Sacred Fragments
English sacred music from the 13th and 14th century
Leah Stuttard – medieval harp and voice

Scraps of parchment, with the top part of the page ragged and illegible; pages cut in half, folded, the ink all but worn off; slips no more than an inch wide; pages defaced and scribbled on by notaries or other owners; the pieces of parchment that used to form large and important codices of sacred music in medieval England have suffered many undignified fates, stuck into new books as protection, cut up, covered in graffiti. Before these treasuries could be rediscovered in sound, decades of fervent work revealed the delicate connections between this page here and that folio there. This work also exposed how lamentably large the quantity is of what has been lost. 

Music scribbled in as a cramped afterthought; the odd song here and there; a motet written in upside down; blank staves left without music, just with text; additions long after the book was originally copied; other sacred music comes to us in manuscripts mainly intended for different purposes, collections and miscellanies of texts interesting to that long ago compiler.

The first song in the concert comes from a manuscript compiled and partly written by a certain Arnald Fitz-Thedmar, an alderman of London with German roots and strong connections to the Hanseatic League. It contains a huge variety of different things and represents this one man’s life interests; details of his ancestry, lists of popes, emperors and officers in the city of London, copies of public documents and historical chronicles as well as, in the midst of all this, a song written in English and Anglo-Norman based on a well known religious melody and bemoaning the unjust fate of one who is in prison through no fault of his own. Sometimes classified as a political text, I prefer to think of it as an allegory for our imprisonment here on earth, a common and easy to understand theme, as the reading from Ancren Wisse also shows.

The manuscript known as MS Additional 68 consists of a whole bundle of bits and bobs ‘factitiously’ put together by scholars between 1925 and 1952 into one manuscript representing a corpus of work associated with Worcester cathedral around 1300. The pieces are spread around three libraries and include some of the most iconic English music before Elgar (in my opinion!) Beata viscera for example is just chock full of the sweet and enticing harmonies so unique to the British Isles – whilst the French were busy with their direct sounding open chords, all plain octaves and strident 5ths, the English couldn’t get enough of 3rds and 6ths, making them move in a parallel motion of marvellous consonance. 

MS Sloane 1580 in comparison is in fact not a music collection at all, but is full of sermons and tracts and includes a copy of a scientific text by a certain Englishman, Philippe de Thaon (his heritage was Norman and he lived only a generation after the dramatic usurpation of the British throne by William the Conqueror).  The oldest surviving scientific treatise in a vernacular language rather than in Latin, in this case Anglo-Norman, Philippe’s Comput explains how to calculate the calendar with reference to heavenly bodies. Added in to this manuscript are a few Latin songs. Verbo celum quo firmatur is the only one with more than one voice and its lyrics are a long complex and faintly mystical allegory pleading for grace from the Virgin Mary. “Neither nature comprehends, nor intellect grasps how great be His might.”

Far from being morbid, our ancestors’ preoccupation with death is perhaps healthier than our current state of almost total denial of mortality. As a wiser person than I has said, artworks which are “memento mori”, reminders that we will die, are not created to “make people despair, but to help them use the thought of death to focus on the real priorities. Vivid reminders of mortality and the transient nature of life put our prosaic obsessions into question. When measured against the finality of death, the true insignificance of some of our worries is emphasised and we’re given an opportunity to feel a little braver about what we really want and feel.” (You can read more at http://www.thebookoflife.org/memento-mori/) The theme of wondering where all those people have gone who lived before us comes up both in a poem in Middle English that I found and in a song in Latin, Scribere proposui, from the manuscript Paris Bibliothèque Nationale fonds français 25408. Again, this miscellany (which was written in England in the late 13th century) contains music almost by accident, added on just a few pages. The rest is devoted to French texts including a narrative of a saint’s life, a bestiary and a didactic text about how to live wisely. The motet Trahis suspirium – Mordax detractio has a particularly biting text about slander and jealousy and lies; in other words, the difficulties of this life.

The appendix to the manuscript now in Chicago University Library, number 654, is actually just a collection of 16 flyleaves inserted at the beginning and end to protect the more precious contents of the rest of the ‘real’ manuscript (a book about science and a collection of sermons). Music seems to have been particularly susceptible to going out of fashion (some things don’t change) and the parchment it was written on was too expensive to just waste. The provenance of the manuscript is Meaux Abbey in Yorkshire, not far from the town of Beverley in the East Riding. It’s likely that these fragments (which all have a bit missing in the middle of each page thanks to the person who bound them into the book of science and sermons) were originally part of a really large collection of polyphonic sacred music. What we have left makes full use of a repetitive technique called voice exchange. First voice 1 sings melody A whilst voice 2 sings melody B and voice 3 does another thing, C. Then voice 1 sings melody B and voice 2 sings melody A (they’ve swapped parts) with C carrying on unchanged underneath. This means that the aural experience is of hearing the same thing twice but with slightly different timbres as two different voices comes out on top, one after the other. The repetition of short modules like this is peculiarly English, and I think rather meditative, even mantra-like, especially in Stella maris nuncuparis. 

The manuscript in the Bodleian library in Oxford, Latin Liturgical d.20, is a part of the repertoire of Worcester Cathedral (see above) and can be dated in the 14th century due to details in the style of the musical notation. The joyous pieces based around “alleluya” were part of a whole set it seems in this manuscript. Candens crescit lilium – Candens lilium columbina is an unusual four-voice piece, although the bottom two voices rarely sound together. They create the “pes”, Latin for foot and a common structural technique in English music, creating a repeated pattern on which to base the top two voices. It can be found in four different sources which makes me suspect that its uniqueness was also recognised and valued at the time.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Thomas gemma Cantuarie – Thomas cesus in Doveria is another four-voice motet, which also seems to have been much appreciated in the 14th century (if we can indeed judge by how many manuscripts it’s in – it was written down at least four times, including in two manuscripts which also contain Candens crescit lilium). The text is about two different saints called Thomas, both from England. The music has a vaguely repetitive quality that comes from its underlying “pes”. It is intriguingly satisfying to play and hear, with a strangely modern tonal feel that nevertheless is broken by “weird” harmony enough for it still to feel reassuringly medieval and exotic. The manuscript number 512/543 in the library of the Cambridge college of Gonville and Caius contains 33 pages of music but is mostly full of educational texts on logic, hagiography, dialogues on physics and natural science. It belonged to a certain John Rudham who was associated with the cathedral in Norwich and mentions himself several times throughout the book. Ad rose titulum is a particularly mellifluous and melodious song to finish with. 
All of the music in this concert is unattributed

Ar ne kuthe ich sorghe non	Vernacular song known as the “Prisoner’s Prayer”
c 1268-74
London Metropolitan archives, Corporation of London, MS Cust 1”Liber de Antiquis Legibus”

Reading from Ancren Wisse
13th century guide for anchorites

O Maria virgo pia	2 voice sequence
O debilis, o flebilis	Motet on a 2 voice pes
O sponsa dei electa	3 voice conductus
Beata viscera	3 voice conductus
13th century
Worcester Cathedral, MS Additional 68

Veni sancte spiritus	monophonic sequence
Verbo celum quo firmatur	2 voice sequence
13th century 
British Library, MS Sloane 1580

Reading – “Ubi sount qui ante nos fuerount?”
13th century poem
Oxford Bodleian MS Digby 86

Stillat in stellam	2 voice conductus
Scribere proposui	Latin strophic refrain song
Trahis suspirium – Mordax detractio	3 voice motet
c 1267
Paris Bibliothèque Nationale, fonds français 25408

Reading – Blessed be thou levedy, ful of heovene blisse
late 13th or early 14th century
British Library MS Harley 2253

Orbis pium primordium – O bipertitum peccatum	3 voice cantilena
Patris superni gracia – Pia pacis inclita	3 voice cantilena
Stella maris nuncuparis	3 voice conductus
Spiritus et alme – Gaude virgo salutata	3 voice motet on a troped chant
late 13th century
Chicago University Library 654 app.

Reading from the Towneley mystery play of Noah
14th century
Huntington Libr., San Marino, California, MS HM 1

Alleluya psallat – Alleluya concinat – Alleluya 	3 voice motet on a troped chant
(verse Virga Iesse)
Alme veneremur – Alleluya	3 voice motet on a troped chant
(verse Iusti epulentur)
Candens crescit lilium – Candens lilium columbina	4 voice motet on a pes
early 14th century
Oxford Bodleian Latin Liturgical MS d.20 (also part of the Worcester Cathedral source, MS Additional 68)

Reading from The Revelations of Divine Love, Julian of Norwich
14th century mystic text

Thomas gemma Cantuarie – Thomas cesus in Doveria	4 voice motet on a pes
Ad rose titulum	3 voice cantilena
14th century
Cambridge Gonville & Caius MS 512/543
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Leah Stuttard hails from a Lancashire mill town and has played the medieval harp for almost 20 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. She has worked with many major names such as Jordi Savall and 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. She first started working with the Italian medieval ensemble Micrologus in 2002 and continues to add a certain British je-ne-sais-quoi to their performances. She has also appeared with Ensemble Unicorn (Austria) and La Camera delle Lacrime (France). 

Her work in a duo with Agnethe Christense (Denmark/Sweden) allows her to explore the possibilities of female voices and plucked instruments. They have already performed in Norway, Italy, Sweden, Denmark, Estonia and across the UK.

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. Since October 2014 she has been studying at the Sorbonne with Benjamin Bagby and Katarina Livljanic. In January 2016 she will start a PhD exploring the history of improvisation in the medieval music revival, uncovering the hidden intuitive knowledge of several generations who have devoted their time and energy to meticulously recreating this repertoire.

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

 
Discography

2014, Le Vie del Sacro, Micrologus
2014, Carnivalesque, Micrologus
2014, Oluf Strangesøns Dyst/Joust, with Agnethe Christensen
2013, Lucrezia, Ensemble Medusa
2013, The Wool Merchant and The Harp, Leah Stuttard 
2011, Catch as Catch Can, Catch as Catch Can
2007, Myth: The Music, Micrologus
2004, Le Jeu de Robin et Marion, Micrologus
2002, Dreamsongs, Bardos Band
2000, Viva Mediva, Mediva
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