Music
Introduction
This chapter introduces some vocabulary, symbols and concepts that will help children
to understand and appreciate music. It builds on what students should already know about
musical notation and introduces spirituals. It also profiles a few composers and prints the
lyrics to some popular songs.
The value of this chapter will be greatly enhanced if children are able to listen to the
classical selections described. You will find a list of good recordings of all the pieces
mentioned here at the end of the chapter.
In music, as in art, students benefit from learning by doing. Singing, playing instruments,
following musical notation and dancing all sharpen a child’s sense of how music works.
We encourage you to share good music with children by playing and/or singing some of the
songs presented here, attending concerts, listening to the radio and playing recordings.

The Elements of Music
What All Music Has in Common
What kinds of music do you like to sing and listen to? Do you like classical music played
by an orchestra? Church music sung by a choir? Rock music played with electric guitars?
These kinds of music can sound very different, but they all have something in common.
They can all be written down in a special language called musical notation so that others
will be able to play the music, too.
Looking at musical notes on a page and singing or playing them is called reading music.
Once you learn the language of music, you can look at the symbols written down in a piece
of music and tell whether to play your instrument loudly or softly and whether to sing
high or low.
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High Notes and Low Notes
Here’s a simple example of musical notation. It shows the notes and words for a song you
probably already know.

Old Mac - Don - ald

on

this farm he

had

had

a

farm,

some chicks,

E - I - E - I–

E - I - E - I–

O!

O!

And

With a

chick, chick here, and a chick, chick there. Here a chick, there a chick, everywhere a chick, chick,

Old Mac - Don - ald

had

a

farm,

E - I - E - I–

O!

Music is read from left to right and top to bottom, just like printed English. When
musicians write music, they organise the notes on a stave made up of five lines and four
spaces. When a note is written low on the stave, it has a low pitch. When it is written high
on the stave, it has a high pitch. Can you see how the first two notes of ‘E-I-E-I-O’ are
played and sung at a higher pitch than the next two? The last letter in the sequence – ‘O’
– is played at an even lower pitch.

Short Notes and Long Notes
Pitch isn’t the only thing you need to know to sing or play a note. It’s also important to
know how long to hold the note. When composers write music, they use different musical
symbols to tell you how long a note should sound. A semibreve tells you to hold the note
for as long as four crotchets, a minim for two crotchets, a quaver for half a crotchet, and
a semiquaver for a quarter of a crotchet.
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Notice how the single quaver note shown to the le has a
single flag. When two or more quavers are written side by side,
they are connected by a bar called a beam, like this:
Semibreve

Minim

Crotchet

Quaver

A single semiquaver has two flags; grouped semiquavers
have two beams, like this:

Look back at the music for ‘Old MacDonald’. As you sing the
first line, can you feel how you hold the note for ‘farm’ longer
than the earlier notes? ‘Farm’ gets a minim, whereas the earlier
words and syllables get crotchets. Sing the line ‘Here a chick,
there a chick, everywhere a chick, chick’. Do you notice how you
don’t stay very long on most of the words in that phrase? When
you sing those words, you’re singing clusters of quavers mixed
in with a few crotchets.

Dotted and Tied Notes
If a composer wants to make a note last longer than a minim
but not as long as a semibreve, putting a little black dot to the
right of the note will do the job. at dot tells the performers to
hold the note half as long again. See how the last minim in ‘Old
MacDonald’ is dotted? It’s not uncommon for the last note of a song to be held a little longer.
Semiquaver

Another special symbol can be used to show that a note should be held for a long time.
A composer uses a tie, or a curved line that links two notes at the same pitch together, to
tell the musician to continue to hold the first note through the time of the second. How
many tied notes do you see in the sample below?
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Time for a Rest
Rests tell musicians when to be silent. e shapes or
position of the various rests tell how long the silence
should last. In $ time, a semibreve rest means silence for a
whole bar, a minim rest for two crotchet beats, a crotchet
rest for one beat, and a quaver rest for half a crotchet. Note
that a semibreve rest lasts as long as a semibreve, a minim
rest as long as a minim, etc. e box at the right shows the
symbols for rests of diﬀerent lengths. Can you find any
rests in the music for ‘Old MacDonald’?

Semibreve rest

Minim rest

Crotchet rest

Bars and Bar Lines
Look once more at the music for ‘Old MacDonald’. Do
you see the vertical (up-and-down) lines that separate the
notes into groups? These lines are called bar lines. They
divide the music into bars. How many bars are shown for
‘Old MacDonald’?

Quaver rest

Composers use a single bar line to mark the end of a bar and a double bar line to mark
the end of a section or a whole piece.

Repeats
Composers use repeat signs to tell musicians to go back and play or sing a section again.
The section to be repeated is marked with a begin-repeat sign and an end-repeat sign.
The begin-repeat sign is a double bar line with two dots to the right; the end-repeat sign
is a double bar line with two dots to the left. When the musicians get to the end-repeat
sign, they go back to the begin-repeat sign.
begin-repeat sign

end-repeat sign

play to end-repeat sign
jump back to begin-repeat sign
continue as normal
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Time Signature
Do you see the two stacked numbers at the beginning of the music for ‘Old MacDonald’
– the ones that look like a fraction without a line? Those numbers are called the time
signature. The top number in the time signature tells how many beats are in each bar of a
piece of music and the bottom number tells what kind of note represents one beat.
For ‘Old MacDonald’, the time signature is $. The 4 on top means that there are four beats
per bar, and the 4 on the bottom means that each beat is a crotchet.
You can see that the first bar of ‘Old MacDonald’ is made up of four crotchets, each of
which is held for one beat. The second bar is a little different. It contains only three notes,
but the one that goes with the word ‘farm’ is held twice as long − for two beats. So this bar
still lasts just as long as four crotchets. Look at the eleventh bar – the one beginning ‘Here
a chick’. In this bar, there are six notes, but since quavers last only half as long as crotchets,
the bar is still only as long as four crotchets would be.
When the time signature is $, we say the song is written in ‘four-four time’. Many
popular songs are written in $ time, which is also called ‘common time’ and is sometimes
indicated with a large C. But you will also see songs written in @, #, and P time. Here’s an
example of a song you probably already know that can be written in P time. The six
quavers in a bar are divided into two groups of three. You can see clusters of six quavers
in the bars that go with ‘merrily, merrily’. Count slowly ‘one, two, one, two’, or quickly
‘one two three, four five six, one two three, four five six’.

Row,

gent

row,

-

ly

Mer - ri - ly,

life

is

row

your

the

stream.

down

mer - ri - ly,

but

boat,

mer - ri - ly, mer - ri - ly,

a

dream.
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The Treble Clef
You’ve learnt that composers represent sounds by placing musical notes on a stave. The
higher a note is on the stave, the higher its pitch. The various notes are named after the
first seven letters of the alphabet: A, B, C, D, E, F, G. Each line and each space on the stave
corresponds with one of these letters.

D

E

F

G

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

Notice that the letters repeat themselves as they go from low to high. The lowest note
shown is D. Then, as the notes go up, we get E, F, and G. But there is no H. Instead, the
series starts again with A.
How can you remember which positions on the stave correspond with which letters?
Notice that the letters that are located on the lines, from bottom to top, are E, G, B, D, F.
You can remember these letters by memorising the following sentence: ‘Every good boy
deserves favour’.
Another way to remember which positions on the stave stand for which letters is to
look at the treble clef. The treble clef is a curly symbol located at the beginning of a piece
of written music. The treble clef is also called a ‘G clef ’, because the innermost circle of
the clef circles around the line that stands for G – the second line on the stave. If you
remember this, you can work out all the other notes above and below G.
The lowest note shown on the diagram above is D. What would happen if the composer
wanted to write a note one lower than D? He or she would just draw a short line segment
below the stave and place the note on the line segment.
This particular note actually has a special name. It is
called ‘middle C’, because the key that sounds this note
is located in the middle of a piano keyboard.
Middle C

From Sheet Music to Sound
e notes in a piece of music can be played on a keyboard. If you don’t have a piano or
electronic keyboard at home, you can pretend to play notes on the keyboard on the next page.
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On a piano keyboard, every white
key has a letter name that matches
one of the notes on the stave.
If you wanted to play the first two
bars of ‘Old MacDonald’ on this
section of a piano keyboard, you
would press the G key three times,
then the D key, then the E key twice,
and finally the D key again – and you
would hold that last D twice as long as
the previous notes because it’s a
minim, while the others are crotchets. You would read all of this information from the
printed sheet music and translate it into finger motions on the keyboard. At first it might
take you a long time to translate the notes on the sheet music into finger motions on the
keyboard, but if you practise, you will get better. With lots of practice, the process can
become automatic.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

C

D

E

F

G

A

B

C

Sharps and Flats
We’ve talked about the white keys on the keyboard. But what about the black keys?
The black keys get their names from the white keys on either side. Find the G note on the
keyboard. The black key to the left of G is called G-flat, or G♭. G-flat is a little bit lower
in pitch than G. The black key to the right is called G-sharp, or G#. G-sharp is a little bit
higher in pitch than G.
A black key can have two names. It can be called a flat of the note to its right or a sharp
of the note to its left. No matter what it is called, it sounds the same on the keyboard.
F-sharp is the same key as G-flat.
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Italian for Composers
Sometimes just writing down the notes is not enough; sometimes the composer wants to
give the performers more specific instructions about how to play the notes. For example,
composers write the word crescendo [kresh-EN-doh] when they want the musicians
gradually to get louder, and diminuendo [di-min-yoo-EN-doh] when they want them to
get quieter, bit by bit. Both words are Italian. Many composers from all over the world
write their musical directions in Italian. This is a tradition that goes back to the 1600s,
when Italian opera was very popular throughout Europe.
Composers can create tension and excitement in their music by increasing and
decreasing the volume. A good example of this is Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, discussed
later in this chapter. Beethoven was a master at changing speeds and creating drama and
excitement in his works.
Other Italian words and abbreviations tell musicians how soft or loud they should play
the music. Here’s a list of terms, arranged from softest to loudest:

pp = pianissimo

[pee-ah-NISS-ee-moe]

(very soft)

p = piano

[pee-AH-noh]

(soft)

mp = mezzo piano

[MET-zo pee-AH-noh]

(moderately soft)

mf = mezzo forte

[MET-zo FOR-tay]

(moderately loud)

f = forte

[FOR-tay]

(loud)

ff = fortissimo

[for-TISS-ee-moe]

(very loud)

Composers use other Italian words to tell how fast or slow a piece should be played.
Accelerando [axe-ell-er-AN-doh] means ‘speeding up’, while ritardando [REE-tar-DANdo] means ‘slowing down’.
Legato [leg-AR-toe] means that the notes should be played smoothly, without gaps in
between. The symbol for legato is a curved line connecting two or more notes. Staccato
[stack-AH-toe] means the notes should be separated.
The Italian words Da capo al fine [dar-CAP-oh al FEE-nay] give instructions to go back
to the beginning of the piece and repeat until the word fine. Da capo means ‘from the top’
and al fine means ‘to the end’.
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Rhythm
Have you ever heard music that makes you
want to dance or march across the room? e
rhythm in the music is what makes you feel
that way. Most music is written in steady beats
with the accent falling on the first beat, which
is also called the downbeat. Have you ever
seen and heard a marching band? Imagine
someone calling out a steady beat for them:
‘ONE two ONE two ONE two’. e beat of a
march is strong, steady and predictable.
In most music, the beat stays steady, like
the ticking of a clock. Sometimes, however,
the composer introduces syncopation. In
We learnt about
syncopation, the accent moves from the
syncopation in Year 5.
strong beat to the weak beat. The change is
like a hiccup. It takes us by surprise and gets
our attention. If you’ve ever heard jazz music, you’ve heard syncopated music.

Verse and Refrain
To make songs fun to sing, composers often write songs with several verses, each of which
is followed by a refrain, or chorus. The verses are all different, but the refrain or chorus is
the same throughout the song. When you sing in a crowd, you might notice that most
voices come in stronger when they sing the refrain. (It’s the part everybody remembers!)
When the word refrain, or chorus, appears at the end of a verse, it means to sing the refrain
or chorus again.
In the songs given later in this chapter, you can see examples of verse and refrain. Both
‘Blaydon Races’ (which is a funny song) and ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’ (which is a serious
song) have choruses that are sung between each of the verses.

Harmony
Some songs seem meant for just one voice: it might be a song about someone you love or
a song you’ve made up that’s just for you. But other songs benefit from many voices.
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If you sing a song about peace or about marching to war, it will send a powerful message
if lots of voices sing it together.
Blending voices and sounds can have a powerful effect. When you sing or play two
notes at the same time and they have a pleasing sound, you have played harmony. If you
have a keyboard handy, find C on the keyboard, and then find E, which is two white keys
to the right of C. Play C and E together and listen to the sounds blend. You just played a
chord. A chord makes a richer, fuller sound than one note could make on its own. A chord
is the basis of harmony.
Try playing other notes together. How does it sound when you play two white keys that
are side by side? How does it sound when you play two white keys that are separated by
one key? Two? Three? You will find that some combinations harmonise better than others.

Listening and Understanding
Polyphonic Music
During the Middle Ages, most music was
created for the church. When people sang
together in church, they all sang the same
melody, and they usually sang a cappella,
which means they sang without any
instruments to accompany them. Indeed, the
phrase a cappella is an Italian phrase that
means ‘in the chapel style’. Since instruments
were not allowed in many churches and
chapels, singing a cappella meant singing in
the church-approved manner.
During the Renaissance, polyphonic music
became popular. Polyphony is a Greek word
meaning ‘many voices’. Polyphonic music is
what you get when, instead of everyone
singing the same notes, different voices sing
Choir ‘The Sixteen’ singing
different melodies or words at the same time.
polyphony by Renaissance
When different notes are sung by different
composers
voices at the same time, they blend together and harmonise.
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Canons and Rounds
One kind of polyphonic music is called a canon. In a canon, one voice begins singing a
melody. After the first few notes, another voice joins in, singing the same melody but
maybe at a higher or lower pitch. All the voices sing their parts all the way to the end. The
voices mingle and harmonise in a way that can be hauntingly beautiful.
Another kind of polyphonic music is called a round. A round is a song that travels
around in circles. In rounds, everyone sings the same melody and the same words, but
they start at different times. When the first person finishes the first line of the song, the
next person joins in. As the various persons sing, their voices overlap and harmonise.
One of the simplest and most beautiful rounds is very old. It’s a religious song called
‘Dona Nobis Pacem’ and it was written during the Renaissance. This round has only three
Latin words – the title is the whole song! Dona means ‘donate’ or ‘give’, nobis means ‘to
us’, and pacem means ‘peace’. [Doh-nah no-beece pah-chem]. ‘Give us peace’.
Another very old round comes from a manuscript in the British Museum that was
probably written by one of the monks in Reading Abbey in the thirteenth century. In those
days, people spoke English in a different way, which we call Middle English, and the round
is called ‘Sumer is icumen in’. In modern English, it translates as:
Summer is a’coming in,
Loudly sing cuckoo!
Grows the seed and blooms the mead
And greens the wood anew.
Sing cuckoo!
As each singer reaches ‘in’, at the end of the first line, the next person starts to sing.
This round can last forever! Rounds are still popular today. ‘Frère Jacques’, which we sang
in Year 2, and ‘London’s Burning’, which we sang in Year 4, can both be sung as rounds.

Lute Music
In the 1500s, almost every musician had a lute, a wooden stringed instrument shaped like
a half pear with a long neck. People plucked it in a way similar to playing a guitar. But the
lute was more delicate, with a sweeter, softer sound. It was perfect for love songs sung by
one voice. Have you ever heard the song ‘Greensleeves’? (You might know the melody
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even if you’ve never heard the words.) ‘Greensleeves’ was originally a lute song. It was
popular in England during the time of Queen Elizabeth I and is mentioned in
Shakespeare’s plays. It is a lovely tune, but sad. It tells about a man who has loved a woman
and given her lots of pretty things, but
she no longer cares for him. The first
verse explains the situation:
Alas, my love, you do me wrong,
To cast me off discourteously.
For I have loved you well and long,
Delighting in your company.
Then comes the chorus, or refrain:

Then another verse:

Greensleeves was all my joy,

Your vows you’ve broken, like my heart,

Greensleeves was my delight,

Oh, why did you so enrapture me?

Greensleeves was my heart of gold,

Now I remain in a world apart,

And who but my lady Greensleeves.

But my heart remains in captivity.

John Dowland
We don’t know who wrote ‘Greensleeves’, but we do know that John Dowland was
responsible for many other smash hits of Renaissance lute music. Indeed, Dowland was
probably the greatest composer of lute music who ever lived. He was born in England in
1563 and his songs were popular throughout Europe. His biggest hit was ‘Lachrimae’,
which means ‘tears’ in Latin.
Dowland based much of his music on two kinds of dance music: a lively dance called a
galliard [GALLY-ard] and a slow, sombre dance called a pavan [pav-ann]. Most of his
music was sad and beautiful at the same time.

Mendelssohn’s Midsummer Night
e German composer Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) lived many years aer the
Renaissance, but he drew inspiration from one of Shakespeare’s plays. When Mendelssohn
was only seventeen years old, he wrote an overture, or musical introduction, to Shakespeare’s
comedy A Midsummer Night’s Dream. e overture tells the story of Shakespeare’s play,
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a funny story about lovers who spend the night in a
wood, where fairies play tricks on them.
The music begins with four chords played by
woodwind. The mysterious sound leads us into the
world of Oberon and Titania, the king and queen of the
fairies. Violins introduce the first melody of the
overture. Fairies scurry in and out with the light and
distinct staccato notes played by violins.
ere is a grand theme for the king and queen and a
tender one for lovers. About three minutes in, you start
hearing rude, heavy noises from the horns. ese
represent the working men who are trying to put on a
play. en, when the strings play three notes up, three
Felix Mendelssohn
notes back down (the same noise that some lorries make
when reversing), you hear the sound of a braying ass.
at is a short high note and a long low one from violins and clarinets.
Years aer Mendelssohn wrote the overture, the King of Prussia wanted Shakespeare’s
play to be performed at Berlin’s royal theatre. Mendelssohn wrote a dozen new pieces to
follow the overture he had written many years earlier. One of the new pieces was a scherzo.
Scherzo is the Italian word for ‘joke’. A scherzo is usually a lively, fun piece. Mendelssohn’s
scherzo captures an argument between Oberon and Titania.

Bottom the weaver is given an ass’s
head by the mischievous faries in
A Midsummer Night’s Dream

e most famous of the later pieces is
the ‘Wedding March’, written for the scene
at the end of the comedy in which Duke
eseus marries Hippolyta, Queen of the
Amazons. e two pairs of young lovers
get married at the same time. Queen
Victoria’s eldest daughter, also called
Victoria, liked this piece so much she
decided to have it played at her own
wedding when she married Prince
Frederick of Prussia. Ever since, brides
have requested it as the recessional, or exit
music, for their weddings. You have
probably heard it without realising that you
were listening to music written for A
Midsummer Night’s Dream!
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Beethoven: A Stormy Life Set to Music
Ludwig van Beethoven [LUD-vig von
BAY-toe-ven], one of the world’s greatest
composers, was born in Germany in
1770. As soon as he showed promise as a
musician, his father forced him to
practise constantly. He soon became an
accomplished musician.
With the help of an Austrian prince,
Beethoven moved to Vienna to study
music. He even met Mozart, the great
Austrian composer, who was fourteen
years older. After hearing Beethoven
play, Mozart said: ‘Someday he will give
the world something to talk about.’
Beethoven earned his living as a
concert pianist. He performed for royalty
and well-to-do people, but he always
demanded to be treated as an equal. Once,
when a nobleman talked while Beethoven
played the piano, the musician jumped
up and shouted: ‘For such pigs I do not play!’

Ludwig van Beethoven

In his late twenties, just as Beethoven began to succeed as both a concert pianist and
composer, he realised he was going deaf. He became angry and bitter that the one thing
more important to him than anything else – the pleasure he gained from listening to music
− was slipping away. In time he went completely deaf – so deaf that he could not give
piano concerts or conduct an orchestra. He could communicate only by writing in a little
notebook he carried. People wrote notes and he scribbled a response. Beethoven was so
miserable he once said that only music kept him alive. Beethoven took long walks through
the countryside surrounding Vienna, imagining music inside his head, waving his arms
in time to it and muttering sounds. Every now and then, he’d stop to jot down music in
his notebook. People thought he was mad.
Beethoven wrote many kinds of music, but his Fifth Symphony is probably the best
known symphony in the world. The first four notes – three quick Gs and a long E-flat –
sound like a knock on the door. Beethoven repeats this four-note motto over and over
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again throughout the first part, or movement, of the work. Then he gives us different
variations on the theme. That means he changes it in little ways so that it stays interesting.
The second movement has a warm and gentle melody. The third movement is a scherzo.
Its lively theme begins with strings and wind instruments. The four-note knock at the
door comes in again, this time played on a single note by horns. After a middle section of
scurrying quavers, starting low and working up through the orchestra, the scherzo theme
comes back, hushed and mysterious. Then a rapid crescendo leads straight into the
dramatic last movement.
The fourth movement is warm and bright, like the sun breaking through clouds. When
you think it might be ready to finish, it goes quiet and the strings start playing the fournote rhythm from the scherzo. It winds up towards the finish, getting louder and faster,
timpani rolling and piccolos swooping up to their highest notes, until they all play the last
chord many, many times to let you know that the music has arrived home.
Beethoven added instruments to the orchestra for a bigger sound: the contrabassoon
to reach the deepest notes, the piccolo to reach the highest ones, and three trombones.
Listen to the symphony and see if you can hear loud and soft, bright and dark, fast and
slow in the music.

Ralph Vaughan Williams and Folk Music
A lot of great music has been written for people who were rich and powerful: kings and
queens, aristocrats and leaders of the church. However, there is also a long tradition of
ordinary people creating music that reflects their own lives. It is called folk music, and
for a long time no one paid much attention to it. Eventually, people realised that folk
music is an important part of any country’s musical tradition. Scholars began to travel to
country areas, asking people to sing traditional songs to them. These would then be written
down, published and performed, just like other types of music. We have come across some
of them in previous books: we sang ‘What Shall We Do With the Drunken Sailor?’ in Year
2, ‘On Ilkley Moor Baht ’At’ in Year 4 and ‘Loch Lomond’ in Year 5.
Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) was one of the greatest English composers, and
he did a lot to draw attention to the important tradition of folk music. His father was a
vicar who died when Ralph was only two. His mother came from the Wedgwood family,
famous for their china-making factories. His great-uncle was Charles Darwin, the famous
naturalist whom we read about in Year 5. The family went to live with relatives at Leith
Hill Place, in Surrey. At school, like many composers before him, he learnt to play the
viola but his family preferred him to play the organ. It was more useful in church where
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it could help people to sing
hymns. After leaving school, he
studied music and history at
Cambridge and had further music
lessons in London from several
teachers, some of whom were also
well-known composers.
After all that study and practice,
Vaughan Williams knew everything
about how to write big, impressive
music. He wrote symphonies,
operas, ballets and music for films,
as well as music to be sung by
large choirs. At the same time,
This statue of Ralph Vaughan Williams
he was careful to remember
stands outside the Dorking Halls where
that big music is built up from
the Leith Hill Festival takes place.
small elements. Vaughan Williams
travelled around England and Scotland collecting folk songs and carols. Wherever
he visited, he asked about the local singers, invited them to sing for him and wrote
the songs down.
Do you remember ‘Loch Lomond’, that we sang in Year 5? He wrote a version for a
singer and men’s choir. How about ‘Greensleeves’? He added many lines of harmony so
that it could be sung by a large chorus.
When he was asked to produce a hymn book, called the English Hymnal, for the Church
of England, Vaughan Williams wrote a few new tunes of his own. The most famous is
called ‘Down Ampney’, after the village where his father was vicar. He found some hymns
that had been sung for hundreds of years, originally in Latin but now translated into
English. Others were taken from German collections, like the tunes made popular by J. S.
Bach. However he also used some of the folk tunes in his collection. He fitted many poems
to tunes he had heard sung when touring English villages and provided them with
accompaniments to be played on the organ.
Vaughan Williams loved the sound of people singing. e cathedral choirs of Gloucester,
Worcester and Hereford joined together to perform large musical works at the ree Choirs
Festival. He wrote music for them, but he also started a festival of his own in Surrey, called
the Leith Hill Festival, which still takes place. Local choirs compete to win banners. If you
visit the festival in Dorking, you can see a statue of the composer outside the concert hall,
with his hands raised as if conducting a large orchestra and chorus.
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Spirituals
Sorrow Songs
In the History section of this book, we read about the terrible suffering of slaves who were
forced to work on plantations in the West Indies and the Southern states of the USA. For
these slaves, music was a source of consolation in their difficult lives, and also a way to
express their hopes for the future.
Many slaves became Christians and learnt traditional hymns. They blended their way
of singing with the Christian hymns to make songs called spirituals. They were sometimes
called ‘sorrow songs’ because they were filled with sadness and pain.
Spirituals weren’t just about being sad, though. They also helped people to cope with
their suffering and sadness. Many songs included a message of hope about the future. The
spiritual ‘Wayfaring Stranger’ says that this world is a world of woe, but it also says that
things will be better in the life after death promised by Christianity:
I’m just a poor wayfaring stranger
A-travelin’ through this land of woe.
But there’s no sickness, toil, nor danger
In that bright world to which I go.
Many spirituals make a comparison between the African-American slaves and the
ancient Hebrews. The Old Testament tells the story of the Hebrew people and how they
toiled in slavery in Egypt until their leader, Moses, led them out of Egypt, across the Jordan
River, and into the ‘Promised Land’ of Canaan. The African-Americans found themselves
in a similar situation, enslaved but hoping they might someday reach a Promised Land
where they could be free. So the slaves began to use words and phrases from the Old
Testament to describe their own lives.
In some spirituals, going to the Promised Land seems to mean going to heaven, and
crossing the Jordan seems to mean dying. In other songs, the Promised Land seems to
refer to free territory in the North, and crossing Jordan seems to refer to crossing a river
from a slave state to a free state, like the Ohio River. Either way, crossing Jordan and
entering the Promised Land were intended to refer to something better than the slaves’
present state.
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When slave owners heard their
slaves singing spirituals, they thought
they were about events in the Bible
that had taken place many years
before. However, the slaves who sang
the songs had their minds on the
future and on freedom.
These former slaves in the state
of Virginia made recordings of
their spirituals so that they
would be remembered.

Swing Low Sweet Chariot
You can
find a Welsh rugby
song on page 77.

This famous spiritual was written by Wallis Willis, a freed
slave. It is the anthem of the English rugby team.

[chorus]
Swing low, sweet chariot
Coming for to carry me home,
Swing low, sweet chariot,
Coming for to carry me home.
I looked over Jordan, and what did I see
Coming for to carry me home?
A band of angels coming after me,
Coming for to carry me home.
[repeat chorus]
Sometimes I’m up, and sometimes I’m down,
(Coming for to carry me home)
But still my soul feels heavenly bound.
(Coming for to carry me home)
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[repeat chorus]
The brightest day that I can say,
(Coming for to carry me home)
When Jesus washed my sins away.
(Coming for to carry me home)
[repeat chorus]
If I get there before you do,
(Coming for to carry me home)
I’ll cut a hole and pull you through.
(Coming for to carry me home)
[repeat chorus]
If you get there before I do,
(Coming for to carry me home)
Tell all my friends I’m coming too.
(Coming for to carry me home)
[repeat chorus]

Music

Folk Songs
Widecombe Fair
This folk song from Devon is all about a fair that takes place every year in the tiny village
of Widecombe-in-the-Moor on Dartmoor. The phrase ‘Uncle Tom Cobley and all’ has come
to mean absolutely anyone and everyone!
Tom Pearce, Tom Pearce, lend me your grey mare
(All along, down along, out along lea)
For I want for to go to Widecombe Fair,
On page 63 we
[chorus]
learnt another
way of
With Bill Brewer, Jan Stewer, Peter Gurney,
describing
Peter Davy, Dan’l Whiddon, Harry Hawke,
anyone and
Old Uncle Tom Cobley and all,
everyone.
Old Uncle Tom Cobley and all.
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And when shall I see again my
grey mare?
(All along, down along, out along lea)
By Friday soon, or Saturday noon,
[repeat chorus]

So Tom Pearce’s old mare, her took sick
and died
(All along, down along, out along lea)
And Tom he sat down on a stone, and
he cried
[repeat chorus]

So they harnessed and bridled the old
grey mare
(All along, down along, out along lea)
And off they drove to Widecombe fair,
[repeat chorus]
Then Friday came, and Saturday noon
(All along, down along, out along lea)
But Tom Pearce’s old mare hath not
trotted home,
[repeat chorus]
So Tom Pearce he got up to the top o’
the hill
(All along, down along, out along lea)
And he seed his old mare down amaking her will,
[repeat chorus]

But this isn’t the end o’ this shocking aﬀair
(All along, down along, out along lea)
Nor, though they be dead, of the
horrid career
Of Bill Brewer…
[repeat chorus]
When the wind whistles cold on the
moor of the night
(All along, down along, out along lea)
Tom Pearce’s old mare doth appear
ghastly white,
[repeat chorus]
And all the long night be heard skirling
and groans
(All along, down along, out along lea)
From Tom Pearce’s old mare in her
rattling bones,
[repeat chorus]

The Blaydon Races

by George Ridley

Blaydon is a small town in Gateshead. Can you find Gateshead on the map on page 93?
This song uses the ‘Geordie’ dialect of the North-East of England. Like other dialect songs,
such as ‘On Ilkley Moor Baht ’At’, you can usually work out what the words mean if you
sound them out loud. Here’s a hint: ‘Whi stole the cuddy?’ means ‘Who stole the horse?’ and
‘hyem’ means home.
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Aa went to Blaydon Races,
’Twas on the ninth of June,
Eighteen hundred and sixty-two,
on a summer’s afternoon;
We took the bus from Balmbras
and she was heavy laden,
Away we went along Collingwood Street,
that’s on the road to Blaydon.

Now when we got the wheel back on
away we went again,
But them that had their noses broke,
they went back ower hyem;
Some went to the dispensary
and some to Doctor Gibbses,
And some to the Infirmary
to mend their broken ribses.

[chorus]

[repeat chorus]

Oh me lads, you should’ve seen us gannin’,
passing the folks along the road
just as they were stannin’,
Aal the lads and lasses there,
aal wi’ smilin’ faces,
Gannin’ along the Scotswood Road
te see the Blaydon Races.

Now when we got te Paradise
there were bonny games begun;
There were four and twenty on the bus
and how we danced and sung;
They called on me to sing a song
and aa sung ’em ‘Paddy Fagan’,
Aa danced a jig and aa swung me twig
the day we went to Blaydon.

We flew past Armstrong’s factory
and up by the ‘Robin Adair’,
Gannin’ ower the railway bridge
the bus wheel flew off there.
The lasses lost their crinolenes
and the veils that hide their faces.
Aa got two black eyes and a broken nose
gannin’ te Blaydon Races.
[repeat chorus]

[repeat chorus]
The rain it poured doon all the day
and made the ground quite muddy,
Coffee Johnny had a white hat on –
they were shoutin’ ‘Whi stole the cuddy?’
ere were spice stalls and monkey shows
and owld wives selling ciders,
And a chap on a ha’penny roundaboot
saying ‘noo me lads for riders’.
[repeat chorus]
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More Songs to Sing
Food Glorious Food

by Lionel Bart

This song was written for Oliver!, Lionel Bart’s musical version of Oliver Twist by Charles
Dickens. You can read about what happened when Oliver Twist asked for more on page 26.

Is it worth the waiting for?

Food, glorious food!

If we live ’til eighty four

Hot sausage and mustard!

All we ever get is gru...el!

While we’re in the mood −

Ev’ry day we say our prayer −

Cold jelly and custard!

Will they change the bill of fare?

Pease pudding and saveloys!

Still we get the same old gru...el!

What next is the question?

ere’s not a crust, not a crumb can we find,

Rich gentlemen have it, boys −

Can we beg, can we borrow, or cadge,

In-di-gestion!

But there’s nothing to stop us from
getting a thrill

Food, glorious food!

When we all close our eyes and imag...ine

Three banquets a day −

We’re anxious to try it.
Our favourite diet!
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Just picture a great big steak −

Food, glorious food!

Fried, roasted or stewed.

What wouldn’t we give for

Oh, food,

That extra bit more −

Wonderful food,

That’s all that we live for.

Marvellous food,

Why should we be fated to

Glorious food.

Do nothing but brood

Food, glorious food!
Don’t care what it looks like −
Burned! Underdone! Crude!
Don’t care what the cook’s like.
Just thinking of growing fat −
Our senses go reeling
One moment of knowing that

On food,
Magical food,
Wonderful food,
Marvellous food,
Fabulous food,
Beautiful food,
Glorious food!

Full-up feeling!

The Mountains of Mourne

by Percy French (1896)

The potato famine that we read about on page 145 forced many Irish people to emigrate,
which means to go and live in another country. Many Irish men worked as labourers in the
construction industry in England, building roads and railways. The singer in this song has
been told that the labourers digging up the road are actually digging for gold. He is homesick
for the beauty of his homeland, and contrasts the artificial fashions of the day with the simple
beauty of the Irish landscape and his Irish love.
Oh, Mary, this London’s a wonderful sight,
With people all working by day and by night.
Sure they don’t sow potatoes, nor barley, nor wheat,
But there’s gangs of them digging for gold in the street.
At least when I asked them that’s what I was told,
So I just took a hand at this digging for gold,
But for all that I found there I might as well be
Where the Mountains of Mourne sweep down to the sea.
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I believe that when writing a wish you expressed
As to know how fine ladies in London were dressed,
Well if you’ll believe me, when asked to a ball,
ey don’t wear no top to their dresses at all,
Oh I’ve seen them meself and you could not in truth,
Say that if they were bound for a ball or a bath.
Don’t be starting such fashions, now, Mary Macree,
Where the Mountains of Mourne sweep down to the sea.
I’ve seen England’s king from the top of a bus
And I’ve never known him, but he means to know us.
And tho’ by the Saxon we once were oppressed,
Still I cheered, God forgive me, I cheered with the rest.
And now that he’s visited Erin’s green shore
We’ll be much better friends than we’ve been heretofore
When we’ve got all we want, we’re as quiet as can be
Where the mountains of Mourne sweep down to the sea.
You remember young Peter O’Loughlin, of course,
Well, now he is here at the head of the force.
I met him today, I was crossing the Strand,
And he stopped the whole street with a wave of his hand.
And there we stood talkin’ of days that are gone,
While the whole population of London looked on.
But for all these great powers he’s wishful like me,
To be back where the dark Mourne sweeps down to the sea.
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ere’s beautiful girls here, oh never you mind,
With beautiful shapes nature never designed,
And lovely complexions all roses and cream,
But let me remark with regard to the same:
at if of those roses you venture to sip,
e colours might all come away on your lip,
So I’ll wait for the wild rose that’s waiting for me
In the place where the dark Mourne sweeps down to the sea.
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Lean On Me
by Bill Withers
Sometimes in our lives
We all have pain, we all have sorrow
But if we are wise
We know that there’s always tomorrow

Lean on me when you’re not strong
And I’ll be your friend, I’ll help you carry on
For it won’t be long
’Til I’m gonna need somebody to lean on

Please, swallow your pride
If I have things you need to borrow
For no one can fill those of your needs
That you won’t let show

You just call on me, brother, when you need a hand
We all need somebody to lean on
I just might have a problem that you’ll understand
We all need somebody to lean on

Lean on me when you’re not strong
And I’ll be your friend, I’ll help you carry on
For it won’t be long
’Til I’m gonna need somebody to lean on
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You just call on me, sister, when you need a hand
We all need somebody to lean on
I just might have a problem that you’ll understand
We all need somebody to lean on

If there is a load
You have to bear that you can’t carry
I’m right up the road, I’ll share your load
If you just call me

Suggested Resources
Radio
Discovering Music, BBC Radio 3 series (90 – 92 FM or digital radio and online at
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b012r8c2)
Charlotte Green’s Great Composers, Classic FM series, Sundays 3 – 5 PM
Building a Library, BBC Radio 3 series (90 – 92 FM or digital radio and online at
www.bbc.co.uk/podcasts/series/bal)

Audio Recordings
Civitas Sancti Tui by Byrd, performed by the King’s Singers, from 1605: Treason and
Dischord (Signum Classics) 2005
Sellinger’s Round by Byrd, performed by Patrick Ayrton, from William Byrd, Keyboard
Works (Globe) 2013
Lachrimae Pavan by Dowland, performed by Nigel North (lute), from Dowland’s Tears
(Naxos) 2006
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Greensleeves, performed by Julianne Baird (soprano) and Ronn McFarlane (lute), from
Greensleeves, a Collection of English Lute Songs (Dorian) 1989
Symphonies No. 5 and 7 by Beethoven, performed by the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra,
conducted by Carlos Kleiber (Deutsche Grammophon) 1995
Piano Sonata No.8 (Pathétique) by Beethoven, performed by Alfred Brendel, from
Beethoven: Favourite Piano Sonatas (Decca) 1994
A Midsummer Night’s Dream by Mendelssohn, performed by Dame Judi Dench and the
Boston Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Seiji Ozawa (Deutsche Grammophon) 2000
Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis by Vaughan Williams, performed by the Sinfonia
of London, conducted by Sir John Barbirolli, from The Essential Vaughan Williams (EMI)
2008
Greensleeves by Vaughan Williams, performed by Greg Tassell (tenor) and the Esterhàzy
Singers, from Jewels in the Crown (Priory) 2010
The Blaydon Races, performed by the Black Dyke Mills Band, from Traditionally British
(Chandos) 1999

Books About Music
Young People’s Guide to Classical Music by Helen Bauer (Amadeus Press) 2009
First Discovery: Beethoven by Yann Walcker (ABRSM) 2001
Children’s Book of Music: an introduction to the world’s most amazing music and its
creators by various authors (Dorling Kindersley) 2010

Songbooks
The Six Nations Rugby Songbook, S Harris (editor) (Y Lolfa) 2010
150 Rounds by Edward Bolkovac and Judith Johnson (Boosey and Hawkes) 1996
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