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and over Finzi’s own generally conservative idiom. Yet it is in no way pastiche and
could not have been written by another composer. A work which takes risks grandly,
or (more likely with Finzi) takes them without realizing they are risks, and so brings
them off. He was prompted to revise the Fantasia and add the Toccata by being
presented with two all-Finzi concerts, on the initiative of his friend the conductor
John Russell; at Newbury on 9 December 1953 Russell played the piano part, Finzi
conducting, and at the Festival Hall, London, on 8 July 1954 Russell conducted and
the pianist was Peter Katin.

The Eclogue, like the Grand Fantasia, was first drafted in the late 1920s, and
also intended as a movement of a concerto. Finzi twice re-shaped it, and was content
for it to stand on its own, so after his death it was published and first performed on
27 January 1957 by Kathleen Long at a memorial concert at the Victoria and Albert
Museum. It moves with the quiet certainty and grace that mark one of Finzi’s most
personal moods.

DIANA McVEAGH
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Music for Love’s Labours Lost was commissioned for a broadcast in 1946. At
the time Finzi saw no further use for it except ‘for the background music for the 3
sonnets (it’s quite reasonable to suppose that these wd be read “to soft music”)’, but
by 1955 he had drawn from it an excellent concert suite of ten self-contained
movements. He was happy for the Soliloquies to be played separately. Open textured
and simple without false naiveté, they can be enjoyed as they are, or as imagined
backgrounds for the three lovers’ poems in Act 4 Scene 3: I ‘So sweet a kiss the
golden sun gives not’; II ‘Did not the heavenly rhetoric of thine eye’; III ‘On a day,
alack the day!’.

After the Grand Fantasia and Toccata’s performance Finzi was amused at this
being called eccentric. Well, one doesn’t always know oneself. . . [it is] based on
forms which would have seemed reasonable to JSB. The long opening piano solo is
certainly his personal response to the big, brilliant improvisational pieces of Bach,
the Chromatic Fantasia in particular. Possibly the sound of Bairstow’s organ at York
Minster still rolled in his memory. Possibly these earlier memories were awakened
by Harold Samuel’s playing; Finzi’s close friend, Howard Ferguson, lived at that time
in the house of the great Bach pianist. The first draft of the Fantasia for piano was
composed in 1927-8, in London. Finzi showed it to R. O. Morris, who had given him
a short course of lessons, and continued to encourage, advise, befriend. I had a fine
weekend with the RO’s. He likes my new morceau de salon, but says it can’t be in
a piano concerto, but must be the fantasia to a fugue. Staggering though it is to
imagine the movement in a concerto, Finzi’s ultimate conclusion, not reached till
1953, is almost as startling: far from a drawing-together on the same instrument, he
throws in a full orchestra and builds a majestic climax, out of which dances a lively
tune making a play at fugueing but then running into bright, open, cross-the-beat
sounds. There was an obdurate streak in Finzi: he knew it and valued it, and
cherished the characteristic when he met it in others; the individuality of this work
is one of its outcomes. The Fantasia, for all its ‘black notes and runs’, is no more
simply a display piece than any of Bach’s; Finzi’s insistent searching, which allows
few cadences or breathing-spaces, and thickens into Beethovian or Brahmsian
ruggedness, becomes almost claustrophobic and tragic; the Prokofiev-Walton
sharpness in the Toccata brings welcome release. It is a work that, superficially
speaking, jumps from the baroque to the 20th century, leapfrogging over the 19th

erald Finzi is most renowned for his vocal works, his songs (many of them to
Hardy poems), his setting of Traherne’s mystical prose and verse for high voice

and strings, Dies Natalis (published 1939), and of Wordsworth’s ode Intimations of
Immortality (1950). But all through his too short life he composed instrumental
music, which comprises about a third of his output.There are two concertos, one for
clarinet and strings (published 1951), one for cello and full orchestra (1956) as well
as the Grand Fantasia and Toccata for piano and orchestra (1954); at the end of his
life he was contemplating a symphony. But many of his pieces are single, continuous
movements, not overtures or symphonic poems, but, lasting some 6-10 minutes,
more in the nature of Delius’s short pieces, or Butterworth’s A Shropshire Lad
Rhapsody. In his twenties Finzi’s ideas were flowing fast and freely, and the genesis
of all but the Soliloquies on this record goes back to that period.

The Severn Rhapsody (composed at Painswick, 1923) and the Introit date
from Finzi’s years working alone in Gloucestershire.The Rhapsody was published by
the Carnegie Trust and performed under Dan Godfrey at Bournemouth in 1924;
later Finzi withdrew it, intending a revision. Perhaps he recognised it as derivative.
It now has great interest as an early work, revealing a gentle, probing personality.
The main theme (flute and clarinet in thirds) Finzi used again, almost certainly
unconsciously, two years later in the beautiful song to Ivor Gurney’s words Only the
wanderer which ends ‘Do not forget me quite, O Severn meadows’.

Introit (1925) was the second movement of a concerto for small orchestra and
solo violin (he headed it that way) and was composed for Sybil Eaton, a fine violinist
of her time. They had met in York, where she was studying the violin with Editha
Knocker, he composition with Edward Bairstow. Later, both in London, she advised
him on bowing and passage work for the concerto, and gave the first performance of
this second movement with the British Women’s Symphony Orchestra under
Sargent at Queen’s Hall on 4 May 1927, then of the complete concerto on 1 February
1928 at a Bach Choir concert in the same hall under Vaughan Williams (whose Sea
Symphony was in the programme). The work attracted some favourable notices.
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Eric Blom, in the Manchester Guardian, praised ‘the remarkable, almost Bach-like
unity of feeling and colour in each movement’. The Morning Post critic found the
second movement very beautiful. Finzi, however, was unhappy with the outer
movements and withdrew them.

The slow movement he revised, and published in piano score in 1935, then cut
further for a performance in 1942. Edmund Rubbra, in 1929, wrote of its having a
‘serene atmosphere and quiet confidence’. Indeed it has; and the play of line in
imitation and extension, the shifts in stress, the simple ‘white-note’ harmony — all
the technical points add up to less than the fact that here is a musical personality of
rare and grave sweetness. Lest the piece be thought bland, notice that after the
reprise the violin falters, repeating its falling phrase four times in loss of assurance;
and notice the bleak emptiness of flute and double bass in unison, moving in canon
with the violin. Against such apprehension has serenity been won.

The Romance for string orchestra of 1928 (published 1952) is in craftsmanship
very like the Introit, particularly in the way its various strains are related by salient
points. But it is, after a pensive introduction, a lighter-hearted piece, with a
freshening lilt and fount of melody, and a robust climax clinched with the rhythmic
figure common to the two themes.

The Nocturne (New Year Music) dates from the mid-1920s and was revised and
published in 1950. Those who love celebration might see a contradiction in the
double title, but Finzi wrote to a friend early one January: ‘I love New Year’s Eve,
though I think it’s the saddest thing of the year. Anyway that’s what my New Year
Music was about!. Don’t you know Lamb’s New Year’s Eve essay?’ Lamb in his
opening paragraphs (Essays of Elia, 1823) ponders on the lapse of time as it affects
man’s mortal duration, speaks of the First of January as ‘the nativity of our common
Adam’, and, of the peal of bells ringing out the Old Year: ‘I never hear it without a
gathering up in my mind to a concentration of all the images that have been diffused
over the past twelvemonth’. Finzi in a note in his score refers to the ‘sober sadness’
of this, and also quotes Bridges: ‘When the stars were shining Fared I forth alone’.
He was to come back to the Bridges poem and set those words in his In Terra Pax
(1954) in which Lamb’s bells peal joyously.

Here in the Nocturne is the dark underside of the imagination which created

Dies Natalis: in that, the wonder and the rapture, the bright birth of celestial infancy,
in this, the sober retrospection at the birth of another year in a man’s life. One work
is the poetic complement of the other. This soulscape begins broodingly, and if as it
gathers momentum bells can be heard, their pealing is not tonic. Gradually the
music warms to an embracing, vigorous tune, all the better for being Vaughan
Williams-ish; in fact, Vaughan Williams told Finzi it was just the sort of melody he
had wanted to do all his life, and commented on the true, Hardy spirit of the score.
But humanity departs, and in the immensity of the dark night the observer listens
and speculates, alone.

The Prelude and The Fall of the Leaf (Elegy) were both first intended as
movements for a chamber symphony, then for a triptych to be called The Bud,The
Blossom and The Berry. That idea, too, was abandoned, and Finzi scored the ‘bud’
music for strings, intending to add a contrasting movement. It was published after
his death. The richness and variety of the string writing show the experience he
gained with the mainly amateur orchestra he founded during the war, Newbury
String Players.

The Prelude is no pretty, conventional rosebud; the grave feeling and steady
pulsing rhythm have to do with the first stirring of growth, the rising of the sap, in
the early months of the year. The year, perhaps, that began in the quiet watches of
the Nocturne? Nocturne, Prelude and The Fall of the Leaf form in their way Finzi’s
‘Seasons’, his reactions to the cycles of the year; in a larger sense, to growth itself.
The plaintive opening of The Fall of the Leaf — the leaf caught up for a moment on
its spin down to earth — is almost the only pictorial image in the three pieces, which
are the expressions of moods and feelings. The Fall in spite of its spring-like main
allegro theme and its passing splendours, fulfils its sad sub-title, even to the Saturn-
ian chords towards its close.

The Fall of the Leaf went through several revisions. All the thematic material
was present from the first; some was discarded later, and much was re-shaped. The
scoring was still incomplete when Finzi’s own time came to its close. Howard
Ferguson, always a close friend, and who in the 1920s had helped him to prepare a
piano duet version, completed the orchestration, and the work was first performed
by Barbirolli and the Hallé Orchestra on 11 December 1957.
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