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Every generation attempts to look into the 
future, projecting a vision of what is to come. 
From The Handmaid’s Tale to Black Mirror, 
contemporary culture is often preoccupied 
with bleak dystopian warnings, but a century 
ago Ralph Vaughan Williams was part of a 
circle that adopted a different outlook.

The closing years of the 19th century were a 
furtive time for literary time travel, with authors 
like William Morris and HG Wells writing of 
future societies in which idyllic, Eden-like 
lifestyles had prevailed. Both News from 
Nowhere and The Time Machine contained 
societies which had, to varying degrees, 
rejected industrialisation and commerce in 
favour of the perceived paradise of earlier 
times. Along with Wells, and Gustav Holst too, 
Vaughan Williams had attended meetings of 
the Hammersmith Socialist Society at Morris’ 
home, placing him at the epicentre of such 
thinking. In turn, Vaughan Williams’ music 
often acts as a bridge between eras, taking 
inspiration from the past to create something 
utterly compelling in the present, and perhaps 
suggesting his own vision of an idealised 
future.

In his Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis, 
Vaughan Williams borrowed from the choral 
music of Tallis, a composer from 350 years 
earlier. Tudor-era music, in Ralph’s own words, 
went “straight to the fountainhead for its 
inspiration, … inheriting its energy and vitality 
from the unwritten and unrecorded art of the 
countryside”. The countryside was of huge 
significance to Vaughan Williams who, taking 
on the challenge set by Cecil Sharp, travelled 
throughout England to collect his own archive 
of folk music, and in doing so perpetuating the 
cultural arc that spanned back to Tallis and his 
contemporaries. 

Vaughan Williams came across the simple 
Tallis tune while working on The English 
Hymnal in 1906, a project which saw the 
composer delving into the back-catalogue 
of music from the English Renaissance. The 

melody found an initial home to accompany 
the hymn When Rising from the Bed of Death, 
and only later formed the starting point from 
which Vaughan Williams would weave a string 
of captivating uses in the Fantasia.

But Vaughan Williams was far from a 
backward-looking composer. Ever eager to 
improve his skills, he sought lessons. Time 
was spent with Max Bruch in Berlin, then in 
1907-8 with the master-orchestrator Maurice 
Ravel – actually three years his junior – where 
Vaughan Williams most evolved his technique. 
Rather than conceiving of an orchestra’s 
sound as something fixed, he was encouraged 
to think how it might be used more organically, 
as an entity of huge flexibility able to create 
other sounds and moods. 

The Tallis Fantasia showcases Vaughan 
Williams newfound innovation brilliantly, 
designed to emulate the sound of Tallis’ choral 
forces and the sonority of a church organ. 
To achieve this, Ralph used an ingenious 
combination of string ensembles, intended 
to be spaced out within the magnificent 
caverns of Gloucester Cathedral where the 
work received its premiere in 1910. A full-sized 
string orchestra engages in conversation with 
a smaller ensemble, consisting of a single 
desk from each section, intentionally weaker 
as though offering ghostly echoes. Meanwhile, 
a string quartet offers new directions, 
injecting folk themes when the orchestral 
dialogue diminishes. The three voices weave 
around each other, sometimes in unison and 
sometimes apart, producing remarkable sonic 
effects so unexpected from an orchestra.

A review of the work’s premiere by The Times 
said “one is never quite sure whether one is 
listening to something very old or very new.” 
Vaughan Williams took fuel from the past but 
created something timeless, as potent today 
as 108 years ago, and likely will be in another 
108 years. What a visionary he was.

Programme note by Matt Belcher

Thomas Tallis was one of the most 
important English composers of sacred 
music before William Byrd. His style 
encompassed the simple Reformation 
service music and the great continental 
polyphonic schools, whose influence he 
was largely responsible for introducing 
into English music. Tallis was one of the 
first composers to provide settings of 
the English liturgy. He wrote settings of 
the preces and responses, the litany, and 
a complete service ‘in the Dorian mode,’ 
which consists of the morning and evening 
canticles and the Communion service. 
There are also three sets of psalms and a 
number of anthems.
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“The art of music above all the 
other arts is the expression of 
the soul of a nation.”

Ralph Vaughan Williams


