
REAM.1117
  MONO  ADD

c

©

The BBC wordmark and the BBC logo are trade marks of the
British Broadcasting Corporation and are used under licence. BBC logo © BBC 1996

THE BOYD NEEL ORCHESTRA
conducted by Boyd Neel

ARTHUR BENJAMIN (1893-1960)
1  (1947)  (16’11”)

BERNARD STEVENS (1916-1983)
 (1948) (15‘08”)

2  1st movement: Allegro volubilmente (5’34”)
3  2nd movement: Adagio affettuoso (6’01”)
4 3rd movement: Allegro deciso (3’33”)

ANDRZEJ PANUFNIK (1914-1991)
5 (1947)  (6’11”)

ARNOLD BAX (1883-1953)
 (1945)  (18’20”)

6 Theme - Idyll  (3’08”)   7  Barcarolle - Polka - Storm  (9’09”)   8  Quodlibet  (6’03)
BBC Broadcast 31 January 1961

LONDON CHAMBER ORCHESTRA
conducted by Anthony Bernard

LENNOX BERKELEY (1903-1989)
(1950)  (13’41”)

9 Allegro  (4’33”)   10  Lento – Allegro non troppo  (9’08”)
BBC Broadcast 20 March 1961

BENJAMIN BALLADE

STEVENS SINFONIETTA

PANUFNIK LULLABY

BAX VARIATIONS ON ‘GABRIEL FAURÉ’

BERKELEY SINFONIETTA

The Boyd Neel Orchestra

London Chamber Orchestra



‘Let us composers, too, remember what Boyd Neel has done for us.  Not
only has he asked for and used new music but – here’s the difference – he
has used it many times.  If Boyd Neel and his orchestra like and believe in
new music, they play it over and over again until the audience get used to
it and begin to like it too; not for it a first performance and then the dusty
shelf.’1

This heartfelt tribute was written by
Benjamin Britten, whose

 was written for the
Boyd Neel Orchestra and premiered by
them at the 1937 Salzburg Festival,
thereby cementing the international
reputation of both composer and
performers.  The off-air recording of a
BBC Third Programme broadcast from 31
January 1961 featured on this disc offers
further evidence of the debt composers
working in Britain owed to Neel.  This
conductor and his small band of highly
accomplished players also provided a
successful template for subsequent
ventures by groups of modest forces such
as the Academy of St. Martin-in-the-Fields
and the English Chamber Orchestra.

Louis Boyd Neel was born in Blackheath,
London on 19 July 1905.  His mother was
an accompanist and his father an engineer.
Originally destined for the Navy, Neel was
educated at the Royal Naval College,
Dartmouth.  Soon after he was
commissioned he left the Service to study
medicine at Caius College, Cambridge.
After qualifying in 1930 he went into

1  Benjamin Britten, ‘Introduction’, in Boyd Neel, The Story of an Orchestra (London: Vox Mundi, 1950).

professional chamber orchestra in the UK.  Berkeley’s  requires two each of flutes,
oboes, clarinets, bassoon, and horns, with timpani and strings.  With these modest resources,
the composer creates a perfect vehicle for his distinctive melodic flair.  There are two main
sections, the first of which is made up of an incisive theme introduced by first violins and a
more exotic idea for solo flute and bassoons.  The second part of the work begins with a
measured and contemplative passage for the solo wind instruments over shadowy muted
strings.  This is brusquely dismissed by a faster section which unexpectedly broadens out for
a long-breathed,  version of its main theme in the closing stages of the work.
Bernard and the London Chamber Orchestra premiered Berkeley’s  at the
Wigmore Hall in December 1950.  In the featured radio broadcast performance dating from
March 1961 both conductor and players show their deep-rooted affection for this urbane and
charming piece, entirely representative of its composer.

Tape transfer and restoration by Mike Clements

cover photo : istockphoto.com
Photograph of Boyd Neel from ‘Conductors’ Gallery, Donald Brook (1945)

THE LYRITA RECORDED EDITION TRUST
ITTER BROADCAST COLLECTION

Richard Itter had a life-long fascination with recording and he habitually acquired
professional equipment for disc and tape recording even for solely private use. From his
home in Burnham he was able to receive a good signal from the BBC Wrotham transmitter,
which was constructed in 1951 and began broadcasting VHF/FM on 2 May 1955. His
domestic recordings from BBC transmissions (including Proms, premieres, operas,
symphonies and chamber music – more than 1500 works in total), date from 1952-1996.
Everything was initially recorded on magnetic tape, but up to 1955 particularly important
performances were transferred to acetate disc. These fragile discs were never played and
have remained in excellent condition, as have the majority of the tapes which make up the
bulk of the collection. In 2014 the Lyrita Recorded Edition Trust begun to transfer this
priceless archive and has put in place formal agreements with the BBC and the Musicians
Union to enable the release of items from it to the public.



which is passed seamlessly from one solo instrument to another: violin, then viola, then cello;
a pulsating rhythm on harps, and a refined tracery of gossamer harmonic textures created by
constantly interlacing strings, each player with his own independent part, using quarter tones
for colouristic effect.  This basic melodic line occasionally becomes obscured behind the
increasingly dense harmonic textures which the composer described as being ‘like clouds
passing the moon’.1 Though the dynamic level remains  throughout, Panufnik
demands the utmost expressive warmth from the players.  The Boyd Neel Orchestra captures
perfectly the ethereal and ecstatic qualities of this individual and characteristically elegant
piece which miraculously reconciles ultra-sophistication with extreme simplicity.

ARNOLD BAX (1883-1953) wrote a  for solo piano in the
spring of 1945 and arranged it for string orchestra and harp four years later, retitling it

.  Neither of these two versions appears to have
been performed within Bax’s lifetime and the broadcast performance on this disc is thought
to be the first performance of the work in its expanded form.  In a very brief introduction, the
harp states the theme, which is produced by playing in succession the notes formed by the
letters of the name ‘Gabriel Fauré’, the letters beyond the note G being represented by
continuing the alphabet throughout three and a half octaves.  Following without a break, the
strings present a variant of the theme in a movement marked ‘Idyll’.  After this comes a
nostalgic-sounding ‘Barcarolle’ in 6/8 time, which has a rhythmic accompaniment in the
cellos and a sturdier theme at its core.  There is a simple, folk-like feel to the ensuing ‘Polka’
movement which, unusually for Bax, contains a  repeat of its hearty main theme after
a more measured, contrasting central episode.  The fourth variation, ‘Storm’ darkens the
mood, though even here a more reflective passage appears before the return of the storm.
Entitled ‘Quodlibet’, the finale offers a solemn version of the main theme on lower strings,
followed by eight further mini-variations upon it.  The harp, which has hitherto played a
discreet role, now assumes greater prominence, including a solo passage.  Dedicated to Boyd
Neel, these variations turned out to be Bax’s last completed work of any substance.  In this
first performance Neel attends to textural colours and takes care to define the individual
character of each variant.  The orchestra’s leader Max Salpeter makes a distinguished
contribution to the final section.

This programme is rounded off with the  by LENNOX
BERKELEY (1903-1989) which dates from 1950.  It is dedicated to Anthony Bernard, who
in 1921 founded the London Chamber Orchestra, which remains the longest established
1  Nigel Osborne, ‘Panufnik at 70’, Tempo, No.150 (September 1984), p.2

practice in Southwark, where his senior partner was an enthusiastic amateur pianist.  At this
stage, music was a hobby for Neel, albeit one he pursued passionately.  Bruno Walter allowed
him to attend rehearsals and he gained experience of conducting amateur groups.  In 1932
he recruited 18 of the finest young string players from the Royal Academy and Royal College
of Music to form the Boyd Neel Orchestra1, which made its concert debut on 22 June 1933
at London’s Aeolian Hall with a programme that included the British premiere of the Third
Suite of Respighi’s .  The same evening after he had launched his
professional conducting career, Neel went back to his surgery to deliver a baby, testimony to
an extremely rare skill set.  The success of the Boyd Neel Orchestra’s first concert appearance
proved that the repertoire for reduced ensembles could capture the imagination of audiences
and a second concert followed in November featuring Elgar’  with
André Mangeot’s String Quartet.  A month later the orchestra made its first radio broadcast.

Neel’s insistence on regular rehearsal and a broadening of the repertoire continued to pay
dividends.  Autumn 1934 saw the emergence of the orchestra’s first recording, Gustav Holst’s

, the result of a contract with Decca Records.  A further release, Vaughan
Williams’  (under the supervision of the composer) in
January 1936, proved even more popular.  In September 1937, the Orchestra set down in the
studio Benjamin Britten’s , a month after they had
given the premiere at the Salzburg Festival.  In addition to performances of modern pieces,
the orchestra became strongly associated with the revival of Baroque string works: they made
the first ever recording of Handel’s , Op. 6.

During the 1939-45 war Neel returned to medicine but in 1943 he marked the tenth
anniversary of the orchestra’s professional debut with a celebratory concert at the Wigmore
Hall, for which Britten wrote his , op.29, for strings in 18 parts.  After the
war, Neel and his players undertook several extensive tours, including Australia and New
Zealand in 1947, and Canada and the USA in 1952.

In the immediate post-war years Neel was much in demand as a conductor, appearing at
Sadler’s Wells (1945–46), the D’Oyly Carte Company (1948–49) and the Robert Mayer
Children’s Concerts (1946-52).  Appointed Head of Toronto University’s Faculty of Music
in 1953, he settled in Canada, where he founded the Hart House Orchestra, a professional
chamber orchestra modelled along the lines of his famous English group.  He was made a
CBE in 1953 and an officer of the Order of Canada in 1972.  Upon his retirement, Neel
1  At its inception, the group consisted of 11 violins, two violas, two cellos, and two double basses.



began work on his memoirs, which were published after Neel’s death in Toronto on 30
September 1981.1

After Boyd Neel left for Canada, the orchestra bearing his name continued to perform and
make recordings with shifting personnel and various guest conductors, notably Thurston
Dart.  During the late 1950s and early 1960s Neel still made occasional broadcasts for the
BBC with his old orchestra and the 1961 example for the Third Programme presented here
is especially fine.  The chosen repertoire is typically varied and wide-ranging and
demonstrates admirably the players’ remarkable adaptability which enabled them to capture
precisely a composer’s individual voice.

 by the Australian-born ARTHUR BENJAMIN (1893-1960)
was written in 1947 for the Boyd Neel Orchestra, who premiered it on 6 February 1948 in a
BBC Third Programme concert and gave its first public performance at a Festival of Britain
concert in the Wigmore Hall, London on 23 June 1951.  Listeners for whom the composer’s
name conjures up his once-popular piece of light music, , may be surprised
by the grave beauty of this substantial piece.  However, anyone familiar with his Symphony
completed a couple of years previously will recognise the same seriousness of purpose and
mastery of form evident in that impressive wartime orchestral piece.

The  is an intricate one-movement statement in F minor of symphonic scope and
achievement.  It consists of several contrasting sections, each focusing on different elements
of the variegated thematic material presented in the opening paragraphs.  The shadow of a
tripartite sonata structure can be discerned in the work’s overarching fast-slow-fast plan but
the composer’s overriding concern is to maintain an improvisatory manner so that his
clearly-defined and instantly memorable ideas are constantly evolving.  Boyd Neel and his
players convey the tragic intensity of Benjamin’s score, which reminds us of his innate gift for
drama.  Such is its strength and integrity, the  remains gloriously undiminished when
compared to those works by Elgar, Holst and Britten at the centre of Neel’s string orchestral
repertoire.

Following the completion in 1945 of  (Symphony no.1), which
won first prize in the ‘Victory Symphony’ competition sponsored by the ,
BERNARD STEVENS (1916-1983) wrote three pieces for chamber forces in quick
succession:  for strings (1946),  for small orchestra (1946), and the work
1  Boyd Neel, My Orchestras and Other Adventures: The Memoires of Boyd Neel (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1985).

featured in this programme, the .  Dedicated to fellow
composer Norman Fulton, the  was written to a BBC commission in 1948 and
premiered the same year by the Welbeck String Orchestra under Maurice Miles in a BBC
concert for the South American Service.  The first concert performance took place at the
Royal Albert Hall on 20 February 1951 with the strings of the London Symphony Orchestra
conducted by Richard Austin.

In the opening , a sonata-form structure is presented with great clarity
and economy.  Embellished as they gradually unfold, the two main subjects are sharply
etched and satisfyingly disparate: the first is a purposeful idea given out by first violins
accompanied by insistent  second violins and violas and sparing  cellos and
basses, whilst the second consists of a series of flexible, closely-related themes of a lyrical
nature.

The following  is mainly wistful in tone but contains a passionate outburst
at its heart.  A feeling of harmonic equivocality serves to undermine the tonality of the two
chief themes and the movement ends with a question mark in the final bars.  A review of the
score in  described the principal phrase of this slow movement as ‘lovely
and graphic … the sort of tune which a composer can congratulate himself on finding’.1

After the ambiguities of the slow movement, the finale, marked , is direct and
purposeful.  As in the first movement, the material is in a constantly evolving sonata form.
The first subject takes the form of a four-part fugue and the second is a fanfare-like idea first
heard on violas.    Several contrapuntal sleights of hand are deftly achieved before a dramatic

 leads to a trenchant and extended restatement of the second subject, richly
harmonised.  The buoyant G major ending is realised with affecting intensity in the reading
presented here.

 by ANDRZEJ PANUFNIK (1914-1991) was written
in 1947 and revised eight years later.  It was performed for the first time by the Kraków
Philharmonic Orchestra under the direction of the composer at a Festival of Polish Music
concert in Kraków in 1947.  The following year it was given at the Festival of the
International Society for Contemporary Music in Amsterdam.  In this meticulously calibrated
score Panufnik asks for twelve violins, six violas, six cellos, five double basses, and two harps.
There are three main elements: an artless melodic line, closely related to a Polish folk-song,
1  I.K., ‘Review’, Music and Letters, Vol.30, No.2 (April 1949), p.194.
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THE BOYD NEEL ORCHESTRA conducted by Boyd Neel

ARTHUR BENJAMIN (1893-1960)
1  (1947)  (16’11”)

BERNARD STEVENS (1916-1983)
2-4  (1948) (15’08”)

ANDRZEJ PANUFNIK (1914-1991)
5 (1947)  (6’11”)

ARNOLD BAX (1883-1953)
6-8  (1945)  (18’20”)

BBC Broadcast 31 January 1961

LONDON CHAMBER ORCHESTRA conducted by Anthony Bernard

LENNOX BERKELEY (1903-1989)
9-10 (1950)  (13’41”)

BBC Broadcast 20 March 1961
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