
A final quotation from the Book of Common Prayer raises the matter of church

music, a source of division among Protestants. A rubric for Morning Prayer reads: "And

to the end the people may the better hear, in such places where they do sing, there shall

the Lessons be sung in a plain tune after the manner of distinct reading ... "(BCP 53)

As expected, the texts that describe or form the people's practical religious life

indeed reveal anxiety over church music. Harrison's Description of England provides a

rich passage. If read "straight," the text suggests that all English churches, from the small

parish to the large cathedral, approached the tension between clear Scripture reading and

musical settings in a thoroughly Protestant way.

[The liturgy] also in cathedral and collegiate churches is so ordered that

the Psalms only are sung by note, the rest being read (as in common parish

churches) by the minister with a loud voice, saving that in the

administration of the Communion the choir singeth the answers, the

Creed, and sundry things appointed, but in so plain ... and distinct manner

that each one present may understand what they sing, every word having

but one note, though the whole harmony consist of many parts ....

(Harrison 34)

The interest in a "loud voice" and "plain and distinct" speaking reappears, as do some

important limits on music: the emphasis on monophonic chant sung with no melismas

("every word having but one note, though the whole harmony consist of many parts").

Church music once again must submit to the higher sounds of Scripture.

G. J. R. Parry points out, however, that we had best read this particular passage

more as a projection of Harrison's own desires than as historically accurate description
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Current thesis:
The church's emphasis on ministers' audibility in Elizabethan and Jacobean periods
reflects not only the Reformation emphasis on Scripture reading and strong preaching as
means to converting and edifying the flock, but also increasing Protestant emphasis on
the ear as the gate to the soul.

Texts:

This paper draws from texts that present official church positions and that legislated or
tried to enforce the need for audible preaching and prayer; I examine passages in the
Book of Common Prayer, canon law, injunctions, and visitation articles.

Scriptures especially significant to these texts' arguments:
• Romans 10: 17 ("faith is by hearing, & hearing by the worde of God"--Geneva)
• 1 Corinthians 14 (on proper worship practices)

The spiritual danger of the inaudible minister

Areas of concern:

• Location of minister, especially as it relates to church size
• Minister's vocal projection

A few texts:

Thomas Cartwright's 1574 Replye to ... Dr. Whitgift
the profit which myght have come by [the liturgy] unto the people is not
reaped whereof the cause is for that he whych readeth is not in some
places heard and in the most places not understanded of the people
through the distance of place betwene the people and the minister so that a
great parte of the people can not ... tell whether he hathe cursed them or
blessed them [or] whether he that read in Latine or in English.!

Archbishop Grindal's injunction to clergy:
Item, that upon every Sunday and Holy day, you shall in your church or
chapel... reverently and distinctly say or sing the Common Prayer
appointed by the laws of this realm ... standing in a pulpit or seat appointed
for that purpose, and so turning your face towards the people as they may
best hear the same.2

I Thomas Cartwright, A replye to an answere made of M. Doctro Wlzitgift (1574), sig. PI.
2 Walter Howard Frere, ed., Visitation Articles and Injunctions of the Period of the Reformation, 3 vols.
(London: Longmans, Green, and Company, 1910) 3:274, #2.
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Argument: In this paper, I examine canon law that limits the sounds a parishioner could make. I
link these regulations to several other texts, including the 1572 Admonition to Parliament and
two works by George Herbert, and focus on two related controversies, bowing at the name of
Jesus and the question of whether the sermon or the prayers were the more important part of
worship. I argue that although these texts ostensibly deal with the practical problem of noise
during church, each text's definition of noise implies a stance on the impassioned debates over
which kind of worship best helped the laity to hear God.

Canon law (and responses):
All bold-face emphasis is my own.
• against disruptive speech. See Elizabeth's Visitation Article 32, in which visitors were to ask

"whether any have used to commune, jangle, or talk in the church at the time of the prayer,
reading of the homily, preaching, reading, or declaring of the Scripture."1

• against disruptive movement. See Elizabeth's 1559 injunction that during the service, "No
manner of persons without ajust and urgent cause shall use any walking in the church ne
shall depart out of the church" and several 1571 canons.2

• defining reverence.
Elizabeth's Injunction 52 (1559):

Although Almighty God is at all times to be honoured with all manner of
reverence that may be devised; yet of all other times, in time of Common Prayer
the same is most to be regarded. Therefore it is to be necessarily received, that in
time of the Litany and of all other collects and common supplications to Almighty
God, all maner of people shall devoutly and humbly kneel upon their knees and
give ear thereunto. And that whensoever the name of JESUS shall be in any
lesson, sermon, or otherwise in church pronounced, that due reverence be made of
all persons young and old, with lowliness of courtesy and uncovering of heads of
the menkind, as thereunto doth necessarily belong, and heretofore hath been
accustomed.3

1572 Admonition to Parliament:

In all theyr order of service there is no edification, according to the rule of the
Apostle, but confusion, they tosse the Psalmes in most places like tennice balls.
The people some standing, some walking, some talking, some reading, some
praying by themselves, attend not the minister. ... When Jesus is named, then of
goth the capp and downe goeth the knees, with suche a scraping of the ground,
that they cannot heare a good while after so that the word is hindred.',4

I Walter Howard Frere, ed., Visitation Articles and Injunctions of the Period of the Reformation, 3 vols. (London:

Longmans, Green & Company, 1910) 3:5.
2 Royal Injunction #18 in Frere 3: 15. Canons 5.2 and 4.9 in Gerald Bray, ed., The Anglican Canons 1529-1947,
Church of England Record Society 6 (Suffolk: Boydell, 1998) 193, 189.
3 Royal Injunction #52 in Frere 3:25.
4 John Field and Thomas Wilcox, An Admonition to Parliament, (Wandsworth [?], 1572) STC 10847, sig. C3v.



Canon 18 (1603/04)
In the time of divine service, and of every part thereof, all due reverence is to be
used; for it is according to the apostle's rule: "Let all things be done decently and
according to order" .... All manner of persons then present shall reverently kneel
upon their knees, when the general confession, litany, and other prayers are read;
and shall stand up at the saying of the belief. .. and likewise, when in time of
divine service the Lord Jesus shall be mentioned, due and lowly reverence shall be

done by all persons present, as it hath been accustomed; testifying by these
outward ceremonies and gestures, their inward humility, Christian resolution, and
due acknowledgment that the Lord Jesus Christ, the true and eternal Son of God,
is the only Saviour of the world, in whom alone all the mercies, graces and
promises of God to mankind, for this life and the life to come, are fully and
wholly comprised. None, either man, woman or child, of what calling soever,
shall be otherwise at such times busied in the church, than in quiet attendance to
hear, mark and understand that which is read, preached or ministered, saying in
their due places audibly with the minister, the confession, the Lord's prayer, and
the creed ... neither shall they disturb the service or sermon, by walking or talking,
or any other way; nor depart out of the church during the time' of service or
sermon, without some urgent or reasonable cause.5

George Herbert, "The Church Porch"
Resort to sermons, but to prayers most:
Praying's the end of preaching. Oh be drest;
Stay not for th' other pin: why thou hast lost
Ajoy for it worth worlds. Thus hell dothjest
Away thy blessings, and extremely flout thee,
Thy clothes being fast, but thy soul loose about thee.6

George Herbert, The Country Parson
Besides his example, he having often instructed his people how to carry
themselves in divine service, exacts of them all possible reverence, by no means
enduring either talking, or sleeping, or gazing, or leaning, or half-kneeling, or any
undutiful behavior in them, but causing them, when they sit, or stand, or kneel, to
do all in a straight, and steady posture, as attending to what is done in the Church,
and every one, man, and child, answering aloud both Amen, and all other
answers, which are on the Clerk's and people's part to answer; which answers
also are to be done not in a huddling, or slubbering fashion, gaping, or
scratching the head, or spitting even in the midst of their answer, but gently
and pausably, thinking what they say; so that while they answer, As it was in the
beginning, & c. they meditate as they speak, that God hath ever had his people,
that have glorified him as well as now, and that he shall have so forever. ... If
there be any of the gentry or nobility of the Parish, who sometimes make it a piece
of state not to come at the beginning of the service with their poor neighbors, but
at mid-prayers, both to their own loss, and of theirs also who gaze upon them
when they come in ... [the parson] causes them to be presented.7

5 Bray, 289.
6 George Herbert, The Country Parson, The Temple, ed. John N. Wall, Jr. (New York: Paulist, 1981).23.409-14.
7. John Wall notes Canon 113 here, which requires the priest to present such dishlrbers if the churchwardens are too
intimidated by their rank (Herbert, Country Parson, 61).



Bishop Parkhurst's injunction to churchwardens:
...in great churches, where all the people cannot conveniently hear their
minister, the churchwardens ... shall provide ... a decent and convenient seat
in the body of the church, where the said minister may sit or stand, and say
the Divine Service, that all the congregation may hear and be edified
therewith. And that in smaller churches there be some convenient seat

without the chancel door for that purpose.3

Elizabeth's 1559 Visitation Articles ask whether "the curates and ministers do leisurely,
plainly, and distinctly read the public prayers, chapters, and homilies as they ought to
do.,,4

From the 1559 Book of Common Prayer:
At the beginning both of Morning Prayer, and likewise of Evening Prayer,
the minister shaIl read with a loud voice some one of these sentences of

the Scriptures that follow ....
Then shaIl the minister begin the Lord's Prayer with a loud voice ....
Then shaIl be read two Lessons distinctly with a loud voice that the

5
people may hear ....

Another canon:

they shall exhort their people to the reading and hearing of the Holy
Scriptures, and that they come together in times appointed ... and that they
give ear diligently to the preachers of the gospel, and that both they do
hear reverently the godly prayers which shaIl be spoken by the minister,
and also pray themselves with him, that they may be partakers of that (sic)
heavenly mysteries ...6

Compare the ending ofthe above with the following exhortation from the Book of
Common Prayer's order for communion:

The benefit is great, if with a truly penitent heart and lively faith we
receive that holy Sacrament (for then we spirituaIly eat the flesh of Christ,
and drink his blood, then we dweIl in Christ and Christ in us, we be one
with Christ, and Christ with us) .... Amend your lives, and be in perfect
charity with all men, so shaIl ye be meet partakers of those holy
mysteries.7

3 Frere 3:208-09, #8.
4 Frere 3:7, #56.
5 Church of England, The Book of Common Prayer 1559: the Elizabethan Prayer Book, 49, 51, 53. Booty
in a note on p. 49 comments on the need to "be audible,"
6 Bray, 1}3, #1.2.
7 Church of England, The Book of Common Prayer 1559: the Elizabethan Prayer Book, 258.



(150).0 Parry mentions that the Puritans in the 1563 Convocation, with whom Harrison

sympathized, had petitioned "that ministers should be compelled to face the people and

say common prayers distinctly, an attack on the covert survival of popish ceremonies

directed toward the east" (147). Obviously the prayer book rubrics had not had the

desired effect on clarity in praying, preaching, and reading; Parry further claims that

"already before 1563 many London parishes had defied the Act of Uniformity and the

1559 Visitation Injunctions on ... the use of organ music and chant in services" (150).

Parry reads Harrison's account as "subtle Puritan propaganda" (150). Harrison and other

Puritan sympathizers may have described church music to persuade rather than to report.


