
1

MENU

John Sheppard
Media vita

Robert Quinney
Choir of New College Oxford



Credits    

Tracklist    

Programme note    

Sung texts    

Biographies    
John Sheppard
Media vita

Robert Quinney
Choir of New College Oxford



3

MENU

Recorded in St Michael’s Church, 
Summertown, Oxford, UK, 
on 9–12 July & 9 October 2019

Recording Producer & Engineer
Philip Hobbs

Assistant Engineer
Reuben Bignel

Post-production
Julia Thomas

Design
stoempstudio.com

Cover Image
King Edward VI (c. 1550), 
by William Scrots (fl. 1537–1553)
© Bridgeman Images



4

MENU71:58John Sheppard (c. 1515–1558)
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1  — A solis ortus cardine ○ 8:55

2  —  Inclina Domine ○   5vv 5:28

3  —  Iudica me Deus ○ 9:34

4  —  Deus misereatur   5vv 8:39

5  —  Confitebor tibi ○ 6:06

6  —  Sacris solemniis 8:17

7  —  Media vita 24:23

○ Premiere recordings

 Performing edition: John Sheppard III: Hymns, Psalms, 
 Antiphons and other Latin Polyphony, ed. Magnus Williamson,  
 Early English Church Music, Vol. 54 (London: Stainer & Bell, 2012)
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 The lifetime of John Sheppard encompasses some of the most 
turbulent decades of English history. He was probably still a boy cho- 
rister when Henry VIII first appealed to the Pope for the annulment of his 
marriage to Catherine of Aragon. By the time he was active as a composer (in 
1554, supplicating for an Oxford Doctorate in Music that was never awarded, 
Sheppard claimed to have been composing continuously for twenty years), the 
1534 Act of Supremacy had been passed. He became Informator Choristarum at 
Magdalen College, Oxford, in 1543; at the time of his departure in 1548, the crown 
had passed to Edward VI, and aggressive reforms were beginning to be enacted. 
The final five years of his life saw two more lurches of the political and liturgical 
see-saw: Mary I’s restoration of the Catholic hierarchy in 1553 was followed five 
years later by the accession of her Protestant half-sister Elizabeth. Sheppard died 
in December 1558, his likely final work, a large-scale evening service in English, 
ready for use in the Chapel Royal under the new dispensation.

 As in this (literally) final example, it is sometimes possible to connect 
the extant music of the English sixteenth century to specific historical events 
or circumstances. Much of the music on this album has a link of one sort or 
another to the historical record, which brings a double advantage. First, it 
enables a more accurate dating of the music than is often possible at several 
centuries’ distance. Second, our reception of the music is enhanced by the 
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activation of our historical sense – a thread of imagination is added to the 
weave, which would otherwise contain only text, notes and general biogra- 
phical information.

 Take, for example, the motets to texts from the Old Testament – most 
of which are recorded for the first time here. In the new world of Reformation 
and Counter-Reformation, words had power: all the more so if they were holy 
writ. This fact in itself provides strong circumstantial evidence for the dating of 
Confitebor tibi to the first year of Mary’s reign: the text, from Isaiah, has been 
altered from a personal cry to a corporate petition. The re-established Catholic 
Church in England had good reason to hope that God would ‘let [his] wrath be 
turned away’ and be reconciled to his recently rebellious people: what was 
needed more than anything, of course, was a Catholic heir to the throne. The 
setting of Psalm 66/67 (Vulgate/Book of Common Prayer), Deus misereatur, 
has even stronger suggestive links to a real event. It is in the same mode as the 
plainchant antiphon Maria ergo unxit pedes Jesu (‘Mary then anointed the feet 
of Jesus’), sung at the washing of feet during mass on Maundy Thursday – a 
ceremony faithfully observed by Queen Mary. The unusually sectional structure of 
the music – each verse of the psalm receives a full cadence in the mode  – suggests 
some kind of ritual use (perhaps even in a staggered procession from one station 
to another?), so it is not much of a stretch to imagine Sheppard’s polyphony 
gracing a foot-washing such as the one witnessed by the Venetian ambassador 
at Greenwich Palace in 1556. Nor is it beyond the realm of possibility that Media 
vita was composed for the obsequies of Sheppard’s colleague and neighbour 
Nicholas Ludford, who died not much more than a year before Sheppard himself.



7

MENU

 Whatever the likelihood of precise historical occasions for the 
performance of his music, what is striking about the works assembled here is 
the way they divide into two quite distinct groups. First, there are the cantus 
firmus pieces, in which a plainchant melody moves in semibreves, above, 
beneath or in the middle of a polyphonic texture. The two hymns (A solis 
ortus cardine and Sacris solemniis) and Media vita all feature a cantus firmus, 
against whose inexorable progress Sheppard pits an imitative but necessarily 
somewhat dependent set of voices. The resulting music is of spacious, even 
cosmic dimensions – and this is Sheppard as we know him best. The se- 
cond group lacks a cantus firmus, however, and is strikingly more ‘modern’ in sound 
than the chant-based pieces. The motets on Old Testament texts are all constructed 
as a series of closely-worked fugae  – imitative entries based on the same motifs, 
‘answering’ each other at the distance of between one and four semibreves. As 
such it is much more like contemporaneous music from continental Europe – and 
that of his English contemporaries Tallis and Byrd – than we might expect. Indeed, 
the further we move our perception of Sheppard away from his two greatest 
modern hits – Libera nos, salva nos I (not recorded here) and Media vita, which 
in different ways seem to recall something of pre-Reformation polyphony – the 
more in line with his contemporaries his music seems to be. A solis ortus cardine 
might evoke music of the early sixteenth century or even before, with its soa- 
ring triplex lines and multiple divisions: in the central polyphonic verses it is in 
eight parts, with a gimell – i.e. a further division – in the top voice at the very 
end. But the imitation is close and tight, and seems to direct the music around, 
or perhaps in spite of the cantus firmus. Even more sophisticated is, in Sacris 
solemniis, the subsuming of the cantus firmus into a fully imitative eight-voice 
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texture. Here the chant comes and goes, sometimes clearly audible in semibreves 
at the top of the texture, sometimes incorporated melodically into the fuga. In an 
operation that may readily be understood as being of the Counter-Reformation, 
an old sound world has been transformed by new methods. In fact, then, the two 
apparently distinct groups of pieces have rather more in common than we might 
expect: which, given the likelihood that Sheppard worked on his ‘free’ motets 
alongside his chant-based music, all part of the push to refurnish the Catholic 
Church with music fit for the 1550s, is perhaps not surprising.

A note on performance pitch and voice distribution

 The size and, in broad terms, disposition of the choral foundation at 
New College has changed little since the early fifteenth century. We cannot 
know, of course, how choirs of Sheppard’s time sounded, but a choir such as 
ours represents a continuous tradition of performance that both predated and 
survived the Reformation, and may thus be considered at least as appropriate a 
medium for his music as a fully adult professional choir or consort.
 
 At the outer edges of the English sixteenth-century choir were voice 
types that continue to this day: the high triplex (which term survives today 
as ‘treble’) and low bassus. There is, on the other hand, much less clarity 
about what voice types populated the core of the ensemble: the voices ranging 
downward from medius to tenor and contratenor; in certain clef combinations, the 



9

MENU

latter two are indistinguishable. The distribution of voices on this recording is 
somewhat experimental, and may be summarized as follows:

•  where there is no triplex, the highest part (medius) is sung 
by the boy choristers alone; 

•  where triplex exists, choristers sing both that part 
and medius, the latter in combination with one or two  
‘countertenors’ (adult males singing in falsetto) – except 
for Media vita, in which medius is sung by counter- 
tenors alone;

•  in all but Media vita the parts called contratenor are shared 
by tenors and countertenors (the latter joined by a female 
alto in track 2).

The division of the cohort of fifteen choristers into as many as four parts means 
that only three or four boys share a voice part at times. The resultant sound 
is thus some way from the classic English ‘blended’ timbre of around eigh- 
teen trebles sharing a single line. Performing pitch in the mid-sixteenth century 
was probably a sharp semitone above modern ‘concert pitch’. Throughout this 
recording – having experimented with a variety of pitch standards – we adopted 
a standard of A=466, that is a semitone above ‘concert pitch’.

© Robert Quinney, 2020
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From lands that see the sun arise,
To earth’s remotest boundaries,
The virgin-born today we sing,
The Son of Mary, Christ the king.

Blest author of this earthly frame
To take a servant’s form he came,
That liberating flesh by flesh,
Whom he had made might live afresh.

In that chaste parent’s holy womb,
Celestial grace hath found its home:
And she, as earthly bride unknown,
Yet calls that offspring blest her own.

The mansion of the modest breast
Becomes a shrine where God shall rest:
The pure and undefiled one
Conceived in her womb the Son.

That Son, that royal Son she bore,
Whom Gabriel’s voice had told afore:
Whom, in his mother yet concealed,
The infant Baptist had revealed.

A solis ortus cardine
Et usque terrae limitem,
Christum canamus principem,
Natum Maria virgine.

Beatus auctor saeculi
Servile corpus induit,
Ut carne carnem liberans
Ne perderet quos condidit.

Castae parentis viscera
Caelestis intrat gratia;
Venter puellae baiulat
Secreta quae non noverat.

Domus pudici pectoris
Templum repente fit Dei;
Intacta nesciens virum
Verbo concepit Filium.

Enixa est puerpera
Quem Gabriel praedixerat
Quem matris alvo gestiens
Clausus Johannes senserat.

1	 —	 A	solis	ortus	cardine
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Foeno iacere pertulit,
Praesaepe non abhorruit
Parvoque lacte pastus est
Per quem nec ales esurit.

Gaudet chorus caelestium
Et angeli canunt Deum,
Palamque fit pastoribus
Pastor creator omnium.

Gloria tibi, Domine,
Qui natus es de virgine,
Cum Patre et Sancto Spiritu,
In sempiterna saecula. Amen.

Caelius Sedulius (d. c. 450)
Hymn for Lauds and Vespers on 
Christmas Day and other subsequent 
days and feasts.

The manger and the straw he bore,
The cradle did he not abhor:
A little milk his infant fare
Who feedeth even each fowl of air.

The heavenly chorus filled the sky,
The angels sang to God on high,
What time to shepherds watching lone
They made creation’s shepherd known.

All honour, laud, and glory be,
O Jesus, virgin-born, to thee;
All glory, as is ever meet,
To Father and to Paraclete. Amen.

John Mason Neale (1818–1866)
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Inclina Domine aurem tuam
et exaudi me:
quoniam inops et pauper sum ego.
Custodi animam meam,
quoniam sanctus sum:
salvum fac servum tuum
Deus meus sperantem in te.
Miserere mei Domine,
quoniam ad te clamavi tota die:
laetifica animam servi tui,
quoniam ad te Domine
animam meam levavi.
Quoniam tu Domine suavis et mitis:
et multae misericordiae
omnibus invocantibus te.
Auribus percipe Domine
orationem meam: et
intende voci deprecationis meae.
Amen.

Psalm 85 (86) 

Bow down thine ear, O Lord,
and hear me:
for I am poor and in misery.
Preserve thou my soul,
for I am holy:
my God, save thy servant
that putteth his trust in thee.
Be merciful unto me, O Lord,
for I will call daily upon thee:
comfort the soul of thy servant,
for unto thee, O Lord,
do I lift up my soul.
For thou, Lord, art good and gracious:
and of great mercy
unto all them that call upon thee.
Give ear, Lord,
unto my prayer: and
ponder the voice of my humble desires.
Amen.

Book of Common Prayer

2	 —	 Inclina	Domine
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Iudica me Deus
et discerne causam meam
de gente non sancta:
ab homine iniquo
et doloso erue me.
Quia tu es Deus fortitudo mea:
quare me repulisti
et quare tristis incedo
dum affligit me inimicus.
Emitte lucem tuam et veritatem tuam:
ipsa me deduxerunt et adduxerunt
in montem sanctum tuum
et in tabernacula tua.
Et introibo ad altare Dei: 
ad Deum qui laetificat
iuventutem meam.
Confitebor tibi in cithara,
Deus, Deus meus:
quare tristis es anima mea
et quare conturbas me.
Spera in Deo:
quoniam adhuc confitebor illi
salutare vultus mei
et Deus meus.

Psalm 42 (43)

Give sentence with me, O God,
and defend my cause
against the ungodly people:
O deliver me from the deceitful
and wicked man.
For thou art the God of my strength,
why hast thou put me from thee:
and why go I so heavily,
while the enemy oppresseth me?
O send out thy light and thy truth,
that they may lead me: and bring me
unto thy holy hill,
and to thy dwelling.
And that I may go unto the altar of God,
even unto the God
of my joy and gladness.
And upon the harp will I give thanks
unto thee, O God, my God:
why art thou so heavy, O my soul, and
why art thou so disquieted within me?
O put thy trust in God:
for I will yet give him thanks, which
is the help of my countenance,
and my God.

Book of Common Prayer

3	 —	 Iudica	me	Deus
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Maria ergo unxit pedes Jesu,
et extersit capillis suis
et domus impleta est
ex odore unguenti.

Deus misereatur nostri
et benedicat nobis:
illuminet vultum suum super nos,
et misereatur nostri.
Ut cognoscamus in terram viam tuam:
in omnibus gentibus salutare tuum.
Confiteantur tibi populi Deus:
confiteantur tibi populi omnes.
Laetentur et exsultent gentes,
quoniam iudicas populos in aequitate:
et gentes in terra dirigis.
Confiteantur tibi populi Deus,
confiteantur tibi populi omnes:
terra dedit fructum suum.
Benedicat nos Deus, Deus noster:
benedicat nos Deus: et
metuant eum omnes fines terrae.

Maria ergo unxit …

John 12:3; Psalm 66 (67)

Mary then anointed the feet of Jesus,
and wiped them with her hair,
and the house was filled
with the odour of the ointment.

God be merciful unto us,
and bless us:
and shew us the light of his countenance,
and be merciful unto us.
That thy way may be known upon earth:
thy saving health among all nations.
Let the people praise thee, O God:
yea, let all the people praise thee.
O let the nations rejoice and be glad:
for thou shalt judge the folk righteously,
and govern the nations upon earth.
Let the people praise thee, O God,
let all the people praise thee:
the earth shall bring forth her increase.
God, our God, shall give us his blessing,
God shall bless us: and
all the ends of the world shall fear him.

Mary then anointed …

Authorized King James Bible (antiphon), Book 
of Common Prayer (psalm)

4	 —	 Deus	misereatur	
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Confitebor tibi, Domine,
quoniam iratus es mihi:
avertatur ira tua
et consolaberis me.
Ecce Deus salus mea:
confidam in eo et non timebo.
Quoniam fortitudo mea
et canticum meum:
Dominus Deus factus est
mihi in salutem.
Haurietis doctrinam cum summo gaudio
de fontibus salutis:
et dicetis in die illa 
confiteamini Domino;
invocate nomen eius.
Nota facite in populis
studia eius:
in memoria reducite
quia exsultatum est nomen eius.
Psallite Domino:
quia magnificam fecit
scientiam hanc in omni terra.
Canta et exsulta felix
Christi ecclesia:
quia magnus in medio tui
sanctus Israel.

Isaiah 12; variant version of Vulgate

I will give thanks to thee, O Lord,
for thou wast angry with me:
let thy wrath be turned away,
and I shall be comforted.
Behold, God is my salvation:
I will trust in him and will not fear.
Because he is my strength
and my song:
the Lord God is become
my salvation.
With great joy shall ye draw teaching
out of the fountains of salvation:
and in that day shall ye say,
may ye praise the Lord:
call upon his name.
Make his writings known
among the people:
recall devotion,
for his name is exalted.
Make music unto the Lord:
for he hath made this wonder
known throughout the world.
Sing and rejoice, O happy
church of Christ: for great
is he that is in the midst of thee,
the holy one of Israel.

Magnus Williamson

5	 —	 Confitebor	tibi
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Sacris solemniis
Iuncta sint gaudia,
Et ex praecordiis
Sonent praeconia;
Recedant vetera,
Nova sint omnia,
Corda, voces et opera.

Noctis recolitur
Cena novissima,
Qua Christus creditur
Agnum et azima
Dedisse fratribus,
Iuxta legitima
Priscis indulta patribus.

Post agnum typicum,
Expletis epulis,
Corpus Dominicum
Datum discipulis,
Sic totum omnibus,
Quod totum singulis,
Eius fatemur manibus.

Dedit fragilibus
Corporis ferculum,
Dedit et tristibus
Sanguinis poculum,

Let joys conjoin
with sacred solemnities,
and let prayers
resound from our hearts;
let old things recede
and all be renewed:
hearts, voices, deeds.

We recall the supper
of that evening
when Christ, the lamb,
as we believe,
broke bread with his brethren,
in accordance with
patriarchal custom.

After the figural lamb was consumed,
the instituted feast was done,
the Lord’s body
was given to the disciples:
thus one and all
received of him
by their hands.

He gave the weak
the nourishment of his body,
and to the sad
the cup of his blood,

6	 —	 Sacris	solemniis
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Dicens: Accipite
Quod trado vasculum;
Omnes ex eo bibite.

Sic sacrificium
Istud instituit,
Cuius officium
Committi voluit
Solis presbyteris,
Quibus sic congruit,
Ut sumant, et dent ceteris.

Panis angelicus
Fit panis hominum;
Dat panis caelicus
Figuris terminum;
O res mirabilis:
Manducat Dominum
Pauper, servus et humilis.

Te, trina Deitas
Unaque, poscimus:
Sicut nos visitas,
Sicut te collimus;
Per tuas semitas
Duc nos quo tendimus,
Ad lucem quam inhabitas. Amen.

Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274)

saying: Take
the vessel I hand to thee,
and drink this all of ye.

Thus he instituted
that sacrifice
whose performance
he first committed to his
chosen priesthood who,
having themselves partaken,
would share it with others.

Thus bread of angels
becomes bread of all peoples;
heavenly manna
supplants simulacra.
What a wonder:
the master is eaten by
pauper, slave and meek.

Threefold deity,
as we pray to thee,
may ye visit us,
as we worship thee
and in thy footsteps
lead us towards
the light which thou dost inhabit. Amen.

Magnus Williamson
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Media vita in morte sumus.
Quem quaerimus adiutorem
nisi te, Domine
qui pro peccatis nostris iuste irasceris?
Sancte Deus, sancte fortis,
sancte et misericors Salvator,
amarae morti ne tradas nos.

Nunc dimittis servum tuum Domine:
secundum verbum tuum in pace.
Quia viderunt oculi mei: salutare tuum.
Quia 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 saecula saeculorum. Amen.

Ne proiicias nos in tempore senectutis; 
cum defecerit virtus nostra
ne derelinquas nos, Domine.

In the midst of life we are in death.
From whom may we seek succour
but thee, O Lord,
who for our sins art justly displeased?
Holy God, holy and strong,
holy and merciful Saviour,
deliver us not to bitter death.

Lord, now lettest thou thy servant
depart in peace: according to thy word.
For mine eyes have seen: thy salvation.
Which thou hast prepared:
before the face of all people.
To be a light to lighten the Gentiles:
and to be the glory of thy 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.

Cast us not away in the time of old age;
when our strength fails,
forsake us not, O Lord.

7	 —	 Media	vita
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Sancte Deus, sancte fortis,
sancte et misericors Salvator,
amarae morti ne tradas nos.

Noli claudere aures tuas 
ad preces nostras.

Sancte Deus, sancte fortis,
sancte et misericors Salvator,
amarae morti ne tradas nos.

Qui cognoscis occulta cordis,
parce peccatis nostris.

Sancte et misericors Salvator,
amarae morti ne tradas nos.

Antiphon to Nunc dimittis at Compline 
on the Third Sunday of Lent

Holy God, holy and strong,
holy and merciful Saviour,
deliver us not to bitter death.

Shut not thine ears
unto our prayers.

Holy God, holy and strong,
holy and merciful Saviour,
deliver us not to bitter death.

Who knowest the secrets of our hearts,
spare or sins.

Holy and merciful Saviour,
deliver us not to bitter death.

Book of Common Prayer 
& Magnus Williamson
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© Nick Rutter
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 The Choir of New College Oxford is firmly established as one of the most 
admired British choral ensembles. Celebrated for its distinctive sound, it embo- 
dies the splendour of the English choral tradition. The choir frequently performs 
in prestigious venues worldwide, and its versatility is reflected in its diverse core 
repertoire, with a particular scholarly focus on Renaissance and Baroque music.

 When William of Wykeham founded his ‘New’ College in 1379, a choral 
foundation was at its heart, and daily chapel services have been a central part 
of college life ever since. The choir comprises sixteen boy choristers and four-
teen adult clerks – the latter a mixture of professional singers and undergraduate 
members of the college.

 New College Choir is often to be heard in concert around the world, 
on broadcasts and recordings. Under the direction of Robert Quinney the choir 
continues to develop the large and various discography built up by Edward 
Higginbottom. Recent releases include an acclaimed album of Symphony Anthems 
by John Blow, and Parry: Songs of Farewell and other choral works, which was 
praised in Gramophone for its ‘laudable precision and unfailing perception … 
piercingly expressive’.

Choir of New College Oxford
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Treble
Patrick Armstrong
Edward Bennett
Maurits Branderhorst
Isaac Conway
Patrick Cryan
Harry Davies
Adam Ellis
Thomas Kelsey
Theo Knight
Xander Quinney
Julien Rohart
Idris Scrase
Edward Talbot-Ponsonby
Edmund Visintin
Nahum Whyte

Alto
Sarah Coatsworth 2

Daniel Gethin all

Lewis Hammond all

Stephen Taylor all

Alexander Turner all

Tenor
Andrew Bennett all

James Brown all

Declan Costello 2, 4

Arthur Campbell all

William Rowland 1, 3-7

Jonathan Venn 1-4, 6-7

Bass
Oliver Black 2, 4, 6-7

Alexander Dance 1-2, 4-7

John Furse 1-2, 5-7

Thomas Lowen 1, 3-7

Florian Stortz 1-5

Filippo Turkheimer 1-3, 5-7

Daniel Tate all
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Robert Quinney is Organist of New College, Oxford. In addition to the 
daily direction of New College’s acclaimed choir, he is Associate Professor in the 
Faculty of Music, University of Oxford. He also maintains a parallel career as a 
solo organist, and is a prolific recording artist: his albums of organ music by J. S. 
Bach, Elgar, Dupré, Wagner and Brahms have been widely acclaimed.

Quinney read music at King’s College, Cambridge, where he was organ 
scholar. After four years as Assistant Master of Music at Westminster Cathedral, 
he became Sub-Organist of Westminster Abbey in 2004. While at the Abbey he 
performed on concert tours to the United States, Australia and Russia, at several 
televised services, including the marriage of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge. 
From 2013 he was Director of Music at Peterborough Cathedral, before moving to 
New College in September 2014.

His role in Oxford enables a unique synergy between the latest scho- 
larship and the academic traditions of the university; performance and research 
illuminate each other in the work of New College Choir. His particular research 
interests have borne fruit in regular performances of J. S. Bach’s church music 
in the context of reconstructed liturgies; and he is committed to refreshing the 
choral repertory by commissioning new works.

Robert Quinney   Director



24

MENU

© Stephen Page



MENU

FOR EVEN MORE GREAT MUSIC VISIT 

LINNRECORDS.COM


