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CALIBAN: Be not afeard. The isle is full of noises,


Sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight, and hurt not.


Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments


Will hum about mine ears; and sometimes voices,


That, if I then had wak’d after long sleep,


Will make me sleep again; and then, in dreaming,


The clouds methought would open and show riches


Ready to drop upon me, that, when I wak’d,


I cried to dream again.


William Shakespeare, The Tempest (1610–11)




   





The Nature of my Work is Visionary or Imaginative; it is an Endeavour to Restore what the Ancients calld the Golden Age.


William Blake, A Vision of the Last Judgment (1810)






















PRELUDE


The Silver Chain







He rises and begins to round


He drops the silver chain of sound,


Of many links without a break …


George Meredith, The Lark Ascending (1895)





As I rode out on a hot, bright, early-May day of birdsong and blossom, cycling over London’s Blackfriars Bridge in the early evening, with the dazzling sky vaulting above the silver chain of the Thames, it felt as though the wheel of the year had decisively rolled forwards on its compulsive journey from spring to summer. It had been a day for forward planning, daydreaming, letting it all hang out. Almost in defiance of the light, I was on my way to a place where the murk was king. Glancing to my right as I sped across the bridge, I could see my destination: the BFI Cinema, a recently refitted extension to the Southbank’s post-war brick-and-concrete palace of culture.


The screening was a specially conceived, one-off event, co-organised by the British Film Institute and the English Folk Dance and Song Society. A kinetic parade of films and fragments culled from their joint archives: artless step-dancers and toothless drinkers in Norfolk and Suffolk pubs; the whirling, randy Obby Oss of Padstow in Cornwall, filmed in mesmerising Technicolor in the early 1950s by Alan Lomax and Peter Kennedy; an episode of a long-forgotten 1980s Channel Four documentary series, The Future of Things Past, catching the nation’s superstitions and unaccountable rituals before they are lost altogether to the digital age. There’s a brutality to much of them: the smashed limbs and dislocated spines of the cheese-rollers; the tortuous, sweaty ordeal of the Scottish Burryman, plastered all day with prickly burrs; the heat rashes suffered by carriers of blazing tar barrels at Lewes each November. A world, a Britain, vanished and foreign to all but the eldest gathered in tonight’s audience. The local and parochial made strange. Customs to which few, nowadays, are actually accustomed at all.


And then the projection screen becomes a window on an even more distant past. For here’s the only known moving footage of Cecil Sharp, the folklorist and collector indelibly associated with the origins of the past century’s folk revival, skipping and twirling and enjoying a merry roister-doister with his assistants, Maud and Helen Karpeles, and the moustachioed George Butterworth, the English composer of pastoral music. Shot in 1912, their country dances and morris exercises are divided into short segments of film, totalling no more than five minutes. The footage flickers, blinks: almost breaks down into its constituent still frames. These images, held for decades deep in the archive rooms of Cecil Sharp House, are preserved on Kinora spools, a long-dead motion-picture medium. The Kinora was the British adaptation of the Lumière brothers’ pioneering ‘cinématographe’. Each spool was effectively a paper or celluloid flick book, bound onto a wheel and whirled through a lightbox at approximately twelve frames per second. Until the Kinora factory burned down in 1914, this primitive projector was a popular form of high-tech Edwardian home entertainment.


The Kinora spools are silent, of course. Filmed two years before the outbreak of the First World War, they date from long before the advent of the film soundtrack. In 1982, financed by a grant from the Sheffield Morris Ring, they were transferred faithfully to film stock, simply to prolong their life and to extend it beyond the extinct Kinora device. It’s a reminder that Cecil Sharp was a creature of the pre-phonographic era: while his contemporary Percy Grainger hauled a cumbersome wax-cylinder recording device around the English countryside to record village labourers reciting old folk songs, Sharp’s own song-collecting was all transcribed by hand in notebooks. But Butterworth, Sharp and the Karpeles sisters must have been dancing to something on the day these images were preserved. So, here at the BFI, the event’s curators have arranged for a fiddle player, Laurel Swift, to stand beside the screen and play jigs that match the dance moves. It only lasts three minutes at most, but there’s something about this recital that triggers an indescribable reverie, as music present stretches through the screen’s shining portal to touch, however briefly, a set of actions nearly a century old. There’s Sharp, in his specs and loose-fitting flannel suit, prancing in this corner of a garden with abandoned, joyous innocence. It’s a full eighteen years before the posthumous building of the house that still bears his name and contains his legacy. And here’s vigorous, twenty-nine-year-old Butterworth, composer of English idylls, songs romantic and rueful, a year away from completing his rich orchestral tapestry of folk tunes, The Banks of Green Willow. In four years’ time, his blazered torso and jigging, cricket-trousered legs will be prone and lifeless in the mud of the Somme. But they dance as if the music from the fiddle in front of us, alive and resonant, is bubbling just out of camera range in this secret garden. The illusion becomes absolute, to the point where it is unclear whether the music is driving the picture, or the image is guiding the music. Perhaps, I find myself thinking, this is the nearest thing to time travel it’s possible to experience. This alchemy of live music and ancient film creates a conduit, a wormhole, a charmed shortcut through the huge block of elapsed time. In this moment, I feel like a guest in the Edenic corner of England depicted in these historic vignettes. And conversely, the two-dimensional dancers momentarily become guests in our own time.
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A film still from the only existing footage of folklorist Cecil Sharp (left), performing a country dance with Maud Karpeles, Helen Karpeles and George Butterworth, 1912.








And then the lights go up.




* * *





It was music that cast that magic spell, dispersing time for an instant in the cinema gloom. One of the germinal ideas for this book was to locate and understand an undercurrent of music in Britain that, to my ears at least, is concerned at a root, instinctive level with a form of imaginative time travel. A significant portion of Britain’s cultural identity is built on a succession of golden ages. The medieval Land of Cockayne was a land of plenty and laziness, balm to the oppressed feudal labourer. Gerrard Winstanley, the activist of the English Revolution, reclaimed common land as a slice of God-given Paradise for his Digger comrades. William Blake cast his visionary faculties back to a pre-lapsarian era in which none of his present woes – industrialism, poverty, urban blight – existed. The early twentieth century saw the salvage of the Tudor and Elizabethan eras, recast as ‘Merrie England’, a perpetual springtime of courtliness, artistic treasures and clearly stratified society. In my own time, the nostalgia industry operates at fever pitch, often promoting an anachronistic hybrid of artefacts from both my grandparents’ and my parents’ generations – ‘Boys’ Own’ adventure stories, vintage confectionery, Regency costume dramas – as well as my own youthful memories of the 1970s.


Britain’s literature, poetry, art and music abounds in secret gardens, wonderlands, paradises lost, postponed or regained. Avalon, Xanadu, Arden, Prospero’s island, Tír-na-nÓg, Middle-earth, Narnia, Elidor, Utopia, the New Atlantis, Erewhon, the Perfumed Garden: fictive domains that subtly swap the present for alternative speculations. British music accumulates a powerful charge when it deals with a sense of something unrecoupable, a lost estate. One of the most vivid indicators of the changes affecting the nation is marked upon its physical terrain. I wanted to grasp how British musicians and composers have drawn on an idea of folk, alongside a literary (or cinematic) sense of nostalgia and connection with the landscape, all of which feeds into an encompassing expression of Britain that Blake, at least, called ‘visionary’. His definition of ‘Vision or the Imagination’ was ‘a Representation of what Eternally Exists, Really & Unchangeably. […] The Nature of Visionary Fancy, or Imagination, is very little known […] yet the Oak dies as well as the Lettuce, but Its Eternal Image & Individuality never dies, but renews by its seed …’1 The image of the organic transmission of an ever-changing same was replicated, almost word for word, by Cecil Sharp, in his attempts to define the passage of folk music through time. The ‘Visionary Music’ invoked in this book’s title refers to any music that contributes to this sensation of travel between time zones, of retreat to a secret garden, in order to draw strength and inspiration for facing the future.


This music is the sound of an Electric Eden, one that has always been required to interface with the modern world. My first intention was to write a history of British folk-rock’s high-water mark (Pentangle, Fairport Convention, Nick Drake, Sandy Denny, Incredible String Band et al.) – music born out of the battle between progressive push and nostalgic pull. Even in the late 1960s, folk purists were coming on like the children’s television wizard Catweazle, ever suspicious of modern-day ‘electrickery’ when folk songs were recast in rock idioms. But electrification comes in many forms. For the early-twentieth-century composers such as Vaughan Williams and Holst, there were thunderbolts of inspiration from oriental mysticism, angular modernism and the body blow of the Great War, as well as input from the rediscovered folk tradition itself. For the second wave of folk revivalists such as Ewan MacColl and A. L. Lloyd in the 1950s, the vital spark was communism’s dream of a post-revolutionary New Jerusalem. For their younger successors in the 1960s, who thronged the folk clubs set up by the old guard, the lyrical freedoms of Dylan and the unchained melodies of psychedelia created the conditions for folk-rock’s own golden age, a brief Indian summer and fruitful autumn that lasted from around 1969 to 1972. Breakthroughs in contemporary music – modal jazz, world musics from Jamaica to India, the period-instrument movement – all had an impact. Four decades on, even that progressive period has become just one more era ripe for fashionable emulation and pastiche. The idea of a folk tradition being exclusively confined to oral transmission has become a much looser, less severely guarded concept. Recorded music and television, for today’s metropolitan generation, are where the equivalent of folk memories are seeded.


A well is only good while it’s in use. Untouched, the water at the bottom will stagnate and become poisoned. Electric Eden is not so much about the source singers and players, guardians of the well of folk tradition. It’s really the story of people who have slaked their thirsts at the well, treating it as an oasis from which to refresh their own art. At certain times, many of its champions have selectively cherry-picked from the entire folk canon: MacColl privileging workers’ and industrial songs; The Watersons collecting pagan, seasonal music; Shirley Collins and Ashley Hutchings focusing on agricultural and pastoral material from southern England. Interest in folk music and other buried aspects of national culture tends to be reawakened at moments when there’s a perceived danger of things being lost for ever. Of the two historical landmarks that continue to permeate the British collective unconscious, the Industrial Revolution gave birth to the Romantic movement in literature and art, and the huge losses to the working population sustained during the First World War altered the constitution of society, reshaping the equilibrium between country and city. In the late 1960s and early 70s, fear of annihilation, technological progress, and a vision of alternative societies filtered through popular and underground culture, conspiring to promote the ideal of ‘getting back to the garden’. ‘Folk’ is only one of many ingredients in the mix during these charged moments. Neither Nick Drake nor Kate Bush nor Talk Talk sang old folk songs, but their music resonates with Romantic yearning for an intense communion with nature and the desire to reclaim a stolen innocence. In a quest for a workable religious experience, Gustav Holst sought enlightenment in Hindu mythology, while The Incredible String Band folded psychedelics into a cocktail of visionary and Beat poetry. Faerie magic and Celtic lore infused the orchestral music of Arnold Bax and John Ireland, as much as the cosmic folk-rock of Donovan and Marc Bolan’s Tyrannosaurus Rex. The Tudorinfluenced work of Vaughan Williams and Peter Warlock, and the medieval instrumental textures employed by John Renbourn, Pentangle and Shirley and Dolly Collins, present a beguiling form of sonic time travel. In telling these artists’ stories, I wanted above all to keep these undercurrents in focus: silver chains that bind more than a century of music into a continuum.


It’s important to remember, though, that the links in the chain of tradition have been forged by revolutionaries. The great age of folkloric retrieval is synchronous with the age of Karl Marx. ‘Folk’ in Britain has always been contested territory. No longer does the word refer solely to particular songs and melodies attached to the ancient lore of the land; nor to techniques of singing, instrumentality and delivery; nor to a music’s sense of belonging to small, often rural communities, or even a nation. Folk still includes these preserved traditions, but it is also applied to areas of contemporary music, to writers of new, personal songs such as John Martyn and Roy Harper. Cecil Sharp wanted folk music taught in schools to inculcate national identity. Ewan MacColl intended it as a tool to stir up a workers’ revolution. Nowadays it’s become as much a signifier of texture and aesthetics as an indicator of ingrained authenticity – as in such descriptive terms as ‘acid folk’, ‘free folk’, even the ungainly ‘folktronica’. Folk manages to occupy fashionable and unfashionable status simultaneously. Just as the radical floral wallpapers of William Morris – an outspoken Victorian socialist – now cover middle-class lounges, so the radical intentions of many folk historians and revivalists have led to a music commonly regarded as parochial and conservative. I wanted to get to the bottom of why, and when, its less appealing traits began to be taken as typical. While there has always been someone ready to poke fun at folk singers and morris dancers, the mockery only really turned hostile in the late 1970s, by which time most utopian dreams, hangovers from the 1960s, were falling permanently out of reach. Clichés of the folkie, finger in ear and quaffing real ale, persist. And yet, newspaper columns periodically rejoice, folk is hip again, influencing artists, clothing and furniture designers, celebrated at music festivals and on TV documentaries, reissued on countless major and specialist record labels. Folk is a sonic ‘shabby chic’ that contains elements of the uncanny and eerie, as well as an antique veneer, a whiff of Britain’s pagan ancestry. The very obscurity and anonymity of folk music’s origins open up space for rampant imaginative fancies. The idea of folk still seems unstable, volatile: there’s an ongoing chemical reaction that hasn’t yet subsided.


It’s difficult to envisage a time when these internal arguments will cease to define and invigorate Britain’s cultural life. If it is to thrive, and not stagnate, it will continue to need the friction between conservation and progression, city and country, acoustics and electricity, homespun and visionary, familiar and uncanny. As the most immediately audible signifier of changing times, the acoustic/electric debate has always stimulated controversy in the musical realm. Concepts of tradition and authenticity – acoustic guitars versus Fender Strats – too frequently shore up Luddite agendas. But critics (and musicians) who reject electrification on principle are working from a fundamentally erroneous idea of what tradition means. The village folk singers visited in the Edwardian age by Cecil Sharp and Percy Grainger sang their songs with no accompaniment at all, so guitars – whether classical, steel-strung acoustic or a Fender Telecaster – or a piano or synthesizer for that matter, are all equally outrageous, equally ‘inauthentic’. The adoption of ‘folk’ by the 1960s generation helped to unearth a resource, and an idea of national music, that might well have lain unheard, as Americanised popular music took full hold. Instead, electricity applied to the British visionary continuum produced some of the most exciting music of the age, one that reached its most progressive forms precisely when the tussle between acoustics and electricity was being enacted within the fabric of the music itself. As Dave Swarbrick, fiddle player with Fairport Convention, observed in the mid-1970s: ‘If you’re singing about a bloke having his head chopped off, or a girl fucking her brother and having a baby and the brother getting pissed off and cutting her guts open and stamping on the baby and killing his sister – now that’s a fantastic story by any standards, whether told in a pub or on Broadway. Having to work with a storyline like that with acoustic instruments wouldn’t be half as powerful or potent, dramatically, as saying the same things electrically. Because when you deal with violence, when you deal with someone slashing with a sword, say, there are sounds that exist electrically – with electric bass, say – that can very explicitly suggest what the words are saying.’2


Paradise is a kind of false-memory syndrome, a clinging refusal to let go of an illusory golden age. Elements are periodically amputated along the way in order to prevent aspects of the culture from becoming gangrenous, but when things are killed off, the voices of these ghost memories tend to linger. The British imagination seems peculiarly well attuned to their uncanny cries.




* * *





I left the cinema and strolled along the Embankment, letting the evening chill descend into my bones. A man in a twin-oared sculling boat slipped past me upriver, wrapped in thick layers of clothing and with a bulging rucksack nestling between his knees, looking for all the world as though he was setting out to seek the source of the Thames. I thought about my own quest to open the rusty gate and unearth the secret garden of Britain’s visionary music. Unlike a river, I knew that there would be no single spring from which all else flows, and I expected to find many tributaries to explore along the way. So I decided to begin with a pilgrim of the pavement, in the late 1960s’ diamond days, whose journey along the entire length of the British mainland embodies the dreams, the illusions, the music and the redrawn map of Albion that make up Electric Eden. 




Notes


1 William Blake, ‘A Vision of the Last Judgment’, in A Descriptive Catalogue of Pictures, Poetical and Historical Inventions (London: D. N. Shury, 1809). Collected in Geoffrey Keynes (ed.), Blake: Complete Writings (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 1989).


2 Quoted in Robin Denselow, ‘Folk-Rock in Britain’, in Karl Dallas/Robin Denselow/Dave Laing/Robert Shelton, The Electric Muse: The Story of Folk into Rock (London: Methuen, 1975) 
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Music from Neverland
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1


The Inward Exodus





The battered Austin, its fifty years clearly legible in rust and mud flecks, slowed to a halt, the motor spluttering on its empty fuel tank. The doors spread their wings and two of its three occupants emerged onto the country road, taking stock of their position among the hedgerows before rolling up their sleeves to push the vehicle, while the third, a slight female, took hold of the wheel in the driver’s seat. As the tyres bit against the rough tarmac and the car began to move off, one of them, Robert, caught sight of something glinting behind the thorny hedgerow. He called to his friend John to stop pushing for a moment, and to his girlfriend Vashti to apply the handbrake. She climbed out of the car and together they vaulted the gate.


It was a Gypsy caravan, or more accurately, an old baker’s delivery cart, constructed from tin sheets covered with fading brown paint. A curved roof crowned it, and its wheels, which looked as if they had been taken off a vintage motor car, were mounted on a buckling chassis. How many miles had this unroadworthy jalopy already travelled? The three friends could not tell, but they set off down the short path in search of its owner. He was soon found: a Gypsy, or as he himself styled it, a Romany, sitting with his pots and pans and keeping his horse, Bess, company.


His wandering life appealed to Robert Lewis and Vashti Bunyan at just that moment in their lives. Until their friend John James’s car had run out of petrol, they had been fleeing from their last home, a camp in a clearing in some  woods, where they had been living for several months among piles of home-made wooden stools and tables, log fires, bivouacs and hammocks. The clearing was decorated with Lewis’s giant sheet paintings, part of the art diploma he was enrolled in at Ravensbourne College of Art, near Chislehurst on the fringes of south-east London. The land was just at the back of the college, and in 1967, with a few weeks to go before his time was up, Lewis strung up a bivouac under a giant rhododendron, hung more sections of canvas between trees and bushes, and began executing a series of paintings in the outdoors. In the late spring, his girlfriend Vashti resigned her post as an assistant in a veterinary practice in Hammersmith, picked up a blanket, a pillow, her guitar and her dog Blue, and boarded a bus bound for Chislehurst. Was he pleased to see her or did he fear that the introduction of a live-in partner in his woodland idyll would jeopardise his diploma prospects? Whatever his initial feelings, the pair made a little haven of their forest home, constructing rude furniture from felled branches and logs and singing Vashti’s simple songs around the campfire in a small and picturesque clearing. As Lewis daubed his canvases, Bunyan sat on his mildewed mattress with her feet on a patch of threadbare carpet and sewed curtains for their rudimentary bush dwelling by the light of an oil lamp. ‘We made a little heaven in the wood,’ she said many years later.
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Pilgrims’ progress: Vashti Bunyan, her dog Blue, horse Bess and Robert Lewis on the road to Skye, 1969.
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Vashti Bunyan’s drawing of herself and Robert Lewis camping in woods near Ravensbourne College, 1967. Note approaching bailiffs. 








But the spell in the sylvan paradise did not last more than a few weeks. A banishing god appeared in the form of a suited Bank of England official, representing the true owners of the land, flanked by two policemen to enforce the eviction. They clutched a summons Robert Lewis had previously received – for taking a pillion passenger on his motorbike without a licence – and the wonk from the bank added an admonishing lecture about the breakdown of civil order if everybody suddenly decided to go and live in their wood. Frogmarched to the edge of the forest, they telephoned John James with news of their plight, and after some minutes his Austin came rattling around to pick them up.


Her name – and it’s her real one – is almost too perfect. Vashti comes from the Old Testament’s Book of Esther: a Persian queen banished for refusing to dance in front of her husband’s guests. The Bunyan family have never proved any lineage to the seventeenth-century author of The Pilgrim’s Progress, but the name is richly evocative of quests in search of paradise. Bunyan herself was no stranger to the milieu of the music business. On a trip to New York when she was eighteen, she found a copy of The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan and became hooked on the singer’s music, and quickly developed an intense desire to become a successful pop singer. She won a place at the Ruskin School of Drawing in Oxford, but spent a whole term skiving off her lectures, instead teaching herself to play the guitar, writing songs and becoming lost in a world of music. When she tried to pass off this non-attendance as a different and valid form of art, her supervisors were not amused and in 1964 she was slung out.


The following year, she met Rolling Stones manager Andrew Loog Oldham through an actress friend of her mother’s. The svengali was practically the same age and soon developed a crush on Vashti, but could not bring himself to declare it.1 He signed her up to fill the gap left by Marianne Faithfull, who had just left his stable, giving her a song written by Mick Jagger and Keith Richards, ‘Some Things Just Stick in Your Mind’, as her first single on the Decca label. ‘I wanted to be a pop singer,’ she admitted later. ‘There was no way Andrew Oldham took this innocent folk singer and tried to mould her into a pop singer, that wasn’t what happened at all. I was ready and willing …’ She was a female singer with her own songbook, which, she recalls, was unusual. ‘There weren’t many female singers who wrote their own songs. Whenever I knocked on doors, they were looking for people in sequins and ballgowns, not a skinny art student with an old jumper with holes in it and a guitar slung over her shoulder.’ Vashti, however, fought against the standard practice of women singers singing other (men’s) songs, and the B-side of that first single contained a composition of her own, ‘I Want to Be Alone’.


Perhaps that song expressed a sentiment that made her unfit for massive pop stardom. In 1966, apparently shaking her head one day and looking at the predominantly sad tenor of the songs she was writing (or stung by the comments of others), she and her friend Jenny Lewis came up with a throwaway tune called ‘Seventeen Pink Sugar Elephants’. A Canadian producer, Peter Snell, surfaced out of nowhere and bought her out of her contract with Oldham’s Immediate label, hoping to sprinkle his own stardust on her. The poet Alasdair Clayre had begun sending lyrics for her to set to music, and her ‘Pink Sugar Elephants’ tune fitted the words of a piece of his called ‘Train Song’. When this found its way onto a single, it received almost no airplay and failed to puncture the charts. Some months later, Immediate co-founder Tony Calder managed to sweet-talk Vashti back to the studio, which proved to be a waste of time, commercially speaking. ‘Winter Is Blue’, despite its recording session being filmed by Peter Whitehead for his hip documentary Tonite Let’s All Make Love in London, and eventually re-recorded by Oldham himself, never came out; neither did ‘Coldest Night of the Year’, sung by Vashti with the boy duo Twice As Much; nor her own ‘I’d Like to Walk Around Inside Your Mind’, which Oldham complained needed a string section and more dramatic production, only no one could be bothered. That was Vashti’s Summer of Love; the following year, 1968, she dropped into a spiral of depression during which she walked away from the metropolitan music business. ‘That was the nosedive time, when I realised that I had to get out of London.’


She had encountered Robert Lewis in 1965 when, driving through the Suffolk countryside in the middle of the night, she picked him up as he was hitch-hiking. They kept in touch but it wasn’t until two years later that she discovered he was camping in the woods in the grounds of his art college.


Which is how they found themselves marooned halfway home with a broken-down car, with an open future, staring transfixed at this house on wheels, their minds whirring with new possibilities. Two weeks later they came up with the money to buy the cart and the horse from its Romany owner down there in the field. The cash was lent to them by Donovan Leitch, whose reputation as the Grand Vizier of the British hippy folk scene was at its height. One of Robert’s college friends knew Donovan, and they began hanging out with the singer and his circle. Once the cart was purchased, they repaired to the singer’s small cottage in Essex to make it roadworthy.
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And Clett makes three: Donovan surveys his newly purchased Isle of Skye fiefdom, 1968.








Donovan’s success after the Dylan-influenced singles such as ‘Catch the Wind’, ‘Colours’ and ‘Universal Soldier’ was in part due to some steerage by his new producer/svengali Mickie Most, who had urged the young artist to trick out his acoustic folkiness with generous helpings from the new palette of psychedelic colours creeping into pop production in the wake of such records as The Beatles’ Revolver and The Kinks’ Face to Face. In 1965 he was still immersed in the gentle pastoralia of his first LP, What’s Bin Did and What’s Bin Hid, and second, Fairytale, which included such whimsical tunes as ‘Jersey Thursday’ and ‘Summer Day Reflection Song’. These benignly stoned odes fondly and naively imagined a long-lost, bucolic Avalon where like minds of a forever young Flower Generation might sit in peace, singing, dancing, smoking, making love and contemplating the universe in a guilt-free environment. At the time Bunyan got to hang out with him, Donovan was rich on the proceeds of his third LP, Sunshine Superman, a compilation culled from the US releases Sunshine Superman and Mellow Yellow. From a landowner named Donald MacDonald, he had just purchased three remote Scottish islands, Isay, Mingay and Clett, near Skye’s north-west Vaternish peninsula, where he and his friend/‘manager’ Gypsy Dave intended to set up a ‘Renaissance community’ of artists, musicians and poets in a row of tumbledown stone shepherds’ cottages. The third and smallest of these islands was immortalised in the song ‘And Clett Makes Three’ on the LP A Gift from a Flower to a Garden, recorded during 1967, and which finally emerged from legal battles to appear in the UK in April 1968. There were two LPs clasped in a box: one with electric pop songs, the other a series of acoustic fairy tales. Its sleeve included a photo of Donovan in Rishikesh, India, where he had just been staying with The Beatles and other celebrity truth-seekers on a high-profile creative retreat under the tutelage of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.


He flew back high as a magic carpet with a pipe-load of Eastern mysticism and a newly piqued interest in Celtic medievalism, manifested in songs such as ‘Guinevere’, ‘Legend of a Child Girl Linda’ and ‘Season of the Witch’. As well as odes to the grooviness of his London pop set – ‘Sunny Goodge Street’, ‘Hampstead Incident’, ‘Sunny South Kensington’ – the LP waved a rallying freak-flag for British hippies with its laidback anthems such as ‘Epistle to Dippy’ and ‘Preachin’ Love’. Now, with his purchase of a faraway island kingdom, Donovan was planning to use his status as counter-cultural guru to convert this pipe dream into a living experiment.


His international fame was at its zenith. He had just featured on the cover of the inaugural issue of Rolling Stone, and this Glasgow-born youth was styling himself ‘the last of the English minstrels’2 in interviews. He had attempted to escape the mounting legal wranglings over his music by fleeing to a Greek island, but the exile had not worked, and now he declared he was seeking ‘a place where the twentieth century had never existed’.3


His latest music, though, was nothing if not supremely cosmopolitan, eclectic and outward-looking. He had employed a wide variety of musicians from mingled disciplines: Phil Seamen’s jazz drumming, Jack Bruce’s hard-rock bass, etc., and a trailer-load of unusual ethnic instruments, including the obligatory-for-the-age Indian sitars and tablas. Scorned by ‘serious’ folk fans and viewed uneasily by the likes of his one-time mentor Bob Dylan, Donovan seemed to want to wish all the attention away just at the moment he had reached his artistic and financial peak.


This, then, was the artist who bought his own stab at Wonderland, the pied piper whose master plan was to sail off to his private fiefdom singing Lewis Carroll’s line ‘Won’t you join the dance?’, and who put up the money for potential acolytes like Vashti Bunyan and Robert Lewis to make the pilgrimage. But Vashti and Robert planned to make it as much about the journey as the destination.




* * *





The USA, its entire coast-to-coast extent traversed and mapped in the space of two centuries, is the place where the wide open road has taken on a vibrant cultural currency. Trail songs of the nineteenth century gave way to a host of ‘freight train’ songs in the blues/Depression era; while rock ’n’ roll’s thrusting, insistent beat, arriving in Jack Kerouac’s dust clouds, has proved the perfect medium for evoking the sensation of freewheeling travel down the horizon-seeking highways of the American interior. Steppenwolf’s ‘Born to Be Wild’, the soundtrack of Easy Rider and later songs such as Lynyrd Skynyrd’s ‘Freebird’ are perfect for slamming on the car stereo and putting foot to the floor, or better still, setting the cruise control for the heart of the sun and kicking back with a jazz Woodbine. The exhilaration of driving itself complements the pulse and throb of rock. On the European mainland, Kraftwerk bequeathed a small tradition of ‘transport music’ in ‘Autobahn’, ‘Trans-Europe Express’ and ‘Tour de France’: time-and-motion music celebrating efficiency and tamed technological energy. Neu!, another German group formed in the early 1970s, refined a motorik groove and drone-guitar riff cocktail that conveyed a vivid sense of eating up the kilometres.


But the land mass of the British Isles is not large enough to have generated a culture of the open road. Leaving aside such one-off terrace chants as Tom Robinson’s ‘2–4–6–8 Motorway’, the culture of British travel is more commonly linked to the sense of a quest, a journey undertaken for purposes of knowledge or self-restoration. In that sense, the British road is a road to the interior, of the imagination rather than a physical coverage of distance. Its poetic energy is supplied by lanes, forest spurs and hillside tracks, not motorways and slip roads. A large proportion of its highways, from its smallest bridleways to the main road arteries, have been in place for centuries: Roman roads, such as the A10 that begins at Liverpool Street in the heart of the City of London and leads directly north for eighty miles, connecting Cambridge and King’s Lynn, have been in use for two millennia. Thus, they have accumulated all the fear that would have accompanied long-distance travel in the Dark and Middle Ages, when roads cut through ancient forests, when there were many fewer towns and sheltering posts along the route. Yet still the British traveller seeks out the unfamiliar. Take a look at the shelves of any bookshop section on British travel: you will find very few devoted to exploring its A-roads and motorways. All rambling efforts are focused on byways, lanes, hidden walks, undiscovered villages, forgotten churches, ruined walls and weathered stones: the buried treasures of the British landscape. To wander there, solitary and unchecked, is an experience increasingly difficult to find, but it is the dream of most of those who walk on Britain’s soil – Vashti Bunyan included. There is the sense that one wants the landscape, and the history it contains, all to oneself.


The antiquarian impulse in British travel can be identified almost as far back in history as you care to look: from the Tudor chronicler John Leland, entrusted with a mission from Henry VIII to delve into as many ancient libraries as he could find around the land in order to unearth unknown facts about England (published as The Laborious Journey and Search for England’s Antiquities), to the epic cross-country trek made by the poet John Clare in 1841.4 Enlightenment antiquarian William Stukeley’s Itinerarium Curiosum (Curious Journey), including his pioneering 1724 survey of the Avebury stone circle, found its echo in the twentieth century with Alfred Watkins’s The Old Straight Track, published in 1925. Watkins claimed to have discovered a complex system of ‘leys’ criss-crossing the English landscape, aligned through focal points such as churches, wells, prehistoric mounds and long barrows. As the much later mystic geographer John Michell commented in his introduction to a 1970s edition of Watkins’s book, ‘for many … The Old Straight Track awoke as it were the memory of a half familiar truth’.5


Crucially, Watkins’s book points out how easy it is for the reader to take part in the survey of ley lines, simply by taking a map and ruler and rambling out into almost any part of the British countryside: antiquarianism for weekend rovers. ‘The clear, modest style … invoke [s] the same genius terrae britannicae from the red Herefordshire earth that inspired [his] mystic predecessors, Traherne and Henry Vaughan,’ Michell continues. ‘There would be no poetry without heretics.’


‘Land Art’ technically originated in the 1960s/early 70s work of Americans such as Robert Smithson, Walter de Maria and James Turrell: an abandonment of the gallery system to embrace large-scale work that might involve a journey. Among the first to pick up on the Land Art movement in Britain were the London psychedelic-lightshow projector Mark Boyle and the Bristol-based artist Richard Long, who began exhibiting in 1968 – the year of Vashti Bunyan’s walk – with pieces such as A Line Made by Walking. Long’s forays into the landscape, first in Britain, then overseas, sometimes involved fashioning small marker sculptures of grass, sticks or stones. His forensic interest in nature appears drawn away from the city by the same magnetism that attracted the late-1960s counter-culture.
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Journeys through inter-war England: Alfred Watkins, The Old Straight Track (1925); H. V. Morton, In Search of England (1927).








Britain’s literature brims with accounts of journeys in which movement combines with the unlocking of memory to create a sensation of inward/vertical rather than forward/lateral travel. H. V. Morton’s In Search of England (1927) and J. B. Priestley’s English Journey (1934) are just two examples of inter-war surveys of the sociocultural landscape. More recently, Iain Sinclair has made a career of the seer-like ability to view ‘the past inside the present’, identifying the friction points where the tectonic plates of history and the present moment rub up against each other, whether in the East End of London or around the perimeter of the capital in his masterly survey of the M25 motorway, London Orbital. Michael Hulse’s lyrical translation of; W. G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn  (1995), a novel which describes a meditative journey through the rural county of Suffolk, captures the peculiarly English facility for letting modern cladding fall out of sight and zoning in on the surviving traces of antiquity (all the more remarkable since Sebald, though a long-time English resident, was German). Both these authors are adept at springing out the hermetic and esoteric histories lying latent in the landscape.


In 1998 the rock musician Julian Cope completed an eight-year ‘pre-millennial odyssey’, visiting and cataloguing more than 300 prehistoric sites in the British Isles. The Modern Antiquarian acted as the first ‘Gazetteer’ to collect and analyse so many in a single publication and with such doggedness. In the early 1990s, following a run of five solo albums for Island Records, Cope was kicked off his label for delivering the career-shifting Jehovahkill, which featured images of the Callanish stone circle on its cover and inflammatory sleeve notes that called for a pagan revolution of the mind to combat the ‘straight-lined’ Roman thinking of the imperialist authorities. At the same time, Cope relocated from south London to a remote farm on the Marlborough Downs, where he spent the 1990s setting up an autonomous self-publishing base from which he could disseminate his music and writing, both of which continued prolifically, as if uncorked by his rural liberation. Simultaneously embodying rock’s righteous conscience and furious rites, Cope’s redrawing of Albion fuses the passion of the antiquarian with the experimental spirit of rock, couched in a powerful advocacy for the primacy of land and freedom. He is merely a recent example of a desire to reconnect with the wilderness that has periodically transported composers and musicians in Britain since the late nineteenth century.




* * *





While Donovan and Gypsy Dave shuttled back and forth in a Land Rover, Bunyan and Lewis planned a grand tour of Britain: to walk its length from Kent in the south, along the roads and lanes of England and over the Scottish Highlands, singing their merry songs on village greens and attracting new young idealists to join their roving band. After slapping a coat of green paint onto the metal sides of the cart and making other repairs to deem it roadworthy, they shoed up the black horse Bess and set out in July 1968.


The couple were on the road for the next two summers, spending winter 1968–9 holed up in the Lake District. They didn’t reach their final destination on Skye until almost a year and a half after they had begun. It was not entirely a rural ride: they stuck to the main road, the A6, which led from London via the Midlands up to the north-west (this was before the age of the motorway). ‘We learned our lesson in Derby,’ says Vashti, ‘because we thought we’d go round the edge, the ring road, and it took us ages. The horse was getting tired, it was very industrial and we couldn’t find any green to put her on. In the end we had to stop on a rubbish dump behind the Rolls Royce factory. And there was a traveller family there who looked after us, brought us fish and chips – this sort of thing would happen all the time.’


The pilgrimage was not entirely as they had imagined it. The handful of extra friends who set out with them soon dropped out when the colder weather set in – and their hopes of singing on the village greens turned out to be naive, as they were usually moved along by local police any time they started tuning up in public. As self-elected nomads in a land of castle-dwellers, they found they needed constantly to negotiate and plead for their own presence. Suspicion and hostility greeted them from town to town. Children might run out to watch their strange procession, even jump on for a ride, but terrified parents would snatch them back, evidently assuming their offspring would be kidnapped. This was still an England of relative rural immobility; fear and mistrust of travellers was the norm. ‘Someone would phone up the village ahead and say, “Lock up your chickens,”’ she recalls. ‘We went through this little village, and a whole lot of kids got really excited, running along by the side of the wagon and asking us what we were doing. And this one little kid said, “Can you give me a ride?” So he got up onto the front of the wagon. And we went through the middle of the village and by the time we got to the other end this absolutely terrified parent came to pick his child up off the wagon – he really did think we were stealing his child. And I realised from then on we had to be really careful. If that had happened to me I would have been terrified as well, but it never occurred to me, we were just giving this little boy a ride along the street.’


Just as she had found doors closing to her as a prospective singer in London, so she was finding a similar attitude prevailing on the roads of late–1960s Britain. But in spite of the difficulties, Bunyan and Lewis pressed on doggedly, and she found the muse again. While Lewis kept his diary, Vashti’s songs were mysteriously being written – often frail wisps of things, or autobiographical road songs like ‘Jog Along Bess’ that were little more than extensions of their exhortations to the horse. With a flavour of nursery rhymes, Beatrix Potter’s animal tales and Donovan’s benign self-mythology, Bunyan’s songs most of all resembled lullabies, charms to ward off danger and dread in the midst of adversity. ‘I think the most jiggedy-joggedy songs were written in the worst bits of industrial England,’ she says, ‘where it was really horrible to be going through. Like the outskirts of Manchester, where there were a whole lot of children in the street without shoes.’


The harshest winter months were spent in the Lake District. There they met a couple from the Netherlands with musical connections who heard Vashti singing some of her travelling songs and offered to arrange some concerts in Holland for her around Christmas.


So the walk was broken off over Christmas, with the wagon parked in the Lake District while Vashti and Robert took the boat to the Netherlands. Any hopes she may have entertained that this tour might help reactivate her career were dashed, though, as the venues were really a succession of tiny pubs and bars. Loud conversations drowned out the fragility of Vashti’s music, which required the dead stillness of an attentive audience. In one bar in Ghent she broke down in tears and fled.


Later that evening, though, she discovered that an acquaintance, Derroll Adams, coincidentally lived in an apartment above that very bar. Adams was a banjo player from Portland, Oregon, who had come over to Europe along with Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, exerting a powerful influence on the emerging folk-blues scene of the late 1950s and early 1960s in London by injecting a little Americana into the predominant mix of medieval balladry and workers’ songs. Adams had not made as much of a name for himself as Elliott, and had recently suffered a heart attack, from which he was convalescing. But there was one English pop figure whom he had made a kind of protégé in the mid-1960s: none other than Donovan, and Vashti and Robert had met him while they were repairing their wagon. Suddenly it seemed to Vashti that this Dutch trip was no longer a red herring but a continuation of the journey she had begun months before with Donovan’s own encouragement and cash. They went upstairs to pay their respects, and were greeted by a man who had not picked up his banjo for weeks. When Lewis asked him to play something for them, he agreed only if they would reciprocate, so he was treated to one of Vashti’s songs. She remembers it: ‘He said, “What are you doing?” I said, “I’m not doing anything.” He said, “You have to let people hear these songs, you mustn’t hide your light.”’


She abandoned the tour then and there, and sped home across the English Channel. The song ‘Diamond Day’ came to her on the train from Dover to London. A friend urged her to take her music to the producer, manager and entrepreneur Joe Boyd, who was intrigued enough to offer to record an album once she had reached her Scottish destination.


‘He gave me a five-pound note and a copy of The Incredible String Band’s Wee Tam and The Big Huge – which I never played because I didn’t have a record player – and we had dinner with The String Band that night.’ The group, managed at the time by Boyd, were in the full exotic flush of their success. ‘I’d always wanted to dress like my idea of the Romany Gypsy – the long stuff and the coins and the jangly beads and scarves and silks – and of course I could only approximate with what I could find,’ remembers Vashti. ‘But that night we walked in and there were these people dressed in these clothes that I would have killed for! They were bedecked with the most beautiful clothes from India, and from all the places they’d been to, and they were just like gods – not from the idea that they were stars, but just from the way they were dressed – they were from another planet. I didn’t say a word all night.’ The pilgrimage had suddenly acquired a new focus.




* * *





By the end of the 1960s The Incredible String Band had become something of a cult among fans and critics – one broadsheet writer even squealed that the group ‘now rival the Beatles in being the most important influence in song-writing’.6 Robin Williamson and Mike Heron’s otherworldly sense of naif, pixieesque abandon had been developed as a result of a hermetic lifestyle lived out since late 1966 at Temple Cottage, Balmore, a tiny settlement just north of Glasgow. An indication of The String Band’s self-image at the time can be gleaned from their spoken introduction at their first London gig, in November 1966 at the Royal Albert Hall. ‘We’re songwriters and players,’ announced Williamson, ‘and prophets from the North, and also Seers Extraordinary by appointment to the Wonder of the Universe.’


Their visionary mystique, already in place months before the galvanising events that brought the psychedelic counter-culture onto the world stage – the release of Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and the Monterey Pop Festival – was borne out by the fertile mulch of their music: riddling, pagan poetry, multi-instrumental sorcery and complex song structures extending and intertwining with the organic logic of root and twig.
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The Incredible String Band at Glen Row cottages, Peeblesshire, 1971. Left to right: Robin Williamson, Malcolm Le Maistre, Mike Heron, Rose Simpson.








Shortly afterwards, the whole roadshow was transplanted to a farmhouse deep in South Wales. Lying near a hamlet called Velindre, within striking distance of Newport Bay on the Pembrokeshire coast and the imposing prehistoric cromlech of Pentre Ifan, Penwern farm had lain empty since the 1930s. Over the course of summer 1968, the house was first occupied by members of Stone Monkey, a performance/dance troupe previously notorious for their shows accompanying the likes of Pink Floyd and Soft Machine at that psychedelic Mecca, London’s UFO Club; then Williamson and his girlfriend Licorice. The String Band were at critical and commercial boiling point, yet still chose to dwell amid this maze of tiny country lanes rather than hold court in the rock ’n’ roll palace of the capital. The residence at Penwern lasted for a year and a half, punctuated by the group’s frequent touring during 1969 (which included a damp squib of a performance at Woodstock). It marked the point at which their music began to lose the spontaneous vibrancy and visionary lyricism of their first period – the next album to follow was 1969’s lacklustre Changing Horses – but their one achievement at the farmhouse was the filming of the short movie The Pirate and the Crystal Ball. This was a series of costumed tableaux which the company pitched into, making outfits and sets and lighting, and enlisting the cooperation of a BBC TV crew who had arrived to make a straight documentary. Shot at Penwern itself, the local coastline and the mysterious Pentre Ifan stones, the romp has the gleeful naivety of a school pantomime, and was eventually incorporated into the overexposed, grainy colour film Be Glad for the Song Has No Ending, which ended up as part chronicle of the group and their hangers-on, part wyrd hallucinatory fable.


‘Always looking for a Paradise Island,’ Robin Williamson sings on ‘Ducks on a Pond’, from Wee Tam, ‘Help me find it everywhere.’ After the eighteen-month interlude at Penwern, the String Band brood went in search of a new nest. In the summer of 1969, the incumbent Lord Glenconner (aka the Hon. Colin Tennant) advertised the vacancy of a row of former labourers’ cottages on his sprawling Scottish estate, making them available for use by artists. Mike Heron saw the advert and applied for residency for the group and the Stone Monkey dancers. Collectively, these mummers, troubadours, freakish hangers-on, dogs and a clutch of lost souls arrived in October of that year and planned to develop a musical ‘pantomime’ entitled U, which they had been invited to premiere at the Fillmore East in New York in 1970. Living in a row of eight semi-detached artesan houses in the shadow of the laird’s baronial ‘mock-Gothic Dracula castle’, they rehearsed in a ‘freezing back room behind a barn-yard’, according to the Guardian’s Robin Denselow, who visited to research an article in 1970.7 Surrounded by thousands of acres of rolling countryside, forest and a loch, the group and their entourage were free to live a bohemian, unconventional lifestyle. ‘A wispy girl dressed scantily as a mermaid sits eating oatcakes; a farmer rounding up his sheep ignores her,’8 observed the bemused journalist. The cottages were customised by each inhabitant, often with little respect for the antique character of the place – Williamson’s pad was painted midnight blue; the phrase ‘The thousand mile journey begins with one step’ was inscribed above a doorway. Mike Heron decked out his cottage in psychedelic orange, yellow and purple hues. Malcolm Le Maistre’s living-room ceiling was painted entirely in Humbrol model-aeroplane gold paint. When they weren’t lounging like mughals in their cramped palaces, strumming their ouds and tapping their tablas, these self-appointed lairds of the manor strode around the glen, practising archery, scything the grass, collecting firewood and rambling with pantheistic bent.




* * *





This was the group introduced to Vashti Bunyan by Joe Boyd at the end of 1968, while she was still halfway through her own pilgrimage. The rigours of the road ensured she remained isolated from the growing folk-rock scene Boyd was helping to nurture in London. ‘If I’d thought any more of my musical career, which I didn’t,’ she says, ‘I would have investigated what kind of music he was producing; I would have listened to The String Band; I would have found out who Fairport Convention were; I would have found out what Nick Drake was doing; but I knew nothing of any of them.’ She headed back to Cumbria, from where, in early March 1969, she and Robert resumed the wagon walk from where they had left off. Increasingly, they realised they were witnessing a rural Britain that was teetering on the brink of extinction in the ‘white heat of technology’ promised by Harold Wilson in his famous 1963 speech. The itinerant couple existed in a pauper’s economy that sounds like something out of a fairy tale: working-class children in Manchester with no shoes; generous, mysterious Gypsies who would supply them with food and advise their brethren up the road of the couple’s approach. ‘We had no money at all, we knocked on doors and did odd jobs and dug gardens,’ recalls Vashti. ‘We had a sack of brown rice that we started off with. People would give us stuff, a dozen eggs here, a bunch of apples there, and we kept going on incredibly little. The main expense was shoes for the horse, and we’d have to find blacksmiths along the way – but we always did. We painted farms, collected scrap metal and weighed it in at the next yard, and that was it.’ Their northward meander through Scotland was driven by an idealistic and, as she now admits, naive dream of a perfect life at the other end. ‘Travelling towards a Hebridean sun/ To build a white tower in our heads begun,’ wrote Robert in verses which eventually appeared in Vashti’s ‘Hebridean Sun’. The travellers passed by several of the country’s scenic landmarks. ‘The best time, there was a big long hill going up towards Glen Coe, a long moor, and it was constantly just slightly uphill, mile after mile, day after day, and then suddenly getting to the top of Glen Coe and seeing the road going away in front of us, and we just rode on the wagon all the way down – no cars in the way, nothing! The horse really loved to trot, and go as fast as she could, like she was trying to get away from something herself. But when she was going uphill or when it was flat then we would walk. And then going downhill we would get up on the front of the wagon and fly with her.’ At the south-western end of Loch Ness, a speeding car ran into the rear of the wagon. The damage was repairable, but they managed to secure a substantial insurance payout from a loss adjuster who recognised the value of the 1908 Morris wheels attached to the cart.


By that time the end of their journey was in sight. Pressing eastwards now to Skye, they arrived at Donovan’s island encampments one day in late summer to find that the Sunshine Superman had already flown his rainy nest. Up, up and away to the more controllable climate of Los Angeles. Of those devotees that remained, ‘Everyone had either established themselves and taken what houses were available, or gone away,’ Vashti remembers. Local talk extolled the virtues of the tiny Hebridean island of Berneray, pincered between the larger islands of Harris and North Uist. With Bess in tow, they boarded the ferry from Uig to Lochmaddy on Uist, and walked the few miles of bleak, flat road to where it runs out on a spit of land above Port Nan Long. From there, a cramped ferry supplied the only connection with Berneray. It was a short crossing – shepherds often rowed over, with their sheep swimming at their side.


Berneray is an island of only a few square kilometres, with a single road connecting its three settlements, and at that time it had no trees. The only vertical lines, in fact, were the newly installed rows of electricity and telegraph poles, which were conduits for social changes in that remote spot. Televisions replaced home-made entertainment and brought metropolitan idioms into these crofters’ cottages; electric heat, light and stoves replaced domestic tasks that had previously taken up a large part of most islanders’ days. These comforts were embraced by the inhabitants, an end to age-old hardships. As Vashti and Robert reached the end of the road, the sky tipped down the first of the late September rains. They sheltered in the doorway of a turf-roofed ‘black house’, a stone dwelling hewn in the style typical of the area. This was Ferry Cottage, and it became their home until the following spring. It was sold to them by a family for £150 – the money they had gained from their insurance claim. The karma seemed right – they initially misheard the name as ‘Fairy Cottage’, and a neighbour told them it had once belonged to the MacAskills, a famous Scottish musical family. One week later, they discovered they hadn’t quite got what they thought they had paid for. The ancient laws of the crofting community can have the wiliest lawyers wrenching their hair out; on Berneray, property ‘ownership’ was limited to the (turf) roof over their heads, not the stone walls, or the floor, nor the draughts through same. Meanwhile, their troubles were compounded by the fact that they had been forced to leave Bess back on Uist, across the water. Each crofter was allotted grazing rights for a total of two cows, and, they were informed, not only did one horse equal two cows, but no boats would be large enough to bring the horse across in any case. Bess was stabled by a sympathetic family just across the strait, but they were forced to keep shuttling back and forth in order to feed and groom her.


Bess was not the only problem looming over their new life. Small, unspoken signs indicated that the other island dwellers did not consider them welcome. No drivers stopped their vehicles to give them lifts, even when they were visibly struggling with sacks of potatoes. Conversations switched rapidly from English to Gaelic whenever they entered shops. Vashti and Robert’s idealistic project to live a life of rustic simplicity was at odds with the modernising trend on Berneray. ‘Screening out modernity is exactly what we were doing,’ Vashti confirms. ‘Even the food I bought, I would try to buy in plain paper packages rather than the packet – I got quite obsessive about rejecting the modern world in the end. Even bits of old horse harness that you could start to put the pieces together and get a real idea of what it had been like … It was before the upsurge of little antique shops – finding something like an old smoothing iron and finding out how things used to be done. Even quite late on, doing stupid things like putting an old kitchen range in the farmhouse we eventually ended up getting … most people would be pulling things out and putting in something modern. We took out the modern and put in an old, smoky black range. So yes, we got completely fixated on old versus new. And the Hebrides people just couldn’t understand it. They were throwing things out, anything that remotely reminded them of the bad old days – and that’s what we were looking for.’


Finally, her neighbour, an eighty-three-year-old widow called Wally Dix, made efforts to befriend the couple, and the community began to unfreeze. Another woman who lived nearby introduced Vashti to the joys of potato harvesting. ‘Everybody would have a little patch, and this lovely woman had me help her hook out the potatoes with this … it looked like a little sickle, but it was just a round piece of pointed wire on the end. You’re on your hands and knees with a big canvas apron, crawling along putting them into a sack, and talking and singing and having a lovely time. Although some people the other end of the island had a tractor, there were still a whole lot of people doing it as it had been done for centuries. I knew that over the next three or four years that was going to disappear, so I felt very lucky to get to do that.’ Wally Dix and her tiny circle of friends were the only islanders who showed them any sympathy, their company, their songs and stories a necessary comfort in the face of the spartan lifestyle they had chosen. ‘I think the dream was so strong that it kept me going, really,’ confesses Vashti. ‘And compared to the journey, living in an old thatched house with the roof falling in – cobwebs falling in your porridge from sooty rafters – was wonderful. To have a roof at all was fantastic.’




* * *





Donovan was not the only rock star to have invested in tumbledown property in a distant corner of Scotland. In January 1966 Paul McCartney purchased High Park Farm, a large, remote estate on the Kintyre peninsula. This tax break came with the added benefit of providing a much-needed hideaway from the worst excesses of Beatlemania. The land lay in a desperately calm Scottish wilderness, the three dilapidated farm buildings high on a slope yet almost invisible from the road, and came complete with its own loch and easy access to the pale sands of Machrihanish Bay to the west.


The nearest settlement, Campbeltown, lies a little way to the east, and the stunning vista of the Mull, made famous by the Wings song of 1977 – at the time the biggest-selling pop single in British history – is around fourteen miles south of the site. When McCartney first brought his new girlfriend Linda Eastman to the farm in November 1968, the Manhattan heiress’s daughter was nonplussed by the condition of the living quarters. Apart from buying some used furniture and a primitive stove in Campbeltown, McCartney had neglected the interior decoration and was sleeping on a bed crudely fashioned from old potato boxes. But its very wildness helped dissuade any journalists or photographers from camping out in hopes of cornering the couple, especially in the winter months. A gentle evocation of their long drives, inspired by their first stay in Scotland, was the song ‘Two of Us’, recorded in January 1969, which opened The Beatles’ Let It Be. The best line, about memories being longer than the road that stretches ahead, already suggests a shared secret existence developing in parallel with McCartney’s high-profile rock career. And the ballad ‘The Long and Winding Road’, on the same LP, is the B842 from Kintyre to Campbeltown rendered in treacle. At this character-building hideaway, McCartney and Linda (now his wife, following their marriage in March 1969) regrouped in April 1970, shortly after McCartney had made his first public statement that he would be leaving The Beatles. One week later, his first solo LP, McCartney, came out, much of it written and recorded at home in London the previous year. Its sleeve featured many grainy shots of the Beatle and his family living an outdoors life, with McCartney reinvented as a proto-‘New Man’: cradling his young family; arm-deep in sheep muck; petting a donkey. For the first time in public, Paul sported a straggly beard, displaying a new ruggedness that was a direct result of his isolation on the farm, and in one image he’s shown as quite the handyman, standing in a window of the farmhouse and taking a hammer and chisel to the frame. The McCartneys saw out much of the remainder of 1970 well away from the public and media gaze at High Park Farm, and the adjoining Low Ranadran Farm, which he purchased in January. ‘I’d had a little four-track studio put in there,’ McCartney said, ‘so I was able to demo and experiment and make bits and pieces of music.’9


Here they co-wrote a large chunk of the material that eventually appeared on Ram (1971), whose sleeve shows a black-and-white photo of McCartney in a short-sleeved shirt, seizing the horns of a sheep in a wooden pen. He was, at the same time, wresting control of his life and career again after a period of post-Beatles depression that had caused him to exist for a while as a near alcoholic. For Linda McCartney, recalling it for a documentary film some years later, the farm was a place for ‘Getting back to natural life – we have horses and sheep and we plant our own vegetables, and it’s the only place we can go that is very natural, in this unnatural world … It really is a matter of getting back into life again.’10 At this point, their simple life was partly forced upon them: Paul’s assets were largely frozen while Apple was in receivership and The Beatles’ acrimonious break-up was being processed through the courts. But Linda still characterised it as a kind of willed Eden: ‘[Paul said], Let’s get away and go back to the beginning.’11 The Scottish interlude also provided opportunities for self-education. Linda introduced Paul to vegetarianism and the exhilarations of horse riding. Cannabis was cultivated in pots. (In March 1973 the couple were fined £100 for marijuana possession by the local Campbeltown court, Paul quipping to reporters shortly after emerging, ‘We got a load of seeds in the post, and five of them came up illegal.’)


That summer of 1971, husband and wife hatched their group Wings, inviting Denny Laine and Denny Seiwell to the farm to write new material. The sleeve of Wild Life, released at the climax of that summer, shows the Wings foursome in bucolic, relaxed mood, dangling their toes into a stream from their perch on an overhanging tree branch.


High Park Farm has remained in McCartney’s possession, a fact not lost on the local tourist industry to this day. In the immediate aftermath of The Beatles’ glittering career, the impact of this countryside retreat upon one of the most famous rock artists in the world effectively allowed him to make the transition to the next phase of his career. But although he was almost alone up in his farmhouse, he was not the only musician deriving inspiration from a retreat. And of all these musical nature-seekers, none were as unnoticed as Vashti Bunyan.




* * *





Back on Berneray, Vashti Bunyan’s neighbour Wally Dix turned out to be a living repository of ancient song. Entertaining them in her cottage, she would sing to them in Gaelic, and Vashti would respond with selections from the book of songs she had now begun to fill with her own handwritten verses. Now that the journey was done and a handful of songs written, she kept her date with Joe Boyd. Recording sessions were booked at Sound Techniques, the south-west London recording studio Boyd used for all his Witchseason artists, and in November Vashti’s friend Christopher Sykes arrived in his Morris Minor to pick up her and Robert. The trip did not start auspiciously: he managed to reverse over and ruin her guitar, so she had to borrow another one in London. But by this time she had bigger things on her mind: she had just discovered that she was pregnant. The fourteen songs she recorded over a six-week period in late 1969 are intimate chamber pieces. Tentatively sung in a tremulous, whispering voice, they have the soothing quality of lullabies and take a fresh delight in natural scenery and the waxing and waning of the seasons. ‘I was pregnant while I was recording the songs,’ she explains, ‘and I desperately wanted babies, children … But I think the lullaby part of it was probably my way of comforting myself. They are quite “rocky”: it’s partly walking pace, but it is partly harking back to the comfortingness of childhood songs. That’s the only explanation I have for it.’ ‘Glow Worms’ is sung as if by someone huddling close to a single candle in the darkness, trying to ward off harm and blot out the cold and wet. ‘The happier songs were written in the more dire places,’ she says, ‘as a way to keep the dream alive really, to make myself keep believing I was doing the right thing.’ ‘Rose Hip November’ is full of anticipation for her unborn son Leif: ‘Gold landing at our door, /Catch one Leif and fortune will surround you.’ And Vashti adapted one of the songs she had learnt from her Berneray neighbours, which became ‘Iris’s Song for Us’.12 With its English/Gaelic verses and Gaelic-style fiddle by The Incredible String Band’s Robin Williamson, it provided appropriate closure to the album. Boyd brought Williamson in, along with violinist Dave Swarbrick and guitarist Simon Nicol from Fairport Convention, while Robert Kirby, the former undergraduate friend of Nick Drake who had just embroidered the superb string fantasias on Drake’s Five Leaves Left LP, touched his arranger’s wand to ‘Diamond Day’, ‘Swallow Song’ and ‘Rainbow River’. ‘I hated the “Gaelic song”,’ she laughs, ‘because I had another version of it … It was my own fault, because we’d been living in the Hebrides for three months and made a very good friend of our neighbour, the most wonderful character. She had translated these words into Gaelic for me, and found a Gaelic tune that would fit. I just knew that if I didn’t use it she would be so upset, and we were going to be her neighbours for the future. She was a fierce old woman, but an absolute sweet hen, and I adored her, but I didn’t like that tune, and I didn’t like singing in Gaelic, and I felt that my accent was terrible.’


Painfully aware of their precarious situation in Scotland, she was wary of grafting ‘folksy’ elements onto the music as a fashionable gesture without a deeper understanding of the form. ‘When we got into the studio and Robin Williamson came along with a fiddle and played over “Jog Along Bess”, it wasn’t what I had in mind. Although I’d come down from the Hebrides and was very keen on fiddle playing, I didn’t particularly see it having a place on the album. What Robert Kirby did was more what I had in mind, more a sort of classical association rather than folk. If I’d known what kind of a band Fairport Convention were, if I’d known what kind of a player Robin was, or Dave Swarbrick, if it had been up to me to choose or plan this thing … but I just went in and sang, and I didn’t have any great ambition any more. This was something I was doing because the opportunity was there. I’d just found out I was pregnant; I was about to go to the Hebrides and make my life up there; we were still fighting to get the horse over to the island … we had other considerations at that time.’ Her friends John James and Christopher Sykes added piano and dulcichord to the record, and James’s painting for the sleeve – a bevy of cows, dogs and a horse converging on a colour photo of Vashti in an apron and headscarf, greeting the dawn in the doorway of their thatched croft – created a memorably rustic image. By mid-December 1969 Just Another Diamond Day was finished. But the bad omens continued as soon as they returned to Berneray that winter. Vashti was not the only one carrying a baby: Bess had given birth to a foal, which promptly caught pneumonia and died the following day.
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Vashti Bunyan, Just Another Diamond Day (1970).








Vashti and Robert were seized with guilt: all those weeks exhausting Bess as she pulled them and their wagon up and down the steep Highlands, not knowing she was pregnant. In addition, letters they had sent to a local lawyer in the hope of resolving the issue of their cottage freehold remained unanswered. They began to realise there were too many invisible forces ranged against them, and that their dream of a permanent life on the island might not be achievable after all. Finally, Boyd licensed Just Another Diamond Day to Philips Records, who took a whole year to manufacture and distribute the album. It eventually trickled into shops at the tail end of 1970. ‘I didn’t get the [test] acetate until probably August or September,’ Vashti recalls, ‘and by that time I had my baby, and the world goes away.’


Inevitably, album sales were hope-crushingly small – in the low hundreds. Boyd did his best to give her the right connections. During 1970 he tried to turn her and his even more reclusive and diffident artist, Nick Drake, into a songwriting team. (‘It wasn’t a very productive afternoon,’ she says of her attempts to goad the unworldly, cripplingly shy Drake into action.) She was commissioned to write a song for American folk star Judy Collins, but just couldn’t come up with a closing line. As they said farewell to Berneray in April 1970 – abandoning their trusty wagon to be used as a chicken shed on North Uist – Bunyan, Lewis and baby returned to the nomadic life, this time in an ancient, unlicensed Volkswagen with a pram strapped to the roof. Eventually they wound up back in London living off the charity of friends. The demands of her newborn effectively barred her from going on tour to promote the album. Boyd offered her a choice: stay in the capital and attempt a last fling at promoting the album with some gigs, or go back to Scotland and live in the bosom of The Incredible String Band in a house that had become vacant at Glen Row, with Boyd picking up half the tab. It didn’t take long for them to make up their minds, and within a few days their Volkswagen was crunching down the driveway of the Glen Estate. They stayed for around five months, until the lure of potentially cheap property in Ireland – at Kinvara in Galway – took them away, followed later by a Glen Row resident called Lizzie McDougall, who was engaged to bring Bess after them.


At that point Vashti Bunyan dropped off the radar, lost to musical history for the next three decades, chasing and never quite finding the perfect place to settle her family. ‘We kept travelling by horse and wagon, which was entirely stupid. By the time we got there, of course, the price would go up beyond our reach. That kept happening. We walked across Ireland. We stayed there a year, with a bigger wagon that did have a stove in it. From then on I couldn’t play my guitar or listen to the sound of my own voice, because it reminded me of Diamond Day, which had been so roundly ignored. And although it was partly my fault, it was also that the world didn’t want to hear what I had to say at all.’




* * *





That was not quite true. Only a few hundred copies of Just Another Diamond Day even existed, but during the 1980s and 90s it became a much-treasured rarity among record collectors. Inevitably, bootleg copies began turning up on pirate CDs. In the mid-1990s Vashti had moved to Edinburgh after bearing two more children and parting company with Robert Lewis. The slow process of reconnecting with the buried musician inside her began when she Googled herself and discovered that Diamond Day had become an expensive collector’s item. Correspondence with her record company resulted in her coming in contact with Paul Lambden, a folk enthusiast overseeing Boyd’s Warlock Publishing catalogue, which owned the rights to Vashti’s music. After several years, Lambden eventually located the master tapes in a London warehouse and set up his own small reissue imprint, Spinney, to release it in 2000. Vashti, who hadn’t even kept a copy of the original LP, was reunited with her music at the CD remastering. ‘I’d only heard it on ropey old record players or tapes that had been taped from tapes of tapes, so to hear the master tapes through big speakers, that was when I realised, “Ah! This is what Joe did,” because I’d never been able to hear what a wonderful job he made of it and how beautifully he’d produced it. It had taken that long for the penny to drop.’


Now that Diamond Day had officially returned to the public domain, it reached new ears, further afield than it ever could have in 1970. In 2003 Vashti received a letter and hand-drawn artwork from Devendra Banhart, a young singer-songwriter based in San Francisco. The letter professed undying admiration for the record, but Banhart himself claimed to be unsure of the worth of his own music and asked Vashti directly for advice on whether he should carry on. She sent an encouraging note back, and Banhart ended up persuading his friend Gary Held to license a US release for Diamond Day on his label DiChristina, while Vashti contributed vocals to Banhart’s 2004 album Rejoicing in the Hands. The poignancy of Vashti’s story and the gentle but determined nature worship audible in her songs struck a deep chord with Banhart and his West Coast circle, which included artists such as Joanna Newsom, Currituck Co., Vetiver and Brightblack Morning Light, all mostly younger than Vashti’s own children. Twisted psychedelia and folk-rock roots curled deep under the surface of their musics, but these merely fed an approach that was distinctly contemporary rather than aping the past. In quick succession her appearance with Banhart was followed by invitations to collaborate with British artists Glen Johnson of Piano Magic, former Cocteau Twins bassist Simon Raymonde, electronic musician Kieran Hebden of Four Tet, and Animal Collective. The latter were signed to Brighton independent label FatCat, which coaxed a new record out of her by putting her in touch with Max Richter, a producer and composer in Edinburgh. Lookaftering, clad in a painting of a vigilant hare by her daughter Whyn, was unveiled in the autumn of 2005; her new batch of songs could almost have been an addendum to the Diamond Day sessions of thirty years before – only the lyrics were occasionally tempered by sorrow and regret, the patina of greater experience. Joanna Newsom, Devendra Banhart, Adem and others contributed to the recording, and a circle was closed when Robert Kirby agreed to play trumpet and trombone on one track. Vashti embarked on a world tour the following year and even appeared on stage with Donovan at a BBC concert in 2006. ‘Diamond Day’ soundtracked a cinema advertisement for a mobile-phone company. Her music, practically inaudible when originally written, was rehabilitated to the extent that she had now become a central totem in the latest of many revivals and reinventions of ‘folk’ culture in Britain and beyond. In a very different musical economy from the 1960s, she had picked up the pilgrim trail once again and found the niche success she had sought as a teenage songwriter.




* * *





In hindsight, Vashti Bunyan’s still, small voice of calm, and her bold improvised trek over Britain from ankle to head, serves as a powerful symbol of the wider panorama of non-mainstream rock and folk in that snapshot period of English music, 1969–71. It’s a snapshot that reveals many of the contradictory impulses that shape the British artistic imagination: craving the freedom and peace of a countryside that is always already shaped and manicured; nostalgia for a golden, bucolic, pre-technological age, yet ‘improving’ tradition with new instruments, exotic flavours and electricity; needing to explore and incorporate a historical dimension while simultaneously ‘writing over’ the past. Most importantly, this musical energy existed not in the traditional geographic locations of the British rock scene – London, Manchester, Liverpool, Birmingham, Glasgow. Instead, it flowed from zones far more remote: the dual landscape/dreamscape of Britain’s interior.


Viewed as a camera obscura snapshot, British music at the dawn of the 1970s looks like an inward exodus, with musicians in pursuit of rural tranquillity. The McCartneys on Kintyre. Donovan on Skye. The Incredibles practising archery at Glen Row. Fairport Convention in the sepia tint of the endless Sunday afternoon at Farley Chamberlayne. Caravan, Soft Machine and Kevin Ayers hothousing their organic jazz rock tendrils in Canterbury. Pink Floyd basking in the lysergic sun over Grantchester Meadows. Traffic lynching John Barleycorn in Berkshire bliss at Aston Tirrold. Heron a few miles down the road, setting up mics in the meadows of Appleford. Tim Hart and Maddy Prior celebrating summer solstice in St Albans, then birthing Steeleye Span with Ashley Hutchings in Winterbourne Stoke. Bert Jansch getting quietly drunk at his Ticehurst cottage. Danny Thompson lording over his Suffolk manor house. John and Beverley Martyn settling into Hastings Old Town. Dave Cousins of The Strawbs musing on Branscombe’s sparklebright beach. Shelagh McDonald in Bristol, about to fall into a life of mysterious vagrancy in the Scottish Highlands. The doomed Nick Drake, abandoning north London for the safety of his parents’ idyllic Tanworth-in-Arden. Albion’s underground tribes, following the leys to the ancient power centres of Glastonbury and Stonehenge. Vashti Bunyan’s wagon, rusting in the salt spray of North Uist.


Where does it begin, this internal exodus into the green? We will return to these people, their times and their dreams. But first, we must follow the Thames’s silver chain back through time to where the song is sprung.
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An Orgy on the Green







Forget six counties overhung with smoke,


Forget the snorting steam and the piston stroke,


Forget the spreading of the hideous town,


Think rather of the pack-horse on the down.


William Morris, ‘Prologue’, The Earthly Paradise (1868–70) 




 





I am like a psychical researcher who has actually seen a ghost, for I have been among the more primitive people of England and have noted down their songs …


Ralph Vaughan Williams (1912)1





To reach 26 Upper Mall in Hammersmith, south-west London, you sneak through a narrow passageway, squeeze past a homely little public house called The Dove, and emerge into a rounded forecourt. There’s no through road for traffic, so this widened area in front of the immaculately proportioned townhouse lies still, peaceful, undisturbed by the rush-hour hum. The house’s three tiers of sash windows look out upon the River Thames. Looking to the left, a short walk up the towpath you can see the green-and-gold painted struts of Hammersmith Bridge. In the opposite, westward direction, the horizon remains low: bushy treetops shading a jumble of Georgian facades. The khaki water streams towards you, having flowed for 200 miles from its source in the Cotswolds. In front of the house, colourful barges and wherries crush against the wharf like ducks squabbling over breadcrumbs.


This building is known as Kelmscott House, and it was once the London residence of the Victorian artist, designer, poet, environmentalist and committed socialist William Morris. Inside, his sumptuous, tapestried interiors are long gone: the main part of the house is now privately owned and modernised, but the William Morris Society still operates from basement rooms beneath its attached coach house. In the back garden, in 1816, a former owner of the house, Francis Ronalds, once dug trenches to bury Britain’s first electric telegraph cable: eight miles of wire coil encased in fragile glass tubes. Sixty years later, William Morris plotted his extended garden with as much care as one of his intricate tapestries. Now the land has been drastically foreshortened, and the A4 ceaselessly roars through the space where Morris sowed his seeds.
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Kelmscott House, Hammersmith: the London residence of William Morris. Photograph taken c.1900.








But the view in front is largely unchanged since he wrote his novel News from Nowhere here in the late 1880s. And it is this panorama – the Thames glittering in June morning sunbeams – that greets Morris’s protagonist, Guest, upon waking at the start of the novel. He dives in for a morning dip, but soon realises that the great iron Hammersmith Bridge has been replaced with a bridge of stone arches more beautiful than those in Florence; the smoke-belching factories that once lined the riverbank are gone; and the usual noise of hammering and riveting has ceased. The first character Guest meets, a waterman who rows him upriver in a sculling boat, wears an outfit that ‘would have served very well as a costume for a picture of fourteenth-century life’.2


Even though much of what’s now called science fiction originated in Britain, the British mind – or perhaps more accurately, the Anglo-Saxon mind – can’t seem to help envisioning the future as, to some extent, shaped like the past. For the past is what Guest encounters as he is guided through a London that has had its centres ‘greened’ with huge areas of wild parkland and forest following the ‘great clearing of houses in 1955’, and then sculls further and further upriver, through the Home Counties to Oxford, where he rematerialises back in his own time. Through lengthy conversations with a variety of unctuously hospitable characters, he discovers that he has arrived in the late twenty-first century, and English society exists with no government (the Houses of Parliament are now a ‘Dung Market’), no formal education, no currency, no interest in history. Crime is treated as a disease and poverty is non-existent – the foulest slums have been transformed into lush, fertile meadows. The picture of Morris’s ideal society, painted on a broad canvas like a Brueghel town panorama, is based on a vanished vision of medieval courtesy and artisanship, with ownership, law and violence consensually abolished. The economy of arts and crafts underpins this bucolic utopia, exchanged via a non-competitive barter system.


There is no doubt that Morris’s novel – written in the first person – is an outpouring of his most fervently held views of the state of the nation and his dreams of an altruistic future. Its geographical trajectory joins the dots between Morris’s real-life dwelling places. Guest begins the book standing outside Kelmscott House and ends at a feast in a large country manor in Oxfordshire which is the spitting image of Morris’s Kelmscott Manor near Lechlade, an Elizabethan country house whose first stones were laid in 1570. Morris was one of the most outspoken political commentators of the late Victorian era. Already famous for his workshops in which he designed and printed tapestries, curtains and wallpapers with exquisite designs based on organic forms, he was invited by Queen Victoria to decorate the armoury and tapestry rooms of St James’s Palace. Increasingly he began building a soapbox from the stout timbers of his fame. In 1883 he threw a middle-class audience at the Oxford Union into flapping consternation by openly declaring himself a socialist during a talk on ‘Art and Democracy’.
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Frontispiece of Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890), based on his medieval Oxfordshire retreat, Kelmscott Manor.














[image: ]

William Morris: artist, designer, writer, socialist and imaginative time-traveller, photographed in 1889.








News from Nowhere is a novel without direct precedent in English literature; a curious blend of future time travel, medieval romance and miniature odyssey. For Morris, projecting back to the life and art of the Middle Ages could show post-industrial society ‘where lies the hope for the future, and not in mere empty regret for the days which can never come again’.3 In the novel, the political and commercial guts of London have been torn out, replaced by huge open spaces of common parkland. It is Morris’s symbolic revenge on a city he both despised and thrived in. In his own life, while he delighted in creating a quasi-medieval modus vivendi at Kelmscott Manor, he was an early adopter who used state-of-the-art weaving and dyeing technology, photographic plates to aid reproduction of his patterns, and electrotyped ornaments. Technology could be a servant, not a master of mankind, and Morris would have had little truck with any art that explored mechanics or technology for its own sake. As one critic has perceptively pointed out, in the novel ‘the adoption of handicraft techniques is portrayed as a product, not of economic backwardness, but of reflective choice’.4


The novel recounts how, in the rush to abandon all the trappings of modern life in an occasionally violent revolution (the mechanics of which are discussed at sometimes painful length in the book), handcrafts came to be practised by all members of society, which is organised around the pleasure and satisfaction of completing a job well done. This democratisation leads to a general coarsening of quality, but this is a feature – familiar from medieval carving and painting – dear to Morris’s own aesthetic heart. Music makes its own appearance in the book: certain female characters erupt spontaneously into song on occasion, generally when they are in a state of elation, and at one point someone tries to persuade Guest to come and hear ‘Welshmen’ singing – an entertainment he speedily but graciously declines.


News from Nowhere describes cities transformed, not wiped out (an exception is Manchester, which has disappeared from the face of the land – no doubt a piece of wishful thinking on Morris’s part). As the same commentator puts it: ‘the ideal city – which was neither medieval nor contemporary … but of a type which has not yet existed – formed a recurring theme in his later lectures. Morris once described his goal as making “the town a part of the country and the country a part of the town”. The aim was not one of uniformity, but rather of weakening the starkness of the contrast.’ The book’s sentiments chime with the section of Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1872) entitled ‘The Book of the Machines’, which strikes against mechanical materialism and Darwinism. Morris was also inspired to write his novel after reading Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888). Bellamy, an American, posits his hero Julian West waking up in a socialist America of the year 2000, in which the state’s private corporations have been erased in favour of a national business syndicate: ‘the one capitalist in place of all other capitalists’. Looking Backward’s version of sedate socialism spoke to a middle class unnerved by recent Depressions and mass strike actions, and it sold hundreds of thousands of copies worldwide. The English edition appeared in 1889, and William Morris seized on it immediately. In an impassioned review in the Socialist League journal The Commonweal, Morris castigated its lack of interest in the past; its idea that, to achieve a socialist utopia, history and art must be eradicated. Above all, he loathed Bellamy’s elevation of ‘the industrious professional middle-class man of today’ (Morris’s italics) and his descriptions of machinery designed to make labour bearable. In this review, Morris makes a crucial distinction: some form of work is unavoidable for any future society, but the important matter is to make it less painful, to the point where work itself is a pleasurable activity. This is how Morris idealised the feudal Middle Ages as a time of innocence and play: ‘the childhood of the world’.5


Morris was by no means the only British writer in his day to imagine the future in terms of the past. In 1885 Richard Jefferies published After London, or Wild England, an adventure story which begins with a vivid depiction of the country after some unspecified ‘conflagrations’ have wiped out civilisation and returned mankind to a life of barbarity in an untended wilderness. Jefferies found fame with a string of novels in which he observantly chronicled nature, wildlife and pre-mechanical agriculture in such books as The Life of the Fields and the memoir/reverie The Story of My Heart. After London’s apocalyptic scenario provided the excuse to reimagine the landscape as it might have been before any human intervention: England as Eden. Jefferies almost forensically imagines, element by element, the wilding of the landscape if left unfarmed and unmanaged: the gradual throttling of crops by weeds and brambles; the formation of swamps and lakes as man-made drainage systems clog up; and the springing up of trees, uncropped grass, briars and thorn bushes. After dealing with the flora, he moves on to the fauna: mice and rats overrun the untended crops, in turn feeding a growing population of owls, birds of prey, weasels and foxes. He moves up the food chain to describe domestic cats and dogs becoming feral, herds of deer and horses running amok. The story develops into more of a traditional adventure, but the opening chapters unconsciously portray Paradise restored.


Fast-forwarding into the distant future (the year 802,701, to be precise), the Time Traveller of H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1899) encounters the Eloi, a society inhabiting the ‘ruinous splendour’ of a Thames Valley that has many of the hallmarks of Arcadia and the mythical Land of Cockayne.6 The Eloi have no historical memory and no natural inquisitiveness, but they are uniformly clothed and eat and sleep together in huge stone palaces. One of the most disconcerting features of the landscape that strikes the Time Traveller is the lack of individual houses or cottages, ‘such characteristic features of the English landscape’. There are no hedges, no signs of agriculture or property ownership: ‘the whole earth had become a garden’. ‘Communism,’ he mutters to himself at one point. Here again the English Future is Eden Attained. (The rest of The Time Machine is a critique of such a view: this Upper World is one of ‘feeble prettiness’, at the mercy of the mechanical Under-world of the savage Morlocks.)


This tendency in British speculative fiction is typical of the imaginative quirk that might be called ‘the antiquarian eye’. It is a mental trick comparable to the way the makers of period films and costume dramas are required to compose shots in order to exclude modern features such as TV aerials, power cables and other anachronisms. When I walk along a street in an English town, or in one of the older quarters of London, I find myself unconsciously screening out the more contemporary developments, trying to reconstruct an image of how the place might have once looked – focusing on, say, the eighteenth-and nineteenth-century buildings rather than the steel-and-glass additions. Britain is a place with an exceptionally strong will towards conservation, but the desire to preserve pockets of antiquity creates deep fissures in the surface of modernity: the woodwormy gate that leads into a secret garden, the still, timeless air of an ancient chapel, the medieval timbered pub nestling between a mobile-phone shop and Marks and Spencer. Two of the UK’s most popular tourist attractions are literal time capsules: the ‘lost gardens’ of Heligan in Cornwall, a romantically neglected jungle overgrown with exotic blooms; and the house at Tyntesfield in north Somerset, a High Victorian estate untouched for decades and opened up for the first time in 2004. The Grand Meaulnes-like lost domain – the preserved house or garden that acts as a portal to earlier ages – is particularly common in children’s literature. From The Secret Garden (Frances Hodgson Burnett, 1909) to Tom’s Midnight Garden (Philippa Pearce, 1958), these concealed places offer lacunae in which the concerns and frustrations of daily life are utterly forgotten and supernatural experiences may occur.




* * *





An empire in its pomp has no need of artistic subtleties, and even less use for melancholia. As the British imperial project thundered towards the close of the nineteenth century, culminating in the ignominious Boer War of 1899–1902, it left its impoverished social margins riddled with neglect. This in turn opened the floodgates for legions of charitable workers and revolutionaries hungry for reform. Morris’s coterie at the time included many radical thinkers and agitators whose thoughts were directed towards an improved sense of nationhood at the close of the nineteenth century. In 1877 he had put his fervent interest in conservation into practice by founding the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings. The previous year, Miranda Hill had formed the Kyrle Society, a philanthropic organisation dedicated to encouraging the working-class poor to appreciate art and books, and to increase their experience of open spaces. In 1877 it was rapidly expanding into many cities outside London. Morris was a supporter of the Society’s London branch, and took a special interest in its Open Spaces Committee. Hill’s elder sister, Octavia, is better known as one of the founders of the National Trust. In the 1870s and 80s Octavia was a classic Victorian philanthropist, who worked as a housing reformer and teacher and was also, like Morris, a member of the Commons Preservation Society. She strove to provide access to nature, open spaces and the arts for deprived children. ‘Think,’ she urged in a lecture entitled ‘Colour, Space, and Music for the People’, ‘those of you who have had any country life as children, how early the wild flowers formed your delight; remember, those of you who can, what the bright colour of flag, or dress, or picture was; recall the impression of concerted music when first its harmonies reached you; live over again the glad burst out of doors into any open space where you could breathe and move freely …’7 In 1895 her formidable energy was funnelled into a venture, with Canon H.D. Rawnsley and Sir Robert Hunter, to save England’s disappearing historic buildings and beautiful areas of nature for the benefit of the nation. All three were alarmed at the impact of uncontrolled industrialisation, which was wiping out the countryside, demolishing buildings with no regulation and systematically obliterating physical tokens of what they considered the nation’s heritage. This victory was secured by private means, for Hill and her associates had little faith in the state’s willingness to protect its heirlooms. ‘The leaders and the led,’ declaimed Morris in 1884, ‘are incapable of saving so much as half a dozen commons from the grasp of inexorable Commerce.’8 


William Morris’s circle was not without music of its own. He was acquainted with Arnold Dolmetsch, the Swiss-Frenchman almost singlehandedly responsible for triggering off the Early Music revival which, in the late twentieth century, swelled into a flood of ‘period instrument’ ensembles. His son Carl’s name is familiar to anyone who grew up learning the recorder at school – the Dolmetsch descant recorder has been a staple of music education since the 1950s. In the month before Morris’s death, Dolmetsch brought an Elizabethan virginals to Kelmscott House and moved the old man to tears with his rendition of a pavane and galliard by William Byrd. In the mid-1890s the Hammersmith Socialist Society held weekly Sunday-night meetings at Morris’s riverside abode, featuring lectures followed by general discussion, and sometimes contributions from the Socialist Choir, including Morris’s own song, ‘March of the Workers’. In late 1895 the twenty-one-year-old composition student Gustav Holst began attending these meetings at Kelmscott House. This was a decisive moment in Holst’s early life: at exactly the same time as his induction into the world of organised socialism, he met his future wife, Isobel Harrison, another HSS member, and also struck up a lifelong, highly influential friendship with Ralph Vaughan Williams, who, like Holst, was studying composition under Hubert Parry and Charles Villiers Stanford at the Royal College of Music. That autumn, they were both taking part in the College’s production of Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas, revived for the first time in 200 years.


Holst occasionally brought Vaughan Williams to meetings at Kelmscott House over the following year. The two young musicians had entered illustrious company, as these gatherings were often attended by some of the era’s most progressive artists and radical opinion-formers, including George Bernard Shaw, Oscar Wilde, H.G. Wells and William Butler Yeats. William Morris himself died in October 1896, by which time Holst was frequently chairing and recording minutes at the Society’s meetings. The Society continued to assemble, and in 1897 Holst was formally invited to conduct the Hammersmith Socialist Choir. His involvement lasted several years, during which time he introduced a mixed repertoire that included Thomas Morley, Purcell, Mozart and Wagner. Seated behind a harmonium installed on a cart, Holst directed the singing during the Society’s street demonstrations.
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‘Don’t you think we ought to victimise Elgar?’ Gustav Holst and Ralph Vaughan Williams take a break in the Malvern Hills, c.1914.








The intense friendship and artistic exchanges between Holst and Vaughan Williams were among the most significant forces propelling British music-making towards a new dawn. The concept of British music was a primordial soup waiting for an electrical spark. Its twentieth-century reanimation flows directly from this concentration of radical politics, speculative utopianism and rural conservationism, all supported by a coterie of powerful national figures who shared, in Alfred Tennyson’s words, ‘the passion of the past’.




* * *





Compared to the lush groves of nineteenth-century European classical and Romantic music, Britain’s musical landscape throughout the Victorian era was a wasteland. Looking back  from the 1920s, Holst called the historical course of English music ‘a fitful flare – sometimes an explosion of musical energy followed by a long period of darkness … At the next explosion English musicians have either forgotten their forefathers or they disapprove of them.’9 The most popular composer of the late nineteenth century was Arthur Sullivan, whose comic operettas with W. S. Gilbert, such as HMS Pinafore and The Mikado, furnished thousands of Victorians with light entertainment, catchy tunes and the occasional gentle brush with the exotic souvenirs of Britain’s imperial conquests in China and Japan. But otherwise there was little in British composition that could compete with the big guns on the Continent. Leading Victorian composers such as Parry and Stanford unswervingly located the next wave of English music in the same Teutonic evolutionary chain that led from Bach to Schumann to Brahms (they didn’t approve of Wagner). No wonder the word got out that certain German commentators were calling Britain ‘das Land ohne Musik’ – the land without music. And yet, at the century’s close, the great powers of Middle European music had become ‘faisandés’ – a French word meaning overripe, corrupt, decadent – blooming into their late-autumn sunset, with the atonal winter heralding the blizzard of Viennese serialism in the early 1920s. The influential, radical chromaticism and total art of Wagner had bloated into the massive, opulent symphonics of Brahms, Bruckner and Mahler, and the decadent operatics of Strauss and Verdi.


In contrast, the music of Western Europe, Scandinavia and the Balkans was turning on a different cycle, and awakening to a fresh spring. France was where the soundworld was altering most audibly. Picking up from Wagner’s tonal inventions but translating them to a more impressionistic, spacier idiom, Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel brought a sensuousness and a legerdemain that signalled a mercurial future for European sound. In Norway, which gained full statehood in 1905, Nils Gade and Edvard Grieg had attained the status of national composers by searching out and incorporating the country’s dispersed folk tunes. Other Nordic symphonists such as Carl Nielsen (Denmark) and Jean Sibelius (Finland) were breaking down the symphonic form’s traditional narrative drive with atmospheric effects derived from an intense communion with nature. Spain’s Enrique Granados, Isaac Albéniz and Manuel de Falla squeezed the zest of Iberian folk musics into the French cocktail. And in England, too, conditions were perfect for the green shoots of renewal to poke through turf that had long been muddied by years of confusion and loss of public faith.


Outside the music academies, a vernacular music tradition had been quietly preserved. Carl Engel, a German musicologist living in London, observed in 1866: ‘Although the rural population of England appear to sing less than those of most other European countries, it may nevertheless be supposed that they also, especially in districts somewhat remote from any large towns, must still preserve songs and dance tunes of their own inherited from their forefathers.’10 In his later essay collection The Literature of National Music, Engel added that England lagged behind countries like Germany, Russia and France in preserving its national songs, and even expressed the hope that English musicians might be persuaded to ‘spend their autumnal holidays’ encountering folk songs at first hand. There was no antipathy in Engel’s comments; he was engaged in a comparative study of many of the world’s national musics and was merely comparing the status of England’s folk music in national life with that of the German people’s music (Volksmusik). But half a century later, and ten years before the start of the First World War, the German writer Oscar Schmitz fitted a poisoned barb to Engel’s observations when he published a book entitled Das Land Ohne Musik (The Land Without Music). Music is only mentioned on two of its 300 pages, but Schmitz’s core argument was a perceived lack of musicality, in a symbolic sense, in the Anglo-Saxon soul. ‘The English are the only cultured nation without their own music (except popular melodies),’ he wrote. ‘This does not mean that they have less sensitive ears, but that their life overall is much poorer for it. To have music inside yourself, no matter how little, means to possess fluidity, to slip one’s moorings, to feel the world as a flow …’11


Holst, Vaughan Williams and their fellow students at the Royal College of Music were pitched headlong into this scramble for the future of music in Britain. Their tutors Parry (director of the Royal College) and Stanford commanded influential positions in the nation’s musical life. As a composer, Parry was drawn to the visionary Romantic poetry of Percy Bysshe Shelley and William Blake. His immortal setting of Blake’s Jerusalem, written in 1916, has of course permeated the consciousness of almost everyone born in the British Isles since it was written in 1916, and has been adopted as a kind of unofficial alternative national anthem. By 1900 English music was in the throes of a resurgence, swept forward on the overlapping waves of Edward Elgar and Frederick Delius. Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance marches and triumphalist setting of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ are perfect examples of the kind of patriotic froth that firebrand Vorticist Wyndham Lewis decried as ‘splurging and bombinating’; more than a century later they continue to trigger conspicuous jingoism at the Last Night of the Proms. Although certain aspects of his music did touch on the vision of Albion (notably the cantata Caractacus), Elgar’s bluff Old World patriotism has come to represent a view of English music that has tarnished the more nuanced composers who trailed in his immediate wake. Even Holst and Vaughan Williams distanced themselves from their internationally respected forebear: ‘Don’t you think we ought to victimise Elgar?’ Holst cheekily suggested in a 1903 letter to his friend.12


Delius is an altogether different case, a figure whose music is a product of the Romantic sunset yet at the same time holds out the promise of the approaching spring. Born in 1863, Delius was a cosmopolitan free spirit who had spent time in the Appalachian mountains of the eastern United States, trudged the mountain tracks of Norway, and befriended Paul Gauguin, August Strindberg, Edvard Munch and Knut Hamsun in Paris. By 1900 he was living in rustic seclusion in the French countryside in a villa at Grez-sur-Loing, near Fontainebleau, writing a music which glowed with the rapt new tonal atmospheres of Debussy and Ravel. His writing for orchestra produced rhapsodic pieces with a stillness at their centre. Brigg Fair (1907) was a verdant ‘English rhapsody’ containing a folk-song tune passed to him by Percy Grainger. His country isolation focused his attention on the changing of the seasons and the natural cycle: ‘March of Spring’ from North Country Sketches (1913–14) depicts sap rising, leaves unfurling, the gradual awakening of Nature from its winter slumber. The harmonic web is divided into separate strands of melody, suggesting the complex interweaving of a root system. In the short, evocative orchestral paintings Summer Night on the River (1911) and On Hearing the First Cuckoo in Spring (1912), much of the melodic weight is transferred to the ‘lighter’ tonalities of the flute, clarinet and upper strings, and his preferred mode was the tone poem rather than the symphonic development favoured by Elgar, with all its baggage of psychic dramatisation. This music was the inverse of imperial rhetoric. His biographer, the composer Peter Warlock, nailed Delius’s ambitions in purple tones: ‘For Delius, as for Traherne or Blake and many another mystic, Heaven is but the world transfigured and interpreted by spiritual vision … And those who see, in all the manifestations of Nature, a fullness, a richness and loveliness that would for very excess break through the barriers of time and change and overflow into the Infinite may well deride the materialist’s heaven of harps and glass which those have feigned who never saw the world aright.’13


His music rarely reaches the crushing crescendos of a Mahler or an Elgar. The exception came in the monumental choral panoply of A Mass of Life (1904–5), whose gigantic forces can be compared to Mahler’s Eighth Symphony. A Mass of Life has been mysteriously neglected in the British repertoire, perhaps because its visionary setting of Nietzsche’s Also Sprach Zarathustra, and its uncompromising atheism, are so at odds with the verities of classical music’s middlebrow audience. Warlock dubbed him a religious composer for an atheistic age, ‘one who, instead of writing anthems and services, turns to Nature (and even Nietzsche) for his inspiration; and yet most irreligion is … a misconception of the very nature of religion, a confusion of ideas which is of the same order as the credulity of the sense in regard to the sun’s apparent motion round the earth’.14 The Mass enacts the supremacy of humankind, as it conquers Time and gains entrance to Eternity. Nietzsche’s Zarathustra continues an ancient line of heretical, Gnostic thought that begins with the hermetic philosophy of Hermes Trismegistus and was later channelled by William Blake. ‘He is a pantheistic mystic whose vision has been attained by an all-embracing acceptation, a “yea-saying” to life,’ gushed Warlock, writing while Delius was still alive. ‘Such a mind has become so profoundly conscious of the life of all nature that it has begun to perceive the great rhythms of life itself.’15


Ultimately there is more of the melancholy of sunset than the hope of spring in the Delian corpus, but there is a solemnity and a reverence for nature at its heart. In Delius’s life can be found a foreshadowing of the pattern of retreat, countryside immersion and innovation that recurs throughout the ensuing century. Although his villa was near Paris, he largely kept himself cloistered away and never bothered to make connections with the city’s vibrant musical life. The Delian mode of relaxed but reverent pastoral timelessness would become one of the two dominant models for the wider English music revival of the early twentieth century. The other was the resurgence of folk music, without which that rebirth is inconceivable, and which began, appropriately enough, with a man called England, in an English country garden.







* * *





‘Cecil Sharp was sitting in the vicarage garden talking to Charles Marson and to Mattie Kay, who was likewise staying at Hambridge, when he heard John England quietly singing to himself as he mowed the vicarage lawn. Cecil Sharp whipped out his notebook and took down the tune; and then persuaded John to give him the words. He immediately harmonised the song [‘The Seeds of Love’]; and that same evening it was sung at a choir supper by Mattie Kay, Cecil Sharp accompanying. The audience was delighted; as one said, it was the first time that the song had been put into evening dress.’16
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The man who inadvertently triggered the twentieth-century folk-song revival: John England in his garden at Hambridge, Somerset.








The incident recounted above took place in 1903 in a Somerset village and sent Cecil Sharp out across Britain, and ultimately America, on a quest to reclaim England’s dispersed national folk songs and dances, and to understand their origins. His research was conducted at grass-roots level. Instead of dry musicological study, he was prepared to commit hours, days, months knocking on cottage doors or popping into pubs, pushing flagons of ale at ageing villagers to coax out the folk songs locked in their memories. While his methods have lately been called into question, along with his more extreme prescriptions for the role of folk music within a national culture,17 Sharp is undeniably the lynchpin and catalyst of the greater proportion that is considered British folk music in modern times, and the English Folk Dance and Song Society (EFDSS) – a 1932 coalition between the Folk-Song Society (inaugurated in 1898) and the English Folk Dance Society he set up in 1911 – is still headquartered in a building bearing his name.


But Cecil Sharp had not yet been seduced by folk music when the first of these societies was founded. Born in south London in 1859, he sought his early advancement in Australia. He spent most of his twenties working in Adelaide, first as a bank clerk and legal assistant, then as joint director of the town’s School of Music, where he conducted the Adelaide Philharmonic and had two light operas performed at the local Theatre Royal. In 1892, having made an indelible mark on the music world of South Australia, he returned to England, where he continued to teach and compose. On Boxing Day 1899 he happened to see a morris-dance group, properly known as a ‘side’, at Headington Quarry in Oxfordshire. Fascinated by this rarely seen display of six men dressed in white shirts and flannels, with ribboned, flowery hats and sets of bells mounted on leather straps bound around their calves, Sharp instinctively noted down several of the tunes from the group’s concertina player, William Kimber, whose father had been foreman of the Headington side. The sheer otherness of the display entranced him – it seemed to appear from the darkest, least conspicuous corners of English provincial life, and to be innately understood by the people who practised it. Ballads had survived the Puritan revolution of the seventeenth century; sword dances were faded relics of chivalric rituals. And yet, beyond that, no one could tell him where these traditions came from. He was pulled bodily into the mystery.


Sharp was not the first to fall under the spell of this music. Among the Folk-Song Society’s founders were Alice Gomme (daughter of eminent folklorist Sir Laurence Gomme), eccentric scholar and folk historian Sabine Baring-Gould and a poet and songwriter of Scots origin called Lucy Broadwood.18 When Sharp looked into the roots of the terminology of this strange shadow culture which had survived decades of neglect, he discovered that the first use of the word ‘folklore’ did not occur until 22 August 1846, in a letter to the Athenaeum magazine by one W. J. Thoms. Laurence Gomme supplied its first official definition: ‘The science which treats of the survivals of archaic belief and customs in modern ages.’ The ‘science’ aspect is striking, but Sharp took up the mantle, exploring the anatomy of the surviving limbs of a thriving culture with a surgeon’s precision. The term ‘folk music’ did not appear in all English dictionaries even up to 1889, when the Century Dictionary gave the following definition: ‘A song of the people; a song based on a legendary or historical event, or some incident of common life, the words and generally the music of which have originated among the common people, and are extensively used by them.’


Sharp examined folk song forensically, as a product of the ‘common people’ – i.e. the peasantry that just about still existed at his time of writing – distinct from songs, popular or otherwise, composed by the educated. He defined the common people as ‘those whose mental development has been due not to any formal system of training or education, but solely to environment, communal association, and direct contact with the ups and downs of life. It is necessary that a sharp distinction should be drawn between the un-educated and the non-educated. The former are the half or partially educated, i.e. the illiterate. Whereas the non-educated, or “the common people”, are the unlettered, whose faculties have undergone no formal training whatsoever …’19 These unlettered people, Sharp observed, used to be evenly distributed between town and country, but at the beginning of the twentieth century, due to improved education, were confined to remoter rural regions. The arts and songs they preserved had remained out of reach of the rest of the country at large; the true definition of folk song was therefore country song, not town song or art song. But Sharp particularly highlighted the contrast between the spontaneity of the untrained musician and the conscious exercise of compositional intelligence on the part of the educated.
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Cecil Sharp collecting the song ‘The Golden Glove’ from Edwin Clay, Brailes, Warwickshire, 1910.








From 1903, when he heard John England sing ‘The Seeds of Love’, until 1906, Sharp beat the bounds of the county of Somerset with his notebook and pencil, methodically collecting songs from an ever-widening circle of singers and musicians who would delve deep into their collective memory banks. He was more thorough than the majority of his predecessors, often returning to the same individual again and again to check for lyrical or melodic variations. His five-volume Folk-Songs from Somerset, published between 1904–9, bore the fruits of this research, but at the same time he had been thinking deeply about the wider implications and context for his discoveries. These he set out in English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions (1907), which lays out the territory and the issues at stake in considerable detail but in accessible language. It is a curiously readable tract, ranging from descriptions of his methods out in the field to explosive declarations of his love of folk music and a final chapter that moves into more problematic waters, as it looks to the future of English folk music by calling for its widespread introduction into the nation’s schoolrooms. ‘Our system of education is … too cosmopolitan,’ he writes, ‘it is calculated to produce citizens of the world rather than Englishmen.’20 In fact, this was not so much blind nationalism: Sharp observed the way other European countries had a much more relaxed and integrated relationship with their own folk music, and simply felt that England had a great deal of catching up to do. Inescapably, these are sentiments from the heart of the Edwardian age, in which duty and patriotic pride were governing norms, and a reaction against more sinister forms of propagandist nationalism and attempts to discredit British culture (as with Schmitz’s The Land Without Music, published three years earlier).


In Sharp, there is none of William Morris’s longing for a vanished past. Folk songs are only of interest, and of practical use, in the present and future. He contrasts the way German Volkslieder had penetrated that country’s national life with the state of affairs in Britain, where the folk song ‘comes to us destitute of association, unlinked with the past; like an ancient building newly restored, with its walls scraped and cleaned and stripped of their moss and fern’.21


For Sharp, folk songs existed in constant transformation, a living example of an art form in a perpetual state of renewal. ‘One man sings a song, and then others sing it after him, changing what they do not like’22 is the most concise nutshelling of his conclusions on the origins. Don’t seek the ‘original’ copy, insisted Sharp; focus on the transformations themselves – for they are the substance of the song. He conceded that most songs probably had a sole author in the indistinct past, but unlike in high culture, the ‘original’ is not the authentic prototype; instead, it should be thought of as the equivalent of a composer’s first draft – ‘the source from which it is sprung’.23 Every subsequent iteration becomes more ‘real’, more ‘definitive’. The anonymity and artlessness particularly appealed to Sharp. ‘The unconscious music of the folk has all the marks of fine art; that it is wholly free from the taint of manufacture, the canker of artificiality; that it is transparently pure and truthful, simple and direct in its utterance.’24 Unlike art music, rooted in individual consciousness, folk is a product of the group mind over an immeasurable time span. Songs have come to express the taste and consensus of a community: any personal traits or quirks have long since been washed smooth. The singers that Sharp encountered were living conduits through which the music flowed – a source that’s surprisingly inexhaustible. ‘You never know when you have got to the bottom of a singer’s memory.’25


The oldest of songs are the great narrative ballads. These tales are sketched in bold strokes, with repeated refrains for easy comprehension and orientation by a listening audience. Minor elaborations advance the narrative by gradual degrees. The corpus of British ballads was already established by Professor Francis J. Child, an American scholar whose massive treasury of romances, supernatural experiences, historical events and folk heroes, morality tales and riddles, The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, was published in ten volumes between 1882–98. This was the scholarly version of standards such as ‘The False Knight upon the Road’, ‘The Cruel Mother’, ‘Twa Corbies’, ‘The Two Magicians’, ‘Tam Lin’ and ‘Sir Patrick Spens’. But there was a crucial difference between Child and Sharp: Child’s ballads had been collected from the comfort of his New England writing desk. He sent out thousands of letters to universities, schools, churches and other organisations around the country – 2,500 to Scotland alone – soliciting the lyrics to any ballads that were known to the recipients or their communities. Child never heard the ballads leaping from the throats of the yeomen and women that Sharp encountered on his trails. There is no way of authoritatively dating any of this material, Sharp admitted, but he compared each rendition of a ballad to an acorn falling from an oak tree. Each acorn is the produce of the new season’s growth; the song is resown with each utterance. The most ancient ballads of all were rolled up into compilations which we know as the great European epics: Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad, the Scandinavian Sagas and Eddas, the German Nibelungenlied, Spain’s El Cid, the Welsh Mabinogion, Britain’s Arthurian legends. Many of these old yarns are steeped in the supernatural and contain marvellous or magical events – as in ‘Tam Lin’, where a prince is gripped in a protective embrace by his lover, pregnant with his child, as the Queen of the Fairies turns him into a snake, a lion and a red-hot iron bar.


With the arrival of the printing press in the Middle Ages, oral transmission of these epics was gradually replaced by paper, marginalising the illiterate. Correspondingly, there was a demand for them to be broken up again into easily digestible chunks. That was where the minstrels and troubadours came in: travelling around the land, seeding their music within communities, and then moving on, transforming it by repetition. These shortened ballads from around the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries are largely what Child preserved. Their pre-epic form, conjectured to date from around the ninth and tenth centuries, are all but lost, though their stories and characters survive.


In Sharp’s account, the ‘song’ was the ‘lineal descendant’ of the ballad. Songs express more personal and subjective elements than ballads, as they are closer to the life and current interests of the individual singing them. Common themes include the Lover; the Rover or Wanderer; sea songs, such as sailors’ tales of adventure; outlaw songs; executioners’ songs; songs that accumulate detail (such as ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas’ or ‘The House that Jack Built’); carols, which occupy a position midway between a ballad and a hymn; and wassails, May Day songs and any songs which celebrate dates unrecognised in the Christian calendar – these are survivors from pre-Christian, pagan times.


‘The twentieth-century collector is a hundred years too late,’ lamented Sharp elsewhere in his book. The widespread publication of broadsides in the early nineteenth century had a further distorting influence on the corpus of folk song. Broadsides were pamphlets with garbled, singalong versions of folk lyrics pumped out by literary hacks and distributed for quick cash around city book stalls, taverns and cafes. Due to their popular appeal, it’s these versions that many of Sharp’s source singers were probably blaring out – with much of the earlier detail excised. On that point, Sharp did not have a spotless record either. A Victorian by upbringing, he was unsettled by the frequently coarse or bawdy content and snipped out the more explicit verses – although this may have had more to do with his intention that the songs would be learnt by rote by schoolchildren. ‘The folk-song editor’, he wrote in self-justification, ‘has perforce to undertake the distasteful task of modifying noble and beautiful sentiments in order that they may suit the minds and conform to the conventions of another age, where such things would not be understood in the primitive, direct and healthy sense.’26


In the final chapter of English Folk-Song: Some Conclusions, ‘The Future of Folk-Song’, Sharp shifts to a prescription for the wellbeing of the nation itself. The Board of Education, he suggests, should recommend the incorporation of folk song and dance into school music lessons. ‘When every English child is, as a matter of course, made acquainted with the folk-songs of his own country, then, from whatever class the musician of the future may spring, he will speak in the national musical idiom.’ Although the idea of a nation speaking or singing with a unified voice may appear sinister in the light of twentieth-century fascism, Sharp innocently wanted England to catch up with the rest of Europe, which, he believed, had achieved successful musical economies through the inoculation of the people with the music of the folk from birth, something England had ceased to do. For Sharp, as for Vaughan Williams, patriotism was about loving the land of one’s birth, and did not spill over into the desire to inflict that country’s customs on other unwilling nations. Although Sharp’s recommendations were never fully implemented to the extent he proposed, a succession of British composers recognised his fieldwork as providing the vital nutrition their music needed. As Sharp put it, prophetically, at the end of his book, ‘There is nothing so fertile as virgin soil.’




* * *





Around the turn of the century, Vaughan Williams found folk music harder and harder to ignore, and became increasingly persuaded that its dying form must be preserved as a national cultural asset. He was fortunate, then, that Australian composer and song collector Percy Grainger was his near   in Chelsea. Grainger was an equally enthusiastic folk-song hunter, the first in Britain to use state-of-the-art wax-cylinder recorders on his field trips.27 Vaughan Williams met Cecil Sharp in 1900, and Lucy Broadwood two years later. As it turned out, Broadwood’s family had been neighbours and friends of Vaughan Williams’s parents near the family home in Leith Hill, Surrey, and Ralph was familiar with her uncle John Broadwood’s recently republished collection of Sussex Songs.28 His research at the turn of the century fed into a series of lectures on folk music, which he delivered at adult-education classes in Bournemouth in 1902, peppering them with musical examples and extracts. The extent to which he recognised that England’s music culture lagged behind the European mainland came out in a lecture entitled ‘Are We a Musical Nation?’, in which he said, ‘When England has its municipal-aided music, so that every town of decent size possesses its own permanent orchestra as is the case in Germany … with increased musical activity our composers will grow. until the good time comes, the protest against foreign music … is futile.’29 The final instalment of the course was called ‘The Importance of Folk Song’, in which he demonstrated how earlier folk tunes had impacted on the familiar hymns of the church songbook.
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A gallery of early folk-song collectors. Clockwise from top left: Cecil Sharp, the Rev. Sabine Baring-Gould, Francis J. Child, George Butterworth, Ralph Vaughan Williams, Lucy Broadwood.








The pilgrim is one who walks the land with a sense of righteous purpose. In the early 1900s the idea of English music was associated with an idea of spiritual mission. Throughout his life, Vaughan Williams revered The Pilgrim’s Progress, the Christian allegory by one of the seventeenth century’s foremost Dissenters, John Bunyan, and continually tinkered with his opera version right up to its eventual 1951 premiere. The one-act opera The Shepherds of the Delectable Mountains (1921), based on an extract from Bunyan’s text, was another product of fifteen years’ pondering. Among other composers, Sir Granville Bantock wrote a choral Pilgrim’s Progress (1938), and George Dyson wrote a cantata called The Canterbury Pilgrims (1930). The British music revival of the early twentieth century is driven by the founding metaphor of a small but dedicated set of individuals, each undertaking their separate journeys towards the grail – Sancta Civitas, Celestial City, New Atlantis – of a new music for a new society in which all have an equal stake.


Anglican church congregations spent most of the twentieth century singing from the same hymn book: The English Hymnal. Little did they know, as they pounded out the lusty lines of ‘To Be a Pilgrim’, that they were singing to the tune of an atheist who later in life drifted into a cheerful agnosticism. The man who commissioned Vaughan Williams to revise the church’s Hymns Ancient and Modern in 1904 was the Reverend Percy Dearmer, the radical vicar of St Mary’s Church in Primrose Hill, and a socialist who, like William Morris, had his face turned towards medieval England. For his remixed English Hymnal, Vaughan Williams – and Holst, who assisted his efforts – reintroduced elements of Gothic-era music to the church service, a process which acted as a training exercise in methods of seamlessly integrating ancient and modern elements into new compositions. Vaughan Williams called the existing hymn book ‘elaborate, unmetrical, aloof plainsong’. ‘We must remember’, he reminded lecture audiences, ‘that the parish church probably stood in what would now be the public square which would be the great meeting place for the people. These pagan ceremonies with their accompanying music would be going on at the very church door making the struggle for existence between the two visible and audible to all.’30


The more colourful and memorable tunes of the pre-Cromwell age were infinitely preferable to Vaughan Williams, and his own Hymnal attempted to arrive at a Christian music from the angle of pre-Christian folk song. In so doing, the composer also shrewdly recognised that the church pews held a captive audience for his folk revivalism, thus injecting it into an established, functioning auditorium for (free) public recital and bypassing the mechanics of concert-hall production and the gauntlet of music criticism.


Under the auspices of the Folk-Song Society, Vaughan Williams continued his lectures around the country. After one such gathering in 1903 in Brentwood, Essex, he was invited to a tea given by the vicar at Ingrave, where he was introduced to an elderly labourer called Charles Pottipher. Mr Pottipher, he was told, had a stock of folk tunes in his head which Vaughan Williams might be interested to hear. Pottipher thought his songs too coarse for the present company, but Vaughan Williams was bidden to visit him at home the following day, where he ground out a song called ‘Bushes and Briars’. It touched the composer to the core; he later reported that he felt he had known this song all his life.
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A. E. Housman, whose A Shropshire Lad (1896) was a poetic beacon to many Edwardian pastoral composers.








So it was that, at the same time as Sharp was out in the field, Vaughan Williams was also embarking on song-collecting trips with zeal. From 1904 he began to stuff his notebooks with transcriptions harvested from his bicycle trips around the lanes of Essex, Norfolk, Wiltshire and Yorkshire. He was accompanied on many of these trips by George Butterworth, a nineteen-year-old composer with a growing interest in England’s indigenous music. Butterworth would go on to be strongly associated with musical settings of poems by A. E. Housman, whose lyrics exerted a profound pull on so many young composers of his generation. Published in 1896, A Shropshire Lad featured none of the high rhetorical versification of contemporaries like Arnold, Browning or Tennyson. There was nothing complex about its vignettes of rural village life, but the undertow of melancholy and the proximity of despair and death (Housman described his poems as ‘morbid secretions’) ensured sentimentality was kept at bay. Butterworth’s orchestral suite A Shropshire Lad (1912) paid explicit homage; the previous year, he had set six songs from the cycle to music. Four years later, slim volumes of Housman’s poetry were among the reading matter handed out to British infantrymen in the trenches of Flanders, while the thirty-one-year-old Butterworth had succumbed to a sniper’s bullet.




* * *





In an age of rapid and unstoppable change, nostalgia and revivalism often flourish: they offer the solace of permanence and stability in a world whose certainties seem to be slipping away. British innovation is habitually shadowed by restoration; the Victorian mania for building schools, factories, churches and municipal buildings was couched in the architectural vernacular of medieval Gothic. Vaughan Williams, to a lesser extent Holst, and the younger composers of the English pastoral school envisioned exactly what Morris had achieved in News from Nowhere: a future for British music woven with rich threads from its past. The touchstones for Vaughan Williams and Holst – and those of their circle and a significant proportion of the next wave of composers after the First World War – were the previous golden ages of English music: sixteenth-century Tudor polyphony; the style of English-language setting which they admired in Henry Purcell; a love of metaphysical poetry and Romantic visionaries like William Blake and Walt Whitman.31


One of Vaughan Williams’s most frequently performed string orchestra pieces, the magisterial Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis (premiered in 1910), bloomed out of this period. Tallis (c.1505–85) is the jewel in the crown of the Elizabethan choral composers, whose extravagant, soaring polyphonic flights find their echo down the centuries in Vaughan Williams’s opulent string-writing, which glides serenely out of the dock like a gigantic galleon. The piece is a symbolic bridge, travelling across time to connect vital moments in the genesis of a national music: ‘English antiquarianism becomes a form of alchemy’, as one modern writer puts it.32


Vaughan Williams’s pastoral compositions brought metaphysics, mysticism and rapture, transcending English music’s parochial characteristics. The poets and writers he admired and set to music were not Establishment figures but dissidents, visionaries and outsiders: Blake, Whitman and Housman, of course; Elizabethan metaphysical poets such as John Donne, George Herbert and Richard Crashaw; the Old Testament prophets; and St John of the Revelation. Pieces like Toward the Unknown Region (1906), On Wenlock Edge (1909), the Five Mystical Songs (1911) and, late in his life, the Ten Blake Songs (1957) open up a musical dialogue with English mystical thought: his resonant string vibrations tether intangibles to the roll and yaw of the landscape. Writing for the voice unlocked Vaughan Williams’s most primitive instincts – ‘it is hardly possible for an artist to be untrue to himself … when he writes for the human voice’, he wrote.33 His Sea Symphony (1910) uses the free verse of Whitman to meditate on the ineffable and unknowable, while examining the idea of Britain as an island.


While revising the English hymn book, Vaughan Williams was also creating the first of his orchestral pieces that explicitly referenced folk song. In the Fen Country (1904) is a tentative beginning, with melodies in a folk-esque style, but the Norfolk Rhapsody (1906) quotes tunes he had scribbled down from trawlermen in King’s Lynn. Hugh the Drover, an opera completed just before the outbreak of war, contains themes drawn from morris dances, pagan Maying ceremonies and folk songs, using a musical vernacular designed to have a similar common appeal as John Gay’s Beggar’s Opera (1728). One sequence, in which the character of Hugh is attacked by villagers who have been whipped into a patriotic frenzy, clearly shows Vaughan Williams had no desire for the blossoming ‘national music’ movement to be hijacked by darker associations with nationalism or racial pride.


Ralph Vaughan Williams’s life straddled a colossal stretch of music history, from Wagner’s last years to the modernist age of Cage, Boulez, Stockhausen and rock ’n’ roll. He lived long enough to participate in a second folk-music revival, co-writing The Penguin Book of English Folk Songs with A. L. Lloyd (1958). He survived the Second World War and died, an eighty-year-old Knight of the Realm, in 1958 in a palatial residence in Regent’s Park. He had a ‘good war’, premiering the darkened, rolling valleys of his Fifth Symphony in the midst of it, and following the victory celebrations with his tumultuous, harrowing Sixth (1948). A patriot to the extent that he loved the land and poetry of Britain, and a believer in ‘nationalism as a spiritual force in art’, Vaughan Williams remained an agnostic and egalitarian who passionately believed in ‘a united Europe and a world federation’. As far as a celebrated composer could at the time, he kept the Establishment at arm’s length.34 But he was a socialist in all but name to the end of his life. His massive corpus of music is an example of how a national music can reflect a native consciousness without recourse to rabble-rousing or xenophobia. Indeed, there is the sense in Vaughan Williams that a universal music is only achievable via a thorough immersion in the immediate life of the locality. ‘If the roots of your art are firmly planted in your own soil and that soil has anything to give you, you may still gain the whole world and not lose your own souls.’35 The most succinctly realised version of this view comes with his well-known piece for violin and orchestra, The Lark Ascending (1914). This is classic pastoralism, inspired by a George Meredith poem: the violin becomes the lark, hovering and chirruping above the rolling green downs evoked by the orchestral writing. The freedom impulse and the groundedness of nation/ community/home: pulling against one another, but ultimately co-existing in exquisite harmony.


From their first meeting at the Royal College in 1895 until Holst’s death in 1934, Vaughan Williams’s partnership with Gustav Holst involved a perpetual round of consultation and trial, mutual critique and appreciation. Both grew up in Gloucestershire, but there were marked differences in their ancestry: Vaughan Williams’s family was aristocratic, rich and successful (his father a clergyman, his mother descended from pottery magnate Josiah Wedgwood; Ralph’s great-uncle was Charles Darwin). Vaughan Williams was Cambridge-educated, while Holst, two years his junior, struggled to make ends meet as a music student in the early 1890s (aside from Elgar, Holst was the first significant English composer not to have a private income). They quickly became friends, inaugurating a tradition of ‘field days’, during which they would review and constructively criticise each other’s latest compositional efforts. Leading up to the turn of the century, their ‘Tea Shop Set’, which met at Wilkins’ cafe in South Kensington and included John Ireland and the black composer Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, debated such motions as ‘The Socialism of William Morris’, ‘The Philosophy of Schopenhauer’, ‘Open Air Music’ and – Vaughan Williams’s proposal – ‘The Moderate Man is Contemptible’, which gives some indication of his characteristically benign contrarianism. They discussed literature; Thomas Hardy’s The Return of the Native, set on a Dorset heath that hummed and moaned with sound, was a particular favourite.


Vaughan Williams hooked Holst up with Cecil Sharp, who asked the composer to provide piano parts for the unaccompanied lyrics the folklorist had collected. Sharp is the dedicatee of Holst’s Somerset Rhapsody (1906–7), and the piece is founded on a sheep-shearing song called ‘It’s a Rose-Bud in June’; Holst himself conducted its premiere at a lecture given by Sharp in Bath. It’s one of several landscape pieces that mark the maturation of Holst’s music: the ‘Elegy’ movement of his Cotswolds Symphony (1900) was in memoriam William Morris, who died in October 1896. Later works adopted folk-song themes: the ‘Intermezzo’ of the St Paul’s  Suite (1913), a Suite No. 2 for military band (1911), Six Choral Folk-Songs (1916) and the opera about Shakespeare’s Falstaff, At the Boar’s Head (1924).36 ‘Like most people who come under the spell of folk-music,’ wrote his daughter Imogen, ‘he was soon saturated in the sound of the Dorian and Æolian modes, and for a time he found that open fifths and flattened sevenths were a necessary part of his life … Folk-songs finally banished all traces of Wagner from his work.’37


The 1890s threw up important breakthroughs in anthropology, with the publication of J. G. Frazer’s monumental study The Golden Bough at the beginning of the decade. Holst’s stepmother Mary Thorley Stone had been a follower of theosophy, and Gustav avidly read Frazer’s Silent Gods and Sun-Steeped Lands (1896) and other works on world music and oriental mythology, becoming one of the first English musicians actively to incorporate Indian and Asian philosophy into his art. He spent the first years of the decade learning Sanskrit so that he could create his own reliable translations of Hindu and oriental texts such as the Rig Veda and Bhagavad Gita. His ‘Sanskrit’ compositions from the early years of the twentieth century are some of the most curious and unplaceable experiments in the English canon – if they are included in that canon at all. Over the years of writing the opera Sita (1899–1906), symphonic poem Indra (1903), Hymns from the Rig Veda (1907–8), chamber opera Savitri (1908), The Cloud Messenger (1910) and Two Eastern Pictures (1911), Holst cautiously introduced exotic textures and broke away from the conventional orchestration instilled in him at the Royal College. To modern ears, used to thinking of ‘Eastern influences’ as a sitar sample or a guest tabla drummer, these pieces will not sound especially ‘oriental’. But for Holst, the moral underpinning of Hindu mythology gave his work a philosophical grounding in the concept of Unity, a universal interconnectedness of being and matter which he also found in his reading of Walt Whitman, and which found its correlative in the unity of musical performer and audience. ‘What of being awakened at night by a thunderstorm and not knowing if one is oneself or the thunder?’ he wrote in an essay on mysticism. ‘Of reaching an indescribable state of existence where sound and colour are one?’ Of the intimate, telepathic interactions of chamber-music performers, he believed, ‘The ocean receives the drop of water, but the drop of water receives the consciousness of the ocean.’38


His most renowned work, the massive orchestral suite The Planets, dates from the savage heart of the First World War. Premiered shortly before the Armistice, on 29 September 1918, the heavenly bodies it describes are astrological rather than astronomical. Holst was indoctrinated into the mysteries of the zodiac in the company of his friend Clifford Bax on a holiday in 1913, and spent the next three years assembling the suite that would guarantee him fame beyond his own lifetime. As brother of the more famous Arnold, Clifford Bax was himself a composer, and both he and Holst became obsessed with casting birth charts for their contemporaries. Most of The Planets, which brought Holst a fame he was hardly psychologically or physically equipped to deal with, was written in the tranquillity of a cottage in rural Essex.


Holst was a prodigious rambler, and first visited the village of Thaxted while hiking in Essex in around 1914. On a hill overlooking the village he discovered a 300-year-old cottage, which he and his wife Isobel subsequently rented as a weekend and holiday retreat. Unlike Vaughan Williams, who volunteered for military service and went out to France as an ambulanceman aged forty-two, the sickly Holst was medically unfit for war. He spent longer and longer at Thaxted, in between his teaching posts at St Paul’s School and Morley College in London; the huge church interior started him thinking about his music in spatial terms, and he found an affinity with the church’s vicar, Conrad Noel, a socialist who brought a dash of unconventional, even counter-cultural behaviour to Thaxted’s genteel village calm. Noel’s worship included folk dances on the green, floral processions with burning incense, and a visibly left-wing agenda that saw him flying a red flag from the spire on May Day. Unusually for the time, he spliced plainchant recitals and medieval music into his daily service, and acknowledged folk song as the common man ’s birthright. Here was a wide-open mind with interests musical and political close to Holst’s own, and the composer was soon acquainted with Noel’s patron, Daisy, Countess of Warwick, a former aristocrat who had almost married Queen Victoria’s youngest son Leopold but had recanted, become an admirer of George Bernard Shaw’s radicalism and joined the Fabian Society. At her grand house, Easton Lodge, she cultivated a leftist think tank amid her monkeys and exotic pets, with house guests including Shaw, future Labour leader Ramsay MacDonald, trade unionist Manny Shinwell and, on one occasion, Charlie Chaplin. H. G. Wells rented a house on the Easton estate, and later, in the 1930s, Holst himself became one of her tenants.


St Mary’s happened to be one of the largest country churches in the south of England, and Holst was transfixed by the architectural scale and the acoustic space. He yearned to fill it with sounds of his choosing, and with Conrad Noel devised the idea for an annual Thaxted music festival at Whitsun. The first such event, in 1916, unleashed a torrent of emotion in the buttoned-up music teacher. He imported his students from London to perform the repertoire, and Thaxted was deluged with music fourteen hours a day. The total immersion in music practice electrified Holst. ‘It was a feast – an orgy,’ he wrote to a friend. ‘Four whole days of perpetual singing and playing, either properly arranged in the church or impromptu in various houses or still more impromptu in ploughed fields during thunderstorms, or in the train going home … The reason why we didn’t do more is that we were not capable mentally or physically of realising heaven any further. It has been a revelation to me.’39 Even in the midst of war, the first Whitsun Festival shines out as the moment English music lost its inhibitions and erupted into a cascade of spontaneous music-making. In this remote village, Holst created a four-day temporary autonomous zone, an orgy of colour, music and movement on the village green during which William Morris’s desire for an art that would fill all corners of life and spill over into common experience was realised.





[image: ]

Gustav Holst and performers in St Mary’s, Thaxted, at the first Whitsun Festival, 1916.








‘I’ve learnt what “classical” means,’ Holst wrote to Vaughan Williams after a visit to the Parthenon in Athens in 1919. ‘It means something that sings and dances through sheer joy of existence.’40At subsequent Whitsun events, Holst was reminded of the importance of dance in mystic ritual, and he became increasingly drawn towards the Gnostic variety of religious experience hinted at in the Greek Apocrypha, nearly half a century before the discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls. His Hymn of Jesus, completed in 1917, contains his most sustained visionary music: a subdued, reverent introduction is followed by a choral section that sets a text from the Apocrypha’s Acts of John, used at the suggestion of Conrad Noel. The piece uses experimental techniques that toy with time and space: the choir is instructed to be separated into two masses which fling calls and responses from side to side; the music itself is marked by motifs sung in parallel but at different speeds. This is the first known setting of any of the Gnostic scriptures, and the text still had no English translation, so the words in the score are Holst’s own translation from the Greek,41 including the lines: ‘The Heav’nly Spheres make music for us …/ All things join in the dance! …/ Ye who dance not, know not what we are knowing …’ The pagan ecstasy of this work seems saturated with the vivid experience he had later at the Parthenon: ‘It seemed to sing to me in the sunlight,’ he wrote on another occasion.42


By 1924 – incidentally, the year of Cecil Sharp’s death – Holst’s fevered creativity and rapid fame dragged him to the brink of a nervous breakdown. His sight and hearing were badly deteriorated; he could barely recognise the faces of his friends and family; noises became agonising; his conducting arm felt ‘like a jelly overcharged with electricity’.43 His new, larger residence in Thaxted’s town square, The Steps, was the scene of his convalescence, or ‘vegetation’, as he put it. His daughter Imogen’s description of the house suggests total communion with the English countryside: ‘The garden was shut in by an old red brick wall that held the sunlight. Beyond the garden wall green fields rising to the windmill, and if you looked high enough you could see the tall grey spire of the church stretching towards the sky. The only sounds were the arguments of the swallows at the end of the garden, and the clamour of the ducks on the other side of the wall. In the early morning there would be the delicious smell of newly baked bread, and in the evening the still more delicious smell of smoke from innumerable wood fires.’44 Late in life, Holst had arrived at his Earthly Paradise, and from this tranquil bower another new composition, with words by John Keats, took root of its own accord. ‘It has been wonderful to sit all day in the garden and watch the [Choral Symphony] grow up alongside of the flowers and vegetables,’ Holst wrote, ‘and then to find that all is done!’45


Despite his poor health, Holst remained an inveterate walker, and he spent the last decade of his life merrily rambling around the Cotswolds, Suffolk, Dorset and the South Downs. In the summer of 1927 he met the eighty-seven-year-old Thomas Hardy and was given a personal tour of the fictional terrain of ‘Egdon Heath’, north of Weymouth, which acts as the ruthless, wild backcloth to The Return of the Native. The two hit it off: Holst was delighted to hear how Hardy had first heard The Planets on a gramophone belonging to T. E. Lawrence, author of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, when his Tank Corps division were on an exercise nearby. Holst revisited Hardy’s novel and found it coursing with sound, acoustic effects and music. It is the world Cecil Sharp sought to retrieve through his song-collecting excursions: morris dancers and mummers crop up in the action, and the landscape itself is repeatedly described in terms of acoustic hallucinations. Holst’s astringent orchestral piece Egdon Heath, completed shortly after visiting Hardy, captures the novelist’s eerie atmospheres and weight of foreclosing tragedy.


Holst’s final years before his death, following stomach surgery in May 1934, included a walk along the Pilgrim’s Way from London to Canterbury in preparation for some incidental music for a play by John Masefield and, in 1930, a return to the banks of the Thames in Hammersmith, a portrait of the area he remembered from the heady student years attending Morris’s socialist pow-wows, underscored by the river that, as in News from Nowhere, flows on, unnoticed and unconcerned, echoing Holst’s lasting belief that music was ‘a condition of eternity’.46




* * *





The Great War churned up the turf of the British music revival as surely as it had muddied the pastures of Northern Europe. By 1918, out of seven who joined up, only three of Vaughan Williams’s musician friends remained. George Butterworth was dead; the bipolar Ivor Gurney, wounded and gassed in 1917, suffered a nervous breakdown, driven crazy with love for a military nurse. Hubert Parry, that Establishment buttress who had taught many of these composers, was also gone. Cecil Sharp had become something of a nemesis to the English Folk Dance Society, whose earlier members had really only wanted to amuse themselves in the parlour with these quaint songs, not foist them upon a national prospectus. In the post-war climate of Depression, mass influenza, hunger and death, the Edwardian folk-song craze looked like so much drawing-room fluff for a generation of dinosaurs.


As the oldest of the musicians posted to the front, Vaughan Williams fared best on the surface of it, throwing himself into writing a new symphony. His first two had referenced London and the sea, but the third, known as the Pastoral, was intended specifically as an act of national healing. It’s easy to hear it as the reconstructed picture of England’s rolling landscapes in the mind of a soldier watching as France’s verdant pastures and agricultural lands are silenced of birdsong and bombed into a bloody muck. It internalised a longing for home that prompted Gurney to write devout lines from the trenches: ‘Strengthen Thou in me/The love of men here found … That, out of difficult ground,/Spring like flowers in barren deserts, or/Like light, or a lovely sound.’47


In these circumstances, the landscape that is recalled in Vaughan Williams’s Pastoral Symphony is cast in a transfigured light – the unearthly glow of a Samuel Palmer orchard or the pre-lapsarian paradise of the Elizabethan Arcadian poets. Just as William Morris could only imaginatively apply his altruism to a future vision that aped the past, so Vaughan Williams’s musical progressiveness ended up fenced in by the promise of Paradise. England as Eden – a key subtext of Gerald Finzi’s supremely melancholy Dies Natalis (1924–39), evoking the first perceptions of a newborn child – is unchanging, debarred from its own progressive energies.


Holst’s and Vaughan Williams’s advocacy of new music in Britain held up a beacon to the section of their own generation, and the next, who ignored serialism and the most extreme forms of atonalism. The continental avant-garde of Stravinsky, Schoenberg and the Italian Futurists grabbed the headlines, but the British composers of the same period remained on an island of their own making. The Great War was significant in one sonic respect: for the first time ever, the sound of heavy artillery could be heard on English shores, across a hundred miles of Channel. In terms that suggested the very foundation stones of the Albion myth were being shaken, Hardy commemorated the moment in his poem ‘Channel Firing’:






That night, your great guns, unawares,


Shook all our coffins as we lay,


And broke the chancel window-squares,


We thought it was the Judgment Day […]







Again the guns disturbed the hour,


Roaring their readiness to avenge,


As far inland as Stourton Tower,


And Camelot, and starlit Stonehenge.48








That was the first time any noise had travelled across the body of water separating the British Isles from mainland Europe. It intensified the realisation of how close the protective spell that had been cast over the island since 1066 had come to being broken. And over the islands, this ‘land of lost content’, the zephyr of nature mysticism continued to breathe, as if trying to weave the magic back.
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