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SPOTLIGHT ON ENGLISH REPERTOIRE / REGARD SUR LE REPERTOIRE ANGLAIS

Unit Plan for Gordon Jacob’s 
William Byrd Suite
Nathan Beeler

Introduction

The preparation and performance of a major work such as the William 
Byrd Suite by Gordon Jacob has the potential to provide many 

opportunities for students to learn not only performance techniques, 
but also a wide range of connected material that will enhance their 
knowledge, comprehension, and appreciation of the composition and 
of music in general.  Building a unit of study, in essence creating a 
textbook out of the music, allows the music educator to approach the 
rehearsal/study process in an organized fashion that utilizes rehearsal 
time in an efficient and pedagogical manner.

In the opening article of volume one in the Teaching Music Through 
Performance in Band series, Larry Blocher discusses the role of the 
band director in preparing for performances, stating in part:

It is during this time that band directors have the opportunity to address the 
academic role of school bands – by teaching not only the performance skills 
and knowledge that band students need to perform specific music, but also by 
teaching for understanding “about the music” and music in general.1

In his manual, Guides to Band Masterworks, Robert Garofalo suggests 
that “a multifaceted approach to developing musical skills using ear, eye, 
hand, voice, and creative mind is recommended.”2  Structuring lessons 
with the music at the center and any number of learning opportunities 
emerging out of that center can only enhance the students’ experience 
and, ultimately, the goal of a musical and technically sound performance 
of the work. 

Influenced by the unit plans of study presented by Garofalo in Guides 
to Band Masterworks and Blueprint for Band, as well as the Teaching 
Music Through Performance in Band series, edited by Richard Miles, 
this unit plan for the William Byrd Suite also includes suggestions for 
cross-curricular teaching applications.  Making connections between 
music and other subjects allows the students to see their work in a 
broader context.

Structure
Garofalo suggests that a unit plan should be implemented over a period 
of four-to-six weeks.3  He also writes: 

It is impractical, if not impossible, to comprehensively teach every composition 
that is rehearsed or performed all year long. Therefore, we recommend that a 
single work be selected from a projected concert program for intensive study 
using an instructional guide.4

In my own music program, performing a large, multi-movement work 
such as the William Byrd Suite would be a project for the majority of 
a semester, or twelve weeks.  The chart below indicates the overall 
structure of the unit plan, with a good-quality performance of the music 
as the center.  Each music educator must make adjustments accordingly 
for his/her own program. 

Figure 1.  Unit Plan for G. Jacob’s William Bird Suite.

The focus of this unit is on learning about the music through performing 
it.  Many of the skills and concepts can be taught through the rehearsal 
process, or in class time while the students are playing their instruments.  
Additional topics may be addressed through short lecture periods, 
hand-out materials, presentations, chamber rehearsals, group projects, 
individual projects, and home assignments.

STUDY UNIT
Section One: Biography/ Description and History of the 
Composition
The following material may be prepared as a handout for students.  
Some of this material, such as the biographies, could also be presented 
as a series of assignments for short, small-group, or individual in-class 
presentations.  

The Composition
A wind-band classic, the William Byrd Suite was composed by Gordon 
Jacob in 1923 as an orchestral piece to honour the tercentenary of the 
death of Byrd.  At the suggestion of the conductor, Sir Adrian Boult, 
Jacob prepared a wind-band arrangement of the piece for the 1924 
Festival of Britain, held at Wembley Stadium.  At the same festival, the 
premiere performances of Vaughan Williams’ Sea Songs and Toccata 
Marziale5 were also given.

The William Byrd Suite is a six-movement work, freely adapted by Jacob 
from keyboard pieces by Byrd originally published in the Fitzwilliam 
Virginal Book, a collection of keyboard music from the late Renaissance 
and early Baroque.  The virginal is a small keyboard instrument similar 
to the harpsichord that was sometimes held in the lap of the performer.  
Because of the virginal’s limited sonority, Byrd created musical interest 
by using melodic and rhythmic variation in his keyboard music.  This is 
reflected in Jacob’s masterful arrangement.6

William Byrd (1542-1623)
Probably born in Lincoln, William Byrd is considered one of the 
greatest composers of the late Renaissance.  His compositional output 
included polyphonic songs and music for the Anglican Church, as well 
as Latin Masses and motets.  His instrumental output, including works 
for several types of keyboard instrument, was written in many of the 
popular forms of the time, including fantasia, pavane and galliard, 
and variations.  These keyboard pieces were virtuosic.  They were 
also idiomatic, meaning they were written with specific instruments in 
mind.7 



86      Spring/printemps 2007 • Canadian Winds • Vents canadiens

unit plan for gordon jacob’s william byrd suite
Byrd most likely studied music under another English composer of the 
period, Thomas Tallis.  Despite being a member of the royal chapel, the 
official musicians of Anglican royalty in England, some of Byrd’s most 
famous compositions are his settings of the Catholic Mass, and he was 
a Catholic his whole life.

Gordon Jacob (1895-1984)
Born into an era of emerging English nationalism in music and the arts 
in general, Gordon Jacob stands today as one of the most prolific and 
performed English composers of the twentieth century.  His massive 
compositional output includes several major works for wind ensemble, 
including An Original Suite, Suite in Bb, and, of course, the William 
Byrd Suite. 

Jacob won a scholarship to the Royal Conservatory of music in London 
where he studied composition with Charles Stanford and Vaughan 
Williams, and conducting with Sir Adrian Boult.  While still a student, 
he was asked to write a work for the tercentenary of the death of William 
Byrd.

Also known as an orchestrator, Jacob created orchestral adaptations of 
both the Holst suites for wind band and Vaughn Williams’ English Folk 
Song Suite.  He wrote a short text on the topic, entitled The Elements of 
Orchestration.  Jacob also wrote a guide for the amateur listener, called 
How to Read a Score, and a reflective text entitled, The Composer and 
His Art.  He continued to compose and teach until his death in 1984. 

The Renaissance Period (1450-1600)
Meaning literally “rebirth,” Renaissance is a term used to describe a 
period in the history of Western civilization when artists, authors, 
composers, architects, and the cultural community in general were 
becoming interested again in the aesthetic and artistic ideals of the 
ancient Greeks and Romans.  The philosophy of humanism, or the belief 
in the dignity and inherent value of humanity, was reflected in politics, 
social institutions, and in the arts, such as the plays of Shakespeare.8

Music in the early Renaissance was primarily vocal and composed for 
the Church; however, later in the period composers such as Byrd wrote 
a great deal of secular vocal and instrumental music.  Music of the time 
was based on polyphonic principles, meaning two or more independent 
melodic lines sounding together, and was often imitative, with one voice 
imitating another.9

A very important piece of technology for music and musicians was 
developed during the Renaissance.  Printing from movable type, or the 
printing press, was invented in 1454, and within fifty years music began 
to be printed.10

Project Suggestions for Further Depth
1. Research projects for ten-minute in-class group presentations:
a.  Research and report on three instruments that were commonly used 
in the Renaissance period.
b. What does the term neoclassical mean when applied to music?  How 
might it apply to the William Byrd Suite?

2.  Soundtrack of the time (individual or group project):
Create a CD that represents a soundtrack of the Renaissance, including 
one of each of the following: a motet, a madrigal, a ricercar, and a set 

of works for keyboard.  Create liner notes for your CD, including what 
makes each piece typical of the Renaissance.

Section Two: Technical Elements and Form/Structure 
Technical Elements
Anchored solidly in the familiar keys of F Major, Bb Major, and G 
Minor, the technical challenges of the William Byrd Suite are rooted in 
the flexibility and facility required to recreate the lightness and dance-
like character of the work.  The following suggestions are for teaching 
skills and concepts during the warm-up period of each rehearsal.  In his 
book, Alternative Rehearsal Techniques, Edward List writes:

By creating a warm-up process (first ten minutes) which is designed to 
include all musical demands to be addressed during the middle portion of our 
rehearsal, we can significantly improve student and director performance…11

Having a plan for each rehearsal is essential, and designing the warm-up 
period around this plan will allow the director to teach concepts and drill 
skills within the structure of the rehearsal. 

For each work we teach, Dale Lonis suggests identifying three skills and 
concepts essential to the overall effective performance of the work, and 
planning our rehearsals with these three overall goals in mind.  Lonis 
also discusses the difference between a skill and a concept.  Concepts 
represent knowledge that students apply over and over again to different 
musical situations, while skills are associated with a particular musical 
situation.12  To this end, the chart below identifies three essential 
elements of the William Byrd Suite, along with warm-up and rehearsal 
recommendations.

Figure 2:  Three  Essential Elements for Effective Instruction 
with the William Bird Suite.

Elements of Form and Structure
At a recent workshop, Frank Battisti recommended that an excellent way 
to teach students about form was to make it part of the rehearsal.  Instead 
of referring strictly to rehearsal letters or numbers, make references to 
the formal structure of the music.  Directions such as “Back to Variation 
three” or “Begin at the B section” help students to comprehend the form 
of a piece through practical usage.  Again, this highlights the idea of 
teaching the concept through the music, rather than apart from it. 
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Flow Charts for the six movements of William Byrd Suite:

Movement 1: The Earle of Oxford’s Marche

Movement 2: Pavana

Movement 3: Jhon Come Kiss(e) Me Now

Movement 4: The Mayden’s Song

Movement 5: Woolsey’s Wilde

Movement 6: The Bells

Section Three: Aural Skills, Chamber Work, and 
Responsive Elements
In Rehearsal
Many teaching moments exist within the rehearsal time to develop aural 
skills.  The following list applies particularly to the William Byrd Suite; 
however, the concepts may be transferred to any repertoire.
1. Create a theme sheet with each of the major themes from the six 
movements transposed for each instrument.  (If you are teaching the use 
of music-notation software, have students do this for themselves.)  Have 
the students sing each of the themes on a neutral syllable or in solfège.  
This allows for concentration on intonation, as well as unity of style and 
articulation, without the instrument.
2. At the beginning of each rehearsal, make it a practice to do rhythmic 
dictation exercises utilizing any rhythms that may prove difficult, and 
the compound time signatures that appear in the work.  Examples may 
include the rhythms from rehearsal number 5 in movement two and 
from four after rehearsal number 4 in movement six.
3. Choose a movement or section to rehearse and record.  Have 
the students fill out response sheets for their instrumental section, 
themselves, or the whole ensemble before and after listening to the 
recording.  (Excellent response forms are available in Susan Farrell’s 
text: Tools for Powerful Student Evaluation.)

Away From Rehearsal
1. Chamber Assignment: Divide the students into groups of four-to-
eight instruments and have them perform a section of the work in class 
as a chamber ensemble.  An example might be a flute, oboe, clarinet, 
bass clarinet, and alto saxophone performing from rehearsal numbers 8 
to 10 in movement one. 
2.  Sound Concept: Keep an excellent recording of the William Byrd 
Suite and a copy of the score on reserve in your library, and create an 
assignment for each student to listen and respond to the recording.
3.  Practice Journaling: Keep track of the parts of the piece that you ask 
each section to practice, and have the students write a journal entry on 
what problems they found, how they dealt with them, and any questions 
they may have.  Again, excellent forms and advice on practice journaling 
can be found in the Susan Farrell book.
4.  Concert Review: Have the students read several concert reviews in 
the local newspaper (this is particularly helpful if they have attended 
the concerts themselves.)  Assign the students to write a review of the 
concert in which William Byrd Suite is performed. 

Section Four: Compositional Elements
Because the William Byrd Suite is structured primarily around variation 
of melodies and accompaniments, it provides an excellent opportunity 
for students to explore the compositional aspects of the theme-and-
variation form.  The following assignment is designed around the third 
movement.

Student Composition Assignment
1. Listen to Jhon Come Kisse Me Now.  The theme is repeated six times.  
What does the composer do to vary it each time?  In your group, make a 
list of the changes in each variation using the following list of elements:  
rhythm, pitch, instrumentation, accompaniment, and articulation.
2. Using music-notation software, write out the main melody for your 
instrument.  Using only the elements of pitch and rhythm as variables, 
compose two of your own variations based on this theme. 
3. Using the same time signature, key signature, and phrase lengths as 



88      Spring/printemps 2007 • Canadian Winds • Vents canadiens

unit plan for gordon jacob’s william byrd suite
the original theme (transposed for your instrument), compose your own 
melody and write two variations on this melody, using the same criteria 
as in number 2 (above).
4. Perform your new piece for the other members of your group.
Of course, depending on how much you focus on composition as part 
of your program, this exercise could become much more advanced, and 
include elements of orchestration and arranging.

Section Five: Cross-Curricular Applications
The William Byrd Suite offers many opportunities to tie learning into 
other areas of the curriculum.  The ideas presented here are by no 
means exhaustive.  There are cross-curricular concert ideas in Patricia 
O’Toole’s Shaping Sound Musicians, An Innovative Approach to 
Teaching Comprehensive Musicianship Through Performance.

Student Assignments: 
1.  The Music of Shakespeare  
(For students studying Romeo and Juliet in English Class.  Alter 
according to whatever Shakespeare play they may be studying.)
Shakespeare’s plays are full of references to music, from fanfares 
announcing battles, to popular songs and incidental music.  In Romeo 
and Juliet, there are several mentions of music, and musicians get to be 
part of the action (Act IV, scene V).  

Research the characteristic use of music in Shakespeare’s plays, and, 
using the six movements of the William Byrd Suite, create a soundtrack 
for the play.  Remember that the Earle of Oxforde’s Marche is a 
ceremonial processional that originally preceded a programmatic series 
of dances describing a battle; Pavana is a slow dance; Wolsey’s Wilde 
is a fast dance; Jhon Come Kisse Me Now and The Mayden’s Song are 
popular songs; and The Bells is a set of variations above a ground bass.

2.  The Science of the Renaissance
Invite a member of the science faculty or a local university professor 
to do a short presentation on the scientific developments that occurred 
during the period when William Byrd was alive. 

3.  Dancing to William Byrd
A music educator in Nova Scotia (to whom I am married) recently taught 
her class how to do the traditional dance associated with the Dargason 
from Gustav Holst’s Second Suite in F.  Not only did the students enjoy 
the process, they also developed a more kinesthetic appreciation of the 
metrical accents of the work.  I plan to do the same exercise with the 
easier, though not as athletically exciting, Pavan.  (Since my school is 
lucky enough to have a dance teacher, I will most likely enlist her help 
in this project.)

Conclusion
Using a musical score as a textbook to develop a web of learning around 
the music provides many opportunities to enrich our students’ musical 
experience.  Music students and music teachers love to play and make 
music, so it is important not to lose sight of our performance-excellence 
goals.  That being said, I have found that the effort I put in ahead of 
time – i.e., creating these units of study -- encourages seriousness and 
a sense of discipline in my students so they will approach the work not 
only as a fun piece to perform, but as a serious and thought-provoking 
piece of art.

The William Byrd Suite is an excellent piece of repertoire with much to 
offer both students and conductors.  Light, elegant, and challenging for 
every section of the band, the William Byrd Suite has emerged as one of 
the wind-band masterworks of the early twentieth century, and is very 
enjoyable to perform, conduct, and hear as an audience member.
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