Vaughan Williams
The Lark Ascending
I think I shall use the word light.

It is fair to call The Lark Ascending 'light music'. It makes no strenuous intellectual or emotional demands, it is tuneful, not too long, and on the whole unadventurous in its harmonies and textures. That is not to say it is bad music: far from it. A light sparkling wine is infinitely better for some occasions than a mortgage-a-bottle vintage claret.

Light, then, as opposed to demanding. Light also in the sense of not heavy. Throughout the piece there is a sense of lightness, of not being weighed down. The violin part, wonderfully imitating both the song and the flight of the lark, rises ever higher to the heavens, throwing off the shackles of barlines. We can feel the exhilaration of leaving the ground far below and revelling in the freedom of flight. The music soars.

And then there is the light that shines. This is music that speaks of cloudless summer, of bright mornings, of fresh clear air. The orchestra begins with the soft light of dawn, and at the height of the piece it is radiant; the high notes of the violin suggest sunlight catching on airborne wings.

Light, light and light. The Lark Ascending captures beautifully the innocence of the last days of peace in 1914, before the phrase World War had been uttered. It is maybe not Great Music; it is not to everyone's taste. But as I listened to it again just before writing this note, a bird began to sing outside my window. He was singing Vaughan Williams.
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