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Lambe’s O Maria plena gratia is certainly his magnum opus among his surviving works. At 309 modern bars
(with 4-beat bars for the duple time) it’s the longest surviving piece in the English repertoire from this
period. The first section in perfect time has 141 bars (or perfect breves); the second section also has 141
(4/2) bars (so he may have viewed it as 282 imperfect breves), and the final triple time section, starting at
“Venite”, has 27 bars. The number 3 obviously played a role in structuring the composition.

The piece has as its cantus firmus the melody of ‘O sacrum convivium’.

Facsimiles of the piece can be found at:
https://vmirror.imslp.org/files/imglnks/usimg/0/03/IMSLP282602-PMLP458640-eton parte 1.pdf starting
at page 21.

https://vmirror.imslp.org/files/imglnks/usimg/2/2b/IMSLP283233-PMLP459496-lambeth parte 6.pdf
starting at page 9.

With this repertoire it is very rare to have several sources available, making it possible to compare them.
Unfortunately, the piece is incomplete in Eton, but still, comparing the bits present in both sources was
quite instructive, especially concerning text underlay. So far with this repertoire | usually strictly followed
the source, but now | saw some differences that made me think. For instance:

ande Wﬁtfpﬂl t

Lol

-l' 'I' PRI

¥l DBV

E v v —
Foonf| ovelpa e BB e,
This is the top part in a duet with the bass; in both sources the bass part has ‘verbi soci’ on the dotted

rhythm, although in Eton the ‘ci’ comes later:
B T - T —— - vvvv—‘-- : -——
i oty . 1

_'8 PR i

For me, the most Ioglcal text underlay would be as follows:

——t = T

- am ver-bi so - c¢i -
p— '
T T T | I
T T 17T 1 ¥ | S - 1
T T T — —_——
= am ver - bl so - ¢l -

Another example, at “et salutavit Ellzabeth” between Trlplex (alto) and contratenor 2 (baritone):
- . L T A e ’wuuw"‘ <4

- Py l
" 1 v . ,

r—————— .'n-' e - A

Alto: 9’. X ‘ b &,

ct/fahruakiciva. © *Nm me chsa,
¥4 e

Baritone L . VAN
Eton '

Baritone
Lambeth



https://vmirror.imslp.org/files/imglnks/usimg/0/03/IMSLP282602-PMLP458640-eton_parte_1.pdf
https://vmirror.imslp.org/files/imglnks/usimg/2/2b/IMSLP283233-PMLP459496-lambeth_parte_6.pdf

In this case | decided to follow the text underlay of the alto in Lambeth, in both parts:

b
s ==
- i T | S o r S|
e e e e e
T T T T T 1
el =a - lu-ta - vil E-li-za
T
e £ Pe . e aa h = o or?
Il Il L1 1 | | . Il L1 L
1 1 4 1 1 11 Il 1 ¥y L 11 L7 1
— : T i !
el sa - lu-ta = = = vit E-li-za -

In both cases the chosen text underlay enhances the rhythmic playfulness which is an important aspect of
this music. From the differences between the sources | drew the conclusion that the text underlay is not
always as careful as | used to think.

One final example, from bars 83-87, tenor 1, at ‘orbis creatori’:

] O 4 g | T retctie =
"
Eton CB: ! - ¢
d 3 o
e s am fovib
] -~ W R T "
.‘
Lambeth CB: f = ~—
or  bweaeato =, ;

* .~ S

Here even the rhythm is different. | chose the Lambeth version.

There are also some differences in the treatment of b and bb and an occasional c(#):

e Bar 2 alto bb only in Lambeth, followed by # in bar 4;

e Bar 28 tenor 2 bb on ‘ta-‘ only in Eton;

e Bar 31 baritone # before b only in Eton;

e Bar 34 tenor 2 # before b only in Eton;

e Bar 52 soprano c# only in Eton;

e Bar 57-58 bass bb only in Eton (at beginning of stave);

e Bar 62 baritone bb only in Eton (at beginning of stave);

e Bar 68 bass bb only in Eton (at beginning of stave);

e Bar 74 bass # before b only in Eton;

e Bar 77 tenor 1 at “ut eius” bb only in Eton (at beginning of stave, ignored in this edition);
e Bar 84. 86 and 89 tenor 2 bb only in Eton;

e Bar 98 alto at the end of ‘montana’ # before b only in Eton;
e Bar 122 baritone # before b only in Eton;

e Bar 125 baritone bb only in Eton;

e Bar 152 soprano # before b only in Eton.

The text has not been set by any other composer. It has a remarkable structure: a narrator tells a story in
prose, hailing Mary as representing the whole court of heaven. The text and a translation can be found in
the booklet accompanying the album “Choirs of angels” by Christ Church Cathedral Choir:
https://www.chandos.net/chanimages/Booklets/AV2184.pdf

The piece would pair well in a concert with Fayrfax’ “Maria plena virtute”, which also has a narrative quality,

though focusing more on Jesus’ and Mary’s suffering. Fayrfax’ style is less florid, with a mellower sound.

Bert Schreuder


https://www.chandos.net/chanimages/Booklets/AV2184.pdf

