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Barnaby Smith
As a chorister at Westminster Abbey, Barnaby Smith appeared as a treble soloist on many
important occasions, including the Proms. He continued his education as a music scholar
at Bedford School, and later spent his gap year singing with the renowned choir at
Winchester Cathedral and as a member of staff at the Pilgrims’ School. At this time he
also appeared as a soloist with the Wayneflete Singers. He enjoys a busy schedule
conducting both choirs and orchestras. As Artistic Director of Voces Cantabiles Music, he
spends a significant amount of time working on both an education and performance
programme that is unique in the United Kingdom. Alongside this he sings in the ensemble
Voces8, performing in Spain, Italy, France, Belgium, Slovenia, Germany, Austria and the
United States. Barnaby Smith conducts Voces Cantabiles, the flagship chamber choir of
the organization, in a schedule that sees them sing both in concert and on several
recordings. Some of his most notable achievements so far include leading Voces
Cantabiles to a record seven awards in Italy at the International Choral Grand Prix, where
he was also awarded the USCI del Friuli Venezia Giulia award for the best conductor and the jury’s award for the
best programme selection. He also currently holds many directing positions which include Musical Director of
Bracknell Choral Society and Brockham Choral Society, and Deputy Conductor with the London Symphony
Orchestra’s St Luke’s Community Choir, and he relishes the opportunity of conducting the newly formed Voces
Cantabiles Youth Choir, with their planned concert tours. As a countertenor Barnaby Smith’s solo appearances
have included Messiah and the St John Passion. Other solo performances include Handel’s Dixit Dominus with
Rupert Gough and a semi-staged production of Handel’s oratorio Saul with the Bray Ensemble, and the
Manchester-based chamber choir Ad Sonum. In 2005 Barnaby Smith made his operatic début, taking the role of
Bertarido in Handel’s opera Rodelinda.
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ingenious canon and polyphonic writing, the Magnificat
represents some of Parsons’ finest work.

Interspersed between movements of the First
‘Great’ Service are a number of pieces taken from the
Responds for the Dead. The Responds for the Dead is a
collection of three pieces set to text from the Burial
Service. It is not known, however, whether all three
settings were written at the same time, under the reign
of Mary I. It is possible that a portion of the music may
have been compiled during the reign of Elizabeth I, as,
although it was during her reign that she brought back
the English prayer book, she did also allow the writing
of some music to Latin texts. Peccantem me, quotidie
seems to be a modernised form of text for the Sarum
Rite. With a Marian theme, the cantus firmus is carried
in the higher of the two alto parts. Parsons clearly
depicts the meaning of the text by setting the music low
in the vocal register and by using dark intervals,
creating a unique soundscape. Credo quod redemptor is
written in a musical form cultivated in England during
the mid-sixteenth century, which saw the second
section of a work repeated to give an ABB style. Credo

quod redemptoris lacks a cantus firmus and also does
not use melismatic writing, placing its time of
composition almost certainly into the reign Elizabeth I.
The third and final of Parsons’ funeral works, is Libera
me, Domine. Once again this anthem uses a cantus
firmus which is this time heard in the tenor part, over
which the polyphony weaves a grim depiction of the
final day of judgement.

Finishing this recording of remembrance for Robert
Parsons is his most well known piece to modern
audiences, Ave Maria. Whilst over the past centuries
this text has been very popular for musical settings,
unusually, it was only Parsons and his great
contemporary and successor at the Chapel Royal,
William Byrd, who used it in the sixteenth century. In
this work, Parsons again uses the ABB form, and
demonstrates the beauty of his polyphonic abilities.
Fittingly, Parsons’ Ave Maria would have been used in
the Chapel Royal as a ‘votive antiphon’ to be sung as
the final piece at the end of Compline. 

Barnaby Smith
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Little is known about the life of Robert Parsons. Much
of his music has survived to the modern day, however,
often in incomplete editions. Parsons was appointed as
a Gentleman of the Chapel Royal in 1563, a post he
held until his death in 1572, when he was succeeded by
William Byrd. Parsons’ output of music was varied, and
although the majority of his surviving scores are for
choir, he is believed to have written a large amount of
instrumental music for the Chapel Royal as well. It is
the story surrounding the death of Robert Parsons that
arouses great intrigue. On a cold and wet January day,
Parsons fell into a swollen River Trent and drowned.
Such was the upset and suspicion surrounding his death
that much of his music ceased to be performed in the
Chapel Royal, as musicians tried to move on and forget
this tragic incident. These unfortunate circumstances
may also have led to the poor maintenance of Parsons’
music over the years. The consequence of the lack of
performance of Parsons’ works after his death has, in
the course of time, led to this English polyphonic
master being largely unrecognised and even forgotten.
With the aid of a complete set of new editions, the
present recording aims to provide Parsons with a
memorial service he never received and aid his return to
a place alongside the more recognised English
Renaissance composers. 

In 1549 Edward VI ascended the throne of England,
and with him brought the beginnings of the
Reformation to the English Church. Thomas Cranmer’s
new Book of Common Prayer replaced the old Sarum
Rite, and consequently all Latin church texts suddenly
became translated into English. Parsons’ First ‘Great’
Service was one of the first complete settings of the
revolutionary 1549 texts, along with works by Sheppard
and Tallis. The First ‘Great’ Service provides the core
around which the theme for this recording as a
remembrance service for Robert Parsons is set, and

contains canticles for the services of Morning Service
(Venite, Te Deum, Benedictus), Evensong (Magnificat,
Nunc Dimittis) and also a setting of the Creed to be
sung at Mass. Not only was the First ‘Great’ Service
revolutionary for its setting of the new English texts,
but it was also one of the first service settings to have
musical unification between the different movements.
Sheppard had experimented with this idea of unifying
the multi-movement structure in his Second Service,
and this work had more than likely served as Parsons’
inspiration. The First ‘Great’ Service is scored for two
antiphonal choirs, and the polyphony moves from
between five to eight parts, with the countertenors
always remaining separated. The First ‘Great’ Service
would have provided the Chapel Royal with exactly
what was required, as the work retained the
magnificence in scale and polyphonic grandeur of the
old Catholic tradition, but made use of the new
Protestant liturgy. Such was the success of Parsons’
First ‘Great’ Service that it is considered to have been
the inspiration and model behind a number of more
famous service settings, including Mundy’s In Medio
Chori service, Byrd’s Great Service and Tomkins’
Third Service.

The Magnificat set to Latin text opens this
recording and is the largest-scale single work that
Parsons wrote. By completing such a work, Parsons
entered into a tradition that went back certainly as far as
the fifteenth century, where many large settings can be
found in the Eton Choir Book. Scored predominantly
for a six-voice choir, the Magnificat is set in a style
which sees the alternation of plainsong and polyphonic
verses. While only a maximum of six parts are ever
used, the scoring of each polyphonic verse differs, in
some cases radically. Some verses are set for male
voices alone, others for just upper voices, and others for
the whole choir. With soaring soprano lines, and

Robert Parsons (c.1530-1572)
First Great Service • Responds for the Dead
‘O Parsons, who were so fine in your first flower, how great you would be in your autumn had you not died.’

Voces Cantabiles
www.vocescantabilesmusic.org.uk 
The international award-winning chamber choir Voces Cantabiles was formed in 2003 by ex-choristers of
Westminster Abbey. A number of the choir have previously sung in the Millennium Youth Choir, and the group
now comprises a selection of the finest young choral singers in the United Kingdom. Voces Cantabiles gained
international recognition by winning seven awards at the 2005 International Choral Grand Prix in Gorizia, Italy. The
choir followed this success with awards at international competitions in Slovenia and Spain in 2006. Conducted by
Artistic Director Barnaby Smith, the choir performs concerts in major British and European choral concert venues,
and has received critical acclaim for its musical interpretation, sensitivity and dynamic presentation in performances
and recording work. The chamber choir forms an important part of the not-for-profit foundation Voces Cantabiles
Music. The organization also includes Voces8, the Voces Cantabiles Youth Choir, the Senesino Players and a wide-
ranging education and outreach programme called Hatch My Ideas. Members of the chamber choir play a leading
rôle in encouraging the next generation of young singers and musicians to develop their talent and their passion for
the arts through workshops, long-term projects and residential courses. 

This recording of music by Robert Parsons has been developed in collaboration with a team of researchers led by
George Steel as part of a continuing project.
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This recording aims to provide Robert Parsons, who died tragically in his forties, with a memorial
service he never received and aid his return to a place alongside the greatest English Renaissance
composers. Movements from the First Great Service, scored for two antiphonal choirs, provide the core
of this ‘remembrance service’ for Robert Parsons. In scale and polyphonic grandeur the work
maintains the old Catholic tradition, while making use of the new Protestant liturgy with its
revolutionary setting of the 1549 English texts. Interspersed between movements of the First Great
Service are a number of pieces taken from the Responds for the Dead, set to Latin texts. The Magnificat,
which opens this recording, is the largest-scale single work that Parsons wrote.

Tracks 1, 4, 6, 8 and 11 set to Latin texts; Tracks 2, 3, 5, 7, 9 and 10 set to English texts
Musical editions prepared by George Steel (tracks 2, 3, 5, 9 and 10), Jason Smart (track 1) and 

Jason Smart/John Milson/Oxford University Press (track 4)
Recorded at St Jude-on-the-Hill, Hampstead, London, on 8 February, 2007 (tracks 1, 4, 8 and 11) and at

All Hallows Church, Gospel Oak, London, on 9 February, 2007 (tracks 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9 and 10)
Producer and Engineer: Michael Ponder • Booklet Notes: Barnaby Smith

Cover Photo: A cross and trees (dreamstime.com)
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Voces Cantabiles • Barnaby Smith, Director

1 Magnificat 14:35
2 Venite from the First Great Service 5:21
3 Te Deum from the First Great Service 8:08
4 Peccantem me, quotidie from Responds for the Dead 4:12
5 Benedictus from the First Great Service 8:02
6 Libera me, Domine from Responds for the Dead 6:45
7 Creed from the First Great Service 5:36
8 Credo quod redemptor from Responds for the Dead 3:28
9 Magnificat from the First Great Service 5:17
0 Nunc dimittis from the First Great Service 2:44
! Ave Maria 5:36
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