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I don't want it to be considered too seriously in the light of objective
programme music. It may be taken as an impression of the dank and stormy
music of nature in late autumn, but the whole piece and its origins are
connected with certain rather troublous experiences I was going through
myself at the time and the mood of the Buckinghamshire wood where the idea
of this work came, seemed to sound a similar chord as it were. If there are
sounds in the music which recall the screaming of the wind and the cracking of
strained branches, I hope they may suggest deeper things at the same time.The
middle part may be taken as a dream of happier days, such as sometimes come
in the intervals of stress either physical or mental.

Some listeners may feel that the musical allusions to other works may also be of
significance, and the opening takes us back to the opening of the "Epilogue" in Vaughan
Williams' A London Symphony. Elsewhere the principal theme from Bax's own Second
Violin Sonata (a programmatic work concerned with the Western Front) and his piano
piece Dream in Exile suggest that Bax's thoughts may also have turned to the fate of
friends in the War. He thus presents us with a mix of personal emotional concerns that,
later, would inform his two most impassioned works in the immediate post-war period,
the first and second symphonies.

Sir Adrian Boult was long a champion of November Woods, including it in his
programme of British music in Vienna in April 1922. He revived the by then forgotten
score on the BBC in March 1962, the time of Bax's greatest neglect, before going on to
make this recording in 1967.

LEWIS FOREMAN 

Note © 1992 Lyrita Recorded Edition, England.
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rnold Bax served his apprenticeship writing for the orchestra during that heady
period a decade before the First World War, when young composers, influenced by

Wagner, Richard Strauss and Tchaikovsky, were suddenly exposed to the music of
Debussy, Ravel and Scriabin, and, soon afterwards, by the colourful new world of
Stravinsky and the Diaghilev Ballet. This intoxicating expansion of their horizons fired
many composers. It certainly enabled Bax to find a personal style articulated by the
catalyst of another love, that of the wild west coast of Eire with its legends and romantic
vistas, already celebrated in the evocative new poetry of Yeats, Synge and AE, which Bax
also emulated.

Bax tended to write works which are on the surface picturesque and colourful,
perhaps derived from some Irish legend; but on closer investigation many have proved
to reflect autobiographical concerns not admitted by the composer at the time. These
have become fused in the music making it at once both intensly personal and universal.
(Arnold's brother Clifford once reported him saying about Tchaikovsky: "He did use
music to express his rather turgid personality." Clearly expression of personality was
high on Bax's agenda at the time.) 

The form which Bax found most suited to this expression was the orchestral tone-
poem, and between 1905 and 1943 he wrote some two dozen of these, of which perhaps
only a quarter became known during his lifetime. This phase of his music was crowned
by a trio of tone poems written during the First World War that are among his best works
- The Garden of Fand, Tintagel and November Woods. Later came his symphonies,
written between 1921 and 1939, but he still continued to produce tone poems, though not
in the same quantity or luxuriant vein as these earlier examples; their subject matter was
now more nordic, Sibelian, the orchestration less luxuriant, the sound colder.The shape
Bax adopted in almost all these scores is a ternary structure with a contrasted middle
section typically more romantic and lyrical than the outer sections. Bax's treatment of
the orchestra was magical from the first, and particularly in the celebrated sequence
Fand - Tintagel - November Woods, his inspired use of unlikely instrumental doublings
is particularly effective doubtless a development of Bax's beloved Wagner's usage in the
descriptive passages in The Ring.

NNoorrtthheerrnn  BBaallllaadd  NNoo..  11 was the last of the works on this disc to be composed, and
was completed in November 1927. In a programme note Bax wrote that "it is meant as
a general impression of the fiery romantic life of the Highlands of Scotland before the
opening up of the country subsequent to the '45". The rousing call to arms with which
the work opens, the brooding and plaintive section that follows and the "Scotch snap"
that is incorporated into the solo oboe's Poco Lento Lamentuoso, all underline the
northern subject matter. Bax had just discovered Morar as a winter retreat, a place he
returned to every year until the Second World War, and the landscape of the Inverness-
shire coast may well colour his invention in this Northern Ballad.The dedication is to the
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slowly gathering force until they smash themselves upon the impregnable
rocks. The theme of the sea is heard again, and the piece ends as it began with
a picture of the castle still proudly fronting the sun and wind of centuries.

The quotation from Wagner's Tristan, the motif of the "sick Tristan", may be seen
on p.18 of the miniature score of Tintagel when it is played by solo oboe and solo violin,
with the marking "plaintive and wistful". It reappears in various orchestral guises during
the middle section of the work, mainly on the high strings.

Between 1916 and 1918 Bax lived, with his wife Elsita and their two young
children, at Beaconsfield in Buckinghamshire. During this time his passionate love affair
with Harriet Cohen was a constant background to his life, and to his music also, and in
March 1918 Arnold left his wife.The lovers would meet at The Crown hotel, Amersham,
Bax travelling there by bicycle over the Chiltern Hills while Harriet would come up from
Baker Street by train. Written in October 1916 Arnold's poem Amersham provides a
feeling for the emotional climate, which is also that of NNoovveemmbbeerr  WWooooddss:

...Storm, a mad painter's brush, swept sky and land
With burning signs of beauty and despair;
And once rain scourged through shrivelling wood and brake,
And in our hearts tears stung, and the old ache 
Was more than any God would have us bear.

Then in the drowsy town the inn of dreams 
Shuts out awhile October’s sky of dread;
Drugged in the wood-reek, under the black beams,
Nestled against my arm her little head...

When cycling from Amersham to Beaconsfield, a distance of perhaps seven or
eight miles, one even now passes many wooded areas. During the First World War the
woodland would have been more extensive. It is not possible to prove exactly where Bax
would have sheltered from the storm on his return home from such a rendezvous, but
my guess is the wooded area below Dr Challenor's Grammar School in Amersham on
the road down from the station.

November Woods was written in November 1917, after Tintagel had been sketched.
Julian Herbage coined the term "mood-evocations" to describe these scores, and
certainly in November Woods the basic mood is as subjective as the pictorialism of the
writing is objective. The music's first performance, due to the championship of Sir
Hamilton Harty, was in Manchester on 18 November 1920, and a month later in
London's Queen's Hall. In preparation for these performances Arnold wrote to the
music critic Ernest Newman:

conductor Basil Cameron who conducted the first performance in Glasgow in November
1931 and in London on 3 December the same year, but it never became a repertoire
piece. There would later be two further Northern Ballads, and the suspicion remains
that they might have been intended as a multi-movement work, but as it was the other
two were not orchestrated until several years after they had been sketched and neither
of them was known during Bax's lifetime.

A number of Bax's descriptive works originated as piano solos. Perhaps the best-
known of these is MMeeddiitteerrrraanneeaann, an evocative musical picture-postcard.Written in 1920
Bax orchestrated it as the finale of the concert of his music promoted by his publisher,
Murdoch's, at Queen’s Hall in December 1922, which set the seal on his arrival as a
composer of stature.

There is a Spanish flavour to the music which is built around three themes – a
lilting 3/8, almost a waltz but not quite - a languid scherzando, the rhythm pointed by
castanets - and finally another fragment emphasising the lilt of the score. Our suspicion
that Bax wrote this music remembering his holiday in Spain with Gustav Holst, Balfour
Gardiner and his brother Clifford, in 1913, is confirmed by its dedication to Holst.

In the early Spring of 1915, Bax wrote to the young composer Philip Heseltine
(later better known as Peter Warlock):

Nearly all my longer compositions, the orchestral ones at any rate, are based
upon aspects and moods of extreme nature and their relation to human
emotion…I suppose one of my most characteristic things is a long orchestral
work called TThhee  GGaarrddeenn  ooff  FFaanndd which is entirely enveloped in the atmosphere
of the calm Atlantic off the Western shores of Ireland and the enchanted islands
of which some of the country people still dream. But this piece is not yet
scored.

Apart from the Viola Phantasy of 1920 (which quotes a folk tune), Bax felt that
Fand was his last overtly "Celtic" orchestral work. However, although it was written in
piano score in 1913, its orchestration cost him considerable effort, and was not ready
until 1916, nor played until 29 October 1920, in Chicago, under the baton of Frederick
Stock (whom Bax rewarded with the dedication). Sir Adrian Boult conducted the first
British performance in December 1921.

The sea was long a source of inspiration to Bax. As soon as he left the Royal
Academy of Music in 1905, he tells us he "spent more and more time alone in places
lorded by the Atlantic". In Fand the rise and fall of the waves, the undertow, and the
interplay of the associated legends are realised in evocative shifting patterns of figuration
on woodwind and string. Two harps, divided strings and celesta are all added to create
an ever-changing irridescent musical fabric. The programme is printed at the front of
the score as follows:
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The Garden of Fand is the sea. The ancient Saga called "The sick-bed of
Cuchulain" tells how that hero (the Achilles of the Gael) was lured away from
the world of deeds and battles by the Lady Fand, daughter of Manannan, Lord
of the ocean; and how in the time of his country's direst need he forgot all but
the enchantments of an immortal woman.

The tale goes on to relate that Cuchulain's wife, Emer, pursued him to that
wonder-land and pleaded with the goddess for her husband's return.Then, with
one of those touches of modern romanticism which are continually occurring
in the Irish pagan tales, the Saga ends with Fand's pitying renunciation of her
human love, and we read that Manannan shook his "Cloak of Forgetfulness"
between Cuchulain and Fand, that the memory of each might be blotted out
from the mind of the other.

This tone-poem has no special relation to the events of the above legend. In
the earlier portion of the work the composer seeks to create the atmosphere of
an enchanted Atlantic completely calm beneath the spell of the Other World.
Upon its surface floats a small ship adventuring towards the sunset from the
shores of Eirinn, as St Brendan and the sons of O'Corra are said to have sailed
in later times. The little craft is born on beneath a sky of pearl and amethyst
until on the crest of an immense slowly surging wave it is tossed on to the shore
of Fand's miraculous island. Here is unhuman revelry unceasing between the
ends of time, and the voyagers are caught away, unresisting, into the maze of
the dance. A pause comes, and Fand sings her song of immortal love
enchaining the hearts of her hearers for ever. The dancing and feasting begin
again, and, finally, the sea rising suddenly overwhelms the whole island, the
immortals riding in rapture on the green and golden waves, and laughing
carelessly amidst the foam at the fate of the over-rash mortals lost in the
depths.Twilight falls, the sea subsides, and Fand's garden fades out of sight.

The autumn of 1917 and the first months of 1918 were a time of emotional conflict
for Bax. In August and September 1917 he spent six weeks at Tintagel in North Cornwall
with the pianist Harriet Cohen,· and this experience of the Cornish coast overlain with
his feelings for his companion are expressed in this music which was written
immediately afterwards, though not orchestrated until early in 1919. During this holiday
he also wrote a poem called Tintagel Castle, a few lines from which give us a feel for the
emotional climate:

...We have a certain token
How hearts of old were broken;
And English, Celt, or Norman,
Love hurt them still the same.

They stared out even as we do
Across the silken tide,
And sought in sundown splendours
The dream their world denied;

TTiinnttaaggeell was first performed in Bournemouth on 20 October 1921, when some
commentators found it difficult modern music! Yet for most listeners it firmly set the
seal on Bax's reputation and it remained his most popular work, a regard that ensured
its representation in the repertoire, when his other music was neglected.

As in Fand he is inspired by a vision of the sea, but it is a far more robust portrait
that he gives, Bax now painting with broader orchestral brush strokes.

Particularly important is the sense of sheer physical elation that the difficult and
often exultant horn parts give to the music. The ostensible programme was laid out by
Bax as follows:

This work is only in the broadest sense programme music.The composer's
intention is simply to offer a tonal impression of the castle-crowned cliff of (now
sadly degenerate) Tintagel, and more especially of the long distances of the
Atlantic as seen from the cliffs of Cornwall on a sunny but not windless
summer day. The literary and traditional associations of the scene also enter
into the scheme. The music opens, after a few introductory bars, with a theme
given out on the brass which may be taken as representing the ruined castle,
now so ancient and weather-worn almost to seem an emanation of the rock
upon which it was built.This subject is worked to a broad diatonic climax, and
is followed by a long melody for strings which may suggest the serene and
almost limitless spaces of ocean. After a while a more restless mood begins to
assert itself as though the sea were rising, bringing with a new sense of stress
thoughts of many passionate and tragic incidents in the tales of King Arthur
and King Mark and others among the men and women of their time. A wailing
chromatic figure is heard and gradually dominates the music until it finally
assumes a shape which will recall to mind one of the subjects of the first Act of
Tristan and Isolde (whose fate was of course intimately connected with
Tintagel). Soon after this there is a great climax suddenly subsiding, followed
by a passage which will perhaps convey the impression of immense waves
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