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Uncommon Communal Songs from the
Brussels Beguinage

].G. or L.G.

BRUSSELS, ACTIVE GIRCA 1600

LIA VAN GEMERT
TRANSL. BRENDA MUDDE

W0 RELIGIOUS SONGBOOKS were published in Brussels, the court city of the Southern

Netherlands, in the 1660s: The Spark of Spiritual Love in God-Loving Souls (Het gheeste-
lyck minne-voncksken der Godt-minnende zielen 1660, reprinted in Antwerp in 1687) and
The Dulcet Organ Pipe, Playing Sundry Beauteous Spiritual Songs (Het lieffelyck Orgel-pypken,
spelende alderhande schoone gheestelijcke liedekens 1664). The Beguine who wrote them
is known only by her initials: J.G. on the title page, L.G. underneath the dedication; I and J
being indiscriminately used spelling variants in the seventeenth century. J.G. is not men-
tioned in seventeenth-century Beguine writings and appears to have been little known in
her time. What is certain is that the author is not Johanna de Gavre (or De Grave) from
Antwerp, with whom she has often been confused.

The two songbooks together contain over a hundred and twenty numbers from
the traditional repertoire such as carols, Passion and Easter cycles, didactic songs, religious
dialogues, and songs devoted to Mary and other saints. They also feature songs about life’s
various stages: virginity and the premarital phase, marriage, widowhood and priesthood.

The songs present an accurate picture of the music Beguines and other groups
of religious women used to sing, usually together. The long antiphonal songs are charac-
terised by a repetitive narrative style and extensive role playing. The ‘characters’ take turns
singing and each new character is introduced by a ‘narrator’ using a standard introductory
formula (inquitformule). This method enabled the maximum number of group members
to participate.
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The Sound of All the Bells of Brussels, in Antiphonal Style. The thirty-seven couplets of this
poem, from the volume Het lieffelyck Orgel-pypken, celebrate the ringing of all the different
cloister, church and chapel bells of Brussels: first those of the male monasteries, then those
of the women’s convents and the charitable institutions. The antiphonal question-and-
answer style suggests that it was sung as recreation — we can imagine the lustre it would
have added to sewing or embroidery sessions, for example. Bach bell reminds the singers
of some aspect of a life dedicated to the service of God. The microcosm of the Beguine
community is thus placed in a larger context. Brussels is one reverberating city, full of bell-
ringing and song. And then to think that the bells of all the individual parish churches are
not included in this lively wake-up concert.

The Sound of All the Bells of Brussels,
in Antiphonal Style

Melody: Calvinus Vesperen

At night when you hear all the sundry bells ring,
Tell me, good friends, what thoughts do they bring?

First the Capuchins’ bells, what do they say?
Rise, rise and serve God with gladness today.

5 The bell of the Minims calls out promptly, too:
Rise, rise! We must pray the hours without further ado.

Then the bells of the Carmelites come for their part:
Rise, rise, let us serve God with untroubled heart.

Next the Carthusians’ bells: Rise, rise, rise and be glad!
10 With manifold virtues we'll serve our great God.

And what do the bells of the Minorites ring?
It is time to serve God now, to gather and sing.

The Dominicans’ bells, tell me, what is their story?
Rise, rise quickly now and give God the glory.

15 The monks of Our Lady then hear their bell urging:
Rise, rise good brothers, and humbly start serving.
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Wat zeggen dan de klokskens van de Augustijnen,
op, op, want Gods dienst en mag toch nimmermeer verdwijnen.

Het Bogaarden kloksken roept hier nu ook met reden,
op, op, want God met zangen van ons wil zijn aangebeden.

Het Cellebroeders kloksken moet ik hier bijvoegen,
op, op met vlijt om God te dienen al die lijken droegen.

Maar wat zegt de klok van de Coudenbergse Heren?
op, op, wij moeten met onzen zang Gods dienst ook vermeren.

Wat zeggen dan de klokskens van de Jezuieten?
Op, op, laat ons God bidden, en zijne aanspraak genieten.

Het Oratoriekloksken hoort men hier ook bellen,
op, op met aandachtigheid, laat ons tot 't gebed gaan stellen.

Hoort wat zeggen de klokskens van de prochiekerken?
Op, op crialen, kanunniken, gij leken en kierken.

Wat zeggen de klokskens van de arme Clarissen?
Op, op, want in Gods dienst en mogen wij nimmermeer missen.

Wat zeggen dan de klokskens der Carmelitessen?
Op, op met vrolijkheid, wij zijn toch al Gods dienaressen.

't Capucinessen belleken roept hier ook mede,
op, op, op, den nacht is tot Gods dienst in zoeten peis en vrede.

Het Lorenoisen belleken roept hier ook met luste,
op, op ten dienste Gods komt al t'samen uit uwen ruste.

't Kloksken van 't Engels klooster roept hier ook daar neven,
op, op, om onzen God lof, eer, en dankbaarheid te geven.

Het kloksken van Berlamont stel ik hier bezijden,

’t roept, op, op, op, in Gods dienst laat ons t'samen gaan verblijden.

270

The Augut
Rise, rise!

The Bega
Rise, rise,

The Alexi.
Rise, rise

Then whi
Rise, rise,

And the ]
Rise, rise

The Orat
Rise, rise

Do youk
Rise, rise
And the

Rise, ris¢

And whz
Rise, gla

The Cag
Rise, ris

The Lor
Rise, ris

The bel
Rise, ris

The Be:
Rise, it



20

25

30

35

40

The Augustinians’ bells, now what is their tale?
Rise, rise! The service of God must not falter or fail.

The Begards’ bell, too, has good reason to ring:
Rise, rise, for God longs to hear the praise we will sing.

The Alexians’ bell has a message to spread:
Rise, rise and serve God, you who bury the dead.

Then what do you hear from the bell of St James?*
Rise, rise, our voices are needed to swell the Lord’s praise.

And the Jesuits’ bells, what do they toll?
Rise, rise, for communing with God brings joy to the soul.

The Oratorians’ bell can be heard to declare:
Rise, rise! Let us make our hearts quiet and ready for prayer.

Do you hear all the parish church bells ring their summons?
Rise, rise, you clerics and lay folk, choirboys and canons.

And then the Poor Clares’ bells — what do they say?
Rise, rise! We must not let a chance to serve God slip away.

And what does the Carmelite sisters’ bell call?
Rise, gladly rise, for we're handmaids of God, one and all.

The Capuchin nuns’ bell also echoes abroad:
Rise, rise! The sweet peace of night is for serving our God.

The Lorenoise* bell adds its own lusty sound:
Rise, rise from your rest to serve God, gather round!

The bell of the English nuns also exclaims:
Rise, rise, and honour our God with thanksgiving and praise!

The Berlamont bell T have to add here -
Rise, it calls, rise, rise! Serve God with good cheer.
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Hoort wat zeggen de klokskens van de rijker Kleren,
’t is alle nachten te doen, maar wij-lieden doen het geren.

Wat zeggen de klokskens van de Annunciaten?
Op, op met spoed, Gods dienst en mogen wij toch niet verlaten.

Wat zeggen dan de klokskens van de Brigitinnen?
Op, op, God lof te geven, is binnen hier gouden minen.

Wat zeggen de klokskens van Sint Elisabetten,
op, op met vreugd, Gods dienst en mogen wij toch nooit verletten.

Het kloksken van Jericho dat roept u zonder klagen,
op, op, wou het natuurken toch sterven alle dagen.

't Kloksken van het gasthuis roept hier ook met verlangen,
op, op, op, om zieken met groter liefde te ontvangen.

Het Zwertezusters kloksken roept mee, wilt verwachten,
om uwe diensten te doen bij dagen en ook bij nachten.

't Kloksken van Sinte Peters en mag niet zijn vergeten,
want zij hebben hun in Gods diensten al te wel gekweten.

Wat zeggen dan de klokskens van de Magdalenen?
Wij moeten ons stemmekens tot Gods dienst en ere gaan lenen.

Maar wat zeit de klok van het Begijnhof geprezen?
Patigntie, Maseurkens, want het moet zeker toch zo wezen.

't Kloksken van het Klein-Begijnhof dat doet hun trachten
om in hunnen naastens dienst genen arrebeid te achten.

Het kloksken van Sinte Geertruiden leert hun geven
aan arme schamel vrouwkens spijs ende drank daar beneven.

't Kloksken van d’ Heilig-Kruis-kapelle roept, goei vrinden
hier is de plaats om bekering voor zondersen te vinden.

In den dag roepen al die klokskens ons, en jagen
jong en oud ter kerken om God te dienen met behagen.
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And the rich Clare sisters have bells that recite:
We do this with gladness though we do it each night.

The Annunciation nuns’ bells — what are they chanting?
Rise, quickly rise, in the service of God we must not be found wanting.

Do you know what the bell of the Brigittines calis?
Rise, rise and give praise, for God’s golden love brightens these walls.

St Elisabeth’s bells - what do they have to say?
Rise, rise with joy! In serving our God we must never delay.

The Jericho bell sends its tireless cty,
Rise, rise, for each day anew your old nature must die.

You hear a deep plea from the hospital bell,
Rise, rise, rise and be ever more loving in your care of the ill.

The Black Sisters’ bell reminds all of you
To serve God each day and every night, too.

The bell of St Peter’s must not be left out,
For in serving our God they’ve done more than their part.

What do the Magdalenes’ bells ring each night?
We must sing of God’s glory to serve him aright.

But the famed Beguinage — what speaks from its bell?
Learn patience, my sisters, and you will live well.

The peal of the Small Beguinage you know:
In serving your neighbour think no task too low.

St Gertrude’s bell rings a lesson: Take heed!
Give poor, hapless women the food that they need.

The Holy Cross Chapel bell calls out: Good friends,
Here sinful women can make their amends.

Those bells in the daytime all join together
And chase us to church to serve God with pleasure.




Glorie zij God den Vader, Zoon, en Geest wilt merken, , Glory be

die ons nu en in der eeuwigheid altijd moet versterken. Who car
En brengen ons alsdan in zijn Paleis daarboven, And fing
om hem met d’ engeltjens in eeuwigheid altijd te loven. Tojoinv
23 Thi
37 itis

Sources: 1.G. 1664: 90
Literature: Portemar
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Glory be to the Father, the Son and the Spirit they send,
Who can strengthen and bless us, world without end,

And finally bring us to the Palace above,
To join with God’s angels in praise of His love.

23 This monastery was located on the Coudenberg, the most prominent hill of Brussels
37 it is not clear which church J.G. means here

TRANSL. MYRA HEERSPINK SCHOLZ

Sources: 1.G. 1664 90-99; .G, 1687
Literature: Porteman 1997e; Porteman & Smits-Veldt 2008: 680-681.
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