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Described as “pure and radiant” (Gramophone), 
“immensely impressive” (Early Music Review), 
and “rich, full-voiced, and perfectly blended” 
(Early Music America), the Byrd Ensemble is  
garnering international acclaim for its perform- 
ances and recordings of chamber vocal music, 
particularly Renaissance polyphony. The Byrd 
Ensemble, directed by Markdavin Obenza, is a 
Seattle-based professional ensemble made up 
of 10 to 12 singers from the Pacific Northwest. 
The group presents its annual concert series 
at St. Mark’s Cathedral in Seattle. The Byrd 
Ensemble is a nonprofit organization.
 

Since 2004, the ensemble has performed in 
the greater Seattle area and has toured across 
the United States, presenting concerts for the 
Gotham Early Music Scene in New York with 
Peter Phillips (director of the Tallis Scholars) and 
the Boston Early Music Fringe Series. In 2014, 
the Byrd Ensemble was one of sixteen groups 
—the only ensemble from the United States—
chosen to sing at the London International A 
Cappella Choir Competition and worked with 
Peter Phillips, Mark Williams and John Rutter, 
who described the ensemble as “a fine group 
that has achieved an enviable standard of 
tuning, blend and ensemble.”

THE BYRD ENSEMBLE
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The Byrd Ensemble became part of the Scribe 
Records label in 2011 and has since produced 
six records—four of which feature Renaissance 
polyphony—and have been reviewed by major 
early music publications: Early Music America, 
Gramophone and Early Music Review. Our 
Lady: Music from the Peterhouse Partbooks 
(2011) featured reconstructions by musicologist 
Nick Sandon of music by lesser-known English 
Renaissance composers—Pasche, Merbecke 
and Ludford—and included two world-premiere 
recordings. In the Company of William Byrd 
(2012), Music for the Tudors (2015) featured 
more mainstream Renaissance composers 
Tallis, Sheppard, Byrd and White. In 2014, 
the Byrd Ensemble was included in the 

international edition of Gramophone Magazine 
for its recording of works by Estonian composer 
Arvo Pärt.

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR MARKDAVIN OBENZA 
has dedicated his career to music. In addition 
to the Byrd Ensemble, Markdavin is also 
Director and founder of Seattle-based chamber 
choir Vox16 and Producer for Scribe Records, 
an independent record label. He is an active 
freelance singer who performs with the Byrd 
Ensemble and has performed with the Tudor 
Choir, Early Music Vancouver and members of 
the Tallis Scholars. He is the Director of Choral 
Music at Trinity Parish Church in Seattle, WA.
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The music on this disc spans the late-15th century to the early-17th century and represents the Italian, 
English, and Franco-Flemish schools of polyphony. From the singular phenomenon that is the Allegri 
Miserere to the gleaming architecture of Palestrina’s double-choir canticles, the works of the Italian 
school bookend a brief, chronological survey of the 16th-century English psalm motet as well as two 
sets of Lamentations, one English, the other Franco-Flemish. In the span of XX:XX minutes, we are 
vividly reminded of the remarkable diversity of the late-Renaissance polyphonic repertory.

Gregorio Allegri was an Italian composer and singer who joined the Papal choir in 1629. His setting  
of Psalm 51, Miserere mei, Deus, is easily the most famous vocal work of the Renaissance, largely  
due to a somewhat spurious edition dating from the early-20th century, which included a soaring 
high C for the soprano in the odd-numbered verses sung by a quartet. The history and evolution  
of Allegri’s setting is now well-known and well-documented. It was composed during the reign of  
Pope Urban VIII, probably during the 1630s, for use in the Sistine Chapel during Matins, as part of the 
Tenebrae services on Wednesday and Friday of Holy Week. The service usually would start around 
3:00 AM, and during the ritual, candles would be extinguished, one by one, until only one remained 
alight and hidden.
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Originally, the work was simply a succession of chords to which the psalm was chanted (the tone has 
been identified as tonus peregrinus), but over decades of exclusive performance by the Papal choir, 
embellishments were added by singers and the piece evolved into a legendary work. A heightened 
sense of mystery surrounded the piece as the Papal choir jealously guarded it from others. 
Occasionally, a copy of the music would make its way out into the world, once via a young Mozart, 
who copied the work from memory after hearing a performance. For this recording, the  
now-traditional setting serves as the basis for further embellishments developed by Joshua 
Haberman in the spirit of the abbellimenti tradition.

The English school is represented by a selection of three psalm motets, a genre that developed  
out of the late-medieval votive antiphon in the 1540s, at a time when, in the climate of reform, 
prayers addressed to the Blessed Virgin Mary and other saints fell out of favor. Composers of psalm 
motets sometimes adopted the structure of the old votive antiphons, beginning in triple time and 
changing to duple at the midway point. Passages for a reduced number of voices in any variety  
of combinations alternated with sections for full choir. Other examples of psalm motets were built 
solely on structural imitation, a technique developed on the continent during the late Renaissance, 
but which the English were slow to adopt. Psalm motets also continued the use of the five voice-
types employed in large-scale votive antiphons: treble (soprano), mean (alto), tenor, baritone, and 
bass, although a number of examples (including those on this disc) omit the treble.

John Taverner was the most important English composer of the first half the 16th century. He was 
the first director of music at the newly established Cardinall College from 1525 to 1530. Taverner’s 
music bridges the gap between the complex, florid style of the Eton Choirbook composers of  
the late-15th century and the simpler, imitative style of the later mid-16th century composers, 
including Thomas Tallis and John Sheppard. His work is characterized above all by a sweeping 
melodic lyricism.

Quemadmodum probably dates from Taverner’s later years. The motet survives in a wordless 
source, likely used for recreational purposes by musical Elizabethans, but editor Haberman joins his 
predecessors in taking the lead from the title and fitting the first two verses of Psalm 42 to Taverner’s 
notes. Quemadmodum, although an early example of the psalm motet, nevertheless more closely 
resembles a Flemish motet than an English antiphon. The piece is in duple meter throughout,  
for full choir throughout, and employs structural imitation. The six-voice scoring also follows the 
Flemish preference for lower voices, creating a dense, compact texture that Tallis would later adopt 
in his seven-voice works, such as Loquebantur variis linguis, Suscipe quaeso, Domine, and the 
canon Miserere nostri. Upward transposition of the edition recorded here matches the voices more 
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closely with the traditional English ranges of this period. Yet, despite all that seems un-English about 
the motet, the giveaway is Taverner’s supreme melodic gift. So beautifully developed in his large-
scale Masses and antiphons, his sense of line also lends itself to the shorter melodic statements of 
imitation, thoroughly worked among the six voices.

Robert White was a leading musical figure in mid-16th century England during this period of 
continuing turmoil. He was a chorister at Trinity College, Cambridge, and later succeeded his 
father-in-law Christopher Tye as Master of the Choristers at nearby Ely Cathedral. He next worked at 
Westminster Abbey, but died of the plague in 1574. White wrote very little music in English, choosing 
to set Latin texts in an individual style that was at once old-fashioned and modern for its time—the 
sprawling musical structures of an earlier era were informed with the modern technique of imitative 
polyphony, with voice after voice repeating similar melodies in patterns that generate genuine 
urgency and drive.

White’s Exaudiat te Domine is composed using the old antiphon format, alternating full and 
reduced sections. He employs mean, tenor, baritone, and bass voices, omitting the trebles. Here, 
the edition is transposed up a minor third, resulting in ranges for soprano, alto, tenor, and baritone. 
The baritone voice is split into a gimell from the beginning. (The gimell is an English device wherein 
a voice part is divided into two separate lines.) The piece begins with an extended trio for SABar. 
Imitation dissolves into extended melisma, leading into the first full section for SATBar1Bar2. 
Changing to duple meter, the motet continues with a double-gimell quartet for sopranos and 
baritones, followed by a second double gimell for altos and tenors, a passage featuring the false 
relation—the clash created by the raised leading tone in one voice sounding against the minor 
seventh in another. The expertly crafted final full section begins with the gradual addition of the 
other voices—the second baritone, followed by the soprano and first baritone. The resulting seven-
voice texture provides White the means for an extended, thoroughly worked point of imitation at 
“Amen,” filled with cascading parallel thirds and sixths. 

Thomas Tallis was unique in working under no fewer than four monarchs during his long life 
spanning most of the 16th century. He was able to adapt his musical style to meet virtually any 
requirements. He joined the Chapel Royal in 1543. Tallis’s two settings of the Lamentations of 
Jeremiah are among the most beloved works of Tudor polyphony.  They are settings of readings 
for the Maundy Thursday liturgy, but because the music survives only in manuscript we can’t be 
certain if Tallis intended them for liturgical performance or private, devotional use.  The musical style 
suggests they were composed during Elizabeth I’s reign. Tallis’s compositional triumph here is his 
ability to imbue an overall feeling of restraint with a powerful emotional undercurrent.
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“Tallis is dead and music dies.” So lamented William Byrd, who was once Tallis’s pupil and later 
his colleague. Byrd was one of the greatest of all English composers. He remained a Catholic in 
Protestant England, serving in the court of Elizabeth I for many years before moving out of London 
to a Catholic community toward the end of his life. 

Like Taverner and White before him, Byrd’s voicing for the psalm motet Domine, quis habitabit 
omits the treble. The nine-voice texture (again, transposed up a minor third for this recording) 
includes pairs of sopranos, altos, and tenors over triple basses. Byrd eschews the antiphon structure, 
opting for full scoring throughout, save for a central section omitting two of the bass voices. The 
thorough working of White’s imitation at the end of Exaudiat te is brought to new heights by Byrd. 
Following a tutti rest, the final section begins with strong homophony. The texture quickly becomes 
polyphonic as Byrd introduces his final tour de force: canonic imitative points in each pair of the 
three upper voice parts as three basses pass motives back and forth, sometimes in literal imitation, 
sometimes inverse, sometimes abandoning the point altogether for a free polyphonic phrase. With 
the final text, “in aeternum” (substituting for an “Amen”), Byrd brings us to a rousing and seemingly 
inevitable final cadence.

French composer Antoine Brumel was a pupil of Josquin Desprez. Among his numerous posts, he 
was a singer at Chartres Cathedral and Master of the Boys at Notre Dame Cathedral, Paris. Brumel’s 
only surviving set of Lamentations is one of the most beautiful in the repertory.  Composing for four 
voices in a chordal style, Brumel strikes a somber and contemplative mood. Following tradition (as 
did Tallis), he provides musical settings for the names of the Hebrew letters (here, Heth and Caph) 
that divide the text. 
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The outstanding composer of the Counter-Reformation years was Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina. 
He was probably a choirboy at the church of Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome and later served there as 
maestro di cappella for ten years from 1561. The influence of his conservative and harmonically pure 
style was strongly felt throughout the latter years of the Renaissance and well into the Baroque era. 
Much of his music was performed by the Papal choir in Rome. Listening to Palestrina’s double-choir 
settings of the Magnificat and Nunc dimittis back to back on this disc, one must remember they 
were not composed as a pair for Anglican Evensong, but rather for use separately in the Catholic 
offices of Vespers (Magnificat) and Compline (Nunc dimittis). Each stands on its own as a powerful 
expression Palestrina’s lasting achievements.

—Doug Fullington

i See, for example, www.ancientgroove.co.uk/essays/allegri.html.

Doug Fullington is founder and director of the Tudor Choir, based in Seattle, Washington. As a 
countertenor, he has performed with the Tallis Scholars as well as the Tudor Choir, Byrd Ensemble, 
and Cappella Romana. Trained as a musicologist, Doug is also a dance historian, with a focus on 
19th-century French and Russian ballet.
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Miserere mei, Deus:
    secundum magnam misericordiam tuam.
Et secundum multitudinem miserationum tuarum,
    dele iniquitatem meam.
Amplius lava me ab iniquitate mea:
    et a peccato meo munda me.
Quoniam iniquitatem meam ego cognosco:
    et peccatum meum contra me est semper.
Tibi soli peccavi, et malum coram te feci:
    ut justificeris in sermonibus tuis, et vincas cum judicaris.
Ecce enim in iniquitatibus conceptus sum:
    et in peccatis concepit me mater mea.
Ecce enim veritatem dilexisti:
    incerta et occulta sapientiae tuae
    manifestasti mihi.
Asperges me hysopo, et mundabor:
    lavabis me, et super nivem dealbabor.
Audi tui meo dabis gaudium et laetitiam:
    et exsultabunt ossa humiliata.
Averte faciem tuam a peccatis meis:
    et omnes iniquitates meas dele.
Cor mundum crea in me, Deus:
    et spiritum rectum innova in visceribus meis.
Ne proiicias me a facie tua:
    et spiritum sanctum tuum ne auferas a me.
Redde mihi laetitiam salutaris tui:
    et spiritu principali confirma me.
Docebo iniquos vias tuas:
    et impii ad te convertentur.
Libera me de sanguinibus, Deus, Deus salutis meae:
    et exsultabit lingua mea justitiam tuam.
Domine, labia mea aperies:
    et os meum annuntiabit laudem tuam.
Quoniam si voluisses sacrificium, dedissem utique:
    holocaustis non delectaberis.
Sacrificium Deo spiritus contribulatus:
    cor contritum, et humiliatum, Deus, non despicies.
Benigne fac, Domine, in bona voluntate tua Sion:
    ut aedificentur muri Ierusalem.
Tunc acceptabis sacrificium justitiae, oblationes, et holocausta:
    tunc imponent super altare tuum vitulos.

Have mercy on me, O God,
    according to your great compassion.
And according to the multitude of your tender mercies,
    blot out my offenses.
Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,
    and cleanse me from my sin.
For I acknowledge my offenses,
    and my sin is always before me.
Against you only have I sinned, and done this evil before you,
    so your are justified when you speak, and right in your judgement.
For behold, I was conceived in iniquity,
    and in sin did my mother conceive me.
For behold, you love truth in the inward parts,
    the uncertain and hidden things of your wisdom
    you have made manifest to me
Sprinkle me with hyssop, and I will be clean,
    wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.
Make me hear of joy and gladness,
    and my bones which you have humbled will rejoice.
Hide your face from my sins,
    and strike out my iniquities.
Create in my a clean heart, O God,
    and renew a right spirit within me.
Cast me not away from your face,
    and take not your holy spirit from me.
Restore to me the joy of your help,
    and with your spirit strengthen me.
I will teach your ways to the unjust,
    and the godless will convert to you.
Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, God of my salvation,
    and my tongue will exalt your justice.
O God, open my lips,
    and my mouth will announce your praise.
Now if you had wanted sacrifice, I surely would have,
    but burnt offerings do not please you.
Sacrifice to God is a broken spirit,
    a contrite and humbled heart, O God, you will not despise.
Be benevolent, O God, in your good will with Sion,
    rebuild the walls of Jerusalem.
Then you will accept the sacrifice of justice, gifts, and burnt offerings,
    then they will lay calves upon your altar.

TEXT & TRANSLATIONS

1 ) ALLEGRI: Miserere mei, Deus
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Quemadmodum desiderat cervus ad fontes aquarum,
    ita desiderat anima mea ad te, Deus.
Sitivit anima mea ad Deum fortem, vivum;
    quando veniam, et apparebo ante faciem Dei?

Exaudiat te Dominus in die tribulationis;
    protegat te nomen Dei Jacob.
Mittat tibi auxilium de sancto,
    et de Sion tueatur te.
Memor sit omnis sacrificii tui,
    et holocaustum tuum pingue fiat.
Tribuat tibi secundum cor tuum,
    et omne consilium tuum confirmet.
Lætabimur in salutari tuo;
    et in nomine Dei nostri magnificabimur.
Impleat Dominus omnes petitiones tuas;
    nunc cognovi quoniam salvum fecit  
    Dominus christum suum.
Exaudiet illum de cælo sancto suo,
    in potentatibus salus dexteræ ejus.
Hi in curribus, et hi in equis;
    nos autem in nomine Domini Dei nostri invocabimus.
Ipsi obligati sunt, et ceciderunt;
    nos autem surreximus, et erecti sumus.
Domine, salvum fac regem,
    et exaudi nos in die qua invocaverimus te.

As the deer longs for streams of water,
    so longs my soul for you, O God.
My soul thirsts for God, the strong, the living God;
    when shall I come and appear before the face of God?

May the LORD answer you in the day of trouble,
    the Name of the God of Jacob defend you;
Send you help from his holy place
    and strengthen you out of Zion;
Remember all your offerings
    and accept your burnt sacrifice;
Grant you your heart’s desire
    and prosper all your plans.
We will shout for joy at your victory
    and triumph in the Name of our God;
May the LORD grant all your requests.
    now I know that the LORD gives  
    victory to his anointed.
He will answer him out of his holy heaven,
    with the victorious strength of his right hand.
Some put their trust in chariots and some in horses,
    but we will call upon the Name of the LORD our God.
They collapse and fall down,
    but we will arise and stand upright.
O LORD, give victory to the king
    and answer us when we call.

2 ) TAVERNER: Quemadmodum

3 ) WHITE: Exaudiat te Dominus
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DE LAMENTATIONE  
JEREMIAE PROPHETAE:

GHIMEL. Migravit Juda propter afflictionem ac 
multitudinem servitutis, habitavit inter gentes, nec 
invenit requiem.

DALETH. Omnes persecutores eius apprehenderunt 
eam inter angustias: Lugent, eo quod non sint 
qui veniant ad solemnitatem. Omnes portae eius 
destructae, sacerdotes eius gementes, virgines eius 
squalidae, et ipsa oppressa amaritudine.

HE. Facti sunt hostes eius in capite, inimici illius 
locupletati sunt; quia Dominus locutus est super eam 
propter multitudinem iniqutatum eius: parvuli eius 
ducti sunt captivi ante faciem tribulantis.

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, convertere ad  
Dominum Deum tuum.

Domine, quis habitabit in tabernaculo tuo: 
    aut quis requiescet in monte sancto tuo? 
Qui ingreditur sine macula: 
    et operatur iustitiam. 
Qui loquitur veritatem in corde suo: 
    non detrahit in lingua sua. 
Nec facit proximo suo malum: 
    nec improbat proximum suum. 
Contemptus est in oculis eius malus: 
    timentes autem Dominum glorificat. 
Qui iurat se affligere, non mutabit: 
    pecuniam suam non dedit ad usuram, 
et munera super innocentem non accepit. 
    Qui facit haec, non movebitur in aeternum.

FROM THE LAMENTATIONS OF  
JEREMIAH THE PROPHET:

3. Judah has gone into exile because of affliction and 
hard servitude; she dwells now among the nations, but 
finds no resting place; her pursuers have all overtaken 
her in the midst of her distress.

4. The roads to Zion mourn, for none come to the 
appointed feasts; all her gates are desolate, her priests 
groan; her maidens have been dragged away, and she 
herself suffers bitterly.

5. Her foes have become the head, her enemies 
prosper, because the LORD has made her suffer for the 
multitude of her transgressions; her children have gone 
away, captives before the foe.

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, return unto the Lord your God.

Lord, who shall dwell in your tabernacle:
    or who shall rest on your holy hill?
He who enters without stain:
    and who works for justice.
He who speaks the truth from his heart:
    and who does not disparage with his tongue.
Nor does any harm to his neighbor:
    nor condemns his neighbor.
The wicked man is contemptible in his sight: 
    but those who fear the Lord he highly praises.
He who pledges his oath, and will not change it:
    who does not lend money at interest,
and does not accept bribes against the innocent.
    He who does these things will never be shaken.

4 ) TALLIS: Lamentations II

5 ) BYRD: Domine, quis habitabit
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HETH. Cogitavit Dominus dissipare murum filiæ Sion; 
tetendit funiculum suum, et non avertit manum suam 
a perditione: luxitque antemurale, et murus pariter 
dissipatus est. 

CAPH. Defecerunt præ lacrimis oculi mei, conturbata 
sunt viscera mea; effusum est in terra jecur meum 
super contritione filiæ populi mei, cum deficeret 
parvulus et lactens in plateis oppidi.

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, convertere ad  
Dominum Deum tuum.

Magnificat anima mea Dominum et exultavit spiritus 
meus in Deo salutari meo. Quia respexit humilitatem 
ancillæ suæ: ecce enim ex hoc beatam me dicent 
omnes generationes. Quia fecit mihi magna qui potens 
est, et sanctum nomen eius. Et misericordia eius a 
progenie in progenies timentibus eum. Fecit potentiam 
in brachio suo, dispersit superbos mente cordis sui. 
Deposuit potentes de sede et exaltavit humiles. 
Esurientes implevit bonis et divites dimisit inanes. 
Suscepit Israel puerum suum recordatus misericordiæ 
suæ, sicut locutus est ad patres nostros, Abraham et 
semini eius in sæcula. Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui 
Sancto: Sicut erat in principio, et nunc, et semper, et in 
sæcula sæculorum. Amen.

8. The LORD determined to lay in ruins the wall of 
the daughter of Zion; he marked it off by the line; he 
restrained not his hand from destroying; he caused 
rampart and wall to lament, they languish together.

11. My eyes are spent with weeping; my soul is in 
tumult; my heart is poured out in grief because of the 
destruction of the daughter of my people, because 
infants and babes faint in the streets of the city.

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, return unto the Lord your God.

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord; my spirit 
rejoices in God my Savior for he has looked with favor 
on his lowly servant. From this day, all generations will 
call me blessed: The Almighty has done great things 
for me, and holy is his Name. He has mercy on those 
who fear him in every generation. He has shown the 
strength of his arm; he has scattered the proud in 
their conceit. He has cast down the mighty from their 
thrones, and has lifted the lowly. He has filled the 
hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent away 
empty. He has come to the help of his servant Israel 
for he remembered his promise of mercy, the promise 
he made to our fathers, to Abraham and his children 
forever. Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to 
the Holy Ghost; As it was in the beginning, is now, and 
ever shall be, world without end. Amen.

6 ) BRUMEL: Lamentations

7 ) PALESTRINA: Magnificat
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Nunc dimittis servum tuum, Domine, secundum 
verbum tuum in pace: Quia viderunt oculi mei salutare 
tuum Quod parasti ante faciem omnium populorum: 
Lumen ad revelationem gentium, et gloriam plebis 
tuae Israel. Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto: 
Sicut erat in principio, et nunc, et semper, et in sæcula 
sæculorum. Amen.

Lord, now you let your servant go in peace; Your word 
has been fulfilled. My eyes have seen the salvation you 
have prepared in the sight of every people, A light to 
reveal you to the nations and the glory of your people, 
Israel. Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the 
Holy Ghost; As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever 
shall be, world without end. Amen.

8 ) PALESTRINA: Nunc dimittis
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