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RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS (1872–1958)
A SEA SYMPHONY (SYMPHONY NO.1)
I A Song for All Seas, All Ships (Moderato maestoso)
II On the Beach at Night Alone (Largo sostenuto)
III Scherzo: The Waves (Allegro brillante)
IV The Explorers (Grave e molto adagio – Andante con moto)
In the early years of the 20th century, the sea was a popular subject
for composers – Elgar’s Sea Pictures (actually 1899), Debussy’s La mer,
Stanford’s Songs of the Sea and Frank Bridge’s The Sea being obvious
examples. Another preoccupation for British composers was the poetry
of the American Walt Whitman. Settings by Stanford, Charles Wood
and others paved the way for Delius, Holst and Harty and especially for
Ralph Vaughan Williams, who brought both these inspirations together
in A Sea Symphony. He had been introduced to Whitman’s work by
Bertrand Russell while they were undergraduates at Cambridge. It
was an enthusiasm that never cooled. In 1903 he began to sketch a
Whitman choral work tentatively called Songs of the Sea, the start of
the symphony’s seven-year gestation. The words were from various
Whitman poems to be found in Leaves of Grass, namely ‘Sea Drift’,
‘Song of the Exposition’ and ‘Passage to India’. ‘The shape of the work is
symphonic rather than maritime or dramatic,’ he wrote in 1911, ‘and this
may be held to justify the frequent repetition of important words and
phrases which occur in the poem. The words as well as the music are
thus treated symphonically.’
Between 1903 and the Sea Symphony’s completion in 1909, Vaughan
Williams collected hundreds of folk songs, edited The English Hymnal,
wrote three Norfolk Rhapsodies, studied with Ravel and composed the
Whitman setting Toward the Unknown Region. The Scherzo and slow
movement of what was for a while re-titled Ocean Symphony were
sketched first, followed by parts of the first movement and finale. In
1906 he wrote a movement for baritone and women’s chorus called
The Steersman, but discarded it. He knew by now that he was no longer
composing a cantata but a full-scale choral symphony (for soprano,
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baritone, chorus and orchestra) which at that date had few, if any,
predecessors. Much of the music is descriptive of the sea, particularly
The Waves, but in the other movements the sea becomes a metaphor for
a voyage into eternity.
Vaughan Williams completed the symphony in 1909 and conducted
the first performance (for a fee of 20 guineas) on 12 October 1910, his
38th birthday, at the Leeds Festival, where his shorter Whitman setting
Toward the Unknown Region had been a success in 1907. The symphony
was included in an evening concert in which the other work was
Rachmaninov’s Second Piano Concerto with the composer as soloist. Its
rapturous reception left no doubt that Vaughan Williams was now the
leading English figure in the post-Elgar generation.
THE MUSIC
Imagine the thrill for that first audience of hearing the work’s wonderful
opening – the fanfare on the brass followed by the full chorus’s exultant
‘Behold the sea itself’. It was customary at one time to damn this
passage with faint praise, conceding its adventurous spirit but pointing
out what Parry called its ‘impertinences’. Although the composer in his
old age referred to it jokingly as ‘that old thing’, he was always ready
to revisit the score and to make revisions. In 1918 he substituted some
words for the chorus to make them smoother to sing. In 1945, when
the work had been around for 35 years, he wrote after a performance
to the conductor Sir Adrian Boult: ‘If you ever do it again, do substitute
trombones for horns at the beginning – but not both. The other place,
“Soul thou pleasest me”, is more difficult – we have tried de-muting the
4th horn – but it sticks out too much.
‘Would you try a single cello muted and pp added to the 4th horn? I
believe that may solve it – but it must not be played like a solo with lots
of vibrato etc.’ This is a demonstration of how much he cared about the
sound effects he was wanting.
Themes from this introduction recur in various guises throughout
the work. The theme for the line ‘and on its limitless, heaving breast,
the ships’ was lifted from an early symphonic-poem, The Solent,

and reappeared nearly 50 years later in the Ninth Symphony. This
visionary passage is followed by jauntier, more obviously nautical music
introducing the baritone’s thoughts of ships, waves, flags and ‘a chant for
the sailors of all nations’. When the soprano enters, she too invokes the
idea of flags and ship-signals but introduces a more sombre and elegiac
mood with her mention of the ‘soul of man’ and one flag above all the
rest, ‘emblem of man elate above death’ and a ‘token ... of all that went
down doing their duty’. Here the music of the introduction underpins a
great choral climax. It is this ideal of a ‘pennant universal’ waving over
‘all sailors and ships’ that brings the movement to a quiet ending with a
reminiscence of the ‘Behold the sea’ theme by the soloists.
The slow movement is a nocturne for the baritone, accompanied first
by the semi-chorus (an innovation borrowed from Elgar’s The Dream of
Gerontius) and later by the full chorus. Dark and ambiguous harmonies
create a mystical, almost Delius-like atmosphere as the soloist, standing
on the shore under the bright stars, ponders ‘the clef of the universes
and of the future’, his words echoed by the semi-chorus of women’s
voices. Horns introduce a quicker episode as the baritone and chorus
contemplate ‘a vast similitude’ interlocking all. At the thought of this,
the music grows more ecstatic until the baritone’s opening music returns
and this poetic movement ends quietly, like many another Vaughan
Williams symphonic movement.
Philosophical meditation is banished from the Scherzo, which catered for
the virtuosity of the Leeds chorus. The soloists are silent and it is left to
the full chorus to describe the winds and waves ‘laughing and buoyant,
with curves’. The fanfare with which the work opened is recalled and
two folk songs, The Golden Vanity and The Bold Princess Royal, are
quoted. The trio section is a grand and broad Parry-esque tune depicting
the ‘great vessel sailing’ and the waves following in its wake. The last
two bars of the movement, when the chorus shouts ‘following’ after the
orchestra has stopped, were cribbed, on the composer’s admission, from
the end of the Gloria of Beethoven’s Mass in D.
The finale is the longest, most ambitious and – ‘sprawling and formless’
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as some have found it – most moving section of the symphony. It is
heavily indebted – and no worse for it – to Elgar’s Gerontius, as Vaughan
Williams specified, citing the phrase ‘Thou art calling me’ which can be
heard in the rapturous orchestral passage (with organ) that concludes
the introductory section, ‘O vast Rondure, swimming in space’. Next
a modal episode takes us to the Garden of Eden and the creation of
humankind. ‘Wherefore, unsatisfied soul?’ the semi-chorus asks, to be
answered by the full chorus with its declaration that ‘finally shall come
the poet worthy of that name, the true son of God shall come singing
his songs’. This is the cue for the return of the soloists with their ‘Bathe
me O God in thee’, excited at first but turning to a lyrical meditation on
‘silent thoughts, of Time and Space and Death’. This is the emotional
core of the symphony. They are rejoined by the chorus, also in visionary
mood. The end of the voyage is near. ‘Away O Soul! Hoist instantly the
anchor!’ sets off an outburst of shanty-like rhythms but soon subsides
into a calmer mood as the soloists sing ‘O farther, farther sail!’ and the
music recedes from our hearing like a ship disappearing over the horizon.
Michael Kennedy © 2014

1. A Song for All Seas, All Ships
Chorus
Behold, the sea itself,
And on its limitless, heaving breast, the ships;
See, where their white sails, bellying in the wind,
Speckle the green and blue,
See, the steamers coming and going, steaming in or out of port,
See, dusky and undulating, the long pennants of smoke.
Behold, the sea itself,
And on its limitless, heaving breast, the ships.
Baritone, Chorus
Today a rude brief recitative,
Of ships sailing the seas, each with its special flag or ship-signal,
Of unnamed heroes in the ships - of waves spreading and spreading far
as the eye can reach,
Of dashing spray, and the winds piping and blowing,
And out of these a chant for the sailors of all nations,
Fitful, like a surge.
Of sea captains young or old, and the mates, and of all intrepid sailors,
Of the few, very choice, taciturn, whom fate can never surprise nor death
dismay,
Pick’d sparingly, without noise by thee, old ocean, chosen by thee,
Thou sea that pickest and cullest the race in time, and unitest the
nations,
Suckled by thee, old husky nurse, embodying thee,
Indomitable, untamed as thee.
Soprano, Chorus
Flaunt out 0 sea your separate flags of nations!
Flaunt out visible as ever the various flags and ship-signals’
But do you reserve especially for yourself and for the soul of man one
flag above all the rest,
A spiritual woven signal for all nations, emblem of man elate above
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death.
Token of all brave captains and of all intrepid sailors and mates,
And of all that went down doing their duty,
Reminiscent of them, twined from all intrepid captains young or old,
Soprano, Baritone, Chorus
A pennant universal, subtly waving all time, o’er all brave sailors,
All ships, all ships.
2 On the Beach at Night Alone
Baritone, Altos
On the beach at night alone,
As the old mother sways her to and fro, singing her husky song,
As I watch the bright stars shining - I think a thought of the clef of the
universes and of the future.
Baritone, Semi-chorus
A vast similitude interlocks all,
All distances of place however wide,
All distances of time,
All souls, all living bodies though they be ever so different,
All nations, all identities that have existed or may exist,
All lives and deaths, all of the past, present, future,
This vast similitude spans them, and always has spanned, and shall
forever span them, and shall compactly hold and enclose them.
3 Scherzo: The Waves
Chorus
After the sea-ship, after the whistling winds,
After the white-grey sails taut to their spars and ropes,
Below, a myriad, myriad waves hastening, lifting up their necks,
Tending in ceaseless flow toward the track of the ship,
Waves of the ocean bubbling and gurgling, blithely prying,
Waves, undulating wave; liquid, uneven, emulous waves,
Toward that whirling current, laughing and buoyant, with curves,
Where the great vessel sailing and tacking displaced the surface,

Larger and smaller waves in the spread of the ocean yearnfully flowing,
The wake of the sea-ship after she passes, flashing and frolicsome under
the sun,
A motley procession with many a fleck of foam and many fragments,
Following the stately and rapid ship, in the wake following.
4 The Explorers
Chorus
0 vast Rondure, swimming in space,
Cover’d all over with visible power and beauty,
Alternate light and day and the teeming spiritual darkness,
Unspeakable high processions of sun and moon and countless stars
above,
Below, the manifold grass and waters,
With inscrutable purpose, some hidden prophetic intention,
Now first it seems my thoughts begin to span thee.
Tenors, Basses
Down from the gardens of Asia descending,
Adam and Eve appear, then their myriad progeny after them,
Wandering, yearning, with restless explorations,
With questionings, baffled, formless, feverish, with never-happy hearts,
With that sad incessant refrain,
Semi-chorus
‘Wherefore unsatisfied soul?
Whither 0 mocking life?’
Tenors, Basses
Ah, who shall soothe these feverish children?
Who justify these restless explorations?
Who speak the secret of impassive earth?
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Chorus
Yet soul be sure the first intent remains, and shall be carried out,
Perhaps even now the time has arrived.
After the seas are all cross’d,
After the great captains have accomplish’d their work,
After the noble inventors,
Finally shall come the poet worthy of that name,
The true son of God shall come singing his songs.
Soprano, Baritone
0 we can wait no longer,
We too take ship, 0 Soul,
Joyous we too launch out on trackless seas,
Fearless for unknown shores on waves of ecstasy to sail,
Amid the wafting winds (thou pressing me to thee, I thee to me, 0 Soul),
Caroling free, singing our song of God,
Chanting our chant of pleasant exploration.
Baritone
0 Soul thou pleasest me, I thee.
Soprano, Baritone
Sailing these seas or on the hills, or waking in the night,
Thoughts, silent thoughts, of Time and Space and Death, like waters
flowing,
Bear me indeed as through the regions infinite,
Whose air I breathe, whose ripples hear, lave me all over,
Bathe me 0 God in thee, mounting to thee,
I and my soul to range in range of thee.
Soprano, Baritone, Chorus
0 Thou transcendent,
Nameless, the fibre and the breath,
Light of the light, shedding forth universes, thou centre of them.

Baritone
Swiftly I shrivel at the thought of God,
At Nature and its wonders, Time and Space and Death,
But that I, turning, call to thee 0 Soul, thou actual Me,
And lo, thou gently masterest the orbs,
Thou matest Time, smilest content at Death,
And fillest, swellest full the vastnesses of Space.
Chorus
Greater than stars or suns,
Bounding 0 Soul thou journeyest forth;
Soprano, Baritone, Chorus
Away 0 Soul! Hoist instantly the anchor!
Cut the hawsers- haul out- shake out every sail!
Sail forth - steer for the deep waters only,
Reckless 0 Soul, exploring, I with thee, and thou with me,
For we are bound where mariner has not yet dared to go,
And we will risk the ship, ourselves and all.
0 my brave Soul!
0 farther, farther sail!
0 daring joy, but safe! Are they not all the seas of God?
0 farther, farther sail!
Walt Whitman (1819–1892)
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BARBIROLLI, VAUGHAN WILLIAMS AND THE HALLÉ
IN MANCHESTER’S FREE TRADE HALL, OCTOBER 1957
from the Hallé Archive
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A LONDON SYMPHONY (SYMPHONY NO.2)
I Lento – allegro risoluto
II Lento
III Scherzo (Nocturne). Allegro vivace
IV Finale – Epilogue.
The first mention of A London Symphony is in a letter from Vaughan
Williams to the folk-song collector Cecil Sharp in July 1911. ‘I am in
the middle of a great work’, he wrote, ‘& unless I get stuck in it I don’t
want to leave it’. This suggests he may even have begun to compose
it as early as 1910. His friend the composer George Butterworth had
urged him to write a symphony, so some sketches for a symphonic poem
about London were looked out and ‘thrown into symphonic form’. The
day after the first performance on 27 March 1914, Butterworth wrote
to V.W. that he was ‘frightfully glad’ that ‘you have at last achieved
something worthy of your gifts ... I really advise you not to alter a note
of the Symph. until after its second performance (which is bound to
come soon) - the passages I kicked at didn’t bother me at all, because
the music as a whole is so definite that a little occasional meandering
is pleasant rather than otherwise. As to the scoring, I frankly don’t
understand how it all comes off so well, but it does all sound right, so
there’s nothing more to be said’.
The general critical reception of the symphony was favourable but
the composer himself – according to the critic A.H. Fox Strangways
– went about ‘asking friends to tell him what to cut out’. So it is clear
that he was dissatisfied with it from the start. Within a week of the
first performance, he had an inquiry from Paris about a projected
performance at the Théâtre du Châtelet. There was also mention of
an Edinburgh performance. Neither materialised. At some point in this
period, the manuscript full score was sent to Germany, whence it never
returned. Butterworth organised a reconstruction from the original parts
with the help of Vaughan Williams, E. J. Dent, and Geoffrey Toye (who
had conducted the first performance).
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This score was used on 18 February 1918, when Adrian Boult conducted
and the composer, on leave from the army, was present. After this the
long process of revision began. Boult planned a repeat performance
for 18 March and Vaughan Williams wrote to him late in February: ‘I
agree with you that the last movement & possibly the scherzo ... are too
long – but it is re-writing they want – I do not think that mechanical
cutting, however skilfully done, wd. be satisfactory’. More revisions
were made for a performance conducted by Albert Coates on 4 May
1920. This was followed by publication of the score in the same year. It
carried a dedication to the memory of Butterworth who had been killed
in action in 1916. Further revisions were made in 1933 (‘some of the bad
bits were cut out’, V.W. said) and a few more in 1934. The revised full
score appeared in 1936. Performance and recording of the original 1913
score were authorised not long before her death in 2007 by Vaughan
Williams’s widow Ursula. The restored cuts amounted to 20 minutes of
music, some of it very fine.
Vaughan Williams said that the Symphony ‘must stand or fall as
“absolute” music’ and that a better title might have been ‘Symphony
by a Londoner’ (he composed most of it in his home in Cheyne Walk,
Chelsea, with its superb view of the river). In an article written in 1912
while he was working on the symphony, he asked: ‘Is it not possible
that the English composer has something to say to his own countrymen
that no-one of any other age and any other country can say? Have
we not all about us forms of musical expression which we can purify
and raise to the level of great art?’ In this symphony street cries, the
Abbey chimes, the Cockney’s mouth-organ and accordion, are raised
to the level of great art. Mahler would have approved. The influence of
Debussy and Stravinsky can be detected, also – though less obviously
– that of Elgar, whose evocation of late-Victorian London in Cockaigne
(1901) is celebratory where Vaughan Williams is generally tragic and
sombre although his orchestration is as vivid. When in 1951 he revised
the scoring of his then existing six symphonies, he omitted the London,
telling Sir John Barbirolli that it was ‘past mending though indeed with

and horns. Undoubtedly some grimmer aspect of city life – the hunger
marches, the slums – is the inspiration of this part of the symphony. The
The slow, quiet introduction to the first movement depicts dawn, with
march theme is worked up to an impassioned climax, its final statement
London ‘lying still’, as Wordsworth saw it. Harp and clarinet sound the
being crowned by a stroke on the gong. The Westminster Chimes sound
half-hour of the Westminster chimes, the music wakes to busy life and
the third quarter and the Epilogue begins with a rippling figure which
the main allegro section begins with one tune after another scurrying
tells us that the Thames is its subject. The composer said that this
along. A declamatory second subject (woodwind and brass) leads into
Epilogue was suggested by a passage in H. G. Wells’s novel Tono-Bungay
a high-spirited episode and this is followed, after a brief return to the
where London is described as seen from a warship sailing down the river
material of the first subject group, by a quiet, delicately scored passage
which perhaps depicts a church or one of London’s parks. The movement towards the sea: ‘To run down the Thames so is to run one’s hand over
the pages in the book of England from end to end. The old cries and the
ends with a grandiose restatement of the second subject.
old devotions glide abeam, astern, sink down upon the horizon, pass –
Vaughan Williams likened the slow movement to ‘Bloomsbury Square
pass. The river passes – London passes, England passes . . . ’ Fragments
on a November afternoon’. Against a background of wide-spaced
of earlier themes are recalled and, after a final elegiac violin solo and
chords on the strings, the cor anglais plays a melancholy tune marked
solemn chords, the music swells to a quiet end – and a prophetic one,
misterioso. This opening passage is repeated in E major scored for harps too. Six months after the first performance England was at war with
and trombones and with a horn taking over from the cor anglais and
Germany and the 42-year-old composer of A London Symphony had
sounding the rising fourth which is a thematic feature of the introduction enlisted in the army.
to the first movement. Viola and woodwind have a dialogue which
quotes a lavender-seller’s cry and the jingle of hansom-cabs is heard. The Michael Kennedy © 2011
music now becomes restless and eerie and rises twice to a passionate
climax. As this subsides, the main themes of the movement are heard
again and the solo viola closes the movement poetically.
all its faults I love it still – indeed it is my favourite of my family of six’.

The scherzo is perhaps the most picturesque movement and is the most
heavily revised. It begins vivaciously with fragments of themes tossed
about in the orchestra. A fugato section is more portentous. The scherzo
section is repeated and a bassoon links it with the trio (in C major) in
which a convivial Cockney scene, centred on a mouth-organ (muted
horns) and piano accordion, is vividly evoked. The high spirits yield to
a more sombre and almost sinister treatment of the principal themes.
Horn and violin solo continue this elegiac vein and the movement ends in
reflective mood.
The finale opens with a tragic appassionato theme like a cry of despair.
Cellos introduce a slow march theme which leads directly into an
animated allegro section dominated by a solemn theme for strings
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PASTORAL SYMPHONY (SYMPHONY NO.3)
I Molto moderato
II Lento moderato
III Moderato pesante
IV Lento – Moderato maestoso
Why did Vaughan Williams call his Symphony No.3 Pastoral Symphony?
Certainly not to provide a comparison with Beethoven. There are no
imitation bird‑calls, no thunderstorms and no ‘awakening of happy
feelings on arriving in the countryside’.
Vaughan Williams’s Pastoral – which I tend to think is his greatest
and most original symphony – begins with flutes and bassoons playing
oscillating triads in quavers, followed by a solo violin accompanied by
tremolando chords. The mood is gently elegiac and dark, and there lies
the clue. The symphony is directly related to the First World War of
1914‑18.
Vaughan Williams, although forty‑one when war was declared, enlisted
as a private in the Royal Army Medical Corps and served as a wagon
orderly in France. Like many others, he never spoke afterwards of the
horrors he had witnessed there, but they left their mark. He began
this symphony shortly after his return to civilian life and completed
it by June 1921 (the scoring was slightly revised in 1950‑51 for a
performance by the Hallé).
The composer never publicly gave any clues as to what lay behind the
music, leaving its title to mislead most commentators into portraying
it as a kind of Cotswold rhapsody or a distillation of English folksong
(partly true) and into making silly remarks about cows looking over
gates or ‘V.W. rolling over and over in a ploughed field’. Although it was
first performed only three years after the end of that terrible war, no
one made the connection despite the Last Post clue.
To his future wife, Ursula, he confided in 1939: ‘It’s not really lambkins
frisking at all, as most people take for granted ... It’s really wartime
music – a great deal of it incubated when I used to go up night after
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night with the ambulance wagon at Écoivres and we went up a steep
hill and there was a wonderful Corot‑like landscape in the sunset.’ So
the Pastoral label is explained: not the Cotswolds, but battle‑scarred
France, a peaceful landscape defiled by man‑made war. Ironic, perhaps.
It is characteristic of Vaughan Williams that what might be called his
‘war requiem’ is not full of trumpets and drums, nor of angry harmonic
dissonances, but looks above the battle to the transcendence of sunsets
and Corot.
Undulating woodwind chords and consecutive triads on lower strings
establish a contemplative mood such as one hears in the finale of
Ravel’s Ma mère l’Oye. The rich scoring of Vaughan Williams’s A London
Symphony has been left behind. The second movement’s use of natural
notes was inspired by the wartime memory of a bugler sounding
a seventh in mistake for an octave; the cadenza for E flat trumpet
creates the effect of an ethereal Last Post and it provokes an anguished
heart‑cry before it returns on the horn.
Vaughan Williams described the scherzo as ‘of the nature of a slow
dance’ although it ends with some fast and mysteriously quiet music.
Some of the material was sketched before 1914 when Vaughan Williams
was music director at Stratford‑upon‑Avon and was contemplating a
setting involving Falstaff and the fairies in the Windsor Forest scene of
Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor. The most overtly emotional
movement of the symphony is its finale. Its unrestrainedly impassioned
central outburst might be the Écoivres sunset, but it seems to me to
represent the composer’s reaction to the loss of friends – the musical
counterpart to the words he wrote to Gustav Holst in 1916:
‘I sometimes dread coming back to normal life with so many gaps,
especially of course George Butterworth … Out of those seven who
joined up together in August 1914 only three are left’.
The finale begins and ends with a wordless vocalise for solo soprano,
first heard over a very soft drumroll but unaccompanied when it returns.
So the human voice intrudes upon the landscape, but it is an ethereal,
transcendental voice. Is it a girl singing over the killing‑fields, or

something more mystical? Elgar, in the second of his wartime recitations
with orchestra, Une voix dans le désert (1915), hit upon the same
poignant device of a girl’s song. It is unlikely that Vaughan Williams ever
heard Elgar’s piece, but it is nevertheless a curious coincidence that two
of the greatest English composers should have used a similar method of
conveying wartime emotion recollected in a kind of tranquillity.
The first performance of the Pastoral Symphony was in the Queen’s Hall,
London, on 26 January 1922 at a Royal Philharmonic Society concert
conducted by Adrian Boult. He remembered that afterwards Vaughan
Williams gently rebuked him for his slow tempi. Some time later he
attended a performance which V.W. conducted in which the tempi were
just as slow. He challenged him about this and received the reply: ‘Well,
you see, I’ve conducted it myself several times now and find that it’s not
as boring as I feared.’
Michael Kennedy © 2014
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SYMPHONY NO.4 IN F MINOR
I Allegro
II Andante moderato
III Scherzo: Allegro molto
IV Finale con epilogo fugato: Allegro molto
The dissonance and harshness of Vaughan Williams’s Fourth Symphony
took many listeners by surprise when Adrian Boult conducted the BBC
Symphony Orchestra in the first performance in Queen’s Hall, London,
on 10 April 1935. Yet they should not have done. A tougher harmonic
idiom had been detectable in his oratorio Sancta Civitas (1923-5), in the
Piano Concerto composed between 1926 and 1931 and in the masque
for dancing Job (1930). Vaughan Williams began to write the symphony
in 1931 and completed it in 1934. As early as 6 January 1932 enough
was ready to be played through on two pianos to Holst, as was Vaughan
Williams’s custom. While Holst was in America in April of that year, he
wrote to V.W.: ‘How’s the new Sym.? When I get home in July, I want a
2-piano field day of both old and new versions’, so we can deduce that
he had made various suggestions which had been acted upon. He did not
live to hear the finished work.
Inevitably, the symphony’s boisterous mood and its grinding opening
discord led commentators to interpret it as a reflection of the
increasingly dangerous international situation, especially in Germany.
But writing to a friend in 1937, Vaughan Williams emphatically denied
this. ‘I wrote it’, he said, ‘not as a definite picture of anything external
– e.g. the state of Europe – but simply because it occurred to me like
that’. The only clue he gave was when he told friends that he began the
symphony after he had read an account in The Times of a festival of
contemporary music. A present-day critic, Geoff Brown, writing in the
RVW Society Journal (No.21, June 2001) plausibly traced this article
to 1 August 1931 when H. C. Colles wrote a retrospect of the previous
week’s festival of the International Society of Contemporary Music.
Discussing trends in modern symphonic writing, Colles wrote: ‘They all
rely on the same order of stimuli. The hearer is prodded into activity
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by dissonance, soothed by sentiment, overwhelmed by the power of
a battering climax. The appeal is primarily sensuous, even though the
composer makes play with formal processes of thematic development,
such as fugato, basso ostinato or variations ... Perhaps there is no new
principle to be discovered and the only thing to do is to make good music
on an old principle ...’
Reading that, Vaughan Williams may well have said to himself: ‘Just like
Beethoven in his Fifth Symphony’, because V.W.’s Fourth Symphony in
several respects emulates the ground-plan of Beethoven’s Fifth as well
as ‘playing with the formal processes’ of fugato and ostinato and relying
on ‘the same order of stimuli’ that Colles cited. It is remarkable, and Mr
Brown’s detective work struck oil. Like so much music, the symphony
contains an element of self-portraiture and perhaps of personal
frustration. Many of his friends recognised V.W.’s outbursts of temper in
his music, his gusty humour and ribaldry. Perhaps that is why he said at
a rehearsal: ‘I don’t know if I like it, but it’s what I meant’.
THE MUSIC
The first movement begins with two four-note phrases which run
through the symphony as unifying motifs. The second subject is an
ardent melody for strings (‘soothed by sentiment’). This is elbowed aside
by a march-like theme for horns and strings which, transferred to strings
in D flat, brings the movement to a sombre close.
The slow movement is based on the second motto-theme, now heard on
trumpets and trombones, then woodwind. Muted violins have a dirge-like
theme over a plucked bass which leads to a long and bleak flute solo.
The Scherzo is rumbustious, with a trio in which V.W. seems almost to
parody his folk-dance style.
As in Beethoven, a bridge passage erupts into the Finale’s march-theme
over an ‘oompah’ bass (V.W.’s term). There are reminiscences of the first
movement before a fugal epilogue reaches ‘a battering climax’ with
the return of the work’s grinding opening bars. The end is a chord in F,
slammed in our face.
Michael Kennedy © 2008

SYMPHONY NO.5 IN D
I Preludio
II Scherzo
III Romanza
IV Passacaglia
The year 1937 saw a hiatus in Vaughan Williams’s creative work. He had
no big project in hand except the ongoing plan for an opera based on
Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, an ambition that had obsessed him since
1906, when he wrote some incidental music for an amateur production.
In 1921 he wrote an ‘episode’ in one act, The Shepherds of the Delectable
Mountains. Over the next 15 years he composed three operas, the
Fourth Symphony, the Piano Concerto, the ballet Job and other works,
but the Bunyan opera was always in his mind. To a friend he wrote in
July 1937 that ‘my private opinion is that I have dried up’. In the same
month he asked his friend, the composer Gerald Finzi, to send him a list
of available recordings of the works of Sibelius. But sometime in 1938
he was asked for two items to be performed by military band as part of
a pageant – England’s Pleasant Land – to be held at Westcott in Surrey.
We now know that these items contained music that later appeared
in the first movement of what was to become the Fifth Symphony and
were written years earlier and intended for the Pilgrim opera.
Vaughan Williams knew now that he had not dried up. What was the
cause of the return of his creativity? Perhaps it was the immersion in
Sibelius’s music. Or perhaps the entry into his life in the autumn of 1937
of an army officer’s wife nearly 40 years his junior, Ursula Wood. Their
friendship led directly to the composition of the idyllic Serenade to Music
during 1938 and to rumours of a new symphony. Evidently the composer
had decided that the Bunyan opera might never materialise (although it
was eventually completed and produced at Covent Garden in 1951), so
he diverted some of its themes to a symphony on which he worked from
1938 until early in 1943. It was played through by the BBC Symphony
Orchestra conducted by Sir Adrian Boult at Bedford (the orchestra’s
wartime home) on 25 May. The first public performance was given by
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the London Philharmonic Orchestra at the Proms in London on 24 June.
Vaughan Williams conducted in place of Sir Henry Wood, who had been
taken ill. The symphony was dedicated to Sibelius ‘without permission’.
(The Finnish composer wrote in his diary after he heard the symphony:
‘Yesterday a great moment like a caress from a summer world. Heard
the symphony that Vaughan Williams has dedicated to me.’)
Most of the reaction to such a generally tranquil work in 1943 in
the midst of the Second World War was that it was a valedictory
benediction. Vaughan Williams was 70 and this brought his work full
circle. Who could have guessed that four more symphonies and many
other works were to follow and that the peaceful end of the Fifth would
be followed by the cataclysmic opening of the Sixth? Although the
serene tranquillity makes a predominant impact, there are harmonic
tensions and dissonances which indicate that all is not quite as it might
seem. The links with the Pilgrim’s Progress opera were concealed except
in the third-movement ‘Romanza’, which was originally headed by a
quotation from Bunyan. Its beautiful cor anglais theme is sung in the
opera to the words: ‘He hath given me rest by His sorrow and life by
His death.’ The symphony is scored for a conventional orchestra, with
no exotic instruments and timpani the only percussion. There is no
harp. ‘English’ though the work’s background may be, the music is often
influenced by Ravel, with whom Vaughan Williams had studied in 1908.
In spite of the work’s dedication to Sibelius, the listener who seeks
resemblances in Vaughan Williams’s Fifth Symphony to the style
and method of the Finnish composer will not find much to justify his
zeal. One obvious similarity, though, is that each man began his fifth
symphony with a horn‑call. Played in D major by two horns above
low Cs on cellos and basses, this call dominates a movement in which
Vaughan Williams is at pains to emphasise the vagueness, one might say
instability, of its tonality. D major is established only by (in Frank Howes’s
graphic phrase) ‘gravitational pull’.
A thrilling change into E major for the second subject affirms the
aspiring mood of the symphony, which to some degree resembles the

‘Alleluia’ motif from his hymn-tune ‘For all the saints’. An allegro middle
section is dominated by a three‑note figure containing a flattened second
that is repeated like a warning by one woodwind instrument after
another. The music becomes suddenly tempestuous, with tremolando
strings – I suppose this passage is really rather Sibelian – and subsides
into a return of the horn‑call and a recapitulation of the principal
material.
The fleeting ‘Scherzo’ begins with a pentatonic figure on the lower
strings but is notable for the explosive brass and croaking woodwind. It
is built from several short themes, irregular in rhythm and contrasting in
mood. The general atmosphere is one of uneasiness.
The slow ‘Romanza’ movement is closest in spirit and substance to the
music of the Pilgrim’s Progress opera. Triads on the strings introduce the
tranquil cor anglais theme in C. An agitated episode is calmed by a solo
horn playing the cor anglais melody. This material is repeated but in a
varied form culminating in an impassioned ‘Alleluia’. Thenceforward all is
calm.
The finale, a ‘Passacaglia’, begins in D major. The theme is played by
cellos and is followed by a counter-theme that again sounds like ‘Alleluia’.
In the variations that follow, this motif is a dominant feature, contrasted
with a scherzando and really quite jolly version of the passacaglia theme.
A fragment of this tune is repeated several times to herald the inevitable
return of the horn-calls from the start of the symphony, a climactic
moment that may recall a similar passage in Ravel’s Daphnis et Chloé.
Another motif from the first movement inaugurates the symphony’s
epilogue. Henceforward the composer uses no accidentals and the music
achieves an other-worldly calm, the basses ending in the depths of D, the
upper strings climbing to some celestial A.
Michael Kennedy © 2012
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SYMPHONY NO.6 IN E MINOR
I Allegro –
II Moderato –
III Scherzo: Allegro vivace –
IV Epilogue: Moderato
Vaughan Williams’s Sixth Symphony was composed between 1944
and 1947 and first performed at the Royal Albert Hall in London on 21
April 1948, conducted by Adrian Boult. Its starting-point was a theme
composed for, but not used in, the wartime film Flemish Farm (1943),
while another of its themes was intended for some incidental music for
Shakespeare’s Richard II. This is significant because Vaughan Williams
had begun to write film music in 1940. He enjoyed it and found it had a
liberating effect on his imagination and encouraged him to make more
extravagant use of the orchestra.
The Sixth caused a sensation at its premiere and was performed 100
times in two years. Nothing like that had occurred in English music
since Elgar’s First Symphony in 1908. Its beginning explodes in our
ears like an avalanche. It has a slow movement in which an insistent
Shostakovich-like three-note motif grows menacingly louder, as if
describing the relentless approach of some monstrous apparition. The
Scherzo is like a hell’s kitchen of jazz and wailing saxophones; then it
suddenly fizzles out into little fragments of sound and moves into a
finale that never rises above a whisper, a ‘Waste Land’, yet with an oboe
projecting a ghostly ray of hope (perhaps?) before the music dwindles
away into oblivion.
Surely there was an external programme here? It’s a war symphony,
some critics said, the first post-Hiroshima symphony, depicting a world
laid waste by atomic warfare. Malcolm Sargent said the Scherzo
described the night during the war when a bomb hit the Café de Paris
in London, killing the band and dozens of dancers. The composer angrily
denied it. ‘Can’t a man just write a piece of music?’ All he would say was
that the finale could best be summed up in Prospero’s words from The
Tempest: ‘We are such stuff as dreams are made on, and our little life
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is rounded with a sleep’. He liked the description of it as ‘an agnostic’s
Paradiso’. So where does that leave us? Most safely with the music itself,
undoubtedly one of V.W.’s most masterly creations from every point of
view. As a musical argument, it is taut and technically fascinating. The
first movement contains one of the richest and most romantic melodies
he ever wrote, an extraordinary contrast to the violence around it.
The orchestration throughout is expansive, virtuosic, magniloquently
expressive.
The Sixth Symphony inaugurated the prolific and fruitful 15-year
creative spell that ended in the year of Vaughan Williams’s death with
another symphony in E minor, his Ninth, yet it is a transition work in
that it links his pre-1939 and post-1945 music. It is a kind of personal
retrospective, acknowledging the influence of Holst, particularly ‘Mars’
and ‘Neptune’ from The Planets, and harking back (almost by way of
thematic quotation) to V.W.’s one-act opera Riders to the Sea, composed
in the 1920s and another study in tragic desolation. When the Sixth
appeared, audiences just released from the anxieties of war into the
anxieties of peace, recognised its reflection of a deep spiritual struggle.
THE MUSIC
The symphony is constructed from the opposition of major and minor
thirds, the interval of the augmented fourth and a conflict of tonalities.
The Allegro opens precipitately and dramatically with a clash of E
minor and F minor. The music then becomes restless and jaunty, with
prominent saxophone and side-drum. A ‘close-harmony’ type of tune
lends a jazzy flavour. The ‘official’ second subject, in a modal B minor,
is concerned, as are other themes, with the augmented fourth in
alternations of major and minor. The development section maps this
lyrical melody’s efforts to gain ascendancy, culminating in its enunciation
by the full brass, and later in its romantic transformation to E major for
strings over chords for harps and trombones. Back comes the ferocity of
the opening, but this subsides to an emphatic chord on the lower strings
that merges into the beginning of the second movement on trumpets.
Here, the argument is between themes a semitone apart. A tense

expectancy is heightened by the emergence of a three-note rhythmic
figure, ominously reiterated on trumpets and drums. Four times this
builds up to a furious climax. When its passion is spent, the cor anglais
utters a lament and the drums rumble quietly before the Scherzo erupts
in a noisy display of fugal energy.
The clatter of xylophones adds to the Scherzo’s exhilarating frenzy. The
trio brings little respite, its saxophone tune later becoming a sarcastic
march. The way to the Scherzo repeat is found by a succession of
descending augmented fourths, accompanied by tremolando violins. The
movement loses its momentum and disintegrates; then the Epilogue
begins.
This is directed to be played sempre pianissimo e senza crescendo
(‘always very quietly, without any crescendo’). The composer described
it as ‘whiffs of theme drifting about’. Tonality veers between E and
F. There is a sighing phrase for brass and strings and an oboe elegy.
Finally, violins and violas alternate chords of E minor and E major, while
pizzicato cellos and basses recall the movement’s main theme. The music
drifts from our hearing toward an unknown region.
Michael Kennedy © 2014
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SINFONIA ANTARTICA (SYMPHONY NO.7)
I Prelude: Andante maestoso
II Scherzo: Moderato
III Landscape: Lento
IV Intermezzo: Andante sostenuto
V Epilogue: Alla marcia, moderato (non troppo allegro)
During the 1950s, the Hallé and its Permanent Conductor, Sir John
Barbirolli, enjoyed a warm and fruitful collaboration with Vaughan
Williams, which included the premieres of the composer’s Seventh
(Sinfonia antartica) and Eighth Symphonies. The relationship dated back
to 1944, when Barbirolli and the Hallé made the first recording of the
Fifth. During the orchestra’s 1951–2 season, to mark the composer’s
80th birthday, a cycle was given of all his symphonies to date, at the
end of which, after a performance of the Sixth in Sheffield on 22 March,
Barbirolli announced to the audience that the composer’s next symphony
was finished and that the Hallé would have the honour of giving its
premiere.
The new work had its origins in Vaughan Williams’s score for the 1948
film Scott of the Antarctic. Even after the film’s release, the music and
the subject would not leave him alone; between 1949 and 1952 it took
on symphonic proportions, becoming the Sinfonia antartica, with its
material drawn from the film score. Vaughan Williams dedicated it to
Ernest Irving, who had invited him to compose the music for the film
and conducted the recording. The scoring of the film (and hence the
symphony) is one of the composer’s most original concepts; it includes
a wordless solo soprano and three-part small women’s chorus, organ,
piano and extensive tuned and untuned percussion.
The premiere of the Sinfonia antartica was given at the Free Trade Hall,
Manchester, on 14 January 1953, with the soprano Margaret Ritchie, the
women of the Hallé Choir and the Hallé, conducted by Barbirolli. The late
Michael Kennedy, the great authority on Vaughan Williams, explained in
his masterly study The Works of Vaughan Williams, that in the artists’
room afterwards the composer first dubbed Barbirolli with the sobriquet
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‘glorious John’. Barbirolli and the Hallé made the first recording of the
work in June that year.
Vaughan Williams came from radical stock – the Wedgwoods and
Darwins – from whom he inherited a questing spirit that manifested
itself as a characteristic aspect of his art. This is reflected in a spiritual,
humanistic sense in the opera The Pilgrim’s Progress as well as, in
Sinfonia antartica, in terms of humanity’s thirst to explore. Captain
Scott’s ill-fated expedition to reach the South Pole struck a resonance
in Vaughan Williams, so that the symphony may be seen as a symbol
of humanity pitted against the forces of implacable nature. This is
emphasised too in the quotations that head each of its five movements.
THE MUSIC
The Prelude’s heroic theme was the film’s title music, and it recurs as a
significant motif during the work. It gives way to the chilling evocation
of the Antarctic wilderness by tuned percussion (glockenspiel, xylophone
and vibraphone), wind machine, piano and celesta, keening voices and
the empty, freezing line of the solo soprano. The two protagonists are
set side by side, as reflected in the quotation from Shelley’s Prometheus
Unbound, as the explorers prepare:
To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite,
To forgive wrongs darker than death or night,
To defy Power, which seems omnipotent …
Neither to change nor falter nor repent,
This … is to be
Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free.
This is alone Life, Joy, Empire and Victory!
The Scherzo is prefaced by a quotation from Psalm 104:
There go the ships:
And there is that Leviathan
Whom thou hast made to take his pastime therein.
The word ‘Leviathan’ refers to a section marked ‘Whales’ in the film
score from which the Scherzo is reworked. The whales are epitomised

INSIDE THE ORIGINAL SCORE OF SINFONIA ANTARTICA.SIGNED BY R.V.W.,
BARBIROLLI AND MEMBERS OF THE HALLÉ CHOIR AND ORCHESTRA
from the Hallé Archive

by a descending motif played by cor anglais and lower winds, tuba and
cello. Apart from them, the lolloping gait of penguins is easily identified
on clarinets, then playfully divided between the trumpets.
Landscape, the symphony’s centrepiece, is its most powerful movement.
It is headed by Coleridge’s description of an Alpine glacier in his Hymn
Before Sun-rise, in the Vale of Chamouni:
Ye ice falls! Ye that from the mountain’s brow
Adown enormous ravines slope amain –
Torrents, methinks, that heard a mighty voice,
And stopped at once amid their maddest plunge!
Motionless torrents! Silent cataracts!
The music originates from the section where Scott’s party make the
gruelling ascent of a glacier. With its recurring second intervals, grinding
together like moving ice, block chords and a slow canon – heard initially
between flutes with piccolo, plus trumpets, trombones and tuba, as well
as an organ pedal – the music portrays in an almost tactile manner the
painful step-by-step struggle of the explorers. The climax is a master
stroke, as the organ thunders in fortissimo, providing a vivid musical
metaphor for both the vastness and bulk of the glacier, and the courage
of the men who conquered it.
The Intermezzo is drawn from music where the explorers recall loved
ones at home, as reflected by the quotation from John Donne’s The Sun
Rising:
Love, all alike, no season knows, nor clime,
Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time.
The sense of nostalgia and separation is evoked by a poignant oboe solo
accompanied by harp chords, then solo violin. Towards the movement’s
end, a passage with deep bells and the very soft music that follows are
associated in the film with the death of Captain Oates.
In the Epilogue, although the final tragedy is reached, the spirit of
courage in the face of adversity that marks the words of Scott’s last
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journal is translated into an epic march developed from the theme of the
Prelude:
I do not regret this journey … We took risks, we knew we took them;
things have come out against us, and therefore we have no cause for
complaint.
Despite the heroism of the march, the blizzard overwhelms Scott and his
companions: the symphony ends in the desolation of icy wastes.
Andrew Burn © 2022

SYMPHONY NO.8 IN D MINOR
I Fantasia (Variazioni senza tema)
II Scherzo alla marcia (per stromenti a fiato)
III Cavatina (per stromenti ad arco)
IV Toccata
This is the shortest and least serious of Vaughan Williams’s symphonies;
one hesitates to say ‘lightest’ since it is not without moments of vision
of a more sombre character, but generally it is optimistic in mood. It
was composed between 1953 and 1955 when Vaughan Williams was
in his eighties. It was one of a series of late works in which he seemed
to be making a point of enjoying the exotic instrumental combinations
and extravagances that he had eschewed in earlier years. In this case
it is the percussion section, with vibraphone, xylophone, tubular bells,
glockenspiel and three tuned gongs that dominate the sound in the
first and last movements - ‘all the ‘phones and ‘spiels known to the
composer’, he said. The symphony is dedicated to Sir John Barbirolli,
who conducted the first performance at a Hall concert in Manchester
on 2 May 1956.
It would, however, be a mistake to regard the symphony as wholly or
merely a jeu d’esprit of freakish scoring. The first movement is among
the most highly and skilfully organised he wrote, with rich and diverse
thematic material. Vaughan Williams called it ‘seven variations in
search of a theme’, declaring that ‘there is no definite theme’ – and
variations 2 and 5 were the first part of the work to be composed. In
fact there are three principal closely related motifs: two rising fourths
for trumpet, answered by vibraphone; a phrase for flute; and another
for strings. The variations illustrate facets of this composer’s style. The
second, presto, plays around with all three motifs; the third is a choralelike tune in A minor for strings and harp with a subsidiary theme for
oboe and cello. Both these themes are derived from the initial trumpet
motif, as is variation 4, an allegretto in 6/8 for oboe and clarinet. In the
fifth variation, the trumpet figure is lengthened out by cellos and harp,
joined by other instruments; No.6 is in quicker tempo and develops the
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flute motif in bassoons, cellos and basses. For the seventh variation the
chorale tune of the third is presented largamente. The movement ends
with the opening motif returning on the trumpet, with a final shimmer
on vibraphone and strings.
The Hindemithian scherzo is scored for wind instruments alone. It too
has three themes, or motifs - one (very perky) for bassoons, the second
for trumpet and the third for flutes and other high woodwind. A fugato
section develops, followed by a short trio (mock-pastoral?) and a brief
return of the scherzo. In the slow movement it is now the strings’ turn to
hold the stage alone. Cellos play the long and sinuous principal theme in
E minor, ‘a mix-up in my mind’ (to quote the composer) with the theme
of the Passion chorale ‘O sacred head’. The second subject in A flat is
given to the first violins. A rhapsodic middle section, with violin solo,
does duty for development; and a solo cello dominates the coda when
first and second subjects are combined. If Delius had not appropriated
the title ‘Late Swallows’, it would have been a good choice for this
beautiful old-age reverie of farewell to Tallis and larks ascending.
Vaughan Williams described the opening of the finale as ‘rather sinister’
and although much of it is joyfully exuberant its opening theme, as
Oliver Neighbour has pointed out, resembles Holst’s melody for the
Remembrance Day hymn ‘O valiant heart’. Perhaps, therefore, this masks
another tribute to human heroism. Another important theme is given
to strings and horns. Four episodes follow in which the percussion –
chiming, glissando or vibrating – is to the fore, but there is time for a
moment or two of repose before the first subject is emphatically restated. This is the only Vaughan Williams symphony besides the Fourth
to end loudly.
Michael Kennedy © 2012

SYMPHONY NO.9 IN E MINOR
I Moderato maestoso
II Andante sostenuto
III Scherzo (Allegro pesante)
IV Andante tranquillo
‘Visionary’ is the most appropriate adjective to describe Vaughan
Williams’s final symphonic utterance, commissioned by and dedicated
to the Royal Philharmonic Society. Vaughan Williams wrote in his
programme note that he composed his Ninth Symphony during 1956–7
in London, Majorca and Ashmansworth, at the home of the composer
Gerald Finzi and his wife Joy, although Finzi himself had died in
September 1956, and Vaughan Williams made some further revisions
in spring 1958. The Ninth was premiered on 2 April 1958, by the Royal
Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by Sir Malcolm Sargent, just four
months before Vaughan Williams’s death. At the time it was widely
dismissed as backward-looking, the work of a composer past his prime;
however, as Michael Kennedy perceptively commented, ‘Only a handful
heard a new richness of sound’ – among them Neville Cardus, the
renowned critic of The Manchester Guardian.
The Ninth is the most enigmatic of Vaughan Williams’s symphonies, the
clue to its character partly lying in an abandoned ‘programme’ about
places and literature associated with Wessex: Salisbury, Stonehenge and
Thomas Hardy’s novel Tess of the d’Urbervilles. Philosophically the work
explores the deepest issues of human existence. It is as if the theme
explored in the Sinfonia antartica – humanity attempting to overcome
the forces of nature – is translated here into the struggle between
opposing forces that lie within the human psyche. In addition, the work
seems to be wrestling with the ultimate purpose of existence.
THE MUSIC
Although scored for standard 20th-century orchestral forces, plus
a second harp and celesta, the Ninth Symphony continues Vaughan
Williams’s preoccupation during his final years with instrumental colour,
and includes three saxophones and flugelhorn, the latter described by
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the composer, in his at times tongue-in-cheek programme note, as a
‘beautiful and neglected instrument … not usually allowed in the select
circles of the orchestra’, but instead ‘banished to the brass band, where it
is allowed to indulge in the bad habit of vibrato to its heart’s content’. As
for the saxophones, they are ‘not expected, except possibly in one place
in the Scherzo, to behave like demented cats, but are allowed to be their
own romantic selves’.
The work’s symphonic process reflects the culmination of a lifetime’s
compositional experience: its themes are more elusive, less clear-cut than
earlier in the composer’s career and are now in a complex process of
constant flux and subtle transformation. Taking the first movement, for
example, Vaughan Williams wrote that it was ‘not in strict sonata form,
but obeys the general principles of statement, contrast and repetition’.
The opening has a monumental grandeur that recalls Bruckner. The
ascending first theme, inspired by Bach’s St Matthew Passion, is heard
in the depths of brass and wind. Baleful saxophones wailing mournfully
and a fortissimo descending triplet phrase on woodwind, violins and
violas complete the first group of ideas. Clarinets with harp introduce
the second group: a rising cantabile melody (which bears kinship with
the opening of the Sixth Symphony), followed by a quiet descending
violin phrase incorporating an oscillating minor third. As the ideas are
contrasted and developed, cataclysmic upheavals are unleashed, and the
secondary theme achieves dominance. After a powerful climax, a solo
violin ushers in the movement’s tranquil closing section, followed by the
lugubrious flugelhorn. The return of the saxophones’ melancholy keening
leaves lingering unease.
The slow movement juxtaposes two starkly different ideas. The first is a
benign melody for flugelhorn, unaccompanied and played as if far away;
it was ‘borrowed’ from an early withdrawn tone-poem, The Solent, and
is the stabilising force within the movement, since it always recurs at the
same pitch. The other idea is a bizarre, spectral march (the composer
described it as ‘barbaric’), heard first on brass, and associated originally
with music to evoke the ghostly drummer of Salisbury Plain. The march

becomes elaborated and more menacing as the movement proceeds.
In the movement’s centre, starting contemplatively on strings, is an
episode of tender beauty. The flugelhorn melody returns, underpinned
by pianississimo strokes of gong and bells; a brief intrusion of the march
fades, leaving the last word to flugelhorn and clarinet.
Saxophones dominate the Scherzo, which Vaughan Williams described
as ‘a movement of juxtaposition, not of development’. The superficially
scherzando nature of the tunes (one moment the saxophones are jaunty,
the next they swirl and swoop) belies the undertones of a sardonic
dance heightened by side-drum and xylophone interjections. In the
Trio, saxophones again usher in a fugato that incorporates Scherzo
ideas into the counterpoint. It leads to a mocking saxophone chorale:
this, according to Vaughan Williams’s programme note, ‘is where the
demented cats come in’. An orchestral outburst of a Scherzo idea in
augmented rhythm leads to the short coda, the saxophones petering out,
to leave just the side-drum tapping away, sinisterly, to silence.
‘The final movement is really two movements played without a break,’
wrote Vaughan Williams, and it begins with a quiet singing melody on
the first violins that, arch-like, soars upwards, then descends. Overall,
the structural edifice is united by three elements that recur throughout
both halves: a short rocking chordal sequence appearing first on brass
and harps; the phrase that follows it on horns; and a melody rising on
lower strings and bass clarinet that has links with the first theme of the
opening movement. Very quiet chords in wind and strings, punctuated
by timpani and bass drum strokes, preface a lyrical viola theme that
provides the connection between the two halves. The climax of the
movement, and the resolution of the symphony as a whole, is built from
the rocking phrase. Then comes the masterstroke: against the long-held
E major chords of the orchestra, the saxophones intrude with chords of
F and G, mysteriously swelling and receding three times. The effect is
like staring into the vast, awesome unknown, even beyond life itself.
Andrew Burn © 2022
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BARBIROLLI AND VAUGHAN WILLIAMS
IN REHEARSAL, MAY 1956
from the Hallé Archive

THE HALLÉ AND VAUGHAN WILLIAMS
Ralph Vaughan Williams is just one composer with whom the Hallé has a
tradition, and a reputation for interpretation, that is partly based on the
friendship between him and conductor Sir John Barbirolli, like Richter
and Elgar before them.
It is fair to say that until Sir John’s arrival, Vaughan Williams had
been somewhat neglected by the Hallé. The first performance by the
Orchestra of any of his works was not until 8th March 1923 – The
Wasps. Despite having been premiered in 1910, A Sea Symphony was
only performed for the first time in Manchester in November 1923, at a
Hallé Concert conducted by Sir Hamilton Harty, with Miss Carrie Tubb
and Herbert Hayner as soloists and of course the Hallé Choir.
Symphony No.6 received its Manchester premiere in March 1949. Sir
John and the Hallé were to make Symphony No.6 particularly their own,
playing it across the country no less than 28 times in just over 2 years.
A performance from the Cheltenham Festival in 1948 was broadcast,
and Michael Kennedy records in his biography of Sir John that the
friendship between the composer and Sir John began in earnest in 1949,
when Vaughan Williams came to hear the Orchestra rehearse the Sixth
Symphony in the Sheldonian in Oxford.
An undoubted high point in the friendship between Vaughan Williams
and JB, was certainly the dedication of Symphony No.8 to ‘Glorious
John’. The composer had bestowed this sobriquet on his friend after the
world premiere of Sinfonia antartica in 1953. Symphony No.8 received
its first performance in May 1956 and again the Hallé took it around
the country, performing it 20 times in 12 months, from Newcastle to
London, Cheltenham, Bristol, Swansea, Leeds and Bradford to name
but a few. Amongst many photographs in the archive these show the
working relationship between the two men.
In his turn Sir John chose to mark the composer’s 85th Birthday with
a concert of his works. As well as Symphony No.8 the audience heard
the hymn All People that on Earth do Dwell (and were invited to sing
along with the Choir), the Wasps overture, the London Symphony and
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the Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis. Vaughan Williams came
to Manchester for what was to be the last time, and when he came
on to the platform at the end of the concert the resulting standing
ovation lasted for 5 minutes. This concert was the second in the Hallé’s
centenary season, and Vaughan Williams’ Flourish for Glorious John was
performed in the Free Trade Hall a fortnight earlier. Receiving its world
premiere: “This Fanfare tribute commemorates the happy association of
Sir John with the Hallé Orchestra in its Centenary year”. [The centenary
season was launched outside with a fanfare from the roof of the Free
Trade Hall!].
Another high point of the friendship was in December 1950, when Sir
John was presented with his Gold Medal from the Royal Philharmonic
Society. This was done after a concert at the Royal Albert Hall, which
had included a performance of Symphony No.6. It was Vaughan
Williams who made the presentation, and the speeches of both men
were reproduced in the January 1951 issue of the Hallé Magazine.
‘Tonight we are here to do honour to one of those wizards who can
take the dry bones of crotchets and quavers and breathe into them the
breath of life. Now what is the secret of Barbirolli’s power? Wagner used
to say that it was the business of the conductor to find out where the
melody lay, and I think part of Sir John’s magic lies in the fact that he
could always spot the melody – however unpromising sometimes…The
conductor plays on his orchestra and I know that Sir John would be the
first to admit that without this magnificent instrument to play on much
of his magic would be powerless. And I know that the Hallé Orchestra
for their part, realise that, proven metal though they all are, they would
not be able to ring true unless fashioned and moulded by their conductor.
So together they form a great and mighty army, and together they
march to victory.’
‘Dr Vaughan Williams, if such a thing were possible I feel that the great
honour that has been conferred upon me tonight has been intensified by
the pride and pleasure I feel in receiving it from your hands. I hope that
by our performance, whatever its shortcomings, of your symphony you

have felt something of the gratitude and – may I say? – the affection we
have for you and for all you have done to enrich our lives by the study
and performance of your music…it is a wonderful thing that whenever I
have played this work the greatness of it has been apparent immediately
and due honour has been paid to its inspiration.’
Symphony No.9 was first performed by the orchestra in Manchester in
October 1958, only 6 months after it had received its world premiere in
London. It was conducted by Sir John Barbirolli and was performed as a
tribute to the composer, who had died in August.
A final mention must be made of a concert in Sheffield on 21 March
1952 with Vaughan Williams conducting the Sea Symphony, and
Barbirolli in the cello section!
Eleanor Roberts, Hallé Archivist © 2022
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THE HALLÉ STAND TO APPLAUD R.V.W. IN A CONCERT
TO CELEBRATE HIS 80TH BIRTHDAY, OCTOBER 1957
from the Hallé Archive
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