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It is a truth often, if not universally, acknowledged, that a composer’s popularity 

wanes in the generation after his or her death, and does not always recover. Of 

course there are exceptions, but not in the case of Roger Quilter. He was born in 

1877, and began writing songs while at the Conservatory at Frankfurt,1 with the 

majority of his best songs written between 1904 and the late 1920s. Although the 

quality of later songs reduced somewhat, the earlier songs were performed and 

broadcast in such quantities, that at one stage, Quilter could have lived off his 

earnings as a composer – no mean feat for someone who never wrote substantial, 

large-scale works. His popularity continued throughout the war years, but thereafter, 

until his death in 1953 and beyond, his music was noticeably less often heard. 

Some notable singers continued to perform them, though, amongst them 

Alexander Young, whose LP of Quilter songs (released in the 1950s) turns up fairly 

regularly on eBay, and whose performances remain definitive. Young continued the 

performing practice of putting the words first, and his exemplary diction ensured 

their comprehension. For later singers, the bar line too often takes priority over a 

flexible line: William Brownlow’s 1930 recording of ‘Petal’ shows how to bend a line 

to the will of the poet, surely what Quilter had in mind when he wrote it thirty years 

earlier. George Baker, too, in his 1925 recording of ‘Come Away, Death’, the first of 

the Three Shakespeare Songs of 1905, gives a heartbreaking wail on the words ‘to 

weep’ that is unmatched by any other performance I have heard. As with other 

composers of Quilter’s generation, this style of singing was what was known to 

them, the style they wrote for, and it is vital to keep it firmly in mind when performing 

 
1 The manuscript of one of his most famous songs, ‘Now Sleeps the Crimson Petal’ is dated 1897, while 

he was a student there; it was published, after revision, in 1904. 
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the songs. Recordings made by Gervase Elwes and Frederick Kiddle show an even 

more wayward attitude to the bar line, with fast songs tending to be sung faster 

than might be the case now, and slower songs given in a more leisurely manner. 

Benjamin Luxon and David Willison’s recordings, mostly from the late 1980s, also 

show how the songs should be given, while David Wilson-Johnson’s innate 

understanding of the ebb and flow of Quilter’s songs is exemplified in The Walled-

In Garden, the LP that he and David Owen Norris recorded in 1986, and which is 

well worth seeking out. The two gave a memorable masterclass on Quilter at the 

launch of my biography of him, and a few years later, at a memorial service at Wells 

Cathedral for Quilter’s nephew David Tudway Quilter, the chattering cathedral choir 

fell quiet as the two Davids rehearsed ‘Go, Lovely Rose’, and the rapt silence of the 

afternoon’s audience, as the final notes echoed into the air, said it all. 

Happily, in the past twenty years or so, Quilter’s discography has expanded 

considerably. Mark Stone has recorded all the songs, in an enterprising venture 

across four CDs. Many are included in interesting programmes: Ian Bostridge, 

accompanied by Antonio Pappano, has recorded an anthology of Shakespeare 

settings, including one by Quilter. A particularly intriguing release, by Simon 

Edwards and Simon Lebens, takes the form of a small book, with photographs and 

accompanying text by Alain Fleischer, and containing songs by Quilter, Warlock, and 

Britten. 

Less happily, however, it is a relatively small canon of about twenty songs that 

is generally performed, out of a total of about 150, with the others mostly out of 

print and hard to access. ‘Now Sleeps the Crimson Petal’, the first and second sets 

of Shakespeare Songs, ‘Love’s Philosophy’, Seven Elizabethan Lyrics, and a handful 

of others, including some from the superb collection of folk song arrangements, The 

Arnold Book of Old Songs, are common fare. They earn their place in the canon, 

certainly, but it is notable that the canonic songs have generally more manageable 

accompaniments than others: perhaps this has determined their inclusion more 

than other factors.  

Fortunately, a volume of 18 Songs published by Boosey and Hawkes brings back 

into print many that are otherwise only available second-hand, and the collection 
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includes three hitherto unpublished items: two solo songs and a duet. Three Songs 

of William Blake thus becomes accessible, of which the last, ‘Daybreak’, is a large-

scale song with a challenging accompaniment; all three reflect the directness and 

eloquence of Blake’s style. The first of the set, ‘Dream Valley’, is in Quilter’s arguably 

‘typical’ dreamy style, and with its manageable accompaniment, was very popular 

in its day. The nature-subject of the second, ‘The Wild Flower’s Song’, was one that 

always appealed to Quilter, and it acts as a delicate foil between the outer songs.  

This volume also includes the Five Jacobean Lyrics, settings of Herrick, Suckling, 

Rochester, and Lovelace, and as varied in style and moods as are the poets. ‘Why 

so Pale and Wan?’ brings out the poet’s frustration with the lady’s indifference, 

positively exploding in the final ‘The devil take her!’ As with so many of Quilter’s 

songs, the notated rhythm of the text matches the natural speech rhythm: a 

reviewer in the Birmingham Post put it succinctly in 1923 (when the first of the 

Jacobeans was published), when commenting that the right speed for a song is ‘just 

the pace at which we would speak the words’,2 thus emphasising the significance 

of the texts against the music, and how carefully Quilter married the one with the 

other. 

‘I Arise from Dreams of Thee’, first performed at the 1929 Harrogate Festival, in 

its orchestral version, with Mark Raphael, is a sumptuous setting; it was frequently 

heard on the radio but vanished from the airwaves during the Second World War, 

and I have not heard of a performance with orchestra in recent years. The doom-

laden bell in ‘Barbara Allen’, one of the Arnold songs, makes for a highly dramatic 

song, much more overtly so than is usually associated with Quilter’s work. These 

are not cosy settings – they lie well in the voice, but performers and audience have 

to work.  

Later songs of Quilter’s lack the complexity of the earlier ones; perhaps he was 

tired, or ill, or both, and lacked the energy to work on them as on the songs of his 

youth. Or perhaps they were particularly early songs that he had once thought not 

suitable for publication, but which he now extracted from a bottom drawer in order 

to meet publishers’ requests and commissions; the war seriously affected his 

 
2 Review of competition, Birmingham Post, 22 June 1923. 
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financial situation. No sketches have survived that might enlighten the researcher, 

so we can only speculate. But one song that stands out head and shoulders above 

the rest, from his later years, is ‘Drooping Wings’. The date given at the end of the 

printed copy is 1944; it was published in 1945, but a manuscript that turned up 

some years after my initial researches, and which is now held in the Irving S. Gilmore 

Music Library, Yale University, is dated 1942. This is a deeply felt setting, 

reminiscent at times of Poulenc’s ‘C.’ of the same period, though neither can have 

known the other’s work. It may have emerged from Quilter’s great distress that his 

godson and favourite nephew, Arnold Vivian, had been sent out to the Middle East 

that year. It has all the layers, complexities, and detail of Quilter’s earlier songs. 

Five of the sixteen Arnold songs were published not long after the First World 

War, but the others – all sixteen are folksong arrangements – were written for 

Arnold to sing on his return. However, in 1943, Arnold was taken prisoner at the 

Battle of the Horseshoe, Medenine, Tunisia. Quilter and his sister Norah, Arnold’s 

mother, were given the news but thereafter heard nothing. Eventually Arnold 

escaped from a train, near Bolzano in Italy, but was recaptured and summarily 

executed, events of which Quilter knew nothing until after hostilities had ceased; 

the shock broke him, and each song in the volume was dedicated to Arnold’s 

memory. They have been recorded in their entirety by Amanda Pitt, Joanne Thomas, 

Philip Langridge, David Wilson-Johnson, and David Owen Norris, on the Naxos label, 

and show a wide variety of treatments, all exquisite, yet none obscuring the 

fundamental song. As Quilter’s friend Percy Grainger put it, they are  

 

A lovely string of gems, most touching in their humanity & typical of the heart-

revealing skill you have built up of weaving such tune-enhancing arabesques & 

comments round the melody in the accompaniment – comments that inject new 

meaning into the line & text of the melody.3  

 

All stand comparison with the finest folksong settings anywhere, and are particularly 

programmable if taken in their groups, English, Scottish, Irish, Welsh, and French. 

In ‘Charlie is My Darling’, the piano portrays both fife and drum, while ‘The Jolly 

 
3 Percy Grainger to Quilter, 2 January 1948, Grainger Museum. 
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Miller’ has clearly been imbibing. ‘L’Amour de Moy’ also exists in versions for violin 

and piano, and for ’cello and piano; Quilter with his customary elegance clothes the 

melody line in what feels like a lush musical velvet. ‘The Ash Grove’, the last of the 

collection, was given new words by Rodney Bennett, an unfamiliar name these days, 

but then well-known as a writer of children’s stories; his composer son Richard is 

considerably better known, and his daughter Meg Peacocke is a poetess of 

distinction, as well as being Quilter’s goddaughter. The lyrics have an added 

poignancy, given Arnold’s story:  

 

How little we knew, as we laughed there so lightly,  

And time seemed to us to stretch endless away,   

The hopes that then shone like a vision so brightly   

Could fade as a dream at the coming of day! 

 

Quilter arranged ‘Three Poor Mariners’, the fourteenth of the set, for piano trio. He 

wrote very little instrumental music, frequently making it clear that his inspiration 

was driven by the text, but in this instance, he let go the reins, and partnered with 

‘Drink to me Only’ in Two Old English Tunes, this really deserves to be performed 

and recorded. A slightly larger work is Gipsy Life, designated a ‘quintet’ according 

to the fashion of the time, though it is actually a piano sextet; it is great fun, if not 

‘conventional’ Quilter, and was recorded by the (supplemented) Primrose Quartet 

on the Meridian label in 2004. 

Of course Quilter is known primarily as a song-writer – no self-respecting English 

Song Class within a conservatory would ignore Quilter repertoire – and this 

inevitably overshadows his other work. In many cases, this is light and slight, though 

still eminently programmable. The largest orchestral work he wrote was the 

Serenade of 1907, performed in that year and then withdrawn, to be performed 

once again in 2010, at the English Music festival, with Gavin Sutherland conducting 

the BBC Concert Orchestra. It was composed with care, dedicated ‘in gratitude’ to 

Quilter’s teacher at Frankfurt, Iwan Knorr, and it consists of three tuneful 

movements, the outer ones in sonata form, a structure Quilter never attempted 

anywhere else, and the middle in his more customary, and comfortable, ternary 

form. He withdrew it, ostensibly to re-work some of it, but more likely because such 
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a piece was simply out of his comfort zone. The Three English Dances are a delight, 

and fortunately are available in three versions, orchestral, piano solo, and piano 

duet. The last version is delicious, and David Owen Norris and I included it in our 

‘Quilter Days’ at the Royal College of Music and Royal Northern College of Music, 

days in which we explored some of Quilter’s repertoire via masterclass and recital. 

The part-songs too are a constant surprise. The SATB songs are generally 

unaccompanied, and particularly fine examples are the Two Partsongs (both 

settings of Herrick, ‘To Daffodils’ and ‘To the Virgins’) and Five Lyrics of Robert 

Herrick. These were recorded for future broadcast by the BBC Singers, along with 

several other of his part-songs. The Five Lyrics, published by Forsyth, are 

unfortunately extremely difficult to find second-hand, and regrettably expensive to 

buy as authorised photocopies. Other part-songs, for women’s voices, can be heard 

on the Naxos CD of Arnold songs. None of these is especially easy to learn, but they 

are invariably interesting and rewarding for both singers and audiences. 

The biggest, and arguably most pleasant, surprise comes in the piano music. 

This is a very small body of work: four sets of original pieces, and the rest 

arrangements from some of the orchestral works (including Where the Rainbow 

Ends, The Rake, and As You Like It). These arrangements are real piano music 

nonetheless, not convoluted, awkward orchestral reductions, and stand on their 

own musical feet. Of the original sets, the Country Pieces for Piano, opus 27, are 

the most straightforward, and thereby the least satisfying, although ‘Forest Lullaby’ 

has been set as an examination piece. They were dedicated to Mrs Edith 

Brackenbury, Quilter’s teacher at Pinewood Preparatory School. The Brackenburys, 

Edith and Fabian, initiated a distinguished line of teachers, among them their 

youngest daughter Biddy, who taught at Meg Peacocke’s school, Copplestone 

House, Budleigh Salterton; their grandson Tony, the first head of the Yehudi 

Menuhin School, Cobham, Surrey; and Tony’s brother John, Warden of Impington 

Village College, Cambridgeshire, and later Chair of the Cambridgeshire Education 

Committee.  

The first of the Three Studies for Piano, opus 4, was published separately, and 

to judge by its availability second-hand, was very popular. It predates the other 
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studies by some years. All three are highly attractive, especially the Brahmsian 

second. 

The gems are the remaining two sets, Three Pieces for Piano, opus 16, and Two 

Impressions for Piano, opus 19. The first of the Three Pieces, ‘Dance in the Twilight’, 

is a lightweight but elegant ternary form piece, a little repetitive, but still highly 

attractive. It was dedicated to Luigino Franchetti, nephew of the composer Alberto 

Franchetti, and comments about him in letters suggest that the music matched 

Luigino’s character very well. The last piece, ‘At a Country Fair’, dedicated to the 

virtuoso pianist Leo Ornstein, who almost certainly never played it, is well-named: a 

fast, furious, and lively depiction of a fair. The middle piece, ‘Summer Evening’, is 

simply exquisite. Quilter’s friend and fellow-student at Frankfurt, Cyril Scott, was 

often designated the ‘English Debussy’, but here we find Quilter, the English 

impressionist, taking that title. It requires a flexible sense of pulse, as do his songs, 

and real tone control. It changes mood as in the breeze; it is evocative and calm.  

The two Impressions began life with different titles: ‘In a Gondola’ was formerly 

‘Barcarole’, and ‘Lanterns’ was formerly ‘Carnival’; pairing the names yields an easy 

understanding of each piece’s character. ‘In a Gondola’ is lyrical and lilting, and 

Quilter worked on it while on holiday in Venice just before the First World War. It 

ebbs and flows gently, and although in 6/8, it often has hints of a waltz – a kind of 

essence of waltz – hinting at what those in the gondola might see as they glide past. 

The effect of the lush chromaticism, combined with pentatonic scales and parallel 

fifths, and coupled with the notated mordents, suggesting ripples on the water, is 

mesmerising. By contrast, ‘Lanterns’, a post-war piece from 1919, darts around, full 

of surprises, with flashes of musical light, and snippets of whole tones and again, 

pentatonic scales. It explores the range of the keyboard, and is no sooner here than 

gone; at the end, repeated chords suggest someone trying to catch a lantern, but it 

escapes and flies off into the distance. 

The piano music has been recorded by David Owen Norris (including all the 

arrangements) on the EMF label, and by Clipper Erickson (the original piano music 

only) on the Direct-to-Tape Recording label. Too little has been performed, though 

pianists such as Ian Buckle champion it. But though the Three Studies are in print 
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in an excellent 20th Century Piano Collection 1900-1945 anthology, and ‘Forest 

Lullaby’ was available for a while in a volume of examination music, most is out of 

print. Some is available on IMSLP, though only for those in the US, since all Quilter’s 

music is still in copyright in Europe. Since he died in 1953, this will change on 1 

January 2024, perhaps enabling more of his music to be accessed, and learnt, and 

valued. 
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