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Think no more, lad; laugh, be jolly:
Why should men make haste to die?
Empty heads and tongues a-talking
Make the rough road easy walking.

And the feather pate of folly
Bears the falling sky.

Oh, ‘tis jesting, dancing, drinking
Spins the heavy world around.

If young hearts were not so clever,
Oh, they would be young for ever:
Think no more; ‘tis only thinking

Lays lads underground.

The young composer George Butterworth set this poem by A.E. Housman1 as part
of his Six Songs from A Shropshire Lad while he was music master at Radley College,
now a venue for The English Music Festival. In August 1914, at the very start of the
First World War, he volunteered for army service, and wrote no more music.
Housman’s lament was destined to apply to scholars not just from Radley but from
every British place of education. Butterworth himself, having won the Military
Cross for his action in the Battle of the Somme in July 1916, was killed shortly after
by a sniper’s bullet, aged 31. 
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BRITISH
COMPOSERS OF THe
FIRST WORLD WAR

–– INTRODUCTION  ––

1 First published in 1896 and simply called ‘XLIX’ in the original, out of 63 in the collection.

The War shattered Britain’s long Edwardian summer and the peace and prosperity
it represented, but it was only gradually as the casualty lists grew that the realisation
of an utterly changed world forced itself on all sections of society, including the
artistic community. To start with it was merely a nuisance, a short diversion to
which young men could happily escape from their existing lives in the near certainty
of returning home in a few months: the overwhelming might of the Royal Navy
would see to that. But when battle after battle – First Ypres, Loos, Gallipoli, the
Somme, Jutland, Passchendaele – produced no results, only slaughter, the flower
of a generation began to disappear into the mud of Flanders and Picardy, leaving a
gaping void in British cultural life. Musicians, poets, artists, and performers had
responded to Lord Kitchener’s call as much as engineers, ploughmen, bank clerks
and miners. The music schools were emptied of their charges. Farrar and Coles
were killed in the conflict, Moeran, Gurney, Bliss and others crippled by it in
various ways. Older composers like Elgar and Stanfordwere silenced by the horror.

The Fight For Morval – British Troops Leaving The Trenches
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By August 1914 Edward Elgarwas a colossus on the British musical landscape. Aged
57, knighted in 1904 and recipient of the Order of Merit in 1911, he had in recent
years produced his most mature works: the Second Symphony, the Violin Concerto,
The Music Makers, and Falstaff. He had been (a controversial) Peyton Professor of
Music at Birmingham, the principal conductor of the LSO, and from 1913 a
recording artist. Four of the five Pomp and Circumstance marches had been composed
and resonated throughout the Empire. Unsurprisingly Land of Hope and Glory
figured in the 1914 Proms in a surge of patriotic fervour on the outbreak of war. But
the Proms also contained Sospiri, that quiet and melancholy lament for string
orchestra which reflected Elgar’s own sense of declining personal fortune as well
as foreboding at the coming national upheaval. 

The public figure Elgar had become required patriotic deeds despite inner misgivings.
Living with Alice at Severn House in north London, he joined the Hampstead Special
Constabulary as an Inspector and transferred to the more military Volunteer Reserve
in 1915. There is a famous photograph of him drawn up in front of his ‘troops’ wearing
a flat cap and riding breeches. Of course his age precluded him joining Kitchener’s
armies overseas. 4 Instead, Severn House became a base for war-related activities,
committees, fund-raising concerts and supporting the troops. Zeppelins hovered
overhead. Energetic conducting tours to raise morale followed. 

Yet Elgar knew his time was over. Not only was the nation’s musical life fatally
disrupted, but its Germanic connection was severed. The conductor Hans Richter,

MARCHING
TO FAIRYLAND

–– Sir Edward Elgar (1857-1934) ––

4 There is exhibited at the Elgar Birthplace Museum at Broadheath an official return of persons of military age and
eligible to enlist, as from Severn House where Elgar then lived with Alice and Carice. He has written in his own
hand that he would be willing to enlist ‘if permitted’. However Chris Bennett, the curator of the Museum, thinks it
significant that the document was among Elgar’s own papers, i.e. it was probably never sent to the War Office and
represents one of Elgar’s rhetorical flourishes.

a great champion of Elgar’s music, renounced his English degrees. Elgar’s friends
the Speyers, whose financial patronage of festivals including the Proms had been
immense, were banished by anti-Teutonic feeling. Elgar felt these ruptures keenly,
was saddened and wearied by them, and by the brutality and needless cruelty that
came to characterise the First World War after the initial jingoism of 1914. This
caused him to exclaim to his friend Schuster:

‘... the only thing that wrings my heart and soul is the thought of the
horses – oh! my beloved animals – the men and women can go to hell ...’

Yet of course this outburst was rhetorical, and Elgar the composer would ‘do his
bit’. When the extent of German savagery in overcoming neutral Belgium gripped
and appalled the British public, Elgar set to music and then regularly performed
the Belgian poem Carillon, a memory of the ruined bell-towers of Flanders, which
stirred much sympathy. He then composed Polonia, a short symphonic prelude in
aid of the Polish Relief Fund started by the violinist Paderewski. This and similar
commissions were hack-work, to support good causes, and brought him no financial
gain; indeed the First World War caused him great financial worry and insecurity. 

Back in 1905 the Elgars had enjoyed a Mediterranean cruise with Admiral Lord
Charles Beresford as host. Now the Admiral urged Elgar to take the verses of Kipling’s
Fringes of the Fleet, so-called because they honoured the ‘little ships’ commandeered
into naval service, and turn them into staged songs. Despite Kipling’s own objections
this was done in 1916 and performances at the London Coliseum and elsewhere were
hugely popular. The idiom, typical of Elgar at this time, is of jolly Jack Tars braving
the elements in a noble cause, the music composed in ‘a broad, salt-water style’ (Elgar
to Newman) rather than reflecting the horrors of battle:

‘The game is more than the player of the game,
And the ship is more than the crew!’

In fact, Elgar never composed the sort of heart-stopping invocations of bloody conflict
we get from Vaughan Williams’s third and fourth Symphonies or (much later)
Britten’sWar Requiem: it must be remembered that these were written after the event,
as a reaction, whereas Elgar’s wartime writings are immediate, intended to inspire
and console rather than horrify or lament. Thus, in response to his next work, The
Starlight Express (which was soon recorded), a letter-writer from the trenches said:

‘The gramophone is the only means of bringing back to us the days
that are gone, and helping me through the “Ivory Gate” that leads to
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THE GEORGE BUTTERWORTH MEMORIAL at Radley College
Laurence Whistler’s design is for an engraved glass panel two feet high with concealed lighting. At the
top is a quotation from one of Butterworth’s settings of ‘A Shropshire Lad’. On the right a gaping hole,
as if smashed by the war and obliterating the unknown second date of his natural life-span. Through it

is seen, far off, the great Lutyens memorial arch to the Missing on the Somme, inscribed with over
73,000 names of those who have no known graves, including Lieutenant Butterworth M.C.

commissioned and transferred. The family background was one of patrician service.
His father Sir Alexander Kaye Butterworth was General Manager of the North
Eastern Railway. George, born in 1885, went to Eton and Trinity College Oxford
and was destined for the law. But music had always intervened, and although he
disliked formal training (staying at the Royal College of Music for less than a year)
there was a growing enchantment with folk-song, country dancing, and settings of
poetry in the English idiom for which his small compositional output is so famous.

He made his early career as a music critic and schoolteacher, collecting folk tunes
in Sussex and elsewhere (aided by Vaughan Williams, a friend and major influence)
with the enthusiasm that another might show for collecting butterflies. He helped
found the English Folk Dance Society in 1906 and was professionally part of its

demonstration squad. There is no sense, as with contemporaries such as Arnold
Bax or Granville Bantock, of committing to large-scale composition of symphonies
or concertos. Everywhere there is a lightness of touch, a restraint, the capturing of
the fleeting moment or the human pulse. Here was an athletic, perceptive, and
genial man, albeit (according to RVW) with a ‘gruff and abrupt manner’, shy
perhaps but never backward in expressing emotion in music.

This friendship with Vaughan Williams created a lasting musical epitaph. It was
Butterworth who persuaded him to convert an intended tone poem about the capital
into his great second London Symphony. The score for this was lost when it was sent
abroad for printing, but Butterworth helped Vaughan Williams reconstruct it from
memory and it is so tempting to imagine the Cockney strains and haunting sweeps
of melody owing something to his own invention. After the First World War the
surviving composer dedicated the symphony to his dead collaborator. 

A.E. Housman’s cycle of poems, A Shropshire Lad, published in 1896, provided
inspiration for a number of composers, Vaughan Williams, Bax and Ireland among
them, attempting to capture the wistful pastoral mood of pre-war England. This
stern Latinist managed in his verses to evoke a unique sense of the transience of
youth, the fragility of life and love, and the arbitrary deaths meted out by (Imperial)
wars. Butterworth began settings of Housman while teaching at Radley, and twelve
marvellously lyrical and atmospheric songs were published by 1912. They were
dedicated to Victor Barrington-Kennett, an Eton friend, also to die in France in
1916.The material from the song Loveliest of Trees was reworked into the purely
orchestral rhapsody also called A Shropshire Lad, first performed at Leeds in 1913
by the LSO under Nikisch, and has remained popular ever since.

So Butterworth had ‘arrived’ as a composer, but his output was painfully thin, for
it barely had time to mature. There are only two other orchestral works, Two English
Idylls (1911) and the haunting Banks of Green Willow (1913); a number of folk-songs;
four choral pieces including hymn tunes; and an unpublished suite for string quartet
(1910). There was also a literary work, The Country Dance Book, co-written (along
with Morris Dance Tunes) with Cecil Sharp. While it is likely that a stronger musical
voice, comparable with Vaughan Williams or Holst, might have emerged on a
national scale after 1918 if he had lived, there is evidence that Butterworth destroyed
some of his manuscript works prior to going to France (the remainder being left to
RVW) and had actually abandoned composition for soldiering. There is thus no
surviving wartime music as such. But is this not the action of most men called to
arms, that they forsake their peacetime pursuits and burn their boats? Who can then
predict what might have been?
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