Overshadowed:
British Symphonism
beyond Parry, Stanford, Elgar
For Gerd

Jiirgen Schaarwichter

|

Plenty is known of British musical institutions, especially the
London ones. But what about the music that came out of them, or
that developed parallel with them? Was it as bad as many thought
it was? The current knowledge of British late nineteenth century
symphonism is still largely based on publications which were
infused by the concept that music should be up-to-date at all times.
This concept has changed over the past twenty years considerably,
and pioneers have started to resurrect works that were forgotten for
a century or longer. And it should be noted that, apart from the
academic world, the initiative of many individuals in Great Britain
as well as that of institutions and societies such as the British
Music Society do not only sterling service to British musical
heritage, but do exemplary sterling service compared to nearly
every other European country — Germany not excepted.

So what about all those scores nobody hardly knows about, simply
because they were either never or only once performed and never
published? As early as in 1959 Harold Truscott mentioned the
unpublished scores of Algernon Ashton [Durham, December 9
1859 - London, April 10 1937] that apparently have not survived ™,
and according to Truscott a highly prolific composer he must have
been. Henry Holmes, who like Ashton was a professor at the Royal
College of Music, composed five symphonies, the first three of
which were probably burnt in 1938; the six symphonies composed
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Benedict [Stuttgart, November 27 1804 - London, June 5 1885] is
to be named, mainly known as a vocal composer and conductor.
Some sources give 1872 as composition date of his First
Symphony in G minor, op.101, ® but the MS score is clearly dated
"London 8/9 October 1873"; a London performance is reported for
November 22nd. Doubtless one can count it among the most
carefully conceived British symphony scores of the entire second
half of the nineteenth century. A bit old-fashioned in conception,
perhaps (Lewis Foreman traces “distinct reminiscences of his
teacher Weber” ), but its composer was then nearly sixty-nine and
on his first attempt. The first movement, with a slow introduction,
has a distinctive shortened recapitulation, even the main theme is
shortened, giving the impression of being the second subject. A
comparatively fast slow movement hardly deals with large melodic
arches for short, precise motives. The ‘Misterioso’ Scherzo is very
delicate, accordingly with much pp and pizzicato/arco change, and
with muted strings. It refrains largely from recognizable melodies,
referring to the great tradition of Mendelssohn’s and Parry’s ‘fairy
music’ scherzi instead. A tremendously fast finale closes this most
spirited symphony, the Scherzo section to be recapitulated shortly
before the recapitulation of the movement proper (36[N] -20[N]).

Another name to be mentioned is Henry Holmes [London,
November 7 1839 - San Francisco, December 9 1905], who wrote
with the slow and scherzo movements of his Fourth Symphony in F
major, op.48 [1877], and especially with his Fifth Symphony ir G
major, op.57 [1887], works with a complex inner structure, careful
counterpoint and imaginative scoring. Both symphonies have
programmatic titles — Fraternity and Cumberland respectively. ©

I

Almost immediately upon foundation in 1882, the Royal College
of Music became a prominent force to model British symphonism.
Both Stanford and Parry, often and in part erroneously named as
fathers of the British Musical Renaissance, became prolific
symphonists themselves (their merits as teachers are sufficiently
well known). Much less known is another member of the RCM
(and RAM) staff, Frederic Cliffe, born in the same year as Elgar
[Low Moor near Bradford, May 2 1857 - London, November 19
1931], who was nearly entirely forgotten at the end of his life 7,
although his symphonies rank among the British best of the end of
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the nineteenth century. Cliffe’s Second Symphony of 1892 displays
even more positive features than his First (which was recently
revived). Never published, the movements are headed with a kind
of programmatic outline of the moods to follow: I At Sunset, II
Night, Il Fairy Revels, IV Morning. These moods are highly suc-
cessfully captured, simultaneously all formal aspects most success-
fully fulfilled: here we find a model upon which Granville Bantock
was to build, or Amold Bax with Spring Fire. In each movement
where a kind of recapitulation of presented material is to appear,
this is done in the most concise way possible — rather the
development, the progression of time, is of importance. A master-
work in its own right is doubtlessly the spirited Scherzo.

The First Symphony in D major of Henry Walford Davies
[Oswestry, September 6 1869 - Wrington, Somerset, March 11
1941] was composed in 1893-1894 while he was still a student of
Stanford and Parry at the RCM, and premiered in 1895 by August
Manns at the Crystal Palace. A visit to Brahms fell together with
the end of his studies, and he had a copy of this score with him.
" Apparently”, William Harris reports, “Brahms had put his finger
unerringly on all the weak spots, sent kind messages to the College,
and ‘regards to Sir Grove’”. "™ The formal qualities of the score
cannot be presented in detail here; suffice it to mention that the
finale breaks through the technique of orthodox sonata movement
form frequently, not only by re-using the second theme of the first
movement as second theme, but also by not recapitulating the first
theme in its original form, but only in part and each time ([H] 1 and
[L] 4) a second lower, so that one can hardly speak of a
recapitulation proper — whereas the coda is clearly definable
(from [O]). Samuel Coleridge-Taylor’s [Holborn, London, August
15 1875 - Croydon, September 1 1912] Symphony of 1896 (which
was revived in April 2005) is rather famous (or infamous) for its
continuous rewriting of the finale, which around 1900 eventually
became a binary form, the second half being a variation of the first,
followed by a short coda. Each half is divided into halves again,
the second section being in contrast to the first one such as to
create a kind of Trio to a fictitious march (so the Alla Marcia of the
former versions has not left us entirely), which however shows
numerous shifting accents to break the strict rhythm and metre.

In 1903 Ernest (later Lord) Palmer established a trust to perform
orchestral works by young composers — at the Royal College of
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Music. ® In consequence of these new, improved performing
possibilities numerous, and substantial, symphonies were written,
and symphonies of considerable quality, produced both from the
London conservatoires as well as by (so-to-say) independent
composers. Arthur Somervell [Windermere, June 5 1863 -
London, May 2 1937] with his Thalassa Symphony of 1912 (partly
reworked from his D minor Symphony of 1907) and Walford
Davies with his Second Symphony in G, op.32 [1907], set high
standards, as well as the hardly known RCM student Harry Assur
Keyser [1871-?] with his Second Symphony in B minor [1904-
1905]."% All these works have survived and very probably deserve
revival, Davies’s symphony being probably the most ambitious one
with a duration of some fifty minutes.

Coming from the Royal Academy of Music, William Henry Bell
[St. Albans, August 20 1873 - Gordon's Bay, Capetown, April 13
1946] with his Walt Whitman Symphony in C minor, op.8, of 1899
offers a highly interesting second movement in variation form, the
last (ninth) variation being a substantial Waltz which takes the
place of a scherzo with trio; this movement was performed alone at
the Crystal Palace in 1900, the other movements following only
some six years later. Edward German [Whitchurch, Shropshire,
February 17 1862 - London, November 11 1936] wrote his First
Symphony while still a student at the RAM, and his Second of
1893 links even more nineteenth and twentieth century. Both
works are carefully crafted, though somewhat old-fashioned
compared to Cliffe and Walford Davies. Similar “deficiencies” can
be detected in William Wallace's [Greenock, July 3 1860 -
Malmesbury, December 16 1940] Creation Symphony of 1898,
which is great in conception, though the thematic material lacks
inner coherence and the harmonic treatment often leaves the path
Wallace intended to go with his slow introduction; furthermore
there is a divergence between Wallace's poetic idea and the
transcription into music — when he wants to represent the creation
of water and land in the third movement, he composes a sea tone
poem, and he was at his best when composing tone poems.

The overshadowing influence of the Royal College in consequence
of the new orchestra founded in 1903 increased the envy of the
RAM, the influence of which had decreased since the foundation of
the RCM. William Wallace wrote in a letter to The Times: “[...] to
set the Royal College of Music in a position to which it is scarcely
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entitled — namely that of being the authoritative body par
excellence to be entrusted with the future of British music [...] No
musician can close his eyes to the fact that the Royal College of
Music is associated with a certain phase of thought which is
academically antagonistic, if not openly inimical, to every modern
tendency [...] We want British music not Royal-College-of-Music
music.” " It may be interesting to note that Arnold Bax is well
known to have conducted a work of his with the orchestra himself.
Of course, the rivalry of the RAM and the RCM had started much
earlier; also, it may be borne in mind that the London Trinity
College of Music never became a full equal to the two con-
servatoires with a royal charter.

In spite of Wallace's complaints, substantial symphonists continued
to come from the Royal Academy. Already the 1898 A minor
Symphony of John Blackwood McEwen [Hawick, April 13 1868
- London, June 14 1948 — the biographical dates resemble strik-
ingly those of Granville Bantock] shows careful instrumentation
and counterpoint as well as imaginative motivic transformations,
causing a strong feeling of compactness which can hardly be found
in other contemporary British symphonies. His most famous work,
however, McEwen composed in 1911 with his Solway Symphony.
Highly successful in its day, it was, in spite of a late premiere in
1922, the first British symphony to be recorded by the then young
HMYV company. The Solway Symphony would place McEwen
eventually in the generation of German and Cliffe, were not the
melodic invention rather more advanced. York Bowen [London,
February 22 1884 - London, November 23 1961] wrote his First
Symphony when he was just eighteen years old and was to study at
the RAM for another three years; but as early as in 1902 his merits
as a symphonist were evident. In contrast, his Second Symphony in
E minor, op.31, of 1909-1911, which was revived in 2001, is a less
complex and more easily accessible work; again, it was in high
favour in its time, The Times devoting a whole column to
analyzing it.['?

So when eventually Elgar enjoyed international success, there was
a kind of relief from the English musical world which wanted the
influence of the RCM diminished. And it caused soon a general
aversion against (so-to-say) ‘academic’ symphonies. Only a few,
such as Edward J. Dent (who had studied with Stanford) broke
with the praise of Elgar; Dent wrote in Adler's Handbuch der
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Musikgeschichte in the 1920s: “For English ears Elgar’s music is
far too sensitive and not entirely free from vulgarity”. " With the
word “vulgarity” Dent had touched an issue which had been highly
important especially in Stanford's teaching — always to avoid
vulgarity.

I

Standing outside this domestic institutional rivalry was Frederic
Lamond [Glasgow, January 28 1868 - Stirling, February 21 1948],
who was one of the first who (in 1882) went for studies to the
Hochsches Konservatorium in Frankfurt am Main. He became a
professional pianist mainly performing in Germany, composing
only comparatively little. ™ The most substantial of his works is
his Symphony in A, produced by the Glasgow Choral Union in
1889. It is a very concise, rather short composition, careful in
conception and instrumentation, especially interesting in the finale
which in its compactness may ask too much from the listener. The
score was very favourably reviewed by Max Reger: " With much
delight this new creation of a highly gifted composer will be
welcomed. It is a work that unites in itself so many advantages of
diverse kind so that one is hardly permitted to speak of occasional
weaknesses! With regard to the opus number 3 one will praise
apart from a great inventiveness the uncommon capabilities of the
composer. May his muse a little be influenced by J. Brahms: but
which composer is in his very first works immediately ‘he himself’!
This attachment to Brahms, which cannot basically be opposed, is
entirely offset by Fr. Lamond by a truly victorious reign over form
and the beautiful instrumentation which avoids in the most
welcomed kind any search for empty, only sensuously affecting
orchestral effects.” '3

The connections to Germany, a tradition in itself, naturally
underwent several changes over the decades, one permanent
connection remaining the publishing firm of Breitkopf & Hirtel.
Amongst the British composers who originally published with
Breitkopf & Hairtel and subsequently suffered neglect were John
Lodge Ellerton, Joseph Street, Granville Bantock, Frederic Hymen
Cowen and even Ralph Vaughan Williams, whose Sea Symphony
was originally intended to be published by them. The reason for
this neglect lies in the closure of the Londor branch of the firm in
the First World War.
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Two British symphonists I would finally like to mention in this
connection are two others not directly connected to either the
Royal Academy or the Royal College. Ernest Bryson [Glasgow,
March 31 1867 - St. Briavels, Gloucs, April 20 1942] was a
Liverpool cotton merchant who only later came to composition.
Bryson's First Symphony in D [1908] suffered the same fate as
many others in consequence of the War, when Breitkopf & Hirtel,
who had published the score in 1909, closed the London branch
and were largely interested in getting rid of the remaining scores. It
is thought that Granville Bantock, to whom the Symphony is
dedicated, conducted the premiére in Liverpool in 1908, and a
performance is known to have taken place on February 1st 1912 at
Bournemouth under John Lyon. The opening slow introductory
movement is stunning from the beginning and arouses the listener’s
interest by its careful workmanship, unconventional conception
and melodic invention. Also the complex development (2 [9]-[28])
is rather unconventional in concept, but equally convincing in
elaboration — Bryson may well have influenced Bantock who
further developed the symphonic concept, however, into a
different, programmatic direction. Havergal Brian [Dresden,
Staffordshire, January 29 1876 - Shoreham-by-Sea, November 28
1972] withdrew his first symphony (as did Cyril Scott) and
reworked two movements to separate compositions, which were
published by Breitkopf & Hirtel in April 1914. With these works,
Fantastic Variations on an Old Rhyme [Three Blind Mice] and a
Festal Dance, and perhaps because he, like Elgar, was not closely
attached to either London conservatoire, Brian may be called to be
amongst the most advanced British orchestral composers in the
early twentieth century.

Notes

[1] Harold Truscott: Algemon Ashton: 1859-1937, in The Monthly Musical Record LXXXIX,
London 1959, pp.142-148

[2] Henry Balfour Gardiner destroyed both of his symphonies; of the second one only a sketch
for reworking has survived. Also Cyril Scott withdrew his First Symphony, which now
appears Lo be lost.

[3] Stephen Lioyd: Sir Dan Godfrey - Champion of British Composers |London 1995];
Michael Musgrave: The Musical Life of the Crystal Palace [Cambridge, ete. 1995].
A thorough publication on Queen’s Hall does not yet exist.
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[4] The score of the Second Symphony seems to have been lost. There is only very little
information regarding this symphony, other than an Adagio and Scherzo having been
performed in London before May 8 1875. Duc to the notorious misreadings in many of the
contemporary periodicals, it could even be that a Second Symphony (according o the
sources in C minor, op. 107) never existed, and the two movements performed in 1875 were
movements from the First Symphony.

[5] Lewis & Susan Foreman: London, A Musical Gazctteer [New Haven & London 2005], p.207

[6] The Fourth Symphony is dedicated to the memory of Alfred Holmes, while the Fifth
Symphony was largely composed at Skelwith Bridge, near Ambleside.

[71 Atabout 1910 he ceased composing and concentrated on teaching.

[8] William Harris: Henry Walford Davies, in The R - C+ M Magazine XXXVII, London 1941,
p.48

[9] Still, the orchestral situation in London was somewhat more complicated — not only due to
the foundation of the Queen’s Hall Orchestra, the London Symphony Orchestra and other
orchestral societies that at one step or another were prominent in supporting British
symphonism. One has, however, to bear in mind that until the time of Hans Richter fully
working orchestras with regular rehearsals hardly existed — the orchestral players regularly
helped out in the provinces and on festivals, often missing London rehearsals.

[10] Keyser remains a largely unknown figure, though a Symphony allegedly in B flat was
performed at Bournemouth on March 7 1910 by Dan Godfrey.

[11] William Wallace in a letter to The Times, May 30 1904, p.3; quoted from
Edward Elgar, A Future for English Music and other Lectures [London 1968], pp.81-83,
corrected according to Lewis Foreman (ed.): From Parry to Britten, British Music in Letters
1900-1945 [London 1987], pp.27-28

[12] 77, in The Times 7?7, London 7?7 19077, p.7?,
in Monica Watson: York Bowen — a Centenary Tribute [London 1984], p.19

[13] Guido Adler (ed.): Handbuch der Musikgeschichte, second edition 1929, vol.2, Tutzing
third cedition 1961, p.1047. George Dysca similarly expressed himself in Ralph Vaughan
Williams et al: Elgar Today, in The Musical Times XCVIII [London 1957], p.305, and
likewise Donald Mitchell: Some Thoughts on Elgar (1857-1934), in Music & Letters
XXXVII [London 1957], pp.113-1237?, reprinted in Christopher Redwood (ed.):

The Elgar Companion [Ashbourne 1982], pp.283 and 287-288; Walter Hussey dealt
extensively with Elgar's “emotionalism” in the same volume of The Musical Times that
Dent’s “injustice” was protested against (Emotionalism in the music of Elgar, LXII

[London 1931]), pp.211-212, yet valued this "emotionalism” indeed as something entirely
positive (which was not to be excluded from Dent’s dictum as well). The verdict on Elgar

is only one of many distinctly sharp judgments Dent made on British composers in his
contribution to the then monumental historical work. Dent’s comment caused quite a stir —
in March 193! a manifesto against Dent's iniquity was published which had been signed,
among others, by Hamilton Harty, John Ireland, E.J. Moeran, William Walton, Peter Warlock
and Bernard Shaw (Emile Cammaents et al: Sir Edward Elgar. Musicians’ protest against
Prof. Dent’s alleged injustiec, in MTLXXII [London 1931], pp.326-328). Havergal Brian
commented on the manifesto sarcastically (Havergal Brian: The Elgar Manifesto, reprinted
in Malcolm MacDonald (ed.): Havergal Brian on Music I [London 1986], pp.70-72) and
put straight the perspectives: the general condemnation of the older composers Mackenzie,
Parry and Stanford by just the same protestants was as cqually unjustified, and a general
praise of all of Elgar's works might surely be exaggerated.

[14] Taught by Max Schwarz, Hans von Biilow and Franz Liszt, Lamond came to live in Berlin,
visiting England only rarely; only when he came into opposition 1o the Nazi regime was he
to return to Britain for good.

[15] Max Reger: Vom Musikalicnmarkt. Sinfonic (A dur) liir grosses Orchester von Frederic
Lamond, op.3 (Frankfurt a. Main, Stcyl & Thomas), in Allgemeine Musik-Zeitung XX1/4
[Berlin/Leipzig 1894], p.56

This is a revised version of a paper given at the Conference on Music in 19th
Century Britain, Nottingham, July 7-10th 2005.
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1863
1864
1866

1867
1869

1870

1871
1872

1873

1874
1875
1876

1877
1879

1880

1881

1882
1883

1884
1885

1886
1887

1888
1889

1891
1892

1893
1894

Check List of British Symphonies 1860-1911

John Francis Barnetl, in A minor

Alice Mary Smith, in C major

William Sterndale Bennett, in G minor

Arthur Sullivan, in E major, Inish

Alfred Holmes, Choral Symphony, Jeanne d'Arc

Frederic Hymen Cowen, No.l in C minor

Joseph Francis Duggan, in E flat (unfinished)

Thomas Wingham, No. | in D minor

Alfred Holmes, The Sicge of Paris

Alfred Holmes, Robin Hood

Joseph Street, No.2 in D major, op.14

Henry Robert Gadsby, No.2 in A major

Frederc Hymen Cowen, No.2 in F major,
The Corsair

Henry Holmes, No.l in A major

Thomas Wingham, No.2 in B flat major

Julius Benedict, No.lin G minor, op.101

Julius Benedict, No.2 in C minor, op.107 (?)

James Hamilton Siree Clarke, No.1 in F major

George Alexander Macfarren, No.9 in E minor

Ebenezer Prout, No.l in C minor

Charles Villiers Stanford, No.l in B flat major

Charles Edward Stephens, in G minor, Elegiac

Francis William Davenport, No.l in D minor

Ebenezer Prout, No.2 in G minor

Oliveria Prescott, Alkestis

Alice Mary Smith, in A minor

Henry Holmes, Nod4, Fraternity, op.48

James Hamilton Siree Clarke, No.2 in G minor,
op.122

Frederic Hymen Cowen, No.3 in C minor,
Scandinavian

Charles Villiers Stanford, No.2 in D minor,
Elegiac

Henry David Leslie, in D minor, Chivalry

Charles Hubert Hastings Parry, No.l in G major

Oliver A. King, in F major, Night, op.22

Charles Hubent Hastings Parry, No.2 in F major
Cambridge

Granville Bantock, in C major

Frederic Hymen Cowen, No.4 in B flal minor
Welsh

Ebenezer Prout, No.3 in F major, op.23

Ebenezer Prout, No.4 in D major

Frederic Hymen Cowen, No.5 in F major

Edward German, No.1 in E minor

Henry Holmes, No.5, Cumberland, op.57

Charles Villiers Stanford, No.3 in F minor,
Irish, op.28

Henry Robent Gadsby, Festal, in D major

Frederic Cliffe, No.l in C minor

William George Cusins, in C major

Frederic Lamond, in A major, op.3

Charles Hubert Hastings Parry, No.3 in C major,
English

Charles Hubert Hastings Parry, No.4 in E minor

Charles Villiers Stanford, No.4in F, op.31

Charles Edward Stephens, in C minor

Frederic Cliffe, No.2 in E minor

Gustay Theodore Holst, in C minor

Edward German, No.2 in A minor, Norwich

Joseph C. Bridge, in F major

Henry Walford Davies, [No.1]in D major

Arthur Hinton, No.l in B flat major
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1895
1896
1897
1898

1899

1900
1901
1902

1903

1904

1905

1907

1908

1911

1912

Philip Napier Miles, "No.1” in C major
Charles Villiers Stanford, No.5 in D major,

Lallegro ed il penseraso, op.56
Algermmon Ashton, No.l in F minor
Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, in A minor, op.8
Frederic Hymen Cowen, No.6in E, Idyllic
John Blackwood McEwen, in A minor
Cynl Scott, No.linC
William Wallace, in C# minor, The Creation
Algermon Ashton, No.2 in G minor
Williamn Henry Bell, [No.1]in C minor,

Walr Whitman, op.8
Thomas Arnthur Burton, No.1 in E major
Benjamin James Dale, in F major
Henry Hadley, in F major, Youth and Life
Gustav Theodore Holst, The Cotswolds, op.8
Algermon Ashton, No.3 in A minor
Henry Balfour Gardiner, No.l
Algemnon Ashton, No.4 in B flat major
York Bowen, No.l in G major, op.4
Richard Harvey Lhr, in D minor
Cyril Secott, No.2 in A minor, op.22
Edith Swepstone, in G minor
Edgar Leslie Bainton, in B flat major,

A Phamasy of Life and Progress, op.5
Thomas Anthur Burton, No.2 in E minor
Percy Godfrey, in G minor
Arthur Hinton, No.2
Rutland Boughton, No.l, Ofiver Cromwell
Adam Carse, No.l in C minor
Hamilton Harty, An Irish Symphony
Thomas Arthur Burton, No.3 ( Vamations)
Joseph Holbrooke, Les Hommages, op.40 *
Harry Assur Keyser, No.2 in B minor
Charles Villiers Stanford, No.6in E flat major,

In memoriam G.F. Watts, op.94
Adam Carse, No.2 in G minor
George William Louis Marshall-Hall, in E flat,

An Elizzbethan Comedy
Arthur Somervell, in D minor
Havergal Brian, A Fantastic Symphony
Robert Emest Bryson, No.l in D major
Edward Elgar, No.l in A flat major, op.55
Henry Balfour Gardiner, No.2 in E flat major
Henry Walford Davies, [No.2] in G major
Henry Holloway, MNo.l in E minor
York Bowen, No.2 in E minor, op.31
Thomas Anthur Burton, No.4
Edward Elgar, No.2 in E flat major, op.63
Henry Holloway, No.2 in D minor
John Blackwood McEwen, [No.5]in C# minor,

Solway
Montague F. Phillips, in C minor, op.15
Percy Pill, in G minor
Charles Villiers Stanford, No.7 in D minor,

op.124
Frank Memick, in D minor
Charles Hubert Hastings Parry, No.5 in B minor,
Arthur Somervell, in D minor, Thalassa

* Originally composed in 1899 as Bohemian Suite,

op.37, for strings, the score was published as
Symphony No.1 but later re-named Suite No.3.
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