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Dennis Brain (1921–1957)


Dennis Brain (1921–1957)*


by BENJAMIN BRITTEN, O.M., C.H.





Since the war, the horn playing of Dennis Brain has been one of the most familiar, certainly one of the happiest, features of British musical life. No season went by without his superlative performances as soloist in horn concertos. He was frequently to be seen at the first desk of one or other of the London orchestras, and no one will ever forget his inimitable tone and phrasing in the solo passages, from the small fragments in the works of the earlier masters (often devastatingly high—but so securely played), to the full dress melodies of more recent times (including Siegfried’s horn call). Then there were his many appearances in chamber music either with a piano (Schumann’s Adagio and Allegro, op. 70) or a string group (Mozart’s Quintet, K 407). His own excellent ensemble, too, has delighted us with musicianly and beautifully rehearsed performances of music from Mozart to the present day, some of which was inspired by and written for Dennis.


The tragic car accident of 1st September leaves a musical gap which can never be filled. It has robbed us of an artist with the unique combination of a superb technical command of his instrument, great musicianship, a lively and intelligent interest in music of all sorts, and a fine performing temperament, coupled with a charming personality. It has also robbed us of a man of rare generosity, simplicity and charm.


I first met Dennis in the early summer of 1942. I was writing incidental music for a series of radio commentaries on war-time England which were being broadcast weekly to America at the ungodly hour of 3 am. The orchestra was that of the RAF, in which he was the first horn. I well remember being approached by him at one of the rehearsals, over, I think, some technical point in a solo passage. (Needless to say, having heard his playing in the first programme of the series I took every opportunity to write elaborate horn solos into each subsequent score!) We soon became friends, and it took him no time at all to persuade me to write a special work for him. This turned out to be the Serenade for tenor, horn and strings, the première of which he and Peter Pears gave in 1943. His help was invaluable in writing the work; but he was always most cautious in advising any alterations. Passages which seemed impossible even for his prodigious gifts were practised over and over again before any modifications were suggested, such was his respect for a composer’s ideas. He of course performed the work on many occasions, and for a period it seemed that no one else would ever be able to play it adequately. But, as usually happens when there is a work to play and a master who can play it, others slowly develop the means of playing it too, through his example. I must be grateful to Dennis for having challenged all other horn players in his playing of this piece. Some of my happiest musical experiences were conducting this work for him and Peter Pears—a succession of wonderful performances progressing from the youthful exuberance and brilliance of the early days to the maturity and deep understanding of the last few years.


Later, in 1954, I wrote another piece for Dennis, again with tenor, but this time with piano accompaniment, in memory of Noel Mewton-Wood. Noel was a close friend of all of us, and had given many recitals with Dennis. His death was equally tragic and unexpected. (One is left aghast when one thinks of the loss sustained by English music in these two deaths and that of Kathleen Ferrier, all young artists at the beginning of dazzling careers, in the space of only four years.) This time the work was a subdued Canticle (my third), the setting of a tragic poem of Edith Sitwell, and from the start Dennis understood the remote, elegiac mood. I shall never forget his playing of the dark opening, the slithering chromatic scales, or the thunderous low notes.


He came many times to play for us at the Aldeburgh Festival, but last June he came primarily to conduct. Here again he showed many of the same fine characteristics—musicianship, intelligence, enterprise and hard work—and one felt that his conducting would soon possess the same ease and persuasion of his horn playing. However, what one remembers most clearly of that evening was not his conducting, but his playing in this same concert of the unfinished movement of Mozart’s fragmentary horn Concerto in E. The tutti started with its glorious richness. Delicate phrases followed with warm and intense counterpoint; brilliant passages for the violins, soothing oboe melodies. Then the solo entered—firm, heroic, and all seemed set for the best of all the wonderful Mozart horn concertos. And then suddenly in the middle of an intricate florid passage, superbly played, it stopped: silence. Dennis shrugged his shoulders and walked off the Jubilee Hall platform. That night, as always, he drove back home to London after the performance. Aldeburgh is not so far from London as Edinburgh, but far enough after a heavy day of rehearsals and performances, both conducting and playing. One protested, one always did, but off he went laughing. That was the last time I ever heard him play, the last time I saw him. That Mozart fragment sticks in my mind as a symbol of Dennis’s own life. But it is not so easy for us to shrug our shoulders.
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* Reproduced from Tempo magazine No. 46, winter 1957–8. by kind permission of the author and editor.

























Preface





The writing of this book was a labour of love. It was also very much a team effort: my own initial enthusiasm met with an amazing, overwhelming response from all whom I approached and without their continuing encouragement and unfailing generosity none of this would have appeared in print. I am also touched by the enthusiasm that has spurred on this new edition in paperback, for it is evidence of a growing, not dwindling, interest in Dennis Brain’s legendary career. A leading voice of encouragement has been the British Horn Society to whom I am deeply grateful.


There is not room, alas, to mention all who helped me. I must however thank Denis Matthews for allowing me unlimited access not just to his extensive library but also to his apparently inexhaustible memory, and for his supremely helpful comments on the text. Many individuals gave me hours of their precious time, notably Yvonne Brain, Hugh Bean, Jack Brymer, Gareth Morris, and many sadly no longer with us—Leonard Brain, Irene Burden, Walter Legge, Wilfrid Parry and Frank Probyn. The staff of the BBC Written Archives at Reading spent hours of research on my behalf; Mrs Alfred Brain and Bruce Craig unearthed a wealth of material from California; the record companies, in particular Decca and EMI, have been most helpful in the preparation of the discography, as have Arthur Ridgewell and Kai Jacobs; two close friends, Dr Norman Macdougall and Martin Prowse, have proved invaluable in supplying and cross-checking information.


Several composers readily supplied information on their particular association with Dennis Brain, especially Malcolm Arnold, the late Peter Racine Fricker and Gordon Jacob, and Ernest Tomlinson. Especially poignant was Benjamin Britten’s offer, as his personal contribution to this book, of a tribute he first penned in 1957, for he died on 4 December 1976, just ten days after the first publication of this book.


Finally I must thank my wife Margaret who has borne the incessant clatter of the typewriter with amazing patience and who has been a constant source of encouragement.




 





Stephen J. Pettitt


Whitley Bay


August 1988 
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Early Days





Dennis Brain was the youngest in a family of horn-players. His father, two uncles and grandfather all achieved eminence on the instrument—a remarkable illustration of the inheritability of musical gifts. Even more remarkably, these gifts were improved upon with each succeeding generation until in Dennis they assumed the proportions of genius. While the main concern of this book must be with Dennis himself it would be wrong to neglect his predecessors and the part they played in shaping his destiny. Their close association with the origins and growth of many of our major symphony orchestras created the structure within which outstanding talent could arise. Opportunity for the expression of such talent was more than once the outcome of quite unforeseen events and circumstances.


So it is that we must look first at the careers of Dennis’s grandfather, A. E. Brain, his uncles Arthur and Alfred, and his father Aubrey, observing at the same time the evolution of the instrument on which they had such a lasting influence.


*


The French horn is still held by some to be one of the most perilous instruments to play, a view which does much to enhance the prestige of any who have succeeded in taming this most intractable of orchestral animals! The late Anton Horner, horn-player and teacher of Philadelphia, once commented philosophically. “God makes some people horn-players; others are less fortunate.” It is a fact that a certain degree of respect is extended to anyone embarking on a horn-playing career; but from those who have reached the top—and today there are many good players who have—the highest possible standards of execution and artistry are expected, no less than from a pianist or violinist.


On reflection this is a remarkable fact. Only thirty or forty years ago solo performances on the horn were rare and were listened to with nervous anticipation of the inevitable ‘fluffs’ and ‘cracked’ notes. This was equally true of the notorious horn solos in the orchestral repertoire. That we take today’s high standards for granted is a result almost entirely of the career of one man—Dennis Brain—who in the space of only twenty years persuaded the public to accept the horn as a significant solo instrument, restored to the concert platform the Mozart and Haydn concertos which had long gathered the dust of infrequent use, and inspired most of the leading composers of the day to add significant solo works to the limited repertoire of his instrument. Perhaps most important of all, he showed that ‘it could be done’, that ‘cracks’ and ‘bubbles’ were things of the past. As Josef Eger rightly pointed out, “The four-minute mile for hornists has been breached. The magnificent Dennis Brain set the pace and now the horn is being featured as a solo instrument ever more widely. Once the four-minute mile was cracked by one human being, others felt that they could do it‚ too. They did so quickly and in numbers.”1


The story of the horn’s development as a serious musical instrument is comparatively brief. It did not appear in the orchestra until the early 1700s and only then on sufferance. It was loud and considered coarse in comparison with the violin and oboe.
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Harmonic series for the horn – actual pitch (brackets indicate sharpness or flatness of less than a semitone)








Furthermore, it could only produce about fifteen or sixteen notes over a compass of three octaves derived from a fundamental note, determined by the length of the tubing.


Of these notes, known as the ‘harmonic series’, about one third are slightly out of tune compared with the corresponding notes of the tempered scale. The result was that the orchestral player was limited to less than a dozen notes that he could play in any one key. Despite these limitations the horn became an integral part of the orchestra and was probably first heard as such in Hamburg in 1705 when Keiser’s opera Octavia was directed by Handel. England first heard the orchestral horn in Handel’s own opera Radamisto at the Haymarket Theatre, London. It appeared in France in 1735 by which time the ‘crook’ system had been developed whereby tubes of differing lengths could be added to put the horn into a variety of keys.


The basic shape of the modern horn probably derives from the French (hence ‘French’ horn), who developed the ancient hunting horn into the trompe de chasse. Its coiled shape made it convenient to hold and the flared end, or bell, increased its carrying power and gave a resonance to its tone. Many perferred to call this resonance raucousness, and it was while trying to modify this that the Dresden player Hampel found, in about 1760, that the blatant sound could be softened by inserting the hand part-way into the bell. More significantly, he discovered that if the hand were pushed still further in, the pitch of the horn could be lowered by a semitone, then by a tone. The importance of this discovery was that the player was now able to fill in the ‘gaps’ between the natural notes of the harmonic series. A glance at the Figure will show that above the fourth harmonic the largest interval between any two harmonics is a major third, and therefore by using the hand it is possible to play a complete scale from C to C (fourth to eighth harmonics). The ‘stopped’ notes were of an inferior quality because the presence of the hand muffled them, but they were quite audible and reasonable intonation was possible.


Even if the hand were used, the horn was still limited to the notes of the key in which it was ‘crooked’. It was not until 1818 that valves were patented: these were lengths of tubing which lowered the pitch of the horn by one, two or three semitones. With three valves fitted, seven different harmonic series were available, this being the maximum possible number of ways of combining the valves. Using all these, plus the notes obtainable naturally, it was now possible to play a complete chromatic scale with no perceptible loss of tone quality throughout the entire compass. However it was not until the middle of the nineteenth century that the valve was mechanically perfected and almost the end before it was accepted by the horn-playing world at large. Players were suspicious, for they believed that the intrinsic beauty of the horn’s tone quality lay in its characteristic tapered shape, and that valves, being cylindrical, would detract from this quality; they preferred the hand horn, with all its limitations. Certainly during the period between 1770 and 1830 many notable players were trained in the hand-horn technique; they founded a school of playing which determined the pattern of development throughout Europe for nearly another century. This Austro-Bohemian tradition numbered among its adherents such players as Leutgeb, for whom Mozart wrote his concertos and quintet, Punto, the dedicatee of Beethoven’s Sonata op. 17, Gallay, Dauprat and Puzzi.


The Austro-Bohemian tradition exerted its influence on nearly every horn-playing country. France, Germany, Italy were all affected either directly, by the influx of players who then taught in their own traditions, or indirectly, by the visits of Bohemian hand-horn virtuosi. The influence was one of technique rather than of tone; each country followed its own inclinations on the latter count. The French preferred a horn with a narrow bore expanding to a small bell, giving a bright, thin sound; the German horns rapidly expanded to a large bell, while the Austrians compromised with a narrower bore and a large bell.


English horn-playing in the mid-1800s was also a by-product of the Austro-Bohemian tradition. Handel had used Bohemian players for his operatic productions over a hundred years earlier and their influence remained. But the foundations of a truly English style were laid by the brothers Joseph and Peter Petrides, Bohemians who settled in England in 1802, and Giovanni Puzzi, an Italian trained by Belloli in the Bohemian tradition, who also settled in England in 1817. All three players used French Raoux horns, noted for their clarity of tone; this factor, combined with their Bohemian training, produced a beautiful and distinctive sound which made the best of all possible worlds and was to reach its climax very much later in the playing of Dennis Brain. There were other players at the time in England—Tully, Jarrett, Holmes, Harper—but they did not have the influence of Puzzi or the Petrides brothers, who were excellent teachers as well as performers.


Even after the arrival of such eminent players there were comparatively few opportunities for the public to hear them. The only regular orchestras were to be found attached to the theatres or the opera. There were, however, regular winter concerts in the St James’s Hall given by the Philharmonic Society. This organization had been set up in 1813 for “the encouragement of orchestral and instrumental music”; it had no permanent orchestra but engaged the best players available when one was needed. There were frequent recitals of chamber music—one of the most popular works was the Beethoven Septet op. 20, played no less than twelve times in as many years. The Petrides brothers appeared regularly in the Society’s concerts until their retirement in 1825. Then Puzzi became the principal player, taking part not only in chamber works but in lesser known horn concertos by Belloli and Costa. He was something of a composer himself and performed his own Concertante for horn a number of times.


But orchestral performances were still rare. For the average player symphony concerts took first place artistically but second place financially. Day-to-day expenses were met by earnings from playing in theatres, restaurants and music-halls.


Such was the position when in 1879 there arrived in England Friedrich Adolf Borsdorf, to take up a post with the stage band at Covent Garden. Born in Saxony in 1854, he had studied under Lorenz and Oscar Franz and served in a military band before he was offered the Covent Garden appointment by Hans Richter. He was joined in 1882 by a fellow-German, Franz Paersch, and together the two players added a new impetus to the development of English horn-playing. They had been trained on wide-bore German instruments but changed to French Raoux models on arrival in England; the combination of the broad German approach and the clarity of the French tone was something they were able to instil into the majority of their pupils. Borsdorf, in particular, was a prolific teacher; he was appointed professor at the Royal College of Music in 1882 and at the Royal Academy in 1897. He also quickly became the leading London horn-player; Richter frequently used him for his concerts as third horn, with Paersch as first horn. Then, when Paersch went north to join the Hallé Orchestra Borsdorf became Richter’s principal player. Richter himself was a former horn-player at the Vienna Conservatory, having come to England in May 1877 to conduct a series of Wagner concerts at the Royal Albert Hall. Borsdorf also played for the Philharmonic Society and for ‘Clinton’s Wind Quintet’ which gave regular recitals at the Steinway Hall.


On 25 November 1893 there was opened in London a new concert hall that was to remain dear to the public’s heart for nearly fifty years—the Queen’s Hall in Langham Place. An inaugural concert was held on 2 December and from 28 February 1894 it became the new home of the Philharmonic Society’s concerts. A year later Robert Newman, the manager of the hall, put to a young conductor, Henry Wood, the idea of holding ‘Promenade’ concerts in the Queen’s Hall with a permanent orchestra. Wood approved wholeheartedly and on 10 August 1895 the first ‘Prom’ took place, with an orchestra of eighty players, led by Frye Parker.


First horn was Adolf Borsdorf; the fourth horn was a Mr A. E. Brain, late of the Scots Guards, and first of three generations of horn-players known in later years to the profession as the ‘Brain Trust’.


*


Alfred Edwin Brain was born on 4 February 1860 at Turnham Green, London, the only son of William Brain, who had been invalided out of the Crimean War and lived as a Chelsea Pensioner in the Militia Stores. Alfred received very little formal education and at the age of twelve enlisted in the Scots Guards as Band Boy, where he played the horn. In a service career of eighteen and a half years he succeeded in rising to the rank of corporal; he left the Guards on 30 April 1891 to seek civilian employment as a musician and was thus only entitled to a modified pension.


In 1880 he had married Letitia Fearn, a woman of strong character and a devoted companion. No one could have described her as beautiful; her very stature made her imposing, almost overbearing, as did the rather masculine outlines of her head and face. Nevertheless, the firm line of her jaw, well-formed facial muscles and high cheekbones added a handsome dignity to her simple, kindly nature. It was from her that later members of the Brain family derived the anatomical foundations of their ability to play the horn.


Letitia and Alfred had seven children, not all of whom had remarkable musical abilities. Of the four boys, Hugh became a captain in the American Merchant Marine and Arthur, the youngest child, after only a very few years as a professional horn-player, retired and joined the City of London Police. Two of the girls played stringed instruments, Letitia the violin and Rebecca the ’cello, neither with outstanding brilliance. Helena, however, was a very competent player of the long F trumpet, popular at the time. At a concert given in Reading in May 1899 by Mrs Arkwright, founder of the English Ladies Orchestral Society, Helena was engaged as principal trumpet while her father played principal horn. A. E. Brain, in fact, appeared many times as soloist in the Newbury Amateur Orchestral Union; the programmes included works such as the Beethoven op. 81b Sextet for two horns and strings, which has very difficult parts for both horns, and the Brahms op. 40 Horn Trio, so he cannot have been too bad a player. Both the remaining boys, Alfred and Aubrey, showed early musical promise and were to become outstanding performers on the horn.


A. E. Brain (senior), as father came to be known, also played for the Philharmonic Society from 1894, usually as fourth horn, except for two seasons between 1897 and 1899, when he alternated between second and third. Like many others he supplemented his concert engagements with theatre and restaurant work—again as fourth horn. In fact he played fourth horn so frequently that he became known affectionately as ‘George IV’. To play in this position carried no stigma. Admittedly, his years as a bandsman had given little style or musicality to his playing, but he was a substantial and reliable player and could blend his tone easily with others. The horn quartets of the Queen’s Hall, the Philharmonic Society and later the London Symphony Orchestra and Covent Garden all owed something of their perfection of ensemble to this bluff ex-Guardsman.


*


The early Prom programmes in which A. E. Brain played were a quaint mixture compared with those of today. There were many more items, and they tended to feature short solos rather than lengthy symphonic works. There was always a fantasia on themes from various operas and operettas in which the various principals of the orchestra were highlighted. One significant orchestral item to be found in the 1903 prospectus is the Mozart Sinfonia Concertante K 297b for oboe, clarinet, horn and bassoon. This is a lengthy work with a soloistic horn part. Adolf Borsdorf was joined by D. Lalande (oboe), M. Gomez (clarinet) and E. F. James (bassoon).


Because he had received very little formal musical training himself, A. E. Brain ensured that those of his children who showed any musical promise were offered the best opportunities available. His eldest son, Alfred, born on 24 October 1885 and also given the second name of Edwin, started to learn the trumpet at the age of six. He was presumably influenced to some extent by his sister Helena, but when he was twelve he decided to change to the horn and for four years was taught by his father. Alfred’s schooling was completed at grammar school which he left at the age of sixteen. Then, in February 1901, he won a scholarship to the Royal Academy of Music to study the horn with Adolf Borsdorf. At the Academy he also learned the piano with G. D. Cunningham (who was to teach Dennis organ nearly forty years later) and harmony with J. McEwen. When Alfred left the Royal Academy in June 1904 he had gained both silver and bronze medals for horn-playing and a certificate of merit for piano.


In that same month came a significant development in London’s orchestral history—the birth of the London Symphony Orchestra. It was the immediate product of a clash between Henry Wood and the ‘deputy system’ as it affected his own Queen’s Hall Orchestra. Frequently Queen’s Hall rehearsals were scheduled for the same days as other, more lucrative engagements, and players therefore employed deputies to cover the occasional rehearsals they could not attend, paying them a smaller fee and pocketing the difference. Many players used very little discretion in this matter; the result was that many rehearsals, and indeed concerts, took place with orchestras three quarters of whose players might be deputies. The system annoyed Henry Wood more than most and his exasperation can be illustrated by the well-known story of the double-bass player who, on being congratulated by Wood for attending all the rehearsals, confessed that he would unfortunately not be able to attend the concert itself!


Borsdorf himself was once the victim of Henry Wood’s anger. One night Wood was conducting a Wagner programme at Queen’s Hall and looked up to find Borsdorf missing. It came to him in a flash where he was. At the interval, therefore, he told Robert Newman to hold things up for a few minutes, jumped into a cab and went as fast as possible round to the St James’s Hall. There, as anticipated, he found Borsdorf playing for Richter. Creeping behind him Wood grabbed Borsdorf by the collar, whispered into his startled ear “You’re coming with me.” led him firmly to the cab and had him back in the Queen’s Hall before the second half of the programme was due to begin! Amusing incidents in retrospect, but their constant repetition made the whole deputy system very annoying.


So on 30 September 1903 Henry Wood struck out. His manager, Robert Newman, appeared on the platform at the beginning of the morning rehearsal with the brief announcement that from that day each player was to receive a flat rate of £100 per annum—provided that Queen’s Hall had first call on his services. There were to be no more deputies.


Forty-six players immediately resigned, including three of the horns—Borsdorf, Van der Meerschen and Busby. Busby proposed that a new orchestra be formed and before long a working committee consisting of Borsdorf, Busby (chairman), Van der Meerschen, J. R. Solomon (trumpet), A. Hobday (double-bass) and E. F. James (bassoon) was set up to recruit players. In addition to the original forty-six, many more came from the Queen’s Hall Orchestra, including A. E. Brain, who thus completed the horn quartet. Hans Richter agreed to conduct the first concert, which took place on the afternoon of 9 June 1904 with an orchestra numbering ninety-nine players, led by Arthur Payne. Among those in the audience in Queen’s Hall to witness this historic event was Henry Wood. He held no resentment; it was simply a matter of principle.


The London Symphony Orchestra made an enormous impact not just as a body but by virtue of its constituent sections. The horn quartet—Borsdorf, Busby, Van der Meerschen, A. E. Brain—was particularly fine. Edric Cundell, who studied the horn himself under the ‘rough but sound’ tuition of Thomas Busby, wrote that he never heard a horn quartet equal to that of the LSO—irreverently known as ‘God’s Own Quartet’.2 “As a chorus,” he wrote, “the four stayed together as far as humanly possible and made a real and unforgettable blend of tone, playing into each other’s style and personality until ensemble became a true unity of effort.” His ability to blend with others was A. E. Brain’s chief asset as a player and he sustained this talent whether in the LSO or in the smallest ‘pit’ orchestra. He had extended his work to Covent Garden where as fourth to Paersch, Baggs and Busby he played for several seasons under Richter. Many of the works in the LSO’s library were given by the players themselves and A. E. Brain made his contribution—Beethoven’s “Pastoral” Symphony.


In the autumn of 1904, while Henry Wood was struggling to patch up his decimated Queen’s Hall Orchestra, Alfred obtained his first professional post, as third horn of the Scottish Orchestra in Glasgow. A ‘seasonal body of eighty players’, the Scottish Orchestra (the predecessor of today’s Scottish National Orchestra) had been founded in 1893. Its chief attraction in those times was that it offered a three-month spell of regular paid concerts each winter. Guest conductors had included Wood, Richter and Richard Strauss. Two concerts per week were given in Glasgow, one in Edinburgh, and their standard was said to be even higher than that of the London Proms. The orchestra was the training-ground of many famous London players; its leaders included H. Verbrugghen and David MacCallum and a glance at the list of principals for the 1908–9 season alone reveals such names as A. Halstead, R. Waller, W. S. Hinchcliff, G. W. Anderson—all of whom later became prominent London players.


Alfred was appointed principal horn of the Scottish Orchestra for his second season and spent three years with them under the baton of their regular conductor, Sir Frederick Cowen. There were occasional opportunities for solo work such as the Mozart Sinfonia Concertante K 297b, in which he took part on 17 February 1906. Of the standard orchestral works there was one never-to-be-forgotten performance of the Beethoven “Choral” Symphony. To make room for the chorus the orchestra had to be squeezed into the middle of the platform. The tympanist, placed immediately above and behind Alfred, suddenly became ill in the middle of the performance and vomited—all over the back and shoulders of Alfred, who was not deterred from continuing and giving an impeccable, if uncomfortable, performance!


On 4 February 1908 Alfred gave a ‘farewell’ performance to the Scottish Orchestra of the Romance and Finale from Mozart’s Third Horn Concerto; he had been offered and accepted the post of principal horn of the Queen’s Hall Orchestra. Henry Wood’s rebuilt orchestra had been something of a disappointment and had to compete with the fabulous success of the new London Symphony Orchestra. During the winter of 1907–8 he started to look round for some players of a higher standard in an attempt to restore some of the Queen’s Hall’s former glory. With Alfred as principal horn Henry Wood soon had a fine horn quartet, almost on a par with that of the LSO. The other three players were Fred Salkeld, Oskar Borsdorf (Adolf’s eldest son) and G. W. Smith.


Henry Wood now had further opportunity to introduce exciting new works into the Promenade concerts which of late had become somewhat stereotyped. On 8 October 1909 the horn quartet gave the first performance in England of Schumann’s very difficult Konzertstück in F op. 86 for four horns and orchestra. This can have been no mean feat on the narrow-bore piston-valved instrument then in use, and the work was not heard again in England until April 1971. London audiences also heard for the first time Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto no. 1 on 28 November 1908 (with Alfred Brain and Fred Salkeld) and the Beethoven Sextet op. 81b for two horns and strings on 10 September 1909.


Alfred’s personality as a young man was a mixture of kindliness and extreme bluntness. Always ready to help young players to make a start in the profession he could be very ruthless in obtaining that end. When Frank Probyn came to London in 1910 to try for entry to the Royal College of Music Alfred offered to put him up, giving him his address in Shepherd’s Bush. Probyn found the address, only to discover the house empty and to be told that the Brains had moved that day to Acton. When he arrived at Acton, the house was in chaos, with packing-cases everywhere. He was invited in by Alfred’s wife and made to sit down while she carried on unpacking. She was Jewish, an ex-Tiller girl, who, after her marriage to Alfred, clung to him as persistently as he tried to avoid her. Probyn got a taste of their stormy relationship when Alfred came home later that evening; he heard language fly from both of them such as he had never heard before. Alfred, in his blunt and profane way, insisted that ‘the boy’ be given a good meal and allowed to get to bed.


Alfred also ensured that Probyn was given every opportunity during his student days to gain horn-playing experience. He made him his deputy at the Shaftesbury Theatre where he was first horn. The conductor, Arthur Wood, also looked after Probyn, who was coolly received by the older members of the orchestra; they showed strong disapproval of up-and-coming provincials. Probyn was able to return the kindnesses shown him by Alfred by acting as his scribe, since Alfred found great difficulty in composing and writing letters. One such letter was to the Queen’s Hall Orchestra to ask for a higher fee.


A. E. Brain (senior) kept a firm watch over Alfred with the same mixture of bluntness and kindliness, especially when his actions affected others. On one occasion Alfred had sent Probyn to deputize for him at a concert in Winchester Cathedral so that he could spend the day at the Orchestral Association playing cards, as he frequently did. That evening ‘Papa’ Brain came round to the house. “What the … did you mean by sending the youngster to Winchester?” He told Probyn that for his own good he should not stay in Alfred’s home any longer. Not long afterwards, Alfred himself also left the house, and his wife, and moved to Elstree, where close friends, Tom Gutteridge the trombonist and his wife, ran a pub.


The Queen’s Hall Orchestra had a succession of notable visiting conductors though their permanent conductor remained Henry Wood, for whom all the players had warm respect and admiration. There were, however, occasional rows. When Wood introduced Bartók’s Suite for Orchestra for the first time, Alfred rose from his seat to ask:


“Surely you can find better novelties than this?” Alfred was already the ‘shop steward’ of the orchestra. Wood’s reply emphasized the give-and-take atmosphere of the orchestra.


“I have to interpret all schools of music—much that I don’t really care for!”


There were also humorous occasions, such as the time someone locked Alfred in the lavatory just before a concert. The conductor’s attention was divided between keeping the orchestra together and looking anxiously at the empty first horn chair. Suddenly Alfred appeared just in time to play his solo, hair dishevelled and minus his collar and tie, having escaped by climbing out of the window and down a drain-pipe!


During his early professional career Alfred played on a Courtois two-valve horn which he had picked up cheaply in a junk shop. He added a third valve and with his small mouthpiece produced a sound that thrilled many; especially when he played quietly, his sound seemed to float from nowhere, and some people still recall his performances not only of the Schumann and Bach works already mentioned but also of Strauss’s First Horn Concerto. He had the physical advantages of the ‘Brain’ facial bone and jaw structure—wide palate and small teeth—features he inherited from his mother. As a pupil of Borsdorf he had learnt to use a great deal of pressure, but his physical strength prevented him from tiring easily as a result. During the pre-1914 days in the Queen’s Hall Orchestra, when he spent many hours after rehearsals drinking and playing cards, Alfred could not always be relied upon, and after a heavy night he might make some really appalling ‘fluffs’. He was never insensitive to his own weaknesses, however. He found considerable difficulty with the lower notes on the horn and never trusted himself to play the last two notes of the famous Till Eulenspiegel theme. They were left to the second horn.


Alfred also possessed a very fine, light tenor voice and at the outbreak of the war in 1914 was considering taking up singing seriously. Encouragement had come from no less a person than Sir Thomas Beecham, but the war brushed aside this ambition.


Although Alfred was gaining widespread recognition as a horn-player of no mean ability, the leading London player was still his old teacher, Adolf Borsdorf. Borsdorf had in fact in 1896 taken part in the first performance in England, at the Crystal Palace, of Till Eulenspiegel‚ with Strauss himself conducting. He had been absent from the first rehearsal and the other members of the orchestra had laid bets that he would ‘split’ the opening solo. They lost their bets. Borsdorf’s reputation was such that Elgar often consulted him about the suitability of certain horn passages in new works. He was also a member of King Edward VII’s private band, one of a group of London Symphony Orchestra players known grandly as ‘Musicians in Ordinary, under Royal Warrant to the King’.


In March 1911 Richter returned to Germany and for a while Elgar became conductor of the LSO. He was soon replaced by Nikisch, whose ability with orchestras was legendary. It was he who had first brought Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony to England in 1895, and he had lost no time in introducing it to the LSO. When he first rehearsed it, he fixed his eyes on Borsdorf as he started the long solo at the opening of the slow movement; the beauty of Borsdorf’s playing so affected Nikisch that he dropped his baton. With a mumbled apology he said, “Beautiful—but let us do it again, Mr Borsdorf.” The second version was even better than the first; in the pubs afterwards it was maliciously suggested that, away from Nikisch, Borsdorf could not have phrased the solo with the same nuances to save his life.


Early in 1912 Howard Pew, a New York concert agent, succeeded in persuading Nikisch to tour the USA (with a brief excursion into Canada) with an orchestra of his own choice. Without hesitation Nikisch chose the London Symphony Orchestra. It was the first tour of the USA by a British orchestra and a total of one hundred players, plus librarian and porter, was engaged and booked on the Titanic. Four complete programmes were compiled and meticulously rehearsed and twenty-eight concerts booked in cities ranging from Ottawa to Kansas, from Washington to Milwaukee. Fortunately for both the LSO and posterity a change of schedule forced the agent to alter the booking from the Titanic to the Baltic: on the fateful night of 14 April as the Titanic went to the bottom the LSO was in Cleveland, Ohio, performing (appropriately) Tchaikovsky’s “Pathétique” Symphony.


Many of the American critics thought the “brasses excellent” and spoke very highly of the whole orchestra. It is interesting to compare two reviews of the same concert, in Symphony Hall, Boston. First the Boston Herald:




The brass is in no way remarkable; on the contrary, the horns were uncertain and thrumpets [sic] and trombones were often coarse and blatant.





While the Boston Christian Science Monitor commented:




A collective conception results in those perfectly adjusted string and brass sections of the LSO….





A. E. Brain (senior) was unable to go on the tour as he was under contract to Covent Garden. In his place Borsdorf chose Alfred’s younger brother, Aubrey, then only eighteen years old and principal horn of the New Symphony Orchestra.


Aubrey, born on 12 July 1893, had also taken up music at an early age, but his first instrument was the violin. As soon as he was able he learnt to play the horn and, like Alfred, was first taught by his father. His musical grounding was completed by lessons from Adela Sutcliffe and Eugene Mieir, and by the time he was seventeen he won a scholarship to the Royal College of Music. He studied the horn under Borsdorf as an Open Foundation scholar from May 1911 to April 1913, winning great admiration for his playing from many of the prominent conductors of the day. Both he and Leon Goossens, the oboist, played in the North London Orchestral Society in their student days. Sir Charles Stanford, the composer who also taught composition at the Royal College of Music, noted a certain narrowness of outlook in Aubrey’s personality. “I want more than just a good horn-player,” he observed. This aspect of Aubrey’s character was in marked contrast to his brother Alfred’s extrovert, if less refined, personality. Landon Ronald, conductor of the New Symphony Orchestra, was less concerned with personal qualities and late in 1911 made Aubrey his first horn. Ronald had been permanent conductor of the orchestra since 1909, when Beecham had relinquished the post after three years spent establishing it with series of Queen’s Hall and provincial concerts. There were some excellent players—Eli Hudson (flute), Charles Draper (clarinet) and John Saunders, the leader. The horns included a Mr Muskett and a Mr Button; eighteen-year-old Aubrey suffered a cool reception from the older players, but he quickly won praise for the quality and purity of his playing.


Aubrey returned from his trip to the States to join both his father and brother in the Royal Albert Hall Titanic Memorial Concert on 24 May 1912. No less than twenty-four horn-players formed part of the largest orchestra ever assembled in the Royal Albert Hall. The programme included excerpts from Tchaikovsky’s “Pathétique” Symphony, Elgar’s Enigma Variations, and Sullivan’s Overture “In Memoriam”.


Talented though he undoubtedly was, Aubrey was ever aware of the shadow cast both by his elder brother Alfred and by Adolf Borsdorf. There was simply not enough work at that time to keep three leading players fully occupied. The New Symphony was a good orchestra, but it was not in the same class as the Queen’s Hall or the London Symphony, nor did it provide an adequate livelihood for a young man. When, in the autumn of 1913, Beecham rescued the Denhof Opera Company from a financially disastrous provincial tour and offered Aubrey the post of principal horn of the new Beecham Opera Company, Aubrey jumped at the opportunity. The position meant a spell of regular paid work outside London with an orchestra of players drawn from Covent Garden, the LSO, the Queen’s Hall and the Beecham Symphony Orchestra. It also offered wide experience of playing to a young musician; the seventeen-week tour had a repertoire that included (all in English) Wagner’s Ring, Tristan and Isolde, The Master Singers, The Flying Dutchman, Tannhaüser, as well as Elektra, Der Rosen kavalier, The Magic Flute, Orpheus and Pelléas and Mélisande.


Aubrey found the Beecham Opera Company tour more than just musically rewarding. One of the company’s principals was a mezzo-soprano named Marion Beeley. Born in Stalybridge, the daughter of an engineer from Hyde, she had first sung in the Rosemount Methodist Church in Hyde where her uncle, Thomas Carter Beeley, was the organist and choirmaster. He encouraged and assisted her in her musical education; she sang in a number of concerts and oratorio performances in the Manchester area before she went to London to join the Covent Garden Company, where she sang in the chorus and in minor solo roles. She appeared twice at the Proms in August 1912, and Beecham then chose her as one of the principals for the September 1913 tour. It was not long before she and Aubrey met and the tour marked the beginning of a whirlwind courtship. They were engaged soon after and married in the summer of 1914, just before the outbreak of war.


Though the Beecham tour had given Aubrey wider experience of the horn’s repertoire it did not make his position in London any more secure. But one obstacle in the path of his success was soon removed. During the summer of 1913 Adolf Borsdorf had been taken ill with a severe attack of pyorrhoea and as a result had to have all his teeth removed. For a player who used a great deal of mouthpiece pressure this was disastrous; as soon as he was able to play again he moved to second horn in the London Symphony and Busby became principal. His place in the Royal Philharmonic was taken by Alfred Brain. But Borsdorf suffered a second and‚ psychologically, probably more damaging setback. He became the object of the growing anti-German feeling prevalent in the months preceding the First World War. He hotly maintained that he was a Saxon, not a Prussian, but popular feeling is not easily pacified by such subtle distinctions and Borsdorf was soon forced to resign.


The outbreak of war in 1914 marked the beginning of four very turbulent years in London’s musical history, but it left the hierarchy of the horn-playing world firmly in the hands of the two Brain brothers, Alfred and Aubrey. Alfred now had ten years of top-rank playing behind him under some of the world’s leading conductors. Aubrey had potentially the greater talent, but, still only twenty-one, he lacked the experience to support it and the personal drive to assert it. The war and its aftermath would decide the issue.




Notes


1 In ‘Breaking the Endurance Barrier’, Woodwind World, May 1958


2 It is still possible to hear the quality of ‘God’s Own Quartet’ on recordings made in July 1914 by the LSO and Nikisch of Weber’s overture Der Freischütz, for example.
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