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13’25”

(1948)
BBC Studio Recording, broadcast 12 September 1980

(1948-49)
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Alla breve
Adagio con molto passione
Tableau and Dance.
Finale. Moderato - Allegro

10’05”
9’14”
2’56”
12’36”

BBC Studio Recording, broadcast 12 September 1980

(1950-51)*
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Allegro moderato
Andante
Allegro vivace

9’02”
9’47”
10’46”

BBC Studio Recording, broadcast 17 September 1980

Total playing time 77’51”
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DISC TWO
1

5’02”

(1958)
BBC Studio Recording, broadcast 17 September 1980

(1960)

2
3
4
5

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.
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Allegro furioso
Lento
Scherzo.
Maestoso - Allegro appassionato

8’43”
7’24”
5’34”
8’58”

BBC Studio Recording, broadcast 2 October 1980
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(1966 rev. 1978-79)
BBC Studio Recording, broadcast 7 October 1980

Total playing time 73’34”

BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra
Leader Andrew Orton

conducted by

Bryden Thomson (Rondo Scherzoso & Symphony 1)
Albert Rosen (Comedy Overture & Symphony 2)
Edward Downes (Symphony 3)
Maurice Handford (Symphony 4)
These broadcasts were part of seven programmes in a series ‘Fricker in Retrospect’
specially devised in celebration of the composer’s 60th birthday.
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‘For me music is as exciting as a sporting event. I wish that … critics and public could
get as worked up about new music as they do about football and cricket’.1 This cri de
coeur from composer Peter Racine Fricker (1920-1990) captures the passion and
conviction with which he approached his craft.
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 college. Upon demobilisation he
resumed formal composition lessons with the Hungarian émigré composer Mátyás
Seiber, who had lived in England since 1935 and 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.
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),
winner of the Alfred Clements prize, and the String Quartet in one movement (1948),
first performed at the Brussels Festival of the International Society for Contemporary
Music in 1950. He received yet further recognition when his First Violin Concerto2
© Paul Conway, 2017
won the Arts Council Festival of Britain Competition for Young Composers prize in
1951.

Also Available by Peter Racine Fricker on Lyrita
The Vision of Judgement for soprano, tenor, chorus and orchestra
Jane Manning, Robert Tear, Leeds Festival Chorus, RLPO, Groves,

Symphony No. 5 for organ and orchestra
Gillian Weir, BBCSO, Davis……………………………………………..……..………... REAM.1124

Fricker, Violin Concerto Op. 11,
Banks Violin Concerto
Yfrah Neaman, RPO, Del Mar

Morgan Violin Concerto
Erich Gruenberg, RPO, Handley……..….……………………………………….…….…...SRCD.276

Fricker, Cello Sonata,
Berkeley, Duo for cello & piano, Dalby, Vaiations for cello & piano,
McCabe, Partita for solo cello, Rainier Quanta, String Trio
Julian Lloyd Webber, John McCabe, London Oboe Quartet
Wood, String Quartets Nos 1 & 2, The Rider Victory, The Horses
Dartington String Quartet, April Cantelo, Paul Hamburger………………………..….…SRCD.304

Among the first composers in Britain to be influenced by the music of Béla Bartók,
Arnold Schoenberg and Igor Stravinsky, Fricker assimilated aspects of their very
different styles into a distinctive voice of his own. He proceeded to build an impressive
body of work in his highly expressive, urbane and freely atonal language. Exceeding
1
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Murray Schafer,
Lyrita SRCD.276.

(London: Faber and Faber, 1963), p.146.
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the emotions of anger and frustration, I will not disagree with him’.19 A feature of the
work is the extensive interpolations for the percussion players, usually with a rhythmic
pattern quite independent from the rest of the orchestra. Also notable are the many
solos, duos and trios, for various combinations of woodwinds, horns and strings. The
composer’s intention was that all the instruments should be presented to pay their
homage. This dramatic element calls to mind a later memorial piece, Harrison
Birtwistle’s Ritual Fragment for chamber orchestra (1990), written in memory of
Michael Vyner, in which the players move around the stage offering brief solo tributes.
Reviewing the premiere performance of the Fourth Symphony in The Observer, Peter
Heyworth remarked that Fricker’s ‘command of the whole operation is highly
impressive. Each idea is clearly defined, and every detail is beautifully dovetailed into
its successor’.20
A Fifth Symphony, for organ and orchestra, (1975-1976) was commissioned for the
Royal Festival Hall’s Silver Jubilee celebrations in 1976.21 However, the first four
entries in Fricker’s cycle are arguably his most characteristic contributions to the
medium. Their poise and lucidity are typical of the composer. His keen sense of
balance and proportion is also reflected in this punchy pronouncement he made during
a 1955 BBC broadcast: ‘Music which uses only out-of-date romantic clichés with no
technical control is tedious to listen to, but more technical exercises which take no
account of the sound produced are not only tedious, but exasperating’.22
© Paul Conway, 2017
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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 Whispers at these
Curtains (1984), commissioned by the Three Choirs Festival and dedicated ‘In
memoriam Humphrey Searle’.
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 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 Walk by Quiet Waters (1988). Whilst working on a second
piece for them, he died, of throat cancer, in Santa Barbara on 1 February 1990.
Tall and imposing in appearance, Fricker was shy and reserved 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

Dickinson, p.45.
Peter Heyworth, ‘Why Segregate the Moderns?’,
, 19 February 1967, p.24.
Lyrita REAM.1124.
Peter Racine Fricker, ‘Darmstadt and the Young Composer’, BBC Third Programme broadcast, 5 October
1955, quoted in Richard Moore, ‘A cruel reversal of fortune? Peter Racine Fricker and the perils of panAtlanticism’,
, Vol. 9 (2015), p.65.
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160 pieces in total, his catalogue encompasses all the main genres with the exception of
staged opera. His orchestral works, which include five symphonies and several
concertos, also feature Dance Scene (1954), which soon became one of his most popular
pieces, and the song cycle with soprano soloist, O Longs Désirs (1963), commissioned
by the BBC for a Promenade Concert. His chamber and instrumental works embrace
three string quartets, the cello sonata (1956)3 and Twelve Studies for piano (1961). The
peak of his choral output is the oratorio The Vision of Judgement (1958) composed for
the centenary of the Leeds Triennial Festival in 1958.4 He also wrote two radio operas
and music for films and theatre, such as the ballet Canterbury Prologue (1951).
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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’.5 Though his only hobby listed in
Who’s Who was ‘travel’, his interests were wide and included birdwatching, football,
mystery novels and cats.
From a contemporary vantage-point it is difficult to appreciate the critical esteem Peter
Racine Fricker once commanded. Yet consult almost any survey of British music
written in the 1950s and 1960s and you will find his name cited alongside the most
significant figures of the age. In 1953 Alan Frank ended his collection of essays on
contemporary British composers with the claim that Fricker was ‘unquestionably the
most impressive talent to appear in post-war England’6. Ten years later, Colin Manson
noted in his review of music in Britain that Fricker ‘remained consistently at the head
of his generation.’7
In common with many other composers, Fricker’s reputation eventually waned. His
predilection for such time-honoured genres as symphony, concerto, string quartet,
sonata and cantata in a period of increasing formal experimentation began to irk the
more progressive critics. At the same time his decision to base himself on the west coast
of America meant that from the mid-1960s his music no longer reached the ears and
minds of the British musical establishment on a regular basis.
Regardless of the vagaries of fashion and status, Fricker consistently met his own
exacting standards as a creative artist. He was a natural symphonist and his
contributions to this field of music were widely admired. At the time of the premiere
of his Fourth Symphony an article in The Listener claimed that ‘in the now wellestablished English symphonic tradition there is no more active or more considerable a
composer than Peter Racine Fricker’.8 All four symphonies presented here are the
5
6
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, 16 February 1990.
Justin Connolly, ‘Peter Racine Fricker’,
Alan Frank,
(London: Dennis Dobson Ltd., 1953), p.107.
Colin Mason,
(London: Longmans, Green and Co. Ltd., 1963), p.40
Donald Peart, ‘Racine Fricker’s Fourth Symphony’,
, 9 February 1967, p.208.

The symphony is in one movement comprising ten continuous sections. These are, for
the most part, interlocking in that they share thematic ideas in various transformations.
The one exception to this is the self-contained central elegy.
The opening Vigoroso is dramatic in mood with strong dynamic contrasts. In the
following section marked ‘Poco meno, ma scorrevole’, woodwind solos appear over
quietly flowing string passages: these are meditations on, rather than overt references to,
themes from Seiber’s works. A short Allegro agitato follows with cross-rhythms,
culminating in a loud sustained chord which fades to allow the three trumpets to
announce a bold theme (maestoso), characteristic of Seiber in its interval structure of
fourths and major thirds. Another sustained chord is succeeded by an equally
characteristic theme, climbing rapidly on the violins. The following Andante con moto
is distinguished by its winding cadenzas, first for woodwind, then for string soloists,
always in pairs of threes. After another Agitato, reminiscent of the previous one, a long
pause is made and the Adagio elegiaco begins. This extended, free-standing lament is a
profoundly moving piece, a symphony within the symphony, resourceful and diverse in
melody, rhythm and tempo. Framed by eloquent oboe solos, it is delicately scored,
frequently with a chamber-like texture. It leads into a rapidly moving recitative (Allegro),
followed by another spirited movement – an Allegro molto scherzo. Here a whispering
two-note pattern predominates and eventually gathers force for a great upward rush
leading to a duel between timpani and tom-toms. Lastly, another recitative-like passage,
free in tempo, gives way to a strongly rhythmical tune on four horns, to open the
concluding Adagio section, a noble utterance characterised by the composer as being ‘at
first in the style of a chorale, and then like a processional’.17
Fricker wrote that the symphony may be regarded as ‘a protest, an outburst, a tribute,
and an oration’, but that, above all, it is ‘intended to stand as a self-sustained work of
symphonic dimensions’.18 It is volatile in character, as if stung by the injustice of
Seiber’s untimely death. The composer admitted that, ‘if the listener chooses to feel
17
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pedal A is initiated which continues until the end of the work. First we hear the ‘motto’
on the horns. Then the processional theme returns and soon elements of the two are
combined. A serene and expressive coda furnishes a satisfying counterbalance to the
dynamism of the symphony’s opening.
Fricker’s Third Symphony is dominated by broad and majestic thematic ideas. The
controlled vehemence of the outer movements recalls the symphonies of Robert
Simpson. In his review of the premiere, Colin Mason observed that, ‘Altogether the
work impresses most strongly by its melodic virility, expansiveness, and abundance …
the characteristically concentrated musical thought is completely personal and
unstereotyped’.15 Covering a later performance, The Times’ critic expressed the view
that ‘The whole symphony is richer in texture and expression than its predecessors’.16
Commissioned by the John Feeney Trust, the Fourth Symphony, Op. 43, was written
for the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra who premiered it under Hugo
Rignold at Cheltenham Town Hall on 14 February 1967. Further performances took
place at Wolverhampton, Birmingham and London. The score is dedicated to the
memory of Fricker’s teacher, friend and colleague the composer Mátyás Seiber, who
was killed in a car crash in South Africa in 1960. It was begun in London in 1964;
sketches continued to be made during travel in Holland and Germany and it was
completed in Santa Barbara, California in January 1966. Fricker revised the score in
1978-1979 just prior to the broadcast performance featured in this release. The
orchestral forces required are standard, but the composer suggested extra strings might
be needed due to the considerable number of solo and divisi passages.
Some use is made of material from Seiber’s own works. Near the end of the score a
high bassoon solo briefly quotes the first six notes of the twelve-note row in the third
movement of Seiber’s Third String Quartet of 1951. The opening symmetrical chord
of Seiber’s 1958 Permutazioni a Cinque for wind quartet – superimposed fourths and
major thirds – sets a pattern which characterises several of Fricker’s themes in the
symphony. Seiber had been a cellist so the cello has a dominant role from time to time.
15
16

Colin Mason, ‘Fricker’s New Symphony’,
‘A Second Chance for Two British Symphonies’,

, 9 November 1960, p.7.
, 11 March 1961, p.3.

product of a fastidious, original and searching approach to the form. Each one reveals
different facets of a powerful and fully-fledged musical personality awaiting, and
meriting, rediscovery and sustained advocacy.

Before tackling his First Symphony, Fricker wrote two symphonic movements. One
was an Adagio for orchestra (1946) premiered by the London Philharmonic Orchestra
under Mosco Carner at HMV Studios, London on 1 October 1948 at a Committee for
the Promotion of New Music concert. A companion work, also premiered at that
concert was the Rondo Scherzoso for orchestra (1948). Fricker was fond of the rondo
form and used it in several pieces. This enjoyable early example with its deft wind solos
and judicious use of modest percussion proves that the composer’s subtle and effective
approach to orchestration was present at the very outset of his professional career. The
presence of such devices as canon, fugue and imitation reveals what fellow composer
Alun Hoddinott described as Fricker’s ‘evident delight in using contrapuntal structures
as formal elements in a variety of ways’.9
The First Symphony, Op. 9 (1948-1949) won a Koussevitsky Prize Award in 1949
and was premiered at the Cheltenham Festival by the Hallé Orchestra under Sir John
Barbirolli on 5 July 1950. After the success of this first performance the work was taken
up by conductors such as Hans Schmidt-Isserstedt and Herman Scherchen and heard
in London, Manchester, Brussels, Hamburg and Brunswick. It is scored for a large
orchestra consisting of piccolo, two flutes, two oboes, cor anglais, two clarinets, bass
clarinet, two bassoons, contrabassoon, three trumpets, four horns, three trombones,
tuba, timpani, percussion, piano, harp and strings. This is the only instance of harp and
piano in a Fricker symphony.
The Alla breve first movement is a sonata-allegro. It opens with a slow section scored
mainly for wind. A powerful and sombre three-note phrase for trombones and tuba in
unison is followed by a gentle, doleful melody for flute. This is repeated by various
instruments whilst notes initially sustained by the first trombone are gathered into
chords by the other wind. After a brief silence an edgy subject is introduced by the
9
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violins reinforced by flutes, oboes and clarinets. Another notable idea consisting of
feverish semiquavers from violins accented by percussive piano increases the general
feeling of agitation. The sorrowing melody from the introduction is added, rising in
bass strings and piano through a loud sustained wind chord. The tempo slows down
for a woodwind interlude over a ground bass derived from the opening three-note motif.
After a quiet start, the development grows into a richly polyphonic treatment of the
movement’s various ideas, including at one stage a seven-part fugue. The development
section is curtailed and after a brief pause comes a shortened recapitulation. This
intensely contrapuntal movement ends restlessly with a short and quiet coda based on
the opening three-note motif.
Unfolding gradually in an arch form, the eloquent second movement is an impassioned
Adagio on two sinuous main subjects. The first principal theme begins the movement –
a long-breathed, undulating figure on muted upper strings in unison, accompanied by
soft trombone chords and quiet bass drum taps. The second main idea, effectively a
counter-melody, is introduced on solo oboe, repeated on clarinet. An increase in
tempo precedes a powerful climax in which, over an insistent brass rhythm, the strings
cry out their tune in unison. After this tumult has subsided the original tempo returns,
the way being gently prepared for the solo flute to end the movement with a modified
restatement of the strings’ first tune. It is accompanied by a solitary bass drum which
supplies the movement’s almost inaudible final note.
Entitled ‘Tableau and Dance’, the high-spirited third movement offers respite from the
tautness and intensity of the previous movements. A brief Moderato introduction leads
into the ‘Tableau’ section which begins, allegro, with lilting cross-rhythms. The
‘Tableau’ eventually falters, declining through strings and, after a pause, the section
marked ‘Danzato’ begins. Divided strings open the dance with a graceful, syncopated
tune, launching the symphony’s most elegant episode. The introductory material
reappears to form a coda which ends with a delightful hushed chord from the whole
orchestra.
The finale is a condensed sonata-allegro based on three main ideas. As in the second
movement, a great breadth of doubled string tone on a single melodic line is used in the
REAM.2136
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theme, modified but easily identifiable, now played in octaves by all strings except
double basses. The ostinato pattern reappears again, but fortissimo on piccolo, flutes
and upper strings. This climax over, the cadence chords come into prominence. There
is a cadenza-like passage for solo flute. A final chordal outburst quickly subsides and
the movement ends on hushed lower strings, tremolo and without vibrato.
The quicksilver scherzo third movement is in rondo form. Silent in the previous
movement, the timpani play a crucial role here. Their important motif appears in the
introductory bars, after which the first theme of the opening section is heard on the
woodwind against semiquavers on the violins. The second theme of the opening
section is given to the strings in four parts, the two lower ones mirroring exactly the two
upper. The first subject returns and is then treated cross-rhythmically in a group of five
or six notes conflicting with the bar lines. In the first subsidiary episode which is
characterised by its free fugal style, the brass plays a leading role. After a varied
recapitulation of the opening section comes the central ‘trio’ section in a much slower
tempo. This is scored for woodwind and a single trumpet only, and makes use of
canons. When the original tempo returns the fugal episode reappears to be followed by
the final statement of the main section. At the end the texture thins until only a string
quartet and timpani over a two-part tremolo on the double basses remain.
Apart from the recurrences of the ‘motto’ which gives it a rondo feeling, the finale is in
the form of a palindrome. The movement opens maestoso with a loud statement of the
‘motto’ which soon gives way to a bass pattern in which groups of five notes ascend.
After this a processional-like theme is heard on violins and violas. The first of the two
allegro sections begins energetically and with strong cross-rhythms, but soon subsides.
A quiet horn solo in slower tempo paves the way for the second allegro which is even
more incisive than the first. But here also the energy soon dissipates leading to another
horn solo, although there is a brief outburst at the end. A strong contrast is supplied by
the central Adagio which begins with a lightly accompanied flute solo. A single viola
and then the bass clarinet take over the melodic line. Shortly afterwards the tempo
quickens for a climactic statement of the ‘motto’. This leads to an extended free
recapitulation of the two allegro sections in reverse order and no longer separated by the
passage of repose given by the horn. With the return of the original maestoso tempo, a
REAM.2136
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symphony shuns the formal innovations of its predecessor. At a time when many other
composers were experimenting with form and orchestral layout, Fricker’s adoption of
the traditional four-movement pattern (with a slow second movement and a scherzo
placed third) and use of a conventional orchestra must be considered a statement of
intent. Another traditional feature is the inclusion of a ‘motto-theme’ introduced in the
opening movement and revisited in the finale. The orchestral forces are modest: double
woodwind with the addition of piccolo and bass clarinet, four horns, two trumpets, two
tenor trombones and bass trombone, timpani and strings. The only percussion
instruments are timpani, which have an important role to play. The work is not strictly
serial, although it does employ serial methods. It is atonal in the sense that a
progression of keys cannot be traced though it has a strong sense of the note A as a key
centre. Both at the beginning and the end this home note is strongly stressed.
The opening Allegro furioso begins without preamble, its extended first subject forcefully
stated by four horns and two trombones in unison against a reiterated pedal A pounded
out on the timpani. The upper strings continue with the same idea when the pedal
temporarily moves to C. This brass theme provides material for the whole movement:
each phrase supplies the notes of a chord and this chord sequence is played by the
strings in accompaniment to the second melodic idea in which contrapuntal lines are
divided between various woodwind instruments. A transitional passage leads to a
climax introducing an important third thematic idea – a five-note ‘motto-theme’ which
reappears in the finale. The development ends climactically, as did the exposition, with
this ‘motto’. The recapitulation begins as a continuation of the climax and proceeds by
developing further the expository material. The ‘motto’ reappears and is combined
with elements of the first theme in the exhilarating coda, one of Fricker’s most intensely
exciting creations.
In simple A-B-A form, the Lento slow movement is virtually monothematic. The main
idea appears at the beginning on a solo oboe. Part of it then appears in canon on the
violins against an ostinato on clarinet and bass clarinet. The theme is heard in another
rhythmic guise on a solo horn. This first part of the movement ends with a pair of
cadence chords sounded on muted brass. The central section was described by the
composer as a free fantasia. A climax brings with it the recapitulation, the original oboe
REAM.2136
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opening bars of the Moderato introduction. This builds to a climax and sinks to quiet
percussive sounds in the bass register. The first subject of the main allegro section is
introduced by a sweeping arpeggio from the piano, which launches a rhythmic triplet
figure in the violins, and gives rise to airy, fantastic scurrying in the woodwind.
Eventually a throbbing drum heralds the second subject. This is a lyrical theme
introduced by the violins, punctuated quietly by woodwind and middle strings. The
third main idea is a canonic section for the high first and second violins, supported by
a cross-rhythm ostinato. Development and recapitulation sections are combined to
form a varied counter-statement of the expository material. A slackening of tempo
ushers in the theme from the Moderato introduction, now marked ‘Solenne’, but this
gives way to a furious allegro coda that rounds off the symphony in defiant mood.
Fricker’s First Symphony is entirely characteristic of the composer with its intensely
contrapuntal textures and linear development, powerfully insistent rhythmic patterns
and compelling sense of form. The four movements also benefit from an imaginative
use of orchestral colour. This accomplished symphonic debut was critically well
received. A review in The Times claimed that it ‘grips the ear and the imagination
through all its four movements’.10 In his review for The Musical Times, Mosco Carner
observed that the work’s ‘inventive quality … points to a powerful imagination and a
strong inner conviction rare in an artist of Fricker’s age’.11
Fricker followed his First Symphony with several compositions including two for violin
- the First Concerto and the concentrated First Sonata, both written for Maria Lidka before embarking on the Second Symphony, Op. 14, which was composed during the
winter of 1950-1951. Commissioned by the City of Liverpool for the Festival of Britain,
it was first performed at the Liverpool Festival on 26 July 1951 by the Liverpool
Philharmonic Orchestra under its then principal conductor Hugo Rignold. A large
orchestra is required, similar in proportion to the First Symphony but including four
trumpets. The scoring is not heavy, the timpani being used sparingly and the percussion
appearing only in the last movement. Formally the work is highly original in that all
three movements exploit different aspects of rondo form. A further structural point of
10
11
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, Vol.91, No.1290, August 1950, p.316.
REAM.2136

9

interest is that the increasing length of the three sections of the first movement is
paralleled by the increasing length of the three movements themselves.
The Allegro moderato opening movement begins with a rhythmically sweeping lyrical
semiquaver tune on the strings that generates most of the other material and by its
rhythm dominates the movement. The first section, which also contains a more lyrical
secondary idea on solo woodwind, lasts about a minute, is repeated twice, each time at
greater length as the various ideas are developed further. The movement finishes with
the string semiquavers under woodwind chords with which it opened, so that the coda
can be regarded as a false start to a fourth time round.
The central Andante is never really slow. After a short canonic introduction, the elegiac
main theme is played by the upper strings over horn chords, and is repeated on the
upper woodwind. There is no formal second subject, its place taken by a kind of free
fantasia combining several ideas with their development. A strong rhythmic pulse
underlies the proceedings, however, and nagging dotted rhythms underpin a bold
trumpet theme in canon. There is a recapitulation of the main section, followed, not
by a coda, but by further discussion of some of the fantasia material; then a final version
of the main theme on solo horn and a short coda, based on the introduction.
Longest of the three movements, the Allegro vivace finale is a rondo but a much freer
example than the closely-knit first movement. Opening with a brief brass flourish, the
first section is in 2/4 and uses several themes featuring wide leaps. The next section,
featuring trumpets and then woodwinds, is introduced by a brief phrase for glockenspiel,
anticipating one of the phrases to come. The next section is a development of earlier
material, and the glockenspiel again precedes and follows it. A self-contained central
episode consists of a chorale-like theme with two variations, each using shorter note
values. At the climax the time-signature changes to 3/8, with cross-rhythms briefly
suggesting 2/4. Material from the previous sections returns and is adapted to this new
time-signature, and the music is gradually dominated by a persistent chord pattern in
the brass. The finale’s considerable accumulated energy is released in a trenchant coda.
The Second Symphony’s formal ingenuity has tended to obscure its other qualities.
One of these is an outstanding rhythmic energy which drives the music forward with
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inexorability. Another aspect of the score is an inventive approach to orchestral texture,
notably at the end of the slow movement which fades away on ethereal divided first and
second violins.
A review in The Times of the premiere stated that ‘What Fricker has achieved and what
reaffirms him a symphonist worth every musician’s consideration is the maintenance of
a characteristic flavour, but with a striking freshness that shows there is more to be
awaited in the same medium, from the same pen, of equal force and equal beauty’.12
Writing in 1961 in the revised edition of European Music in the Twentieth Century, Hugh
Wood described the Second Symphony as ‘one of Fricker’s best works and outstanding
among the many symphonies produced by English composers since the war’.13
During the long interval between the Second and Third Symphonies Fricker received
several commissions for works in other genres such as the austerely beautiful Litany for
double string orchestra (1955) and the Comedy Overture, Op. 32 (1958).
Commissioned by the Friends of Morley College where Fricker was then musical
director, this pleasing curtain-raiser in light vein was premiered by the college’s
chamber orchestra conducted by the composer in the Emma Cons Hall, Morley
College, on 5 December 1958. The title is reflected in the main theme whose blithe
resilience suggests a celebrated quote attributed to Fricker’s illustrious ancestor: ‘Life
is a comedy to those who think, a tragedy to those who feel.’ The tempo remains Allegro
vivace throughout and a feature is made of solos for all the woodwind instruments. The
Times’ critic commented on the first performance that ‘One does not automatically
associate Mr Fricker with a gift for the comical in music and his overture, as expected,
was scarcely ribald. But it had the pace of comedy and its light and expert textures and
deft invention made an agreeable start to the evening’.14
The Third Symphony, Op. 36, was commissioned by the London Philharmonic
Orchestra, to whom the score is dedicated. It was premiered by the LPO under John
Pritchard at the Royal Festival Hall on 8 November 1960. This powerfully dramatic
12

13
14

, 27 July 1951,
From Our Special Correspondent, ‘Liverpool Festival: Fricker’s Second Symphony’,
p.8.
Ed. Howard Hartog,
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1961), p.163.
‘Morley College Concert: Mr Fricker Conducts Own Composition’,
, 6 December 1958, p.10.
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