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! Sing a song by Eric Coates Sing of old Stonecracker john 
Of Birds at Eventide And Three Bears of renown , 
Of Joyous Youth and Summer Days And march along to Knightsbridge 

l And Britain's Countryside. With the throng of London Town . 
i!J ........... ... ,. ......................... ,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,.,,, ,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, .. ,,,,,,,,,.,, ,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, ,,, ,,,,,,, ,, ,,,, ,, ,, ,,,,, ,,,,,,,,,,, ,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, ,, ,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,.f!] 



Suddenly she [Ethel Smyth] stopped in mid-sentence as if a thought had struck her, 
and in that brusque voice we all know so well: 

"You are the man who writes tunes?" 
I bowed my acknowledgements. 

She then fired off at me: 
"Come and sit down beside me and tell me how you manage to make your effects!"1 

Frontispiece 

Pen and ink drawing of Eric Coates by E.H. Allcock. 
from Sunrqy: The Magaifne ofHucknaii Carnival, 1935, 9. 

1 Coates, Eric. Suite In Four Movements. London: Heinemann, 1953, 152. 



Statement of Copyright 

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author and no quotation from it or 

information derived from it may be published without the prior written consent of the 

author. 



Abstract 

T he light-music composer Eric Coates was one of the most successful and popular 

composers of the twentieth century. This thesis seeks to address how he achieved 

this status through the various media that were open to him. 

After a biographical and teleological discussion of Coates, light mus1c, his 

position within this 'school' of composition and his views on light music this thesis 

discusses his relationship with the BBC. Looking at the BBC's policy towards light music 

shows how his music fitted into their broadcasting schedules and was tailor made for use 

as signature tunes. Concomitant to this was a mutual symbiosis, the BBC needed his 

music and Coates desired their promotion and performances of his music. Key BBC 

personnel were important in programming, obstructing, commenting and performing his 

music, especially Stanford Robinson and the BBC Theatre Orchestra. Coates' popularity 

was sealed by his legacy of gramophone records, though these contained frequent cuts, 

changes of orchestration and deviations from the published score. 

Coates' slender output was all of a high standard because of its sincerity, melody, 

countermelodies, orchestration, integration of dance bands and jazz music. Though he 

was alive to a compositional formula that governed light music, it was never creatively 

limiting, as demonstrated by an in-depth discussion of several pieces. 

Coates often appeared in newspapers as a minor celebrity and these interviews 

often drew in his latest compositions. Allied to this was the foundation of the 

Performing Right Society which enabled him to earn a comfortable living through his 

music. The final aspect of his career dealt with is the music festivals held at many seaside 

resorts and the BBC Light Music Festivals which gave Coates the chance to conduct with 

important luminaries and to produce new works. All these issues united to create a 

unique and well-loved composer. 
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Introduction 

When those musicians whose normal habitat is Street are asked about music, 
thry will sqy rather tolerantfy that the great masters had their moments, but thry 

will probabfy feel that Mr. Eric Coates is bryond the pale. On the other hand, 
those who pqy tribute to Charing Cross Road would regard Mr. Eric 

Coates as a long-haired whose approach is academic 
rather than commerciaL Meanwhile, Mr. Coates 

continues to be one of the most richfy 
rewarded composers in Europe. 1 

The music of Eric Coates is known by many who do not even know his name. His 

music has given countless hours of pleasure to millions; mention 'Knightsbridge' 

March ('In Town Tonight'), Calling All Workers ('Music While You Work'), By the Sleepy 

Lagoon ('Desert Island Discs') or The Dam Busters March (from the film of the same 

name), to a certain generation, and the memories will come flooding back. His music has 

become part of the musical landscape and cultural heritage of England. Nevertheless, 

many significant pieces by Coates and the school of light music, which were prevalent in 

England, have not fared well, though in common with most British music of that period 

are favoured more on CD than in the concert hall. Indeed, the whole sub-genre of light 

music has been shunned and neglected for too long by the academic world which 

dismisses it as frivolous and of limited value. Norman Demuth believed that: ' ... there are 

a great number of composers who write admirable music of no great importance. To 

include these side by side with giants like Sibelius, Vaughan Williams and Schoenberg 

would be unfair to the composers themselves and would make them look ridiculous. 2' 

Stephen Banfield dismissed the ballads and the 'lighter songs' of the 1920s and 1930s as a 

' ... continuation of the ballad's complacency, associated more with the classroom and 

nursery than the drawing room but still an unhealthy twilight zone between the artistic 

1 Clifford, Hubert. 'Some Problems of Broadcast Musical Entertainment'. In BBC Quarter!J viii (1953-1954) 
158-163,158. 
2 Demuth, Norman. Musical Trends in the Twentieth Century. London: Rockcliff, 1952, vi. 



and the commercial. .. _,, Despite these criticisms, the genre is growing significantly in 

popularity, outside the world of academia, with a resurgence of public interest.4 This is 

music that is not merely tuneful, effervescent and jocose but is of real craft and artistic 

value, worthy to stand with all other orchestral music of the period. 

My interest in Coates grew out of a love of British music from the late-nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries when, one evening, I was introduced by a friend to the world of 

British light music which hitherto I had not previously encountered. Here, I heard music 

that I had known all my life, whether as background music or through broadcasting and I 

felt compelled to discover more. As I listened to the genre, I found that one man 

dominated the sphere of light music, and still does to this day - Eric Coates. The sheer 

beauty and musicality of writing I encountered when listening to his rour Centuries Suite 

and the Saxo-Rhapsor!J, made me want to find more information about their composer. 

After reading all the literature available on the composer, I realised that little had been 

written about the music and I felt many questions were left unanswered. However, one 

question dominated this list: how and why did Coates achieve, and more importantly, 

retain his position at the forefront of light music? While pursuing this issue I was struck 

by the skill of this composer, not just in his delightful compositions, but also in his 

exploitation of new technologies, organisations and existing opportunities. In short, here 

was a composer who knew exactly what he was doing and how to successfully exploit his 

music to attain such a position in the musical world. Nearly fifty years after his death he 

is still the one composer of light music who makes it into the concert hall and is 

performed by the world's leading orchestras. 

-'Banfield, Stephen. Sensibility and tbe English Song. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, 5. 
4 1l1e renaissance of light music began in the early-1990s with the revival by Ernest Tomlinson of the Light 
Music Society. A landmark series of new recordings by Coates, Haydn Wood, Torch, Binge, Tomlinson, 
Duncan and Curzon by Marco Polo drew attention to the genre, which finally reached its apotheosis in 
2005 with an hour-long television programme on the genre entitled Music for Everyone. 
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As LeMahieu argued, the twentieth century was a century of immense change and 

it was through this cultural change that Coates wrote his music: 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the development of popular 
national daily newspapers, the cinema, the gramophone, and other forms of mass 
entertainment threatened to upset traditional patterns of British culture, attracting an 
audience of unprecedented size, this 'mass' or 'commercial' culture -no single term 
unambiguously defines the phenomenon - was created for profit, dependant upon 
new technologies, and often dominated by individuals outside the mainstream of 
British cultural life. Writers, artists, musicians, critics, and their numerous 
sympathizers responded in a variety of ways. Some retreated into self-conscious 
isolation from the popular and the profane. Others engaged in detailed polemics 
against the mass media. Still others embraced new technology and sought to uplift 
tastes. All these groups struggled against a culture that measured success by popularity 
rather than aesthetic merit.5 

During the interwar period, the average working week decreased from fifty-four hours to 

forty-eight and the average salary, per capita, rose from £1-12-0 in 1913 to £3-10-0 in 

1938 - leisure activities were at last within the range of the average man.6 The early 

decades of the twentieth century were marked by: a widespread expansion of the press; 

the widespread adoption of the gramophone; the foundation and phenomenal growth of 

the BBC; the wide availability of ensembles which performed orchestral music; the 

twilight of mass sales of sheet music; and the foundation of the PRS. The 1930s were 

characterised by a development of what LeMahieu called a 'common culture', a culture 

shared by all regardless of class. 7 It was into this environment of widespread cultural 

change that Coates entered, with his Edwardian musical values and he consciously and 

successfully exploited the new technologies and crazes. 

I was anxious to avoid a standard 'composer study', but felt that this theme of 

using the rapidly changing media tied all the issues of Coates' life together and would 

make an effective doctoral thesis. With this in mind, the thesis is structured in such a way 

5 LeMahieu, D.L. A Culture for Democracy. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988, 2-3. These changes were also 
seen, on a more marked level, in popular music of the period, see Nott, James. Musi,·for the People. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002, 5-6. 
6 Nott: 2002, 2-3. 
7 LeMahieu: 1988, 227. 
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as to expound on his well-honed commercial acumen. After a biographical chapter, there 

is a teleological discussion of light music within the context of England and its 

ramifications on Coates. A discussion of light music may seem tangential, but provides a 

f1rn1 basis for the discussions in the following sections. After this, the thesis is split into 

three broad areas, each assessing how he achieved his supreme status through a specific 

sphere of light music. 

The first of these three sections deals with the new media available to Coates 

through the BBC and gramophone recordings. He was one of the first composers to reap 

the dual benefits of frequent broadcasting and informal commissions offered by the BBC 

and the gramophone companies. The symbiotic relationship he enjoyed with BBC was 

one of the lynchpins of his entire career. Here, his music, whether through broadcasts, 

concerts, transmissions of his gramophone records or the use of his music as signature 

tunes, was catapulted into the homes and affections of the listening public. 

The second-part investigates all matters musical; had Coates' music not been of a 

consistently high-standard owing to its melody, harmony, orchestration and to Coates' 

stroke of genius in integrating elements of the dance bands into his music, he could not 

have achieved his position within the field. 

The final tranche is devoted to three case studies. The vignettes deal with Coates' 

exploitation of his relationship with the Press, the PRS and the numerous light orchestras 

(two of these genres reached a peak during his lifetime) and how these relationships 

cemented his reputation. 

This thesis is based on original research using Coates' own private papers, letters 

(he often retained a carbon-copy of his type-written replies), scrapbooks and 

manuscripts. His private papers and manuscripts have had a rather tortuous history. 

After his death in 1957 they passed to his wife, Phyl (who carried out several purges on 

his correspondence) and subsequently to his son, Austin. Austin, who lived in Hong 
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Kong and latterly in Portugal, deposited this material with numerous friends who lived 

on the South Coast. After Austin's death in 1997, the material was split into two halves, 

one part (largely letters, photographs and the scrapbooks) to a family friend, Harry Smith 

of Southwell, who has worked hard to keep the name and music of Coates alive in 

Nottinghamshire. The other half (predominately manuscripts and sketches) to the 

conductor John Wilson, who in turn donated them to his alma mater, the RCM. 

Little did I realise how much archive work would be involved when I undertook 

this project, including locating many of his gramophone records, several of which were 

only available on the original and long obsolete 78rpm pressings. Wherever possible I 

have tried to use Coates' own words, not solely from his autobiography Suite in Four 

Movements but also from letters and press interviews. The surviving material paints a 

picture of a man who was punctilious about his business affairs, exceptionally well­

connected with many society figures and above all, a man, who, like his music, exuded a 

great sense of joie de vivre. 

v 



Acknowledgements 

I wish to thank the following people and institutions for their assistance in this thesis: 

Accrington and Burnley Public Libraries; David Ades (Secretary, Robert Famon 

Society); Allegri String Quartet; Gareth Atkins (for alerting me to the Christopher Hassall 

material); Paul Banks (Royal College of Music's Performance Archive); Duncan Barker; 

Lady Bliss and the Bliss Trust; Ray Bickel (Hucknall Public Library); George Capel 

(Harrogate Library); Frances Cook (Archivist, London Philharmonic Orchestra); E-bay 

(for the provision of many items out-of-print music and records of Coates); Elgar 

Birthplace Museum; Liz Fawcett Gack Hylton Archive, University of Lancaster); Lewis 

Foreman; Katherine Gale (formerly Archivist of Boosey and Hawkes); Michael Grey (for 

information regarding Decca); Rod Hamilton and Ike Egbetola (National Sound 

Archive); Alan Heinecke; Beresford King-Smith (Archivist, City of Birmingham 

Symphony Orchestra); Valerie Langfield (for information regarding Roger Quilter); 

Daniel Leach-Wilkinson (King's College Sound Archive, London); Paul Lilley (EMI 

Archives); Stephen Lloyd (for much useful information regarding the Boumemouth 

Municipal Orchestra); Ray Luker (Performing Right Society); Ruth Mariner and Tom 

Creedy (Selsey Local History Society); David Nathan (National Jazz Archive); Louise 

North and Julie Snelling (BBC Written Archives Centre); Max Paddison; Bridget Palmer 

(Royal Academy of Music); Michael Ponder; Mark Pool and J Cooper (Torquay 

Reference Library); Libby Rice (Archivist, London Symphony Orchestra); Eleanor 

Roberts (Archivist, Halle Orchestra); Royal Archives, Windsor; the Staff of Palace Green 

Library, University of Durham; June Upton (formerly of Vintage Light Music Society); 

Patrick Zuk (for the aural assistance for Chapter 5); and to the many people, too 

numerous to mention, who have replied to my e-mails and letters and supplied me with 

information. 

Vl 



There are several people who have been invaluable to my research: Malcolm 

Bulcock who has introduced me to many great things both musical and not, and who has 

been a great help on all maters regarding the BBC and recording. 

Marjorie Cullerne (Haydn Wood's great niece) and Gilles Gouset for sharing the 

fruits of their research on Haydn Wood; they have supplied me with far more 

information than I have reciprocated with. 

Peter Edwards who originally introduced me to light music and a chap called Eric 

Coates. I am grateful for all the conversations we have had about music, for Peter 

listening to my eternal rambles on Coates and also for all the light music discs we have 

swapped over the years. 

Peter Horton and all the Staff of the Royal College of Music Library, who have 

been so helpful and accommodating me late into the night on my numerous 'extended' 

visits. 

Geoffrey Self, who was a researcher's dream, and who one day sent me his entire 

collection of Coates material, including the letters between Austin Coates and himself. 

Senior Common Room, University College Durham for a generous Travel 

Scholarship in 2004. 

Harry and Ann Smith for their welcome, hospitality and opportunity to share 

ideas about Coates and for providing information about him from a Nottinghamshire 

perspective. 

Ernest Tomlinson and his late wife Jean (Light Music Society). Without Ernest's 

foresight in preserving so many sets of light orchestral music, a large proportion of music 

would have been lost for future generations. This thesis would not have been possible 

without their help in providing scores. I am also grateful to them both for providing me 

with food and conversation on all aspects of light music, leading to many stimulating 

Vll 



ideas and avenues to ponder during many memorable lunchtimes whilst I was working 

for the Light Music Society in the summers of 2005 and 2006. 

Liz Wardle who has made me so welcome at her Brighton residences and helped 

with the Family Records Office. 

John Wilson has provided several useful comments on the worklist and alerted 

me to the orchestral version of Eight Nursery Rhymes and has given me chance to be 

involved in the forthcoming complete edition of Coates' music. His superlative 

recordings of Coates' lesser known works have enabled me to comment with some 

knowledge on these pieces. 

I wish to thank my supervisor Jeremy Dibble (and his delightful wife Alison), for 

the many hours of discussion, and his endless patience and guidance in putting this thesis 

together- he undoubtedly ranks alongside a Nuits-St-Georges! 

My parents, Alan and Christine Payne, who have endured many mealtimes with 

my discussions on bizarre points of Coates' style, and put up with his music wafting 

through my bedroom door at all times. They have also been of the greatest financial 

assistance possible. 

And finally to my fiancee Anne, who not only has strategically placed relations 

for the places I needed to visit, but has also read and commented on this thesis and put 

up with the 'other person' in our relationship, which must, at times, have felt like a menage 

a trois! 

Vlll 



AS CAP 

BBC 

CD 

HMV 

LP 

LPO 

LSO 

N/A 

PRS 

RAM 

RCM 

RPM 

SA CAM 

SATB 

TTBB 

Abbreviations and Library Sigla 

Abbreviations 

American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers 

British Broadcasting Corporation 

Compact Disc 

His Master's Voice (Record Company) 

Long-playing Record 

London Philharmonic Orchestra 

London Symphony Orchestra 

Not applicable or available 

Performing Right Society 

Royal Academy of Music 

Royal College of Music 

Revolutions per Minute 

Societe des Auteurs, Compositeurs, et Editeurs de Musique 

Soprano, Alto, Ten or and Bass 

Ten or, Terror, Bass and Bass 

1X 



GB-Bcbso 

GB-Cu 

GB-HCKI 

GB-IIMprivate 

GB-LAu 

GB-Lam 

GB-Lbbc 

GB-Lbh 

GB-Lbl 

GB-Lcm 

GB-Upo 

GB-Uso 

GB-Lprs 

GB-NO 

GB-PRlms 

GB-Rwac 

GB-STHprivate 

US-We 

US-Wgu 

Library Sigla 

City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, Birmingham 

University of Cambridge Library, Cambridge 

Hucknall Public Library 

Private Collection of Geoffrey Self, Ilminster 

University of Lancaster 

Royal Academy of Music, London 

BBC Library, London 

Boosey and Hawkes, London 

The British Library, London 

Royal College of Music, London 

London Philharmonic Orchestra, London 

London Symphony Orchestra, London 

Performing Right Society, London 

University of Nottingham Library, Nottingham 

Library of Light Orchestral Music (Light Music Society), 
Langridge, Preston 

BBC Written Archives Centre, Caversham Park, Reading 

Private Collection of Harry and Ann Smith, Southwell 

National Library of Congress, Washington D.C., United States of 
America 

Georgetown University Library, Washington D.C., United States 
of America 

X 



General Notes 

Each musical example and table has been placed as close as possible to the text that it 
illustrates. Where this is not possible (predominately due to length) the example is placed 
on the following page. 

All musical examples are by Eric Coates unless otherwise stated. 

All durations are given in minutes and seconds, i.e. 4m30s is four minutes and thirty 
seconds and times are given in standard twenty-four hour format. 

By the Sleepy Lagoon refers to the orchestral Valse Serenade, whereas 'Sleepy Lagoon' refers 
to the song based on the Valse Serenade, but is a separate work. 

Coates always referred to his orchestral works first by genre then title, i.e. March: The 
Seven Seas or Suite: The Three Men. In accordance with the parlance of today, I refer to 
them as The Seven Seas March and The Three Men Suite; the genre is not part of the title. 

In this thesis I use a pitch system in which middle C equates to C\ C5 is an octave higher 
than C4 and C3 is an octave lower than C4

• 
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Part I 

Background 

Chapter 1 
Biography 

I have never been taken for a composer. The reason for this mqy be that I wear 
my hair short; cannot work unless proper/y dressed; dislike being late for 

an appointment; dislike even more being kept waitingfor one; 
make a point if alwqys being in good time for a 

theatre, a cinema, a train or a plane; in fact, 
I am what one might call orthodox. 1 

'August 27th, 1886 was an important day for me, for at four-thirty in the 

afternoon, while the rest of the family was at tea, I descended on the Coates 

minage.2
' Born into a musical family m Watnall Street, Hucknall Torkyard/ 

Nottinghamshire, Eric Francis Harrison Coates' medical father played the flute and 

conducted the local Church Choir and his mother was an able pianist. All three of his 

sisters, Gladys, Dorothy and Meta, were musical and the young Eric would arrange music 

for them, which must have sounded bizarre - flute, violins, piano, 'cello and mandolin!4 

From his first sighting of the 'queer-looking black box' of Pen Payton,5 he wanted to 

learn the violin.6 After initial study with a local teacher, he went to be tutored by Georg 

Ellenberger (a pupil of the violinist Joseph Joachim) and studied harmony and 

counterpoint with Ralph Homer (a local organist). 

Early musical life was hectic for the young Coates; two violin lessons a week and 

a harmony lesson, along with travel to Nottingham, practice time and writing exercises 

1 Coates, Eric. Suite in Four i\1ovements. London: Heinemann, 1953, 3. 
2 Ibid, 4. He was baptised 26/02/1887 at St. Mary Magdalene's Church, Hucknall, the resting place of Lord 
Byron. 
3 Eric Coates' Birth Certificate. The family soon moved to Tenter Hill, Duke Street. Coates was originally 
called 'Frank Harrison Coates, but the name was soon changed to Eric Francis Harrison Coates. (Eric 
Coates' Birth Certificate). 
4 20/06/1951 Eric Coates In Desert Island Discs,' broadcast, BBC Light Programme. GB-RwacS133/18/7 
Special Collections Plomley, Roy 'Desert Island Discs.' Scripts 91-109. 
5 A visitor to the Coates' household, and friend of his mother's family. 
6 Coates: 1953,7. 
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for Horner in addition to the normal rigors of youthful academic work. He was never 

educated at a school, but at home with a governess,7 and music was always the most 

important aspect of his education. As Coates progressed with his violin playing he was 

invited to join Ellenberger's own string quartet in addition to all his other activities. 

Coates came to learn the viola almost by accident: Ellenberger wanted to perform 

Brahms' Clarinet Quintet with his own quartet and after disastrous results with a local 

cleric playing the clarinet part,8 Ellenberger found the Brahms edition for solo viola 

rather than the usual clarinet: Coates was asked to play the viola part, although he had 

never played the viola before. Playing the viola opened up many avenues for Coates; it 

was his passport to many a local orchestra, including several performances under the 

rising Henry Wood. With local orchestras, Coates was able to try out several youthful 

compositions, notably a Ballad for String Orchestra, first performed in the Albert Hall, 

Nottingham in 1904, under Arthur Richards, which received reasonable press notices.9 

In 1906, as his childhood years drew to a close, a quandary arose as to Eric's 

future. Coates was determined to pursue a career in music, but his father was less keen, 

having been persuaded by the local bank manager that a career in ftnance was the only 

option for his son. Eventually, Coates persuaded his father to allow him to try for 

entrance to the Royal Academy of Music, for one year's study, though Ellenberger was 

keen for him to study in Germany, believing that London would ruin him as he would 

end up playing in theatres and restaurants. 10 For his audition at the RAM, he took with 

him his Three Songs for Mezzo-Soprano and Orchestra Op 10 (believed to have composed as a 

7 18/08/1985 Austin Coates to Geoffrey Self. GB-ILMprivate. Austin believes that the governess was 
present to teach Coates' elder sisters, Dorothy and Meta and that Coates joined in. Coates' father seemed 
to have no belief that the young Eric should go to school. 
8 See Coates: 1953, 39-40 for the full story. 
9 Undated, c. November-December 1904. Nottingham Guardian. In Coates Scrapbook, Volume 1, 1900-
1935. GB-Lt:m Coates Archive, box .M127. 
10 Meadmore, W.S. 'Eric Coates.' In The Gramophone 15 (1936-1937) 235-237,236. 
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love token for a local Nottingham singer) 11 and played the viola and piano. After the 

examination, the Principal, Alexander Mackenzie said to him: ' ... Mark my words, young 

man, ye'll start as a viola player but ye'll end up as a composer!12
' He started at the RAM 

in Michaelmas term 1906, studying viola (as his principal study) under Lionel Tertis, 

piano (second study) under Braithwaite and harmony under Fredrick Corder,13 not, as he 

states in his autobiography, Suite in Four Movements, composition as principal study and 

viola as second study. 14 It is probable that Coates studied more composition than 

harmony with Corder, having studied harmony and counterpoint from an early age, but, 

in accordance with normal pedagogical procedure at the RAM, all students, especially 

those wishing to pursue composition, had to register initially for the harmony course in 

order to qualify. The ardent Wagnerian Fredrick Corder produced a very different breed 

of composer to that generated by the Brahmsian Charles Stanford at the RCM. Bantock, 

William Wallace and Bax to a certain degree all absorbed elements of Corder's Wagnerian 

influenced teaching, Corder's composition pupils of Coates' period, such as Holbrooke, 

McCunn, York Bowen and Montague Phillips, all seemed to have a lighter edge in a 

handful of their compositions. In the case of Coates, and to a far lesser degree in that of 

Montague Phillips, they were content to become light composers. Whether this lightness 

of style has anything to do with Corder's teaching, or was largely inherent in the pupils is 

impossible to say, though Coates remembers studying and playing the scores of Sullivan 

and German with his teacher. 15 

During Coates' time at the RAM, Montague Phillips and B. Walton O'Donnell 

dominated Academy life, winning all the major competitions and prizes. In many 

respects, Coates' time at the Academy was well-spent, but he did not have a distinguished 

11 02/04/1999 Huckna/1 Dispatch. 'Love Secrets of Eric Coates.' These songs were written to a local singer 
with whom Coates was infatuated at the time. 
12 Coates: 1953, 58. 
13 RAM Students' Register G: Lent 1906- :tvlichaelmas 1907, Page 371. GB-Lam. 
u Coates: 1953, 58. 
IS Ibid, 62. 

3 



student career, frequently practising his 'slow bowings' as dictated by Tertis, performing 

string quartets and playing in the Academy Orchestra. In October 1907, with the news 

that the existing holder of the Viola Orchestral Scholarship was leaving the Academy, 

Coates applied for, and was awarded the Scholarship. For most RAM students (of which 

the vast majority was female) a course of three years was the normal span of study. This 

was not the case with Ct)ates, although he had the support of the Viola Scholarship. His 

studies at the RAM drew abruptly to a close at the end of the Midsummer Term of 1908, 

even though he remained on the register of the Academy until the end of the year (and 

then only for the study of harmony). 16 The reason for this precipitate conclusion to his 

studies was, on Tertis' recommendation, to replace his teacher in the Hambourg String 

Quartet.17 Although it is likely that he was only intending to spend a year at the RAM 

(funded by his father), his departure confirmed that he was already recognised as a player 

of proficiency and that his instrument, the viola, assured him of a living as a professional 

musician. Being launched into a career with the Hambourg Quartet also provided Coates 

with valuable practical experience. 

Little record exists of the Hambourg Quartet, but they were founded in April 

1907 by brothers Jan (leader) and Boris (cellist), brothers of the pianist Mark, and gave 

their inaugural rectal in London's Bechstein Hall. Eric Coates joined them in 1908. They 

seem to have been quite an established Quartet, playing much of the standard repertoire. 

The Quartet came to an unexplained, abrupt end, probably not long after the end of the 

five Subscription concerts at the Aeolian Hall, held in late 1908-1909. For the youthful 

Coates working with the Quartet meant not only concerts in London, but also national 

tours with concerts in other urban centres and even tours abroad. One such tour, in 

1908, took Coates to South Africa. Before travelling to the southern hemisphere, Coates 

learned that Two Songsfor Baritone and Orchestra were to be published by Boosey. They had 

16 Students Register G: Lent 1906- Michaehnas 1907. GB-L.am. 
17 AAM Minutes of Committee, November 1906- June 1910. GB-L.am. 
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been first performed at a RAM Student Concerts at Queen's Hall the previous year and 

were well received by the Musical Times: 'two effective songs, respectively named 'Swedish 

Love-Song' and 'Devon to me' from the pen of Mr. Eric Coates, were sung by Mr. Percy 

Driver. 'Devon to me' is a robust and manly ditty worthy of publication.18
' These songs 

were Coates' first published compositions and must have been a notable encouragement 

to him, all the more so since, though he was living the life of a professional viola player, 

he was troubled with neuritis in his left arm and, deep down, he knew that his chances of 

becoming a 'second Lionel Terris' were evaporating. 

Besides the abovementioned songs, there were other unpublished songs by 

Coates that Boosey elected not to print, though they still survive in the publisher's 

archives. 19 Clearly he was conscious of his potential as a composer, and his confidence 

was bolstered by a request from the Hambourg Quartet to contribute a movement based 

on the 'Londonderry Air' to form a 'collective string quartet' for their 1908-1909 season 

of Subscription Concerts at the Aeolian Hall. Other contributors were older and more 

established names and included Hamilton Harty and Frank Bridge. Coates' own creation 

was 'Menuetto on an Old Irish Air' which, though it has remained unpublished, is a 

highly competent and attractive miniature essay.20 In addition to the 'Menuetto', Coates 

wrote Four Old English 5 ongs on familiar texts by Shakespeare which proved to be his 

most widely esteemed work for a number of years (until the arrival of his Miniature Suite 

in 1911) after their first performance at a RAM Student Concert on 15 December 1908. 

The songs were taken up by Henry Wood and his wife Olga and frequendy appeared at 

concerts at Queen's Hall, notably the Promenades;21 the Woods even recorded the songs 

1R Review of RAM Student Concert, 13/12/1907, Musical Times 49 (1908), 31. 
19 GB-Lbh Song File. 
20 The Suite was first performed at the Aeolian Hall28 November 1908. Only the finale, by Frank Bridge, 
received a favourable review by The Times, (20/11/1908), and was published. The Hambourg Quartet 
played the work at a concert to mark a visit by Vincent d'Indy to London in March 1909. During Coates' 
time teaching at the RAM the work proved popular in a guise for String Orchestra and was played at 
several prizegivings during the 191 Os. 
21 The songs were sw1g at the 1909, 1913, 1930 and 1944 Promenade Concerts. 
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in 1909. Olga Wood invited numerous composers (including Parry and Stanford) of the 

day to write or orchestrate songs for her. Coates' settings of familiar Shakespeare lyrics, 

projected a buoyant humour, tinged with a wistful edge (take, for example, 'Under the 

greenwood tree' and 'Orpheus with his lute'). Though not in the 'light' style with which 

he was later to become associated, they are a curious hybrid of art song and ballad. The 

other notable success of this period was the rustic West Country ballad 'Stonecracker 

John', conceived on top of a London bus, which, despite initial reluctance from the 

publishing house of Boosey, was eventually published in 1909 and exceptionally well 

received at its first performance, sung by Harry Dearth, at a Boosey Ballad concert that 

After the Hambourg Quartet was disbanded in 1909, he played in several theatre 

orchestras (he had played in these bands whilst a student) before joining the Beecham 

Orchestra (and becoming sub-principal viola under his former teacher, Terris). His 

membership included a tour of England and Ireland, but his involvement with the 

orchestra turned out to be short-lived, due to the ephemeral nature of Beecham's 

orchestras. Looking for more permanent employment, Coates joined the viola section of 

the Queen's Hall Orchestra in 1910, rising quickly to the fust desk and then becoming 

leader of the violas in 1912 under Henry Wood, a conductor then at the height of his 

powers and energy.23 The Queen's Hall Orchestra was one of London's premier 

orchestras, offering a gruelling schedule under the indefatigable Wood as well as many 

other outside engagements that Sir Henry was able to offer. Eugene Goossens recalled 

his four-year stint in the orchestra (which ran concurrendy with Coates' time there): 

22 Coates: 1953,118-119. 
23 It is almost impossible to ascertain the exact dates that Coates was in the (New) Queen's Hall Orchestra, 
as most of the records of the Hall disappeared with its destruction and many concert programmes do not 
survive from the period, and if they do there is rarely a list of the orchestra. Coates was definitely Principal 
Viola by November 1912, as a programme for a Queen's Hall Symphony Concert lists him as Principal. 
16/11/1912, GB-Lm Performance Archive, 1912 Queen's Hall Box. During Coates' time with the (New) 
Queen's Hall Orchestra it featured such names as Eugene Goossens, Basil Cameron, Rebecca Clarke and 
the young John Barbirolli. 
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... [I] got a first-hand knowledge of practically the entire symphonic repertoire. Under 
no other conductor could a more thorough and authentic grounding in orchestral 
repertory have been obtained ... The season of summer Promenade Concerts ... gave 
me my first sample of real orchestral high-jinks. Ten weeks of nightly three-hour 
symphony concerts, with three rehearsals a week (and Sunday afternoon concerts 
thrown in for good measure), is a back-breaking - but worthwhile - experience. 
Needless to add, we covered the whole gamut of the symphonic repertory during 
those sixty or more concerts, which invariably began punctually at eight and ended at 
eleven.24 

In the orchestra, Coates played under Debussy, Saint-Saens, Strauss, Scriabin and 

many native composers such as Parry, Stanford, Elgar, Mackenzie, Smyth, German and 

Walford Davies. He may have also played in the notorious first performance of 

Schoenberg's Five Orchestral Pieces in 1912.25 Coates was also in frequent demand as a viola 

player with other orchestras and during this decade he would be seen playing in the Royal 

Philharmonic Society concerts. With the Royal Philharmonic Society Orchestra he played 

in the premiere of Elgar's Second Symphony on 24 May 1911.26 

Coates' membership of the Queen's Hall Orchestra proved to be a vital cultural 

platform for him, in terms of his development both as a performer and as a composer. 

From its completion in 1893 until its destruction on the night of 10 and 11 May 1941, 

London's Queen's Hall was the epicentre of musical life in the capital. It was not just a 

hall, but a cultural icon for the nation; it symbolised Britain's sense of musical confidence 

before and after World War One and, consequently, it was held in great affection by 

concert -goers of the era. When it was bombed in 1941, London felt its absence acutely 

and after the war there was undoubtedly a need to fill the vacuum which was not filled by 

the Royal Festival Hall. Many important works, especially by native composers, received 

24 Goossens, Eugene. Overlure and Beginners. London: Methuen, 1951, 90&92. 
25 It is often difficult to pin down exactly who was playing in which concert for two major reasons: firstly, 
often the members of the orchestra were not listed on the programmes, and secondly, with the 'deputy 
system' rife in London orchestras, there is no guarantee that Coates would have played in the concert. 
26 14/05/1911 Programme of RPS Concert. GB-Lcm Performance Archive, Queen's Hall 1911. The 
programme states that Coates played the viola in the symphony's premiere under the composer. The first 
performance of Granville Bantock's Dante and Beatrice was also given that night. 
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their first performances there, either in the main hall, or the small hall; d1e Gramophone 

Company used the halls for recording purposes until the completion of their studios at 

Abbey Road in 1931. In 1895, Robert Newman founded a series of Promenade Concerts 

under the unknown conductor, Henry Wood and formed the Queen's Hall Orchestra 

especially for these concerts. Chappell & Co, the music publishers, were the lessees of 

Queen's Hall (almost from the hall's foundation) and ran the events. From August 1914 

they took over the running of the Queen's Hall Orchestra (it then became the New 

Queen's Hall Orchestra). This was no mean investment on the part of Chappell; it cost 

them £35,000 a year to keep the New Queen's Hall Orchestra afloat during the years of 

the First World War, compared to £4,000 it had cost Edgar Speyer before the War.27 

Henry Wood brought an interesting and unconventional artistic policy to his 

programmes, especially to the Promenade Concerts. They show a particular interest in 

Russian music, for orchestral music with a colourful palette, and for works with a 

powerful exotic aroma, Wood liked to programme pieces of a 'serious' nature, such as 

the symphonies of Tchaikovsky, Rinlsky, Liadov, Beethoven and the symphonic poems 

of Liszt and Smetana. He also showed a preference, in deference to an audience less 

familiar with the 'classics', for music in a lighter vein and he was quite happy to juxtapose 

the 'masters' with works by Sullivan, German and Montague Phillips with popular 

bassoon and comet soli. Wood also believed in performing compositions by his own 

orchestral players, and Coates' first orchestral piece,28 Miniature Suite, was first performed 

during the 1911 season of Promenade Concerts. This was indeed a high-proftle oudet for 

his music and many of his orchestral works featured at the concerts until the BBC took 

over the running of the concerts in 1927.29 Working at Queen's Hall, Coates was able to 

27 Edgar Speyer quoted in Jacobs, .Arthur. Henry]. Wood. London: Methuen, 1994, 165. 
28 This was his first venture into orchestral writing. His only contact with the orchestra before this work 
was in writing orchestral accompaniments to his songs (cf. Three Songs for Me!?!{o-Soprano and Orchestra Op 10 
(1906), Two Songs for Baritone (1907) and Four Old English Songs (1908)). 
29 See Appendix 3 for more details. 
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secure performances of his work by the Queen's Hall Orchestra in their Sunday Concerts 

(played twice; once in the afternoon and once in the evening) and also by the New 

Queen's Hall Light Orchestra (founded in 1916, with Alick Maclean as conductor) 

playing at Chappell's Ballad Concerts. It is perhaps inevitable that Coates should have 

had his music published by Chappell, as his orchestral music was often performed by 

Chappell's orchestras at Chappell's concerts; indeed, Coates himself was paid by 

Chappell in his capacity as principal viola of the New Queen's Hall Orchestra.30 

When Coates became principal viola of the Queen's Hall Orchestra in 1912 he 

began writing more music purely for the orchestra, since Wood and the orchestras 

attached to the Hall gave him encouragement and a means of having his music 

performed. His music was proving popular in London and he was occasionally absent 

from Queen's Hall on Sundays in order to conduct the struggling LSO in concerts at the 

London Palladium and in other theatres in the capital.31 Such was the intensity of his 

employment, he must have realised at this time that a career as a composer had serious 

possibilities. In addition, with the changes in copyright brought about by the 1906 

Musical Copyright Act and the 1911 Copyright Act, and especially with the formation of 

the Performing Right Society in 1914, the musical landscape for many composers and 

their earnings changed for ever. They could now make a living as composers of 

orchestral music instead of having to write popular ballads to supplement their income; 

the days of being exploited (as Coleridge Taylor was by Novello with his cantata 

Hiawatha's Wedding Feast of 1898) by publishers should at least have come to an end. Eric 

Coates was one of the earliest members of the PRS, joining in May 1914.32 He was 

however, initially forced to withdraw his membership due to intimidation from 

30 There is no documentary evidence to support this argument, but they must have certainly played a large 
part in Coates' early composing career. 
31 Coates: 1953, 193. 
32 Coates was in the second batch of members, with membership number 125. GB-Lprs Eric Coates file 1. 
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performers of his music.33 After persuas10n by Pierre Sarpy, the PRS's first General 

Manager, Coates withdrew his resignation and eventually rose to become a director of 

the Society.34 This change in climate spurred him on to write more orchestral music, 

where his heart lay, but he still continued to write ballads as source of income to 

supplement his earnings as a viola player. 

In 1911 a steady income had become a necessity for Coates. During that year he 

had fallen in love with Phyllis Black (always known as 'Phyl'), a student at the RAM. He 

wrote several recitations for voice and piano with her in mind, and most of his reuvre 

written between 1911 and 1913 are dedicated to her; the most notable dedication of the 

period is the 'Intermezzo' of the Miniature Suite whose evocative violin solo exudes love. 

Despite much interference and obstruction from the Black family largely in connection 

with their eight-year gap in age, they were married on 3 February 1913 at the New 

Jerusalem Church, Camden Road, London with Phyl's parents acting as witnesses. 35 Phyl 

became the epicentre of his life and they remained a close couple until Eric's death.36 She 

was his muse, as he recalled in 1952: 

I don't mind settling down to orchestration or some such work which has already 
been completed in sketch form, providing I know that it will not be long before Phyl 
is with me again, but to continue working in solitude usually ends in a state of 
restlessness which makes any sort of concentration out of the question.37 

He often regarded his creative collaborations with her as his finest artistic 

achievements. 38 

33 20/01/1915 Eric Coates to PRS. GB-LprsEric Coates file 1. 
34 21/01/1915 P Sarpy to Eric Coates & 03/02/1915 Eric Coates to PRS. GB-Lprs Eric Coates ftle 1. 

Coates' Marriage Certificate. Phyllis' mother was most worried about their relationship and wrote to 
Coates' Mother (Undated. Annie Black to Mary Coates GB-STHprivate). 
36 They had married to be together and even after the arrival of Austin, whom they sent to boarding school 
at the earliest opportunity, remained dose. Writing to Phyl after Eric's death a friend recalled, ' ... he 
mentioned that he had celebrated his wedding anniversary by spending the entire evening alone with you, 
and he wondered how many men who had been married as long as he had would be content to do so!' 
(31 /12/1957 PRS to Phyllis Coates. GB-Lprs Eric Coates ftle 2.) 
37 Manuscript copy of Suite in Four Movements 424. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box M127. 
38 Coates: 1953, 217. Especially The Jester at the Wedding and The Enchanted Garden. 
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When war broke out in August 1914, Coates was deemed unfit for military 

service and retained his position as principal viola with the New Queen's Hall Orchestra. 

In 1915 he accepted the post of professor of viola at his alma mater, whilst the incumbent, 

James Lockyer was on military service/9 and continued teaching at the RAM until early 

1922, though his heart was never in pedagogy and it was largely done for pecuniary 

reasons. By the mid-1910s, his orchestral music was steadily gaining popularity and he 

was repeatedly absent from Queen's Hall (much to Wood's chagrin) to conduct his 

works wherever and whenever he could. To do this, he had to resort to the practice of 

hiring deputies which, even then, was generally frowned on by established conductors. It 

was perhaps unsurprising that, in July 1918, Coates' contract as principal viola at Queen's 

Hall was not renewed.4l1 For many years he always told the public in his interviews with 

the press that he, Coates, had left the orchestra of his own freewill to concentrate on his 

composition, not been dismissed as he later admitted.41 Coates believed the basis of his 

dismissal was: 

... the deputies I had sent to take my place when I had been invited to conduct the 
London Symphony Orchestra at the Palladium on Sunday aftemoons,42 and to the 
rehearsals when my arm was troubling me more than usual. I had certainly been 
growing tired of my orchestral life and had already wondered more than once how I 
could manage to get away from it, but not in this undignified way.43 

39 RAM Club Magazine 46 (November 1915), 14. 
It is unclear when Coates' was finally dismissed from the New Queen's Hall Orchestra, some sources 

state 1918 and others 1919. However a letter in GB-Lprs confirms that he would be absent for the 1918 
season of Promenades holidaying with Phyl in Seaton until September 1918. In the letter the impecunious 
composer was anxious about the none-appearance of that year's PRS royalty cheque which had been 
mislaid (24/07 /1918 Eric Coates to PRS. GB-Lprs Eric Coates, ftle 1). 

One of the ftrst occasions he admitted to the dismissal was in Meadmore, W.S. 'Eric Coates.' In The 
Gramophone 15 (1936-193 7) 235-23 7, 236. 

He recalled a humorous story in 193 7 of the ftrst time he had departed to conduct the LSO: ' ... the 
programme at the Queen's Hall contained a Rhapsody by Enesco, my bete noir, for it has a vile and very 
tricky viola solo which always rather scared me. So I was doubly relieved when Wood agreed that my 
services could be dispensed with for one afternoon. 

On the following Monday, walking along Oxford Street, I encountered Purcell Jones, the 
principal 'cello of the Queen's Hall Orchestra, who was notoriously extremely short-sighted. Jones stopped 
me and said: word, Coates, I've never heard you play that solo as well as you did yesterday afternoon. 
It was magniftcent!" (Meadmore, W.S. 'Eric Coates.' In The Gramophone 15 (1936-1937) 235-237, 236.) 

Coates: 1953, 193. 

11 



He remained slightly acerbic towards Wood for many years, as he recounted m 

autobiography, 

Some ten years later, while conducting at the Bournemouth Festivals, I ran across Sir 
Henry and Lady Wood having tea ... In response to their invitation to join them I 
pulled up a chair ... We got onto the subject of orchestral musicians and, in particular, 
the principals in the old Queen's Hall. It was a pleasant meeting, reviving old 
memories. As I was taking leave, Lady Wood asked me if I often played the viola; my 
reply, that I had not touched it since the day Sir Henry had given me the opportunity 
of giving it up, caused a flutter. 44 

After Coates' dismissal, Wood conducted Wood Nymphs during one of that season's 

Promenade concerts instead of the composer, who since 1916, had conducted his music 

personally. Now in July 1918, aged nearly thirty-two, Coates had finally emerged as a 

freelance composer and, emancipated from the day-to-day burden of orchestral playing 

from which he had wanted to free himself for some time, had to earn his living in the 

most precarious of professions. At his marriage in 1913, he gave his profession as a 

'musical composer' rather than as an 'orchestral musician.45
' Initially, and by good 

fortune, he was cushioned by a publishing contract from Chappell (from 1919),46 and 

also by his piecemeal teaching at the RAM (until he grew bored and finally concentrated 

solely on composing and conducting). After his dismissal from the New Queen's Hall 

Orchestra, he stated that he never played his viola again,47 which is untrue, since he was 

still teaching at the RAM and in 1922 he played in the orchestra at the RAM Centenary 

Concert.48 He eventually gave away his viola in 1941 to a player from the LPO whose 

instrument was destroyed in the devastation of Queen's Hall (though from 1937 Coates 

had loaned his instrument to Terris). 

H Ibid, 194. 
The Coates' j'vlarriage Certificate. 
10/07/1942 Eric Coates to Louis Dreyfus. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
Coates: 1953, 194. 
RAM 1922 Centenary Celebration Programme. GB-Lam. Coates played viola in the Gala Concert 

(28/07 /1922) held at Queen's Hall. Several of his pieces were performed at the various centennial 
celebrations. 
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During the late 1910s the Coates' were impecunious partially as a result of the 

lack of performances of Eric's music. According to Coates, writing in 1952, a director of 

Chappell had deliberately been obstructing customer-interest in his music. After Coates 

had had a confrontation with William Boosey the director was dismissed and 

subsequently more performances of Eric's music took place.49 In order to supplement 

their finances, Phyl sought work on the stage (much to the displeasure of her family). 

Phyl was only a minor figure in theatrical circles having a relatively short career but did 

enjoy some success, including a part in the 1922 production of Noel Coward's The Young 

Idea,50 as well as several tours of the provinces. Coates wryly observed he was in danger 

of becoming 'Mr Phyllis Black.'51 Being associated with the theatre certainly influenced 

his early orchestral music; indeed, both the Wood Nymphs and Moresque were written for 

stage productions (the former for an elfin ballet),52 as were several songs of the 1910s and 

1920s. He wrote several songs for Phyl's stage appearances. Encouraged by her 

associations with the dramatic arts and the Coates' lifelong enjoyment of the theatre, 

Coates made his first attempt to write a musical-comedy, Mary's Orchard, with the 

librettist Daisy Fisher (with whom he would write several popular songs during the 

1920s) in 1920. No doubt he was spurred on by productions in which he had played in 

the orchestra in his youth, as well as the successes of other light music composers in this 

area; namely Haydn Wood (Tina, 1915 and Cash on Delivery, 191 7), Archibald Joyce (Toto, 

1916, written in conjunction with Merlin Morgan), Montague Phillips (The &bel Maid, 

1916-17) and later Billy Mayerl. After much wrangling and many changes, Coates 

probably teamed up with James Heard to complete the musical-comedy, but alas this 

collaboration also proved to be a fruitless venture and the project was abandoned. There 

-!9 Coates: 1953, 185-187. 
5° Coward, Noel. Present Indicative. London: Heinemann, 193 7, 179. 
5! Coates: 1953, 200. 
52 02/10/1921 Promenade Programme, notes by Rosa Newmarch and Eric Bloom. GB-Lcm Performance 
Archive, Queen's Hall 1920-21. 
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are also several other sketches for another production, possibly entitled All Through My 

Lift, which appears to be contemporary with Mary's Orchard, but this regrettably remained 

unfinished (see Appendix 1). For both projects Chappell, were keen to publish the 

works, as their copyright stamp features on several of the sketches. There is no surviving 

evidence to show why his forays into the world of musical comedy failed; the surviving 

musical material is of a relatively high standard. This was not Coates final sally into the 

world of light opera: there was press speculation that he was teaming up with Phyl in the 

1930s, to produce a work based on an expanded format of the 'Jester at the Wedding',53 

though nothing concrete came of the project until a new collaboration in the 1940s. 54 As 

the 1920s progressed, his flirtations with the theatre subsided and he concentrated almost 

exclusively on writing light orchestral music for the concert hall, which was what he 

wanted to do and where his skills and fortunes lay. 

As part of the centenary celebrations of the RAM, Coates was awarded a 

fellowship of the Academy (PRAM), (along with Lionel Terris), in June 1922;55 Coates 

was never a man for honours, but the PRAM was the only one he ever used. Also in 

1922, after the birth of their only child, Austin Francis Harrison Coates, on 16 April 1922 

the Coates' bought a cottage in Selsey on the seafront. This acted as a retreat from 

London and was especially useful for school holidays. 

London was always the main centre for inspiration and composition, but often 

the more 'mundane' task of orchestration was completed down in Selsey, as he recounted 

to the Evening News in 1940, 'I can't work in the country. I have a lovely house near 

Chichester. I thought the environment would be good for composition. Yet it is no good 

53 The two-act libretto by Phyl is housed at GB-STHprovate. 
During the 1930s Phyl was active as an author, writing numerous short stories, several written under the 

pen-name Leslie Sands, including, 'The Golden Door', 'Cherry Trees' and 'The Lily-Pond', all are 
unpublished and housed at GB-STHprivate. 
55 07/06/1922 RAM j\fanagement Committee Minutes, 4. GB-Lam. 
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at all! The beauties of the countryside are too distracting.56
' He further expanded his 

views in 1953: 

A flat on a top floor in the heart of London with a writing-room looking across the 
city far away to the Surrey hills and the sounds of traffic coming up to me from way 
down below and my fellow creatures giving the appearance of pygmies going about 
their daily tasks: add to this a pile of music paper (25 to 30 staves) and a well­
sharpened pencil- this is my recipe for composing ... 

I should like to live either in a balloon suspended 1000ft. above Regent's Park, or in 
my own private lighthouse on a rock 200ft. above a semi-tropical sea, or, failing this, 
on a summit of a mountain, in a house with a tower, from which I could see 300 miles 
each way. As it is, I have to be content in living 100ft. up on the top floor of a block 
of flats. 57 

The South Coast was always their retreat from London for the rest of their lives as 'the 

air' was thought to be better; the cottages were always called after Coates' orchestral 

pieces.58 Selsey was also held a similar position for R.C. Sherriff, whose mother had a 

cottage in Selsey.59 Several of Coates' works were inspired by this stretch of coast, 

notably the valse serenade of 1930 By the Sleepy Lagoon. One evening whilst the Coates' 

were on the East Beach at Selsey, the colours of the sunset looking towards Bognar 

Regis and Pagham and the faint pink-glow of Bognar Regis Gas Works, inspired him to 

write the now famous melody. The purchase of property in Selsey (initially Phylleased a 

cottage 'Stonecracker' and the Coates' bought 'Summer Days' in 1923)60 heralded the 

arrival of Coates' mature orchestral works, beginning with the completion of the superb 

miniature overture, The Merrymakers, completed in January 1923. From this followed Two 

56 08/11/1940 Evening News. 
57 12/10/1953 Dai/y MaiL 
58 Notably 'Stonecracker Cottage' (after the song), 'Summer Days Cottage' (after the suite), 'Tamarisk 
Cottage' (after the intermezzo, By the Tamarisk, also, the cottage was near a patch of tamarisk) and 'Bear's 
Cottage' (after The Three Bears). 
59 Sherriff later wrote the screenplay to the 1954 film Dam Busters, to which Coates contributed his famous 
march. There were also negotiations between Coates and the BBC in 1957 for a possible collaboration 
between Coates and Sherriff to write a musical for the BBC, but alas the production never materialized 
(05/02/1957 :Minutes of Light Music Policy Committee. GB-Rwac Light Iviusic Policy Meeting Iviinutes @e 
2, 1955-1957). 
60 I am indebted to Tom Creedy of Selsey Local History Society for information regarding the Coate5' 
properties in Selsey. 
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Light Syncopated Pieces, and the orchestral phantasies The Selfish Giant (1925), The Three Bears 

(1926) and later Cinderella (1929). 

Both Coates and his wife were enthusiastic dancers, frequendy dancing the night 

away in the London hotels and clubs. This love of dance remained until the end of 

Coates' life in 1957; In 1948 Collie Knox reported in Home Notes: 

Every Friday night they go and dance "Samba" together to the strains of the Carroll 
Gibbons band. Eric Coates is a mad keen "Samabite," and loves dancing. He tells me 
"it keeps me young." Whatever engagements they have to fulfil, or however much 
work there is, nothing is allowed to interfere with Friday night - when Eric Coates 
and his attractive, young-looking wife set forth on their Samba expedition.61 

This predilection to the dance scene meant that they soon befriended the great 

bandleaders of the time; Jack Hylton, Jack Payne and Henry Hall.62 This influence from 

the world of the ballroom started to creep into his songs during the early part of the 

1920s and a few years later into the orchestral works. He was not alone in using 

influences of ragtime and dance band; Satie, Debussy, Stravinsky and Milhaud all got 

there flrst, but Coates was one of the earliest English composers to take up this 

technique, in his Two Light Syncopated Pieces (published in 1925). Reflecting in 1935, he 

said: '... [A great] influence on my work, probably, was the dance band. I am quite 

certain I could not have composed "Knightsbridge" or "Three Bears" without studying 

post-war dance rhythms. 63
' 

During the 1920s most eminent hotels employed a band which accompanied the 

diner's dancing after their meal (such as at London's Savoy Hotel where the Savoy 

Orpheans and Havana Bands performed, or at the Midland Hotel, Manchester where 

Henry Hall started his career). These bands were heavily influenced by the American jazz, 

albeit with a very English flavour since litde or no improvisation featured. The vast 

61 19/03/1948 Home Notes. 'Collie Knox: Talking With You.' 
62 For whom he was contemplating writing a piece. (06/06/1934 The Era.) 
63 03/05/1935. Radio Times. 'He Wrote 'Knightsbridge'. 
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majority of the lesser hotels and restaurants employed small groups, often referred to 

'palm-court orchestras', to entertain their customers; even many of the Lyon's Comer 

Houses employed a trio. All these groups from the large dance bands to the humble trio 

required music and it was into this world that Coates' music entered. Also, these groups 

were catalysts for a wide dissemination of music over the country; live music was 

everywhere. 

Thanks to the bands that he heard at the exclusive London hotels and 

restaurants, his compositions of the 1920s marked a period of experimentation, for he 

tried, successfully, to integrate syncopation and the idiom of the dance band in his music, 

a trait which marked him out from the rest of the light music composers of the time. 

However, both his light-music contemporaries Ketelbey and Haydn Wood had also 

experimented earlier with these ideas, though they never assimilated the ideas into their 

work long-term. These elements crept into Coates' output initially through his songs; 

'Pepita' (published in 1920) is written in a Habanera rhythm and this rhythm was used in 

the orchestral miniature Moresque of 1921. However, it was probably the series of five 

concerts at Queen's Hall by the augmented bands of the Savoy Hotel (the Orpheans and 

Havana bands), beginning in January 1925,64 that led to a serious attempt to integrate the 

'dance band style' into his orchestral compositions, both in melody, harmony and scoring 

(notably the Two Light Syncopated Pieces). To aid this experimentation Coates adopted the 

nom de plume Jack Arnold and had several songs (especially those he wrote for stage 

productions in 1924 and 1925) published, as well as several other un-datable works in 

manuscript under this name. All the works bear the hallmarks of music by Coates, but 

tend to have a more popular flavour. The songs 'Ev'ry Minute of Ev'ry Day' and 'K-

r,4 See Dickinson, Peter. Marigold: The Music ofBii!JI Mayer/. Oxford: Oxford University Press 1999, Appendix 
1, 223-229 for the programmes. Coates probably attended the concerts, but if not, must surely have known 
about them. 
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Naughty Kanute' are song foxtrots. He also used the pen-names of Cire,65 and also 

Charles Hylton, though the pieces that resulted were for use in the theatre.66 

His first extended work in his new 'more advanced syncopated idiom' was the 

Phantasy, The Se!fish Giant, which set a precedent for Coates of using familiar stories (he 

had a great love of fairytales), syncopation and dance rhythms (including the foxtrot, 

which became a great favourite of his) in his pieces; and the audiences loved it. It also 

marked the start of his summer excursions to conduct the coastal orchestras: the 

Phantasy was first performed in Eastboume in November 1925. He appears to have 

enjoyed going to Eastboume, where they played several first performances of his works 

in the 1920s and 1930s, and to Boumemouth. More often than not he would come into 

contact with the titled musicians of the day including Edward Elgar and Ethel Smyth. 

Live music making was very much in vogue during the 1920s and 1930s, and most 

coastal and spa towns (including Eastboume, Torquay and Scarborough, Harrogate and 

Buxton) had an orchestra (often double-handed, playing more than one instrument). 

They would be expected to play whatever music the public wanted to hear: from popular 

melodies of the day to Beethoven symphonies. These seaside and spa orchestras enabled 

Coates' music to be heard by the masses while they holidayed. 

The rise of the gramophone happened almost concurrently with the rise of the 

mus1c in hotels, teashops and holiday resorts. The advent of the gramophone 

revolutionised music making and its reception. Whilst relatively expensive (both for the 

gramophone player and the recordings) the gramophone enabled many to listen to music 

whenever they had an inclination to do so. The 1920s brought Coates' first gramophone 

recordings as a conductor (he may have taken part in several of the acoustic sessions as a 

65 24/04/1924 Eric Coates to C.F. James. GB-Lprs Eric Coates file 1. William Boosey (of Chappell) disliked 
Coates' pen name and requested he change it, Coates chose Jack Arnold. 
66 16/07/1931 Eric Coates to C.F. James. GB-Lprs Eric Coates file 1. Coates was not the only light music 
composer to write under a pseudonym: Kete!bey also 'experimented' under an alias, as Andre de Basque in 
his Japanese Carnival Overture. 
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viola player with the (New) Queen's Hall Orchestra): Jqyous Youth Suite for the Vocalion 

Record Company in 1923 and The Merrymakers and Moresque for Columbia, (with whom 

he made the majority of his recordings during the 1920s and 1930s) later the same 

month. 67 These early recordings were recorded by the acoustic process, but in 1926 he 

cut his ftrst disc recorded by the new electrical methods of recording, the evergreen 

Summer Dqys Suite. The gramophone proved to be the fulcrum of Coates' creative output 

and he recorded most of his major works (and smaller works to act as 'ftllers') at regular 

intervals throughout his life, the last recording being four months before his death in 

1957. Along with Elgar, Holst, Ketelbey and Stravinsky, Coates was amongst the fust 

wave of composers to take the gramophone seriously and to exploit its potential. 

In many respects, the rise of the gramophone and the BBC were very similar 

developments; both marked the beginning of widespread access to music by a majority of 

the public. Whilst listeners of the gramophone had to purchase music they thought they 

would like, the broadcasting schedules of the BBC enabled listeners to listen to music 

that they may never have listened to before; after all, one of the BBC's major 'aims' was 

to educate the listening public. The foundation of the British Broadcasting Company on 

15 October 1922 started a process of colossal change in the musical life in England (not 

just for the listeners, but also the performers and providers of music). From their 

foundation, the Company placed an enormous emphasis on live music, and it was not 

until the Second World War that they began to rely on records to a greater degree. 

Coates' music featured from the foundations of the Corporation in their programme 

schedules and his ftrst engagement as a conductor on 26 February 1925 on radio and in 

1937 on the infant television service.68 On average, he conducted about two broadcast 

concerts of his music each year and occasional 'one-off performances of certain pieces 

67 See Appendix 1 for further details. 
68 See Appendix 1 for details. It is difficult to ascertain when Coates made his first appearance as a 
conductor for the BBC, as the BBC's records of Coates only start in 1928. 

19 



with the BBC's in-house orchestras. However, it was during the 1930s that a close 

working relationship between the two parties helped him to become a household name 

as a composer. 

Thanks to the foundations of the BBC, recording several pieces of his muslC 

during the 1920s and also to frequent performances of his music by musical ensembles 

all over the country he was becoming well-known as a composer of light music. Towards 

the close of the decade his style as a composer was changing and the elements of theatre 

music in his compositions were diminishing. 1930 was the last time Coates fraternized 

with the theatre as a composer (though his concert valse The Footlights was a nostalgic 

hark back to halcyon days) with his The Seven Dwaifs written for a revue staged by Andre 

Charlot, though he was still fascinated by ballet; works such as The Three Bears and 

Cindere//a were frequendy staged as ballets, the former was broadcast twice on BBC 

Television in 1937.69 The Seven Dwaifs became highly popular through BBC broadcasts, 

despite its unusual scoring for theatre orchestra and Coates later reworked the score to 

become The Enchanted Garden (the largest single-movement work he wrote) in 1938. 1930 

also marked an upturn in the Coates' lifestyle, they moved into a top floor flat with views 

of Regent's Park and the City, in the new luxurious apartment block, Chiltem Court, 

built by the Metropolitan Railway above Baker Street Underground station (Coates' 

abhorrence of the Underground notwithstanding).7° From the start, the flats proved 

successful among London's elite, as besides the Coates', Arnold Bennett and H.G. Wells 

also resided in Chiltem Court . . f'rom Meadow to Mqyfair Suite, written in 1931, assimilated 

his formal adoption of London as his home (despite having lived there since 1906).71 

In 1931 Austin contracted a serious case of measles and for a time his life hung in 

the balance. Phyl moved down to Selsey to nurse Austin, Eric joining 'the other two' 

69 Choreographed by Joy Newton and broadcast on BBC Television at 15:00 and 21:45 on 07/02/1938. 
70 Manuscript copy of Suite in Four Movements 522-523. GB-Lm Coates Archive, box M127. 
71 Coates: 1953, 21. 
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whenever he could. Austin eventually returned to school in 1933. In an atmosphere such 

as this it must have been difficult for Coates to keep composing and working. Despite 

this, throughout the 1930s he made visits to the provinces to conduct his music, 

including his first visit to Blackpool in 1932 (he drove from London) and Liverpool in 

1935. 

In 1933 came the greatest turning point in his compositional career so far, and 

the ramifications for the rest of Coates' life and work cannot be over emphasized: the 

adoption of his 'Knightsbridge' March (from the London Suite) as the signature tune of 

the BBC radio feature 'In Town Tonight'. To a certain extent, he was already a well-

known musical figure through his success with The Three Bears and The Four W Suite. 

Until then, the London Suite had only a lukewarm reception after its premiere by the BBC. 

Eric Maschwitz picked Coates' London Suite out of the BBC's Gramophone Library and 

decided to use it to introduce his new programme, as it had the word 'London' in the 

title. Coates was unaware of the BBC's use of it until: 

... One Saturday evening, deeply absorbed by my camera, I heard Phyl calling me. 
Reluctantly I dragged myself away from my dark-room and went to see what it was all 
about. They were playing something on the radio. It was a blare of trumpets. It 
sounded familiar. We exchanged glances. It was the introduction to the Trio of the 
Knightsbridge March, my own recording. Looking in the Radio Times we discovered 
the announcement of a new weekly feature entitled 'In Town To-Night' ... We 
listened to the broadcast until the fanfare of my march and the few bars of the melody 
faded out and the half-hour came to a close. "At any rate", we agreed, "it cannot do 
the Suite any harm." 

The telephone started to ring. It appeared that listeners had been in touch with 
Broadcasting house to ask the title of the tantalising few bars which they had just 
heard on the radio, and having been told it was by me, they had rung through to the 
flat to ask further information about the music. No sooner was the receiver down 
then the bell rang again ... I resigned myself to coping with the eulogies of complete 
strangers, ranging from old ladies of eighty down to young ladies in their 'teens, while 
Phyllooked on and laughed.72 

72 Ibid, 220. 
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Coates had had difficulties in getting Chappell's to publish the Suite after he completed 

the score in 1932 as a result of the complicated string writing. He had then to fight to get 

the Columbia Gramophone Company to record it. Writing in 1952, Coates captured the 

sense of drama in Abbey Road Studios: 

At last, after much ringing of bells, more insistent shouts of "Gentlemen, please", the 
musicians were once again in their places. The clock showed 12.20. Two minutes 
more to restore silence and at 12.22 we started on the first movement of the 'London 
Suite'. All went fairly smoothly and we managed to get the first two movements 
completed by just on ten minutes to one. We now had only the last movement to 
record, the 'Knightsbridge March'. At 12.53 we started recording. At 12.54 someone 
blew a wrong note. At 12.55 we started again. At 12.57 a wax split. I was in despair. 
Something inside me told me it was absolutely imperative that I should get the disc 
somehow, and I knew it was now out of the question to achieve a recording before 
one o'clock. I also knew it was of no use appealing to the recording manager for a few 
minutes' grace, for every minute overtime meant a considerable increase in the 
expense of the recording session; and besides, had he not said to me that he did not 
think much of the new work? So I took my courage in both hands and asked the 
musicians if they would, as a personal favour to me, spare me a minute or so longer to 
give me the chance of getting the record. Two signals on the buzzer- we held our 
breath- the red light glowed and, at three minutes past one o'clock, thanks to a sturdy 
wax and the good natured gesture on the part of the orchestra, the 'Knightsbridge 
March', which was to prove to be the biggest seller the Columbia Gramophone 
Company had ever had, was made.73 

Despite all the difficulties of Coates getting the Suite published in the first place and then 

the nail-biting recording session, the work proved to be a popular success, almost 

overnight. He once remarked: 'When I wrote the 'London Suite' I moved from the music 

page to the news page, and it's one of the few moves I have never regretted. (fhey were 

always moving.) 74
' After the adoption of 'Knightsbridge' as the signature tune to 'In 

Town Tonight's' first broadcast 18 November 1933, there were several pejorative 

aspects, as Coates recalled in an edited passage from his autobiography, 

We had to discontinue booking our usual box at the Palladium through being put on 
"the spot" by Flanagan and Allen, aided and abetted by Richard Crean and the 
orchestra, who stood up and thundered "Knightsbridge" at us while I stood and 

73 Ibid, 219. 
74 Eric Coates quoted in 26-27/12/1984 Austin Coates to Geoffrey Self. GB-ILMprivate. 
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bowing my acknowledgements, feeling very foolish, bathed in light, while the audience 
shouted its approval.75 

Austin Coates remembered their London flat being laid siege to by the public, and police 

guarding the entrance to Chiltern Court where they lived; the composer exiting only 

through a concealed side exit.76 As a result of the March, Coates was rushed all over the 

country to conduct. The 'Knightsbridge' March became so popular that Chappell had to 

work overtime to keep up with demand for the piano edition of the March, which was 

subtitled 'In Town To-Night March.' After composing the London Suite he become and, 

more importantly, remained a celebrity, and he was often in the newspapers. He also 

received an invitation to rejoin the staff of the RAM to assist Benjamin Dale: 

"After all my dear Coates" said the kindly old fellow, "we do not always want to have 
to work twelve hours a day, and I thought Mr Dale's surplus pupils might be of 
assistance to you. As I said to the Principal" (Sir John B. McEwen): ''Why not ask Mr 
Eric Coates to help Mr Dale out. He used to do a bit of writing when he was at the 
Academy". I thanked him for his offer and gently told him I was afraid that I was too 
busy to entertain the idea. "Of course, my boy, I expect your viola keeps you too 
occupied." I hadn't the heart to tell that my viola hadn't been out of its case for nearly 
twenty years. 77 

As a result of the success of the 'Knightsbridge' March, although not 

immediately, Coates, on a tide of 'London fever', wrote another March, London Bridge. 

Spike Hughes once commented, 'When Eric Coates came to London, he saw something, 

thought about it and turned it into his own infectious kind of music.78
' The March was 

accompanied by the 'ultimate sales gimmick': the recording and first performance was 

75 Manuscript copy of Suite in Four Movements 4 72. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box M127. 
76 19/08/1986. Eri.- Coates- King of light Musi.-. BBC Radio 2. GB-Lb/National Sound Archive PLN 622/86 
ZA0398. Austin Coates further recalled: 'Eventually the police and my father between them worked out a 
routine for the porters and the telephone operator monitored incoming calls, which was a great help and 
didn't put any call through after 9pm unless it was from the continent. From then on and for the rest of 
their lives, wherever they lived in London they never answered the front door except to the 'call sign' 
which was only know to the porters. The 'call sign' was dit-dit-dit-da, Beethoven's Fifth Symphony on 
electric bell. (Ibid.) 
77 Manuscript copy of Suite in Four Movements 475. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box M127, though nothing of 
the invitation survives in the RAM Management Committee Iviinute Books, GB-Lam. 
78 Spike Hughes quoted in 06/06/1959 Concert from the 1959 BBC Light Music Festival, broadcast from 
the Royal Festival Hall, BBC Light Programme. 
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made during a broadcast of 'In Town Tonight' in May 1934 and the resulting record was 

marketed as 'the one that listeners heard being recorded.' The recording session was also 

recorded by Pathe news, for distribution in cinemas all over the country; the film, about 

four minutes in length, was recorded at Abbey Road Studios, and shows Coates 

introducing the March and then conducting the orchestra for the cameras.79 Though 

never as popular as the 'Knightsbridge' March, the piece added to Coates' popularity. 

Coates spent the rest of decade touring the country (and also making several foreign 

tours) as a result of the popularity of these works and of others popularised by frequent 

BBC broadcasts. On various occasions during the 1930s he appeared on 'the bill,' with an 

orchestra at several London cinemas in their variety spots.80 It is believed that the 

aggregate audience for Coates 1935 excursions into cinema variety spots was 45,000 

people.81 In 1938 Coates appeared on the winning team in a BBC Radio spelling 

competition (Listeners against BBC Staff), he had very much become a popular figure. 82 

The increased popularity of the 'Knightsbridge' March enabled Coates to make 

several foreign tours; Belfast (19 35), Sweden (1936) and Scandinavia, Holland and 

Denmark (1938) and to conduct at the 1937 Radiolympia at London's Earl's Court in 

front of a large audience. He always found time to go back to Hucknall, to conduct their 

orchestras or to crown the Hucknall Carnival Rose Queen, as in July 1935 (shordy after 

the death of his father). 83 The 1930s also brought frustration, as he was frequendy left 

out of the Promenade Concerts (which he held in high esteem). Later he wrote of the 

79 2810511934 A Camera Interview With Eric Coates - The Famous Composer and Conductor. 
www.britishpathe.com. 
80 Notably the Victoria Cinema, London (with 40-piece orchestra), week commencing 1411011935 and 
also Dominion Theatre, Tottenham Court Road (with a 50-piece orchestra) and Gaumant Cinema, 
Hammersmith, both in 1935. 
81 07 I 03 I 1936 Be !fast News and Letters. 
82 0210511938. Tbe Times. 'BBC Team Lose at Spelling.' 
83 He found this visit quite a moving experience, as he had not grasped the level of his celebrity status in 
his native town: 'It was a boiling hot day and the market place was jammed with about ten thousand 
people. When I crowned the Carnival Queen mothers held up their babies to look at me. Old people I 
didn't know from Adam pressed forward and warmly shook my hand and called me Master Eric. It was all 
very much like a National hero returning home after the wars! Any rate, it rather made me feel like that.' 

W.S. 'Eric Coates.' In The Gramophone 15 (1936-1937), 235-237, 237.) 
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senes of concerts: 'For a composer of Light Orchestral works to be admitted to the 

Promenade Concerts is like entering the Kingdom of Heaven.84
' Coates conducted The 

Three Bears in the 1934 series, but frequently wrote to the BBC asking to be included in 

future seasons, unfortunately occasioning a negative response. During this period, his 

crusades against snobbery toward light music commenced, particularly in the popular 

press. 

Whilst the avenue of the Promenade Concerts was largely closed for Coates he 

continued to compose and had many outlets for his music. The orchestral works of the 

1930s were characterised by two major compositional styles; the pastoral, 'Edward 

German vein', in works such as From Meadow to Mqyfair and Springtime Suites; and the 

more up-beat, syncopated dance-band style in The Three Men and umdon Again Suites. He 

wrote a small number of songs, more sporadically during this period, to fulfil his 

publishing contract. Coates' 1938 Chappell's contract only committed him to write one 

large and two smaller orchestral works a year, and one song to qualify for his retaining 

fee of £300 per annum.85 The 1938 contract is the only one to survive, so one can only 

surmise what the previous contracts entailed by looking through his catalogue of works 

and speculating how much his retaining fee must have been. Coates' contract with 

Chappell ended in 1940 when he ceased to have a definite contract per se with Chappell or 

with any other publishing finn, a freedom he was glad oe6 His heart was never in writing 

popular songs during the 1930s unless it involved him teaming up with Phyl. By the start 

of the 1930s the ballad had practically been abandoned by most composers and was quite 

16/06/1943 Eric Coates to Henry Wood. GB-STHprivate. 
85 Chappell Contract, 12 October 1938, GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
86 10/07/1942 Eric Coates to Louis Dreyfus & 13/07/1942 Edwin Goodman to Eric Coates, GB-Lcm 
Coates Archive, box 186. 
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unpopular, despite several attempts to resurrect it, though in his Report on Ught Music, 

written for the BBC in 1943, he did advocate the return of the Ballad Concerts.87 

In several orchestral works of the 1930s, Coates changed his musical direction 

and tried his hand at composing more ambitious light works. Initially, it was with the six-

movement ballet Suite The Jester at the Wedding for the 1932 Torquay Festival, which was a 

marked departure away from the usual three-movement suite pattern. 88 Whilst in many 

ways it is a collection of five shorter pieces and a final march, the work is an ambitious 

one. Coates' other radical departure was his Saxo-Rhapsotjy for alto saxophone and 

orchestra, written for the eminent saxophonist Sigurd Rascher in 1936. Coates had long 

been an admirer of the saxophone, incorporated a solo tenor saxophone part in 'The-

Man-About-Town' movement from The Three Men Suite. He had furthermore sanctioned 

saxophone parts to be issued for the London and Gndon Again Suites. The 5 axo-Rhapsotjy, 

dedicated to Rascher, was written to demonstrate the lyrical possibilities of the 

instrument, which it undeniably achieves in the final pages. Initially, Coates had been 

unenthusiastic to write this work, receiving a commission from the 1936 Folkestone 

Festival; he reluctantly agree to write a work, but only if they could entice Sigurd Rascher 

to play the work- Coates wished to pursue work with his camera. The Festival engaged 

Rascher and Coates had to write the work hastily as Rascher wanted 'to make good the 

. 89, practice. 

Towards the close of his time under contract to Chappell in 1938 (which expired 

in 1940), he was caught on the horns of a creative dilemma. A surviving letter from his 

publishers to him in late 1938 shows him thinking of taking a new road in the world of 

light music: 

87 Coates, Eric. Report on Light Music. Presented to the BBC 22/05/1943, 14a GB-Rwac Music General Light 
Music file, 1939-1943 and GB-STHprivate. This appears to be very much an afterthought, hence the page­
number 14a. 
88 The plot for the work was provided by Phyl who subsequently expanded it into a libretto for a two act 
light opera. The script is held at GB-STHprivate. 
89 Coates: 1953, 229. 
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What I earnestly feel is that it is very important that you should keep the closest 
contact with the music buying public and not lose the popular market particularly 
since the advent of "IN TOWN TONIGHT". I personally know how you feel about 
your compositions and your future work but at the same time I would urge that it is 
most essential that you do your best to give us some lighter numbers that will carry on 
the continuity of your success with the large circle of music buyers, in addition to 
furthering and developing your position in the musically artistic world. It is a nuisance 
that we have to consider the commercial side of things if we are to carry on but I 
know you understand and appreciate the situation.90 

Quite what this 'new direction' was is unclear as only one side of the argument survives. 

However, I suspect that Coates wished to take light music is a more symphonic direction, 

rather than move away from composing light works to write serious works. One only has 

to look at The Enchanted Garden written during 1938 (based on the ballet Snowdrop), which 

is his most ambitious and longest single-movement orchestral piece, scored for the 

largest orchestra he used, lasting nineteen-minutes, to see a marked change in style. This 

new idiom can also be seen in The Four Centuries Suite, 1-'zrst Meeting (published for violin 

and piano) and The Three Elizabeths Suite he pushed the boundaries of the adjective 'light' 

in these works. They have a new dimension, and are certainly on a larger scale and use a 

more generous orchestra. Nevertheless, Coates still produced his 'tuneful lollipops', 

especially marches during the ensuing War years. 

A piece he wrote for Lionel T ertis, published in 1941, First Meeting, provided an 

unusual diversion as it marked a complete change of style, unique in his output, with its 

intensity and style akin to the chamber works of Brahms, a side hinted previously in the 

Three Lyric Pieces, no mere fripperies, written for Phyl's sister Joan in 1930. This dilemma 

of a 'new direction' was not new to any composer, Arthur Sullivan had always felt 

insecure about his Savoy Operas whilst his 'serious' works paled into insignificance. The 

waltz from Geoffrey Toye's ballet The Haunted Ballroom (made famous in the arrangement 

and orchestration by Frank Tapp) has rendered his other compositions and his work as a 

9o 28/11/1938 Edwin Goodman to Eric Coates, GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
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conductor inconsequential (how many remember that Toye was a respected conductor 

and presented the premiere of Vaughan Williams A London Symphof!J?). 

With the arrival of the Second World War, Coates' compositional powers had 

begun to wane, though he continued to compose and several of his finest works date 

from this period. With the cessation of his contract with Chappell he had lost any of the 

pressure of composition which suited him. He struggled to compose in London due to 

the incessant bombing raids, and it is possible to understand why he pessimistically 

proclaimed of this period: 'it was all too patent that my writing days were over.9
h He 

wrote to Robinson on visiting his eighty-year old mother-in-law at Chesham Bois: 

She is all by herself and we are with her, partly for company and partly to get some 
decent sleep. I manage to get up to London when I have sufficient petrol, otherwise I 
come by train and spend the day at the flat trying to do some writing. What a life!92 

No doubt being temporally evicted from their flat in September 1940 may well have 

shaken the composer: 

As a matter of fact we had to evacuate our flat at an hour's notice in the middle of the 
night early last week on the account of there being four time-bombs around the 
building, with the result that all our letters were hung-up at King's Cross for over a 
week ... We came back to our flat last night and had a sample of London bombing­
being on the top floor does not improve things! 93 

They were forced to leave the flat permanently in June 1941 and it was not until 

November 1942 they could move back into central London - Coates hated being away 

from the centre of the capital. 

In August 1940 Jack Hylton provided an unusual diversion for Coates and invited 

the composer to tour with Malcolm Sargent, Basil Cameron and the LPO performing in 

the provinces in an effort to keep the orchestra in business. The tour, while only lasting 

9! Coates: 1953, 243. 
92 11/09/1940 Eric Coates to Stanford Robinson. GB-RwacEric Coates file 3,1940-1943. 
93 26/09/1940 Eric Coates to Arthur Wynn. GB-Rwac Eric Coates file 3, 1940-1942. 
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for a few weeks provided an interesting and welcome diversion for the composer,94 

though it proved detrimental for his health. He later recalled, 'I think it was a mistake to 

have taken on so much conducting at a time when I had only just recovered from a sharp 

attack of congestion of the lungs.95
' 

Life during wartime was increasingly becoming a struggle for him, however, he 

did continue to write; mainly miniature pieces, often marches and very few songs along 

with the significant works discussed above. His first major success of the war years was a 

March, Calling All Workers. Coates had wanted to compose a work for war use, and had 

struggled to compose anything suitable. The fillip for the March was an invitation by 

Phyl to write a piece for her Red Cross depot, (where she went to sew); he maintained 

that Phyl always called the March 'her signature tune'.96 The compositional stimulus of 

the piece was the composer watching his wife depart to her work, from his roof-garden 

and the view of London in the distance, especially the twin towers of Crystal Palace.97 

Self has noted the 'sewing-machine-like' counterpoint to the second subject (figures 4-5), 

linking its associations with a sewing depot.98 Phyl penned the preface to the score: 'To 

go to one's work with a glad heart and to do that work with Earnestness and Goodwill.99
' 

The title originated when Coates saw an American gangster ftlm and the line, bellowed 

out by a policeman, 'calling all cars', was subtly altered as the title of the new March. 100 

Coates was so pleased with the title that the whole March was surrounded in secrecy until 

the first performance had been broadcast by the BBC Theatre Orchestra, and the solo 

piano edition had already been published, to prevent anyone plagiarising the title. 101 From 

94 See Coates: 1953, 236-237, for full details of the tour. 
95 1vianuscript copy of Suite in Four Movements: 512. GB-Lm Coates Archive, box M127 
96 Coates: 1953, 235. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Self, Geoffrey. Light Music In Britain Sim·e 1870. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001, 197. 
99 Piano-Conductor score to Calling All Workers. London: Chappell, 1940. 
100 2610811948 Eric Coates in Around and About. BBC ·Midland Home Service. GB-Lbl National Sound 
Archive l\IT12048 & Coates: 1953,235. 
101 3010711940 Eric Coates to Stanford Robinson. GB-Rwac, Eric Coates file 3, 1940-1942. The first 
performance was on 01 I 09 I 1940, BBC Theatre Orchestra, conducted by Stanford Robinson. 
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the outset he was keen for the work to be adopted as a signature tune for workers' 

programmes, although it was initially rejected from that function, 102 the trio introduced 

and closed broadcasts to 'Music While You Work' from October 1940 (the show had 

commenced in June that year).w3 The programme was a huge success, being broadcast to 

factories all over the country, usually twice a day, occasionally three times. The March 

proved to be a popular success, and even today it has associations with 'music that 

helped us to win the war', being featured in several television programmes. Later during 

the War, thanks to the success of the March, he would sketch a Hymn for the Workers 

which remained unpublished and unperformed. 1114 

Calling All Workers started a vogue in Coates' writing marches, which not only 

lasted during the war, but until the end of his life. Just as his early works had frequendy 

been valses, the later works tended to be marches. His wartime marches were written on 

a variety of subjects and for various causes: Over to You (dedicated 'to those who make 

and fly our aircraft'), London Calling (for the BBC's Overseas Children's Programme) The 

Eighth Army and Salute the Solider (for the National Savings Committee). By Salute the 

Soldier (1944) he had become slighdy exasperated by the genre and was only tempted by 

Sir Harold Mackintosh's gift of a box of his Toffee de Luxe! 105 The resultant March was 

written for the 'Salute the Soldier' campaign (run by the National Savings Committee), 

with all of the composer's royalties, including mechanical rights, being assigned to the 

Army Benevolent fund. As he wrote to Stanford Robinson: ' ... I am very anxious to hand 

over a substantial sum to it. 106
' 

102 07/08/1940 DDP to ;\fPD (Stanford Robinson). GB-Rwac, Eric Coates file 3, 1940-1942. 
103 14/09/2002 The Musi.- Factory: J'vlusic While You Work. BBC Radio 4. 
104 The tune (in double common metre) is undated and untexted, but was probably written between 1942-
1945 and exists in two versions. GB-Lm Coates Archive, Boxes 184 and 192 and the words, penned 
probably by the Coates' is in GB-STHprivate. 
w; Coates: 1953, 242. The inspiration came during lunch with Mackintosh and he wrote down a few 
sketches on the back of the menu and after lunch returned home to write and orchestrate the March in full. 
(15/03/1944 Evening News). 
106 07/03/1944 Eric Coates to Stanford Robinson. GB-Rwac Eric Coates @e 4, 1943-1948. 
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The stimulus of the war gave rise to two of Coates finest works; the Suites The 

Four Centuries and The Three Elizabeths, possibly the result of the aforementioned change in 

direction from 1938.107 The idea for The Four Centuries came to Coates in mid 1941; to 

portray dancing throughout the ages, in a pseudo-pastiche compositional style and 

scoring. The idea of writing in pastiche, especially in dance styles, was nothing new in 

English music of the period, this style can be seen in the writing of Parry (the 

posthumously published English Suite), of Stanford, Edward German (especially in his 

'Old English' vein, as in the Dances from Nell Gu:Jn and Henry VIII), Warlock and of 

Glazunov in his From the Middle Ages Suite. The Four Centuries Suite opens with a hornpipe 

in duple metre, as a hornpipe of the mid-seventeenth century would have been;108 a 

Pavane and Tambourin for the eighteenth; a Valse to represent the nineteenth and; a 

nostalgic look at the dance bands for the final movement 'Rhythm'. The scoring of each 

movement represented the conventions of the century; the finale complete with a trio of 

saxophones. The work was written during turbulent times; the Coates' had been evicted 

from their flat at Berkeley Court, Baker Street, with just ten-minutes notice to collect 

their belongings and were forced to move out of London, initially to Amersham and later 

Hampstead. The Suite hardly shows any of these anxieties and is one of Coates' most 

carefree and lively scores, possibly his finest. Upon completion the score was offered to 

Boosey & Hawkes, which caused a dispute with Chappell, although his contract with 

Chappell had expired. 109 He was lured to Boosey & Hawkes by Leslie Boosey, who had 

been keen to publish a work of Coates for some time, out of loyalty; Boosey & Co. had 

started his publishing career in 1908 and also, perchance, on the promise of a full score 

for the work. The BBC was offered the first performance of the work, of which it kept 

107 28/11/1938 Edwin Goodman to Eric Coates, GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
108 l\s in the hornpipes in John Playford's Collections. Dean-Smith, Margaret. "Hornpipe ii" In The New 
Grove Dictionary of Music, ed. Stanley Sadie: xi, 736-737. London: Macmillan, 2001,737. 
109 10/08/1942 Eric Coates to Louis Dreyfus and 13/08/1942 Edwin Goodman? to Eric Coates. GB-Lm 
Coates Archive, box 186. 
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changing the date until July 1942. Robinson gave Coates several pointers on the 

publication of the full score and the percussion part of the last movement. 

By the late 1930s Coates had enough of his works being published in piano-

conductor scores, (the exceptions being the early Miniature and From the Countryside Suites 

and The Three BearJ Phantasy). The production of such scores presumably served to keep 

costs down as full scores were an expensive luxury, and, as many light combinations used 

the piano to cover the missing instruments, a full score was superfluous. He was 

constantly exasperated having to loan his manuscript full scores to conductors.110 No 

doubt f1red on by Boosey's publication of The Four Centuries with a full score and 

Chappell continually publishing full scores for the works of Arnold Bax, although this 

was a necessity. Coates always took pride in the appearance of his scores and was 

horrified in 1939 when Chappell discussed photographing the manuscript parts of The 

Enchanted Garden and Footlights instead of having them engraved. 111 In 1942, on his 

insistence, and with an offer of funding, Chappell started to print some of his more 

ambitious works (London Suite, Jester at the Wedding and The Enchanted Garden) in full score 

format. 112 Coates had agreed to pay for the printing of The Enchanted Garden in 1939, 

because he felt his extended works were suffering from the absence of published full 

scores, which they indubitably were, but the project was shelved with the advent of 

hostilities.113 It is perhaps a testament to Chappell's loyalty to Coates and his music, that 

when the War was at its height when engravers, metal, ink and paper were in such sort 

supply, they sought to print his full scores. When The Three Elizabeths was published in 

1944, it was published with a full score, as well as the more usual piano-conductor. 

110 07/01/1942 Eric Coates to Stanford Robinson. GB-Rwac, Eric Coates ftle 3, 1940-1942. For certain 
works, such as The Three Men, important information is completely omitted from the score, making it 
almost impossible for the conductor to gauge what should be happening. 
111 22/06/1939 Eric Coates to Edwin Goodman. GB-Ltm Coates Archive, box 186. 
112 07/01/1942 Eric Coates to Stanford Robinson. GB-Rwac, Eric Coates ftle 3, 1940-1942 & 09/08/1942 
Eric Coates to Louis Dreyfus. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
!13 22/07/1939 Eric Coates to Edwin Goodman. GB-Ltm Coates Archive, box 186. 
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The Three Elizabeths was Coates' last extended work and was orchestrated whilst 

the Coates' holidayed in the Vale of Evesham; a good deal of the scoring was undertaken 

in the hotel bar!114 The suite was undoubtedly helped by its inspired choice of subject 

material; the three royal Elizabeths (at the time of composition, 1944: Queen Elizabeth I, 

Queen Elizabeth and Princess Elizabeth), from an idea by Arthur Hall and also by its 

dedication to H.M. the Queen. The BBC were offered first refusal on the premiere, 

which was given by BBC Symphony Orchestra under the composer on Christmas Eve 

1944, though the work had been recorded earlier by Decca in November 1944 (Coates' 

second recording for the company). The work, possibly because of its ingenious subject 

matter, remains one of his best known and loved pieces, especially the evocative and 

pastoral second movement 'Springtime in Angus' with its fine solo oboe melody. The 

opening movement 'Halcyon Days' became popular in the 1960s as the signature tune to 

the BBC's 1967 production of John Galsworthy's For.ryte Saga (albeit rearranged by 

Stephen Duro). The Suite was Coates' final extended work and from then until his death, 

he only infrequently composed short miniatures. 

Post-war austerity had much to do with his lack of enthusiasm for composition, 

which was intensified by prolonged bouts of ill health. Writing in the bitter winter of 

194 7 to Max Dreyfus (Managing Director of Chappell) Coates stated: 

... We are going through an awful time over here with this stupid coal shortage and at 
the same time one of the worst winters for years. Our wonderful and far-seeing 
Government (?) never had the sense to save while it could and as a result our 
electricity is being cut off for five hours a day (even the light, too) and we have to 
resort to sitting in rugs with hot-water bottles at our feet (that is, if you are fortunate 
enough to have gas laid-on - Heaven help you if you rely on electricity for the hot­
water supply!) and if there happens to be one of our glorious London fogs then a 
candle is brought into action to enable you to see which end of the paper you are 

Coates: 1953, 244. Austin Coates maintained that the ftrst movement was composed in Chesham Bois 
whilst the Coates' were visiting Phyl's mother-in-law in September 1940. After the work had been 
composed (as an overture), Coates decided that it belonged to another work and left it until 1944, when it 
was integrated into The Three Elizabeths. (26/08/1986 Eric Coates- King of Light Music. BBC Radio 2. GB-Lb/ 
National Sound Archive PLN 622/86 ZA0399.) 
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writing on. I don't think the country has been in such a mess as it is today and it does 
1 k lik . b 115 not oo e gettlng any etter. 

The post-war era brought a new direction in composition for Coates. For years, he had 

had a schedule of writing, as his son Austin recalled in 1986 that was very strenuous, 

My father and I were very close, though as a child I would only see him for half an 
hour a day ... He had a very strict working routine. He would go into his writing room 
in the morning ... and then write straight onto paper. He never used a piano.116 

as well as very formal, ' ... he couldn't settle down to write music until he was properly 

dressed in the morning, complete with tie and Harris Tweed coat - and, perhaps a 

Turkish cigarette. 117
' After the War, Coates was determined to write no more marches as 

he told the Evening News in 1944;118 however his name had become synonymous with the 

genre and he was to write nine more after making this remark. 119 In an interview 

conducted days before his death, he was quoted as tiring of the genre, 'I want to write 

something sweeter and more lyrical', as seen in The Unknown Singer and Impressions tif a 

Princess. 120 In 194 7 he informed the Evening News that he would not write any more suites, 

possibly as a response to more calls for 'mood music.12
h Little composition took place in 

the post-war years, with much energy being translated instead into the PRS and a 

collaboration on a new light opera project with Austin. He was under no obligation to 

compose, as his contract with Chappell had expired and could 'pick and chose' from the 

offers that came his way (the BBC often asked him for new pieces, but he only offered 

them works when he felt like it). Whilst the compositions of the post-war years and the 

early 1950s do not have the vigour and ebullience of the works of the 1930s, all of the 

115 08/02/1947 Eric Coates to Max Dreyfus. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
116 02-08/08/1986 Radio Times. 'Coates of Many Colours.' 
117 Austin Coates quoted in Lace, Ian. 'Foreword' In Suite in Four Movements. Eric Coates, iv-x. London: 
Thames, 1986, 1986, vii. 
11813/03/1944 Evming News. 
119 This includes the March 'Youth of Britain' at the close of The Three Elizabeths and the military band Men 
of Trent, but excludes South Wales and the West which was a re-titling of Seven Seas. 
12o 15/12/1957 DaifyExpress. 
121 24/08/1947 Evening News. 
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works are very much up to his usual high standards, despite being composed to a 

backdrop of illness and writer's cramp on Eric's part. In 1950, he was advised by his 

doctor to give up smoking (he had smoked since he was a child), which he did, and at the 

same time lost his creative impulses. When he returned to smoking in early 1952 the 

ideas returned, and led to the composition of The Unknown Singer. 122 During 1952 Phyl 

was forced into hospital to have an emergency appendectomy and Eric feared for her 

life, though she was to make a full recovery. As a result, he composed The Unknown Singer 

which came to him in a dream one night whilst Phyl was in hospital.123 As a consequence 

of Phyl's illness and of Eric's fragile state of health, the Coates' moved permanently away 

from London to Bognor Regis in April 1954 for a year. This arrangement proved to be 

too much for Eric who was travelling to London for at least one day a week, so in 1955 

they returned to London. The move to Bognor gave him a new lease of compositional 

life, which had begun with Sweet Seventeen, for that years' BBC Light Music Festival, 

completed just before the move, concerning which he informed the Evening Standard, 'I 

feel twice the person I was a few years ago: I can do such a great deal more nowadays. 124
' 

Aside from composition and other routine musical business, there were many 

other causes and events which he was involved in, including a 'celebrity' accolade, 

appearing with Roy Plomley as a castaway on 'Desert Island Discs' in 19 51, a show for 

which his By the Sleepy Lagoon has, since 1942, acted as the signature tune. 125 

Since the mid-1930s, he had been seen as being at the forefront of British light 

mus1c, and as such he began to feel that the genre was attracting a lot of pejorative 

122 Self, Geoffrey. In Town Tonight. London: Thames, 1986, 91. 
123 Manuscript copy of Suite in Four Movements: 582-585. GB-Lm Coates Archive, box M127. The original 
title of the work had been A Voi.-e in the Night. 
124 27/04/1954 Evening Standard. 'Goodbye Mayfair'. 
125 Broadcast 20/06/1951 on the BBC Home Service, Coates was the ninety-second castaway. Coates' 
fellow castaways during the third series included Stanley Holloway (a notable friend of Billy Mayer!), A.E. 
Matthews, Cicely Courtneige and Jimmy Edwards. See Appendix 5 for Coates' musical choices. 
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criticism which needed to be addressed. He explained his views in a reply to a request 

from the cellist Beatrice Harrison for a work for 'cello and orchestra: 126 

I am blessed by coming under the category of "popular" and "light", and any 
conductor who is of any standing giving a performance of one of my works runs the 
risk of being taken off conducting "serious" works, unless he be a man who has the 
strength of his convictions, and I can not honesdy think of many who would answer 
to this description. And so you see my difficulties - it all comes down to this country 
being over-ridden with a form of musical snobbery which there does not seem to be 
any way of dealing with. And so I shall have to wait until a time as such the "Powers 
that Be" get it into their dull heads that there is as much musicianship required in the 
turning-out of a good light orchestral work as there is in the producing of the so­
called symphonic stuff of which we hear so much on the Radio to-day, before I can 
give myself the pleasure of writing something for you. 127 

Perhaps Coates' comments are still relevant today, regarding the performance of light 

music? Fuelled by a Directorship of the PRS in 1940, he began to attack policies 

regarding the performances of light music. In 1943 he was commissioned by the BBC to 

write a Report on Light Music which involved him listening to 168 broadcasts of light music 

over a three month period. 128 In 1944, he also had a contretemps with the BBC over the 

inclusion of light music in the Promenade Concerts in 1944, though to no avail. Until the 

end of his life he believed in, and fought for, the values of light music, predominately 

through his work for the PRS on international conferences (he travelled to the USA in 

1946, London 194 7 and South America in 1948) as well as through constant petitioning 

of the BBC over their policy towards light music. With these activities taking precedence, 

few works were written during the period 1945-19 50. 

On return from South America in 1948, his health deteriorated again, writing to 

Deems Taylor in New York: 

126 05/06/1943 Beatrice Harrison to Eric Coates. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. Harrison wanted a 
work to partner Elgar's Cello Concerto, which she was performing with Malcolm Sargent on 13/07/1943. 
127 17/08/1943 Eric Coates to Beatrice Harrison. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
128 27/05/1943 Arthur Bliss to Eric Coates. GB-Rwac Eric Coates file 4, 1943-1948. The Report was 
presented to the BBC on 22/05/1943. GB-Rwac, Music General, Light Music ftle 1 and GB-STHprivate. 
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For thepast [sic.] month (damn this typewriter) I have been having daily injections in 
my buttocks and then my veins and I am thankful to say I am at last beginning to get 
better. Have you ever had bronchitis with asthma? I can tell you it's about the most 
horrible thing you will ever get. And so my doctor will not let me take another sea trip 
until next year when I shall be completely recovered and my bronchials restored to 
their normal state. 129 

His maJor compositional project of the late-1940s was to compose a musical 

comedy based around A Knight of Malta. After the failure of the musical comedies in the 

1920s (not known in many circles), the BBC had tried to commission him to write them 

an operetta in 1941, inviting Geoffrey Bridson (then a BBC employee) to write the 

libretto, 130 though Coates turned these invitations down several times. 131 Also, Rutland 

Boughton had made a suggestion for a book to be fashioned into a suitable libretto. 132 

Coates procrastinated as he was notorious pernickety over a libretto. Towards the end of 

the War he made another attempt to write a musical comedy, based on Laurence 

Howard's book A Knight of Malta. 133 Initially the project was to be with Howard, but soon 

Christopher Hassall (who had written the text to several of Coates' songs in the 1930s) 

was brought in to assist. The project was abandoned due to Hassall's commitments in the 

Army. However the idea resurfaced again in 1946-1948 this time with his son, Austin 

providing the libretto based on Howard's book.134 Work progressed well during 1947, 

and many of the songs and general sketches still survive, but it was brought to an abrupt 

end by two major factors: fundamentally, there were complications over who owned the 

rights of Howard's book, and Coates' solicitors advised him to terminate work on the 

129 25/09/1949 Eric Coates to Deems Taylor. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
130 05/12/1941 D.H. Clarke to D.S.A. GB-RwacEric Coates Copyright file, December 1941-1942. Coates' 
response to the initial 1941 suggestion may well have been oral, as no written record of his views regarding 
this proposal survives. 
131 13/05/1943 R. Howgill to Copyright Director. GB-Rwac Eric Coates file 4, 1943-1948. 
132 29/08/1945 Eric Coates to Rutland Boughton. GB-Lbl, Rutland Boughton Collection, Add MS 52364. 
133 12/11/1944 Eric Coates to Christopher Hassall. GB-Cu, Christopher Hassall Collection, Add 
8905/10/C/61. 

Several copies of Austin Coates' script and also plot synopses still survive (GB-STHprivate), as do a large 
number of the songs and sketches made by Eric (GB-Lcm Coates ,\rchive, box 183 and 184 & GB­
STHprivate). Phyl believed (perhaps falsely) that the Malta sketches were complete and contained some of 
her husband's best writing. (Phyllis Coates quoted 18/04/1969 R.H. Whale to Albert Mallia. GB-LjJrs Eric 
Coates file 2). 
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production. 135 Secondly, Austin Coates wanted to leave to begin a career in the Far-East, 

so the project was abandoned like the previous productions. Austin Coates did publish 

eight songs from the production in 1968. Despite this failure, Coates still yearned to 

compose a musical comedy and teamed up with Eric Maschwitz in 19 54 to write Polfy 

Pryde (Trelawnry of the Wells), based on the play by Pinero, with financial backing from Jack 

Hylton, who had wanted to stage A Knight of Malta. He was forced to abandon the 

project due to writer's cramp in his right hand.136 However, it appears that Maschwitz 

fashioned a complete libretto and may have looked around, without success, for another 

composer to take Coates place. 137 Patrick Mahoney in New Y ark also tried to entice him 

to compose incidental music to the play The Blue Bird; despite Mahoney announcing 

Coates' participation in the project, he was not keen and repeatedly suggested that 

Norman O'Neil's published score would be best. 138 In 1956 he was also having his 'arm 

twisted' by an American to adapt some of his published music for the stage, but this too 

was abandoned. 139 The idea still continued after Coates' death; Phyl was still being 

pestered to allow a musical featuring some of Eric's music. 140 

Even though Coates' work in the field of musical comedy had failed, he was still 

able to find new oudets for his orchestral music. In 1949 the BBC started a series of 

concerts to be broadcast on the Light Programme known as the 'Light Programme 

Festival of Music', which became universally known as 'Light Music Festival' and which 

were later broadcast from the Royal Festival Hall. From their inception, the Festivals 

were designed to be a series of concerts at the lighter end of the symphonic spectrum. 

These Festivals did showcase much of the new talent of British light music (composers 

135 10/07/1950 M.E. Ricketts to Eric Coates. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
136 24/02/1954 Eric Coates to Eric Maschwitz. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. Contracts had been 
drawn up with Jack Hylton and a date for production had been set. 
137 Maschwitz, Eric. No Chip on My Shoulder. London: Herbert Jenkins, 1957, 188. 
138 21/08/1955 & 26/09/1955 Eric Coates to Patrick Mahoney. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 
139 08/11/1955 Eric Coates to William Pitt. GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. 

27/08/1961 Phyllis Coates to Christopher Hassall. GB-Cu, Christopher Hassall Collection, Add 
8905/10/C/73. 
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such as Ronald Binge and Ernest Tomlinson), and also the old favourites (Eric Coates 

and Haydn Wood). Coates was invited to write a work for the 1949 Festival, a rhapsody 

for piano and orchestra, but as there was little time (the invitation came in January 1949 

and the BBC wanted completion by the end of February), he declined. 141 In the end, 

Coates conducted his The Three Eiizabeths Suite from the Kingsway Hall on 28 March 

1949. He was invited to have new works performed at these festivals and wrote the valse 

Sweet Seventeen for the 1954 Festival. 

Most of Coates' time and energy during 1951 and 1952 was channelled into 

writing his memoirs, published in 1953 as Suite in Four MotJements. The project had dated 

back to the 1940s when as Austin recalled, 'After 1941, he was seriously ill with 

pneumonia and asthma and did not get any better ... Phyl thought he needed another 

medium and said to him: ''You remember those letters you wrote to Eric [si(:] Morley in 

Hucknall. \X'hy not have another look at them."142
' Coates informed The Leader in 1945 

that the memoirs were practically finished, 143 though it was not until 1952 that a publisher 

and a manuscript were ready. The cut off date for information was 1951, though the 

autograph of the book does have some information relating to 1952, when, 

unfortunately, notable works such as The Dam Busters March had not yet been written. 

Coates had constantly struggled in writing words and had always feared speaking on 

radio broadcasts. In the book, he drew on many nostalgic memories from broadcasts, 

scrapbooks and letters. Despite his fears, his writing style is far from jejune; the book's 

major failure is the lack of dates; he is rarely accurate about the dates of key events. It is 

essentially the work of a private man and is full of reminiscences of musical life in 

England in the 1910s. When the book was published it was well received by the critics 

141 0510111949 Herbert Murrill to Eric Coates. GB-Rwac Eric Coates @e 5, 1949-1957. 
142 OS I 09 I 1986 Huckna/1 Dispatch. The majority of the letters were actually written to Henry Morley, Eric 
Morley's father. 
143 1711111945 The Leader. 
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and sold well, being reprinted several times. 144 It also justified a reprint in 1986, Coates' 

centenary year. 

Coates' principal success of the post-war years and arguably his greatest success 

came with the composition of The Dam Busters March, completed on 14 June 1954 for the 

fllm released in 1955. Throughout his career, Coates often received offers to compose 

fllm scores; in 194 7 the Press had rumoured that he had turned down a lucrative £10,000 

contract to write a ftlm score in America.145 He had written the song 'A Song of the Wild' 

for Cherry Kearton's adventure fllm 'Wild Life [sic.] Across the World' in 1923. By 1954 

he had neither the inclination nor the patience for the demanding and tiring work for 

fllms and always refused. In the case of The Dam Busters, his resistance was broken down 

by pressure from Louis Levy and Teddy Holmes (a director at Chappell) and Coates 

produced a 'standard march,' which was probably finished before the commission went 

out, 146 which Leighton Lucas used in his the score for the fllm; Coates was overjoyed 

with the finished fllm. However, this joy was soon tarnished when he was cabled by his 

son Austin (who also cabled the fllm company), who had seen the overseas cut of the 

ftlm and was incensed to find that his father's name had been omitted from the credits. 

Coates wrote to Associated British Pictures to complain: ' ... but you do realise that ... 

THE DAM BUSTERS MARCH has actually been creditted [sic] to another composer! 147
' 

The oversight was partially blamed on the overseas distributors wanting to shorten the 

fllm and an employee of Associated British Pictures ticking the wrong box, thereby 

enabling Coates' name to be removed from the credits. 148 This oversight was rectified in 

1+1 Coates' fourth scrapbook is solely dedicated to reviews and press notices of the book - almost all are 
laudatory. 
14> 24/12/1947 Sketch. Whether the rumour was true remains a matter for doubt. 
146 26/08/1986 Eri<" Coates - King of Lgbt Musil". BBC Radio 2. GB-Lb/ National Sound Archive PLN 
622/86 ZA0399. 
w 05/12/1955 Eric Coates to Robert Clark. GB-STHprivate. Austin had organised a delegation of some of 
the most important government officials to go and see the film. Austin was proud of his father's work for 
the film and was incensed at the omission of his father's name from the credits. He at once cabled his 
father, Teddy Holmes at Chappell and also Associated British Pictures to try and rectify the position. 
148 04/11/1955 Robert Clark to Eric Coates. GB-STHprivate. 
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all subsequent overseas editions of the film. The March nonetheless, went from strength 

to strength and has since acquired a patriotic flavour which it was never composed to 

have, it started out as just another 'ordinary' march. Nevertheless, being in the 'pomp and 

circumstance' tradition, it has become very much part of the core national works that are 

known to practically all. 

In his final years, he kept busy with conducting engagements, holidays and 

occasional composition and maintaining his position as a 'celebrity', as he outlined to 

Patrick Mahony in 1955: 

Life is very hectic for me over here with writing and conducting. My new Commercial 
TV March was launched last week (I said a few words about it on TV last Saturday); I 
go up to Birmingham in a few days' time to conduct the City of Birmingham 
Symphony Orchestra in a concert of my works, 149 and then off to Copenhagen to 
conduct a concert for the State Radio; after which there are other concerts at 
Bournemouth and Plymouth, etc. I have been invited by the BBC to write a new work 
for production at the Royal Festival Hall in the New Year, also a Test Piece for next 
year's Brass Band Festival but I find it almost impossible to get down to serious 
writing with all this travelling and conducting. My march for the DAM BUSTERS 
film is 'in the news' and going well, I am glad to say. 150 

Coates continued to compose until the end of his life, the March High Flight being 

his last orchestral work, finished in January 1957 (and used in a film similar to The Dam 

Busters). His life drew to a close in a blaze of glory: The 1-'our Centuries Suite received its 

Promenade Concert premiere in 1956 under the composer151 (Austin Coates recalls the 

orchestra breaking down at several points);152 he received an Ivor Novello award for The 

149 01/10/1955. Coates conducted the first half of the programme, which featured: 'Prelude and Hornpipe 
(Four Centuries Suite), 'Scene du Bal' (Miniature Suite), The Three Bears, Saxo-Rhapsoqy (soloist, Walter Lear), 
Sweet Seventeen and 'Springtime in Angus' and 'Youth of Britain' (The Three Elizabeths Suite). GB-Bcbso 
Programme Collection. 
150 26/09/1955 Eric Coates to Patrick i'vfahony. GB-Lm Eric Coates Archive, box 186. 
151 Promenade Concert, 18/08/1956, broadcast on BBC Light Programme. Malcolm Sargent conducted 
the rest of the concert with the BBC Symphony Orchestra. Unfommately no recording of the concert 
survives in the BBC Archives. 
152 Austin Coates quoted in Lace: 1986, iv-v. Ernest Tomlinson was in the audience for the concert and 
does not recall anything untoward happening with the playing of the orchestra (Conversation with Ernest 
Tomlinson, 26/01/2007). 
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Dam Busters March;153 and his seventieth-birthday concert from the Albert Hall in 

Nottingham was broadcast by the BBC. However, he did seem disgruntled by the BBC's 

approach to his seventieth birthday, as there was no mention of his birthday on the day, 

as the concert was broadcast the month after his birthday.154 By 1957, there was an ever 

more marked deterioration in his health, he was forced to take life easier than he would 

have liked: as, he said, apologising to R.F. Whale at the PRS for his non-attendance at 

several meetings, ' ... I am having a great deal of trouble with my eyes and am having a 

little rest to see if they improve. It's just 'one of those things' ... 155
' He was planning to 

have the cataracts removed in the following year. Despite his sight problems, he managed 

to conduct at the BBC's Light Programme Festival of Music that year and take part 

(playing a toy instrument) in the premiere of Malcolm Arnold's Tqy Symphol!J, written for 

the Musician's Benevolent Fund156 as well as recording several of his latest compositions 

for HMV four months before his death. 

Eric Coates died from cerebral thrombosis in the early hours of the 21 December 

1957 with Phyl by his side at the Royal West Sussex Hospital, Chichester after suffering a 

massive stroke four days earlier. 157 His funeral on Christmas Eve was only sparsely 

attended by family (Austin had become a Special Magistrate in Hong Kong in 1956 and 

was unable to attend); the BBC Singers under Leslie Woodward provided musical 

153 Songwriters' Guild of Great Britain. Success Stor;': 1947-1968. London: The Songwriters' Guild of Great 
Britain 1968. Coates won the award for that year's 'most Outstanding Piece of Light Music', along with 
Phillip Green. The ceremony was broadcast on BBC Television, 11/03/1956, though Coates did not 
attend. The awards were billed as 'The Oscars for British popular and light music.' 
1' 4 28/08/1956 The Newcastle JournaL 
1" 11/10/1957 Eric Coates to H.L. Walter. GB-Ijm-Eric Coates file 2. 
1' 6 Meredith, Anthony and Harris, Paul. Mako/m Arnold. London: Thames/Elkin, 2004, 158n. The first 
performance, with Malcolm Arnold conducting, was part of the St. Cecilia's Festival Dinner on 
28/11/1957 at the Savoy Hotel, London. Thomas Armstrong (Principal of the RAM), amongst others, also 
took part. Coates played the dulcet and was photographed in numerous newspapers. He had taken part in 
Haydn's 'Toy' Symphony at the Festival in 1954. Malcolm Arnold was an admirer of Coates' music, and in 
1953 he had written to Coates to ask him to autograph his copy of Suite in Four Movements. (09/02/1954 
Malcolm Arnold to Eric Coates. GB-STHprivate.) 
1>7 Eric Coates' Death Certificate. 
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accompaniment and his ashes were interred at Golders Green Crematorium. Writing to 

Christopher Hassall, Phyl described Eric's fmal days: 

I can only rejoice that Eric was released as he would have been paralysed had he lived, 
and I don't think he could have borne it - he loved life and health ... He never 
regained consciousness completely, and he died gently in his sleep as I held his hand­
it was such a wonderful way to go - gentle, as he always was.158 

As a mark of respect, the BBC broadcast a tribute programme a few weeks later, 

including contributions from Arthur Bliss (Master of the Queen's Musick), Basil 

Cameron, Stanford Robinson and Sidney Torch.159 Coates' estate was valued at £53,124-

0-3 (£37,458, net), leaving his part-share in their Bognor Regis cottage to Phyl (they 

rented their London homes) demonstrating that his career as a light music composer had 

proved profitable as well as rewarding. 160 In 1960, after initial impetus from Frank Wade 

(Head of Light Music at the BBC) Phyllis Coates, along with financial help from 

Chappell, established an Eric Coates Composition prize at his alma mater, the RAM, for 

the composition of a piece of light music. His centenary year, 1986, saw: an exhibition of 

Coates memorabilia at Hucknall; concerts in Hucknall and Nottingham (the latter by 

Charles Groves and the BBC Concert Orchestra, subsequently broadcast on Radio 3);161 

Coates (along with Edward German) as 'Composer of the Week' on BBC Radio 3;162 and 

a four-part appreciation of his life (with musical examples) by his son, Austin. 163 

158 01/01/1958 Phyllis Coates to Christopher Hassall. GB-Cu Christopher Hassall Collection, 
Add.8905/10/C/72. 
159 Broadcast on 21/01/1958 on the Light Programme. The programme was so well received that it was 
decided to use it as a template for tributes to other light music composers (Minutes of Light Music Policy 
Committee, 28/01/1958. GB-Rwac, Light Music Policy l'vfeecing l\1inutes file 3, 1958-1961.) 
160 The Times 07/03/58. Haydn Wood (died 1959) left £76,770-13-10, Albert Ketelbey (died 1959), left 
£28,492-8-7, Billy Mayer! (died 1959) left £20,329-10-8 and Charles Williams (died 1978) left £78,131, all 
gross. (Values taken from the respective Dictionary of National Biography entries.) 
161 27/08/1986. The day also saw the centenary of Rebecca Clark who also had her own tribute 
programme. 
162 25/08/1986-29/08/1986. 
163 See Bibliography for more detail. Both Radio 3 programmes featured many examples of Coates 
conducting, several taken from the long-obsolete 78rpm discs. 
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Coates name has been kept alive in his native Hucknall, a place he held fondly in 

his memories as he remembered, writing to Henry Morley in 1947: 

... My early days in Hucknall when I used to wander about the dusty lanes on my 
bicycle before motor-cars used to come along to spoil the peace of the countryside. I 
remember how I loved to get away on my own and spend a whole day with no-body 
knowing where I was, my bicycle, a waterproof cape, sandwiches and a bottle of 
ginger beer (put up by my mother) and an Ordinance Map borrowed from my father. 
I wish that all children could spend the kind of life I lived as a child.164 

With the work of the Hudenall Dispatch and notable exhibitions at Hucknall Library, 

particularly in 1970 and 1986, a Rotary plaque on Tenter Hill, both his childhood homes 

being listed in tourist literature for Hucknall165 and the regular Eric Coates' concerts in 

Southwell, his name is still alive and associated with the county of his birth. 166 

Eric Coates was a fun-loving man, with a good sense of humour who could tell a 

good story and this comes across in his music. A letter in Journal into Melocfy is a typical 

example of his affable manner: 

... I did get to meet Eric Coates and his wife, who were staying at the Imperial Hotel 
in Torquay at the same time as I was with my parents in August 1951. We had 
afternoon tea together, chatted about music (well I did, as I already had several of his 
78s ... ), but he wrote out the first couple of bars of the Television March in my 
autograph album. I remember mentioning Bob Farnon to him, but I don't think he 
had met him at that time, but he knew of him. When I returned home I wrote him a 
letter and in September received a nice reply from him. I also remember (I had only 
just turned 11 at the time) that Billy Munn was the hotel band conductor (about 12-
piece) and one evening during our stay, he introduced Eric to the audience in the 
lounge and the small band played Calling All Workers. 167 

29/05/1947 Eric Coates to Henry Morley. Copy held at GB-HCKI. Coates remained fond of his 
childhood home and returned to visit family and official functions, but London was his adopted home and 
probably more important 
165 However, one official Nottinghamshire County Council leaflet, 'Hucknall Heritage Trail' lists one of his 
'famous' compositions erroneously as 'the Knightsbridge Suite' rather than march, or even the London 
Suite. 
166 The proceeds from the most recent concerts have gone to help establish the Girls' Choir of Southwell 
Iv1inister. 
167 John Parry, letter to the Editor in Journal into Meloc!J, 167 (March, 2006), 29. Coates also made the same 
effort when he was invited to write a 'house tune' for Coates' House of Mowlands School, Mansfield. 
Coates replied offering to send a photograph, autobiography and any of his gramophone records they 
would like. (Correspondence between Eric Coates and Joy Young, GB-Lcm Eric Coates Archive, box 186). 
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Or as Stanford Robinson remembered, 'although at the top of his profession he was 

modest, diffident and unassuming and the most delightful of colleagues.168
' 

Today, his music still lives on through his vibrant and superb recordings and is 

currendy receiving an upsurge in performances and recordings; perhaps the ultimate 

accolade is the recent recordings by the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra and the Royal 

Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra of several of his major orchestral pieces. 169 Like P.G. 

Wodehouse, Coates' work is still well-known and well-loved today, though with both 

their name may not mean much, but mention Jeeves and Wooster in Wodehouse's case 

and 'Knightsbridge March', Calling All Workers, The Dam Busters or By the Sleepy Lagoon in 

Coates' case, then affection will come brimming back. Summing up his life in Suite in Four 

Movements he stated: ' ... I am a very ordinary man ... set before me some music-paper or 

put a baton in my hand and I feel instandy at home, but ask me to compose a difficult 

letter or make an impromptu speech and the litde door ... shuts in my face.'170 

It is paradoxical that a composer who gave so much to popular music was never 

honoured by his country in any way. Ralph Burnham tried to start the process of having 

Coates knighted in 1943, but this failed to achieve its desired objective, perchance 

because there was already a knighted Eric Coates (well-known in financial circles). 171 

There were also other attempts for an honour in the 1950s. Writing to Patrick Mahoney 

in 1955, Coates stated: 'I have frequendy been knighted over the past thirty-five that, if it 

does come, I shall tum up my nose at anything lower than a Viscounty! 172
' Despite a lack 

of official honour in his lifetime, today, Eric Coates is still thought of as the light music 

composer; the 'uncrowned king of British light music.' 

168 21/12/1957 Notti11gham Evmi11g PoJ!. 
169 See Discography. 
no Coates: 1953, 262. 
171 27/08/1943 Ralph Burnham to Eric Coates. GB-Lcm Coates Archive box 186. 
172 26/09/1955 Eric Coates to Patrick Mahoney. GB-Lcm Coates i\.rchive box 186. 
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Chapter 2 
Light Music 

When a competent orchestra plqys good light it invariabfy scores a success 
with its audience. The traget!J is that so mmry rif our finest composers 

either rifuse to recognise this, or if thry do, will not condescend 
to write music which the public mn understand. 1 

'It was a Viennese friend of mine, who years ago, was teasing me about English 

music. 'What is all this about "light music"?' he asked. 'Are you still such a nation 

of shop keepers that you even sell music by weight?'2' England has always had more than 

its fair share of light music composers, of whom it is generally agreed that Eric Coates 

was both the finest and the most renowned. Yet, it is evident that Coates and many of his 

fellow composers of 'light' music disliked the term owing principally to its potentially 

pejorative connotations: 'What a misleading term "Light Music" is! 3
', Coates informed 

the BBC in 1948. Negative, or at least patronising, regard for light music, has emerged, 

during the twentieth century, as a result of a range of criteria which still resonate at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century. One of the main criteria was almost unequivocally 

the change in concert practice, brought about by a new attitude to broadcasting 

perpetrated by the increasingly confident BBC. In the 1920s light music still held its place 

(as it had done in the years before the First World War- cf. Henry Wood's Promenade 

Concerts), ideas and categorisations began to change radically as the BBC took hold of 

London's Promenade concerts and effectively imposed a new standard (or at least that is 

how it was perceived) where Promenade programmes became more serious and 

'educational.' As a result, light music was either completely marginalised or was limited 

either to music of the Strauss family, or to first performances of new 'light' works by 

British composers such as Hely-Hutchinson, Bax, Lambert and later Thomas Dunhill. 

1 Eric Coates quoted in November 1948 Radio Camera. 
2 Spike Hughes: Introductory Note to 1955 Light Programme Festival of Music. GB-Rwac Recent 
acquisition. 
3 16/09/1948 Eric Coates to C.B. McNair. GB-Rwa.· Eric Coates file 4, 1943-1948. 
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The BBC also considered that it was a vital educational, even didactic, agency within the 

edifice of the new post-war Britain (some might now add that it was paternalist) and that 

'serious', cerebral music dedicated to 'serious' issues of human existence - philosophy, 

religion, politics, national identity and culture - needed to be set apart from other musics. 

The principal consequence of this thinking was the formation of the BBC's Third 

Programme in 1946, the very icon of didactic 'high art' in this country for the patrician. 

Light music was thereby relegated to the Home and Light Programmes and became 

associated with a socially, or at least educationally inferior strata of society. Nonetheless, 

there was still an avenue for light music broadcasts on the BBC as the Corporation still 

had a large tranche of its broadcasting schedule devoted to orchestral music and many of 

its orchestras would often perform light music within their broadcasts. With the advent 

of the post-war era the light music of Coates, Haydn Wood and Ketelbey had become 

old-fashioned and dated as a result of the new concepts of scoring for orchestra brought 

about by the Canadian, Robert Farnan. In addition, the BBC had, to a certain extent, 

safeguarded light music's future with the Light Music Department (predominandy within 

the field of sound broadcasts) initially under the Australian composer Hubert Clifford 

and later under Frank Wade. Attitudes towards light music were then to deteriorate 

further. Though the BBC had funded many light orchestras such as the BBC Theatre 

Orchestra, the BBC Salon Orchestra, the BBC Revue Orchestra, the BBC Midland Light 

Orchestra and the BBC Orchestra 'Section C' (the BBC Symphony Orchestra was split 

into different groups, the 'C' Section being devoted to light music),4 the change in artistic 

policy as well as fmancial constraints led to amalgamations and eventually to extinction of 

all of these bodies with the exception of the BBC Theatre Orchestra (which after a 

flirtation with studio opera, became the BBC Concert Orchestra in 1952, and even today, 

4 BBC Year Book, 1931, 160-162. 
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1s the orchestra most likely to perform 'light' repertoire/ Furthermore, municipal 

orchestras (such as the one at Bournemouth under Dan Godfrey, succeeded by Richard 

Austin), seaside and pier orchestras and light orchestras in the provinces have almost 

disappeared without exception, as have the smaller 'tea shop' trio and 'palm court' 

ensembles. Light music composers devoted much of their time, now that these resources 

were steadily closing to them, to other expanding genres such as mood music (especially 

for radio and the emergent television), film scores, signature tunes and incidental music 

for all forms of the aural media available, most of which called for tuneful, tonal 

orchestral music to accompany the action. This was very much the educational 

environment of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s when BBC policy was reinforced by the 

establishment of Radios 2 and 3 in 1967. And more importantly by William Glock, 

Controller of Music at the BBC (from 1959-1972) who, in his zeal to encourage both 

avant-garde and early music deliberately excluded light music (as well as a great deal of 

British 'serious' music). The influx of 'pop' music, rock 'n' roll and American musicals 

also removed the support and patronage of the younger generations away from 'art' and 

light music and, in a sense, light music was isolated from many. Even the new styles of 

light music with its influences of dance and big band scoring could do little to keep light 

music as popular as it had been, though the BBC still had a large space of broadcast time 

to fill with light music, even during the 1950s and 1960s. The position of light music, 

therefore, was one that languished in a closed world of devotees and those inclined 

towards nostalgia. Reception of the genre was (and still is, in elevated musical circles) 

largely one of condescension: 'light' music is 'lightweight,' educationally unchallenging, 

one-dimensional, culturally vapid, and compositionally frivolous and worse still, 

ephemeral. Hugo Cole argued that: 

s www.bbc.co.uk/orchestras/co/about/histocy.stml \V'hilst the BBC Concert Orchestra still frequently 
perform and record light music, they also play 'popular' music from musicals and when the occasion 
demands, become a small symphony orchestra (whenever the Concert Orchestra takes part in the 
Promenade Concerts they always perform symphonic, not light repertoire.) 
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Serious composers have, of course, been known to draw on light music for their 
material. But it is rare for the composer to use such sources without, as it were, 
putting inverted commas round his work. The witticisms of Poulenc and Lambert are 
self-conscious utterances, strongly flavoured with parody. Serious music has, in fact, 
been compelled to manufacture its own brand of light music; but somehow it is rarely 
the genuine article. Sinfonietta and Sonatina are slightly suspect terms-the composer 
of today does not find it easy to be agreeable and intelligent at the same time. Erwin 
Stein, in 'Orpheus in New Guises', has said: 'Schoenberg writes, not to please, but 
because he must'. Are the two things incompatible? 

As serious music has found it necessary to create its own light music, so light music 
must create its own heavy music ... 

. . . Light music, the natural language of small-talk is still very much alive, for all its 
vulgarity, triviality and cynical eye to finance. While we ignore its existence, we wilfully 
limit our vocabulary and expressive range. I suspect that the solution to the dilemma 
lies on the musical rather than on the sociological level. One day soon, perhaps, some 
genius will show us the way to relax, musically, without being facetious or trivial, and 
music will again become a single art. When no part of the range of music is taboo, the 
language will be able to operate fully and with maximum power.6 

The truth, however, is that 'light music' has never attracted a proper, rigorous 

study as a genre, nor has it properly attracted an 'Urtext' definition; Grove's Dictionary if 

MuJic and MuJicianJ does not have an entry for 'light music' or the adjective 'light' as 

applied to music; this in itself is a staggering omission.7 Geoffrey Self's book on light 

music, Light MuJic in Britain Since 1870 offers little in the way of a definition of the music 

that it tries to survey.8 The nearest to a definition is supplied by Alison Latham in The 

O:;iford Companion to Music, though here it is worth noting that the entry is for the adjective 

'light' and not the genre of 'light music': 

An adjective applied broadly (often pejoratively) to music deemed of no great 
intellectual or emotional depth, intended for light entertainment, and usually for 
orchestra. There is a large repertory of British light music, much of it witty, 
imaginative, and skilfully orchestrated by such as Ket(%ey, Coates, Ronald Binge, 
Robert Farnon and Gilbert Vinter. Elgar and Britten composed in the genre, which 
flourished from the 1950s with the expansion of radio broadcasting. Such music is 
often played by light orchestras.9 

6 Cole, Hugo. 'Light Music- and Serious.' In Musit-aiTimes 97 (1956), 521-522, 521-522. 
7 Whereas 'Gay and Lesbian Music' warrants nearly eleven pages. 
8 Self, Geoffrey. Light Music in Britain Since 1870. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000, 1-8. 
9 Latham, i\.lison (ed). The 0;-:ford Companion to Music. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002, 695. 
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But Latham's definition is exactly as she states it, that the term is 'applied broadly' with 

no attention given to issues of compositional craftsmanship, stylistic originality, or what 

light music was and is, nor does she challenge the pejorative perception light music has 

received, nor the loose belief that light music is un-intellectual or that it deploys un-

intellectual processes. Others have attempted to provide brief glimpses. Andrew Gold, 

who was, for a short while until his early death, head of the BBC's Light Music Unit 

defined light music as: ' ... Music where the tune is more important that what you do with 

it, 11
h suggesting that the music is one-dimensional and inorganic. This may well be a 

conspicuous characteristic of light music, but could equally be applied to the music of 

Grieg (e.g. the Piano Concerto and the Violin Sonatas). Light music composer Ernest 

Tomlinson builds on Gold's definition: 'in light music tunes follow tunes, each one self-

contained and contrasting' h but this too can be misleading and applied to a great deal of 

'serious' music with the wrong effect. Spike Hughes, a composer, journalist and former 

double bass player with Hylton's band, said of the difficulty of classifying light music 

that: 

... 'Light' music is a ridiculous term unless you are going to be logical about it and 
describe what is not 'light' music as 'heavy' music. But 'heavy' music has never been a 
very complimentary term; it is used as fair criticism of a great deal of music (and its 
performance) and is not a very good selling point... I have yet to see the 
announcement of a concert of 'heavy music by the BBC Heavy Orchestra.' But tell 
the public there will be a concert of music by Wagner and Brahms played by the BBC 
Symphony Orchestra and the box office will tell quite a different story. 12 

But what is meant by 'heavy,' and how are we to categorize the dances of, say, Dvorak, in 

the light of his 'heavy' symphonic canon, and what of the extensive repertoire of French 

ballet music by Delibes, Offenbach, Massenet, Gounod and Bizet? This music can hardly 

10 Tomlinson, Ernest. 'Foreword' In British Light Music- A Personal Gallery of Twentieth Century Composers, 
Phillip Scowcroft, 9-19. London: Thames, 1997, 9. 
II Ibid, 9. 
12 Spike Hughes. Introductory Note to The 1955 Light Programme Festival of Light Music. GB-Rwac recent 
acquisition. 
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be described as 'serious' or intellectually challenging, yet from the cultural point of view, 

remains nebulously separated from light music. Perhaps it is because they are the authors 

of 'serious' music that their lighter works are given stage room? In a suppressed article 

for the Radio Times, Fred Hardey, the BBC's Light Music Supervisor during the 1940s 

believed that light music: 

.. .is difficult to define - it is not serious (or if you prefer "straight") music, nor is it 
dance music - it is in between; personally I prefer to call it entertainment music -
although we are, of course aiming to attain a high standard artistically - the main job 
of light music is to entertain and not to educate. 13 

Light music may appear frolicsome, but is overall of a high artistic standard using the 

harmonic language and resources of any other composer of 'art music'. Yet even if one 

describes light music as entertainment music, there is a vast amount of music written that 

could be described as 'entertaining', but yet falls well outside the scope of light or 

entertainment music; light music does have the potential to be edifying, especially in 

musical education. Light music when programmed into a concert can offer a break from 

the rigours of concentration required for a good deal of the symphonic canon and offers 

the listener enough respite and enjoyment to enable him to return to the level of 

attentiveness required. As Albert Ketelbey humorously thought: 

.. .is not light music akin to the 'sweets' of a good dinner? The patissier of a high-class 
kitchen is considered of equal standing to the 'joint' chif, and, I am told, has to have 
more imagination. I think a light-music composer is, in fact, a musical confectioner, 
and he can be just as 'serious' about his work as a highbrow composer. I know, 
because I have tried both kinds. 14 

Perhaps incongruously, Arthur Bliss disagreed with Ketelbey and light music's inclusion 

into the concert hall: 

13 Undated Oate 1942) Basil Nichols to Arthur Bliss. The article by Fred Hardey is attached. GB-Rwac Music 
General, Light Music file 1,1939-1943. 
14 08/09/1944 Radio Times. 'Letter from Albert W. Keti%ey'. 
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This is the realm of light music: music, that is to say, whose first and conscious aim is 
to please and entertain, not only once but continuously ... This music wins its 
audience by a melodic beauty, rhythmic vitality, a freshness and sparkle of 
orchestration, weaving its spell and charm. It is wholly secular in feeling, and most at 
home in the opera house, the theatre, or in the open air. It shies a little stiff at the 
formality of a concert hall, and it no longer presumes to compete in the ballroom or 
dance hall. 15 

Richard Addinsell rightly believed that, 'the trouble is that no two people mean 

the same thing by 'light music' ... For 'light music' can be both an art form and an art 

pervasion. 16
' The polarity of light music is clearly marked at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, when there were the numerous salon and palm-court orchestras 

playing music to the masses, and light orchestral music performed by orchestras in the 

concert hall. The likes of Alfredo Campoli, Albert Sammons, Edward de Groot, Tom 

Jenkins, Fred Hartley and Max Jaffa, despite their flawless musicianship and technique, 

were often discriminated against because of their repertoire rather than their 

performance of that repertoire. This world largely disappeared in the 1950s, due to the 

onset of piped music and the focus of light music switched towards light-orchestral 

music. Yet today, the world of salon orchestras is hardly thought of as an important sub-

genre of light music, as it often thought that light music is solely orchestral. The worlds 

of brass and wind band do not have a category of 'light' music, all music being equal; 

Malcolm Arnold's Padstow Ufeboat March will happily appear in the same programme as 

with Arthur Bliss' Kenilwotth Suite and Vaughan William's English Folk Song Suite with 

Holst's FirJt Suite for Military Band. 

Light music, if argued as a genre of emotional buoyancy, has existed throughout 

many centuries; 'Summer is Icumen in' and the catches of Purcell, both of which, 

incidentally, are examples of technical dexterity, are undoubtedly 'light' pieces in terms of 

their sentiment. These two examples potently demonstrate that in past centuries there 

15 Bliss, "\rthur. 'The Appeal of Light Music.' In Music for Millions. 4 London: British Broadcasting 
Corporation, 1958, 4. 
16 Richard Addinsell quoted in 11/08/1944 Radio Times. 'Tastes in Light Music.' 
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was little or no distinction between the aesthetic status of 'buoyant' and 'grave', just as 

there was no distinction between the profane and the sacred. Certainly by the mid-

nineteenth century the schism between 'light' and 'serious' music had become two quasi-

independent genres. Paraphrasing the philosopher Theodor Adorno in his essay Leichte 

MuJik (translated by Ashton as 'Popular music'; Adorno's sentiments could equally be 

applied to popular as well as light music), talks of light and serious music as initially 

originating from the same circle, but later splitting into two semicircles; they had both 

come from the same source but bifurcated into two polarised elements.17 On the one 

hand there was a true symphonic school and on the other, there was a growing light 

trend in the works of Offenbach, Bizet, Massenet, Strauss Family and Tchaikovsky, often 

in their opera and ballet music. A lighter style of music was very much part of the writing 

of the nineteenth century despite the intellectual strains that pervaded music. In England 

this concept was simply grasped and assimilated by many composers during the second 

half of the nineteenth century who then wrote a good deal of lighter music. By the early 

decades of the twentieth century there was a growing trend of composers writing solely 

light music, later intensified by demand from the growing radio, film and television 

industries. 

However, whilst Adorno's concept of the segmentation of light musiC from 

serious music in the nineteenth century is true, it rather belittles the whole concept of 

light music and its origins from the art form of music. Ultimately, Adorno's concept is a 

false perception as serious and light music cannot be separated from one another as they 

share so much common ground. As Coates stated in his 1943 Report on Light MuJic for the 

BBC: 

music of the Light School G ohann Strauss, Massenet, Lehar, Delibes, Bizet, 
Gounod, Edward German, etc.) can be appreciated, not only by those who do not 

17 Adorno, Theodor W (trans. E.B. Aston). 'Popular Music.' In Introduction to the Sodo/ogy of Music. New 
York: Continuum, 1989, 24. 
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care for symphonies or jazz, but by both the extremists groups of jazz or 
lovers of symphonies] as well. It [light music] is in fact, the public meeting-ground in 
all music. 18 

This was proved by a poll conducted in 1939 which supported Coates' claim, Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1 Musical Preferences by Class.19 

Genre Men Women Men Women 
(Middle Class) (Middle Class) (Working Class) (Working Class) 

Classical 21% 34% 8% 14% 
Light 27% 14% 37% 26% 
Jazz 12% 14% 42% 32% 
All Types 40% 24% 9% 15% 
None 0% 3% 1% 3% 
Unclassified 0% 11% 3% 10% 

Whilst light music may be a popular common meeting ground for all listeners, it 

can still be good music, despite its popularity. One must surely debunk the myth that 

exists in the historiographical study of music that serious or high art music must be great 

music. Hubert Parry in his Evolution of the Arl of Music propagated the view of music being 

one of the greatest achievements of man, but all music must be worthy of the highest 

forms of expression. 

The song from the music hall may be excellent and characteristic, and often is; the 
music of people who have every opportunity to be reftned and cultivated may be 
detestably bad, and often is. There is an inftnite variety of moods which admit of 
being expressed, from the noble, aspiring, human sincerity of a great nature like 
Brahms', to the rank, impudent, false sentimentality of impostors who shall be 
nameless. The unfortunate art may be made to grovel and wallow as well as soar. A 
man may use the slender resources to very good ends, and great resources to very bad 
ones. It rests with a very wide public now to decide what the future of the art shall be; 
and if its members can understand a little of what music means and how it came to be 
what it is, perhaps it may tend to encourage sincerity in the composer, and to enable 
themselves to arrive at an attitude which is not too open to be imposed upon by those 
who have other ends in view than honouring and enriching their art.20 

18 Coates, Eric. Report on IJght Music. Presented to the BBC 22/05/1943, 2 GB-Rwac Music General Light 
Music file, 1939-1943 and GB-STHprivate. 
19 Nott: 2002, 195 (fable 6). 
20 Parry, C. Hubert H. Evolution of the Art of Music. London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Triibner & Co, 1896, 336-
337. 
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Vaughan Williams, influenced by Parry's Evolution if the Att if Music, writing in the 1920s, 

believed that: 

... the object of an art is to obtain a partial revelation of that which is beyond senses 
and human faculties - of that, in fact, which is spiritual? And that means we employ 
to induce this revelation are those very senses and faculties themselves? 
The human, visible, audible and intelligible media which artists (of all kinds) use, are 
not symbols not of other visible and audible things but of what lies beyond sense and 
knowledge.21 

In a BBC broadcast, Vivian Ellis, a noted theatre composer, exposed his view on 

this argument: 'There is much light music that fulfils much more than its minimum 

requirements - that is the best light music - and there is much serious music that raises 

no sign of emotion but the yawn - and that's the worst type of serious music.22
' For 

Charles Stanford, Arthur Sullivan's musical skills had become tarnished because of his 

career within the lighter field, 

It would, however, be only natural to expect that, after so many years spent in lighter 
work, some diminution would be apparent in the power of creating and sustaining a 
masterpiece of the high standard which the composer had so long left untouched ... 
The composer of The Golden Legend must now give posterity the chance of enjoying 
the fruits of his genius, and stay his hand from works which, however refined and 
musicianly, must of their very nature and surroundings be ephemeral, and pass away 
with the fashion which gave him birth. His powers as a creative musician and his 
position in the musical world alike demand his progression in the direction indicated 
by his latest production. 23 

Light music may on the surface appear to be frivolous, it nonetheless has the same 

ingredients as 'serious' music and it achieves exactly what it sets out to do, no more; yet 

with repeated listening yields far more that is commendatory than many would think 

possible. The succinctness of light music is its key, as this enables it to achieve its aims. A 

piece of music does not have to be of Wagnerian or even Mahlerian proportions to be 

21 Vaughan Williams, Ralph. 'The Letter and the Spirit.' In National Musi•· and Other Ess<?)'S. 121-128, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1987, 122. 
22 Vivian Ellis in 'Desert Island Discs', broadcast 29/08/1951, BBC Light Programme. GB-Rwac 
S133/18/7 Special Collections Plomley, Roy "Desert Island Discs.'' Scripts 91-109. 
2' Stanford, Charles V. Memories and Music. London: Archibald, Constable and Company, 1908, 162-163. 
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regarded as a piece of high art; succinctness in itself is perhaps harder to achieve; it is 

often harder to write a piece of music with limitations of duration and instrumentation 

than it is to compose a work of the monumental scale of Richard Strauss or Arnold 

Schoenberg. Whilst light music never ascends to the intellectual height or eroticism of 

Mahler it can achieve a great deal of depth and emotion. In Roger Quilter's A Children'.r 

Overture (particularly in the episodes 'There was a Lady Loved a Swine' and 'Baal Baal 

Black Sheep'), a so-called piece of 'light music', an element of pathos is apparent that 

would not feel out of place in the slow movement of a 'high-art' symphony, Ex. 

2.1. 

I st & 2nd Vlns loco ----1----

r r 

-
1 

a tempo ma pui tranquil/a 
,-_ pochiss riten 1-------1 

Fl r-, 

Ex. 2.1 A Children'.r Overture (Roger Quilter), 'Bal Bal Black Sheep', letterS onwards. 
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The same is true in the opening of Coates' Cinderella Phantasy, where the Debussyesque 

opening lulls the listener into believing they are about to hear an exquisite symphonic 

poem; yet out of this comes a gem of a light music composition. 

The opposite could well be said within the lighter elements of 'serious' music. 

Within Elgar's Variations on an Original Theme, 'Enigma', several of the variations, 

especially Dorabella (variation nine) and elements of variations two and twelve 

respectively are essentially light pieces of music contained within a serious work. If these 

variations were freestanding they would probably rank with Elgar's other lighter pieces; 

Salut d'Amour, Chanson du Matin and Mina, yet there are accepted very much as part of 

Elgar's serious ceuvre. The same is true of certain movements of Tchaikovsky's 

symphonies and four orchestral suites. How does one view the 'Theme and Variations' 

that close the Third Suite (once a great favourite of the concert hall)? One cannot in 

reality separate the 'light' and 'serious' style effectively, yet as Adorno remarked, they 

have come from the same seed, but yet are different in their outlook. 

Evidently light and 'serious' musics are homogeneous, yet within the history of 

mus1c, light music has been neglected. Many musical historians have always equated 

'serious' music with great music and popular and treated light music with vulgarity and 

disdain and with such views have subsequently glossed over an essential and popular 

genre of music. Surveying the majority of the published literature on British music, light 

music is often omitted as in the study by Pirie,24 and Demuth ignores the genre in his 

chapter on the 'English Panorama' in Musical Trends in the Twentieth Century.25 However, a 

majority of the studies take the view of Frank Howes, that light music is only partially 

more tolerable than popular music because of the level of its craft.26 There is little 

discussion of the genre in two of most recent extended histories of English music by 

24 Pirie, Peter J. The English MusitYJI Renaissam·e. London: Victor Gollanz, 1979. 
25 Demuth, Norman. MusitYJITrends in the Twentieth Century. London: Rockcliff, 1952, 106-127. 
26 Howes, Frank. The English Musical Renaissance. London: Seeker and Warburg, 1966, 281. 
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John Caldwell and a volume edited by Stephen Banfield.27 John Caldwell in his august 

study of English music accepts that there is a genre of light music, making no attempt to 

discuss or elaborate on the genre, but does mention several light composers.28 The 

Blackwell History of Music in England· Twentieth Century has only fleeting references in 

Middleton's article on popular music;29 Derek Scott also recognizes the significant 

financial rewards of light music.30 Hughes and Merion hardly discuss light music in their 

study of English music. Nonetheless when they discuss the music of Ketelbey one feels 

that are dismissing both the genre and Ketelbey as ephemeral and as a point of archaic 

humour- 'beyond the pale'.31 Where Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians is concerned 

Eric Coates has favoured better than his other 'light' contemporaries and was first 

accepted into this exulted sphere in the 1927 edition.32 If when writing a musical history 

one wrote about music that was popular, equating popularity and success as the key 

criteria for inclusion, then the history of western music would be radically different, 

significantly featuring the work of light composers. However, popularity does not equate 

with longevity; a vast amount of music that was popular in 1930s England with its variety 

of orchestras has been forgotten- much of it deservedly. Thus, as Coates stated in the 

Evening News, music should be judged on the criteria of 'good' and 'bad33
' rather than 

'monumental' and 'succinct', or ultimately 'serious' and 'light.' 

27 Caldwell, John. The O>iford History of British Music. Volume Two. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999 & 
Banfield, Stephen (ed.). The Blackwell History of Music in England- Volume 6, The Twentieth Century. Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1995. 
2s Caldwell: 1999, 535. 
29 .Middleton, Richard. 'The "Problem" of Popular Music.' In The Blackwell History of Music in England­
Volume 6, The Twentieth Cmtury, Stephen Banfield (ed.) 27-38. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1995. 
30 Scott, Derek. 'The Jazz Age.' In The Bla.·kwell History of Music in England- Volume 6, The Twentieth Century, 
Stephen Banfield (ed.) 57-78. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1995,70. 
31 Hughes, Meirion and Stradling, Robert. The English Musical Renaissance 1840 - 1940. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2001, 239-240. 
32 Coles, H.C. 'Eric Coates.' In Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians H.C. Coles (ed.), i, 674. London: 
Macmillan, 1927. This article, which favours Coates' career as a viola player, formed the basis to Coates' 
entry to the 1940 and 1956 edition. Coates was sent the proof copy of the article for the 1956 edition. GB­
Lcm Coates Archive, box 186. Haydn Wood is the only other significant figure in light music to warrant an 
entry in the 1956 edition (he is not included in the 1927 edition); important figures such as Mayer! and 
Kete!bey are omitted. 
33 30/06/1939 Evening News. 'This Musical Snobbery'. 
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The composer Constant Lambert, who at times is grouped within the light music 

fold due to his popular jazz inspired piece The Rio Grande and his ballet scores, does not 

discuss light music per se in his celebrated book Music Ho! However, he makes a number 

of pertinent comments which could be applied to light music. Lambert believes that 

Emmanuel Chabrier was the flrst significant composer since Mozart '. . . to show that 

seriousness is not the same as solemnity, that profundity is not dependent upon length, 

that wit is not always the same as buffoonery, and that frivolity and beauty are not 

necessarily enemies.34
' Until the time of Mozart and Haydn, lighter music had always 

slotted into their more serious works with ease; especially with the dance movements in 

their symphonies and concerti which were ultimately intended as a modicum of light 

relief within the surroundings of a more challenging nature. As the nineteenth century 

progressed, the replacement of these dance movements within the symphonic canon 

with scherzi rather than minuets and trios shows the segregation of the serious side of 

music from the more populist, lighter side. However, many nineteenth century 

composers were contented to place this light, jocund style within their ballet scores or 

incidental music: Bizet in his incidental music to Daudet's 1872 play L'Ariesienne, 

Tchaikovsky in his ballet scores, Delibes, Offenbach and Massenet. Even when 

composers such as Brahms (in his Hungarian Dances and Waltzes) wrote lighter pieces 

they seem to come across with a seriousness that one would expect of such a 'high-art' 

composer. 

Lambert's discussions of the virtues of Chabrier's gaiety and frivolity could 

equally be applied to light music; after all, many light works (such as Haydn Wood's 

Soiiioq'!), Eric Coates' interlude The Unknown Singer and certain movements of Ernest 

Tomlinson's Suites of English Folk Dances) are succinct but can be profound; and there 

is much skilful wit in Coates' The Three Bears Phantasy and The Three Men Suite as opposed 

Lambert, Constant. Music Hoi London: Hogarth Press, 1985, 172. 
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to the buffoonery found in Malcolm Arnold's Grand, Grand Overture/5 where one laughs 

not at jokes in the orchestration, but at the music itself.) There are certain times when 

one is never quite sure how to take wit and frivolity when juxtaposed within music of a 

predominately 'serious' tone. In Percy Grainger's In a Nutshell Suite, the hefty Delian third 

movement 'Pastoral' stands curiously at odds with the previous movement's depiction of 

London Music Hall life in 'Gay but Wistful' or the uproarious finale 'The Gum-Suckers 

March'. The same is true for certain works, including the Divertissement, by lbert. This can 

be taken one stage further when the sudden change of mood happens within the same 

movement as in the final movement of Malcolm Arnold's Concerto for Two Pianos 

(Three Hands) when after a dense bitonal opening the piece suddenly launches into a 

rather raucous rumba at letter E, Ex. 2.2. 

As Lambert argues, merriment and beauty are not enemies; however, they must 

be well crafted within their own limitations. Both the Arnold Concerto and Grainger's In 

a Nutshell Suite succeed because there is no change of compositional style or stance; there 

is no difference between their light and their serious works, all are of the identical, 

uniform standard. 

The majority of light music composers were educated in the erudite institutions 

as 'serious' composers; they were not educated in a light way: Haydn Wood was a 

composition pupil of Charles Stanford at the RCM; Eric Coates and Montague Phillips 

were pupils of Fredrick Corder at the RAM (Corder produced a number of lighter 

composers); Ketelbey was a product of Trinity College of Music, Billy Mayerl studied at 

the Guildhall School of Music and Ernest Tomlinson studied with Procter-Gregg at the 

University of Manchester and the Royal Manchester College of Music; all very much part 

35 Arnold's Overture was written for the 1956 Hoffnung Music Festival and is scored for large orchestra 
(including organ, three vacuum cleaners (pitched in B-flat), floor-polisher (pitched in G) and four rifles -
all of which are notated within the score!) Whilst being a 'fun' piece there are many fine melodies and a 
tremendous coda which sneers at those 'overtly long' dominant-tonic progressions which conclude a good 
deal of romantic repertoire. 

60 



61 



35 

_11_ 

11:... 

I 

I 
Olooco 

I 
Cl. 

rv =J I 
liMN-

u 
Honoo ._,._ 

_..... - g 
J-+ 

'A_ T 
u 

T.,U. _: 'PP ll 

J .. 
"" I : .. 

1.%. - I - I 
T ... 

.,..,. ... 
T .... 

I 
1 ,__ 

I I I l I I l 
2. 

.. 
"""P' I I I I II 1,.. 1 

@] t.co 

•.. .. l. fi ..... 
;" I / 

a .. ,:'( .. .. I. li::-. 

" -.!: __ ;r -r I •. ...,. ., I ,.. .... .... ,, I I I I 

• i i + i l ---- -

@] .. 
Ylo.I 

w I I .. I 
Vld 

" I 
\14. 

I I 
v.. 

I I 
'Dio. 

' 

62 



36 @] 
= 

l J = -!41: 
l 

Ill: 
l 

n 
--b..:::: r:-1:. c:: 4 

;;t; 

(l. 

I J 
.,. r-

3 

d l J 

1 
J .lL J 

...:;., 
J J.+ 

I" 
u 

j J 

J 
'li'pll. 

' 
l l d 

t% 
IE l 

1IW Ill ... l l d 
T.- IC l l J . ; 

""' 
I' 

..... (1'""-"""') l 
"!liMp 

J. j-Jl!:-

= 

J. l 

r: 
l 

...,' t::I J II l j d 
I 

Jk = -
"'" ' i ' I -

L Jw 

J 
..1. .i ..b. 

J 
-

1 Jlj_ 

1 l i 

.... 

l ;. 

17 .!.. 

i 

00 
::::::::=! 

d 
1 

J Jl 1 

d l 

;.w I 

J 
j = 

= 

J 
[};: c= -->K:::::: --

v •. 

:::;:;::: ... l l 

J 

,- w 

.,. 

63 



11 -3-+ 

u. -.... 

I" 

I'" 

I" 

Ill ' 
!'0' 

111: 

Jr 
Ill 

! . ':f 

--
{ 

" 

It,.. TIME. 

' r-- 3 ---.. 

·+ , ... :f:f 

L-J--lL.....-.:.3.....:...-....J 

I 

'!' '!' - ,. 
! 

......_3___, '--- 3 ----J 

I [STTIM'E 

37 
I I 2 .. nN.at 

r-J-,r-J-, ., "?v 
l___] _____j L_ ......:...._t 'I' 1"1.1 

I 

I 

........ 

........ 
I 

bll' _j!l' ; 

r--] ----, ,---3 ----, ,..-3--, l-, 
_, 
- I ,. 

'--3---' '--l__; L---3--JL--].,_., 

II If. 

II2 .. TIME 

q* tit lit b.. J 
I .... 'Ill IQ I 11:11 I :II Ill! _, IIIII Ill! 'Ill .., IIIII! 

,. 

r I I h I It P""I""I""L 1""1 
,--1----, ....---3---, r"'"""""'"'"'""J--., 

II I r"l 

- II 

I i ' i 1 l l i 3 i ;i i if 
I15T T1ME II 2.'"'T1ME 

1/o, 

2. 

f I 
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of the musical establishment of England. Also, their training is almost identical to that of 

serious composers, having spent their formative years studying harmony, counterpoint, 

fugue and orchestration in identical ways to 'serious' composers and the light composers 

utilize their training in the same way. Coates used passages of daring counterpoint in his 

marches and small-scale fugues within several pieces; in The Three Bears Phantasy he uses 

a short three-part fughetta (albeit on a witty subject -itself a grotesquerie of the main 

motif 'who's been sitting in my chair?'- to mark the entry of the Three Bears), Ex. 2.3. 

./A 
J Allegretto 

I - .. • _l • 

. 
tJ . 

3 -Ob . .rolo 

StrJ. 
: 

' D 

3 

Ex. 2.3 The Three Bears Phantasy, bars 178-189. 

Great Britain has constantly had a long lineage and a great volume of light 

composers, almost to the point that with certain key exceptions light music is a British 

peculiarity. America and Europe have had their share of light music composers, such as 

Leroy Anderson, David Rose, Sousa and Franz Lehar and Paul Linke respectively, but 

their composers of light music have tended to be more 'serious' composers who have 
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written lighter works; they do not seem to have a dynasty of light music composers like 

England. Perhaps it says more about the tastes of the British public than of the musical 

institutions of the land? Within mainstream British music of the twentieth century, one 

occasionally catches a glimpse of a lighter style, some may call it lyricism, in the music of: 

E.J. Moeran (Serenade in G, Sinjonietta); George Dyson (Children's Suite, Concerto di Camera); 

Henry Balfour Gardiner (Shepherd rennel's Dance); Arthur Bliss (Checkmate, Adam Zero); 

Gerald Finzi (1:/ve Bagatelles for clarinet and piano); William Lloyd Webber; Arnold Bax 

(Overture to a Picamque Comecfy and Rogue's Comecfy Overture); and Ralph Vaughan Williams 

(English Folk Song Suite, Incidental Music to The Waps) yet these composers are most 

definitely 'serious' in their outlook, however, there is at times a degree of lightness 

behind the surface. This lighter edge can still be seen today in composers such as Bryan 

Kelly, Patrie Standford and David Lyon; not principally mainstream composers, but still 

part of what seems to be a twentieth-, and now twenty-first-century, British tradition of 

composing music with a lighter edge. 

The frequently changing nature of light musiC over the years and also its 

attraction for a large majority of the population has caused it to be tarnished with an 

assured level of disdain by many and an attitude of snobbery has frequently been 

attached towards light music, often unnecessarily, because light music is perceived to be 

tuneful, ebullient and nothing else. Constant Lambert recalled: 

I remember some years ago hearing a really superb performance of Chabrier's 
'Espana' under Sir Thomas Beecham at Queen's Hall. I not unnaturally expected 
others to share my delight, but gazing round at the faces of my colleagues (I was then, 
alas, a critic) I saw there nothing but amused condescension, mingled with 
embarrassment felt by all when at some end-of-term 'rag' the headmaster or local 
clergyman relaxes into a humorous recitation. They did not seem to think they were 
listening to perhaps the best orchestrated piece of the whole nineteenth century.36 

36 Constant Lambert in 11/08/1944 Radio Times. 'Your Tastes in Light :Music.' 
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What are Stanford's immensely Songs o/ the Sea and Songs o/ the Fleet if not high-class 

ballads? The same attitudes of snobbery pervaded the world of the ballad, another 

stalwart of light music, a stance which ballad librettist Weatherly was eager to dispel: 

Are such songs to be called "inartistic," "shop ballads" and so on, because they are 
popular? To call them so seems to me a form of intellectual pride. Such songs are 
popular because people love them. The heart of the people is still simple and healthy 
and sound. Why should a popular song by Sanderson or Kennedy Russell or 
Hermann Lohr or Coningsby Clarke or Eric Coates be called a "shop ballad" as a 
term of contempt? John Ireland and Vaughan Williams are distinguished composers 
of what I believe are called "art songs." But when their songs are published by the 
same houses where popular ballads are published and their composers deal with them 
as matters of commerce and no doubt enjoy the commercial success when it comes.37 

A composer such as Victor Hely-Hutchinson has had his reputation as a 'highbrow' 

composer shattered by his Carol Symphof!J, a work which is always regarded as a light 

music favourite. The Symphony effervesces with such a high level of contrapuntal 

ingenuity, like his Three Fugal Fancies for Strings and the Variations, Intermezzo, Scherzo and 

r!nal/8 both of which place high emphasis on counterpoint, that these works have always 

overshadowed the remainder of his neglected compositional reuvre. On this issue, Haydn 

Wood felt duty bound to write: 

I once composed a piece I called "Variations on a [Once] Popular Humorous Song." 
Actually, it was the popular song, "If you want to know the time ask a policeman," 
but I dressed it up in so many different and varying forms that it became quite an 
ingenious and amusing essay in musical resourcefulness. 

In the course of time I tried to get it included in the programme of a Very Important 
Concert, but managed to do so only on condition that I conducted mysel£1 

The regular conductor apparently feared - with some reason - that his position might 
be jeopardised in the eyes of the higher critical circles if he led his orchestra through 
the mazes of such a very plebeian tune!39 

37 Weatherly, Fred E. Piano and Gown. London: G.P. Putnam, 1926, 142 
38 Published in 1927 by Stainer and Bell in conjunction with the Carnegie Trust. 
39 20/06/1939 Evening NewJ. 'Fame Can Be a Handicap by Haydn Wood' 
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Eric Coates was constandy against musical snobbery of any form, though he did 

not always move with the times, especially as the BBC changed its programme policy 

during the World War II and beyond, remaining true to his rather conservative views on 

music and musical snobbery by the 'establishment.' On this subject, a veritable bete noir 

for him, he wrote: 

... the writers of symphonies can write a dance and it will be played at a Symphony 
Concert and acclaimed as "great fun", but woe betide the "Light" writers nowadays 
[1939] if they write a work for full orchestra and aspire to even a Promenade 
programme. An incredible oudook exists in England and we have taken it upon 
ourselves to docket music into the two categories "Light" and "Serious" and the two 
must never meet on the same programme. When one considers much of the badly 
constructed twaddle that is written under the name "Serious" and much of the well 
constructed and delightful writing that comes under the name "Light", surely it is 
about time we dropped this snobbery and realized that music needs no such 
classification- it is either "Good" or "Bad".4{1 

In the 1930s there was much snobbery attached to light muslC within the 

recording world. On a majority of Coates' 1930s recordings the name of the orchestra 

(often the financially stricken LPO) was disguised as 'Light Orchestra' or 'Symphony 

Orchestra'.41 Walter Goehr, when conducting light music, would go under the name of 

G. Walter. 42 However, in the concert hall, there was litde difference between the 

personnel of 'light' and 'serious' orchestras - most musicians were happy to earn a living 

playing in whatever ensembles they could. Several of the twentieth century's most 

respected British conductors, Charles Groves and Charles Mackerras started their careers 

in light music; the latter even had his own orchestra on the BBC's 'Music While You 

Work';43 even Eugene Goossens played in a 'light' hotel orchestral whilst a student.44 The 

violinist Alfredo Campoli, who had made his living in the 1930s performing light music 

40 30/06/1939 Evening Neu1s. 'This Musical Snobbery by Eric Coates'. This article was in response to Haydn 
Wood's on 20/06/1939. 
41 March 1935 'Review of Eric Coates: The Three Men Suite (HMV C2722-7223) Gramophone Magaifne 391, 
complains of this so-called snobbery. 
42 Tunley, David. The Bel Canto Violin. Aldershot: Ashgate, 39. 
43 14/09/2002 The Music Factory Musit_-fVhile You Work. BBC Radio 4. 

Eugene. Overture and Beginners. London: Meuthen and Co, 1951, 83. He was dismissed for 
trying out one his compositions which was deemed by the management for not being 'light enough'. (Ibid). 

68 



with his various orchestras, was still tarred with the brush of snobbery when after the 

War he devoted his performing career solely to 'serious music'. After a performance of 

Tchaikovsky's Violin Concerto at the Proms in 1945 the Daify Mail commented, 'the 

music gave every opportunity to show off Mr Campoli's clean and dazzling technique 

and mellow tone'; all a BBC memorandum could comment was, 'he nearly brought off 

the Tchaikovsky, but there is still the feeling of the cafe player all the time.45
' 

Whilst the composition of the orchestras for both light and serious music-making 

was not dissimilar, the disparity in the two styles came largely from the social context of 

performance of light music. The education of a composer is usually the foundation of 

their technique, yet as professional composers, their output if often governed by what 

they are commissioned to write; that is, the social and environmental context of their 

music. Light music is very much defined by its context of performance; so-called 'serious' 

music is designed to be heard in the context of a concert hall, or more commonly today, 

on a compact disc - and it will be. When a light music composer, such as Eric Coates, 

composed a work, he knew in reality that the work would be rarely heard in the original 

scoring; often being performed instead by undersized light orchestras often with the 

conductor at the piano filling in the missing parts or in heavily rearranged versions for 

ensembles and bands. Coates' 1925 phantasy The Se(fish Giant was 'scored down' from its 

original orchestration when it was published, and consequently may have only been heard 

in its initial orchestration at its premiere.46 Before broadcasting, music was everywhere; it 

was played in parks, hotels, restaurants and tea shops, notably the famous Lyon's Comer 

Houses to great effect. The majority of London restaurants employed an orchestra of 

45 Both quoted in Tunley: 1999, 71: 04/09/1945 Daily Mail & 12/10/1945 Julian Herbage to Adrian Boult. 
Campoli had several battles with the BBC over their 'patrician' attitudes toward his playing. 
46 The work was published by Boosey & Co. in 1925 in a reduced scoring by Sydney Baynes cutting down 
Coates' use of woodwind and percussion, making it more playable by orchestras. Coates possibly accepted 
this as he had struggled to get the work into print in the first place; his regular publishers Chappell were 
alarmed at the levels of syncopation. This does seem improbable as they had published the earlier Two Lght 
Syncopated Pieces albeit in a less syncopated manner, though these are technically not as difficult. 
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sorts to perform light music to accompany dinners at lunch, afternoon tea and a more 

substantial programme over the evening meal, a tradition that was still in existence in the 

1930s.47 Most establishments had an ensemble of sorts which would play a wide variety 

of music, from rearranged classics to the latest 'hot tune,' but most frequendy these 

would play light music. Eugene Goossens remembered his hotel orchestra were expected 

to play anything from Liszt to Lebar at a moment's notice.48 To judge light music 

effectively, it is necessary to view the social context of light music during this period. In 

England during the first-half of the twentieth century, light music was often written for 

coastal music festivals, ballad concerts, broadcasting or 'fillers' for concerts to appeal to 

all. When most light music was published it was often printed with a piano-conductor 

score (it is exceptionally rare to find a printed full score for any piece of British light 

music), to enable the conductor to fill in the missing parts; the fust violin part usually had 

general cues to enable direction from the leader in the case of small orchestras. A good 

deal of light music was published in versions for small, and occasionally for salon 

orchestras (orchestras with reduced woodwind and brass combinations, an ensemble 

largely brought about by the cinema), in addition to the standard orchestral edition. 

Coates' orchestral work was often issued in standard orchestral format, version for small 

orchestra and military band (always arranged by a specialist arranger, such as Dan 

Godfrey for his earlier works and also William Duthoit) and piano. These differing 

arrangements enabled him (and many other composers of this type of music) to have 

their music available in the differing social contexts afforded by the different versions 

produced by the various 'in-house' arrangers of the leading music publishers. Therefore, 

light music is very much a unique genre, often written for by specialist composers. In the 

second-half of the twentieth century, the avenues open to light music changed, and it 

largely became relegated to mood music and signature tunes for television and radio 

47 Tunley: 1999, 4. 
48 Goosens: 1951,83. 
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programmes. Yet the composers of the light school have always wanted to be accepted 

into the legitimate sphere of music-making, rather than being relegated to 'second-best', 

as their music often tends to be escapist and branded 'peter-pan' despite its consistently 

high levels of craftsmanship and orchestration. Very few light music composers ever 

have their serious works acclaimed and played in the concert hall, yet many senous 

composers can have their lighter works played and acclaimed in such exalted 

surroundings. 

Constant Lambert was a strong believer in the values of music, unless mustc 

' ... provides one with some vital experience which no other art can convey it is not only 

useless but a nuisance ... Unless the composer has some definite reason for putting pen 

to paper, he had far better play patience or do a little gardening.49
' Light music is in itself 

a veritable stopgap as not only does it fill the gap between 'serious' and 'popular' music 

but light music certainly achieves an uplifting and heart-warming effect within a short 

space of time that few other art forms (perhaps with exception of gastronomy) can 

match. The light music genre is a valuable and independent genre of music, worthy of 

academic study; the light composers are professional composers and as such, earn their 

living through the PRS (often tending to be amongst the highest earners of the Society). 

The genre, whilst often the domain of a specialist composer, also includes works by 

'serious' composers too, but above all it is well-constructed and effective music; the 

music is of value to both those listening and to those composing. 

Within England during the nineteenth century, Adorno's schism between light 

and 'serious' music certainly occurred, though in England the crossover between the two 

genres is less clear than in mainland Europe. Most English composers at the fin de siede 

had a lighter edge in their works. How does one explicate: Alexander Mackenzie 

(Overture to The Cricket on the Hearth and the suite London Dqy try Dqy); Fredric Cowen 

Lambert: 1985, 215. 
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(The Butteiffy's Hamish McCunn (Land of the Mountain and the Flood Overture); Hubert 

Parry (the suites for strings); Charles Stanford (his Suite of Ancient Dances and Four Irish 

Dances and not forgetting certain elements in his Irish Rhapsodies); Elgar (Dream Children 

and the Wand of Youth Suites); Coleridge-Taylor and many more ad infinitum? Works of 

such lightness by these composers were frequently performed in orchestral concerts 

around the country, often in Promenade concerts and were popular with a wide range of 

people. A work like Alexander Mackenzie's Overture Britannia was played all over 

England, featuring in Henry Wood's Promenade concert programmes annually without 

failure, as well as at festivals and pageants aplenty during the years leading up to the 

Second World War. Britannia is no piece of light writing: based on a sonata-form 

structure, with two hornpipes and Arne's 'Rule Britannia', the latter cleverly disguised so 

that in the opening only the rhythm is present and it is not until the development section 

where the tune is heard in full (though snippets have appeared beforehand) accompanied 

by a third hornpipe theme as a countermelody.50 This 'lighter school' has always been 

closely linked to the serious genre, often with many composers who cross the boundaries 

and is difficult to place in a single genre. The so-called 'Frankfurt Gang' (Henry Balfour 

Gardiner, Percy Grainger (if one counts Grainger as British), Norman O'Neill, Roger 

Quilter and Cyril Scott) -Britain's equivalent to France's Les Six- displayed this 'light 

within serious' musical gift too, though they received a thorough training at the hands of 

Ivan Knorr in Frankfurt. Whilst perhaps Scott and Balfour Gardiner did produce a great 

deal of serious music, how does one interpret the latter's Shepherd Fennel's Dance and 

Overture to a Comecfy? Roger Quilter occupies a similar position; if one looks at his art 

songs, he is a 'serious' composer, yet if one contemplates his theatre and orchestral music 

he is clearly within the 'light' camp. Nonetheless, the 'Frankfurt Gang' were still first-rate 

so Barker, Duncan. Tbe Music of Alexander Campbell Markenife (1847-1935): A Critical Sturfy. PhD 
Dissertation, University of Durham, 1999, 244. 
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'serious' composers (especially Cyril Scott) yet were a curiosity and as such have never 

received their true accolade within British, or even Western Art Music. 

Light music in England has a long and distinguished past, and from Arthur 

Sullivan a clear 'school' of light music composition has evolved and grown. In many 

ways, Arthur Sullivan seems a more natural musical starting point for the English Musical 

Renaissance rather than Frank Howes' more usual starting point of Parry's Scenes from 

Prometheus Unbound (1880). 51 However, in most other respects, particularly in respect of 

Parry's contribution to academic scholarship and the development of ideas, Parry is the 

zenith of creation of such a dynasty; he really was one of the first native composers to 

have a following (not only in his compositions, but in his work and legacy with the 

National Training School). Furthermore, Sullivan's music, not just his operettas with 

W.S. Gilbert, but his 'serious' music his overtures, concerti and 'Irish' Symphony (albeit 

at times undigested Mendelssohn) was immensely popular all over the country. Light 

music can undoubtedly be traced back to Sullivan's Overture Di Ballo written for, and first 

performed at the 1870 Birmingham Festival. The overture has great melodic charm, 

inventiveness and accessibility, as much of Sullivan's ceuvre has; one has to look at the 

opening Polonaise melody to see this, Ex. 2.4. 

I etc 

Ex. 2.4 Overture di Ballo (Arthur Sullivan), bars 19-27. 

51 Howes: 1966, 129-131. A swnmary of the arguments are found in: Hughes and Stradling: 2001, 32 and 
219-22. 
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However, its notable significance to the genre of light music must be due to its use of 

lighter elements, especially of celebrated and fashionable dances of the period; Polonaise, 

Waltz (in sonata form) and Galop and it was these functional dance forms, along with 

influences from ballet and entr'actes that lead towards a 'school of light music' and 

remained a standard favourite of the light music repertoire for many years. Moreover, in 

Sullivan's Savoy operettas with W.S. Gilbert, their simple and vivid style, proved highly 

popular exceptionally quickly and they are now forever wedded to the English musical 

scene, as well as proving to be another good foundation from which light music evolved. 

The effective musical simplicity of Sullivan, along with his subde word paintings and 

elements of 'old English pastiche' (a style much favoured by Edward German in his 

'Merrie England' vein, which was to prove influential for the next generation of light 

music composers). The overtures of these operettas (though few were penned by 

Sullivan himself) and their links with the opera overtures of Rossini are also a worthy 

starting point for light music; at times they are litde more than a potpourri of melodies 

from the operetta, but their melodic wittiness is in effect a blueprint for the type of 

melodies that would predominate light music in the twentieth century. Several of the 

overtures also have overtones of solemnity; the brooding opening of the overture to 

Iolanthe (composed by Sullivan) does at times feel at odds with the rest of the overture. 

However, Sullivan's genius in the lighter world did not always meet approval from the 

composer and the musical intelligentsia of Britain. Stanford reviewing the first 

performance of Sullivan's Golden Legend stated: 

After winning his spurs with ease by the production of these cantatas [Tempest and 
Kenilworth], Sir Arthur Sullivan turned his attention principally to a class of 
composition which, if always showing an unrnistakeable hand, was of a standard of art 
distincdy below the level of his abilities. If the world of music has to thank him for a 
purification of the operetta stage - no mean service in itself- it may be permitted to 
regret that this much-needed reform was not carried out by a brain of smaller calibre 
and a hand less capable of higher work. . . The Golden Legend is produced and raises 
Sullivan's reputation at a stroke to the point which it might reasonably have been 
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expected to have reached, if the intervening years had been spent upon the most 
earnest and serious development of the promise of his earlier work. It restores him to 
his legitimate position as one of the leaders of the English school, and, inasmuch as 
the genuine success of his last composition will have made a return to less elevated 
forms of the art a matter of difficulty, if not of impossibility, the musical world may 
be led to hope for a series of lasting treasures from his genius. 52 

Arthur Sullivan's mande, predominately in the genre of operetta, has often been credited 

to have been inherited by Edward German, (he completed Sullivan's final unfinished 

operetta collaboration with Basil Hood, The Emerald Isle); German not only wrote 

operetta (namely Merrie England and Tom Jones) but incidental music for the theatre; which 

is also in the mould of Sullivan. It is within German's orchestral music that Sullivan's 

lightness of touch within a 'serious' style is continued, also mirroring him in the desire to 

succeed as a serious composer coupled with the constant realisation that he would 

probably never manage it. One only has to look at the Welsh Rhapsotjy (a great favourite of 

Henry Wood and the Promenade audiences for years, but now long since forgotten) or 

The Leeds Suite to see this in action. German in his time was a hugely popular composer 

(especially with the dances from his incidental music to Nell Guyn and Henry VIII), and 

his regular, fashionable concerts with the Boumemouth Municipal Orchestra (almost 

exclusively of German's music, usually conducted by himself) were always popular and 

normally sold out. Not for nothing was he included in the now famous photograph of 

England's leading composers at the Boumemouth Centenary Concert on 8 July 1910, 

Figure 2.1. 

52 Stanford: 1908, 161-163. 
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Figure 2.1 Boumemouth Centenary Concert on 8 July 1910.53 

Despite this great popularity, his more intellectually challenging mus1c, especially his 

symphonies, suffered; his Second Symphony 'Norwich' written in 1893 for that year's 

Norwich Festival was only published in 1931 with German contributing the full 

production costs for engraving the orchestral score and instrumental parts. 54 Yet his style, 

like Arthur Sullivan's, was easily absorbed and straightforwardly imitated by composers 

of the time and became the foundations of light music; much of the early orchestral 

music by Coates displays a propinquity to German's pastoral vein with its frequent use of 

pedals and 6/8 time signatures. German was initially taken aback at Coates' level of 

imitation of his compositional style, writing to his sister in 1925, he noted: <yes, I agree 

with you that Eric Coates is very, very naughty. I heard (wireless) the other night a Suite 

of his called From the Countryside- well, well, well! I'll say no more - simply naughty bqy!! 55
' 

53 Left to right: E lgar, German, Godfrey, Mackenzie, Parry and Stanford. The photograph has been oft­
reproduced. Mackenzie's widow gave Coates a copy of this photograph after her husband's death. GB­
STHpn·vate. 

Rees, Brian. A Musical Peacemaker. Abottsbrook, Bourne End: Kensal Press, 1986, 234. 
55 18/01/ 1925 Edward German to Rachel German quoted in Rees: 1986,204. 
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However, his music did fall out of favour during the 1930s, when the 'Merrie England' 

idiom ceased to be popular with audiences. Coates recalls German in his final years, due 

to the dominance of the wireless and the rise of 'intellectual music', saying, 'I'm afraid to 

write any more, they would only laugh.56
' Coates made numerous attempts throughout 

the latter part of his career, both in his spoken broadcasts and behind the scenes, calling 

for more performances of German's music to re-establish him back in the repertoire, but 

alas the music was and still remains largely forgotten. 57 German was very much the 

foundation of light music and from him came a whole dynasty of composers, intent to 

earn their living solely from composing light music. 

The waltzes of Archibald Joyce Qoyce was known as the 'English Waldteufel' due 

to his fondness for the waltz formula), composed around the tum of the twentieth 

century, were some of the earliest examples of true light music; however, what marks 

them out is that they were primarily intended for dancing to and, perhaps more crucially, 

were very formula orientated. This element of formula would creep into the music of 

Coates, Ketelbey and many other light music composers, until it would become almost a 

standard ploy. Joyce's pieces, such as Dreaming, became so popular that they became great 

favourites not only when they were written (the Royal Family were notable admirers of 

both Joyce's music and his Band), but also, later within the dance band repertoire (albeit 

'jazzed up'). Joyce never moved into writing so-called legitimate concert works of light 

music (though there are other works beside waltzes) as Ketelbey, Haydn Wood and 

Coates all would do. 

In many respects Albert Ketelbey, alongside Eric Coates, became one of 

England's flrst true light music composers; composers content to earn their living solely 

by writing, conducting, arranging and recording light music. In Ketelbey's case, his music 

56 Coates: 1953, 208. 
57 When Ernest Tomlinson was assembling the Marco Polo CD of German's music for the series of British 
Light Composers (8.223419) Tomlinson was worried about the lack of popular pieces still in the repertoire; 
in the end he arranged Tom Jones Waltz for the disc. 
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was very effective at conjuring up moods and pictures, albeit in miniature, and within a 

brief period of time became highly popular, a few years before Coates' music, in the 

1910s and early 1920s. This was predominately due to the meteoric rise of the cinema, 

where the cinema's resident orchestras required quick and effective music to illustrate the 

film (Ketelbey also composed 'mood music' especially for use in the cinema, under tides 

such as LJve's Awaking, Mysterious and Processional March). Within a few bars, In a Monastery 

Garden and In a Persian Market instandy conjure up their tide in the listener's mind, despite 

the excessive and overt sentimentality of frequent diminished chords and chromatic 

progressions along with the ubiquitous augmented second to represent 'the East' in the 

latter, Ex. 2.5. 

Whilst he is best remembered for his characteristic intermezzi, Ketelbey also had 

a very lyrical romantic style, at times on a par with Haydn Wood's more 'symphonic style' 

as demonstrated in a number of largely forgotten in works such as the overture Chal 

Romano. His music contains several humorous pieces including a Musical Jigsaw (an 

amalgamation of fifty-three well known tunes) and Fiddle Fun (a novelty piece for violin 

and piano full of virtuosic 'comical' effects) and Mind the Slide. With Ketelbey, one never 

feels his music has sprung out of the legitimate 'serious' work, but was designed to be 

executed as a miniature form of composition within their own right. He became so 

popular that in 1929 the PRS, on the basis of his PRS income, voted him 'Britain's 

greatest living composer58
'- perhaps difficult to believe or justify over seventy-five years 

later. During this period his PRS fees for a year were averaging £1,500.59 Ketelbey was 

also occupied in the 1910s and 1920s with the recording industry, making recordings of 

not only his compositions, but also arranging the music of other composers for the 

58 October 1929 Performing Right Gazette, quoted in McCanna, Tom. 'Albert Ketelbey.' In Oxford Dictionary o/ 
National Biography. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004: www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/34306. 
59 Ehrlich, Cyril. Harmonious Alliance. Oxford: Oxford University Press: 1989, 38. A summary of Ketelbey's 
PRS earnings, along with those of Frank Bridge, Montague Ewing and Gustav Holst is found in Table 4, 
Ibid, 164. 
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60 Ibis copy of the full score was prepared from the published parts by Ernest Tomlinson. 
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peculiarities of the acoustic medium of recording for the Columbia Gramophone 

Company.61 He shared this link to the world of recording with Coates, as both 

appreciated the value of (Coates progressed to the gramophone in the early 1920s and all 

bar two discs of his orchestral music (conducted by himself) are made in the superlative 

'electronic' recording method). 

Eric Coates is often paired with Haydn Wood, very much like Parry and Stanford 

or Ravel and Debussy, but their styles and attitudes to light music were, to a certain 

extent, different, though they both held old-fashioned views on the function of light 

music. Like Coates, Wood started off composing ballads and, with the changing tastes 

during the 1920s, subsequently gravitated towards orchestral music, in which he was 

significantly more prolific than Coates. Wood probably moved into light music 

composition through his wife, Dorothy Court, for whom he wrote ballads.62 This is 

largely where the similarities between the two ended. From a musical point of view his 

music is probably finer than Coates; though Coates' music is more melodically satisfying. 

The light music of Haydn Wood often tends to have a symphonic dimension; works such 

as Mannin Veen, 'St. James' Park in Spring' (London Cameos Suite) and the Apollo Overture 

have a greater affinity with the lighter works of English composers of the late nineteenth 

century, than those of a twentieth-century light music composer. One feels that such 

works lie on the crossover between 'light' and 'serious' and just as happily fit into in the 

'serious camp'; Ex. 2.6a shows Wood's symphonic vein in the lyrical Soliloqtq and Ex. 

2.6b show the conflicts in Wood's style in the exuberant ending of Mannin Veen where he 

recapitulates the 'Manx Fisherman's Evening Hymn' in a full choral finale.63 

61 Naxos have released four CDs dedicated to Ketelbey's early acoustic and electrical recordings (8.11017 4, 
8.110848, 8.110869 and 8.110870). 
62 Tomlinson, Ernest. "Haydn Wood" In 04ord Dictionary of National Biography. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004. www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/38582. 
63 Ex. 2.6b is taken from a poor photocopy of Haydn Wood's autograph held in GB-Pims. 
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However, on the occasions when Wood branched out into the more popular style of 

Coates as in the march, 'The Horseguards: Whitehall' from his London Landmarks Suite 

(one of his most fashionable suites, published in 1946) which has echoes of Coates' brass 

writing from the London Suite (published in 1933), but the end result is not as satisfying 

as the London Suite. With Wood's compositions, one occasionally feels that it is the music 

of a 'failed serious composer,' which to a certain extent he was; he had started with 

promise; his Phantasie for String Quartet won second prize in the first Cobbett award,64 and 

his Piano Concerto was performed at a Patron's fund concert under Charles Stanford on 

14 July 1909. Throughout his life there were undercurrents, as in the career of Arthur 

Sullivan, of a desire to be accepted into 'the fold' as a composer of 'high-art' music. As 

late as 1939, the BBC commissioned Wood's Philharmonic Variatiom for violoncello and 

orchestra proving that someone had a belief in Wood's metier as a 'serious' composer, not 

just as an exclusive composer of light music or tone poems based on Manx themes.65 

It was into this curious musical world that Eric Coates emerged as a composer; 

part of a growing army of light music composers and part of the old tradition of lighter 

music. It was however, his desire to write sole!J light music that marked a new 

development in light music, and with it one could tentatively state that the true 'school of 

light music composition' was born. Even in his RAM days, he was adamant that he 

wanted to write light music, 

Corder was impressed with my song-cycle [Three Songs for Mezzo-Soprano and Orchestra], 
but said he would like to see me try my hand at something more ambitious and 
suggested my making a sketch of the first movement of a symphony for my next 
lesson. On my assuring him that I wanted to specialise in the lighter type of writing, 
he immediately began a discourse on Arthur Sullivan, which led him on to Edward 
German and Goring-Thomas, both of whom had been his pupils. He talked 
delightfully and when he was interested in his subject he waxed quite eloquent and his 
unusual face would light up with enthusiasm. Then he would smile his kindly smile 

6-l \V'ood re-scored the work in 1949 as Fanta.ry-Concerto for String Orchestra. I am grateful to Marjorie 
Culleme for providing biographical data on Wood. 
6'i Given its first performance by the BBC Symphony Orchestra, with W.H. Squire (violoncello) and 
conducted by the composer, in a studio broadcast 21/12/1939 on the Home Service. 
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and suggest our reading some score or other together, and out would come the 
published full-score of Sullivan's Overture to 'The Mikado', which we would prop up 
somehow or other on the piano and, he taking the treble instruments and I the bass, 
we would plod along contentedly until the arrival of his next pupil, at which moment 
he would drop his hands on to his knees, heave a deep sigh, shrug his shoulders and 
with a rueful expression close the music. 66 

Coates was a composer who, post -1923, earned his living solely from composing light 

music, he never was obliged to arrange other composers' music (apart from his Symphonic 

Rhapsocfy qfter Richard Rodgers, which was in essence an entirely new work) nor ever had a 

desire to write high 'art music' as many of his colleagues in the field did: Ketelbey wrote 

'serious' pieces for the piano, Wood wrote his Violin Concerto and Philharmonic 

Variations. Neither did he have any desire to arrange music as Wood had orchestrated 

Geoffrey Henman's suite, High Street (published in 1935) and arranged Henman's Angel's 

Whisper, Ketelbey had spent many years arranging music for acoustic recording and 

orchestrated works by Brian Hope such as Bygone Dqys and Contemplation. Coates initially 

began as a composer of ballads (he had largely composed songs - which today would 

probably be called ballads - and chamber music whilst a student under Corder at the 

RAM), but in a musical enclave that was fast changing and becoming more orchestrally 

orientated. By the early 1920s, ballads were becoming old fashioned and light orchestral 

music was the way forward. This largely suited him, as he was determined to become an 

orchestral composer and had only written ballads as a method of earning money and 

gaining experience of publishing. By October 1923, Chappell disbanded their Ballad 

Concerts in favour of Popular Orchestral Concerts,67 for which he was happy to write 

orchestral works though several of his most notable ballad successes originated after this 

date, namely 'Sea Rapture' (1924) and 'Bird Songs at Eventide' (1926). This predilection 

was furthermore aided by the foundation and subsequent growth of the PRS, which 

66 Coates: 1953, 62. 
67 Anon In the Musical Times 64 (1923), 713. 
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enabled a composer (especially a light one) to earn a living through the composition of 

orchestral music, hitherto a labour of love. 

He made his mark as a light music composer through producing a series of well-

written and enjoyable works, commencing in 1911 with Miniature Suite, Wood Nymphs and 

Summer Dqys Suites and later with a greater use of syncopation and dance band elements 

in The Three Bears Phantasy and The Four W qys Suite, which included 'Rhythm'. The 

popularity of Coates' music during the late 1920s and 1930s was vast. Alick Maclean once 

remarked about the audience after Coates had conducted at Scarborough, 'Well, there 

you are Eric; you've done it again one-third sitting, two-thirds standing.68
' He built on a 

legacy of ballet, operetta, incidental music and the melodic facility of Sullivan and 

German, by giving the language a popular twist with the music of the dance band. Along 

with Billy Mayerl (who was influenced more by ragtime, than by the dance bands that 

were Eric Coates' fillip), he defined a brand of popular music that had a tremendous 

popular following at the time, but never really survived through into the post-Second 

World War world, Coates still had several successes in the austere 1950s, most notably 

with The Dam Busters March (1954) and certain other pieces stayed in the repertoire. 

Billy Mayerl came to prominence at roughly the same time as Coates, yet, in many 

respects, they were a complete antithesis in their musical style. Coates wrote 

predominately for orchestra, Mayerl almost exclusively for piano; most of his orchestral 

pieces were often orchestrated by another composer or arranger. He created a unique 

'English jazz', based more on ragtime and Gershwin, favouring a bold melody, usually in 

fourths, accompanied with spread chords of a tenth, or another such interval, marked 

with characteristic jumps as demonstrated in his best known piece, the syncopated 

impression, Marigold, Ex. 2. 7. 

68 12/08/1986 Eric Coates- King of Ught Musit'. BBC Radio 2. GB-Lb/British Sound Archive PLN 622/86 
ZA 0397. 
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Ex. 2.7 Marigold (Billy Mayerl), bars 4-12. 

Like Coates, Mayerl favoured 'colourful tides' - Mayerl had a love of flowers and a 

number of his compositions have floral tides. Coates reproduced Mayerl's style in his 

middle movement of The Three Men Suite, 'The-Man-About-Town.' Above all, Coates' 

music was for people to listen too, while Mayerl's was for pianists to learn and to emulate 

his effortless style. Vast numbers of pianists subscribed to his syncopated piano school (a 

course largely taught via correspondence); he created a vogue for 'that style of music' -

finely wrought syncopated miniatures as too did his 'rival,' Charlie Kunz. 

In the 1940s and 1950s the world of light music was changing as the citizens of 

England readjusted their social values after the horrors of the War and, with the arrival of 
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'pop music' and rock 'n' roll and Broadway musicals, light music was becoming outdated; 

the avenues available and requests for its performance were unexpectedly receding. While 

the foundation of mood music libraries by Chappell (1941), Boosey and Hawkes, Francis, 

Day and Hunter and Paxton amongst other publishers, caused a major upheaval for 

many of the new generation of light music composers.69 Charles Williams, Sidney Torch, 

Clive Richardson, Ernest Tomlinson (though he was late in turning to 'mood music,' 

writing under the pseudonym of Alan Perry in the 1960s) and the prolific Trevor Duncan 

turned out a succession of pieces for these libraries. The older composers such as Coates, 

Haydn Wood and Ketelbey composed very much in their pre-war styles and forms. 

However, some of their music was recorded for these new mood libraries, as, to a certain 

extent, it fitted the requirements for background use. The mood music libraries were 

essentially for background music for radio, cinema and post-war television. Today, 

several composers who wrote for such libraries, Ernest Tomlinson amongst them, dislike 

the term 'mood music' as they feel it is derogatory and not true to the music they have 

written; they prefer the term 'library music70
' or 'production music'. 

Away from the growing outlet for 'library music', live light mus1c was still 

flourishing during these austere years, most of London's numerous publishers had a light 

music section (Boosey and Hawkes was headed by the notable light composer Fredric 

Curzon) and would promote the music, ensuring it would be performed, especially 

through their 'pluggers' (people employed to promote a publisher's wares - the 

forerunner of today's marketing executives) during the 1950s and 1960s, as BBC was still 

committed to live music, having vast schedules to fill with orchestral music. There were 

also frequent commissions for new works, especially for the BBC's new Light Music 

Festivals, which, from 1949, gave many neglected light composers an opening or, at the 

69 Though the De Woolf Recorded Music Library was founded in 1927 to provide background music for 
the cinema. 
70 16/09/2004 Brian Kay's Light Programme. A Celebration of Ernest Tomlinson's Eightieth Birthday. BBC 
Radio 3. 
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very least, a good excuse to produce, a new work. Furthermore, the BBC still 

commissioned much music to be used as signature tunes and incidental music for its 

radio and television broadcasts; there was also vast amounts of music required, the 

majority needed to be written in an 'accessible, lighter' style, for the thriving British film 

industry. Whilst, after the War, the music of Coates, Haydn Wood and Ketelbey seemed 

out of date, the 'newer' composers (such as Sidney Torch and Charles Williams)71 had 

made new advances in light music and were duly reaping the benefits. Several composers, 

notably Famon and Angela Morley72 tried to reinvigorate light music; their music is often 

in a characteristic 'big-band-style' scoring, where the brass and woodwind instruments 

are scored in a close harmony, moving together, coupled with high, soaring violin parts, 

which was to prove the primary influence on post-war British light music. Their work in 

this field took them into arranging for popular singers of the day, Famon, in particular, 

worked with Frank Sinatra, Gracie Fields and Tony Bennett. Composers like America's 

David Rose brought elements of pop music into his light orchestral music and Malcolm 

Arnold attempted to do the same in his symphonic canon in the 'Scherzo' of his Fifth 

and 'Lento' of his Sixth Symphonies. 

This, however, was not enough to keep light music where it had been since the 

1920s and the many jobs associated with light music, particularly in publishing, arranging, 

orchestrating and copying, began to evanesce. During the 1970s and 1980s, light music 

was in the doldrums; it was seen as outdated and irrelevant. However, styles and tastes 

change and by the 1990s, light music was on the upsurge, helped by the Marco Polo 

Company sponsoring new recordings of key light music composers (initially Eric Coates 

and Haydn Wood, but they later extended it to lesser known 'establishment' figures such 

7! It is rumoured that Williams was offered an honorary doctorate by the University of Oxford in the 1960s 
- he, needless to say, turned down the offer. 
72 Initially known as Wally Stott, whose career as a composer and conductor began with BBC radio with 
'The Goon Show' and 'Hancock's Half Hour', but after a sex-change operation he has become more 
widely known as Angela Morley. 
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as Farnan, Duncan, Torch and Tomlinson - the latter acting as consultant for the 

project). Yet, for many, light mus1c 1s still tarred with the brush of snobbery with 

attitudes of 'it's only light music' or 'light music is easy to play'. With the current 

resurgence of interest, light music is attracting a whole new audience, though the 

nostalgia aspect does play a large part within its popularity; it is beginning to be regarded 

and accepted as a uniquely British genre. 

The views of many composers of twentieth-century British light music are often 

difficult to trace, but it is possible to put together the views of Coates. As a leading 

composer of light music, he held distinctive views on music and predominately on light 

music; he always referred to the genre as a proper noun, Light Music, implying its 

independence as an entity. For him, melody was the key ingredient in any piece of music. 

From 1927 until 1933, he acted as an examiner for the RCM's Patron's Fund in which he 

adjudicated new compositions by Britain's young composers.73 He often criticised these 

composers for their lack of melody and his views often were at odds with the other 

examiners.74 In the 1927-1928 sitting of the Patron's Fund, he rejected seven of the 

pieces with acerbic comments such as: 'Fearfully dull. No wonder it took 9 months to 

write. Seventy-one pages and not a single bar of inspiration75
'; two were regarded as 

possibilities and only one was recommended to be suitable for a trial rehearsal: 'A well 

scored work, with a tune (Thank Heaven!) 76
' He always strove to promote the cause of 

light music wherever and whenever he could, even if it was whilst he was examining for 

73 The Patron's Fund was established in 1903 by Ernest Palmer to offer native composers and executive 
artists the chance to hear their chamber or orchestral works in either concerts or in 'open rehearsal'. (Coles, 
H.C and John Cruft. The RoJ'a/ College of Music. London: Royal College of Music and Prince Consort 
Foundation, 1982, 38-39). 
74 In 1927-28 he examined with S.P. Waddington; 1928-29 with S.P. Waddington and Armstrong Gibbs; 
1929-30 with S.P. Waddington; 1930-31 with Armstrong Gibbs; 1932 and 1933 with S. P. Waddington. I 
am indebted to Peter Horton for providing information regarding Eric Coates' involvement with the 
RCM's Patron's Fund. 
75 13/10/1928 RC:M Patron's Fund, Examiner's Report. GB-Lcm. Coates' comments on Symphonic 
Impression. 
76 Ibid. Coates' comments on The Optimist. Out of the eight works submitted in 1930-1931, Coates rejected 
seven of them and only 'possibly' recommended one work (which even then it was only the 'Scherzo' from 
a Symphony; the entire symphony had been submitted). 
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the RCM's Patron's Fund. During his time as a Board Member for the PRS - the 

governing body had always lured a strong light music contingent, including Haydn 

Wood, Torch, Binge, and Tomlinson - he tried his best to encourage young composers 

and to further the cause of light music, but above all, he strove to be of service to his 

fellow musicians. Towards the end of his life in 1956, he accepted the Presidency of the 

newly formed Light Music Society (the brainchild of Harry Dexter) to help the 

beleaguered world of light music; however, his death in 1957 robbed him of the 

opportunity to safeguard the cause of light music in Britain. 

Coates had distinctive views on what light music should be and what it should 

encompass. His Report on Light Music written at the request of the BBC in 1943 gives 

perhaps the best account of these views.77 For Coates, light music lay between 'serious' 

music and jazz; both had a cult following, but the two groups of listeners rarely 

hearkened to each others' programmes - light music was the middle ground where their 

interests should have found an equality.78 He also believed that if a composer wrote a 

light work for full orchestra that is how it should be played: by a full orchestra, not a light 

orchestra, nor should it be played any differently too any other work in the programme, 

'light' or 'serious'; this meant a full compliment of strings, for ' ... inadequate strings are 

the major handicap of Light Music79
'; he was excluding the 'orchestras' of Campoli and 

Sammons from the genre. He was concerned that the size of an orchestra should be at 

least, if not greater than forty-five players, to be able to tackle light music effectively.80 He 

understood that' ... as every musician knows, [light music] is far more difficult to render 

well than the heavy type of He always believed that to create a light work there 

was a characteristic talent, which, albeit akin to, was nonetheless different, from that 

77 Coates, Eric. &port on Light Music. Presented to the BBC 22/05/1943. GB-Rwac Music General Light 
Music file, 1939-43 and GB-STHprivate. 
78 Ibid, 2. 
79 Ibid, 4. Throughout the Report, Coates criticises the absence of strings, cf. 7, 12, 13. 
80 Ibid, 7. 
st Ibid, 12. 
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required to create a 'serious' work; after all it 1s very difficult to compose an 

epigrammatic work which sounds exhilarating and effortless ill its execution. He 

believed, perhaps rightly, that a composer should write and orchestrate all their music 

themselves (clearly he had never been involved in the production of a film score).82 One 

of his favourite pieces of advice to composers and musicians, a belief he held to be true, 

was that: 'sincerity is the key-note of existence, and without it nothing is of value.83
' 

This concept of 'sincerity' (with its links to the education Coates had at the RAM 

and the influence of Parry's seminal Evolution qf the Art qf Music) led him to have high 

expectations for music. During the War period, Coates had little belief for the future of 

British music in general. Writing to Stanford Robinson in 1942 he stated: 'One usually 

shrinks from the thought of having to listen to a broadcast of entirely British music for 

usually the items are of the dullest but after yesterday it shows what we really can do.84
' 

He had dismissed British music earlier in 1939 in his article in the Evening News. 85 His 

negative undercurrent towards the reception of light music was further echoed in his 

presidential foreword to the first newsletter of the Light Music Society, although this 

closed with a note of optimism: 

The inauguration of the Society is undoubtedly a landmark in the history of Light 
Music and should do much to put this form of musical expression in a place it 
deserves. 

Those of the older generation (myself included) are only too aware of the difficulties 
and lack of encouragement composers of Light Music, and especially of Light 
Orchestral Music, have suffered in the past in this country. However, signs of 
improvement in the last few years have been apparent and with the advent of this new 
Society it may well be better times lie ahead for the writers of the Light School. 

82 Coates only ever composed a march (in the case of The Dam Busters and High or a song, or 
alternatively a piece of his music was used within the film (as in The Nine Men) which was incorporated into 
a ftlm score by another composer. 
83 20/07/1952 John Culshaw to Eric Coates, attached is a script of a broadcast that Culshaw gave on the 
BBC's Overseas' Service, 9 and 11. Also, Undated, notes to lvfiss Segal (Black Star Pictures). GB-Lcm box 
186. 
84 19/01/1942 Eric Coates to Stanford Robinson. GB-Rwac Eric Coates file 3, 1940-1942. 
as 30/06/1939 Evening News. 'This Musical Snobbery.' 
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Let us hope the Light Music Society will prove to be an inspiration to composers and, 
as a result, that the world may be further be enriched by their melodies.86 

Whilst he had established views on the questions surrounding light music, he was 

not afraid to speak out in defence of light music in interviews with the Press. As early as 

1935, he had begun to attack the 'highbrow element' in music taking away the joy and 

importance of light music and how these attitudes needed to be changed; these concerns 

remained throughout the rest of his life and he often talked about this issue in press 

statements and also personal correspondence. Quoted in an interview entitled 'The 

Highbrow is Running Music' with the Daify Mail he stated: 

There is nothing degrading in writing for the public. The composition of popular 
music is no easier that the writing of symphonic works. 

But the fact remains that so soon as any music becomes popular, the intellectuals will 
ban it. Why is it necessary to stuff programmes with great masterpieces? There are so 
often three or four in an evening. No wonder concert-goers suffer from aural 
indigestion; and I venture to suggest that the introduction of well-made 
"entertainment" music would not only aid the digestion but would make concerts 
more genial affairs 

Unfortunately, geniality is exactly what the intellectuals are determined to avoid at all 
costs!87 

Coates always seemed to have a chip on his shoulder about 'the intellectuals,' whoever 

they were, and to a certain extent he judged music, and especially contemporary music, 

on his own rather conservative views which were gleaned from his experiences playing in 

a concert of Bernard van Dieren's music in 1917,88 or his comments on the pieces for the 

Patron's Fund; his standpoint was usually flavoured with a light music stance. He always 

seemed to shy away from avant-garde niusic and the majority of 'serious modern music', 

though he appears to have enjoyed the music of Debussy and early Stravinsky. He also 

detested the work of certain composers (he had a complete antipathy to Beethoven, a 

86 September 1957 ught Music Society Magazine, 'Foreword by Our President', 7. 
87 14/05/1935 Dai!J MaiL 'The Highbrow is Running Music'. 
88 See Coates: 1953, 126-128. 
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dislike he shared with Percy Grainger).89 These were values on light music that were 

important to him as a composer of music and values he tried to express within his music. 

He never thought of himself as a light-weight composer, but as a composer of light 

music. In much the same way that Edward German did not want to be viewed as a 'good 

light composer', but as a composer of 'light good music'. 90 

In the twenty-first century, the two semi-circles of 'light' and 'serious' have 

separated even further as, for example, it is rare that pieces of light music make it into a 

programme of 'serious' music (except for such 'popular' pieces as Coates' march The Dam 

Busters); though there are occasional concerts solely comprised of light music played by 

Britain's leading orchestras. Light music needs to be performed within the context of the 

whole circle of true 'art' music: it should not be discriminated against or treated as an 

entirely separate entity - after all it uses exacdy the same integral components. The 

attitude of Arthur Bliss in 1943, writing on the bottom of an internal memorandum 

about the inclusion of Coates' f-'our Centuries Suite into the Promenade Concerts wrote: 'I 

am absolutely against the decision of a Coates suite in the Proms - a retrogression to the 

Bad Old Days9
h has been characteristic of those with jurisdiction in the musical world 

for many years. Surely such blatant discrimination should not prevail in the twenty-ftrst 

century? 

With no standard defmition of light music, and most of the definitions lacking in 

some way, exacdy what constitutes light music will always be subject to each person's 

interpretation, perhaps in a way that most other categories of music do not suffer from. 

Yet light music, it must be remembered, is very much a branch of the 'symphonic 

school', part of the school of orchestral music, albeit tarred with the brush of musical 

89 Coates, Eric Suite in Four Movements, Autograph, 141-142 and 297, GB-Lcm Coates Archive, box M127. 
90 Edward German quoted by David Russell Hulme in sleeve notes to Edward German Orchestral Works, 
Volume 2. National Symphony Orchestra of Ireland, conducted by Andrew Penny. Naxos: 8.223726, 1995. 
91 01/02/1943 Kenneth Wright to Arthur Bliss. GB-Rwac Eric Coates file 4, 1943-1948. Arthur Bliss's 
comments are written at the bottom of the memorandum. 
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snobbery. To understand Eric Coates and how his music achieved its 'supreme position' 

within the sphere of light music, it is essential to see him in the context of British music 

(where many composers, light or serious, professional or amateur held him in high 

esteem and were envious of his melodic facility and ability to enthuse audiences/2 

especially that of light music of the period and to understand how and where a 'school of 

light music' sprung from. He evolved from the music of Arthur Sullivan and Edward 

German, giving it his own personal slant, whilst still remaining true to the past; he 

produced the right music at the right time and duly reaped the benefits. From the 1930s 

Coates grew in popularity and to a large extent he has never lost his popularity (certainly 

in the recording studio).93 Other composers of light music today, such as Keti%ey, do 

sound dated due to his sickly chromatic and diminished harmony in a number of his 

pieces; Billy Mayerl, due to his use of ragtime syncopation, though his music is 

nonetheless making a welcome resurgence. Nevertheless, the nostalgia element of light 

music - music that conjures up one's past, either early musical memories or radio 

programmes of a bygone era - is perhaps the most important factor in its recent 

renaissance. 

As Coates commented in 1945, 'I was lucky ... my position was assured before 

the rot set in. But I may say in all seriousness that any young composer of light music, 

however talented, has an excessively uphill task to get his works performed and 

published here today.94
' 

92 John Culshaw said of Coates: 'I know of no living composer, no professional musician, who is more 
deeply respected by all those with whom he has come into contact during day-to-day life of making and 
presenting music. His modesty and sincerity is unforgettable and I believe that those things are, in some 
indefinable way, the secret attributes to his music.' 20/07/1952 John Culshaw to Eric Coates, attached is a 
script of a broadcast that Culshaw gave on the BBC's Overseas' Service, 9. GB-Lcm Eric Coates Archive, 
box 186. 
93 Almost all of his orchestral works have been recorded, including several unpublished ones, and the 
majority of the suites have been recorded by several orchestras, all in addition to Coates' own recordings of 
his music. 
94 Eric Coates quoted in May 1945 Everybody s 'A Peoples Composer.' 
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Coates' music is very much the cornerstone of light music; he is the one name of 

light music that is still well-known within the concert hall. This is possibly thanks to his 

unique position in the field of light music; his rise as a serious composer of sole!J light 

music; the adaptation of the dance band syncopated style and scoring into his work; but 

above all, for his great melodic gift. This unique dexterity enabled him to attain a status 

second to none in light music and perhaps, more significandy, he still retains this position 

nearly fifty years after his death; there is still no one light music composer that can boast 

the success and universality of Eric Coates.95 

95 The world of light music has changed markedly during the 1990s and now into the twenty-first century 
with many new people embracing this neglected field, not as Caldwell suggested: 'Light orchestral music is 
hardly composed at all nowadays except as incidental music in films and television; and even then is the 
preferred idiom in only a minority of cases. The w1demanding but decently crafted music of the middle 
classes .. .' (Caldwell: 1997, 535). New recordings and reissues of early recordings (not affected by 
mechanical copyright laws) are plentiful and easily available. There are also many releases of new 
recordings of previously neglected light music composers. 
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Part II 

Extra-Musical Elements 

Chapter 3 
BBC 1: History, Policy and Symbiosis 

I am unhappy at the impression that mC!J have been left in your mind after our meeting. 
I hasten to write to SC!J that it is not true in a'!Y WC!J, that we do not consider 

you a composer serious in intention. We should not have 
that impertinence, but as programme planners, we 

have to view the Promenade Season, right!J 
or wrong!J, as specialised in character ... 

. . . Please do not think that we have no interest in the kind of music of which you 
are a master. In the Autumn, I want to start a series of lighter musical 

programmes, piC!Jed f?y the Sympho'!J Orchestra, and for these, 
we cannot draw on a'!}botfy better than yourse!P 

Perhaps of all the avenues open to Eric Coates, none perchance was more 

important to him than the BBC; quickly and quietly the BBC became the cultural 

agent for the Nation.2 The Corporation had immense resources at its disposal and its 

potential for propagation of the cultural icons of music and drama across the country 

was staggering. It quickly established itself as the Nation's primary source of 

entertainment; by 1939, less than twenty years after its formation, three-quarters of 

households owned a wireless, a mind-numbing statistic in the age before mass 

. 3 consumensm. 

To fill their schedules it was essential that the BBC adopt and perform the music 

of Eric Coates; it was well-written music that held the maximum potential. The BBC 

always held a high view of his music, but also realised its full capacity within 

broadcasting. Writing to Stanford Robinson in 1944, Kenneth Wright believed, 'Eric 

1 08/05/1943 Arthur Bliss to Eric Coates. GB-Rwac Eric Coates file 4, 1943-1948 & GB-STHprivate. 
2 Scannell, Paddy and Cardiff, David. A Social History of British Broadcasting, Volume One 1922-1939. Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1991, 278. 
3 Scannell and Cardiff: 1991, 362. 
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Coates is in such a position that we do not look at his music to see whether it is worth 

broadcasting but to determine the most effective way of dealing with it.4
' 

The formation of the British Broadcasting Company in 1922 is undeniably one of 

the defining cultural moments in twentieth-century Britain. For the first time, the 

democratic concept of literature and music as cultural icons could, in rea/iry, be brought 

to a large percentage of the population, though the question remained whether the 

populace was ready and willing to embrace these concepts. The 'wireless,' as it became 

known, not only entertained those fortunate enough to own a set, but, most importantly, 

educated and enlightened them. John Reith (the BBC's first General Manager and 

subsequently Director-General) had six main aims for the BBC including that the BBC 

was to be 'the servant of culture' and that there would be no concessions to the 'vulgar'.5 

As a result of a variety of early experiments, the British Broadcasting Company 

was formed by the six leading radio manufacturers on 18 October 1922 and its first 

broadcast occurred a month later, on 14 November. From its origins, the BBC was not 

just an ordinary company; how could it be with its potential influence over the country 

and also with the proximity of its relationship with the Government? 

Initially, many of the leading purveyors of entertainment and music refused to 

have anything to do with the Company owing chiefly to a conflict of interests. William 

Boosey (of Chappell, the lessees of Queen's Hall) would not allow the BBC to broadcast 

any concerts from Queen's Hall, London's premier concert hall, or by artists under his 

control, such as Henry Wood, for several years. 6 News agencies initially refused to supply 

the BBC with news, as the Corporation could broadcast the news that broke during the 

day could be broadcast in the evening, rendering the following morning's newspaper 

obsolete. It soon became apparent that the BBC, due to its commercial nature, would 

4 29/09/1944 Kenneth Wright to Stanford Robinson. GB-Rwm· Eric Coates file 4, 1943-1948. 
5 Briggs, Asa. The BBC: The First Fifry Years. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985, 54-56. 
6 Jacobs, Arthur. Henry]. Wood. London: Methuen, 1994, 208-209. 
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soon become a dominant force within the country and that these arguments needed 

resolving amicably. 

By the conclusion of 1925, the BBC had twenty-five broadcasting stations, over 

one million receiving licences and a staff of 465.7 Over the course 1920s, no-one within 

the Company knew how broadcasting was going to develop nor, perhaps ironically, knew 

a great deal about broadcasting and what should be transmitted. The first few years of 

the BBC was a learning curve for all. 

Initially, the BBC had no method of broadcasting to the whole nation, so 

broadcasting was focused in regional stations, such as those at London (2LO), 

Manchester (2ZY), and Birmingham (SIT). By 1924 simultaneous broadcasting using 

telephone wires to send the programme to the various regional transmitters, enabled the 

regional stations to broadcast the same programmes. The opening of the Daventry long-

wave transmitter (SXX) in July 1925 ensured that ninety-five percent of the population 

could enjoy a good reception of the National Programme.8 The BBC's full potential was 

first understood during the General Strike as it continued unabated whilst newspapers 

ground to a halt. Shordy after the Strike, in 1927, the BBC was reconstructed into a 

Corporation from the Company, which gave it greater standing and independence from 

the Government whilst establishing a unique contiguity to this body. As a result, there 

was no advertising, and, perhaps most importandy, there was established a monopoly on 

all forms of broadcasting which was to last until 1955; the BBC would be funded entirely 

from license fees. The monopoly enabled Reith to have a secure hold over the BBC and 

also had no need to heed public pressure, especially on calls for more entertainment. 

From 1927, the Corporation continued to grow and expand, especially in the 

1930s, with the formation of the Empire Service, as well as of several foreign language 

7 1vfiall, Leonard. 'BBC Milestones.' In The BBC: The First Fifty Years. Asa Briggs, 363-401. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press: 1985, 366. 
8 Ibid, 367. 
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services, all transmitted from Bush House. There were also experiments with television 

throughout the early 1930s, culminating in the BBC becoming the first broadcasting 

company to transmit regular, high-definition television from London's Alexandra Palace 

in 1936, though the reception was largely restricted to the London area. 

By the onset of the Second World War, it was well-known how valuable the BBC 

was and would become to the nation. It was during the war that the BBC gained its 

reputation, a reputation Briggs states, it has never lost.9 The Corporation continued to 

broadcast throughout the War, though all regional stations, the Empire Service and the 

Television Service closed and the BBC recast all its broadcasting efforts as follows: the 

Home Service (supplanting the National and Regional programmes) and the Forces 

Programme (succeeding the Empire Service, and became the foundation of the post-war 

Light Programme), the latter commencing in February 1940.10 On the declaration of war, 

the majority of the BBC's departments left London to settle in sporadic locations to 

prevent the destruction of the BBC and remove its staff from jeopardy should a bomb 

fall on Broadcasting House. With its frequent news broadcasts (now ten a day rather than 

the pre-war five), 11 entertainment and war-broadcasts such as 'Music While You Work', 

the Corporation welded the Nation together and provided the country with information 

in addition to boosting morale. 

The post-war BBC was never able to continue broadcasting at the levels it had 

during the war, nor could it return to its pre-war services. For home transmissions, it was 

therefore decided to keep the Home Service (the forerunner of today's Radio 4 though 

with more music) and to bring into existence a Light Programme for which many had 

been clamouring since the mid-1930s. The Light Programme opted for the superlative 

and 'popular' elements from the Overseas Service (which itself was redeveloped as the 

9 Briggs, Asa. The War of Words. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970, 11. 
10 Ibid, 46. 
II Ibid, 96. 
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General Overseas Service, the forerunner of today's World Service). The BBC also began 

a new station for culture, the Third Programme (commencing in 1946) - a bastion for 

'high art' in Britain. All three home stations would feature news, music and talks; plays 

would feature on all stations, though the types would vary depending on the listening 

audience. The distribution of listeners between the three stations was hardly balanced: in 

1946, 40 percent of all BBC audiences listened to the Home Service, 50 percent to the 

Light Programme and only 6 percent to the Third;12 by 1950 this percentage had 

diminished to only 0.15 percent.13 The Television service also recommenced in 1946 and 

the post-war BBC saw the rise of this new service, though the Corporation, under 

William Haley (Director-General 1944-19 52), always placed its emphasis firmly on sound 

broadcasting.14 However, during Ian Jacob's Director-Generalship (1952-1959) the BBC 

became firmly television-orientated. With Jacob's tenure, the BBC lost its broadcasting 

monopoly with the formation of the Independent Television Commission in 1955, under 

Kenneth Clark; however, the BBC still maintained its music monopoly until the advent 

of commercial radio and even then, they still held the monopoly on 'classical music' 

which, with its patronage of orchestras, it still in essence retains to this day. Table 3.1 

shows the social changes of post-War Britain with the initial rise and subsequent decline 

of radio and the relatively rapid rise of television. 

Immediately from the BBC's foundation it always placed great significance on 

muslC, especially live music (the first broadcast symphony concert was 23 December 

1922, less than a month after the BBC's first broadcast), 15 as shown in Table 3.2. 

12 Carpenter, Humphrey. The Enry of the World. London: Weidenfield and Nicholson, 1996,48. 
13 Kenyon, Nicholas. The BBC Symphof!Y OrcheJ!ra. London: British Broadcasting Corporation, 1981,232. 
1-1 Briggs, Asa. Sound and ViJion. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979, 8. 
15 Briggs: 1985, 41. 
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Table 3.1 Social Trends in Britain, 1945-1955.16 

16 Ibid, 15 
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Table 3.2 Average Broadcast Hours per day by 2LO, 1923 and 1926.17 

Year Music Programmes Other Programmes 

1923 3h 35m 2h05m 
1926 4h40m 2h20m 

Music also flourished in the vanous regional centres, some of which had their own 

orchestras, or instrumental combinations, though many regional orchestras were 

downscaled during the 1920s. 

The BBC's attitudes towards music often met with resistance from the critics. 

Writing in Music Hoi, Constant Lambert, who was frequently called on by the BBC to 

conduct contemporary music, lampooned the BBC for its 'music everywhere policy': 

It would not matter so much were the music bad music, but, as the BBC can boast 
with some satisfaction, most of it is good. We board buses to the strains of Beethoven 
and drink beer to the accompaniment of Bach. And yet we pride ourselves on the 
popular appreciation of these masters ... Instead of the admirable distinction between 
classical and popular which used to hold good - classics for the concert hall or home, 
popular for the street and cafe - classical music is vulgarised and diffused through 
every highway and byway, and both highbrow and lowbrow are the losers. 18 

Yet, despite the animadversion showered upon the Corporation's approach towards 

music, the BBC soon shook off these castigations and took its responsibilities towards 

music seriously. 

The establishment of the Music Department under Percy Pitt (whom Coates 

must surely have known during their days with the Queen's Hall Orchestra) was a highly 

important step for the Corporation; Pitt was initially appointed as the BBC's Music 

Advisor in May 1923, and designated Director of Music in 1924 and thus enjoyed a large 

role in programme building. From Pitt's appointment, the Department and its small staff 

of programme planners (Kenneth Wright, Edward Clark and Julian Herbage, who like 

17 Ibid, 63. 
18 Lambert, Constant. Music Hoi London: Hogarth Press, 1985,201-202. 
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Pitt, had had an unconventional musical training) planned the majority of the BBC's 

musical output. These are not names of well-known musicians, though Pitt and Wright 

were published composers, but these men had an enormous influence on British musical 

life, which is today perhaps forgotten. Their work for the Music Department was crucial. 

The range of music available to the listener was vast; many more could afford to listen to 

music than could have afforded the expensive phonographs and shellac discs. 

The ramifications of the BBC for the commercial nature of music were especially 

drastic for the publishers, who complained about plummeting sheet music sales as the 

traditional 'musical evening' was dwindling, and subsequendy vanishing, in favour of 

listening to the wireless. William Boosey believed that with the formation of the BBC, 

Chappell should cease promoting concerts as it could not compete. 19 Conjoined with the 

revolution in the musical world brought about by the formation of the PRS, which 

enabled composers to earn a living and reap the benefits of their orchestral music, the 

BBC started a considerable change in England's musical life. After initial disputes with 

the PRS over whether, and how much, the BBC should pay to the Society in performing 

fees, an annual fee to be paid by the Corporation was soon setded on. By 1930, the PRS 

was earning thirty-five percent (£60,000) of its total income from the BBC; by 1940 this 

had risen to fifty-four percent (£337,000).20 

Besides the technical and cultural aspects of music, the BBC's Music Department 

was responsible for the broadcasts of symphonic and chamber music, opera, and 

contemporary music. Scannell and Cardiff commented on the Department that it: ' ... also 

administered, but with litde enthusiasm the ambiguous category of 'light music.'2h Whilst 

the Music Department had responsibility for 'high' and 'middle' art, the Variety 

Department (though it had initially been the Outside Broadcast Department until 1933) 

19 Boosey, William. Fifty Years ofMusi.-. London: Ernest Benn, 1931, 179. 
zo Scannell and Cardiff: 1991, 238. 
21 Ibid, 182. 
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controlled the 'low art' of dance bands, cinema organs, operetta and musical reviews.22 

The Music Department had an abundance of transmission time to utilize and 

subsequently became the BBC's most substantial Department with a staff of fifty-four in 

1937.23 The emphasis of the Music Department was to create good, general programmes 

to appeal to all; however, the Corporation were not afraid to programme contemporary 

European works of the Second Viennese School (being one of the few organisations of 

the period actively to support these composers / 4 and, post 1927, broadcast these works 

regularly in addition to contemporary British music. As late as the mid-1930s, Herbage 

and Clark largely had a free hand with regard to programme planning; however, their 

programme policy often fell within two major aspects: the pursuit of standards in 

excellence and authentic performances of great music and increasing the public's taste 

and appreciation for new music.25 

To achieve their aims, the BBC retained a core of conductors and staff musicians 

including John Ansell (a published light composer), Stanford Robinson, Joseph Lewis, 

Clarence Raybould and Victor Hely-Hutchinson. The Corporation invested heavily in 

sheet music (for their burgeoning variety of ensembles) and gramophone recordings, 

often trying to locate and purchase both music and records produced before its 

formation. 

The BBC's relative financial affluence empowered the Corporation to broadcast 

large-scale works (often their first British performance) such as Mahler's Eighth 

Symphony26 and Schoenberg's Gurrelieder. 27 When the BBC took over the Promenade 

22 Ibid, 182. 
23 Ibid, 193. 

Doctor, Jennifer. The BBC and Ultra-Modern Music 1922-1936. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999, 197. Edward Clark was a pupil of Schoenberg and responsible for numerous visits of contemporary 
composers to conduct their own works, including Webem, Stravinsky and Bartok. 
25 Scannell and Cardiff: 1991, 194. 
26 15/04/1930 at London's Queen's Hall. Wood had wished to perform the work since 1928 and had sent 
the BBC a request for a chorus of 250 singers and 100 boys for the boys' chorus. Despite the BBC's 
relative wealth, Wood's proposals were too expensive even for the Corporation, and subsequently the 
resources were scaled-down. Oacobs: 1994, 225-228). 
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Concerts from Chappell in 1927, the Corporation's financial patronage enabled the 

Promenades to be largely free from financial constraints and gave Henry Wood the 

freedom to programme whatever works he saw fit, especially in the light of regular daily 

rehearsals. 28 

However, the BBC's attitude to contemporary music often met with resistance 

from the Music Advisory Committee, under Hugh Allen, who tried with some 

persistence to interfere with the Music Department's output, often with negative effect. 

Due to the Committee's conservative, and ultimately outdated, musical views, there was 

much resistance to the Music Department's desire to promote contemporary music- a 

situation which finally resulted in the establishment of the smaller Music Advisory Board 

in 1933 (featuring Boult's protege Arthur Bliss).29 Boult may not have been an advocate 

of contemporary music, but he could see its value and was not averse to conducting it in 

his programmes with the BBC Symphony Orchestra.30 

Despite the perceived shortfalls of the BBC's Music Department by the Music 

Advisory Committee, the BBC worked to promote musical education with broadcasts by 

Walford Davies, Rely-Hutchinson and later George Dyson. The Music Department 

worked hard to form a fine staff orchestra to broadcast music. The inception of the BBC 

Symphony Orchestra in 1930 was the BBC's greatest pre-war musical development as 

emphasis was placed on creating the finest ensemble available (the Corporation came 

under fire from many orchestras as they 'poached' a number of the country's finest 

orchestral players) under their Chief Conductor and Pitt's successor as Director of Music, 

Adrian Boult. By late 1933, the BBC was putting on an average of 450 orchestral 

27 The latter, first performed in Britain in January 1928, attracted a good deal of Press coverage as the 
concert was reputed to have cost £2,000 - for that sum, twelve British works could have been performed 
instead; the BBC considered it one of its greatest achievements of the year. (Doctor: 1999, 117). 
28 Cox, David. The Henry lf7ood Proms. London: British Broadcasting Corporation, 1980, 88. 
29 Doctor: 1999, 238-239. Boult often recommended Bliss for various posts within the BBC during the 
1930s. 
30 Doctor: 1999, 197. Boult conducted an extremely costly first British performance of Berg's Wozzeck 
from Queen's Hall in March 1934; the work was not staged in Britain until 1952. (Ibid. 270 & 280). 
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