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Introduction

O Taste and See Vaughan Williams is a remarkable choral work by the British composer Ralph
Vaughan Williams, renowned for his innovative approach to musical composition and his
contributions to the English choral tradition. Written in the early 20th century, this piece reflects
Vaughan Williams' deep understanding of text setting, harmony, and choral texture. In this article,
we will explore the background of the piece, its musical characteristics, its place within Vaughan
Williams' oeuvre, and its significance in choral repertoire.

The Background of "O Taste and See"

Vaughan Williams composed "O Taste and See" in 1953, drawing inspiration from the text of Psalm
34:8. The piece was intended for a four-part choir (SATB) and is often performed in church settings,
showcasing the composer’s ability to merge liturgical music with contemporary harmonic language.

Influence of English Choral Tradition

Vaughan Williams was deeply influenced by the English choral tradition, which has its roots in the
medieval period and evolved significantly in the Renaissance and Baroque eras. His works often
reflect a blend of traditional hymns and modern sensibilities. "O Taste and See" stands as a
testament to his ability to honor this tradition while infusing it with a fresh perspective.

Historical Context

The 20th century was a time of great change in music, marked by the rise of various movements
such as modernism, nationalism, and minimalism. Vaughan Williams, however, maintained a
distinctively English style, often incorporating folk melodies and modal harmonies into his
compositions. "O Taste and See" was written during a period when Vaughan Williams continued to
explore religious themes in his music, reflecting his lifelong interest in spirituality and the church.

Musical Characteristics of "O Taste and See"

The piece is structured in a way that highlights Vaughan Williams' skill in creating a rich, immersive
sound world.



Text Setting

The text of "O Taste and See" is simple yet profound, inviting listeners to experience the goodness of
the Lord. Vaughan Williams employs a clear and singable melody that allows the text to be easily
understood. The setting of the text is lyrical, emphasizing the emotional weight of the words.

Harmonic Language

Vaughan Williams is known for his unique harmonic language, often utilizing modal scales and non-
traditional chord progressions. In "O Taste and See," he creates a serene and contemplative
atmosphere through:

Use of modal harmonies

Rich, lush chords

Effective voice leading

These elements together create a sense of warmth and accessibility, making the piece suitable for
both professional and amateur choirs.

Structure and Form

"O Taste and See" is composed in a straightforward ABA format, where the A section presents the
main thematic material, and the B section introduces contrasting ideas. This structure allows for a
clear development of musical ideas while maintaining a cohesive overall sound.

The piece begins with an opening phrase that softly introduces the theme, followed by a more
dynamic middle section that builds excitement and engages the listener. The return to the opening
theme brings a sense of resolution and calmness.

Vaughan Williams' Choral Output

Vaughan Williams was a prolific composer, producing a wide range of works, including symphonies,
chamber music, and choral compositions. His choral output is particularly noteworthy, with several
pieces becoming staples in the repertoire.

Notable Choral Works

Some of Vaughan Williams' most celebrated choral works include:



"Dona Nobis Pacem" - A cantata that reflects on themes of war and peace.1.

"Five Mystical Songs" - A cycle of songs for baritone and choir, integrating poetry by George2.
Herbert.

"The Pilgrim's Progress" - An opera that explores the spiritual journey of its protagonist.3.

"The English Hymnal" - Vaughan Williams contributed numerous tunes to this collection,4.
enriching the hymn-singing tradition.

"O Taste and See" fits seamlessly into this list, showcasing his ability to bridge the gap between
sacred music and the concert hall.

Significance in Choral Repertoire

"O Taste and See" holds a significant place in the choral repertoire, particularly within Anglican and
other church settings. It is frequently performed during services and concerts, appreciated for its
accessibility and profound message.

A Popular Choice for Choirs

Many choirs across the globe have embraced this piece, making it a popular choice for:

Church services

Choral festivals

Concert performances

The combination of its beautiful melody, rich harmonies, and spiritually uplifting text resonates with
both singers and audiences alike.

Educational Value

For choral conductors and educators, "O Taste and See" serves as an excellent teaching tool. It
offers opportunities to explore:

Vocal technique



Musical expression

Text interpretation

The work's clarity and lyrical quality make it suitable for choirs of various skill levels, from
community choirs to university ensembles.

Conclusion

In summary, "O Taste and See" by Vaughan Williams is a significant contribution to the choral
repertoire, reflecting the composer’s deep-rooted connection to the English choral tradition and his
innovative approach to music. Its combination of accessible text, lush harmonies, and profound
spiritual message continues to inspire choirs and audiences alike. As choral music continues to
evolve, Vaughan Williams' works, particularly "O Taste and See," remain essential pieces that bridge
the past and the present, ensuring their place in the hearts of many for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of Vaughan Williams' 'O Taste and
See' in choral music?
Vaughan Williams' 'O Taste and See' is significant for its lush harmonies and lyrical melodies,
making it a staple in choral repertoire, often performed in both liturgical and concert settings.

What biblical text is Vaughan Williams' 'O Taste and See'
based on?
The piece is based on Psalm 34:8, which invites listeners to experience the goodness of the Lord,
encapsulated in the phrase 'O taste and see that the Lord is good.'

In what year was Vaughan Williams' 'O Taste and See'
composed?
Vaughan Williams composed 'O Taste and See' in 1953, and it was originally written for
unaccompanied choir.

How is the musical structure of 'O Taste and See'
characterized?
The musical structure of 'O Taste and See' features rich choral textures, with a blend of homophonic
and polyphonic elements, creating an immersive auditory experience.



What emotions does Vaughan Williams' 'O Taste and See'
evoke in listeners?
The piece evokes a sense of peace and spiritual reflection, encouraging listeners to connect with the
divine through its serene melodies and harmonies.

Who typically performs Vaughan Williams' 'O Taste and See'?
The piece is typically performed by choirs, ranging from church choirs to professional choral
ensembles, often during worship services or concerts.

What are some common interpretations or arrangements of 'O
Taste and See'?
Common interpretations include a cappella versions, as well as arrangements for piano or organ
accompaniment, with some adaptations for different vocal ensembles.
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