
CHRIS BYE 

43 

 

- ESSAY - 

 

E. J. Moeran: a life and death beset by controversy 
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The agonies and ecstasies that beset the turbulent life of eminent twentieth century 

British composer Ernest John Moeran (1894-1950) are still the subject of 

contentious debate today. A First World War injury, a fallow period living with Philip 

Heseltine (more familiarly known by his pseudonym, Peter Warlock) and a difficult 

marriage to cellist, Peers Coetmore, afflicted the tragic life of Ernest Moeran. In 

spite of this, Moeran experienced many musical successes, including regular 

broadcasts on BBC radio, and performances of his compositions at the world-

renowned Royal Albert Hall Promenade concerts.  

Moeran was born in Isleworth, Middlesex, but spent most of a privileged 

childhood in the rural Norfolk village of Bacton where his father, an Irish clergyman, 

was parish priest. It was his doting mother, Esther, who lovingly nicknamed him 

‘Jack’. The bright child showed musical talent and learned to play the piano. Jack, 

(as he also became known by other relatives and friends) was at first destined by 

his parents for a career in engineering. However, it was an overwhelming interest in 

music which ultimately prevailed. Moeran grew to be fascinated by locally 

performed folk songs during the contented and happy days of his youth and showed 

an immediate flair and understanding for music. He spent many hours in public 

houses, folk clubs and music halls in Norfolk listening avidly to instrumentalists and 

singers, and collecting folk songs, while carefully noting grass-root melodies and 

harmonies. Moeran’s meticulous collection of earthy musical ideas was destined to 

become the foundation of many of his subsequent compositions that would earn 

him great fame.  

After a thorough basic education at Uppingham and West Park schools, where 

he learned the violin, his musical enthusiasm and skills were fully recognised with 

a placement at the Royal College of Music. The works of Delius, Ravel, Brahms and 
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Schumann were early influences. Moeran’s passion for music blossomed under the 

guidance of composer John Ireland and very soon a highly-disciplined creativity and 

energy led to him to form his own string quartet. Early admirers of Moeran’s 

engaging personality included Herbert Howells, who was so impressed with the new 

recruit from East Anglia, he openly said ‘He is one of the nicest, gentlest creatures 

God ever made.’1  

Moeran’s passion for music was matched by an enthusiasm for mechanical 

inventions of the day, especially trains and motorcycles. This stimulated him to obey 

the Kitchener call and ‘do his bit’ in the First World War. His training at the RCM was 

suspended and he dutifully signed up to join the Norfolk Regiment as a motorcycle 

despatch rider. A conscientious Moeran was eventually promoted to Second 

Lieutenant and sent to provide a messenger service to and from the notorious 

Western Front where, at the Battle of Bullecourt on May 3, 1917, he suffered an 

injury, the severity of which is now disputed.  

For a long time it has been alleged that Moeran suffered serious shellfire injuries 

to the side of his head and, a result, underwent rudimentary emergency field surgery 

and had to be ‘fitted’ with a metal plate to protect his brain from pieces of shrapnel 

that were stuck very close to it.2 This dramatic description – endorsed in reputable 

publications such as the New Grove Dictionary of Music and the Oxford Dictionary 

of National Biography is now authoritatively contradicted by further research.  

According to official Medical Board reports at the time Moeran’s ‘serious war 

injury was in fact only a ‘minor injury to the neck’ from which he completely 

recovered and was pronounced fit enough to continue army light duties. ‘Operation 

wound completely healed’, concluded the report on Moeran’s injury. ‘Fit for light 

duties’. No mention is made of a metal plate or a resulting disability war pension it 

was claimed he allegedly received.3  

After the war years Moeran was re-stationed at a barracks in Ireland, the country 

to which he would move upon his discharge and which proved such a fertile 

inspiration for him. His post-war forage back into the world of composition was the 

Piano Trio (1920), a work which reveals an exuberant confidence and a real youthful 

passion for lyricism.  
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A musical champion was also Ralph Vaughan Williams, a fellow folk song 

collector, who wrote in praise of the Moeran work, Nocturne (1934), a lucid piece 

for orchestra, chorus and baritone soloist. ‘I found it a “beautiful” work’, Vaughan 

Williams enthusiastically wrote.4  

It was in the mid-1920s when Moeran fell under the influence of friend and 

composer, Philip Heseltine (popularly known as Peter Warlock) a self-confessed 

occultist. Moeran shared a cottage with Heseltine for three years (1925-28) in the 

village of Eynsford, Kent, where drinking and a hectic, hedonistic lifestyle with all its 

indulgent excesses inevitably took their toll on his creativity. This was an 

atmosphere of riotous weekends focused on the Five Bells public house where 

Heseltine and Moeran ‘had a succession of musical friends to stay including fellow 

composer Arnold Bax’.5 Moeran was a highly self-critical composer to the point of 

being a perfectionist. Heseltine later said of Moeran: 

There can be no doubt there is no British composer from whom we may more 

confidently expect work of sound and enduring quality.6  

 

The Eynsford years were barren for Moeran who came to the verge of abandoning 

composition altogether.  These were drunken tearaway days when he was tempted 

into excessive drinking and mixed with a group of artists, including the painter, 

Augustus John, with whom he shared a mistress. Moeran had surrendered to an 

artistic sterility and his once-time energetic output dried up. The nickname ‘Old 

Raspberry’, given to Moeran by Heseltine, is said to have been inspired by a nose 

reddened through drinking large amounts of alcohol. For Moeran, this was an 

inauspicious time which brought his compositional ambitions into an embarrassing 

perspective. The raucous days of high-living eventually came to an end when 

Moeran followed the example of his friend and composer, Arnold Bax, and left the 

Eynsford set.  

Moeran was devastated, stating: 

I lost faith in myself round about 1926 and composed nothing for several years. 

I even nearly became a garage proprietor in partnership with Cockerill, the ex-air 

ace. 
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Furthermore, he admitted ‘I had an awfully lazy period in Eynsford. If you knock off 

for a long time it’s frightfully hard to get going’.7 Indeed, these disruptive years 

ended with a chronic alcoholism which was destined to take a grim toll on Moeran’s 

health for the remainder of his life.  

Around 1930 he returned to his newly-found and beloved Ireland where he 

discovered his perfect paradise for composition – it was the spectacular scenery of 

County Kerry and the coastal tourist beauty spot of Kenmare where he became a 

real favourite, enjoying great popularity with the local people. Moeran’s love of 

Ireland, its people and topography are captured succinctly in one piece of later 

correspondence when he writes:  

I am returning to Ireland very shortly where I hope to get down to some months 

of concentrated work. I have found a place to live where it is very remote, 

isolated and in lovely surroundings of mountain and sea.8 

 

Tragically, his marriage to Peers Coetmore (1945), the Irish cellist, whom he dearly 

loved, failed to help him shake off the lasting effects of the heavy alcoholic 

indulgences of those Eynsford years. They had left indelible scars, both physically 

and psychologically. The marriage was doomed even before it started. Moeran 

himself confided to a close friend, Dr Dick Jobson, on the eve of his wedding that 

his marriage ‘will be a disaster’.9  

Moeran was a reserved, inward looking man, whereas his new wife, Peers, 

eleven years younger, was lively and outgoing, driven by ambition and her 

remarkable talent. She was determined to follow an international career as a cellist, 

and was often abroad on performance engagements, leaving Moeran alone in 

Kenmare for long periods. Whilst Peers was away on ENSA tours in the Middle East, 

Australia and New Zealand, much of the couple’s contact was by air-mail letters. 

Despite Moeran’s solitude, the relationship with Peers stimulated some of his very 

best compositions, a superbly balanced Cello Concerto (1945) was followed by an 

equally impressive work, the admirable Cello Sonata (1947).  

Critics lavished acclaim on both works and they remain among Moeran’s highest 

achievements, along with the ebullient Symphony in G (1924-37) and the 

effervescent and a tremendously expressive Violin Concerto (1937-41), notable for 
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its impressive Rondo, expressing the irrepressible spirit of County Kerry’s summer 

fairs. 

The Cello Concerto is widely admired for its cleverly restrained orchestral 

textures to allow some wonderfully dominant solo cello playing to the foreground. 

For Moeran, an uncharacteristic enthusiasm and optimism abounded; he wrote to 

Peers: 

There are wonderful things we could do together in creating music, not only 

concertos and orchestral work, but chamber music. When I say creating music, 

I mean writing it.10 

 

Moeran also showed a rare self-belief when he enthusiastically wrote to Peers in a 

later letter:  

I have just spent yesterday on cello sonata proofs. You know I don’t usually 

boast, but coming back to it, going through it note by note, and looking at it  

impartially, I honestly think it is a masterpiece. I can’t think how I ever  

managed to write it.11 

 

Throughout Moeran’s troubled life it was his mastery of song-writing which became 

the very foundation of his much-lauded compositional flair. His wonderful gift of 

powerful lyricism is present in many of his larger works. Moeran’s highly emotional 

and dramatic mood changes can be summed up by his devotion to this fundamental 

genre, which proved a gateway to the world of more complex orchestral 

composition.  

Fortunately for Moeran and his inherent compositional skills, the unforgettably 

bleak Eynsford years had been preceded by more productive times, emphasised by 

a mood of youthful hope and positivity. Indeed, Moeran’s entire musical career can 

be mapped out by the varying tones of his songs. An indication of the young 

composer’s overflowing optimism is powerfully expressed through his setting of the 

lyrics of expressive gems like When June is Come (1922) with its irrepressibly bright 

mood: 

When June is come, then all the day  

I’ll sit with my love, in the scented hay… 

O life is a delight…12 
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But this contented joyousness was swamped taken over by a darker, more sombre 

pessimism. 

Moeran’s later songs certainly seem more bleakly introspective and could be a 

reflection of the physical and psychological effects he experienced toward the end 

of a difficult and isolated life. Yet even in these later years the songs show a maturity 

which reveal a different side of that Moeranic lyrical beauty. His setting of writings 

by James Joyce and Seamus O’Sullivan are perfect illustrations to support this 

theory. Was Moeran thinking of his own lonely demise when he decided to set to 

music the desperate words of James Joyce’s She Weeps Over Rahoon (1946)? 

…Dark too our heart, O love, shall lie and cold 

As his sad heart has lain….13 

 

Moeran immersed himself in emotive musical interpretations of O’Sullivan’s 

plaintive verse. Lullaby (1929) is a moving example:  

…you stir in your sleep and you murmur, 

As though the wild rain and the grey 

Wet hills with the winds ever blowing 

Had driven your dreams away. 

…the suddenly falling silence is your path…14 

 

Did this plaintive thinking affect other celebrated pieces like his much-loved short 

orchestral Lonely Waters (1924-31)? Did the tragic war scenes he witnessed at first 

hand inspire it, even sub-consciously?  Or is it entirely a reflection of those beautiful 

flat marshlands of Norfolk that it is so popularly attributed to? 

It could be that this gentle but beautifully calming music was also a private 

reaction to Moeran’s personal and plaintive memories of those harrowing war years. 

Lonely Waters became a concert hall and recording favourite. The work is short tone 

poem which demonstrates Moeran’s compositional expressivity and impressive 

mastery of polyphony.15 It also displays that inherent musical skill that the 

composer developed even further, which can be observed in his Symphony in G 

(1924-1937), a work containing some delightful melodies inspired by folk song, 

such as the bubbly second subject in the first movement, played by the woodwinds. 

Jack Moeran’s last letter to his beloved Peers makes emotional reading: 
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Everything is perfect except that you are not here. I find now that I’m working 

again amid in a kind of country that is most dear to me, and living with kind 

people, sea, heather and mountains, and that you Peers, always seem to be not 

far. I feel you with me when I am walking in the hills. I love to think, and I believe, 

and in fact know that you are with me spiritually, though so many miles separate 

us.  

Goodbye, my own darling. With this lovely spring, the birds are singing, and 

everything day-by-day coming out (and I hope my music) you are always in my 

thoughts and I long to be with you again, and no more partings.16 

 

A long-awaited Second Symphony in E-flat was, tragically, never entirely finished, 

despite early promises.17 Even musical luminaries of the day such as John Barbirolli 

were patiently awaiting its completion. 

Jack Moeran’s health continued to decline despite visits to London for medical 

help. Tragically, this demise also had a deep effect on any compositional ambitions. 

In one gloomy letter to Peers he wrote: 

I had intended writing a work incorporating the four movements of a symphony 

into one, but I am conscious of the fact that have failed, and I am not inclined to 

let go what I believe to be second rate. I shall have to scrap this symphony as it 

is now nearly finished, and start afresh on something quite different.18 

 

The sad fact was that Moeran’s life had crumbled into a miserable loneliness in his 

beloved Kenmare. He was virtually penniless and was increasingly suffering from 

poor mental and physical health. Moeran’s impoverished existence, alone in a 

cottage, chosen for the view of a nearby railway line, reached a point of desperate 

depression. At the beginning of 1950, which cruelly turned out to be the very last 

year of his life, his depression and lack of confidence was summed up in another 

letter to Peers: 

How many more works would I have written if I had kept off the booze? My own 

opinion is that, as it is, that I have written too many and would gladly scrap a lot 

that is in print, in fact practically all up to 1937, barring a few songs and the 

string quartet. … That is all apart for the short score of the nearly complete 

symphony of which, as you know, I destroyed a lot and re-wrote, and now cannot 

make my mind up about…19 
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In December 1950 Moeran died, falling off a pier into a stormy River Kenmare 

estuary.  To this day, his death remains the subject of controversial speculation and 

the official inquest verdict that a ‘cerebral haemorrhage’ was the cause is still 

challenged.20 Another ‘unofficial’ line of thought – backed up by the alleged 

discovery of heavy stones, padlocks and chains in Jack’s jacket pockets – is that he 

took his own life by jumping into the stormy waters.  

A letter to Peers Coetmore from her sister Sheila Varley seems to fuel this 

speculation. She wrote: 

Graham managed to suppress any mention of what was found in Jack’s pockets. 

There were chains and padlocks. He had an idea that he would be taken away 

to an asylum and meant to chain himself to something to prevent it. 21 

 

Whatever led to his death, one thing is for certain: it cannot be denied that Jack 

Moeran had an unabated love of the Irish people and their traditions that he so 

admirably expressed in great music worthy of worldwide appreciation.   

Certainly, he started his compositional career in a no-nonsense blaze of musical 

glory. Like many accomplished composers, Moeran struggled through a short life 

marked by personal tragedy and crippling hardship. Working in the shadows of 

better-known British names such as Elgar, Vaughan Williams, and Holst, Moeran 

laboured hard to equal them.  

In the Mountain Country (1921) was one of Moeran’s first brave ventures into 

that highly descriptive music which was to mature into his distinctive hallmark. Two 

accomplished Rhapsodies (No. 1, 1922; and No. 2, 1924) make pleasing listening 

and are packed with raw rhythms and heartfelt melodies. They boast a talented 

orchestration involving French horn calls and swirling strings which underline a 

distinctive Moeranic style.  These early works were the very first encouraging signals 

of even more satisfying works to come. 

The well-known and adored Symphony in G (1924-37) and brilliant concertos 

were brewing then, along with a third Rhapsody for Piano and Orchestra (1942-43) 

which also bears that hypnotically exclusive Moeranic imprint. And consider the 

memorable frothy sounds of the light and pacey ‘Galop’ or the toe-tapping 

‘Rigadoon’ from his colourful Serenade (1948), written within two years of the 

impoverished composer’s untimely death at 55. Themes from ‘Air’, the second 
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movement of this simple but touching eight-movement light work, have been 

arranged by Lawrence Swinyard (text) and Desmond Ratcliffe (music) to make up 

Irish Elegy, a moving choral work in tribute to Jack Moeran. 

This work is a touching eulogy which vividly echoes the moors and mountains of 

Count Kerry that Moeran so loved: 

 

Though thy harp strings be 

Severed and muted thy tongue, 

Though the roar of the waters 

has silenced thy song. 

Yet its echo still lingers upon 

the sweet air 

Blowing soft o’er the valleys 

and hills of Kenmare.22 

 

The sad disintegration of this enigmatic British composer is understandably 

mourned by many. 

 

Christopher Harwood Bye is a freelance journalist and writer. He is an alumnus of the 

Creative Writing programme at Leeds University, and has established himself as one of 

Britain’s finest writers—in 1980, he was awarded the British Press Award for 

Investigative Journalism, and in the following year was awarded the British Witness Box 

Award for Crime Writing. From 1987 till 1998 he served as Editor and Director of the 

Yorkshire Post Newspapers; during his tenure the publication won the Linotype Design 

Awards Provincial Newspaper of the Year (1993). Bye is also a member of the British 

Society of Editors. 

 

References 

E. J. Moeran: Performance & Interviews, broadcast 21 May 2014. BBC. Accessed September 2018. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/music/artists/ab003ffc-8acb-4406-b4c0-51053d3a0c8f 

Foreman, Lewis and Foreman, Susan. London: a musical gazetteer New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 2005. 

Hill, Lionel. Lonely waters: the diary of a friendship with E. J. Moeran. London: Thames Publishing, 1985. 

Maxwell, Ian. The importance of being Ernest John: challenging the misconceptions about the life and 

works of E. J. Moeran. Thesis. Durham: Durham University, 2014. Available at Durham E-

Theses Online: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/10752/ 



E. J. MOERAN: A LIFE AND DEATH BESET BY CONTROVERSY 

52 

 

Self, Geoffrey. The Music of E J Moeran. London: Toccata, 1986. 

She Weeps Over Rahoon. Poemhunter.com. Accessed September 2018. 

https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/she-weeps-over-rahoon/ 

Useful reading – www.moeran.net – The Worldwide Moeran Database. 

1 E. J. Moeran: Performance & Interviews, broadcast 21 May 2014, BBC, accessed September 2018 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/music/artists/ab003ffc-8acb-4406-b4c0-51053d3a0c8f  
2 Geoffrey Self, The Music of E J Moeran (London: Toccata, 1986) 19.  
3 Ian Maxwell, The importance of being Ernest John: challenging the misconceptions about the life and 

works of E. J. Moeran (Durham theses, Durham University, 2014) 167.  

Available at Durham E-Theses Online: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/10752/ 
4 Ralph Vaughan Williams, letter to Moeran, February 1935 (quoted in Self, E J Moeran, 11).  
5 Lewis Foreman and Susan Foreman, London: a musical gazetteer (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 2005), 180. 
6 “Introductions – XVIII E J Moeran, Music Bulletin,” (June 1925), 11 (quoted in Self, 170-4). 
7 Moeran, letter to Peers Coetmore, 1948 (quoted in Self, 63). 
8 Moeran, letter to Douglas Gibson, 1950 (quoted in Self, 225). 
9 Self, 157.  
10 Moeran, letter to Coetmore, 1943 (quoted in Self, 186).  
11 Moeran, letter to Coetmore, 1948 (quoted in Self, 204). 
12 Text by Robert Seymour Bridges. Jacket notes, E J Moeran Complete Solo Songs, Chandos 10596 

(2), 2010. 
13 She Weeps Over Rahoon, Poemhunter.com, accessed September 2018, 

https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/she-weeps-over-rahoon/  
14 The text may be found in the Jacket notes, Moeran Songs, Chandos 10596(2), 2010 
15 Self, 54. 
16 Moeran, letter to Coetmore, 1950 (quoted in Lionel Hill, Lonely waters: the diary of a friendship with 

E. J. Moeran, (London: Thames Publishing, 1985), 151).  
17 A version based on Moeran’s sketches has now been recorded on the Dutton label. 
18 Moeran, letter to Coetmore, 1949 (quoted in Hill, Lonely waters, 145-6). 
19 Moeran, letter to Coetmore, 1949 (quoted in Hill, 147-8). 
20 “An Irishman’s Diary,” The Irish Times, December 5, 2005. 
21 Sheila Varley, letter to Coetmore, 1950 (quoted in Hill, 154-5). 
22 “An Irishman’s Diary,” The Irish Times, December 5, 2005. 

 

                                                           

http://www.moeran.net/

