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8 THIS SWEET AND MERRY MONTH
WILLIAM BYRD

This sweet and merry month of May,
While nature wantons in her prime,
And birds do sing, and beasts do play
For pleasure of the joyful time,
I choose the first for holiday
And greet Eliza with a rhyme:
O beauteous Queen of second Troy,
Take well in worth a simple toy.

Italian Madrigals Englished (1590), viii

Psalms, Songs, and Sonnets (1611), ix

This poem has been attributed to Thomas Watson, compiler of the Italian Madrigals Englished,
whose two purely native products were Byrd’s settings for four and six voices of this obviously
occasional piece. The four-part setting was later reprinted in Byrd’s 1611 collection. It has
been suggested that one or the other version was sung at Elvetham in 1591, when Lord
Hertford entertained Queen Elizabeth, but the date of first publication suggests an earlier
occasion for the actual premiére. Byrd demonstrates with masterly ease his complete under-
standing of the Italian vein, and care should be exercised to bring out the apt contrasts of
mood and measure that place this musical gem so firmly in the memory. For reasons of range,
alto and tenor voices have been exchanged between bars 68 and 73, so that some adjustments
in timbre and weight of tone may prove necessary.
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