
Bax-Master of the King's Musick
and Brazen Romantic

SIR ARNOLD BAX, Master of theKing’s Musick, who was 60 last
November, is known to every musiclover as one of Britain’s leading
composers. Several of his _ works
are familiar to New Zealand radio
listeners — "Tintagel,’ for instance,
and the first’ string quartet, or
the newly released film music "Malta,
G.C." Yet until his autobiography,
"Farewell My Youth,’ was published
last year, it was possible to say that
music lovers knew very little about
Bax the man, and that what they knew
of Bax the composer was only a small
part of what there was to know. Ralph
Hill, music editor of the "Radio
Times," recently wrote an article in
"London Calling" (with some informal
photographs of the composer, one
of which we reproduce here), inwhich he offered his explanation for
the protracted indifference of the
musical world towards "one of the
foremost figures in British music of

our time."
* * *

N his early days, Arnold Bax
came in for a good deal of
spiteful criticism. By the die-
hards of that time he was con-
sidered an ultra-modern composer,
and incidentally, by the die-easies
of to-day he is dismissed as a reaction-
ary. The truth is that he is neither one
nor the other. His whole conception of
music is essentially romantic, and his
style as a composer, although very indi-
vidual, is firmly based on the solid
foundations of the past. This is especi-
ally so with regard to his harmony, in
spite of a fondness for melodic decora-
tion and a calculated use of dissonance
when he wants to drive home a point.
His views on atonalism as put into prac-
tice by composers like Schonberg are
characteristic. "It is improbable," he
says, "that healthy and natural things
like the coming of spring, young love,
or any gay or happy idea can ever be
associated with so turgid a medium."
The Battle of Bax

The battle of Bax was fought over a
quarter of a century ago, chiefly, if not
entirely, by the then young and vigor-
ous critic, Edwin Evans. On the whole,
all that Evans proclaimed for Bax has
come about, and this critic’s enthusiasm
has been justified. Why then, you might
ask, if Bax is such a great composer is
his music not more widely known and
appreciated?
The answer is that British composers
-outside the honey-pot brand-have
never been allowed to be prophets in
their own country. And this, I am sure,
is the fault not so much of the indiffer-
ence of the public, but of those indi-
viduals and societies who, since the
beginning of the century, have been
responsible — the notable exception
being, of course, Sir Henry Wood-for
making programmes.
Like Elgar and Delius, Bax has had
to make his way on the merits of his
‘music alone, for he is not a concert vir-
tuoso, nor does he occupy a leading
academic post. When Bax was appointed
Master of the King’s Musick, he occu-
pied a public position for the first time,
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Sir Arnold Bax, Master of the King's Musick, at work on a composition at the
country hotel where he lives
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