




















First published in 2023 by


Robert Hale, an imprint of


The Crowood Press Ltd


Ramsbury, Marlborough


Wiltshire SN8 2HR


enquiries@crowood.com


www.crowood.com


This e-book first published in 2023


© Paul Spicer 2023


All rights reserved. This e-book is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 0 7198 3158 4


All plate images supplied by the author.


Every reasonable effort has been made to trace and credit illustration copyright holders. If you own the copyright to an image appearing in this book and have not been credited, please contact the publisher, who will be pleased to add a credit in any future edition.


Cover design by Maggie Mellett




Preface


I was approached to write this book as soon as my biography of Sir George Dyson had gone to press in 2014. When asked, I realized how little I knew about Bliss, and how unfamiliar I was with his music. What I did know generally failed to excite me, and I felt so agnostic about the project that I seriously questioned whether I was the right person to undertake it. However, I then realized that I could turn this into a positive by making the music pass certain critical tests. I am certainly no apologist for Bliss. This is an issue for many biographers who work too hard to persuade their readers that so-and-so’s music has the divine spark, questioning why concert promoters and recording studios are not lining up to programme his or her music.


Writing this preface after having finished the main text of the book, I am now in a position to evaluate the whole oeuvre and to weigh up Bliss’s character. I can ask the question posed in the first chapter as to whether we know Bliss any better for listening to his music. He certainly wasn’t going to help us by opening himself up to scrutiny. In his second Desert Island Discs programme in 1972, which should be a light-hearted but fairly candid canter through his life, enthusiasms and loves, he simply sounded tetchy at being submitted to questioning by Roy Plomley. He eased up somewhat as the programme unfolded, but he gave the impression of the whole interview being a rather disagreeable necessity. This was a good example of the protective shield he presented to the world. The Times obituary noted ‘his handsome military bearing’ and reminded readers that he served as an officer in the Grenadier Guards in World War I. He never lost that military bearing, which also made him appear unapproachable to strangers. It was also in that terrible, wasteful war that he lost the brother he loved so much, a loss that coloured so many of his works throughout his life.


Living as we do in an informal age of personal revelation when even members of the Royal Family wash their dirty linen in public, the guarded persona of well-known people whose lives encompassed the two World Wars seems like a foreign country. Bliss’s conducting manner is similarly unemotional, like Boult’s – efficient, accurate and putting the onus on the players to make the music come alive, the detailed work done in rehearsal. One is reminded of Boult’s comment after seeing André Previn conducting rather wildly on one occasion: ‘I wonder what he did in rehearsal?’ It was a different world. So, Bliss’s comment suggesting that if we want to get to know him then we should listen to his music tells us that it was only when he expressed himself through music that he put his innermost thoughts on display. The skill is in the reading.


Bliss’s output of composition can be loosely divided into five periods: the pre-war juvenilia, the post-war ‘enfant terrible’ works, the 1922 Colour Symphony and the beginnings of maturity, the high maturity works from 1929, loosely starting with Pastoral and Serenade, through Morning Heroes and onwards, and finally, the ‘Indian summer’ works of the last seven years (Angels of the Mind, Cello Concerto, Metamorphic Variations and The Shield of Faith). It is an engaging journey that, given my initial agnosticism, found me becoming more and more involved and wondering what the next musical revelation would be. The final period is, to my mind, the most interesting and shows Bliss writing deeply personal works which have a searingly emotional core. The extraordinary thing is his desire to go on composing – and composing better than ever – in these last years all through his serious final illness. His famed energy levels never really faltered, right to the end.


Bliss himself felt he would be a poor subject for a biographer as he had no perversions, extra-marital affairs, or the need to pep himself up with drugs. He was, to all intents and purposes, a very ordinary, normal, and deeply committed husband to his remarkable wife, Trudy, who outlived him by thirty-three years, dying in 2008 aged one hundred and four. It is therefore of real interest to understand how this ‘normality’ is reflected in his music. My instinct is to say that what becomes apparent as the years progress is a deepening of the emotional core which mirrors the deepening of the bond between him and Trudy. This would seem to furnish us with an explanation for the outstanding works of his ‘Indian summer’ and a warmth of expression which, whilst certainly not absent from earlier works, positively glows in these final works.


During the writing of this book, I had serious conversations with a number of deeply committed Bliss aficionados, wanting to know what it was that spoke to them so strongly about his music. But as my own investigation developed it became clear there were going to be a number of works which stayed with me for life, showing with absolute clarity the journey I had travelled. This also begged the question as to why, as a British music specialist, I did not know these remarkable works earlier in my life. This, then, is at the heart of the writing of this book. I want the reader to share my journey of exploration, and to join me in the excitement of discovery. I want them to get to know this remarkable man, to listen, and to share my new found enthusiasm for this music with another generation of music lovers who, like me, will find the sheer variety, colour, vibrancy, drama, and the deep well of emotional undercurrent irresistible.
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Chapter One


THE CURTAINS OPEN


‘If you want to know about me, listen to my music’. So said Bliss towards the end of his life. Bliss’s friend, the poet Robert Nichols, quoted an aphorism by F.H. Bradley in his preface to Such Was My Singing: ‘It is good to know what a man is, and also what the world takes him for. But you do not understand him until you have learned how he understands himself.’1 So here is another side to Bliss’s desire for us simply to get to know his music. We need also to know what Bliss wants us to know through what he writes of himself in his music. And is this to be taken as the real deal? Does Bliss understand himself and is he speaking the truth to us through his music? Are there gestures or characteristics that regularly appear which are intended to make us feel a certain way about him? As I am to tell you the story of his life I want, as a biographer, to be certain that I am being told the truth. How can a biographer translate Bliss’s desired ‘listening’ into the written word? A challenge, certainly. But the more the immersion in his music, the more the traits of personality emerge, and the more complex yet the task becomes. There is a detective story here and we are urged to examine the clues to the mystery through the pages of Bliss’s music. There will be no Agatha Christie-like dénouement in a stylish drawing room at the end, but the course of this narrative will hope to lay bare the essential elements which will lead the reader to want to go and investigate Bliss’s music for themselves – surely the desired outcome for any musical biography.


But before we can start dusting for fingerprints, we have to amass our facts, see where Arthur Bliss came from and understand what early childhood influences set him up for the possibility of the noteworthy career that was to develop.


Bliss was a hybrid in being born of an American father and an English mother. This conceptual duality remained of the utmost significance throughout his life, even being mirrored in his own marriage to an American. Bliss’s father, Francis, known as Frank (1847–1930), was a seventh generation American born in Brooklyn, Long Island, but whose family for all the previous generations had lived in Springfield, Massachusetts, to where the first of the Blisses to live in the USA emigrated from Rodborough, near Stroud in Gloucestershire in the seventeenth century. He was the second of four children born to Elijah and Mary Bliss. Elijah (1816–1899) is recorded as having had a number of different jobs through his career, and at various times was described as an importer, a merchant, an oil and cloth manufacturer, and a ‘secretary’. He was obviously quite well-to-do if the last address at which Frank lived with them was anything to go by: 111, Sixth Avenue, Brooklyn, a large brownstone house typical of the area. After his wife’s death in 1884 aged 61, Elijah moved to London for his remaining years. He sailed from New York and arrived in Liverpool on 8 May 1891, three months before Arthur’s birth.


Frank Bliss’s first wife was Lillie Pancoast, who he married in 1884 but who died two years later. They had one son, George born in 1885, Bliss’s half-brother, who was educated at Haileybury College and who died in 1927, aged only forty-two. Frank’s second wife was Celestine Adrienne Leture, who he married in Brooklyn on 19 October 1875. It is not clear when she died, although we know Frank was a widower when he married Agnes Davis on 6 November 1890. They had three children, Arthur Edward Drummond (b.1891), Francis Kennard (b.1892), and James Howard (b.1894). However, Agnes was only to survive until Arthur was four years old. Arthur remembered her in his autobiography As I Remember as an ardent music lover and that ‘she must have been a good amateur pianist, if the volumes of her music that I have, all marked with her phrasing and fingering, are sufficient proof.’2


Frank Bliss had come to the UK as a representative of John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company in 1896. They lived in Barnes, a prosperous and leafy suburb bordering the Thames in south London. Their house, called Hawthornden, was in Queen’s Ride overlooking Barnes Common, and would later be destroyed in the Blitz. Agnes died in Nice, France, on 18 March 1895 and was repatriated to be interred in the cemetery at Mortlake, close to Barnes. Whether because Hawthornden had too many personal memories to bear, or because with the children still so young it seemed the appropriate moment for a change, Frank decided to buy a house in Holland Park, Bayswater. No. 21 is a very substantial detached house in one of the most desirable parts of London, which Arthur described as ‘very big and magnificent’3 and it was their home for the more than a quarter of a century.


‘Big and magnificent’ might also describe Frank Bliss – not that he was tall; a passport application noted that he was a little over 5’ 8” with a ‘healthy’ complexion and a moustache, but he was a distinguished-looking man with a strong personality and a firm set of principles. He was also a ‘man who loved fine things and was a discriminating collector.’4 Arthur soaked up the essence of these beautiful things all around him and felt them to be ‘an imperceptible but abiding form of education’. In a moving tribute he went on to say that ‘I was supremely lucky not only in having such a father, to whom indeed I owe all that I may have myself achieved, but also having one who by his own ability and hard work was able to give me the perfect environment in which to spend the years of my youth.’5


There is no doubt as to the good fortune Arthur and his brothers had in being born into such a wealthy, loving and supportive environment, but there was never any question that this privilege might be abused or taken advantage of as the boys were expected to work out their own destiny with the same application that their father had shown in achieving his success.


Are there any clues from these earliest days as to the direction Bliss’s music might take in due course, especially his strong dramatic instinct? He recounted being fascinated by clocks – so fascinated, indeed, that his concerned father felt moved to remove or cover them: rhythm, pulse and chiming quarters. A performance of Ravel’s L’Heure Espagnol years later would bring it all back. A fascinating mechanical Chinese vase at home would play music while a tea drinking mandarin complete with drooping moustaches would appear and retract as if by magic. ‘Glittering splendour’6 witnessed watching Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee was another early impression, together with experiencing John Philip Sousa’s famous band: ‘Was it the immaculate white kid gloves that Sousa drew on before raising his baton, with something of a Beecham panache, which attracted me most or the drilled precision with which various groups of his band, cornets, trombones, woodwind, acknowledged in turn the applause? I forget, but I wish I could re-hear how he performed those marches of his.’7 Add to this his father’s habit of telling his boys stories from Homer’s Iliad and the Odyssey when out walking and, aged about eight, the intimidating dancing lessons he had to undergo with the venerable Mrs Wordsworth, described later in Bliss’s life by the great Dame Ninette de Valois as ‘formidable’. The process of growing into our skins is the process of gathering and filtering experiences. The key is which of those experiences remain as stimulants to feed the creative mind.


Music was an essential part of the household routine and all three boys were encouraged to learn instruments. Arthur, being the eldest, perhaps naturally took his mother’s instrument, the piano; Kennard played the clarinet, and Howard, the cello. The three boys played chamber music together in the spacious surroundings of their own home, or as photographs show, their grandmother’s (Agnes’s mother) house in Mortlake. The boys used to love Sunday visits to their grandparents, partly because the garden bordered the river. On Boat Race days there was the thrill of seeing the competing Oxford and Cambridge eights striving to reach the finishing point first. The result was announced by either dark blue (Oxford) or light blue (Cambridge) papers floating down into the garden, thrown from a hot air balloon at the conclusion of the race.


Schooling had begun in 1898 at the Norland School in Holland Park Avenue. This was followed two years later at the pre-preparatory Wilkinson’s School in Orme Square near to Holland Park. Then, in 1902, Arthur was sent to Bilton Grange School, a preparatory school very close to Rugby to which all three boys in their turn would go. These schools were fairly grim places and Bliss described Bilton Grange as having ‘Dickens-like horrors.’8 It is therefore of little surprise to find that it was the ‘self-effacing and dedicated music master’ who provided the antidote to the general brutality in the form of an introduction to Beethoven and his piano Sonatas, and on leaving, a gift of the two volumes of Schubert’s Sonatas which Bliss kept in use throughout his life.


Beethoven proved to be a very powerful stimulant to the young Bliss who, wound up to fever pitch in his desire to know more about this maverick genius, had a recurring dream in which he was to have a lesson with Beethoven himself. In his imagination Beethoven was living in a derelict hut by the Thames and Bliss ran through the streets to get to him only to be stopped by sinister playing from a band in whichever way he turned. Flinging himself forward he got to the hovel where Beethoven awaited only to be told by a ‘veiled figure’ that ‘The master is dead’(!) The boy certainly had a vivid imagination – perhaps another early fingerprint.


At Bilton Grange, Bliss discovered an essential personality trait: ‘I had quickness and facility, but not the faculty of concentration.’9 Allied to this was a much later self-assessment: ‘I admit to being a bad subject for the camera, as I am too for the portrait painter and the sculptor. My temperament demands activity, not a passive role: I only feel myself in action.’10 These traits are two sides of the same coin. And further: ‘If my music is to make any impression it must move on, and not be static; that is the very essence of my own character.’11 And now, perhaps, a second fingerprint has emerged from our detective’s dusting. The essential first lesson in the art of concentration came into sharp focus when at Bilton Grange Bliss tried and failed to play a piece of Handel from memory. As he put it, in the process of learning the music ‘the next page of the score was always more interesting than the one in front of me, with its instant difficulties to overcome.’12 Never again, even when conducting his own music, did he trust his memory. Another side to this was Bliss’s habit of revising works sometimes several times. Perhaps the next page always being ‘more interesting’ led him to hasty conclusions which needed rectifying later, something, as we will see, which was to be counterproductive to the acceptance of some of his scores.


Prizes for French, maths and music showed an early academic aptitude, and school concerts were never without a contribution from the young Bliss (or his brothers when they arrived). Drama at the school was another extra-curricular activity in which he participated, but sport was not, at least according to the school records, much in evidence at this stage. Significantly, he met E J Dent, of King’s College, Cambridge, an old boy of the school, who visited for a weekend, attending concerts on both the Saturday and Sunday evenings, and playing the piano himself. He was to become a good friend and mentor of both Arthur and Kennard later on when they went up to Cambridge.


Bilton Grange, whilst undoubtedly a tough regime, was a civilized school with a sizeable proportion of its boys learning musical instruments and singing (there were three choirs). A feature of Sunday evenings was an informal concert which gave the boys an opportunity to show off their skill and have a goal for their practising.


In common with a fair proportion of the boys at Bilton Grange, Bliss went on to Rugby School, just a few miles away. He started there on 28 September 1905 in W.N. (‘Spitter’) Wilson’s house. Wilson obtained his nickname because of his propensity to spit when talking. In trying to overcome it he often made a sound which to the boys sounded like ‘ob’. This led to a probably apocryphal remark often quoted at the time ‘Little boys should be (ob)seen and not heard’!13 Wilson was also responsible for the management of an ‘Army Class’ that prepared boys for entrance to the Army Colleges at Woolwich or Sandhurst, which was seen as a very significant change in the balance of the curriculum dominated by Classics.


Music in the public schools at this time was a peripheral, extra-curricular activity and, as Bliss put it, ‘In my time any boy who showed a determination to become a musician was rara avis, to be treated with a good deal of condescension, if not worse. All teaching and practising had to be squeezed in after school hours and in very inadequate premises.’14 The Director of Music was the remarkable Basil Johnson, who remained at Rugby until 1914, when he moved to Eton – succeeded at Rugby by George Dyson. Bliss was fortunate in having such an able, supportive and dedicated master to lead him forward. As he remembered: ‘He fought hard for increased opportunities. I owe him many happy hours of a Sunday afternoon at his house playing on two pianos with friends and gaining in this way knowledge of classical symphonies.’15 And at last we come to the first mention of a Bliss composition performed at the Johnson’s house. ‘Somewhat unusual, it was a quartet for piano, clarinet, cello and timpani, written for my brother Kennard and myself, with the addition of two friends who played the cello and drums in the school orchestra. Still under the spell of Beethoven it consisted of variations in the somber key of C minor. The small invited audience recoiled each time the timpani were thwacked and finally could not restrain their laughter: perhaps a good preparatory lesson against some future audience reactions.’16 Howard had not joined the school at this point or he would have undoubtedly been the cellist in the performance. The choice of instruments obviously reflected the experience he had in playing chamber music with his brothers at home.


A forward-thinking young temporary music master standing in for a sick colleague introduced Bliss to the music of Debussy and Ravel trying to subvert Bliss’s hero-worship of Beethoven who, along with the other great composers of the past, the evangelizing teacher wished to consign to the dustbin of history. ‘At fifteen years of age I was immediately captivated by the French masters. I loved the delicious sounds and poetry of Debussy and the cool elegant music of Ravel – no beetling brows and gloomy looks here, but a keen and slightly quizzical look at the world.’17 This was the first modern music Bliss had encountered and its effects would be clear to hear in his first serious works. He met Ravel in 1919 and told him how influential his music was on him at such an early age and was met with a classic Gallic shrug, which to Bliss showed that it was not a view shared by the new young composer turks snapping at Ravel’s heels. ‘My affection for his music has never wavered. Some of his work may consist of trifles, but they are trifles fashioned with all the imagination and finish of a Fabergé ornament.’18


There are two other pieces dating from his time at Rugby. One is an arrangement of Tchaikovsky’s March and Valse des Fleurs for clarinet and cello first performed on 17 January 1908, and the other, a much more substantial sounding Trio for piano, clarinet and cello which was first performed on 19 January 1909. He was obviously keen to use his Christmas holidays productively both in writing and being able to rehearse the music with his brothers before term started.


The opening of the new Temple Speech Room at Rugby on 3 July 1909 by King Edward VII was a great occasion in the history of the school, and in young Bliss’s life to date. The Speech Room was designed by the great Victorian architect Sir Thomas Jackson who had been the architect for the enlargement of Butterfield’s impressive school chapel in 1896. When a distinguished previous Headmaster, Frederick Temple, who had risen to become Archbishop of Canterbury, died in 1903, it was felt that a suitable memorial would be a new school hall large enough to accommodate the rising numbers in the school. It was designed with an ‘Albert Hall’ style of stage with tiered choir seating rising to an organ which occupied most of the width of the wall above. An impressive building indeed and one in which, in his last year at the school, Bliss was to perform several times, undoubtedly the most important of which was singing in a performance of Elgar’s Dream of Gerontius in April 1910.


The growing importance of Elgar’s music to Bliss was recounted when he wrote: ‘My musical life during the years at Rugby was enriched by a growing love for the music of Elgar. I had heard the Enigma Variations on several occasions, and in my last year at Rugby I took part in a performance of Gerontius, which put the seal on my fervent admiration. The summers we spent so close to the Malvern Hills made much of his music seem an intimate utterance of our own pleasures.’19 Holidays were pleasantly varied and mostly in England at this time, ‘Christmas in London, Easter by the sea, generally near Swanage, and for the summer months my father used to rent some house in the beautiful counties of Worcestershire, Shropshire or Herefordshire.’20 But these local places were balanced, once the boys were a little older but still at school, by two wonderful skiing holidays at Territet in Switzerland. However, for all the excitement of the ski slopes, Bliss preferred the summer holidays spent in England. They spent five holidays in Cradley Rectory in Herefordshire, Bliss enjoying being able to drop into the church next door and play the organ, and also developing a passion for microscopy encouraged by the local curate. So engrossing did this become that Bliss’s father bought him his own microscope. ‘This miniature and magic world of beauty provided the perfect anodyne for the frustrations and failures of creative efforts.’21


‘Creative efforts’, whether frustrating or successful, are very often encouraged in the young by contact with an influential person – perhaps by the hero-worship of a major composer. In Bliss’s case this was undoubtedly Elgar. He tried, unsuccessfully, to elicit a signed photograph from his hero when at school, and didn’t manage to actually meet him until 1912, when he was two years into his Cambridge studies. Once that meeting had taken place, although turbulent later on, their relationship flourished and was particularly supportive when Bliss was on the frontline in France. Elgar sent Bliss a copy of his Cockaigne overture to France in the first week of the battle of the Somme. It was signed and had ‘Good luck’ inscribed in the flyleaf. When the war had ended, Elgar invited Bliss to come to hear a playthrough of his new Violin Sonata. There was a full house of distinguished people including Bernard Shaw and Landon Ronald. W.H. Reed, for many years leader of the London Symphony Orchestra and a close friend of Elgar’s, played the violin, and Elgar himself played the piano. Bliss turned the pages and recalled: ‘Was my disappointment due to the far from brilliant performance or to the belief that its musical substance had little in common with the genius of his earlier masterpieces? I hope I sat quiet, as if absorbed.’22


Bliss’s time at Rugby was coming to an end in 1909 but another long-lasting influence was to come from a rather unexpected source and demonstrate the serendipitous nature of teaching. Rupert Brooke’s godfather, Robert Whitelaw, was, according to Bliss, an inspired teacher and a real eccentric who positively quivered with excitement when declaiming ‘famous passages from King Lear and Oedipus Rex.’23 Bliss would go to Whitelaw’s house to have his Latin or Greek verse corrected and marvelled at his teacher’s passion for barrel organs. ‘Outside in his drive there was usually one hired, or, if he was lucky, two, grinding out tunes from the Italian operas… I have never heard anyone except Whitelaw who could handle words, especially Greek or Latin, under a sound barrage… Certain Verdi tunes are now debarred from my enjoyment.’24


At the end of his time at Rugby, Bliss decided that he should take the opportunity of learning – or at least being exposed to a stringed instrument and he took some holiday lessons with the distinguished German violinist Wilhelm Sachse who had been teaching one of his half-brothers. Bliss decided to try his hand at the viola but never progressed as Sachse would always prefer to get him to accompany Brahms violin sonatas during his lessons instead. This may say more about Bliss’s potential on the viola as Sachse perceived it especially with only a few weeks of tuition in prospect than anything else, but, as Bliss commented, he learned the great Brahms sonatas this way. Bliss’s later work with Lionel Tertis on the Viola Sonata written for him would teach him far more than he ever gathered from Sachse in his short period of tuition.


Bliss started at Pembroke College, Cambridge in the autumn of 1910. It was in every sense a whirlwind of experiences. After the hothouse, closed environment of public school, university was a sudden breath of fresh air – not that in those days there weren’t some school-like restrictions, but essentially it was an adult environment and it was possible to rub shoulders with like minds and to extend experience through exposure to brilliant young people and older teachers. The two people he related to most strongly were Charles Wood and Edward Dent (of Bilton Grange memory). With Wood he studied counterpoint and fugue. Despite a seemingly conservative way of teaching Bliss grew to admire and like his teacher greatly. His conservatism, however, extended to his musical tastes, and on taking him to hear the British premiere of Schoenberg’s Five pieces for Orchestra in the Queen’s Hall Wood had to be disowned for laughing hysterically during the performance!


Wood was one of the first students at the newly founded Royal College of Music in its original building on the west side of the Royal Albert Hall in London. He studied with Stanford and Parry before moving to Selwyn College, Cambridge and then to a teaching post at Gonville and Caius College, becoming its first Director of Music in 1894. He lost a son in the first World War, just as Bliss was to lose his younger brother, Kennard.


It was Edward Dent who was to prove an abiding friend and influence, not only to Arthur Bliss, but to his younger brothers, as we shall see. Bliss described him as ‘the most stimulating influence, bringing into a somewhat provincial backwater a keen breeze from musical Europe. He gave generously of his time to young musicians, and a visit to his house might lead to playing through an act of a Mozart opera, with Dent singing most of the parts in Italian, or a heated discussion about contemporary music.’25 One of the great attractions about Dent for Bliss was his recent return from a long period spent in Europe and a resulting friendship with Ferruccio Busoni whose playing, as Bliss noted, like Liszt’s was given added authority through the creative side of their personalities. His interpretations were as stimulating as they were unorthodox. An example of this which Bliss referred to was Busoni’s use of the pedal in Bach’s Chromatic Fantasy and Fugue. ‘In the Fantasy… his arrangement allowed of a mysterious blurring of colours, far more orchestral in sound than the keys of the piano seemed capable of giving. He was a unique phenomenon among the great players I have heard, and I am grateful that even at second hand I had a chance to glimpse something of his ideals.’26


One figure at this time who had been at Cambridge between 1892–5 was Ralph Vaughan Williams whose quiet musical revolution was sweeping through the musty corridors of the establishment. Bliss took part in one of the earliest performances of the Sea Symphony. He was also present at the first performance of On Wenlock Edge given by the tenor Steuart Wilson, with the extraordinary W. Denis Browne (also a casualty of the first War) playing the piano. Bliss does not recall who the string players were, but he remembers with absolute clarity RVW himself sitting at the front dressed in tweeds and smoking a pipe: ‘a massive man with a magnificent head.’27


Bliss’s recollections of his Cambridge years are few and far between, and we are left with the impression that a very good time was had by all and that study was something of a necessary evil. Occasional mentions of new music are there: a society that Bliss founded with some friends, modestly called ‘The Gods’, was formed to play through their new works in what Bliss described as ‘a mood of mutual admiration’. He admitted to a ‘reluctance to concentrate, except haphazardly, on the central core of my being, my music. Life with a very large capital L was too delicious just to breathe in, and I think that I mortgaged the immediate future by this dilettantism, just when I should have closed the doors on a good slice of life and locked myself in with my work.’28


One of the earliest extant works we have from this time is a piano piece composed in his first year at Cambridge (1910) called May-Zee. Its dedication is slightly pretentiously written in French: ‘Composée et Dediée à son amie MW’. We assume that the ‘M’ of the initials is the ‘Maisie’ of the title. Perhaps she was one of those who made Cambridge ‘just too delicious to breathe in’ – who knows? However, this accomplished short piece shows a rather socially restricted salon-style waltz. It has elegance and style, and a degree of virtuosity is needed to bring it off in performance. It was published by Gould and Company.


Two years further into his studies at Cambridge came a wholly different piano Intermezzo, a more mature conception; introspective in nature, more substantial, and showing a far more interesting, reflective side to Bliss’s creative nature. It was published by Stainer & Bell at the same time as his first Suite for Piano, dedicated to his father and published by Joseph Williams. The Suite is a much more extensive and interesting work, and is the first multi-movement work we have. It isn’t surprising, perhaps, that all the earliest works are for piano: Bliss was an accomplished pianist, and these early pieces, which he must have played himself, show a real feel for the instrument and some of its possibilities. Stylistically it is still rooted in Edwardian England, with Brahms hovering over his shoulder. There is nothing here to hint at what will come so vividly into focus after the War. But every composer’s progression is fundamentally different. The Suite is still a significant work, with its central Ballade being a big-boned movement lasting nearly eight minutes. What is revealed as these pages unfold is an obviously extrovert temperament which has a tender core. This is a real fingerprint. For while the means of expression and the style in which he will express himself develops out of all recognition, the underlying personality which needs to express itself is there to be read in embryo in these pages. What is interesting about the relatively immature piano writing of these movements is how much of the music is located in the centre of the piano keyboard. He doesn’t venture much to the extremes, which gives the music a rather ‘boxed in’, thick textured feel and shows how this music will have been written at the piano. Even the Scherzo is rather lumpen in this way, with the small helter-skelter run from the top of the piano right at the end feeling like a sudden moment of freedom.


The next work, Valses Fantastique, written the following year in 1913, is a far more interesting conception and shows a considerable leap forward in stylistic invention. There is no doubt that the French school is beginning to weave its magic web around his creative mind. Ever since being introduced to Debussy and Ravel at Rugby he had obviously been trying to process this ‘cool elegant music’, as he called it. Here, in this new work, there are the first signs that his collar was being loosened, his brow unbeetled, and his view more quizzical (to use his descriptions of Ravel). The work is in four movements and was later withdrawn along with the two works already discussed, although two movements of the Valses Fantastique were used right at the end of his life for A Wedding Suite for piano celebrating the wedding of his half-sister, Enid in 1974.


The pianistic writing in the Allegretto Amabile first movement is very considerably advanced from the earlier works, and shows the influence of Ravel (whose Valses nobles et sentimentals had been published two years earlier). The movement opens as if nothing had changed, but soon the clouds seem to part. While he finds it difficult to assume Ravel’s degree of French nonchalance and grace, there is a real feeling that he wants to lighten his mode of expression. The second movement, Poco piu andante, continues the journey, and the third movement, Poco lento e molto espressivo, is the closest he comes to Ravel’s impressionistic world. It is also notable that he now moves out of the centre of the piano keyboard using a far greater expanse of the instrument. The fourth movement, Introduction – moderato, grows out of the previous movement and shows yet more harmonic advances, bringing the work to a beautifully dreamy and impressionistic conclusion.


Only recently formed at Cambridge, The Apostles had been another, far more influential society than the more inward-looking ‘Gods’. At that stage all were male, but it later became the Bloomsbury Group when it moved to London and included Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell. This highly subversive group of free-thinkers rejected Victorian values, and were influenced themselves by the revolutionary philosophical ideas of Bertrand Russell and G.E. Moore. They encapsulated the new thinking in his summary that ‘one’s prime objects in life were love, the creation and enjoyment of aesthetic experience and the pursuit of knowledge.’29 They promoted a new informality and freedom of expression which were cemented by the huge social changes which flowed as a reaction to the Great War so soon to engulf Europe.


Bliss was not genetically disposed to sign up to the whole package of ethics espoused by this group, but he was of the new generation for whom deference to the older generation was not an automatic right; it had to be earned. His father’s rock-like New England principles were deeply embedded in Bliss’s psyche and would not be abandoned at a whim, or even after three years of relatively wild Cambridge experiences. Moving to the Royal College of Music in 1913 to study briefly with Stanford he found the experience disheartening to the extent that he preferred ‘to forget the hours I spent with Stanford: they were not many and from the first moment when he scrawled on my manuscript “he who cannot write anything beautiful falls back on the bizarre”, I felt the lack of sympathy between us. He was a good teacher when in the mood: I felt that instinctively, and certain maxims, such as “Let in air to your score”, linger in the mind as truisms to be followed, but his own disappointments as a composer perhaps affected his outlook and he had a devitalising effect on me.’30 Crucially, he went on, ‘at the age of twenty-two I was too old to conform, and like my brother Kennard, a hero-worshipper of Berlioz, I regarded the defiant attitude of the great Hector towards the Paris Conservatoire as the only right one for a student.’31


One of the most salutary experiences of the RCM on the young Bliss was his exposure to the greatest compositional talents among the students of his generation, Herbert Howells key amongst them (notably Stanford’s favourite student). Bliss’s recollection of Howells is interesting: ‘His quickly written scores, showing a beautiful resolute calligraphy, with their technical maturity simply disheartened me. I had to learn one of the most painful lessons in life, that there are others who are born with more gifts than oneself: no amount of self-confidence can at heart convince one to the contrary.’32 And yet Bliss was to go on to have a far more successful career – at least on the face of it and in the mainstream – than Howells. But, as an aside, perhaps where Howells’s loss of his son Michael at the age of nine to polio was an almost debilitating leitmotif throughout his life which he hoped, though failed, to exorcise through the writing of Hymnus Paradisi, Bliss did, to a greater extent, exorcise the ghost of his dead brother through the writing of his own requiem to Kennard, Morning Heroes, and to move on.


One of the great experiences of his RCM time was going to the Drury Lane Theatre with his closest friends of the time, Howells, Arthur Benjamin and Eugene Goossens, to see the latest Diaghilev production of a Stravinsky ballet. Stravinsky was the man of the moment – even of the generation. Slightly later than the years we are currently investigating Bliss gave a lecture to the Society of Women Musicians on 2 July 1921. In this wide-ranging talk he took a look at music in various countries ending with Russia. Fascinatingly, he congratulates the Russians ‘not only for what they have created, but also for what they have killed…’33 He continues: ‘Let us take a toll of some of their victims.


1. The oratorio composed especially for the provincial festival on the lines laid down by the Canon [sic] and Chapter.


2. The symphonic poem á la Strauss, with a soul sorely perplexed, but finally achieving freedom, not without much perspiring pathos.


3. The pseudo-intellectuality of the Brahms camp followers, with their classical sonatas and concertos, and variations, and other ‘stock-in-trade’.


4. The overpowering grand opera with its frothing Wotans and stupid King Marks.


Give me such works as Le Sacre du printemps, L’Histoire du soldat, the Sea Symphony and Savitri, The Eternal Rhythm and The Garden of Fand, the Ravel Trio and de Falla’s Vide Breve, L’Heure espagnole and the Five Pieces of Schoenberg, and you can have all your Strauss Domestic and Alpine symphonies, your Scriabin poems of Earth, Fire and Water, your Schreker, your Bruckner, and your Mahler.’34 Ouch! A young man’s exhortation indeed, and notable that before long he would be writing his own sonatas, concertos and a grand opera. His final word in this outburst was reserved for the Germans as a whole: ‘I fear I cannot say a good word of German music: it is to me anathema, not because it is Teutonic, but because to my mind it is at the same time ponderous and trivial, or, in the jargon of present-day science, boundless, yet finite.’35 This from a man who idolized Beethoven and loved playing the Brahms violin sonatas with his viola teacher. But this, also, from a man who had just lost a much-loved brother to the Germans in the conflict we will come to in the next chapter.


We are getting slightly ahead of ourselves in our timeline, but whether or not these opinions were those of hot-headed youth there is no doubt that they were sincerely held and also acted upon in his own compositions of those years, as we will see in Chapter Three.


Bliss’s developing relationship with Elgar had grown a real reciprocity so that the Elgars took a serious interest in Bliss’s first foray into the medium of the string quartet. He noted ‘The Elgars were very sympathetic friends to me during the following years [after his initial meeting]. When the war came, she [Lady Elgar] wrote to me in France:


Dear Mr Bliss,


I must send you a few lines to tell you I had great pleasure on Friday as I was able to hear your Quartet. I did so wish you could have been present too as it was, at least it seemed to me, beautifully played and was received with much warmth of applause… I much wished that Sir Edward could have heard it… the music seemed so full of eager life and exhilarating energy and hope, and the writing for the instruments so interesting, and producing delightful effect, some beautiful cello sounds in the first movement for instance. I shall hope to hear it again… I hope your leave will really come before long and we hope you will let us know and come and see us as soon as possible…’36


The Quartet in A major was written in 1914 and given its first performance on 7 July that year in the Blisses’ home in Holland Park, played by Nettie Carpenter and Eugene Goossens (violins), Ernest Young (viola) and Howard Bliss (cello). Its first public performance was given in the Aeolian Hall by the Philharmonic Quartet: Arthur Beckwith and Eugene Goossens, Raymond Jeremy and Cedric Sharpe, on 25 June 1915. The quartet played it regularly after this. Bliss dedicated the work to his Cambridge friend and mentor, E.J. Dent. Dent, in reply complained that ‘all young composers embarrassed him by putting his name at the head of their earliest and most immature chamber works(!)’37 In the way that the Valses Fantastique was such a step forward from earlier piano works, this quartet shows just how grounded Bliss’s compositional technique was by now and it is of little surprise therefore that he found Stanford’s strictures unsympathetic. There is also little doubt that Stanford would have found ‘modern stinks’ to excoriate in this new work from his student and it could well be that Bliss would have found that more encouraging than the small details of criticism which Stanford might have tried to circle with his famous blue pencil. But this work actually falls after Bliss’s time with CVS.


What comes across in this first instrumental work is the freedom of the individual lines – a hallmark of a real composer. Never mind that the language is not yet formed into a personal style. The music of this quartet is very much of its time and the influence of Vaughan Williams (with some almost direct quotations from On Wenlock Edge composed only three years earlier) looms large not only in the mood and character of some of this music but also in its use of instruments and textures. It is a shame that Bliss didn’t have the confidence to keep the quartet in his list of works because, early as it is, it has some real inventiveness and a sense of command in its compositional processes. Playing for some twenty minutes, it is also a substantial chamber work.


Written around the same time and seen through Novello’s presses by his father, like the string quartet while Bliss was on active service, was a Piano Quartet in A minor written for and dedicated to the pianist Lily Henkel and her Quartet. Bliss remembered that it ‘was given a public performance in Bath while I was there (recuperating after being wounded) at Prior Park, and the event was considered by my commanding officer sufficiently noteworthy to have the cadet corps officially represented at the concert! So his second-in-command stoically came into Bath with me, and sat through what turned out to be the first serious concert he had ever attended – an endearing example of protocol duly observed.’38


The Piano Quartet is another substantial work in three movements lasting just under twenty minutes. The two outer movements are built on classic formal (Sonata) lines but are interrupted by a tiny two-minute scherzo. It is a lovely foil to the intense seriousness of the first movement and has some of the most interesting scoring of the whole work. In fact, this little movement feels like a fingerprint, so much more natural does it feel as an expression of Bliss himself. The brevity which defies convention also feels like an attempt to break loose from the very obvious stylistic shackles of the other movements. His friend, the poet Robert Nichols, wrote very interestingly about originality in the autobiographical preface to Such Was My Singing, his collection of poems written between 1915 and 1940:


‘Goethe remarks: “People are always prating on about originality, but what do they mean? As soon as we are born the world begins to work on us, and this continues to the end. What can we call our own save energy, strength and will? Could I give an account of all that I owe to great predecessors and contemporaries, there would be but small balance in my favour 39… Perhaps what those who demand “originality” of the poet actually desire is to feel the presence of a distinct personality. If so, they are in good company. For the same poet said to Eckermann: “Personality is everything in art and poetry”.’ 39,40


In the present writer’s opinion this applies absolutely to Bliss. For there is a very clear and powerful personality at work which is not necessarily reflected by a wholly original voice – but then how many composers can we name who are original in the way Goethe means?


The only other works of which we know, or think we know, that were written in 1914 are a lost Rhapsody for clarinet and piano. and a song, Tis time, I think, by Wenlock town, setting a poem by A.E. Housman. The rhapsodic piano part of the song would certainly place it at this time or even slightly earlier. The thickness of the piano textures seems to place it closer to the Intermezzo of 1912 perhaps, but the manuscript (it was not published) gives no real clue. It has a poignant ending powerfully observant of Housman’s final verse and finally repeating the words ‘Wenlock Edge’ almost as a final glance over the shoulder:


Oh tarnish late on Wenlock Edge,


Gold that I never see;


Lie long, high snowdrifts in the hedge


That will not shower on me.


This is a substantial song and shows Bliss’s instinctive feeling for vocal line. That is different from a memorable melodic line – something to which we will return a number of times during the course of this narrative. It is no surprise that Bliss amassed a considerable list of songs in his output during his life, of which this was the first. It was obviously a medium he enjoyed.


Another song possibly from this time – perhaps 1915 – is The Hammers setting an onomatopoeic poem by Ralph Hodgson which starts:


Noise of hammers once I heard,


Many hammers, busy hammers,


Beating, shaping, night and day,


Shaping, beating dust and clay


Saw the hammers laid away.


The pounding of the hammers in Bliss’s setting is reminiscent of Honneger’s famous representation of a steam train in Pacific 231 of 1923 and Mossolov’s Iron Foundry of 1927 but evidently predating both. George Dyson’s The Blacksmiths of 1934 also sets a fantastical alliterative medieval poem about the noise of an iron foundry. All these pieces show the power of music to describe visceral energy, and of all the works so far discussed, this perhaps comes closest to Bliss’s own feelings about himself as being a man of action, energy and drive, a major fingerprint which is possibly his defining characteristic. Perhaps most interesting of all in this setting are the very final bars which are inconclusive, leaving a question mark hanging in the air reflecting the final line: ‘silent hammers of decay’.


One final recollection from Bliss of this time points up an important personality trait which emerged earlier. He elected not to live at home whilst studying at the RCM, despite the closeness of his father’s house to Kensington, because there were too many servants in the house. ‘I must not only be alone, but feel that I am.’41 He compared himself to his friend Darius Milhaud who could work in a crowded room and he wished he had that facility of concentration. But as we saw in his fateful concert all those years earlier at Bilton Grange this was not something which was going to change. Conditions needed to be right for him so he could work effectively and marshal his concentration.




Chapter Two


THE NATION ARMING


From the houses then, and the workshops, and through all the doorways,


Leapt they tumultuous—and lo! Manhattan arming.


To the drum-taps prompt,


The young men falling in and arming;


The mechanics arming, (the trowel, the jack-plane, the blacksmith’s hammer, tost [sic] aside with precipitation;)


The lawyer leaving his office, and arming—the judge leaving the court;


The driver deserting his wagon in the street, jumping down, throwing the reins abruptly down on the horses’ backs;


The salesman leaving the store—the boss, book-keeper, porter, all leaving;


Squads gathering everywhere by common consent, and arming;


The new recruits, even boys—the old men show them how to wear their accoutrements—they buckle the straps carefully;


Outdoors arming—indoors arming—the flash of the musket-barrels;


The white tents cluster in camps—the arm’d sentries around—the sunrise cannon, and again at sunset;


Arm’d regiments arrive every day, pass through the city, and embark from the wharves;


(How good they look, as they tramp down to the river, sweaty, with their guns on their shoulders!


How I love them! how I could hug them, with their brown faces, and their clothes and knapsacks cover’d with dust!)


The blood of the city up—arm’d! arm’d! the cry everywhere;


The flags flung out from the steeples of churches, and from all the public buildings and stores;


The tearful parting—the mother kisses her son—the son kisses his mother;


(Loth is the mother to part—yet not a word does she
speak to detain him;)1


Here is part of Walt Whitman’s Drum-Taps written in 1865 describing the start of the Civil War in America. Bliss stated that he felt that this poem was the only one he had encountered which had any relation to the feeling of his own time. Whitman spent three years on the battlefields helping wounded soldiers and wrote viscerally and movingly about it. Essentially, however, he was not anti-war, feeling that the conflict was democracy in (violent) action which was necessary to secure the outcome of a perceived freedom through independence. The feeling he engenders is one of outraged compassion. One of the most passionate of all the poems from Drum-Taps is the third section Beat! Beat! Drums! which Vaughan Williams set so memorably in his plea-for-peace choral work Dona nobis pacem (1936):


Beat! beat! drums!—blow! bugles! blow!


Through the windows—through doors—burst like a ruthless force,


Into the solemn church, and scatter the congregation,


Into the school where the scholar is studying,


Leave not the bridegroom quiet—no happiness must he have now with his bride,


Nor the peaceful farmer any peace, ploughing his field or gathering his grain,


So fierce you whirr and pound you drums—so shrill you bugles blow.2


Here Whitman reinforces the image of the ordinary man being torn from his domestic existence into the whirlwind of destruction made somehow heroic by the beating of the drums and the calling of the martial bugles.


Bliss’s innate sense of duty, honour and national pride inculcated as much by his father as by his very traditional schooling (he had been in the Rugby Officers Training Corps) sent him along to the Recruiting Office. As he said ‘My action was purely automatic, sparked off by a feeling of outrage at the cause of the war, of a debt owed, and added to this was the spirit of adventure and the heady excitement which the actions of my own contemporaries engendered.’3 But he then went on to say that ‘Since then the ever-deepening horrors of wars have made the very word the most hideous in our language, but at that time its vague unknown possibilities made it remote from realistic definition.’4


Bliss’s recollection was of signing up in early August 1914 and being assigned to a Dockers Battalion. However, the Dockers Battalions were not established at this stage and so his memory is faulty on this point. Recruiting in the first days and weeks was a chaotic process and it is therefore of no surprise that he was ‘abruptly switched’ on 31 August to the Inns of Court Training Corps (ICOTC) which was part of the Territorial Force (TF). The TF was the forerunner of the Territorial Army and had been created from the Volunteer Force and Imperial Yeomanry in 1908. These volunteer soldiers trained at weekends or at a summer camp. The TF was designed for the defence of Britain, while the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was sent overseas. The TF was ‘embodied’ or ‘mobilized’ on the outbreak of war.


The unit Bliss initially joined, the ICOTC, was one of the more unusual in the British Army. Its only role was to train officers, with many who had joined before the outbreak of war transferring to the TF London Regiment. Prior to the war, it had three infantry companies and one cavalry squadron. Bliss enlisted at 10 Stone Buildings, Lincoln’s Inn, London, the unit’s headquarters, was allocated the regimental number 1051 and his rank was Private (Pte). This was Bliss’s only regimental number, as officers didn’t have regimental numbers during this period.


Bliss served with the ICOTC between 31 August and early September, when he was discharged on appointment to a commission. On the formation of ‘Kitchener’s Army’ (or the ‘New Army’ as it was officially called) on 3 September, the ICOTC was under great pressure to provide more officers than realistically they were able to train. They faced various problems including lack of equipment. But Bliss’s experience with this unit was short lived as he was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant after only a month and sent to the 13th (Service) Battalion, Royal Fusiliers. He served with this Battalion until he was wounded on 7 July 1916. His own recollections of the early days with the Fusiliers in Shoreham, Sussex began with the comment that ‘I was in charge of a platoon of recruits as raw and as unacquainted with matters military as I was.’5 Two incidents were used as illustrations: ‘War seems to stimulate rain, for it certainly rained without ceasing during that winter in Shoreham. In billets it was well enough, but under canvas often intolerable. One evening a new draft of youngsters arrived and I was on duty. They had of course all volunteered for service, with all that it implied in willingness and in loss of normal life (think back to Whitman above). No arrangements had been made for them; perhaps indeed they were not expected, but there they were, and no bedding or blankets for them – just a couple of sodden tents with their soaking tent boards. Spare dry blankets etc. were safely locked away in the Quartermaster-Sergeant’s stores. These I was told could not be issued without a chit from the Adjutant. ‘Where was the Adjutant?’ ‘In London!’ I decided it was a case of my draft seizing them by force or risking a couple of pneumonia cases. We seized them. The next morning was officially a grim one for me.


The second incident was on a night manoeuvre; and I thought my very cleverness would ensure at least promotion. I was ordered to take a patrol through the ‘enemy’ outposts and bring back a report on their positions. It happened to be a full moon that night, which made secrecy difficult, so I commandeered a hay cart that was moving in the direction we had to take and hid my few men in it – to make the disguise even securer, caps were exchanged with the farmer and his son. In this way I was able to make a good get-away and a fairly accurate report. To my surprise, I was given to understand that if I played the fool in this way I had better go elsewhere. As all of us realized, we were simply wasting time these early months in play-acting – no proper uniforms, no proper rifles, elderly retired officers instructing us in methods long discarded.’6


One of the most remarkable sources for Bliss’s battalion is Guy Chapman’s A Passionate Prodigality in which Bliss is mentioned several times. Chapman’s recollection of Shoreham was equally colourful:


‘It was not so much the circumstances; the dull little south coast watering-place in winter; the derelict palazzo, the headquarters, facing on one side the tumbling grey sea and on the other an unkempt field; it was not the men in shabby blue clothes and forage caps with their equipment girt about them with bits of string: it was the obvious incapacity and amateurishness of the whole outfit which depressed. The 13th had been broken off from a swarm of men at the depot some three months earlier, and from then left almost completely to its own devices.’7


The battalion with whom Bliss now served had thirty officers and 977 other ranks divided into four companies. The roster of other elements makes sobering reading given how the hostilities were to develop: thirteen riding horses, twenty-six draught horses, eight heavy draught horses and nine pack horses, two machine guns, one horse-cart, twelve two-horse carts, three two-horse wagons and nine bicycles.8 The 13th Battalion would have been plagued by lack of equipment during its first months in existence. In addition, there were few qualified instructors.


Training continued in Shoreham or Worthing and Bliss reported some progress in the efficiency of the operation leading to their departure for France on 30 July 1915, sailing on the Golden Eagle and arriving at Boulogne around 2am the next day. This innocent sounding statement hid grim realities. Guy Chapman, the junior subaltern, was sent to the bottom of the ship where he sat trusting he would not be sick. ‘The men lay tightly pressed together, rows of green cigars, and a great odour of sweaty, dusty humanity clotted between the decks… At last, I rose and kicked out the subaltern who was due to relieve me. I climbed wretchedly to the bows. Two destroyers flirted playfully round and about us, making signals at intervals. Someone began to talk of submarines. I didn’t care. I looked down into the sea and was very ill. In my misery, I hardly noticed our entrance to the harbour, and was nearly the last to leave the boat. As I staggered onto the quay, burdened with a pack weighing 53 lbs., a rifle, a revolver, field-glasses, a prismatic compass, 120 rounds of rifle ammunition and 24 of revolver, my newly nailed boots shot from under me and I clattered on the pavé.’9


After a long wait for all equipment to be unloaded they marched to a rest camp about a mile and a half outside the city. Late on 31 July, the Battalion boarded a train for Watten where it arrived early on 1 August. Bliss noted in his diary, ‘After seeing my platoon under cover, I turned into a barn and slept. Later I took a turn around the village, typical of the many we were subsequently going to make our temporary home – an old Flemish church, the house perhaps of the curé or monsieur le maire, and a collection of farms, outhouses, barns. In these the men were quartered, lying just as they had flopped down, anyhow and anywhere, exhausted and asleep.’10


Arduous marching started at 3.30 in the morning in order to avoid the heat of the August sun. Bliss’s company was at the rear and he wryly noted that however slow the forward march might appear to be those in the rear were always having to run to keep up. Eventually the march brought the company to Armentières, some 100 kilometres from Boulogne, having come via Bailleul where Bliss had been billeted with another officer in a house where the housekeeper regaled them with stories of English officers who had stayed there and met a variety of gruesome injuries or ends. A good night was enjoyed despite her efforts to ensure otherwise.


The task at Armentières was digging defence lines east of the town. The Germans had enterprisingly stationed themselves in factory chimneys in Lille and as Bliss observed ‘there are few more unnerving experiences than leading a slow-moving column of men from A-B, knowing that over a stretch between these two points we are observed and present an easy target to the enemy’s guns.’11


Reading Bliss’s diaries underlines a point that he made after reading the letters he and Kennard wrote home and which his father had beautifully typeset: ‘I find most of mine make dull reading. It was not so much the censoring that prevented a vivid account as a natural reluctance to let those at home know how bad conditions often were.’12 Bliss’s brother Howard was excused active service due to ill health. Always of skinny build (as Bliss’s daughter Karen remembered), she felt he probably had a weak heart which prevented him from serving.


On 19 August Bliss’s company was in the firing line for the first time and his diary brings to life the general misery of it all: ‘Heartily dislike rest billets – always shelled, and men killed in latrines. Mess in small smelly estamninet (café), flies a plague – cannot use better place, as l’Abbé insists we shall rape the women.


Sept. 4th – marched to Hannescamps – arrival 2.30a.m. and took over from the French. No guides, and trenches in a ghastly state – nothing but cesspools and open latrines, dug-outs very verminous. Cleaning up and fatigue parties ad nauseam.


Sept. 30th – sleep all morning – read Julius Caesar – wrote to Elgar and Parry – had rat hunt that night – they attacked at 9p.m. with intense bombardment of clay, then charged! A and I completely demoralized.’13


So, it continued. They remained in the frontline, rotating in and out of the trenches around Hannescamps, eleven miles southwest of Arras and using a long communication trench called Lulu Lane. On 8 November Bliss noted, ‘Wicked day to relieve trenches: Lulu Lane under water: had practically to swim down: men fell into sump pits up to their shoulders: lost our cooker. C.O. sends round an alcoholic pledge to be signed! Refuse.’14


The driving rain, the blowing gale, everyone soaked to the skin, terrible skin boils, people dying from enemy fire and also from accidents when cleaning rifles all paint a picture of abject misery. The desensitizing effect of this led Bliss to write that ‘a butterfly alighting on a trench parapet, a thrush’s songs at “stand to”, a sudden rainbow, become infinitely precious phenomena, and indeed the sheer joy of being alive was the more relished for there being the continual possibility of sudden death.’15


Bliss’s Battalion remained in this area until the middle of February 1916. On the 12th they marched to Bailleulmont where they remained for a month before moving on to Doullens, twenty-two miles west of Hannescamps and near to Arras. Here the Battalion was inspected by both Field Marshal Haig and Lord Kitchener. At the end of June Bliss was Mentioned in Despatches, appearing in Haig’s despatch of 30 April 1916 and published in the London Gazette. As the citation doesn’t exist, we can only surmise that the award could have been given either for sustained good work or for a single act of bravery or consideration.


During all this time there was precious little opportunity for music making. In March the Company had a respite from the frontline and Bliss was able to do some piano playing – playing the only piano in the village belonging to the Curé, whose colleague in the next village lived with him and used at one time to be a Professor of Music. Bliss frequently wrote to his father asking for more gramophone records to be sent which he could play on the portable machine he had with him. Because they were 78s the music was often extracts from larger works such as the slow movement of Debussy’s string quartet. Records were sent along with ‘whisky, brandy, port, cigarettes, honey, asparagus, vermijelli for vermin, Harrogate rock candy and Fullers sweets, the Times “broadsheets” and Elgar’s Falstaff, tins of calorite and a pair of Mallock-Armstrong ear-defenders, anti-boil remedies and a special “trench” pipe, a medal from a Mother Superior and the libretto of Stanford’s opera The Critic. How all these and similar gifts to brother officers reached the frontline was one of the war’s miracles.’16


Now came the battle of the Somme. Chapman recalled that, just before they were bussed to that frontline, Bliss had been involved in a particularly nasty engagement:


‘The British had already begun to take over the village [Hannescamps]. The crossroads were placarded as Piccadilly Circus (we were a completely London brigade), and the ruins of the large farm at the corner naturally became Leicester Square…


One afternoon as we were sitting in the Leicester Lounge (you know; at the corner of Leicester Square), we were jolted by four terrific explosions almost over our heads… Just above Piccadilly Circus, a salvo had burst among a working party of the Loyals. Blood and limbs seemed to be strewn about the road. Mangled bodies lay silent or groaning… Arthur Bliss, very white and resolute, was holding a man’s arm which fountained blood, while its owner stove to control the screams his torn body wanted to utter. Stretcher bearers came and the road was cleared…’17


On 6 July the battalion was taken in buses to the frontline trenches. The war diary for the battalion records: ‘7.20am. – An intense artillery bombardment opened on the German positions, lasting until 8 am when the attack commenced on both flanks. Our orders were not to attack until orders from the brigade were received or until the flanks were well advanced. As communication with the brigade broke down and the situation seemed favourable, the order was given to attack at about 8.25am… Each Company was attacking in two waves (½ Company in each). All Lewis guns came on in one wave at the rear. Bombing sections covered both flanks… Very little resistance was met with… Here No.2 Company was slightly held up, so were the King’s Own. But about 25 men and 2 Lewis guns were detached from No.4 Company in the second line to support this party and finally the opposition was overcome… Very few casualties were suffered in the actual attack, but while holding the new position, we were hammered by the artillery considerably.’18


However, Bliss was a casualty. It seems possible that he was wounded shortly after the Battalion left the trenches. The Bapaume Road links Bapaume to Albert, and on the map, it is the road the Battalion was all over around 9.30am. This meant that Bliss was probably out in no-man’s land for the best part of an hour before he was rescued:


‘As we climbed out of the trench at 8.30 a.m. and advanced in a long extended line, we knew which alternative was the right one. They were waiting. I saw men falling on either flank and then I felt as though I had been struck a heavy blow on the leg by an iron bar. I fell in the mud and crawled to some hole for shelter. Later in the day when the battalion got astride the Bapaume Road, stretcher bearers, those brave and welcome adjuncts to any attacking force, found me and took me down to the First Aid Post.


A tetanus injection, and then I was in an army ambulance jolting down the road to the reserve posts. Below me in a bunk lay a mortally wounded friend whom I had last seen in Cambridge days.’19


Mercifully, Bliss’s wound was relatively slight but it meant returning to England and a period of recuperation. The first medical board to assess Bliss’s wound and general state was assembled at Caxton Hall, Westminster on 27 July 1916. They recorded:


‘The Board find that a bullet entered the left leg penetrating the muscles and bringing in its track a good deal of clothing.


Entrance wound inner side lower 1/3rd left leg: exit wound posterior aspect lower 1/3rd left leg.


Both wounds became septic and a considerable amount of clothing was extracted from the track of the bullet.


The officer is still distinctly anaemic and limps on crutches.’


Bliss’s wound was recorded as ‘severe not permanent’ and the period, that he would be incapacitated for military duty as two and three-quarter months. On the board’s other page it was recorded that he wasn’t likely to be fit for General Service for 3 months from the date of the medical board but that he could undertake light duties at home in about two months.


But far worse news was to come all too soon. On 31 July Kennard had written to Bliss for his birthday and after hearing about his wounding:


‘I very much doubt if this letter will reach you on your birthday, but it may make a good attempt. Well, and I suppose you are looking forward to returning to the front, aren’t you? Isn’t the joy of sacrifice and the lust for honour hot within you again? Away with the life of ease and idle pleasure! Why waste money on an opera ticket, when you can present the Empire with a hand grenade? I have no gift to bring you! Whilst you are petted and in luxury I nobly am spending sixteen hours out of twenty-four in sleep, four out the remaining eight in food, and the other four in novels, chess, and military discussion (armchair variety)… I no longer hear the guns down south. There is also a rumour of ‘leave’ starting shortly. Can it be that the ‘Great Offensive’…? But no! … And so, farewell, and fervent wishes that next year’s August 2nd will find the wound (in your brain) healed, never to re-open.’


Understandable cynicism and incredible irony given that so soon, on 28 September, Kennard would be shot dead. He was serving with the 459th Howitzer Battery 59th Brigade Royal Field Artillery. Gunner Moses Idwal Valentine wrote to Frank Bliss to say:


‘I was with Lieut. Bliss that day as his signaller. The infantry had advanced, and Mr Bliss went forward as Forward Observing Officer. We reached the advanced infantry about 2 p.m., but being unable to observe clearly from there Mr Bliss went forward about thirty yards. The enemy were shelling heavily, and about 3 o’clock a heavy shrapnel burst close overhead and he fell without a sound. A piece of shrapnel had pierced his head, and I started to dress his wound; but his death must have been instantaneous.


I carried him back to the trench; and, being rather shaken, I laid him in a sheltered place out of the way of the advancing infantry, where later a party recovered his body. Thus, you will see that my being with Mr Bliss was part of my duty, for which I have been more than amply rewarded by being awarded the Military Medal. I am only too proud to have shown any respect to a brave officer, who had endeared himself not only to me, but to every man in the battery.’20


Kennard was buried in Aveluy Communal Cemetery Extension at Mesnil-Martinsart.


Kennard was a remarkably gifted young man who Arthur loved deeply. After following him to Bilton Grange and Rugby, Kennard won a classics scholarship to King’s College, Cambridge. Arthur wrote movingly about him in his autobiography: ‘As the years passed, I came to realize more and more what a poignant loss to the family Kennard’s death had been. Poet, painter, musician, he was the most gifted of us all, and to me his rebellious nature would have been a stimulant, his caustic comments a sharp corrective through those years when I was struggling on my own for musical expression.’21


That ‘rebellious nature’ perhaps also saw its outlet in a different way which is worth recounting as Kennard had struck up a close relationship with his Cambridge mentor E.J. Dent. Dent was an influential musician of his day and one of the leading Cambridge musicians. He was also part of a circle of gay Cambridge men. It was Dent who brought Siegfried Sassoon and Gabriel Atkin together when Sassoon was in Cambridge for his officer training in 1915. Kennard’s letters from the front to Dent show that there had obviously been at best shared ‘sympathies’ expressed and they throw a rather moving light on an unexpected side of his personality. In Hugh Carey’s autobiography of Dent he states that ‘Casualties strike hard, none more than the death of Kennard Bliss, the artist brother of Arthur Bliss; but Dent could endorse the feeling that for a man of his sensitivity and integrity instantaneous death was almost better than surviving in such awful surroundings.’22 Which leaves one wondering what he felt about Arthur Bliss and his extended involvement in these ‘awful surroundings’, but then as much as he admired and respected Arthur, the close ‘bond’ established with Kennard was missing.


In his letters to Dent, who was obviously a close confidante at Cambridge, Kennard expresses in colourful terms his attraction to one or two young men whom he describes in such glowing terms that it is hard not to come to the conclusion that, although herded together with nothing but young men, he is obviously extremely attracted to the male form. Here are a few extracts:


‘Last August I joined a ridiculous Territorial Battalion in which I remained for 10 months – as an officer’s servant: so charming a young man – a clerk from Cricklewood: shy, and with the timid pride of a stag: a lovely master. But he left, so I took a commission in the Field Artillery. I hate being an officer, and I am no mechanic, so I doubt if I get my name in the papers until a bullet gives me a fleeting notoriety that I never craved.’ [Sadly prescient…]


The next letter is more revealing:


‘In reality my life is most unmilitary: I have virtually laid down the soldier’s rifle for the housemaid’s mop, and become in a word an officer’s servant. “Never ask me whose!” You can guess! The adorable lieutenant whom I mentioned, I believe, to you. I persuaded his former man to go abroad and stepped into his place. He is in reality a very dull young man, a member of the Church of England Missionary Society, and engaged to be married. Equality with such would be impossible. As I couldn’t make him my servant, I became his and devote myself to preserving his physical perfection for the delight of my eyes. He is really superbly built and moves always with a wonderful grace: he is a model master who makes me inevitably a model servant. Without him life would be insupportable.’


And the next:


‘… And if I have not much idea of military smartness I have at least the one quality that makes a soldier invincible! I adore my officer. You have no idea what raptures he excites in me – a young, brown-eyed, brown-skinned subaltern with an amazing perfect figure and carriage, and a large Adam’s apple. What more do you want? I follow him everywhere with my eyes. My squad is very much out of sympathy with such a sentiment, manly young suburban “nuts proud” of their just-conscious puberty.’


And another, full of loaded meaning:


‘The other day an elegant subaltern came up to me and asked me if I had seen a brown dog with a white coat on wandering about. I hadn’t, but in the course of conversation I happened to mention Madingly, and he said, “I suppose you were from King’s”. I said “And you of course from Trinity”. It turned out that he was Ryder, whom I remember by name as being a friend of my friends. He described himself as a “hanger-on to the intellectuals”… He was very charming and mannered in a most unmistakable way. One of Fletcher’s crèches (a word he used of course) whose Bach [sic] was worse than his bite. It is quite delightful meeting one of the “pleasant creatures” again. He told me he knew Humphrey very well by reputation. (What did he mean? My heart sank).’


And one more:


‘You remember me mentioning a telephonist of rare beauty to you. I am with him now. He has just cooked my breakfast up at the Observation Station. I had a cruel snub from him the other day. My servant got wounded, and I asked him to take on the job. He begged to be excused as he felt he ‘would take no interest in the work’. Oh, but I was depressed that evening! It was a thorough anti-bellum feeling. Still, he bears me no ill-will. I played chess with him last night up here from 4am to 7, in an interval between two of our frequent and exasperating bombardments.’


As a postscript to this insight into Kennard’s personal life, it is valuable to remember that he was a skilled artist and he sent his brother Howard a letter dated 22 August 1916 in which he related that he was ‘decorating a large letter box for the Mess. I have painted on the front a yellow woman fantastically dancing on some red, green and brown cushions against a dark green cat at her feet. On one of the sides stands a tall and thin, sinewy negro (a sort of greeny-purplish colour – wonderful) on one foot, with arms taut outstretched at the top of some steps against a bright orange, yellow background, zig-zagged with emerald all wet and running together like shot silk, seen through two thin round arches of a dark, very luminous green. It is absolutely superb in harmony of colour. I have never done anything finer.


I enclose a study for the negro. The finished copy is more vigorous even than this, and the arms better drawn. But nothing equals the easy precision of the leg he’s standing on, does it?


Bliss’s last meeting with Kennard was noted in his autobiography when ‘on June 1st he walked into our rest billets, as my company were indulging in bayonet-fighting exercise! I rode out to his mess a few days later, heard his gramophone (much Berlioz), saw his gun-emplacements and had a sumptuous meal. I wrote to my father ‘Really, if he always dines as well – soup, lobster mayonnaise, roast beef and chips, asparagus, sweets, savoury, washed down with a good white wine and liqueur brandy, the R.F.A., gastronomically speaking, is a greatly superior place to the R. Fus. K is very contemptuous of his Major… This was the last time I saw Kennard, but before his death my brother Howard and I received some letters from him, and I was eager to preserve them, for his indomitable, independent and sardonic spirit shines through them.’23


But life had to move on as the war progressed and another medical board was assembled to assess Bliss’s state with a view to returning him to active service. On 5 October they recorded ‘The wound had quite healed. He is however showing signs of nervous weakness and a return to duty would probably result in a complete breakdown. The recent loss of a brother on active service has helped to cause this.’ Further Boards kept track of his gradual improvement. On 9 November: ‘This officer still suffers from neuralgia (supra orbital). He has had successive crops of boils and is now about to undergo treatment by vaccine’.










It was probably at this time of enforced rest that Bliss wrote one of the very few works to be written during the war. Pastoral for clarinet and piano was, in a sense, inevitable as an Elegy for Kennard, the talented clarinettist, so recently lost and whose ghost would not be exorcised for another thirteen years or so with the writing of Morning Heroes. The emotional scars were still very fresh from this fundamental loss, and writing music was one way Bliss had of at least attempting to express his sorrow.


This is a serenely beautiful piece which was originally a set of two with a lost Rhapsody partnering it. Simple in form, just three sections with the outer built on the initial material, but rather more complex and interesting than this might suggest. Its very understatement is part of what gives this innocuously named piece its power. Pastoral could equally be an elegy for the ravaged French countryside in which his brother was killed and Bliss himself was wounded. It is full of resonances and these two pieces must surely have been cathartic for however short a period for Bliss. Musically, interest lies in the lilting D major opening and its low clarinet solo coming up out of the depths of the piano accompaniment. Unexpected, however, is the C major start to the second idea which pulls the music forward and brings it to its con passione climax. D major is restored for the initial music’s return though with a very different piano figuration. The clarinet part is exactly the same as the opening but given a very different context. Perhaps the most telling section of the piece is an overtly troubled start to the coda where the piano uses the second section melodic material in the bass which brings dark thunder clouds into the music for the first time before carrying it to a quiet open fifths ending – an unresolved feeling for decidedly unresolved emotions. It was premiered on 17 February 1918.










One other short composition to come from this time (the manuscript is dated October 1916) and decidedly different from the Pastoral is a song called The Tramps setting a poem by Robert Service (1874–1958) taken from his Songs of a Sourdough (1907). In the process of trying to pick up the pieces after his demobilization at the end of the war and to help kickstart his career he published a catalogue of seven of his songs of which five are now lost. The Tramps is not one of them, however, and whilst the music may be very different from the deeply personal work in Kennard’s memory, its text is still brim-full of war resonances. ‘Can you recall, dear comrade, when we tramped God’s land together, And we sang the old, old Earthsong, for our youth was very sweet… Alas the road to Anywhere is pitfalled with disaster; there’s hunger, want and weariness, yet, O we loved it so!’


The music is a straightforward marching song in essence, but as always, with interesting harmonic twists and interesting modulations which raise it to the level of art song where, in other hands, it could easily have settled as a music hall ditty. The final cadence is a cunning ruse to return to the original key.


Another piece of music we know about from this time is a Fugue for string quartet which has been lost. An academic exercise? A determination to keep his brain active and exercising by writing a technical challenge which he might have felt was becoming rusty? We will never know.


Another by-product of this period was of course letter writing, and given Bliss’s later turbulent relationship with Elgar there is one particular letter which it is worth quoting here. He wrote to his old friend Herbert Howells on 26 August, 1916 from the Empire Hotel, Buxton, where he was recuperating:


‘Elgar is a very curious person. – He combines an intense belief in himself and the sincerity of his emotions with a blind faith that what οἱ πολλοί [the hoi polloi] think and feel is right. He is a determined believer in expressing the HEART of the PEOPLE – hence “for the fallen”. I have never heard nor seen it, but from your description I can guess what it portrays. I have seen Elgar in tears over it – and if you consider it as the expression of the man who as a child drove round in the baker’s cart to get to grips with and help the poor people of Worcester, I think you can judge it rather more mildly. But still, enough of that. When I see Elgar, I think he is a master; when I sit in my arm chair and peruse his works, I think him a charlatan – que faire?’


Interesting reflections from a hot-headed young man, which certainly didn’t dampen his enthusiasm for his connection with the Elgars – a man in Bliss’s position could, and would, benefit greatly from such a friendship. We have seen already the warmth of the connection between them which was to continue through to Elgar’s commissioning of the Colour Symphony in 1922.


In this period of recuperation Bliss naturally turned to composition and in particular to the completion of a ‘fiddle sonata’ which he had been working on and, according to a letter written to Edward Dent, his former Cambridge teacher and mentor, was struggling with. What we have is a single movement work which was obviously road-tested in run-throughs or perhaps a trial performance (the manuscript has obviously been used in this way) before Bliss started working on revisions. Following Kennard’s death Bliss had no inclination for further work until after the war and he sent his manuscripts to Herbert Howells for safe-keeping. Howells, in turn, wrote a heart-felt and wide-ranging letter which detailed his feelings about various musicians who had been killed, had very near misses, and other war-related issues. He also wrote of his feelings about Bliss’s Violin Sonata and the other works he had been sent. Of the Sonata he wrote this fascinatingly wide-ranging response:


‘I can tell you that the Sonata movement pleases me very much … [it] is the best of the bunch. I like its freshness, and its unforced energy… it is fresh air and sweet-smelling earth… the sort of music which the unknown creator of some of our best folk-songs might have done if he had suddenly launched into sophisticated (formal) music immediately after a trip which embraced some of the best of our rural counties, and during which he read exclusively French authors! And in this particular piece… there is a certain quality which, for me, adds a charm, but which, for many, would seem like a weakness. It reveals that strangely characteristic restiveness of your musical mind… When you come to write a symphony, you will use in your first movement enough material for sixteen Beethovens, or twenty-six Brahms… that’s what Elgar has done in his symphonies. All the up-to-dates are doing it… For myself I love the prodigality of the moderns… and your indulgence in it is the quality in your music which some would count a weakness and others (myself included) an added charm. I am prodigal too: most of us are in our music, we seem averse to chasing a thought to its logical conclusion. There is no point in our pretending that we think as much as the older men did. Thinking hard is undoubtedly productive of the greatest things… But no! Arthur; we feel, feel, feel… our music is essentially sensitive stuff… and I’m horribly convinced that the hyper-sensitive things are not durable.’24


A curious conundrum concerning this sonata appears in a letter written by Bliss to his father on 25 September, just after he had received Howells’s letter. In it he writes: ‘I also enclose a letter from Howells that you may like to read, and which please keep. He is one of the few people that when writing letters completely effaces self, and this one, when you read, you will see is all about his friends… You will see in Howells’s letter that he is returning my music to you. When you open it, will you write on top of the violin sonata “To Lady Elgar”.’25 The curious thing is that the one extant score we have of this work has no dedication either written or erased and it begs the question as to whether or not there might somewhere be a second score of the work which was perhaps sent to Alice Elgar and has yet to come to light. What did materialize were several apparently unconnected pages of violin and piano music which the violinist Rupert Luck examined and realized were revisions for the existing sonata movement which had three points of extensive crossings out and into which the revisions fitted, were duly incorporated and recorded. It is a fascinating detective story. Whether Bliss intended the sonata to have additional movements or not is debatable but what we do have is a large-scale movement encompassing a wide emotional range, and about as far from the avant-garde Bliss we know so well and which was waiting in the wings only a very short time away. This really was the last gasp of English pastoral romanticism from his pen.


It is a highly pertinent question to ask why Bliss should affect such a sea-change in his musical style so soon after this work. While this sonata shows Bliss’s capability with a large canvas there is very little which is memorable about it. In fact, all Bliss’s early music is worthy but relatively dull. Howells’s own Piano Quartet in A minor of 1916 has a cut and thrust, an inevitability, a melodic genius, and an instinctive feel for the interaction of instruments in chamber music which really vies with Ravel’s Piano Trio. He is at one with his style which we know will develop from here but won’t radically change. It is for us to ask if Bliss perhaps realized that he was never going to compete with such natural skill using this language (he addressed his letters to Howells, ‘Dear Genius’) and therefore only a complete change of approach, style and landscape might put him in a position where his voice would be heard above the clamour of the competition. It could also be that his naturally extrovert personality was simply not aligned to the kind of music he had been writing to this point and he realized that he needed a different kind of stimulus in the same way that he needed an external idea or scena to stimulate his imagination and get his creative juices churning. That, as we will see, would be provided by the Stravinsky/Diaghilev partnership. What also must not be underestimated is the hurricane of change following the end of the war and the feeling that all that had gone before was, to a large extent, irrelevant and that a new language was needed for new times.


Bliss had to wait for a medical board to pass him fit for Light Duties and he had a long, frustrating wait. It would not be until 15 February 1917 that another medical board found that he was ‘now fit for light duty – no route marches’. He was found to be still unfit for General and Home Service for another six weeks. A final minute from Captain H. H. Hardy dated 18 February 1917 recorded:


‘Will you please now order him to No.18 O.C.B. (Prior Park, Batt) with effect from 15.2.17, on which day he has passed fit L.D. (light duties), and joined that unit. He has four times vainly applied for a M.B. (Medical Board), and much time has been wasted.’


Bliss was attached to the No.18 Officer Cadet Battalion (O.C.B.) at Prior Park, Bath with effect from 15 February 1917. Officer Cadet Battalions had been created in 1916 and during the war, over 70,000 men were commissioned from them. The Battalion had an establishment of either 400 or 600 cadets and Bliss recorded:


‘After being passed fit for duty, I was posted, as an instructor, to an officers’ cadet battalion in Prior Park, Bath, the beautifully laid out eighteenth-century house and park designed by Ralph Allen…


The instruction consisted of drilling and physical training, map reading, signalling and surveying, work at the rifle ranges, exercises in trench warfare and lectures of various kinds.’26


While with the Battalion there were two more medical boards, both assembled at Bath War Hospital. The first on 14 March 1917 found that ‘there is still some weakness of the left ankle’ and that Arthur was unfit for General Service for a month, though he was recorded as fit for Home Service. Bliss’s final medical board was held at Bath War Hospital on 18 April 1917 and recorded that ‘he has completely recovered’ and was fit for General Service.


Whilst at Prior Park Bliss had leisure to explore Bath, ‘and I made full use of a room with a piano that I found near the Abbey. I now associate the hours in this room almost entirely with the music of Götterdämmerung. Apart from Die Meistersinger I had not yet seen any Wagner operas. The Ring existed for me only in a piano transcription. I was deeply immersed in a romantic attachment, and Wagner’s music seemed to provide just the right outlet for the emotions: in that little room in Bath, I stormed through the conflicts between Brünnhilde and Siegfried with much ardour.’27 So much for his youthful rant about German music and Wagner related in Chapter One.


It seems extraordinary in the midst of all the seemingly uncontrolled mayhem of war that some semblance of normality could coexist with the constant leitmotiv of death all around. But not only does Bliss write of this early romantic attachment but he also, and far more significantly, writes of his first meeting with the poet Robert Nichols with whom Bliss said he had a ‘close but uneasy friendship over the years.’28 ‘His was a complex personality compounded of many warring elements. Sometimes he would be wildly exuberant and excitable, at others he would sink into a black depression and self-pity. Always generous and loyal to his friends, he would then alienate them by some mad Quixotic action, embarrassing to both giver and taker… What kept our friendship alive was my respect for his creative gifts… At our first meeting in 1917, he entered like some attractive young faun in uniform, elated at the success of his first published poems.’29


There were other diversions whilst Bliss was at Prior Park as well as a rather unfortunate meeting with Rudyard Kipling who was collecting material for a new book about the training of the ‘New Army’ (The New Army in Training: December 1914). When Kipling visited, Bliss was with his troops engaged in target practice on a rifle range. On being introduced to meet Kipling (‘a small man distinguished by thick overhanging eyebrows, keen eyes behind magnifying glasses, and a jutting chin’) 30 the great man asked what he was doing with his men. Bliss relates that he was totally tongue-tied as the seemingly unimportant work of shooting rifles in a miniature range at cardboard cut-outs seemed to him to be simply ‘too remote from any experience to be faced on the frontline. No words came from me, and Kipling walked away, beside the displeased Colonel, despairing, I suspect, of our military future.’31


While at the Officer Cadet Battalion Bliss decided to join the Grenadier Guards which was the most senior regiment of infantry in the British Army. It was also one of the most exclusive, its officers being drawn mostly from the upper classes. The Regiment suffered major casualties on the Western Front and was in constant need of new officers. Bliss applied for an appointment in the Special Reserve of Officers which he filled out on 16 March 1918. The Special Reserve of Officers was one route to obtaining a commission. Bliss stated on his application that he wished to be appointed to the Grenadier Guards. His good moral character was certified by a Justice of the Peace of the County of London the next day, the day he also passed his medical examination. Following an interview on 18 March he was recommended as a suitable candidate. He recalled:
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