








CD Reviews 

A survey of new releases 

In addition to the recordings receiving full reviews here, there 

have been several releases and rereleases with music of Vaughan 

Williams in the waning months of 2021, most aimed at the 

lucrative holiday market. It is, alas, too late for the 2021 holiday 

season when you read this, but one can always prepare for next 

Christmas early. 

Christmas CDs 

Likely already found under the Christmas tree was a copy of 

Ralph Vaughan Williams: An Oxford Christmas from our own 

Albion Records, reviewed earlier in these pages and 

enthusiastically received elsewhere. It includes the 20 carols 

written or arranged by Vaughan Williams from the Oxford Book 

of Carols that were not found in Albion's 2016 A Vaughan 

Williams Christmas. William Vann leads the Chapel Choir of the 

Royal Hospital Chelsea. A delightful performance of 'The 

Blessed Son of God', performed by Bill Ives and the Choir of 

Magdalen College, Oxford, has been bundled into a potpourri 

download release entitled Christmas Carols through the Ages. 

Note that this is the carol's second appearance since it was first 

released in 2009 on a Harmonia Mundi CD, Carols by 

Candlelight, which is entirely by this choir and includes 'The 

truth from above' as well. Another download reissue, this one 

from Decca, beguiles with bass-baritone Hervey Alan's classic 

Fantasia on Christmas Carols. Titled Christmas Carols from 

Kings, it is a collection of Christmas fare recorded primarily with 

David Willcocks in the late 1950s and early 1960s and is an 

expansion of the earlier 2 CD Noel: Christmas at Kings College. 

Note that these fine Argo recordings have been much recycled, 

and this performance can be found on at least four additional 

releases in addition to the CD reissue of the original On 

Christmas Night LP. You also have it if you bought the complete 

King's College Argo Recordings box a few years ago. (Presto 

Music credits an 'immersive remix engineer' for the new release, 

but there is no audible difference between this and the Argo box 

disc. Differences between it and a 1991 release are subtle and not 

all to the advantage of the newer release.) 

New recordings include a nicely polished outing for 'Wither's 

Rocking Hymn' on Signum's Christmas Carols with the Kings 

Singers, featuring a wide-ranging selection of Christmas music by 

the famed all-male vocal sextet. Blend is at its usual perfection, 

but I am still scratching my head over some of the vowel sounds, 

and I am not referring to the Latin, French, German, or 

Norwegian selections. Vaughan Williams's arrangement of the 

'Sussex Carol' ('On Christmas Night') with the familiar first tune 

was included in the King's College, Cambridge 2020 Festival of 

Nine Lessons and Carols, sung, because of Covid-19 restrictions, 

to an empty chapel. It is now released on the choir's own label in 

an album titled In the Bleak Midwinter: Christmas Carols from 

Kings. The choir and organist Matthew Martin are performing at 

the usual exalted level under new director Daniel Hyde, and most 

of the repertoire is pleasantly familiar, but it isn't only the hollow 

echo that creates a slightly dispirited ambience. Finally, one can 

hear 'The Oxen' from Hodie, sung by bass-baritone Timothy 

Dickinson with pianist Duncan Honeybourne in an album called 

The Holy Boy: Christmastide in Albion. They have put together 

for the Prima Facie label a program of seasonal works, some 
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rarely heard, by Bax (three from Five Fantasies on Polish 

Carols), Gurney, Warlock, and others. Honeyboume gets several 

solo tracks, as well. Dickinson has a likeable, somewhat 

grainy voice, but strains a bit and can grow unsteady. Overall, it 

is a pleasant 65 minutes, but a purchase decision may be 

repertoire driven. 

Non-Seasonal Repertoire 

Aeolus boasts a premiere recording of the unpublished Suite for 

Two Pipes, written in 1933 for the British P ipers' Guild of which 

Vaughan Williams had recently been elected president. This is 

not the same work as the Suite for Pipes written a few years later 

for the Pipers' Guild Quartet, though Michael Kennedy notes it, 

barely, in his Catalogue listing for the later work. It is a delightful 

five movements of varied character, including a small fugue, and 

is especially charming played on homemade bamboo pipes by 

the Flanders Recorder Duo. The rest of the FR2 program, from 

Medieval to modem - two commissions - played on a wide 

variety of recorders, is delightful. Six Studies in English Folk 

Song is a suite of miniatures as well: barely eight minutes in 

length in this recording on Chandos by the ever golden-toned 

Nicholas Daniel on cor anglais. Originally for cello and piano, it 

was arranged by the composer for violin and clarinet and has 

been played on all sorts of string and wind instruments and even 

with orchestral accompaniment. That last was perhaps a bit 

much, but Robert Stanton's string quartet arrangement is 

exquisite, especially when played by the Doric String Quartet. 

The pastoral beauty is a feature of the other works for oboe 

quintet by Bax, Finzi, Bliss, and, in a Fenby arrangement, Delius. 

Sheer heaven! 

And finally: Household Music: Three Preludes on Welsh Hymn 

Tunes in the original scoring for string quartet has only been 

recorded once before, so a new release by Little Venice Ensemble 

on Stone Records is most welcome. The performance is 

impeccable, affectionate, and somewhat leisurely, but that suits 

the music and fits well in the remainder of the program titled 

A Summers Day. This includes lighter British and Swedish art 

songs heartwanningly sung by soprano Susanna Andersson and 

other summer concert fare by the Swedish ensemble. (The 

Malcolm Arnold Serenade for Guitar and Strings is especially 

nice.) The Nash Ensemble (Hyperion) found a bit more intensity 

in the preludes, especially in the variations of the third movement 

'Aberystwyth,' but that recording must now be obtained used or 

from Hyperion as a download or made-to-order CD-R. This one 

does very nicely if you fancy the amiable surroundings. 
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