley, William Byrd: Gentleman of the Chapel Royal, 69-81; Joseph Kerman, “Music and Politics: The Case of 
William Byrd (1540-1623),” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 144/3 (September 2000): 276. For a 
detailed picture of the Byrd Family recusancy and run-ins with the State, see David Mateer, “William Byrd's 
Middlesex Recusancy,” Music & Letters 78/1 (Feb. 1997): 1-14.  
37 Harley, William Byrd: Gentleman of the Chapel Royal, 78. 
38 Kerman, “William Byrd and Elizabethan Catholicism,” 79. 
39 Kerman suggests that Byrd’s Deus, venerunt gentes was also written in reaction to Campion’s execution, which 
was particularly brutal and inflammatory. See ibid. 
40 Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 39-46. 
41 Psalm 137 in the (later) King James Bible. 
42 Harley, Gentleman of the Chapel Royal, 225. 
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that his powers remained vital, in spite of everything.43 

 The new-found freedom with which the Reformation allowed Byrd (or his patrons) to 

choose and even critically mold motet texts is paralleled by an increasingly specific and 

evocative musical style, no doubt the result of the same impulse that inspired those textual 

choices. As Kerman puts it, “to see the motet as propaganda, it was necessary first to see music 

as rhetoric,”44 capable of its own meaning, and the motet as a vehicle for personal choice—

incorporating elements of his native tradition, taken to new heights of expressivity, as well as 

madrigalism and other Continental traits, appropriated and integrated into an increasingly 

individualized and confidently personal musical style.45 

Though Byrd’s later volumes are not generally associated with the same sort of 

subtextual activism, Monson has suggested subtle affiliations with Catholic and, especially, 

Jesuit literature of the time.46 Brett believed the opening section of the 1605 Gradualia could 

have been originally intended as a separate volume, beginning with “the vision of a purified 

England and [ending] with a glorious commemoration of saints,” thus potentially incorporating 

a strong if oblique political message, one perhaps eventually judged imprudent, given the 

events of 1605 (see below). 

With his move away from London in 1593 to Stondon Massey in the Essex countryside, 

Byrd effectively retired from court life, though he appears to have remained a titular member 

of the Chapel Royal for at least another ten years.47 In Essex, he entered the circle of his long-

 
43 Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 45; and Harley, Gentleman of the Chapel Royal, 225. 
44 Ibid., 345. See also Kerman, “William Byrd and Elizabethan Catholicism,” 84. 
45 David Trendell even posits what he refers to as Byrd’s “recusant [musical] style.” See David Trendell, “Aspects of 
William Byrd's Musical Recusancy,” The Musical Times 148/1900 (Autumn 2007): 27-50. 
46 Monson, “Byrd, the Catholics, and the Motet,” 363-371. 
47 Harley, Gentleman of the Chapel Royal, 106-107. 
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time patron and fellow Catholic, John Petre, for whose clandestine worship, it seems likely, he 

began to provide liturgical music.48 Whereas manuscript evidence suggests Byrd’s motets of the 

middle period (c. 1757-c. 1591) were performed in private gatherings,49 possibly as much for 

recreation as for devotion, and perhaps by the same sort of amateur groups that encouraged 

the importation of the Italian madrigal in the late 1580s and throughout the following decade, 

Byrd’s later Latin works seem clearly intended for liturgical use.50 During the 1590s, he 

produced his three Latin Masses, and in the next decade, his last collection of Latin works, the 

two books of the Gradualia, containing settings of Proper texts for various Catholic services and 

feasts, employing the Roman rather than the Sarum Use, and arranged in such a way as to be 

appropriate for the liturgy.51 The two books of the Gradualia were published in 1605 and 1607, 

and reissued in 1610.52  After the thwarted Gunpowder Plot of 1605, and the hanging of Henry 

Garnet, leader of the Jesuit mission in England, whom Byrd had probably met at least once,53 

the hopes of the English Catholic community that its beliefs and practice might be restored to 

legitimacy in England must have received a fatal blow. Thereafter, John Bossy tells us, the 

English Catholic community came to a “sort of modus vivendi within itself and with the 

 
48 Gradualia II is dedicated to Petre. See Kerman, “William Byrd and Elizabethan Catholicism,” 85; The Masses and 
Motets of William Byrd, 50-51, 346; Harley, Gentleman of the Chapel Royal, 93-98, 117, 143; and David Mateer, 
“William Byrd, John Petre and Oxford, Bodleian MS Mus. Sch. E. 423,” Royal Musical Association Research 
Chronicle 29 (1996): 21-46. McCarthy profiles Byrd’s Catholic patrons, including Petre, in her article, “Byrd's 
Patrons at Prayer,” Music and Letters 89/4 (Nov. 2008): 499-509. 
49 See John Milsom, “Sacred Songs in the Chamber,” in English Choral Practice 1400-1650, ed. John Morehen 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 161-179. 
50 Kerman, The Masses and Motets of William Byrd, 49-52. 
51 The liturgical function and arrangement of the Gradualia was first made clear in James Jackman’s article, 
“Liturgical Aspects of Byrd's ‘Gradualia’,” The Musical Quarterly 49/1 (Jan. 1963): 17-37. Kerman, with due credit, 
expands upon Jackman’s work in chapter 5 of The Masses and Motets of William Byrd. Since then, McCarthy has 
led new work on the subject, especially in her monograph, Liturgy and Contemplation in Byrd’s Gradualia. 
52 Le Huray suggests Byrd withdrew both sets from sale, probably in 1607 or 1608, due to the violent anti-Catholic 
climate after the Plot, and reissued them in 1610 with new title pages. Le Huray, Music and the Reformation in 
England, 234. 
53 Monson, “Byrd, the Catholics, and the Motet,” 348-350. 
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overwhelmingly Protestant society it lived in [. . .] a viable Catholic community in a non-Catholic 

England [. . . after] something like a century of almost continual self-scrutiny and shattering 

internal conflicts.”54 Byrd lived and worked through much of that century, no doubt one of the 

most politically and spiritually tumultuous in English history—but also a period of monumental 

greatness for English music, thanks in large part to Byrd and his body of Latin motets. 

  

 
54 John Bossy, The English Catholic Community 1570-1850 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), 11. 
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