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English Motets: Exploring Renaissance masterpieces from 
the Golden Age of polyphony in England 

 
The Gesualdo Six 

Guy James countertenor   Josh Cooter tenor 
Alasdair Austin countertenor   Simon Grant baritone 
Joseph Wicks tenor    Owain Park artistic director, bass 
 

Thomas Tallis  (c.1505-1585)        Te lucis ante terminum (pub. 1575)   
William Byrd  (c.1540-1623)        Ave verum corpus (pub. 1605)   

Aspice Domine (pub. 1575)   

William Cornysh  (?-1523)        Ave Maria Mater Dei (compiled c.1500-2)   
John Taverner  (c.1490-1545)        Quemadmodum (c.1540)   

Walter Frye  (?-c.1475)        Ave regina celorum (c.1460)   
John Plummer  (c.1410-1484)        Tota pulcra es    
Robert Parsons  (c.1535-1571)       Ave Maria (c.1560)   

William Byrd      Laudibus in sanctis    

Interval    

Orlando Gibbons  (1583-1625)       O Lord, in thy wrath rebuke me not 
Thomas Weelkes  (1576-1623)       When David heard  

William Mundy  (c.1529-1591)        A new commandment  
Sheryngham  (fl.1500)        Ah, gentle Jesu (pub. c.1500)   
Robert Ramsey  (c.1595-1644)       How are the mighty fallen  

Thomas Tallis     If ye love me (pub. c.1550)   
Thomas Tomkins  (1572-1656)       When David heard (pub. 1622)   

Thomas Weelkes     Hosanna to the Son of David 

  



 

 

During the Renaissance, musical composition 
flourished at a time of profound change, fuelled  
by religious division. This programme traces two 
centuries of music written by some of the era’s great 
masters, encompassing florid, medieval-sounding 
pieces by Sheryngham and Cornysh, intricately woven 
polyphonic works by Tallis and Byrd, and the beautiful 
simplicity of Mundy and Tomkins. 

All these composers had to respond to the musical 
style of the moment, which was constantly changing 
during one of the most turbulent periods in English 
history. Lavish Catholic services required suitably 
elaborate music, with Latin texts and rich sonorities. 
The Protestants rejected such excess, and as the walls 
of churches were whitewashed, so too was the music, 
with composers required to set English words as 
simply as possible so that every syllable could be 
clearly heard by the congregation. Then, during Queen 
Elizabeth I’s reign, came a kind of relaxed simplicity, a 
halfway house in which the ideal was both that the 
words could be heard clearly and that the music 
should remain interesting. 

While all composers in Tudor England had to adapt 
to the period’s shifting religious requirements, none 
was quite as skilful at reinvention as Tallis, whose 
music remains absolutely consistent in its quality even 
as his style changes dramatically. The recusant Byrd 
gave voice to the plight of Catholics in England 
through many of his compositions, using his royal 
favour to escape punishment for his beliefs, and in 
doing so wrote some of the most enduring and 
powerful music of the era. 

Alongside works by famous musicians, we also 
feature pieces by little-known composers, including 
Sheryngham, who lived in England at the beginning of 
the 16th Century. Only two works by him survive, both 
found in the ‘Fayrfax manuscript’, which is now housed 
in the British Library. The music contained in that 
volume offers a glimpse into the private devotional 
practices that took place in English schools and 
college chapels at the end of each day. Ah, gentle Jesu 
sets a text which speaks directly to Christ, while also 
expressing the agony of the Crucifixion through a 
paraphrase of Christ’s own words to mankind. 

As A new commandment by Mundy heralds the 
emergence of the new church vernacular, our second 
half features two works likely composed in response to 
the death of Prince Henry, heir to the English and 
Scottish thrones, who died suddenly of typhoid fever 
in 1612 at the age of 18. His death prompted 
widespread public mourning, with both Thomas 
Tomkins and Robert Ramsey penning works to reflect 
this sense of national loss. 

Ramsey’s How are the mighty fallen is David’s 
lament for the death of his beloved friend Jonathan. 
Throughout the work, the music moves through 
several stages of grief, expressed through Ramsey’s 
animated, madrigalian style and vivid setting of the 
English text, which make the shifts in mood and 
meaning especially clear. The opening and closing 
sections mourn the tragedy of Jonathan’s death, while 
the central section serves as a heartfelt tribute to the 
deep bond they shared. 

Tomkins’s When David heard was later published by 
the composer in a set of madrigals, though it was still 
sung in religious services. Composed in two sections, 
the anthem’s power lies in its unexpected shift from 
third-person description to a first-person outpouring 
of grief – suddenly and shockingly intimate. The first 
section describes King David overcome with grief  
at the loss of his son, Absalom. Tomkins repeats  
key words with their musical figures to great effect, 
focusing on short-term interplay between the parts 
rather than extended polyphonic lines. The second, 
longer section puts words directly into the anguished 
father’s mouth. The music gradually becomes more 
charged: the tessitura rises, the vocal texture thickens, 
and the music convulses with funereal rhythms and 
heartbreaking chromatic melodies. As the work 
begins to subside, there are two beautiful arrival points 
– the first on the dominant and finally on the major 
tonic, perhaps indicating the possibility of cathartic 
release on the other side of pain. 

We also feature Thomas Weelkes’s setting of the 
same text, alongside his paraphrase of verses from the 
Gospels of Matthew and Luke, detailing Jesus’s 
triumphant entry into Jerusalem, which ends in the 
unusual hybrid exclamation, ‘Hosanna in excelsis Deo’. 
Very little is known of Weelkes’s early life, but his later 
career suggests that he came from southern England. 
He was appointed organist of Chichester Cathedral 
probably late in 1601, and in later years was frequently 
reprimanded for a variety of reasons, including bad 
language and drunkenness. 

The extraordinary productivity of composers writing 
during this period, coupled with the advent of printed 
sheet music and licences granted for its production, 
has resulted in a wealth of material available to us – 
and, as such, selecting only a handful to represent this 
early English ‘tapestry’ as a whole is by no means easy. 
But I hope that we manage to showcase something of 
the extraordinary journey that composition took 
around the English Reformation and, in turn, reflect 
our immense enjoyment in performing the music we 
all grew up singing. 

© Owain Park 2026 
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Thomas Tallis (c.1505-1585)  

Te lucis ante terminum 
(pub. 1575)  
Liturgical text 

Before the ending of 
the day 

   
 Te lucis ante  

terminum, 
Before the ending of the 

day, 
 Rerum Creator,  

poscimus, 
Creator of the world, we 

pray 
 Ut pro tua  

clementia,  
that with thy wonted 

favour thou 
 Sis praesul et  

custodia.  
wouldst be our guard and 

keeper now.  
   
 Procul recedant  

somnia, 
From all ill dreams defend 

our eyes,  
 Et noctium  

phantasmata: 
from nightly fears and 

fantasies;  
 Hostemque nostrum 

comprime, 
tread under foot our 

ghostly foe 
 Ne polluantur  

corpora. 
hat no pollution we may 

know.  
   
 Praesta, Pater  

piissime, 
O Father, that we ask be 

done 
 Patrique compar  

Unice, 
through Jesus Christ 

thine only Son,  
 Cum Spiritu  

Paraclito, 
who, with the Holy Ghost 

and thee,  
 Regnans per omne 

saeculum. Amen. 
doth live and reign 

eternally. Amen. 
  
  

William Byrd (c.1540-1623)  

Ave verum corpus  
(pub. 1605) 
Liturgical text 

Hail the true body 

   
 Ave verum corpus, Hail, true fleshly Body, 
 Natum de Maria  

Virgine, 
born here of the Virgin 

Mary’s womb: 
 Vere passum, You who suffered 
 Immolatum who accepted 
 In cruce pro  

homine: 
the Cross for the sake of 

man, 
 Cuius latus  

perforatum 
from whose side when 

pierced and broken 
 Unda fluxit  

sanguine. 
flowed the water, flowed 

the blood 
 Esto nobis praegustatum Be for us a certain foretaste 
 In mortis examine: of dying, of death’s ordeal. 
 O dulcis! O pie! O loving, O gracious, 
 O Jesu fili Mariae, O Jesus, Son born of Mary. 
 Miserere mei. Grant to me Your mercy. 
 Amen. Amen. 
  
 
 
 

 

Aspice Domine  
(pub. 1575)  

Behold, O Lord 

   
 Aspice, Domine, quia facta 

est desolata 
Behold, O Lord, how the 

city full of riches 
 Civitas plena divitiis. is become desolate. 
 Sedet in tristitia; She sits in mourning; 
 Non est qui consoletur eam, there is none to comfort her 
 Nisi tu, Deus noster. save only thou, our God. 
 
 

 

 
 

 

William Cornysh (?-1523)  

Ave Maria Mater Dei 
(compiled c.1500-2) 

Hail Mary, mother of 
God 

   
 Ave Maria, mater Dei,  

regina, 
Hail Mary, mother of God, 

queen, 
 Caeli domina, mundi 

imperatrix inferni. 
lady of heaven, empress 

of the world below. 
 Miserere mei et totius populi 

Christiani; 
Have mercy on me and 

on all Christian people; 
 Et ne permittas nos 

mortaliter peccare, 
and let us not fall into 

mortal sin, 
 Sed tuam sanctissimam 

voluntatem adimplere. 
but let us perfectly fulfil 

your most holy will. 
 Amen. Amen. 
  
  

John Taverner (c.1490-1545)  

Quemadmodum (c.1540)   

   
 Quemadmodum desiderat 

cervus 
Just as the deer yearns 

for 
 Ad fontes aquarum: springs of water: 
 Ita desiderat anima mea ad 

te, Deus. 
so does my soul yearn for 

you, my God. 
   
 Sitivit anima mea ad Deum 

fontem vivum: 
My soul has been thirsting 

for God, the living spring: 
 Quando veniam et apparebo 

ante faciem Dei? 
when will I come and appear 

before the face of God? 
  
  

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



Walter Frye (?-c.1475)  

Ave regina celorum (c.1460)   

   
 Ave regina caelorum, Hail, queen of the heavens, 
 Mater regis  

angelorum 
mother of the king of the 

angels, 
 O Maria, flos virginum, O Mary, flower of virgins, 
 Velut rosa velut  

lilium. 
like as the rose, like as the 

lily. 
   
 Funde preces ad Filium Pour out prayers to your son 
 Pro salute  

fidelium, 
for the salvation of the 

faithful, 
 O Maria, flos virginum, Mary, flower of virgins, 
 Velut rosa velut lilium. like as the rose and the lily. 
  
  

John Plummer (c.1410-1484)  

Tota pulcra es You are altogether 
beautiful 

   
 Tota pulcra es amica  

mea, 
You are altogether 

beautiful, my love, 
 Et macula non est in te; there is no flaw in you; 
 Favus distillans labia tua, your lips distill nectar, 
 Mel et lac sub lingua  

tua. 
honey and milk are under 

your tongue. 
 Odor unguentorum tuorum  The scent of your perfumes 
 Super omnia aromata.  is beyond all spices. 
 Jam enim hiems transiit,  For now the winter is past, 
 Imber abiit et recessit. the rain is over and gone. 
   
 Flores apparuerunt, The flowers have appeared; 
 Vineae florentes 

odorem dederunt  
the flowering vines have 

given forth their 
fragrance, 

 Et vox  
turturis  

and the voice of the 
turtle-dove 

 Audita est in terra nostra. is heard in our land. 
 Surge, propera, amica mea  Arise, my love, my fair one; 
 Veni de Libano  

coronaberis. 
come from Lebanon, you 

will be crowned. 
  
  

Robert Parsons (c.1535-1571)  

Ave Maria (c.1560) 
Liturgical text 

Hail Mary 

   
 Ave Maria, gratia plena,  Hail Mary, full of grace, 
 Dominus tecum;  the Lord is with thee; 
 Benedicta tu in  

mulieribus,  
blessed art thou among 

women, 
 Et benedictus fructus 

ventris tui.  
and blessed is the fruit of 

thy womb. 
 Amen. Amen. 
  
  

William Byrd  

Laudibus in sanctis Celebrate the Lord 
   
 Laudibus in sanctis Dominum 

celebrate supremum: 
Celebrate the Lord most 

high in holy praises: 
 Firmamenta sonent inclita 

facta Dei. 
let the firmament echo the 

glorious deeds of God. 
 Inclita facta Dei  

cantate, sacraque  
potentis 

Sing ye the glorious 
deeds of God, and with 
holy voice, 

 Voce potestatem saepe 
sonate manus. 

sound forth oft the power 
of his mighty hand. 

 Magnificum Domini  
cantet tuba martia  
nomen: 

Let the warlike trumpet 
sing the great name of 
the Lord: 

 Pieria Domino concelebrate 
lira. 

celebrate the Lord with 
Pierian lyre. 

 Laude Dei resonent 
resonantia tympana 
summi: 

Let resounding timbrels 
ring to the praise of the 
most-high God, 

 Alta sacri resonent organa 
laude Dei. 

lofty organs peal to the 
praise of the holy God. 

   
 Hunc arguta canant tenui 

psalteria corda, 
Him let melodious psalteries 

sing with fine string, 
 Hunc agili laudet laeta 

chorea pede. 
him let joyful dance 

praise with nimble foot. 
 Concava divinas effundant 

cymbala laudes, 
Let hollow cymbals pour 

forth divine praises, 
 Cymbala dulcisona  

laude repleta  
Dei. 

cymbals filled with the 
sweet-sounding praise 
of God. 

 Omne quod aethereis  
in mundo vescitur  
auris 

Let everything in the 
world that feeds upon 
the air of heaven 

 Halleluia canat tempus in 
omne Deo. 

sing Halleluia to God for 
evermore. 

  

  

Interval   

  

  

Orlando Gibbons (1583-1625)  

O Lord, in thy wrath rebuke me not  

   
 O Lord, in thy wrath rebuke me not: 
 Neither chasten me in thy displeasure. 
 Have mercy upon me, O Lord, for I am weak: 
 O Lord, heal me, for my bones are vexed. 
 My soul is also sore troubled: 
 But Lord, how long wilt thou punish me? 
 O save me for thy mercy’s sake. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Thomas Weelkes (1576-1623)  

When David heard  

   
 When David heard that Absalom was slain, he went up to 

his chamber over the gate, and wept: and thus he said, 
O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would 
God I had died for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son! 

 
 

 

 
 

 

William Mundy (c.1529-1591)  

A new commandment  

   
 A new commandment give I unto you, saith the Lord, that 

ye love together, as I have loved you, that e’en so ye 
love one another. 

  
  

Sheryngham (b.fl.1500)  

Ah, gentle Jesu (pub. c.1500)   

   
 Ah, gentle Jesu, 
 Who is that, that doth me call? 
 I, a sinner, that oft doth fall. 
 What woud’st thou have? 
 Mercy, Lord of thee I crave 
 Why, lov’st thou me? 
 Yea, my Maker I call thee. 
 Then leave thy sin, or I nill thee, 
 And think on this lesson that now I teach thee. 
 Ah I will, I will, gentle Jesu. 
   
 Upon the cross nailed I was for thee, 
 Suffered death to pay thy ransom; 
 Forsake thy sin, man, for the love of me 
 Be repentant, make plain confession; 
 To contrite hearts I do remission; 
 Be not despaired, for I am not vengeable; 
 Gain ghostly enemies think on my passion; 
 Why art thou froward, sith I am merciable 
 Ah, gentle Jesu! 
   
 My bloody woundes down railing by this tree, 
 Look on them well and have compassion; 
 The crown of thorn, the spear, the nails three 
 Pierced hand and foot of indignation, 
 My heart riven for thy redemption; 
 Let now us twain, in this thing be treatable: 
 Love for love by just convention; 
 Why art thou froward, sith I am merciable 
 Ah, gentle Jesu! 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 

Robert Ramsey (c.1595-1644)  

How are the mighty fallen  

   
 How are the mighty fallen in the midst of the battle. O 

Jonathan, thou wast slain in thy high places. 
 O Jonathan, woe is me for thee, O Jonathan, my brother 

Jonathan, very kind hast thou been to me: 
 Thy love to me was wonderful, passing the love of 

women. How are the mighty fallen, and the weapons of 
war destroyed. 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Thomas Tallis  

If ye love me (pub. c.1550)  
Liturgical text 

 

   
 If ye love me, keep my commandments, 
 And I will pray the Father,  
 And he shall give you another Comforter,  
 That he may bide with you forever; 
 E’en the spirit of truth. 
  
  

Thomas Tomkins (1572-1656)  

When David heard (pub. 1622)   

   
 When David heard that Absalom was slain, he went up to 

his chamber over the gate, and wept: and thus he said, 
O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would 
God I had died for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son! 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Thomas Weelkes  

Hosanna to the Son of David  
Liturgical text 

 

   
 Hosanna to the Son of David.  
 Blessed be the King that cometh in the name of the Lord.  
 Hosanna, thou that sittest in the highest heavens.  
 Hosanna in excelsis Deo.  

 


