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An Englishman (with a Guitar) Abroad 

PROFESSOR CHRISTOPHER PAGE 

 
 
I begin today amidst mounting disaster. The year is 1642, and the kingdom is adrift ‘in the ocean of diverse 
factions’. We are on the verge of Civil War. King Charles I has left the capital for his own safety. This is not a 
time to be thinking about the delights of music, you might suppose; and yet when Roger North looked back 
upon this time, from a vantage point much later in the century, he believed that war had actually encouraged 
music-making. ‘Many chose rather to fidle at home’, he wrote, ‘than to goe out, and be knockt on the head 
abroad’.  
 
It is not easy to assess the truth of that homely remark, but in 1644 the poet John Milton argued that a 
Parliament determined to license printed books might as well try to authorise ‘all the lutes, the violins, and the 
ghittarrs in every house’. That does does not suggest a decline in the guitar’s fortunes in the year that royalist and 
parliamentary forces clashed at Marston Moor.  
 
I am going to take you abroad today, and to some attractive places; but for the moment I stay home and pore 
over the archives a little. You would be surprised, perhaps, to discover how many times guitars are mentioned in 
the privy-purse and other household accounts of the nobility in the years leading up to the Civil War and 
beyond. Some of the earliest examples are found in the records of Rachel, Countess of Bath, whose London 
lodgings lay in the elite district of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. An entry in her general account book for 1639 notes a 
payment of 2s.6d ‘to the guitar man’, while the next year she lent money to her sister-in-law Elizabeth Bourchier 
‘for a gittar & booke & strings’. Elizabeth was then nineteen.  
 
Similar payments appear in the records of John Manners, eighth Earl of Rutland. His expenses at London in 
1642 included more than £4 ‘paid to the gittarman’ together with of 7s. to ‘the gittarman for mendinge an 
instrument for my Ladie Frances’. His daughter, Lady Frances Manners, was scarcely more than six years old 
when her study of the guitar began.  
 
Going a little later, your handout shows some extracts from the unpublished accounts of the Grevilles, drawn up 
for the family’s London residence of Brooke House in Hackney:  
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Three guitars were purchased for Robert Greville, and to judge by the variation in prices from 15s up to £2. 12s. 
6d, they differed in size or quality. Teachers were secured, including one who was presumably a Frenchman 
since he is called Monsieur. In addition to giving lessons these masters sourced the instruments, supplied strings 
or cases and undertook various kinds of maintenance (‘mending’) when new frets or strings were needed, and 
perhaps when it was necessary to remove a soundboard. 
 
Here, to remind us of the guitar music of the period, is a French courante for the guitar such as the Greville’s 
Monsieur might have taught and played.  
 

 
 
Although a great deal of the music such guitar-players used is now lost, much of it must have been written down 
once, for the entries in household accounts often refer to a ‘booke’ purchased at the same time as the guitar and 
strings. The Grevilles bought ‘a booke and stringes’, while John Manners paid for a ‘booke’. Such books, when 
bought for the guitar or any other instrument, were generally quires of paper ruled to order in stationers’ shops 
to suit the requirements of the musical forces for which they were intended; they might then be stitched into a 
simple cover or properly bound if they were to be sold as a book rather than loose sheets. Nothing that can be 
straightforwardly described as a guitar book survives before the 1660s. One may yet come to light. 
 
The account books show various members of the nobility buying guitars without difficulty, but there is no clear 
trace of guitar making in England before 1683 when Edward Chamberlayne praised John Shaw for his skill in 
building guitars, violins, viols, lutes and harps. Does this mean that the guitars in use before that date were 
mostly imported? Some undoubtedly were. In 1644 Elenor Wortley, Countess of Sussex, lamented a guitar 
obtained in the French capital but ‘spoild which I am very sory for, it was thought heere a very good one…the 
most beautiful that I could find for it was of Ebony enlayed with Mother Pearle’.  
 
The principal sources for tracking commodities legally imported into Stuart England by merchants, as opposed 
to private individuals like Lady Sussex, are the various customs records, notably the books of rates, commonly 
issued in printed form, that list and value the goods of inward and outward trade so that port officials may 
estimate the duty to be paid on them according to an authoritative standard. As I mentioned in the first lecture 

1645-6   
 
To Mr Coleman for 8 moneths   08 00  00  
To him for a kittar       02 00  00 
To him for a booke     00 02  06  
     and strings      00 00  10 
 
To Mr Coleman for 6 moneths teaching  
mending, strings, and stringing Gittars  
for Lord and Master Robert    08 03 00   
 
 
1646-7  
 
To Monsieur to pay for a Gittar       00 15  00  
To Monsieur to pay for a Gittar   02 12 06 
To Monsieur for a Gittar case      00 08 00 
To Monsieur for Ribon for ye children  
    and Gittar strings       00 06 00 
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of this series guitars, under their old name of ‘gittern’, appear in these official lists for the first time in 1558. In 
the books of rates pertaining to English ports, however, the gittern appears for the last time in the volume for 
1608. The guitar never appears under that new name. The consequences are apparent in the prices charged for 
guitars in the 1640s and 1650s; compared with those of the mid Tudor period they are much higher than the rate 
of inflation would lead one to expect suggesting a fresh but narrowed stream of supply, too slender to be taxed, 
bringing in more consistently high-quality instruments. It seems that private individuals were buying on their 
own account, like Lady Sussex, and merchants were importing small numbers of instruments together with 
much more significant quantities of the gloves, fans, pictures, prints, garments and furniture that flowed daily 
into the Dover warehouses as ships docked from overseas.  
 
Now I would like to quote an author whom you might not expect to hear mentioned in this contest, Thomas 
Hardy. He describes how it was one ideal of Victorian education to ‘go away and travel, and see nations, and 
peoples, and cities, and take a professor with you, and study books and art, simultaneously with your study of 
men and manners’. Not until the later nineteenth century did such a notion of education begin to seem old 
fashioned. Despite living on an island, the English were not so insular as to suppose that native teachers of 
gentlemanly arts such as riding, dancing and military engineering were the equal of those to be found abroad. 
Nonetheless, the purpose of travel was not only to broaden the mind; it was also to assess other nations as 
competitors in trade and potential adversaries in the field with their bridges, fortified towns and military levies. 
Ideally, a young person would return home with a full notebook, better schooled in Latin, French and Roman 
history together with some knowledge of soldierly arts such as geometry, fencing, and horsemanship.  
 
The tutors who accompanied the young and guided their studies commonly regarded music as a means of 
relaxation, much like tennis, and already by the reign of Charles I some travellers were seeking masters of the 
guitar. In 1631 young Bullen Reymes, later to become a Royalist army officer, courtier and government official, 
was sent abroad for his education; he was principally a lutenist but at various times he cultivated the guitar. In 
February 1632 he strung one for his friend, Wilkinson, with whom he played duets for lute and guitar (Reymes 
taking the lute part), while in September 1633 he hired a guitar at Lyon, and by November was in Venice playing 
a borrowed instrument regularly. March 1634 finds him buying another at Messina before taking ship, and he 
spent the last few months of that year in Florence where his interest seems to have blossomed with a new guitar 
on order and lessons from a certain ‘Signor Donato’ who also procured castanets at his request. 
          
Between the summers of 1649 and 1650, on a tour that seems to have begun soon after the execution of Charles 
I, an unidentified traveller kept a journal of his residence at Saumur; he recorded the names of his various 
teachers in a notebook which is now in the Bodleian Library in Oxford. They were ‘old Mr Hubert for fencing, 
Mr du Bres for singing, Mr Delloin for the Gittar, Mr Oldeberg for the Latin tongue and Du Puis for dancing’. 
Five years later the politician and diarist Sir John Reresby passed his time at Blois ‘learning the language, the 
ghittar and danceing’. Others sought the teachers of Paris and might combine a business trip with a few lessons 
if they could.  
 
A dialogue in Mauger’s The true advancement of the French tongue (1653) shows a gentlemen disembarking at the port 
of Dieppe then passing on to Rouen, the great centre of Anglo-French commerce on the Seine; he stops at the 
English inn there to wait for letters of instruction, then takes the coach to Paris. Once there, he briskly enquires 
after the best teacher of the guitar: you have a copy of the original on the second page of the handout. 

 
Comment appellés vous le           How do you call the Guitarre-Master? 
Maistre de Guitterre? 
 
Il s’appelle Monsieur de               His name is Monsieur de 
Belleville.                                          Belleville. 
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What kind of music would he learn to play at Paris? The question is surprisingly easy to answer: 
 

 
 
A rich seam of documents reveals the guitar studies of an English gentry family from Buckinghamshire: the 
Verneys. When Sir Ralph Verney refused to sign the alliance between the English Parliament and the Scottish 
Covenanters in 1643 he fled to France with most of his family. Others had done the same in various 
circumstances during the Great Rebellion, many of them destined to become important literary figures or 
courtiers at the Restoration including Henry Jermyn, William Davenant and Edmund Waller.  
 
Ralph Verney settled with his wife and two of his three children at Blois, in the Loire Valley, where the climate 
was much like England and there were substantial communities of Protestants. Blois was also reputed to have 
the purest French and Verney had come with children in need of an education. During the next ten years he 
accumulated a wealth of papers: personal expenditure, invoices, bills and letters, which show that virtually every 
member of the Verney family played the guitar. A single sheet of paper records his own spending during the late 
summer of 1649 as he journeyed to Rouen; it includes one livre expended for ‘Gittarre carriage’. His wife Mary 
also played; early in 1644, at the beginning of the couple’s exile abroad, she was in Rotterdam when she received 
a letter from the Countess of Sussex expressing the hope that she would gain some pleasure from her guitar 
during the exile that political circumstances had brought upon the family:  
 

the gittir I hope will take you up much. I write mauger beinge in a condisyon [in spite of being ill] for the present 
you are though most convenient for to strive for cherfullnes with it.  

 
In 1647, while back in England to negotiate with the Cromwellian authorities about the sequestration of their 
home, Mary Verney was still playing the guitar, or so her husband hoped. Ralph wrote to her on the subject, 
tapping a vein of humour that has not aged well: 
 
But for your Gittarr, if you have forgot any one lesson, nay if you have not gotten many more then you had, truly I shall breake your 
Fiddle about your pate, therefore looke to your selfe, and follow it hard, and expect noe mercy in this point.  
           
In the Autumn of 1646 Edmund Browne, acting as an agent for the Verneys, was in Paris to pursue an order for 
a guitar placed by Sir Ralph. The single sheet on which Browne’s letter to Verney survives offers a unique record 
of an English exile during the Civil Wars placing an order for a guitar with a Parisian instrument maker, taking 
care to specify the ‘measure’ (presumably the sounding string length) and insisting that no money should change 
hands until the instrument were finished and deemed satisfactory. On 20 September, Browne reported on the 
progress of the work: 
 

I haue beene wth the Gittar maker & he tells mee the Gittar shal bee ready for Teusday next; hee will scarcely 
belieue but the measure you gaue mee is longer then the Gittar you bought of him; he would haue had some parte of 
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his money in hand, but I tould him my commission was onely to pay him when I saw the Gittar well made according 
to the bargaine 

 
The guitar was finally delivered in the first week of December and registered in the accounts as an expense of 36 
livres together with an extra payment for cloth to serve as a wrapping. 
By the spring of 1647 Sir Ralph Verney’s son Edmund or ‘Mun’ was receiving dancing lessons from a M. André 
who was also a guitar teacher. In a letter to Mary Verney, still in England, Ralph suggested that Mun’s dancing 
lessons should be cancelled until the winter and the money diverted to his study of the guitar:  
  

Now if you like it (and that you see you are likely to settle things well in England) I would convert this one hower 
charge for Munns benifit only; and have Andre come every day to teach him the gittarr & to sing to it, for the 
Lute is soe tedious a thing that I doubt (unlesse hee made it his whole businesse) hee would never play well, but this 
hee may doe, and not neglect his Lattin, & also learne to singe with it. But this will bee dearer, for Andre you 
know hath 5ff. a moneth, and the other I beeleeve I might have for 3 ff. but then hee teacheth not to sing. 

 
Verney’s remarks about André’s teaching and fees show what could lie behind the common observation, by now 
nearly a century old, that the lute was losing ground to the guitar. Here it is a matter of time and money; the 
study of the lute is so arduous that the novice must make it ‘his whole businesse’ in order to succeed, and Ralph 
is not prepared to have Edmund neglect his other studies. Mary Verney agreed, and was pleased with the 
proposal:  
 

I like your motion very well of teaching Mun to sing and play on the gittarr, for tis a great deal of pitty he should 
lose his time now he is soe younge and capable of breeding…Mun must learn to play the gittarr and singe.  

 
Ralph and Mary decided that M. André should henceforth come every day to teach Mun ‘the gittarr & to sing to 
it’. The lessons went ahead on the new basis and in July 1648 Ralph wrote to Mun with the news that he had 
placed an order for yet another guitar. But Mun was only to have the fine new instrument if he showed signs of 
progress with the old. The dealer in this instance was André the dancing master and guitar teacher:  
 

 ‘Childe… I haue taken order with the Gittarr Master to send me a fine Gittarre for you, when I send for it; but 
first I will see whether you deserue it or not; for if you haue not studdied it hard in my absence, a worse shall serue 
your turne and therefore I would not buy one heere, till I haue heard you sing and play’.  

  
Ralph Verney’s accounts for March 1648 give a clue to the kind of accompanied song that his niece and Mun 
learned to play. They record that he purchased ‘a Booke of Chançons novelles a dancer’ for Mun. There are 
various French collections of the period that include songs ‘a danser’, and perhaps Verney had bought a 
manuscript collection containing arrangements of some. Such arrangements were certainly made, and here is 
one. Robin est d’humeur gentile: 
 

 
 
 
In the Spring of 1650, and so towards the end of his residence in France, Ralph Verney took in hand the 
education of his niece. He wrote to the child’s mother to recommend she learn the guitar ‘by Booke’, for 
although it was expensive to secure such lessons it was a waste of the lesser charge to have a child taught by ear 
alone: 
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If you intend they shall reape any benefit by this Voyage, keepe them out 2 yeares more at least, for lesse than 3 
yeares will doe nothing considerable with children of theire age. They learne the Gittarre by Booke, & soe they 
must to sing too, for if they are taught only by the eare, they will singe as Parrots speake, by Rote only wch is not 
worth a Rush, therefore I pray let them learne by Booke, and though it cost them more time and money, they will 
not repent it well’.  

 
*   *   *   *   *   * 

  
There was one especially influential Englishman who toured widely in Western Europe, but not as a matter of 
choice. Charles Stuart, heir to the throne of Great Britain, spent nearly fifteen years of exile abroad from the 
mid-1640s until the Restoration of 1660, moving from place to place when he saw an opportunity to make an 
alliance or when he became a political liability to his hosts.  
 
From October 1651 to July 1654 Charles resided at the French court, but his unpublished household accounts 
for various periods in the later 1650s show him moving between Aachen, Brussels, Cologne and various other 
cities or towns. By the standards of a seventeenth-century king, he was living in penury, just about able to pay 
board wages to a small retinue and striving to make an impression on local dignitaries with plate and linen that 
was either borrowed or, if it were his own, could be inventoried on half a page. He was poorly placed to turn his 
exile into an educational journey. For a time he employed masters to teach him Italian and Spanish, and 
although he did buy ‘a little Harpsicall’ for his own use there is little in his accounts to suggest that he wished to 
acquire any practical skill in music.  
 
By 1660, however, Charles had acquired a guitar. The accounts of his personal expenditure for 1659-60 include a 
payment of 50 livres for a guitar and eighteen tennis racquets purchased in Paris then sent to Brussels (Figure 8). 
These payments relate to events in the winter of 1659 when Charles spent several weeks at the château of his 
mother, Henrietta-Maria, at Colombes near Paris. Charles must have bought the tennis racquets and the guitar 
through a servant or other agent since he was not welcome in Paris. The payment shows that the consignment 
was then sent to Brussels when he left Colombes, presumably to the Coudenberg palace where he was a guest.  
 
A month later Samuel Pepys will be deputed to carry the king’s guitar – perhaps the very instrument mentioned 
in the accounts – from the English coast to Whitehall upon Charles’s return to the bells and celebratory bonfires 
of London. And that is where we will go next. Join me. 
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