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Note: This paper was illustrated with slides of medieval manuscripts and recordings of 
fifteenth and early sixteenthcentury music. For reasons of copyright and performing rights 
these cannot be reproduced here. Where possible, links to web sites are provided for those 
who wish to view or listen to the materials. Some of these links require payment to download 
sound files. 

There are two principal difficulties in our quest to understand medieval worship. One is the 
paucity of contemporary evidence: we have buildings and occasionally some of their 
furnishings, but often much changed; and we have texts – rarely of a piece and even more 
rarely related directly to that particular building. The other difficulty comes from our 
contemporary experience of and assumptions about worship. 
In this paper I want to try to capture something of the experience of medieval worship, to 
bring to life the buildings and their ornaments, and to go beyond the text of the liturgies. To 
do this we have to cast the net widely across the Western church, encompassing all sorts of 
ecclesiastical institutions – not just parish churches. That is the only way we can get a grip on 
the whole picture. And there will be some here whose benchmark will be, could this have 
happened in St Teilo’s. The answer in most cases will be, we will never know. However, 
there is less difference between what happened in St David’s cathedral or the Chapel Royal 
and St Teilo’s church then, than there is between what happened in St David’s cathedral or 
the Chapel Royal in the Middle Ages and what happens there now. 
My theme is the sensory experience of worship, something which for the most part we are 
less alert to nowadays. But the sensory is something that was shared by everyone present at 
worship – clergy and laity, men and women, young and old, poor and rich, literate and 
illiterate. And unlike the theological, philosophical or emotional, we can have greater 
certainty of its nature since there are instructions, descriptions, illustrations, and payments. 
I want to begin with a favourite piece of plainsong found uniquely in a source of Welsh 
provenance: the antiphon for the blessing of a bell. And I want to do so for three reasons. 
First, to introduce the normal form of church music of the Middle Ages – unaccompanied 
melody. Second, to explore the rich description of the text which conjures up a wonderful 
admixture of sounds and aromas. Third, to remind us that the church building – generally the 
best and largest building in any community – represented at one level heaven on earth, a 
place where the voices of humanity and the voices of the angels were at one. As it says in the 
Preface to the Canon of the Mass: Therefore with angels and archangels, and with the whole 
company of heaven, we laud and magnify thy glorious name, evermore praising thee …
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In the city of the Lord the instruments of the saints ring out unendingly. 
There is the sweetest smell of cinnamon and balsam which reaches up to God.  
There angels and archangels sing a new hymn before the throne of God: alleluia, alleluia. 
 
The experience of worship in the medieval church involved all five senses, but especially 
sight, sound, and smell.  
Sight: Our eyes light on the space as a whole, on the fixed elements of  furnishings, of images 
and decoration in paint, glass, stone and wood; then there are those things that change 
through the seasons, the liturgical days and the separate services – the ornaments, the lights, 
the hangings and the vestments.  
Smell: There is the residual smell of incense, and the new wafts of smoke at the beginning of 
the procession before Mass; the odour of the burning wax and oil of candles and lamps; the 
aroma, perhaps, of rushes or other greenery on the floor – as you still find in the pilgrimage 
church of Pistyll in Gwynedd; at certain times of year, like Christmas, the fresh smell of 
rosemary and bay brought in to decorate the church; and then the reality of the smell of 
unbathed people. 
Sound: There would be the voice of the priest and other ministers; the musical chanting of 
singers and clergy; the muttering of secret prayers said ‘privately’ by the priest; the 
murmurings of the devotions of those around you. There might be another service in another 
part of the church: at Hereford cathedral the canons in choir complained about the 
disturbance from the parish service taking place on the other side of the screen. 
Touch and taste: You would dip your hand into the holy water in the stoop by the door; you 
would be splashed by the holy water sprinkled over you during the procession before Sunday 
Mass; there would be sacred objects or images to be touched or kissed; and at least at Easter 
you would have the rare taste of the unleavened bread consecrated at the Mass – Corpus 
Christi, the body of Christ. 

 2



Harper: In the city of the Lord – St Fagan’s 15 xi 08, page 3 

Gesture and movement: There would also be the formal gestures and movements – the 
processions on feast days and their vigils, at least 200 each year, the daily action of the Mass, 
the most important action to witness in the later Middle Ages, the postures and gestures of the 
clergy, and of the people. 
Sensory ‘polyphony’: These sensory experiences were not isolated. They were overlaid and 
simultaneous – a kind of sensory polyphony. Actions and movements were simultaneous with 
texts and chants. Only rarely was there a single action or event – the Collect, the 
proclamation of Scripture, the dialogue of dismissal, and above all the action of the elevation 
of the host in the Canon of the Mass. 
 
These were experiences that everyone attending worship in the later Middle Ages 
experienced, in churches great and small. Of course there were distinctions of practice, but 
the broad pattern was consistent. And in Welsh cathedral, collegiate and parish churches, as 
in most of southern England, that pattern was determined by the practice of one cathedral – 
Salisbury. 
 
 
The Use of Salisbury and its adaptation in St Teilo’s 
 
The Use of Salisbury was adopted in Wales in the 13th and 14th centuries. The liturgical books 
provided the common liturgical pattern, the texts, and the ceremonial. Of course, these 
required local adaptation to the building, to the human and physical resources available, and 
to local observances and customs. But the greater part was the same from one church to the 
next. And that applied not just to the Use of Salisbury but to the related Uses of Hereford, of 
York, of Aberdeen, of Paris, of Rome itself. It allows us to use evidence from a variety of 
sources and to draw general conclusions. 
 
I want to begin with some of the most visual of the liturgies: the processions. If we analyse 
the processions described in the Use of Salisbury we can see how readily they could be 
adapted to St Teilo. They divide into two broad categories, those that took place outside the 
church, and those that remained within the church.  
 
We begin with the most common and simplest procession, that made at the end of vespers on 
Saturday. It began, as did almost all processions, in the choir or chancel, proceeded to a 
station before the cross above the screen, and then returned to choir. This is readily 
transferred to St Teilo. There was a more elaborate form of the procession at vespers on 
Sundays and feast days – passing out of the south side of choir or chancel, down the south 
aisle, up the nave to the station before the cross, and then back into choir. Again no problem 
at St Teilo. 
 
Before Mass on Sunday and feast days there was a procession to sprinkle the altars and the 
people, a symbolic act of purification. At Salisbury this went out of the quire on the north 
side, to the north-eastern transept altars, round the ambulatory to the eastern altars, down the 
south aisle to the other transept altars, down the south aisle, back to the station before the 
cross, and finally into quire. Of course there is no ambulatory at St Teilo, but nor are there far 
eastern altars. With modest adaptation, there is no difficulty in conducting the procession as 
directed. 
 
The Palm Sunday procession at Old Sarum went out of the north door, round the eastern end 
of the church, stopped on the southern side for three stations, and then returned to church 
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through the West door. This version of the procession, which would have been suitable to St 
Teilo, did not work in the new cathedral at Salisbury, where a revised route was devised. 
Here we have a direct example of local adaptation. 
 
On Ascension Day and on Corpus Christi, the procession went out of the church and round 
the edge of the graveyard. No problem in doing this at St Teilo. 
 
The most extensive processions on Rogation Days at the end of Eastertide went round the 
outside of the city, normally to a second church and then back. At Old Sarum they went 
round different sides of the city on separate days. The great litany was sung as part of the 
Rogation Day procession. In the Duc de Berry’s Très Riches Heures there is a depiction of 
the litany sung as the procession proceeds round the edge of Rome.1 This is the early 
fifteenth-century representation of the procession of St Gregory made at a time of plague, and 
painted by the Limbourg brothers. The procession is led by cross, lights and banners. There is 
a thurifer and a bearer of holy water. Then come clergy bearing relics – one is struck down by 
plague. Behind come the great reliquary, the pope, the cardinals, and then the people. The 
whole ensemble is depicted across a whole opening of the manuscript. 
 
One can see some elements of that procession in this modern Palm Sunday procession in San 
Miguel de Allende in Mexico.2 For all the vitality evident in the images of the Limbourg 
picture in the Très Riches Heures or in this modern procession,the diagram in the Salisbury 
Processional of an equivalent procession looks very tame. We begin to see how locked in a 
formal diagram or in liturgical rubrics is something far richer, more vibrant, and more 
sensory. 

 
Diagram of the  beginning of the Palm Sunday procession  

from a printed edition of the Salisbury Processional  
published by Richard Pynson in 1502 

 
But at this point I want to turn from processions, to the Mass, and specifically to the 
Christmas Day Mass illustrated later in the Très Riches Heures by Jean Colombe and his 

                                                 
1 The whole manuscript can be viewed at http://www.christusrex.org/www2/berry/. The images of the 
procession can be found on f.71v and f.72r. 
2 http://picasaweb.google.com/lh/photo/vKgeG6yKcNvVr0Yk_k2hCw  
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assistants.3 If in the processions we have emphasised the sensory richness, I want here to 
stress the layering of simultaneous events within medieval worship. Central to the action is 
the celebrant, reciting from the Missal, attended by the deacon and subdeacon, all in cloth of 
gold vestments. They are observed by other clergy kneeling to the left. Then there is the 
music, taking place at the same time. A group of clerks sing from a manuscript on a lectern,  
and above there is an organ. Two women, clearly educated and literate, use books for their 
devotions, while a throng of people observe and pray without books. Behind the curtain, what 
appears to be a woman of high birth, observes, while a man appears to come from behind the 
curtain, perhaps bringing a light for the elevation. This must reflect Christmas Mass in the 
household chapel of the Duc de Berry, or a great church in one of the cities where he resided. 
What might it have to do with a parish church in Britain?  
 
My view is that it is instructive and indicative, but probably no more. However, we can place 
it in a more local perspective. The National Trust recently purchased the sole surviving copy 
of Caxton’s printed Missal of 1487, a Sarum missal.4 It very likely belonged to Sir Piers 
Legh, a knight who became a priest, and founded the chantry – later the parish church – of St 
Mary Disley near Stockport in 1527, the year of his death. The missal may have been used 
there or in the nearby church at Winwick where Sir Piers was buried. It was certainly in use 
in the 1530s and 1540s, when certain feasts were banned and therefore crossed out in the 
book. Caxton’s Parisian printer provided text in two colours, and he provided staves for the 
music, but he could not put in the notes. Among the manuscript additions to this missal are 
the chants sung by the priest at the Preface to the Canon of the Mass – and there are two 
corrected mistakes. This notation is added for singing, probably by Sir Piers Legh and his 
successors.  

 
And if the priest sings the Preface, then the Sanctus has to be sung too. Returning to the 
miniature from the Très Riches Heures, what we see could well be the Sanctus. The priest 
continues to recite the words of the Canon in a low voice; the Clerks sing the Sanctus; the 
ladies pray their devotions; the people await the moment of consecration and elevation; and 
the man in blue brings out the light to hold at the elevation. The moment of elevation is 
illustrated in a Book of Hours made for the Butler family of Wem in Shropshire in about 
1340.5 After the elevation, the priest continued with the Canon of Mass; the clerks sang 
Benedictus; others present continued their devotions.  
 

                                                 
3 This may be viewed at http://www.christusrex.org/www2/berry/f158r.html  
4 The Missal is being digitised, and images will be available online in due course. The book itself is on display 
at Lyme Park, near Stockport, from August 2009. 
5 Baltimore, Walters Art Museum, W.105,15R. The image may be viewed at 
http://art.thewalters.org/viewchild.aspx?parentid=25556&childid=13086  
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It would have been less likely music to hear a polyphonic setting of Sanctus and Benedictus 
such as that composed in the fifteenth century by Leonel Power6 in a parish church, unless 
there was a very specific endowment – as was certainly the case in some places by the mid 
fifteenth century. But as more evidence is tracked down, it becomes apparent that just as 
parishes wanted rich screens, paintings on glass and walls, and other rich decoration of their 
church, so too they sought musical elaboration. While they may not have sung chant daily, 
there were small choirs of lay persons, often afforced by the parish clerk or a chaplain, who 
could provide singing on Sundays, feast days, Lady Mass and Jesus Mass. And some of the 
melodies were very well known. There were only four sets of chants for Lady Mass and 
Office, and one for Jesus Mass. The Sarum Hymnal contained only 67 melodies. So the 
Christmas hymn melody used with a number of texts, including A solis ortus cardine, would 
have been quite easy to elaborate in improvised, three-part polyphony. The melody begins 
like this. 

 
Melodies like this were undoubtedly sung in improvised faburden in three parts; they were 
also decorated by polyphony played on the organ.7 From the surviving evidence of the late 
fifteenth century and the early sixteenth century, we know that parishes acquired small 
organs. After all, with an organ, a patron could enable a single player – not a group of three 
or four singers – to embellish feast days with polyphony. There are several surviving, written-
down settings for organ of the same hymn melody. The text of that hymn verse brings us full 
circle to the heavenly music of the angels with which I began: the penultimate stanza goes as 
follows: 

The heavenly choir rejoices and the angels sing to God; 
To shepherds is revealed the shepherd who is the creator of all things. 

Even in the most humble of surroundings, remarkable things can happen. 

                                                 
6 Power’s four-part setting sung by the Hilliard Ensemble was played at this point; this is not available online. 
However, a simpler medieval setting may be downloaded (at modest cost) from 
http://www.classicsonline.com/catalogue/product.aspx?pid=601710  
7 A solis ortus cardine can be heard in a recording using the reconstructed late medieval organs of The Early 
English Organ Project. This is not available online, but see http://www.oxrecs.com/eeop.htm  
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