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ARNOLD BAX
The composer Arnold Bax (1883-1953) was one of the leading British
composers who suddenly emerged as a significant names immediately after the
First World War. Bax was a non-combatant and during the war wrote some of his
most celebrated orchestral music, including Tintagel, November Woods and The
Garden of Fand. These all appeared in a remarkably short space of time, creating a
big reputation for him as a leading ‘modern’ composer. Soon he launched on his
series of seven symphonies, the First being first performed in December 1922.
These appeared throughout the inter-war years and very much frame the British
music of the time, though soon upstaged by Walton's First Symphony and Vaughan
Williams Fourth in 1935.
Bax’s music was notably launched by a concert promoted by his publisher
Murdoch & Murdoch at Queen's Hall on 13 November 1922 at which Eugene
Goossens conducted The Garden of Fand and Mediterranean, the latter specially
orchestrated from a piano piece for the occasion. Lionel Tertis played his Phantasy
for Viola and Orchestra, Harriet Cohen played his piano music, including the
Second Sonata, John Coates sang some songs and the Oriana Madrigal Society
sang various pieces for chorus either unaccompanied or with small ensemble,
including his choral masterpiece Mater, Ora Filium.
Bax’s first major piece to be recorded was Mater, Ora Filium sung the by
Leeds Festival Chorus, 250 strong, conducted by Albert Coates. This was
performed at St. John's Church, St. John's Wood on 29 October 1925, and relayed
to the HMV studios for recording. Some Gramophone Company documents
suggest that it was recorded at Queen's Hall, but it seems likely that a landline went
from the church to the recording equipment at Queen's Hall.
During the 1920s various Bax songs and chamber works were recorded, but
the first major orchestral recording, consisting of Tintagel and Mediterranean, was
made by Eugene Goossens in 1928. Thus, complete with portamenti and a
beguiling lilt (which Sir Adrian Boult found notably difficult to emulate on his later
LP recording of Mediterranean) we can hear very much what was in the ears of
those patrons of Queen's Hall after the Goossens concert of 1922. Here Bax
appeared as an orchestral wizard, with beguiling invention, yet writing music that
was new and of the moment. The ‘20s were, after all, the era of the Diaghilev
Ballet.
Bax’s orchestral music was poorly served by the gramophone until the
British council sponsored the HMV recording of his Third Symphony conducted by
John Barbirolli in 1943. In the 1930s Bax had one particular concert ‘hit’ with the
wider musical public, the Overture to a Picaresque Comedy. It is dated 19 October
1930 and was first performed in Manchester on 19 November 1931 and in London
on 15 February 1932. It was so successful at the first performance that it had to be

repeated in a later concert. These performances were all conducted by Sir
Hamilton Harty, who recorded it at the Abbey Road studios on 18 April 1935. It
has been said that this music was Bax’s response to a wager as to whether he could
write music in the style of Richard Strauss.
While much of Bax’s music was neglected in the 1940s a core repertoire was
quite well known including three of the symphonies, the Violin Concerto that had
appeared during the war, and his war time film music for Malta GC. The mid1940s was a period when British film music was vigorously championed. The two
extracts recorded here are from a single side in a series of film music records. The
sides were variously coupled in the USA and the UK; Malta GC was only issued in
the USA and it is certainly Bax’s most elusive 78.
In the last decade of his life Bax largely lost the impetus to compose. He had
become Master of the King’s Music after the death of Walford Davies in 1942, and
thus found himself having to respond to the twenty first birthday, engagement, and
marriage of the Princess Elizabeth, later H. M. The Queen.
During the second half of his life Bax’s name was always bracketed with that
of the pianist Harriet Cohen. Her playing later on was subject to criticism. That
Bax should produce two delightful, high profile, but comparatively undemanding
solo parts for her in the aubade Morning Song: May time in Sussex for the
Princess’s birthday and in his film music for Oliver Twist may well have been a
triumph of her powers of persuasion. Morning Song was written in 1946 and
recorded by Harriet Cohen with a pick-up orchestra under Sir Malcolm Sargent at
Abbey Road on 7 February 1947. It was thus ready for commercial release after
the formal concert performance at the ‘Proms’ in August 1947.
Bax agreed only reluctantly to write the music for David Lean’s film of
Oliver Twist in 1948, but in the end he seems to have been gripped by the project.
Almost in spite of himself he produced a most affecting and personal score,
including a piano solo for Harriet Cohen. The film soundtrack was recorded at
Denham in May 1948, yet according to EMI’s ledgers this commercial recording
was made at Pinewood Studios on 1 September 1948 from the soundtrack.
However, the sound on the issued 78s does not seem to reflect the acoustic of a
soundtrack and one wonders whether there was a master recording from which both
Columbia record and the film sound track were generated.
Bax wrote various fanfares, particularly in response to his duties as Master of
the King’s Music. Our programme opens with the earlier Fanfare for a Cheerful
Occasion written for the annual dinner of the Musicians’ Benevolent Fund at the
Savoy Hotel in May 1930. The record consists of a eight fanfares contributed by
leading British composers, each separately announced.
The Wedding of Princess Elizabeth with Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten in
Westminster Abbey on 20 November 1947 was the first sumptuous ceremonial
state occasion designed to boost public morale in the years of austerity following
the war. Bax wrote these fanfares for the occasion. They were such a success that
HMV recorded them on 4 December 1947 and they were issued with remarkable
alacrity on 1 January 1948 to cash in on the public interest. Bax derived the
richness of the first fanfare from a passage in an early orchestral work Spring Fire,
then unknown and not performed until 1970.

PROGRAMME NOTES ON MAIN ITEMS
MATER, ORA FILIUM: Carol for unaccompanied double choir
This setting of an early sixteenth century text was inspired by Byrd’s Five Part
Mass which Bax first heard at one of Harriet Cohen’s ‘at homes’ at her flat at 13,
Wyndham Place in London's west end. It was first performed by the Oriana
Madrigal Society conducted by Charles Kennedy Scott at Murdoch and Murdoch's
celebrated concert of Bax's music on 13 November 1922 (mentioned above).
The music begins with the Latin motto:
Mater, ora filium,/Ut post hoc exilium,
Nobis donet gaudium,/Beatorum omnium. Amen
[Mother, pray to the son/That after this exile
He grant to us the joy/Of all the blessed. Amen]
The Latin refrain and the soaring ‘Amens’ and ‘Alleluias’ punctuate in English the
question and answer of the Christmas message:
Fair maiden, who is this bairn/That thou bearest in thine arm?
Sir, it is a kinges son/That in heaven above doth wone.
Man to father He had none,/But himself and God alone.
Of a maiden He would be born/To save mankind that was forlorn.
The kings brought him presents,/Gold, myrrh and frankincense.
To my son full of might./King of kings and Lord of Right.
Fair maiden, pray for us/Unto thy Son, sweet Jesus,
That He may send us of his grace./In heav'n on high to have a place.
It was first performed by the Oriana Madrigal Society conducted by Charles
Kennedy Scott at Murdoch and Murdoch's celebrated concert of Bax's music on 13
November 1922 (mentioned above).
TINTAGEL Bax's best-known orchestral work was written in October 1917 and
was orchestrated by January 1919. It was first performed by Dan Godfrey with the
Bournemouth Municipal Orchestra at Bournemouth on 20 October 1921. Bax
attached a programme note relating the music to ‘the castle-crowned cliff of (now
sadly degenerate) Tintagel, and more especially the long distances of the Atlantic,
as seen from the cliffs of Cornwall on a sunny, but not windless, summer day. . .
a more restless mood begins to assert itself, as though the sea were rising, bringing
with it . . . thoughts of many passionate and tragic incidents in the tales of King
Arthur and King Mark. . . the piece ends as it began, with a picture of the castle
still proudly fronting the sun and wind of centuries.’ It is a direct musical
reflection of a passionate six-week love-tryst which Bax spent with the pianist
Harriet Cohen (‘Tania’) in Cornwall in August and September 1917. This is
indicated by the dedication, ‘To Darling Tania with love from Arnold’. Six months
later Bax left his wife and children.
MEDITERRANEAN for small orchestra This short musical picture postcard was
written as a piano miniature in 1920 and first played by Harriet Cohen in 1921. In

1922 Bax scored it for Murdoch & Murdoch’s concert of his music at Queen’s Hall
when it was dedicated to Gustav Holst. The programme of the first performance
specified its character as ‘typically Spanish’, and the dedication to Holst perhaps
gives us the clue that Bax was probably remembering a holiday he had spent in
Majorca with Holst, his brother Clifford and their friend and patron Balfour
Gardiner in 1913.
OVERTURE TO A PICARESQUE COMEDY There was a time in the mid-1930s
when this was one of Bax’s most popular works, a popularity resulting in this
recording. Bax’s opening tempo marking ‘gay and impudent’ sets the mood, the
composer reminding us in a programme note of d’Artagnan or Casanova as the sort
of swaggering trickster he had in mind. The lurch into waltz time perhaps
underlines Bax’s remark when asked to write the piece that it would have to be
‘Straussian pastiche’.
MORNING SONG: MAY TIME IN SUSSEX for piano and orchestra Harriet Cohen
made many appearances in the 1940s with this short tribute to the Princess
Elizabeth on her 21st birthday, and after the first performance at a Promenade
Concert she reappeared with it at a Robert Meyer children’s concert given in the
presence of the Princess in October 1947. The composer Hubert Murrill noted in a
BBC memorandum, ‘it struck me she is definitely useful for such a work, being the
only pianist who really tackles it with conviction’.
OLIVER TWIST Bax wrote the score of David Lean's film Oliver Twist during the
early months of 1948, and the film was first shown in June 1948. It became one of
Bax’s most popular and performed works, and it gave the composer more financial
return than from any other of his music. Yet initially he viewed the project with a
sinking heart, ‘I have been inveigled (not to say bullied) into writing music for the
Oliver Twist film. . . It is the book of Dickens I most dislike, and there is no music
in the subject at all’. But once he was into it, music seemed to blossom. The ‘big
tune’ at the end – ‘Mr. Brownlow's tune’, Bax dredged from the score of his
suppressed First World War score In Memoriam Padraig Pearse where it had been
intended to evoke the noble tragedy of one of the leaders of the Easter Rising,
executed in 1916.
MALTA G.C.: Quiet Interlude and Gay March Bax’s first film music, Malta G.C.
was written as incidental music for the Crown Film Unit production celebrating the
award of the George Cross corporately to the island of Malta in recognition of the
fortitude of its inhabitants in the face of German and Italian bombing. The
soundtrack was recorded in December 1942. The score falls into two parts and
these two short extracts from the second part showing moments of normality
between the bombing. In the ‘Quiet Interlude’ the Maltese women are seen
preparing food, while the ‘Gay March’ underlines street scenes of people going
about their daily business.
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