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Foreword
by Jeremy Irons

Generations of writers have been inspired by the countsyside of
the British Isles. From Blake and Wordsworth to Hardy and du
Maurier, the poetry and prose of so many of Britain’s literary

giants have been shaped by the diverse and often spectacular landscapes
of rural Britain and Ireland. Bleak moors, rugged cliffs, rolling hills and
winding country lanes – these are the images and potent memories that
provide the distinctively British backdrop for much of the finest and
most evocative English literature. 

As with words, so it is with music. Landscape is the very essence of
English music; it was our glorious countryside that sparked the crea-
tive imagination of Elgar, Delius, Holst, Vaughan Williams and Britten, 
and it is hard to conceive of an English musical renaissance such as that which
occurred in the early years of the twentieth century had these composers not
found inspiration among the glens, villages and shingly shores of the British Isles. 

Yet, compared to our world-renowned literary traditions, English music often
seems the best-kept secret of our nation’s unique cultural heritage. 

Em Marshall is driven by a passion for the music of these islands. She has made
it her mission to promote awareness and appreciation of every facet of Britain’s
extraordinary musical inheritance, from the ballads and madrigals of earlier times
to the exciting new works of present-day composers such as Philip Lane and Paul
Carr, whose music – while fresh and innovative – remains very firmly rooted in
the British tradition. 

As the Founder and Director of the ground-breaking English Music Festival,
and a journalist with a profound commitment to the cause of Britain’s native 
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composers, as well as to the preservation of the character of rural Britain, she is
ideally placed to take us on a tour of the musical heritage of the British Isles. 

Here, rightly, the focus is on composers from the first half of the twentieth 
century – not just the ‘big names’ such as Elgar and Holst, but also the lesser-
known geniuses of English composition: Bax, Moeran, Bantock and Howells,
whose contribution to the nation’s musical treasury has often been unfairly neg-
lected. These remarkable individuals produced some amazing pieces of music –
works that evoke the diverse landscapes of Britain and Ireland as vividly as the
paintings of Constable or Ravilious.

I was delighted when Em asked me to write the Foreword to this book. The
British countryside is in my blood, and its music has been an important part of my
life since childhood. I would not willingly be without either for long – even though
my work often takes me far away from my Oxfordshire home. 

Thanks to Em Marshall’s beautifully written and exquisitely illustrated book
we can take a journey – a musical pilgrimage – the length and breadth of Britain
and Ireland to discover the links between the composers and the countryside.

Jeremy Irons, 
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Introduction

High above the small town of Kenmare – a conflicting jumble of bright
colours – lies a deserted graveyard. Ivy and elder, tangling, compete to
conquer the ruined church, as it guards the crumbling tombstones, while

clouds pile up above, plunging the ancient cemetery into ever-deeper shades of
gloom. Amongst the neglected graves squats that of the English composer Ernest
Jack Moeran, who slipped quietly from Kenmare’s pier to a mysterious watery
grave in , killed at last, some maintain, by a piece of shrapnel lodged in his
head since the First World War. He now rests, with a stunning view of the Kerry
hills, in the county that inspired so many of his enchanting works. The words
etched onto his dull grey headstone: ‘He lies in the mountain country he loved so
well’, have faded and are obscured by sow thistles; the hooded crows visit him more
often now than any human face. 

Moeran is one of the many overlooked British composers who were so prolific
during the early twentieth century, when they poured forth music of invention,
exquisite craftsmanship and unrivalled melody. At a time when new music in
many other countries began to fade or turned to less harmonious paths, Britain
was long ripe for a renaissance. The newly established music colleges, rich tra-
ditions of choral and sacred music, and the abundance of choral societies and
festivals all contributed to an explosion of talent; extraordinary in the sheer
number and quality of composers emerging from within these shores. 

In , Oscar Schmitz had claimed that England was ‘Das Land ohne Musik’
(‘the land without music’), while a few decades earlier the German researcher Carl
Engel stated that ‘Englishmen are the only [people] without their own music.’ This
was far from true. Music has played an important role in Britiain throughout 
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the centuries – from musician and composer kings (Henry VIII was reputedly 
the composer of Greensleeves, perhaps the most famous and ‘English’ of all works)
through to the bawdy dances and songs of the peasant folk. Indeed, Britain’s 
musical creativity had once been dominated by figures of such skill and renown 
as Henry Purcell, William Byrd, Thomas Arne, John Bull, Thomas Tallis, William
Boyce and John Blow.

During what has been inappropriately described as a ‘musical ice-age’ between
Arne and Parry, music in Britain in fact bubbled away quietly with composers such
as Stainer, Wesley, Potter, Sterndale Bennett, William Crotch, Philip Hayes (who
wrote the world’s first piano concerto at the time when he was ‘the Fattest Man 
in England’, and whose father built Oxford’s beautiful Holywell Music Room),
Another, the regrettably short-lived Thomas Linley, was rated equal to, if not
above, Mozart by many of their contemporaries. The British choral tradition 
continued to evolve and develop its own sound, and music remained a vital part 
of both church services and secular life. 

Then, towards the end of the nineteenth century, came three composers who
would unwittingly herald the birth of a period of marvellous fecundity in Britain:
Sullivan – who wrote far more than just the operettas for which he is celebrated –
and the great teacher-composers, Parry and Stanford. Elgar followed them to put
Britain firmly back on the musical map, while Vaughan Williams, in a bid to break
away from the all-pervasive Middle European tradition, returned to folk and
Tudor roots to resurrect an ‘English sound’, launching a musical revolution. The
ensuing years sang forth name after glorious name as music in Britain reached 
its zenith. 

The World Wars compelled these early twentieth-century composers to exter-
nalize the feelings of loss flooding through them – not just loss of friends and
places, but of eras and ways of life. Whilst their foreign contemporaries were turn-
ing to new directions in musical thought that eschewed tonality and melody and
sought refuge in mathematics, abstruseness or novelty, British composers looked
for something of beauty and of value, to give back to their beleaguered country 
in a paean of grief and longing. Although sometimes incorporating modernist 
features in their music (particularly the composers Bliss, Lambert and Walton),
they nevertheless kept a beauty of sound, and discovered their musical identity by
celebrating the natural world around them and by keeping in tune with the music
of their illustrious predecessors.

The British countryside, and its depiction in the arts – the landscapes of Turner
and Constable, the portrayal of the wild beauty of Britain by the nineteenth-
century Romantic poets, and the descriptions found in literature as far back as
Chaucer and Bunyan – was a seminal influence on these composers. Landscape
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Ralph Vaughan Williams
1872–1958

Ralph Vaughan Williams transformed English music. Rebelling against the
Teutonic tradition that had persisted in England (including the Germanic

elements of the more recent ‘English’ music of composers such as Parry,
Stanford and Elgar), he brought about a new kind of national music. Vaughan
Williams resurrected a distinctive English ‘voice’ by returning to two old and
vibrant roots: folk-music and Tudor music. It was the combination of vital ele-
ments of these and his own inspired modernism that bore a new, powerful and
compelling music, full of raw emotion, honesty, and spirituality. 

Vaughan Williams came from English and Welsh stock. His father, Arthur
Charles Vaughan Williams (the son of Sir Edward and Lady Vaughan Williams)
had married a daughter of Josiah Wedgwood III, Margaret, at Coldharbour
Church, near Leith Hill in Surrey. The Wedgwood family had lived at Leith Hill
Place for generations. The substantial, if somewhat austere, grand house is set in
woodlands and rhododendron and azalea plantations, overlooking the chalkland
of the South Downs and the Sussex Weald, and Ralph’s elder brother, Hervey, 
was born there. Margaret’s mother was Charles Darwin’s elder sister, and there is 
a charming anecdote about her response to young Ralph when he enquired about
the rumpus following the publication of On the Origin of Species. Margaret
explained that whereas most people believe that God created the world in six days,
‘Great Uncle Charles just thinks it took a little longer!’ 

Ralph was born at Down Ampney, a small village in rural Gloucestershire
where his father was vicar. Sadly, Arthur’s tenure here was short-lived – he died in
, before Ralph even reached his third birthday. Margaret took her young
family to live with her sister, Sophie, back at Leith Hill Place. Ralph loved the 
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space and freedom of the house, with its extensive kitchen gardens, sheds and
glass-houses, orchards and woodlands. He spent many childhood hours playing
boisterous games with his siblings and cousins, tricycling around the gardens,
riding his pony and sailing toy boats on nearby Kill Barn Pond. He also showed an
early interest in composition, writing incidental music to plays for his toy theatre
and, when he was , demonstrated his love of nature in a piano piece entitled
Robin’s Nest. 

Ralph was an alert and curious child, ever awake to his surroundings and ready
to question and investigate them further, and this led to an interest in numerous
subjects from architecture to local customs. He was also an adventurous boy, and

M U S I C  I N  T H E  L A N D S C A P E

66

Down Ampney church.



an early and fond memory of his was of a seaside holiday with his mother and
sister – two days of travel through the countryside in the pony cart and then the
excitement of staying at an inn. 

In , Ralph followed in his elder brother’s footsteps and went to Field House
School (now called St Aubyn’s) in Rottingdean. Although Rottingdean was then a
small village supporting a farming and fishing community, it laid claim to fame in
being the home of Burne Jones (and was later to become Rudyard Kipling’s as
well). Although still young, Ralph was nonetheless keen on the surrounding coun-
tryside, explaining later, ‘Most of the boys thought the country round was dull. I
thought it lovely and enjoyed our walks. The great bare hills impressed me by their
grandeur. I have loved the Downs ever since.’

Four year later Ralph followed Hervey’s subsequent move to Charterhouse
School where he deepened his interest in music. He joined the school orchestra
and persuaded the headmaster to allow him to put on a concert that included his
own one-movement Piano Trio. Back at Leith Hill during the holidays, he enjoyed
daily strolls through the woods after tea to Coldharbour Church to play the organ,
and, returning, would continue practising on the organ installed in the house until
called for dinner. One dark winter evening he witnessed a tremendous storm with
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Gustav Holst
1874–1934

Although his grandfather was of Swedish origin, Holst was born and brought
up in England, and was as English as they come. His love of English culture,

literature and landscape – born of his youth spent in the glorious
Cotswold countryside – was a formative influence on his composition throughout
his life, and from early on he turned to the countryside for the solace and peace
that enabled and inspired him to produce such a variety of masterpieces. He came
from a musical family – his father was a piano teacher, and his musician and 
composer grandfather had taught the harp to members of the Imperial Russian
Court at St Petersburg.

Holst (originally Gustavus von Holst) was born in  in the genteel and 
cultured spa town of Cheltenham, and the first few years of his life were spent 
at  Pittsville (now Clarence) Road – the house that is now the Holst Birthplace
Museum. The death of his mother, Clara, prompted a move to  Vittoria Walk
(since demolished) where Holst’s aunt, Nina, helped to raise Gustav and his
brother Emil until their father remarried in . The family moved again in 
to apartments at  Lansdown Crescent, a grand curving terrace of houses
designed by the architect J.B.Papworth in the s.

Holst’s interest in music started early – he played the piano (although neuritis
in the right arm prevented his continuation with this instrument), as well as the
violin, trombone and organ. He tried his hand at composition while still at school,
writing works such as Four Voluntaries for the organ of All Saints’ Church. He
encountered folk-music at an early age, once hearing the Northumbrian pipe-
tune Newburn Lads played on the hurdy-gurdy. The player reduced the notes 
upon each repetition of the tune until the melody was scarcely recognizable. 
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Holst never forgot this, and, many years later, used it as the
basis of his piano piece Toccata.

In , Holst’s father sent the budding composer to study
counterpoint at Merton College, Oxford, during which time
Holst stayed with his grandmother. On returning to Chel-
tenham, he took the position of organist and choirmaster at
the Cotswold village of Wyck Rissington. This post also en-
tailed conducting a choral society at nearby Bourton-on-
the-Water, where he stayed at the weekends, although during
the summer months he sometimes walked to Bourton from
Cheltenham and back again the same day. 

Holst loved walking and it was his favourite means of
travel throughout life: ‘I was a good walker and an incessant
one.’ He only made very loose plans for his rambles, and used
to enjoy the lack of a strict schedule, and getting lost. He 
took railway and bus timetables with him, together with a

copy of Robert Bridges’ poem The Testament of Beauty, and visited any cathedrals 
or churches that were nearby. He had an impressive collection of maps, and a 
cherished book entitled Ancient Cotswold Churches. He was particularly fond of
tramping by night with a lantern over the fields between Wyck Rissington and
Bourton-on-the-Water, and in later years often returned to retrace his steps.
Holst’s daughter, Imogen, recalled that: ‘He learnt to know this stretch of the
Cotswold hills by heart, and he never forgot the steep, narrow lanes, or the distant
views across each valley, or the mellow grey of the stone walls and cottages and
farms. It was always to remain his favourite part of England.’ These walking 
experiences later led to the Cotswolds Symphony. In those early days, however, 
Holst invoked the Cotswold area in a two-act operetta entitled Lansdown Castle,
or The Sorcerer of Tewkesbury.

In , Holst had a quasi-spiritual experience at the Worcester Three Choirs
Festival, as both Gurney and Howells were to have later in Gloucester. In Holst’s
case it was a curious out-of-body sensation caused by his first hearing of Bach’s
Mass in B Minor, when, during the Sanctus, he was conscious of floating above the
audience and gripped his chair to stop his head hitting the ceiling.

The same year, Holst took up a place at the Royal College of Music under
Stanford. He lived in a bedsit in Hammersmith, and in the holidays enjoyed walk-
ing or cycling between London and Cheltenham, carrying his trombone with him,
and occasionally startling farmers by taking it out to practise during breaks en
route. Two years later he won a composition scholarship, and he supplemented his
income by playing the trombone in theatre orchestras and with seaside bands, 

M U S I C  I N  T H E  L A N D S C A P E

100

Gustav Holst. (Photograph
courtesy Holst Birthplace
Museum)



and the organ in several London churches. An offer to join the Carl Rosa Opera
Company as principal trombone and repetiteur led to his reluctant departure from
the RCM, and in  he joined the Company at the Lancashire seaside resort of
Southport. He once played under Richter at Covent Garden, and was delighted
when Richter said that he would have liked to take Holst the trombonist back to
Germany! Two years later, he left the Carl Rosa Company, and joined Scottish
Opera (then conducted by Frederick Cowen and based in Glasgow’s St Andrew’s
Hall) as second trombone.

In the meantime, Holst had started conducting a choir at William Morris’s
home, Kelmscott House in Hammersmith, where he both met his future wife and
discovered the treasures of Ancient Indian literature and philosophy. He at once
understood that great mystical truths were available through sacred texts such as
the Vedas and the Ramayana. Dissatisfied with the stilted translations available at
the time, he set himself the formidable task of learning Sanskrit to produce better
translations, enrolling as a student at the London Institution’s School of Oriental
Languages. Later in life, whilst composing The Hymn of Jesus, he learnt Ancient
Greek to enable himself to read the Apocryphal Acts of St John in its original 
language.

Gloucestershire was never far from his mind – or his feet – and he undertook
long walks through the county with his friend Vaughan Williams. He later counted
the Cotswolds as one of his chief reasons for gratitude at being alive (alongside
music and Vaughan Williams), and in  he started work on his Cotswolds 
Symphony. The Symphony opens with a brief and unpretentious first movement,
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