The Wool Merchant and the Harp 

The Wool Merchant

In the early 1470s, a young man called George Cely joined his father's trade to become a 'merchant of the staple', dealing in raw wool. The business was international and George was often abroad so the family kept in touch by letter. George was a hoarder and kept all manner of documents besides letters, from official account books to scraps of paper with scribbled reminders. As a result of a legal process after George's death, the whole hoard was preserved and is now in the Public Records Office. These documents give us a gloriously detailed glimpse of life and merchant business in the late 15th century.

George Cely and Music

A particularly fortuitous and interesting survival is a booklet recording some of George's personal expenses from 1473-1475 (when he first started as a merchant and was probably about 16 or 17 years old). Three whole pages detail payments made to a certain Thomas Rede 'harpar', for lessons on harp and lute, for dance lessons and for teaching some songs. George made a note of how much he paid to learn 26 dances on the harp, 14 on the lute. He wrote down the names of the songs he learnt, some of which we still have today. He even tells us that he paid for maintenance and tuning of his instruments.

Songs and dances

The music in this concert is brought together as a way to step into George Cely's shoes and recreate the musical world he inhabited as an amateur music maker. This also meant going to the National Archive to look at the original accounting notebook to check up on things which didn't seem so clear. It was amazing to turn the pages written by him over 500 years ago.

The songs George mentions mainly seem to be well known ones from England. They appear in manuscripts from all over Europe but usually without an English text (obviously, noone bothered to learn English back then) so the evidence that they had English words sometimes rests on a title in one manuscript or some badly garbled words in another. Only one of the songs can be found in a manuscript written in England and even that has had the rest of its text cut out so we only have one solitary verse left. One of the songs has no text at all now and we have little idea as to what it's original text might have been. It's a mystery that may never be solved.

Some of the songs exist in more complex instrumental settings similar to something that George's teacher Thomas might have liked to play. I've included some unusual pieces which seem to be instrumental from English sources or connected to music found in manuscripts written here.

I have also added some other songs from England, mostly by the composer John Bedyngham whose music George seemed to like. I chose songs which would have been well known at home and abroad. On occasion, the music I found seemed incomprehensible and I had to do some careful comparisons of different manuscripts to try to work out how the piece should actually sound.

George learnt a lot of different dances on the harp. I had to work out which dances they might have been so began with dances that were common in France or known in England at roughly the right time. I chose a lot of the dances from a precious English document written in Derbyshire in the late 15th century, the sole evidence of what must have been a rich dance tradition in England. The manuscript contains a list of dances (like an aide memoire) as well as descriptions of choreographies and some tunes. Other choreographies were jotted down by an unknown person on the flyleaf of a 15th century printed book now in Salisbury Cathedral. 

George's cosmopolitan life must have meant keeping up with fashions from the continent so I also looked at continental sources. He mentions learning a type of dance called a basse danse, so I found some in a Parisian publication of the late 15th century, a collection of well known tunes from the previous 50 or 60 years. The tunes are intended to be the 'bass' lines of improvised music similar to how a jazz trumpeter uses the chords of a well known standard to create something new.

[This enderis day] 


Gresley MS 

Roty loly ioy 



listed in Gresley, music Paris

***

Tos juirs (Thun jors) 



Bux

Sebelle anglicum
John Bedyngham 
Bux

O rosa bella, o dolce anima mia

vocal EscB : John Bedyngham








instrumental Bux


***

Northumberland 




Gresley MS 

Bayonn - La duches - Ly bens distonys
Gresley MS 

Myn hertis lust and sterre of my confort 
instrumental based on EscB, 








vocal EscB : John Bedyngham


***

Prenés in gre [Alas the herd whill that I coth dans] – Talbott 
Gresley MS 

Orlyanse





listed in Gresley, music Toulouze

Esperans [Brestow is a mery town]


Gresley MS 

O kendly creature of beute perles


Ox191

Le petit rouen




listed in Salisbury, music Toulouze

***

So ys emprentid in my remembrance
Tenor EscB : John Bedyngham

Quene note





Digby 167 

Votre trey dowce regaunt


Tenor Gilles Binchois
Ritson

Luffil 






Bux

***

Le joyeulx espoyr 



listed in Salisbury, music Toulouze

Una foiztz avaunt dansh (Anavois)

listed in Gresley, music Loch

Princhesse af youth and floree of godlihede
EscB

***

Filles a marier



listed in Salisbury, music Toulouze

Go hert hurt with adversite
Ox191

Fortune alas (Gentil madona de non mabandonare)
EscB : John Bedyngham

Titles in bold are songs that George Cely learnt from Thomas Rede 

Bux: Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Cim. 352B (Buxheimer Orgelbuch)

Digby 167: Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Digby 167

EscB: Real Monasterio de San Lorenzo del Escorial, Biblioteca y Archivo de music MS iv.a.24

Gresley MS: Derbyshire Record Office, D77 box 38: Gresley of Drakelow Papers 

Loch: Berlin, Staatsbibliothek MS 40613 (Lochamer Liederbuch)

Ox191: Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Ashmole 191

Paris: Paris Bibliothèque Nationale de France fonds italien 476, Johannes Ambrosius di Pesaro

Ritson: London, British Library, MS Additional 5665

Salisbury: Salisbury, Cathedral Library,0 copy of Johannes Balbus de Janua, Catholicon (Venice, printed by Johannes Hamann called Herzog for Peter Liechtenstein [1497-8?]), notes of dances on flyleaf

Toulouze: S'ensuit l'art et l'instruction de bien dancer (Paris, Michel Toulouze, no date [1494-6])

Go hert hurt with adversite

Go hert, hurt with adversitë, 



Go heart

And let my lady thi wondïs see;


wounds

And sey hir this, as y sey the:


thus, as I say to you

Farewel my joy, and welcome peyne,

Til y se my lady agayne.

Myn hertis lust [and] sterre of my confort

Myn hertis lust [and] sterre of my confort,

My heart’s desire and lodestar

Whiche is the guide unto my parfaite liffë;

Cherati, that welle of plesance and disport,
tenderness 

Whom that y serve with [body] atentiffë,

And sicht for you is [all] my care and strifë,
and sighing

Off wommanhede so have uppon me routhë
have pity on me

Sithe y, pray you, menë veray and trouthë.
because I, if I may, aim for faith 
and truth.

O kendly creature of beutë perlës

O kendly creature of beutë perlës,


peerless beauty

O glorious merrour of allë clerness,

Sum sygne of love I pray you with humblenesse

To shewë your servaunt in gret distresse.

O Rosa bella, o dolce anima mia

O Rosa bella, o dolce anima mia,


O lovely Rosa, o my sweet soul,

Non me lassar morire, in cortesia.


do not leave me to die, for pity’s sake.

Ai lassomi dolente, dezo finire


Woe is me, sad one: must I die

Per ben servire e lialmente amare?


for having served well and loyally loved?

O dio d’amore che pena è questa amare.

O god of love, what pain this loving is.

Vedi ch’io moro tutt’hora per sta giudea.

See that I am now dying for this traitress.

Texts and translations courtesy of Professor David Fallows

Many thanks go to him and also to Gabriele Miracle, Professor Ardis Butterfield, Crawford Young, Veronique Daniels and Anna Stuttard.

Leah Stuttard 
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Leah Stuttard hails from a Lancashire mill town and has played the medieval harp for over 15 years. The first medieval music she loved was on scratchy out-of-circulation David Munrow LPs that she bought for £1 from the local library. Originally a keyboard player, she fulfilled her dream to own a harpsichord shortly before graduating with a first class music degree and prizes in musicology and performance from Manchester University. Whilst there, she studied with well-known medieval musicologist, Professor David Fallows.

After working professionally in London for a couple of years during which time she managed to direct the UK premiere of the first opera written by a woman, she was awarded a Leverhulme Trust Study Abroad Studentship to go to the Schola Cantorum in Basel, Switzerland where she deepened her understanding of the performance techniques and background of the early harp, spending three years there with Heidrun Rosenzweig as her tutor. She has also studied with bray harp expert, Bill Taylor.

Her career has taken her around the world, appearing in festivals such as the York Early Music Festival, at the Southbank Centre in London, and in Rome, Madrid, Berlin, Paris, Amsterdam, New York, Los Angeles, Boston. In the UK she founded and worked with the ensemble Mediva until 2004 and with Bardos Band until 2010. She first started working with the Italian medieval ensemble Micrologus in 2002 and continues to play with them around the world. She has also appeared with Hesperion XXI (Spain) under the direction of Jordi Savall in Europe and North America as well as with Ensemble Unicorn (Austria).

She studied singing with Howard Milner from 1994 until his untimely death in 2011.
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