This article was written for publication in the Newsletter of The West Gallery Music Association. For those unfamiliar with the subject of rural church music in the early 1800s some elucidatory background has been added where it might be useful. Such additions to the original text are italicized and bracketed.

'West Gallery Music' is a term used to describe the church and chapel music which developed  in 18th century England (also sometimes Wales), as a result of the religious and social upheavals of the Civil War. Puritanism attempted to do away with all that recalled Anglican worship , including choirs and anything resembling elaborate music. Organs were an easy target - often smashed, or (as in the case of Oliver Cromwell), looted and set up at home for secular use. Because of widespread illiteracy the Parish Clerk would  slowly read, chant or sing the words of a metrical psalm line by line - and the congregation, even more slowly, would sing them back. Evidently the Skipton Congregationalists were still following this practice into the 19th century (see below). 

After the Restoration, as the Established Church once more gained strength, it became apparent that choral reform might be desirable: young men were encouraged to form choirs to lead the singing in church. Composers produced music for them - using the same simple tunes as in Puritan times, but increasingly in two, three or (later) four parts. As the 18th century wore on, the music became more complex: women started to take part - especially in Northern England - and around mid-century it was found that a bass instrument was helpful to keep the singers in tune. The 'fuguing-tune' became popular, where the parts entered  the harmony one by one in sometimes elaborate counterpoint; and the solitary bassoon or cello was joined by other instruments to form a band. The lineup might also include violins, clarinets, oboes, keyed bugles, ophicleides and serpents - whatever the village musicians played. To house the now substantial choir and band a gallery was sometimes erected in the west end of the church - a fact seized on by Thomas Hardy, country musician and church architect as well as novelist and poet: he it was that first coined the term 'West Gallery Music' (WGM), though many prefer 'Georgian Country Psalmody' or some other term.
'AN EXCELLENT PENMAN'  A Yorkshire Dales Manuscript - by Paul Guppy
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Rylstone gallery as it might have looked (sketch by Bill Haigh)
Northern England was, for a long time, Terra Incognita on the West Gallery Exploration Map: north of the Trent not much showed beyond Sheffield Carols to the east of the Pennines (still very much a living tradition), and Larks of Dean Country to the west (the 'Deighn Layrocks' were a community of East Lancashire weavers renowned for their skill in singing, playing and composing church music) Over the last 30 years or so, though, several blank spaces have been filled in: 'Here be Desolation' is now replaced by 'Here be Manuscript Books' in Northumberland, North Lancashire and Cumbria. TheYorkshire Dales, however, remain largely unchronicled. Now, though, comes news of a music book from Rylstone, a small village to the north of Skipton on the edge of the Dales. For this we are grateful to Katharine Cheney (nee Summerskill), now aged 83; she had known all her life of the existence of this book, which lay in the family piano stool. But, she had not understood its significance until she took it to Sue Jackson's U3A class, 'The Story Behind the Song' in 2024; Sue got in touch with me and soon I was trundling along on the rattlesome train from Lancaster to Skipton, eagerly anticipating a viewing. 
The book is of the familiar kind, (such books, in manuscript, were the usual way of recording and transmitting music - printed material was usually too expensive for village musicians) measuring about 20.5 x10.5 cm, unnamed and undated (possibly around 1830-40). More unusual are the tune titles; they are executed with extraordinary art - for the first dozen tunes the copyist employs almost as many different scripts, swapping for every new tune. Three of the titles are even embellished with water-colour. Despite this variety, homogeneity in the music transcriptions indicate the work of one person who nevertheless prided himself in, and thoroughly enjoyed, his extensive calligraphic repertoire. The last three tunes - of noticeably cruder penmanship - were probably added by someone else. 
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Tune titles - executed with extraordinary art
The WG Manuscript Top Ten is well represented: amongst these are Calcutta, Device (Devizes), Lydia and Burnham. There are locally-named tunes, including Hunslet, Horsforth and Steeton. Some of these are better known by other names: Huddersfield - aka Mount Olive, Celestial Concert etc - was originally James Nuttall's Lark; Ralph Harrison's Lonsdale appears as Blanch, and Lord's oft-renamed Rawtenstall acquires yet another alias in Noble. The 63 tunes are all strophic apart from six through-composed pieces - the only ones with underlaid words. Only six are in a minor key; there are many 'plain', few 'fuguing', but plenty of 'repeating' and 'overlapping' tunes (these  last were contrapuntal musical forms which distinguish WGM from the later Victorian hymns). Occasionally there are a few bars of instrumental music - mostly, but not always, in the bass; and the occasional bass bottom Cs and Ds suggest that, unless they had Russian monks on call, a sonorous instrument would have been useful.  In Job someone has, in pencil, added the bass transposed from C to D: perhaps with Bb transposing brass in mind. In the admirable Craven Museum, where the book now resides, a particularly magnificent-looking serpent may be seen: it would have been nice to link this with the Rylstone MS - but it seems instead to have come from Halifax. We know, though, that instruments were indeed used in Rylstone Church. In 1798 a 'Violoncello or Bass Violin' was purchased, and curate John Wilson, between 1779 and 1811, is recorded to have signed off 'the purchase of instruments, music books and other things useful to psalmody', including 'fiddling strings', during his curacy.
Where and when was the music sung? And by whom was it copied out so beautifully? The latest publication date for a tune is 1819 (Bolton); Rylstone Church (the most likely home for the MS) was rebuilt in 1852. It seems reasonable to suppose that the music too was reformed at that point, giving a period of about 30 years in which we might postulate the book's authorship. 
The MS contains a Jubilate Deo and other anthems which suggest Anglican use: much of the other music, though, has non-comformist origins. (Until 1820 there was some doubt in the Cof E as to the legality of singing anything but metrical psalms in church: non-conformists - especially the Methodists - were less particular, and gave us such fine hymn-writers as Isaac Watts and Charles Wesley.) Well-known non-comformist composers, like Leach, Widdop, Clark and Fawcett, abound. As we know, such composers find ample representation in Anglican music books, with their work clearly labelled as psalm-settings; and traditional psalm-metres are likewise compatible with many hymn texts. Brisk carries the superscription 'for Hymn 206 or 207' - but from which hymn-book? Otherwise we have no indication of words to be sung. Either psalms and hymns could have been the staple fare - though six items could, metrically, only have been hymn-tunes (hymn writers often devised more elaborate metres for their texts). There is no linking of tunes to annual religious festivals, though Wondrous Cross more than suggests Easter - even if Watts' famous text doesn't fit the tune. We don't even know what the choir sang at Christmas, though several pieces go well with 'While Shepherds' (one of a very few carols allowed in Anglican worship) - some even with provenance elsewhere of such use: and Brisk fits 'Hark the Herald' (another!). The bereaved could choose between the jaunty'Vital Spark' (a setting of words by Alexander Pope - extraordinarily popular with singers, but cordially disliked by the clergy) and Knapp's grim 'Worms Anthem'; and to celebrate weddings we have Knapp's Anthem from Ps 128. (William Knapp, composer of the still popular tune 'Wareham'). Morning service undoubtedly included the Morning Hymn, to the tune of Adeste Fidelis - a choice of several LM (long metre) texts being available. 
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A Morning Hymn 
Thanks must here be expressed to indefatigable local researcher Sue Jackson, Bill Haigh of The Rylstone History Project and Dr Kenneth Jackson, historian and Methodist Archivist: their work has uncovered plenty of evidence that what we call 'West Gallery Music' flourished in the area, both in C of E and non-Anglican settings. The Skipton Congregationalists in the 1820s were led in song by a lining-out precentor (see above) and a 'bass viol' (probably a cello); the Skipton Baptists sang in a gallery to the strains of the ophicleide which lurks undisplayed in the basement of the Craven Museum. St Peter's, Rylstone also had its gallery and band; and church wardens' accounts reveal a singing-master having been employed (18 weeks instruction at Rylstone cost as many shillings in 1747) and guest choirs from Skipton and Linton from time to time offered choral variety. (Itinerant singing-masters were an important feature in country psalmody: they brought musical knowledge and expertise to village choirs which were otherwise guided only by the Parish Clerk or by their members - the clergy at this time often showed little interest, and trained organists had yet to reappear. Village choirs sometimes went off to sing in another church - occasionally without warning, to the  irritation  of their minister).  From nearby St Wilfrid's, Burnsall (Rylstone's mother church), we have a picture of cultural transition: a visitor writes in 1826: 'The Church had an organ and two voluntaries were played, but during the ... metrical psalms [it] was silent. Instead two or three strange-looking countrymen in the organ gallery raised an inharmonious noise with a small fiddle, a flute and a clarinet'. It appears that choral reform had begun (and rather early) with an organ and a competent organist (in the later Victorian period the WGM style fell out of favour with the ecclesiastical authorities who preferred more sedate music, led by an organ and a surpliced  choir); but that the old style psalmody, perhaps through popular regard, sentimentality or church politics was still allowed a place in proceedings. The 'strange-looking countrymen' were at least allowed to sing their outdated music inside the church - at St George's in Portland, Dorset, they could only give voice outside, before the service began.
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The Skipton Baptist Ophicleide - Courtesy of Craven Museum
'Summerskill' is a name which appears frequently in the Rylstone church-wardens' accounts. John Summerskill (1805 - 1883) was Katharine's great-great-grandfather, buried in Rylstone but born in nearby Hetton. His obituary, in The Craven Herald, depicts a man of parts: he was well-educated, 'of superior intelligence'; although brought up to farm like his father John, he became a schoolmaster instead, afterwards working as a Relieving Officer for 40 years. He seems to have been greatly appreciated for his 'advice and counsel' when these were sought by neighbours, and he served, at a yearly salary of £5, as Rylstone Clerk for 35 years. This, together with his relationship to the MS holder, makes him prime candidate for authorship of the MS. The hypothesis is strengthened by the obituarist's description of 'An excellent penman' - surely appropriate for the person who so neatly inscribed the music, and especially one who bequeaths us such a splendid series of decorative tune titles. 
(Paul will be leading a singing-day to explore the MS - this will be on 14th June at Cracoe Village Hall, near Rylstone. Details to be confirmed - but enquiries can be emailed to him at
gladlysolemn.guppy@gmail.com). Please come along!
For the best history of Country Psalmody in Georgian England see Nicholas Temperley, 'The Music of the English Parish Church'.

Also 'O Sing unto the Lord' by Andrew Gant.

For the revival of West Gallery Music in the 20th century - and its current state - see https://wgma.org.uk
Paul Guppy, April 2nd, 2025
