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despite having given performances of the Caprice in London and Leipzig, Bennett had
never written down the solo part! 

The first edition of Grove's Dictionary tried to come to terms with the stature of
Bennett as a composer:

"He can hardly be reckoned among the great musical poets of the world, and it
would be both unwise and uncritical to claim that place for him. But what he wanted in
power is almost made up, in regard to the artistic enjoyment to be derived from his
works, in individuality and in finish. He is in a special degree a musicians' composer".

Schumann likewise argued that Bennett must be accepted for what he is, and not
mistaken for what he is not. He is not the "creator of a new epoch in art, a hero whom it
is impossible to fetter, but a genuine, deeply-feeling poet, who passes on his way, all
untroubled because a few hats, more or less, are raised and waved in his honour..." 

DAVID BYERS 

The pencil drawing of William Sterndale Bennett c. 1829 (when he was a student at The Royal
Academy of Music) thought to be by Petrucci, is reproduced by kind permission of Barry Sterndale-
Bennett.
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he was in the land of music. Then began the romance in G minor - so simple that the
notes can almost be counted in it ... The audience sat breathless, as though fearing to
awaken the dreamer on the lofty palace roof ...This ... set at rest all doubt respecting our
artist, and in the last movement the public gave itself wholly up to the delight we are
accustomed to receive from a master, whether he leads us on to battle or to peace'.

Bennett had completed his C minor concerto in October 1834 and played it at a
concert of the Society of British Musicians. It's a fine work clearly cast on classical lines
and establishing at the outset a serious air with its stern chromatic lines. (The dedication
to the distinguished and serious J.B. Cramer seems rather appropriate!). It's a maturer
and more dramatic work than the first concerto with many musical felicities and
surprises. The central Romanza has its melting moments but the finale opens with
musical gestures which grab the attention right from the opening bar. Each new idea in
this movement is introduced by the pianist - the second subject unexpectedly introduced
in the minor tonality (a scheme Bennett was to re-use later in the Caprice in E), and a
lovely new F minor idea unexpectedly introduced just before the recapitulation.

Bennett made two more visits to Leipzig in the winters of 1838-1839 and 1841-
1842. On the first of these visits he brought with him a new Caprice in E which had been
premièred at a Bennett "benefit" concert in the Hanover Square Rooms in May 1838,
although it was not performed at the Gewandhaus until his next visit in January 1842.

A few weeks before that concert there was an unexpected performance when
Bennett visited Spohr at Cassel.

"I promised him in the morning that I would play and I found the parts of my
Caprice in my portmanteau, so I took that and trusted to my memory for the Pianoforte
part. You would have pitied me if you had seen the curious Pianoforte I had to play on,
and I had not touched one since I left London. However I knew it was no time to make
apologies, and off I started with everybody round the instrument. Something made me
very determined, and I got through with capital success... Altogether it was perhaps the
most gratifying time I ever spent in my life..." 

This single movement work is an important addition to the repertory of short
concertante works for piano and orchestra. When Bennett sent it to his Leipzig
publishers, they enquired about the absence of a solo piano part. It transpired that,

he first edition of Grove's Dictionary, published four years after Sir William
Sterndale Bennett's death in 1875, claimed Bennett as "the only English musical

composer since Purcell who has attained a distinct style and individuality of his own, and
whose works can be reckoned among the models or 'classics' of the art ... " 

The exclusivity of such a statement may be disputed, but the music Bennett wrote
in the ten years between his composition lessons with Cipriani Potter and his friendship
with Mendelssohn and Schumann in Leipzig, between the first piano concerto and the
now sadly lost sixth piano concerto, lends credence to the belief that his remarkable
talent might well have blossomed into something even greater had the right conditions
prevailed. But that was not to be.

It's difficult to know whether or not he recognised the limitations of what
Schumann described as his "simple-minded, inwardly poetic character" or whether he
missed the creative stimulation of Leipzig and was responding perforce to the Victorian
disinterest in native composers who would not readily provide salon pieces.Whatever the
reason, composition was no longer one of his priorities. After his wedding in 1844 he took
on an incredible burden of teaching to support his family: in 1851 for example, his son
recalled that Bennett was giving between 1,650 and 1,700 lessons each year and finding
it impossible to "get ten days in succession for a holiday, even in summer". His creative
energies were directed elsewhere. He played concertos and gave recitals; he founded the
Bach Society in 1849, conducting the English premiere of the St. Matthew Passion in
1854; he declined an offer to become conductor of the Leipzig Gewandhaus Concerts in
1853, but two years later succeeded Wagner as conductor of the Philharmonic Society
Concerts in London. He proved to be a good administrator when in 1856 he was elected
Professor of Music at Cambridge University and ten years later he was appointed
Principal of the Royal Academy of Music. He received a knighthood in 1871.There were
other pieces, including the Sonata-Duo of 1852, a fine G minor symphony written in
1864, and the obligatory choral works, but Bennett never quite recaptured the freshness,
vitality and natural charm of the music from his earlier years.
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His appointment as Principal of the RAM brought his career full circle. Bennett
had been born in Sheffield in 1816. His father was organist of the parish church, but after
the deaths of both parents he was brought up from the age of three by his grandfather, a
lay clerk in several college choirs at Cambridge University. Young William joined the
choir of King's College when he was eight and two years later moved to London as a
boarder at the recently founded Royal Academy of Music. His knowledge and love of
Mozart's music and the influence of Cipriani Potter, the newly appointed Principal of
the RAM who became his composition teacher in 1832 and was a stickler for musical
form, seems to have instilled in the young composer a clarity of thought and of texture
which remained with him all his life.

Something that year sparked Bennett's musical imagination - perhaps it was the
May concert or its repeat in June when Mendelssohn played his new G minor piano
concerto with Potter conducting. Whatever the stimulus, Bennett completed his first
piano concerto by October that year and gave its first performance in Cambridge just a
month later. When he played the work in London in the Hanover Square Rooms in
March 1833 it was received with critical acclaim and he was summoned to perform it for
the King and Queen at Windsor Castle.

Mendelssohn heard him play the concerto two months later at another London
performance and immediately invited the young Bennett to Germany. "If I come", said
Bennett, "may I come to be your pupil?" "No, no," Mendelssohn replied, "you must
come to be my friend".

This first concerto in D minor had originally been planned in four movements but
Bennett was persuaded to omit the finale and so, most unusually, it ends with a scherzo.
Bennett was still a student but many of the features of his style are already here - the
gentle lyricism, the strength and energy apparent in the orchestral tuttis, the
appropriateness and economy of the scoring, the clear-cut forms and the sheer technical
demands made of the soloist. Note too his love for pizzicato strings, both in the
beautifully simple cantabile central movement in F major, deliciously scored and
reminiscent of the music of John Field ("That little fellow knows what he's about" said
Field of Bennett in 1831) and in the trio of the rather aggressive scherzo where they
briefly accompany a piano melody in octaves - something which Bennett exploited in his
later concertos to splendid effect.

In 1836, shortly after playing his third concerto at a Philharmonic Society concert
and with financial help from the piano firm of Broadwood, Bennett was at last able to
pay a short first visit to Germany where he attended the première of Mendelssohn's St.
Paul at the Lower Rhine Musical Festival at Düsseldorf. He was received kindly by
Mendelssohn who looked over some of his works including the C minor concerto. "I think
him the most promising young musician I know", wrote Mendelssohn to Attwood in
London, "not only in your country but also here, and I am convinced if he does not
become a very great musician, it is not God's will, but his own".

In October 1836 Bennett left London to spend the winter months in Leipzig and
there he became part of the musical circle which included Mendelssohn and Schumann.
He chose his C minor concerto to play for his debut at the Gewandhaus and he recorded
the occasion in his diary.

Wed 18 Jan [1837] Rehearsal in Gewandhaus and I played my Concerto in C minor
pretty well.

Thur 19 Good God! Today I must play in the Gewandhaus. Horrible thought.
However I must. I hate playing in public because I think that one plays in an unnatural
manner, in constant fear and what he is obliged to give to carefulness, he takes from his
enthusiasm.

Fri 20 ... Last night I played in the concert at the Gewandhaus and to all accounts
made a satisfactory debut. I did not play so well as I can do when I am thoroughly
comfortable ...

Afterwards Mendelssohn wrote to his sister, "Bennett played his C minor concerto
amidst the triumphant applause of the Leipzigers, whom he seems to have made his
friends and admirers at one stroke; indeed, he is the sole topic of conversation here" .

Schumann wrote a more detailed description of the impression made by the
music:

'After the first movement, a purely lyrical piece, full of fine human feeling, such as
we meet with only in the best master-works, it became clear to all that they had here to
do with an artist of the most refined nature. Still he was not rewarded with that general
thunder of applause, such as only bold virtuosos excite. Expectation was visibly
awakened, more was demanded, people wished to make the Englishman understand that

4 5



LY
R

ITA
S

R
C

D
.204

M
A

LC
O

LM
B

IN
N

S
LP

O
 / B

R
A

ITH
W

A
ITE

 
W

ILLIA
M

 S
TE

R
N

D
A

LE
 B

E
N

N
E

TT
P

IA
N

O
 C

O
N

C
E

R
TO

 1 &
 3 • C

A
P

R
IC

E

LY
R

ITA
S

R
C

D
.204

M
A

LC
O

LM
B

IN
N

S
LP

O
 / B

R
A

ITH
W

A
ITE

 
W

ILLIA
M

 S
TE

R
N

D
A

LE
 B

E
N

N
E

TT
P

IA
N

O
 C

O
N

C
E

R
TO

 1 &
 3 • C

A
P

R
IC

E

The above individual timings will normally each include two pauses. One before the beginning of each movement or work, and one after the end.

� 1990 The copyright in these recordings is owned by Lyrita Recorded Edition, England
© 1990 Lyrita Recorded Edition, England.  Lyrita is a registered trade mark.  Made in the UK 
LYRITA RECORDED EDITION.  Produced under an exclusive license from Lyrita 
by Wyastone Estate Ltd, PO Box 87, Monmouth, NP25 3WX, UK

SRCD.204
STEREO DDD

WILLIAM STERNDALE BENNETT (1816-1875)

Piano Concerto No.1 in D minor Op. 1 
(Edited by David Byers)

1st Movement: Allegro con brio (12'06") 
2nd Movement: Andante sostenuto (7'42") 
3rd Movement: Finale: Presto-Scherzo (4'24") 

Caprice in E Op. 22 (13'23")

Piano Concerto No.3 in C minor Op. 9 
(Edited by David Byers) 

1st Movement: Allegro moderato (13’35")
2nd Movement: Romanza 

Andante espressivo (7’07")
3rd Movement: Allegro agitato (7’33”) 

(65’48)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Malcolm Binns (piano) 
London Philharmonic Orchestra 

(leader David Nolan) 
conducted by 

Nicholas Braithwaite


