
 

 

                                           The Food of Love 
 
 
Of late, and somewhat to my surprise, I have begun to question whether there is not too 
much music in our lives today. What irks me in particular is that no TV documentary these 
days seems possible without a constant background buzz and burble of music. Whether 
whales in the Arctic or tribes up the Amazon all comment is accompanied by a gurgling 
stream of music. Professor Cox can make no pronouncement about the nature of the 
universe without a surging swell of violins and cellos almost drowning out his words of 
wisdom.  Documentary film makers seem obsessed by background music, in spite of the 
evidence that I am not alone in finding this practice irritating. After all, when I consult with 
my GP or solicitor neither feels the need to offer their advice against a musical 
background. Why can’t Sir David Attenborough and his audience be granted the same 
privilege? 
 
This grumble apart I feel blessed and fortunate that my life has coincided with an 
abundance of music of every sort and readily available from many sources, with a flick of a 
switch or, increasingly more likely, with the click of a mouse. This lifetime of music listening 
has also coincided with rapid technical advances in the way in which music is reproduced. 
A recording of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony in the 1940s consisted of some 36 12 inch 
records. Each side of the record would contain about four minutes of music, so that there 
was a constant turning and replacing of the discs. Not much fun. Now that same work is 
easily contained on a CD or on a memory stick smaller than my thumb. And yet even 
these may soon become redundant as more and more music is streamed down the 
internet from radio stations and other digital sources around the world. (As I write these 
musings I am listening on line to Minnesota Public Radio Classical, the Bach and Brahms 
interrupted from time to time by a calm Midwestern voice giving the weather forecast for 
the Prairies. And just for a moment I am distracted and time goes out of joint.. In my mind’s 
eye I see buffalo and a long line of covered wagons heading slowly westwards through the 
long grass.) 
 
With such an abundance of music on tap it is hard not to feel sorry for our 19th century 
ancestors, for, although they lived through the years when some of the greatest music was 
being composed, from Haydn and Mozart through to Schumann and Brahms via 
Beethoven, their opportunities for actually hearing live performances would have been 
severely limited. The orchestras of the day were based in cities like Vienna, Leipzig, 
London and Birmingham, and did not tour much till later in the century. If you were lucky 
enough to catch a live performance of Beethoven’s 5th the chances of hearing it a second 
time were probably limited. For this reason piano transcriptions of orchestral works for use 
in the home became a popular way of accessing this symphonic repertoire. 
 
In Huddersfield some of the first symphony concerts given in the Town Hall came courtesy 
of Mr. Charles Hallé and his Band, better known now of course as the Hallé orchestra of 
Manchester. Charles, later Sir Charles, would sometimes be the piano soloist, usually in a 
Beethoven piano concerto, but generally speaking most public concerts were on a smaller 
scale, usually featuring string quartets or song or solo piano recitals. Some then famous 
musical names stepped on to the Town Hall stage, - the great 19th century violinist 
Joachim, the French composer and virtuoso keyboard performer Saint-Saens and the 
English pianist Fanny Davies, pupil of Clara Schumann. Clara herself gave recitals in 
Bradford and Leeds, but not, as far as I know, in Huddersfield. 
 



 

 

Thus until the invention of the gramophone, if you wanted live music, you had to provide it 
yourself. Hence in the 19th century there was a huge market for the upright piano which 
found a place of honour in most front parlours. Sheet music, especially of popular, often 
sentimental songs, was produced on a prodigious scale. Now almost entirely forgotten 
piles of this music can regularly be found in charity and second-hand shops. Other outlets 
for the music lover were amateur choirs, brass bands and Gilbert and Sullivan societies. 
 
I am writing these notes during the last week of the 2015 BBC Promenade Concerts, 
arguably the finest free musical festival in the world, with concerts every night from July to 
September featuring the greatest orchestras and the most musically gifted virtuosos. I 
have listened to almost every one. There is at the same time much talk of getting rid of the 
BBC TV licence. Personally I would gladly pay £145 for BBC Radio 3 alone. Play on. Give 
me excess of it. 
 
David Cockman for HDAS September 2015 
 


