Arthur Bliss’ Scores for Robert Helpmann:
Musical Responses to Ambitious Creative
Challenges
VÍCTOR DURÀ-VILÀ

In this article, I explain the demanding creative challenges that Robert Helpmann had to
face regarding Miracle in the Gorbals (1944) and Adam Zero (1946) by examining
the difficulties presented by the concepts behind the scenarios and Helpmann’s own artistic
commitments. In relation to the reception of these ballets, I explore the controversies surrounding
Helpmann’s choices of subject matter as well as the perceived imbalance between the theatrical
and the choreographic aspects of these works. I argue that Arthur Bliss’ scores for both ballets
show him as an ideal collaborator for Helpmann. Bliss’ creative personality made him a
sympathetic and effective composer for these ballets, given their dramatic requirements. Finally,
I contend that only an awareness of the theatrical reality of these ballets will allow us a proper
assessment of Bliss’ scores for Helpmann.
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Robert Helpmann and Arthur Bliss developed a collaboration on Miracle in
the Gorbals (1944) and Adam Zero (1946) that showcases crucial aspects of their
creative personalities and outputs. In the first section of this article, I describe the
challenges that Robert Helpmann and Michael Benthall, who was responsible
for both scenarios, set themselves to meet. This, in turn, requires some discussion
of the concepts that motivated these two works. Moreover, in order to place these
projects in their proper artistic context, it is necessary to understand the serious
controversies that these ballets elicited. In the next section, I examine why Bliss’
creative persona was ideally suited to composing scores for dramatic ballets.1
In the final section, I bring together both threads, and argue that Bliss was
exactly the composer that Helpmann and Benthall needed to make their original
concepts into viable ballets. I also hope to show that taking this collaboration
into account is very important for understanding and assessing Bliss’ scores for
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Helpmann, since these are scores for dance that suffer severely from not being
experienced in relation to the onstage performances for which they were created.
Let me say from the outset that I do not intend to speculate as to why Adam
Zero was dropped from the repertoire after two seasons and a total of nineteen
performances, never to be revived again,2 or why Miracle in the Gorbals, which
was so popular between 1944 and 1950, was only danced again in 1958.3 Such
speculation would not contribute in any way to my arguments in this essay. I
would only contend that one should be cautious before judging the fate of these
works with either approval or scepticism.4

HELPMANN’S BALLETS SET TO BENTHALL’S SCENARIOS:
BLEAK, COMPLEX AND CONTROVERSIAL

The ideas behind the scenarios of Miracle in the Gorbals and Adam Zero, while not
original in the arts at large, were breaking new ground in the tradition of the
Sadler’s Wells Ballet.5 It is true that, by 1944, the repertoire of the Sadler’s Wells
Ballet was not devoid of ballets which were substantial in their theatrical design,
such as Ninette de Valois’ Job (1931), The Rake’s Progress (1935) and Checkmate
(1937), or those by Helpmann himself. Moreover, these works were seen as
continuing the tradition of dramatically invested one-act ballets created under
the auspices of Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes and paradigmatically exemplified by
Petrouchka (1911). However, as will become clear in what follows, the criticisms
directed at Miracle in the Gorbals and Adam Zero – sometimes in conjunction with
Helpmann’s earlier choreographic efforts – set these works apart from others
danced by the Sadler’s Wells Ballet.6
Furthermore, Miracle in the Gorbals and Adam Zero were exacting for both
those creating them and those watching them: first, they were far from
uncomplicated stories, and in barely forty minutes included a great deal of
dramatic action and intense emotion; second, both ballets contained deeply
corrosive, pessimistic and unforgiving messages about human nature, messages
which were conveyed in a direct and vivid manner.
Miracle in the Gorbals is a version of the morality tale consisting in Christ
coming back, only to be murdered yet again. The story takes place in the
Gorbals, one of the worst slums in Glasgow, and involves a young woman who
commits suicide (Figure 1) and is subsequently brought back to life by a Stranger.
This results in the envy and despair of the representative of the clergy, tactfully
named ‘the Official’,7 who succumbs to his own lust by taking up the services
of a Prostitute whom he had reprimanded a little earlier. Ultimately, he brings
about the death of the Stranger at the hands of a gang of thugs (Figure 2). The
denunciation of the hypocrisy of those in charge of established religion is there for
all to see. The contemporary setting of the ballet and the painful honesty with
which Helpmann tells the story could only reinforce the most uncomfortable
aspects of its message. I have left out much that is of interest in the ballet, for
I need only focus on the features that are more fundamentally connected to
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Fig. 1. Pauline Clayden as the Suicide and Leslie Edwards as a Beggar in Miracle in the
Gorbals. Solo which precedes the suicide. Photograph by Edward Mandinian © Victoria and
Albert Museum, London.

its content. Joan Lawson’s words movingly capture and illustrate several of my
points:
Few choreographers at this time had tried seriously to show life as it can be lived in a
real town. . . . The effect this ballet had on my father made me unhappy. He had come
from Glasgow and had taught in a Gorbals Sunday school. When the curtain went up
and he saw the great black hulk of a ship against the smoky sky and heard the Scottish
Lilt and the drone of ships’ sirens in the music by Arthur Bliss he sat up straight and
tense. When Burra’s sordid scene of tenements, pubs, a glimpse of the Clyde and a crowd
of rough, dirty Glaswegians come on the stage, he took my hand and whispered: ‘It has
not changed’. From then on he looked sadly at the tragic story . . . [At the end of the
performance, my] father covered his face with his hands. He waited a little before we
walked out silently. It was a long time before he said: ‘I did not believe dancers could
make people understand the tragedy of life in the Gorbals. What they have said – is true.’8

As for Adam Zero, it is a dark allegory of human existence, which portrays a
contemporary man’s journey from his birth to his death, with the peculiarity that
the man is a dancer and the setting is that of a ballet company (Figure 3). The
absence of freedom in human existence is clearly explored and ably connected to
other bleak elements of the ballet: ‘man as a puppet in the hands of fate, helpless
and hopeless but snatching what more or less animal pleasures he can before the
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Fig. 2. Robert Helpmann as the Stranger in Miracle in the Gorbals. The killing of the
Stranger at the end of the ballet. Photograph by Edward Mandinian © Victoria and Albert
Museum, London.

producer bundles him off stage’.9 Adam Zero’s downfall is portrayed mercilessly,
and the cruelties that old age is liable to inflict upon us are conspicuously present
over the final stages of Adam’s life. Both Bliss’ scores end with the music with
which they begin, which very effectively conveys a sense of pointlessness and
helplessness.
Although it was not alluded to in the ballet, Helpmann’s interest in the
theme of human disintegration was in part fuelled by World War II, whose effects
on German territory he had witnessed while on tour with the Sadler’s Wells
Ballet in 1945, at a time when he was already thinking about Adam Zero.10 An
unfortunate recent episode in which he had been wrongly diagnosed with a fatal
illness had also had some influence on his creative endeavours.11 Helpmann went
so far as to explicitly admit the influence of French existentialism, via French
theatre plays, on Adam Zero.12
The creative stakes were, therefore, very high for both ballets: challenging
stories to be told in a rather narrow time span, and which developed deep and
troubling subject matter through approaches that would have been unexpected
by and possibly unfamiliar to the audiences of the Sadler’s Wells Ballet.
Moreover, both ballets had newly commissioned scores and ambitious designs.
And all this in a company that, at the time of the premiere of Miracle in the Gorbals,
was less than fifteen years old and was stretching itself as it had never done before
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Fig. 3. Robert Helpmann as the Principal Dancer (Adam Zero), June Brae as the Ballerina
(his first love, wife and mistress) and Leslie Edwards as the Mime (his spiritual adviser) (far
left, sitting) in Adam Zero. Photograph by Edward Mandinian © Victoria and Albert Museum,
London.

and has not done since with an unprecedented number of performances under
very taxing conditions during World War II.
However, there is little to be surprised at, although much to admire, once we
examine Helpmann’s creative efforts leading up to his collaboration with Bliss.
In 1942, Helpmann had choreographed Comus (January), Hamlet (May) and The
Birds (November) for the Sadler’s Wells Ballet. Both Comus and Hamlet were very
risky and unusual works. Helpmann’s first foray into choreographing for a ballet
company, Comus, was based on a masque by Milton; it used music by Purcell
and included speech, the latter a point explicitly defended by Helpmann.13 In
the case of Hamlet, Helpmann took it upon himself to produce a choreographic
rendition of Shakespeare’s most famous play in the less than twenty minutes that
Tchaikovsky’s eponymous orchestral work lasts. The challenges regarding the
implementation of these creative projects and the obvious potential prejudices
attending their reception seem too obvious to have been missed by anyone, least
of all by Helpmann.
The study of the reactions to Helpmann’s ballets of the 1940s, very
particularly Hamlet and his ballets with Bliss’ scores, affords us a truly unique
and rewarding insight into the clash of visions over the balletic tradition the
Sadler’s Wells Ballet formed part of. The true dimension of what Helpmann
was setting himself up to do in creating Miracle in the Gorbals and Adam Zero can
only be properly assessed when we realize that the criticisms were not always
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directly related to the quality of these ballets, but rather questioned whether they
should have been created in the first place, given their subject matter and their
choreographic and theatrical realizations.
There were two main lines of criticism: that the topics were inappropriate
for ballet and that the works did not qualify as ballets, given either the lack
of dancing or the non-balletic nature of the choreography. Combined, both
criticisms resulted in the view that Helpmann had attempted a misguided
enterprise which had resulted in something that aimed at being what it really
wasn’t: a ballet.14
Let’s take the first criticism, namely that Helpmann’s choice of subject
matter lay beyond what was advisable for ballet. Cyril Beaumont, for example,
writing about Miracle in the Gorbals in 1946, contended that ‘it is a work for
the legitimate stage rather than the ballet stage’.15 According to him, ‘it is
questionable whether such themes are suited to translation in terms of ballet, and
whether this is not one of those occasions when the desire to achieve a sensational
work has not overruled a proper sense of the fitness of things’.16 Even one of the
most vociferous defenders of Miracle in the Gorbals, Arnold Haskell, stated that ‘I
have no sympathy with those people who want ballet to illustrate or comment
on contemporary life’.17 He regarded Helpmann’s ballet as an exceptional work,
but not as a creative effort to be imitated.
Helpmann responded to such criticisms in no uncertain terms: ‘I believe
that everything in life and art is a potential ballet subject. Any theme suitable
for a play could be a ballet – certainly every dramatic theme. If anything can be
commented on in writing or music, it can also be commented on in dance’.18
For Helpmann, one could not overestimate the importance of this debate, since
this was not simply a matter of artistic freedom and creative choice, but directly
threatened the very survival of ballet:
For . . . Miracle in the Gorbals I took a contemporary theme, and found some opposition
from critics who deplore adap[ta]tion of other than classical themes for the ballet
medium. This is a ridiculous attitude, for if ballet cannot adapt itself to contemporary
themes it must die.19

The second criticism, that those creations were not really ballets, came in two
broad shapes: either presented as an outright dismissal or combined with praise
for the theatrical aspects of the production. Terms such as ‘dance-drama’,
‘mimo-drama’ and a series of variations on ‘melodrama’ (‘high melodrama’,20
‘slap-up melodrama’,21 ‘lurid melodrama’22 ) were used pejoratively to convey
that the work being commented upon was not really a ballet. Declaring that
Helpmann’s creations were ‘good theatre’ often implied that they were not really
dance works. Antony Hopkins captured this type of criticism very well when
he stated that ‘Miracle in the Gorbals is hardly a true ballet . . . and while it is
tremendously effective theatre, I regret the increasing tendency shown here to
substitute mime for the stricter forms of dancing’.23
The challenge was not taken lightly by those on Helpmann’s side nor by
Helpmann himself. Both Benthall and Haskell wrote reflective pieces on the
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nature of dance-drama in relation to ballet.24 Haskell maintained that ‘the term
ballet is all inclusive, always so long as the choreographer and dancers base
their work on their balletic training’,25 the conclusion being that Miracle in the
Gorbals was indeed a ballet since ‘only ballet-trained dancers could perform [it]’,26
and, moreover, ‘Helpmann tells his story in terms of dancing and not wordless
acting’.27
Helpmann himself had positively defended the mime in his ballets
since suffering the early criticisms of Comus and Hamlet, and argued that
‘[m]ime is as legitimate an element in the medium of Ballet as dancing; in
fact, what distinguishes choreography from an arrangement of dance steps
is its concentration on the composition as a whole – not merely the dance
movements but also the mime’.28 Sometimes Helpmann could barely disguise
his exasperation:
For many years I have watched the critic of modern Ballet always ready to say ‘Very
nice, very dramatic, very beautifully presented, but no dancing.’ What do they mean ‘no
dancing?’ No fifth positions perhaps, no pirouettes perhaps, no entrechats, perhaps – but
Dancing. Every movement made on the stage by a dancer must be Dancing.29

At this point, one can hardly refrain from establishing a connection with the
very same criticisms that Kenneth MacMillan would face throughout his career.
Some four decades after the premiere of Miracle in the Gorbals, P. W. Manchester
wrote of MacMillan that ‘in this country, at any rate there is serious questioning
of his predilection for turgid dance-dramas that sometimes look as if they should
be sung rather than danced’.30 While keeping in mind the creative differences
between Helpmann and MacMillan, the parallels between some of the criticisms
aimed at them are striking: ‘turgid dance-dramas’ in lieu of ‘lurid melodrama’
and reference to a subject matter that belongs to a different art form, be it opera
or the spoken theatre.
Joan Lawson, in the text that follows the fragment quoted above, explicitly
establishes this connection, as she defends Miracle in the Gorbals from its critics:
The ballet made a tremendous impression on those of us who believe that Ballet can
tell many stories. . . . Miracle in the Gorbals has been the only ballet in the Sadler’s Wells
repertoire in which a choreographer dared to depict a real place and tell a story about
people actually seen there. A boy played with an old motor tyre and a tramp looked
through the dust-bins. Some people feel that this kind of reality is horrid! For them ballet
should only be beautiful and imaginative. But sometimes it must try and show life as it is.
. . . So please allow our choreographers to do the same because they can make us think.
Since the war Kenneth MacMillan did just that when he created The Burrow, his ballet
based on the tragic Diary of Anne Frank.31

It is quite refreshing to realize how misguided and irrelevant those controversies
seem to us now, whether directed at Helpmann or MacMillan, very particularly
in relation to the possibility that a given subject matter should lie beyond the
resources of dance or ballet.32 The indisputable success of so many works by
MacMillan and their place in the repertoire of so many ballet companies around
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the world appear to have settled such disputes, especially in the context of the
Royal Ballet tradition.
However, we must remind ourselves of how different the ballet world that
Helpmann inhabited was when he decided to create Miracle in the Gorbals and
Adam Zero. Only then will we appreciate the audacity of both projects and the
artistic values that made them possible.

BLISS’ READINESS FOR BALLET

In Bliss, Helpmann found an ideal associate. As will become clear in what
immediately follows, Bliss was very well-disposed towards providing music
for ballet, had already had some useful experience behind him – including
composing Checkmate for de Valois – and, most importantly, was a composer
whose creative character was clearly favourable to this type of collaborations.
Bliss’ sympathy towards ballet seems evident. In his formative years, prior to
the outbreak of World War I, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes had made an impact on
him. He would remember with great fondness Tamara Karsavina, with whom
he would get acquainted in the 1920s, dancing the title role in The Firebird in
London in the early 1910s.33 Bliss’ own words are very eloquent regarding his
feelings about composing for dance: ‘I had often thought, in the years before the
First World War, when I first saw the splendour of Diaghilev ballets, how glorious
it would be to have one’s own music created anew in dance’.34 Bliss himself had
undergone some dance training, as was customary at the time, for the purposes
of the social dances that young men would be expected to attend. Finally, it must
be noted that his second daughter, Karen, trained as a ballet dancer and joined
the Sadler’s Wells Theatre Ballet in the 1940s.35
Although Bliss’ chief contribution to de Valois’ creative output was
undoubtedly Checkmate, we should not forget that his music had been put to
choreographic use by her twice before their most celebrated collaboration: de
Valois had choreographed Rout in 192836 and Rhapsody for Strings and Two Voices
in 1932.37 Both scores use the voice unconventionally, as an instrument to
produce sounds devoid of meaning: the role of the singers is to deliver wordless
vocalizations and nonsense syllables. De Valois’ Rout was certainly an ambitious
and uncompromising piece, which attempted
to portray in a dance built up of groupings and what was then called ‘futuristic’
movement, frequently of a contrapuntal nature, the revolt of modern youth against the
conventions of the older generation. The ballet was based on a poem by Ernst Toller,
recited by Rosalind Patrick (and later by Vivenne Bennett), and the dancing began before
the recitation was completed, without other accompaniment. It then continued to the
Bliss music. The work was arranged entirely for female dancers who wore Greek tunics,
tights and soft shoes.38

Therefore, it can be argued that Bliss’ association with de Valois, dating from the
days before the Vic-Wells Ballet, began with dance works that, while now long
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lost and not involving commissioned scores, can be thought of as epitomizing the
creative daring that was in evidence in his collaborations with Helpmann.
Finally, as far as Bliss’ previous relevant experience is concerned, one must
bear in mind that many years prior to receiving the commission of the score for
Checkmate by de Valois – indeed, during his first years as a professional composer
after the war – he had provided music for theatre plays and had even made an
orchestral transcription of Christian Sinding’s Fire Dance for Karsavina’s summer
season at the Coliseum in 1921.39
Bliss’ character as a composer was well suited to projects such as the ones
offered to him by Helpmann, quite apart from his own fondness and sympathy
for the dance medium. At the outset, it must be established that Bliss was the
type of composer who felt more at home with music that had some kind of
content, be that a dramatic or literary theme or some kind of concept, than with
music that purely obeyed its own abstract internal logic. Not unrelatedly and also
very importantly, by his own open admission, Bliss benefited from heterogeneous
sources of inspiration and collaborations: he enjoyed and put to good creative use
the stimuli from outside music.40
Of course, any such generalization about a sizeable output, such as Bliss’,
will have its exceptions and must be understood as intended: a meaningful
assessment of a significant trend, but not an unbreakable rule or principle. Most
of Bliss’ best-known chamber music compositions and concertos fall squarely
outside the described trend, and understandably so, given the well-established
traditions regarding instrumental sonatas, string quartets, quintets and concertos,
and Bliss’ willingness to contribute to such traditions. Nonetheless, even in those
cases, Bliss’ fondness for and responsiveness to the artistic personalities of the
musicians for whom the music was written (be they soloists or members of an
ensemble) seem to have had a clear input in his compositional process.41
Far more telling for our purposes here are the cases where Bliss could easily
have produced a work without a specific theme or precise literary components
and yet ended up resorting to them. His Colour Symphony (1922) is one such
example, where, confronted with a symphony, he only managed to galvanize
his creative powers by assigning each movement to a colour that was, in turn,
related to its heraldic meaning. Morning Heroes (1930) was one of his most difficult
compositions from a purely biographical point of view on account of its being
his own explicit reflection on World War I, a war that had cost him so much
and inflicted so much suffering and psychological distress. Yet he did not resort
to tangential connections or the development of broad subjects or episodes, but
divided the work into five movements, each one based on a work of poetry.
In addition to Bliss’ responsiveness to compositional projects devoted to
ballet and his welcoming of extra-musical stimuli, a third element must be put
into sharp relief: he was a composer very well-suited to the structure of the
ballets he wrote for de Valois and Helpmann. These works consist of very tight,
relatively short numbers (a few minutes long at most), with extremely precise
dramatic direction and action. There is nothing unusual about this in the realm
of the one-act narrative ballet, which was so popular in the first half of the
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twentieth century; however, at the same time, one must recognize that Bliss’
works for the Vic-Wells Ballet and Sadler’s Wells Ballet are a world apart from
masterpieces such as Jeux (1912), The Rite of Spring (1913) or Les Noces (1923) with
regards to how these works are structured and how, subsequently, the structure
is linked to the dramatic action. Again, it is instructive to reflect on how, during
the final third of his life, in some of his most ambitious compositions, such
as Meditations on a Theme of John Blow (1955) and Metamorphic Variations (1972),
he tended to resort to short, focused movements, rather than vast expanses
of music.
A fourth element, and a critical one for extra-musical reasons, was Bliss’
pragmatism and team spirit. He was positively fond of the multi-art, collaborative
nature of ballet, and he tellingly maintained that ‘[i]n ballet the synthesis of
several arts . . . can be obtained. A composer, a choreographer, and a painter
can, from the start, work on equal terms and create together a new form of
art – intelligible dialectic!’42 Furthermore, he was a flexible composer, well aware
of and prepared to accommodate the practical requirements of the performing
arts and their priorities. Nowhere is this more obvious than with matters of
timing, as he himself acknowledged: ‘The composer for ballet is severely limited
by a “time factor”. How long, for instance, can a solo dancer sustain his difficult
role? Music for ballet should often be epigrammatic.’43 As will be explored in the
next section, the succinct and compact nature of many of the numbers that form
the ballets under discussion here was a key aspect of Bliss’ remit concerning his
scores for Helpmann.
I would like to suggest tentatively that, beyond the external demands (such
as cutting a few bars here, adding a new segment of music there and so on), this
pragmatism also permeated, to an extent, the internal logic of his compositions
for dance. By this, I only mean that there was on his part a very clear awareness
of the theatrical and narrative requirements, and that an adequate response to
such pressures was very much present at the level of the composition before other
more practical requests were put to him.
It would be a disastrous mistake, however, to think of Bliss as someone
with a somewhat detached attitude towards his ballet scores, happy to oblige any
practical demands and unconcerned with the rigour of his music or the interest
of his musical ideas. The preeminent position that these scores occupy among
his overall output could hardly be explained if that were the case.44 Similarly,
the fondness for such scores that transpires in his writings (and, in the case of
Adam Zero, his sincere regret for the short life of this ballet45 ), the swift production
of concert suites from those ballets, and his conducting and recording of these
suites would make no sense.46 But perhaps nothing illustrates his attitude better
than his own pleading with Helpmann on the occasion of the revival of Miracle in
the Gorbals in 1958:
If you want a cut of 8 bars in No V The Prostitute & the Boy[,] may we have it from
36 – 37 [?] [T]he present cut that I was told about [illegible] 36 – 37 does not make
musical sense.
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Do you think we could have the cut 90 – 91 – a beautiful solo violin tune
restored? You said you were going to elaborate this ‘young mother’ scene, and perhaps
you could include there extra 9 bars!47

I believe that writing for the stage – or, indeed, the screen, as in his much praised
score for Things to Come (dir. William Cameron Menzies, 1936) – allowed Bliss
to imbue his music with a degree of emotional intensity and depth that he
would rarely, if at all, have achieved through other means. Hugo Cole and
Andrew Burn insightfully argue, in discussing Bliss’ orchestral works, that in his
oeuvre we rarely find deep introspection or an interest in sharing his emotions
or states of mind – one can readily think of Mahler or Shostakovich by way of
contrast.48 I would contend that even his chamber works, by the standards of
the genre, are usually not overtly connected to his inner feelings in the same
way as might have been the case with other composers. Hence, I would suggest
that the scores he wrote for de Valois’ and Helpmann’s ballets – complex and
emotionally challenging theatrical works – afforded him creative opportunities
with few parallels in his entire catalogue.49

THE RIGHT MUSIC FOR HELPMANN’S BALLETS

In the preceding sections, I have focused on the dimension of the challenges
imposed by the scenarios and theatrical nature of Miracle in the Gorbals and Adam
Zero, on the one hand, and Bliss’ disposition to compose for ballet, on the other.
I now turn to explaining in what ways Bliss’ music facilitated the development of
Benthall and Helpmann’s ambitious concepts and how Helpmann’s dramaturgy
and choreography were sustained by it.50 Moreover, I will argue that to listen
to Bliss’ scores for Helpmann in the absence of – or, at the very least, without
a heightened awareness of – the theatrical and choreographic action for which
it was designed will lead to an unfair assessment of said scores and a far less
rewarding experience than they should afford.51
Three types of demands were made on those creating, performing and
watching the Helpmann ballets under scrutiny here. One had to do with how
their content reflected on our individual and collective natures: both ballets
were, in this respect, deep and uncomfortable. Another was due to both works
being packed with high-octane dramatic action and feeling. Finally, and not
unrelatedly to the two previous points, the stories were far from simple: the risk
of losing the plot, quite literally, loomed large. The very last thing needed by
anyone, from Helpmann to a member of the audience sitting in the upper gallery,
was an extra level of complexity stemming from the music. Quite the contrary,
what was very much called for was what Bliss could so efficiently provide: music
that would, as the circumstances required, variously support, substantiate or
further develop rapidly changing and often very intense actions and emotions.
A number of aspects of Bliss’ response to Benthall and Helpmann’s
theatrical conceptions deserve comment. First, Bliss showed great versatility and
adaptability to the very different, and often highly contrasting, requirements of
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Fig. 4. Robert Helpmann as the Principal Dancer (Adam Zero) (centre, kneeling), David
Paltenghi as the Stage Director (centre, standing), Leslie Edwards as the Mime (his spiritual
adviser) (left, sitting), (from left to right) Jean Bedells as the Designer, Palma Nye as the
Dresser and Julia Farron as the Wardrobe Mistress (his fates) in Adam Zero. Adam Zero
towards the end of his life. Photograph by Edward Mandinian © Victoria and Albert
Museum, London.

these ballets: from hopeful lyricism to helpless despair, from giving a sense
of atmosphere and place to aggressively pushing forward the dramatic action,
or from intimacy or mystical pathos to music that would sustain frenzied
choreography on a crowded stage.
Second, his music had to deliver what was needed in short, often very short,
numbers. This meant that sometimes his material had to be very effective very
fast: motifs and ideas had to be well judged to be immediately accessible, and
of the right intensity and character to make the point as required and quickly
move on or develop the action in the appropriate direction. As discussed in the
previous section, Bliss seemed to thrive under such demands.
One such example is the music of the Fates from Adam Zero. The three Fates
(the Designer, the Wardrobe Mistress and the Dresser) implacably condition the
destiny of Adam Zero (Figure 4). The music is first heard in ‘Adam’s Fates’
(No. 4),52 which lasts around one minute and a half: a relentless, sharp, rhythmic
motif successfully captures the merciless nature of the Fates (Musical Example 1).
This music has exactly the right character and can easily be put to choreographic
and dramatic use, in addition to producing a very recognizable motif which will
surface again at ‘Re-Entry of Adam’s Fates’ (No. 9) and ‘Finale: The Stage is
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Musical Example 1. Adam Zero, No. 4, ‘Adam Fates’. Rhythmic motif. © Novello & Co.
Ltd. Reproduced with the permission of the publisher.

Musical Example 2. Miracle in the Gorbals, No. 7, ‘The Discovery of the Suicide’s Body’.
Motif conveying tension and agitation. © Novello & Co. Ltd. Reproduced with the permission
of the publisher.

Set Again’ (No. 16). The kind of bleak, unavoidable continuity that the music
attaches to the Fates could simply not be obtained by their mere presence
on stage and would be difficult to pull off by choreographic means alone. By
appearing at key junctures distributed throughout the work – that is, at one of
the initial, middle and final numbers – the music contributes to the profoundly
unforgiving message of the work regarding human nature and freedom. Here
Bliss not only shows good understanding of the specific theatrical demands and
the overall structure of Adam Zero, but also an obvious sensitivity to the concept
behind it.
Another pertinent but very different example, from Miracle in the Gorbals, is
the music of the ‘Discovery of the Suicide’s Body’ (No. 7). In a number under
a minute and a half, Bliss wastes absolutely no time in creating an atmosphere
saturated with tension and agitation (Musical Example 2). This, in turn, allows
the ballet to move rapidly and effectively from the previous number – ‘The
Official’ (No. 6), which is entirely unrelated to the vicissitudes of the Suicide – and
provides the right platform upon which the next number – ‘The Suicide’s Body
is Brought in’ (No. 8), which is tightly connected in terms of the story but deeply
contrasting in mood – can be developed. Indeed, ‘Discovery of the Suicide’s
Body’ sets up a span of continuous theatrical action that lies at the heart of
the ballet and contains some of its most powerful numbers, including those
witnessing the emergence on stage of the Stranger and his performing of the
miracle, and the celebration by the inhabitants of the Gorbals of the return of
the Suicide to life.
Third, in the most ambitious and complex numbers from the point of view
of the dramatic development, numbers which tend to be the longest, his music
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always stops short of attracting attention to itself or of slowing down the dramatic
pace. Nonetheless, he clearly takes advantage of the broader canvas and those
numbers often hold a particular interest. I am thinking, to give a couple of
examples from each ballet, of the music for ‘The Stranger’ (No. 9) and ‘Finale:
The Killing of the Stranger’ (No. 15), from Miracle in the Gorbals, and for ‘Night
Club Scene’ (No. 12) and ‘Dance with Death’ (No. 15), from Adam Zero.
Given the highly-charged dramatic and emotional nature of these two
ballets, a natural worry is that the music composed for them may end up
being overly sentimental or melodramatic. An early reviewer of Bliss’ score for
Checkmate wrote that ‘[h]is music belongs naturally to a region where life is lived
by the wires of purpose and action rather than by the arteries of feeling – a
merciless region’.53 These choice words can equally be applied to his scores
for Helpmann. Of course, there is feeling in Bliss’ music for the Sadler’s Wells
Ballet, a great amount of feeling, but it is closely linked to the often tight and
brisk dramatic developments. The close connection between the score and the
theatrical development of the scenario was achieved because Bliss was well aware
of the importance of such a relationship and had a strong commitment to seeing
it realized. For his part, Helpmann was also very conscious of the importance of
such an understanding by the composer, to the extent that he stayed for some
time at Bliss’ country house while he was composing Adam Zero.54
In passing, I would like to signal that this is a key consideration – perhaps
the most important, once the requisite technical command of the score is
achieved – for playing Miracle in the Gorbals and Adam Zero in the concert hall
or in the pit. Only a serious understanding of the theatrical dimension of the
scores will ultimately imbue the playing with the tight, disciplined, focused
quality that such music requires. And, at the same time, given the compact and
contrasting nature of many of the numbers, the conductor and players must have
the necessary sensitivity to and sympathy for the theatrical action for which the
music was created in order to endow the interpretation with the flexibility the
score demands.
Bliss once wrote that ‘[t]he most desirable music for ballet is music which
can have no complete or logical life apart from its association with dancing’.55
While this obviously does not apply to some of the most famous ballet scores, it is
very true of his own music for ballet.56 Let me take this point further. Outside the
pit, Bliss’ scores for the Sadler’s Wells Ballet are liable to show some weaknesses.
Most prominently, some numbers might come across as sentimental, saturated
with an emotion that the music by itself can neither justify nor support. Another
worry is that grand rhetorical gestures or moments that seem devoid of musical
logic may be detected and hence make the music seem vacuous. The experience
of the music in the company for which it was intended, that of the dramatic action
on stage, will afford the best grounds for the assessment of Bliss’ works for dance.
However, although witnessing the actual dramatic action is always preferable, if
this is not possible, one at least needs a very strong awareness of it. It follows that,
quite apart from many other worthy considerations, Gillian Lynne’s staging of
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Miracle in the Gorbals for Birmingham Royal Ballet is priceless from the point of
view of allowing one fully to enjoy Bliss’ score for this ballet.57
In sum, Bliss’ music had a key role in producing ballets where ‘incident
follows incident, in a manner seemingly so casual but yet so subtly inevitable, with
such a nice contrast of the pure and the sordid, the lyrical and the dramatic’.58
It was a great achievement on Bliss’ part that his music so effectively supported
such complex ballets. I hope to have shown that those ballets were born out of
the extraordinary creative ambition and artistic courage of Robert Helpmann,
who found an ideal collaborator in Arthur Bliss.
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NOTES
I would like to dedicate this article to the memory of David Drew (1938–2015). Without his
extraordinary impetus and vision, the current efforts in the re-examination of the ballets by
Robert Helpmann would be far less developed. We can only be profoundly grateful for his lifelong dedication to the Royal Ballet as a wonderful dance-actor, teacher, coach and advocate
of its legacy. And, as important as his many great achievements were, we must also reflect on
the values that guided him and which his career exemplified: his integrity, his generosity to
all the members of the dance community, and his constant search for what he thought was
artistically valuable, irrespective of trends or fashions, and in spite of the risks involved – the
latter clearly shown by his dedication to the recovery of the figure of Robert Helpmann for
current and future generations.
For comments on a talk that was a precursor to this article, I am grateful to the
participants in The Many Faces of Robert Helpmann Symposium held at the Royal Ballet
Upper School on October 2013. The suggestions from a reviewer for this journal were also
very helpful. I am particularly indebted to Jane Pritchard for her invaluable assistance in
matters pertaining to the photographs of the ballets studied in this article. Finally, I would
like to acknowledge that my research was greatly facilitated by members of the staff working
at the Theatre and Performance Collections at the Victoria and Albert Museum, Julia Creed
and Erica Donaghy from the Royal Opera House Collections, and Margaret Jones from the
Bliss Archive at the University of Cambridge.
1. In this article, the main focus is on the way the scenario, choreography and music
complement each other in the ballets under scrutiny. However, I have framed some of
my claims regarding the collaboration between Helpmann and Bliss in terms of creative
personas since I believe that there is a relevant level of explanation that requires going
beyond purely dramatic, choreographic and musical matters, and is best articulated
in terms of their creative personalities. See endnote 14 regarding the discussion of
choreography in this article.
2. Adam Zero was premiered on 10 April 1946 and last performed on 18 February 1948. It
was the first ballet to be premiered by the Sadler’s Wells Ballet at the Royal Opera House.
The designer was Roger Furse.
3. Miracle in the Gorbals was premiered on 26 October 1944 at the Prince’s Theatre in London.
Its last revival ran from 21 March to 3 June 1958. It was designed by Edward Burra.
4. For a discussion of the influence of Helpmann’s leaving the Sadler’s Wells Ballet and of
company politics on the dearth of Helpmann’s ballets in the repertoire, see Anna Bemrose,
Robert Helpmann: A Servant of Art (St Lucia, Queensland: University of Queensland Press,
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Bliss himself sought to showcase some of his ballet music separately from its choreographic
and dramatic associations via the concert suites that he produced. What matters is that
this quotation captures very well one crucial aspect of his own ballet music and I have no
interest here in exploring possible ways in which his statement can be made problematic.
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