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TUNES IN THE ENGLISH DANCING MASTER, 1651:

JOHN PLAYFORD’S ACCIDENTAL MISPRINTS?

Jeremy Barlow

This conference has given me the opportunity to investigate a theory I began to formu-

late twenty years ago, when I compiled my book of the country dance tunes from the 18

editions of The Dancing Master1 . It seemed to me, as I compared variant readings from one

edition to another, that John Playford’s original printer, Thomas Harper2 , had lacked certain

bits of musical type for the first edition of 16513  (as in all subsequent editions, the music

was printed with movable type). In particular it seemed that he lacked the means to indicate

high or low notes which required additional stave lines, and that he lacked a sufficient number

of sharps4 . I also wondered if this lack of type might not be the principal reason for Play-

ford’s claim on the title page of the second edition (1652), that it is ‘Corrected from many

grosse Errors which were in the former Edition’. Despite the correction of the notorious

misprint reversing the symbols for men and women in the key to the first edition, there are,

as the second edition progresses, many more alterations to the tunes than to the dance in-

structions. Initially therefore one might conclude that all the musical changes are correc-

tions, and that musicians today who fail to take them into account play the tunes wrongly. I

hope to demonstrate that the implications of the alterations are far from being clear cut.

Examples 1–5 show how music printing with movable type operated, though some de-

tail is lost in reproduction. Every item of musical information needs a separate piece of type;

the clef, key signature and other accidentals, time signature, each note, each dot, each bar

line, comes on its own little piece complete with stave lines. This results in the characteris-

tically uneven, discontinuous appearance to the staves. Type could be disassembled and re-

used once it was no longer needed; ‘Newcastle’ (example 1, first edition; example 2, second

edition) has been completely reset for the second edition, as have all the other tunes.

The lack of additional stave lines is manifest; Harper did not use them anywhere in the

first edition, yet they occur abundantly in the second edition5 . In the first strain of ‘Newcas-

tle’ in both editions, my single-headed arrow points to the highest note, a minim g. In the

second strain, the double-headed arrow points to a similar g in the first edition; in the second

edition, this note is a. Both notes make musical sense, yet the change can only be interpreted

as a deliberate alteration. Not only does the minim head have a line through it, but additional

stave lines have been set either side of the head. The only argument against the a being a

corrected ‘gross error’ is that the second edition introduces new errors; see for example the

crotchet g preceding the a; in the first edition it is followed by a dot, correctly; in the second

edition the dot is omitted, creating a rhythmic anomaly. However, in three other tunes notes

above or below the stave have been altered, similarly to ‘Newcastle’, in the second edition.

In two – ‘If all the World were Paper’, and ‘The merry, merry Milke Maids’ – these correc-

tions are necessary; the tunes share the key of c major, and it is clear from the contexts that

the notes in question should be the tonic c, either below the stave or above it. In the third

tune though, ‘Cherily and merrily’, complications arise from the alterations. In the first

edition (example 3), the lowest and highest notes (indicated by the arrows) are d and g

respectively. The low d makes musical sense, but the high g does not. The second edition

(example 4) has a clearly, if clumsily indicated top a replacing the g, whereas the low d

On Common Ground 3: John Playford and the English Dancing Master, 1651

DHDS March 2001

Text copyright © Jeremy Barlow and DHDS 2001



22

Jeremy Barlow

remains. But this edition also includes a new title, ‘Mr. Webbs Fancy’ (example 5), which

has the same tune and dance instructions as ‘Cherily and merrily’. Here the low d becomes

c, and the top a remains as a. ‘Mr. Webbs Fancy’ disappears from the third edition, but

‘Cherily and merrily’ remains right the way through to the 18th edition. Only in the 14th

edition of 1709, nearly 60 years after the first edition, is that low d altered; not to c though,

but to e, which also makes musical sense6 . The complications arise because the acceptabil-

ity of the low d allowed it to escape notice for many years.

Now, on to the sharps. Here the evidence for a shortage in the first edition is primarily

statistical: there are indeed far more sharps in the second edition; 60% more, with 101 in the

first edition and 161 in the second. There is a much smaller increase in the number of flats,

from 50 to just 57. So, are all the additional sharps corrections of ‘grosse errors’, and are

musicians who play for example the accidental-free first edition version of ‘Jenny pluck

Pears’ (example 6), playing it wrongly?

I suggest that there are four factors to consider before assuming that the addition of a

sharp in the second edition is correct. The first factor is that, despite Playford’s claim, there

are many demonstrable inaccuracies in the second edition; it not only introduces new mis-

prints, but also fails to correct some obvious gross errors in the first edition. To give one

example: ‘The Maid peeped out at the window’ has a flat in the key signature in both edi-

tions, making a very strange sounding tune7  (example 9). Only in the fourth edition (the

most musically accurate of John Playford’s own editions) is the flat removed, so that the

tune makes sense (example 10).

Another factor to consider is that early editions of The Dancing Master were published

during a period of change and transition in notational practices, including the indication of

accidentals. In the previous century, musicians would add accidentals which were not indi-

cated in the music, both sharps and flats, according to the rules of musica ficta. A particular

case in point is the final leading-note; the habit of not placing a sharp before the leading-

note, but leaving the player to supply it, lingered on well into the 17th century8 . It might be

argued that, in his second edition of The Dancing Master, Playford felt that he needed to

indicate more of the leading-notes as sharpened, according to modern practice. Yet he is not

at all consistent in the way he distributes his new found sharps. Some tunes are liberally

sprinkled – ‘Jenny pluck Pears’ (example 7) and ‘Graies Inne Maske’ for example – whereas

others remain denuded; ‘Wooddicock’ (example 11) and ‘The fine Companion’ (example

13) are two that remain without any sharps, not only in the second edition, but through to

their final appearance in the eighth edition in 1690 (though several alterations are made to

the notes of ‘Wooddicock’).

The third additional factor which might affect the printing of sharps, and which is linked

to the question of musica ficta, relates both to the type of tune on the one hand and type of

performer playing it on the other. We might today describe ‘Jenny pluck Pears’ and the

rather similar ‘Wooddicock’ as having the character of English traditional or folk melodies;

if Charles II’s call at a court ball in 1662 for ‘Cuckolds all awry, the old dance of England’9

is anything to go by, then a sense of tradition and antiquity in relation to at least some

country dances existed in Playford’s time too. ‘Graies Inne Maske’ though had a relatively

recent history. Its various tempo and metre changes give it the character of music for an antic

dance in a court masque; according to Andrew Sabol10  the music was probably composed

by Giovanni Coperario for Beaumont’s Masque of the Inner Temple and Gray’s Inn, which
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had been performed on a royal occasion at Whitehall in 1613. By Playford’s time the music

appears to have become widely known, and included a ballad setting too, ‘Mad Tom’. Of the

ten concordances mentioned by Sabol, two out of the four that I have seen in reprints include

more or less the sharps found in Playford’s second edition11 ; the third includes most12 , and

the fourth, according to Sabol’s commentary, omits all except two13 .

What I have said so far provokes questions that I cannot answer with certainty. Did the

musician then who could not read music, and had not been taught the rule about sharpening

leading-notes, have a repertoire of tunes with flattened leading-notes? Would such a musi-

cian then have flattened the leading-notes of recently composed tunes which had become

popular, but which originally had sharpened leading-notes? And did the literate, educated

musician sharpen the leading-notes of older, traditional English tunes as a matter of course?

We all know that, one hundred years ago, a revelation for Cecil Sharp and the other folk-

song collectors was the way in which the English singers left leading-notes flattened; this

so-called modal characteristic was for the collectors an important defining aspect of what

they considered to be folk melody, even though they collected many traditional songs with

sharpened leading-notes (see Sharp’s views on ‘Jenny pluck Pears’ below)14 . Scottish tradi-

tional tunes, which became increasingly popular in England from Playford’s time onwards,

were allowed by the educated English, and by the Scots of all classes, to have flattened

leading-notes15 ; it was part of their Scottishness. We may like to assume that English tradi-

tional tunes were performed with flattened leading-notes in the 17th and 18th centuries, but

evidence outside the first edition of The Dancing Master is hard to come by, because written

transmission of those tunes was, ipso facto, in the hands of the musically literate. Earlier

concordances in virginal manuscripts of ‘Wooddicock’ (example 12)16  and ‘The fine Com-

panion’ (example 14)17  have sharpened leading-notes.

I have come across two written passages from the 17th and 18th centuries, which suggest

that there was then a different attitude to the sharpening of leading-notes between those who

had been taught to read music and those who learnt aurally. Both extracts concern the sing-

ing of psalms in church, and the first comes in a book of psalms published in London in168818 .

In an introductory section on the rudiments of rhythm and pitch and their application, the

author writes that in church ‘the clerk must remember to declare with an audible voice, ...

when they [the congregation] will observe the b. flat, called in Musick the fa Notes, or half

Notes, and the mark # called sharp, or when they will omit the value of them. ... For other-

wise the people in Congregations will confound one another all over’19 .

This suggests that such confounding was not unknown, and more specific corroboration

comes from a later source, Robert Bremner’s The Rudiments of Music, published in Edin-

burgh (second edition,1762)20 . Bremner laments that the psalm tune known in Scotland as

‘Dundee’ (‘Windsor’ in England) was no longer being sung because the precentors or church-

clerks ‘found it was impossible to bring their Congregations to fall the Half-note, which

concludes the first and third Measures ... they having been in use for many Years past to fall

a whole Note, that is, to sing G natural instead of G sharp’21  (a sharp is placed above the

disputed note in example 15).

Bremner is referring to the tenor part, which is where the tune lay, and his solution is to

transfer the sharpened g to the treble and to give a different note, b, to the tenor; for, as he

writes ‘It is found by Experience, that the Generality of People learn it [the tenor part or



24

Jeremy Barlow

Example 1

Example 2

Example 3

Example 4

Example 5



2
5

 Jo
h

n
 P

lay
fo

rd
’s A

ccid
en

tal M
isp

rin
ts?

Example 6

Example 7

Example 8

Example 9 etc.

Example 10 etc.

Example 11

Example 12

Example 13

Example 14

Example 15

Example 16 etc.

Example 17 etc.

In musical examples 6-17, time signatures have been modernised; repeats have not been indicated.
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tune] at Church by the Ear, whereas none will attempt to sing Treble that have not been

properly instructed’22 .

Although this is Scotland, where in traditional melody flattened leading-notes were ac-

cepted by all, the passage demonstrates a gulf in attitude between the literate musician and

those who learnt aurally towards the way non-Scottish tunes should be performed.

The fourth factor which may have affected the way in which Playford distributed his

sharps is quite simply subjective taste. There are many slight alterations to the notes and

rhythm of tunes in the second edition which appear gratuitous or trivial; they do not correct

misprints, but seem to be a preferred variant of the tune. So at least some of the extra sharps

in the second edition may likewise have been added through personal preference; writers on

musical theory, such as Thomas Morley (1597)23  and Christopher Simpson (1667)24 , do

allow for differences in taste over decisions about whether or not to sharpen a leading-note,

provided that note does not immediately precede the final tonic or key-note. Simpson, illus-

trating how to ‘joyn a Treble to the Bass’, has, in the treble, a sharpened leading note with a

similar context25  to the problematic note in ‘Windsor’, and he writes that this sharp is ‘dis-

putable, as many times it happens in Musick; in which doubts the Ear is alwayes to be

Umpire’26 . The flexibility the two writers allow suggests that the leading-note at the end of

the first strain of ‘Parsons farewell’ for example, which is flat in Playford’s first edition of

The Dancing Master (example 16) but sharpened in the second (example 17), might be

played either way. This note too has a similar implied harmonic context to the Bremner and

Simpson examples, and like them occurs at the end of a phrase or sub-phrase. And the

embellishment added to the third bar of ‘Parsons farewell’ in the second edition is a good

example of a variant rather than a correction.

Before concluding, here are some statistics concerning the use of sharpened leading-

notes in minor or dorian mode tunes in the first and second editions. There are 11 such tunes

with final leading-notes already sharpened in the first edition27 , and 9 without. Of those 9, 4

have their final leading-notes sharpened in the second edition28 ; 3 of the remaining 5 tunes

have their leading-notes sharpened in later editions29 . This leaves just ‘Wooddicock’ and

‘The fine Companion’, which, as demonstrated, occur in other sources with sharps. ‘The

fine Companion’ also occurs in a version where it is transposed entirely into the major;

according to Andrew Sabol, who reprints the source30 , there is evidence that this transposi-

tion was a deliberate act on the part of the arranger31 . Switching between minor and major

occurs with a few tunes in successive editions of The Dancing Master. Sometimes the change

is an obvious correction, as we have seen in the case of ‘The Maid peept out at the window’.

On other occasions the decision seems like a whim, as with ‘Jenny pluck Pears’ in the fourth

edition, 1670 (example 8).

Finally, I would like to quote Cecil Sharp’s view on the changes to accidentals in succes-

sive editions of The Dancing Master32 :

Remembering the standpoint from which the professional musician of the day re-

garded the music of the people, it is not difficult to conjecture the nature and purpose

of these changes. Their object, of course, was to bring the tunes into conformity with

the musical notions of the day. Indeed, I suspect that many of the “grosse errors” of

the first edition were no more than modal peculiarities, which, by the suppression or

addition of sundry accidentals, were subsequently “corrected” in the second and

later editions. The wonder is, not so much that changes of this nature were made, as
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that tunes were ever printed in the unedited forms in which many of them appear in

the earlier editions.

Sharp then gives the three versions of ‘Jenny pluck Pears’ to illustrate his point. Some of

my evidence appears to support his suspicions; the problem is that he does not explain why

the musically knowledgeable John Playford should have had the tunes printed one way in

the first edition, only to have decided a year later that they contained gross errors, and to

have made the sharpening of notes a particularly frequent correction. A dearth of sharps for

the printing of the first edition seems to me to be the likeliest explanation. Although I have

not resolved the issues raised by their uneven distribution in the second edition, I hope I

have said enough for musicians to feel that they may continue playing the tunes exactly as

they always have done.
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