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THE SOUNDS OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR
INTRODUCTION
FELIX RÖMER

On 7 June 1917 the sound of the Great War was carried back to
Britain. When British troops south of Ypres detonated about a million
pounds of explosives packed in mine chambers under the German
trenches at Messines, the blasts reverberated across the Channel.1
According to newspaper reports, Prime Minister David Lloyd
George had ordered that he was to be roused in the middle of the
night to listen to the unprecedented operation in Flanders from his
residence in Surrey.2 For eyewitnesses on the ground the detonations
felt like an ‘earthquake’ and looked like ‘volcanoes’ that ‘leaped roaring upwards’ before the ‘echoes of the awful explosions’ shaded into
the thunder of the unfolding artillery barrage: ‘It was all blinding
shimmer and noise and stupefying splendour.’3 Typically, even this
account dwelled more on the sights than on the sounds, just as the
acoustics of the battlefield long featured only as background noise in
modern historiography.
Sound and hearing, however, have received increased academic
attention in recent years. The multidisciplinary field of sound studies
emerged from disciplines such as media studies, musicology, and
anthropology, but it was not until a decade ago that it also attracted
historians.4 Sound history studies revolve around questions about
See John Keegan, The First World War (London, 1998), 382–3.
See ‘The Messines Battle: A Brilliant Success So Far’, Manchester Guardian, 8
June 1917: ‘He was roused at that hour, and he and others heard clearly the
tremendous shock. Other people in the district were awakened by it and persons in the neighbourhood of the Premier’s official residence in London also
heard what they judged to be heavy guns across the Channel.’
3 See ‘Graphic Story of the Great Battle: The Enemy Flung Back Two or Three
Miles’, Manchester Guardian, 8 June 1917.
4 See Jan-Friedrich Mißfelder, ‘Period Ear: Perspektiven einer Klanggeschichte der Neuzeit’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 1/38 (2012), 21–47; Daniel
Morat, ‘Zur Geschichte des Hörens: Ein Forschungsbericht’, Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 51 (2011), 695–717; Jürgen Müller, ‘ “The Sound of Silence”: Von der
Unhörbarkeit der Vergangenheit zur Geschichte des Hörens’, Historische
1
2
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the historical specificity and cultural variability of hearing, the perception of sound in its specific social and political contexts, the utilization of sound for political purposes, and the long-term impact of
sound on culture, arts, and collective memory. Historians apply this
approach to a growing spectrum of themes and fields, ranging from
urban history and media history to the history of collective violence.5
Some historians are also starting to explore the sound history of the
First World War.6
As historians are rediscovering the auditory dimension of their
subject, the German Historical Institute London marked last year’s
centenary with a special lecture series devoted to this new strand of
research, entitled ‘First World War Noises: Listening to the Great
War’. This themed issue of the GHIL Bulletin brings together contributions by British and German scholars analysing the significance of
sound, in both contemporary experience and the aftermath of the
war, from different angles and disciplinary backgrounds.
The series was opened by Mark Connelly (Canterbury) with a lecture on ‘War Noises in Silent Films’, focusing on British instructional
films from the inter-war era. These largely forgotten films were hugely successful portrayals of battle reconstructions, attempting to
depict the realities and costs of the war. Sound effects and music
were added to enhance the viewing experience. The frequent use of
soldiers’ songs in the musical accompaniment encouraged audiences
to sing along, turning a screening into a community experience resurrecting memories and emotions. The lecture demonstrated how
Zeitschrift, 1/292 (2011), 1–29; Politik und Kultur des Klangs im 20. Jahrhundert,
special issue of Studies in Contemporary History, 2/8 (2011), online at
<http://www.zeithistorische-forschungen.de/2-2011>, accessed 30 Jan. 2015;
Mark M. Smith (ed.), Hearing History: A Reader (Athens, Ga., 2004); Trevor
Pinch and Karin Bijsterveld (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Sound Studies
(Oxford, 2012).
5 See e.g. Daniel Morat (ed.), Sounds of Modern History: Auditory Cultures in
Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Europe (New York, 2014); Robert Maier
(ed.), Akustisches Gedächtnis und Zweiter Weltkrieg (Göttingen, 2011).
6 See e.g. Gerhard Paul and Ralph Schock (eds.), Sound des Jahrhunderts:
Geräusche, Töne, Stimmen—1889 bis heute (Bonn, 2013), 80 ff.; Yaron Jean, ‘The
Sonic Mindedness of the Great War: Viewing History through Auditory
Lenses’, in Florence Feiereisen and Alexandra Merley Hill (eds.), Germany in
the Loud Twentieth Century: An Introduction (Oxford, 2012), 51–62.
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representations of sound in popular media contributed to shaping
the way the war was understood and remembered in its immediate
aftermath.7
The scrutiny of the connections between the soldiers’ experiences
on the battlefields and their reverberations in culture, media, and science continued in the lecture delivered by Julia Encke (Berlin) on
‘The Beleaguered Ear: On Fighting Underground and Learning to
Listen in the Great War’. Based on her original research on the sensory perception of the First World War and its echo in inter-war
Germany, she combined historiographical methods with approaches
from literary studies to analyse how soldiers in the trenches, engineers, physicists, acousticians, and novelists responded to the hitherto unheard-of importance and ubiquity of war noises.8
The question of how war noises resonated in the arts was pursued
by Stefan Hanheide’s (Osnabrück) lecture from the perspective of
musicology. Drawing on extensive research about the relations of
music and war, his ‘Reflections of War Sounds in German Concert
Halls’ traced how composers in the belligerent countries commented
on the hostilities in their works, using a variety of war noises and
their musical representation as semantic symbols.9 As the war progressed, more and more tones of sorrow, grievance, and denunciation entered the music. After 1918, sarcastically distorted military
music and noises from military life were used to express criticism of
the unprecedented carnage. Astonishingly, German composers
picked up many sounds from military life and played with patriotic
wartime anthems, but mostly refrained from incorporating noises
from the battlefield into their music, even though the musical means
to depict the sounds of bursting shells or machinegun fire were available at the time. As Hanheide argues in his article, this was mainly
due to stylistic considerations.
For this paper, not included in this issue of the GHIL Bulletin, see Mark
Connelly’s book, Creating Celluloid War Memorials: British Instructional Films
and the Great War, 1921–1929 (Exeter, forthcoming 2016).
8 See Julia Encke, Augenblicke der Gefahr: Der Krieg und die Sinne, 1914–1934
(Paderborn, 2006).
9 See Stefan Hanheide, Dietrich Helms, Claudia Glunz, and Thomas F.
Schneider (eds.), ‘Musik bezieht Stellung’: Funktionalisierungen der Musik im
Ersten Weltkrieg (Göttingen, 2013).
7
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Mirroring Hanheide’s analysis of German musical history, Jeremy
Dibble (Durham) pursued the same questions, focusing on the British
case. In his lecture ‘War, Impression, Sound and Memory: British
Music and the First World War’, he discussed the impact of the war
on British composers and traced what composers made of the war in
their works. As he demonstrates in his article, British composers not
only adopted a new cultural nationalism, but also attempted, in different ways, to represent the sights and sounds of the war in their
music. Like their German counterparts, however, they made hardly
any references to combat noises. Whether this followed from artistic
conventions or arose from trends in the remembrance cultures of
both countries remains a fascinating conundrum that demonstrates
the potential of sound history to open up new avenues for research,
not least in comparative perspective.

6

WAR NOISES ON THE BATTLEFIELD:
ON FIGHTING UNDERGROUND AND LEARNING
TO LISTEN IN THE GREAT WAR
JULIA ENCKE

‘During long periods of history, the mode of human sense perception
changes with humanity’s entire mode of existence. The manner in
which human sense perception is organized, the medium in which it
is accomplished, is determined not only by nature but by historical
circumstances as well’, wrote Walter Benjamin in his essay ‘The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’.1 Above all, the
hierarchy of the senses itself is historically determined. The eye has
dominated the discussion of perception since Antiquity, and thus
sight ranks at the top of the hierarchy of senses.2 But if we take the
historical circumstances of perception into account, in this case, the
First World War, we can see how, within a specific period of time, the
ear challenges the eye for domination, and the ear gets ahead. With
the beginning of trench warfare in the autumn of 1914, soldiers who
disappeared into the earth in the ‘underground war’ and could see
no further than the trench wall followed the motto: ‘Those who cannot see must hear.’ The roar of battle, the thundering of cannons, the
whistling, whizzing, and crashing of shells, and the rattling of
machine guns ‘beleaguered the ear’ in an unprecedented way.3
According to the psychologist Paul Plaut, ‘living through war has
caused the sensory apparatus to function in new ways which, under
different existential and psychological conditions in normal life,
Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL). This article is based on a paper delivered at the
German Historical Institute London on 10 June 2014.
1 Walter Benjamin, ‘Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reprodu-

zierbarkeit’, in id., Gesammelte Schriften, i. pt. 2 (Frankfurt am Main, 1974),
471–508, at 478.
2 Herbert von Einem, ‘Das Auge, der edelste Sinn’, in id., Goethe-Studien
(Munich, 1972), 11–24.
3 Helmut Lethen, ‘Knall an sich: Das Ohr als Einbruchsstelle des Traumas’,
in Inka Mülder-Bach (ed.), Modernität und Trauma: Beiträge zum Zeitenbruch
des Ersten Weltkriegs (Vienna, 2000), 192–210, at 195.

7

The Sounds of the First World War

would not have been so important’.4 He describes a historical–psychological situation associated with a differentiation in the sense of
hearing. This article will investigate the special significance of the
sense of hearing between 1914 and 1934 from a cultural studies perspective that will juxtapose literary texts with sources from the history of mentalities and the history of science, drawing mainly on the
experiences of the Western Front.
I.

They do not hesitate for long, it is not like them to shilly-shally. They start. Down into the earth! It is a hole, a well, a shaft.
As deep as houses. Ladders lead down. Then it goes forward,
under the trenches and through the barbed wire entanglements. From there it branches left and right. The tunnel grows.
A number of shafts are dug into the ground, the tunnels go out
from them. Pickaxes and spades and pneumatic drills eat their
way through earth and stone, creating a real mine. ‘We set off
a mine or two.’ Who thinks anything of it? Nobody. Who
knows this terrible job? They are not looking for ore underground here, they are looking for people. They want to take
them from below, from above is not enough.5

‘Der Krieg unter der Erde’ is the title of an article which the war
reporter and writer Bernhard Kellermann wrote for the Berliner
Tagblatt in 1915. Kellermann had made a name for himself two years
earlier as the author of a bestseller, Der Tunnel, a technological–utopian novel which, even before the war, transferred the ‘battlefield of
work’ to subterranean passages, into the tunnel under the sea that
was to connect Europe with America. Kellermann now left the realm
of visibility behind in a work of non-fiction. He plunged into the
opacity of the trenches and galleries, and wrote about underground
mine warfare.

4 Paul Plaut, ‘Psychographie des Kriegers’, Zeitschrift für angewandte Psychologie, 21 (1929), 1–123, at 33.
5 Bernhard Kellermann, ‘Der Krieg unter der Erde’, in id., Der Krieg im Westen
(Berlin, 1915), 159–65, at 160.
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Eyes were useless in the dark, and even in the illuminated shaft it
was hardly possible to see further than the next trench wall. All perception was concentrated on hearing. The sapper, who had to protect
himself against the danger of an approaching enemy and assess how
far away he was, set up a ‘watchfulness front’.6 To quote Kellermann
again:

He listens with his sensitive ears and says to himself, four
metres, six metres. Is he left, right, up, down; his ears are part
of it. The officer is lying asleep on his camp bed in a dugout
when the phone goes off: it is four metres, I think he is above
us. Good, says the officer, I’ll be there first thing in the morning. Now it is time to act! It is a matter of working and scraping
so that he over there does not notice that we have heard him.
After all, it is likely that he has heard it too, with his sensitive
ears. The big moment has arrived. It is a matter of minutes. The
explosive charge is brought. Sandbags, mountains of sandbags
are carried down into the tunnel. Sappers swarm like rats in the
dark, but those out in front continue to work. They are only
pretending, but it has to be done damned skilfully. The cutting
and scraping, although it is only simulated, cannot differ from
real work in any way because he over there in the tunnel is as
cunning as a fox. He will laugh into his beard and say to himself: they are pretending now, but I will set my charge off five
minutes earlier. Then farewell sapper, officer, and men!7

Strategies of concealment emerged during the First World War,
‘techniques for disappearing’,8 designed to withdraw one’s forces
from the enemy’s sight. Troop movements, munition and artillery
transports were rescheduled from day to night time, and soldiers and
their positions fully camouflaged. But, above all, they went underground. A type of warfare that began in 1914 with quickly dug foxholes and ended with ‘galleries dug by miners’ was soon popularly

E. Schiche, ‘Ueber Todesahnungen und ihre Wirkung’, Zeitschrift für angewandte Psychologie, 21 (1920), 173–8, at 176.
7 Kellermann, ‘Der Krieg unter der Erde’, 162.
8 Stefan Kaufmann, Kommunikationstechnik und Kriegsführung 1815–1945:
Stufen telemedialer Rüstung (Munich, 1996), 178.
6
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known as ‘trench warfare’.9 In the autumn of the first year of the war,
the first continuous trenches deep enough for soldiers to stand
upright in and shoot from were dug, and covered trenches with seating and dugouts for sleeping in were constructed. By the middle of
the following year, a typical section of the Western Front on the
German side consisted of a trench, with a second one twenty-five to
sixty metres behind it, and a third at about the same distance behind
that. The small distance between the trenches was intended to make
it easier to move up reinforcements. But it soon became apparent that
the range and enormous explosive power of projectiles meant that all
three trenches could be destroyed with one hit. The Germans therefore began to build trenches at much greater distances from each
other. And linear trenches were developed into deep complexes of
trenches. As more and more mined dugouts were constructed, trench
warfare soon came to resemble fighting in fortresses.10
The use of mines turned the earth into a listening space. ‘Sight is
a superfluous sense, your whole being is concentrated in the faculty
of hearing; you close your eyes to hear the better’, noted one of the
miners.11 Yet there are limits to human hearing. Where every subterranean vibration was a question of survival, where everything
depended on the softest, most distant stirring, listening posts must
have considered their sense of hearing deficient. Amplifiers, electrical listening instruments, and microphone systems were therefore in
demand. Max Praßler, a businessman from Hamburg, sent some
samples of his patented sound locators into the field. They allowed
knocking signals to be picked up, loud and clear, from a distance of
more than 1,000 metres from the source. His device proved its worth
and more were ordered. ‘General Command considers the apparatus
suitable for listening in tunnels and mine galleries as well as anywhere where firm ground, such as stone, clay, or chalk, will conduct
sound’, we read in a report by the Guards Corps General Command.12
9

Ibid.

10 Major ret. Blum-Delorme, ‘Vom Schützenloch zum Betonbunker: Zur Erin-

nerung an den Beginn des Stellungskrieges vor 25 Jahren’, Militärwochenblatt,
24 (1939), 1212–14, at 1213.
11 Jean des Vignes Rouge, ‘The War Underground’, in Eugene Löhrke (ed.),
Armageddon: The World War in Literature (New York, 1930), 397–401, at 398.
12 Max Praßler, ‘Abhorch-Vorrichtung für Kriegszwecke’, Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv/Kriegsarchiv: Stabsoffizier der Pioniere (Stopi), 2/72 (1915).
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The acoustician Erich Waetzmann developed the ‘geophone’,
based on the principle of the stethoscope, to ‘capture the sound of
underground mining in wartime’. It was equipped with a microphone diaphragm so that sounds could be recorded electro-acoustically.13 The ability to transmit sound meant that listening posts in the
underground galleries could be replaced with listening devices, saving sappers and making it possible to reduce the unnecessary presence of soldiers in danger zones. Underground explosions could happen at any time; the enemy could anticipate and pre-empt one’s own
destructive intentions. Again and again, accounts by sappers mention being prepared for an explosion at any time, and describe the
strain on their nerves and the over-exertion of their hearing. Everything was both improvised and carefully calculated because it was
important to be prepared for the worst at any moment.
II.

While the eye can look at something separate from and external to
itself, hearing cannot withdraw in this way. Unlike the eye, the ear
cannot turn away or close, unless it is deliberately plugged, as in the
case of Odysseus. Nineteenth-century ear specialists defined the eardrum as a ‘protective device for the ear’. As the eyelid protects the
eye from light that is too bright, they argued, the eardrum protects
the hearing organ from dangerously loud noises. Seeing acoustic perception in analogy to optical perception, they regarded the eardrum
not primarily as a membrane for transmitting acoustic vibrations, but
as a protective membrane between the outer and middle ear.14 The
ear, however, is at the mercy of the noise that penetrates it; it has no
lid that can protect it from outside. Hearing thus has a very different
structure of attention from seeing. ‘It is not focused, but scattered; it
does not act, but listens in order to absorb the sounds around it; it
does not touch the surface of something, but enters into what is heard
in order to interpret it.’ Thus ‘the dichotomy of observation’ is not
13 Erich Waetzmann, ‘Zur Ausbreitung elastischer Wellen in der Erdoberfläche’, Naturwissenschaften, 15/16 (6 May 1927), 401.
14 Oskar Wolf, ‘Die Schutzapparate des Ohres’, in id., Sprache und Ohr:
Akustisch-Physiologische und Pathologische Studien (Brunswick, 1871), 233 ff.
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one of its characteristics.15 The ear does not work at a distance. The
hearing individual is always already involved in the action.
‘The Ear in the War’ is the title of a contribution, dating from 1916,
to the trade journal Artillerie- und Geniewesen, in which the sense of
hearing is the protagonist. This title is symptomatic of a time when
living through war had caused the sensory apparatus to function in
new ways. Where machine guns forced soldiers into the trenches, the
war became an anonymous blanket of sound made up of weapons
and projectiles that required combatants to ‘practise listening’ if they
wanted to assess the level of danger threatening them.16 The battle of
matériel multiplied many times what so far had been experienced
only as the traffic and industrial noise of a modern city. Claiming the
‘right to silence’, anti-noise societies and noise protection associations had been founded at the beginning of the twentieth century to
curb the general attack on hearing. On the battlefield, however, noise
was no longer a mere by-product of progress and industrialization. It
was not just a backdrop to war, but a method in itself. ‘Drumfire’ was
the name given to the tactic used to prepare infantry attacks, when
artillery companies directed their fire, from the smallest calibre to the
heaviest guns, in a heavy barrage at the enemy’s defensive lines and
positions. The Germans ‘drummed’ for three and a half days during
the offensive at Verdun in the spring of 1916. Barely six months later,
preparing their summer offensive, British forces discharged more
than 1.7 million shells in eight days, and more than 4.3 million in
Flanders in the following year.17
The destruction was deafening. ‘Drumming’ first of all put a
strain on the soldiers’ eardrums. It was impossible to exaggerate the
terrifying impact of the shelling, wrote Philip Gibbs, a British war
correspondent in 1914. The noise, he went on, was more depressing
than the prospect of imminent death.18 The effects of the noise were
15 Dieter Mersch, ‘Aisthetik und Responsivität: Zum Verhältnis von medialer
und amedialer Wahrnehmung’, in Erika Fischer-Lichte (ed.), Wahrnehmung
und Medialität (Tübingen, 2001), 273–99, at 289.
16 Christoph Hoffmann, Der Dichter am Apparat: Medientechnik, Experimentalpsychologie und Texte Robert Musils 1899–1942 (Munich, 1997), 114.
17 Kaufmann, Kommunikationstechnik und Kriegsführung, 172.
18 Philip Gibbs, ‘Im Granatfeuer’, Frankfurter Zeitung und Handelsblatt, 27
Nov. 1914, no. 329.
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appalling. But there were some who got used to it, and were able to
sleep through ‘drumfire’. As the artillery accumulated and enormous
amounts of ammunition were expended, casualties also rose rapidly.19 Hospitals diagnosed hearing impairments, organic damage such
as perforations of the eardrum, middle ear infections, and trauma to
the ossicles. Patients were treated for ‘hysterical deafness’ and shellshock with its heightened sensitivity to noise. After the noise, the soldiers’ ears were beleaguered by medicine.
With the intermingling noises in their ears, soldiers had to learn
to discriminate between various sounds and to take note of special
auditory events amid the general noise. After just two weeks in the
field, some were able to identify the projectiles they heard in the air
with absolute certainty. Skilful listeners, such as the violinist Fritz
Kreisler, were invaluable to the unit. While serving on the Eastern
Front, Kreisler was able to identify, from the sound made by an
approaching shell, exactly where it would reach the highest point in
the curve of its flight. A few days after he had told his officer of this,
he was instructed to mark these points on a map, which made it possible to calculate the distance and position of the Russian batteries.
Kreisler’s work was not in vain: ‘It was later on reported to me that I
had succeeded in giving to our batteries the almost exact range of
Russian guns. I have gone into this matter at some length, because it
is the only instance where my musical ear was of value during my
service’, he noted in his memoirs, which were published in America
in 1915.20
The theoretical foundations of phonometrics had been known in
Germany before 1914, but they were not tested in practice until the
war. In May 1915 the experimental psychologists Erich Moritz von
Hornbostel and Max Wertheimer put the ‘directional hearing device’
they had invented at the service of the War Ministry. It was first test-

19 Walter Friedlaender, ‘Die Schädigungen des Gehörorgans durch Schusswirkung’, Archiv für Ohren-, Nasen- und Kehlkopfkunde, 2/3 (1915), 158–209.
20 Fritz Kreisler, Four Weeks in the Trenches: The War Story of a Violinist (Boston, 1915), 28. After his honourable discharge from the Austrian army,
Kreisler went to the USA which, as is well known, had not entered the war
at the end of 1914. He donated his fees to the wounded and Austrian war
orphans. After the USA entered the war, Kreisler suffered so much abuse for
this that he had to cancel all performances. Harald Eggebrecht, Große Geiger:
Kreisler, Heifetz, Oistrach, Mutter, Hahn & Co. (Munich, 2000), 146.
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ed under battle conditions in November, and became part of the regular kit of sound-ranging parties in the following year.21 Equivalent
devices in France were known as ‘Sagnac’, ‘Perrin’, or ‘Baillaud’; in
Britain, a device with conical trumpets was developed.22 In his war
memoir, Martin Bochow, one of the first soldiers to be assigned to the
newly formed sound-ranging parties, wrote: ‘In the midst of a war of
shelling and machine guns, hand grenades and mortars, we, as a
technical special force, equipped with the most modern observational devices, sat and worked with the precision of a modern engineer
or physicist in the laboratory . . . except that the object of our observation was not some material or other, but the enemy batteries.’23
III.

There are many contemporary sources describing new auditory
experiences in the trenches and in mountain warfare, but also in the
‘war underground’, where it was not brutally noisy, but silent. What
was required here in order to be aware of an imminent threat was to
listen, not in a noisy environment, but in a quiet one. The phenomenon of listening in silence has probably never been described better
than by Franz Kafka in his story ‘Der Bau’, which was written in the
winter of 1923–4. Kafka himself never took part in the underground
war, but ‘absolutely wanted to be a soldier’.24 He was first mustered
in June 1915 and had already bought some strong boots in case he
was drafted. He was found fit to serve in the Landsturm, the reserve,
and was assigned to the army. But in the same month, the workers’
accident insurance company for which he worked filed an application for, its vice-secretary, Kafka, to be exempted from military serv-

21 Christoph Hoffmann, ‘Wissenschaft und Militär: Das Berliner Psychologische Institut und der I. Weltkrieg’, Psychologie und Geschichte, 5 (1994), 261–
85, at 268.
22 For how the various listening devices worked, and how they were developed further after the war, see Heinrich Hunke, Luftgefahr und Luftschutz
(Berlin, 1935), 85–98.
23 Martin Bochow, Schallmesstrupp 57: Vom Krieg der Stoppuhren gegen Mörser
und Haubitzen (Stuttgart, 1933), 51, 61.
24 Franz Kafka, Briefe an Felice und andere Korrespondenz aus der Verlobungszeit,
ed. Erich Heller and Jürgen Born (Frankfurt am Main, 1967), 511.
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ice as he was considered indispensable and irreplaceable in the
office.25 Another call-up on 21 June 1916 had the same result. By the
time Kafka’s exemption was lifted at the end of 1917 and he had to
make himself available again, he had been diagnosed with consumption and knew that he would not be considered for service on health
grounds.
Kafka therefore had no personal experience of trench warfare. But
he had a copy of Bernhard Kellermann’s ‘Der Krieg unter der Erde’
in his library. And he might have visited a reconstruction of a trench,
which had been installed outside the city for the edification of the
people of Prague. It attracted thousands of visitors. On 6 November
1915 Kafka noted in his diary that he had seen ‘the ant-like movement of people in front of the trench and in it’. A mole-like creature
that lives underground narrates ‘Der Bau’. It has entrenched itself in
subterranean passages and has constructed an earth fortress to protect itself from the ‘external enemy’ and an enemy, never seen, ‘in the
interior of the earth’.26 Every hundred metres the passages open into
small round spaces where the animal can curl up comfortably, rest,
and sleep. The best thing about the burrow, according to the animal,
is its silence. But this does not last long. It is disturbed when a ‘barely audible hissing’ wakes it from sleep. Listening at the walls, the animal moves through the passages and digs test pits to establish where
the noise is coming from so that it can eliminate it. But the noise
never gets closer, ‘it always sounds unchanged, thin, coming at regular intervals, sometimes a hissing, once more like whistling’. The
origin of the noise begins to take shape in the mind of the listener.
Soon the ‘mole’ is speaking of the ‘hisser’ and ‘digger’, of an
unknown ‘great beast’ that is working furiously; an enemy who is
closing in on the burrow, drawing ever narrowing circles. The noise
seems to get louder. In the burrow, ‘every moment shakes the listener’. His own passages are indistinguishable from the possible passages of the Other. But has the hissing beast even heard the other one,
the ‘mole’ who ‘drags his ear along the walls’? Does it have ‘any sort
of intelligence’ about him? ‘If it had heard me, I would have noticed
Franz Kafka, Amtliche Schriften, ed. Klaus Hermsdorf (Berlin, 1984), 402.
Franz Kafka, ‘Der Bau’, in id. Kritische Ausgabe: Schriften—Tagebücher—
Briefe, ed. Gerhard Neuman et al., Nachgelassene Schriften und Fragmente II
(Frankfurt am Main, 1992), 576–632.
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something, it would have had to stop working and listen from time
to time, but everything remained unchanged, that’—Kafka’s unfinished story breaks off in the middle of a sentence.
The similarities, first pointed out by the cultural scholar Wolf
Kittler, between Kafka’s ‘Bau’ and Bernhard Kellermann’s reportage
‘Krieg unter der Erde’, quoted at the beginning, are astonishing.27
Both start by soberly describing technicalities, but switch to a dramatic event at the first mention of the noise or the enemy. Both are
narratives about listening in silence, as the sapper in ‘Krieg unter der
Erde’ also ‘listens with his sensitive ears’, and ‘hears the enemy
scraping and scratching’. ‘His ears are part of it’, says Kellermann,
who describes the listening training on the front lines that forms part
of mine warfare and is also mentioned by the animal in the burrow
when it is trying to localize the noise with its ‘ear sharpened by practice’.28 Kafka’s story ‘Besuch im Bergwerk’, dating from 1919, could
also be mentioned in this context. In it, one of the engineers who, on
the instructions of the directorate, are surveying a test tunnel ‘holds
an apparatus to his ear and listens’.
By picking up on the perceptions that had become relevant in the
war, developing them further and remodelling them; by placing the
most diverse fields of discourse associated with acoustic perception
in relation to each other, Kafka took part in the contemporary re-evaluation of the sense of hearing. Sitting at his desk, he wrote his text at
the same time as acousticians, in their sound-proofed laboratories,
were trying out ‘listening in silence’ and exploring a phenomenon
that they called ‘subjective noise’. What they meant by this was ‘noises that originate in the body itself’. During the war and after it, this
condition was treated in connection with ‘neurasthenia’ and ‘war
neuroses’, that is, as a pathological phenomenon. In field hospitals,
patients who had been close to exploding grenades complained of
noises and ringing in the ears; their condition was known as ‘hysterical deafness’, and they often suffered less from hearing loss than
insomnia and subjective noise.29 While examining these patients,
27 Wolf Kittler, ‘Grabenkrieg—Nervenkrieg—Medienkrieg: Franz Kafka und
der 1. Weltkrieg’, in Jochen Hörisch and Michael Wetzel (eds.), Armaturen der
Sinne: Literarische und technische Medien 1870–1920 (Munich, 1990), 289–309.
28 Kellermann, ‘Der Krieg unter der Erde’, 161–2.
29 Karrenstein, ‘Über Schädigungen des Gehörorgans im Minenkrieg’, in
Carl Adolf Passow and Karl Ludolf Schaefer (eds.), Beiträge zur Anatomie,
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doctors noted down the onomatopoeic descriptions they provided,
and classified them as: ‘droning, gurgling, growling, humming,
whirring, roaring, hissing, rustling, murmuring, bubbling, thundering, rumbling, thumping, rolling, booming, clicking, creaking, squeaking, chirping, hissing, twittering, ticking.’30 Definable musical notes
or sequences (the ringing of bells, music) were also described. Their
intensity varied greatly. While the weaker sounds were overshadowed by noise from outside and could only be perceived in silence,
others were so intense that they drowned out everyday noises.
But rustling, thumping, and buzzing in the ears are not necessarily pathological. They can also be attributed to natural vibrations in
individual body parts, or to the beating of the heart that can be heard
in silence. The acoustician Erich Waetzmann from Breslau, inventor
of the geophone, called these non-pathological, subjective manifestations ‘body noise’. He attempted to make it audible, and thus to
objectify it, in the same way that he treated ‘earth noise’ when listening to enemy sounds during the war underground: ‘The problem of
recording any noise from the ground or the human body is, in principle, the same’, he wrote in 1927 in an article summing up the geophone, and suggested that more attention should be paid to these
connections.31 In 1914 Waetzmann enlisted as a private and was soon
employed as a chief engineer by the head of Field Telegraphy. In 1917
he was transferred to the Artillery Commission in Berlin and headed
the military experimental station in Friedrichshagen. ‘In France and
Russia’, we read in his obituary, commenting on the early years of the
war, ‘Erich Waetzmann checked the listening stations in front of the
front lines himself, going out on night patrols, monitoring the installation and operation of his geophones on the sections of the front vulnerable to undermining.’32 Those areas of the front where sappers, in
Physiologie, Pathologie und Therapie des Ohres, der Nase und des Halses, 11 vols.
(Berlin), viii. (1916), 271–83, at 278; W. Kümmel, ‘Entstehung, Erkennung,
Behandlung und Beurteilung seelisch verursachter Hörstörungen bei
Soldaten’, ibid. xi. (1919), 1–50, at 34.
30 K. Grünberg, ‘Die subjektiven Gehörsempfindungen’, in Alfred Denker
(ed.), Handbuch der Hals-Nasen-Ohrenheilkunde, vi. (Berlin 1926), 890.
31 Waetzmann, ‘Zur Ausbreitung elastischer Wellen’, 33.
32 Paul Hahn, ‘Zum Andenken an Erich Waetzmann’, Zeitschrift für den
physikalischen und chemischen Unterricht, 53/3 (1940), 88–91, at 89.
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their listening passages, could not distinguish between objective and
subjective noise provided the laboratory in which Waetzmann developed his geophone. For him as for Kafka’s animal, the same questions arose. They were difficult because they could not easily be
answered: was he hearing the enemy dig, or pretending to dig? Was
he listening to his own steps echoing in the neighbouring tunnel?
Could he hear an explosive charge being prepared to be set off? Or
was it quiet? Was it just the blood pulsating in his own arteries and
his pulse throbbing at regular intervals? Could the soldier and the
animal hear the Other, or just themselves?
In the dangerous areas right at the front, listening to what was
happening underground was frequently associated with the ‘overexcited imaginations’ and ‘hallucinations’ that were among the features of panic among soldiers.33 This can be attributed to the lack of
detachment characteristic of auditory perception: what is heard
always depends on the hearer.
IV.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the ear lost its innocence.
Adapted to terrain where the eye could barely perceive the threat, it
was no longer a passive receptor, but had become an organ with
responsibility, one that actively listened rather than merely heard. In
1934 the acoustician Erich Waetzmann wrote a small book, Schule des
Horchens, that was both manifesto and training manual. By training
the hearing it aimed ‘to exercise and improve the skill of hearing to
such an extent that we will be able to entrust ourselves entirely to the
leadership (Führung) of the ear when the eye fails’.34 In future, he
argued, there would be more and more cases ‘in which the ear will
be the sole guardian over our security’. Thus the value of training an
ability to hear and listen could not be overestimated. Waetzmann
was exploring the technical possibilities of perceptions for helping us
to survive at a time of new dangers. Where the eye could no longer
guarantee safety, the traditional sovereignty of the seeing subject was
over. This was the lesson to be learned from the battlefield situation
33
34

Plaut, ‘Psychographie des Kriegers’, 38.
Erich Waetzmann, Schule des Horchens (Leipzig, 1934), 3.
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of trench warfare, where dangers were no longer visible. The dangers
had changed. They were invisible. Waetzmann wanted to give perceiving individuals back the security they had lost. This could only
be achieved by training the capacity to listen.
In Schule des Horchens he prescribed eight listening exercises,
ranked in order of difficulty. The acoustic signals (ranging from simple hand-clapping and banging pencils together to the firing of a pop
gun) were to be as loud as possible, and distracting background noise
to be avoided. The trainee listener only gradually learned to pick out
each individual noise from many different but simultaneous noises,
and identify the direction from which it was coming. For Waetzmann, this ‘directional listening’ was the centrepiece of the training.
In the first exercise, the trainer was to position himself about a metre
behind the trainee and, fixing his gaze on the back of the trainee’s
head, send acoustic signals. The listener was to keep his head motionless, while the trainer changed the position from which he sent the
sounds, clapping or knocking behind the trainee, then moving to the
right, even further right, then to the left, then going back to the centre, and so on. In each case the trainee had to indicate the direction
from which he heard the sound coming.35 Trainees had achieved the
highest stage of auditory training when they were capable of locating
moving targets. This exercise, Waetzmann suggested, could be carried out in a darkened room with a mouse moving around it. Once
the trainee had established the direction from which the sound came,
he was to illuminate the spot with a torch. Experienced listeners
became so good at this ‘that the mouse soon becomes nervous and
anxious and either stays quite still or, it seems, prefers to leave the
room’.36
Waetzmann had his trainees playing games such as ‘Blinde Kuh’
or ‘Mäuschen, sag mal piep’. But these children’s games were nothing less than war games. The skills they taught were aiming at, illuminating, and hitting targets and making people nervous. Where war
was played, the world war was inevitably present. Although Waetzmann did not make this explicit, all his examples pointed to this conclusion. It is striking, however, that here he suddenly ignored all the
uncertainties of auditory perception, all the difficulties of objectiviz35
36

Ibid. 39.
Ibid. 49.
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ing subjective sounds, which he had put to the test years earlier in his
experiments on ‘listening in silence’. In Schule des Horchens he advocated automatic listening, a skill to be acquired by training, that
kicked in like a reflex action as soon as a noise was heard, obviating
any reflection on hearing itself.
In his investigation of ‘listening in silence’, Waetzmann had
assumed that listeners were involved in what they were hearing, that
they perceived not only auditory sensations from outside but also
subjective noises like their own pulses or breathing. By registering
natural vibrations in his experiments with an oscillograph, he
attempted to explore the boundary in a way that, in a different place,
the animal in Kafka’s ‘Bau’ was incapable of doing. It could not say
whether it was hearing itself or the threatening Other. This aspect of
participation, which became a dilemma for Kafka and is peculiar to
auditory perception, no longer had any part to play in Schule des
Horchens. Rather, the assumption was that for the perceiving individual, there was an audible world which just had to be listened to.
In Schule des Horchens, Waetzmann wrote that the aim of his slender handbook was ‘to exercise and improve the skill of hearing to
such an extent that we will be able to entrust ourselves entirely to the
leadership of the ear (Führung des Ohres)’.37 In Germany in 1934, this
had to be understood politically. Given the radio loudspeakers of the
Third Reich, such words were ambiguous. Listeners not only entrusted themselves to the leadership of the ear, but allowed themselves to
be led by the Führer. Where the dilemma of participation, which is
implicit in hearing, is not allowed to come into play, and where there
is no question about whether I am hearing the Other or myself, the
ear is easily made subservient. It becomes deaf to reflection on hearing itself.
The First World War was a war that affected all the senses. At
times, when approaching danger could only be perceived acoustically and the sense of hearing, which, unlike sight, knew neither distance nor protection, was challenged, the perception of danger
became a dilemma: was the soldier hearing the Other or himself? At
moments of panic he could not tell. How was he to train for this? But
as the significance of the sense of hearing was increasingly understood, exercises were undertaken, like the ones prescribed by Waetz37

Ibid. 49.
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mann in his Schule des Horchens. Even if the sense of hearing cannot
be ‘steeled’, Waetzmann wanted to make it serviceable to both military and civilian life, and to increase its efficiency so that those living
under threat ‘can, calmly and confidently, place their trust in the
leadership of the ear, when the eye fails’. In his drills he tried to eliminate the ambivalence inherent in auditory perception which he had
analysed so precisely in past years. And in Germany in 1934 this was
not good news.
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WAR, IMPRESSION, SOUND, AND MEMORY:
BRITISH MUSIC AND THE FIRST WORLD WAR
JEREMY C. DIBBLE

The First World War had a profound effect upon British music. Not
surprisingly, the conflict brought a major interruption to the exponential creative invention that the nation had witnessed since the last
two decades of the nineteenth century. Many of its most avid participants volunteered for the armed services, a responsibility which
allowed little time for composition. Yet, in spite of the unexpected
commitments that war brought, British composers across the spectrum of musical generations—which included late Victorians (such as
Hubert Parry and Charles Villiers Stanford), well-established Edwardians such as Edward Elgar, and an abundant array of younger
pupils from London’s musical conservatoires as well as from the
provinces—found time and the need to express their impressions of
the struggle. An understandable part of this creative response can be
witnessed in the corpus of commemorative works such as elegies and
funeral marches, expressions of heroism and courage, laments, and
other outpourings of grief and loss. However, one of the most notable
attributes of the range of musical utterances was a predisposition
towards the enunciation of the war’s sights and sounds, a phenomenon which this article seeks to explore across a broad range of musical forms and genres. Moreover, in identifying these elements in
music, some attempt is made to rationalize them in terms of individual and collective experience, both from the point of those who
fought and took part in the military struggle, as well as those civilians at home who could only observe war from a distance.
One of the key preoccupations of First World War historians and
commentators, and a principal focus of last year’s centenary of the
outbreak of hostilities in 1914, has been the extraordinary speed with
which Europe launched itself headlong into conflict in the months
leading up to 4 August—the alliances, the misunderstandings, the
mistrust, and the use of national propaganda. Tensions, of course,
This article is based on a paper delivered at the German Historical Institute
London on 15 July 2014.
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had existed for some time, notably in the arms race and the
Dreadnought scare, and this did much to excite patriotic fervour at
home. Sir Hubert Parry, Director of the Royal College of Music, former Heather Professor of Music at Oxford, a senior figure in the
British musical establishment, and a man with strongly held liberal
views, placed his faith in the power of democracy. His words about
the role of a composer are enshrined in Ralph Vaughan Williams’s
‘An Autobiography’, where he declared to his former pupil: ‘Write
choral music as befits an Englishman and a democrat.’1 In that statement, his mission was to place the musician at the heart of society in
which he or she had both a creative and moral duty to promulgate
the values of music as an agency of self-improvement. On 4 February
1914 Parry had attended the Peace Centenary marking 100 years of
peace between Britain and the United States. Writing in his diary that
evening he noted: ‘In afternoon to the Peace Centenary meeting at the
Mansion House. Asquith much off colour. Archbishop [of
Canterbury, Randall Davidson] flowery. The best speech was
[Viscount] Bryce’s, which was even amusing. He made some really
good points, e.g. “War need never happen if people make up their
minds they won’t have it.” ’2 And Parry held this firm belief until the
outbreak of war.
Throughout his busy life, Parry had found time to provide music
for five Greek plays for productions at Cambridge and Oxford. His
last, for the Oxford University Dramatic Society, was written for
Aristophanes’ The Acharnians, which was produced at Oxford in
February 1914. The choice of this play, which talks of the folly and
waste of war, was not lost on its audience, and it had many resonances for Parry, who refused to believe that Britain would go to war
with Germany. It was the habit of the producers of these performances, ever since they were revived in the 1880s, to infuse
Aristophanes’ text with contemporary political references and satirical jibes, almost in the manner of pantomime. For Parry, it was a welcome opportunity to voice his own opinions in musical terms, mostly through the medium of quotations, some of them subtle, others
often rebarbative. As he detailed in the programme notes for the
1 Ralph Vaughan Williams, ‘A Musical Autobiography’, in id., National Music
and Other Essays, ed. Michael Kennedy (2nd edn. Oxford, 1987), 182.
2 Diary of Sir Hubert Parry, 4 Feb. 1914, Shulbrede Priory, Sussex.
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Oxford performances, the ‘War Scares’ were typified by the tune ‘An
‘orrible tale we have to tell’; ‘The Acharnians (the Old Fighters of
Marathon and Salamis)’ by ‘the British Grenadiers’ and ‘Rule
Britannia’; the ‘Pugnacious Athenians’ by ‘We don’t want to fight,
but by jingo if we do!’ (sung in British pubs and music halls around
the time of the Russo-Turkish War); ‘Athenian Alliances’ by ‘La
Marseillaise’; the ‘Smooth-Tongued Cajoleries of Foreigners’ by the
waltz tune from Richard Strauss’ Der Rosenkavalier; fear of the
Spartans by ‘Die Wacht am Rhein’, the popular German anthem during the Franco-Prussian War; and the ‘Obvious Answer to the War
Scare’ by the nursery rhyme ‘O dear, what can the matter be’.3 Many
of these citations appear in the orchestral overture, one of Parry’s
most satirical effusions, which, as he explained to his friend and colleague, Hugh Allen, he wanted ‘to dedicate to the “Blue-Funkers” ’.4
It therefore came as a terrific shock to Parry that Britain went to
war with the Central powers in August 1914. For him, by admission
a pro-Teuton, Germany’s war machine seemed to embody the very
fall of Lucifer. In addressing the students of the Royal College of
Music in October 1914, he exhorted them to seek a heroism that was
‘chivalrous and frank, modest and unaggressive, cheerful in adversity and unboastful in success’. ‘True music’, he added, ‘can be
inspired by such qualities, and when it really is so inspired it can convey a noble message to us.’5 Parry’s musical reaction to the war was,
for the most part, one of regret and inner sadness. His own particular brand of heterodoxy found voice in his one and only symphonic
poem, From Death to Life, written in the early months of the war, a
bipartite piece consisting of a lament followed by a more buoyant
slow march, signalling a form of reveille. Of more vivid character,
however, was his last choral work, The Chivalry of the Sea.
After the news of the Battle of Jutland in June of that year, Allen
organized a concert ‘to commemorate the officers and men of His
Majesty’s Fleet and of the Mercantile Marine who [had] fallen in the
war, and to celebrate the achievements of the Empire at sea’.6 Using
3 See C. L. Graves, Hubert Parry: His Life and Works, 2 vols. (London, 1926), ii.
272–3.
4 Ibid. ii. 272.
5 Ibid. ii. 71.
6 Jeremy C. Dibble, Hubert H. Parry: His Life and Music (Oxford, 1992; rev.
edn. 1998), 485.
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a poem specially written by the Poet Laureate, Robert Bridges, with
whom Parry had collaborated on several earlier occasions, the work
was composed in September 1916, three months after Jutland. In the
work he was seized by the tragedy of the lonely, unrecorded graves
of the mariners, especially that of Charles Fisher, a brilliant Oxford
student who had died on HMS Invincible. In fact, Parry’s naval ode
had an even more personal significance for him in that his godson
and namesake, Hubert Dannreuther, son of his former mentor,
Edward Dannreuther, had also been on board Invincible as she blew
up, and miraculously had been one of only five men to survive. The
opening of the work, broad and stately, must surely have been
intended to represent the sights and sounds of the vast naval procession of dreadnought battleships and battlecruisers as they sailed to
meet the German fleet. Parry, who was a regular visitor to see
London’s popular cinematographs of the war, might well have seen
footage of the great fleet as it passed through the Firth of Forth.
Parry ultimately believed that Britain’s war effort was a just cause,
unlike his son-in-law, Arthur Ponsonby, whose Union of Democratic
Control advocated non-involvement. The choral song ‘Jerusalem’,
composed in March 1916 and written at the behest of Bridges and the
Fight for Right movement, was designed for communal singing to
bolster the morale of the population. Yet in 1917 Parry resigned his
membership of Fight for Right, probably because he was uncomfortable with the notion of national propaganda. ‘Jerusalem’ today is
very much associated with patriotic fervour and the sounds of the
Last Night of the Proms, but its First World War origins are less well
known.
Parry’s colleague at the Royal College of Music, the Irishman
Charles Villiers Stanford, took a particularly active creative stance
during and after the war. Works such as his Fifth Irish Rhapsody, dedicated to Lord Roberts and the Irish Guards, combined his own
national support for the regiment (through the use of Irish folk songs
associated with war and victory) with his own pugnacious belief in
the Unionist cause for Ireland. Other works, such as the powerfully
English tone poem, A Song of Agincourt, reveal his British fealty in its
commemoration of those who fought and died through the agency of
the ‘Agincourt Song’, a medieval melody written to celebrate the victory of Henry at Agincourt in 1415. Stanford’s Songs of the Fleet,
arguably even more evocative of British naval resources than Parry’s
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Naval Ode, were originally composed for the Jubilee Congress of
Naval Architects in 1910, but when this was postponed owing to the
death of the king, the work was premiered at the Leeds Festival in
1910. Designed as a sequel to the composer’s Songs of the Sea of 1904,
Stanford drew on Henry Newbolt’s poetry, inspired by a visit to the
Channel Fleet in 1908 during a nine-day manoeuvre. Spending time
aboard HMS Hibernia, Newbolt learned to appreciate at first hand the
ritual of life on a pre-dreadnought battleship. This was captured particularly vividly in Stanford’s opening song, ‘Sailing at Dawn’, which
depicts the sounds of the fleet ‘stirring from their sleep, Cables all are
rumbling, anchors all aweigh’.7
The Songs of the Fleet had a particular resonance during the war,
not least the concluding song, ‘Farewell’, which became a contemporary funeral oration, sung at the concert of the ‘Seven Divisions’ who
fought at Mons and Ypres at the Royal Albert Hall on 15 December
1917. It was later turned into a piano piece as a tribute to Lord
Kitchener, who died during a diplomatic mission to Russia in 1916.
The Songs of the Fleet was one of several works Stanford wrote in connection with the war. Though intended for the Boer War, his choral
setting of Henley’s poem ‘The Last Post’ was taken up with alacrity
during the First World War, particularly since the entire work is
based on the music of the well-known bugle call, scored for a real
bugle in Stanford’s score. Even more realistic in this depiction of
army life was Stanford’s direction in the score that, in the last part of
the work, ‘the bugle should play ad libitum in quick free time’ with no
metrical correspondence with the orchestra; moreover, the player
was ‘to be placed at a distance from or behind the platform’.8 A similar effect was created in Stanford’s orchestration of the last two
movements of his Organ Sonata No. 2, subtitled Eroica, which he dedicated to the Principal of the Paris Conservatoire, Charles Marie
Widor, and the French army at Verdun.9 After a first movement
which attempted to capture the ruins of Rheims Cathedral, a powerful historical symbol of French defiance encapsulated in Stanford’s
Henry Newbolt, Poems New and Old (London, 1912).
Charles Villiers Stanford, The Last Post, vocal score (Boosey & Hawkes:
London, 1900), 24.
9 This was recently broadcast for the first time on BBC Radio 3 with the Ulster
Orchestra conducted by Howard Shelley.
7
8
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quotation of the old French tune O FILII ET FILIAE (‘O sons and
daughters let us sing, Alleluia’), a solemn march includes nocturnal
strains of ‘La Marseillaise’ on solo muted trumpets. This quotation
subsequently acts as a prelude for the ‘Heroic Epilogue’, in which
various strains of ‘La Marseillaise’ coalesce symphonically to form a
full rendition of the French national anthem at the conclusion.
Other sounds and impressions of the war were evoked in further
works by Stanford. As an Irishman he was notably supportive of the
Irish Guards, and his Fifth Irish Rhapsody of 1917 was dedicated to the
regiment, its symphonic structure made up of a range of Irish folk
tunes closely associated with war, lament, and courage. One should
also not forget Edward Elgar’s involvement in Britain’s musical war
effort. His choral trilogy, The Spirit of England, is probably his best
known work of the period, but less well known is his symphonic
prelude Polonia, written in tribute to the many Polish refugees in
London, and more unusual, a recitation for speaker, soprano, and
orchestra, A Voice in the Desert, first produced at the Shaftesbury
Theatre, London in January 1916. A setting of the Belgian poet Émile
Cammaerts, the tableau attempts to draw a picture of the sights of a
ravaged Belgium, the numbed air of a village close to the battlefront
broken only by the redemptive strains of a girl’s song.
The aftermath of war was also a powerful stimulus for Stanford.
Parry had died only four weeks before the Armistice, so the expression of the older generation’s loss was left primarily to him in works
such as the orchestral tone poem A Song of Agincourt of 1919, dedicated to the students and staff of the Royal College of Music, based
throughout symbolically on the medieval Agincourt song sung after
Henry V’s victory in 1415. On 11 November 1920 the first ceremony
of the Unknown Warrior took place at Westminster Abbey, the vivid
impression of which moved Stanford to set C. J. Darling’s poem ‘At
the Abbey Gate’, first published in The Times on 26 October 1920, as
a memorial to the Unknown Warrior. Stanford’s work, a substantial
slow march in the form of a choral scena, attempts in orchestral terms
to portray the cortège to the Abbey, the firing of the guns, the files of
silent people processing past by the tomb, while the central vocal
paragraph enacts a dialogue between the Unknown Warrior and
those left to grieve, embodying a cathartic process of collective
mourning which Britain had not experienced hitherto. Lillian
Elkington’s symphonic poem of 1921, Out of the Mist, also attempted
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to evoke a picture of the warship that brought the body of the
Unknown Warrior to Dover coming through the Channel in the mist.
Stanford, like Parry, had been a member of the teaching staff at
the Royal College of Music since its inception in 1883, and he had witnessed several generations of composers and performers enrich the
ranks of society with a new energy and attitude to music’s importance as a civilizing and democratic force. A consequence of this
desire to see music as an indispensable part of life, with the role of
the musician being considered as significant as any of the traditional
professions, was also to see the same generations volunteer for active
service. And many did join up, which meant that the production of
music during the war from these younger generations was reduced
to a minimal level. One of the most poignant products of the war was
Frederick Kelly’s Elegy, In Memoriam Rupert Brooke for harp and
strings. A member of the ‘Latin Club’, Kelly enjoyed the company of
a group of young intellectuals, including the poet Rupert Brooke and
composer Charles Denis Browne, who were caught up in the disastrous Dardanelles campaign in 1915.10 Brooke died of disease on a
French hospital ship even before the fighting began; Kelly and
Browne were among those who buried him on the island of Skyros.
Browne was killed at Achi Baba on 4 June 1915 and Kelly was
wounded and evacuated to Alexandria where, in June, he composed
the Elegy to Brooke, who had been buried in an olive grove. The
work, a tender tone poem, was intended to capture the scene and the
sound of the rustling trees and the rich scent of thyme, as Kelly himself remembered: ‘The body lies looking down the valley towards the
harbour, and, from behind an olive-tree bends itself over the grave as
though sheltering it from the sun and rain. No more fitting restingplace for a poet could be found than this small grove, and it seems
that the gods had jealously snatched him away to enrich this scented
island.’11
The ‘Latin Club’ was the soubriquet given to a group of scholar–soldiers
who were part of the Hood Battalion on board ship on the way to the
Dardanelles in 1915. The group included not only Brooke and Browne, but
also Arthur Asquith (son of the prime minister) and Patrick Shaw-Stewart
(the brilliant classicist, poet, and author of the war poem ‘Achilles in the
Trench’).
11 Therese Radic (ed.), Race Against Time: The Diaries of F. S. Kelly, entry for
Friday, 23 Apr. 1915 (Canberra: National Library of Australia, 2004), 382.
10
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Kelly was himself killed in the last battle of the Somme at Beaucourt-sur-Aube on 13 November 1916. George Butterworth, who
seems to have found purpose in the war, was also killed earlier in the
Battle of the Somme. He produced no music after the war began, but
his settings of A. E. Housman, whose Shropshire Lad poetry was carried in many Tommies’ knapsacks, also acquired a strong association
with the war. Housman’s eerily prophetic poetry talked of young
men from Britain’s declining agrarian culture going to war and
death. There were many settings of Housman before and, indeed,
after the war—one thinks of Ivor Gurney, Vaughan Williams, Ernest
John Moeran, C. W. Orr, and John Ireland, all of whom, save Ireland,
fought in uniform—but it was Butterworth’s true understanding of
Housman’s Heine-esque irony and artless handling of the poet’s folklike scansion that gave his own Shropshire Lad settings a particularly
eloquent post-war poignancy. One song, ‘On the idle hill of summer’,
depicts a pastoral scene of the lad dreaming on the Shropshire slopes
in the summer heat, yet, in this fevered sleep suggested by
Butterworth’s manipulation of whole-tone movement and advanced
harmonic aggregates, the sound of a distant drummer excites memories of the sounds of bugles and fifes in the heat of battle.
One of the more elegiac expressions of the First World War was
Herbert Howells’s expression of loss at the death of Francis Purcell
Warren during the Battle of the Somme. Howells, who was considered one of Stanford’s most brilliant students, had not been able to
join the army in 1914 because of poor health. Instead he corresponded with many of his student colleagues at the front, notably his
Gloucester confrère, Ivor Gurney. The loss of Warren, enshrined in
Howells’s Elegy for Strings, remains an affecting reminder of youthful
death and promise. Of more immediate experience, however, are the
turbulent sounds and progressions of his Third Rhapsody in C sharp
minor for organ, which was written during a Zeppelin raid in York
in 1918. In this work Howells came closest to the expression of something more immediately physical.
One of the more onomatopoeic attempts to portray the sound,
atmosphere, and chaos of battle, written towards the end of the war,
was Josef Holbrooke’s Debussy-inspired prelude Barrage, which he
dedicated to the Royal Regiment of Artillery. A brilliant pianist and
prolific composer, Holbrooke had spent much of his life inveighing
against the British public’s neglect of native musical talent and their
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favouritism towards German music. When war broke out in 1914,
this sense of chauvinism escalated in British Music Versus German
Music, a series of five essays published in The New Age.12 Barrage, a
virtuoso composition of considerable technical display, explores
something of the relentless, percussive, yet co-ordinated volley fire of
the many artillery guns, not least the screaming trajectories of shells,
the explosions, and the sense of savage onslaught heightened by
Holbrooke’s cadenza-like, quasi-improvisatory conception. The piece
may also have expressed something more bellicose in his cause to
promote the value of British music over that of Germany.
Though clearly an autonomous work, Holbrooke’s Barrage has a
visual as well as an aural dimension not far removed from the silent
film, though if the printed version of Haydon Augarde’s ‘Descriptive
Fantasia’, Battle in Mid-Air of 1914 is anything to go by, then here we
see a rapid medley of different musical genres, hymns, national
anthems, popular tunes, rapid figurations, chromatic scales, and
many other harmonic and gestural clichés gleaned from late
Romantic musical vocabulary closely juxtaposed with replete prescriptive accounts of the unfolding drama of a dog-fight. Such techniques were common during the era of silent films, though this work
is a rare example of improvised music marshalled into some semblance of episodic shape for the pianist to play at home, a medium
that remained one of powerful domestic communication as well as
commanding a strong commercial attraction.
In the decade after the war there was an immediate outpouring of
national grief at the realization and scale of the casualties. Joining the
ranks of Stanford’s At the Abbey Gate and unperformed mass ‘Via
Victrix’ was John Fould’s World Requiem, a piece inspired by the
Cenotaph commemorations on 11 November. Frank Bridge, a pacifist
by conviction, commemorated his close friendship with Ernest Farrar
as part of the ‘Beloved Vagabonds’ at the Royal College of Music
through his gloomy, but highly progressive Piano Sonata, after Farrar
was killed close to the end of the war at the Battle of Ephey Ronssoy
on 18 September 1918. Gustav Holst remembered his close friend,
Cecil Coles, who had been killed in the last major German offensive
in March 1918, in his Ode to Death. It was Holst, too, who rescued
Cole’s mud-stained manuscript suite, Behind the Lines, a set of pieces
12

The five essays by Holbrooke appeared between 5 Nov. and 3 Dec. 1914.

51

The Sounds of the First World War

depicting scenes of army life during the war, which remained unfinished at his death.
Perhaps most significantly, however, was the sense of watershed
which the war seemed to define. A new generation now turned its
back without compunction on the pro-Teuton values that had been
those of Parry, Stanford, Elgar, and others, and looked towards a
future inspired by post-tonal techniques, atonality, bitonality, polytonality, serialism, jazz, neo-classicism, and the new manipulation of
national ‘raw’ materials such as folksong. Holst was one such composer whose modernist interests had begun to emerge just before the
war, and with the composition of The Planets during the conflict, his
‘coming of age’ as a contemporary composer gained important momentum. The Planets as a complete work did not actually come before
the public until 1920, after several semi-public hearings in 1918 and
1919, but when it did, it was an instant success and the reaction to the
opening movement, ‘Mars’, subtitled ‘The Bringer of War’, was
immediately a response to mechanized warfare. Though the composer denied this, the combination of violent dissonance, the relentless irregular ostinati, and bitonal argument make this impression
irresistible.
Out of The Planets came the patriotic tune THAXTED, better
known as ‘I vow to thee my country’, which became a regular fixture
at Armistice services after 1921, to a poem by Stanford’s cousin, Cecil
Spring-Rice. Another setting, this time of a highly popular poem by
Kipling, ‘Danny Deever’, was published by Percy Grainger in 1922.
Though the poem, from Barrack-Room Ballads, pertained to the
Victorian British Army, its publication in 1922 must have awakened
memories of one of the most tragic of events during the war, the execution of deserters. Kipling’s poem portrays the macabre execution
ceremony of Danny Deever (who was convicted of shooting a soldier
in his sleep), the marching out at dawn into hollow square of the
entire regiment, and the impressions of a private soldier and his comrades. During the war, of course, men were shot rather than hanged,
but the same horror existed. Grainger’s setting for solo baritone, male
chorus, piano, and harmonium amplifies that sense of revulsion, and
the grisly atmosphere is enhanced by the sounds of Kipling’s vernacular English, an unforgiving colour sergeant, the harrowing scene of
Danny struggling on the rope, and the march-refrain of increasingly
traumatized soldiers ‘[wanting] their beer today’. The melodrama of
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Grainger’s almost Gothic setting stands in stark contrast to the heartbreaking setting of Kipling’s ‘Have you news of my boy Jack?’, set by
Edward German in 1917.
Perhaps two of the most vivid retrospective representations of the
First World War were written in the 1920s by men who had fought in
it and survived, and for whom the composition of music was a
process of gradual catharsis. Vaughan Williams, over military age at
the outbreak of hostilities, nevertheless volunteered as a private soldier and served with the Royal Medical Corps. As in the case of his
artistic confrère, Holst, the war appears to have acted as a catalyst
towards a new modernism in his style and heightened a sense of
nationalism that he had already begun to embrace in the years directly before it. His third symphony, bearing the title A Pastoral
Symphony, encouraged a degree of criticism among some commentators who accused the composer of a pastoral escapism, unaware that
the work evoked a landscape not of rural England, but of war-torn
scenes in northern France.13 Indeed, Vaughan Williams’s haunting,
restless canvas provides the very converse in its probing of ‘hard pastoral’ and its attempt to explore a range of disturbing personal emotions. Its distance from the traditional rhetoric of symphonic music,
with its three slow movements avoiding the conventional movement
types, makes it a problematic work to perform in the concert hall. In
the second movement of the symphony Vaughan Williams creates a
nocturne in which the tranquillity is disturbed only by a bugler, represented in the score by a natural trumpet. Adding to the realism of
the representation are ‘fluffed’ notes created by the flattened overtone of the seventh, a feature which itself becomes an intrinsic part of
the movement’s cadenza as it rises to the point of structural return.
Vaughan Williams was troubled by the war throughout the 1920s,
and the menace of future conflict in the 1930s gave rise to a plea for
peace in his choral work Dona Nobis Pacem in 1936. Arthur Bliss, who
much admired Vaughan Williams’s work, was also deeply troubled
by his own war experiences. As an officer he led attacks of the Royal
Fusiliers at the Battle of the Somme and later, after 1917, fought with
the Grenadier Guards. He was wounded twice and gassed once. But
13 See Alain Frogley, ‘The Early Orchestral Works and the First Three
Symphonies’, in id. and Aidan J. Thomson (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to
Vaughan Williams (Cambridge, 2013), 100.
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more affecting was the death at the Somme of his brilliant brother,
Francis Kennard, in October 1916. After the war, Bliss found it difficult to shake off both his grief for his elder brother and the nightmares of his own memories. A recurring one, he recalled in his autobiography As I Remember, was that the war was still going on while
he, his comrades, and the Germans in the trenches opposite had been
forgotten.
The pain of these recollections continued throughout the 1920s
until he resolved to exorcize them in a choral symphony about war
and courage, Morning Heroes, in 1930. This was an experimental
series of movements involving reciter, chorus, and orchestra using a
variety of poems about war from across the millennia, from Li Tai Po,
Homer, and Walt Whitman to two contemporary poets who had
shared his experience, Wilfred Owen and Robert Nichols. In the
finale to the work, ‘Spring Offensive’ and ‘Dawn on the Somme’,
Bliss perhaps comes closest to that most chilling of events that haunts
us all in our imaginings of those extraordinary hours before lines of
soldiers, bayonets fixed, went over the top to their doom. His concept
of Wilfred Owen’s stark poem portrays such a surreal scene, accompanied only by timpani, whose gentle rumbles at first evoke the
sound of the distant guns but, at the same time, embody that restless
energy and pent-up fear.
Halted against the shade of a last hill,
They fed, and, lying easy, were at ease
And, finding comfortable chests and knees
Carelessly slept. But many there stood still
To face the stark, blank sky beyond the ridge,
Knowing their feet had come to the end of the world.14

At the climax of the poem, as the soldiers pile over to face, as we
know, a German army ready for them in spite of the most fearsome
of Allied barrages, the timpani assume the role of the relentless
machine gun and artillery fire until, by degrees, they return to their
initial pianissimo dynamic as the attack peters out. Finally, as a form
of musical balm, Bliss elides his musical recitation with an assuaging,
elegiac siciliano for chorus and orchestra.
The Poems of Wilfred Owen, ed. Owen Knowles (Ware: Wordsworth Editions
Ltd., 1994), 99.
14
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We can adduce from this wide and varied evidence that, for
British composers at least, the sights and sounds of the First World
War in music were a very real concern and one germane to expression. Reasons for this desire to capture them, often so vividly, is difficult to define, but most likely it was connected with an ongoing cultural change in musical reception and the perception of music’s role
in society that had been taking place before the war. All the composers mentioned in this article were raised essentially on a diet of
German precepts, of Brahmsian organicism in which the intellectual
argument of the musical notes brought a sense of ‘unity’ to the
work’s content. It was a principle to which Parry and Stanford
cleaved and which they fervently promulgated, exhorting their students to consider intellect rather than colour as the highest goal.
Their expressions of the war, though powerful in their own way,
were tempered by this principle.
With the popularity and vividness of Elgar’s orchestral scores,
however, a shift in critical perception was taking place in which the
older Teutonic ideals were, in part, the subject of aesthetic rejection.
The ultimate paradigm of cerebral content was lost to an audience
hungry for the pictorial, the programme, and the colourful. This was
accentuated by the immense interest in Richard Strauss during his
visits to London at the turn of the century, but also by a new eclecticism which was ready to embrace the sensuality of French and
Russian music. Combined with a wave of cultural nationalism, partly, but not wholly, enshrined in the folksong, this helped shape the
musical generations that would go to war and their readiness to
embrace a more programmatic and illustrative style of expression in
their musical works.
Society’s musical voice was also changing. Composers and performers reflected the range of social classes and this was paralleled in
uniform, from the simplest private soldier to the officer, all of whom
died together indiscriminately in the conflagration. This, albeit
unwittingly, spawned a shared, more democratic experience in
which the trauma of the battlefield, the immense casualties, and
sense of personal loss served only to intensify a new wave of expression in which sights and sounds, horrendous, even nightmarish, as
they were, contributed to a realist form of artistic communication,
and one that could readily be understood by a wider audience.
55

The Sounds of the First World War

JEREMY C. DIBBLE is Professor of Music at the University of Durham. His research covers a wide range of topics including historiography, Irish music, opera, and church music in Britain during the
Victorian, Edwardian, and Georgian eras. His first two major monographs were C. Hubert H. Parry: His Life and Music (1992; rev. edn.
1998) and Charles Villiers Stanford: Man and Musician (2002), both published by Oxford University Press. Recent publications include John
Stainer: A Life in Music (2007); Michele Esposito (2010); and Hamilton
Harty: Musical Polymath (2013). He is also the musical editor of the
Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology (2013), and is presently working
on a study of the music of Frederick Delius and a collection of essays
on British music criticism from 1850 to 1950.

56

