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Ralph Vaughan Williams was not only a 
composer of the utmost importance for 
English music but also one of the great 
symphonists of the 20th century. At the turn 
of the century he was among the very first 
to travel into the countryside to collect folk 
songs and carols from singers, notating 
them for future generations to enjoy. As 
musical editor of The English Hymnal 
he composed several hymn tunes that 
remain popular. Hardly a musical genre 
was untouched or failed to be enriched by 
his work, which included nine symphonies, 
concertos for piano, violin, oboe and tuba, 
five operas, chamber, ballet and film music, 
a large body of songs and song cycles, and 
various important unaccompanied and 
orchestral choral works.

VAUGHAN WILLIAMS

He rises and begins to round,
He drops the silver chain of sound,
Of many links without a break,
In chirrup, whistle, slur and shake.
For singing till his heaven fills, 
‘Tis love of earth that he instils,
And ever winging up and up, 
Our valley is his golden cup
And he the wine which overflows
to lift us with him as he goes.
Till lost on his aërial rings
In light, and then the fancy sings.
George Meredith, The Lark Ascending

In the past two years, incredible scenes from 
nature have left millions of us watching at 
home utterly spellbound: an iguana racing 
to escape a gang of racer snakes; grizzly 
bears dancing against tree trunks; a cuttlefish 
pulsating with colour. Sir David Attenborough 
and the remarkable camera crews of the BBC’s 
Natural History Unit have presented us with 
scenes of staggering beauty, and which have 
elicited every imaginable emotion. They have 
also highlighted a world on the precipice of 
destruction, with nature as we know it – of life, 
even - threatened by the actions of humanity.

Vaughan Williams achieves the same in music, 
his lark rising ever higher into the sky. Over 
a hundred years after being written, it still 
captivates the nation. The soaring solo violin 
floats seemingly effortlessly, the orchestra 
below imbued with folk-rich traditions of lush, 
green countryside, and yet the world is not all 
that it seems.

Having grown up with Surrey’s Leith and 
Box Hills as a backdrop, the words of George 
Meredith’s poem The Lark Ascending would 
have resonated closely with Vaughan Williams. 
The poet adored walking those hills, and in 
1881 wrote about the ravishing skylarks above, 
their song and flight extending our world 
higher into the stratosphere.

The poem’s opening lines, shown at the top 
of this page, eventually prefaced Vaughan 
Williams’ first manuscript, but it was actually 
while walking along the coastal cliffs of 
Margate when, 33 years after Meredith, the 
melody of Lark Ascending came to mind. It 
is easy to imagine a beautiful pastoral scene, 
birds swooping high above rich fields, but just 
out to sea lay a vision of the near future: naval 
vessels were engaging in fleet exercises on the 
day that Britain entered the First World War.

Even by that point, the country had forever 
changed. The composer later told the story 
of his sitting to sketch the music, its notes 
soaring with freedom, only for a vigilant young 

scout to make a citizen’s arrest, assuming 
Vaughan Williams to be writing coastal details 
in code for the enemy. An era of greater 
innocence was already passing, with the 
effects only dramatically reinforced by the 
following years of brutal warfare.

Vaughan Williams put aside his 1914 sketch, 
then a romance for piano and violin, as he 
volunteered for military service. Aged 42, the 
composer drove ambulance wagons in France, 
and was later commissioned as a lieutenant 
in the Royal Artillery, seeing front-line action. 
A barrage of gunfire decimated his hearing; 
many of his friends fared worse. Vaughan 
Williams wrote to Gustav Holst in 1916 that 
“out of those seven who joined up together in 
August 1914, only three are left”. Bright lights 
like the composer George Butterworth, and the 
poets Rupert Brooke and Wilfred Owen were 
extinguished.

Inevitably, the war left a deep and lasting 
impression. Vaughan Williams returned to 
his Lark, refining it and creating an orchestral 
accompaniment. The music is delicate, 
and often sounds simple, yet there is huge 
talent required to sustain it. The solo violin 
flitters around the orchestra while singing 
its pentatonic, folk-derived calls, eventually 
entwining with the ensemble before breaking 
free and rising ever higher. From up high, the 
music can look back on a simpler time before 
humanity inflicted such devastation on itself 
and the wider world. 

The beauty of nature in The Lark Ascending 
is vivid and incredibly powerful, but it is also 
fragile and tinged with loss – of friends 
in battle, of innocence and, perhaps most 
relevant today, even of nature itself.
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