Philip Rosseter

At Early Music night, I made the foolish assertion that Philip Rosseter was an ancestor of my wife, and Gavin, true to form, asked for a “few lines” about my therefore ancestor in law.

Philip Rosseter was born around 1568. The family originally came, so my mother in law says, from Ireland, via Spain and Lincolnshire. Rosseter apparently refers to Rochester, where the family settled somewhere in the 12th century. Philip rose to prominence by refounding the “Children of the Chapel Royal”, a singing and acting troupe so much railed against by the Chief Actor in Hamlet. From 1610 onwards Rosseter seems to have been drawn, with fellow lutenist Robert Jones, more and more into the theatre; so much so that it seems that his courtly duties lapsed. In fact the whole Rosseter family were besotted with the theatre (see end). My wife still is. 

Rosseter was one of the lutenists to King James (VI and I) on a salary of £20 per annum and a clothing allowance of £16 2s 6d. Given that Dowland was “3rd lute” at much the same time, one wonders which number shirt Rosseter played in. From at latest 1604 until his death on 5 May 1623, Rosseter lived in Fleet Street; he was buried on 7th May in St Dunstan’s in the West. The building he knew narrowly (by about 3 houses!) escaped the Great Fire, but was pulled down and rebuilt between 1830 and 1850. It was bombed in the War and rebuilt to minister to the Press in Fleet Street. The current building, now the Headquarters of the Russian Orthodox Church in England, dates from the mid 19th Century. A number of the Elizabethan lutenists were buried there, but it has always been locked whenever I have been in Fleet Street. Rosseter’s bones are probably in the foundation of some building which houses a financial institution; in which case, Mother-In-Law suggests, you should put your savings elsewhere.

Musically, Rosseter was not a great lute composer. His style is rather straightforward and his melodies are delightfully simplistic. None of his solo lute music (to my knowledge about 10 pieces) was published and remained in manuscript form until collected by Robert Spencer. I believe the first reference to Rosseter was in William Barley’s book of 1596 “A New Book of Tablature for the Orpharion” to which he contributed “The Countess of Sussex Galliard.” Of his two publications, “A Book of Ayres” (1601) was dominated by Thomas Campion, a much worthier poet and composer; and “Lessons for Consorts”, (1609) was a sort of band wagon to Morley’s work. Not all the pieces are by Rosseter, he collected and commissioned much of it. The last was republished in Musica Britannica, but so much reconstruction was needed that it is really only a curiosity. For family reasons I have played in some of the consort pieces, they are no great shakes.

Rosseter’s lute songs are actually quite straightforward (as opposed to easy), and I will add to the back of this note when I have dug it out and turned it into a useable guitar format, “What Then Is Love But Mourning” in an arrangement I did for our wedding. But you only have to compare this with Robert Johnson’s “Full Fathom Five” to see how weak Rosseter was.  Rosseter could never have conceived the canonic imitation in the “ding, dong, ding, dong bell” coda.

The musical environment in which Rosseter lived and worked was close knit. In Rosseter’s “Lessons” only three pieces are probably by him, the rest by the likes of Allison, Jones, Reade, etc., remembering that they too were not actually original compositions, they are what my son tells me are now called “cover versions”. Some of “Rosseter’s” tunes (What if a Day) were taken by the others and parodied in divisions. Their popularity is clear from the number of these parodies (ie covers) in surviving manuscripts.

The current artistic position of Rosseter is in debate. It was long thought that Campion wrote the poetry, Rosseter the tune, then Campion improved both and Rosseter published it. The current view is that Rosseter both wrote his own stuff and collaborated with Campion. There is also a suggestion that one wrote the poetry and the other the music; taking turns, so as to speak, in who did what; a musico-literary Rogers and Hart. Given my in-laws’ complete inability to sing (Mother in Law is the only truly tone-deaf person I have ever met) I suspect Campion did the real work. Whatever the truth, Campion left Rosseter everything (£23 “and I wish it had been more”) in his will.

On the family side, Rosseter’s son, Dudley, another lutenist, joined an acting troupe and went overseas to the Netherlands on Rosseter’s death. My wife’s lot went to Devon and became farmers in the Paignton area, where a Mary Rossiter designed and made Queen Mary’s wedding gown in 1911. Gosh.

