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         Islington, London. A dank, dark afternoon in early December, 2015. The shops are bright with Christmas lights; people are hurrying quickly to and from the tube station to get out of the persistent drizzle. In a recording studio just off Upper Street, members of the Philharmonia Orchestra are sitting quietly, headphones on, preparing to start the 14th of 16 sessions recording over five and a half hours of music written to accompany one of the most enigmatic classics of the silent film era – Abel Gance’s monumental Napoléon. Chris Egan, a highly experienced producer from the world of pop music and West End musicals, sits in the control room, directing operations. This is his first experience of working with a more classical orchestral score, but there’s no doubting the acuity of his ear. Time is money in the recording world, and everyone works to precise deadlines. On this project, he is working with the conductor and composer Carl Davis, one of the most respected figures in the film, TV and theatre worlds, and the creator of ‘Live Cinema’ – concert performances of his scores accompanying the screenings of silent films. These are in huge demand all over the world. In October 2016, Davis will celebrate his 80th birthday, and the event will be marked by the simultaneous release on DVD, Blu-Ray and CD of a newly restored, digitally cleaned-up version of Napoléon, the score that represents one of his most notable achievements.

         This afternoon they will record just 15 minutes’ worth of music, in the course of a three-hour session. The section covers a scene in Bonaparte’s native island of Corsica, where the young army lieutenant, played by Albert Dieudonné, is outside an inn facing down a mob of surly and unappreciative peasants who would like to see him dead. Dieudonné dominates the small studio screen, a mesmeric presence. He acts with his extraordinary eyes, commanding authority. ‘No … Our fatherland is France … �with me!’ reads the on-screen text box. The session begins. Davis counts in the click track. The orchestra plays the majestic ‘Eagle of Destiny’ theme, representing Napoleon’s ambition for himself and his country, and then segues into a lively tarantella. ‘Cut,’ says Egan. He queries a missing note in the second oboe’s part. Carl Davis confirms that it should indeed be present. The second oboist says that the note is missing from her part. It is restored, and another take begins. Egan queries the dynamic level of the trombones. The trombones agree to delay a crescendo by a second or two. Throughout the afternoon, work proceeds apparently at a snail’s pace, with minute attention to detail. Even working with a highly professional band like the Philharmonia, Egan and Davis have to be satisfied that every tiny section of music is absolutely perfect and will synchronise with the images on the screen. Every section is taken, and retaken, and taken again, until that perfection is finally achieved. The session comes to an end; instruments are packed away, and Davis and Egan pore over the results on playback. Two more sessions to go, and this unbelievably ambitious project – for many years an impossible dream – will be on the road to fulfilment.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            I

            FROM THE BEGINNING

         

         The premiere of Napoléon on 30 November 1980 at the Empire Cinema in Leicester Square marked a watershed in Carl Davis’s life and career. It was his first major appearance on the podium, and since then his career has run along the dual paths of conductor and composer. For more than half a century this mercurial New Yorker, with his ‘can-do’ attitude, quick wit and ironic smile, has occupied a unique place in British musical life. Able to produce scores at lightning speed and eager to collaborate with impresarios, choreographers, film directors and orchestras, he works in an impressive range of musical genres. If one avenue shows signs of drying up – always a risk in the commercial world – he simply turns his hand to another, often working on several projects simultaneously. His award-winning film, TV and ballet scores are internationally praised for their brilliance in capturing the mood of a scene, a character, or a fleeting moment. He has played an integral role in the reappraisal of masterpieces from the silent film era, and their performance with newly composed orchestral scores. Orchestras – notoriously surly about their conductors – appreciate his down-to-earth attitude, while his inclusive, unashamedly populist approach to concert programming, which springs from a burning passion for communication, continues to break down the cultural barriers that surround classical music, whether in matters of repertoire or concert-hall etiquette.

         Napoléon brought together Carl Davis’s past and future. His cultural education as a child growing up in New York City in the 1940s was all-inclusive. He was equally fascinated by opera – as a teenager he stood to watch performances at the Metropolitan Opera House – as by musicals, especially the works of Rodgers and Hammerstein, Lerner and Loewe and Frank Loesser’s Guys and Dolls. New York was enjoying a huge renaissance in dance, with classical ballet productions at Balanchine’s New York City Ballet and the American Ballet Theatre, the tail end of the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, and new works from the legendary Martha Graham, doyenne of contemporary dance. There were movie houses all over New York, showing both American and European films. And there was a great deal of music on the radio – both on the classical music station owned by the New York Times, and on the New York City station, which broadcast 24 hours a day. Davis says he heard a huge amount of music, and responded eagerly to the stimulus.

         His role model was Leonard Bernstein. ‘Bernstein was the big success story of my youth. His first musical, On the Town, was the first I ever saw, when I was ten. I listened on the radio to his amazing orchestral breakthrough at the New York Philharmonic, when Bruno Walter fell ill and Bernstein took over at the last minute. He conducted classical, he played jazz, he wrote musicals. His lifestyle was so glamorous, he swanned around the world, but it wasn’t so much the sensational aspect of him that appealed to me as the idea that one could work in different media and different styles, and excel in all of them.’

         Carl Davis was born in Brooklyn on 28 October 1936, to second-generation immigrant Jewish parents. His grandparents on both sides had been part of the diaspora, the dispersal of Jewish communities from the Russian Pale, the western fringes of the vast Russian Empire, now parts of Ukraine, Poland, Belarus and Lithuania. These close-knit communities were fragmented in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by anti-Semitic discrimination – especially the infamous ‘May Laws’ passed in 1882, that placed severe restrictions on where Jews could live and how they could earn a living, reinforced by sporadic state-authorised violence against them. Some fled to England, many more to America. Between 1880 and 1914 around 1.4 million Russian and Polish Jews sought a new life on the other side of the Atlantic. Over one million settled in New York, where by 1910 they comprised a quarter of the city’s population. Many worked either as entrepreneurs or in the clothing industry, but they were ambitious and industrious, well suited to the go-getting dynamic of the New World.

         Carl Davis’s mother’s side of the family was musical. His maternal grandfather, Morris Perlmutter, had been cantor at a synagogue in his Polish home-town of Vilnius (now in Lithuania). Perlmutter was a relatively common Jewish name, but the family may have been related to that of the celebrated pianist Vlado Perlemuter, who was born in Kovno (now Kaunas in Lithuania, about a hundred kilometres from Vilnius) in 1904. Carl’s mother recalled that one night, during one of the pianist’s rare visits to the USA, he unexpectedly dropped in on the family and played for them. Perlemuter, who spent most of his life in France and Switzerland, was fascinated by English literature, especially Shakespeare and Dickens – a passion shared by the Davis family, whose library was well stocked with the English classics.

         Morris Perlmutter left Poland in 1905, on the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese war. He had been sent his papers for conscription into the Tsarist army, and once a Jew was in the army he was never allowed to leave. Morris and his family trekked clandestinely to the Baltic coast, in terror that they would be discovered and sent back. Carl says: ‘I once asked my mother how her father had managed to travel such a great distance without being detected, and she looked very furtive, and then she just said under her breath “Safe houses!” There was obviously a network helping Jewish families to get out of the Russian Empire, but it was very dodgy.’

         Carl’s maternal grandmother Anna Elenevitch was born in Lomza, a town in north-eastern Poland with a substantial Jewish population. Its magnificent synagogue was destroyed in the Second World War, and its Jewish population virtually wiped out. Anna emigrated to the USA in 1897, travelling by train to Hamburg and Antwerp, and then taking a steamer to New York, where her family already had an established network of relatives. Carl says when he asked his grandmother why she came to America, she answered simply: ‘Because there was nothing. We were starving.’ At that time the USA was willing to accept an unlimited number of European refugees, but inevitably the policy changed. By the 1920s a quota system had been introduced, permitting the annual entry of only a tiny percentage of the various ethnic groups already present in the USA – a policy that later proved fatal for many European Jews fleeing the Nazis.

         Carl’s maternal grandparents met and married at some point after his grandfather’s arrival in 1905. Sara, Carl’s mother, was born on 25 April 1910, two months after her future husband. Carl’s paternal grandfather, David Davis, had emigrated via Rotterdam to the USA in March 1902, at the age of twenty. David probably changed his name to Davis when he arrived at Ellis Island, where his naturalisation papers were prepared, and he already had family members, an uncle or a brother, living in Brooklyn under the surname of Davis. Carl Davis thinks that the family’s original surname may have been Chotzkelewicz, and they may have come from Białystok, also in north-eastern Poland, which the immigration official wrote down in garbled form as ‘Balquist’. David Davis arrived in the USA with six other members of his family – one of whom, mentioned on his naturalisation papers, was Rose. David Davis’s wife was named Rose, so he may already have been married on arrival, although Carl Davis says his own mother insisted that her mother-in-law had been born in America. David and Rose’s son Isadore, Carl’s father, was born on 15 April 1910.

         Isadore Davis and Sara Perlmutter married on 3 April 1934, and Carl was their only child. He was born four years after Franklin D. Roosevelt won the presidential election, at a time when the Great Depression had thrown millions of working-age Americans on the scrapheap. Roosevelt declared he wanted to help ‘the forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid’, and promised ‘a new deal for the American people’. His Works Progress Administration transformed the national infrastructure and created millions of jobs in construction, land conservation, manufacturing and the arts, with landmark programmes starting up in art, music, theatre and literature. During Davis’s childhood, New York’s Manhattan skyline was continually transformed, with new skyscrapers such as the huge Rockefeller Center complex rising up to join earlier Art Deco icons such as the Chrysler Building and the Empire State Building.

         The Davis family had a piano at home, and Carl started to play at the age of seven. He and his mother played duets almost as soon as he could play anything. ‘There was a harder part and an easier part, and so I started with the easier part, and then at a certain point swapped to the harder part.’ A piano teacher was found – and nearly lost almost immediately, when the seven-year-old was taken to see the Disney film Fantasia. It made a deep impression. ‘What captured my imagination was the abstract filmic realisation of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue – it really explained the way the music worked. The Toccata was like an improvisation – you never knew what was coming next, which appealed to me – and I always loved counterpoint and fugue. I went back to my piano teacher and said, “I want to play this.” He said it was too advanced for me, so I turned to my parents and said, “Fire him!”’

         Carl says he wasn’t terribly interested in playing the piano per se, but in what it could lead on to. As a young teenager, he decided he wanted to learn a different instrument, and found the opportunity by attending an educational institution known as a ‘settlement house’. The Settlement House scheme, which grew out of the Reformist social movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was funded by wealthy philanthropic individuals who wanted to redistribute resources to the less privileged. They established institutions in poor urban areas in cities such as London, New York and Chicago, where rich and poor students were encouraged to live side by side in a mutually supportive, educational and creative environment. Music lessons were available, and Carl says they cost hardly anything – a dollar a lesson. ‘I walked crosstown from my high school to the Third Street Settlement, and said I wanted to study oboe. They didn’t have a place for oboe, but they had one for flute. I settled for flute. There were orchestras for various grades, and I started to play flute in the orchestra. I didn’t pursue it very far, as I wasn’t so fascinated by the flute as an instrument, but it was a useful tool – it was my first experience of playing in an orchestra, and the stimulus of playing together was formative. I had to learn to count bars, and to work with conductors and colleagues. When, a few years later, I started to compose, the fact that I had had this practical and emotional experience was invaluable. I knew, for instance, that it’s very difficult to make oneself heard on the flute. In a large orchestra, that instrument is always at a disadvantage, unless you play very loud and very high. When you sit down to orchestrate something, that’s the sort of practical thing you need to know.’

         Although he didn’t pursue the flute, he continued to improve as a pianist. At this point in time, he says, ‘I was a bit in and out of piano teachers – I would get fed up, and then meet someone else who was exciting and stimulating and I would start again. My level rose, but I was inconsistent. I continued piano lessons, but I didn’t have any theoretical lessons. I had many different piano teachers.’ Around the time that he was twelve or thirteen, Carl was also painting a great deal, although without having formal art lessons, and for a while, he says, he couldn’t decide between music and art, but music eventually won out. While he was having music lessons at the settlement house, he had the good fortune to fall in with a group of singers, who were much older than him. ‘I was fourteen or so, and they were all in their twenties. They took me on because I was so eager to play piano for them, for the choral and vocal repertoire they were studying. At that time, I was hooked on chamber music and Lieder. I was playing all the time, and I got through a huge amount of repertoire, which advanced me enormously outside of school and home. I realised I had to be good at sight-reading, and I practised assiduously. I was precocious as hell.’

         By this time he had also made a tentative foray into composition. ‘I had done some composition as a child. As soon as I got to grips with notation, I announced that I was going to write an opera! What I decided I needed was the ability to sing and play the piano at the same time. I found a series of haikus in a collection of poetry, which were a good length – only seven syllables – so I thought I would play a piano introduction, turn to my audience and sing the words, and then play a postlude. I wrote quite a few of these, but then I destroyed them during a bout of negativism! Later on, because I was still torn between playing and composing, I had some formal composition lessons.’

         After several years at a private high school, Carl went, aged seventeen, to Queens College, part of the City University of New York, for his first year of higher education. He says it was a stop-gap year, while he tried to work out what he wanted to do. ‘I took part in opera workshops, did some Gilbert & Sullivan and so on, and during that year I formulated a plan of thinking that I could have a career in opera as an accompanist. I often used to go to performances at the Metropolitan Opera (standing room only, which accounts for my very bad feet later in life!) but before that I always listened to the Saturday afternoon opera broadcasts on the radio. I knew from the monthly listings what the classical music stations were going to play. I used to use the public libraries, which were very well stocked, and get the scores out, so I would prepare myself to listen to the radio broadcasts, following them with the scores. That was a very important part of my education. The broadcasts also included interval talks and opera quizzes hosted by a very interesting Russian-born educator, Boris Goldovsky. He combined a career as an opera director and conductor, and he had formed his own opera company based in Boston. He was a very ebullient personality, and I knew that he ran the opera departments at the Tanglewood summer school and at the New England Conservatory. I went to see Boris, and applied to go to the conservatory, specifically to take part in his opera classes. I could play well enough, and he recommended I went first to a workshop held at a place in West Virginia – an Appalachian setting, for about three weeks. Then from 1954 to 1955, I was in Boston, working in Goldovsky’s classes.

         ‘At the Conservatory in Boston I had to study piano properly, and work on my technique. And what was also interesting for me at that period was that the Conservatory was just across the street from Symphony Hall, the home of the Boston Symphony. The orchestra was conducted then by Charles Munch, who was also director of the Berkshire Music Festival and Tanglewood. As you can imagine, they did a lot of French music, and as a student, I had easy access to symphony concerts. The second hall, the recital hall, was in the Conservatory itself. I heard Fischer-Dieskau, Schwarzkopf, Irmgard Seefried, Dame Myra Hess, at their peak. I was exposed to a huge amount of music, it was very stimulating.’

         While Davis was at the New England Conservatory, he was also mentored by Felix Wolfes, a German refugee who had studied with Reger, Richard Strauss and Hans Pfitzner, and had edited and prepared the vocal scores of several operas by both Strauss and Pfitzner, as well as working as an opera conductor. Wolfes had left Germany in 1933, moving first to Paris, where he assisted Stravinsky on the premiere of Persephone, and then to New York, where he worked as assistant conductor at the Met. He had been teaching at the New England Conservatory since 1948. Davis says that Wolfes, who was forty years older than him, taught him informally, working on opera scores, and became a great friend. ‘He was a musician of an extraordinary level, and he also wrote beautiful post-Romantic Lieder, which sadly are totally neglected.’

         In the spring of 1955, Davis experienced a breakthrough moment in his career. ‘The Boston Symphony and the Conservatory Choir were preparing a recording for RCA Victor of Ravel’s Daphnis and Chloe, and no one wanted to play for the rehearsals. They all opted out because the score was so hard. They asked me if I would like to do it, and I said: “Like a shot!” Charles Munch was conducting the recording, but they had this glossy idea of booking Robert Shaw, America’s most prestigious choral conductor, to prepare the chorus for the recording.

         ‘I played the rehearsals for Shaw, and Daphnis is a fistful of notes. But I did it. One of the knock-on results of that experience was that in my most recent ballet, about the life of Nijinsky, I was offered the chance to use a chorus in addition to the orchestra, and I went right back to how Ravel added a wordless chorus to the last act of Daphnis and Chloe. Ravel must have got the idea from Debussy’s Third Nocturne, Sirènes, and I think the finale of Daphnis must have been inspired by the finale of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherezade, which plays a big part in my Nijinsky ballet. I picked up a fantastic amount of choral tricks from Shaw – how, when the chorus is singing wordlessly (bouche fermé) they’re not just humming. Shaw applied syllables, he used a made-up language. I borrowed that shamelessly!

         ‘Shaw had just lost his regular accompanist, and he needed one for his spring tour with the Robert Shaw Chorale. So he asked me. By that time, I was eighteen, and I said, “Yes, of course.” I had to learn a lot of piano solos, and how to use an electric organ, which was an alien instrument for a pianist. That was my first legitimate step into the professional world.

         ‘After that tour, I spent the summer of ’55 in the opera department at Tanglewood, but then Shaw asked me to rejoin the Chorale for his autumn–winter tour. I left the Conservatory and did three tours altogether with the Chorale, and also had a summer season, in which we made several recordings – opera choruses, white spirituals and male glees. It was amazing to work with someone so incredibly gifted but he was wildly erratic, very emotional and difficult. I was a brat at the time, I was very difficult myself, but boy, did it teach me about how to work with someone who was incredibly professional. The keyboard player has to hold it all together; you must be in the conductor’s pocket all the time. I also had to be responsible for myself – I had to succeed, there was no protection. We toured all over the USA, a bit of Canada, part of Mexico. It was the first time I’d been away from the East Coast – I saw the West, I saw the Mississippi, all from a bus. It was what I call my Whitman years, being exposed to American culture, after the enclosed world of New York. It was very stimulating, touring with an orchestra of around 20, and 32 singers. I learned that touring requires a lot of personal organisation. We did a huge amount of repertoire – the Mozart Vespers and Requiem, the Bach Magnificat and Jesu meine Freude, Brahms’s Lieder and Liebeslieder waltzes, some Schubert male-voice partsongs with piano accompaniment, Charles Ives pieces, and a complete performance of Honegger’s King David. It was my first experience of working with a company.

         ‘Many years later I had an interesting return to Robert Shaw. For decades he was the principal conductor of the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra. The orchestra had booked me to go over to do the Chaplin film City Lights. When I arrived at the hall, I found that I’d been allocated Shaw’s own star dressing-room. Then I had a phone call from Florence Kopleff, a contralto in the Chorale who unofficially looked after Shaw, saying Bob wanted to see me. He was by then well into his seventies, and I did wonder if I really wanted to see him, half an hour before the show. But he was very sweet, very charming. I don’t as a rule like to have other conductors watching me, but he was very complimentary. It was a nice closure. He died soon after.

         ‘My breakthrough as a composer came while I was on tour with the Shaw Chorale. We used to play a lot of chamber music, informally, while we were touring, and when we got to a city I would go into a music shop and buy something like a piano trio, that we could play together on a day off. One day I was in a classical music shop in Philadelphia, and there on a table was some blank manuscript paper. I suddenly thought ‘I want to fill that!’ Those pages looked so inviting. I thought I would try to write something for my colleagues, as we were sitting on a bus for hours and hours, and I had become very friendly with the singers and the orchestra members – they were my buddies. I wrote a little trio for two clarinets and bassoon – to be played by three people who were my particular friends. They played it, and then they said, “Why don’t you write some songs?” I particularly liked the poetry of e. e. cummings – I thought he had a rather naughty comic streak that really appealed to me. I wrote three songs on cummings’s poems, and they were rather fun – proper songs, with shape. My friends suggested that we should try to record them, so that I would have something to show. We were on a six-week tour across the States, and one of my friends came from Nashville, Tennessee, where we were headed to perform in ten days’ time. He knew a studio in Nashville, which he booked, and when we arrived we recorded the trio and the three songs with Jayne Somogyi, a soprano soloist from the choir. We made a disc – no edits – and then I looked around for a place to go, to learn more about composing, and to continue my musical education. But my work with the Robert Shaw Chorale was a real turning point – it marked both my entry into the concert world, and my beginnings as a composer.’

      

   


   
      
         
            

            II

            MUSIC FOR THE STAGE

         

         Theatre has always been central to Carl Davis’s life. ‘From childhood onwards I had been a very avid play-reader. I love plays. We had a lot of literature in the house, so I was reading many plays. As soon as I got to grips with notation, I announced that I was going to write an opera!’ When he was ten, he found a play called The Women, by Clare Booth Luce, a New Yorker. A comedy of manners about the smart set in New York, seen exclusively from a feminine view point, it had no male characters at all, but it had been a Broadway hit in 1936, and was later filmed. ‘I started by trying to set a scene, but I didn’t change the text at all. I managed to set a page and a half!’

         Davis’s next attempt at a theatre piece would be notably more successful. After he had done three seasonal tours with the Robert Shaw Chorale, and by now aged twenty, he felt that he needed to develop his compositional skills. ‘I thought that I needed to go somewhere I could carry on writing music, somewhere I would be protected and I thought of a place where people could experiment. It was called Bard College.’ This private liberal arts college in Dutchess County, New York, occupied a beautiful rural location overlooking the Hudson River and the Catskill Mountains. By the late 1950s, when Davis enrolled there, it had about 450 students. Bard had been an early adopter of progressive education, and several prominent European intellectual refugees were on the teaching staff, including the political theorist Hannah Arendt, the painter Stefan Hirsch, the philosopher Heinrich Blücher, and the violinist Emil Hauser, one of the founders of the Budapest String Quartet.

         ‘They had a formidable composer teaching there, Paul Nordoff, who was a colleague and contemporary of Copland – they had gone to Juilliard together,’ says Davis. ‘Nordoff composed ballets for Martha Graham and Agnes de Mille, and was a prolific writer in many genres. He was a tough guy, and he’d already shown an interest in music therapy, he was on the verge of devoting himself to that rather than to composition.’ (Nordoff later developed an influential system of music therapy, in conjunction with his English colleague Clive Robbins.) ‘I took composition lessons with him, we did a lot of theory. He taught me to be a composer. I was with him for two years, and he challenged me. It was at Bard that I did my first dance pieces, my first song cycles, my first theatre music – and acted, and danced a bit, and studied the organ, while living the life of a twenty-year-old in a rather hippyish, but very beautiful environment in upstate New York. It all started there.’

         Diversions

         During the two years he spent at Bard, Davis met a young fellow student of his own age, a writer, poet and director named Steven Vinaver. Vinaver’s background was similar to Davis’s, except that where Davis was a third-generation immigrant, born and bred in New York City, Vinaver had been born in Berlin, the son of Polish Jewish parents. His father Chemjo was a composer and musicologist who had been chief conductor of the Berlin New Synagogue, and his mother, Mascha Kaléko, was a distinguished poet – her pre-war work had been praised by Thomas Mann and Hermann Hesse. The family had fled to New York in 1938 when Steven was still a baby – they got out of Nazi Germany just in time. Davis and Vinaver became very good friends. In their last years at Bard, as part of their Senior Project, performing arts students had to put on concerts, recitals, or shows. Davis and Vinaver, who was very politically minded, decided to collaborate on a revue, Diversions. Vinaver wrote the sketches and lyrics, and Davis supplied the music. Vinaver had been captivated by Cranks, a revue devised and written by the South African-born dancer and choreographer John Cranko, then with the Sadler’s Wells Ballet. Cranks starred Anthony Newley and Annie Ross, and had transferred from London’s West End to the Bijou Theatre on Broadway. It relied heavily on mime for its comic effect, an effect which Vinaver and Davis put to good use in Diversions. Their revue poked fun at many topics – urban living, Hollywood movies old and new, detective stories, and even the New York subway, in ‘Subway Rag’. There were six performers, and 20 musical numbers – many cleverly subverting the genre itself. The opening number was titled simply ‘Hello’, while the customary ballad number was ‘Here Comes the Ballad’. ‘Musicians’ was a nod to the music-makers. Act Two opened with a big production number called ‘Production Number’. Scenery and props were minimal, and the cast simply changed their hats while singing Ravel’s Boléro to nonsense syllables.

         Diversions, described in reviews as an ‘unpretentious musical with quality material’, was a big success at Bard, and in the late autumn of 1958 it opened at the Downtown Theatre in New York, produced by Gus Schirmer Jnr, of the famous publishing house. It had a respectable run of 85 performances. ‘Several influential people were in the audience,’ says Davis, ‘including Jerome Robbins, who was just about to do West Side Story. He spoke well of our show.’ Davis’s ‘better than tuneful’ music was singled out for praise. The show won an off-Broadway EMMY award, and its afterlife was one of the reasons for Davis leaving New York and settling in England.

         Beyond Bard

         Carl says he has been an Anglophile from birth. His parents’ extensive library included a complete set of Dickens, as well as Shakespeare. ‘I always had a strong inclination towards England. My light reading was P. G. Wodehouse. As a teenager, I learned a great deal about English music via the radio. I discovered English madrigals, Gilbert & Sullivan operettas (which were very popular in the US, where the D’Oyly Carte company toured regularly) and many other things. I used to listen to Music for the Connoisseur, a weekly radio programme presented by David Randolph, a choral conductor and musicologist. Its signature tune was the Vaughan Williams Tallis Fantasia. I remember hearing Walton’s Belshazzar’s Feast at Carnegie Hall, and also going to Troilus and Cressida at the New York City Opera. I knew Walton’s Façade from an early age and I used to walk the streets of Brooklyn reciting it.’ Years later, Davis says, he was able to repay his debt to Walton by rescuing his ‘pulled’ score from the film Battle of Britain, and programming a suite from it in D-Day and VE-Day concerts from 1985 onwards, as well as recording it with the LPO.

         In the meantime, he had graduated from Bard College, and had to earn a living. ‘Because of my experience playing for the Robert Shaw Chorale, I got a job with the Santa Fe Opera company and then with New York City Opera, as a repetiteur. The first season I was there, in 1959, they did 14 American operas. (Can you name 14 American operas?) The repertoire included the first revival of Kurt Weill’s Street Scene, which I was later to conduct for English National Opera at the Coliseum in London. I also did a lot of back-stage stuff, including lighting cues and conducting the offstage chorus. It was a wonderful experience. Singers were ringing me to ask if I’d play for them in recitals, and I was getting the reputation of being quite a prodigy.’

         At the same time he felt that life with an opera company wasn’t going to fulfil his ambitions. In 1958–9, ‘it looked as if I was at the start of a promising career in the opera houses of New York and in the recital world, teaching and coaching. Then I thought, if I was spending twelve hours a day in the opera house, I wouldn’t be able to compose as well. I know Dvořák played in the pit of the Czech National Opera for many years while he was making his way as a composer, and he found a way to combine both, but I didn’t see how I could make it work. At that stage I didn’t know which way to go – was it going to be pop, commercials, Hollywood, Broadway musicals? I wanted to do all of it! Where did I fit in? I went to see a music publisher, and he told me: “Well, here are the choices. You can start at the very top level, and say you’re going to write string quartets, a symphony. And then you could get a job teaching in a college. Then there’s Hollywood” – which for a New Yorker at that time was the moon, but that was about film music, and that wasn’t my idea at that time. “You could attempt to write Broadway musicals, but it’s very rare to sustain a career that way. These are the choices you will need to make if you have to make a living.’’’ Davis wanted to be in the marketplace, but knew that he wouldn’t have the time to do everything, and he wanted to focus on composition. ‘So I thought, at the age of twenty-two, what I really want to do is to go to Europe. I’m a huge lover of European culture, but I wasn’t sure where to go.

         ‘I had a Danish doctor in New York – a lovely guy – and we had talked a lot about Denmark. I did some research on the state of music in Denmark. A composer called Svend S. Schultz, who was writing some great pieces and conducting the State Radio chorus there, was encouraging when I contacted him. With the support of my family, I thought, “I’ll give it a go.” I sometimes say that “I entered Europe through the back door”, but in fact that’s a horrible thing to say. What I really meant was that I wanted to wait a while before I attempted the big places. I thought if I go to Paris, Rome, Berlin, I won’t know anyone, and I would have a language problem. This would be very daunting. Denmark, like all the smaller European countries, was very English-orientated. They speak English well, like the Dutch and Scandinavians.’

         Europe

         So off Davis went, aged just twenty-three. ‘I felt I was being very brave. It was a long flight, by Iceland Air, which was cheap, to Copenhagen via Reykjavik and Gothenburg. The flight was delayed, so when I arrived in the middle of the night, the people meeting me had gone home. I stayed with Schultz for a few days, and he found me some excellent student accommodation, where I stayed for a term. Schultz suggested that I should undertake some general musical studies with Per Nørgård, who was only a few years older than me. He’d studied with Nadia Boulanger in Paris. At that time, he was writing what was, for me, incomprehensible music. Now I find his recent work much more accessible. But he was very patient with me, and very astute. I showed him my compositions and he gave me some useful tips.’

         Schultz got Davis a job at the Royal Danish Ballet, playing piano for ballet classes. He played for the graduation students, the ones who were about to enter the company, and he was given a pass which got him into any performance. But after spending eight months in Denmark, he still didn’t known exactly what he wanted to do, or where he wanted to be. ‘I had no idea whether I really wanted to live in Paris, or Berlin, or London, and oddly enough, it was only by living in Copenhagen and travelling, that I realised that England had to be the place, partly for the English language, especially if I wanted to work in the theatre.

         ‘By that time a new wave of English-language films and plays were finding their way all over the world – you could see A Taste of Honey in Denmark, and the film Room at the Top. English culture seemed so fresh – Tony Richardson’s first films were coming over, and I had seen John Osborne’s plays Look Back in Anger and Epitaph for George Dillon in New York, with their original British casts.’

         But the decision was not yet made. Davis had remained in contact with Steven Vinaver, who had created a new revue at the Spoleto Festival in the summer of 1959, using some of Davis’s music from Diversions. ‘While Steven was in Spoleto, he’d met some of the people who were involved in Fellini’s film La dolce vita. And he’d got some work on the production – the Italians didn’t do any live sound at all, they built up the soundtrack in the studio, so language was no barrier – and he was working on that in Rome. He was receiving mail through American Express and I managed to get a message through to him. But by the time he got my message he was back in Berlin, where his parents had been spending a lot of time, and I went to visit him there. I went by ferry from Copenhagen to Hamburg, and then by train through East Germany. It was like a Second World War film. That was the only way you could get to Berlin.’ Davis says that Berlin was amazing. ‘The Wall hadn’t gone up then, and the culture there was great. Steven and I travelled freely from East to West on the S-Bahn – Steven was involved in the Brecht theatre – and I saw several extraordinary productions at the Komische Oper, and Fischer-Dieskau in Wozzeck, as well as two productions at Brecht’s Berliner Ensemble. Steven told me that he’d met someone from England who was very interested in Diversions.’ That someone was Renée Godard, a former actress who now worked for Oscar Lewenstein, one of the founders of the English Stage Company and Woodfall Films. ‘Renée had come to England from Germany in 1936 as a political refugee, and had done some films and theatre before she started working for Oscar. She was married to an actor in the Berliner Ensemble, and she commuted between London and Berlin. She was a friend of Steven’s mother, which was how Steven met her. After meeting up with Steven in Berlin and talking through all the possibilities, these were the seeds of my move to England.

         ‘But at that time, I still hadn’t made the commitment. I was still thinking I might go back to the opera.’ Davis had worked with some singers at Santa Fe and New York who were singing in Vienna in the summer of 1960. He decided to go and see them there, and check out Vienna, perhaps with a view to getting a job at the Staatsoper. He took the train from Copenhagen to Vienna. ‘I spent five nights there, seeing Der Rosenkavalier the first night, and The Marriage of Figaro the next night. I had seen a production of that at the Met nine months earlier, with most of the same cast, but now they seemed very tired, and Karl Boehm conducted it so slowly! Then I located some singers whom I had known in New York. Lee Venora, from the New York City Opera, was at the Volksoper singing Manon, and we went out for a drink afterwards. She said, “Why do you want to come here? It’s all dead here, all old hat. There’s nothing new, just the old operas.” And after I’d been to a performance of Countess Maritza, I realised that life in Vienna would be very limiting, and I was running out of money. I had a lightbulb moment. It had to be England. I love English literature, English theatre, English films; I relate to the culture.’

         The move to England

         At that point, Davis had just two English phone numbers. One was Renée Godard’s, the other that of Steven Vinaver’s agent, David Conyers. Armed with two possible contacts, Davis decided not to return to Copenhagen. Instead, he took the train from Vienna to London, a 36-hour journey via Harwich. It was the old Kindertransport route – the rail line along which around 10,000 Jewish children from Central Europe were spirited out of occupied Europe during World War II – which would feature in one of Davis’s later concert works. He arrived at Liverpool Street Station on 5 June 1960. ‘I asked the driver if he could take me to a hotel, and I ended up on Russell Square. I made contact with Renée Godard, and I spent a week going to all the theatres. I saw a show every night – the first one was Joan Littlewood’s production of Brendan Behan’s The Hostage, which had transferred to the West End from the Theatre Royal at Stratford East, and was in its final week. The ballet was wonderful: Frederick Ashton had just premiered La fille mal gardée, and I thought I’ll see that, and I’ll see the Swan Lake and Sleeping Beauty that I’d already seen in New York back in 1951.’

         The twenty-four-year-old Davis couldn’t have picked a more auspicious time to choose London as his base. Britain was on the cusp of the Swinging Sixties, enjoying an economic and cultural boom. ‘Most British people have never had it so good,’ declared Prime Minister Harold Macmillan in 1957. Unemployment was virtually non-existent and wages, exports and investments all rising. Wartime deprivation and the drab austerity of the post-war era were pushed to the back of people’s minds, and Britain was looking to a brighter, more prosperous future.

         The country was experiencing a building boom. London’s war-flattened East End became a huge building site, as new high-rise tower blocks replaced insanitary Victorian slum terraces. It was clear that the car was going to reign supreme. Narrow streets designed for horse-drawn vehicles, together with inconveniently sited homes, fell before its inexorable demands for better and faster access. The M1, Britain’s first full-length motorway linking London with the North of England, opened in 1959, heralding an unprecedented wave of road-building.

         Britain’s population, too, was shifting. While European refugees from the Holocaust were rebuilding shattered lives in the safety of north London, thankful to have survived, and keeping their mouths tightly shut about the trauma visited on them and their less fortunate relatives, new waves of immigrants poured in from the West Indies and the Indian sub-continent. Their reception was often far from friendly – landlords posted notices in the windows of rented flats – ‘No dogs, no Irish, no blacks’ – but with them came colourful African and Indian clothing along with the taste of exotic cuisine to enliven bland English palates.

         Hemlines were going up. Mary Quant, a former art student at Goldsmiths College in south-east London, had recently opened her first shop in the King’s Road – soon, along with Carnaby Street, to become a Mecca of youthful fashion. The short skirts of her stylish clothes, quickly copied on every high street, took their name from another British style icon, the newly available Mini car. Over the next decade, Britain would lead the world in music and fashion. While Elvis Presley was still king of the pop world in 1960, a young group of Liverpudlians calling themselves The Quarrymen were starting to play the clubs there and in Hamburg. Two years later, with a new name, and having been turned down by Decca Records with the disdainful comment ‘Guitar groups are on the way out’, the Beatles burst like a thunderclap on to the international scene.

         Literature, art, theatre and music all reflected the new youth-centric, more egalitarian society, in which the everyday experiences of working-class heroes and heroines were at last finding a voice. The Angry Young Men – novelists and playwrights like John Braine, Alan Sillitoe, Arnold Wesker, John Osborne and Harold Pinter, as well as a new wave of young women writers including Nell Dunn, Shelagh Delaney, Lynn Reid Banks and Margaret Drabble – were tackling previously taboo subjects such as abortion, illegitimacy and domestic violence with gritty realism. The English Stage Company at the Royal Court, under its artistic director George Devine, was putting on Osborne’s Look Back in Anger and The Entertainer, as well as plays by Samuel Beckett, Eugene Ionesco and Bertolt Brecht; while the legendary Joan Littlewood was at her height, with three or four productions running simultaneously in the West End and Stratford East. Her production of Shelagh Delaney’s A Taste of Honey had transferred to the West End from Stratford East in 1959, and was currently running on Broadway. In 1963 Joan would stage perhaps her greatest production, Oh, What A Lovely War! Radio and television offered lots of drama opportunities for actors, playwrights, directors and musicians.

         This was the scene into which Carl Davis – ambitious and hungry for work – arrived in June 1960. After a week in a hotel, he moved first into a small room in Southampton Row, and then, in the autumn, into a squalid flat in a Rachman slum in Notting Hill, exactly the sort of accommodation that features in Lynn Reid Banks’s debut novel The L-Shaped Room. Steven Vinaver came over to join Davis in October, and Renée Godard got the pair a TV commission to do a musical, His Polyvinyl Girl, for ABC’s Armchair Theatre. Then she engineered a meeting with George Harewood, the English earl who had just taken over as artistic director of the Edinburgh Festival, and was interested in staging Diversions at the Lyceum Theatre in Edinburgh during the 1961 festival. The show was a success, and transferred the following spring, under the title Twists, to the Arts Theatre, a small commercial theatre off Great Newport Street in London’s West End. At that point Davis was taken on as a client by the legendary theatrical agent Peggy Ramsay. In 1960 Peggy was only just beginning to make a name – her first star client was Robert Bolt – but she ended up representing many of the most famous playwrights of the mid-twentieth century, including Joe Orton, Alan Ayckbourn and David Hare.

         Carl Davis has always found live theatre a real turn-on in the broadest sense. He quotes Arthur Gregson: ‘Theatre is a verb. It’s something you do.’ The real reason he had left New York, he says, was that he realised that if he carried on being a pianist, a teacher and a repetiteur for fourteen hours a day, he would never have time to compose. ‘All my work in opera and choral music and so on did pay off, because I knew the inside of it, but I made the very big decision that I would become a composer, and attempt to live by composition, not performing. It wasn’t just a coldly intellectual decision. It does of course depend on whether you have a liking for it and a gift for it.’ His theatre work has always been slotted in between work for other media.

         Steven Vinaver and Carl Davis contributed three musical numbers to a Michael Cochran revue at the Duke of York’s Theatre, One Over the Eight, written by the young Peter Cook and starring Kenneth Williams and Sheila Hancock. For a while, it was a financial lifeline. Davis remembers: ‘There was this wonderful time when I was getting two pounds ten shillings a week, and managing to live on it. As the show’s attendances ran down, Michael reduced everyone’s percentages, so that went down to one pound one shilling a week. I can remember feeling devastated, really shocked!’

         His first West End commission, in 1963, was music for Gentle Jack, a rather obscure play by Robert Bolt, starring Kenneth Williams and Edith Evans. It was Bolt’s first play since the huge critical and commercial success of A Man for All Seasons in 1960. ‘I found Gentle Jack incomprehensible, and I didn’t do a very good job,’ says Davis. He found more success working for the (now defunct) Mermaid Theatre in Blackfriars, providing incidental music for three plays by Euripides, Iphigenia, Electra and The Eumenides, directed by Bernard Miles. He says: ‘There was very little money for the musicians, so I dragged a solitary American trombonist who was working at the BBC Radiophonic Workshop into the production. Bernard said, rhetorically, “I’m looking for the Voice of God!” I got the trombonist, Nat Peck, to give a good blast on his instrument, and Bernard said, “Yes! That was the Voice of God!” In actual fact it was just one New Yorker!’ 

         40 Years On

         While the scores that Carl Davis composed for the Mermaid were the true starting point of his career in theatre, the breakthrough came in October 1968 when he was invited to work on Alan Bennett’s 40 Years On at the Apollo Theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue. ‘It was Alan’s first big hit. Up to then he was known for Beyond the Fringe, with Peter Cook, Dudley Moore and Jonathan Miller, and he had done some TV sketches. 40 Years On was the first time he found a real voice in the theatre. It was set in a British public school called Albion House, where the pupils are putting on an end-of-term play for parents. John Gielgud played the headmaster, Paul Eddington the assistant head, and Alan Bennett himself played another of the teachers. I was musical director and arranger. Even though I had been in England for eight years by then, and was aged thirty-two, I found it difficult having to control twenty adolescents who were pretending to be students at a seedy public school. I wasn’t even sure what a public school was, in the English sense. I was responsible for the boys’ vocal performance, and that was very hard, because during a run, every night should ideally be the same. All you are trying to do is keep it the same, but it still has to be alive. Doing a run in the theatre was very interesting in terms of the discipline required.
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