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EDITORIAL

The performance of Havergal Brian’s Gothic Symphony at this year’s London Proms on
17 July, conducted by Martyn Brabbins, occasioned the choice of this year’s texts for
Tonic. Robert Simpson was of course seminal for bringing Havergal Brian back to the
musical map, and the close friendship that developed between the two composers resulted in a huge correspondence, of which sadly only Brian’s letters have survived (they were
donated by Angela Simpson to the Havergal Brian Society Archive at Keele University;
photocopies are now deposited in the Robert Simpson Archive).
Sadly Robert Simpson’s hope of getting Brian recognized as an important international composer has even this summer been thwarted by the BBC, who not only had in
one or two cases some less than competent commentators on the music so that prejudices
were perpetuated, but who also did not transmit the concert on television (which might
have been quite an event with respect to the huge forces required, with two double choruses featuring a total of c800 singers, 200 children, an orchestra of more than 200 musicians, four extra bands, a band off-stage and four soloists, one of them also for some time
singing from off-stage). Happily the performance, which was one of the best-sellers of
this year’s Proms, has recently been released on CD by Hyperion.
All but the last two of the texts on Brian have been taken from the Robert Simpson
Archive at the Bodleian Library, Oxford, the two additional texts from the Havergal Brian
Society Newsletter. I am very grateful to the Havergal Brian Society, to Angela Simpson
and to Jean Furnivall, Havergal Brian’s daughter and representative of the Havergal
Brian estate, for their kind permission to publish all these texts. Also many thanks to Martin Holmes for his assistance in consulting the material at the Bodleian Library.
The opening interval talk, which was broadcast on 10 May 1970, was not among the
transcripts the BBC Written Archives Centre owns, and whilst all of the music (or rather
sound) examples had to be omitted in this publication I have reinstated the two extracts
from two interviews Robert Simpson made with Havergal Brian, in 1966 and 1969 respectively, which were only referred to in the script. The broadcast talk is followed by notes
for two of the very few study scores of music by Havergal Brian which appeared in 1973.
In order to retain the original character of the single pieces duplications have consciously been retained, as they have in the broadcast talk presenting the BBC recording of
Brian’s Symphony No. 10 featuring the Leicestershire Schools Symphony Orchestra,
transmitted on New Year’s day 1973. It is interesting to see that the conductor of the BBC
performance is not identical to that of the commercial recording on Unicorn-Kanchana (a
label now defunct), if I understand matters correctly. Of the programme notes Robert
Simpson wrote for Havergal Brian symphonies, only that of Symphony No. 9 was avail-
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able, but I should assume there have been more (though they seem not to be in the Robert
Simpson Archive). The Brian revival was especially written for the Havergal Brian Society
Newsletter and published in 1984, while a letter to the editor of the Newsletter on Textual
accuracy in the “Gothic” was rather an occasional piece. The chronologically last contribution on Brian in this issue is a telephone interview Simpson had with Stephen Johnson in
1991 (?), on the occasion of the first commercial recording of the Gothic Symphony, by the
Marco Polo label.
In order to digest the duplication better may I recommend not reading all Brian texts
in one go but rather as separate entities.
The final text was kindly supplied by Antony Hodgson and is much earlier, yet to
some extant appositely rounds off this issue: Simpson’s Introduction to the Guide to Modern Music on Records, which he had edited together with Oliver Prenn and which was published by Anthony Blond Ltd. of London.
As a kind of opening David Jones’s report of the “Robert Simpson Day” on 17 June
has been reprinted, this time with an even greater wealth of illustrations, although this
time in black and white only. The photographs for this event were made by Tony Ross
and by the present author. The stills of Robert Simpson with Havergal Brian have been
taken from a TV programme The Unknown Warrior broadcast in November 1972, in which
members of the Leicestershire Schools Symphony Orchestra visited Havergal Brian in
Shoreham-by-Sea; there is also footage of Robert Simpson discussing Brian’s Tenth Symphony with conductor James Loughran.
Jürgen Schaarwächter
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DAVID JONES
ROBERT SIMPSON HONOURED IN HIS HOME TOWN

BLUE PLAQUE
Ninety years after his birth, composer Robert
Simpson has had his significance further
acknowledged by a blue plaque at his birthplace, 21 Rosefield Street, Leamington Spa.
Miriam MacEwan, the composer’s sister,
unveiled the plaque on the afternoon of Friday
17th June in front of a sizeable crowd. ‘We’ve
never had anything like so many at previous
ceremonies’, wrote organiser Robin Taylor of
the Leamington Blue Plaque Committee.
For the Robert Simpson Society the day
had begun earlier with a good lunch at The
Restaurant in the Park, an ultra-modern building attractively sited by the River Leam in the
Victorian Jephson Gardens. The AGM followed
at the nearby Spa Centre where it was agreed,
amongst other things, to re-establish a recording fund with the aim of completing the
major orchestral works on disc, starting with the concertos. Miriam MacEwan kindly
accepted nomination to become a Vice-President of the Society.

Robin Taylor welcoming members of the Robert Simpson Society
TONIC 21 (2011)
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Angela Simpson, Helen Reynolds, Miriam MacEwan, Professor Oliver Bennett
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A little before 4pm the party was
assembled outside 21 Rosefield Street, hoping that the drizzle was not going to turn into
anything worse, and awaiting the arrival of
the Mayor, Councillor Alan Wilkinson, members of the Blue Plaque Committee and others who were coming from an earlier plaque
ceremony commemorating Norman Painting
(an actor and one-time Chairman of Age
Concern). During this time, Bob’s 9th Symphony made its emphatic statements through
the open window of number 21. The present
owner, Oliver Bennett, a professor at Warwick University, had been unaware of the
earlier history of the house until the Blue
Plaque Committee came to ask his permission to fix the plaque. By a happy coincidence
he possessed a CD of the symphony and
agreed to ‘broadcast’ it to the neighbourhood. There was something fitting and very
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Miriam MacEwan unveiling the blue plaque
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John McCabe, Miriam MacEwan, Jürgen Schaarwächter, Angela Simpson, Judy Ross, Alan Wilkinson
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moving about hearing this great symphony reverberating through the modest terraced
house where the composer had started life ninety years ago.
After a few words from Blue Plaque Committee Chairwoman Judy Ross and RSS
Chairman Jürgen Schaarwächter, Miriam unveiled the simple plaque;
Robert Simpson
1921-1997
Composer, Writer
was born here
The composer’s wife Angela, Patron of the RSS, was also present, along with the President John McCabe.
A reception and tea followed in the Town Hall, where Roger Coull spoke of his
memories of Bob and of discovering and performing his music.
Robin Taylor then took some of the RSS group on a town walk, ignoring the heavy
rain that had now set in. Leamington Spa is an attractive and even grand town, which in
its early days had set out to rival Bath. Robin pointed out the architectural details, the
statue of Queen Victoria which had been shifted half an inch on its plinth by a Second
World War bomb blast, and the sculptures of elephants in the park, commemorating a
former circus and the bathing place of real elephants, by Nicholas Dimbleby, brother of
David and Jonathan.
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CONCERT: THE SEVENTH QUARTET
By 6.45 the RSS members were back at the Spa Centre for a drinks reception and a chance
for further talk before the concert organised by Leamington Music (Director, Richard
Phillips) at 7.30 in the Studio Theatre. The Coull Quartet played Haydn’s Op. 33 No. 3
‘The Bird’ and then Simpson’s 7th Quartet. This was well received, and not only by RSS
enthusiasts. The concert ended with Beethoven’s Op. 59 No. 2. It was an excellent programme, combining outstanding quartets from three masters of the medium. The Coull
are intending to perform the Simpson quartet in Bromsgrove on 20th January next year.
The whole day was very rewarding. The RSS are particularly grateful to Robin Taylor for
his meticulous planning and indeed his efforts on the Blue Plaque Committee to win
recognition for Bob. The one disappointment was that neither the national nor the local
press saw fit to report the events, even though the Leamington newspaper photographer
had been there. Perhaps it is unsurprising, given the philistine nature of the modern
press, and anyway newspapers are ephemeral; Bob’s music is not.
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ROBERT SIMPSON
SYMPHONIES NOS. 14 & 21

Interval talk from a broadcast concert of 10 May 1970, of Havergal Brian’s Symphonies
Nos. 14 & 21 performed by the London Symphony Orchestra conducted by Edward
Downes. The works had been recorded at the BBC studios during rehearsal and performance on 14 January 1969.
I’m going to start with a somewhat sour remark. Any civilized country that possessed a
composer as obviously original and courageous as Havergal Brian is would long ago
have given him help and recognition. In listening to the 14th Symphony just now you
may or may not have reacted favourably to it. You may have found it uncompromising
or uncouth, according to your temperament – for all I know you may have been either
enthusiastic or bored, or a bit of both. But when people say a work is “boring” I think of
a very distinguished musician who once described Beethoven’s Missa solemnis to me as a
“rather dull work”. Unless we get inside a work we’re likely to get a curious view of it;
Brian’s music, though it isn’t what’s euphemistically called “avant-garde” nowadays,
doesn’t give itself up easily. Things that may strike us as simply odd or perhaps clumsily eccentric become on acquaintance with the work as a whole, strikingly individual and
powerful. If the harmony never goes quite where we expect, and if in going its own way
it sometimes seems either perverse or wilful in a peculiarly inconsiderate manner, just
when we want to get settled into a comfortable progression, it’s surprising how, after a
few hearings, it all seems perfectly natural, though the somewhat abrasive, one might
say, uncollaborative nature of the composer remains. In a way the listener has more of a
problem with this sort of music than with completely wild avant-gardism; when your
expectations are aroused in a more or less familiar direction, their frustration is the more
baffling. This is certainly how I felt when I first saw Brian’s music; when I first heard the
Eighth Symphony I’d had the advantage of reading the score thoroughly beforehand, and
so was prepared. Even so, some passages stumped me, and seemed merely awkward. But
they eventually fell into place; their awkwardness did not diminish, but now it seems to
me part of that awkwardness, even cantankerousness, of nature that no artist can do
without if he’s going to survive a whole lifetime of neglect.
Havergal Brian is now 94. He has written 32 symphonies and five operas, to name
only major categories – of his 32 symphonies, all but ten have been written in the last
fourteen years, since he was 80. Thirteen of them have been performed, which leaves
another nineteen unplayed. Not a note of his operas has been heard. Brian remains calm
and has steadfastly refused to become embittered. I asked him what advice he would give
to a young composer, and his reply was entirely characteristic:–
10
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(Excerpt from Archive recording)1
All the same, he’s not displeased when one of his works gets performed, but he’s never
allowed his hopes to be raised. Nevertheless, it’s not unlikely that actually hearing his
music has stimulated his mind; the great outburst of creative energy since the middle
1950s has certainly coincided with an increase in performances, and the spread of interest in his work. But we can’t really explain such an astonishing flood of work in old age
– it’s unheard-of, as amazing at the other end of the scale as the youthful achievements of
a Mendelssohn. I can’t think of a composer who has done two symphonies after he was
80, let alone 22. Both the works in this programme come into this category and they are
by no means miniatures; there is an immense amount of work in these big scores, and the
other 20 from this period are for the most part on the same scale.
This brings me to the question of how Brian’s music has developed since his early
days. In the enormous Gothic Symphony, which you may remember hearing in 1966, we
can find various influences – Strauss, Wagner, Elgar, for instance – together with many
remarkable anticipations of later composers; there’s a passage in the finale (the Te Deum)
that’s remarkably prophetic of Tippett. But what is most noticeable, of course, is the huge
scale of everything; the music is eminently English in character, but the scale is derived
from Strauss and Mahler. As Brian has grown away from this tradition, so the scale of his
music has become condensed; his powers of suggestion have increased as the dimensions
have diminished. The shortest of his numbered symphonies, No. 12, lasts only thirteen
minutes, but its implications are considerable, and the work contains a wide variety of
movement, as a true symphony should, at the same time creating the overall impression
of a tremendous funeral march, as befits its origins in Aeschylus: (Music example.)
Brian has always composed at night, and it’s always seemed to me to be reflected in
the music; dark march-rhythms are common in his symphonies, but there’s nothing
romantic about them – they express a dogged heroism that perforce has had to be real.
There’s a powerfully heroic quality in the music that’s the actual heroism by which the
music was composed in spite of everything. He doesn’t portray heroism – he is undemonstratively heroic. We find massive upheavals, like rocks being heaved about by primeval
forces, but there’s also an extraordinary calm at the back of this man’s mind. I think of the
utter stillness that’s apt to be suddenly revealed at the heart of a work, as if everything
has been peeled away to show immutable immensities: (Music example.) That was from
the 10th Symphony of 1954, I think one of his greatest works. Another aspect of Brian’s
later music is the tendency of the melodic burden, the melos, to gravitate downwards.
Often we should be listening to the bass rather than what’s above it. Brian has a genius
for the lower instruments of the orchestra; I’d go so far as to say that no one since Wag1

This quotation could not be identified. It is not taken from an interview taken in November 1966 and
broadcast on the BBC carrying the title Composer’s Portrait, which was published in the Havergal Brian Society Newsletter 54, July/August 1984, pp. 1–3, and reprinted in HB: Apects of Havergal Brian, ed. by Jürgen
Schaarwächter, Aldershot/Brookfield (Vermont): Ashgate, 1997, pp. 121–124.
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ner has so got hold of the tuba; certainly no one has made it so often the chief protagonist: (Music example.) That was the beginning of the Sinfonia Tragica of 1948. In his latter
years Brian is less concerned with melody than with developing brief phrases, extracting
from them the utmost meaning and variety, sometimes with transformations so subtle
that one only recognizes them when the whole work has sunk in. In the last movement of
the 21st Symphony (which we’ll hear in a few minutes) there’s broad, seemingly naive
melody we tend to accept for its own sake, and it’s only after a while that we realise that
it grows from the phrases at the very beginning of the symphony. Here’s the opening;
after a pizzicato chord of E flat, the woodwind quietly open out with the phrases in question: (Music example.) A long time afterwards this melody appears in the finale: (Music
example.)
I find the 21st one of Brian’s very best works: it has all his natural concentration with
a striking lucidity of texture and thought and an underlying gaiety and an obvious vitality that are very remarkable in a man of 87. Nothing is predictable, and it’s all utterly original, even the Elgarian main theme of the last movement, treated with such clear scepticism, as if the composer is saying “What was all that Edwardian fuss about years ago!”
Not long ago Brian talked to me about his work, during an interview we recorded for the
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation:–
R.S. When you start a symphony, do you start with some small germ of a thematic idea?
Do you have a general plan of the whole symphony in mind, or how does it work?
H.B. It develops, it expands. The moment I set down to work it’s matter of continuity. But
over the last symphony that I sent you – No. 32 – it was written in a style or a manner
that I’ve never done such a thing before. I did the slow movement first, the scherzo second, the first movement next, the last movement next. Now, will you make that out?
R.S. Yes, well, that doesn’t surprise me. I think that sort of thing happens quite often.
H.B. I’ve never done such a thing before. I always work straightforward, always.
R.S. Do you have an idea where it’s going, I mean before you start, you know the plan of
the whole symphony?
H.B. Oh yes, the plan is in my imagination, or in my mind.
R.S. In other words you don’t just improvise on paper, it’s a question of getting the whole
and then sorting out the details.
H.B. That’s right. And I can assure you that very often sketching is the thing which
becomes difficult. I work with a pencil and rubber, and how many times a thing is
rubbed out before I pass it, I couldn’t tell you, but very often it may be a whole page
you see.
R.S. The rubber’s more important than the pencil, really.
H.B. That’s right, yes.
R.S. You do a lot of sketching?
H.B. Very much so, yes.
R.S. And you sketch it in short score?
12
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H.B. Sketch it in three or four staves and in pencil, yes, and if I do a good – what I call a
good pencil sketch, I ink it in, over the lead, d’you see, to save my writing out another
one.
R.S. Your works are still very tonal – I mean they’re in definite keys, or sometimes they
start in one key and end in another. Now do you, when you plan the whole symphony, do you have an idea of what tonalities you’re going to traverse during the course
of the work?
H.B. No, I hear them as I’m going along.
R.S. You find this happens as the thing develops?
H.B. Yes.
R.S. So if the symphony ends in a key different from the one it started in, this is the result
of a continuous process?
H.B. Well, it’s psychological – it just happens. It’s what I call natural, you see. I know the
old idea was they said you should finish in the key you started in, but by the time
you’ve reached the end of the symphony, you’ve forgotten all the keys haven’t you?2

2

This “excerpt from an archive recording” is from Havergal Brian talking to Robert Simpson and Jeffrey
Anderson, an interview which was made in early 1969. The transcript was published in the Havergal Brian
Society Newsletters 56, November/December 1984, pp. 2–5, 57, January/February 1985, pp. 3–4, 58,
March/April 1985, pp. 4–6, and 59, May/June 1985, pp. 1–3, and reprinted in HB: Apects of Havergal Brian,
ed. by Jürgen Schaarwächter, Aldershot/Brookfield (Vermont): Ashgate, 1997, pp. 105–121.
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ROBERT SIMPSON
SYMPHONY NO. 8
Notes for the Musica Viva (Graham Hatton) edition of the score, August 1972

After the immense Gothic Symphony, completed following the First World War, and three
other symphonies on a very large scale (Nos. 2, 3, and 4 – the last an enormous setting of
Psalm 68), Havergal Brian’s conception of the symphony began to condense and concentrate, relying increasingly on power of suggestion to create a sense of size. This process
reached its fruition in the late nineteen-forties with the Sinfonia Tragica (No. 6) and the
Eighth, these the first of a series of comparatively short, very closely knit works, culminating in the brief and powerful Twelfth, which lasts less than 13 minutes while conveying an unmistakable sense of scale that is altogether beyond its physical dimensions. The
subsequent proliferation of Brian’s symphonies from here to No. 32 (1968), exploring
many different directions, is the natural freedom resulting from the severest discipline. In
Nos. 6, 8, 10 and 12 in particular, this rigour produces taut one-movement structures, and
it is perhaps significant that the symphonies from 7 to 12 (with the exception of the
contemplative No. 11) are strongly tragic in feeling. It may well be that the dark heroism
that informs them sprang from Brian’s worst years of neglect, when he had perforce
learned that work is greater than success. In 1949, when the Eighth was written, the composer was 73, poised for the most astonishing phase of his career, twenty-six more symphonies and four operas in the next nineteen years.
The Eighth Symphony is firmly in B flat minor, though it begins obliquely on the
edge of G flat with one of Brian’s strangest notions, a grotesque fragmentary march for
euphonium, tuba, and side-drum. It is soon interrupted by a bare fifth on B flat, through
which the horns play a figure of rising fifths end a semitone. This and a deliberate
descending scale first heard on the pianoforte at Fig. 2 are the main thematic substance of
the first part of the work. From then many original transformations are derived throughout the symphony. As the work grows, so themes grow into each other, and unless one
has followed every step, the ultimate result may seem to be unconnected with what is in
fact its origin. Consider, for instance, the rising horn line in the three bars before Fig. 3.
This and its rhythmic accompaniment in bassoons, euphonium and cellos (three semiquavers and a dropping fifth, itself drawn from the original horn theme with its rising
fifths) are together developed while other figures appear (note the muted trumpets in the
third bar of Fig. 4 with their up- and –down stepwise chords). By Fig. 11 the rising horn
line has become greatly elongated and eventually falls into a new phase (Fig. 14) which,
when one hears it, arises naturally enough from what has gone before – but if one looks
at the violin parts at Fig. 14 and compares them directly with the horns before Fig. 3, no
connection is obvious. At Fig. 16 this matter is further transformed, while the strings
14
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insist on the stepwise up- and -down notes (these in fact become very pervasive later in
the work when they support large stretches of new material). By Fig. 20 the rhythmic figures from Fig. 16 are further mutated (trumpet solo); now the original horn theme is totally unrecognisable. But the transformation is organic.
Such things are typical of Brian’s treatment of his material. The actual form of No. 8
is quite peculiar to itself. There is no suspicion of sonata from the outset. The whole grows
by the means already described, and the contrasting motions associated with trup symphony are interpenetrated. A “slow movement”, for instance, appears to emerge at
Fig. 19. Other developments intervene at Fig. 26 and Figs. 27–30. Then at Fig. 30 a transformation of the “slow movement”, much more elaborate, shows itself (we must hesitate
to speak of a “slow movement”, as the underlying motion of the whole symphony is slow
– but this music is in strong lyrical contrast to the rest). It now persists until Fig. 42, when
it moves darkly into the first of two passacaglias which together may be said to form a
kind of finale. The first begins at Fig. 43 with some of the most astounding scoring anyone has devised, an extraordinary soft welter of multitudinous sounds that finally rises
to a minatory climax (Fig. 52). Cello recitatives lead to the second passacaglia, on a theme
that is a simplified derivative of the first. It moves to a dignified and tragic climax; after
this we hear the bare fifth on B flat (marvellously scored for wind, then strings). Through
this haze is heard the ancient sound of the falling scales. A cor anglais touches the major
third, a gleam of light. But it is extinguished by the horn-fifths, a dissonance, and a faint
gong-stroke.

TONIC 21 (2011)

15

ROBERT SIMPSON
SYMPHONY NO. 10
Notes for the Musica Viva (Graham Hatton) edition of the score, August 1972

After the immense Gothic Symphony, completed following the First World War, and three
other symphonies on a very large scale (Nos. 2, 3, and 4 – the last an enormous setting of
Psalm 68), Havergal Brian’s conception of the symphony began to condense and concentrate, relying increasingly on power of suggestion to create a sense of size. This process
reached its fruition in the late nineteen-forties with the Sinfonia Tragica (No. 6) and the
Eighth, these the first of a series of comparatively short, very closely knit works, culminating in the brief and powerful Twelfth, which lasts less than 13 minutes while conveying an unmistakable sense of scale that is altogether beyond its physical dimensions. The
subsequent proliferation of Brian’s symphonies from here to No. 32 (1968), exploring
many different directions, is the natural freedom resulting from the severest discipline. In
Nos. 6, 8, 10 and 12 in particular, this rigour produces taut one-movement structures, and
it is perhaps significant that the symphonies from 7 to 12 (with the exception of the
contemplative No. 11) are strongly tragic in feeling. It may well be that the dark heroism
that informs them sprang fron Brian’s worst years of neglect, when he had perforce
learned that work is greater than success. In 1949, when the Eighth was written, the composer was 73, poised for the most astonishing phase of his career, twenty-six more symphonies and four operas in the next nineteen years.
The Tenth Symphony, completed early in 1954, shows with deep subtlety Brian’s
characteristic way of transforming basic material into shapes that would be unrecognizable were one not to hear all the intervening stages. The inescapable gloom of No. 8 and
the blazing heroism of No. 9 are here transmuted into something enigmatic; the Tenth is
one of the least fathomable of Brian’s works, yet it is one of his most immediately gripping. Like the Eighth, it is in one movement, even more closely organized. The main
tonality is C, minor and major; one of the chief and most seminal figures is the little gruppetto in the first bar (3 shorts and a long, D, D, C, E flat); at the very end of the symphony this is simplified into B flat, A, C in the bass. The bass, incidentally, is in Brian’s music
more salient than in most – it frequently carries the burden of continuity and one must
listen more often from the bottom up than from the top down. His use of the lower registers of the orchestra (tuba, euphonium, bass trombone, contrabassoon, double basses) is
uniquely imaginative, and he humanizes this element in a way not to be found so pervasively elsewhere.
The form is organic and not easily analysed; thematic transformation is at the root
of it, and despite many harmonic shifts in the course of the whole the end effect is of an
immutable C tonality. The music also shows an aspect of Brian that is hard to describe,
16
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Robert Simpson and James Loughran discussing Symphony No. 10

though it expresses a profound psychological fact that music has not often observed.
Most of us have been aware at some time or another that during the greatest emotional
disturbances there is a part of the mind that seems totally detached; we observe ourselves, as it were, being disturbed. Accordingly, in Brian’s music there is sometimes a passage of total stillness at the centre, riveting the attention as could nothing else, however
violent. Such a passage can be found at Fig. 24 in Symphony No. 8, and an even more
remarkable and longer example between Figs. 19 and 22 in the Tenth. This latter passage
is all the more striking for being arrived at by a process of quiet, reasonable thought, following a fierce climax at Fig. 14, and it is itself then invested, by virtue of its extraordinary protractedness, with new tension that evokes a storm.
In the Tenth the unity of the one movement scheme is absolute, though it is still possible to trace vestiges of the old four-movement symphony. As so often with Brian the
basic motion is slow, with a strong infusion of funereal rhythms. From the start these
dominate and up to Fig. 22 we may detect an active first movement with an intensely
quiet coda that also functions as a link to the scherzo, a short but powerful storm. This
brings about a return of the opening theme (Fig. 32),which heaves itself up in menacing
grandeur before a distant trumpet-fanfare and some strange trampings lead into the slow
movement (Fig. 39), in which humanity is personified by a solo violin. At Fig. 45 a grimly triumphant finale begins, sometimes massive, sometimes savagely fragmented, reaching a volcanic upheaval at Fig. 54. It all vanishes into a remarkable coda with utterly original suspended harmonies in the strings, an amazing soft brass chord that stares like the
face of a sphinx, a remote fragment of violin solo, and two final bars of hard immovable
quiet, mysteriously outfacing all questions.
TONIC 21 (2011)
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ROBERT SIMPSON
SYMPHONY NO. 10

Broadcast talk presenting the BBC recording featuring the Leicestershire Schools Symphony Orchestra conducted by Eric Pinkett, transmitted on 1 January 1973
The story of Havergal Brian’s courage and persistence in composing one work after
another in the face of almost complete neglect is now well known, the more so since he
died last November at the age of 96. It had begun to look as if he might be with us to enjoy
his own centenary, for his health was always good and his mind alert and vigorous, and
interest was obviously growing in the musical world, both here and abroad. By 1976 it
may well be possible to celebrate him as what he was and is – a composer of power, originality, and high stature. There are some of us who already regard him as one of the outstanding creative minds in British music; time will tell. I believe its answer will be positive, and that his significance may well be beyond the bounds of British music. If this
proves to be so, it’ll be too late for him to enjoy – but he would have cared little about
that; his satisfaction came from the work itself, from sitting through the night creating a
world that’s yet to be properly explored. Praise, recognition, flattery – they all meant
nothing to him; when his music was played, he was pleased: if it wasn’t, he didn’t seem
to worry particularly – he just got on with the next symphony, opera, or whatever happened to occur to him at the time. In December last I said some general things about him,
during a concert broadcast soon after his death, so there’s no need for me to go all over it
again. In due course there will be books available where you can find all the facts about
the man and his music,3 and what I want to do now is to concentrate on the Tenth Symphony we’re about to hear.
Before getting down to musical brass tacks, however, let me just tell you the story
of this recording, if only to offer evidence that, contrary to what a lot of people seem to
imagine, I’m not the only fellow who gets Brian’s music performed; this idea’s going to
become increasingly nonsensical as the works get more and more widely recognized and
played. One day I was telephoned by a journalist, Alan Watkins, who said he’d been an
admirer of Brian for a long time, and he’d got the idea how exciting it would be if a group
of young players like the Leicestershire Schools Symphony Orchestra were to make a
gramophone record of the old man’s music. I’d not heard the Leicester Orchestra, but had
heard glowing things about it and knew that Sir Michael Tippett had closely and suc3

The books Robert Simpson is referring to are Malcolm MacDonald, The Symphonies of Havergal Brian, vol.
1, London: Kahn & Averill, 1974 (vols. 2 and 3 were published in 1978 and 1983 respectively); Reginald Nettel (with Lewis Foreman), Havergal Brian and his music, London: Dobson, 1976; and Lewis Foreman, Havergal Brian and the performance of his orchestral music. A History and Sourcebook, London: Thames, 1976.
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cessfully associated with it; my immediate reaction was that if they could cope with Tippett’s music they could probably manage anything. Mr. Watkins simply wanted to talk to
somebody about the thought, and thought I might be the chap to ring. He asked me
which symphonies I thought would be a good choice, and he then made an approach to
both the Leicestershire people and to John Goldsmith of Unicorn Records. Both sides
were enthusiastic about his idea, and it was agreed to work up the Tenth and TwentyFirst symphonies gradually, and to record them for the gramophone when the orchestra
was ready. In the meantime, and some time before the recording was due to be made, I
thought it a good idea to make a BBC experimental recording; it would give the young
orchestra a chance to play the music under recording conditions before making a permanent gramophone record. The BBC believes in spontaneity in performance more, I think,
than the gramophone companies, who insist on more “retakes” to get as near technical
perfection as possible – so the performance of No. 10 you’re going to hear now had the
minimum of editing; it’s virtually a straight run through, with a few necessary tidyingsup. Even so, I think you’ll be astonished at the accomplishment of these youngsters
between the ages of 14 and 18 or so; I was certainly deeply impressed by their enthusiasm and, above all, by their wonderful discipline and concentration in rehearsal, something many a professional orchestra of repute could learn from.
Now to the Tenth Symphony itself. It was written in 1954, when the composer was
78. It was while he was working on it that I first met him, so the piece has a special significance for me, quite apart from the fact that I still find it one of his most remarkable
works. It’s in one continuous movement, with various tempi, and like most of his works,
it’s difficult to describe or analyze in conventional terms. Brian began his symphonic
career with works on a very large scale, not only in size of orchestra, but in length as well.
He always stuck to a larger than average orchestra, but after No. 6 (the Sinfonia Tragica)
the music itself became more densely concentrated and elliptic; so his later symphonies
are shorter and pithier than the earlier ones. The Eighth, Ninth, and Tenth have always
seemed to me a closely-knit trio (they would together make a magnificent programme)
and the composer at the time agreed with me that they were, as he put it, “brothers”.
Afterwards he repudiated this idea, preferring them, not unnaturally, to be treated as
entirely independent of each other, which of course they are. The Tenth is itself a striking
unity. Its basic tonality is C, though most of the time everything is in a state of flux. Even
at the massively deliberate beginning C minor is approached through A flat: (Music
example.) Such funeral march rhythms are common in Brian’s music (the opening-is
marked “Adagio e solenne”) and one of the chief characteristics of his mature thought is
the gradual transformation of the thematic material, through changing speeds and
moods, sometimes in ways not at all obvious. Even at the start he begins to develop the
opening figure. This one: (Music example) soon becomes: (music example), then just two
notes: (music example), then four notes again, with a different shape: (Music example.)
These various forms are then turned into all sorts of ideas, according to the needs of the
moment and the symphony as a whole. And if you listen again to this passage, notice the
TONIC 21 (2011)

19

descending phrases on the trombones, euphonium, and tuba. These also become of vital
importance later on: (Music example.)
The symphony as a whole could, I suppose, be divided into four interlinked movements – a trenchant and funereal first movement, a kind of scherzo which is really a
storm, a slow movement with a prominent violin solo, and a vigorously abrupt finale
with a mysterious ending. But it’s nevertheless a real one-movement symphony, because
it’s possible to analyze it only as a totality, as a very unusual and concentrated kind of
sonata structure. The long opening section comes to a climax in which those descending
figures are related to the funeral-march rhythms of the beginning: (Music example.) Then
the music quietens down, and the descending ideas become something entirely different,
a sort of second subject if you like, though one can’t apply such terms easily to Brian; the
funereal rhythms are gradually left behind, the descending phrases then dominating this
much more reflective music: (Music example.)
Slowly the agitation is eased, until the music becomes utterly still. Last December
I mentioned a strange and profound aspect of Brian’s mind that’s difficult to parallel elsewhere – yet it’s a fundamental aspect of all human experience. Every sane person has had
it, though often isn’t aware of the fact. If you stop to think, you’ll know that no matter
how disturbed you are, whatever upheavals are going on in your mind, there’s a part of
you that’s totally unaffected, calm, absolutely still. You, watching yourself: (Music example.) This extraordinary passage is not only the part of the mind that watches itself – in
this symphony it’s the calm before the storm: (Music example.)
This storm is no separate movement; it continues to develop those descending figures, sometimes inverting them so that they rise. Suddenly it vanishes, leaving behind it
strange mutterings, through which we become aware of a return of the opening theme,
creeping upwards out of the dark. It’s like some sort of recapitulation. There’s a menacing crescendo, during which the descending movement bears down against the rising of
the main theme; then it’s all cut off, leaving a trumpet sounding in the distance: (Music
example.) Out of this atmosphere there arises a weird flickering passage, again making
something new out of the descending figures: (Music example.) This is like a kind of transition, and it leads to the slow movement with its solo violin. As that grows towards a climax, we hear again the downward motion, and it’s a sort of recapitulation of what I previously called, for want of a better term, the second subject. Compare these two passages:
(Two music examples.)
Now comes the finale which, after all, is really a great coda. It starts in a clear
A major, with the two-note version of the main figures: (Music example.) What follows is
stormy and defiant music, often startlingly fragmented, but striving towards some sort of
victorious utterance. Here’s a new and somewhat more optimistic version of the opening
of the symphony: (Music example.) There is a tremendous, struggling upheaval, but just
as we expect a moment of triumph, the music falls into deep mystery. I’m going to let you
hear now the ending of the symphony, because I think it will gain in depth and power
when you hear it again in the complete performance. We start this last example as the
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music tries to heave itself upwards with a mighty effort; it abruptly ceases and drops to
nothing but a barely audible drum-roll. Out of this near-silence, we perceive again that
still part of the mind that watches itself, a series of slow-moving harmonies that are so
wonderful I can’t even begin to describe them. Then there’s an incredible sphinx-like
brass chord, staring motionless in the direction of the key of C flat. Pianissimo, the strings
take it up, playing tremolando. The solo violin remembers poignantly the past; it rises
slowly – then, instead of the expected C flat, the music moves with remarkable quiet
inevitability into C natural major, a quiet sound of extraordinary majesty and strength,
yet strangely enigmatic. No other music like this exists: (Music example.)
I hope this brief description has given you some idea of the shape of this remarkable
symphony as a whole; in such a talk as this I couldn’t hope to indicate the extent of the
subtlety of the structure, the myriad ways in which the themes are transformed and in
which the tonalities interpenetrate. What should already have emerged is the deep originality of the mind behind it all; it’s the strange and fascinating emanation of one who
works alone, who is a law unto himself, whose courage and determination and profound
philosophical calm can move us so that we can’t find words, at the same time facing us
with the enigma of life itself.
Now here’s Havergal Brian’s Symphony No. 10, played by the Leicestershire
Schools Symphony Orchestra, under its founder and conductor, Eric Pinkett.

Robert Simpson and Havergal Brian, 1972
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ROBERT SIMPSON
SYMPHONY NO. 9

Programme note for the first public performance at the Royal Albert Hall on 27 July 1976,
at a London Proms concert, featuring the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by Charles Groves
The astonishing productivity of Brian in the face of almost total neglect is already something of a legend, and his acceleration in old age was even more remarkable – some 22
symphonies after he was 80. Even if these works were nondescript the achievement
would be physically notable, but throughout his long life Brian maintained his craggy
individuality; the obstinacy of his life is expressed with a force that cannot altogether be
explained away by thoughts of his origin in the Staffordshire potteries, although he was
an many ways a typical product of the place. His music is not comparable with and
scarcely relatable to other music, yet it is direct, forcible, and human. There is perhaps
something Lowry-like about it, but Brian’s figures are huge, sometimes menacing, sometimes seized with heavy humour, sometimes crushingly exultant. There is nothing else
quite like them.
After the immense Gothic Symphony, completed following the First World War, and
three other symphonies on a very large scale, Havergal Brian’s conception of the symphony began to condense and concentrate, relying increasingly on power of suggestion
to create a sense of size. This process reached its fruition in the late nineteen-forties with
the Sixth (Sinfonia Tragica) and the Eighth, these the first of a series of comparatively
short, very closely knit works, culminating in the brief and powerful Twelfth (1957)
which lasts less than 13 minutes while conveying an unmistakable sense of scale altogether beyond its physical dimensions. The proliferation of Brian’s symphonies from here
to the last (No. 32 in 1968), exploring many different directions, is the natural freedom
resulting from the severest discipline. In Nos. 6, 8, 10, and 12 in particular this rigour creates taut one-movement structures, and it is perhaps significant that these symphonies
are strongly tragic in feeling. It may well be that the dark heroism that informs them
sprang from Brian’s worst years of neglect, when he had perforce learned that work is
greater than success.
In 1951, when the Ninth Symphony was composed, Brian was a mere 75, and more
than two-thirds of his symphonies were still to come. His seventies, in fact, can be regarded as his artistic middle age, and the three symphonies 8, 9 and 10, together with the
operas Turandot and The Cenci, constitute its core. Though he intended no extra-musical
connection between the three symphonies, there can be no doubt that they form a distinct
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group, and the composer himself remarked that they were “brothers”. In them comparable concentration and subtlety are evident, together with an unmistakable emotional
sequence – tragedy in No. 8, active heroism in No. 9, enigmatic contemplation, ultimately, in No.10. Together with the two operas they emerged during the five years from 1949
to 1954, perhaps the crucial period in Brian’s development.
The dark fatalism of No. 8 is now supplanted by a call to action. The Ninth, unlike
the one-movement Eighth or Tenth, is in three distinct movements; but these are played
continuously, and the first two are organically joined. Thematically the work lives on the
kind of constant, often oblique processes of transformation we find in all Brian’s mature
music – a thematic germ is gradually allowed to grow into new shapes, so that its eventual form may bear little obvious relation to its origin if we have not experienced the
whole growth. This process, together with harmony and tonality that never go quite
where we expect, and the fact that the melodic burden of the music is more often at the
bottom than at the top of the sound, can make Brian’s thinking puzzling to the unprepared ear. The very connection with tradition (the fact that harmony, tonality and thematic development are plainly present) provides more surprises for the ear than the kind
of art in which everything is so unexpected as to be no longer interesting.
In the first movement some kind of fierce emotional struggle generates a tonal
melée; no firm key is fixed for long. There are hints of A, B flat, and D, and at the centre
of the movement is a rather sudden profound calm in C major, a key so discovered at the
heart of each of the three movements; though C major cannot be regarded as the basic key
of the symphony, it is basic at least in the sense that it seems to represent a background
of deep quiet beyond the battle. This wonderful ability to reveal an objective mind, no
matter what the strife, can be found in all three of these neighbouring symphonies; perhaps it is one of the cardinal things in Brian’s nature, the faculty that more than any other
marks his realism, his non-romanticism.
The first movement, beating off dimly seen menaces in the dark, banishes them and
itself after a last effort, and gives way to one of Brian’s finest slow movements, somewhat
funereal in character, beginning in an A major-minor that has already been trying to
emerge. This music is of the greatest dignity and controlled intensity – and again near its
centre we glimpse the flawless calm of C major. When A major is restored the music takes
a new direction in one of the composer’s most inspired passages; the deep feeling is crystallized into funeral-march accents, at length falling into a subdued C sharp minor. With
a sense of effort the finale heaves the music up a semitone into D major.
The last movement is brave, formal, and solidly brilliant. D major is its main key,
and it is a kind of rondo, with the principal section recapitulated literally after a central
episode. This slower middle part of the movement is yet another area of C major stillness,
the most beautiful, perhaps, of all, with distant bell sounds quietly heard through the
strings. Then comes the recapitulation, after which the coda grows to a tremendous climax, like some mighty rock lashed by a fusing sea in vivid sunlight.
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ROBERT SIMPSON
SYMPHONIES NO. 10 & 21

Sleevenotes for the Unicorn-Kanchana recording featuring the Leicestershire Schools
Symphony Orchestra conducted by James Loughran and Eric Pinkett respectively,
released in 1973
Havergal Brian was born in Dresden, Staffordshire, in 1876 and died in Shoreham, Sussex in 1972, shortly after this recording, the first to be made of any of his music. There is
no case parallel to his in music. Many composers have survived neglect and continued
work in spite of it – but it would be hard, not to say impossible, to find one who had gone
on so long, with such unremitting persistence, who not only had the spirit and the physical constitution to enable him to sustain the effort, but was astonishingly capable in his
latter years of an actual acceleration. Who else wrote 22 symphonies after he was eighty?
Facts of this sort are remarkable enough, and human interest and sympathy would be
aroused even if the music in question were of no exceptional value. That Brian wrote 32
symphonies, 5 operas, and many other miscellaneous works, very few of which he heard,
that he was forced to earn his living in all sorts of ways unconnected with music, that he
never sought success or even performance (at least during the last fifty years of his life),
that he was a man of immovable obstinacy – all these and other facts add up to a story
which, if romanticized, could lead to false evaluations by the over-sympathetic. But the
music itself bears the kind of scrutiny that rightly regards all such matters as irrelevant to
artistic judgement. Its originality and apparent eccentricity are bound to make it enemies,
and occasionally there is an awkwardness of bearing and movement that seems to get in
the way of clear communication. These characteristics, however, turn out in the end to be
positive, not negative in their effect on anyone who takes the trouble to become familiar
with the music. One gets to accept and finally love what is revealed as single-mindedness
rather than a clumsy inability to ingratiate the ear. To please anybody but himself was
never Brian’s object. Both as a man and as a musician he could perhaps be described as
the original Awkward Cuss raised to the level of genius. There is in his work naivety of
a peculiarly and fascinatingly hard-bitten kind, a seeming simplicity that conceals (and at
length reveals) an extraordinarily deep and direct sense of purpose. Not that the music is
always simple; often it is far from that. Its range of texture and character is very wide, in
movement it tends slowly to fluctuate through all the phases between stillness and violence. One cannot describe its “style”; this music is not like any other, and as soon as one
hears a fleeting reminder of some other composer, it is gone. Its consistency is that of
Brian himself. As a person you could take him or leave him – it was all the same to him;
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so is it with his music. Yet as he communes with himself we sense a profound human sensibility and a courage of altogether unusual depth; as we learn our way into this music it
grows more and more significant until we discover that we are face to face with an original composer. So take your time – the rewards are immense. The young musicians of
Leicestershire seemed to sense this.
Symphony No. 10 (1954)
With the Sinfonia Tragica (No. 6) of 1948 Brian finally moved away from the vast
dimensions of his earlier symphonies, of which the Gothic is the most celebrated, to more
compact designs. The Sixth, Eighth, Tenth, and Twelfth symphonies are all one-movement forms, as are a number of other later symphonies. The Tenth is one of the deepest
of these, ultimately enigmatic, yet one of the most immediately gripping of Brian’s works.
One of its most absorbing characteristics is its way of continually transforming its material, which is often eventually converted into shapes that could not be connected with
their origins were one not to hear all the intervening stages. Thematic transformations do
not ensure unity in a work; in Brian the unity is more deep-laid, with cogent tonal
processes and control of movement. Behind the Tenth is an utter stillness that is not
destroyed by violent and dramatic events; everyone knows, if he stops to think about it,
that no matter how disturbed the mind is, however joyous or despairing – active, in a
word – there is a part of it that is always quite detached and unmoved; it observes quietly
what is happening. Two passages in No 10 lay bare this part of the mind, so essential to
sanity, the first preceding a fierce and short-lived storm and the second ending the whole
work.
The Tenth is a genuine and unified one-movement symphony, though it still retains
traces of the four-movement design. The opening is deliberate and massive (Adagio e
solenne), like a funeral march, but essentially active, with powerful climaxes and the kind
of internal change one associates with a first movement; at length it subsides into the first
of those utterly still passages already mentioned, one of the most riveting in Brian’s
music, with nothing but sustained soft harmony and detached fragments on harp and
glockenspiel. This leads to what is really the scherzo, a storm whipped up and quickly
quenched; then a sombre reference to the opening is followed by an off-stage trumpet
call. Some mysterious trampings bring in the slow movement, with its prominent violin
solo, this section based largely on descending phrases originating near the start of the
symphony. In due course the finale breaks out; at first it seems grimly triumphant, yet
disturbingly fragmented, with some remarkable orchestration. Passing through various
developments, sometimes massive, sometimes flying apart, it heaves itself up to a volcanic crisis. All at once everything vanishes into the stillness again and we are in an astonishing coda. Completely original and beautiful suspended harmonies lead to an astounding soft brass chord that stares, sphinx-like, at a foreign key. The solo violin remembers
poignantly the past. Then the music moves quietly into the main tonality of C, immovable, untranslatable, like the enigma of life itself, unquestionable, unanswerable.
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Symphony No 21 (1963)
At the age of 87 Brian was finding in his music a new buoyancy, a sense, almost of
youthful enjoyment, and the Twenty-first Symphony in E flat shows clearly this aspect of
his mind. There are four separate movements, and the opening allegro (preceded by a
short slow introduction) is concise and vigorous, in a modified sonata form, ending well
within its own length, with some abruptness. The scoring is hard-edged and unsensuous,
but the mood is cheerful and touched with humour. The slow second movement is in
G flat, relaxed and reflective except where abrasive harmony and curious instrumentation reveal that the composer is not always interested in comforting the listener’s ear. The
movement is a continuous growth of melody and counterpoint, making its own individual shape and, like the first movement, deliberately foreshortening its end.
Next follows a sparkling little scherzo with quicksilver changes of texture and
colour and a subtly quick wit that would be remarkable in a composer a third of Brian’s
age. The tonality is indeterminate but finally settles in G major, and the ending solidifies
and dignifies everything, as if in preparation of something else. So far the movements
have been short and concentrated; now there is room for expansion, and the finale, after
various calculated hesitations, begins in C with a brightly vigorous theme which, despite
its plain dignity, yet displays a streak of scepticism.
Soon the key is E flat, the main key, and after a transition the second theme appears
in D flat; this is derived from the first theme and eventually brings about the final climax
by turning itself into a straightforward but grand canon. Between these points the music
is variously developmental and always genial. Do not expect a continuous allegro; the
composer often
turns aside, and
while as always
he is sparing of
transitions, he is
positively extravagant in the use of
parentheses. The
ending is very
simple and highly
original; timpani
and full orchestra
alternate
with
massive E flats –
but it is the drum
that unexpectedly
has the last word.
Eric Pinkett, Robert Simpson, John Goldsmith and Havergal Brian
with members of the Leicestershire Schools Symphony Orchestra, 1972
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ROBERT SIMPSON
THE BRIAN REVIVAL

Written for the Havergal Brian Society Newsletter, where it was published in March/April
1984 in Newsletter 52, p. 2; it was reprinted in HB: Apects of Havergal Brian, ed. by Jürgen
Schaarwächter, Aldershot/Brookfield (Vermont): Ashgate, 1997, pp. 401–403
In the early 1950s Havergal Brian, if he was thought of at all, was supposed to be some
kind of megalomaniac eccentric, largely due to the mythical Gothic Symphony, which few
had seen but many had reproached at their prompting. Some of the few had looked at the
score and made crushing reports for the BBC. When I joined this majestic organization in
1951 it was in innocence of this that I thought to take advantage of the facilities to investigate a number of “neglected” composers of whom I had heard but with whose work I
was largely unfamiliar. Some were foreign, some British; among them was Brian. The
Eighth Symphony was the first thing of his to reach my desk; it was so impressively original that I at once sent for the reports on any other Brian works that had been submitted
to the BBC, going back as many years as possible. These included some of the earlier symphonies, among them Wine of Summer. The reports proved consistently negative and
sometimes derisory, especially about the comically saurian Gothic Symphony. This work I
had seen once some years before, but only briefly, and I now wondered if the composer
of the Eighth Symphony could ever have perpetrated so grotesque a folly. A proper study
of the giant score made it clear that some of my most respected colleagues had missed
something (it should be added that these were mostly not BBC colleagues – the reading
panel in those days consisted entirely of distinguished “outside” musicians). So I set
about trying to get the matter put right.
The first thing to do was to get No. 8 played; Adrian Boult as always was willing,
and did it characteristically better than most first performances. It attracted serious attention, and so began the long process. At that time Brian was composing his Tenth Symphony, so the process in part consisted of trying to catch up with him. Making up the
backlog tended to come afterwards, since the later works, being on the whole smaller,
were easier to get into programmes. It was also (and still is) my feeling that the symphonies between The Gothic and Das Siegeslied were transitional, that their inconsistencies
would prove more interesting in the light of later developments. Das Siegeslied would
have to wait until its enormous difficulties and cost could be broached. Since no one else
would volunteer, I had to make the decisions – and to cajole funds for the projects.
The purpose of looking at all these “neglected” composers was not to find causes to
champion; it was to improve my education and largely to find out, so far as my own
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judgement permitted, if injustices had been done. In all cases except Brian’s I had to agree
with the neglect; as Tovey said, time is not wall-space. You can exhibit fifth-rate painters
without too much waste, but time, which music must illuminate, cannot be wasted, and
only a small proportion of music is worthwhile; in this field we are the more compelled
to discriminate. There is a danger in thinking that if a composer is neglected he is likely
to be something special! Even so, we must find out – both advocacy and rejection should
come from knowledge, not hearsay, and it is in any case the duty of a public body like the
BBC to give the listener, within obvious limits, the chance to judge for himself; most listeners can’t read scores and their only means of judging is through the ear. And it’s the
listener’s right to ask for it and to receive a sensible, fair reason for noncompliance.
Even for a professional, score-reading can be difficult, especially if the music is complex and, as in Brian’s case, original. Complexity itself is hard to auralize from the paper;
no one but a sight-reader with a phenomenal technique could cope with, say, Sorabji’s
Opus Clavicembalisticum. I pored for years over this music, only gradually synthesizing
the sounds in my head. Even then it was impossible to gauge whether the music, as a
whole, possessed the power of suggestion that makes all great music look beyond itself,
signify dimensions greater than its physical size. This is something you can perceive only
after the sound itself can long be taken for granted. Eventually hearing it (admittedly in
a performance littered with wrong notes and seriously wanting in considered observant
faithfulness, recorded unwisely at a public recital when it should have been carefully
done with a good microphone balance in studio conditions to allow accuracy in the playing as well as clarity in the musical meaning) it so happened that I was disappointed but
not altogether surprised to find that far from suggesting more than itself, the vast work
seems obsessively ingrowing. Even so, this impression could be dispelled by a better performance in better conditions – though the Devil knows how difficult it is!
What has this to do with Brian? It underlines the fact that his orchestral scores are
notoriously difficult to read, and that their performance is equally so. In fact, orchestral
first performances are nearly always bad, as many composers have reason to rue. Economics brutally limit rehearsal and an orchestra normally sees an unfamiliar work for the
first time a day or two before the performance, which becomes a tightrope act of more or
less success, a purely physical, not an artistic, achievement. Only when a composer’s
idiom is rooted in the minds of musicians can they perform him properly, putting technical problems in their place and adding the essential spark that comes from their own
considered and spontaneous responses to the music itself. So there is still a long way to
go before Brian’s best work is assimilated; in the meantime it has been satisfying to find
his cause adopted by so many fine champions, notably Malcolm MacDonald with his
remarkable volumes on the symphonies, written with the kind of insight and enthusiasm
that make the reader want to hear the music. Like all pioneers in such fields he will find
disputants and will no doubt change his own mind on some things – but I am certain that
Havergal Brian himself would have been both fascinated and delighted to have evoked
such advocacy. It has also been a pleasure to watch the growth and activities of the
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Havergal Brian Society, with its remarkable achievements – it is lucky to possess so lively and imaginative a nucleus, the secret of all successful movements. There’s still a long
way to go, and it’s possible that Brian will never be a “popular” composer; but at his best
he is durable. That is better than becoming the centre of a vogue, the sure sign of eventual collapse, and steady, discriminating support for his music will make sure that Brian is
always there. In the long run the occasional good performance is better than a rush of bad
ones, which can do untold damage. There are some formidable composers who rarely
stand in the limelight but who will always be returned to – Busoni, Reger, Pfitzner, Alkan
and some more – Brian I think will belong to this perennial band.

Havergal Brian, 1972
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ROBERT SIMPSON
IN CONVERSATION WITH STEPHEN JOHNSON

The broadcast of the Slovak recording of the Gothic Symphony (Marco Polo 8.223 280-281,
released in 1990) was preceded by this telephone interview which was transcribed by
Alan Marshall and published in the Havergal Brian Society Newsletter 96, July/August
1991, pp. 4-5; it was reprinted in HB: Apects of Havergal Brian, ed. by Jürgen Schaarwächter, Aldershot/Brookfield (Vermont): Ashgate, 1997, pp. 167–170
... On a line from Ireland, where he now lives, Robert Simpson spoke to Stephen Johnson
who began by asking him whether The Gothic really justifies its length and enormous
resources.
R.S. I think it does. I really think it does, and I think it for instance justifies it more than
Mahler’s Eighth Symphony, which I find a rather uneven work. Well, the Gothic Symphony is also uneven in certain ways, but I think the Mahler Eighth falls off in concentration and power and originality, whereas the Gothic Symphony increases its energy
and its creative imagination so that it gets more and more astonishing as it goes on.
S.J. One criticism there has been of Brian, one recurring criticism, is that he composes
interesting gestures but doesn’t always work them out very compellingly, and sometimes in some pieces I can see the point. Is that true here?
R.S. No, I think it’s not. It may be slightly true in the first movement, but not in the rest.
I think the rest, as I said before, it gains in concentration and real momentum as it goes
on. I think we must remember, when we listen to the Te Deum, that it is really three
movements, not one continuous choral finale, it is three movements – it is a six-movement-symphony, the last three of which are choral, and I think it is important to realize that in order to understand, you know, what’s happening.
S.J. Yes, several people seem to have had problems with the first movement of The Gothic.
R.S. It is probably the weakest movement of it, it doesn’t really have the momentum that
it should have for being the first movement of a huge symphony. It’s also, I think, a little bit too “English”, if you see what I mean. That disappears as the work goes on. It
becomes more and more comprehensive and non-national, in fact there are passages in
the Te Deum which sound almost Middle Eastern in character.
S.J. Yes, it’s quite extraordinary isn’t it? There are passages that people have gleefully
pointed out, sounding like Bruckner, Mahler, and composers more recently perhaps,
even Schoenberg, and there’s one critic who even mentioned Varèse.
R.S. He was interested in Schoenberg, he met him and found him rather a congenial char-
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acter. He told me he liked him, and found his music interesting. He was also very
much in advance of most of the critics of his time. When he was writing in the Musical
Opinion he was one of the people who advocated Berlioz when nobody would look at
him, and Bruckner and Mahler who were, you know, non-persons in England at that
time. He was very much influenced, I think, by Berlioz, and particularly his instrumentation of course, and a great influence on him in those early days was Strauss.
S.J. I’m just thinking of one other problem that some people have said they have with
Brian actually, which is that it’s not just the working out, sometimes even the melodic
lines; they seem to follow fairly recognizable lines for a bar and a half or so, and then
suddenly veer off in some strange direction. It’s ... the unpredictability is on the small
scale as well as on the large scale.
R.S. Yes. I think you have to get used to that. I think another thing you have to get used
to with Brian very often, particularly in the later symphonies, is that he thinks from the
bottom upwards, not from the top down, and most people seem to listen from the top
down, don’t they? They hear the top line, and what goes on underneath is maybe exciting and all that, but it’s not the most important thing. But in the case of Brian the bass
is immensely important, and in fact that is what one sees in his scoring: the way he
writes for the tuba, for instance, is quite unique. The bass instruments of the orchestra
are really an absolute fascination to him, and he thinks the music upwards, rather than
downwards. And of course, very often it’s very difficult to perform. I mean the Gothic
Symphony is particularly murderously difficult, especially for the choirs; and it’s up to
the performance, of course, to make these things clear, and it doesn’t always come off.
S.J. Yes, I mean that is one way in which listening to a recording like this may be an
immense advantage over a concert performance; there isn’t the same danger of everybody just getting too tired out by the middle of the fifth movement.
R.S. Well, there is of course that, it’s very exhausting. I think it’s astonishing what they’ve
done in the Slovak recording. The choral singing there really makes the imagination
boggle; I don’t know how they managed it.
S.J. The other thing that struck me is that the orchestra – the playing may have problems
in one or two places – but that they do seem to have found their way into Brian’s lines
expressively.
R.S. Yes. I think also that may be due to the fact that in Czechoslovakia the standard of
string playing is quite out of this world. I remember one of my symphonies they
played there, and the string playing just left me gasping. And so that makes a basic difference to the orchestra’s approach to the music, because most of the time the strings
are still the nucleus of the orchestra. It’s astonishing, really, what they managed to do;
marvellous, it’s the best performance it’s had, certainly.
S.J. Some of the writing, particularly for the brass, is quite terrifying.
R.S. Yes, yes. But I remember Bill Overton, who was then principal trumpet of the BBC
Symphony Orchestra when Boult did it, said to me afterwards, he said “I looked at that
trumpet part” and he said “I thought, this is not playable”. But he said “Much to my
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amazement, I found it was”. The old chap knew what he was doing, you know; he
knew a hell of a lot about orchestration. I used to show him my scores and he used to
give me all sorts of nice tips.
S.J. Because this symphony has the official number “No. 1” a lot of people have the idea
that it was a kind of early effort, but it wasn’t anything of the kind, was it?
R.S. No, it was originally called No. 2 because there had been a previous one which got
broken up into separate pieces, and then The Gothic became No. 1. It was actually I who
suggested to him to change the numbering, but by that time in the 1920s – I mean 1927
when he finished The Gothic – he was in his 50s, you see. It was later in his life, say, than
Brahms’ First Symphony, and he’d written a lot of music, particularly choral music,
and that got quite well-known; it was performed quite a bit. He used to do a bit of conducting, too. He was very much a practical musician – he played the organ, he was
regarded as one of the coming lights in English music, and somehow it all went wrong.
Nobody really quite knows why; he wasn’t the most tactful person, of course, and he
tended to upset people.
S.J. Now, the title. In what sense is this work “gothic”?
R.S. Well – in a very large sense, I think, it’s not just based on the idea of Gothic architecture, although it is in many ways; it’s based on a feeling for the Gothic period, with all
its superstitions and wildness and violence too. You’ll find there’s lots of gargoyles in
the Gothic Symphony, things like that.
S.J. At the time he began to write The Gothic, which is – what after the War?
R.S. 1919, I think; yes, yes ...
S.J. I wonder, you know there do seem to have been many composers who went through
a kind of crisis or a change after the end of the War; Elgar virtually stopped composing [Yes], Bridge suddenly toughened up and started writing in completely new directions [Yes] and this looks almost like a kind of gesture of defiance, in a way.
R.S. Yes, I think it was – in a way – although ... he just felt he had to do it. He wasn’t a
complicated person in the sense that he had complicated psychological reactions to
what was going on; he just was very direct and straightforward and, if he couldn’t
sleep, he’d get up and write some music. One of his last things he said to me was – he
was 95, 96 nearly then – he said to me “You know, nothing matters”; and he said that
was his real philosophy.
S.J. It seems an extraordinary thing for someone to say who’d gone to the enormous trouble of writing down a work like this!
R.S. Yes, well, he didn’t know whether it mattered or not, but that’s what he had to do!
S.J. Do you think, when he wrote this piece, that he had any conception that it would one
day be performed?
R.S. Well, I think he may have, because it was Henry Wood who suggested to him the
idea of writing a work which contained all the known instruments, obsolete and current, and this sort of occupied his mind for quite a long time. He was very interested
in the idea, and finally he did it, and then other people showed a great deal of interest
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in it – Eugene Goossens, for instance, wanted to do it in America; Harty, Beecham,
Henry Wood of course wanted to do it, but it was always a question of finance, and I
think Brian at that time really did have some hopes that somebody would pull it off.
S.J. Brian heard this symphony, didn’t he? He was able to hear it – I think he heard it
twice, is that right?
R.S. Yes, he heard it in a performance that Bryan Fairfax conducted in 1961, I think it was,
which was mainly an amateur performance; that was the first shot at it. And then he
heard it when Adrian Boult did it in the Albert Hall in ‘66, and that was the first professional performance of it.
S.J. How did he react to hearing this extraordinary work?
R.S. Oh, he was thrilled to bits, obviously, but the comic thing was that, at the Boult performance, I was sitting with him in the stalls, and the audience just erupted at the end,
it was an enormous reception, I mean everyone stood, there must have been six or
seven thousand people in the Hall, and the din was colossal, and I bellowed in his ear,
I said ‘Come on, you’ve got to come round the back and get you on the platform’. So
he got up, we went round the back, and as soon as the door closed behind us we could
hear each other speak, and he said to me ‘Cor’ he said ‘it’s good to get up on your feet
after sitting there all that long time’, he said, ‘it gets you behind the knees’. That was
his first reaction! And then when I got him onto the platform, I sort of gave him a little push, and he sort of walked on, he didn’t know what to do with himself; there was
all this terrific row going on, fantastic applause, and he just stood there and scratched
his head. And then Adrian came across and put his arm round him and took him in
hand, you know, and practically tilted him over to make a bow, and everybody went
wild – it was the most moving occasion: he was 90 then.
S.J. He wrote 31 more symphonies after this, that’s over a space of 40 years. [Yes] What
did he think of this piece, at the end of it all?
R.S. Well, right at the end I said to him “What do you think’s the best thing you’ve ever
done?”; he said “The Gothic”. No hesitation, not a moment’s thought – “The Gothic” ...
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ROBERT SIMPSON
TEXTUAL ACCURACY IN THE “GOTHIC”

Letter to the editor of the Havergal Brian Society Newsletter, published in Newsletter 21,
January/February 1979, p. 7; it was reprinted in HB: Apects of Havergal Brian, ed. by Jürgen Schaarwächter, Aldershot/Brookfield (Vermont): Ashgate, 1997, p. 243
Harold Truscott, in his fascinating and characteristically observant analysis of the Gothic
Symphony, remarks that in the last chord of the scherzo the fifth horn’s printed B was
changed in Sir Adrian Boult’s performance to an A, converting the chord into plain
D major. He rightly remarks that the B anticipates the opening of the Te Deum, and notes
that the harp parts (containing it in an arpeggio) were not altered. I can shed some light
on this; the composer requested the change. He felt that the added 6th on a horn produced a disconcertingly cheap effect, and that the discreet presence of this note in the
harps was sufficient. I agreed with him, and also felt that the clear D major chord in the
orchestra had a touch of grandeur that was completely spoiled by the sustained added
6th; the fleeting traces of the B in the harp parts made the point without overdoing it.
Brian was entirely satisfied by the result in rehearsal and asked me to make sure that the
correction was made. If ever a really accurate score of the Gothic Symphony is prepared,
this small but significant change must be included.
One curious point is the omission of the harp arpeggi from the chord at the beginning of the Te Deum, so that the fifth horn’s B becomes the only one in the whole orchestra. The fact that just one player is adding a 6th inevitably sounds dangerously like a
wrong note, and the obvious answer is to use the harp parts which the composer may
have forgotten to write in the score at this point. I can see none but over-ingenious explanations of their absence when the chord is repeated on paper though not in performance
(if there is no interval). The manuscript of Part II is lost, so we can’t at present check what
he actually wrote down; when Brian gave me the manuscript score of Part I he said he
didn’t know where the Te Deum was. The omission of the harps from the first chord of
Part II was a perhaps not untypical small slip – the printed score (presumably proof-read
by the composer) teems with mistakes. There is in The Gothic one magnificently comprehensive omission – when I asked him why the contralto soloist had no solo, he said “I forgot about her!” It’s possible, of course, that he was treating me as Beethoven treated
Schindler, but somehow he never struck me as having that kind of humour. If you tried
to pull his leg he rarely saw it – as when, after he’d given me his twenty-oddth symphony (he was getting on for 90), I said “Now you’ve just got through your middle period,
why don’t you write some late quartets?” He considered this gravely and said “Well,
maybe – but no, I don’t really want to write quartets; I need the orchestra”.
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ROBERT SIMPSON
INTRODUCTION TO THE GUIDE TO MODERN MUSIC ON RECORDS

Introduction to the Guide to Modern Music on Records, edited by Robert Simpson and Oliver Prenn and published in 1958 by Anthony Blond Ltd, London, pp. 1–7
An age and a society combining vast increases of population with a cult of individual libertarianism is bound to have severe attacks of the shivers. There are so many opinions,
such a seeming chaos of activity, that the way is wide open for the impostor, the charlatan, the crackpot theorist, the avant-gardiste. The reasonable intelligent man is driven into
a suspicious chariness of much he is told – particularly by artists, in their work and what
they say about it. Indeed, the arts, in a way never before, offer the unscrupulous or the
dotty the chance to cash in – for there are so many people of all sorts that the number of
mugs who are scared to say “this is rubbish” is sufficient to support what might almost
be called a branch of light industry. Small wonder when the more solidly balanced fellow
is inclined to keep clear of modern composers, painters and poets. Modern architecture
he has to use, whether he likes it or not; and he can get used to it in time by the simple
process of ceasing to be astonished. It is less easy to get used to an aggressive piece of
modern music, for it makes a noise – and that is hard to put up with; in your house and
garden you can probably make smells or carry on all sorts of questionable activities and
get away with them for much longer than with noise, the one thing your neighbours will
object to with the force of a spasm. You can paint your house in the loudest and most dissonant colours you like and it will certainly arouse comment. Make a noise of equal
aggressiveness, however, and you will be visited by the police. Many intelligent people
are merely amused by the wilder extravagances of modern painters and writers; much
new music positively angers these same people.
To begin such a book as this with such a paragraph would seem to be unwise, to say
the least; after all, our contributors are anxious to convince their readers that present-day
music offers them much satisfaction and, into the bargain, pleasure. Yet it is necessary to
clear the decks by pointing out that, despite the apparent confusion that faces the average listener who finds it difficult to see where or when he is being imposed upon, the
cranks and opportunists are a minority among artists, and that people sometimes find
composers of ‘modern music’ more immediately offensive than other artists simply
because they employ sound that, seemingly, is not content with merely baffling but must
also attack the ear. Now it is true that some composers have forgotten this simple attribute of sound, that it is in itself an active discharge of energy, that it must therefore be handled with care if it is not to bludgeon the listener, first into annoyance and then into apa-
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thy. They have become so obsessed with abstractions that they imagine that aural dissonances can be insisted upon as can colours or shapes which are there to be observed so
long as the viewer’s eye can take them in. But once a symphony begins, the listener must
either stay its course or leave it – he cannot have a brief rest and return to it to find it
exactly as it was before. Ultimately, of course, the problem is the same for both visual and
aural arts – for all arts, for that matter (only the difficulties of approach vary) – the balance and harmony of the whole can be achieved only by perceptive strengthenings and
relaxations of the inner tensions of the work. Only the richest feeling for the medium in the
artist, visual, aural, verbal, or culinary, will enable him to – such a work in depth; the
‘contemporary’ composer is easily tempted to treat real sound as an abstraction, something which he thinks he imagines, but fails to hear mentally. No wonder the results are
sometimes unbearable; it is as if a cook with no sense of taste were to say, “I believe
pineapple is sweet. We must have something to contrast with it – better mix it with garlic.” But the cook who worked along those lines would soon get the sack, whereas the
present-day composer may rely, if he wishes, on those who are afraid to commit themselves to dismissing his work. Ultimately, however, he must stand the test of time; if his
method is no better than the miserable cook’s, he will get the sack no less conclusively,
even though it may be posthumously.
The gramophone, especially since the advent of long-playing records, has so far
been one of the greatest and most effective means of separating the wheat from the chaff,
and it is the purpose of this book to encourage the inquiring music lover to make use of
this incomparable way of discovering the truth for himself. Music that is truly imagined
and felt will reward repetition, and the gramophone affords immense opportunities for
this. In a sense, the owner of a recording of some fascinating but still only partly understood work is close to the position of the viewer of a painting. He can return to it as and
when his mind is likely to be receptive to it, and he can even concentrate on those bits that
seem especially problematical, until he is able to appreciate the unity and validity of the
whole. In spite of what I have said earlier, there are very many works of our own time
that will give rich returns; the majority of composers are serious, sincere, and (at the elementary level) professionally competent; they are the fruitful soil from which the real
twentieth-century geniuses draw sustenance. The world we live in (and that must include
the intelligent, adventurous lover of music) provides the air these geniuses breathe; consequently, what they have to say is vital to everyone. I am not going to list them here; part
of the excitement of journeying into modern music is the personal thrill of discovering
something special, and in any case the contributors to this book have their own votes in
the matter. I shall content myself with mentioning at the end of this preamble one particular genius, not because he is more important than anyone else, but because he has hitherto been outrageously neglected.
This is perhaps the moment at which to make a few specific points about this book.
First, the classification of present-day music is a difficult problem; any method is bound
to be unsatisfactory. We have chosen to fit as many composers as possible into regional
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or national groups, with separate chapters to cover those who refuse to be so pigeonholed. Serial music, for instance, is essentially non-national, and must have separate treatment. Also Hindemith and Stravinsky, though certain racial characteristics may be discernible in their music, have had so international an influence that we thought it best to
treat them as the sources of two very different streams of thought, in a chapter that
would, by methods sometimes excusably Procrustean, bring in more composers difficult
to include elsewhere. Other composers can be felt to express unmistakable ‘national’
traits; these are also dealt with separately. Inevitably there is overlapping, and the contributors’ views do not always coincide; the editors, while they do not necessarily agree
with all these views, have welcomed their diversity. The index should be a means of tracing all references to a particular composer throughout the book. Do not expect the text to
contain detailed analyses of the works; the object here is to arouse interest enough to
cause the reader to buy the record – he will usually find sufficient in the way of analysis
or guide-lines in the record’s sleeve-note itself. The lists of recommended records are
selected by Oliver Prenn and reflect his own investigations; they do not pretend to be
complete (this is not a record catalogue), but may be taken as representative of the most
reliable versions of the music available at the time of going to press. It is hoped to publish this book annually, to keep the record lists up to date, and to invite a different set of
articles each year from various distinguished composers and writers. Finally, it is also our
object to urge the gramophone companies, to whom we already owe so much, to continue and widen their work in this field. There are still many fine contemporary works that
are not recorded, many of which are mentioned in the text of this book.
This brings me to the mention of a composer whose work has so far been neglected,
not only by the gramophone companies, but by the whole musical world. Havergal Brian
is now in his eighty-second year; his case is an extraordinary one, almost without parallel. He reached his late seventies before he was allowed to hear any of his symphonies (he
has now composed twelve) and has thus far heard only three. For many years it has been
customary, if his name has been mentioned at all, to dismiss him as one of those composers who became bogged down in heavily derivative, extravagant post-romanticism in
the early part of the century (it will be noticed that Hugh Ottaway, through lack of opportunity to know Brian’s late works, has not unnaturally fallen to this conclusion). Recent
performances of his Eighth and Ninth Symphonies in the Third Programme, however,
have revealed an altogether different composer. Through decade after decade of complete neglect, this iron-willed musician has composed steadily one massive work after
another, apparently without hope of ever hearing any of them and without making more
than token attempts to interest concert-giving organizations in them. He has achieved
pure detachment from personal ambition, so far as his reputation is concerned, but his
music has developed with astonishing power and consistency in accordance with a deeper ambition to find and conquer all that lies in the depths of his mind. There is, perhaps,
something almost awesome in the thought of a man composing steadfastly in obscurity,
certain of his own goal and heedless of outward success, and one’s sympathies might easTONIC 21 (2011)
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ily lead one to an over-valuation of his music. But such music as Brian’s does not encourage shallow sympathy; its strangeness and granite-like strength reflect with complete
faithfulness and profound imagination a mind of immense character that needs no pity.
The Ninth Symphony is one of the greatest and most concentrated of English works; its
brooding first movement grapples with the deep problems discovered by a spirit that has
been driven inwards upon itself, compelled to penetrate into mine beneath dark, hidden
mine in its own being, and the unshakable grandeur at the end of the symphony is a thing
far more powerful than ordinary triumph – it is like some titanic rock that has resisted the
slow erosion of millennia. The music of this and his other late symphonies is never predictable; nor is it in any sense ‘old-fashioned’. Its course is always entirely unforeseeable
and entirely inevitable. It does not cultivate harmonic harshness as a norm, yet it contains
many strange and wonderful sounds, such as could have been created in no time but the
present. Brian’s powers of organic construction, too, are remarkable in a period when
many composers, having witnessed the apparent destruction of a whole way of musical
thought, can do no better than play like naive children with jig-saw puzzles made from
what they imagine to be the fragments of the wreck. The strength of Brian lies in the foundations of his art; nothing is calculated for ‘effect’ (he has nothing to do with what Sir
Hugh Casson has so aptly called ‘look-no-hands architecture’) yet the real effect is utterly unlike that of any other music. This great old man is still exploring and finding new
things; few composers may be said to have done this after the age of seventy. We younger
composers who have benefited so greatly from the help of the British Council, the B.B.C.,
and other bodies, should be ashamed to accept it until this octogenarian, the master of us
all, has received his due.
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