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The Friends of Ailsa Dixon has recently
been formed to bring together all
those interested in her music, which

has been undergoing a remarkable revival
since she died in 2017.

A twice-yearly newsletter reports on
recent and forthcoming performances,
articles, broadcasts, recording plans,
progress on the digitisation of her scores,
and plans to make her archive available to
researchers and performers.

The latest newsletter reports on a
concert in University College Chapel in
Oxford last November as part of the
Illuminate Women in Music series, and looks
forward to performances of Ailsa Dixon’s
work throughout 2020. These include two
concerts in the spectacular Italianate church
at Wilton near Salisbury:

5 April: The Villiers Quartet will be
giving the first full concert performance of
the Variations on Love Divine, together with
Haydn’s Seven Last Words from the Cross, in
a programme of quartets for Palm Sunday.

7 June: Tenor James Gilchrist will be
performing her Songs of Faith and Joy with
guitarist Mark Eden, juxtaposed with songs
of mourning by Dowland and Coperario.

For full details visit the Ailsa Dixon website
- www.ailsadixon.co.uk

Chairman’s welcome

News
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Dear Members,

I can hardly believe it is time to
inform you of another British Music
Society AGM on 31 July. This time, we will
be based in Worcester at The Three
Choirs Festival with the idea that
members attending the 11.30am launch
of our latest BMS recording on Naxos—
Matthew Schellhorn performing
unrecorded and unpublished piano
music by Herbert Howells—will join us
at the Diglis House Hotel for an AGM
Luncheon at 2pm. 

More information about the AGM
Luncheon can be found in this Printed
News. I need to stress, however, that the
luncheon aspect is only open to the first
40 members who apply and your place
will only be confirmed once the
Treasurer Stephen Trowell has received
your completed meal order form with
payment for a guest meal should you
intend to bring a partner or friend.
Please read on for further details.

I hope many of you will be able to
make the journey to Worcester
undeterred by the ongoing threat of
viruses and the weather!

With all good wishes

- Dr. Wendy Hiscocks

British Music Society’s news and events

The Friends of 
Ailsa Dixon

University College 
Chapel Window

The Elgar Festival: 28th - 31st May

The city of Worcester’s most famous
son is recognised annually during
‘The Elgar Festival’, headlined by 

Orchestra-in-Residence, the English 
Symphony Orchestra (ESO) under their 
Conductor, Kenneth Woods.

Embodying the ethos ‘Elgar for 
Everyone’, the festival engages with those of
all ages and backgrounds. Venues of historic
international interest and personal signifi-
cance to the composer, including Worcester
Cathedral, Malvern Priory and the 

composer’s Birthplace provide the backdrop
to this annual celebration of Elgar’s music.

The Festival’s Gala Concert will 
feature Elgar’s ‘The Spirit of England’ and his 
Symphony No.1. ‘On the Road with Edward
Elgar’ will present some of the composer’s
lighter, popular works.

Two late-night ‘Club Elgar’ 
concerts provide a laid-back platform to
enjoy performances by in-demand jazz musi-
cians, including the Misha Mullov-Abbado
Group. The final afternoon brings together

the combined forces of the ESO Youth 
Orchestras, and the newly created Enigma
Youth Choir in the ‘Elgar for Everyone’ 
Family Concert.

Living British composers are 
featured in the regional premiere of a 
Requiem by Worcester-based composer, 
Ian Venables as well as works by Visiting
Composer, Adrian Williams.

Visit the Elgar Festival website for more 
information - www.elgarfestival.org
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British Music Society AGM Luncheon 2020
at the Three Choirs Festival
Friday 31 July 2020, 2pm
William Leader Room, Diglis House Hotel,
Severn Street, Worcester WR1 2ND

This year’s AGM follows Matthew
Schellhorn’s CD launch of the latest
BMS recording issued on Naxos at the

Three Choirs Festival. It is hoped that as many
people as possible will be able to attend this
launch of unrecorded piano music by Herbert
Howells held at 11.30am in St. Martin’s Church,
London Road, Worcester WR5 2ED.

The time of the AGM Luncheon has been
moved back to 2pm to allow people time to
travel between venues. To assist the smooth
delivery of meals at 2pm with the minimum of
delay, we ask that members complete the meal
order form included in this Printed News so
food will be ready at 2pm upon our arrival. The
AGM is also open to members who do not wish
to take lunch.

On the meal order form please remember
to add your name and the name of a guest with
payment for their meal (the BMS will only pay
for members’ meals). Pimms and cider will
also be provided by the Society but other
drinks must be paid for by members and
settled directly with the hotel. Your place at
the AGM Luncheon will not be confirmed until
Stephen Trowell has received these details.

Bookings are are limited to 40 members based
on a first come first served basis.

Please send order forms and any payment for
guests by 15 July to the Treasurer, Stephen
Trowell:
7 Tudor Gardens, Upminster, Essex RM14 3DE. 
Telephone 01708 224 795
Email: stephentrowell43@gmail.com  

The exact start time of the AGM will be
decided at the luncheon on the day to allow
some flexibility in proceedings.
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BMS AGM Luncheon

Armstrong Gibbs
Society launches
new website

      

The Armstrong Gibbs Society has
launched a new website to help
raise the profile of this overlooked

British composer.
David Rust from the Society told BMS

that it is committed to doing all it can to
help all musicians and members of the
wider public become more familiar with
Gibbs' music.

"He has become rather an overlooked
composer, and the society hopes that the
new website will help people to discover
many of the hidden gems in Gibbs' huge
output of music," said David.

The new website includes details of
his catalogue, recordings, biography,
reviews and other resources. You can also
find the Armstrong Gibbs Society on
Facebook. Do look them up and help
spread the news!

Visit the Armstrong Gibbs Society
website at www.armstronggibbs.com

Herbert Howells

NEWS
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English Music Festival returns to Dorchester Abbey

Oxfordshire’s Dorchester Abbey returns
for the fourteenth annual discovery of
orchestral, choral and chamber music
gems by British composers on 22-25 May
2020.

The annual English Music Festival
celebrates the brilliance, innovation,
beauty and rich musical heritage of

Britain with a strong focus on unearthing
overlooked or forgotten masterpieces of the
late nineteenth to mid-twentieth century.

Launching the Festival at
Dorchester Abbey, Oxfordshire will be the
BBC Concert Orchestra, under conductor
Gavin Sutherland, to perform a first modern
performance of Frederic Cowen’s Symphony
no.4, known as ‘The Welsh’, together with a
World Première overture by Elgar, and a rare
performance of Samuel Coleridge-Taylor’s
Violin Concerto, performed by soloist,
Rupert Marshall-Luck.

Hilary Davan-Wetton’s Godwine
Choir and Holst Orchestra perform works by
Holst, Ireland, Bainton, Howells, Finzi,
Delius, Dyson and Ralph Vaughan Williams’s
Rossetti-inspired cantata ‘Willow Wood’
featuring internationally-renowned baritone
soloist, Roderick Williams.

The EMF’s commitment to
programming gems of the English choral
repertoire has become a highlight of the
choral calendar and this year the Choir of
King’s College, London, under conductor
Joseph Fort, will be joined by members of the
Britten Sinfonia in favourite works including
Parry’s ‘Blest Pair of Sirens’, Vaughan
Williams’s ‘Five Mystical Songs’, and a rare
performance of Holst’s neglected, large-
scale choral work ‘The Cloud Messenger’,
from 1913; a setting of a Sanskrit text
translated by the composer.

Choral Director, David Wordsworth, will
be bringing his Addison Chamber Choir to
perform Vaughan Williams’s G-minor Mass
together with other choral masterpieces by
James MacMillan, Charles Wood, Bliss,
Dyson, and Stanford.

Specialising in performance of music
from the Baroque and late Renaissance,
Armonico Consort, under their conductor
Christopher Monks, will be performing
excerpts from Handel and Purcell, and there
will be a programme of songs showcasing
Peter Warlock and friends when winner of
the Kathleen Ferrier Award, baritone Gareth
Brynmor-John, and pianist Christopher
Glynn, perform.

Violin-duet partners, Midori Komachi
and Sophie Rosa, together with pianist,
Simon Callaghan, will present music by
Rebecca Clarke, Gordon Jacob, E.J. Moeran,
Alan Rawsthorne and Paul Patterson from
their acclaimed album, ‘Warp and Weft’, on
the Festival’s own record label, EM Records. 

Violinist Rupert Marshall-Luck and
pianist Duncan Honeybourne will perform
sonatas by Bliss, Howells, Delius and Ireland,

and a World Première by Bainton.  
Taking a step back in time, Ensemble

Hesperi will be re-discovering early airs and
sonatas by Henry Purcell and James Oswald,
played on recorders, baroque violin and
cello, directed by Thomas Allery from the
harpsichord.  

In lighter vein, Festival favourites, the
New Foxtrot Serenaders, perform in their
own engaging style with effervescent dance-
band music from the 1930s and 1940s.

Informative and entertaining talks and
interviews, setting the composers and music
in context, take place in Dorchester Village
Hall, while pianist and broadcaster Paul
Guinery will present a selection of light
music discoveries by Richard Addinsell, Billy
Mayerl and Haydn Wood.

Bringing the festival to a close will be the
Orchestra of the Swan with a popular
programme of English string works
including Holst’s ‘St Paul’s Suite’, John
Ireland’s ‘A Downland Suite’, and Ralph
Vaughan Williams’s ‘Concerto Accademico’,
more commonly known as his evocative
Violin Concerto.

Concerts continue throughout the day
and late into the evening, taking place at
Dorchester Abbey, Radley College and Sutton
Courtenay Church.  

Characterful local inns provide
accommodation and the opportunity for
convivial social occasions over lunch and
supper, and a convenient mini-bus transfer
operates between venues and Didcot
Parkway station. 

For the festival programme and more see -
www.englishmusicfestival.org.uk   
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Mayflower 
Gala
Concert 
The city of Worcester
commemorates ‘Mayflower 400’ on
25 April with a Mayflower Gala
Concert.

The concert is the culmination of
an inspired educational project with
Worcestershire secondary schools and
colleges under the direction of Neil
Ferris, Director of the BBC Symphony
Chorus.

The 200-strong ‘Worcestershire
Mayflower Chorus’ will feature
youngsters from across the region
alongside the English Symphony
Orchestra and soloists.

The programme will celebrate
Worcestershire’s famous Mayflower
pilgrim, Edward Winslow, and the
subsequent momentous ties which
were formed between England and
America.

With music by Copland and
Vaughan Williams, the concert will also
present the World Premiere of Philip
Sawyers’ Mayflower on The Sea Of
Time.
Find out more about the Mayflower
400 event by visiting the website: 
www.mayflower400uk.org/events/

It has only recently come to our attention
that Stewart Manville, a BMS Life
member for many years, passed away at

the age of 91 on 16th March 2018.
Whilst the name may not immediately

'ring a bell' to some, he had been the
husband of Ella Grainger, previously the
widow of Percy Grainger, and jointly
responsible with her for maintaining the
Grainger House in White Plains N.Y.

Following Ella's death in 1979 Stewart
continued to live there. Subsequently, he
told me in a telephone conversation this
became impractical and he moved to
another address in White Plains.

The Grainger House is currently the
responsibility of The International Percy
Grainger Society.

- STEPHEN TROWELL

The picture (above) shows Stewart Manville
who was honoured for his work as a Percy
Grainger Archivist

NEWS

Tune in to BBC Radio 3 iPlayer for The
Lonely Death of Stanley Bate when
Simon Heffer explores the tragic life

of Stanley Bate, an enigma of English music.
It was whilst driving his car that Simon

Heffer first heard some music on the radio
that greatly touched him. It was a viola
concerto, and Heffer couldn’t believe what
he was hearing.

He found the work truly sublime, and

not only was it a surprise that he hadn’t
heard this music before, but even more so
was the name, Stanley Bate.

Since then Simon Heffer has been keen
to find out more, and this programme is a
journey into the world of this enigma of
English music.

Find out more on the BBC website: 
www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m000dxyq

The lonely death of Stanley Bate

BMS Life Member Stewart R Manville 
has died aged 91

British Music Society Committee

Wendy Hiscocks (Chairman), John Gibbons
(Vice Chairman), Stephen Trowell
(Treasurer), Dominic Daula ( Journal
Editor), Advisory roles: Karen Fletcher
Printed News designed by Revolution Arts
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Bainton in Italy
BMS Member Michael Jones writes
about the opportunity to hear the
music of the somewhat neglected
British composer, Edgar Bainton…

The upcoming English Music Festival
at Dorchester-on-Thames is always
the occasion to hear a feast of lesser

known works. 
The music of Edgar Bainton (1880-

1956) has featured in several past EMF
events: his Pavane, Idyll and Bacchanal
began last year's final festival concert, and
at September’s Aysgarth Festival pianist
Duncan Honeybourne gave the World Pre-
miere of Bainton's unpublished piano
solos: Willows and The Making of the
Nightingale (both composed during the
1920's). 

During this year's EMF Festival on
Saturday 23 May Duncan will be playing
these pieces again along with the World
Premiere of Variations and Fugue in B
Minor Op.1. 

Bainton was an excellent pianist. He
knew all Bach's '48' from memory by the
age of 16. 

His assured pianistic writing is to be
found in his nine very accomplished, if
Brahmsian, Variations, leading directly
into a concise Bachian Fugue. 

These pieces form an interlude dur-
ing a Violin and Piano Recital given by
Duncan and Rupert Marshall-Luck, in-
cluding Sonatas by John Ireland, Herbert
Howells and Arthur Bliss. 

In addition, Bainton's short motet:
Christ in the Wilderness (words: Robert
Graves) will be sung in the Abbey by the
Godwine Choir conducted by Hilary
Davan Wetton on Sunday 24 May.

A week earlier there will be an oppor-
tunity to hear the first performance in
modern times of Bainton's choral work
The Tower with words by Robert Nichols.
Originally composed for the 1924 Three
Choirs Festival in Hereford Cathedral, the
work fell into obscurity in the 1950's and
the original Score ended up in the British
Library. The Tower can be heard with
organ accompaniment as part of a concert
given by 'Cantanti Sabrinensis' in Holy
Apostles' Church, Cheltenham on Satur-
day 16 July at 11.00am. This concert pre-
cedes their planned tour of Italy later that
month.

-  MICHAEL JONES

Fore the festival programme and more
see www.englishmusicfestival.org.uk   

Clun Valley Music
2020
Music by John Joubert, Finzi and Purcell
stand alongside Beethoven in his 250th
Anniversary year

This year’s Clun Valley Music 2020 begins
on 14 May at 7.30 pm at St George’s Church
in Clun. 

Following previous highly successful
concerts, the season will open with a
celebrity recital by one of the brightest
stars of the vocal firmament, baritone
Roderick Williams. He will be accompa-
nied by Shropshire-based pianist Susie
Allan. 

Amongst Britain’s best-loved singers,
Roderick Williams won the Royal Philhar-
monic Society’s Singer of the Year award
in 2016 and was awarded an OBE for ser-
vices to music in 2017. Williams sings reg-
ularly in all the major UK opera houses
and has performed in concert with an im-
pressive roster of the world’s greatest or-
chestras and conductors.

The curators' continuing mission for
Clun Valley Music is to bring highest qual-
ity music to this lovely corner of Shrop-
shire, including recitals by established
professionals as well as some of today's
most talented young artists, and present-
ing a diverse and inspiring range of 
repertoire. 

This year’s programmes also pay 
tribute to the distinguished composer
John Joubert who died early in 2019. A 
frequent visitor to Clun, he was also asso-
ciated with the Presteigne Festival where
he was composer-in-residence in 1997.

St George's Church, Clun, Shropshire
SY7 8JH

For more details visit www.clunvalley-
music.co.uk

Edgar Bainton
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Sir Arnold Bax 

The exciting news that inter-
nationally renowned British 
composer, Sir Arnold Bax, is to be
officially recognised in Scotland
will be welcomed by British Music
Society members and all classical
music enthusiasts.

The bronze plaque unveiling cere-
mony, previously scheduled for
April 17 2020, at the Morar Hotel,

Highland but postponed due to the coro-
navirs outbreak, is the culmination of a
year-long BMS-backed campaign, pro-
moting the output of Bax – a notable
British composer of distinctive music, in-
cluding seven innovative symphonies,

highly-descriptive tone poems, memo-
rable songs, challenging solo instrumental
pieces and atmospheric film scores.

Live performances of Bax works from
BMS chairman, Dr Wendy Hiscocks (piano)
and Coral Lancaster (cello) will be marking
this auspicious event.

A passionate relationship with the
spectacular Scottish landscape and
seascape, coupled with an intense interest
in Celticism, were inspirations behind
many of Bax’s inimitable works. 

It is apposite for these to be recog-
nised at The Morar Hotel (pictured on fac-
ing page), where Bax spent more than a
decade of winters (1928-1940) perfecting
many works.

The year-long campaign won strong
support from many of classical music’s
eminent figures, including the Scottish-
based composer, Sir James MacMillan who
enthusiastically wrote: “Bax’s music is
evocative and powerfully impressionistic.
A memorial plaque would be a significant
cultural marker for the Morar Hotel and
Scotland’s tourism industry generally.”

The submission was also endorsed by
His Royal Highness Prince Charles who,
understandably, couldn’t get directly 
involved in the campaign, but revealed
himself as a Bax listener.

“The Prince of Wales is certainly sup-
portive of British Music and has listened
with pleasure to Bax’s work”, it was stated

FEATURE

BMS EVENTS TO MARK COMPOSER SIR ARNOLD
BAX'S RECOGNITION IN SCOTLAND

Sir Arnold Bax
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FEATURE

in a letter from Clarence House, London.
I was also delighted to hear from Neil

Gregory, of Historic Environment Scotland,
that members of the final adjudication
panel were so impressed that, during a re-
freshment break, they went straight on to
You Tube for a first-hand taste of some of
Bax’s music ”as they refreshed their cups
and grabbed pastries. said Mr Gregory. “It

was a super application.”
The application also included support-

ive coverage from diverse sections of the
Scottish media, ranging from the Western
Highland local ‘bible’, The West Word, to the
authoritative Aberdeen Press and Journal.

My own personal affinity with Bax first
began with a BBC radio broadcast from that
memorable duo, The Halle and Barbirolli. It

was a performance of the serene Third
Symphony, entirely written in Morar itself,
which gave me an insatiable appetite for
Bax and his ground-breaking music.

Subsequent visits to the Morar area
over the last 30 years utterly convinced me
there should be a permanent tribute to Bax
and his outstanding music which was so in-
spired by those celebrated Scottish moun-
tains and glens, seascapes and landscapes.

Morar is a wild and remote place, but
thanks to Arnold Bax it certainly will be for-
ever close to my heart. This bronze plaque
will be a permanent testament to the skills
of an exceptional British composer and his
music.

-  CHRIS BYE

- - - - -

The Morar Hotel
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BOOK REVIEW

Music In Their
Time
The Memoirs and Letters of Dora and
Hubert Foss
Edited by Stephen Lloyd, Diana
Sparkes & Brian Sparkes
BOYDELL PRESS ISBN: 9781783274130

Hubert J. Foss (1899-1953) if he is
remembered at all, it is as the
founder and first music editor

of Oxford University Press, for which
we should all be grateful.

But, as this very welcome book
shows he was for a period of 20 years
or so a major driving force for contem-
porary music. His wife Dora was, as
Dora Stevens, a professional singer and
it is to her we should be grateful, as the
first part of this publication is based on
her erudite and affectionate memoirs.

A detailed introduction by Simon
Wright (Head of Rights & Contracts,
Music at OUP) provides an overview of
Hubert Foss and his special place in
music publishing. This is followed by
Dora Foss’s memoirs which are inter-
spersed with letters from, to and about
the figures she discusses, and it recre-
ates a human picture of the lively arts
world during the inter-war period.

The correspondents are wide
ranging and include letters sent to and
received from not only composers who
Foss promoted in England between the
World Wars, notably Vaughan Williams,
Walton, Lambert, and Warlock, but from
the wider artistic world including Edith
Sitwell, Donald Tovey, Henry J. Wood,
Arthur Bliss,  a young Benjamin Britten,
Roger Quilter, Percy Scholes, Leopold
Stokowski, Michael Tippett, Thomas
Hardy, James Joyce and Walter de la Mare.
Many of these letters have never been
published before and the book is rich in
pickings for readers and researchers alike.

The letters are sensibly organised
chronologically under each correspondent
and there are gems both serious and light-
hearted. No. 89 from Vaughan Williams is
very amusing on public and private life
and the subject of “bottoms”. Walton in No
112 is both poignant and amusing about
getting stuck ‘on an octave A’ in his Sym-
phony No 1 and having no idea how to
move past it.

A tad of period sexism rears its head
in No 185 when Arthur Bliss’s wife Trudy is
described as ‘so charming…with a com-
plexion like a peach’; she was of course an
extremely intelligent woman who had at-
tended the elite Radcliffe College in Cam-
bridge, Mass. but Mr Foss does not go past
her looks.

After a period of ill health and com-
plaints of financial losses for the music
publishing company, Foss, much to the
shock of the music world, resigned in 1941.
After leaving he pursued several freelance
musical occupations, serving as critic, re-
viewer, journalist, author and frequent
broadcaster.

His 1950 book on Vaughan Williams, a
composer he did so much to promote, was
the first major study of that composer’s
music. Ill health plagued him however and
he died far too young in 1953. His wife, 
although afflicted her whole life by

tuberculosis, lived until 1978.
Her eulogy delivered by Sir Henry

Wood’s daughter, Avril, included a tribute
to the couple ‘They knew everyone, and
everyone knew them, and they were in the
thick of everything at the start of what
could be called the English musical 
renaissance, a re-birth in which Hubert
played so large and vital a part, and Dora
was the ideal companion for such a man 
at such a time.’

The book is expertly edited and 
assembled by Stephen Lloyd, Brian
Sparkes and his wife Diana Sparkes who
is the daughter of Hubert and Dora Foss. 
It is an engrossing and heart-warming
read and a must for anyone interested in
British musical life of the inter-war years.

- PAUL RW JACKSON

- - - - -
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DVD REVIEWS

All My Life’s
Buried Here
The Story of George Butterworth
Stewart Morgan Hajdukiewicz Producer
Limited edition

On August 5 1916 George Butter-
worth, one of the most promising
young English composers, was

shot by a German sniper at Pozières in
northern France. He was just 31 and had
stopped composing when he signed up for
the war in 1914.

The ground where he fell was hotly
contested, and there is no known grave,
though there is a memorial stone in the
local war cemetery.

He left a small corpus of works of
lasting value, four short orchestral works,
and some exquisite songs. If ever there
was a ‘what if?’ question, this is one –
after all if VW had not composed after he
was 29, what would we be left with?

E J Moeran summed it up pretty well
– ‘The death of George Butterworth was a
tragedy, the nature of which no country
with any pretensions to the preservation
of culture, and a respect for art, can afford
a recurrence’.

This bio-pic of Butterworth’s life and
work is absolutely superb. Meticulous in
detail and presentation it follows the path
pioneered by Ken Russell and well served
by, for instance, John Bridcot, in as much
as it depicts his progress and interests
with collage of new enactments, archive
material with stills and ancient home
movies, music examples, and sympathetic
and interesting talking heads, prominent
amongst whom are his biographer An-
thony Murphy and his nephew Hugh But-
terworth (now alas, recently deceased).
The scope of the enterprise is indicated
by the large production team.

The footage stresses GB’s friendship
with VW and his considerable work in the
field of collecting folk songs and his inter-
est in Morris Dancing. We see his carefully
notated field notes. There is film of him
dancing with his good friends Maud and
Helen, the Karpeles sisters, and one can
see that he was an excellent dancer (one
may have to put aside thinking that such
activity is a somewhat strange pursuit).

Interestingly, the GB lookalike in this
production, Matthew Cowan, not only
looks remarkably like his predecessor, but
also dances with precision and grace.

It was reported that when GB enlisted
as a junior officer he was not highly re-
garded, but he developed rapidly, latterly

taking charge after his CO was shot, and
winning an MC.

There are some pretty keenly felt
emotions expressed in this production es-
pecially where the music becomes almost
overwhelming in its impact.

After watching the DVD I could do no
more than play the fine Mark Elder CD of
the four orchestral works (all exquisitely
orchestrated by the way) now listening
with greater knowledge, insight and love.

- GEOFFREY ATKINSON

This Limited Edition DVD and Blu-ray
(97 minutes plus 7 audio tracks and a 
20 page booklet) is only available from
www.georgebutterworth.co.uk

George Butterworth
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CD REVIEWS

Holst & Holbrooke:
Come, Let us Make
Love Deathless
James Geer Tenor
Ronald Woodley Piano
EM RECORDS EMR CD060

This CD is very much a production of
two very distinct halves. Both are
engagingly well crafted by James

Geer, a strong, fluent and clear tenor sup-
ported by detailed and eloquent piano
playing by Ronald Woodley.

Going beyond just listening pleasure
however, considering the two composers,
the CD is a masterclass in how to produce
the finest musical settings of poetry
(Holst) and how not to (some, but not all,
of the Holbrooke).

What makes the 14 Holst songs so
special? First, there is his choice of
poems, the first 12 of 14 are by Humbert
Wolfe (1885 – 1940). His poetry is intrinsi-
cally musical in its rhythm and imagery,
and the often bell-like sounds of the
words. The composer must seize upon
that and mirror it in the rhythm and
phrasing of the music, possibly expanding
upon it, which is what Holst does to per-
fection.

Words and music flow together per-
fectly. Then, musical colours should be
derived from the meaning of the words
and the pictures conjured by them. Once
again Holst ticks all the boxes. To pick just
one of the songs as an example, in ‘The
Floral Bandit’, a colourful depiction of the
joys of a spring landscape, we find the
lines:

Who is this lady? What is she?
The Sylvia all our swains adore?

At this point in the piano part, Holst
includes the merest hint of Schubert, but
does not overdo it. Later in the song clavi-
chord and Purcell are mentioned and the
piano writing responds but ever so deli-
cately. Holst’s music also responds to the
colourful landscape writing bringing it vi-
brantly to life.

Holbrooke’s music is very much late
romantic English, but in the first six set-
tings, with much less promising poetry,
the music does not really fit the words
anything like as well as the Holst.

Just a moment though, the last five
songs, starting with ‘Golden Daffodils’, po-
etic and musical rhythm go far more con-
vincingly together. 

It is interesting that the accompany-
ing programme note suggests that in this
poem, the text is possibly by Holbrooke
himself, writing under the pseudonym
Florence Hoare.

I am certain to listen to the Holst
songs many times more – the Holbrooke? I
am not so sure.

- ALAN COOPER
- - - - -

Boughton,
Coleridge-Taylor,
Ellicott, Forrester,
Warner: English
Piano Trios
English Piano Trios
Trio Anima Mundi
DIVINE ART DDA 25158

Dr Kenji Fujimura, piano, Rochelle
Ughett, violin and Noella Yan, cello, are
Trio Anima Mundi. Based in Melbourne,
the Trio are one of Australia’s most cele-
brated chamber ensembles.

Since their foundation in 2008, they
have become renowned for their ‘Piano
Trio Archaeology’ - the unearthing and
performing of forgotten works for the
medium. Alongside trios by composers
whose names at least are known like Rut-
land Boughton and Samuel Coleridge-
Taylor, they offer first ever recordings of
works by late 19th and early 20th century
English composers, who despite produc-
ing works of remarkably fine quality have
been unjustly forgotten.

As they are one of Australia’s pre-
miere chamber ensembles, it does not
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need me to say that all five performances
are of top quality. What astonishes me
however is that all of the music, and two
of the trios in particular, are absolutely
outstanding.

Rosalind Ellicott (1857 – 1924) was
‘considered to be one of the leading fe-
male composers of her generation’. This
first recording of her ‘Piano Trio No. 1 in F
major’ puts her up there with the best, eg,
Brahms was suggested in her day. The
themes she uses are instantly attractive
and the shaping of each of the three
movements is superbly well crafted.

The opening Allegro con gracia
blends the three instruments so well to-
gether. The second movement, the
longest, brings out the qualities of the
three instruments individually, especially
the strings, then the clever combination of
instruments that marked first movement
returns for the finale. There are sparkling
moments for the piano too for you to enjoy
throughout the work.

The other really fine piece on the CD
is quite different but every bit as appeal-
ing. Harry Waldo Warner (1874 - 1945) was
for many years the viola player of the Lon-
don String Quartet. His Piano Trio Op. 22
is more edgy but still easily approachable.
It has great energy particularly in the sec-
ond two movements with dazzling piano
writing driving thrilling rhythmic intoxi-
cation. He also gives the music a decidedly
oriental flavour, especially in his piano
writing.

Samuel Coleridge-Taylor’s Trio in E
minor is full of drive and energy. Rutland
Boughton’s ‘Celtic Prelude’ has a marvel-
lous passage for muted strings with bell-
like piano, and then the ‘Trio: Folk Song
Fantasy’ by James Cliffe Forrester expands
delightfully on the Sussex folksong ‘Rose-
bud in June’ a Steeleye Span favourite, fol-
lowed by ‘Twankydillo’.

- CHRIS BYE

Elgar:
Cello Concerto
Simon Rattle conductor
Sheku Kanneh-Mason cello
London Symphony Orchestra
DECCA 4850241

Young talented cellist, Sheku 
Kanneh-Mason, has been launched
into the classical music orbit after 

a performance at the marriage of Prince
Harry and Meghan Markle. The cash-
driven promotion moguls immediately
seized on a lucrative opportunity to 
market this new, fresh-faced, talent.

The 20-year-old’s truly memorable
rendering of the potent Elgar cello 
concerto is certainly one to rival that 
well-loved, historic version, by Jacqueline
du Pré in 1965 and may now challenge the
words of the famous Spanish cellist, Pablo
Casals who enthused at the time: “Nobody
will ever play the Elgar Cello concerto like
her.”

Sheku’s thoughtful delivery is both
impassioned and instinctive. It must come
close to equalling the historic du Pré 
version. It also benefits from some 
succinctly  restrained playing from the

London Symphony Orchestra, which is
superbly directed by the inimitable Simon
Rattle.

The LSO boasts a high standard of
disciplined playing with suitable backing
for strings and woodwind and a satisfy-
ingly, throaty brass. A predictable wave of
success was quickly emphasised by a 
gruelling two-week tour of nine American
cities – including New York and Boston.

This successful release is made up by
other short pieces for cello. Some may
wonder if the glory of the Elgar cello 
concerto is in any way belittled by sharing
recording space with some traditional, but
simpler, gems like Scarborough Fair.

Maybe the erstwhile marketing men
would disagree and point out that Sheku’s
rapid growth in popularity  seems to be
winning more appreciative ears for
Britain’s treasured Elgar. Evidence of this
comes with the news that this release has
now broken into the top 10 pop charts!
That was last achieved by that other 
classical music star, Nigel Kennedy.

Anything that successfully flies in the
face of classical music’s regretful ‘fuddy-
duddy’ image is to be welcomed. More
power to Sheku’s elbow and cello bow!

- CHRIS BYE
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Ralph Vaughan
Williams:
Symphonies 3 & 4;
Saraband 'Helen'

BBC Symphony Orchestra & Chorus
Martyn Brabbins conductor
Elizabeth Watts soprano
David Butt Philip tenor
HYPERION CDA 68280

Like most combatants it is very likely
that VW did not speak very much
about his war experiences (he was a

medical orderly).
When his ‘Pastoral’ Symphony began

to be heard in the 1920s, he was content to
let his contemporaries dismiss it as ‘cow
& gate’ stuff. It took decades for people to
realise that this predominantly slow and
quiet music was full of a quiet and bitter
anguish.

In 1938 he admitted in a letter to Ur-
sula that ‘a great deal of it incubated when
I used to go night after night ….(up the
hill) at Ecoivres …where there was a won-
derful Corot-like landscape in the sunset.’
It is now fully accepted interpretation
that, in effect, the symphony is a secular,
mostly instrumental, requiem.

Famously, the following 4th sym-
phony is full of a ferocious anger. It is said
this was prophetic, but it was more than
that. It can be seen a delayed reaction to
his experience of the earlier horrors and
inanities, and his fury at the loss of friends
like George Butterworth.

Mr Brabbins and his forces continue
their odyssey through the canon of sym-
phonies and this disc follows their re-
markably successful renditions of the ‘Sea’
Symphony and the ‘London’ Symphony. 

I very much like this conductor’s way
with this music.

It seems to me that he has a grasp of
the music that reminds me of the late Ver-
non Handley in as much as there is firm
control of the progress of the music via
momentum, phrasing and dynamic con-
trol which is utterly convincing, inex-
orable, in fact.  As a small but vital detail,
in the ‘Pastoral’ the trumpet solo in the
second movement and the soprano solos
in the finale are hauntingly distant – these
moments cause shivers.

The novelty on this well-filled disc
(nearly 81 minutes) is the Saraband ‘Helen’
of 1913-14 which also uses the chorus and a
tenor solo. The draft vocal score has been
completed by Mr Brabbins as part of the
welcome process whereby items have
been rescued from VW’s bottom drawer.

However, this seems an odd piece,
surely designed to be part of something
bigger, and one can understand why VW
never persisted with it as, frankly, it is not
very interesting. There are some finger-
prints of course, but this piece is not in
the same league as say, other recent res-
cues like the three ‘Early Impressions’.

- GEOFFREY ATKINSON

- - - - -

Charles 
Villiers Stanford:
String Quartets 
1, 2 & 6
Dante Quartet
SOMM RECORDINGS SOMMCD0607 

It was in September of 2018 that I 
reviewed the Dante Quartet’s first release
of Stanford’s String Quartets (nos. 3, 4 and
7). They have now released a second CD 
on the SOMM Recordings label with once
again, a brilliantly detailed programme
note by Professor Jeremy Dibble.

He starts off by calling Stanford’s
Quartet writing ‘athletic and vivacious’
and for much of it he is absolutely right.
He also mentions lyricism with song and
folksong as inspirations and this is true of
the slow movements. In at least one case
(the finale of Quartet No. 1), I would be 
inclined to mention folk-dance as well.

The opening movement of Quartet

No. 1 involves considerable contrapuntal
complexity (note that  in this quartet the
violins change places). The first violin is
supported by a duet of second violin and
viola with underneath them, Richard
Jenkinson’s heartbeat pizzicato cello. The
sonata form is well crafted in the develop-
ment, which is a wonderful seething blend
of string sound.

In the second movement, delightfully
mannered playing marked gracioso, alter-
nates with lively presto sections. In the
third movement flowing music with warm
hymn-like harmonies are followed by a fi-
nale which Jeremy Dibble describes as
gigue-like. I was reminded of lively Irish
step-dance music.

The second quartet was described by
George Bernard Shaw as being ‘alive with
feeling from beginning to end’. The first
movement is sombre and pensive but with
moments of sunshine breaking through.
There follows a short lively prestissimo
with quicksilver playing by the Dantes.
Like the opening, the third movement is
sadly expressive with heartfelt playing.
The finale also embraces the spirit of the
dance but not quite as folksy as in the first
quartet.

The sixth quartet, in some ways the
best, opens with strong intense and out-
going playing by the Dante. The second
movement is song-like, warmly romantic
but the real explosion comes with the fi-
nale Allegro scherzando described by
Jeremy Dibble as a ‘tour de force’. It is ex-
actly that, sizzling with contrapuntal in-
ventiveness it leads unstoppably to an
incendiary conclusion. This is great music
and three fantastic performances too.

- ALAN COOPER
- - - - -
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Sir Arthur Sullivan:
The Long Day Closes
Kantos Chamber Choir
Ellie Slorach conductor
MPR107

This interesting, well-planned disc
illustrates how useful the many rel-
atively small recording labels are in

the exploration of the highways and, cer-
tainly in this case, the by-ways of the
choral repertoire.

The useful note included in the ac-
companying booklet presents an overview
of Sullivan’s contribution to this most
popular of genres. Although many of these
choral miniatures have secular texts, there
are a number of pieces that are sacred in
character but without any liturgical con-
tent. One of these religious numbers, the
Long Day Closes, is by far the best-known
and which gives the present CD its title.

The opening piece Joy to the Victors
with words by Sir Walter Scott serves to
give the listener a fair idea of what is in
store in this disc. Here there is vigorous
well-projected singing in evidence al-
though there is some rather close micro-
phone placing.

H.F Chorley’s The Beleaguered fea-
turing the tenors and basses, precedes the
first of the religious pieces. This is a set-
ting of John Henry Newman’s famous
poem Lead Kindly Light – an attractive
setting sensitively realised by the choir in
all departments.

Another very familiar text is the
Christmas carol It came upon the Mid-
night Clear. The music, however, is not the
familiar hymn tune – the words in this
case being given a 6/8 lilt alternating with
a delicate 4/4. At this point a word of con-
gratulation should go to the intrepid (but
un-named) soprano soloist.

An attractive and interesting little
piece is Sullivan’s simple but effective har-
monisation of   some other familiar
Christmassy words: All this night bright
angels sing. It is sung by the choir here
with particular assurance and a winning
sense of engagement.

Another high point in this enjoyable
disc includes The Last night of the Year – a
more complex setting this with some no-
tably effective changes of mood and tex-
ture. A further Chorley setting is When
Love and Beauty explores a more complex

madrigalian style particularly skilfully re-
alised by the conductor and her singers.
Other gems include Scott’s O hush me my
babe and the Schubertian Evening – this
last being an English translation of words
by Goethe.

The Long Day Closes with words
again by Chorley, makes an effective epi-
logue to this enterprising and consistently
enjoyable CD and is well worth investigat-
ing.

- ALISTAIR MACDONALD

- - - - -

Balmoral Suite
And other recorder
favourites
John Turner recorders
Manchester Sinfonia
Richard Howarth conductor
PRIMA FACIE PFCD 2019

The recorder is a somewhat unex-
pected instrument to be found as a
highlighted soloist in contemporary

music. On this CD, John Turner uses des-
cant, sopranino and treble as required in
the music of no fewer than nine modern
English composers.

There are 32 short sections laid out
through the CD making it a kind of musi-
cal tapas, small, highly varied items, many
of them exceptionally tasty. John Turner’s
playing, especially in dizzying faster
movements is startlingly virtuosic, clean,
precise and often very much up front.

To begin with, I found this a bit of a
shock. The recorder was way in front of
the other instruments. However, wait a
moment. In the music of the last four
composers on the CD, the recorder, more
like other solo instruments, flute or clar-
inet perhaps, was more delicately bal-
anced with the other backing instruments
of Manchester Sinfonia.

‘Twilight and Evening Bell’ by Elis
Pehkonen (of Finnish extraction but born
in Norfolk, and therefore an English Com-
poser) the recorder fits in nicely amid the
strings and bell sounds. The same is true
of David Beck’s ‘Concerto No. 2 (Tableaux)’
with strings, harp and important percus-
sion, particularly ‘Seascape’ with its mer-
est backward glance at Britten’s ‘Sea
Interludes’. Colin Hand’s ‘Saltarello’ for
recorder and string quartet is a beautifully
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well-balanced chamber piece.

‘New World Dances’ by John Golland,
‘Ragtime, Blues and Bossa Nova’ has the
recorder very much up front, but that’s
fine. This music uses all sorts of different
solo instruments, sax, electric guitar etc.
so why not recorder? After this, my ears
were fully acclimatised to the up-front
sound of the recorder so I could enjoy
‘Balmoral Suite’ by Robin Stevens and his
splendidly idiosyncratic musical cartoons
of members of the Royal Family. Had a
certain person heard ‘Enter Great-
Grandpa’ he would most definitely have
something interesting to say about that!

Peter Hope’s ‘Geordie Tunes’ were
delightful and great fun. ‘Elegy for Tony’
by Anthony Hedges was gentler, as was
some of Wilfred Heaton’s ‘Little Suite’ but
with electrifying fast movements too.
Nicholas Marshall’s ‘A Playford Garland’,
like ‘Balmoral Suite’, was a satisfying mar-
riage of early and modern music. Surely
there is a little bit of something here to
satisfy many different tastes?

- ALAN COOPER
- - - - -

Roger 
Sacheverell Coke:
Cello Sonatas 1-3
Raphael Wallfisch cello
Simon Callaghan piano
LYRITA SRCD384

That Sacheverell Coke’s music is
known at all now is entirely down
to Simon Callaghan, the pianist

here, who has been a tireless advocate for
the music and who recently completed a
PhD on the composer.

Though Coke was born in 1912 and
died in 1972 his music is through and
through Romantic.  Coke’s favourite com-
poser was Rachmaninoff and that shows,
to his advantage, in these three sonatas
written between 1936 and 1941.

The singing melodic lines are richly
harmonised in idiomatic piano writing
and cover the full range of cello emotions,
from elegiac poignancy to dance- like ex-
uberance. Perhaps, for a composer who
often suffered from bouts of depression
there is much darkly expressive music
here.

The First Sonata of 1936 is the short-
est at 20 minutes and is perhaps the most
successful as the material is unpreten-
tious, and finally balanced between playful
and heartfelt.

The Second Sonata of 1938 was a sig-
nificant work for Coke as it was written at
the time he destroyed many of his early
‘immature’ works, and so can be seen as
coming of age of the composer. The slow
movement begins straight out of Ivor Nov-
ello, says hello to Rachmaninoff, and is
absolutely ravishing. The very Russian
sounding finale even includes an obvious
quote from Rachmaninoff’s 4th Piano
Concerto.

The Third Sonata of 1941 suffers from
too much self-pity in the first movement
and in the slow second movement an
overwrought mawkish sentimentality.
There is however much imaginative writ-
ing, particularly for the piano which is
testament to his skill.  But even the finale
a set of dance-like variations is ultimately
dragged down to the depths, ending not
with a cry but a whimper.

Coke programmed all three works in
one Wigmore Hall concert in 1951 when
they received only lukewarm reviews. I
would suggest not listening to them all at
once, less is more, but I happily recom-
mend the disc. Mr. Callaghan is a fine pi-
anist, who sounds better with every new
release and who is completely in tune with
the music, while Mr. Wallfisch plays this

unfamiliar repertoire with tremendous
musicality.

- PAUL R W JACKSON
- - - - -

Peter Dickinson:
Chamber and 
Instrumental Music
Kreutzer Quartett
Peter Shepherd Skærved violin
Roderick Chadwick piano
TOCCATA CLASSICS TOCC 0538

This CD of chamber compositions by
Peter Dickinson (b.1934) ranges in
period from ‘Metamorphosis for

solo violin’ (1955, revised 1971) to ‘Tran-
quillo for violin and piano’ (1986, revised
2018).

It includes four works for solo violin,
performed with dazzling shine and polish
by Peter Sheppard Skærved, who, since
1988, has been first violin of the Kreutzer
Quartet.

They perform Dickinson’s two very
different String Quartets. Rob Barnett
once described Skærved as ‘That aristo-
crat….among violinists’. I would have to
agree wholeheartedly.

The solo violin pieces are also quite

Roger
Sacheverell
Coke
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distinct. ‘Air’ has smooth romantic pas-
sages punctuated by angular even aggres-
sive interruptions. ‘Fantasia’ has leaps,
stabs, pizzicatos and rapid runs, and is
very much the virtuoso showpiece. Many
of the pieces contrast luscious romantic
playing with more pointed ‘modernity’.

The two String Quartets are unique.
Many passages in the first Quartet re-
minded me of the string music in Bernard
Herrmann’s ‘Psycho Suite’, both for their
languorous slow passages or repeated
stabbing chords. Dickinson certainly did
not copy Herrmann; his Quartet was com-
posed two years before Herrmann’s music.

The Quartet was premièred at the
Juilliard and was much admired. Was there
a bit of inspiration the other way round? I
have no idea. Is this something for the
musicologist fraternity to explore?

Dickinson is an expert on American
music and admired the music of Charles
Ives. In the second Quartet, the strings
play slow, calm consonant music while
pre-recorded piano plays fragments of
ragtime, not really interrupting, just com-
ing in at the same time.

That movement runs for 14.5 minutes
until both ideas come together with the
strings also joining in lustily with ragtime
in the second movement – which lasts just
under a minute and a half.

The CD opens and closes with pieces
for violin and piano. The ‘Sonata for Violin
and Piano’ (1961) touches more than just a
bit on serialism with violin and piano in an
argument, sometimes quite ferociously
before reaching a kind of agreement at the
conclusion.

The final piece on the CD, ‘Tranquillo’
also suggests something of the spirit of
Charles Ives with the violin sounding lus-
cious and romantic with the piano, like
chiming bells, while not arguing with the
violin, seems somehow to be coming from
a more remote musical world – a startling
and perhaps teasing work!

- ALAN COOPER
- - - - -

Janet Graham:
North East 
Hauntings
Aleksander Szram piano
PRIMA FACIE   PFCD103

In the booklet accompanying her lat-
est CD, Janet Graham writes, “While still
largely ‘atonal’, I think my recent music
has slightly softer edges than some of my
earlier pieces...”

Pianist Aleksander Szram of Trinity
Laban Conservatoire is renowned for his
performances of advanced 20th and 21st
Century music. He brings Janet Graham’s
music vibrantly to life.

The title of the CD comes from the
cycle of four pieces, very much centred on
the idea of locality – in this case the often
bleak landscapes of North East England.
These pieces are powerfully expressive of
atmosphere and place.

The two central titles include folk
songs of the North East. If like me, these
are unknown, you can access them on the
internet. (For instance, I found a beautiful
unaccompanied version of ‘Have you seen
owt of my bonny lad’ sung by Kathleen
Ferrier.)

The first movement, ‘Snow Sky’ is
quite graphic in its appeal while ‘Sea Mist’
begins similarly but goes on to become
more dramatic as a lament for a young
fisherman who died at sea, (My Bonny
Lad). ‘Lullaby for Lost Skylines’ includes
another folksong, ‘My Bonny Miner Lad’, a
description in music of the collieries,
shipyards and iron works, and a testimo-
nial to those who worked there. The final
movement ‘Red Dust’ refers to the dust
laden landscapes around the Consett Iron
works.

Three other descriptive works come
from very different backgrounds in both
place and time – the world of mythological
ancient Greece. ‘Persephone’ tells the
story of the mythological girl who spends
half her year in the underworld (deep
echoing piano) before returning to earth in
Spring (lighter upper playing).

Much lighter is ‘Iris’, the personifica-
tion of the Rainbow, while ‘Hecate’ sounds
mysterious, describing the goddess asso-
ciated with the moon, with ghosts and
witches.

Two other major works, both of them
largely abstract, are the Sonata (2017) with
contrasts between echoing lower piano
and more lively upper registers. I was re-
minded here that one of Janet Graham’s
composition teachers was Elizabeth Lu-
tyens.

The final work ‘Sonatina’ explores dif-
ferent piano techniques and the sound
worlds that come from these, in particular
the opening movement entitled ‘Trills’.
The ability to notate such music and to
bring it back to life on the piano is so very
impressive – worth listening to? 

You decide!

- ALAN COOPER
- - - - -

John Casken:
Stolen Airs
Prima Facie PFCD 115

‘Windswept, dreamy, turbulent,
melancholic, and painterly’.
These are words once used by

John Casken to describe his own music.
They are an ideal description too of

the Northumbrian landscapes round the
Cheviot Hills, Casken’s home country,
which he says have strongly influenced
many of his works.

The music publisher Schott mention
“elements of expressionism in his music
along with lyrical atonality and free tonal-
ity”.

‘Stolen Airs’, the overall title of the CD
is also that of the second of the chamber
works recorded here. A kind of sonata for
cello (Philip Higham) and piano (Alasdair
Beatson), it is inspired by a magical chil-
dren’s novel, ‘Sylvie and the Songman’.
With its story telling using song airs and
powerful expressionist treatment of
rhythm, it would surely make excellent
modern ballet music.

The opening work, ‘Shadowed Pieces’
for violin (Lucy Gould) and piano (Ben-
jamin Frith) is a portrait of several land-
scapes. The detailed craftsmanship of the
music along with the brilliant playing, in-
cluding Lucy Gould’s accurate quarter
tones in the third movement ‘...by shadows
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past’ stood out from the very first bars of
the music, in particular the partnership of
piano and violin not just in the playing, but
in the music itself.

Kenneth Hamilton is the piano soloist
in the third work ‘Six Wooded Pieces for
solo piano’. The sense of freedom in the
music and the playing suggested certain
elements of advanced jazz although this
may not have been Casken’s intention.

‘Serpents of Wisdom for horn and
piano’ with Alec Frank-Gemmill on horn
and Alasdair Beatson back on piano is in-
spired by a Norman MacCaig poem also
landscape connected. I loved the way in
which horn and piano were so closely in-
tertwined.

The final work, entitled simply ‘Piano
Trio’ in five movements is linked to
Casken’s second opera ‘God’s Liar’ based
on a short story by Tolstoy, ‘Father
Sergius’. The Gould Piano Trio are Lucy
Gould, violin, Richard Lester, cello and
Benjamin Frith, piano.

It is fascinating how, despite his em-
brace of atonality, Casken’s music man-
ages so colourfully to paint pictures and to
tell stories. Such music is often wholly ab-
stract, Casken’s is amazingly nothing of
the kind!

- ALAN COOPER
- - - - -

William Mathias:
A Vision of Time 
and Eternity

Jeremy Huw Williams baritone 
with instrumental ensemble
NAXOS 8.574053

William Mathias is probably best
known for his anthem for the
wedding of Charles and Diana

(Let the People Praise Thee). But he has
left us so much more.

Now we have a disc that features per-
haps his least known repertoire: chamber
music. These pieces cover the years from
1953 to 1979.

Following the flashy Ceremonial Fan-
fare for 2 trumpets, A Vision of Time and
Eternity for baritone and piano [on a text
of Henry Vaughan] has some properties
found in songs of Britten not the least of
which is a meandering ostinato in the
piano accompaniment.

The Suite Parisienne for two pianos
captures descriptive melodic flavours of
that city’s location; it is cast in 3 move-
ments lasting about 2 minutes each, the
final one including some Gallic melodies.

An early work, the Sonatina for clar-
inet and piano has both warmth and
melodic interest throughout. Idiomatic for
both instruments it deserves more public
performance. The listener may hear
shades of the writing of Rawsthorne or
Alwyn of the mid-1950s but always with
Mathias’s individuality of homophonic and
contrapuntal passages.

Contrastingly the Capriccio of about
15 years later for flute and piano focuses on
the flute’s agility and fancy-free character
for interest above underlying ostinato pat-
terns in the piano; its rather brief length
of under 3 minutes is an enjoyable dia-
logue between the two performers.

His Sonata for Harp from 1974 opens
majestically and includes a satisfying
right-hand/left-hand alternation of
melodic elements. Its second movement is
in a quicker tempo and uses several glis-
sando effects that complement the
melodic line.

Most intriguing is his Concertino
from 1974 which brings together flute,
oboe, bassoon, and piano. The colour ef-
fects and subsequent imagery that come to
mind is remarkable. Each instrument has
his/her turn both at melodic display and
accompanimental, often ostinato, writing.

More often the faster-moving ele-
ments are in the upper two winds while
the bassoon and piano tend to undergird
them with sustaining and repetitive rhyth-
mic figures. The elegant and beautiful slow
movement paints a pastoral reflective set-
ting. The finale moves back to more tech-
nical display often in contrapuntal style.

- JOHN DRESSLER

William Mathias:
Choral Music
St John’s Voices
The Gentlemen of St John’s
Graham Walker director
NAXOS 8.574162

One of the hallmarks of Mathias’s
choral music is a set of parallel
fourths at least once in any given

choral work which adds a modal-yet-
modern touch to it. And this disc com-
mences with such a flourish to introduce
his setting of A Babe is Born, a setting of
the 15th century text from 1971.

The St John’s Voices is a wonderfully
balanced group of singers especially ap-
preciated in the contrapuntal sections; all
parts easily heard.

Nearly all of the works on this disc
have an up-lifting character thanks to
rhythmic variety and accessible melodic
lines for both choir and audience to enjoy
on first hearing. The organ accompani-
ment to, especially, the Jesus College Can-
ticles is marvellous—as well as
marvellously performed.

There are several stunning punctuat-
ing chords as text painting in the Magnfi-
cat of this set. By way of contrast the Nunc
Dimittis section is wonderfully inspira-
tional with inflection and chords that grow
outward from a unison start. The syllabic
setting allows for a special splash of colour
with those primarily triadic chords often

William Mathias
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with added notes for musical crunch from
time to time.

The Learsongs (5 secular texts of Ed-
ward Lear) with piano accompaniment are
fun whether in slow or fast tempi; again,
these are very accessible to audiences and
are written idiomatically for each voice
part. The ladies of the group are to be
commended particularly in this set.

Psalm 19 (The Heavens Declare the
Glory of God) is set to the Welsh-text ver-
sion with terrific declamation and charac-
ter; again, the organ accompaniment adds
a spectacular background to the text.

Perhaps the most reflective work on
this disc is the setting of Ave verum cor-
pus. The string stops on the organ add a
delicacy to the slower-moving chords. The
stepwise movement of the vocal parts
bring out a haunting quality in several
passages.

The gentlemen singing in a skilled a
capella passages truly shine in Riddles
(1987) based on 7 texts from The Exeter
Book. The disc concludes with a delightful
and jaunty setting of Gerald Manley Hop-
kins’ A May Magnificat. This is a rewarding
addition to the recordings of Mathias’s
output.

- JOHN DRESSLER
- - - - -

C.H.H. Parry:
Judith

Sarah Fox soprano
Kathryn Rudge mezzo soprano
Toby Spence tenor
Henry Waddington bass-baritone
Crouch End Festival Chorus
London Mozart Players
William Vann conductor
CHANDOS CHSA 5268(2)

One of the best known and loved
hymn tunes is ‘Repton’.  The com-
poser is identified as ‘C.H.H. Parry

(from Judith)’.  Given the grave and simple
beauty of this music, I surely will not be
the only one to have wondered what the
rest of ‘Judith’ is like.

And now we can find out. The tune
was adapted by the music master at Rep-
ton Public School, one G.G. Stocks in the
1920’s and quickly taken up by influential
hymnals.  However, in the oratorio, this
section of the music delivered more

quickly in ballad style and, being strophic,
is not in fact representative.  There is in-
deed a lot more going on!

I have to say, without fear or favour,
that Parry’s oratorio is absolutely magnifi-
cent.  Building on the heritage of large-
scale baroque works, then the
Mendelssohn of ‘Elijah’, and with Brahms
and Wagner looking benignly on, we are
presented with over 2 hours of glorious
music.  This is also identifiably ‘English’, a
characteristic more easily recognised than
described.

Given that the work has not, to my
knowledge, ever been recorded up to now,
and slightly daunted by the length, I
availed myself of a free download of the
vocal score and printed all 200 pages off,
and this immediately helped me to grasp
Parry’s intentions and achievement.

The work’s immediate predecessor
was the well-known short choral work
‘Blest Pair of Sirens’, and there are stylistic
parallels, but the new piece was ten time
the length and involved much larger
forces including a children’s choir.

The eponymous ‘Judith’ is the hero-
ine.  She rescues the Israelites from the
evil pagan god ‘Moloch’ and in part two, in
black widow mode, she seduces
Holofernes, the general of the Assyrian
hordes, and chops off his head. Victory to
the Jews then, q.e.d. So, there is a lot of
‘thud and blunder’ but between these
lengthy passages there are several much
calmer quieter interludes of great beauty
and sensitivity.

Parry’s inventive powers are fully ca-
pable of meeting the demands of his
imagination and ambition, as indeed are
all the performers and engineers involved
in this significant issue.

The composer’s choral requirements,

note-wise, are, in the event, largely not
too testing – except in one respect, that of
stamina, it is a ‘big sing’!  The Crouch End
Festival Chorus are quite exceptionally
good, with fine, crisp, clear tone, always
together and in tune, and perfectly
blended.

The soloists are fine too with Kathryn
Rudge as Meshullemeth, Manessah’s wife,
especially creamy-toned and eloquent.

The true hero of this enterprise is the
conductor William Vann who spearheaded
the project to revive and perform the work
in April 2019, and then to record it.  His
grasp of the music is most impressive and
his control of the technical intricacies of
conducting is immaculate.

For instance, and perhaps a small
point, in part two in the chorus ‘Our King
is come again’ there is a lengthy ac-
celerando to ‘vivacissimo’ which is finely
controlled.  On the evidence of this
recording Mr Vann will surely continue his
stellar career.

The thunderous finale is Parry at his
epic best.  These moments are totally
overwhelming.

- GEOFFREY ATKINSON
- - - - 

Robin Stevens:
Prevailing Winds
Ensemble with John Turner recorders
Divine Art DDA25194

Prevailing Winds’ is a two CD set present-
ing world première recordings of 23
woodwind miniatures by Robin Stevens 
(b. 1958). Stevens plays cello in four of his
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pieces as well as guitar in two numbers
and piano in three items. The other eight
performers are highly regarded profes-
sionals on their instruments.

Stevens divides his compositions
into three categories, ‘lyrical songs with-
out words, character pieces and more
ambitious fledgling tone poems, with
some overlap between these categories’.

The first and third works on the CDs
represent the songs without words:
‘Oceanic Lullaby’ for oboe and piano and
‘Sicilienne for Gillian’ clarinet and piano.
Both have instant melodic appeal. ‘Three
Epigrams’ for bassoon and piano or
‘Waltz for Pierrot’ for solo bassoon are
character pieces, more edgy, exploring
the particular sound qualities of the in-
struments for which they are composed.

More fascinating are the two ver-
sions of ‘Concert Rondo’ descant
recorder and piano on the first CD and
oboe and piano on the second. The same
music certainly, but quite remarkable in
the differences of their impact.

There are two pieces, both for
French Horn and piano, both inspired by
meditations on the First World War ‘A
Soldier’s Prayer’ (first CD) and ‘Grief’s
Portrait’ (Second CD). These are really
evocative tone poems.

Some of the pieces are as astonish-
ing as they are attractive, ‘O Brave New
World’ for flute and cello has the cello
fulfil its partnership with the flute in a
credible role as accompanist. The lively
opening number on the second CD ‘Suite
Ecossaise – Jig’ for descant recorder and
guitar contrasts hauntingly with ‘Suite
Ecossaise – Berceuse’ for flute and guitar,
both very agreeable pieces.

We read that Stevens “Particularly
relishes the challenge of writing for ‘Cin-
derella’ instruments and ensembles”.
This comes across in his fine pieces for
recorders including ‘Contemplation’ for
bass recorder and cello, well married to-
gether, or in ‘Pandora’s Box’ for
recorders (including at one point the tiny
garklein) along with bassoon and cello.
This hugely revelatory parade of wood-
wind instruments culminates with ‘Sweet
Soufflé’, a celebration of orchestral
woodwinds, flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon
and French horn all playing merrily to-
gether.

- ALAN COOPER
- - - - -

Song Offerings:
British Song Cycles
Riot Ensemble
Aaron Holloway-Nahum director
Sarah Dacey, April Frederick sopranos
COVIELLO CLASSICS  COV91924

Based in London, Riot Ensemble are
a chamber-sized ensemble of top
instrumentalists dedicated to the

promotion of new-music. The soprano
Sarah Dacey is regarded as an important
member of the group.

New-music, with a hyphen, is not the
same thing as contemporary music which
can be many different things. This is
music that reaches out, even way beyond
atonality, to seek new ways of expression
in sound.

Not to everyone’s taste perhaps, but
with much deep listening, its ways of un-
leashing untried musical sounds can be
astounding, especially when, as in this
CD, these sounds lift settings of poetry to
new emotional heights.

The vocalists and instrumentalists
need to work at the highest level of re-
finement because traditional melody or
harmony are not there to help find your
place. 

Riot Ensemble and especially Sarah
Dacey are certainly on top of their craft.

The CD presents three very different
works by Samantha Fernando (b.1984).
‘How many Moments Must’, her setting of
four lines by e. e. cummings for unac-
companied soprano, composed with
amazing simplicity, just little pips of clear
soprano voice to start with. ‘Utterance’, to
the composer’s own words has skeletal
upper strings and warm low cello against
words that are spoken, whispered or
sung. ‘The Half Moon’ a setting of words
by Christina Rossetti comes closest to
more traditional music, marrying so-
prano voice and cello most expressively
and indeed beautifully.

‘Plane Sailing’ a setting of a poem by
Sacha Dugdale entitled ‘Plainer Sailing’ is
by the group’s director and conductor
Aaron Holloway-Nahum. It is an impas-
sioned lament regarding Alzheimer’s.

“And all the ropes were gone, and
the language unlearnt And vital knots of
past and future untied”.

‘Micrographia’ by Laurence Osborn
(b. 1989) adds a second soprano, April
Frederick, to the ensemble. This music,
detailing things as seen through a micro-
scope is very graphic in its instrumental
colouring especially, ‘Wings of Flies’ with
whirling strings and the use of kazoos!
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The final work is the most cele-
brated, ‘Song Offerings’ by Jonathan 
Harvey (1939- 2012) his setting of four
poems by Rabindranath Tagore. Wildly
passionate as sung by Sarah Dacey, a
young girl is waiting – for her lover, for
her God... or for Death? Perhaps all of
these. The music is way out modern, but
my goodness, isn’t it expressive?

- ALAN COOPER
- - - - -

Pictures At An 
Exhibition:
The Ruffatti Organ
of Buckfast Abbey

Martin Baker organ
AF001

Rather than presenting British
music as such, this lavishly pre-
sented CD celebrates a different

achievement of national significance, the
opening of a new organ in Buckfast
Abbey (Devon), and the superb playing 
of Martin Baker, presently organist of
Westminster Cathedral.

The new organ, by the Italian
builder, Fratelli Ruffatti, is a monster.
There are two interconnected consoles.
The ‘Quire Organ’ has four manuals –
Positivo, Great, Swell, Solo, and Pedals,
the ‘Gallery Organ’ has two manuals (in
French style) – Grand Orgue, Expressif,
and Pedale.  There are 81 speaking stops
(including ‘nightingales’ and ‘bagpipes’)
100 ranks of pipes, 5542 pipes and 42
bells.  Its physical appearance is won-
drous to behold.

The point about the two consoles
controlling what in effect are two organs,
is that in a very large building such as the
Abbey, you need two sound sources, and
for the varying demands of leading the
congregation or accompanying the choir,
to say nothing of presenting recitals, the
player needs separate locations.

The programme presented by Mr
Baker is clearly designed to put the organ
through its paces.  The longest piece,
somewhat bizarrely you may feel, is the
performer’s own transcription of Mus-
sorgski’s ‘Pictures at an Exhibition’
(which actually is the title of the CD).

The only British contribution is the
brief ‘Fanfare for Easter Day’ by Dom Se-
bastian Wolff, a monk at the Abbey since
1948 and a well-qualified organist him-
self.  This is, as might be expected, noisy
and quite effective.

The most impressive performance
in every respect is that of J S Bach’s Pas-
sacaglia and Fugue in C minor.  As the
programme note says, one can present
this monumental piece as a continuous
‘plenum’, or in the old fashioned way of
fussily changing stops for every varia-
tion, or ideally, I would suggest, as Mr
Baker does here, add or subtract stops at
obvious transitions. The result is most
impressive.

Other works on the disc are by
Nicholas de Grigny, Joseph Jongen and
Charles-Marie Widor.

This CD is presented in a sumptuous
way – a 50-page booklet, with full details,

notes, specifications and photographs, is
bound into a neat stout cover with the
disc slipped in at the back.

For more information visit 
www.adfontes.org.uk

- GEOFFREY ATKINSON
- - - - 
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