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Percy Grainger, the Man
by PeneLore THwarTEs (pianist/Grainger Scholar)

Mina-san, konichi wa! 1 am very glad to have this opportunity of speaking briefly about
Grainger, the man—the creator of so much wonderful music and author of so many stimulating
ideas. One could easily talk about Grainger for a week without stopping—but I have just 10
minutes. So in that time, I'd like to share with you some discoveries I have made in the 30 or
more years since I have been researching the man. These discoveries have given me a picture
which in a number of ways, is quite different from the folk-lore that has grown up around
Grainger, and which has been widely accepted.

To give 4 examples of this folklore:

1) His strange originality was merely quirky and without logic;
2) He was a racist;
3) His mother Rose was a dominating monster to whom he was enslaved;

4) His sexual proclivities were all her fault.

Not one of these assertions stands the test of real thought and research, but let us first put
Grainger in his context.

His life unfolded as a piano virtuoso. Born in 1882 in Melbourne, he went on to study in
Frankfurt and then settled in London. His 1901 debut led to immediate success and during the
next 13 years he played 100’s of concerts, was composing, recording, collecting folk music,
laying the foundations for the rest of his career. He moved with his mother to America in 1914
and became an American citizen, becoming one of the so-called Steinway immortals, in the
company of Rachmaninov, Horowitz and others. His mother died in 1922. In 1927 he met the
Swedish Ella Viola Strom and during their 33 years of marriage his experiments with aleatoric
music and work on a Museum in Melbourne increasingly preoccupied him. He died in 1961,
deeply regretting the fact that the overwhelming success of hits like “Country Gardens” had
obscured his far more interesting and adventurous works. ( And the sheer range of his music
can now be heard most tellingly in the Chandos Records 19 CD Grainger Edition box set.)

Little of his music is easy to perform, and the demands it makes on performers reflect his
own attitude to life: constantly stretching himself and setting himself challenges. His energy
was extraordinary: he would walk 60 miles, knapsack on back, between concerts; he would sit
up overnight on train journeys to save the sleeper fare and give the difference to a charity; he

would pile his luggage into a wheelbarrow and run with it to the station! When he took one of
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the last great sailing boats to Australia, he was discovered shovelling coal in the engine room—
and he worked alongside the labourers who were building his Museum in Melbourne.

It is easy to idealise a composer who has given us such delight. But Grainger didn't want
that, and he did something that, as far as [ am aware, no other composer did—he voluntarily put
into a museum almost everything about his life-both professional and personal, good and bad.

The Grainger Museum's collection of music and artefacts is of international importance—
as Astrid Krautschneider will no doubt illustrate. And beautifully re-furbished and laid out, it
is a truly fascinating place to visit.

In the interests of giving a complete picture of himself, Grainger included a small
collection of controversial material relating to his private life and sado-masochistic practices—
matters he never discussed publicly in his lifetime and which impinged more or less
exclusively on himself and his wife. He hoped that serious scientific research would benefit.
Perhaps this was a naive hope. Sadly, and to our shame, there has been an exploitation of this
controversial material out of all proportion, and often for less than noble motives. It is totally
in tune with our age. But far from leading to a better understanding of Percy Grainger, I
believe that such exploitation has often obscured his stature as man and musician, for that is
where many people remain marooned.

If you really want to understand Percy Grainger, you need to go back to his childhood. He
grew up, marked by considerable tragedy. Children whose childhoods have been scarred by
parental conflict sometimes turn to self-harm as a way of taking control. So it was with
Grainger. He was a phenomenally gifted child, educated with consuming dedication by his
mother, but the witness of his father’s bouts of violent drunken-ness and the beginnings of the
destruction of his mother’s health by the syphilis with which her husband had knowingly
infected her. By the time he and his mother were in Frankfurt, his parents had parted and it
was clear that Percy would need to become the family bread-winner. That meant succeeding in
the highly competitive world of the concert pianist.

It was just at this most vulnerable time of adolescence that Percy discovered the full truth

behind his parents’ break-up, and his mother’s incurable illness. It was surely this combination

of pressures that drove him to find an outlet in acts of self-inflicted pain. (And I think it's likely
that his addiction to pain became permanent by discovering the heightened awareness, reached
through it.) We can think of many recent examples—for example amongst popular performers—
of similar obsessions—sometimes completely destroying the person involved. Grainger was not
destroyed by his addiction, but he knew that two or three of the people he loved the most —
including his mother and later, his wife—suffered because of it. Perhaps his effusive writings

on these matters had a confessional aspect-and his often expressed gratitude to the women in
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his life, could be read as a mixture of awareness and some guilt.

Certainly his mother was horrified when she first discovered Percy's addictions, and
suffered a nervous breakdown. Grainger's doctor later described what Grainger confided to
him about that time in his adolescence. A way forward was agreed: his mother would manage
his professional life, and advise him on his relationships, keeping his private life private , and
thus avoiding social and economic ruin. Grainger promised to support her and to look after her
until she died.

His gratitude and admiration for his mother often seem overwhelming : but once you
know the full story, you can understand why. Yes, Rose Grainger was a tough and spirited lady
—but she needed to be. The vilification of her by the majority of commentators has been, in my
view, deplorable. There has been little attempt to think what it must have been like for her ,
facing a lifetime of an unmentionable and increasing illness from the age of 22—dealing with
an unreliable husband, who was occasionally violent when drunk, desperate to protect and
develop their gifted son, constantly shoring up their financial insecurity.

Not surprisingly, her entire life became centred on the development of her son. It was
NOT a recipe for a balanced life. But before being too judgemental, we might consider the
situation of many a parent of a supremely gifted child-what do we think of Mozart's father? Of
Clara Wieck's? More latterly, the Menuhins’ parents? Lang Lang? Parents of prodigies have to
make far-reaching decisions for their young children. Rose Grainger battled on heroically
through illness and economic uncertainty to play her part in launching her son’s international
career—writing countless letters to promoters, running the home, and helping him to make the
contacts through which his compositions could start to become published and known. She held
together a situation that could easily have unravelled. There was no-one else who could have
done that. So it’s thanks to her, to a large extent, that Percy Grainger became the artist he was.

The world became his stage and he took a consuming interest in it, as his music reflects.
He was exploring non-western music long before the days of ethnomusicology; he fell in love
with what we term “early music”-befriending Arnold Dolmetsch and working on English
Gothic manuscripts with the medieval music expert Dom Anselm Hughes. He enjoyed and
used the popular music of Edwardian music-hall and later of American jazz; he envisaged a
music free from tonal and rhythmic constraints, he experimented constantly with the actual
make-up of the orchestra, the instruments used in it. His father, too, had played a part in
sending the young Grainger collections of the writings of Rudyard Kipling—an artist with
whom Percy felt such affinity that he was to set over 30 of his poems, and amazingly beautiful
they are too.

His distinctive approach to setting folk-song is the most widely known aspect of his
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work, but it had a background which Grainger himself never acknowledged—if indeed he knew
of it. His architect father, who was something of a fantasist, alleged that they came from a
Northumbrian family of architects and engineers. In fact Percy’s Grainger family went back to
agricultural workers and craftsmen who had farmed in Southern Durham for generations. In
other words, they were from much the same background as some of the folk-singers most
revered by Grainger. In his folksong settings he used sophisticated harmony and
instrumentation to underline the reality of the stories behind the words (listen to his tortured
minor key take on “Early One Morning” for example). In performing and listening to those
works, we reach back to the very roots of music — to music which expresses the common
experiences of life.

Percy Grainger was not averse to some very Australian leg-pulling. His cousin in London,
whom I know, and her husband, both of them artists, remember a visit from their cousin. Many
of their own pictures hung on the walls. “Ah!" exclaimed Percy “Picasso! Matisse!” And they
never quite figured out whether he was serious or not. The subversive element is there in his
music too.

When it comes to Grainger's words—you really have to look beyond and behind them.
Many of them were dashed off in letters or diaries in a completely unconsidered way, yet fully
preserved. And he deliberately said some things to shock. So the onus falls on us to do a bit of
work in getting to the truth. My own conclusion is that what Grainger did is more important
than what he said. Throughout his life he was kind and generous to many people, of all
backgrounds and cultures. His ideal was a world where all had a place and a part. His lifelong
admiration for the Nordic peoples and their culture-something going back to his childhood
reading of the sagas—has been quite wrongly linked with anti-Semitism. After the atrocities of
the 20th century we are rightly alert to that but Grainger grew up in an earlier generation, less
careful about nationalist, classist and racist remarks. And some of his were indeed offensive.
He was also blisteringly eloquent about his own failures. He knew that he hadn't succeeded in
many of his aims and he was, in many ways, a torn and tortured personality, but his humanity
and ideals of international brotherhood inform his music, as they informed much of his life,
and the many cross-cultural friendships he made.

His approach to music is well summed up in a letter he wrote to the critic Olin Downes in
1942: “I'm afraid I cannot appreciate music without some sense of its relation to human
progress....if music is not going to play its part in making mankind more loving,
compassionate, understanding, thoughtful, restrained, scientific and concentrated, I don't know
why we are giving so much time to it.”

Bravo to that. Thank you very much.
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© Penelope Thwaites, “Percy Grainger, the Man,” keynote speech for “International Symposium: Percy
Grainger’s Australian Sprit and Global Mind,” Percy Grainger Music Festival 2011, Aoyama Gakuin
University, Tokyo, November 27, 2011; the Japanese version “Pashi gureinja to iu hito,” for the
proceedings in Aoyama Journal of Cultural and Creative Studies no.4 (vol.4, no.1, March 2012),

translated by Jun Kinoshita.
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