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ERIC COATES (1886-1957)

Suite: The Three Men (1935)

The Man from the Country (4’36”)

The Man-about-Town (5’07”)

The Man from the Sea * (5’34”)

Concert Valse: Dancing Nights (1932) (8’12”)

Two Symphonic Rhapsodies (1933)

1. I Pitch my Lonely Caravan (5’06”)

2. Birdsongs at Eventide / I Heard You Singing (5’19”)

Idyll: Summer Afternoon (3’53”)

Ballet: The Enchanted Garden (1946) (21’11”)

Concert Valse: Footlights (1939) (5’50”)

Suite: 4 Centuries (1942)

4. Rhythm (20th Century) (6’57”)

March: London Bridge (1934) (4’31”)
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If one work enshrines Coates’s passion for the dance, it is the SSuuiittee  FFoouurr  CCeennttuurriieess,
written in 1941, and first performed by the BBC Theatre Orchestra under Stanford
Robinson. Its four movements represent dance from the seventeenth to the
twentieth centuries, the orchestra growing with each leap of a century. The last
movement (TTwweennttiieetthh  CCeennttuurryy  RRhhyytthhmm) looks back lovingly and nostalgically at the
syncopated rhythms and prominent saxophone colours of Coates’s golden years, and
doing it with the sophistication of that man-about-town he always remained.

No Coates concert would be complete without a march. He is as much a master of
the march as Elgar or Walton; but his marches have more joie-de-vivre and
nonchalance. LLoonnddoonn  BBrriiddggee came in 1934 in response to the overwhelming success
the previous year of the Knightsbridge march. The rhythm of the title suggests the
energetic main idea; but only creative magic can account for the vintage trio tune.
Coates was recording it in the Columbia studios in 1934 when Eric Maschwitz to
whom it is dedicated, brought his ‘In Town Tonight’ radio team to the session. Thus
it was first recorded and broadcast simultaneously.

GEOFFREY SELF

ric Coates, admired as ‘the man who wrote tunes’ by colleagues as far apart in
the musical spectrum as Sir Edward Elgar and Dame Ethel Smyth, was born

at Hucknall, Nottinghamshire on 27th August, 1886. He was the youngest son of the
local doctor and his Welsh wife. His creative life covered a period of some forty years
and it was his good fortune that this period coincided with both the growth of the
recording industry, and with the inception and development of the Performing Right
Society, of which he was a founder-member.These circumstances, together with the
continuing popularity in the first half of the century of ballad concerts and of seaside
orchestras meant a ready market for his inimitable brand of light music.

He scored an early local success at the age of eighteen with a performance in
Nottingham of his Ballad for strings. But it was not as a composer that Coates first
rose to prominence. Set as a child to learn the violin, it was not long before he
acquired a viola, and it was this instrument that in 1906 took him to the Royal
Academy of Music. He had with him some compositions, and the Principal, Sir
Alexander Mackenzie, soon spotted their potential.

Allocated to Lionel Tertis for viola and to Frederick Corder for composition, he
practised slow bowings for the one and wrote fugues for the other. In time his
mastery of the viola placed him second only to his great teacher, and for some years
he led the violas of Sir Henry Wood’s Queen’s Hall orchestra. Wood’s enormous
repertoire influenced Coates’s music, giving him his remarkable insight into the
practicalities of orchestral writing, and Wood encouraged him.

But in 1919, Coates’s contract was not renewed. He never played again, and later
gave his viola to a London Philharmonic Orchestra member who had lost his when
the Queen’s Hall was destroyed by bombing.Thenceforth he supported his family by
composition. Coates had married the young actress and singer Phyllis Black in 1913,
and their only son Austin was born in 1922. Austin was later to write:
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The traditional idea of a composer writing music at a piano was a far
cry from our home.When my father was composing, there was musical
silence. In fact, apart from when we sat down and really listened to
something on radio or gramophone, there was musical silence most of
the time, and precautions had to be taken to make sure there was,
because it has to be remembered that even when he was not working he
was thinking musically, and the slightest musical sound interrupted
him. The earliest injunction I can remember was my mother warning
me never to sing, whistle, or hum - quite a discipline for a child.

Coates’s life was now uneventful, marked only by the steady output of music. His
contract with his publisher required him to produce each year two orchestral works
- one of fifteen minutes and one of five minutes duration, together with three songs.
For several years, this contract had the effect of structuring his work into suites and
shorter pieces such as waltzes and intermezzi. The songs came to include such hits
of the day as II  HHeeaarrdd  YYoouu  SSiinnggiinngg and BBiirrddssoonnggss  aatt  EEvveennttiiddee, while one Suite -
Summer Days (1919) - became a particular favourite of Elgar. He soon wore out his
records of it.

As the 1920s progressed, Coates’s music absorbed some of the popular idioms of the
time. But serious music had not yet made an accommodation with jazz, and
Coates’s flirtations with the new idioms - syncopations as he preferred to call them
- led to him figuring less in the columns of music criticism, and more on society
pages. Austin Coates has pinpointed the year of change:

It all began - I think it must have been in the Spring of 1925 - when Jack
Hylton invited Maurice Ravel and my father to lunch with him at the
Ritz in London, and asked them if they would write, not dance music
for his band, but something in their own style which his band could
play. Ravel gave Jack permission then and there to adapt Bolero for his
band, which Jack did superbly a few weeks later. My father went home
after the lunch, looked at the score he was working on - it was The
Selfish Giant, based on the Oscar Wilde short story - and decided to

leaving her in the care of the animals and birds of the Garden who, to cheer
her up, each bring an offering of flowers and fruit which they lay at her feet.
During the Ballet the influence of the Evil Spirit of the Garden breaks in from
time to time and after gaining strength he and his brood enter to a Tarantelle.
The animals surround the Princess to protect her, and the Evil Spirits, in their
turn, surround them to try to capture the Princess.The dance becomes faster
and faster with the Evil Ones getting closer and closer to the Princess, and
just as she is within their grasp the Prince returns holding a flaming sword in
his hand with which he disperses the Evil Spirits, after which all is rejoicing
and the Garden once more settles down to its peaceful aspect.

He explained ‘I was inspired to write it by owls screeching by night and the small birds
singing by day in my garden’. While it incorporated much material from an earlier ballet
The Seven Dwarfs, dating from 1930 and written for the opening of the new Cambridge
Theatre, it is a completely new work, in which we can interpret as we will the contrasting
elements of romance, waltz, foxtrot, climactic fugue and the menacing brass figure which
makes such dramatic appearances.

By 1939, the Sidlesham house had served its purpose, and was sold. Little was written that
year, but it did see the creation of the exuberant Footlights concert waltz (Coates says
‘Valse’), first performed under the composer’s direction in a broadcast by the BBC
Symphony Orchestra.

Eric and Phyllis Coates were skilled and enthusiastic dancers. Austin has recalled how it
seemed to a young child:

If I really look back, it is to myself aged about four or five, having been put to
bed in summer in broad daylight, and my mother and father coming into my
bedroom in evening dress, my mother twirling round to show me her latest
outfit - ‘D’you like it?’ - and off they went to the Savoy to dance the night away,
getting back at 4 am, when it was once more daylight.



syncopate it, complete with foxtrot, for symphony orchestra. From
then until 1942 hardly a year went by without an Eric Coates work
incorporating syncopation. The music critics quietly dropped him, but
this was not a problem.The abiding difficulty was getting orchestras to
play the works properly... I have a composite memory of being at
rehearsals while my father, with his charming manner and delightful
restraint, is trying to explain to a brass section how to play off-beat.

The spread of radio further enhanced Coates’s popularity; not only did scarcely a
day go by without something of his work being heard, but it began to be used to
introduce the programmes.Then Knightsbridge stopped the traffic ‘In Town Tonight’
as today’s castaways listen to their chosen records By The Sleepy Lagoon. In the
post-1945 years, it would be television rather than radio as the new medium sought
Coates’s marches for signature tunes.

One field remained to conquer. He had always turned down film work, but in 1954
he was asked again. By chance he had just finished a new march. It would be called
The Dambusters. He died at Chichester, Sussex, on 21st December, 1957.

The suite for orchestra TThhee  TThhrreeee  MMeenn dates from 1934, and was first performed in
the following year by the BBC Theatre Orchestra in a radio series called The
Composer Conducts’. The movements are titled: TThhee  MMaann  ffrroomm  tthhee  CCoouunnttrryy;;  TThhee
MMaann  aabboouutt  TToowwnn;;  TThhee  MMaann  ffrroomm  tthhee  SSeeaa.The title of the first movement is perhaps
misleading; this is no country yokel, for the music is quite effervescent, especially in
its chattering woodwind. Coates himself was very much a city-dweller, never happy
to be too long away from London. His man-about-town has the evening before him,
and is depicted in a suave foxtrot. The Man from the Sea is also a dancing man,
appropriately dancing to ‘Johnny Come Down to Hilo’, with hornpipe comments.
But Coates soon discovers that Johnny’s ending is also the beginning of Three Blind
Mice’. All that contrapuntal skill learnt from Corder is brought to bear as the mice
and Johnny dance away in an effortless fugue.

DDaanncciinngg  NNiigghhtt was first heard at Eastbourne in 1931. Captain Harry Amers was the
music director there, and was a devotee of Coates’s music, often letting him conduct
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first performances, as he did on this occasion.The original title was Autumn Woods, and in
some ways it was a pity it was changed.The associations of falling leaves are evoked by the
gentle, haunted quality of this music.

Some of his songs achieved such popularity that it seemed only natural for Coates to
present them in orchestral clothing.The two Symphonic Rhapsodies treat three of the very
best songs. II  PPiittcchh  MMyy  LLoonneellyy  CCaarraavvaann is dramatic, with an arresting, almost Wagnerian,
introduction and a climax of Slavonic passion.The two songs BBiirrddssoonnggss  aatt  EEvveennttiiddee and II
HHeeaarrdd  YYoouu  SSiinnggiinngg (both originally to words by Royden Barrie) form a natural pairing for
the second rhapsody, and indeed fuse together to rise to a triumphant climax not too far in
style from those of Tchaikowsky.

In 1924, Coates set another lyric by Barrie - SSuummmmeerr  AAfftteerrnnoooonn. By the time he came to
make the orchestral version, Birdsongs had been written, and some of the arabesques from
that song stray quite naturally into the languorous summer piece. It is a simple statement
in the violins of the long-breathed melody, preceded by a delicate atmospheric
introduction. Austin Coates comments on the genesis of these and many other tunes:

Eric Coates’s tunes arrived - there is no other word for it - at invariably
unexpected moments, during waking hours, seldom if ever after dark and,
perversely, never when he was in his writing room. The writing room was for
the actual composing, thematic development, orchestration. Tunes and
musical ideas occurred elsewhere, and one never knew when.

In 1937, Eric and Phyllis Coates found a house in the Sussex village of Sidlesham, near
Chichester. There was a completely enclosed garden of great age; a garden of such
atmosphere as to suggest legend, myth and story. He conceived the ballet TThhee  EEnncchhaanntteedd
GGaarrddeenn. It was to be his longest single movement to a story by Phyllis. The following
scenario appears in the published score:

The chief theme of the Ballet is that of the conflict of the Spirits of Light and
Darkness in the Garden. After the opening introduction the curtain rises to
show the Prince setting out on a journey, bidding farewell to the Princess and
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