John Whittaker's arrangement of
Folk Songs of the Four Seasons
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lan Assersohn (left) and The Vaughan Williams Singers

n May of this year, I was fortunate enough to conduct John

Whittaker’s new SATB voicing of Vaughan Williams’s Folk

Songs of the Four Seasons. | learned of this version from John’s
article in the June 2019 edition of the Society’s Journal, and was
immediately drawn to the idea of conducting what was (at least to
me) a lesser-known work to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the
composer’s birth. From the very first email, John was exceedingly
generous, sending the score and answering every one of my
questions. Our May 2022 concert was the premiere performance of
this edition. Oxford University Press has three orchestrations in its
catalogue: the first is for full orchestra, the second for a chamber-
sized group (which is the version we used) and a third version for
strings and organ/piano.

The National Federation of Women’s Institutes commissioned the
work for their first Singing Festival in 1950. It was the organization’s
first commission and Vaughan Williams was their preferred choice.
As Stephen Connock writes in the booklet accompanying the world
premiere recording of the original version (Albion Records ALBCD
010), the work brings together ‘two vital elements in Vaughan
Williams’ musical character: his strong support for amateur music-
making and his life-long love for English folk-songs and folk-carols.’
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The cantata is in four sections, one for each season of the year.
Each folk song, sixteen in all, relates to a particular season. The
cantata begins in Spring with a rousing setting of ‘The Plough
Boy’ that vividly conveys the excitement (and hard work) of
farmers preparing to plant and tend their crops, ‘for if we don’t
labour how can we get bread?’ This leads without a break into a
lovely setting of ‘Early in the Spring,” our first opportunity to
appreciate how, in this new arrangement, men’s voices bring out
the richness of the composer’s harmonies. ‘The Lark in the
Morning’ is captivating, the sigh-like figures (first heard in the
clarinets) adding to the ambling simplicity of the tune. ‘Spring’
closes with ‘May Song,” a fascinating contrast of moods as the
music continually shifts between E minor and A major.

‘Summer’ opens with two tunes: a vivacious setting of ‘Summer
is a-coming in’ — note the greater clarity of the canonic writing in
the SATB voicing — that is suddenly muted by the forlorn setting
of ‘The Cuckoo,’ with its especially plaintive tenor solo. ‘The
Sprig of Thyme’ follows, the harmonies (especially in this SATB
voicing) heightening the calm serenity of the text. ‘“The Sheep
Shearing’ is the most difficult movement in this section, requiring
confident singers with a sure sense of pitch and steady breath

All images copyright acknowledged.



All images copyright acknowledged.

The Ralph Vaughan Williams Society Journal, October 2022

control. Its title is misleading as the text is far more focused on
budding love than shearing sheep, and one senses that neither the
shearing nor the loving will end happily. ‘Summer’ closes with
‘The Green Meadow,’ a strophic setting of five verses, where
Whittaker’s division between women’s and men’s voices adds a
greater variety of colors.

‘Autumn’ opens with ‘John Barleycorn’, crackling with energy
and high spirits, the orchestral writing adding wonderful joie de
vivre. ‘The Unquiet Grave’ that follows shatters the excitement of
the opening, its unsettling text about a widow who longs to kiss
her husband’s ghost one last time. Vaughan Williams’s setting is
heartbreaking (and exceedingly difficult), but John shows
sensitivity here, the voicing mostly unchanged, save for the one
verse in which the husband speaks to his wife. It is a change that
makes sense, and certainly makes the moment more affecting.
‘An Acre of Land’ is another strophic setting, very reminiscent
in mood and sentiment to American composer Randall
Thompson’s setting of ‘A Girl’s Garden’ from his 1959 setting of
poems by Robert Frost, Frostiana: Seven Country Songs. And
while I would never want to discourage performances with just
piano, one would miss the wonderful variety of colors Vaughan
Williams conjures in his two orchestrations with winds.

‘The Children’s Christmas Song’ opens ‘Winter’, playfully
switching between simple and compound meters, though the minor
tonality adds a tinge of sadness. This is the only movement where
John keeps the original SSA version intact since it perfectly
suggests the singing of children. ‘Wassail Song’ follows, a tune the
composer had already set so memorably in his Five English Folk
Songs for unaccompanied choir. The orchestral accompaniment
adds another layer of boisterousness to the proceedings, and there
is a wickedly difficult soprano descant that adds even more
virtuosic mirth. An unaccompanied setting of ‘In Bethlehem City’
follows — this same setting was reused in the composer’s Nativity
play, The First Nowell. Once again, the addition of men’s voices
allows for better tonal contrasts in the six-part writing. The work
ends with ‘God Bless the Master,” sung mostly in unison as it
steadily builds to a thrilling climax, the soprano’s descant brilliantly
written. And if one has an organ available, use it!

When I asked John to describe his version for our program notes,
he wrote: ‘Almost every single note of Vaughan Williams is
retained from the original vocal parts, but some redistribution of
parts and expansion of harmonic lines (based on the original
harmonies) has been made. The florid, decorative, “descant”
soprano lines are retained, so as to not lose the deftness and
“airiness” of the original. I would like to think that the added
depth and colour of the addition of the lower voices actually
enhances much of the music.’

Like many of us, John Whittaker did not know the work until Albion
Records issued its recording, conducted by Sir David Willcocks, in
20009. It was his membership of an amateur local choral society and
his love of Vaughan Williams’s music that apparently prompted him
to think about making an arrangement for four-part choir. To him ‘it
seemed a pity that the Folk Songs of the Four Seasons — a large-
scale, tuneful and totally accessible work — was so neglected because
of its scoring for just upper voices.’

After a preliminary examination of the original piano/vocal score,
John decided it was a viable idea, and, after ensuring no one else
had already attempted it, he set about creating a new SATB
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version. Work began in March 2018 and a complete first draft was
ready six months later. John writes: ‘My original music is heavily
influenced by that of Vaughan Williams, so: a) I felt quite at home
and enjoyed doing it, and: b) this made it therefore easier. I also
felt by making this arrangement I was repaying my “debt” to
Vaughan Williams.” He found a few passages he would have
written differently but chose to keep the composer’s original
notes. John also worked to retain the light and airiness of the
original by not overloading the SATB score. In many movements
the parts are much the same as the original, with subtle shifting
between women and the newly-added men’s parts.

John referred to the Oxford University Press orchestral score to
ensure his arrangement would be compatible with the original
orchestration. His first draft was submitted to OUP for approval
and a temporary license was granted for performance. With
assistance from John Francis and the Ralph Vaughan Williams
Society, contact was made with lan Assersohn and the Vaughan
Williams Singers who gave up some of their valuable time to sing
extracts through with a piano accompaniment. This seemed to
prove that the arrangements worked well, although slight
improvements were made following this session.

The biggest test came with our complete performance in May,
using the second, smaller orchestration. During the rehearsal
period John and I worked together via email correspondence and
in this way a few small glitches were soon put right. Unfortunately,
John was unable to travel to the USA to hear the live performance,
but with the wonders of the internet, a live recording was beamed
over the Atlantic for John to hear and see. (An internet search for
Vox Philia will find extracts.) Finally, after listening and consulting
with me in detail after the performance, John made a few further
minor improvements to finalize his arrangement.

I had never heard of the work before the Albion recording and
would never have had occasion to perform it had it not been for
John’s new edition. Having now studied, rehearsed, and
conducted it, [ am filled with admiration both for composer and
arranger; this is a magnificent score, and one that, at least in
America, is unknown. My hope is that by writing this article,
other members of the Society will choose to conduct it and that
singers and instrumentalists will recommend it as possible
repertoire for their ensembles. Those interested should visit
www.john-whittaker.org. This is life-affirming music that needs to
be heard more than ever today. <&
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