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 7.30pm 

Birthday Celebration for Ralph 
Roderick Williams baritone 

Susie Allan piano 

Ralph Vaughan Williams  (1872-1958) The Splendour Falls (?1896)   

Charles Wood  (1866-1926)    Fortune and her wheel 

Ralph Vaughan Williams  Linden Lea (1901)   

Maurice Ravel  (1875-1937)    Chanson écossaise from Chants populaires (1910)   

Max Bruch  (1838-1920)    O saw ye my father? (pub. ?1863)   

Rebecca Clarke  (1886-1979)    Down by the Salley Gardens (1919)   

Grace Williams  (1906-1977)    Jim Cro (1936)   

George Butterworth  (1885-1916)   Roving in the dew (1912)   

Gustav Holst  (1874-1934)    Darest thou now, O Soul (c.1905)   

Ina Boyle  (1889-1967)     The Last Invocation (1913)   

Ivor Gurney  (1890-1937)    Reconciliation (1919)   

Ralph Vaughan Williams   A Clear Midnight from 3 Poems by Walt Whitman (?1925)   

Charles Villiers Stanford  (1852-1924)   Joy, Shipmate, Joy! from 6 Songs of Faith Op. 97 (1906)   

Ruth Gipps  (1921-1999)    The Pulley (1939)   

Ralph Vaughan Williams  The Call from 5 Mystical Songs (1911)   

     The Twilight People (1925)   

Herbert Howells  (1892-1983)    The sorrow of love (1911)   

Elizabeth Maconchy  (1907-1994)   The Wind and the Rain from 4 Shakespeare Songs (1965)   

Hubert Parry  (1848-1918)    Under the greenwood tree (1903)   

Madeleine Dring  (1923-1977)    Take, O Take Those Lips Away 

Ralph Vaughan Williams  When icicles hang by the wall (1925)   

Gerald Finzi  (1901-1956)    Who is Sylvia? from Let us garlands bring Op. 18 (1938)   

Interval    
Ralph Vaughan Williams  Songs of Travel (1901-4) 

The vagabond • Let beauty awake • 
The roadside fire • Youth and love • In dreams • 
The infinite shining heavens • Whither must I wander? • 
Bright is the ring of words • 
I have trod the upward and the downward slope  

Menelaus from 4 Last Songs (1954-8)



 

 

Reflecting on her time as Vaughan Williams’s student, 

the composer Ruth Gipps said of him that ‘he was the only 

altogether good person I have ever met.’ He had a 

particular talent for companionship, and over the course of 

his 85 years accrued a rich network of close friends and 

supporters, many of whom were important figures in 20th-

century British music. It feels particularly appropriate, 

then, to celebrate his 150th birthday year with a concert 

dedicated to his many pupils, teachers, friends and 

colleagues. 

We open with two songs to Tennyson poems. The first 

song, ‘The Splendour Falls’, was one of Vaughan Williams’s 

earlier efforts in the genre, and extends an invitation to a 

sumptuous fantasy world. This text was also set by Charles 

Wood, in the same group as ‘Fortune and her wheel’. 

Vaughan Williams was taught by Wood while at 

Cambridge, and he considered Wood the ‘finest technical 

instructor I have ever known’ - even if he did not have ‘the 

gift of inspiring enthusiasm or of leading to the higher 

planes of musical thought.’ 

The songs in the first half of tonight’s concert fall broadly 

into three groups on themes significant to Vaughan 

Williams - the first are based on folksongs, the second set 

to texts by the American poet Walt Whitman, and 

Shakespeare is the poet for the third group. The folk 

arrangements represented here demonstrate the wide 

range of responses inspired by the early 20th-century 

fascination with folk music and national identity. Vaughan 

Williams’s teachers Maurice Ravel and Max Bruch present 

us with European interpretations of Scottish songs. To 

European composers Scotland was a place of mystery and 

exoticism, providing a verdant source of inspiration, with 

Ravel alluding to the bagpipes in ‘Chanson écossaise’. 

The rendition of ‘Down by the Salley Gardens’ by 

Vaughan Williams’s colleague Rebecca Clarke is 

exquisitely simple, the stripped-back piano part allowing 

the singer’s voice to shine. She penned this piece in a 

single day while on a performance tour to Hawaii, and the 

delicate accompaniment may have been evoking the 

Chinese music that she heard there. Vaughan Williams and 

Clarke remained friends until he died, but he was much 

closer with George Butterworth, with whom he went on a 

number of folksong collecting expeditions. Butterworth’s 

Folk Songs from Sussex came from trips such as these, 

and ‘Roving in the dew’ is one of the most jovial of the set. 

‘Darest Thou Now, O Soul’ brings us to the Whitman 

songs. Holst and Vaughan Williams were lifelong friends, 

first meeting at the Royal College of Music when they were 

both students of Charles Villiers Stanford. They criticised 

each other’s work and shared their passions - of which 

Whitman’s sensual, transcendental poetry was one. 

Vaughan Williams returned to Whitman time and again, his 

expansive philosophical writing inspiring works as 

dissimilar as the bombastic First Symphony and the 

introspective, meditative song ‘A clear midnight’. 

Ina Boyle wrote her Whitman setting in 1913, a decade 

before she began studying with Vaughan Williams, but his 

influence is nonetheless evident - more so than in the 

music of his other students on tonight’s programme (the 

others being Gipps, Ivor Gurney, Grace Williams, Elizabeth 

Maconchy and Madeleine Dring). Teaching is an important 

part of Vaughan Williams’s legacy, for he single-handedly 

nurtured an entire generation of British music, supporting 

a wide range of musical voices. Boyle and Gipps were 

perhaps closest to his own style, whereas Maconchy, in her 

Shakespeare song ‘The Wind and the Rain’, for example, 

embraces a rhythmic intensity and expressive dissonance 

that goes far beyond Vaughan Williams, her piano part 

evoking a relentless driving rainfall. 

The Whitman settings are succeeded by three spiritual 

songs, dealing with God, death and love. ‘The Twilight 

People’ is one of Vaughan Williams’s most striking songs. 

He gives no time signature, allowing the singer to shape 

the phrases freely throughout, and uses sweeping melodic 

lines full of dissonance to create the crying from the trees. 

From the stillness of this song Maconchy launches us into 

the Shakespeare settings which present five radically 

different responses to the playwright. Hubert Parry - 

another of Vaughan Williams’s tutors - takes a 

characteristically forthright approach to ‘Under the 

greenwood tree’ from As You Like It, while ‘Take, O Take 

Those Lips Away’ is given a wistful, melancholy treatment 

by Dring. She wrote extensively for the theatre, and her 

dramatic affinities are evident here. This song could easily 

grace the theatrical stage, unlike the other settings which 

are obviously intended for the concert hall. The first half 

closes with a sprightly offering from Vaughan Williams’s 

friend Gerald Finzi, celebrating the beautiful Sylvia from 

Two Gentlemen of Verona. 

Premièred in 1904, the Songs of Travel are now among 

Vaughan Williams’s best-known pieces. They are his 

interpretation of a 'wayfarer' song cycle where we join the 

protagonist on a journey - be it to find love, happiness, 

death, or on a more introspective process of self-

discovery. In Vaughan Williams’s vision, setting texts by 

Robert Louis Stevenson, human and nature are intimately 

connected. The singer travels through the English 

landscape, passing ‘hill and heather’ and ‘uncountable 

angel stars’ on the road with ‘jolly heaven above’. His 

interest in folksong shines through, especially in ‘Whither 

must I wander?’ After the protagonist sets out on their 

journey with the evocative chords of ‘The vagabond’ 

establishing a waking rhythm, they find love in one of 

Vaughan Williams’s most beautiful and idealistic songs, 

‘Let beauty awake’. Their passions are, of course, not 

without their complexities - ‘In dreams’ is the melancholy 

heart of the set, the singer lamenting in twisting, chromatic 

lines. 

‘Menelaus’ comes from Vaughan Williams’s final songs, 

written between 1954 and 1958 to texts by his wife Ursula. 

He said the voice ‘can be made the medium of the best 

and deepest human emotion’, and nowhere is this more 

clear than in this song where Ursula adopts the 

perspective of Helen of Troy’s husband, imploring her to 

return to him. 
© Dr Leah Broad 2022 
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William Shakespeare 

 



 (1923-1977)  

 
Anonymous 

 

  

 (1925) 
William Shakespeare 

 

 (1901-1956)  

 (1938) 
William Shakespeare 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 (1901-4) 
Robert Louis Stevenson 

 

 

  



  

  

  

  

  

  



  

 

 (1954-8) 
Ursula Vaughan Williams 

 

Due to copyright reasons we are unable to reproduce the text 
for this song. 

 
 
 
 

 




