
Celebrating William Blezard (1921-2021)

William Blezard would have celebrated his 100th birthday in 2021. He was a pianist, composer and musical
director for the likes of Marlene Dietrich, Joyce Grenfell, Max Wall and Honor Blackman and remained an
active musician until his last day. He lived in Beverley Gardens, Barnes, from 1959 until his death in 2003. 

Born a Lancashire lad,  in Padiham, near Burnley,  his musical talent  was spotted by the sister  of Teddy
Higham, the owner of the local cotton mill, who heard him playing the piano at the cinema in the interval.
Higham, a great music lover, then paid for him to have lessons with the best piano teacher in the area. Young
Bill  played Gershwin’s  Rhapsody in Blue while still  a pupil at  Clitheroe Royal Grammar School before
winning  the  Lancashire  County  scholarship  to  study  at  the  Royal  College  of  Music.  His  studies  were
interrupted by WWII, during which he served as a morse code operator in the RAF, before returning to the
Royal College. His piano professors were Arthur Benjamin and Frank Merrick, and he studied composition
with Herbert Howells. 

Blezard’s professional career started at Denham Film Studios under Muir Matheson where he worked on
films such as The Astonished Heart with Noël Coward and Beau Brummel with Stewart Granger, Elizabeth
Taylor and Peter Ustinov. In 1954 he was introduced to Joyce Grenfell and first worked with her the same
year in her review Joyce Grenfell Requests The Pleasure. The show originally included both other singers
and  dancers  but  Joyce  quickly  boiled  it  down  to  just  herself  giving  monologues  and  singing  songs
accompanied  by  William.  He  went  on  to  compose  the  music  for  many  of  Grenfell's  songs  and  spoof
operettas, and they performed on stage and television all over the world. Their last performance together was
at the Waterloo Dinner in Windsor Castle in June 1973, when Joyce insisted she would only dine with the
Queen if William was also invited. The Queen invited both William and his wife Joan Kemp Potter, who was
a  pioneering  female  conductor  of  several  choirs  and  orchestras  and  also  taught  piano,  music  and
musicianship.

In her 1976 memoir In Pleasant Places Joyce Grenfell wrote of Blezard, "  He is compounded of compressed
energy, employed at its best when he is playing the piano, then it is wholly controlled. His familiarity with the
keyboard has the naturalness of breathing; and he moves in it with confidence, dexterity and grace.”

Every summer, Joyce Grenfell and her husband Reggie and William and Joan Blezard spent a week at the
Aldeburgh Festival together. In 1967, for the opening of  the new concert hall, Bill and Joyce composed a
surprise song for  Benjamin Britten, who was so touched that he burst into tears. Bill worked with  Peter
Brook on two Royal Shakespeare Company productions. In 1957 he was musical director for John Osborne's
The Entertainer  in London and New York, starring  Laurence Olivier, and twenty years later worked with
Max Wall in the title role and also with Max in his own one-man show. In 1965 Blezard was the first pianist
for the BBC’s children's programme  Play School, and the same year took over from Burt Bacharach as
musical director for Marlene Dietrich with whom he toured the world until she retired in 1975. In 1983 he
was MD for Noël and Gertie, a show about Noël Coward and Gertrude Lawrence, which had a long run with
Joanna Lumley at the King's Head in Islington. In 1986 he was musical director for a Cameron Mackintosh
production,  Café Puccini, starring  Lewis  Fiander  and Nichola  McAuliffe.  Last,  but  by no means least,
William toured the UK with Honor Blackman for ten years, in her one-woman show Dishonorable Ladies.
She said of him: "William was my staunch support and brilliant accompanist. No one, but no one, will ever
be as good." 

The concert’s programme will include pieces by William himself as well as his favourite composers, who
influenced him the most. 
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