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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis is an investigation into aspects of the life and songs of Sir Granville Ransome Bantock (1868–
1946). An accomplished composer, educator, conductor and administrator, he also travelled the world 
as an internationally respected examiner and adjudicator, leaving his mark on every facet of musical life. 
In addition to his busy professional life, simultaneously holding the positions of Principal of the 
Birmingham and Midland Institute School of Music (now the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire) and 
Peyton Professor at the University of Birmingham, he composed over 800 works incorporating every 
genre, of which more than half are songs. 
 Despite the flourishing of research into composers associated with the English Musical 
Renaissance, Bantock has been more or less overlooked. This thesis aims to redress the balance by 
examining Bantock’s life and music through a selection of his many songs, with an emphasis via 
dedicated case studies on those to texts by Shakespeare, Browning, and Wilde. While the Browning 
settings represent traits that led him to be considered the ‘English Wagner’, Bantock’s settings of 
Shakespeare and Wilde identify styles not regularly seen in his music as a composer of subtle, intimate 
music, and as a late explorer of a more dissonant musical language respectively. A compulsive reader, 
the thesis further examines Bantock’s obsession with literature and seeks to place his massive 
consumption of a broad variety of material within the wider field of his creative output in comparison 
with that of his contemporaries. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is an investigation of the life and songs of Sir Granville Ransome Bantock (1868–1946). Bantock 

lived and worked on a large scale. In addition to his demanding professional obligations and busy family 

life, he found the time to compose an enormous amount of music. At the peak of his career he was 

internationally regarded for his richly scored, literary inspired orchestral pieces such as Fifine at the Fair 

(1901 rev. 1911), The Witch of Atlas (1902) and The Pierrot of the Minute (1908), as well as his magnum opus, 

The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám (1906-9), a massive choral work in three parts. The prominence of these 

works, however, belies the fact that Bantock actually composed over 800 pieces spanning all genres from 

dramatic stage works and impressive ‘choral symphonies’ (Atalanta in Calydon and The Vanity of Vanities), 

to more intimate examples including chamber music, keyboard music, and songs. 

Throughout the course of his long life, the most prevalent instrument in Bantock’s oeuvre was the 

human voice; in total, more than half of his compositions are vocal works of which the majority are solo 

songs. The vocalist was constantly at the centre of his creative and professional work; as well as composing 

for voices, he was active as a choir master and an examiner/adjudicator of singing, both solo and choral.  

Between July 1887, aged 18, and the months immediately preceding his death in October 1946, 

Bantock composed over 400 songs, placing him second, in terms of quantity amongst English composers, 

only to Fritz Hart (1874–1949).1 Even though both Bantock and Hart’s healthy body of solo vocal material 

considerably exceeds the number of songs by their more popular contemporaries, it is now extremely rare 

to encounter even one of their songs in a recital. 

Academically, within the field of musicological research concerned with composers who lived and 

worked during the period commonly deemed the ‘British Musical Renaissance’, Bantock has by and large 

been overlooked, with only a relatively minor interest being established more recently. Comparatively, 

the wealth of recent scholarly literature available on both his major and minor contemporaries has swelled: 

 
1 Hart, a composer six years Bantock’s junior, composed more than 500 songs over a period of fifty years. For a comprehensive 
list of his songs see Banfield, Stephen, Sensibility and English Song (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 463-474. 
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monographs on major standard-bearers such as Parry, Stanford and Elgar, sit beside their lesser-known 

contemporaries including Hamish MacCunn, Havergal Brian, Roger Quilter, Henry Balfour Gardiner, 

and Arnold Bax.2 Though the greater part of the lives and music of the latter five are not as ‘familiar’ to 

the general British music enthusiast as the former three, they are each remembered for at least one work 

that has either sustained a place in the concert or church repertoire (for example, MacCunn’s overture 

The Land of the Mountain and the Flood, Quilter’s many beautiful songs, Bax’s tone poem Tintagel, and 

Gardiner’s popular anthem Evening Hymn), or for having written a work of historical significance, such as 

Boughton’s record-breaking opera The Immortal Hour,3 and Brian’s epic Gothic Symphony, by virtue of being 

the longest running opera in London and, lasting almost an hour and forty minutes, the longest symphony 

ever composed respectively. Bantock, on the other hand, is mostly forgotten. Following his death in 1946, 

both the man and his music drifted into obscurity. 

It is not too difficult to imagine reasons why this might be the case. As already highlighted, his 

compositional output alone is overwhelmingly large and even to consider one portion of it 

comprehensively would require a great many pages. A second consideration, namely the absence of any 

of his music from modern concert halls (playing host to an ‘out-of-sight, out-of-mind’ mentality), is 

certainly a stumbling block to reinstating Bantock’s name in the scholarly narrative of British musical 

heritage. Though there have been a number of recordings in recent years, they might be considered ‘niche’ 

and have appealed mainly to dedicated British music enthusiasts without provoking a resurgence of his 

music in performance. No single work, whether orchestral, choral, song, chamber, keyboard or 

otherwise, has sustained a place in the British musical canon, and rare occurrences of his music in 

performance are now considered a novelty. So long as this has been the case, there has (understandably) 

been no motivation to provide a thorough biography to complement renewed interest in his music. 

 
2 See Oates, Jennifer L., Hamish MacCunn (1868–1916): A Musical Life (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016); Eastaugh, Kenneth, 
Havergal Brian: the making of a composer (London: Harrap, 1976); Langfield, Valerie, Roger Quilter: His Life and Music 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2002); and Lloyd. Stephen, H. Balfour Gardiner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 
3 Particularly for its inclusion of the popular ‘Faery Song’. 
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Consequently, whilst also acknowledging the 150th Anniversary of Bantock’s birth in 2018, the initial 

motivation for this thesis was my own desire to fill a gap in British musical scholarship regarding Bantock’s 

life, fuelled by my interest in English art song. 

 

As highlighted above, due to the enormous amount of music he composed and his busy life, this thesis 

does not attempt to be comprehensive, but does aim to shed light on one of the least-explored facets of 

his music, and one that clearly meant a great deal to Bantock: his songs. For want of space, time, 

practicality, and in the interests of forming a coherent selection of his many songs, the scope of research 

has been guided by aspects of his enduring and obsessive compulsion for reading, and comprises his settings 

of Shakespeare, Browning, and Wilde. Many other angles could have been considered and the project 

might just as easily have been limited to his songs on Celtic or ‘Exotic’ themes, songs based on translations 

of Chinese, Japanese, and Greek poetry, or by period. The works selected, however, were not chosen at 

random and the rationale for their inclusion is elucidated in detail below. These three case studies devoted 

to specific poets are complemented by a new (yet still inexhaustive) biography that seeks to expand on the 

scant reliable information already available, whilst providing necessary context with the added benefit of 

correcting longstanding errors along the way. Additionally, there are chapters dedicated to an exploration 

of Bantock’s early recitations (or ‘melodramas’), as well as his voracious and seemingly indiscriminate 

appetite for literature. 

During the course of this project, it became apparent that existing biographical sources could not 

always be relied upon, especially regarding Bantock’s early life in particular, and that in order to place his 

music in the context of his life, a substantially new biography would have to be assembled. A reliable 

biography of any composer, not least one such as Bantock, whose associations and career were so broad, 

is more than simply interesting; it is essential in understanding their work. Chapter 1 ‘Biographical 

Sketch’, therefore, presents a new scholarly overview of Bantock’s life in two parts. 
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The first part examines his ancestry, charting in more precise detail than has been presented before 

the social and professional development of his family; his turbulent teenage education; his formative 

musical education prior to entrance at the Royal Academy of Music; and his career development prior to 

1900. Through a more probing study of his family history than has hitherto been attempted, it is possible 

to chart the Bantock family’s journey from working-class manual labourers to respectable Victorian 

middle-class society. Additionally, an understanding of Bantock’s early years is essential in navigating his 

lifelong view of the world and his place within it, as well as how it informed and is thereby reflected in his 

music. As a young conductor and later as an examiner for Trinity College of Music, Bantock travelled the 

globe and essentially considered himself a citizen of the world. His reluctance to engage with ‘Englishness’ 

can be identified in both his instrumental music and the poetry that inspired many of his vocal works. His 

cosmopolitan attitude is corroborated by his correspondence and firmly marks him out as an individualist. 

This chapter also includes a brief interlude detailing the circumstances of the Macfarren 

Scholarship, the generous terms and conditions of which made a significant difference to the lives of 

young composers for generations. The financial implications of the scholarship allowed the recipient to 

attend the Royal Academy of Music for three years free of charge. Beyond public announcements of its 

recipients, little has been written about the circumstances surrounding the establishment and award of the 

first Macfarren Scholarship, of which Bantock was the winner in January 1889. This interlude intends to 

fill that gap. Doing this helps to organise the previously muddled chronology of Bantock’s life. Its 

importance in Bantock’s life was palpable. In the first instance it was self-validation of his efforts and 

determination to be a composer; in the second, it was a clear affirmation to his family of his talent and 

potential, and that there could be a future for him as an artist. 

The second part continues the reconstruction of Bantock’s life and work from 1900 to his death in 

1946, though in less detail, and in a much more condensed and succinct format, designed to highlight 

significant personal and professional events that give a sense of the man behind the music, and ultimately 
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acknowledging his success as a composer, conductor, educator, and administrator. On joining the staff of 

the Birmingham and Midland Institute in 1900 and the University of Birmingham in 1908, his professional 

life became much more stable and better documented. There are fewer biographical errors in existing 

studies and a much greater wealth of resources upon which a dedicated Bantock biographer could draw. 

Additionally, when considered through the lens of his creative life, with the stabilising of his career via 

permanent employment, Bantock was able to write what he wanted. Consequently, the personal 

circumstances of his life were not dictated by commissions which, when he did receive them, he could 

pick and choose according to his motivation for the project. 

 

For the purpose of this thesis, an investigation into Bantock’s life in general helps to provide context whilst 

continuing to chart his ever-developing literary enthusiasm in terms of the writers that inspired him, both 

in vocal and non-vocal mediums. Following the ‘Biographical Sketch’, Chapter 2 ‘Bantock’s 

Literary Taste’, examines Bantock’s enthusiasm for literature in detail and briefly considers his place in 

Britain under the wider banner of the British Musical Renaissance. Reading played an extremely important 

part in Bantock’s life and creative work. In addition to equipping him with an extraordinarily broad 

personal knowledge and bank of literary reference incorporating many diverse writers and their works, it 

is clear from even the most cursory glance at his compositions that a wide-ranging love of literature played 

a central role in inspiring his work. In order to complement the investigation into Bantock’s songs through 

his musical treatment of specific poets in the case studies that follow, it is helpful to understand something 

of his voracious enthusiasm for reading and its wider impact on his music in general. This chapter seeks to 

evaluate the amount and breadth of literature with which Bantock engaged, both for his own pleasure, 

education and betterment, and as a stimulus for musical treatment. With specific reference to the poets 

chosen for his solo songs, it is possible to identify both trends and ‘one-offs’. The chapter is complemented 

by Appendix 2A which incorporates a list of all the poets he set in his songs, as well as Appendix 2B  
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which breaks them down into periods of his life. Additionally, Appendix 2C offers comparisons with a 

particular poet’s popularity with other composers, helping to identify those which were unique to 

Bantock. 

The analysis of poets that inspired his songs is deepened through a brief investigation of his many 

other works based on literary sources. An understanding of Bantock’s reading habits is useful in identifying 

similarities and differences with the choices made by his contemporaries which, in so doing, helps to 

establish his idiosyncratic enthusiasms and individuality as a song-composer. The investigation is led by the 

comprehensive song lists in Banfield’s Sensibility and English Song (which in Bantock’s case were informed 

by the Works List in Volume II of Trevor Bray’s PhD thesis,4 the catalogues of Bantock manuscripts at the 

Cadbury Research Library, Special Collections – University of Birmingham and The Library of 

Birmingham, Bantock’s list of books read in his diaries, descriptions of Bantock’s library in published 

sources, and a general overview of the poets that inspired his many other works. 

 

Chapters 3–6: The Recitations, and Settings of Shakespeare, Browning, and Wilde 

...his songs are among the best we have had from a 
British composer for over a century...5 

 
As implied by the titular word ‘aspects’, from a body of over 400 songs it has been necessary to be 

selective. From the various ways in which to dissect Bantock’s enormous catalogue of songs to form a 

coherent selection suitable for analysis and comparison, it has been necessary to impose restrictions, and 

decisions have been made in order to direct the investigation’s focus. In order to establish these 

restrictions, I have firstly taken my lead from Trevor Hold, albeit in a poetic rather than musical sense. In 

the preface to his book Parry to Finzi: Twenty English Song Composers, Hold highlighted that his criterion for 

selecting the composers discussed within was influenced partly by ‘quality’ not ‘quantity’, and 

 
4 Bray, Trevor, ‘Granville Bantock: His Life and Music’, PhD diss. (University of Cambridge, 1972) 
5 Beecham, Sir Thomas, A Mingled Chime: Leaves from an Autobiography (London: Hutchinson & Co.: 1944), 111. 
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consequently I have applied a similar rationale here. There is no discussion of Bantock’s settings of 

enthusiastic amateur poets. Naturally, by avoiding this avenue of investigation, songs with texts by Bantock 

himself, his brother, his wife, his children, and his friends have been omitted.  

Though it is not necessarily characteristic of the work of amateur poets that their poetry should be 

poor, in Bantock’s case much of it was by his wife, whose work today would certainly be dismissed as 

naïvely sentimental.7 Furthermore, a number of Bantock’s songs are to texts by amateur poets with whom 

he was personally acquainted, and the basis for their exclusion is that it is possible he might have felt 

obliged to respond musically in a manner that would neither offend the author, nor provide a foundation 

for the argument that these songs were joint collaborations – a position conveniently avoided by limiting 

the songs chosen for analysis to settings of poets that Bantock was clearly fond of, but not acquainted with. 

Thus, he was able to flex his creative muscles unfettered and uninhibited by personal, although often also 

professional, relationships. For a similar reason, though numerous, songs that required an intermediary 

translator, regardless of their eminence in the field, have been excluded due to Bantock’s personal 

acquaintance with a number of the translators he chose to set. Though they are not very many, there is no 

discussion of songs for children. Finally, no works earlier than 1892, Bantock’s final year as a student at 

the Royal Academy of Music, have made the cut beyond a general discussion of their importance in helping 

to establish Bantock’s wide literary tastes. 

 

Chapters three to six comprise four dedicated case studies on Bantock’s recitations (or ‘melodramas’) and 

his song settings of William Shakespeare (1564–1616), Robert Browning (1812–1889), and Oscar Wilde 

(1854–1900). More expansive introductions for each are included at the beginning of each chapter, but 

the rationale for their selection is discussed here. As these poets were chosen for both their particular 

 
7 Helena herself was in fact much more interested in painting, see Chapter 2. Examples of her published poetry include 
Schweitzer, Helen F., The Love-Philtre (London: J. Macqueen, 1897) and Bantock, Helen F., A Woman’s Love (London: Constable 
& Co., 1911). 
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impact on Bantock as well as on the wider field of English art song, each case study also includes a 

discussion of each poet’s general reception and musical reception in England, with the exception of 

Shakespeare whose reputation is more widely understood.  

Bantock’s life snugly coincides with a time when the solo songs of British composers were 

blossoming into what Trevor Hold has acknowledged as the ‘Second Golden Age of English Song’, running 

roughly from 1880 to 1940.8 Yet, despite Bantock’s contribution to the genre, this thesis is the first in-

depth scholarly investigation devoted to his songs, being preceded by only three very short articles 

designed for reading by the general public, and larger studies which incorporate Bantock merely by virtue 

of comparison to other composers.  

By shining the spotlight on a selection of Bantock’s many songs, this thesis seeks to expand on and 

complement the work already undertaken by other scholars and examines Bantock’s highly idiosyncratic 

and ambitious musical reaction to certain poets in song, in an attempt to establish a deeper understanding 

of his musical personality. 

Settings of Shakespeare were, unsurprisingly, ubiquitous during Bantock’s lifetime and though he 

composed only seven solo songs on Shakespeare’s texts, they are interesting by virtue of their simplicity 

when considered in the context of a composer whose reputation was not established on restraint. Robert 

Browning on the other hand, whilst extremely popular with Bantock’s contemporaries, had an especially 

potent influence on much of Bantock’s music including choral, orchestral and keyboard works, and was 

equally a particularly important influence on his songs. 

Musical treatment of Oscar Wilde’s work amongst English composers is almost unique to Bantock, 

and has been selected for several reasons: firstly, his 1941 setting of Wilde’s 1894 poem The Sphinx as a 

song-cycle for baritone and orchestra was preceded by very few other settings of a Wilde text by an English 

 
8 Hold, Trevor, From Parry to Finzi: Twenty English Song Composers (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2005), viii. 
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composer and serves to highlight something of Bantock’s literary individuality.9 Secondly, the scale of this 

work helps to establish Bantock’s evidently individual appreciation of Wilde, whilst also highlighting his 

individual nature as a composer – swimming against the tide of his contemporaries. Furthermore, the 

music of The Sphinx is interesting because it appears to contradict the commonly held supposition that 

Bantock was antagonistic towards post-First World War compositional trends; suggesting that he was 

experimenting with tonality in a way that was otherwise alien to him, and as such makes the work unique 

not only amongst his songs but also the rest of his output. 

 Beyond the solo songs, and as a point of interest, this study will capitalise on the opportunity to 

explore the late nineteenth and early twentieth century enthusiasm for the melodrama, to which genre 

Bantock contributed two early works (Thorvenda’s Dream and The Blessed Damozel) and argues that these 

works may have had an impact on the style of The Sphinx. This chapter will also consider the wider 

appreciation of the form and its popularity. 

With the exception of the two early recitations, the songs selected might all be considered ‘mature’ 

settings, the bulk of the investigation being bookended by two large song-cycles, the first being Lyrics from 

Ferishtah’s Fancies, composed in 1903 when Bantock was already 35 years old, and ending with The Sphinx, 

completed in 1941. Thus, the whole sits comfortably within the timeframe of the ‘Second Golden Age of 

English Song’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 Other Wilde settings include Frederic Cowen’s 1881 setting of ‘Serenade (For Music)’; George Butterworth’s 1911 setting 
of ‘Resquiescat’; Henry C.F. Castleman’s 1913 setting of ‘False Sphinx’, which is based on the final two stanzas of The Sphinx; 
and Francis George Scott’s 1913 setting of ‘Idyll (In the forest)’. 
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METHODOLOGY 

The first step in carrying out this research was to identify the most useful sources and their locations. 

Initial investigations were led by the bibliography in Trevor Bray’s Bantock PhD thesis in order to establish 

appropriate background reading as well as noting the most significant archives of primary sources. Bray’s 

bibliography has naturally been built on and expanded organically to take into account more recent books 

and articles either on, or with a direct relevance to Bantock, along with contextual scholarship focussing 

on the music and musicians within the time frame of the Bantock’s life. 

The most important archives of primary sources (manuscripts, diaries, correspondence, etc.) have 

been: The Granville Bantock Collection in the Cadbury Research Library – Special Collections at The 

University of Birmingham, The Granville Bantock Collection at The Library of Birmingham, and the 

Worcestershire Archive and Archaeology Service. Each of these locations hold a substantial amount of 

Bantock material. Other, smaller, archives were approached in order to clarify contradictory references 

in existing scholarship – for example, no previous writer has correctly related Bantock’s musical education 

and thus it was obvious that Trinity College of Music and the Royal Academy of Music needed to be 

contacted in order to confirm Bantock’s actual periods of attendance.10 The identification of relevant 

manuscripts and correspondences, in tandem with Bantock’s diaries, has facilitated appropriate musical 

analysis and the placing of his musical work within the timeframe of both his personal life and professional 

activities. 

A second important consideration was to share my initial ideas with the wider British musical 

research community whereby, through serendipitous word of mouth, it was possible to make appropriate 

introductions with individuals whose personal knowledge of Bantock himself have proved to be invaluable. 

Such connections allowed me to make the acquaintance of Bantock’s descendants who were able to grant 

 
10 The dates of his brief period at the City and Guilds of London Institute as a Chemical Engineering student have regrettably 
not been identified. 
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access to personal documents (such as the diaries) as well as offering their personal recollections.11 Such 

reminiscences are invaluable in establishing a colourful biography, though it is understood that without 

necessary documentation, such views can be exaggerated, incorrectly remembered, and so on, such as 

they must be approached with caution and with a pinch of salt. 

With specific reference to the case study chapters as discussed above, it has been necessary to engage 

with different research disciplines. For example, in the case of the Browning and Wilde chapters, it was 

essential to step into the field of literary research in order to gain an understanding of these writer’s 

contemporary and posthumous reputations. These chapters also necessitated the use of musical analysis in 

order to explore Bantock’s response to the texts in greater detail. Methods of harmonic and structural 

analysis were employed in particular to identify elements of Bantock’s musical language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 At the time of my research Bantock’s diaries were in the possession of his granddaughter, Fiona (daughter of Hamilton, 
Bantock’s third son), but they have since been deposited in the Worcester Archives and are in the process of being made 
available digitally. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

General Bantock Research Literature Review 

Within the wider resource of literature on early twentieth century English composers, musicians and the 

British Musical Renaissance, references to Bantock are variable. Autobiographies and biographies of his 

contemporaries, such as those on Havergal Brian, Boughton, Beecham, and Boult all include short, 

anecdotal references that help to build up a picture of his humanity, popularity and position, but he is 

never commented on in depth. Even Marjory Kennedy-Fraser, Bantock’s friend and collaborator on his 

only mature opera, The Seal Woman, skips over her relationship with the composer in her autobiography, 

A Life in Song, almost entirely.12 Throughout the more probing assessments of the British Musical 

Renaissance too, his life and work are similarly glossed over. 

Following Hadow’s English Music (published during Bantock’s lifetime and discussed below), the 

next major study of the British Musical Renaissance, by Frank Howes, identifies Bantock as a leading 

representative of Edwardian composers based in the Midlands. Following a brief biography, he compares 

Bantock to Saint-Saëns, suggesting that both could lay claim to ‘…the same fertility and facility…’ as 

much as they could to ‘…the same uncritical acceptance of the second-rate.’ That Bantock attempted to 

work on too grand and ambitious a scale (with a debt to Liszt, Wagner, and Strauss), along with his 

impervious reaction to self-censorship, is an idea which still persists, and Howes concludes his comments 

with the crushing assessment that, despite his attraction to colourful and exotic subjects, ‘Charm […] is 

too thin a diet to keep large organisms alive’.13 

Twelve years later, writing in 1978, Peter J. Pirie had little to say about Bantock except that he was 

strongly influenced by Wagner, and later by ‘…Hebridean tunes when it suited him.’14 Michael Trend, 

too, spotlights the influences of Wagner and Strauss, but also offers a brief biography that is positive in 

 
12 Kennedy-Fraser, Marjory, A Life in Song (London: Oxford University Press, 1929) 
13 Howes, Frank, The English Musical Renaissance (New York: Stein and Day, 1966), 199-202. 
14 Pirie, Peter J., The English Musical Renaissance (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1979), 36 and 49. 
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tone, and emphasises Bantock’s popularity, humanity and skill. It is relatively easy, however, to identify 

that his remarks find their source in writings by Anderton, Myrrha Bantock, Beecham, and Gerald 

Cumberland, rather than having formed any uniquely individual insights.15 

Volumes included in The Blackwell History of Music in Britain are recognised as seminal surveys of 

expert, rigorous scholarship, and have been useful in understanding aspects of British musical culture in 

the widest sense. But, beyond being included in various lists of composers active in one or other particular 

creative endeavour or administrative sphere, Bantock does not receive any particularly enriching or critical 

assessment. In essays on choral music, orchestral music and opera, as well as arts and academic 

administration, Bantock’s name appears either as a grace note identifying him as a composer active in these 

fields, or as that of a composer who showed great promise but failed to live up to the expectations 

exceeded by his contemporaries. 

Generally, throughout the volume The Romantic Age 1800–1914,  no definitive opinion is offered as 

to the quality of Bantock’s work or its impact on the wider creative relevance of his generation; what 

thoughts are represented are harsh, potentially misleading, and damaging: Stephen Banfield, for example, 

in his chapter ‘The Artist in Society’16 suggests that ‘Joseph Holbrook, and even Granville Bantock and 

Havergal Brian were all to a greater or lesser extent similarly pathetic bohemian figures’, while Michael 

Hurd in his essay ‘Glees, Madrigals, and Partsongs’ finds Bantock’s partsongs ‘technically very efficient, 

even adventurous, but so low in musical ideas as to leave little impression’.17 Percy M. Young, in his essay 

‘Orchestral Music’, highlights Bantock ‘as a composer of frightening versatility and insubstantial 

consequence’,18 but in the same breath suggests: 

That there is scant justice in the musical world is dominated by the fact that Granville Bantock’s 
‘Helena’ Variations – a splendid work which should for its interest be compared with ‘Enigma’ 

 
15 Trend, Michael, The Music Makers: Heirs and Rebels of the English Musical Renaissance, Elgar to Britten (London: George 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson Ltd, 1985), 78-83. 
16 Banfield, Stephen, ‘The Artist in Society’, The Blackwell History of Music in Britain: The Romantic Age 1800–1914 (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1988), 28. 
17 Ibid., Hurd, Michael, ‘Glees, Madrigals, and Partsongs’, 263. 
18 Ibid., Young, Percy M., ‘Orchestral Music’, 376. 
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– were also performed (by the Liverpool Philharmonic Society) that year, and promptly 
forgotten.19 
 

In his chapter on instrumental music of the twentieth century, ‘Instrumental Music I’, Peter Evans 

suggests that Bantock’s orchestral music is beset with the hallmarks of his more talented forbears and 

contemporaries including Liszt, Strauss and Sibelius. He concludes that, though Bantock’s orchestral 

works are ambitious in scope and orchestration, they are unsatisfactory in substance and lacking in strict 

technical proficiency.20 

 In the survey of music for voices, and despite his earlier dismissal of Bantock as a failed bohemian, 

Stephen Banfield in a very brief paragraph in his chapter on ‘Vocal Music’, writes of Bantock’s mammoth 

choral work Omar Khayyám as ‘a work of greatness after its fashion and one whose day may yet come’,23 

and highlights the evident sense of adventurous harmonic writing. Later, Banfield mentions Bantock’s 

choral symphonies, but they are not discussed. Finally, discussion of Bantock’s dramatic music makes only 

the slightest of appearances. In Matthew Rye’s chapter ‘Music and Drama’, Rye echoes Trevor Bray in 

leaning towards the opinion that the plot of Bantock’s 1924 opera The Seal Woman is there ‘only to support 

the many Hebridean folksongs’24 used as a melodic device throughout the work.  

On the whole, the opinions expressed in these two books are sadly unhelpful in building an accurate 

picture of Bantock’s creative output – especially the songs, which are not mentioned at all – but they do 

go some way to establishing an understanding of his reception amongst recent generations of (albeit 

unsympathetic) musicologists. In the first instance the assessments here are brief, and in the second they 

are overwhelmingly negative and dismissive; had the case been otherwise, we might have witnessed a 

greater amount of musical scholarship aimed at dissecting Bantock’s creative endeavours, but as these 

 
19 Ibid., Young, Percy M., ‘Orchestral Music’, 377 
20 Evans, Peter, ‘Instrumental Music I’, The Blackwell History of Music in Britain: The Twentieth Century (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), 
179-198. 
23 Ibid., Banfield, Stephen, ‘Vocal Music’, 408. 
24 Ibid., Rye, Matthew, ‘Music and Drama’, 349. 
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books are documents likely to be consulted by scholars prior to any serious study, their treatment of 

Bantock is unlikely to inspire any further investigation. 

By 1999 little had changed, and John Caldwell sustained the theory that Bantock was essentially a 

Wagnerite ‘…who wrote little of consequence after the First World War; [but who] could be regarded 

as innovatory in the English context, though in a purely post-Wagnerian direction that proved to be an 

artistic dead end.’ Caldwell does at least praise Bantock’s ‘…skilful … handling of the large-scale form 

and the orchestral medium’, suggesting that his music deserves to be better known, and comparing his 

musical personality to those of Saint-Saëns and Rimsky-Korsakov.25 Similarly, Stradling and Hughes 

identify Bantock as the chief Wagnerite of his generation , who was later lured by Celticism and Strauss.26 

It is important to note that Stradling and Hughes were historians, not musicologists, and as such were 

confronting and appraising the English Musical Renaissance with a primary emphasis on its cultural and 

political significance, rather than a stylistic or analytical study of its music. Consequently, Bantock’s place 

within their narrative is based on a broad understanding of his music and its impact (or lack thereof) at the 

time, rather than an assessment of his specific contribution to British musical culture – least of all his songs. 

In brief, Bantock is little more than a footnote in their study. 

All of these studies emphasise and preserve the opinion that Bantock was essentially second-hand 

Wagner and Strauss, without a distinctly individual voice of his own. Consequently, these assessments are 

perhaps to blame for discouraging any further engagement with Bantock’s life and music. There are, 

however, a small number of more recent scholarly writings that feature Bantock prominently and more 

positively. 

The most rigorously academic studies are by Michael Allis, who has written a number of articles 

and a book chapter on Bantock’s musical refiguring of dramatic narrative. In particular, these writings 

 
25 Caldwell, John, The Oxford History of Music, Volume II: From c.1715 to the Present Day (Oxford University Press, 1999), 267-
268, 294-295. 
26 Hughes, Meirion and Stradling, Robert, The English Musical Renaissance, 1840–1940: Constructing a National Music (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2001), 57, 91, and 138. 
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focus on Bantock’s response to poetry in his various orchestral works based on the poetry of Shelley, 

Southey, and Browning.27 Allis’ book British Music and Literary Context, incorporating a comprehensive 

investigation of Bantock’s Fifine at the Fair, is essential reading for an understanding of Bantock’s 

relationship with Browning.28 Allis concludes that Bantock’s reading and transfiguration of poetry into 

music is strong, and that similar works are worthy of investigation. This is an important opinion, 

highlighting that Bantock’s approach to poetry was well informed and keenly responsive to particularly 

colourful texts. The next logical move is to consider Bantock’s settings of poetry in song, and Allis’ work 

has laid the foundation. 

Of greater importance to this study, Allis’ edition of Granville Bantock’s Letters to William Wallace and 

Ernest Newman, 1893-1921: ‘Our new dawn of modern music’, is indispensable in researching aspects of 

Bantock’s private and personal life through his correspondence.29 Allis provides extensive footnotes, 

clarifying details of people, works and events identified in the letters, and precedes each year of 

correspondence with a brief rundown of the year’s achievements. 

Individual chapters in books and journals with a direct relevance to Bantock are few. Paul Watt’s 

investigation into Bantock’s time as Musical Director at the New Brighton Tower is a thorough exploration 

of Bantock’s employment there and includes a comprehensive list of the concerts he gave.30 

Within the field of research on Bantock’s many musical acquaintances, David Craik discusses the 

relationship between Holbrooke and Bantock in Joseph Holbrooke: Composer, Critic, Musical Patriot. With an 

 
27 See Allis, Michael, ‘Bantock and Southey: musical otherness and fatalism in Thalaba the Destroyer’, Music and Letters, Vol. 95 
No.1 (2014), 39-69; Allis, Michael, ‘A canvas of endless extent: Granville Bantock, Robert Southey and The Curse of Kehama 
project’, European Romantic Review, Vol. 27 No.2 (2016), 143-174; and Allis, Michael, ‘Reading Music through Literary 
Scholarship: Granville Bantock, Shelley, and The Witch of Atlas’, Journal of Musicological Research, Vol. 36 No.1 (2017), 6-28. 
28 Allis, Michael, British Music and Literary Context: Artistic Connections in the Long Nineteenth Century (Woodbridge, Suffolk: The 
Boydell Press, 2012) 
29 Allis, Michael, Granville Bantock’s Letter to William Wallace and Ernest Newman, 1893 – 1921: ‘Our new dawn of modern music’ 
(Woodbridge, Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2017) 
30 Watt, Paul, ‘A ‘Gigantic and Popular Place of Entertainment’: Granville Bantock and Music-Making at the New Brighton 
Tower in the Late 1890s’, RMA Research Chronicle, Vol.42 No.1 (2009), 109-164. 
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emphasis on their shared musical interests and correspondence, the chapter is predominantly about 

Holbrooke.31 

Bantock’s response to Oriental and Celtic influences is reflected in articles by Fiona Richards, 

Jennifer Oates, and Anne-Marie Forbes. As mentioned below, Forbes’ PhD was an exploration of the 

Celtic influence on British opera, but prior to completion she published an extract as a stand-alone article 

in which she compares Bantock’s The Seal Woman and Rootham’s The Two Sisters.32 Jennifer Oates, too, 

picked up the Celtic strain in her chapter ‘Scotland, the ‘Celtic North’, and the sea: Issues of identity in 

Bantock’s Hebridean Symphony (1915)’.33 At the geographically opposite end of the spectrum, Fiona 

Richards explores Bantock’s lavish response to the exotic in her chapter, ‘Granville Bantock and the 

Orient in the Midlands’. Richards discusses not only Bantock’s reaction to the Edwardian enthusiasm for 

exotic subject matter, but also its wider attraction reflected in the work of other Midlands-based 

composers such as Julius Harrison, Albert Ketèlbey, and Frederick Cowen. The chapter concludes that, 

though Bantock was very much at the centre of this concentrated enthusiasm (especially when taking into 

account his knowledge of Eastern culture and languages), his work was very much ‘of its time’.34 

Most recently, a comprehensive list of Bantock’s works and a bibliography have been published in 

the form of John Dressler’s Granville Bantock (1868–1946): A Guide to Research.35 The volume is a very 

welcome and useful addition to Bantock research, incorporating a great deal of information, including the 

location of manuscript sources, a discography, and an impressive bibliography including general 

references, obituaries, a list of Bantock’s own writings and details of archival material relating to Bantock 

at various libraries. As noted below, Bray’s PhD thesis incorporated the first complete Bantock catalogue 

 
31 Craik, David, ‘Friendship with Granville Bantock’, in Watt, Paul, and Forbes, Anne-Marie, (eds.), Joseph Holbrooke: Composer, 
Critic, Musical Patriot (Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 23-39. 
32 The Music Review, 51/2 (May 1990), 95-115. 
33 Saylor, Eric, and Scheer, Christopher M., (eds.), The Sea in the British Musical Imagination (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 
2015), 31-50. 
34 Richards, Fiona, ‘Granville Bantock and the Orient in the Midlands’, in Martin Clayton and Bennett Zon (eds.), Music and 
Orientalism in the British Empire, 1780s–1940s: Portrayal of the East (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 129-146. 
35 Dressler, John C., Granville Bantock (1868–1946): A Guide to Research (Clemson University Press, 2020) 
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but was heavily criticised for its myriad inaccuracies. Dressler’s book, whilst a laudable achievement, must 

similarly be used with caution. It is disappointing that the ‘Biographical Sketch’, for example, contains a 

number of errors that could easily have been cleared up by consulting original sources. Dressler confuses 

the Birmingham and Midland Institute (now the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire) and the University of 

Birmingham of which Bantock was simultaneously Principal of the School of Music (from 1900) and 

Peyton Professor (from 1908 following Elgar’s resignation) respectively, conflating them into one 

establishment when they were (and indeed still are) entirely separate. There are also mistakes in the works 

list and the reader is urged to check details with original sources. The list of bibliographical sources, 

however, is extremely impressive. 

 

‘Biographical Sketch’ Literature Review 1: Primary Sources 

In order to make sure the information presented in Chapter 1 is as accurate as possible, primary sources 

have been consulted wherever possible. These include census records, student records from Trinity 

College of Music and the Royal Academy of Music, certificates, score manuscripts, correspondence and, 

most importantly, Bantock’s diaries. 

Most of Bantock’s autograph manuscripts are held at the Cadbury Research Library – Special 

Collections (University of Birmingham) and are in fair copy. Others are held in a range of archives 

including the Library of Birmingham, the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire and publishers. When 

comparing the holdings of these archives against the Bantock Works List in Volume II of Bray’s thesis, it 

becomes clear that some scores are either lost, or have found their way unannounced to archives that have 

either not declared their holdings, do not know what they have, or whose catalogues are not searchable 

remotely. For example, until a recent visit to the library of the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire, it was 

undocumented that one of their Bantock files contained the only manuscript of his ‘choral symphony’, 

Vanity of Vanities, for six-part divisi chorus. 
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Bantock’s extant personal correspondence is vast: the collection at the Worcester Archive alone exceeds 

5000 letters, and further material can be found in many other public and private collections. Even in the 

age of the telephone, his surviving correspondence probably represents only a fraction of what he actually 

wrote. Nonetheless, published letters between Bantock and William Wallace, Bantock and Ernest 

Newman, and Bantock and Delius have been useful in highlighting his private and professional activities as 

well as some of his personal views.36 

From 1911, Bantock’s diaries (a collection of 31 volumes running from 1911 to 1946, with absent 

volumes for the years 1932–34, 1939, and 1944) help to shed much greater light on his day-to-day life. 

They illuminate his significant love of literature and the energy that powered the rate at which he worked, 

helping to build an accurate account of the man in his own words. Though they rarely record reactions to 

events, thoughts, or emotions and are, on the whole, simply an aide-mémoire of what he did, when, and 

with whom, they have proved essential in mapping the last three and a half decades of Bantock’s life. They 

do, however, give many indications of the art, music, theatre and literature with which he engaged, and 

the people with whom he associated socially and professionally. Most importantly, they give an insight 

into his compositional productivity, it being Bantock’s habit to keep a chronological record of his activity, 

including sketching new works, his preparation of manuscript paper for orchestral scores (ruling barlines), 

and the writing out in fair copy of completed works – this has been especially useful in identifying the date 

of completion of works where the actual manuscript is now lost. Bantock further illuminated his creative 

process by occasionally sharing details of his success (or absence thereof) dealing with publishers. 

Bantock’s approach to compositional method is uncertain, though there are a few more general 

clues. His son Raymond confirms that Bantock generally composed at night, presumably after the day’s 

 
36 At the time of researching this chapter, libraries and archives containing the greater part of Bantock’s unpublished 
correspondence were closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, rendering them inaccessible. 
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professional work was over.37 The diaries sometimes indicate when he began sketching a work, and then 

continue to chart his progress from ruling barlines for orchestral scores to the steady writing out of works 

in fair copy, by recording in his diary which bar he was up to. The diaries also reveal the remarkable speed 

at which Bantock worked. It appears to have been his practice to destroy sketches and rough work (though 

some sketch books are extant) and to keep only the fair copies. Occasionally, in terms of the larger 

published works, the fair copies of the orchestral score were held by the publisher as performing editions 

and sent out on loan. The orchestral score of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, for example, has now been 

deposited by Breitkopf & Härtel in the Staatsarchiv Leipzig, while the score of The Seal Woman remains in 

the possession of Boosey & Hawkes.38 

 

‘Biographical Sketch’ Literature Review 2:  

Literature about Bantock published during his lifetime 

To date, most of the published biographical literature about Bantock has been written by his friends, 

family, and professional colleagues. As such, it is biased by virtue of being insufficiently distanced from 

the man himself. Consequently, a new and more objective assessment is necessary. The early years in 

particular, on which the present study focusses, are instrumental in appreciating the impact of his student 

years, early employment and fledgling public reputation, on shaping his professional career and private 

music-making. 

Throughout his professional life Bantock was a prominent figure of international interest and 

naturally attracted the kind of media attention due to those in the public eye. He was the subject of a 

number of interviews and articles, covering both his life and music, and his work was frequently advertised 

and reviewed in the national press. 

 
37 Lloyd, Stephen, ‘Bantock: The Family Remembers’, Delius Society Journal, 80 (October 1983), 40. 
38 At the time of writing, the COVID-19 pandemic has restricted access to international archives and consequently it has not 
been possible to view the full score of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies. The score of The Seal Woman on the other hand, now fragile, 
is being edited and typeset for the first time by the present writer. 
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Interviews were often conducted with the composer himself and are generally ‘conversational’ in 

tone, designed to give the non-musical reader a flavour of his character, though they occasionally share 

some of his personal views on music, education, and art.39 Biographical details are regularly regurgitated 

from one to the next with a particular focus on his education, his professional life, his compositions to 

date and descriptions of his home, art collection and his broad range of interests reflected in a large library. 

As so much of the information in them is hardly unique they do not warrant individual mention.40 

The first extended article on Bantock’s life and music appeared in the Musical Times on 1 January 

1909; although the article does not cite an author it is clear that Bantock, his friends, colleagues, and 

former composition tutor Frederick Corder were interviewed in order to assemble the most 

comprehensive picture of his life and work to date. Naturally, it is likely that the article was also very 

selective, in order to present Bantock in the best possible light. It has become apparent throughout this 

research, however, that the article contains some factual inaccuracies. 

Prior to this article, the only mention of Bantock in print is limited to newspaper reports: these 

include announcements regarding his award of the Macfarren Scholarship in 1889, an early engagement 

notice for a wedding that never took place, reviews of his music, and announcements of successful job 

applications in New Brighton and Birmingham. Following these appointments, the critical press 

(specifically, national newspapers and dedicated musical journals) continued to publish reviews of his work 

as a composer and conductor, which have been useful in building a picture of his national and international 

reception.41 

 
39 A good example is Buckley, Robert, J., ‘Granville Bantock: A Famous Musician at Home’, Pall Mall Magazine (October 
1912), 584-593. 
40 An extensive list of articles about and interviews with Bantock can be found in Dressler, John C., Granville Bantock (1868–
1946): A Guide to Research (Clemson University Press, 2020). 
41 Bantock’s relationship with the press is discussed in detail by Lewis Foreman in two articles published by the British Music 
Society. See: Foreman, Lewis, ‘Bantock Meets the Press: celebrating the new music before the First World War’, British Music: 
The Journal of the British Music Society, 25 (2003),29-41; and Foreman, Lewis, ‘Granville Bantock and Ernest Newman: the rôle 
of a press champion in promoting a composer in the early twentieth century’, British Music: The Journal of the British Music Society, 
29 (2007), 7-27. 
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The most significant attempt to address Bantock’s life and music in print during his lifetime 

appeared in 1915 (when he still had 31 years to live), being a short book written by his friend and 

colleague, Howard Orsmond Anderton. Anderton set down the basic details of Bantock’s early life and, 

as he cites no sources, it is likely that all details regarding Bantock’s formative years were given directly 

to him by the composer himself and other interviewees. With the aid of more reliable sources, it is 

apparent that either Anderton’s notes or Bantock’s recollections were prone to error, including important 

dates and events. Consequently, the reliability of the information must be questioned. Furthermore, 

despite the fact that Anderton and Bantock would eventually part company on poor terms, in 1915 the 

pair were still friends and colleagues, and it is probable that Anderton felt obliged to make the book as 

flattering as possible, especially when considering it would be available to Bantock himself, his wife, their 

four young children, and friends. 

Significant assessments of Bantock’s life and music published without his direct participation but 

during his lifetime include Herbert Antcliffe’s article ‘A Brief Survey of the Works of Granville Bantock’ 

for The Musical Quarterly (1918),42 and writings such as those by his friends Sydney Grew and Gerald 

Cumberland.43 Antcliffe considers Bantock’s music up to 1918, highlighting his interests, influences, and 

reliance on literature as a creative stimulus, but without venturing an opinion on the quality of the music. 

Grew and Cumberland provided more personal accounts of Bantock as a teacher and friend, recounting 

his generous and eccentric nature in their books Our Favourite Musicians, and Set Down in Malice, 

respectively.44 Cumberland, whose book is essentially a collection of anecdotes about his personal 

acquaintances from George Bernard Shaw to Herbert Tree, commenced his remembrances of Bantock 

with the following paean: 

 
42 Antcliffe, Herbert, ‘A Brief Survey of the Works of Granville Bantock’, The Musical Quarterly, Vol.4 No.3 (July 1918), 333-
346. 
43 Gerald Cumberland, pseudonym of Charles Frederick Kenyon (1879–1926), was a British author, journalist, poet, and 
composer.  
44 See Grew, Sydney, Our Favourite Musicians (London: Peter Davies, 1928, 2nd edition); and Cumberland, Gerald, Set Down in 
Malice: A Book of Reminiscences (London: Grant Richards, 1919). 
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At the present moment there are only two names that are of vital importance in British creative 
music – Sir Edward Elgar and Granville Bantock. No two men could be in more violent 
contrast: Elgar, conservative, soured with the aristocratic point of view, super-refined, deeply 
religious; Bantock, democratic, Rabelaisian, free-thinking, gorgeously human.45 

 
The assessment ‘gorgeously human’ is particularly striking and has been influential in provoking the 

biographical chapter of this thesis. 

Under a more critical lens, Grew also contributed an article on Bantock to The Sackbutt, in which 

he considers that he (Bantock) ‘… has fatally handicapped his music by allowing it to have enormous 

technical difficulty, also by so planning it as to make it expensive to produce…’. Nonetheless, Grew 

ultimately concludes that ‘Art of Bantock’s type is valuable according to the measure of its charm. It is 

without the virtues of rhythm, pure form, spiritual energy, or generalised emotion; but it is brimful of 

sensuous beauty.’46 

By 1922 Bantock was considered worthy of mention in the second edition of Grove’s Dictionary of 

Music and Musicians (Grove II), then under the editorship of the writer and critic J.A. Fuller Maitland (1856–

1936). Like many Grove articles of the time it is essentially biographical, but praises in particular his 

individual affinity as ‘…one of the most successful musical colourists of the day.’47 Two years later, Cecil 

Gray in A Survey of Contemporary Music succinctly sums up his opinion of the composer in a single sentence, 

suggesting that ‘Holbrook and Bantock have followed Strauss’,48 a comment for which he provides neither 

explanation nor evidence. Following this seemingly dismissive critique, Henry Hadow was kinder, 

praising Bantock as ‘…a man of wide and cultivated mind, a keen student of eastern poetry and 

philosophy, and a composer of strong forcible eloquence who moves by predilection in the great spaces 

and breathes most freely in the open and larger air.’49 Evidently a ‘fan’, Hadow sympathetically and 

succinctly summed up Bantock’s composing career, concluding that: ‘His work is hard to perform, it is 

 
45 Ibid., 246. 
46 Grew, Sydney, ‘Granville Bantock’, The Sackbutt (June 1921), 18-28. 
47 Fuller Maitland, J.A., ed., ‘Bantock, Granville’, Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians (London: Macmillan and Co., 
Limited, 1922), 181-182. 
48 Gray, Cecil, A Survey of Contemporary Music (London: Humphrey Milford, 1924), 251. 
49 Hadow, Henry, English Music (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1931), 163-164. 
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sometimes hard to follow, but it is on the epic scale and it amply repays those by whom its difficulties are 

surmounted.’ Published fifteen years before his death, it is possible that Bantock might have read this and 

been gratified by a writer who did not compare his music to Wagner or Strauss. Alternatively, being so 

self-assured, it is also possible that he did not care about criticism. 

Bantock’s own prose writings are few. Indeed, in the article quoted in footnote nine, the author 

expressed his exasperation in attempting to get Bantock to talk about music at all, and it follows that his 

enthusiasm to put pen to paper regarding musical matters was slim. Nonetheless, he was occasionally 

persuaded to contribute to various journals and newspapers and what little extant literature there is 

highlights Bantock’s thoughts on music education, the festival movement, new music, and world music.50 

 

‘Biographical Sketch’ Literature Review 3: 

Literature about Bantock published after his death 

There have been three Bantock Societies, all of which ultimately failed and disbanded. The first, 

established shortly after his death, proudly engaged Jean Sibelius as its President, but achieved little more 

than raising the funds for Beecham to record Fifine at the Fair. The second, which operated throughout the 

early 1980s, produced a quarterly Bantock Society Journal and occasional newsletters. These were small A5 

booklets featuring articles by predominantly amateur writers who succeeded in producing little more than 

interesting but amateurish efforts at exposing his life and work in detail to few more than already 

enthusiastic society members. The third incarnation of the Society, founded in the early 2010s (with the 

present writer as a trustee), re-established the Journal, but the enterprise was short lived due to lack of 

interest. 

 

 

 
50 A list of ‘Writings by Granville Bantock’ can be found in Dressler, John C., Granville Bantock (1868–1946): A Guide to Research 
(Clemson University Press, 2020). 
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PhD Theses 

It was not until 1972, 26 years after his death, that a proper academic study attempted to shed new light 

on Bantock via a biography and a comprehensive catalogue of compositions – the first since Anderton’s 

book of 1915. This was Trevor Bray’s Cambridge PhD thesis, Granville Bantock: His Life and Music. Though 

the study was heavily criticised for its inaccuracies,51 it has a great deal to recommend it and is easily the 

most obvious and useful starting point for any Bantock research. In line with the typical scale of PhDs at 

the time, it is regrettable that Bray attempted to cover so much, and the reliability and depth of 

information is occasionally questionable; Bray sometimes simply quotes large sections of Bantock’s diary. 

Therefore, his thesis is best considered a foundation for further Bantock research with facts being 

rigorously qualified before being quoted. Additionally, Bray incorporates into his thesis a complete works 

list, the provenance of which is uncertain, but which was allegedly compiled by Bantock’s widow and 

typed by his children. Bray had the advantage of regular communication with Bantock’s children and access 

to many primary sources, and consequently the source of much of his information is inadequately 

documented personal remembrances. Though I have had the good fortune to become acquainted with 

subsequent generations of the Bantock family, in particular his grandson, Dr Cuillin Bantock, their 

personal remembrances of him are not as vivid. 

More recently, a second Bantock-specific PhD thesis appeared in 2009 by Matthew Kickasola: 

Granville Bantock and the English Choral Imagination (Washington University in St Louis, 2009), in which he 

discusses Bantock’s larger a capella choral works by way of individual case studies and offering only a very 

brief introduction to his life. The significant revival of scholarly interest in British music during the 1990s 

and 2000s notwithstanding, the gap of 37 years between Bray and Kickasola’s theses illustrates the 

significant lack of scholarly interest in Bantock as the primary focus of research. Other theses incorporating 

localised elements of Bantock’s work have been less relevant to this study but are usefully identified as 

 
51 Bantock Society Journal, Vol.2 (Winter 1997), 43. 
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highlights in the broader range of Bantock scholarship. These include: Anne-Marie Forbes’ 1992 study 

‘Celticism in British Opera of the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries’ in which she considers 

the impact of Celtic themes on The Seal Woman (University of Queensland, 1992); Guido Heldt’s 1996 

study of nationalism in twentieth-century English tone-poems;53 Ching-Hsuan Lily Hsieh’s 2004 

investigation into settings of the Chinese poet Li-Po;’54 Gareth Thomas’s ‘The Impact of Russian Music in 

England, 1893–1929’(University of Birmingham, 2005), in which he discusses the debt owed by Bantock 

to the prevalence of Russian orchestral music in England around the turn of the twentieth century and its 

lasting effect on his own symphonic oeuvre; and, most recently, Peter Atkinson’s ‘Regeneration and Re-

Enchantment: British Music and Wagnerism, 1880–1920’ (University of Birmingham, 2017) which 

considers in detail the impact of Wagner on Bantock’s first opera, Caedmar. Additionally, there are at least 

four further doctoral theses that reference Bantock but in which he is not the primary focus.55 

 

Writings by Bantock’s Family 

The first biographical details about Bantock shared by his family appear to arrive in the form of an 

unpublished and undated autobiographical memoir titled A Remembrance of Things Past,56 written by 

Bantock’s widow, Helena. This document alerts us to illuminating details about their courtship and 

Bantock’s life around the time of his application to the Royal Academy of Music. 

 
53 Heldt, Guido, ‘Das Nationale als Problem in der englischen Musik des frühen 20. Jahrhunderts. Tondichtungen von Granville 
Bantock, Ralph Vaughan Williams, Edward Elgar, George Butterworth, Gerald Finzi und Gustav Holst’, PhD diss. (University 
of Münster, 1996). [‘The national idea as a problem in English early–20th-century music: Tone poems by Granville Bantock, 
Ralph Vaughan Williams, Edward Elgar, George Butterworth, Gerald Finzi, and Gustav Holst’]. 
54 Hsieh, Ching-Hsuan Lily, ‘Chinese poetry of Li Po set by four twentieth-century British composers: Bantock, Warlock, Bliss 
and Lambert’ PhD diss. (Ohio State University, 2004) 
55 See Van Ess, Donald H., ‘The Stylistic Evolution of the English Brass Ensemble’, PhD diss. (University of Boston, 1963); 
Richardson, Paul A., ‘A Guide for the Study of Solo Song Literature in the English Language by Selected Composers of the 
Twentieth Century’, D.Mus.Arts diss. (Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky, 1979); Carson, Valerie, 
‘A Protean Spirit: William Wallace: Artist, Composer and Catalyst’, PhD diss. (University of Durham, 1999); and Little, 
Christopher, ‘Beyond England’s ‘Green and Pleasant Land’: English Romantics Outside the Musical Renaissance’, PhD diss. 
(University of Kentucky, 2016). 
56 Held in the Bantock Archive at the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire. 
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Later, in 1972, Bantock’s daughter, Myrrha, published a personal memoir of her father, Granville 

Bantock: a personal portrait. It is an affectionate account their family life, full of interesting day-to-day 

details, but naturally biased towards her father, focussing entirely on his character and her reminiscences 

of him. It is consequently inevitably subjective and colloquial. Myrrha falls foul of the same historical 

inaccuracies featured in the earlier writings, which she might have relied on for information, but the 

blessing of this book is also its curse: being Bantock’s daughter, Myrrha was obviously privy to many 

undocumented details of her father’s life and, as she does not corroborate sources of information in 

footnotes or a bibliography, the book is best viewed through the lens of personal memories of private 

events. 

 In October 1983, The Delius Society Journal ran a ‘…special double issue … mostly devoted to 

Granville Bantock, a figure much neglected today and probably best known to Delians as the conductor 

of the first performance of Brigg Fair.’57 That the introduction to the issue suggests that Bantock was 

‘probably best known’ to Delians as a conductor serves to highlight how little was known at this time 

about his life and music even amongst British music enthusiasts. The issue is particularly illuminating by 

virtue of an article titled ‘Bantock: The Family Remembers’ which comprises two condensed interviews 

with his sons, Julian (Angus), and Raymond. The article is particularly useful in sharing details of Bantock’s 

interests, character and personal acquaintances.58 Not least amongst the revelations with a particular 

reference to this study is the fact that Raymond’s middle name was Robert in honour of Browning – 

emphasising Bantock’s reverence for that particular poet. Additional interesting details include the 

intelligence that Bantock ‘…usually composed at night’, offering a glimpse into how he managed to 

compose so much music on top of his busy professional life. The article also highlights Bantock’s devotion 

 
57 The Delius Society Journal, No.80 (October 1983), 3. 
58 A particular friendship with the Irish poet George Russell (who wrote under the pseudonym Æ), for instance, reveals a 
deeper personal acquaintance with the Irish Literary Revival. Indeed, it was through this friendship that Raymond later met 
W.B. Yeats. Raymond was also friends with Vyvyan Holland (1886–1967), the second son of Oscar Wilde, the pair having 
met whilst studying at Oxford. 
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to Russian music and Strauss, describing his disappointment in having to turn down an invitation from 

Boult to lunch with Strauss owing to a committee meeting. This point perhaps serves to guide our 

understanding of Bantock’s approach to duty and responsibility – at such an august invitation he could 

surely have excused himself from a standard committee meeting. 

More recently, Bantock’s grandson, Cuillin, has produced two small books about his ancestor. The 

first, Never Lukewarm (EM Publishing, 2012) is an affectionate collection of colloquial recollections about 

his grandparents. The second, A Musical Wanderer: The Later years of Granville Bantock (EM Publishing, 2018) 

focusses on Bantock’s final years from 1938, viewed through the lens of his diaries. These books, along 

with Myrrha’s and Helena’s memoirs and the Delius Society Journal article were never intended to be 

scholarly rigorous but have been useful in forming an image of Bantock through the eyes of his family. 

 

Literature about Bantock’s Songs 

In addition to the wealth of literature on the British Musical Renaissance in general, there have been two 

especially important books specifically focussed on English art song: Stephen Banfield’s seminal tome 

Sensibility and English Song, and Trevor Hold’s rather lighter book for general consumption, Parry to Finzi: 

Twenty English Song Composers. Banfield’s book is the more scholarly, while Hold’s book, though still 

rigorously researched and expert in its elucidation of the form, is designed for reading by the layman. 

Neither treat Bantock kindly – he is heavily criticised by Banfield and, though not without explanation, 

ignored completely by Hold. In his preface Hold sets out his stall by laying out the parameters that guided 

his research: 

My criterion for the twenty songwriters chosen has simply been major songwriters. Major has 
nothing to do with quantity, everything to do with quality. I have been completely unswayed 
by ‘sheer weight of numbers’: hence, no Granville Bantock, no Josef Holbrook, no Cyril Scott; 
hence, too, the chapters, albeit short, on George Butterworth and Denis Browne.59 

 

 
59 Hold, Trevor, Parry to Finzi: Twenty English Song Composers (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2002), viii.  
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The emphasis on identifying ‘quality’ as a factor of making one a ‘major’ composer is problematic: 

Hold elaborates the ‘characteristics and qualities’ of English Romantic Song, but not what constitutes 

‘quality’ specifically – consequently, his appreciation of ‘quality’ appears to be entirely subjective. Hold, 

then, clearly did not consider Bantock to be a good song composer; had he done so, he might have 

considered devoting a chapter of his book to Bantock’s work in detail. 

Outside these over-arching studies of English art song in general, it has been possible to trace three 

articles whose specific focus is Bantock’s songs.  In chronological order they are: 

Lowe, George, ‘The Songs of Granville Bantock’, in Musical Opinion & Music Trade Review (May 
1911), 541-542, reprinted in The Bantock Society Journal, Vol.3 No.1 (Summer 1998), 36-38. 

 
Ould, Hermon, ‘The Songs of Granville Bantock’, The English Review (March 1928), 358-362 

 
Morris, W. Hayford, ‘The Songs of Granville Bantock’, Fanfare (April 1953), 6-7. 

 
As can be seen from the page numbers, these articles are very short. They were designed for reading 

by the layman and offer only a very general introduction to Bantock’s songs with no real discussion of his 

music. Opinions presented within them are personal rather than scholarly and are based purely on the 

writer’s interest with a greater emphasis on what Bantock wrote rather than how he wrote it and whether 

it was successful or otherwise. Though an interesting starting point, what they lack in depth provides the 

perfect opportunity for the argument that there is currently insufficient literature on the greatest part of 

Bantock’s output.  

Still within the parameters of Bantock’s songs and the case study chapters of this thesis, relevant 

literature around Shakespeare, Browning and Wilde has been identified in order to illustrate their 

reception and to inform how and why Bantock might have engaged with them and their work. 

 

Audio/Visual Resources: Discography & DVD 

The lack of recent scholarly literature on Bantock is contradicted by a considerably more generous 

discography, due in part to the enterprising record labels, conductors and artists sympathetic to the 

promotion of British music. Complementing a wealth of historic archive broadcasts, the most positive and 
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extensive response to Bantock’s music has been the effort made by British-music champion Vernon 

Handley to record many of the orchestral and large-scale choral works with the Hyperion and Chandos 

labels. The Dutton label, too, has made an important effort with his chamber music. It is interesting to 

note that other conductors associated with the elevation of rare British repertoire via professional 

recordings, such as Richard Hickox, David Lloyd Jones and Martyn Brabbins, have not been more 

proactive in promoting Bantock in their expansive surveys of British music for Chandos and Naxos. 

Novelty discs, designed to appeal specifically to the British-music enthusiast, include one 

particularly special release from Dutton that presents a small (but not exhaustive) collection of historical 

Bantock recordings compiled from 78s. Aside from featuring a fascinating recording of Bantock himself 

speaking about the music of Sibelius, the selections are otherwise not representative of his skill as a 

composer. Other individual discs focussing on Bantock’s brass band works, ‘choral symphonies’ and 

smaller choral works have been released on a variety of labels, and a comprehensive discography can be 

found in Dressler. 

Finally, a DVD, Sir Granville Bantock 1868–1946: The Forgotten Man of British Music, was produced 

by Bantock’s grandson, Anton. Like Myrrha Bantock’s book discussed earlier, the film is an affectionate 

account of the Bantock family but, though Anton provides considerably more historical detail of Bantock’s 

professional life than Myrrha, his sources of information are predominantly personal and as such cannot 

always be verified, consequently the accuracy of the information cannot be relied on without further 

research. 

The film is very much an amateur enthusiast’s effort and is beset with shortcomings; chiefly that it 

is extremely long with very low aesthetic production values, sprawling across two poorly edited discs of 

Anton speaking about his grandfather’s life and music, to a backdrop of photographs and relevant stock 

images that provide a visual aide to an otherwise rather static lecture. The DVD does, however, offer a 
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brief but interesting interview with Stephen Banfield who, in conversation with Anton, questions 

Bantock’s personality and offers an analysis of his harmonic style. 

There appears to be little archive footage of Bantock on video but, for the truly devoted wishing to 

catch a glimpse of the composer in real-time, he can be seen for mere moments in a second documentary 

made by Anton about his mother, the composer Margaret More.60 

 

In consideration of all the literature addressed above, it is clear that there is a great deal of room for further 

investigations into every facet of Bantock’s life and music, from his personal life and professional activities, 

to every aspect of his compositions. The current literature available is disparate and random, though 

isolated articles, such as those by Allis, Oates and Watt, are of very high quality. Presently, the most 

focussed investigations and discussions of Bantock’s music rest on the merits of his colourful orchestral 

works (and even then only a handful of pieces), with other genres severely neglected. 

 The most useful sources have without a doubt been Bantock’s diaries, correspondence and 

manuscripts, all of which are direct legacies of the man himself. Other sources, such as articles by his 

friends and family have been instrumental in adding necessary colour to an appreciation of his hardworking 

and eccentric character. It has been necessary to guard against some sources, such as Hold, as their swift 

assessments of Bantock were not really based on a thorough appraisal of the material. 

With the aid of much more easily accessed materials and by presenting a more objective view, this 

thesis aims to plug the gap, initially by establishing the foundations of a much more in-depth and accurate 

biography (i.e., one not compiled by the people who knew him and were consequently biased), and by 

considering a representative portion of his many songs as the basis for further study. 

 
60 Margaret More, composer. YouTube video, 55:20. Posted by Gavin Bantock, 10 Apr 2018. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=pUO7c5rvfjE&app=desktop [accessed 28 Sept 2016]. 
Margaret More (1903–1966) was a British composer who married Bantock’s second son, Raymond, in 1930. The footage of 
Bantock was taken at Margaret and Raymond’s wedding. 
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CHAPTER 1 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

So who, pray, is Sir Granville Ransome Bantock?1 

Family Background 

The beginnings of a privileged existence for the Bantock family appear to start with the latter years of 

Granville Bantock’s paternal grandfather, Benjamin, who was born to Thomas, a potash burner, and Ann 

on 4 October 1792. Benjamin’s name is recorded in the Baptismal Register of St Mary’s Parish Church, 

Preston St Mary, Suffolk, on 18 November of the same year.2 Nothing is known of his early life but, owing 

to the rich agricultural tradition of his home county and his later chosen career, it is not unreasonable to 

assume that Benjamin was raised with a thorough grounding in the cultivation of land and animals. It is not 

known how or why, but Benjamin eventually settled at Golspie, Sutherland, initially as First Gamekeeper 

and eventually Head Gamekeeper to Elizabeth, Countess of Sutherland, whose family seat was Dunrobin 

Castle. Whilst at Golspie he married his second wife, local girl Janet Munro, a Housemaid at Dunrobin 

Castle, who bore him eleven children.3 

Whether Benjamin’s income as Head Gamekeeper supported such home comforts as servants, or 

whether these were provided by (and probably for) the Sutherland estate and shared the Bantock lodgings,4 

we can be sure that his large family was well looked after, and provided enough disposable income for the 

 
1 Service, Tom. 2013. Proms 2013: Just who is Granville Bantock? The Guardian, 19 Apr 2013. 
https://www.theguardian.com/music/tomserviceblog/2013/apr/19/proms-2013-granville-bantock 
[accessed 25 Mar 2014] 
2 In his brief explanation of the Bantock family background, Bray gives only Lavenham, Suffolk, as Benjamin’s birthplace (p.1), 
but a consultation of the parish records held at Bury St Edmunds reveal that his birth was in fact registered in the neighbouring 
parish of Preston St Mary. 
3 Granville Bantock’s second son, Raymond (1900–1988), compiled a family tree that, with the help of digitised archives, I 
have embellished; see Appendix 1. 
4 Financial and employment records for Dunrobin Castle are now held at the National Archives of Scotland in Edinburgh. In 
1851 the Bantock home was kept at Dunrobin Mains, a Farmhouse and Keeper’s Cottage described as a ‘19th century pair of 
two-storey cottages.’ See 
British Listed Buildings. Dunrobin Main Farmhouse, Dunrobin Castle. 
http://www.britishlistedbuildings.co.uk/sc-7056-dunrobin-mains-dunrobin-farmhouse-and-keep [accessed 1 Feb 2014] 
Two House Servants and the Assistant Gamekeeper also lived there but may have in fact worked at the castle but not lived in 
it, as servants to the Sutherland estate rather than the Bantocks. 
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children to be well educated; the 1851 census reveals that all of Bantock’s youngest children were in 

school (from John, aged nine, to Elizabeth, aged 16), rather than working on the Countess’s estate, with 

the exception of Donald, aged 18, who assisted his father as a Game Keeper, and William, aged 20, who 

was a Writer’s Clerk. 

 

 

Figure 1: Benjamin Bantock (1792–1863) 
Photo reproduced by permission of Cuillin Bantock. 

 
 

Figure 2: Janet Bantock (1799–1879) 
Photo reproduced by permission of Cuillin Bantock.

 

Two of Benjamin’s sons, Thomas and George, brought the first waves of professional respectability and 

recognition to the Bantock name for which, in addition to their own hard work, they initially had their 

father’s financial stability to thank. Details of Thomas’s life and work are scattered about the internet in 

several local history websites; the following brief biography attempts to connect the most salient points.5  

 
5 Information collated from the following sources: 
Wolverhampton City Council. 2005. Bantock House. 
http://www.wolverhamptonhistory.org.uk/politics/buildings/bantock [accessed 1 Feb 2014] 
Hickman, Peter, with Dance, Marion, and Webb Gillian. The People of Bantock House: Thomas Bantock.  
http://www.historywebsite.co.uk/articles/Exhibition/bantock/bantock03.htm [accessed 1 Feb 2014] 
Blossom. 2012. Thomas Bantock & Company, Wolverhampton. Darley’s Daily Dawdle (blog).  
http://darley135.blogspot.co.uk/2012/03/thomas-bantock-company-wolverhampton.html [accessed 1 Feb 2014] 
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Born in 1823 at Golspie, Thomas was educated in Sutherland. An excellent and prize-winning student, he 

was taken on at sixteen by the Trustees of the Duke of Bridgewater, whose interests were in collieries and 

canals. Though it is uncertain where he was based initially, Thomas is reported to have undertaken a 

variety of positions and duties in collieries, canals and transport departments until 1849 when he was sent, 

at the age of 26, to Wolverhampton as the Trustees’ agent. With a keen eye for business and obvious 

affinity for hard work, Thomas set about establishing his own business. Thomas Bantock & Company was 

successful and, by 1858, he had developed a valuable contract with the Great Western Railway for whom 

he also worked in the transport department, as well as being an ironmaster, coal miner and builder of 

boats and wagons. In 1862 Thomas married Mary Dickinson,6 and their subsequent prosperity allowed 

them to move into the spacious Merridale House in 1867, where they raised a large family. Aside from 

being a well-respected businessman, Thomas served on the local council for thirty-three years and was 

Mayor of Wolverhampton between 1869 and 1870. Finally, along with other businessmen who, like 

Thomas, were also members of the Congregational Church, he founded Tettenhall College in 1863. 

Thomas’ second son, Albert Baldwin Bantock, born in 1862, attended Tettenhall College and, on leaving 

school in 1886, became a partner in his father’s company, inheriting the business on Thomas’ death in 

1895. Albert, like his father, also served the local council for thirty-three years and was the first mayor of 

Wolverhampton to return to office for three consecutive years (between 1905 and 1907); he served as 

mayor again between 1914 and 1915, and in 1920 he was appointed High Sheriff of Staffordshire. After 

his death in 1938, his will requested that, on the event of his wife’s death, Merridale House (which he had 

developed and improved, as well as designing and extending the gardens) should be given to the town; it 

was renamed Bantock House in his honour in 1940, and remains open to the public as the Bantock House 

Museum. 

 
6 Mary’s brother Samuel, who also served as Mayor of Wolverhampton in 1881, married Thomas’ sister Susan. 



 
 

 

36 

 

Thomas’ younger brother, George Granville Bantock, the composer’s father and the ninth of 

Benjamin and Janet’s children, was born on 10 October 1837 at Golspie. George was presumably named 

after George Granville Sutherland-Leveson-Gower (1786–1861), who assumed the title of 2nd Duke of 

Sutherland on the death of his father, George Granville Leveson-Gower, in 1833. 

A scholarly and serious man, George’s academic gifts were recognised at an early age: 

At school his recitations of Homer and Horace earned the praise of the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, Mr Gladstone, who was visiting the neighbourhood, and George was able to go on 
to study medicine at Edinburgh University.7 
 

Additional research into Golspie School shows that in May 1853 he was awarded prizes for Greek, Latin, 

Geography, History and Composition (writing), whilst his brother Benjamin took prizes for Latin and 

Euclid, and their sister Margaret for French, Arithmetic, and Geography.8 The following year, on 28 July 

1854, he accepted awards for academic achievements in Homer, Horace, Euclid and Algebra. 

Following an evidently successful school-life, George enrolled at Edinburgh University to read 

Medicine in 1854, and, over the next seven years, undertook a broad programme of academic and practical 

study. According to George’s biographer for an article in The Practitioner, Brian Hill highlights that he 

‘realized that if he continued his course, he would be too young at its end to graduate’ and consequently 

left Edinburgh ‘to get good experience for his later career by working in England for three years as an 

unqualified assistant,’ and later ‘on a voyage to the American Artic seas as a surgeon on a whaling ship.’9 

George returned to Edinburgh in 1859, sat his final written examinations on 3 and 4 June 1861, and 

graduated the same year with an MD, and his diploma for the LRCS, and the LM.10  

 
7 Hill, Brian, ‘Father of the Composer: George Granville Bantock, MD, FRCSEd (1837–1913)’, The Practitioner, 211 (1973), 
814.  
8 Early Education in Sutherland, Scotland. 2008. Golspie School Prizegiving 1854. 
http://cosutheducation.blogspot.co.uk/search/label/Golspie [accessed 3 Oct 2017] 
9 Hill, 814. 
10 Licentiate of the Royal College of Surgeons and Licentiate in Midwifery. 
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Following graduation, George set up his first practice in Chester but, four years later, was elected 

to the London Surgical Home for Women.11 Once installed in London, George quickly established himself 

as an extremely fine, but controversial practitioner; he publicly attacked Joseph Lister’s use of carbolic 

acid as an antiseptic, claiming that wounds did not heal satisfactorily using this method, and maintained 

that absolute cleanliness and isolation of the patient from potential contamination was all that was 

necessary.12 Aside from George’s practical career, he published The Modern Doctrine of Bacteriology in 

1899.13 

On 15 November 1865, George married Sophia Elisabeth Ransome (affectionately known as 

Bessie), the only daughter of George Ransome from an Ipswich Quaker family. An announcement of their 

wedding in The Belfast-Newsletter records that at the time of their marriage he was then living at 44 Cornwall 

Road, London, and she at The Grove, Chester.14 Though it is clear that the pair must have met and become 

engaged whilst George was working in Chester, her East Anglian heritage and family background may 

have made her name familiar to the young doctor. Sophia was a member of the Suffolk family famous at 

the time for their role as leaders in the manufacture of agricultural machinery through their company 

Ransomes, Sims & Jefferies Ltd.15 It is therefore possible that in his capacity as Head Gamekeeper on the 

Sutherland estate, George’s father Benjamin was acquainted with the Ransome family and their products, 

and perhaps made an introduction. It is of course also possible that it was entirely coincidental.16 George 

is hereafter referred to as Dr Bantock. 

 

 
11 Founded by Dr Isaac Baker Brown (1811–1873) in 1858 at Connaught Square, with the intention of advancing surgical 
procedures. 
12 Further details of George’s long and impressive medical career may be found Hill (see footnote 6), and his obituary in The 
British Medical Journal (25 January 1913), 201. 
13 Bantock, George Granville, The Modern Doctrine of Bacteriology (London: J. Bale & Co., 1899) 
14 The Belfast News-Letter (21 November 1865). Curiously, this is the only announcement of their wedding that has been traced. 
15 Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopaedia. Ransomes, Sims & Jefferies. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ransomes,_Sims_%26_Jefferies [accessed 3 Oct 2017] 
16 For information on Sophia’s father, George, see 
Suffolk Artists. Ransome, George. https://suffolkartists.co.uk/index.cgi?choice=painter&pid=3387 [accessed 3 Oct 2017] 
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Figure 3: Dr George Granville Bantock (1837–1913) 
Photo reproduced by permission of Cuillin Bantock. 

 

 

Figure 4: Sophia Elizabeth Bantock, née Ransome (1843–1909) 
Photo reproduced by permission of Cuillin Bantock. 
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Granville Ransome Bantock’s Birth to 1886 

Dr Bantock and Sophia remained at 44 Cornwall Road, Westbourne Park, London, for several years.17 

Their first son, Granville Ransome, was born on 7 August 1868. Granville was followed by seven more 

children of whom only three survived: Ernest Leedham Sutherland (1870–1928), Claude Ronald (1875–

1921), and Constance Sybil (1880–1943).18 

The details of Granville’s early life are sketchy and, until his entrance to Trinity College of Music 

in January 1887, there are relatively few sources of information from which to draw a clear picture; 

consequently, dates of events are approximate. We can be sure, however, that he was born into a 

respectable middle-class family in a then fashionable area of London, complete with all the basic elements 

afforded by comfortable life of privilege. Census records from 1871 to 1909 indicate the number of 

servants kept by the Bantocks rising as the family grew and decreasing as the children got older.19 As the 

family grew, the Bantocks moved to 12 Granville Place, Portman Square; a large, white stucco townhouse 

of four and a half floors, where the family remained for many years.21 

 

 
17 An Ordnance Survey map of London from 1895 shows that Cornwall Road incorporated present-day Cornwall Crescent and 
Westbourne Park Road, see 
https://maps.nls.uk/geo/explore/#zoom=16.87666666666664&lat=51.51658&lon=-0.20896&layers=163&b=1 
18 See Appendix 1 for the Bantock children who died during infancy. 
19 The 1871 census reveals that the family were able to keep three servants: a nurse, a housemaid and a cook. By 1881 the 
number of servants had increased to five: three housemaids, a nurse, and a cook. The absence of male servants suggests that Dr 
Bantock’s finances afforded a comfortable but modest lifestyle. By 1891 there was no further need for a nurse and the number 
of servants was reduced to four: three housemaids and a cook. Sophia died in 1909, further reducing the need for staff. By 1911 
the house was occupied only by Dr Bantock, Leedham, the Housekeeper (Martha Emma Francis who, in various roles, had 
served the family for over 30 years), a cook, and a housemaid. The house was put up for sale and sold the same year. Following 
the sale, Dr Bantock and Emma went first to live with Granville at Broad Meadow in Birmingham, before returning to London 
to live with his daughter Connie at 46 Elgin Mansions. 
21 A fire insurance map published in 1892 by Charles E. Goad Ltd reveals that Granville Place was once much longer than it is 
now; numbers 19 to 25 of its northside have survived to the present day, but the remainder of the street, which included the 
Bantock home, has sadly been demolished and replaced with the large commercial premises, Portman House. An interactive 
zoomable version of the map below, highlighting specific property details along with an explanation of the symbols used, can 
be found by visiting the two links below: 
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/firemaps/england/london/atoc/mapsu145ubu24ubuf003r.html 
http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/firemaps/england/northwest/zoomify154923.html 
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Figure 5: 
Insurance Plan of London West, North West Vol. B: sheet 3, showing Granville Place and its adjacent 

streets. (No.12 is directly under the ‘B6’) 
Published in 1892 by Charles E. Goad Ltd 
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Granville began formal schooling at about the age of six when, for around three years, he attended 

a local preparatory school kept by three ladies in Lancaster Road. This was followed by Mr Shapcote’s 

school in All Saints Road, Powis Square, where for a time, along with his brother, Leedham, they were 

weekly boarders. The boys then transferred to Argyll College, kept at 52 Notting Hill Square and 16 

Holland Park Terrace and run by Cornelius Sutton (d.22 May 1890). It is curious that, for a family with 

such financial security as the Bantocks, the boys were not sent to a prominent private boarding school. 

Though Eton and Harrow may have been beyond Dr Bantock’s means, there were many others that would 

have given an outward indication of the family’s affluent social position. Perhaps displays of wealth were 

not a priority for the Bantocks, or the money was considered better applied to a comfortable home life. It 

is also possible that the boys preferred play to study, and this may provide a clue as to why Dr Bantock, a 

very well-educated man himself, did not push any of his three boys towards university. 

Nonetheless, at around the age of 12, Granville took his first steps in music in the form of piano 

lessons from a lady teacher, though he allegedly ‘hated them, and shirked practice’.22 At this stage in his 

life, music was evidently deemed a respectable recreational activity, presumably forced on him and his 

siblings by his parents who would later attempt to quash hopes of pursuing music as a profession, thus 

implying that music, while a desirable leisure pursuit, was not conceived as an appropriate means of 

earning one’s living. 

With the arrival of his younger brothers and sister, the Bantocks’ London home became cramped; 

for want of a garden, a long corridor at the top of the house was used for impromptu indoor games of 

cricket, though this was hardly a satisfactory outlet for childhood energy and adult tempers were often 

strained. Though the cramped conditions of a London town house were not unusual for large families, the 

Bantock children were fortunately only a few minutes’ walk from Hyde Park, and occasionally able to 

escape to play with friends who lived in greener areas; one day, whilst playing at Turnham Green, 

 
22 Anderton, H. Orsmond, Granville Bantock (John Lane, The Bodley Head: London, 1915), 15.  
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Granville got a splinter of glass in a finger and a small operation was necessary to remove it; unfortunately, 

the finger never fully recovered and was instead drawn up and disfigured permanently.23 Given Granville’s 

skill and frequent performances as a pianist in later years, this injury was apparently not so severe as to 

inhibit his playing. A lifelong affection for animals also took root in Granville’s teenage years, and 

Anderton reports that ‘squirrels, snakes, toads, lizards, white rats, etc., were stowed away somehow. His 

old nurse has described to me her disgust when the white rats ran over her at meals.’24 

At school Granville was a reasonable student who worked hard but fostered no particular devotion 

to books or study, and instead he ‘had a healthy boy’s love of play’.25 A real interest in music, however, 

eventually developed into a liking for his piano lessons and a desire to pursue a career as a musician. A 

strict paternal influence intervened, however, and music was deemed unsuitable. According to Anderton, 

Dr Bantock insisted that his son studied for the Indian Civil Service examinations, first at school and then 

with an independent coach, but an inflammation of the eyes, perhaps aggravated by psychological stress, 

meant that all book work had to cease for six months, three of which were spent in a dark room, resulting 

in Dr Bantock giving up on the idea that his son should have a diplomatic career.26 

It is difficult to estimate at what age exactly Granville completed school and began specific 

vocational training,27 but, following his illness, and in a final bid to prepare his son for what he considered 

a suitable, respectable, and reliable career, Dr Bantock suggested ‘banking and electrical or chemical 

engineering’.28 That university does not appear to have been considered a suitable option suggests that he 

was not inclined to pursue a career in medicine or law. Similarly, the church was an unsuitable option, 

the family at no point indicating that they were anything beyond mildly observant, making only token 

gestures such as marriages and baptisms. Following Granville’s choice of chemical engineering, he was 

 
23 Ibid., 16. 
24 Ibid., 16–17.  
25 Ibid., 15. 
26 Bray, Trevor, ‘Granville Bantock: His Life and Music’, PhD diss. (University of Cambridge, 1972), 4. 
27 It was not until 1880 that the law demanded all children between the ages of five and ten attend school. From the early 1890s 
the school leaving age was gradually raised by degrees, by which time Granville was already in his early 20s. 
28 Bray, 4. 
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enrolled at the City and Guilds of London Institute in South Kensington. This proved to be a disastrous 

move and Bantock was completely uninterested; he regularly skipped lectures to study scores in the library 

of what is now the Victoria and Albert Museum but was then the South Kensington Museum. 

At around the same time, in 1886, Bantock met his future wife for the first time. Born Helena 

Maude Franceska Schweitzer in 1868, she was the daughter of Carl Adolf Herman Schweitzer, an analytical 

chemist, and his wife Frances Jane Ellerby, the daughter of the English artist Thomas Ellerby. At an 

afternoon tea-party given by Mrs H.W. Young, a mutual friend of both families, Granville and Leedham 

were introduced to Helena, though Granville and Helena would not meet again until 1896.29 

 

 

Figure 6: Helena Maude Franceska Schweitzer (1868–1961) 
Photo reproduced by permission of Cuillin Bantock. 

 

Eventually, Granville’s truancy came to the attention of the Institute’s Principal, Professor Henry Edward 

Armstrong (1848–1937), who sent for him to discuss his future. The Professor was clearly a sympathetic 

 
29 Bantock, Helena, Remembrance of Things Past (unpublished, n.d.), 10. 
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man and, observing that Granville’s attention was fixed on a career in music, and obviously seeing no 

sense in trying to persuade him to continue his studies at the Institute, he wrote to Dr Bantock and pointed 

out his son’s ‘unfitness for dealing with anything made of iron, steel or wood, unless it was fashioned in 

the shape of a piano, or orchestral instrument.’30 Many years later, in her unpublished memoir, 

Remembrance of Things Past,31 Helena suggests that the same Mrs Young who brought her and Granville 

together also played a part in persuading Dr Bantock that his son’s life lay in music and influenced his 

decision to remove him from the Institute. It is possible that Granville’s mother may also have been 

sympathetic to his aggravating situation. His daughter, Myrrha, recalls her Grandmother as follows: 

Dr Bantock’s wife Bessie […] was a very good-natured woman. Easy going and full of fun, in 
complete contrast to her rather stern and dignified husband, her lifelong interests were the 
theatre and entertaining on a lavish scale. This may explain the fact that my father’s two younger 
brothers both chose theatrical careers: Leedham became manager of the Lyceum Theatre in 
London; Claude went to Australia as an actor.32 
 

Dr Bantock is, perhaps, unfairly represented as being unshakeably severe, and Myrrha further recollects 

that: 

There was his sparkling sense of humour, his undeniable extravagance, his geniality and his 
constant pleasure in entertaining his friends to sumptuous meals. There is no doubt that Bessie’s 
delight in her Victorian dinner parties and her interest in good living have remained a trait in 
the Bantock family…33 
 

The revelation of Dr Bantock playing the warm host softens the assessment of him from one of 

being relentlessly serious and restrictive, to one of a concerned parent simply wanting the best for his son. 

Eventually, following this laboured departure from what he would certainly have considered a secure 

income and respectable position in society, and probably causing no little worry concerning his rebellious 

son’s future, Dr Bantock finally allowed Granville to pursue a career in music. 

Bearing in mind their mother’s love of theatre and mutual enjoyment with her husband in 

entertaining, the Bantock household was clearly a cultured place, and Granville having fought the battle 

 
30 Bantock, Helena, 10. 
31 Located in the small box of Bantock materials at the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire. 
32 Bantock, Myrrha, Granville Bantock: A Personal Portrait (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1972), 28. 
33 Ibid., 29. 
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on their behalf, paved the way for Leedham and Claude to follow their instincts rather than societal 

expectations, and so all three of the Bantock sons entered the arts in one way or another. By now a young 

man, Granville is hereafter referred to as Bantock. 

 

Trinity College of Music and Early Compositions (1887–1888) 

Bantock enrolled at Trinity College of Music, then in Mandeville Place, in January 1887, aged 18. 

Anderton suggests that his friend’s time there was brief, lasting ‘…only three months’ before being 

considered proficient enough to enter the Royal Academy of Music,34 but student records held at Trinity 

Laban Conservatoire of Music and Dance reveal that this is not the case. 

The Lent Term ran from 17 January to 7 April, during which time Bantock commenced his studies 

by undertaking lessons in harmony with Dr Joseph Gordon Saunders (d.1912). The following term 

(Trinity) he does not appear to have attended any classes but resumed his harmony lessons with Dr 

Saunders in the Michaelmas Term (24 September to 17 December). In the new year, 1888, now aged 19, 

Bantock’s education broadened; he resumed his lessons in harmony in the Lent Term (16 January to 7 

April), but also studied violin with Ladislas Szczepanowski, and organ with R.F. Tyler. Finally, in the 

Trinity Term (30 April to 21 July), he concluded his studies with Dr Saunders by taking classes in harmony 

and counterpoint, and a further term of violin lessons with Szczepanowski.35 

Prior to and in the early months of his enrolment at Trinity, Bantock had made a handful of fledgling 

efforts in composition, all attempted with virtually no tuition, though his lessons with Dr Saunders must 

surely have influenced and heightened his awareness of harmony and structure. Helena also reported that 

his friend Mrs Young ‘fostered his aptitude for music, and to her were submitted all his early tentative 

 
34 Anderton, 18. 
35 Bantock appears in the Student Register (volume 3) only, covering the Lent Term 1887 to Michaelmas Term 1888.He is 
listed in the 1887–88 Calendar as a ‘Student Probationer’, the rank given to students in their first three terms. In the 1888–89 
Calendar he was elevated to ‘Full Student, the rank given from the 4th term. [At the 7th term, students move to ‘Senior 
Student’. No term was counted if the student broke the rules; this presumably included particularly the 3/4 minimum 
attendance at lessons and classes.] 
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efforts in composition.’36 These efforts, as one might expect in an ambitious youth, find their source in 

the music that made a distinct impression on Bantock at the time, and consequently amount to little more 

than imitative pastiche. 

Further examination of these early scores dating from before formal composition tuition include: 

for piano, an Allegro in G minor, revealing a familiarity with Bach’s Two-Part Inventions, a Polonaise, and a 

Grand Galop, all undated. A Requiem Mass in C major, dated 6 November 1886, owes much to Rossini and 

Wagner, Bantock explaining to Anderton ‘that he went, about the time of writing it, to a performance of 

the [Rossini] Stabat Mater, and was much impressed’,37 while the opening and close of the work recalls the 

Prelude to Act One of Lohengrin, with the high placing of sustained chords. This was followed by a simple 

strophic song, ‘Sweet Maid’, dated 21 July 1887, An Idyll for wind orchestra, dated 18 May 1888 and, 

finally, a short dramatic scene entitled Comalla, now lost.38 

It is impossible to be sure of how much or what music Bantock was engaging with either in practice 

or performance during these formative years, but, as his confidence matured under professional guidance, 

it is possible to conclude that his tastes eventually developed beyond traditional repertoire and were 

instead driven by his own idiosyncratically wide and varied enthusiasms. Indeed, much later in life, 

Anderton reported a conversation between Bantock and himself: ‘I once said to him: “You care for no 

music written earlier than the day before yesterday.” He retorted: “I care for no music written earlier than 

the day after to-morrow.”’39 

Bantock’s rapid progress between January 1887 and December 1888 implies that he must have 

studied the basics of musical theory and composition with no little diligence in order to attain a suitable 

 
36 Bantock, Helena, 9. 
37 Anderton, 18. 
38 With the exception of Comalla, all these works may now be found in the Cadbury Research Library, Special Collections, at 
the University of Birmingham; any other early attempts are unrecorded in catalogues of Bantock’s work, and are therefore, 
presumably, lost. 
39 Anderton, 144. 
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standard for entry to the Royal Academy of Music Academy the following year, and it was at this time, 

following his studies at Trinity, that Bantock applied for and won the first Macfarren Scholarship. 

 

The Macfarren Scholarship 

Sir George Alexander Macfarren (b.1813) succeeded William Sterndale Bennett (1816–1875) as fifth 

Principal of the Royal Academy of Music in 1876, holding the post for eleven years until his death on 31 

October 1887.40 Following his death, a committee was organised to set about founding a scholarship in 

his memory, the aim of which was to support three years’ study at the Royal Academy of Music for young, 

gifted composers. On the 1 January 1888, only two months after Macfarren’s death, the following 

announcement, entitled ‘Macfarren Scholarship’, appeared in the Musical Times: 

A meeting was held on the 6th ult., at the Royal Society of Musicians, 12, Lisle Street, W., with 
Dr. E.J. Hopkins in the chair, when an executive Committee was appointed and a large number 
of promises were announced. Local sub-committees are in progress of formation in all large 
towns, and when they are fully organized will doubtless promote the success of the fund to a 
very considerable extent. At present the subscriptions amount to more than £900, but much 
more than this will be requisite in order to provide maintenance for the scholar, and it will 
doubtless be forthcoming. The first List of Subscriptions will be forwarded to anyone who will 
apply to Mr. J. Percy Baker, the acting honorary secretary, Willersley House, Wellington 
Road, Old Charlton, S.E.41 

This appears to be the first public statement and implies that the wheels of this scholarship must 

have been set in motion by mid-November 1887 at the latest. It cannot be ascertained as to where the 

initial £900 came from in such a short space of time, though it seems likely to have been collected from 

those no doubt influential people initially called to the executive committee, and thereafter by word of 

mouth. Hereafter, news of the new Macfarren Scholarship was quickly disseminated around the country 

in local newspapers as regional sub-committees joined in the appeal for funds by subscription.42 One 

month later, by February 1888, more than £1000 had been raised, and a notice in the Musical Times shared 

 
40 Macfarren was succeeded by Alexander Campbell Mackenzie, who was Principal from 1888 to 1924. 
41 ‘Macfarren Scholarship’, Musical Times, 29 (January 1888), 25. 
42 Examples include: 
‘The Macfarren Scholarship Fund’, Birmingham Daily Post (22 December 1887), 3. 
‘Macfarren Scholarship Fund’, Sheffield Evening Telegraph (30 January 1888), 4. 
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further information that the scholarship was intended to provide support for living costs, as well as 

covering fees.43 

As the money accumulated, it is interesting to note that the committee felt it necessary to issue this 

second notice, ‘earnestly’ inviting further subscriptions, perhaps amid fears that having only exceeded the 

initial £900 raised between the end of October 1887 and the beginning of January 1888 by around £100, 

the appeal was losing momentum, reaching only a little over £1000 by February 1888. Nonetheless, the 

figure continued to climb, and by July 1888 had reached almost £1430. The same month, following a 

meeting of the subscribers on 23 June at the Royal Academy of Music, the terms and conditions of the 

Scholarship were announced in full in the Musical Times.45 

Whether Bantock read the Musical Times or the article was put his way by a sympathetic friend is 

unknown, but, on becoming familiar with its promises, it is evident that he was inspired to try his luck 

and was no doubt eager for further details relating to entering the competition. Four months later, on 12 

November 1888, The Standard reported that: ‘The first competition for the “Macfarren Scholarship” […] 

will take place on January 16, 1889.’47 

Though Bantock had been undertaking instruction in counterpoint and harmony from Dr Gordon 

Saunders at Trinity College of Music since his departure from the City and Guilds London Institute, the 

enviable terms of the Macfarren Scholarship also brought with them an opportunity to study with 

Frederick Corder (1852–1932), a progressive teacher of composition appointed to the Academy in 1888, 

and a passionate advocate of Wagner. Anderton reports that Bantock was developing a similar devotion 

to Wagner and Liszt at this time, and we may conclude that he would have been keen to have a like-

minded teacher. 

 
43 ‘Macfarren Scholarship Fund’, Musical Times, 29 (February 1888), 65. 
45 For the complete list of terms and conditions see ‘The Macfarren Scholarship’, Musical Times, 29 (July 1888), 421. 
47 ‘Royal Academy of Music’, The Standard (12 November 1888), 2. 
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Having no doubt benefitted from his lessons with Dr Saunders, Bantock rejected his earlier 

compositions and submitted several new works for consideration by the adjudicatory panel, including: 

two movements of the Symphony in C major (undated), ‘Is this the region’ (being a setting of a short 

extract from Milton’s Paradise Lost, and dated 7 January 1889), and Four Songs.48 The first, second, and 

fourth of these songs are all dated 31 December 1888, while the third is dated 3 January 1889. 

The recipient of the first Macfarren Scholarship was decided on 26 January 1889 at the Royal 

Academy of Music, and a curiously simple, handwritten certificate held in the Granville Bantock 

Collection at the Library of Birmingham, announced Bantock as the winner (Figure 7). Unusually, the 

certificate was signed not by the Royal Academy’s principal, Alexander Campbell Mackenzie, or Corder, 

but by the adjudicators, John Frederick Bridge, Charles Edward Stephens, and Charles Villiers Stanford. 

Perhaps in an effort to avoid institutional bias, none of these three men were professionally associated with 

the Academy by virtue of being on the staff.49 

At this point it is possible to correct a detail that has been consistently incorrectly documented. 

An article in the Musical Times from January 1909 reported that Bantock entered the Royal Academy of 

Music on 28 September 1888,52 a date presumably summoned up from Bantock’s memory in a preparatory 

interview for the article. Anderton contradicts this by stating that Bantock entered the Academy a year 

 
48 Bantock later composed two further songs based on Paradise Lost: ‘Princes! Potentates! Warriors!’ and ‘Me miserable!’. 
49 The composer and teacher Charles Villiers Stanford requires little introduction; his liturgical music is still widely performed, 
much of his orchestral music has been recorded, and his legacy as a teacher has survived via the success of his pupils, among 
whom was Vaughan Williams. The now forgotten composer, pianist, organist, teacher, and administrator Charles Edward 
Stephens (1821–1892) was a familiar name in musical circles in London during the second half of the nineteenth century. A 
nephew of the popular soprano Catherine Stephens, Countess of Essex, he had studied piano with Cipriani Potter, and was 
organist at a number of distinguished London churches between 1843 and 1875. As the early notices reveal, he was instrumental 
in establishing the Macfarren Scholarship and evidently had a reputation for being reliable, having been elected to the 
Philharmonic Society at various times as an Associate (1850), Member (1857), frequently chosen as Director and, finally, 
Treasurer (from 1880). He was an examiner for musical degrees at Cambridge from 1885, and an original member of the 
Musical Association. Similarly, Sir John Frederick Bridge (1844–1924), had a long and distinguished career. In addition to 
being on the staff of the Royal College of Music, he served as organist and master of the choristers at Westminster Abbey for 
many years. For further details about Bridge and Stephens, see Brown, James D. and Stratton, Stephen S., British Musical 
Biography: A Dictionary of Musical Artists, Authors and Composers, Born in Britain and its Colonies (Birmingham: S.S. Stratton, 1897), 
60 (Bridge) and 392-393 (Stephens). 
52 ‘Granville Bantock’, Musical Times, 50 (January 1909), 9. 
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later in September 1889,53 but is in turn contradicted by Bray who was in agreement with the Musical 

Times.54 A consultation of Bantock’s student record, held at the Royal Academy of Music and reproduced 

below, confirms that he actually ‘Entered in Lent ’89 as Macfarren Scholar’ and therefore approximately 

sometime during the first four months of 1889 (Figure 8). 

When viewing the facts together, the succession of events between Bantock’s departure from the 

City and Guilds London Institute (c.1886), his enrolment at Trinity College of Music (January 1887 to 

December 1888), the advertisement of the Macfarren Scholarship (January 1888), and his subsequent 

award of the scholarship and entry to the Royal Academy of Music (early 1889), form an extremely neat 

chronological series; thus, January 1889 heralded a new beginning for the twenty-year-old Bantock. His 

efforts had finally amounted to recognition, and the professors of an esteemed musical institution declared 

that he was worthy of attention – Bantock was now a scholarship-winning, bona fide student of 

composition. 

It is interesting at this point to reflect on the Bantock family’s journey from agriculture to 

businessmen, town officials, an internationally celebrated doctor, and now, with Bantock and his brothers, 

a musician, actors, playwrights, and theatre managers. Beginning in the fields with Benjamin in the early 

decades of the nineteenth century, the succeeding generation apparently took advantage of their father’s 

secure income to fulfil their own ambitions, thereby raising their social and professional position to secure 

middle class trade. Even though Thomas Bantock and his son Baldwin were respected businessmen and 

mayors, professionally they were still only a stone’s throw from their heritage on the farm. Evidently, it 

was Dr Bantock who made the more intense, academic and radically different choices from his father and 

siblings, though his brother and nephew were certainly more financially successful. Extremely diligent 

and devoted to hard work, these qualities rubbed off on his children, as did an affinity for travel,55 thereby 

 
53 Anderton, 20. 
54 Bray, 5. 
55 Dr Bantock performed operations in America, lectured in Canada, and was popular in Europe, see The British Medical Journal 
(25 January 1913), 202. 
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broadening their view of the world by seeing it first-hand, rather than viewing international affairs solely 

through newspapers and journals. Having worked so hard, it is unsurprising that Dr Bantock was anxious 

to preserve his family’s newly established social and professional position by insisting his eldest son enter 

a profession. His income as a surgeon would not sustain his offspring (and in turn, their offspring) forever, 

and so in order to uphold the comfortable life into which they were born, his sons would have to make 

their own way. That all three opted for artistic careers effectively plunged their future into uncertainty, 

which Dr Bantock may, initially, have considered a step backwards. Consequently, Bantock’s enrolment 

at Trinity and subsequently the Royal Academy of Music displays more than just an affinity for music and 

creativity; it also reveals something of a determined nature inherited from his father, who himself fought 

against the prevailing accepted standards of the time in his battles with Joseph Lister over surgical 

cleanliness. Though periods of struggle did lie ahead, Bantock’s stubbornness and unrestrained enthusiasm 

would eventually pay off, resulting in a hugely successful career rewarded by a knighthood, an act of 

recognition of which Dr Bantock would certainly have been proud. 
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Figure 7: Bantock’s certificate for the Macfarren Scholarship. 
Source: Granville Bantock Collection at the Library of Birmingham 
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Figure 8: Bantock’s student record from the Royal Academy of Music. 
Source: Royal Academy of Music Library 
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The Royal Academy of Music (1889–1892) and Songs of 1887–1892 

Bantock flourished in his new environment. He was quick to establish his presence and form a positive 

working relationship with his peers and his composition teacher, Frederick Corder (1852–1932) who, in 

a book on the history of the Academy, wrote the following: 

The year 1889 too, saw the advent of a student who by his abounding energy brought about a 
similar union of his fellow pupils. Granville Bantock, together with his friends, Stanley Hawley 
and Gilbert Betjemann, not only founded the Excelsior Society, for mutual improvement and 
the cultivation of modern music, but started (with some help from the present writer) an 
academy Magazine, called The Overture. This was published monthly except during the holidays, 
and had quite a brilliant career of four years’ duration, when, the cares of editorship becoming 
too heavy to be borne, it was reluctantly dropped. The Excelsior Society, after many 
vicissitudes, was properly organised by the kind help of Mr. Renaut, and under the new name 
of The R. A. M. Students’ Musical Union, became for some years a powerful factor for good. 
Eventually it was affiliated to the R. A. M. Club, being now called “Branch B” of that 
institution.56 

Within a year Bantock was awarded the Silver Medal for Harmony (1890) and, according to 

Anderton’s account of his studies, he also undertook instruction ‘at various times, and in various measures, 

[on] the clarinet, violin, viola, organ, piano, and kettledrums…’57 His student reports are brief but record 

his progress as ‘Very satisfactory’.58 By all accounts, then, Bantock was the model student – devoted, 

diligent, and enthusiastic not only about his own learning, but also in helping to develop an inclusive and 

proactive musical environment for the benefit of his peers, not least by hosting a series of student recitals 

and lectures in the ‘spacious drawing-room’ of his family home at 12 Granville Place.59 

 Naturally during this time Bantock’s musical tastes were developing and it is hardly surprising that 

under Corder’s tutelage he was nurturing an enthusiasm for Wagner. Following the conclusion of the 

1889 summer term, Bantock and his new friend Howard Orsmond Anderton (1861–1934) made a trip 

to Bayreuth. 

 
56 Corder, F., A History of the Royal Academy of Music from 1822 to 1922 (London: F. Corder, 1922), 83-84. 
57 Anderton, 20. 
58 End of year reports for July1889 and July 1891 survive in the Granville Bantock Collection at the Library of Birmingham. 
59 Bray gives a brief account of the kinds of programmes given in the Bantock home, including chamber music recitals and 
lectures on Wagner, 6-7. 
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Anderton was seven years Bantock’s senior; his student record, held at the Royal Academy of 

Music, shows he entered in the Easter Term of 1880, at the age of 19, studying piano, violin, and harmony. 

He and Bantock quickly became friends and, sometime between July and August 1889, the pair went on 

holiday to Germany. The trip included an excursion to Bayreuth. Anderton recalls incorrectly that this 

trip took place before Bantock arrived at the Academy but, based on the evidence found in Bantock’s 

student record and Bayreuth performance records, it is possible to confirm that this trip took place during 

the summer holidays some months after he had already enrolled. Anderton reports that they saw both 

Parsifal and Tristan und Isolde. 

 Another interesting development during Bantock’s time at the Academy was the blossoming of 

his romantic life. On 8 February 1891, the following announcement was printed in Reynold’s Newspaper: 

Miss Clara Jecks, the bright and popular soubrette of the Adelphi Theatre, is presently to be 
married to Mr. Granville Bantock, son of a physician of that name, and brother of Mr. E. 
Bantock, a member of the company at the Opera Comique.60 

 
Eleven years Bantock’s senior, Clara (1857–1951) was already a very well-established actress by 

the time she was engaged to perform alongside him in a concert of his music at the RAM in 1892. The 

relationship was evidently short-lived and quickly dissolved, never exceeding engagement. It is highly 

unlikely that a union with an actress would have met with the approval of Bantock’s parents, and that an 

engagement was announced at all seems almost a deliberate act of rebellion against the formality of his 

upbringing. 

 

 
60 ‘Theatrical Chit-Chat’, Reynold’s Newspaper (8 February 1891), 4. 
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Figure 9: Poster advertising operas performed at the 1889 Bayreuth Festival. 
Source: Bayreuth Festival Archives 
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Songs of 1887–189261 

Over the last few years, Bantock had also been making his first attempts in the field of song. Bantock was 

a prolific student and turned out a number of accomplished compositions during his years as the Macfarren 

Scholar. Though his youthful enthusiasm and zeal naturally led him to experiment with much larger forms 

like orchestral works and opera, there survive a small handful of 17 songs and two short melodramas.  

Bantock’s earliest extant song was composed two years prior to his enrolment at the Royal Academy 

of Music: ‘Sweet Maid’, dated 21 July 1887, is a setting of a poem by a ‘Mrs J. Young’, about whom 

nothing is known (perhaps a relative of Mrs. W.H. Young?), and the source of the text cannot be traced. 

Given the formality of Bantock’s identification of the author on the manuscript, ‘Mrs J. Young’ was 

perhaps a family acquaintance and amateur poet who supplied the verse specifically for him to set, and 

whom he hoped to please by composing the song – though the work does not carry a dedication. A simple 

love ballad in B flat marked 4/4 and Allegretto moderato, it consists of two identically set strophes set to a 

lyrical melody predominantly doubled in the right-hand accompaniment with some melodic decoration, 

and underpinned throughout by an ‘Alberti Bass’, save for the last four bars (during which the voice is 

silent) which lay out the principal melody slightly ornamented and doubled at the octave, with repeated 

chords underneath. The melody is simple and the accompaniment gentle, with a harmony dominated by 

primary chords. Despite its apparent simplicity, the song is a confident effort for a composer who at this 

point, beyond his piano lessons, was completely self-taught.62 

‘Sweet Maid’ was followed a little over a year later by a considerably more advanced number. 

‘Luna’s Lament’, dated 27 September 1888, is more of a short dramatic scena which, on the title page of 

the manuscript, Bantock described as ‘a monologue for a mezzo-soprano voice arranged with pianoforte 

 
61 Bantock’s many songs are too numerous to list individually. However, a complete list of the poets he set can be found in 
Appendix 2A, and in Appendix 2B arranged by decade. By extension, the reader is redirected to the Bantock songs list 
in Banfield for titles and dates of composition/publication. 
62 Bantock, Granville, ‘Sweet Maid’, GB-Bu GB 2/2/52. 
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accompaniment’. The title page bears an explanatory description of the action:  

Scene: from last act of “Wolfhelm” 

A battlefield. Wolfhelm lies among the slain. Luna has followed her lover to the fight, and has 
found his dead body; having given way to her grief she becomes calm and resolves to die by her 
lover. At this point the monologue begins. 

The source of the text is unidentified and Wolfhelm (of which nothing but this song survives) appears to be 

amongst Bantock’s earliest efforts at writing his own dramatic verse. The scenario is therefore also perhaps 

his own, indicating that he was establishing an interest in dramatic forms. The fact that the title page 

highlights that this is an arrangement for piano reveals that Bantock had larger musical forces in mind, and 

the score incorporates a number of instrumental cues. Additionally, the score tells us that by this time 

Bantock was an accomplished pianist, confident not only in getting his fingers around the keyboard, but 

that he had a leaning towards dramatic colouring and was perhaps skilled in expressive playing (Figure 

10). 

The song is through-composed, begins in E minor, and is marked 3/4, Slow and [unclear, 

‘mournfully’?]. The words are highly melodramatic and Bantock employs frequent changes of time and 

dynamic to heighten the lyric’s dramatic potential, moving rapidly from pianissimo to forte to fortissimo. 

Though he does not indicate any specific changes in tempo, these are implied by the flow of the music and 

Luna’s unstable mental state as expressed in the text, suggesting that the pace is flexible according to its 

interpretation. This is best highlighted in the song’s closing bars: Bantock intensifies the words ‘The world, 

which took away his life, shall rob me mine / My dearest one / I come to thee / In happiness’, 

incorporating a range of expressive directions including ‘with force’, ‘softly’, ‘melancholy’, ‘with 

passion’, ‘tranquilly & composedly’ all within the space of nine bars. The same section also includes two 

changes of meter from C to 3/4 to 9/8 and a significant, emotionally resolute modulation from E minor 

to E major. What is most striking is Bantock’s awareness of harmony. Having received only a few months 

of formal training at Trinity College of Music, it is important to remember that during this period of 
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composition Bantock was being led principally by his own internal ear. Though evidently Wagnerian in 

inspiration, it is indicative of Bantock’s musical impressionability and how he absorbed influences quickly 

and unashamedly. 

 

 

Figure 10: Manuscript of Bantock’s Wolfhelm, ‘Luna’s Lament’ 
Reproduced from manuscript GB 2/3/1 in the Granville Bantock Collection held by the 

Cadbury Research Library – Special Collections, University of Birmingham. 
 

Two months later, by December 1888, Bantock was working hard on the music he intended to submit by 

way of application for the Macfarren Scholarship. Between the first week of December 1888 and the first 

week of January 1889 Bantock composed four songs to texts by Heine (translated by Francis Hueffer) and 

three to texts by John Milton. A comment by Frederick Corder regarding Bantock’s Macfarren Scholarship 
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application helps to establish the circumstances of their composition, identifying the Milton songs as being 

composed around the same time: 

He [Bantock] gained the Macfarren Scholarship entirely on the promise of his talent, for at that 
time he knew nothing at all. It was characteristic of him that he should exhibit as specimens of 
his powers some wild attempts to set to music large portions of “Paradise Lost” – indeed, I fear 
he meditated setting the entire work.63 

Bantock in fact only set three of Satan’s monologues, of which there survive five distinct manuscripts: ‘Is 

this the region’ survives in two versions, dated 7 January 1889 and 10 May 1889; ‘Princes! Potentates! 

Warriors!’ exists in two duplicate manuscripts, both dated 17 September 1889; and, finally, a single copy 

of ‘Me miserable!’, which is undated. From the manuscript dates we can clearly see that Bantock’s 

enthusiasm for the Milton project occupied him for at least nine months and therefore the undated ‘Me 

miserable!’ could have been written at any time during this period. However, Corder’s comment implies 

that Bantock submitted at least one of the Milton songs for the Macfarren Scholarship and, as the surviving 

manuscripts are clearly revised scores, perhaps Corder used these compositions as an exercise in getting 

Bantock to hone his talents, resulting in the revised versions. Like ‘Luna’s Lament’, Bantock intended at 

least one of these songs to employ orchestral forces, and the earlier manuscript of ‘Is this the region’ 

incorporates a number of instrumental cues. Revised versions of the songs lack instrumental cues, and it 

is not unlikely that Corder did his best to restrain the young composer’s overwhelming ambition in a bid 

to solidify the basic essentials of composition. 

Of the above mentioned four Heine settings, the group is listed as being complete in the GB-Bu 

catalogue at GB 2/2/11, but on inspection, only ‘A Message’ and ‘A Flower Thou Resemblest’ are extant. 

In his over-arching study of Bantock’s music, Bray was able to identify dates of composition for all four 

songs, and so the missing two appear to have been misplaced following his research. Like ‘Sweet Maid’, 

the remaining pair of Heine settings are simple strophic ballads, each with two verses. ‘A Message’, in A 

 
63 ‘Granville Bantock’, Musical Times, 50 (January 1909), 11. 



 
 

 

61 

 

flat, is in a ‘Merrily’ lilting 6/8. ‘A Flower Thou Resemblest’, for which Bantock supplied a flowing harp-

like accompaniment set against a moderately static vocal line, consists of a single verse, and is similarly 

harmonically simple. As we know these songs were submitted as part of Bantock’s Macfarren Scholarship 

portfolio it is easy to sympathise with Corder’s observation than he was awarded the Scholarship based 

more on potential than proficiency. Nonetheless the latter song reveals something of Bantock’s 

confidence; the score is smartly copied out in a clear and precise fair copy. A fifth Heine song, ‘In the 

forest all is growing’, dated 4 February 1889 and subtitled ‘No.3’, indicates that Bantock intended his set 

of four to be in fact a set of five. Like its predecessors it is another short, relatively uninteresting ballad in 

G major with a lilting melody and an accompaniment that is harmonically functional rather than musically 

enhancing of the lyric. 

 Bantock’s confidence grew, and by the end of December 1889 he could look back on a fulfilling 

and productive year having completed several months under Corder’s watchful eye. In an act of gratitude 

to ‘Mrs Young’ (most likely Mrs H.W. Young who was instrumental in persuading Bantock’s father to 

allow him to study music, rather than the Mrs J. Young who wrote the words to ‘Sweet Maid’), Bantock 

composed and inscribed a short song ‘Forget-Me-Not’, ‘To Mrs Young in remembrance of 1889 of which 

this was written on the last day’.64 

In 1890 Bantock composed only five songs, and the new decade saw a return to the German 

Romantic poets in two settings of Heine and one of Goethe. ‘Ich kann es nicht vergessen’, ‘Bist du wirklich 

mir so feindlich’ (Heine), and ‘Mailied’ (Goethe) were later incorporated in to a set entitled Six German 

Songs in 1898. That Bantock took musical inspiration from these poets so thoroughly entrenched in the 

German Lied repertoire by Schubert and Schumann may give some indication of both his listening and/or 

 
64 Bantock, Granville, ‘Forget-Me-Not’, Gb-Bu GB 2/2/10. 
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reading habits at this time – the great song-cycles of these men being so important in the history of song 

repertoire, Bantock would have been hard-pressed not to encounter them. 

 These German songs were followed by two individual settings of Walter Savage Landor and Bryan 

Waller Procter, further pronouncing Bantock’s interest in poetry of the early-to-mid nineteenth century. 

‘Erinna to Love’ (Landor), dated 7 July 1890, is short ballad of only 40 bars in which Erinna muses on the 

attributes of love. Bantock casts the two short stanzas in a Lento E major. ‘I Love Him’ (Procter),65 dated 

5 October 1890, is similarly short, consisting of only 31 bars. Marked Moderato and in F major, the song’s 

steady 9/8 pace is underpinned by repeated quaver chords over which the vocal line closely follows the 

speech rhythm of the words. As in ‘Luna’s Lament’, Bantock employs frequent changes of speed and 

dynamic to emphasise the subject’s longing for her lover. The two melodramas, The Blessed Damozel (based 

on the poem of the same name by Dante Gabriel Rossetti) and Thorvenda’s Dream (to an original text by 

Bantock) were both composed in 1892 and will be discussed separately in the following chapter dedicated 

to melodrama. 

So far, Bantock’s musical style is, as one would expect in a composer so young, hardly original, 

and as we have seen in the discussion of his early critical reception, reliant on the style of those composers 

who had a specific impact on his creativity – especially Wagner. Furthermore, with the exception of a few 

texts by himself, his choice of poets at this time is quite conservative, which makes the list of poets that 

would later fire his imagination all the more interesting for their highlighting of his broadening and ever 

developing tastes and enthusiasms. 

 

 

 

 
65 The English poet Bryan Waller Procter (1787–1874) often wrote under the pseudonym Barry Cornwall.  
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Early Critical Reception: Caedmar (1892) 

Bantock’s early enthusiasm for Wagner is perhaps nowhere more apparent than in his first attempt at a 

dramatic stage work, the one-act opera Caedmar. A brief exploration of this work is useful in highlighting 

Bantock’s musical promise and early critical reception.69 At what point exactly Bantock conceived Caedmar 

is unclear, but he must have been working heavily on the music and libretto throughout the final months 

of 1891; the holograph vocal score, dated 27 January 1892, is neatly copied out. Following Bantock’s 

practice of destroying musical sketches, leaving nothing to posterity but the finished work, the holograph 

vocal score and full score, in conjunction with the published vocal score, are the only sources available for 

consultation. The time required to produce a pristine copy of the vocal score, followed by several months 

of orchestration and the production of an equally smart full score in fair copy, reveals the amount of effort 

Bantock put in to his first opera, especially when taking into account that he also chose to set a text of his 

own devising.70 Bantock began orchestrating Caedmar following the completion of the vocal score, and the 

final page of the full score is dated 12 September 1892; as with the vocal score, the handwriting is neat 

and beautifully spaced. The orchestra is relatively modest in size, consisting of two flutes, oboe, cor 

anglais, two clarinets, two bassoons, four horns, two trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, harp and 

strings; this of course is hardly Wagnerian, but it is likely that this is mostly due to matters of cost and a 

savvy business ploy designed to increase the number of possible performances: Bantock would have been 

aware that an orchestra of Wagnerian proportions would be expensive to assemble, and that by restricting 

his orchestration to a minimal number of players would increase performance probability – an important 

consideration for a young composer trying to build a reputation. 

 
69 A thorough musical analysis of Caedmar can be found in Atkinson, Peter, ‘Regeneration and Re-Enchantment: British Music 
and Wagnerism, 1880–1920’, PhD diss. (University of Birmingham, 2017), 170-238. 
70 In addition to Caedmar, and The Pearl of Iran, Bantock wrote three further traceable libretti: Phyllis, Queen of Thrace (1892), 
The Prince of Darkness (1895), and Sir Gareth (no date). There is one further undated score titled Cedric and Aelfrida: a Dramatic 
Symphony for Orchestra and Four Solo voices, and though Bantock appears to have been writing the score out in his typically neat 
style, the work is incomplete, and ends abruptly mid movement. 
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If the first important Wagnerian influence on Caedmar was that Bantock would write his own 

libretto, then the second significant influence concerns the plot and drama, and it is quickly evident that, 

in addition to seeing Tristan und Isolde and Parsifal at Bayreuth, Bantock was familiar with the Ring Cycle. 

Following a short orchestral prelude, the curtain rises and a distant horn call heralds the entrance of an 

errant knight – Caedmar. Weary from travel he announces his fatigue and sits down to sleep. Interrupted 

by birdsong he sings an extended invocation to nature, then prays and sleeps. During his repose a brief 

intermezzo allows elves to caper cheerfully. Following their departure, the mood sinks into misery as Hulda 

enters, fleeing her brutal husband, Andred. Spying Caedmar, she is transfixed by his beauty and he soon 

wakes. The pair fall in love instantly and swear their eternal love in a long duet that occupies most of the 

opera. In pursuit of Hulda, Andred enters, encounters the lovers and challenges Caedmar for his right to 

Hulda who, getting caught in their duel, is killed. Andred also suffers a fatal blow and Caedmar is left 

alone – he prays for Hulda’s soul and their heavenly reunion. Finally, darkness covers the stage, but a brief 

burst of light reveals Caedmar at the feet of Hulda’s spirit, signifying their union even in death; the vision 

vanishes and daylight dawns as the curtain descends.  

It is unmistakeably clear that the plot and characters are derived from a combination of Wagnerian 

influences, including Act One of Die Walküre and Tristan und Isolde. Each Bantock character is similarly 

assimilated from a hybrid of familiar Wagnerian personalities: Caedmar bears a strong resemblance to 

Siegmund and Tristan, whilst Hulda is easily compared to Sieglinde and Isolde. Similarly, Bantock’s villain 

Andred is a relative of Hunding and Melot. This assimilation of Wagnerian models into Caedmar goes still 

deeper regarding the dramatic flow of the work, not least the extended love duet and Caedmar’s emphatic 

devotion to Hulda’s spirit at the close of the work – though here the female and male roles are reversed; 

in Tristan und Isolde the female is left to pray for the man, but in Caedmar it is Caedmar who is left to pray 

for Hulda. 
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Whilst Caedmar is accepted as Bantock’s first opera, a note included in both the manuscript vocal 

score and full score, and reproduced in the published vocal score, stipulates: 

This work may be performed on the Concert Platform as a Dramatic Symphony, providing that 
the action of the poem, which the music is intended to illustrate and assist, be explicitly set 
forth in the programme for the audience to follow.71 

 
It was in this form that Caedmar received its première, with piano accompaniment, in a performance given 

in the Concert Room at the Royal Academy of Music on the 12 July 1892 before an invited audience: 

Mr Granville Bantock invited his friends to hear a programme of his compositions at the Royal 
Academy of Music Concert Room...[including] an interesting and cleverly written one-act 
opera entitled Caedmar in which Mr Bantock displays a considerable amount of dramatic feeling. 
The characters were performed by Mr Edwin Wareham, Mr John Walters & Miss Lilian 
Redfern.72 

 
The concert was in two parts and presented Bantock with the opportunity to display his recent 

compositions in a programme made up entirely of his music, before he left the Academy at the end of the 

academic year. The programme ran as follows: 

Part 1 

Caedmar       Edwin Wareham, Caedmar 
        Lilian Redfern, Hulda 
        John Walters, Andred 

Part 2 

Rhapsodie; Meditation; Phantasy (from the Album for Pianoforte) Learmont Drysdale, piano 
Mailaid; Ich kann es nicht vergessen; Bist du wirklich mir so feindlich  Hilda Wilson, soprano 
Thorvenda’s Dream      Clara Jecks, reciter 
The Fire Worshippers Bass Solo (Scene III)    Bantock Pierpoint, bass 
Selections from Neb-Ta, an Egyptian Ballet (arr. for two pianofortes): Reginald Steggall and Learmont Drysdale 
Introduction; Dance of the Fishermen; Nubian Suite; Entr’acte; Finale  

 
The concert was well received and, though press notices were few, they were encouraging: 

In each and all of this considerable character is shown, upon which the composer may be 
congratulated, while, in addition, these efforts reveal much originality of conception and no 
little force in execution.73 
 

Following this minor success Bantock sent the vocal score of Caedmar to the opera impresario Signor 

Lago who agreed to stage it in his autumn season at the New Olympic Theatre in the Strand beginning on 

 
71 Bantock, Granville, Caedmar (London Music Publishing Company Ltd, 1892), 2. 
72 Sunday Times (17 July 1892), 6.  
73 Evening News (13 July 1892), 7.  
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Tuesday 25 November, but, prior to this, Bantock managed to secure a further concert performance at 

the Crystal Palace on Tuesday 18 October, engaging the same singers who were to perform in the staged 

version, and thereby acting as a dry-run. 

 
In this instance these performances were undertaken as part of a triple-bill which comprised 

Mozart’s Der Schauspieldirektor (sung in Italian as L’Impresario), after which followed Caedmar with the 

Coronation Scene from Verdi’s Ernani closing the evening. All of these performances were well received 

by the general public and though the critics had their reservations about the strong Wagnerian influence 

on the score, they remained on the whole reasonably satisfied. The Morning Post commented: 

Mr. Granville Bantock’s Caedmar, the second one-act work, may be described as an essentially 
Wagnerian setting of a story strongly suggestive of the same source. It produces the impression 
of a condensed and diluted version of one of the sections of the Nibelungen Ring. Mr Granville 
Bantock might have chosen a worse model, and if occasionally he is apt to get somewhat out of 
his depth in his daring attempt to emulate the style of the mighty master, we can scarcely blame 
him. Sufficient is it that his work may be looked upon not only in the light of a promise of future 
doings, but also of an ample fulfilment in itself. It is admirably scored, poetic in design, and 
skilful in construction. In short, it is the work of an artist who is evidently imbued with a high 
ideal, and who possesses the means at his command wherewith to express his thoughts. Later 
on Mr. Granville Bantock will doubtless be able to follow Wagner in his methods without 
depending upon him to so great an extent in his musical phraseology. Great credit is due to 
Madame Duma for her admirable impersonation of Hulda, which was vocally and dramatically 
excellent. Mr. C. Harding sang with conviction as Caedmar, and the small role of Andred was 
undertaken by Mr. I Marcil. The composer, who conducted his work, was loudly applauded at 
the conclusion. The orchestra was anything but perfect.74 

 
The Pall Mall Gazette critic who attended the same performance was sharper in his analysis: 

It is difficult to criticise a young man’s work without making too much allowance for his youth, 
but it may be said at once that Mr. Bantock’s work shows promise; how much it is not easy to 
say, for he is in that stage when imitation seems second nature. The influence of Wagner is writ 
large throughout the opera, but when the composer’s own temperament is evident the music 
is of a more sentimental kind, and Mr. Bantock even uses the major and minor-thirteenth in the 
climaxes to the cadences, a commonplace expedient which he should try hard to avoid in his 
next work.75 

 
He concluded with the following commentary of the performance: 

The composer was fortunate in having so able an interpreter of the heroine, Hulda, as Mdme. 
Duma, who sang with great passion, tenderness, and emotion, and acted with considerable 
grace. Mr. C. Harding, however, cannot be said to be an efficient Caedmar, for his voice is not 
pleasant, and his acting, to say the least of it, was very weak. But all allowance should be made 
for him, because it was not only a new part, but the music was very difficult. The scenery was 
better than is usual under Signor Lago’s management, and the orchestra played well together 

 
74 Morning Post (26 October 1892), 5. 
75 Pall Mall Gazette (26 October 1892), 2. 
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under the guidance of the composer. We cannot take leave of this new work without again 
stating our opinion that it shows decided talent.76 
 

The criticism of Harding’s ‘not pleasant’ voice however, is contested by the writer for the 

Graphic, who defends the tenor by stating that ‘the rôle of the impressionable hero was entrusted to 

‘a new Australian tenor with a robust voice, but who was suffering from a bad cough.’77 The least 

impressed critic, writing for the Illustrated London News, compiled the following review: 

“Caedmar” might conveniently be described as a Wagnerian nightmare happening to a young 
musician who has just been through his first course of “The Ring” and wound up with “Tristan.” 
The story and music – the whole effort in fact – are ludicrously reminiscent of the Bayreuth 
master in his least coherent moments. Mr. Bantock has begun at the wrong end, that is all. He 
will work his way back to the beginning in due course, as other clever young composers have 
done before, only in the meantime he must not be surprised if we do not like “Caedmar.”78 

 
Finally, George Bernard Shaw commented in his typical sardonic tone: 

The Young English composer is having a good time of it just now, with his overtures and 
symphonies resounding at the Crystal Palace, and his operas at the Olympic. Mr Granville 
Bantock’s Caedmar is an enthusiastic and ingenious piece of work, being nothing less than an 
adaption of all the most fetching passages in Wagner’s later tragic music-dramas to a little poem 
in which Tristan, Siegmund, Siegfried, Hunding, Isolde and Sieglinde are aptly concentrated 
into three persons. The idea is an excellent one; for in the space of an hour, and within a stone’s-
throw of the Strand, we get the cream of all Bayreuth without the trouble and expense of 
journeying thither. There is also, for the relief of the anti-Wagnerians, an intermezzo which 
might have been written by the late Alfred Cellier or any other good Mendelssohnian.79 
 

After 1892 Caedmar appears to have received only one performance, almost an hundred years later, on 19 

December 1985, presented as part of a double-bill with Ralph Vaughan Williams one act opera Riders to 

the Sea. The performance, given by South London Opera at the Lilian Baylis School in Lambeth, was the 

penultimate work in a year-long project encouraged and supported by the British Musical Society entitled 

‘British Opera in Retrospect’. 

Both operas were given with piano accompaniment and the artists involved (listed in the 

companion journal to the project, published by the British Musical Society in 1985) are listed as follows: 

Caedmar  Nicholas Murray 
Hulda  Wendy Grose 
Andred  Allan Parkes 

 
76 Ibid. 
77 Graphic (29 October 1892), 523. 
78 Illustrated London News (29 October 1892), 562. 
79 Laurence, Dan H., ed., Shaw’s music: the complete musical criticism in three volumes, Vol. 2, 1890–1893 (London, 2nd rev. ed. 
1989), 723.  
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Conductor  Oliver Broome 
Pianist  Sandra Gelson 
Producer  Kate Brown 
Director  Tim Northam 

 
Some of the performances given throughout this project were recorded and are now held in the British 

Music Society collections at Trinity College of Music; sadly, Caedmar appears either to have been given 

unrecorded, or captured on a cassette now lost. 

 

Figure 11: Poster advertising Caedmar at the New Olympic Theatre, 25 October 1892. 
Source: Printed in Bray, Trevor, ‘Granville Bantock: His Life and Music’, PhD diss. (University of Cambridge, 1972), 13. 
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Early Employment (1893–1899) and Songs of 1893–1899 

In her book Granville Bantock: A Personal Portrait, Bantock’s daughter, Myrrha, incorrectly claimed that her 

father left the RAM in 1893, when his formal studies had in fact finished the previous Midsummer Term 

in 1892 when his time as the Macfarren Scholar came to an end.80 She does however make it clear that, on 

completing his three-year term as the Macfarren Scholar, he found it difficult to ‘…obtain the type of 

musical appointment for which he was now qualified’.81 Like many well-to-do young men of the time, 

Bantock was afforded a comfortable family home by his surgeon father where he would continue to reside 

for several years prior to marriage, though it is clear that he was expected to make a living of his own, and 

that to luxuriate in the life of the bohemian artist privately supported by family money was not an option. 

Writing to Ernest Newman in 1904,82 who must have requested a brief biography, Bantock himself shed 

a little light on his post-scholarship employment: ‘At the end of the three years I was appointed sub-

professor of Harmony [at the RAM] without a salary! As this did not prove lucrative, I gave it up…’83 He 

did in fact hold the position of sub-professor until Lent 1895. During this time Bantock must have survived 

on an allowance from his father. Despite his three years at the RAM, professional networking was clearly 

not a priority, and Anderton reports that Bantock had no significant musical connections, nor was he able 

to get any harmony or composition students. Practically speaking, though evidence suggests that he was 

an accomplished pianist, he was unqualified to pursue instrumental teaching, having left the Academy 

without any formal qualifications. Bantock became something of a wandering minstrel: he briefly occupied 

 
80 The Scholarship was subsequently awarded to a number of young composers well into the mid-twentieth century, each 
appointment being announced in the Musical Times. Recipients include, in chronological order: Granville Bantock, Llewela 
Davies, Percy Hilder Miles, Adam von Ahn Carse, Arnold Bax, Montague Phillips, Leo Livens, Robert O. Edwards, C. Ivor 
Walsworth, Patrick Smerdon-Piggott, and Desmond Ratcliffe. 
81 Bantock, Myrrha, 33. 
82 Ernest Newman (1868–1959), an English music critic and musicologist who was amongst Bantock’s closest friends for many 
years. 
83 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 17 January 1904, in Allis, 188. The Musical Times article on Bantock published in January 
1909 does not give the name of its author. Given Newman’s request for biographical information on Bantock, perhaps he began 
sketching such an article in 1904 that waited five years to be published? 
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a number of positions as an organist, but nothing lasted. He corrected harmony papers for Trinity College 

of Music ‘…at so much a hundred’.84  

Also, in 1893 Bantock established The New Quarterly Musical Review (NQMR) on ‘…a meagre capital 

of £15’.85 The NQMR served a number of personal and wider artistic purposes. In the first instance it was 

‘…intended to supply the real want of a magazine dealing with musical matters in a less ephemeral manner 

than is possible in a daily or weekly paper’.86 Secondly it provided Bantock with an artistic outlet, at least 

journalistically. Though Bantock submitted only two articles to the NQMR (both published in what turned 

out to be the final issue),87 he no doubt enjoyed being at the helm as editor, allowing him to share publicly 

the cutting-edge musical philosophy of his colleagues. As mentioned by Corder, Bantock had ventured 

into the sphere of artistic journalism as a student, contributing articles and reviews to the Royal Academy 

of Music’s student-run magazine The Overture, but now he was free to write and publish as he wished 

without the watchful and censoring editorial eye of his teachers. The NQMR was not a financial success 

and, despite running for three years, Bantock’s time and money were unequally divided between 

professional engagements to earn a living and supporting the running costs of the NQMR: ‘…when the last 

number was issued, in February, 1896, he [Bantock] had lost £100 by the venture.’88 In a short article 

exploring the NQMR in detail,89 Richard Kitson highlights that in his editorial duties Bantock was assisted 

by William Wallace and H. Orsmond Anderton who, Anderton confirms, relieved him of responsibility 

entirely whilst he was away conducting.90 

 
84 Anderton, 29. 
85 Bantock, Myrrha, 33. In the Musical Times article of January 1909, Bantock gives a sum of ‘…£9 or £13 (he forgets which of 
these two amounts constituted his capital).’ In 1915 Anderton suggested ‘about £15.’ Myrrha evidently read Anderton’s book. 
86 The London Figaro (4 May 1893). 
87 Bantock, Granville, ‘Confucianism and Music’, The New Quarterly Musical Review, Vol.3 No.12 (February 1896), 157-164; 
and Ransome [Bantock], G[ranville], ‘The Idea in Music’, The New Quarterly Musical Review, Vol.3 No.12 (February 1896), 184-
8. 
88 ‘Granville Bantock’, Musical Times, 50 (January 1909), 12. 
89 Kitson, Richard, The New Quarterly Musical Review (1893–1896), (RIPM Consortium Ltd, 2003), available at ripm.org. 
90 Anderton, 30. 
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 By 1894, two years after his departure from the RAM, between the financially unrewarding 

occupations of his sub-professorship at the RAM and his editorship of the NQMR, Bantock was still obliged 

to take whatever paid musical employment he could get. Eventually, through a theatrical agent, he 

acquired work with a touring opera company, conducting burlesques including Little Boy Blue around the 

provinces at a salary of £3 per week, but this was often uncongenial and degrading work.91 This position 

did however lead to further contracts and had the advantage of bringing him to the attention of the famous 

impresario George Edwardes,92 who engaged him for provincial tours of ‘…A Gaiety Girl, Gentleman Joe, 

and In Town.’93 Despite the repertoire, to be noticed by and associated with Edwardes was surely a boost 

for Bantock’s ego and reputation. 

Edwardes later dispatched Bantock on an international tour. This tour allowed him to travel widely 

– as far as the USA and Australia. Following the conclusion of his travels, Bantock documented the 

experience in a colloquial and jovial memoir entitled Round the World with “A Gaiety Girl”, penned jointly 

with his colleague F.G. Aflalo.94 Bantock noted that ‘At 3.45 p.m. on [Saturday] the 1st of September 

1894, we left the platform at Waterloo’,95 and towards the end of the book that the troupe had spent a 

total of ‘…four-hundred and thirty-one days…’96 abroad. 

It is important to note at this point that Bantock was still only in his late twenties, and apparently 

had a gift for impressing his elders, not least indicated by Edwardes entrusting such a key position to so 

inexperienced a conductor. It is possible that growing up in a comfortable home in central London 

equipped him with a certain confidence. The enormous amount of exposure and experience brought about 

by an international tour must certainly have given his ego a further boost. 

 
91 See Anderton, 31; and ‘Granville Bantock’, Musical Times, 50 (January 1909), 12. 
92 George Edwardes (1855–1915) was an English theatre impresario and manager of the Gaiety Theatre. 
93 Anderton, 31. 
94 Aflalo, F.G. and Bantock, Granville, Round the World with “A Gaiety Girl” (London: John Macqueen, 1896) 
95 Ibid., 13. 
96 Ibid., 172. 
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On docking at Tilbury on 5 December 1895, he was in need of new employment. At this time the 

NQMR was still running, but at a loss, and he would have to wait several months before he was engaged 

by George Edwardes again. Engaged he was, only this time for slightly more gratifying musical fare in a 

national tour Stanford’s opera Shamus O’Brien. On this occasion the tour only took him as far as Ireland. 

Bantock continued to promote his own music as best he could, but with little success. A specially 

organised concert given on 15 December 1896 at Queen’s Hall and advertised as ‘Granville Bantock’s 

Orchestral Concert’ (featuring three works by Bantock and five by his contemporaries), was financially 

and artistically unrewarding, bringing in only a small audience.97 The concert programme featured a 

manifesto damning the lack of interest in indigenous British music (Figure 12). 

 
97 The programme was as follows: Overture – Eugene Aram (Bantock); The Rhapsody of Mary Magdalena (William Wallace) with 
Ella Russell, soprano; The Triumph of Caesar (Arthur Hinton); The Legend Beautiful (Stanley Hawley), with Lena Ashwell, reciter; 
Songs of Arabia (Bantock) with Ella Russell, soprano, and Bantock Pierpoint, baritone; The Curse of Kehama – Part I: The Funeral 
(Bantock); Elaine (Reginald Steggall) with Hilda Wilson, soprano; and Overture – The Maid of Colonsay (Erskine Allon). Each 
work was conducted by its composer except Allon’s, which was conducted by Bantock. 
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Figure 12: 
Extract from the programme for ‘Granville Bantock’s Orchestral Concert’, 

given at the Queens Hall, 15 December 1896 
Source: Seven programmes of various concerts given at the Queen's Hall, 1896–98, 

British Library, General Reference Collection M.d.484.b. 
 

The Times reported: 

It was evident from the extremely small audience that the public does not yet care very much 
for the works of the group of young composers whose names appeared in the programme, and 
who apparently regard themselves as having already waited for recognition too long. […] Mr 
Bantock himself was represented by the strenuous overture to his opera, Eugene Aram – in 
which the characters are represented, a little naively perhaps, by musical themes – by a set of 
Songs of Arabia, and by the first portion of a very extensive work, based on Southey’s Curse of 
Kehama. The two latter works are distinguished by a strongly-marked Oriental colouring, and 
both are orchestrated with great skill and effect. The last, called ‘The funeral’, is an impressive 
composition, and, according to the programme, the other symphonic poems of the set are 
connected together by the interweaving of their thematic material’, so that one of the typical 
methods of modern construction is here carried to an extreme point. The Arabian songs, set to 
words by Miss H. Schweitzer, are examples of the happiest use of ‘local colour’, which is never 
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allowed to obscure the real expression of the music. They were sung in excellent style by Mme. 
Ella Russell and Mr Bantock Pierpoint. The final duet was encored and repeated.98 

 
On 11 May 1897, Bantock and his colleagues from the Queen’s Hall concert,99 gave a chamber 

recital at Steinway Hall including his Songs of Japan.100 Also in May, Bantock secured another brief 

conducting job as Musical Director for Jane May’s production of Pauvre petit at the Royalty Theatre as 

part of her season of French plays.101 There were, sadly, only six matinee performances, and he was 

again soon unemployed. 

Bantock continued to apply for more substantial employment and, though appeals for work made 

to the Guildhall School of Music were unsuccessful,103 his luck began to change when, despite having 

originally applied for the job of Tower Manager, he was instead offered the position of Musical Director 

at the New Brighton Tower. Taking up the post in June 1897, Bantock remained at New Brighton for 

three busy and musically important years. By virtue of his irrepressible will and energy, he expanded the 

pier band to a symphony orchestra and gave many impressive concerts that included premieres by some 

of the most significant composers of the day, to whom Bantock occasionally relinquished the baton in 

concerts of their own music. Additionally, Bantock was invited to take up the post of conductor with the 

Runcorn Philharmonic Society.105 Eventually, Bantock’s position at New Brighton became uncomfortable 

and his contract was not renewed; dissatisfied, he sought new employment.106 Paul Watt’s article on the 

New Brighton Tower is a comprehensive assessment of its establishment and place within the wider scene 

of Victorian seaside entertainment and, in particular, Bantock’s contribution as Musical Director. 

Detailing the stresses and successes of his time there, Watt concludes that even though the Tower 

 
98 The Times (17 December 1897), 11. 
99 This time with the addition of H. Lane Wilson, Colin McAlpin, and S.P. Waddington. 
100 Bray, 23. 
101 Wearing, J.P., The London Stage 1890-1899: A Calendar of Productions, Performers, and Personnel (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2nd Edition 2014), 343 
103 Bray, 23. 
105 Anderton, 47. 
106 Bantock’s career at New Brighton is discussed at length in: Watt, Paul, ‘A ‘Gigantic and Popular Place of Entertainment’: 
Granville Bantock and Music-Making at the New Brighton Tower in the Late 1890s’, RMA Research Chronicle, Vol.42 No.1 
(2009), 109-164. 
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eventually went into administration, Bantock’s entrepreneurial spirit and energy provided a platform for 

many significant performances of British music. Though this period was fraught with strained professional 

relationships with the Tower management and local authorities, Bantock would certainly have benefited 

from galvanising a sense of artistic resilience in the face of un-cooperative administrators. Additionally, 

his unselfish efforts to promote his contemporaries whilst downplaying opportunities to programme his 

own music would certainly have endeared him to both composers and lovers of new music. 

Following his departure, a positive and life-altering change came in 1900 when Bantock was offered 

two permanent, full-time positions: one on the staff of the RAM, and the second as Principal of the School 

of Music at the Birmingham and Midland Institute. Writing to his former Principal and would-be employer 

at the RAM, Alexander Campbell Mackenzie, that it is better to ‘…reign in Hell than serve in Heaven’,107 

he accepted the Birmingham position. 

 

Songs of 1893–1899 

Bantock’s songs of this period are relatively few, and between 1893 and 1895 he wrote no songs at all. 

Focussing instead on larger dramatic vocal works, it is clear that his attention was divided between 

achieving success as a composer of operas and as a playwright. Anderton reports that: 

…he [Bantock] projected six Egyptian dramas, of which one – Rameses II – was written and 
published.108 He wrote also another play – outside this scheme – Phyllis, Queen of Thrace. Shortly 
after this, however, he came to see that his true work lay in music, and wisely limited himself 
in [this] area for the sake of the additional strength thereby gained.109 
 

Being a young man of extraordinary ambition, confidence and, perhaps, pride, it is possible that Bantock 

recognised early on that he was unlikely to achieve the level of proficiency and success he aspired to as a 

poet and, as no more plays, libretti, or lyrics were forthcoming after this time, he evidently decided to 

 
107 Bantock, Myrrha, 51. 
108 Bantock, Granville, Rameses II. A drama of ancient Egypt. In five acts. (London: D. Stott, 1892)  
109 Anderton, 22. 
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focus entirely on composition.110 Furthermore, Bantock came to regard the whole genre of opera as 

unsatisfactory: during the time that he was working on The Pearl of Iran, he ‘…projected other big works 

– among them an opera for which he bullied me [Anderton] into doing the words “in a hurry” as always. 

He began the music; but seeing no opening for opera, he gave it up.’111 This was perhaps Der King of Clubs, 

of which only one song is extant.112 Anderton concludes that: 

This view of opera he has not only maintained since, but has come to regard this art-form as an 
unsatisfactory hybrid, and to entertain for it a certain aversion. He, in fact, feels that the 
conventions it involves are too violently unnatural, and that the mind cannot really dwell upon 
and appreciate the drama and the music simultaneously: one or other must suffer.113 
 

Nonetheless, all of Bantock’s dramatic works for the stage deserve a thorough independent study, 

including his three completed operas,114 abandoned operatic projects such as Eugene Aram, Kishmul’s Galley 

and Prometheus Unbound, his contributions to musical plays and his own straight plays. (Sadly, the autograph 

full score of Bantock’s second one-act opera, The Pearl of Iran, is lost and no performances have been 

traced.115) 

In March 1896, Bantock’s romantic life was also developing. Following a possibly engineered 

meeting at the house of a mutual family-friend, Bantock’s relationship with song was reawakened on being 

re-introduced to the woman who would later become his wife, the poet Helena Schweitzer.116 The pair 

flew into an emotional and creative courtship, and their combined artistic enthusiasm resulted in almost 

fifty songs over four years. The first songs of 1896, therefore, were the early fruits of their enthusiasm, 

being settings of two then unpublished poems by Helena entitled ‘Love’s Sacrament’, dated 25 April 1896, 

 
110 The script of Phyllis, Queen of Thrace has not been traced, but extant libretti by Bantock include: Sir Gareth (GB-Bu GB 5/3/5), 
and a title page for the same is held in the Granville Bantock Collection at the Library of Birmingham (Box 2, No.84); and The 
Prince of Darkness, dated 2 November 1895, held in the Bantock Collection at the Worcester Archive and Archaeology Service 
(705:462/4664/12/ii). 
111 Anderton, 29. 
112 Bantock, Granville, ‘Der King of Clubs’, GB-bu GB 2/2/22. 
113 Anderton, 29. 
114 Caedmar (1892), The Pearl of Iran (1894), and The Seal Woman (1924). 
115 The vocal score of The Pearl of Iran was published by Breitkopf & Härtel in 1894; following the practice of the time, it is 
reasonable to conclude that they held the manuscript full score for hire purposes, and that this was destroyed during air-raids 
on Leipzig during World War Two. 
116 Officially her name was Helena, though she was often called Helen, and indeed published some of her poems under this 
name. 
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and ‘Sun and Shadow’, dated 8 June 1896.117 Until now the authorship of both poems has been 

undocumented, but in fact, the texts were taken from Helena’s collection The Love-Philtre and other poems, 

published in 1897, before the pair were married.118 Prior to the thrilling exoticism of the forthcoming 

Songs of the East, these two earlier songs perhaps reveal something of the blossoming of the young poet and 

composer’s growing affections: ‘Love’s Sacrament’ begins ‘My life was dim until you came / To light it 

with a purer flame…’ Of the second song, ‘Sun and Shadow’, the title is in fact Bantock’s own: the lyric 

is taken from one of Helena’s poems simply titled ‘Song’, but Bantock substituted this bland and 

anonymous heading for a considerably more evocative extract drawn from the second line of an altogether 

different poem titled ‘An April Day’. 

Following these two passionate lyrics full of enthusiastic young love, there came two, considerably 

less romantic, music-hall songs: whilst on his international tour conducting musical comedies for the 

George Edwardes Company, ‘Bantock composed for the musical comedy Monte Carlo a song entitled 

‘Who'll Give a Penny to the Monkey?’ The words are by his brother Leedham, who was also a member 

of the company. Bantock later reported that: ‘I made more money by that song than by my serious 

compositions. Kate Cutler sang it with a live monkey on the stage.’119 Perhaps seeking to swell his income 

further, Bantock composed a second song to words by his brother, ‘The Blind Man and His Dog’, and 

published both songs himself.120 

Throughout 1897, Bantock worked almost exclusively on songs to texts by Helena, including those 

for the epic six-volume series Songs of the East, all of which were published by Breitkopf & Härtel between 

1896 and 1898.121 Two further individual songs were ‘Enchantment’, dated 13 January 1897,  and ‘Spring-

 
117 Granville Bantock Collection at the Library of Birmingham: ‘Love’s Sacrament’ (Box 2, No.68), and ‘Sun and Shadow’ (Box 
1, No.36). 
118 Schweitzer, Helen F., The Love-Philtre and other poems (London: John Macqueen, 1897). Helen evidently shared the 
unpublished poems with Bantock the previous year. 
119 ‘Granville Bantock’, Musical Times, 50 (January 1909), 12. Kate Ellen Louisa Cutler (1864–1955) was an English singer and 
actress. 
120 Copies of both songs are in the British Library. 
121 Vol.1, Songs of Arabia; Vol.2, Songs of Japan; Vol.3, Songs of Egypt; Vol.4, Songs of Persia; Vol.5, Songs of India; 
Vol.6, Songs of China. 
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Tide’, dated 2 September 1897.122 The poet of the latter is unidentified, but the romantic, flowery 

language indicates Helena as a likely candidate, or possibly Bantock himself. Additionally, the manuscript 

of ‘Spring-Tide’ is headed by a bold ‘I’, indicating that the song was once either part of set or intended to 

be: whether the remaining numbers were completed and ‘Spring-Tide’ is all that remains is uncertain; it 

is of course possible that Bantock never completed the set, but the neatness of the extant manuscript 

suggests that it has simply become separated from its companion numbers. Six Jester Songs followed in 

1898, 123 along with ‘The Fire Fly’,124 both to texts by Helena. During this time the pair had become 

engaged, and later married on 9 March 1898 at St Luke’s Church, Uxbridge. Nine months later, on 19 

December, their first son was born. Though officially called Julian Richard Granville (named after Julian 

the Apostate), he disliked the name ‘Julian’ and went by ‘Angus’ instead.125 

During the period 1896–98 Bantock made virtually no departures from settings of his wife’s and 

his brother’s poems, save for one setting of Barry Cornwall’s ‘Bacchanalian Song’, dated 18 November 

1898,126 and a brief excursion into German. Even here there are only three new short songs to texts by 

Heine and Goethe which Bantock grouped with his three earlier Heine and Goethe settings of the early 

1890s to form a new set entitled Six German Songs. The manuscript of this new set is in the Granville 

Bantock Collection at the Library of Birmingham.127 The earlier three songs, ‘Mailied’; ‘Ich kann es nicht 

vergessen’; and ‘Bist du wirklich mir so feindlich’ had been performed by Hilda Wilson with, presumably, 

Bantock at the piano, in an all-Bantock concert on 12 July 1892 at the RAM.128 The Cadbury Research 

Library in Birmingham holds complete copies of all three songs, and though two of the songs are undated, 

they must have been composed between 1890 and 1892 in order to be performed in Bantock’s Academy 

 
122 Granville Bantock Collection at the Library of Birmingham: ‘Enchantment’ (Box 1 No.12), and ‘Spring-Tide’, GB-Bu GB 
2/2/51. 
123 Published by Breitkopf & Härtel in 1905. 
124 Published by Breitkopf & Härtel in 1898. 
125 Bantock, Myrrha, 18. 
126 Bantock, Granville, ‘Bacchanalian Song’, GB-Bu GB 2/2/2. 
127 Granville Bantock Collection at the Library of Birmingham: Six German Songs (Box 1, No.16). 
128 In his listing of the concert programme, Bray misattributes ‘Ich kann es nicht vergessen’ and ‘Bist du wirklich mir so feindlich’ 
to Goethe. 
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concert. The three new songs of 1898 include one text by Heine, ‘Frühlingslied’, and two by Goethe, 

‘Aus den östlichen Rosen’ and ‘Rastlose Liebe’. The complete set is grouped in the following order: 

1. Frühlingslied    21.11.1898 (Heine) 
2. Ich kann es nicht vergessen  21.11.1898 (Heine) 
3. Bist du wirklich mir so feindlich 21.11.1898 (Heine) 
4. Mailied    19.11.1898 (Goethe) 
5. Aus den östlichen Rosen   20.11.1898 (Goethe) 
6. Rastlose Liebe    20.11.1898 (Goethe) 

 

The century closed with a single song, ‘A Lover’s Kiss’, dated 17 April 1899, again to a text by Helena.129 

 

Life and Songs 1900 to 1946: A General Overview 

Introduction to Bantock’s new life in Birmingham 

January 1890 had hailed a new beginning for Bantock as a bona fide music student. Now, in 1900, ten years 

of hard graft building his reputation as a conductor and composer were being rewarded with increasing 

recognition. Through his efforts at New Brighton, Bantock had ingratiated himself with many of the 

leading British composers of the day (by selflessly promoting their music above his own), and he was also 

establishing himself as a conductor of note internationally: he was invited to conduct a concert of English 

music at the Royal Zoological Society in Antwerp on 21 February 1900.130 

 Bantock’s leadership skills were also making a positive impression, and in early 1900 he was 

appointed the first Principal of the new School of Music at the Birmingham and Midland Institute.131 

Despite the Institute’s already established music programme, the Annual report for 1894 stated: ‘It will 

not be possible to have a thoroughly organised School, comparable with that of [the] Glasgow [Athenaeum 

 
129 Granville Bantock Collection at the Library of Birmingham: ‘A Lover’s Kiss’ (Box 1, No.25). 
130 Bray, 43-44. 
131 Bray gives an account of the history and development of the Birmingham and Midland Institute, 52-53, and further 
information can be found in Waterhouse, Rachel E., The Birmingham and Midland Institute, 1854–1954 (The Birmingham and 
Midland Institute, 1954). 
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School of Music, established 1888] or the Guildhall [School of Music, established in London in 1880], until 

the funds of the Institute will enable the Council to engage the services of a Principal to direct and co-

ordinate the work of the School.’132 Six years later, in 1900, the Annual Report was able to confirm that 

‘The Council hope that they have found in Mr Granville Bantock one who will realise their long-cherished 

hopes. He comes with highest recommendations from Sir Alexander Mackenzie, Sir John Stainer, Sir 

Hubert Parry, Dr Villiers Stanford, and other eminent authorities.’133 The ‘eminent’ list of referees is an 

ideal indication of the esteem in which Bantock was viewed by his contemporaries.  

Bantock wrapped up his enterprising work and position at New Brighton and arrived in Birmingham 

at the end of August, assuming his new duties on 1 September 1900. Evidently, he did not disappoint in 

satisfying the expectations of the governing body and held the position of Principal for 34 years. 

The Birmingham engagement was a mixed blessing. On the one hand, Bantock had secured 

desirable and lucrative full-time employment in an appreciative environment where his energy, 

enthusiasm, benevolent nature, and musical skill were assets. On the other hand, the administrative 

pressures of running a busy vocational course along with all its subsidiary extracurricular actives, as well 

as management of the staff and student body, were time consuming and instrumental in stifling his 

creativity by limiting the amount of time he had for composition. Bantock’s letters to Newman, for 

example, feature occasional complaints about his overbearing workload: ‘…there is so much work before 

me at the Institute, that I can give no more time to any [deleted] more writing…’.134 Work at the Institute, 

however, was not the sole inhibitor to personal creative outlets, and Bantock evidently sought to galvanise 

his musical reputation further by simultaneously accepting a number of regular local and national 

conducting engagements as musical director, including ‘…the Wolverhampton Festival Choral Society, 

 
132 Quoted in Waterhouse, Rachel, The Birmingham and Midland Institute, 1854–1954 (Birmingham: The Birmingham and 
Midland Institute, 1954), 100. 
133 Ibid., 101. 
134 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 25 January 1903, in Allis, 175. 
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the Birmingham Amateur Society, the Worcester Philharmonic Society, and the Liverpool Orchestral 

Society.’135 The drive behind these numerous extracurricular appointments was likely both artistic and 

financial.136 Within the first decade of the twentieth century Bantock was firmly establishing himself as a 

family man: his second son, Raymond Robert Marcus was born on 6 May 1900 (d.11 December 1988), 

and by 1906 he was the father of two more children. His growing family and frequent indulgent purchases 

of books, furniture and art obliged Bantock to supplement his income; consequently, a shortage of money 

was a regular feature of Bantock family life. Thus 1900 represents the start of an extremely busy personal 

life and a productive professional career in academic administration, teaching, composing, and conducting 

that would last for 34 years until his retirement in 1934. 

 

1900–1910  

Throughout the 1890s, Bantock’s songs had focussed predominantly on settings of texts by Helena, among 

them the six sets comprising Songs of the East. Though the first decade of the new century continued to 

galvanise Bantock’s enthusiasm for eastern influences and poems by his wife, the years between 1900 and 

1910 saw sundry other poets make their way into his songs. Over this ten-year period Bantock composed 

nine individual songs and four sets, including the large-scale orchestral song-cycles Lyrics from Ferishtah’s 

Fancies and Sappho. 

In October 1901, Bantock wrote to Newman listing his compositions. Included were two albums 

of songs: one comprising settings of Blake, and the other, settings of Shelley.138 The individual songs are 

 
135 Bray, 58. 
136 It has not been possible to discover Bantock’s starting salary at the BMI, but he helpfully recorded his income for 1913 in 
the back of his diary as receiving £25 per month from the BMI, amounting to a base salary of £300 per annum -roughly the 
equivalent of £35,000 in 2020. By this time Bantock had been working at the BMI for 13 years so it is possible that on 
commencing his duties in 1900 his salary was lower, perhaps around £250 per annum; indeed, writing to Newman in 1901 he 
described his earnings as ‘scanty’, Letter from Bantock to Newman, 8 August 1901, in Allis, 133. 
138 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 28 October 1901, in Allis, 119. 
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not listed and, of both these sets, the only number to survive complete is a duet for ‘He’ and ‘She’ from 

the Blake cycle entitled ‘VI. The Birds’, dated 12 December 1900.140 A month earlier, in November 1900, 

Bantock was working on the Shelley settings, but a few bars of ‘No.5 [-] A Gentle Story’ and the closing 

six bars of an unidentifiable song that preceded it, dated 4 November 1900, are all that remain.141 Though 

the lost numbers of both these sets reveal that Bantock’s song production for 1900 was more fruitful than 

its extant sources, it is still markedly slim in relation to the large orchestral song cycles that would follow 

over the next few years. 

These songs are Bantock’s first solo settings of texts by Blake, his interest in this poet generally 

running to settings for vocal ensemble, of which there are seven: ‘The Tyger’, ‘A War Song’, ‘To 

Morning’, ‘To the Evening Star’, ‘To the Muses’, ‘Young Love’, and ‘Beauty Bright’. Three further Blake 

songs would follow before the close of the decade. Shelley exerted a much more intense influence over 

Bantock’s music, and in addition to five more solo songs there are: an incomplete opera, Prometheus 

Unbound (unpublished and unperformed) of which the Prelude for an orchestra of brass instruments (brass 

band) is still occasionally played; various choral works including ‘Dreams’; ‘Music, when soft voices die’; 

‘On Himalay’; ‘Spirit of Night’; ‘Wake the serpent not’; ‘The World’s Wanderers’; ‘Arethusa’; ‘Elfin 

Music’; and a colourful tone-poem The Witch of Atlas. 

His enthusiasm for both these writers is echoed in the work of his contemporaries: settings of Blake 

can be found amongst the songs of Boughton, Gibbs, Gurney, Holst, Howells, Quilter, and Vaughan 

Williams to name only a few. Similarly, there are numerous Shelley settings in the songs of composers as 

diverse as Bax, Bridge, Butterworth, Coleridge-Taylor, Delius, Parry, Quilter, Stanford, and Warlock. 

 
140 Bantock, Granville, ‘The Birds’, GB-Bu GB 2/2/3. 
141 Bantock, Granville, ‘A Gentle Story’, GB-Bu GB 2/2/14. 
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The absence of songs during this time suggests that Bantock’s creative enthusiasm was reserved for 

larger orchestral projects, perhaps as a means of more grandly asserting his reputation as a composer. 

Writing to Newman in 1901, Bantock outlined a scheme of 12 orchestral poems:142 

I am making my own hay while the sun shines, and have written out nine of the 
twelve Orchestral Poems, which are to form the first series. The complete list 
stands as follows: – 

1. Thalaba the Destroyer (Southey) 
2. Dante 
3. Fifine at the Fair (Browning) 
4. King Lear (Shakespeare) 
5. The Witch of Atlas (Shelley) 
6. El Islam 
7. Comedy and Tragedy 
8. Jaga-Naut (Southey) 
9. Paradise Lost (Milton) 
10. Emperor & Galilean (Ibsen) 
11. Lalla Rookh (Moore) 
12. Heroes & Hero-Worship (Carlyle) 
 

By ‘writing out’ it is probable that Bantock means in piano-score only, a suggestion qualified by a statement 

in the same letter that he was at the present time orchestrating Dante. Though not all of these works have 

survived, and some were recast and retitled (Dante, for example, became the tone-poem Dante and 

Beatrice), the list helps to reveal Bantock’s larger than life ambitions as well as highlighting the breadth of 

his literary inspirations. At the same time, Bantock was working hard on the first part of his choral magnum 

opus, The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám, an epic three-part setting for soloists, chorus, and orchestra of Edward 

FitzGerald’s popular 1859 translation. 

On top of Bantock’s busy life at the Institute, his public reputation as a composer of large-scale 

orchestral works of no little skill was becoming apparent and receiving increasing appreciation. It is worth 

noting at this point that, despite a small number of premieres, Bantock’s principal public and professional 

 
142 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 8 August 1901, in Allis, 133. 
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reputation rested on his visibility as a conductor and educator rather than composer. In 1902 Bantock was 

lucky to receive a number of important performances: the Halford Concerts Society in Birmingham played 

the Helena Variations twice,143 and there was a performance in Bournemouth as well; the first performance 

of Dante (Tone-Poem No.2) took place at New Brighton on 10 August 1902; and The Witch of Atlas (Tone-

Poem No.5) was premiered at The Three Choirs Festival in Worcester a month later on 10 September 

1902. Contemporaneous criticism of these performances was favourable.144 In London too his profile was 

increasing and the following year Bantock established a long and happy association with the Henry Wood 

Promenade Concerts. Russian Scenes was given on 3 October 1903, paving the way for regular Bantock 

Proms performances until his death. The most popular works were Sappho, extracts of which were given 

on 34 occasions between 7 September 1906 and 30 June 1944, and The Pierrot of the Minute, first played 

on 16 August 1909 and given a further 21 times during his lifetime, the last taking place on 2 July 1943.145 

Bantock did however find time to compose at least three songs in 1901: ‘Night’, dated 23 May 

1901, to a poem by Lorma Leigh,146 ‘Love’s Reward’, dated 29 May 1901, to a text by Helena,147 and 

‘Through the Metidja’, Bantock’s first solo setting of a poem by Robert Browning. Bantock would 

substantially revise this song prior to publication in 1911, and it will be addressed in greater detail in Case 

Study 2 as part of the wider discussion on Bantock’s Browning settings. 

Following Bantock’s break from song composing throughout 1902, the following year saw the 

advent of two very much larger song-cycles. Both are cast in an Eastern vein: the first, Five Ghazals of Hafiz 

sets five texts by the Persian poet Khwāja Shams-ud-Dīn Muḥammad Ḥāfeẓ-e Shīrāzī (1315–90), known 

 
143 George John Halford (1858–1933), English pianist, organist, composer, and conductor. 
144 For the critical reception of the Helena Variations see Musical Standard (31 March 1900); Musical News, 18, No.475 (7 April 
1900), 327. Criticism for Dante: Monthly Musical Record, 32, No.381 (1902), 173. Criticism for The Witch of Atlas: The Times (11 
September 1902), 8; London Daily News (11 September 1902), 2; Monthly Musical Record, 32, No.382 (1902), 181-82. 
145 Bantock was a featured composer of the 2013 BBC Proms and a small number of works were given. 
146 Bantock, Granville, ‘Night’, GB-Bu GB 2/2/33. Leigh was the author of The White Gate and other poems (London: James 
Hewetson and Son, n.d.). 

147 Granville Bantock Collection at the Library of Birmingham: ‘Love’s Reward’ (Box 1, No.23). 
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generally as Hafez or Hafiz. Bantock set the songs in a translation by the English poet Sir Edwin Arnold 

(1832–1904), and included a purely instrumental Prelude, subtitled ‘Hafiz improvises’ for the hybrid 

ensemble of triangle, tambourine, and harp. The five songs that follow are for voice and piano, and the 

set was published two years later, in 1905, by Breitkopf & Härtel. The second, and much larger, song-

cycle of 1903 was the enormously challenging Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies. Rigorously demanding both 

musically and intellectually, this cycle comprises the major focus of Case Study 2. 

Throughout 1904 Bantock worked on Sappho, while general life revolved very much around his 

duties at the Institute and various conducting engagements. These included his appointment as conductor 

of the Liverpool Orchestral Society. Musical successes include the premiere of his Rhapsody for Chorus 

and Orchestra, The Time-Spirit (to a text by Helena), at the Gloucester meeting of the Three Choirs 

Festival. The most significant personal event was the birth of this third son, Hamilton George Francis on 

14 February 1904 (d.12 October 1974). The following year, in 1905, his fourth and final (legitimate) 

child was born, Hermione Myrrha Shireen, on 19 December 1905 (d.3 July 1995).148 

With the increased pressure of family life, Bantock perhaps felt it necessary to relinquish some of 

his extra-curricular activities. The strain of his duties at the Institute was a constant source of frustration 

and so he decided to resign from the musical directorships of the Worcester Philharmonic and Birmingham 

Amateur Orchestral Society. Fortunately, his image as a composer was developing positively: in the space 

of one year he composed a stand-alone vocal number entitled ‘Song of the Genie’ to words by Helena,149 

and published the vocal scores to the Five Ghazals of Hafiz, Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, and Sappho, all with 

Breitkopf & Härtel. Why Bantock chose to publish his major works with a German publisher is uncertain, 

though he perhaps considered promotion on the continent an asset. Throughout his career he also 

 
148 Bantock fathered at least one more son, Michael in the 1920s. 
149 Bantock, Granville, ‘Song of the Genie’, Gb-Bu GB 2/1/19-21. 
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developed strong professional relationships with the leading UK publishers including Novello and Boosey 

& Co. 

The following year, in 1906, Bantock relinquished yet more of his peripatetic conducting work and 

resigned from the Wolverhampton Festival Choral Society. He evidently had no time for songs either, 

continuing to focus on much larger projects. Bantock reached the peak of his creative powers with the 

completion of the first part of his epic choral masterpiece, The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám, premiered on 4 

October 1906 at the Birmingham Festival. The second part was premiered the following year, on 25 

November 1907 at the Cardiff Festival, and the third part two years later at the Birmingham Festival, on 

7 October 1909. The work was first heard in its entirety on 15 February 1910 at the Queen’s Hall, 

London. 

By 1908 Bantock had been in Birmingham for eight years, and now, in addition to his work at the 

Institute, he succeeded Elgar in being appointed to the position of Peyton Professor at the University of 

Birmingham. Bantock was now amongst the most familiar musical personalities in Birmingham (holding 

both positions simultaneously until his retirement in 1934), along with his reputation as a composer and 

conductor being at its peak. 

For some time, Bantock had also been busy helping to establish the short-lived Musical League, a 

society intended to promote an annual roving music festival. In a letter to The Times the committee 

announced its intention to focus on ‘new or unfamiliar compositions, English and foreign’, with the added 

virtue of showcasing local talent and musical organisations.150 

In contrast to the loftiness of his professional positions and ambitions on a national scale, Bantock 

returned to more intimate fare for his final songs of the decade, and in late-1907/early-1908 composed 

 
150 ‘The Musical League’, The Times (23 March 1908), 12. The letter was signed by, amongst others, Elgar, Delius, Mackenzie, 
Adolph Brodsky, Bantock, and Henry Wood. For further information see Allis, 23-24. 
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three little songs for which he revisited the poetry of William Blake: ‘In a Myrtle Shade’, ‘The Wild 

Flower’s Song’, and ‘Love’s Secret’.151 Each was published individually by Novello two years later in 

1909. The remaining songs of the decade were, possibly, all to texts by Helena, including ‘An Eastern 

Love Song’, published by Boosey & Co. in 1908, and Two Chinese Songs, arranged by Helena and published 

by Breitkopf & Härtel in 1909. 

Another song, ‘Winter’, dated 2 January 1908, is an enigma. Bantock’s manuscript (GB-Bu GB 

2/2/63) states on the title page ‘words by May’ and the published version (Boosey & Co., 1908) gives 

‘May Chorley’. With little to go on by way of identifying the author, an internet search of the song’s first 

line, ‘Past are those summer days / Fled all too soon’, traces the poem to a volume entitled The White Gate 

and other poems by Lorma Leigh. As mentioned above, Bantock had set another text featured in this volume, 

‘Night’, in 1901. Curiously, The White Gate collection was not published until 1914, but here the mystery 

may be unravelled. The same volume contains the words to ‘Love’s Reward’, also set by Bantock in 1901 

but claiming the words were by Helena. It therefore appears plausible that May Chorley/Lorma Leigh 

were in fact Bantock’s wife writing and later publishing under a pseudonym. 

By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, Bantock’s songs do not entirely reflect his 

wide-ranging literary tastes. Texts by his wife, Blake, and Browning may all be considered relatively 

conservative. Sappho and Hafiz on the other hand were certainly more individual choices. The legends of 

Sappho had appealed to Gounod as early as 1851 with the premiere of his opera Sapho, but in England only 

Bantock and Gurney set more than one of her poems – the latter composing seven Sappho songs in all, in 

translations by Bliss Carman.152 Hafiz similarly appealed almost exclusively to Bantock. 

 

 
151 Bantock, Granville, ‘In a Myrtle Shade’, Gb-Bu GB 2/2/19; Bantock, Granville, ‘The Wild Flower’s Song’, Gb-Bu GB 
2/2/69; and Bantock, Granville, ‘Love’s Secret’, Gb-Bu GB 2/2/24 respectively. 
152 See Banfield, Sensibility and English Song, 459-460. Also Sappho, One Hundred Lyrics by Bliss Carman (L.C. Page & Co., 1904) 
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1911–1913  

Why, at the age of 42, Bantock suddenly began recording his daily activities is unknown, but on Thursday 

6 April 1911 he commenced keeping a diary – an occupation that became a regular habit for the remaining 

35 years of his life.153 The diaries are, on the whole, an aide-memoire rather than confessional or 

philosophical. They were clearly written with a view to reflecting on what had happened during the course 

of the day (perhaps filled out as an evening ritual), rather than as a means of remembering forthcoming 

events, and as such designed to be a keepsake. Perhaps in an act of not uncommon self-awareness Bantock 

thought that a diary may prove useful to people looking back on his life. Alternatively, he may simply have 

wished to record events he himself would later care to look back on. Disappointingly there are no musings 

on activities of the day or the wider events of the times he was living in; what Bantock was thinking 

remained the domain of his personal correspondence. They go on much as they began, highlighting events 

Bantock evidently thought worth remembering, from the important to the mundane, and the first few 

entries serve as a very suitable example of the diaries’ form and content: 

Thursday, 6th April 1911 
Heard Bach’s B minor mass at Town Hall 
B’ham F.C.S. in evening 
Finished (3) Male Voice Part Songs, and sent to B & H at Leipzig, the following: 
Zeus, Lord of Heaven! 
Stranger, thou art standing now 
Now a brighter boast than all. 
Ruling bar lines of Fifine. 
Private letters. 
 
Friday, 7th April 1911 
University lecture on Loewe’s Ballads. 
Interview with Royal [sic] Shore on subject of Plain Chant at University.154 

 
153 It is of course possible that earlier diaries are no longer extant. Bantock’s second son, Raymond, indicated that he once 
owned ‘…an old diary of his in which he describes how he went to visit Tchaikovsky at his hotel in London and spent some 
time talking to him about music.’ (‘Bantock: The Family Remembers’, Delius Society Journal, 80 (October 1983), 40.) As the 
Russian composer died in 1893 it is clear that Bantock at least attempted the practise of keeping a diary in his youth, but perhaps 
did not make it a regular habit until later in life. 
154 Samuel Royle Shore (1856–1946), a Birmingham based solicitor and amateur church musician who advocated the use of 
plainchant in Anglican worship. 
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Students’ Orchestral Practice at Institute, rehearsed Hill’s Nuns of the 
perpetual adoration & Bach’s Violin Concerto in A minor. 
Chat with Drinkwater at Institute. 
Wrote a short article for TP’s Magazine on The Musical Outlook in England. 
Finished reading Browning’s Fifine at the Fair. (3rd time). 
 
Saturday, 8th April 1911 
Spent entire day at home 
Private correspondence and ruling lines for score of Fifine also studying Bach’s 
Motet Sing ye to the Lord. 
Wrote to McNaught requesting the withdrawal of my name from the 
programme of the International  
Congress Festival in London. 
Translated Horace’s Ode NoVII. Bk I Laudabunt alii 

 

These three entries give an extremely clear view of the activities that occupied his daily life: teaching, 

composing, rehearsing, University and Institute administration and meetings, reading, correspondence, 

concerts, and writing – both for pleasure, such as his translating of Horace, and professionally, exemplified 

by his article for ‘TP’s Magazine’. Later entries highlight a busy travel schedule, principally undertaken 

for the purposes of examining and adjudicating at national festivals. 

Taking a single month under the microscope, April 1911, for example, also gives the first extant 

indications of the rate and range of compositional activities in which Bantock engaged: between the 6 and 

31 April he completed a set of three part-songs, prepared manuscript paper for Fifine at the Fair (an 

elaborate orchestral work based on Browning’s poem of the same name), sketched ideas for his choral 

symphony Atalanta in Calydon and another a cappella choral work, ‘Down Among the Dead Men’, 

corrected the proofs of Dante and Beatrice, as well as revising the piano arrangement and, finally, sketched 

the greater part of a second orchestral work, Overture to a Greek Tragedy: Oedipus at Colonus. Thus, it is clear 

that Bantock was regularly working on several projects at a time. Whilst it is no doubt a gift to the 

researcher to see in Bantock’s own words exactly what was going on from day to day, it is a challenging 

task to draw out what is worthy of comment as Bantock recorded in detail even how many pages of score 

he had copied out, or the number of barlines he had ruled in preparation for scoring an orchestral work. 
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Finally, the diaries give a hint as to Bantock’s character. On 28 April, a single sentence adequately sums 

up Bantock’s absence of ego: following a performance of the first part of The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám at 

the Sheffield Festival (conducted by Henry Wood), Bantock noted simply ‘A fine rendering’. 

Throughout 1911, song featured prominently. In May, Bantock met ‘…with Kenneth Curwen of 

J. Curwen & Sons regarding proposal to write part-songs exclusively for this firm for two years,’155 a 

proposal he accepted on 31 May, commencing the deal with ‘Down Among the Dead Men’ and ‘Wilt 

Thou Be My Dearie’. His arrangements of English folk songs, too, were to be published by Oliver Ditson, 

correction of the proofs being completed on 28 July. Bantock’s willingness to undertake such a project 

contradicts Anderton’s assertion that he was uninterested in ‘old’ music. Indeed, in addition to these 

arrangements, Bantock composed an Old English Suite, consisting of five movements founded on themes 

by Gibbons, Dowland, Bull, Farnaby, and Byrd. Given that his thirst for knowledge was so broad, Bantock 

would have been unlikely to dismiss the English Renaissance masters outright, even if they did not form a 

significant part of his particular musical enthusiasms. It is also possible that even though Bantock may not 

have been particularly interested in them personally, they were certainly a part of the curriculum at the 

University of Birmingham,156 and perhaps also easy money in terms of providing arrangements for Oliver 

Ditson. 

Original solo songs, however, were few and did not materialise until December. These amounted 

to little more than the revision of his 1901 song ‘Through the Metidja’, now retitled ‘As I Ride’ (see 

Chapter 4), and a new short cycle of four songs entitled Songs of the Seraglio to words by Helena. Both of 

these works highlight Bantock’s continued reliance on eastern inspiration, corroborated by Anderton who 

commented that the Seraglio numbers ‘…follow up the same vein that Bantock had already so successfully 

 
155 Diary, 18 May 1911. Bantock later met with ‘Mr Curwen’ to continue the discussion on 30 May 1911. 
156 University of Birmingham Music Department syllabi published when under Bantock’s leadership indicate the emphasis placed 
on early music tuition. 
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worked in the earlier Songs of the East.’157 An anonymous critic writing for Bookman ten years later 

considered them ‘…thoroughly worth the notice of ambitious vocalists.’158 This comment, from an article 

entitled ‘Drawing-Room Music’, perhaps suggests that the critic may have considered them suitable for 

gifted amateurs to perform at home. 

By 1912, Bantock’s ambition and creative energy were extending the boundaries and perceptions 

of symphonic choral music far beyond the traditional oratorio. On 23 January he travelled to Manchester, 

two days prior to the premiere by the Hallé Choir of his choral symphony Atalanta in Calydon – the first of 

two large-scale unaccompanied choral works. The full programme included Tchaikovsky’s Serenade for 

Strings, two extracts from Wagner’s Die Walküre,159 his own work, and Delius’s Appalachia. As a guest 

conductor, Bantock could easily have programmed a second work of his own with the orchestra but, in a 

continued effort to support the music of his countryman and friend, this was a not uncharacteristic move. 

Sadly, Delius was unable to be present.160 Bantock’s work received a mixed critical reception, but its 

advancement of the possibilities in choral music was duly noted in the Musical Standard as ‘…one of the 

most significant events in the development of musical art in modern times...a daring experiment of 

magnitude and consummate skill.’161 

 At the same time as Bantock’s Mancunian success, he received disappointing and frustrating news 

from the Royal Philharmonic Society (RPS) in London. Fifine at the Fair, scheduled to be premiered just 

over a week later on 8 February, was withdrawn from the programme by the RPS Directors on the 

grounds that Bantock had allegedly made unreasonable demands regarding fees and performing rights.162 

Despite the additional insult that Bantock was informed that no compensation would be forthcoming, he 

 
157 Anderton, 73. 
158 Anon., ‘Drawing-Room Music’ in Bookman, 60, No.355 (April 1921), 43. 
159 Wotan’s ‘Abschied’, sung by Robert Maitland, and the ‘Magic Fire’ music. 
160 Letter from Delius to Bantock, 23 January 1912. 
161 Bond, F.H., ‘First Production of Granville Bantock’s Atalanta.’, Musical Standard, 37, No. 944 (3 February 1912), 69–70. 
162 The incident was reported in the Musical Standard, 37 (17 February 1912), 107. 
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remained relatively nonchalant: ‘I cannot say I am personally disappointed as I expect to be able to get it 

produced in Vienna or Berlin.’163 Indeed, only two weeks later Bantock was in Vienna for the Continental 

premiere of the first part of The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám on 14 February at the Musikverein,164 and on 

the return journey, passing through Leipzig, took the opportunity to discuss Fifine with an unidentified 

‘Mr Sander’.165 Ten days later, on 29 February, he met with ‘W[illiam Alfred] Wiggin [Chairman of the 

Orchestral Committee] re Fifine at the Fair for the Birmingham Triennial Festival.’ The meeting was a 

success, and the premiere was scheduled for October that year.166 

The tragedy of the Titanic goes unmentioned in Bantock’s diary until a week after it sank when 

he composed a short unaccompanied choral work, ‘They that go down to the sea in ships’, dedicated to 

those who lost their lives. Around the same time, Bantock was tidying up his notes for a new biography 

of William Byrd and had recently spent a few days at Eridge Park in East Sussex transcribing the manuscript 

of My Ladye Nevells Booke, featuring a portion of Byrd’s keyboard music.167 

 In September, Sibelius came to stay. The two composers were already affectionate friends and 

Sibelius had dedicated his Third Symphony to Bantock. He was now in Birmingham rehearsing his Fourth 

Symphony for the Birmingham Festival on 1 October, the work sharing the programme with the premiere 

of Elgar’s The Music Makers. Bantock, Sibelius, and Delius sat together, Delius giving a performance of Sea 

Drift two days later. In between, Bantock conducted the long-awaited premiere of Fifine at the Fair on 2 

October. Though he recorded a good reception in his diary, it is a shame that Sibelius had not stayed for 

the performance. 

 
163 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 11 March 1912, in Allis, 251. 
164 The performance was given in German with soloists Flore Kalbeck, Rudolf Ritter, and Thomas Denys, the Singverein der 
Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde, the Wiener Tonkünstler-Orchester, and conducted by Franz Schalk. 
165 Diary, 19 February 1912. 
166 Diary, 29 February 1912. Bantock received £20 ‘…for rights & reservation of 1st performance.’ 
167 Eridge Park had been the ancestral home of the Nevill family since 1488. Bantock’s biography of Byrd never appears to have 
been published. 
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 As the close of the year approached Bantock made two trips to the North West. Atalanta in Calydon 

received its second performance in Liverpool on 16 November, and Bantock was invited back to the Hallé 

to conduct the first part of The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám on 27 November, which he paired with his 

orchestral tone-poem Dante and Beatrice. In all, the first part of The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám was given 

four times in 1912, the last taking place in Glasgow on 17 December. 

By the beginning of 1913 Dr Bantock’s health was in sharp decline. Fading in and out of 

consciousness he died at 1:25am on 15 January 1913 at the home of his daughter, Connie. As the executor 

of his father’s will, Bantock attended to all the necessary arrangements with his characteristic aptitude for 

getting a great deal done in a short space of time. Dr Bantock had requested that his funeral be executed 

‘…in the simplest manner, and at as little expense as possible’; he was cremated at Golders Green on 18 

January and the urn containing his ashes deposited in the family grave at Kensal Green Cemetery, sharing 

a plot with his wife. Following the funeral Bantock attended a performance of Mahler’s Seventh Symphony 

at the Queen’s Hall and, with the Institute reopening on 20 January, life returned to normal very quickly. 

 Lectures, meetings, rehearsals, national adjudicating, conducting engagements, and composition 

continued unabated. Bantock was now making a good living with a regular income from the Institute and 

the University in addition to royalties from performances.168 

Despite a healthy salary and funds seemingly always available to satisfy his insatiable desire for 

books, Bantock appears to have had ongoing difficulty investing his money where it mattered, often leaving 

‘unopened bills and income tax demands [to be stuffed] into a drawer in his desk.’169 Exactly where 

 
168 In 1913 Bantock recorded a total annual salary of £288 from the University alone, paid in quarterly instalments of £75 in 
March, £69 in June, £69 in September, and £75 in December, equivalent to just over £33,400 in 2020. By the end of the year, 
he notes having £1120 13s 3d in his ‘Cash Account’, roughly equivalent to over £130,000 in 2020. Meeting minutes for the 
Institute similarly reveal that he received at least two rises in pay: sometime between 1913 and 1919 Bantock was awarded an 
extra £50 for a total of £350, and again in September 1919 when the Principal and other senior officers of the Institute were 
awarded pay rises, and a further £50 was allocated to him for an annual salary from the Institute of £400 per annum. 
169 Bantock, Myrrha, 113. Bantock’s financial position is further discussed in the thesis Conclusion. 



 
 

 

94 

 

Bantock’s money went is uncertain, but his persistent financial strains were greeted with the optimistic 

mantra ‘Trust in Provy!’ (Providence). Many years later, Bantock’s daughter explained that even with 

bailiffs in the kitchen and the ‘continual sale’ of books, possessions and valuable pieces of furniture to keep 

the family afloat, they managed to rise above the embarrassment, eventually achieving ‘an almost 

humorous disregard of difficulties.’170 

During this period, Bantock completed only one new solo song, ‘Come thou’ with words by Edith 

MacHutchin, which is now lost.171 Instead, throughout the first half of 1913 his focus was directed towards 

arrangements of English renaissance and baroque songs by Arne, Bishop, Byrd, Dibdin, Dowland, 

Johnson, Locke, Morley, Purcell, and Wilbye amongst others, along with anonymous folksongs for a 

forthcoming volume, One Hundred Songs of England. The MS of all 100 songs was sent to Oliver Ditson & 

Co. in Boston, Massachusetts on 21 July 1913 and published the following year. A month later, Bantock 

had evidently received a request to provide music for Joseph and his Brethren, a new pageant play by Louis 

Parker.172 Bantock quickly orchestrated ‘In the Garden’ and ‘Festival Song’, extracted from his Songs of 

Egypt, and posted the scores off to the theatre a week before the show was due to open. 

 

1914–1919: Bantock during the First World War Years 

In the early months of 1914, Bantock was primarily occupied with writing out the score of his new choral 

ballet, The Great God Pan, which was scheduled to receive its premiere at the Sheffield Festival in 

September, continuing his recently established experiments in large-scale choral works.173 But, far from 

the fantastical world of Pan, works of a political nature were also beginning to materialise and Bantock 

must have already been recognised as a visible supporter of Socialism: ‘Keir Hardie & Kneeshaw came to 

 
170 Ibid. 
171 Diary, 14 April 1912. 
172 Joseph and his Brethren opened at His Majesty’s Theatre on 2 September 1913 and ran for 154 performances. The cast starred 
Maxine Elliott and Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree. 
173 Kickasola, 193. 
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lunch.174 They had asked me to write a Labour March & Song for the Labour Coming of Age at Bradford 

next Easter. Will see what I can do.’175 The hesitant statement ‘Will see what I can do’ suggests that 

Bantock took time in committing to the idea, but three months later he responded in the affirmative and 

began sketching his Labour March, completing the full score for brass band on 19 February. No 

accompanying song appears to have been composed directly in relation to Hardie’s request, but several 

months earlier Bantock had composed a ‘Song of Liberty’ to words by Helena. Both works received their 

premiere on 11 April at the 21st Independent Labour Party Conference in Bradford. Bantock’s 

commitment to Socialism remained intact throughout his life; in the 1929 General Election (won by 

Ramsay MacDonald, the first Labour Prime Minister) he ‘…voted for Socialist’, and later became a 

member of the Fabian Society.176  

As the year progressed international relations were breaking down. Finally, war was announced 

on 4 August 1914, three days before Bantock’s 46th birthday. Holidaying in Cornwall for the summer with 

his family at the time, Bantock noted in his diary ‘England at war with Germany’,177 and thereafter appears 

to have commented on or thought about the war as it unfolded as little as possible. Under the developing 

rules around conscription Bantock was never eligible for active service, and the diaries give no indication 

that he was prepared to offer his services voluntarily.178 Two year later, on 19 December 1916, Angus 

(Julian), the eldest of Bantock’s sons, turned 18 and was thus eligible to be called up for active service. 

Despite an apparent reluctance to engage with the war in any way beyond noting the occasional tragedy, 

Bantock did undertake to teach marching songs to soldiers of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment.179  

 
174 James Keir Hardie (1856–1915), Scottish trade unionist and founder of the Labour Party. John William Kneeshaw (1878–
1960), British political activist. 
175 Diary, Saturday 4 October 1913. 
176 Diary, 30 May 1929 and 18 February 1942. 
177 Diary, 4 August 1914. 
178 Mandatory conscription came into force on 2 March 1916, owing to the lack of volunteers. Initially, the Military Service 
Bill had called only for single men (including childless widowers) aged 18-40. In May 1916 the rules were extended to married 
men, and finally in April 1918 to men up to the age of 50. By the time the amended rules came into force in 1918, Bantock 
was a little more than three months off his 50th birthday. 
179 Diary, 22 and 29 December 1914. 
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Professional life carried on as normal as far as it was able and Bantock’s diaries continue to record 

the times and subjects of lectures at the University and activities at the Institute. Musically, the war years 

saw Bantock further explore the mystery and exoticism of the East and Celticism in his songs and orchestral 

works. The Hebridean Symphony was completed on 23 November 2015, and between 1915 and 1918 he 

composed eleven songs to translations of Japanese and Chinese poetry: the Sword and Blossom Poems of 1915 

are arrangements of Japanese texts, while the five songs of Songs from the Chinese of 1918 form the basis 

and first set of a cycle that would ultimately span 32 songs in six sets to translations by Launcelot Cranmer-

Byng. One-off numbers from December 1918 include ‘The March’, a setting of Sir John Collings Squire’s 

(1884–1958) poem of the same name, composed 25-26 December, and ‘Friendship’, dated 26 December, 

to words by the poet ‘E.M.V.F’ – this is likely to be Eleanor M.V. Finnegan, to whom Bantock dedicated 

‘Under the Moon’, the third song of the first set of Songs from the Chinese Poets. Following the end of the 

war, 1919 also saw Bantock compose few new songs, focussing his energy on the much larger projects of, 

amongst many other things, composing his Pagan Symphony and Viola Sonata, and preparing the orchestral 

tone-poem Lalla Rookh and the Hebridean Symphony for publication. Nonetheless, he did find time to 

compose a short set of three songs to words by his colleague Alfred Hayes, entitled The Vale of Arden. 

Arden, located in nearby Warwickshire, finds Bantock in uncharacteristic mode writing songs with a local 

theme. 

 

Bantock in the 1920s 

Following several long years of war, 1920 heralded the advent of one of Birmingham’s finest cultural 

achievements when, on 5 September, the City of Birmingham Orchestra gave its first concert.180 The 

opening work was Bantock’s Saul overture, the full score of which is now lost. Bantock, amongst others, 

 
180 Meanwhile, it is worth noting, the Birmingham Triennial Festival had ceased to exist in 1912. 
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had worked to establish a permanent professional orchestra in Birmingham for some years and the 

organisation thrives today as the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra.181 

The 1920s were a period of much personal sadness for Bantock. Amongst the unhappy events were 

the death of both his younger brothers (Claude, who died in Melbourne, Australia, on 24 June 1921 aged 

46, and Ernest (Leedham), who died suddenly at midnight on 15 October 1928 from heart failure, aged 

58). Additional upset was caused by the ultimate disintegration of his friendships with Ernest Newman 

and, much more severely, his lifelong friend and colleague, Howard Orsmond Anderton (known 

affectionately throughout the diary as the ‘Colonel’). References to Anderton stop in 1926, by which time 

he had already ceased working as Bantock’s private secretary.182 The source of their eventual sad parting 

was rooted in Anderton’s distaste for Bantock’s callous treatment of his wife regarding repeated acts of 

infidelity, especially with the Scottish singer Denne Parker (1889–1972), with whom Bantock fathered a 

son, Michael, born in Canada in 1923.183 

Bantock had been introduced to Parker the previous year by Donald Tovey in London on 13 June 

1922. On this occasion she sang four songs from Bantock’s Sappho, an event that was to prove the catalyst 

for several collaborative recitals with the composer at the piano, and a passionate affair. When, on 28 

September 1924, Bantock premiered his only complete opera, The Seal Woman, the title role was taken by 

Parker.184 The relationship caused Bantock’s wife a great deal of upset but she remained devoted to him. 

 
181 Bantock’s diaries indicate that he had been pursuing the establishment of a permanent orchestra in the Midlands since 
1916. For further details of the CBSO’s history see King-Smith, Beresford, Crescendo! 75 years of the City of Birmingham 
Symphony Orchestra (London: Methuen, 1995); and Bratby, Richard, Forward: 100 Years of the City of Birmingham Symphony 
Orchestra (Elliott & Thompson Limited, 2020). 
182 The nature of Anderton’s close relationship with the Bantock household is detailed throughout Myrrha’s book. Besides acting 
as Bantock’s secretary he was evidently considered an extension of the family, but his serious nature made him an easy target 
for teasing and practical jokes by both Bantock and the children. A composer in his own right, Anderton warrants no mention 
in Grove, but further details of his career independent of the Bantocks can be found in Leach, Gerald, British Composer Profiles 
(The British Music Society, 2012), 8. 
183 Dr Michael Gilkes (1923–2014). Dr Gilkes became, like his grandfather, a respected surgeon and, like his father, an 
enthusiastic bibliophile. He was given the surname ‘Gilkes’ at the age of three on the advent of his mother’s second marriage 
to Martin Gilkes in 1926. 
184 This painful episode in the Bantocks’ family life is addressed, albeit awkwardly, in the chapter ‘A Dark Interlude’ in his 
daughter’s biography. Despite elucidating Parker’s many virtues, including her beauty and intellect (citing these as features that 
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Nonetheless, following his death she saw to the censoring of his diaries by tearing out pages that reflected 

the height of his affair.185 

On a happier note, the opera itself represents Bantock’s most potent reaction to Celtic folklore and 

is imbued throughout with Hebridean folksong. Produced at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre, directed 

by Barry Jackson, designed by Paul Shelving, and conducted by Adrian Boult, the work was only a 

moderate critical success.186 The libretto is by the Scottish singer, composer, and editor Marjory Kennedy-

Fraser, whom Bantock had met in 1913 with her daughter Patuffa whilst they were on a lecture-recital 

tour. Evidently motivated by their mutual enthusiasm for indigenous music of the Scottish Isles, they also 

worked on a second dramatic project as a sequel to The Seal Woman entitled Kishmull’s Galley that was never 

completed. 

Musically, the 1920s represent Bantock’s most productive period of song-writing. In the ten years 

encompassing 1920 to 1929 he composed over 120 songs, many of them published. Typically, they 

continue to reflect his many diverse passions, especially the Celtic, exemplified in several settings of words 

by Fiona Macleod, Donald Mackenzie, and George Russell (Æ), as well as his interests in Chinese and 

Greek poetry. Cycles such as Songs of Arcady (1921) to words by Hayes, and The Pagan Chants (1923) to 

words by Wilfred Thorley highlight Bantock’s obsession with ‘Otherness’, in direct contrast to his further 

setting of words by Shelley. His five Shelley settings of the early 1920s include ‘As the moon’s soft 

splendour’, also set by Elgar as ‘In Moonlight’ (Canto Popolare), the melody extracted from the extended 

viola solo of his concert overture In the South (Alassio). Sadly, Bantock’s song is lost and so a comparison of 

the two cannot be made. There are also numerous settings of poetry by his wife and his children, Myrrha 

and Raymond. 

 
not only stoked Bantock’s infatuation, but endeared her to all the Bantock family), Myrrha bitterly chides Parker: ‘She certainly 
did not have the right figure for a ‘seal-woman’, and her voice could not be heard above the orchestra.’ Bantock, Myrrha, 142-
151. 
185 The pages for Monday 24 July to 16 August 1922, for example, have been torn out, along with various others. 
186 For critical response to the premiere see The Times (29 September 1924), 10; Morning Post (29 September 1924); Daily Mail 
(29 September 1924); Daily Telegraph (29 September 1924); and the Musical Times (November 1924), 994-95. 
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The leading individual inspiration for his songs of this period was a return to the poetry of Robert 

Browning. Building on his already very well-established relationship with Browning since Fifine at the Fair, 

‘As I Ride’, and Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, Bantock composed a further 15 songs to texts extracted from 

various Browning poems and plays. 

 

The Final Years 

A lifetime’s devoted service to music was acknowledged nationally in 1930 when Bantock was awarded a 

knighthood, an occasion on which his initially reluctant father would no doubt have been gratified – the 

Bantock family having now reached the highest level of praise. By the early 1930s Bantock’s career as a 

full-time teacher and administrator was drawing to a close. Having joined the Institute in September 1900 

and the University of Birmingham in 1908, he had held both positions simultaneously until his retirement 

in 1934. Following his departure, his energy was undiminished, and he continued to be an extremely 

active member of the international music community as a composer, conductor, and examiner. 

Serendipitously, Bantock’s retirement coincided with that of Dr John Warriner as Chairman of the 

Corporation at Trinity College of Music and he was elected as Warriner’s replacement in 1934. This 

position brought with it a great deal of local and international travel as an examiner, and Bantock was no 

doubt excited at the opportunity to see the world, particularly extensive tours of Australia, America, the 

Middle East, and many other places. Despite the appointment, Sir Granville and Lady Bantock did not 

move back to London straight away. Between 1900 and 1934 the Bantocks had moved house five times 

for want of space or financial necessity (some properties ultimately proving too large to maintain). The 

first move after retirement came in 1934 when he and Lady Bantock moved to Mead Cottage at Chalfont 

St Peter. The new locale coincides with Bantock’s Six Shakespeare Songs and an additional Shakespeare 

setting of ‘Take, O take those lips away’ (all 1934). In November 1939 they briefly moved to ‘Grey 
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Cottage’, Barnt Green, Worcestershire, but, just as Dr Bantock had done in his latter years, they longed 

for cosmopolitan hustle and bustle and, in 1940, they rented a flat at 33 St George’s Court, Gloucester 

Road, London. This was an alarming move when considering that the War was now in full swing. They 

remained in London for most of the War until August 1944 when they returned to Barnt Green, this time 

to ‘Sheriff Cottage’, next door to their son Raymond. 

Bantock’s association with Trinity was a happy one and it is interesting to note that he eventually 

ended up back where he started, having taken his first formal instruction in music theory at Trinity over 

half a century earlier. An in-depth assessment of Bantock’s later years from 1938 to his death in 1946 is 

made by his grandson in: Bantock, Cuillin, A Musical Wanderer: The Later Years of Granville Bantock (EM 

Publishing, 2018). 

The majority of songs from Bantock’s final years continued established trends but contained at 

least one significant surprise. His familiar style of the richly evocative sweeping gesture and lush 

romanticism imbued with eastern colouring found a home in a relatively unpopular poet – the disgraced 

and decadent Oscar Wilde. In startling contrast to the tried and tested poets of Bantock’s songs from his 

family, and texts extracted from the work of poets who contributed to the Irish Literary Revival, he turned 

to another Irishman, in a decidedly individual choice. Wilde’s poem The Sphinx is an extensive work over 

which Bantock poured a great deal of creative energy for a whole year in composing a cycle of twelve 

songs. Exploring erotic themes, blasphemy, and references to a tangled host of ancient historical characters 

Bantock experimented with atonality, starkly contrasted with a rich grandeur more closely associated with 

music of the Edwardian years. It is amusing to consider Bantock’s experimentation when, four years later 

in an unusual and rare moment of critical opinion in his diaries he recorded that on 13 March 1946 he 

‘Listened to a B.B.C. Broadcast in evening of Peter Grimes. A painful ordeal, & exhibition of idiocy.’ This 

view perhaps gives a brief window into his appreciation (or lack thereof) of music by the younger 

generation of British composers. These songs lie in sharp contrast to his Shakespeare settings of the early 
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1930s which by comparison are models of restraint. The Shakespeare settings are discussed in Chapter 5, 

and The Sphinx in Chapter 6. 

Bantock’s health had been in steady decline for some time with various complaints. Eventually he 

was admitted to All Saints’ Hospital, London, on 2 October 1946. A prostatectomy took place just short 

of two weeks later on 15 October. Despite the operation being considered a success, Bantock died the 

next morning at 6am, 16 October 1946. He was cremated at Golders Green (as his father had been). 

Obituaries were published internationally and the following month he was fondly remembered by 

colleagues and artistic luminaries at two memorial concerts, the first held on 3 November at Trinity 

College of Music, and the second at the Birmingham and Midland Institute on 12 November. Just over 

three years later, in early 1950, his ashes were scattered by his descendants at the summit of Moelwyn 

Bach in North Wales, very near to where the family had kept a holiday home at Coed-y-bleiddiau. In 

recognition of his life, music, and service to Trinity College of Music, a memorial window was unveiled 

by Lady Bantock on Friday 8 June 1951 at the former Trinity premises in Mandeville Place where it can 

still be seen.187 

 
187 The building is now The School of Philosophy and Economic Science. 
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Figure 13: Bantock Memorial Window 
Located on the south staircase connecting the ground and first floors at the former Trinity College of Music, 

now The School of Philosophy and Economic Science, Mandeville Place, London, W1U 3AJ. 
Photo reproduced by permission of Cuillin Bantock. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

BANTOCK’S LITERARY TASTE 
 

‘…stamps are no longer being bought, but books! books!! books!!! Old editions 150000000000 B.C. 
Ye gods, if only I had the money to buy.’1 

 
‘What a mess you will soon be in! – moving. I pity you. When I came here I had fourteen cases of books & stamps!’2 

 
 
Bantock’s Library and His General Reading Culture: 

The Very Model of a Modern Cosmopolitan 
 

This chapter investigates Bantock’s love of literature. It is clear from his compositions and diaries that 

reading played an important role in his recreation and it is valuable to see how this voracious enthusiasm 

was reflected in his work, particularly his songs. 

In order to review Bantock’s love of books, it is first necessary to establish the sources that give us 

an accurate indication of what he was reading. Most helpfully, Bantock’s extant diaries (which run from 

1911 to 1946 with very few gaps) elucidate his voracious literary appetite in detail. It was Bantock’s daily 

practice to record what he was reading, generally throughout the main body of the diary, but between 

1915 and 1920 he included a list in the back of the diary of everything he had read that year. The diaries 

further highlight the importance placed on reading aloud as a part of daily life in the Bantock household, 

with numerous references to himself, his wife, his children, Anderton (also known affectionately as ‘the 

Colonel’), or visiting guests reading to the family. Writing, too, was a popular pastime, and family 

members and friends were encouraged to share their latest opus for the ready delight of a sympathetic 

audience, with the Bantock family always pleased to hear new poems recited by their authors. 

Secondly, it is easy to identify which of Bantock’s compositions are the direct result of his 

enthusiasm for one writer or another: vocal works naturally include the words, but many of Bantock’s 

orchestral and instrumental works are the result of an easily traceable literary theme – for example, the 

 
1 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 15 November 1899, in Allis, Michael, Granville Bantock’s Letter to William Wallace and Ernest 
Newman, 1893 – 1921: ‘Our new dawn of modern music’ (Woodbridge, Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2017), 117. 
2 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 4 March 1900, in Allis, 121. 
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orchestral tone-poems The Witch of Atlas, Fifine at the Fair, and The Pierrot of the Minute, based on poems by 

Shelley, Browning, and Dowson respectively. 

Educated gentlemen were likely to possess large libraries and Bantock was no exception. An 

interview published in the Musical Times includes a description of his library and stated that: 

The room is lined on two sides with bookcases, and though Oriental literature holds an 
important place, other fields of thought are well represented. An entire section is dedicated to 
Napoleon, guarded by a chair which came from Longwood at St. Helena and decorated on each 
arm with the typical N. No inconsiderable space is given to travel, geology and Japanese art. 
Balzac, Tolstoi, Turgeniev [sic], Fielding and Meredith are the principal contributors to fiction, 
while in an appropriately dark corner lurks a small collection of criminal literature! Another 
shelf is devoted to the Greek theatre, and the modern drama is represented by Ibsen, Bernard 
Shaw, Maeterlinck, Yeats, &c. … We should not forget to mention the many editions of ‘Omar 
Khayyám,’ including one in the original Persian.3 

 
Anderton corroborated: 
 

He [Bantock] buys recklessly, and has to clear out periodically for want of room. He is often 
fortunate however. He buys mostly good editions, and when he sells often gets good prices, in 
some instances actually making a profit. His taste in literature, as in music, is all for the 
moderns. Just as pioneers feel a certain impatience at, and intolerance of, the well- known and 
trodden ways of life, and yearn to be out in the open, so Bantock is apt to be intolerant of even 
good writers till they are far enough off, or sufficiently forgotten, to be almost in need of re-
discovery. I once said to him: “You care for no music written earlier than the day before 
yesterday.” He retorted: “I care for none written earlier than the day after to-morrow.” The 
cases, therefore, run parallel. In music, Strauss, Sibelius, etc.; in literature, Shaw, Conrad, 
Loti, etc. Artistic rationalism, and revolt against the established, is almost a formula for him.4 

 
These accounts, when considered in tandem with the enormous number of books read and listed in his 

diaries and furthermore with the number of compositions based either on a literary a stimulus or direct 

settings of poetry suggest that Bantock was in fact open to rather more literature than this quotation 

suggests, and as such he was more than a little ‘informed’: novels, poetry, biography, history, and travel 

books were consumed enthusiastically. 

 

 
3 ‘Granville Bantock’, Musical Times, 50 (January 1909), 17. 
4 Anderton, H. Orsmond, Granville Bantock (London: John Lane, The Bodley Head, 1915), 144. 
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Besides the depth and breadth of Bantock’s interests, the rate at which he consumed literature was 

enormous. A sample period of five years finds that between 1915 and 1920 alone he read 381 books.5 

Bantock sustained the habit his whole life. 

 Aside from the quantity, the rich variety in topics covered is striking: Restoration writers such as 

Wycherley sit side by side with fellow playwrights Beaumont and Fletcher, Shakespeare, Shaw, and 

Strindberg. The Ancient Greeks are represented by Aeschylus, Aristophanes, Euripides, Plato and, 

Sophocles. Biographies of personalities as catholic as the fifteenth century Pisan antipope Pope John XXIII 

(Baldassare Cossa, c.1370–1419),6 Dostoyevsky, and Simon Bolivar were as readily enjoyed as his 

collection of books on nationalism and paganism. Musicological books include Parry’s Style in Musical Art, 

and critical thought by Matthew Arnold’s Essays in Criticism. In brief, Bantock had a universal thirst for 

knowledge and satisfied this in his own comprehensive library. 

 

What was the purpose of all this reading? Possibilities include mere mental escapism, employed to 

provide a picturesque backdrop to the otherwise routine life of a busy academic administrator and teacher. 

Reading would have been a cheap antidote to daily meetings, lectures, and the pollution, dirt, and poverty 

of a big industrial city. Was Bantock perhaps an intellectual poseur, and his enthusiasm for the exotic and 

decadent an affected front to appear better educated than he was? Perhaps – despite holding the two most 

important musical academic positions in Birmingham by 1908, on paper Bantock had left the Royal 

Academy of Music without taking a degree, and later academic qualifications were honorary. However, 

in this latter point he was not alone: Stanford only had a third-class degree in Classics, while Mackenzie, 

Corder, and Elgar were all without academic qualifications. 

 
5 1915 – 81; 1916 – 54; 1917 – 79;1918 – 77; 1919 – 60; and 1920 – 30. (On average, rather more than one a week.) 
6 This was Eustace J. Kitts’s Pope John the Twenty-Third, and Master John Hus of Bohemia (London: Constable & Co., 1910). The 
genuine Pope John XXIII was Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli (1881–1963). 
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When taking into account the vast quantity of subjects encompassed in the literature he was 

consuming, and the speed at which he did so, this might lead some to the conclusion that Bantock was a 

pseudo-intellectual, not necessarily (or mentally capable of) engaging with each book very deeply, and 

that consequently his knowledge was only superficial. If so, did his layman’s appreciation of any particular 

subject that ignited his fancy insufficiently equip him to adequately grasp and penetrate meanings and 

philosophies quickly enough to satisfactorily translate them into his music? Alternatively, was his reading 

and personal source of reference in specific areas so well informed that he was simply better equipped 

than most? 

These are important questions, and whilst it is certainly possible that literature provided valuable 

respite from the stresses of daily work and family life, it must be remembered that in the Bantock 

household reading was often a communal activity, and as such something they enjoyed together. In the 

days before radio, reading was cheap evening entertainment for a family with four young children. Bantock 

was however increasingly well paid and the family finances covered regular trips to the cinema and the 

theatre – as such, reading and his work in music were not relied upon as his only sources of cultural 

engagement – he read because he wanted to. As a frequent traveller by rail, reading probably also helped 

to stem the boredom of long journeys. 

Questions around a potentially limited depth of engagement are also possible to dismiss – Bantock 

was a cosmopolitan in all he did, and his manifold interests were genuine. To support and develop his 

interests, Bantock often read ‘around’ a subject: for example, he read several biographies of Oscar Wilde,7 

rather than just one, and frequent references to translating ancient texts such as Persian are a regular 

feature of the diaries and letters. The former indicates a thirst for knowledge and contrasting points of 

view, the latter highlights persistence and practice at a difficult subject – in his letters Bantock often 

 
7 See Diary, 19 October 1918, ‘Finished Reading Oscar Wilde by Frank Harris’; 6 July 1941, ‘Finished reading short biography 
of Oscar Wilde by G.J. Renier’; 9 September 1941, ‘Finished reading Oscar Wilde by Arthur Ransome’; and 4 August 1946, 
‘Finished reading Life and Confessions of Oscar Wilde by Frank Harris’. 
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included Persian phrases in the original script.8 When considered alongside his lasting appreciation of 

visual arts, furniture, and dress, these interests evidently meant a great deal to him, and it would be unfair 

to retrospectively accuse him of affectation. Anderton elucidates the intensity with which Bantock’s 

passions were represented in the home, and the images below further illustrate the point (note in particular 

the imposing statue on his desk, perhaps serving as his muse): 

The house was filled with Japanese prints, and Broad Meadow became a sort of Oriental 
museum. Shrines, gods, prints, drums, carvings, and curios were everywhere; and some 
horrible crapulous Japanese ghosts leered at you as you left the study so that you were glad to 
escape. One room, however, was reserved for another and different hobby Napoleon. All Mrs. 
Bantock’s Gainsboroughs and modern pictures were ignominiously turned out, and the room 
filled with portraits and relics of le petit caporal, of whose career Bantock has quite a library.9 

 
In terms of establishing the source of Bantock’s interests, literary or otherwise, it is worth noting that he 

was a man governed by erratic private passions that were subject to change after the initial flush of 

enthusiasm had served his whim. His friend, Sydney Grew (1879–1946) commented in his book of musical 

portraits that: 

The range and quality of Bantock’s literary interests are to be traced in the course of his 
compositions. A list of the poets and poems that have induced him to write music, arranged, 
chronologically, would be sign and token of a wealth of appreciative reading far transcending 
that of any other musician known to the world.10 

 
Within his extensive catalogue of books there is no obvious linking factor except that at one time 

or another they aroused Bantock’s enthusiasm. Some poets, however, evidently exerted a more lingering 

influence, particularly Browning and Shelley who, in addition to Ernest Dowson and Robert Southey, 

were also responsible for firing Bantock’s imagination towards some of his best orchestral works based on 

extracts from their poems.11 

 

 
8 For examples of Bantock’s expertise in Persian translation and script see Letter from Bantock to Wallace, 21 February 1899 
in Allis, 96; Letter from Bantock to Newman, January 1908, in Allis, 229); and Letter from Bantock to Newman, 25 November 
1918, in Allis, 265. 
9 Ibid., 142. 
10 Grew, Sydney, Our Favourite Musicians (London: Peter Davies, Second Edition, 1928), 144. 
11 See Allis, Michael, British Music and Literary Context: Artistic Connections in the Long Nineteenth Century (Woodbridge: The 
Boydell Press, 2012) 
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Figure 14: Bantock in Persian Dress 
Photo reproduced by permission of Cuillin Bantock. 

 
Figure 15: Bantock in his study 

Source: Printed in the Musical Times (January 1909), between pages 9 and 10. 
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The Poetry of Bantock’s Songs 

Turning specifically to Bantock’s choice of poets for his solo songs, an investigation into his selection of 

texts is revealing. A list of all the poets featured in Bantock’s solo songs comprises Appendix 2A. 

There is certainly a preponderance for mid-to-late nineteenth and early twentieth century British writers 

and Bantock set over 40 poets writing in English including himself, his wife, his children, and his friends. 

Additionally, there are numerous English translations of Chinese, Greek, Japanese, and Persian poets, 

along with a small number of settings of Scripture. 

Despite an interest in and knowledge of foreign languages, there are virtually no departures from 

English save for eight songs in German (settings of Heine and Goethe) composed in the 1890s. Given his 

great enthusiasm for translation and Eastern poetry, it is curious that Bantock made no attempts to 

compose songs in the Latin, Greek, or Persian languages. This, however, was not unusual, and few of his 

contemporaries composed songs in anything other than English. Furthermore, excepting Latin, the 

absence of singers acquainted with Greek and Persian would not have made performance easy. 

 

Paradoxically, despite Bantock’s enthusiasm for British poets, and admirable support of his indigenous 

contemporary composer friends, specifically British themes are missing. There is an apparent lack of focus 

for nationalism, patriotism, and English ‘pastoral’ scenes.12 A wider view of Bantock’s artistic personality 

is developed by what is omitted, including some glaring absences. There are no settings of Keats, Hardy, 

or Housman, so beloved of his contemporaries, especially Somervell, Vaughan Williams, and Finzi. Aside 

from those prepared for Oliver Diston’s One Hundred Songs of England, there is a marked absence of English 

 
12 What limited ‘pastoral’ music there is in Bantock’s work is explored by Eric Saylor in his monograph English Pastoral Music: 
From Arcadia to Utopia, 1900–1955 (University of Illinois Press, 2017), 42 and 141. Saylor considers Bantock’s choral-ballet The 
Great God Pan (1915), for example, as an ‘emotionally unorthodox Arcadian vision’, and as being amongst the work of 
composers (along with Ireland, Holst and Bliss) for whom ‘the pastoral musical idiom was a peripheral aspect of their own 
idiosyncratic styles.’ 
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folk-song arrangements, too, despite the value he saw in teaching ‘folk-music’.13 Southey and Tennyson 

were reserved for choral and orchestral treatment. 

There are no obviously identifiable reflections on the First World War or Parry’s ‘green and 

pleasant land’. Bantock was keen to promote contemporary British musical culture, but not specifically 

England. Indeed, what folksong there is, is Hebridean, though even here the arrangements he included in, 

for example, his opera The Seal Woman, are vastly outweighed by his proclivity for Eastern influences. 

Celtic influences were more readily adopted in orchestral works such as the Hebridean Symphony and Celtic 

Symphony. Though it is not obvious why Bantock responded so passively to the more traditionally British 

pastoral route adopted by many of his contemporaries, it is possible to identify his thoughts on nationalism 

in general. 

Sometime in early October 1901, Ernest Newman wrote to Bantock regarding his scheme to write 

a number of articles on modern British composers for The Speaker. Judging by Bantock’s reply, Newman 

was obviously keen to have Bantock’s insights and opinions as to whom the worthy recipients of an article 

should be, and his response reveals far more than just the names of those whom he admired amongst his 

peers. The letter, which highlights Bantock’s view on several of his contemporaries is accompanied by 

extremely revealing comments on how he viewed himself and his influences. On dismissing himself as the 

subject of an article, Bantock writes: 

Now you must leave me out of it. I am going to give up writing, and take to farming when I have 
finished “Omar.” Damn writing English music. I cannot do it. The atmosphere is too bleak, & I 
do not wholly agree with your doctrine that I should regard myself as an Englishman. Music 
covers too broad a field for one to insulate one’s self. The Eastern world feeds my imagination 
as with Flaubert; the West is to me barren & worn out. Besides you had quite enough of eight 
Orchestral poems one after the other. Man, you’ve no digestion. I would rather sit out a 
performance of Liszt’s 12 Symphonic Poems than a representation of “The Ring”. Again I crave 
for a large canvas, panoramic & dioramic music if you will have it so. I have no keen appreciation 
of your microscopic gems.14 
 

 
13 ‘Granville Bantock’, Musical Times, 50 (January 1909), 16. 
14 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 11 October 1901, in Allis, 138-140. 
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The letter appears to express the rather sad disappointment that Bantock felt compelled to try and 

conform in writing ‘English Music’ in order to be successful and appreciated, but the more telling 

statement is his dismissal of the idea that he should consider himself an Englishman in the first place. This 

rejection of nationality suggests that Bantock ultimately identified as a citizen of the world. 

 Bantock was, however, prone to such dramatic statements, as seen in an earlier letter to William 

Wallace announcing his plans to give up writing serious music altogether and get rich writing music hall 

songs. That he should later express that he might give up writing music altogether was the next logical 

step. However, much like Elgar and his frustration around the catastrophic premiere of Gerontius and 

swearing that all religious feeling in him was worn out, both men continued to compose and have 

successes, and Bantock had yet to write some of his best music. 

It is evident that Bantock took himself very seriously. Despite numerous accounts of an eccentric, 

friendly nature, there are no obviously ‘comic’ songs from his mature years – even Stanford (under the 

pseudonym Karel Drofnatski) set the limericks of Edward Lear. In a youthful letter to William Wallace 

he proposed leaving serious music behind in favour of light music to please the masses, and when he had 

made enough money, writing and publishing serious music for his own pleasure: 

My brother and I have been engaged upon a modern musical comedy for George Edwardes, and 
have written the libretto and music between us. The first act is entirely finished and the second 
all but ready. You will never guess who has done the lyrics, and very excellent they are. I am 
getting heartily sick of serious music, and all the damned hypocrites who profess themselves 
upholders of the art. If I can do without them I shall, and am now going to write music-hall 
songs to make a fortune and independence for myself. When that is done, I shall write to please 
myself only, and shall publish for my own pleasure, and the satisfaction of knowing that my 
works are in print. I don’t care whether anybody likes the “Curse of Kehama” or not. It is 
sufficient for me now, that I do. Having written the work, I shall leave it to take care of itself. 
At present I mean to devote myself to worship at the shrine of Mammon; and leave the 
achievement of five-part symphonies, cantatas and trios to my respected and still-admired 
brothers, [Erskine] Allon and yourself. May you prosper. But take my word for it, though you 
write fifty symphonies, the musical public do not want either you or me. They want common, 
trashy vulgarity, and by God, they shall have it. I want to hear no more about Art. There will 
be occasional times when I shall pay a secret visit to that divine Temple; but none shall know of 
it.15 

 
15 Letter from Bantock to Wallace, 15 April 1896, in Allis, 47-48. 
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Evidently this is not a threat that bore fruit. The musical comedy alluded to above and collaborated 

on with his brother has not been identified, but Bantock made at least two further attempts at musical 

theatre (A.B.C. or Flossie the Frivolous, and Sweet Brier, both 1898) though this time his contributions were 

shielded from easy identification by employing the loosely veiled pseudonym ‘Graban’. A musical play 

followed, Harlequinade, or; Only A Clown, but this is essentially tragic in tone and employs characters 

synonymous with commedia dell’arte. Amusingly, in 1909, Bantock recalled composing two music hall 

songs to words by his brother, Leedham, including Who’ll give a penny to the monkey, by which he ‘[…] 

made more money […] than by my serious compositions.’16 Perhaps, after a number of exhausting years 

touring with musical comedies in the mid-1890s and his own ultimately unsuccessful lighter compositions, 

Bantock decided comedy was not for him and that it was better to preserve his musical dignity as a 

composer of ‘serious music’. 

Instead, Bantock leaned heavily toward the evocative, mystery of the East, the remote spirituality 

of the Celtic, poets associated with the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century Romantic movement 

such as Shelly and Blake, and Victorian poets such as Browning and Wilde. As with his orchestral music, 

Bantock’s songs are large canvases but in miniature – the forces are smaller, but the aspiration is still the 

grandiose sweeping gesture. 

 
Appendix 2B illustrates the number of songs Bantock composed per decade, and by extension it 

is possible to identify from this data the most prevalent poets. Appendix 2C, in conjunction with the list 

in Appendix 2A, identifies the poets that were specific to Bantock as well as those who inspired his 

contemporaries. Excluding Chinese, Greek, Japanese, and Persian translations, writers who inspired ten 

songs or more from Bantock are as follows: 

 
Myrrha Bantock 10 
Harold Boulton  11 

 
16 Ibid., 12. 
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Fiona Macleod  12 
Oscar Wilde  12 
Alfred Hayes  15 
Robert Browning 29 
Helena Bantock 69	

 
Bantock was, understandably, the only composer to set his wife’s poems, which he encouraged her 

to write. They are, on the whole, overtly romantic, and in a style that is extremely sentimental: ‘She had 

more talent as a painter than she did as a poet and it was generally felt in the family that it was a pity that 

[Bantock] urged her to stop painting and write stuff for him to set to music.’17 Alfred Hayes, a colleague 

at the Birmingham and Midland Institute, is similarly unique to Bantock.18 

Browning was a significantly more popular choice for English song composers, provoking many 

settings between the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (see Chapter 4 – Case Study 2). 

Macleod and Boulton’s poetry, too, is reflected in numerous settings by, amongst others: 

Boulton – Bax, Boughton, Browne, Burrows, Delius, Finzi, and Foulds 
Macleod – Parry, Somervell, Stanford, and Grainger 
 

Thereafter are many individual songs by a broad range of poets from Landor, Blake, Shelley, and 

Rosetti, to less familiar writers such as P.B. Coolidge, Penuel Ross, and Sister Miriam (Jessica Powers). 

The tables illustrate that songs to texts by a particular poet were the product of occasional phases, and that 

besides the poems of his wife who sustained a consistent presence throughout his career, Bantock’s 

attention-span was prone to flit from one interest to the next. His enthusiasm for writers associated with 

the ‘Celtic Twilight’, Fiona Macleod and George William Russell, for example, produced songs of the 

1920s and 30s. Browning had a greater influence and was the subject of songs over a period of four 

decades, while Wilde is restricted entirely to the early 1940s. Additionally, there are almost 100 settings 

 
17 Personal Correspondence: email from Cuillin Bantock (Granville’s grandson) to Andrew H. King, 12 June 2020. 
18 Alfred Hayes (1857–1936), poet, translator, and Secretary of the Birmingham and Midland Institute. Published original 
works include The March of Man, and other poems (1891); A Fellowship in Song (1893); From Midland Meadows (1893); The Vale of 
Arden, and other poems (1895); The Last Crusade, and other poems (1887); Welcome to the Queen (1887); David Westren (1888); The 
Cup of Quietness (1911); Simon de Montfort: an historical drama in five acts (1918); The Mayflower. A play of the Pilgrim Fathers, etc. 
(1920). Published translations include Pushkin’s Boris Godunov: a Drama in verse (1918), and Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan the Terrible 
(1926), and Czar Feodor Ioannovitch (1924). 
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of translations of Chinese, Japanese, and Persian poets. It is possible that despite his love of the great 

writers, Bantock was also not very discerning and, as indicated above, Helena’s poems are very much the 

work of an amateur rather than an accomplished writer.  

 
The Poetry of Bantock’s Orchestral, Chamber, and Solo Instrumental Works 
 
Besides the obvious relationship of words and music in Bantock’s vocal works, many of his instrumental 

works are inspired by some literary basis. Bantock showed little or no interest in composing so-called 

‘abstract’ or ‘absolute’ music carrying titles along the lines of ‘Symphony No.1’, but instead there is an 

abundance of tone-poems and other works provoked by literary stimuli. Examples, in chronological order, 

include Thalaba the Destroyer (after Southey, premiered 1900), Witch of Atlas (after Shelley, premiered 

1902), Hudibras (after Samuel Butler, 1902), and The Pierrot of the Minute (after Dowson, premiered 1908). 

Other symphonic works (in no particular order) carry evocative titles such as Dante and Beatrice, Hebridean 

Symphony, Pagan Symphony, Celtic Symphony, and Overture to a Greek Comedy. 

From these titles and the absence of more generic, abstract titles, it is clear that Bantock was nearly 

always motivated by some external factor. This is similarly reflected in the chamber and concertante works 

which frequently carry deliberately descriptive names: Sapphic Poem, Fantastic Poem, Dramatic Poem, and 

Elegiac Poem for example, all for ‘cello and piano/orchestra, and the Pagan Poem for flute and piano. 

Bantock was in good company with many of his contemporaries also giving their works evocative titles,19 

but none seem quite so exclusively to have adopted narrative orchestral works. Works for Brass Band, 

too, are given the names Orion, Tir-nan-og, and Kubla Khan. Finally, even piano solo works are imbued 

with Browning in pieces such as Twelve Dramatic Poems, or imaginative titles such as Cloisters at Midnight. 

 
19 Examples include Elgar’s Falstaff based on Shakespearean influences; Holbrooke’s The Bells, The Raven, and Ulalume, all based 
on poetry by Poe; and a host of works by Bantock’s Birmingham-based contemporary, Albert Ketèlbey, such as the evocatively 
titled In a Monastery Garden, In a Persian Market, and Bells Across the Meadows. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

CASE STUDY 1: THE RECITATIONS 
 
This chapter investigates Bantock’s two early recitations, placing them within the wider context of 

traditional musical ‘melodrama’ (speech accompanied by music) in Britain. The argument for considering 

Bantock’s recitations in tandem with selections from his songs is that they constitute early examples of his 

vocal writing that set an intriguing precedent for the static, syllabic vocal writing of much later works, 

such as The Sphinx, discussed in Case Study 4. They are also representative of his love of literature, drama, 

and word-painting, whilst additionally highlighting his response to popular musical trends of the time. 

 
 
Introduction: Background to melodrama 
 
Musical recitations are little melodramas. When considered in a musical context the term ‘melodrama’ is 

apt to cause confusion amongst those who traditionally associate it with a particularly stylised form of 

theatre. Frank Rahil in The World of Melodrama defines it as ‘…a form of dramatic composition in prose 

partaking of the nature of tragedy, comedy, pantomime, and spectacle, and intended for a popular 

audience.’1 James L. Smith further adds that ‘It is a term in which the man in the street loosely applies to 

any machine-made entertainment dealing in vulgar extravagance, implausible motivation, meretricious 

sensation and spurious pathos.’2 

Charlotte Greenspan succinctly defines ‘melodrama’ is ‘A musico-dramatic technique in which 

spoken text alternates with instrumental music or, more rarely, is recited against a continuing musical 

background.’4 Pianist and scholar Leslie Howard further corroborates that melodrama finds ‘…its 

 
1 Rahil, Frank, The World of Melodrama (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1967), xiv. 
2 Smith, James L., Melodrama (London: Methuen, 1973), 5-6. For a scholarly study of melodramatic theatre, see: Pisani, Michael 
V., Music for the Melodramatic Theatre in Nineteenth-Century London & New York (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2014). 
4 Greenspan, Charlotte, ‘Melodrama’ in Randel, Don Michael (ed.), The Harvard Dictionary of Music (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 4th ed. 2003), 499. 
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antecedents in opera and Singspiel and its descendants in such works as Pierrot lunaire and Peter and the Wolf.’5 

The term itself derives from the French mélodrame, a portmanteau word deriving from the Greek melos, 

(music), and the French drame. Thus, the musical ‘melodrama’ in its strictest sense occupies a dual 

existence in both the theatre and the concert hall. Traditionally, such works incorporate a spoken text 

(usually a poem, a piece of prose, or theatrical dialogue) with a musical accompaniment. In this context, 

musical melodrama can be distilled further as falling into three distinct categories. The first includes the 

earliest musical example of melodrama: Rousseau’s scène lyrique, Pygmalion (1762), establishing the form 

as a mix of music and theatre for the stage in which music is interspersed with or underscores spoken 

text.6 The second version, a nineteenth-century development, moves from the stage to the concert hall 

and consists of large-scale works incorporating soloists, chorus and orchestra such as Berlioz’s Lélio (1831); 

Mendelssohn’s Athalie (1845); Grieg’s Bergliot (1885); and Fibich’s Hippodamia trilogy (1889–91). But 

melodrama really achieved the height of its popularity in a third incarnation in the more intimate setting 

of the Victorian recital hall as narrative recitations with piano accompaniment. Significant continental 

examples of this form of melodrama include Schubert’s Abschied von der Erde (1826);7 five works by Liszt;8 

Strauss’s epic setting of Tennyson’s Enoch Arden (1897), running in excess of an hour in performance, and 

also his Das Schloss am Meere (1899). 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Howard, Leslie, in his liner note for: Liszt: The Complete Music for Solo Piano – 41: The Recitations with pianoforte (Hyperion CDA 
67045, 1995), 2. 
6 Other examples in this vein can be found in Benda’s Ariadne auf Naxos (1775); Mozart’s Zaide (1780); Act 2 Scene 1 of 
Beethoven’s Fidelio (1805); and Act 2 Scene 2 of Weber’s Der Freischütz (1821). 
7 Schubert also had a much greater vested interest in the melodrama with orchestra, see Branscome, Peter, ‘Schubert and the 
melodrama’ in Schubert Studies: Problems of style and chronology, Badura-Skoda, Eva, and Branscome, Peter (eds.), (Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), 105-142. 
8 Lenore (1858/60); Der traurige Mönch (‘The Sad Monk’, 1860); Helges Treue (‘Helge’s Loyalty’, 1860); A holt költo szerelme 
(‘The Dead Poet’s Love’, 1874); and Slyepoi (‘The Blind Man’, 1875). 
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Background to the melodrama in Britain 

Musical underscoring was a popular feature of serious Victorian theatre with a number of composers 

supplying incidental music for productions of straight plays.9 But, throughout the nineteenth-century, 

both continental and British concert and recital melodramas acquired increased popularity in England, 

bringing a touch of drama to more intimate gatherings also, not least in the celebrated recitals given by 

Clifford Harrison (1857–1903).10 Harrison was a poet, elocutionist, and performer, famed in London for 

his ‘Steinway Saturdays’,11 a series of ‘… recitals given … on successive [spring and autumn] Saturday 

afternoons in Steinway Hall,12 near Portman Square.’13 In an interview for the The Windsor Magazine, these 

recitals are described as possessing an intimate, drawing-room-like atmosphere (complete with décor of 

drapes, furniture and flowers), where an impressive audience of London Society would assemble to hear 

what they perceived to be the very best in the art of recitation. Harrison appears to have accompanied 

himself on the piano in order to provide an appropriate musical backdrop, enhancing the general mood, 

rather than imposing a specific musical representation of the text. When asked how he set his recitations 

to music, Harrison stated: 

 
I really can hardly say, for you see I don’t understand the composition of music, having no 
knowledge of thorough bass. It would be impossible to write down my accompaniments, which 
now number about one hundred. When I take up a new selection I simply drift into what I 
consider the fitting pianoforte comment, as one might call it, not so much on the poem itself as 

 
9 Sullivan, for example, contributed incidental music to a number of Shakespeare plays including The Tempest (1861), The 
Merchant of Venice (1871), The Merry Wives of Windsor (1874), Henry VIII (1877), and Macbeth (1888), while Edward German 
(1862–1936) supplied music for Richard III (1889), Henry VIII (1892), The Tempest (1893), Romeo & Juliet (1893), As You Like It 
(1896), and Much Ado About Nothing (1898). 
10 Clifford’s father, the tenor William Harrison (1813–1868), created the role of Thaddeus in Balfe’s The Bohemian Girl in 1843, 
and Don Caesar de Bazan in Wallace’s Maritana in 1845. 
11 Despite invitations to give recital tours in America, poor healthy sadly prohibited Harrison from travelling even to other 
British cities, and thus his career was restricted to London. See: Cromwell, Archibald, ‘A Famous Reciter and His Art: A 
Conversation with Mr Clifford Harrison’ in The Windsor Magazine: an illustrated monthly for men and women, Vol. 3 (London, 
January 1896) 648-651. 
12 Steinway Hall now occupies 44 Marylebone Lane but originally stood to the rear of the Steinway & Sons premises at 15-17 
Lower Seymour Street, now incorporated into an extension of Wigmore Street. Opened in 1875, it could seat 400. It closed 
in 1924 when the lease expired and reopened the following year in 1925 as the Grotian Hall which in turn closed in 1938. 
Badly damaged in the Second Word War, the building was demolished. 
13 Cromwell, Archibald, ‘A Famous Reciter and His Art: A Conversation with Mr Clifford Harrison’ in The Windsor Magazine: 
an illustrated monthly for men and women, Vol. 3 (London, January 1896), 648-651. 
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on my conception of it. And the recitation is always my chief interest; never do I allow the 
accompaniment to be more than subordinate to my voice.14 

 
Harrison’s self-confessed lack of formal musical knowledge suggests that he had just skill enough to 

accompany himself at the piano using only his ear as a guide, insinuating that the accompaniment for any 

particular recitation could either be remembered or differ from one performance to the next, relieving 

him of the responsibility of notating them. This may have been a style of impromptu improvisation now 

more commonly associated with organists. The artistry and skill of Harrison’s recitations 

notwithstanding,15 it is made clear that music was a secondary consideration, aligning his performances 

more with incidental music to a play in which it is an aid to mood but not of primary importance. 

Therefore, Harrison’s recitals were a hybrid of the first and third types of melodrama (the musical 

underscoring of a play crossed with a poetic recitation), the music being subservient to the voice, but the 

mode of performance being more intimate than the stage or concert hall and accompaniment being 

restricted to the piano. Composers such Berlioz, Mendelssohn, Schubert and Strauss evidently intended 

to provide concert works possessing a greater musical sophistication, in which the music (notated and 

produced exactly from one performance to the next) was as important as the words, and where one is 

intended to inform and complement the other. 

 

Significant British contributions to concert melodrama are laid out by Frederick Corder in the book Voice, 

Speech, and Gesture: a practical handbook to the elocutionary art.16 The volume is dedicated to Clifford Harrison 

and includes critical and instructive commentaries by him on ‘Music Allied with Recitation’; ‘Music – An 

Aid Only’; ‘Selection and Delivery of Musical Recitations’; and ‘Airs to be Employed and Airs to be 

 
14 Ibid., 649. 
15 Just one example of Harrison’s illuminating critical reception includes the following report in the Illustrated London News: 
‘The Saturday afternoon recitals of Mr Clifford Harrison at the Steinway Hall may well be commended to the earnest attention 
of all who desire an intellectual treat. Surely, the stage has here lost an actor of remarkable versatility and conspicuous talent. 
Mr Harrison has that best of all the actor’s gifts – decision and repose, and at will can touch the notes of the gayest comedy and 
the tenderest emotion.’ Illustrated London News (7 February 1885), 148.  
16 Blackman, Robert D. (ed.), Voice, Speech, and Gesture: a practical handbook to the elocutionary art (London: C.W. Deacon & Co. 
1895), and republished (Edinburgh: John Grant, 1912) 
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Avoided’. Harrison’s chapter is complemented by two additional music-themed chapters entitled 

‘Recitation with Music’ by Corder, and ‘Recitation Music’ by Stanley Hawley.17 The volume continued 

to be revised and enlarged in various new editions until 1912 when it was republished in Edinburgh by 

John Grant, and in which Corder’s list of notable melodramas includes: The Uncle by Julius Benedict; The 

Minstrel's Curse by Frederick Corder; Thorvenda’s Dream and The Blessed Damozel by Granville Bantock; and 

nineteen pieces by Stanley Hawley.18 Alexander Mackenzie contributed two works to the form, The Dream 

of Jubal, and The Dream of Eugene Aram. Away from the concert platform, theatrical scenes incorporating 

melodrama could be found on the British stage in the work of Gilbert and Sullivan amongst others.19 Later 

British contributions include Frank Bridge’s The Lovers’ Quarrel, and The Maniac, and Liza Lehmann’s 

settings of Jean Ingelow’s The High Tide, and Oscar Wilde’s The Happy Prince and The Selfish Giant. These 

last two appear to be the only musical recitations by an English composer to have been recorded.20 

By the early decades of the twentieth-century enthusiasm for the concert melodrama had diminished 

significantly, though some works are still occasionally heard including Strauss’s Enoch Arden, which has also 

been recorded at least sixteen times. In America, Copland’s Lincoln Portrait is similarly popular. The advent 

of film, however, brought with it new and exciting opportunities for music, and techniques, tropes, and 

gestures synonymous with melodrama developed a new life within the realm of the film score. Similarly, 

theatrical melodrama has survived, and plays continue to incorporate music as an important dramatic 

feature. 

 
 

 
17 Stanley Hawley (1867–1916) was a Derbyshire-born composer, pianist, organist and musical editor. He studied at the Royal 
Academy of Music. A gifted pianist, he performed the Grieg Piano Concerto aged 19 and toured as accompanist to Adelina 
Patti. He wrote historical biographies, made popular editions of Romantic piano music, and was Secretary to the Royal 
Philharmonic Society. 
18 Blackman, Robert D. (ed.), 195. 
19 Examples of theatrical melodrama on the British stage include Gilbert and Sullivan’s Ruddigore (itself a satirical parody of the 
melodrama), Act 2 No.9a ‘Melodrame’, and The Sorcerer, Act 1 No.4 ‘Recit. And Minuet’. Liza Lehmann’s 1906 opera The 
Vicar of Wakefield also makes extensive use of melodrama. 
20 The Selfish Giant is featured on In Memoriam: Songs by Liza Lehmann. Henry Wickham, baritone; Susie Allan, piano. (Meridian 
CDE 84322, 1996). The Happy Prince is featured on Fête Galante. Felicity Lott, reciter; Valerie Langfield, piano. (Retrospect 
Opera, RO007, 2019). 
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Bantock and the melodrama 
 
How many of these continental and British melodramas Bantock actually heard and what direct influence 

they had on him it is impossible to know. But with Corder as his teacher and Hawley his peer at the RAM, 

it is not unlikely that he was familiar with the form prior to composing his own. Corder’s The Minstrel’s 

Curse was published, and the actor Charles Fry recited Mendelssohn’s Athalie over 110 times, 

consequently, Bantock may have at least heard these works.21 Furthermore, it is worth remembering that 

until 1898 Bantock lived at 12 Granville Place, Portman Square, and it is certainly possible that he would 

have been aware of Harrison’s recitals at Steinway Hall so close to his home, and not unreasonable to 

imagine that he may have attended. With such a popular public enthusiasm for recitation and a positive 

reception for the form by both his teacher and peers at the RAM, it is no coincidence that Bantock was 

inspired to compose his own.22 In addition to his colleagues and peers’ enthusiasm for melodrama, a 

number of creative factors may have influenced his decision to try his hand at them. By the time his two 

extant recitations were completed in the early 1890s, Bantock was developing a broad literary appetite 

and simultaneously at the height of his enthusiasm for writing his own texts for musical treatment. While 

he was composing his two melodramas, Bantock was also working on the libretto and music for his one 

act opera, Caedmar, and a deeper interest in writing libretti was also becoming apparent. 

In the early years of Bantock’s formative musical education and developing affinity for the 

impressive musical reimagining of poetry (which would later find exposure in such tone-poems as The 

Witch of Atlas, Pierrot of the Minute, and Fifine at the Fair), the melodrama was the perfect medium in which 

 
21 Like Harrison, the actor Charles Fry made a special feature of recitation recitals with music. However, whereas Harrison’s 
recitals were restricted to his own intimate piano accompaniments, Fry nurtured a significant relationship with more formal 
concert recitations accompanied by either piano or orchestra. The Musical Times of September 1900 advertises some of his most 
familiar repertoire as including Mackenzie’s The Dream of Jubal; Schumann’s music to Byron’s Manfred; and Mendelssohn’s 
Athalie, of which he gave over 110 performances. Fry also gave performances of Mackenzie’s The Dream of Eugene Aram, most 
notably orchestrated by Battison Haynes for the historic first season of the Queen’s Hall Promenade Concerts (Wednesday 2 
October 1895, with Henry Wood, conductor, and The New Queen’s Hall Orchestra). For further details see The Musical Times 
and Singing Class Circular, Vol. 41, No. 691 (1 September 1900), 569-576. 
22 RAM teachers and students appear to be been drawn more to the realm of the melodrama than their contemporaries at the 
RCM. 
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to hone his skills in musical story-telling. It would combine his love of literature with an enviable ability 

in enhancing text with highly colourful music in a way that songs and tone-poems could not. The principal 

difference between a song and a recitation is that the accompaniment is solely responsible for the musical 

colouring of the text; when the voice is limited to speaking, however dramatic the reading, without the 

benefit of an additional melodic line for a singer to aid the dramatic projection of the lyric, a melodrama’s 

musical success hangs entirely on its accompaniment. Bantock would later reject both opera and 

melodrama, determining that either words or music must suffer for a satisfactory artistic outcome, and 

that, paradoxically, if one medium must be subservient to the other, it is hardly satisfactory. The 

melodrama might initially have provided a happy medium, where words and music complement each 

other in balance and harmony. The listener will, hopefully, be able to focus on both words and music 

equally, though it is not unreasonable to imagine that most listeners may focus on the speaker. 

 
 
Thorvenda’s Dream 
 
The text of Thorvenda’s Dream is Bantock’s own. The subject of the poem is Thorvenda, a beautiful maid 

who eagerly anticipates the imminent return of her handsome warrior-lover, Ælfric, from war. Filled with 

the hope of his arrival she ventures out to greet him and admires the beauty of nature, which is likened to 

the presence and earthly visibility of God. In the heat and quiet solitude of the day she rests and sleeps. 

The mood sours as she dreams of discovering Ælfric dead on the battlefield, but is relieved, in true fairy-

tale fashion, to be woken by her lover’s kiss. It is a simple story reflecting the pure innocence of Thorvenda 

who, not unlike so many fairy-tale damsels, perhaps bears a vague similarity to Browning’s Pippa in Pippa 

Passes, albeit in a much more condensed form.23 Further sources of inspiration may be found in Wagner, 

and perhaps Arthurian legend. 

 
23 Thorvenda’s Dream predates all of Bantock’s Browning inspired works. Nonetheless, it is interesting to identify a possible early 
familiarity with Browning’s poetry that would directly influence a wealth of Bantock’s music. 
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Bantock’s poem consists of 52 lines cast in iambic hexameter with rhyming couplets, though for the 

reciter to deliver it with a consistent emphasis on this strict rhythmic structure would be impractical and 

strip the words of their dramatic potential. Instead, the text requires a much more fluid treatment that 

responds to the words’ emotional content rather than their specific rhythmic pulse. Additionally, some 

lines are not self-contained and flow seamlessly into the next, as illustrated in the second extract below. 

The vocal score is dated 22 June 1891 and was published the following year.24 Over the following 

seven months Bantock orchestrated the work, and the manuscript full score is dated 7 January 1892.25 The 

instrumentation is small and classical (two flutes; two oboes, two clarinets in A; two bassoons; two horns 

in A; timpani in F and A; harp; and strings). The work is, on the whole, pleasant but unsophisticated and 

the poem is hardly first-rate (this is unsurprising for an inexperienced, over-ambitious 23-year-old) – 

today its style and content would be considered sentimental and naïve. A few lines from the opening give 

a flavour of the work’s style: 

One morn, the maid Thorvenda issued from her home, 
Intending o’er the fields and distant hills to roam. 
The sun shone bright; the birds gave forth their merry song 
In Nature’s praise, as gaily tripp’d the maid along. 

 
The imagery, which continues in much the same way throughout the remainder of the text, is certainly 

poetic, but the emotional content is brazen and over-emphasised, fitting happily within the confines of 

features typically associated with Victorian melodramatic poetry as the poem’s closing lines amply 

illustrate: 

My Love is dead, and I am left alone.” In vain 
She calls her lover’s name aloud; the sad refrain 
Returns unanswer’d to her ears. Darker it grows. 
Softer and fainter still she murmurs forth her woes. 
Whose voice is it that calls? – She feels her body press’d. – 
A kiss! – She wakes, and Ælfric clasps her to his breast! 

 

 
24 Bantock, Granville, Thorvenda’s Dream, Gb-Bu 2/3/3 (vocal score). Published Vocal Score: Bantock, Granville, Thorvenda’s 
Dream (London: Forsyth Brothers, 1892). 
25 Bantock, Granville, Thorvenda’s Dream, GB-Bu GB 2/3/2 (full score). The full score is unpublished. 
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Stylistic parallels may be drawn with poetry such as Tennyson’s The Lady of Shallot (1832), though 

this is, of course, a much earlier and infinitely more refined work by a real poet. Such a poem may 

reasonably have served as Bantock’s model and in his insatiable consumption of literature it is not 

inconceivable to imagine that he was familiar with it. Nonetheless, poetry of this kind offers in intensity 

what it lacks in subtlety and is ideal for painting a musico-dramatic picture, lending itself perfectly to 

musical recitation by virtue of its colourful and theatrical nature. 

Structurally, the work is performed straight through with changes of time and tempi appropriate 

to the mood of the words. Harmonically the work is predictable and unadventurous, and rarely wanders 

far the home key of A major save for a brief episode in F major which ultimately resolves back into A. 

Occasionally more sophisticated chords are employed for dramatic emphasis, but these rarely exceed 

anything more complex than an added 7th. The reasons behind Bantock’s restraint are uncertain but, given 

the amount of Wagner and other modern music with which he would have been familiar, this suggests 

that his caution was deliberate. It is possible that at this early stage in his career, Bantock felt more 

confident trying to illustrate his poem with musical word-painting rather than by showing off a technically 

advanced grasp of harmony.  

Bantock provides only one recurring feature, a short musical motif that appears at first in the 

introduction, and thereafter whenever Ælfric is mentioned or thought of; this brief cell reveals the 

influence of Wagner, starkly recalling ‘Siegfried’s Horn Call’ not so much in an identical musical figure, 

but in matching Wagner’s use of the solo horn signal as representing the hero (Ex.1.1): 

 

 
 

Ex.1.1 Bantock – Thorvenda’s Dream, ‘Ælfric’s Theme’, b.2 
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Thorvenda’s Dream is a useful early signpost to Bantock’s developing penchant for using music to colour and 

enhance a text as well as word-painting: for example, birds trill on the tonic and dominant, and ‘vie with 

each other’ on the flute and oboe (Ex.1.2). Insects murmur in triplets (Ex.1.3), and cool streams flow 

smoothly in a gliding 6/8 (Ex.1.4). 

 
 

Ex.1.2 Bantock – Thorvenda’s Dream, bb.61-64 
 
 

 
 

Ex.1.3 Bantock – Thorvenda’s Dream, bb.100-101, accompanying the words 
‘The busy insects ply their trade, and fill the air with murmurings sweet to the ear.’ 

 
 

 
 

Ex.1.4 Bantock – Thorvenda’s Dream, bb.132-135 
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Unlike most of Bantock’s manuscripts, an inspection of the holograph vocal score displays a small number 

of his second thoughts and alterations prior to orchestration and publication. The closing bars were 

substituted from an original nine-bar ending of tremolos, arpeggios, and heavy block chords (Ex.1.5a) to 

six consisting of major and minor arpeggios on the subdominant, resolving on to the tonic (Ex.1.5b and 

Ex.1.6). Bantock’s motivation for the changes can only be guessed at, but the alternative published ending 

is less fussy, more stridently dramatic and, in reaching a more fluent, swifter conclusion, slightly euphoric. 

 
 

Ex.1.5a Bantock – Thorvenda’s Dream, closing bars crossed out in manuscript, reproduced from manuscript GB 2/3/3 
in the Granville Bantock Collection held by the Cadbury Research Library – Special Collections, University of Birmingham. 

 

 
 

Ex.1.5b Bantock – Thorvenda’s Dream, closing bars in manuscript, reproduced from manuscript GB 2/3/3 in the 
Granville Bantock Collection held by the Cadbury Research Library – Special Collections, University of Birmingham. 
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Ex.1.6 Bantock – Thorvenda’s Dream, closing bars as published. 
 

Only two public performances of Thorvenda’s Dream have been traced: firstly, in its version with piano, it 

was given on 5 December 1891 at a fortnightly meeting of The Excelsior Society,26 and secondly, again in 

its version with piano, it was selected for an all Bantock concert on 12 July 1892 at the Royal Academy of 

Music. On this occasion the reciter was the popular actress Clara Jecks, with whom Bantock had a brief 

romantic relationship, though their formal engagement never developed into marriage. It is possible that 

the piece may have been written specifically with her in mind, and the Musical Standard reported that ‘Ms. 

Jecks pathetically delivered Thorvenda’s Dream…’27 

 
26 Bray, 9. The artists are unnamed, but Dressler suggests Kate Lewis (Dressler, 182). Dressler also suggests that on this 
occasion the work was given with the RAM Student Orchestra conducted by Bantock, but unless an earlier version of the 
orchestral score was completed and later rejected, this cannot be the case. The Excelsior Society was ‘[…] a group of [RAM] 
students past and present who promoted chamber concerts, music lectures, etc. […]’, see Bray, 6. 
27 Musical Standard, 43, No.1460 (23 July 1892), 5. 
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For a first attempt at a work of this kind Bantock had a broad range of examples to guide him, not 

least those by his RAM peers (especially Hawley), and doubtless received positive encouragement. If the 

work is totally dated by its poetry and limited range of harmony and predictable musical expression, it is 

nonetheless an entertaining effort. Musically, the influence of Wagner is clear – a claim that, substantiated 

by the critical response to Caedmar discussed in Chapter 1, applies to several of Bantock’s early works. 

Wagner’s presence can be felt both in Bantock’s enthusiasm to set his own texts, as well as in the musical 

make-up of the work exemplified by the use of horn motifs to represent the hero. Looking again at 

(Ex.1.6), the melody marked Giocoso (tutti) in the right-hand soars over a florid bass part, revealing an 

obvious knowledge of the closing bars of Götterdämmerung – a hallmark which would later resurface in 

Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, discussed in Chapter 4. 

 
The Blessed Damozel 
 
Bantock’s only other extant musical recitation is an altogether more restrained piece. The Blessed Damozel 

was completed on 30 January 1892 and exists solely in Bantock’s holograph manuscript. The score features 

a single instrumental cue, perhaps indicating that, unlike Thorvenda’s Dream, he did not intend to 

orchestrate it. In comparison with Thorvenda’s Dream there are a number of small but striking differences. 

Firstly, and most obviously, the poem is altogether more sophisticated. Written by Dante Gabriel 

Rossetti, it was first published in 1850 (and revised a number of times) as a companion piece and sequel 

to Edgar Allan Poe’s The Raven. Whereas Poe’s subject is a man’s grief over the death of his lover, 

Rossetti’s poem is written from the perspective of three people: a narrator, the deceased Damozel looking 

down from heaven, and her lover. From their respective locales (heaven and earth) the latter pair muse 

on their absent lover and wish that they could be reunited. Their hope of meeting again is ultimately 

unfulfilled, and both must wait until the living lover dies. This is in stark contrast to Thorvenda’s Dream in 

which there is only one speaker throughout – a narrator – and the lovers are reunited in the end. 
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Besides Bantock, Rosetti’s poem inspired at least seven more settings by British composers, but the 

most popular version, still regularly performed today, is that by Debussy.28 La damoiselle élue, a cantata for 

soloists, female choir, and orchestra, was premiered in Paris in 1893 and first heard in England in 1908. 

Debussy had been working on his setting for some years and, though at this time his music was unknown 

in Britain, it is an interesting considence that both he and Bantock were inspired by the same poem 

simultaneously, albeit for remarkably different forces. Debussy’s setting is lush and romantic, while 

Bantock’s is small scale but dramatic, employing a variety of moods to elaborate the scene. 

Whether constricted by time or ambition, Bantock sets neither the whole poem nor all of the verses 

he did select to music. Consisting of 144 lines across 24 stanzas of six lines each, Bantock set 20 of Rosetti’s 

stanzas as detailed below: 

Rosetti Stanzas Bantock Stanzas    Speaker 
1   1 – unaccompanied   Narrator 
2-7   2-7 – accompanied   2-3, 5-7 Narrator / 4 Lover 
8-11  8-11 – unaccompanied   8-10 Narrator / 11 Lover 
12-13  12-13 – accompanied   Damozel 
14-15   – omitted    Damozel 
16   14 – accompanied   Damozel 
17   15 – unaccompanied   Lover 
18-19   – omitted    Damozel 
20-21  16-17 – accompanied   Damozel 
22   18 – unaccompanied, but interrupted Damozel 
23-24  19-20 – accompanied   Narrator 

 
Comparatively, Thorvenda’s Dream is only 52 lines of text and features uninterrupted music throughout. 

Appendix 3 indicates that Bantock’s music is in short sections with periods of recitation sometimes 

accompanied and sometimes not. 

Bantock perhaps considered that setting the whole poem would have made the piece too long, 

and this may answer why he omitted four of the Damozel’s stanzas. However, even by omitting 24 lines 

The Blessed Damozel is still more than twice the length of Thorvenda’s Dream. It is possible that the mix of 

unaccompanied and accompanied recitation was considered more effective, reserving musical 

 
28 Further British settings of The Blessed Damozel include those by Dalhousie Young, Fritz Hart, Edgar Bainton, Arnold Bax, 
Ernest Farrar, Julius Harrison, and Benjamin Burrows. 
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underscoring to emphasise specific moments of dramatic intensity. Alternatively, Bantock may have been 

reacting to the poem in the same way Elgar responded to The Dream of Gerontius, a poem he knew so well 

that eliminating material in order to achieve a reasonable length without upsetting what he considered to 

be essential to the narrative flow was difficult. 

Musically, it is worth noting that the predominant mood of the music for The Blessed Damozel is 

quiet and subdued, and often marked pianissimo or piano with few exceptions that still never exceed forte. 

Consequently, the dynamic range is very restrained, certainly for Bantock, but this suits the poem, which 

seems to be in the idiom of the German direction ‘innig’ often found in Schumann’s lieder, and which 

may be interpreted as ‘inwardly’ or ‘intimate’. As the poem ends with the renewal of a separation (or 

renewed realisation) which has yet to end, there is no scope for a musical climax as such. 

Bantock makes no suggestion as to whether the reciter was to be male, female, or both. Though 

the work presents an opportunity for three reciters (the narrator, the Damozel, and her lover) one would 

be sufficient to give an effective performance in recital, though the subject matter perhaps lends itself 

more readily to an intimate after-dinner gathering. The latter point is corroborated by the music’s reliance 

on repeated figurations and block chords, making it suitable for a competent amateur pianist. 

In a similar way to Thorvenda’s Dream, it is Bantock’s skill for word-painting rather than harmony 

that is worthy of note. At a total of 106 bars of music, the work is predominantly in Bb and rests on a 

general gentle underscoring of the text rather than harnessing strong thematic links, though there are some 

obvious musical depictions of the words. He sets the mood over a slow and soft eight bar introduction: 

Andante religioso. Spread primary chords in the upper register of the piano, occasionally embellished with 

added sixths and sevenths, add an element of the spiritual, before the first stanza is spoken, hushed and 

unaccompanied. Hereafter Bantock introduces the first melody, sparsely based on broken chords on the 

tonic of Bb with flattened sixths sustaining the mystic mood and suggesting something of the Damozel’s 
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‘ungirt’ robe and flowing hair.29 A passing augmented triad in bar ten illustrates Bantock’s reliance on 

Wagnerian gestures (Ex.1.7). 

 

 
 

Ex.1.7 Bantock – The Blessed Damozel, bb.9-11, accompanying the words 
‘Her robe, ungirt from clasp to hem, / No wrought flowers did adorn, / But a white rose of Mary’s gift, …’ 

 

As can be seen in Appendix 3, the passage quoted in (Ex.1.7) provides the basis for a good deal of the 

material, if not thematically then certainly in the use of similar textures most of which lends the work a 

sense of coherence by revolving around lyrical broken chords, heavy block chords, and tremolos. 

Examples of Bantock’s musical representation of Rosetti’s text include the following: the 

‘rampart of God’s house’ on which the protagonist stands are solid, sturdy chords (Ex.1.8), while the 

tremulous souls of lovers reunited in heaven flutter chromatically around her, diminished sevenths adding 

a Wagnerian intensity while ‘thin flames’ are sparked in the upper-most piano register (Ex.1.9). 

 

 
 

Ex.1.8 Bantock – The Blessed Damozel, bb.26-19, accompanying the words 
‘It was the rampart of God’s house / That she was standing on; …’ 

 
 

 
29 Rosetti, also a painter, produced several pictures entitled The Blessed Damozel featuring a maid with long flowing locks of hair. 
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Ex.1.9 Bantock – The Blessed Damozel, bb.37-43, accompanying the words 
Around her, lovers, newly met 
Mid deathless love’s acclaims, 

Spoke evermore among themselves 
Their heart-remember’d names; 

And the souls mounting up to God 
Went by her like thin flames. 

 
In assessing the general relationship between the music and text, so much of this work is spoken that, in 

the improvisatory spirit of Harrison’s recitation recitals, Bantock appears to have provided music simply 

to underscore the text, emphasising the mood and oration, though it is obvious that he could not resist 

some musical interpretation of the text. It is unclear why Bantock left certain verses unaccompanied: he 

does not restrict his underscoring to one specific voice such as the narrative sections for example, but all 

three voices are accompanied at one time or another. 

As suggested above, within the context of a polite after-dinner entertainment, the relatively easy 

accompaniment might not have been beyond a competent amateur pianist. In comparison with Thorvenda’s 

Dream, a work clearly composed with formal recitals in mind and which was published and performed, 

given that The Blessed Damozel was never published and there being no traces of its being publicly 

performed, it is possible that Bantock did in fact write it for just such a private occasion. 

 

Eugene Aram 
 
In his biographical monograph, Granville Bantock, Anderton makes no mention of a musical recitation 

entitled Eugene Aram, instead writing that, beyond Thorvenda’s Dream and The Blessed Damozel, Bantock had 
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‘come to feel the unsatisfactory nature of this genre, and wrote nothing more of the kind.’30 Later, in 

April 1953, W. Hayford Morris contradicted Anderton in an article surveying Bantock’s songs, ‘The Songs 

of Granville Bantock’ for Fanfare, curiously writing the following: 

Before starting the survey mention should be made of the early recitations with 
orchestral accompaniment. Two of these were published with piano reductions by 
Forsyth in 1892: one Bantock’s own, Thorvenda’s Dream and the other Poe’s Eugene 
Aram.31 

 
Bantock’s alleged work for reciter and orchestra, Eugene Aram, is consequently a curiosity, and the 

circumstances of its provenance and composition appear to have become muddled. As the facts will 

demonstrate, whether the work existed at all is a matter of speculation, since even the basic details of its 

history are contradicted by various factors. The autograph manuscript is lost; the published score cannot 

be located in any library or archive; and the alleged publishers make no mention of the work in their 

catalogue. In consulting various documents that cite the work, even the source of its text cannot be agreed 

on. Furthermore, no performances have been traced through the usual channels of reviews in the press. 

 

Regarding Hayford Morris’s suggestion that the text was by Poe, it is likely that the American poet was 

familiar with Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s 1832 melodramatic novel Eugene Aram. He was certainly familiar 

with Thomas Hood’s 1831 poem The Dream of Eugene Aram, writing in 1845 that: 

The Dream of Eugene Aram, is too well known in America to need comment from us. It has (as 
we observed just now,) more of true imagination than any composition of its author; -- but 
even when engaged on so serious a subject, he found great difficulty in keeping aloof from the 
grotesque --the result (we say) of warm Fancy impelled by Hypochondriasis.32 

 
However, Poe does not appear to have ever penned a work on the subject of Eugene Aram himself, making 

Hayford Morris’s allusion to Poe as the author of the text unlikely. 

 
30 Anderton, H. Orsmond, Granville Bantock (London: John Lane, The Bodley Head, 1915), 23. 
31 Hayford Morris, W., ‘The Songs of Granville Bantock’, Fanfare: The Bulletin of the Birmingham School of Music (April 1953), 6. 
32 Poe, Edgar Allan, ‘Criticism – Critical Notices: Thomas Hood – Prose and Verse’, Broadway Journal, Vol. 2 No. 5 (9 August 
1845), 71-76. 
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Writing in 1972, Trevor Bray further confused the issue: in the Bantock Works List contained in 

Volume II of his thesis, Bray concludes that the work ‘was originally planned as an Opera in 4 Acts, but 

unfinished, see 624.33 Then published as a recitation in a pf. arrangement.’ This, however, cannot be the 

case: of Bantock’s projected, incomplete four-act opera Eugene Aram ‘(after Lord Lytton)’ and with ‘Lyrics 

by Helen Schweitzer’, only the autograph full score and a piano reduction of the Overture, along with the 

autograph vocal score of Act I, and piano reduction introductions to Acts II and IV are extant, all of which 

are dated 1896.34 Having already suggested that the mystery recitation was the diminished result of plans 

for an opera being rejected, Bray curiously gives 1892 as the date for the Forsyth publication of the 

recitation; as this is four years earlier than any attempt made at an opera, it seems possible that the works 

were conceived entirely independently, and that Bantock potentially chose to develop an opera out of a 

subject he had already investigated, rather than substituting material intended for a larger work he felt 

unable to complete for something shorter. 

However, given the circumstances of the absent manuscript and untraced published score, along 

with contradictory dates of composition and sources of text, unless it could be confirmed that Bantock 

destroyed his original recitation, it seems unlikely that the work ever existed. 

 
Conclusion 
 
The recitations are comparatively minor in Bantock’s output, and probably best regarded as ‘apprentice 

pieces’ of a young composer who was finding his feet. Though he would later write the libretti to his two 

one-act operas Caedmar and The Pearl of Iran, it must have been clear to him even at this early stage in his 

development that he had no future as a poet. 

Though Thorvenda’s Dream and The Blessed Damozel are the earliest works considered in detail in 

this study, they fully demonstrate the prevailing feature that would come to permeate much of Bantock’s 

 
33 The number 624 relates to works list contained in Bray, cross-referencing the reader to the entry for the incomplete 
manuscript of Bantock’s opera of the same name. Bray, Trevor, Volume II, 117. 
34 Bantock, Granville, Eugene Aram – An Opera in Four Acts, GB-Bu GB 3/1/6-8. 
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work: his enthusiasm for representing words in music. This musical re-imagining of words would become 

a notable feature of most of Bantock’s music in every genre, from lavish orchestral works to intimate 

songs. In the case of these recitations, Bantock was still young and inexperienced and, consequently, the 

music (and words in the case of Thorvenda’s Dream) is relatively superficial. This is particularly evident in 

Thorvenda’s Dream in which Bantock attempted to satisfy all his early passions (drama, writing his own 

poetry and music) and it is a pity that the work suffers through his own rather weak poem, relying on 

clichéd imagery with music to match. Although he quickly abandoned writing dramatic vocal works of 

this type (including opera until The Seal Woman of 1924), these early recitations may be seen as establishing 

a precedent and that for Bantock, the composition of songs became an antidote to more traditional 

theatrical works. Indeed, even towards the very end of his composing career in the 1940s, his setting of 

Wilde’s The Sphinx relies heavily on the musical underscoring of a vocal line that is very static, almost like 

recitation. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

CASE STUDY 2: BROWNING SETTINGS 
 

This chapter investigates Bantock’s unique response in song to the poetry of Robert Browning. Unique 

not in that he was expressing his individuality in setting Browning – on the contrary, Browning was a 

popular poet with many British composers of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries – but 

rather in his particular choice of texts. To illustrate this point, this chapter focuses predominantly on 

Bantock’s large scale song cycle Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies (1905). This cycle is particularly 

representative of Bantock’s intense relationship with poetry, and with Browning in particular, by virtue 

of his being the only British composer to set extracts from the poet’s divisive 1884 book Ferishtah’s Fancies. 

Bantock’s remaining Browning songs are discussed in less detail, but basic historical information is 

presented with specific reference to details of composition, sources, and text source. One song, however, 

‘Pippa Passes’ is reserved for special consideration in light of its startling but accomplished simplicity. This 

is important in addressing how effectively Bantock could shed his penchant for dense harmonic textures in 

favour of a more restrained aesthetic. 

 Browning was regarded as a leading poet of the Victorian age by virtue of his mastery of the dramatic 

monologue. The breadth and scale of his output were enormous. In a discussion of his later poetry and its 

reception amongst the first Browning enthusiasts, Donald S. Hair quotes a contemporary commentator: 

‘Every new book is a surprise to them, they never know what to expect of him.’1 Regular themes however 

include love, history, social commentary, morality, humour, and music. 

Besides his fame, the reasons for the popularity of Browning’s poetry for musical treatment are 

unclear. Despite having a musical ear and a number of his poems referencing musical terminology, some 

 
1 Simcox, G.A., Academy, 4 (2 June 1873), 201-3, quoted in Kennedy, Richard S. and Hair, Donald S., The Dramatic Imagine of 
Robert Browning: A Literary Life (Columbia and London: University of Missouri Press, 2007), 328. 
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critics have suggested that Browning’s poetry is awkward, unsuitable, and ‘unmusical’. Vincent Clinton-

Baddeley writes that: 

Browning perfectly understood the art of song writing though he devoted his art to the 
development of a technique which had nothing in common with music at all.2 

 
This makes Bantock’s persistent enthusiasm for him all the more interesting when viewed through 

the lens of the particularly difficult Browning texts he selected for his songs. 

 

Browning’s musical reception amongst English Song composers 

 
In October 1911, Professor William Angus Knight circulated a letter amongst eminent and influential 

persons of international repute to solicit support for a Robert Browning Centenary Celebration.3 The 

event was to be held at Westminster Abbey the following year on the poet’s 100th birthday, 7 May 1912. 

Professor Knight pleaded that: 

A committee of sympathisers with the proposal is also needed – at least some fifty to a hundred 
representative men and women – who understand the greatness of Britain’s and the world’s 
debt to the many-sided genius of Browning. Will you join this committee? and allow your name 
to be included with others as a sympathiser?4 

 
A great many significant personalities of early twentieth-century Britain supported the cause, from 

university professors and leading politicians (including the Prime Minister, H.H. Asquith), to the 

Archbishops of Canterbury and York. Musical recipients of the letter evidently included Frederick Bridge, 

Alexander Campbell Mackenzie, Hubert Parry, Charles Villiers Stanford, and Henry Walford Davies, all 

of whom responded in the affirmative and lent their names to the register of sympathisers. The event took 

 
2 Clinton-Baddeley, V.C., Words for Music (London: Cambridge University Press, 1941), 8. For an in-depth discussion of 
Browning’s poems on musical themes, see:  Naylor, E.W., The Poets and Music (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 1928). 
3 William Angus Knight (1836–1916), was a Professor of Moral Philosophy in the University of St Andrews; he published 
widely and was a recognised authority on the work of William Wordsworth. 
4 Knight, Professor [W.A.], (ed.), The Robert Browning Centenary Celebration at Westminster Abbey May 7th, 1912 (London: Smith, 
Elder & Co., 1912), x. 
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place as planned, and the full list of supporters was listed in Professor Knight’s book that accompanied the 

occasion.5 For such an auspicious and solemn event, appropriate music was clearly a serious consideration: 

It was arranged by the Dean that the passage from Browning’s poem Saul, ending with the 
words, “See the Christ stand,” should be set to music by Sir Hubert Parry, and sung during that 
Service; also that the music to the poem by Mrs. Browning, He giveth his Beloved Sleep – which 
was composed by the Abbey organist, Sir Frederick Bridge, and sung at the poet’s burial twenty-
two years ago – should be repeated on this occasion.6 

 
This event, its inclusion of a new work by a leading British composer, and the enthusiastic support it 

received from far and beyond its artistic contingent of sympathisers, serves as a useful marker in 

highlighting the level of appreciation for Browning’s literary cultural value in the early decades of the 

twentieth century. Viewed within the context and scope of the ‘Second Golden Age of English Song’, the 

song lists included in Stephen Banfield’s Sensibility and English Song and the British Library’s general 

catalogue of printed music reveal that Browning’s poetry received a warm reception from musicians 

throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, equipping a relatively small but significant 

number of the leading English song composers with a consistent literary stimulus for the ever-developing 

genre of English art song. 

Browning’s 1864 poem ‘Prospice’ in particular inspired at least eight solo song and choral settings 

by both established and less-familiar composers: beginning in 1884 with Stanford, a second setting 

followed 16 years later in 1900 by Henry Walford Davies for baritone and string quartet. The popular 

singer and composer Liza Lehmann penned a setting which was published posthumously in 1922, while 

settings by rarer, less-familiar twentieth-century English composers include those by Adelaide Louisa 

Thomas (dates unknown), published in 1910, and as the opening number of Six Declamatory Songs, Op.115 

by William Edmondstoune Duncan (1866–1920). Additionally, two settings for an unaccompanied chorus 

of men’s voices would come from Rutland Boughton and the Welsh composer David Vaughan Thomas 

(1873–1934), whilst transatlantic versions include a setting by the American composer Sidney Homer 

 
5 Ibid., 76-98. The complete ‘List of Sympathisers’ is included as an appendix. Stanford’s name is incorrectly spelled as 
‘Stamford’ on page 95. 
6 Ibid., xi. 
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(1864–1953),7 who included ‘Prospice’ in his Three Songs, published in 1903. Ralph Vaughan Williams 

would also sketch a setting, but leave it undated and unfinished.8 

The popularity of ‘Prospice’ aside, Stanford, Walford Davies, Lehmann and Boughton all made 

further Browning settings and, joined by other prominent British song composers such as Mackenzie, 

Maud Valérie White, Vaughan Williams, Samuel Coleridge Taylor, Frank Bridge, Julius Harrison, 

Gurney, Bax and Benjamin Burrows, collectively drew on the wealth of texts available to produce a broad 

range of Browning songs. In addition to solo song with piano accompaniment, a variety of ensembles was 

employed, including bass and organ, choral works, and works for larger forces such as soloists, chorus and 

orchestra.9 However, despite this relatively rich collection of numerous single song settings, it is arguable 

that the most significant contribution to the relationship between English art song and Browning came in 

the form of the song cycles by Sir Arthur Somervell and Granville Bantock.  

 As listed in Sensibility and English Song, Windermere-born composer Sir Arthur Somervell (1896–

1937) composed around 152 songs, and a brief investigation into his preferred literary sources pointedly 

reveals his proclivity, like Bantock, for nineteenth-century writers.10 Banfield has discussed and appraised 

Somervell’s songs in detail,11 listing amongst his most significant cycles settings of Tennyson (Maud, 1898), 

 
7 Sydney Homer, who was married to the operatic contralto Louise Homer (1871–1947), was an uncle and early mentor of 
the composer Samuel Barber. 
8 For these settings of ‘Prospice’ see Stanford, C.V., ‘Prospice’ (London: S. Lucas, Weber & Co., 1884); Walford Davies, 
Henry, ‘Prospice’ (London: Novello & Co., 1900); Lehmann, Liza, Three Songs for Low Voice (New York: G. Schirmer, 1922); 
Thomas, Adelaide Louisa, ‘Prospice’ (Brighton: Scientific Training School for Pianists, 1910); Duncan, William 
Edmondstoune, Six Declamatory songs, Op.115 (London: The Walter Scott Publishing Company, c.1919/20); Boughton, 
Rutland, ‘Prospice’ (London: J. Curwen & Sons, 1924); Thomas, David Vaughan, ‘Prospice’ (Wrexham: Hughes & Son, 
1936); Homer, Sydney, Three Songs (New York: G. Schirmer, 1903); and Vaughan Williams, Ralph, sketch for a setting of 
‘Prospice’, GB-Lbl Add. 57270. 
9 Still within the medium of solo song is Parry’s ‘I believe it’ (the soliloquy from Saul, stanza XVIII), composed for the Browning 
Centenary Celebration at Westminster Abbey for bass and organ (1912). Larger scale works include Walford Davies’ Hervé 
Riel, for baritone solo, chorus and orchestra (1895). Additionally, several English composers within the period 1880–1940 
would make settings of The Pied Piper of Hamelin for various forces, including: Parry, for tenor and bass soli, chorus and orchestra 
(1905); Walford Davies, as a chamber cantata (1939); Richard Henry Walthew (1872–1951), foreshadowing Parry’s forces of 
tenor and bass soli, chorus and orchestra (1893); and George Rathbone (b.1874), for soprano solo and chorus (1923). Frank 
Bridge would also contribute ‘A lovers’ quarrel’ for two speaking voices and piano (unpublished, GB-Lcm Frank Bridge 
Collection MS H35a). 
10 Banfield, 510-13. Since this book was published at least one further Somervell song has been identified: ‘Marie at the 
Window’, published in 1888 in The Century Guild Hobby Horse, No.10 (April 1888). 
11 Banfield, ‘Narrative song-cycle and dramatic scena: Somervell and Walford Davies’, 42-64. 
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Housman (A Shropshire Lad, 1904) and two Browning cycles (James Lee’s Wife, 1907, and A Broken 

Arc,1923).12 

With specific reference to Browning, Banfield points out that ‘two of [Somervell’s] poetic loves 

were Browning and Shakespeare’,13 but it is evident that the former was far more potent in arousing his 

musical interest, Shakespeare inspiring only two settings: ‘Take, o take those lips away’ (1898) and ‘O 

mistress mine’ (1927). Both Banfield and Hold consider Somervell’s musical response to Browning not 

only amongst his best work, but amongst the best settings of Browning poetry, Hold stating that ‘No-one 

has set the mature Tennyson and Browning more successfully than Somervell’.14  

In James Lee’s Wife, Somervell follows Browning’s original order of poems, but was selective in his 

choice of stanzas, while in A Broken Arc, Somervell constructed the cycle himself through a selection of 

unconnected Browning poems found in various publications that clearly appealed to him. One song, ‘The 

Year’s at the Spring’ from the latter cycle is discussed in comparison with Bantock’s setting of the same 

words, but for a more in-depth analysis of Somervell’s songs in general the reader is referred to Banfield 

and Hold. By comparison, Somervell’s interest in Browning was slight but more focussed, drawing on 

only a handful of poems, while Bantock was more expansive, responding to a much broader range of 

Browning’s work. 

 

Bantock and Browning 

From the extensive list of settings cited in footnotes eight and nine, it is evident that an enthusiasm for 

Browning was not particular to Bantock. It is impossible to know what or who introduced Bantock to 

Browning in the first place, but it is reasonable to imagine exposure to the poetry in recitals as well as, 

 
12 James Lee’s Wife was initially composed for contralto and orchestra, though the orchestral score is now lost, perhaps having 
existed only in the composer’s manuscript which may have been sent out on hire by the publisher, Boosey & Co. Somervell 
subsequently arranged the cycle for a chamber ensemble of piano and string quartet, and then simply for piano, perhaps in a 
bid to increase the number of performances and sales. 
13 Banfield, 42. 
14 Hold, Trevor, From Parry to Finzi: Twenty English Song Composers (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2005), 88. 
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perhaps more likely, part of the natural trajectory of his own enthusiastic and ever-expanding relationship 

with literature. During Bantock’s youth, Browning was a household name: Clyde Ryals’ article on 

Browning for the Oxford National Dictionary of Biography declares that ‘By the time of his death Browning 

was one of the most famous people in the English-speaking world, although never as popular as Tennyson 

– the sales of his works being a fraction of the poet laureate’s.’15 Such was Browning’s fame that 

immediately prior to his death even his illness was being reported in national newspapers: ‘Mr Robert 

Browning, the poet, is lying most dangerously ill at Venice…’16 In the days following his death, obituaries, 

tributes, affectionate recollections, reports of his funeral and details of his will appeared in newspapers up 

and down the country.17 A writer for The Morning Post considered Browning’s position and contribution 

to English literature unique and succinctly summed up his passing: ‘By the death of Robert Browning 

English literature has lost one who for a long period has filled a notable place among her most devoted 

sons, and a place, moreover, in which there is no one to succeed him now.’18 

An investigation into Browning-related activities by way of scholarly and public enthusiasm for his 

work, both during his lifetime and after his death, paints a revealing picture of his international 

appreciation. Edward Berdoe’s Browning Cyclopaedia, first published in 1891, reprinted in 1892, and with 

a revised third edition in 1897, is a useful starting point in directing focus towards an understanding of 

Browning’s place in Victorian literary culture; incorporating a useful bibliography of ‘Books, essays, etc., 

which are especially useful to the Browning student’,19 it proceeds to list sixteen items, published between 

1868 to 1896. The range and scope of these books and essays include biographies,20 books designed to act 

 
15 Ryals, Clyde de L. Browning, Robert. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 25 May 2006. 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-3714 [accessed 
15 June 2018] 
16 The Nottingham Evening Post (11 December 1889), 3. 
17 Obituaries for Browning include, The Standard (14 December 1889), 3. Affectionate recollections of Browning by those 
closest to him were published by Dr F.J. Furvinall, founder of the Browning Society, in The Pall Mall Gazette (14 December 
1899), 1; and by ‘A Former Servant of the Poet’, also in The Pall Mall Gazette (16 December 1889), 3. 
18 The Morning Post (14 December 1889), 4. 
19 Berdoe, Edward, The Browning Cyclopaedia, 3rd edn. (London: Swan Sonnenschein & Co., 1897), xi. 
20 See Sharp, William, Life of Robert Browning (London: Walter Scott, 1890); and Orr, Mrs [Alexandra] Sutherland, Life and 
Letters of Robert Browning (London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1891). 
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as a guide to the study of Browning’s poetry,21 and works of a more scholarly, philosophical nature, 

examining his work under the microscope of the literary expert.22 Biographical interest in Browning 

continued into the twentieth century with new biographies by G.K. Chesterton,23 and C.H. Herford,24 

suggesting that his appeal aroused more than merely the specialist’s zeal, and that there was public demand 

for Browning biography.  

 The Browning Cyclopaedia additionally highlights publications by the Browning Society,25 and is 

dedicated to its founders, Frederick J. Furnivall (1825–1910) and Emily Hickey (1845–1924). Richard 

Kennedy and Donald Hair’s The dramatic imagination of Robert Browning: a literary life elaborates on the 

‘emergence of various reading groups and then more formally constituted Browning societies’ throughout 

the latter decades of the nineteenth-century as ‘both an indication of the poet’s growing fame and a spur 

to it.’26 Kennedy and Hair further illuminate the discussion of Browning appreciation in stating that ‘By 

the end of the [nineteenth-]century there would be hundreds of Browning societies and reading groups in 

the United States, in Canada, in Britain, and elsewhere…’.27 Curiously, Browning’s poetry appears to 

have sustained a following without being incorporated into anthologies. Published with the intention of 

teaching ‘…those indifferent to the Poets to love them, and those who love them to love them more…’,28 

the popular Golden Treasury of English Songs and Lyrics, for example (first published by Francis Turner 

Palgrave in 1861), did not include Browning (or his wife, the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning) until the 

1920s. At this point the poems were selected by Laurence Binyon, and his volume was the first to 

 
21 See Orr, Mrs [Alexandra] Sutherland, A Handbook to the Works of Robert Browning (London: G. Bell & Sons, 1885); Symons, 
Arthur, An Introduction to the Study of Robert Browning (London: Cassell & Co., 1886); and Corson, Hiram, An Introduction to the 
Study of Robert Browning’s Poetry (Boston, D.C. Heath & Co., 1886). 
22 See Nettleship, John T., Robert Browning: Essays and Thoughts (London: Macmillan & Co., 1868); Berdoe, Edward, Browning 
and the Christian Faith: The Evidences of Christianity from Browning’s Point of View (London: George Allen, 1896); and Jones, Henry, 
Browning as a Philosophical Religious Teacher (Glasgow: James Maclehose & Sons, 1891). 
23 Chesterton, G.K., Robert Browning (London: Macmillan & Co., 1903) 
24 Herford, C.H., Robert Browning (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1905) 
25 Berdoe, Edward, The Browning Cyclopaedia, 3rd ed. (London: Swan Sonnenschein & Co., 1897), xii-xvi. 
26 Kennedy, Richard S. and Hair, Donald S., The dramatic imagination of Robert Browning: a literary life (Columbia: University of 
Missouri Press, 2007), 365. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Palgrave, Francis Turner, The golden treasury of the best songs and lyrical poems in the English language. Selected and arranged with 
notes by Francis Turner Palgrave. (London: Macmillan & Co., Ltd., 1861), ii. 



 

 

142 

 

incorporate still living writers – additionally, the selection of poets featured was more than doubled than 

in previous volumes. Nonetheless, the growth of academic study into Browning the man by way of 

biography and analytical study, and the flourishing of societies devoted to an appreciation of his works, 

serve to give a strong indication of his position in Victorian and Edwardian society. With this in mind, it 

is possible to conclude that, as a literary enthusiast, and a precedent for taking Browning verse as the 

inspiration for songs already well established, it was not unusual that Bantock should be drawn to him; 

however, as will become clear over the following pages, it was his particular choices of Browning poetry 

that would make his appreciation unique. 

Bantock’s awareness of and interest in the poetry of Robert Browning had manifested itself as early 

as 1894: the score of his piano solo Barcarolle bears an epigram from ‘In a Gondola’, found in Browning’s 

Dramatic Romances.29 Four years later, in 1898, Three Cavalier Songs, a set of part-songs for men’s voices in 

four parts were published by Novello. The texts were selected from Browning’s 1842 collection of poems 

Dramatic Lyrics, a volume that would later inspire a great deal more musical interest as the source for a 

number of solo songs. However, Bantock’s two most intense musical re-imaginings of Browning texts 

were yet to come. The first, a large ‘orchestral drama’ Fifine at the Fair, based on Browning’s 1872 poem 

of the same name, was composed between 1901 and 1902, revised in 1911, received its premiere at the 

Birmingham Festival on 2 October 1912, and was published by Novello in the same year. The second 

large Browning project was an orchestral song-cycle based on Ferishtah’s Fancies. This was followed by a 

number of individual Browning settings over a period of seventeen years between 1920 and 1937. 

 Bantock’s enthusiasm for Browning is reflected not only in the number of works he composed that 

were directly inspired by the poetry, but also, typically, in his diary and what remains of his library. 

Following his death in 1946, selections of his immense collection of books were passed down through 

 
29 ‘Past we glide, and past! / ... your harp, believe, / With all the sensitive tight strings / Which dare not speak, now to itself 
/ Breathes slumberous, as if some elf / Went in and out the chords, his wings / Make murmur wheresoe’er they graze.’ For a 
complete list of Bantock’s Browning inspired works see Allis, Michael, British Music and Literary Context, 138-139. 
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generations of his descendants. Amongst the volumes still with the family is a complete series of Robert 

Browning’s Poetical Works (published by Smith, Elder, and Co. between 1888 and 1894), numbering 

seventeen volumes in total. Additionally, his copies of Browning’s Life of Strafford, and Orr’s Handbook to 

the Works of Robert Browning have survived.30 Disappointingly they do not contain any annotations. In May 

1912 Bantock was interviewed ‘…by [the] Daily News on Browning Centenary’,31 performances of Fifine 

at the Fair and extracts of Ferishtah’s Fancies having by this time perhaps identified him as a Browning 

authority. His thirst for knowledge went still deeper, and in November 1916 he attended Ernest de 

Selincourt’s lectures on Browning at the University of Birmingham but,32 most touchingly, on a visit to 

the Bodleian Library and Balliol College, Oxford, in February 1918, Bantock ‘…had in my hands the 

Original Ring and the Book of Browning, also Browning’s Ferishtah’s Fancies’. His sense of awe is almost 

palpable.33 

 Browning was a poet famous for his use of language,34 and Bantock was a composer who loved 

words. Consequently, it is hardly surprising that Bantock was inspired to compose songs on Browning’s 

poetry in particular. The texts he set were drawn from a range of publications, poetic and theatrical, but 

the Persian locale of Ferishtah’s Fancies would doubtless have struck an especially interesting chord for 

Bantock, providing him with an opportunity to express in music his enthusiasm for both Browning and 

works with a Persian theme. 

 

 

 

 
30 Orr, Mrs [Alexandra] Sutherland, A Handbook to the works of Robert Browning (London: George Bell & Sons, sixth ed., 1902). 
All of these books are currently in the possession of Bantock’s grandson, Dr Cuillin Bantock. 
31 Diary, 8 May 1912. The interview does not appear to have been published. 
32 Ernest de Selincourt (1870–1943), a scholar and literary critic, was Professor of English at University of Birmingham (1908–
35) and Vice-Principal at Birmingham (1931–35). See Diary, 21 and 28 November 1916. 
33 Diary, 27 February 1918. On the same occasion, Bantock ‘Spent rest of morning in Blackwell’s shop & found some interesting 
Persian books.’  
34 See Hair, Donald S., Robert Browning’s Language (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999). 
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Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies 

Composed:   1903–05  
Manuscript Location: Vocal Score: GB-Bu GB 2/2/8 
    Orchestra Score: Staatsarchiv Leipzig (?) 
Published:   Breitkopf & Härtel, 1905 (Vocal Score) 
Derivation of Text:  Browning, Robert, Ferishtah’s Fancies (London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1884) 
 

Background to the Poetry and its Critical Reception  

Ferishtah’s Fancies is a very late work and at the time of publication in 1884 Browning was already 72 years 

old. The exotic theme running through the poems is not an unusual feature of his oeuvre, Browning having 

already demonstrated an enthusiasm for exploiting Eastern influences as a means of colouring his poetry, 

and a detailed discussion of his relationship with exotic subjects (along with that of other Victorian authors) 

is discussed in Valerie Kennedy’s article ‘Orientalism in the Victorian Era’.35 The ‘Persian fabric’ of 

Ferishtah’s Fancies, however, is apparently only skin-deep, and Browning never intended to provide 

anything deeper ‘…than a thin disguise of a few Persian names and allusions’.36 This is stands in sharp 

contrast to FitzGerland’s Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám, a volume imbued throughout with Persian philosophy, 

and to which, in his own way, as Browning scholar Reza Taher-Kermani suggests, Ferishtah Fancies is 

‘polemically opposed’.37 

 
Initially, the volume’s critical reception was rather mixed: the poetry praised as extremely clever 

and often beautiful, but desperately lamented for its impenetrable and complex philosophical musings. 

The first critical response to appear, in The Graphic, set the tone admirably: 

On laying down Mr. Browning’s latest work, the first and most obvious question which will 
suggest itself to the reader is – why “fancies?” – because, as a matter of fact, the utterances of 
the excellent Persian dervish are about as dogmatic assertions of his own superior knowledge 
as anything ever issued from the Vatican. Can it be that the veteran poet was beguiled by the 
charms of “apt alliteration?”38  

 
35 Kennedy, Valerie. Orientalism in the Victorian Era. Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Literature, 22 August 2017. 
http://literature.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.001.0001/acrefore-9780190201098-e-226 
[accessed 13 June 2018] 
36 Letter from Browning to G.B. Smith (19 October 1884), quoted in Taher-Kermani, Reza, ‘Ferishtah’s Fancies’ in The Persian 
Presence in Victorian Poetry (Edinburgh University Press, 2020), 175. 
37 Ibid. 
38 ‘Ferishtah’s Fancies’, The Graphic (13 December 1884), 622. 
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Similarly, the critic of Northern Echo corroborates this line of hopelessly baffled analysis: 

In “Ferishtah’s Fancies,” Mr BROWNING propounds a series of enigmas for a solution. By 
means of parable and metaphor, he, in the person of FERISHTAH, a Persian dervish, 
promulgates his views on certain weighty questions. But so studiously and skilfully does he 
conceal his meaning, that the search for it – notably in the parable entitled “A Bean-stripe” – 
reminds us of Punch’s illustration of the difficulty of grasping the precise idea of a certain 
eminent statesman. It is like a chase after a very lively mosquito. You hear a great deal of buzzing 
– very well done, too – and occasionally catch a glimpse of the object of your pursuit: so you 
know it’s there; but secure it satisfactorily you cannot.39 

 
These initial remarks do not bode well, tacitly suggesting that the philosophical rigour and intensity of the 

poetry might be far above and beyond the intellectual comprehension of the average reader. Furthermore, 

Browning’s incorporation of Hebrew into the body of text did not endear him to the Northern Echo critic 

who responded sarcastically: 

But to a charge of obscurity Mr BROWNING replies that profundity is necessarily obscure – 
that it is intrinsically difficult of expression. Granted. But why make it more so by an 
unprovoked use of the Hebrew tongue, which is not yet universally taught, even in the best-
regulated Board schools? We are quite ready to admit that much of Mr BROWNING’S 
philosophy is in itself Greek and Hebrew to the average mortal, but it is hardly kind to 
emphasise the fact so plainly! 

 
Despite the opening criticisms of The Graphic and The Northern Echo articles, their critics did find the volume 

worthy of praise, commenting that, ‘The book is, for the most part, a delightful one, less redolent of foggy 

philosophy, and more genuinely poetic, than anything which the author has given us for many a weary 

year…’.40 Interestingly, it was the lyrics (which follow each parable) that drew the most positive response: 

‘the lyrics … are gems in themselves’,41 and ‘who will not rejoice over the lyrics which show that the 

right hand has not yet lost its cunning?’. The Graphic further commented that ‘Mr. Browning’s blank verse 

is polished and musical, and almost entirely free from the jerkiness which he has of late years so painfully 

affected.’42 Cultural journals of the time such as The Athenaeum and the Fortnightly Review had reviewed 

earlier Browning works but, on this occasion, did not offer comment. 

 
39 ‘Ferishtah’s Fancies’, The Northern Echo (16 December 1884), 3. 
40 ‘Ferishtah’s Fancies’, The Graphic (13 December 1884), 622. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
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However, a few weeks later, in December 1884, two articles appeared in the Illustrated London 

News: in the first, on charting and reporting the progress made by the British Commission in the Middle 

East, Ferishtah’s Fancies inspired literary comparisons with Edward FitzGerald’s famous translation of The 

Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám, by way of illuminating to the British public the geography of the Middle East: 

Major-General Sir Peter Lumsden of the British Commission had recently ‘arrived at Bala Murghab on the 

northern frontier of the Afghan State, about a hundred miles to the north-east of Herat’ and,43 in an effort 

to paint the scene, ‘It may also be observed that Mr. Browning’s new volume of poems, “Ferishtah’s 

Fancies,” has its scenes partly laid out at Sabzewar and other places on the same road.’44 The mentioning 

of a book of poetry in an article about surveying geographical boarders serves to illustrate Browning’s 

wide readership and perhaps indicates that a public interested in tracing political and diplomatic advances 

were also a public enthusiastic about literature – not to mention a rather helpful commercial plug for 

Smith, Elder, & Co. However, any enthusiast of geography or literature interested in acquiring a copy 

might soon have been turned off Browning’s poetic exploration of the East: proceeding through the 

newspaper, they encountered a second article, entitled ‘Two Poets Contrasted’, in which the author 

launches an excoriating attack on Browning’s new book: 

… we confess that Ferishtah’s controversial devices would be far more to our own taste, if Mr. 
Browning had written them in the simplest and plainest sentences of common English, which 
in writing prose he is no doubt able to do. That he writes good English blank verse, throughout 
any page of this volume, we are compelled in truth to deny; it is neither verse nor good English. 
Indeed the Prologue, which is in rhyme, is of superlative badness; and the rhymed stanzas of 
amorous appeal to some unknown feminine spirit, intercalated between Ferishtah’s ethical 
discussion, are feeble as well as inappropriate. It is the best to speak thus frankly of the literary 
faults of Mr. Browning’s work, since he asks us to do so; “as verse ranks, so rate my verse,” he 
says, and we rate it, as verse, extremely low; but he goes on to make Ferishtah say, “if good 
therein outweighs aught faulty judged, judge justly!” and so we will.45 

 
The critic of the Illustrated London News finally summed up their position: ‘Once more, we only wish 

that Mr. Browning would rewrite the whole in prose.’46 

 
43 ‘The Afghan Boundary Commission.’, Illustrated London News (27 December 1884), 627. 
44 Ibid. 
45 ‘Two Poets Contrasted.’, Illustrated London News (27 December 1884), 631. 
46 Ibid. 
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The volume has not stood the test of time, and scholarly critical comment on Ferishtah’s Fancies is 

rare. In 2020, however, the Victorian literature specialist Reza Taher-Kermani published The Persian 

Presence in Victorian Poetry, that incorporates a chapter devoted solely to Ferishtah’s Fancies. In a thorough, 

scholarly assessment of the poem, Taher-Kermani considers the poem through the lens of Browning’s 

later works and, in addition to an illuminating comment on the initial popularity of Ferishtah’s Fancies 

specifically, the author suggests that the poet’s final works: 

[…] contain some of Browning’s least engaging writing: dense, prickly, mannered, full of a 
kind of late-Browning poetic lingo which is not quite demotic and not quite high art. Oddly 
enough, Ferishtah’s Fancies was a success when it was first published; it was the only volume 
Browning ever published to be reprinted twice in a year. But this success did not last beyond 
the First World War, and in modern critical terms it is probably the most neglected of all his 
work. […] it failed utterly to make its way into the twentieth century, and has lain buried.47  

In order to better understand Bantock’s arrangement of the text for his song cycle, Tahmer-Kermani also 

provides a helpful guide to the layout of Browning’s poem and its content: 

Ferishtah’s Fancies is a collection of twelve narrative poems, or ‘fancies’, about the life and 
teachings of an imaginary Persian sage, Ferishtah, a ‘dervish’.48 It consists of conversations 
between Ferishtah and his students and is framed by an authorial ‘Prologue’ and ‘Epilogue’. 
The setting of the poem is medieval Persia, after the Islamic conquest but well before the 
modern period. Each of the narrative poems is followed by a lyric, printed in smaller type after 
the closing line yet not given a separate title, and not separately listed in the ‘Table of Contents’. 
The structural composition of the volume makes it hard to assign these lyrics either to the main 
character, Ferishtah, or to Browning as author.49 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
47 Taher-Kermani, Reza, ‘Ferishtah’s Fancies’ in The Persian Presence in Victorian Poetry (Edinburgh University Press, 2020), 
174. 
48 ‘Dervish’ is a complex title to define, but essentially refers to Muslim mystics. For a fuller, more nuanced definition, see 
Taher-Kermani, Reza, ‘Ferishtah’s Fancies’ in The Persian Presence in Victorian Poetry (Edinburgh University Press, 2020), 197-
198. 
49 Ibid., 174-203. 
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The Music 

Bantock’s decision to set the lyrics from Browning’s Ferishtah’s Fancies is both an obvious and unusual 

choice. The themes presented within evidently appealed to his already well-established attraction to 

Eastern subjects and philosophies. Beecham considered that Bantock’s genius lay in his affinity for the 

‘lyrical and dramatic’ and could not imagine his settings of the Ferishtah poems being bettered.50 Indeed, 

Bantock was the only composer known to have set extracts of Ferishtah’s Fancies and, evidently undismayed 

at the poems’ complexity, he set about their musical reimagining with vigour. Dismissing the long 

philosophical parts of Browning’s poem entirely, Bantock focussed his attention solely on the twelve 

‘lyrics’ that conclude each section and the Epilogue, but he did not set Browning’s Prologue. 

As with other details pertaining to his biography and the provenance of his compositions, the genesis 

of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies has become confused. Bray records that the vocal score was completed on 

11 November 1903,51 an erroneous detail which has filtered down to other publications, whereas the 

manuscript vocal score clearly states that the last song was completed 16 days later on the 27 November. 

Early lists of Bantock’s published compositions also incorrectly state that the vocal score was published in 

1904, whereas this occurred in 1905. 

As noted above, the manuscript vocal score is held in the Granville Bantock Collection held by the 

Cadbury Research Library – Special Collections, University of Birmingham. The orchestral score, 

however, was until recently considered lost. Dressler suggests that it has now (allegedly) been discovered 

in the Staatsarchiv Leipzig,52 but due to recent archive access restrictions (imposed by the Coronavirus 

pandemic) attempts to retrieve it have been unsuccessful. Following his brief analysis of Lyrics from 

Ferishtah’s Fancies in his Bantock biography, Anderton highlights that ‘The songs are scored for orchestra, 

but the full score is not yet published.’53 Therefore it is very probable that Bantock’s holograph manuscript 

 
50 Beecham, Thomas, A Mingled Chime: Leaves from an Autobiography (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1944), 110-111. 
51 Bray, Trevor, ‘Granville Bantock: His Life and Music’, PhD diss. (University of Cambridge, 1972), 190. 
52 Dressler, John C., Granville Bantock (1868–1946): A Guide to Research (Clemson University Press, 2020), 19. 
53 Anderton, H. Orsmond, Granville Bantock (London: John Lane, The Bodley Head, 1915, 84. 
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of the orchestral score, the only copy available, was held by the Breitkopf & Härtel office in Leipzig for 

hire purposes (along with various other Bantock works) and, on falling out of copyright, was thereafter 

deposited in the State Archives. Breitkopf & Härtel have also confirmed that following British and 

American air raids on Leipzig during World War Two, their hire records have not survived, and so it is 

impossible to construct a comprehensive performance history. 

 Bantock worked on the score of the cycle intermittently over a period of seven months, between 

May and November 1903. Although he composed the songs in order with the single exception of the sixth, 

Bantock seems not to have worked to any deliberate harmonic scheme as the cycle progresses. This is 

curious when viewed in the light of his early enthusiasm for Wagner and indeed the entire history of the 

significance of keys, certainly as far back as the eighteenth century, of which Bantock was doubtless aware.  

 Although most of the songs begin and end in the same key, the fact remains that he did not appear 

to regard key relationships (at least in this work), as a possible unifying device. The table below presents 

a sample outline of a selection of the songs and gives an adequate sense of the composer’s chromatic idiom 

and the restless harmonic structure of each song, where there are frequent modulations between the 

changing key signatures. With specific reference to the Key Signatures column, insofar as the music 

remains within a particular key, even when for only a couple bars, Bantock’s use of key signatures is 

technically correct: in this very restless harmonic idiom, not using key signatures would have made the 

music even more difficult to read, with every accidental having to be shown separately. 

No. Song Bars Tempo 
Time 

Signature Key Signature 

1 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

The Eagle 
 
 
 
 
 
  

1 to 10 Allegretto leggiero ma poco sostenuto 

6|4 
 
 
 
 
  

F major 

11 to 13 

Poco largamente  

Db major 

14 

D major  15 to 18 Più moto 

19 to 22 Tempo I Eb major 

23 to 24 Più moto 

F major 
  

25 to 29 Meno 

30 to 35 Tempo I 

3 Shah Abbas 1 to 12 Allegretto con moto 2|4 C minor 
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13 to 21 Più moto 3|4 Eb major 

22 to 33 Tempo I [Allegretto con moto] 2|4 C minor 

34 to 41 Più moto 3|4 Eb major 

42 to 45 

Più animato 
 
  

3|4 
  

D major 

46 to 49 Db major 

50 to 52 
C major 

 
 

53 4|4 

54 to 58 Lento 3|4 

6 
  
  
  

Mihrab 
Shah 

 
  

1 to 11 Lento sostenuto con molta espressione 
 

4|4 
 

F# minor 

12 to 26 C minor/Eb major 
 27 to 37 Poco più mosso 4|4 (12|8) 

38 to 59 Tempo I 4|4 A major 

8 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Two 
Camels 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

1 to 2 Animato 

3|4 (9|8) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

F# major 
 
 
 

3 to 4 Lento 

5 to 6 Animato 

7 to 10 Lento 

11 to 14 Largamente B major/G# minor 

15 to 20 Commodo - 

21 to 29 Allegro con fuoco B minor 

30 to 33 Meno allegro - 

 34 to 41 Largamente E major 

 42 to 50 Lento sostenuto  

51 to 53 Allargando - 

 54 to 56 Passionato E major 

57 to 58 Largamente 
 
 
 

F# major 
 
 

59 to 60 Molto allargando 

61 to 67 Lento molto 

13 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Epilogue 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

1 to 10 
Agitato e tempo molto rubato 

 
 

3|4 (9|8) 
 
 
 
 
 

C major 

11 to 14 Db major 

15 to 20 
C major 

 
 

21 to 26 Allargando 

27 to 32 Poco agitato meno allegro 

33 to 40 Con anima Db major 

41 to 44 Andantino leggiero 

4|4 
 
 
 

Bb major 
 
 

45 to 49 l'istesso tempo 

50 to 58 Largamente 

59 to 71 Poco lento D major 

 72 to 92 Tempo I 3|4 (9|8) C major 

93 to 96 Largamente 4|4 
 

D minor 

97 to 102 Allargando D major 
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103 to 110 Con molto espressione 3|4 (9|8) Db major 

111 to 114 Poco agitato 
4|4 (12|8) 

 
 

C major 
 
 

115 to 119 Meno allegro 

120 to 133 Lento molto 

 

Instead, Bantock’s employs a series of musical motifs throughout the work that give the cycle its 

sense of unity. These motifs are predominantly laid out in the opening song, ‘The Eagle’. Though a 

relatively short through-composed song of only 35 bars, Bantock constantly manipulates the tempo and 

dynamic range. The song also establishes the main musical features that unify the work as a whole. A 

chromatic theme presented in the opening bars, here beginning on A and rising chromatically to C in the 

middle of the piano texture, gives the musical cell which is the single most unifying element in the cycle 

(Ex.2.1). 

 

 

Ex.2.1 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.1 ‘The Eagle’, bb.1-2 
 

A second unifying cell in the form of a melodic contour is to be found for the first time in bar 10 in 

the vocal line; Bantock varies it, but the shape remains distinctive (Ex.2.2). 
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Ex.2.2 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.1 ‘The Eagle’, b.10 
 

In this instance the cell begins on the fourth degree of the scale, but elsewhere it is transposed. For 

example, at bar 11, after modulating to Db, it begins on the fifth degree of the scale, the first interval 

extended to a perfect fourth rather than a minor third, the third and fourth notes of the cell are semitones 

instead of tones and Bantock dispenses with the falling interval of a fourth (Ex.2.3). At bar 18 the cell is 

used in augmentation, doubled in the left hand of the accompaniment (Ex.2.4). 

 

Ex.2.3 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.1 ‘The Eagle’, b.11 
 
 

 
 

 
Ex.2.4 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.1 ‘The Eagle’, b.18 

{
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a tempo
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The musical material is used with great economy, with much use of the falling fourth followed by a 

semitone drop, such as at the words ‘God is soul,’ at bar 25 (Ex.2.5). 

 

Ex.2.5 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.1 ‘The Eagle’, b.25 
 
 

In the final vocal line of the song, the chromatic theme is given in retrograde by the voice in long notes 

while in the accompaniment it appears in a syncopated, rising version which then leads to a recapitulation 

of the opening (Ex.2.6). 

 

 

Ex.2.6 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.1 ‘The Eagle’, bb.28-30 
 
 

The lyric is in three four-line stanzas, formed of rhyming couplets. Following the two-bar introduction, 

Bantock casts each line in a two-bar phrase, and each rhyming couplet in a four-bar phrase (Ex.2.7). 

Round us the wild creatures, overhead the trees, 
Underfoot the moss-tracks, – life and love with these! 
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Ex.2.7 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.1 ‘The Eagle’, bb.3-6 
 
 

The rising chromatic melodic line and accompanying rhythm q. e e e echoes the accompaniment. 

Beginning in F, the song modulates through a series of added seventh chord progressions to Db, and 

subsequently rises chromatically through D and Eb, before resolving via a perfect cadence (in F) into the 

home key.  

 The two stanzas of the second song (also through composed), ‘The Melon-Seller’, are made up of 

three lines each in which the last word rhymes. Bantock repeats the established unifying rhythm in both 

vocal line and accompaniment. Again, the vocal line splits the first half of each line into a two-bar phrase, 

while spreading the whole line over four (Ex.2.8). The unchanging right-hand chord in this example 

makes it more dissonant than one might expect, eliminating any sense of a cadence. 

Wish no word unspoken, want no look away! 
What if words were but mistake, and looks—too sudden, say! 

Be unjust for once, Love! Bear it—well I may! 
 

 

Ex.2.8 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.2 ‘The Melon-Seller’, bb.1-5 

Round

p

us the wild crea tures,- o ver- head- the trees,

[Allegretto leggiero ma poco sostenuto]

3
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dim.
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The harmonic structure this time is simpler, opening in G minor, the song modulates via a perfect cadence 

into G major, before finally settling on the tonic’s relevant major of Bb. 

 
 The third song, ‘Shah Abbas’, introduces new musical features. The lyric is in three three-line 

stanzas, the last word of each line rhyming. The two previous songs had been through-composed, whereas 

here the music adopts a more repetitive structure as follows: 

 
A 

1 to 12 Allegretto con moto  2|4 C minor 
B 

13 to 21 Più moto 3|4 Eb major 
A 

22 to 33 Tempo I [Allegretto con moto] 2|4 C minor 
B 

34 to 41 Più moto 3|4 Eb major 
C 

42 to 45 

Più animato 
 
 
  

 
3|4 

 
 
 
  

D major 

46 to 49 Db major 

50 to 52 

C major 
 
 

    
 

Section A introduces new musical material based on a syncopated chordal theme, casting the 

chromatic vocal line in four-bar phrases (Ex.2.9), while the accompaniment of Sections B and C recall 

the triplet rhythms established in ‘The Eagle’ – compare the piano bass line of (Ex.2.6) with that of 

(Ex.2.10). The slippery chromatic vocal line at the words ‘You groped your way across my room I’ the 

dear dark dead of night!’ is certainly another descriptive example of Bantock’s musical response to the 

text. 
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Ex.2.9 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.3 ‘Shah Abbas’, bb.1-6 
 
 

 

Ex.2.10 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.3 ‘Shah Abbas’, bb.42-45 
 

 

No.4, ‘The Family’ (three three-line stanzas in four-bar phrases), continues established trends, while 

No.5, ‘The Sun’, introduces more new material. A short and spiky song consisting of a single six-line 

stanza in rhyming couplets, Bantock continues to exploit the unifying rhythm in the vocal line over an 

accompaniment of rapid semiquavers (marked Allegretto), representative of flames (Ex.2.11). Beginning 

in F minor the song moves through F# minor and Eb where, at bar 24 following three bars of piano glissandi 

{

{

You

mp

groped your way a -

Allegretto con moto

p

° *

cross my room i’ the dear dark dead of night!

4

dim.

°

24

24

24

&bbb ∑

&bbb . . . . . . . . . . . .
?bbb

&bbb

&bbb . . . . . . . . . . . .
?bbb b

Œ ‰ œJ œn œb œn œ

≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœn ≈ œœœb ≈ œœœn ≈ œœœ

œ œ œ œn œ œ œ œ œn œb œn œ

œn œb œn œb œ œ œ# œb œ œb œj ‰

≈ œœœn ≈ œœœb ≈ œœœn ≈ œœœb ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ# ≈ œœœb ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœb ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ ≈ œœœ

œn œb œn œb œ œ# œb œ œ̇ œ œ œb

{

Be

p

love your light and trust your guide,

cresc.

with these ex plore- my heart!

Più animato
42

p mf

° * ° * ° *

&##

&## ∏∏∏∏∏ ∏∏∏
∏∏ ## n∏∏∏∏∏ ∏∏∏
∏∏ ##

?## n . . . .3
3

3

3
3 3 3 3

3
3

‰ œj œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ ™ œJ œn œ# œ ™ œbJ œ œj ‰ Œ

œœ ™
™˙̇ œœ

j œœœœ œœ ˙̇œœ œœ œœ ™™ œœJ œœ ™
™˙̇ œœ

j œœœœ œœn ˙̇œœ œœ œœ ™™ œœ# œœ
j

˙ ™œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ
œjœ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œn œ ˙ ™œ œ œ œjœ œ œ

œ œ œb œ



 

 

157 

 

(based on chords of D7 and G minor7), the song settles into a subdued Andante sostenuto close in F minor, 

before finally resolving onto the tonic major of F major. 

 

 Ex.2.11 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.5 ‘The Sun’, bb.1-5 
 
 
The sixth song, ‘Mihrab Shah’, continues the new hushed mood over an F# minor pedal, elaborately 

marked Lento sostenuto con molta espressione. Writing in 4/4, Bantock establishes a new syncopated rhythmic 

feature in the bass that is adopted in later songs (Ex.2.12). 

 

 

Ex.2.12 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.6 ‘Mihrab Shah’, bb.1-2 
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Weaving its way through C minor and the relevant major Eb, and back to F# minor with a much denser 

texture in the accompaniment, the block-chord motif is picked up from earlier numbers, this time in 

triplets, leading to an eventual climax in the relevant major of A. At bar 27 the accompaniment shifts to 

12/8 against a continued 4/4 in the voice. 

 
The following songs continue to exploit established tendencies including melodic and rhythmic 

features detailed above, while No.10, ‘Plot-Culture’ serves to illustrate the cycle’s elaborate Wagnerian 

climaxes. Aside from the demanding vocal range and the Db key signature echoing the close of 

Götterdämmerung, the virtuosic piano accompaniment reminds us that this is an orchestral reduction of 

songs conceived on an operatic scale (Ex.2.13). 
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Ex.2.13 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.10 ‘Plot-Culture’, bb.52-62 
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The harmonic vocabulary used by Bantock throughout the cycle is highly chromatic; for example, 

at bar 17 of the eighth song, ‘Two Camels’, a bridge passage leading to the song’s climax shows an A 

natural pedal in the bass with, above it, an E sharp and G sharp, followed by a series of first inversion 

chords rising by chromatic step from C# to D major to E flat major to E minor (Ex.2.14). In the right 

hand of the piano part, Bantock writes a C#, D natural E flat and E natural. Admittedly, on the second 

beat of the bar the D major chord supplies the anticipated resolution to the dissonance, but the end of this 

short passage is in fact a half close in the dominant of B minor, a preparation for the next episode in that 

key (see Ex.2.13). 

 

Ex.2.14 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.8 ‘Two Camels’, bb.17-20 
 
 

Bantock’s use of seventh chords, too, is extremely free, as shown in the first page of the tenth song, 

‘Plot-Culture’. The home key of Db major is implied by a Db pedal, above which a sequence of three bars 

of chords (again rising by chromatic step as in Ex.2.14) deliberately obscure this before finally resolving 

on the tonic chord in root position, the preceding chord containing both a seventh, ninth and flattened 

sixth (Ex.2.15). 
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Ex.2.15 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.10 ‘Plot-Culture’, bb.1-4 

A predilection for Wagnerian treatment of harmony is also evident and throughout the score 

Bantock builds multiple layers of dissonance. Taking just one example, in bars 17 and 18 of the tenth song, 

‘Plot Culture’, a chord of Cb flat is imposed over a Bb; this is a sequence, and in the next bar a chord of G 

major is placed over an Ab in the bass. In bar 17, the dissonant minor 7th and a minor 9th (emphasised by 

the vocal line) along with an additional dissonance in the form of Gb anticipates an Eb resolution. Having 

set up the resolution, Bantock subverts it and instead moves into G major (Ex.2.16). 

 

Ex.2.16 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.10 ‘Plot-Culture’, bb.17-18 

Throughout the cycle, Bantock’s general harmonic style employs a great deal of chromatic inflection 

in both melody and accompaniment, but without undermining a sense of tonality, so that, for all his 

frequent modulations into other key areas, each song as a whole has a tonal identity; this means that the 

sense of musical and emotional closure is actually heightened by the composer’s skilful use of tonality. 
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One might also be tempted to make a comparison with Cyril Scott, except that he and the rest of the 

Frankfurt Group were hardly mainstream and the one who was later to come closest, Percy Grainger, was 

scarcely a conformist in any respect. A figure such as Humperdinck can lead to a false comparison because, 

as the composer of a work such as Hänsel und Gretel he uses, for the most part, a harmonic style consonant, 

so to speak, with the subject matter, which is as remote from the world of Ferishtah as may be imagined. 

Bantock conveys the ‘otherness’ of the world of Ferishtah; it is as though at the end of each song 

the listener has completed a journey on a magic carpet, the composer ensuring that the destination can be 

easily related to the embarkation, though this does not of course apply to the cycle as a whole by linking 

keys, but rather to individual songs. Bantock’s use of dissonance is unusual for the period, such as the 

opening of ‘The Melon-Seller’, where the right-hand chords are deliberately unrelated tonally to the left 

hand which doubles the vocal line (see Ex.2.6). The dissonance here, however, is perhaps emphasised by 

virtue of the song being presented in its published piano reduction – in the orchestral score the dissonances 

may not have sounded in any way harsh. 

It could be argued that Bantock’s rubbing up against the boundaries of what we might regard as 

Western tonality in the cycle would constitute one aspect of Orientalism. The use of a combination of 

small vocal intervals, such as semitones as in the opening of ‘The Eagle’ (see Ex.2.2), and wide intervals 

by way of contrast, as in bars 15 and 16 of the same song (Ex.2.17), or bars 11 to 14 of ‘The Family’ as 

in (Ex.2.22), stands in bold contrast to his vocal writing in his later cycle The Sphinx, throughout which 

the vocal line is much more static with no leaps at all. Bantock does not hesitate to use intervals in the 

vocal line which traditionally would be regarded as ‘unvocal’, such as the major seventh in bars 17-18 

(Ex.2.18), or at the words ‘housed as now they are’ in ‘The Sun’, where the singer has to negotiate a very 

exposed diminished 5th quietly (Ex2.19). The accompaniment of each of these extracts illustrates the 

battle of balance faced by the singer in the face of such dense accompaniment, which would no doubt be 

even more intense in its orchestral version. 
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Ex.2.17 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.1 ‘The Eagle’, bb.15-16 
 

 

Ex.2.18 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.4 ‘The Family’, bb.17-18 
 

 

Ex.2.19 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.5 ‘The Sun’, bb.28-32 
 
 

Another feature is the rhythm of the vocal line; at the lines ‘The slave stands fit for the labor yes, 

But the master's mandate is still to seek.’ in ‘Mihrab Shah’ (bars 23 to 25), Bantock uses triplets which 

produces the effect of placing an unusual accent on the word ‘fit’ and in the next bar on the word ‘yes’. 

‘Yes’ is a simple affirmation of ‘fit’ and Bantock gives the same emphasis to both words (a crotchet tied to 
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a triplet quaver). Rhythmically the passage is very complex, an ostinato in the bass and an offbeat chordal 

accompaniment make ensemble difficult to achieve – a feature no doubt emphasised in the orchestral 

version. The cross accents are perhaps part of Bantock’s technique of conveying the ‘otherness’ of 

Browning’s (Ferishtah’s) world as shown in this series of poems. Bantock appears to avoid the natural, 

obvious rhythm of the verse, with its ‘short, long’ alternations which would be an obvious trap into which 

a lesser composer might fall, but a lesser composer would hardly be tempted to set Browning at his most 

obscure (Ex.2.20). 

 

Ex.2.20 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.6 ‘Mihrab Shah’, bb.23-25 
 
 

The juxtaposition of keys is another factor; the middle-section of ‘Two Camels’ is ostensibly in B 

minor; the opening having been in the F sharp major. At the words ‘a thunder-clap’ the tonality is pulled 

from B minor to D minor, in triplet chords, the last two of the triplets having a Bb in the top voice against 

a B natural in the bass. This turns out to be a sequence, with a move from D minor to F minor and then F 

minor to Ab minor (bar 26); finally, from Ab minor to B minor, which completes the tonal circle within 

eight bars, after which the dominant of E major is firmly established, but only for half a page before the 

next emotional outburst of eight bars of tumultuous accompaniment (without words), which, however, 

is tonally secure. The final climax comes at the words ‘how should I conceive /What a heaven there may 

be?’ which is even more violent, and tonally unstable, using figuration from the earlier accompaniment 

solo, finally closing in the tonic, F# major (Ex.2.21). 
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Ex.2.21 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.8 ‘Two Camels’, bb.21-57 
 

Based on this example there is no doubt that, for the cycle to make its full effect, the orchestral 

accompaniment would be essential. The contentious tone of much of the poetry invites an adversarial style 

of composition, where the voice is pitted against the orchestral forces, which are by no means small. 

Browning’s verse itself is a difficult assignment for any composer and Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, 

particularly so. Regarded simply as poetry, it has attracted little comment and much the same fate has 

befallen Bantock’s setting. It would require an unusual interpretative skill to competently address the 

technical and emotional demands of the vocal writing, while the large orchestral resources necessary to 

do the work full justice probably means that performances will remain a rarity, although one might hope 

for a recording in due course. 
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Browning’s book as a whole does not follow any specific narrative plan, and here again Taher-

Kermani provides clarification: 

The ‘fancies’ fall into two uneven categories. The first two poems, ‘The Eagle’ and ‘The Melon-
Seller’, are set in Ferishtah’s youth or early manhood, before he becomes a ‘dervish’. The other 
ten are narratives of occasions on which Ferishtah, now an established teacher, answers a 
question or solves a problem on theology and moral philosophy posed by one of his pupils.54 

 

Remembering that Bantock set only the rhymed lyrics at the end of each long blank-verse section, 

Taher-Kermani usefully adds that ‘The lyrics are curtailed restatements of the poem’s meditations, they 

alternate with the parables and the philosophy voiced in them.’55 In most cases it is difficult to discern the 

connection between the title of the individual section and the content. To take the first poem as an 

example, there is no obvious connection between the title ‘The Eagle’ and the poem that follows.  

With this in mind, it is more than usually difficult to assess whether Bantock has appropriately 

translated each poem’s meaning into music. However, writers such as Thomas Blackburn have suggested 

that these lyrics are simply love poems of ‘little value in themselves’.56 While it is possible that Bantock 

may have had had no overarching vision of the cycle as a whole, when viewed as a series of individual love 

poems disconnected, as Blackburn hints at, from the main philosophical narrative of the rest of Ferishtah’s 

Fancies, it is easy to imagine why he may have been drawn to them. 

Composed whilst he was still in his early 30s, it is possible that Bantock had not started to think of 

the poems’ deeper meanings and consequently approached them from a more literal point of view, 

responding to the contrasts found in each individual lyric, and there is a strong impression that Bantock 

imagined Browning’s poems simply as an interlinked series of songs, ideal for cyclic treatment. 

 
54 Taher-Kermani, Reza, ‘Ferishtah’s Fancies’ in The Persian Presence in Victorian Poetry (Edinburgh University Press, 2020), 
174-203. 
55 Ibid., 186. 
56 Blackburn, Thomas, Robert Browning: A Study of his Poetry (London: Woburn Press, 1973), 71. 
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 In terms of word-setting, Bantock applies his skill to take full advantage of the more obvious 

opportunities for word-painting. Such an example of textual imagery can be found in ‘The Family’ where, 

at the words ‘Eagles boast of pinions let them soar’, the vocal line takes flight (Ex.2.22). 

 

Ex.2.22 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.6 ‘The Family’, bb.11-14 
 

From the point of view of the singer, the text is weighty and crowded with awkward close 

consonants that are hard on the ear and a potential stumbling block to the artist, as illustrated in (Ex.2.23) 

with the words ‘Aught faulty judged, judge justly! Justice says: …’ 

 

Ex.2.23 Bantock – Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, No.12 ‘A Bean-Stripe’, vocal line bb.17-22 
 

All of these features combine to make a cycle that is a tour de force for both listener and artists, and 

Bray’s assessment that ‘…in many [of these] songs [Bantock’s] exuberance is completely unrestrained…’57 

is apt. In comparison with his Shakespeare settings and numbers such as ‘Pippa’s Song’ (discussed below), 

Bantock could be extremely restrained, but this is not a typical feature of his work.  

 

Performance History and Early Critical Reception 
 
Though Bantock completed the vocal score in November 1903, no performances of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s 

Fancies have been traced, either with piano or orchestra, prior to publication of the vocal score by Breitkopf 

& Härtel in 1905. The earliest traceable performance of an extract from the work took place at the 

 
57 Bray, 191. 
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Norwich Musical Festival in October 1905, and Bantock wrote to Ernest Newman with the news: ‘By the 

way [John] Coates is to sing the ‘Epilogue’ from Ferishtah’s Fancies at Norwich after all.’58 ‘After all’ 

suggests that there may have been some festival programming to-ing and fro-ing but ultimately indicates 

a favourable outcome. 

It is impossible to know how exactly this engagement came about, whether by invitation of the 

Festival committee or a recommendation by Coates himself, perhaps, but it is nonetheless a significant 

event in the work’s performance history and provokes the question of whether Bantock had originally 

intended the cycle for orchestral treatment. Neither the manuscript vocal score, nor the published vocal 

score make any suggestion of the songs being intended for voice and orchestra and include no indication 

of instrumental treatment by way of cues throughout the accompaniment. With this in mind, we can only 

guess at Bantock’s motivation, but perhaps the engagement of such a star as Coates and the availability of 

an orchestra inspired Bantock to orchestrate them. Nonetheless, as late as August 1905 Bantock wrote to 

Newman that he was ‘scoring Ferishtah’s Fancies & Sappho,’59 and later specifically highlighting that he was 

‘… now scoring the ‘Epilogue’ of Ferishtah for Coates at Norwich…’60 

 Bantock worked quickly, and the process of orchestration appears to have been completed towards 

the end of August when he wrote to Newman asking ‘Would you be disposed to do me a short & few 

analytical notes of the ‘Epilogue’ from Ferishtah’s Fancies for the programme book of the Norwich Fest…’61 

We can be sure that the vocal score had been published by this date as Bantock checks with Newman ‘I 

think you have a copy of the vocal score’, and confirms that he cannot share the orchestral manuscript as 

‘The full score is wanted for the copying of the parts.’62 

 
58 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 29 July 1905, in Allis, Michael (ed.), Granville Bantock's Letters to William Wallace and Ernest 
Newman, 1893-1921: ‘Our new dawn of modern music’ (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2017), 197-198. John Coates (1865–
1941) was a celebrated English tenor. 
59 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 1 August 1905, in Allis, 199. 
60 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 15 August 1905, in Allis, 199. 
61 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 22 August 1905, in Allis, 200. 
62 Ibid. 
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Ferishtah’s Fancies appears to have never been given in its entirety (either with orchestra or piano), 

individual selections instead being given in recitals, and the ‘Epilogue’ in particular receiving the most 

performances. Writing to Newman prior to the first orchestral performance of the ‘Epilogue’, Bantock 

raised his concerns about the work’s general appeal: 

I had a good band rehearsal of Ferishtah last Friday at the R.A.M. Coates is magnificent. He sang 
& knows his part like the artist he is. I suspect however that few will grasp it at a first hearing. 
Mrs N[ewmarch] after the third time of playing it through, thought she was only beginning to 
feel the ground with her feet. I am anticipating, and indeed, am hoping for, an unfavourable 
reception. I fancy I have stolen a march on Father Time on this occasion. I should have liked & 
valued your opinion, but must wait some years, unless Beard should get Coates to sing it in 
Birmingham, as he proposes, some time this winter.63 

  
Writing of the first performance, however, the critic for the Musical Times was complimentary: ‘It is a 

strong, brilliant piece of work, orchestrated with a luxuriousness that is appropriate to an Oriental subject, 

and full of vitality.’64 Curiously, the only criticism was not of the work’s intellectual complexity, but a 

question of balance: ‘It may perhaps be said that in it “the voice is an excellent accompaniment to the 

instruments,” but when we recollect that this is just what Madame Mara said of Haydn’s ‘Creation,’ it 

seems likely that even this objection may disappear in time.’65 Further critical comment was likewise 

positive, the London Daily News expressing that ‘…the work showed how ingenious is Bantock’s 

talent…Coates sang with great vigour and with musical emotion’,66 while the Yorkshire Post and Leeds 

Intelligencer reported the premiere as ‘…full of ideas and beauty…vital in every phrase…brilliantly 

performed’.67 The response from the Manchester Courier was slightly more ambiguous in stating that the 

work was ‘...one of the most interesting of the lyrics on this programme… quite ultra-modern in 

treatment and design.’68 

 
63 Letter from Bantock to Newman, 24 October 1905, in Allis, 203. 
64 Musical Times, 46 (December 1905), 807. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Baugham, E.A., ‘Norwich Musical Festival’, London Daily News (27 October 1905), 8. 
67 Yorkshire Post and Leeds Intelligencer (26 October 1905), 7. 
68 Manchester Courier (26 October 1905), 7. 
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 Hereafter extracts from Ferishtah’s Fancies received a number of performances, predominantly with 

piano accompaniment. The Times reported that extracts were given, again by Coates, in a recital featuring 

chamber music and songs by Bantock and Havergal Brian on 24 April 1907 at the Broadwood Rooms in 

London. The programme also included a selection of songs from Bantock’s Sappho, performed by Miss 

Grainger-Kerr, and both she and Coates were accompanied by the composer. The Times critic lamented 

that: 

Taken away from their original orchestral setting and transferred to the piano, they cannot 
really convey the composer’s ideas intact, for all his sympathetic playing; and with such highly-
coloured music as this it is important that the ideas should be conveyed intact if they are to be 
judged on their own merits.69 

 
And whilst praising both singers’ ‘good will and intelligence’, he makes an astute comment on the suitably 

of Browning’s text for music: ‘…what is a singer to do with such a collection of consonants as he finds in 

“A Bean-Stripe”?’70 

 Though it has not been possible to investigate the orchestral score, it is clear from contemporary 

criticism that the songs were operatic in scale and required an especially strong voice to realise their full 

potential. Coates apparently relished the challenge and reprised the orchestral version with the New 

Symphony Orchestra on 26 February 1908, singing “…Mr Bantock’s highly individual music in his usual 

impassioned and temperamental style…’,71 giving a wink to a reputation for especially colourful 

performances. 

 Other singers also tackled the part, and Denis Byndon-Ayres gave a selection of Ferishtah’s Fancies 

in a recital at the Aeolian Hall on 12 April 1910, accompanied by Grace Eisler.72 Two performances 

scheduled for 10 December 1911, at the Palladium (3pm) and the Alhambra (7pm) with the Beecham 

Symphony Orchestra, were announced by The Times the previous day, but the article withholds the name 

 
69 The Times (25 April 1907), 7. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Musical Times, 49 (April 1908), 243. 
72 The Times (13 April 1910), 10. 
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of the soloist.73 Hereafter, Frank Mullings (1881–1953) assumed the voice of Bantock’s musical Persian 

dervish almost independently, regularly performing extracts from Ferishtah’s Fancies in recitals with both 

piano and orchestra, often accompanied/conducted by Bantock. Mullings’ relationship with the songs is 

documented in Bantock’s diary, in which he records that on 12 October 1911 he ‘Arranged selection of 

songs from Ferishtah’s Fancies that Mullings is to sing at Manchester.’ They rehearsed on 20 October and 

on the day of the concert, giving their performance in a ‘Concert of my works given by the Manchester 

Musical Society at the Association Hall’, on 10 November.74 Other recitals followed, and Bantock’s diary 

continues to record Mullings’ performances of his songs.75 Among the most significant hearings of the 

work may be counted a performance with the Hallé Orchestra on 13 December 1913 when Mullings, 

conducted by Bantock, was reported by the Musical Times’s critic to have ‘typified the exultant hero’,76  

 and in another all-Bantock vocal recital at Birmingham Town Hall on 21 February 1921: 

Another musical event of special interest was a ‘Bantock’ vocal recital given at the Town Hall 
on February 21, and arranged by Mr. Appleby Matthews, who shared with Prof. Bantock the 
duties of accompanist. The ‘Sappho’ songs, the beautiful ‘Songs from Arcady,’ some Chinese 
songs, along with the musical settings of several of Browning's poems from the ‘Dramatic 
Lyrics’ and the Epilogue from ‘Ferishtah's Fancies’ made a splendid selection, in which the 
composer was fortunate in having for its interpretation two such fine artists as Miss Astra 
Desmond and Mr. Frank Mullings. The concert stands out as a unique event in this season’s 
music. M. Sibelius was one of the many musicians present.77 
 

Additionally, between 17 August 1912 and 5 June 1929, Ferishtah’s Fancies made five appearances at 

Queen’s Hall with Mullings, Henry Wood, and The New Queen’s Hall Orchestra at the Henry Wood 

 
73 The Times (9 December 1911), 10. 
74 Diary, 12 October 1911; 20 October 1911; and 10 November 1911. 
75 See Diary, 2 January 1914; 3 December 1914 (‘Epilogue’, Victoria Hall, Hanley); 6 February 1918 (‘Went to [Birmingham] 
Town Hall 7-9 & heard Mullings sing 5 of Ferishtah’s Fancies with Beecham at the piano’; 21 February 1921 (Birmingham Town 
Hall); 1 October 1921 (5 Ferishtah’s Fancies and 4 Dramatic Lyrics in Braford); 12 August 1928 (Birmingham BBC, Ferishtah’s 
Fancies Nos.11, 12, and 13). The Musical Times also reported that Mullings performed excerpts from Ferishtah’s Fancies at the 
June meeting of the Northern Section of the I.S.M. in 1931, see Musical Times, 54 (July 1931), 474; and again when ‘A concert 
of vocal works by Granville Bantock was given on 1 May by Miss Margaret Balston’s Ladies’ Choir and Mr. Frank Mullings’, 
see Musical Times, 74 (June 1933), 552. 
76 Musical Times, 53 (January 1914), 53. The critic for the Manchester Courier was also enthusiastic, particularly about Mullings’ 
singing, see A.J.S., ‘A Superb Tenor: Mr Mullings at the Promenade Concert’, Manchester Courier (15 December 1913), 10. 
77 Musical Times, 62 (April 1921), 282. 
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Promenade Concerts.78 The work was clearly such an important ingredient in Bantock and Mullings’ 

friendship that he was engaged to sing two songs from it (‘A Pillar at Sebzevah’ and ‘A Bean-Stripe’) at 

the Bantock Memorial Concert, held on 12 November 1946 at the Birmingham and Midland Institute. 

The most recent traceable performance of Ferishtah’s Fancies took place on 10 January 1948 during 

the 1948-49 Winter Proms, when the Welsh tenor Parry Jones (1891–1963) sang the ‘Epilogue’ at the 

Royal Albert Hall, with the London Symphony Orchestra conducted by Basil Cameron. The Times reported 

that ‘…although it now has a period flavour, [it nonetheless] contains moments of clever dramatic 

invention.’79 

 

Scholarly Reassessments 

In an article on Bantock’s songs for Musical Opinion & Music Trade Review in May 1911,80 George Lowe 

considered the songs as ‘fine examples of the composer’s genius’ and gushed over ‘The Eagle’ as 

‘exquisite’, and ‘A Camel Driver’ ‘equally beautiful’, while ‘Plot Culture’ ‘carries us away on the surges 

of its soul consuming passion.’ Lowe makes no mention of the cycle’s technical difficulty for the singer, 

but instead focuses on the work’s ‘glamour’, prompting the listener to ‘…lose sight of the ideas of our 

western civilisation…’ and be ‘…transported into the very heart of the East. The dreamy imagination of 

the oriental, inter-mixed with his strange capacity for fervid passion confronts us on every page.’ One 

might conclude that Lowe was perhaps reviewing these songs from a romantically ‘heart-on-sleeve’ 

position, reliving, and indeed relishing, their exotic excitement. 

Four years later, in 1915, Bantock’s first biographer, Anderton, was also conceding the intellectual 

complexities of Ferishtah’s Fancies, first acknowledging the familiar academic rigour in the poetry itself 

 
78 On each occasion Mullings gave the following extracts: 17 August 1912 – Nos.10 and 11; 20 October 1913 – No.10; 15 
September 1914 – Nos.5, 10, and 14; 13 October 1923 – Nos.5, 10, and 13; 5 June 1929 (with the Henry Wood Symphony 
Orchestra) – No.13. 
79 The Times (12 January 1948), 7. 
80 Lowe, George, ‘The Songs of Granville Bantock’, in Musical Opinion & Music Trade Review (May 1911), 541-542, reprinted 
in The Bantock Society Journal, Vol.3 No.1 (Summer 1998), 36-38. 
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‘…the peculiar emotional intellectualism of Browning takes its place and is well exposed in the music…’81 

Anderton considered the poetry and the music well matched, and by extension places Bantock and 

Browning on the same intellectual plane. Though he continued to espouse the positive attributes of the 

cycle he was aware of the technical demands of the music, but did not consider these to be shortcomings 

that ought to stand in the way of performance: 

It is to be deplored, though perhaps it is not strange, that we do not hear this cycle more 
frequently. It makes an enormous demand up on the singer, certainly; but would repay a man 
with sufficient mental grip as well as artistic temperament – a combination not often found. 
The songs are stimulating like mountain-air; but audiences, too, would have to study the poems 
beforehand; and this is more than the average audience care to do.82 
 

Anderton seems to be expressing the idea that intellectual labour on behalf of the artist and audience 

equates to a greater artistic experience, and thus a wholly worthwhile and rewarding enterprise for the 

tenor willing to flex his cerebral muscle. He insists that the songs require a thorough knowledge of the 

whole of the original source, and commenting specifically that No.5, ‘The Sun’: 

…does not give up its meaning very readily without a preliminary study of the poem that 
precedes the lyric. And in fact this is true of all this album. Let no singer undertake them, or 
any other of Bantock’s work, who is not prepared to undergo some intellectual labour.83 
 

By 1957, reflective critics and scholars were no longer seduced by music so redolent of Eastern pastiche 

by Edwardian composers. In a volume of his articles entitled Talking of Music, the famous Mancunian critic 

Neville Cardus (1888–1975) commented that it was in fact great performances by Frank Mullings that 

had ‘…persuaded us that Bantock’s Ferishtah’s Fancies … were tolerable to the ear … but the rare 

imaginative persuasiveness of Mullings led us astray.’ Cardus concludes that Ferishtah’s Fancies, Sappho, and 

Omar Khayyám are ‘Brummagem – though let it be added, the best sorts of Brummagem.’84 Hereafter, the 

reputation of Bantock’s Browning cycle diminishes ever further. Bray, who ventures only a brief analysis 

of the actual music, astutely observes that, despite being published before the orchestration, the piano 

 
81 Anderton, 81. 
82 Ibid., 83-84. 
83 Ibid., 82. 
84 Cardus, Neville, Talking of Music (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1957), 245. The term ‘Brummagem’ is unfamiliar 
today and relates to cheap and tawdry nick-nacks manufactured in Birmingham, much of it Orientalist (e.g. brass Buddhas, 
bells, pseudo-Indian bowls, etc.). 



 

 

177 

 

part ‘sometimes resembles an orchestral reduction’,85 perhaps suggesting that they really require an 

orchestra to work successfully, and that the piano accompaniment highlights their shortcomings. Banfield 

elaborates further, taking aim at Bantock’s over-enthusiastic musical proportions and his debt to greater 

composers: 

The scale is very large, the texture sumptuous, and the general impression one of unrelieved 
sultriness, heavily dependent on Wagner, with one Tristan-like climax after another, but with 
a severe lack of overall direction. Performance today is unthinkable…86 
 

Fiona Richards echoes the same sentiment and is similarly succinct in expressing the cycle’s size and 

intellectual demands as stumbling blocks to modern performance, going as far as to highlight that even at 

the time of composition ‘…when the songs would have been heard by an audience versed in epic, 

chromatic musical works, these songs were perceived as a difficult and challenging concert experience.’87 

 

Conclusion 

Perhaps due to problems of balance and the expense of programming such a work, the British orchestral 

song cycle has remained a rarity. In Britain, the genre initially appears to have emerged as a field of interest 

towards the end of the nineteenth century, with works such as Elgar’s Sea Pictures (1899) being the logical 

next step from the already well-established convention for incorporating operatic arias into orchestral 

concerts. Composers such as Delius, Somervell and Vaughan Williams all produced works for solo voice 

and orchestra, with the next generation of British composers, particularly Finzi and Britten, building on 

this precedent. Bantock’s orchestral song cycles, however, far exceed the scale of his indigenous 

contemporaries. 

Though Bantock’s several orchestral song cycles are unique amongst the work of his countrymen,88 

there are a number of contemporary international examples which help to place him within the wider 

 
85 Bray, 191. 
86 Banfield, 98. 
87 Richards, Fiona, ‘Granville Bantock and the Orient in the Midlands’, in Clayton, Martin and Zon, Bennett (eds.), Music and 
Orientalism in the British Empire 1780s–1940s: Portrayal of the East (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 140. 
88 A complete list of Bantock’s orchestral songs and orchestral song cylces can be found in Dressler, 2-43 and 178-182. 
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field of European music-making. All of Mahler’s orchestral song cycles, for example, are still highly 

regarded today, while Ravel’s Shéhérazade, premiered in Paris in 1904, serves as a notable French example 

of the early-twentieth century orchestral song cycle. Large-scale Austrian and German works for solo 

voice and orchestra can be found in the music of Pfitzner, Zemlinsky and Schoenberg, and further 

examples may be found particularly in the work of the Polish composer Karol Szymanowski. It is worth 

noting, however, that many of these works were composed after Bantock’s.89 

Though Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies may have helped to establish Bantock as the chief proponent of 

the British orchestral song cycle, his enthusiasm for exotic subject matter was by no means unique. Indeed, 

it may be argued that, though the particular intensity of his personal interest in Persian literature (as 

relayed in the evidence in his diary and correspondence) was certainly individual, a number of his works 

completed during the first decade of the twentieth century were in fact perfectly suited to prevailing 

artistic attitudes of the time and the late Victorian and early Edwardian European Western enthusiasm for 

‘Orientalism’. The European Western cultural response to Orientalism is well documented and, 

elaborating on the work of Edward Said in his seminal monograph Orientalism,90 Valerie Kennedy 

succinctly expresses that: 

Victorian Orientalism was all pervasive: it is prominent in fiction by William Thackeray, the 
Brontë sisters, Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, Joseph Conrad, and Rudyard Kipling, but is 
also to be found in works by Benjamin Disraeli, George Eliot, Oscar Wilde, and Robert Louis 
Stevenson, among others. In poetry Edward Fitzgerald’s Rubáiyát is a key text, but many works 
by Alfred Tennyson and Robert Browning also show the influence of Orientalist tropes and 
ideas. In theater it is one of the constant strands of much popular drama and other forms of 
popular entertainment like panoramas and pageants, while travel writing from Charles Kingsley 

 
89 Large-scale works for voice and orchestra by these composers include various songs by Pfitzner; Zemlinsky’s Sechs Gesänge, 
Op. 13 (1910–13, orchestrated 1913–21), Lyric Symphony, Op. 18 (1922–23), and the Symphonische Gesänge, Op. 20 (1929); 
Schoenberg’s orchestral songs Opp.8 and 22, along with the one-act monodrama for soprano and orchestra, Erwartung, Op.17 
(1909); and a number of works by Szymanowski including Salome, Op. 6 (1904–12) and Penthezilea, Op.18 (1908–12) both 
for soprano and orchestra, as well as the Pieśni miłosne Hafiza [Love Songs of Hafiz], Op.26 (1911–14) amongst others. 
90 Said, Edward W., Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978) 
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to Richard Burton, James Anthony Froude, and Mary Kingsley shows a wide variety of types of 
Orientalist figures and concepts, as do many works of both popular and children’s literature.91 

This pervasive reaction to the east extended far beyond literature and the stage into music, and 

frequently gave rise to vocal works based on Persian literature in particular. That Szymanowski too set 

poetry by the fourteenth century Persian poet Hafiz (see footnote 83) indicates that western artistic 

manifestations of Orientalism were not confined to Britain. However, on Bantock’s home turf, musical 

reactions to Orientalism in Britain have been addressed in detail in Martin Clayton and Bennett Zon’s 

Music and Orientalism in the British Empire, 1780s–1940s: Portrayal of the East,92 and popular, representative 

British song cycles of the period for voice and piano include Amy Woodforde-Finden’s Four Indian Love 

Lyrics (first published privately in 1902 and then by Boosey & Co. in 1903), A Lover in Damascus (Boosey & 

Co., 1904), and Liza Lehmann’s In a Persian Garden (Metzler & Co., 1896). These works were aimed 

squarely at the drawing-room market and the technical demands on the voice and the pianist are 

comparatively modest, a world away from Bantock who, at his most adventurous, translated his obsession 

with Persian literature into the song cycle Five Ghazals of Hafiz (published in 1905 and orchestrated in 

1937), the massive three-part concert-work The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám (1906–9),93 and the unfinished 

song cycle for baritone, narrator and orchestra From the Rose Garden of Sa-adi. 

Bantock’s interest of course stretched far beyond Persia to Greece, China, Egypt, Japan and India, each of 

which found representation in his vocal music. Throughout the course of his life came songs based on 

translations of Chinese and Japanese poets as well as original poems by his wife inspired by all these 

countries for their joint collaboration Songs of the East, and the orchestral song cycles Sappho and The Sphinx. 

 
91 Kennedy, Valerie. Orientalism in the Victorian Era. Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Literature, 22 August 2017. 
http://literature.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.001.0001/acrefore-9780190201098-e-226 
[accessed 8 April 2021] 

92 Clayton, Martin and Zon, Bennett (eds.), Music and Orientalism in the British Empire, 1780s–1940s: Portrayal of the East 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007) 
93 Edward FitzGerald’s celebrated and often republished translation of The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám was also the text source 
for Lehmann’s In a Persian Garden. 
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Nalini Ghuman, in her monograph Resonances of the Raj: India in the English Music Imagination, 1897–1947,94 

considers Bantock’s Songs of India in particular, comparing them with works by Scott and Holst. She 

concludes that, musically, Bantock presented a colonially British view of the East with the harmonic and 

melodic fabric of his songs based entirely on western conventions rather than a desire to exploit traditional 

musical features of other cultures. Though there was evidently public interest in exotically themed musical 

works, it is worth noting that, despite his extensive international travels and opportunities to encounter 

other culture first-hand, for Bantock the motivation to compose them was deeply personal and as such he 

responded to his own creative stimulus rather than a desire to represent his subject matter through the 

employment of genuine rhythmic, melodic or harmonic means drawn from alternative musical cultures – 

a fact that is supported not only by the music of his Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, but many other works 

also. 

 At a distance of more than seventy years since the last recorded performance of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s 

Fancies, it is perhaps an inevitable consequence that the same complaints stacked against Browning’s 

original 1884 volume of poetry also apply to Bantock’s song cycle. Though Bantock was fortunate to have 

two popular exponents of his score in Coates and Mullings, regular performance of extracts from the 

work were perhaps partly due to their esteem and affection for the composer. However, neither singer 

would have had any problems in identifying other concert repertoire, and the fact that extracts from the 

cycle sustained a regular presence on the concert platform both before and after the First World War does 

perhaps indicate some genuine audience appreciation of the work in small doses. However, the absence 

of records of complete performances raises a question as to the cycle’s programmability. 

As the songs were being taken about by Coates and Mullings, they were hardly unfamiliar. Might 

the work have achieved a complete performance had other tenors with the necessary stamina and technical 

 
94 Ghuman, Nalini, Resonances of the Raj: India in the English Music Imagination, 1897–1947 (New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press, 2014) 
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ability been prepared to invest the time, energy and cerebral rigour in learning it? Similarly, being both 

an orchestral cycle and quite long, all these facts must have made it a difficult sell. It is far more likely that 

the demands of learning the cycle, particularly in its orchestral version, and the effort required in 

mounting a complete performance, were simply too great.  

Finally, Bantock’s initial motivation for composing the cycle, prior to orchestrating it for the 

Norwich Festival, may simply be that he felt compelled to do so. Bantock’s approach to composition 

outside formal commissions is discussed more fully in the thesis Conclusion, but Lyrics from Ferishtah’s 

Fancies perhaps serves as a good example of his attitude to compose what he wanted, when he wanted, 

according to his latest literary stimulus – a privileged extended to him by virtue of having a stable job, 

rather than relying on commissions to survive. 
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Figure 16: Cover of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies (Breitkopf & Härtel, 1905) 
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Bantock’s Individual Browning Settings 
 
Between 1911 and 1937, Bantock published a further sixteen songs based on texts drawn from Browning. 

The first of these is a setting of ‘Through the Metidja to Abd-el-Kadr’.95 Later re-titled ‘As I ride’, there 

are two surviving manuscripts: the first is dated 14 April 1901 (GB-Bu GB 2/1/2), and the second, 4 

December 1911 (GB-Bu GB 2/1/3).96 Chronologically, ‘As I ride’ therefore aligns itself perfectly with 

Bantock’s lavish ‘orchestral drama’97 Fifine at the Fair, based on Browning’s 1872 poem of the same name, 

which was similarly conceived in 1901 and revised in 1911 prior to its premiere the following year.98 This 

indicates that Bantock was especially interested in realising his Browning fascination in music at this time, 

and sustained it during the intervening years through work on Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies. 

No performances of ‘As I ride’ have been traced, and what prompted Bantock to revisit it can only 

be guessed at, but one possibility may have been the opportunity to capitalise on his association with 

Browning in light of the forthcoming Fifine premiere and Browning Centenary. Having found renewed 

interest in his now ten-year-old song, Bantock took the opportunity of presenting the revised version to 

publishers. On 13 December 1911, his diary notes that ‘At 3 pm played over songs to Arthur Boosey at 

245 Regent Street,99 & left with him the MSS of ‘Through the Metidja to Abd-el-Kadr’, Songs of the 

Seraglio, [and] Wulstan.’ Just over a week later, on 21 December, Bantock had an answer and noted a 

favourable outcome: ‘Boosey returned songs. Wrote to him re terms for ‘Through the Metidja’ which he 

 
95 The poem is found in Bells and Pomegranates: No.3 - Dramatic Lyrics (London: Edward Moxon, 1842). According to Gooch and 
Thatcher, this particular Browning text appears to have received only one other musical setting; this was by the German-
Austrian composer Karol Rathaus (1895–1954) as part of his Three English Songs (New York: Associated Music Publishers, 
1946). 
96 Diary, 3 and 4 December 1911. 
97 A term coined by Sydney Grew for his analytical programme note on Fifine to accompany the Birmingham premiere. See 
Grew, Sydney, ‘Orchestral Drama, Fifine at the Fair, Granville Bantock’, Birmingham Musical Festival Programme (Birmingham, 
1912).  
98 This had been planned for 8 February 1912 but Bantock’s diary for 23 January 1912 observes that he ‘Received letter from 
Philharmonic (London) Society withdrawing Fifine at the Fair from programme on Feb[.] 8 & refusing to pay anything for its 
performance.’ 
99 This is probably an error on the part of the typist who transcribed Bantock’s diary; the Boosey premises had been at 295 
Regent Street since John Boosey moved the firm there in 1874. See Wallace, Helen, Boosey & Hawkes: The Publishing Story 
(London: Boosey & Hawkes, 2007), 5. 
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wishes to publish. Asking 25 gs [guineas].’100 As can be seen from his diary, Bantock had presented the 

song to Boosey under its original title; whether Bantock later made the change himself, or whether prior 

to publication Boosey & Co. suggested that ‘As I ride’ might be a snappier, more memorable title is 

unknown. Nonetheless, the song was published under the latter, retaining the former as a subtitle. 

 Only three of Bantock’s individual Browning songs survive in manuscript. These are predominantly 

in their final fair copy, and free from alterations or additional markings. ‘As I ride’ is unusual in that both 

the 1901 and 1911 versions are extant, providing a rare glimpse into the song’s development. The 1911 

version is much tidier and written out in full, whereas in the 1901 version, when the words of multiple 

verses correspond to a single melody, they are written directly below one another. 

Structurally the song is in two sections and strophic, the five verses alternating between triple and 

duple time as follows. Originally given the tempo marking Allegro giocoso (1901 version), Bantock later 

altered this to Con spirito, and alternates verses between Con spirito and Giojoso as follows: 

Verse 1, 3, 5  3/4 Con spirito 
Verse 2, 4  2/4 Giojoso 
 

The poem is set in Algiers and ‘…demonstrates that a single rhyme could be sustained throughout forty 

lines and joined to the rhythm of riding.’101 Following the journey of a nameless equestrian, the rider’s 

quest is both ‘…elusive and ambiguous.’102 Bantock sets the complete poem, which consists of five eight-

line stanzas. Browning’s rhyme scheme is simple and consistent; the final word of all eight lines in all five 

stanzas rhymes with ‘-ide’, and he incorporates internal rhymes in lines one, three, four, seven, and eight. 

Establishing the basic rhythmic structure in terms of syllables per line is clear, and each stanza is identical 

– the first stanza serves as an appropriate example: 

Line 1  As I ride, as I ride,   six syllables 
Line 2  With a full heart for my guide,  seven syllables 
Line 3   So its tide rocks my side,  six syllables 
Line 4  As I ride, as I ride,   six syllables 
Line 5  That, as I were double-eyed,  seven syllables 

 
100 Twenty-five guineas (£26.25) is roughly the equivalent of £3000 in 2019 values when adjusted for inflation. 
101 Kennedy, Richard S., and Donald S. Hair, 94. 
102 Jaouad, Hédi A, Browning upon Arabia: A Moveable East (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 60. 
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Line 6  He, in whom our Tribes confide, seven syllables 
Line 7  Is descried, ways untried  six syllables 
Line 8  As I ride, as I ride.   Six syllables 
 

 
On the whole the poem hinges vaguely on anapaestic dimeter (unstressed + unstressed + stressed, as 

expressed in lines 1, 3, 4, 7 and 8) which both Browning and Bantock use to imply the rapid gallop of a 

horse, illustrated in the bass of (Ex.2.24), bb.9-16. Vocally, Bantock essentially follows the speech 

rhythm of each line, except in cases where he adds melismatic embellishment for emphasis. Each line has 

two primary stresses, but the number of weak syllables between them varies. Harmonically the song is 

not very adventurous and rarely wanders from the home key of A minor or immediately related keys. 

 Subtle differences in the accompaniment between the 1901 version and the 1911 published version 

include a right-hand emphasising of the tonic of each chord in the introduction (bars 1-16), and a thinning 

out of the texture in bars 24-29 by spreading the chords in the right hand. The published accompaniment 

is much more complementary to the voice, and as such the second version is a better song that its 

predecessor. 

Neither of the two ‘As I ride’ manuscripts gives any indication that Bantock originally intended the 

song for orchestral treatment: the title page of the original 1901 version says only ‘song for low voice’, 

and the title page of the revised version clearly states, ‘with pianoforte accompaniment’. Similarly, even 

though Boosey & Co. published both the piano score and the full score, the fact that the original published 

song makes no mention of orchestral material being available on hire or for sale suggests that an 

orchestration was an afterthought. Nonetheless, perhaps in the spirit of individual vocal items forming a 

popular part of standard concert programming at the time, and the Browning Centenary underway, 

Bantock orchestrated the song as follows: piccolo, two flutes, oboe, two clarinets in Bb, two bassoons, 

four horns, two trumpets, three trombones, timpani, percussion (bass drum, cymbals, and triangle), and 

strings. The manuscript (GB-Bu GB 2/1/1) is dated 1 May 1912. Given that only individual numbers of 
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Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies were being performed, Bantock may also have considered that a stand-alone 

song was an ‘easier sell’. Finally, of this particular song, Anderton comments humorously: 

[‘As I ride’] is, of course, purely pictorial, and full of verve and buoyant life, a quality which the 
orchestral version greatly heightens. One thing we must remark, however; we never rode a 
horse that galloped so. He would be an anatomical rarity that would deserve a place in a 
museum. However, to a generation of city-dwellers who mostly ride buses, this will not matter 
much, as the gait of a horse is unknown: and the song is a spirited piece of work.103 
 

 
103 Anderton, 85-86. 
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Ex.2.24 Bantock – ‘As I Ride’, 1911 version, verse 1, bars 1-35 
(Dynamic markings in square brackets (bars 28-29) are in the published score but not Bantock’s manuscript.) 
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Following ‘As I ride’ came fifteen more individual Browning settings, all of which, apart from one, are 

musically very much in the vein of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies. The majority were composed within the 

space of two years, often within a few days of each other between 1920 and 1922 until, finally, in 1937, 

came one more. In chronological order of composition, they are:104 

Title    Composed Manuscript  Publisher   Key (Low / High) 

‘A Woman’s Last Word’ 14.04.1920 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1920  C / Eb 

‘Home Thoughts’  17.04.1920 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1920  Bb / Db 
‘My Star’   18.04.1920 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1920  A / C 

‘The Guardian Angel’  20.04.1920 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1920  C / Ab 

‘In a Year’   29.04.1920 Gb-Bu GB 2/2/20 Swan & Co., 1920  E minor / G minor 

‘Now’    23.09.1920 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1921  A / C 

‘Summum Bonum’  05.10.1920 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1921  F / Ab 

‘A Pearl, a Girl’  17.10.1920 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1921  Bb/ Db 

‘Life in a Love’   29 .05.1921 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1922  E minor / G minor 

‘By the Fireside’  [1921]  Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1921  C/ Eb 

‘Wanting is –What?’  05.06.1921 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1922  Bb/ Ab 

‘Never the Time and the Place’ 15.06.1921 Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1922  A / Eb 

‘Pippa Passes’   [1921]  Not Extant  Swan & Co., 1922  C / Eb 

‘I Go to Prove My Soul’ 13.09.1922 Gb-Bu GB 2/2/17 Swan & Co., 1925  Bb / Db 

‘Heap Cassia’   [c.1937?] Not Extant  Winthrop Rogers, 1937 G minor 

 

Since the 1950s, a small number of scholarly assessments addressing Bantock’s music have incorrectly 

described the first twelve of these songs as being published by Swan & Co. under the umbrella title of 

Dramatic Lyrics Set 1, Set 2, and Set 3 These sets were allegedly laid out as follows: 

Set 1 
‘In a Year’ 
‘The Guardian Angel’ 
‘My Star’ 
‘A Woman’s Last Word’ 
‘Home-Thoughts, from Abroad’ 

 
104 Where the manuscript is missing, dates of completion are taken from Bantock’s diary. 
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Set 2 
‘Now’ 
‘Summum Bonum’ 
‘A Pearl, a Girl’ 
‘Life in a Love’ 
‘By the Fireside’ 

 
Set 3 
‘Wanting is –What?’ 
‘Never the Time and the Place’ 
 

The first reference to this anomaly appears in an article by W. Hayford Morris.105 Charting the progress 

of poetic influences on his songs, Morris highlights that Bantock ‘… turned to the poems of Browning 

producing the three series known as Dramatic Lyrics.’106 By the early 1920s, Bantock’s interest in Browning 

was already very well established and Morris might more accurately have suggested that Bantock 

‘returned’ to Browning, these songs clearly being an extension of his already well-documented fascination 

for this particular poet. Trevor Bray followed suit and also refers to ‘three sets of Dramatic Lyrics’,107 but 

elucidates no further. More recent writers, including Banfield and Foreman (whose source was Bray) and 

Allis (whose source was Banfield) have logically continued the trend. All of these writers may trace their 

sources of information back to Morris via Bray, and as such the real question is why Morris refers to these 

songs as three sets in the first place, but any discussion would purely be conjecture. To compound the 

confusion, despite being composed and published during the same period, ‘Pippa Passes’ and ‘I go to prove 

my soul’ were unaccountably considered to be outside this scheme of Dramatic Lyrics sets. 

Research has shown, however, that though Bantock did originally intend five of these songs to form 

a single group for voice and piano entitled Dramatic Lyrics, they, and all subsequent Browning settings, 

were in fact published as individual items. The first traceable mention of Bantock’s proposed cycle 

Dramatic Lyrics can be found in his diary for 29 April 1920, observing that he ‘…completed set of 5 songs 

 
105 Morris, W. Hayford, ‘The Songs of Granville Bantock’, Fanfare (April 1953), 6-8. 
106 Ibid., 7. 
107 Bray, 256. 



 

 

190 

 

Dramatic Lyrics to poems by Robert Browning’.108 Eleven days later, on 10 May, he ‘Sent MS of Dramatic 

Lyrics by registered post to Elkin’.109 Elkin evidently refused the cycle and returned the songs. A little over 

two weeks later, on 26 May, Bantock gave the set a second chance, reporting that he ‘…called on 

[Bowker?] Andrews at Swans & gave him MS of Browning Songs Dramatic Lyrics’.110 Swan & Co. agreed to 

publish the songs but clearly not together, and each number was issued separately. Consequently, 

Bantock’s initial intention of publishing these five songs for voice and piano as a set was short-lived. The 

nine Browning settings that followed over the next 14 months were similarly issued individually. 

A little over a year after Swan & Co. began publishing Bantock’s Browning songs, Bantock recorded 

on 1 October 1921 that he accompanied four (unspecified) Dramatic Lyrics in a song recital of his music 

given by Frank Mullings and Vera Horton in Bradford.111 It is now plausible to imagine that Dramatic Lyrics 

was simply a convenient short-hand employed by the composer to refer to any of his Browning settings, 

and highlights that they do not necessarily follow any narrative plan or harmonic scheme that may have 

indicated the order in which they were to be performed, further highlighting their independent nature. 

Either these songs sold well or required little encouragement and, following the trajectory of Lyrics 

from Ferishtah’s Fancies and the earlier ‘As I ride’, both of which were published in voice and piano 

arrangements prior to being orchestrated, Bantock decided to score six of them for larger forces. He 

adapted his piano accompaniments for a small orchestra of two flutes, one oboe doubling cor anglais, two 

clarinets, one bassoon, two horns, one trumpet, one trombone, timpani, percussion, harp and strings. 

The set runs as follows: 

‘In a Year’ 
‘The Guardian Angel’ 
‘My Star’ 
‘A Woman’s Last Word’ 
‘Home-Thoughts, from Abroad’ 

 
108 Diary, 29 April 1920. The five songs were ‘A Woman’s Last Word’, ‘Home Thoughts’, ‘My Star’, ‘The Guardian Angel’, 
and ‘In a Year’. 
109 Diary, 10 May 1920. 
110 Diary, 26 May 1920. 
111 Diary, 1 October 1921. 
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‘Now’ 
 

Swan & Co. (who obviously already held the copyright) published these new orchestrations under the title 

Six Dramatic Lyrics. The manuscript indicates that the five of the songs were orchestrated between August 

and September 1921, while ‘Home Thoughts’ was completed three years later in September 1924, and 

so the cycle could not have been published until after this date.112 

Bantock’s inspiration and intended title of Dramatic Lyrics was presumably drawn from Browning’s 

1842 poetic volume of the same name. In fact, only two of the songs find their literary source in this 

collection – ‘As I ride’, and ‘Home Thoughts from Abroad’. The remaining fourteen songs are drawn 

from a range of Browning literature, including Paracelsus, Pippa Passes, Men and Women, Jocoseria, and 

Asolando.113  

With the exception of ‘As I ride’, ‘In a Year’ (GB-Bu GB 2/2/20) and ‘I go to prove my soul’ (GB-

Bu GB 2/2/17), the remaining 13 Browning song manuscripts are lost. Consequently, it is necessary to 

rely on Bantock’s diaries for all details of conception, progress, revision, completion, and publication. For 

most of these songs, he recorded this information in detail, including notes on the sketching, copying out 

and correction of proofs, thus it is possible to trace their development over a period of several months. 

Bantock furthermore recorded details of a small number of performances. 

 
112 Each song is dated at the final bar: ‘In a Year’, 17.08.1921; ‘The Guardian Angel’, 21.08.1921; ‘My Star’, 24.08.1921; ‘A 
Woman’s Last Word’, 25.09.1921; ‘Now’, 28.09.1921; and ‘Home Thoughts’, 16.09.1924. The full score was never 
engraved and Bantock’s manuscript is now in the catalogue of Josef Weinberger Ltd, held at their London office. Despite the 
completion of each song being confirmed in the score, an overall date of publication has not been traced. 
113 Dramatic Lyrics was first published in 1842 as volume three of Browning’s self-published collection Bells and Pomegranates. 
‘Home Thoughts from Abroad’ does not appear in the initial publication, but is found in its revised version, Dramatic Romances 
and Lyrics, published in 1845 as volume seven of Bells and Pomegranates. Paracelsus was published in 1835. From this long poem 
Bantock set ‘I go to Prove My Soul’ and ‘Heap Cassia’. Pippa Passes was published in 1841 as the first volume of Bells and 
Pomegranates. Men and Women was published in 1855 in two volumes. Consisting of fifty-one poems, Bantock selected ‘A 
Woman’s Last Word’, ‘My Star’, ‘The Guardian Angel’, ‘In a Year’, ‘Life in a Love’, and ‘By the Fireside’. Jocoseria was 
published in 1883. From this collection Bantock set ‘Wanting is – What?’ and ‘Never the Time and the Place’. Asolando was 
Browning’s final volume of poetry and published on the day of his death, 12 December 1899. From this collection Bantock set 
‘Now’, ‘Summum Bonum’, and ‘A Pearl, a Girl’. 
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Details relating to the last three of these settings, however, are scarce, amounting to little more 

than a single diary entry each for ‘Pippa Passes’ and ‘I go to prove my soul’, while ‘Heap Cassia’ escapes 

mention entirely and is consequently preserved only in its published form. 

 
‘Pippa Passes’ 

In his over-arching discussion of all Bantock’s music, Bray dismisses many of the single song settings of the 

period 1918 to 1934 outright, including the Browning settings, as being among ‘numerous solo songs, 

too numerous in fact to have originally warranted much of [Bantock’s] attention and consequently too 

numerous to warrant much of ours!’114 This is unfair, and it is clear that in all genres of his work Bantock 

was devoted to Browning. Though the songs collectively are not necessarily remarkable and reflect the 

style of his earlier Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, ‘Pippa Passes’ is in fact an accomplished example, quite 

unlike any of the others, and is perhaps one of Bantock’s most simple and effective songs and as such worth 

closer attention here. 

As with many of Bantock’s Browning settings, the manuscript of ‘Pippa Passes’ has not been traced. 

In the absence of a definite date of completion, evidence from his diary suggests that it was most likely 

composed in 1921. Bantock’s diary makes only one mention of the song, stating that, on 17 December 

1921, he ‘Corrected proofs of songs: ‘Pippa Passes’[;] ‘Wanting is – What?’[; and] ‘Life in a Love’.’115 

Though the note is brief, it clarifies that by this date the song was sketched, composed, copied, presented 

to Swan & Co., and almost ready for publication, and thus the genesis of the work is tidily wrapped up. 

Browning’s poem is a short extract from his 1841 verse drama, Pippa Passes.116 It is an optimistic 

view of the simple life, happy in the knowledge that God is watching over his creation. Pippa, a fourteen-

year-old girl, works in a silk mill. On her only day off a year she walks through the town of Asolo, singing. 

She is cheerfully oblivious to the transformative moral awakenings she inspires in all who hear her songs. 

 
114 Bray, 256. 
115 Diary, 17 December 1921. 
116 Browning, Robert, Bells and Pomegranates: No.1 – Pippa Passes (London: Edward Moxon, 1841) 
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The song has a neat structure, consisting of eight short lines of five syllables each and comprises a rhyme 

scheme of ABCDABCD: 

The year’s at the spring, 
And day’s at the morn; 
Morning’s at seven; 
The hill-side’s dew-pearl’d;  
The lark’s on the wing; 
The snail’s on the thorn; 
God’s in His heaven – 
 All’s right with the world! 

 
This short song inspired a number of settings by composers including Dalhousie Young’s ‘Pippa’s Song’ 

which predates Bantock’s by 17 years, published by Boosey & Co. in 1904,117 Cyril Rootham’s ‘Pippa 

Sings’, the fourth and final song of his unpublished Op.23 (1906), and Somervell’s ‘The Year’s at the 

Spring’, which followed Bantock’s setting in 1923, and is the eighth and final song of his second Browning 

cycle, A Broken Arc. Each composer offers an entirely individual reading with varied approaches to mood, 

metre, accompaniment and word-setting. Features of each version will be discussed in parallel. 

Rootham’s setting is the shortest at a mere 12 bars, followed by Bantock’s at 31. Both last around 

one minute, and in setting each line only once they are through-composed. Rootham and Bantock both 

adopted a lively tempo, marking their songs Andante con moto and Gajamente con moto respectively. 

Somervell’s setting is marked 3/4 in the vocal line, but the accompaniment reading 9/8 echoes 

Bantock’s compound meter of 6/8. Rootham and Young on the other hand cast their songs in a solid 4/4. 

Young’s setting, also through-composed, rounds off his version with a hushed repeat of the final line. 

Unlike Rootham, Bantock and Young, Somervell takes greater liberties with the text, repeating the first 

three lines, and driving the song towards an impassioned climax on ‘God’s in his heaven / All’s right with 

the world!’ which he emphasises by repeating them. 

 

 
117 Dalhousie Young (1866–1921), was an English composer about whom very little is known. A handful of his published 
compositions are available from the British Library, along with his Apologia pro Oscar Wilde, defending Wilde and damning his 
trial and prosecution in 1895. 
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Harmonically, Bantock never strays from a bright C major, and builds the song’s entire melodic 

and harmonic structure around five notes at various octaves: C, D, G, A, and F resulting in a complete 

absence of chromatic inflections. These pitches additionally make traditional progressions and cadences 

difficult. Textually, the accompaniment is thin and rarely exceeds two notes at a time, save for gentle 

employment of the sustain pedal to very slightly blur a repeated and constantly flowing, arpeggiated six 

note figure, perhaps suggesting the idyllic pastoral image of church bells, a spring shower, or the glistening 

of sunlight reflected in the morning dew (Ex.2.25). Bantock suggests that ‘The left-hand accompaniment 

may be omitted’, reducing the harmonic texture even further.118  

 

 
 

Ex.2.25 Bantock – ‘Pippa Passes’, bb.1-5 
 

Rootham adopts a similarly light approach but steers his accompaniment upwards in a repeated figure of 

primary broken chords (Ex.2.26). 

 

 
118 Bantock, Granville, ‘Pippa Passes’ (Swan & Co., 1922), 1. 
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Ex.2.26 Rootham – ‘Pippa Sings’, bb.1-4 
(MS University of Cambridge Library, MS. Add. 9192.65) 

© The Rootham Estate 
 

Somervell is on the whole very much grander, manipulating the flow of the words by drawing out ‘year’s’ 

and ‘day’s’ on minims, against a shimmering accompaniment of semiquaver chords (Ex.2.27). 
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Ex.2.27 Somervell – A Broken Arc, No.8 ‘The Year’s at the Spring’, bb.2-5 
 
Somervell clearly felt it necessary to extend the song and repeats the first three lines of text, before 

emphasising and painting the flight of the lark in a florid accompaniment of a B minor 7 arpeggio, 

eventually arriving at a stirring climax, repeating ‘God’s in his heaven’ twice. 

Young on the other hand presents a much more restrained accompaniment of block chords to which 

he attempts to add interest and poignancy with dominant 7th chords, suggesting a hymn-like feel. 

(Ex.2.28). 
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Ex.2.28 Young – ‘Pippa’s Song’, bb.1-10 
 

Bantock’s vocal phrases are short, declamatory, and occupy a moderately wide compass of a perfect 

11th from d’ to g’’. The vocal line remarkably uses only six pitches: d’, g’ a’, c’’, f’’, and g’’ and is 

constructed almost entirely out of intervals of a perfect fourth save for one leap of a perfect fifth and a 

minor third (Ex.2.29). 

 
 

Ex.2.29 Bantock – ‘Pippa Passes’, vocal line 
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Similarly, Young’s vocal line echoes Bantock’s in employing short vocal phrases but rivals his 

economy of range by not exceeding an octave (g’ – g’’). Perhaps Young aspired to a pious reverence, 

Somervell something more evocative of mood? But it is from their more joyful, relaxed, almost nonchalant 

view that Bantock’s and Rootham’s songs benefit; with this lighter approach they are on the whole more 

successful and appealing readings of the child Pippa’s innocent simplicity. In comparison with many of 

Bantock’s other songs, full of rich and dense harmonic textures, ‘Pippa Passes’ is refreshing in its lightness 

and more than adequately reflects the bucolic simplicity of the text. It deserves to be better known. 

Finally, as is discussed in the biographical chapter relating to this period in Bantock’s life, it is 

interesting to note the emotional juxtaposition between Bantock’s life and Browning’s poem. Earlier in 

the poem Pippa’s singing fills a woman committing adultery with contrition, whereas Bantock, for whom 

infidelity was not uncommon, never appears to have displayed any remorse for the emotional heartache 

he caused his wife during the early 1920s through his affair with Denne Parker and, unrepentant, would 

later become engaged in a second prolonged affair with the American pianist Muriel Mann – indeed, he 

may never have made the connection between the two. 

 

Conclusion 

Perhaps in Browning Bantock identified a personality parallel that fuelled his ambition – both were 

interested in eastern culture and both left behind large amounts of work. Browning’s poetry is broad in 

scale and subject and Bantock supplied music to match. Collectively these songs demonstrate Bantock’s 

versatility as a song composer. From the Wagnerian and Straussian scale of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies 

(and the tone-poem Fifine at the Fair) to the delicate intimacy of ‘Pippa Passes’, Browning was a poet over 

whom Bantock could exhibit the full range of his skill.  
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 It is important to stress that the motivation behind Bantock’s Browning songs was not rooted solely 

in the poet’s and composer’s mutual interest in exotic themes. Bantock responded to a variety of poetic 

ideas drawn from the poet’s output as evidenced by the original sources of the individual songs.  

Despite the majority of the songs being composed during the period of his extant correspondence 

with Newman, Bantock makes no mention of his individual Browning settings in his letters. This may 

suggest that though his devotion to Browning was genuine, he may not have been very interested in many 

of these songs beyond an essential and convenient commercial exercise – with reference to regular 

performances of extracts from Ferishtah’s Fancies, performances of Fifine at the Fair, and his being 

interviewed about the Browning Centenary, Bantock obviously had a noted affiliation with the poet which 

may have helped to ‘sell’ them. 

Amongst all of these, it is ‘Pippa Passes’ that stands out as remarkable. In its brief and elegant 

simplicity, it reveals a facet of Bantock that few who held him in regard as a Wagnerite might have 

considered him capable of writing and, as has been discussed in the more recent scholarly assessments of 

his Browning settings, it is his lack of restraint that comes under attack. 

On the contrary, when considered in tandem with his Six Shakespeare Songs and ‘Take, O take those 

lips away’ (which by comparison appear almost obtusely nonchalant) it is curious that, despite having 

displayed the skill to produce such a miniature gem with limited resources, he could not muster the 

enthusiasm to extend the same treatment to his Shakespeare settings. As such, these settings are discussed 

in the following chapter as an oddity in his oeuvre. 

By 1905, with several accomplished orchestral works behind him, Bantock would have been able 

to lavish on the score of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies the whole of his enviable and extraordinary craft as 

an orchestrator, rendering the light and shade of the accompaniments by way of instrumental colour and 

invention very probably inadequately represented by the piano. Banfield suggests that, unlike his 

contemporaries who were focussing their creative energy on aesthetically more intimate verse, ‘Bantock’s 
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difficulty was to find texts big enough to carry his broad-gestured style intact.’119 In Browning Bantock 

found his soulmate, and a poet over whom he could lavish his own gigantic musical ambitions in a style 

equal to that of the poetry. As is clear through a number of Bantock’s works, and certainly throughout his 

personal life, restraint was not a consideration. W.H. Hadow kindly surmises that ‘His work is hard to 

perform, it is sometimes hard to follow, but it is on the epic scale and it amply repays those by whom its 

difficulties are surmounted.’120 

 
119 Banfield, 98. 
120 Hadow, W.H., English Music (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1931), 164. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CASE STUDY 3: SETTINGS OF SHAKESPEARE 
 
 

This chapter investigates Bantock’s response in song to the poetry of William Shakespeare. Bantock’s 

general approach to sixteenth and seventeenth century poetry in general is exceedingly thin, with Tudor 

and Stuart writers represented in his oeuvre only by three songs to texts by Milton, the small handful of 

works inspired by Shakespeare discussed here, and his setting of Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, a 

commission from the BBC in 1928, and, as such, hardly typical of the works composed in response to his 

own more exotic interests. 

This raises the question as to why Bantock’s Shakespeare settings should form part of this study. 

Firstly, throughout Bantock’s lifetime the impact of Shakespearean verse on music was so ubiquitous in 

the work of his countrymen as the basis of songs, choral works, orchestral works and operas, that it is 

interesting to consider his own, albeit limited, response to the poet in comparison with that of his 

contemporaries. Secondly, this chapter will seek to demonstrate that these songs are quite unlike anything 

else in Bantock’s large corpus of songs and, as such, they have been singled out as exapmles of his more 

intimate and subtle music in order to present the fullest view of his work and deepen our understanding 

of his song output as a whole. 

Another question is whether or not setting Shakespeare in a more serious manner was perhaps a 

deliberate reaction to English Nationalism or, on the contrary, whether the simplicity of these songs was 

deliberately intended to appeal to children and amateurs. By way of contrast, there is a discussion of 

Shakespearean influence on Bantock’s orchestral music which, though still small, most definitely inspired 

him to make a much more committed contribution. 
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Shakespeare and English Song 
 
William Shakespeare (1564–1616) is England’s most celebrated poet. His plays and their vivid individual 

characters, along with the many sonnets, have been the inspiration for hundreds of songs, choral works, 

operas, orchestral works, incidental music and the visual arts. Gooch and Thatcher’s Shakespeare Music 

Catalogue reveals that between 1840 and 1960 Shakespeare was the most popular choice when setting 

Tudor poetry.1 In her thesis on the life and music of Roger Quilter, Valerie Langfield’s research into 

Shakespeare settings helpfully yields the following data and highlights that the following twenty texts were 

those most commonly selected for musical setting internationally (the number in brackets refers to the 

number of settings):2 

 
‘It was a Lover and His Lass’ (357) 

‘O Mistress Mine’ (313) 
‘Come Away, Come Away, Death’ (249) 
‘Blow, Blow, Thou Winter Wind’ (243) 

‘Under the Greenwood Tree’ (223) 
‘Take, O Take Those Lips Away’ (212) 

‘Sigh no more Ladies, Sigh no more’ (200) 
‘Full Fathom Five Thy Father Lies’ (194) 

‘Hark, Hark the Lark’ (181) 
‘Tell me Where is Fancy Bred’ (174) 

 
‘Orpheus with his Lute’ (166) 

‘Who is Silvia?’ (165) 
‘When Icicles Hang by the Wall’ (153) 

‘Shall I Compare Thee to a Summer’s Day’ (146) 
‘The Poor Soul Sat Sighing’ (126) 

‘When That I was and a Little Tiny Child’ (121) 
‘When Daisies Pied, and Violets Blue’ (110) 

‘Fear No More the Heat o’ th’ Sun’ (108) 
‘Where the Bee Sucks, There Suck I’ (98) 

‘Come unto These Yellow Sands’ (84)
 

Locally, there were numerous Shakespeare song settings by British composers, and the chief 

twentieth-century enthusiasts include Finzi, Gurney, Moeran, Parry, Quilter, and Warlock. Other 

composers did write Shakespeare songs, but far fewer: Ireland, for example, composed only one; 

Mackenzie, Havergal Brian, Frank Bridge, Coleridge-Taylor, Howells, Somervell, and Vaughan Williams 

each composed two; and Stanford wrote three.3 There were also notable song composers who wrote no 

Shakespeare songs at all: Boughton, Butterworth, Elgar, Holbrooke, and Holst, to name only a few. Of 

 
1 Gooch, Bryan and Thatcher, David, eds., A Shakespeare Music Catalogue, 5 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
2 For a more detailed analysis on the musical response and enthusiasm for Shakespeare texts as song lyrics in the period 1840–
1960, see Langfield, Valerie, ‘Roger Quilter (1877–1953): His Life, Times and Music’, PhD diss. (University of Birmingham, 
2004), 103-107. 
3 For full details see the Song Lists in: Banfield, Stephen, Sensibility and English Song: Critical studies of the early twentieth century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 407-530. 
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the composers listed here, several did express a greater interest in Shakespeare in other genres, Elgar’s 

symphonic study of Falstaff (1913), for example, Corder’s tone-poem Prospero (1885), and operas by 

Stanford (Much Ado About Nothing, 1901), Vaughan Williams (Sir John in Love, 1929), and Holst (At the 

Boar’s Head, 1925). 

 

Bantock and Shakespeare 
 
The number of Shakespeare-inspired works by English and continental composers with which Bantock 

may have been familiar is too numerous to reproduce, and any guess would be mere conjecture. 

Nonetheless, it would have been impossible for him not to have encountered any, and works he did know 

(as related by his diary) include Berlioz’s overture King Lear, Verdi’s Otello, Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and 

Juliet, Sullivan’s incidental music for The Tempest, and German’s overture Richard III. On 25 May 1912, 

he attended an entire Macbeth themed concert given by the Queen’s Hall Orchestra conducted by Henry 

Wood which included Spohr and Sullivan’s Macbeth overtures, as well as symphonic poems by Henry 

Hugh Pierson and Strauss.4 

Prior to 1911 it is difficult to know exactly how much Bantock engaged with Shakespeare. The first 

traceable reference to his artistic interest in the poet is in 1901 when he was scoring a symphonic poem 

based on King Lear. It is probable that he was interested in Shakespeare before this, but there are no specific 

earlier indications. Later, on 13 April 1911, he recorded in his diary that he had ‘Finished reading [the 

new biography of] Shakespeare by John Masefield.’5 Hereafter, whether composing his own works on 

Shakespearean themes, conducting or arranging the Shakespeare themed works of other composers, 

attending or reading the plays, or even reading books about Shakespeare and attending lectures on him, 

it is clear that the Bard’s work was a regular source of interest and inspiration. 

 
4 Diary, 25 May 1912. Henry Hugh Pierson (1815–1873) was an English composer who settled in Germany. The concert also 
featured an unidentified work by ‘Thorley’ who does not appear to be credited in Grove. 
5 Masefield, John, William Shakespeare (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1911) 
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Throughout his life, Bantock had ready access to Shakespeare on the stage, as the plays were 

regularly produced in London and around the country by touring companies such as those organised by 

the great Shakespearean actor Frank Benson. In London specifically, the most popular Shakespeare plays 

between 1890-1919 were as follows (the number in brackets indicates the number of productions per 

play).6 The distinction is drawn between the two periods 1890-99 and 1900-19 to illustrate which plays 

Bantock had access to in his youth whilst living for the greater part of the decade at home in the capital, 

and the continuing enthusiasm for Shakespeare in the new century. Given his mother’s love of the theatre 

and the fact that both his brothers became noted actors, we may confidently assume that theatre and the 

arts were a significant part of Bantock’s childhood, and that he may well have attended some of these 

productions. 

 
1890-99 

Hamlet; and The Merchant of Venice (11) 
As You Like It; Othello; and The Taming of the Shrew (7) 
The Merry Wives of Windsor; and Much Ado About Nothing (5) 
Henry VIII (4) 
Antony and Cleopatra; Macbeth; and Romeo and Juliet (3) 
The Comedy of Errors; Cymbeline; Henry IV, Part 1; Julius Caesar; and Richard II (2) 
King John; King Lear; Measure for Measure; A Midsummer Night’s Dream; Twelfth Night; and Two Gentlemen of Verona (1) 
 

1900-19 
Hamlet (30) 
The Merchant of Venice (27) 
Twelfth Night (26) 
The Merry Wives of Windsor (22) 
The Taming of the Shrew (20) 
Julius Caesar (19) 
Romeo and Juliet (16) 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream; and As You Like It (15) 
Henry V; and Othello (12) 
Much Ado About Nothing; and The Tempest (12) 
Macbeth; and Richard II (9) 
The Winter’s Tale (8) 
The Comedy of Errors; Henry VIII; and Richard III (6) 
Coriolanus (5) 
Henry IV, Part 1; and King Lear (4) 
Measure for Measure; and Two Gentlemen of Verona (3) 
Antony and Cleopatra; Cymbeline; and Love’s Labour’s Lost (2) 
Henry IV, Part 2; Henry VI, Part 1; King John; Timon of Athens; and Troilus and Cressida (1) 

 

 
6 Data from Wearing, J.P., The London Stage 1890–1959: Accumulated Indexes (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014) 
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Further confirmation of Shakespeare’s quasi-canonisation was an impressive celebration marking 

the tercentenary of his death. Owing to teaching commitments in Birmingham, Bantock was unable to 

attend the performance held at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, on 2 May 1916. This comprised a tribute 

assembling many of the leading actors and musicians of the day. An afternoon concert (organised by Parry 

and Mackenzie) was followed by a complete performance of Julius Caesar, and A Shakespeare Pageant. The 

Pageant consisted of eight scenes drawn from Romeo and Juliet, The Merchant of Venice, The Merry Wives of 

Windsor, Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It, Twelfth Night, Coriolanus, and The Winter’s Tale, each with 

its own incidental music.7 Perhaps cynically, as this was war-time, the organising committee evidently 

sought to capitalise on Shakespeare’s reputation as the most famous Englishman in a concentrated burst 

of patriotic sentiment. By linking art with virtue and Shakespeare as a great English artist, Englishness 

was, by extension, goodness. Writing in the souvenir programme, William Courtney expressed it as 

follows: 

To all artists the memory of the Great Englishman is as dear as to those who recall with gratitude 
his patriotic love of his native land. … For all his countrymen alike the deathless art of 
Shakespeare – especially at a time like this, so unpropitious to the higher levels of imaginative 
creation – is at once a vindication and a pledge that Art itself is immortal.8 

 
The point is further considered by Stradling and Hughes who suggest that, at the time Sullivan was 

composing his incidental music for The Tempest (1862): ‘…Shakespeare did not occupy quite the supreme 

position in English culture to which he would subsequently be elevated…’, but later, to Elgar at least, 

English music might come to represent all that is ‘…bright, beautiful and good in the works 

of…Shakespeare’.9 Perhaps Bantock identified Shakespeare as the poster-boy of ‘Englishness’ in its 

broadest sense, and therefore with a kind of ‘Little England’ mentality that he was uncomfortable with, 

preferring instead to set the work of English poets who found their subject matter in foreign influences 

(such as Browning’s Ferishtah’s Fancies). 

 

 
7 For a complete list of the music, actors, composers, and conductors featured, see the souvenir brochure: Shakespeare 
Tercentenary Commemoration Performance (London: Macmillan & Co., 1916). 
8 Ibid. 
9 Stradling & Hughes, 69 and 222. 
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Bantock’s diary recalls that he had a recurring professional familiarity with Mendelssohn’s 

incidental music for A Midsummer Night’s Dream on which he lectured, conducted the overture, and 

arranged a suite for piano.10 It was Macbeth, however, that provided the most enduring fascination. The 

first mention of Macbeth in Bantock’s diary comes on 24 October 1911 when he ‘Took [his sons] Raymond 

& Julian in the evening to the [Birmingham] Theatre Royal to see Benson’s Company in Macbeth.’11 The 

following day he went to London on business and concluded his evening by going ‘…to see Tree’s 

production of Macbeth at His Majesty’s Theatre’, a production he saw a second time the following 

month.12 In addition to his general appreciation of Shakespeare, it is possible that Macbeth in particular 

perhaps chimed with Bantock’s enthusiasm for Scotland and the Hebrides, sparking a creative synergy – 

though the play’s links to Scotland are tangential, it does nevertheless carry that association. Less than a 

month after seeing two productions of the colloquially titled ‘Scottish Play’ on successive nights, this 

concentrated exposure to Macbeth was on his mind as he ‘Thought over Macbeth with a view to a Music 

Drama.’13 Bantock was soon reading Shakespearean Tragedy, a popular series of lectures published by the 

Shakespeare scholar A.C. Bradley, indicating his penchant for deeper reading around the time of a musical 

project’s subject matter. He began working on an Overture and Prelude for Macbeth but,14 just like his 

plans for an opera based on Bulwer-Lytton’s Eugene Aram, a Macbeth opera never materialised, and the 

project was abandoned. Amusingly, the Macbeth obsession was quickly foisted upon his family, and the 

Bantock children were encouraged to prepare scenes from the play to perform on Christmas Day 1911.15 

Fifteen years after the swift consideration and dismissal of a Macbeth themed opera, Bantock finally 

had an opportunity to write dramatic music for ‘The Scottish Play’ when, in 1926, he was asked to provide 

incidental music for a new production as part of Sybil Thorndike’s season at the Prince’s Theatre (now 

 
10 Diary, lecturing on the Overture – 16 May 1911, 3 May 1912, 14 March 1919, and 2 March 1921; conducting the Overture 
– 15 December 1913; arranging ‘simplified’ piano versions of the Overture, Scherzo, Intermezzo, Nocturne, Wedding March – 1, 
10, 15, and 24-26 September 1945. Bantock sent these arrangements to Paxton the following month on 19 October 1945. 
11 Diary, 24 October 1911. ‘Benson’ refers to the great Shakespearean actor Frank Benson (1858–1939) who formed his own 
company that produced many of Shakespeare’s plays. 
12 Diary, 25 October 1911 and 23 November 1911. ‘Tree’ refers to the actor-manager Herbert Beerbohm Tree (1852–1917). 
13 Diary, 16 November 1911. 
14 Diary, 18, 25 and 27 November 1911. See also Bradley, A.C. Shakespearean Tragedy (London: Macmillan & Co., 1904). 
15 Diary, 17, 25 and 28 December 1911. 
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the Shaftesbury Theatre). The production, which starred Henry Ainley in the title-role, and Thorndike 

(with whom Bantock was already acquainted) as Lady Macbeth, opened on 24 December 1926.16 

Following the premiere, Bantock attended a further three times on 4 and 15 January, and 5 February 

1927. Bantock evidently held this incidental music in particularly high regard, publishing a piano suite 

with Swan & Co. in 1927,17 and selecting it for various broadcasts and concerts.18 

Apparently, the success of the Prince’s Theatre Macbeth became the standard by which Bantock 

judged future productions of the play: he attended two further productions, firstly in March 1928, 

recording that he ‘Went to a matinée performance of Macbeth in modern dress at Court Theatre [London]. 

A vile travesty.’19 And, finally, in August 1942, ‘Saw matinée performance at Piccadilly Theatre of 

Gielgud’s production of Macbeth. Very disappointing, after recollection of the Sybil Thorndike and Henry 

Ainley production for which I wrote incidental music.’20 In the end, Bantock’s final encounters with 

Shakespeare were via Macbeth. In 1943 he ‘Re-read Shakespeare’s Tragedy of Macbeth’ one last time,21 

and, finally, in August 1946, two months before his death, he ‘Played over Macbeth […] to Angus & Ham 

in the afternoon.’22 

 

 
16 Diary, 23-26 and 29 August, 26 and 29 September, 15-17 November, 2, 22-23 December 1926 record various details of 
his progress in scoring the individual numbers, as well as meetings with the creative team, his publisher, and rehearsal 
attendance. 
17 Swan & Co. published only a piano reduction; the full score was never engraved. In the CD liner note for Bantock: The Songs 
of Songs and Other Historical Recordings (Dutton CDLX 7043), Lewis Foreman highlights that the music was originally ‘…scored 
for the unlikely combination of 3 bassoons (for the witches), 6 trumpets, 3 trombones, drummers and pipers.’ The movements 
are ‘Fanfare’, ‘Lament’, ‘March’, Pibroch’, Procession’, ‘Rondo’, ‘Dance of the Witches’, and Quickstep’. Bantock made 
various arrangements of this music including, in 1938, a Suite for 3 Bassoons, and a second for ‘small theatre orchestra’, 
(Diary, 1938). More substantially, in 1940, Bantock revisited this music for a new Macbeth concert overture, the score of 
which, despite being recorded by Dolf van der Linden with the Metropole symphony Orchestra in 1948 (Paxton GTR 122), 
is now missing (Diary, 7 January to 28 March 1940). Finally, Bantock began a Macbeth suite for brass band but this was never 
completed (Diary, 2 April 1943, and GB-Bu GB 3/2/14). 
18 Following the run at the Princes Theatre, Bantock’s incidental music was performed at the Hereford Festival, conducted by 
‘Dr [Percy Clarke] Hull’ (Diary, 1 and 7 September 1927); at Margate Winter Gardens (Diary, 13 September 1927); twice 
broadcast by the BBC in Birmingham (Diary, 14 January and 23 April 1928); and, whilst examining in South Africa, Bantock 
conducted it for a ‘…large and enthusiastic audience’ at Durban Town Hall, and again in Cape Town (Diary, for 21, 23, 26 
October and 25 and 27 November 1930). 
19 Diary, 1 March 1928. This production was directed by Barry Jackson and designed by Paul Shelving, with whom Bantock 
had worked on The Seal Woman at Birmingham Repertory Theatre four years earlier. 
20 Diary, 19 August 1942. 
21 Diary, 30 April 1943. 
22 Diary, 10 August 1946. 
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No other work of Shakespeare’s aroused Bantock’s enthusiasm with anything like the same intensity 

but, from 1911 onwards, his diary records that he read and saw (in no particular order and without noting 

each individual occurrence): The Merry Wives of Windsor, Henry IV Part I and II, Henry V, Henry VIII, King 

John, Richard III, Hamlet, Antony and Cleopatra, Much Ado About Nothing, The Taming of the Shrew, The 

Merchant of Venice, and Julius Caesar. From this selection it is clear that Bantock enjoyed a range of 

Shakespeare’s plays, but the Histories were a particular favourite. Despite visiting Shakespeare’s 

birthplace in Stratford-upon-Avon twice and the relative ease of access from Birmingham, he does not 

appear to have seen any of his plays there.23 Additionally, in 1917, he saw  ‘…Verdi’s Otello at Prince of 

Wales Theatre [in Birmingham], but left after 3rd Act’, and again in 1926, but this time sat it out to the 

end – his long-time friend Frank Mullings was engaged in the title-role.24 

Interestingly, despite Bantock’s enthusiasm for poetry, it was Shakespeare’s sense of drama rather 

than his words that really piqued his interest. Though it has not been possible to trace when Bantock read 

or if he saw King Lear, he did compose a symphonic poem of that name, but the score is now lost.25 

However, it has been possible to locate his 1932 symphonic poem of the same name for brass band: sadly, 

Bantock’s diary for 1932 has not survived, and so it is not possible to identify if there were any remarks 

made within indicating if the brass band version was an arrangement of the earlier orchestral work.26 

Bantock did compose a small handful of vocal works to Shakespearean texts including a single 

original unaccompanied part-song, The Quality of Mercy is Not Strained.27 The British Library catalogue lists 

two part-song arrangements, Where the Bee Sucks and Willow Willow, to which Bray identifies a third, O 

 
23 Diary, 24 April 1915 and 12 July 1919. 
24 Diary, 26 February 1917 (no reason is given for leaving early), and 14 December 1926. 
25 Writing to Ernest Newman on 28 October 1901, Bantock shared the information that he was scoring King Lear, but the 
score has not survived, see Allis, 142.  
26 Paul Hindmarsh, who has prepared a new edition based on Bantock’s manuscript, says ‘Thought to be lost for many years, 
King Lear was composed in 1932 for Callendar's Cable Works Band. When this band closed, its unique library was moved to 
Prescot Cable Works in Lancashire and it has since transferred to the Haydock Band. The work has been recorded by the 
Salford University Brass Band, conducted by Roy Newsome. [Doyen DOYCD 109, 2007].’  
See Hindmarsh, Paul. King Lear: Symphonic Poem by Bantock. 
https://www.paulhindmarsh.com/product/30/category/23/king-lear-symphonic-poem-by-granville-bantock 
[accessed 8 Aug 2019] 
27 (London: W. Paxton & Co, 1938). The lines are taken from Portia’s speech in The Merchant of Venice, Act 4, scene 1. 
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Mistress Mine.28 In addition to his own original solo songs to texts by Shakespeare, Bantock arranged piano 

accompaniments for a number of settings by other composers including William Byrd and Thomas Arne.29 

Additionally, though not strictly Shakespeare, Bantock composed two songs to poems by Harold Boulton 

inspired by Macbeth: The Burial of Macbeth and A Pibroch for Duncan.30 

 Given the popularity of Shakespeare amongst his countrymen, it is interesting that Bantock’s seven 

solo song settings (all of which are featured in the list of most frequently set texts) did not come until 

1934. This is perhaps another example of Bantock swimming against the tide of his contemporaries. His 

settings are: 

Six Shakespeare Songs 
          

1. Where the bee sucks (The Tempest)  A major Chalfont St Peter, 18.03.1934 
2. Come unto these yellow sands (The Tempest) C major Chalfont St Peter, 11.03.1934 
3. Full fathom five (The Tempest)   G major Chalfont St Peter, 15.03.1934 
4. The poor soul sat sighing (Othello)  G minor Chalfont St Peter, 20.03.1934 
5. Come away, Death (Twelfth Night)  F major  Chalfont St Peter, 03.04.1934 
6. O mistress mine (Twelfth Night)   G major  Chalfont St Peter, 19.03.1934 

 
‘Take, O take those lips away’ (Measure for Measure) F major  Chalfont St Peter, 17.03.1934 
 

The index to the list of manuscripts in Box 1 of the Library of Birmingham’s Granville Bantock 

Collection includes one further undated and unpublished song allegedly to a text by Shakespeare, but this 

is an error, and the item described as ‘Act V. Sc. 3. Merrythought’s Song: Better music ne’er was known’ 

is in fact to a text by Beaumont & Fletcher, taken from their 1613 play, The Knight of the Burning Pestle.31 

 
28 ‘Where the Bee Sucks’ is an arrangement of Thomas Arne’s familiar tune and was published by J. Curwen & Sons in 1908; 
‘O Mistress Mine’ and ‘Willow Willow’ are both described as featuring an ‘English Melody’ arranged by Bantock and were 
published by Breitkopf & Härtel in 1910.  
29 See Bantock, Granville (ed.), One Hundred Songs of England (Boston: Oliver Ditson Company, 1914). Bantock’s manuscripts 
for many of these arrangements can be found at the Cadbury Research Library, Special Collections – University of Birmingham, 
including GB-Bu GB 1/3/13-17 (arrangements of Arne’s ‘Blow, blow thou winter wind’; ‘Tell me where is fancy bred’; 
‘Under the greenwood tree’; ‘When daisies pied’, ‘Where the bee sucks’), and GB 1/3/23 (arrangement of Byrd’s ‘O Mistress 
Mine’). 
30 Both songs are unpublished and listed in the index of manuscripts held in the Granville Bantock Collection at the Library of 
Birmingham: ‘The Burial of Macbeth’ (Box 1, No.5), dated ‘Harborne, 8 March 1930’; and ‘A Pibroch for Duncan’ (Box 1, 
No.28), dated ‘Metchley Lodge, 31 January 1930’. 
31 The item is further described as a: ‘Secular song for unspecified voice with instrumental accompaniment arranged for the 
pianoforte. English words. “Cue – strike up” written in pencil at the top of the score. Note given before the pianoforte stave: 
“Score for Oboe / 2 Clarinets / Bassoon / Strings” indicates that Bantock originally intended to provide instrumental 
accompaniment for this song.’ 
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Composed in March 1934, these straightforward songs would seem to be the antidote to a 

lifetime’s enthusiasm for lush romanticism. Deliberately restrained and occasionally imbued with a 

Dowland-like simplicity, placing the emphasis on the vocal line with a subdued, often lute-like 

accompaniment, they contradict the suggestion that Bantock was incapable of moderation. Instead they 

highlight his compositional versatility and provide a sharp contrast to the dense textures of Lyrics from 

Ferishtah’s Fancies. 

Sadly, Bantock’s diary for 1934 is not extant but, in the manner of his creative process as illustrated 

in his earlier diaries where he charts the progress of the Browning settings, it is unlikely that the sketching, 

composition and writing out of each song was the work of more than a day or two. They remain 

unpublished and no performances have been traced until 2019.32 Why Bantock chose to limit the set to 

these particular six texts with ‘Take, O take those lips away’ left as an individual number is unknown. It 

is interesting to note that their composition order (as illustrated above) does not reflect their final 

positioning, but when considered in terms of their final ordering with reference to the texts, they are 

grouped by text source and roughly correspond to a cheerful beginning, a sedate middle section, and an 

optimistic ending. 

 
Here each song will be discussed individually along with comparative settings of the same texts drawn 

from composers whose Shakespeare settings are still widely performed today. Appendix 4 includes each 

of Bantock’s songs in its entirety. 

 

‘Where the bee sucks’, Ariel’s song from Act 5, scene 1 of The Tempest, is perhaps most familiar in its 

setting by Thomas Arne (1711–1779), which was most likely composed in the 1740s during a revival of 

 
32 All seven of Bantock’s Shakespeare songs were given during the Symposium of the Charles Villiers Stanford Festival 
Weekend, 18-20 October 2019, held at the Birmingham and Midland Institute. The performers were Robert Sotillo, tenor, 
and Paul Rodmell, piano. The editions were prepared by Paul Rodmell and the present writer. 
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Shakespearean interest following the decline of Italian opera on the London stage.33 Arne and Bantock 

each set the text once, sung through with individual approaches to short repeated passages. 

 Arne takes advantage of musical wordpainting, jocularly stressing forward motion and the flight of 

the bat. Bantock on the other hand relishes Ariel’s more sedate ability to conceal himself amongst the 

bees: resisting even the temptation for melismatic fluidity on the word ‘fly’, the right-hand 

accompaniment creeps upwards by step (on a scale of A major) in a rather gentler flight, resulting in a 

much more intimate setting (Ex.3.1). 

 

 
 

Ex.3.1 Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.1 ‘Where the bee sucks’, bb.7-10 
 

As seen in the list above ‘Come unto these yellow sands’, Ariel’s song in Act 1, scene 2 of The 

Tempest, has been the basis of considerably fewer musical settings, Gooch and Thatcher recording only 84 

between 1840 and 1960. Bantock’s response to the text is lyrical but also starkly nonchalant, with most 

opportunities for appropriate word-painting either ignored or played down. By comparison, Roger 

Quilter’s setting, a stand-alone song composed in 1946 and published five years later in 1951 by Boosey 

& Hawkes, is ‘…an attractive lyrical setting, rather than a feat one, with some surprises…’34 

 Beginning with the gentle strum of spread chords in 6/8, Bantock’s accompaniment is reminiscent 

of the lute. He retains a steadily consistent rhythm in the vocal line not so far removed from the words’ 

basic iambic foundation (Ex.3.2), where Quilter (in 3/4) drives the vocal line forward (Ex.3.3).  

 
 

 
33 See Peter Holman’s CD liner note for Orpheus with His Lute: Music for Shakespeare from Purcell to Arne (Hyperion CDA67450, 
2003).  
34 Langfield, Valerie, Roger Quilter: His Life and Music (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2002), 132. 
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Ex.3.2 Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.2 ‘Come unto these yellow sands’, bb.1-6 
 
 

 
 

Ex.3.3 Quilter – ‘Come unto these yellow sands’, bb.5-8 
© Copyright 1951 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 

Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 
 

Following a lyrical opening, the passage most ripe for imaginative possibilities offering 

opportunities for barking dogs and proud roosters, runs as follows: 

Hark, hark! 
The watch-dogs bark! 
Bow-wow. 
Hark, hark! I hear 
The strain of strutting Chanticleer35 
Cry, Cock-a-diddle-dow. 

 
Quilter modulates suddenly from E flat to a bare C major, picks up the tempo and his dogs bark 

over ‘strident dissonances’(Ex.3.4), while Chanticleer crows on the leap of a fifth (Ex.3.5). The song 

closes by repeating the opening material with a modified accompaniment. 

 

 

 
35 Shakespeare’s ‘Chanticleer’ is a reference to the proud and fierce rooster of the same name featured in ‘The Nun’s Priest’s 
Tale’ from Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. 
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Ex.3.4 Quilter – ‘Come unto these yellow sands’, bb.23-24 
© Copyright 1951 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 

Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 
 

 
 

Ex.3.5 Quilter – ‘Come unto these yellow sands’, bb.29-34 
© Copyright 1951 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 

Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 
 

By comparison Bantock’s approach seems almost lazy: watchdogs barely move let alone bark as the 

dynamic is deliberately understated, their instruction more comfortable than vigilant (Ex.3.6). 

Chanticleer’s cries are reflected in a melodic leap, but Bantock merely continues to repeat the song’s 

already well-worn rhythm (Ex.3.7). As can be seen in the extracts below, the accompaniment is 

seemingly purely functional, providing a harmonic grounding rather than responding to the imitative 

possibilities of the words. 

 
 

 
 

Ex.3.6 Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.2 ‘Come unto these yellow sands’, bb.17-24 
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Ex.3.7 Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.3 ‘Come unto these yellow sands’, bb.33-38 
 

‘Full Fathom Five’, one of the more popular Shakespeare texts selected for musical treatment at 

just short of 200 settings between 1840 and 1960, is perhaps most familiar to English music enthusiasts 

in its choral settings by Charles Wood (1891) and Vaughan Williams as the first of his evocative and 

popular Three Shakespeare Songs (1951). The text is another song for Ariel from The Tempest (Act 1, scene 

2). A much earlier setting by John Christopher Smith from 1756 is altogether more mysterious than 

Bantock’s,36 evoking distant bells and, as encountered in a particularly fine recording by Catherine Bott,37 

encourages a deathly breathy quality in interpretation that seems, contradictorily, both aware of  ‘rich 

and strange’ magic yet somehow nonchalant. 

 Marked Allegro moderato Bantock’s setting suggests a flowing undercurrent as might be represented 

by a viol consort which, with its straightforward vocal line cast in a bright G major, gives the song a rather 

‘matter of fact’ air (Ex.3.8). The tone set by Bantock is deliberately dismissive of the text’s deeply 

peculiar imagery: 

Full fathom five thy father lies; 
Of his bones are coral made; 
Those are pearls that were his eyes: 
Nothing of him that doth fade, 
But doth suffer a sea-change 
Into something rich and strange. 
Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell: 
                                             Ding-dong. 
Hark! now I hear them, – ding-dong, bell. 

 
 

 
36 John Christopher Smith (Johann Christoph Schmidt, 1712–1795), was a German-born naturalised-British composer who 
after studying with Handel later became his amanuensis. 
37 Orpheus with his lute: Music for Shakespeare from Purcell to Arne (Hyperion CDA67450, 2003). 
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Ex.3.8 Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.3 ‘Full fathom five’, bb.1-4 
 
Smith is softer than Bantock and relishes a subdued tone (Ex.3.9). 
 

 

 
 

Ex.3.9 Smith – ‘Full fathom five’ from The Tempest, bb.1-2 
 

At the words ‘Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell: / Ding-dong. / Hark! now I hear them, – ding-

dong, bell.’ Bantock responds with greater enthusiasm to the challenge of imitation in a startlingly obvious 

musical allusion to bells, emphasising both a recurring peal figuration in the vocal line and a chime in the 

accompaniment (Ex.3.10) and (Ex.3.11). 

 

 
 

Ex.3.10 Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No. 3 ‘Full fathom five’, bb.17-20 
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Ex.3.11 Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.3 ‘Full fathom five’, bb.23-28 
 

 

Smith’s setting is less blatant, playing instead on the ghostly quality of the text, but still conjures 

identifiably bell-like sounds (Ex.3.12). 

 

In comparing these songs, it is worth noting that both composers (and indeed Vaughan Williams 

too in his earlier mentioned choral Three Shakespeare Songs) instinctively give the bells a descending figure, 

perhaps consciously reflecting change ringing which is similarly always in descending patterns. Smith, 

however, is the most clever in his interpretation: when comparing the bassline of the opening bars with 

his setting of the words ‘Hark! now I hear them, – ding-dong, bell.’ it becomes apparent that he has 

concealed the ominous knell throughout the song right from the start: cf. (Ex.3.9) with (Ex.3.12). 

Bantock’s setting of ‘Full Fathom Five’ is more successful than the two preceding numbers of his set in its 

occasional musical representation of the text, but it is still hardly amongst his finest songs. Bantock’s 

harmonic language too is resolutely tonal, a feature that might be expected of Wood, whereas Vaughan 

Williams capitalises on the text’s sense of mystery by the careful use of dissonance. 

 

{

Ding

f

dong,- bell, ding

dim.

dong,- bell, ding

p

ong,- bell, ding

pp

dong,- bell.

A tempo [Allegro moderato]

f

ten.

dim.

ten.

p

ten.

pp

ten.

morendo

sostenuto

&# ∑U

&# -
-

-
-

-
-

-
-

-
-

- U

?# > > > > > > > > U

œ œ ˙ œ œ ˙ œ œ ˙ œ œ ˙ œj ‰ Œ Ó

œœ œœ ˙̇̇ œœ œœ ˙̇̇ œœ œœ ˙̇̇ œœ œœ ˙̇̇ ˙̇ ˙̇
˙̇ ˙̇

œœœJ∏∏∏∏
∏∏∏ ‰ Œ œ œ œœœJ∏∏∏∏
∏∏∏ ‰ Œ œ œ œœœJ∏∏∏∏
∏∏∏ ‰ Œ œ œ œœœJ∏∏∏∏
∏∏∏ ‰ Œ œ œ www

www



 217 

 
 

Ex.3.12 Smith – ‘Full fathom five’ from The Tempest, bb.12-24 
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Considered by a writer at the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust to be ‘Shakespeare’s saddest song’,38 

the text of ‘The poor soul sat sighing’ (alternatively known as ‘The Willow Song’), is not in fact by 

Shakespeare. The original ballad, by an anonymous writer, consists of at least eight verses which 

Shakespeare cut, altered, and inserted into Othello to suit his character Desdemona. Whilst preparing for 

bed she laments Othello’s cruelty and has only enough time to sing two verses – a sixteenth-century 

audience however would have been familiar with the poetic reference and its message of foreboding.39 

The words and many settings of them are intrinsically melancholic. 

 Just as the words are not genuine Shakespeare, it has, by a circuitous route, been possible to identify 

that Bantock’s song is in fact an arrangement of an anonymous ballad found in a late-fifteenth/early-

sixteenth century lute manuscript. In the search for comparative settings for this study, a chance 

encounter with a version found in Songs from Shakespeare: The earliest known settings,40 features a melody and 

accompaniment arranged by Frederick Bridge. In a prefatory note to this edition, Bridge explains that his 

arrangement is a transcription of a manuscript now located in the British Library. Further general research 

into ‘The Willow Song’ revealed an article by John P. Cutts pointing the reader again to a manuscript in 

the British Library, specifically Add. Ms. 15117, folio 18.41 Following Cutts’s lead, and with the 

advantage of the digitisation of British Library manuscripts, it has been possible to identify the exact 

manuscript to which Bridge refers and which clearly also inspired Bantock’s transcription/arrangement 

(Ex.3.13). 

 
 

 
38 See Shakespeare Birthplace Trust. Shakespeare’s Saddest Song, 28 Mar 2013. 
https://www.shakespeare.org.uk/explore-shakespeare/blogs/shakespeares-saddest-song/ [accessed 8 Aug 2019] 
39 Shakespeare hints at the ballad’s aural tradition by having Desdemona reveal she herself learnt it from her mother’s maid, 
Barbara, who died whilst singing it. (Othello, Act 4, scene 3.) 
40 Bridge, J. Frederick, (ed.), Songs from Shakespeare: The earliest known settings (London: Novello and Company Limited, 
1894) 
41 For an in-depth discussion of this manuscript, see Cutts, John P., ‘A Reconsideration of the Willow Song’ in Journal of the 
American Musicological Society, Vol.10 No.1 (Spring 1957) 14-24. Cutts includes a transcription of the tune and its accompanying 
tablature along with his own realisation which corroborate with Bridge and Bantock’s arrangements. 
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Ex.3.13 British Library Add. Ms. 15117, folio 18.42 

 
42 For further details about this manuscript, see Joiner, Mary, ‘British Museum Add Ms. 15117: A Commentary, Index and 
Bibliography’, in RMA Research Chronicle, No. 7 (1969), 51-109. 
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When comparing (Ex.3.13) above with (Ex.3.14) below, it is evident that the Bridge and Bantock 

arrangements are based on the same source. How Bantock came by the song is unknown, though, given 

the similarities between the opening bars of his and Bridge’s arrangements and the absence of any 

introduction in Add Ms. 15117, it is reasonable to assume that he may have owned a copy of Bridge’s 

book. 

The composition of Add. Ms. 15117, precedes the writing of Shakespeare’s play and is as such 

obviously based on the original poem which in this case consists of eight verses. Bantock opted to adapt 

his arrangement to suit Shakespeare’s Othello alterations, and therefore has only two verses. As this song 

is strictly an arrangement and not original Bantock, a discussion of it alongside comparative settings of the 

same words will be omitted. However, it is interesting to consider what prompted the arrangement and 

its inclusion as one of Bantock’s Six Shakespeare Songs. Was Bantock perhaps being lazy? ‘The Poor Soul 

Sat Sighing’ was the last of the set to be composed, even after ‘Take, O take those lips away’, and perhaps 

incorporated as a substitute or filler for another song. Could this song have been the inspiration for the 

whole set? Being the last to be composed or, more accurately, arranged, it seems improbable. However, 

finding the tune in Bridge’s book evidently piqued his interest. 
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Ex.3.14 
Version 1: arr. Bridge, ‘O Willo, willo, willo!’, bb.1-8 in 

Bridge, J. Frederick, (ed.), Songs from Shakespeare: The earliest known settings (London: Novello and Company Limited, 1894) 
 

Version 2: Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.4 ‘The poor soul sat sighing’, bb.1-7 
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In ‘Come away, Death’,43 Bantock’s setting is immediately individual: contrary to many other 

settings, the song is cast in a major key without any hint of irony and in direct contrast to the overbearing 

negativity of the words. Compared to settings of this text, notably by Quilter and Finzi, which adhere to 

the melancholy temper of the words by setting them in a minor tonality, the words and music in Bantock’s 

setting seem to be a mismatch. 

 Bantock’s setting is essentially strophic with some minor variations in dynamics and expression, 

but much of the musical material established in the opening verse is repeated in the second. Continuing 

in a mock-Renaissance ballad style, he carries over the use of spread-chords in the accompaniment from 

the previous song. At the opening words ‘Come away, death’, he establishes a repeated melodic rhythmic 

figure in the vocal line that is first repeated in the next rhyming couplet (beginning ‘Fly away, breath’, 

and consisting of a falling triad followed by a leap of an octave) and then recalls the same melody and 

accompaniment for the second verse beginning at ‘Not a flower’ (Ex.3.15) and (Ex.3.16). Finzi likewise 

reuses material from the opening verse in the second, but unlike Bantock the bars correspond exactly 

between the two verses including accompaniment and dynamics (Ex.3.17). Quilter begins in a similar 

manner but varies his accompaniment to heighten the dramatic feeling (Ex.3.18) and (Ex.3.19). 

 

 
 

Ex.3.15 Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.5 ‘Come away, Death’, bb.5-7 
 
 

 
43 Feste’s song, Twelfth Night, Act 2, scene 4. 
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Ex.3.16 Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.5 ‘Come away, Death’, bb.39-41 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Ex.3.17 Finzi – Let Us Garlands Bring (Op.18), No. 2 ‘Come away, Death’, v.1 bb.5-8 and v.2 bb.44-47 
© Copyright 1942 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 

Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Ex.3.18 Quilter – Three Shakespeare Songs (Op.6), No.1 ‘Come away, Death’, bb.3-4 
© Copyright 1906 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 

Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 
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Ex.3.19 Quilter – Three Shakespeare Songs (Op.6), No.1 ‘Come away, Death’, bb.22-23 
© Copyright 1906 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 

Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 
 

Bantock’s song roughly corresponds to four-bar phrases, and the three-note figure of the opening 

features heavily, resulting in a very simple, quickly memorised setting that seems deliberately detached 

from the creative opportunities of the text. Finzi reacts with a breathier, subdued setting of reflection and 

despair. Quilter is not quite as reflective as Finzi, but instead more robust and declamatory. 

As can be seen in the above musical examples, all three composers responded in a similar way to 

the flow of the text but, later in the song, a more striking feature is Bantock’s obvious lack of effort to 

engage with the imaginative musical possibilities on the word ‘weep’ where Quilter and Finzi take full 

emotional advantage (Ex.3.20). 
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Ex.3.20 
Version 1: Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.5 ‘Come away, Death’, bb.62-70 

 
Version 2: Quilter – Three Shakespeare Songs (Op.6), No.1 ‘Come away, Death’, bb.35-42 

© Copyright 1906 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 
Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 

 
Version 3: Finzi – Let Us Garlands Bring (Op.18), No.1  ‘Come away, Death’, v.1 bb.5-8 and v.2 bb.69-76 

© Copyright 1942 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 
Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 

 

The final song of the set, ‘O Mistress Mine’,44 is perhaps Bantock’s most successful. Like Quilter, 

the two verses are given a strophic setting to which he assigns a lively Andantino espressivo in 3/2. Sustaining 

the principally chordal accompaniment established in the other songs, the vocal line reflects a more 

appropriate tone in its merry mood. The short conversational phrases that Bantock provides give a 

welcome contrast in a cycle which seems to have little appeal when compared to more enterprising 

settings of the same texts. In contrast, Trevor Hold considers Finzi’s setting ‘…one of the finest … of 

this often-set lyric’ (making specific reference to the song’s rustic feel juxtaposed with its intelligent two-

part counterpoint),45 but Quilter’s ‘…despite some imaginative subtleties in phrasing … the weakest of 

 
44 Feste’s song, Twelfth Night, Act 2, scene 3. 
45 Hold, 418. 

Sad true lo ver- ne ver- find my grave,

dim.

To weep

rall.

there.

pp

Sad

mf

true lov er- ne ver- find my grave, To

p

weep there, to

weep,

cresc.

to

mf

weep there.

grave,

ritard.

To weep

a tempo ritard. a tempo

there!

&b
Version 1: Bantock

[Andante grazioso]

&#
Version 2: Quilter

[Poco andante (q = 63)]

&#
3

&##

Version 3: Finzi

[Lugubre q = c.60]

œ œ œ ˙ œ œ œn œ# ˙ ™ œ œn œ ˙ ™ ˙ œ ˙ ™ ˙ ™

œ ™ œj œ œ œ œ ˙ ™ œ ˙ œ ‰ œj ˙ œ ‰ œj

w œ ‰ œJ œ ™ œJ œ œ œ œ œ œ ˙ ˙ œ Œ

œ ™ œj ˙ œJ œ œJ œ œ œ# œ œ œn œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ ˙



 226 

the [Three Shakespeare Songs] set.’46 In a deeper analysis of Quilter’s setting, Langfield implies that the 

simplicity of the song may be excused by a sympathetic understanding of Edwardian performance practice 

giving the song a flexibility that will succeed in the hands of a sensitive singer.47 

 Quilter’s approach exploits the exact speech rhythm of the words which reach their emotional 

climax in the rhetorical question ‘What is love?’, implying a pause on ‘love’, words on which Bantock 

and Finzi each take a little more time (Ex.3.21). 

 

 

 
 
 

Ex.3.21 
Version 1: Quilter – Three Shakespeare Songs (Op.6), No.2  ‘O Mistress Mine’, bb.18-20 

© Copyright 1906 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 
Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 

 
Version 2: Bantock – Six Shakespeare Songs, No.6 ‘O Mistress Mine’, bb.19-22 

 
Version 3: Finzi –Let Us Garlands Bring (Op.18), No.4 ‘O Mistress Mine’, v.1 bb.5-8 and v.2 bb.40-44 

© Copyright 1942 by Boosey & Co. Ltd 
Reproduced by permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd 

 
 

 
46 Ibid., 148 
47 Langfield, 125. 
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Bantock’s final setting of Shakespeare, ‘Take O take those lips away’,48 was composed in the 

same period as the other six but omitted from the Six Shakespeare Songs. There are no indications as to why 

this song was left out. Here there are no lute-style spread chords, but instead a lullaby-like 

accompaniment of descending scales over the interval of a fifth and gently rocking seconds more redolent 

of bowed-strings (Ex.3.22). 

 

 
 

Ex.3.22 Bantock – ‘Take, o take those lips away’, bb.1-3 
 

Consisting of sixteen bars marked Lento con tenerezza, a two-bar introduction precedes two four-

bar phrases that comprise the same rhythmic material (with a slightly altered final bar the second time) 

which is echoed in a final phrase of six bars, the extension being owed to the repetition of words Bantock 

evidently wished to emphasise. Like its most famous comparative setting, found in Quilter’s Five 

Shakespeare Settings of 1921, Bantock’s vocal line is remarkably intimate, consisting entirely of intervals of 

a second, third, and fourth (Ex.3.23). 

 

 
 

Ex.3.23 Bantock – ‘Take, o take those lips away’, vocal line 

 
48 This song appears in Act 4, scene 1 of Measure for Measure. The same text with an additional second stanza is found in Act 
5, scene 2 of Beaumont and Fletcher’s Bloody Brother. 
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Langfield’s claim that Quilter’s setting ‘…is perhaps too introverted for its own good and never 

quite manages to arrive anywhere…’,49 could also be said of Bantock’s. 

 

The harmonic structure of all seven songs is unsophisticated. Each song is tonal and easy key 

signatures support simple, predominantly conjunct melodic lines and with accompaniments that revolve 

around unembellished primary chords with hardly any chromatic inflection or decoration. Unlike the rich 

and elaborate romanticism of Bantock’s earlier Browning settings, and the forthcoming Wilde setting, 

the curious simplicity of these songs perhaps suggests that they were composed with a specific purpose in 

mind. Regrettably, owing to the absence of his diary for the year of their composition, there are no 

surviving indications of any specific intentions for the songs, or if he tried and failed to get them published. 

The vocal range is limited, and there are no passages of technical difficulty. Appendix 4 illustrates at a 

glance that the songs are essentially syllabic and follow the stress patterns of the words, with no single 

instance of a melismatic phrase exceeding more than two notes. Phrase lengths are similarly short and 

undemanding in terms of breath required to sing a single phrase through. In the accompaniment there are 

no surprises or challenges beyond the skill of a competent amateur pianist. Bantock had composed songs 

for children in the past and the absence of technical challenges for both singer and accompanist suggest 

that they may be deliberately written in a manner suitable for beginners, children, and amateurs. This 

possibility is supported by the fact that all of the texts were familiar to general and young readers. Popular 

poetry anthologies of the time included The Golden Treasury in which the texts were selected by Francis 

Palgrave. In the first edition, published in 1861, no fewer than thirteen of the above twenty poems were 

included,50 which gives some indication of which Shakespeare texts were in the public consciousness. 

 
49 Langfield, 129. 
50 Palgrave, Francis Turner (ed.), The golden treasury of the best songs and lyrical poems in the English language (London: Macmillan 
& Co. Ltd, 1861). The first edition included: ‘It was a Lover and His Lass’; ‘O Mistress Mine’; ‘Come Away, Come Away, 
Death’; ‘Blow, Blow, Thou Winter Wind’; ‘Under the Greenwood Tree’; ‘Take, O Take Those Lips Away’; ‘Full Fathom 
Five Thy Father Lies’; ‘Tell me Where is Fancy Bred’; ‘When Icicles Hang by the Wall’; ‘Shall I Compare Thee to a Summer’s 
Day’; ‘Fear No More the Heat o’ th’ Sun’; ‘Where the Bee Sucks’, ‘There Suck I’; and ‘Come unto These Yellow Sands’.
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For a composer so interested in interpreting text in music (as seen in many of his orchestral works 

based on poems), these songs seem almost perversely to ignore the obvious moods of the words. A man 

as well versed in text-setting as Bantock would naturally have been aware that this was the case and 

consequently the decision would seem to be deliberate. The songs do not appear to incorporate any cyclic 

intention in the composition, either through themes or keys. 

Bantock was not totally immune to Renaissance themes and had arranged sixteenth-century music 

before, such as his English Suite for small orchestra (1909), based on tunes by Gibbons, Dowland, Bull, 

Farnaby, and Byrd, as well as the choral competition test piece, Hunting Song (1912), based on a sixteenth-

century melody. As such it is reasonable to conclude that these songs were not composed in the spirit of 

mocking a period in which he was not overly interested. Nonetheless, these Shakespeare songs are 

collectively remarkably unlike Bantock when considered in comparison with the Browning and Wilde 

settings over which he lavished much more concentrated energy and care. Whilst revealing something of 

his versatility to pare back resources to the absolute minimum, they appear out of place in the oeuvre of a 

composer so famous for his sweeping gestures and as such are a fascinating example of the breadth of his 

output, ranging from the delicately simple to the lavish and grandiose. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

CASE STUDY 4: THE SPHINX 
 
 

This chapter investigates Bantock’s last major song-cycle inspired by English poetry, namely, The Sphinx. 

Composed in the early 1940s, it is based on Oscar Wilde’s 1894 poem of the same name. The cycle is 

significant in Bantock’s song output for a number of reasons. Firstly, parts of it stand in sharp contrast 

with the lush Wagnerism of Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies and the simplicity of the Shakespeare settings, 

giving rise to a musical style that is unfamiliar amongst the rest of Bantock’s work. Familiar poetic and 

musical traits are still in evidence, but the harmonic language is sometimes strikingly individual when 

considered within the general corpus of Bantock’s music. Secondly, given his proclivity for idiosyncratic 

choices of poetry based on representations of the East, it is no surprise that he should be drawn to Wilde, 

despite the poet’s notoriety within the composer’s lifetime. 

Between the publication of his first volume of poetry in 1881 and the early decades of the twentieth 

century (following his fall from grace), Wilde has been (until more recently) an unpopular source of 

inspiration amongst English composers. Consequently, it is important to acknowledge Bantock’s 

enthusiasm for Wilde when composing in a country and time that evidently viewed the poet with 

suspicion. Following a discussion around the contemporary critical reception of Wilde’s poetry, and 

musical reactions to his work in the early decades of the twentieth century, this chapter concludes that 

though Bantock was far from alone in his attraction to the East, his idiosyncratic choice of a ‘Wildean’ 

representation of this region in particular set him apart from his contemporaries, a point dramatically 

emphasised when considering the time and energy he devoted to his large-scale song-cycle, The Sphinx. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

231 

 

Bantock and Egypt 

Western European enthusiasm for the ancient and exotic, especially Egyptian, is well documented.1 For 

many decades, some of the most popular items exhibited by British galleries and museums have included 

artefacts as delicate as tiny steatite scarab beetles, as macabre as mummified humans and animals, and as 

imposing as the giant granite obelisk (commonly referred to as ‘Cleopatra’s Needle’) erected in 1878 on 

London’s Victoria Embankment.2 Even more recently in 2019/20, an exhibition devoted to Tutankhamun 

at the Saatchi Gallery, London, acquired a celebrity-like status. Musically, the attraction of the East as a 

mast to which many British composers nailed their colours has been discussed at length in Martin Clayton 

and Bennett Zon’s Music and Orientalism in the British Empire, 1780s–1940s: Portrayal of the East,3 which 

highlights many notable works by British composers influenced by exotic themes. However, in Fiona 

Richards’ chapter ‘Granville Bantock and the Orient in the Midlands’,4 the focus is on a more general view 

of his interest in the East, and no mention is made of his final large-scale Egyptian-themed song-cycle, The 

Sphinx. Composed between April 1941 and May 1942, Bantock’s far-reaching and deep-rooted enthusiasm 

for Egypt was already very well-established decades before The Sphinx was started. 

It is impossible to know what ignited Bantock’s interest in Egypt specifically, but it is difficult to 

imagine that he would not have visited the British Museum as a young man, being only a short walk from 

his childhood home in Portman Square. Musically, he may have been aware of reactions to Egypt such as 

those by Saint-Saëns (who also visited Egypt), Massenet, and Verdi. 

As early as 1891 Bantock completed an unpublished orchestral ‘Prelude’ for his play Rameses II: A 

Drama of Ancient Egypt.5 The play itself, complete with a preface demonstrating a genuine interest in ancient 

Egypt, was published the following year in 1892 in the full fervour of his student endeavours to emulate 

 
1 Brier, Bob, Egyptomania: Our Three Thousand Year Obsession with the Land of the Pharaohs (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013) 
2 For further details of the British reaction to the relics of ancient civilisations at the British Museum in particular, see Moser, 
Stephanie, Wondrous Curiosities: Ancient Egypt at the British Museum (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006). 
3 Clayton, Martin and Zon, Bennett (eds.), Music and Orientalism in the British Empire, 1780s–1940s: Portrayal of the East (Ashgate, 
2007) 
4 Richards, Fiona, ibid., 129-146. 
5 Bantock, Granville, Rameses II, GB-Bu GB 3/1/19 – manuscript full score, dated 5 November 1891.  
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his hero Wagner in writing music dramas.6 In addition to the ‘Prelude’, the play features incidental music 

including an ‘Entr’acte’ and Egyptian Suite de Ballet in Act 3. In an effort to promote this music 

independently of the play, Bantock later developed his Rameses material for Aegypt, a dramatic ballet in five 

scenes. Completed first in piano score and originally entitled Neb-Ta, five of the 20 movements were 

performed (with piano) at the Royal Academy of Music on 12 July 1892. The work was still on his mind 

some years later and, clearly imagining a future for his score, he orchestrated it in 1899.7 

In addition to his Egyptian themed instrumental music of the 1890s, volume three of his six volume 

series Songs of the East, written in collaboration with his fiancé, the poet Helena Schweitzer, consists of six 

songs entitled Songs of Egypt, published in 1897 by Breitkopf & Härtel. This early enthusiasm for the East 

stretched far beyond the 1890s and far beyond Egypt, and many similar works followed including the 

song-cycles Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies, Five Ghazals of Hafiz and Sappho, instrumental works such as the 

Sapphic Poem, and his choral magnum opus, The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám. 

Egypt specifically, however, clearly held a particular fascination for Bantock, and he was fortunate 

enough to indulge his interest in the region on two separate trips, just over forty years apart. The first 

visit took place in 1895 when, during the return voyage from Australia on his international tour of A Gaiety 

Girl, the boat stopped at the Suez Canal and Port Said.8 The second, less hurried visit, took place whilst 

Bantock was examining for Trinity College of Music in the Near East in 1937. On the first visit, Bantock 

had had only a few hours in which to experience ‘Egypt, with all its gay sights and strange fascination’, 

but, on the second, and despite a busy travelling and examining schedule, he took the opportunity to 

explore the famous sights at leisure: 

 
6 Bantock, Granville, Rameses II: A Drama of Ancient Egypt (London: David Stott, 1892). The Preface comprises a seven-and-a-
half-page introduction that emphasises a real interest in how ancient Egyptians lived and perhaps displays a greater than average 
knowledge of Egyptian history and language. 
7 Bantock, Granville, Aegypt, GB-Bu GB 3/1/18 – manuscript piano score, dated 4 May 1892; Bantock, Granville, Aegypt, GB-
Bu GB 3/1/17 – manuscript full score, dated 10 August 1899. The University of Birmingham also holds a further manuscript, 
Bantock, Granville, Rameses II – Egyptian suite de ballet, GB-Bu GB 3/1/21 – this is an arrangement for piano solo, dated 1891, 
and was later published by Breitkopf & Härtel in 1894. 
8 See Aflalo, F.G. and Bantock, Granville, Round the World with ‘A Gaiety Girl’ (London: John Macqueen, 1896), 165-170. 
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Sunday, 6th June 1937 
Cairo. 
Up at 7 am for Examinations at St Claire’s Convent School at Heliopolis. 9-11 am. At 11.30 am motored 
to Museum, but unable to see Mummies. Then motored to Gizeh, and lunched at 1.30 pm at Mena Hotel. 
Engaged guide, Mahmoud, and visited the Pyramids and the Sphinx. Also went into (a) the Temple of the 
Sphinx, & (b) the newly discovered Tomb of the Minister of Cheops. Mounted Camel back for photo. 
(c) Went into the passages of the great Pyramid to the Queen’s Chamber, and then to the Chamber of the 
King, where the granite sarcophagus of Cheops is in its original position. […].9 
 
 
 

 

Figure 17: Bantock by the Great Pyramid of Giza, 6 June 1937 
Photo reproduced by permission of Cuillin Bantock. 

 
 
Bantock and Wilde 
 
When considering Bantock’s songs as a whole, what might be the significance of an unpublished, 

unperformed song-cycle to the text of a poet he only set once? The answer is that in The Sphinx Bantock 

reveals far more than an interest in the ancient, but also something of his nature as an individual in his 

literary choices, highlighting the cycle as important in supporting his artistic reputation as a free thinker. 

Despite Wilde’s coming from a more highly educated and established society background, and 

being fourteen years Bantock’s senior, had the circumstances of the poet’s life been different, it is possible 

 
9 Diary, 6 June 1937. 
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that the two men could have been great friends. Both were well-connected, and their artistic successes 

could easily have brought them together professionally and socially – it is certainly amusing to imagine 

Bantock supplying incidental music for some unwritten Wilde play.10 

Beyond decadent artistic leanings, the pair would have found much personally in common: each 

was the son of a respected doctor, both had relatives who were poets, both travelled widely, both were 

respected artists in their own field, both were considered eccentric, and both were involved in sexual and 

romantic liaisons which strongly conflicted with the approved standards of the time. The chief difference, 

of course, is that Wilde’s sexual proclivities were illegal, whilst Bantock’s were simply frowned on. 

Though his affairs produced at least one illegitimate son, he never suffered any public disgrace. The very 

real danger of exposure leads us towards a deeper understanding of late-nineteenth/early-twentieth 

century moral attitudes that would have conflicted with those of decadent aesthetes. Considering their 

shared enthusiasm for the beautiful and the decadent, for travel and the ancient, Bantock was a self-taught 

enthusiast, while Wilde’s superior knowledge of antiquity was firmly rooted in the experiences his father, 

the polymath scholar, surgeon and antiquarian Sir William Wilde (1815–1876).11 Sir William had 

travelled to Egypt and written about his experiences and was also instrumental in the acquisition of the 

obelisk erected on London’s Victoria Embankment.12 Additionally, Wilde junior was a successful Classics 

scholar at Trinity College, Dublin, before taking a First Class degree in Greats at Oxford. At the former, 

he was influenced by his tutor, the classicist, John Pentland Mahaffy (1838–1919), whom Wilde revered 

 
10 The closest Bantock would ever come to this was in 1918 when he wrote incidental music for Visions of Salome, loosely based 
on Wilde’s Salome and choreographed by the Canadian dancer Maud Allan (1873–1956). 
11 Evidence of Oscar’s knowledge of Egypt specifically can be found most notably in his short story The Happy Prince (1888), 
and his novel The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890). Dr Campbell Price, Curator of Egypt and Sudan at Manchester Museum, has 
highlighted the probability of Wilde’s visiting an exhibition of Egyptian portraits displayed at the National Portrait Gallery 
having been the initial inspiration for The Picture of Dorian Gray. For further details, see Price, Campbell. Object biography #5: 
A double-sided painted mummy portrait (Acc. No.5381). Egypt at the Manchester Museum, 10 May 2012. 
https://egyptmanchester.wordpress.com/tag/a-picture-of-dorian-gray/ [accessed 12 July 2019] 
12 Wilde, Sir William, Narrative of a voyage to Madeira, Teneriffe and along the shores of the Mediterranean, including a visit to Algiers, 
Egypt, Palestine, Tyre, Rhodes, Telmessus, Cyprus and Greece. With observations on the present state and prospects of Egypt and Palestine, 
and on the climate, natural history and antiquities of the countries visited. (Dublin: William Curry, Jun. and Company, Second 
Edition, 1844). See also: Jackson, Emmet, ‘Wilde about Egypt: Sir William Wilde in Egypt’ in Cooke, Neil, and Daubney, 
Vanessa (eds.), Lost and Now Found: Explorers, Diplomats and Artists in Egypt and the Near East (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2017), 239-
249. 
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as his ‘first and best teacher’ and as ‘the scholar who showed me how to love Greek things.’13 Wilde’s 

poetry relies heavily on Latin, Greek, and Eastern influences which are embellished to the extreme in The 

Sphinx. The idiosyncratic blend of Bantock and Wilde’s eastern enthusiasms must have seemed for the 

composer the perfect creative match, and ultimately provoked his lengthy song-cycle The Sphinx, which 

occupied a full twelve months in composition.  

 It is regrettable that there are no surviving records of the young Bantock’s opinion of, or exposure 

to, Wilde during the poet’s lifetime. However, given his broad interests in literature and theatre, along 

with evidence in his diary, it is fair to say that he took advantage of many opportunities to engage with 

Wilde’s work throughout his life. It is reasonable to consider, for example, that as a young man he might 

have attended the first productions of Wilde’s plays between 1892 and 1895. Following Wilde’s arrest 

for gross indecency on 6 April 1895, opportunities to see his plays on the London stage were, 

understandably, far fewer than Bantock was able to enjoy with Shakespeare.14 As his reputation began to 

disintegrate, Wilde’s name was discreetly dropped from advertisements. As a young man living in 

London’s West End and very much concerned with the arts, Bantock would have witnessed this first-

hand, and  it is unimaginable that he did not follow the story with interest. 

 In addition to straight plays, it is important not to forget performances of Strauss’s opera Salome. 

Premiered in Dresden in 1905 and based on Wilde’s play, it was first produced in London at Covent 

Garden by Thomas Beecham on 8 December 1910 and revived in 1913 and 1924 for a total of 18 

performances. Bantock’s admiration for Strauss regularly inspired him to incorporate lectures on his 

operas and songs at the University of Birmingham, and there are many instances in his diaries in which he 

records playing over Strauss scores. As he was no longer living in London, it is not known whether 

 
13 Ellmann, Richard, Oscar Wilde (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1988), 26. 
14 For a complete list of Wilde productions in London, see Wearing, J.P., The London Stage 1890–1959: Accumulated Indexes 
(Rowman & Littlefield, 2014). 
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Bantock, while abroad, heard Salome before its debut in London, but it is probable that he would have 

made every effort to attend at least one of these productions.14 

As might be expected in a man obsessed with literature, The Sphinx was not Bantock’s only 

encounter with Wilde: between 1911 and 1946, his diary reveals that he read A Florentine Tragedy, An Ideal 

Husband, A House of Pomegranates, The Importance of Being Earnest, Lady Windermere’s Fan, and The Garden of 

Eros. His interest went deeper into the man himself and he read at least three biographies of Wilde (by 

Frank Harris, G.J. Renier, and Arthur Ransome). On 9 March 1939, whilst visiting New York, Bantock’s 

biographical interest in Wilde led him to see Robert Morley in the title role of Leslie and Sewell Stokes’s 

hit play Oscar Wilde at the Fulton Theatre. Finally, in a very deliberate act of establishing a physical 

connection with Wilde himself, on 5 July 1941 Bantock ‘…went by bus to see where Oscar Wilde lived 

at 16 Tite Street, Chelsea’. 

 Viewed collectively, the facts demonstrate that Bantock’s enthusiasm for Wilde was no passing 

fancy. In Wilde he (at least) found a kindred enthusiast for the exotic and in The Sphinx in particular there 

arose a potent synergy of Bantock’s love for poetry and exoticism that inspired him to devote a whole year 

to its composition. Why he left such a project to the end of his life is unanswerable and any possible 

solution, purely conjecture. As to whether he only discovered the poem in his later years, this seems 

unlikely, as having read at least three biographies of Wilde he would have been aware of the poet’s literary 

corpus. The idea that he was waiting for either an appropriate distance from Wilde’s death and public 

rehabilitation in the hope of securing performances and publication, or simply the time and opportunity 

to really devote himself to the scheme’s composition seem more plausible, but it is impossible to know 

for certain. What is clear is the evidence that Bantock’s interest in Wilde would have been uncommon 

 
14 Bantock first met Strauss in London on 4 June 1902 when the latter composer gave a concert of his orchestral works at the 
Queen’s Hall, see Letter from Bantock to Newman, 7 June 1902, in Allis, 162. Later, whilst on a three-day trip to Frankfurt 
in August 1927, Bantock met Strauss a second time, very briefly, before a rehearsal of Die Frau ohne Schatten, see Diary, 26 
August 1927. 



 

 

237 

 

amongst his countrymen. The scale of the work makes it unique; no other British composer devoted such 

energy to a Wilde project on such a large scale. 

 
Wilde and English Song 
 
In exploring the number of songs by British composers to texts by Wilde one finds that the crop is, 

unsurprisingly, small. There can be little doubt that from 1895 and during the early decades of the next 

century, this was largely due to an understandable desire to keep a professional distance from an artist 

who had recently been imprisoned after one of the most disastrous trials in English legal history. The sour 

taste of Wilde’s scandalous legacy and incarceration for gross indecency (in this case, homosexuality) 

lingered in the British moral conscience. In terms of societal respectability, the lasting effect on public 

opinion towards homosexuality and Wilde as chief offender is eloquently summed up by E.M. Forster in 

his posthumously published novel Maurice: in a passage that finds Maurice attempting to reveal his 

homosexuality to Dr Barry he describes himself as ‘…an unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde sort.’ Dr Barry 

rebuts the revelation as an ‘evil hallucination’ and a ‘temptation from the devil’. Despite being written 

(subject to revision) in the 1910s, it must be remembered that the novel was not published until 1971, 

some 71 years after Wilde’s death, and four years after the Sexual Offences Act 1967 became effective.17 

Stephen Banfield elaborates still further the consequences of Wilde’s incarceration in artistic terms: 

Wilde was locked up in Reading gaol. Similarly discredited, progressively from then on, were 
anything decadent, Parisian, cosmopolitan, Jewish and glittering, urbane and suave (Wilde’s 
most loyal supporter after his prison sentence, Ada Leverson – one of Finzi’s relatives – was 
Jewish). Out went music as and for the social comedy of manners, along with the student 
Vaughan Williams’s flamboyant ties and effete reading party debates. In came plein air tone 
painting and the rustic musical accents of raw triads and white modes for folk song arrangements 
and clodhopping dances, all hiking and tramping their way through the symphonic landscape à 
la Whitman and Grainger, masculated to the hilt. Nor was this good news for female composers 
such as Maude Valérie White and Liza Lehmann, whose camp aesthetic had fitted snugly 
alongside Wilde’s. Even Smyth’s musical voice, latterly exercised on comedy, went largely 
unheeded after the first world war, and Lutyens later masculated herself all the way to 
serialism.18 

 

 
17 Published on 4 September 1957, Sir John Wolfenden’s Report of the Departmental Committee on Homosexual Offences and 
Prostitution recommended that sexual activity between consenting adults over the age of 21 should no longer be a criminal 
offence. It would take a further ten years for the Sexual Offences Act 1967 to completely decriminalise homosexual activity. 
18 Banfield, Stephen, ‘Voice, Speech and Accent in England (and Australia?)’, Context (Spring 2000), 11-12. 
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Banfield’s assessment is rather sweeping and several of the composers listed may equally have been victims 

of changing styles (serialism and neo-classicism, for example) and until the outbreak of the First World 

War in 1914 London was still an important progressive cultural centre. Nonetheless, many composers of 

the English Musical Renaissance could hardly be viewed as decadent: Parry, Stanford, and Elgar worked 

on establishing the great English symphony, and Vaughan Williams followed Cecil Sharp’s lead into the 

English countryside. Other leading British composers moved abroad (Delius), some experimented with 

ancient religious texts (Holst), and many worked and lived respectable lives within the church or made 

significant contributions to genteel light music for consumption by the masses (Ketèlbey). Less 

mainstream composers such as Holbrooke and Cyril Scott shared Bantock’s interest for the Celtic and the 

exotic, but for the immediate time being, the decadent outsiders put their energy into glittering orchestral 

interpretations of poetry by writers considered fit for consumption. 

However, among myriad respectable folk-song arrangements, a small number of Wilde settings did 

appear between the 1890s and Bantock’s death in 1946. By this time, Wilde’s rehabilitation within the 

artistic consciousness, if not the legal one, had begun. 

A table included in Banfield’s article illustrates the meagre number of compositions by English 

composers based on Wilde’s writings.19 An analysis of the names featured reveals that, in Banfield’s words, 

between the 1880s and the 1940s specifically ‘There is hardly a respectable British example among them’, 

and that he was ‘…shunned by the pillars of the English musical renaissance.’20 The composers listed 

include Sullivan, Frederick Cowen, Liza Lehmann, Francis George Scott, Henry C.F. Castleman, 

Elisabeth Lutyens, and Bantock. 

The most famous musical Wilde adaptation is certainly Strauss’s 1905 opera Salome, but of the 

British composers featured, the Gilbert and Sullivan reference is not strictly accurate in that their 1881 

 
19 Banfield, Stephen, ‘Voice, Speech and Accent in England (and Australia?)’, Context (Spring 2000), 13. Data from: Gooch, 
Bryan N.S. and Thatcher, David S., Musical Settings of Late Victorian and Modern British Literature: A Catalogue (New York: Garland, 
1976), 809-23. 
20 Banfield, Stephen, ‘Voice, Speech and Accent in England (and Australia?)’, Context (Spring 2000), 12. 
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opera Patience is a playful and satirical lampooning of the Aesthete movement, of which Wilde was to 

become a leading figure. Thereafter, in addition to Bantock’s Sphinx, there are songs by: 

 
Frederick Cowen (1852–1935)  ‘Serenade (For Music)’, 1881  
George Butterworth (1885–1916) ‘Requiescat’, 1911 
Henry C.F. Castleman (1873–1927) ‘False Sphinx’, 1913  
Francis George Scott (1880–1958) ‘Idyll (In the forest)’, 1913 

 
Cowen’s setting was composed fourteen years before Wilde’s trial and was therefore a reaction to his 

newly published poems when he was still ‘respectable’, not to mention that the title ‘Serenade (For 

Music)’ invites musical treatment. Castleman and Scott are almost entirely unfamiliar names today, and 

so the most interesting of these four, then, is Butterworth’s ‘Requiescat’. For Butterworth, who may also 

have been gay,21 Wilde is a bold and unusual departure from the pastoral Housman settings for which he 

is remembered, and it is the only song of these four that has been recorded. 

Later, in 1932, Elisabeth Lutyens (1906–1983) composed a ballet, The Birthday of the Infanta, based 

on Wilde’s short story. Of further interest are two works by the composer, singer, and socialite Liza 

Lehmann (1862–1918), whose musical recitations based on abridged versions of Wilde’s short stories The 

Happy Prince and The Selfish Giant (composed in 1908 and 1911 respectively) are very enjoyable, and both 

have been recorded. That Lehmann sought inspiration for two of her musical recitations from the stories 

of Oscar Wilde is possibly a sign of her artistic individuality and enlightened world view. By the time she 

composed The Happy Prince, Wilde, who had died in disgrace and obscurity only eight years earlier in Paris, 

was still persona non grata. Lehmann’s music, the epitome of charming, perhaps mediated the lingering 

sour taste of Wilde’s scandalous legacy. Her lyrical melody and conventional harmony, enhanced by her 

skill as both a singer and pianist, not to mention the glittering legions of her personal social connections, 

may in some small way have helped to rehabilitate Wilde’s name in polite London Society.  

 

21 Banfield, Stephen. 2001. George Butterworth. Oxford Music Online, 20 January 2001. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.04467 [accessed 12 July 2019] 
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Between the publication of Wilde’s first collection of poems in 1881 and the 1940s, Lehmann, 

Butterworth, Castleman, Scott, and Bantock are alone amongst their countrymen in setting Wilde’s verse. 

This may, of course, have been due to a deliberate cautionary distance maintained by artists wishing to 

avoid suspicion – it would not do to be considered a Wilde sympathiser – rather than a comment on the 

quality of Wilde’s verse itself. Additionally, composers who relied on selling their work to make money 

might have found publishers unwilling to adopt works inspired by Wilde into their catalogue. It is 

important to remember, however, that Wilde did have his supporters, even if few spoke publicly: the 

composer Dalhousie Young, for example, evidently saw beyond the potential for being labelled a deviant 

and went so far as to defend Wilde by writing an excoriating attack on the moralists who condemned him 

in his Apologia pro Oscar Wilde,22 but it is curious that he did not seek to rehabilitate his object’s name by 

setting any of his texts. 

 

Background to Wilde’s Poetry 

In order to assess the potential appeal and suitability (or lack thereof) of composers approaching Wilde’s 

work with a view to musical treatment, it is helpful to understand something of his literary position. Wilde 

published his first collection of poems in 1881 and continued to publish further occasional poems until 

1889. The first volume received a mixed critical reception and opinion was divided from limply positive 

to scathing. Beginning with The Morning Post: 

It is true that but few traces of original thought are to be discovered, and that the poems 
accordingly leave no very permanent impression; but their cultivated elegance of exactly the 
kind that one would expect from a successful competitor for the Newdigate,23 arrests the 
attention for the time being, and removes the work from the ordinary category of volumes of 
merely ephemeral verse … On the whole, Mr Wilde’s poems may take their rank with the other 
graceful verse effusions of cultivated men of the present day…24 

 
The critic for the Illustrated London News gave the volume a much warmer reception: 
 

Exclamatory and flowery poets have their admirers, and such admirers will very likely fall into 
an ecstasy over Poems: by Oscar Wilde … a delicate, quaint-looking volume, as regards its 

 
22 Young, Dalhousie, Apologia pro Oscar Wilde (London: William Reeves, c.1895) 
23 Wilde had won the Sir Roger Newdegate’s Prize for English Verse whilst a student at Oxford in 1878 with his poem Ravenna. 
24 The Morning Post (8 August 1881), 6. 
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outward appearance, in which there are some really beautiful verses, mostly soft, musical, 
plaintive, and passionate withal, but with a sort of languid and nerveless passion. The 
compositions are by no means devoid of fancy and pretty conceits, or of extremely happy 
expressions; the colouring, too, is as vivid and various as that of tropical scenery; the diction, 
however, is exuberant to the verge of oppressiveness, and impassioned utterance, as generally 
happens, is sometimes indulged in at the expense of intelligibility. … On the whole, however, 
the poems can hardly fail to give pleasure to everybody who reads them; and they will 
undoubtedly win enthusiastic praise from all who affect gorgeous and elaborate patterns, with a 
good deal of trimming.25 

 
Writing for the Shields Daily Gazette, however, the author of the following review launched an attack on 

Wilde so violent as to call into question his moral character:  

Such a book of poems as this is a more sad than amusing evidence of the unhealthiness of the 
morality of the new cult [the aesthetes]. For mere literary merit of style it is of the crudest and 
most juvenile type. There is not one living poet of the so-called ‘fleshly’26 school who has not 
more of the music or of the mechanical part of poetry in his little finger than Mr Oscar Wilde 
has in his whole hand. The feebleness of his work is not occasional, it is all-pervading and ever-
present. … Mr Oscar Wilde may, for aught we know to the contrary, be quite a success as a 
lover (though not a manly one), but there is not a single verse in this book which can entitle 
him, at the utmost stretch of courtesy, to be considered a poet.27 

 
On the whole, these reviews suggest that critics perceived and objected to a smug over-confidence in 

Wilde’s verse; a misplaced sense of self-satisfaction that on one hand appealed to other aesthetes, and on 

the other horrified the morally upright muscular Christians who put their poetic faith in Tennyson. In 

lampooning the aesthetic style with comic but piercing accuracy, W.S. Gilbert effectively distilled the 

sentiment in the lyric: 

And everyone will say, 
As you walk your mystic way, 
‘If this young man expresses himself in terms too deep for me, 
Why, what a very singularly deep young man this deep young man must be!’28 

 
These reviews additionally remind us that there were plenty of people who disliked Wilde’s work well 

before his trial, under a charge of pretentiousness, and who would hardly have been upset at his downfall. 

Had Wilde been more popular the public reaction to his disgrace might have been very different. 

 
25 Illustrated London News (6 August 1881), 134. 
26 ‘Fleshly’ was a term coined by the Scottish poet Robert Buchanan (1841–1901), writing under the pseudonym Thomas 
Maitland, for his article attacking aesthete poets, see Buchanan, Robert, ‘The Fleshly School of Poetry: Mr D.G. Rossetti’, The 
Contemporary Review, 18 (October 1871), 334-350. 
27 Sheilds Daily Gazette and Shipping Telegraph (7 December 1881), 4. 
28 Bunthorne’s Song: ‘If you’re anxious for to shine in the high aesthetic line as a man of culture rare’ from Act 1 of Gilbert and 
Sullivan’s 1881 operetta Patience. 
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 In contrast to contemporary criticism of the Aesthetes, more recent writers have offered a more 

balanced view of Wilde’s poetry. Bobby Fong and Karl Beckon’s joint essay, ‘Wilde as Poet’, for example, 

highlights that, at ‘the beginning of his career, he wrote poems as a conventional Victorian, expressing 

moral, political and religious attitudes expected in serious art.’29 It was not until later, beginning during 

his time as a student at Oxford (1874–78) and inspired by such poets as Baudelaire, Ruskin, Pater and 

Whistler, who strengthened his conviction that ‘life and art were ultimately shaped by one’s moral and 

spiritual nature’, that he began to advance his reputation as an Aesthete. Of his later, more exotic and 

lavish style, The Sphinx is a potent example. 

 Though not as impenetrable as Browning’s deeply philosophical poetry, which, as discussed in 

Chapter 4, inspired many song settings both during his life and afterwards, the absence of songs using 

Wilde’s verse is most likely due to moral reactions to his demise rather than the quality of his work. 

Therefore, beside the very few settings of his work before 1895, it was a deliberate choice not to set Wilde 

specifically, rather than an avoidance of any poet associated with the Aesthetic movement. Consequently, 

other, similar writers of the movement fared much better.31 

 

The Background to the Poem: Contemporary Critical Reception 

The thing to be was decadent, which meant that you liked The Yellow Book, and that you like the 
drawings of Aubrey Beardsley, and that you liked Salome by Oscar Wilde, and that you like the 
poem, also by Oscar Wilde, The Sphinx [ … ] – that we thought was perfect.32 

 
Exactly when Wilde completed The Sphinx is subject to speculation, but the poem was first published in 

1894 by The Bodley Head in a limited edition of 200 copies, elaborately illustrated by Wilde’s friend 

 
29 Fong, Bobby, and Beckson, Karl, ‘Wilde as Poet’, in Raby, Peter, (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to Oscar Wilde (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 57-68. 
31 Swinburne received settings by Bantock (the Choral Symphony Atalanta in Calydon), Boughton, Elgar, Grainger, Hart, 
O’Neil, Vaughan Williams, and Walton, while Dante Gabriel Rossetti was set by Bantock, Bax, Burrows, Farrar, Hart, Head, 
Ireland, Kelly, Orr, Cyril Scott, Somervell, Vaughan Williams, and Wood. Vaughan Williams’s setting of Rossetti’s ‘Silent 
Noon’ is amongst the most famous English art songs ever written. 
32 Berta Ruck (1878–1978), an Indian-born Welsh writer of romance novels, quoted from an interview featured in ‘Yesterday’s 
Witness: Two Victorian Girls’, first broadcast on BBC 2, 22:10 8 June 1970. [Aubrey Vincent Beardsley (1872–1898) was an 
English illustrator and author. A notable figure of the aesthetic movement, he was strongly associated with the artistic literary 
periodical, The Yellow Book.] 
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Charles Ricketts.33 As might be expected for a divisive writer such as Wilde, the work’s critical reception 

was mixed. A review in The Times gave some indication of the poem’s eccentric layout and content: 

As to the poem The Sphinx, it is written in the metre of In Memoriam [iambic tetrameter], but by 
way of variety it is printed in capital letters, and each stanza is made to contain two long lines 
instead of four short ones. Mr Wilde meditates upon the past history of a carved sphinx that 
watches him from a dim corner of his room; and it must suffice to say that his meditations are 
very erotic and not very nice. … Mr Wilde’s best course would have been not to write his 
poem; his next best to burn it when written.34 

 
Overtly erotic and including highly sexualised imagery along with several sentences that would certainly 

be considered unsavoury by a conservative critic, it is hardly surprising that The Times was unimpressed. 

The writer for The Daily News, however, was considerably less repulsed and flattered the volume’s design: 

Set forth as it is in all the luxury of vellum and gold covers and all the sumptuousness of hand-
made paper, broad spaces, and coloured title and initial letters, it is impossible to predict for Mr 
Oscar Wilde’s new poem called The Sphinx anything but an immediate and a complete success.35 

 
Despite the grand image conjured up by this opening, the review is hardly overflowing with praise. In a 

restrained and critical response, the writer compares the poem with Poe’s The Raven and ultimately after 

a series of probing questions in relation to Wilde’s use of repetition of information, has little more to offer 

than the observation that the poetry and design are in harmony, without actually offering an opinion of 

the poetry itself. From this it is possible to infer that they considered the text not nearly as monstrous as 

The Times critic, but also found little to praise in Wilde’s literary prowess: 

Considerations of space, and we are reluctantly compelled to add, of decency, forbid us to tell 
how the poet after interrogating his mystic visitor in the harmlessly inquisitive fashion of Horace 
Smith’s address to the Mummy in Belzoni’s Exhibition, questions her through page after page 
of allusions – sometimes covert and sometimes not – regarding the hideous sensualities of the 
old world, till ‘the beautiful and silent Sphinx’ becomes a creature whose ‘horrible and heavy 
breath makes the light flicker in the lamp.’ Then the lonely student once more reminds us of 
‘The Raven’ by dismissing his mystic visitor in a vehement outburst of horror, which in this 
case is rather unreasonable since the horrible allusions and suggestions that have provoked it 
have come, not from the Sphinx, but entirely from her offensively garrulous host: [the critic 
quotes the poem from ‘Get hence you, you loathsome mystery’ to ‘…better than the thing I 
am.’]. All of which sounds very dreadful, though no doubt it is much less dreadful than it 
sounds. Mr Charles Ricketts’s ‘decorations,’ printed in pale red, are very Blakeish in an 
uninspired sort of way when not too absurd, and are quite in harmony with the text.36 
 

 
33 Charles Ricketts (1866–1931). British artist, illustrator, author, and printer. 
34 The Times (15 June 1894), 13. 
35 The Daily News (11 June 1894), 6. 
36 The Daily News (11 June 1894), 6. 
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Further critics were divided. The Pall Mall Gazette was unimpressed, having little to say except: ‘It is fair 

to add that the poet’s grammar is above the average…’,37 while The Pall Mall Budget tepidly commented 

that: ‘The monsters of the Egyptian room at the British Museum, half-human, half-animal, and wholly 

infernal, live again in his weird, sometimes repulsive, but all the same stately and impressive lines.’38 The 

Globe on the other hand enjoyed the poem enormously: ‘…that amazing poem, The Sphinx, which we take 

leave to think is among the most remarkable works ever penned by human hand… If such lines have not 

the haunting, magical touch of the true poet, we know not where to look for it in all English literature.’39 

Ada Leverson (1862–1933), one of Wilde’s most resilient friends and supporters following his 

release from prison (and whom he affectionately nicknamed ‘The Sphinx’) composed an amusing parody 

for Punch, ‘The Minx — A Poem in Prose’, in which the Sphinx is interviewed: 

Poet. It’s so good of you to see me. I merely wished to ask one or two questions as to your 
career. You must have led a most interesting life. 
Sphinx. You are very inquisitive and extremely indiscreet, and I have always carefully avoided 
being interviewed. However, go on. 
Poet. I believe you can read hieroglyphs? 
Sphinx. Oh yes; I can, fluently, But I never do. I assure you they are not in the least amusing. 
Poet. No doubt you have talked with hippogriffs and basilisks? 
Sphinx (modestly). I certainly was in rather a smart set at one time. As they say, I have “known 
better days.”40 

 
Finally, when viewed through the lens of at least one private individual, in this case the novelist 

Berta Ruck, it is clear from her quotation at the head of this section that Wilde’s poems, and The Sphinx in 

particular, were evidently well received by fin-de-siècle aspirational aesthetes and made a lasting impression 

on enthusiastic followers of decadence. 

 
 
Structure, Rhyme Scheme, and Content 
 

 
37 ‘The Sphinx up to Date’, Pall Mall Gazette (9 July 1894), 4. 
38 Pall Mall Budget (21 June 1894), quoted in Beckson, Karl, (ed.), Oscar Wilde: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1970), 165; and Mason, Stuart, Bibliography of Oscar Wilde (London: T. Werner Laurie Ltd, 1914), 393. 
39 The Globe (22 September 1909), quoted in Mason, Stuart, Bibliography of Oscar Wilde (London: T. Werner Laurie Ltd, 1914), 
393-394. 
40 Punch (21 June 1894), 33. For the complete issue see Punch, or the London Charivari, Vol.107 (21 June 1894). 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/39770/39770-h/39770-h.htm [accessed 12 July 2019] 
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Isobel Murray’s perspicacious article ‘Some Problems of Editing Wilde’s Poem The Sphinx’ provides a 

detailed literary analysis of Wilde’s text, negotiating in particular its genesis, its structure, and its many 

baffling conundrums for the editor.41 This is useful in highlighting the especially complex nature of the 

text with its many contradictory and deliberately misleading, indeed, Sphinx-like, images. The reader 

requires an especially thorough knowledge of ancient history to decipher Wilde’s tangled references to 

characters (real and fictitious) that cross geographic and chronological borders. The complete poem is 

quoted in Appendix 6, but Fong and Beckson provide a succinct synopsis: 

In the poem, a student, addressing his statue of a Sphinx, fantasises its loves and its triumphs: 
‘Who were your lovers? who were they who wrestled for you in the dust? / Which was the 
vessel of your lust? what leman had you, every day?’ But growing weary of the Sphinx’s history, 
the student, touched by the fabulous beast’s erotic past, arouses himself: ‘You make my creed 
a barren sham, you wake foul dreams of sensual life ... / False Sphinx! False Sphinx! ... leave 
me to my Crucifix ...’ This lengthy poem indulges in such extended sexual fantasies, self-
induced by the student,42 that his rejection of the Sphinx appears to be merely conventional to 
assure Victorian readers of his moral probity.43 
 

A particular feature of the poem commented on by contemporary critics was its metre which, as 

seen in The Times review, they likened to that of Tennyson’s In Memoriam. Tennyson’s poem consists of 

133 cantos written in four-line ABBA stanzas (a quatrain) of iambic tetrameter, of which this popular 

quotation serves as an example: 

I hold it true, whate’er befall; 
I feel it when I sorrow most; 
‘Tis better to have loved and lost 
Than never to have loved at all. 
 

Wilde’s poem on the other hand is in 13 sections of unequal length made up of two-line ABBA 

couplets of iambic octameter, running to 174 lines in total. Though the speech rhythm reflects Tennyson’s 

poem, a listener would not be able to identify the change. The extracts below illustrate some of Wilde’s 

fantastical subject matter – a far cry from Tennyson’s more sombre elegy: 

Lines 1-2 
In a dim corner of my room for longer than my fancy thinks 
A beautiful and silent Sphinx has watched me through the shifting gloom. 

 
41 Murray, Isobel, ‘Some Problems of Editing Wilde’s Poem The Sphinx’, Durham University Journal, 82/1 (1990), 73-9. 
42 The expression ‘self-induced’ is provocative, suggesting that the speaker’s fantasies may be drug-induced, but there is no 
supporting evidence to suggest that the student was under the influence of anything beyond his own perverse imagination. 
43 Fong, Bobby, and Beckson, Karl, 57-68. 
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Lines 11-12 
Come forth my lovely seneschal! so somnolent, so statuesque! 
Come forth you exquisite grotesque! half woman and half animal!44 
 
Lines 33-36 
Sing to me of that odorous green eve when crouching by the marge 
You heard from Adrian’s gilded barge the laughter of Antinous 
 
And lapped the stream and fed your drouth and watched with hot and hungry stare 
The ivory body of that rare young slave with his pomegranate mouth! 

 
Lines 145-148 
And take a tiger for your mate, whose amber sides are flecked with black, 
And ride upon his gilded back in triumph through the Theban gate, 
 
And toy with him in amorous jests, and when he turns, and snarls, and gnaws, 
O smite him with your jasper claws! and bruise him with your agate breasts! 

 

Given the erotic and decadent nature of Wilde’s poem, it is possible that the younger poet was 

deliberately mimicking a metre that he knew literary critics would be able to identify as synonymous with 

the former poet laureate. 

  

The Music 

To complement this discussion, a new edition of the complete vocal score has been prepared by the current writer from 

Bantock’s manuscript and can be found in Appendix 6. 

 

The Sphinx was Bantock’s last major extant contribution to the solo song repertoire and it was followed by 

nothing on quite the same scale.45 He set the complete poem (lasting approximately an hour) apparently 

taking few, almost negligible, artistic liberties with the text. It is unclear as to which edition of the poem 

Bantock worked from but given the scarcity of the first edition, it was more probably a later collection of 

Wilde’s poems in which the challenging problems posed by the original eccentric layout were tackled by 

an editor. 

 
 
45 In addition to a small handful of individual songs, Bantock did compose From the Rose-Garden of Sa’adi in 1943. A song cycle 
in 25 fragments based on translations by Launcelot Cranmer-Byng, only the first eleven numbers have survived. 
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Between the poem and Bantock’s setting there are very occasional word substitutions (highlighted 

in the underlay of Appendix 6) and, understandably, differences in punctuation and capitalisation. 

The most obviously deliberate alteration is Bantock’s breaking up of the text into 12 songs, rejecting 

the original format of Wilde’s 13 sections as follows: 

Bantock The Sphinx    Wilde The Sphinx  
 

1. In a dim corner of my room   Section I  Lines 01-16 (8 stanzas) 
2. A thousand weary centuries are thine  Section II Lines 17-28 (6 stanzas) 

Section III Lines 29-30 (1 stanza) 
3. Sing to me of the Jewish maid   Section III Lines 31-36 (3 stanzas) 
4. Sing to me of the labyrinth   Section III Lines 37-44 (4 stanzas) 

Section IV Lines 45-52 (4 stanzas) 
Section V Lines 53-72 (10 stanzas) 

5. How subtle secret is your smile  Section VI Lines 73-86 (7 stanzas) 
6. With syrian oils his brows were bright  Section VII Lines 87-94 (4 stanzas) 
7. On pearl and porphyry pedestalled  Section VIII Lines 95-114 (10 stanzas) 
8. The god is scattered here and there  Section IX Lines 115-120 (3 stanzas) 

Section X Lines 121-128 (4 stanzas) 
9. Away to Egypt! have no fear   Section XI Lines 129-148 (10 stanzas) 
10. Why are you tarrying?    Section XII Lines 149-162 (7 stanzas) 
11. What songless, tongueless ghost of sin  Section XIII Lines 163-170 (4 stanzas) 
12. False Sphinx! False Sphinx!   Section XIII Lines 171-174 (2 stanzas) 

 
Bantock did not record an entry in his diary to suggest that he specifically read or re-read The Sphinx before 

beginning work on composing the music for the cycle, but, as ever, his diaries are instrumental in charting 

his progress, providing a clear picture of the work’s development from sketches to completion. He began 

work on Wednesday 23 April 1941 when, after going ‘…into town to bookshops in Charing X Road’, he 

‘Made a few sketches for The Sphinx’.46 Sketching and composing continued at regular intervals and on 1 

May 1941 the first movement was copied out in vocal score. Bantock continued to work on the vocal 

score, composing and copying out the songs in their order over the next months until 14 July 1941, when 

he records that he ‘Completed the entire vocal score of The Sphinx begun on May 1st.’47 As can be seen 

from the dates listed in footnote 46, there was a hiatus in progress between early May and mid-June during 

 
46 Diary, 23 April 1941. 
47 Diary, 14 July 1941. The songs are dated at the last bar as follows: No.1 – 01.05.41; No.2 – 04.05.41; No.3 – 04.05.41; 
No.4 – 16.06.41; No.5 – 24.06.41; No.6 – 26.06.41; No.7 – 03.07.41; No.8 – 04.07.41; No.9 – 08.07.41; No.10 – 
09.07.41; No.11 – 12.07.41; No.12 – 14.07.41. See also Granville Bantock, The Sphinx, GB-Bu GB 2/2/50 – manuscript 
vocal score. 
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which time Bantock was travelling around Scotland and the South West, examining for Trinity College of 

Music. The rest of the time was filled with the general day-to-day activities of his life in London. From 23 

April to 14 July the whole process took eleven weeks and five days. A little over a month later he played 

over the score to his son, Raymond.48  

 
Following completion of the vocal score, Bantock began the lengthy process of orchestration. 

Working out of sequence, the full orchestral score was finished on 8 May 1942.49 The orchestration 

complete, Bantock’s Sphinx appears to have slipped into oblivion. It was never published and no 

performances private or public have been traced. Consequently, the motivation for this project, which 

occupied a full year of his life, is uncertain. Bantock makes no mention of sending the finished score to 

any publishers, or even showing it to friends, nor does he record any performances, even with just piano, 

beyond two instances of playing it over at home.50 Despite being already in his early 70s and a man 

motivated by and responsive to his own whims, the scale and grandeur of The Sphinx imply that it can 

hardly have been just an amusement or simply something to pass the time of retirement. A full year and 

three months later, in August 1943, the work was clearly still on his mind when he ‘Commenced 

composition & writing out Interlude & Oriental Dance to be incorporated in The Sphinx.’51 These two 

additional movements are now lost. 

The music itself is both identifiably Bantockian and unlike any other set of Bantock songs featured 

in this study. Coloured throughout by traits found in his orchestral works based on poems, the songs are 

long and rhapsodic with musical allusions to features described in the text – very occasional instrumental 

cues indicate that the set was always conceived with an orchestral version in mind. In the only assessment 

 
48 Diary, 23 August 1941. 
49 The manuscript full score is held, curiously, not with the majority of the other Bantock manuscripts in the Cadbury Research 
Library – Special Collections, but instead in the University of Birmingham’s Research Reserve at the Main Library, reference 
number GB 2/1/38. The Sphinx is scored for two flutes, oboe, cor anglais, two clarinets, two bassoons, contra bassoon, four 
horns, three trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, bass drum, cymbals, triangle, tambourine, gong, harp, and strings. 
50 Firstly, to his son, as noted above, and secondly on 4 March 1945. 
51 Diary, 8 August 1943. Two days later he wrote these two additional movements out in short score. 
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of the set prior to this study, Bray echoes his earlier sentiments on Bantock’s songs and was markedly 

unimpressed, commenting that the set amounts to little more than ‘orientalisms of the simplest sort’, and 

that ‘Short pseudo-Straussian sections are also employed as are a few chromatic lines.’ He concludes that 

‘…Bantock's level of inspiration is disappointingly low.’52  

 This dismissive assessment of The Sphinx is unfair. It is clear that Bray did not really engage with the 

work in detail exemplified by his having neglected to mention the score’s striking harmonic individuality 

when viewed through the lens of Bantock’s entire output. It may be that Bray simply regarded the set as 

being by a composer who was following the stylistic trends of the Edwardian period. While there is 

certainly some evidence for this, elsewhere Bantock seems to be experimenting with a more acerbic 

harmonic style and a use of thematic material that comes close to suggesting a form of serialism. The 

opening of the work, for example, consists of an orchestral prologue of 90 bars before the voice enters 

and a significant proportion of the music that follows can be related to this first section. Yet, despite the 

extravagances of the verbal imagery and the almost expressionist music that it conjures out of the 

composer, there is still a strong sense of unity because of the skill with which the composer uses his 

material. 

For Bantock this was a curious development. In 1938, whilst visiting Australia, he was interviewed 

by The West Australian: 

The interviewer sought Sir Granville’s views on contemporary music. “I am not interested in 
the jazz phase,” he said. “A great many people think that that is music and therefore are 
experimenting in that direction. But it does not interest me.” What about polytonality and 
atonality? Again Sir Granville smiled. “I am not interested in it. There were a lot of enthusiasts 
for it at one time. People are beginning to want the real thing – something they can understand, 
not something experimental.”53 
 

Considering this statement, it is remarkable that three years later Bantock would indeed ‘experiment’. 

The music of The Sphinx is often characterised by its harmonic instability, reflecting the fantastical nature 

of the poem. Consequently, harmonic analysis of the cycle is challenging, and several of the songs are far 

 
52 Bray, 268. 
53 ‘A Great Composer. Sir G. Bantock’s Visit. State of Music in England.’, The West Australian (2 November 1938), 3. 
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from straightforward in their use of harmonic style. The use of frequent changes of tempo, key signature, 

and a reliance on chromaticism to imbue a sense of Eastern colouring may come near to disorientating the 

listener. 

Bantock’s diaries give no indication that he had been engaging with the music of composers such as 

Schoenberg, Webern, Berg, or Hindemith, but by the 1940s it is inconceivable that he was unaware of 

their work. Furthermore, in February 1939 whilst visiting Los Angeles he was invited to ‘Lunch at 

California Club by Dr Mudd to meet Arnold Schoenberg, Dr Ussher, Kastner, Rodriguez, & other 

musicians.’54 and it is possible that Bantock and Schoenberg discussed their music on this occasion. 

However, when considering Bantock’s response to hearing a broadcast of Britten’s Peter Grimes on the 

radio in 1946 as ‘a painful ordeal, & exhibition of idiocy’,55 it seems unlikely that the abrasive and advanced 

musical experiments of Schoenberg can be credited as a significant influence. 

Nonetheless, a coherent overarching harmonic plan never really seems to be established, and even 

identifying accurate key signatures is complex as Bantock’s use of accidentals quickly incorporates 

harmonies far removed from those at the start of each song. Though some songs seem to follow others 

logically, the cycle is not composed round a tonal centre, although it both opens and closes in a 

chromatically inflected C major. Moving from song to song, the composer has no scruples about exploiting 

progressive tonality. Sometimes the relationship between individual songs suggests a sequence based on 

the interval of a fifth but not consistently. The first song begins in C major but ends in G minor. The 

fourth song seems to establish C minor at the outset, but after following a circuitous tonal route, passes 

through G minor before closing in G major. The fifth song opens in C major, but moves to A major, which 

in the sixth song becomes A minor progressing by another fifth to E major. 

 

 
54 Diary, 6 February 1939. 
55 Diary, 13 March 1946. 
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 In the first song Bantock sets the scene with a lengthy instrumental introduction. Marked Largamente 

maestoso, the opening with its striking dissonances uses all 12 pitches over a repeated chiming C natural 

that tolls like a confused clock – a fitting beginning for a poem so at odds with time and space (Ex.4.1). 

 

 

Ex.4.1 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.1, bb.1-15 
 
 

This introduction acts almost like an overture or prelude and contains a number of musical features 

that recur through the cycle, providing a sense of cyclic unity. In particular, at bar 27, Bantock presents 

for the first time a disorientating, harmonically insecure chordal figure that reappears throughout the cycle 

in various movements such the introduction of the ninth song, and again the introduction of the twelfth 

song (Ex.4.2a-c). 
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Ex.4.2a Bantock – The Sphinx, No.1, bb.27-28 
 

 
 

Ex.4.2b Bantock – The Sphinx, No.9, bb.3-4 
 

 
 

Ex.4.2c Bantock – The Sphinx, No.12, bb.1-10 
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Returning to the first song, the music meanders through frequent changes of tempo (from Largamente 

maestoso to Sostenuto to Lento misterioso to Animando to Largamente and so on, every few bars) and the unstable 

constantly shifting mood eventually modulates to G minor. The singer (Bantock specifies either bass or 

contralto) now incants the opening words over a tonic drone. The vocal line is almost static, a feature that 

may be intended to convey a sense of the rigid carved figure in the corner of the protagonist’s cell 

(Ex.4.3). 

 
 

Ex.4.3 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.1, bb.91-94 
 

As can be seen at length in Appendix 6, this opening phrase sets the tone for much of the vocal material 

for the remainder of the cycle. Mainly syllabic, often adopting a static quasi recitative feel and occasionally 

marked a piacere, there are no great leaps, no florid coloratura, no great tests of range, and a noticeable 

absence of long lyrical phrases. Passages consisting of many repeated notes restrict the range and, 

sometimes emphasising the natural speech rhythm of the words, sometimes not, suggest that Bantock may 

have required the singer only to tell the story rather than display their own vocal skill. It is reasonable to 

suggest that Bantock may have recalled his early recitations and have had a quasi-melodramatic mode of 

presenting the text in mind. 

The harmonic complexities of the opening are not present in every movement, and are, for 

example, starkly contrasted in the third song, ‘Sing to me of the Jewish maid’, in which a simple chordal 

motif effects the strumming of an eastern lyre. Beginning firmly in F# minor, the music quickly turns to A 
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minor and onwards through E major, C# major and so on, returning eventually to the home key of F# 

minor and retaining always the same arpeggiated chordal accompaniment throughout (Ex.4.4). The 

manuscript vocal score indicates that this movement relies heavily on the harp, a very clear simulation of 

the lyre. This, along with the prominent use of the augmented second interval may be an example of what 

Bray had in mind when he complained of ‘orientalisms of the simplest sort.’ In many ballads, songs, and 

orchestral works that drew inspiration from the idea of the East, the augmented second, synonymous with 

Gypsy music, was often a composer’s lazy shorthand for exoticism, examples of which can be found in the 

music of Rimsky-Korsakov, Borodin, Saint-Saëns, and many others.56 

 

 
 

Ex.4.4 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.3, bb.1-10 
 
 

In complete contrast with the relatively straightforward harmonic movement of this song, the 

most pronounced example of Bantock’s experiment with tonal disruption and dissonance can be found 

 
56 For further discussion on composers exploiting the augmented second as a means of establishing an eastern feel see: Abraham, 
Gerald, ‘Arab Melodies in Rimsky-Korsakov and Borodin’, Music and Letters, Vol.56 No.3/4 (October 1975), 313-318; Locke, 
Ralph P., ‘Constructing the Oriental ‘Other’: Saint-Saëns’s Samson et Dalila, Cambridge Opera Journal, Vol.3 No.3 (November 
1991), 261-302; and Scott, Derek B., ‘Orientalism and Musical Style’, The Musical Quarterly, Vol.82 No.2 (Summer 1998), 
309-335. 
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in the eleventh song. Here, Wilde muses on some insidious, malevolent presence, which Bantock 

evidently sought to emphasise with alarmingly apt effect when considered in tandem with the words: 

‘What songless tongueless ghost of Sin crept through the curtains of the night, 
And saw my taper burning bright, and knocked, and bade you enter in?’ 

 
 

Marked Gravemente and with the direction ‘senza espressione’, Bantock unfolds a chilling musical 

landscape that perfectly matches the text. Metrically, too, there is no solid rigid sense of pulse, no doubt 

a deliberate device employed by Bantock to match and emphasise the poem’s disorientating and uneasy 

mood (Ex.4.5). 

As with earlier movements, the closing song, ‘False Sphinx!’ struggles to find a strict tonal centre 

(Ex.4.6a), but tentatively leans towards the key of C minor, without a key signature, as shown in 

(Ex.4.6b). Changes in time signature disrupt the pulse, providing a pronounced example of metrical 

dissonance: a feature that continues to serve Bantock’s musical reimagining of a disorientating and 

unnerving poem. 
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Ex.4.5 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.11, bb.1-26 
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Ex.4.6a Bantock – The Sphinx, No.12, bb.1-8 
 
 

 
 
 

Ex.4.6b Bantock – The Sphinx, No.12, bb.13-21 
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Eventually, the arresting, frenzied exclamation of ‘False Sphinx! False Sphinx!’ retreats into the 

more subdued despair of ‘By reedy Styx old Charon, leaning on his oar, / Waits for my coin’, in two 

simple four-bar phrases. Following an unaccompanied reference to Christ (‘Go thou before, and leave me 

to my crucifix’), the final vocal lines are marked Religioso in a highly effective ending not dissimilar to the 

conclusion of a Bach chorale prelude, but with a flowing triplet figure. Something as traditionally 

harmonically robust as a chorale prelude is here slightly mutated by Bantock by the use of unconventional 

chord progressions which perhaps hint at a deliberate mocking of religious dogma, a fitting musical 

undertone for the speaker clutching his crucifix in the presence of the godless Sphinx (Ex.4.7). Bringing 

the work to a close, Bantock concludes The Sphinx with a long orchestral epilogue (see Appendix 6, 

No.12) which, though still harmonically unpredictable, recalls at last the Bantock of the epic tone poem 

and the grand sweeping gesture. 

Though The Sphinx is not without its complexities, it is distinctly less abstract than Lyrics from 

Ferishtah’s Fancies. There is a much stronger sense that Bantock knew what the poem was ‘about’ and he 

consequently takes advantage of opportunities for obvious word-painting to exploit easy pictorial allusions 

described in the text: trumpets bray and rich odours lilt in triplets (Ex.4.8), ‘Syrian hymns’ are beguilingly 

lyrical (Ex.4.9), and demonic snakes slither through the accompaniment (Ex.4.10). Contrarily, and 

somewhat strangely, Bantock misses opportunities to describe musically images such as the minotaur’s 

labyrinth, an image ripe with possibility, opting instead simply for a descending chromatic figure over a 

rapid arpeggiated bass (Ex.4.11). 

As described above in the discussion of the poem’s original metrical make up (iambic octameter), 

it is clear that throughout the cycle Bantock regularly distorts this to suit his music. For example, looking 

again at (Ex.4.8), Bantock manipulates the words ‘Odorous with Syrian galbanum and smeared with 

spikenard and with thyme’ to corresponded with their accompanying triplets, giving the line a much more 

fluid feel. However, as can be seen in several of the extracts below, Bantock approaches much of the text 
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very straightforwardly with simple quavers, eliminating the words’ natural flow. One possible reason for 

this is the ever-present Sphinx who remains imposingly rigid. Contrarily, in the eleventh song, the vocal 

line is again more slippery; the unsettled key and manipulated vocal line highlighting Wilde’s ‘songless, 

tongueless ghost of sin’ (Ex.4.12). 

 
 

Ex.4.7 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.12, bb.32-45 
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Ex.4.8 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.5, bb.23-26 
 

 
 

Ex.4.9 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.8, bb.71-74 
 

 
 

Ex.4.10 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.10, bb.57-60 
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Ex.4.11 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.4, bb.21-24 
 

 
 

 
 

Ex.4.12 Bantock – The Sphinx, No.11, bb.26-34 (from voice entry) 
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harmonic instability, possibly as a musical metaphor for the unstable world which the poem inhabits. His 

procedure within individual songs is notably different from that which he adopts in Lyrics from Ferishtah’s 

Fancies. In the earlier cycle he was almost punctilious in ensuring that the tonal circle within each song is 

completed, no matter how far-ranging tonally the music may be, and although there are one or two 

exceptions, the close of each song is closely related tonally to the opening, even where the composer 

chooses to close, for example, in the dominant. 

Despite the disorientating opening it is clear throughout the cycle that Bantock had no intention of 

abandoning tonality outright; however, his free use of dissonance and tonal fluidity may be another factor 

in why it remained unpublished and therefore, unknown except to the composer and the very few, such 

as his son Raymond. 

For a composer who had such a concentrated interest in Egypt, and despite a lifetime’s enthusiasm 

for genuine Eastern literature, it is interesting that even by the early 1940s he still relied on clichéd musical 

traits (such as use of the augmented second) in his representation of the East. The music of The Sphinx, as 

with his many other scores inspired by the exotic, indicates that Bantock was clearly not attempting to 

recreate ‘authentic’ Egyptian music but was rather very much presenting his Western view of the East. 

Indeed, Bantock appears to have made no particular study of alternative musical cultures with the same 

interest that he devoted to literature. 

Bantock may have taken on the project as a challenge with which he was ultimately unsatisfied; no 

other songs in the same style followed it and it is interesting to compare it with the earlier Shakespeare 

settings. They have almost nothing in common except that they are said to be by the same composer, 

although the unprejudiced listener might be forgiven for doubting it. Alternatively, in the spirit of 

Bantock’s attitude towards composing for his own pleasure, he may simply have had no wish to see it 

published and consequently made no effort to approach a publisher. One further possibility is that Bantock 

simply composed the cycle at the wrong time. By the early 1940s the war was in full swing and large-scale 
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performance opportunities were scarce. Had the work been given even with just piano accompaniment, 

during a time when it was essential to boost the national morale, a cycle of songs to an obscure poem by 

Oscar Wilde might not have been well received. By the time the war was over Bantock’s life too was 

drawing to a close and the time and energy required to mount such a performance might also have held 

little appeal for him.  

It is tempting to regard Bantock’s devotion to a year of his life to making settings of poems by a 

writer who had caused so much offence to the establishment and its conventions, moral and otherwise, as 

part of his own rejection of those conventions. His enthusiasm for Shakespeare, a national idol, was tepid. 

He therefore turned to the nation’s antihero and embarks on a musical setting of a poem about another 

idol into which he channels all the energy and enthusiasm he could not feel for Shakespeare or indeed 

Englishness, for which, as far as music was concerned, he had already made clear his distaste. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

“You may charge me with selfishness and artistic sensuality,” he said the other day, “but the 
truth is that I compose to please myself. The impulse to create music is upon me, and I write 
to gratify my impulse. When I have written the work, I have done with it. It has no further 
interest for me. I do not want to hear it. What I do desire, on the completion of a work, is to 
begin to enjoy myself writing something else. Humanity must move onward and upward,” he 
says. “Mankind must progress by regular gradations; art must ever aim at the undiscovered 
country: it cannot be trammelled by canons of a bygone age.”1 

 
The research undertaken in preparation for writing this thesis would appear to confirm that, although 

some scholars have contributed high-quality, isolated investigations into certain aspects of Bantock’s work, 

he remains a much misunderstood and under-represented personality of British musical history. His 

reputation to date has rested on a small number of works that epitomise his penchant for the exotic and 

Celtic, such as The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám and the Hebridean Symphony. However, forming a view that 

would take account of both the simplicity of the Shakespeare settings and the musical experimentation of 

The Sphinx, the research has shown that he was much more versatile and adventurous than his reputation 

has suggested. Consequently, when his work is examined more closely, the significant differences between 

one work and another make categorising them as representative of his style or musical personality a much 

more formidable task, though some traits are consistent. In accordance with his attitude of composing for 

his own satisfaction (as expressed in the quotation above), the striking difference in style between Lyrics 

from Ferishtah’s Fancies, the Shakespeare songs, and The Sphinx may be explained by his whim in responding 

to how he felt at the time and what he was ‘in the mood’ to write. 

Though Bantock was certainly individual in his personal habits and enthusiasms, his music was 

hardly progressive. In his article ‘Edward Elgar: “Modern” or “Modernist?” Construction of an Aesthetic 

Identity in the British Music Press, 1895–1934’, Charles Edward McGuire considers Elgar an ‘ambivalent 

modernist’, a term employed ‘to explicate the works of those artists and composers who were poised on 

the tightrope stretching between Romanticism and Modernism.’2 Musically, and with some exploration 

 
1 Buckley, Robert J., ‘Granville Bantock: A Famous Musician at Home’, The Pall Mall Magazine (October 1912), 586. 
2 McGuire, Charles Edward, ‘Edward Elgar: “Modern” or “Modernist?” Construction of an Aesthetic Identity in the British Music Press, 
1895-1934’, The Musical Quarterly, Vol. 91, No. 1/2, British Modernism (Spring - Summer, 2008), 8-38. 
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of the term ‘modernist’, the expression might also be appropriately applied to Bantock. The terms 

‘modernism’ and ‘modernist’ are problematic, carrying differing definitions when used by the press 

during Bantock’s lifetime and more recent scholars.3 In Bantock’s case, ‘modernism’ does not necessarily 

represent a rejection of the past. On the contrary, many of his early scores were heavily indebted to 

Wagner and, despite an obvious enthusiasm for Strauss as laid out in his diary and university teaching, 

Bantock’s own music did not evolve with the developing musical trends of the early twentieth century. 

Instead, Bantock’s music throughout his life firmly remained a product of a musical style synonymous with 

the late-nineteenth century. The occasional unstable harmonic language of music in The Sphinx is atypical 

in his oeuvre and was possibly an experiment with which he himself was satisfied but had no intention of 

making public. The absence of any evidence that Bantock made even the slightest effort to arrange a 

performance or publication may suggest that, at this stage in his life, he was not interested in inspiring 

renewed critical interest. 

This was, for Bantock’s general reputation, fortunate; despite some of the work’s exploration of a 

more dissonant sound world (which by the time of its composition in the early 1940s was in no way 

revolutionary) the remainder of the work confirms that his music was still rooted in a style established in 

his youth. This is not in the least a suggestion that Bantock was either a minor composer or second-rate – 

many composers, on establishing their style, did not adopt emerging trends in musical development and 

Bantock was in fact a genuine intellectual whose music enjoyed international acclaim in Europe and as far 

as America and Australia. 

 Both as an individual and an artist Bantock clearly identified as a cosmopolitan. Though his 

benevolent nature saw him take advantage of every opportunity to support his indigenous contemporaries 

(particularly by way of organising performances of their music), it is clear that he himself took greater 

inspiration from continental composers, especially Wagner, Tchaikovsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, Strauss and 

 
3 For an in-depth discussion of this terminology, see Riley, Matthew, ‘Introduction’, in Riley, Matthew, ed., British Music and 
Modernism, 1895 – 1960 (London: Routledge, 2017), 1-11. 
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Sibelius. This does not suggest that he was anti-patriotic, but perhaps instead rather more anti-Nationalist, 

and his dismissive attitude to ‘Englishness’ (exemplified by his minimal interest in composing church music 

or works of a specifically English pastoral nature, as discussed in Chapter 2) is highlighted in his 

correspondence with Newman. On the contrary, his love of travel and voracious enthusiasm for literature 

mark him out as an individual, an intellectual, and an artist whose creative vision far exceeded the 

boundaries of preserving in music Shakespeare’s ‘sceptred isle’. 

Negative assessments of his musical contribution to British culture permeate the existing literature 

around the British Musical Renaissance, and views expressed by those who only engaged with his music 

on a limited scale have led to his reputation suffering significant damage. As discussed in the Literature 

Review, Hold, for example, did not engage with Bantock at all, while Banfield and other prominent 

writers on the British Musical Renaissance have essentially considered him third-rate Wagner or Strauss, 

who did not exhibit a voice of his own. 

Based on the perception of Bantock at the time these views were written (and indeed today, 

relatively little having changed in the meantime), this is understandable due both to limited opportunities 

to engage with his music and the daunting amount there is to explore. Hold’s failure to engage critically 

with Bantock and Banfield’s assessment of his songs may prove to be somewhat hasty and lacking fairness.  

If Bantock was not unique musically, he certainly was in in his response to poetry, as disclosed by his 

interest in Wilde and his strong attraction to Browning, and his songs were evidently the most convenient 

means of expressing his enthusiasm for literature by the most vivid means – in music. 

His music had its origin in the spirit of its time, where fin-de-siècle decadence and ‘oriental’ 

exoticism co-existed, and it never really developed with the times. This might be compared to the work 

of Strauss and Pfitzner, whose musical style was galvanised by the early decades of the twentieth century, 

without ever incorporating the musical advances espoused by, for example, the Expressionists of the 

1910s, or the Second Viennese School. Considered in conjunction with the quote at the head of this 
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Conclusion this is also paradoxical, since Bantock’s view appears to be that music should develop over 

time rather than stagnate, whereas his music did in fact remain firmly rooted in the style of his youth, save 

for his brief experiments in The Sphinx. 

Buckley’s interview with Bantock in October 1912, goes some way to an understanding of both his 

contemporary reputation and his position today. Although he was recognised as a prominent figure in 

British musical culture, Bantock was no celebrity, nor did he seek popularity through his work. It is worth 

noting, however, that despite his own lack of interest in fame, Bantock was extremely well connected 

with many artistic luminaries of the day.  

Following the initial excitement of a premiere, for him the allure of the limelight passed swiftly, 

and he moved on to the next project. This may be compared to the attitude of fellow English composer 

Kaikhosru Shapurji Sorabji (1892–1988) who fiercely declared: 

I’ve never had a lesson in orchestration in my life, and yet people say I’ve a marvellous command 
of orchestration. A musician who came to me and had a look at one score said, ‘this score is a 
marvel’ – whether it is or not I don’t know; I don’t care if it is or not. I had to go on writing 
you see, like this. I have written an enormous multitude of works. That thing, that cupboard 
there, is full of enormous scores. One work, the Symphonic High Mass, which requires a chorus 
of 500 – of course it will never be performed, which doesn’t matter to me a scrap. I was put 
into the world to write them, so that’s that. What happens to them after that I can’t tell, it 
doesn’t matter to me two hoots. I don’t care a damn.4 
 

Though Bantock was indeed widely performed in the early decades of the twentieth century, it is 

perhaps a direct result of his ‘composing for composing’s sake’ attitude and disinterest in self-promotion 

that his music is something of an enigma to scholars and British-music enthusiasts alike today. At the time 

of Buckley’s interview, Bantock was forty-four years old and as well-established and respected as he was 

ever going to be. His largest works, such as The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám, were behind him, and nothing 

that came after was ever quite on the same luxuriant scale. As a professional administrator and teacher, a 

respected conductor and an admired composer, he had reached his creative and professional peak well 

 
4 This quotation is drawn from an interview with Sorabji conducted by Russell Harty for London Weekend Television (LWT), 
broadcast 11 June 1977, see Interviews with the composer Kaikhosru Shapurji Sorabji. YouTube video, 5:03. Posted by mago. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hOBRZIAIDIA [accessed 22 Nov 2020] (Punctuation is by the present writer.) 
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before the outbreak of the First World War. Though as a young man he had tried to establish himself and 

his colleagues by arranging concerts of their music, in later years his interest had evidently shifted to the 

promotion of his contemporaries. Without the burden of having to rely on composition for an income, 

music perhaps became simply a convenient mode of creative expression – and if performances came, they 

came, if they did not, he was seemingly unperturbed. Here again is a comparison with Sorabji, who on 

being asked about attending performances of his music said: 

I wouldn’t cross the road, honestly. You know if there was going to be a performance, I should 
never go there. I’m not going to make an exhibition of myself, not on your life. No, no fear!5 

 
It is evident from his youthful correspondence with William Wallace that Bantock may have 

recognised composing alone was never going to provide a sufficient, stable income. Indeed, for Bantock, 

like so many others (such as Holst, who was also a teacher), composition remained a compulsion 

throughout his life, but not a reliable source of financial security. That his first professional engagements 

were as a conductor of musical comedies before settling into a much more ‘respectable’ and stable career, 

may be interpreted in two ways: firstly, as a means of acquiring any work that came his way, or, secondly, 

as an opportunity to spread himself more thinly (rather than just as a composer) as a means of building a 

more versatile reputation. It is a fact in the life of any artist that they are not obliged do it and on 

discovering that paid creative work was hard to come by, Bantock could at any time have seen the wisdom 

in his father’s persistence in having him train for a diplomatic or other more reliable career. Ironically, 

from 1900 he achieved his father’s ambitions to get and keep a permanent job, although university teaching 

and administration were not professions that Dr Bantock had considered. He received regular royalties 

from performances and sales of his music, but they were nowhere near sufficient to support his family.  

Bantock’s diaries and correspondence show that, although he personally did much to support his 

contemporaries, there are no indications of personal neglect such as one finds in the writings of Holbrooke 

or Havergal Brian. Unlike Holbrooke and Brian, Bantock was at least afforded a comfortable professional 

 
5 Ibid. 
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position placing him in the public eye which, whilst his music was in fashion, certainly did much to raise 

his profile. Additionally, he was reliable and could be trusted to deliver the goods on time when 

commissions came his way. Whether through his own benevolence in programming the work of his 

contemporaries or his near contempt for self-promotion, Bantock missed (or deliberately avoided) 

opportunities to preserve his name within the narrative of British music in the years after his death. Given 

the quantity and scale of his music it would be ludicrous to call Bantock defeatist in not pursuing a career 

solely as a composer; indeed, it might be fairer to suggest that Bantock was practical and sensible in taking 

the academic positions that came his way, equipping him with the financial resources to live and to 

compose the music he wanted to in his own time. 

Information about Bantock’s finances, although limited, indicate that he was obliged to work and 

spent what he earned. Though his father was a successful surgeon, there were apparently no other sources 

of private income such as rent from property or other financial investments. Following his own 

distinguished career and secure financial position, Dr Bantock’s will stated that all furniture and property 

had already been disposed of and stipulated that the balance of his estate, £5222 9s 10d, was to be divided 

equally between his four children, leaving Bantock with a relatively modest inheritance.6 By comparison, 

Stanford had inherited around £13,000 on the death of his mother and two aunts who died in quick 

succession, providing him with a much more solid foundation on which to build an artistic career.7 Parry, 

Vaughan Williams, and Quilter, too, were the beneficiaries of family money. On his own death, Bantock’s 

estate amounted to a modest £2965 4s 8d,8 and the family finances appear to have been directed towards 

living well rather than satisfying an urge to travel or saving to provide substantial bequests to his children. 

His son Raymond commented that his father had wished to visit Sibelius in Finland but could never afford 

it, suggesting that despite a regular income from the Birmingham and Midland Institute, the University of 

 
6 Bantock, George Granville, Last Will and Testament, dated 17 July 1912. (See probatesearch.service.gov.uk, folio 167.) 
7 Rodmell, Paul, Charles Villiers Stanford (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002), 161-163. 
8 Bantock, Granville Ransome, Last Will and Testament, dated 3 August 1939. (See probatesearch.service.gov.uk, no folio 
number given.) 
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Birmingham and from royalties, money simply slipped through his fingers. Indeed, his many trips abroad 

were in fact paid for by virtue of having to travel on official business as an examiner and as such, expenses 

were covered by a third party. 

The reminiscences of those who knew him confirm his lust for life and, in tandem with the evidence 

of his many works, it is easy to identify the rich and varied sources of inspiration that sated his intellectual 

appetite. For Bantock, composition was evidently not about the pursuit of fame, nor an opportunity seized 

on by a rebel to shake up the establishment. Commissions were occasionally high profile but few. 

Bantock’s music, while extremely skilful, was never equal to that of his idols Wagner and Strauss (or 

perceived to be so). This is not to say that his music is second-rate; on the contrary, that Alice Elgar should 

have directed the young Vaughan Williams to Bantock marks him out as a respected craftsman.9 

The introduction to this thesis stated that any attempt to be comprehensive would be detrimental 

to the subject matter. Nonetheless, the advances made in biographical research have resulted in being able 

to present the fullest view of Bantock’s formative years to date. It is to be hoped that this work has helped 

to promote an understanding of Bantock’s background and character more fully, leading to a more 

rounded appreciation of his music by way of his personality, building on the partial, selective, and 

occasionally factually misleading view previously available. To complete the picture, a new and 

comprehensive biography, fully taking into account his diaries and correspondence, along with a deeper 

analysis of his music as a whole, would be welcome. Similarly, the case studies, while reflecting Bantock’s 

individual literary tastes and differing musical responses, have proved to be a drop in the ocean of fully 

understanding not only Bantock’s songs, but also the wider corpus of his musical work. 

 
9 Extract from the transcript of Vaughan Williams’ contribution to the Elgar Centenary Programme (BBC, May 1957): ‘The 
first time I addressed Elgar personally was by a “Dear Sir” letter, early in the 1900s, when I wrote and asked him to give me 
lessons in composition, and received a polite answer from Lady Elgar saying that her husband was too busy at the moment, and 
advising me to apply to Bantock!’ See The Letter of Ralph Vaughan Williams. Transcript of VW’s contributions to Elgar Centenary 
Programme on the BBC. Letter VWL3488, May 1957. http://vaughanwilliams.uk/letter/vwl3488 and The Letters of Ralph 
Vaughan Williams. ‘The Fifteenth Variation’: Transcript of VW’s contribution to Elgar Centenary Programme on the BBC from 
the recording. Letter VWL3505, May 1957. http://vaughanwilliams.uk/letter/vwl3505 [accessed 16 Nov2020]. 
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It is clear that Bantock sustained an interest in song in particular throughout the whole of his 

compositional life and, as discussed in the chapter on Bantock’s Literary Taste, this aspect of his work was 

influenced by, and was an obvious reaction to his broad interests in poetry. Furthermore, the Shakespeare 

settings aside, there are strong elements of consistency in his musical style, and at heart Bantock remained 

fundamentally a late-Romantic composer heavily influenced musically by Wagner and, in terms of fin-de-

siècle decadence, by Strauss. Similarly, in terms of thematic inspiration, Bantock’s fascination with the 

exotic was maintained throughout his career, as exemplified by his song cycles Lyrics from Ferishtah’s Fancies 

composed in 1903, and The Sphinx composed almost forty years later in 1941-2. 

In contrast to Bantock’s statement that ‘Mankind must progress by regular gradations’, the 

literature that inspired these two cycles was firmly a product of the nineteenth-century. Had he composed 

a song cycle on The Sphinx in the 1890s or even the early twentieth century, this would certainly have been 

adventurous – even rebellious. However, though Bantock’s Wilde song-cycle was still a first for a British 

composer, by the time he actually came to compose The Sphinx in the early 1940s, this was a relatively 

conservative choice, with Wilde still fundamentally part of the fin-de-siècle decadence now long out of 

fashion. Furthermore, though the breadth of his reading was rich and varied, Bantock’s diaries of the 1940s 

illustrate that his reading habits remained firmly rooted in more conservative literature; authors such as 

George Bernard Shaw, Joseph Conrad and W.W. Jacobs significantly outweigh references to younger 

writers such as Aldous Huxley, with writers such as T.S. Eliot and W.H. Auden apparently ignored 

completely.  

 In order to provoke further discussion of Bantock’s music through two of his larger neglected 

works, both The Sphinx and The Seal Woman are being prepared in new editions by the current writer for 

prospective recordings. In the case of the latter, there is certainly an identifiable relationship with, if not 

the Irish Literary Renaissance specifically, certainly the ‘Celtic Twilight’ in a broader sense, that needs to 

be explored. Incorporating a spectrum of Celticism that extends beyond the borders of Ireland to the 



 272 
 

 

Hebrides, Bantock’s settings of George Russell and Fiona MacLeod, considered in tandem with his opera 

The Seal Woman and the Hebridean and Celtic Symphonies, would form the ideal basis of such a study. 

Bantock’s apparent neglect is unjustified. Though a one-time celebrated, highly cultivated, but now 

much underrated individual man and composer, this thesis has attempted to go some way to redressing 

the balance between out-dated and under-informed scholarship and, by contrast, to reinforce his 

‘gorgeously human’10 individuality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 Cumberland, Gerald, Set Down in Malice: A Book of Reminiscences (London: Grant Richards, 1919), 246. 
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APPENDIX 2A 
Alphabetical List of Authors Set by Bantock in His Solo Songs 

 
Numbers in italics refer to those used in Stephen Banfield’s list of Bantock’s songs and will direct the 
reader to the specific text as well as dates of composition and/or publication. 
 

Banfield, Stephen, Sensibility and English song: critical studies of the early 20th century 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1985), 407-415. 

 
Æ (pseudonym of George William Russell, 1867–1935): 237, 264 
Anderton, Howard Orsmond (1862–1934): 404 
Anon.: 62, 303, 403 
Bantock, Granville (1868–1946): 2, 17, 19, 361 
Bantock, Helena (1868–1961): 21, 22, 25-60, 61, 69-74, 75, 76, 98, 114, 116-117, 119-122, 203-209, 227, 228, 235, 278, 
279, 317, 337, 402 
Bantock, Leedham (1870–1928): 23, 24 
Bantock, Myrrha (1906–1992): 255, 261, 262, 263, 270, 274, 283, 304, 314, 315 
Bantock, Raymond (1900–1983): 190, 229-231, 275 
Bible 

- Judith, Book of (adapted by B. Andrews): 272 
- The Lord’s Prayer, 352 
- Psalms: 249-254 
- Psalm 23 (The Lord is my shepherd): 351 

Blake, William (1757–1827): 109-111, 112-113 
Boulton, Harold (1859–1935): 289-294, 295, 296, 297, 298, 301 
Browning, Robert (1812–1889): 85-97, 118, 178-189, 216, 217, 318 
Burns, Robert (1759–1796): 302 
Chorley, May (dates unknown): 115 [text also found in: Leigh, Lorma, The White Gate and other poems (London: James 
Hewetson and Son, 1914)] 
Colum, Padraic (1881–1972): 407 
Coolidge, P.B. (1865–1943): 281 
Cornwall, Barry (pseudonym of Bryan Waller Procter, 1787–1874): 11, 16 
Dowson, Ernest (1867–1900): 192 
E.M.V.F (possibly Eleanor M.V. Finegan, dates unknown): 131 
Euripides (c.480–c.406 BC) (translated by Percy Bysshe Shelley): 319 
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von (1749–1832): 66-68, 405 
Hafiz/Hafez (Khwāja Shams-ud-Dīn Muḥammad Ḥāfeẓ-e Shīrāzī, 1315–1390) 

- translated by Edwin Arnold (1832–1904): 79-84 
- translated by Justin Huntly McCarthy (1859–1936), 123 

Hayes, Alfred (1857–1936): 165-167, 169-172, 236, 238, 256-260, 285 
Heine, Heinrich (1797–1856): 13-14, 63-65 

- translated by Francis Hueffer/Franz Hüffer (1845–89):  3-6, 7 
Hermans, Mrs. (dates unknown): 330 
Hood, Thomas (1799–1845): 20, 132 
Kaye-Smith, Sheila (1887–1956): 269 
Landor, Walter Savage (1775–1864): 15 
Mackenzie, Donald Alexander (1873–1936): 242-247 
Macleod, Fiona (pseudonym of William Sharp, 1855–1905): 193-197, 282, 286, 287, 288, 299, 300, 316 
de la Mare, Walter (1873–1956): 350 
Marley, John (dates unknown): 271, 273, 277 
Milton, John (1608–74): 8-10 
Miriam, Sister (Jessica Powers, 1905–1988): 334-336, 398, 399 
Murray, Charles (1864–1941): 353 
Newbolt, Henry (1862–1938): 331-333 
Pindar (c.522 – c.443 BC): 226 
Raleigh, Walter (c.1525 or 54–1618): 265 



	 287	

Robertson, Graham (dates unknown): 232-234 
Ross, Penuel (dates unknown): 248, 312, 313 
Rossetti, Dante Gabriel (1828–1882): 18 
Sa’adi/Saadi (Abū-Muhammad Muslih al-Dīn bin Abdallāh Shīrāzī, 1210–1291/92) 

- (translated by Launcelot Cranmer-Byng, 1872–1945): 362-390 
Sappho (c.630–c.570 BC) 

- texts arranged by Helena Bantock from literal translations by Henry Wharton (1846–1895): 99-108 
Scott, Walter (1771–1832): 392, 393 
Shakespeare, William (1564–1616): 305-310, 311 
Shelley, Percy Bysshe (1792–1822): 198-202, 401 
Squire, John Collings (1884–1958): 168 
Stewart, Alex (dates unknown): 400 
Taylor, Helen (1818–1885): 280, 284 
Thorley, Wilfrid (1878–1963): 218-222 
Wilde, Oscar (1854–1900): 338-349 
Young, J. (dates unknown): 1 
 

Songs from the Chinese Poets, translated by Launcelot Cranmer-Byng (1872–1945): 133-164, 391 
Chang Chih-Ho: 133 / Tu Fu: 134, 161 / Li Po: 135, 144, 150, 157 / T’ung Han-Ching: 136 / Szü-K‘ung T‘u: 137, 151 

Ch‘ang Ch‘ien: 138, 155 / Ts‘en Ts‘an: 139 / Kao-Shih: 140 / Po Chü-i: 141, 148, 154 / Ou-Yang-Hsiu: 142, 160 
Anon: 143 / Han Yü, 145 / Po Chü-i: 146 / Yüan Mei: 147, 162, 164 / Wang Ch‘ang-Ling: 149 / Ch‘ên Tzû-ang: 152 

 Sung Chih-Wên: 153 / Mêng Hao-Jan: 156 / Wang Seng-Ju: 158 / Wang Po: 159 / Szu-Tung Po: 163 / T‘ao Ch‘ien: 391 
 

Five Songs from the Chinese Poets (unnamed), translated by Edward Powys Mathers (1892–1939): 173-177 
Ten Songs from the Chinese (unnamed), translated by Herbert Allen Giles (1845–1935): 320-329 

 
Greek Anthology, translated by John William Mackail (1859–1945): 210-215, 239-241 

Bion: 266 
Moschus: 267 

Theocritus: 268 
 

Three Songs from the Greek Lyric Poets, translated by Francis Brooks (1867–1889): 223-225 
Terpander: 223 
Anon: 224, 240 
Bacchylides: 225 

Alcaeus of Messina: 239 
Plato: 241 

 
Sword and Blossom Poems: 124-129 

Songs of Nippon: Five Japanese Songs: 409-413 
 

Unknown Poet: 
Spring-tide, 62 

 
Night, 77 

Text in: Leigh, Lorma, The White Gate and other poems (London: James Hewetson and Son, 1914) 
 

Love’s Reward, 78 
Text in: Leigh, Lorma, The White Gate and other poems (London: James Hewetson and Son, 1914), 

manuscript gives Helena Bantock as the author. 
 

Vocalise, 276 
Lord Rendal, 303  

Sea Sounds: Hebridean rowing boat song, 394 
Bloweth the west wind, 403 

Spring Song, 408 (possibly Hayes, see 260) 
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APPENDIX 3 
 

GRANVILLE BANTOCK 
 

The Blessed Damozel 
 

Reproduced from manuscript GB 2/3/1 in the Granville Bantock Collection held by the 
Cadbury Research Library – Special Collections, University of Birmingham. 
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APPENDIX 4 
 

GRANVILLE BANTOCK 
 

Six Shakespeare Songs 
 

ed. Paul Rodmell and Andrew H. King 
 

Reproduced by permission of the Library of Birmingham, Granville Bantock Collection 
(Six Shakespeare Songs, Box 2 No. 83) 

 
 
1. Where the bee sucks         298 
2. Come unto these yellow sands        299 
3. Full fathom five          301 
4. The poor soul sat sighing         303 
5. Come away, death         305 
6. O mistress mine          308 
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hark! Bow

mf

wow,- bow wow,- the watch dogs-

Commodo

20

mf

bark: Bow

cresc.

wow,- bow wow,- Hark! hark! I

24

cresc.

hear The strain of strut ting- chan ti- cleer-

28

sost.

Cry, cock

f

a- did- dle- dow.

sost.
Allargando A tempo
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Voice

Accomp.

Allegro moderato

mf espress.

Full

mp espress.

fa thom- five thy fa ther- lies; Of

p

his bones are

3

p p

co rals- made; Those

cresc.

are pearls that were his eyes:

6

cresc.

No thing- of him that doth fade, But doth suf

p

fer- - a

9

p

sea change- - In to- some
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thing- rich and strange.
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Sea

p

nymphs- hour ly- ring his knell

15

p

Ding

mf

dong,- ding dong,- ding

cresc.

dong,- ding dong,- ding

pp

dong,- ding dong,-

17

mf cresc. pp

ding

mf

dong,- ding dong,- Hark!

p espress.

Now I hear them,

Poco cantando A tempo

20

mf p espress. dolciss.

Ding

f

dong,- bell, ding

dim.

dong,- bell, ding

p

dong,- bell,

23

f dim. p
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dong,- bell.
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Voice

Accomp.

The

p espress.
Andante doloroso

p espress.

poor soul sat sigh ing- by a sy ca- more-

4

tree; Sing all a green wil low;- Her

7

hand on her bo som,- her

dim.

head on her

10

dim.

knee;

p

Sing
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wil low,- wil low,- wil low,- wil low,- Sing
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p mf cresc.
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wil low,- wil low,- wil low,- wil low;- The

p

fresh streams ran

16

p

by her, and mur mured- her moans; Sing

mf19

wil low,- wil low,- wil low,- wil low;- Her

p

salt tears fell

22

p

from her, and sof ten'd- the stones; Sing

f25

all a green wil

dim.

low- must be my gar land.
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-
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Voice

Accomp.

Come

mp espress.

a way,-

Andante grazioso

mp p

espress.

come a way,- death, And in sad cy press- let me be

6

laid; Fly

cresc.

a way,- fly a way- breath; I am
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cresc.

slain by a fair cruel maid. My
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shroud of white,
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espress.

stuck all with yew, O! pre -
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THE SPHINX 
 
In a dim corner of my room for longer than my fancy thinks 
A beautiful and silent Sphinx has watched me through the shifting gloom. 
 
Inviolate and immobile she does not rise she does not stir 
For silver moons are naught to her and naught to her the suns that reel. 

 
Red follows grey across the air the waves of moonlight ebb and flow 
But with the dawn she does not go and in the night-time she is there. 
 
Dawn follows dawn and nights grow old and all the while this curious cat 
Lies couching on the Chinese mat with eyes of satin rimmed with gold. 
 
Upon the mat she lies and leers and on the tawny throat of her 
Flutters the soft and silky fur or ripples to her pointed ears. 
 
Come forth my lovely seneschal! so somnolent, so statuesque! 
Come forth you exquisite grotesque! half woman and half animal! 
 
Come forth my lovely languorous Sphinx! and put your head upon my knee! 
And let me stroke your throat and see your body spotted like the Lynx! 
 
And let me touch those curving claws of yellow ivory and grasp 
The tail that like a monstrous asp coils round your heavy velvet paws! 

¨  
A thousand weary centuries are thine while I have hardly seen 
Some twenty summers cast their green for autumn’s gaudy liveries. 
 
But you can read the hieroglyphs on the great sandstone obelisks, 
And you have talked with Basilisks, and you have looked on Hippogriffs. 
 
O tell me, were you standing by when Isis to Osiris knelt? 
And did you watch the Egyptian melt her union for Antony 
 
And drink the jewel-drunken wine and bend her head in mimic awe 
To see the huge Proconsul draw the salted tunny from the brine? 
 
And did you mark the Cyprian kiss white Adon on his catafalque? 
And did you follow Amenalk, the god of Heliopolis? 
 
And did you talk with Thoth, and did you hear the moon-horned Io weep? 
And know the painted kings who sleep beneath the wedge-shaped pyramid? 

¨  
Lift up your large black satin eyes which are like cushions where one sinks! 
Fawn at my feet fantastic Sphinx! and sing me all your memories! 
 
Sing to me of the Jewish maid who wandered with the Holy Child, 
And how you led them through the wild, and how they slept beneath your shade. 
 
Sing to me of that odorous green eve when crouching by the marge 
You heard from Adrian’s gilded barge the laughter of Antinous 
 
And lapped the stream and fed your drouth and watched with hot and hungry stare 
The ivory body of that rare young slave with his pomegranate mouth! 
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Sing to me of the Labyrinth in which the twy-formed bull was stalled! 
Sing to me of the night you crawled across the temple’s granite plinth 
 
When through the purple corridors the screaming scarlet Ibis flew 
In terror, and a horrid dew dripped from the moaning mandragores, 
 
And the great torpid Crocodile within the tank shed slimy tears, 
And tare the jewels from his ears and staggered back into the Nile, 
 
And the priests cursed you with shrill psalms as in your claws you seized their Snake 
And crept away with it to slake your passion by the shuddering palms! 

¨  
Who were your lovers? who were they who wrestled for you in the dust? 
Which was the vessel of your lust? What leman had you, every day? 
 
Did giant Lizards come and crouch before you on the reedy banks? 
Did Gryphons with great metal flanks leap on you in your trampled couch? 
 
Did monstrous Hippopotami come sidling toward you in the mist? 
Did gilt-scaled Dragons writhe and twist with passion as you passed them by? 
 
And from the brick-built Lycian tomb what horrible Chimera came 
With fearful heads and fearful flame to breed new wonders from your womb? 

¨  
Or had you shameful secret quests and did you harry to your home 
Some Nereid coiled in amber foam with curious rock-crystal breasts? 
 
Or did you treading through the froth call to the brown Sidonian 
For tidings of Leviathan, Leviathan or Behemoth? 
 
Or did you when the sun was set climb up the cactus-covered slope 
To meet your swarthy Ethiop whose body was of polished jet? 
 
Or did you while the earthen skiffs dropped down the grey Nilotic flats 
At twilight and the flickering bats flew round the Temple’s triple glyphs 
 
Steal to the border of the bar and swim across the silent lake 
And slink into the vault and make the Pyramid your Lúpanar 
 
Till from each black sarcophagus rose up the painted swathèd dead? 
Or did you lure unto your bed the ivory-horned Tragelaphos? 
 
Or did you love the God of Flies who plagued the Hebrews and was splashed 
With wine unto the waist? or Pasht, who had green beryls for her eyes? 
 
Or that young God, the Tyrian, who was more amorous than the dove 
Of Ashtaroth? or did you love the God of the Assyrian 
 
Whose wings, like strange transparent talc, rose high above his hawk-faced head, 
Painted with silver and with red and ribbed with rods of oreichalch? 
 
Or did huge Apis from his car leap down and lay before your feet 
Big blossoms of the honey-sweet and honey-coloured nenuphar? 

¨  
How subtle-secret is your smile! Did you love none then? Nay, I know 
Great Ammon was your bedfellow! He lay with you beside the Nile! 
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The river-horses in the slime trumpeted when they saw him come 
Odorous with Syrian galbanum and smeared with spikenard and with thyme. 
 
He came along the river-bank like some tall galley argent-sailed, 
He strode across the waters, mailed in beauty, and the waters sank. 
 
He strode across the desert sand: he reached the valley where you lay: 
He waited till the dawn of day: then touched your black breasts with his hand. 
 
You kissed his mouth with mouths of flame: you made the hornèd God your own: 
You stood behind him on his throne: you called him by his secret name. 
 
You whispered monstrous oracles into the caverns of his ears: 
With blood of goats and blood of steers you taught him monstrous miracles. 
 
White Ammon was your bedfellow! Your chamber was the steaming Nile! 
And with your curved archaic smile you watched his passion come and go. 

¨  
With Syrian oils his brows were bright: and widespread as a tent at noon 
His marble limbs made pale the moon and lent the day a larger light. 
 
His long hair was nine cubits’ span and coloured like that yellow gem 
Which hidden in their garment’s hem the merchants bring from Kurdistan. 
 
His face was as the must that lies upon a vat of new-made wine: 
The seas could not insapphirine the perfect azure of his eyes. 
 
His thick soft throat was white as milk and threaded with thin veins of blue: 
And curious pearls like frozen dew were broidered on his flowing silk. 

¨  
On pearl and porphyry pedestalled he was too bright to look upon: 
For on his ivory breast there shone the wondrous ocean-emerald, 
 
That mystic moonlit jewel which some diver of the Colchian caves 
Had found beneath the blackening waves and carried to the Colchian witch. 
 
Before his gilded galiot ran naked vine-wreathed Corybants, 
And lines of swaying elephants knelt down to draw his chariot, 
 
And lines of swarthy Nubians bare up his litter as he rode 
Down the great granite-paven road between the nodding peacock-fans. 
 
The merchants brought him steatite from Sidon in their painted ships: 
The meanest cup that touched his lips was fashioned from a chrysolite. 
 
The merchants brought him cedar-chests of rich apparel bound with cords: 
His train was borne by Memphian Lords: young Kings were glad to be his guests. 
 
Ten hundred shaven priests did bow to Ammon’s altar day and night, 
Ten hundred lamps did wave their light through Ammon’s carven house–and now 
 
Foul snake and speckled adder with their young ones crawl from stone to stone 
For ruined is the house and prone the great rose-marble monolith! 
 
Wild ass or trotting jackal comes and couches in the mouldering gates: 
Wild satyrs call unto their mates across the fallen fluted drums 
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And on the summit of the pile the blue-faced ape of Horus sits 
And gibbers while the figtree splits the pillars of the peristyle. 

¨  
The god is scattered here and there: deep hidden in the windy sand 
I saw his giant granite hand still clenched in impotent despair. 
 
And many a wandering caravan of stately negroes silken-shawled, 
Crossing the desert, halts appalled before the neck that none can span. 
 
And many a bearded Bedouin draws back his yellow-striped burnous 
To gaze upon the Titan thews of him who was thy paladin. 

¨  
Go, seek his fragments on the moor and wash them in the evening dew, 
And from their pieces make anew thy mutilated paramour! 
 
Go, seek them where they lie alone and from their broken pieces make 
Thy bruisèd bedfellow! and wake mad passions in the senseless stone! 
 
Charm his dull ear with Syrian hymns! he loved your body! Oh, be kind, 
Pour spikenard on his hair, and wind soft rolls of linen round his limbs! 
 
Wind round his head the figured coins! Stain with red fruits those pallid lips! 
Weave purple for his shrunken hips! and purple for his barren loins! 

¨  
Away to Egypt! Have no fear. Only one God has ever died. 
Only one God has let his side be wounded by a soldier’s spear. 
 
But these, thy lovers, are not dead. Still by the hundred-cubit gate 
Dog-faced Anubis sits in state with lotus-lilies for thy head. 
 
Still from his chair of porphyry gaunt Memnon strains his lidless eyes 
Across the empty land, and cries each yellow morning unto Thee. 
 
And Nilus with his broken horn lies in his black and oozy bed 
And till thy coming will not spread his waters on the withering corn. 
 
Your lovers are not dead, I know. They will rise up and hear your voice 
And clash their cymbals and rejoice and run to kiss your mouth! And so, 
 
Set wings upon your argosies! Set horses to your ebon car! 
Back to your Nile! Or if you are grown sick of dead divinities 
 
Follow some roving lion’s spoor across the copper-coloured plain, 
Reach out and hale him by the mane and bid him be your paramour! 
 
Couch by his side upon the grass and set your white teeth in his throat 
And when you hear his dying note lash your long flanks of polished brass 
 
And take a tiger for your mate, whose amber sides are flecked with black, 
And ride upon his gilded back in triumph through the Theban gate, 
 
And toy with him in amorous jests, and when he turns, and snarls, and gnaws, 
O smite him with your jasper claws! and bruise him with your agate breasts! 

¨  
Why are you tarrying? Get hence! I weary of your sullen ways, 
I weary of your steadfast gaze, your somnolent magnificence. 
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Your horrible and heavy breath makes the light flicker in the lamp, 
And on my brow I feel the damp and dreadful dews of night and death. 
 
Your eyes are like fantastic moons that shiver in some stagnant lake, 
Your tongue is like a scarlet snake that dances to fantastic tunes, 
 
Your pulse makes poisonous melodies, and your black throat is like the hole 
Left by some torch or burning coal on Saracenic tapestries. 
 
Away! the sulphur-coloured stars are hurrying through the Western gate! 
Away! or it may be too late to climb their silent silver cars! 
 
See, the dawn shivers round the grey gilt-dialled towers, and the rain 
Streams down each diamonded pane and blurs with tears the wannish day. 
 
What snake-tressed Fury fresh from Hell, with uncouth gestures and unclean, 
Stole from the poppy-drowsy Queen and led you to a student’s cell? 

¨  
What songless tongueless ghost of Sin crept through the curtains of the night, 
And saw my taper burning bright, and knocked, and bade you enter in. 
 
Are there not others more accursed, whiter with leprosies than I? 
Are Abana and Pharphar dry that you come here to slake your thirst? 
 
Get hence, you loathsome Mystery! Hideous animal, get hence! 
You wake in me each bestial sense, you make me what I would not be. 
 
You make my creed a barren sham, you wake foul dreams of sensual life, 
And Atys with his blood-stained knife were better than the thing I am. 

 
False Sphinx! False Sphinx! By reedy Styx old Charon, leaning on his oar, 
Waits for my coin. Go thou before, and leave me to my Crucifix, 
 
Whose pallid burden, sick with pain, watches the world with wearied eyes, 
And weeps for every soul that dies, and weeps for every soul in vain. 
 

OSCAR WILDE (1854–1900) 
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