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Edexcel AoS1: Vaughan Williams’s 
On Wenlock Edge

by Hanh Doan

OVERVIEW

On Wenlock Edge is a song cycle by Ralph Vaughan Williams that sets some of AE Housman’s poems from 

his collection A Shropshire Lad. Published in 1896, the 63 poems in A Shropshire Lad reflect a variety of 

different themes (including the simple pleasures of rural life and a longing for lost innocence). They are written 

in different voices, including conversations from beyond the grave. As well as Vaughan Williams’s settings of 

six of these poems, other composers to set extracts from A Shropshire Lad include George Butterworth, Arthur 

Somervell and Ivor Gurney.

Vaughan Williams set the following poems from the collection (the Roman numeral indicating the poem’s place 

in A Shropshire Lad):

1. XXXI ‘On Wenlock Edge’

2. XXXII ‘From Far, from Eve and Morning’

3. XXVII ‘Is My Team Ploughing’

4. XVIII ‘Oh, When I Was in Love with You’

5. XXI ‘Bredon Hill’

6. L ‘Clun’

On Wenlock Edge is set for tenor and the unusual accompaniment of string quartet and piano. (Vaughan 

Williams also provided an alternative solo piano accompaniment.)

Edexcel has chosen numbers 1, 3 and 5 for study at A level, but it is of course essential that students get to 

know the whole work.

Features of Vaughan Williams’s writing found in On Wenlock Edge include:

 � English folksong: this composition followed a period in which Vaughan Williams was committed to folksong 

and ensuring its survival.

 � Use of modes: this is something found not only in folksong, but also in early choral music, particularly that 

of Tallis and Byrd, some of which was modal in character.

 � French influences: Vaughan Williams studied briefly with Ravel around the time of composing this piece, and 

some of Debussy’s ‘La cathédrale engloutie’ can be heard in ‘Bredon Hill’, though this work was published 

shortly after On Wenlock Edge.

 � Parallel movement between parts, especially 4ths and 5ths: this is typical of Vaughan Williams’s writing, 

which also bears similarities to the parallel chords of Ravel and Debussy.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Having completed his work on the English Hymnal by 1906 (for which he was the musical editor) as well 

as coming to the end of a period of commitment to folksong, Vaughan Williams began to re-examine his 

musical self in his compositional work. He wrote the three Norfolk Rhapsodies and Toward the Unknown 

Region (among many other works), both of which were acclaimed by the musical press. His two orchestral 

‘impressions’ Harnham Down and Boldre Wood were hailed as powerful and original, with modern harmonies, 

abrupt transitions and strange orchestral effects.

Many in Vaughan Williams’s position would have felt satisfied with their achievements at that point. Not so the 

composer, however, who felt that his work was deficient. In his essay ‘A Musical Autobiography’, he came 

to the conclusion that he was ‘lumpy and stodgy’ and that he ‘had come to a dead end and that a little 
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French polish would be of use’. He set about consulting friends and other composers about the major step of 

acquiring this ‘French polish’.

On hearing Delius’s Piano Concerto in 1907, he wrote a letter to his colleague, asking to show him some of 

his work. Delius agreed, and Vaughan Williams played through the whole of his Sea Symphony to him, whose 

response (in French – peculiar for a Yorkshireman) was ‘Vraiment, il n’est pas mesquin’ (‘Truly, it’s no mean effort’).

It was the critic Edwin Evans who advised Vaughan Williams to go to Vincent d’Indy’s Schola Cantorum in Paris. 

It was suggested that Ravel would be his teacher, and Vaughan Williams travelled to Paris to study with Ravel 

in January 1908 for three months. Ravel was not well known in England at the time, and in fact, study in Paris 

was considered to be prescient, with Germany still being the most obvious place for composers to go and 

study (and French music was still little known in English circles).

Under Ravel, Vaughan Williams mainly studied orchestration and his confidence was restored. It was possibly 

during this time that Vaughan Williams began his song cycle On Wenlock Edge.

Background and reception

Vaughan Williams may have begun On Wenlock Edge before his visit to Ravel, however. The sketches of 

‘Clun’ (the final song in the cycle) could possibly date from 1906, or earlier. ‘Is My Team Ploughing’ was 

performed ten months before the complete cycle in a version for voice and piano, perhaps suggesting that the 

instrumentation of string quartet and piano was decided after this performance.

The song cycle received many performances from its first interpreter, tenor Gervase Elwes, but not without 

controversy. In the Musical Times (between June and September 1918) it was debated whether the spirit of 

Housman’s poems was faithfully reflected in the music. Vaughan Williams biographer Michael Kennedy argues 

that it is clear both artists have quite different approaches: Housman has a ‘fatalistic outlook’ with a ‘sense of 

disillusionment at the heart of passion’, while Vaughan Williams’s philosophy is more optimistic. It is the musical 

quality to Housman’s poetry that led composers to set his poems to music, but which also made Housman 

dislike the thought of his poems being set to music.

Other settings (by Butterworth, Somervell and Gurney, for instance) come much closer to reflecting this intimate 

setting of words, but it is Vaughan Williams who brings a symphonic and operatic expansiveness to the work, 

transforming the literature through his own musical language.

ON WENLOCK EDGE: ANALYSIS

1. ‘On Wenlock Edge’

Wenlock Edge is a limestone escarpment in the Shropshire Hills covered by deciduous woodland. The poet 

imagines gales beating the trees on Wenlock Edge, and realises that these are the same storms that were 

experienced in the Roman times. The gales represent the struggles of man, which will soon pass.

Uricon is another name for the city of Viroconium, which was a Roman town in Shropshire. A small corner of it 

is now occupied by the small village of Wroxeter.

STRUCTURE

The structure of ‘On Wenlock Edge’ is based on the five stanzas of Housman’s text. The structure can be 

described as AABBA, though the last verse combines elements of A and B
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Verse Key features of note

Bars 1-16: stanza 1
‘On Wenlock Edge…’

 y Tremolo instrumental introduction with descending 
parallel first inversion chords for three bars.

 y Mainly pentatonic melody, finishing on a chromatic 
descent on the last line.

Bars 16-21: interlude  y This is almost identical to the introduction.

Bars 21-31: stanza 2
‘‘Twould blow like this…’

 y This is almost the same as verse one, with modified 
rhythms to fit the different text.

Bars 31-33: interlude  y Trills in the all of the strings accompanied by 
flourishes of arpeggios in the piano.

Bars 34-43: stanza 3
‘Then, ’twas before my time’

 y New vocal line with new string chromatic interjections.
 y Ends with a similar chromatic descent in melody as 

previous stanzas.

Bars 43-44: interlude  y Exactly the same as the previous interlude.

Bars 44-55: stanza 4
‘There, like the wind…’

 y Similar melodic shapes to stanza 3 but second part 
of the stanza is a semitone higher than the previous. 
Compare bars 39-43 with 50-54.

Bars 55-57: interlude  y Piano part is what the strings played in the 
introduction.

Bars 58-68: stanza 5
‘The gale, it plies the saplings double…’

 y A new vocal line. At bar 62, the opening vocal melody 
can be found in the left hand of the piano part.

Bars 69-end: closing section  y The string interludes from stanzas 3 and 4 are 
accompanied by the repeated rising 4th of the 
opening vocal melody.

TONALITY

The key of this movement is G minor. While G is clearly the home note of the vocal melody, the tonality of most 

of the movement is ambiguous, though it suggests more of a G minor pentatonic (as opposed to G major):

 � The opening chords in the instrumental accompaniment give no indication of G minor, being a series of 

1st inversion chords, beginning on a first inversion of E flat major. Any sense of E flat being a home key is 

dispelled by the second beat, with the 1st inversion A flat minor chord.

 � The vocal melody is mainly pentatonic, with an F natural at the top of the phrase, which lingers long enough 

(‘Wrek…’) to make clear that the tonality is ambiguous.

 � In bar 11, the cello and piano left hand continue the shape of the vocal melody in A flat major, but against 

the G minor pentatonic-based vocal melody and right-hand accompaniment. This bitonal effect continues to 

blur the tonality, and intensifies the movement.

 � More distant notes occur in the second stanza, for example at bar 31, a D flat appears to continue the 

ambiguity of the tonality.

 � Despite the closing chromaticisms, the persistent D-G figures in the bass from bars 71 to the end seal this 

movement in G minor.

ORGANISATION OF PITCH: MELODY

The range of the tenor soloist in this movement is from D below middle C to the G above. The vocal line is 

mainly syllabic, and with the exception of the opening phrases of the first two stanzas, there is mainly stepwise 

movement.

The notes in the top of the register emphasise the stress and turmoil of the poem, for example in bar 10, where 

the melody has also risen by a 7th from the G.

The melody of the opening of the two stanzas is mainly pentatonic, but towards the end of the stanzas, the 

chromatic descent (eg bars 13 to 16) brings the listener to a more melancholy place, before the interludes 

throw us back into the poet’s stress and turmoil.

Note how the final phrase of the song does not have such a chromatic descent. At bar 63, when the tenor 

sings: ‘‘twill soon be gone’, the melody falls from a D to a G, bringing the melody to its home note, and 

confirming the statement being sung.
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ORGANISATION OF PITCH: HARMONY

While Vaughan Williams uses mainly diatonic chords, it is his organisation of them which changes their meaning 

and gives them a new function in the 20th century. For example, at the beginning of ‘On Wenlock Edge’, 

Vaughan Williams uses a series of first inversion chords. Instead of having some contrary motion between the 

bass and melody (as was typical in functional harmony), Vaughan Williams creates parallel motion between all 

the chords. This is typical of a lot of French music, particularly that of Ravel and Debussy.

The exact parallel movement in the opening three bars also creates false relations: in bar 23, the C flat against 

the C natural, and in bar 33, the D flat and against the D natural. False relations were common in Tudor music, 

though the circumstances in which they occur are very different.

Quartal harmony can also be found in the instrumental introduction. While this is mainly a result of the 1st 

inversion parallel chords, the 4ths are exposed and remind us of Vaughan Williams’s signature parallel 5ths 

(which are of course upside down 4ths).

SONORITY

The combination of string quartet and piano as accompaniment to the singer was an unusual one, normally 

being confined to chamber music (as a piano quintet) without the voice.

 � The tenor voice cuts through the instrumental texture, and the voice’s high range is exploited at moments of 

high tension and drama, for example in bar 13 and in corresponding places in the following stanzas.

 � The piano part is demanding but not virtuosic. The rippling right-hand semiquavers suggest the gale, with 

the flourishes of demisemiquavers in the interludes added for dramatic effect. This general rocking motion 

of the right hand continues through most of the movement, until it stops at bar 55. Towards the end (bars 

67 to 75) the right hand plays tremolo chords, which crescendo and diminuendo (within a piano dynamic) 

as the gale passes.

 � Vaughan Williams’s use of the string quartet is very reminiscent of Debussy and Ravel’s string quartet writing. 

The tremolo strings at the opening represent the storm and stress, as well as the tremolo between two 

notes in bars 57 to 64. The long trills in the string parts contribute to the stress of the storm, particular since 

they are played against the piano’s sextuplet ripples. The combination of these sonorities and dissonances 

creates an atmosphere of turmoil on which the tenor sings.

 � In bar 57, the strings play sul ponticello, creating a strained and tense sound near the bridge of the 

stringed instruments.

TEXTURE

While predominantly using a homophonic texture, Vaughan Williams varies his texture throughout the movement, 

using sonorities to bring out the differences as well.

 � At the opening of the movement, the right hand of the piano doubles the strings’ parallel chords, accentuating 

this French influence. The left hand occasionally doubles the cello line, for example in bar 7, where this line 

also doubles the melody being sung by the tenor.

 � The long trills in the inner string parts contribute to conveying the poet’s uneasy state of mind, as he reflects 

on the gales of life.

 � There is constant movement throughout ‘On Wenlock Edge’, whether in the right-hand semiquavers of the 

piano, the string tremolos or oscillating trills. Again, all of this contributes to the turbulence of the movement. 

Trills starting on different beats of the bar also contribute to this unstable metre.

DYNAMICS

Given the storm and stress, it’s no surprise that there are plenty of crescendos and diminuendos in the music, 

to represent the rise and fall of the storm itself. Dynamics also change frequently to contribute to this, as well 

as sudden fp and fz markings to contribute to the drama. Dynamics vary from pp to f.

Quartal harmony is 
harmony based on 
intervals of a 4th.

Listen to orchestral music by Debussy and Ravel to hear their influences here. In ‘Jeux de vagues’, the 
second movement of Debussy’s La mer (written between 1903 and 1905), you will hear similar string 
effects, as well as similar flourishes to the demisemiquavers noted above. Here, the orchestral flourishes 
represent the waves, in a similar way to how the music represents the storm in On Wenlock Edge.
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TEMPO, RHYTHM AND METRE

Though in a moderate tempo, ‘On Wenlock Edge’ contains enough rapid movement (trills and tremolos) to 

maintain the movement and give the sense of a storm. The song is in 4/4, but with the trills, sextuplets and 

triplets, the metre is often blurred, particularly in the introduction.

2. ‘Is My Team Ploughing’

This poem is a conversation between a dead man and his living friend. At first the dead man is assured that 

his girlfriend no longer grieves and has moved on. However, in the final stanza, it is implied that his girlfriend 

is now with his living friend – a devastating realisation.

STRUCTURE

Vaughan Williams omitted verses 3 and 4 of Housman’s original, much to Housman’s annoyance. This song is 

in strophic form in three pairs of verses, with the final pair being a variation on the first two:

Bars 1-4:
introduction

 y Modal introduction

Bars 5-9: stanza 1
‘Is my team ploughing’

 y The expression marking ‘quasi da lontano’ (‘as from a 
distance’) indicates the voice of the dead man.

 y The voice sings over a sustained chord.

Bars 9-19: stanza 2
‘Ay, the horses trample’

 y His living friend responds, accompanied by a solo cello.
 y The cello line descends chromatically at the start.

Bars 19-22: interlude  y This is the same as bars 1 to 4, with an added G in the cello.

Bars 23-27: stanza 3
‘Is my girl happy’

 y This is the same as the music for stanza 1, but with new text.

Bars 27-37: stanza 4
‘Ay, she lies down lightly’

 y The music is the same as stanza 2, until bar 33, where 
instead of the high G from the words ‘no change’ in stanza 2, 
Vaughan Williams sets the words ‘Your girl’ at a lower pitch.

Bars 37-38: interlude  y A shortened version of the introduction at an octave above, 
with tremolo to give a sense of agitation and tension.

Bars 39-44: stanza 5
‘Is my friend hearty’

 y The melody starts a 4th higher, accompanied by tremolo 
strings, indicating the dead man’s distress.

Bars 45-55: stanza 6
‘Yes, lad… I lie easy’

 y Loosely based on the living man’s responses in stanzas 
2 and 4, he delivers a dramatic response before his final 
devastating line in bars 53 to 54.

Bars 55-62: closing section  y The opening musical idea is repeated at four different 
octaves, with scales in between.

TONALITY

The tonality of the opening introduction and the dead man’s voice (stanzas 1 and 3) can be described as 

D minor with Dorian influences (ie B naturals and C naturals occur more frequently than B flats and C sharps), 

or simply Dorian mode itself.

The settings of the living man’s stanzas begin clearly in D minor with insistent triplet quavers, a means of 

distinguishing the two voices. The tonality of stanzas 2 and 4 becomes less clear as the appearances of A flats 

in the melody line and the accompaniment draw us away from a home key.

The tonality of the final stanza (‘Yes, lad’) is unclear, with the harmony under these cries being non-functional. 

Towards the end of the stanza, the tonality remains unclear, with the A flat becoming its enharmonic equivalent, 

G sharp, and settling on this note before the final blow from the singer.

ORGANISATION OF PITCH: MELODY

Most of the vocal line is made up of stepwise movement, typical of music for the voice. The melody of the dead 

man’s voice is in the middle of the tenor’s tessitura, with the melody rising in step at the start of each phrase 

to reflect the question being asked.

Dorian mode is 
the scale of D to 
D without flats or 
sharp. This was a 
common mode in 
British folk music. 
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The register of the living man’s voice is generally much higher in response to the dead man’s questions, 

particularly in the final stanza, where he prepares his final devastating answer: the repeated cries of ‘Yes, lad’ 

(bar 45) take the voice to the top of the tenor range. It is at bar 50, however, on the words ‘dead man’s’, that 

the tenor reaches the extremes of his range to deliver his fateful news.

ORGANISATION OF PITCH: HARMONY

The chords used in the dead man’s stanzas are diatonic, with the D minor chord underpinning the stanza. 

Parallel minor triads in bars 40 to 41 reflect Vaughan Williams’s style.

There are plenty of dissonances created in the living man’s stanzas. For example, in bar 9, the initially diatonic 

pulsating chords have chromatic notes added to make them dissonant, as the music begins to leave the tonal 

centre of D minor.

SONORITY

Vaughan Williams continues to exploit his timbres by the following means:

 � The strings are muted (‘con sordino’) at the opening of the extract to create a more distant feel to the music. 

The mutes are removed in bar 37 before the final question. This adds drama to the last part of this movement.

 � The use of the solo cello (without mute) to play alongside the living man’s voice adds tension and drama 

to the music. In the final stanza, the rest of the strings join the cello, with the first violin playing at the top 

of its range with persistent accents. The unison playing of the strings and voice at bar 50 (‘dead man’s’) 

emphasises the words.

 � In the final stanzas, Vaughan Williams replaces the original sustained chords with tremolo chords, which are 

played up an octave (see bars 37 and onwards) to increase the tension in the music.

TEXTURE

Vaughan Williams contrasts the different voices by changing the texture between sections. Both use melody-

dominated homophony, but with contrasting sonorities and rhythms. The dead man’s stanzas are accompanied 

by long sustained triads in the strings, whereas the living man’s initial stanzas are accompaniment by repeated 

chords on the piano and a cello melody.

In the final stanza (from bar 45), both the string quartet and the piano join the voice, bringing together existing 

melodic ideas from the accompaniment, as well as a new syncopated idea in the violins.

DYNAMICS

Once again, Vaughan Williams uses extremes of dynamics (pp to ff) as well as crescendos and decrescendos 

to contribute to the dramatic atmosphere. The pianissimo at the opening of the movement, combined with the 

muted string sound, contributes to the distant-sounding ghost. The ghost’s first two stanzas are pianissimo (in 

contrast to the living man’s stanzas), but his final question (bar 39, ‘Is my friend hearty…’) is forte, representing 

his increasingly agitated state of mind.

TEMPO, RHYTHM AND METRE

The changes in tempo and metre are based on the two voices. The dead man’s first two stanzas are in a slow 

4/4, with the responses being a little faster, and the beat initially being divided into triplets.

The shortened interlude in bars 37 to 38 perhaps give a sense of the dead man’s impatience, and certainly his 

question changes metre nearly every bar, giving away his distress as he reveals his most pressing concern. 

The response, while in 3/4, is resolute in its metre (apart from bar 49) as the living man delivers his blow.
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3. ‘Bredon Hill’

Bredon Hill is a poem that tells of a love that is overcome by death. Bredon Hill is on the border between 

Worcestershire and Gloucestershire.

STRUCTURE

Again, the movement’s structure is based on strophic form, as it is based on a poem.

Bars 1-24: introduction  y Sustained chords, many of which are 7th chords.

Bars 24-35: stanza 1
‘In summertime…’

 y A folk-like melody sung over sustained added-note 
chords.

Bars 35-38: interlude  y Same rhythms as bars 5 to 8, but the chords are not 
the same.

Bars 39-48: stanza 2
‘Here of a Sunday morning’

 y Similar melody line to stanza 1.
 y The strings take the rocking rhythms of the interlude 

(and bars 5 to 8).

Bars 48-51: interlude  y This is exactly the same as bars 5 to 8.

Bars 52-66: stanza 3
‘The bells would ring to call her’

 y A new stanza of melody and accompaniment.
 y The opening melodic shape is similar to that of 

stanzas 1 and 2.
 y The strings do not play.

Bars 66-78: stanza 4
‘But here my love would stay’

 y The vocal line’s opening phrase is similar in rhythm 
and melodic shape to stanzas 1 to 3, but lies 
between them in pitch.

 y The texture of stanza 3 continues.

Bars 79-83: postlude  y The triplet accompaniment of stanza 4 falls into 
an idea that reminds us of bars 20 to 24 from the 
introduction.

Bars 84-100: stanza 5
Instrumental introduction
‘But when the snow starts…’

 y The instrumental introduction is reminiscent of the 
opening instrumental interactions, but has new 
harmonies.

 y When the voice enters, the melody is based around 
G minor and B flat minor.

Bars 100-114: stanza 6
‘They tolled the one bell only’

 y The bells toll on the G repeated in the strings.
 y The vocal melody is similar to that of stanza 5.

Bars 114-135: stanza 7
‘The bells they sound on Bredon’

 y The bare string texture of the opening returns, but 
accompaniment by moving quavers and semiquavers.

 y At bar 123, the piano begins to mimic the bells, 
summoning the poet.

Bars 136-146: postlude, final statement 
of ‘I will come’.

 y This is similar to bars 8 to 14 of the introduction.
 y ‘I will come’ is sung unaccompanied and delivers 

another devastating movement ending.

TONALITY

The tonality of ‘Bredon Hill’ is uncertain throughout. The 7th chords that open the song become a distinctive 

feature, and serve to blur the tonality. Dissonances occur to emphasise the drama, for example in bar 85 

(stanza 5) as the mood of the text darkens. However, G is a tonal centre as much of the melody is based around 

it. The pentatonic scale on G is evident, as is the suggestion of the Mixolydian mode with the appearances of 

F naturals. In bars 33 to 34, the B flat and F natural suggest an Aeolian mode on G.

ORGANISATION OF PITCH: HARMONY

 � The 7th chords found in the opening are a distinctive feature of this movement, serving to blur the tonality. 

This type was typical of Vaughan Williams’s French counterparts, particularly Debussy.

 � The parallel chords (octaves, within which there are parallel 4ths and 5ths) – which begin at bar 52 – 

represent the bells.

 � The parallel movement continues, but at bar 64, Vaughan William uses 6ths, 5ths and 4ths.
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ORGANISATION OF PITCH: MELODY

 � Again, the vocal line uses mainly stepwise movement.

 � Vaughan Williams reserves the highest registers of the voice for moments of drama and distress, especially 

at bar 128 as the singer succumbs to the bells.

 � Much of the melody of stanzas 1 and 2 revolves around a G, and while the music departs from here as the 

tension increases through the stanzas, the single repeated G melody at the end of the movement, on ‘I will 

come’, provides a stark ending, as well as making the fate of the lovers clear with the home note.

SONORITY

 � Instrument-specific techniques continue to be employed in the strings: they open the movement with mutes 

(‘con sordino’). They also use double-stopping, which creates an open texture.

 � When the mutes are removed at bar 114, the instructions sul D or sul G indicate that the harmonics 

(indicated with a circle above the note) being played should be played on those specific strings. This is to 

give a particular timbre that Vaughan Williams wanted, perhaps to reflect the bells in this instance.

 � The pizzicatos (bars 100 to 110) contribute to the persistent nature of the bells.

 � The use of the pedal in the piano allows the chords to be sustained, something that Debussy also did in his 

piano music.

 � The tremolo strings in bar 123 create an agitated build towards the climax of the piece.

 � The repeated downbows in the 2nd violin and viola parts at bars 128 to 133 indicate that Vaughan Williams 

wanted this melody brought out with a specific timbre (the downbow has more force than an upbow).

TEXTURE

Vaughan Williams varies his melody-dominated homophony in the following ways:

 � The bare, chordal textures of the introduction remind us of Debussy, especially later on, when these chords 

begin to move and there begin to be more chords in the inner parts (eg bars 105 to 110).

 � The texture changes significantly at bar 115 when the piano departs from chordal playing and plays arpeggios.

 � At bar 129, the cascading quavers in the piano represent the bells, which become semiquavers by bar 127, 

again increasing the drama and tension.

 � The monophonic vocal line at the very end of the movement deals an equally devastating ending to the song 

as there was in ‘Is My Team Ploughing’, in which the final vocal line is also a solo vocal line.

DYNAMICS

Extremes of dynamics are used frequently in this movement, right down to pppp in bar 20.

TEMPO, RHYTHM AND METRE

 � The simple duple metre sets a calm and resigned tone to the song, and this turns into a slow 4/4 at bar 84. 

The music alternates between these two metres.

 � The use of rhythm increases the drama in this song. With long sustained chords in the opening, the dotted 

minim followed by a crotchet of bars 5 to 8 becomes a feature of the accompaniment later on (starting in bar 

35) as new rhythms begin to fill the bars. The triplets in bar 52 set the song into motion as the bells begin 

to ring.

 � This rhythm speeds up and becomes a dotted crotchet and a quaver, which begin at bar 100, a rocking back 

and forth as the G pierces through the texture.

 � As the accompaniment begins to move, passing through triplets and semiquavers at bar 115, at bar 128, 

Vaughan Williams states that the voice should be ‘sung quite freely – irrespective of the accompaniment’, 

which suggests the confusion and echoes of the ‘noisy bells’.

Wider listening

Students should be encouraged to listen to more of Vaughan Williams’ music, in particular his Fantasia on a 

Theme by Thomas Tallis, which not only uses an old melody, but also creates similar string effects to those 

heard in On Wenlock Edge.

Debussy’s orchestral music and piano music will also be valuable here. As mentioned above, La mer will bear 

many fruits for comparison, as well as his ‘La cathédrale engloutie’ for piano. Ravel’s Ma mère l’oye also has 

many similar moments in texture and sonority.

A harmonic is 
produced a when 
the string player 
lightly touches the 
string at the notated 
pitch, producing 
a new pitch with a 
lighter, more distant 
timbre.
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Finally, students should also listen to other settings of Housman’s text. George Butterworth’s setting of A 

Shropshire Lad, which include settings of ‘Is My Team Ploughing’ and ‘Bredon Hill’, is possibly the most 

intimate setting of them all. Arthur Somervell also set some of these poems in a song cycle, though does not 

set any of the three texts being studied here.


