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Introduction 

 
This Resource Pack compares and contrasts the music, compositions and experiences around 

the First World War of two composers – George Butterworth and Arthur Bliss. 
 

Both men were of similar age, from a similar background and received a similar education. They 
both had a strong sense of duty, were of similar rank in the army and were respected by the men 
they led, and both were mentioned in dispatches for their bravery. Poetry provided an important 

inspiration in their music. 
 

George Butterworth wrote no further music after the start of the war and was killed on active 
service. Arthur Bliss suffered injuries and survived, but with severe emotional scars. 
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About Behind the Lines  

Behind the Lines is a year-long programme of free participatory events and resources for all ages to 
commemorate the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War. The programme is being delivered in 
partnership by Westminster Music Library and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, and is supported using 
public funding by Arts Council England. 

Public Workshops  

Beginning in autumn 2013, educational leaders and world-class musicians from the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra are leading a series of 18 interactive workshops for adults and families (early years and primary 
age focus). Sessions will explore the music and composers of the First World War through these engaging 
creative composition workshops, targeted at the age group specified, and using the music and resources 
housed in Westminster Music Library, where all sessions take place.  

Any level of musical experience and ability will be welcome, as accessible instruments will be provided for 
workshops. Participants who sing, or own an instrument, are encouraged to bring and use their 
instrument/voice.  

There have been six workshops for each participant group (Adults, Early Years, Primary Age) between 
October 2013 – July 2014.  

Schools Projects  

In addition to the public workshop series, Behind the Lines will also work with six schools in Westminster 
and the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea; two secondaries and four primaries. These six 
schools will participate in 2 day creative composition projects which draw upon the themes of the 
programme and link in with the schools own learning programmes – in particular the History, Music and 
English curriculum.  

Additional schools projects can be incorporated in to the Behind the Lines programme between 2014 – 
2018, although fundraising will be required. For further information or to discuss fundraising ideas with the 
project partners please contact rwalters@westminster.gov.uk    

Summer School 

The programme will culminate with a four day creative summer school for young musicians (Years 6-11) 
across Westminster and RBKC, to commemorate the outbreak of the First World War and celebrate its 
music and composers. Participants will explore numerous key compositions and composers, drawing 
upon the resources and works held in the collections at Westminster Music Library, and devise their own 
new musical compositions in response to these works, supported by the musical expertise of 5 
professional musicians and leaders from the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. Dates are to be confirmed but 
please register interest using the link provided on the next page. 

Featured Composers 

The programme will feature key composers, and sign post numerous others, who all lived during The 
Great War and composed music that was directly inspired by their experiences, including the socio-
political climate at the time. Key composers include Elgar, Ravel, Holst and Vaughan Williams, who will 
each be the subject matter for a set of public workshops and a resource pack. However, in addition, the 
programme will explore other key and lesser known composers through thematic explorations such as the 
integration of poetry in to WW1-inspired composition with Gurney and Bliss, or the works of composers 
who died during active service such as Butterworth and Farrar.  

Resource Packs 

There have been several other resource packs like this one created throughout the year, based on other 
featured composers and themes. They are available from Westminster Music Library, online at 
www.musicbehindthelines.org or by request to education@rpo.co.uk   
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Contribute  

Behind the Lines welcomes public contributions to the subject matter, and since its initiation in summer 
2013 has drawn in support from academic specialists with composer/compositional specific knowledge, 
and is building a network of partner organisations who are commemorating the outbreak of the First World 
War through activities, art and events. If you would like to contribute to the programme or be involved 
contact education@rpo.co.uk  

Register Your Interest  

Although public workshops are now finished, you are welcome to register your interest to receive further 
information about the programme and any future projects should more funding be raised: 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/musicbehindthelines 

Concerts  

There will also be the opportunity to hear some of this fascinating music being played by the Orchestra 
throughout the year – see the section below for a list of related concerts and events. 
 
The Behind the Lines Summer School will culminate with a grand finale performance which will be open to 
the public and feature young musicians who have participated in the programme alongside musicians and 
leaders from the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. Details will be announced on the website 
www.musicbehindthelines.org later in the year, but for those interested in being kept up to date, register 
your interest above. 
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George Butterworth Biography 

‘George Butterworth. Composer, collector of folk songs, Morris dancer, cricketer, soldier. Great in what he 

achieved, greater still in what he promised. No composer’s reputation stands on so small an output. It is 

the truest sense English music.’ This is from a radio talk in 1942, and was probably written by Elizabeth 

Poston or Roger Fiske. 

Early years 

George Sainton Kaye Butterworth was born in Paddington in London on 12 July 1885, the only child of 

Alexander Butterworth (later Sir) and Julia Wigan. His father was a solicitor for the Great Western Railway, 

and when he transferred to the North Eastern Railway in 1891, for which he later became the General 

Manager, the family moved to York.  

Butterworth therefore grew up in Yorkshire so has often mistakenly been described as a Yorkshireman. 

His mother was a professional singer before she married, so music was in the family, and George showed 

an early aptitude for the piano. He was a boarder at Aysgarth Preparatory School from 1896 to 1899 

where he played organ and composed three hymn tunes. He enjoyed cricket and was a school captain, so 

was already showing the qualities of leadership which were to stand him in good stead later. From there 

he entered Eton College as a king’s scholar in 1899, where he excelled more in sports and music, rather 

than in academic subjects. His directness and independent thought, which were a feature of his character 

throughout his life, were not always welcomed at Eton, as letters from the school to his father indicate, but 

while there, he played the piano and conducted his early Barcarolle, thus showing evidence of his musical 

promise. 

In his last year at Eton, he settled down to more academic work, and did well enough to gain a place at 

Trinity College, Oxford in 1904, where he read ‘Greats’ (classics, ancient history and philosophy). Again, 

music overshadowed his academic studies; he joined the Oxford University Music Club for which he 

became president from 1906 to 1907, and he sung in the Oxford Bach Choir conducted by Hugh Allen, 

who became a good friend and supporter. He made a name for himself when he deputised for Allen 

conducting the New Symphony Orchestra in Mendelssohn’s Midsummer Night’s Dream in London in 

1908. 

In 1906, Butterworth became interested in folk song and dance, which was becoming popular at this time 

among those who saw the revival of the tradition as a way of developing a distinctly English musical style. 

He started collecting folk music, and it was through this activity that he met Cecil Sharp and Ralph 

Vaughan Williams who were both to become friends and colleagues. He went on collecting expeditions in 

Sussex in 1907, arranging an album of Sussex folk songs, while some of those collected found expression 

in his two English Idylls, an early orchestral piece written a few years later. In all, Butterworth collected 

around 450 items, including songs and dance tunes, and he published several books of country and 

Morris dances. He joined the Folk Song Society in that year, and was one of the founders of the English 

Folk Dance Society in 1911, where he was a member of its original Morris Dance side. He was an 

accomplished Morris and folk dancer, and it is in this activity that he was most comfortable and fulfilled 

while he was struggling to find a music career. Vaughan Williams later said that he felt Butterworth was 

held back by a strong Schumann-Brahms influence, and by the fear of self-expression fostered by the 

academic tradition, but that his discovery of folk song freed him from foreign influences, and helped him 

find an original voice. He and Vaughan Williams shared many ideals, admired each other’s music and 

provided moral and practical support to one another. 

Butterworth only gained a third class honours degree from Oxford, but this was more due to the distraction 

of music rather than being a reflection of his ability. He had abandoned plans for a career in law, much to 
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the regret of his father, but was restless. He worked briefly as a music critic for The Times, and 

contributed to the new edition of Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, and taught for a while at 

Radley College in Oxford. In 1910, he enrolled at the Royal College of Music where he studied organ, 

piano, composition and harmony, but he was soon disillusioned and left in 1911. 

Butterworth the Composer 

Butterworth and his parents had moved back to London in 1910 and lived in Cheyne Gardens, very close 

to Vaughan Williams. His father had now accepted his son’s decision to follow music composition rather 

than teaching, and gave him an allowance, so from now until the start of the First World War, he was able 

to commit fully to both writing music and the folk song revival, which included demonstrating Morris and 

folk dancing. 

Most of Butterworth’s compositions date from 1910-14. He had completed his two sets of songs from A. E. 

Housman’s A Shropshire Lad by 1910. These were the Six Songs and Bredon Hill and other Songs which 

were performed at an Oxford University Music Club concert (the two English Idylls were also performed 

there in 1912).  

For details of some of the songs from A Shropshire Lad click here 

In 1911, he wrote his A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody which quotes from some of the songs from his two sets. 

It received its first performance in Leeds in 1913, and for the first time brought Butterworth to national 

attention. 

Love Blows as the Wind Blows is a song cycle, originally written in 1911 with piano or string quartet 

accompaniment, but in 1913 he made an orchestral version of it. Although there is a fragment of a 

Fantasia for orchestra, Butterworth’s final completed work for orchestra is The Banks of Green Willow, a 

third English idyll, which was written in 1913 and given its first performance in February 1914. 

In the final months before the war Butterworth provided both moral and practical support in the 

composition and performance of Vaughan Williams’s A London Symphony, ahead of its premiere. He then 

helped reconstruct the full score which had been sent to Germany, but had subsequently been lost when 

war broke out. When Vaughan Williams revised the work in 1920, he was to dedicate it to Butterworth’s 

memory in recognition of his knowledge and support. 

Butterworth and the First World War 

When the First World War broke out in August 1914, Butterworth, along with a group of musician friends, 

enlisted together the following month as Privates in the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry, initially travelling 

to Cornwall before returning to Aldershot for training. The group wanted to stay together, so they applied 

together to gain commissions. In October they had all achieved this with Butterworth appointed as a 

Second Lieutenant in the 13th Durham Light Infantry. His company were mainly Durham miners with whom 

he got on well, showing the natural leadership which had already been evident in his life. 

The winter of 1914-15 was spent in Aldershot, which Butterworth found dull. He was promoted to First 

Lieutenant just ahead of being sent to France in 1915. Since the start of the war, Butterworth had written 

no further music. Whether he had a premonition that he would not survive the war is not known, but he 

ensured that he left all his work in good order before he went, bequeathing his manuscripts to Vaughan 

Williams. He is known to have destroyed a number of his manuscripts, especially piano works and songs, 

although he saved the fragment of his Fantasia for orchestra. 

Life closer to the theatre of war involved periods of training in the trenches alternating with periods of rest 

and support work at the rear, and much boredom. He saw no active fighting until July 1916 when his 
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Battalion moved to the Somme to provide support in the first Battle of the Somme, which had already 

commenced. During the fighting he experienced on 9 July, Butterworth took charge when his 

Commanding Officer was wounded, for which he was recommended for the Military Cross ‘for 

conspicuous gallantry in action’. On 19 July, he was recommended again, and received the Military Cross, 

for ‘commanding his company with great ability and coolness’. On 1 August, his Brigade was sent to the 

front where they dug a trench, which was later to bear his name, and they made a successful assault on 

an enemy trench. 

It was at Pozières, on 5 August at 4.45am, while moving in an exposed low cut trench, that George 

Butterworth was shot in the head and killed. Due to the danger of being so close to the enemy line, his 

body was not able to be removed, so he was buried along with a fellow soldier where he fell. He was 

awarded a second Military Cross on the night he died for leading his men in the task of linking the front 

line, doing so with disregard for his personal safety. His remarkable leadership, unselfishness and 

courage won him the respect of those he led, regardless of social class. Many, in fact, did not know he 

was a well known musician and composer. George Butterworth has no known grave, but is one of the 

73,357 listed as missing on the Thiepval Memorial. 

George Butterworth was noted for his strength of character, for having the courage to express strong 

opinions, and for having a direct and sometimes blunt manner, but he was modest, kind, and had the gift 

of natural leadership. He was widely respected, whether by fellow undergraduates, or by former miners in 

the Durham Light Infantry. Very little is actually known about his life, but he was a certain kind of 

Englishman of his generation, with his love of cricket, his love of the countryside, and with his sense of 

duty. His music reflects a rural and rather elegiac England, which has been reinforced by his early death – 

a youthful promise cut short. His output was very small, even allowing for the scores he destroyed. Being 

a self-critical composer, he worked fairly slowly and made many revisions to his scores before he was fully 

satisfied. Butterworth’s father, who outlived him by thirty years, was hit particularly hard by his death, but 

from the tributes and letters of condolence which flowed from musicians, he seemed finally to be 

reconciled to his son’s musical ability, and it was he who instigated the publication of his work. 
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Chronology of key dates and World War One connections 

1885  Born in London on 12 July 

1891  Family moves to York where Butterworth is brought up 

1896–99  Boards at Aysgarth Preparatory School and shows early leadership qualities becoming the 

school captain 

  Learns the organ and writes three hymn tunes  

1899  Enters Eton College as a king’s scholar and excels in sports and music 

1904 Enters Trinity College, Oxford to read Greats (classics, ancient history and philosophy) but 

music overshadows his academic studies 

1906  Becomes president of the Oxford University Music Club 

  Sings in the Oxford Bach Choir under Hugh Allen 

Becomes interested in folk song and dance, meets Vaughan Williams and Cecil Sharp, 

becomes a member of the Folk Song Society, and starts  collecting folk music 

1907  Goes on a collecting expedition in Sussex and arranges an album of Sussex folk songs 

1908 Conducts the New Symphony Orchestra in Mendelssohn’s Midsummer Night’s Dream in 

London, deputising for Hugh Allen 

1910  Graduated from Oxford and moves to London 

Abandons a career in law to focus on writing music and the folk song revival, assisted by 

an allowance from his father 

Works as a music critic for The Times, and contributes to the new edition  of Grove’s 

Dictionary of Music and Musicians 

  Teaches briefly at Radley College in Oxford 

 Enrols at the Royal College of Music to study organ, piano, composition and harmony, but 

leaves the following year. 

Completes Six Songs and Bredon Hill and other Songs from A. E.  Housman’s A 

Shropshire Lad which are performed at an Oxford University Music Club concert 

  Composes the two English Idylls using Sussex folk songs collected earlier 

1911 Is one of the founder members of the English Folk Dance Society and is one of its original 

Morris Dance side – becomes an accomplished Morris and folk dancer Composes A 

Shropshire Lad Rhapsody and the song cycle Love  Blows as the Wind Blows 

 

1913  Composes The Banks of Green Willow, a third English idyll 

  A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody receives its first performance in Leeds and is warmly received 

1914  The Banks of Green Willow receives its first performance in February 
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Provides both moral and practical support in the composition and  performance of Vaughan 

Williams’s A London Symphony 

  War breaks out in August 

Writes no further music and destroys a number of manuscripts – leaves all his work in good 

order, bequeathing his manuscripts to Vaughan Williams 

September – enlists as a Private in the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry  along with group 

of musician friends 

October – the group seek commissions so they can stay together – Butterworth becomes a 

Second Lieutenant in the 13th Durham Light  Infantry leading mainly Durham miners 

1914–15  Trains in Aldershot over the winter  

1915  Is promoted to First Lieutenant in the spring 

  Is mobilised in August and sails to France 

Experiences much boredom with periods of training in the trenches followed by periods of 

supporting duties at the rear 

 

1916  July – the Durham Light Infantry moves to the Somme 

9 July – takes charge when his Commanding Officer is wounded and is  recommended 

for the Military Cross 

19 July – is recommended again and receives the Military Cross, for ‘commanding his 

company with great ability and coolness’ 

1 August – the Brigade digs a trench, which later bears Butterworth’s name and they made 

a successful assault on an enemy trench 

5 August – at Pozières Butterworth is shot through the head and killed while moving in an 

exposed low cut trench. His body is not able to be  retrieved due the close proximity of the 

enemy line so is buried where he fell, and is one of the 73,357 listed as missing on the 

Thiepval Memorial. He was awarded a second Military Cross on the night he died for 

leading his men in the task of linking the front line, doing so with disregard for his personal 

safety 
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Featured Compositions 

For links to audio versions of these featured compositions, see here. 

Once war had broken out, George Butterworth chose to write no further music, so we can’t say that his 

music was influenced by the war or his experiences of the conflict. However, in view of his death, he is 

nevertheless seen as an important composer when we consider the First World War. All we can do is look 

at what he did create before 1914, and perhaps consider the poignancy of some of his compositions in the 

light of his life and death. 

 

A Shropshire Lad 

A. E. Housman was very popular among composers; the poems which make up A Shropshire Lad show 

brevity, have rhythm and convey a pastoral atmosphere and a somewhat romanticised sense of 

‘Englishness’. They reflect a certain Victorian melancholy, pessimism and nostalgia, with a tendency to 

dwell on death. The series of poems follows a doomed young countryman who becomes a soldier, farmer, 

criminal and lover. Housman wrote A Shropshire Lad in 1896, although he hadn’t actually visited the 

county when he started work on the poems. 

Butterworth wrote two sets of songs featuring Housman’s poems. They are the Six Songs from ‘A 

Shropshire Lad’ and Bredon Hill and other Songs. He seems to have been particularly drawn to those 

which dwell on mourning and loss. Both sets were written between 1909 and 1911; the former was 

published in 1911 and the latter in 1912. He had originally conceived them as a single cycle but split them 

for the purposes of publishing. He later wrote his orchestral A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody in which he 

quotes from the songs. 

In the three songs featured below, the poems may appear in hindsight to be prophetic and poignant in 

view of what was to befall Butterworth. 

 

The lads in their hundreds 

Background to the composition 

The lads in their hundreds, also from the Six Songs, describes young men going to Ludlow Fair and hints 

that they will not live to do so again. This lament for doomed youth is in four verses, each following roughly 

the same pattern, suggesting a degree of inevitability about the outcome. The poem reaches its 

conclusion with line ‘The lads that will die in their glory and never be old’, while the cheerful piano 

accompaniment throughout adds a sense of irony and tragedy. 

Musical Breakdown 

Key: F Sharp Major 

Tempo: Allegretto, sempre tranquillo e senza rigore 
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How the piece relates to WWI 

1. The idea of soldiers dying young which permeates Housman’s poem throughout has direct 

resonances in hindsight with the fate of Butterworth in WWI. Yet this grim reality jars ironically with 

the gentle dance like meter of Housman’s text and the cheerful setting of the fair at Ludlow. 

Butterworth emphasises this folk dance character by carefully setting the music in alternating 6/8 

and 9/8, accommodating changes in the rhythm of the text from verse to verse without making any 

considerable changes to the shape of the melody. 

Verse 1 – vocal line    

 

2. The piano accompaniment, which maintains the key of F sharp major throughout, is equally 

repetitive, barely rises above a piano dynamic and shows little sign of tension. Each vocal verse is 

answered by a short imitation melody in the piano part with an extended imitation at the close of 

the piece. This simple major key setting poignantly accentuates the irony within Housman’s text 

and the inherent pity of lives cut short by war. 

Bars 1 – 2 with piano accompaniment   
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Final bars – piano only 

 

On the idle hill of summer 

Background to the composition 

On the idle hill of summer, taken from Bredon Hill and other Songs, is a clear war poem. To a pulsating 

rhythm suggesting a drumbeat, a man hears soldiers marching while he is daydreaming. He goes on to 

meditate on their inevitable journey towards battle and slaughter. In the dramatic climax of the last verse, 

the man, perhaps like Butterworth himself, feels it is his duty to follow them, after which the unrelenting 

piano accompaniment returns and gradually fades as the soldiers disappear. 

Musical breakdown 

 Key: A major 

 Tempo: Molto sostenuto 

How the piece relates to WWI 

1. Once again Butterworth chose to set one of Housman’s more tragic war related poems in a major 

key (A major). The opening bars of music, like the opening line of text, suggest an idyllic 

untroubled pastoral landscape with repeated pianissimo chords in the piano syncopated against a 

brief statement of the tonic in the left hand in every 2nd bar. This piano accompaniment is 

subsequently revealed to imitate the sound of distant drummers leading a troop of soldiers. 

Butterworth creates a hazy (quasi languido as indicated) effect by harping on the major 6th (F 

sharp), featuring this note in each piano chord and regularly in the vocal line. 
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Bras 1 – 6, voice and piano  

 

 

Bars 1-6, vocal line only 

 

 

2. As the soldiers march closer to the hill Butterworth’s music becomes more intense, still maintaining 

the repetitive syncopated rhythm but with more dissonance and dynamic contrasts, the vocal line 

becomes more stretched and at bar 19 during the first climax of the piece after a sudden string of 

piano demisemiquavers the major 6th (F sharp) is briefly lowered a semitone to the minor 6th (F) 

which creates a jarring effect in the accompaniment. Ironically, at the first mention of death 

Butterworth returns to the original hazy, quiet pastoral accompaniment from the opening bars, 

perhaps this once again highlights the inevitability and regularity of death in war. This 

accompaniment continues to contradict the text in the next verse which invokes imagery of fields of 

dead soldiers.       
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3. The second (and main) climax in the music once again uses passages of fast repeated notes in the 

piano accompaniment to build intensity but in this case the piano part directly imitates the text with a 

bugle call in thirds and a motif including a trill representing the ‘screaming fife’. As the music reaches 

fortissimo at ‘Woman bore me’ the piano accompaniment briefly modulates to a whole tone tonality 

(using the scale G, (A), B, D flat, E flat and F). This alien sounding tonality underpins the sudden 

change in emphasis in the text from death to birth. 
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Bars 38-41 
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Bars 44-52 

 

 

4. The piece closes with a final return to the original pastoral music from the opening bars and we are 

left to reflect on a second irony in Housman’s poetry, the notion of ‘death in arcadia’, something 

which would become a prominent feature of art, poetry and music during and after WWI, especially 

so in Vaughan Williams’ Pastoral Symphony which has also featured in the Behind the Lines 

project. 

 

Final bars 
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Loveliest of Trees 

Background to the composition 

Of the poems set by Butterworth, Loveliest of Trees, the first from the Six Songs, portrays a young man 

who, on seeing a blossoming cherry tree, contemplates the passing of the seasons, and by implication the 

shortness of life. He vows to visit the tree in each of the seasons, finishing when the tree is covered in 

snow. The theme of regret over the passing of the years and growing old has a certain degree of irony 

given that Housman was in his mid-thirties when we wrote it, and Butterworth only had a few years to live. 

Music breakdown 

 Key – E major 

 Tempo – Molto moderato, sempre rubato e con espressione 

How the Piece relates to WWI 

1. Of the three settings discussed here Loveliest of Trees is the least directly related to war and 

conflict. However its meditations on the brevity of life clearly struck a chord with Butterworth and 

given the context of his early death, this concept becomes all the more poignant. The song begins 

in peaceful reflection of the idyllic pastoral scene Housman appears to be painting. There is a 

dialogue between piano and voice centred on a lyrical descending motif. 

Opening bars  
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Bars 4-17: vocal line only 

 

 

2. The piano accompaniment reaches a climax at bars 18 and 19, after which a movement to the 

relative minor (C sharp minor) and a thinning out of the texture set the mood for the next verse 

which deals with the relative brevity of life as the lad realises he is only likely to see 50 more 

springs. The notion of time moving ever forwards and the need to make the most of what time we 

have are indicated in the next stanza by both words and music. Patterns of repeated quavers 

appear in the left hand before triplet quavers come in and eventually semiquavers.  

Bars 18-21 – piano only 
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Bars 22-31 
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Bars 32-42 

 

 

A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody 

In 1911, Butterworth wrote his A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody which quotes from some of the songs from his 

two sets and acts as a kind of epilogue to the songs. The orchestral forces in this piece were the largest 

he was to use, and shows that he was capable of writing on a larger scale. This is widely recognised as 

his finest work, and although it is inspired by folk music, it is in fact entirely original. The music is pastoral 

and elegiac in nature, and expresses feelings of exile. It looks back to an earlier time, but it is poignant 

and expressive, and moving when one considers that Butterworth was to die so young in a foreign land. 

The work quotes extensively from the song Loveliest of Trees. Although the music is mostly sombre and 

quiet, it develops towards a central climax after which the initial sombre mood returns. At the close of the 
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work, Butterworth quotes the melody of the last song of the Bredon Hill cycle at the line ‘With rue my heart 

is laden, for golden friends I had’ over a funereal rhythm and tempo. 

A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody received its first performance in Leeds in 1913, and for the first time brought 

Butterworth to national attention. He was beginning to show a style that was simple and restrained, but 

with deep passions which could emerge forcefully. Although the poems and the Rhapsody were written 

well before 1914, the music has become forever associated with the First World War. 

In the years immediately following Butterworth’s death, A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody received many 

performances, and was warmly received. But the work was no longer an expression of the hope of things 

to come, as at its first performance, but more a memorial to what was lost, as well as a memorial to what 

Butterworth achieved in his short life as a composer. 

Musical breakdown 

 Key: A minor 

 Tempo: Moderato, molto tranquillo e senza rigore 

1. The Rhapsody opens with a quiet ominous held A minor string chord, on top of which violas and 

clarinets play short passages in consecutive thirds, alternating with each other. The sense of 

foreboding in this introductory section is no doubt intended to reflect the trials and tribulations 

awaiting the Shropshire Lad but it is hard now not to associate this music with the similar troubles 

Butterworth was about to face on the front lines.   

Shropshire Lad Rhapsody: Bars 2-8 

 

 

2. As the first major melody enters on solo clarinet in bar 15 and the violins respond with 

countermelodies it becomes clear that the majority of the thematic material is derived from Loveliest 

of Trees. 
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Shropshire Lad Rhapsody: Bars 15-24 

 

Loveliest of Trees: Bars 4-17, Vocal line  

 

3. Material is quoted not just from the vocal line of Loveliest of Trees but also directly from the piano 

accompaniment as shown in the comparison below. As the Rhapsody develops Butterworth 

continues to rework this same material alongside the short opening passages in thirds mentioned 

above.  
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Shropshire Lad Rhapsody: Bars 52-58, piano only 

 

Loveliest of trees: Bars 13-21 

 

 

4. Butterworth also quotes from another of his Shropshire Lad settings, ‘With Rue my Heart is Laden’, 

towards the close of the Rhapsody with this mournful A minor flute motif. The doleful feel of this final 

quote heightens the tragic, prophetic aspect of the overall work in light of Butterworth’s impending fate 

in WWI. 

Shropshire Lad Rhapsody: 173-176  
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Butterworth: Further Reference 

Butterworth Related Books, Scores & Audio 

Type Title  Author Location  

Book 

Whom the Gods Love Michael Barlow Music Library 

Parry to Finzi: Twenty English Song Composers Trevor Hold Music Library 

Sensibility and English Song: Critical Studies of the Early 20th Century Stephen Banfield Music Library 

Scores/ 
Sheet 
Music 
 

Six songs from A Shropshire Lad Sheet Music – Vocal Solo Music Library 

Bredon Hill and other songs from A Shropshire Lad Vocal Score  

A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody (Butterworth Orchestral Works – Musica 
Britannica 92) 

Full Score Music Library 

A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody Full Score Music Store 

A Shropshire Lad Rhapsody Miniature Score Music Library 

Audio 

Lads in their Hundreds Georgie Butterworth 
Shops/Rentals. On 
YouTube. On Spotify. 

On the Idle Hill of Summer Georgie Butterworth 
Shops/Rentals. On 
YouTube. On Spotify. 

Loveliest of Trees Georgie Butterworth 
Shops/Rentals. On 
YouTube. On Spotify. 

A Shropshire Lad - Rhapsody Georgie Butterworth Shops/Rentals. On Spotify. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b4kPNyQc5Ro
https://open.spotify.com/track/56orcHLkMzkNvq5e4eVkAN
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SfYu4ScO3ug
https://open.spotify.com/track/3qBjdONAIXwSYjTAlveRxv
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lchJ3h-4U4w
https://open.spotify.com/track/4xxBe3ABfobd6s0Vbwefxx
https://open.spotify.com/track/4fpkIO00te28k4qFHIumST
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Butterworth Related Periodicals 

Title of Periodical/Journal Volume and Page Date Article Title Location  

Musical Times 
Vol. 107,  
p. 680 

August 
1966 

George Butterworth 1885-1916 by 
John Rippin 

Periodicals Room 

Musical Times 
Vol. 107, 
p. 769 

Septemb
er 1966 

George Butterworth: part 2 by John 
Rippin 

Periodicals Room 

Musical Times 
Vol. 140, 
p. 18 

Spring 
1999 

Lad Culture: Butterworth’s Housman 
re-assessed by Paul Leitch 

Periodicals Room 

Musical Times 
Vol. 100, 
p. 137 

March 
1959 

A. E. Housman and the British 
Composers by John Quinlan 

Periodicals Room 

Music and Letters 
Vol. 29, no. 4 
p. 329 

October 
1948 

A. E. Housman and the English 
Composer by A. V. Butcher 

Periodicals Room 

British Music Society Newsletter No. 9, p. 4 
April 
1981 

On interpreting Housman by Stephen 
Banfield 

Music Store 

Butterworth Related Websites 

Title  Description URL 

Grove Music Online 
Leading online resource for music research 
(free access for members of Westminster 
Libraries)  

www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#music 

Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography 

Concise, up-to-date biographies of men 
and women who have shaped British 
history and culture (free access for 
members of Westminster Libraries) 

www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#biography  
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http://www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#music
http://www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#biography
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Arthur Bliss Biography 

Arthur Bliss was born in Barnes in Surrey on 2 August 1891, the eldest of three sons. His father Francis 

Bliss was an American businessman from New England. Bliss’s mother died when he was four so he and 

his brothers, Kennard and Howard, were brought up by their father who was an active and devoted 

parent. All three brothers were musical and played chamber music together. Bliss’s father instilled values 

of duty and high thinking in the young Arthur as well as an interest in the visual arts, theatre, classical 

history and mythology, all of which would play a part in the music he was to write. He was also to develop 

a strong patriotic side to his character. 

Bliss was educated at Bilton Grange Preparatory School from 1900 to 1905 and Rugby School from 1905 

to 1910. From there he went on to Pembroke College, Cambridge, where he read Classics and took 

lessons in composition from Charles Wood, and where he also met Edward Dent who became a mentor. 

After graduating in 1913, he attended the Royal College of Music for a year studying with Stanford, and it 

was while there that he met other new composers and musicians such as Herbert Howells and Ivor 

Gurney, and received inspiration from Vaughan Williams and Holst. He also met Elgar who was very 

encouraging, and whose music made a deep and lasting impression on him. He had little interest in the 

folk song movement popular at the time and was internationalist in his outlook. He heard the music of the 

Second Viennese School, saw Diaghilev’s ballets and came across the music of Debussy, Ravel and 

Stravinsky. 

By the time of the First World War he had produced a string quartet and a piano quartet but withdrew 

them. 

 

For a detailed account of Bliss’s life and work in the war click here 

A series of original and lively chamber works, some with voice, appeared immediately after the war, which 

brought Bliss recognition as a cosmopolitan composer with a youthful vigour, but these works also some 

brought him some criticism as the music’s modernity was seen as controversial. He was experimenting 

with different styles, his influences being Ravel and Stravinsky, and the French composers known as ‘Les 

Six’. He also introduced jazz idioms. He was concerned at this time to find musical path which broke with 

established tradition, and especially the strong influences of the German music. He was active in London’s 

musical life where he also arranged and composed music for the theatre. These early ensemble works 

reflected the spirit of the time where a new generation of young artists wanted to look forward and leave 

memories of the war behind.  

The first three of these experimental works were Madame Noy (1918) for soprano and a mixture of 

instruments, Rhapsody (1919) for wordless soprano and tenor and instrumental ensemble and Rout 

(1920) also for wordless soprano and small ensemble. They were followed by the joyous uplifting scores 

of the Two Studies for Orchestra (1920) Mêlée fantasque (1921) and the Colour Symphony (1922). The 

Colour Symphony was his first major success and was commissioned by Elgar who by now had become a 

great supporter of Bliss. This bold work reveals a range of moods from ceremonial grandeur in the outer 

movements, to dance in the scherzo, to introspection in the slow movement, and has hints of the 

dissonance of Stravinsky and the pomp and circumstance of Elgar. 

In the early 1920s, Bliss felt the need to return to the battlefields of France. He undertook two trips, the 

first being by bicycle with a fellow comrade, and the second with his father, where they went in search of 

Kennard’s grave. 
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In 1923, he travelled to America with his father who had remarried and wished to settle there. While there, 

Bliss discovered the poetry of Li Tai Po which he used in the Ballad of the Four Seasons – two of which 

deal with the effects of war. Later, he was to use the poetry of Li Tai Po in Morning Heroes. The Suite for 

Piano from 1925 dates from his American period and contains an Elegy which is inscribed ‘FKB Thiepval 

1916’ – a dedication to his brother Kennard. 

Bliss was impressed by the quality of American orchestras which stimulated him into rewriting his earlier 

experimental Concerto for Piano, Tenor Voice and Strings as a Concerto for Two Pianos and Orchestra. 

As an indication of how highly he was regarded, he received two commissions from Leopold Stokowski 

and Pierre Monteux and their respective orchestras in Philadelphia and Boston. The two works were the 

Introduction and Allegro and Hymn to Apollo.  

While living in California, Bliss met Trudy Hoffmann whom he married in June 1925. She was to become a 

writer and broadcaster, and provided him with a stable domestic environment for him to compose. They 

were to have two daughters. He returned to England shortly after his marriage having regarded England 

as his natural home and his period in America as an interval. He recognised the strong musical ties he 

had to his predecessors, especially Elgar, and also the Romantic tradition. After the war, he clearly 

needed that experimental period in his life, but eventually he came to be more grounded in tradition, but 

with his own distinctive voice. 

Back in England, he lived in Hampstead among other creative people such as Barbara Hepworth, Ben 

Nicholson, Mark Gertler and J. B. Priestley, and later he and his wife had a Bauhaus style house built in 

Somerset. Other works followed, such as Pastoral: Lie Strewn the White Flocks for mezzo-soprano, mixed 

voices, flute, timpani and string orchestra, which he dedicated to Elgar.  

After Morning Heroes (for more information, click here), Bliss was very successful in the 1930s, producing 

abstract pieces such as the Clarinet Quintet, the Viola Sonata, and Music for Strings. He was 

commissioned to write music for Alexander Korda's film of H. G. Wells's Things to Come in 1934, and a 

ballet Checkmate in 1937. These two works are among his finest and best known with their direct and 

illustrative music. A Piano Concerto appeared in 1939 written for Solomon which was performed in New 

York.  

When the Second World War started, Bliss, who was in America, stayed on for a while, becoming a 

visiting professor at the University of California at Berkeley, and where he wrote the Seven American 

Poems and his String Quartet No. 1. However, he felt he needed to support the war effort, so returned to 

England in 1941, although his family continued to stay in America until November 1943. He joined the 

BBC Overseas Music Service and became the BBC’s Director of Music from 1942 to 1944, and it was 

through Bliss’s influence that the Third Programme was founded. After the war, he wrote music mainly for 

theatrical projects and completed his opera The Olympians in 1949. 

Bliss was knighted in 1950 and was appointed Master of the Queen’s Music in 1953, a position he held 

until his death. In this role he carried out his duties conscientiously and energetically, and served with 

distinction. He was appointed President of the Performing Rights Society, and for the British Council he 

led a delegation of musicians to the Soviet Union in 1956. In 1969, he was made Knight Commander of 

the Royal Victorian Order (KCVO), and in 1971, Companion of Honour (CH). He received honorary 

degrees from several universities, all of which attest to a deep recognition of his public service. 

During the 1950s and 1960s, Bliss wrote in a range of genres including choral works, either for individual 

musicians and ensembles, or as commissions. He regarded his orchestral work Meditations on a Theme 

by John Blow, written in 1955, as perhaps his finest and most personal achievement. Also in the same 

year, he completed a Violin Concerto. After The Golden Cantata in 1963, Bliss had planned to stop 

composing to concentrate on the obligations of his official post as Master of the Queen’s Music, but soon 
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went back to composition after receiving a request for a song cycle in 1967. There then followed a late 

flowering of creativity with a Cello Concerto and Triptych for Piano both appearing in 1970. An ambitious 

orchestral work, Metamorphic Variations, appeared in 1972 followed by the Shield of Faith for soloists, 

choir and organ in 1974. He remained prolific, composing right up to his death.  

Bliss was also an accomplished conductor, wrote widely on music and was an outstanding speaker, but 

he didn’t discuss his own music that much, preferring that it should speak for itself. 

In 1955, Bliss and his wife had moved to St John’s Wood where they lived right up to his death on 27 

March 1975. His ashes are interred in Mortlake Catholic cemetery.  

Life and Work during the War 

 

Arthur Bliss was 23 and studying at the Royal College of Music when the First World War started. He 

enlisted immediately in August 1914. The decision was automatic for him; he had a very clear feeling that 

the war was just and felt a sense of outrage at the cause of the conflict and the debt owed. He was also, 

as a young man, caught up in the excitement of the time and attracted to the spirit of adventure which the 

war might offer. 

During the first few months of the war, he moved around but was eventually assigned to the 13th Battalion 

Royal Fusiliers where he was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant. He was to serve with them until 

1917. He was trained at Shoreham where he was in charge of new recruits. 

On 30 July 1915, his regiment sailed from Folkestone to France where they moved on to the front line at 

Armentières, partly by train and partly by long periods of marching. On 19 August, he saw his first action, 

and later, on 7 December experienced extensive shelling for a period of two hours. Like all who served, 

monotony was a major feature of life; there were periods in the front line trenches alternating with longer 

periods providing support behind the lines. In the monotony, however, he came to appreciate beauty in 

the sights and sounds, especially when surrounded by the ever present possibility of death. Beauty could 

be found in even in the smallest and most fragile of things, when seen alongside the huge destructive 

forces he witnessed.  

On 1 June 1916, Bliss saw his brother Kennard for the last time, their paths having not crossed for a year 

despite them both being on the front line.  

When on leave during the war, he Bliss regularly visited Elgar, and the two composers corresponded while 

Bliss was in France. Elgar sent him a miniature score of his Cockaigne Overture with a message of ‘Good 

luck’ inscribed on it. On 7 July, carrying the mud stained score of Cockaigne, Bliss led his company 

forward in the early stages of the Battle of the Somme and was wounded in the leg. He sheltered in a shell 

hole for some time before being rescued, and was eventually sent back to England to recover in a London 

hospital. On 28 September, his brother Kennard was killed in action at the age of 24, also on the Somme. 

This was a terrible loss for Bliss who regarded his younger brother, who was a poet, painter and musician, 

as the most talented of the family.  

After Bliss had recovered, he was posted to Bath as an instructor to an officers’ cadet battalion, and later 

joined the Grenadier Guards in 1917, where he was commissioned as a Captain to the 1st Battalion. He 

remained in England for training, returning to London where he was responsible for the training of 

soldiers. 

As the war dragged on and death became ever more present, Bliss, who had had no previous interest in 

religion or faith, began to contemplate the bigger questions of life and death. He became increasingly 

aware that, so far, he was lucky to be alive, and needed to seek some reassurance that death would not 

be the end. As a result of this questioning, he made the decision to join the Catholic Church in 1918. 
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In September, for the final months of the war, he returned to France to take part in the fighting during the 

last ‘hundred days’ as the allies advanced against the retreating Germans. At Cambrai on 26 October, 

Bliss inhaled poisonous gas and was hospitalised, although his injuries were not serious. After the 

armistice, once he was fit again, he spent time guarding German prisoners of war, before being finally 

demobilised early in 1919. 

Bliss was noted for his bravery and was mentioned in dispatches in 1916. Despite his heroism, the war 

and his extensive exposure to brutal armed combat was to have a deep psychological and long lasting 

effect on him. As he returned to civilian life, he was aware that he was fortunate to have survived, and as 

a result, sought to live life to its fullest. Being so close to death, and seeing so much loss of life, led to a 

vivid awareness of life and of being alive.  

In surviving the war, Bliss found that for him time was precious, and he was intolerant of time wasting. He 

had lost four years of creativity and felt he had some catching up to do, so artistically, his initial response 

was to throw himself into his music. He was described at this time as a forthright young man bursting with 

energy and purpose. He had witnessed self-sacrifice and heroism, but had also experienced the horrors of 

conflict and, as a young man, did not have life’s experiences behind him to help him deal with them. 

Escape, and trying to block out his war memories, was therefore his way of coping, hence his frenetic 

activities of lecturing, conducting, writing reviews, travel, and his interest in contemporary arts. He wrote 

prolifically and experimented in a range of styles and genres. There was a tendency in the 1920s for many 

young artists to want to look forward and leave the memories of the war behind, and much of Bliss’s new 

music and his lifestyle reflected this spirit.  

Eventually though, a decade after the end of the conflict, Bliss was forced to face his war experiences, 

and he found a way to express them through his music. Morning Heroes was the work where he finally 

achieved this. 

 

Chronology of key dates and World War One connections 

1891  Born in Barnes in Surrey on 2 August 

1895 His mother dies – Arthur and his two brothers Kennard and Howard are brought up by their 

American father 

1900–05  Attends Bilton Grange Preparatory School  

1905–10 Attends Rugby School 

1910–13  Reads Classics at Pembroke College, Cambridge 

  Takes composition lessons from Charles Wood 

  Meets Edward Dent 

  First meets Edward Elgar 

1913  Attends Royal College of Music studying with Stanford 

Meets Vaughan Williams and Holst and new composers such as Herbert Howells and Ivor 

Gurney 

Discovers the Second Viennese School, Diaghilev’s ballets and the music of Debussy, 

Ravel and Stravinsky 
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1914  Does not complete his studies at the RCM 

Enlists immediately on the outbreak of war and eventually gains a  commission to the 13th 

Battalion Royal Fusiliers as a Second Lieutenant 

  Is based in Shoreham where he is responsible for new recruits 

1915  Composes a string quartet and a piano quartet but later withdraws them 

  30 July – sails for France and move to the front at Armentières 

  19 August – sees first action 

  7 December – comes under severe shelling but is not injured 

1916  1 June – sees his brother Kennard for the last time 

7 July – leads his company in the Battle of the Somme and is wounded in  the leg, is 

rescued and returns to England, recovering in a London hospital  

  Is mentioned in dispatches 

  28 September – Kennard is killed in action on the Somme 

  Is posted to Bath as an instructor to an officers’ cadet battalion after recovering from injury 

1917 Joins the Grenadier Guards and is commissioned as a Captain to the 1st Battalion – returns 

to London where he trains soldiers 

1918  His war experiences lead him to join the Catholic Church 

  September – returns to France with the Grenadier Guards 

  26 October – inhales poisonous gas and is hospitalised but his injuries are not serious 

  Spends time after the armistice guarding German prisoners of war 

Is able to return to composition after the war and throws himself into his music – starts to 

write prolifically, experimenting in a range of styles – is influenced by Ravel and Stravinsky, 

the French composers known as ‘Les Six’, and jazz 

Writes Madame Noy, the first of his modern experimental works, followed  by Rhapsody 

and Rout in the next two years – receives audience acclaim but also criticism  

1919   Is finally demobilised 

1920  Composes the Two Studies for Orchestra 

1921  Composes Mêlée fantasque 

1922 Gains first major success with the Colour Symphony commissioned by Elgar having moved 

away from his earlier experimental period 

1923  Travels to France with his father in search of Kennard’s grave 

  Departs for America where his father settles 
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1925  Composes the Suite for Piano and dedicates the Elegy to his brother Kennard 

  Meets and marries Trudy Hoffmann 

1926 Returns and settles in England and lives in Hampstead among a creative  circle including 

Barbara Hepworth, Ben Nicholson, Mark Gertler and J. B. Priestley 

Receives commissions from Leopold Stokowski and the Philadelphia Orchestra and Pierre 

Monteux and the Boston Symphony Orchestra for the Introduction and Allegro and the 

Hymn to Apollo respectively 

1928  Composes Pastoral: Lie strewn the white rocks which is dedicated to Elgar 

1929 Starts writing Morning Heroes, the composition of which helps his recurring nightmares of 

the war 

1930  Completes Morning Heroes which receives its first performance at the Norwich Festival 

1932  Composes Clarinet Quintet 

1934  Composes music for Alexander Korda's film of H. G. Wells's Things to Come 

1935  Composes Music for Strings 

1937  Writes music for a ballet Checkmate 

1939 Returns to America and composes a Piano Concerto which is performed  by Solomon in 

New York 

Stays on in America for two years after the outbreak of the Second World  War and 

becomes a visiting professor at the University of California at Berkeley 

1941 Feels obliged to help with the war effort so returns to England – joins the BBC Overseas 

Music Service 

1942  Becomes BBC’s Director of Music for two years 

1949  Completes his opera The Olympians 

1950  Receives knighthood 

1953 Is appointed Master of the Queen’s Music, a position he holds until his death, and a role in 

which he carries out his duties with distinction 

1954  Becomes President of the Performing Rights Society 

1955 Composes the Violin Concerto and the Meditations on a Theme by John Blow which he 

regards as his finest work 

1956  Leads a delegation of musicians to the Soviet Union for the British Council 

1963 Plans to stop writing music in order to concentrate fully on his role as Master of the 

Queen’s Music but subsequently receives commissions and goes back to composing 

1969  Is made a Knight Commander of the Royal Victorian Order 

1970  Completes the Triptych for Piano and a Cello Concerto for Rostropovich 
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1971  Is made a Companion of Honour 

1972  Orchestral piece Metamorphic Variations is composed 

1974  Composes his last work Shield of Faith for soloists, choir and organ 

1975  Dies on 27 March 1975 – his ashes are interred in Mortlake Catholic cemetery 
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Bliss Featured Compositions 

For links to audio versions of these featured compositions, see here. 

Bliss was able to depict a range of emotions in his music, but he generally did so more as an illustrator in 

response to a personal stimulus, such as a film or ballet, or a commission, rather than as an expression of 

his personal feelings. Despite his active life and increasing success in the 1920s, he was still haunted by 

the war, and it took over a decade from when the guns fell silent for him to finally be able to find a 

personal voice to express publicly his innermost feelings about the traumas he experienced and the pain 

of his brother’s death.  

Believing Kennard to be the most promising of the Bliss brothers, Arthur Bliss could be said to be carrying 

the burden of survivor’s guilt. He felt under pressure to create music to justify his survival, and the act of 

writing in turn helped free him from this guilt. Thus by writing music, he was able to both remember the 

dead, justify his own survival, and create a work on behalf of the person who had died. 

Privately, Bliss may have needed to find a way to remember Kennard, and the Suite for Piano was one 

such private work. As the years passed since the end of the war, it was not only Bliss who needed to find 

a way of dealing with the conflict, but the nation as a whole increasingly needed to find an appropriate 

means of remembering its dead. Bliss was to create a work which was both private and public; it was as 

much a collective memorial for those who had died and a collective voice for those who had survived.  

With a gestation period of around ten years, Morning Heroes was the result of this psychological and 

creative. 

 

Suite for Piano, 3rd movement: Elegy 

Background to the composition 

In the 1920s, Bliss either consciously or unconsciously tried to come to terms with the war. After travelling 

to France with his father to search out Kennard’s grave, the two of them departed for America where his 

father had decided to settle. While there, Bliss not only discovered the war themed poetry of Li Tai Po 

which he used in the Ballad of the Four Seasons and later in Morning Heroes, but he also composed his 

Suite for Piano in 1925. The third movement is an Elegy which is inscribed ‘FKB Thiepval 1916’ – a 

dedication to his brother Kennard. 

Musical Breakdown 

 Key: Various, beginning in E major/C sharp minor and ending in B flat minor  

 Tempo Molto sostenuto; Andantino calmo;  

  

   
TOP 

 



 
 

Page |  35a 

How the piece relates to WWI  

1. Although the opening key signature suggests either E major or C sharp minor, the first 2 

bars do not establish a strong sense of key. A string of quiet alternating dissonant and 

consonant chords is answered in each bar by a rising motif constructed from consecutive 

pairs of thirds. The consecutive thirds create a calm impressionistic effect which contrasts 

uneasily with the earlier chords. It seems that Bliss is still struggling with his emotional 

response to the death of his brother and his war experiences, still trying to find a post war 

voice. 

Bars 1 and 2   

 

2. The tempo marking of Andantino calmo in bar 3 and the lyrical treble melody offer the hope 

of something more steady, but this melody is undermined by constantly shifting harmonies 

in the lower voices, with accidentals in every bar. Once again the music shifts between 

moments of tension and calm, as the texture thickens the dynamics increase and the sense 

of unresolved conflict becomes more desperate.   
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Bars 3-6 

 

3. At bar 22 we return to the idea of music built on alternating chords, however this time the 

alternations are more varied with more accidentals and contrasting dynamics, the 

impressionistic passages of answering thirds have also disappeared. These phrases segue 

into a choral like section which grows in intensity throughout. Such are the number of 

harmonic contrasts in this area of the work that Bliss writes the instruction ‘…accidentals 

are valid only for the notes before which they are placed.’ 

Bar 22   
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4. After this choral like section there is once again a build up of tension, culminating in a long 

tortured fortissimo bar which marks the climax of the piece. 

Bars  28-31 

 

 

Morning Heroes – A Symphony for Orator, Chorus and Orchestra 

Background to the composition 

Morning Heroes bears the dedication ‘To the memory of my brother Francis Kennard Bliss and all other 

comrades killed in battle’, and is an anthology of poems and prose from The Iliad, Walt Whitman, Li Tai 

Po, Wilfred Owen and Robert Nichols. It is both a private tribute to his brother and a public expression of 

universal loss. 

Bliss had been experiencing horrific recurring nightmares in the years following the war. The dream 

always followed the same pattern: he was in the trenches with a group of men; the armistice had been 

signed but they had been forgotten; opposite them was a group of Germans, and the two sides were 
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destined to fight each other to extinction. Bliss believed that the composition of this work provided a 

catharsis for him as the dreams faded around that time.  

Morning Heroes was started in 1929 and completed for the Norwich Festival in 1930, where the composer 

was the conductor. The work depicts the tragedy and waste of war, but also the nobility of the men and 

women involved. The work consists of five movements and lasts around an hour. Each movement 

describes an aspect of war – but this is all war, in all places and at all times. Morning Heroes juxtaposes 

dream and reality, hope and disillusion. Many of the musicians taking part in the first performance were 

ex-combatants; at one point the rehearsal had to stop because so many were profoundly moved by the 

music and the shared experience. 

In the first movement, the text, taken from Homer’s Iliad, is narrated against a musical background, and 

portrays the farewell between a husband and wife in wartime. 

The second movement, ‘City Arming’, takes a text from Walt Whitman’s collection ‘Drum Taps’, which 

describes the mood in New York at the start of the American Civil War, but it also captures the spirit of 

devotion and self-sacrifice of August 1914. Many of those who signed up at the beginning of the First 

World War did not survive and became known as the ‘lost generation’. 

The third movement is in two parts. The first section is a 1,200 year old poem by Li Tai Po for women’s 

chorus, and explores the emotions of a wife left alone, while the second section, by Whitman again, is for 

men’s voices and describes a soldier on watch whose thoughts stray towards his home. 

The fourth movement, with a text from The Iliad, describes the heroism and courage in battle, and ends 

with a roll call of the heroes of both sides who have been killed. 

The fifth movement brings us abruptly to 1914-18 with Wilfred Owen’s ‘Spring Offensive’. Soldiers wait for 

the signal to go ‘over the top’ but there are no names here – this is universal. The poem is spoken by the 

narrator, and is so powerful that musical accompaniment is barely required, except for percussion 

representing gunfire. This moves in to Robert Nichols’s ‘Dawn on the Somme’ sung by the chorus; the sun 

rises over the Somme, as do the ‘companies of morning heroes’, but the final music remains equivocal, 

perhaps casting a shadow over the image of resurrection. 

Musical breakdown 

Structure – 5 movements 

 Movement 1 (Hector’s Farewell to Andromache) - Key: A minor. Tempo: Maestoso 

 Movement 2 (The City Arming) - Key: Various. Tempo: Allegro moderato 

 Movement 3 (Vigil; The Bivouac’s Flame) – Key: Various. Tempo: Andante sostenuto; L’istesso 

tempo; Adagio maestoso 

 Movement 4 (Achilles Goes Forth to Battle; The Heroes) – Key: None/various. Tempo: Allegro con 

fuoco; Moderato maestoso; Allegro con fuoco 

 Movement 5 (Spring Offensive; Dawn on The Somme) – Key: No key indicated for the first half of 

Spring Offensive but the music is in F minor throughout until modulating to B flat minor at figure 

114; A minor for Dawn on the Somme. Tempo: Andante maestoso; Andante molto tranquillo; 

Grave  
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How the piece relates to WW1 

1. The stark chordal motif which opens the work is repeated and reworked throughout the first movement 

in a variety of ways and represents the first major theme. The short accompanying wind motif also 

becomes a major feature of the movement and similar motifs appear later in the work. This bleak A 

minor opening perhaps represents Bliss’ feelings of desolation in the aftermath of the war.   

 

2. A second, more lyrical theme enters 2 bars after figure 6. This theme has a mournful feel and perhaps 

represents feelings of anxiety in separation, at the farewell in the text from The Iliad and at farewells 

during WWI.   

 

3. The second movement, marked with great spirit and elation, uses Walt Whitman’s poem Drum Taps to 

invoke the sense of excitement and anticipation as troops head out to war. For Bliss the ‘City Arming’ 

represents all cities preparing for all wars. The music is rapturous and declamatory with fortissimo 

sections of choral writing combining with grand orchestral music. The chorus splits into 8 parts and the 

variety of vocal material here marks a distinct contrast against the solo orator in the first movement. 

This perhaps represents the difference between personal and intimate reflection at seeing individual 

loved ones leave for the front lines and wider social excitement at seeing the troops gather together 

marching to war. 
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Opening bars of movement 2  
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4. The 3rd movement presents a dialogue between the women seated at home, pondering the fate of the 

men at war and the men at the front lines, with a section of soprano and alto music set to the poetry of 

Li-Tai-Po followed by a section of tenor and bass music set once again to text from Walt Whitman’s 

Drum Taps. The women then re-enter to accompany the male voices with wordless lines. Of course 

these days the gender roles are far less polarized but in WWI it was still only men taking on combative 

roles. The melancholic opening orchestral music alternates repeated string notes which crescendo 

towards 2 note sforzando descending motifs before the music diminuendos back again. The ebb and 

flow of this music has a highly emotive effect which compliments the idea of nervous anticipation and 

fear in the poetry. 

Opening bars of movement 3   
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Opening bars of the soprano and alto only section 
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Opening bars of the tenor and bass only section 

 

5. The 4th movement also takes its text from The Iliad, this time looking at the warrior Achilles in battle. 

The opening is suitably forceful and militaristic with powerful chords and dramatic timpani rolls, later 

joined by tumultuous passages of semiquavers in the strings. The chorus enters after this introduction, 

announcing Achilles arrival in battle ‘pouring his steel waves far out of the fleet.’ Here the meter 

switches to 2/4 giving a march like feel to the music which is once again loud and forceful.  
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Opening bars of the 4th movement  

 

The first choral entry in the 4th movement 
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6. The dramatic section entitled The Heroes, lists a variety of heroic characters from the Trojan wars in 

declamatory choral writing. Initially unison soprano and tenor sections alternate with unison alto and 

bass sections but the parts eventually come together as one. The movement is marked allegro con 

fuoco and the orchestral accompaniment includes frenzied semiquaver motifs against a firm bassline. 

The dynamics rarely dip below fortissimo and this section has an unrelenting sense of power.  

The Heroes 

 

7. The final movement opens with an original and highly effective section for orator and timpani. The 

orator recites Wilfred Owen’s Spring Offensive, a poem that uses vivid imagery to describe a troop 

movement over a hill into enemy fire and shelling. The poem goes on to question the notion of heroism 

within war by juxtaposing this with the ‘superhuman inhumanities’ committed in the name of victory. 

The text finally deals with the issue of how the dead are remembered and the psychological problems 

this causes for survivors. The timpani accompaniment is sparse and deliberately written to reflect the 

sound of shelling with repeated F minor chords.  
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Opening bars of movement 5  

 

8. The timpani parts respond to key moments in the text, with large periods of silence where this is more 

appropriate. As the troops reach the top of the hill at figure 113 and are ‘exposed’ the timpani play with 

loud sharp chords followed by constant tremolos played initially sforzando and softening to pianissimo. 

It is at this point that the text most vividly describes the shelling as the troops attempt to cross over the 

ridge: ‘And instantly the whole sky burned’. 

Figure 113 

 

 

9. As Owen’s poem reaches its final line the notion of survivor’s guilt comes to        the fore: ‘Why speak 

they not of comrades that went under?’ That Bliss had trouble dealing with the fact his younger brother 

died while he survived is clearly expressed in this section as the rest of the orchestra slowly reenters, 

initially with a highly intimate and mournful section for winds only in B flat minor. 
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Figure 114 – winds only 

 

  

   
TOP 

 



 
 

Page |  50a 

10. The final text used is Robert Nichol’s Dawn on the Somme. It is telling that Bliss saves this poem until 

the end as it is the only piece of text used that explicitly makes reference to WWI. The chorus enters 

unaccompanied giving a humanist feel to the opening of this section. The orchestra only enters as 

Nichol’s text refers specifically to armed combat, through the guise of classical literature, after figure 

119 (this poem also contains the words ‘morning heroes’ which give the overall work its name). 

 

Figure 119 
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11. The final lines are sung fortissimo and refer to the heroes and their God, which in Nichol’s text is the 

sun. This text removes any conventional religious context from the work and suggests the idea of light 

defeating darkness as the sun rises over the end of the choral writing with a long held A major chord. 

However, Bliss reviews a number of darker themes from earlier movements in the final orchestral 

passages before ending the work once again in A minor. This final contrast mirrors the overall 

juxtaposition throughout the work between notions of glory, heroism and victory in war, and notions of 

loss, destruction and pain. 

Figure 125 
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Bliss: Further Reference 

Bliss Related Books, Scores & Audio 

Type Title  Author Location  

Book 

As I Remember Arthur Bliss Music Library 

Bliss on Music: Selected Writings of Arthur Bliss 1920-1975 Arthur Bliss Music Store 

Arthur Bliss: a Source Book  Stewart R Craggs Music Library 

Scores/ 
Sheet 
Music 
 

Morning Heroes: a Symphony for Orator, Chorus and Orchestra Full Score Music Library 

Morning Heroes: a Symphony for Orator, Chorus and Orchestra Vocal Score Music Library 

Suite for Piano Piano Score Music Library 

Suite for Piano Sheet Music – Piano  Music Library 

Audio 

Suite for Piano Arthur Bliss Shops/Rentals. On Spotify. 

Morning Heros Arthur Bliss 
Shops/Rentals. On 
YouTube. 
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https://open.spotify.com/track/4kdtM9ZkZ8TUbAT02kbUnY
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Bliss Related Periodicals 

Title of Periodical/Journal Volume and Page Date Article Title Location  

Musical Times 
Vol. 71, 
p. 881 

October 
1930 

‘Morning Heroes’: A New Symphony 
by Arthur Bliss (author H. G.) 

Periodicals Room 

Musical Times 
Vol. 126, 
p. 666 

Novembe
r 1985 

‘Now, Trumpeter for thy Close’ – The 
Symphony Morning Heroes: Bliss's 
Requiem for his brother  by Andrew 
Burn 

Periodicals Room 

Arthur Bliss Society Newsletter 
(supplement) 

Vol. 12, no. 1 
 

Spring 
2014 

Music and War Trauma in the life of 
Sir Arthur Bliss by Ruiko Asaba 

Music Store 

Musical Times 
Vol. 132 
p. 383 

August 
1991 

From Rebel to Romantic: the Music of 
Arthur Bliss by Andre Burn 

Periodicals Room 

Bliss Related Websites 

Title  Description URL 

The Arthur Bliss Society 
A Society dedicated to furthering the 
appreciation, understanding and knowledge 
of the music of Sir Arthur Bliss 

www.arthurbliss.org/ 
 

The Bliss Trust 
Biography, bibliography, discography, study 
events, current news and comment 

www.lib.cam.ac.uk/Departments/Music/Bliss/blissTrust.htm 

Grove Music Online 
Leading online resource for music research 
(free access for members of Westminster 
Libraries)  

www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#music 

Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography 

Concise, up-to-date biographies of men 
and women who have shaped British 
history and culture (free access for 
members of Westminster Libraries) 

www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#biography  
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Royal Philharmonic Orchestra: WW1 related concerts 

 
BEETHOVEN, ELGAR & BRHAMS as part of Kings Lynn Festival 
Saturday 26 July 2014 7.30pm 
CORN EXCHANGE, CAMBRIDGE 
Conductor – Brian Schembri, Cello – Michael Petrov  
 
BEETHOVEN Overture Coriolan 

ELGAR Cello Concerto in E minor Op.85 * 

BRAHMS Symphony No.2 in D Op.73 

 
Young Bulgarian cellist Michael Petrov brings dramatic flair to his performances worldwide, providing an 
exciting finale to this year’s Festival. 
 
For more information: click here 
 
*   Behind the Lines featured composition (see Elgar resource pack). 
 

 
GREAT WAR CENTENARY 1914-18 IN MUSIC AND WORD 
Saturday 15 November 2014 7.30pm 
THE MARINA THEATRE, LOWESTOFT 
Conductor – Michael Seal, Cello – Laura Van Der Heijden, Violin – Duncan Riddell 
 

LUNN Downton Abbey Suite  

ELGAR Cello Concerto * 

SUTTON War Horse Suite  

VAUGHAN WILLIAMS The Lark Ascending  * 

BUTTERWORTH The Banks of Green Willow * 

ELGAR Enigma Variations: 'Nimrod'  

 
Great British composers feature in this concert, which includes musical gems inspired by World War One; 
from the music of the hit TV series Downton Abbey and award-winning show War Horse to Butterworth’s 
evergreen The Banks of Green Willow.  
 
Soloist Laura van der Heijden (Winner of BBC’s Young Musician of the Year 2012) shows off her 
promising talent as she performs Elgar’s moving Cello Concerto.  
 
For more information: click here 
 
*   Behind the Lines featured composer. 
** Behind the Lines featured composition (see Elgar resource pack). 
***  Behind the Lines featured composer (see Vaughan Williams resource pack). 
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http://www.rpo.co.uk/event.php?pid=1592
http://www.rpo.co.uk/event.php?pid=1592
http://musicbehindthelines.org/composers/featured-composers/elgar/
http://musicbehindthelines.org/composers/featured-composers/ralph-vaughan-williams/
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WW1 Centenary: Websites & Links 

Websites 

Title  Description URL 

Behind the Lines 

The website of this Behind the Lines programme, containing useful 
information about the resources available, workshops taking place, as 
well as information and media documenting the year-long project run in 
partnership by Westminster Music Library and the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra. 

www.musicbehindthelines.org  
 

Centenary News  

News and information about the 2014-2018 First World War Centenary. 
The website contains news items, videos, details of events, educational 
resources, and links to articles and blogs. The site also includes a 
summary of organisations who are involved with the study of the First 
World War, or who are planning Centenary events.  

www.centenarynews.com  

1914.org  

1914.org is a website which highlights centenary events and resources 
from across the globe, and includes the First World War Centenary 
Partnership: a network of over 1,000 local, regional, national and 
international cultural and educational organisations led by IWM 
(Imperial War Museums).  

www.1914.org    
 

 

 

War Memorials Trust 

War Memorials Trust is the national charity dedicated to the protection 
and conservation of war memorials in the UK. The website has lots of 
useful resources and information about war memorials, in particular 
some excellent teacher packs and lesson plans to help build a greater 
understanding of our war memorial heritage. 

www.learnaboutwarmemorials.org   
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In Memoriam 2014 

In Memoriam 2014 is a national War Memorials Trust (see entry above) 

project which will, with the assistance of local communities and groups, 
locate, log, maintain then protect the nation's war memorials in time for 
Remembrance Day 2014  

www.inmemoriam2014.org  

Imperial War Museum 

The Imperial War Museum’s website. The information on this website 
tells you about the permanent displays, the archives, special 
exhibitions, forthcoming events, education programmes, corporate 
hospitality and shopping facilities at all 5 IWM museums. 

www.iwm.org.uk   

Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission 

This organisation commemorates the 1,700,000 men and women of the 
Commonwealth forces who died in the two world wars and maintains 
cemeteries, burial sites and memorials of all sizes. The website has 
useful learning resources and search facilities (memorial sites, 
Registers of war dead). 

www.cwgc.org/  

Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport 

The government is working alongside partners, on a series of national 
remembrance events, an extensive cultural programme and educational 
schemes. Information can be found  on this website. 

www.gov.uk/government/topical-
events/first-world-war-centenary  
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