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Unit One

Concerts and Recordings: Programs and Profiles

Text One

RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS
Orchestral Works

So diligent and purposeful was Vaughan Williams’s study of English folk song that it not
only provided the musical material of many of his works but also, through its characteristic
features,came to pervade his entire musical language. Among the works to derive specifically
from folk song is the Fantasia on Greensleeves, which makes use of two:. the celebrated
“Greensleeves” melody itself, and, in the middle section, a contrasting melody called “Love-
ly Joan”. Ralph Greaves arranged the fantasia in 1934 from Vaughan Williams’s Falstaffian
opera Sir John in Love, which was first performed in 1929.

Like the Fantasia on Greensleeves, the English Folk Song Suite takes native material and
arranges it in a light and graceful manner. Vaughan Williams assembled the suite in 1923,
scoring it for military band. The composer and renowned orchestrator, Gordon Jacob made
two arrangements of it the following year: one for brass band, and the other, which is heard
here, for full orchestra.

The Oboe Concerto is entirely original thematically, but it exemplifies how deep an im-
pression folk music had made on the composer’s general style. It was written for the great obo-
ist Leon Goossens, who gave the first performance in Liverpool in 1944 with Malcolm Sargent
conducting. Flawlessly conceived for the forces employed (just solo oboe and strings) , this
gem of a concerto deserves to be far better known than it is—as is the case, too, with the Con-
certo grosso, which demonstrates the composer’s long-term concern for amateur and preadult
music-making in Britain. The work was commissioned for the twenty-first anniversary of the
Rural Music Schools Association, and first performed by a massed orchestra of young players
at the Royal Albert Hall in November 1950, when it was conducted by Sir Adrian Boult. With
parts written for skilled and less skilled players (including some ad lib parts—Ileft out in this
performance—for players who can only manage open strings ), it is a masterly example of
what can be achieved with limited musical resources.

Like the Oboe Concerto, the Romance for harmonica, strings and piano shows Vaughan
Williams’s expertise in adapting to individual instrumentalists and their skills. It was written for the
well-known virtuoso of the harmonica, Larry Adler, who gave the first performance in New York
in 1952. His own previous unfamiliarity with the instrument notwithstanding, Vaughan Williams
explores its range of character with imagination in a piece full of colour and ambiguity.

More familiar, and indeed quintessentially English, was the terrain covered in The Lark As-
cending , composed in 1914 but revised shortly before its first performance in 1920 by Marie Hall.
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This justly celebrated example of Vaughan Williams’s art is a perfect musical representation of a
still summer’s day in the English countryside, with the lark (violin) taking flight above “till lost
on his aerial wings in light”, as Meredith wrote in the poem that inspired the piece.

The Five Variants of * Dives and Lazarus” once again take as their source a folk tune of
outstanding quality. Scored for harp and strings, the work was written in 1939 and first per-
formed in June of that year in New York, conducted by Sir Adrian Boult. The tune itself had
been known to Vaughan Williams all his life; usually sung in England as a Christmas carol to
the words “Come all ye faithful Christians” , it is know in Ireland as “The star of the County
Down”. Many other variants exit throughout the British Isles, and Vaughan Williams himself
collected several, including one from Norfolk in 1905. It was played at his funeral in West-
minster Abbey in 1958.

The Norfolk Rhapsody No. 1 comes from the first period of Vaughan Williams’s long
working life. Written in 1906, and first performed under Henry Wood, it was closely followed
by two further rhapsodies inspired by Norfolk, both of which the composer later withdrew.
The first, however, he allowed to stand, though not before revising it in 1922. As the com-
poser expressed it, the rhapsody is “founded on folk-tunes collected orally in Norfolk and set
as an orchestral piece”. Prominent among these tunes are “ A Bold Young Sailor” , “On Board
a Ninety-Eight” , and especially “The Captain’s Apprentice” , whose “noble and tragic beau-
ty” (as Michael Kennedy has suggested) “permeates the entire work” .

Another work undeserving of its general neglect is the Partita for double string orchestra.
This was essentially a rewritten version, made in the years 1946 —48, of the Double Trio of
1938, to which Vaughan Williams supplied a new finale. After a broadcast performance by
Boult and the BBC Symphony Orchestra in March 1948, the composer himself took the baton
for the first public performance the following July. In some respects a dour and discomfiting
composition, the Partita shows Vaughan Williams’s mastery of the medium in a highly inven-
tive use of texture, sonority and effects of contrast between the two string groups.

In the Fen County is an early work, dating from April 1904. It was revised in 1905 and
again in 1907, while further adjustments were made to the orchestration as late as 1935.
Thomas Beecham conducted the first performance in 1909, but the piece had to wait until 1969
for publication. If parts of the work suggest influences Vaughan Williams would soon leave
behind, much of it is entirely characteristic, evidence not only of how profitably he was able
to deploy his researches into folk song even at this date, but also of his skill in tone-painting
and the evocation of place.

The Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis is unquestionably among the composer’s master-
pieces, and was first performed at Gloucester Cathedral in September 1910. A work of passion,

mystery and spiritual exaltation, it remains an outstanding example of the creative re-interpre-
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tation of the past: in this case a hymn tune by Thomas Tallis, one of the Tudor composers

whose sturdy counterpoint would enter nearly as prominently into the individual blend of

Vaughan Williams’s style as folk song itself. In its use of light and dark, weight and delicacy,

substance and air, the music is beautifully imagined both for its forces and its original setting,

and seems indeed like a cathedral made audible.
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I . Prelude: Andante tranquillo
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II.
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In the Fen Country
Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis
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€7 Language Points

. Falstaffian[ fo:l'sta:fron] :adj. 4w Bl 4@ 873 X ( F b BB 75 0 RURHRAT) P — /N Z ok

Feh5+)

exemplify|[ ig'zemplifar ] :ve. #]3E , 4] 7 A Hy-eve ) F

flawless| 'flo:lis | ;adj. ZIBFLE , bk 5.6

preadult[ pri:'®dalt ] :adj. 557789

gem[dzem]:n. €6, %% 4k

expertise[ ekspa'ti:z ] :n. & K69 & LA &+ 11447
virtuoso| vaitju'ousou | :n. KJF, &8 K ; FRXELF
notwithstanding[ nptwif'steendiy | : prep. &adv. & K, X%
ambiguity[ ;@mbr'qjurti ] :n. F XL RO H A T8 E L

. quintessentially [ kwinti'sen[all1 | :adv. 7% 3 ; #588 X 3b

. terrain| 'teremn | :n. (404R) 4R, L H

cyeljit] [ F ][ F ] :pron. 4R 48407, %

. carol[ 'keral | :n. 3k & #99k, 4k, Christmas carol [ & B 4% | 2 3& Mk
. permeate[ 'parmiert | :vt. 7%, HiE,

. prominent[ 'prommont | :adj. F#4y, 2 F e, K h ey

. baton[ 'baton] :n. 5] A4 15 3EHE, E41

. dour[ dua ][ dava] :adj. IAARHY , A ELHY

. sonority[ so'norit1 ] :n. "0 5 , "0 A2 E

. evocation[ evou'keifon] :n. A2 ; I @it le AR H T HL L
. exaltation[ egzo:l'terfon] :n. 345 ;% £

. counterpoint| 'kauntopoint | :n. 3t B 49 ;[ F | sHi ik, k2 E S
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