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1.  THE NEW SA-HOO

Giles Farnaby (c.1563-1640)
Ed. Mark Tanner

Fitzwilliam Virginal Book: CXLVIII
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A LITTLE BACKGROUND INFORMATION
The Fitzwilliam Virginal Book owes its name to 

Richard, VII Viscount Fitzwilliam of Merrion, who 
bequeathed the hitherto unnamed manuscript to 
Cambridge University in 1816, alongside countless other 
works of art and literature. For nearly two centuries it 
has resided in the aptly named Fitzwilliam Museum and 
remains a seminal primary source of early keyboard works 
from the likes of John Bull, Giles Farnaby, William Byrd, 
Orlando Gibbons and many other luminaries of the late 
Elizabethan and early Jacobean periods. It is thought 
to have been compiled by Francis Tregian the younger, 
presumably to ease his frustration during a protracted 
incarceration for recusancy in the Fleet Prison, London. 
Containing around three hundred pieces, it stands as the 
first collection of keyboard music ever to be published in 
England – Pavans, Galliards, Gigues and other dances, 
alongside many character pieces. The degree to which 
composers aligned their musical expectations to the 
qualities of their instrument is amply revealed, and our 
awareness of how notational practices evolved would be 
so much less rich were it not for a few surviving collections 
such as The Fitzwilliam Virginal Book and Will Forster’s 
Virginal Book. 

THE VIRGINAL
It is worth sketching out one or two important 

characteristics of the instrument known as the virginal (or 
‘pair of virginals’, as it is sometimes referred to), if only 
to observe how dissimilar from it our modern piano is. 
When we consider that the layout of the earliest keyboard 
instruments (more than two millennia ago) incorporated 
just seven notes, and that until as late as 1200 AD only 
some instruments had adopted the twelve notes of the 
chromatic scale, the virginal turns out to have been a 
somewhat sophisticated piece of musical machinery. 
Although its basic layout is similar to the piano, the black 
and white keys were often set the other way around, while 
the virginal’s combination of shorter keys and greatly 
reduced key-depth made it feel dramatically different from 
the heavy action characteristic of a modern piano. Hence 
lightning-fast running passages and filigree ornamentation 
were the order of the day on such instruments, although 
their execution would have demanded a substantially 
different technique, with little need to involve much 
wrist (let alone the whole upper body, as we frequently 
call upon in repertoire from Beethoven onwards). Small, 
rectangular in shape and generally used for domestic 
music-making, the virginal belonged to the harpsichord 
family, although it would often have rested on a table 
rather than upon legs of its own. The virginal possessed just 
four octaves (compared with the modern piano’s seven-
and-a-quarter octaves), and its sound was produced by 
plucking a single set of strings by mean of quills. Popular 

from the late medieval to the Renaissance periods, the 
virginal had many beautiful and distinctive qualities, 
and, along with the spinet and clavichord, these would 
undergo significant refinement; indeed, from here on, the 
seeds for the modern piano may be seen to have been 
sewn. The virginal’s short strings were mounted roughly 
parallel to the keyboard and might have been fixed in one 
of several positions (unlike other keyboard instruments). 
Considering the modern piano’s bewildering spectrum of 
timbres and effects, it might be difficult for us to suppress 
a raised eyebrow when turning our attention to the 
virginal. For, on the face of it, the diminutive instrument’s 
comparative limitations in respect of tonal projection and 
duration, not to mention its incapacity for a true legato or 
gradation of dynamics, render it impotent in all but the 
tiniest of spaces. However, its sound was described in the 
mid 15th century as being “like a virgin...with a gentle 
and undisturbed voice”; moreover, the lavishly decorated 
instrument was frequently depicted in paintings by 
Vermeer and his contemporaries, conservatively caressed 
by aristocratic females. The virginal remains as iconic 
today as it must have been half a millennium ago – an 
incomparably intimate, sensuous instrument, able to 
capture both in its sound and appearance an essential 
aesthetic of its day. By Bach’s time, the increased feasibility 
of equal temperament tuning opened up the possibility 
of music-making in any key connected by the circle of 
fifths, and, rather more importantly, permitted bold 
shifts from one key to another within a single piece, thus 
immeasurably widening the scope for composers in the 
realm of chromatic inventiveness. Prior to this, various 
systems of ‘meantone’ tuning prevailed, which may in part 
account for the casual manner with which false relations 
became woven into music of this period. As is the case 
with early choral music, one should tread carefully when 
‘correcting’ clashes between major and minor chords 
scored simultaneously; indeed, our ingrained expectations 
with regard to tonality need to be kept in check if we are 
to preserve the all-important aroma of ancient music. 

NOTATIONAL PECULIARITIES
It would be convenient for us to imagine that ever 

since composers began to etch symbols onto parchment 
there has been a universally accepted system for so doing, 
one which people could straight away make sense of and 
respond to in a unified fashion. In reality, our codified 
practices have taken a considerable time to mature since 
the adoption of ‘neumes’ into Western notation around 
the 9th century, and, as with the evolution of any new 
language, the emergence of a workable, consistent 
notational practice necessarily involves unquantifiable 
degrees of randomness, experimentation, failure and 
success. One illustration of this is that The Fitzwilliam 
Virginal Book manuscript utilises six-line staves, not 
five as became the convention shortly after. Theoretical 
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