
Robert Spencer (1932-97) - lutenist and scholar

ROBERT SPENCER was connected with the lute as a performer, scholar, teacher and collector of books, 
instruments and manuscripts. He ! rst achieved an international reputation accompanying the counter-tenor 
Alfred Deller, an artistic relationship which extended over many years.  He was the much-loved professor 
of early English song at the Academy, and taught here for nearly a quarter of a century.  His  important 
collection was built up over many years and was used it as a working library to enable him to carry out the 
detailed scholarly research which underpinned his performances and teaching activities. In 1998, with the 
! n ancial assistance of Mrs Jill Spencer, the National Heritage Memorial Fund (NHMF), the Britten-Pears 
Foundation and individual subscribers to an Appeal, the Academy was able to acquire what is now known as 
the Spencer Collection.

Instruments
Among the instruments is a Renaissance-style lute by Venere, Padua, 1584.  The neck and table of this lute 
are modern reconstructions (the original table is held in York Gate), intended to return the instrument to 
playing condition. The back is original.  Instruments in the collection include:

W. VENERE 8-course baroque lute (1584),                                W. VENERE 13-course baroque lute (1585)            
neck, head and soundboard by Martin Bowers                             neck and head Eberle; soundboard re-barred after Hoffman, c.1690               
M. SHEPHERD 9-course renaissance lute (1993)                       M. BOWERS 9-course renaissance lute (after Venere, 1995)                           
M. BOWERS 12-course English double-headed lute (1987)       J. PRESTON 6-course English guitar (c.1760)                            
J. B. D. SALOMON 5-course baroque guitar (1765)                   9-string lyre-guitar (1795)                                                                                 
A. THIBOUT 6-string lyre-guitar (1805)                                     J. PAGES 6-course guitar (1805)                                                  
G. FABRICATORE 6-string guitar (1818)                                   L. PANORMO 6-string guitar (1843)                                           
GUIOT (?) 6-string terz-guitar (1850)                                         C. F. MARTIN & Co 6-string guitar (1880)                                 
PARRES Y Co miniature 6-string guitar (1890)                          A. RESSLE 6-course callachon/mandore (1743)                         
I. HARWOOD 4-course English cittern (1968)                           Arabic ud (set up as mediaeval 5-course lute)                              
Leather guitar case, c.1890

Manuscripts
Now in the library archive are the Sampson (Tollemache) lute book and the Browne (formerly Braye) 
bandora and lyra viol manuscript, a large collection of 19th century guitar music, and much of the library 
of the Dowland scholar Diana Poulton (1903-1994), which was purchased by Spencer in 1994.  Within the  
Margaret Board lute book c.1610 (Ms603) is Allemande Ro: Dowland, which provides a rare example 
of the hand-writing of John Dowland, probably a copy of music by his son Robert.  Dowland was the most 
important English composer and performer of lute music; his song, Flow My Tears, could be said to have 
been the most famous song in Europe during his lifetime. The initials ‘MB’ on the covers and three names 
written in the book - Margaret Board, Margret Bowrne and Mary Jordan - suggest that the original owner was 
a Margaret Board who was baptised at Lind! eld, Sussex, on 19 November 1600. Between 1623 and 1631 
she became Margaret Borne, the name written on f.32v of the lute book. The registration of the wills from 
which this information was drawn suggests that the family had a London residence as well as their property 
in Lind! eld, and it was probably in London where Margaret received her lessons from John Dowland. 

The Mynshall lute book, dated 1597, contains exercises and complete pieces by well-known composers, as 
well as doodles.  The binding is tooled with the Arms of Queen Elizabeth I. (Ms601).  This is one of the two 
lute books to have a Royal coat of arms stamped in gilt on the covers, and is also unusual in having originally 
had clasps rather than ties. Mynshall scratched his initials on either side of the centre-stamp on the front 
cover and inked them on the back cover. The marginalia includes the inscriptions Raphe Wilbraham / his 
Booke / from his Brother Minshull. / Esto amicus unius & Inimicus nullius / Bee frend to one & enemie to non 
one [per] me / Richard Mynshall ! nis / Hughe Allen / Thomas Crockett etc. and many other verses and these 
names repeated many times in many hands on f.1; the name Anne Burges appears on f.2 and the date 1597 on 
f.5v. A charm for toothache and a copy of a letter from Essex to Elizabeth dated 30th August 1599 appear on 
f.98v. 

The Burwell Lute Tutor, not on display, is an instruction book for lute which belonged to ‘Elizabeth 
Burwell’ (signature on the ! rst leaf), ca. 1660-1672. Most instructions are in the hand of Elizabeth Burwell’s 
daughter, Mary Burwell. Errors are corrected in a different hand, most likely that of the lute instructor 
(possibly John Rogers, d. 1676), who also copied the musical examples in tablature. Rogers was probably 
himself a pupil of Ennemond Gaultier. The manuscript contains pieces by Du But, Pinel, Vincent, the 
Marquis de Mortmar, Ennemond Gaultier, and Jacques Gaultier (see over). Reversed and inverted, the 
other end of the book is a 328-page collection of medical remedies. Upper left is an example of one of the 
remedies, headed Noise in the Ears. Another is called To Make the Hair Grow.

Printed books and music
The printed music in the collection is especially strong in early printed books for the lute and guitar.  Among 
these is a collection of printed cards from Forty lessons and twelve songs for the citra or guitarr, by 
Clagget (left).  This comprises 54 cards (10cm x 7cm), of which 52 are engraved with music on one side; the 
! r st two, not numbered, have title and dedication. Some have playing cards drawn on the reverse.
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On the left and below is a selection of title pages from other books in the collection.  These include Airs de 
different autheurs, mis en tablature de luth by Bataille, 1609; Thesaurus Harmonicus Divini Laurencini Romani 
by Besard; Deliciae Musicae, 1696 (one of the most im por tant pub li ca tions for the guitar in the 17th century, 
a col lec tion of 39 pieces organized in suite, of which the last 12 are duets);The principles of music, in singing 
and setting  by Charles But ler,1636; Reglas y advertencias by 
Pablo Minguet  y Trol,1754; and La guitarre royalle by Cor-
betta, 1674.  Selected pages from these items are available for 
view ing on the York Gate Collections website (see below).

Iconographic resources
The iconographic material in the Spencer Collection comprises engravings and mezzotints ranging from portraits 
of performers, composers and patrons (those who commissioned music and per for mance).  There are also fashion 
plate images featuring instruments; images of performance venues; royal events (cor o na tions and funerals), 
17th-century royal portraiture and courtly images; plates from old books which feature the em blem at ic use of 
the lute; images referring to theatre or commedia dell’arte; images of St Cecilia, or named actresses depicted as 
St Cecilia; ensembles, printed song sheets and parts of the popular emblematic series such as The Five Senses 
orThe Seasons.  The work of many famous artists and engravers is rep re sent ed in the collection. Engravings 
such as Auditus (Hearing,from The Five Senses, right) also provide a source of doc u men ta tion on 17th-century 
French life, dining, clothing and social mores.

The earliest of the images in the collection (left) dates from 1537 and is monogrammed ‘HB’ (Hans Brosamer). 
The neck of the performer’s six-course lute is held very low and the sitter’s left hand is supported on his knee. He 
is dressed in an extravagant costume and has a strap around his neck which does not appear to relate to the lute. 
Because there is no music and both hands are portrayed realistically, he would seem to be a pro fes sion al player. 
He seems to be wearing pattens.  Perhaps the raised heels on this shoes help to assist his posture?

The Triumphs of Maximilian I by Hans Burgkmair (left).  Engraving No.18 of the Vienna reprint of 1796. 
Entitled Musica Lauten und Rubeben.  Early in the 16th-century, the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian 1 
commissioned this triumphal procession of woodcuts as part of a scheme which also included a large triumphal 
arch and his own processional carriage. The monumental programme of propaganda, which took some 14 
years to complete, was supervised by Albrecht Dürer in collaboration with a philosopher, architect, artists and a 
historian/astronomer.  In this plate, seated in the triumphal wagon is a consort of three lutes and two bass viols, 
the instruments being different sizes. 

Players in Piazza di San Marco, Venice (left). Engraving by Giacomo Franco from Habiti d’uomini et donne 
venetiane. Venice 1610. Singers, masquers, jugglers, a snake-charmer and players (charlatans) perform in the 
piazza outside San Marco. The lute player is a man dressed as a woman. Further Commedia dell’arte characters 
are on the stage in the central ground to the right, whilst far left is a group of singers and instrumentalists. The 
audience comprises visitors from places including Greece, France, Spain, Turkey, England. The players are all on 
raised platforms. Topographically the clock tower, Torre dell’Orologio, is roughly depicted, with the bell and two 
moors on the top. The domes of San Marco itself are drawn as an ‘idea’.

Far left:  Portrait of Carl Michael Bellman playing a gallichon, a type of 18th-century lute. Hand-coloured 
stipple and line engraving from a portrait in oils (the same way around), artist unknown, 18th century.  Centre:  
Giulio Regondi at the age of eight by A. Weber, 1831, seated on a small chair playing a six-stringed French-style 
guitar with neo-classical head, his left foot resting on a small four-legged footstool. He has a cover on the little 
! n ger of his right hand, which enables it to rest on the soundboard.  A review in The Times on 16th June 1831 
(Regondi arrived in London on 6th June), of the anniversary dinner of the New Musical Fund, at which Paganini 
was a guest, recorded the following: ‘An interesting little boy of the name of Regondi, apparently between six 
and seven years-old, performed a Fantasia on the guitar, with most manly power and surprising brilliancy.  He 
was seated on a stool, which was placed on the pianoforte’.  The concert was held at the Freemasons’ Tavern. 
Right: Playbill, Town-Hall, Cambridge, Tuesday 13th May, 1828.  Evening concert given by Huerta for the 
bene! t of himself and Manuel de Masa.  Below left is a portrait of Jacques Gaultier, Court lutenist in England, 
holding a two-headed lute under his left arm, his right hand resting on a tassled cushion. The instrument was 
referred to as an ‘English Two Headed Lute’ by James Talbot (c.1700). Gaultier wears a very expensive fur coat 
and is depicted against a northern landscape.

Janet Snowman, December 2006

Images like that of Jaques Gaultier (left) provide valuable clues to the quirks of individual performers: 
in 1643 a London surgeon’s casebook describe ‘Mr Ashberrie (a lutanist) at night was bitten by Gottier, 
the French Luteniste in Covent Garden, had a piece of his cheek bitten out, an inch or more…down to the 
lower jaw. I stiched it and dressed it’.  Etching by Ioannes Livius (Jan Lievens) fecit et excudit, c.1630-
33.  There are references to Gaultier in the Burwell Lute Tutor, which contains some of his pieces.  The 
printed inscription below the image reads: ‘Iacobo Goutero inter regios Magnae Britanniae Orpheos et 
Amphiones Lydiae doriae phrygiae testudinis ! dicini et modulatorum principi hanc et penicilli sui tabula in 
aes transscriptam ef! ciem Ioannes Laevini ! dae amicitae monimentum L.M. consecravit.’  Inscribed also 
in the lower right border ‘Ioannis Linius fecit et excudit’.


