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  Oboe Quintet  
 1 i Assai sostenuto – Moderato – Allegro assai agitato – Molto meno mosso 8’44 
 2 ii Andante con moto – Allegro moderato – Tempo I, ma poco agitato 8’21 
 3 iii Vivace   6’03 
  
  Conversations
 4 i The committee meeting 1’26 
 5 ii In the wood 3’11 
 6 iii In the ball room 2’44
 7 iv Soliloquy 2’45 
 8 v In the tube at Oxford Circus 5’24 
  
  Clarinet Quintet
 9 i Moderato 6’37 
 10 ii Allegro molto 8’16 
 11 iii Adagietto espressivo 8’28
 12 iv Allegro energico 7’01

      68’59  

Juliette Bausor  flute, alto flute
Daniel Bates  oboe, cor anglais

Katherine Spencer  clarinet
Beatrice Philips  violin

Laura Lutzke  violin
Adam Newman  viola
Hannah Sloane  cello

Arthur Bliss (1891-1975)
Pure Bliss



This project really came about thanks to the very wonderful International Musicians 
Seminar at Prussia Cove. It was there that I was first introduced to the Bliss Oboe 
Quintet and I have loved it ever since. At this first outing I played the piece with 
Beatrice Philips but all the other string players on this recording I met down there in 
Cornwall over the years and formed strong bonds of musical and personal friendship. 
We went on to perform Bliss at my music festival ‘FitzFest’, celebrating the area of 
Fitzrovia in London, where Bliss’ strong links with the BBC and Henry Wood Hall 
(both based at various times within this district) justified his inclusion in the 
programme. The other guest artists on the recording, Juliette Bausor and Katharine 
Spencer, I have known and been working with more or less continuously from my 
early teenage years and it was a total joy to be able to invite them to participate.  
I would like to thank The Parish Church of St Mary and St Eanswythe in Folkestone 
and the Arthur Bliss Society for their support in making this project happen.

Daniel Bates



Arthur Bliss was half-American on his father’s side. At Cambridge he studied with 
Charles Wood and Edward Dent, then with Stanford at the Royal College of Music. 
After distinguished service in World War I, he gained notoriety with ensemble works 
such as Madam Noy (1918) and Conversations (1920), and also with A Colour Symphony 
(1921-2). By the end of the twenties, Introduction and Allegro (1926), the Oboe Quintet 
(1927) and the choral/orchestral Pastoral (1928), had confirmed him as a major figure 
in British music. During the 1930s his reputation was enhanced by the choral 
symphony Morning Heroes (1930), the Clarinet Quintet (1932), Viola Sonata (1933), 
Music for Strings (1935) and the Piano Concerto (1938-9). 

Notable artistic collaborations included those with H.G. Wells and Alexander Korda on 
the film Things to Come (1934-5); Ninette de Valois and Robert Helpmann, respectively, 
on the ballets Checkmate (1937) and Miracle in the Gorbals (1944), and with J.B. 
Priestly on the opera The Olympians (1948-9). During World War II Bliss was Director 
of Music at the BBC, where he established programmes such as ‘Music in Our Time’ 
and ‘Composer of the Week’. Bliss was knighted in 1950 and appointed Master of the 
Queen’s Music in 1953, a post he served diligently with distinction. Works of the 
1950s/1960s include the scena The Enchantress (1951), the Violin Concerto (1955), 
Meditations on a Theme of John Blow (1955), and his setting of The Beatitudes (1961). 
His final orchestral works were the Cello Concerto (1970) and Metamorphic Variations 
(1972). Bliss’s autobiography, As I Remember (1970) makes fascinating reading. 

By the time Bliss composed the Oboe Quintet in 1927, his music was moving towards 
maturity and a personal voice that blended modernism with a romantic core, 
comparable to figures such as William Walton and Samuel Barber. The work was 
commissioned by, and dedicated to, the American patroness of music, Elizabeth 
Sprague Coolidge, who invited Bliss to write a work for Leon Goossens to play at her 
festival in Venice. In his autobiography As I Remember, Bliss recalled her: ‘Among the 
rich women I have known who have supported music, she was unique in actually 
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knowing a great deal about it, in being able to play it, and in recognizing what an 
artist stands for, and so treating him as a friendly colleague.’ 

Continuing, he explained that ‘the sound of oboe with strings is exquisite’ and pointed 
to what was to become one of his characteristics as a composer: ‘it is always a joy to 
write with a superlative artist in mind.’ The Oboe Quintet was first performed by 
Goossens and The Venetian Quartet in the Great Hall of the Conservatorio Benedetto 
Marcello, Venice, on 11 September 1927. When the same artists played the Quintet in 
Vienna shortly after, Bliss was ‘much gratified’ when Alban Berg complimented him 
on the work.  At the UK premiere, presented by the BBC at the Arts Theatre Club, on 
15 October 1928, Goossens was joined by The Vienna Quartet. 

The first two movements are predominantly pastoral in mood; the Assai sostenuto 
opens as a mellifluous duet for the violins with the entry of the oboe cunningly held 
back to telling effect. During an animated central section, a wider range of moods are 
explored including a threatening outburst on the strings, and a jaunty melody for 
oboe. In the Andante con moto Bliss exploits the instrument’s lyrical qualities with 
extended cantilenas. Additional variety is provided by a faster middle section that 
leads to a fulsome climax over pounding rhythms. 

The effervescent finale offers the most virtuosic challenge to the oboist in passages 
where agile single tonguing is required. Halfway through, Bliss introduces the Irish 
folk dance Connelly’s Jig following a suggestion by the music critic Edwin Evans. The 
quintet ends in high spirits; there is a flurry of cross-rhythms and a sonorous close 
with the oboe riding in the stratosphere above the strings.  

Following his demobilisation early in 1919 Bliss burst onto London’s musical life with  
a sequence of ensemble works: Madam Noy (1918), Rhapsody (1919), Conversations 
and Rout (both 1920). He described them as ‘essays in the exploration of sound’; they 



were unlike anything then written by a British composer. Clearly, he was aware of 
continental antecedents, for instance, Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire (1912), Stravinsky’s 
Three Japanese Lyrics (1912-13) and Ragtime (1917-18), which, like Bliss’s works, often 
exploited the voice as well. They also reflect the post-war trend among many of Bliss’s 
generation, such as the members of ‘Les Six’ in France, in their desire to break away 
from the large-scale forms and forces of late-Romanticism. 

Let alone the music, the movement titles of Conversations raised eyebrows amongst 
critics of the day; however, in their anarchic humour and desire to cock-a-snook at 
convention, they were part and parcel of the post-war mood that witnessed Darius 
Milhaud setting a flower catalogue to music, and in 1922, would produce the Edith 
Sitwell and Walton collaboration, Façade. 

Listening to Conversations today with its zest, rhythms drawn from popular music 
and colourful instrumental sonorities, it seems extraordinary to realise just how 
experimental it, and the other works, were perceived. Yet they were regarded as  
the acme of modernity, drawing critical comments such as ‘Never before, it may 
unhesitatingly be asserted, has such an unholy row been heard in a London concert 
hall.’ Rapidly, Bliss acquired the reputation of an enfant terrible. 

Conversations is scored for flute, oboe (doubling alto flute and cor anglais respectively), 
violin, viola and cello. Its first performance, on 19 January 1921, was given by the New 
Instrumental Quintet at the home of Mrs. Lee-Matthews: the same performers gave the 
public premiere at the Aeolian Hall on 21 April that year. Its wit and parody is exemplified 
in  ‘The Committee Meeting’ where it is clear that the person chairing (violin) is 
ineffectual and drones on, manifestly having no control, as the persistent fortissimo,  
and frequently bitonal, interjections of other committee members demonstrate. 

Although writing for another great musician, Frederick Thurston, was an important 
stimulus for the Clarinet Quintet, there was a far more significant one, since the 
clarinet was the instrument of Bliss’s brother Kennard, a victim of the First World War. 



Composed in 1932, immediately after Morning Heroes, Bliss’s overtly public requiem 
for his beloved brother, the Quintet is a more intimate, deeply personal, expression of 
his loss. Dedicated to the composer Bernard van Dieren, the first performance was 
given by Thurston and the Kutcher Quartet at Bliss’s home on 19 December 1932; 
these artists also gave the public premiere on 17 February 1933 at the Wigmore Hall.  
A work of maturity and mastery, it is undoubtedly among his finest achievements.

Bliss manifestly loved the clarinet’s sound, commenting ‘It is an immensely agile 
instrument, capable of extreme dynamic range, extending from a powerful forte to 
the softest pianissimo.’  Like Mozart and Brahms in their clarinet quintets, he chose 
the A clarinet because of its silkier tones. It is heard to expressive effect at the 
beginning of the first movement with an extended solo cantilena. Gradually, in  
a manner that Bliss likened to a conversation, the other instruments steal in tenderly 
echoing the clarinet’s melody to produce a web of luminous counterpoint. However, 
as often with Bliss, the serenity which marks the first movement is contrasted with 
altogether ominous moods in the jabbing rhythms, martial-like call to arms and 
discords of the scherzo. Contrast is provided by a solo violin melody of heart-rending 
poignancy, which is followed by a pizzicato passage before the drama returns.

At the heart of the work, the Adagietto espressivo grows from the simple syncopated 
violin phrase at the start. The full expressive range of the clarinet is exploited in long 
florid lines and decorated arabesques as the music quickens to a climax in the 
movement’s centre. After this central point a stately sarabande-like melody leads to  
a return of the principal idea. In the predominantly carefree and effervescent finale, the 
brilliance of the clarinet’s upper range is exploited. Shadows intrude intermittently in 
more introspective sections, only to be banished once and for all in the sparkling coda. 

For information about the Bliss Trust and The Arthur Bliss Society see www.blisstrust.org 
and www.arthurbliss.org.
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