
The Naxos Historical labels aim to make available the greatest recordings of the history of
recorded music, in the best and truest sound that contemporary technology can provide.
To achieve this aim, Naxos has engaged a number of respected restorers who have the
dedication, skill and experience to produce restorations that have set new standards in the
field of historical recordings.

Peter Dempsey
A tenor singer of wide range and performing experience, Peter Dempsey specialises in
Victorian and Edwardian genre ballads and art-song, and has recorded various CDs,
including Love’s Garden Of Roses for Moidart. Quite apart from his personal enthusiasm
for music in the broadest sense, through his assiduous collecting and study of 78s over
many years, Peter has acquired not only a wide knowledge of recorded musical
performance but also a heartfelt awareness of the need to conserve so many “great
masters” who – were it not for CD – might now be lost for future generations.  A
recognised authority on old recordings, Peter now regularly researches and produces CD
albums from 78s. 

Also available in the Naxos Nostalgia series
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* Not Available in the U.S.
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15. LIMEHOUSE BLUES  (Philip Braham–Douglas Furber, arr. Billy Mayerl)
(Columbia CA 15738)  Recorded 1 May 1936, London   2:26

16. MIGNONETTE
(Columbia CA 11998)  Recorded 23 September 1931, London   2:54

THREE DANCES IN SYNCOPATION
17. i. ENGLISH DANCE  (Columbia WA 9950, part)   1:39
18. ii. CRICKET DANCE  (Columbia WA 9950, part)   1:27
19. iii. HARMONICA DANCE  (Columbia WA 9951-2)   2:48

Recorded 17 January 1930, London

20. INDISPENSABLE YOU
Jack Hylton & His Orchestra;  Pat O’Malley, vocal
(HMB Bb 18885-3)  Recorded 26 February 1930, London   2:41

21. HONKY-TONK (A Rhythmical Absurdity)
(Columbia WA 7968-2)  Recorded 11 October 1928, London   2:37

22. HONEYSUCKLE  (A Syncopated Impression)
(Columbia CA 11999-2)  Recorded 23 September 1931, London   2:48

SPORTING LOVE – Piano Selection
23. INTRO—A-SHOOTING WE WILL GO—YOU’RE THE REASON WHY—THOSE IN FAVOUR

(Columbia CA 14429)  Recorded 5 April 1934, London   3:11
24. HAVE A HEART

Ray Noble & His Orchestra;  Al Bowlly, vocal
(HMV OB 4769-2)  Recorded 1 February 1934, London   2:57

25. HOLLYHOCK  
(Columbia WA 6355-2)  Recorded 7 October 1927, London   1:48

All original compositions by Billy Mayerl, except tracks 5 & 15 as indicated
Billy Mayerl, piano solo, on all tracks except 12, 20 & 24 as indicated

Transfers and digital noise reduction by Peter Dempsey.
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BILLY MAYERL Volume 1
Original Recordings 1925-1936

One of the finest of British composers of piano music, Billy Mayerl also, for a time,
enjoyed unparalleled popularity as a performer. His most famous piece, Marigold, sold
in excess of 250,000 copies (sheet music), while several of his other compositions
notched up figures which must have been the envy of his colleagues. Yet for all this
Mayerl is far from easy to play. Exceedingly well crafted for the piano, his music
demands a certain technique to bring it off successfully.  Many classical pianists I have
met admit to finding the jumps and stretches required of the left hand extremely
difficult to execute; it is a case of what my venerable friend Jack Wilson (born 1907),
the dedicatee of “Nimble-Fingered Gentleman” (see Volume 2) calls “knowing your
distance”.  And, since by general consensus nobody plays Mayerl better than Mayerl
himself, these re-issues of his own recordings are all the more welcome.

William Joseph Mayerl was born on 31st May, 1902, at 53, Tottenham Court Road,
London.  His father was a violinist and Billy’s first music lessons were in violin.
However, he did not take to it at all, later remarking : “I just could not connect brain and
instrument.” His father then noticed Billy’s greater interest in the family piano and
taught him all he could about that instead until, at seven, he began formal study at the
Trinity College of Music.  His father paid his first term’s fees; the remaining eight years
of training were covered by a series of scholarships which Billy entered and won. Billy’s
first teacher was Maud Agnes Winter who supervised his first major appearance, playing
the Grieg Piano Concerto at the Queen’s Hall, in 1911.

While still a young student, Master Mayerl discovered the joys of playing for silent films.
In this capacity he earned himself the princely sum of 7/6d a week (he also sold penny
bars of chocolate during intervals at a 1d extra commission per dozen!) and found that
playing in the cinema also enabled him to break from the constraints of college study
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and improvise to his heart’s content.  It was at this time that he first tried composing in
the ragtime style but, alas, when his harmony teacher, Dr. C.W. Pearce chanced to
overhear it, Master Mayerl was threatened with expulsion!  Resentful of such narrow-
mindedness, Billy declined the College’s invitation of a professorship and, on leaving
that establishment at fifteen, began to make a living playing in cinemas and at chic
Mayfair parties and it was while guesting as soloist at the Imperial Theatre, St. John’s
Hill, Clapham Junction, that he met his future wife, Jill Bernini, the theatre orchestra’s
resident pianist. 

Mayerl’s first break came in 1922 when he was spotted by Bert Ralton (1900-1927), the
American saxophonist who at that time led the Havana Band at the Savoy Hotel.
Recognising Billy’s superlative pianistic capacity, Ralton engaged him at once at £20 per
week (an immediate turn-around in Mayerl’s fortunes which enabled him to marry Jill,
the perfect partner of whom he was many years later to write : “my romance still lives
and we are sweethearts to this day”).  The Savoy Havana were broadcasting pioneers
among British bands, making their first broadcast on 13th April, 1923, from the BBC’s
Savoy Hill studios.  From the outset Mayerl was a featured soloist and his popularity
soon led to an invitation to record a series of his own compositions for His Master’s
Voice, the first two to be recorded: All-Of-A-Twist and Eskimo Shivers. 

Even after 77 years, the sheer sparkle and brio of these performances shines clearly
through, as it also does on Jazzaristrix and Virginia Creeper set down at the next
session. (Incidentally, the higher-than-usual take numbers on the two earlier sides
probably relate more to problems with sound balancing and recording the piano than
with Mayerl’s actual playing, for these were most probably the very first piano
recordings made in England by the new electrical process).

It was just over a month after making these first solo recordings that Mayerl gave the
first British concert performance of Gershwin’s “Rhapsody In Blue” (28th October,
1925) at the Queen’s Hall.  Early in 1926 he left the Savoy and began touring the halls,
initially as a solo performer and later, for a time, teaming with comedienne Gwen Farrar.
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1. MARIGOLD
(Columbia WA 6353-2)  Recorded 7 October 1927, London   2:27

PUPPETS – Suite
2. i. GOLLIWOG  (Columbia WA 6064)   1:47
3. ii. JUDY  (Columbia WA 6063-2)   2:20
4. iii. PUNCH (Columbia WA 6354)    2:13

Recorded 25 August 1927 (i, ii) & 7 October 1927 (iii), London

THE DESERT SONG – Selection  (Sigmund Romberg, arr. Billy Mayerl)
5. INTRO—ONE ALONE—THE RIFF SONG—THE DESERT SONG—IT

(Columbia WAX 2605)  Recorded 19 April 1927, London   3:42

6. ALL-OF-A-TWIST
(HMV Bb 6680-4)  Recorded 24 September 1925, Hayes, Middlesex   2:30

7. ESKIMO SHIVERS
(HMV Bb 6681-4)  Recorded 24 September 1925, Hayes, Middlesex   2:39

NIPPY – Medley
8. INTRO—YOUR SUNNY DISPOSITION AND MINE—ANYTHING—IT MUST BE YOU

(Columbia WA 10739-3)  Recorded 22 October 1930, London   2:54

THREE MINIATURES IN SYNCOPATION
9. i. COBWEB  (Columbia WA 7459)   2:32

10. ii. MUFFIN MAN  (Columbia WA 7460-2, part)   1:29
11. iii. CLOCKWORK  (Columbia WA 7460-2, part)   1:27

Recorded 7 June 1928, London

12. SENNEN COVE
Court Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Billy Mayerl
(Columbia WAX 4309 & 4310)  Recorded 16 November 1928, London   8:12

13. JAZZARISTRIX
(HMV Bb 7245)  Recorded 12 November 1925, Hayes, Middlesex   2:56

14. VIRGINIA CREEPER
(HMV Bb 7246-2)  Recorded 12 November 1925, Hayes, Middlesex   2:37
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Less well known nowadays than his works for piano are his songs, though ironically
several of his earliest successes were in that genre (no less a figure than Paul Whiteman
had recorded one in 1924).  The earliest representation here of the “vocal” Mayerl is a
medley he plays based on tunes from Nippy, written for Binnie Hale in 1930. This show
ran at the Prince Edward Theatre for 137 performances, which may not sound too
impressive by modern standards, but was for its time very creditable indeed.  Also from
1930 comes one of his best songs, Indispensable You. Played here by the band of Jack
Hylton (1892-1965) with fine vocal by Pat O’Malley, this was Mayerl’s sole contribution
to the show Silver Wings (a romantic comedy by Dion Titheradge and Douglas Furber,
with music by Jack Waller and Joseph Tunbridge) staged at the Dominion.  Mayerl’s
song proved the hit of the show.  The other Mayerl show here represented is his 1934
success Sporting Love (Gaiety; 302 performances) which starred its writer Stanley
Lupino (1893-1942) and former Co-Optimist Laddie Cliff (1891-1937), a team for whom
Mayerl would compose his own favourite score a couple of years later.  A medley played
by the composer is followed by an outstanding recording by Ray Noble (1903-1978) of
the show’s hit-song Have A Heart, with vocal by Al Bowlly.

The two 1931 piano solos, Mignonette and Honeysuckle, both contain chordal
octaves which are tricky to execute accurately at speed. Needless to say, Mayerl plays
these faster and with greater clarity than anyone since, Honeysuckle being particularly
outstanding in this respect.  Only one of Mayerl’s many remarkable transcriptions is
featured in this compilation, Limehouse Blues, probably the nearest he came to
writing in what we would nowadays term the jazz idiom,  and we close Volume 1 with
the equally exhilarating Hollyhock, the reverse side on the 78 of Marigold and one of
his best known Mayerl flower titles.

Guy W. Rowland, 2002

Cover image based on an original from a private collection
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He was an enormous success, playing popular tunes of the day in his own inimitable
style, a good example of which is the selection from The Desert Song.  He was obviously
very fond of this selection as, according to my father, he was still broadcasting it well
into the 1940s. It was also the last Mayerl disc to be deleted from the Columbia
catalogue and it is interesting to note that the introduction he uses in this arrangement
(1927) is virtually identical to that he uses for the second of his “Three Dances In
Syncopation”, Cricket Dance. On radio he would, of course, feature his own
compositions, play any requests from the audience (and never once was he caught out)
and perform his famous trick of playing two pianos simultaneously.  This stood him in
good stead and, my father remembers, he also did this on TV in the 1950s.

In 1927 Mayerl wrote and recorded what was to become his most famous piece:
Marigold – “My bread, my butter and my jam” – as he put it to Roy Plomley on his
Desert Island Discs appearance in 1958.  Despite the fact that it is overall the most
frequently recorded of all his compositions, few would deny that anyone ever played it
as well as Mayerl himself on this record.  In particular, we should note his articulation of
the grace notes linked with tremolandi in the latter half of the second section.  Mayerl
makes this sound seamless and easy – yet it most certainly is not, and every other pianist
I have ever heard flounders at this point.

From the same year comes the “Puppets Suite”, among the best of his earlier works.
The demonic attack he brings to Punch outshines all other recorded attempts.  In 1928
he published “Three Miniatures In Syncopation” of which the first, Cobweb, was quite
a departure from what had previously flowed from his pen, albeit no surprise to anyone
aware of his classical background or enjoyment of modern ‘serious’ composers.  Jack
Wilson was invited to spend a day in Mayerl’s house in the 1930s and recalls nothing
other than classical music lying about beside the piano and already in 1928 he had
recorded the classically-inspired Sennen Cove with the Columbia house symphony
orchestra.  Although slightly cut to fit onto one disc this work shows clearly what a fine
composer Mayerl was when writing in a more extended form.
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and improvise to his heart’s content.  It was at this time that he first tried composing in
the ragtime style but, alas, when his harmony teacher, Dr. C.W. Pearce chanced to
overhear it, Master Mayerl was threatened with expulsion!  Resentful of such narrow-
mindedness, Billy declined the College’s invitation of a professorship and, on leaving
that establishment at fifteen, began to make a living playing in cinemas and at chic
Mayfair parties and it was while guesting as soloist at the Imperial Theatre, St. John’s
Hill, Clapham Junction, that he met his future wife, Jill Bernini, the theatre orchestra’s
resident pianist. 

Mayerl’s first break came in 1922 when he was spotted by Bert Ralton (1900-1927), the
American saxophonist who at that time led the Havana Band at the Savoy Hotel.
Recognising Billy’s superlative pianistic capacity, Ralton engaged him at once at £20 per
week (an immediate turn-around in Mayerl’s fortunes which enabled him to marry Jill,
the perfect partner of whom he was many years later to write : “my romance still lives
and we are sweethearts to this day”).  The Savoy Havana were broadcasting pioneers
among British bands, making their first broadcast on 13th April, 1923, from the BBC’s
Savoy Hill studios.  From the outset Mayerl was a featured soloist and his popularity
soon led to an invitation to record a series of his own compositions for His Master’s
Voice, the first two to be recorded: All-Of-A-Twist and Eskimo Shivers. 

Even after 77 years, the sheer sparkle and brio of these performances shines clearly
through, as it also does on Jazzaristrix and Virginia Creeper set down at the next
session. (Incidentally, the higher-than-usual take numbers on the two earlier sides
probably relate more to problems with sound balancing and recording the piano than
with Mayerl’s actual playing, for these were most probably the very first piano
recordings made in England by the new electrical process).

It was just over a month after making these first solo recordings that Mayerl gave the
first British concert performance of Gershwin’s “Rhapsody In Blue” (28th October,
1925) at the Queen’s Hall.  Early in 1926 he left the Savoy and began touring the halls,
initially as a solo performer and later, for a time, teaming with comedienne Gwen Farrar.
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1. MARIGOLD
(Columbia WA 6353-2)  Recorded 7 October 1927, London   2:27

PUPPETS – Suite
2. i. GOLLIWOG  (Columbia WA 6064)   1:47
3. ii. JUDY  (Columbia WA 6063-2)   2:20
4. iii. PUNCH (Columbia WA 6354)    2:13

Recorded 25 August 1927 (i, ii) & 7 October 1927 (iii), London

THE DESERT SONG – Selection  (Sigmund Romberg, arr. Billy Mayerl)
5. INTRO—ONE ALONE—THE RIFF SONG—THE DESERT SONG—IT

(Columbia WAX 2605)  Recorded 19 April 1927, London   3:42

6. ALL-OF-A-TWIST
(HMV Bb 6680-4)  Recorded 24 September 1925, Hayes, Middlesex   2:30

7. ESKIMO SHIVERS
(HMV Bb 6681-4)  Recorded 24 September 1925, Hayes, Middlesex   2:39

NIPPY – Medley
8. INTRO—YOUR SUNNY DISPOSITION AND MINE—ANYTHING—IT MUST BE YOU

(Columbia WA 10739-3)  Recorded 22 October 1930, London   2:54

THREE MINIATURES IN SYNCOPATION
9. i. COBWEB  (Columbia WA 7459)   2:32

10. ii. MUFFIN MAN  (Columbia WA 7460-2, part)   1:29
11. iii. CLOCKWORK  (Columbia WA 7460-2, part)   1:27

Recorded 7 June 1928, London

12. SENNEN COVE
Court Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Billy Mayerl
(Columbia WAX 4309 & 4310)  Recorded 16 November 1928, London   8:12

13. JAZZARISTRIX
(HMV Bb 7245)  Recorded 12 November 1925, Hayes, Middlesex   2:56

14. VIRGINIA CREEPER
(HMV Bb 7246-2)  Recorded 12 November 1925, Hayes, Middlesex   2:37
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Ray Noble & His Orchestra;  Al Bowlly, vocal
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Transfers and digital noise reduction by Peter Dempsey.
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The Naxos Historical labels aim to make available the greatest recordings of the history of
recorded music, in the best and truest sound that contemporary technology can provide.
To achieve this aim, Naxos has engaged a number of respected restorers who have the
dedication, skill and experience to produce restorations that have set new standards in the
field of historical recordings.

Peter Dempsey
A tenor singer of wide range and performing experience, Peter Dempsey specialises in
Victorian and Edwardian genre ballads and art-song, and has recorded various CDs,
including Love’s Garden Of Roses for Moidart. Quite apart from his personal enthusiasm
for music in the broadest sense, through his assiduous collecting and study of 78s over
many years, Peter has acquired not only a wide knowledge of recorded musical
performance but also a heartfelt awareness of the need to conserve so many “great
masters” who – were it not for CD – might now be lost for future generations.  A
recognised authority on old recordings, Peter now regularly researches and produces CD
albums from 78s. 

Also available in the Naxos Nostalgia series

8.120604*8.120505 8.120597

* Not Available in the U.S.

120653bk Mayerl 1  20/12/02  10:26 pm  Page 8



B
IL

LY
 M

A
Y

E
R

L 
 V

o
l.

1
8
.1

2
0
6
5
3

8
.1

2
0
6
5
3

B
ILLY

 M
A

Y
E

R
L  V

o
l.1

8.120653

AA  �

PD  �

GWR  �

PB  �

JF

KH  �

K&A Timings  �

Research,Transfers and Digital Restoration by Peter Dempsey

NOTES AND FULL RECORDING DETAILS INCLUDED

www.naxos.com MADE IN CANADA
h & g 2003 HNH International Ltd  •  Design: Ron Hoares ADD

1. Marigold 2:27

Puppets (Suite)
2. i. Golliwog  1:47
3. ii. Judy  2:20
4. iii. Punch  2:13

The Desert Song (Selection)
5. Intro—One Alone—The Riff Song

—The Desert Song—It  3:42

6. All-Of-A-Twist 2:30

7. Eskimo Shivers 2:39

Nippy (Medley)
8. Intro—Your Sunny Disposition 

And Mine—Anything—
It Must Be You  2:54

Three Miniatures In Syncopation
9. i. Cobweb  2:32

10. ii. Muffin Man  1:29
11. iii. Clockwork  1:27

12. Sennen Cove 8:12

13. Jazzaristrix 2:56

BILLY MAYERL Vol.1
Original Recordings 1925-1936

14. Virginia Creeper 2:37

15. Limehouse Blues 2:26

16. Mignonette 2:54

Three Dances In Syncopation
17. i. English Dance  1:39
18. ii. Cricket Dance  1:27
19. iii. Harmonica Dance  2:48

20. Indispensable You 2:41

21. Honky-Tonk 2:37

22. Honeysuckle 2:48

Sporting Love (selection)
23. Intro—A-Shooting We Will Go—

You’re The Reason Why—
Those In Favour  3:11

24. Have A Heart 2:57

25. Hollyhock 1:48

Total Time: 68:08


