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1

Danbury in Essex is a large active village lying halfway between the
county town and what is said to be the oldest sea port in Britain,

Maldon. My family lived there from 1919 and I came on the scene in 1922.

My father, Cecil Armstrong Gibbs (he hated the name Cecil and always liked
to be called by his other Christian name, Armstrong), formed the Danbury
Choral Society in 1921. This society was succeeded by the Lingwood Consort,
formed in 1972. Angela Aries and her husband Ian came to live in Danbury
in the early 1980s and Angela joined the Lingwood Consort in 1986.

It was about this time that we met Angela. She soon came to be interested in
those of Gibbs’s works which were performed by the Consort and this led
her to study the life and work of Armstrong Gibbs. I am so pleased to be
asked to write an introduction to the biography of my father.

He was born on 10th August 1889. His parents lived at The Vineyards, Great
Baddow, near Chelmsford. At that time Great Baddow was still a country
village and the old house stood in six acres of beautiful gardens. His mother
died when he was just two years old, and it was a lasting grief to him that he
could not remember her at all.

His father, David Cecil Gibbs, was a successful businessman who ran the
family firm of D. & W. Gibbs, founded at Wapping by his father. David was
known in business to be a man of great integrity and kindness faced with
the difficult task of bringing up a sensitive and imaginative little boy. There
was a beloved nurse; but the immediate solution lay in a rota of maiden aunts
– five of them, who each ran the household for three months at a time.

There was therefore no permanent mother-figure to give love and security
and the responsibility fell on his father, who was a strict disciplinarian. He
took the view that if a child was afraid, the best cure was to ‘toughen him
up’ and to force him to do the things that he most feared. Thus began a whole
chain of nervous troubles which dogged him throughout his life.

INTRODUCTION
Ann Rust

PART II
Illustration 1: Crossings – billing from the programme
of the first performance at The Wick, 21st June 1919 214

Illustration 2: Thomas Derriel’s cover for The Betrothal
piano score published by Feldman in 1921 218

Illustration 3: The Abode of the Children in the Milky Way
from The Betrothal, January 1921 220

Illustration 4: The transition into the first appearance of the
Valse lente in The Betrothal Ballet Music from the piano score
of the complete music published in 1921 222

Illustration 5: The Oresteia – the final procession in The
Eumenides from the published vocal score, Cambridge 1921 224

Illustration 6: The label of HMV 10-inch 78, B 8249 231

Illustration 7: Music from the Sea:
the illustration from Radio Times 232

Illustration 8: The orchestral climax of A Vision of Night 242

Illustration 9: The Oboe Concerto, first movement 245

Illustration 10: Session photograph of Jonathan Small (oboe)
and the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra conducted
by Martin Yates recording the Armstrong Gibbs Oboe
Concerto at The Friary, Liverpool 246

Illustration 11: Boosey & Hawkes promoted Dusk with
a library recording by Jay Wilbur 250

Illustration 12: A typical texture of strings, solo violin and piano
from The Dance of the Nightwind from The Enchanted Wood 256

Illustration 13: The Highwayman (p.18) the first vocal
entry in part two from the Winthrop Rogers vocal score 270

Illustrations 14a/14b: Dutton Epoch recording Odysseus 272-273
at The Colloseum, Watford Town Hall – session photos

Illustration 15: The battle is joined in Gibbs’s 
The Battles of Britain from The High Adventure 282

Illustration 16: p.53 of The Turning Year vocal score 284

Illustration 17: Programme of London String Quartet
concert 16th November 1917 298

Illustration 18: The opening page of the Essex Rhapsody 306

vi Armstrong Gibbs: A Countryman Born and Bred



13

It must have been a proud moment for David Cecil Gibbs when his young
wife gave birth to their first son, Cecil Armstrong, on 10th August 1889.

The boy was born in Great Baddow, near Chelmsford, in a spacious
Georgian property which his parents had acquired at the time of their
marriage. A bright future seemed assured for this child whose father was a
partner in the family firm of D.& W. Gibbs. No doubt David Cecil imagined
his son would follow in his footsteps, and take his place in the thriving soap
and chemicals business. 

Just a year earlier, David Cecil Gibbs had married Ida Whitehead, whom he
had met within the small Unitarian community at the New Gravel Pit Chapel
in Hackney. David Cecil’s father, David Aspland Gibbs, was a trustee of this
Chapel, of which the Revd James Thornely Whitehead was Minister. The
latter conducted the marriage ceremony between his elder daughter Ida and
David Cecil Gibbs, the prosperous partner of the family firm. Already in his
late thirties, David Cecil could afford a modest country property. He
probably chose to live in that particular part of Essex because it was close to
the area where he followed one of his favourite pursuits – riding to hounds. 

The house that the couple bought was set right in the middle of a quiet
village just a couple of miles south-east of Chelmsford. In 1910 it was
described as ‘practically a picturesque suburb of Chelmsford’, 1 but when
the Gibbs moved in Great Baddow still had a distinct identity. Old cottages
were strung out on the main street and on the road forking up the hill
towards Maldon, with, here and there, a shop or inn. There was a private
grammar school, a free chapel and a national school close to the parish
church. The village also contained a number of larger Georgian houses, such
as The Vineyards, 2 where David Cecil and his wife lived. Great Baddow was

CHAPTER 1

BABS

1 Architect and Contract Reporter, 7th October 1910, Essex Record Office.
2 A History of the English People, R.J. Mitchell and M.D.R. Leys, p.456 (Longman Green & Co).
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largely self-sufficient even having its own saddler and doctor whose practice
extended to neighbouring villages. The latter was often paid in kind by his
patients and sent his own children with food to those living in the Alms
Houses. As yet there was little traffic in the leafy lanes except for the odd
carriage from one of the large houses or a cart rumbling along to the brewery.
The greatest disturbance would have been on Saturday nights when the
brewery workers went out and spent their pay on getting drunk. 

David Cecil Gibbs was the second child but the eldest son of a family of
seven. He was brought up at Springfield Lodge, Upper Clapton, at a time
when that place was still separate from London, although being only four
and a half miles away from the Mansion House. Even in the late 1890s when
Armstrong went to visit his grandparents, Clapton still retained much of its
village atmosphere. It was full of pleasant Georgian and Regency houses and
had a fine chestnut tree in front of the butcher’s shop. Public transport at that
time consisted of horse buses and a few horse-drawn trams, but Springfield
Lodge was in a quiet turning off the main road. Armstrong’s grandfather’s
house was a long low building with stables attached and a large garden. 

At the time of his marriage David Cecil would have been working at the
factory in Milton Street, formerly Grub Street, known as the City Soap
Works. This property had been acquired when two earlier members of the
Gibbs family, John and David, who were tallow chandlers, moved their
business from Shoreditch. It appears that in 1805 they took over the premises
of a certain Thomas Wright who had been established in the allied trade of
soap-making for more than twenty years. For the first time members of the
Gibbs family were linked with soap-making and their name appeared above
the door. When David withdrew to Plymouth and John died, control of the
business passed to David Aspland, Armstrong Gibbs’s grandfather, and his
younger brother William Alfred, upon which the firm became D.&W.Gibbs.

However, a dramatic event occurred in 1889, just a few months before the
birth of Armstrong Gibbs, which was to affect the course of the family
business. In the early hours of 7th May a great fire broke out in the premises
in Milton Street and quickly spread to other warehouses in the district. Men
rushed with hose carts from the neighbouring streets and news was
telephoned to the headquarters at Farringdon Road when it was realised that
the fire could not easily be contained. Horse-drawn steam fire engines from
Holborn, Scotland Yard and Islington, among others, were soon galloping
to the scene of the disaster. In spite of their efforts the warehouse was
completely burned down and twenty-two others suffered some damage. As
a consequence of the accident the directors of D. & W. Gibbs decided not to

rebuild the factory on that site, but to acquire the premises and business of
Messrs. Paton & Charles at Wapping. Naturally this required considerable
investment, so a decision was made to convert the business into a private
limited liability company. This was done in January 1896 and the firm
became D. & W. Gibbs Ltd.

The Gibbs household at Springfield Lodge was run on the usual Victorian
lines, with the children remaining at home until they were married. Captain
David Aspland Gibbs, of the 2nd Tower Hamlets Rifle Brigade, was a just
and kindly man devoted to his family, but he still insisted on strict discipline.
He and his wife would dine formally alone even when their children were
adults, although occasionally one or two of them might be summoned to the
royal presence! In his unpublished autobiography, Common Time, Armstrong
Gibbs says of his grandparents:

‘I should no more have dared to enter uninvited the library where the
old couple sat than to jump over the moon.’ 3

He was later strongly reminded of them when he saw a production of The
Barretts of Wimpole Street. This severity and formality, not uncommon in
households at the time, must surely have had a strong influence on
Armstrong’s father, David Cecil Gibbs, when he set up home with his young
wife in 1888. 

Despite working hard in the family business as a young man, David Cecil
managed to spend time abroad. As well as travelling widely in Europe, he
went to South Africa in 1876 and visited Kimberley soon after the diamond
mines were opened. According to the account given to his son, it was rough
country to move around in once you left the centres of civilisation like
Durban and Cape Town. He also accompanied two of his sisters to America,
travelling in what he described as a modern liner of no less than 5,000 tons.
He had become used to travelling, for, along with others of his generation,
he had been educated in Europe. 

Like many of his contemporaries David Cecil had attended a Dame School.
Then instead of going to public school he was sent to Dresden to acquire a
knowledge of foreign languages. The regime was tough and the food
dreadful, but he made little complaint. However, historical events were to
intervene in his favour. Bismarck, the Iron Chancellor, was continuing his
expansionist policy in order to unite Germany. He had defeated Denmark
and annexed Schleswig-Holstein in 1864 and was now planning to extend
Prussia’s borders even further by declaring war on Saxony and Austria.

14 Armstrong Gibbs: A Countryman Born and Bred Babs 15

3 Common Time, appendix iv.
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Asensitive little boy with light sandy hair looks wistfully out from the
portrait. At the age of four Armstrong was growing up without a

mother and under the direction of a middle-aged father whom he was
desperate to please.

Tragedy had struck the Gibbs household in August 1891 just two days after
Armstrong’s second birthday. His mother died shortly after giving birth to
a stillborn son. Although letters, poems and a lock of hair were carefully
cherished, memories of her eluded him. It was an abiding sorrow to
Armstrong that he was unable to remember his mother.

For both families it was a cruel blow. The Revd Whitehead had been in poor
health since a fall on icy steps in 1886, and in 1891 decided to retire. His elder
daughter’s death was a shock that sent him into further decline. He died in
Walthamstow in 1898 and was buried in the Unitarian graveyard at Hackney.
Armstrong’s paternal grandfather also died in that year.

David Cecil devoted himself to the upbringing of his son, and took steps to
organise his household as best he could. He arranged for his four unmarried
sisters and sister-in-law to take it in turns for about three months at a time
to come to The Vineyards and run the house for him. 

Despite the fact that Armstrong found the constant change unsettling, the
company of his young aunts, who were totally devoted to him, must have
been very stimulating. Two of them at least were particularly gifted
artistically. As we know, Lucy, his mother’s sister, edited her father’s
sermons, wrote plays and charades and produced a beautiful book of
original verses. His father’s sister Edith, who later went to live with the Gibbs
family at Bushey when their parents died, had a novel published. 7

A portrait of Armstrong Gibbs, aged 4
7 A Daughter in Judgement, by Edith Annie Gibbs, J.Long & Co.

CHAPTER 2

The VineyardS
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We tend to remember Armstrong Gibbs for the once-popular slow waltz
Dusk, and as a composer of songs (principally for his settings of his

beloved Walter de la Mare (1873-1956), which he not only set as solo songs
but also for chorus variously in two and four parts). Once upon a time he
would have also been remembered for popular choral ballads, which in his
lifetime were sung by amateur choirs up and down the country, and for his
chamber music, played by amateurs as well as professional groups before the
Second World War. Gibbs was a prolific and versatile composer, his opus
numbers reaching 136, but with so practical a composer there were also
shorter works outside the numbered canon. Yet none of his music seems
intrinsically of the schoolroom, even when he essays the simplest miniature.
But Armstrong Gibbs certainly lived to find himself out of his time. The
musical world changed and he did not change with it. So it was, perhaps,
unsurprising that after his death in 1960 his music rather faded from sight. It
was not the sort of idiom that the newly radical avant garde and their
champions would then consider. Fortunately, half a century on, times have
changed, and this music only needs to be performed to find an audience. 

In his lifetime, faced with pressing deadlines for commissions and
performances, Armstrong Gibbs was notably careless with his music after
the immediate requirement was satisfied. So it is not surprising that there is
a number of his works where the scores and parts cannot now be found. This
includes a few orchestral works, but also choral works where the vocal score
was published and the full score was once available from publishers’ hire
libraries, but after takeovers and moves, the publishers cannot now find the
full score and parts formerly on hire. These works are discussed, and such
difficulties are mentioned as we go along. 

Armstrong Gibbs’s musical output first came into focus with his music for
Walter de la Mare’s play Crossings in 1919. Before that he had been an aspiring
composer who had managed to publish one or two songs and had had a few
chamber works performed. At the time when the Cobbett chamber music
competitions were directing many British composers towards chamber music

210 Armstrong Gibbs: A Countryman Born and Bred
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music that he determined that Gibbs should follow his vocation and offered
to pay the young composer’s tuition fees (though quite why Gibbs’s
well-heeled family could not pay I have never understood) at the Royal
College of Music from his own pocket. 

Gibbs had married in 1918 and by now had a son, so domestic
responsibilities stood in the way of giving up his teaching job. But his wife
encouraged him to accept, and, despite the financial insecurity, it proved to
be a launching-pad of quite remarkable effectiveness, crowned by an
orchestral suite of his Crossings music appearing at the 1920 Promenade
Concerts at Queen’s Hall.

At the RCM he won the Arthur Sullivan Composition Prize which added to
his meagre income, and he had two string quartets performed. Soon he was
taken on by the RCM in a teaching post which provided financial
underpinning for his career up to 1939, when the Second World War swept
his old world away. In 1923 Gibbs found his métier as a festival adjudicator.
He was so successful he became by 1937 the Vice-President of the British
Federation of Music Festivals. His life thus revolved around the demands of
amateur music-making the length and breadth of the country. 

This practical requirement for music drove one aspect of his life as a
composer and his daughter remembers his life as ‘frantically going from
festival to festival, and then shut up in the study, writing’. This vigorous
round is reflected, as we have already noted, in the chaotic way his music
has come down to us. The composer did not keep his works in systematic
order; rather they were written for practical performance, and seem to have
been composed to deadlines for all manner of commissions and events. Once
one work was performed it was forgotten, as he was already concentrating
on the next commission. Thus scores could go missing and even
documentation of their first performances remained unfiled.

THEATRE MUSIC
His Crossings music literally launched Gibbs’s musical career. He wrote the
score for a chamber ensemble of flute, string quartet and piano, with various
vocal numbers, and opted to play the piano himself, with Adrian Boult
conducting. The music was written between February and April 1919 and
first performed on 21st June. In the 1923 edition of Walter de la Mare’s play2

212 Armstrong Gibbs: A Countryman Born and Bred

in ‘phantasy’ forms, usually in one movement, Armstrong Gibbs reflected
this philosophy in works such as his Phantasy for string quartet which was
played at Wigmore Hall in November 1916. Although reflecting this influence,
in fact that was not a Cobbett work, though later scores were. He also had
had a few songs championed by a now forgotten soprano, Gladys Moger.
Viewed retrospectively Crossings not only proved to be the watershed, but
because it resulted in his attending the Royal College of Music, it also
signalled the start of his professional life as a composer. 

As Angela Aries recounts in the main section of this book he came from a
well-off family, which meant public school followed by Oxbridge, and while
at Winchester and Cambridge he devoted much time to music. He stayed on
at Cambridge for two extra years, taking a second degree. His earliest
surviving work is an Allegretto for Strings dating from 1908, first performed
on 27th July that year at Winchester College Glee Club. At Cambridge his
teachers were Charles Wood and Edward J. Dent, and he studied with the
latter for a total of five years. However, eventually even Gibbs had to make
a living and like so many others he became a schoolmaster, and joined the
staff of his former preparatory school, The Wick, near Brighton.

It was at The Wick School in 1919 that he was asked to organise a special
event to celebrate the retirement of the headmaster, Lawrence Thring. Given
a budget of £100, he opted to commission a children’s play with music to be
written by himself. Gibbs’s chosen author was Walter de la Mare who,
though he and Gibbs were then only newly acquainted, approved of Gibbs’s
early setting of some of his poems and produced the manuscript of the
children’s play, Crossings, in a couple of months. Theresa Whistler in her
biography of de la Mare writes ‘he spent eight February days on the first
draft, took three days’ break, then spent another eight on the second’. 1

Possibly this was revising the text, because Gibbs appears to have received
the bulk of the play by Christmas, thus giving him the holidays to write most
of the music with a view to beginning rehearsals in the Easter term.

As well as de la Mare, several of the names associated with that enterprise
are now celebrated; it was produced by his Cambridge mentor Edward J.
Dent, already a pioneering opera producer. Dent suggested that an equally
young Adrian Boult be asked to conduct. Gibbs’s wife was one of the violins
and Gibbs himself played the piano. Gibbs soon found that, unwittingly, he
had embarked on a musical career. Indeed, Boult was so taken with the

1 Whistler, Theresa: Imagination of the Heart, The Life of Walter de la Mare. Duckworth, 1993 p 293.
2 Crossings: a fairy play by Walter de la Mare; music by C. Armstrong Gibbs.

W. Collins Sons & Co. Ltd. [1923]
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INTRODUCTION

This catalogue of works by Armstrong Gibbs includes all those known to have been
written by him other than those from his very early years. First compiled by Ann and
Lyndon Rust in January 1994, it was revised in 1997. The present version has been further
revised in 2006 and 2013 by Michael Pilkington.
The year of composition is given in the far right-hand column. In many cases there is no
evidence of the actual date or year in which the work was written; in these cases an
asterisk (*) is used to indicate an ‘inferred’ year. Works prefaced by a dagger (†) appear
to be lost.
Like many composers Gibbs was not very methodical in his use of opus numbers. Where
known these are included after the title of the work.
The last known location of the original MS is given, autograph unless otherwise stated.
Thanks are due to the staff of these Libraries for assistance given. These abbreviations
have been used:

BL The British Library
B-P Archive The Britten-Pears Archive at Aldeburgh
RCM Royal College of Music, London

The letters ‘©R’ after a year of publication indicates that the copyright of that work has
reverted to Armstrong Gibbs’s successor, Jane Hill, 31 The Crescent, Colwall, Malvern,
WR13 6QN. Ranges of songs are given in square brackets after the key; symbols c' =
middle c, c = the octave below and c" = the octave above.

CONTENTS

Solo Songs with Piano Accompaniment 315
Solo Songs with Piano Accompaniment — Arrangements 325
Solo Songs — Other Accompaniments 326
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Chamber Music 362
Piano 367
Organ 368
Other Instrumental 369
Alphabetical List of Works 370
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The Works of C. ARMSTRONG GIBBS

SOLO SONGS with piano accompaniment

Near and far (Dear, when you are far away) Christmas 1909
Words by A. R. Ropes
MS: Cambridge University Library: Sedley Taylor MSS, Add. 6590
Dedicated to C(harles) S(ayle)
Unpublished

The Knight’s Song (With a good grey charger under me) March 1910
Words by J. L. Crommelin-Brown
MS: Cambridge University, Kings College, Rowe Music Library: MS item 11 in Dent folder
Unpublished. 

An English Carol of the XIVth Century (I sing of a maiden) 7th April 1911
Words Anonymous 
MS: B-P Archive Library, Bag Ci: ink, dated; 2 pages and title page
Unpublished

† Two Songs, op.2 *1912
Words by Percy Bysshe Shelley

1. Night (Swiftly walk o’er the western wave)
2. When the lamp is shattered (When the lamp is shattered)

Lullaby, op.3 (Sleep, sleep, beauty bright) *1914
Words by William Blake
Stainer & Bell 1914, ©R, F [d’-e’’] NA

Philomela or The nightingale, op.13 (The nightingale, as soon as April bringeth) May 1914
Words by Sir Philip Sidney
MSS: B-P Archive, Box 6: Copyist’s MS, ink, dated, printer’s copy, 2 pages and title page, ‘Philomela’, 

Bag A: Copyist’s MS, ink, fair copy, dated by CAG, 4 pages, ‘The Nightingale’
Winthrop Rogers 1937. E [b’–e’’] B&H
Dedicated to Mrs A. T. Kemble
First performance 24th April 1918 at Wigmore Hall (Gladys Moger)

The Rainy Day, op.4 (The day is cold and dark and dreary). 9th September 1914
Words by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
MS: B-P Archive, Bag A: ink, dated, 2 pages and title page 
Unpublished
Dedicated to Mrs A. T. Kemble

The Little Green Orchard, op.15(1) [originally op.9(2)] (Someone is always sitting there) *1917
Words by Walter de la Mare
MS: B-P Archive, Box 5: Copyist’s MS, ink, printer’s copy, 6 pages and title page 
Boosey & Hawkes 1932. F [e’–f’’] B&H
First performance 8 May 1918 at Wigmore Hall (Gladys Moger)
See Solo Songs – other accompaniments p. 326; Part-songs – with piano p. 346

Five Eyes, op.15(2) [originally op.9(3)] (In Hans’ old mill his three black cats) September 1917
Words by Walter de la Mare
Winthrop Rogers 1922. G minor [d’–d’’] NA; B minor [f’–f’’] B&H, Classical
Dedicated to John Coates
First performance 8th May 1918 at Wigmore Hall (Gladys Moger)
See Solo Songs – other accompaniments pp. 326, 327, 328;
Part-songs – unaccompanied p. 343; – with piano pp. 345, 350

A Song of Shadows, op.15(3) [originally op.9(5)] (Sweep thy faint strings, Musician) September 1917
Words by Walter de la Mare
Winthrop Rogers 1922. E [e’–g’’] B&H, Century 1
Dedicated to Mary Mitchell
First performance 8th May 1918 at Wigmore Hall (Gladys Moger)
See Solo Songs – other accompaniments p. 326; Part-songs – with piano p. 345; – other accompaniments p. 351 

Complete List of Works: Solo Songs with piano accompaniment 315

Abbreviations used for Collections and Anthologies
Carols 1: Carols for Choirs 1 (OUP, 1961)
Celebrated: The Chester Books of Celebrated Songs, volume 1, 1981; Chester (Music Sales)
Century: A Century of English Songs, volume 1, 1991, volume 4, 1996; volume 7, 2002,
volume 8, 2014, Thames Music 
Classical: Three Songs, Classical Vocal Reprints (New York)
1st Mezzo: First Book of Mezzo-soprano/Alto Solos, 1993, Schirmer
Heritage: A Heritage of 20th Century British Song, volumes 3, 4, 1978; Boosey & Hawkes
Holy Night: O Holy Night, 1994, Kevin Mayhew
New Imperial: New Imperial Edition, volume 1, 1952; Boosey & Hawkes
Novello Album 1, 2: Armstrong Gibbs Song Albums 1, 2, 1998, Novello (Music Sales)
Thames 10 Songs: Ten Songs of Armstrong Gibbs, 1989, Thames Music (Music Sales)

NB: Current publishers and availability (2013) shown at the end of publications line.
Allegro Music: sales@allegro.co.uk
Banks: Banks Music Publications, York: banksmusicpublications.co.uk
Goodmusic: goodmusicpublishing.co.uk
Music Sales: musicroom.com
Novello: musicroom.com
Thames: musicroom.com
B&H: Boosey & Hawkes: boosey.com
NA: no longer available from the publisher

Where the note ‘Gibbs Society holds a newly printed copy’ occurs the
following applies: These have all been edited and printed by Michael
Pilkington and copies can be obtained from the Armstrong Gibbs Society. 

© Michael Pilkington, Old Coulsdon 2013


	Cover
	Acknowledgements
	Contents
	List of illustrations
	INTRODUCTION | p.1
	PART 1: CHAPTER 1
	PART 1: CHAPTER 2
	PART 2: The Music of Armstrong Gibbs
	PART 3: Complete List of Works by Armstrong Gibbs



