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Consorts for Five, Book 4 
 
This fourth collection of five part music includes many pieces which are either not very well 
known and/or not easily available in parts. Some of these are published in large collected 
editions, but then only in score, and, in many libraries, are for reference only.  
 
Most of the composers are thoroughly English, despite (in some cases) their foreign sounding 
names! Four pieces come from a German collection of dances (which also includes some of the 
best known English composers of the time), and one piece is by an Italian living in England.  
  
Two of the pieces have a text, which provides a very useful way to learn more about phrasing and 
articulation. Viol players in the 16th century played a large amount of vocal music, probably at 
least as much as they played instrumental music since there was far more vocal music in 
circulation at that time, and, even in the early 17th century, many of the madrigal composers 
published their books to be ‘Apt for Vyolls and Voyces’. 
 
In the second half of the 16th century composers most often chose to write in five parts and the 
normal range would include one top line, three middle lines (of various ranges) and one bass line. 
Two thirds of the pieces in this book follow that pattern but because of the variety of ranges of 
the inner parts, most can be played by various combinations of sizes of viol, although using a 
tenor viol on part 2 will probably sound best for pieces 1-4 and 9-12.   The other four pieces (nos. 
5 – 8), from a little later into the 17th century, ideally need two equal trebles, which was 
becoming the norm by then. Numbers 5 and 7 could possibly have one line played by a (high) 
tenor viol, but it is likely to sound rather unbalanced, since the two upper parts share an almost 
equal range. 

 
Bowing Suggestions 

 
I have added some bowing suggestions to all the pieces, mainly at beginnings of phrases, or at the 
end of phrases or sections, if the direction of the bow stroke seems important. In a few cases I 
have indicated some bowing within phrases to make sure it comes out the ‘right way’ when it 
matters.  
 
On the whole I have not shown ‘tucks’ – e.g. marking two back bows on adjacent notes. Although 
these will be necessary in a few places, it is better, especially in the more legato pieces, to keep 
the bowing ‘as it comes’ to get smoother lines, only correcting bowing if it is going to stay wrong 
for a long time, or to get an especially fast or awkward pattern in a particular direction. Some of 
the suggested bowing may need a tuck on the note before, but it is good to see if there might be a 
‘better’ (less obvious) place to tuck a little further back from the marked bowing. Good places to 
tuck will be where a musical gap is desirable, e.g. between phrases, on leaps, or sometimes on 
repeated notes, but almost never after dotted notes which move by step, nor on smooth stepwise 
lines. 
 
In the pavans try to work out how to make smooth joins between the sections, to keep the calm 
atmosphere of the piece. In some cases you may need to adjust or tuck a bit earlier than the end 
of section so that your last note of the section takes you to the right part of the bow to start the 
next one, or to be ready for the repeat, which may need a different bowing. Lifting off the bow 
between sections to be ready for the next one often spoils the atmosphere, although in lively 
galliards it can be a positive attribute. In the fantasias it will be important to decide how to bow 



the main themes, so that they have the best chance of sounding well matched between the 
players. 
 
Bear in mind that whatever you decide about bowing direction, the way you use your bow, in 
terms of how fast/slow, how much bow, amount of pressure or release, etc. is just as important as 
which direction your bow is moving in. 

 
Fingering 

 
I have not indicated fingering, since in many cases there are choices which can come down to 
personal taste and/or finger or viol size. The two most important aspects of fingering are, firstly, 
that you get the tip of your finger right up close to the fret, touching it on the peg side, and 
secondly, that you hold down the finger you are using until the next note has been begun, thus 
keeping the resonance of every note going. This will include the use of chordal fingering (or 
occasional barring, but only on the first finger) wherever you have two consecutive notes at the 
same fret on different strings.  
 
Finger holding is equally important (but easier) when going up in pitch on the same string. When 
coming down on the same string try to have at least one finger ready on the next note below, so 
that when you lift a finger the next note is already there ‘waiting’, and there is no gap before you 
play it.  
 
If you develop good fingering which is 99% legato (i.e. not jumping fingers between one note and 
the next) you can then choose how legato (or not) to play with the bow, which gives you an 
infinite number of possibilities for fading (or increasing) notes without stopping the sound, as 
described below in the notes for some specific pieces. 
 

Divisions 
 
In Consorts for Five Book 3 Andrew Fowler has made some clear suggestions for ornamentation 
which I shall not repeat here.  
 
For most of the pieces in this particular book I feel that very few divisions (if any) are needed or 
desirable. Many players like to add ornaments on the repeats of dance music to make it ‘more 
exciting’ the second time around, but this can sometimes spoil the beautifully crafted lines and 
moments of poise, which 16th composers are so good at writing.  
 
Many of the pavans in this collection include good examples of ‘divisions’ written in by the 
composer. These devices provide excellent examples of how one might add divisions in other 
more simple pieces. Lively galliards can sometimes benefit from a few extra notes ‘filling in’, but 
again, in the examples chosen here, there is a lot of very detailed imitation and part writing which 
could be obscured by adding extra notes. 
 
The fantasias and vocal pieces are even less likely benefit from extra notes being added. It is 
important to hear the imitation between the various voices in this music, and again the composer 
often makes small variations in different entries, by, for example, shortening the first up beat to 
half the length it was before. 
 
To me, as a listener, if one cannot tell if the composer wrote some divisions in the piece or a 
player made them up spontaneously then they must be good ones! 


