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William Byrd  (c.1540-1623)   Retire my soul  
    The eagle's force  
    This sweet and merry month of May a4   

Let not the sluggish sleep   
Ah silly soul   
Wedded to will is witless   
A feigned friend   
Fantasia a6  
Crowned with flowers I saw fair Amaryllis  
Fantasia a6    
O God that guides the cheerful sun  

Interval    

Awake mine eyes  
Come jolly swains  
Praise our Lord, all ye Gentiles  
How vain the toils  
Come woeful Orpheus  
Fantasia a4  
Arise Lord into thy rest  
Pavan and Galliard 

In winter cold/Whereat an ant  
Make ye joy to God  
What is life  
Turn our captivity, O Lord  
Have mercy upon me O God  

  



 

 

To all true lovers of Musicke, W. Byrd wisheth all true 

happinesse both temporall and eternall. 

Being exited by your kind acceptance of my former 
travailles in Musicke. I am thereby much incouraged to 
commend to you these my last labours, for my vltimum 

vale. Wherein I hope you shall finde Musicke to content 
every humour: either melancholy, merry, or mixt of 
both. 

Onely this I desire; that you will be but as careful to 
heare them well expressed, as I have beene both in the 
Composing and correcting of them. Otherwise the best 
Song that ever was made will seeme harsh and 
unpleasant, for that the well expressing of them, either 
by Voices, or Instruments, is the life of our labours, 
which is seldom or never well performed at the first 
singing or playing. Besides a song that is well and 
artificially made cannot be well perceived not 
understood at the first hearing, but the oftner you shall 
heare it, the better cause of liking you will discover: and 
commonly that Song is best esteemed with which our 
eares are most acquainted. As I have done my best 
endeavour to give you content, so I beseech you 
satisfied my desire in hearing them well expressed: and 
then I doubt not, for Art and Ayre both of skilful and 
ignorant they will deserve liking. Vale. 

Thine W. Byrd 

It’s really quite unusual for a concert programme to 

be almost completely taken from one publication. But 

then, Byrd’s ultimate collection is no ordinary book of 

music. Psalmes, Songs and Sonnets has almost the 

same title as his earlier publication of 1588, his first 

without his friend, teacher and collaborator Thomas 

Tallis - that was called Psalmes, Sonets and Songs, and 

he clearly liked the alliteration. However, the earlier 

book was exclusively in five parts, comprising mostly 

consort songs - voice and four viols, re-imagined for 

five voices. This later volume is much more varied, with 

music ranging from three to six voices, and composed 

in many different forms and styles. 

As Byrd says on the title-page, it contains some 
solemne, others ioyfull, framed to the life of the Words: 
Fit for Voyces or Viols. And it is the joyful songs that 

seem to predominate. The energy and vigour of the 

music is astonishing, coming from a man in his 70s, at a 

time when average life expectancy was hardly more 

than 40 years. And Byrd had another dozen years to 

live. 

Psalmes, Songs and Sonnets does include consort 

songs, but more elaborate in design than 1588, 

particularly the joyous New Year celebration, ‘O God 

that guides the cheerful sun’, with its opening 

evocation of sunrise, and the busy, energetic viol parts 

propelling the music towards a chorus that brings the 

piece to a satisfyingly joyous conclusion. There are two 

fantasies for viols alone, one in four and one in six parts 

- a most unusual thing, when viol consorts were mostly 

copied in manuscript. We have added another 6-part 

fantasy and his glorious Pavan and Galliard in six parts 

- when you have six viols, it makes sense to use them. 

But the solemne songs are extraordinary in their 

intensity: 'Turn our captivity, O Lord', setting lines from 

Psalm 126, moves from effortless, limpid counterpoint 

to homophonic call and response, and a dance-like 

triple section expressing the jollity of the words. 

While the penitent, supplicatory mood is mostly 

absent, an exception is the masterpiece that is 'Have 

mercy upon me O God', an anthem in all but name, 

which alternates solo verses accompanied by dark and 

low viols, with full refrains. Byrd said elsewhere that the 

music would come to him as he read the words he had 

to set, and here one can almost see the sensuous way 

in which he sets ‘wipe away mine offences’ with a 

smooth slide of notes. 

A 70-year-old Byrd must have realised that his 

publishing days were over with this last collection. Yet 

what a career it had been, starting as a young man in 

his 30s in 1575. He and Tallis had been granted by the 

Queen a 20-year monopoly in the printing of part-

music and music manuscript paper. Even with the 

monopoly, the 1575 Cantiones was not a commercial 

success, and in 1588 Byrd, alone this time, tried again 

with Psalmes, Sonets and Songs, a more heterogenous 

collection. This was more like it, and it sold out, with 

two reprints. 

He was back the following year with more: Songs of 
Sundrie Natures, which had a similar make up to the 

previous volume. But 1589 also saw another publication 

from him, Cantiones sacrae, a collection of motets that 

had been circulating for over a decade in manuscript 

form. In the 1590s his attention was focussed on 

providing Mass settings for private Catholic worship, 

and he published settings in 3, 4 and 5 parts - he must 

have been very sure of the support of the Queen to get 

away with such overt Catholic material. 

Even more provocative was the Gradualia published 

in 1605 and 1607, which provided complete Mass 

Propers for the major feasts of the church year, Marian 

feast and Marian votive Masses. After the Gunpowder 

plot of 1605, Byrd withdrew the publication, before re-

issuing both volumes in 1610. 

The elderly composer had retired from London to 

Essex, close to his patron, Lord Petre, who as a fellow 

Catholic could provide a safe haven, though he was still 

regularly cited for recusancy. His final years were spent 

as much in litigation and legal disputes as with music. 

He contributed four sacred songs to William Leighton’s 

Teares or Lamentacions of a Sorrowfull Soule in 1614, 

and died 400 years ago in 1623. ‘Brittanicae Musicae 

Parens’, the father of British music, as one admirer put 

it; the Chapel Royal Cheque Book, where he had 

worked for so much of his life, recorded his death and 

described him as ‘a Father of Musick’. 

© Richard Boothby 2023 

Reproduction and distribution is strictly prohibited.



 (c.1540-1623)  

 
Anonymous 

 

 
Thomas Churchyard 

 

 
attr. Thomas Watson 

 
Anonymous 

 

 
Anonymous 

 

 
Anonymous 

 

 
Anonymous 

 

  

 

 

 
Anonymous 

 

 
 
 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment 
have ended.
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