ROMANTICISM IN RETROSPECT

VI > OF HERBERT HOWE] 1 «
N OVERVIEW OF THE MUSIC ELL
ik AND ITS RECENT FORTUNES

{n Address given by the Honorary Secretary at the Society’s
Annual General Meeting in Cambridge on Saturday 1 Tth July 200,

\lmost nventy vears ago, the ciisriugn_islul-ti !n'g_eu:isl i!l!t-i t'ﬂr.(Il.[J[:lstfl‘ Ric:hard_u.ﬂyd adieq
!Ilu- !éib‘ﬁ Annual General Meet i“?f{ of |h.|s Soviety 9|I1 -lj‘.frf“(,hu.:rﬁ M“”"‘Ufﬂe.:_-{jm Hﬂwp
the vear of the composer’s ni_nv:u-th f.)ll'l'hd_il}-': His .ufsts{smerv\ Cf{ll‘lblm_:.d POt
consideration of the context of Howells' music a8 at that time readily a"allab'lp s _
and warm affection for the man.

Mir Llovd’s memorable lecture he_gan b_\'- ;}'I.:icing Howells into the hiStOricjal
English musical history, declaring him, df:hmuvefy, as_ihe' 1?sl of the."__gre.at'fﬁngiigh-
[‘F!I;lpn&el'!i. Published just four years alier the puh_]lcar!_'_on of Chrlsmphg!-,_ _
blazing study in 1978, the 1982 CMS .:\cidress by chharc! I:lqy'Fi remains essen
b _‘Iﬁ}‘;",mg. students of Howells' litargical output. The d}.stmcu?n. of ]-]?1 P

first publishc‘d monograph on Howeils. had...'zr:cmcd‘ to his P__ppﬂ Robert
tribute appeared in time for the composer's 80th birthday in 1972. Th
love anniversaries, and the Howells centenary in 1992 did much to restore
some of the composer’s less often-heard pieces. Durir_lg_that year
performance of the evocative Sime Nomine - seventy years on from its polite!
not universally acclaimed, premiére. i

Chrnstopher Palmer’s more substantial second book: Herberi Howells - A Celeb
a magnificent, lasting, and tangible centenary tribute to one of
Gloucestershire’s many musical sons. This substantial study has n
edition. with updates to 1996, and has become a standard wor efer
By no means least of such additional information in th
the establishment of the Herbert Howells S and .
discography - a recorded anthology that today encom
composer’s chamber music and orchestral output. On
brought up in a generation when the only re
anthems, settings, carols and organ music
matchless King David, it is a joy that the ¢
hww-

with us, Admirers of her artistry as an actyess, and their name s legion, will have noticed her
in the recent television serialisation of The Cazelets,

Not least among many signal services of Ursula Howells has been her constant encouragement
ol the publishing and promotion of issues in the Church Music Society's Howells Seris - 2
series brought recently 1o a resounding conclusion with the publication of the 1974 West
Riding Cathedrals Festival 7o Deum - a project which has also enjoyed the unstinting and

generous support of the commissioner of that neglecred work, Mr Graham Matthews.

For church musicians, of course, the principal development since 1982 has been the
opportunity ta perform and evaluate a good deal of Howells' sacrecd output from his young
adulthood and early middle years. Previously unpublished, Graham Matthews's West Riding
Cathedrals Festival 7 Deum is a rare exception from its composer’s compositional “Indian
Summer” and there is great delight that this vintage essay is now readily available and is
shortly 10 be recorded. Unlike the Washington Cathedral 7 Deum completed recently from
the mmposer"ssk}etches bY 1 Uhnl Bunmy, the Sh&ﬂield mfmg; SUrvives tﬂmplclcia Mﬁlw
hand. The autograph copy has now been deposited by Mr Matthews in the library of the
Rayal College of Music alongside many other Howells manuseripts.

There is no doubt that Howells' rare cap for fi
sustained a profound influen |

consuming fascination with bui
himself took over his |




hich focused Howells' attention on providing his inherently usefi Wilr-
i o i LEY
i experence whch

in for Sir Froest Bullock at Westminster Abbey who had suffered the same fate
trme SeEig or ]
|osinig his home

I | i matters ol repertoire atlad hes itsell to the Caventry Mass of 1968, 4 wark
| o l : Lne - a1 .'
I]IIII fihs tably, under the direction of John Bertator in the Cathedral during 4 1979
(eard, mernoraiiy

inmer conrse of the Roval School ol Ghurch “”‘“. Ihe length of the [J}r:'l(j_ “-"P{-’Ci.‘llly of
;I-ui- sections around the Canon of the Mass, is certainly in some arenas an lllllp::(]ll‘:u:m to
the more streamlined utterance demanded by modern '”ll!'j.','k al praciice which tf”"isilg(-s
he whale of the J'.Jr-'-.'n’.lf,'.:'::’. g as ong CONLInHouns l\'Itf-JJl'. |.iII' J')r.r.":’.r;‘n 'x'l.'lh'h [}E il]]2 Ililh‘, Flf'[t-r‘
decades of neglecy, established s place not |m-|.:-h liturgically bur also as a I'ff('t'ﬂ] work for
pella performance. The quality of the music of the Coventry Mass makes for a Similar

I-.Iu lity of opportunity, Maybe someone, samewhere, will respond to that challenge - and 1o
IssIsting an the rehahilivation of he ;"i‘x;rrrnh Muasy ol 1956 {{Illiiinhg_-;_{ for the Jul)i}(.‘{‘ ol I)T
Harald Darke's appomtment 1o St Michael's Carnhill in [916.

More greatly to be deploved even than these cases s the lack of good [ortune enjoyed by the
hrllh.nlu ctate textgl compiliation and musical setting known as Exuliate Dea COMMmissioned
i 1975 by Lincoln Minster for ithe enthronement of (he new dincesan |Jih|1l)p‘ The Rig]"
Reverend Simon Phipps, Howells' viviel correspondence and burgeoning friendship between
himsell and D Philip Marshall (cathedral organist at Lincoln from 1966 to retirement
twenty years later) makes for splendid reading. Not least of the interest in this superh, yet
concise selting - the words of the eponymous psalm begin Sing we meryily - is the extraordinary,

and sconomical, series of musical panels ol word-painting each so marvellously depictive of

the chosen stanzas. In justa few dozen birs and some sixteen Pages of music, Howells turns
n fanfares, solemnity, awesome invocation, dance, tenderness, compassionate love, requiem
lor the departed who “praise not Thee, O Lord” helore the music of the opening is reprised
prior to a briefly exultant coda with which the work concludes. Philip Marshall's superh
penmanship of the piece for choi usage was of such quality that the publishers merely
reproduced his soript lithographically on the printed copy.

With the active promulgation in sound, and other proselytising of his muse by the Herbert
fﬁ.‘rrarﬁ.. Society, HH |:1‘:'||;||J.~'. needs no othey apologist today, yer the neglect ol some his
Imla."al (and by no means mos technically challenging) works - music readily available in
Pring - seems Surprising,

In _tm_n.s ol those items from the more famons t.'vt:ning canticles, which would fall all 0o
v:nr:h' o Dr Judith Blezzard's category of musie's untyodden paths - the Westminster service of
1957 - issued just months after the OMS seuting of the year previous, but almost certainly

Written several years earlier - i probably the maost surprising. Concise of length, vocally

ll_ll)ﬁl.['lp' Immlnplmnir_' and with 4 thrilling Gloyig Pagri (the same setting for each of the two
lf :;:i::lt”d iu 'Ifns everything going for it, A fabulous French impressionist close to Magnificat
i r\isu I?:'- _d.';_;’m_"“"Ig heg:pm‘ng to Gloria certainly the equal of Coll Reg or G]U_“":_E_st.'.w
o “ﬁ,rm r‘n.lci | :e choral entries in the Westminster service follow a brief girding of loins on
:iingrr:xm‘ |Tn‘ - 'zlw_mmlu H!:}Weu.'f direction which has Sent generations of musicians and
ot w'.w l'{J;‘L.l!m.'.‘ary' ol musical terms - visvegliato - awaking as though from sleep.
o ;1:. T dl_:crtmn inserted as a result of direct experience of sluggish children to an
i ass}sw; : irector striving (o keep alert his gwn choristers at Salisbury, where he
Howelle - ed the great Sir Walter Alcock, or at Cambridge's St John's College where
aded lor Robin Ory during his war service.
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* fehabilitation it was - yhe collegiate choirs of Cambridge and a number of similarly
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t did in rehabilitating Howells's linest song in an EMI recital - and

superb ensembles including choruses of mixed rather than male VOICes h:w_e continued to
do - and 1o do magnificently - for Howells' church music, But, ar the outset of a new century,
this is, very happily, not the whole of the story - Ihnugi'_- it was very much was the w?miu‘: lf'ulh
and nothing but the truth baek in IQIRQ. Three Choirs! Festival and other ;)I.Ihill_f‘ r(~v1lv;1ls
hive htfiglm‘m*t[ attention on Howells' orchestral and chamber output as well as Ir:('t!sﬁ:rlg.
mare understandably, on some of the l‘!(.‘g’lhfl‘;{ed choral masterworks, The current recording
catalogues contain two superlative pel‘im'nuu?cm, of H_'c-mm{..u Pm:rrd!uz and, rather more
surprisingly, CDs of the rni11]?]ex .-Hu.m .‘:fm‘.fne-n.m and the glorious Stabex Mater - both these
latter works under the direction of a Russian maestro, no less,

Choral pieces - hiturgical and non liturgical alike - have received wonderful attention from
cathedral choirs and from the Cambridge Singers, the Collegiate Singers, the Corydon
Singers, the Finzi Singers and the Donald Hunt Singers - to name but a few such ETOUpS.

Despite, or perhaps because of, th‘e fact that so much uf_ hls musical outpur is cast in a realms
mystical, spiritual or even fantastic HerFEIs‘s sheer artistic common-sense, pragmatism and
practical knowledge of what “will work' wc_l! can come as somethtng of a surprise to the
aspiring student of Howells's muse. One of his most instantly recognisable choral miniatures.
the central panel of the triptych of Carol-Anthems entitled A Spotless Rose seems to the hearer
to have been if not composed in a religious trance then certainly the work of 4 believer The
origing of the picce cannot in any respect be described as “other-worldly”. Its genesis at the
desk of a bedroom window overlooking a railway line is recalled by the creator of this
glorious enhancement of Advent and the Nativity the world over. It is of 4 Spatless Rose that
the composer wrote

This I sat dewn and wrote after idly watching some shunting from the window of a

cottage in Gloucester...which averlooked the Midland Railway. In an upstairs room

I locked out on iron railings and the main Bristol-Gloucester railway line, with

shunting trucks bumping and banging. I wrote it for and dedicated it to my mather...
Still more significant, as 4 clie to some small part of Howells's very complex personality, he
concludes of the piece that:

it always moves me when 1 hear it, just as if it were written by someone else.
Such revelations are g very small part of an immense deht that all lovers of Howells and his
music owe 1o the late Christopher Palmer, and more recently to Paul Spicer, for it was in
their conversations with (he composer and his intimates that such insights came into play
which otherwise might for ever have been lost.

Howells's own musical loves encompassed a great range of individuals and artists - first in
Gloucester, later in London, Cambridge and throughout the world. Many of the personal
friendships he sustained with such tenacity brought their own reward to the fortunare
recipient in compositional rerms. Others proved merely catalysts or enablers. Promise,
commitment, fulfilment - emotional as well as creative - were important to Howells. Whether
he was, as Lloyd suggests, the last of the great English Romantic COMPOSers remains to be
seen. But he was a great Romantic imbued with a strong dose of sentiment for good
measure. A fabulous memory (which his students, colleagues and friends re: ount as heing
nat without its selective elements) would recall anniversaries in a w y far ¢liable than

most of us charged with Just a few familiar family birthdays find in : mmqeueeehallengmg
enough with which to deal. ' .

en from us does socie!

Not until a creative artist is tak
bution the more fully.

tome to value that artist’s contri
his re-assessment by posterity has bee
mstance at random, only ‘now, nearl
beginning fully to appreciate th




- hatever of a substantial and very !hr'lll._llf\l" ““"’"f” _i“”"‘?“‘:'-’ on 1"[0we][5'5
ntion \\.Il.l.;l.?‘.l }.:Ulmim-lﬂ Terry, founder choirmaster of Westminster CﬂlhEds-a}
early writing. Ri¢ :"I'" sowers during Howells's student days at the Royal College o Mllsi(:
WALRLH hl:lgh-l ”‘l 'l!l'uhwgrlh il }Ium-lllr seems to have been inspired to produce 2 CDllSidel'ﬂblu
" l: 1:-'-::1 ::‘If[;[l::";: 1 i'l;lﬂ‘IJH.\lTil)H\‘ which have only achieved widespread cil‘cu!atioﬁ
corpus « a il = ettt
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during the course of the past two decades.

Musicians of the Catholic tradition would h."u.{* Il.’-lf‘-i S\iﬂll-t:ll‘i_ll].f f)llﬂn ;I1§I]?g: of this ir_npoﬂﬂnt

.'uuzr:;;i--n by virtue of the mclusion of a t.il-hlndt.ll n_f."[!]I‘!}_:,, II! .t;m.l;' o1 ﬂftb’m,ahm Use ap
;-JI;'E'II"['“I'HIHT of the Blessed Sacrament and included in _Sn Richard’s Comph:fﬁ Benediction

‘i':':-"x" for Chons of 1933. A setung of _};,;;p.,- Regina, i of thf_fari_‘r' ‘I{uwells f’leces and the

fourth of Four Anthems to/of the Blessed Fogn Maty \‘\'|II1C}I Cainphe their creator’s OP_us Y, had )
been recorded in the 1930s sung by Westminster Cathedral Choir on an HMV disc. ;

Earliest of the works of what might be deseribed as the "«\’csli.ninster Gafhﬁdra] Connectiog
is the Maxs in the Dorian Mode (designated perhaps more ::orz_-ecl!y, since the Composer
referred to it thus, as Misse Sine Nomine) of 1912: Despite bcmg 1ts composer’s firsy work to
receive professional performance - it was written JLI:ﬂ'!. 4 few months after Howells LCN?R up his
composition scholarship at the Royal Co].]cge - this notablfr ear_'ly Mass had to wair almost
eighty vears for publication. Since being issued by the Society in 1990, the Mass has been
followed by another CMS issue from this early period - Haer Dies,

The vast kaleidoscape of vocal challenges which Howells's music presents, especially to the
amateur singer, encompasses a remarkable, chameleon-like ability to discern what will “go
well” as he himself might verv well have said. Richard Lloyd’s substantial survey took in the
neglected, but complete, service in E flat dedicated to Herbert Brewer, the Gloucester
organist to whom the young Howells had been articled as a boy. Besides the E major canticles
for men’s voices (originally Featuring only tenors and basses, but now available for all three
male voices in a clever re-casting by John Buttrey, which had the composer’s blessing), there
are the more recent (CMS) issues indluding the ingenious evening service for ‘men’s voices
and organ designed for war-time conditions at Westminster Abbey. Known as Howells in D
(modally rather than tonally), this seiting - now also in the CMS Howells Sertes - is just as
singable by equal upper voices as an alternative to the ensemble of lower sonorities-infeﬁdcg}
originally. Patrick Russill’s edition includes a version for four trebles of the close rmony.
section (the only four part music in an otherwise unison or occasionally two part set 1g) at
the words He, remembering his mercy. By such a means has the appeal and inherent usefilne:
of this music been the more widely available 1o choral foundations.

The popular myth that al) Howells’s music is “difficult” is

?:trh{flogy was in English f‘ma_se of 1975) was devised for an RSCM Albert Hﬁﬂ‘]ﬂ“ﬂﬂ .
| TeSponse 1o the acclaim that I‘oﬂbsyéd the hymn?’s'app_ca:_e_anée in i
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“beautiful in § im

book, but which did not fine its way there. is 4 very fine setting of 4 melody designed for
Wesley's Love Divine which is the eponymous item in the Society's issue of Four Extended
Hymns,

There survives, too, o small number of Anglican chants by Howells, muost of which are known
ta date from the years of his maturity. The inclusion of twe m the Roval School of Church
Music Chant book has done much to popularise the chant in B fla major. with its soaring
lines calling to mind nathing so much as walking along a cathedral asleé, with one arch
giving place to the next with the same inevitability of the glorious melodic line or
underpinning harmonies. The harmonies are all entirely diatonic - no chromatics here, for
certain. Dr John Birch obtained from Howells a ser of chants for a complete calendar
evening in the Chichester Cathedral colléction.

It is perhaps inevitable that the present survey should properly pay due consideration e
those items from Howells's pen with which the Socicty has been privileged to be associated.
Most significant of all is the challenging set of evening canticles in B minor produced by 4
greatly-loved Vice President for the Golden Jubilee of the formation of the Church Music
Society in 1906 and first heard at Evensong in Westminster Abbey om 17th May 1956.

Perhaps neglected for some time on account of an association with a society rather than a
particular building (though the piece of course belongs to Herbert Howells's Westminster
collection, Collegiate rather than Cathedral in this case), Howells in B minor has achieved
very widespread performance since its re-issue by the Church Music Society in 1992 in
honour of the centenary of the composer's birth. Like the earlier F sharp minor setting for

the Collegiate Church of St Peter in Westminster the 1956 setting is less expansive than some.

Though rhapsodic in the best Howells sense, the momentum is continuing. The CMS
setting unfolds from a section for full trebles ' )

throughout. The organ is used Spaﬁnﬁkﬁ
the close of Magnifical the organ quits the final prior

after Nune dimnttis (a setting almost identical to that with which lugr
sustains to the end. Though the smallest of adjustments, the cont

What we might refer 1o as the *
heard in Westminster Abbey, w3
composer's Four Anthems dedica
reasonably economical, One
music of any period. Like as the
the bar - is one of very few standard
choral group as equally by the finest
instance, is readily practicable for the
sustained soprano de t towards 1
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ave in our tum experienced leadership within the Howells revival
in terms of the enthusiasm and commitment ol m'lml.nx‘\: 511L:I1_;|:i Brompton Um“"‘y's
patrick Russill and the Church Music Socieny’s -.1:.~|.;~1.n|:|g|~. m-.!clungahllr'- !’I:Jnua-;u-}- _Gt’“m'al
Editor, Richard Lyne. There is, indeed, much for which we 'i“. \.\'t'“ 1:1 give .Ih:l'l‘ikli. T.hu West
Riding Cathedrals Festival ¢ Deum is the last ol a |_||u_’ of important issues. With that
: at least, for the present - the Howells series concludes:

v« church musicians, we h

F1]|,|I.|h aton -

The adjective romantw de

fines a period as well as an attitude and, of course, that \’RSI_E?
abused designation classical even more so!

It was Mendelssohn who counselled regarding the subject matter of music as of Breatii
moment than its outward form, and Liszt who declared that Romanticism to exact only
that
the form should be adequate to the expression of the sentiment
At the same time, this senfiment must - if it is the essence of romance - be able; as Beethoven
said -
to strike fire from the souls of men
1o show the ;:s]:rir‘i_{iul'l after the ideal.
Indeed, it must (as Herbert Westerby in his Complete Organ Recitalist memorably reminds us) be
a veritable pouring out of new wine into old bottles, a surging of the emotions over
the confines of form

We know and love Howells as a romantic through and through - in matters of the language
of words as much as that of music. His quintessential turn ol a verbal phrase or sentence
could be as florid as his effortlessly and seemingly entirely natural melismata. Details of his
spoken adjudications at competitive music festivals linger long in the memory of those
[ortunate enough to have experienced them, while his p_n_‘:nma.ns.hipj in Wﬁf‘dﬁlzﬁﬂd..ﬂiﬁ.ﬁf‘ii;
again, very particularly characteristic - florid, yet disciplined in shape.

The decorative expansion of so many of his musical motifs and themes combine to make a
Howells sonority as instantly recognisable in aural terms as the embellishment of a column
in a Grinling Gibbons carving, Nor is a Gibbons metaphor lost on the lover of Howells's
music, for more than one authority has suggested that, in many ways, Howells's artistic muse.
comprised a kind of re-incarnation of an Elizabethan clavineist. Certainly the debt Howells
owed to his English inheritance was amply repaid. - T

!‘[IS use of arch forms - in dynamic terracing particularly - is nowhere m 1"33'i.-|1'115’1"35-"1i"m? than
in his Gloucester service to be heard later this afternoon. The febrile interweaving o s
:;fble'- parts du:—iF% the course of the sonic balm that abounds in the se
seoreds very spectal. A sense of bravura and rhetoric spring out from every:
music. Before him, only S S Wesley had the nerve msgeglg a canticle

Hm_vt:fls does so particularly spectacularly in both the Gloucester servi
sething in G. ' i

the composition of music for brass band. So stirring is the firs
g%e;tm 1!131.'3 \’éi‘sil_:_l-n fcr orchestra and organ, c;ﬁ:uegﬁaig H, ald i
St (;ahﬂl‘?nauﬂu. This 15 ceremonial music par excellence and con uﬁs* n the
i ¢ image of swords and uniforms in just the same way that th aﬁéﬁ‘ g of
nd Gloucester canticles speak of candlelight and starched 'su:pﬁ:ées; -
1015 always interesting to see Howells's music from a it
e assume works of his to be the work of a Frenchman - th

! couniry touchingly refers to as a petit maitre, Ciéft:é.lﬁly there
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Like Holst, Ireland, Percy Fleicher and Vaughan Williams, Howells found

allinity with the music of Maurice Duriflé - especially with regared to both men's instinctive
handling of rhythmic inflexion as an aid to melodic progress.

As a broadeaster and writer on matters musical, Howells was a nutural heir 1o great
communicators of a previous generation - notably Shropshire born Sir Walford Davies -
Organist of The Temple Church and the RCM professor in charge of the choir-training
class during Howells' student cllays. It is, perhaps, very considerably o Siv Walford thar we
may well owe the Howells Requiem ane, in consequence, something of the visionary Hymnus
Paradisi also. Walford Davies's Short Requiem of 1917 almost certainly, whether consciously or
unconsciously, provided the textual prototype for Howells's. two deeply felt choral elegies

that are the Requiem and Hymnus.

The Requiem of 1932, intended originally for Boris (-h'_d. and the Choir of King's College
Cambridge but apparently never sent to Ord and his singers, was not made readily aﬁ]_lab!u
until publication almost half a century later. Many authorities have suggested that the
Reguiem had been composed by Howells as an outpouring of grief following upon the
grievous loss of his own greatly-beloved son, Michael. It now appears that the wark actually
pre-dates Michael's death by two years and could well be a late tribute to the dead of World
War One, known and unknown. Still more arresting could be the thought that perhaps
Howells' reluctance to release the Requiem earlier than he did arose from the terrible thought
that, in composing it at all, he had in some way tempted fate. Who knows? It has to be almost
certain that Michael's death again played a part as a driving force behind the expansive
Stabat Mater of his later years. Howells related emotionally and extraordinarily to the deeply

felt anguish of the Mother of God for her dying Sor

‘Maybe Howells just wrote the |

. %

comment in a radio interview Spﬁllga, to l_ e R
. hﬁ'ﬂ_p WLW e mﬁ _m 1 ‘Mﬂﬁ%} WS ,ﬂl
) I .- T -‘__-.‘:. e ,!ﬁ!— uh'-ﬁ; by - §

1 love music as a man can love a woman.
make nice sounds. I have written really, t
and for no other reason. _
At least this wuching sincerity is not
when tiaking S mHUAGIEER G LeR s
to have declared that he compose
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