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Abstract

This paper explores the lay education of Exeter Cathedral’s boy choristers between 1730 and
1760. It examines a crucial period in their education when the Dean and Chapter outsourced
Latin teaching to a local schoolmaster, in contrast to the previous practice of the informator
puerorum [Master of the Choristers] being the sole educator. This paper charts the
appointment of John Bradford as schoolmaster in Exeter’s High School, and the decision by
the Dean and Chapter to send choristers to him for tuition in Latin grammar. Utilising the
Chapter Act books and financial records from the Cathedral’s archives, the paper highlights
the integral relationship between the Dean & Chapter and John Bradford, and the balancing
of the musical and lay educations offered by choristership.

The paper investigates the curriculum taught and demonstrates how the changing secular
society of Exeter influenced the form and content of the choristers’ education. Through its
discussion of Latin primers, the paper explores the ‘chorister experience, defined as the
recreation of the daily lives and actions of boy choristers, thereby addressing a gap in
current scholarship relating to the lay education of Exeter Cathedral, and establishing the
educational practice of a provincial cathedral in the eighteenth century.
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Introduction

The education of Exeter Cathedral boy choristers in the mid-eighteenth century was one
characterised by balance. Boy choristers were required to participate both in musical
training at the cathedral, and to fulfil their grammatical education at the local High School.
This paper examines one part of their education, namely their lay education, so as to
better understand Exeter’s ‘chorister experience’ between 1730 and 1760. It illustrates
how the Dean and Chapter, hereafter referred to as the D&C, sought a Latin teacher
outside the clerical community who could provide the choristers with a committed and
hard-working role model to better prepare them for life after choristership.

The paper will introduce John Bradford, schoolmaster of the local High School from 1738,
who gained the trust of the D&C and taught Latin to the choristers. Through the use of
financial records and Chapter Minutes from Exeter Cathedral’s archives, the paper
recognises agreements between Bradford and the D&C which facilitated the choristers’
exposure to more secular materials. The choristers’ education began to reflect the
increasing presence of the mercantile class in Exeter, and encouraged the building of skills
adaptable to life outside of the cathedral.
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Exeter’s educational context

Before the eighteenth century, the musical and grammatical educations of an Exeter
chorister had been the sole responsibility of the informator puerorum [Master of the
Choristers]. Music historians Jane Flynn and Susan Boynton identify the primary function
of this education as being vocational; it taught the Latin of scripture to those who recited
the liturgy during church services, namely vicars choral and choristers, and it ensured
that those reciting the liturgy demonstrated outstanding moral conduct (Flynn 1995, 181,
194 and 197; Boynton and Rice 2008, 7). The informator puerorum held ‘the ultimate
responsibility for the boys’ education in the eyes of the collegiate chapter’ and was
expected to have ‘considerable contact’ with the boy choristers, instructing them ‘through
musical instruction, grammar and writing’ to ensure ‘the correct and diligent
performance of the liturgy’ (Flynn 1995, 180; Boynton and Rice 2008, 8). Boynton argues
that the teaching of Latin pronunciation by rote enhanced the music performed in the
daily services of the cathedral (Boynton and Rice 2008, 9). Whilst Flynn highlights the
necessity for lessons to include ‘proverbs and sententiae [liturgical sentences]’ in songs
to ‘reinforce [the] grammatical and moral lessons’ as stipulated by the D&C (Flynn 1995,
190). Evidently, a chorister’s education was bound to the ecclesiastical centre and
prevented the choristers’ interaction with surrounding society. Their lay and musical
educations were dominated by the cathedral, both in its focus on Latin relating to the
liturgy, and in having the informator puerorum as their sole educator.

However, failings by Exeter’s Tobias Langdon (informator puerorum from 1683 to 1712)
incentivised the D&C to outsource the lay education of choristers, abandoning the
previous practice of both forms of education being centred around the cathedral (Tobias
was reprimanded and encouraged to ‘be more diligent in the discharge of his duty’ in
1710, see D&C 3564, (11 February 1710), 112-113). This, combined with the increasing
presence of a mercantile class and the establishment of schools, such as Exeter’s Free
Grammar School (which focused on mathematics and science), forced the D&C to adapt
to societal change by secularising their approach to the teaching of Latin grammar.

Exeter’s High School, rebuilt in the 1670s post-Restoration, had a very clear function in
the eyes of the D&C. Its geographical position within the city walls, and walkable distance
to the cathedral, ensured that choristers were still able to attend ‘singing school’ between
11:00am and 1:00pm whilst obtaining their lay education (D&C 3566, (14 April 1739),
538-539). Under the tutelage of a Latin master, the D&C could be confident that each boy
chorister would achieve a high level of proficiency in Latin, thereby maintaining a mastery
of the language practised in the cathedral and providing the boys with essential skills
needed in secular society (D&C 3568, (19, 26 March, 2 April 1748), 182-183). Thus, not
only do we witness the D&C entrusting the lay education of choristers into a secularised
institution, we also see the gradual formation of a balance in the education of choristers
with the D&C providing an education beyond one solely focused on music and liturgy.
Furthermore, this development led the D&C to appoint an individual who could provide
the choristers with a committed and hard-working role model alongside their Latin
grammar tuition.
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John Bradford

One of the best documented schoolmasters in Exeter Cathedral’s archives is John
Bradford. On 1 April 1738, Bradford was formally appointed by Stephen Weston, Bishop
and Archdeacon of Exeter, as ‘Schoolmaster of the Grammar School in the High Schoole
[sic]’ following the resignation of Richard Foote the previous December (D&C 3603, (14
March to 1 April 1738), 80 and D&C 6010/2/15 (1737). In his new role, Bradford was
granted the lease of the school building and the adjoining tenement in addition to a £30
salary, which had been established by the D&Cin 1661 (D&C 3566, (25 March 1738), 492-
493 and D&C 3601, (July 1661), 293). However, the transition was not seamless, as in his
first month of holding the position, the D&C issued a statement that the previous
schoolmaster Mr Foote was still to be ‘evicted from High School and tenement’ and that
the High School had been brought into ‘[d]iscredit’ (D&C 3566, (1 April 1738), 494-495).
The newly-appointed Bradford was left to open the school ‘without a single Scholar’,
thereby impacting his income significantly (D&C 3566, (6-13 May 1738), 498-499, and
D&C 3566, (1 April 1738), 494-495). Both Bradford’s employment and the existence of
the High School itself were in jeopardy.

The D&C recognised this issue and seemingly took pity on Bradford and the High School.
Over the course of the next decade, the D&C paid Bradford twenty guineas ‘For his better
Encouragement, and in return asked that he instructed ‘Choristers that shall be sent to
him’ (D&C 3566, (1 April 1738), 494-495). In April 1739, the choristers sent to study
included John Gibbons, brothers Richard & Charles Langdon (Richard was later to
successively become organist at the cathedrals of Exeter, Ely, Bristol and finally Armagh),
Thomas Comyns, and Winchester & Henry Newborough, with William Hooper joining
them in May of the same year (D&C 3566, (5 May 1739), 542-543). Thus, the D&C
explicitly created a connection between the cathedral and the High School that went
beyond the previous practice of solely appointing a schoolmaster. Evidently, the D&C saw
Bradford’s situation as an opportunity to outsource the teaching of Latin grammar and
decentralise a chorister’s education. The D&C therefore supported the local High School
and its community financially, enabling the integration of the boy choristers into an
environment outside the cathedral.

Over the next ten years, the Chapter Act books record Bradford’s pay for his tuition of the
boy choristers (Table 1).

Year Pay

1740 £14

1743 £11

1744 £1210s 0d
1745 £11 10s
1746 £9 10s
1747 £8 10s
1748 £8

1749 £11 10s

Table 1. Rates of pay for John Bradford between 1740 and 1749
(See D&C 3567, (7, 14 April 1744), 299-300; D&C 3567, (20, 27 April 1745),
10-11; D&C 3568, (5, 12 April 1746), 54-55; D&C 3586, (4 April 1747), 118-119;
D&C 3568 (26 March, 2 April 1748), 182-183 and D&C 3568, (1 April 1749), 265-266).
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Table 1 shows the payments fluctuating each year, with a plausible explanation being that
Bradford’s pay depended on the number of choristers taught; whilst we do not know
exactly how many choristers he taught year on year, it is possible that in the years of 1740
and 1744, which witnessed higher payments, Bradford taught a greater number of Exeter
Cathedral choristers. This annual investment by the D&C and its longevity over a decade
indicate a confidence in Bradford’s ability to teach Latin, and the nurturing of the
relationship between the D&C and the High School. By placing the boy choristers in a
secular institution, it also provided the opportunity for the use of teaching materials
which reflected contemporary educational teachings elsewhere in England.

The Lay Curriculum: Latin Primers

The late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries witnessed advances in the printing
press which enabled pupils to use their own textbooks and resources rather than erasing
their markings after each school day (Orme 2013, 20). It was no longer necessary for Latin
grammar to be solely learnt by rote as pupils could now refer back to their previous
workings during lessons. For the Exeter Cathedral choristers, this would have accelerated
their ability to learn and retain knowledge of Latin grammar as it minimised their reliance
on memory, making it easier for them to balance their musical and lay educations.

From the records of the D&C, we know that the boy choristers were provided with their
own materials for their Latin grammar lessons. In April 1739, the D&C purchased six
copies of William Lily’s A Shorte Introduction of Grammar from printer Edward Lee for 9s
(D&C 3566, (21-28 April 1739), 540-541). This purchase coincided with the decision to
send the six aforementioned choristers to attend Bradford’s High School. Whilst it is
difficult to know if the D&C initiated this purchase or if the textbook was suggested by
Bradford, it is a clear indication of the D&C engaging with a more secular contemporary
material in contrast to their previous practice. Further, its presence is crucial as it
pinpoints the exact book which the choristers were using to learn during their daily
grammar lessons in the 1740s.

A Shorte Introduction of Grammar by English scholar William Lily (c.1468-1522) is noted
as one of the main resources utilised by grammar schools across England from the
sixteenth century through to the eighteenth century. A combination of two books, A
Shorte Introduction of Grammar in English and Brevissima institutio in Latin, it was
‘compiled and set forth for the bringing up of all those that intend to attain to the
knowledge of the Latine Tongue’ in the sixteenth century (Lily 1664). Scholar Hedwig
Gwosdek describes how the book gained the support of Henry VIII in 1542 and was given
the royal monopoly to be the ‘only authorised grammar to be used by schoolmasters and
teachers of grammar’, thus, giving it its status as the ‘Royal Grammar’ (Gwosdek 2013, vii).
Similarly, David McKitterick highlights how it was ‘still the only authorised set for use in
the schools’ in the 1660s following the political turmoil of the Civil War and changing
approaches to education championed by the Presbyterians (McKitterick 1992-8, 204;
Mace 2006, 177-225, 197). The book’s presence illustrates a consistency in the lay
education of England, and arguably Exeter, throughout this period.
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Yet, it is important to note that in the seventeenth century, the royal patent changed and
resulted, as Nancy Mace shows, in the creation of multiple editions of the Shorte
Introduction, each with slightly different ‘tags from Roman authors’ and slight variations
in translation (Mace 2006, 177-225, 207). Having conducted an in-depth study of these
variable texts, Mace identifies four main editions: the Norton-Longman (1620s-1800),
Cambridge and Oxford (1621-1733), the John Ward revision, which aimed to correct
misprints (1728-1800); and the Eton Latin Grammar (1758-1800). The variations
included different spellings, textual layouts, and referencing, thereby creating different
versions in use across centuries and locales. The presence of multiple editions makes it
impossible to know which edition the Exeter choristers used in their lesson. However, the
cathedral archives currently hold two versions of the book, one an Oxford edition dating
from 1679, and the other a John Ward revision from 1773. The presence of this grammar
book in Exeter and its dominance in the English school system for over a century presents
a ‘standard by which all others were measured’ by 1739 (Mace 2006, 178). It is highly
probable, therefore, that it would have been employed in Exeter’s High School, providing
a key insight into the evolving lay education and chorister experience of Exeter Cathedral
choristers from 1730 to 1760.

Conclusion

The education of Exeter Cathedral’s choristers from 1730 to 1760 marked a significant
change from previous practice. The shift away from the ecclesiastical centre of the Church
towards the secular institution, the High School, reflected societal changes in Exeter at
large. The Dean & Chapter adopted a new approach appointing John Bradford as
schoolmaster in 1738 and paying him above the agreed salary to provide an education for
a select number of boy choristers. This meant that a chorister’s education was no longer
solely provided by an informator puerorum, nor limited to the physical space of the
cathedral, it was more engaged with its local community and secular materials.

Specifically, the use of William Lily’s A Shorte Introduction of Grammar at the High School
is indicative of the curriculum taught across England. Whilst the choristers’ lay learning
continued to enhance their vocational training for the cathedral, the resource also drew
on classical literature, contrasting to the previous practice of grammar being taught
through the liturgy. Therefore, the lay education of Exeter Cathedral’s boy choristers
between 1730 and 1760 changed as they were able to find a greater balance between
their lay and musical educations and thus, prepare themselves to a greater extent for life
after choristership.

Primary Sources

Dean and Chapter Archives, Exeter Cathedral, financial records and chapter meeting
minutes.
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