Alan Rawsthorne : Towards Unity

John McCabe

There is always a strong prcdllcclmn on the part of most people to
pigeon-hole composers, o put them into one category or another
it makes it easy to assess where they stand in relation to the
flow of musical culture, and provides a simple stting poin for
judgement of their works, especially new ones. Inevitably, this
process, which of c ritical yardstick
but one which is | opinion, d

no justice to most of s victi uppose it s not dissimilar to

case of Alan Rawsthome, it is more difficult to pigeon-hole him,
but talk of “shifting tonality”, “tonal modernism of the twentieth
century” and other phrases will help to do so, and to be fair they
contain more than @ grain of truth. But there is much more to it
than this.

In his early days, he was sometimes infuriated to be described as an
vatonalis” (which he cerainly wast) or & modernist (which, in
terms of the influence of com, e Bartk and Hindemith,
was reasonabl), and i in lter years he was for a time regarded ad
unfashionable because not up with the latest trends, it was really
not possible to find a label that fitted. Frankly, his uncompromising
pursuit of his own vision and interests seems o me of more lasting
Yalue than the contribution made by composers who seemed (o
change their musical clothing by whatever was the latest fas|
they have the advantage of thercore being casily o
able, at any given time. And one of the reasons for the
dificuly in inding a single phrase to describe his work s tha, ke
his beloved Haydn, he was above all a great integrator, someone
who synthesized many disparate elements from previous eras into a
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single, instantly recognizable style all of his own. He took from the
baroque, the classical, the romantic and the modem whatever
seemed best suited to the clearest expression of his ideas, and the
richness of these stylistic or technical derivations is a fascinating
study. This essay can only be a brief survey of possible lines for
future exploration

From the start of his career (even in carly unpublished works)
certain traits were apparent in his music. The use of thirds an
fourths as important intervals, for instance, and the familiar
ambiguity between major and minor tonalities were both essential
building blocks in his material — the occasional “blue note” arises
naturally from the alternation of major and minor thirds, for
instance, and the characteristic type of Rawsthome chord (c.g. C-
E-G#-B or other versions of similar seventh harmonies) stems from
the same cause. So too does the octatenic scale from which so
much of his inspiration is derived — it is most clearly scen
throughout the first page of his Sonatina for Piano [1949], and in
that transposition it emerges as B, C, D, E flat, F, G flat, A flat, A

natural — the same as one of Messiaen's Modes of Limited
Transposition. These were defined in 1936, and more definitively
in 1944 U — Rawsthome used this type of scale from the

Bagatelles for Piano of 1938 and even in earlier picces. There is
perhaps nothing specifically time-related about these things
(Beethoven and Haydn, for instance, loved relating keys by the
interval of a third, and Brahms derived an astonishing amount of
‘material from the same interval) — Rawsthome's relationship with
the past (and, ultimately, the present) can be seen, however, when
one looks at the specific influence of particular periods on his
music.

The Baroque

His technical armoury included a number of specifically baroque
devices, such as canons and imitation (which, of course, go further
back than the baroque — Webern's studies of the music of Isaac
had a profound influence on his own love of canonic devices). In
the Theme and Variations for Two Violins [1937], for instance, he
even uses them as an integral part of the theme itself, which
typically starts to develop its material right from the start — and
even the syncopations have an “carly music” feel to them, as well,
perhaps, as a hint of jazz (though Rawsthome showed very few
signs of a jazz influence in general):
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Ex.1: Theme and Variations for 2 Violins
THEME

Allegro J= 104

Another simple device he used throughout his career was the
perfect cadence, not necessarily harmonized but usually through its
lowest notes alone — one thinks, for instance, of the last two bass
notes of the First Piano Concerto (G#-C#), decorated briefly in the
right hand but essentially a very simple V-I gesture. The contrary
motion scales, sometimes chromatic, with which he somel!me;
concluded a composition (and which became at times a predictable
‘mannerism in some of his weaker later works) are an intensifica-
tion of the same gesture:
2204 Pano Concer, e ()

et 5 B iz
——f ek

Other harmonic techniques deriving from baroque and even earlier
music include the use of sequences, which have the useful attribute
of either intensifying the tension (if they are rising) or mlaxmg it
(if they are descending). It is, however, easier (o see Rawsthome's
Do e i e isi0e1e: pcichlarty thei forms fhagused,
Ferhaps inevitably, iven his instioct for materia ho could vsoina
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Kkind of perpetual metamorphosis technique, variation forms
oceupy a pre-eminent place in his output. Apart from works with a
title which makes this clear (Symphonic Studies of 1938 is pethaps
hot a siraightforward variation work, but ts essence stems from
{his technique), his handling of basic material is more often than
ot clearly derived from variation or metamorphosis of it. In the
‘Bagatelles, for instance (one of the simplest and clearest examples
one can use) the main theme of each movement is clearly a
Variation of the opening theme, and even the subsidiary tag, his all-
pervasive musical signature (marked x in the example below), has
Hs own role to play as subsidiary material which can also
subjected to similar treatment:

Fx. 3 Bagateles for piano, No. 1, opening

Allegro_

One of the earliest forms of variation was the Ground, or Divisions
on a Ground, of which the Elizabethan keyboard composers such
as Byrd were such great masters (as was, later on, Purcell), and
Rawsthome’s output includes a number of movements designated
cither Chaconne or Passacaglis, the descendants of this form. In the
First Piano Concerto [original version 1939, revised 1942], the
central movement is a slow chaconne, in which a series of gentle
chords is repeated with decorative and often supremely beautiful
melodic lines and textures surrounding them — Rawsthome adds

9



an unusual refinement in that the chords modulate up a semitone at
the end (with a perfect cadence helped by a typical augmented
chord). Thus, the theme starts in F minor, the first “variation” in F
sharp minor, and so on. The style established by this movement has
strong echoes in charactef® though the technique is not rigorously
employed, in such other movements as the slow movement of the
Divertimento for Chamber Orchestra [1962] or the third movement
of the Second String Quartet [1954]. The passacaglia as such
makes a powerful appearance in the wonderful orchestral move-
‘ment in Part Two of his great Choral Suite (or, in effect, oratorio)
Carmen Vitale [1963], & movement which owes
example of the great Sarabande in Busonts opera Dokior Faust
' the Ballade for Piano [1967). his Jost work for that
instrument, there is om imprcssive section in the st half of the
work in which a passacaglia forms merely part of the structure of
the work as a whole, but makes an indelible impression with its
strong harmonies and placing as the climax of that part of the work.
The chaconne or passacaglia being originally a dance, it is not
suprising that n the magnificont slow movernent of his
Symphony [1964], Rawsthome produced one of his most striking
utterances, an Alla Sarabanda of asmmshmg power, notable
particularly for the obsessive repetition of the note E which
constantly underpins the music and gives it a sense of
Claustrophobic tragedy.

The use of the title Aria for the soprano solo movements of
Carmen Vitale again links with the baroque, something emphasized
by the gloriously Handelian phrases which run through the aria I
Eave sef my heait on hight

Ex. 4: Carmen Vitale: No. 7. Ara, bars 19-26
Aligracpieiom a4




Aria is also a title to be encountered elsewhere in his output (in the
1936 Clarinet Concerto, for instance), but it s surprising that, with
all this strong connection with various aspects of the baroque, and
with his intense interest in counterpoint (of which he was a true
master — witness the Fantasy Overture Cortéges, 1945, with its
dazzling display of contrapuntal virtuosity), there were so few
straightforward fugues in his music. The fifth and final section of
S_ymphomc Studies contains a vehemently defiant fugue in the
brass, somewhat reminiscent (though he would not have thanked
me for suggesting it) of Vaughan Williams's Fourth Symphony,
acting as both a (quite extensive) climactic working out of the
thematic material of the work and as a means of enabling the music
10 resolve its tensions so that it can regather is energy to return
triumphantly to the opening gestures of what is in all but name a
symphony. Carmen Vitale, too, includes as the final movement of
Part One an immensely vigorous, brilliantly omhcslmled Fugue, as
formal a piece as he was ever to write, once again serving a
stnuctural purpose, to enable him to attain the g glittering final choral
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gesture of the first half of the work. But there are few other fugues
as such in his output.

The Classical
Rawsthomne's favourite composers were Haydn and Chopin (his
famous essay on the Chopin Ballades P is justly regarded as a
classic), and the classicism of the former certainly had a profound
effect on his thinking. He wrote, of course, in standard forms
(concerto, symphony, chamber music and so on), and he adopted
structures, that were in general pretty well established in these
genres. His handling of sonata form i sometimes inventive in the
same way that Haydn's was (the dovetailing of development with
recapitulation, for instance, or the developing of material at an
carlier stage than was customary, c.g. before it has all been laid out
before the lstencr), but porhaps his only regular idiosyncracy was
the brevity of most of his recapitulation sections (something he
shared with Busoni, who after all was both a romantic and a
clasicist) — it derived as much as anything from his dislike of un-
necessary repetition, the feeling that listeners were sophisticated
enough to be able o respond to the musical processes without
supererogatory sign-posting. (One is tempted to wonder whether,
after years of pandering to the idea that people can't actually listen
any more, this is still true.)

The forms of Scherzo and Trio, and Rondo, appear with regularity
in his music, and as hﬂs been mentioned variation movemen's as
such also aj metimes as the finale (e.g. Second String
Quartet). It is abcve all the developmental nature of the classical
that seemed to appeal particularly to him, not only in the formal
sense but in the way in which one could derive, often in a
Haydnesque manner, a whole work or at least a substantial part of
its material from very small basic cells. Even the “romantic” first
‘movement of the Second Piano Concerto is through-composed in
%\ls sense, with strong thematic links between apparently different
R

The Romantic
If any work can be said clearly o express the baroque side of
Rawsthome’s art, it is the First Piano Concerto, where the
movement titles alone are indicative: Toccata, ne,

Tarantella. The last, admittedly, is not a typically baroque title, but
its lithe alertness brings it into line with the fio-nonsense, high-
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spirited gigues of Bach and Handel (it is worth recalling that
Handel was another of his favourites). Equally, if any work can be
Said to sum up the romantic aspect of his music, it is the Second
Piano Concerto [1951], which is in four movements, with a full-
blown Scherzo and full of sometimes subtle links with Brahms's
Second Piano Concerto in B flat — Rawsthome had an ambivalent
relationship with Brahms's music, playing it very successfully
during his student days and in later life referring (0 it as a model
for composition students, but also referring to his own doubts about
it There is no doubt, however, that the Brahms B flat Concerto had
a strong influence on Rawsthome’s Second, even if it might have
been entirely subconscious (something 1 am quite willing to
believe). The expression of the whole work, characteristically clear
and economical as it is, surely derives from the romantic tradition,
both in its virtuosity (this is one of the most difficult concertos in
the repertoire) and the nature of ts lyrical style.

Only in one aspect does it instinctively recoil from following a
conventional classical/romantic concerto tradition, in that there is
no cadenza as such — there are cadenzas in other Rawsthome
concertos, but not in all of them, and as with Haydn before him,
one senses that he had an inbuilt resistance to conscious displays of
virtuosity for its own sake. This is despite his great love, and
knowledge, of some virtuoso music and interpreters. In the finale,
before the coda, there is indeed a flamboyant piano solo with
cadenza-like flourishes, but it is strongly embedded in the musical
argument, not a separate or semi-separate section whose primary
function is display. If one wants to find that in Rawsthome, o
can do so in the First Violin Concerto (completed in 1948) or the
Cello Concerto [1965] (though in the latter, these sections are
typically quite short). But otherwise the relationship between
soloist and orchestra, though very close and indeed chamber-
music-like in places, is clearly within the romantic tradition, while
the ebb and flow of tempo, implied beneath the surface in the
earlier Concerto, is now an integral part of the music’s progress.

Rawsthome's increasing fascination with the medieval world
during his Tast decade or so, as evidenced in several compositions,
is a further instance of the romantic fascination with the world and
art of centuries ago — one recalls the popularity of the Scottish
poetry of "Ossian” during the late eighteenth century, for instance.
He relished what he described as a certain ferocity in medieval
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rejoicing, referring to Carmen Vitale's texts and those chosen for
the fine, and unjustly neglected (how often one has o say that)
Medieval Diptych [1962] for baritone and orchestra. It is
remarkable how much insight he was to show in these works into
the medieval mind, and equally how he responded to the words of
Henry Howard, Earl of Surrcy, in the seiting of Description of
Spring for the finale of the Second Symphony [1959] — the fact
that h gave the work th tle A Pastoral Symphony. for all tht it
is a different kind of pastoralism from cither Beethoven or
Vaughan Williams, suggests a romantic sunslblluv, and i his
delicate conveying in this beautiful setting for soprano and
oxcncma of the mixed emotions of gladness at the coming of
pring and sadness al the inevitable decay of autumn which
ulnmawly follows it, he displayed the kind of unblinking
romanticism that might in some ways be said to be one of the
it of Thenas Ly (I il e e
over the apparently blissful ending of Under the Greenwood Tre
for instance).

One would expect a work with the title Four Romantic Pieces for
Piano [1953] to be the clearest indication of that part of
Rawsthome's musical makeup which chimes with the world of the
romantics, but in fact this is by no means the case. The rather
lugubrious little scherzo (No.3) and the imposing stateliness of the
finale, ending in a characteristic C major quietness, are neither of

stemming from wartime) and the Piano Concertos, especially No.2.

ere is also a lovely memento of his liking for the music of
Mendelssohn in the F sharp major Allegretto (complete with key
signature, a rare sighting of this beast in his output) — for all the
world like an echo of a Mendelssohnian Song Without Words, an
hauntingly beautiful.

One is also reminded in passing of the occasional moment of
Midsummer Night's Dream-like delicacy, without quite the pace of
a Mendelssohn scherzo, in the Second Piano Concerto, both in the
Scherzo itself and in the central scherzando section of the slow
‘movement
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Fx. 5 2nd Piano Concerl, 31d movement (around leter E) (piano solo part only)

(Poco allegro)

No work makes clearer his links with the world of romanticism
than the Ballade for Piano, a deliberate revival of the form so
wonderfully defined by Chopin — not only is this a direct
structural homage to the earlier master, but his handling of the
overall shape as well as the lyrical freedom and virtuosity of the
keyboard writing owes an enormous amount to the earlier models,
sometimes directly (as in details of the shaping), sometimes
indirectly (as in the feeling of the general flow of the music, and
the carefully integrated transitions from one section to another, all
being distinct from each other yet indissolubly related).

His romanticism can also be seen very clearly in some works from
the period just before the Second Piano Concerto. In the Cello
Sonata [1948), for instance, the dark groping upwards towards the
light at the start is one among many instances of him starting a
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work with a sense of embarking upon a narrative, a feature of so
many of his pieces and possibly inspired by e example of
Chopin, so many of whose major works have a similar sense of
aniCipation and growie. WHO won g capmsive yricism of
thecpening of the ClainetQuarte (1948 or e s

eaceful E flat conclusior < Third Symphons, e
Ehding, approached.vin anoihy aseion of suna mal repse,
‘wonderful sense of resolving all the tensions of the earlier part of

the work, even the turbulent Sarabade. The Sonatina for Pino has
a melanchol Iy
movements
Hocle; o 1o s welicialy of o romaic
umdur of mediovl (ines (hough in Camen Vil he save
powerful expresson o i, o, and s s ol
posthumousty completed by Juian Bream, he st
over the centuries 10 touch Byrd and Dowland on the shoulder).
The very language I am using 1o describe these pieces, while
highly personal, suggests the kind of impact the music mikes on
me, and it is the impact of a romantic sensibility rather than
ing ele. Just as stongly so, indecd, s the Fist Piano
Concerto is profoundly baroque in ins

The )
oot over aspects of Rawsthome's musical makeup as
“modem” is inevitably to time-slip a bit, since what was modem in
the 1930s or even the 1950s is hardly so now (save for some

During the 1930s, his
approach to tonality, constantly shifting and creating its own
ambiguity, would have scemed very up-o-dte, nd even
e that it can create difficultie

Pt ol e et e e (and i e o o
are s kel to sense naturaly e many places where e sighs
ona key centre for a slightly longer morment to c
repose or m!!ccmmj T dns vy o e o e hinking of
some composers of ihe time such as Hindemith and Frank Martin,
and Rawsthome has ofien been compared 0 the fatter — though 6

fine as the music of Martin s, his emotional range seems
ofien more limite

Iis in the rels
provides the most interes

jonship with twelve-tone technique that Rawsihome
ing examples of his own development —
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although the Symphonic Studies are based on a theme that contans
all twelve notes (see Ex.6a with notes numbered), and thoi
sometimes uses it in a vaguely serial manner thematically, it i«
certainly not a serial piece, and through most of his career he
refused to use the technique as such:

Ex.6a: Symphonic Studics. main theme (bar 11 an)
Allegro di bravara
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When it came to the 1960s, however, he suddenly made a rapport
with serialism which was very surprising, and, if his own
comments are to be believed, initially subconscious rather than
dellbera@ The Scherzo of his Quintet for Piano and Wind [1963]
is based"on a twelve-note row (Ex.6¢) which persists throughout
the movement (he said he unly found out afterwards that this was
what he'd done), the first time that I'm aware of that he had done
such a thing. There are strong links with the material usey
elsewhere in the work, however, so it is not entirely a “sport”,
merely a reconciling of his own motivic intensity with the demands
of serial technique, and he still treats it with some freedom.
Nonetheless, he employs all the usual serial devices (inversion,
retrograde, and o on) it his handling of the row, showing an
understanding of the technique and how it can Be used by a
comy r with an acute ear for instrumental timbre and the
colmmng of the harmonies — and in the rest of the work, there are

ious relationships with serial technique even in his apparently
non-serial workings.

Similarly, in the Third Symphony, the whole work is based on a
twelve-note row (Ex.6b) which is again treated with freedom
out the work but which governs all the material, provides
him with harmonic as well as thematic material, and can therefore
be regarded as a genuine attempt to hamess serial technique to his
own tonal, thythmic, melodic and harmonic style. (It is worth
commenting that, like any proper composer, he manages, as in the
piano and wind Quintet, (o create a row that will give him the kind
of harmonies and melodic shapes with which he is most
comfortable!) The result s, to my mind, an astonishingly energetic
achievement intellectually, not least for a composer whose heal
Had for o ong time been doubtfl, and whose abily o renew hns
style in this way was a real surprise. It should ot have
Because at the end of the 1950, with i Vini Soneta |19ss] oo
Second Symphony (Pasoral) e had begun fo widen s melodic
arm zons and refresh his idiom — but still, the
xapprochemml with serial technique was a surprise, and it resulted
in a work whose richness and power remains deeply moving.
Indeed, in this work, Rawathome, perhaps more than in any other,
reconciles all those strands that go to make up his musical
character, and ties together the diverse sources of his inspiration. A
synthesis of all that went into his music, and among the many fine
works of his last twelve or thirteen years, it is perhaps the single
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‘most satisfying summation of his life’s work.
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