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‘My music is mainly based on traditional procedures and principles … I do not have any
particular theories of composition, just a natural inclination for it’.1 These clear and precise
observations by Arnold Cooke (1906-2005) are indicative of a practical approach to his craft.
During a long creative life he abstained discreetly from a battery of stylistic trends, including
and electronic music, and established
serialism, aleatoricism, minimalism,
single-mindedly a substantial canon notable for its unfaltering cogency and integrity.
Born on 4 November 1906 in Gomersal, Yorkshire, Arnold Atkinson Cooke was the second
of three brothers. His father, Reginald Cooke, was a director of the local family carpet
manufacturing business. Impromptu instrumental recitals abounded in the Cooke household
and the young Arnold soon developed an aptitude for music. He started to play the piano
when he was seven years old and began composing at the age of eight. His first major score
was a piano sonata which he wrote when he was fourteen. At Repton School he continued
his piano studies and took up the cello and organ, as well as receiving his first composition
lessons. He read history and then music, under Edward J. Dent, at Cambridge (1925-8)
before studying with Paul Hindemith at the Berlin Hochschule für Musik (1929-32). These
formative years with Hindemith gave Cooke a secure technique and he devoted the rest of his
prolonged career to exploring its ramifications.
After completing his apprenticeship in Germany, he spent a year as music director of the
Festival Theatre, Cambridge (succeeding Walter Leigh, an earlier Hindemith pupil) and
and
. He taught
wrote incidental music for productions of
composition at the Manchester College of Music from 1933 to 1938, after which he moved
to London. Throughout the 1930s, he built a reputation as a composer and several of his
works received prestigious first performances: in August 1934 his Concert Overture no.1 was
conducted by Sir Henry Wood at a Queen’s Hall Promenade Concert; his Harp Quintet of
1932 was played by harpist Maria Korchinska at a Macnaghten-Lemare concert in December
1934, and the Griller Quartet introduced his String Quartet no.1 in Manchester in March
1935.

three trumpets, two trombones, tuba, modest percussion, timpani and strings.
The symphony takes after its predecessor in following the traditional sequence of four
movements in basically classical form. The initial
is characterised by a vigorous
rhythmic drive. The initial motifs of the first main theme, two upward-leaping minor sixths,
reappear in various guises and a majestic sequence of brass chords mainly in fourths and fifths
with which the movement begins is another important feature, recurring at nodal points.
Woodwind instruments come to the fore in the second subject, followed by a radiant trumpet
theme. All these distinctive ideas are reviewed in the tersely argued development section. In
a trenchant coda the movement is brought to a triumphant end by a final reference to the
trumpet theme.
slow movement is mainly lyrical and melodic,
Flowing and long-breathed, the extended
though darker elements occasionally intrude upon the general open-air freshness of the music.
The first rather florid theme is given to two clarinets. A secondary idea, introduced by the
oboe, is more flexible in character and contains a three-note dotted rhythm first heard in the
expository material of the previous movement.
scherzo. Its time signature of eight crotchets
There follows a taut and dynamic
in the bar is divided into the rather unusual rhythm of 3+3+2 (sometimes varied to 3+2+3).
Marked ‘Allegretto pastorale’, the contrasting trio is more measured and has a gentle,
folk-like lilt.
finale soon gets under way as the
Heralded by a fanfare on the brass, the purposeful
strings introduce a resolute main theme, the first phrase of which is built largely in perfect
fourths. This interval pervades the movement and is especially prevalent in the closing
section where the main theme is built up to a big climax.

After war service in the Royal Navy he was appointed Professor of Harmony, Counterpoint
and Composition at Trinity College of Music, London, where he remained from 1947 until
his retirement in 1978. In 1948 he received a doctorate in music from Cambridge University.
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evident frequently in his symphonic slow movements, several of which begin with a clarinet
theme. The example in dotted-rhythm which opens the Fourth Symphony’s
is
unmistakably Hindemithian, but the melody itself gradually generates a profound sense of
melancholy that is entirely personal. A swifter, urbane second subject provides a satisfying
contrast yet even this idea is supported by baleful side-drum rolls on its final appearance.
The most striking features of this deeply felt, wistful movement include a plangent use of the
cor anglais and a brief series of desolate-sounding trumpet fanfares which only appears once,
but casts a long shadow over the succeeding material.
scherzo in 6/8 time is full of exuberance. At one stage horns, trumpet and
The
trombone refer back canonically to the opening theme of the first movement. This reference
is taken up and underlined in the ‘trio’ section which remembers the origin of its name by
introducing the instruments in threes. Reflecting Cooke’s deep-rooted traditionalism, both
halves of the trio are repeated and this is followed by a modified repeat of the scherzo.
The finale is assembled from four key components presented in quick succession: an extended
horn melody (a distant relative of the symphony’s opening theme); a breezy trumpet-theme;
a grand march-tune for the full orchestra; and a long, sinuous oboe melody. All this material
has an optimistic air and it is variously repeated with the march-tune temporarily cut down
episode. After lofty brass ostinatos, the symphony ends with
to size in an irreverent
the bright trumpet-theme and the imposing march-tune recalled in a glorious, blazing
apotheosis.
In his review of the BBC broadcast of Cooke’s Symphony no.4, Meirion Bowen commented
that, ‘The format is entirely that of the traditional four-movement symphony – crystal clear
to follow, perfectly proportioned in the best academic traditions’.11 The score has a certain
Brucknerian grandeur and it is a tribute to the closely-argued intensity of Cooke’s writing that
he achieves this feeling of thematic opulence in a work which is roughly half the time span of
an average Bruckner symphony.
was written in 1978 and 1979 and premiered on 28 January 1981 by
the BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra12 under Bernard Keeffe at New Broadcasting House,
Manchester. It is scored for two flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, four horns,
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In the same year he met Billy Morrison, the companion with whom he lived in Five Oak
Green, Kent from 1963 until Morrison’s death in 1988. A founder-member of the
Composers’ Guild of Great Britain in 1945, Cooke was also treasurer of the Guild from 1950
to 1952 and chairman in 1953.
‘As soon as any piece by Arnold Cooke gets under way I find myself up to the ears in a welter
of musical shapes and ideas, most of which are well worth looking at for their own sakes as
well as for the wider design they subserve’.2 This comment appeared in a review of the world
premiere of the composer’s First Symphony, but it could be applied to almost any of his 150
or so works written mostly either to commission or for eminent musicians over six decades.
for the Arts Council Festival of Britain opera
In 1949 Cooke entered
competition, submitting a libretto by W.A. Rathkey after the novel by Elizabeth Gaskell about
industrial exploitation and unrest in Lancashire in the 1840s at the time of the Chartist
movement. His submission was unsuccessful but, undeterred, he went on to complete the
three-act opera in 1954: alas, with the exception of a couple of arias and interludes given in
a concert version, this, his largest work still awaits its first performance. A one-act comic
followed in 1975-76, also yet to be staged. He was more fortunate
opera,
with his ballet
, which was commissioned by the Royal Ballet and
premiered at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden in 1961. A suite from the score was
programmed at the 1961 Proms and later recorded by Lyrita.3 He also contributed incidental
music for radio and provided a score for a film on the Colorado beetle.
A crop of elegant chamber works illustrates Cooke’s adherence to Hindemith's concept of
(‘music for use’), being scored for an impressive variety of instrumental
combinations and aimed at the gifted amateur rather than the virtuoso. His five string
quartets (1933-78), string trio (1950), two cello sonatas (1926, 19804), piano trio (1944) and
piano quartet (1969) no doubt benefited from his own abilities as an executant on the cello
and piano. Yet his chamber music is also distinguished by the quality of his woodwind
writing, as demonstrated in the oboe quartet (1948), clarinet sonata (1959) and clarinet
quintet (1962), for example.
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Significant vocal works include the
(1956) - five songs for soprano, horn and piano
written for the soprano Sophie Wyss;
(1957) for soprano, clarinet
and piano5; a treatment of Alexander Pope’s
in the form of a cantata
for soprano, tenor and bass soloists, chorus and orchestra (1964), and
(1980),
settings of poems by Francis Loring for baritone, flute, oboe and string quartet. 6 Various
other song cycles reveal his affinity with poets from the Elizabethans to William Blake and D.
H. Lawrence.
Cooke produced an important body of organ music, including two substantial sonatas (1971
and 1981). He was also a pioneering composer of serious music for the recorder. A seminal
concerto for recorder with string orchestra for Philip Rogers (1956) was followed by around
20 works for the instrument in a variety of ensembles, which enjoyed the advocacy of such
fine players as Carl Dolmetsch and John Turner.
Among Cooke’s orchestral works are attractive concertos for piano (1940), oboe (1954),
clarinet (1956 and 1982), violin (1958) and cello (1973). Of the six symphonies, the First
(1947) made its debut with the BBC Symphony Orchestra under Sir Adrian Boult in 1949;
the Second was premiered in 1964 by the Halle Orchestra conducted by Lawrence Leonard
at the Royal Festival Hall in London; the Third (1967) benefited from a recording by Lyrita,7
and the Sixth, completed in 1984, has yet to receive a performance. His last substantial
orchestral piece, the Concerto for Orchestra of 1986, was first performed by the BBC
Philharmonic Orchestra under Bryden Thomson in the Free Trade Hall, Manchester in
December 1987.
in 1989, first
Though his prolific output abated after 1987, he wrote a
performed in that year by Simon Preston. In 1993 he suffered a stroke, from which made a
good recovery. In 1996 came his final score: a further Blake setting for voice and recorder,
, in memory of soprano Tracey Chadwell. He died peacefully in his sleep
at the age of 98 on 13 August 2005.
‘Cooke’s opening bars do not tickle or woo. They take us by the nape and pitch us straightway
into an orchestral argument which is distinctively symphonic both as to scale and
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earnestness’.8 This remark, pertaining to his First Symphony, is also applicable to his later
examples in the medium, including the Fourth and Fifth, presented here. It is a tribute to
the quality of his initial material that the listener is enticed to follow the working out of its
implications and consequences. Like several other British composers, he found himself out
of step with the avant-garde movement of the early 1960s, so that in a review of the first
performance of the Second Symphony, Peter Heyworth shrewdly observed of Cooke that, ‘As
a symphonist he is a pure craftsman in a society that no longer has a place for pure
craftsmanship. The times are against him’.9
Nevertheless, a decade later the composer’s status was sufficiently high for the Royal
Philharmonic Society to commission a major orchestral piece from him. The resulting
(1974) was premiered by the BBC Symphony Orchestra conducted
by John Pritchard at the Royal Festival Hall on 15 January 1975. It is scored for a
modest-sized orchestra of two flutes (second doubling piccolo), two oboes (second doubling
cor anglais), two clarinets, four horns, three trumpets, two trombones, tuba, modest
percussion, timpani and strings.
Without preamble, the opening
is launched by a spirited, primordial brass theme
of protean energy which returns at crucial points in the movement. The second subject,
introduced by clarinets and bassoons on their own, has a relaxed, euphonious fluency entirely
strings, a gnomic third subject
representative of its composer. Over trudging
emerges, a solemn and quirky idea for horn whose cussed ungainliness recalls Havergal Brian
as well as Bruckner. The short but eventful development section explores the expressive
potential of the movement’s two principal subjects in diverse instrumental combinations. In
the otherwise ineluctable recapitulation, an extended horn solo, desolate in its isolation, is
interpolated before the return of the third subject, now shared thematically between
woodwind and strings. Bereft of any transitional lead-in, we are plunged directly into an
energetic coda that exploits the noble, fanfaric properties of the movement’s elemental
opening brass theme.
Cooke once admitted to ‘a peculiar liking for’10 wind instruments and this predilection is
, 6 March 1949, p.2.
Charles Stuart, ‘Orchestral and Operatic’,
Peter Heyworth, ‘The Trouble with Talent’,
, 2 February 1964, p.25.
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