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PROGRAMME NOTE 
 

Folksongs are simple ‘re-imaginings’ of well-known English folksongs that have long since 
left their natural surroundings to become cultural artefacts in their own right. Another 
word for the compositional process exhibited here might be ‘deconstruction’ as each 
folksong is reduced to a handful of key features, such as a melodic fragment, a cadence 
or a rhythmic gesture and pieced together in a different fashion. In doing so, the essence 
of the song remains the same, but the mode of expression has changed, hopefully 
causing the listener to reassess these well-worn, but timeless tunes.  

Another way of looking at Folksongs is as an aspect of ‘transfiguration’, which in its 
broadest sense is a complete change of form into a more beautiful or spiritual state – 
each of these short pieces seeks to do something similar (even the jauntier ones), taking 
the existing material and transfiguring it into something more ethereal and mystical. This 
act of composition has been present in my pieces for a long time, but it is only recently 
that I am realising that it is a concept with deep resonances and significance in my work. 
With that in mind, I have called the Folksongs ‘studies in transfiguration’ as they not only 
suggest the beginning of a process, but also that the very nature of the change of form is 
often slight or ephemeral – the opening of a door to another mode of being or thinking. 

The twelve folksongs are all English in origin (though origin is a difficult word to assign 
to music that by its very nature is of dubious heritage) and many are amongst the most 
well-known pieces in the genre. Some were chosen as I had encountered them growing 
up (we sang Green Grow the Rushes, Oh! at primary school and D’Ye Ken John Peel was often 
sung before foxhunts in my home town), others purely for their links to pre-existing 
arrangements by more established composers and trailblazers. The one that is a red 
herring in the set is ‘The Man of the River’, which is a transfiguration of my own 
folksong pastiche that began life as a simple piano piece for my young daughter – I 
thought it both amusing and fitting that this piece should rub shoulders alongside its 
more illustrious forebears – perhaps emphasising the uncertain legacies of all music 
purporting to be ‘of the people’.   

Although Folksongs can be performed as a 24-minute set, it can also be performed as 
individual pieces or selections from the whole – all are equally valid. These are simple 
pieces, easy to play and perhaps even more easy to understand. Though a concert 
performance of the set is possible, it is equally conceivable to consider these songs as 
some form of ‘background’ music (or if not background, then perhaps not foreground), 
something where the listener’s mind wanders in and out of focus on the music as the 
material softly changes and undulates. That is not to denigrate the concept or the process 
behind the composition (nor the original songs themselves) but to recognise the intrinsic 
qualities of these twelve pieces and the transfiguration at their heart.         
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FOLKSONGS

I. The Oak and The Ash

for Duncan Honeybourne

Twelve Studies in Transfiguration for Piano

PHILLIP A. COOKE (2019-21)

for John Casken on His 70th Birthday
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The wa ter- is wide, I can not- get o'er, and nei ther- have I wings to fly.
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sempre, sonore

poco a poco cresc.

Softly (hymn-like) (q = c.56)
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Oh, spread the green bran ches- o ver- whilst I am young,

p

espress.
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Thoughtfully
(q = c.84)
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VI. Sheep Crook and Black Dog
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Where are you go ing;- to Scar bo- rough- Fair? Par sley,- sage, rose ma- ry- and thyme,

p

cantabile

Dreamily (q. = c.48 / e = c.144)
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D' ye ken John Peel with his coat so gay, d' ye ken John Peel at the break of day,
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sempre, teneramente

Hypnotically
(q = c.108)
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VIII. D' Ye Ken John Peel
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  as smooth as possible
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The lark in the morn as she ris es- from her nest mounts through the white air with the dew on her breast,
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sempre, lontano

Wistfully (q = c.66)
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