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I. INFANCY

In planning this book I made the proper resolution to

set down nothing that I had not seen or heard for myself. I there

fore left the opening chapter until the end, hoping that the

shadowy impressions of my earliest days might by that time have

taken a, more tangible shape. But, to my dismay, that far-off period

continued to be as vague as ever, and it was clear that if I were to

give any account of it all, I should have to seek the aid, of others

who were then on the scene. There was the alternative of leaving

it out entirely and beginning my tale at a point of date where my
remembrance of the past was less uncertain. But if we are to be

lieve with Wordsworth that the child is father to the man, it would

be only natural that even "in the silken sail of infancy" I gave

forth some sign, no matter how insignificant, of the way I was

later to go, which ought to be faithfully recorded here.

Among my distinguished contemporaries there is

hardly one who cannot trace back the origin of his talent to an un

believably early age; and although I knew well that such phenom
enal accomplishment had never been mine, I must surely have

shown some bent for, or anyway taken some interest in the art

which was to be the main preoccupation of my life. But the

trouble about gathering knowledge from other persons is the com

parative unreliability of their testimony. This anyone will endorse

who has observed the distracted efforts of half a dozen different

witnesses in a law action to describe the same event; and certainly

no magistrate of experience would dissent from the opinion of

Pilate in the first, and Pirandello in the twentieth century, that

final truth is beyond human discovery. Yet in rare cases the elusive
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4 A Mingled Chime

goddess has been known to disclose, if not the whole, at least a

small part of her mysterious countenance. And so might it be in

mine if I approached the shrine in humble mood and with honest

intent.

A survey of likely sources of information led to the un

welcome discovery that the only person available for my purpose

was an aged relative, whose society I had hardly been sedulous in

cultivating for twenty years past and whose reception of me might

be far frqm gracious. But no other choice offered itself, and bracing

myself for the ordeal I set out to drop my pitcher of enquiry into

the forbidding well of family judgment. Should any man desire to

know, I will not say the truth, but the next worst thing about

himself, let him hasten to his nearest of kin. There he will look

into a mirror which diminishes the reflection of his personality as

effectively as the wrong end of an opera glass lessens the size of

objects upon the stage, and he will see himself just as the disil

lusioned Hoffman saw all around him after the loss of his magic

spectacles.

Without question there are times when silence is the

wiser portion of narrative, and none ever understood this better

than the author of Tristram Shandy in his discreet handling of

Uncle Toby's romantic adventure with the Widow Wadman. For

when that gallant old fellow went a-wooing, two of the chapters

given up to this immortal affair, which with a less tactful author

might have been as overflowing with impertinent detail as a cinema

love scene, are left wholly to the chaste imagination of the reader.

In like manner I might have advantageously dropped the curtain

here for a few blank moments and, raising it again at a more satis

factory stage of my story, spared myself the chagrin of a confession

truly humiliating, had I not consecrated myself to the upright spirit

of candid avowal. For whether it be in one of those capacious
tomes of a thousand and one pages, some slenderer volume, or

even an illustrated article for a popular magazine, we are always
invited to believe that the hero of the tale performed fabulous feats

while hardly out of the cradle. In one instance we may read how
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the mighty atom of virtuosity committed to memory the entire

well-tempered clavichord of Bach before mastering his alphabet.

In another there is a beautiful account of an oratorio for double

chorus and orchestra, all composed at the age of five and informed

with the deepest religious feeling. Not all of our prodigies scale

such heights as these; but there is never wanting in the least re

markable of them some touch of that divinity which separates him

from the common-or-garden little boy and betrays from the very

beginning the presence of Apollo and his sacred Nine.

None of this god-like dispensation was my lot, and

nothing could shake the tenacious recollection of the revered relic

of my clan that I as a small child had not the slightest taste or

aptitude for the arts. Indeed I was the most ordinary and, in some

ways, the most satisfactory kind of youngster any parents could

wish to have. I disliked noise of any sort, never indulged in it my
self, was a model of taciturnity and gentle melancholy, and alto

gether an embryonic hero for a Bulwer-Lytton novel. My mother,

feeling now and then some uneasiness on my account, would talk

rashly of calling in expert opinion to solve the problem. But my
father, who had a larger share of this world's prudence, was pro

foundly grateful for the unexpected blessing that had come his way

and, fearful lest something might suddenly happen to bring it to an

end, always managed to restrain her from doing anything of the

kind.

But did I think of nothing or fail to find an interest in

something all those months and years I sat in my corner and

silently looked out on the world? Indeed I thought long and ear

nestly, but never for a moment about music, poetry or pictures.

The whole world of beauty and romance was summed up for me
in clothes, and never did I weary of regarding them and reflecting

on their wonder and meaning. And the longer I think about it,

the more I question if there can be any more fitting subject for the

growing mind to exercise itself upon, and whether it has ever been

studied by any writer, ancient or modern, with the high serious

ness it deserves. Otherwise we should have been told long ago what
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Helen of Troy wore when she went off with Paris, what Venus

herself tried on when she first emerged from her island water,

how Romulus came by his famous red boots and why he fancied

this particular color. Things like these, were they known, would

throw more real light on the culture of the antique world than

three-quarters of the repetitious narration found in the bulk of its

chronicles; and although I have now and then wondered if the lost

books of Livy contained something to enlighten us, the chances are

against it if we take into account the indifference of the average

historian to most subjects in which posterity is genuinely inter

ested. The great task remains unattempted, and I commend it to

some of our present day scribes who are groping about for fresh

material, with much the same success as rewarded Diogenes' search

for an honest man,

My impressions of the fashions of that day would fill a

dozen ladies' journals, but one or two specimens only of the taste

of the last quarter of the nineteenth century will be noted here,

as despite the doctrine of the Eternal Return, we may not see

them again in our time. My father took pride in some special ar

ticles of apparel for the ceremony of smoking, then a luxury enjoyed

in moderation at appointed times only, but now a necessity prac

tised universally and on every possible occasion in and out of sea

son. Even the sanctity of the dinner hour has been profaned by its

more abandoned addicts, to the misery of that dwindling minority

which still retains an appreciation of good food and fine wine. In

our establishment it was sternly disallowed in most rooms and

barely tolerated in any; and for the due fulfillment of the rite my
father had to ascend to a remote den on the top floor, sometimes

with a few congenial devotees but more frequently alone. There he

would put on a cap of Turkish design crowned with a long flowing

tassel, and a richly colored jacket decorated with gold-braided stripes

and silver buttons. On the rare occasions I was admitted to this

holy of holies, I would gaze upon this gorgeous spectacle with rap
ture while my sire puffed away in placid and silent content, ab

sorbed in reflections which I felt sure were of world-shaking import.
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Less impressive but equally exotic were my grand

father's trousers, which in those days were to be seen only on

octogenarian farmers in distant parts of the land. Voluminous in

build, of rough and thick material and variegated in hue, they

perpetuated a design that was probably of vast antiquity. We know

that as far back as the epoch of the Flavian emperors, Britons wore

trousers of a staggering amplitude that provoked high hilarity

among the wits of Rome; and there is no reason why, in a con

servative country like England, this particular model should not

have survived throughout eighteen hundred years in undiminished

integrity. Hitched well up to the chest and minus that disfiguring

line of division in the facade, which only an inartistic age could

tolerate for a moment even on the grounds of utility, there were

no visible means of entrance or exit. And as I never had the cour

age to ask, I daily worried my young brains near to distraction over

the way he both got into and out of them.

I shall refrain from describing how my curiosity was

aroused by the wardrobe of the distaff side of the family, as I

should not like it to be thought that I am wanting in domestic

piety: indeed I am as full of it as was the great Eneas himself. But

there was one specimen in it which I cannot pass over, for the

reason that it effected a powerful revolution in my entire mental

equipment and was responsible for the cast it has taken on ever

since. This was my grandmother's bustle. The ordinary contraption

of the kind is designed confessedly to disclose or hide, add or sub

tract, according to the needs of the case. But the bustle must be

in a class by itself, for no one has ever been able to explain to me

its precise purpose; and it would seem more akin to one of those

inexplicable ornaments we see on Gothic churches, which have

little or no apparent connection with the main design. But what

ever it was, or howsoever it arose, it was the first potent revolu

tionary influence in my life and the source of my earliest

disenchantment. For I lived long under the agreeable delusion that

it was no garment at all, but a portion of my venerable relative's

own person; and it is hard to imagine and impossible to describe
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the shock to my youthful senses the day she arrived without it,

bustles just about then beginning to go out of fashion. That same

hour I became a philosopher, filled with a lively appreciation of

the mutability of all earthly things; a fully fledged disciple of

Heraclitus to whom had been vouchsafed a revelation as miraculous

as it was complete.*

My own habiliments were mainly of that picturesque

species which certain doting mothers inflict upon their helpless

offspring, thereby exposing them to the derision of those luckier

infants who can roll in the mud and split their pants to their

hearts' content without drawing wailings and reproaches from

solicitous nannies. And as my discontent was increased by the pos

session, long after it was due for removal, of a luxuriant crop of

curls which excited the malevolent attention of every other boy or

girl who came anywhere near it, life on the whole was a grim and

bitter business for me. My pleasantest moments were our annual

visits during the summer months to the seaside, where the whole

family renewed its amphibious nature after the immemorial fashion

of every inhabitant of the British Isles. There I was permitted to

shed my detested finery, and it was during one of these excursiorfs,

I am happy to relate, that I lapsed temporarily from that lofty

level of moral perfection which was both the pride and perturba

tion of my circle.**

*
I never look back upon that landmark in my earthly experiences without re

peating to myself the words of the sublime Seneca, who has written more eloquently

on such matters than anyone else before or since.

Ommia tempus edax depascitus, omni carpit,

Omnia sede movet. . . .

** The opinion I have expressed about the value of corroborative testimony is

amply confirmed by an incident which occurred after the completion of this chapter.

During the summer of 1942 while in Los Angeles I renewed acquaintance with my
second nurse, who took charge of me when I was about six. This clear-minded and

vigorous old lady, so far from supporting the legend of my moral impeccability, de

clared roundly that I was a more than ordinarily mischievous urchin, to whom she

delighted (as often as her conscience permitted) to administer corporal chastisement.

She lamented, however, that her good intentions were not always appreciated by some

of the family, and on one occasion my grandfather, resenting what he thought to be

an ill-timed effort of disciplinary zeal, threatened retaliation upon her with an um
brella of Magog-like dimensions unless she at once desisted.
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It was at Southport, that most untypical of .watering

places, where the sea goes out daily about three-quarters of a mile,

leaving broad stretches of dry hard sand that reach nearly to the

next town. On these ran wooden ships built upon wheels and

propelled by sails, each holding twenty or thirty passengers and

traveling at a really formidable speed over a surface as smooth as a

billiard table. Into one of them I crept like a stowaway when no

one was looking, attached myself to a kindly looking female and

was off and away hundreds of yards before my absence was dis

covered and a small army of persons set to roam the beach in search

of me. Fortunately my father was not on the spot, or I should have

been made to realize the enormity of my crime, according to the

method approved by the wisest of Israel's rulers. But my mother
and nurse, with that blessed disposition of all good women, were

so overjoyed at my safe return that I was not only fully forgiven
but awarded an extra helping at my tea of the principal delicacies

of South Lancashire, fresh potted shrimps and Eccles cakes, ec

static joys in those days and still very appetizing trifles to a palate
that has grown, like lago, nothing if not critical.



2. EARLY CHILDHOOD

Thus my existence moved onward in silence and con

templation until my sixth year, when I was taken to my first concert.

It was a piano recital, and a series of new pieces by Grieg gave the

program a distinction we find none too frequently in events of this

kind nowadays. Long after I had been put to bed that evening I

lay awake thinking hard about my novel experience, and the music

revolved distractingly in my head over an,d over again like a blatant

merry-go-round at a country fair. Suddenly a daring idea came to

me: I got out of bed, went downstairs to the drawing room where

I heard voices, opened the door and walked in. There I found

several of the family as well as my nurse, to whom my mother was

giving some orders, and amid profound and astonished silence I

advanced to the middle of the floor and said: "Please may I learn

the piano?"

The spectacles fell from my grandfather's nose as if

removed by magic; the book he was reading dropped just as pre

cipitately from my father's hands to the floor; my mother tried to

scream but surprise had deprived her of voice, and my old nurse,

nicknamed Tiny, who was of immense physique and suffered from

heart trouble, burst into tears and nearly fainted away. I was hur

ried quickly
{

out of the room and submitted to an exhaustive exam

ination, as if I had been a complicated piece of machinery run

down in some vital part; but as nothing untoward was revealed I

was returned to bed, and the little party went below again to

determine what was to be done next. The debate was long and

animated but, once the shock of bewilderment had worn off, it

10
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began to be glimpsed that the crisis was less physiological than

spiritual.

The following day the Don Basilio of our establish

ment, the local organist, was called in, and I was made to undergo

another rigorous but this time aesthetical inspection. This excellent

man, who derived most of his income from teaching the piano

and the rudiments of music to the children of half the families in

the district, pronounced emphatically that I was suffering from a

long suppression of the artistic instinct and should be given relief

without delay. I must have had some innate, if unconscious, ac

quaintance with the great Carthusian principle "Now or when/'

for to his evident satisfaction I decided to have my first lesson

there and then. I was promptly placed before the keyboard, and for

a few minutes several pairs of eyes watched, as breathlessly as if

Liszt or Rubinstein were upon the stool, my attempts to penetrate

the mysteries of five consecutive notes. In this modest and not un-

romantic fashion was I introduced to the divine art.

I found the lessons wholly to my liking. There was

sometimes a little practice and always a great deal of conversation,

or rather monologue, on the part of my master. He was a single-

minded enthusiast, with Mozart as the object of his worship, and

any criticism or depreciation of his idol, however guardedly ex

pressed, never failed to arouse in him a storm of agitation and dis

gust. Some of this adoration, I fear, proceeded more from faith than

learning, for one of his favorite compositions was the notorious

Twelfth Mass, much of it obviously the production of another

hand. But a small Lancashire town of the eighties was hardly the

place where nicety of taste or scholarship was likely to be found

"in excelsis," and I am not ashamed to confess that for many years

I shared his guilty attachment for this pleasant example of musical

forgery.

Discovering that what I loved best to hear were the

stories of the operas, he would relate to me at almost every visit

those of Figaro, Don .Giovanni, and The Magic Flute, punctuating

the narrative with excerpts from the better known vocal and instru-
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mental numbers. And so it came about that, almost before I had

struggled through my scales, the joyous shapes of Susanna, Zerlina,

Cherubino, and Papageno were nearly as living to me as the real

people I saw daily in my home. It was an agreeable system of in

struction, if possibly not the soundest on which to found a method

of pianoforte playing; for though I worked along conscientiously

enough to acquire an early knowledge of the gentle flights of Dus-

sek and Clementi, the glamour of the stage, even if seen from afar,

gradually dissipated much of that other and earlier spell laid upon
me in the concert room. A longing for a nearer view of my en

chanted world began to take possession of me, but this was not easy

to gratify, as my age was considered far too tender for the profane

contact of the theater.

The mechanical genius of the present age has decreed

that if Mahomet cannot go to the mountain, then the mountain

must go to Mahomet; or, in other words, if man does not want to

go forth in search of music, he can stay comfortably at home and

have it brought to him there. But even in those unenlightened

days we had our makeshifts for the genuine article. My father

nourished a passion for musical boxes of every description, and the

house almost overflowed with them. Some were cunningly de

signed as bits of ordinary domestic furniture or objects of common

use, and the visitor who hung up his hat on a certain peg of the

hall rack, or who absent-mindedly abstracted the wrong umbrella

from the stand, would be startled at having provoked into life the

cheerful strains of William Tell or Fra Diavolo. But others were

serious and solid affairs, elaborate of build, full of strange devices

and bringing forth sounds of elfin delight. That delicate tintin-

nabulating tone, those laughing cascades of crystalline notes, that

extravagance of ornament truly rococo, the comic battery of drums
and other tiny clattering things, how I loved them then, and how
I lament their absence now! For they would seem to have vanished

utterly from the earth like a part of some submerged civilization,

and though I have wandered over most of the land of their origin
in search of surviving specimens, a generation has grown up to
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which they are almost as unfamiliar as the velocipede or spinning

wheel. And yet to have them back again I would cheerfully throw

into the sea or on to the dust heap most of those triumphs of mod
ern invention which claim to be trustworthier instruments of re

production.

I am often asked if it is not all to the good that music

should be conveyed, no matter how, to tens of thousands who
knew nothing of it before. It is an artful question, not to be an

swered after the style of a witness in the box by a plain yea or nay;

and I reply by countering with another from my side. Can some of

these whirrings and whizzings, these metallic dronings and lugubri

ous whinings be said to be music at all? But if I don't like the

sound, surely I must admit that some of the spirit of the great

masters is there. Yes, I do, and just about as much as there is of

the real thunder of Jupiter in the little box that Calchas the Sooth

sayer carries about with him in Offenbach's La Belle Helene. I am

beginning to think that a certain supersensory percentage of the

human tribe of today must be evolving in a way that enables it to

absorb music through some other medium than their ears alone.

Not otherwise can I account for the growing disregard, even among
musicians, of what is after all an important element in music,

sound. What largely distinguishes good music from bad is the

beautiful sound of the one as compared with the ugly sound of

the other, and the nice question arises to which I have yet to re

ceive a plain answer. Does music which is beautiful when played

exactly in accordance with its composer's intentions, and which is

made to sound ugly by being played under totally different condi

tions, remain good or turn bad? But my musical boxes, what of

them? Although toys, and none pretended they were anything bet

ter, they were lovely toys and harmless to offend the most fastidious

ear. Hearing them render anything grave or monumental suggested

tiny copies of Michael Angelo or John of Bologna done in Dresden

or Chelsea porcelain, and if one could not help laughing, at all

events the laughter was kindly and affectionate.

It was the custom during the greater part of the nine-
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teenth century, while they were building up their businesses, for

Lancashire merchants and manufacturers to live on or very near

the premises where their warehouses or factories were located, and

work started at six in the morning. But in the eighties there came

a relaxation of this Spartan regime, employers and employees alike

were allowed to remain a little longer abed, and the increase of

branch railway lines gave easier access to the adjacent country, en

abling those who could to move out of town. It was in my seventh

year that we left St. Helens for Huyton, a village six miles south

ward and half way on the road to Liverpool. Our new home was a

moderate-sized but commodious mansion, and my father, whose

chief hobby after music was building, lost no time in adding a

large wing of which the ground floor was a single room of small

concert hall dimensions. The front of the house had a clear view

over several miles of meadows to a rising slope which was the limit

of our horizon, and beyond it was a gradual descent through fields

to other villages and the river Mersey. On the edge of the ascent

was a picturesque group of fourteenth century buildings which had

formerly been a monastic establishment. Of these only the Abbey
Church remained ecclesiastical property, the remainder having

been divided into two parts and converted into an imposing castel

lated house and a delightful country inn. The latter with its terraces

and sunken bowling green was a favorite spot of ours for drives

and picnics, and in later years when I was in the neighborhood for

concert or opera performances, I often went out to stay a day or

two there in preference to the huge modern hotel in Liverpool.

There was a private school about a hundred yards be

yond the bottom of our garden, and to it I was sent to pick up
those rudiments of instruction which have harassed the soul of

every small child for the past two thousand years, and which no

one ever seems to question must be the basis of all human knowl

edge. But I have to confess that during my first year or two I was

a thoroughly idle and indifferent pupil and much preferred to be

at home, especially in the music room where had now been in

stalled a pipe organ, an American organ, a concert grand piano,
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and musical boxes of every kind. My mother disdained the services

of a housekeeper and ruled her little domain very much as my
father did his business, giving personal attention to every side of it.

She enrolled me in her service whenever she thought I had not

enough to do to keep me out of mischief, more especially on Sun

days when I was sent into the kitchen to assist in the preparation

of the midday meal. Invariably an ample loin of beef was roasted

on a spit before an immense fire, and like the young Tournebroche

my function was to keep it in motion, pouring and repouring over

the meat the juice which flowed from it.* While this, the major

part of the ceremony, was going on, there would be cooking of

Yorkshire pudding, pies, and pastries in the back kitchen, and dur

ing the final stage my mother would appear arrayed in a beautiful

silk dress with sleeves rolled up, to appraise our labors and give the

finishing touches to everything with her own hands.

In spite of my disinclination for regular scholastic

work, I was not wanting in industry where my real interest was ex

cited. I had learned to read at a very early age, and as we had an

excellent library I dipped into everything I could understand from

boys' tales of adventure to Shakespearean plays. It was in my eighth

year that it was discovered I had an unusually retentive mem

ory. Seeing me one day with a copy of Macbeth, my father sug

gested that I learn a portion of it (one of the witches' scenes) for

recitation before a party of friends. When at the end of my per

formance one of the guests asked if I knew any more, I replied by

giving him the rest of the act and, encouraged by the praises I

received, had the entire play on the tip of my tongue in a few days'

time. But the recollection of verse, although not of prose, was al

ways a natural and unlabored process of mind with me, particularly

*
"J*avals six ans, quand, un /our, lajustant son tablier, ce qui 6tait en lui signe de

r&olution, il me parla de la sorter

'. . . Miraut, notre bon chien, a tourne' ma broche pendant quatorze ans. . . .

Mais il se fait vieux. . . . Jacquot, c'est a toi, mon fils, de prendre sa place. . . /

A compter de ce /our, assis du matin au soir, au coin de la chemine'e, ;e tournai la

broche, ma Croix de Dieu ouverte sur mes genoux, , , /' Chapter I, La Rotisserie

de la Reine P^dauque, Anatole France*
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if it had the rhythmic and musical quality which to my way of

thinking the Elizabethans possessed in larger measure than our

later poets.

Meanwhile my piano lessons continued with regularity,

my preceptor coming out from St. Helens once or twice a week.

It was impossible for me not to sense that he was almost des

perately anxious that I should be something of a success, and I

gleaned later on that almost at the beginning of my studies he had

declared that I had a musical talent which might go far, if I could

be induced to practice with greater regularity. As I was not with

out some real affection for him, which the frequent gift of Everton

Toffee and Edinburgh Rock did nothing to decrease, I did work

as hard as I could, but without much enthusiasm for the sort of

piece he placed before me. With his passion for eighteenth century

piano music he was incapable of understanding that I could have

progressed three times more speedily had he fed me on an wholly

different musical diet. I would listen with joy to anyone playing

Chopin, Schumann, or some of the later writers for the instrument

such as Grieg. But the pre-Beethoven classical masters did not

hold a very high place in my esteem; I had never heard them

rendered by a great artist, was unaware how much more difficult

they were to make grateful to the ear than their successors, and of

their symphonic work I knew nothing as the sound of an orchestra

was as yet unknown to me. The youthful mind has no creative

imagination of its own, and in the case of a great amount of music

its consciousness can be fully awakened only by hearing it given

with all or most of the effect intended by the composer. Even in

maturity we are surprised and delighted by some penetrating stroke

of interpretation which throws fresh light on a piece with which we
have been familiar for years. But in childhood we start from no

where and wander about blindly as in a fog, unless we have the luck

to find the rare kind of pedagogue who has a clairvoyant insight into

the needs of our nascent personalities.

The consequence of this was that most of the time I

spent at the piano was given up to hammering out all the opera
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scores I could read. Observing that in many of them the orchestral

instrumentation was indicated, I endeavored to reproduce as much

of it as I could on the organ. As my feet did not reach the pedals,

my father would sometimes collaborate by adding the missing part,

but usually more to my embarrassment than gratification.
Even at

that age I listened to his efforts on that none too tractable instru

ment with mixed feelings of respect and bewilderment, for it

seemed quite outside his power ever to bring about a synchronism

of manuals and pedals, and the bass part always had a lower octave

played in perpetually disturbing syncopation. But as no one had

the heart to draw his attention to this little foible, he would dream

away at the keyboard for hours at a time without the slightest

suspicion that he was not the soul of accuracy. And these, it may

be, were his happiest moments.



3. LATER CHILDHOOD

It was not until a year or two later that the event oc

curred which threw all the previous excitements of my life well

into the shade. This was the arrival in my home of a gigantic ob

ject, as big as the side of a cottage, which reproduced not too inac

curately the sound and effect of an orchestra of forty or forty-five

players. This super-musical box performed symphonies of Mozart

and Beethoven, preludes and selections from the operas of Verdi,

Rossini, and Wagner, and miscellaneous pieces of a dozen other

composers great and small. As the young Walt Whitman learned

the meaning of song from the birds of the South that sang to

him, a child on that lonely beach of Long Island, their carols of

joy and despair; so I, listening every day to the magical sounds that

rolled about my ears, began to comprehend something of the

grandeur and pathos, of the fire and tenderness that dwelt in the

souls of those masters dead and gone. I had each piece played

again and again until I would* strum or whistle it by heart, and

consumed with the desire to hear these glorious outpourings in

their integrity, I importuned my parents with tenacity until I had

gained my point. To my going to concerts there was no really

serious opposition although, as they were nearly all given at night,

it meant late hours and a carriage drive of seveii miles each way be

tween our home and Liverpool. But the opera house was a very

different matter, and many were the family consultations before it

was conceded that I was old enough for such a high adventure. For

in those days there were sharply divided opinions about the stage

in our part of the kingdom, and if anyone had then prophesied

that within half a lifetime it would come to be regarded as the

18
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most moral and respectable of British institutions, he would cer

tainly have run the risk of being locked up as an outrageous lunatic.

When I pay my visits, all too rare, to the blameless en

tertainment provided by our lyric and comedy theaters, when I

hear that ultra-refinement of speech, and view that decorous re

straint of action, both of which have become models for the

young people of our best families, I find it hard to believe that all

this was once an offense and stumbling-block to millions of my
countrymen. In a play I saw some years back the heroine puzzled

toe by her cautious interpretation of a part which was crying out

for a strong infusion of what our American cousins elegantly call

"pep"; and as I knew she was not without talent I expressed a little

surprise to the lady sitting next to me. She agreed, but considered

that there was good and sufficient reason for it, as the subject of my
criticism was shortly to be joined in matrimony with the scion of

a noble family owning decided views about the demeanor in pub
lic of its female members. As this thrilling piece of information

was imparted to me with an obvious touch of compassion for my
ignorance of such important matters, I did my best to be suitably

impressed, although I could not help adding that the intimate link

connecting the two hitherto independent (but not mutually ex

cluding) entities, propriety and the peerage, was something wholly

new to me. But what was obscure in my case seemed clear enough
to everyone else. For on the evening following the publication of

the happy news, the dear chocolate-munching, paper-bag-rustling,

and teaspoon-dropping creatures of the pit greeted the fortunate

young lady on her entrance with a thundering ovation. The en

thusiasm spread to the stalls and boxes, old gentlemen entirely un

acquainted with one another arose solemnly and shook hands, and

even the orchestra betrayed an emotion which had been conspicu

ously wanting in their rendering of the incidental music. It was

one of those occasions that reflect credit on us as a people of senti

ment and character, and several minutes elapsed before the piece

could resume its ordinary course. Some of us, dating from a

rougher and ruder generation, may have a nervous feeling that this
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continued process of keying down is being carried a fraction too

far, and that there appears to be looming in the near distance the

pale specter of a universal anaemic gentility. But we are probably

wrong, and anyway what are such trumpery losses when set off

against the immense gain in purification and uplift! It is pretty

certain that we English are the only nation which is one hundred

per cent sound about this sort of thing, and it must be a comfort to

many that, although in the years preceding 1939 we seemed to have

lost the desire to impose the way of peace upon a distracted world,

we were resolute that the pretensions of Art must yield place to

those of Society.*

But in those earlier days of which I am writing, I knew

dozens of nice sensible persons who had never been inside a theater,

and whom no material inducement could ever have enticed there.

Concerts possibly, especially if an oratorio was in the program,

but the play never. Some ancient prejudices expire as slowly and

painfully as the Pickwickian frog, as I discovered a generation later

when conducting the Choral Society of a large town in the neigh

borhood of Manchester. At the close of the concert I received a

deputation from the ladies of the choir who wished to ask a favor

of me. Would I write to the secretary of the Society that in my
opinion a number of attendances at my annual opera season, which

was then running in Manchester, was indispensable to the com

pletion of their musical education? Inquiring the object of all this,

I was told that none of them had yet been allowed to see a per

formance, as the right sort among their people never went to the

theater. But there was the birth of an idea that opera might be

less baneful in its influence than other forms of entertainment, and

this promising revolution in public opinion could be expedited by
a word or two from me. I have a very particular esteem for this

enterprising town and its amiable chapel-going citizens, for out of

the hundreds, it may be thousands, of letters I have written pub

licly and privately in support of some musical cause or other, this

is one of the few which ever obtained a tangible result. Shortly
* Hae tfbi erunt artes, pacfsque imponere moiem. Virgil, Aeneid, Book 6.
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afterwards a great battle was fought and won, and the fruits of vic

tory included a special train, provided by the railway company to

transport a numerous band of operatic pilgrims to the shrine of

their devotions and the innocent enjoyment of that chaste master

piece, La Traviata.

As nearly all those who fall heavily in love profess to

find their faculties stimulated in every direction, and to discover

a fresh color and meaning in all they see or hear, even so had the

revelation of the beauty and eloquence of great music a like effect

on me. I became attentive to my lessons in school, worked a bit

on my own at home, developed sensibilities and sensitivenesses

which troubled a little my elders, and ceased to find enjoyment in

the books which most boys of my age would be found reading at

that time. An uncle, my father's younger brother, was living in

our village, and it was his custom every Sunday afternoon to retire

to his library, where he remained absorbed in some book or other

until dinner time. He frequently visited our house to play billiards

and, discovering there a kindred spirit, took to inviting me to

lunch and a reading seance with him afterwards. These occasions

became an institution with me, continuing over several years until

he left to settle in London, and the number of books I got through

must have been prodigious. There was hardly a novelist big or

small of the nineteenth century that I did not dive into and di

gest, both those of English and of foreign celebrity, although my
choice of the latter was determined by their fitness to be placed in

my hands. My decided preference was for the more vivid and

picturesque style of the French masters like Victor Hugo, and it

was over his Quatre-Vmgt-Treize, my especial favorite, that I fell

into temporary disgrace with my sympathetic relative. In spite of a

gentleman's agreement between us, I surreptitiously abstracted the

work from its shelf, intending to return it before he should discover

its disappearance. But alas, I left it in our garden where I had been

re-reading it for the fifth or sixth time; that day it rained hard,

the unfortunate volume, which was elegantly bound and one of a
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set, was completely ruined, and several weeks passed before I was

restored to favor.

He was an odd personality, this uncle of mine, and

something of an enigma not only to me but to everyone else who

came into touch with him. While yet a very young man, he had

been sent by my grandfather on a year's trip round the world,

spending several months in Far-Eastern lands, particularly Japan,

then a medieval country with habits and customs unchanged for

five hundred years, and an army equipped (shades of Dugald Dal-

getty! )
with bows and arrows. He had returned from the Land of

the Rising Sun with an unhealthy admiration for its art, which

infected both my father and mother to the extent of lumbering

our house with hundreds of those utterly useless and unattractive

ivory figures, screens, and other preposterous knick-knacks which

even then I regarded with dismay and aversion. His manner and

behavior, I think, were laboriously modeled upon some character he

had read about either in history or fiction, his speech was almost

tiresomely precise, his dress was immaculate, and he wore a top hat

on every possible occasion. He took an intelligent interest in con

versation but was never known to commit himself to a definite view

or to betray bias on any subject under the sun. Toward humor or

jest he took up an attitude unfailingly discouraging to the unhappy

joker of the occasion, appraising and analyzing every word uttered

with the cool curiosity of a scientist examining a new-found germ
under a powerful microscope. One indubitable virtue he had: he

was an admirable host with as fine an appreciation of wine as I have

known in any man. Dining with him was a privilege, for one was

certain to find not only that the Bordeaux or Burgundy was of the

best, but that the temperature of either, an almost forgotten refine

ment, had been perfectly calculated before appearance on the table.

My father about this time began to make more fre

quent trips to the United States, where some ten years earlier he

had established a branch of his business, and each time he returned

he brought with him some product of Yankee invention to be

used in his factory or home. Thus 'we had a system of central heat-
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ing when such a thing was almost unknown among us, and, I

believe, the first private electric lighting plant to be installed in the

country. My bedroom walls were covered with pictures of the

Yosemite Valley, the Bridal Veil Falls, the Grand Canyon, and

the Big Trees, and as I had as yet seen no part of the world other

than our corner of South Lancashire, as unexciting a spot as any to

be found in the kingdom, I longed for the day when I too would

have the chance of gazing on these wonderful sights. I asked him

for American books, of which we had none in the library except

Uncle Tom's Cabin and a volume of Longfellow, and he obtained

for me all the works of Poe, Bret Harte, and Mark Twain, the first

of whom shared my poetical idolatry for years to come with Shake

speare and Byron.

My mother was a slightly built creature who preserved

an admirable figure until the end of a long life, in spite of numer

ous children and an intermittent nervous malady, which first mani

fested itself when I was between ten and eleven, and which obliged

her as time went on to relinquish more and more the care of her

house and go southward to some place on the sea like Eastbourne

or Bournemouth, where she could be looked after until well again.

As these absences became more frequent and, coupled with those

of my father, made a large house half tenanted hardly the cheeriest

place for children, I was sometimes sent off during school holidays

to friends or relations. It was through a closer contact with persons

whom I had known only casually that I made what was to me
a startling discovery; namely, the absence of similarity between

the private and public behavior toward one another of most mar

ried people. Husbands who were loquacious and confident when

encouraged and protected by the presence of half a dozen others,

relapsed into submissive and silent humility when alone with the

partners of their joy, and vice versa. This phenomenon, together

with an aphorism I had recently read in a French philosopher, that

while there were heaps of satisfactory marriages, there were no

charming ones,* inspired me with distrust of an institution which I

*
II y a de bons manages, mais il n'y en a point de ddlicieux. La Rochefoucauld.
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had regarded some years earlier with unqualified favor. The num

ber of my romantic attachments to little girls
between six and ten

had been a source of constant entertainment to the rest of my

family, although I was never teased about them at the time. Very

clear in my memory is the flattering gravity
of attention which

was given to my announcement of formal engagement to at least

four of my fancies on the same day.

I had endured, as I have related, one overwhelming

revelation of the truth that "so may the outward shows be least

themselves/' and here was another to deepen the questioning vein

in my growing mind. Already I had noted in all the romances I

was reading that while their authors devoted hundreds of pages to

the trials and sorrows of two young people sighing and panting to

be united in holy wedlock, to the unending intrigues and struggles

set going to bring them to the foot of the altar, as well as to the

divisions created in happy families and between devoted friends

during the accomplishment of this sublime purpose, very little

was ever said about its aftermath. A long observation of my fellow

creatures has led me well on the road to a belief that the world is

about equally divided between those who are dying to rush into

hymeneal bondage and those who with an equal ardor are dying

to rush out of it. But this is a thorny and delicate question, the

eventual determination of which I am quite willing to leave to

those who spend their lives in drawing up on paper one scheme

after another for the reformation, alteration, and amelioration of

everything on earth, the planet itself included, In the baffling

world of humanity there was however one unchanging element, the

super-musical box, for which every few months there arrived from

Switzerland a consignment of newly perforated rolls through which

issued some great strain of melody that I had not heard before.

Here was a world at once real and ideal, diminishing care, aug

menting pleasure, and shutting the door on the community outside

with its eternal load of problems which no one seemed able to

solve.

I had by now been taken to a number of orchestral
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concerts and opera performances, but not so many of the latter,

as any stage piece had an exciting and sometimes disturbing ef

fect which did not wear off for days afterwards. The three works

which made the greatest impression on me were the Romeo and

Juliet of Gounod (which I much preferred to Faust), Figaro, and,

most of all, Ai'da, which for long I considered all that an opera

should be. There were perhaps passages in the earlier Wagner
works (the later had not yet reached us) which made a greater

musical appeal to me, and the stories I found enthralling; but the

Venusberg scene, the 'Tournament of Song" in Tannhauser, and

most of the second act of Lohengrin jogged along far too deliber

ately for my juvenile enjoyment. After the sounds and sights of the

lyric drama, simple plays seemed dull and shoddy. Unaided or palli

ated by the influence of music I found them almost unbearably

unconvincing, and the grotesque noises produced by a foolish

little band of five or six playing incidental music only increased

my contempt for this feeble sort of show. As I suffered from

an wholly misplaced sense of humor my responses to it were often

inexcusable, and on one occasion so deplorable that I was not again

taken to a play for at least a year afterwards. It was during that

good old national melodrama East Lynne, which has reduced to

copious floods of tears as many millions of my countrymen as that

perennial rib-tickler Charley's Aunt has to hilarity. The ap

pearance of the ill-fated heroine was always heralded by a per

formance on the solo violin of the air "When other lips" from

The Bohemian Girl, and after a few repetitions of this languishing

trifle I was suddenly taken with a fit of the giggles which neither

the threats of my father nor the entreaties of my mother, who

were sitting on either side of me, were effective to control. As our

little party was in the front row of the stalls, we became the un

welcome object of attention from both stage and house, and I

had to be taken out and left in charge of the bar attendant until the

conclusion of the piece. This fatal tendency to uncontrollable

mirth in the presence of sob-stuff is something I have never been

able to conquer. Twenty years or more later, having been induced
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to see another full-blooded specimen of the same class of enter*

tainment, The Worst Woman in London, I was so moved, in

exactly the opposite way the authors of the piece had intended,

that I was requested to retire to avoid interfering with the enjoy

ment of the audience.



4. MUSIC IN LANCASHIRE

So far as I know, a history of the part played by English

musicians in the development of their art during the nineteenth

century in Lancashire has yet to be written. But he who one day

attempts the task will find it easily the shortest on record, and if

there were another Tacitus among us he would dispose of the

whole period in a single word Germany. For there was scarcely

a town of any size with the slightest musical culture (outside

choral singing) that did not owe every ounce of it to some enter

prising son of the Fatherland, amateur or professional, who had

settled there. Orchestras, opera companies, or string quartets, it

would be hard to find anything that was not their handiwork;

spiritually we were as a conquered, or at the least an occupied

territory, and over it all reigned in unchallenged sovereignty the

genial figure of Charles Halle.

Of Halle's gifts as pianist and conductor there were

opposing divisions, even schools, of opinion. Formerly there were

no more than two sorts of virtuosi, the exceptions being so rare

as to count hardly at all. The first sort relegated emotion to a back

seat from which there was no danger of its interfering with the

calculated operations of technique; and the second gave it free

rein to go dashing ahead as contemptuous of its harassed satellite

as the North Wind of the obstacles it sweeps from its course.

Hall6 definitely belonged to the former class, although Berlioz,

who, had he been an executive artist, would assuredly have been

included in the latter, writes of him somewhere as "ce pianiste

sans peur et sans reproche." This is magnificent, but hardly criti

cism. I know scores of performers who are obviously "sans peur"

27
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but I should hesitate to apply the rest of the phrase to them; and

as for the few who may be deserving of the "sans reproche," I

usually feel when I hear them that their perfection hangs upon

a discretion far too wary to have kindled the enthusiasm of the

lively Hector. But whatever may have been his actual accomplish

ment as an artist, there can be no question of one thing; this

energetic Teuton did more for music in the North of England

than all the men who came before and after him put together.

No one can honestly maintain that the lives of musi

cians taken as a whole make exciting reading. They create too often

the melancholy impression that their subjects have been victims

rather than rulers or priests of destiny. It is a relief therefore to

note some stirring and fortunate enterprise such as Hallos invasion

and conquest of Manchester, an achievement worthy almost to

rank with the stories of Arthur or Roland. Possibly it was some

thing more like this or a prevision of it that Berlioz had in mind

when he penned the splendid compliment borrowed from the

annals of chivalry. Otherwise, to a true Frenchman, the exchange

of his own exhilarating capital for a somber provincial town in a

land where music was supposed popularly to be as scarce as the

sunshine, must have seemed outside rational explanation; and

certainly no man could have exiled himself from the Paris of the

eighteen forties or fifties with a light heart. A full generation had

yet to pass before the favorite city of Julian
* was to be gladdened

* Few things in history are stranger than this preference of the great apostate. It

might have been expected that the most lettered of the Emperors since Marcus

Aurelius would have favored one of the famous centers of learning in 'Gaul like Tou
louse or Bordeaux. But he who had passed his youth beneath the venerable shade of

the Athenian myrtles and in the splendid schools of Constantino's new metropolis

spent the happiest years of his life in a remote little town virtually untouched by
Roman culture. The certificate of good conduct he gives the place and its inhabitants

may have an interest for those who associate the modern Lutetia with a different out

look upon earthly delights. "They worship Venus/' he writes, "as the 'goddess of holy

wedlock, and make use of Bacchus' gifts only because that deity is the father of hon
est pleasure. Dancing of all kinds they shun as licentious and the theater they avoid

like the plague." I once showed this historical extract to a distinguished French

ecclesiastic whose erudition it had escaped. His comment was, "I am hardly surprised,

for it has often been alleged that we were slower to accept the blessings of Chris

tianity than most other parts of the Empire."
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with the sight of the Eiffel Tower and the Trocadero, those archi

tectural glories of the Third Republic; nor had the Tuileries yet

succumbed to the rage of the Commune or the Place Vend6me
to the boon of foreign commerce. And what good company
abounded there, especially for an artist who happened to be both

likeable and sociable! The list of resident musicians, in addition

to Berlioz, included 'Chopin, Rossini, Auber, Gounod, and Meyer
beer, and as for painters, sculptors, and men of letters, there were

geniuses of varying rank in nearly every other street. On such a

circle and environment young Halle turned his back, and forever;

and if I have spoken of his descent on Manchester as an adventure

both spirited and romantic, I can compare the subsequent forty-odd

years of his life there only with the sustained fortitude of St.

Simeon Stylites on his Thebaid column. Peace has its heroes as

well as war and, while it is impossible to compute, it is easy to

imagine the dozens of battles, skirmishes and other minor en

counters fought and won in the name of art, and the hundreds of

strongholds of prejudice and indifference attacked and carried

by storm or strategy. For the land was barren, and the soil he had

marked out for working was frequently hard and intractable. But

by slow degrees the desert underwent an impressive transformation,

and the good tidings were carried to every corner of that region

of cotton, clogs, and chimneys, until Hall6 and his orchestra be

came household words where the mere names of the great com

posers had once been unknown.

The metamorphosis of Manchester into an oasis of

civilization reacted nowhere more healthily than upon the great

rival city on the banks of the Mersey. Liverpool, proud in the

possession of an older musical culture as well as the most beautiful

concert hall in the kingdom, had declined upon that state of ease

without dignity generally begotten of an absence of competition.

Dethroned without reasonable hope of reinstatement from its po
sition as chief center in the county of orchestral music, it flung itself

for the consolation of its injured self-esteem into the siren arms of

grand opera. The leading impresario of the day, Carl Rosa, was en-
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couraged to make his headquarters there and was given a support so

solid and sustained that after a while he purchased the principal

theater in the town as a permanent home for his company.

Its annual season, which lasted from Christmas to

spring, was the important social event of the year. Not to be a

subscriber or to be seen there often was to confess oneself, if not

unmusical, at least unfashionable, and the representations were

crowded except when some complete novelty was brought forward.

Then the general public, just as it does today, would mark its dis

approval by staying away until the offending work had gone round

the rest of the world at least half a dozen times. By and by certain

persons would begin to demand in the Press why they were being

persistently denied the hearing of a masterpiece that was growing

almost stale everywhere else, and the periodical complaints stimu

lated a flood of general indignation, which was permitted to rise

to boiling pitch before a crafty management appeased it with

a production. Then we turned up in our thousands, indulging in

an immense amount of self-congratulation at having vindicated the

good name of the town in artistic affairs, and thoroughly happy in

the belief that we were backing the right horse. But, being a well-

balanced community which rarely remained for long in a condition

of mental exaltation, our ecstasies speedily subsided. We soon

returned to our normal outlook, very much after the fashion of an

injudicious reveler who faces the cold morning that follows a

hectic night, and proceeded to deal with the next new work in

precisely the same way.

There were many who found admirable this steady

refusal of the British public to traffic seriously with art or artists

until either had been sealed seventy times seven with the blessing

of every other nation. Why, they asked, waste time, money, and,

what is far more prodigal, brainwork on discovering merit for our

selves, when others appear only too willing to relieve us of the

trouble and responsibility? Surely a people which has secured such

predominance in the world has the right to insist that all things

which are presented for its final approval should first pass through
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the testing furnace of foreign opinion. Our youthful geniuses, how

ever, so far from acquiescing patiently in this perfect scheme of

things, clamored loudly to know what part in it had been reserved

for them. I have to admit that, with our habitual tendency to com

promise and our kindly desire to hurt nobody's feelings, we shrank

from telling them that it was infinitesimally small. But this pretty

game of evasion played itself out sooner or later, with disillusion

ment on the one side, embarrassment on the other, and on both a

realization that the epigram of the greatest American of the last

century on the subject of hoodwinking the masses, remains forever

the one unassailable maxim of sociopolitical science.

But there is always a minority, odd folk generally, that

pines for newness, and such existed among us as it did everywhere

else. I have often wondered why the sibyl who rules over the

shadowy realm of prophecy declines to take the faintest interest

in art. Certainly there is no instance known to me of an accurate

forecast in one generation of the state of music in the next. Per

haps this is well, for with a clairvoyant vision before our eyes of

the surprises of 1920-1940, we might have been less complacent

about the achievement of our own day. Of course we had nothing

like the wonderful fellows of recent times, all of them busily

staking out claims in a brand new Jerusalem of music; and while

it may be that few have yet penetrated the inner courts of their

temple, it is a comfort to learn that the privilege of entry can be

ours through submission to a novitiate which seems to be hardly

less arduous than that of the lovers in The Magic Flute. There is

a cross-grained and cantankerous clique that strives to refute the

necessity of what it denounces as a purgatory of probation, and

asks why, if there be anything in their recondite message of real

beauty, it should not be surrendered less reluctantly. Otherwise by

the time it is freely and fully vouchsafed, there will be another

fashion let loose on the world and a fresh set of demands to test

its endurance. Should that happen, it is conceivable that a true

comprehension of today's music never will be obtained arid that
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all its soaring inspiration is destined to an immortality of mis

conception.*

I turn from the contemplation of this melancholy con

tingency back to the times when man was of cruder fiber and Art

was shallow enough to be fathomed in a week or even in a day.

We were innocently happy in the steady stream which flowed

from the pens of men like Brahms, Grieg, and Dvorak, and hardly

month would go by without bringing us a volume of their songs,

piano pieces, a quartet, or some minor orchestral work. Now and

then, usually about twice a year, a bigger gun would be fired off

in the way of a symphony such as the Fifth of Tschaikowsky, or

an opera like the Manon of Massenet and the Otello of Verdi.

Nor can it be forgotten that Wagner's later operas, although com

pleted twenty years earlier, were only then beginning to filter

through and were just as new to us as anything written in the

previous week. Many are the thrills which I have enjoyed from the

sound of melody fresh to my ear, but none keener than those

excited by the first hearings of Tristan and Die Meistersinger in

the full flush of their modernity.

It is only of professional musicians and organizations

of the period that I so far have written, and there remains for brief

consideration the amateur, by no means the least important ele

ment in any artistic community; for without a certain degree of

culture in the audience, a virtuoso reproduces the subtler and finer

sides of his art in vain. It must be allowed too that amateurs have

an honorable place in the history of music and that we owe to

them more than one reform or innovation, not the least being

the invention of Grand Opera; although I have often wondered

whether its creator would not have paused after the first experimen
tal effort, if he could have foreseen the incredible amount of trouble

he was bringing into the world. Furthermore, that which goes on

*
Upon this perpetually recurring delusion of humanity Pope has said the last

word;

"We think our fathers fools, so wise we grow,

OUT wiser sons, no c}oubtr
will think us 50,"
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within the walls of the house, the sort of book that is read or class of

music that is studied and practiced, mirrors the intellectual life

of a people even more faithfully than the public careers of promi
nent individuals.

If the opera season was decidedly the most fashionable

institution in Liverpool, the most interesting and the most

esteemed was its orchestral society. The founder and conductor

was a cotton merchant of German origin who had gradually

increased the number of his players to one hundred, of which

only a small percentage was professional. Rodewald's policy was

progressive, and by giving works that were either unknown or off

the beaten track, he and his colleagues acquired a good deal more

than merely local prestige. It became the ambition of every young
musician who could scrape or blow a few notes to become a mem
ber, and this stimulated the study of instruments which are not

usually the hobby of amateurs or that make for the greater tran

quillity of the home. Anyone who walked through iny village on

a winter evening might have heard in every fourth or fifth house the

pathetic wailings of flutes and clarinets, the solemn chortling of

bassoons and horns, or the more majestic complaints of trombones

and tubas. There was for several years quite a minor rage for this

harmless species of indoor entertainment, with here and there

a few out-of-the-way manifestations of it. I wish that some enquir

ing spirit would write a little work on the elective affinities between

players and instruments; the mystical promptings that fire a man's

soul with a life-long passion for the bassoon or triangle; why large

men so often find their joy in the piccolo, and small in the contra

bass; and, more cryptic than anything else, the preference in a cer

tain community for one instrument over another. In ours it was

the "soft complaining flute" that became the chosen object of

its fancy, and the practical impossibility of using more than a

limited number in all the organizations of the district was power
less to check the unbridled pursuit of it. Four of its devotees,

unable to find opportunity for individual display in either an or-
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chestra or a chamber music combination, sought consolation in

playing together. As the quartet consisted of a wealthy landowner,

a doctor, a green grocer, and a gas works man, we were privileged

to behold a demonstration of social equality that alarmed the

county families as much as it cheered the lesser fry. They met

regularly for practice about twice a week after working hours in

a room on the ground floor of one of their houses, and as they

never troubled to pull down the blinds, they provided a free peep-

how that was an unfailing delight to all in the vicinity.



5. PUBLIC SCHOOL LIFE

As I approached my fourteenth year there came upon

me that vague but familiar dissatisfaction with everything in the

scheme of existence, which the mind at that age is powerless to

analyze. Little more than the organic need for new outlets and

fresh surroundings, it is none the less a dangerous moment at

whatever stage of life it appears; for men do not go in search of

adventure, even the ultimate adventure, for most of the reasons

that poets, politicians or coroners' juries would have us believe,

but simply for change, without which they would perish slowly

or quickly according to the demands of their different natures.

As there was little to dislike and much to love in my home, I

often strove to silence the voice of discontent within me, but the

fullest parental indulgence could not have appeased the unsleeping

desire to be up and about something else. At length the hour

struck for the fulfillment of my indefinable longings and I was duly

dispatched to a public school.

Nemesis descended upon me swiftly, and for the best

part of my first year I was the most desolate and woeful of small

objects in this world. In Mr. Shaw's play Caesar and Cleopatra

there is a passage where the great Julius excuses the insular preju

dices of his henchman Britannus by saying: "He thinks that the

customs of his tribe and island are the laws of nature/' Even so

had I childishly imagined that the conditions of my own home

life must have their counterpart everywhere else, and I was lost

pathetically in an environment which touched at hardly any point

the little world I had hitherto known. No opera, no concerts, not

even a string quartet; and perhaps worst of all no super-musical

35
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box to turn on some familiar master strain at a moment's notice.

Here I was transported to a sphere alien to mine in habit and men

tality, and I began to realize the full meaning and value of that

which I had lost, from the day when I had no longer the unlimited

chance of enjoying it. In classroom or chapel fragments of Aida or

Tannhauser haunted my brain, and scenes from a dozen other

operas passed before my eyes. I thought and dreamt of little but

music, and even the mild exertion of construing Cornelius Nepos

and the Gallic Wars was a painful effort of concentration. It is true

that we were not wholly without entertainment of a kind, but those

who ruled us had decreed that what was fit for our aesthetic health

was an occasional party of glee-singers or comic recitalists.

As I sat in the great hall with three or four hundred

others listening to these artless diversions, I fancied myself once

more in short frocks playing with toys in the nursery, and the

shock of joy was almost too much for me when, in a miscellaneous

concert made up chiefly of Scotch ballads and imitation negro

songs, a foreign violinist appeared to play an arrangement of the

"Preislied" from Die Meisteisinger. The beautiful melody sounded

doubly alluring to my starved ear and I sat in a state of half trance

with my hands tighly clasped together, from which I was rudely

aroused by a sturdy kick from the boy sitting behind me and a

scornful reminder that it was not a prayer meeting that was going

on. Carried away with fury and careless of the consequences, I

seized the disturber of my halcyon dream tightly by the hair, and

a lively scrap followed which resulted in both of us being ejected

from the building. The combat, which was renewed with vigor

outside, was decided in favor of my assailant, who was somewhat

bigger and stronger than I; but this reverse pained me less than

an interview later in the evening with my house master, who

rounded off a stern admonition by saying reproachfully, "And I

understood, Beecham, that you were fond of music!"

The holidays that followed my first term were at Christ

mas time, and I went in for an orgy of opera-going on which I spent
all my available pocket money. To make my meager supply meet
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my avid need I patronized the gallery, and most nights I was the

first to arrive at its door, generally in company with another youth
ful enthusiast. The sensation of the moment was Cavalleria Rusti-

cana, which seemed to announce a new star in the sky of Italian

music and a potential successor to the veteran Verdi, But the

dazzling promise of Mascagni's early days has never been fully

fulfilled, and he is but one of the numerous young men of my
generation who, either from some defect in themselves or a hostile

element in the genius of the age, have disappointed an expectant
world. A great deal now, as in previous ages, is laid to the charge
of the time spirit; but I prefer to remember what Goethe once

said to Eckermann on this score "Everyone accuses the present

age of immorality, but I see nothing in it to prevent a man being
moral if he wants to be so/'

No healthy and well constituted boy, however, can be

unhappy long at a public school, for in spite of its detractors it

remains the best and most original of British institutions. A French

historian has attributed many of our successes at the expense of

his own countrymen in every part of the world, during the lengthy

duel between the two nations in the eighteenth century, to the

larger proportion of our youth which had been trained at an early

age to exercise authority and cultivate initiative. If this be so, then

the legend that the public school has played a leading part in the

consolidation of our Empire is not wholly without foundation,

as the order of capacity or talent essential for such an enterprise is

precisely that which ranks superior in its estimation to others

that are purely intellectual. And having adopted the creed that

the formation of character is of greater value in the long run

than the enlightenment of mind, its doctrine preaches that, as

nine-tenths of the world's practical affairs are carried on by men
in association with or opposition to other men, the expanding

spirit, influenced and dominated by a daily routine which is wholly

masculine, reaches the gateway to maturity, the better for being

unweakened by the condoning conditions of home life. Such a

system, has its undeniable limitations, as any that is distinctly lop-
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sided is bound to have; and Matthew Arnold has somewhere

quoted a foreign observer of our rule in India to the effect that the

English are just but not amiable. Perhaps this was the commen

tator's way of suggesting that our disposition and manners were

lacking in that ease and grace impossible of acquisition save through

frequent association with the softer and more pliant half of hu

manity. But during the last twenty years no one can accuse us of

any lack of easy tolerance. Indeed, it is likely that a fair percentage

of the world's present troubles proceeds from our excessive indul

gence in an over-prolonged mood of acquiescence; and it may

interest those on the lookout for historical coincidences that it

was during the same period when my country seemed to have for

gotten its old instinct for clear decision and rapid action that the

public school tradition was the persistent object of a destructive

criticism. But whatever may be its merits or demerits it is assuredly

one of the rare examples found among us of an idea worked out

with complete logic and consistency. For while most modern na

tions at some time or other have admitted the necessity of making

work and religion compulsory in their schools, it has been left to

the Englishman to discover and proclaim that games are not only

of equal importance but worthy of an even greater measure of

respect and veneration.

As time went on I became not only reconciled but

attached to my life at Rossall. Occupying a bleak and isolated

position on the North Lancashire coast, several miles away from

any town and with few houses in the district, the place was not

without charm of a gray and gloomy kind. Although little to the

liking of that type of individual (everywhere in the majority)

that is distressed or ill at ease if every leisure minute of the day

is not spent in the pursuit of strange sights and novel experiences,

it was not an unsympathetic milieu for the budding artist or phil

osopher, for whom a crowded calendar of activity is of small use.

Indeed for most young people a reasonable allowance of obligatory

boredom is by no means an evil, especially if the outlets for serious

mischief be few and far between. The mind, if there is anything in
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it, is reduced to the extremity of thinking occasionally for itself,

and it is probably during these periods of enforced tranquillity,

which so many of us keenly resent, that the bulk of the worth

while thought given to the world has had its birth.

It was in the summer of 1893 that my father took me
with him on a visit to the United States. This was a great event

in the life of an obscure member of the Lower School and I was

an object of envy to masters and boys alike. We sailed on the

Campania, then the largest ship afloat, and on board was a dis

tinguished party of artists all bound for the Chicago Exhibition,

a celebration which had been advertised to the world as the greatest

of its kind that ever had been or would ever be again on this earth.

Among the group was Ben Davies, then at the height of his

reputation, and at the usual concert of the voyage I played his

accompaniments as well as those of the other vocalists. His was

a voice of uncommon beauty, round, full, and expressive, less inher

ently tenor than baritone, and, like all organs of this mixed genre,

thinned out perceptibly on the top. Later on the upper notes dis

appeared entirely, but the middle range preserved to the end of a

prolonged spell of singing days most of its former opulence and

charm. We reached New York toward the end of August and went

to stay at the old Astor House, at that time one of the leading hotels

of the city. The temperature was tropical and in my search for

cooling drinks I made acquaintance with the ice cream soda, which

I at once decided was every bit as good as any nectar served to the

dwellers on Olympus. But mosquitoes, which were and still are the

terror of my existence, beset me day and night and I was hardly

sorry when my father gave the sign to set out for Chicago. There we

stayed in a hotel on the lake which enjoyed a welcome breeze for

the greater part of the day and for two weeks gave ourselves up to

the delights of the magnificent entertainment we had come to view.

Since that time I have seen dozens of the same kind of event

but never anything to compare with this. Years afterwards, when

ever I ventured to repeat this opinion my hearers would pooh-pooh
it on the grounds of my extreme youth at the time or the im-
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pressions of a mind new to such a spectacle. But I had only to

produce photographs of the various pavilions, notably those repre

senting New York State and California (the latter housing the

most brilliant display of the products of the earth ever contained

under one roof), for them all to come round to my view.

Our itinerary of travel was not extensive, owing to my
father's preoccupation with business in two or three large cities,

but we managed to squeeze in a trip to Niagara and another

by pleasure steamer up the Hudson River to Albany, from where

we went on by train to Boston. At the last moment he

found it impossible to get through his work in time to catch

the boat which we had planned to take and I was obliged to

return alone. The assemblage on board was this time far less glam
orous than on the voyage westward, and I was beginning to think

that the inevitable concert which I helped to organize was going

to be a distinctly dull affair. But one day a fellow passenger ap

proached me and with a slight air of mystery inquired if I knew

that one of the world's greatest singers was on board and had not

been asked to take part in it. I told him it was no fault of mine

and begged him to produce this gift from the gods. He went off

in search of his friend and returned after a while to announce

that the latter would meet me in about half-an-hour in the big

salon, which would probably then be empty as most of the pas

sengers would be dressing for dinner. Just before the appointed
time I went below and awaited the arrival of the illustrious stranger

with some excitement, for although I had had the opportunity of

meeting and playing accompaniments for a fair number of well-

known singers, I had not yet met a star of the very first magnitude.

Presently there entered one of the largest men I have ever seen.

So prodigious was his bulk that he could scarcely walk at all and

supported himself on two sticks. At first I hardly knew what to

say, his whole appearance being so utterly unlike anything I had
ever associated with public performance. Then he began to sing,

having selected as his opening number the "Abendstern" from

Tannhauseiv and inexperienced as I was I knew at once that here
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was something quite phenomenal. There being no one else in

the room and finding that I had knowledge of most of the bari

tone songs from the popular operas, he went on happily for quite

a time to my wonder and delight. The voice was of great range
and uncommon power, and like that of Plangon, rolled out in

immense waves of sound with the easiest production and the

most consummate control. Afterwards his companion told me
that he had been one of the great opera singers of the day but

had been obliged to quit the stage because of this unfortunate

physical over-growth which the medical science of the day was

impotent to reduce. He sang at the concert to an audience as

astonished and enchanted as myself, but only on that one oc

casion, nor did I see him again until the moment of landing at

Liverpool, when I caught a glimpse of a huge and unwieldy

object being assisted down the gangway by a small contingent of

stewards and deckhands. But some forty years later, while con

ducting a series of concerts in Stockholm, I went to a representa

tion at the Royal Opera and in one of the intervals walked around

the foyer to inspect the memorials to singers of a bygone day.

There in the center were two statues, one of Jenny Lind and the

other of my ship companion, Carl Frederich Lundqvist, the great

est baritone voice that ever came out of Sweden.

I got back to school a week or two after the term had

begun and my friends were agog to hear of my adventures.

I think I must have disappointed them more than a little for I

then suffered from a disability which has never wholly left me,

the incapacity to talk very much about an event which has made

an impression on me until some time after it has happened. But

I had my albums of pictures to show, and these were more con

vincingly descriptive than any oral accounts that I could have given

them. The winter holidays I passed much the same way as in the

year before, crowding into one brief month all I could in the way
of opera and concert-going to make up for the slender musical

diet of the previous twelve weeks. Yet it would be hardly fair

if I conveyed the impression that we never had music of any kind
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worth hearing at Rossall. Now and then some artist of minor

celebrity would pay us a visit, and in the following year, 1 894, we

had a really grand festivity, the jubilee of the school, which in

cluded in its program of events several choral and orchestral con

certs. For these a large contingent of the Halle orchestra was

brought from Manchester and I was enrolled as a temporary
member in the percussion department. It was also about this time

that I began to play the piano at the school concerts, and when in

1896 I became the captain of my house I was permitted to have

an instrument of my own in my study. But as this departure from

precedent began and ended with me, I could never ascertain from

the guarded comments of my superiors whether it was rated a

success or not. Influenced more by the urgings of one of my form-

masters than by any overpowering aesthetic impulse I let myself
in for playing the big drum in a military band. Rossall was the

first school in the country to found a Cadet Corps and to practice

all the operations and maneuvers of a miniature army; and my
chief recollection of this quasi-patriotic effort was tramping up
and down the country on what seemed like endless and fruitless

quests, clad in a tight and ill-fitting uniform and burdened with

a gigantic object which every five minutes I longed to heave into

the nearest ditch. Probably like most other people I have passed
the greater part of my life doing things I have not wanted to do,

but I cannot recall any task which ever irked me more than this

rash association with the Rossall Cadet Corps.
I took part in nearly all games but with a well-calculated

absence of zeal, as I saw that a fuller absorption in them would
rob me of many of the hours I preferred to give to books and
music. This coolness of mine toward the supreme value of athletics

was regarded by nearly everyone with mixed feelings. My prowess
at the keyboard was in one way recognized as an asset to school

prestige, but that anyone should choose to devote days and weeks
to the practice necessary for an adequate rendering of a difficult

piano piece, when he might be winning life's greatest crown in a

football or hockey team, was the subject of a fairly general if com-
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passionate disapproval. It was not as if I were wholly without

capacity for sport. I was strong, active, and exceptionally quick

on my feet, and on those infrequent occasions when I did turn

out on the playing fields displayed an aptitude which perhaps was

overestimated because of its unexpectedness. Accordingly it was

not until my last year that, influenced a little by mob psychology

and rather more by the entreaties of my house master, I agreed

to propitiate the offended deities of the establishment by the sac

rifice of some of the precious time I might have spent profitably

in other ways. My virtue was rewarded by a place in the school

cricket eleven, and it may surprise those who associate artistic

temperament with high emotional impulse to learn that my chief

value to the side was a cautious stolidity which, although unproduc
tive of many runs, enabled me to keep my wicket up for hours.

It was not very exciting for me, and it must have been definitely

unattractive to the spectator, but I found some compensation in

observing the exasperation and recklessness produced in the op

position bowling by my defensive tactics. If we fail to find en

joyment in some tedious effort that has been forced upon us,

it is always a pleasing source of comfort that others involved in it

may be suffering even more.



6. OXFORD

The closing phase of my school life was not unlike

that which I had known five years earlier before leaving home.

Once more the itch for change began to torment and divert my
mind constantly to other places and other pursuits; I had out

lasted my time at Rossall and was moving away daily from all that

was in its capacity to give me. It was inevitable in those days
that to any young person whose main concern was music England
could not be expected to compare favorably with the Continent.

For there it was that all those semi-legendary figures from Pales-

trina to Wagner had lived and labored, and my own country in

point of musical prestige was as nothing compared with Italy, Ger

many, Austria, or even Russia. But unquestionably it was Germany
above all which attracted and influenced the youth of my genera
tion. After 1871 it had becom.e the political leader of Europe,
its population had increased almost as rapidly as that of the United

States, and its commercial expansion was beginning to be a bogey
to those who for half a century had been indulging in the dream
that Great Britain had been chosen by a kindly Providence to

remain for all time the workshop of the world. The numerous
travel agencies, the uniformity of currency, and the non-existence

of passports made access to every part of the Continent, except
Russia, cheap and easy: and I had already seen something of it

owing to the rather exceptional circumstances of my home life.

My mother had become an almost chronic invalid, my father spent
much of his time abroad during my summer holidays, and my
only brother was nine years younger than myself. I was allowed

therefore to go off, with friends generally, but by myself occasion-
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ally, to neighboring lands such as France, Belgium, Switzerland,

and Scandinavia, where I had the chance of viewing some of those

famous cities whose riper culture contrasted pleasingly with that

of our own in the North and Midlands.

With few roots in the past and of comparatively mush

room growth, Lancashire had been almost the last county in

England to be touched by civilization, its history until the begin

ning of the nineteenth century being almost a blank. Prior to the

great Industrial Revolution it had played an inconspicuous part

in national affairs, and it would be hard to name more than two

or three of its sons who had won celebrity in any line of public

activity. Even at the close of the century it presented an oddly

mixed picture of modernity and feudalism, a genial equali-

tarianism in the middle and lower classes being set off by a

profound reverence for the old county families. The true Lancas

trian delighted to remember that the head of the House of Stanley

had once been King in Man and had held his court in the beautiful

medieval city of Chester. Having tea one day at the house of a

leading lawyer of the district, I noticed a singular object which

occupied the central position on the main wall of his library, a

small cigarette in a largish frame, and learned that this had been

offered to my host during some public celebration by one of the

most venerated notabilities of the county. Instead of lighting he

had preserved it in this way as a choice family heirloom to be

handed down to future generations; and if regarded as a manifes

tation of the higher Toryism I find it even more affecting than

that historic exploit eighty years earlier, of the author of Waverly,

who, after a banquet in Edinburgh, carried off in his pocket the

wine glass from which the Regent had been drinking, and arrived

at Abbotsford only to find that during the ride he had sat on and

broken it to pieces.

But it was not only upon the musicians among us

that Germany exercised a powerful spell. For half a century the

reputation of its schools and universities had been spreading far

and wide; young Englishmen started going to Heidejberg and Got-
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tingen instead of to Oxford and Cambridge, and towns like Dresden

and Munich contained literally scores of institutions at which our

girls scratched the surface of those alien arts and elegancies which

guileless parents had been led to believe were vitally essential to

the making of the perfect English lady. The study of Italian litera

ture, which had been fashionable in the days of Hazlitt and Pea

cock, had given way to that of German, and the bolder specula

tions of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche were ousting from favor the

harmless ruminations of Huxley and Spencer. It is hardly surprising

then how compelling for me was the lure of such a land, with its

century of opera houses playing the year round, its dozens of sym

phony orchestras, and an artistic life generally that seemed to exist

in like degree nowhere else. There was my goal, and I must reach

it somehow or other.

But in my calculations I had reckoned without the

rigid conservatism of my environment. My father, outside the con

duct of his own business, was a man of pathetic simplicity and

uncertain judgment. When any matter arose in connection with

his family which demanded careful consideration or firm decision,

he would call into consultation either his lawyer or the clergy

man whose church he attended, more often the latter, who was

his most intimate friend. This worthy man was quite aghast

at the idea that any member of his congregation should wish to

pursue his studies abroad and marshaled all the forces of argument,

social, instructional, and religious, against the horrid plan. Of

course I must go to an English university and tread the safe path

of orthodoxy: any other course would lead surely and speedily

to disaster and damnation. My father, who knew as little of the

realities of the case as his spiritual adviser, was impressed and

alarmed by the stream of warning poured into his ear, and reso

lutely set his face against any such dangerous departure. I was

given the choice of Oxford or Cambridge, and as some of my
closest school friends were going there that term I chose Oxford.

There are three or four ancient spots which in their

combination of urban and rural charm are among the greater
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glories of England, and of these the most wholly delightful is this

home of lost causes. It is also one of the half dozen small cities

left unspoiled in the world, where an artist, a philosopher, or a

scholar might care to pass his declining days; and I trust that

none of my friends in the place will doubt my affection for it, if

I say that my brief residence there was so much lost time for me.

The main trouble was that I could not bring myself to understand

why I had been sent there at all. For my father had often intimated

how much he looked forward to my succeeding him in our family

business, and in that case the scholastic routine of Oxford seemed
to provide the least useful preparation thinkable for such a career.

Had I been intended for Politics, the Bar, or the Church, with

London as my probable base of activity, there might have been

social advantages as well as a specific course of training for any
of these professions. But my future lay elsewhere, nor did it add

to my content that the town musically was a backwater if com

pared with any of the centers I had visited abroad.

It is not out of place, I feel, to vent here a few casual

reflections upon our higher system of education which have been

passing through my mind for some years. Three and four cen

turies ago Englishmen were entering universities at an age when

nowadays we should expect to find them still tied to their mother's

apron strings. There may be pious devotees of modern learning

who will fail to be impressed by this admitted precocity, but it

is unlikely that any unprejudiced critic can be found anywhere
to allege that Tudor or Stuart scholarship was inferior to our own.

As I see it, a boy now is sent to some preparatory institution at

seven or eight, remains there until he is twelve or thirteen, passes

on to a public school, where he continues the self-same curriculum,

reaches the University when he is eighteen or so, and gives up
three or four years more to a course of study which differs only in

minor detail from that of the two earlier periods. Something Hke

fourteen or fifteen years out of a lifetime spent in one unvaried

groove of instruction. To my way of thinking this is excessive and

prompts the feeling that the average Englishman remains in tute-
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lage far too long. Formerly the gifted section of our youth was to

the front in political life, dedicated to the task of empire-building

in distant lands or writing dramatic masterpieces, at a stage when

its descendants have hardly begun to think seriously about such

matters. I have frequently wondered why so many of my country

men carry on even into middle life the appearance as well as the

mentality of the schoolboy, an unchanging immaturity which sepa

rates them sharply from the males of most other nations, and if

the cause of it is not to be traced to the absorption in a monoto

nous scheme of work and play, which to judge by results must pro

ceed at an incredibly slow rate of progress. It may be that the

general decline of genius and talent among our people is due partly

to an educational stagnation that has debilitated its intellectual

life and fostered that spiritual sterility which for nearly a genera

tion has been slowly creeping over every part of the Empire, and

which even the most superficial observer cannot fail to note and

lament.

However, if the present system is to be maintained,

then surely some of its more obvious limitations and defects could

be overcome by the inclusion in the syllabus of a few subjects of

real interest, such as for instance the female sex. Whatever dif

ferences of view there may exist among foreigners as to the merits

or demerits, the virtues or vices of the Englishman, there is general

agreement that he knows less about woman and her ways than the

masculine creature of nearly every other civilized country. Several

years ago I read in a novel by a Spanish writer whose name I

have forgotten, a suggestion that every university ought to have

at least one "Chair of Amoristics," and I cannot imagine why this

admirable idea has been adopted nowhere. What a heaven-sent

boon it would be to both sexes, and how the unhappy effects

of an over-indulgence in Hellenic and Hebraical research could

"be relieved and lightened by the diversion to a topic, which

after all occupies the mind of the ordinary man more than any

thing else in the world! George Moore has related how once he

passed an idle hour in a club-room scrutinizing about fifty men sit-
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ting there in silence, and how he could not fail to recognize by the

expression on each face that its owner's thoughts were lingering

unmistakably upon some woman or other. And yet, while fourteen

years are given up to the construction of Latin verses or the exam
ination of Greek roots, all the knowledge about the most im

portant mystery on earth has to be gained by every young person

going unaided his or her own sweet way, as if we did not all know
what wise old Samuel Johnson had to say long ago in disapproval
of self-educated men. The more I think about the foundation of

such a Chair, the more I am taken with the notion. And what a

charming relaxation it would be for those of our elder statesmen,
who upon retirement must find time hanging rather heavily on

their hands; especially those who, having forfeited the smile of

fortune, are obliged to suffer unwilling elevation to the chillier

temperature of the Upper House! How such a change of occupa
tion would have appealed, for instance, to the distinguished author

of The Pathway to Reality, whom a grateful public, upon the

outbreak of the last war, rewarded for his admirable services at the

War Office, which included the establishment of our Territorial

Army, by clamoring for his removal on the ground that he had

spent a portion of his youth at a foreign university.*

As I wanted as much spare time as was possible for

music, I lived outside my college, Wadham, in Walton Street,

where I could play the piano as much as I liked without disturbing

my neighbors; and it was about the same time that I began to com

pose, mostly songs and little pieces. Indeed my first term was al

most crowded with one activity or another, for I attended faithfully

a large number of lectures, appeared at college concerts, and played
in its football team, this being perhaps my most surprising achieve

ment, as I had neither attempted nor attained this dizzy height

* Should such a chair ever be founded, I can think of no more fitting inscription
to be placed over the door of its lecture room than the epigram which stands at the

head of the amatory section of the Greek Anthology:

Neoi<; dvaiuT(ov xap&ta
TCOV Xoycov
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while at Rossall. During the Christmas vacation I went over with

a friend to Dresden for a round of opera performances, parties, and

dances on the ice, and, looking back over the years, I have no

doubt that it was this sympathetic experience which was the initial

cause of my backsliding from the virtuous resolution I had formed

to make the best of my stay at Oxford. For in the following term

my attendances in chapel and classroom grew less and my con

centration on music greater, and I was so haunted by memories of

the happy time I had spent in Dresden that, hearing of the produc

tion of a new opera shortly to be given there, I absented myself

for a whole week from the university to go over and see it, a crime

of the first magnitude against college discipline and one which,

had it been discovered, would have brought about my instant ex

pulsion. A trip to Italy during the spring did nothing to correct

this refractory state of mind, and the sight of the cradle of the

Latin race, instead of stimulating the keener pursuit of my classical

studies, only the more convinced me of the futility of my existence

at Oxford. I struggled through the summer term with difficulty, and

then begged my father to let me go down and gratify my earlier

desire to pass on to some Continental capital, where I could im

prove my modern languages, equip myself better for a business

career, and revel in that fuller musical life which was wanting at

home. At first he was not disinclined to listen to me, but once

again the shadow of the priesthood crossed my path, my plea was

rejected, and I had to resign myself to settling down quietly, any

way for a time, in a provincial district, comforted only by the hope
that something better might one day turn up. By an odd chance it

was the frustration of my cherished plans that brought about my
introduction to that branch of musical work which years later was

to be the substance of my whole career.

Having a good deal of time on my hands, I commenced
the formation of an orchestral society in my birthplace, St. Helens,

collected all the amateur forces that were available, added the

leaven of a solid professional contingent, and burst upon my fel

low-townsmen with a series of classical concerts. At once I realized
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that here was the medium of musical expression which I had vainly

sought in the piano or any other solo instrument. I bought loads of

scores, studied them voraciously, and found to my agreeable sur

prise that I had little difficulty either in grasping their contents or

in committing them to memory. This unexpected discovery that I

and the orchestra seemed meant for one another inspired me with

a confidence in my capacities which I had not felt before and with

out which I could not have ventured so boldly to grasp an oppor

tunity of facing as conductor a large and famous body of musicians

which was offered me shortly afterwards. My father, who was

Mayor of the town that year, had decided to add to the regular

public functions a concert by the Halle Orchestra and its conductor

Hans Richter. Richter had only recently come to Manchester, and

his appointment had not been made without considerable op

position from many who wished to see Englishmen holding the few

big posts in the country. In those days he enjoyed a commanding

prestige which owed more to his personal association with Richard

Wagner than to a talent, which had decidedly marked limitations.

A few things he interpreted admirably, a great many more in

differently, and the rest worse than any other conductor of emi

nence I have ever known. But his readings of Beethoven and Wag
ner were considered sacrosanct, and from them there was no right

of appeal.

For this particular concert there had been chosen a

program composed mainly of the works of these two masters and

the town and district hummed with excitement at the coming
event. Almost at the eleventh hour the devastating intelligence ar

rived that Richter could not appear: my father was in despair, his

magnificent entertainment seemed threatened with disaster. He

consulted me as to what was to be done and I made the suggestion

that I should take the absentee's place. When he had recovered

from the shock of this audacious proposition he communicated

with the authorities at Manchester, who were equally aghast that

a boy hardly twenty years of age, and an amateur at that, should

dare at a moment's notice to step into the shoes of their god-like



52 A Mingled Chime

chief. Fortunately for me, the principal violinist flatly declined to

play at all, insisting that another conductor of experience and repu

tation should be engaged, and my father who until that moment

had been in a state of vacillation arose in paternal wrath and put

him down. He had now perhaps begun to realize, being the astutest

advertiser of his day, that what had at first looked like a possible

reverse might be worked up to a definite advantage. Anyway he

politely informed the recalcitrant leader that he might go to the

devil, that his son was going to conduct and no one else: and if

the Hall6 Orchestra did not wish to play it could stay away and he

would send to London for another. I went in person to Manchester

and interviewed the business manager of the Society, J.
A. Forsyth,

who was polite and neutral about the whole matter, and the concert

took place without any of the hitches expected in most quarters

and hoped for in some. Many years were to go by before the Halle

Orchestra and I were to meet again, and it would have required an

unusual gift of prophecy to foretell in that year of 1899 that one

day I should be connected with it for a longer period than with any

other in England, save those of my own creation.

It was difficult to say along what road I should have

traveled had I remained longer in Lancashire. Perhaps I should

have settled down permanently in business or adopted later on

some career, political or diplomatic, that with us has always been

regarded as safe and respectable. One thing however is quite cer

tain; never in the minds of either my familiars or myself was

there even the vestige of an idea that one day I might take up
music as a profession. But before long an event happened to upset

the calculations of everyone. A grave difference of opinion between

my father and myself led to my leaving his house; I went to Lon

don, and for the next nine years I neither saw nor heard from

him.



7. BAYREUTH AND YOUNG GERMANY

It was during the summer of the same year, 1899, that

I paid my first visit to Bayreuth, and it may be imagined with what

excitement I had been looking forward to this event which in

spired as much enthusiasm in the musically devout of the end of

the nineteenth century as did a pilgrimage to some shrine such as

that of Thomas a Becket at Canterbury in the Middle Ages. I

journeyed by slow steps through Bruges, Brussels, Cologne, Frank

furt, and Nuremburg, suitably preparing my mind for the great

experience by a re-study of the music dramas I was to hear under

ideal conditions, as well as an extensive dip into German history,

folk lore, and lyrical poetry, and after about ten days reached the

little Franconian capital on an evening early in August. The town

was hot, stuffy, and packed, the only accommodation I could secure

was inadequate and uncomfortable, and a large number of the

visitors seemed to be from my own country. This was an unwel

come surprise, for I had vaguely imagined that I should find my
self in the pure atmosphere of an undiluted Teutonism, and the

prevailing sound of my own tongue gave the place something of

the tone of a holiday resort at home that dulled a little the edge of

my expectations. With the splendid snobbery of youth I declined

to believe that this familiar crowd of knickerbockered sportsmen,

gaitered bishops, and equine-visaged ladies could have any real

affinity with the spirit of the mighty genius who had completed

on the stage the task which Walter Scott a century earlier had be

gun in the novel, the reconstruction of the age of chivalry and

romance. I coveted the happiness and applauded the prejudice of

the royal Ludwig, and had I been a millionaire would have waited

53
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until the close of the Festival and engaged the company to play its

program all over again for the benefit of an audience of one, myself.

There were signs too that Bayreuth was ceasing to be

the inviolate shrine of the Wagner cult and that the German public

was beginning to lose some of an earlier faith in its artistic integrity.

The air was filled with the din of controversy over the policy of

Wahnfried as well as the quality of the performances at the Fest-

spielhaus, and the redoubtable Felix Weingartner was to the front

with a pamphlet in which he vigorously attacked both. The mal

contents quite unambiguously proclaimed the decadence of the

Festival and accused Cosima of having handed over the splendid

musical machine of her husband as a toy for their son to play with,

deplored the engagement not only of singers who had little or no

knowledge of the true Wagnerian style, but of conductors whose

addiction to slow tempi weakened that force and liveliness which

Richard had always demanded in the rendering of his music and,

worst of all, clamored loudly for the removal from the chair of the

youthful Siegfried, whose left-handed direction they denounced as

feeble and uninspiring. Naturally the Wahnfried circle responded

to its critics with the counter-accusations of intrigue and jealousy

and, so far as I could judge, seemed for the moment to be having

the better of the argument. The personal prpstige of Cosima, a re

markable woman of considerable attraction and indomitable will,

still ran high, and if she did not know what Richard's true intentions

and wishes had been, then no one did.

My own sympathies veered toward the opposition camp,

as the representations I heard were distinctly disappointing. Al

though I had not seen "The Ring" before and could not therefore

judge where in detail I found them wanting, the singing, playing,

and stageproduction all fell below the level I had previsioned. The

inevitable crowd of cranks and faddists swelled the ranks of wor

shippers and the bookshops overflowed with literary curiosities,

some of them linking up the music dramas with every recent "ism"

in philosophy, politics, science, and even hygiene, one bright effort

going so far as to allege that Parsifal was less of an art work than a
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piece of propaganda for the higher vegetarianism and not to be

comprehended fully unless accepted as such. It was something of a

relief to escape from this unidyllic environment into the country
for a change of air during a pause in my cycle of performances,
and as I had been told of a little Spa, Alexandersbad, some twenty
miles out where one went to drink the steel water springs and take

walks in the pine woods all around, I went and remained there for

the rest of my visit, going into Bayreuth only on the days of per
formance.

There was a fair sprinkling of persons of my own age

but, with the exception of a few Americans of German extraction,

no foreigners by myself, and I struck up acquaintance with some
students and young naval officers who manifested the keenest in

terest in everything English. There was a curious duality of outlook

in all of them, a genuine admiration of Great Britain, its institu

tions and customs, coupled with a firm belief that Germany was

destined in the coming years to supersede it as a leader in world

affairs. They spoke with an assurance, even a note of fatalism, that

made a deep impression upon me and set me wondering whether

my present conception of the Fatherland as a vast academy given

up mainly to higher abstract thought and artistic endeavor was al

together accurate. There was little of that sort of thing in these

young men, who, though educated and knowledgeable enough,
were severely realistic and practical beyond the imagining of their

opposite numbers at home. In the friendliest and most amiable

fashion they would discuss with me the coming struggle between

our two countries and never entertained the slightest doubt as to

the result. Every empire has its day, they argued; the previous
centuries had seen the rise and decline of Spain, Holland, and

France, and England's turn must come. And who was there to fill

its place but the wise, noble, and gifted nation whose development
had been the outstanding event of the nineteenth century? Step

by step it had climbed up the ladder of achievement, and now its

strength was concentrated and poised for heroic enterprise. I in

quired if there was not room enough on the earth for two equally
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great powers to co-exist side by side in friendly rivalry, but the

answer invariably was that there never had been two cocks-of-the-

walk of similar ambition who sooner or later could avoid coming

to blows. They introduced me to the writings of modern German

historians, notably those of Von Treitschke, who saw in the new

Empire the fulfillment of the dream of the great Hohenstaufen

emperors that it was the mission of Germany to rule over a Europe

dominated by Teutonic arms and culture.

All this seemed a long way off from the Goethean con

ception of it as an international home where all branches of knowl

edge, art, and learning could flourish in peace, and I consoled my
self with the reflection that my companions after all were ex

tremely young and might undergo many spiritual and mental

changes before the day of reckoning arrived. Their vision was

bounded by an horizon purely European, and Western European

at that: and not one of them looked to the rapidly growing com

munity across the Atlantic as another potential competitor in the

race for world supremacy, or to the possibility of a military resur

gence in the East. About the intellectual superiority of their own

country over mine they were equally convinced and, pointing to

the much greater number of universities, state-supported theaters,

opera houses and other institutions founded and maintained for

the higher education of the people, contrasted all this wealth of

cultural resource with the comparative poverty of it of England.

Here they were on less assailable ground, for I had no answer to the

challenge that while we possessed the greatest group of dramatists

the world had even seen, the Empire could not show one theater

given up to the regular representation of its incomparable contri

bution to art.

I had gone to bed early one evening, quite fatigued by

a bout of political dialectics which had gone on most of the day,

and waking also early the next morning went for a long tramp

across the charming and rolling country that lay on every side of

the Spa, during which I enjoyed two of the pleasantest coincidences

that ever came my way, I had taken with me a small score of the
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Beethoven Fifth Symphony and the Fruit, Flowers and Thorn

Pieces of Jean Paul Richter and, reaching a pretty valley, sat down

to read awhile. Suddenly I heard the call of a yellowhammer quite

near me, repeated several times and with a short interval between

each utterance. Presently it was answered by another from the op

posite side of the valley, and this delightful duet went on for several

minutes.*

Continuing my way a mile or two further I saw in the

distance the outline of a small town, and on approaching discov

ered it to be a choice example of the walled city of medieval days,

Wunsiedel, and none other than the birthplace of Jean Paul him

self. Nothing on the face of it could be more strikingly at variance

than the spirit of the little group I had left behind me in Alex-

andersbad and that of the sentimental humorist of ninety years

earlier: but paradoxically there was a reconciliation between these

seeming opposites. For clearly poets and musicians, as well as poli

ticians and philosophers had all this time been bending their

energies to the re-discovery of an independently national or racial

entity in themselves, an aim that was a total reversal of their outlook

in the eighteenth century. There is nothing distinctively German

in Handel, indeed he is above all others the great internationalist

of music; or in Gluck, Mozart, Haydn, or even Beethoven, al

though in the latter we have some premonitory hints of the great

breakaway from the broad European tradition that was to be

initiated by Weber and consummated by Schumann.

I have often thought that if we are, seeking an insight

into one whole side of the Teutonic nature, we can find it more

fully revealed than anywhere else in the art of Robert Schumann.

According to Nietzsche, he and his contemporaries, including Men

delssohn, were merely an episode or interruption in the orderly flow

ing tide of German musical history; but while this may be true or

*
Everyone is aware that the habitual song of the yellowhammer is identical with

the motto theme of the first movement of Beethoven's C Minor Symphony. But this

is sometimes varied and on the occasion to which I am alluding, the second voice of

the duet answered with the last of the four notes of the phrase a third above, instead

of below the preceding three.
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not of the others, it is an entire misreading of Schumann's place in

it. Far more completely national and unmistakably representative

than any other before or since is his the genuine voice in song of his

countrymen, and all that is best in the German soul is enshrined

here as a witness to the world of what has been and in days to come

may be again. Poetry and romance have been acknowledged to be

more fully present in this music than in any other, Chopin's ex-

cepted. But it is not these qualities in themselves that constitute

its unique character, for all the really great men possess them

in larger or lesser measure. It is the individual expression of them

which sets Schumann so widely apart from his fellows and which

takes the form of an intimate approach that salutes us, not so much

as an audience to be conquered by rhetorical argument as a friend to

be talked over by gentle persuasion. Queen Victoria used to com

plain that Mr. Gladstone would insist on addressing her as if she

were a public meeting, and we are affected, though not disagree

ably, in the same way when we listen to other composers. It is a

ceremony, sometimes a very formal one, and during its performance

we are seldom forgetful that the author of the discourse is ad

dressing himself to a thousand or two others beside ourselves.

There is none of this platform manner about Schumann, who has

accomplished the miraculous feat of clothing exquisite and delicate

fancies in subtle and secret phrases that each one of us feels to

have been devised for his own especial understanding. To meet

this ingratiating simplicity and confidential intimacy in an ar

tistically sophisticated community is the rarest of phenomena. They
are to be found almost exclusively in culture's earlier stages, and

typical instances are the earlier Gothic sculpture and the ballad

poetry of all nations (notably that of Scotland), of which a linger

ing echo can be heard in the more local verse of Robert Burns.

The sentiment that inspired them was nourished by the fireside

rather than in the market place, and was the most valued posses

sion of that older Germany, land of toys and the Christmas Tree,

for whose people perhaps more than any other, home was the

center of the world. But it was already evident to me that to regard
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this facet of German inner life as illustrative of the whole people at

the close of the century was just another youthful illusion, which I

had better discard at once; and fortifying myself by a fresh glance

into the soothing wisdom -of Jean Paul, I returned to Alexandersbad

for breakfast and another prolonged debate with my companions on

the future of the young empire.

The austerity of purely masculine society was tempered

by the presence of two charming American girls whose forebears

had come originally from the vicinity, and as their conversational

acquaintance with the language was hardly better than mine, we

made a little group of our own, to which we joined a young naval

lieutenant who spoke English admirably. We played games, took

walks, dined together, and made music afterwards in one of the

large sitting rooms of the hotel. One evening in the middle of a

lively talk punctuated with a good deal of noisy laughter, a diminu

tive baron who had been sitting with his massive wife on a sofa at

the opposite end of the room, got up suddenly, rushed forward and

shaking his fist furiously in the face of one of the girls, treated us

to a violent harangue of which I could hardly follow a word. The

lieutenant, who seemed highly amused, informed us that we were

being accused of having spoken slightingly of the lady during one

of our hilarious moments, and I hastened to assure the irate hus

band that not only had we not mentioned her name, but up to

that moment had been unaware of her existence. This, however,

he appeared to take as a fresh insult, for he stormed away all the

more vigorously, and I was at last obliged to request our friend to

tell him that if he did not cease at once and return to his seat, I

should be under the disagreeable necessity of conducting him to it

against his will. This intimation of belligerent action, if necessary,

produced the desired effect, for he drew himself up with immense

dignity, turned right about face and strutted away in the direction

of the door, his baroness well behind him in true German fashion.

Naturally the girls were rather upset by this untoward event and also

retired earlier than usual, while the lieutenant and I stayed up to

consider what ought to be done next, it being finally decided that
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he should seek out the enemy in the morning, explain to him the

enormity of his offense, and demand an apology. That night I was

haunted by dreams of a sanguinary encounter carried on in the best

Heidelbergian style and for the first time felt that there might be

something after all in the much discussed project of a universal

language, which should be made obligatory upon the whole civilized

world for the avoidance of needless misunderstandings. But evi

dently the baron had had time to think again over the matter, for

upon the visit of my emissary he professed willingness to be con

vinced that his wife might have been in error and had not been the

inspiration of some of our cachinnatory outbursts. This little un

pleasantness removed, we all got together, celebrated our recon

ciliation, and remained on the best of terms during the remainder

of my stay.

The series of performances at the Festspielhaus coming
to an end, I started on my homeward journey, loitering for a few

days at Nuremburg to better my acquaintance with the churches

and other buildings I had so much admired when first passing

through. I had intended to spend a little time at Munich and Stras

bourg and go on from there to Paris, but finding that my funds

had almost melted away through an indulgence in hospitality

at the Spa much larger than I had anticipated, this part of my tour

had to be abandoned, and I returned by the way I had come.

By one of those contrarieties or perversities of human
nature which may really be natural and normal if we only under

stood them better, I was less interested during my Bayreuth visit

in the music of Wagner with which I was tolerably familiar, than

in that of Brahms which was almost unknown to me. Whether this

was owing to a recoil from the unnatural atmosphere of a place

where idolatry, cant, and eccentricity were all so blatantly ubiqui

tous, or nothing more than the simple attraction of a musical style

wholly unlike the one which had been filling my ears for weeks

past, I do not know. But on my returning to Alexandersbad I took

with me a large bundle of the Hamburg master's work, devoting
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much of my spare time to the study of it. I formed then the

opinion which I have since been unable to vary, that Brahms was

essentially a romantic composer, as far removed as is conceivable

from the true classical spirit and generally at his best in smaller

forms.



8. LONDON IN 1900

My first feeling on arriving in London was one of re

lief at having escaped from a circle of living which was becoming

each day less sympathetic to me. My duties in our smooth-running

and highly organized business had been of the lightest, and the

opportunities for serious work in other directions altogether lim

ited. I was expected to fit in with and settle down to a routine

through which the current of life flowed lazily and insignificantly,

wh6n I felt the growing need of getting to grips with something

more arduous and absorbing. Thanks to an earlier knowledge of

the larger world outside, I had reached a maturity beyond that of

most of my generation, and what I wanted was some exacting and

whole-time work to which I could devote a constantly increasing

energy which had not yet found the right outlet for its full exercise.

Just as it is hard for those who have lived in comforta

ble circumstances to accept a lower standard of living when it is

suddenly thrust upon them, so is it in most cases no easy problem

for a young man who is without preparation for a specific career to

decide what he can best do if thrown back largely on his own re

sources. But in mine no difficulty of choice was present, for I had

one definite accomplishment at least, music, and that it had to be

in one form or another. For many years I had worked in a general

way, sometimes zealously and at others casually, at the piano, a few

other instruments, and the various arts of composition. I had read

dozens of text books, histories and biographies, and knew back

wards La Grande Traite of Berlioz. It was time to gather up all

these loose threads and bind them together in a solid bundle of

efficiency.

62
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In public accounts of my career has frequently ap

peared the assertion that I am almost entirely self-taught and, be

ginning as a rank amateur, have attained a professional status with

some difficulty after a long and painful novitiate. Nothing could

be more remote from the truth. It is possible that at the age of

twenty I might have failed to answer some of the questions in an

examination paper set for boys of sixteen in a musical academy;

but probably I should fail with equal success today, and I venture

to say that a fair number of my most gifted colleagues would do

no better. On the other hand, owing to my travels abroad and

wider association with musicians here and there, my miscellaneous

fund of information was much more extensive than that of others

of my age.

But even in childhood I had been taught those rudi

ments of the art which still go by the nonsensical name of theory,

and at school I worked regularly with a master who was a man of

excellent taste and scholarship. At Oxford I continued the same

line of study with John Varley Roberts, the organist of Magdalen,

who scanned and criticized all my earliest essays in composition.

Varley Roberts, who was then getting on in years, was a bluff out

spoken Yorkshireman of the old school, simple, thorough, and im

bued with the belief that nothing of much consequence had

happened to music since the death of Beethoven. A true son of his

native county, he was a first-rate choral trainer, and his choir at

Magdalen, the best in Oxford, equalled in reputation that of

King's College Chapel at Cambridge. For all so-called voice pro

ducers and their contending views on how or how not to sing he

had a healthy and old-fashioned contempt which he delighted to

air on every suitable and unsuitable occasion. There coincided

with the period of my residence there a mild wave of interest in a

subject which in most quarters is as much of a fixed science as

table rapping, and during one term we had a convocation of em

inent authorities from all over the country for the exchange of

ideas. At all the meetings where lectures were delivered and trea

tises read Varley Roberts was present, together with a large con-
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tingent of his choir boys; and when the proceedings were

terminated and the participants had departed whence they came,

he called his flock together and addressed them in this refreshing

style, "Now, lads, you have heard a great deal about the voice in

the last few days, but I've got just this to say to you and don't you

forget it. All you've got to do is to stand up, throw your heads

back and sing; all the rest's humbug/'

During the year I spent in Lancashire I was introduced

by Steudner Welsing, my piano master, to a young professor of com

position at the Liverpool School of Music, Frederic Austin, who as

time went on developed into one of the most versatile and ac

complished musicians of the day. With him I further pursued the

straight path of knowledge to my distinct advantage but more on

the aesthetic than on the technical side. For this was my first en

counter with an wholly modern and up-to-date type of musical

mind, adventurous, impressionable, and yet coolly analytical and

tolerant. The brief association I enjoyed with him had the beneficial

result of sweeping out of my mind the lingering cobweb traces of

the rigid scholasticism to which I had bowed grudgingly at Oxford,

so that by the time I left for the South I was culturally emanci

pated enough to be able to accept or reject whatever came to me

with infinitely greater self-confidence. At the same time, to make

sure that there should be no gaps in my armor of instruction, I

went to see Sir Charles Villiers Stanford and, laying my case be

fore him, asked if he would take me as a private pupil. He ex

plained that he had little time for such work outside the College

of Music, and passed me on to his chief assistant, Charles Wood,
with some of whose compositions I was already acquainted.

During the previous year, an enterprising and audacious

scheme had been launched at New Brighton, a popular resort a

few miles from Liverpool on the other side of the Mersey, where

an orchestra of about sixty players, under Granville Bantock, gave

weekly concerts with the program of each given up to the work of a

single British composer. There it was that I heard the music of all

those men who were then looked upon as the leaders of the English
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musical renaissance, Parry, MacKenzie, Stanford, Corder, Wood,

Wallace, and Bantock himself. There was a good deal of genuine

interest in and enthusiasm for this prolific native movement, and in

certain circles and journals nearly everything produced by it was

hailed as a masterpiece. Now and then I come across cantatas or

oratories on the back pages of which are press notices of some piece

written during the last quarter of the century, and I have to rub my
eyes twice before I can credit what I am reading. All our geese were

swans, no longer need we suffer from any complex of inferiority, we

had caught up with our neighbors of Italy and Germany, and the

future of the art was in our hands. The names of Brahms and Parry

were coupled together in a fashion that suggested an equality of

achievement in the two men, and any adverse criticism from abroad

was looked upon as prejudice or jealousy. In short, a cheerful wave

of musical chauvinism was sweeping over the land, and all of us to

a greater or lesser degree were borne along upon it.

With Charles Wood I worked steadily and indus

triously for over two years, submitting to him every imaginable

kind of exercise, fugues, choral pieces accompanied and unaccom

panied, orchestral fragments, one grand opera (of which I myself

wrote the libretto), and another in a lighter vein. The manuscripts

of these early efforts disappeared years ago, and I have offered up

many a prayer that they remain eternally missing. The declining

days of Grieg were saddened by the remembrance of a string quar-

t
tet written in extreme youth which too had been lost, and the

painful thought that it might be discovered and published after

his death by some injudicious busybody was the one dark shadow

in a happy and contented life.

I sometimes wonder if the present generation can pos

sibly realize how different is the world it is inhabiting and accept

ing as a matter of course from that of fifty years ago. Gibbon

in the Decline and Fall has reminded us that in his time, the latter

half of the eighteenth century, the transport facilities from Rome
to London had remained unchanged since the days of the Emperor

Hadrian, and modern historians have had their say about the strik-
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ing transformations wrought everywhere by the discovery of steam

at the beginning of the nineteenth. But the inventions which

crowded upon us at its close are perhaps too near to be appraised

as justly,
and we have yet to learn whether some of them may be

regarded as blessings or curses. The society in which I was brought

up knew nothing of the telephone, the motor car, the gramophone,

the airplane, the submarine, the radio, or even modern journalism.

In the London of 1900, horse-drawn buses and hansom cabs

still provided the chief means of getting about, supplemented by a

semi-underground railway that was a veritable portent of dirt and

gloom. But apart from little inconveniences like these life for some

of us was unquestionably more spacious and agreeable.
The sense

of security was universal, and no man in his senses doubted for a

moment that the British Empire, which was then about one hun

dred and fifty years old, was destined to remain just where it stood

for another thousand or two at least. The national debt was small,

the income tax was negligible, a golden sovereign purchased twice

as much as did its paper equivalent twenty years later, and most

important of all, Parliament sat for only half the year, thus en

abling the executive part of the Government to get on with its

duties quickly and efficiently. The Diamond Jubilee of Queen Vic

toria in 1897 seemed to British people everywhere to be not only

the close of one great imperialistic era but the beginning of another

that was to be still more glorious; and even the disquieting revela

tions of Mr. Rowntree of the deplorable condition in which about

one-third of our population actually existed failed to wound the

national pride or disturb its tranquil complacency.

Only a few minds of a more inquiring turn scanned

the future with a tinge of anxiety and recalled the prophecy of a

great philosopher that we were drawing near to that era of war on a

scale that future generations would look back upon with wonder

and admiration. One of the most outspoken of such uncomfortable

fellows (for so they were regarded) with whom I came in touch was

Sidney Whitman, the historian of the House of Hapsburg,* who

* His best known work is Austria.
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knowing his Europe through and through was under no illusion

about the purpose to which the colossal military forces being trained

in nearly every land would ultimately be devoted. I had met Whit
man at a house where I was playing the piano, and as he had pro

fessed interest not only in my performance but my share of a brief

conversation we had had on foreign affairs, I followed this up by

calling on him with some articles I had been writing on various

musical subjects and upon which I was anxious to have his opin

ion. As I was tolerably well pleased with them myself, I was

rather chagrined to be told that they were on the whole windy

rubbish, that my style was painfully ornate and high flown, that I

must be suffering from a lengthy period of over-feeding at the tables

of the nineteenth century romantic writers, that what I needed most

was a complete change of diet and that many of the paragraphs

which sought to deal with the mere technical problems of my art

might have been interpolated without incongruity into a novel of

Disraeli. But my literary excesses might be cured, or at any rate

eased by a solid course of eighteenth century prose reading, and if

at any time I still found myself hankering unwholesomely after the

picturesque, there were the Jacobean dramatists to show me how it

ought to be done. Of the great contemporaries and successors of

Shakespeare I knew comparatively little, as neither in my home or

school had they any licensed place in the libraries. But shortly after

wards I was enabled to remedy this state of deplorable ignorance

through the lucky chance of an invitation to spend a few weeks in

the Portuguese home of Sir Francis Cook.

Montserrat, a few miles from Cintra, once the home of

Beckford, author of Vathek, and noted by Byron in the first canto

of his "Childe Harold/'* is a splendid palace whose gardens are

* Childe Harold, Canto I, Stanza XXII:

"There thou too Vathek! England's wealthiest son,

Once formed thy Paradise. . . ."

The stanza No. XIX containing a description of the scenery around Montserrat is

among the half-dozen best in the First Canto:

"The horrid crags by toppling convent crowned,

The cork trees hoar that clothe the shaggy steep,
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world-renowned for containing almost every tree, shrub, and plant

known to botany. But the chief attraction of the place to me was

a large and first-rate library where I found everything of the periods

that I had been advised to study and first made acquaintance with

that noble company of dramatists whose work, according to Swin

burne, makes every other period of English literature seem half

alive. During my stay I must have read scores of volumes begin

ning with Marlowe and continuing to Shirley, and if I had a prefer

ence at the moment it was probably for Beaumont and Fletcher

and those in the collection of their plays which through their unity

of style are manifestly the work of the latter. There are few better

antidotes for a stubborn mood of melancholy than an escape into

the radiant world of this brilliant and neglected genius whom the

second of our great poet-critics with intent to rebuke once styled

the English Euripides. And whenever I renew my acquaintance with

the easy flow of his nervously animated verse and the perfect music

of his lyrical numbers, I recall the judgment of Dryden that it was

in the twin "bards of passion and of mirth" that our language
reached its summit of perfection.

Unaccountably brief in the history of every nation is

the lastingness of any achievement of supreme merit in one es

pecial domain of Art; and in none is this more strikingly exempli
fied than in that of poetic drama. Athens, England, Spain, France,

and Germany have all conformed to some high and inscrutable

decree that no human power can control or resist. A short sixty

years saw the birth, growth, and decline of the English cycle of

greatness, and hardly more that of the Greek; while the duration

of each of the others is even less, although France might be said

to have had the semblance of a silver age in the nineteenth century.

The mountain-moss by scorching skies imbrowned,
The sunken glen, whose sunless shrubs must weep,
The tender azure of the unruffled deep,
The orange tints that gild the greenest bough,
The torrents that from cliff to valley leap,
The vine on high, the willow branch below,
Mixed in one mighty scene, with varied beauty glow/'
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Like certain freak performances of nature, they appear seemingly
from nowhere, breathe out their short dated lives, and vanish to

return no more.

There are some who, having dwelt awhile on high
mountain tops, like to make their descent by gradual stages so

that the contrast may not be too sharp between the air which they

are leaving behind and that on the plains below. In similar fashion

I avoided a too rapid plunge from the poetic altitude of 1600 to

the prosaic flatland of 1700 by stopping at the half-way house of

the heroic drama of Davenant and Dryden, which like most transi

tion phases is more singular than satisfactory. I had little regret

therefore on reaching a solid earthy level where men no longer

toiled vainly to bend the bow of Ulysses and were resignedly con

tent to entrust their fancies to a prose as perfect as the verse of

the great age. But it is less the change in the medium of communi

cation between author and public which had been slowly taking

place over fifty years that is so impressive as the transformation of

outlook over the whole kingdom of letters. The masters of the

Elizabethan and Jacobean era were still good Europeans, true heirs

of the Renaissance, and each one of them (paraphrasing Ancient

Pistol) might have said, "The world's mine oyster which I with my
pen will open." They traversed with colossal strides the surface of all

lands, drawing material as well as inspiration from every quarter

to which their insatiable curiosity led them, and were in the fullest

sense of the word universal.

With the dawn of the eighteenth century we are made

profoundly conscious that the literary mind of England has con

tracted to a bounded nationalism, that the Reformation has now

fully accomplished its task, and that our small island is no longer

a part of Europe, but an isolated territory which has withdrawn

into itself with the determination to cultivate no other garden than

its own. Henceforth the whole country is to become and remain

for the best part of one hundred years a vast parish and, with small

concern for what is going on outside its borders, is to find hap

piness in exploring no other delights but those of England, home,
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and beauty. It is owing to this splendid parochialism that the

eighteenth century is the most truly English of all in our history

and that its literature attains a genuinely classical perfection denied

to that of more than one period of incontestably loftier aim.

Most of the other acquaintances I made during my
first year in London happened to be of an ultra-radical, socialistic,

and anti-imperialistic color, little Englanders to a man. This was in

its way another fresh world to me, and for a while I was attracted

by the writings of Blatchford, Kropotkin, Bland, and other leaders

of the school. It was through my association with an elderly harp

maker, George Morley, a man of considerable culture with whom

I played chess and billiards, that I began to frequent the meetings

of the Fabian Society, where lecturers would expound to us the

full gospel of the new creed. One evening there was an address on

Shelley, and the speaker, while professing great admiration for his

genius, deplored that the poet, as the son of a Sussex squire, had

been born to the evil enjoyment of unearned increment; for in the

kingdom of heaven on earth that was at hand, there would be no

room for men of such breed. That evening on my return home I

reviewed in my mind the many distinguished names in letters (go

ing back no further than Chaucer) who, had they been born after

the establishment of this arid social system, would never have been

allowed to write at all. Gathering together all the Society's books,

pamphlets, and leaflets, I hurled them into the fire; and as I

watched the pile burning away merrily, I remembered how Vol

taire had once said that while a philosopher had the right to in

vestigate everything once, there were some things that only a fool

would wish to experience twice.



9. FIRST OPERA COMPANY

It was during my second year in London that one day
I heard of a new opera company that was about to go on tour in

the suburbs, with a cast of artists nearly all well known to me. I

resolved to try my luck with the management, and with a full score

under my arm marched down to its offices, where I found a score of

other persons in waiting. Hours went by and I was beginning to

think I should never obtain even a glimpse of the great man, when

suddenly the attention of us all was drawn to signs of what was un

mistakably some sort of a scene going on in the inner room,

accompanied by a very ineffective improvization on a piano, con

spicuously out of tune. Presently the door was flung open and a

portly choleric individual appeared and called out, "Is there any
one here who can play the piano?" Several of those present at once

answered in the affirmative. "But do any of you know Faust with

out the music?" continued the apparition and to this there was no

reply. It dawned upon me that here might be an opportunity of

penetrating the stronghold; so I meekly raised my voice and said,

"I think I know the opera/'

"What part of it?" sternly demanded my questioner.

"Any part of it." He gazed at me incredulously and then

said, "Come in," and in I went.

It appeared that a singer who had been sent there with

a recommendation for the part of Marguerite had neglected to

bring a copy of the piece with her, and this oversight had kindled

the official wrath. I played through those portions which were re-

quire4 for the trial and was about to take my leave when the now

partly pacified impresario said: "Wait a bit. I want a word with

71
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you, besides there may be others out there who have forgotten their

music"; and so it proved to be. After the singers had left he turned

to me and said, "Why did you come here?"

"I have an opera with me which I hoped you might

hear with a view to performance/' said I.

"Good God, what an idea!" said he. His astonishment

seemed so profound that I hardly knew how to continue the con

versation and was thinking of a fresh opening when he went on.

"How many of the pieces I am giving do you know?" handing me

at the same time a prospectus of his season. I looked at it, informed

him that I was familiar with all of them, and he asked me if I had

ever conducted. I told him exactly what I had done, and he

asked me whether I would like to try my hand at opera. Naturally

I jumped at the idea, still nourishing the hope that it might lead to

the production of one of my works. As it was now about lunch

time, he invited me to come back in the afternoon and talk it

over with him, and when I returned I found him quite alone.

He explained that he had given orders that no one should be

admitted as he wanted to have a little private singing, declaring

himself to be the possessor of the finest tenor voice in England.

I was made to sit at the piano and accompany him for the rest of

the day in long extracts from operas that contained his favorite

roles, and every time there was a brief pause, he asked for my

opinion as to his performance. Naturally I allowed my enthusiasm

to grow with each effort, and the result was that before I left I had

been offered and had accepted the post of one of the two conduc

tors of the new company, with instructions to start at once on the

rehearsals which were taking place at the "Old Vic," and about

two weeks later the company started on its tour.

It lasted about two months, visiting such outlying

places as Clapham, Brixton, and Stratford, and I enjoyed myself

hugely, conducting in addition to Carmen and Pagliacci that tril

ogy of popular Saturday-nighters dubbed facetiously "The English

Ring"-The Bohemian Girl, Maritana, and The Lily of Killarney.

But all the fun and excitement I extracted from the experience
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(that inveterate old joker, G. H. Snazelle, who was playing Devils-

hoof succeeded in setting fire to the stage as a farewell gesture on

the last night) could not blind my soberer perceptions to the truth

that if there was one especial way in which opera should not be

given, then here it was in all its rounded perfection. Some of the

singers of course were excellent and I have never heard Marie

Duma's rendering of Leonora in II Trovatore bettered anywhere
in the world for tone quality, phrasing, and insight into the true

character of the role. The performances that I have heard during the

last fifteen years either at La Scala or at Covent Garden have all

been markedly inferior. But of attempt, even the slightest, at pro

duction there was none, and both scenery and dresses were

atrocious. Some of the principals brought their own costumes along,

but the isolated spectacle of one or two brilliantly clad figures only

threw into more dismal relief the larger mass of squalor in the back

ground. The chorus, which was composed mainly of veterans of

both the sexes, was accurate but toneless and the orchestra quite

the most incompetent I have known anywhere. I could not help

comparing the wretched conditions under which great works of

art were being presented to the public with the care, preparation,

and even luxury bestowed upon any of the half dozen musical

comedies or farces then running in the West End. Sometimes I

would feel a touch of astonishment that we had an audience at all

for the motley kind of entertainment we were offering, and at others

an uncomfortable twinge of conscience as if I were an accomplice

in some rather discreditable racket, which among a community
more critical and knowledgeable would have provoked an instant

breach of the peace.

The inferiority of the orchestral performance would

be an impossibility today in England, so incontestably higher is

the general level of playing. But at that time, outside the few

great orchestras such as the Covent Garden Opera, the Queens

Hall or the Halte of Manchester, where at least the technical ac

complishment was first-rate, the average player was hardly equipped

to tackle any music except that of a simple and straightforward
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kind. The musical culture of the country had for generations been

almost entirely choral, and the instrumental side had been relegated

to an obscure background from which it was only just beginning

to emerge. Sir Edward Elgar has told us how during the earlier

days of his career he once conducted a country town orchestra and

overheard an elderly fiddler, who was timidly attempting a rather

high passage, murmur to his desk colleague, "You know, this is

the first time I have been up here/' But already there were signs

of a new and different spirit abroad which during the next few

years was to yield gratifying results, chiefly owing to the wisdom

of the colleges of music in creating student orchestras where

young instrumentalists could be familiarized at an early age with

at least a portion of the classical repertoire. Gradually the old and

slightly tatterdemalion world of orchestral playing was rejuvenated

by the invasion of a new type of player, who was not only a better

performer on his instrument but of superior all round attainment.

None the less, I have always considered that this rather

uninviting initiation into professional life was of the greatest serv

ice to me. To be pitch-forked into such a chaotic welter and be

forced to make something tangible and workable out of it is in

comparably more useful to the young conductor than to take

command of a highly trained body of experts, accustomed through

long routine to fulfill their respective tasks with ease and celerity.

Indeed the youthful or comparatively youthful musician should not

be allowed, except on some rare occasion, to conduct an orchestra

of the front rank at all, and if he does I am not sure which of the

two parties to the transaction suffers the more from it. It is almost

impossible that he can teach it anything, and it is more than

likely that its accustomed discipline will speedily relax under a lead

ership that has neither experience nor authority. Further, the

unhappy young man will have to decide between the alternatives

of assuming an air of omniscience as comical as a child preaching
in a cathedral pulpit, or an abnegation of any effort at real direction;

either of which will be equally acceptable to that collection of

humorists who make up the personnel of nearly every first-class
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orchestra of the world. For there is no other company of human

beings engaged in a communal task that can match it for instant

and accurate valuation of competence or incompetence, be it in

a conductor, singer, pianist, or any other executant whose craft

has been daily under its argus eye year in and year out. Be it in

the opera house or the concert room, I would in nineteen cases

out of twenty abide by the verdict or accept the opinion of a great

orchestra far more confidently than I would that of either the press

or the public.

It is only fair to an institution in which I have so many

good friends to explain a little this passing allusion to the press.

There are, in every country where music is seriously cultivated, a

few really remarkable men of keen sensibility, wide learning, and

brilliant intellect whose writings are a delight and stimulation to

all those who read them. Any one of these is in himself as much
of a force as a great virtuoso or combination of instrumentalists.

But even the most highly gifted intelligence does not always re

main unaffected by the long and continued prod of subtle and

intangible influences that emanate from every point of contact

in a large musical circle, and it is only too obvious that during

the last twenty years criticism generally has concentrated more and

more on the material values of music and less on the spiritual. In

other words, it has been and still is concerning itself almost exclu

sively with that which it calls technique, with little regard for any

thing else. In so doing it has mistaken the means for the end, the

essential for the quintessential; and the result is that we have a

standardized technique in every branch of the art, before which all

have agreed to bow, save one dissenting group, the really musical.

For we have reached a stage where we are confronted with the

paradoxical situation that, while never before have there been so

many musicians who are credited with impeccable mechanical ex

cellence, there have also never been so many dull and uninspiring

interpreters.

What has been forgotten is that technique is not an

independent entity separate from the music itself. If someone
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plays Mozart or Schubert to me in a way I dislike, it is meaningless

and irrelevant if an apologetic friend assures me that he is quite

competent in Liszt. And if I reply that his technique is not equal

to the task of interpreting satisfactorily the two other masters,

my criticism is regarded as something between a libel and an insult.

I therefore have to explain that my idea of technique is something

more than playing mere notes accurately or even brilliantly. There

is, for example, the choice of tone for a particular piece and the

creation of a definite mood or atmosphere through the calculated

control of a fixed range of dynamics. Are these important branches

of the art of the keyboard to be considered as coming under the

head of technique? If not, then under what other? For without a

mastery of them no execution has for me the slightest interest

or value. And it is precisely the want of the capacity to do these

things that makes in my estimation the mere sounds produced

by so many public performers so superficially musical as to give

the minimum of pleasure. Again, accuracy, although excellent in

itself, is not the only thing which is essential: "Non porro unum

est necessarium." The great Rubenstein was not always accurate,

he made mistakes; yet no one in those days suggested that he had

a faulty technique. But in our present year of grace he would cer

tainly have been severely admonished for a simple little slip and

perhaps told to go away and practice before he ventured on another

public appearance.

Some years ago I took my own orchestra, which already

knew the work tolerably well, through a series of sectional rehears

als of The Ring. Every department, even double basses, had to

go over each phrase with care and attention. As all the players were

of recognized accomplishment, the performance was of a clarity,

sonority, and accuracy that I have never heard equaled anywhere,

save for a single break on the trumpet in a passage that unfortu

nately is familiar to every amateur in the world. This little mis

adventure, which the same player would probably not repeat in

fifty years, filled the bulk of the critical press with an unholy joy.

Nothing else in the rest of the representation seemed to have the
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smallest interest for them, and there was hardly a word of appre
ciation for the remainder of a four-hour spell of flawless playing.

No; they had discovered a spot on the sun which their noctalyptic

vision had so magnified as to make them doubt whether the latter

was really there at all. And so I venture the modest opinion that

the worship of the so-called impeccable execution has been a little

overdone and that it is time that some measure of attention be

given to the spirit and character of the music itself. After all,

there is nothing easier to achieve than dead accuracy if one really

sets about it. For there does exist one branch of work where it is

of more importance than anything else, the making of records for

the gramophone. Here the purely intellectual and technical ele

ments take precedence over the emotional, owing to the cardinal

necessity of securing a perfect balance adjustable to the peculiari

ties and limitations of the microphone and the disc. Here no one,

conductor, pianist, or violinist, can let himself go for a single

moment. Every bar is the bondservant of a tyrant to whom the

correct playing of each note, a flawless pitch, and a discreet scheme

of dynamics are the supreme considerations. In a public perform
ance there are moments when a conductor is impelled to make

exceptional demands upon his players for the full realization of

the grandeur and eloquence inherent in the work he is striving

to interpret; and sometimes vaulting ambition overleaps itself

and tests to straining point the limits of that unsleeping control

which the true Apollonian spirit maintains should never be violated.

It is without doubt a fault, but surely one more excusable than a

persistent discretion which never takes a risk or soars above the

middle height of adventure.

But returning to my first encounter with opera, the most

valuable lesson I learned was that all the music which sounded

right and effective in the theater had a character or quality pos

sessed by none other; and, equally, when heard outside the theater

it failed to make anything like the same appeal. To apply the term

"dramatic" and to be content with such a definition would be

inadequate and misleading. The symphonic work of Beethoven
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more than that of any other composer is essentially dramatic, and

if anyone be doubtful on the point, he need only listen to it after

a course of Mendelssohn, Schumann, or Dvorak, all of whom

wrote quite good symphonies in their way. Yet Beethoven's theater

music is not one-quarter as vital and telling as that of Mozart. The

fifth and sixth symphonies (particularly the latter) of Tschaikow-

sky have a distinctly dramatic quality, but of all the Russian com

posers he is the least successful in opera. What is this intangible

element in the music itself which must be half the battle already

won for any piece that has to dominate the stage? And how many

works do we not know which are admirably constructed, have capi

tal stories and excellent music, but which fail to hold the public

attention really interested and absorbed? It is not easy to answer

this question; but it may be a highly developed inner visual sense

in the consciousness of supremely gifted writers for the theater

like Mozart, Verdi, Wagner, and Puccini, that sees as in an ever-

present mirror the progress of the drama running through every

phrase, word, and action, and simultaneously evolves the right

sort of music to go along with it. But whatever is its nature, there

is no doubt about its existence, and the realization of it was to me

at the time important enough to send me back to study again

the operatic efforts of my countrymen, who so far had failed to

produce a single work that could hold its own with even the dozens

of second-rate pieces turned out by the composers of France or

Italy.

It could not be owing to any inherent incapacity for the

theater in our people, who during a period of several hundred

years had been giving to the world one of the few great schools

of drama known to civilization; but it might conceivably be traced

to the predilection among our musicians themselves for those for

eign masters like Bach, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, and Brahms,

who are a complete antithesis to all that has to do with the essen

tial spirit of it. As I have already indicated, German influence

was everywhere omnipotent, while at the same time it was over

looked that the Germans were not really a theatrically gifted
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people. Their dramatic literature could not compare with that of

several other great European nations, and even in the field of

opera their composers, outside Weber and Wagner, had produced

very little of genuine originality. It therefore seemed to me that

until our musicians realized all this more clearly, turned their

backs on their Teutonic models, generated a more wholesome

respect for the composers of other countries, and (more important

than all else) began like the Russians to cultivate a style and idiom

of their own, they had better return to the safer and easier task

of writing oratorios and cantatas for the thousands of choral so

cieties up and down the kingdom, just as their forefathers had been

peacefully and harmlessly doing for the past two hundred years.



10. A FOREIGN INTERLUDE

My colleague in the conductor's chair of the opera

company was an Italian, Emilio Pizzi, an excellent musician who

for a few years back had obtained a fair success with a short opera

produced by some courageous entrepreneur in the West End. He

was a friend of the celebrated librettist, Luigi Illica, part author

of the "books" of La Boh&me and La Tosca, collaborator with

nearly all the composers of modern Italy, and an old admirer of

English literature. Pizzi suggested that if I were contemplating

another opera, it might be a good idea to ask this past master

of the craft for a suitable libretto. Possibly he had something al

ready sketched out that might do, for being a man of fiery energy

he never sat and waited until a fresh commission came along, but

always had half a dozen subjects on the stocks, to be completed

when the call was sounded. We communicated with Illica, who

replied that he was sure he had the very thing I was looking for:

a three-act tragedy on the life of Christopher Marlowe. Nothing

could have happened more pat to my mood, for I had just finished

rereading all the plays of the founder of the Elizabethan drama,

of whom a contemporary wrote, "His raptures were all fire and

air/' and I was deeply under the spell of their rhetorical magnifi

cence. At the same time I could discover nothing in the life of

Marlowe himself of the slightest romantic interest, and I concluded

that the Italian poet proposed to draw largely upon his own imagi

nation in framing the plot of a fairly long lyric drama. And so it

turned out to be: a very charming and creditable effort with about

one-quarter fact and the rest pure fiction.

Although he was able to let me have at once an out-
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line of its scenes and episodes, Illica could not settle down for a

little while to work on the text itself, as all his available time had

to be given up to Puccini and their new opera Madama Butterfly,

which was to be produced the following year. Too much absorbed

in the prospect of my coming task to take on any other effort of

composition, and yet unwilling to remain musically idle during

the period of waiting, I set out to find some fresh job of conduct

ing, but without success. There seemed to be no opportunities

anywhere, and I was soon forced to the conclusion that if I

wanted to continue before the public in this capacity, the only

thing to do was to hire an orchestra and give concerts on my own

account, at the moment an enterprise quite beyond my means.

I next considered the formation of a choral society for the per

formance mainly of Tudor music, of which I had been making a

special study during the period I had been working with Charles

Wood, and although this project did materialize eventually, it was

through the initiative of another than myself. One evening at the

house of my friend the harpmaker, I met a young man who had

not been long back in London from the Continent, where he

had been working under Vincent d'Indy at the Schola Cantorum.

He too was full of the subject of ancient choral music and thought

it might be fun to collect about a dozen persons together, sit

around a table and sing it for our own amusement. This we did,

but in a very casual fashion, and a few months later my new

friend, Charles Kennedy Scott, proposed that our little group be

increased to a size large enough for the purpose of public concert

appearance. The re-constituted body was christened The Oriana

Madrigal Society and under Scott's masterly direction acquired

during the next few years a technical skill, an eloquence of expres

sion, and an insight into the music it was called upon to interpret

that placed it an easy first among the small choirs of the Kingdom.

Not long afterwards I came into possession of a mod

erate-sized estate, the gift of my grandfather, which enabled me

to reconsider my plans for the future. But before committing

myself to any definite line of action, I decided first to go for a
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lengthy stay on the Continent which might stimulate my ideas

and broaden my outlook. I had been working pretty hard in Lon

don for over three years along a single track, and I should be all

the better for a renewal of acquaintance with those great musical

centers, in one of which during my Lancashire days I had wanted

so much to make my second home. More particularly I felt the

need of enlarging my knowledge of orchestration, a craft which

Charles Wood had always told me could be taught only by a

master hand. I made my way to Paris, and sought the advice of

Messager, who sent me on to Moskowski. The latter was at the

outset somewhat at a loss to know what to do with me and insisted

that I already had as much proficiency as the average musician of

my years. But that was not good enough for my ambition, and

our argument ended by my inventing a system of study which

proved to be of equal interest to both of us. I used to select; 01

myself write, a shortish piece of two or three hundred bars and

orchestrate it in the different styles of, say, Haydn, Bizet, Tschai-

kowsky or himself, and very soon, I think, he extracted as much

amusement from this pleasant game as I derived instruction. Any

way he always maintained that it was an excellent plan, and I know

that, assisted by his wide experience and refinement of taste, I

learned much from it that later on I was able to put to useful

purposes.

One evening I went to hear Gr&ry's Richard Coeur de

Lion at the Op6ra Comique and, at once attracted by this delicate

and delightful music, set out to acquire all I could of the com

poser's work as well as that of his contemporaries. To my surprise

there was very little of it in print, a mere handful of piano copies

in the big music shops, and, as for full scores, they were to be found

only in curiosity shops. It took me several months to compile a

complete set of the operas of M6hul, and I never succeeded in

collecting more than half-a-dozen of Dalayrac, Monsigny, and Isou-

ard together. This music is unlike any other in that it owes little

or nothing to any ancestry but that of the popular song of old

Fiance, which in turn took its character from thfe idiom and accent
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of the language. In the case of Gr6try there is a lightness, a grace,

and a melodic invention surpassed only by Mozart, while in that

of M6hul there is a vein of simple and chivalric romance to be

found in no other composer of the day except Weber. But indeed

the whole of this school has a charm and distinction that never

fails to fall fragrantly on the ear, and offers to the musical amateur,

who may feel at times that the evolution of his art is becoming

a little too much for either his understanding or enjoyment, a

soothing retreat where he may effectively rally his shattered forces.

Having plenty of time on my hands I spent some of it in the

Biblioth^que Nationale, transcribing those works which had gone

entirely out of publication, and when I left Paris in the summer

for Switzerland I had a small company of young men still working

at the job.

It is perhaps unusual for a young man who has spent

half a year in the most brilliant and celebrated of European cities

to take his leave without saying a single word about it, and among

my patient readers there may be some who will wonder why. Was

I insensible to its attractions or out of temper with its atmosphere?

Had something occurred to lower its credit in my eyes? Was I

unhappy there or did I dislike the cooking? My reticence is due

to none of these hypothetical causes, for as towns go Paris to me

is as good as any other. But the fact is I do not like living in

them at all. Far the greater part of my first thirty years was spent

in the country, and when I came to settle finally in London, it

took me several months to become habituated to the noise, the

smells, and the air of the place. But what of the churches, the

palaces, and those other objects of interest which some people

talk about as if they were the whole place itself? All very admirable

in their way, but in the case of huge overgrown communities like

London or Paris, just ornaments of microscopic size on an im

mense and shapeless mass. In Oxford, Exeter, Winchester, or

Chester the structures of beauty and shapeliness have another re

lationship to their surroundings and form an integral part of the

main municipal plan. But if one looks down from the air upon
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London, the general impression is one of endless streets of small

interest, and that portion of it which has any claim to aesthetic

value, or which can avoid the imputation of ugliness and vulgarity,

is but a tiny fraction of the total sum. For myself, I can rarely

be brought to associate most great architectural monuments ex

clusively with their locality, and this presumably is because their

connection with our present-day life is entirely different from what

it was with that of the past. For a while the inevitable centers of

social activity were the cathedral and the royal palace or residence

of the chief notability of the district; in the smaller towns it was

the city hall and later on the municipal theater or opera house.

With us it is the hotel de-luxe, a fitting symbol of the transient

character of our day; and our inability to conceive and plan large

urban areas in which the average citizen can take a personal interest

or pride is due to the gradually evaporating esteem for those in

stitutions, secular as well as ecclesiastical, which offer better oppor

tunities for self-praise in terms of architecture than the ephemeral

temples of a transitional age. And yet there is nothing so important

to the mental, moral, and physical content of any aggregation of

human beings as the laying out of the area in which it lives and

works, with an eye not merely to the facilities of communication

but to the regular gratification of those instincts in the universal

consciousness which cry out for order and symmetry. Of this the

ancient world had the fullest understanding, to the extent of treat

ing it as a matter of course; and beauty was not looked upon as an

isolated curiosity to be acknowledged on stated occasions only, after

the style of our modern religion. It was an element which ran

through the whole life of the city and affected the daily thoughts
and actions of each dweller in it.

I established myself for the months of July and August
in Lucerne, where I hoped to put in a good deal of work on

Christopher Marlowe, of which by this time I had received the

full script from Illica; and to vary the routine of composition I took

up the study of another instrument. I had already some practical

knowledge of half a dozen others, all of the orchestral family, and



A Foreign Interlude 85

although I had no ambition to achieve a mastery of any one of

them, I had already found that some working knowledge of the

mysteries of an oboe or trumpet was of practical use if confronted

with a performer apt to allege as excuse for his own shortcomings

that this or that passage could not be played in a certain way. On

one occasion at least I found myself in the fortunate position to

demonstrate that he was mistaken. It was the trombone which I

decided to add to my collection and, purchasing one, started work

on it with vigor. After a few days there was a general protest from

the other occupants of the pension where I was residing, and I

took a studio in the principal music shop of the town, where other

instrumentalists, mostly pianists and violinists, went for their prac

tices. Here too I was such a disturbing factor in the house of

harmony, and my presence so markedly undesired, that I retired

to a remote corner of the cathedral graveyard, the quietest and

most secluded spot in the place. Once again I was requested to

take myself elsewhere because of complaints that I interfered with

the choir meetings, and I was finally reduced to the extremity of

hiring a small boat and rowing to the middle of the lake, where

at last I could let myself go on what by that time I had discovered

to be without question the most unpopular medium of musical

sound in the world. Many a time since I have wondered, but have

always forgotten to ask how other persons learn these instruments,

whether they are provided with padded and sound-proof cells in

isolated premises, or whether under the guidance of skillful experts

they are enabled from the beginning to extract from them effects

that are less of a public nuisance than my self-taught efforts would

appear to have been.

In September I went down to Milan. There I met

Illica and a few days later went off with him to his house at

Castellarquato, a tiny town about halfway between Piacenza and

Parma on a spur of the Appenines. Here I stayed about a week

discussing not only Marlowe but every other subject that touched

upon the writing and production of opera. The opinions and ex

periences of the man who had written libretti for opera composers
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such as Puccini, Mascagni, Giordano, and Franchetti, the most

successful of the day, were naturally of extreme value to me; and

I was interested to learn, among other things, that even the most

cunning hand may sometimes miscalculate its intended effect.

Madama Butterfly had been given its first performance the pre

vious spring, but not with the unqualified success which had been

anticipated. The authors had withdrawn it from performance, re

modeled portions of it, and were now waiting to submit the revised

version to the public for a fresh verdict. This took place a little

later on at Genoa, and from entering the field as a doubtful starter

Madama Butterfly became not only a certain winner but perhaps

the most reliable gate-money draw of the last fifty years.

Hearing of my interest in old music, Illica reported the

presence of many manuscripts in the village church, some of them

attributed to Palestrina, and in the great convent of Borgo San

Donnino, situated about six or seven miles away on the plain, liter

ally hundreds of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth cen

turies. The wealth of such material in Italy must be immense, and

it may be that some day when the people of that country have time

to think of something besides the revival of the Roman Empire at

the expense of half a dozen other nations, they may devote a tiny

portion of it to the unearthing of some of these treasures for the

benefit of the rest of the world. Even in those days I found, as I

had done in Germany, though not to such a rampant degree, the

same itch for imperialistic expansion, noticeably among those of

my own generation. During a conversation with some of them at

the University of Bologna one fiery spark said to me with fierce

conviction, "Malta is ours and we are going to have it!" If there

are any who think that the latter-day policy of Italy is the exclusive

creation of the Fascist Party, they are mistaken; and that it was

twenty years earlier in the heart and brain of young Italy is some

thing to which I can bear witness.

From Castellarquato I went by slow stages through

Parma, Modena, and Bologna to Florence, where I spent the whole

autumn. I expect that if a plebiscite were taken among the people
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of every civilized nation as to which is the most attractive town

in Europe, there would be a decided majority in favor of Florence.

While it is large enough to support a social life of vitality and

interest, it has escaped the peril of uncontrolled growth that has

irretrievably ruined so many other haunts of old time beauty; and

while its artistic interest is inexhaustible and its rural surroundings

elegantly cultivated, it has at the same time a touch of homeliness

and intimacy wholly absent from its exotic rival Venice or the

present capital of the kingdom.
There I worked away steadily and fruitfully, with time

to spare for the consideration of what I should do on my return

to England. Everything I had undertaken up to that moment

seemed to be little more than the tentative labor of a journeyman

at his trade; but I was now beginning to have a clearer idea of what

I could and could not do, and the time had come to put it to the

test. So about the close of the year I packed up and started home

ward, stopping only at Bologna for a few days to buy a quantity of

its furniture of the seventeenth century which I had seen and ad

mired a few months before on my way south.



11. A REAL BEGINNING

During my travels abroad my mind had been turning

more recurrently than before to thoughts of conducting, for I had

begun to wonder if it might not be easier to bring myself to the

notice of the London public in this way than to wait for the un

certain chance of having my compositions played by someone else.

With the exception of the two months' opera season of which I have

written, I had done nothing in this line since I left the North of

England five years ago, and I often recalled the keen delight it

had given me in those far-off days to handle the giant instrument

of the orchestra, how fully I had felt at home with it, and how
I had seemed to find little difficulty in expressing through it my
own personality. After all, nothing very disastrous could come of it,

for in those days conductors were much less common than now,

concerts were fewer, and a new departure, even a modest one, might
not be unwelcome.

My opening essay was given at the Bechstein (now

Wigmore) Hall with a body of forty players drawn from the

Queen's Hall Orchestra, and the program included several of the

eighteenth century French and Italian works which I had col

lected on the Continent. A leavening note of modernity was Cyril

Scott's pretty ballad for voice and orchestra, "Helen of Kirkcon-

nel," sung by Frederic Austin, who not long before this had thrown

up his old job in Liverpool to devote himself wholly to the pro
fession of a singer. My chief sensation both during and after the

performance was one of definite disappointment with myself: for

at hardly any moment during it had I the conviction that I was

obtaining from my executants the tone, style, and general effect
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I wanted. Somehow or other the sound of much of the music

was strangely different from the conception of it in my brain, and,

though my friends did their best to make me think I was mis

taken and the newspapers were sympathetic, I felt I knew better,

and I knew I could do better. But first I must find out what was

the matter. I returned to the study of a large number of well-

known scores, attended during the next few months nearly every

concert given at Queen's Hall, and found that in many instances

I experienced the same sense of dissatisfaction on listening to

performances under other conductors. Years before I had not been

troubled in this way; everything had sounded grand and perfect. I

began to be alarmed; was my ear beginning to be affected or

more awful reflection had the actual sound of the modern orches

tra begun to distress me as it did increasingly an ultra-fastidious

friend of mine in Paris? But one evening I listened to a highly

unsatisfactory rendering of some famous piece, of which I knew

every note, and here there could be no doubt where the fault lay.

At one moment the brass instruments were excessive, at another

inadequate; the wind and horns strident or feeble, and the strings

feverish or flaccid. Briefly, there was no true balance or adjustment

of the component parts of the machine, and it began to filter

through my consciousness that if this were the source of trouble in

a flagrant instance like this, it might turn out to be the same in

fifty others less obvious. My curiosity well aroused, I followed

with a keener ear everything I heard, and formed a conviction

which the passage of time has only strengthened. The supremely

important factor in any choral or instrumental ensemble is the

relationship between the different sections of the forces of play.

During the years I had been poring over hundreds of

scores, there must have crystallized in my mind definite impres

sions, less of interpretation than of the coordinated sound of the

various combinations for which they had been written. These I de

termined to submit to the test of performance without delay, in a

series of concerts devoted to a period of music where accuracy of

execution, purity of style, and the harmonious balance of parts
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were all essential to its correct and effective presentation. I then

considered the practical side of my enterprise: what players I

should engage, whether I should be able to have enough rehearsals

for my needs, and if there would be the slightest public interest in

it. Among the principal members of the two leading London or

chestras there had been more than a suspicion of skepticism and

condescension when I had broached my plan; and as for the

chances of an audience, the manager whom I had placed in charge

of its business end quite cheerfully expressed the view that as no

one knew even the names of most of the composers I intended to

play, not a soul would dream of buying a ticket. For a short while

I vacillated in a state of uneasy indecision from which I was rescued

by two fortuitous circumstances.

One day I had a visitor, Charles Draper, the foremost

clarinetist in the country, who had come to let me know that he

and a few other first-class players in their respective lines had

founded a chamber orchestra, that he had heard something of my
projected concerts, knew that I had not yet engaged my players,

and offered me the services of his own group. I went to one of its

rehearsals and, immediately impressed by a superior refinement of

tone which I had not found elsewhere, decided that here might
be an instrument capable of answering the demands I should make

upon it. But what of the daunting prospect of playing to what

would look like an unending vista of empty seats? This was enough
to damp the ardor of an even more sanguine spirit than mine,

and I invited my pessimistic manager to spend a day with me in

the country to talk the matter well over. After lunch we went

for a long walk across the fields, discussing the problem from every

critical angle, and on the way back came across no less than three

horseshoes. This extraordinary occurrence made such an impression

on both of us that, flinging prudence to the winds, we drew up
our prospectus, sent it off to the printer, and two days later ad

vertised the series. Contrary to nearly everyone's expectation there

was considerable interest in the concerts; the singularity of the

programs, the appearance of a new body of players containing
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some of the best known names in the profession, and a conductor

virtually unknown to central London, all exciting a fair amount

of attention. The orchestra played excellently throughout, and I

had the satisfaction of sensing that, through its ability to grasp my
intentions, it was well within my power to realize in the concert

hall that which I had conceived in the study.

Draper and his companions were as gratified by the

success as I myself and professed anxiety to continue the associa

tion with me. This was pleasant enough, but to turn a casual con

nection into a regular partnership would require a more solid

interest in common than the limited number of public perform
ances on which I could afford to speculate. We should have to

go out together to secure engagements; no easy matter, for very

few individuals have use for an orchestra of even moderate size. It

could be split up into small groups of anything from three or four

to ten and rented out to musical societies here and there, and this

is how most of the profession at that time made or augmented
their incomes. The really good instrumentalist had as little lack

of work then as now, and on the whole extracted more amusement

from it. His routine was less mechanized, we were still in the

pre-radio-cum-recording age, and there was an incomparably greater

amount of living music given in private houses. If any one wanted

to hear Caruso or Paderewski he had either to go to the opera

house and concert room, or procure an invitation to a big party

for which they had been engaged. Naturally, the second alternative

was available only to a limited number of amateurs, and the rest

had to be satisfied with a less lavish class of entertainment or the

making of music for themselves, mostly in the way of chamber

work.

But the employment of an orchestra "en bloc" for any

purpose but appearance in a public building was a novel idea, and

a hostess who thought nothing of spending a thousand or two on

a handful of famous artists for the entertainment of her guests,

was not yet awake to the possibility that there might be some

other attraction which they would endure for five consecutive
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minutes, with moderate curiosity and (possibly) in comparative

silence. Something therefore had to be done about it, and I took

it upon myself to disseminate the doctrine by and large that the

orchestra was the thing of the future, that all the best music was

written for it, and the sooner people made up their minds to come

and hear it, the better for their aesthetic salvation.

Many delicately-minded persons have been known to

express disapproval and even abhorrence of what they term my
proselytizing or publicity methods, on the score that they are un

dignified and incompatible with the spiritual delicacy of the true

artist. This sort of thing, they protest, should be left to the vulgar

hand of that odd product of our latter day culture, the press agent,

or that still more fantastic phenomenon, the gossip writer. With
delicious hypocrisy they contrive to discern an inseparable gulf

between performing the dirty work of life for oneself and paying
someone else to do the job. But the main reason why I have never

employed a press agent or any member of a kindred clan is that

on no single occasion have I gone out to seek advertisement or

notoriety for myself as an individual, but only to promote some

enterprise or advance some cause in which the welfare of hundreds

of other persons was as much involved as my own.

I soon discovered that with the degenerating methods

of modern journalism it was almost useless to give interviews save

to one or two responsible papers. Sometimes the reporter was in

capable of taking down or reproducing with even partial accuracy
what I had said, and at others the script would be so mangled as

to deprive it of the least sense and logic. The only fairly safe

method of communicating one's ideas to the public was by writing

articles, giving addresses, and creating controversies during which

a few well calculated indiscretions of opinion would have the effect

of ruffling the sensibilities of an appreciable section of my com

patriots. I think it was Disraeli who said somewhere that the best

introduction into society for any young man was to fight a duel:

and certainly almost the only telling means of launching an in

novation is to arouse a heated argument about the desirability or
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propriety of it. Without the creation of some such sharply defined

issue, it has become nowadays impossible to set anything decisively

on foot, owing to the colossal complacency fostered in the man in

the street by the unceasing stream flowing daily from the world's

press in praise of his intellectual and moral perfections.

It is for this reason that the scheme for a National

Theater languished among us for so many years. It was about

the time of which I am writing that a German-Jewish banker in

London made the intriguing discovery that while we possessed the

finest group of dramatic authors the world had yet known, the op

portunities of seeing their work existed nowhere. He communicated

his views to a public even more astonished (but for the different

reason that it was a stranger even to the names of some of its most

illustrious countrymen) and contributed the handsome sum of

75,000 toward the building and endowment of a theater where

the best plays old and new could be given year in and year out for

the pleasure of those who had any desire to see them. The proposi

tion was hailed as a noble one, received the blessing of cabinet

ministers, leaders of the Church, universities, schools, and every

other cultural body in the Kingdom, and for the next three decades

did not advance a single step further. Only during the last few

years has a definite effort been made to fulfill the design of the

benevolent alien but, it should be hardly necessary to add, entirely

in the wrong direction. A site of inadequate dimensions was ac

quired in a location sufficiently removed from London's hub to

make it inconvenient for the bulk of its inhabitants; and, should

any structure ever be raised on it, it will prove to be just one more

of those quaint "follies" which the eccentricity of Englishmen with

more money than discretion have dotted our helpless countryside.

The necessity to be up and doing for a set purpose

marked for me the boundary line separating forever a life of con

templation from one of activity. Up to this time I had lived quietly,

seeing few friends, reading, ruminating, and applying myself al

most as much to the study of other arts as of music. But these

tranquil days were over; I was to be no longer a musing spectator of
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the life around me but a busy actor on its scene, armed with a

miscellaneous fund of information that might rival Sam Weller's

peculiar knowledge of London, a reservoir of stored-up energy, and

a belligerency of utterance of which I had not hitherto suspected

the possession.



12. AN OLD-TIME PERSONAGE

Some of the immediate results of the change in my
way of life were the making of many new acquaintances and the

reappearance of others not seen for years. Among the latter was

Victor Maurel, whom I have always regarded as one of the half-

dozen supreme artistic personalities of my time. He had recently

settled in London and was endeavoring to found a private academy
for advanced operatic students, the sort of enterprise likely to

meet with success nowhere. Singers may be divided into two

classes, those who are born and those who are made. The former,

who are to be numbered on the fingers of two hands, are only too

well aware of their unique place in the universe, while the latter,

who are legion, are equally unaware of their limitations. Geniuses

like Patti or Chaliapin make their appearance no more than once

in fifty years and seem from the outset to be endowed with a

natural instinct for singing, acting, and all else that has to do

with their craft, to which the technical lore of the school has

little to add. But the vast majority must work laboriously to attain

even a condition of competence, whether it be in subduing the

intractability of the voice itself, removing in Bacon's phrase "a

stond or impediment in the wit" or mitigating the disability of

corporeal mediocrity. Formerly the aspiring neophyte had only two

fields of activity open to him, the opera house and the concert

room, in both of which he really had to know how to sing, and no

nonsense about it. In the days of Rossini at the academy of

Bologna the minimum course for male students was seven years

and for female five.

During the past thirty years the economic position of
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the young person with a voice has undergone a radical change, and

thanks to radio, revue, and other sources of employment it is now

possible to earn a substantial livelihood with the barest amount of

preliminary training. It is no uncommon experience to see some

raw student starting a career on the strength of what someone has

told him is the finest voice of the day and a few months of casual

study. And although like the rest he may have some vague inten

tion of settling down sooner or later to a more serious course of

work, hardly anything ever does come of it, with the result that

before long he is surprised to find that his voice shows signs of

wear and tear from the want of an adequately prepared physical

foundation. As for the elaborate apprenticeship necessary for a

solid and enduring stage success, of which the pervading element

is an intimate acquaintance with the roles from the various angles

of music, text, period, deportment, and gesture, I have met all too

few willing to submit themselves to it. A certain British singer

about whose capacity to interpret a part he was coveting I betrayed

some hesitation, endeavored to win me over by the engaging as

surance that he was a natural actor and equally at home in every

thing that he played. While natural acting in the case of a

superbly endowed artist would mean the sharpest differentiation

between the rendering of such widely differing characters as Lohen

grin, Romeo, and Don Jos6, to my genial and complacent friend

it was simply the duplication of himself as known in ordinary life

throughout the whole of his repertoire. In other words he was

never for a single moment any of the above mentioned heroes of

romance but always and recognizably John Smith.

But even if there could have been found half-a-dozen

youngsters of vision and industry, I doubt if Maurel ever had the

capacity to teach anything that might have been of use to them.

Like every other great artist, his method, if he ever had one, was

wholly personal and incommunicable to others. I attended many
of the lessons he gave, often played the piano for him at them and

could not fail to be amused by the obvious bewilderment of the

average pupil when listening to the queer medley which the master
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innocently conceived to be practical instruction. He would ramble

on for hours about this or that knotty problem of art and how it

might best be solved, some of which might have been of interest

to a writer on aesthetics; and he would declaim eloquently about

the potentialities of "la voix" in terms that might have been un

derstood by a voice producer of experience or singer of mature

accomplishment. Even the vocal fragments he would throw in to

illustrate his text were of negligible help, ss here too the technique
of his craft was too individual to admit of much analysis. For in

stance, he occasionally startled us by an effect of sustained tone

which increasing gradually to a fortissimo on an ascending passage

was executed in a single breath and with an apparently natural ease

that I have heard equalled only by Caruso and Battistini. But as

this is the kind of trick that usually owes more to some physical

singularity than to vocal cultivation, it is outside the province of

imitation.

I use the word occasionally in connection with the

state of his voice at that time, which was one of serious decline,

with only here and there traces of the splendid and flexible organ
I had heard ten years before on the Continent. Like that of Chalia-

pin, Plangon, or Gilibert (he who accomplished the fabulous feat

of bringing tears to the eyes of the world-weary Edward VII), it

was of an unforgettable timbre, differing as much from the ordinary

baritone as a Chinaman fronr a Hottentot, and as with nearly all

the truly great singers I have known, remarkable less for volume

than quality. Both he and Chaliapin achieved celebrity and prom
inence in their profession at an early age (Maurel was, I believe,

one of the leading baritones of the Paris Grand Opera when only

twenty-two) and perhaps for that reason sang themselves out

sooner than others like Journet and Santley, whose voices at sixty-

five and seventy respectively still retained much of the vigor and

brilliance of their best days. Even more than Jean de Reszke was

Maurel a magnificent type of the human animal. Tall of stature,

with a striking physiognomy and an almost feline grace of move

ment, he was in Don Giovanni, in Figaro as II Conte, or in Ernani
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as Don Carlos, the incarnation of the grand seigneur of the ro

mantic novelist's dream, and in roles where nobility of bearing was

essential, he has never been approached by any of his successors.

Added to these external attributes was a keen and inquiring intel

ligence which he brought to bear on anything he studied for per

formance combined with an inexhaustible industry. During one

particular week spent in his studio we did nothing each day but

repeat over and over again two little songs, of which every phrase

and syllable was sung fifty times in attempts to achieve variations

of accent, inflection, and verbal point. He would appear quite

early in the morning clad in multicolored pajamas, a resplendent

dressing gown, and a silk top hat, which he rarely removed even in

the more animated moments of our work. He too loved the old

French operas of the eighteenth century, and this, the chief "trait

d'union" between us, brought about a delightful event which has

never been repeated in my experience. Among his pupils was Mrs.

Emile Mond, a woman of taste and scholarship, in whose house

we gave a performance of Gretry's one-act opera, Le Tableau

Parlanf, with a cast which included Maurel in the principal role,

a few singers imported from the Paris Opera Comique, and Mrs.

Mond herself. Shortly after this he left England for America,

where he remained for the rest of his life, and I did not see him

again for some years, by which time every remaining vestige of his

voice had vanished.

But apart from his historical importance as the central

operatic figure of his generation, Maurel was of some further in

terest to us as about the last genuine specimen of that theatrical

tribe which has suffered such a melancholy change during the last

fifty years. Formerly an actor or singer was recognizable as such a

quarter of a mile away; and though certain other professions such

as parsons or prize-fighters might have claimed the same distinc

tion none of them vaunted it in such conspicuous fashion. Today
he is indistinguishable from men of common make in appear

ance, speech, and manners and, in true accordance with the spirit

of the time, aspires to own as little individuality and to be as much
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like his neighbor as he can be. But the ancient type of player was

a creature apart from the rest of his kind, proud of an originality

manifested not only in outward ways but in a mentality which

had remained unchanged for centuries. The prime function of any
one who seeks to divert the public of a theater is to create illusion,

and the greater the performance the greater the illusion. As time

goes on the life of the player becomes more and more itself an il

lusion, through an ever intenser absorption into the realm of fan

tasy in which its working days are passed. For this reason everything

that the mummer of old did or said, his massive movements and

picturesque postures, his orotund periods and sententious phrases,

were all reflections and echoes of the dream world peopled by the

creations of the great dramatists. This dramatic tradition which

had held the stage since the production of Marlowe's Tambur-

laine, had been rooted in the mixed soil of tragedy and romance

and had followed pretty generally the Aristotelian precept that the

actions of great men (in the material sense of power and position)

are of more interest than those of their lesser brethren.

For over three centuries the European theater as rep

resented by Shakespeare, Fletcher, Calderon, Racine, Molire,

Goethe, and the rest was mainly an upper-class affair in which the

principal personages were seen strutting authoritatively on the

larger stage of life, and the men whose daily occupation was to

deliver the speech and portray the actions of princes, cardinals, and

great ladies came to look down on the middle and lower classes

of society as something belonging to an inferior stratum of civiliza

tion. But with the triumph of the bourgeois drama of which Ibsen

was the progenitor and Shaw the heir, this grandiose and spacious

art gradually yielded to one of modest gesture and prosaic speech,

much as the easy and familiar style of Hazlitt and Hunt superseded

the ornate and weighty periods of Johnson and Gibbon. Forced to

reproduce the actions and utterances of the suburban villa in place

of those of the royal palace, the actor step by step declined from

the exalted height where his spirit bathed daily in the sunshine

of reflected greatness, to that flat-land of commonplace existence
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which most of us endure and do not despise. The process of de

scent is now accomplished, and an artistic community formerly as

isolated from the common herd as the Quakers or the Mormons

has achieved a colorless and unimpressive uniformity. Of all the

personalities of this ilk who vanished one by one from the scene

of their glory forty and fifty years ago, the most characteristic and

complete was Maurel. Poetry and fustian, inspiration and bathos,

intellectual maturity united with childlike naivete, all were present

in him, and such were the merits and demerits of the player of a

day that is dead. The mold is shattered and will not be repaired

in our time.

It soon became clear that if the New Symphony Or

chestra was to compete successfully for public favor with its elder

rivals, the Queen's Hall and London Symphony, it must evolve

from a small into a large body of players.
This was accomplished

satisfactorily during the summer of 1907, and I was enabled to

start the autumn season with a series of concerts in the ampler

accommodation of Queen's Hall with programs this time devoted

almost wholly to unfamiliar modern works. The public likes to

label a musician just as it does an actor and to isolate him in a

special corner of its own choosing. I am sure that it must be a

painful shock to thousands of the other sex when some adored

idol of the stage, who has been playing for long years romantic

parts like Monsieur Beaucaire or Sydney Carton, suddenly betrays

their trust by leaving the dear, familiar path for some deplorable

aberration such as Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Similarly I fear that

my rapid transition from a delicate and fastidious classicism to a

robust and unbridled modernism, may have wounded the feelings

of those who had begun to look upon me as the champion of the

neglected music of a half-forgotten age. But my orchestra, now en

larged to ninety musicians, was calling out for stronger fare than

Paisiello or Zingarelli could provide, however charming these were

in their own way: and my own inclination was at one with its need.

At the conclusion of our first concert a stranger of

striking appearance was brought into the artist's room and intro-
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duced to me. It was Frederick Delius, who, arriving from France a

few days before, had been struck by the novel look of our pro

gram and had come along to see what was going on. With fine

and ascetic features that might have been taken for those of a

distinguished ecclesiastic had it not been for the curiously eager

and restless expression both in the eyes and mouth,, he spoke with

decision and emphasis and a slight North of England accent. Prais

ing the performance he told us that he had come over to look into

the orchestral situation, as a German friend of his, Fritz Cassirer,

who earlier in the year had produced his opera A Village Romeo
and Juliet at the Komischer Oper in Berlin, wanted to give some

concerts in London. An eminent authority whom they consulted

had advised them that there were only two orchestras available,

and here to his surprise was a third, playing the music of his own

day and, from what he could observe, really liking it. On this he

commented in characteristic fashion, "London is the only town

in the world where a first-class band like this can give such a set

of concerts without one of its leading musicians being aware of its

existence/'

A few days later he came to see me again, this time

with Cassirer, and engaged the orchestra for a trial concert in

which the principal pieces to be played were his "Appalachia" and

"Ein Heldenleben" of Strauss. With the exception of the piano

concerto, an early work given a few weeks before this at a Prome

nade Concert, nothing of Delius had been heard in London for

seven or eight years, and musical circles were keenly interested in

this almost legendary figure who, although born an Englishman,

had been living abroad for over twenty years. He had reached the

age of forty-five, had written a long string of works of which hardly

any of us had yet heard a note, and had now turned up again like

a traveller from distant parts with a trunk full of rare curiosities. I

had dipped only casually into a few of them, but enough to compel

the instant recognition of a musical intelligence not only different

from but in actual opposition to any with which I was familiar.

Then came the performance of "Appalachia/' throughout which
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my dominant emotion was wonderment that music like this could

have remained unknown for years, when any number of inferior

compositions were being given daily with the printer's ink scarcely

dry upon their scores. The piece made a deep impression on every

one, but in all that was written or said about it, its two outstanding

qualities were hardly noticed. Whether it was or was not an au

thentic set of variations, whether it was too short or too long, or

whether Delius had been well or ill-advised in writing the choral

finale just in the way he had done, were all points of secondary in

terest. What should have been evident at first hearing was the re

motely alien sound of it, a note in English music stranger than

any heard for over two hundred years, and the masterly and per

sonal use of the orchestra. The instrumental combinations, notably

those in the variations that depict nature life in the woods and

swamps, were a revelation of what the orchestra could be made to

utter, and although forty years have passed since it was first put
down on paper, the whole work still astonishes by its variety of at

mosphere, loveliness of tone and the unorthodox exploitation of

those "tutti" moments which are handled by most composers old

and new in such depressingly stereotyped fashion.

It seemed that if there was one thing above all else for

the orchestra and myself to do at once, it was to acquire all of this

music that we could lay our hands on, make it as much our own as

that of the lesser eighteenth-century masters, and play it often and

everywhere. It was too late to make any change in our pre-Christ-

mas programs but I found a place in the first of the New Year for

"Paris/' the "Song of a Great City/' which though written as far

back as 1899 had not yet been given in London. This extraordinary

work, wrought in the form of a colossal nocturne and the greatest

experiment in musical impressionism yet made, won more imme
diate and general acceptance than any other of the composer's
works played during this period, and thirty-three years later in the

spring of 1941, when I gave it at Carnegie Hall, the boldest and
acutest of American critics declared that Delius wrote better for

the orchestra than anyone else.



13. ENGLISH CHORAL MUSIC

The question has often been asked why the English

more than any other people are given up so earnestly to the prac

tice of choral singing, I have read many answers to it, of which the

least plausible is that of a distinguished British historian who de

clares that solo singing is favored in an aristocratic society and

communal or choral in a democratic. This certainly will not do, for

at the time this opinion was uttered the country where, after

England, choral music flourished most widely was Imperial Ger

many, and those in which it was and still remains the most back

ward are the two great republics, France and the United States of

America. There may be something, but I do not venture to say

how much, in the rather extreme view of another writer that as

we have produced fewer solo singers of rank than any other coun

try of importance the public takes such little pleasure in listening

to them that it prefers to make music for itself. Lastly, there is the

sadly cynical observation of one to whom any rejoicing of the heart

in tuneful numbers is a painful ordeal, that concerted singing does

have one clear advantage over other kinds, as it enables a man to

let off all the emotional steam with which he may be seething,

without hearing in the glorious welter of noise around him either

the sound of his neighbor's voice or that of his own.

With all respect to the views of those eminent per

sons I fancy that the true origins of this indulgence of ours are of

an antiquity and respectability that make them worthy of our

esteem and sympathy. As most people know who have any ac

quaintance with the history of art the inhabitants of my country

during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were more given up

103
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to music making than those of any other in Europe; and in castles,

cottages, theaters and outdoor shows it was cultivated to the full.

But with the triumph of the Long Parliament, dominated by Puri

tans, plays were forbidden, masques abandoned, the Maypole and

the Hobby-horse disappeared from country fairs, all music except

psalm singing was discouraged, and in less than fifty years from

the passing of the great and pleasure-loving Elizabeth the gay

est and most melodious community in the world had become the

saddest and most silent. The Merrie England of the Middle Ages

was no more, the spiritual and cultural unity of the people was

disintegrated and has never been refashioned. For the rest of the

seventeenth century its contribution to the development of the art

was as nothing if compared with that of its continental neighbors,

and abdicating its old-time leadership it seemed content to take no

part in the two revolutionary movements of the time, the rise of

Opera and the growth of the Orchestra. One attempt after another

was made to introduce and establish Opera but without success,

and while in France, Italy, and Germany it became and remains

the most popular branch of music, in England it has always been

the occasional entertainment of a small minority. Although the

love and practice of choral singing departed from high places, the

memory of its great days lingered in the heart of the populace: but

alas, it had nothing to sing. The happy pagan strains of its fore

fathers no longer appealed to a breed whose main intellectual

nourishment was the stern sublimity of the Authorized Version,

and who pined for a new vocal strain that would satisfy the reli

gious as well as the artistic longings of a regenerated spirit. Their

prayers were answered by the coming of the mighty Handel, who,

seizing upon the dramatic stories of the Bible and making the

chorus their real protagonist, blazed the trail for the whole of that

revival of mass singing which has played a far greater part than

anything else in our musical history. For a century and a half the

words, song and Handel, were almost synonymous, and with just

reason; for since his time mankind has heard no music written for

voices which can even feebly rival his for grandeur of build and
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tone, nobility and tenderness of melody, scholastic skill and in

genuity, and inexhaustible variety of effect.

But the tide of the movement did not rise to full

height until the rapid transformation of the North from a drowsy

Arcadia to the busiest industrial area of the universe. The bulk

of its new population was Nonconformist, shunned the theater and

all other garish pleasures, but swore by the Bible and loved to sing.

Life was grim and tedious in its hideous towns, and as there was

little that their consciences permitted them to do in the way of

amusement, the choral societies grew in size and numbers until

they became social gatherings as much as artistic institutions. By
the close of the century there were nearly five thousand of them

up and down the land, a large number of high excellence, and tid

ings of their exploits spread over the earth.

Although England is a smallish country with an ap

parently homogeneous people, there are striking physical contrasts

between the voices of one part and another in a dozen recognizable

instances; and of some interest to the biologist should be the

manifest dissimilarities between two choirs living only a few miles

from one another, traceable without doubt to ancient racial dif

ferentiations that time in most other directions has ironed away. It

is no insult to the musical intelligence of the South to say that

in simple vocal endowment it does not enter into serious competi

tion with the North, although the capital possesses one or two

notable exceptions to this rule such as the London Philharmonic

Choir, which the genius of Kennedy Scott has lifted to a higher

cultural level than any other in the Kingdom. It is the region be

yond the Trent where the traditions of the craft are best main

tained and its practice most widely diffused, especially in Yorkshire,

whose singing is as serious and dour a business as its cricket I

speak of the attitude toward it and not of the performance, for

nothing can exceed the solid brilliance of the sopranos or the rich

sonority of the basses, particularly those of the Huddersfield dis

trict, who in range and power out rival all others, the Russians not

excepted.
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As for the chorus-masters, those who made of these raw

masses of vocal material (entirely amateur) instruments for the in

terpretation of great music as flexible and subtle as a fine orchestra,

they were a race apart and totally unlike any other class of musi

cian on earth. A small percentage only of them had received an or

thodox musical training, and the vast majority were almost wholly

without knowledge of any branch of the art except their own. Their

acquaintance with the orchestra was negligible, as may be gathered

from an occasion when a celebrated member of the craft, apologiz

ing for his maladroit handling of some instrumental passage in an

oratorio, said with mixed pride and humility, "I knaw nowt about

band, but I can mak choir sing:" and "mak choir sing" he cer

tainly could. What most of them did have were a perfect ear, a

refined sense of vocal tone, an appreciation of the meaning of

words, and the potentialities of them as carriers of sound, an ac

complishment handed down from Tudor days. Often too they were

men of character with a distinct capacity for saving an awkward

situation of the sort that occurred at a northern festival during

my boyhood. The choir had learned under its trainer some stirring

piece of the martial sort by a popular composer of advanced age

who for some years had not been seen in public. The committee

out of courtesy asked the veteran to conduct his own work, and to

their considerable surprise as well as embarrassment he accepted
the invitation. But owing to some mistake at the last moment in

his traveling arrangements, he arrived only an hour or two before

the performance, had a hurried rehearsal with the orchestra, and

came face to face with the choir for the first time on the platform.
It may have been temporary fatigue or permanent loss of vigor,

but to the general consternation the old gentleman began his piece
at about half the pace the choir had practiced it, and for the first

quarter of a minute the chaos was complete, some of the choir

going on, others hanging back, half the orchestra following the

conductor, and the rest racing after those singers who were in ad

vance. All at once the audience, which was beginning to palpitate
with anxiety, was electrified by the sight of their beloved chorus
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master rushing wildly from the wings onto the stage and roaring

out at the top of his voice, "Tak naw nawtfce of him, tak naw

nawtice of him, sing it as you've larnt it." And in some miraculous

fashion the choir after a few bars of lightning re-adjustment, struck

a common tempo and sang on brilliantly to the end, dragging in

their wake both conductor and orchestra like captives bound to a

triumphal chariot.

The reputation of the Birmingham singers was hardly,

if any, less than those of the North, so that in accepting an offer

to conduct the concerts of the City Choral Society for the season

of 1907-8 I looked forward both to a pleasant time and an instruc

tive experience. But I had not been in active charge more than

a few weeks before I began heartily to regret my appointment, for

I found myself in the very center of a fierce internecine struggle in

which all the musical institutions of the town seemed to be taking

an animated part. The most belligerent if not the most influential

of the opposing groups had constituted itself the champion of an

out and out modernity, to the extent of treating the performance

of any work not written within the twenty previous years as a

serious misdemeanor. The classics of the nineteenth century were

proclaimed to be obsolete, and, as for the older masters like Handel

and Haydn, the mere mention of their names provoked outbursts

of anger and resentment. I have to admit that there was partial

justification for this intransigency of attitude and that some of

the grievances were not outside reason. For one cause or another,

the most likely perhaps being the proximity of London, the de

velopment of the instrumental resources of the city had lagged

behind that of Manchester, Liverpool, and the Scottish centers,

and it was only at the Triennial Festival or some concert of a visit

ing orchestra that the public had the chance of hearing works

with which other audiences had long been familiar. But unfortu

nately the level of performance at the first named event, into

which was crowded during three or four days as much new music

as the normal ear could absorb in ten, was rarely higher than ade

quate, as the time and facilities for rehearsal were never anything
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like sufficient. Over everything hung what Berlioz once described

as the fatal disability of all English musical institutions, the curse

of the "a peu pres," and often the proceedings resembled a race

meeting more than an artistic celebration.

It might have helped a little if for the Festival there

had been a conductor who combined enterprise with a liking for

novelty; but the master of the show was the conservative Hans

Richter, for whom the world of creative effort had stopped about

1895 and who on one occasion had advertised the limitations of

his taste and knowledge by declaring that there was no such thing

as French music. Hence it sometimes happened that a composer

was asked or preferred to conduct his own work, usually with dis

astrous consequences; for the poor wretch who seldom had the

slightest aptitude for the use of the baton, succeeded only in giv

ing the public the least favorable impression of it. It was also

through this failure to find the necessary time for rehearsal that the

classical portion of the program had become stereotyped and nar

rowed to half-a-dozen popular favorites, which appeared and re

appeared with a regularity that drove the progressives to a pitch of

ungovernable fury. But here their zeal overshot the mark and

hindered them from realizing that the real trouble with the classics

was not that they were overplayed, but virtually unknown.

The powerful reaction at the beginning of the present

century against Handel was aroused less by the man and all his

works than the tiresome iteration of a few of them, as well as the

unsatisfactory conditions under which they were given. While in

the composer's time the number of voices and instruments was

each about the same, the growth of choirs from thirty-five or foi;ty

to anything between three hundred and two thousand singers de

stroyed this harmonious balance, and our sight as well as hearing

was offended by the incongruity of vast masses of choral tone in

sufficiently supported by orchestral accompaniment. To redress this

obvious inequality recourse was had to the organ, without reflecting

that it too had changed out of recognition during two hundred

years in character and size. The inevitable result was that the two
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elder members of the triple alliance worked nervously in dread of

their new partner, who in the quieter movements rarely furnished

a tonal contribution that blended with their own, and in the

louder generally overwhelmed them with a deafening clatter of

reverberatory thunder. The general effect was one of a monotony
with which the public grew the more impatient as its enjoyment
and appreciation of the richly varied color scheme of the modern
orchestra increased; and an ill-directed attempt to restore Handel's

own instrumentation, shorn of those additions which men like

Mozart and Mendelssohn had made by way of concession to the

taste of their day, augmented rather than diminished the tedium of

the performance. It is unsafe to dogmatize about composers who
worked and lived in an age so distant from our own, but of one

thing I am fairly sure. If Handel, who was the greatest impresario
as well as artist of his day, were confronted with the gigantic

crowds of singers that now strive to interpret his music, he would
at once cut them down to a quarter of their bloated dimensions or

rewrite the orchestral portion of his scores for the largest combina
tion of instruments he could lay his hand upon. There is an heret

ical belief in many quarters that eighteenth-century composers
were delicate and tender creatures who liked tenuity of sound and

should be treated today with frail fastidiousness. This is against all

historical evidence, particularly in the cases of Handel and Mozart,
both of whom reveled in grandiose splendor of tone, as we know
well from the complaints of the former and the correspondence of

the latter. The bubbling delight of Wolfgang Amadeus on discov

ering no less than forty violins in the Mannheim orchestra, a larger

quantity than can be found in any like combination today, is but

one piece of proof out of a hundred that these great men were not

anemic epicenes but creatures of overflowing vigor and passion.

Before accepting the engagement with the Society I

had no knowledge of those local conditions, and at the time of

discussing programs with some of the committee I had been in

nocently impressed with their enthusiasm over my suggestions of

old and little known choral pieces. There was no one I knew to
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warn me that this particular organization was regarded as the very

stronghold of reaction by the insurrectionists, and that I as its

conductor would be attacked as the master-criminal of the con

spiracy to put the musical clock back a hundred years or more. It

was bad enough to inflict on them works like "The Seasons" of

Haydn or the "Dettingen Te Deum" of Handel, but when it came

to a Mass of Cherubmi and a selection or two from my minor

French and Italian masters of the seventeenth and eighteenth

centuries, I was made to feel that I ought to be banished forever

from the society of all decent people. But for these little troubles

I found compensation in some new acquaintances, notably Gran-

ville Bantock and Ernest Newman, two of the outstanding figures

in English musical life*

Had he been born and lived in any other country, Ban

tock by this time would be one of the most popular composers of

the day. His genius, which is lyrical and dramatic, has been to a

large extent thwarted by the nonexistence among us of those in

stitutions which alone could have given it the scope and oppor

tunity to flower easily and organically into ripe maturity, as well

as the restriction for performance to the concert hall and cathe

dral, two settings which in time invariably diminish the native

warmth and vigor of the born man of the theater. For none who

has heard his "Omar Khayyam" can fail to perceive where is the

rightful home of music such as this. The flow of genial melody,

unmistakably of the "stagey" sort, a solid but lively handling of

the orchestra and a by no means too common capacity for passing

swiftly and easily from one contrasting mood to another, all in

dicate a gift that could have presented the opera house with half-

a-dozen pieces of the quasi-romantic type, a welcome addition to

a repertoire that is gradually thinning away to nothing. With an

artistic nature of the mediumistic order, he contrived to absorb

most of the influences of his day with surpassing rapidity by mak

ing such use as he thought needful of any one of them and purg

ing himself with equal facility to pass on to others. The sumptuous

Orient, the radiance of Antiquity and the mists of the Celtic twi-
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light, each of these has taken possession of and controlled him for

an appointed season; and his achievement is a palace of art in

which the many chambers have been designed at various intervals

and occupied by their builder one at a time. Having the quick
penetration of the true lyrical writer for reaching the heart of a

poem and re-creating it in fitting and telling turns of melody, his

songs are among the best we have had from a British composer for

over a century, and when I recall the literary texts of "Ferishtah's

Fancies" and the Sappho Songs I cannot help believing that Ban-
tock's settings of them will remain unchallenged for some time to

come.

To the Anglo-Saxon public certainly and to many
others probably, the name of Ernest Newman is familiar as the

keenest and wittiest writer on music of the past fifty years. Critics,

like politicians, are frequently accused of inconsistency when they

change their opinions, but why they must be denied a privilege en

joyed by everyone else I have never understood. Ernest Newman
has changed his about as much as any other man, for which ap

probation and not disapproval should be accorded him. It is too

much to ask of anyone that he should admire or understand every
school or composer at one given time, or to expect that a profound

study of or affection for one of them should not beget a temporary
disdain of or impatience with another. Only advancing years bring
the calm spirit of reconciliation and cool mental insight which

can discern signs of association or likeness where formerly appeared

nothing but opposition or dissimilarity. But none has compre
hended more profoundly or interpreted more sympathetically in

his critical writings the music of the particular composer or period
with which he was for the moment concerned than Ernest New
man. And when we add to this enviable faculty that lucidity of

style, indefeasible logic, and pretty knack of phrase-turning that

have placed him among the best writers of modern English prose,

it is not surprising that he has attained the unique position which

he occupies today. Of late years he has been pursuing an inquiry

into the anatomy of musical works analagous to the fingerprint
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system of police departments like Scotland Yard or the Surt6 in

Paris, which I fancy he has inherited from that band of commenta

tors who half a century ago caused such wrath and dismay among
orthodox scholars of the Elizabethan and Jacobean drama by plac

ing a note of interrogation against the authenticity of half the

plays in the accepted canon. One of the disadvantages of this

method is that it is easier to deny than affirm, for while there is a

fair unanimity as to who did not write this or that doubtful work,

there is equal disagreement as to who actually did. If the finger

print process yields such negative results in the case of literature

it is even more subject to fallibility in that of music. The great

composers in their masterpieces are inimitable, but few things are

easier to turn out than plausible copies of their second-rate manner.



14. FREDERICK DELIUS

The unexpected advent of a new conductor and a full

and first-class orchestra devoting themselves largely, nay almost ag

gressively, to the introduction of unfamiliar compositions naturally
excited the curiosity as well as the hopes of many of the rising

young English composers, who were clamoring for a wider recogni
tion as well as a more studied performance of their work. Until

this moment almost the only chance of a hearing was to be found
in the Promenade Concerts, which ran nightly during August and

September and included in its programs not only all the standard

repertoire of the great masters, but a large mass of modern novelty.
But the immense amount of music played, and the necessarily lim

ited time for rehearsal, did not make this otherwise admirable

series always the best vehicle for presenting new and frequently
intricate pieces to the public under the most favorable conditions.

Also at this time of year most of our knowledgeable amateurs were

out of London, so that the bulk of the native effort was to be

heard in the off-season only.

As nearly all the men who sought my company or co

operation were about my own age, none of them had reached that

maturity where it was possible to take stock of their achievement;
but their ability and promise was never in question at any time.

Arnold Bax from the beginning revealed an all-round technical ac

complishment of the highest order; Vaughan Williams was already

striking out that individualistic line which was eventually to mark
him as the most essentially English composer of his time; the rare

and charming personality of Cyril Scott was fully present in his

smaller pieces; and there were half a dozen others of almost equal
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capacity, if of less originality, such as W. H. Bell, J.
B. McEwen,

and Frank Bridge.

But the most picturesque and singular figure of the

hour was undoubtedly Joseph Holbrooke. His talent was eclectic

and absorptive. Liszt and Richard Strauss were his models, and he

gravitated by instinct and with ease to the fantastic and the

macabre in his choice of subject. Under the conviction that my
mission in life was to serve the contemporary muse, particularly

his own, he lost no time in getting in touch with me. At our first

meeting he inveighed loudly and bitterly against the neglect of

his work and the apathy of the public, and then produced from his

pocket an immense string of press notices and a list of perform

ances which flatly contradicted all that he had been saying. Hav

ing satisfied himself that I was the sort of collaborator he was

looking for, he confided in me that he was working on a musical

experiment that would prove to be the event of the year. He had

been approached by a stranger who had written a long narrative

poem of metaphysical character, entitled "Apollo and the Sea

man/' which he wanted to bring to the public attention in the

most telling fashion. This was to be effected by taking Queen's

Hall, rigging up an immense screen to separate the platform from

the auditorium, and throwing on it by means of magic lantern

slides the poem, stanza by stanza; all the while an orchestra, con

cealed behind the screen, played music illustrating the succeeding

moods and episodes of the story. Upon my asking what sort of

orchestra he proposed to use, he replied that the poet had sug

gested a few strings and pipes, something soothing, pastoral and

economical. But as the piece was in places really stirring and

dramatic, he (Holbrooke) did not see how he could limit himself

to such a primitive scheme of color.

It was agreed that when he had finished a good part of

his score he would bring it to me to see if I would cooperate on

the executive side of this odd enterprise, and a few weeks later he

turned up with an enormous manuscript which contained, in addi

tion to a choral section requiring about two hundred and
fifty
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voices, nearly all the orchestral instruments I had ever heard of

and a few that I had not. Among the latter was the Sarrusophone,
used mainly in French military bands, a species of bass bassoon,

and capable, according to my friend, of yielding lower notes of

extraordinary sonority. One of these at least he urged we must

have at any cost, but since he could not find it in England he had

determined to go over to Paris to look for it there; and, as about

this time I had received an invitation from Delius to spend a few

days at his house near Fontainebleau, I proposed that we set out

on the voyage of discovery together.

It was a raw December morning when we met at Vic

toria Station for our outward journey 'and I was impressed not only

by my companion's choice of apparel, which was of the sort most

people wear only at the height of summer, but by his supply of

luggage which consisted of one small bag, hardly bigger than a

modern woman's vanity case. On the way to the coast he chatted

gaily about the inherent affinity of all Englishmen for the sea, but

was so ill during our crossing that he needed two days complete

rest in Paris before we could start on the hunt for our Sarrusophon-

ist. This did not prove so easy as anticipated; there seemed to be

very few of the species about, and these either could not leave their

jobs or shrank from facing the rigors of a winter trip. But we finally

heard of a likely quarry in an outer suburb of the city and, after

a tiresome search up and down the district, for no one knew the

exact address, we ran it to earth on the top floor of a tenement

building of which the stairway ascent was as long and painful as

that of Martial's lodging in ancient Rome.

Enshrined in a tiny apartment and surrounded by, in

deed almost buried beneath, dozens of weird-looking instruments

was an equally diminutive old man of gentle and venerable ap

pearance to whom we made known the reason of our visit. To our

intense relief he accepted our offer of an engagement with alacrity,

declaring that such an event would be a worthy climax to a long

career spent in the service of the Republic, and going so far in his

enthusiasm as to toy with the idea that Providence had chosen
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him out as an apostle to convey a special branch of Gallic culture

to the less enlightened shores of Great Britain. Our mission ac

complished, I went on to Grez-sur-Loing, a small village lying

about five miles south of the forest of Fontainebleau, the home of

Delius and a spot of some antiquity. A church of the thirteenth

century, together with a ruined castle of the twelfth, adjoined the

house of the composer, of which the front entrance opened onto

the little main street. Once inside, however, nothing met the eye

except a long garden sloping down to the river and a country land

scape beyond it fading away in the distance.

Of all the men in any walk of life that I have known

during a career spent almost as much in other countries as in my

own, Frederick Delius is the most remarkable. His biographers

have styled him an Englishman, born of German parents, settled

in Yorkshire in the early part of the nineteenth century, and this

is correct so far as it goes. But it does not take us nearly far

enough in probing the problem of a highly complex personality,

and the truth is that Delius was of no decided nationality but a

citizen of all Europe, with a marked intellectual bias toward the

northern part of it. His family was almost definitely of Dutch

origin and some time in the sixteenth century had changed its

patronymic from Delij or Deligh to a latinized form of it, a com

mon enough practice at the time. A member of it was numbered

among the chaplains of Edward VI of England and others are

traceable to Spain, France, and Germany. But whatever were the

diverse elements that united to make up the interesting amalgum

of Frederick, anything less Teutonic would be hard to imagine. His

earthy solidity and delicate romanticism were English, his uncom

promising logic and analytical insight French, and his spiritual

roots went down deep to that layer of far northern culture which,

half Icelandic, half Celtic, gave birth centuries ago to the beauti

ful folk-music of Scotland and Ireland and in the nineteenth cen

tury to the vast imaginative genius of Ibsen.

A portion of his unsettled youth he spent on an orange

plantation in Florida, to which he had been sent by anxious parents
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striving to head him away from the dangerous lure of the Con

tinent, and where, anticipating Dvorak by some fifteen years, he

discovered the potentialities of Negro music. After his return to

England and a period of study in Leipzig, which it is hard to be

lieve was the slightest benefit to him, he made his way to Paris,

where he lived for about twelve years, and upon his marriage

moved out to the house at Grez which he occupied until his death

in 1934. By his own account, France was the only country in which

he found it possible to work and live at ease, for it was there alone

that he could enjoy that constant and prolific intercourse with

intellectual equals which has always been one of the more attractive

features of life in the French capital, as well as a social independ
ence and immunity from unwanted intrusion hard to find on the

other side of the channel.

It was inevitable that in a musician of such highly and

narrowly original type that he should seek associates outside his

own profession, and it was mostly men of letters and painters who

formed his intimate circle during those earlier years, of whom the

more notable were Strindberg, Sisley, and Gauguin. Of the work

of the last named, he possessed a splendid example which hung
on the walls of his studio at Grez for over twenty years. But in

the financial chaos in which so many found themselves nearly lost

just after the war he disposed of it to Sir Michael Sadler, at that

time Principal of the Sheffield University and an ardent Gauguin

collector, for a price some fifty times more than he had paid for it.

For there was nothing in Delius of that vague indetermination as

sociated traditionally with musical genius; in practical affairs he

was as hardheaded as any to be found in his native county, and

his knowledge of the world, both men and women, was searching

and profound. He was skeptical and cynical where the majority of

people were concerned, and he never wasted a word of sympathy

or encouragement on those who in his opinion were not deadly in

earnest over their job. But he was frank and cordial with the few

he really cared for, and in general company he loved passionately

to engage in highly controversial discussions on every subject
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imaginable. In these he was seen at his social best, for his uncanny

gift of penetrating the heart of the matter and hitting the nail on

the very center of its head often gained him the advantage over

men who had the reputation of being experts in their particular

callings.

After a while I discovered that his entire philosophy of

life was based upon an ultra-Nietzschean conception of the individ

ual. The individual was all in all, a sovereign creature who per

haps owed certain perfunctory duties to the State in return for

mere protection and security, but certainly nothing more to any

one but himself and the vital needs of his task. This in other

words means that Frederick from the Anglo-Saxon point of view

must be reckoned a supreme and complete egoist, and such he was

unquestionably. He chose to give little to others, but then he

asked for virtually nothing in return. "My mind to me a kingdom

is/' sang old William Byrd, and so it was with Delius, who knew

as well, if not better than any man I have known, exactly what he

wanted and went after it with a simplicity and celerity that were

models of direct action. But this self-centered, self-sufficient, and

self-protected spirit had its noble and idealistic side, for it lived on

earth but to look steadily into its own remoter depths, bring to the

light the best discoverable there, and to translate it into terms of

music with hardly a care that it should be acclaimed by others or

even noticed at all. Never did I observe any occasion when he

lifted a finger to advance the cause of his own work; and not once

in our subsequently long association did he ever actually ask me
to play anything of his, although he knew well enough that I was

ready to do so at any moment.

This unique character made a deep impression upon
me and actively influenced my life for several years. It was not

that I shared either his views or sentiments, indeed more often

than not I heartily disagreed with both, but that for the first time

in my career I had encountered a personality of unmistakable

stamp, full, mellow, and unchanging, to whom nothing in the

world was ambiguous, equivocal or indefinite. It is related of Goethe
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that he preferred the conversation of Englishmen to that of his

own countrymen, for the reason that the former although often

complete asses were at the same time almost always complete men.

Delius in his own way was a complete man, carved by nature in

a single and recognizable piece out of the rough and shapeless store

of her raw material; a signpost to others on the way of life; a light

to those in darkness; and an unfailing reassurance to all who strove

to uphold the ideal of human dignity and independence.
At the time of our meeting I was just beginning to

emerge from a psychological condition which for many years I had

dimly sensed was alien to my real self, and from which I did not

quite know how to escape. Keats has told us that the imagination
of the boy is healthy as much as that of the grown man; but that

there is an intermediate state when it is likely to go astray in any
errant direction. This period began for me about the time I went

to Oxford, lasted for quite seven or eight years, and was essentially

one of unrest, indecision, and self-questioning. Life led me tenta

tively to more than one point of attraction but held me to none;

and, devoted as I was to music, I was at any time capable of turn

ing to some other career. I was distrustful not only of my ability

but of my good fortune where anything that had to do with

music was concerned, for during the few years previous to these

events I had suffered two set-backs in my work. From the time I

arrived in London I had industriously continued my piano studies

with the settled intention of appearing sooner or later as a fully

fledged professional. But this, the lesser of my two ambitions, was

wrecked forever by a mysterious mishap to one of my wrists of

which I never ascertained the actual cause. Whether it came from

overstrain in practice, from the blow of a cricket ball or some

other accident unnoticed at the moment, I do not know, but from

a certain day I became incapable of playing longer than fifteen or

twenty minutes without a species of cramp or partial paralysis

numbing and rendering impotent the lower half of my arm. Every
effort of medical science to remedy my misfortune was unavailing

and this disability has remained with me to the present time. I
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was hardly more fortunate with my creative endeavors which I had

begun with the highest hopes of success; but here again nothing

went according to plan. My dream was to become an operatic

composer on a grand scale, and I had made two or three full sized

experiments in that direction. But the longer I labored, the more

dissatisfied I became with the inadequacy of my effort, and I

gradually came to realize that the task was beyond me, at any rate

for the time being. Had I been wiser and more experienced I

should soon have recognized that my small inventive capacity

could without difficulty have found its natural medium of expres

sion in forms other than the mighty machine of opera, and that

if my ambition had been under better control I might have de

veloped eventually into quite a respectable composer of songs and

small pieces. But at that time I was unmindful of the sound

Daedalian maxim that middle flights are safest for tyros, and as it

seemed a case of "Aut Caesar aut nihil" I chose the latter alter

native.

After these disappointments it was an agreeable surprise

to find strangers from so many different sides hailing me as an or

chestral conductor of talent for whom there was a definite future.

The encouragement I received was enough to satisfy almost anyone

else than myself, but I was still a little reluctant to devote the

whole of my energies irrevocably to a -single occupation until I

brought myself to believe that I could achieve a success in it that

would compensate for my failures elsewhere. That I did take the

final plunge was due mainly to the convincing counsel and con

stant conviction of Frederick Delius.
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On returning to England, I began with ardor the task

of realizing in rehearsal and performance the artistic problem of

"Apollo and the Seaman/' and it soon became evident that the

most important personage in the whole scheme was the manipula
tor of the magic lantern. As both orchestra and conductor were

behind the screen it was clearly impossible for them to follow the

text of the poem, and the only alternative was for the poem to fol

low the music. This involved the cooperation of someone who

possessed a knowledge of it as well as a turn for mechanics, and I

sought the assistance of William Wallace,* whose easy familiarity

with nearly every known art and craft had long marked him out as

one of the most versatile characters of the day. He responded to

the invitation with such alacrity and enthusiasm that I could not

resist the suspicion that his interest had been aroused as much

by the singularity of the enterprise and the prospect of an hour or

two's light entertainment, as by any curiosity of an aesthetic kind.

The author of the poem, Herbert Trench, an agreeable personality

with a mind almost childlike in its placid imperturbability, devoted

himself to the labor of forming a gigantic social committee; and

although I never learned just how many of the peerage he man

aged to lure on to it, the number must have been uncommonly
* This richly endowed personality was a doctor of medicine by profession, al

though he refrained from actual practice. Joseph Holbrooke in his entertaining work

Contemporary British Composers tells us that Wallace was the composer of the first

English symphonic poem, and adds, 'lie is very Scotch, with all that race's faults and

virtues, but I am glad to chronicle his name, as there are so few Scotch composers
one can point to with any pride; and not one of them lives in his own country, lovely
as it is."

121



122 A Mingled Chime

high, for at almost every rehearsal he would break in upon us to

announce with triumphant satisfaction that he had "bagged an

other Duchess/'

This was not the only diversion to hinder the speedy

mastery of a vast and intricate score. The band parts, which had

been copied with reckless celerity, teemed with errors of every

sort; between the first reading and the performance I corrected

over a hundred in those of the wind and brass sections alone, and

as much of the instrumentation was heavy and strenuous, our first

impressions were not those that one passes on lightly to any com

poser seeking sympathy and approval from his interpreters. In the

midst of it all arrived the venerable Sarrusophonist, who at once

became an especial object of interest to the rest of the players and

the recipient of an excess of hospitality which for a few days de

prived us of his company. Meanwhile it had been discovered that

he had brought over the wrong set of instruments (there seemed

to be as many in the family as there are names in a Biblical gene

alogy) which further delayed his participation in the proceedings:

and even when the right ones did arrive they were to my ears

almost inaudible in the sea of sound that surged about my ears.

But as the composer professed to hear every note, although I never

believed him, I could say no more and only hoped that on the

night itself we should have a better return than this for all the

trouble we had taken in enticing the stranger to our shores.

The eventful day of the first performance arrived, the

final rehearsal held in the morning went smoothly enough, and

even the magic lantern, which had had its little troubles, played

up well. At that time I lived in the country a few miles out of

London, and it was my habit on concert days to spend the after

noon there getting as much fresh air as I could before the evening.

But the cab which had been ordered to take me from my house

to the station failed to arrive, so that I missed the train by which

I was to travel. The next one did not arrive in London until a few

minutes before the concert, there was a dense fog on the line, all

efforts to obtain a motor car were unavailing, and I saw the elab-
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orate schedule of preparation which we had worked out to the

last detail going for nothing. In order that the performance should

begin in an atmosphere of impressive mystery, a time-table had

been drawn up under which at eight o'clock the doors of the hall

were to be closed to further admittance. At one minute past the

lights were to be half lowered, at three minutes past further low

ered, and a minute later the lowest pedal note on the organ was

to begin sounding as softly as possible. On the fifth minute the

hall would be plunged into complete darkness, the organ would

cease, and a soft blow on the cymbals would give the signal for

the appearance on the screen of the first lantern slide, Apollo

himself. With all these delicate operations in danger of being re

duced to chaos, it may be imagined with what anxiety I awaited

the coming of the next train. To my joy and relief it steamed into

the station hardly a moment late, and as if conscious of the im

portance of the occasion went on to London without any loss of

time.

It was just six minutes past eight when I arrived at the

hall and found everyone in a high state of worry and excitement.

All had gone according to plan with the exception of the final tap

on the cymbals, the cue for which I myself had to give, and the

result was that the audience who had been sitting in complete
darkness for what seemed to them an age, seeing nothing and hear

ing only the weird rumbling of the thirty-two foot pedal note, had

begun to feel decidedly uneasy. There was a feeling that some

thing had gone wrong, and a slight apprehension of danger was

brewing; very soon there might have been a panic. I dashed to the

platform, and on seeing me the cymbal player, who had worked

himself up into a fine condition of nerves, smote his instrument,

not discreetly as arranged, but with terrific force. Simultaneously

an immense head of the god flashed on the screen and everyone

in the audience jumped half a foot in the air. The inevitable reac

tion followed almost immediately, and with one of the heartiest

bursts of laughter I have ever heard in a public building, the

crowd resumed its normal equilibrium. If anyone at this morrient
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could have taken a peep behind the curtain he would have been

edified by the unusual spectacle of over four hundred performers,

also in darkness save for their carefully shaded desk lamps, directed

by myself in shirt sleeves and encouraged from time to time by

the appearance of the composer, bearing in hand a huge can filled

with beer from which he drew frequent and copious draughts.

On the whole this remarkable experiment went off

satisfactorily on both sides of the dividing line, and the only acci

dent of any consequence I noticed on ours was that which befell

our aged friend from across the Channel. Excited and bewildered

by his novel surroundings, he missed his first important lead and

after several wild efforts to come in at the wrong place, which

were promptly suppressed by his adjoining colleagues, gave up de

spairingly and remained tacit for the rest of the evening. On the

other, not all the skill and coolness of my friend William Wallace

were equal to preventing his slaves of the lamp from resisting the

temptation to vary now and then the settled sequence of the

lantern slides. When .the ethereal flight of Apollo across the daf

fodil fields was being read by the audience, the orchestra was il

lustrating it with thunderous explosions from trumpets, trombones,

and drums, and the lurid description of the dead uprising from

below lost something of its grandeur and terror through synchroniz

ing with a handful of instruments which bore some resemblance to

those pipes which the poet had once conceived should be the con

tinuous musical background to his text.

But in spite of these minor mishaps everyone seemed

happy about it all, the authors at having in their opinion pro

duced a new art form, the audience at having been present at an

exhilarating experience, and the newspapers and wits of the town

at having something to write and make merry about. The follow

ing day I received a letter from Herbert Trench, containing many
pleasant things about the performance and one note only of ppr-

sonal criticism. Everything had gone better than he had antici

pated with the exception of the orchestral rendering of what he

called the "Hell Section" of the work, which he craved leave to
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think had never sounded so eerie and stupendous since the open

ing days of the rehearsals. I replied that I was entirely of the same

opinion, but refrained from suggesting that it may have been my
ill-advised correction of the hundred odd mistakes in the wind and

brass parts that was largely responsible for the decrescendo in his

enjoyment.

As for our foreign guest, he returned to his native land

covered with glory. The fame of his Odyssey had penetrated not

only the quarter where he resided but the whole of artistic Paris;

honors were showered upon him, and a famous artist was commis

sioned to paint his portrait, which was exhibited in the Salon

during the forthcoming season. Somewhere among my keepsakes

is a picture postcard on which is depicted the old gentleman sit

ting with a look of radiant happiness on his face, and holding in a

close embrace his beloved Sarrusophone, the instrument which

had played such a picturesque if silent part in the episode.
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The twelve months that linked the summer of 1908

with that of 1909 are among the pleasantest in my recollection. I

was now fairly launched on a flood tide of activity wholly con

genial to me, I felt completely at one with my musical kind and

was accepted as one of the prime spirits in a vigorous and progres

sive movement. It was in fact a short transition period separating

the stage of youthful experiment from the larger and more spacious

days of big enterprises that lay closely ahead of me, but of which

I had as yet no inkling. Surrounded by a delightfully enthusias

tic set of companions who looked upon me as the principal mouth

piece of their message to the world, life for the time being seemed

altogether worthy of praise and enjoyment.

In July I went over to Norway to meet Delius with

whom I had planned a long walking tour in parts little frequented

by the average tourist, and reaching Oslo (then Christiania) about

a week in advance of him was lucky to find a dramatic festival go

ing on at the State Theater. Until six months or so prior to this,

my knowledge of Scandinavian authors had been of the scantiest,

being limited to a few Ibsen plays which I had seen in London

and a novel or two of Bjornson. But influenced by Delius, who

spoke each of the languages of the three kingdoms like a native

and seemed to know their literature better than, that of his own

country, I had prepared myself for the trip by reading everything

I could lay my hands on that had been translated, from the classi

cal comedy of Holberg to the contemporary novels of Jonas Lie

and E. P. Jacobsen.

It was lucky for me that I was in pretty good physical
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condition at that time, thanks mainly to tennis and long country

rambles, for Delius proved to be a first-class mountaineer and a

pedestrian of untiring energy. One morning we got up at half past

five after a somewhat troubled night spent in a cattle hut, climbed

on to the Josteldalsbrae, the largest glacier in Europe, walked across

a long arm of it, and, stopping for hardly five minutes on the way,
reached our destination about half past eight in the evening. This

was one of the highlights of our tour, and the only thing that

marred the total enjoyment of one of the grandest sights in the

world was the frequent thought of bears, which, according to my
companion, had an unpleasant habit of appearing suddenly on the

glacier to the discomfiture of the unarmed traveler. But as he

passed on this unwelcome information to me quite casually and

admitted that he had never caught sight of one on any previous

occasion, I forgot my uneasiness in the contemplation of this mar

velous sea of ice stretching for a hundred and twenty miles and

taking on gradually a richer hue of gold as the sun sank lower and

its rays grew longer. So when we got down to the tiny hamlet

where we were to lodge that night, he was almost as startled as I to

see lying in front of the inn a huge specimen of the tribe, which

had wandered down only an hour or two earlier from the glacier

in search of food, and had been shot by one of the farmers who
had been on the lookout for it.

Almost as unforgettable was the ascent of Galdhopig-

gen, the highest mountain in the country, on the top of which

we spent two or three days and where we encountered in the din

ing room of the little hostelry one of our countrymen. He was

absorbed in the task of assimilating a vast plateful of some unap

petizing sort of meat which he dosed with frequent extracts from

a bottle of Worcester sauce, and the appearance of our national

condiment in this remote spot filled us both with such astonish

ment that we were moved to inquire how he had got hold of it.

He told us that he had been climbing this mountain for the past

four successive years and on each occasion had called for the

piquant accessory without which the enjoyment of any kind of
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fleshy viand was out of the question. But no sympathetic response

had been made to his repeated inquiries until the present season,

when the landlord welcomed him with a complacent grin on his

face and a bottle of the precious stuff in either hand. Now at last

he could feast his eyes upon one of the finest panoramas of the

Northland, untroubled by the recurring sensation that there was

something wanting to complete his happiness, and deeply im

pressed we hastened to express our appreciation of a remarkable

example of British persistency.

In the lower land of the dales wherever there was a

likely stream, Delius would procure a rod and sit peacefully fishing

for hours, and it was during these periods of relaxation that I

would lead him to talk about his music and the correct interpreta

tion of it. So far he had never been present at either rehearsals or

performances where I had given his works, and I was not yet sure

that I had been doing the right thing by them. The scores, espe

cially the printed ones, were vilely edited and annotated, and if

executed in exact accordance with their directions of tempo, phras

ing, and dynamics could not help being comparatively ineffective

and unconvincing. Accustomed to the scrupulous care which the

modern composer lavishes on this side of his task, and without

which no adequate presentation of any piece of an intricate charac

ter is possible, I was amazed at this revelation of indifference or

ineptitude on Delius' part, for it seemed that having once got

down on paper the mere notes of his creations, he concerned him

self hardly at all with how they could be made clear of ambiguity

to his interpreters. I gathered from what he said that, as he seldom

left his retreat at Grez to venture into the active world of music

making, he had been content to rely upon the advice of some fel

low composers, who might have been in closer touch with the ex

ecutive side of it, but who obviously possessed more zeal than

insight. I knew that he was almost wholly wanting in talent as a

public performer, for some months ago I had with agonized anx

iety watched him endeavoring to conduct his "Appalachia." In

of the slow variations which was in four-four time he con-
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trived, I never knew how, to beat five to the bar throughout; and

to compass this unique achievement he had practiced the motions

of conducting in front of a looldng glass for six weeks beforehand.

The only other time he dared venture to appear in this role was

at a Three Choirs Festival concert at which I was unable to be

present, much to my relief. But I was afterwards told by several

who were there that the performance (the first anywhere) of his

"Dance Rhapsody/
7

sent shivers of excitement running down the

backs of everyone sitting in the massive nave of the Norman
cathedral

There is an odd opinion current in many foreign places

that the Englishman is a dull and humorless sort of fellow, al

though how it has obtained circulation, in face of the admitted fact

that his nation has produced the most famous company of comic

playwrights, novelists, essayists, and even philosophers that civiliza

tion has yet seen, is beyond the understanding of anyone who has

thought twice about the matter. Like every other popular notion

it is the reverse of true; and I venture to assume the pleasing

privilege of informing a deluded world that whatever else there

may or may not be in my country, there is more fun and laughter
there to the square acre (save of course in the Celtic principality

of Wales) than there is to the square mile of any other known

quarter. Even if a man does achieve a gravity alien to the common

spirit around him, he is not able to keep it up for long. The op

posing pressure from outside is too powerful and sooner or later

forces him to renounce the worship of the goddess of gloom. The
most serious creatures find themselves victims of the most ludicrous

situations unless they exercise the greatest care to avoid them, and

this is what Delius, who despite much wit and some humor was

fundamentally a serious soul, could never succeed in doing. Every
one of strong personality has within him a centripetal ruling force,

magnetlike, which draws from without into its orbit another like

unto itself, whether it be rest or unrest, hate or love. There must

have been in Frederick an element which invited visitations of the

twin spirits of high and low comedy, for the moment he exchanged
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the safe sanctuary of Fontainebleau for the busy haunts of men was

the instant sign for their appearance, and the performance of the

"Dance Rhapsody" was quite one of their typical quips.

How the piece ever came to be played at all in a sacred

edifice remains a mystery to this day; nothing except possibly the an

archic operations of a swing band would have been less appropriate.

Then the composer chose to incorporate into his score an important

solo part for an instrument, which like Lucy there were few to

know and very few to love, the bass oboe. As if these two errors

of judgment were not enough, he must needs be persuaded into

accepting the services of a young lady of semi-amateur status who

had volunteered at short notice to see what she could do with

it. Now the bass oboe like certain other members of the single

and double reed families is to be endured only if manipulated with

supreme cunning and control, otherwise its presence in the or

chestra is a strain upon the nervous system of conductor and

players alike, a danger to the seemly rendering of the piece in

hand, and a cause of astonishment and risibility in the audience.

A perfect breath control is the essential requisite for keeping it

well in order, and this alone can obviate the eruption of sounds

that would arouse attention even in a circus. As none of these

safety-first precautions had been taken, the public which had as

sembled in the somber interior of an eleventh century basilica, in

anticipation of some pensive and poetical effort from the most dis

cussed musician of the day, was confounded by the frequent audi

tion of noises that resembled nothing so much as the painful

endeavor of an anguished mother-duck to effect the speedy evacua

tion of an abnormally large-sized egg. Had the composer-conductor

not been a figure of renown, of middle age, and of outward sobri

ety, I have often shuddered to think what might have happened.

As it was, so successful proved the enterprise of the ministers of

Momus that the wife of one of the leading ecclesiastical dignitaries

precipitately fleeing the church, decided it were better to absent

herself from any of the subsequent performances, rather than run

the risk of losing a hardly-won reputation for dignity and decorum.
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When the autumn arrived we resumed our concerts,

continuing the policy of previous seasons; and, stimulated by the

optimism of the progressive sections in several provincial cities,

ventured there on a proselytizing mission, sometimes with happy

but at others with dismal results. I had been led to believe that

Manchester, which during the prolonged reign of Hans Richter

had hardened into a veritable citadel of extreme musical Die-

hardism, was hungering for some variation from the unchanging

round of Beethoven, Brahms, and Wagner. Profiting by the en

gagement of my orchestra for a concert given by the North Staf

fordshire Choral Society at Hanley where Delius' "Sea Drift" was

in the program, I decided to take it on to Manchester, together

with the full chorus, and to gladden the hearts of its new believers.

There were nearly four hundred of us on the platform of the Free

Trade Hall, which when full held some two thousand six hundred,

and there were actually present in the auditorium less than three

hundred. In the vast single gallery which contained about half of

the total capacity there was one solitary patron, and even he for

some time escaped our notice. Having brought along with him all

the full scores of the pieces we were playing, he had propped them

up in front of and around him, and in this way made himself

wholly invisible to those below.

Toward the close of this year differences arose between

the orchestra and myself, mainly over the perpetual bogies of the

public musical life of that time, rehearsals and the deputy system,

which led to the termination of my connection with it. As I was

midway in the passage of a long season and any early adjustment

of the breech seemed unlikely, I set about forming an entirely new

body of players, there being no other established organization. In

nearly every orchestra that I have met in any part of the world,

there is to be found at least one person who combines an executive

business talent with an encyclopedic knowledge of his own section

of the musical community, and there was an admirable specimen

of the kind in this one. He had been of the greatest use to me from

the beginning of my regular concert career as he knew the name,
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character, and degree of ability of every player in the town and

seemed able to lay his hand upon any one of them at an hour's

notice. This excellent fellow, Verdi Fawcett, belonged to a nu

merous family scattered here and there over the country, all

orchestral musicians and each with a Christian name borrowed

like his own from one of the great composers, ancient or modern.

He placed himself immediately at my service as a factotum, proving

to be as indispensable and invaluable to me in this capacity as ever

Figaro was to Almaviva, and within three weeks I had a com

pletely new group of eighty, mainly young men not long out of

the colleges, whose average age must have been well under twenty-

five. Hearing that there was a violinist of uncommon dexterity

in the restaurant band of the Waldorf Hotel, I went to dine there

one night, and, following my request for a solo, he complied with

the finale of the Mendelssohn Violin Concerto taken at a speed

that made me hold my breath. I scribbled on a card, "Splendid,

but the right tempo is so and so/' indicating by a metronome

mark what I thought it should be, and at once came back the

answer, "Many thanks, 111 play it again for you a little later on."

At the close of dinner we were introduced and I learned not

only that he was barely twenty-three but that the instrument he

was using had been made by himself. I offered and he accepted

a prominent place in my new orchestra, and a few months later

became its principal violin, a position he occupied for five years.

This gifted and resourceful youth developed into the best all-

round concert-master I have met anywhere, combining in himself

a technical faculty equal to any demand made upon it, a full

warm tone, a faultless rhythmic sense, and a brain that remained

cool in the face of any untoward happening. Such was the begin

ning of the career of Albert Sammons, whom many consider the

best English fiddler of this generation.

Soon after this I gained another valuable recruit to

the string section, in this case a mature artist of experience and

celebrity. That there is a plentiful crop of competent players in

England on that instrument of mixed sex, the viola, is due wholly
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to the example of Lionel Tertis, who, with a natural facility that

might have made him the rival of a Heifetz or a Menuhin, elected

to devote his life to the exploitation of the resources of this

hermaphrodite of the orchestra, and the instruction of a band of

youth to replace the older type of player, who rarely atoned by

making an adequate study of it for his customary failure on the

violin. Tertis remained with us for about eighteen months, after

which, unable to endure longer the strenuous routine, the long

hours, and the close atmosphere of the Opera House, he resigned

his position, and I do not think has ever been seen in an orchestra

again.



17. A NEW ORCHESTRA AND
SOME MUSICIANS

As I have indicated, the new orchestra, outside a vet

eran or two, was an essentially youthful body, and its members

differed conspicuously from the older type of orchestra player.

Their executive standard was higher, their musicianship broader

and sounder, and their general culture of an wholly superior order,

much of it traceable to their all-round training and early contact

with men and women of refinement in the great colleges of music.

Filled with an enthusiasm and untiring appetite for work that

would horrify the soul of a modern trades union official, they

regarded music as primarily an artistic pursuit, a joyous pastime

which had not yet degenerated into an industry distinguishable

from others of a mechanical nature only by conditions of higher

pay for less labor. Not yet was a conductor confronted with the

spectacle of a hundred men calling themselves artists and de

manding the respect due to such, downing tools in the middle

of a phrase and executing a precipitate stampede from the platform

on the first stroke of a clock striking the hour which announced

the end of the rehearsal. Some years ago I was conducting a series

of concerts in a certain foreign capital, and half an hour before the

conclusion of the first rehearsal an official with a stop-watch took

up his position behind me and at regular intervals called out

loudly, "Fifteen minutes more, ten minutes more, only five min
utes left." I was obliged to inform the venerable society for which

I was working that if this extraordinary practice, so admirably cal

culated to assist concentration on their job among the players as

well as the conductor, was repeated on any subsequent occasion,
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it would be I who would indulge in the process of downing tools

without a second's hesitation and leave the place forever.

These rigid and unnatural regulations do not originate

with the players themselves, at all events not those of the highest

class, but with a type of mind that regards all musicians as chil

dren who must be protected against any of those stirring and

spontaneous impulses to work when they are so inclined, impulses

which are inseparable from a genuine artistic nature. It is unfor

tunately true that in earlier days there was, as in many other

occupations, a certain exploitation of the humbler sort of musician

on the part of employers of small sensibility or conscience. But

the talented player never stood in need of coddling or protect

ing, being quite capable of looking competently after his own

interests, nor does he today; and what he wants more than any

thing else is to be allowed to give vent to the unfettered expression

of his best self, which if thwarted or over-regulated will in time

inevitably run to seed. Of course every thinking person knows

exactly where all this regimentation is going to end. For generations

in all Anglo-Saxon communities music has been maintained by
the public spirit and liberality of private persons. It is a fine art,

a luxury, and not an absolute necessity like food, drink, clothing,

or transportation; and today this class is feeling keenly that it is

not being given a square deal and that its sacrifices are being taken

too much for granted and its goodwill abused. The next step in

the game will be their retirement from the scene, leaving .either to

the State or to the professional musician himself the responsibility

of shouldering the burden. As music is unlike most other businesses

in that it is almost always run at a large financial loss, the task

of meeting it will have to be sustained by musicians themselves

in one form or another, for it is safe to prophesy that the State

will not support that which is at the moment an wholly parasite

industry. In other words, music is something that people can get

on without, and if it costs too much, they will. I have for many

years now been sounding warnings about the precarious condition

of the entire fabric of music, how easily even the major orchestral
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organizations which are the greater glory of our modern artistic

life could decline and disappear. They did not exist on any im

portant scale fifty years ago, they are subject like all else to the

various laws of development (down as well as up), economy, and

public taste, and quite conceivably might return to that void from

which they came.

The years stretching from 1900 to 1914 constituted the

second phase of that national artistic evolution of which the first

had been the period 1885 to 1890. The public was awakening to the

realization that there might be Englishmen who had what the

French call 'the matter of music' in them, not only in composers,

but singers and instrumentalists. But a large number of amateurs

still cherished the belief that to hear adequate orchestral or operatic

performances one must go abroad, to Vienna, Berlin, Munich, or

Bayreuth, and one nervous Wagnerite, almost panic-stricken on

seeing the inclusion of Die Meistersinger in the repertoire of one

of my opera seasons asked anxiously, "Do you think the orchestra

can really play it?" A similar skepticism prevailed about solo artists,

singers especially, who almost invariably renounced the lowly pa

tronymics so wanting in romance and mystery for grand sounding

foreign names which were contentedly accepted by the public as

evidences of the real thing. For this reason we had such adoptions

as Melba, Nordica, Nevada, Donalda, or Stralia, and many others,

all striving to conceal from a world which really knew all about

them the inferiority of their nationality, and sometimes the igno

rance of the true origin of an artist led to incidents in which it was

impossible for even the kindliest person not to take a little maji-

cious delight. One day an agent brought to me a new tenor who

styled himself (let us say) Signer Amboni. He was young, presenta

ble, and had a voice of excellent quality and considerable volume.

Although I hardly ever made use of singers at my concerts I was

impressed by the newcomer and interpolated him into one of

them to sing arias from Rigoletto, Manon, and Die WalJciire.

Everyone thought that my find sang well enough but some of the

Press fell foul of his pronunciation, averring that if only he would
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stick to his native Italian all would be well. His French might at

a pinch be forgiven, but his German simply would not do at all.

The following evening I gave a supper party at which Amboni was

present and I observed some private hilarity between him and one

or two others when the subject of this criticism was mentioned,

the cause of which the rest of us remained in ignorance until the

arrival later on of Fritz Casirer, who had come on from another

gathering. On being presented to Amboni, he gazed at him in as

tonishment for quite ten seconds as if he could not believe his

very short-sighted eyes, and finally gasped out, "Good Lord, it's

old Hasselbaum." The Italian whose German pronunciation had

been condemned as deplorable turned out to be a genuine son of

the Fatherland from Mannheim!

The summer of 1909 was marked by three events all

of capital importance to me. The first was a performance of Delius'

"A Mass of Life/' his magnum opus, which, though of quite

ordinary length, had been heard nowhere in its entirety. My old

friends, the North Staffordshire Choir, had prepared it with great

care and sang with splendid tone and flawless intonation many

passages then regarded as harsh and unvocal, and which were

assailed vigorously by upholders of the elder school of choral

writing modeled on Handel and Mendelssohn. After the quartet

of solo singers had come forward several times at the end to

acknowledge the applause, I brought out the chorus master, a

slight elderly figure unfamiliar to the London public and I heard

a young girl in the front row of the stalls ask her male companion
who it was. "That, my dear/' he replied without an instant's hesi

tation, "is the librettist." Poor Nietzsche, whose "Also Sprach

Zarathustra" had supplied the text for the Mass, had then been

in his grave about ten years.

The next was the entrance into my life of Ethel Smyth
and her opera The Wreckers. Ethel Smyth is without question

the most remarkable of her sex that I have been privileged to know.

I have been told that here and there in the world there have been

observed a few specimens of that same fiery energy and unrelenting
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concentration of purpose, and that almost unscrupulous capacity

to accomplish the purpose in hand. It may be, but they have never

come my way, and I like to indulge in the belief that such a portent

could have been hatched only by the England of the great Vic

torian age. Unlike most artists she was a born fighter and rebel,

roused to controversy and reprisal on the slightest provocation, and

hardly ever bore in mind the advice of the Boyg in Peer Gynt to

"go round" rather than forward, preferring frontal attacks to flank

movements whenever she could make them.* This did not make

her the easiest of colleagues, and her frequent efforts at direct

action either in the theater or concert hall hindered rather than

forwarded the aim which everyone else wanted just as much to

attain. A model of efficiency in her own daily private life, she de

manded an equal competence on any of those occasions when

her works were played, but lacked the faculty possessed by many
less gifted of extracting from her co-workers the most or best which

they had to give.

In after years a good deal of her unremitting militancy

evaporated, but at the time of which I am writing it was gloriously

rampant, receiving constant stimulus from her close association

with the aggressive suffragette movement headed by Mrs. Pank-

hurst. Into this Ethel threw herself with almost ferocious zeal, was

seen in processions, wrote a marching song which sounded like

a call to combat Toutrance and finally distinguished herself by

heaving a large-sized brick through the front window of the house

of the Home Secretary. For this exploit and sundry others of a

rowdy character, she spent a few weeks in Holloway Gaol together

with a chosen band of peace-disturbing accomplices, and there I

went to see her one day. I arrived in the main courtyard of

the prison to find the noble company of martyrs marching round

* Peer Gynt, Act 2, Scene 7:

Peer What are you?
The Voice The great Boyg.
Peer Make the way clear, Boyg!
The Voice Go roundabout, Peer!

Peer No, through!
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it and singing lustily their war chant while the composer, beam

ing approbation from an overlooking upper window, beat time

in almost Bacchic frenzy with a toothbrush.

The easy capacity to be led away to bypaths and side

shows which have no direct connection with her art has had the

unsatisfactory effect of limiting this amazing woman's musical

output. But what there is of it has a distinctive quality that sep

arates it from the rest of English music. The vigor and rhythmic

force of portions of The Wreckers and Hey Nonny No equal any

thing of the kind written in my time, and hand in hand with these

characteristics go a high emotion and delicate sentiment wholly

free from rhetoric or bathos.* Tempted at times by an unfelicitous

choice of subject, she has forsaken her own broad highway of

simplicity and downrightness for some tortuous track, where she

finds it fitting to make use of a scholasticism that weighs upon her

natural style as irons do upon a prisoner; and in larger forms her

aesthetic judgment was not always to be trusted. In that charming

little opera, The Boatswain's Mate, the first act with its mixture

of lyrical numbers and dialogue is perfect in style and structure.

But in the second this happy scheme is thrown overboard for an

uninterrupted stream of music and the setting of portions of the

text that one feels would have been more effective and congruous

had they been kept in dialogue as in the earlier section of the work.

Many a time during the past twenty-five years have I thought of

suggesting that here was one of those cases where, as other emi

nent composers have discovered, some effort of revision might

be beneficial, but have always drawn back in apprehension lest I

set in motion a volume of correspondence from her of self-justifica

tion, all expressed with a subtlety, ingenuity, and illusive logic

that would have done credit to the dialectical brain of St. Thomas

Aquinas. Undoubtedly her masterpiece is The Wreckers, which

remains one of the three or four English operas of real musical

merit and vitality written during the past forty years. This fine

piece has never had a worthy representation owing to the apparent

* As for instance in her songs such as La Danse and ChrysilJa.
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impossibility of finding an Anglo-Saxon soprano who can interpret

adequately that splendid and original figure,
the tragic heroine

Thirza. Neither in this part nor that of Mark, the tenor, have I

heard or seen more than a tithe of that intensity and spiritual

exaltation without which these two characters must fail to make

their mark. But the ability to play tragedy with great and moving

force has departed for awhile from the English stage and we must

wait for a sign of its return before there can be the slightest hope

of The Wreckers coming into its own.

Lastly, after nearly a decade, my father and I became

reconciled and until the end of his life remained on the closest

terms of friendship. During the last few years, I discovered he had

been keenly interested in my doings and would slip unnoticed

into a remote seat at my concerts and steal away before the end,

lest someone should observe his presence and report it to me. He

had been spending much more of his time in London than in the

old days and had bought a house in Hampstead to which, as was

to be expected, he had added a large wing containing a picture

gallery with a fine collection of Turners, Constables, Coxes, and

DeWints. My recent experiences over the production of The

Wreckers had strongly revived in me an interest that had lain

dormant for seven years, although during that time I had been

reflecting continuously upon the many-sided problem of operatic

representation, not solely from the musical angle. My "association

with masters of their craft like Maurel had yielded me an insight

into the technique of the stage and had begotten a desire to try

my hand at a venture given under conditions where the various

ideas and theories I had been forming could take living shape.

But this sort of thing was unrealizable without powerful backing,

which up to the moment had not been forthcoming. I approached

my father, found his old interest in opera unabated, and obtained

a mandate to draw up a plan of campaign. Nothing definite how

ever could be determined for some weeks, as he was about to leave

for the United States and I was setting out on a long tour with

my orchestra in the provinces.
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This took place during a September that lived hand

somely up to its reputation of being the finest month of the

year. Avoiding the large industrialized cities and visiting mainly

pleasant and picturesque country towns like Cambridge, Norwich,

and Chester, this event, in which the spirit of holiday was more

present than that of work, was the most agreeable I have ever

known. Whether it was equally gratifying to the gallant impresario

who had taken us out I doubt, for the concert halls were mostly

smallish and, even when full, could hardly have met the evenings'

expenses. But for us it was entirely delightful to roam around the

kingdom, play football or see sights by day and make music at

night. In the north we touched Lancaster, where we played in a

hall whose walls were almost covered with inscriptions and direc

tions, one of which "It is strictly forbidden to use in this building

the words Hell, Damn, and other Biblical Expressions/' took the

fancy of my players exceedingly, without compelling the accus

tomed observance of it

On the way to our southernmost point, Torquay, we

stopped at Cheltenham, where during the afternoon of the concert

day I and some of the orchestra were invited by the Principal of

one of the leading girls' colleges to inspect the buildings. As we

arrived in a quadrangle to find a large number of young women

drawn up in military formation, the Principal came forward to

meet us, and simultaneously a cheery looking girl stepping briskly

out of the ranks embraced me heartily while the whole body of

her companions cheered enthusiastically. I was a little taken back,

but recovering my presence of mind, said to the Principal, who

was beaming with satisfaction, "What delightful customs you have

in your college, Madam, but may I ask who this charming young

lady is?" The chief drawing herself up with dignity replied a little

coldly "That is your youngest sister/' At the time of my quitting

the family roof some ten years earlier, she was only six or seven

and I had not seen here since.



18. FIRST COVENT GARDEN, SEASON

To anyone unacquainted with the character of the

British public it would have seemed beyond question that what

it was craving more than anything else in the world at this time

was opera. Over a period of ten years there had been carried on

in and out of the press an unceasing campaign for the establish

ment of an English opera, or perhaps more accurately an opera

in English; and according to dozens of writers on the subject, both

professional and amateur, we should never be a really civilized

nation until we had one. The only existing institution of impor

tance, the Grand Opera Syndicate, which gave us regular seasons

usually in the summer at Covent Garden in French, Italian, and

German, was constantly assailed as being inimical to the interests

of native music, and condemned on two further counts, insuffi

ciency of repertoire and adherence to the star system.

For my part I never saw reason or justice in either of

these indictments. The program given was fairly large and repre

sentative, more so indeed than in some of the famous theaters

on the Continent, and the so-called star system was nothing worse

than the practice of engaging for each role that particular singer

whom the Directorate thought best fitted for it, hardly a serious

offense against music. Six opera houses running the whole year
round could not have played all the works which newspaper
writers were convinced the public wanted to hear; and if this de

mand was genuine, then clearly what was wanted was less the

reformation or abolition of an institution that was doing excellent

work in its own way than the creation of others to meet the

demand. But as it is always more fun and less trouble to criticize
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than construct, nothing tangible ever came of this busy activity
of tongue and pen.

In determining then the character of my own effort,

I had to take into consideration these two public aspirations, a

more varied choice of fare, and the performance of English works,

together with the engagement of a large number of English

singers. The first was much easier to gratify than the second, for

there were dozens, even hundreds of pieces unknown then as now.

That was purely a matter of selection, and should be simple

enough as the public appeared to want anything. But the produc
tion of operas by native composers on any scale was quite another

matter, for there were very few that could be given with any
reasonable chance of success, and as for the singers, most of them
had been trained for oratorio and other concert work and had

little or no knowledge of the stage and all that varied accomplish
ment which is essential to a successful career on it. Furthermore,

English voices are unlike those of most other nations; really robust

tenors and true dramatic sopranos hardly exist among us, and high
baritones are as rare as a perfect summer. The best among them

are of comparatively moderate volume, pure and excellent in tone

but lacking in power and brilliance in comparison with those of

Italy, Germany, and France. Some care and discretion would be

necessary in the planning of a scheme of work that would display

them to advantage by the side of their rivals, and perhaps my
ultimate goal would prove to be a theater of smaller dimensions

than Covent Garden or La Scala, something after the model of

that admirable French organization the Op6ra Comique. But as

my advisers were strongly of the opinion that this my first im

portant season should be given at Covent Garden, a theater that

had been associated in the public mind with opera for over two

hundred years, there I went.

The program was made up of EleJctra, A Village Ro
meo and Juliet, Ivanhoe, Tristan and Isolde, The Wreckers, Car

men, Hansel and Gretel, and I/Enfant Prodigue. This last named

piece was originally a short cantata which I transferred to the stage,
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and proved to be a capital curtain raiser. I myself conducted the

Strauss and Delius operas, while Bruno Walter, whose first ap

pearance this was at Covent Garden, and Percy Pitt divided the

others between them. With the exception of EleJktra none of the

other novelties and unfamiliar pieces met with popular success,

although the general attendance was fairly good. A Village Romeo

and
Juliet

was pronounced to be undramatic by the press although

I myself have never been able to discover this deficiency in it.

All the same, Delius has certainly a method of writing opera

shared by no one else. So long as the singers are off the stage the

orchestra plays delicately and enchantingly, but the moment they

reappear it strikes up fiercely and complainingly as if it resented

not being allowed to relate the whole story by itself. During the

last act the curtain is down for about eight minutes, and the

orchestra plays a strain of haunting beauty; an intermezzo now

known to every concert-goer as "The Walk to the Paradise Gar

den/' But in the theater it went for next to nothing, being almost

completely drowned by the conflicting sounds of British workmen

battering on the stage and the loud conversation of the audience.

When I revived this work some years-later, I introduced

here a new stage picture so that this lovely piece was played with

the curtain up, the only way in an English theater to secure com

parative silence. What the public does not see it takes no interest

in, and I would advise all young composers, if they wish their

music to be heard, never to lower the curtain for one second during

the course of an act. Better let it remain up with the operations

of scene shifting and workmen in shirt sleeves in full view, for

possibly a fair proportion of the spectators would leave the build

ing under the impression that these were actually a part of the

entertainment.

Just as this work and The Wreckers represented the

living English school, so the revival of Ivanhoe was an act of re

spect to a dead English master, Sullivan. It was essentially an affair

of action and spectacle, and the designers and machinists saw their

opportunity and went out boldly to grasp it. I was promised effects
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of grandeur and excitement that would outrival the most startling

Drury Lane melodrama, and tons of timber were ordered for the

scenes of the tournament and the burning of the Castle of Tor-

quilstone. In those days we had not yet escaped from the cycle
of ultra-realism in stage representation and everything had to be as

life-like as possible. If there was a house on the stage it must be

a real house, trees and waterfalls must be the things themselves;

and artists as well as the public took a childish delight in going
farther than merely holding the mirror up to nature. This phase
came to an end shortly afterwards when a celebrated actor manager,

nervously uncertain of the effect likely to be made on his cul

tivated audience by the unassisted recital of Shakespeare's verse,

distinguished himself by letting loose on the stage a brood of tame

rabbits during Oberon's magnificent speech in A Midsummer

Night's Dream. Naturally against this rival attraction on the boards

the unfortunate Bard had very little chance.

I soon observed that the soaring ambitions of the

scenic department were reacting none too favorably upon the mu
sical side of the work. There were so many buildings, fences, trees,

rivers and animals encumbering the stage that there was hardly

any room upon it for the unlucky singers; and as for the chorus

and supers numbering nearly three hundred, it was evident that

if something were not done to accommodate them better they

would have to sing in the adjoining market. But it is as difficult

to alter traditional methods in a theater as to impose economy
on a government department, and I waited and vacillated until the

final rehearsal when all the grand effects were to be seen in their

full glory. The burning of the castle was certainly an astonishing

triumph as viewed from the auditorium, but it was appreciated

less by the occupants of the crowded stage. For regardless of the

value of human life, huge chunks of masonry flew in every direc

tion spreading terror among the attackers and defenders alike.

There was almost a riot and undoubtedly there would have been

no performance if I had not given my word to control the enthu

siasm of the realists. All that day there was a depressed exodus
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from the theater of about as much wood and other solid material

as would have built a fair sized sailing yacht.

With the production of Elektra in London, the reputa

tion of its composer reached its zenith. Excepting the death of King

Edward, which occurred in the following spring, it was the most

discussed event of the year. Some time had gone by since a new

work of Strauss had been heard, the last being the "Symphonia

Domestica" in 1905, which had been little more than a faint suc

cess. About ten years had passed since "Ein Heldenleben" and the

earlier Symphonic Poems had been overplayed. None of the com

poser's operas had yet been given in London, the town was in

just the right mood for a new musical sensation, it expected it and

most decidedly it got it. Weeks before the first performance one

newspaper vied with another in presenting its readers with the

most lurid accounts of the new work, musicians took sides, and

a small warfare raged with refreshing animation before a note of

the score had been heard. Scholars fell foul of the libretto on the

ground that Hoffmannsthal had bedeviled the grand old Greek

story, although for my part I never saw much to choose between

the Greek and the German in the way of horrors. The story, even

as told by the silver tongue of Sophocles, is one of the gruesomest

in literature.

Some of this journalistic fever, which my advertising

manager assured me was of untold value, occasioned some embar

rassment now and then to the theater staff. As all know who are

acquainted with the work, there is a modest procession of sacrificial

victims, a few sheep generally, to prelude the first entrance of

Clytemnestra. But from the accounts of some papers one would

have thought half the inhabitants of the Zoo were being rehearsed

to take their part in the show. One day I received a letter from a

farmer living about one hundred miles from London whose imagi

nation had been fired by reading of these wonders, and under the

impression that I was seeking voluntary contributions to my pro

duction in the way of livestock, he had arranged for the trans

portation to.London of a fine large bull, which he claimed to be
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mild in disposition and seemly in behavior. As the animal had al

ready started on his journey there was nothing to be done but

wait for his arrival, have him photographed for the satisfaction of

his former owner, and as we could not employ him in the service

of art, put him to the next best purpose.

"Strauss's share of the work (Elektra), taken as a whole,

is his most characteristic achievement. Here he has the fullest oppor

tunity of working that vein of grotesque and weird fantasy of which

he remains the greatest master in music. On the side of pathos
and tenderness he rises to a fairly satisfactory height, and in spite

of inequalities of style realizes a unity which is lacking in his other

stage works. The almost entire absence of charm and romance

makes it unique, and if it is reported truly that Gluck in his aus

terity thought more of the Muses than the Graces, then Strauss

might here be fairly said to have shown a preference for the

Furies/' The public was undoubtedly impressed and startled, and

to satisfy the demand for further performances, I was obliged to

extend my season. For the last night, I invited Strauss to conduct

and he agreed to come provided I gave him two rehearsals with

the orchestra. But in the middle of the first of them* that is after

about three quarters of an hour he quitted the desk, expressing

the highest satisfaction with the work of the players. So far as I

could ascertain, musicians did not like the piece at all. One emi

nent British composer on leaving the theater was asked what he

thought of it. "Words fail me/' he replied, "and I'm going home

at once to play the chord of C major twenty times over to satisfy

myself that it still exists." The curious thing about this little piece

of criticism is that Elektra actually finishes with the chord in

question, thundered out several times in repetition on the full

ensemble.

There is in every large town of every country at least

one individual who is the living terror of managers, conductors,

pianists, and every other kind of artist This is the single composer

enthusiast. For this type of fanatic no other music except that of

the object of his idolatry exists at all. If he thinks that it is being
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insufficiently played he writes long and frequent letters to the

Press. He attends all concerts where any composition of the master

is given, and if there is something in the performance that he does

not like, he fires off a volley of oral or epistolary abuse at the mis

guided and incompetent interpreter. He is always "plus royaliste

que le roi" and there is no escape from him; in other words, he is

the world's greatest bore and its nuisance number one. As I had al

ready suffered from the attentions of the leading Strauss devotee

and watch dog in London, I was hardly surprised when he got in

touch with me over Elelctra in the following typical fashion:

Sir:

Do you intend to imitate the cheeseparing habits of

the Grand Opera Syndicate? What is coming over you?

Last night from my coign of vantage in the gallery I

counted your orchestra and could discover no more than

ninety-eight players. As you well know, Strauss has stipu

lated for no less than one hundred and eleven. What have

you done with the rest? Please reply at once.

Yours anxiously,

Sylvester Sparrow.

For the moment I felt like the unhappy Varus when the Emperor

Augustus confronted him with the terrifying demand, "Where are

my Legions?" I thought that I might quite easily have lost a few

of my men without noticing it, and a favorite criticism of the

malicious was that I could have dispensed with a great many with

out the ordinary ear being able to discern the difference. Surely

it was impossible for a company of them to have trooped out

while I was conducting, without my observing it. To satisfy my
self, I ascended to the exalted spot which Mr. Sparrow termed his

"coign of vantage" and discovered the explanation of the mystery.

From there it was impossible to see the full orchestra, some having

been concealed in and under certain boxes, and greatly relieved

I was able to send a reply that all was well and the temple had

not been profaned.
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Nothing matures or grows old more rapidly than music.

The brilliant audacity of one generation declines into the placid

commonplace of another, and an audience of today would not find

it easy to realize how strange and bewildering the score of Elektra

sounded to the public of 1910. About the middle of the work

there is a short scene where two men messengers rush excitedly

on the stage and after singing a few phrases rush off again. At one

of our later performances this episode occurred in the usual way
and the opera went on. About five minutes later, the same per

formers appeared again and without regard to what was happening
at the moment in a scene of total different character, sang their

passage exactly as before and disappeared. I pinched myself to

make sure I was not dreaming and, bending down to Albert Sam-

mons, who was leading, asked, "Have those two fellows been on

before?"

"Yes," he replied.

"Are you certain?"

"There is no doubt about it."

I put the same question to the leader of the second

violins, and he was equally convinced that we had been treated

to an unsolicited and highly original form of encore. At the close

of the performance I went on the stage to discover the cause of

this novel addition to the normal attractions of an operatic evening,

and found the culprits in the company of the chorus master, all

three of them looking very embarrassed.

"Am I right in assuming that you took upon yourselves

to repeat your scene this evening?" I asked frigidly.

"I am afraid you are," replied one of them.

"What is the explanation of this twice nightly

experiment?"
This question was answered by the chorus master, who

explained that a part of his duty was to take the cue for the sending

on of the two singers from a passage in the orchestra. On this

occasion his attention had been distracted by the necessary task

of forcibly expelling a rude and refractory chorister through the
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stage door into the street. This being successfully accomplished he

returned to the stage aglow with victory, and presently there came

along something that to his flushed ear resembled the familiar

phrase which was his lighthouse in the polyphonic sea of whirling

sound.

"Now you go on/' he called out to the singers.

"But we have been on/' they answered.

"Then it was at the wrong place, you must go on

again/' and as they seemed rather hesitant he literally pushed

them on to the scene.

I was relieved to find that a more agreeable manifesta

tion of human weakness than artistic vanity was at the bottom of

the mystery, and I discharged the offenders with a caution and the

reminder that there was quite enough rough and tumble going on

in the band without the actors joining in. As I never heard a com

ment or received a protest from any member of the audience, I

concluded that this curious variation from the orderly course of

performance had either passed unnoticed or had proved to their

liking. But I do not think that even an audience of savages in

Central Africa would fail to notice in works like Faust or Carmen

a repetition of the songs of Siebel or the Toreador during scenes

with which they obviously had not the slightest connection. I

awaited anxiously the arrival of next day's post which I felt sure

would bring me an explosive communication from my friend Syl

vester Sparrow. To my relief nothing appeared, from which I

gathered that the "coign of vantage" had not harbored its usual

tenant that night.



19. OPERA COMIQUE AND
HIS MAJESTY'S THEATER

In the season just concluded, my contingent of native

singers had acquitted itself with fair credit, and the report that a

new spirit was stirring in the town attracted back to England a

certain number of others who, unable to find anything interesting
to do at home, had been building up careers in a dozen different

opera houses abroad. The offer of His Majesty's Theater for the

summer months coincided happily with my plan to give an all-

English season in a moderate-sized house, and I drew up what I

considered to be a widely varied repertoire of about a dozen operas.
This involved an unusual amount of labor, as most of them not

only required careful translation but were wholly unfamiliar to my
artists in the original tongue.

I opened with The Tales of Hoffman for the main
reason that it suited the particular talents of the more gifted mem
bers of my company, chief among them being John Coates, who
took the leading part. Coates was among the half-dozen most in

teresting artistic personalities of the time in England, scrupulous,

fastidious, and conscientious in all that he attempted. His appear
ance on the stage was noble and animated, and his voice, although
of moderate power, was flexible and expressive. His diction was

admirable and his singing of English an unalloyed pleasure to

the ear. Nine-tenths of the English-speaking vocalists whom I

hear seem to have the smallest idea of the potentialities of their

own language. Their ordinary speech may be articulate enough,
but the moment they begin to vocalize they transform it into a

strange medley which sounds German and Italian all mixed to-

151
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gather in one jumble of complete unintelligibility. I went one eve

ning with Delius to a concert in a smallish hall, where a well-known

baritone was giving a group of his songs. At the conclusion, the

composer on being asked for his opinion of the performance said

blandly but annihilatingly: "Admirable, but what language was

he singing in?" And yet, we could not have been more than five

yards at the most from the platform. Coates shared the capacity

with a few others, such as Charles Santley and Gervase Elwes, of

making English sound not only perfectly clear but beautiful as

well, just as did at a later date his younger rival, Frank Mullings, in

some ways the most remarkably talented of them all, and of whom

I shall have something to say later on.

Hoffman was a definite hit, the lyrical character of the

music and the fantastic if slightly incomprehensible story appeal

ing to everybody; and quite a fair portion of my daily post consisted

of requests that I should furnish a detailed explanation of what

it was all about. One of the oddest that I received was from a

clergyman who lived in the country and was unable to spend the

night in London. He could however come up during the day and

suggested that it would be very nice if the singers and orchestra

would assemble for a quiet hour one afternoon so that he might

hear, like Ludwig of Bavaria, the best parts of the work sung and

played for his exclusive benefit.

The second piece in my program, Massenet's Werther,

was as much of a failure as Hoffman was a success. In fact, it was a

downright catastrophe, enjoying a run of one performance. It is

always easier to comprehend the causes of a fiasco such as this

after the event than to foresee them before. The representation

vocally and instrumentally was far from bad, every note being sung
and played quite accurately; the scenery was attractive, and a good
deal of trouble had been taken over the whole production. The

plain truth of the matter was that the artists taking part in it

were temperamentally incapable of interpreting the style and senti

ment both of the music and the story. Indeed the two roles of

Werther and Charlotte are outside the accomplishment of almost
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any Anglo-Saxon singer, who probably can never quite succeed

during the performance in banishing from his or her recollec

tion -Thackeray's satirical lines about the well-conducted German

maiden, who (after her lover's tragic death) went on tranquilly

cutting bread and butter. But it was a favorite work of mine and

in those early days I lacked the experience to gauge the capacities

or incapacities of my artists, and I frequently mounted operas

more for the purpose of hearing the music myself than for giving

pleasure to the public. The latter had moments of illumination

when it appreciated this attitude of mine and generally rewarded

it by absenting itself from the theater altogether!

The third French work of my choice was the Muguette
of Edmond de Missa, who had died a few months earlier. It be-

longed to that genre of piece which is popular only in France;

a kind of halfway stage between grand opera and the Viennese

operetta or our English musical comedy, and the most character

istic contribution of that country to the larger forms of music.

Starting in a humble way as a vagrant entertainment at fairs and

in market places, it was molded into an art form by the powerful

intelligence of Philidor and the inventive genius of Gr6try, and is

something eminently suitable to the aesthetic needs of the French

people. The stories are usually well put together and frequently

have genuine literary merit, while the music is scholarly, refined,

and rarely too musical for popular taste. During the nineteenth

century, it passed through the developing hands of Boieldieu, Au-

ber, and Gounod, and flowered into maturity with Carmen,

Manon, and Louise. Without achieving anything like the musical

distinction' of these masterpieces Muguette was not an unworthy

poor relation of the family. The story, founded on an English novel

The Two Little Wooden Shoes of Ouida, is simple and sympa

thetic, while the music is a pleasing trickle of pretty songs, duets

and choruses. I had hoped that our public would take to the little

work and that its success would enable me to introduce others

of the same type; but it was not to be. It failed to make an appeal,

chiefly for the reason, so I was told, that no place in it had been
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found for that cherished institution of the lighter stage in England,

the blue-nosed comedian, and after a few performances it was also

withdrawn.

I then took in hand a short Mozart Cycle which in

cluded II Seraglio, Le Nozze Di Figaro, Cosi Fan Tutte, and II

Impresario. Of the four works Cosi Fan Tutte proved easily the

most interesting; few had ever heard of it, and fewer still seemed

acquainted with the music, although it is equal in beauty to any

thing the composer ever wrote. As one lovely melody followed

another until it seemed as if the invention of Mozart was inex

haustible, the whole culminating in the wonderful canon-quartet

of the last scene, it was hard to believe that in our age of vaunted

culture and education a work like this, then one hundred and

twenty years old, was being heard almost for the first time in a

great city like London. Admittedly it lacks the grandeur and dra

matic poignancy of Don Giovanni, the brilliant and acute vigor

of Figaro or the bright dewy freshness of II Seraglio: nor do we

find there any of those solemn intimations which are heard now

and then in The Magic Flute. Cosi Fan Tutte is a long summer

day spent in a cloudless land by a southern sea, and its motto

might be that of Hazlitt's sundial:

"Horas non numero nisi serenas."
*

In the next generation the German theater was to

be subdued by another spell, that of Weber, and the enchantment

of wild places and old tales: and henceforth it was upon this road

that music was to travel through Spohr, Marschner, and Meyerbeer

to Wagner and the weighty magnificence of his later music.

* "Horas non numero nisi serenas is the motto of a sundial near Venice. There

is a softness and a harmony in the words and in the thought unparalleled. Of all

conceits it is surely the most classical. *I count only the hours that are serene/ What
a bland and care-dispelling feeling! How the shadows seem to fade on the dial plate

as the slcy hours, and time presents only a blank unless as its progress is marked by
what is joyous, and all that is not happy sinks into oblivion! What a fine lesson is

conveyed to the mind to talce no note of time but by its benefits, to watch only for

the smiles and neglect the frowns of fate, to compose our lives of bright and gentle

moments, turning always to the sunny side of things, and letting the rest slip from

our imaginations, unheeded or forgotten!" The New Monthly Maga2ine, October,

1827.



Opera Comique and His Majesty's Theater 155

"History cannot be unwritten, and it is therefore idle

to lament that the music of the nineteenth century has followed

a course, especially toward the end of it, which has sometimes

appeared to despair of human happiness. But when we listen to

perfect beauty such as that of Mozart, it is impossible not to regret
that with him there passed out of music a mood of golden serenity
which has never returned. In Cosi Fan Tutte the dying eighteenth

century casts a backward glance over a period outstanding in Euro

pean life for grace and charm and, averting its eyes from the view

of a new age suckled in a creed of iconoclasm, sings its swan song
in praise of a civilization that has passed away forever."

The unfamiliarity of some of my recruits with the

character and style of serious opera sometimes led to incidents

that helped appreciably to relieve the strain of our incessant labor

during this season. In one of the Mozart pieces I was anxious that

all the female parts should be undertaken by singers who had

something of appearance as well as voice; and I allotted one of

them which had always been a favorite with the greatest artists of

the world to a lady who had achieved some celebrity in the lighter

forms of musical entertainment. The rehearsals went along merrily
until one day I had a call from a male relative who announced that

she wished to relinquish her part.

"Doesn't she like it?" I asked.

"Oh, she likes it well enough/' he replied, "but we
both feel you have not been quite frank,with us about it/'

"What do you mean?" I said in astonishment.

"Well, you told us that it was the principal role in the

opera."

"Isn't it?"

"How can it be when it is written only on the second

line?"

I pointed out that it was not always the principal part

which occupied the top line, reminding him of Carmen where the

heroine's part was to be found on the third.

"That's all very well for people who understand these
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things/' he commented, "but you see Miss X has had a distin

guished career in her own way and it might do her no end of

harm in that world if it became known that she had ever sung

anything else but the top line/'

Against such reasoning I was powerless and I promptly

released my leading lady from the awkward predicament in which

I had innocently placed her.

The two native works included in my program were

the Shamus O'Brien of Stanford, a charming, racy piece which had

been produced some fifteen years earlier with much success, and

A Summer Night by G. H. Clutsam, an able musician and the

critic of The Observer. This little one-act opera, which was a nov

elty, proved to be bright and tuneful on its musical side, ingenious

and effective in stage device and pleased at all events the more

sophisticated portion of my public. I do not think that it has been

revived anywhere since that time, and I doubt if it ever achieved

publication. Meanwhile we had been rehearsing the most impor
tant production of the season, the Feuersnot of Richard Strauss.

The chief features of this gay and audacious work are the number

and difficulty of choruses and the indelicacy of the story. The music

is best in its lighter moments and runs through the comedy scenes

with a delightful swing and impulse. The hero, who has most of

the serious stuff to sing, is a bore of the first quality, but the other

characters are attractively and amusingly drawn, and the whole

opera is suffused with a spirit of youthful romance which provided
a happy contrast to the gloom of the tragic masterpiece heard

earlier in the year. The translation of Der Feuersnot bristled with

problems, and I sought once more the assistance of my scholarly

and resourceful friend, William Wallace. He produced a really

brilliant version of the original, but for a short time balked at the

awkward passage where the chorus outside the heroine's window
strives to convert her to a richer conception of civic duty, so that

the illumination of which it had been deprived by the magical arts

of her disappointed suitor may be restored to the stricken town.

An appropriate and at the same time decorous rendering of
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Da hilft nun kein Psalieren

Noch auch die Klerisei

Das Madlein muss verlieren

Sein, Lirum larum lei

seemed beyond the power of any translator, but one day he burst

triumphantly into the theater with this hilarious quatrain:

Now don't you shilly shally

You know the only way
So honi soit qui mal y

Pense, tol-fol-de-ray.

Those who saw the piece fully shared my partiality for it, but the

larger public could not be induced to patronize it, possibly because

it provided none of those blood curdling sensations which had

abounded in Ele&tra.

The only remaining actual novelty of the season was

Die Fledermaus of Johann Strauss, and this lively piece, with the

exception of Tales of Hoffman, was our greatest triumph. This was

not unexpected as it contained most of the elements dear to the

heart of the average English playgoer, including a large spice of

that rowdy humor on the stage which he feels is out of place no

where. As my regular company did not include a low comedian,
I engaged Mr. Walter Passmore, the celebrated Savoyard, for the

leading comic part, and the audience, which had yawned over the

anguished frenzies of Werther and the frail sentimentalities of

Muguette, or had politely endured the sublime raptures of Mozart,

fairly bubbled with joy at seeing this popular favorite trotting out

all the time-honored devices for securing a laugh, such as falling

over sofas, squirting soda water syphons in somebody's face or

being carried off to bed in a complete state of intoxication. By

general consent it was agreed that here were the goods, and that

long sought response which charm, beauty, and delicacy had failed

to evoke, had been roused and sustained by slapstick horse play.

On the whole this season in the opinion of most people
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was an artistic success. Under the most favorable conditions it

could not have been anything more. In addition to the large

number of new productions that had to be made, the unexpected

death of King Edward, which took place a few days before it

began, threw a gloom over the whole of society and considerably

reduced the chances of material prosperity. The musical public for

opera in London is hardly one half per cent of the population, and

when national misfortune touches that part of it which is most

constant in its support, the prospects of any important enterprise

are at once dimmed.

Yet I look back upon the few months I spent at His

Majesty's with unusual pleasure, for apart from the fact that it is

perhaps the most delightful theater in the world, I was brought

a good deal into touch with the late Sir Herbert Tree. From the

moment I entered the building his staff was ordered to work for me
as for himself. I never made a request that was not instantaneously

granted, and the strenuous work during those three months would

never have been half accomplished had it not been for the courtesy,

ability, and fine artistic sense of the subordinates whom he left

behind him. There was never between the managerial office and

myself any of that tiresome discussion or haggling over petty de

tails which is the sordid side of so many theatrical transactions.

The moment the main lines of our agreement were settled I heard

no more about business, and on subsequent occasions my experi

ences there were invariably the same.



20. COVENT GARDEN AGAIN

While the season of which I have just written was still

running, I had begun to make preparations for another in the

autumn at Covent Garden of similar duration. This, lite my initial

venture of the previous winter, was to be of international character,

although I intended to make use in it of most of the British singers

who had appeared at His Majesty's. The repertoire was to follow

the lines laid down in my declared policy; famous works that were

little or entirely unknown in England, unproduced pieces of merit

from any source, and a healthy leaven of popular favorites to reas

sure that section of the public which is always disheartened by an

over-manifestation of novelty.

After the startling success of Elefetra, it was inevitable

that my quest for an equal sensation should lead me at once to Sa

lome, and I engaged a cast which was headed by Aino Akte, a slim

and beautiful creature with an adequate voice and a remarkable

understanding of her part. But one day I was unpleasantly sur

prised to learn that as the censor considered the work to be unfit

for the British stage, we had been refused a license for performance.

As the fiat had come from the Lord Chamberlain's office, I was

advised that I should be wasting my time if I did not appeal to

some one of higher authority; and as there was only one such

person in the State known personally to me, the Prime Minister,

I decided to seek his intervention. As he had just left for Glouces

tershire to spend a few weeks in the house of a relative, Mrs.

Asquith, who always interested herself in matters of this sort, in

vited me to join the party.

It has often been said that if any one wants to see the

J59
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English to advantage, he had hest turn his back on the town and

hasten to the country. The average Briton is not genuinely urban

in soul, although the evolution of industrial life has driven him

from the countryside into cities; and the best evidence of this is

the really shocking muddle he makes of the job when called upon

to plan and lay out a new town. It is sometimes hard to believe

that the men who built the churches or castles and designed the

country towns and villages of Plantagenet days are the same breed

as those who created and tolerated the slum atrocities of the nine

teenth century. With the wealthier class, it was never the house

in London that was looked upon as the real home, but some fair

haunt, Jacobean or Palladian, sufficiently remote from the capital,

set off by gardens that would have satisfied the requirements of

Bacon himself and half hidden in the trees of its girdling park.

For my part I had already observed that the man one has been

seeing for months at a time in town takes on a different aspect

and undergoes an almost biological transformation when met a

few weeks later in the country among horses, dogs, and dairy maids.

On first meeting Mr. Asquith at Downing Street, I had

been a little abashed by his magisterial demeanor, which was

rather too obviously that of the man accustomed to issue com

mands and wield authority. He treated us either to long flowing

periods reminiscent of a college lecture room, or to a rapid series

of staccato utterances not unlike those of the old Sergeant Major

of the Engineer Corps in Lancashire, in which for a brief time I

had held a commission. And although his wife had an easier and

lighter hand in dealing with visitors or strangers, most of us re

mained rather more conscious than was quite necessary that here

was the most influential lady of the land, with immense power

in her grasp for good or ill. But in the freer air and more spacious

accommodation of that charming house in the lovely Stroud Valley,

both of these essentially simple and warmhearted people became

different beings. The giant's robes fell away from the shoulders of

the Prime Minister, who made one forget in five minutes that he

was what he was, save for his massively striking appearance and the
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intellectual quality of his conversation. He was learned, but deeply
rather than widely. His acquaintance with Greek, Roman, and

English literature was as comprehensive as any I have known, and

he retained a clear memory of everything that he had read. But

with that of foreign modern nations it was fragmentary, and for

the other arts, architecture excepted, he did not seem to have much

predilection. Of music he knew next to nothing; "but unlike most

people who, unaffected by the classics, takes pleasure in popular

jingles, he had no taste for anything that was vulgar or meretri

cious. In the presence of his wife, who had a wider general culture,

he would display a statesmanlike caution in taking part in any dis

cussion that touched on aesthetic subjects. But one evening when I

found myself alone with him for a short while in a room where

there was a piano, he asked me, with something of the expression
in his eye with which a schoolboy makes a request that he is not

quite sure should be granted, if I would play him the March from

Tannhauser. I did so twice, and having gathered from me that

musicians did not think too disdainfully of this famous fragment,
he repeated the demand for it the night before my departure, but

this time boldly in the presence of the rest of his family. Of all

the British statesmen and politicians whom I have known from

that time to this, Mr. Asquith, or the Earl of Oxford, as he after

wards became, has always seemed to me the
*

most satisfactorily

representative. More human and less abstract than those two bril

liant bachelors, Lords Balfour and Haldane, and of a solidity, reli

ability, and poise less conspicuous in the younger stars of the

political firmament, his resignation of the Premiership in 1916

was not the unqualified advantage to the country as has been so

often alleged. I have often conjectured whether the once great

Liberal party could have declined upon such evil days had it re

mained for a few years longer under his leadership.

I explained to him my little difficulty over Salome;

how Strauss was the most famous and in common opinion the

greatest of living composers; how this was his most popular work,

how it was to be played for the first time to a few thousand en-
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thusiasts who wanted to hear it, how it did not concern so far as 1

could see those that did not want to hear it, how being given in

German it would be comprehended by few, and lastly, how I

could not envisage the moral foundation of the Empire endangered

by a handful of operatic performances. Would it not be more judi

cious to give the piece a chance, especially as we might run the

risk of making ourselves slightly ridiculous in the eyes of the rest

of the world by taking an exceptional attitude toward a celebrated

work of art, as we had done so often in the past before the advent

to power of the present enlightened government? The Prime Min

ister, more impressed, I think, by this last argument than the others,

promised to speak to the Lord Chamberlain, and encouraged by

this assurance I returned to town to complete my plans for the

autumn.

There was not too much time as the new season was to

start at the very beginning of October, but the organization which I

had formed nine months before and which had been functioning

without a day's break since then, had reached a fair state of effi

ciency, each part of the theater's machine working easily and har

moniously with the other. Yet our first month turned out to be

full of little else than one anxiety and disappointment after an

other. I started with a piece which I thought had a fair prospect of

success, the Tiefland of D'Albert, which had won considerable

favor abroad. Also D'Albert, in spite of his name, had been born

an Englishman and had received his early musical training in Lon

don before leaving for the Continent, where he ultimately settled

down permanently. But rarely have I had so much trouble with

any work. The principal lady, who at the request of the composer
had been engaged for the part of Marta, found that she could not

come, and we had to discover some one else who would com

petently fill her place. After some difficulty we discovered a likely

substitute, only to be embarrassed by her disinclination to attend

rehearsals and a mysterious indisposition which afflicted her about

three days before the first performance, and prevented her taking

part in it. I did not learn until some little time after that the



Covent Garden Again 163

lady was or had been the wife of one of my leading baritones,

that the couple were in the throes of a vast and intricate matri

monial disagreement, that she had not known when accepting my
engagement that the offending spouse was to be a member of the

company, and that the mere possibility of meeting him under

the same roof, although it was a pretty large one, had a devastating
effect upon her emotional apparatus. The premiere had to be given
with an understudy who had every qualification for the part except
voice and appearance. If intelligence, industry, and musicianship
alone could have been sufficient for the purpose, the fate of

Tiefland in London might have been happier. As it was, the want
of the right female counterpart for the romantic and poetical in

terpretation of John Coates as Pedro deprived the piece of that

essential measure of charm without which it suffered a severe

handicap.

Then followed two French works, the Hamlet of Am-
broise Thomas and Le Chemineau of Leroux. Of the former it is

enough to say that it pleased no one, and of the latter that every
one who did come liked it and returned. But their failure, after

that of Werther and Muguette during the summer, seemed to

point to the inescapable fact that our public, outside a few familiar

exceptions such as Carmen and Louise, did not want French opera.

This was unfortunate for my plans, as the French repertoire is

perhaps more extensive than any other, and if it contains only a

limited number of absolute masterpieces, a deficiency it shares

with its rivals of Germany and Italy, it can point to an exceptionally

large mass of excellent achievement of the second rank. These

novelties were not thrust upon the public without the softening

relief of various old favorites like Tannhauser, Rigoletto, The Tales

of Hoffman, Figaro and II Barbiere. But the continued indifference

to almost any offer of novelty was beginning to worry rne, for I

could not see how a permanent institution could ever be estab

lished while our potential audience, which had only a limited ac

quaintance with the world's operatic stock, steadily refrained from

any effort to increase it It also began to look as if the incessant
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clamor that had been filling the press during recent years for

longer and more varied seasons of opera had very little substance in

it Of the actual representations, which on the whole were in every

way competent, there was a minimum of criticism or complaint.

Most of the leading British singers of the day were in the casts:

Agnes Nicholls, Z&ie de Lussan, Mignon Nevada, Ruth Vincent,

Maggie Teyte, John Coates, Walter Hyde, Frederick Austin, Rob

ert Radford, and the foreign contingent included Akte, Litvinne,

Urlus, Whitehill, and DeLuca. DeLuca, then in his prime and a

brilliant success in all he undertook, except Don Giovanni, was

comparatively unknown to Londoners, as were Litvinne and Urlus,

who between them gave the most vocal rendering of Tristan and

Isolde that I had heard since the famous performance some dozen

years earlier of Jean de Reszke. Of the others, the most note

worthy perhaps were Whitehill among the foreigners and Ruth

Vincent among the natives who, with her beautiful voice and

charming stage presence, was delightful as Antonia, Zerlina, and

GreteL

The immemorial privilege of the opposite sex to place

the indulgence of its idiosyncrasies above the claims of art con

tinued to pursue and jeopardize some of my later ventures. I had

intended to give La Dame de Pique of Tschaikowsky and as far

back as the early summer had been introduced at one of the

Embassies of a great East European country to a highly attractive

personage, whose ambition I was assured was to sing the part of

Lisa. As she had a capital voice, well trained, a distinguished ap

pearance, and a thorough knowledge of the piece, I considered

myself in luck and engaged her then and there. The only extra

labor devolving upon her was to learn the French version, as I

had no others of her nationality in my company and it was quite

beyond the capacity of my chorus to sing an entire opera in a

language of which they did not know a single word. Owing to

the proficiency of my primadonna and the other artists taking

part in it, the work was nearly ready about three weeks before

the date set down for its production; and it was shortly after this
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that the lady asked my permission to go to Paris for a week or

ten days, promising to be back well in time for the final rehearsals.

I could offer no objection to this and off she went. But the days

went by and there was no word of my soprano. The date of the

first performance loomed nearer and nearer; still she did not turn

up and I began to be definitely troubled. Although, as in the in

stance of Tiefland, I had a capable understudy in case of emer

gencies, I knew that it would be hopeless to risk the introduction

of another unknown work without the right sort of singer for

this particular part. I waited until the eleventh hour, sent out

messages and inquiries in a hundred different directions, but the

missing stranger not only did not return but was never heard of

again.

Naturally I applied to the Embassy of her country, but

although the officials there were full of regret and apology, none

of them seemed very disturbed about this extraordinary vanishing

trick. Indeed it was the obvious disinclination on their part to

trace the erratic movements of the lady that deterred me from

going to the Police about the matter, and as I had not the courage

to bring forward the work without the complete cast I had chosen,

I withdrew it from the season's program, and La Dame de Pique
was not heard in London until five years later.* As this mysterious

figure had made neither friends nor acquaintances in the theater,

visiting it only for her rehearsals and leaving immediately they

were over, there was not so much curiosity and excitement over

her flight as might have been expected; but of course there were

several rumors and conjectures floating around, all of them prob

ably inaccurate. The one that obtained the most credence was that

she was a person of exalted rank who some time before had quar

reled with her husband, and having a first-class musical education

had decided to try her luck on the opera stage. While in Paris,

the husband had reappeared upon the scene, solicitous friends

had brought the couple together again, they became reconciled,

*
First given in London by Mr. Vladimir Rosing at the London Opera House

during the summer of 1915.
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and possibly lived happily ever afterwards. But the little flutter

in theater life was something that had to be hushed up, and

the only effective way of insuring this was that a veil of oblivion

should descend and hide it from the memory of the outer world.

This at least had the merit of plausibility in view of the caution

and reticence so unmistakably displayed by my diplomatic friends;

but it was of small comfort to a young impresario who saw his

carefully planned season staggering from one blow of fate after

another.

However, as the repertoire was by now fairly large, I

could partially replace our failures and semi-failures with successes

or semi-successes, the latter including two fairly adequate produc
tions of Fidelio and The Flying Dutchman. No splendor of cast or

scenery has yet persuaded our public to look upon these works

with more than moderate approval, although I have little doubt

that the appearance of a really great baritone such as Maurel or

Van Rooy in the latter might induce it to change its mind. I had

exhausted all my cards except one alone. This I had kept up my
sleeve until the last few weeks, and the time had now come for

me to play it in the hope that it would turn out to be a win

ning ace.



21. THE EPISODE OF SALOME

To the foreigner the principal charm of England is

its odd mixture of sprightly modern resource and stately mediaeval

lumber. In most countries when a custom outwears its use it is

abolished; with us hardly ever, even though it be quite obsolete

or has long been crying out for reform. But no one can do any

thing about it, for a mysterious force, almost an occult influence

creeps insidiously through the body politic and social to head us

away from the folly and danger of change. We become ashamed

of our seriousness and falter in our determination to make wrong

things right, nor does it matter in the least that our conservatism

is not only an inconvenience to ourselves but the object of ridicule

to others. We have a sneaking affection for the one and an open

contempt for the other, and abuses or absurdities that would make

some nations blush for shame and others rush to the barricades we

endure cheerfully for the sole reason they are our own, just as

some parents delight to protect and indulge the weakly among
their offspring.

A few years before the war a certain German envoy
to our shores, whose particular bee in the bonnet was Commun
ism, fired off one evening at a dinner table a harangue in the

best style of Third Reich oratory about the activities of some of

its British followers, who incidentally are a mere fraction of our

population. A well-known politician who was present listened for

a while in polite silence and then interrupted the stream of elo

quence by observing dryly, "I think, Herr X, you might remember

that they are after all our Communists/'

One of our most characteristic institutions is the Cen-
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sorship, which functions as the watch dog of decency over all that

touches the drama, literature, painting, or any otlra art, easily

the most difficult and delicate duty to fulfill in the world. I am

no advocate either for or against it, and I shrink from expressing

an opinion on the theory of some of our thinkers past and present

that to the average Englishman there clings a vestige of the old

Adamic taint that stands in need of constant repression. But that

his rulers have a concern for his spiritual health as well as a rigid

belief in the perpetual adolescence of his mentality, is sufficiently

evidenced by their assumption of a paternal authority which none

elsewhere care or dare to exercise over their own citizens.

The history of the stage is full of episodes which il

lustrate the manifold workings of the censorial mind but few, I

think, have been more closely linked with the true spirit of comedy

than that of Salome, and some weeks after my conversation with

the Prime Minister, in which he promised to look into the matter

of the ban upon it, I received an invitation to present myself at

St. James's Palace, where I was received by the Lord Chamberlain

and his second in command, Sir Douglas Dawson. These gentle

men informed me that their refusal to grant a license was due in

no way to personal prejudice, but to the huge volume of letters

they had received from every corner of the country protesting

against the appearance on the stage of a sacred character, Saint

John the Baptist I at once pointed out that Samson and Dalilah

had been given now for many years in London although it labored

under a similar disadvantage; but the Lord Chamberlain, who

had undoubtedly been waiting for this obvious rejoinder, caught

me up quickly with "There is a difference, a very great difference;

in one case it is the Old Testament and in the other, the New/'

Here followed a lengthy dissertation on this important

distinction, punctuated by a wealth of doctrinal example of which

I, although severely brought up in the bosom of the Church of

England, had hitherto been ignorant, and the conversation, which

had gradually taken on the tone of an elaborate theological debate,
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had to be diverted once more into the terrestrial channel of the

theater by the third member of the party.

"But we think we have found a way out/' he inter

polated. "There is no doubt that there are many people who want

to see this work, and it is the view of the Prime Minister that

subject to the proper safeguards we should do everything we can

to enable you to give it. Now if you will consent to certain modifi

cations of the text likely to disarm the scruples of the devout, it

would help us to reconsider our decision."

I could offer no objection to what seemed at first hear

ing a quite reasonable suggestion, and inquired how he proposed
to get to work on the task: to which he replied that both he and

the Lord Chamberlain were prepared to give their personal atten

tion to it if I would do the same. I agreed without hesitation, and

we arranged for an early conference at which Salome would be

trimmed so as to make it palatable to the taste of that large army
of objectors who would never see it.

The first thing we did was to eliminate the name of

John, who was to be called simply The Prophet; and having in

vested him with this desirable anonymity, we went on to deprive

every passage between him and Salome of the slightest force or

meaning. The mundane and commonplace passion of the preco

cious princess was refined into a desire on her part for spiritual

guidance, and the celebrated line at the end of the drama "If you
had looked upon me you would have loved me'' was transformed

into "If you had looked upon me you would have blessed me/'

It is only fair to say that my collaborators in this joyous piece of

nonsense were, in spite of their outward gravity, as exhilarated as

myself; for we all of us alike felt that we were making a solemn

sacrifice on the altar of an unknown but truly national god.

The day arriving when our aim was accomplished and

we had successfully metamorphosed a lurid tale of love and revenge

into a comforting sermon that could have been safely preached

from any country pulpit, I handed over the strange document to

my friend Alfred Kalisch, who was to make an equivalently innocu-
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ous German version and send it along to the singers for study.

I was neither surprised nor disappointed when there poured in

one by one the liveliest communications from the unhappy crea

tures who were asked to sing to some of the most vivid and dra

matic music ever written words which not only had no discoverable

association with it, but were utterly devoid of any dramatic sig

nificance, the chief complainant being the leading lady, who did

not see how it could be done at all. But I fixed an adamantine

front, and resolutely declining to discuss the matter with them

for one moment, declared that everything must go through exactly

as prescribed. England was not Germany, they should understand,

but a country that took a pride in doing things in its own par

ticular way, especially where the arts were involved; and here was

an edifying example of it. Before this unbending attitude the flood

of remonstrance subsided, and with groans of resignation the artists

submitted to the foreign yoke. But it was hardly to be expected
that they would observe a discreet reticence over the transaction,

and for weeks those journals which were read mainly for their

contribution to the lighter side of life enjoyed a large increase of

circulation over the whole Continent.

In course of time the singers arrived, but rehearsals

had hardly begun when a mild bomb-shell was exploded among
us by St. James's Palace, which had just remembered that the

decapitated head of John had to be handed to Salome on the

stage, and that she was to sing to it in full view of the audience

for about twenty minutes. This would never do. If it had been
his arm or even leg it might have been different, but his head

certainly not, and some substitute must be found for the offending
member. We all went into close conclave, and it was settled that

Salome be given a blood-stained sword. But this time it was the

primadonna who put her foot down, objecting that the gruesome
weapon would ruin her beautiful gown and flatly refusing to handle
it at all. Despairingly I again made representations to headquarters
and once more the official mind travailed and brought forth. The
best and final concession we could obtain was that Salome should
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have a large platter completely covered with a cloth, but that

under no circumstances could any object, even the minutest, be

placed beneath it, that might suggest by its bulging protuberance

the presence of the precious head.

The troubled voyage of rehearsals coming at last to an

end, we reached the night of the first performance in which there

was taken a much more than ordinary interest. Not only had the

story of our little difficulties got abroad, but as always happens

anywhere when there is the slightest hint of naughtiness in a piece

the whole town yearns to see it. This in fact is the royal road to

success, and if a young dramatist can only induce the bishops and

clergy to denounce him with enough objurgation as a monster of

impropriety his fortune is made. At the last moment people ap

peared offering any price for a seat, and the performance began
in a spirit of high tension on both sides of the proscenium. For

about half an hour all went perfectly according to plan, everyone

singing his or her innocent phrases accurately, if somewhat frigidly.

But gradually I sensed by that telepathy which exists between

the conductor of the orchestra and the artists on the stage, a grow

ing restlessness and excitement of which the first manifestation

was a slip on the part of Salome, who forgot two or three sentences

of the bowdlerised version and lapsed into the viciousness of the

lawful text. The infection spread among the other performers, and

by the time the second half of the work was well under way, they

were all living in and shamelessly restoring it to its integrity, as if

no such things existed as British respectability and its legal custo

dians.

I was powerless to intervene. Overcome with terror

and agitation, visions of disaster flashed across my mind. I saw

Covent Garden, a theater under the direct control of the Lord

Chamberlain's office, losing its cherished Royal Charter; it was

I who would be held responsible for this flagrant breach of good

faith; I should never be able again to look my friends in the face,

and I perspired in torrents. I recalled an experience of Strauss him

self at a rehearsal of the same opera, when out of humor with vocal
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struggles on the stage, he had exhorted the orchestra to more

strenuous efforts by calling out that he could still hear his singers;

and I strove valiantly by the same methods to render my own even

more inaudible. But I knew that in the end I should have to ad

mit defeat, for looming like a specter before me was that dreadful

final scene where the orchestral accompaniment sinks to a dynamic

level that the brutalest manipulation cannot lift above a gentle

piano, and that every word of Salome would be heard in the last

row in the gallery as she crooned away ecstatically to her empty

platter.

After what seemed an age of purgatory to me, the per-

formanpe came to an end, the public was enthusiastic, and the

artists overflowed with delight at their success. I had not the heart

to reproach them; I felt it was neither the time nor place. While I

remained on the stage with them after the curtain had gone down,

I was horrified to see advancing toward me the party from the Lord

Chamberlain's box. My first impulse was to fly, but as this would be

a personal acknowledgment of the crime I decided to stay and

fight it out. To my astonishment the magnate addressed me with

beaming countenance: "It has been wonderful, we are all delighted,

and I felt I could not leave the theater without thanking you and

your colleagues for the complete way in which you have met and

fulfilled all our wishes/' I think I must have effectively concealed

my bewilderment at these unexpected felicitations, for the official

group passed on radiating a benevolent satisfaction which I in

terpreted joyfully to my foreign contingent, who left the building
in a greater state of stupefaction than ever at the unaccountable

workings of the British mind. To this day I do not know whether

we owed this happy finishing touch to the imperfect diction of the

singers, an ignorance of the language on the part of my co-editors

of the text, or their diplomatic decision to put the best possible
face on a denouement that was beyond either their or my power
to foresee and control.

Although Salome served the useful purpose of filling

the house every time it was played, it did not make the same over-
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whelming impression upon the public as Elelctra. On the other

hand> it provoked less controversy in aesthetic circles and adverse

criticism was almost wholly absent; the only noteworthy instance

being the not unexpected gibe of another celebrated musician that,

while he reserved final judgment until further hearing, the over

ture appealed to him at once as a fine bit of writing as well as a

perfect epitome of the whole work.*

* The point of this critical shaft will be appreciated only if an exhaustive study

be made of the Prelude referred to!



22. THE COMING OF THE
RUSSIAN BALLET

I ended the year 1910 in a very different mood from

that in which I had begun it. I had plunged head foremost into the

operatic arena under the cheerful conviction that I had only to

present any work of fair renown in a tolerably adequate way for

the public to crowd my theater in gratitude and appreciation. The

principal reason for the failure of other men's ventures, so I had

been told, was that they had been too sporadic or limited in scope.

But this could hardly be urged against me, for during a period of

twelve months I had given an almost uninterrupted sequence of

nearly two hundred performances, had produced over a score of

operas not heard before in London, revived many others that

were hardly better known and had made use of virtually all the

British singers qualified to appear on the stage, as well as a large

contingent of front rankers from France, Germany, and Italy. In

spite of all this, it was evident that for the support of opera run

on a scale like this, there was not nearly enough living interest in

the existing state of London's musical culture. Out of something
like fifty works there had been unqualified approval of four only,

the short and sensational bloodcurdlers, Salome and Elektra, and
the tuneful lightweights The Tales of Hoffman and Die Fleder-

maus. Something was wrong somewhere and I was not at all sure

where the fault lay, with the public or myself. One thing though
was clear enough: it would be courting disaster to continue along
the same lines until my varied and comprehensive experiment had
been submitted to a critical inquiry from which might be forth

coming some useful hints for the future.

174
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Some months earlier I had been approached by the

directorate of the Grand Opera Syndicate of Covent Garden, whose

main enterprise was the summer season of three months, with a

proposition to unite our rival forces and eliminate competition
between us during this period. I had already made provisional

plans for a season at Drury Lane Theater during the summer of

1911, in which the Russian Ballet would make its first appearance
in London, and the Syndicate had viewed with concern this in

tended encroachment on what had hitherto been its inviolate do

main. The offer was not disadvantageous to my own organization,

and I decided to accept it provided my contract with the Ballet

was adopted by the new partnership. This was agreed, upon the

condition that for the ballet performances I would make a present

of the services of my own orchestra, as the addition of a dozen

or more unfamiliar pieces to the normal program of work would be

too much of a strain upon the regular body of players engaged for

the opera itself.

During the spring, I went over to Paris at the invitation

of my friend Andr Messager to prepare a series of performances
of EleJctra at the Grand Opera, for which I was to furnish the cast

of singers who had made the success of the work in London, my
orchestra and the whole production. As there was much talk in

circulation about the beauty and fitness of the Anglo-French En

tente, it seemed to both Messager and myself that this pleasant

little manifestation should be welcomed in the city of light. But

we were mistaken. The musicians of the town, who were just

then indulging in a particularly violent orgy of chauvinism, pro
tested vigorously against this invasion of the sacred precincts of

the Academic Nationale de Musique et de Danse by an alien mob
under what one imaginative journalist dubbed "a Saxon chef."

In the interests of public peace the Minister of Fine Arts felt

bound to intervene, and I terminated a delicate situation by with-

drawing from the scene before things became worse. I was less

concerned over this fiasco than Messager, who was genuinely cha

grined and rather ashamed of his countrymen* Several years pre-
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viously he had been musical director of Covent Garden, his

operettas were popular in London, and an exhibition of national

istic prejudice such as this was as much against his interests as his

taste and good sense.

During my stay there I took every opportunity that

offered itself of inspecting the private musical life of Paris, par

ticularly in the drawing rooms of the great, as I was curious to see

how they compared in this respect with those of London. There

was very little difference between them so far as I could discover,

Paris having a certain advantage over us in the perceptibly larger

number of those well-intentioned persons who, professing to take

an interest in art, sometimes carry it to a point where it bears more

resemblance to interference than assistance. Most of these nat

urally were ladies who required very little encouragement to con

stitute themselves protectors of the whole family of Muses, and

shortly after my arrival there was a vigorous movement to revive

the glory of the ancient salon. Few of the enthusiasts had knowl

edge of the social conditions which gave birth to that institution

in the seventeenth century and prolonged its existence until the

close of the eighteenth, and small account was taken of the vast

changes since that time which made any actual revival of it next

to impossible. One and all were convinced that there was some

thing hopelessly corrupt in all modern culture, which could be re

deemed and regenerated only through the benignant wisdom of

half a dozen new Egerias.

One noble dame had long been troubled by the ob

session that what was lacking in all latter day art was the impon
derable element of style. She reflected often and seriously on the

best way of recapturing this unsubstantial sprite, which had some

how lost its way in the turmoil of our crowded life, and was at

last seized with a remarkable inspiration. Summoning a choice com

pany of her intimates she addressed them as follows: "Each one

of you knows at least one man of genius; a poet, a musician or

anything else of the sort. Let us assemble them under this roof

and set them in company to the task of creating a new style in
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each of their respective arts/' This original proposition was received

with joyful acclamation and the listeners departed to search the

highways and byways of the capital for all the available genius

that could be lured within the new sanctuary of Apollo. By one

means and another a fairly large troop was brought together, and

all intellectual Paris awaited with high expectation the results of

the great experiment, regretting only that there was no Moliere at

hand to do it full justice.

Set in a large hall were thirty or forty little tables on

which had been deposited pen, ink, paper and all other necessary

materials. At each table a genius was invited to seat himself and

remain for a couple of hours in complete silence, while he concen

trated his faculties on the discovery of a new style. Whether it was

imagined that the presence of so many first-class brains in close

proximity would stimulate each one of them to heights of accom

plishment hitherto unimagined, or that some large stream of min

gled inspiration might be presently released and put into circula

tion, as is alleged to occur at other similar gatherings of the mystical

sort, was never made clear to us. But the results were certainly

not those which had been anticipated. For none among the painters

or designers succeeded in turning out anything better than a

recollection of the latest objects they had seen in some shop win

dow which caught their eye while on the way to the assembly, and

the poets and musicians appeared to be hypnotized by the haunting

jingle of verses and tunes heard in the latest revues and cabaret

shows. In spite of this setback the idea was considered too good
to be abandoned without a further trial which was duly held a

little later. But the sacred flame of inspiration remained as dor

mant as before, and it had to be acknowledged with reluctance that

the formula for creating a new style would have to be discovered

by some other method.

The London season which was now in full swing was

running its normally placid course when, like a visitation from an

other plane, there burst upon it the Russian Ballet. As rapidly as

Byron won fame was the artistic section of the town taken by storm,
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people thought and talked of nothing but ballet, and extremists

went so far as to assert that the downfall of opera was well in

sight. All other branches of entertainment were thrown completely

into the shade and with some justice, for at long last London had

the opportunity of witnessing a theatrical representation in which

every element involved was of the highest beauty and splendor.

If I were asked who in my opinion was the greatest

musician, painter, writer, or scientist I have known, I should have

to think a long time before giving a decisive answer. But if the

question were to include impresarios, I should not hesitate a mo

ment, for Serge de Diaghileff was not only the greatest but the

only one among them to realize my full conception of what this

most ambiguous of all figures in public life ought to be. A Russian

of the educated class, there was nothing that he did not know

about dancing; he had a sympathetic understanding of modern

painting, having organized several exhibitions of it in Paris, and he

was a musician of estimable parts. This combination of abilities

had enabled him to form a troupe of dancers second to none any
where and to enroll under his banner a group of the most gifted

composers and scenic artists of the day. Men like Bakst, Benois,

Roerich, and Sert succeeded in lifting the whole craft of stage

decoration out of the condition of dull decline into which it had

fallen over a long period of years in England, France, Italy and

Germany alike. There was a time when scenery for the theater was

the preoccupation of men of genius, and a London Museum con

tains the beautiful collection of drawings which Inigo Jones exe

cuted for the Jacobean theater, while the France of the eighteenth

century saw the labor of the exquisite Watteau and the elegant

Boucher enlisted in the same cause. But in the nineteenth century
all this somehow or other slipped from the hands of artists into

those of artisans and sank gradually to the lowest level of an unim

aginative mediocrity. Through those who had been praying long
and fervently either for a return to an earlier tradition or a new
vision of taste and charm, the gorgeous spectacles of the Ballet

sent a thrill of delight, stirred the slumbering consciences of all
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associated with the stage and sounded the death knell of the exist

ing system of organized incapacity.

Diaghileff was also the first to decree that no music

but the best should be used by the Ballet, and that it must be

executed with the same technical competence which the public

until that time could count upon with certainty only in the concert

room. There had been a venerable tradition that ballet music was

smaller beer than operatic or symphonic, and entitled on that

account to less consideration. But the presence of a large and first-

rate orchestra, replacing the old moderate-sized and none too skill

ful body of players, raised and brought the instrumental side of

the performance well into line with the rest of it. Abandoning
the employment of hack musicians to make orchestral versions

of piano pieces such as the Carnaval of Schumann or the waltzes

and mazurkas of Chopin, he handed over this sort of task to mas

ters of the craft such as Stravinsky, Reynaldo Hahn, and Tscherp-

nine, and commissioned new ballets from every composer who, ac

cording to his own idea of it, revealed a feeling for the true spirit

of the dance. Under his control the Ballet became and remained

for over twenty years possibly the finest artistic institution of the

day, and there was hardly a musician, a painter or dancer of note

who did not at one time or another have some connection with it.

To the dancers he was like a parent, but never an indulgent one;

and a martinet of the first order, his discipline was rigid and his

rule absolute. After the first performance of a ballet which I had

arranged for him, I invited all those who had taken part in it

together with a few friends to supper at th6 Savoy, and Diaghileff

rather to my surprise took upon himself to make the seating ar

rangements. To the disappointment of some of my party, one of

the principal dancers, an artist of international name, was not

asked to join our table, and his explanation wa& ciiat such an invi-'

tation would indicate a partiality likely to wound the susceptibili

ties of her colleagues and to diminish his own authority with them.

His musical predilections were individual and changing,

and the cast of his mind cerebral rather than emotional. Nearly all
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romantic music of Teutonic origin was a bugbear to him, and most

love scenes in opera he eyed with a cynical disapproval. When
there was a question of making cuts in a piece that he fancied

was over-lengthy in performance, it was generally those sections

that dared to dally with the unsympathetic operations of the tender

passion that produced groans from his heart and the immediate

appearance of the blue pencil of excision from his pocket.

I think that during his later years his artistic judgment

was largely under the influence of Stravinsky, for one day he broke

into a long and extravagant eulogy of Gounod's Faust, which in

view of something quite different I had heard him say not so long

before about the same work, continued to surprise me until I learned

that this was an opera for which the distinguished Russian com

poser had expressed a high regard. But I never entered into argu

ment with him, for while he entertained a set of opinions, he clung

to them with a fanatical tenacity which nothing could shake, and

all one could do was to wait for time to replace them with another

bunch, which in turn would be proclaimed with equal conviction.

Any scheme I might have hatched for continuing opera

in the autumn and winter was halted by the unexpected appear

ance of another Richmond in the field. What it was that inspired

Oscar Hammerstein to attempt the operatic conquest of London

no one ever discovered. Perhaps he had been persuaded, like my
self, into believing that the metropolis had a vast public thirsting

for the sort of fare he had to offer. But whatever the reason, this

gallant American was resolved to do the thing handsomely. In

spite of the fact that London already possessed several theaters of

grand opera dimensions, one of which I am sure he could have

secured, he felt it necessary to build a brand new one in the Kings-

way. I therefore deemed it more prudent to leave the newcomer

in unopposed control of the situation, quit the stage for a while,

and return to the calmer life of the concert room.
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One advantage of my alliance with the Grand Opera

Syndicate was that I became largely free from management re

sponsibilities, as I could leave to their own competent staff the

supervision of my business part in the joint undertaking. This left

me more time not only for concert work with my own orchestra

but for the acceptance of outside engagements with societies at

Manchester, Liverpool and Birmingham, as well as the Royal Phil

harmonic of London. In Birmingham I conducted the whole of

the concert series during 1911-12 and 1913 and a gallant effort was

made there to place the concerts on a more permanent basis, but

without success. The old ghost of discord was still stalking the

place and it was not until some years afterwards that the various

dissident parties could be brought together to agree upon a scheme

for a permanent orchestra, in which I was privileged to take a part.

In my own concerts I continued the policy adopted four

or five years earlier, but with a little easing off in the practice of

hurling at the public such huge masses of modernity unrelieved by

even a little of something they had heard before. These shock tac

tics are often useful and even necessary as much to strike the eye as

the ear with an appearance of strangeness or singularity. Wilde has

said that nothing succeeds like excess; but, though this is often cor

rect in the opening moves of a campaign, it is not always so effective

in its later stages. For instance, in one concert devoted to the work

of a celebrated living composer I opened with about two thousand

persons in Queens Hall and finished with less than two hundred.

Having made sure that the Press, as well as the public, was no

longer in any danger of forgetting either the name or some of the
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music of the composers I was endeavoring to advertise, I diluted

my programs with a relieving dash of the familiar, and soon found

that my listeners who had overtly or covertly resented being asked

to swallow large doses of Delius, Sibelius, Mahler, and others, be

came quite placable on smaller allowances of the same fare. Of

course I am speaking of ordinary everyday symphony concerts and

not of festivals given up to the work of a particular
school or of

one composer: of the latter kind there is never likely to be a dan

gerous superfluity.

The reputation of Delius continued to grow, although it

was not yet rivaling that of Elgar whom the British public had

placed on a pedestal higher than that occupied by any native com

poser since Purcell. I did not find this valuation shared by either our

own or foreign musicians, and on those occasions when in later years

I played this composer's works in continental countries, as well as in

the United States, I found that time had failed to maintain it. All

the same there is not the least doubt that most of what Elgar wrote

between 1895 and 1914 showed an undeniable advance over any

thing produced by his English predecessors or contemporaries in

the more orthodox forms such as the symphony and the oratorio.

The writing itself is clearer and more varied in style, the grasp of

the subject closer and keener, and the use of the orchestra is often,

but not always, admirable. The better side of him is to be found in

miniature movements, where he is often fanciful, charming and, in

one or two instances, exquisite. His big periods and 'tuttis' are less

happy; bombast and rhetoric supplant too frequently real weight

and poetical depth, and he strays with a dangerous ease to the bor

derline of a military rhodomontade that is hardly distinguishable

from the commonplace and the vulgar. Here and there are cadences

of a charm that are quite his own, unlike anything else in music,

evoking memories without being in themselves reminiscent, and

breathing a sentiment to be found in much English literature writ

ten between 1830 and 1880, notably Tennyson. But whatever the

quality or merit of the invention, his is the work of a truly serious

and honest craftsman.



A Visit to Berlin

According to Max Chop,* Delius belongs to the small

group of wholly underivative composers. This is not to say that he is

without musical ancestry of any sort, or that his is a greater genius
than that of many who are less original in their aesthetic make-up.
For instance the actual musical accomplishment of Mozart is greater
than that of Berlioz. But while nearly all that the former master

wrote had a
definitely pious kinship with the foreshadowing effort

of the foregoing generation, such extraordinary portents as the

"Symphonic Fantastique" or "La Damnation de Faust" broke upon
the world like some unaccountable effort of spontaneous generation
which had dispensed with the machinery of normal parentage. Such
human phenomena are invariably more complicated in their mental

processes than their more simply constructed brethren of orthodox

breed, and they can rarely bring themselves to make use of the

inheritance bequeathed to them by their predecessors, Theirs is no

simple and primitive musical faculty like that of Schubert or

Dvorak, each of whom was capable of pouring melody into any
form of the art, the symphony, the quartet or the sonata, without

any desire to vary or develop it in any way; and they are either

incapable of expressing themselves in such forms, or they deliber

ately ignore them in favor of new vehicles for the communication
of their ideas. Wagner, as we know, clearly saw that Beethoven

had said the last word in symphonic' structure and had stretched it

to the furthest possible limits of expansion. But conventional

minds thought otherwise and continued to hope for the coming of

someone who would open a new chapter in the evolution of the

form. It is now realized that nothing of the slightest consequence
has been added to the architectural finality of the Third or Sixth,

and that all those who have written symphonies during the past

hundred years may have charmed but have not succeeded in sur

prising us.

"Chopin, Wagner, Moussorgsky, and Debussy struck out

* An eminent German musicologist bom in 1862 died in 1929. His best known
works are: Liszt's Symphonic Poems; Wagner's Music Dramas; and Modern Musi
cians.
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on fresh lines, creating forms for themselves, and Delius is essen

tially of their kind and company. Although, like some of them he

had little or no aptitude for traffic with the sonata form, his efforts

in this line being his weakest, his capacity to create movements on

a big scale which are shapely and logical, and which match the needs

of his inspiration is evident in such experiments as 'Sea Drift/

Taris/ and 'Brigg Fair/ But the most underivative side of his

genius and that which separates him most sharply from all other

modern composers is undoubtedly his harmonic endowment. This

is unique and peculiar
in that it is present and audible in nearly

every bar of any piece which he has written. I have often asked

quite first-class musicians to play from memory some apparently

easy-sounding passage of his that they have just been listening to,

and while they have had no difficulty in getting the melody right, I

cannot recall one occasion when they have been able to render the

harmony correctly. And yet in performance all sounds simple and

natural. Modern musicians have not yet given enough attention to

this side of Delius, a genuine innovation for which the art is per

ceptibly the richer; and although his reputation during the past

fifteen years has grown apace, the creator of A Mass of Life and A

Village Romeo and Juliet has yet to receive that recognition which

sooner or later will inevitably be his/'

During the summer 'the Russian Ballet reappeared, re

peating its spectacular success of the previous year and depreciating

even further the already dubious credit of the operatic side of the

season. Decidedly the stock of the music drama was on the decline

and the position was in no way helped by the monumental failure

of Mr. Hammerstein and his new opera house. With a repertoire

drawn mainly from France, and with artists generally of the second

rank who were better known in provincial theaters than in Paris,

the American impresario encountered one reverse after the other.

After less than a year's trial of the artistic predilections of the

British capital, he gave up altogether in sorrow and bewilderment,

and his unsuccessful descent upon our shores will always be ranked
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among those of historic ill luck such as the Athenian expedition to

Sicily and the French attempt on Russia.

The association between Serge de Diaghileff and myself

had ripened into a friendship which bore happy fruit, when in the

autumn he engaged my orchestra to go to Berlin and play in a two

months' season of ballet at the Kroll Theater. By this time the

orchestra, which had taken part in two long seasons at Covent

Garden, had the repertoire of the company at its finger-ends, was

at the top of its form and promised to be, in DiaghilefPs view, a

distinct addition to the regular attraction of the Ballet, No English

orchestra had yet visited Berlin, and probably as many people there

as at home would be astonished that it could really play well at all.

In any case, it was looked upon as an act of daring to present it to

the critical ears of the German capital.

I thought I would take advantage of this Anglo-Russian

invasion to go over at the end of it and give two or three concerts

in which I would introduce some English works, as well as a few

of my eighteenth century trifles. I was also anxious to see Strauss

again, who after the enormous success of his Elektra and Salome

had been inquiring through his publishers if I had any intention of

giving his Rosenkavalier, produced the previous year in Dresden

and just as much of a triumph. I had already urged this work

upon my colleagues of the Syndicate, but found them unsympa

thetic, as indeed they were to most of my suggestions for the

performance of novelties or revivals. I had to admit the prudence

of their attitude in the light of some of my own experiences, but I

had never seen any risk in Rosenkavalier, owing to the immense

popularity of its composer. But their argument was that although

the public might endure an hour and forty minutes of Straussian

melodrama, and even be thrilled or shocked by it, it would never

sit quietly through four hours of German comedy, whether it were

written by Strauss or Martin Luther himself. Nearly two years

had gone by since a note of his operatic music had been heard in

London, and it was beginning to look as if the chances of its being



186 A Mingled Chime

given in the next ten years would be small unless I myself did

something about it.

The concerts aroused an interest that was both pleasing

and surprising to me. I had been a little apprehensive about the re

ception of my programs, having been warned that Berlin musically

was a stuffy sort of place, with a marked superiority complex vis a vis

the rest of the continent. But everyone showed the liveliest curiosity

about the new music, disputed warmly just as they were to do

twenty years later over the authenticity of my classical readings

(one venerable professor of the Hochschule said of my rendering of

a Mozart symphony, "It sounds grand but it isn't Mozart") and

wondered at the technical accomplishment of the orchestra, nota

bly the wind and horns, which were without question superior to

their own. One of the leading critics devoted an entire article

to a close analysis of the style, tone, and method of my players, in

dicating in detail wherein they differed from those of the Austrian

as well as German orchestras, and ended by saying, "These Eng
lishmen play with a sovereign authority all too rare nowadays

anywhere/'

Strauss was deeply impressed just as he had been in 1910

at the time of Elelctra, and was generous and penetrating in his re

marks on the English composers. Of Delius he said charmingly and

characteristically, "I had no idea that anyone except myself was writ

ing such good music as this/' Afterwards, he went on to talk about

the possibilities for Rosenlcavalier, and before my departure I gave

him an assurance that it would be given during the next few months.

I had been turning over in my mind the plan of another winter

season, and it seemed to me that the combination of a Strauss cy

cle, some later Wagner and the Russian Ballet in a few hew produc
tions ought to strike the public fancy. If this missed fire, then the

position was practically hopeless. So upon my return to London I

at once engaged Covent Garden for a season of about six weeks

along the lines indicated.

My orchestra, which quite rightly considered that it had

covered itself with credit, was a little chagrined to find that their
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success was received rather coolly at home. In some quarters it was

even minimized, one leading journal, now happily defunct, hinting

that the reports sent over by correspondents on the spot had been

somewhat exaggerated. I thought of the almost overwhelming fuss

made by the people of every other country, when one of their repre

sentative institutions ventured across the frontier for a week or even

a few days. We had been in the stronghold, indeed in the inmost

citadel of the world's music for over two months, had conquered

its prejudices, won its suffrages, and had been admitted to a rank

and status held only by two or three of its leading organizations.

This however in the England of 1912 passed unnoticed and, for

some reason I was never able to understand, was even a little

resented.
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During this time I had lost touch with my friends of

the censorship at St. James's Palace, but upon the announcement

of a new Strauss opera they entered the scene again. As I had

genuinely enjoyed my previous dealings with them I went in per

son to see what they had to say about it, and it appeared that they

had discovered the presence of a bed in a remote part of the stage

in the third act and were worried about some equivocal references

to it in the text. Those who know the work will remember how

Octavian, disguised as a girl, inquires the purpose of this object of

furniture from the Baron Ochs, who replies, "Das wird sie schon

seh'n." There was nothing more offensive in this than a hundred

other things heard or seen nightly on the lighter musical stage, but

evidently the guardian angels of our national morality were haunted

by the idea that what was harmless and innocent at Daly's or the

Gaiety Theatre would be dangerous and reprehensible at Covent

Garden. I was given the option of two courses. Either the bed

could be exhibited without any reference being made to it, or it

could be hidden away from sight and we could sing about it as

much as we liked. As it was easier to move the furniture around

than tamper with the score of the work, I accepted the second

alternative and I have always regarded this as an almost perfect

example of our British love of compromise.
The Rosenkavalier, much to the surprise of my col

leagues of the Syndicate, obtained a success equal to that of Elektra

and Salome, and the representation, at Strauss's request, followed

closely the one given under his personal supervision at Dresden. In

presenting a new work I always follow with complete fidelity the
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composer's wishes, even if I am often unable to agree with his

choice of artists. The audience of Covent Garden is in my experi

ence, and I have knowledge of nearly every important theater of the

world outside South America, the most critical as well as the best-

informed on the subject of singing. For over two centuries it has

been facile princeps the sanctuary of it, and scores of artists who are

popular elsewhere fail to win approval there. It is inevitable that in

a house where all the operas are sung in their original tongues and
not in that of the locality, that purely vocal qualities such as tonal

beauty, facility of execution, legato in phrasing and range of color

should be regarded as the all-in-all of the art; with small concern for

the niceties of diction and dramatic point, without which an opera

sung in a language which everyone knows becomes an absurdity and
an irritation. It is universally known and deplored that the endow
ments "of a great vocalist do not often include those which we asso

ciate with charm and romance. But while the London public is as

insistent as any other that in the ordinary theater the claims of sight
must be preferred above those of sound, there still remains a

staunch minority which does not care a rap if the appearance of the

performer fails to correspond with the character of the role, pro
vided the music is rendered in accordance with its conception of

what constitute the essentials of true or great singing,

For the representation of Die Meistersinger I had en

deavored to secure Hans Richter; but, as he declined my invitation,

I conducted it myself, much to the discomfort of that small clique
of Wagnerians who were convinced that the score was safe in no

hands but those of its faithful transcriber and first custodian. It was

generally asserted both publicly and privately that my tempi were too

quick and that I hurried the singers, who had not time to breathe.

Anticipating these judgments I had taken steps to have the dura

tion of each act checked by the stop-watch of one of the stage

managers, and published the results, a little to the bewilderment of

my critics. The timing of my first act was within a quarter of a

minute of Richter's, that of the second almost the same and that

of the third half a minute, in each case longer and not shorter.
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Further the singers one and all declared that so far from being

hustled and embarrassed, I had given them more latitude than they

had known before for the easy vocalization of many of their

passages.

If this were an isolated case of misunderstanding on the

part of those listening to one of my interpretations, or a solitary in

stance of some queer aural illusion, it would not be worth while re

ferring to it. But throughout the whole of my career I have been

looked upon as the protagonist of rapid tempi, in spite of the prova

ble fact that in the majority of cases I have actually taken more time

over performance than many of my contemporaries who have es

caped entirely a similar charge. And although I have frequently given

explanations of the seeming mystery, it is clear that they have not

carried much conviction. The truth is that the average ear confuses

strong accent and the frequent use of rubato with tempo itself,

especially if the accents are varied during the course of a single

period, and with the result that it has the uneasy sensation of being

pricked and speeded against its will.*

Now "The orchestra is a complicated instrument and

manifestly more difficult to handle than any other. A virtuoso can

do just what he likes with his piano or fiddle, and his own are the

hands which fulfill the behest of his brain. Anything approaching a

* Connected remotely but perhaps interestingly with this vexed question is an

incident which occurred about this time. Some of the musical organizations of Lon

don (including Covent Garden) united to give a musical festival in honor of the

veteran Saint Saens, and I conducted a concert at Queen's Hall in which his third

symphony in C Minor was the principal item. With advancing years the distinguished

French composer had imbibed a taste for somnolent tempi which was often a source

of embarrassment to his interpreters. On this occasion his presence at rehearsals had

an increasingly depressing influence on the players, and convinced of a fiasco unless

this could be counteracted, I did all I could at the performance to create an impres

sion of life through purposely exaggerated accentuation, without altering too percep

tibly the prescribed directions as to speed. Later in the evening at supper, I expressed

the hope that the execution of the work had been to his satisfaction, and beaming

benignantly he replied "You mean, what do I think of your interpretation?" I assured

him that nothing would please me so much as to hear his opinion, and he continued:

"My dear young friend, I have lived a long while, and I have known all the chefs

d'orchestre. There are two kinds; one takes the music too fast, and the other too slow.

There is no third!"
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similar freedom on the part of a conductor depends largely upon a

long and close association between him and his players, who must

be molded to his purpose as intimately as his instrument is to the

virtuoso. This is possible only here and there, for there are very few

orchestras composed of first-rate elements which play for a suffi

cient length of time under the same conductor, and incidentally

there are not many conductors of natural talent who are also mu
sicians of scholarship. Yet for the full revelation of all that is en

shrined in a great orchestral or operatic score, the first essential is

the same measure of ease and flexibility that we expect and receive

from a solo performer. At the moment 'there seems to be a struggle

between those who favor a rigidly mechanical style of execution,

which degrades music from an eloquent language to an inexpressive

noise, and those who run to the opposite extremity of a license that

degenerates into anarchy. Surely the truth, as is so often the case,

may be found in the just mean (auream mediocritatem) and ap

proximates to the style of perfect oratory, where a steady and un

broken line of enunciation derives its vitality from a constant

variation of inflection and speed hardly perceptible to the ear. In

other words the secret of a persuasive manner is an elasticity of

control, so exercised as to give the impression that the iron bonds

of rhythm are never for a moment seriously loosened."

Many years ago a great musician said to me, "I judge a

player mainly by his rubato," and it is upon the use of this device

that most music depends for charm as well as clarity, and of which

Chopin is reported to have given this definition: "Play a piece

lasting so many minutes through in strict time: then repeat it with

any number of variations of speed, but let its total duration remain

the same/' Naturally there is a great deal of music that depends for

its supreme effect upon an implacably unchanging lilt, and no one

with the smallest aesthetic sense would dream of directing the third

movement of the Tschaikowsky sixth symphony or the finale of

the Beethoven seventh otherwise. And while it is true that there

is infinitely more of this kind written for the orchestra owing to

the composite nature of its structure than for any solo instrument,
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there is at the same time a great deal which is not, and it is of that

of which I am speaking.

If the Rosentavalier was the star event of the operatic

portion of this season, then certainly Petrouchlca, seen for the first

time in England, was that of the ballet. This remarkable piece is not

only the most inspired work of its composer, but the high water

mark of the ballet's artistic achievement. Nothing before had been

so unquestionably a work of art, and certainly nothing since has

been produced to out-rival it. The bulk of the productions had been

of an hybrid nature, the music and action not having been con

ceived simultaneously. Popular concert works, such as the "Invita

tion to the Waltz" of Weber or the "Scheherazade" of Rimsky-

Korsakov had been transferred to the theater where choreography

had been adapted to them as ably as possible. But however admir

able the results were from the terpsichorean standpoint, they were

not equally satisfactory from the musical. To meet the exigencies of

the dance, it fell out that the time, the measure, and even the senti

ment of the music had often to undergo transformations of which

a ruthlessly mechanical style of execution was not the least discon

certing; so that in the new association the dance occupied the posi

tion of a senior partner who had pushed his junior into a back

ground, where the outline of his veritable personality was obscured

or distorted.

With the coming of Stravinsky, the creative capacity of

the Russian Ballet attained its full maturity. In Petrouchka the

charm and poetry that peer out of nearly every page of his earlier

tour de force L'Oiseau deFeu rarely make their appearance, the chief

characteristics being a rhythm of extraordinary variety and vigor, a

bizarrerie which although entirely different from that of Strauss is

equally individual, and a fleeting hint of pathos that we find

nowhere else in Stravinsky's work. It is in fact one of the musical

landmarks of the past thirty years, and however interesting the later

works of its composer may appear to that section of his followers

which expects a fresh development of style from him every other
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year, I do not think that he has yet given birth to a second piece in

which the best elements of his art are so perfectly blended.

My association with the Russians had led me to a much
wider study of the operatic output of their great composers, and I

felt that the time had come for the introduction into England of at

least a small portion of a large and completely unknown repertoire.

But here once again I ran up against either the ignorance or the

prejudice of my fellow-directors of the Syndicate, who not only had

never heard the masterpieces of this school, but flatly refused to

believe that anyone else could possibly want to do so; one of them

going so far as to throw the coldest of cold water upon the engage
ment of Chaliapin, who had not yet been heard in London, on the

ground that English audiences would not care for that style of

singing. I began to feel that the alliance with an organization whose

whole scheme of values as well as policy was so dissimilar to my
own had outlived whatever utility it had at first contained, and I

was convinced that what was vital to the operatic situation in Lon

don was some new visitation of striking originality. It was impossi

ble to overlook the undiminished popularity of the Ballet, and it

was at least imaginable that another one hundred per cent Russian

institution might be the solution of the problem. I accordingly

resigned my position at Covent Garden, requested Diaghileff to

negotiate the visit of a company from the Imperial Opera of St.

Petersburg to include singers, chorus, new scenery and costumes,

indeed everything except the orchestra, and took a lease of Drury
Lane Theater. Thus I found myself for the summer of 1913 in tHe

same position of rivalry to the house across the street that I should

have occupied two years earlier had I carried out my old program

as first intended.

During the late spring, by way of an interlude, I gave the

Ariadne auf Naxos of Strauss at His Majesty's Theater in conjunc

tion with Sir Herbert Tree, who himself played the part of Monsieur

Jourdain in the comedy. The work was given in English, translated

from the German through the French by Somerset Maugham, whose

equanimity was on more than one occasion ruffled by the actor-
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manager's propensity to forget his lines and substitute an improvised

patter for the carefully chiseled periods of that distinguished master

of the vernacular. Otherwise Tree, who in this line of broad and

fantastic comedy had hardly a rival, was capital, and the whole

production was adjudged superior to the original given at Stutt

gart in the previous year. In this, the earlier version of Ariadne,

I have always considered that the musical accomplishment of

Strauss attained its highest reach, yielding a greater spontaneity and

variety of invention, together with a subtler and riper style, than

anything that his pen had yet given to the stage. The incidental

music to the three acts of the Bourgeois Gentilhomme which form

the first part of this unique work takes its place among other

supreme examples of the kind, such as I/Arlesienne of Bizet and

the Peer Gynt of Grieg; while the Bacchus section in the opera is

one of the purple patches in the operatic literature of the twentieth

century. It has to be admitted that it is neither an easy nor prac

ticable sort of piece to give in an ordinary opera house, as it postu

lates the employment of a first-rate group of actors as well as

singers: and for this reason no doubt the authors rewrote it at a

later period, making a full-blown opera of the old medley and

thinking probably they were making a very good job of it. The

result has been doubly unfortunate, for the later version has not

only failed to hold the stage, but has dimmed the public recollec

tion of the far superior and more attractive original. Our only
consolation is that here we have a rare and refreshing instance of

the inability of Commerce to read a lesson to Art, with a nice touch

of Nemesis thrown in.



25. FIRST RUSSIAN OPERA SEASON

June came round bringing with it the Russian Opera

Company and for the opening performances Drury Lane was by no

means full, although this was the first appearance in England of

Chaliapin. There is a belief, which must be general because of its

constant reiteration, that the intelligent and enthusiastic music-

lover is not to be found in the stalls and boxes but in the pit and

gallery. Rich people, we are told, care little for opera as a musical

entertainment; for them it is a social function only and genuine

appreciation must be sought among the less opulent classes. This

comfortable article of faith has no foundation in fact, my own

experience being in the contrary direction, for almost invariably

when I have given master works with which the general public is

unacquainted, there has been a conspicuous lack of support on the

part of those to whom credit is usually given for superior taste and

knowledge. And so in the case of our first Russian season it was

only when it began to be known that the stalls and boxes were

filled nightly with an audience of persons famous in politics, society

and art that the man in the street also came to applaud and ap

prove. When success did arrive, and it was not long delayed, it was

total and fully equal to that of the Ballet two years before. Added

to the anticipated spectacle of magnificent scenery and gorgeous

costumery was the novel interest of a style of music unlike that of

any other country and a standard of acting in all sections of the

company superior to that which had yet been seen in an opera
house. More of an advantage than a drawback was the pleasing ele

ment of incomprehensibility in it all, hardly anyone in the audience

knowing a word of the language, or having the slightest idea of
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what was taking place on the stage. For all we knew it might have

been the most utter nonsense that was being sung; but the experts

proclaimed that Russian was a very agreeable language to listen to,

and that for most people was all that mattered.

It has always seemed to me that the surest guarantee of

lasting fame for any work of art should be a spice of inscrutability.

If its nature is susceptible of easy analysis, it is soon brought down

to earth, examined microscopically and worried out of existence by

criticism or ridicule. This melancholy fate can be avoided only if

its meaning be shrouded in a reasonable obscurity, for the public

may then go on for generations wondering and wondering about it

and, as no final solution of the problem is ever likely to be forth

coming, will find itself after ,a few hundred years exactly where it

was at the start It looks as if this were the way, perhaps the only

way of making certain of immortality, and to it is due much of the

lofty reputation of Greek drama and such works as Hamlet, The

Magic Flute, and The Ring, which are given credit for hidden sig

nificances when probably there are none there at all.

That the general credit of Russian opera not only stands

no higher than in those days, but has perceptibly gone down during

the last fifteen or twenty years, is not easy to explain. No one can

urge that it has been overplayed, for the public is acquainted with

a mere handful of works, and even these are given infrequently.

None the less, the Russian contribution to the repertoire of the

lyric theater, although less vigorous and revolutionary than the

German, and inferior in architectonic skill to the French or in

lyrical facility to the Italian, is perhaps the most noteworthy of

the nineteenth century. Of a consistently higher musical level than

the first and of a more dignified order of utterance than the others,

its two striking characteristics are nobility of conception and the

absence of cheapness and vulgarity, both evidences of a culture

rooted soundly in simplicity and good taste. Much has been writ

ten about the origins of the music itself, but hardly anything about

its unmistakable affinity with the folk melody of Ireland. That ever

distressful country was occupied for four hundred years by the same
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irrepressible horde of Northern encroachers on other people's prop

erty who failed- to obtain a permanent foothold in England, but

succeeded under Rurik in planting itself solidly on the soil of

Muscovy in the eighth century of our so-called Christian era. A
striking example of their joint ancestry is to be found in the third

act of Prince Igor;
where the taking little tune associated with the

spy Owlov is almost identical with that of a Celtic song of the

middle ages.

But that which chiefly differentiates the Russian school

from any other is its profoundly national character. The masters of

Western Europe from Handel and Mozart down to Bizet and

Verdi, have penetrated every known corner of the earth in their

search for literary fuel to fire their inspiration, surveying all mankind

operatically from China to Peru. But there is hardly one important

Russian work that is not only in musical idiom, but in choice of sub

ject, the product of the native soil. The narrative operas of Mous-

sorgsky, Borodin, and Rimsky-Korsakov, are as much of a national

possession as the historical plays of Shakespeare, and the sequence of

Ivan the Terrible, The Czar's Bride, Boris Godounov, and Khovants-

china as much a dramatic cycle as the Oresteia or Richard the

Second and the three Henries.

It is not surprising that in a people given up so much to

mass singing we should find the chorus playing a more prominent

and interesting part than in the opera of other schools. With few

exceptions, such as Lohengrin and Carmen, the employment of it is

casual and fragmentary, and more often than not, it is brought on

to the stage either to send up the curtain on a jolly opening or

bring it down at the end with a lively and agreeable clatter. Anyway
it is rarely an essential and vital element in the drama, while in a

Russian opera it is a protagonist with a definite and independent

role of its own to play, and its larger importance has the effect of

adding tonal weight and visual splendor to all the scenes in which

it takes part.

Socially the Russians are unlike any other European peo

ple, having a good deal of the Asiatic disregard for the meaning and
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use of the hour glass. Slow movement and time without limit for

reflection and conversation are vital to them, and unless they can

pass a substantial part of the day in discussions about the human

soul, they become ill at ease and unhappy. For this reason, although

they professed to like London, I do not think they were really at

home there; for I often observed that they appeared astonished to

find that other persons had something else to do and actually pre

ferred going about doing it. But although deliberate enough in

most things, they had a way of blazing out almost volcanically if

annoyed or affronted, and an entertaining instance of this occurred

towards the close of the season.

An extra performance of Boris had been arranged for the

dual purpose of enabling the Royal Family to see it and giving the

chorus a Benefit; and it was reported that Chaliapin intended to

make a present to his humbler colleagues of his salary for the eve

ning. Of the rights and wrongs of this matter I was never able to

form any opinion; but undoubtedly there was a misunderstanding

somewhere, for dissension and rebellion broke out in the company
with extraordinary results. On the fateful night I did not go into

the auditorium until the beginning of the third scene of the first

act "The Coronation of Boris" and on looking at the stage I was

electrified to discover no sign of the Russian singers. It was for

tunate that for this occasion I had augmented the choral forces by
a fairly large English contingent, so that a complete disaster was

avoided. But as this scene depended largely for adequate represen

tation upon a crowded stage and a mighty mass of sound, it missed

more than half of its intended effect. I hurried behind at the fall

of the curtain and found everything in a state of wild confusion,

principals, chorus and ballet all engaged in a fierce argument of

which neither I nor my British assistants understood a word. I sent

in post haste for the manager of the Company, but he was nowhere

to be found; and I afterwards learned that, knowing his country

men better than we, he had sought safety in a remote corner of the

Savoy Hotel.

I contrived to disentangle from the crowd a few of the
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more responsible members of the troupe, and with the aid of an in -

terpreter gathered from them that the cause of the disturbance was
an acute disagreement between Chaliapin and the choristers. Hard
words had been exchanged between the contending parties, tem

pers had run high; the only person who might have put the matter

right was the manager and he had fled before the storm. Eventually
the indignant malcontents were persuaded to leave the stage and
retire to their dressing rooms, as they did not appear in the next

act; but at the close of it and just as Chaliapin was about to leave,

they reappeared. One of their leaders approached him, and a

brief altercation took place which ended dramatically with Chalia

pin knocking the man down. Like a pack of wolves the rest of the

chorus flung themselves upon him brandishing the tall staves they
were to use in the next scene; the small English group rushed to

his assistance and the stage doorkeeper telephoned for aid to the

Police Station, which luckily was hardly a stone's throw from the

theater. The struggle was still raging when a few minutes later

Drury Lane beheld the invasion of about a dozen familiar figures in

blue, and very soon something like order was re-established, but not

before my own manager had intercepted with his head a blow in

tended for Chaliapin, which raised a lump as big as a fair-sized

plum. Chaliapin departed for his dressing room passing through a

human corridor of protection in the shape of the British constabu

lary, and by undertaking that their grievances should be investi

gated and remedied I secured the re-appearance of the chorus for

the rest of the work. So far from being upset by what had taken

place, they went through the great Revolution Scene with more

than usual fire and enthusiasm; but at the close of the performance

nothing would induce them to leave the stage, and they refused to

bodge a step until they had had it out with Chaliapin himself. The

latter at first declined to emerge from his room, but, on being

assured that he would be well guarded, finally came out with a

loaded revolver in either pocket. By this time the warm reception

given to the chorus for their magnificent singing had allayed some-
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what their exasperation, and they seemed more inclined to carry on

the dispute in something like orthodox fashion.

It was certainly a strange sight; the principal figure still

in his royal costume and fully armed for warfare; the choristers who

had just played the part of an insurgent peasantry, wild and savage

in appearance; the stolid English contingent in its everyday working

dress; and the cohort of police silent but alert in the background.

The proceedings began with a speech of immense length from one

of the chorus leaders, and this was answered by Chaliapin in an

other of even greater length. A third speech followed from a female

member of great eloquence and volubility, to which Chaliapin

again replied in like manner. I began to wonder if this was how

business was transacted in the Duma, for it seemed that this sort

of thing might go on forever. But all at once there was a huge

shout of joy and, the next moment, Chaliapin was being hugged and

kissed by every member of the chorus, male and female. This little

ceremony concluded, the general excitement subsided considerably,

and the central figure embarked on another harangue in which I

could distinguish frequent allusions to Drury Lane and myself. The

eyes of the chorus turned in my direction and the terrifying sus

picion crossed my mind that they were contemplating a similar

affectionate handling of myself. Quite unable to face the prospect

of being enthusiastically embraced by a hundred Russians of both

sexes, I called out loudly to my native bodyguard, "Come along,

boys, it's all over/' and, making a precipitate dash for the doorway,

left the field to the tranquillized foreigner. It was then about two

o'clock in the morning, and I afterwards learned that they did not

leave the building until well after five. Deciding that some kind of

celebration of the happy ending of their troubles should take place,

they had raided the refreshment rooms, lit the large tea and coffee

urns, and made themselves wholly and delightfully at home. But

the following morning they all turned up punctually for rehearsal,

as blithe and unconcerned as if nothing unusual had happened,

and as if wrath and violence had no part in the Slav temperament.



26. A PROVINCIAL ADVENTURE

For some years past an opera company had been visit

ing the principal cities of the provinces under the direction of a

Swiss-German whose headquarters were in Edinburgh, the tour

taking place in the autumn and lasting usually thirteen or fourteen

weeks. Most of the leading British singers took part in it, there was

an adequate chorus and orchestra, and hitherto there had never

been any lack of public support. I had accepted an offer to conduct

some cycles of The Ring, Tristan, Die Meistersinger, and The

Magic Flute, and the tour started with a two weeks' season at

Birmingham. As I had nothing to do in the second week there I

returned to London where I had intended to remain about ten days

before rejoining the troupe at Manchester, the next town in our

itinerary. But toward the close of the first Manchester week I re

ceived an agitated telegram from one of the principal artists asking

if I and my manager could go there at once. As the sender of the

message was a serious and responsible sort of person it was evident

that there must be some crisis in the organization, and up we went.

There we found a pretty state of things. The audiences for the

opening period of the season had proved unexpectedly meager,

especially in Manchester, which at that time looked upon itself as

the true musical capital of England, the prospects elsewhere were

not rosy, the impresario's resources had dried up, and the company,

perhaps the largest ever sent on the road, was facing the unpleasant

possibility of being thrown out of work for ten or eleven weeks.

Was there anything that I could do about it? I called in a brace of

auditors, procured the seating plans of all the theaters due to be

visited, worked the telephone line in a score of directions, and after
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twenty-four hours discovered that if we could sell out every single

seat for every single remaining performance during the rest of the

tour, we had a sporting chance of getting through fairly well after

all. How could this be done? Only through a hurricane campaign

of publicity that would reach and wake up even the most lethargic

and indifferent creature who had ever heard of the terms music

and opera. But clearly there was no time to launch the kind of

effort I had in mind over the week end for the remaining portion

of the Manchester visit. That must be abandoned, and perhaps the

best possible thing too, as this self-styled metropolis of music

would then enjoy the honor of having precipitated the breakdown

of a great enterprise.

About ten days later we reopened the tour at Sheffield,

carried it through to the end with results that did not fall too much

below expectations, and even revisited Manchester at the end as a

kind of epilogue to the drama. To meat the time the most notewor

thy feature of this incident was the first use on a large scale of a

method of public propaganda which I have found invaluable on nu

merous subsequent occasions. I have to admit that in the initial stage

of its workings it rarely fails to arouse a storm of anger and disap

proval; but when the text of the utterance has been re-read in

calmer mood, the average person of judgment comes round to the

view that there may be something in it after all. And indeed there is

no reason why he should not, for it is no more than telling the plain

and unflattering truth about the subject which at the moment

happens to be under discussion. For instance, when I hear that one

of our politicians dislikes music and refuses to hear it under any

circumstances, while I feel sorry for his sake that he is so deficiently

constructed as to be able to pass through life without desiring to

savor one of its rarest pleasures, my respect for his character is not

necessarily diminished. When on the other hand, a community
advertises a love for art, boasts about it, acquires and almost profits

by a reputation for it, and yet fails to take the smallest interest in

those institutions or enterprises without which it is no more than

a fable or a dead letter, I then consider that anyone is justified in
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regarding such pretensions as rank hypocrisy. So on this particular

occasion I saw no reason why the public of those cities, whose pro
fessions were so widely at variance with their performance, should

not learn what one musician, also an impresario, had to say about

it. I must do full justice to the press for the handsomest co-operation

conceivable, for they gave me almost unlimited space for a series of

Philippics upon the whole duty of society to art and the artist.

The first reaction on the part of those attacked and ad

monished was a fit of sudden fury, which relieved itself in epistolary

warnings not to show my face anywhere near the place. The next

was a rush to the box office of the theater, prompted by a blind de

sire to retrieve, in the only way they knew how, the battered repu
tation of the town. The agreeable result was that by the time I

arrived to conduct the opening performance, the first week in Shef

field was virtually sold out. My appearance in the orchestral pit was

greeted by the house with a profound and gloomy silence but at the

conclusion when I went on the stage to join the other artists in

acknowledging the applause, I was greeted with a shout, "Well,

Tommy Beecham, are we musical?" Common courtesy obliged me
to admit that so far as we had gone the answer was in the affirma

tive but that I would defer my final judgment until the last night

when I should be coming before them again.

The opera I had just been conducting was Die Meister-

singei, and during the rehearsal that same morning an incident had

occurred which indicated that the mentality of these northerners

had undergone no change since my departure from the district nearly

fourteen years before. For the second scene of the last act, where a

stage orchestra of some dozen players is required, my management
had engaged the local theater band; but when I arrived at the point

where they had to play I observed that they were not on the stage

but in the wings. I stopped and invited them by gestures to take

their places on the little platform, but they shook their heads and

remained where they were. Thinking that this attitude of passive

resistance might be due to some dissatisfaction with their scale of

remuneration, I invited their leader to descend into the house and
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adverted to it as delicately as possible.
But the worthy man cut me

short by saying with emphasis, "It's not the brass, mister, we've

no complaint about that. But me and some of my mates have

played in this theater for sixteen years and we are all respectable

men; none of us have ever been in any sort of trouble, and we are

not going to be bloomin' actors for you or anybody else/' Nor did

they; and I was reduced to the expedient of dressing up a body of

supers, who pretended to blow into dummy instruments while the

real players remained hidden from view behind the scenes.

It was not to Sheffield only that we were indebted for a

grain of that comic relief which is as welcome to the artist working

at top pressure as much as to any man. Another great city in the

county of broadacres furnished a lively contribution to our gaiety and

Wagner was once more the happy medium of it. We had plowed

our way through a tolerable representation of The Ring cycle, and

all had gone without a hitch until the final scene, which as all the

world knows is one of the grandest and most moving in opera.

Briinnhilde was getting along in capital style with her farewell song,

when to my dismay and astonishment the curtain came down.

There was general consternation both on and off the stage, but

continuing to conduct I pressed repeatedly the bell-button at my
desk, and presently to my great relief up it rose and we went on as

if nothing untoward had happened. But only for a minute or so:

once more it descended. Again I renewed my attack on the button

and again it went up, this time staying there until the end.

I hurried behind to discover the cause of this nerve-

wracking experience and a sheepish and tired-looking individual

was brought forward and introduced to me as the manipulator of

the volatile piece of machinery. It appeared that wearied by the

length of the piece he had gone off to sleep, and upon waking had

found that it was well past eleven. As never before in the history

of the theater had any performance been known to continue be

yond that hour, he had hastily concluded that it must be over and

had rung down the curtain. On hearing my signal, he had hoisted

it up but, after a few moments of dazed reflection during which
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he remembered that his wife was expecting him for supper also

at eleven o'clock and would be seriously put out if he were late, he

could not help thinking there must be a mistake somewhere. So

what with one thing and another he had thought it best to drop
it again. I am quite sure that, if one of my own staff had not

climbed to the lofty perch from where the dangerous contrivance

was worked and relieved him of its charge, it would have remained

down hiding the stage from the auditorium until the last note. I do

not remember if we expected some little expression of regret from

him for this unwelcome contribution to the evening's entertain

ment, but if so, we were most certainly disappointed. Far from

admitting that he could be in any way at fault, he declared em

phatically that if people did not know enough to bring any piece,

opera or play, to its termination by eleven o'clock at night, they had

no right to be in the theater business at all.

The general commotion caused by the early vicissitudes

of our tour and the unorthodox method of publicity employed to

redeem it from disaster, excited a novel and lively interest among
all classes in the general question of opera itself. Quite a number

of persons who had never before given a minute's thought to it

began to formulate theories and propound schemes for the estab

lishment of opera houses all over the country. None of them were

of the slightest practical value, but one or two of the propositions

submitted to me were of that fantastically idyllic sort which can

emerge only from the brain of a certain type of Englishman. The

most fascinating of these was a scheme based upon the serious con

viction of its author that opera could be made to flourish only in

close association with agriculture. If I would consent to transfer

the whole of my organization to the middle of some beautiful and

fertile dale occupied by farms, which on an average were two miles

distant one from the other, I should find there the fulfillment of

my dreams. The unromantic facts that the farming industry had

not much spare cash at that moment to spend on such an expensive

luxury as grand opera, that the total population of the district

under consideration was less than ten thousand souls, that roads
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were difficult and sometimes impassable in bad weather, and that

the local revenue likely to be forthcoming in one month would

be hardly adequate to support the company for three days, were all

ignored in favor of the beauty of the idea.

Ambitious musicians everywhere started writing operas

with furious industry, generally on national subjects of inordinate

length, the most promising of these being a projected cycle of six

music-dramas on the life of Henry the VIII. As I perused this

monumental offering to the shrine of wedded bliss, of which each

section was devoted to one of the sextet of spouses, I tried vainly

to expel from my brain the recurrent tum-tumming of that rap

turous strain which some marriage-minded enthusiast chanted to

a group of startled maidens in one of the Sullivan operettas.*

But undoubtedly the most original inspiration that

reached me, although it went no further than the libretto, was one

dealing with a psychological problem that should be of the deepest

interest to everyone. The last day of the world had dawned and the

whole of humanity save two persons had perished in the freezing

temperature of a new Ice Age. These two survivors, a man and a

woman, were thrown together in a certain spot with but one hour

of life left to them. Although they had long loved one another, cir

cumstances had thwarted any kind of union, and now a great moral

question was posed to them. Should they maintain to the end their

hitherto chaste relationship or, faced with impending extinction,

surrender themselves to the joy of an unbridled orgy of passion?

The denouement was still uncertain in the mind of the inventor

of this delightful situation and he sought my advice about it. I

could only answer that there was but one way to determine it be

yond question, which was for him to go off somewhere where he

could be frozen to the nearest point this side of death. Out of his

own experience in passing through such an ordeal, he would be

admirably fitted to comprehend the emotional ecstasies of two

other persons in a similar plight; and I felt sure that in the interests

* Well indulge in the felicity

Of unbounded domesticity/' The Pirates of Penzance.
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of science as well as art he would not shrink from undertaking the

experiment without delay. But as I never heard anything more

from him, I was reluctantly obliged to conclude that he must have

felt unequal to settling the question in the only way that seemed

convincing and final to me, that of trial and, probably, error.



27. SECOND RUSSIAN OPERA SEASON

The striking success of the first Russian season made
inevitable the return of the company for the summer of 1914, and

it was the joint ambition of Diaghileff and myself to make of it

something that London had never known before. On the first visit

we had ventured to give three operas only, but we now drew up a

program of at least eight, and half-a-dozen new ballets, preluded

by a short cycle of German works including Der Rosenkavalier

and The Magic Flute. My father, whose name had been promi

nently associated with the 1913 enterprise, enthusiastically backed

this imposing scheme, balking only at the idea of reviving The

Magic Flute, which he claimed had never been anything better

than a mild failure in England for over a century. It was for this

very reason, I contended, that the tide of fortune was due to turn

in our favor. But to his solid business mind this long view sounded
a bit metaphysical, and I took over the personal responsibility of

this black sheep of the flock much to his relief.

I was not without some reason for my confidence in

this grand but at that time neglected masterpiece. I had recently
conducted several performances of it and had had full opportunity
to discover the weaknesses in the unwieldy and ponderous produc
tion which had been made for the provincial tour. There had been
interminable waits between many of the numerous scenes when it

was imperative that there should be either none at all or only those
of the shortest duration. It should be quite possible to save from
one-half to three-quarters of an hour in the total length of the rep
resentation with as much gain to the musical and dramatic side of

it as relief to a bored and impatient audience, and I remodelled the
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old scenery to square with this design, curtailed the dialogue, and

engaged a cast which I hoped could interpret the music in the way
I wanted.

For some time I had been giving thought to the vocal

style of Mozart and I was growing more and more doubtful

whether the accepted traditions of its interpretation could really

be authentic. I fancied that I had already discovered in the sym

phonic works depths of poetry and passion which did not rise even

to the surface in the average performance, and which might be

present in the operatic masterpieces also. Certainly I had never

heard those transcendent airs "Deh vieni," "Dove Sono" or "Ach

ich full" as I had dreamed that one day they should or might be

sung. But in 1913 I had come across a young soprano at the Berlin

Opera whom I had engaged for the parts of Sophie in Rosen-

kavalier and Eva in Die Meistersinger. I cannot say that in these

she had been more than fairly satisfactory if judged by an interna

tional standard, but the voice was remarkable for two qualities, a

perfect legato and a phenomenal breath control, exactly what were

indispensable for what I had in mind.

The appearance of Claire Dux as Pamina at Drury Lane

in the spring of 1914 was one of those artistic events which are

red-letter days in the annals of opera. In order to give her song in

the second act the chance of making its fullest effect, I had manip
ulated the scene with curtains so that the singer appeared to be

framed in a small space, thus focusing upon her more directly the

attention of the audience. Over twenty recalls greeted the most

exquisite exhibition of "bel canto" that London had heard for

probably more than a generation, and even the old habitues who

still crossed themselves when the names of Patti or Nilsson were

mentioned had to admit that the day of great singing had not yet

vanished. For the next performance the whole of the front row of

stalls was occupied by vocalists, among whom were Mdha, Des-

tinn, Caruso, and Chaliapin, all genuinely curious to see just what

it was that Claire Dux did with a piece that all of them must have

heard many times without suspecting its full possibilities. Naturally
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it was the opinion of Melba, a soprano of world fame, that was

most eagerly awaited, and I was almost as gratified as Claire herself

when the formidable Nellie hailed her in my presence with the

words, "You are my successor/' The only person perhaps who

failed to rejoice wholeheartedly over the unexpected success of

The Magic Flute was my father, who almost kicked himself with

chagrin for his want of faith in it. After a few representations

of Dei Rosenkavalier, notable for a new Octavian, Charlotte Uhr,

the best I have yet known, we came to the event which many were

looking forward to as the climax of the social year, the return of

the Russian Opera.

The preliminary interest in it had been immense and

the theater was almost entirely sold out before the arrival of the

company; that is so far as the purely operatic performances were

concerned. Diaghileff had chosen Prince Igor for the opening night,

doubtless for the reason that it gave singers, chorus, and ballet all

the chance of appearing at their best, Chaliapin taking the two

roles of Galitzin and Kontchak. I have figured both as actor and

spectator in a goodly number of stirring episodes in the theater,

but can recall none to match the tumult among the audience that

followed the fall of the curtain on the great scene in the Tartar

Camp at the close of the Third Act. And yet the preparations for

this triumph were as far from smooth sailing as any one can imag

ine, and more than once I made up my mind that the production

would never see the light of day.

Quite as interesting as the performance of any opera

by an all-Russian company is the rehearsal of it, and it still remains

a mystery to me not only how we ever reached that first night, but

how everything during it went with such accuracy and swing. The

few final days beforehand Drury Lane was more like a railway

station than a theater, with scenery arriving from three or four

different quarters, and, when unpacked, disclosing frequently the

awful fact that the artist had gone no further than indicate the de

sign on some cloth sixty feet long without adding a stroke of paint.

As Russians work on a flat floor instead of a vertical frame as we
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do in England, that meant finding at the shortest notice some

horizontal space large enough to accommodate such huge areas of

canvas, just the sort of thing that drives an overworked manager
to despair or debauchery. The orchestral parts were full of blunders

with most of the cuts marked wrongly, so that it took hours to

establish any kind of correspondence between band and stage. The

proceedings were interrupted every five minutes by the agitated

appearance of a small legion of dressmakers, wigmakers, and boot

makers, all of them insisting that if immediate attention were not

given to their needs, the fruits of their labor would never be ready

in time. The leading singers quarreled, the temperamental Chalia-

pin had a fisticuff encounter with the baritone who sang the title

role, and the chorus took sides with as much ardor as if they had

been Capulets and Montagues. The actual day before the produc
tion the final rehearsal began in the early afternoon, went on

throughout the evening well into the morning hours, and came to

an end only then because the conductor had an attack of hysteria,

had to be taken off his chair, carried into a dressing room and put

to bed on a sofa. It now seemed humanly impossible that the work

could be ready in time; and yet such is the caliber of this remarka

ble people that fifteen hours later everything fell into place like

the diverse pieces of a jigsaw puzzle and yielded a performance as

flawless as exhilarating. It is true that while the first act was being

played some of the scenery for the last was still in the hands of

painters, but it was all finished with a good half hour to spare and,

when hoisted into position, looked none the worse for its neck to

neck race with the clock.

Of the other operas that were wholly new to us Le Coq
cfOr was in every way the most interesting. Rimsky-Korsakov is

with Tschaikowsky the greatest of craftsmen among the Russian

masters, and although inferior in the main to his rival in passion

and rhetorical vigor, he frequently excels him in delicacy of imagi

nation and now and then, as in La Fiancee du Czar, in beauty and

originality of melodic invention. As a writer for the stage he easily

out-distances all his fellow-countrymen in versatility and command
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of those technical resources that seem to be the happy possession

of a bare handful of names in the history of the lyric drama. There

are a dozen scenes in Russian opera more powerful, more moving

and more impressive than anything in Le Coq d'Or, but there is

nothing more beautiful and exotic than its second act from the

moment the Queen of Chemaka, one of the world's greatest

dramatic creations, makes her appearance. For the first time in the

theater do we hear an authentic cadence that links East and West.

There are none of those over familiar devices for creating local

color which sound so pathetically fatuous even in the hands of

skilled musicians. Here is a character conceived and worked out

from start to finish as a musical entity, with an idiom all its own,

and we salute it with gratitude as a genuinely consistent as well as

fragrantly lovely contribution to the world's stage. One has only

to think of it in comparison with other attempts to reproduce the

Orient, as for example the Flower Maiden's scene in Parsifal, to

realize its immense superiority over anything else in this line. Of

the remaining novelties in the operatic repertoire the most note

worthy were La Nuit de Mai of Rimsky-Korsakov, a charming and

melodious light piece of work, and Le Rossignol of Stravinsky,

which delighted the ultra-moderns of the town and was adorned by
one of Bakst's most sumptuous scenic inventions.

It was now the turn of the Ballet, which during the first

few weeks had remained a little in the background, to take the field,

and worthily indeed it performed its task. There were many who re

gretted the absence of Nijinsky from the list of dancers this season,

but there was some compensation in the return of Fokine, the

choreographic creator of the Ballet, who had parted from it in

1912. These two events were not unconnected, and the choice be

tween them was determined by the best friends of both Diaghileff

and the Ballet, who placed the maintenance of the finest ensemble

in existence above the claims of even its greatest solo dancer. The
three star productions were the Daphnis et Chloe of Ravel, La

Legende de Joseph of Strauss and Le Sacre du Printemps of Strav

insky. Of these decidedly the most attractive was Daphnis et Chloe,
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the most original Le Sacre du Printemps, and the least attractive

and original La Legende de Joseph. The German master revealed

no talent for this sort of thing; in -spite of a few vivid and pic

turesque moments, the piece went with a heavy and plodding gait

which all the resource and ingenuity of the dancers could not re

lieve or accelerate, and perhaps the most memorable feature of

the performance was the first appearance in the Ballet of Massine

in the part of Joseph. Le Sacre du Printemps created more surprise

than delight, although as there had been a good deal written and

talked about it in advance, the public listened to it politely and

attentively. I will express no other opinion on this striking and in

teresting work than to reiterate my mature view that Petrouchka

remains its composer's masterpiece. Daphnis et Chloe has not only

continued in the repertoire of most ballet companies until this

day, but is familiar to every symphony concert audience. It is

Ravel's finest achievement in instrumental writing and one of the

treasures in the regalia of twentieth-century French music.

For variety's sake I interpolated an all British produc

tion, of which the music was by Holbrooke and the libretto by

Lord Howard de Walden. Dylan, founded on an old Celtic legend,

is less an opera than a series of scenes, with the frailest link of con

nection between them and the minimum amount of action, and it

was not the easiest of jobs to put it on the stage at all. When the

authors had completed their work they sat down to think of the

right man to design the scenery and supervise the mise-en-scene,

which included a few doubtful innovations such as a chorus of

wild fowl. They approached the most celebrated of English scenic

artists, prolific in imaginative conceptions whose originality made

them usually impossible of realization on any earthly stage. He

asked for a copy of the libretto, kept it a few months and than

announced that if the authors would omit two of the scenes and

condense the story and music into the two remaining, he might

see his way to provide suitable pictures for them. Further than this

he would not go, as the rest of the piece did not appeal to him.

Naturally the authors were unable to accept this annihilating con-
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dition which reduced their work to insignificance as well as non

sense, but I have often thought that if the cinema should ever

take it into its head to experiment with opera it should proceed in

some such way as this, which in the ordinary theater would be

putting the cart before the horse.

A producer would select a subject, design some twenty

or thirty wonderful pictures to relate the outline of the story and

add words and music to fill in the accompaniment of lyrical and

dramatic illustration. The main reason why no opera written for

the living stage bears adaptation to the film is that in it the music

is of supreme and the rest only of negligible importance. On the

screen the pictures are virtually everything, and it is these which at

tract the interest of nine-tenths of the spectators. Further, the mu

sical unit in any opera, be it a song, a duet, or concerted number,

will last from five minutes to half an hour, and barring a very few

exceptional instances it is quite impossible to change the scene

during any one of them. On the film no one wants to look at a

picture for as long as this, and as you cannot have a moving proces

sion of pictures while a soprano is struggling with the complexities

of a coloratura aria as in Lucia, or a baritone is anathematizing

those who have betrayed him, as in II Ballo, the only alternative

is to have musical units of much shorter length. As no operas exist

where such are to be found, it will be necessary to write them: and

when that is done, the cinema will be enabled to bring forward a

brand-new artistic convention, the like of which it stands in evident

need.

Holbrooke was (in those days anyway) a musician of

natural ability handicapped by a poor aesthetic endowment and a

total want of critical faculty. No one with the united talents of

Mozart, Wagner, and Verdi could have made an opera out of

Dylan, and indeed not one of them would have tried for two

minutes. I believe that much of the music was liked by those who

heard it, but without question both the story and the text were

wholly beyond the comprehension of the Drury Lane audience.

One of the drawbacks of opera in English where everything that is
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sung or said can be instantly understood, is that our public which

has a lively sense of humor never misses an opening for a laugh;

and there were quite a number of these in Dylan owing to the

author's failure to remember that whatever else may take place in a

wholly serious scene, not one word must be spoken to reduce it

suddenly to comedy or farce. In the first act the hero signalizes

his entry on the scene with the unfortunate line, "I sing, I have

sung, I can sing better/' and as that evening he was obviously in

poor voice, the emotion of the audience can be easily imagined*

The London season was beginning to draw to its close

and my mind goes back to an evening in the latter part of July

when a company of persons assembled to bid a temporary farewell

to one another. It was in the garden of my house, an old world

dwelling in Hobart Place standing some way back from the street,

in which a fountain playing day and night tempered the summer

heat. There we gathered for supper, and to few of us came even

a fleeting apprehension that the normal current of our lives would

not remain unchanged for years to come. Plans for the future were

made, hopes and promises of early reunion were exchanged, and

the party broke up under the certain impression that the next year

and the years after that were to be so many new links added to the

existing chain of their comradeship in work.

Within ten days Europe was smitten with madness and

the old world fell into ruins.



28. WAR TIME

Since my first visit to Germany, I had followed with

keen interest the progress of its imperialistic ambitions. At that

time it possessed no navy; a few years later it had a formidable one

and the earlier balance of power in Europe was a thing of the past.

Public opinion was divided into two opposing sections, a minority
which saw the country in danger and clamored, not only for a large

shipbuilding program but the creation of a powerful army, and a

majority that had complete trust in the friendly intentions of Ger

many and looked upon war in the twentieth century as unthinka

ble under any circumstances. In these pious beliefs it was greatly

fortified by the appearance of Norman Angell's The Great Illusion.

This remarkable work, whose main argument was that since war

was no longer a paying proposition for any nation it had become

meaningless and obsolete, made a deep impression upon that large

mass of people who were incapable of understanding that men

may sometimes labor for ends other than those of pecuniary ad

vantage. They refused therefore to see any sinister motive behind

the rapidly growing armed forces of Germany on land and sea.

With the public generally in this mood, the prophets
of action did not make much headway. To create a minimum army
of one million men some measure of conscription would have been

necessary, but this would never do. Every free-born Briton would
resist it as a gross infringement of his personal liberty, as well as an

insult to the very spirit of democracy. There were many incon

veniences that a man was legally obliged to stomach, whether he

liked them or not; such as paying taxes, serving on juries and keep

ing the peace. But military training for the defense of his country
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was quite another matter, and not to be contemplated seriously for

a moment. Such was the doctrine not only preached to but accepted

by the average citizen of the day, and if his war-inured descendant

of 1943 may be inclined to look upon this picture as overdrawn, I

venture to recall that as late as the summer of 1915, after the war

had been raging for ten months, a prominent labor leader declared

at a public meeting in the Midlands that if the Government at

tempted to introduce any measure of compulsory service there

would be revolution in the land. Six months later the dreadful deed

was done without a protesting voice raised anywhere, and for this

sublime piece of prescience its owner was not long afterwards re

warded by a seat in the cabinet, where presumably he continued to

serve the nation's interests by prophesying calamities that never

eventuated.

But that which lulled the public into a torpor of indif

ference more completely than anything else was the proclaimed

conviction of eminent bankers and actuaries that, even if war did

take place, it could not last longer than six weeks, owing to the

closely interwoven relation of international finance. The money
machine would run down quickly with sand well in all its inwards,

and how would men go on fighting after that? In England, if it is

a writer or artist who utters a serious opinion, he is at once sus

pected of trying to be funny; if a scientist, then he is a crank or

faddist; if a politician or even a mere member of Parliament, he is

listened to with respect if not always with credence. But when a

banker speaks, an awe-inspiring silence descends on the land and

every word is received as a revelation from on high. This invoca

tion to Mammon settled the question, for surely the Germans who

were a clever people must recognize these sublime truths as clearly

as ourselves.

When accordingly the fateful fourth of August did ar

rive and the government much against its will was forced to declare

war on Germany, the only European people to be surprised was

the English; and how it was possible for it to have continued all

the while in this happy state was hard for anyone to imagine who
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had spent much of his time on the Continent. In Italy where I

was in the summers of 1912 and 1913, 1 met everywhere statesmen,

journalists and industrialists who one and all discussed the coming

conflict as a certainty, and as for Germany, it had been regarded as

inevitable for the past ten years. The rival pretensions of Austria

and Russia in South Eastern Europe were impossible of reconcilia

tion, the overblown bubble of concord might burst at any moment,

probably just about the time when the new Palace of Peace at The

Hague would be opened, and both France and Germany would

be drawn in to the aid of their allies. The only unknown quan

tity was Great Britain and her conception of her obligations to

France under the Entente; and this was the question which agi

tated the whole country during the few final days when it was at

last realized that hostilities of some sort were unavoidable.

It is a fact that on Thursday, August first, no one knew

the answer to it, not even the Cabinet. On the late afternoon of

that day I went to the French Embassy with the Princess Alice of

Monaco to see the Ambassador, M. Paul Cambon, who had just

returned from the Foreign Office. He was in a state of considerable

perturbation, having failed to obtain from Sir Edward Grey defi

nite assurances of aid in the event of France being attacked by

Germany. The peace bloc in the Cabinet was powerful, almost

overwhelmingly so, and was backed up vigorously by the influential

press of the Liberal Party such as The Daily Chronicle, The Man
chester Guardian and The Daily News, one of them cheerfully ad

vocating nonintervention for the reason that neutrality would give

us an unprecedented opportunity of making money out of all the

belligerents in turn. Fortunately for the Entente the hand of the

Prime Minister was strengthened by the support of the leaders of

the Conservative Party, so that the following day Germany received

the ultimatum which expired at midnight August third.

I do not think there were anywhere two persons more

distressed at the catastrophe than the German Ambassador Prince

Lichnowsky and his wife Machtilde. Only a few weeks before I

had given a private concert in the Embassy with my orchestra; the
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couple were devoted to music and constantly seen at the Opera
and Ballet. Of an amiable South-German stock they were both of

them heartbroken at the breach between their own country and

one to which they had become attached, and felt that in some way

they had made a pitiable failure of their diplomatic mission.

Strictly speaking this was true, for Potsdam had been guided less

by the ambassador's advices than those of his first lieutenant Von
Kullmann, who, exaggerating the embarrassment of Great Britain

over the Ulster imbroglio, was convinced that she would not inter

vene in the struggle.

The first reaction to the declared state of war was that

all public entertainment should cease. It would not do to fiddle

while Rome was burning, a pompous precept trotted out invariably

by those who have done the least to prevent the conflagration.

Concert societies all over the country were closing down, and it

seemed that unless some countermove were made quickly Eng
land would find itself without music of any sort. It seemed to me
that the first thing to do was to insure the continuance of some of

the older and more indispensable of the big organizations, and as

I happened to be staying at the time with my father in Lancashire,

I went to see the manager of the Halle Concerts Society in Man
chester, which at the moment was without either conductor or

policy. The venerable Richter, having retreated two or three years

earlier to the tranquil refuge of Bayreuth, had appointed in his

place another German, one of those solid and painstaking hacks

whose insensibility to every finer shade of music was (and still is)

accepted in most quarters as the eighteen-carat hallmark of a true

orthodoxy. The crisis cutting short his labors, the Committee of

the Society to whom the future of their concerts appeared dark

and dismal without the guiding hand of a true-blue Teuton, was

in a pathetic state of helplessness and vacillation.

Here was a situation that should be met without delay.

The organization was the center and chief of an imposing number

of lesser or satellite bodies who looked to it for example and

guidance; and its excellent orchestra traveled far and wide, not
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only giving its own concerts but taking part in those of choral

societies whose work would be hampered or curtailed without its

cooperation. Any manifestation at this vibrant moment of infirmity

of will, timidity of purpose or, worst of all, abnegation of leader

ship would depreciate morale, diminish zeal and undermine the

outer defenses of the gallant stronghold of culture which Charles

Halle had toiled so laboriously to consolidate over a period of

thirty years. I entered into a partnership with the Society under

which I would work for it as an unsalaried musical director, con

duct the concerts when on the spot and engage a fitting substitute

when absent.

I lost no time in reversing what had been its artistic

policy for the past fifteen years, filling the programs with French,

Russian, English and Italian works, hardly any of which the public

had yet heard. I doubt if this could have been done in such a

wholesale fashion in pre-war days, but with anti-German feeling

increasing daily, the audiences soon developed a temper in which

they were ready to listen to anything written by the composer of

an allied nation. Manchester having been successfully planted on

what appeared to be the solid ground of security, I turned my at

tention to London and the Royal Philharmonic Society which was

also in a mood of indecision. With the support of two stalwart

directors Stanley Hawley and Mewbuai Levien I concluded an ar

rangement which enabled it to carry on the series which had been

running uninterruptedly for over a hundred years, even during the

Napoleonic Wars. It would never have done to permit the Kaiser

to succeed where the great French Emperor had failed.

The more I observed the general situation of music

arising out of the war, the more I was appalled by the disorganiza
tion caused in its professional ranks. Artists of name and ability,

singers, pianists and others who a few weeks earlier had been mak

ing a comfortable and in some cases a handsome living, now found

themselves without a single engagement. The only institution or

quasi-institution which survived intact was the annual performance
of Messiah, which every choral society with a spark of

vitality left
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pulled itself together to perform. Isidore de Lara, who had lately

arrived in London from France, where he had been living for the

past twenty years, started at Claridges Hotel a set of wartime con

certs confessedly for the relief of those in difficulties. This was an

enterprise of high merit which was not treated at the time with the

respect it deserved. It ran throughout the war, provided work for

hundreds of musicians and was the medium by which a large mass

of British compositions was introduced to a section of society which

so far had been unaware of its existence. For the audiences were

largely composed of women of fashion and of those who liked to be

seen in their proximity, but all a little curious to inspect at close

quarters a man who had become almost a legendary figure of

romance.

Some twenty-five or thirty years earlier, de Lara had

been a popular young composer of whom much was expected. He
had written a few songs of the ballad type that were sung in every

drawing room of the Kingdom and even an opera on Edwin Ar

nold's poem The Light of Asia. Realizing that there was next to

no opportunity at home for anyone who wanted to devote his

career to the lyric theater, he had transplanted himself to Paris

where he remained until the beginning of the war, and during the

intervening period had written some half-dozen operas of which

the most popular was Messaline. Both as man and musician he

was skillful, adroit, and knowledgeable; with a shrewd eye for the

sort of subject likely to make a good libretto and the sense to in

voke the aid of a practiced hand at the game. Thanks to these

useful qualities his operas were a plausibly attractive entertain

ment when heard for the first time, the ingredients making up the

dish served to us being blended with cunning enough to disarm

the critical part of our musical attention. But further familiarity

soon made it evident that here was another talented writer who

had succumbed to the lure of the stage without the possession of

those gifts which alone have the power to create a work containing

the elements of true drama. De Lara's bent was purely lyrical and

devoid of the capacity to construct big movements, build up cli-
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maxes or endow his puppets with the breath of individual life. The

listener must have a sluggish ear indeed who fails to discern that

the songs sung by the Countess, Susanna, and Cherubino in Figaro

are utterances of three clearly differentiated personalities, and this

investiture of stage figures with variety of portraiture through the

medium of the music itself, is the prime essential of any opera

which asks that it be accepted as a genuine work of art. For it can

never be emphasized too often that it is the music alone that mat

ters, and if it be of the right sort, no one troubles about anything

else.

There were at that time half-a-dozen composers of de

Lara's stamp who were unable to comprehend the distinction be

tween the two entities, drama and theater; and who imagined that

so long as they made full use of all the devices and paraphernalia

of the melodramatic spectacle or the pageant play, thrilling tale,

picturesque milieu, troops of dancing ladies and houris, Roman

amphitheaters and mirages in the African desert, all would be well

with the music. If we accept this formula as canonical, we shall

probably have to reject that employed in Pelleas and Melisande;

and I have more than once heard apostles of the former declare

that neither Debussy nor Delius knew how to write for the theater.

Possibly not, but they could write for the opera house; and al

though they show next to no desire to dazzle or "upset" us, we do

remain interested even after a dozen hearings, for the reason that

these men are fundamentally musicians who are able to satisfy our

ears with a line and volume of sound that makes all else going on of

secondary importance.

In disposition de Lara was a simple, kindly and manly

fellow who almost to the end of his life boxed and rode daily on

a bicycle in the Park. But through his long association with the

stagier sort of people, he had developed a slightly theatrical air

with which his British colleagues did not always find themselves in

sympathy. The idol of his earlier years had been that great master

of posture Maurel, some of whose tricks of manner and speech he

had unconsciously absorbed; and these rarely failed to come to
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the surface with amusing fidelity at the rehearsals of his operas,

or during discussions of those artistic problems on which his proto

type never wearied of holding forth, so long as there was someone

at hand to listen. By reason of his long absence from England he

was inclined to overlook the considerable changes that had taken

place during that period in public taste, and to present us with

diversions that might have met with keener appreciation in the

eighties or nineties. On one occasion we were electrified by a stir

ring address on the subject of Passion, delivered with immense

gusto to an audience mainly composed of aged dowagers and theii

great-grand-children; and on another by a concert of his own songs,

most of them dating back to his salad and ballad days. This latter

event attracted enthusiasts from all parts of the country and, I sat

next to two ladies of extremely advanced years who had traveled

the whole way from Cornwall to listen to his own rendering of his

famous ditty "The Garden of Sleep." As the moment drew near

for the performance of this favorite gem their excitement was al

most painful to witness, and at its conclusion one of the pair

murmured to the other "Thank Heaven, my dear, I have heard

him sing it again before I die/'

More than one musician of commanding stature has

been known to envy the authorship of some of the Johann Strauss

waltzes, and I daresay there are many others of larger accomplish

ment than de Lara who have journeyed through long and honora

ble careers without ever evoking such a manifestation of pious

devotion.



29. MUSICAL TRAINING AND
A TOURNAMENT OF SONG

About the beginning of 1915 Delias and his wife, who

had been forced to make a hasty flight from Grez when the Ger

man armies were advancing in the Marne district, arrived suddenly

in England. They had buried their stock of wine in the garden, left

their beloved jackdaw Koanga in charge of the parish priest, climbed

on to a manure cart and, after a painfully long and circuitous jour

ney, contrived to reach one of the Channel ports, from which the

steamers were still making their daily crossings. I had a house a

few miles out of Watford where I thought the wandering couple

might care to take up their residence. A pretty little place, formerly

the dower house of a large estate, with a millwheel to provide

soothing music day and night and well away from main roads, it

seemed to me quite the sort of a retreat where a hunted composer

could repair his ravaged nervous system and continue his work in

peace. And settle there they did but not with full content until

they had succeeded in bringing over their own French cook from

Grez and relegating my homely English help to duties of a strictly

non-culinary kind.

As my occupations were increasing rapidly I could pay
him only occasional visits, usually at a week end when other visitors

would look in to pay homage to genius in exile, and among them

was a young man just down from Cambridge who surprised us

all by his sympathy for and understanding of modern music. His

ambition was to edit a journal which should be progressive and ag

gressive in tone, and as the idea had the enthusiastic backing of

Delius, whose chief delight in life next to composing was to stii
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up any kind of public controversy provided it was acrimonious

enough, we drew up a scheme for launching it under the title of

The Saclcbut or The Anti-Ass. But nothing much came of this

promising enterprise, for although the paper did make its appear
ance some months later, it remained but a short time under the

control of Philip Heseltine, or Peter Warlock as he afterwards be

came known. Passing into the hands of a safe commercial house

which shore the title of its provocative and better half, it ran

with success according to the most unimpeachable rules of good

journalistic conduct. This strange and gifted youth was born out

of his time and suffered from a duality of nature whose two divi

sions were opposing and irreconcilable. One half of him looked

wistfully back to the healthy naturalism of the sixteenth century

while the other faced boldly the dawn of an age whose music shall

have parted company with every element which for centuries we

have believed to be the very essence and justification of its exist

ence. Such types have small part in the present; they "look before

and after and pine for what is not" and either consciously or sub

consciously are in perpetual conflict with it. Their spiritual isola

tion makes it hard to say whether they are the remnant of a

biological experiment which Nature in a capricious mood has al

ready tried and abandoned, or the premonitory symptom of one

that is in an embryonic stage of gestation. But Peter Warlock, if

he was a lost soul, was a brilliant and lovable character, a man

among other men, and an intellect that never wholly lost touch

with a past without which there cannot be a future. In this he stood

apart from some of his contemporaries and most of his successors,

who were not only an innovation in European music but the ne

gation and denial of it, and can be viewed with equanimity on the

one condition that they are the close and not the beginning of

an era.

For some time I had been more and more interested

in a problem which no one heavily involved in the business of

public performance could afford to ignore, the failure of our lead

ing colleges to produce an adequate output of superior talent
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Something like five thousand students were assembled in the

London institutions alone, and while it was our custom to hold

regular and frequent auditions of those singers who were repre

sented to be the prize specimens of the year's crop, we were hardly

ever able to make use of any of them in the condition they were sent

to us. The bulk of the English singers who had taken part in my
seasons had received their training either abroad or at home pri

vately, and those who had actually passed through one of the col

leges were obliged almost invariably to seek out some additional

instruction to supplement the scanty measure they had obtained

there. Hardly more satisfactory was the state of advanced instru

mental playing, for although it had earned our gratitude by rais

ing the standard of style and execution in the orchestral player,

the prevailing system seemed incapable of producing the class of

performer who could pass beyond that stage to one of higher

individual excellence. I once escorted Maurel on a tour of inspec

tion through one of the largest of the great teaching establishments,

and the Principal, thinking to make a telling impression, told us

how many thousands of puipls were working under his roof.

"Etonnant," commented the distinguished relic of an

older and leaner day, "mais combien d'artistes avez-vous?"

Perhaps this was asking too much, and any academy

is justified in protesting that it is not within its power to guar

antee the creation of lofty natural ability. But this would have

been no answer to or explanation of the undeniable fact that

much the greater part of it as did exist had passed through hands

other than its own. Remembering what Charles Wood had once

said to me about the knowledge of orchestration, I began to wonder

if these great nurseries of the art possessed either the will or the

insight to employ pedagogic skill of a sufficiently expert order, for

I knew quite a few instances of posts held by men who in the

spheres of singing and playing had been anything but shining

lights in their profession. As I have said before, the supreme artist

has always a difficulty in handing on his own peculiar method,

but if it were true that the bulk of the youth on the continent
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that ultimately found its way into its two hundred opera houses

had been sent out by the conservatories of Paris, Vienna, Milan,

Berlin, and a dozen other centers, it was inevitable that some

one sooner or later should ask why our own could not do the

same.

My interest in this question, which is as much alive

today as then, has been resented and misunderstood on nearly

every occasion I have expressed it, sometimes in those quarters

where I had the right to expect a more attentive hearing as well

as a more thoughtful reply. For it is not as the conductor of an

orchestra that I have spoken but as an employer of musical labor,

and by no means the least active in my own country. As I cannot

run opera seasons without singers, or give certain works at all

without some of a specific class or kind, it should follow that it is

I as much as anyone else who is concerned that they should be

forthcoming. In another sphere of discovery the same responsibility

extends to the concert room, in which during the half dozen years

before the present war it was my task to draw up or assist in

drawing up something like a hundred different programs of music

annually. As my appetite for genuine novelty has in no wise abated

I am constantly on the lookout for it, but hardly once a year do

I come across an unmistakable example. If some unprejudiced

inquirer would take the trouble to make one list of the admittedly

great orchestral works written between 1890-1910" and another of

those written between 1920-1940, a cool comparison of the two

might start him on a line of salutary reflection. And if he cared

to go on to a brief examination of the true state of opera, his sur

prise would be increased by the disconcerting revelation that, while

in the earlier period we were blessed with a score of masterpieces

or quasi-masterpieces, one piece only during the later has man

aged to maintain its place in the international repertoire.

This none too sound condition in the kingdom of

music is familiar enough to those whose preoccupation is to search

for first-rate work and bring it to the light of day. But if any one

of them is moved from time to time to issue a word of warning
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about it, he is informed with the minimum of polite consideration

that he is guilty of an unworthy pessimism and an action of gross

disservice to an art which is still flourishing with undiminished

vitality. The depressing truth is that the capacity for self-delusion

seems to be as great in the aesthetic world as in the political, and

that little short of a series of catastrophes will bring enlightenment

to those who continue to ignore the writing upon the wall.

Being present in Manchester for a few days during

the spring of 1915 in company with Delius, I found myself dining

one evening at the house of the principal patron of the College

of Music there. The conversation turning to the subject of aca

demic training in general, Delius, who had enjoyed about as little

of it as any musician living, entertained the party with a mag
nificent effort of abusive condemnation. Our host, sensibly alert

to the possibility of a little fun, asked him if he would address

the College on the following evening, when, as there was an annual

celebration of some sort, professors, students and everyone else

connected with it would be present. This Delius declined to do on

the plea that he was no public speaker, which was true. Like several

other brilliant conversationalists I have known, he was fragmentary
and incidental rather than comprehensive and sequential, and dis

dained the humbler faculty of marshaling ideas with that semblance

of logical order necessary to the mental comfort of any audience

that is asked to bear with patience the ordeal of a lengthy delivery

on a single subject

As it was known that I had done a good bit of this sort

of thing for many years past the invitation was passed on to me
and, thinking that here might be a chance of venting a few of the

doubts and misgivings which for some time had been troubling

me, I accepted it. But I knew that to create a lively interest

and provoke any useful reaction over a wide area I should have

to employ the tactics of an out-and-out offensive, I thought that

I should first ask our local Maecenas if they would be likely to

injure the interests of the especial object of his protection. He an-
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swered that the more outspoken my discourse the better, as there

was far too much self-satisfaction in the place for his own liking.

Encouraged by this admirable objectivity of outlook I

took for my text Dante's famous line, "Lasciate ogni speranza che

voi entrate," which I suggested should be written over the entrance

door of every academy in the land, and challenged the particular

one I was addressing to point to a single musician of outstanding

distinction produced by it during the twenty odd years of its

existence. The result was equal to any I had expected, and for

weeks the Manchester papers were full of indignant letters citing

the names of singers and instrumentalists, who in the opinion of

the various writers gave the living lie to my insult. Presently there

came an opportunity to put the issue to a practical test. I had adver

tised in one of the Halle Society programs Delius' "Sea Drift/'

which requires a solo baritone with gifts not only of voice but of

diction and poetical insight. As I had not yet engaged a singer,

I issued an invitation to the College to bring forward one among
its students, past or present, who could interpret the part ade

quately. The composer, who was on the scene, would act as judge;

and as he was likely to want a performance of his work as much

as anyone, the conditions of trial would be favorable to the com

petitors. There was intense excitement in the whole county: its

musical capacity had been called into question, it was determined

to wipe out the affront convincingly, and it looked as if we were go

ing to have a tournament of song that would rival in importance

that historic contest on the Wartburg.

I knew that eventually I should have to choose some

one to sing the work, but I hoped that the argument would drag

on long enough for me to extend it to a much wider domain of

debate, to create a pleasantly dramatic tension, and that by spinning

out the trials I would be enabled to make the ultimate verdict all

the more gratifying to local pride. But I had reckoned without

the incalculable element of Frederick Delius, who, at the opening

audition, forgetting entirely the real purpose of the whole adven

ture, chose the first singer who presented himself. It availed noth-
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ing that in all essential endowments the fortunate vocalist was far

from being the ideal type for the music; the decision was given,

and the triumph of the College was complete. For if the very first

candidate who appeared had proved acceptable, then it followed

as a matter of course that there must be many others of equal eligi

bility. My discomfiture was as total as the elation of the other side,

and I vowed that never again would I entrust the casting vote of de

cision in other of my carefully calculated projects to the unac

countable impulse of a composer, however eminent.

Shortly after on my return to London I was dining

by myself at Pagani's and was joined by Landon Ronald, who was

also alone. My acquaintance with him was of the slightest and by

the turn of circumstances we had generally been in opposite camps

of public activity. For when I severed my connection with the

New Symphony Orchestra at the end of 1908, he had been ap

pointed its conductor and had shared a little of that emotion of

rivalry which the players had felt upon the unwelcome appearance

of a new body of competitors. He had meanwhile been appointed

to the Directorship of the Guildhall School of Music, an organiza

tion which had been a special object of attack in my Manchester

address, and he now wanted to know what he had done to deserve

it. I explained to him that there was nothing in the least personal

in my action, that it had been taken for the sole purpose of arous

ing public interest in the whole educational system, and to assure

him further on this score I proposed that he assist me as conductor

both in the Halle Concert Series and elsewhere during the coming
autumn. To this he willingly agreed but suggested that we might

begin our cooperation earlier by doing something together during

the summer in London, which otherwise would be entirely without

music for months to come; and we there and then planned and

subsequently gave a short season of Promenade Concerts at the

Albert -Hall which the pair of us conducted on alternate nights.

Landon Ronald was a man of integrity, scrupulous

in all his dealings with his fellows and an affectionate and constant

friend. He had unquestionably a great and natural talent for con-
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ducting, and his bearing and movements in action carried an ease

and grace that I have never seen rivaled. His sympathies however

did not equal his endowment, and this limitation of taste, combined

with an inborn inertia, placed a check upon the growth of his

repertoire which I often deplored. I judged from the answers to

my remonstrances that he was not fully aware of his own unusual

ability; and this self-depreciation, highly uncommon in an artist,

deprived him of that extra ounce of incentive which is the impel

ling force behind any sustained endeavor or successful accomplish

ment. His secret inclination was less toward public parade than

private placidity, with plenty of time and opportunity for the

gratification of those indulgences which were as necessary to him

as music itself. One day, many years later, upon my asking him to

do a special job of musical work for me that would go over several

weeks and take up most of his spare time, he replied that while

nothing would please him better he was not sure whether his health

would stand the strain. But he was very shortly seeing his doctor

for a periodical overhauling and would procure his opinion on

the point. It happened that soon after this I too had occasion to

visit the same famous physician, and I inquired anxiously of him

if there was anything seriously wrong with our friend. To this

the Galen of England answered, "Not at all; it is only a case of

wine, women and song, and I have told him that he must make

up his mind to drop one of them." When therefore I next was in

a position to ask Landon which of the three dangerous joys of life

he had decided to cut out, to my disappointment though not to

my surprise his instant reply was "Song."

My only other effort of consequence that summer in

London was the organization of a public meeting at Queen's Hall,

to demand that the Government should place cotton on the list

of contraband goods. For some reason quite inexplicable to the

entire country, this had not been done, although we were well

in the eleventh month of the struggle and the dangerous stuff

was pouring into Germany through every available opening. The

war had come just in time to prevent the adoption by half-a-dozen
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great powers of the Declaration of London, an extraordinary docu

ment which seemed to have been designed for the main purpose

of crippling the power of the British Navy. Anyway, at the head

of a long list of articles to be made non-contraband in the event

of a conflict stood cotton, the most vital of all the materials used

in the manufacture of shot and shell. The only conclusion one

could form was that, although the declaration had never been

signed, the Government which had fathered it was striving to

abide by its terms; for in spite of much protest in the Press, the

Foreign Office preserving an unbroken silence offered no explana

tion of its ambiguous attitude. Many of us in Lancashire, the home

of the commodity, considered that the time had come for a series

of public meetings far and wide, and that at Queen's Hall was

the opening event, with Sir Charles Macara, President of the Cot

ton Spinners Federation in the chair and a group of scientific and

industrial celebrities on the platform. During the course of the

day the Foreign Office made an unsuccessful attempt through my
father to discover my whereabouts, though for what reason I never

knew. It could hardly have been to request the cancellation at the

last hour of a public gathering that had been advertised for weeks,

but as Government departments in those days moved in every

way as mysteriously as they do now, such an impromptu step

would have been no surprise to us. Whatever its purpose, that

evening was the beginning and end of our campaign, for a few

days later appeared the welcome proclamation that, so far as was

within the nation's control, the enemy would receive no more cot

ton. It is probable that the Government had been on the eve

of taking this belatedly necessary action, but it pleased us all to

imagine that our little effort had done something to accelerate

its decision.
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During the summer of 1915 there had been a growing

dissatisfaction not only with the conduct of the war but with

the inadequate control of business firms suspected of profiteering

on a vast scale at the public expense as well as the lax supervision of

provisions supplied to the armies in France. It was in connection

with this that I became involved in the fortunes of a paper which

enjoyed some reputation as an upholder of straight dealing in public

affairs, The New Witness.

Most readers of books know something of the late

G. K. Chesterton, essayist, playwright, verse-maker, and creator of

Father Brown. Very few probably have ever heard of his younger

brother Cecil, who was in some ways an equally remarkable per

sonality. He first attracted public attention a few years before

the war as the center of a libel action brought by the British

government against a weekly journal, The Eye Witness, of which

he was the editor and guiding spirit. The case was the famous Mar

coni Scandal which for months unpleasantly stirred the whole of

England. At that time the government was contemplating taking

under its control one of the several rival radio organizations; curi

osity was rife as to which would be the lucky choice, and eventually

the lot fell to Marconi. Shortly afterwards it was discovered that

three members of the government, who presumably had private

knowledge of its intentions, had been acquiring shares on a rising

market in the Marconi concern, which was a public joint stock com

pany. Chesterton and The Eye Witness, denouncing this as politi

cal corruption, called for the dismissal of the ministers involved.

The government obtained a technical victory over the paper and
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was awarded a farthing damages which was equivalent to a moral

defeat. The three ministers were saved from political extinction by

the action of the Prime Minister, who interposed the broad shield

of his own popularity and respectability between them and public

disfavor, and it is somewhat ironical that a few years later, during

the war, one of the three salvaged by this magnanimous effort

was the mainspring of the intrigue which ousted Mr. Asquith in

favor of Mr. Lloyd George. Shortly after the trial, The Eye Wit

ness changed its name to The New Witness and it was about this

time that I became acquainted with Cecil.

I must confess that the first sight of him was a dis

tinct shock. He had become quite a hero of mine, I had pictured

him as a dashing and romantic knight of the pen, the champion
of dangerous but righteous causes, and here was one of the most

ill-favored and unprepossessing individuals I had ever looked on.

His method of speech, or rather delivery of it, was hardly better,

for he stammered, stuttered, and spluttered and seemed to swallow

his tongue as well as his words when he became carried away by
enthusiasm or indignation. But after a while it became evident

to me, as to everyone else, that here was a fine and fearless spirit,

a born fighter filled with a sacred zeal for honest living and a burn

ing hatred of humbug and crooked ways. As I too was very much

in the crusading vein just then, my heart warmed quickly to this

doughty little figure, and when The New Witness shortly after

wards began to enter a period of difficulty and distress, I offered my
collaboration. This was accepted and enabled the paper not only

to get firmly on its feet, but to expand in the way of bringing in

as regular contributors some of the most famous names in English

letters and journalism; Hilaire Belloc, Bernard Shaw, G. K. Ches

terton, Ernest Newman, Alice Meynell, and a few distinguished

foreigners such as the Abbe Dimnet with a weekly article on

French affairs. Although I never used or attempted to use the

paper as a vehicle for any of my own opinions, I kept in fairly

close touch with Cecil and made many appearances at his Friday
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board meetings which were held in a dingy room in Essex Street

just off the Strand.

The meetings began at five and for about half an hour

were conducted in an atmosphere of comparative silence and

gloom. A boy would then enter with a large, tray on which were

glasses and several bottles of Burgundy, one being placed before

each member present. This pleasing indulgence, so I learned, owed

its adoption to Hilaire Belloc, one of the most renowned wine

drinkers of the day, and it certainly seemed to have a miraculous

effect upon the proceedings. During the next half hour, tongues

were unloosed, ideas floated in the air, epigrams were coined, and

at times I could almost fancy myself in the old Mermaid Tavern

of three hundred years ago. Another half hour and the next week's

issue was virtually written and we went our different ways rejoicing.

But among this brilliant gathering of wit, fancy, and solid learning,

it was always Cecil who was the centerpiece of the show. Without

any of the subtlety and paradoxical charm of G.K., or the massive

knowledge of Belloc, he had a direct and powerful intelligence

backed by a pungent and telling prose-style that were just what was

needed for an enterprise such as The New Witness. The paper ex

isted and was read mainly for its belligerent and critical policy; it

was he who undertook the lion's share in maintaining its reputation

as a courageous revealer of malodorous misdeeds; no influence or

argument could ever turn him from his course once he had deter

mined which way to go, and he became a source of terror to some

of those rapacious vultures who were taking the fullest advantage

of the war to line their own pockets.

One day he wrote to tell me that he was going into

the army; there lay his duty and he would not seek to avoid it; and

a little while after he announced his forthcoming marriage to Miss

Prothero, a gifted contributor to the paper. Their wedding break

fast was given at the Cheshire Cheese Tavern in Fleet Street, the fa

vorite rendezvous of Dr. Johnson, practically all literary London at

tended, and a few days later Cecil left for the front. The sequel was

pathetic. The hero of a hundred public controversies succumbed
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after a few months, not to the rage of battle but to an attack of in

fluenza, and the paper did not long survive his loss. It might have

managed for a while to carry on in some shape or other, yet with

out that sledge-hammer stroke of his in attack and that unrelenting

persistence in argument, like a good bulldog gripping its antagonist,

it would not have been the same. Thus came into and passed out

of my life the man who to my mind was the finest journalist of

his day in England; and as a memorial to him London can point

to the Cecil Chesterton Hostels of which there are now about a

dozen in existence, every other year seeing one more added to the

number. These are institutions where women who are strangers

to the city or depressed in means can obtain accommodation for a

nominal sum, and were almost unknown when Cecil and his wife

began a journalistic campaign for their foundation. Always the

friend of the poor, the unfortunate and the down-at-heel, he would

rejoice if he could see how the executive ability of his widow and

the appreciation of the public have realized one of his most cher

ished projects.

I spent a portion of the later summer with my father

in Lancashire, who had begun to worry a good deal over a venture

he had embarked on just before the outbreak of war and which

was not going at all to his liking. Sometime about the close of

1913 he had met James White, generally known as Jimmy White,

one of that group of financial wizards who appeared and vanished

like comets in the sky of the business world during the period

1910-1930. White had persuaded him to enter into a contract to

purchase the Covent Garden Estate at a price well exceeding two

millions, and it was then intended, in cooperation with a well-

known Northern firm of brokers, to float a public company to

deal with the estate as a commercial proposition, when my father

would receive back the considerable sum he had paid as deposit

money together with a bonus for his services as financier. The

scheme, the sort of thing done a hundred times a week in the City

during normal conditions, was sound and workable enough, for

whatever were the abilities of James White in other walks of busi-
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ness, he was a first-rate authority on anything to do with real

estate. But before this public floatation could take place, the war

supervened, the Treasury refused permission for any further issues

of capital other than those for war purposes, and my father found

himself saddled with a contract to buy a vast property he did not

want, and which, without the cooperation either of the public or

other private individuals, he could pay for only by making very

heavy sacrifices. For a man approaching seventy, who had never

known a day's financial worry of a serious nature, this was a trying

predicament, and one from which the united ingenuity of the City

seemed unable to extricate him. Failing a modification of official

restrictions, the only alternative was to obtain some revision of

the terms of purchase from the vendors of the estate, and he

asked me if I would take an interest in the matter and assist him

and White to that end. As this was the first commercial transaction

of magnitude with which I had been brought into touch since

my departure from the North fifteen years earlier, I felt at some

disadvantage beside White, who had not only been handling it

for the past twelve months but was one of those fortunate crea

tures who have the answer to everything. He declared himself to be

full of optimism, to which I replied that my father was equally

lacking in it and viewed the whole position with justifiable anxiety.

Something must be done about it, and as the whole deal was the

child of his brain, he was the man to do it. He said he already

had the figment of a plan floating around the back of his head,

that he would discuss it with his associates of the broking firm

together with some private bankers, and lay it before me in a few

weeks' time. I then went down to Watford and spent the remain

ing part of the summer with Delius, watching the progress of two

growing compositions, "Eventyr" and the "Arabesque," and making

preparations for a new enterprise that was to start in the autumn.

The deplorable condition in which the musical pro

fession had been plunged had worried me considerably, and during

the past six months I had been investigating it from every angle

of approach. It seemed to me that the best contribution a single
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individual could make to the problem was to form an opera com

pany which, running for the greater part of the year, would give

regular employment to a substantial number of singers, orchestral

players and stage technicians. The new organization opened in

October at the Shaftesbury Theater and played without a break

until Christmas, meeting with a fair measure of public support.

As I had taken upon myself the direction of so many concerts

there was very little time for work in the theater, and I looked

around for promising recruits not only to the conductor's desk

but to the field of scenic design, as the public taste, completely

spoiled by the wonders of the Russian seasons, was in no mood

to tolerate a return to the old humdrum settings of pre-Muscovite

days. Although I had already a stalwart adjutant in Percy Pitt, who

through his ten years' experience at Covent Garden had a com

plete knowledge of the working of a theater as well as a fair

familiarity with the scores of a hundred operas, the work of

musical direction was too much for one man and competent

assistants must be found.

I had recently engaged as general secretary a young

man of about twenty-two who had come to my notice through the

de Lara concerts where one of his compositions had been played.

Issuing from a musical family, both his father and grandfather

having been conductors of the Carl Rosa Opera Company, Eugene

Goossens had plenty of background and example for an operatic

career and the only question was whether he could conduct. I

entrusted to him the charge of two new operas, and as I did not

expect to be on the scene at the probable time of their production,

he would be left alone to manage for himself, on the principle of

sink or swim. These novelties were The Critic of Stanford and

The Boatswain's Mate of Ethel Smyth, and from the start the

resourceful youth comported himself with the baton as if he had

been a veteran with a life's experience behind him. His coolness

and facility were phenomenal and he had good need of both, as

I do not think any man of his age was ever subjected to such

ordeals as those I imposed on him. It was my frequent practice
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to produce and conduct the opening performances of an opera

and then hand it over to my young coadjutor, who had to step

into my shoes at any moment and take over without a rehearsal;

and many were the times I sent him here and there to conduct a

symphony concert, carrying a bundle of scores with which he would

make his first acquaintance during the train journey. All this may
seem to the orderly soul a little haphazard, but the situation at the

time was both trying and complicated: train travel was unreliable

and in the interests of several institutions I had taken on more work

than I should have done had I foreseen more clearly the troubled

course of events. Goossens remained with me over five years, indeed

throughout my association with the company, and was an indis

pensable stand-by, as well as a loyal and devoted colleague.

An equally fortunate discovery was Hugo Rumbold,
a scenic artist of genuine invention, impeccable taste, and unfail

ing resource. Although I had known him socially for some time

prior to this, I had seen nothing of his work, and so far had been

under the impression that he was a clever amateur with ideas

that might be attractive enough on paper but of little practical

use in the theater. But there was nothing of the dilettante about

Hugo Rumbold; on the contrary, he was the most absolute pro

fessional in his line that I have ever known. While he rarely

painted with his own hand, he supervised every square foot of the

execution of a scene, took an infinite amount of pains over every

detail of the costumery, bootery, and wiggery, and in no theater

anywhere, the Comddie Francaise not excepted, have I seen such

perfection in head-dress as his. He would experiment laboriously

with the lighting plant until he got exactly the effects he wanted,

and heavy was his wrath if some careless mechanic ventured at any
later performance to vary his plot by the substitution of a single

unauthorized shade of color. Such was the personality who arrived

just at the right moment to give the decorative side of the new

company a touch of distinction and originality that was badly

wanted. For a contingent of the singers, although not wanting

in talent, were painfully inexperienced and would require many
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months of arduous work before beginning to settle down as good

usable material. A certain young man, who later on became one

of the best actors of the lyric theater, startled us all at his d6but

by solemnly scratching his wig during a charmingly poetic passage

addressed to him by another artist on the stage. But the stamp

and character which Rumbold introduced to the pictorial side of

the company's work only placed on me the necessity of finding

others of like accomplishment to back him up.



31. A STRANGE MISSION

In spite of my artistic activities I had kept in touch

with James White over the Covent Garden position and stimu

lated his energies whenever they showed any sign of slowing down.

The plan which his fertile brain had conceived was taking longer
to work out in detail than he had foreseen, and it would not be

until the close of the year that it could assume workable shape.
But it was sound and practical enough to let in a little light

on what had become an unpleasantly obscure situation, and as

it relieved considerably my father's mind I felt free to shelve the

problem for a while and to undertake a task of a rather singular

nature in Italy.

Suggested by a member of the Government, it was a

composite affair, an odd mixture of the social, political, and artistic

in one. The aristocratic class in Rome was none too sympathetic
toward Great Britain, indeed a fair proportion of it favored the

Central Powers. A good many Romans had married Austrians and

Hungarians, and these alliances were thought to be something of

a danger to our cause. It might therefore help at this juncture if

some Englishman would go out there, make himself as agreeable
as possible, give parties and throw in a few orchestral concerts as

well. The idea seemed fantastic to me and I should certainly have

never put it forward on my own account; but as it emanated from

a responsible politician I listened politely, if incredulously, and set

out for the Eternal City.

My arrival was inauspicious, for while in Paris on my
way through I had caught a touch of influenza which kept me
indoors for several days. But the enforced inactivity enabled me

241
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to obtain an advance idea of how the land lay, for my old friends

and acquaintances turned up in force, all overflowing with in

formation and advice. One of my most frequent callers was Oscar

Browning, whose chief delight was Mozart and all his works, and

every time he came to see me he insisted upon my playing him

some favorite piece. But as he had a perverse affection for little

known specimens such as the concerti for Horn and Bassoon or the

opera Zaide, it was not always easy to oblige him. Afflicted by

a delightful vein of snobbery of the historico-social kind, he was

inspired with a profound veneration for the antiquity of the noble

Roman houses. One day he was positively shocked when I caused

a certain lady who had been announced to wait below for a few

minutes, asking in a tone of gentle rebuke if I was aware that she

could trace back her lineage to our Saxon times. The most adequate

excuse I could make for delaying her admission was the truthful

one that I wanted to finish the Mozart movement I was playing for

his sole benefit, but while this may have flattered his vanity I could

see that his ruffled sense of propriety was only half tranquillized.

For my first concert at the Augusteo I had selected a

program of ancient and modern music in more or less equal parts.

I knew very little of the state of local musical culture, and had I

'

been better informed about it I should have proceeded even more

conservatively, for Rome is not really a musical city if compared

with other great European centers. But things went smoothly

enough until we reached the "Paris" of Delius, a piece of musical

impressionism pur sang, mysterious and poetic for the most part,

with here and there wild outbursts of hilarious gaiety. The public

of the Augusteo was dumbfounded by the tone-picture of a city

of which their acquaintance probably did not extend much beyond

the Avenue des Champs Elyses, the Ritz tea-room and the cab

arets of Montmartre, endured it in silence for about ten minutes,

and then began to shuffle their feet and break into conversation.

A few serious listeners endeavored to silence the chatter but suc

ceeded only in increasing it. Presently a few bolder spirits began

to whistle, the opposition responded with furious cries and ges-
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tures of protest, and from that moment on the rest of the work

was inaudible. I did not attempt to finish it, but waited for a likely

place to stop and walked off the platform. The unexpected cessa

tion of the music had the instant effect of quieting the uproar, and

I returned to play the little overture of Paisiello's "Nina o la pazza

d'amore," whose artful simplicity enchanted both sides of the

house and saved the situation.

After the concert I was accosted by a stranger of great

age, who introduced himself to me as Cotogni.* I strove to mani

fest recognition and delight all the while my brain was working

furiously to remember who on earth it might be. Then suddenly
I recalled having seen the name on an old program and in accounts

of opera performances half a century or more earlier and decided

that a heaven-sent opportunity had been offered me to elucidate

dozens of doubtful points in the production of some works which

had been puzzling me for years. For here was one who had sung

constantly under the eye of II Vecchio himself, an actor in and

spectator of great events, a witness to the truth almost as impres

sive as the voice of the oracle itself. I invited the old gentleman

to dinner and posed the hundred and one questions to which I

longed to receive replies. What did Verdi mean by this or Pon-

chielli by that; how did Mariani take this scene or Faccio the other,

and what did the chorus do in such and such an ensemble? To

none of these interrogations did I obtain a satisfactory answer, and

I began to think that the mind of my venerable companion
had failed to retain any clear impressions of the past. But here I

was wrong, for with perfect lucidity he explained that why he

could not answer my questions was that hardly any of them were

concerned with scenes in which he had a share. In his time a

singer was expected to learn nothing but his own part and to de

vote his energies to executing it to the best of his ability. What

* One of the most popular operatic baritones of the second half of the last cen

tury, and a frequent visitor to Covent Garden. British admirers of the late Nellie

Melba may be interested to know that at her London debut in Lucia di Lammer-

moor, during the season of 1888, Cotogni sang the part of Ashton.
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his fellow artists were doing was no business of his, and I could

see that he was inclined to regard any suggestion of mine to the

contrary as an amusing flight of Anglo-Saxon eccentricity. I doubt

if he knew the stories of half the works he had sung in, for while

perfectly reminiscent of his own share in them, he could rarely

recall the names of other characters in the same operas. I have

often wondered whether this method is inferior to that of many

modern singers who have an intelligent knowledge of an entire

work, but do not seem able to make much of their own roles.

For my second symphony concert at the Augusteo I

eschewed anything in the way of dangerous novelty, relying upon

pieces which had the maximum of "cantilena" and the minimum

of polyphonic complexity. About the most advanced item in the

program was Balakirew's "Thamar," and the performance threw

a flood of light on the ways of Roman orchestral musicians, and

their attitude to the obligations of public appearance. In this work

there is a third clarinet part of some importance as it contains

a small solo passage, and the player of it who had attended all the

rehearsals was missing at the concert. No satisfactory explanation

was forthcoming from the management, every other member of

the orchestra professed total ignorance of the cause of this defec

tion from duty, and I had nearly forgotten all about it when ten

days later I ran into the absentee at a street corner and inquired

what had happened to him. He looked distinctly embarrassed for

a moment but, deciding to make a full and frank confession, said

with the most engaging simplicity, "You see, Signer, it was like

this. My wife reminded me on the morning of the concert that

I had promised to take her to a Fiesta, and I couldn't disappoint

her, could I?" With this burst of confidence he looked at me
with such anxious entreaty that I hadn't the heart to do more than

compliment him on this touching sacrifice of art upon the altar

of conjugal devotion, which I felt must be unique in the annals of

modern Italy.

In the intervals between public performances I had

plenty of time to probe the state of feeling in the various social
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circles of Rome on the subject of the war, but I failed to discover

any strong prejudice one way or the other, the prevailing sentiment

being a mild indifference, with here and there a gently expressed

regret that Italy had been dragged into it at all. There was a whole

sale fear of the might of the Central Powers and little confidence

in the capacity of their own forces to cope with the Austrians

should an invasion take place. A few super-pessimists declared that

such a disaster would be the end of all things, and, one among
them, the son of a former Prime Minister, vowed that on the day
it happened he would blow his brains out. The dreaded event did

take place and he kept his word.

While I could discover little danger to the Allied

cause from anything the Romans might or might not do, I did

learn much about the tenacious hold which the Germans had over

large masses of the agricultural population through a widespread

system of purchase by installment. This was operated through the

big business banks of the country, the travelers granting the easiest

terms to the rural client, who never having been treated so pleas

antly before, blessed and revered the name of the kindly Father

land. One large commercial house was financed almost entirely by
German capital, which concealed its existence behind a fagade of

Italian nomination. Before long however there was an exposure

of this ingenious deception, Teutonic influence was eradicated,

and a British bank took over control until the end of the war.

Shortly after the turn of the thirties German economic

influence, which with our help had been extirpated from one end

of the peninsula to the other, began to lift its head again, and

allying itself with a powerful industrial group in the North, made

such rapid headway that a few patriots, who had poignant memo
ries of the first war, traveled to France and England with the

object of once more enlisting aid to resist the new incursion.

In neither country were they received with anything but languid

indifference, and the ultimate result was that a few years later,

Italy passed under the alien commercial yoke more completely

than twenty-five years earlier. In the spring of 1940 the Anglophile
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editor of one of the leading Roman newspapers told me that the

Italo-German combines headed by Count Volpi were more power

ful than either the King or Mussolini, who were now almost figure

heads without actual power.

For a great capital there was very little public enter

tainment in Rome, not even the opera being open, although at

any time one could view the manager (a lady) sitting all day on

the steps of the front entrance and indulging in the unusual

pastime of watching the funerals go by. The most interesting theat

rical show was II Teatro Dei Piccoli, where marionettes gave de

lightful performances of some old operas never seen on the living

stage. Among these was II Barbiere of Paisiello; a charming work

and worthy to be remembered, if for nothing else, for having sug

gested to Mozart the key, the time, and the mood of Voi Che Sa-

pete. Once I had acquired a little knowledge of the habits of the

noble Romans, I adapted myself to them to the best of my ca

pacity, My new circle of friends liked music a little but dinners

and suppers much more, especially if there was no stint of cham

pagne. I therefore gave some concert-dinners, where the provision

for the carnal man exceeded in length and importance that for

the spiritual, and this concession raised my stock appreciably in

the eyes of my guests, who began to look upon me as "gentile,"

"amabile" and almost un-English. It was at one of these that the

celebrated artist Gemma Bellincioni appeared, she who in the

early nineties had created the part of Santuzza in Cavallerfa Rus-

ticana. Although the freshness and purity of the voice were no

longer there, she sang with charm and understanding and was

still a very handsome woman. Two other distinguished singers

were in Rome about this time, Titta Ruffo and Edouardo di Gio

vanni, better known to Anglo-Saxons as Edward Johnson. This

excellent tenor, the best yet born and bred on the American con

tinent (he is actually a Canadian) was enjoying an unquestionable

success, notably in the Manon Lescaut of Puccini, in which as

Des Grieux he surpassed all other interpreters of the role in ro

mantic grace and delicacy of emotion. If it had been foretold to us
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two in the year of grace 1916 that after the passing of another gen

eration we should be in the grip of a second world war, that he

would be in command of the Metropolitan Opera House of New
York and that I should be conducting there, I think that we should

have given the prophecy as little credence as Caesar gave to the

warning against the Ides of March.



32. ENGLISH OPERA

I returned to England with my status advanced from

plain "Esquire" to "Knight," for what precise reason I never knew.

It is related of the great Coquelin that after a season in London

where he had been handled rather unkindly throughout by the

critic of the Times, he called on the latter to say good-by and

tender thanks; and upon the slightly astonished scribe asking why,

answered, "Oh generalement." I did not know whether this honor

which was conferred on me during my absence had any connection

with my mission, or like Coquelin's appreciation of well meant

if unwelcome criticism, was just "gen&alement" But I was well

aware that there is a heap of solid advantage appreciated by all

men of sense in the possession of a title in England. I had once

asked an elderly friend why after many years of refusal he had

unexpectedly accepted one, and his answer was that in his obser

vation all those of his acquaintance who had some distinction of

the kind invariably obtained better and quicker attention on

trains and boats. As he himself traveled a good deal, he had at

last made up his mind to join their company and bask equally in

the approving smiles of railway conductors and liner-stewards. Of

course, one is expected to tip on a more generous scale, but then

we just murmur "noblesse oblige," and try to look as if we had been

doing it all our lives.

Also in my absence the two operatic novelties, The

Critic and The Boatswain's Mate, had been produced and with con

siderable success. Of the latter work I have already written, and of

The Critic, while there is little to be said of the music than that it

is a pedestrian but skillful setting of Sheridan's brilliant text, Rum-
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hold's scenery and costumes were a triumph of comic art and made

the piece worth seeing for their sake alone. As it now seemed likely

that the new company had arrived to stay, I suggested to my father

that we establish it permanently in the Aldwych Theater, of which

he was the proprietor and which at the moment was untenanted;

and he, agreeing with me that it was better to have the house

occupied than empty, we moved there in the early spring. Prior to

this I had spent some time in Manchester with the Hall6 Society

and had discussed with its manager the chances of success of an

opera season there in which their orchestra could be employed. The

important question was the choice of theater and here opinions
were divided. The largest and most suitable building was the New

Queen's Theater, which held over three thousand persons, many
hundreds more than any other, but it had one fatal disadvantage in

the eyes of most Mancumians. It was fifty yards on the wrong side

of the street, Deansgate, which divided the sheep of the town

from the goats. The right sort of people, my advisers alleged, would

never cross the historic line of demarcation, and the wrong were

without the means to pay the price of an opera ticket. I was un

convinced by either argument, for already in the concert room the

public had shown a willingness to throw overboard the traditions

and loyalties of a bygone age, and in a very large building I could

afford to have a greater number of seats at a price which almost

anyone could afford to pay. So with much shaking of the head on

the part of my associates I decided in favor of the house in the

unhallowed area and took a lease of it.

The Manchester season of opera was the turning point
in the career of the company. Overnight it evolved from the chrysa
lis state of a smallish troupe of Op6ra Comique dimensions into the

full growth of a Grand Opera organization, with an enlarged quota
of principals and an augmented chorus and orchestra. I opened
with Boris Godounow sung in French, the title role being taken

by Auguste Bouillez, the Belgian bass-baritone, who had been al

ready heard in London; and as there had been formed for the

occasion a special choir of about 120 voices to augment the regular
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professional chorus of the company, we had a fine choral display

on the stage for the big scenes. This amateur body of singers,

selected from the best voices in the district, gradually developed a

remarkable proficiency which enabled it to take part in several

operas on its own with assurance and success. The fine voice of

Bouillez, the splendid scenery of Benois (it was the first time that

Manchester had seen a Russian opera), and the vitality and pathos

of the music combined to make a deep impression on those who

had heard nothing more ambitious than the limited efforts of the

moderate-sized touring companies. Lukewarmness and curiosity

grew apace into keenness and enthusiasm and opera became one of

the more important subjects of the hour.

If I were asked to look back over the years and to say in

which of them I considered the British people was to be seen at its

best, I should choose the period 19154916 with perhaps the first

half of 1917. At the outbreak of war it was for a short time too star

tled to take in fully just what had happened and to find its bearings

in a new order of things that had come into being overnight. A hun

dred years had passed since it had been involved in a conflict with a

great West-European power; it had been ignorant of the huge field

of operations and had failed to realize how its tiny expedition

ary force counted for so little alongside armies totaling fifteen to

twenty millions. The trumpet blast of reality, blowing away for

ever into the air the theories and arguments of economists, poli

ticians, philosophers and novelists, was the appeal by Kitchener for

a mighty army of volunteers to serve for three years or the duration

of the war. Here was talking, as they say in my county of Lan

cashire; this was real war with a vengeance. The most popular and

successful of English soldiers was at the War Office, and was he

or was he not likely to know more of the true position than the

mob of dreamers who had already been proved to be wrong on

every count? Anyway the whole country woke up, rubbed its eyes

and stared into the abyss. Not that it yet knew the full depth and

terror of it, for that the issue of the campaign could possibly be in

doubt never crossed its mind for a moment. Clinging to the purely
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legalistic casus belli, the violation of Belgian neutrality, it flattered

its soul to appear before the world as the champion of the weaker

side and the sanctity of the written pledge. The greater part of it

knew nothing of the fundamental causes of the continental strug

gle, of the far-reaching ambitions of the German rulers or even of

the true nature of their own Empire. Forgetful of how it had been

founded and maintained by commercial enterprise, often during its

earlier and heroic stages in painfully fierce competition with other

nations, it had grown to look upon it as a gift, bestowed by an ap

proving Providence upon his favorite people as a reward for their

virtue and valor, and preferred to believe that out of the store of

their abundance it was taking part in a great conflict from motives

of conscience. This romantic interpretation of all its actions assorts

well with the character of the British people, at all events the Eng
lish part of it, which still retains in its secret consciousness some

thing of the chivalrous sentiment that runs like a thin vein through
out its history. As Mr. Shaw pointed out long ago, it is the Celt who

is the hardheaded and practical fellow, not the sentimental and

visionary Englishman.
The only person of importance in Europe ever to un

derstand the true nature of the French Revolution was the simple

realist, Bismarck, who saw in it a racial rather than a social or polit

ical upheaval. The conquering caste which had ruled the country

for a thousand years had degenerated in vigor and authority, and the

older submerged and conquered races awakened from their long

sleep to step into its place. One has only to compare the portraits

of prominent Frenchmen down to the end of the seventeenth or

even the eighteenth century with those of a group of modern

politicians, to realize that here are two wholly different breeds of

men. Similarly in England the grand amalgamation of two peoples,

beginning in the eleventh and ending in the fourteenth century,

found little room for the ancient and isolated races of Celtic origin;

and until well on in the eighteenth century that portion of the

nation that counted for much was a Franco-Anglo-Saxon-Scan

dinavian fusion. Only with the industrial revolution did a critical
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change take place in its structure, and the center of it was Lanca

shire, which had been the most backward of the counties, with its

Celt-Iberian stock of antiquity, and which in its new found im

portance drew to itself a large recruitment from Wales and Ireland.

The influence of the Celt has grown stage by stage in England so

imperceptibly that the English themselves have failed to realize

the meaning and consequence of it. Consider for a moment that

great organ of opinion and communication, the press of London.

How many of the leading journals are in English hands and reflect

the temper and psychology of the English people itself? We find

one powerful group possessing a dozen or more papers to be

Irish. Another of equal influence is Welsh; a third Scotch-Cana

dian; smaller groups or single publications reveal a like alien owner

ship, and even the greatest and most representative of all British

newspapers is only partly under English control. The voice of that

part of Britain which is essentially and characteristically English is

silent today in the capital of the Empire, and this strange revolution

has taken place almost entirely during the past sixty years.

"Is it possible that there may be some connection be

tween the phenomenon of the resurgence of the Celt and the steady

decline visible in every part of the Empire during that period, simi

lar to that which has overtaken France? For a decline there has been

unmistakably, not so much moral as intellectual, and manifested

most conspicuously in the decrease of the capacity to govern wisely

and well. In no quarter is there satisfactory evidence that we retain

undebilitated that instinctive gift for successful administration

which in former years extorted the unwilling admiration of most

other nations. In Canada there is the spectacle of a disunited peo

ple that local statesmanship has signally failed to adjust. In Aus

tralia we view the unpleasing predicament of a small community
in a large continent, retarding its population, discouraging immi

gration and resenting every effort from outside to relieve its

statically backward condition. In India, although we have made a

prolonged, honest, and gallant attempt to solve the problem of its

racial tangle which is understood and appreciated by no one, the
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plain fact remains that we have so far failed. Lastly, but worst

of all, we stand convicted before the civilized world of want of

will to prevent the recovery of a beaten and powerless Germany as

a stronger menace to the peace of the world than ever before.

What is the cause of it all? There is only one answer. The want of

will to govern firmly and the absence of the ability to make clear

decisions. The time spirit will overlook mistakes but it never par

dons inactivity, and the Empire will have to breed a different class

of ruler if it is to survive. The so-called professional politician is the

dismalest failure of the ages in all countries; he is not only dead

but damned, and until the people full realize it there will be no

hope of a saner, wiser, and stronger system of government."
If any of my readers should begin to wonder what all

this has to do with the occupation of an artist, I might remind them

of the title of this work, which suggests a selection of topics without

limit. But why should an artist be talking about politics and state

craft? Precisely for the same reason that vitally concerns the fish

monger, the cab driver, and the railway porter. Not less than these

is he interested in how his country is run, and his opinions are not

inevitably of less consequence.

I have frequently been struck by the singular attitude

adopted towards persons of my profession, or indeed of any other

artistic profession, by so-called businessmen, Members of Parliament

and journalists. For instance, when in 1940 I was in Australia, a

Sydney newspaper asked me for an interview, and under the mis

taken impression that it was interested in the war, I spoke at some

length about my experiences in Germany which I had visited an

nually between 1929-1938. I recounted how my numerous appear

ances at some of their great festivals such as Cologne, Salzburg, and

Munich had brought me into touch with all classes of the people,

how on one occasion I had spent two months working in the State

Theater of Berlin, how I had met Hitler personally as well as nearly

all the other members of the Nazi party, and I made special reference

to my meeting with Rudolf Hess at Munich in 1936. In the published

account of the interview next day there was not a single reference
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to any of these matters. All that the reporter had thought fit to

relate for the edification of his readers was a description of my

buttoned boots and the particular brand of cigar I was smoking. Had

I been a politician who had never been to Germany in his life and

who betrayed an obvious ignorance of everything that had to do

with its public and private life, my windy platitudes would have

found a welcome in about three columns of the front page. I am

uttering no grievance, for it was not I but the newspaper which had

sought the interview, and it was a matter of total indifference to

me whether it printed my remarks or not.

But, returning to the spiritual condition of England in

1916 and the progress of opera in particular, the combination of a

high mood of idealism in the public and economic stringency in the

musical profession were effective in enabling me to create and

develop the finest English singing company yet heard among us.

In war time the temper of a section of the people for a while be

comes graver, simpler and more concentrated. The opportunities

for recreation and amusement are more restricted, transport is

limited, and the thoughtful intelligence craves and seeks those

antidotes to a troubled consciousness of which great music is per

haps the most potent. But whatever the reason may have been, the

public for opera during war time was everywhere greater than it

had been before 1914 or than it became after 1919. Although it is

true that there was a good deal of new money being made through

war industries, that, I like to think, was a collateral cause only. The

artist for his or her part, owing to the paucity of work occasioned

by the closing down of so many concert societies, was happy to

remain in one organization, where a satisfactory if not handsome

remuneration for the greater part of the year could be gained. Had

the musical machine of the country been running at normal speed,

I could never have retained the almost exclusive services of such a

fine group of vocalists, for half a hundred towns would, in com

petition with me, have been offering fees that would often have

been beyond my capacity to pay. The importance of the Manches

ter venture in my plan of operations was that it functioned as a kind
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of pointer for the other great provincial cities. London I knew

would support only so much opera in the year, and if I were to

maintain the company for most of the twelve months I could do so

only by a series of seasons elsewhere.

The performance of Boris had proved to be an auspicious

opening, and I followed it up shortly afterwards with a new produc
tion of Verdi's Otello executed by the Russian painter Polunin. It

was sung in its original tongue with Frank Mullings in the title role,

Bouillez as lago, and Mignon Nevada as Desdemona. Of these

three artists Bouillez was the least successful, his downright de

livery and robust deportment being less suited to the sinuous line

of lago than to Boris. The Otello of Mullings was a striking study

in drama, and the vocal part of it improved fifty per cent when

later on the work was sung in English, in the use of which his

accomplishment matched that of John Coates. The Desdemona of

Mignon Nevada was the best I have seen on any stage. The gentle

helplessness of the character and its simple pathos were rendered

with perfect judgment and art, and the voice in the middle and

upper middle registers had an appealing quality evocative of a

tender melancholy admirably suited to this part or that of Mar

guerite in Faust. As compared with most other sopranos, its color

was as ivory is to white, and what it lacked in brightness and edge

was more than set off by the charm of its subdued and creamy
vocal tone. Both of these highly gifted artists suffered from the

same serious weakness, an unsound vocal method. In the case of

Mullings I do not think he ever had one at all, and when he

tackled or rather stormed certain high passages in Otello, Aida, or

Tristan, I used to hold my breath in apprehension of some dire

physical disaster, averted only by the possession of an iron frame

that permitted him to play tricks which would have sent any other

tenor into the hospital for weeks. But in the center his voice had

ease and uncommon beauty, and his singing of quiet passages had

a poetry, spirituality, and intelligence which I have never heard in

any other native artist and in very few elsewhere. Like most large

men he was also a first-rate comedian, and his fooling in Phoebus
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and Pan as Midas was a joy to all who saw it and has come down

as a legend to the present generation.

The case of Mignon Nevada was wholly different. She

had been trained exhaustively and exquisitely, but along the wrong
lines. Her mother, Emma Nevada, had been a light soprano of beauti

ful quality and a natural coloratura equal to any of her contempo
raries. But on taking up teaching she had contracted the pious belief

that every soprano, without exception, should be a model of herself,

and she strove with zest and ardour to make them into such. This

worked out all right in the case of those who had been created

and dedicated by Providence to this end, for within these limits

Emma Nevada really knew how to teach. For those, however, who

were otherwise endowed, this application of the methods of the

Procrustean bed was less successful. Her daughter was naturally a

lyric soprano with a unique quality about as far removed from the

typical light coloratura as is possible to imagine, and upon this

foundation the zealous Emma had striven to superimpose a top
that would enable Mignon to sing all those parts dear to her own

heart, like Somnambula, Linda di Chamounix or La Perle de Bresil.

This maternal ambition to see her daughter go one better than

herself was frustrated by the stubborn refusal of Nature to submit

to such an arbitrary experiment, and the unlucky subject of it

ended by not singing at all: just one more sacrificial victim on the

altar of misguided enthusiasm.
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It was during the same summer that I received an

invitation to attend a meeting in Birmingham summoned to con

sider the best way of forming a municipal orchestra. It was sur

prising that what had proved impossible in peace time should be

regarded as feasible in the middle of a world war; but so many

unexpected things had happened since 1914 that this perhaps was

but one more to be added to the list. So there I went and duly

attended several gatherings, at which all the trite sentiments ever

uttered upon such a subject anywhere since life began were rolled

out by one speaker after another. How necessary it was for Birming

ham to have an orchestra, what a valuable contribution to the city's

culture it would be, how the plan ought to be supported by every

one, and what a wonderful thing music was with its power to in

spire and uplift! But of any idea how to put it into practical opera

tion there was little evidence: certainly no one seemed ready to

spend any of his own money on it, and the Lord Mayor, Mr.

Neville Chamberlain, was very clear that the present was not the

time to add one farthing to the rates in the interests of the fine

arts.

This negative kind of zeal was as usual getting us nowhere,

but I did discover among the representatives of about half a dozen

leading societies a much greater willingness to cooperate than

formerly, and I told Mr. Chamberlain that if the scheme under

discussion did not materialize he might let me know, as I had just

the skeleton of another in my head which might result in some

thing tangible. A little while after I did hear from him that he saw

no immediate chance of any civic project being carried into effect,
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and that I was free to work out something on my own lines if I

wished to do so. As soon therefore as I could go to Birmingham

again I called into consultation two or three energetic spirits whom

I had known in earlier days, obtained a list of the concerts given

during the past season by all the societies operating within a radius

of thirty miles, and finding it to be larger than I expected, invited

their managers to come and see me.

They all attended and I told them that I was willing to

engage an orchestra on a permanent basis for six or seven months

in the year, if I could rely on their cooperation; which meant

simply an undertaking from them to use it for the whole of their

concerts. The cost so far as they were concerned would be no

more than in previous seasons; indeed if they cared to lengthen

their respective series it would be less, in view of the conditions

under which the new body of players would be working. On satis

fying themselves that there was no catch or snag in the proposal

they unanimously consented, and my next step was to ask the

principal supporters of the concerts I had conducted in 1911-12-13

if they would join with me in reviving them, as it would hardly

do to have a resident orchestra in the town playing only for choral

societies. This too was agreed, and I set about the task of founding

yet another institution, which I maintained along the lines indi

cated for two years without incurring more than a reasonable loss.

I was preparing to continue for a third when my representative in

the town notified me that the Government had taken possession of

every building where music could be given and asked what was to

be done about it. I replied that the proposition was transparently

clear: no hall, no music; no music, no orchestra; and that it was for

Birmingham to decide if this was what it wanted. As none of the

local authorities took enough interest in the matter to intervene

and preserve the existence of the young organization, I had no

alternative but to abandon it, and once again the adverse fate

which frowned upon every serious enterprise in Birmingham had

got the better of us. But the effort was not entirely in vain. I had

demonstrated that the thing could be done in a practical and fairly
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economical way, and a few years later the city council came forward

with a grant which brought about the establishment of an actual

municipal orchestra.

The opera company returned from Manchester to the

Aldwych Theater, and I made several additions to its repertoire,

which by this time included about fifteen operas. The most impor
tant of these were II Seraglio of Mozart which I had not given any
where since 1910. 1 have never understood why this beautiful piece

has failed nearly everywhere to win the full favor of the public.

Even as late as 1938 when the popularity of Mozart had reached

its zenith and I gave it with a superb cast at Covent Garden, it

was received coolly. According to Weber, its author never again

produced a large work so thoroughly imbued with the spirit of

youth and happiness, and as it coincided with the time of his mar

riage to Costanze it may be looked upon as an epithalamium for

that event. Its artistic consequence eclipses even its domestic, for

here at last we find the full-grown and mature Mozart, emancipated
from the traditions and conventions of a style of operatic compo
sition that had held the stage for eighty years and of which his

Idomoneo is a splendid example. In II Seraglio we are introduced

to a new and living world. Gone from the scene are the pallid

heroes and heroines of antiquity, the unconvincing wizards and

enchantresses of the middle ages, and all the other artificial crea

tures dear to the whole tribe of 18th century librettists. In their

unlamented place we have ordinary human beings of recognizable

mold, singing their joy and sorrows to melody that rings as freshly

in our ears today as in those of the Viennese one hundred and

sixty years ago.

In songs of the highest excellence the score is exception

ally rich. Instances are the "O wie angstlich", with its wonderful ac

companiment expressing^more perfectly than any other music

known to me the tremulous expectation of the anxious lover; the

three arias of Costanze, of which the second is the most haunting

idyll in all opera; and lastly those of that grand old rascal Osmin, for

whom the composer confesses an obvious affection by the gift of the
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finest explosion of triumphant malice in vocal sound. But astonish

ing as is this exhibition of solo virtuosity, it is outrivaled by the en

semble pieces of which the finale to the second act is the crown.

Here we have the first instance on a large scale of that matchless

skill with which Mozart could weave together a succession of

movements, each representing a different mood or stage in the

action, into a complete unity that is entirely satisfying to the

musical sense. And as the absolute fitness of the music to the

dramatic situation is never in question for a moment, all flows on

with a natural ease beyond which human art cannot go. In the last

number of all, the Vaudeville, we have a specimen of that haunting

strain peculiar to this master, half gay, half sad, like the smile on

the face of a departing friend. These tender adieux abound in

the later Mozart, notably in the slow movements of his later

instrumental works, such as the great piano concertos in D minor,

in A major, and in C minor.

I had succeeded in finding another scenic artist of talent,

Adrian Allinson, and it was in II Seraglio that he first gave the public
a taste of what he could do. Allinson had hardly the same unerring

flair for stage design as Rumbold; his effort was more unequal and

he required some guidance m all that he attempted. But he had "a

larger fund of poetry and imagination which enabled him now and

then to create pictures of the highest charm, and the second act

of II Seraglio was quite one of the loveliest I have seen anywhere.
Another branch of our work to which we gave particular atten

tion was translation. For general purposes I had a skillful and

practised hand in Paul England, who invariably provided us with

a scholarly first version. Afterwards I would summon together the

principal artists who were to appear in the opera, go over each

phrase with them and ascertain what words they could the most

easily vocalize on certain notes. Our two leading baritones, Frederic

Austin and Frederick Ranalow, had a high degree of ability in

this sort of thing and were often able to find in English the vowel

sounds which corresponded exactly to those of the original text, a



An Unexpected Loss 261

valuable alleviation of a notorious thorn in the flesh of every con

scientious singer.

Among the other operas which swelled the repertoire

were The Magic Flute and Tristan and Isolde, both in English. The

former proved to be more popular than any other piece I gave

with this company and the latter was a near rival to it, due mainly
to the singularly individual impersonation of Frank Mullings. I have

often (especially during the last twenty years) been baffled as well

as amused by the attitude toward Richard Wagner on the part of

a large number of apparently intelligent persons. Although it finds

its origin in a dislike for or want of sympathy with the sentiment

and style of the music itself, it claims to discern in the man and

his work all sorts of characteristics and significances which so far

have been entirely hidden from me. One of these is a strange theory

which made its appearance in the first World War and has cropped

up again in the present one. It is that while the pantheist Bee

thoven represents a spirit completely in accordance with that of

the struggle to preserve the religious ideals of the past nineteen

hundred years, the Christian Wagner is as much of an opposing ele

ment to him as Beelzebub was to Jehovah. How the creator of The

Flying Dutchman, Tannhauser, Lohengrin, and Parsifal, all quasi-

religious dramas in praise of the creed, the traditions, and virtues

of the ancient faith could ever be regarded as other than the most

stalwart and persuasive champion it has yet produced passes my
comprehension. Even the pagan Ring considered didactically, is a

weighty sermon on the anti-christian vices of lust of power, fraud,

the arbitrary exercise of force, and the tragic consequences that

proceed from them. Apparently other composers, Handel, Gluck,

Mozart, or Weber are permitted to seek inspiration in Classical

Greece and Rome, Moslem Arabia, or Confucianist China; not,

however, Wagner. But what of Tristan, which it has become the

fashion to refer to as an indelicate exhibition of acute eroticism?

Even if this were true, it would not be surprising in the case of a

man who devoted most of his time to the preachment of the doc

trine of renunciation and the eulogy of Venus Ourania. These
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antitheses and reactions are the commonplace of the world's dra

matic history, and contrariwise the gayest of all English playwrights

turns without effort or embarrassment from the unabashed natural

ism of The Custom of the Country to the delicate and lofty spiritu

ality of The Knight of Malta.

Everyone is privileged to read into music that which

dogs his own private thoughts and emotions. But if anyone can find

in the great love drama a single sign that Wagner did not look upon

the passion of its protagonists as a dream outside all practical ful

fillment in a world dominated by the claims of duty and honor, it

must be someone with a telescopic vision denied to ordinary crea

tures like myself. The plain fact is that music per se means nothing:

it is sheer sound, and the interpreter can do no more with it than

his own limitations mental and spiritual will allow, and the same

applies to the listener.

The value of Mullings' interpretation was that while

the music was sung with greater alternate vitality and tenderness

than by any other artist I have heard, the whole rendering of the

part was suffused with a high nobility, an almost priestly exaltation

of mood and a complete absence of any wallowing in the sty of

mere fleshly obsession. The total effect was one of rapt absorption

in an other-world fantasy, hopeless of realization on this earth, and

this I believe to have been Wagner's own conception.

All this time I had kept my eye on the progress of the

scheme for placing the Covent Garden contract on something like a

manageable basis. There was no question of my father being relieved

of any of his personal responsibility to the vendors; indeed an essen

tial part of the new deal was the provision by him of another large

cash payment which would increase the amount advanced by him

on account of the purchase to upwards of half a million pounds.
On the other hand James White had secured the offer of some

fresh financial backing as well as an agreement between the con

trasting parties that everything else would stand over until the

conclusion of war. There was no doubt that the unsettled state of

this affair had weighed heavily on my father's mind during the
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past two years, and he had aged visibly. I made a point of seeing him
more frequently and on most occasions we were alone. All through
his life he had been a man of unusual reticence and could rarely

bring himself to discuss matters of an intimate nature with any
one. The antithesis of my grandfather, a personality of vigorous
utterance and changing impulse, who did not hesitate to let

everyone for a mile around know what he was thinking about, he

always tried to avoid giving a definite answer to any question. Be
cause of this incapacity to meet others halfway or open his mind

freely, he was something of a trial even to those friends who were

sincerely attached to him; and occasionally some old crony who
had known him for forty or fifty years, would seek my aid under

the mistaken impression that I could tell him what my father's

thoughts were about some question on which he himself had been

unable to extract any expression of opinion.

But during the late summer months and early autumn
of 1916, he for the first time in our association unburdened himself

to me as much as I believe it was in his nature to do. His had not

been a very satisfactory life. He had married against the inclination

of his family, his wife had been an invalid during the greater period
of their union, he did not seem to understand his children very

well, nor they him; and the reserve which had afflicted him since

boyhood was due to an incurable shyness and a fear of being mis

understood if he talked on any conversational plane save the most

prosaic. The greatest of his misfortunes had been the break with

myself, which occurred at a time when he needed most the friend

ship and companionship of a member of his own family. This was

something he had been looking forward to during the years I was

at school and Oxford, and the loss of it had the effect of causing
him to withdraw still further into his shell. For books he cared

little; for pictures rather more. But music, after his business, was

the main interest of his life, and the operas and symphonies that

he loved he would hear over and over again without tiring of them.

Lohengrin was his favorite, and he must have seen it a hundred

times in nearly every opera house of the world.
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It was about the beginning of October that I went up to

Lancashire to stay with him. The signing and sealing of the docu

ment which was to free his mind from further anxiety about Covent

Garden was to take place some time during the latter part of the

month, and there were final details to be discussed and settled

before the date of completion. As I had to make preparations for

the Hall6 Concert Season which was to open in about two weeks'

time, the intervening days were spent between Liverpool and Man
chester. He attended the first concert, which was on a Thursday;
and as it was over at a comparatively early hour, he decided that

he would return that night to his home. As I saw him into the

train, he reminded me that the appointment at the lawyer's office

to approve finally the various agreements under the revised deal

had been made for ten o'clock on Monday morning, and asked me
not to be late for it. The next day I went South and spent the

week end in the country, going up to London early and arriving

at the Aldwych Theater about half past nine.

My manager was waiting for me with the gravest face

and the most unwelcome news. My father had died in his sleep

some time during the previous night.
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The unexpected death of my father, due to heart weak

ness, deeply affected me. Our relationship had been a strange one;

outwardly there was an apparent formality, but inwardly an actual

sympathy, almost an affinity between us. He was, I think, inclined

to be a little afraid of me; and I, for some reason I could never

explain to myself, generally felt rather sorry for him. Even in the

years when I never saw him, he had been a vivid personality in my
mind, and it took me quite a time to realize that I should never

see him again. Although I knew that without his all-important par

ticipation the scheme which had taken nearly a year to bring to

fruition was definitely at an end, I did not yet comprehend all the

implications of his disappearance from the scene. What further

consequences of the disaster might be in store for us no one could

foretell until the true position of his estate was known. Several

weeks would have to elapse before this point was reached and for

some time longer no business outside the preliminary duties of

administration could be undertaken.

James White had acted as general business adviser to

my father over his London interests, and he now proposed, and I

and my brother agreed, that he should look after ours in the same

way. Impressed by his conviction that he could handle successfully

the problem of the Covent Garden Estate, this seemed a satisfactory

arrangement at the time, and for a while it worked well and pleas

antly enough. But his was not the sort of intelligence to guide us

safely through the complications of the intricate tangle in which

we were involved. He was dashing and effective enough in the

opening stages of a proposition, but later on, and especially if there

265
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were occasion to make a wise retreat, he was apt to become appre

hensive, sometimes to the point of panic. Such dispositions in

business are akin to those who in military tactics are invaluable

when on the advance, but of small use if forced to take the de

fensive or play a waiting game. He had the minimum of education

but a considerable charm of manner; an easy capacity for making

money, and one still easier for spending it. He once confessed to

me that life without 100,000 a year was not worth living, but how

he could ever have got through such an income I do not know, for

he lived in a very modest way. For a brief period he owned a steam

yacht which was intended to serve as a retreat from the bustle and

flurry of city life, but the first thing he did when arriving on board

was to have a wireless fitted up so that he could be in continual

touch with his office. Later on he acquired and ran personally a

theater, about the least unexciting diversion to be imagined. His

office in the Strand had become a rendezvous for all sorts and

conditions of Londoners, politicians, newspaper proprietors, actors,

jockeys, and prize fighters, and through this variety of acquaintance

ship he sometimes acquired information on current events of im

portance before the outside world had any inkling of them.

It was during the late autumn that he one day startled

me by saying "Your friend, Mr. Asquith, won't be long where he

is/' I asked him what he meant, but he affected a casual air and said

it was just a rumor. I knew his manner too well to be put off like

this, and at last wormed out of him a story so extraordinary that,

had it not been for the names of his informants with whom I knew
he was on intimate terms, I should have looked upon it as a fairy

tale. Satisfying myself that he was perfectly serious about it, I sought
out a member of the Cabinet, a close friend of the Prime Minister,

told him in detail of the existence of an intrigue to oust his leader

in favor of Mr. Lloyd George, and that this and that person were

in it up to the neck. He said that he would make inquiries from

his end and would see me about it again. The days went by and

White one evening confided to me that the bomb was shortly due

for bursting and that if any counter move were intended, the time
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had come to make it. As I had heard nothing from the Minister,

I passed on to him the further facts which had come into my
possession, but he replied cheerfully that he was convinced that

there was nothing really to worry about and that Mr. Asquith was

never in a stronger position. Just previously I had caused the whole

story to be communicated through an influential friend who might
succeed in making a more serious impression to Mrs. Asquith,
whose only comment was ''Nothing but death can remove Henry."
Within a week Mr. Asquith was forced to resign the premiership
and Mr. Lloyd George stepped into his shoes.

In Manchester the affairs of the orchestra were flourish

ing, for in addition to its usual concert series, it now had the opera

season (the company was to make a longer return visit at Christ

mas), and I had recently inaugurated a season of Promenade Con
certs in the building of ill-fame, which had now been rechristened

the Opera-House. The cotton and mining industries were booming

throughout Lancashire and money was flowing plentifully. In Lon

don the concerts of the Royal Philharmonic Society were on a sound

footing, and I had extended my interest to those of the London

Symphony Orchestra which had been making a gallant fight all

this time to keep its head above water. The opera company had

increased its popularity and enlarged its audience so widely that

I decided to move for the summer season from the Aldwych
to the much larger Drury Lane where I had spent such pleasant

days in 1913-14. As shortly before this we had increased our

Provincial connection by taking in Birmingham, Glasgow, and

Edinburgh, the barometer for the future seemed to be set at fair

and I saw no reason why it should not remain there. For the

migration to Drury Lane, it was essential to provide something
in the nature of a "coup" that would place the reputation of the

company on a pinnacle higher than any it had yet reached. I again

called to my aid Hugo Rumbold and requested him to prepare

designs for a new production of Figaro that would surpass all that

he had hitherto done for me. A fresh translation was made of the

text to include the whole of the trial scene in the Third Act,
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which is usually curtailed and sometimes omitted, and then came

the all-important question of stage representation, for I had in

mind to reproduce as far as possible the style, and gesture of the

Theatre Frangais with singers who could also act. We approached

Nigel Playfair, who agreed to cooperate on the condition that I

would let him have the artists selected for the performance every

day for at least three months. But I had to tell him that their neces

sary appearances in other operas prevented such an exclusive ab

sorption in one work, and that he must be content with having

them some of the time for five. And throughout this period, two

and often three times weekly the chosen band turned up for re

hearsals and worked away enthusiastically to fulfill every direction

of the first authority in England on the comedy of the eighteenth

century.

It was generally allowed that this production topped a

peak so far unsealed in the annals of any native opera company.
Outside the Russian seasons nothing like it had been seen before,

and certainly nothing has appeared since to excel it. And yet the

cast, which had been selected more for appearance than voice, con

tained hardly one of the better vocalists of the company, although

the singing was both adequate and stylish. But no one felt poign

antly the lack of a higher level of vocalism in an entertainment

replete with charm and elegance and providing an object lesson

in what can be done with a piece like Figaro or Cosi Fan Tutte,

given a bold and novel approach to a fitting method of presenta

tion. There was however a distinction of the highest merit common
to every member of the cast, a first rate diction. One evening I

went up to the top gallery and stood right at the back to listen, and

from there I could hear not only every syllable of the songs, but

of the ensemble pieces as well, all being as clearly enunciated as if

it had been spoken instead of sung.

A quasi-novelty was an English version of Ivan the

Terrible, which is by way of being a companion piece to the

beautiful La Fiancee du Czar, which I gave many years later. Both
of them are unduly neglected, but it may be that performed by a
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company other than Russian they fail to make their full effect.

As I have already said, the bulk of the Russian repertoire is intensely

national and liable to lose much of its potential appeal, if depend
ent upon an alien interpretation. An actual novelty was a charming
little opera which won an instant success everywhere and remained

in our repertoire for years, The Fair Maid of Perth by Bizet. When
first given in London the press took up a hostile attitude toward it,

one newspaper asserting that there were half a dozen British com

posers at hand to write something much better. I at once offered a

prize of 500 for a work which, in the opinion of three competent

judges, should equal it in merit, and guaranteed its production as

well as the publication of the score; but not a single competitor

came forward to answer the challenge. It was an interesting symp
tom of the widening of public interest in opera everywhere that this

piece, which is a typical specimen of French op6ra comique,

should have been so quickly and generally accepted when six or

seven years earlier it would have been an almost certain failure. It

was also the means of converting a Philistine friend of mine in

Manchester to the appreciation of serious music; for, dining with

him one night, I asked if he had yet been to the opera, and he

replied that nothing on earth would induce him to go anywhere

near it. Years before someone had taken him to a later Wagner
music-drama, given very indifferently; he had been bored to death

and had no intention of repeating the awful experience. I bet

him a box of cigars that he would not find the Fair Maid a bore,

won over the sympathies of his wife, and finally prevailed on him

to make the trial. The next day he rang up to say that he had

found it almost as good as a musical comedy and asked if there

were any more like it. I thought for a moment of recommending
Tristan but repented and proposed II Seraglio. This he found

equally to his taste, no doubt for the reason that it is itself nothing

more than a musical comedy, differing only from the popular type

in that while the comedy is in no way inferior the music is vastly

superior to any other of its kind in the world.

The addition of Tannhauser and Die Walkiire to the
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repertoire provoked the ire of a certain newspaper magnate, who

liked to think of himself as the real ruler of England and the keeper

of all men's consciences. In his view German music was an integral

part of the German soul, and as that especial entity was a very un

pleasant freak of nature, it was unfit and improper to foist on the

public anything born of it. I really ought, he urged, to banish it

from my theater; otherwise he would have to launch the thunder

bolt of disapproval against me in his columns. I pointed out that

Wagner was the favorite composer of that section of the audience

which was in khaki, and that it was because of its insistent demand

for these two operas that I was playing them at all. This shook him

a bit, but not enough; for he went on to suggest that if members of

His Majesty's Forces had such perverted tendencies, their erring

steps should be guided into the right path. I thought it was time

to resort to the use of the argumenturn ad hominem, and made

him a sporting offer. I knew he had some fine old German pictures

in his house of which he was justifiably proud, and I undertook, if

he would bring them into Trafalgar Square (having well advertised

the event a week ahead in all his journals) and burn them in full

view of the public as a protest against the abysmal iniquity of the

Teutonic spirit, that the very next day I would withdraw everything

of Wagner from my program. But until he was prepared to make

some personal sacrifice of the kind he could hardly expect me to

do so. He was so bowled out by the proposition that for quite half-

a-minute he was silent. Then the suspicion of a smile appeared on

his face which by and by broadened into a grin, and he at last said:

"It is rather silly, isn't it?" And there we left the matter.

I have often been baffled and disconcerted by the phe

nomenon, in an era which vaunts itself to be progressive, of the big

newspaper owner. That he is occasionally a problem to government

also was to be recognized some ten years later when the Prime Min

ister of the day had to remind two of the more presumptuous speci

mens of the breed that the alliance of great power and small

responsibility was not one to be tolerated indefinitely in an orderly

state. Most of those whom I have met have been men of moderate
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education, less culture, repelling manners, and victims of the most

offensive kind of megalomania. One of them, perhaps the most fan

tastic of the whole set, having attended an opera performance for

the first time in his life, telephoned the next day a friend of mine to

say how much he liked it, but wanted to know more about this fellow

Wagner, who he understood had written the piece. On being told

that Wagner was a tolerably well-known composer, whose works

were quite popular, his spontaneous comment was "Not half

enough, I am going to give him a boost in my papers/' The gist

of this interesting conversation was communicated to me without

loss of time, and I rang up one of the great man's more knowledge

able editors to warn him that his chief had just discovered Wagner
and was preparing to introduce him to the notice of the public.

"Good Lord/' he groaned, "this must be stopped at once/
7

and

stopped it was, rather to my regret, as there must have been hun

dreds besides myself who would have appreciated this announce

ment of Richard's existence from the latest of his converts.

It is only just to add that here and there were others

of a different denomination, a few survivals of a journalistic age

on which had not yet been showered the blessings of the Yellow

Press, and one or two who combined the liveliest modern tech

nique with some respect for past tradition. Standing head and

shoulders above any rival, not only in this last named group but

in all others, was the brilliant and dynamic Alfred Harmsworth,

Lord Northcliffe. Patriotic, far-seeing and receptive, of him alone

can it be said that the forces and influence of the new school were

on the whole employed beneficially as well as audaciously. As in

the case of nearly all men who have risen from a modest position

to one of authority over so many of their fellows, he both received

and welcomed any amount of adulation. But I think that however

large may have been his capacity for absorbing it, he must have

felt a twinge of embarrassment at some of the tributes offered him.

Among these the most picturesquely strained was that of a popular

versifier who, struck by the coincidence in Christian names, pro

claimed to, an astonished public that during its thousand years of
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troubled history the three outstanding heroes among the company

of England's saviors in time of peril were Alfred the Great, Alfred

Tennyson, and Alfred Harmsworth. It is no disparagement of the

sanity of his views on most matters to say that some of his utter

ances and prognostications have a slightly comical ring in the light

of political developments both at home and abroad during the

past twenty-five years; for among the formidable crowd who have

been preaching and prophesying to us all this time, all but one or

two have been proved to be hopelessly at fault. Incidentally, some

of them, now of very advanced years, are still at the game, proba

bly with equal fatuity and credulity. Evidently once a seer always

a seer, and the itch for looking into the future appears to be as

irresistible as any other form of speculation, the only difference

being that it is practiced at other people's expense instead of one's

own. But one instance of Lord Northcliffe's more uncalculated pro

nouncements I cannot help recalling, for the double reason that it

was I think the last occasion I saw him, and a perfect example of

the way in which the whirligig of time brings in its revenge. It

occurred at a public lunch at which he was the guest of honor,

and on being called upon for the usual speech, delivered a fiery

onslaught on Mr. Winston Churchill, who not long before had

left the government. In his opinion the present Prime Minister

of England was a man unfit to hold any important office of the

Crown, it was unthinkable that he should ever do so again, and he

(Northcliffe) would see to it that he never would!



35. A UNIVERSAL PROBLEM

Not so long ago an ingenious and learned author

brought out a book entitled The Age of Fable. The purpose of

the book, which is moderate in tone and franked by a wealth of

instance, is to show that for the last generation or longer the pub
lic has never known the real truth about anything, has existed in

a thick fog of error, ignorance, and delusion, and that for this ap

palling condition of things the Press, reinforced in the later years

by the Radio, has been mainly responsible. In my country it is

next to impossible to run successfully a newspaper that has not a

party label of some sort, with the result that in addition to general

policy, the presentation of opinions and the juggling of news are

influenced and dictated by its political trend. Every time a great

national question is raised in our so-called democratic states, in

stead of an immediate agreement between the various party ma
chines to treat it as something that vitally affects the safety and

prosperity of the entire community, it is made a football to be

kicked about for their private amusement.

One would think that the adequate defense of the na

tion was a self-evident proposition; we protect our private lives and

property from accident by insurance, so why not insure the safety

of the realm from much greater mishap by making doubly certain

that it shall not suddenly be endangered by attack from outside?

But in my day not only has this never been accepted as the first

axiom of national preservation, but has been the constant subject of

irreconcilable dissension among the various political groups.

The foreign policy of a country like England is not

determined by what is best for the interests of the whole of its
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people, but by the sympathy _of one party or the other with those

states whose systems of government or ideological creeds bear

some resemblance to their own. It is true that the average man

likes to take sides; existence would be intolerable without the

clash of opposing ideas. But equally he does not want to wrangle

the whole day long or see applied the meretricious methods of the

forum or the political tub to the management of the affairs of the

nation, any more than to the running of his own business or home.

Also he sometimes likes to hear the other side of the question

stated with lucidity (audire alteram partemj, and above all he

wants to know the truth. But this is precisely what he never does

get. He is talked at, lectured, and admonished from morning to

night, but enlightened never. I have just been reading a book by

an American writer on England, and it is hard for me to under

stand how such a piece of work came to be written, unless for

reasons directly antagonistic to the interests of plain veracity; for

the picture drawn of it is unrecognizable by anyone whose eyes

are not blinded by illogical prejudice or emotional antipathy. The

career of an artist in Great Britain is not one to beget a fanatical

worship of everything there, and I have passed a large portion of

my life in other countries where I have seen much to admire and

respect. But there are certain aspects of English life which remain

preeminent, and only a total inability or disinclination to acknowl

edge their existence can account for denying or ignoring them.

For example, the protection of life and property, two not incon

siderable interests, is greater than in any other country of impor
tance. In comparison with another great democratic community,
the statistics of crimes of violence are in a proportion of one to

eighteen hundred, or allowing for the difference of the two popula

tions, one to six hundred, and no one but a thug or gangster will

deny that here we have a slight advantage. Although much of our

legal system is cumbersome or obsolete, the actual administration

of justice is superior to any other, notably in the criminal courts,

whose simplicity, dignity, and celerity are a model to all others.

The personal liberty of the poor man is greater than
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elsewhere for he can be oppressed by neither employer nor fellow

employee. Recently in a Canadian province a talented musician

was fined by his union for giving his services gratis to a war charity,

a species of tyranny surpassing anything known to the Middle Ages

and out of the question in England, where freedom still means the

privilege of the individual to do all those things that seem right in

his own eyes, provided he do no wrong to his neighbor. If my
country could for a few years rid its collective mind of all the

political and social shibboleths, isms, and ologies that have been

crammed down its throat and rammed into its ears, compose its

domestic differences, which after all are very few and trivial, and

above everything reject decisively all nostrums and specifics (mostly

of foreign origin and completely out of date) for the improvement

of human nature, there might be still a chance of its playing

a leading part in the affairs of the new world which is now being

born.

Our failures,during the past twenty years may be cred

ited to one overriding cause, stagnation. We have marked time,

maintained a negative attitude to every critical event that has taken

place elsewhere, and we have not made one practical contribution

of the slightest value to the preservation of peace and sanity in

the world. On numerous occasions our leadership and counsel have

been sought and our decision or action implored, but we have re

sponded with words. Where the exercise of the strong hand was

the one thing to prove effective we have preferred to offer the

empty platitudes of the party hack. Less than a year before the out

break of the present war, the distinguished leader of the Conserva

tive party in the House of Lords indicated in a letter to the Times

the danger to the entire world of an empire like ours which seemed

incapable of ever making up its mind or coming to the point. The

evil must be fairly deep rooted when a political mandarin, usually

the last person to acknowledge any deficiency in the existing sys

tem, can bring himself to issue such a warning.

The general mist of misrepresentation which envelopes

nearly all public transactions covers those of private persons also,
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especially when they are of the kind that journalists call ''news/' It

may have been observed that in my foregoing chapters I have

made the scantiest references to my personal or intimate life. I

cherish the old-fashioned prejudice that every man must have a

sanctuary to which he can retire, close the door, pull down the

blinds and exclude the world outside. This was the substance of

the old doctrine that an Englishman's house is his castle, once a

reality but now a fiction owing to the monstrous ubiquity of the

modern press reporter and his accomplice in persecution, the

camera pest. Any genuine privacy and seclusion, unless one goes

into the heart of the desert, has been rendered impossible by the

malign industry of that basest creation of the age, the gossip writer.

This slinking, sneaking, worming and reptilian creature passes his

time listening at doors, peeping through keyholes, corrupting the

servants, and all to discover and retail in print an illiterate jumble

of incoherent rubbish about something which no one with the self-

respect of a baboon would dream of concerning himself. I once

asked the editor of a leading London daily how he came to allow

the publication of some nauseating piece of twaddle that had just

appeared, and he answered, "We live on garbage." But if the slight

est protest is ever made in any quarter the cry at once goes up to

heaven, "the freedom of the Press/' Until a few years back a con

siderable amount of space in certain London papers was given up
to long, lurid, and salacious reports of divorce cases, and the kind

of stuff that we used to read every day would, if forming part of a

novel or even a scientific treatise, have been banned by the police

magistracy. When the incongruity of this preposterous situation

at last penetrated the intelligence of the public, there was a de

mand for the compression of such accounts which after a while

was conceded by a rule of the courts. But the resentment of the

journals that lived on "garbage" was so loud and strong that if a

stranger from another sphere had descended among them he

would have concluded that the foundations of justice, society, and
the realm itself would totter dangerously if the champions of free

speech were deprived of their scavenger's cart.
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All of which brings me to the point where I propose to

throw a ray of truth upon certain private affairs of mine which

have received a good deal of notice in the Press of most countries

and about which I have preferred to remain silent during twenty

years and more. Everywhere I have found the impression that I

inherited from my father a large fortune, the greater part of which

I have spent on artistic enterprises, and that generally I am thrift

less, prodigal, and without understanding of money. One part of

this opinion at least is as far removed from the truth as anything

can be. It may be that I have expended very large sums on music

and other artistic ventures, but not out of my inheritance, for the

simple reason that I was powerless to touch the capital of it. How

has this misconception come about? Mainly through the indefinite

character of much of our legal system and the casual methods of

reporting in the Press, as will be seen hereafter.

My father's executors, having completed the preliminary

examination of his affairs, called me into consultation. The disposi

tion of his estate was simple enough in outline, his Lancashire busi

ness being left almost wholly to my brother and myself and the resi

due mainly to four of my sisters. But upon the whole property lay

the burden of the Covent Garden contract, on which two million

pounds were still owing. There was no earthly chance of finding this

sum out of the assets at our disposal, for even if the business could

be sold in war time, which was highly doubtful, it would not bring

in enough to discharge the obligation. Although its yearly profits

were considerable, its capital value was moderate, consisting mostly

of good will, with few tangible possessions such as land and build

ings to back it up. A larger portion of the residue than expected

would have to go in paying debts and overdrafts, and it looked as if

my sisters' share would be considerably below anticipation. It would

help the situation, argued the executors' advisers, for the whole

estate to be in the hands of my brother and myself alone, and if we

would purchase the residuary part of it, we should be left in un

divided control and in a better position to deal with Covent Garden.
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James White was well on the side of such a transac

tion, being just as anxious as the executors to get the estate out of

their hands and into ours; and as he was quite confident that we

could find the money to carry it through, my brother and I entered

into a contract under which we undertook to pay for the residue

about twice as much as it eventually proved to be worth, and sat

down to observe the operations of the financial wizard.

My father, in full anticipation of many more years of

life as well as the imminent settlement of the Estate problem, had

only a few weeks before his death made a fresh will, and if he

had survived a year or two longer its terms would have presented

no difficulty to his successors. But having been drawn with an eye

to the big deal which was awaiting early completion his unexpected

death made it almost unadministrable, so interwoven and com

plicated were the numerous interests therein, great and small. The

portion of the business bequeathed to me was left in trust, which

proved to be a constant stumbling block in the path of White's

schemes for handling the estate in the broad, bold fashion with

which he was familiar; and as the months went by it became in

creasingly evident that here was a problem beyond his capacity to

solve. He could raise the money neither to complete the residuary

estate contract, nor to finance Covent Garden, and he was not

helped by the war situation, which had deteriorated rather than

improved. Air raids had been more frequent, the U-boat menace

was the constant nightmare of the Government, and the public

was beginning to realize that it was involved no longer in a chival

rous crusade but a war of life and death. Official restrictions con

tinued to remain unrelaxed, the City was unresponsive, financial

wizardry had bitten off more than it, could chew, and its magic

wand was waving in vain. We had no alternative but to go to the

executors and confess our impotence. If only the war would stop

and the wicked Germans admit defeat, all might be well: the

wheels of company flotation now at a standstill would revolve

again merrily and we would all live happily ever afterwards. The

executors sympathized with these pious hopes for the future but
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were naturally more interested in the present. They had a contract

with us for a very large sum of money and where was it? The only

answer to this question was, nowhere, and there appeared small

chance of an improvement in our unlucky position.

There happened to be in Liverpool at that time an

accountant with a talent for figures nearly akin to genius. He had

been called in by the executors on taking over their duties, had

advised them throughout, had been half anticipating the present

impasse, and now produced overnight a scheme for the reconcilia

tion of the conflicting interests in the estate and the unraveling of

the Covent Garden tangle. It was necessary, however, in view of

the numerous trust shares in the will and the ambiguous position

of the executors, for the estate to be administered under an order

of the Court of Chancery; and the essentials of the scheme were

that a large sum be borrowed from the bank to reduce the unpaid

balance of the Covent Garden purchase money, that the property

be nursed over a period of years, that my brother and I agree to

accept a much reduced income from the business and that the

balance of such income be accumulated to pay off the bank and

ultimately the residuary contract.

When the suggestion of Chancery was first made, my
thoughts reverted to a disclosure which my father had made to

me during that summer of 1916 in Lancashire. An old friend of his

and a man of great ability had died leaving a will which he had

innocently imagined to be crystal-clear and fool proof. It had

proved to be so difficult of interpretation that his estate had to be

thrown into Chancery, and there it remained for over five years.

While deploring this disaster my father had been a little critical of

the carelessness of its author and declared with a certain com

placency that, profiting by this experience, he had caused a will to

be drawn up which could give under no circumstances the slight

est trouble to those appointed to carry out its provisions. I was

filled with disquiet and foreboding at the prospect before us, but

there appeared no other way out. The vendors of Covent Garden

were getting restless and something had to be done about it. So
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off to the Court we went and obtained an order of administration

which took six full years and more to run its appointed course.

This critical step brought me up sharply against an un

pleasant reality. My father during his lifetime had stood solidly

behind my numerous enterprises, sometimes shouldering a part

of the burden himself, at others loaning me amounts which would

be debited to my eventual share in the estate. At his death there

fore I had several overdrafts which could have been discharged or

reduced without difficulty had I been receiving all the dividends

due to me from the St. Helens business under normal conditions,

but not with a materially reduced income. Undoubtedly the wise

thing from the prudential point of view would have been to part

company with those organizations which I had been assisting to

keep alive since the outbreak of war, or at all events to cut down

substantially my contribution to their support; but I shrank from

the immediate application of the axe of economy to the root of

my problem. Hundreds of worthy people were for the moment

dependent on the continuance of my efforts; I had created the

finest native opera company ever seen in England, my audiences

were increasing over all the Kingdom, and although my outlay was

heavy, I was hopeful that after a while it would diminish. Only in

the last extremity did I feel like throwing up the sponge, for after

all the war might end before long and the situation change for

the better. I therefore threw caution out of the window and deter

mined to go on as long as it was within my power.



36. THE RETURN OF PEACE

We had now reached the spring of 1918, and our

operatic performances began to be disturbed more and more by
air raids. During one week a bomb killed the stage-door keeper of

the Aldwych Theater, another wrecked the premises of a publish

ing firm just up the street and a third shattered the sixteen thou

sand panes of glass of the Covent Garden flower market, the most

stupendous clatter I have ever heard anywhere. The shrapnel from

our anti-aircraft guns occasionally came through the roof of the

stage to the discomfort of the singers on it, and one night when I

was conducting Figaro and the second act had just begun, a terrific

bombardment opened all about us, and for minutes at a time the

music was hardly audible. There was a momentary nervousness in

the audience which was at once relieved by a courageous lady in

a box arising and exhorting it to follow the example of the artists

who were singing away as blithely and unconcernedly as if there

were no such things as a war or Zeppelins. These raids and a few

in the summer were almost the last attempt of the enemy on Lon

don. The Zeppelin attack was singularly futile, almost every one

that came over being brought down in flames, and I myself saw

two or three destroyed, in each case by a single airman who
climbed up within easy firing range and punctured the huge mass

with gunfire.

An interesting interpolation in our summer season at

Drury Lane was a performance in conjunction "with the Stage

Society of Byron's Manfred, the opera company providing the or

chestra and choir for Schumann's music. This fine but gloomy
drama is very much of a monologue and I saw it falling flat unless
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cheered up in some way indicated neither in the play nor the

musical score. I introduced a part song or two as well as some

short orchestral fragments into what seemed to be fitting places,

but the monotony of the piece remained unrelieved, and it finally

occurred to me that what might save the situation was a little

dancing, recalling that whenever George Edwardes of Daly's and

the Gaiety Theaters saw his piece lagging and failing to catch fire,

he would invariably call for a fancy dress ball to be brought on the

stage. But as Schumann had never written any ballet music it was

necessary to invent some, and I selected about a dozen of his short

piano pieces and handed them to my two lieutenants, Eugene

Goossens and Julius Harrison, for orchestration. As there were

only three days to go before the first performance, these two in

valuable young men sat up for two nights with wet towels round

their heads, turning over the ballet as it was scored, page by page,

to the copyists who were to make the orchestral parts. The dances

were inserted in the scene of the Hall of Ahrimanes, the decor of

which was borrowed from Boito's Mefctofele and did something

to enliven a work which perhaps was never seriously intended for

public performance.

During the winter and spring the nation, realizing that

the supreme moment of the war had arrived, had followed with

painful concentration the final effort of the Germans to break

through to Paris. But as the year advanced there came a gradual

relaxation of the tension, due to
1*

a conviction based more on in

stinct than fact that the enemy's attack had failed and victory was

in sight. Both Turkey and Austria were out of the struggle; only

Germany remained in the field. The end came suddenly and unex

pectedly and the armistice was signed almost before we were aware

that fighting had ceased. Excitement was intense and the whole

country gave itself up to a riot of junketing. During the past

eighteen months I had noticed a growing change in the attitude

of most people toward the war and each other, and the sacrificial

spirit of the early days that we see mirrored in the verses of Laur

ence Housman and Rupert Brooke had given way to a harder and
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coarser state of mind, generated I think by the brutalizing and

tedious strain of trench warfare.

The employment of women on a large scale in war

work had brought the sexes closer together, with results that ap

peared to be as little attractive aesthetically as ethically. The few

years that followed the armistice were a frank return to the out

ward freedom of Restoration days, and an erudite historian said

to me one day during 1920, that he did not think anything quite

like it had been seen in England for hundreds of years. But of this

one can never judge with certainty, for almost the same thing was

said to me by an elderly friend in 1913. So far as I can read be

tween the lines of history, men and women have been very much

the same in all ages, and the only visible difference between good
and naughty periods is that in the latter they care less for the

opinions and judgments of others. But what undoubtedly was, and

remained for years, the universal obsession was dancing; not danc

ing in the free-limbed bouncing.style of twenty years earlier, when

a few couples scamped vigorously up and down a spacious room,

but a funereal assemblage of creatures, tightly packed together in

an exiguous space, bumping and banging into one another, hardly

moving the while and all looking as if they were practicing some

painful penitential exercise. The comment of a distinguished

French diplomat on his first sight of this singular species of amuse

ment, deserves I think to be remembered: "Les visages sont si

tristes, mais les derrieres sont si gais."

About this time I was fortunate in being able to form

a small syndicate to take over the opera company, for I had come

nearly to the end of my resources and should not have been able

to continue unassisted 'much longer. As it was I was heavily in

debt, but for the moment was not greatly concerned about that

as, the war over, I like most others was expecting a rapid return to

the conditions of 1914. A part of the recent estate transactions had

been the formation of a Covent Garden Estate Company which,

upon the payment of a further sum of 500,000 to the vendors,

who granted a mortgage for the balance, became the proprietors
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of the Opera House in addition to Drury Lane Theater and several

other theaters. But the possession of the opera house was more

honorable than profitable as the Grand Opera Syndicate had an

old lease of the building which still had twenty years to run and

for which they paid the modest sum of 750. a year. During the

war it had been used as a storehouse so that a good deal of re

furnishing and redecorating was required to restore it to its former

condition, and while this was being done, I renewed my former as

sociation with the lessees for the purpose of a Victory season in the

summer. It was a few weeks before its opening that an angry figure

stormed into my office and asked what the deuce I meant by paint

ing her room green. It was Nellie Melba, and very upset she

seemed to be. I had never before come into working contact with

this formidable personality although I had heard something of her

autocratic ways; and considering the best method of defense here

was attack, I pretended not to remember who she was, and asked

what the deuce she meant by entering my office unannounced,

adding that I knew nothing of private ownership of rooms in

the building. This produced a fresh explosion of wrath which, as

I remained grimly silent, gradually subsided and was eventually

succeeded by an aspect of resignation and the remark that she

would not have minded so much if the green had been of a cheer

fully light instead of depressingly dismal hue. I thought of the

gentleman in Patience who suffered from a similar prejudice

I do not care for dirty greens

By any means

and as she was going to sing on the opening night under my direc

tion, I thought I would be magnanimous as well as diplomatic to

the extent of offering to repaint "her" room any color she liked.

This little concession delighted her more than the most costly

present could have done and we soon became excellent friends.

Melba was a singer who had nearly all the attributes inseparable
from great artistry. The voice was beautiful and bright, of uncom
mon evenness throughout; and she handled the whole range of it
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with complete skill except in measured coloratura passages such

as those at the end of the Waltz Song of Romeo and Juliet She

was extremely accurate, insisted on her fellow-artists being equally

so, was punctual to the tick at rehearsals and while at work was a

shining example in discipline to everyone else. But there was al

ways some element lacking in nearly everything she did, and it is

not easy to say just what it was. It was hardly lack of warmth, be

cause many an artist has had the same deficiency without one being
made uncomfortably aware of it. Of the mysterious quality known
as temperament she had certainly a little, and her accent and

rhythm were both admirable. I am inclined to think that she was

wanting in a genuine spiritual refinement, which deprived the

music she was singing of some element essential to our pleasure;

and perhaps it was for this reason that in the maturer musical

culture of the Continent she had comparatively little success, her

popularity being confined to England and those other Anglo-
Saxon communities where the subtler and rarer sides of vocal

talent are less valued.

This season was in every way a pleasant and successful

affair, notable chiefly for the appearance of four unknown tenors,

all of them good, Burke, Hislop, Dolci, and Ansseau. The old Co-

vent Garden favorites reappeared from various corners of the earth,

most of them none the better for the lapse of time, although the

charming Edviria gave admirable performances of Manon and

Thai's. The Ther^se of Massenet was among the novelties, of which

the more, interesting were the Iris of Mascagni and L'Heure Espag-
nole of Ravel, and for the latter work Hugo Rumbold furnished a

setting of the greatest brilliance and charm, perhaps his "chef

d'oeuvre." Iris contains so much beautiful and poetical music that

its incapacity to maintain a regular place in the repertoire must

arouse some of our sympathy. But it convincingly points the old

maxim that metaphysics and the theater, especially the lyric theater,

hardly ever go comfortably hand in hand, as Strauss also discovered

in the case of his A Woman without a Shadow. The English section

of the company distinguished itself in a translated version of Prince
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Igor conducted by Albert Coates, who had not been seen in Eng

land since 1914, and in a splendid production, with scenery and

costumes by Charles Ricketts, of Isidore de Lara's Nail.

A holiday spirit was everywhere in the land, and those

portions of the community who during the war had been making

a good deal of money for the first time in their lives were spending

it with a fine freedom. The high wages earned by many of the

cotton operatives and miners in the North produced some singu

lar manifestations of the use of it. One day I was in the principal

music shop of Manchester when a couple entered, the lady wear

ing a shawl on her head and a fur wrap around her shoulders, and

asked to see a piano. On being asked what sort of piano, the man

replied that they were not particular, but it must be upright and

have a green marble top. The director of the establishment who

was also the manager of the Halle concerts was about to say that

they had nothing in stock answering to that description, when I

whispered to him that it was quite easy to have it painted to re

semble marble and they might never know the difference. He then

assured the intending buyer that although there was not at that

moment in the showroom anything exactly like the article he

wanted, one would be procured for him within a few days. My
curiosity aroused by this unusual preference, I inquired the reason

of it, and learned that having recently taken a house in the parlor of

which there was a fireplace with a green marble top, they must have

a piano to match it properly.

There was an equally interesting sequel to this event

although I was unfortunately unable to take part in it. Some

weeks later the pair visited the shop again and ordered a second

piano to correspond with the first in every particular. In the course

of conversation they volunteered the surprising information that

it was going in the same room on the other side of the fireplace.

They had spent most of the intervening time in looking for a

piece of furniture that would suitably fill the vacant space, but

finding nothing to their satisfaction had decided that the only

solution of the problem would be a replica of their original pur-

chasel



37. THE BRITISH LEGAL SYSTEM

During August the English Opera Company broke

fresh ground by putting in a month at Blackpool, the Margate of

the North, and this was a fortunate addition to the year's work,

as it had given fewer performances during the, summer season at

Covent Garden than in any previous year, owing to the return of

the Internationals. I went there myself for a few days, stayed at a

country hotel halfway between Blackpool and Fleetwood, and be

fore leaving, walked once more along the familiar road to Rossall.

Since I left to go to Oxford in 1897 I had revisited the school

once only, when I took the Halle orchestra and gave a concert in

the hall where as a boy I used to play the piano. To my eye the

place was beginning to lose much of its old attraction, quiet isola

tion: buildings were springing up where formerly there were fields,

and the ancient landmarks had vanished or were hard to trace. I

rarely contemplate returning to scenes after long absence from

them without a nervous apprehension that I shall find a difference

too great for my happiness; and it is the same with people whom

I have not seen for many years. If I find much alteration in their

appearance I am so uncomfortably embarrassed that I half wish I

had not met them again. It is otherwise with those with whom we

are in touch almost daily: they too alter, but imperceptibly, and

preserve for us the semblance they wore when first we knew them.

But where music is concerned, the passage of time has been power

less to change or modify my first attachments, and that which I

loved as a youth still holds the foremost place in my regard. No

matter if a generation go by without my hearing some strain of

287
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which I have affectionate remembrance, I always find undimin-

ished the brightness of its original spell.

Toward other arts, particularly painting and architec

ture, I have been unable to maintain this constancy of mood.

Nearly every time I find myself after a lengthy interval in a great

gallery like the Louvre or the Vatican, I am startled by the en

tirely different appearance of pictures which I have been carrying

clearly in my mind's eye the while, and I have a similar disconcert

ing experience with buildings, although here it is less a question of

individual examples than of whole styles. In my earlier days, and

I believe most young people share a like obsession, I was wholly

wrapped up in Gothic: neither Romanesque nor Renaissance had

any but the slightest interest for me, and as for Baroque I fled at

the sight of it. Then gradually I began to see these other styles

one by one with new eyes and to find in them points I was in

capable of appreciating before. Reflecting on this experience, I

have often conjectured whether the ear be an organ that retains

its sensory faculties longer than the eye: or if it is that the pic

torial and monumental arts are tangibly bound up with scenes,

peoples, creeds, and philosophies of which our personal ideas and

evaluations are continually changing, while music is after all in the

last analysis devoid of association with any other definite thing in

our consciousness.

A well-known British statesman has told us that the

only man alive who ever inspired him with awe was his former

schoolmaster. At the height of his career and fame he never went

down to his old school and into the presence of the Head, without

feeling that he was in for a severe "jaw" or something worse.

Similarly there was at Rossall one whom I had equally dreaded,
and his pedagogical austerity had not diminished with the passing
of time. He still addressed me in the style of twenty years back,

only now and then pulling himself up for a moment to apologize
for what he thought was a lapse into undue familiarity; but in ten

seconds he had reassumed his wonted manner and was the terrify

ing old Dominie once
again. This continuing consciousness of a
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pupillary state extending into mature manhood is characteristic of

the public school, and I sometimes wonder if, despite the many
other admirable features of its system, this particular one does not

carry some disadvantage. Its conservation of the boyish element in

the British character to which I have alluded, although questiona

ble, is less baneful than the perpetuation of those numerous preju
dices and inhibitions that separate the bulk of our ruling class

from every other community of men. A member of the Govern

ment that was in office when the present war broke out had been

visiting Rossall while in the North, and to his surprise had seen my
name on boards as both the captain of my house and a member
of the cricket eleven. A little while afterwards he met and said to

a friend of mine, "You know, he can't be a bad sort of fellow after

all/' This attitude to music and musicians is peculiar to England;
it exists nowhere else and is an abnormality of nineteenth century

growth. Its possessors are under the melancholy impression that it

is the mark of a sterner manhood, as if the Germans were any the

less virile for the possession of over eighty permanent opera houses.

If they could be persuaded to give a backward glance at their

Elizabethan and Georgian ancestors who were busy creating that

Empire which they themselves appear to have been almost equally

absorbed in disrupting, they would discover that music played

there a part nearly as important as in ancient Greece, also an his

torical epoch not wanting in heroic character. The simple truth is

that the want of the musical sense is just as much of a deformity

as the non-existence of an eye or any other organ, and means that

the one truly international link between a hundred different peo

ples, separated by the differences of language, customs, and in

stitutions, has no place in their understanding. In other words,

they are cut off from their fellow creatures in other lands in a way
that no musician or musical person can ever be, either of whom
feels completely at home in any circle whose culture joins his own

on this common meeting ground.

In no quarter is this disdain and ignorance of music

and the part it plays in the life and estimation of other peoples so
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profound as among the otherwise worthy men who adorn the

judicial benches of our Law Courts. That they administer the law,

when they happen to know it, with scrupulous rectitude and clear

sighted ability is not to be denied. But in England very few per

sons do know the law, including all solicitors, who can rarely advise

their clients on any question of importance without rushing off to

obtain the opinion of Counsel. This opinion is not based upon any

fixed code approved by either the legislature or a college of lawyers

after the fashion of the Pandects of Justinian or the Code Napo

leon, but upon the latest decision of some individual judge, usually

made on the spur of the moment. This is admirable from the

standpoint of the fraternity itself, for the law becomes an obscurity

and mystery like the climate or fortune telling. The consequence

is that no man knows where he is, sometimes not even the judges,

for in recent years quite a few of them have demonstrated their

incapacity to draw up their own wills correctly. It is less satisfac

tory to the laity, for if there is one thing in a well-ordered society

that ought to be as clear as day and free from the least ambiguity,

it should be the legal position of every man and his possessions

vis-a-vis the state and his neighbor. Unfortunately the learned prac

titioners of the craft have not yet realized that the dubiety and

uncertainty surrounding it have tended to bring them into almost

as much contempt and ridicule as the modern politician; and the

old time respect and esteem for the judiciary has not been in

creased by the deplorable garrulity of that portion of it which

never loses a chance of airing its views and exposing its intellectual

limitations at the expense of those who are seeking from them

only the administration of justice.

Years ago I heard a judge of notorious indiscretion de

clare his inability to trust the word of a witness on the ground that

he was a Roman Catholic. I am no member of that community and

I was very young at the time; but I still recall vividly the shocked

astonishment I felt at hearing from an occupant of the Bench an

insult leveled at a large number of His Majesty's subjects through

out the Empire, not to speak of something like two hundred mil-
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lions of the same creed in Europe. In another instance during a

matrimonial case, a woman who conducted a business independ

ently and with high success was branded as a worthless person. I

have not the same respect for money as the ethereally-minded Rus-

kin, who somewhere described it as character. But it did seem to me
that any one who on her own could run a concern which made a

large annual profit and employed a substantial number of people

could not be wholly without qualities of one sort or another. Any

way the question involved was a purely moral one on which no

lawyer is any better fitted or more entitled to have and express

judgment than any of the other twenty million adult citizens of the

kingdom.
I have not been able myself to escape this offensive

tendency. Quite early in the course of our Chancery proceedings

it was disclosed that I had spent a considerable amount of money
in the cause of music, and the wise judge's instant comment was,

"What is the good of that?" It was nothing to his childlike intel

ligence that through the use of this sum, wisely or unwisely, a

goodly part of the war time music of the country had been kept

alive. Had the objects of my outlay been a group of racing stables,

a shooting box, and a steam yacht, things in his eyes that were

the proper indulgence of the manly Englishman, he would prob

ably have expressed his approval. But music never.

On a later occasion, another legal luminary in the

course of a hearing heard my counsel refer to the musical profes

sion, whereupon he interpolated this stupendous comment:

"What's that? You don't call music a profession, do you?" A third

instance where a young man I knew happened to be a party to a

suit and it was mentioned that he was studying to be a musician,

the arbiter of equity raised his eyebrows, shifted his wig, and

snorted, "Why doesn't he go into some honest trade?"

Of course these pathetic revelations of mental singu

larity and oafish manners, which in most other countries would

procure the early retirement of their authors, are hailed with de

light by that section of the press and public which still clings to
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the conviction that knocking little balls into holes or hitting other

little balls about a green field is almost the only acceptable evidence

of virility in a great nation. And so the disabilities of continued

immaturity and arrested mental development handicap fatally a

large mass of my countrymen, and while this anachronistic con

dition remains, there will be no return to that commanding po
sition we once occupied in the esteem of others. For over twenty

years I made a point of reading the reports of annual congresses

and other junketings of the Labor party, and I cannot recall one

occasion when the subject of the higher education of the people

was brought forward for discussion. The time of the meetings

was taken up with infantile complaints about one alleged griev

ance or another, fulminations against this system or that, and

declarations of faith in some ology or other unshared by the mass

of their fellow countrymen. Not a word about the most vital busi

ness of all, the mental advancement and spiritual enlightenment
of the classes whom they professed to represent, and no wonder

an intellectual darkness hangs over the land when the better part

of man is treated as something of little account. Blazoned on the

entrance to half our public buildings should be the admonitory
verse from the Epistle to the Corinthians, which begins with the

words: "When I was a child I spake as a child."

The autumn and winter seasons of opera in London
were both given at Covent Garden and separated by one or two

months at Manchester. For the first of these the main additions

to our repertoire, which now included some fifty operas, were

Parsifal, Khovantschina, and Die Meistersinger, all in English, of

which I conducted only the last. The decline in health of my able

and devoted manager, Donald Baylis, had thrown upon me much
of his administrative work and, combined with the necessity of

giving more of my time to private business, was reducing materially

my public appearances as conductor everywhere. Baylis had been

with me since 1910 and had started his career as a correspondence
clerk in my father's office at St. Helens, being about twenty-five
at the time. During my first season he acted as manager of the
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chorus, later on as sub-manager of the company, and in 1913 I

placed him in full charge of all my musical undertakings. His

education was of the smallest, and his outward appearance about

as far from the conventional notion of a theater director, a suave

and smiling creature in a top hat and frock coat, as could be

imagined. But he had an uncanny insight into public psychology,
an industry and ingenuity that were continually arousing my as

tonishment and admiration, and a fanatical devotion to the house

of Beecham that won and held my affection. Many was the tight

corner from which he rescued one or other of my war time ven

tures at the eleventh hour, and his early death in the spring of

1920 was as great a loss to me as that of my equally resourceful

and adroit lawyer, who about the same time was smitten with an

illness that removed him from the sphere of active work.

I notified the various concert organizations with which

I had been connected since 1914 of my inability to continue my
association with them, and in the case of the Hall6 Society coun

selled the appointment of a permanent conductor who would be

willing to settle in the town. During the war the orchestra had

been kept together with great difficulty, losing one member or

another every month, and had thus taken on a shape almost as

impermanent as that of Proteus himself. What it needed badly

was the control of a resident musician who would give all his

time to the rebuilding of its badly shattered constitution, and the

committee, accepting my advice, appointed Hamilton Harty, who

occupied the post until 1933. So far as these institutions were

concerned, my work was done: they had weathered the storm,

safely reached land again, and could pursue thdr old courses with

out further aid from me.



38. THE "WINDS OF COMPLICATION"

The termination of the war and the return to peace

conditions added considerably to the costs of running an opera

company. While the struggle continued I had almost a monopoly

of the services of a substantial proportion of the best artists in the

country; but with the relaxation of those restrictions and regula

tions which had crippled their activities for over four years, hun

dreds of concert societies came to life again and, with appetites

stimulated by their long fast, took up their work where it had

been interrupted. As the members of my company had been more

in the public eye than any others of the profession, they were

in universal demand, and I had to choose between granting them

frequent leaves of absence, which must depreciate the discipline

and efficiency of the ensemble, and increasing their remuneration.

As the virtue and strength of the organization lay mainly in its

splendid teamwork, I and my colleagues preferred to accept the

latter alternative, and concurrently with this went a large rise in

labor charges, chorus salaries, and everything else material to the

maintenance of a big theater.

As always happens after a great war, there was a uni

versal opinion that a new era had been inaugurated and a good
time at hand for every one. The trifling circumstances that the

national machine of industry had yet to be reorganized so as to

absorb five or six million service men, that the national debt had

risen from seven hundred and fifty to six thousand million pounds,
and the annual budget from two hundred millions to a thousand,

were overlooked in the exhilaration of the moment. Men and women
alike had but one thought; to forget about the war as soon as

294
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possible and enjoy themselves, no matter at whose expense. This

all-round augmentation of costs was alarming for the future of the

enterprise, for even on the reduced war time scale the losses had

been heavy, amounting to as much as two thousand pounds in

a week when air raids had been frequent. Although we no longer

had this super-distraction to cope with, there was the competition

of other forms of entertainment which had languished during the

days of danger; and the halls, musical comedy theaters, and pan
tomimes regaining their old place in the great heart of the public,

the earlier mood of simplicity and gravity that had led so many
to the solace of great art vanished in favor of one that sought a

class of entertainment requiring the minimum of thought and

concentration.

It began to be all too clear to me what I had suspected

for some time, namely, that without assistance from the state or

municipality, a first-rate operatic organization could never be main

tained on a permanent basis. Individual seasons might now and

then be run at a trifling loss, and third or fourth rate companies

could even make a little profit for themselves, on the condition

of adhering relentlessly to a standard of performance liable at any

moment to cause the outraged spirit of some dead master to walk

the earth again like that of Hamlet's father. But an institution

that employs the services of the best available singers, musicians,

dancers, mechanicians, producers, and scene painters, is a com

mercial impossibility and beyond the means of one man, unless he

be a multi-millionaire. Modern history, alas, has not yet furnished

the refreshing phenomenon of a multi-millionaire who has taken

a really serious interest in music, probably for the reason that his

concrete soul is shocked by the intangible and unsatisfactory nature

of the art itself. For where are the abiding results of so much

expenditure? They cannot be stowed away in the cellars of mu

seums, hung on the walls of picture galleries, used for the better

purpose of domestic decoration, or best of all, turned into solid

cash once more in the auctioneer's salesroom. During one of my

trips to the United States, I had a visit from a benevolent gen-
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tleman who had been contributing handsomely for years to the

maintenance of a great orchestra and was desirous of comparing

notes with me on how such institutions should be run. I related

as many of my experiences as might enlighten without, terrifying

him, and his parting words as he went out of the door were: "Well,

sir, I guess that every time some guy draws a bow across a fiddle,

you or I sign a check for a thousand dollars/' A pleasing example

of the New World's inimitable capacity to express "multum in

parvo."

But I knew that for the moment anything in the na

ture of state aid was out of the question, as no government that

had been cheerfully spending between six and seven millions a

day on the work of destruction would dream of providing a mere

fifty or hundred thousand a year for the maintenance of an insti

tution which was making a fair bid to be valued as educative as

well as artistic, and which ministered to the needs of an appre

ciable percentage of the cultured portion of the community. In

Manchester it was estimated that over seventy thousand persons

had visited the opera during our two recent visits there, about

one-tenth of the population of the city. Besides there was an omi

nous whisper in the air, deflation; and the Bank of England was

seriously disturbed by the specter of so much general prosperity.

There was far too much money in circulation, some drastic surgical

operation must be performed and the nation made poorer, after

the fashion of Molire's "M6decin malgr6 Lui," who cautioned a

patient that his perfect condition of health was alarming and

would be the better for a little loss of blood. However, most of

this was as yet in the future and the only thing to do for the

moment was to go on sticking to one's task without too much

thought of what tomorrow might bring forth. ^
At the turn of the year, January, 1920, I revived Fal-

stafi at Manchester, and to judge by the reception given to the

performance that opening night, any one present might have sur

mised that this charming work which had never been anything
but the palest of successes in England, had at last come to stay.



The "Winds of Complication" 297

But it was not to be, for neither the later performances there, nor

those I gave shortly afterwards in London excited more than a

limited interest, in spite of a really first-class > ensemble. Indeed, in

point of musical accuracy, intelligent stage work, diction and en

semble, the English company of that time outrivaled any other

that I have conducted in any part of the world. With all the nec

essary resources at one's disposal, it would be impossible to repro

duce it today, for the general level of singing has declined and

the number of gifted stage personalities is depressingly small.

I have often been asked why I think FalstaQ is not

more of a box-office attraction, and I do not think the answers

far to seek. Let it be admitted that there are fragments of melody

as exquisite and haunting as anything that Verdi has written else

where, such as the Duet of Nanetta and Fenton in the First Act

and the song of Fenton at the beginning of the final scene, which

have something of the lingering beauty of an Indian summer. But

in comparison with every other work of the composer, it is want

ing in tunes of a broad and impressive character, and one or two

of the type of "O Mia Regina," "Ritorna Vincitor," or "Ora per

sempre addio" might have saved the situation. Also there are too

many scenes, six in all, for the thin shape and light weight of the

piece, and the ensemble movements, until the very close when it is

too late, have not the time to gather momentum and thrill the

ear with that irresistible flood of tone that we have in the great

finales of Ai'da and Otello. Although there may be less scope for

it in a work of frail texture, the harmonic side of it has little of

the variety that we find in Otello or the "Requiem," and finally, the

whole opera is wanting a little in the human note. The characters

are charming but never very real, even Falstaff himself; and I can-

ncft resist the impression that Verdi, in this his swan song, was too

subservient to the influence of Boito for the good of his own

natural genius. Or was it only that the stream of autumnal inven

tion, although clear as ever, was running more slowly and fitfully?

The major event for me of the winter Covent Garden

season was the revival of A Village Romeo and Juliet, after a
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lapse of ten years. When first given the work had labored under

two disadvantages, the unfamiliarity of its style, which puzzled

both singers and auditors, and the crushing competition of Elefctra,

which had taken the town so violently by storm that it had no

mind to think of anything else. But much had happened since

then; the thunderbolt of Strauss no longer had the power to

terrify; or the Delian idiom to bewilder. That class of opera goer

who expects every new piece to be as full of lurid incident as

La Tosca, proclaimed Delius to be undramatic, thereby exposing

its ignorance of the meaning of the term. Obviously no work is

undramatic that can in one way or another hold the stage, as

A Village Romeo and Juliet certainly does when sung and played

sympathetically; and it is a melancholy sign of the lagging cultural

condition of operatic audiences that an aesthetic quarrel settled

long ago in the playhouse should still be active among them. For

it is nothing more than the old antithesis between the socalled

drama of bustle and movement and that of thought and feeling,

of which Scribe and Sardou are protagonists on the one side and

Maeterlinck and Tchekov on the other. I admit freely that it is

good to be roused now and then by the cheering spectacle of a

gentleman vigorously chasing a lady around the room in spite of

the unoriginality of the motive, or a father towing behind him
the mangled remains of his child in a sack: but such excitements

are not the necessary Alpha and Omega of every stage work. Also

I arn at one with the illustrious author of Jane Eyre, who once

declared of an equally famous sister novelist that while she did

not want her blood curdled, she did like it stirred. But there are

more methods than one of accomplishing this purpose, and the

kingdom of the drama has domains enough to accommodate all

fancies and predilections.

A Village Romeo and Juliet has the remotest kinship
with melodrama; it is an idyll with something of the other-world or

dream quality of a pastoral or fairy play. The characters are types
rather than personages and express themselves with a brevity and
reticence that is almost epigrammatic. I have never counted the
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number of words in its text, but I have little doubt that they are

fewer than those in any other work of equal length; and an added

reason for this is the frequency of purely orchestral episodes and

connecting sections which play almost as important a part in the

narrative as the singing. The vocal intervals are sometimes trying

but not impossible, and although angular in appearance on paper

do not sound strained or unnatural in performance. The music as

befits the subject is lyrical and consistently poetical, with a recurring

strain of tenderness more fully present than in any other operatic

score of the past fifty years. The orchestral texture throughout is

a joy to the ear and has that subdued warm tone suggestive of dark

gold or rich velvet of which this composer alone has the full secret.

This was the last of our seasons to enjoy a reasonable

amount of favor, though hardly prosperity. The volatile public had

already begun to avert its face from Grand Opera and difficult

days were approaching. Yet the standard of performance had been

rising steadily month by month and the program drawn up for

the summer of 1920 was one that the most cautious of impresarios

would have passed as safe and sound. Our prime novelty was II

Trittico of Puccini, that interesting and varied assortment of one

act pieces, of which only Gianni Schicchi is now seen on the stage.

But the other two are also effective in their respective ways, and

Suor Angelica, I think, stood a fair chance of success if the obsti

nacy of Puccini over its stage setting had not completely wrecked

its chances. Having seen somewhere in Tuscany a convent which

fulfilled his conception of what such a building ought to look like,

he had insisted that the facsimile of it should be transferred to the

theater. As the convent was built around a large close which oc

cupied the whole of the center of the stage, it followed that the

bulk of the action must take place either in one of the cloisters

on either side of it, or away at the back almost out of sight. Puccini

decided to place it in the left-hand cloister very much down stage,

which meant as near the proscenium as possible. But the shape

of Covent Garden successfully prevented this misguided stroke

of mise-en-sc^ne from being visible to a large part of the audience,
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and although we all did our best to persuade him to adopt some

other scheme of production, the unlucky scene went on the stage

just as he wanted and fell hopelessly flat, in spite of a graceful and

moving interpretation of the errant nun by Edvina.

The quota of fine singers included a newcomer, who

proved to be one of the most accomplished of our age, Pareto.

Of slight and distinguished appearance, this remarkable artist had

a voice of exquisite beauty, haunting pathos, and flawless purity.

Of the various roles she undertook, Leila in Les Pecheurs de Perles

and Violetta in La Traviata were the most outstanding, her repre

sentation of the latter being easily the most attractive and satis

fying in my recollection. This very exceptional singer, like Claire

Dux, never achieved that preeminent position to which her gifts

seemed to destine her, and although there is generally a reason

for such things, in this case I am ignorant of it.

The conductor for the Italian portion of the season

was the renowned veteran Mugnone, whose interpretations of Verdi

I have always preferred to those of any other maestro known to

me, past or present. Like some others among his contemporaries,

he was a man of fiery and uncontrollable temper, and never a

day passed without a stormy scene with singers, chorus, and or

chestra, coupled with threats to return to Italy at once. The peak

point of such paroxysms was usually reached in my room after

rehearsals, and upon the sixth or seventh occasion I began to find

it distinctly wearing. On the next therefore I was fully prepared

and addressed him in some such fashion: "My dear friend, it pains

me to see you so genuinely unhappy. We like you very much, but

it is only too evident that you do not like us. I know you want

to get away at the earliest moment, but perhaps feel in duty bound

to stay here. I am quite ready however to release you from your

contract now, and what is more, I have this morning bought tickets

for yourself and family back to Milan, so that you can start to

morrow if you like/' And so saying I produced them from my
pocket and offered them to him.

I have seen a good many men astonished in my time,
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but none quite so completely as this worthy Italian. He opened
and closed his mouth, rolled his eyes, ruffled his hair and after

several abortive efforts at speech, finally roared out, "I will never

leave you/'

"Oh, yes, you will/' I replied, "I know your mind
better than you do yourself/'

Then followed a long speech of explanation, self-justifi

cation, and protestation that he was grossly misunderstood; that

he really adored London and would like to spend the rest of his

days there. But he was just beginning to understand English ways,

and I should in future see how well he would get on with every

one in the place. As most of his squabbles had been not with the

English at all, but with his own compatriots, I was not wholly

convinced; but as I saw that I had made some effect on him, I

restored the tickets to my pocket and inwardly prayed for the best.

Our little encounter did prove to be of some efficacy, for I heard

of no further disturbances of the peace. At any rate they did

not come my way.

A welcome diversion in the season was the return of

Diaghileff with his company for a series of performances, which

included three old Italian works arranged as opera ballets, one

of them being the Pulcinella of Pergolesi, rewritten and orches

trated by Stravinsky. None of them was conspicuously successful

and I was disappointed with the reception given to the Ballet. It is

true that Diaghileff had been hard pressed to keep it alive during

war time; and together they had spent most of these troubled years

in Spain, wandering over the whole country and playing sometimes

for a night at a time in tiny towns on their way from one center

to another. But although some of the stars of olden days had now

retired or gravitated elsewhere, it was still a splendid organization,

superior to anything else of its kind in Europe, Hardly anything we

gave, however, seemed to appeal to the public, and the press too

had developed a pronouncedly captious tone, considering it almost

an affront that we could not repeat in toto the triumplis of 1914;

unmindful of theiact that both Russia and Germany were for the
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moment as inaccessible as the planet Mercury. Lastly the slump
had set in, deflation was playing havoc throughout the land, and

people bewildered by a change which was as darkness is to light

were discouraged and daunted. The financial loss on the year's sea

son was overwhelming, and at the close of it my fellow directors

declared their intention of not going on.



39. DISASTER

The well-worn adage that it never rains but it pours,
was hardly ever better instanced than in my case during 1920. I

had lost my manager and my lawyer, who were the hands of my
executive machine. My opera organization, after five years of uphill
work carried out under conditions of almost insuperable difficulty,

was foundering through want of support just as it had reached

the pinnacle of its achievment, and I was about to face the most

trying and unpleasant experience of my life. I have previously

referred to the failure of James White, my brother and myself
either to handle the Covent Garden problem or carry out our

contract to purchase the residue from the executors of my father's

will, who consequently had thrown the whole estate into Chan

cery. The Court had made an order approving a scheme of which

the materially important part was that my brother and I consented

to devote the greater part of our income to the reduction of a

large Bank loan, created for the purpose of placing the Covent

Garden transaction on almost the same basis intended under the

plan made abortive by the death of my father. We had not really

much option in the matter, as until all the debts of the estate

were cleared, the Executors would not relinquish their office, in

which they were almost omnipotent. The sum of the matter was

that in spite of the return of peace conditions, it had been found

impossible to deal with our problems as we had all anticipated

in 1917, when my brother and I had entered into the imprudent
contract to buy the residuary estate for a cash sum at least twice

its actual value and well exceeding half a million pounds. Had

our hopes of being able to clear the Covent Garden position been

303
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realized, it would have meant that the business would have left

free to pay both my brother and myself the very large dividends

by way of profit that it was making annually. Such was the un

doubted intention of my father, and had these dividends been

available, I could not only have dealt easily with my private finan

cial situation but also have taken part in some new project to carry

on the opera.

During the past few years as I have related I had ex

pended large sums on musical enterprise and incurred heavy lia

bilities. When the estate went into Chancery and I agreed to

accept less than one quarter of the income that would have been

forthcoming to me under normal circumstances, I sold my house

in the country, a quantity of valuable furniture and plate and

realized everything else of a tangible kind in an attempt to clear

my obligations. These I reduced materially, but there was still a

substantial amount outstanding. I called my creditors together and

explained to them how my full income was held up for a while,

but that it was being preserved through the scheme we were work

ing under, and how it was only a matter of time before enough

of it would be released to discharge my indebtedness to them.

Meanwhile they would receive a good rate of interest on their

money, certainly higher than that which they could obtain else

where from an investment equally sound. All agreed save one, who

for some reason understood by nobody else was refractory and

unfriendly. He insisted upon being paid at an early date, otherwise

he would take extreme measures. I explained that in this way he

could get nothing, as everything I had was so effectively tied up

as to be freed only by the discretion of the Court, and this would

not be exercised for some time to come. No arguments were of

avail, Shylock must have his pound of flesh, and the recalcitrant

party presented a petition against me in Bankruptcy. As soon as

this was done, all the rest followed suit, theoretically to protect

their respective interests should actual bankruptcy ensue.

There was no immediate publication of this occur

rence, for I took the case to the Court of Appeal, where it remained
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during one adjournment after another for several months, These

I obtained upon the ground that I was not insolvent, that I

had resources with which to meet all my obligations with some

thing to spare, and I asked time to do so. I was still hoping that

something might be done in one way or another to free us from

the stranglehold of the Chancery scheme, and I haunted city

houses and great banks with half a dozen projects for dealing with

the problem. But the time was not ripe, I could not produce the

rabbit out of the hat, and the day arrived when the Court of

Appeal, which had been very patient, would give me no more time.

Consequently the receiving order which had followed the presen

tation of the petitions in bankruptcy was published to the world,

which was made acquainted with the melancholy fact that I could

not pay my debts.

The public of England is none too well informed on

the subject of law but there is probably no branch of it on which

it is so entirely ignorant as bankruptcy. During the past twenty

years I have encountered the impression in scores of quarters both

at home and abroad that at some time or other I have been a

bankrupt. This delusion to my personal knowledge has been shared

by those who should know better, such as politicians and even law

yers, and I think therefore that here is a fitting place to state,

and with all the clarity at my command that never for one moment

at any time have I been a bankrupt. I admit that there may have

been some justification for the false impression, owing to the pre

posterous nature of the proceedings in which I became involved,

and the Munchausen-like publicity which filled the cheaper and

less responsible sort of Press.

The principal trouble lay in the obsolete condition

of the law of bankruptcy. So far as I know it is still in the same

deplorable condition and likely to remain so until another A. P.

Herbert awakens to the full iniquity of it, just as that gallant cham

pion did in the case of our marriage laws, until recently the most

barbarous in the protestant world, and still far from satisfying the

common conceptions of either equity or decency. A receiving order
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neither implies nor involves bankruptcy. It means in the first in

stance that a man cannot at the time it is made meet his obliga

tions and that his creditors must be called together by the Court

to see what is to be done about it, as much in the interests of the

debtor as in those of any one else. This was done in due course

and the comedy side of the whole business unfolded in a blaze

of farcical absurdity. In order to comply with the law, everyone to

whom I owed a penny had the right to be present at the meeting
and to vote for or against the adjudication of the debtor as a bank

rupt. Two factors governed the operations of the ballot, the num
ber of the creditors and the amount of the claims. The latter

presented a dazzling spectacle of fictitious financial embarrassment,

and included:

A The unpaid balance to the vendors of

Covent Garden for which I was jointly

and severally liable 1,500,000.

B The residuary contract 575,000.

C The liability to pay up, if called upon to

do so, the share capital in a private estate

company of my own 500,000.

D The Bank 350,000 (circa)

and sundry other commitments in the way of family settlements

and minor contracts.

The misguided creatures who had forced the order,

and whose claims amounted to no more than a fraction of this

mountain of apparent indebtedness, were literally overwhelmed by
it and perhaps for the first time realized the fatuity of their action.

For the official who presided put the vote to the meeting as to

whether there should be bankruptcy or not and inevitably the ma
jority was against. This meant in fact that I stood almost exactly
where I had been before these proceedings had been initiated and
that none of those who had caused them were a jot the better off.

All they had accomplished was to cause an immense amount of

trouble and worry to others besides myself, a large expenditure in



Disaster 307

legal fees, and a widespread publicity that no one could understand.

One day an eminent banker meeting me in the street stopped and

said: "Tell me, T.B., do you owe or are owed a couple of million,

I can't make out which/' I replied "Both/' which in a way was

partly true, but left him more mystified than ever. As for the offi

cial receiver whose business it was to call in whatever assets the

debtor might have anywhere, the income I was receiving under

the scheme of the Court and which had been confirmed to me
under a special order was difficult if not impossible of collection;

and as everything else was firmly tied up there was nothing for him

to do but to sit down like the creditors and wait. As I said at the

time, "For what he is about to receive, may the Lord make him

truly thankful/' a comment which was considered by the grave

and sententious as highly frivolous and unbefitting the seriousness

of the occasion.

The basic cause of this solemn "divertimento" lay in

the cumbersome and imperfect machinery of the law. Under its

provisions it is possible for one person, who may be irresponsible,

ill-tempered, or spiteful to precipitate a course of proceedings

which may bring a man near to ruin. No single person should

have such power or opportunity. In one European country the

official in charge takes the matter into his own hands and without

the incidence of a needless publicity, investigates the whole cir

cumstances of the case and nurses the debtor's assets until the

creditors can be paid. Thus both sides are adequately protected

by an impartial authority, and only when the case is hopeless and

it is clear beyond doubt that the debtor can never pay, is he ad

judged bankrupt. But with us every solicitor in London knows

that the vilest methods of extortion and blackmail are practiced

by a group among them who cause petitions in bankruptcy to be

made solely for the purpose of creating legal charges, and then

count on being bribed heavily to agree to the repeated adjourn

ment of them in order to avoid receiving orders. This scandalous

and notorious racket is universally known in the profession and

admitted to be an abuse which stands in need of drastic reform,
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but nothing is done about it. Truly our English law needs a

Hercules to sweep clean its Augean stable.

By the close of the year the career of the opera com

pany had run its course and for the first time for fifteen years I

was without an active interest in music. I gave the whole position

the fullest consideration and decided to withdraw from public

life until the final determination of my complicated business

tangle. There was more reason than one for this. I could not have

supported any fresh enterprise, although there was a group of new

enthusiasts at hand who would have done so on the condition

that I gave my whole time to it. But this I could and would not

consent to. I felt strongly that the time had come to take a much

more direct share, not only in the control of my own business

affairs but of those of the whole estate as well. So far I had left

nearly everything in the hands of the executors and their advisers,

but after all it was not their property, and it was asking too much

that they should show the same zeal and interest in it as the prin

cipals. The crux of the whole situation was Covent Garden, and

to run it as a commercial enterprise a family company had been

formed, on the board of which I was a director. I had never been

satisfied even in the days of James White that the most was being

made of the potentialities of the estate; they required restudying

from beginning to end, and I could see no better way of passing

my time than to begin the task. I was also a little out of humor

with the musical world. It had somewhat prematurely assumed

that my career was at an end, that I could never rise again, and

several tearful elegies appeared in the more sympathetic news

papers. From the numerous societies I had worked with or assisted

during a period of five and in some cases six years, as well as the

hundreds whom I had employed during the same period in the

opera house or concert room, I failed to receive a single word of

inquiry or condolence. Taking these different things into account,

I decided to give the musical world a miss for a while: doubtless

some day I would return to it, not again, however, under the old

conditions. But to carry out a comprehensive plan for the practical
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exploitation of the resources of the estate demanded the coopera

tion of another: a man of ability, technical knowledge, and personal

loyalty. I had such a one in mind if he would unite his forces with

mine, the Liverpool accountant, Louis Nicholas, our general secre

tary and adviser, the actual author of the residuary contract, the

Chancery scheme, and indeed, the whole of my temporary embar

rassment.



40. RECOVERY

Up to this moment I had known very little of Louis

Nicholas. Although I had met him on various occasions during

the past four or five years, it was always in company with others,

executors and lawyers who were, so to speak, on the other side of

the table. But from the moment I made it clear that I was out

for business and ready to devote all my time to it, he too was

seized with the urge to set about the task. Fortunately the senior

executor, who was also chairman of the board, was a man of sound

practical sense who gave us willing and regular support, and a

little later on we had the cooperation of my brother, who until

now had been giving all his time to the administration of the St.

Helens business.

The plan in front of us was simple and divided into

two parts, like the Estate itself, which consisted of the market and

a further half dozen acres on which were theaters, hotels, office

buildings and even churches. At the inception of the scheme in

1918 the amount owed to the former owners was 1,500,000; to

the bank 500,000; and to the Residuary estate 575,000; and al

though the bank loan had been considerably reduced it was still

standing at a high figure. The two courses indicated were to sell

as much of the non-market portion as possible and to increase the

revenue of the remainder. The moment was not inauspicious, for

ground values were rising and the leading marketeers having all

done extremely well in the War had money to invest. The detailed

proceedings of commerce never fail to be tedious in narrative, and

it is no part of my intention to bore the reader willingly. It is

enough to say that for over two years I sat daily in the newly built
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offices of the company and completed satisfactorily the labor we
had undertaken by selling over a million pounds of property and

materially increasing the revenue of the balance. These transac

tions, aided by the accumulated profits of the business, wiped

away a large slice of our load of debt and paved the way for the

retirement of the executors and the termination of the Chancery

proceedings. The ultimate plan we had in , mind was a public
flotation of the sort that had been intended nearly ten years earlier;

but before this could be undertaken it was necessary to remove

from our path the Receiving Order, which all this while had been

lying harmlessly dormant. The executors therefore applied to the

Court for permission to pay on my behalf a portion of the business

income that had been amassing during the past five years to the

Official Receiver, who rejoiced greatly and departed from our

midst. This stirring event took place in the spring of 1923, and

although the Order had been next door to a dead letter, it was

none the less a relief to get rid of it, as its existence served to re

mind that there was an ever-present cloud in my sky.

But this period taken as a whole was without doubt the

most tranquil and orderly that I had known since my first entrance

into public life. The settled routine of office work furnished the

most complete contrast to that of the opera house, where such

things as regular hours were a frank impossibility. It had not been

an uncommon experience for me to spend the entire day in the

theater, conduct a performance at night, and remain there until

well into the early hours of the next morning, disposing of prob

lems that had arisen out of the belatedness of a production or the

sudden indisposition of a singer. During one particular season I

did not leave the building for a moment during three days and

nights, sleeping on a sofa in my room.

Looking back on my business years, I cannot but

believe that they were a fortunate interlude in every way beneficial

for me mentally and physically. For over a decade and a half I had

been working at high pressure with little opportunity for recrea

tion, and the affairs of the musical world had become a slightly
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unhealthy obsession. The migration into an wholly different en

vironment reestablished an equilibrium slightly unsettled by the

prolonged concentration on a single task, and the contact with a

class of mind which looked with another vision upon the interests

which had been of paramount importance to me, helped to re

adjust it upon a steadier basis.

I was fortunate too in the character of the job I had

undertaken, which had none of the tedious round of ordinary of

fice duties. For it was no typical commercial concern I was assist

ing to direct and develop, but a highly complex organization with

an individual system of its own. The Covent Garden market,

although constituted as we know it today in 1825, is of much

greater antiquity, being formerly the convent garden of an eccle

siastical establishment of the middle ages. Through centuries it

grew from the modest state of a private possession to the proud

position of the world's most famous entrepot for fruit, flowers, and

vegetables. The produce of every quarter of the globe finds a way
into its shops and stalls, and London throughout the year has a

fuller and more regular supply of them than any other great center.

Working under a Royal Charter, it is a community picturesquely

set apart from most others, vaunting a police contingent of its own
and a group of public houses freed from the customary restrictions

of licensing regulations. Most of the heavy work that goes on, the

arrival and unloading of goods in trucks and lorries, begins about

eleven at night and continues through the earlier part of the

morning. By six o'clock in the evening an area that for about eight

hours has been the most congested in the metropolis takes on the

appearance of a deserted village, through which one may stroll

without meeting any but a few officials or passers by. But while

the machine is running at top speed the scene to the casual visitor

is one of bewildering confusion and creates the impression that

no method yet invented can ever restore it again to a condition of

seemliness and calm.

From time to time proposals have been advanced to

shift the market to some outlying and less centralized locality,
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where it might interfere less with the transit of private motor cars

or perambulators. These have generally emanated from that type
of political brain which finds its greatest happiness in uprooting
some ancient and useful institution. In the present instance it was

entirely overlooked that it is in the nature of a market to be a

hub, and the more thronged it is, the more unmistakably is it ful

filling the purpose for which it exists. But moving around historic

landmarks, together with thousands of persons whose occupations
are linked inseparably with them, offers no difficulty to that mech
anized species of intelligence, which, in this writer's opinion,
is one of the major curses of an age, whose respect for the value

and dignity of human life is less than has teen known for a

thousand years.

My freedom from the responsibilities of musical man

agement had given me more opportunity for travel, and in 1922 I

went over to Germany. My first point of call was Cologne, and I

stopped at the hotel which I had known before the war. The

manager related how severely they had suffered from the air raids

of the Allies, not so much through actual damage as from the

noise of the machines, whose constant comings and goings had

robbed the inhabitants of sleep for about six weeks before the

armistice. The train which took me along the Rhine to Wiesbaden

had no blinds on the windows, and as it was a very hot day the

journey was distinctly unpleasant, Homburg, which I remembered

as a fashionable and flourishing spa, was almost empty, and an air

of gloomy desolation hung over the place. One day I drove into the

pine woods to a large chalet for lunch, which formerly at this time

of day was crowded with people of every nationality. Two waiters

attended to my wants, one of whom before the war had been at the

Midland Hotel in Manchester, while the other had looked after the

floor in the Grand Hotel, London, where Jimmy White had had his

first suite of offices. They both asked me if I could take them back

with me, but I reminded them that the French and British armies

of occupation were still in their country and, from what I knew,

were likely to remain there for some time. Until their departure and
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for some time after it, I felt certain that no ex-enemy alien would

be admitted to England to take up any kind of job.

Frankfurt proved to be a little brighter, but the shadow

of defeat darkened the atmosphere there also, and the cycle of

the mark's dizzy flight into a financial stratosphere had already

begun. It was in this district that a year later I witnessed a spec

tacle calculated to turn white in an hour the hair of any Victorian

economist and pull down for all time from its high seat the

majesty of paper money. In one portion of it, under French (or

English) control, the value of a cow was in the region of fifteen

of our pounds, while a few miles off, where a mark was the unit

of currency, a sister of the same animal could have been bought for

a penny.

From here I went through Strasbourg to Paris, which

I had not seen since the spring of 1919 when it was filled with the

envoys of fifty nations and their satellites, and almost in a state

of carnival. This time I could not help noticing how much more

slowly it was recovering than London; and how the French seemed

to have been hit more severely by the war than the English. The

general tone of the city was subdued, some of the old restaurants

had fallen by the way, and the cuisine in many of the others was

not as in olden days. I went out to Fontainebleau to see Delius

and was worried by his appearance, which had deteriorated since

his last visit to London two and a half years ago. I questioned his

wife, who admitted that he was having trouble with his eyes and

a general lassitude in his limbs. As I scrutinized him, I recalled the

vigorous athletic figure that had climbed mountains with me only
fourteen years before. He was not yet sixty and had no business to

be looking like that. I begged them to call in a specialist, as they
were employing a homeopathic doctor, and they promised to do

so. I did not see him again for some years, when I learned that my
advice had not been followed, that the malady which then had
been in an incipient stage, had taken a firm grip of him and that it

was almost too late to save the situation. I made one more effort

by bringing over from London an authority on such cases, who
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prescribed what it was ascertained afterwards was the only course

of treatment likely to be effective. But once again the blind belief

in homeopathy prevailed and nothing came of it. The disease took

precisely the course my expert had predicted, and Delius, although

surviving another eight years, spent the last six of them in total

blindness and paralysis.

During the summer of 1923 I spent a few pleasant

weeks in the execution of a long cherished design for which I had

never before found the time or opportunity. For several years a

play-giving society, the Phoenix, had been giving special perform

ances of old pieces, mainly of the Elizabethan and Restoration

epochs. I cannot say that they were very well done, for the con

ditions of production were haphazard and the time available for

necessary preparation too limited. But most of the best actors

and actresses of London took part in them at some time or other,

and I considered that with adequate rehearsal and a handsome

production, it should be possible to bring off a revival of Fletcher's

The Faithful Shepherdess. Since the day I first read it in the library

of Montserrat, this lovely work had been an especial favorite of

mine; I had never seen it on the stage, I could find no record of it

having been given for years, and I thought it high time it were

rescued from neglect and the public reminded of its existence.

I secured Norman Wilkinson to design the scenery and

costumes, four of the most charming actresses in town, and a

highly accomplished rdgisseur, Edith Craig. As the play contained

several songs and choruses, and seemed to cry out for additional

music here and there, I tried the experiment of having an orchestral

accompaniment throughout; but so arranged as to interfere in no

way with the clear enunciation of the text. I selected fragments

from Handel, Mozart, and my old friends the French masters of

the eighteenth century, and added a few connecting links of my
own. But I could find nothing to fit Fletcher's lyrics, and happen

ing to meet a gifted young Italian who had a pretty knack of

writing in some of the old styles, I procured from him a set of

songs which we ascribed to fictitious composers and which were
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hailed by the cognoscenti as authentic period pieces. The judgment
of the audiences was that here was a delightful entertainment, and

Havelock Ellis, as good an Elizabethan scholar as any, sacrificed a

summer day by the sea to come up to town and write an apprecia

tion of it in his Impressions and Comments.*

The admirable zeal of the Department of Inland Rev

enue, which a few years earlier had sought to obtain income tax

returns from the authors of The Beggar's Opera, written over two

hundred years before, was now directed to the case of Fletcher

who died in 1625. One day I received a request for his address

which they had been unable to trace, and on the principle of being

helpful whenever possible, I replied that to the best of my knowl-

* "Now for the first time I clearly realize what the Arcadian Pastoral of which

this is so admirable a type represents in the history of the human spirit.

"That the Pastoral is the manifestation of an artificial mood of unreal playfulness

in life seems usually to have been taken for granted. And it was so. But so to regard
it and to leave the matter there is to overlook the motive source of its inspiration and

the cause of its power. How it arose, the really essential question is left unanswered.

"When we consider that question we see that however artificially unreal the pas
toral poem, novel, or play may seem to us it arose primarily as a reaction against an

artificially unreal and dissolving culture. The pastoral never originated in an integral,

simple, vigorous, straightforward stage of culture still within actual sight of true pas
toral life. The pastoral belongs not to an age of strong faith and rugged action but

rather to an age when faith has become uncertain and action hesitant or tortuous,

an age when criticism comes to be applied to what seems a dissolute time, a time to

find and hypocrisy a time which has lost its old ideals.

"Fletcher, following the Italians who had earlier realized the same thing in their

more advanced culture, understood or else instinctively felt that the time had come
in the course of the Renaissance mood, then even in England approaching its end, to

find enchanting by contrast with his own age the picture of the old, strong, simple,

pagan age such as tradition represented it, yet touched with a tincture of what was

sweetest and purest in the Christian world. Such a form of art, a pastoral tragi

comedy, Fletcher called it, has its superficial aspects and artificial unreality but be

neath that is the life blood of a genuine impulse of art exactly adapted as such a spirit

of Fletcher's, so sensitively human and so finely cultured, could not fail to make it,

to the situation of the immediately post Elizabethan age of the early 17th century.

"For the general public, at all events that of the theatre, it appeared a little pre

maturely because they were not themselves yet clear where they stood. It was not till

after a century later that the age having become more conscious of its own state was

enabled to enjoy The Faithful Shepherdess and Pepys* notes that it is 'much

thronged after and often shown/

"Today after centuries of neglect, by those few people privileged to be present, it

is again approved and is perhaps the most genuinely and enthusiastically applauded
of the Phoenix's excellent revivals of old plays."
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edge it was the South aisle of Southwark Cathedral, that he had

been there for quite a time and in all probability was not con

templating an early removal.

During the autumn and winter I was employed con

stantly over the business of achieving independence for the various

interests still involved in the Chancery scheme and subject to the

yoke of the executors. I had make the acquaintance of a man of

arresting personality, Philip Hill, who talked more sense about the

position of our affairs than any one else I had yet met, and invoked

his aid to prepare in collaboration with Nicholas a project which

would successfully accomplish my purpose. This he agreed to give

if I would also make use of the services of Sir Arthur Wheeler of

Leicester, an outside broker of repute. As he could have called up

the Witch of Endor for all I cared, provided she could have been

of assistance, I accepted the condition without demur.

The basis of the project was to unite the Covent Gar

den Estate and the St. Helens business in one entity, the former

representing solid capital value and the latter the lure of substan

tial income. Something like two million pounds were to be raised

by a public issue of debentures and preference shares, with a much

smaller denomination of ordinary shares, not at present to be

marketed. The consent of all parties concerned was required, but

as each one was about to receive the maximum to which he or she

was entitled, there was no opposition. The customary amount of

"squeezing" and "greasing" which had been expected was forth

coming and accommodated at the eleventh hour. In most big

deals there are always certain people who, without the smallest

legitimate claim to a farthing, have a nuisance value through being

able to pull a string or two the wrong way at a critical moment.

The financial arrangements being completed, we proceeded to the

Chancery Court for its approval and blessing, and there we were

first met by some of our counsel (there were about a dozen alto

gether, representing mostly children born and unborn), who in

formed me that in their opinion the scheme as it stood had little

chance of receiving the sanction of the Court. Would it not be
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better to amend it in such a way that judicial approval would be

assured beyond doubt? This was really too much, and I told them

that we had spent nine solid months in preparing this particular

scheme, that we had not the slightest intention of altering one

word of it, and that we were going before the judge there and

now. And in we went. The document having been duly read, the

judge asked if all the parties were in agreement, and the answer

being in the affirmative, directed that the order which we were

seeking should be made. The hearing was over; it had lasted less

than a quarter of an hour, and the learned ornaments of the Bar

could hardly believe the evidence of their ears.

Thus ended the troubled and anxious period which

began with the death of my father in October of 1916 and ended

that May morning of 1924 in the High Court of England. My task

was completed, and I could now resume my old career, or take up
another. Anyway, I was free once more to do as I liked.



POSTSCRIPT

I have not carried my story beyond this point. It would

have been difficult to give an account of my activities between 1924

and the present day that had the unbroken line of continuity visible

throughout the earlier period. Within twelve months after the con

clusion of the proceedings related above, I retired from direct

participation in all business matters without re-entering definitely

for some years the musical field. It is true that in every season I

conducted a number of concerts and occasionally an opera per

formance, but these events were not of my own organizing and

formed no part of any outstanding project. I had abandoned my
old role of impresario, propagandist, and artist in one, many fresh

factors having appeared to bring about the change.

A new opera company had risen upon the ruins of the

old, younger musicians were coming to the front, and, more im

portant than all, the invention of radio held the threat of revolu

tionizing the social body of the land. When I had finally completed

my commercial labors, the England which I surveyed had under

gone some marked changes and for the time being stood in no

need of any enterprise of mine. This phase continued until the

collapse or ill-success of one venture after another brought me back

toward the close of the twenties into the arena of practical musical

affairs. Meanwhile I had availed myself of an immunity from

managerial cares to extend my purely artistic work to other coun

tries. I appeared regularly in nearly all the great continental centers

and in 1928 paid my first professional visit to the United States.

In 1931 I brought back the Russian opera to London; in 1932 I

founded the London Philharmonic Orchestra and in the same

319
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year renewed my association with the Covent Garden Opera
House. From that time until the outbreak of war I held there the

post of Artistic Director $nd during our various seasons introduced

to London a fair number of new works, of which the more notable

were the Angelina of Strauss, the Koanga of Delius, the Schwanda

of Weinberger, and the Don Juan de Manara of Goossens. In the

concert room the London Philharmonic Orchestra had earned a

reputation second to none in the world and took part in the bulk

of the important concerts of the metropolis. While the fatality of

war has proved powerless to interfere with the career of the or

chestra, it closed the doors of Covent Garden, for without the

cooperation of French, Italian, German, and American artists, no

further seasons of international character could be undertaken. In

1940 I fulfilled a long standing promise to visit Australia and, on

the conclusion of a lengthy stay, made my way to Canada and

later on to the United States, where I have since been resident.
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