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‘His music can be, and often is, dramatic and powerful, but it can also be tender
and warm and it can also show those elements of comedy and parody which he
delighted in himself. [It] is, I admit, often difficult and tough. I happen to like
that. Like Charles Ives, I like to have my ears stretched. It’s music which goes
somewhere. It … progresses from point to point in a direct and logical way.’1
This tribute to Humphrey Searle (1915-1983) captures the essence of his
creative output. It was given by his friend and fellow composer Peter Racine
Fricker, who declared he had been ‘fortunate to have known a person with such
wit, warmth and wisdom’.2
Humphrey Searle was born in Oxford on 26 August 1915, the eldest of three sons of
Humphrey Frederic Searle, a commissioner in the Indian Civil Service, and his wife,
Charlotte Mathilde Mary, daughter of the eminent German-born forestry expert Sir
William Schlich. At school the young Humphrey was taught the piano and at the age
of 13 he went to Winchester College where he received harmony lessons from George
Dyson. He wanted to take up music as a professional career but this ambition was held
in abeyance when he won a classical scholarship to New College, Oxford. Whilst at
Oxford he received harmony lessons from Sydney Watson, the organist of New College.
Hearing a BBC broadcast of the first English performance of Alban Berg’s opera
Wozzeck conducted by Sir Adrian Boult in 1934 was a formative experience, which, as
he put it, ‘knocked me absolutely sideways’.3 In 1937 he became Octavia scholar at
the Royal College of Music, where his teachers were Gordon Jacob, R.O. Morris and
John Ireland, and went to study at the New Vienna Conservatory. Whilst in Vienna, he
became a private pupil of Anton Webern. Webern made a lasting impression on Searle,
who later vividly recalled his first lesson with the Austrian master: ‘… he talked
absorbingly for an hour simply on the properties of the chord of C major; to him the
Radio 3 broadcast, 23 September 1982: ‘Peter Racine Fricker gives a short tribute in memory of Humphrey
Searle’.
2
Ibid.
3
Humphrey Searle and Robert Layton,
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1972), p.107.
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laws of music were a living evolutionary process, not a set of abstract formulae laid
down by theorists’.4
Having returned to England at the end of February 1938, Searle joined the staff of the
BBC as a music producer and a programme planner, a career which was interrupted by
a period spent in the intelligence corps during the Second World War. He left the BBC
in 1948 to work as a freelancer until 1951, when he took up the post of music adviser
to Sadler’s Wells Ballet, remaining on the music panel there until 1957. He also played
an active role in the Society for the Promotion of New Music and in the Composers’
Guild. From 1965 he taught at the Royal College of Music and was awarded the CBE
in 1968. Despite a significant decline in the number of performances of his works
during his later years, he continued to compose until his death in London at the age of
66 on 12 May 1982. As part of his memorial concert at the Royal College of Music on
29 June 1982, Three Ages for orchestra, Op.77 (1982), written in celebration of the
100th anniversary of the founding of the RCM and one of his last completed works,
received its first performance.

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.

Also prolific as a writer, Searle was a pioneer in the re-evaluation of Franz Liszt: he
played a significant role in the founding of the Liszt Society and in 1954 he wrote the
seminal book, The Music of Franz Liszt (revised in 1966). His admiration for the
Hungarian maestro is evident in his own First Piano Concerto (1944), Ballade for piano
(1947) and one-movement Piano Sonata (1951). Night Music (1943), written for
Webern’s 60th birthday, approached serialism and nearly all his compositions after
1946 used the 12-note technique: together with Elizabeth Lutyens (1906-1983), Searle
was one of the first composers in Britain to adopt this method.
However, his natural romanticism was never wholly submerged, as is apparent in a
trilogy of works, Gold Coast Customs (1949), for speaker, male chorus and orchestra,
with texts by Edith Sitwell; The Riverrun (1951), for speakers and orchestra, with text
4
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Reprinted from an April 1961 Sunday Telegraph article in Searle’s Translator’s Preface to Friedrich Wildgans,
(London: Calder and Boyars, 1966), p.9.
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by James Joyce, and The Shadow of Cain (1951), an ambitious setting for speakers, male
chorus and orchestra, of a poem by Edith Sitwell. Never doctrinaire in his adoption of
serialism, he once commented in an interview that, ‘One can either use it or not use it,
it depends upon whether one gets anything out of it. I’ve written without it myself …
but I feel happier with it’.5 Such stylistic flexibility may have engendered misgivings in
some of Searle’s more doctrinaire contemporaries. As Richard Gorer put it in The
Listener, ‘At one moment the tonalists think that he has been secured to their brand of
salvation, at the next the dodecaphonists are sure that, in spite of an unfortunate
backsliding, they have resecured his allegiance’.6 In today’s more pluralistic climate,
the variety of expression in Searle’s music and his impressive command of a range of
compositional techniques can be appreciated as positive strengths in his creative armoury.
He was attracted to traditional forms: in addition to symphonies, he wrote concertos,
string quartets, suites and three operas, for which he provided his own librettos: The
Diary of a Madman, after Gogol (1951); The Photo of the Colonel, after Ionesco (1964),
and Hamlet, after Shakespeare (1968). As well as vocal and instrumental pieces, he
wrote extensively for radio and commercial cinema, most notably two atmospheric
horror films, The Abominable Snowman (1957), for Hammer studios, and The Haunting
(1963), for MGM, whilst his television credits include the Doctor Who serial The Myth
Makers (1965).

The taut structure imposed by the rondo format ensures that the work has a characteristic cogency and sense of purpose to counterbalance the unflaggingly inventive instrumentation. In addition, the recurring ‘maze’ material takes on different aspects each
time it is repeated, lending a strong sense of symphonic development to one of Searle’s
most directly communicative, variegated and multi-layered orchestral scores.
From the vantage-point of the twenty-first century we may choose to concentrate on
the musical substance and expressive power of pieces written in the last half of the
previous century rather being unduly distracted by the technical procedures and
formulae which underlie them. As the four featured works on this release demonstrate,
serialism need not preclude emotional engagement at a basic human level, nor does it
oblige a composer to neglect orchestral colour. As Searle himself remarked, ‘I am trying
to write music first and use the twelve-tone method afterwards. The twelve-tone
method is just a means to an end, never an end in itself’.22
Paul Conway, 2016

In his article entitled ‘Is the Symphony viable today?’ Searle observed that, ‘many
people have proclaimed the death of the symphony, and yet it obstinately survives … I
do not believe that the big orchestra is dead any more than the symphony itself’.7 The
Symphony was important to him and he wrote no fewer than five examples over a
twelve-year period in addition to several symphonic works such as the orchestral rondo
Labyrinth, making its recorded debut here.8 Though he uses serialism in all five
5
6
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‘Twelve-Note Romantic’,
, 4 Jun, 1959, p.4.
Richard Gorer, ‘Humphrey Searle and the Serial Symphony’,
(14 November 1957), p.813.
Humphrey Searle, ‘Is the Symphony Viable To-day?’ in ed. Peter Dickinson,
:
(London: Chester Music, 1975), p.14-15.
was misleadingly referred to in parenthesis as Searle’s Symphony no.6 in ed. Arthur Jacobs,
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1972), p.79.
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I feel it unnecessary to give a detailed ‘programme’ of the work. Musically, it
is a kind of rondo in which the ‘maze music’ heard at the beginning returns in
different forms between other episodes which are themselves interrelated
thematically and some of these themes are also combined with the ‘maze
music’.19

symphonies, he draws upon themes rather than motifs or tone-rows as the basic
material for his subjects. Like Mahler and the composers of the so-called Second
Viennese School, Searle uses chamber-music textures in his symphonies, yet he calls for
large orchestral forces in each of his symphonies, because, as he put it ‘a large collection
of instruments gives one a wide variety of colours to choose from’.9

Despite Searle’s comment quoted above that he deemed a detailed programme of the
work to be unnecessary, he was more forthcoming in his autobiography, revealing that,
in addition to the ‘maze music’, the material ‘follows the other events in the story, such
as the copulation of Pasiphae and the Bull, the birth of the Minotaur, Daedalus’ and
Icarus’ flight to Cumae, and so on’.20

The First Symphony, Op.23 (1952-3) was written for and dedicated to the conductor
Hermann Scherchen, who premiered it in Hamburg with the orchestra of the North
West German Radio on 12 October 1953. It is a powerful, single-movement work
which employs the same serial row as the one in Webern’s String Quartet, Op.28
(1936-38).10

Listeners may choose to guess which episode is being depicted as Labyrinth unfolds, or
they may prefer to ignore such illustrative elements and enjoy Searle’s masterly
handling of his substantial orchestral forces. Such is the variety of colour the composer
extracts from his augmented palette that this score might be regarded as a concerto for
orchestra. We find Searle exploring the limits of his imagination and the technical
capabilities of his players much as he did in the central movement of the Third
Symphony. Here the virtuosity is extended over a larger canvas, allowing the listener
more time to savour such individual felicities as the unusually agile solos for tuba21, the
resourceful deployment of a battery of percussion, creative use of string, brass and
woodwind glissandi and the effective application of long-held cluster chords on piano
and organ.

Dedicated ‘for Lesley 25.12.57’, the Second Symphony, Op.33 (1956-58)11 was written
in memory of the composer’s first wife who died of cancer on Christmas Day 1957,
shortly before the score had been completed in sketch form; consequently, Searle
regarded it as a tribute rather than an elegy. It was first performed in October 1958 by
the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra under John Pritchard.

As quoted in the introduction to the work’s first radio broadcast on 23 November 1971.
Humphrey Searle,
, Chapter 17, ‘Labyrinth’: http://www.musicwebinternational.com/searle/labyrint.htm
21
If we surmise that the tuba is taking centre stage in that part of
depicting the story of Pasiphae and
the Bull, it is interesting to note that in Robin Holloway’s concertante piece
(2014), a setting
of the tale from Ovid in which Jupiter woos the beautiful nymph Europa in the guise of a bull, the solo instrument
is a tuba.
19
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The Third Symphony, Op.36 (1960) was written in Venice and London between
April 1959 and March 1960. It is scored for two flutes (second doubling piccolo), two
oboes (first doubling cor anglais, second doubling bass oboe), two clarinets (second
doubling bass clarinet), two bassoons (second doubling contrabassoon), four horns,
two trumpets, two tenor trombones, bass trombone, tuba, timpani, percussion
(requiring four players: side drum, bass drum, cymbals and, tam-tam) and strings.
Searle has weighted his forces in favour of the lower end of the orchestral spectrum and
the resulting dark sonorities hold sway at the start of the first movement and in the
Humphrey Searle, ‘Is the Symphony Viable To-day?’ in ed. Peter Dickinson,
:
(London: Chester Music, 1975), p.16.
10
It was recorded by the London Philharmonic Orchestra under Sir Adrian Boult and released on a Decca LP
(SXL 2232) in 1960 and re-released on a Lyrita LP (SRCS.72) in 1975.
11
Recorded by the London Philharmonic Orchestra under Joseph Krips for Lyrita on the 1975 LP SRCS.72, it
was issued on CD by the same label in 2009 (SRCD.285).
9
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eloquent finale, whilst the wit and brilliance of the frenzied central movement provides
a satisfying contrast.
The composer described the origins of the piece thus:
‘The idea of this symphony came from two visits to the Mediterranean which I
paid last year [1959]. The first was to Venice, where I stayed with friends for
a few weeks and sketched out most of the work; the second was to Greece later
in the year. There I visited Mycenae for the first time and was so struck by it
that I wrote an entirely new first movement for the symphony. However, it
isn’t meant to be a purely descriptive work like, say, Respighi’s Pines of Rome;
the Mediterranean scene merely acted as a starting-point for what I hope can
be listened to as music for its own sake’.12
Nevertheless there are programmatic elements running through the work. The first
movement, to use Searle’s own words, contains suggestions of ‘battles long ago’ and is
‘a kind of rondo’; the second movement contrasts an Italian saltarello-like theme
(evocative of a popular dance festival) with ‘a rather crazy march’, and a hint of thunder
in the distance, whilst the last movement (an Adagio) is ‘an elegiac nocturne’ inspired
by ‘a boat trip at night across the Venetian lagoon’.13
In the opening Moderato, a baleful slow section in the manner of a funeral march is
juxtaposed with faster, more dramatic material of considerable violence with the
funeral-march elements from the introduction telescoped into brass fanfares. The
central Allegro molto is a bravura piece of orchestration which demands great technical
skill from its executants. It features a sparkling dance-like theme, serpentine woodwind
figurations and a grotesque processional unleashing trumpet calls of mock pageantry.
In the aftermath of a climax of the utmost vehemence, a full orchestral version of the
dance-like theme rhythm brings to a trenchant conclusion a scherzo movement of
12
13

In Gerald Leach, ‘The Music of Humphrey Searle’,
Ibid.

cor anglais leads into Libra (active, co-operative), in which the speed is doubled and the
music presses onwards inexorably. Scorpio (strong-willed, self-destructive) is even
more intemperate and brings the work to its climax. The last variation, Sagittarius
(reason, intellect) returns to the theme and mood of the opening. But the incisive
three-bar codetta, marked Presto, ensures that the piece ends with, as the composer put
it, ‘a sting in its tail’.18
Searle’s Labyrinth for orchestra, Op.56 (1971) was commissioned by the Feeney
Trust and first performed by the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra under Louis
Frémaux on 18 November 1971 in Birmingham Town Hall. It is scored for a large
symphony orchestra consisting of three flutes (one doubling piccolo and another
doubling alto flute), three oboes, three clarinets in B flat (one doubling clarinet in E flat,
one doubling alto saxophone and one doubling bass clarinet), three bassoons, contrabassoon, four horns, three trumpets, three trombones (two tenor, one bass), bass tuba,
timpani, percussion (requiring five players: 1. side drum, tenor drum, tom-tom, small
bass drum, two woodblocks, suspended cymbal and bongos; 2. bass drum, woodblocks,
triangle, whip, large cymbal; 3. side drum, two suspended cymbals, maracas, cowbell,
bells, two tam-tams (large and small), triangle (also doubles on xylophone); 4. cymbals,
ancient cymbal, jingles, xylophone, vibraphone; 5. anvils, marimba, glockenspiel), harp,
piano, organ and strings.
The composer wrote in a programme note:
‘The idea of Labyrinth came from the classical legend of Daedalus and Minos,
but it has a more universal application. Michael Ayrton, to whom the work is
dedicated jointly with the CBSO, wrote in his ‘autobiography’ of Daedalus, The
Maze Maker: ‘the topology of my labyrinth remains ambiguous. Its materials
are at once dense, impenetrable, translucent and illusory. Such a total maze
each man makes around himself and each is different from each other, for each
contains the length, breadth, height and depth of his own life.

, (1 September 1960), p.361.
18
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Quoted from Searle’s introduction to the first broadcast of his

on 7 July 1970.
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I use this as a theme for variations, but not in an entirely orthodox way. I use
the actual notes of each variation as the material for the next one, but used in
different ways. For instance, the first six notes of the first variation become
two chords at the beginning of the second one and this kind of thing goes on
throughout the piece. [The orchestra is] often divided into several parts and
used as solo instruments and I’ve also suggested a kind of stereophonic seating
with the first and second violins on opposite sides of the conductor, one oboe
on each side of the violas and cellos in the middle, and one horn on each side
of the double basses at the back.

which the composer commented, ‘one could regard it either as a kind of fugue or as an
exposition and development without recapitulation’.14
Restrained, tenebrous and adorned by expressive solos of austere beauty, the closing
Adagio in ternary form makes a satisfying counterweight to the ferocity of the first
movement and the effulgence of the scherzo. Of especial note is the ethereal duet for
cor anglais and bass oboe vaulted over gurgling arpeggios on bass clarinet. Malcolm
Rayment described this doleful finale as ‘among the most moving creations in the whole
of contemporary music’.15

Each variation falls into two halves like the first one. When I’d sketched out
most of the work, as purely abstract music, I suddenly realised that the 12
variations corresponded to a certain extent to some qualities of the signs of the
zodiac as given in astrology handbooks and so I gave the piece its present title.

Searle’s Third Symphony was commissioned by the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic
Orchestra, who premiered it under John Pritchard on 3 September 1960 at the Usher
Hall, Edinburgh as part of that year’s Edinburgh Festival. Its London debut took place
at Morley College on 23 May 1961 with the Morley College Symphony Orchestra
conducted by Lawrence Leonard. The symphony is dedicated to the young painter and
designer Yolanda Sonnabend, who had collaborated with Searle on his 1956 ballet The
Giant Peacock.

I’m not a great believer in astrology but I thought that, in this case, the use of
the titles might illuminate the character of the music. But each variation is a
miniature, not an important work like, say, Roberto Gerhard’s Gemini, Libra
or Leo’.
The first variation may be said to represent Capricorn, characterised in astrology books
as prudence and understanding. The following variation, Aquarius (demonstrative,
reckless) is much more vehement. Then comes Pisces (peace, sympathy) with hushed
string tremolos and solos for the wind instruments. Aries (dauntless, ardent) is more
forceful again. Taurus (endurance, stamina) is quieter with sustained chords. The duel
nature of Gemini is suggested by each half of the variation being divided into two
contrasting sections with a lyrical phrase introduced by the cellos being answered by
wild cadenzas for the wind instruments. Cancer (tenacity) features divided string
chords passed across the orchestra and interrupted by fierce outbursts. Leo (active,
creative) is also turbulent and contains col legno effects and tapping on the body of the
instrument. In contrast, Virgo (chastity, purity) is mainly quiet throughout. A trill for
REAM1130
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Work began on the Fourth Symphony, Op.38, in 1960 and the score was completed two
years later. It was commissioned by the John Feeney Trust for the City of Birmingham
Symphony Orchestra, to whom the work is dedicated. Searle himself conducted the
CBSO at the premiere in Birmingham Town Hall on 8 November 1962. Of this
spare-textured work, the composer said that ‘it is based on the 12-note method, and the
orchestral writing is often fragmented: but I have called it a symphony as it bears a
certain resemblance to classical procedures’.16

14
15
16

Humphrey Searle, ‘Are Twelve-note Symphonies Possible?’,
(29 November 1962), p.941.
Malcolm Rayment, ‘Avant-Garde or Romantic?’,
, Vol.195, No.1456 (June 1964), p.432.
As quoted in the introduction to the work’s first radio broadcast on 1 December 1962.
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Searle wrote in his autobiography about the genesis of his Fifth Symphony, Op.43
(1964):
‘While visiting some of [his second wife] Fiona’s friends at Gordon’s Bay, near
Somerset West, I suddenly had an idea for a fifth symphony based on the life of
Webern. Possibly the beauty of the mountains encircling the bay had led me to
think of him, for he had been a great nature-lover and had lived and walked
among the mountains of Austria in his youth. I’m afraid I was oblivious of the
conversation going on around me but, by the end of the afternoon, I had
worked out the complete plan of the work in my head’.17
The symphony is dedicated to the memory of Webern. Though its pointillist writing
and frequent use of chamber-like textures might initially suggest an attempt to imitate
the style of Searle’s erstwhile tutor, it soon becomes clear that this assured score is the
product of a composer who has thoroughly absorbed an array of different styles and
influences to produce his own unique musical voice.
It was written between June and September 1964 and premiered by the Hallé Orchestra
under Lawrence Leonard at the Free Trade Hall, Manchester on 7 October 1964. A
large orchestra is required, made up of two flutes (one doubling piccolo), two oboes
(second doubling cor anglais), two clarinets (second doubling bass clarinet), two
bassoons (second doubling contrabassoon), four horns, two trumpets, two tenor
trombones, bass trombone, tuba, timpani, percussion (requiring four players: two side
drums, bass drum, tam-tam, glockenspiel, vibraphone, xylophone), harp, piano, celeste
and strings.
There are five sections which are played without a break. The opening Andante begins
with a spectral passage for high strings and woodwind which becomes more corporeal
as it progresses down the orchestra. A gradual increase in intensity heralds the first
Humphrey Searle,
international.com/searle/two.htm
17

Searle’s Zodiac Variations for small orchestra, Op.53 (1970) was first performed by
Orchestra Nova conducted by Lawrence Foster on 7 July 1970 at the Cheltenham
Festival, for whom the piece was written. Scored for two oboes (second doubling cor
anglais), two horns and strings, it is dedicated to John Manduell, who was at that time
the festival’s Programme Director. The ‘theme’ itself is a structure of twelve bars: the
successive variations make use of the notes of the preceding one as well as adding new
material, so that the effect is cumulative. A note-row is also derived from the structure,
and appears in its four different forms in many of the variations, though the work is not
serially organised in the strictest sense: the variations maintain a similar shape to each
other throughout, though pitches, rhythms and dynamics are varied.
There are twelve short variations, each roughly corresponding in character to one of the
signs of the Zodiac, though the parallels are not intended to be taken too literally and
the piece never strives for pictorial realism. Prior to the first broadcast on 7 July 1970
of his Zodiac Variations (a recording of which is presented here), the composer spoke
about his new piece in a radio talk:
‘When I was asked to write a piece for [the 1970] Cheltenham Festival, my first
idea for it came in the form of a passage of 12 bars [which] falls into two halves.

, Chapter 15, ‘Two New Continents?’: http://www.musicwebREAM1130

Allegro. This features two themes which alternate in the manner of a rondo: a spiky,
march-like idea which appears on the lower strings and a more lyrical one heard on the
woodwind. The central Moderato has a dream-like air with echoes of waltzes and
distant trumpet calls and drumbeats. A fresh, more spirited theme on the strings marks
the start of the second Allegro and it is soon joined by the themes of the first Allegro. An
unexpectedly jazz-like episode for double basses played pizzicato and piano signals an
increase in tempo and the mood of the music becomes notably darker. The trumpet
calls and drumbeats of the Intermezzo return with greater violence and the music heads
towards a powerful climax. Elegiac and serene, the closing Adagio takes the form of a
wistful epilogue. It returns to the material and mood of the opening Andante and the
work ends as it began, on vertiginous string chords.
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