
 

 

John Dowland 

John Dowland (1563-1626) is considered one of the greatest song writers to come out of 

Renaissance England. Dowland delighted audiences and nobility as a fine singer and 

accomplished lutenist with compositions such as “Come again, sweet love doth now invite,” 

“Awake sweet love,” “Burst forth, my tears,” “Weep you no more, sad fountains,” and the 

charming madrigal “Fine Knacks for Ladies.” Dowland began studying music in his childhood. 

One of his earliest posts was as composer in the household of Sir Henry Cobham, a wealthy 

noblemen. He then completed a degree at Christ Church Oxford. From this point, Dowland 

began to travel across Europe. He studied in cities such as Rome, Venice, Padua, and Florence. 

He entered the service of Heinrich Julius, Duke of Brunswick-Lüneburg at Wolfenbüttel. He also 

held positions in the Danish courts which ended in 1606 with his return to England. During this 

time, Dowland vied for a position as one of the royal lutenists but was continually passed over. 

However, he remained in England writing for various patrons and publishing companies.  

Many of Dowland’s songs were compiled into collections, or part books. These part books were 

used in the homes after dinner. The family and their guests would sing from the part books and 

spend the evening enjoying lively, enchanting madrigals such as those written by John Dowland. 

Some of the collections put together by Dowland are his First Booke of Songes or Ayres of Fowre 

Partes (London, 1597), the Second Booke of Songes or Ayres of 2, 4, and 5 parts (London, 1600), in 

which “Fine Knacks for Ladies” is included, and the Third and Last Booke of Songes or Ayres 

(London, 1603). Dowland gained his greatest success and recognition as an English musician 

with his First Booke of Songes or Ayres of Fowre Partes. Dowland’s compositions were not only 

sung in the home but were performed for monarchs, as well. He was initially recognized as a 

consummate musician through his singing and playing for Queen Elizabeth at Westminster 

Abbey in 1592 and for her visit to Sudeley in 1594. 
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