20th-CENTURY ENGLISH MUSIC, THE GREAT WAR, AND HAVERGAL BRIAN’S “GOTHIC” SYMPHONY


I believe that Havergal Brian intended his “Gothic Symphony” (1919(1927) to be heard as a direct response to the Great War (1914(1918). I aim to demonstrate that, in this work, Brian depicts the conflict’s horrors and creates an acerbically ironic commentary on Edwardian societal values. Brian was already 43 when he began “The Gothic,” his first symphony. It is in the latter section of this two-part work, a choral-orchestral setting of the “Te Deum,” that an embittered sense of irony emerges most distinctly. This is revealed, I will argue, by a thorough examination of Brian’s treatment of this traditional Catholic hymn of thanksgiving.

“The Gothic” is often dismissed as an historical anomaly. Assimilating it into a coherent music history is admittedly challenging, as Brian cannot be neatly aligned with any major early 20th-century school. Richard Taruskin attempts to explain the origin of “The Gothic” by connecting it to the so-called “maximalist” compositions of Mahler(implying that Brian’s sole aim was a record-breaking ensemble. (The Oxford History of Music, 2005). Far from having anything to do with Mahlerian “maximalism,” I believe that the composition was principally inspired by the cultural changes in England spurred by WWI. Havergal Brian’s status in music history, and the commonplace misconceptions that regularly relegate him to the sidelines, may in fact need revision.


Imperialism, fantasy, nostalgia, and displays of power often characterize the pre-WWI music of early 20th-century English composers (such as Parry, Stanford or Elgar). This is indicative of their anchorage in Edwardian culture. After WWI, though, such themes seem to evaporate almost totally from English composition. This disappearance is traceable to the two consequences of WWI that most affected English music. First, German art fell from grace. Second, the grim reality of war quelled the nationalist fervor prevalent at the turn of the century. England’s perception of Germany as a musical icon disintegrated, and the jingoism widespread in the 1900s was largely remembered with a sour sense of shame. 


I believe that Brian’s symphony, particularly the “Te Deum” section, offers one of the clearest demonstrations of these societal metamorphoses. The music for the concluding lines In te, Domine, speravi: | Non confundar in aeternum (“Oh Lord, in thee have I trusted: | Let me never be confounded”) provides one such example. Brian begins with a funereal lament made from dense, knotted polyphony. A vivace assai section with eighteen timpani and rasping brass fanfares follows, as if to hideously caricature the music of battle. These are just two examples, from the plethora of compositional techniques that forms “The Gothic,” indicating Brian’s radical interpretation of the “Te Deum.” 


As well as reassessing the value of “The Gothic,” I will also touch upon other English works that might be reconsidered as direct responses to WWI. This may even lead me to question John Caldwell’s assertion that “it is not possible to identify a ‘war music,’ comparable to ‘war poetry,’ as a direct product of the First World War.” (The Oxford History of English Music, 1999).
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