
"I don't know whether I like it, but it's what I meant." Vaughan Williams 
referred in these famous words to his Symphony No. 4, which was 
sketched out over the years 1931 and 1932, completed in 1934, and first 
performed in London on April 10, 1935, by the BBC Symphony Orchestra 
under Sir Adrian Boult. The dissonance and power of the Symphony No. 
4 were not new elements in Vaughan Williams' music; some of the same 
can be heard, for instance, in the ballet Job (1930). But the unrelenting 
vision of the Fourth was new and surprising.

What does the Fourth mean? Interestingly and not very helpfully, it was 
the first of Vaughan Williams' symphonies not to have a descriptive title 
attached to it. Many thought that the symphony was a commentary on 
world events, in particular the rise of totalitarianism and the eventual 
outbreak of World War II. Sir Adrian Boult thought so: "He foresaw the 
whole thing." As usual, Vaughan Williams rejected such specificity, 
although he did admit in a letter to a friend that the "beauty" of the 
symphony reflected "unbeautiful times -- because we know that beauty 
can come from unbeautiful things (e.g. King Lear, Rembrandt's School of 
Anatomy, Wagner's Niebelungs, etc.)" As Vaughan Williams was complet-
ing the Fourth, he was also starting on the oratorio Dona Nobis Pacem, 
which does make direct reference to war. But the composer's widow 
Ursula saw the symphony as autobiographical, a reflection of her 
husband's character: "The towering furies of which he was capable, his 
fire, pride, and strength are all revealed and so are his imagination and 
lyricism."

The symphony begins with an imperious theme that frequently recurs later 
in the work. The tone is one of anger and aggression. Even the more 

restrained second theme has a pulsating energy lurking beneath it, and the 
movement's occasional moments of humor are acid tinged. After its driving 
energy and frequent brass outbursts, the quiet coda of the movement comes 
as a surprise. But the feeling is more of enervation than calm. Next is the slow 
movement, marked Andante moderato, which opens with a wandering melody 
related to material from the first movement over a strong pizzicato accompani-
ment. Much is made of the contrast between the remorseless tread of the 
accompaniment versus the rather forlorn quality of the melodic material. The 
movement exudes a sense of weariness. A lonely flute solo acts as a coda. 
The Scherzo, marked Allegro molto, is dance-like, but rhythmically unpredict-
able and mercurial. After a fugal interlude, the dance opening returns. A 
strange and mysterious passage in which a quiet recollection of the first 
movement's main theme sounds over a pounding drum rhythm, leads without 
break into the vigorous Finale, which one might see as the resolution of the 
conflict of the first three movements. The final movement strides purposely 
forward, with frequent brass eruptions. The mood is one of excitement, but of 
agitation, as well. A peaceful theme emerges in the strings and is developed 
for a time. Then the initial music breaks out again, leading into a fugal 
development that whips up a lot of energy and leads to a brass-drenched 
peroration derived from the symphony's opening pages.

The original title of this Concerto for Violin and String Orchestra was simply 
"Concerto Academico," but Vaughan Williams changed it around 1951 to its 
current title, though the older one is usually retained parenthetically in most 
listings. However one calls it, this work is clearly an homage to Bach, specifi-
cally to his Concerto for Two Violins in D Minor, a composition Vaughan 
Williams deeply loved and admired. He may have been inspired to pay this 
tribute by Holst's 1923 Fugal Concerto, but neo-Classicism was already in the 
air, and the independent-minded Vaughan Williams usually needed little 

stimulus to stray off the beaten path.

The concerto is cast in three movements, with the lively outer panels framing a 
serene Adagio. Vaughan Williams borrows a rhythmic idea from Bach's A minor 
Second Violin Concerto to open the first movement. As one might expect, he 
also infuses the music with a healthy dose of contrapuntal activity throughout 
this panel. Still, there is little doubt about the authorship of the themes here: 
though they are lean and muscular, they have that hearty, folkish character so 
typical of the composer. Marked Allegro pesante, this is one of the composer's 
busiest, most vibrant instrumental movements.

The Adagio is dreamy and relaxed in mood, and features mostly delicate, triadic 
harmonies. The violin writing often resembles that in the composer's earlier 
masterpiece, The Lark Ascending (1914; rev. 1920). In the central part of the 
movement a climatic episode of a most celestial character appears to stir this 
otherwise serene musical landscape. On its return this same material sounds 
less forceful and a bit darker.

The Presto finale opens with a theme that is pure Vaughan Williams, a jig tune 
taken from Act II, scene 2 of his opera, Hugh the Drover (1910-14), which had 
premiered in July 1924, shortly before the composer began work on this 
concerto. At less than four minutes, this is the shortest movement, but its 
bustling energy never flags, its folk-like spirit permeating the whole movement, 
leaving relatively little to identify with Bach. In the end, this concerto must be 
assessed a masterpiece, perhaps a major masterpiece. The work was dedicated 
to violinist Jelly d'Aranyi, who premiered it in London on November 6, 1925, 
with Anthony Bernard leading the London Chamber Orchestra.
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Vaughan Williams Symphony No. 4 - Concerto Accademico - André Previn London Symphony 

 

1 Allegro Pesante 5:14

2 Adagio 6:43

3 Presto 4:02
4 Allegro 8:40

5 Andante Moderato 10:32

6 Scherzo (Allegro Molto) 5:36

7 Finale Con Epilogo Fugato (Allegro Molto) 9:06

Engineer - Kenneth Wilkinson    Producer - Peter Dellheim
Recorded by RCA 1969 at Kingsway Hall, London, England
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