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David Lasocki 

Professional recorder playing in England 


During the Civil War and the Commonwealth, many of 
the previous sources of employment for professional 
musicians, including recorder players, dried up. The 
court was dismissed, and the court musicians fled 
abroad or suffered penury at horne.'O The public 
theatres were closed. The London waits eventually had 
their wages reinstated, but their Sunday concerts were 
cancelled.'l More musicians than ever were forced to 
earn a living playing in taverns or teaching. 

The court 
Upon the restoration of Charles I1 in 1660, the court 
musical establishment took up where it had left off. 
Surviving musicians were reappointed and those who 
had died in the interim were replaced, sometimes by 
relatives. The wind musicians were again about 16 in 
number. A list of 1663 and an order of 1667 describe 
the group as 'musicians of the recorders, the flutes, the 
hautboys and sack but^',^^ but the wind instruments 
mentioned individually in the court records during 
this period are flute, cornett, curtal, sackbut and 
~hawm. '~The small quantity of music to have survived 
for the group is for cornetts and sackbuts, with the 
exception of two short movements by Nicholas Lanier 
that could have been played by flutes or recorder^.'^ It 
therefore seems unlikely that the recorder played a 
significant role-if indeed it played any-in the 
group,s5 which in any case ceased to exist at the death 
of Charles I1 in 1685. 

Nevertheless, the recorder was used at Charles's 
court in a new guise. The Baroque type of instrument 
almost certainly arrived from France in September 
1673 with four French musicians who accompanied 
the composer Robert Cambert, recently ousted from a 
high position at the court of Louis XIV by the 
machinations of Lully. The four were James Paisible 
(~1656-172 1 ; probably the most significant recorder 
player of the era), Maxant De Bresmes, Pierre Guiton 
and (?Jean) BouteLs6 They must have taken part in the 
Whitehall production in February 1674 of the Ballet et 
musique pour le divertissement du Roy de la Grande 

Bretagne (music by Cambert and Favier), since the 
preface to the published score is signed by De 
Bresmes." They must also have played in Cambert's 
Ariadne; or, The Marriage of Bacchus, produced by his 
new Royal Academy of Music at the Drury Lane 
Theatre in March 1674, as the libretto mentions 
'several hoboyes belonging to Bacchus. . . . they all 
with hoboyes, flutes and violins sing and dance'. The 
first English documents to name the four musicians 
concern John Crowne's famous 'ma~que '~ '  of February 
1675, Calisto, or the Chaste Nymph (music by Nicholas 
Staggins, the Master of the King's Musick), 'probably 
the most elaborate production staged at Whitehall 
during the entire Restoration period'.89 Three different 
documents describe the instruments variously as 
'hoboyes', 'hoa boyes' and recorder^'.^^ What is pre- 
sumably the recorder music for the production (see 
ex.1) is labelled for ' f lageolet t~ ' .~~ I suggest that the 
confusion in terminology was because neither of the 
two instruments played by the Frenchmen had been 
seen in England before: they were the newly remodelled 
Baroque oboe and recorder. 

The new instruments found favour immediately, as 
witnessed by many references to their use in the public 
theatres (see also below), the recorder now going under 
its French name of 'flute douce', or simply 'flute'. One 
of the characters in Sir George Etherege's play The Man 
of Mode; or, Sir Fopling Flutter (Dorset Garden Theatre, 
March 1676) says: 'What, you are of the number of the 
ladies whose ears are grown so delicate since our 
operas, you can be charmed with nothing butflute doux 
[sic] and French hautboy^?'^^ The 'operas' are pre-
sumably Ariadne and Shadwell's Psyche (music by 
Matthew Locke and G. B. Draghi; Dorset Garden, 
February 1676), the libretto of which mentions both 
'recorders' and 'hautboys'. 

Paisible and Boutet never received a court appoint- 
ment under Charles. De Bresmes and Guiton, however, 
became members of the Chapel This probably 
accounts for a few pieces with recorder parts dating 
from the end of Charles's reign: John Blow's anthems 
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I Pomait of a Boy: painting by Sir Peter Lely (1618-1680) (London. Dulwich College) 
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Ex 1 Nicholas Staggtns.  Mlnu t t e  for the f lageolet ts ' ,  f rom Act 1 of Callslo, or  the Chaste Nymph ( W h ~ t e h a i l18751 

Lord, who shall dwell (~1681)and Sing unto the Lord 0 ye 
saints ( ~ 1 6 8 2 ) , ~ ~  two welcome odes by Henry and 
Purcell, Swifter Isis (1681) and What  shall be done 
(1682).95There are also recorder parts in Louis Grabu's 
opera Albion and Albanius, originally planned for 
production at court in early 1685 but postponed 
because of Charles's death in February and eventually 
given in June by the United Company at Dorset 
Garden.96 

James I1 abolished the wind group at court, but he 
did employ a recorder player, another Frenchman, 
Franqois Mariem9' James's novel contribution to 
music at court was to open a Roman Catholic chapel at 
Whitehall in 1686. Some of the musicians from this, 
including Draghi, the viol player Gottfried Finger and 
Paisible (probably used as a bass violinist rather than a 
recorder player), were later to play an important part in 
the London concerts of the 1690s. There are two 
surviving odes with recorder parts from James's reign, 
Purcell's welcome ode Ye tuneful muses (1686) and 
Blow's New Year's ode Ye sons of Phoebus (1688). 

When James gave up the throne in 1688, the 
Protestant William and Mary removed all but four of 
his Roman Catholic musicians; the rest, including 
Mariens and Paisible, were not reappointed. The 
recorder parts in two birthday odes by Purcell, Arise m y  
muse (1691) and Celebrate this festival (1693), were 
therefore presumably played by the two violinists in 
the royal band who are known also to have played the 
recorder, John Banister I1 (1662-1 736) and Robert King 
(J 1676-1728). 

Queen Anne (1702-14) was more musical than 
William, and long before she came to the throne had, 

with her consort, Prince George of Denmark, employed 
an oboe band, at first consisting of six musicians 
(probably basically four oboes, tenor oboe and bassoon), 
later of eight.98 Paisible composed birthday dances for 
Anne for about 20 years, though he does not seem to 
have been a member of her band. Among the oboists in 
the band who are known to have doubled on the 
recorder are James Graves (1672-1 73l), who had been 
apprenticed to a London music teacher;99 Peter La 
Tour (d1738), a native of Alby in the L a n g ~ e d o c , ' ~ ~  who 
also played at the theatres and in public concerts (see 
below); and Johann Ernst Galliard (~1666-1747), born 
and trained in Celle, later a successful composer of 
masques and pantomimes for the theatre.lO' The 
repertoire of the band must have included the three 
sonatas for two treble recorders, two oboes and basso 
continuo that Gottfried Keller dedicated to Anne in 
1700, and perhaps the other pieces for this combina- 
tion by Keller and Finger. 

The royal musical establishment continued to exist 
under the Georges, but it does not seem to have been 
very active. There are recorder parts in Handel's Water 
Music of 17 17, performed while the royal party went by 
barge up the Thames, but since the entertainment was 
arranged and paid for by Baron Keilmansegg, the 
recorder players were probably freelance.lo2 

The theatres 

In February 1668, Samuel Pepys attended a revival of 
Massinger and Dekker's play The Virgin Martyr at the 
Bridges Theatre. Afterwards he wrote in his diary the 
celebrated description of 'the wind music when the 
angel comes down, which is so sweet that it ravished 
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2 Samuel Pepys (1633-1703): 17th-century engraving 

me, and indeed, in a word, did wrap up my soul so that 
it made me really sick'. A few weeks later he visited 
Samuel Drumbleby, a London woodwind maker, 'and 
there did talk a great deal about pipes; and did buy a 
recorder, which I do intend to learn to play on, the 
sound of it being, of all sounds in the world, most 
pleasing to me'. The unusual feature of The Viirgin 
Martyr seems to have been not, as has been suggested,'03 
that the new Baroque recorder had arrived in England 
(see above), but that recorders were heard for the first 
time in the theatre since the reign of Charles I. 
Recorders are indicated for a scene in Bailey's The 
Spitefir1 Sister, licensed for performance the previous 
year, but the play was never performed.lo4 Recorders 
are not mentioned before then in the texts of plays 
from the 1660s; the flageolet, however, an instrument 
on which Pepys was an old hand, was heard in at least 
two plays that he attended.'05 

After the arrival of Paisible and his colleagues from 
France in 1673, the new recorder soon began to be 

talked about, and played, in the theatre. The four 
Frenchmen themselves were presumably the 'consort 
of hautboys' that 'were added to the music' for a play at 
Drury Lane Theatre in 1676, but it is not clear whether 
they continued to play there, or whether the recorders 
mentioned in stage directions and scores from this 
time onwards were played by native musicians. A few 
surviving references, however, show that the actors 
sometimes played the recorder. For example, in Dry- 
den's Don Sebastian King ofPortugal (Drury Lane, 1689), 
one of the most famous actors of the era, Will 
Mountfort, 'pulls out his flute' and plays to lure two 
women out of their apartment; later he takes out his 
recorder again 'and plays as loud as he can possib!yl in 
order to drown out a woman with whom he is 
quarrelling (an incongruous task for a 'flute douce'!). 
This was still an age in which most actors had some 
musical ability, and conversely musicians might take 
minor speaking roles. In Vanbrugh's Aesop (1697). the 
protagonist meets a group of actors, who tell him: 
'Why, sir, we are stage-players; that's our calling: 
though we play upon other things too; some of us play 
upon the fiddle; some play upon the flute [i.e. 
recorder]; we play upon one another; we play upon the 
town; and we play upon the patentees'. 

From 1690 onwards the United Company employed 
two oboists on a regular basis, and sometimes they 
were called upon to play the recorder. Simple recorder 
parts, played by the oboists, occur in all Purcell's 
dramatic operas and other large-scale works from 
1690 to 1 695.1°6 After the split in 1695 that led to the 
formation of two companies, Christopher Rich's at 
Drury Lane and Dorset Garden, and Thomas Betterton's 
at the new Lincoln's Inn Fields Theatre, the bands of 
both companies regularly used both recorders and 
oboes. The identity of none of the musicians is known. 
Of the many references to recorders in the productions 
of both companies, I might mention John Eccles's 
opera Rinaldo and Armida (Lincoln's Inn Fields, 1698). 
which includes an exquisite little chaconne for two 
recorders and strings, and Daniel Purcell's opera The 
Grove: or. Love's Paradise (Drury Lane, 1700). which has a 
song with a 'symphony' for two recorders.lo7 The 
recorder part in a piece by Finger for Congreve's The 
Mourning Bride (Lincoln's Inn Fields, 1697) was ap- 
parently played by a violinist, perhaps Banister. The 
orchestra for the celebrated music prize in 1701 was 
large enough to allow recorders and oboes to be played 
at the same time, for Weldon's setting of The Judgment 
of Paris includes a 'canon 4 in 1' and Daniel Purcell's 
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setting a one-movement 'symphony' for both instru- 
ments; each setting also features songs with recorder 
obbligatos. 

By the beginning of the 18th century, the intervals 
of the plays at Lincoln's Inn Fields and particularly 
Drury Lane were filled with musical 'entertainments'. 
When London's first daily newspaper began publication 
in 1702, Rich at Drury Lane took the opportunity to 
advertise virtually all his productions. From these 
advertisements we know something about the interval 
music and its performers, who were clearly members 
of the theatre band: the Italian violinist Gasparo 
Visconti, known as Gasperini; Banister; Paisible, who 
always played the recorder in the entertainments but 
probably bass violin in the band; La Tour, joined in 
1705 by the newly arrived John Loeillet (168C-1730); 
the double bass player Giuseppe Fedeli ('Saggione'); 
and the harpsichordist Dieupart. Paisible and Visconti 
often performed trio sonatas for recorder, violin and 
basso continuo, especially Visconti's own 'incom-
parable' sonata, as the publisher Walsh dubbed it (see 
ex.2). Paisible and Banister played recorder duets, 
perhaps both with and without basso continuo, as did 
Banister and his son, John Banister I11 (b1686). Twice 'a 
new entertainment of music' by Keller was 'performed 
by the whole band, in which Mr Paisible, Mr Banister 
and Mr La Tour play some extraordinary parts' on the 
recorder, violin and oboe. 

The new Queen's (later King's) Theatre was opened 
in 1705 and turned out to be more suitable for operas 
than plays. By March the following year Paisible had 

moved there, for Saggione's The Temple of Love had the 
distinction of an aria sung by the composer's wife, 
Maria Gallia, with recorder obbligato by Paisible. 
Durfey's opera Wonders in the Sun a month later 
included a 'symphony of flutes and flageolets'. Before 
the 1706-7 season most of the Queen's musicians 
went to Drury Lane, which began to produce both 
operas and plays; in January 1708 the musicians 
returned to the Queen's, which was now to produce 
only operas.'08 The orchestra consisted of 8 violins 
(including Banister), 2 tenor violins, 4 cellos (including 
Paisible), double bass, harpsichord, 2 oboes (Loeillet 
and La Tour) and 3 bassoons. The recorder parts in the 
operas of these years were probably not played by the 
oboists, for in 1709 the translator of Raguenet's 
Comparison between the French and Italian Musick and 
Opera's (probably Nicola Francisco Haym)log said that 
'as for the flute and hautbois, we have masters at the 
Opera in London that need not give place to any at 
Paris. To prove which assertion I will only mention the 
famous Mr Paisible and Mr Banister for the first, and 
Mr Lulliet [Loeillet] for the second'. 

In 17 10 Handel arrived in London for the first time, 
and the following February his Rinaldo was produced 
at the Queen's with enormous success. Banister pro- 
bably played the 'flauto piccolo' part and perhaps 
Loeillet and La Tour the treble recorder parts from 
behind the scenes in the celebrated aria 'Augelletti', 
representing the song of the live birds that were 
released on the stage. Before the King's Theatre 
productions came to a halt in 17 17, three more Handel 

Ex.2  Part of the f ~ r s t  movement [Adagio] of the F malor T r ~ o  Sonata for treble recorder, violin and basso continuo by Gasparo Visconti (recorder part reconstructed by 
Professor hhchael Tlimouth] 
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operas were given there, including Teseo (1 7 13), which 
includes a florid oboe obbligato for Galliard, now first 
oboist instead of Loeillet, and two arias with parts for 
two recorders. 

Meanwhile the new Lincoln's Inn Fields Theatre had 
opened in December 17 14 and immediately provided 
strenuous competition for Drury Lane. To attract an 
audience, the new theatre used the tried method of 
instrumental pieces in the intervals, many of them 
concertos played by the recorder player John Baston (j7 
1708-39), whose background is not known, with his 
brother Thomas playing violin obbligato. Drury Lane, 
more adventurously, employed Johann Christoph 
Pepusch to compose masques as after-pieces to the 
plays; four masques given in 17 15-16 all contain 
music for the recorder, written into the parts for the 
oboe, on which La Tour was one of the players. Drury 
Lane also put on interval music, in which Paisible 
frequently participated, on the treble recorder, the 
mysterious 'echo flute',l1° and the 'little flute', in- 
augurating the amazing popularity enjoyed by con- 
certos for the smaller sizes of recorder; these became 
the main vehicle for the virtuoso players, especially 
Baston, for the next 20 years (see ex.3). 

Operas began to be produced at the King's Theatre 
again in 1720 by the Royal Academy of Music, for 
whom the house composers were Bononcini, Ariosti 
and Handel. The orchestra included at least two 
oboists, who doubled on recorder and flute as the 
occasion demanded. The first oboist seems to have 
been Jean Christian Kytch (d1738), a Dutchman who 

came to England around 1707 and also played bassoon 
and flute. ' I '  Francesco Barsanti (~1690-c1772) is also 
alleged to have been one of the oboist^."^ Giuseppe 
Sammartini (1695-1750), perhaps the greatest vir- 
tuoso of all the recorder players, to judge by the 
demands of his descant recorder concerto, joined the 
orchestra around 1729."' These and others as yet 
unidentified must have played the recorder parts to 
be found in no fewer than 14 operas and oratorios by 
Handel produced at the King's between 172 1 and 1734, 
and a further nine produced at the Covent Garden 
Theatre between 1732 and 1738.114 Apart from one 
isolated instance (the oratorio Judas Maccabeus of 
1747), Handel wrote no more recorder parts after 1738. 
This year, perhaps not coincidentally, saw the death of 
Kytch, and Sammartini must have left the orchestra 
around the same time. The 'common flute', as the 
recorder was now generally known, became the sole 
province of the (middle-class) common man, and the 
flute players at the theatres played the transverse 
variety only.115 

Concerts 

The first concerts in London-and apparently in 
Europe-for which a fixed admission charge was 
made were those of John Banister I ,  an eminent royal 
violinist, at a series of his own houses between 1672 
and his death in 1679.116 Roger North tells us that 
'Banister himself (inter alia) did wonders upon a 
flageolet to a thorough bass',"' and perhaps he also 
played the recorder, for his son, who was apprenticed 

Ex.3 Opening of the second movement of the A minor Concerto for  descant recorder, strings and basso continuo by Francis Dieupart (performed by John Baston at Drury 

Lane Theatre, 1 1  May 1722) 
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3 Ladies and Cavaliers in a BUN-room: engraving by Abraham Bosse (1602-1676) (London. Victoria and Albert Museum) 

to him, did so. We have no information on the concert 
programmes, except for a curious pastoral drama 
called The Parley of Instruments (December 1676), in 
which the characters discuss the virtues of the various 
families of instruments, including 'pipes, flutes, fla- 
geolets, cometts, sackbuts, hautboys, recorders, organs 
and all sort of wind instruments', or in other words the 
instruments of the pre-Civil War court wind band.Il8 
North tells us that Banister's performers were 'the 
mercenary teachers, chiefly foreigners, who attended 
for a sportula [gift or share]'.11g 

According to North, too, a few years later an amateur 
music meeting was so successful that the professionals 
built a concert hall in York Buildings, off the Strand, 
and there 'began to display their powers before the 
wise judges of the town, and found out the grand 
secret, that the English would follow music and drop 
their pence freely, of which some advantage has been 
since made'.Iz0 Concerts seem to have been given 
weekly by 1685 until 1697, then regularly but less 
frequently until about 17 12. In the 1690s the main 

promoters seem to have been Draghi and Finger,Iz1 
ousted from the court upon the departure of James I1 
(see above): no doubt Finger's numerous duets and 
trios and his solo, trio and quintet sonatas involving 
the recorder were written for this concert series.Iz2 
Banister and King also promoted concerts, and it can 
be no coincidence that Hudgbut's Thesaurus musicus 
(1693-6) contains recorder duets by them, Finger, 
Edward Keane (another concert promoter) and Paisible. 
Paisible's recorder sonatas, which sometimes reach a 
level of virtuosity unmatched until the concertos for 
small recorders 20 years later, must have been written 
for the composer himself to play in these concerts (see 
ex.4). Iz5 Other well-known recorder pieces that probably 
originated as material for the concerts include the 
duets and solo and trio sonatas of Daniel Purcell and 
William Williams. 

The newspaper advertisements from 1702 onwards 
give some details of the concert programmes, showing 
that the recorder featured prominently in the York 
Buildings concerts of the first decade of the century. 
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Ex.4 Part of the secondmovement (Presto) of the E flat major Sonata for treble recorderand basso continuo by James Paisible 

Paisible and Visconti again performed the 'incom- 
parable' and other trio sonatas. Paisible and Banister 
played sonatas for two recorders by Saggione, Keller 
and others. Visconti, Paisible and Banister tookpart in 
two concerts of music by Keller which perhaps included 
some of his trio and quintet sonatas involving recorder, 
oboe and violin. Concerts &music by William Corbett 
also featured pieces for recorder, probably including 
his published trio sonatas. Once Paisible gave 'an 
extempore performance . . . to a ground'. 

Concerts were advertised at some 40 other venues in 
London between 1689 and 17 19 alone-the halls of 
City livery companies, dancing rooms, dancing schools, 
other schools and academies, gardens, houses and 
taverns. The German traveller Zacharias Conrad von 
Uffenbach attended a concert in 1710 at the Great 
Room, Peter's Court, off St Martin's Lane, and wrote 
that 
the famous Pepusch often gets up such a concert at the 
request of some noble lords.. . .The instrumental music was 
extremely beautiful: Pepusch, who directs everything, and 
played the thorough-bass, excelled all the others . . . . Most 
notable of all was a most charming concerto [recte trio 
sonata?] played with Pepusch by a recorder and viola da 
gamba. The person who plays the recorder is a Frenchman 
called Paisible, whose equal is not to be found . . . 
Loeillet promoted a series of concerts at his own home 
from 17 1 1  onwards; they were not advertised but 
probably included his own recorder sonatas and trio 
sonatas for recorder, oboe and basso continuo. The 
German woodwind composer Johann Christian Schick- 
hardt (~1682-1762)gave a concert at a tavern in 1732 
in which he played two sonatas, a trio sonata and three 
concertos, all for 'small flute'.lz5 

From about 17 12 to 1739, however, London's major 
concert hall was Hickford's Room, near the King's 

Theatre. Here Paisible unveiled his echo flute in 17 13, 
accompanied by William Babel1 on the harpsichord. 
'The best Masters of the Opera', probably including 
Paisible, Banister, Galliard and Kytch, performed there 
frequently between 17 13 and 17 17. I suggest that 
Handel's woodwind sonatas, which nearly all date 
from this decade, were composed for such concerts. 
Louis Mercy (jl1708-45),briefly a member of the band 
of the Duke of Chandos at Cannons for which Handel 
wrote some famous works including Acis and Galatea, 
played 'a concerto and solo' for the recorder at 
Hickford's Room in 17 19. Kytch played there regularly 
for the next decade, usually on the oboe but also on 
the bassoon and recorder, including the obligatory 
concerto for small recorder. At his benefit concert in 
1729 Kytch played operatic arias by Handel and 
Bononcini, 'all the vocal parts performed . . . on 
hautboy, also little flute and bassoon'.lz6 The last 
advertised concert there involving the recorder came 
in 1735,when the music given by members of Handel's 
opera orchestra included 'especially flute by Hagan', 
of whom nothing is known. 

Conclusions 

The period from 1531 to about 1610 could be called 
the 'Age of the Bassanos'. The recorder, which had 
previously been one among many wind instruments 
played by minstrels, at court and elsewhere, became a 
consort instrument and began to play an important 
part in the musical life of court, town and stage. The 
five Bassano brothers founded, and their descendants 
dominated, a recorder consort at court, and at least 
two members of the family wrote music for it. The 
family also made sets of recorders which found their 
way to the Continent and probably to the London, 
Nonvich and other groups of waits.12' 
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who doubled on recorder and flute. Loeillet, Kytch, 
Barsanti and eventually Sammartini played in the 

4 Lady with a Theorbo: painting (~1675) by John Michael Wright 
(c1617-cl695) (Ohio. Columbus Gallery of Fine Arts) 

In the early 17th century the court consort, now 
employing some native players, became absorbed into 
a single group of wind players. Theatre musicians used 
recorders regularly in plays at the Blackfriars, Cockpit 
and other London theatres. The instrument seems to 
have continued in much the same role after the hiatus 
of the Civil War and Commonwealth. 

In 1673 new players, notably James Paisible, 'whose 
equal is not to be found', arrived from France bearing 
the new Baroque recorders and made such an impact 
on court and theatrical circles that the instrument 
became known by its French name 'flute douce' or 
simply 'flute'. The recorder became fashionable among 
amateur musicians and a flurry of tutors was published. 

After James I1 fled England in 1688 and the musical 
life of the court declined, such recorder players as 
Paisible and Banister played a prominent part in the 
flourishing new public concerts and the interval 
entertainments of the theatres. Their repertoire of 
divisions, duets and Italianate sonatas began to be 
published by Walsh and others for the amateur 
market. The opera house, opened in 1705, attracted 
to London several notable oboists and bassoonists 

theatre orchestras and concerts and consolidated the 
prevalent repertoire of Italian sonatas, which continued 
to be disseminated to amateurs. 

In the 1720% the transverse flute began to take over 
the recorder's role as the most fashionable amateur 
instrument. In the professional world too, apart from 
concertos for the smaller sizes of recorder with which 
Baston achieved considerable success, the instrument 
took an increasingly small part in music at the theatres 
and in concerts, and publishing activity tailed off. The 
instrument was kept before the public largely by 
Handel, who continued to write obbligatos for it in his 
operas and oratorios until 1738. 

soWilliam Saunders, for example. is said at the Restoration to have 
'all these late rebellious times been faithful in his loyalty' to Charles I 
and Charles 11. 'for which the said loyalty he has suffered much by 
the late Usurpers' (Public Record Office. SP29/36. no.39). 
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lL2See W. Bergmann. 'Francesco Barsanti', Consort. 18 (1961), 
pp.67-77. 
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