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- FROM THE ARCHIVES - 

 

Whittaker Centenary Retrospect 

 
Jonathan Pollitzer 

[British Music 2: 40-42] 

 

Whittaker’s Ghost certainly hung over the Centenary which was to bear many of the 

hallmarks of his life – blood, sweat and tears, not to mention volcanic eruptions. 

There is an apocryphal story that his grandson was collared, at the age of two, by 

the Viking, as W. G. W. was aptly entitled by Epstein, and upon being confronted 

with a lesson in Tonic Solfa, immediately crawled beyond reach under the bed! 

There were many times in 1976-1977 when I was tempted to repeat this 

experience. But the Viking won the day. 

A legend in the family is as bad as a ghost, and Whittaker, from earliest 

childhood, had been both. Vague rumours entered the childhood subconscious that 

‘Grandfather’ had been a famous musician. Pleasant sensations ensued, to be 

repeated at public school, when it became clear that Whittaker’s name was not 

unknown to the unpleasant School Authorities. Might not such a fact mitigate the 

harshness of deserved and undeserved disciplines? Later, the significance of the 

striking Epstein bronze, which presided over the family dining-room, became a 

vague reality, and when, in 1963, it was decided to donate W. G. W.’s massive music 

library to the University of Glasgow – to form the nucleus of the Whittaker Collection 

– I gladly pilfered the huge packing cases of all non-musical material for a library. 

My own career was to be in publishing, editing, and criticism – with the eventual 

aim, recently fulfilled, of becoming a writer. My brother, Sebastian, pursued a 

medical career, and my sister, Caroline, a balletic one. Therefore, there was no 

musical successor to the Viking amongst his grandchildren, and his life and work 

sunk in the family consciousness, like the Minoan Civilisation, under a mound of 

archaeological neglect. 

But the Viking’s Ghost would not rest. Do ghosts bide their time? It was early in 

1976 – already in Centenary Year – that the first tremor was felt. A letter arrived 
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intimating that the BBC was to record a Centenary Broadcast. Whittaker’s daughter, 

Mary, looked at me in apprehension, and said, ‘Shouldn’t we do something about 

my father in Centenary Year?’ 

The eruption of the volcano in all our lives had begun! 

I doubt whether the complexities and innuendos of the musical world can ever 

be mastered by a non-musician. Nor can a musician, familiar with the reading of 

scores, appreciate fully the terror which such a world can engender in the non-

initiated. Confronted with such a situation, one can only seek, once again, the 

sanctuary of the protective bed! Our first task was to write painstakingly [there was 

no secretary during the entirety of Centenary Year and beyond] to all possible 

interested parties, including Whittaker’s publishers. With a sole exception, 

courteous and helpful replies were received. It seems that Centenaries have an 

undreamt-of sentiment for the British! Yet, charming though these replies were, they 

spelt out unmistakably one unpalatable fact. The Viking’s published work – 

innumerable arrangements of other composers, folk-songs, pipe-tunes and ballads, 

a magnum opus The Cantatas of Johann Sebastian Bach, as well as a rich variety 

of original music – had crept inexorably out of print in the thirty-two years of neglect 

since his death in 1944. Indeed, the miracle was that so much had survived intact. 

Letter after letter referred to the economic impossibility of re-publication. 

Yet the indefatigable James Langley, producer, BBC Radio 3 (Manchester), 

proceeded apace with the Centenary Broadcast. The Northern Sinfonia Chorus 

under Alan Fearon gave superlative renderings of some of Whittaker’s choral 

arrangements of Northumbrian folk-tunes; and another family legend, Harold 

Thomson [Whittaker’s closest Glasgow associate during his years as first Principal 

of the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and concurrently first Gardiner Professor of 

Music at the University] wrote and spoke his own fine tribute. 

Where would we all have been without ‘H-T’? This strict custodian of all things 

Whittaker had years before deciphered, corrected and edited the manuscript of the 

Viking’s massive two-volume cantata pilgrimage, only just completed at the time of 

his death. This labour of love – wrought in the small hours in his spare time and 

with a refusal of reward of any kind – had resulted in the posthumous publication 

by Oxford University Press of the magnum opus in 1959, to be reprinted in 1964, 
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and, happily, re-issued in paper-back in 1978. Now that whimsical Scottish voice 

came through the ether upon the Centenary birthday itself, 23 July 1976, while the 

family celebrated with champagne. It was a broadcast to be repeated at public 

request. 

Meanwhile, Music & Musicians published an enterprising article and the 

sensation of Centenary Year – the discovery of eleven original manuscripts in the 

family loft, probably only once performed in W. G. W’s Glasgow years and 

unpublished – set the seal of Fate upon the Viking renaissance. Daughter and 

grandson set off dutifully to the British Museum, spent ten days producing lists of 

original work, and a company devoted to all things Whittaker – Viking Publications 

– was founded. 

Little did we realise the consequences of Duty! Our first record Among the 

Northumbrian Hills received favourable reviews, but the difficulties of distribution 

were to take a heavy toll. Then again, the five-day Whittaker Centenary Festival in 

Newcastle in June 1977, the brain-child of BMS Founder and Chairman, Peter 

Middleton, demanded the kind of indefatigable devotion to work which the Viking 

expects. No less than total exhaustion sufficed. Besides TV and radio appearances, 

the festival resulted in a pictorial brochure, the first written record of W. G. W. to be 

produced since his death. At last, Whittaker was to begin the long climb back from 

obscurity. By returning him, so to speak, to his native land, Northumbria, and 

allowing him to re-make his Viking-style border raids on the musical establishment 

of today, the path for the future has been set. The unstinting efforts of the former 

Director of the Northumbrian Tourist Board, William Butler, and the enthusiasm of 

the University Librarian, Brian Enwright, have ensured that Whittaker is to take pride 

of place in the new Newcastle University Library to be built in 1982, alongside 

Gertrude Bell, where he will have a special Museum devoted to him. The city is also 

to erect a plaque upon his house in Granville Road, Jesmond. 

The Viking did not emphasise the ‘Gillies’ in his name, with its echoes of Scottish 

ancestry, for nothing. There were two Centenary Concerts in November 1976, one 

in Newcastle and one in Glasgow. It was perhaps in Glasgow that the breakthrough 

of Centenary Year came. Frederick Rimmer, the present Gardiner Professor, not only 

instigated the inclusion of Whittaker in the Scottish Music Archive, but also threw 



FROM THE ARCHIVES: WHITTAKER CENTENARY RETROSPECT │THE VIKING PIONEER 

17 

 

all his weight into a mammoth concert of original music which, because it was 

recorded by BBC Radio 3, enabled W. G. W. to end his Centenary Year in mid-1977 

with three nationwide broadcasts which highlight his genius as a composer. There 

is no legend like a cold legend. Dr Chalmers Burns, Whittaker’s successor at 

Newcastle, gave us moving lectures on Whittaker the Man, the Choral Conductor, 

and the Pioneer. But in the final analysis, it is the original music which counts if a 

centenary is to grow and develop into a renaissance. The re-publication, amongst a 

host of others, of the five major Whittaker works by Scotus Music of Edinburgh, plus 

the first publication ever of two of the original manuscripts found in Centenary Year, 

are the key to the future. 

Much, of course, remains to be done. The re-publication of works is not enough. 

Performance – whether over the air, on disc, or in the concert hall – and general 

recognition remain the ultimate goal. 

Here, momentum is all. Almost before the close of Centenary Year, a proposal 

for the second Whittaker record – a series had been envisaged from the start – was 

in the process of formalisation. Nearly two-and-a-half years later, and after what at 

times seemed to be obstruction by an obstreperous ghost, the project is complete 

and the product available. 

Yet even this is not enough. Those who are commercially involved with the 

promotion of the Whittaker cause – publishers, distributors and broadcasting 

authorities – want to know more about the future than the present. Continuity of 

achievement is, to them, more important than sporadic excellence. The show must 

go on, whether or not the major protagonists (the volunteer members of the 

Centenary Fund) really have the time, energy, and resources to continue. Attention 

is now turning to a full-length biography, a third record is being planned, and 

performance opportunities are being vigorously pursued. The Viking spirit never 

subsides – neither, then, may its custodians! 

So, what quintessence emerges in this Centenary Retrospect? First and 

foremost, ghosts will not rest. They will ensure the best or worst! Second there are 

no rules. Preparation ahead does not necessarily produce better results than panic 

ad hoc efforts. Third, if good friends, old and new, rally to the cause, there is little 

that cannot be accomplished. 
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But, above all, beware the Ghost. 

He will dictate all! 

No Centenary Retrospect can be complete without a picture of William Gillies 

Whittaker, the Man. Here then is Whittaker’s daughter’s own account, in which the 

Viking speaks for himself. 

 

[* * *] 

 

The Viking Pioneer 
 

Mary Whittaker 

[British Music 2: 42-47] 

 

Some vivid memories of his youngest offspring, herself now an Ancient Monument. 

One’s earliest and most enduring reality of my father is his tremendous force of 

passionate and dynamic integrity in every aspect of his life’s work – MUSIC. 

[author’s capitals in this and further instances.] As he himself was later to describe 

his birth, ‘the population of Newcastle was increased by one, on 23 July 1876’. This 

event took the form of a human volcano. Forever rumbling and surging underneath 

with too many new ideas and projects to be equably contained, he would erupt 

frequently in many different ways. The mind teems with visions of him leaping up 

and downstairs, always two or three steps at a time, black mop of hair flying, big red 

moustache glaring; bursting into the dining-room at odd moments to gulp down a 

glass of milk and soda-water, always kept in readiness on the sideboard. Sleep was 

considered an unfortunate waste of time. Our pre-breakfast piano practice of scales 

and arpeggios was punctuated by irate corrective shouts from bedroom, bathroom 

or wherever else – no faint misplacement of a B or G escaping that vigilant 

awareness. The terror of his fury at my paralysed inability to count accurately my 

bars’ rests during frequent family piano trio periods, remains to this day. 

Yet he was an indulgent parent, demonstrative and loving to my sister and me, 

always guiding us along our literary paths, albeit our destined future as students at 

the RCM an unquestioned foregone conclusion from birth. 
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In his teens, W. G. won his education by scholarships, changing his science 

course for music after two years, and, ever a fiend for hard work, often recounted 

to me (as example, no doubt, to a less tenacious spirit!) that he used to practice 

seven hours’ organ and seven hours’ piano every day, besides acting as organist 

and later choirmaster on Sundays at the local church. Finding the organ pedal work 

the most difficult to conquer, typically, he forced himself always to start off his day 

by one hour’s solid, concentrated practice with the feet only! At this time, he 

happened to exchange views with an ‘unknown lady’, after which he marched home 

and abruptly announced himself to be a total vegetarian, to the consternation of his 

conventional family. From that day to his last, he ate neither meat, fish nor fowl, nor 

touched alcohol. 

 Having studied unremittingly and passed the necessary examinations, during 

which time Sir F. Austin urged him repeatedly to use his fine tenor voice as an entrée 

to an operatic career, but rejected by him as being too narrow a field, at twenty-

seven years of age, he was able at last to marry the only woman he had ever 

considered, my mother. Seven years his senior, she had waited for him without 

question, and she adhered strictly to his wish that their two young daughters should 

be brought up as vegetarians, despite much caustic warning comment from other 

members of the family. I cannot over-emphasise the enormous – though unseen – 

help my Mother was to him in those Newcastle years. Although he ate frugally, she 

studied his dietary needs, as no one had previously troubled to do; she 

corresponded frequently with the expert in those days on vegetarian food – Mr 

Eustace Miles – and improved her husband’s health considerably by providing as 

much variety in nourishment as was possible in times when he was considered a 

freak to hold such views at all. We had no car, no secretary for many years, and my 

father resolutely set his veto upon a telephone. My mother was constantly delivering 

– usually on foot – notes and messages to colleagues and pupils. We had a living-

in [domestic helper] of course, as was customary in those unbelievable days, but as 

most of my father’s teaching was done at home, the door bell never stopped ringing, 

she had two young daughters locally at school to care for, no laundry service, and 

the mammoth task of spring cleaning ‘the Music Room’ each year, since the 

meticulous placing of every scrap of paper and the miles of bookshelves were 
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sacrosanct to any hand but hers. She attended every concert but was so tired that 

a few noddings-off were reluctantly admitted to. His appearance was one of her 

despairs, for he always seemed to insist on the wrong article of clothing to combine 

with the right one, and in any case, the extra huge manuscript-size pockets 

especially ordered to be inserted inside every jacket and overcoat, and always full 

to overflowing, caused him to take on a singularly peculiar shape. This trait, in a 

particularly sartorial-conscious era, was sometimes embarrassing. He read the daily 

newspapers throughout meals, and, as children, he instilled into us that ‘it is the 

finest thing in the world to be alone’. 

Essentially a Northumbrian right up to the middle twenties, the only holidays we 

ever spent together as a family were during the period of his two successive rented 

cottages in the heart of the Northumbrian Hills. Here, we children ran wild whilst he 

worked, isolated, in an old corrugated-iron army hut in the garden. 

In 1913 Gustav Holst, Ralph Vaughan Williams and my father set out together 

on a walking tour in the Northumbrian Hills, knapsacks on backs, staying at wayside 

inns. I was seven years old, but my father told me in later years what a debt of 

gratitude he owed to Holst, for, on every single one of those fourteen days, this loyal 

and eminent friend had emphatically urged and insisted that ‘Will’ should somehow 

find time for composition. My father had for many years wished to write his own 

music but had felt reticent and unsure of his capabilities in this field. Holst’s 

absolute integrity and conviction gave him the confidence he needed, and the 

results provided the rightness of his friend’s instinct, for two Carnegie Awards 

followed in 1921 and 1924, besides the publication of much of his other original 

work. 

His practical and literary achievements upon the life and compositions of J. S.  

Bach are well known, but perhaps his pioneering spirit and the concrete form it took 

are not sufficiently recognised with regard to the introduction in the North of 

contemporary English composers. Here again, my mother exerted every effort within 

her power to forward his ideals, by the welcoming, putting up and entertaining of 

these musicians from London, which became an increasing strain as her tragic 

deafness grew more severe. The exquisite performance given by the Bach Choir of 

hitherto little-known works of Arnold Bax, Herbert Howells, Holst, Vaughan Williams 
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and many others, rehearsed and approved by the composers, are for me rare and 

exceptional memories. Harriet Cohen, young and of magical beauty, came to us to 

give Northern audiences her unique Bach and Bax piano playing. A feature of my 

father’s programmes of this period was one I have never encountered elsewhere. 

When a new modern work was given, it was invariably repeated at the end of the 

concert, and no member of the audience ever showed disinclination to avail 

[them]sel[ves] of this enriching experience of a second hearing. 

Perhaps a word here would not come amiss as to my father’s typically 

methodical way of arranging rehearsals. The Cantatas, consisting, as they do, of 

separate solos, individual combinations of instruments, as well as of combined 

choir and orchestral items, presented considerable problems of timing for the 

performers, all of them busy professionals in one field or another. Each rehearsal 

was, therefore, drawn up in meticulous detail so that every individual taking part in 

the eventual concert was sent a postcard telling him or her exactly the time they 

would be required to be present, approximately how long their rehearsing would 

take, and when they could expect to return to their normal duties. In this way, no 

one was kept waiting around, order and consideration were maintained, and 

goodwill abounded. 

I am vividly conscious to this day of the extraordinarily spiritual enchantment 

and mystery of beauty the performance of this small body of picked singers had 

upon the child of slow development that I was. The living drama, passion, 

tenderness, and, above all, the unbelievable diminuendos to sustained, dying 

pianissimos cannot fade from memory. Baton-less, this man held riveted as ONE 

not only every member of his choir, but every soul behind him, as though he himself 

were possessed by a Power unknown even to him. 

Perhaps in maturity one can appreciate what was on the border of one’s 

consciousness as a young girl, the dynamic two-fold force of my father’s pioneering 

genius. He leapt both backwards and forwards in his visionary capacity for putting 

the past in the present and the present in the future. Evidence of the former can be 

abundantly found in the formation of what was not just the Newcastle Bach Choir, 

but a determination to explore the essential spirit of Bach himself and the way the 

Master would have presented his own work. Thus, he made a life-long study of the 
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Cantatas – over 200 in number – presenting them through performance to a 

modern audience with exactly the same number of voices, and instruments as near 

as possible identical to those Bach himself used in his day. This would eventually 

[lead] Dr Whittaker to the remarkable claim to having performed every one of these 

cantatas in public. And, equally significantly, to the composition of his own literary 

magnum opus The Cantatas of Johann Sebastian Bach – Sacred and Secular. The 

Newcastle Choir, therefore, was an instrument of pioneer and not just with Bach. I 

well remember my father blazing yet another pioneer trail into the past when he 

gave the first public performance for three centuries of William Byrd’s Great Service 

both in Newcastle Cathedral and St Margaret’s Westminster. Yet another example 

was the expedition to Upsala University [in] Sweden, this time to unearth and edit 

William Young’s Sonatas – published in 1653, but quite unknown, and giving them 

their British première. William Young was, therefore, an earlier English composer 

than Henry Purcell. 

When he leapt into the future, the results were equally visionary in scope. It was 

he who, with an uncanny musical insight, saw the potential of such spirits as Holst, 

Bax, Howells, and Vaughan Williams and others now eminent after a period of half 

a century, and had the courage and sense of adventure to propagate their work in 

the ‘Barbaric North of England’. 

This two-fold pioneering spirit conquered its highest peak when Dr Whittaker 

was invited in 1929 to become the first Principal of the Scottish National Academy 

of Music and the first Gardiner Professor of Music at Glasgow University. Perhaps it 

was unconsciously realised that the sheer dynamism of this volcano would forge a 

new Scottish national awareness in the spheres of Music, much along the same 

lines as were, interestingly, taking place with Lilian Baylis (Drama) and Ninette de 

Valois (Ballet) at the Old Vic. For my father brought to Glasgow an explosive 

determination to make truly Viking style border raids on the establishment in order 

to create the kind of atmosphere in which he felt his beloved music could best 

prosper. Indeed, he was to become such a symbol of this new spirit that, when he 

came to retiring age, they could find no successor; and he was persuaded to return 

for a further term of office. 
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There is a marvellous reported quote in the Glasgow Herald, 10 January 1930 

(New Principal Welcomed to S. N. A.): 

The Scots have one of the finest collections of Folk Music as a Nation in the 

world and I have a tremendous admiration for Scots Songs. For many centuries, 

however, there has not been much evidence of music in Scotland except Psalm 

Tunes and tunes associated with the Devil. In spite of the fact, or because of the 

fact that they are associated with the Devil, they remain in the hearts of the 

people. 

 

He, of course, was to change all this. 

Indeed, it was no coincidence that when Jacob Epstein came to do a bust in 

bronze of my Father’s head in 1942, he, with unerring perception, named him ‘The 

Viking’. 

His end somehow typified his beginning. The seven hours’ organ, seven hours’ 

piano practice of his early days became in 1944 the unceasing struggle with 

extreme fatigue and illness as the Head of Scottish E. N. S. A. He had never tolerated 

any form of disability. Now, my father, upon the account of eye-witnesses, dying on 

his feet, was conducting the final concert of massed choirs and orchestras of His 

Majesty’s Forces at a remote camp in the Orkneys. 

The following morning no voice was heard in answer to the awakening knock. 

By a poetic stroke of Fate, The Viking had come to rest in the lands of his spiritual 

forbears. 

 

January 1976 

 

[* * *] 
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Post-centenary publications and re-publications 
 
[British Music 2: 47-48] 

 

Whitakker’s output of original compositions and arrangements was prodigious and 

there is only space to list some of the most significant published works here.  

Vocal choral works 

A Lyke Make Durge (Chorus and Orchestra)   

A Festal Psalm (Male voice chorus and Strings)  

The Celestial Sphere (Chorus and Orchestra)   

Psalm 139 (Double choir)     

I Said in the Noontide of my Days (Anthem)  

 

Arrangements 

The Hexhamshire Lass     

North Country Folk-Songs for Schools   

North Countrie Folk Tunes (a capella)   

 

Chamber and Instrumental Works 

Among the Northumbrian Hills: Piano Quintet  

Wind Quintet      

Four Short Piano Duets     

An Easy Piano Trio     

A Day in the Country (piano)    

Miniature Suite (flute, clarinet & bassoon)   

Four Short Pieces, Dance Suite    

 

Books 

Gustav Holst: Letters to W. G. Whittaker. University of Glasgow Press, 1974 

Whittaker Centenary Brochure. Viking Publications, 1977 

The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, Sacred & Secular by W. G. Whittaker. Oxford University 

Press, 1978 
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Manuscripts found in Centenary Year 

First Suite of North Countrie Folk Tunes (Two Violins, Viola, Cello, Piano) 

Prelude to the Cheophori of Aeschylus 1920 (Orchestra) 

An Easy Trio, based on Norwegian Folk Tunes 1935 (Violin, Cello, Piano) 

Phantasie Quartet 1929 (Two Violins, Viola, Cello) 

Phantasie Trio 1930 

Phantasie Quartet (Violin, Viola, Cello, Piano) 

Suite for Flute and Piano 

Miniature Suite (Flute, Clarinet, Bassoon) 

Suite for Viola and Piano 1930-32 

Quintet in Four Movements (Flute, Oboe, Clarinet in A, Bassoon, Horn) 

Sonatina in G minor (Violin and Piano) 

  

 

 

 

 

 


