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EDITORIAL 

 
Once again it is a privilege and a pleasure to present this year’s 

Journal of the Finzi Friends. In turbulent and uncertain times, many will 

have found solace in the music of Gerald Finzi. That the turbulence has 

resulted in the devastation of live music making around the world has 

been a blow to many. It will have hit some members of Finzi Friends very 

hard, particularly those who are professional performers. Many others will 

be taking comfort from their recorded music collections, on CD and vinyl, 

being unable to attend concerts. 

The 2020 Journal offers some distraction, hopefully, and some 

guided listening opportunities to sit alongside the video presentations 

about Finzi now available on the Friends website. Ralph Woodward has 

turned his attention this year to Finzi’s setting of Wordsworth’s 

Intimations of Immortality in this 250th anniversary year of the poet’s 

birth. Gavin Roberts reviews the recent first volume of Matthew 

Schellhorn’s Naxos project recording Howells’ piano music and Martin 

Bussey considers the new disc from EM Records which includes 

recordings of the revised editions of both Gurney’s The Western Playland 

(and of Sorrow) and his d minor String Quartet.  

We are very pleased to be able to reprint Anthony Boden’s 

informed account of the labours of Gerald and Joy Finzi to bring the 

music of Ivor Gurney to light after his death. His highly knowledgeable 

account of their strivings is a true insight into the background to a difficult 

struggle to enable Gurney’s worth both as poet and musician to be 

revealed. 

It is a great pleasure to include Jay Richardson’s report of his 

Finzi Scholarship project in Hong Kong. Funded by the Finzi Trust, this 

resulted in a highly innovative recording mixing the sounds of urban and 

natural life in Hong Kong with original compositional material. His 

account is a fascinating insight into how one young composer is working 

in ways which would have surprised but, one suspects, intrigued Finzi. 
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Many will recall Tom Coxhead’s article a couple of years ago 

outlining his research into Kenneth Leighton’s mass settings. It is good to 

be able to print his account of two key works in the genre, the Missa 

Sancti Thomae and the Mass Op.44  These neglected works by a 

significant choral composer who was a friend of Finzi bear closer scrutiny 

than they have hitherto received. Tom’s work is an important starting 

point and it is to be hoped that he will continue his research to bring a 

greater range of Leighton’s choral music further into the light. 

      

Martin Bussey 

     November 2020 
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FINZI : INTIMATIONS OF IMMORTALITY 

 

Ralph Woodward 

 
The great French thinker Charles Baudelaire said, “Genius is no 

more than childhood recollected at will”, and if the quest to understand 

one’s own early memories was a great trope of the late nineteenth century, 

culminating in Marcel Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu (published 

between 1913 and 1927), Wordsworth’s 1802–04 Ode: Intimations of 

Immortality certainly showed the way forward. 2020 sees the 250th 

anniversary of the birth of the great poet (and leading example of 

nominative determinism), and also the 70th anniversary of the first 

performance of Finzi’s setting of that famous poem at the Three Choirs 

Festival in Gloucester, under the baton of Finzi’s friend Herbert (aka 

John) Sumsion. 

What became Finzi’s most substantial piece had been about 20 

years in the making. By all accounts, it was begun as early 1930 and 

worked on intermittently during the rest of that decade; Finzi set it to one 

side during the war, returning to it in 1945, and completing it in 1950 as 

the premiere loomed. Amusingly, even after this leisurely gestation, Joy 

Finzi later wrote that “the house was full of copyists making parts for the 

orchestra on the last evening before the first performance”, calling to mind 

Leonard Bernstein’s famous dictum that “To achieve great things, two 

things are needed: a plan and not quite enough time”. In order to put 

Finzi’s work in context, I will first look a little at the text itself, then 

Finzi’s setting of it, before going on to deal more generally with the 

music. 

The poem deals with memories of childhood, how Nature then 

seemed to be illuminated by the divine, and how the adult loses this sense 

of numinosity as his/her sense of mortality burgeons. It touches also on 

the Platonic concept of pre-existence, the idea that the soul exists on some 

plane before and after the body that for a short time houses it. Wordsworth 
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said in an 1815 letter that the poem “rests entirely upon two recollections 

of childhood, one that of a splendour in the objects of sense which is 

passed away, and the other an indisposition to bend to the law of death as 

applying to our particular case....”. It is a complex poem, divided into 

eleven stanzas of widely differing length, with many different metrical 

and rhyming patterns in play, and written in a style that makes rapid 

comprehension difficult; in the course of writing this article, I have read 

the poem many times, and while repeated exposure makes it clearer it is 

certainly not easily comprehensible, at least by me… One can postulate 

various reasons Finzi might have had for choosing to set the text (and the 

choice was clearly his, rather than the result of a commissioner’s edict). In 

the programme note for the premiere, the composer described Intimations 

as “one of the greatest [poems] in the English language”. Its broad themes 

of childhood, innocence and experience, nostalgia, eternity, and the 

transcendent are very Finzi-like, and relate to many of the undercurrents 

in Finzi’s song settings; its opening line (“There was a time”) was of 

course appropriated by Finzi’s favourite poet, Thomas Hardy, as ”A time 

there was”, in a poem made famous in a setting by Benjamin Britten. 

Finzi will, of course, have responded viscerally to the pastoral imagery 

that Wordsworth sprinkles throughout the poem, and the prominence of 

the word “Joy” (his wife’s name) will have pleased him, as it seems often 

to have done in his solo songs and choral pieces. Finzi omitted 

Wordsworth’s stanzas VII & VIII; presumably he thought that their 

extended address to an imaginary six-year-old boy was too much of a 

diversion from the main thrust of the poem, and therefore found them 

dispensable. 

A subject that Finzi discussed in writing is the question of 

whether such a poem as this “needs” a musical setting. In his programme 

note for the first performance, he wrote about whether setting such a poem 

to music required “justification”, and took issue with the view that 

“certain poems, complete and wonderful in themselves, are in no need of a 

musical setting”. It was a topic he had confronted more frankly in a letter 

written to Howard Ferguson in 1936, as the work was taking shape: “I do 

hate the bilge and bunkum about composers trying to ‘add’ to a poem: that 

a fine poem is complete in itself, and to set it is only to gild the lily … 

Obviously a poem may be unsatisfactory in itself for setting, but that is a 

purely musical consideration—that it has no architectural possibilities; no 

broad vowels where climaxes should be, and so on. But the first and last 
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thing is that a composer is (presumably) moved by a poem and wishes to 

identify himself with it and share it.” 

You will no doubt be relieved to read that I’m not going to talk in 

huge detail about the form of Finzi’s setting. Some writers have discerned 

a hidden Sonata structure, with an Introduction, Sonata Allegro, slow 

movement, Scherzo, Epilogue and so forth, but I must admit that I’m not 

convinced. To me, the various sections that could at a stretch be classified 

in that way merely exemplify the natural variety that a composer needs to 

inject into a setting to keep it interesting, and, of course, the structure of 

the text has a big role to play. The fact that Wordsworth’s third stanza is 

closely paralleled in the tenth, and that Finzi highlights this with a 

substantial recall of the earlier material, does admittedly make that 

passage sound like a Sonata-style recapitulation, but I’m not sure it’s 

helpful to think in terms of an instrumental form when discussing this 

piece. In my view, the form is fairly loose, following the contours of the 

text, and, of course, the sense of the text doesn’t allow Finzi a big 

concluding recapitulation such as a composer might have wished for if he 

were seeking a strong and assertive conclusion. The nine stanzas that 

ended up being set are clearly demarcated by Finzi, with orchestral 

interludes between them, which both clarify the textual structure and 

assist with the overall pacing of the music. 

Finzi’s prime means of imposing unity on the score is the use of 

two recurring motifs, which it’s worth us briefly tracing through the piece. 

The first motif, which I quote below, is the very first thing that we hear, 

on the mournful tone of the French horn, but it is not sung until the start of 

the fifth stanza, to the text “Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting”, 

when the poem starts to deal with the subject of pre-existence. The 

interesting thing here is that Wordsworth completed stanzas I to IV in 

1802, adding the rest in 1804; whether Finzi knew that or not, there is a 

decided change in tone in the text at this point, and Finzi’s use of the 

motif helps elucidate it. The motif is also heard at a number of moments 

when the soul’s pre-existence is alluded to: after the end of stanza VI 

(“that imperial palace whence he came”), in the middle of stanza IX (after 

“utterly abolish or destroy”), and one last time as the orchestra concludes 

the work, after the chorus has faded into silence. 
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The other motif, shown below, appears much more widely, so that 

one could almost use the word ritornello to describe the unifying role it 

plays. It is heard several times in the introduction, and is then used to set 

the first line of text (“There was a time when meadow, grove, and 

stream”), initially sung by the tenor soloist and then passed to the choir, 

who treat it as a point of imitation. It provides the bridge before the next 

solo section (“It is not now as it hath been of yore”) and before the start of 

the second stanza (“The Rainbow comes and goes”), also appearing (in 

the sixth bar of figure 6) in inversion. It sounds over the choir’s last chord 

of stanza II (“a glory from the earth”), at the climax of stanza IV (after 

“with joy I hear”), in the bridge before stanza IX (“O joy!”) and during it, 

and finally in the interlude before the last stanza. 

 
Because of their linkage to specific lines of the text, these two 

motifs not only provide abstract musical unity but also keep the text’s key 

ideas in the listener’s mind. Their function is thus somewhat like that of 

the Wagnerian leit-motif, though the more pertinent model might be the 

oratorios of Elgar, in which a number of memorable phrases play a similar 

role. Diversity across the span of the piece stems from the changing 

moods suggested by the poem, from the wide range of keys that Finzi 

visits, from the varied harmonic styles (sometimes rapturously diatonic, 

sometimes evocatively modal, sometimes almost post-Wagnerian), and, to 

an extent, from tempo; this is predominantly a slowish piece of music in 

3/4 and 4/4 times, which is why the surge of energy for the starts of 

stanzas III (“Now, while the birds thus sing a joyous song”) and X (“Then 

sing, ye Birds, sing, sing a joyous song!”) is so important for the structure. 

The setting of the text scrupulously observes natural verbal rhythms and, 

as ever with Finzi, is almost entirely syllabic (i.e. one note per syllable of 

text); against this background, the tenor soloist’s little melismatic effusion 

at “lovely is the Rose” is particularly affecting. 
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In planning the composition of a piece like this, the issue of the 

allocation of the text between the soloist and the chorus is not necessarily 

a simple question. In a work like The Dream of Gerontius, where, as in an 

opera, the soloists are named characters (Priest, Angel etc.) and the choir 

are “Assistants”, there is a fairly clear distinction between lines sung from 

a solo perspective (“I…”) and choral utterances (“We…”) – but that isn’t 

the case here. The first five lines of the poem are introduced by the soloist, 

and then immediately given choral treatment, notwithstanding their first-

person singular viewpoint. Often the chorus repeats text already sung by 

the soloist, and on occasion the soloist and chorus present the text 

together. The most high-spirited parts of the work, stanzas III and X, are 

assigned to chorus alone, those resplendent forces being the best vessel for 

music of sonorous exhilaration, while some of the more inward-looking 

and complex portions of the text are better suited to the intimacy of a solo 

voice. Contrast is the key thing, and from a composer’s point of view that 

can be as simple a question as “The soloist hasn’t opened his mouth for 

five minutes, so I’d better give him something to do”. 

It’s worth saying a few words about Finzi’s use of the orchestra. 

While he could not be called a flashy, virtuosic orchestrator, his scoring is 

effective and competent – which sounds like faint praise, but isn’t 

intended to be. Nowadays, a chimpanzee at a computer can make original 

sounds with an orchestra: what is harder is finding the right sound, the 

sound that matches the meaning and colour of the text, that highlights and 

balances the voices in the right way, that sits satisfyingly within the whole 

piece and gives an impression of grace and sincerity – these are things that 

Finzi generally achieves, in my view. Finzi’s scoring is rich, but not 

heavy; often sombre, but rarely muddy. Woodwind instruments have 

some felicitous moments of solo and ensemble writing, and the occasional 

contributions of the tuned percussion give a welcome brightness and 

incision to offset a palette that might otherwise incline towards 

“sameyness”. His orchestration does not dazzle in the way that some other 

twentieth-century greats’ does, but, as with Brahms’, its understated 

qualities suit the rather cerebral character of the music. And let us not 

forget the powerful impression made when the orchestra is silent; the 

voices sing a cappella (or nearly) for the following lines of text, lending 

them a special poignancy: “The rainbow comes and goes, And lovely is 

the Rose”, “Whither is fled the visionary gleam? Where is it now, the 

glory and the dream?”, “In years that bring the philosophic mind”, 

“Thanks to the human heart by which we live…”. The emergence of soft, 
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unaccompanied voices gives a special communicative frisson and focuses 

even more attention onto the text itself, which, more than is the case with 

almost any other composer, is Finzi’s prime concern. 

Those who know Finzi’s choral and vocal output are accustomed 

to the appearance of a handful of what I call melodic fingerprints 

throughout his work. One characteristic Finzi phrase-shape is a rising 

scale followed by a larger upwards leap (as in the line “Lift up your 

heads” in God is gone up). There are several such phrases in Intimations: 

“Forget the glories”, “And that imperial palace”, “Of the eternal silence”, 

“Which neither listlessness”, inter alia. In the fourth bar of figure 28, 

Finzi’s melody for “Which, be they what they may” is an oft-used shape, 

perhaps derived from Elgar’s ‘Nimrod’, heard in the phrase “an April 

day’s delight” from the title song of Oh Fair to See, in a linking passage 

from Lo, the full, final sacrifice, and doubtless in other pieces by Finzi – 

of course, its alternating leaps and falls are intimately bound up with the 

natural ebb and flow of the English language, and represent almost a 

notation of how an orator would say the words. 

I have mentioned Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius, and, although 

Finzi’s attitude to Elgar was equivocal, I think there are places in the score 

where an influence can be felt. For me, the opening to Intimations of 

Immortality is reminiscent of the Prelude to Gerontius, in the way that 

themes are suggested and an atmosphere of brooding pensiveness 

established. At first hearing, Finzi’s “Ye blessed creatures” after figure 16 

reminded me very much of Elgar’s “Give him his price, Saint though he 

be” at figure 50 in Gerontius, though I’m now finding the resemblance 

less striking each time I hear it. A composer about whom Finzi was more 

enthusiastic was Vaughan Williams, and various writers have pointed out 

moments in Intimations that recall the finale of the latter’s A London 

Symphony, the most striking being the appearance of Finzi’s “There was a 

time” theme at the third bar of letter D in the Vaughan Williams, and 

Finzi’s poco largamente passage near the end of stanza V (after “Is on his 

way attended”), which does sound rather like the opening of that same 

symphonic finale. The jaunty rhythms and percussion writing of the 

“singing birds” stanzas (III and X) do certainly recall Walton’s 

Belshazzar’s Feast, or even, in their almost Latin-American swagger, 

Constant Lambert’s Rio Grande, both of which were famous works 

written in the late 1920s and very early 1930s when Intimations was 

starting to germinate in Finzi’s mind. One particular moment, the sixth bar 

of figure 15, is almost pure Walton, while at other times Finzi approaches 
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the voluptuousness of Delius. The link before figure 12, repeated before 

figure 34, always reminds me of Samuel Barber’s beautiful Knoxville: 

Summer of 1915 – this may be a purely personal reaction, or it may be 

coincidence, although the Barber was premiered in 1948, so Finzi could 

have heard it. It was presumably in response to this slightly magpie-ish 

quality that Martin Cooper, writing in the Musical Times, called the work 

“harmless and derivative”, in a review whose tone is generally patronising 

and dismissive. Other critics, however, were kinder, an article in The 

Times using phrases like “finely wrought, deeply felt…made a profound 

impression.” 

A question that posterity might pose is “Is Finzi’s style varied 

enough to support a longer musical structure?” – and the answer isn’t 

straightforward. I generally don’t believe in making comparisons between 

pieces and composers that are very different, but if one looks at a similar-

length choral work, written at about the same time, Benjamin Britten’s 

Spring Symphony, you can hear in the sheer diversity of the harmonic 

idiom, the melodic style, and the orchestral textures how Britten’s 

resources would be able to sustain interest over the course of a two-and-a-

half-hour opera, and Finzi’s might not have been. Finzi’s style sometimes 

shows the strain of trying to achieve both unity and diversity over the span 

of 40 minutes, and it does seem to me that not quite all of the ideas are as 

strong as he might have wanted. Of course, that’s only my opinion, and I 

wouldn’t presume to point out what I see as weaker moments – some of 

you reading this probably love every note of the piece, and far be it from 

me to attempt to dissuade you. In any case, I’m a lover of Finzi’s music, 

so when I come across an instance where his reach may be slightly 

exceeding his grasp my reaction is an affectionate shrug, not a derisive 

snort – and, you know, writing a successful 40-minute choral/orchestral 

piece ain’t easy: if it were, we’d all be doing it. For me, the whole piece is 

made magical by a moment that I have already touched on briefly: the 

hushed, unaccompanied passage near the end. I quoted some of the text 

above, but it’s worth setting it all down here: 

 

Thanks to the human heart by which we live, 

Thanks to its tenderness, its joys, its fears, 

To me the meanest flower that blows can give 

Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears. 
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Some of the power of the passage lies in the way Finzi subtly 

reflects Wordsworth’s use of the poetic device of anaphora (starting 

successive phrases with the same word – Wordsworth does it several 

times in the poem). The downwards curve of the 2nd soprano line through 

the scrunchy B flat at “Thanks to its tenderness” is heart-stopping 

(figuratively), and, after all, if you could choose any composer who has 

ever lived to set the word “tenderness”, Finzi would surely be a contender. 

He responds here to the poem’s almost humanist sentiment with music 

that captures his love of beauty, nature and people: a wonderful ending to 

the work, and a heartfelt revelation of its composer. 

 

 

 
Herbert Sumsion, Ursula Wood, Gerald Finzi, Gilmour Jenkins and Joy 

Finzi in Hyde Park at the time of the London rehearsal (at the RCM) of 

Intimations prior to the first performance at Three Choirs Festival in 

Gloucester in 1950. 
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GERALD AND JOY FINZI : STRIVING FOR 

IVOR GURNEY 

 

Anthony Boden 

 
Through a chance encounter and a mutual interest, Anthony and 

Anne Boden developed a lasting relationship with Joy Finzi as she sought 

to establish, through her husband’s instigation, Ivor Gurney’s music and 

poetry giving it the recognition it deserved. The following description of 

this process is developed by Anthony following his research into the 

endeavours of Joy via her correspondence with the Gurney family and 

with Ivor’s contemporaries that survived him.  

It was with sadness that we heard this year that Anne Boden, a 

faithful companion to Anthony, had died. It was her wish along with 

Anthony’s that this article be reproduced for the Finzi Friends Journal. 

 

Introduction by Anthony Boden 
 

Ivor Gurney died on Boxing Day 1937 in an asylum in Kent 

where he had been for fifteen years. He was 47 years old. Only then did 

he return to his beloved Gloucestershire to be buried at Twigworth on the 

last day of the year. His godfather, Canon Alfred Cheesman, officiated at 

the service. Howells played the organ. However, in the congregation was 

another young man who was to ensure that Gurney’s reputation did not 

fade into oblivion. Gerald Finzi had heard Elsie Suddaby singing ‘Sleep’, 

one of Gurney’s Five Elizabethan Songs, in 1920 and felt it to be one of 

the finest things of its type which he had heard. With his friend Howard 

Ferguson and his wife Joy, Finzi set out to gather Gurney’s poems and 

songs form every source possible. Without the immense effort of these 

three, it is unlikely that we would know anything of Gurney’s work today. 
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The following is an account of the progress of that journey 

proceeding after Finzi’s death by almost the sole tenacious effort of Joy 

herself. 

 

Striving for Ivor Gurney 
 

The vital role played by Marion Scott in supporting and 

promoting Ivor Gurney’s work has been well documented, not least by 

Pamela Blevins in her book Ivor Gurney and Marion Scott: Song of Pain 

and Beauty (Boydell, 2008). Equally, the great debt owed to the composer 

Gerald Finzi in assisting Marion with the grading, editing and preparation 

of three volumes of Gurney’s songs for publication by the Oxford 

University Press (OUP) has long been acknowledged, as has the 

assistance that Finzi received from fellow-composer and friend Howard 

Fergson.
1
 Some details of the strenuous efforts made by Gerald’s wife, 

Joy, in helping to save Gurney’s MSS from indifferent and hostile hands 

have also been published from time to time. However, the recent 

discovery by Joy’s elder son, Christopher Finzi, of a previously unknown 

Gurney essay and a collection of his mother’s Gurney-related 

correspondence, throw valuable new light on Joy’s essential role in the 

Gurney story following the death of her husband in 1956. They also leave 

absolutely no doubt about the huge obstacles that she faced in attempting 

to continue the work of Marion Scott. 

The background to these new-found letters, written in the 1960s 

and 70s, dates from a quarter of a century earlier, Marion Scott and Gerald 

Finzi had been regular correspondents for a decade when, in 1935,
2
 they 

began to work on the compilation of a major tribute to Gurney in an effort 

to bring awareness of his work, both music and poetry, to a wider public. 

Much to Gerald’s frustration, delays on Marion’s part resulted in 

completion of the tribute not being achieved until two years later, just too 

late for Gurney himself to see its publication in Music and Letters.
3
  

However, Marion was still managing Gurney’s affairs in 1953 when 

Gerald, already mortally ill with non-Hodgkins lymphoma, initiated the 

publication by Edmund Blunden of a selection of Gurney’s poems (Poems 

by Ivor Gurney, Hutchinson, 1954), the first collection of Gurney’s verse 

to appear in print since 1919. Gerald had written to Marion on 30 June 

1952: 
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We have Edmund Blunden with us again, for a week or so. I 

gather that he awaits hearing from you about his revised introduction & 

the selection. The selection was, of course, not intended as a definitive 

one, but something designed to suit the poetic temper of the age, rather 

than more permanent judgements. The wider selection would 

presumably follow in due course, but too wide a one might antagonise at 

the present moment.              (GA. G9.65) 

 

Three months later, Gerald, unaware that Marion was a sick 

woman, wrote to her again: 

 
Edmund Blunden has been here again and I was a bit worried to 

find that he had heard nothing from you. I do hope that all’s well. As 

you know, he leaves for China early next year for 3 years & is only 

waiting for word from you to go ahead with the publisher. Of course, he 

realises that it is only a preliminary selection, but feels that it’s the best 

one for the present generation – “First the gain & then the ear”.   

              (GA. G9.68) 

 

In spite of her illness, Marion had been negotiation with 

Blunden’s publisher, and on 9 June 1953 Gerald wrote what was possibly 

his last letter to her: 

 
We had no idea about your illness & operation & you must 

have thought it rather callous of me to have written without any 

reference to what may have been general knowledge. However, it is 

something of a relief to hear about these things once they are over & to 

know that all’s well. 

That was splendid news about the Gurney poems & it must be a 

great relief to know that they really are going to be published. Of course 

it’s only a beginning; I imagine that as the years go on.A new edition 

will include more & more of the things which E.B. had to omit. 

What with that volume & the 3 O.U.P. books of songs – to say 

nothing of the scattered songs which must be collected sooner or later – 

we can definitely say that I.G. is “on the map” for good & all. 

Our love and good wishes for a complete recuperation. 

Yours ever 

Gerald              (GA. G9.69) 

 

Marion replied on 11 September 1953 (GA. G8.1), happy that in 

July she had heard from Hutchinsons, who ‘had put the manuscript into 
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the hands of their production manager’. She told Gerald that she was 

going to write to Ronald Gurney, Ivor’s brother, ‘to ask for his assent to 

the terms offered’. But Marion would never see the completed volume: 

she died on Christmas Eve 1953. Blunden, with Gerald’s agreement, 

dedicated the book to Marion, ‘A generous and constant friend whose 

regard for the welfare of Ivor Gurney and preservation of his manuscripts 

enabled this first selection to be made’. 

On the last day of 1953, Marion’s niece, Audrey Priestman, wrote 

to Gerald and Joy to thank them, not only for the flowers that they had 

sent for Marion’s funeral at Golders Green, ‘but for all the help and 

friendship which my aunt enjoyed so much’ (ibid). 

Within days, Gerald received a letter from Marion Scott’s 

solicitor, Charles Beveridge of Ernest Winterbotham & Co., Cheapside, 

advising him that his firm was acting for Mrs Priestman and the Midland 

Bank, Executors of Miss Scott, and that they had acted for ‘very many 

years for the late Miss Scott, in particular in connection with the affairs of 

the late Ivor Gurney’ and that Miss Scott’s Will contained the following 

bequest:  

 
At the date of his death … Ivor Bertie Gurney was indebted to me in a 

sum of one hundred and forty three pounds nineteen shillings and eight 

pence and Letters of Administration of [his] Estate were duly granted to 

me … (Florence Gurney the mother of the deceased and the person 

primarily entitled to such grant having renounced Letters of 

Administration) NOW I HEREBY Give and Bequeath the said debt or 

so much thereof as shall still be owing to me at the date of my death to 

Gerald Finzi of Ashmansworth near Newbury Berks for his own use 

absolutely free of all death duties.           (ibid) 

 

For many years, Marion had managed Ivor’s affairs. She had kept 

meticulous accounts, advanced sums of money from time to time for his 

up-keep at Dartford and, with the agreement of Ivor’s family, who had 

chosen to take no part in such matters, had accumulated royalties from the 

publication and broadcast performances of his works. Shortly before her 

death, she had entered into an agreement with Hutchinsons for the 

publication of Blunden’s edition of Gurney’s poems and had paid them a 

subvention of £400 to cover the estimated costs. This apart, a balance of 

some £180 remained at the bank and Beveridge had in hand one or two 

uncashed cheques for royalties. The sum of £143.19.8 owing to Marion 

since Ivor’s death in 1937 and bequeathed to Gerald was far from a 
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negligible sum: the average annual UK salary at the start of the 1950s was 

£101. 

As it was necessary to appoint a new Administrator of Ivor’s 

Estate, Beveridge pointed out to Gerald that ‘the persons primarily 

entitled in law to do this would be Ivor’s own family’.  However, he 

suggested that it would probably be better if matters could be arranged so 

that Gerald himself took out this Grant by virtue of the debt bequeathed to 

him by Marion. Beveridge began his last paragraph with what was to 

prove to be something of an understatement: ‘Neither the legal positon nor 

that in connection with the Gurney family is very easy’. 

Meanwhile, Audrey Priestman and her husband were staying at 

Marion’s flat in Marloes Road, London, where they were desperately 

trying to sort out her aunt’s possessions. On 12 January 1954, she 

responded with gratitude to an offer from Gerald to help in connection 

with Ivor Gurney’s work and memory: 

 
I know how much difference it would make to my aunt to know 

that she could leave those affairs in your hands. 

My husband and I are worried because there is so much Gurney 

material here in the flat. Indeed, whenever we open a drawer something 

connected with Ivor Gurney falls out of it. The lease expires in March 

and of course we have to clear the flat by that time. Would it be possible 

for you to collect the stuff from here? We are trying, as far as we can, to 

put it all together. 

There are also two boxes of Gurney M.S.S. at the Midland 

Bank, 62 Westbourne Grove, W.2., but these cannot be moved until after 

Probate.                                                                                    (ibid) 

 
Mrs Priestman was clearly imagining that Gerald would be 

granted Letter of Administration of Gurney’s Estate without difficulty; an 

assumption that perhaps Gerald himself shared. If so, they had not taken 

the views of Ivor’s brother, Ronald Gurney, into account. Gerald agreed to 

call at Marloes Road, and Audrey wrote to him on 15 January inviting him 

to visit the flat a few days later. The Priestmans would not be there, but 

the shade of Ivor Gurney most certainly would: 

 
Kitty, my aunt’s maid, will be in the flat and I am leaving 

instructions with her. We doubt if in any case you could in one afternoon 

look out all the Gurney material here, but it would be a great help if you 
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could have a look at three main “dumps” of it and take what you think 

fit. We will try to leave them labelled. They are: 

(1) The oak chest in the passage (on the way to the bedrooms). 

(2) The upper half of the green steel cabinet (not the safe) in the 

inner central hall. 

(3) There may be more papers about Gurney in the steel racks in 

both halls.             (ibid) 

 

Beveridge’s letter to Ronald Gurney informed him of Miss Scott’s 

death and of relevant details from her will. He urged him to accept that his 

brother’s works were not, as Ronald believed, worthless and that he 

should talk to Gerald Finzi and possibly Dr Vaughan Williams. He further 

suggested to Ronald that if the administration of Ivor’s Estate should now 

pass to Gerald Finzi, he would be able to continue Miss Scott’s work in 

promoting the publication of Ivor’s music and poetry (GA. G59 (14) & 

(15); the response was immediate and unequivocal: 

 
Dear Sir, 

I am indeed sorry to hear that Miss Scott has passed on – I last 

heard from her lost October. 

To go back to the beginning when my brother finally broke down – 

without any prior knowledge of the family and I still do not know who 

told them of it – I had a visit from Miss Scott, Mr Vaughan Williams and 

I believe yourself and they asked to be allowed to look after him. 

There was never a word said or implied as to loans or any other 

charge for so doing.  It was requested on musical and affectionate 

grounds. 

I therefore do not admit that Miss Scott has any legal right to 

bequeath any such sum to anyone and I utterly repudiate such a 

suggestion at this stage. 

In a quarter of a century Miss Scott has controlled affairs 

without the slightest interference from me and this was entirely 

acceptable to me in her lifetime. 

I now regard it that there is nothing left worth bothering about 

publishing and that Miss Scott’s work was completed and the reasons for 

her administration are satisfied. 

Therefore, I direct that the administration of my brother’s 

affairs must now return to me, under the administration granted to me on 

Ap 16
th

 1945 on the death of my mother. 

I would therefore be glad if you will kindly make arrangements 

to return to me all the books, documents and papers relating to Miss 

Scott’s administration of the Ivor B. Burney [sic] estate.      (GA. G8.1) 
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In the following weeks, Ronald Gurney bombarded Beveridge 

with letter and demands, insisting that he would take out Letter of 

Administration of Ivor’s Estate himself. Beveridge again wrote to Ronald, 

on 11 February 1954, pointing out that: 

 
The work involved in dealing with your brother’s M.S.S. 

requires highly expert musical and literary knowledge …  We do not, 

therefore, understand your attitude of objection to this work being 

undertaken in the interests of your brother’s memory by Mr Finzi, who 

would have the assistance of the distinguished musical and literary men 

with whom he is associated.                                          (GA. G59.17) 

 

Then, on 25 February, Gerald wrote a personal letter to Ronald, 

typed out by Joy: 

 
Perhaps I ought first to explain that I never knew your brother personally 

(he would have been about ten years my senior). My interest in him is 

purely on musical and literary ground and I am myself a composer. But 

for about 25 years I have helped Miss Scott with your brother’s 

manuscripts, collecting them from the innumerable people to whom he 

had given them, cataloguing them, selecting for publication, checking 

proofs, etc. and I even arranged for Mr Blunden to come down here and 

work on his verse for the first selection now in the press. 

The first time I heard of Mr. Beveridge was when I had a letter 

from him telling me about the clause in Miss Scott’s Will. This came as 

a great surprise to me; for although I had seen Miss Scott on and off or 

corresponded with her, for so many years, she never mentioned it to me. 

I don’t know how well you knew her, but she was, of course, a very 

reserved person and such a matter as her Will would never have been 

discussed. Nor did she ever ask me whether I would be willing to carry 

on the work after her death. I can only presume that she took it for 

granted, as there was nobody else who knew that side of your brother’s 

work so well. His personal friends whom I know – such as Dr. Herbert 

Howells, Arthur Benjamin, etc. – had never been able to find the time to 

do anything about it. 

At Mr. Beveridge’s request I saw him in London when he asked 

me whether I would be willing, if called upon, to carry out Miss Scott’s 

wishes, and naturally I agreed. I told him that I would not accept the 

legacy for my own use and that if a proper trust existed for furthering 

your brother’s work I would return it to that. Mr. Beveridge also asked 

whether I could possibly arrange a meeting with Dr. Vaughan Williams, 
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to which you and I could go to discuss the future of your brother’s work. 

Dr. Vaughan Williams gave me his free dates and seemed very willing. 

The next thing I heard from Mr. Beveridge was that when 

helping Mrs Priestman to sort out some of Miss Scott’s papers I was to 

leave any of your brother’s manuscripts untouched, as you wished to 

take over letters of administration and that you were not willing to meet 

Dr. Vaughan Williams and myself in London. 

I am quite sure that no offence was intended to that great old 

man and I don’t imagine that it was intended to me either but we really 

can’t understand what the difficulty is about. It is not the sort of thing 

that one wants to write about “through a solicitor” and that is why I am 

writing personally. 

It really would be much better if we were able to talk over the 

future of your brother’s work, which, as far as a busy life and many 

commitments allow, I am very glad and willing to help further, and I 

also assume that you have a sincere interest in its welfare. 

I have a very old mother (aged 89) living outside Gloucester 

whom I visit every month, and I can only think  that the easiest thing 

would be for us to meet and talk sometime when I am next over there. 

                                                                         (GA. G8.1) 

 

Ronald’s hand-written reply made it plain that he resented ‘the 

fact that Miss Scott thought and behaved that my brother’s estate was hers 

& that I only was consulted when a rubber stamp was required’. He 

complained that ‘it was Miss Scott’s plain and decent duty’ to send for 

him ‘when she must have known she was in dire trouble’, and he 

emphasised that he was not in the least likely to change his mind in 

applying for a grant of administration: 

 
I think it is better that I should – but at the same time, I see no reason at 

all why yourself and friends should not continue much as before if you 

wish to. But this time! I shall want some information sometimes & I 

don’t suppose you would want to do otherwise.         (ibid) 

 

None the less, Ronald expressed his willingness to see Gerald at 

any time that he cared to call – an invitation that Gerald knew he must 

accept. Writing on 2 March, he thanked Ronald for his ‘frank letter’. 

 
But in fairness to Miss Scott, it’s my belief that she hadn’t the 

least idea she was dying …  She mentioned that she was … much 

hampered by anaemia.  This really was some sort of cancer, but of 
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course I had no idea of it, until about 5 weeks later I heard from Mr. 

Capell
4
 that she was desperately weak and that it would be a happy 

release for her. I think she imagined that she was going to recover, as 

people at that stage so often do.                (GA. G8.1) 

 

Gerald assured Ronald that he did not particularly want the Grant 

of Administration and that he would be ‘quite happy for negotiations with 

publishers to be left with someone else! The main thing’, he wrote, ‘is 

what is the best way to deal with your brother’s work and with you frank 

and co-operative spirit I don’t see any difficulty’, adding: 

 
Every care must be taken to see that the M.S.S. don’t get scattered or get 

into the wrong hands. It’s a thing I’ve seen happen before, in other cases. 

My own plan would have been eventually to get everything settled in 

some library, Museum or archives, but not locked away in a bank, as 

Miss Scott did, as it makes access almost impossible.              (ibid) 
 

On 1 April 1954, he and Joy took up Ronald’s informal invitation 

and visited 52 Worcester Street, Gloucester. The house was both home to 

Ronald and his wife Ethel and the location of Ronald’s tailoring business 

workshop, The visit went well, and the next day Gerald was able to write 

‘firstly to thank you and Mrs Gurney for your hospitality yesterday, 

including that wonderful tea. We shan’t forget those wonderful scones in a 

hurry!’ 

A week later, Beveridge wrote to advise Gerald that Ronald 

Gurney had obtained the Grant of Administration, had asked what 

document there were, and had suggested that he should call and take them 

over. The next day, Ronald wrote to advise Gerald that he had received 

the Gant of Administration and had discovered that Miss Scott had left the 

estate owing all the Income Tax due on royalties since April 1952. 

Primarily interested in the income that Ivor’s legacy could yield, he 

complained that it would take years to make the estate solvent, and that 

consequently it would ‘have to remain dormant into the distant & very 

dim future’ (ibid). 

At the end of June, Ronald took possession of his brother’s 

papers. The considerable delay in their release by the Midland Bank was 

caused chiefly by the bank’s understandable requirement that the deposit 

receipt should be produced; a document that Audrey Priestman had, for 

some time, been unable to find. In a bad-tempered letter to Gerald dated 
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13 July Ronald claimed to have reached the limit of time he was prepared 

to wait. 

 
Now!  I am altogether too busy to give time now to the papers 

& the rope has not yet come off the boxes. I intend to take my time 

completely for this examination & may take the whole of the next 

financial year to see how affairs go. 

But there is one point on which my final decision is made & 

must be made clear. On page after page of the cash book Miss Scott has 

reiterated her debt – ad nauseam. Well!  Despite the good job she has 

done for Ivor & herself – under no circumstances whatever will I allow 

this money to come back into Ivor Gurney’s affairs – not even though it 

is now yours.             (ibid) 

 

Gerald replied by return: 

 
What you say about “the debt” is, if you look at it from my 

point of view, rather hurtful. It is precisely because I don’t recognise it 

as a debt, nor would I accept payment for the work I have done (which I 

fancy may have been at the back of Miss Scott’s mind) that I should like 

it eventually to help towards publication of your brother’s work. 

Though you may have good reason to resent his personal 

behaviour you would, surely prefer the county to have his best work, 

than for the money to go to a dogs home!!         (GA. G59.32) 

 

On the next day, Gerald received a letter from Hutchinsons 

advising him that Ronald Gurney had given them permission to go ahead 

with the Ivor Gurney collection of poetry, and that they hoped to publish 

early in the spring. Gerald had probably written to commend Ronald for 

having given his agreement, even though there can be little doubt that his 

motivation came primarily from a belief that he would profit financially 

from the publication, His ungracious reply to Gerald served only to 

confirm that view: 

 
Considering that Miss Scott & her friends have done exactly as 

they liked for 33 years – your remarks about resentment are obviously 

not true. 

I am not going to worry for 12 months. As far as I am 

concerned it [the collection of Ivor Gurney manuscripts] is in cold 

storage. I wait to see what the world thinks of him & if they want it – 

then more can follow (the music I mean) – but if the contemptuous 
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introduction of Ivor’s songs in your last combined concert was any guide 

– then there will be no more music. 

Miss Scott herself said that the poetry was not expected to pay 

for itself – there will be no more on that basis … 

As regards the future of the M.S.S. – I am not prepared to 

discuss that at present with anyone – perhaps I shall become hard up & 

need fuel for warmth. I have not yet consulted my two sisters, who 

jointly would say, it is about time they had something out of it. 

Considering all things – I am beginning to think I will 

acquiesce in that; little as it will be. 

You and your friends had it long enough to complete 

everything years ago & it will take very strong evidence of demand for 

me to restart it, with anyone.                   (GA. G8.1) 

 

The stress that such letters must have imposed upon Gerald Finzi 

can well be imagined, and would have been similar to the hurt caused by 

Winifred Gurney who, in 1951, had written at length to Marion Scott, 

pleading poverty, enclosing a newspaper cutting which revealed that the 

composer of ‘Sweet Adeline’ and ‘Nellie Dean’ had died, that he had 

lived for 50 years on the royalties, and that ‘Sweet Adeline’ was still 

bringing in £1,500 a year. ‘If Ivor’s music is yielding enough and to 

spare’, she wrote, ‘I trust that I shall benefit before strangers … and feel 

that if I am entitled to Ivor’s money I need it now’. 

Marion had protested immediately to Ronald: 

 
I am a good deal distressed at the completely false statements 

that have been put into circulation concerning my relations to the affairs 

of your brother Ivor Gurney and originating, I am afraid, with your sister 

Winifred. She seems to be under the impression that I am withholding 

large sums of money due to her – and it follows to you and your sister 

Dorothy also – representing fees for performing rights and royalties on 

the sales of his published works. 

As you discussed all the arrangements with Dr. Vaughan 

Williams, Mr. Winterbotham  [the solicitor], and me at the time just after 

your brother’s death , and as your Mother gave her consent to the 

arrangements then made, you know that I am the Administrator 

appointed by the Court to deal with your brother Ivor’s affairs and I have 

done nothing with them except to nurse and strengthen his position 

without remuneration of any kind and at personal financial loss. I would 

only remind your sister Winifred that not once, so far as I know, did she 

or Dorothy visit Ivor during the fifteen years he was in the City of 

London Mental Hospital nor did she show the slightest interest in his 
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work then, and it would seem that the interest has only awakened 

because she has heard that I have been receiving certain fees and 

royalties in connection with the performance and sales of his works. 

In view of the statements, I wish to put on record that strict 

account has been kept of all receipts and Income Tax has been paid on 

them, but I have not repaid myself some £143.19.8, I advanced from 

January 1932 to December 1937 in respect of the balance of Hospital 

accounts and your brother’s living expenses. (I also gave money towards 

his funeral expenses). My one concern has been to nurse and foster the 

demand for further performances of you brother’s work which I and a 

few others regard as the work of a genius, and to secure the publication 

of more of his manuscripts. There is a separate banking account and I 

had been intending and hoping when I had accumulated sufficient 

balance to be able to publish a further volume of his poems, and it would 

be a disappointment, and a matter of grief to me if I am prevented from 

doing so. Had your Mother lived the copyright of such a publication 

would have been transferred to her and a scheme put on foot for 

perpetuating your brother’s works. Owing to her death the copyright in 

the works now belongs to your Mother’s next-of-kin. Beyond you, your 

sister Winifred, and your sister Dorothy are there any others? If so I 

should like to have full particulars. 

If, on full consideration the next-of-kin are willing that I should 

proceed with the plan I have in mind I am willing to let the payment of 

my own debt stand over for a further period, otherwise it may be some 

years before we have sufficient accumulations in hand to meet the 

expenses of further publication. In addition, I have already sanctioned 

the publication of a third volume of Ivor’s songs – there are ten songs in 

the volume – which the Oxford University Press are publishing at their 

own expense and on which they will pay their present standard royalty 

for songs. 

Unless you disapprove I shall be sending a copy of this letter to 

your sister Winifred and it would greatly help if you would talk matters 

over with her in the light of the information I have given you, and would 

let me know what you wishes are. I cannot think that your sister would 

seriously prefer to sacrifice the perpetuation of your brother’s works for 

the sake of a few pound ready cash. At any time when you want to see 

the account and Bank statements I shall be glad to show them to you. 

 

I hope you and Mrs Gurney are well -. With kind regards, 

Yours sincerely,  

Marion M. Scott      (ibid) 
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Charles Beveridge had already sent a copy of this letter to Gerald, 

who now sent him a copy of Ronald’s latest salvo. Beveridge replied on 6 

August: 

 
I think it is quite clear that [Ronald] treats the music and poems 

as something to be sold by the yard and that if there is no market they 

are thereby valueless. 

… I would suggest that if you would get a number of people such as the 

Oxford University Press to write to him in the fairly near future stating 

that they understand he holds the manuscripts and asking for permission 

to make selections with a view to publication it might serve to convince 

him that there were possibilities.             (ibid) 

 

Two month later, Hutchinsons published the Blunden selection of 

Ivor’s poems. With a handsome book in his hands Ronald, for the first 

time, seems to have felt a flush of family pride in his brother’s work. He 

inscribed one of the presentation copies to Ivor’s Alma Mater, The King’s 

School in Gloucester, and sent another to Gerald: 

 
I have much pleasure in sending you one of the presentation 

copies of Ivor’s Poems. 

Except to say that I think it admirably produced – I have no further 

comment for the time being 

All the very best to yourself and wife 

Yours sincerely 

Ronald Gurney 

PS I should like to send one to Dr Vaughan Williams 

Can you let me have his address please            (ibid) 

 

In the meantime, Beveridge’s suggested strategy concerning 

Ivor’s music had been pursued, resulting in a request to Ronald from Alan 

Frank, Music Editor of the OUP, seeking permission to examine some of 

the MSS. Out of his depth as ever, Ronald sought the advice of Herbert 

Howells, who wrote to him on 4 November: 

 
In your letter to me you ask me to be frank. I will be. 

The ‘dead horse’ you so sincerely believe is being uselessly 

flogged has, over many years, seemed to me to be one of the most vital 

minds in the whole range of English song. If there is any possibility of 

more of the songs being published I hope their appearance in print will 

not be long delayed. 
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I do not pretend a critical ability in respect of the poems you 

find to be a sea of words, I have not yet seen the recently-issued volume. 

But many of the earlier poems moved me; and minds better than mine 

have found in Ivor’s poetry things you seem to miss in them. 

As to the place to which the manuscripts should be sent I have 

no marked preference as between the British Museum and the 

Gloucester City Archives. In this matter Gerald Finzi’s opinion would be 

of the greatest value. I very much hope his views will be a help to you in 

a responsible decision that will be of deep concern to so many of us.   

               (GA. G59.5) 

 

Even this wholly unequivocal advice failed to sway Ronald. 

When, at last, in April 1955, he removed the ropes and opened the boxes 

of Ivor’s precious manuscripts he failed to recognise anything of worth. 

He then wrote to advise Alan Frank at the OUP that: 

 
I have finished examination of the two boxes sent to me. 

One! Was marked by Miss Scott as ‘Useless and of no value’ 

and is only fit for a bonfire. 

The other! That Mr. Finzi wants to preserve in perpetuity is 

boxed and done up in style and effect, but in my opinion, isn’t very 

much better than the 1
st
 and does not contain anything justifying further 

work, and I certainly shall not ask any institution to accept it. 

However! I have to make a decision and I have to tell you that I 

do not think anything is to be gained by going further and to say, I think 

my brother’s reputation must now stand on what has already been 

published. 

I thank you for all the assistance you have given in helping to 

make that reputation.                 (GA. G8.1) 

 

Frank sent a polite acknowledgement and forwarded a copy of the 

content of Ronald’s letter to Gerald. The time had come to bring in a big 

gun to attack the problem. On 17 May 1955, Ralph Vaughan Williams 

wrote to Ronald Gurney: 

 
Mr Gerald Finzi has sent me a copy of a letter which you have 

lately written to Mr Alan Frank of the Oxford University Press as he 

wanted my advice on it. Your letter says that there are two boxes of 

manuscripts, one box, both you and Mr Frank agree contains only 

worthless material, but the other contains work which we may find, on 

mature consideration, is well worth preserving. A later generation may 
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see in them merits which we cannot now discern. For this reason, then, 

they must be preserved, partly for their own sake, and partly as a 

memorial to a very distinguished poet and composer. 

Could you see your way to offer them to the British Museum, 

or failing that, to the Gloucester Public Library? I cannot help feeling 

that it is your moral duty to see that they are preserved in perpetuity. If 

you do not agree to my suggestion, I would be willing to buy the 

manuscripts from you at a price to be settled by experts. In that case, of 

course, I should ask for permission to deal with the Manuscripts as I 

thought best. But, in any case, if they were accepted by the British 

Museum, or other public body, I would see to it that they were described 

as The Ronald Gurney Bequest, in which case you would feel that your 

name was recognised as having done all that was possible for the 

memory of your distinguished brother. 

If it would be of any service to you I would be willing to 

approach the British Museum or the Gloucester Library for you.   (ibid) 

 

Vaughan Williams’s appeal seems not to have fallen completely 

upon deaf ears. Ronald did contact the Gloucester City Library and did 

deposit at least some, but by no means all, of the MSS there. But the 

wooden chest containing the bulk of Ivor’s finest songs still remained at 

52 Worcester Street. Vaughan Williams wrote to Ronald again on 11 

January 1956, asking to know how negotiations were proceeding between 

him and the Library with regard to his ‘generous suggestion of presenting 

the Library the remainder of your brother’s manuscripts’ (ibid). Gerald, 

clearly deeply concerned for the safety of the irreplaceable MSS, had 

written again to Vaughan Williams, enclosing a draft of a letter (now lost) 

that he intended to send to Ronald.  Vaughan Williams replied: ‘I think 

your proposed letter ought to be stronger’ (ibid). 

Ronald’s stubborn resolve had still not been broken by the time 

the Finzis and the Vaughan Williamses met together in Gloucester, in the 

Summer of 1956, at the last Three Choirs Festival that both Gerald Finzi 

and Ralph Vaughan Williams were to attend. Gerald died on 27 October 

1956 at the age of fifty-five; Vaughan Williams two years later, a grand 

old man of eighty-five. 

Knowing full well that the road ahead would be both long and 

difficult, Joy remained determined to take up the Gurney cause from the 

point where her husband had been forced to leave it. OUP had published 

three volumes of Gurney’s songs, each of ten songs; two in 1938 and one 

in 1932. Ronald Gurney now appeared to be in a more co-operative frame 
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of mind. He permitted Joy to borrow Ivor’s music MSS for a while, and 

she successfully persuaded him to allow the publication of a forth volume 

of ten songs, which Howard Ferguson generously agreed to edit ‘for love’. 

On 5 May 1958, Ronald wrote to Joy: 

 
You will be pleased to hear that last weekend I heard from the 

Oxford University Press, that they are about to commence operations. I 

have signed the agreement & returned it to them. 

For your sake & your husband’s & for that of Mr Ferguson – I 

hope that when  they appear – they will be appreciated. 

The royalties from the songs keeps along very steadily – year 

after year – but alas! the poems show not the slightest sign of life. Only 

about 4 books in two years. 

This last time however – someone paid a few shillings for a 

quote – abroad – not in this country. 

I hope that you are well & that your two sons are progressing in 

their professions – that they will soon be able to support you in luxury 

without work. 

However! You might retort like my wife a week ago – when I 

told her it was about time she ceased work. “What should we do with 

our time if we had no work to do” was what she said & there is much to 

it.                 (GA. G61.2) 

 

How little Ronald Gurney could have known about Joy Finzi 

(1907-1991), a portrait artist of distinction. She had married Gerald in 

1933 and, after his death, invested much of her energy in the promotion of 

Gerald’s music by forming the Finzi Trust. Through the work of the Trust, 

she and her fellow trustees were able to fund the recording of many of 

Finzi’s works and, later, to help other composers to achieve publication 

and recording. And by great good fortune, she was equally dedicated to 

continuing the similarly motivated work that Gerald and Howard 

Ferguson had initiated on behalf of Ivor Gurney – even though this meant 

a continuing duel with Ivor’s irascible brother. 

The Blunden selection of Gurney poems failed to sell in 

significant numbers. As Gerald pointed out, Blunden ‘deliberately avoided 

including much of the mellifluous Georgian work, for fear of antagonising 

the present critical trend’ (Finzi-Blunden correspondence, (GA G.52). 

Joy seems to have believed that the publication of a much more 

comprehensive collection of poems would have significantly greater 

impact. In 1959, she was encouraged in her belief when she heard from 
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the poet, writer and well-known broadcaster Leonard Clark (1905-1981) 

who was brought up in the Forest of Dean, had been a close acquaintance 

of Gurney’s friend F. W. Harvey, and was fully committed to the Gurney 

cause. Clark was planning to give a lecture in Cheltenham on Gurney’s 

life and work, and his thoughts were already turning to the idea of 

publishing a new edition of Ivor’s poems. Joy met Leonard Clark in 

Gloucester during the second week in March 1959 and went with him, 

presumably by invitation, to visit 52 Worcester Street. Ronald was not at 

home and the pair soon found themselves at odds with his wife Ethel; on 

13 March, Ronald wrote to Joy: 

 
On the evening of your visit with Mr Clark, I was astonished by 

my wife informing me that you had raked up the age-old lie that we had 

turned Ivor out. 

What I endured in silence from Miss Scott I am not taking from 

you or Mr Clark! 

You have no standing whatsoever in the affairs of Ivor Gurney. 

I am the sole person in Law to administrate the estate. 

This estate belongs to the family. 

It was agreed at the time of Miss Scott’s appointment that she 

would endeavour to get the music published. 

This has now been completed & there the matter rests. 

Ivor Gurney’s reputation must rest on what these published 

works can earn him. 

He could expect no more. 

There will be no more publications of any sort – music or 

poems. 

The Box of manuscripts will remain in my hands indefinitely – 

together with any poems that I hold. 

Perhaps you will let you friend know this.           (GA. G61.206) 

 

Joy’s reply of 16 March is a masterpiece of diplomacy and self-

restraint: 

 
Your letter came just as I was about to write to you with the 

good news that I had heard from Mr Ferguson that he had finally 

checked through the last proofs of the new song volume, which means 

that it will not be long now before it comes out. 

I am immensely grateful that you allowed me to make this 

possible, through your kindness to those who value your brother’s work. 

My only interest, as you know, was to complete what my husband 
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laboured so hard to achieve, through his affection for the work, and at a 

time when he knew his own days were numbered. 

I was also grateful for your promise to place the MSS he 

catalogued in the Gloucester Library. 

Of course his estate belongs to your family, just as my 

husband’s estate belongs to me though I have given the manuscripts to 

the Bodleian Library, and Mrs Vaughan Williams has placed Dr 

Vaughan Williams’s in the British Museum. This ensures, when we are 

all dead and gone, that they are in safe keeping for another age to assess. 

Therefore it was fitting that the Gloucester Library were willing and 

proud to house a Gurney collection, in the City of his birth, just as 

Northampton houses all the writings and effects of John Clare, - and that 

they were willing to draw some attention to this – and at a time of the 

publication of the new volume of songs it would help to launch it. 

I hear that Mr Cark’s lecture in Cheltenham drew some 

attention from the press, and that your sister and Mr Hannam Clark
5
 

wrote letters in reply. I hope that his suggestion of a performance in 

Cheltenham of the songs will bear fruit. 

I shall still hope that you will eventually place the MSS, as you 

promised, in the Gloucester City Library.                    (GA. G61.208) 

 

Although Ronald remained adamant that no more of his brother’s 

poems would be published, as 1959 drew to its end he relented in the 

matter of Ivor’s music MSS. On 3 December, he wrote to Joy: 

 
You will rejoice & your husband rest easier, to hear that today, 

I handed over the Box complete, together with the 4 published volumes 

of the O.U.P. & the two Carnegie Trust volumes [i.e. Ludlow and Teme 

and The Western Playland}, therein, to the Gloucester City Reference 

Library on Permanent Loan. 

I also handed over, separately, on likewise permanent loan, 

most of the poems. 

I should be glad if you will let Mr Ferguson & Herbert Howells 

know as I have not their addresses.          (GA. G1.208) 

 

In spite of Ronald’s ruling on the poetry, Joy had ideas of her 

own. She undoubtedly did rejoice at this news – and set about typing a 

card index of all the poems that he had deposited in the Gloucester City 

Library. 
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(Joy Finzi was not prepared to abandon her plans for an edition 

of ‘The Collected Poems’ of Ivor Gurney.  However, details of her next 

steps would remain unknown if Christopher Finzi had not made a 

discovery in the loft of his home at Church Farm, Ashmansworth. One day 

in March 2009, Christopher telephoned me to say that he had found a 

packet of his mother’s correspondence pertaining to Ivor Gurney and to 

ask my advice on what he should do with it.  I suggested that if he sent it 

to me, I would ensure that it was placed safely in the Gurney Archive. In 

the meantime, and for reference in this paper, I have numbered the letters 

chronologically with the prefix ‘CF’). 

 

In 1962, Joy began to compile lists of people who might be allied 

to the Gurney cause and prepared to support a volume of Gurney’s 

Collected Poems by subscribing to it. Typically, she visited friends such 

as Herbert Sumsion, the Organist and Master of the Choristers at 

Gloucester Cathedral. Sumsion, who had always been supportive of 

Gerald’s music and had presented several of his works at the Three Choirs 

Festival, now helped Joy to draw up several pages of names and addresses 

of potential supporters in Gloucestershire and beyond.  Leonard Clark had 

already agreed to make the selection of poems and write an Introduction, 

and Joy had set up an ‘Ivor Gurney Publishing Fund’ into which donations 

towards the scheme might be paid. Heading her letter of appeal ‘The 

Collected Poems. Ivor Gurney’, she wrote: 

 
Ivor Gurney, song writer and poet, was born in Gloucester in 

1890. He was a Cathedral chorister and organist articled to Sir Hebert 

Brewer before winning a scholarship for composition to the Royal 

College of Music when he was twenty one, and for years later joined as 

a private soldier in the 2
nd

-5
th

 Gloucester Regiment on the Western 

Front. He was wounded in 1917 and discharged in 1918. Two slight 

volumes of his verse were published – Severn & Somme in 1917 and 

War’s Embers in 1919. From 1922 he became an inmate of the City of 

London Mental Hospital in Dartford where he died of consumption in 

1937. Edmund Blunden wrote “he perished, one may say, from the 

merciless intensity of his spirit both in watching the forms of things 

moving apace in the stream of change and in hammering out the poetic 

form for their just representation and acclamation.” 

In Gurney’s short free life he figured among the notable men of 

the musical and literary world, and in 1938, on the suggestion of Gerald 

Finzi, Music & Letters published a group of articles in honour of him as 
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a man, as poet, and as musician. Among those who contributed were 

Walter de la Mare, Edmund Blunden, Ralph Vaughan Williams, Herbert 

Howells and J. C. Squire. 

All Gurney’s MSS are now lodged in the City Library of 

Gloucester. The finest of his songs are in print, but the greater part of his 

poetry is not yet published. He left nearly a thousand poems from which 

Leonard Clark, (editor, poet and critic) has chosen 300 to form a volume 

which must be considered as Gurney’s Collected Poems. This has 

received the blessing of the Poet Laureate – John Masefield O.M. 

In order to make possible the publication of this authoritative 

edition it is necessary to appeal for patronage to those who have a love 

for poetry, for Gloucestershire which nourished Ivor Gurney, and for its 

City of which he was so proud a citizen. 

A list of patrons will be included in the volume. 

Cheques and postal orders to be made out to Ivor Gurney 

Publishing Fund and sent to – Mrs Gerald Finzi, Ashmansworth, Nr 

Newbury, Berks.                                                                      (CF 3) 

 

By November 1962, Leonard Clark had arranged for the full 

script of the book to be typed out, and Joy had written to Masefield to ask 

if he could give an opinion on it. Masefield replied on 5 November: 

 
I thank you for your letter. 

I am sorry that I cannot welcome the Gurney script until after 

Christmas. 

But I would gladly try to tackle it in the New Year, if the script 

is really black & easy to read. My sight is not as once. 

With all best wishes to you and to your Household. 

Yours sincerely,  

John Masefield                                              (CF 4) 

 

Not only was the 84 year old Poet Laureate supportive of the 

project, he remembered clearly the visit that Ivor Gurney and Will Harvey 

had made to his home in November 1919; remembered the song-settings 

of poems that the pair performed, Harvey singing and Gurney playing the 

piano; and remembered the quality of Gurney’s verse. Masefield had even 

celebrated that visit in a poem, composing ‘Of One Who Sang His 

Poems’, specifically for inclusion as an introduction to the book: 
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Long since, after the weary war, you came, 

You with a friend, to see me, and to sing 

Poems of yours and ballads of old fame 

Many a moving, many a merry thing. 

 

I thought of Blake, the English lad who sang 

To tunes too beautiful for tongue to tell, 

Of Allingham, whose country ballads rang 

Where Irish brooks, a winding river swell…. 

 

And of old poets, long-forgotten now, 

Who, after singing, left, in country ears, 

Notes that were comfort in the time of tears, 

Words that directed furrows at the plough. 

 

Themselves, perhaps, but memory of a tone 

Of mirth, of sadness, never heard again, 

An unseen thing that like a fallen rain 

Or vanished warmth, has kindled a thing sown.  

 

Alex Evans, Principal of the College of St Mark and St John, 

Chelsea, was a close friend of the Finzis who shared Gerald’s enthusiasm 

for collecting rare varieties of English apples. He and his wife had visited 

the Finzis’ home at Church Farm, Ashmansworth, frequently, and a letter 

from Evans following a weekend stay gave Joy much-needed additional 

encouragement: 

 
Gurney brings back all the first war far more poignantly and 

savagely than other poets. And, of course … all that lovely 

Gloucestershire which I knew so well on foot, as he did, when a youth 

and a young man,  But the really great stuff – and I think it is – is in the 

asylum verses. 

Put me down for £10 on your subscription list, and let me know 

when and if you want it. 

The MSS is in a roughish condition still, I feel – chiefly 

careless typing here and there and some lacunae in punctuation. His own 

punctuation must be kept, of course, but there are obvious places where 

the full stop is definitely required. If you go so far as to get the MSS 

accepted, I’d be happy to do this mere donkey work, and feel I know 

sufficient about punctuation and modern poetry not to tinker with the 

original. That would be treachery. 
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I have a feeling that, even now, there could be some fining 

down of the selection- the omission, say, of a few Gloucestershire poems 

where he hasn’t really sharpened the experience into a poem, but has 

groped for it over several poems.                                             (CF 5) 
 

Even so, by March 1963 it was clear that Joy was not going to be 

able to raise sufficient money to print the book privately, and also clear 

that she had gained a new ally in Winifred Gurney, much mellowed since 

her brush with Marion Scott in 1951. Although well aware of Ronald’s 

total opposition, Winifred had written to some of her contacts for advice 

on how best to fund the new edition, but to no avail. We can only guess at 

Ronald’s reaction when he read in the Gloucester Citizen newspaper that 

the poems of Ivor Gurney could not be printed for lack of £1,500. And so 

an established publishing house must be found; perhaps one that would 

accept a subvention. Leonard Clark contacted John Johnson who agreed to 

look at the manuscript, but his response was not hopeful. On 16 May, 

Clark wrote to Joy: 

 
He does not think that the great poetry publishing firm would be the 

slightest interested in subvention but only in publishing the poems if 

they really believe in them … On the other hand he does see how 

difficult it is for any of these firms to publish so many poems and by a 

writer belonging to another generation. However, he will let me have a 

list of likely publishers in some order of preference beginning with 

O.U.P. He agrees that the personal approach here would be most 

valuable especially if it were backed up by recommendatory letters from 

the Poet Laureate, Edmund Blunden, Herbert Howells, Robert Graves 

and Sassoon. What do you think of this? I am prepared to approach 

Sassoon and Graves if you could deal with the other three. Johnson 

believes that Oxford would be suitably impressed…                  (CF 7)  

 

Although Joy had dealt with the music-publishing department at 

OUP, she had no personal contacts among the literary editors. However, 

she did know the poet Anne Ridler, who had worked at Faber and Faber 

from 1935 to 1940 and who, in turn, was a friend of John Bell at OUP. 

Anne Ridler wrote to Bell, enclosing Joy’s manuscript, and he replied on 

29 July 1963: 
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My dear Anne, 

I am interested in Ivor Gurney. He was in my father’s company 

in the Gloucesters in the first war, on the Somme, and I have heard a fair 

amount about him in that way. So I shall look at this new material with a 

great deal of interest, and in the light of what you say I hope that we may 

be able to do something for Mrs Finzi. Thank you for telling me that 

there may be a chance of a subsidy should that be required. I will write 

to Mrs Finzi about the material; it may be that I shall get in touch with 

you again about it first though. 

Yours ever, 

John
6
   

 

Anne Ridler forwarded John Bell’s letter to Joy, attaching a short 

note to it: ‘You will like to see the enclosed. Interesting that G. was in his 

father’s regiment! I did find the poems very moving & fascinating, as you 

thought I should. Leonard C’s Introduction, though, is a problem: needs to 

be scrapped or rewritten, I fear.’ 

Nothing more was heard from OUP for several months, but in 

December 1963 Joy received bad news: they had turned down the 

Collected Poems. However, she had also approached Faber and Faber, 

perhaps at Anne Ridler’s suggestion, but following a lengthy silence Joy’s 

hopes were yet again dashed when she received a letter, dated 14 February 

1964, from Charles Monteith, Editorial Director at the company: 

 
At an editorial committee on Wednesday we considered very 

carefully the question of publishing Ivor Gurney’s Collected Poems; but 

I’m afraid the answer turned out to be – as I rather suspected it would be 

– that we don’t feel we can take it on. Ivor Gurney – though a very 

genuine and very moving poet – is, we feel, essentially a minor one; and 

he wouldn’t fit very easily into our poetry list which is devoted almost 

entirely to “contemporary” verse. Moreover, our list – both our poetry 

list in particular and our list as a whole – is extremely full at the moment 

and it’s only very rarely nowadays that we take on new poets – about 

one every two years seems to be the average, I think. 

I’m extremely sorry to have to write what’s bound to be a very 

disappointing letter; and I very much hope that you will succeed in 

getting the Collected Poems published elsewhere. I imagine that you 

have already tried Hutchinsons who published Edmund Blunden’s 

Selection – but, if not, it might be well worth trying them. They do still, 

I know, publish a little poetry. Other firms that might be interested are 
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Dents, Routledge & Keegan Paul, Methuen – and, just possibly, Allen & 

Unwin.                                                                                  (CF 10) 
 

Aware now that there was little chance of publishing so ambitious 

a volume, Joy again turned to Anne Ridler for guidance and, on 2 August, 

she also wrote to Leonard Clark who, unsurprisingly, had not reacted 

kindly to the suggestion that his introduction might have to be rewritten: 

 
At last a clear space in which to write, and now a definite 

proposal to put to you. 

After the great disappointment of the O.U.P. turning down the 

Gurney volume in December 1963 (for I had always felt them to be the 

ideal publishers for this) I talked it over with Anne Ridler, thanking her 

for her efforts and introduction, and she told me that J. Bell had said that 

with a further selection and with an introduction from someone of 

Blunden’s eminence they would be willing to reconsider their decision. 

He said to come back again if we did not find another publisher to take it 

as it stood. 

Unwilling to involve E.B. in anything that would burden him I 

sent him a feeler.  After receiving your plainly misunderstanding letter I 

felt that it was the time to find out clearly the position. 

I was fortunate in getting hold of Anne Ridler to reaffirm the 

original proposal. She feels with them that Gurney “would be badly 

served by this over-large collection”, and she urged me to contact John 

Bell direct. I rang him up and had a long talk with him about their 

proposal and he affirmed that “they would very favourably consider the 

volume if Edmund Blunden would go through it to make a further 

reduction & introduce it” which would mean a purely bibliographical 

preface from you. 

It seems to me that if E.B. would be willing to do this it would 

immensely honour the book and give it the momentum from a 

publishing house of this quality which could never be equalled by a 

privately subscribed publication. 

Even though I personally unwillingly cast out any poem, my 

only consideration is how best to serve Gurney and I hope that you will 

feel with me that this at last seems a possible turn in his tide of adversity. 

I [am]sending E.B. the volume and a copy of this letter &just 

hope that he will bestow his blessing upon it.                           (CF 11) 

 

Blunden, who had retired from his post as head of the English 

department at the University of Hong Kong in 1964, wrote to Joy from his 

home in Suffolk on 8 August: 
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I am rather at a loss over the Gurney book. I meant to express 

my feeling that before another experiment is made the Hutchinson 

volume should be enquired into. That it was still-born I know, but there 

were circumstances over which neither you nor I had any control & 

perhaps they injured the publication. I repeat that I don’t feel confident 

of improving on my introduction contained in that book. If Hutchinson 

would allow it to reappear, with some revision of course after a lapse of 

years, accompanying a new selection (was the old one all that bad?), I 

should be more at ease. 

Thank you for the typescript & your letter & enclosures. I have 

to pay attention to our moving in here for some time, but will read the 

selection at the earliest moment I can. Even my own copy of the 

Hutchinson book is still on the way back from Hong Kong, so 

comparisons would not be odious only but delayed … I believe you are 

wise in avoiding the subscription edition … & the O.U.P.’s resistance to 

subsidies has been always the sound policy.                           (CF 12) 

 

Clark’s response to Joy’s letter is also dated 8 August, and may 

well have arrived at Ashmansworth by the same mail as Blunden’s: 

 
 Of course I am glad that O.U.P. is willing to have another look 

at the poems. I am not surprised that they want a smaller selection. You 

will recall that I made a larger at your suggestion! You thought at one 

time that all the poems ought to be included. I always knew it would be 

difficult to get a publisher to issue as many as 200+ poems. 

 I agree that it would be good if Edmund made the suggested 

reduction & wrote an introduction provided that it is made clear that I 

made the original selection & that my preface is reproduced. I spent 

hours on the job & spent nearly £30 on having the poems typed & sent 

to the various publishers that I tried. And I did work out a proper 

chronology for the collection. 

 Thus if O.U.P. take on the job we shall not have to bother about 

raising money or dealing with copyright matters or getting the book on 

to the market. 

 I wish, though, that you had not kept me in the dark about all 

this. I wonder why you did so. 

 I hope Edmund will agree & that Ivor will now come into his 

own. The time is opportune with all the new war poets’ books coming 

out & with few mentions of Gurney because he is not known!  (CF 13) 
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Joy wrote away to Robert Lusty, Chairman of the Hutchinson 

Publishing Group, seeking permission to use at least part of Blunden’s 

introduction to the 1954 volume. Surprisingly, Lusty’s positive reply of 1 

December 1964 went well beyond mere agreement: 

 
…Most certainly we would have no objection whatever to your 

using a part of Blunden’s original memoir. This, of course, is on the 

assumption that Blunden is willing, too, but as he is contributing a 

Preface I assume that you have already secured his permission. 

 Would it not be possible for us to consider publication? 

One point on which I must assure you is that the fact that a 

book is subsidised has nothing whatever to do with its reception. 

With all good wishes with your project.                     (CF 15) 

 

Joy posted Lusty’s letter off to Leonard Clark without delay and 

received an enthusiastic reply by return: 

 
Splendid. All is sorting itself out well. I will now send Edmund 

a typed copy of his former introduction (it is already done) & while he is 

doing the new one, I will prepare the rest of the volume for the 

publisher. You can collect before Christmas, if you will, to add an index 

and list of contents. I shall be grateful for this. 

I am inclined to let Hutchinson see the volume in view of the 

fact that they did publish the 1954 one. It would make things easier. In 

any case, we can come back to them if O.U.P. won’t play.         (CF 16) 

 

In spite of Lusty’s interest in considering publication of the 

selection, Joy appears not to have followed Clark’s inclination. Instead, 

she held out hope that OUP would indeed ‘play’. But when news 

eventually came from John Bell in April 1965, it could not have been 

worse: 

 
I am really very sorry about it: but even now in its shortened 

form I fear that we [OUP] cannot justify publication of this collection. 

You know my own interest in Gurney; and for this reason I have been 

careful to get other opinions here before reaching a decision. While not 

denying Gurney’s poems their period poignancy and the occasional 

treasure trove, it is painfully true that much of the poetry is slow and 

slack and Georgian. To bring these poems back into print would be 

largely an act of piety and although there is a case for this (and a case of 

course for putting Gurney forward again for consideration in his setting) 
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we do not feel that these are quite strong enough reasons for publishing a 

volume of such uneven quality. 

I think I know how disappointed you will be by this decision, 

and I am sorry indeed to have to convey it to you.                    (CF 17) 

 

As the tenth anniversary of Gerald’s death approached, Joy must 

have felt that she had become the victim in a cruel and bizarre game of 

protracted failure; and Ronald Gurney was still waiting in the wings, 

ready to pounce. Two years passed by before the next act of this drama 

could be played out, as described by Pamela Blevins: 

 
Chatto & Windus expressed interest in publishing a new edition 

of Ivor’s poetry, writing directly to Ronald:  ‘I believe you will have 

heard from Mrs Gerald Finzi that I and my colleagues would very much 

like to publish a selection of your brother’s poems, chosen and 

introduced by Edmund Blunden and Leonard Clark … ‘ Ronald received 

the news with an outpouring of rage because he felt that Mrs Finzi had 

tried to circumvent his control. ‘[I] would remind you that I warned you 

to your face that Chatto and Windus would have to speak to me fist’, he 

railed like a petulant child when he wrote to Mrs Finzi. ‘As usual ever 

since 1953 you have treated the whole business as if it was yours and 

you ignored my warning. I would remind you that I am my brother’s 

administrator and I don’t intend to let anyone usurp my position’. He 

warned Mrs Finzi to ‘get off my back and cease to trouble me, or else I 

shall have to consider legal action’. Still seething, he wasn’t finished 

with her and instructed her to turn the page over. It read: 

 

On further consideration I think it would be just as well to put 

things straight now and [be] done with it. I intend for GOOD 

that the ONLY people that will ever authorise any future 

publications will be myself and my two sisters. Nothing will 

ever be done except when paid for entirely by the family. 

I am tired beyond anything at your remarks about 

money and your behaviour only seems to make it worse. NOW! 

As a final work to you I give you till the end of May to return to 

me all the copies that you illegally took of all my brother’s 

poems – entirely without asking me. If you don’t comply – I am 

going to court and if possible get damages out of you for 

keeping them back at Miss Scott’s death. And if you don’t 

comply, I will remove everything from the library till you do.  

(Blevins, op. cit., pp.286/7, quoting from GA) 
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To their very great credit, neither Joy Finzi nor Leonard Clark 

was deterred by this irrational bluster. On 9 October 1967, Ian M. Parsons, 

Director of Chatto and Windus Ltd, wrote to Joy: 

 
Following further consultations with Leonard Clark, who 

kindly undertook to draft another letter to Ronald Gurney about this 

publication of his brother’s poems, I have now written to Mr Gurney and 

enclose a copy of the letter for you information. I very much hope – 

though with not much confidence – that it will produce the desired 

result. We thought it best to leave the question of royalties out altogether 

this time, as it seemed to infuriate him last time, so we must jump this 

hurdle if and when we come to it. 

Meanwhile I am returning the two folders of letters to and from 

Gerald Finzi which you kindly sent me in the summer. I found them 

extremely interesting, and can now well understand why you are so 

anxious to see a representative selection of the poems published. So am 

I.                                                                                             (CF 18) 

 

The text of the letter to Ronald was as follows: 

 
My fellow Directors and I appeal to you to allow us to publish 

an edition of your brother’s poems. We feel that the moment is ripe for 

the appearance of a more representative volume. You will be aware that 

many of Ivor Gurney’s poems appear in recent anthologies of war 

poetry, so there is clearly a growing interest in his work. 

I am aware that an earlier volume, published many years ago by 

Messrs. Hutchinson, received little attention. But there were special 

reasons for this which had little to do with the quality of the poems 

themselves but much more with the re-organisation of Messrs. 

Hutchinson which was then going on. The result was that the volume 

received very little publicity. 

My information now is that there are many who are anxious to 

see your brother’s poems in print. These include a number of 

distinguished living poets; it was always the keen desire of the late Poet 

Laureate, Dr. John Masefield, that a volume of your brother’s poems 

should appear during his lifetime. What a debt everyone would owe to 

you if you gave us permission to proceed with the publication. 

As I said in my previous letter, my firm is prepared to find the 

greater part of the publishing costs, which we reckon will amount to 

roughly £500-£600. But if you can help in any financial way towards 

these, we should be most grateful to you. I should like you to feel that 
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we could make some reference to you, and to your generosity, in the 

book itself. 

I shall await your answer and very much hope that it will be 

favourable.       (CF 19) 

 

Predictably, Ronald’s answer was not favourable. He ignored 

Parson’s letter. 

Joy knew Winifred Gurney quite well, visited her from time to 

time and exchanged letter with her. In a letter to Joy dated 28 December 

1967, Winifred hinted for the first time that Ronald’s impossible attitude 

might have at least as much to do with his wife, Ethel, as with obstinacy 

on his own part: 

 
I don’t think he would behave like he is doing if Ethel wasn’t 

behind it. What Ethel says goes all the time. I’m sure if she were to 

persuade Ronald that he ought to get this publishing done –he would do 

it. Ethel has got Ronald just where she wants him and she realises that if 

Ivor’s poems were published and Ronald died the royalties would go to 

Dorothy [her sister] and me, which would not please her. Ethel is 

wicked.           (CF 20) 

 

In a postscript to the letter, Winifred added that she thought that 

most of the trouble was that Ronald had ‘put his money in with Ethel’s’ 

and that they had a joint account, meaning that cheques had to be signed 

by them both. Winifred believed that Ronald felt humiliated by not being 

free to pay out money as he wished. In addition, Winifred revealed that 

Ethel and Ronald had always tried to insist that Ivor would be forgotten. 

Ronald was Ethel’s second husband, and it was her grandson by her 

previous marriage, David Perry, to whom Ethel felt a most powerful bond 

of affection; her feelings towards Ivor, incarcerated in a mental hospital 

far away, were never less than hostile. 

But there was another possible explanation for Ronald’s irrational 

behaviour. In a letter to Joy dated 28 October 1968, Winifred revealed that 

Ronald might be ‘getting worried enough to upset his brain seriously’ and 

‘We really do not want another mental case in the family, and from what I 

remember … Ethel did say once that she thought Ronald was a bit that 

way.         (CF 21) 

By this time Michael Hurd had begun to make frequent contact 

with Winifred and, in April 1968, had advised her not to be too upset 

about Ronald’s attitude. Michael was already planning to write a 
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biography of Ivor, but told Winifred that it would be better to leave such 

things until after Ronald died. Winifred wrote to Ronald to ask him to lift 

his ban on the publication of Ivor’s poetry, telling him that to do so would 

ensure great relief to his conscience for the last few years of his life and 

turn the hatred he said he had created, into esteem.   (CF 22) 

But Ronald could not be swayed. Joy’s efforts to have some of 

Ivor’s poems broadcast by Leonard Clark on the BBC so fuelled his anger 

that, when she turned up at Worcester Street, he slammed the door in her 

face (Blevins, op. cit., p.288). She could only follow the advice that 

Michael Hurd had given to Winifred: to leave such things until after 

Ronald’s death. 

The wait was not overlong. Ronald Gurney died on 21 January 

1971. 

Winifred Gurney was, of course, fully in favour of pressing on 

with the publication of Ivor’s poems; Chatto and Windus were still keen 

to go ahead, as was Leonard Clark; but Winifred’s sister, Dorothy 

Hayward, who lived in Victoria, Australia, remained to be persuaded. Joy 

waited until the summer and then wrote to her. Dorothy’s response is 

dated 22 June 1971: 

 
Thank you for your airmail letter dated 1-6-71. 

It is a surprise after all this time that the publishers should still 

want to go ahead with Ivor’s poems. You write of “this selection”, and 

“John Masefield’s introductory poem” as if I should be familiar with 

these things – but although I knew my sister was in favour of things 

going on, my brother, who died in January, was not. He told me at one 

time that the last book of poems did not sell and I was inclined to agree 

with him that later work when Ivor’s condition worsened, would not be 

up to earlier standards even. 

It seems in a way disloyal to my brother Ronald to reverse his 

decision as soon as he died, after he had had a very unhappy task since 

before our mother died. I was at Home during the early years of Ivor’s 

illness and when I went to Canada he sent me parts of poems that I 

thought showed the state of his mind  - but am ready to accept that I am 

no judge. It seems amazing to me that 1,000 poems could have been left 

from this period, and I always thought that it was his music that would 

leave its mark. 

I did not know that Leonard Clark received the C.B.E. for his 

service to poetry – and all that you write impresses me greatly. 

It doesn’t seem sense that publication should depend on two 

people just because they happen to be Ivor’s sisters. He was one apart – 
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my sister the eldest, and away from home. – I was so young, & almost 

worshipped at a distance – and now it almost seems unreal. Such a lot 

has happened in the years between. 

I appreciate all your efforts and the frustration you must have 

felt. 

I would like to know more about what agreement for 

publication to go ahead would entail and what form the contract would 

take. I do not wish to be a hindrance, but my position has altered in that 

my husband is in a private hospital in Bendigo for the rest of his life 

after a stroke last year. The small amount of royalties that my brother 

sent me have been banked. Your letter does not imply if money will be 

needed as well as permission? 

My sister is in her 80s and not very well or I would be willing 

to leave the decision to her. She is not in any position to provide funds, 

either. 

I am afraid you will think I am not trying to be helpful. It is 

difficult for me to decide at such a distance and letters, even by airmail, 

take up such a lot of time.         (CF 27) 

 

No doubt Joy reassured both Winifred and Dorothy that the 

publication of Ivor’s poems would not commit them to any expense. On 

29 August 1971, Winifred signed a certificate on behalf of her sister as 

well as herself, typed and witnessed by Joy, giving permission to Chatto 

and Windus ‘to publish a selection of poems by Ivor Gurney, edited by 

Leonard Clark’  (CF 28). On 7 December, Clark was able to tell Joy that 

the contract for the Gurney poems had been signed and returned to Chatto: 

 
The book will appear next Summer & will cost about £1.50. 

There will be 139 poems, the largest possible collection at this stage. No 

publisher could do more. You will remember we talked this over some 

years ago. 

The copyright remains with the sisters, & they will get a royalty 

of 7½%. The money will be sent to me, as agreed, I will forward it to 

them. Edmund will be sent £25 for his revised introduction, & this 

almost immediately. 

So, so far so good. 

Now it is up to the public for Chatto will do all they can for the 

book. Ian Parsons is keen, & will be as good as his word. 

Bless you, & with love, 

Leonard.                                        (CF 29) 
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The book appeared in 1973, complete with John Masefield’s 

introductory poem; Edmund Blunden’s Introduction, revised from 1954; 

and also Leonard Clark’s introduction diplomatically headed as a 

Bibliographical Note.  The copyright in the poems was correctly shown as 

belonging to Winifred Gurney, Dorothy Hayward and Ethel Gurney, but 

this simple statement of fact concealed a conflict that had arisen within the 

family; clouds of discord continued to darken the Gurney family skies. 

After their mother’s death in 1945, Ronald, Winifred and Dorothy 

had each been entitled to a one third share in the copyright and royalties in 

respect of Ivor’s musical and literary works. On Ronald’s death, a new 

Trustee of Ivor’s Estate had to be appointed. His widow, Ethel, although 

not a blood relative of Ivor, became entitled to Ronald’s one third share 

and also a voice in the choice of Trustee – and Ethel had nominated her 

grandson, David Perry, to take over this important role. Winifred was not 

prepared to accept this, favouring instead the appointment of a Public 

Trustee. Dorothy expressed her view in a letter to Ronald’s solicitor, dated 

17 November 1971: 

 
… My sister was not at home when Ivor was ill but after he 

died she sought to keep his name alive, for which she was strongly 

criticised by Ronald’s widow, who now seeks to benefit. I can’t help 

thinking of the friends who have fought for Ivor’s recognition all these 

years and the fruits of their labour going to hostile strangers. 

In addition to the £293.13s.5d. you state is involved in Ronald’s 

estate, I have been told that during the last two years increased fees have 

been paid in copyright and broadcasting fees, and the amount in that 

fund is much in excess of previous payments, and makes an official 

Public Trustee seem desirable.                                                 (CF 31) 

 

On 24 January 1972, Dorothy wrote to Joy, explaining at greater 

length why she objected to David Perry as an appropriate Trustee of Ivor’s 

Estate: 

 
I was surprised to hear from you that the Public Trustee was 

favoured to administer Ivor’s affairs. By Mr Middleton’s [the solicitor’s] 

letter to me I understood that my sister-in-law was pressing for her 

grandson, David Perry, to be the Trustee. As I understand she has always 

been very ‘anti’ – anything Ivor, and David never even knew him, I 

could only surmise they wanted to be in it for what they could get out of 

it. I know that they have a legal claim through Ronald but in a case like 
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this, where friends’ loyally have done what they have done for Ivor’s 

sake alone, I cannot see what David Perry has got to do with it. Ronald 

adopted him after his father and mother died, but he was no blood 

relation, having been Ethel’s grandson, from a former marriage. She 

probably made Ronald’s task no easier, when he found himself 

embroiled in these matters. It was because of the opportunities offered to 

Ivor that Ronald had to leave school and be apprenticed to my father’s 

tailoring business, which he hated. If Ivor had never been sick I can 

never see him as managing his own affairs, and Ronald was practical, 

and resented it. He resented the references to Ivor’s poverty in accounts 

of his earlier troubles, but he [Ivor] always had friends, and influential 

ones at that, and he was not always co-operative, and at times downright 

rude to would-be benefactors. So that, over the years, Ronald did carry a 

big burden, and I was always satisfied to leave things to his discretion, 

but even he, I feel sure, would recognise my objection to David’s having 

this power. I believed he left home in disgrace and wrecked a car, and no 

doubt there were troubles my brother did not write about. He only wrote 

when he had money to send me, and I understood the Copyright would 

soon be out-dated, and he did not expect that when he died there would 

still be friends able and willing to fight for the publication of Ivor’s 

work. Also, of course, the broadcasting was never anticipated at the 

beginning of things. 

No doubt the people who now recognise merit in Ivor’s work 

are in a way carrying on from where Miss Marion Scott left off, and that 

is where I seem to have lost touch. 

My sister has the advantage over me that she has heard Ivor’s 

songs sung, and, as you say, she will not be able to write to the right 

quarters at the B.B.C., as she has done in the past. I don’t think she has 

ever given up hope but, at the same time, she and Ronald could not see 

eye to eye, reason for which are quite plain to me on the outside. She 

was always rather sorry for herself, whereas Ronald thought she gave up 

active work too soon and brought upon herself that ‘backroom 

cramping’ she complained about.                                             (CF 32) 
 

And this is where the correspondence quoted above comes to an 

end. Most of these letters had been in Joy Finzi’s possession and, other 

than those newly discovered by Christopher Finzi, she arranged, in 1972 

for them to be added to a collection of Gurney items that she had 

deposited in the Gloucester City Library. Between them, Gerald and Joy 

had fought hard and successfully for Ivor Gurney for half a century; Joy 

had been unable to realise her ambition to publish The Collected Poems of 

Ivor Gurney. This would have to wait until P. J. Kavanagh’s edition of the 
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Collected Poems of Ivor Gurney (OUP, 1982); revised as Ivor Gurney: 

Collected Poems (Fyfield Books / Carcanet, 2004). But she had overcome 

seemingly insurmountable obstacles to preserve Ivor’s precious legacy 

and lived to see his reputation secured. 

Resolution of the Trustee problem was finally reached on 1 

November 1973 when Letters of Administration of Ivor’s Estate were 

granted to a commercial bank. A Trustee was appointed in 1974 but, 

under the terms of the Deed of Appointment, neither he nor his successors 

has been able to access income from royalties on Ivor’s work, all of which 

is paid to named Beneficiaries and certain charities. Consequently, no 

money from this source has ever been available to support the publication 

and recording of Ivor’s music and verse, a situation that greatly influenced 

the decision made by John Phillips and myself in 1995 to form the Ivor 

Gurney Society. 

Joy Finzi’s championship of Ivor Gurney continued long after 

1974.  She encouraged and corresponded with Charles W. Moore in the 

years preceding the publication of his monograph Ivor Gurney, poet and 

songwriter (Triad Press, 1976); Michael Hurd readily acknowledged ‘her 

enormous help and encouragement’ when he was writing his ground-

breaking biography: The ordeal of Ivor Gurney (OUP, 1978); she was 

both delighted and impressed by the publication of R. K. R. Thornton’s 

edition of Ivor Gurney: War Letters (MidNAG Carcanet, 1983); and I 

could not have wished for a kinder or more supportive adviser than Joy 

when I set about writing Stars in a Dark Night (Sutton Publishing, 1986, 

revd. 2004). I had particularly wanted to show, through Ivor’s letters to 

the Chapman family, that he was very much the ‘child of joy’ that he 

claimed to be. Joy understood this fully, and was delighted to find that the 

book, when it appeared in 1986, included photographs of Ivor actually 

smiling happily, something that she had never seen before! Equally, it had 

given her very great pleasure when, in 1977, the first all-Gurney LP 

recording of songs and poems was issued (Pearl SHE543), especially so as 

the poems were read by Leonard Clark. 

 

Postscript 
 

I first met Joy Finzi at the 1983 Three Choirs Festival in 

Gloucester when my wife Anne and I went along to a Finzi Trust Friends 

meeting to hear Andrew Motion speak about Ivor Gurney’s poetry. In that 
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year, the music of Finzi, Gurney and Ferguson featured prominently at the 

Festival, and Michael Hurd and Diana McVeagh both gave talks: Michael 

on ‘Ivor Gurney, the man and his music’; Diana on Gerald Finzi – and it 

was Diana who introduced us to Joy. 

Anne’s first meeting with Diana had taken place a few days 

earlier: the result of pure serendipity. Diana had knocked at the door 

of our cottage on Chosen Hill near Gloucester in the hope of finding 

where Gerald Finzi and his mother had spent their holidays in 1920 

and 1921. To her surprise, Diana discovered that not only was she talking 

to one who was well informed about Finzi and knew exactly were the 

house was to be found, but also that Anne’s mother had been a dear friend 

of Ivor Gurney. Anne invited her in for a cup of tea and showed an 

enthusiastic Diana our collection of Gurney’s letters, mostly written to 

Anne’s maternal grandparents and their children during the First World 

War. So it was that when we met Joy at the Festival, we already shared a 

mutual interest in Gurney and a deep desire to further his cause. 

              Joy Finzi at Chosen Hay 1986 
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Joy soon became a good friend to Anne and me. She stayed with 

us a few times, and we often called on her at Leckhampstead. We have 

happy memories of long conversations with Joy, shared over our dining 

table. Her interests were many and varied, and she spoke readily about 

things as diverse as the variations between the left and right sides of the 

human face, the difficulty of drawing her husband’s portrait, the flowers 

and apple trees at Ashmansworth, and of past pleasures with her family. 

One subject upon which she did not linger was her painful struggle in 

dealing with Ronald Gurney; bitter recrimination was not Joy’s way. 

Two Gurney occasions in Gloucester that gave Joy immense 

satisfaction were the commemoration, in 1987, of the fiftieth anniversary 

of Ivor’s death, and the much more ambitious celebration, three years 

later, of the centenary of his birth. 

The first of these was marked by a recital of songs, instrumental 

pieces and readings on 19 June, and a Service on 20 June 1987, both at 

Twigworth Parish Church, where Ivor is buried. The centenary 

celebrations were spread over four days, from 26 to 29 July 1990 and 

included recitals, lectures, conferences, an exhibition, films, and a coach 

tour; the venues used were the Chapter House at Gloucester Cathedral, the 

Gloucester Guildhall, and St Mark’s Church in Worcester Street, a few 

yards from Ronald Gurney’s Gloucester home. To my surprise and 

delight, all the tickets for these events sold out rapidly and it was even 

necessary to bring extra seating into the Chapter House. In both 1987 

and1990, as organiser, I was fortunate to secure sponsorship from both the 

Ecclesiastical Insurance Group and the Finzi Trust. 

And so, towards the end of her life, Joy was able to see clearly 

that her tremendous efforts and those of her husband had been more than 

justified. Ivor Gurney’s life work had been saved from harm; his 

reputation secured for posterity. Joy Finzi died on 14 June 1991. 

 

 

Notes 
 

1. See Diana McVeagh, Gerald Finzi: His Life and Music (Boydell, 2005); 

Stephen Banfield, Gerald Finzi: An English Composer (Faber and Faber, 

1997); Michael Hurd, The Ordeal of Ivor Gurney (OUP, 1978); Anthony 

Boden, Stars in a dark Night (Sutton, 1986; rev. 2004); and Howard 

Ferguson and Michael Hurd (eds), Letters of Gerald Finzi & Howard 

Ferguson (Boydell, 2001). 
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2. Gloucestershire Archives, Gurney Archive (GA) G9. 

3. Music and Letters, Vol. XIX, No.1, January 1938, pp. 1-17.  Containing 

articles by Harry Plunket Green, Marion Scott, Sir John Squire, Walter 

de la Mare, Edmund Blunden, Ralph Vaughan Williams, and Herbert 

Howells. 

4. Richard Capell, music critic and author; owner and editor of Music & 

Letters from 1936.  See Blevins p.243 for Scott’s account of her 

romantic dream about him. 

5. Alderman T Hannam-Clark, Historian, Chairman of the Gloucester 

Libraries and Museums Committee. 

6. CF 8. John Bell (1922-2008).  Senior editor at OUP; Trustee of the 

Wilfred Owen estate. 
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KENNETH LEIGHTON : MISSA SANCTI 

THOMAE Op. 40 AND MASS Op. 44 

 

Tom Coxhead 

 
I confess, since submitting my thesis on Kenneth Leighton’s mass 

settings last year, I have not thought much about his music, certainly not 

in any great detail. With lockdown, it has been an especially good 

opportunity to be immersed in new things and so I have enjoyed getting to 

know much more of Edmund Rubbra, Arnold Bax, and learning as many 

organ and piano pieces by Ernest Farrar as I can lay my hands on. More 

recently even this has given way to the greater distraction (or frustration) 

of trying to restart choral activities at Ripon Cathedral. I am grateful to 

say however, at the time of writing we have our choristers back rehearsing 

and our six professional lay clerks are singing five services a week; but I 

dare not make any assertions about the future! Consequently, this article 

has been an interesting opportunity to thoughtfully ponder my research 

afresh.  

Much of my experience of grappling with Leighton’s music had 

the feeling of only ever seeming to reach yet another new beginning; like 

completing a jigsaw puzzle but finding pieces inexplicably left over. 

There is also a wealth of beautiful keyboard and orchestral music by 

Leighton which is often overlooked and worth exploring in its own right, 

but which was not within the parameters of my thesis. There is always 

more to explore of any composer, but all the elements of Leighton feel so 

disparate. To my mind, Leighton’s music gains astringency over time in 

much the same way Herbert Howells develops a more acerbic edge to his 

later compositions. I freely admit that some of the intricacies of this later 

work are not always so apparent to me. There is however a period which 

fully-embodies all of Leighton’s key traits, elucidated in his most 

compositionally refined writing. This period, the (mid) 1960s, also 

produced some of his most accomplished choral music. It just so happens 
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that the style of this period is bookended by the two earliest published 

mass settings; the Missa Sancti Thomae (Opus 40, 1962) and the Mass 

(Opus 44, 1964). Although these two works belong within the same 

‘genre’ (if it can be termed as such), the comparison of them, with one 

being a liturgical and the other a concert work, is of interest. They also 

represent the end of Leighton’s early chromatic style, and the emergence 

of coherent harmonic landscape based on the old church modes.  

The Missa Sancti Thomae was not Leighton’s first attempt at 

writing a setting of the mass ordinary; his unpublished Missa Brevis of 

1949 is among the earliest of his choral compositions. The 13-year-long 

gap between the two works represents a period in which Leighton’s 

orchestral music was his chief focus and so it was in the concert hall that 

his compositional voice was developing. Leighton wrote no choral music 

at all between his Veris Gratia cantata in 1950 (not to be confused with 

the suite of the same name dedicated to Finzi, although incorporating 

much of the same musical material) and 1953. After this hiatus, Leighton 

usually produced at least one choral work per year but the style of these 

pieces shows a much slower transition than in his orchestral works, 

fluctuating between the more lyrical style that generally defined his 

Oxford days (such as the two carols in 1956 that, along with the 1948 

setting of the Coventry Carol, form his Opus 25) or experimenting with 

the harsher dissonances and textures most noticeably observed in God’s 

grandeur (1957). Nevertheless, Leighton received a number of prestigious 

commissions over the next few years, including from the Three Choirs 

Festival in 1958 and a cantata (Crucifixus pro nobis) for New College, 

Oxford in 1961.  

The Friends of Canterbury Cathedral approached Leighton in 

1961, wanting a new choral setting of the communion service in 

celebration of the eight hundredth anniversary of Saint Thomas Becket’s 

consecration as Archbishop of Canterbury.  

Leighton began working on the setting in January, and completed 

it in March 1962. It is a setting of the Book of Common Prayer form of 

the communion service for mixed voices (generally SSATB) and organ. 

The Missa Sancti Thomae is the first of Leighton’s choral music to 

convincingly adopt a modal framework. The opening of the Kyrie plays 

heavily on the Lydian mode which pervades the entirety of the mass. It 

was not an entirely radical departure from Leighton’s previous style 

however. The Kyrie of the 1949 Missa Brevis does bear the subtitle ‘in the 

Dorian mode’ despite not particularly showing a close application of 
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modalism, and most of Leighton’s previous works contained a strong 

element of modal harmony. His chromatic style had started causing more 

difficulties for singers, most notably at the 1958 Hereford Three Choirs 

Festival where his cantata The Light Invisible was found overly 

challenging for the Festival chorus which possibly contributed to its 

muted reception (and the fact that it has been all but forgotten since). It is 

tempting to speculate why modalism came to the fore at this point in 

Leighton’s work; it could have been an effort to particularly evoke the 

medieval soundworld that Thomas Becket might have been familiar with, 

perhaps, or was it merely the inevitable direction of travel his music had 

been taking? Regardless, modalism formed a suitable vehicle which 

allowed Leighton to keep his distinct compositional voice, fitting easily 

within established elements of his style, while proving to be kinder to 

singers. Nearly all of Leighton’s subsequent choral music uses the old 

church modes. 

The Missa Sancti Thomae was not only significant in its modal 

harmony, but it establishes many traits that are present in all of Leighton’s 

subsequent mass settings, up to the Missa Christi completed a few months 

before his death in 1988. The development of musical material in the 

Missa Sancti Thomae is particularly economic, giving a clear defining 

theme for the mass from which the work evolves and develops. The 

Sanctus and Benedictus particularly are formed on themes derived from 

material of the opening Kyrie. The initial theme from the Kyrie is 

truncated to a simple rocking step-wise motion between the first two scale 

degrees in the Sanctus which is then expanded into a new figure exploring 

triadic movement. The chief effect in all three is the ethereal haze of 

overlapping entries in a tonally-restricted space tethered to long, sustained 

notes in the organ. One result of this particular motif is a clear sense of an 

initial tonic, the significance of which is highlighted by the inclusion of 

key signature. Leighton seems to have preferred working in accidentals in 

his earlier works which served his chromatic style particularly efficiently 

and so the appearance of key signatures in the Missa Sancti Thomae 

clearly mark Leighton moving away from his old style. 

The simple rocking motion of the Sanctus is contrasted with the 

rhythmic vibrancy of the two longer movements, the Credo and the 

Gloria, which, again, share a certain amount of material. Here the organ 

has a more prominent role too, usually driving the music forwards with 

arresting ostinato figures. Ever sensitive to the text (Leighton had initially 

studied Classics at Oxford before additionally taking the music tripos) 
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these movements are almost entirely syllabic in their text-setting. This 

economy of material is equally reflected in the amount of unison and two-

part writing where sopranos and tenors sing in unison against the altos and 

basses, and the frequent use of canon and fugato. The organ part also 

includes notable ‘borrowings’ from the accompaniments of earlier works 

with material from the evening canticles written for Magdalen College, 

Oxford and the anthem Give me the wings of faith. Similarly, the Missa 

Sancti Thomae itself lends its motivic material to the subsequent settings, 

and clearly acts as blue-print in terms of structure and the aesthetic of his 

masses and none more so than to his Mass Opus 44. 

The genre of the double choir mass is dominated by two 

twentieth-century works, themselves considered pinnacles of the choral 

repertoire: Ralph Vaughan Williams’ Mass in G minor (1921) and Frank 

Martin’s Messe pour double choeur (1922-24/1926). Although there is no 

documented evidence to confirm it, Leighton must have been aware of the 

Vaughan Williams and its embodiment of Renaissance polyphony in a 

contemporary style surely resonated with Leighton’s ambitions for his 

own work. Certainly Leighton’s Agnus Dei employs the soloists and choir 

in a very similar manner to Vaughan Williams’ movement. In the case of 

the Martin however, it is quite certain Leighton would not have known the 

work. Despite being an almost exact contemporary of the Vaughan 

Williams, Martin did not allow his Messe to be released until 1964 when it 

received its first performance in Hamburg. Nevertheless, Leighton’s Mass 

inevitably invites comparison to both these earlier twentieth century 

works and it rightly holds its own. Leighton said that of all his works, this 

was the one that was most frequently described (by others) as his choral 

masterpiece. This is certainly reflected in the choice of CD programme by 

the Chapel Choir of King’s College, London which pairs the Leighton 

with the Martin, and the Mass is slowly gaining recognition for the quality 

of the work it evidently is. 

The Mass was first performed by the Edinburgh University 

Singers, conducted by Herrick Bunney in 1966 at St. Giles’ Cathedral in 

Edinburgh. Although clearly a piece of church music, Leighton wrote it as 

a concert work as the Latin text precluded it from liturgical use in 

Anglican services at the time. It follows very closely to the form of the 

Missa Sancti Thomae (Opus 40) from two years earlier and the Gloria, 

Sanctus and Benedictus in particular borrow directly from the equivalent 

movements. The scope of the Mass is significantly larger being written for 

double choir and soloists; the entire work lasts about thirty minutes. 
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Leighton’s use of the eight-part texture is predominantly through canon or 

double canon, where a pair of voice parts from the first choir, such as the 

soprano and alto at the start of the Sanctus, are both imitated by the 

corresponding voices in the second choir. The voices are more frequently 

split between upper and lower parts than antiphonally between the two 

full choirs. There is also a considerable amount of unison writing, all of 

which contributes to a great amount of textural variety throughout the 

Mass and serves to demonstrate Leighton’s economy in his composition. 

An organ accompaniment is required but, unusually, only in the 

Credo although the movement can be omitted in a performance if a 

suitable instrument is not available. This slightly unusual arrangement is 

not, however without a precedent. Edmund Rubbra’s Missa Cantuariensis 

(which Leighton had heard during his time as an undergraduate at Oxford) 

similarly has an organ part in the Creed in an otherwise unaccompanied 

setting. Interestingly William Walton’s 1966 Missa Brevis also has an 

organ part in only one movement; in this case, the Gloria. It is hard to 

suggest whether Leighton’s Mass suffers for missing the Credo. Its 

character is distinctly more rhythmic than the other movements (which is 

undoubtedly facilitated by use of the organ) and offers contrast in a multi-

movement work. The Credo, however, does not significantly relate itself 

to the other movements and it contains no significant motivic 

development. It is surprisingly concise compared to the other movements, 

possibly due to its highly syllabic setting, and does not even necessarily 

require the second choir, being almost entirely in four parts. 

What is possibly the most striking feature of the Mass is that it 

does not contain any compositional techniques which are not already 

displayed in other works (most notably the Missa Sancti Thomae) nor is 

the deployment of these techniques particularly innovative. What is 

significant, however, is the scale of their employment. The bi-tonal effect 

of different polyphonic lines based on different tonal centres can be 

observed in passages of transposition throughout the Missa Sancti 

Thomae. This becomes a feature in itself in the Mass where this layering 

effect creates a rich harmonic texture, particularly in the Kyrie and, to a 

lesser extent, the Sanctus and Agnus Dei. 

The Kyrie is the only movement that can be said to be wholly 

polyphonic; certainly there are no other substantial sections where each of 

the eight voice parts are so clearly independent. The Agnus Dei in the 

Mass possesses a greater degree of relation to the Kyrie than occurs 

between the same movements in the Missa Sancti Thomae. The scope of 
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the polyphony in the Agnus Dei is not as large in scale, but not necessarily 

less ambitious. The solo quartet which begins the movement in a similar 

manner to the Kyrie means that, with four parts rather than eight, Leighton 

is unable to use a pair of voices to sustain a particular tone (Leighton’s 

substitute for the lack of organ to do so) and so the opening is rendered in 

an entirely authentic Renaissance polyphonic style, even in Leighton’s 

idiosyncratic style. The opening 27 bars could then be considered to form 

a distilled version of the opening movement. The homophonic entry of the 

full chorus gives way to a small continuation of polyphony in the lower 

voices but the full choir never truly answer the solo quartet opening even 

in the ‘Dona nobis pacem’ section lasting only 13 bars. This section does 

however resolve the Locrian mode into the usual minor scale, conflating 

both the style of the Kyrie and the predominance of consecutive fifths that 

characterise the inner movements of the Mass. 

The Gloria, Credo, and Sanctus are much more rhythmically 

driven and, to varying degrees, are characterised by the Lydian mode. All 

feature many of Leighton’s classic hallmarks however it is these 

movements’ relatively light scoring that is perhaps surprising. The 

majority of the middle section of the Gloria is predominantly limited to 

four or five voices only and there are some sections that are marked ‘half 

voices’, a direction for larger choirs only. Although the Mass also sees the 

same ‘wedge’ shape that defines the opening polyphony in the Kyrie, 

made up of step-wise movement, expand to a motif of interlocking thirds, 

as happens in the Missa Sancti Thomae, this development occurs in the 

Gloria rather than the Sanctus and Benedictus. This suggests that the 

Mass, rather than proving to be a stand-alone work of unique inspiration 

is, instead, the full realisation of the fecund compositional possibilities 

which Leighton had laid out in the Missa Sancti Thomae. This does not 

detract anything from the quality of the work; it is highly original in its 

scope and its idiom, even if it is nominally derivative from its immediate 

predecessor. The polyphony of the Kyrie is, quite possibly, the best 

example of Leighton’s masterly control of contrapuntal techniques in his 

own composition. 

Both these works offer something of Leighton’s style and 

character that is all too easily missed. These works are not only significant 

within his choral music (and even in this domain they are still too little 

known) but his entire compositional output. The compositional 

philosophy in these two settings is so clear and wholly apparent that their 

influence on Leighton’s mature compositions is undisputed yet it is 



58 

perhaps the reason that Leighton’s writing purely in this style is limited: 

he had reaped all the development he could from a strict modal practice. 

He was able to expand beyond the benefits of this framework once it had 

run its course. 

 

 

 
Kenneth Leighton 
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IN THE CONCRETE SILENCE 

 
Jay Richardson 

 
I want to begin by reprinting the cover note which I’ve added to 

the digital album for In The Concrete Silence. I’ll then add a few remarks 

which I’d like to make specially to the Finzi Trust, on (a) notable 

successes within the project, (b) obstacles and lessons learned on my part, 

and (c) my thoughts on especially important parts of the project from my 

point of view, and in particular on special opportunities which the Trust’s 

support enabled me to take. These will draw on the field notes which I 

took whilst in Hong Kong and I have added these in full as an appendix.  

 

Album cover note 
 

When I set out to wander around Hong Kong in November 2019, 

I had no idea what to expect. I’d been once before, in the summer of 2017, 

and utterly fallen in love with the city and especially with its sounds. 

Every new street and district that I went to had its own array of 

bewildering, unique, wonderful sounds. I wanted to go back and listen 

more, so with the support of the Finzi Trust, I set out on a recording trip. I 

was searching for hidden sounds, especially quiet or unexpected ones. 

After a ten-day visit to Hong Kong and seven months of listening back, 

thinking, re-thinking and re-listening, I felt I had enough understanding of 

the recordings I’d taken to make an album: In the Concrete Silence. It’s a 

small landmark in my small understanding of Hong Kong, one which I 

hope I’ll be able to continue developing for the rest of my life. I hope it 

also helps you to listen to your surroundings, wherever you live, and also 

to think about Hong Kong in a sonic way, whether you live there or not. I 

have tried to treat these sounds with respect, but there is also some 

deliberately written music in this album, partly to remind both me and you 

that this is only my hearing of Hong Kong, and that millions of other 

people’s hearings are entirely different from mine. I hope there are some 
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sounds in here that you didn’t expect to hear. When I first began to open 

my ears on arriving in Kowloon, the first sound I noticed was sparrows 

chirping. There are thousands of them in every square kilometre of Hong 

Kong’s urban areas (Hong Kong Birdwatching Society, a BirdLife partner 

in HKSAR, conducted a brilliant citizen science bird census project and 

there’s an article on this at www.birdlife.org/asia/news/urban-tree-

sparrows-throng-hong-kong)    

Birds quickly became my favourite characters to listen out for, not 

least because of the variety of species in the Tai Tam Reservoir area and 

also north of Kowloon in Lion Rock Country Park and almost everywhere 

else in Hong Kong. Very few of my recordings don’t contain birdsong. 

Hong Kong Wetland Park is particularly brilliant for the sounds of a huge 

variety of wildlife. After ten days surrounded by birds, I loved their 

sounds so much that I’ve reserved a track right in the middle of the album 

for birdsong, with no music, the one entitled ‘Wings Down’. You’ll also 

hear some beach recordings at the start and end of the album. Beaches are 

some of my favourite parts of Hong Kong and they’re where I’ve 

consistently felt most at peace. Like birds, water is easy to find and to hear 

all over Hong Kong. It’s at its most tumultuous in this album in ‘Waves 

Down’, the fourth track, which is made from recordings I took on the 

cross-harbour ferry. I think it’s the best mode of transport I’ve ever taken 

in almost every way and it has a brilliant soundscape. It’s also the journey 

on which I personally spent the most time thinking about the centuries of 

British atrocities in southern China. If you’d like to read further about this, 

there are innumerable broad overviews, but John Y Wong’s Deadly 

Dreams: Opium and the Arrow War is one of the most detailed and 

extensively referenced books I’ve found, although it’s now 22 years old 

and focuses heavily on economics and diplomacy. Mao Haijian’s The 

Qing Empire and the Opium War is a landmark that’s now available in 

English translation from CUP. Julia Lovell also wrote a book in 2012 

entitled The Opium War which is less academic and quite broad. 

I heard many sounds whose origin I didn’t know in Hong Kong. I 

have guesses about where some of them came from and no guesses about 

others. One of my guesses is that the crackling sound in the second track, 

‘Under’, is snapping shrimp. There are only two sets of hydrophone 

recordings in the whole album and this is one of them (a hydrophone is 

basically a waterproof contact microphone). The other is a set of trickling 

noises that appear at the end of ‘Flat Earth’, that I recorded by dropping 

the hydrophone into the little wave crests on the beach. In these cases the 

http://www.birdlife.org/asia/news/urban-tree-sparrows-throng-hong-kong
http://www.birdlife.org/asia/news/urban-tree-sparrows-throng-hong-kong
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microphone was an extension of my own ears, allowing me to hear sounds 

that I wouldn’t otherwise hear. Contact microphones are like that; they’re 

also very cheap! If you find these sounds interesting, I’d encourage you to 

get hold of a contact mic and start experimenting at home, particularly 

with water if you can get hold of a hydrophone. The album ends with an 

expansive collage containing my favourite street sounds, from water 

fountains to basketball courts. From my perspective it’s a musical love 

letter to Hong Kong, as well as a giant thank you to Fern, Hampton and 

Kristy, who have given so generously of their time and energy towards 

helping me listen to Hong Kong. I owe this album to them. 

 

Additional remarks on the project 
 

Successes 
My Finzi Scholarship has enabled and marked a turning point in 

my career. Electronics and field recording were never part of my musical 

life or education, despite—or perhaps because—I was lucky enough to go 

through that education at some of the UK’s most prestigious institutions 

for music: Guildhall, Aldeburgh, Cambridge. Never did I encounter so 

much as an article or blog post about field recording until one day, quite 

by chance, I came across the work of Bernie Krause. I was then in a 

double bind: wildlife recording is prohibitively expensive, with all its 

international travel, specialised shock mounts and interfaces and wind 

buffers (not to mention the actual microphones), but neither could I just 

forget about field recording and write it off as not being for me. At first I 

got around this, as I think most aspiring field recordists do, by working on 

location sound for video projects, including a partially-funded residency 

in New York City. I soon found myself limited by the filming schedule, 

using lunchtimes and evenings to explore with my microphones, but never 

being encouraged to experiment on my own. Fast forward a year and I 

was in Hong Kong, with ten days entirely to myself, armed with my 

favourite portable recording gear and entire universes of sound to explore: 

 

Hong Kong is an utterly fascinating place and I’m so glad I chose 

it. Schools are still out because of the protests so the playgrounds 

are full of children playing, usually basketball or badminton 

(17.01.) It’s so nice being able to look for interesting sounds 
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without being towed along by a videographer! I feel like a dog off 

the leash.  

 

This feeling repeated itself and only grew stronger towards the 

end of my time in Hong Kong. It was my first chance to fully explore in 

terms of sound, to wander and be guided by my ears, for an extended 

period of time with no structured schedule to keep. 

My use of binaural microphones turned out to be one of the great 

strengths of the project. They allow an extremely realistic spatial sound 

picture while also being light and sturdy. More importantly, they are 

useable in a minimal setup that leaves both hands free, an essential feature 

when navigating a city. I would not have discovered them had I not been 

researching for this project and had the Trust not granted me the funds to 

buy them, and they are still my go-to microphones today when I want to 

capture a hyper-realistic sound picture. 

 

This really could be a catalogue of unexpected sounds. 

 

My project proposal insisted that there were treasure troves of 

unusual and un-listened-to sounds in Hong Kong, if only somebody would 

actively seek them out. Even in ten days, I found more than I had 

expected. The sparrows were just the start; people sweeping the streets 

with bamboo brooms, throwing buckets of water over plants, hikers of all 

nationalities chatting noisily on country trails, explosions at a nearby 

stone quarry, aqueducts, air vents, people singing outside MTR stations, 

playing badminton, tennis and basketball from 6am to 9pm, the wash and 

drone of the cross-harbour ferry, the sudden and peaceful silence at Tamar 

Park in the heart of the city, the beaches and reservoirs and birds of prey 

hovering over the city docks. I had already spent two weeks in Hong 

Kong as a tourist and never noticed any of these things. One of the final 

field notes I wrote, on the day before I left, was that 

 

I could stay here recording pretty well forever. There’s no limit to 

the variety of sounds that eight million people can make. I was 

limited by time and by the size of microphone I could get out 

without turning too many heads or risking it being damaged. But 

just as I was hoping, the spaces that left the greatest impression 

on me were the quieter ones—peaceful, intimate, sometimes 
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foreboding, both natural and highly artful… Amidst the constant 

roar of the city, it’s those spaces that mean the most to people. 

 

There is no shortage of quiet spaces. This is another of the 

instinctive bets I took: when I wrote my final undergraduate dissertation 

on the soundscape of Hong Kong, all my interviewees (all native Hong 

Kongers) described the city as noisy, chaotic and unpleasant to hear. Even 

on holiday with a friend’s family, we got around by walking through 

shopping malls to avoid the heat and the noise. Yet, when I actively 

looked for quiet spaces, I found huge expanses of them: Lion Rock 

Country Park, Hong Kong Wetland Park, Stanley, Shek O, Big Wave Bay, 

the entire Tai Tam Reservoir area (stretching over more land than Hong 

Kong Island itself)—these are only the sites I was able to visit in my ten 

days in between jetlag. 

 

I almost cannot believe how quiet it is up here! 16.06-12 Apart 

from a helicopter, I cannot hear any traffic at all. Just a large 

group of birds, some hikers and the occasional insect. You 

wouldn’t even know that the city is only about 5km away on the 

other side of the hill. 

 

Hong Kong does have a reputation for being self-contained and 

high-rise, which logically leaves the area around it mostly untouched. But 

at the end of it all, I found myself wondering how many stereotypically 

‘sprawling’ cities, New York, Vancouver, Sydney, were actually full of 

quiet natural corners and the endless variety of coastal water sounds. 

 

It is so nice to have the time I need to record. Some sounds are 

harder to catch than others though—if I want to catch the dawn 

chorus I need to get up way earlier and go somewhere closer to 

home, preferably on the mainland. That does mean stopping the 

previous day a little earlier, but I’ve already got what I need from 

the 5-7pm time range. On the other hand, the midday silence is 

really striking: it’s a very special atmosphere up high in the 

forests. The city is so teeming with life that it means a lot to me 

even though I don’t really know anyone here. I think it’s that 

vivacity which makes it sound so interesting. 
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Obstacles and Lessons 
When I first arrived in Hong Kong I had some teething problems 

with the recording equipment. The preamplifier that came with my 

microphones was causing the recordings to distort and I also began to 

experience write errors on the SD card. On my third day I bought some 

new SD cards, switched to a single-input recorder and removed the 

preamplifier. The rest of the recordings worked well. 

I also hadn’t adequately accounted for the amount of wind in 

Hong Kong. I’d hoped to be able to get away with just using small foam 

covers over the microphones, as proper wind buffers look extremely 

conspicuous—I’d have been essentially wearing a pair of giant fluffy 

earmuffs in 25 Celcius. Eventually I started cupping my hands over the 

microphones, which mostly solved the problem, although I did have to 

manually remove wind-distorted parts of some earlier recordings while 

editing the album. On balance, I think it would have been worth bringing 

the full wind buffers and only using them on occasions when there was 

nobody around, which in the case of the windier regions was most of the 

time. I also probably looked conspicuous enough, standing knee-deep in 

the ocean with a backpack and a pair of headphones staring intensely at 

the water, that a giant pair of earmuffs would not have made much 

difference. I would also have gotten better results had I brought a targeted 

‘shotgun’ microphone, as some of the quieter sounds I came across were 

very difficult to record cleanly without excess noise. Again, this could 

well have drawn unwanted attention— shotgun microphones do look a lot 

like actual shotguns— and on balance it’s probably better that I did not 

bring one, especially during the widespread clashes between police and 

protesters that occurred while I was in Hong Kong. 

 

On the Importance of Money 
Having written, edited and published In The Concrete Silence, I 

am more than ever convinced that I could not have made this work in 

London or Glasgow or somewhere closer to home. Anthropologists and 

ethnographers regularly have to explain why they’ve chosen such far-

flung places to study and one of the most common answers is that a 

greater variety of cross-cultural perspectives enables an easier cross-

cultural dialogue: in other words, my horizons are now wider, I 

understand another place and culture in a much deeper sense and I am a 

better citizen because I have not only travelled but actually made an active 
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effort to research and work in another country. I would not be able to say 

this without the support of the Finzi Trust and I owe all of you an 

enormous debt of gratitude. 

 

Appendix: Field Notes, 15-25 November 2019 

 
Friday 15 November 

 

16:32 / Lok Fu Recreation Ground 

 

It’s utterly amazing how quiet it gets here once you’re in a park. 

There are tall trees and children everywhere. It feels like some 

kind of surreptitious national holiday. 15.01, 15.02 [references to 

recordings] People hanging out on benches. Main road nearby. 

Some people with dogs, kids out of school. 

 

17:35 / Argyle St, Prince Edward Rd, Olympic Ave 

 

This place feels so strange—there’s greenery and life here, but I 

can’t hear any of it. Just traffic from the flyover above me and the 

roundabout around me. And children’s voices. 

 

Saturday 16 November 

 

07:00 / To Kwa Wan 

 

This really could be a catalogue of unexpected sounds. The first 

among them is birds—according to BirdLife, it’s mostly the 

Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus Literally everywhere you 

go where there’s a tree or some other kind of ledge to perch on, 

you’ll hear birdsong! 

 

07:10 / To Kwa Wan 

 

It’s a quiet Saturday morning and this is a residential district—a 

perfect place to experiment with my new binaural microphones. 

They’re absolutely brilliant and ideal for the type of recording I’m 

doing. I wouldn’t have discovered them had I not been 
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researching for this project. The H4n, though, is a bit bulky for 

this and I don’t really need it with the binaural mics. Their 

batteries are quite annoying too, as is the pre-amp adaptor. And 

the long loading time for the SD card. Also I need to remember to 

lock the recorder buttons when it goes in my pocket—this 

morning I accidentally pressed the external mic button at some 

point and the rest of the recording was silent. Another 

disadvantage of not being able to monitor while wearing these 

binaural headphones. 

 

08:32 / base of Lion Rock mountain, near Sha Tin Pass 

 

The higher up I go towards Lion Rock, the better I can hear traffic 

from the city below. Regardless, it’s great to have this time to 

myself to think by hearing. The vegetation is sparse and I can 

only hear two or three birds. 16.01, 16.02 Starting the ascent to 

Lion Rock—some quiet birds, kids shouting and the clear sound 

of lorries on the motorway interchange below.  

 

16.03, 16.04 Further up the hillside. 16.05 Near the top now, but 

still on the urban side. The sound of the motorway travels all the 

way up here, but so do the birds and the hikers—it’s a complete 

mélange. It’s a rocky landscape with smells of tree and flower. 

The traffic sound is low-fi now, just a distant rumble. This is what 

I have needed all year: space to sit and think and listen, to explore 

somewhere using only my ears. 

 

10:41 / northern side of the Lion Rock 

 

I almost cannot believe how quiet it is up here! 16.06-12 Apart 

from a helicopter, I cannot hear any traffic at all. Just a large 

group of birds, some hikers and the occasional insect. You 

wouldn’t even know that the city is only about 5km away on the 

other side of the hill. 

 

11:01 / southern side of the Lion Rock 

 

Walking back down towards Kowloon, I begin to hear strange 

mechanical sounds. 16.13 I pass other hikers 16.14 and at the base 
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of the hill is Lion Rock Community Garden 16.15, where I find 

some interesting aqueducts. 16.16-18 

 

Sunday 17 November 

 

0815 / To Kwa Wan 

 

Hong Kong is an utterly fascinating place and I’m so glad I chose 

it. Schools are still out because of the protests so the playgrounds 

are full of children playing, usually basketball or badminton 

17.01. It’s so nice being able to look for interesting sounds 

without being towed along by a videographer! I feel like a dog off 

the leash.  

 

late morning to early afternoon /North Point and Causeway Bay 

 

The cross-harbour ferry is brilliant! It’s a rare and precious chance 

to experience a little sonic bubble of the engine drone, waves and 

churning water—all constant, predictable sounds, unlike the chaos 

of the city centre—but right in between the two busiest parts of 

the city (Tsim Sha Tsui and Central), rather than around its edges. 

 

Monday 18 November 

 

08:23 / To Kwa Wan 

 

A few issues with data write errors and distortion yesterday, so 

I’ve switched SD cards and re-arranged my kit. Today I’m 

exploring the quiet, semi-industrial areas on the southern side of 

Hong Kong Island, starting with Stanley. The second sound I 

wasn’t expecting to hear: street sweepers! With bamboo brooms. 

They’re quite common to see in To Kwa Wan and the brooms 

make a lovely sound. 18.01 I also found a gardener throwing pails 

of water over the bushes in the Recreation Ground, so of course I 

recorded that.18.02. 

 

10:45 / ferry from Kowloon City to North Point 
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It’s easy to see why the ferry is so popular. It’s a solid 20 minutes 

of peace: you rarely hear human voices, just water and the engine 

and perhaps a chain or wire singing in the wind. It’s sunny on 

deck and the waves are gentle. No chance of a traffic jam or 

blockaded roads either. The waves become slowly bigger as we 

progress into the main harbour and then suddenly we’re at North 

Point. 

 

16:56 / Causeway Bay 

 

After about three hours of wandering around the Repulse Bay area 

trying to find the right bus, I’ve got myself home. I briefly looked 

for more hiking trails but they’re actually quite hard to find unless 

you know exactly what you’re looking for. On the way to To Kwa 

Wan I stopped in Victoria Park, the largest public park on the 

island. The increased police presence around here has meant that 

a lot of my recordings contain helicopter sounds—also the case 

here, but I got some birdsong and children playing as well. 18.17, 

18.18 

 

18:19 

 

This time of day gets a bit raucous with street shops and hawkers 

yelling at each other and passers-by, along with people unloading 

crates of food by the roadside. To add, most car garages are open 

at the front and throw clanging and rattling sounds onto the street. 

18.20 

 

Tuesday 19 November 

 

It is so nice to have the time I need to record. Some sounds are 

harder to catch than others though—if I want to catch the dawn 

chorus I need to get up way earlier and go somewhere closer to 

home, preferably on the mainland. That does mean stopping the 

previous day a little earlier, but I’ve already got what I need from 

the 5-7pm time range. On the other hand, the midday silence is 

really striking: it’s a very special atmosphere up high in the 

forests. The city is so teeming with life that it means a lot to me 
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even though I don’t really know anyone here. I think it’s that 

vivacity which makes it sound so interesting. 

 

11:24 / Jardine’s Lookout, Tai Tam Country Park 

 

Briefly stopped to listen to the birds 19.01 before boarding the 

ferry 19.02 then a tram and bus down to the Tai Tam group of 

reservoirs and country park. 19.03-5 It feels arid at Jardine’s 

Lookout (I’m 433m above sea level) but I’m hoping for the 

sounds of a water-based ecosystem soon. Explosions in the 

distance from the quarry occasionally take over the soundscape 

19.06-07, then more hiking 19.08-11. 

 

14:07 / Tai Tam Upper Dam 

 

I was so thrilled to hear what sounded like an eagle above the 

reservoir, but turned out to be a black kite! 19.16 Apparently there 

are a lot of them all around South Asia. Earlier there were 

aqueducts 19.12 and leaves on the path 19.13 and a few more 

birds 19.14, 19.15. The wall over the dam is a strange and 

wonderful point of listening: sounds from the forest on either side 

echo over the water, but the reservoir body itself is of course 

quiet—apart from some tussles between fish 19.17, 19.18. Hong 

Kong Island in general is subject to air traffic overhead much 

more than the mainland side, being further south and much closer 

to the airport, so planes taking off or coming into land feature in 

over half of my recordings so far from the island. Anyway the 

reverb here is great—and quite unusual due to the density of both 

the forested and the urban regions in the rest of the city. The only 

other places I’ve found with substantial reverb are MTR stations. 

 

14:41 / Tai Tam Upper Reservoir Masonry Aqueduct 

 

I’ve found that over-the-reservoir soundscape again. The 

biophony is much more varied here than in the city but there are 

still a lot of sparrows. At this point I am sheltered from the city 

traffic, having descended into the low-lying southern coastal area, 

and got a clean two minutes of birdsong with no air traffic sounds.  
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Wednesday 20 November 

 

Having listened and catalogued for a day, I definitely need more 

and better recordings of birds. And entire biophonies, too, not just 

the single songs I’ve found so far. That basically means I need to 

catch at least one dawn chorus before I leave. 

 

Thursday 21 November 

 

07:07 / Kowloon City Harbour 

 

I saw a black kite and about four herons from the ferry while 

leaving the harbour! The amount and variety of wildlife here is 

astonishing. Maybe it’s the sheer number of people with all the 

food sources they generate and also all the tall buildings to perch 

on? 

 

09:29 / Mount Collinson 

 

Up here (348m) there are some wonderful unusual birds—quite 

different from further north. 21.27 It’s closer to dawn than I’ve 

managed before but still too late for a full dawn chorus, even 

though I took the first ferry of the day. 21.02-13 Occasionally 

other people turn up and complicate the sound picture 21.14. The 

ambience itself is hard to capture—at times, when there are no 

planes, the only soundsare those which reverberate in the forest 

canopy. 

They are mostly high-pitched, wind in the trees and birds and 

rustling leaves and insects 21.15-25, as opposed to the roaring and 

rumbling of the inner city. A dense chorus of birdsong comes 

together occasionally 21.18. 

 

14:19 / Big Wave Bay Beach 

 

I don’t often use the hydrophone because it’s a contact mic so not 

particularly realist, but it’s very useful for getting sounds that are 

hidden away, like underwater ones. Some lovely water sounds 

21.26, 21.28-31 make this an unusual recording set and 

potentially very useful. 
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Friday 22 November 

 

18:10 / To Kwa Wan 

 

A last day of cataloguing and research, and I now have targets for 

the last two useable days of recording: Wetland Park and various 

pockets of Kowloon that people have recommended to me, then 

the all-important backup day and packing. After yesterday’s trip 

to Shek O, I’ve got enough birdsong not to need a dawn chorus 

and should get lots more at the Wetland Park tomorrow. 

 

Saturday 23 November 

 

06:49 / Cattle Depot Artist Village, To Kwa Wan 

 

The old cattle-depot-turned-artist-village, on the eastern side of 

To Kwa Wan closer to the harbour, is bizarrely the loudest and 

most ebullient site of birdsong that I’ve yet come across outside 

of a nature reserve. Doubly so at sunrise! I can’t think of a reason 

why—it’s no more green than any other park in Hong Kong. 

23.01 

 

10:02 / Hong Kong Wetland Park 

 

After a long MTR ride 23.02 I’m at the Wetland Park, where lots 

of families are out 23.03 but also plenty of birds! Those in the 

more land/forest-based areas are smaller and quieter, perhaps 

because there are so many boardwalks around 23.04-10, 23.16-22. 

Some excellent insect recordings too 23.11, 23.45-9, 23.53 which 

I wasn’t expecting to find at all! The park is smaller and more 

people-dense than I expected too 23.12-14, which is not great for 

the birds I’d guess but I think it sounds more interesting like this. 

There are enough people here—and in country parks even on 

weekdays—that you could call the greener areas the “outer city”. 

Then there are water features 23.15 which give a formal garden 

feel. I loved the sprinkler sound 23.23, particularly its 3D aspect 

which the binaural mics capture so well. 

 

15:13 / Tin Shui Wai 
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Maybe the birds and insects occupy a higher frequency range than 

the rumbling construction noise and that’s how they manage to 

mingle with it? That would make sense for the success of the tree 

sparrows and their high-pitched, overtone-heavy chirp. 

 

17:38 / Nam Cheong MTR Station, Sham Shui Po 

 

There’s a big old tree outside the MTR station and it’s a 

soundscape with everything—nearby traffic, lots of people 

moving around and chatting, even somebody singing and of 

course the birds. 23.36-8 

 

Sunday 24 November 

 

08:05 / Kowloon City harbour 

 

A last day of extra sounds: some of that unique crosswalk beeper 

24.01, one of the many rickety carts that people use to carry large 

loads of goods around on the streets 24.02, some more basketball 

(this time played by some elderly ladies before dawn) 24.03, 

24.11, extra recordings of the wonderful crackling sounds by the 

fish in Kowloon City Harbour 24.04-7, some slightly better 

versions of the birds in the old cattle depot 24.08, 24.12-14, 

another take of a street sweeper with a bamboo broom 24.09-10 

and more birds from around To Kwa Wan Recreation Ground 

24.15-18. 

 

10:37 / North Point harbour 

 

Election day brings an intensity of megaphones 24.22-24 and 

people that I never thought I’d hear! The sheer bustle of it all 

24.19-21, 24.25 is so exciting. It even seemed to affect the sound 

inside the malls! 24.26 About to take my last ferry trip from North 

Point to Kowloon. The really wonderful thing is that I could stay 

here recording pretty well forever. There’s no limit to the variety 

of sounds that eight million people can make. I was limited by 

time and by the size of microphone I could get out without turning 

too many heads or risking it being damaged. But just as I was 

hoping, the spaces that left the greatest impression on me were the 
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quieter ones—peaceful, intimate, sometimes foreboding, both 

natural and highly artful… Amidst the constant roar of the city, 

it’s those spaces that mean the most to people. 

 

25 November 2019 

 

10:14 / Hong Kong Airport 

 

Recording to the very end—I found a lovely beeper sound on the 

escalator 25.01-2, 25.05 and love the amount of reverb hitting the 

public announcements— you just never get it anywhere outside a 

public transport building or a mall. 25.03, 25.04    

 

Jay Richardson 
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REVIEW : THOSE BLUE REMEMBERED 

HILLS 

 

Martin Bussey 

 
Gurney: The Western Playland (and of Sorrow) ed. Lancaster 

String Quartet in d minor 

Edward, Edward; By a Bierside 

Howells: There was a maiden; Girl’s Song; King David; The Mugger’s 

Song 

 

Roderick Williams (Baritone); Michael Dussek (Piano) 

The Bridge Quartet 

Em Records EMR CD065 

 

This very welcome disc continues the ongoing process of bringing 

the music of Ivor Gurney out of the shackles of too much focus on the sad 

details of his life to focus on the music itself. (The struggle to start this 

process is well documented elsewhere in this Journal). There are, 

currently, new things appearing continually as active research throws 

fresh light on poems and music alike. The process is a timely reminder 

that composers have little control over what happens to their work after 

death. This disc is evidence of what the positive focus of research by 

scholars such as Philip Lancaster can achieve. 

Here, ‘new’ editions (in fact restoration of what can be discerned 

as Gurney’s original ideas) of the cycle The Western Playland (and of 

Sorrow) and the d minor String Quartet, are realised in skilful 

performances of great commitment, clearly recorded in a warm acoustic. 
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Some performances herald publication of revised editions, much to be 

welcomed. 

Roderick Williams is the ideal singer for the cycle. He negotiates 

the high tessitura seemingly effortlessly; this is a true baritone piece, using 

the register above the stave in a demanding way. His voice balances well 

against some dense textures, for example in the first song where the 

textural demands are heightened by intense chromaticism. In its use of 

piano and string quartet in a very integrated way this movement in 

particular has a very Brahmsian feel, demanding a richness of vocal 

colour which Roderick Williams supplies compellingly. The deployment 

of the instrumental forces is one of the most interesting aspects of 

Gurney’s compositional choices. In the second song, ‘Loveliest of Trees’ 

the individual string instruments are used in a more soloistic fashion, 

creating a less dense texture. 

Inevitably, these songs being settings of A.E.Housman, 

comparisons may be made with other composers’ versions, not least as 

Vaughan Williams’ On Wenlock Edge was a stimulus for this cycle. Such 

comparisons usually add little to our understanding of the work at hand 

but there is an interesting similarity between Gurney’s setting of the third 

song, ‘With rue my heart is laden’ and that of Butterworth. Again, the 

texture is spare and the metrical approach is identical in many places. Yet 

Gurney adds some beautifully imitative touches with a handling of 

chromaticism which is much defter than in the first song. Gurney’s 

chromatic writing is one of the most welcome aspects of his musical 

language, setting him definitively apart from the alleged ‘cow-pat’ 

movement and placing him firmly in the orbit of composers such as 

Richard Strauss in this respect. 

There is a great intensity of expression in the fourth song, ‘Twice 

a Week’, although to our ears perhaps Housman’s use of football and 

cricket as contexts for the highly charged emotions of the poem seems 

odd. This is where Gurney’s music ‘scores’, adding impact and almost 

ferocity: a case perhaps of music having that quality of being ‘too precise 

for words’ that Mendelssohn described. As in the third song, the spare 

textures in movement five, ‘The Aspens’, add to the impact of the setting, 

not least because they allow the singer’s delivery of the text to come 

across with ease. In these movements the subtlety of Michael Dussek, the 

pianist, is also evident. He plays very much as part of a piano quintet, 

even when alone with the voice, emphasising the contrasts available 

within that instrumental combination. 



76 

For this listener, ‘Is my team ploughing’ is the least convincing 

song, but that may be because the ears are too attuned to others’ settings. 

Gurney’s setting has the air of experiment. Very full textures and 

chromaticism build intensity but then Gurney turns to recitative mid-way 

through stanza five, perpetuating this style into the sixth stanza. This 

seems to blur Housman’s intention of question and answer as a simple 

structure to the poem and just gives a slight air of the song losing its way, 

despite the performers’ best endeavours. 

Chromaticism comes into its own in the seventh song, setting the 

poem which is the source of ‘those blue remembered hills’ so often used, 

as in the title of this disc, to represent the heartache of what can never be 

recaptured. There is an intense longing for ‘the land of lost content’, 

heightened by sensitive string playing. This music is surely from Gurney’s 

soul, as a man, not a war veteran, a distinction too often lost when he is 

presented simply as ‘war poet’. The final song, ‘March’ is masterly in its 

intensity. It opens diatonically, in the sunlit air. Its plunge in the third 

stanza to create what Philip Lancaster describes as ‘the counterpoint of 

love, death and fertility’ is, again, a window into Gurney’s soul. For this 

listener it is this intense contrast that requires the lengthy postlude, to 

resolve the emotional conflict, more than any sense of adding necessary 

balance to the cycle. 

Overall, this performance argues strongly for the cycle to have a 

more regular place in the repertoire. The piece is emotionally very 

committed, uneven in places perhaps, but also shot through with moments 

of genius which remind us of the strong impression Gurney made on his 

teacher, Stanford, amongst others. 
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Listening to the d minor string quartet alongside the cycle is 

instructive. As the CD note states, the quartet is clearly structured and its 

motivic treatment is assured. Yet such writing demands a sureness of 

invention also, in creating the initial motif, that to this listener is missing, 

crucially rhythmically. It is almost as if Gurney misses the stimulus of text 

that inspires his idiosyncratic metrical and rhythmic invention in the 

cycle. The bravado of the cycle seems missing from the very long first 

movement of the quartet, though the Bridge Quartet maintains a 

compelling momentum. The joy of the quartet is the second, slow 

movement. Here the over-regularity of the first movement is dissipated in 

a greater sense of freedom and harmonic ingenuity. These features take 

the music onto a higher plane. The sense of stasis achieved around four 

minutes into the movement is beautifully communicated. It is replicated in 

the closing passage of the movement in a way that brings to mind 

Schoenberg’s string writing as dark things resolve in Verklärte Nacht. 

The accompanying songs by Gurney and Howells are very 

attractive ‘fillers’, not the least Roderick Williams’ gruesomely apt Scots 

accent in Gurney’s Edward, Edward!  
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REVIEW : HOWELLS PIANO MUSIC VOL. 1 

 

Gavin Roberts 

 
Herbert Howells  

Piano Music, Volume 1 

Matthew Schellhorn (piano) 

NAXOS NX1382 

 

Any British music aficionado should be excited by this new 

release of hitherto unrecorded piano repertoire. This is not only because a 

second volume is promised already, but because in the hands of pianist 

Matthew Schellhorn, and editor Jonathan Clinch (and there are detailed 

notes from both performer and scholar included) here is a lovingly-

prepared recital that allows the listener to re-evaluate Herbert Howells as 

a serious composer of solo piano music. Of course, this is not 

withstanding the wealth of Howells’ chamber music, and even his piano 

concertos, that have been recorded already. In terms of recordings of 

Howells’ solo keyboard music, Lambert’s Clavichord (1927) and 

Howells’ Clavichord (1961) have been championed on both piano (John 

McCabe: Hyperion 1993) and more recently, clavichord (Julian Perkins: 

ASC 2017, reviewed in the 2017 Journal), yet this new release reveals a 

rich body of new work demonstrating how the piano remained a musical 

companion to Howells throughout his life, and was often a vehicle of 

personal musical expression to friends and colleagues. The programme 

spans works from the composer’s teenage Summer Idyls (1911) written as 

a Royal College of Music scholarship submission, to the Petrus Suite 

(1973) dedicated to Hilary Macnamara and written for piano students of 

that same beloved alma mater. Schellhorn opens boldly with the Ravelian-

pastiche Phantasy (1917) played with the precise, yet fluid pianism of an 

artist who surely would be equally at home in Ravel’s Jeux d’eaux. 
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Similarly, a delightful Debussy-esque whimsy informs the dancing waltz 

of Harlequin Dreaming (1918). However, it is not just the French piano 

school that can be detected in these early works; In Summer Idyls, Clinch 

cites the musical influence of Grieg and Schumann, yet it is also possible 

to glean the sound-worlds of a melodic Elgar (‘Meadow-Rest’), and a 

passionate and bravura Rachmaninov (‘Down the Hills’), all passed 

though the Howellsian musical gauze.  Most importantly, these are all 

pianistic styles to which Schellhorn turns his chameleon-like hands with 

apparent ease. 

Clinch’s programme notes explain the strong impact of Vaughan 

Williams’ Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis upon the young 

Howells. Indeed, this recording includes two galliards, a pavane, a gavotte 

and two minuets, as well as a siciliana, revealing the composer’s lifelong 

fascination with older instrumental forms, as well as his particular skill of 

infusing the music of the past with his own distinctive musical voice. The 

percussive almost jazzy world of My Lord Harewood’s Galliard is a 

musical style found in the two better-known clavichord collections, here 

played with a wonderful feel for the dancing musical dialogue, with the 

louder end of the dynamic spectrum always played with a powerful 

warmth, never forced or harsh. The piece is all that remains of a wedding 

gift for Marion Stein, a student of Howells, and the Earl of Harewood. 

Indeed, Schellhorn finds the ‘dance’ in all such pieces, from the 

beautifully phrased  Siciliana (1958), through the impassioned musical arc 

of Pavane and Galliard (1964) to the wonderfully poised ‘Gavotte’ and 

‘Odd’s Minuet’ in Petrus Suite. The charmingly performed ‘Toccatina’ 

which closes the programme, we are told was also used in the Sonatina for 

Piano dating from 1971, although in fact it originates in a sketch made in 

1921, bringing the recital aptly and chronologically full-circle. 

Of particular interest to Gerald Finzi enthusiasts is the inclusion 

of Finzi: His Rest (1956), not to be confused with  Finzi’s Rest (written 

the same day, but later published as part of Howells’ Clavichord). Unlike 

the well-known published homage to Finzi’s own compositional style, 

here we find music of a more personal nature with a much graver 

atmosphere, and one that seems to plumb deeper emotional depths, using 

a harmonic style more akin to the organ Prelude on Psalm 130: Out of the 

Deep (1939) or the more anguished moments of Howells’ Requiem 

(1932/3). 

Excellently produced and engineered by Rachel Smith and Ben 

Connellan, the piano sound is remarkably clear throughout, yet maintains 
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a pleasing space for the more expansive music. Of course, such clarity 

would not be merited were it not for the poise and precision of 

Schellhorn’s ever-delightful playing, which readily adapts to the huge 

variety of musical styles contained in the music by this single composer. 

A release of both historical importance and real musical pedigree, we 

eagerly await the next volume, if not more future forays into lesser known 

British piano music. 
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Anthony Boden is a writer with particular 

interests in music and literature. Born in 

Cheshire, he has lived in Gloucestershire since 

1975. In 1989, following a thirty-two year 

career in the Royal Air Force, Antony was 

appointed Administrator of the Gloucester 

Three Choirs Festival, a post that he held until 

his retirement in 1999. In 1995, Anthony 

became the founding Chairman of the Ivor 

Gurney Society, of which he was elected 

President in 2015. He was also the Chairman of 

the Gloucester Music Society. His books include: 

 

Stars in a Dark Night:The Letters of Ivor Gurney to the Chapman Family 

(Alan Sutton, 1986; rev. 2004). 

F.W. Harvey: Soldier, Poet (Alan Sutton, 1988; rev. 1998); (Douglas 

McLean,2011); revised edition: Phillimore, 2016. 

F.W. Harvey: Selected Poems [with R.K.R. Thornton], complete with a 

CD of the poems read by Jan Carey and David Goodland and with archive 

recordings of F. W. Harvey. 

Three Choirs: A History of the Festival (Sutton, 1992). A new and revised 

edition, marking the tercentenary in 2015 of the Festival, was published in 

2017 - The Three Choirs Festival: A History (Boydell Press) - by Anthony 

Boden with Paul Hedley. 

The Parrys of the Golden Vale: a Background to the Genius of Sir Hubert 

Parry (Thames, 1998). 

Thomas Tomkins: The Last Elizabethan (Ashgate, 2005) 
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Martin Bussey combines the roles of 

composer and conductor. He currently directs 

the Chester Bach Singers, Cantiones Choir in 

Oswestry, and is a vocal tutor at Manchester 

University. He is Chairman of the Finzi 

Friends and a director of Ludlow English 

Song. Martin’s Mary’s Hand, a music theatre 

piece created with Di Sherlock and mezzo-

soprano Clare McCaldin, premiered in the 

summer of 2018 to great critical acclaim and was followed in September 

2020 by Timeless Figure, premiered at the Cockpit Theatre, London. This 

was described as a ‘tour-de-force’ (Hugill) for baritone Peter Edge. 

Recordings include Through a glass, a recording of songs, by Marcus 

Farnsworth on Resonus Classics. The 2019 CD of Martin’s choral music 

sung by the London-based professional choir, Sonoro, directed by Neil 

Ferris, on Resonus Classics received four-star reviews in BBC Music 

Magazine, Gramophone magazine and Choir and Organ. Martin was a 

Choral Scholar at King’s College, Cambridge, then studied singing at the 

RNCM.  He ran the aural, academic music and choral programmes at 

Chetham’s School of Music, where he taught from 1988 to 2013. He has 

just completed a commission for the Pinner Festival in 2021, A Brother 

Abroad, to celebrate the 700th anniversary of the foundation of Pinner 

Parish Church. Scores of his music are available from 

www.composersedition.com. 

 

Tom Coxhead completed his research MA at 

Durham University in 2019 with a thesis on 

the mass settings of Kenneth Leighton under 

the supervision of Professor Jeremy Dibble. 

He is currently the Assistant Organist at 

Ripon Cathedral and a teacher at Harrogate 

Ladies’ College having previously held 

positions at Ampleforth College and Brecon 

Cathedral. 

http://www.composersedition.com/
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Jay Richardson is an acclaimed musician 

and videographer based in Cambridge, 

UK, Jay graduated from the University of 

Cambridge in 2018. In 2019 he won the 

RNCM John Golland Award, produced 

and soundtracked Feeling Blue? Mental 

Health at Cambridge University 

(shortlisted for a Mind Media Award) and 

completed a Finzi Scholarship in Hong 

Kong. He is the first ever Organ Scholar 

at Union Chapel, London. His recent work for video has been selected at 

North Europe International Film Festival and at Oaxaca FilmFest. 

 

Gavin Roberts enjoys a varied career as a 

piano accompanist. He has partnered singers 

in recital at Wigmore Hall, the Barbican Hall 

and the Royal Festival Hall, and is Artistic 

Director of the recital series Song in the 

City, for whom he has devised more than 

100 recital programmes. He has appeared at 

Oundle International Festival, Dartington 

International Festival, The Ludlow Weekend 

of English Song, The Ryedale Festival, and The Oxford Lieder Festival. 

He has played for The BBC Singers, The Joyful Company of Singers, The 

Hanover Band, Tiffin Boys’ Choir, and as a repetiteur for Sir Roger 

Norrington and the late Richard Hickox. Gavin has appeared regularly on 

BBC Radio broadcasts as a soloist and accompanist, often giving premiere 

performances of new works, and has played on numerous CD recordings. 

His most recent project is a CD recording of London-themed song 

commissions for Song in the City. Gavin studied piano with Andrew West 

and Eugene Asti at the Guildhall School of Music & Drama, where he is 

now a Professor. He previously read Music at Gonville and Caius College, 

Cambridge, where he also held the organ scholarship. Gavin is Organist 

and Director of Music at St Marylebone Parish Church.  
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More details: www.gavinroberts.org & www.songinthecity.org  

 

Ralph Woodward grew up in 

Durham, and studied Music as Organ 

Scholar at Queens’ College, 

Cambridge. He is now Musical 

Director of the Fairhaven Singers, Full 

Score and Orchestral Score. He has 

played concertos on three instruments, 

worked in 20 Cambridge College 

Chapels, 20 UK cathedrals, six US states, and over 25 countries, and 

conducted the London Mozart Players, City of London Sinfonia, The 

Parley of Instruments, English Chamber Orchestra, and Britten Sinfonia. 

He carries out a wide range of editorial tasks for Oxford University Press 

and a number of the country’s leading composers. His choral 

arrangements have been performed all round Europe and on Radio 4’s PM 

programme. Past projects have included work with Vladimir Ashkenazy, 

Emma Johnson, Iestyn Davies and Cradle of Filth, and an appearance on 

ITV’s Grantchester.  

In addition to his musical interests, Ralph manages a cricket team, 

plays badminton enthusiastically, gives presentations on the assassination 

of JFK, and spends as much time as possible eating and drinking in 

foreign countries.  

For more information on Ralph, please see ww.ralphwoodward.com 

 


