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 A few common-sense expedients for players and makers
How should you constitute an early music consort of thirty players? 
1. Start with the string section.  Recruit sixteen persons whom you know to be competent players of violin, viola, and cello.  Encourage six of them to buy Early Music Shop rebecs (two sopranos, two altos, two tenors), which represent a tremendous bargain at the moment.  Make (or get a competent friend to make) a pair of bass rebecs tuned F c g d' for two other players. Then encourage your remaining eight string-players to buy treble, alto, tenor and bass viols (two of each) from Song Musical Instruments on E-bay. I have bought a dozen excellent viols from this firm over the last two years.  If you include postal charges in the price, and wait for the right instruments to appear, you'll be able to get a treble for around £300, an alto for around £350, a tenor for around £450, and a bass for less than£700.  (I bought my first bass from SMI in 2010 for £360 plus postage, andtwo weeks ago I bought a lyra-size bass from SMI for £385 plus postage.)  By the way, each viol that you get from SMI includes a free zipped bag, and a bow, and resin.  You'll need to put on your own frets, and you'll need to put on proper viol-strings.

2. What are proper viol-strings?  Ones that ordinary people can afford.  I can't afford to spend £150 on a set of six strings, and neither can most of my friends.  I strung one of my recently purchased bass viols with a set of nylon guitar strings from Hong Kong.  (The whole set cost me 99 pence.) That viol as it is now will allow someone to get started as a member of a large consort.  It may be that by the time he or she is ready for something better, cheap synthetic viol-strings will have become available.  Whatever happens, the monitor lizards who believe themselves to be the High Priests of Early Music will condemn you for cutting Gordian knots.  Ignore them. Oh, one last thing.  If all your string-players bow up and down together in homophonic music, their performance will not merely look better.  It will sound better.

3. Now constitute the brass section of your consort.  Buy two second-hand B flat tenor trombones with decent slide-actions.  Cut their bells down to sackbutt size and rewire them.  Buy a resin cornettino and a resin cornett. Recruit two trombonists and two trumpeters.

4. Go on to constitute the woodwind section of your consort.  Either make or buy SATB gemshorns and SATB crumhorns (the Early Music Shop crumhorn kits will save you a lot of money).  Then buy wood-effect SATB recorders. Put these instruments in the hands of good woodwind players.  Beware of physically weak recorder-players who never practise.  A gemshorn needs great discipline and focus, while a crumhorn needs considerable strength. The same four persons can play gemshorns and recorders.

5. Add a harp to your string section.  Go for a 22-string instrument with no semitone levers.  You should be able to get a reasonable Indian-made harp on E-bay for less than £200.  Once you have a suitable instrument, recruit a good harper.

6. Buy a small Indian drum on E-bay, and put it into the hands of someone whom you know to be a good percussionist.  If your full-force consort is going to perform dances by Susato and Praetorius, your drummer will be your most important player.

Encourage each of your players to buy a good music stand on E-bay for £4.99 (plus £2.70 postage in the UK).

7. Make all your players SIT. [You go to hear an 'authentic' performance of a particular Brandenburg Concerto.  Apart from the cellists, all the performers stand.  You are unable to enjoy the music.  Why?  Because each of the standers insists on performing a detestable look-how musical-I-am ballet of fatuous body movements.  Nothing would be lost, and much would be gained, if all the standers stood at peace.

You go to hear a large recorder consort.  All the performers stand. You are unable to enjoy the music.  Why?  Because the players of treble, tenor, and even bass recorders insist on performing a detestable look-how-musical-we-are ballet of fatuous body movements.  The players of quart bass and great bass recorders are obliged to stand at peace.  Nothing would be lost, and much would be gained, if all the other players stood at peace.]

8. Recruit thirty choristers who will do what you tell them.  Encourage them to sing like open-throated Ukrainian folk musicians.  Declare war on dynamic whoozing, emphatic consonants, trilled Rs, and every other loathsome feature of bad English cathedralism.  If any of your singers
engage in orgies of eyebrow-raising, shoot them.

9. Think about adding a bass rackett, a bass curtal, a serpent, some kind of low bass string instrument, and a 2-foot pitch recorder quartet to your consort.

Let me conclude by appending two thoughts for instrument-makers.

10. In your kitchen you have three nut-trays which are made from tiles of laminated wood (six layers).  These trays are dishwasher-safe!  It should be possible to make durable cornetts, serpents, and rebec-bodies in the same manner.


11. You're making your first gemshorn.  You want its bottom note to be the bottom F of a treble recorder, but you don't know how to tune a horn to give a particular note.  When you cut the voicing and make the plug, you discover that the bottom note of your gemshorn is nearly a minor third lower than you want it to be.  By cutting a couple of tuning-holes near the tip of the horn, you bring the bottom note up to F, and you make that bottom note a lot stronger than it otherwise would be.

Happy New Year, everyone!
