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What is English pastoral music? 
 
The pastoral genre, or topic, has been of near-universal interest to composers 

and poets throughout history, but is considered to have been particularly prevalent in 
English culture during the early twentieth century. Despite the popular association of the 
composers of the ‘English Musical Renaissance’ with pastoral images and moods, the 
precise relation of their music to pastoralism has been neglected in the critical literature. I 
propose to discuss here English musical pastoralism in the context of its literary, cultural 
and political influences. 

 
The term ‘pastoral’ is far from clearly defined and its meaning has changed 

throughout its long history. It is a bundle of associations, clustered around the ideas of 
‘rural’ and ‘innocence’, variously adopted by Classical, pagan or Christian metaphorical 
discourse, or indeed with mixed references. It therefore implies more than mere 
depiction of rural life:  it carries associations of Eden, Arcadia or a ‘Golden Age’, its 
nostalgic stance a reflection of beauty lost through the Fall or the degeneration of Man. 
Contextually, it cannot exist alone, for it depends upon a projected opposition, be it 
country versus town, innocence versus experience or nature versus art. In short, ‘the 
assumption of the pastoral stance represents a coming to terms with complexity by 
retiring temporarily to a position of comparative simplicity’.1 

 
The evolution of pastoral 
 

Raymond Williams traces pastoral writing to the ninth century BCE, where 
Hesiod contemplates the ages of mankind from a mythical Golden Age through to his 
own ‘Iron Age’. Six centuries later, the pastoral emerges as a literary form in the Idylls of 
Theocritus, a tradition Virgil built upon in his Eclogues a further two centuries later. 
According to Williams, in Virgil the pastoral landscape of Theocritus becomes more 
distant – Arcadia – and the ‘Golden Age’ described by Hesiod ‘is seen as present there’.2 
In Christian mythology, the Garden of Eden provided an equivalent to the Arcadia of 
Classical poets, and the concept of the Fall established the nostalgic pastoral inclination 
as a natural human impulse. For the Romantic poets, witnessing the beginning of the 
industrial revolution, the city easily came to be seen as a consequence of the Fall; at the 
same time, increased emphasis on nature and a new interest in childhood enabled them 
to draw a parallel between humankind’s degeneration or Fall from Eden and a child’s 
loss of innocence as he enters adulthood. 

 
The entwined concepts of pastoral endured into the twentieth century: 

Arcadia is perpetually being renewed because the longing for it is rooted in one 
of the deepest instincts of man; common to all peoples and all times, it will of 
necessity wear a different look in different times and places.3 

English writers and composers, then, had their own Arcadia-Edens, be they Shropshire, 
‘Wessex’ or the Severn Valley. Common to each was a sense of distance, usually in time. 
Yet while Arcadia was a literary creation, ‘a projection of the mind, and therefore a 
universal’,4 its English manifestations were specific. The result: a loss of universality and 
the appropriation of a myth to a national cause. 
 
                                                 
1 Peter V. Marinelli, Pastoral (London: Methuen, 1971), 38. 
2 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (London: OUP, 1973), 14-17. 
3 Marinelli, Pastoral, 50. 
4 Ibid., 56. 
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In music, the pastoral has existed probably as long as in literature – if not longer: 
Williams suggests that ‘the literary pastoral developed from singing competitions in local 
peasant communities’.5 Pastoral themes and settings were particularly prominent in early 
opera (and the intermedii which preceded it), with the Renaissance predisposition to re-
visit Classical myths. Over time, a semiotics of pastoral imagery developed in both vocal 
and instrumental genres. In opera and song, pastoral’s literary allusions can be made 
explicit, but in instrumental music, beyond the title, our perception of a work’s pastoral 
characteristics depends upon the understanding of pre-existing conventions. By the start 
of the twentieth century, composers could draw upon a wide collection of pastoral 
signifiers, though it is perhaps Beethoven who had the greatest influence in their 
preservation. According to David Wyn Jones, Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony represented 
a ‘cumulating point’ to over 300 years of pastoral signification in music.6 The pastoral 
style which developed in English music participated in this tradition, appropriating its 
conventions. Vaughan Williams set the example for many younger composers, such as 
George Butterworth, Ivor Gurney, Gerald Finzi and Ernest Moeran. Contemporaries like 
John Ireland and Gustav Holst, despite diverse influences and often divergent styles, 
played an important role in the development of a recognisably English pastoral style, if 
less regularly to adopt a pastoral outlook themselves. 

 
The pastoral manifests itself in music in a number of ways, but a distinction can 

be drawn between the pastoral genre and the pastoral ‘topic’. As a genre, the ‘pastoral(e)’ 
refers to a single work or movement ‘that depicts the characters and scenes of rural life 
or is expressive of its atmosphere’.7 The term is often applied to miniatures. Pastoral as a 
‘topic’ may refer to a section of a large-scale work in which pastoral characteristics are 
apparent. So-called pastoral ‘oases’ are generally characterised by introspection or 
nostalgia, and stand in contrast with their more rhetorical surroundings.8 Simplicity is 
juxtaposed with complexity, constancy with change; this opposition is sometimes present 
in composers’ cityscapes too.  Matthew Riley has argued that the pastoral interlude can 
be interpreted as a composer’s presentation of nature as an ‘object of desire’, reflecting 
the aspiration to associate nature with the pastoral and Romantic values of  

immediacy, freshness, simplicity, spontaneity, and the imaginative vision of 
childhood, along with the implicit negation of the everyday world, social mores, 
mundane adulthood, and even modern civilization itself.9 

Most of the works we associate with the English pastoral tradition are not, in fact, large-
scale works in which a pastoral ‘oasis’ is present. The pastoral oasis is dependent on a 
framing context for its meaning. Instead, English pastoral works are best considered 
representative of the pastoral genre, though it is to be recognised that a degree of 
intersection with other forms and genres (notably the ‘rhapsody’) is a vital characteristic. 
At a local level, there seems to be no clear ‘framing context’ that allows their subject to 
function as an object of desire. Yet, at the level of culture, the established view is that 
these works reflect, in their totality, a retreat from the tedium, complexity, or iniquity of 
society. There is a risk, of course, that in this respect pastoralism becomes a 
‘metanarrative’, a normalising discourse, in discussion of English music.10 It is important 
                                                 
5 Williams, The Country and the City, 14. 
6 David Wyn Jones, Beethoven: Pastoral Symphony (Cambridge: CUP, 1995), 15. 
7 Geoffrey Chew, ‘Pastoral’, Grove Music Online, ed. L. Macy, <http://www.grovemusic.com>, accessed 
6/9/04. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Matthew Riley, ‘Rustling Reeds and Lofty Pines: Elgar and the Music of Nature’, 19th Century Music, 26 
(2002), 157. 
10 Meirion Hughes and Robert Stradling, The English Musical Renaissance 1840–1940, 2nd edn (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2001), 171. 
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to recognise that although pastoralism was a particularly prominent strain in English 
culture, to take composers at their words when they claimed to be writing music that was 
truly ‘English’, is at risk of neglecting those who reside outside of the pastoral canon. 
 

It is primarily in relation to Beethoven that pastoral signifiers have been 
considered systematically, in studies by David Wyn Jones and Robert Hatten.11 Since 
Beethoven’s 6th Symphony provides a useful starting point for the consideration of 
pastoral signification, given the ‘programme’ implied by its movement titles (‘Awakening 
of happy feelings on arriving in the country’ and ‘Scene by the brook’, for example), it is 
worth listing the pastoral conventions these writers isolate. Jones understands pedal 
points, compound time signatures, ‘piping melodies’ and the ‘repetition and measured 
delivery of material’ to be the principal characteristics of pastoral.12 Hatten adds to these 
the predominance of quiet dynamics and the major mode, a simple melodic contour, a 
‘pervasive rocking motion’ and movement by parallel thirds.13  

 
Such conventions are, in the main, what Carolyn Abbate has called ‘arbitrary’ 

signifiers, that is, they do not bear an ‘isosonorous’ relation to what they represent.14 In 
addition, composers have often made use of ‘iconic’ signifiers, that is, those which 
imitate the sounds of nature, such as birdsong, the wind, or rushing water. It is these 
mimetic signifiers on which Matthew Riley concentrates in his investigation of 
pastoralism in the music of Elgar.15 Importantly, in pastoral music, iconic signifiers will 
often depend on arbitrary conventions for their context, for the mere imitation of natural 
sounds does not necessarily imply a pastoral outlook. Indeed, much of the music to be 
discussed here is absent of any isosonorous relation with nature, and its pastoral aspect is 
dependent upon either ‘text’ (that is, its title, lyrics or programme) or its appropriation of 
pastoral conventions. 

 
Given pastoral’s ubiquity, our difficulty is to define what English pastoralism 

actually is, and ask why some English composers have come to be seen as forming a 
pastoral ‘school’. I shall return to the first question in a moment, but the answer to the 
latter lies both in the ideological background to both composition and reception, and the 
fact that their music is so closely bound to certain localities: named landscapes to which 
they regularly returned. The English pastoral style undoubtedly utilises many 
characteristics of the pastoral topic of European Classical and Romantic music, but is 
particularly associated with the musical language of folksong. It is for this reason that 
Elgar, Parry and Stanford, who, despite possessing individual stylistic voices are 
considered to have developed their style from the continental (that is, German) musical 
idiom, are generally excluded from the pastoral canon, though their vital standing in the 
English Musical Renaissance is recognised. The history of the folksong revival has been 
well documented and it is not my intention to retrace the steps of others.16 Accordingly, 
the incorporation of the folksong into the musical language will, generally, be taken for 

                                                 
11 Jones (see note 6); Robert Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven (Bloomington: Indiana Press, 1994). 
12 Jones, Beethoven: Pastoral Symphony, 14. 
13 Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven, 80-98; as discussed in Fiona Richards, The Music of John Ireland, 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), 92. 
14 Carolyn Abbate, ‘What the Sorcerer Said’, in Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth 
Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 33. 
15 Matthew Riley, ‘Rustling Reeds and Lofty Pines: Elgar and the Music of Nature’, 19th Century Music, 26 
(2002), 155-77. 
16 See, for example, Georgina Boyes, The Imagined Village: Culture, Ideology and the English Folk Revival 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993); D. Harker, Fakesong: The Manufacture of British ‘Folksong’, 
1700 to the Present Day (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1985). 
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granted, but its importance both to the ideology of the English Musical Renaissance, in 
its search for a ‘national’ voice in music, and to the cause of cultural nationalism, in its 
search for the ‘true England’, cannot be underestimated. 

 
I would like to isolate three aspects of English pastoralism as it is manifested in 

music: setting, language and sensibility. By ‘setting’, I mean the specific location in which 
the composer has chosen to set a piece, as evinced by its title. By ‘language’, I mean the 
musical idiom, be it derived from English folksong, French impressionism or the 
German romantic tradition. ‘Sensibility’ is clearly the hardest to pin-down, but within it 
resides what I have called the pastoral ‘outlook’, or in other words, the mood invoked by 
the music; what it sets up to desire or reject. Within each category, there seems to be an 
ideal, in that one can posit a ‘typical’ English pastoral piece of music as one set in the 
West of England, derived from the musical language of folksong and with a nostalgic, 
introspective sensibility. However, these categories allow a degree of flexibility in that a 
piece need not have a specified setting, or, if it does, its idiom need not be folk-song 
related. Thus Ireland’s piano miniature, Amberley Wild Brooks and Vaughan Williams’s 
Fifth Symphony can both occupy the English pastoral tradition. Of course, traditional 
pastoral conventions can be discerned within each, yet pastoral signification is not 
sufficient to define ‘English pastoral’. It is also important to recognise the degree to 
which pastoral imagery has been constructed separately from some English music and 
associated with it since its composition, via the marketing of recordings, the illustrations 
on the covers of composers’ biographies, concert programming, and so on. 

 
I shall conclude with some illustrative examples of music that has been associated 

with the English pastoral tradition. Ireland’s 1918 miniature for piano, The Towing-Path is 
set in Pangbourne, Berkshire, where the composer was staying at the time of its 
composition,17 though its specific location is not indicated by the title. We are aware, 
however, that the music is likely to be representative of a waterway, although the title 
distances the listener from direct involvement with the water itself (unlike Amberley Wild 
Brooks). The suggested mood, therefore, is one of contemplation, lacking narrative 
momentum, and this is borne out by Ireland’s adoption of many pastoral conventions 
rather than ‘iconic’ signifiers. Fiona Richards comments on the compound time, major 
mode, quiet dynamics, consonant harmony, simple melodic contour and ‘rocking’ 
accompaniment,18 all of which are present within the opening bars (Ex. 1).  

 
Ex. 1 – Ireland, The Towing-Path (bars 1-4). 





Allegretto sostenuto q. = 46-48




p cantabile e con tenerezza



       

 


            

 

         


  
 

  
  

  


 
The result is a feeling of stasis, although the central section (bars 19-48) is more wayward 
harmonically and slightly less rhythmically predictable. By this method, Ireland 
encourages us to yearn for a return to tranquillity, which arrives with the recapitulation.  

 

                                                 
17 Fiona Richards, The Music of John Ireland (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), 94.  
18 Richards, The Music of John Ireland, 93. 
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And yet, besides the title, is The Towing-Path ‘English’ pastoral? Ireland was less 
influenced by the folksong school than French models, though here, at least, the 
influence of Debussy and Ravel is limited. Even so, the modal colouring which 
characterises much English pastoral music is not to be found; the harmonic language is 
closer to Elgar than either Debussy or Vaughan Williams (note especially the 7-6 
suspensions, for example in bars 13 and 15; Ex. 2). While Ireland’s idiom may not be as 
distinctively English as that of Vaughan Williams, it does not undermine its situatedness 
in the English rural scene. 

 
Ex. 2 – Ireland, The Towing-Path (bars 13-17). 





13




mp




      


             
  

 
  

  

cresc.

       
 
  


   



    

           

 
One particularly common English pastoral form is the rhapsody, often based on 

a particular location and derived from folksongs or constructed from folksong-like 
melodies. Thus we have Vaughan Williams’s three Norfolk Rhapsodies (1905-07), and In the 
Fen Country (1904), Holst’s A Somerset Rhapsody (1906-7), Butterworth’s Rhapsody: A 
Shropshire Lad (1912), his Two English Idylls (1911) and The Banks of Green Willow (1913), 
and Finzi’s A Severn Rhapsody (1923).  The sleeve note to a recording of A Severn Rhapsody 
reads as follows: ‘The music gently evokes the mood of the English countryside and the 
meandering river’.19 Besides the title, on what musical grounds is such a description 
possible? (And what is the mood of the English countryside?) Ex. 3 and Ex. 4 show 
respectively the opening bars of A Shropshire Lad and A Severn Rhapsody. Many parallels 
can be drawn, the most obvious being Finzi’s melodic reference, in the descending thirds 
which open his piece, to Butterworth’s main theme (bars 17-20 in Ex. 3), itself a 
quotation from his song, ‘Loveliest of Trees’. But both demonstrate the key 
characteristics of the English pastoral style. Although in neither case is the metre 
compound, the slow tempo, drone basses and simple melodic contour – in each case full 
of folksong-like modal inflections - contribute to the sense of tranquillity. Finzi’s second 
main melody (bar 12) is pentatonic – another pastoral characteristic, reflective of rural 
‘simplicity’. Both have an impressionistic texture in which fragments of melody are 
passed between instruments, while the woodwind are given prominent solos. 
Butterworth’s melodies are somewhat less improvisatory than Finzi’s, while Hatten’s 
‘rocking motion’ can be perceived in both – in A Severn Rhapsody at the end of the third 
bar (in the flute) and mirrored in the harmonic oscillation in bars 8-13, and in A 
Shropshire Lad in the accompaniment between bars 11-14. In terms of form, the 
‘Rhapsody’ of their titles connotes freedom from the restraints of traditional structures, 
surely alluding to a carefree Arcadian lifestyle, transposed to rural England. Thus their 
setting, language and sensibility place them both firmly in the English pastoral tradition. 

 

                                                 
19 Keith Anderson, Liner note to Gerald Finzi, Clarinet Concerto etc, Robert Plane, clarinet/Northern Sinfonia, 
cond. Howard Griffiths (Naxos, 8.553566). 
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Ex. 3 – Butterworth, Rhapsody: A Shropshire Lad (bars 1-20). 









Moderato, molto tranquillo e senza rigore

Cl.

Vln. I+II

Vla.

Vc.







     
ppp

 
senza cresc.


        

ppp

  



ppp
       

   
pp

  
  

poco

         
   

  



ppp

       

8 poco rit.

Cl.

Vln. I+II

Vla.

Vc.








  

      
          

          


          

    
           

       
     

     
  

    

A a tempo14

Cl.

Bsn.

Vln. I+II

Vla.

Vc.










 

   
pp

solo

      
 

   


   
pp
 

   



ppp
  

   
p


 

 
 

 
    



 





      





ppp
  


      



ppp
  

     
p ma pesante

pizz.


   




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Ex. 4 – Finzi, A Severn Rhapsody (bars 1-17). 









Gently q = about 60

















Fl.

Cl.

Hn.

Str.









pp

                  


pp

            
 


pp


   

      

  
pp

       







7












A






Eng. Hn.

Cl.

Str.









pp

                   

3


pp

          
   


pp

   
 




(Db.) pizz.

  
  

  




  

12
















Fl.

Eng. Hn.

Hn.

Str.








 
semplice

p
                  

3


  

     
 

 
p

semplice

           


 

3

 
 

      





 
Vaughan Williams’s The Lark Ascending (1914) is often taken to epitomise the 

English pastoral tradition. Its pastoralism depends primarily upon the depiction of the 
Lark itself, its song and flight, in the solo violin passages. The idea that the violin 
‘becomes’ the Lark suggests that this is an altogether different conception from Ireland’s 
descriptive miniatures or either of the rhapsodies discussed above. According to Meirion 
Hughes and Robert Stradling, in The Lark Ascending, ‘the listener is meant to find a 
commingling of the spirits of liberty and community’20 in the juxtaposition of the Lark’s 
music (Ex. 5, for example) with the duple metre folkdance-like second section (Ex. 6). 

 
Ex. 5 – Vaughan Williams, The Lark Ascending (miniature score, p. 1, 3). 


(a)


pp


sur la touche

                     

slow poco accel.


(b)                          




 

                                                 
20 Hughes and Stradling, The English Musical Renaissance 1840–1940, 191. 
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Wilfrid Mellers also sees as significant the music’s ‘symphonic’ development (a clear 
contrast with the rhapsodies), especially if we are to take this second main theme as 
representative of ‘man’, for the themes eventually find synthesis in the combination of 
the Lark’s falling third with the duple time of the folkdance (Ex. 7a) and the 
appropriation of the violin’s very first figure (Ex. 5a) in Ex. 7b. 
 
Ex. 6 – Vaughan Williams, The Lark Ascending (miniature score, p. 10). 


G




flt.p

                    


 

Ex. 7 – Vaughan  Williams, The Lark Ascending (miniature score, p. 13, 14). 



M


(a) ob.

p scherzando

        
2

2


(b) clt.

p scherzando

          
4

2

 
Also significant is the recapitulation of the folkdance by the soloist at Figure R, and the 
reciprocal recapitulation of the violin’s main theme by the full orchestra before Figure U. 
In such gestures, the interdependence of man and nature is revealed. 
 

To automatically associate an English work with the English countryside is 
occasionally hazardous. Vaughan Williams’s Pastoral Symphony is unusual in that it does 
not locate itself within a particular region. Yet Constant Lambert wrote that ‘it is clearly 
difficult to appreciate either the mood or the form of the Pastoral Symphony without being 
temperamentally attuned to the cool greys and greens, the quietly luxuriant detail, the 
unemphatic undulation of the English scene’.21 It is music which epitomises English 
pastoralism, stylistically and atmospherically (that is, in terms of language and sensibility), 
with its slow tempo, modal harmony and characteristic orchestration: woodwind 
predominating, with rhapsodic oboe, horn and violin solos and a static accompaniment. 
The symphony was famously dismissed by Philip Heseltine as reminiscent of ‘a cow 
looking over a gate’.22 But it was later described by the composer as descriptive of the 
war-torn French landscape where he conceived it in 1916; ‘an elegy for a lost 
generation’.23 Thus even the founding father of English musical pastoralism fell victim to 
his own discourse. 

 
For a composer such as Benjamin Britten, who felt uneasy about the nationalist 

associations ‘pastoral’ acquired in the early decades of the twentieth century, to tackle the 
genre was a particular challenge. His Serenade for Tenor Solo, Horn and Strings, op. 31 (1943) 

                                                 
21 Constant Lambert, Music Ho!: A Study of Music in Decline rev. edn (London: Faber and Faber, 1937), 152. 
22 Quoted in Michael Trend, The Music Makers: The English Musical Renaissance from Elgar to Britten (London: 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1985), 102. 
23 Michael Kennedy, Liner note to Vaughan Williams, The Complete Symphonies, London Philharmonic 
Orchestra et al, cond. Sir Adrian Boult, (EMI Classics, 7243 5 73924 2 6), 10. 
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contains a movement titled ‘Pastoral’, with words by Charles Cotton (1630-87). 
According to Arnold Whittall, Britten chose to invest his Pastoral with the attributes of a 
nocturne or a lullaby in order to question the premises of the genre ‘in a spirit of 
affectionate subversion’.24 Ex. 8 shows the opening bars.  

 
Ex. 8 – Britten, Serenade, ‘Pastoral’ (bars 1-15). 











Lento e = 54





















Voice

Horn in F

Violins

Viola

Violoncello





   

dolcissimo

The Day's



grown old; the

  

fain ting- Sun

 
 

Has but a lit










tle- way










     
pp

     
   


pp







     





     





     





     










     





     





    


pp

                            


pp

                            

8




















Voice

Hn.

Vln. I

Vla.

Vc.






to run,

   

And yet




his Steeds,with










all his skill,

    

Scarce lug

 

the Cha riot

  

- down the hill.














 
    

   
più f

    

pp

     


 








     





    





 
   

più f







 
        





 






pizz.

pp dolce

 




  

arco
   

            
più f

         
pizz.

pp dolce

   

arco
   

            
più f

         
pizz.

pp dolce

   
arco
   



 
The harmonic idiom is distant from folksong-inspired or ‘Tudor’ modality, and, while the 
melody is simple, it does not follow the stepwise contour of traditional folk melodies. 
Instead of compound time, we have a lullaby-like triple metre, and, though it is often 
disrupted, a pulse is retained, giving the music a forward momentum that is often 
forsaken in the English pastoral style. The poem contains classical references (‘Appears a 
mighty Polypheme’, and ‘Till Phoebus, dipping in the West’) which are rare in English 
pastoral. In short, although Britten is an English composer writing a ‘Pastoral’, we cannot 
consider this representative of ‘English pastoral music’ since it not only subverts the 
generic conventions but, despite its introspective sensibility, fails to locate itself in the 
English rural scene, nor adopt the language of folksong. 
 

                                                 
24 Arnold Whitall, ‘The Signs of Genre: Britten’s version of pastoral’, in C. Banks, A. Searle, M.Turner 
(eds.), Sundry Sorts of Music Books (London: British Library, 1993), 363-65. 
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