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   Discovering Music: early 20th century 

 
www.bl.uk/20th-century-music 

 
 
 
 
 
Teaching Notes by Rebecca Clarey 
 
Subject: Music  
Theme: Music and Place: Sacred Music and Folksong in 20th-
Century England  
Curriculum: UK 
Level: Ages 16-18 
 
Rationale 
 
This teaching resource enables A Level students to see original manuscripts tracing the 

ways in which English composers of the early 20th century collected folksongs and used 

them as the basis of hymns and other compositions. A variety of activities encompassing 

reading, listening, analysis and composition will support the core curriculum, and may 

be used as a starting point for extension activities and further reading and listening.  

 
Related content 
 
People: 
Percy Grainger 
Ralph Vaughan Williams 
 
Works:  
Ralph Vaughan Williams, A Pastoral Symphony 
 
Articles: 
‘Vaughan Williams and The English Hymnal’ by Simon Wright 
‘Folksong Revival in the Early 20h Century’ by Eric Saylor  
 
Collection items: 
The English Hymnal 
Vaughan Williams’s folksong collection 
The Yattendon Hymnal 

http://www.bl.uk/people/percy-grainger
http://www.bl.uk/people/ralph-vaughan-williams
https://www.bl.uk/works/a-pastoral-symphony
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-music/articles/vaughan-williams-and-the-english-hymnal
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-music/articles/folksong-revival-in-the-early-20th-century
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-music/articles/folksong-revival-in-the-early-20th-century
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-english-hymnal
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/vaughan-williams-folksong-collection
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-yattendon-hymnal
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Vaughan Williams, The Lark Ascending 
 
Recordings: 
‘I’m Seventeen Come Sunday’ 
 
 

 

 

 
      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Comprehension 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Potential areas of relevance: 

The analytical skills, compositional skills and stimuli and general wider 

contextual listening will be of use to all exam board syllabi 

More explicit suggested links are: 

Edexcel: Vocal music: Vaughan Williams, On Wenlock Edge: Nos. 1, 3 and 5 (On 

Wenlock Edge, Is my team ploughing? and Bredon Hill) – use of folk music 

influences, issues of text setting 

AQA: Art Music since 1920 

OCR: Religious music of the Baroque period: whilst a different historical context, 

questions stipulated in the syllabus include conditions and context in which 

religious music of the period was created and performed. 

Innovations in music 1900 to the present day: national styles including the folk 

tradition. Suggested set work: Vaughan Williams, Job A Masque for Dancing – use 

of folk music influences, compare and contrast  

Eduqas: Into the C20th 

Note to teachers: 

These teaching ideas can certainly be used to support the A Level syllabus for 

all exam boards as outlined below. They could also be a starting point for 

extended reading, or form the basis of an extended essay for a university 

application. Similarly, they could form a stimulus for questions for EPQ 

submissions.  

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/vaughan-williams-the-lark-ascending
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/vaughan-williams-the-lark-ascending
https://sounds.bl.uk/World-and-traditional-music/Percy-Grainger-Collection/025M-1LL0010268XX-0101V0
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Comprehension 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Vaughan Williams and The English Hymnal’ by Simon Wright  

 Explain the circumstances and reasons that led to Vaughan Williams being asked 

to create an English Hymnal (things to include: Who asked VW? What was the 

motivation of wanting such a hymnal? How was it that VW was seen as the person 

for the job?) 

 Outline some of the controversies surrounding the creation of such a hymnal. 

 What was Vaughan Williams’s vision for the hymnal? What did he decide to 

include/reject? 

 Give examples of the breadth of material that Vaughan Williams included in his 

collection. 

 Vaughan Williams chose to use some folksongs to set the words of hymns. Why 

was this considered controversial? What was Vaughan Williams’s response? 

 What different revisions/editions of the English hymnal were published? What 

were the chief additions/differences? 

 What impact did the English Hymnal have on: 

o Vaughan Williams as a composer? 

o The reception of Vaughan Williams as a composer? 

‘Folksong Revival in the Early 20th Century’ by Eric Saylor 

 What prompted the renewed interest in folksong in the early 20th century?  

 Outline the two different schools of thought with respect to the treatment of folk 

music. What did they both believe? Who were the principal advocates of each 

group? 

 Why did Vaughan Williams annotate slightly different notes in the transcription 

of ‘The Cruel Father and the Affectionate Lover’? Why is this significant in 

showing his beliefs on the treatment of folk music? 

 Describe one example of where Vaughan Williams changed the context of a piece 

from its original. 

Note to teachers: 

These basic comprehension questions are intended to get students to engage 

with the scholarly articles before embarking upon the discussion, composition 

and analysis tasks below. The intention is that this should be done by the 

student prior to the lesson – ideally as flipped learning homework so that the 

student comes to the lesson with a good understanding of the works and issues 

ready to start on the subsequent activities.  
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 Who was Percy Grainger and why is he so important to the folksong revival 

movement?  

Discussion Points 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Simon Wright writes that The English Hymnal became ‘one of the finest 

collections of hymns and hymn tunes ever assembled, widely used in churches, 

schools and colleges the world over, and to remain in print for more than 100 

years’. Discuss in groups: 

o What is a hymn? What is its purpose? How might the music for a hymn 

differ from that of a secular song?  

o What do you think you would look for if you were asked to make a 

collection of hymns and hymn tunes? How would you choose what to 

include and what not to include? 

o What do you think gives a collection of hymns longevity? What features do 

you think help keep a hymnal in circulation for more than 100 years? 

 Simon Wright tells us that Vaughan Williams designed the music of The English 

Hymnal to be ‘essentially congregational in character’. What features do you 

think are important to make a song congregational?  

 Eric Saylor writes that folksongs were seen as ‘common to the experience of all 

English men and women’, representing a ‘shared cultural heritage’ that can ‘help 

forge connections between social classes’. How far do you agree with this 

statement?  

 Write your own definition of ‘folk music’. 

 Brainstorm all of the songs that you would consider to be ‘folk music’ today. 

 In some instances, Vaughan Williams added new words to existing folksong 

tunes. Which do you think is easier to write first – the music (and then add 

lyrics), or lyrics (and then add music)? 

 

 

Note to teachers: 

These discussion points will work best as group discussions, potentially 

moving into a whole class discussion. It is recommended that they are used as a 

starter activity. One suggestion is that each group could have a different 

question they form an answer to which they then feed back to the class. These 

groups could be given questions to focus on as homework whilst reading the 

articles for the first time, in order to direct their initial reading.    
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Listening 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 Task: Eric Saylor tells us that Percy Grainger recorded a singer performing the 

folksong ‘I’m Seventeen Come Sunday’. Listen to the recording and transcribe the 

rhythm and the melody. 

“I’m Seventeen Come Sunday”, collected by Percy Grainger from Mr Fred Atkinson 

of Redbourne, Lincolnshire, 1905, recorded 1906. 

 

 

Analysis 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 According to Wright, Vaughan Williams claimed that sifting through some of the 

best, and worst, tunes in the world was one of the best things he could have done 

for his musical education.  

Task: Analyse nine well known tunes (see end of document). What do you think 

makes them successful/unsuccessful? Place them in a diamond 9 (shown below) 

– and be prepared to justify your answers! 

 

Note to teachers: 

There is much flexibility here in shaping this resource (or indeed that of any 

folk tunes) to help students with melodic and rhythmic dictation. Further 

questions can be asked about key, chords and cadences at the teacher’s 

discretion.  

Note to teachers: 

The diamond nine activity would work well as a group discussion for a starter. 

The compare and contrast activity could be extended to include one of the 

specified set works on the A Level syllabus – for example, compare and 

contrast ‘The Ploughboy’s Dream’ with one of the set pieces from On Wenlock 

Edge.  

https://sounds.bl.uk/World-and-traditional-music/Percy-Grainger-Collection/025M-1LL0010268XX-0101V0
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 As Eric Saylor’s article tells us, Vaughan Williams included the folksong ‘The 

Ploughboy’s Dream’ in his collection. This was then used for the music of the 

hymn ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’. Compare and contrast the two versions 

below. In groups discuss the differences that you can see using the table below to 

help you. 

 

Vaughan Williams’s transcription of ‘The Ploughboy’s Dream’, performed by Mr 

Gorman of Forest Green, Surrey: 

 

 

 

 

Why do you think this 

is the most successful 

song?  

Place the least 

successful song here. 

What is it about it that 

you feel is not 

successful? 

Place the songs you feel are 

neither the most or least 

successful in the middle 

(moving down in how 

successful you feel they are)  
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Vaughan Williams’s setting of ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’ in The English Hymnal: 
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Composition 
 

 

 

 

 

 Harmonise the following hymn tune ‘The Cruel Father and The Affectionate 

Lover’: 

o Ext: Try creating two versions – one using ONLY primary chords, and the 

other using more extended/dissonant harmony. Where would you choose 

to place the dissonances? Why? 

Musical element Things to consider Differences  

Melody  Musical contour (shape of the 
melody) 

 Repetition/variations of the same 
idea 

 Important melodic figures that 
you can see 

In this 
column 
make a note 
of all of the 
differences 
you can see 
for each of 
the musical 
elements.  
Extension: 
WHY did 
these 
differences 
need to 
occur for the 
Christmas 
carol 
setting? Are 
there ethical 
problems 
with 
recording 
and altering 
folksongs? 

Rhythm/text setting  Which words receive the most 
emphasis rhythmically? 

 Is there an anacrusis at any point? 
 What are the principal rhythmic 

features? 
 Where does the rhythm change 

between verses (if it does) and 
why? 

Structure  Number and length of lines 
 Is there a verse/chorus structure 

or is the piece through-composed? 
Texture  How many/what different layers 

can you see? 
 Where is the melody in the 

texture? Is it always in the same 
place? 

Harmony  What chords are used? 
 What key is used? 
 Where do the cadences fall in 

relation to the text? What 
cadences are used?  

 

Note to teachers: 

It is suggested that these brief compositional tasks could be completed at the 

start of Year 12 as students are initially exploring composing at A Level. They 

offer an opportunity to consider harmonisation and text setting which they 

could then incorporate into their own compositions later on in the year.  
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Vaughan Williams’s transcription of ‘The Cruel Father and the Affectionate Lover’, 

performed by Mr Gorman of Forest Green, Surrey (listen to a performance here): 

 

 

 The article mentions the melody ‘Cranham’ which was used to set Christina 

Rossetti’s words to ‘In The Bleak Midwinter’. Use ‘The Cruel Father and the 

Affectionate Lover’ and alter the melody and rhythm so that it effectively sets the 

following poem by Rossetti. (You do not have to use all of the lines – you can 

choose those that you think would work most effectively.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Remember me when I am gone away,  
         Gone far away into the silent land;  
         When you can no more hold me by the hand,  
Nor I half turn to go yet turning stay.  
Remember me when no more day by day  
         You tell me of our future that you plann'd:  
         Only remember me; you understand  
It will be late to counsel then or pray.  
Yet if you should forget me for a while  
         And afterwards remember, do not grieve:  
         For if the darkness and corruption leave  
         A vestige of the thoughts that once I had,  
Better by far you should forget and smile  
         Than that you should remember and be sad. 
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Analysis Diamond 9 task: notated melodies 

 

 

Happy Birthday 

 

Silent Night 

 

Drunken Sailor 

 

 

Note to teachers: 

These sheets may be printed and photocopied to allow students to cut out and 

arrange the melodies easily.  
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Mary Had A Little Lamb 

 

Ode to Joy 

 

Frere Jacques 

 

Auld Lang Syne 
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Jingle Bells 

 

 

We Wish You a Merry Christmas 

 

 
 


