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Introduction to Vaughan Williams’ Symphony No.
6

Vaughan Williams Symphony No. 6 is a significant work in the orchestral
repertoire, composed during the tumultuous period following World War II.
Premiered in 1948, it reflects the composer’s deep engagement with the
changing world around him and offers a poignant commentary on the human
experience in the face of adversity. This symphony stands apart from its
predecessors, showcasing Vaughan Williams’ evolution as a composer and his
ability to convey complex emotions through music.

The Historical Context of Symphony No. 6

Vaughan Williams composed Symphony No. 6 in a time marked by the aftermath of
World War II, a period characterized by uncertainty and existential dread.
The war had profound effects on society, and the composer himself grappled
with the implications of humanity’s capacity for destruction. This symphony
is often regarded as a reflection of the disillusionment felt during this
era.

Influences on the Composition

Several factors influenced Vaughan Williams as he created this symphony:

1. Personal Experience: The composer served in World War I and was deeply
affected by the loss of friends and the horrors of war. This personal history
informs much of his later work, including Symphony No. 6.

2. Literary Inspirations: Vaughan Williams was inspired by various literary
works, often turning to poetry and literature to inform his musical language.
The themes of loss, conflict, and nature permeate his compositions.

3. Musical Evolution: By the time he composed Symphony No. 6, Vaughan
Williams had developed a distinctive style characterized by rich harmonies,
folk influences, and a deep connection to the English landscape.

Structure and Analysis of Symphony No. 6

Vaughan Williams’ Symphony No. 6 is structured in four movements. Each
movement presents unique themes and emotional landscapes, creating a cohesive
yet complex work.



Movement I: Allegro

The first movement opens with a bold statement, marked by an aggressive
rhythm and unsettling harmonies. It sets the tone for the symphony, capturing
a sense of struggle and conflict. The use of dissonance reflects the turmoil
of the time, creating an atmosphere of unease.

- Themes and Motifs: The movement features a recurring motif that represents
the idea of conflict, often juxtaposed with moments of lyrical beauty.

- Instrumentation: The orchestration is notable for its use of brass and
woodwinds, which contribute to the movement's dramatic intensity.

Movement II: Scherzo

The second movement shifts dramatically in mood, presenting a lighter and
more playful character. However, beneath the surface, there is an underlying
tension that contrasts with the apparent whimsy.

- Rhythmic Playfulness: The scherzo is characterized by lively rhythms and
playful interactions between sections of the orchestra, creating a sense of
dialogue.

- Contrast of Themes: Vaughan Williams juxtaposes the light-hearted themes
with darker undertones, reflecting the complexity of human emotions.

Movement III: Moderato

The third movement introduces a more reflective and melancholic tone. Here,
Vaughan Williams explores themes of loss and introspection, allowing the
listener to experience a deeper emotional journey.

- Melodic Lines: The strings carry the primary melodic material, evoking a
sense of longing and nostalgia.

- Harmonic Language: The harmony becomes more complex, illustrating the inner
turmoil of the human psyche.

Movement IV: Passacaglia

The final movement, Passacaglia, is the culmination of the symphony's
emotional arc. It is marked by a sense of resignation and acceptance,
contrasting with the struggle of the earlier movements.

- Variations on a Theme: The passacaglia form allows Vaughan Williams to
explore variations on a central theme, providing a sense of continuity and
resolution.

- Crescendo to Finale: The movement builds to a powerful conclusion,
reflecting the composer’s views on the resilience of the human spirit despite
adversity.



Thematic Elements and Symbolism

Vaughan Williams’ Symphony No. 6 is rich with thematic elements and symbolism
that resonate with the listener. The following themes are particularly
significant:

Conflict and Struggle: The symphony opens with a palpable tension,
mirroring the societal struggles of the post-war era.

Loss and Memory: The reflective moments in the symphony evoke feelings
of nostalgia and remembrance, connecting to the composer’s personal
experiences.

Hope and Resilience: Despite the dark themes, there are moments of
beauty and serenity that suggest hope and the potential for renewal.

Reception and Legacy

Upon its premiere, Vaughan Williams’ Symphony No. 6 received a mixed response
from critics and audiences. Some praised its emotional depth and innovative
structure, while others felt it was too bleak. Over time, however, the
symphony has come to be regarded as one of Vaughan Williams’ masterpieces and
an essential work in the 20th-century symphonic canon.

Influence on Future Composers

The impact of Symphony No. 6 extends beyond its immediate reception. It has
influenced numerous composers who admire Vaughan Williams’ ability to blend
emotional depth with technical mastery. Some notable aspects of this
influence include:

- Exploration of Dissonance: The use of dissonance and complex harmonies has
inspired contemporary composers to experiment with similar techniques.

- Thematic Depth: Vaughan Williams’ approach to thematic development
encourages modern composers to delve into personal and societal themes within
their works.

- National Identity: His incorporation of folk elements has encouraged a
focus on national identity in music, influencing a generation of composers
interested in regional styles.

Conclusion

Vaughan Williams’ Symphony No. 6 remains a profound exploration of the human
experience. Through its complex structures, rich emotional landscapes, and
thematic depth, it captures the essence of a world grappling with the
consequences of war and the search for meaning in the aftermath. As audiences



continue to engage with this masterpiece, it serves as a reminder of the
power of music to reflect the complexities of life, resonating with listeners
across generations. The symphony stands not only as a testament to Vaughan
Williams’ artistry but also as a poignant reflection on the resilience of the
human spirit.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Vaughan
Williams' Symphony No. 6?

Vaughan Williams' Symphony No. 6 explores themes of conflict, despair, and
the impact of war, reflecting the turbulent atmosphere of the post-World War
II era.

How does Vaughan Williams' Symphony No. 6 differ from
his earlier symphonies?

Symphony No. 6 is darker and more introspective compared to his earlier
works, showcasing a more modern and dissonant language that captures the
uncertainties of the time.

When was Vaughan Williams' Symphony No. 6 composed
and premiered?

Vaughan Williams composed Symphony No. 6 in 1947, and it premiered on April
21, 1948, conducted by the composer himself with the London Symphony
Orchestra.

What instrumentation is used in Vaughan Williams'
Symphony No. 6?

The symphony is scored for a large orchestra including woodwinds, brass,
percussion, and strings, as well as featuring a significant role for the
harp.

What is the structure of Vaughan Williams' Symphony
No. 6?

The symphony is structured in five movements: 1. Allegro, 2. Lento, 3.
Scherzo, 4. Adagio, and 5. Con moto, showcasing a diverse range of emotions
and musical ideas.

Why is Vaughan Williams' Symphony No. 6 considered
significant in the 20th-century orchestral
repertoire?

It is significant for its innovative use of harmony, expressive depth, and
its reflection of the human experience in a time of existential crisis,
marking a pivotal moment in Vaughan Williams' compositional evolution.
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