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DISCOVERING THE
MAGIC OF WHAT
SWEETER MUSIC
BY JOHN RUTTER

A m o n g  t h e  v a s t
repertoire of Christmas
chora l  mus ic ,  few
pieces  capture  the
quiet  wonder  of  the
Nativity quite like John
Rutter's "What Sweeter
Music."  This  exquisite
carol,  with  its  gentle
melody and profoundly
m o v i n g  t e x t ,  h a s
become  a  staple  for
cho i rs  around  the

world.  For  conductors,
singers,  and  music
lovers  seeking  the
perfect piece to grace
t h e i r  h o l i d a y
programming,  finding
reliable  John  Rutter
sheet music for "What
Sweeter  Music"  is  the
first  step  toward
bringing  this  beloved
work  to  l ife.  In  this
comprehensive  guide,
we  wil l  explore  the
background  of  this
cherished composition,
examine  its  unique
musical  qual i t ies,
discuss  the  various
a r r a n g e m e n t s
available,  and  offer
practical  advice  for
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locating  authentic
sheet  music.

THE COMPOSER:
JOHN RUTTER AND
HIS CHRISTMAS
LEGACY

To  truly  appreciate
"What Sweeter Music,"
one  must  understand
the  ar t i s t ry  o f  i t s
creator.  John  Rutter,
born  in  London  in
1945,  is  one  of  the
most performed choral
composers of our time.
His  music,  particularly
his  Christmas  works,
h a s  b e c o m e
synonymous  with  the
ho l iday  season  in
churches,  concert
hal ls ,  and  schools
across  the  g lobe .
Rutter's gift lies in his
a b i l i t y  t o  w r i t e
melodies that feel both
t i m e l e s s  a n d
i m m e d i a t e l y
a c c e s s i b l e .  H e
masterfully  blends
traditional  harmonic

language  with  subtle
mode rn  t ouches ,
creating  music  that
resonates  deeply  with
a u d i e n c e s  a n d
performers  alike.
Rutter's  Christmas
output  is  vast  and
varied,  ranging  from
the exuberant "Gloria"
t o  t h e  t e n d e r
"Candlelight  Carol."
Among  these  gems,
"What  Sweeter  Music"
holds a special place. It
i s  a  p i e c e  t h a t
exemplifies  his  skill  at
setting  text  to  music
w i t h  g r a c e  a n d
emotional  precision.
When  you  search  for
What Sweeter Music
John  Rutter  sheet
music, you are looking
for  a  piece  that  has
touched  countless
h e a r t s  s i n c e  i t s
composition.

THE HISTORY AND
BACKGROUND OF
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WHAT SWEETER
MUSIC

"What  Sweeter  Music"
was composed by John
Rutter  in  1987.  The
text,  which  begins
"What  sweeter  music
can  we  bring,  than  a
carol,  for  to  sing  the
b i r t h  o f  t h i s  o u r
heavenly  King?"  is  a
17th-century  lyric  by
the English poet Robert
Herrick  (1591–1674).
Herrick,  a  clergyman
a n d  p o e t ,  w r o t e
n ume rous  poe ms
celebrat ing  the乡村
traditions of Christmas,
and his words provided
Rutter  with  a  perfect
f r a m e w o r k  f o r  a
modern  carol  steeped
in tradition.
T h e  p i e c e  w a s
originally  written  for
the  famous  Brit ish
vocal group The King's
S i n g e r s ,  w h o
premiered  it  in  1987.
This  origin  explains

much about the piece's
character.  The  King's
Singers  are  renowned
f o r  t h e i r  b l e n d ,
precision,  and  warm,
intimate  sound,  and
Rutter's  writing  for
"What  Sweeter  Music"
reflects these qualities.
The  carol  was  later
published  as  part  of
the  collection  "The
Oxford Book of Carols"
and  has  since  been
arranged  for  various
vocal  configurations.
Understanding  this
history adds a layer of
appreciation when you
obta in  your  What
Sweeter  Music  John
Rutter  sheet  music.
You  are  connecting
with  a  work  that  was
crafted for  one of  the
world's  finest  vocal
ensembles  and  has
s i n c e  b e c o m e  a
beloved  part  of  the
global  choral  tradition.
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MUSICAL
ANALYSIS: WHAT
MAKES THIS

CAROL SO SPECIAL

S e v e r a l  m u s i c a l
elements contribute to
the enduring appeal of
"What Sweeter Music."
Let us examine them in
detail.

Melodic
Beauty
and
Lyrical
Flow
The  melody  of  "What
Sweeter  Mus ic"  i s
deceptively  simple.  It
unfolds  in  a  gentle,
flowing  manner,  with
natural  speech-like
rhythms that make the
text  feel  effortlessly
set. Rutter avoids large

leaps  and  dramatic
gestures ,  instead
relying  on  stepwise
mot ion  and  sma l l
intervals  to  create  a
sense of  intimacy and
warmth.  The  melody
rises  and  falls  like  a
gentle breath, perfectly
mirroring  the  tender
subject  matter  of  the
Nativity.  This  lyrical
quality  is  one  of  the
primary reasons choirs
and audiences love the
piece. When you open
your  What  Sweeter
Music  John  Rutter
sheet music, you will
immediately  notice
how  singable  each
vocal  l ine  is.

Harmonic
Language
Rutter 's  harmonic
palette in this carol is
rich yet accessible. He
u s e s  t r a d i t i o n a l
harmonies  but  adds
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subt le  ch romat i c
t o u c h e s  a n d
unexpected  chord
progressions  that  give
t h e  m u s i c  i t s
distinctive  character.
There are moments of
gentle dissonance that
resolve  beautifully,
creating  a  sense  of
longing  and  fulfillment.
The harmony supports
t h e  t e x t  w i t h o u t
overwhe lm ing  i t ,
allowing  the  words  to
rema in  c l ea r  and
e x p r e s s i v e .  T h i s
ba lance  be tween
tradition and originality
i s  a  h a l l m a r k  o f
Rutter's  style.

Texture
and Voice
Leading
The  original  setting  is
for  SATB  (soprano,
a l to ,  tenor ,  bass)

chorus  with  optional
o r g a n  o r  p i a n o
a c c o m p a n i m e n t .
Rutter's  voice  leading
is  meticulous,  with
each  part  having  its
own  melodic  interest.
The  inner  vo ices ,
particularly  the  alto
and  tenor,  are  not
merely  filler  but  have
their own shapely lines
that  contribute  to  the
overall  tapestry  of
sound.  The  bass  part
p r o v i d e s  a  w a r m
foundation,  while  the
soprano  carries  the
melody  much  of  the
time.  The  texture  is
p r e d o m i n a n t l y
homophonic,  with  all
voices moving together
in harmony,  but  there
are moments of gentle
i m i t a t i o n  a n d
counterpoint  that  add
variety and depth.
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The
Accompa

niment
The  accompaniment,
whether  played  on
organ  or  p iano,  i s
cha rac te r i zed  by
flowing  arpeggios  and
gentle chordal support.
It  never  intrudes  but
rather  envelops  the
voices, creating a halo
of sound. The optional
n a t u r e  o f  t h e
accompaniment means
that the piece can be
performed  a  cappella,
which  is  how  many
choirs prefer to sing it.
The  version  in  your
What Sweeter Music
John  Rutter  sheet
mus ic  w i l l  l i k e l y
include both the vocal
s c o r e  a n d  t h e
accompaniment  part,
giving  you  flexibility  in
performance.

DIFFERENT
ARRANGEMENTS
AND EDITIONS OF
WHAT SWEETER
MUSIC

Over the years, "What
Sweeter  Music"  has
been  publ ished  in
several  editions  and
arrangements  to  suit
different  performing
forces.  Understanding
these options is crucial
when  searching  for
sheet  music.

Original
SATB
Choral
Score
The standard edition is
for  SATB  chorus  with
optional organ or piano
accompaniment. This is
t h e  v e r s i o n  m o s t
commonly  performed
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a n d  i s  a v a i l a b l e
t h r o u g h  O x f o r d
Un ivers i ty  P ress ,
R u t t e r ' s  p r i m a r y
publisher.  This  edition
includes the full  score
with all four vocal parts
a n d  t h e
accompaniment.  It  is
suitable  for  church
choirs,  school  choirs,
a n d  c o m m u n i t y
ensembles  of  average
ability.

Versions
for
Smaller
Ensemble
s
Rutter  also  authorized
arrangements  for
smaller  vocal  groups.
There is  a  version for
SSA (soprano, soprano,
alto)  which  is  popular

with  women's  choirs
and  treble  groups.
S im i la r l y ,  a  TTBB
(tenor, tenor, baritone,
bass)  arrangement
e x i s t s  f o r  m a l e
c h o r u s e s .  T h e s e
arrangements maintain
the  integrity  of  the
original while adapting
the  voice  leading  for
different  ranges.  If  you
are  looking  for  What
Sweeter  Music  John
Rutter  sheet  music
for a specific ensemble
type, these alternative
voicings  are  worth
seeking  out.

Instrume
ntal and
Orchestra
l
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Arrangem
ents
For  more  elaborate
performances,  there
are  arrangements  for
strings,  or  even  full
o r ches t ra .  These
settings  expand  the
a c c o m p a n i m e n t a l
t e x t u r e ,  a d d i n g
richness  and  color.
While  less  common
t h a n  t h e  c h o r a l
versions,  they  offer  a
stunning  option  for
larger  concerts  and
f e s t i v a l s .  T h e
orchestral  parts  are
typically  available  for
h i r e  r a t h e r  t h a n
purchase.

Digital
and Print

Editions
Sheet music for "What
Sweeter  Mus ic"  i s
ava i l ab le  i n  bo th
traditional print format
and  digital  download.
Digital  editions  are
convenient  for  quick
a c c e s s  a n d  f o r
projecting lyrics during
r e h e a r s a l s  o r
p e r f o r m a n c e s .
H o w e v e r ,  m a n y
conductors and singers
prefer  the  tangible
experience of a printed
score .  The  cho ice
between  digital  and
print often comes down
to personal preference
and  the  needs  of  the
ensemble.

WHERE TO FIND
AUTHENTIC WHAT
SWEETER MUSIC
JOHN RUTTER
SHEET MUSIC

Finding  legitimate,
high-quality  sheet
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music  is  essential  for
a n y  s e r i o u s
performance. Here are
the  best  sources  for
obtaining  authentic
What Sweeter Music
John  Rutter  sheet
music.

Oxford
University
Press (OUP)
Website: As the
primary
publisher, OUP
offers the most
reliable and
authentic
editions. Their
website allows
you to purchase
digital downloads
or physical
copies directly.
This is the safest
source for
ensuring you
have the correct,
legal version of
the music.
Major Music
Retailers:
Online retailers

like JW Pepper,
Sheet Music Plus,
and Musicroom
stock authorized
editions of
Rutter's works.
These stores
often provide
preview pages,
audio samples,
and customer
reviews that can
help you make
an informed
decision before
purchasing your
What Sweeter
Music John
Rutter sheet
music.
Local Music
Stores: If you
prefer to browse
in person, many
local music
stores that
specialize in
choral and
classical music
will carry Rutter's
works. The staff
at these stores
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can often offer
valuable advice
on editions and
performance
practice.
Library
Resources: For
research
purposes,
university and
conservatory
libraries often
have extensive
collections of
choral music,
including Rutter's
works. This can
be a cost-
effective way to
examine multiple
editions before
deciding which to
purchase for
your ensemble.

PERFORMANCE
TIPS FOR
CONDUCTORS AND
SINGERS

Once you have secured
your  copy  of  What

Sweeter  Music  John
Rutter  sheet  music,
t h e  n e x t  s t e p  i s
p r e p a r i n g  a
performance that does
justice to this beautiful
carol.  Here  are  some
practical tips.

Tempo
and
Phrasing
The  tempo  should  be
gentle  and  unhurried,
typically  around 60-66
beats per minute. The
music  should  flow
naturally, with phrases
breathing  at  the  ends
of musical lines rather
than  in  the  middle  of
words. Encourage your
singers to shape each
phrase  with  a  gentle
c r e s c e n d o  a n d
decrescendo,  creating
a  sense  of  ebb  and
flow.  The  phrasing



What Sweeter Music John Rutter Sheet Music 11

11

should  feel  organic,
like  a  lullaby.

Diction
and Text
Expressio
n
The text is the heart of
this piece. Every word
should  be  sung  with
clarity  and  meaning.
Pay special attention to
consonants,  especially
at the ends of phrases,
to  ensure  the  text  is
intelligible.  The  word
"sweeter" itself  should
be sung with a sense of
tenderness,  and  the
word  "carol"  should
feel  joyful  but  not
forced. Rutter's setting
is exquisitely sensitive
to the natural rhythms
of English, so trust the
text  to  guide  your
phrasing.  When  you

o p e n  y o u r  W h a t
Sweeter  Music  John
Rutter  sheet  music,
y o u  w i l l  s e e  h o w
c a r e f u l l y  h e  h a s
notated the rhythms to
match  the  speech
patterns.

Blend
and
Balance
Because the texture is
p r e d o m i n a n t l y
homophonic, blend and
b a l a n c e  a r e
pa ramount .  Each
section  should  listen
carefully to the others,
ensuring that no single
part  dominates.  The
soprano line should be
prominent  but  not
overpowering,  while
the inner voices should
provide warm support.
The bass line should be
present  and  grounded
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but not heavy. Aim for
a  unified,  corporate
sound  that  speaks  as
one voice.

Dynamic
Contrast
R u t t e r  p r o v i d e s
dynamic  markings  in
the  score,  from  the
hushed opening to the
fuller  climax  on  the
phrase  "the  birth  of
th is  our  heaven ly
King."  Follow  these
markings faithfully, but
a lso  add  your  own
subtle  nuances.  The
piece  benefits  from  a
wide  dynamic  range,
f r o m  t h e  s o f t e s t
pianissimo  to  a  rich,
resonant  mezzo-forte
at the climax. The final
verse  should  fade
gently  to  a  whisper,
leaving the audience in
a  s t a t e  o f  q u i e t
reflection.

Accompa
niment
Considera
tions
If  using  the  optional
accompaniment,  the
organ or  piano should
be played with a light,
flowing  touch.  The
accompaniment should
support  the  voices
without covering them.
In a church setting, the
organ's softer stops are
ideal. If using piano, a
gentle,  legato  touch
w i t h  t h o u g h t f u l
pedaling will create the
desired  atmosphere.
The  accompaniment
part  in  your  What
Sweeter  Music  John
Rutter sheet music is
we l l -marked  w i th
phrasing  and  dynamic
indications  that  will
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guide  you.

WHY WHAT
SWEETER MUSIC
REMAINS A
CHRISTMAS
FAVORITE

T h e  e n d u r i n g
popularity  of  "What
Sweeter  Music"  is  no
accident.  It  speaks  to
something deep within
the  human  sp i r i t ,
especially  during  the
Christmas season. The
carol's  message  of
peace, wonder, and joy
i s  un i ve r sa l ,  and
Rutter's musical setting
elevates that message
t o  s o m e t h i n g
transcendent.  Choirs
love singing it because
it  feels  rewarding  to
perform,  with  each
voice  part  having  its
own moment to shine.
Audiences love hearing
i t  b e c a u s e  i t  i s
beautiful,  accessible,
a n d  e m o t i o n a l l y
resonant.

Moreover,  the  piece
b r i d g e s  t h e  g a p
between  traditional
and  contemporary.  It
f ee l s  mode rn  ye t
rooted in the history of
English carol writing. It
is sophisticated enough
f o r  p r o f e s s i o n a l
e n s e m b l e s  y e t
approachab le  fo r
amateur  groups.  This
v e r s a t i l i t y  i s  a
testament  to  Rutter's
skill as a composer and
explains  why  What
Sweeter  Music  John
Rutter  sheet  music
cont inues  to  be  in
demand  year  after
year.
I n  a n  a g e  w h e r e
hol iday  music  can
s o m e t i m e s  f e e l
commercial ized  or
overly  familiar,  "What
Sweeter Music" offers a
moment  of  genuine
b e a u t y  a n d
contemplat ion .  I t
invites  l isteners  to
pause,


