
Sheffield Viola Ensemble & First Position Strings


Maintaining a sense of ensemble during lockdown 

Sheffield Viola Ensemble and First Position Strings (a beginners string group) are well established 
amateur adult music-making groups based in Sheffield. As well as enjoying making great music 
together, the monthly rehearsals and workshops also provide opportunities for socialising and 
establishing new friendships. This year has been challenging in so many ways and, when it 
became clear that playing together in the same room was no longer possible due to the COVID-19 
restrictions, the two groups bravely decided to embrace technology as a way to continue playing 
together, and collaborated to create the first of three virtual ensemble performance videos in April. 
The optimistic but cautious agreement to ‘give it a go’ prompted a steep learning curve for all!


Unfortunately, there is no easy way for multiple players to perform together ‘live’ online as the 
time lag destroys the ability to coordinate effectively in real time, and video conferencing 
platforms are set up to prioritise one voice to be heard at a time, removing the possibility of 
sounding multiple voices simultaneously. What we did manage to do, however - as many other 
groups have done in recent months - was to create the illusion of a live ensemble by combining 
individual recordings of multiple parts, made remotely, which were then edited together to present 
a complete ensemble on screen. To ensure parts were played at the same speed, a click track 
was provided to play along to (heard 
through headphones). Once the individual 
video clips were received, the audio was 
extracted from each one and mixed 
together to create a master track. The 
video clips were then edited to synchronise 
with that (this became one of those ‘useful 
new skills learnt during lockdown’!).


The first video was a performance of 
Bach's Passiontide chorale, O Haupt voll 
Blut und Wunden (O Sacred Head Now 
Wounded), which was uploaded on 
YouTube and shared via social media on 
Easter Sunday. Feedback from players 
suggested that - apart from simply enjoying 
watching how the video had turned out - 
the act of participating in the project had 
been very positive and had provided a sense of purpose and unity at a time when the world had 
become unfamiliar and frightening. The technology had been a challenge for most players, but 
there was a sense of having learnt new skills and having overcome the difficulties.


Some of the feedback:


“I really enjoyed listening to us all play together. Learning the technology to put it together did feel 
like a big achievement to me in itself” 

“Really glad I did this despite initial stress” 

“The main challenge - after my playing! - was trying to stop my earphones falling out!”   

“I think / hope I got the timing right, some of the intonation is a bit ropey but what with the phone, 
dog barking and the technology it was quite a challenge!” 

“I wish I’d remembered to smile!” 

“It was quite stressful with the click track and then the recording and playing the same few lines a 
million times. But knowing everyone else did the same and we got this as the result is teamwork at 
its best” 
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O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden 
(click on image to watch video)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ybFP_UcrBtg
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Our planned rehearsals and workshops were subsequently cancelled in May and June so, with a 
greater confidence and understanding of the practicalities involved, we set about recording a 
second, more challenging virtual ensemble performance: Hit the Road, Jack. This well-known 
rhythm and blues song made for a good contrast to the first video (although it was much harder to 

edit!). Unlike the Bach chorale, where each 
part plays in rhythmic unison throughout, 
this arrangement layers multiple rhythms 
(including dotted rhythms and off-beat 
chords in the accompaniment parts). This 
complexity made it much harder to 
synchronise parts convincingly both 
visually - in terms of matching bowing and 
fingering to the master audio track, and 
aurally - in managing to coordinate the 
individual audio tracks to produce a neat 
musical texture.


During the summer, we decided to produce 
a third video (for fun!). A member of 
Sheffield Viola Ensemble suggested The 
Jazz Waltz No. 2 by Shostakovich which 
was a great piece to arrange, allowing 

opportunities for the viola ensemble to take centre stage at times. The two musical groups are 
quite different in terms of ability, confidence and ensemble-playing experience. It was important to 
make the parts accessible and interesting for all. Apart from being performed a little ‘under 
tempo’, the piece was transposed into a 
friendlier key, and this time a full midi 
recording was made to play along with 
instead of a click track. The viola ensemble 
usually plays repertoire with multiple parts, 
so it made sense to produce a colourful 
variety of parts in this arrangement (four 
different parts throughout) to showcase the 
ensemble and its unique sound. 


I hope that the process of working together 
this way not only provided meaningful and 
relevant musical activity, but also helped to 
maintain a sense of ensemble for players in 
both groups. I wanted to reassure 
members that the groups would be 
sustained throughout the pandemic and 
still be there once it is over.  One regret is 
that not all members could participate 
where the need for technology prohibited 
them.


In September and October both ensembles met for their individual monthly rehearsals / 
workshops in carefully planned, Covid-secure sessions, and plan to continue in this way. 
Numbers are limited and players are seated at least two meters apart: wearing masks is 
mandatory throughout. The fire doors are kept open to allow for plenty of ventilation and there are 
no tea breaks (or mingling!). The general feeling is that - although it is slightly odd playing with a 
mask on, and playing with so much space between players is not ideal - it is a small price to pay 
for the pleasure in simply being in the same room again, and hearing the sounds of live 
instruments being played. We are looking forward to continuing like this until - one day! - we can 
throw off our masks and fill the space with many more enthusiastic players!   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Hit the Road, Jack! 
(click on image to watch video)

Jazz Waltz. No. 2 
(click on image to watch video)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oNEgo5Q3bPU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lc41hMPjDIk
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Jenny Jackson is a composer based in Sheffield. She teaches piano, composition and theory 
classes in Sheffield, and she is an ABRSM Theory examiner. She directs the  Sheffield Viola 
Ensemble and First Position Strings. If you are interested in joining Sheffield Viola Ensemble or 
attending a First Position Strings workshop, you can find out more information on the webpages 
or via social media. 


For commissions and any other enquiries email: jennyjacksoncomposer@yahoo.com 

Next SVE rehearsal: 
Saturday 12th December 

10 - 12pm 
£10 / £8 BVS members

Next workshop: 
Sunday 22nd November 

2.30 - 4.30pm 
£18 / £15 (concession 65+)
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http://www.jennyjacksoncomposer.com/sheffield-viola-ensemble
http://www.jennyjacksoncomposer.com/sheffield-viola-ensemble
http://www.jennyjacksoncomposer.com/first-position-strings

