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The Concerto No. 5 in F minor was written in 1836. The numbering is confusing: it was
actually composed two years before the concerto in the same key which was published as
No.4. (Although Bennett played the concerto at the Philharmonic in 1838 he left it in
manuscript.) It begins unobtrusively, almost diffidently, on cellos and basses: the
principal motif, an ascending series of sighs, follows immediately on the upper strings.
From the point of view of the subsequent development of the movement, however, two
rhythmic figures are of greater significance: and         . .The second subject, as in
the earlier concerto in E flat, begins with a motif only two bars long. Here, however, it
flowers out into a long lyrical continuation which is one of Bennett's finest inspirations.
The handling of this varied material shows how greatly Bennett's mastery of
compositional technique had increased in the space of three years: notice the striking
modulation with which the development section begins, the telescoping of the
recapitulation's first group, and the initial re-appearance of the second subject not in the
customary tonic major, but in D flat.

The second movement, in the usual ternary form, contrasts fragmentary motifs
for woodwind (linked by the horns) with a broader, sweeping figure for strings.The latter
is supported by some energetic chordal writing in quavers for the solo pianist. This
movement, which ambles along delightfully (as befits its subtitle 'A stroll through the
meadows') was revised by Bennett in 1838 as a result of experience gained earlier at
rehearsal. Unfortunately the finale was left without the last polish which it would
undoubtedly have received had Bennett prepared the work for publication. (The present
writer was asked to undertake the necessary revision especially for this recording. It
chiefly involved removing superfluous passage work.) This is another sonata structure;
the first subject revolves (rather insistently) around a falling diminished seventh, but
continues with a passage of strongly accented, rising octave crotchets which assumes
increasing importance as the movement progresses. The show is stolen, however, by a
perky little tune which insinuates itself into the closing bars of an otherwise placid
second subject. This, and a powerful re-statement of the rising octave motif, brings
Bennett's deeply-felt fifth concerto to an impressive end.

GEOFFREY BUSH 

terndale Bennett was born in Sheffield on 13 April, 1816. At the age of ten he began
his studies at the Academy (now Royal Academy) of Music in London, where his

principal teacher was Cipriani Potter. At the age of sixteen he made his debut in public
as soloist in his own first piano concerto. During the next twelve years he wrote several
major works (as well as smaller pieces) for piano, for orchestra, and for the two in
combination. He also paid four visits to Germany at the instigation of Mendelssohn,
where his performances of his own music won the applause of the critical Leipzig public
and the admiration of Robert Schumann: 'a thorough Englishman, a glorious artist, and
a beautiful and poetic soul'.

In April 1844, just before his twenty-eighth birthday, Bennett married. Family life
seems to have brought him much happiness, but it also posed an insoluble dilemma. If
he were to pursue a career as composer-pianist while staying in England, there could be
no financial security (for lack of professional opportunities); if, like his contemporary
Hugo Pierson, he settled in Germany he would cut himself off from his roots. He chose
the former: in consequence he was forced to give up composing - except, as he wryly
observed, on the day he stopped at home for his annual cold - and to take up piano
teaching. The continuous drudgery involved ground the creativity out of him, but the
sacrifice was not in vain. During the second half of his life he rescued the Academy,
reformed the degree requirements at Cambridge University, launched his own
pioneering series of public chamber concerts, saved the Philharmonic Society from
disaster and played a leading part in the Bach revival. In short, he sowed the seeds of our
twentieth century musical Renaissance, the whole credit for which is usually quite
wrongly given to Parry, to Stanford, and to Elgar.

When exploring for the first time the work of an unknown composer - and except
for some uncharacteristic late choral music Bennett's work is virtually unknown in his
own country - most listeners keep a look-out for stylistic traits which can be related to
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their previous musical experience, and so can act as signposts to guide them through
unfamiliar territory. In Bennett's case, a family relationship between his music and that
of Mendelssohn will be immediately obvious. Closer acquaintance, however, shows the
resemblance to be superficial; as Schumann observed 'the inclination of one noble mind
to another should never be misnamed imitation'. The true source of Bennett's art is
Mozart: as I have remarked in an essay on Bennett in my book An Unsentimental
Education, the key of Bennett's first piano concerto is not just D minor, but
unmistakably the D minor of Don Giovanni. Ever since the end of the 18th century when
Clementi settled in England, London had been recognised as one of the principal centres
for piano construction, composition and performance. Not surprisingly Bennett's
keyboard style was based on that of the London Piano School (as it is now generally
known); among its leading figures were two very successful composers of concertos, J.B.
Cramer and 'the inventor of the Nocturne' John Field. A third major influence on
Bennett was that of his own teacher Cipriani Potter and, at one remove, of the composer
with whom Potter had studied for a time in Vienna and revered above all his
contemporaries: Beethoven.The presence of Beethoven is most clearly felt in the Adagio
for piano and orchestra; the opening is strongly reminiscent of the Master's second cello
sonata - also in G minor - while the contrast between the cascades of octaves for the
piano and the fragments of lyrical melody given chiefly to the strings immediately call to
mind the slow movement of his 4th piano concerto.

The provenance of the Adagio is uncertain. In the opinion of Andrew Cope, the
musicologist who located the manuscript in the library of the Royal Academy of Music,
it was intended as an alternative slow movement for Bennett's 3rd concerto and was
actually played by him at the Leipzig première in 1837. Cope's theory is based on
Schumann's rave review of the performance, in which he describes (with the evident
authority of the composer) how the slow movement depicts a girl dangerously
sleepwalking ‘on a lofty palace roof ’. Certainly there would seem to be a much stronger
programmatic element in the Adagio than in the very lovely Romanza which appears in
the published edition of the 3rd concerto. But if the Adagio was such a stunning success
with the Leipzig audience (Schumann describes them as sitting 'breathless, as though
fearing to awaken the dreamer') why did Bennett subsequently withdraw it? 

The Piano Concerto No.2, dedicated to Cipriani Potter, was composed in 1833.
Two years later it was chosen by the Directors of the Philharmonic Society to be played
by the composer on the occasion of his first appearance as soloist at their concerts (while
Bennett was still, in theory, a student). It is the only one of his concertos to be written in
a major key (Field's favourite E flat); it is the most light-hearted of the series and at the
same time the most economical. The opening movement employs two subjects: the first
outlines a descending tonic chord in bars of alternating even and uneven rhythm, while
the second consists of a repeated two-bar figure which is subsequently expanded (more
by craftsmanship than inspiration) into a broad arch of melody. (One is reminded of the
description of Richard Strauss' compositional methods, attributed to the composer: 'I
invent two bars, and that gives me sixteen. The first two are hard work'.) Dynamic
contrasts are skillfully used to provide variety, as does a slowing down of the tempo at the
start of the development section to allow for a brief interlude in the relative minor. The
overall structure is derived from Mozart as modified by the London Piano School; that
is to say there are two full expositions (the first for orchestra alone), a development and
a recapitulation, but instead of a pause before the coda to allow the soloist an
opportunity for free improvisation, the second and fourth of the movement's four
sections end with passages of elaborate piano bravura - cadenzas in tempo, so to speak,
with orchestral accompaniment.

The slow movement, although ternary (ABA) in form, is monothematic. It grows
from the stepwise ascent of a major third announced at the start by solo clarinet and solo
horn in turn. (Was this a subconscious recollection of Weber's Oberon?). The principal
section features one of Bennett's favourite textures: an elegant melody derived from the
rising third is played by the pianist with the right hand only, while the strings accompany
playing pizzicato. The concerto is rounded off by an effervescent finale clearly inspired
by Mozart's 'hunting' rondos; in its combination of delicacy and exuberance, however, it
looks forward to Sullivan at his wittiest. Throughout the concerto the piano writing is
dazzling: since the seventeen year old Bennett wrote it for himself to play, we can hear
why his contemporaries regarded him as one of the finest pianists in Europe.
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