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‘Aren’t you going to stay for the P. Racine Fricker?’1 Professor Welch’s query, posed
during his stultifying soirée, receives a purposely vague response from junior lecturer
Jim Dixon, the unmusical eponymous hero of Kingsley Amis’s celebrated 1954 novel
. It is a measure of the composer’s status at the cutting edge of British culture
in the post-war era that Amis invokes the name of Fricker in the confident expectation
that this reference would be readily understood by readers at the time. The subsequent
precipitous decline of Fricker’s reputation has been widely (and, for the most part,
unquestioningly) remarked. However, it is worth remembering that, in his sixtieth
birthday year, long after his star had waned irretrievably according to received opinion,
the BBC broadcast a major seven-part radio series entitled ‘Fricker in Retrospect’
covering a broad selection of his choral and orchestral works.2 In fact his case may be
regarded as a warning of the extreme vicissitudes of celebrity, critical acclaim and
popular taste rather than a verdict on the inherent quality of a substantial and
consistently well-crafted output, ripe for rediscovery.
Peter Racine Fricker was born on 5 September 1920 in Ealing, London. His middle
name came from his great-grandmother, a direct descendant of the French dramatist.
He was educated at St. Paul’s School, London and entered the Royal College of Music
in 1937, studying theory and composition with R. O. Morris, organ with Ernest Bullock
and piano with Henry Wilson. At this time he also attended classes at Morley College.
During the war he served as a radio operator in the Royal Air Force. In 1943 he married
Helen Clench, a pianist he had met at the RCM. Upon demobilisation he resumed
formal composition lessons with the Hungarian émigré composer Mátyás Seiber, who
became a close friend. In 1952 he was appointed musical director of Morley College
(succeeding Michael Tippett) and held this post for the next 12 years. During this
period he was also a Professor of Composition at the RCM.

shielded from sorrowing, glorified by joy,
endeared unto the Lord, shining with grace,
shall they for evermore enjoy in bliss the angels’ fellowship,
and worship mankind’s Guardian, the Father of all,
Sovran Preserver of the holy hosts.
.
Theirs is the home that never shall know end;
there free from sin they shall know joy for ever,
and praise the Lord, their life’s dear Guardian.
There is angels’ song, there the bliss of the happy ones,
there is the gracious presence of the Lord of Heaven.
He shall be brighter than the sun for all the blessed;
day without darkness, full of splendour.
There is the love of the beloved, life without Death’s end.
There shall be peace everlasting; there is no hunger,
nor thirst, sleep, nor grievous sickness, nor sun’s heat,
nor cold, nor care, but there the congregation of the blessed,
of all hosts the most glorious, shall for ever
enjoy the grace of the Lord of Heaven,
and glory with their King, singing Alleluia.

Though closely followed by Humphrey Searle and Iain Hamilton, Fricker was the first
British composer to make his reputation entirely after World War II. Two chamber
works brought him to the attention of the musical world: his Wind Quintet (1947),
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1954), p.53.
Kingsley Amis,
Broadcast on Radio 3 from 12 September to 21 October 1980, these programmes included all five of Fricker’s
symphonies, both violin concertos and
.
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a sound loud and immeasurable. Of all great sounds,
this shall be the greatest, bringing fear to men.

4

Then shall it come to pass that men in their sorrow,
care-laden, men of the race of Adam, lamenting sadly,
shall see the flash of the flame, destroying in its fury
the seas with their fish, the earth with her mountains,
and high heaven, shining with stars. The leaping fire
shall consume in its surging the darkness of earthly corruption.
The whole world shall mourn in sorrow at that dread season.
Well shall it be for those souls
who in that stern day shall please God.
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Then unto Zion’s hill a mighty host, radiant and blessed,
shall ascend together, the faithful of the Lord;
Glory shall be theirs. Then shall the chosen carry before Christ
resplendent treasures; their happiness shall live for ever.
With God at doomsday shall they have the joy
of life everlasting, for it shall be promised
to every holy man in the kingdom of Heaven.

winner of the Alfred Clements prize, and String Quartet in one movement (1948), first
performed at the Brussels Festival of the International Society for Contemporary Music
in 1950, and subsequently taken up by the Amadeus Quartet. The First Symphony,
which won the Koussevitzky award in 1949 and was premiered the following year at the
Cheltenham Festival by the Hallé Orchestra under Sir John Barbirolli, established
Fricker as a leading British composer of his generation. He received yet further
recognition when his First Violin Concerto3 won the Arts Council Festival of Britain
Competition for Young Composers prize in 1951.
Fricker was among the first composers in Britain to be influenced by the music of Béla
Bartók, Arnold Schoenberg and Igor Stravinsky, assimilating aspects of their very
different styles into a distinctive musical voice of his own. Unconcerned by the vagaries
of musical fashion, he proceeded to build an impressive body of work in his highly
expressive, urbane and freely atonal language. His catalogue, which exceeds 160 pieces
in total, encompasses all the main genres with the exception of staged opera.4 It
includes five symphonies, three string quartets, several concertos, various choral works,
two radio operas, music for ballet and films, and numerous chamber and instrumental
pieces.5 Notable among his orchestral works are the Second Symphony (1951), with its
ingenious use of rondo forms in all three movements;
(1954), which soon
became one of his most popular pieces, and the song cycle with soprano soloist,
(1963), commissioned by the BBC for a Promenade Concert.
Having been appointed professor at the University of California, Fricker moved to
Goleta, Santa Barbara with his wife in 1965. His style grew leaner, but he continued
to produce substantial, large-scale public works, such as the oratorio
(1984), commissioned by the Three Choirs Festival and dedicated ‘In
memoriam Humphrey Searle’.
Featured on Lyrita SRCD.276.
An opera (entitled
) was commissioned from Fricker and announced for the 1962 inaugural
festival after the consecration of Coventry Cathedral, but the promised libretto failed to materialise and, in his
obituary of Fricker for
(8 February 1990), fellow composer Graham Whettam suggested it may
be that this experience discouraged the composer from further operatic attempts.
5
Such as the fine Cello Sonata, commissioned by the BBC for the tenth anniversary of the founding of the Third
Programme and released on Lyrita SRCD.304.
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Theirs is the home that never shall know end;
there free from sin they shall know joy for ever,
and praise the Lord, their life’s dear Guardian.
There, radiant with light, sheltered in peace,

shining more brilliantly than mortals may conceive,
shining more brightly when the Son of God
shall now for us appear, through the halls of Heaven.
Then from the east of Heaven full wondrously shall come
the splendour of the noble King, the presence of Christ,
gladly, joyously blessing His people.
He shall be stern to the sinful,
to the wicked He shall be dread and terrible to behold,
to sinful men, to those who come forth in iniquity,
this shall be a warning of their torment to come.
Sweet and mild shall it be for those He loves
to see the shining splendour of the coming of the Lord,
the mighty King, blessing His people.

He was an active member of the International Society for Contemporary Music and the
Composers’ Guild of Great Britain (of which he was elected Chairman in 1955 and
Vice-President in 1986). During each summer from 1984 to 1986 he served as
President of the Cheltenham Festival, becoming composer-in-residence for the final
year, when his Concerto for Orchestra was premiered in the festival’s concluding concert.
Fricker was much honoured in his years at Santa Barbara and in 1987 he was installed
as the first Corwin Professor. Several of his last works were written for local musicians.
In 1989 he was appointed composer-in-residence of the Santa Barbara Symphony
Orchestra, for which he had composed
(1988). Whilst working
on a second piece for them, he died, of throat cancer, in Santa Barbara on 1 February
1990.
Though tall and imposing in appearance, Fricker was a shy and reserved man by nature.
A dedicated, patient teacher, he was genuinely concerned to develop the creative
potential of his pupils. The composer Justin Connolly (b.1933), who studied with him
at the RCM, wrote of his former mentor, ‘Peter's personality was as subtle and unusual
as it was strong; his criticism, while always direct and to the point, was always deeply
sensitive to the needs of the individual. Despite his firm convictions about the essential
nature of music, the breadth and generosity of his perception made him always ready
to allow that there might be alternative roads to artistic truth’.6 Though Fricker’s only
was ‘travel’, his interests were wide and included
hobby listed in
birdwatching, football, mystery novels and cats.
In 1958 the Leeds Triennial Festival celebrated its centenary and the organisers of the
event asked Fricker if he would write a full-scale oratorio to mark the occasion. At first
the composer had some reservations about the project, wondering whether the
traditional English oratorio still had a place in the contemporary musical world. He
soon overcame these initial doubts, however, and accepted the honour with
considerable eagerness.
6
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Well shall it be for those souls
who in that stern day shall please God.
Then shall creation’s depth resound; on earth
before the Lord the fiercest fire shall rage;
the burning flames shall roar; the skies shall be riven.
Then the planets, bright and steadfast, shall fall down,
and the sun itself shall then be changed to darkness,
to the colour of blood; and so too the moon,
that shone so bright above the former world
through the night, shall fall down, and the stars
shall be flung down from heaven, tempest-driven
from their courses.
Then from pole to pole the song of Heaven’s trumpets
shall be heard resounding. Gloriously and long
shall they blow together toward the stars’ career,
and sing melodiously from south and north,
from east and west, through all creation’s realm.
The great and mighty angels of the Lord
shall call to men, blowing their trumpets,

The Vision of Judgement
1

With sudden fear, at midnight, dreadfully,
the great day of the Lord Omnipotent
shall terrify, shall overwhelm the people of earth
and bright creation, as a thief that prowls in the dark,
in the black night, surprises suddenly
careless mortals fast bound in happy sleep,
and basely challenges them unprepared.

Then from the four corners of the world,
from furthest regions of the realm of earth,
resplendent angels shall with one accord
sound their loud trumpets, and mid-earth shall shake
beneath the feet of men. Gloriously and long
shall they blow together toward the stars’ career,
and sing melodiously from south and north,
from east and west, through all creation’s realm,
and wake from death unto their final doom,
afraid from the old earth, the sons of men
and all mankind, and bid them then arise
suddenly from their deep sleep.

2
Then shall be heard a people sorrowing,
mourning, hesitating, sorely afraid,
lamenting sadly the sins of their lives.
Then unto Zion’s hill full suddenly a sunbeam
from south-east shall come from the Creator,

A casual observer might have thought the Leeds Festival Committee members were
taking something of a risk in their choice of composer. At the time Fricker was well
known for his instrumental and orchestral scores, whilst his writing for choir amounted
to no more than three relatively short pieces. These consisted of two unaccompanied
choral works –
and
– and a brief
setting for chorus and small orchestra of Andrew Marvell’s
, written
for Morley College Choir in 1955.
However, by the mid-1950s several separate strands in Fricker’s existing corpus
suggested a successful oratorio composer in the making. Firstly, the fugal and canonic
passages in his Marvell setting reveal a mastery of intricate choral technique, no doubt
honed by his experience assisting with the Dorian Singers, the choir founded by Seiber.
Secondly, religious themes are incorporated in Fricker’s
:
(1955), a cantata for counter-tenor, viola da gamba and harpsichord, and in two
instrumental works with non-secular associations – the beautiful
for double
for organ
string orchestra (1955), in which a plainsong melody is used, and the
(1956). Finally, each of his substantial post-war symphonic and concertante works
shows a natural capacity for sustaining dramatic tension in large-scale forms. All the
aforementioned evidence combined to make him an ideal candidate for the prestigious
Leeds Festival commission, despite his lack of experience in writing a big narrative piece
for soloists, choir and orchestra.
, by the eighthFricker had long nursed a desire to set part of the epic poem
century Anglo-Saxon poet Cynewulf, having been impressed by its unusually powerful
sense of drama and imagination. He was especially drawn to those verses concerning
the Day of Judgement. In preparing the text of his oratorio
,
Fricker rearranged and reduced the original poem to suit an effective musical structure.
Words from the Latin Requiem also feature in the text to express the prayer and anguish
of the people of earth, and to act as dividing points between main sections. The final
shape is that of a single unbroken statement in two main movements bisected by an
interlude, sung
.

The opening choral recitative depicts the Day of Judgement. The main orchestral motif,
a succession of superimposed fifths, is used frequently in the first part of the work.
There follows a setting of the ‘Dona Nobis Pacem’ from the Mass, scored for the
soprano and tenor soloists and semi-chorus, accompanied by organ. Next comes a
symphonic
in which a double choir describes the angels blowing their trumpets
and waking all mankind from sleep. The additional brass group make their first entry,
after which the tenor soloist sings the words of the ‘Agnus Dei’ from the Mass. A choral
setting in the manner of a slow march describes a people sorrowing and mourning, sadly
lamenting the sins of their lives. Then a soprano aria tells of the coming of Christ, stern
to the sinful and blessing those he loves. Another, more extended symphonic
ensues in which the chorus describes the destruction of the sun, moon and stars. The
orchestra and chorus are reinforced by the additional brass at another reference to the
trumpets sounding, and there is a recapitulation of ideas stated earlier in the movement.
The climax, ‘Of all great sounds this shall be the greatest, bringing fear to men’, is
followed by the last appearance in its complete form of the passage in fifths of the
opening. A doleful trombone solo heralds a depiction by the tenor soloist of the
destruction of the earth and the first movement of the oratorio ends in mourning.
At the core of the work is a long, unaccompanied motet for tenor, semi-chorus, and full
chorus of the ‘Libera Me’ from the Requiem Mass. In this point of repose may be
found the score’s most elaborate choral textures, with much imitative counterpoint and

Photograph of Peter Racine Fricker c. 1957. Camera Press, London

Large orchestral forces are required, consisting of three flutes (third doubling piccolo),
two oboes, cor anglais, two clarinets, bass clarinet, two bassoons, double bassoon, four
horns, four trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani (two players), percussion (two
players: side drum, tenor drum, bass drum, cymbals, suspended cymbals, tubular bells,
tambourine, tam-tam, whip, triangle, glockenspiel and vibraphone), two harps, organ
and strings. The score also calls for additional two-part trumpets and four-part
trombones which should consist of as many players as possible placed on opposite sides
of the orchestra, above and behind it. The vocal line-up comprises soprano and tenor
soloists, chorus and a semi-chorus (made up of one soprano part, two alto parts, one
tenor part and one bass part: a few voices only).

to include a fifth dimension, the organ. In addition to having its own solos, the organ
is often subordinate to the rest of the orchestra, or is treated antiphonally with it. There
are three main parts – fast, slow, and fast. Each of these has several subdivisions and
the material tends to be transformed in various ways so that it gives the impression of
being in continuous variation form rather than having clear-cut first and second subjects.
The opening portion includes, besides two principal themes, two miniature scherzos
separated by a development section, and a codetta which also serves as a brief
recapitulation. A central
is largely free-standing, but also recalls ideas from
in modified form. It begins with solos for oboe and clarinet and ends
the first
quietly on the solo organ, with
interjections from the lower strings and
woodwind. This leads to the finale, which is a combined recapitulation and
development of the first part, but with the material treated in reverse order. A striking
chorale-like idea appears in different guises throughout the work e.g. in the quiet organ
and also at the climax of the finale, treated antiphonally
solo which ends the
between organ and orchestra.
Dedicated ‘to the many fine musicians with whom I have had the pleasure of working
so happily in the Royal Festival Hall’, Fricker’s Symphony no.5 was premiered by
organist Gillian Weir with the BBC Symphony Orchestra under Colin Davis on 5 May
1976 at the RFH in the presence of the composer. It was featured at the Proms on 11
August 1976 with the organist Jennifer Bate and the BBC Northern Symphony
Orchestra under John Pritchard. Terse and direct, the score offers some grand gestures
in its lively outer sections which are offset by eloquent dialogues between its two
principal protagonists in the interludial central segment. Considerable tension is
generated in the closing pages, which present an unbuttoned, euphoric display of
bravura rarely encountered elsewhere in the oeuvre of this inherently serious and
scholarly creative artist. So did Fricker bid farewell to a genre he revered and enriched.

the full chorus and semi-chorus occasionally providing thirteen separate strands. This
is a turning-point in the score. Just as the Latin of the Requiem Mass takes us from
‘morte aeterna’ to ‘lux perpetua’, so the terror and destruction of the first part, with its
dissonant harmonies is replaced by the second part’s joy and praise expressed in rich
and radiant sonorities.
Compact and tightly-knit, the second movement is a vision of the Kingdom of Heaven.
It opens with an
chorus, starting quietly and building up gradually, describing
the host of the blessed ascending the hill of Heaven. It is cast in the form of a quick
march, and mirrors the slow march of the sorrowing which preceded the soprano solo
in the first movement. A
version of this theme leads to a quiet alleluia for
eight-part chorus. There follows a duet for the two soloists, picturing the joys of ‘the
home that never shall know end’, unleashing the most elaborate orchestral textures of
the work, with recurrent canons for divided violins and for the voices, and hushed
ostinatos for percussion and harps and ending with a decorated version for the soloists
of the earlier choral alleluia. The final chorus begins softly with an echo of the opening
of the duet and is succeeded by a central passacaglia. The theme for ‘There is angels’
song’ is a sequence of dropping and rising fifths, derived from the piled-up fifths which
were prominent in the first movement. After a prolonged and joyous alleluia, the
concluding bars recall elements of the work’s opening bars in a glorious orchestral
denouement.
was first performed on 13 October 1958 at Leeds Town Hall
as part of the Leeds Centenary Festival, with John Dobson (tenor), Claire Watson
(soprano), the Leeds Festival Chorus and the Philharmonia Orchestra, supplemented
by the trumpets and trombones of the Fairey Aviation Works Band, conducted by John
Pritchard. The London premiere took place on 26 June 1962 at the Royal Festival Hall
with John Mitchinson (tenor), Heather Harper (soprano) and the Bach Choir and
London Symphony Orchestra conducted by David Willcocks. The performance
presented here is conducted by Charles Groves, who was familiar with the Fricker style,
having taken up the composer’s First Symphony and performed it in one of his last

concerts as conductor of the BBC Northern Orchestra7 and then introduced it in
Bournemouth and on the Continent.
‘Such a mature use is made of the vast orchestral and choral forces … that
must be recognized as Fricker’s masterpiece’.8 Gerald Larner delivered
this verdict on the work in the same month as it was premiered, and in 1960 Peter Evans
described it as ‘Fricker’s most splendid attempt to compass a wide range of specific
moods’ and observed that it ‘reveals a new orchestral panache’ in the composer’s
writing.9 Several other critical assessments were similarly positive of a work which
stands in a noble line of previous Leeds Festival commissions such as Vaughan
Williams’s
and Walton’s
. Though it
cannot compete with Walton’s biblical epic in terms of popularity among today’s choral
societies, Fricker’s score is scarcely less impressive in its text-setting, rhythmic vitality
and formal balance. There is a direct, operatic quality to the soprano and tenor solos
which, regrettably, the composer was never given the opportunity to explore further in
a music-theatre stage work. In addition, the chorus is deftly employed, not least in a
number of telling unaccompanied passages, and the vast orchestral forces are an
essential part of the score, both structurally and in terms of colour.
deserves to be heard more often, preferably in a cathedral where its potent
mixture of grand spectacle, broadly conceived paragraphs and spiritual intensity can be
experienced to full effect.
‘[I]n the now well-established English symphonic tradition there is no more active or
more considerable a composer than Peter Racine Fricker’, wrote Donald Peart in
1967.10 Fricker approached the medium with freshness and individuality in each of his
five contributions to the genre. In the First Symphony (1949),11 the opening movement
Precursor of the current BBC Philharmonic.
‘The Choral Music of Peter Racine Fricker’ by Gerald Larner,
, Vol. 99, No. 1388 (Oct., 1958),
p. 541.
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Peter Evans, ‘Fricker and the English Symphony’,
, 3 November 1960, p.813.
10
Donald Peart, ‘Racine Fricker’s Fourth Symphony’,
, 9 February 1967, p.208.
11
A 1967 recording of Symphony no.1 by Robert Whitney and the Louisville Orchestra was reissued on an RCA
Gold Seal LP ten years later (GL25057).
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contains a
episode, a technique more commonly encountered in a symphonic
finale, whilst the Second (1951)12, as previously noted, uses rondo form in all three
movements. The Third (1960), which the composer himself described as ‘a study in
contrasting moods’13 is neither tonal nor serial, but with a strong pull towards the note
A as a key centre, and the Fourth (1967) is a mosaic-like one-movement piece in ten
continuous subsections, dedicated to the memory of Mátyás Seiber.
The Fifth Symphony, for organ and orchestra (1975-76) was commissioned by the BBC
for the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Royal Festival Hall. It was stipulated that the
work should last no longer than 20 minutes and Fricker decided on a short, singlemovement symphony which would include an important part for organ. He had been
an organist as a student and at the age of 19 he was elected as a fellow of the Royal
College of Organists. Music for the instrument spans his mature output from an early
Sonata (1947) to the
,
of 1985, commissioned by
the Welsh Arts Council. He retained a great affection for the ‘king of instruments’ and
was one of the first to play the organ in the Royal Festival Hall (at a performance of the
National Anthem to introduce a Morley College Concert). Therefore, when he came
to write a celebratory piece for the RFH, as he put it, ‘the thought of having that organ
sitting there doing nothing was repugnant to me’.14
A large orchestra is needed made up of three flutes (third doubling piccolo), two oboes,
cor anglais, two clarinets, bass clarinet, two bassoons, double bassoon, four horns, three
trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion (three players: cymbals, triangle,
xylophone, tenor drum (1); snare drum, suspended cymbal (2); glockenspiel, tam-tam,
triangle, tambourine, bass drum, snare drum (snares off) (3)), organ and strings. The
piece was not conceived as a quasi-concerto, though the organ does have a concertante
character and is even given a miniature cadenza. Instead, Fricker expands the usual
four elements of the symphony orchestra - woodwind, brass, percussion and strings –
A 1954 recording of Symphony no.2 by John Pritchard and the Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, originally
released in 1955 on LP (HMV DLP 1080, was reissued on an EMI Classics CD in 2002 (724357578929).
13
Peter Racine Fricker, in ed. Robert Stephan Hines,
(Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 1970), p.87.
14
Alan Blyth, ‘Fricker on his new symphony’,
, 5 May 1976, p.15.
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