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EDITORIAL NOTES

There can be little doubt that Tallis intended this Magnificat and Nunc dimittis
to be performed together: the first section of the Nunc uses the same music as
the first section of the Magnificat, even setting the words salutari and salutare
to identical passages. However, the origin and purpose of this ‘service’ remains
something of a mystery. The pieces cannot be dated reliably with any certainty:
it was thought to date c.1562, though recent scholarship has suggested the 1540s
as another possibility.

No satisfactory answer can be given to its intended liturgical usage, either. A
Latin translation of the Book of Common Prayer was produced in 1560, but its
circulation was extremely limited, and it is not found in likely institutions that
were capable of performing the music.

The music survives in the Baldwin partbooks, (Oxford, Christ Church,
Mss.979-83) which date c. 1580. Unfortunately, the Tenor book is missing, but
thanks to Tallis’s exquisite contrapuntal framework, it can be reconstructed. The
Tenor line is therefore entirely editorial. The edition is presented in original note
values and pitch. Barring is editorial. Accidentals above the staff, and those in
brackets, are editorial.

The plainsong is Tone VIII, taken from the Sarum Rite. Tone III might also be
feasible.

Magnificat:

22: Arguments can be made for and against flattening the final note of the Medius
part, so the decision has been left to the performers.

148-150: The (editorial) Tenor line may be considered optional here, so that only
two lower parts sing, before the music is repeated by two upper parts.

173 ff: Discantus has a slur marking in the source between the 2nd and 3rd notes
of that bar, suggesting two notes on rat’. No other part has this marking, and the
underlay positioning in the Bass and Contratenor suggests no melisma at all,
with 7n’on the semibreve. Editorial underlay has favoured consistency.

Nunc:

14: As with b.22 in the Magnificat, the final note of the Medius part could be
either an E flat or E natural.

29-31: The Bs in the Discantus have sharps in the source, emphasising that they
are not to be flattened.

Ben Byram-Wigfield
London, 2018

A more detailed explanation of the history and editorial difficulties associated
with this work can be found in ‘Reconstructing Tallis's Latin Magnificat and
Nunc dimittis’ by Stephen Rice, in Early Music, Vol. 33, No. 4 (Nov., 2005), pp. 647-
658 (Oxford University Press).
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