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Few works in the orchestral repertoire capture the essence of
English pastoral beauty and spiritual depth as profoundly as
Ralph Vaughan Williams’ Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas
Tallis. Composed in 1910 and revised in 1919, this singular work
for double string orchestra and string quartet remains one of the
most beloved pieces of twentieth-century classical music. The
Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis draws its inspiration
from a sixteenth-century hymn tune by the Tudor composer
Thomas Tallis, transforming it into a luminous, meditative
soundscape that bridges centuries. In this article, we explore the
historical context, musical architecture, and enduring appeal of
Vaughan Williams' masterpiece, examining why this Vaughan
Williams Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis continues to
resonate with audiences worldwide.

THE COMPOSER: RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS AND HIS
JOURNEY INTO ENGLISH FOLK AND RENAISSANCE
MUSIC

Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) was a central figure in the
revival of English music. He studied at Cambridge and the Royal
College of Music, later traveling to study with such luminaries as
Max Bruch and Maurice Ravel. Yet his most profound influence
came from his deep fascination with English folk songs and Tudor
polyphony. In the early 1900s, Vaughan Williams collected
hundreds of folk tunes from the English countryside, absorbing
their modal scales and asymmetrical rhythms. Alongside this, he
developed a reverence for Renaissance composers, particularly
Thomas Tallis, who served as organist and composer to four
Tudor monarchs.

It was in this fertile creative period that Vaughan Williams was
commissioned by the Three Choirs Festival to write a piece for
the 1910 festival held in Gloucester Cathedral. The result was the
Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis, a work that not only
honored Tallis but also demonstrated Vaughan Williams’ own
mastery of blending ancient modality with modern harmonic
language.

UNDERSTANDING THE THEME: THOMAS TALLIS’
ORIGINAL MELODY

At the heart of the Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis lies
a simple yet profound melody. Tallis originally wrote a tune for
Archbishop Matthew Parker’s Psalter (1567) to accompany Psalm
2, “Why fum’th in fight the Gentiles spite?” The melody, known as
the “Third Tune” by Tallis, is a Phrygian modal theme that
Vaughan Williams later transcribed and adapted. He lifts the
theme almost verbatim at the opening of the fantasia, presented
by the cellos and basses in a hushed, reverent tone.

The choice of this particular theme is significant. Its Phrygian
mode (E to E on the white keys of the piano) gives the melody an
archaic, contemplative character that perfectly suits the
cathedral acoustics for which the piece was designed. Vaughan
Williams does not simply quote the theme and develop it in a
conventional manner; instead, he allows the theme to drift in and

out of the texture, like a distant memory or a Gregorian chant
floating through stone arches.

STRUCTURE AND FORM: A FANTASIA, NOT A FUGUE
OR SONATA

The term “fantasia” in the title points to a free, improvisatory
structure. Vaughan Williams avoids traditional sonata-allegro
form or strict contrapuntal development. Instead, the work
unfolds in a series of tableaux, each exploring different timbral
and emotional possibilities of the Tallis theme. The piece can be
broadly divided into three main sections, though they flow
without pause.

Opening Section: The
Theme Emerges

The work begins in the lower strings, with the Tallis theme stated
softly. The violas then take up the melodic line, and soon the full
double string orchestra responds with a rich, sustained chordal
passage. The opening establishes the sense of space and
resonance that defines the entire work. The music feels as if it is
being performed inside a vast stone cathedral, with echoes and
antiphonal effects between the two orchestras.

Middle Section: Building
Tension and Contrast

A central episode introduces more dynamic contrast and
harmonic exploration. Vaughan Williams uses divisi strings
(dividing each section into multiple parts) to create dense chords
that shift subtly. The solo string quartet emerges as a distinct
voice against the backdrop of the larger string groups, like a
small group of singers responding to a larger congregation. This
section reaches a powerful climax as the Tallis theme is
embellished with richer harmonies and a broader tempo. The
emotional intensity grows, evoking both longing and ecstasy.

Final Section: Resolution
and Return

After the climax, the music subsides into a serene coda. The
theme returns in its purest form, played by the solo quartet and
then echoed by the full orchestra. The final bars fade away into a
sustained pianissimo chord, ending on a sublime, unresolved
quality that leaves the listener suspended in contemplation. This
ambiguous ending is one of the most distinctive features of the
Vaughan Williams Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis,
as it refuses to provide a conventional cadential resolution,
mirroring the timeless quality of the original Tudor music.

ORCHESTRATION AND PERFORMANCE PRACTICE

One of the most innovative aspects of the Fantasia on a Theme
of Thomas Tallis is its orchestration. Vaughan Williams calls for
a double string orchestra and a separate solo string quartet. In
performance, the two string orchestras are typically placed apart
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on stage, often with the second orchestra positioned at a
distance to create a true antiphonal effect. This spatial
arrangement allows for dialogue and echo between the groups,
essential for realizing the composer’s vision of a cathedral-like
acoustic.

The solo quartet acts as a third ensemble, sometimes blending
with the orchestras and sometimes floating independently. This
rich layering of string textures produces a luminous, almost
ethereal sound. The lack of woodwinds, brass, or percussion is
deliberate: Vaughan Williams wanted pure string timbre to evoke
the vocal polyphony of Tallis’ era. Performers must pay careful
attention to bowing, phrasing, and dynamic control to maintain
the work’s transparent, floating quality. The piece demands a
refined sense of ensemble balance, as the six string groups (two
orchestras plus quartet) must interweave seamlessly.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND RECEPTION

When the Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis premiered
at Gloucester Cathedral on September 6, 1910, it was met with
mixed reactions. Some audience members found it too austere or
lacking in conventional drama. However, a number of critics
recognized its originality. One reviewer remarked that it was “a
work of great power and beauty, showing a fresh and individual
outlook.” Over the next decades, the piece grew in reputation,
particularly after the revision in 1919 which tightened the
structure and refined the orchestration.

The work’s popularity increased dramatically in the latter half of
the twentieth century, aided by recordings from conductors such
as Sir Adrian Boult, Sir John Barbirolli, and later, Bernard Haitink.
Today, the Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis is a staple
of the string repertoire and is frequently performed by
professional orchestras and youth ensembles alike. It has also
been used in film soundtracks, notably in the 1986 film “The
Mission” (though that film’'s score is by Ennio Morricone, it
borrows similar aesthetic) and in many television documentaries
exploring English heritage.

MUSICAL ANALYSIS: HARMONY, COUNTERPOINT, AND
TEXTURE

Harmonically, the Vaughan Williams Fantasia on a Theme of
Thomas Tallis is rooted in the modal language of the
Renaissance, but it is enriched by chromaticism and unexpected
harmonic shifts typical of early twentieth-century music. Vaughan
Williams uses parallel chords, open fifths, and suspended tones to
evoke an archaic flavor. The counterpoint is largely homophonic,
though there are fleeting moments of imitative polyphony that
recall Tallis" vocal works.

The textural variety is remarkable. The piece moves from unison
passages to eight-part divisi chords. The solo quartet often plays
lines that are more lyrical and ornamented, while the larger
orchestras provide sustained pedal points and chordal support.
One of the most striking effects is the use of string harmonics at
the climax, creating a shimmering, otherworldly sound.

Rhythmically, the work is characterized by a slow, flowing pulse.

There are no sharp accents or percussive rhythms. The tempo is
marked “Andante sostenuto” and generally remains around
quarter note = 60-72. The lack of strong metrical pulse adds to
the improvisatory, rapturous feel. Listeners often describe the
experience as being transported to a sacred space, floating
outside of time.

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE

The Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis has influenced
generations of composers. Its success demonstrated that a
modern composer could draw deeply from historical sources
without resorting to pastiche. It inspired later works such as
Benjamin Britten’s “Variations on a Theme of Frank Bridge” and
various neo-classical string works. Moreover, the piece helped
revive interest in Thomas Tallis and Tudor music more broadly.
Many listeners first encounter Tallis through Vaughan Williams’
fantasia, leading them to explore the original hymns and motets.

Recordings of the work are abundant, with over a hundred
different versions ranging from classic analog LPs to modern
digital productions. The piece is also a favorite for string
orchestras in music festivals and competitions. Its accessibility
and emotional directness make it a perfect piece for both
seasoned classical audiences and newcomers.

PERFORMANCE TIPS FOR MUSICIANS

For string players and conductors approaching the Vaughan
Williams Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis, several
points are crucial:

e Balance: Ensure the two orchestras blend without one
overpowering the other. The solo quartet should be audible
but not aggressive.

e Phrasing: Long, arching phrases require careful bow
distribution. Avoid breaking the line with excessive vibrato.

¢ Intonation: Modal scales and open fifths demand precise
tuning. Use pure intervals, especially for the Phrygian
mode.

e Dynamics: The dynamic range is wide, but the loudest
moments should remain resonant, not harsh. A fortissimo in
this piece is still warm and spacious.

e Spatial awareness: If possible, place the orchestras
apart. The antiphonal effect is integral to the work’s
architecture.

CONCLUSION

The Vaughan Williams Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas
Tallis stands as a timeless bridge between the Renaissance and
the modern era. Its meditative beauty, structural ingenuity, and
emotional depth ensure its place as one of the great works of the
string repertoire. Whether heard in a live concert hall or through
headphones, the piece invites listeners into a profoundly moving
experience, revealing the power of music to transcend centuries.
As long as there are strings to play and audiences willing to
listen, this fantasia will continue to echo through the halls of
time.
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