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Lento
- Allegro
- Ben Moderato (poco lento)
- Allegro giusto
- Ben Moderato mesto e tranquillo
- Allegro
- Lento
- Epilogue: Andante tranquillo

Phantasm
Rhapsody for Piano and Orchestra
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(1931)

Allegro moderato – poco piu lento
- Allegro moderato
- Andante molto moderato
- Allegro moderato
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The above individual timings will normally each include two pauses. One before the beginning of each movement or work, and one after the end.
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ration (1930) and Phantasm (1931) were Frank Bridge’s most substantial
orchestral works and his only concertos. By the time of their composition Bridge
was in his early 50s and at the height of his creative powers. With a string of powerful
chamber works behind him it might be expected that his reputation would also have
been soaring. However these chamber pieces – Piano Sonata, Third Quartet,
Rhapsody Trio and Piano Trio – appeared to be out of step with current conservative
fashions in British musical taste. The composer could barely conceal the hurt he felt
in the savaging he received at the hands of some music critics – remarks such as ‘the
composer is bartering a noble birthright for less than a mess of pottage’ (The Musical
Times, May 1930, p.42). He began to rely for performances of his new radical work on
the patronage of the American Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge to whom the chamber
works and the Rhapsody Phantasm were dedicated.
Bridge rarely wrote to commission – the orchestral rhapsody Enter Spring was
the only commissioned work from his later years – so had to generate interest in his
work himself. As soon as the work was completed Bridge wrote to Mrs Coolidge
hoping that she might include it in one of her rare orchestral concerts planned for
autumn 1930, in Chicago. Felix Salmond, whom Bridge admired for his
interpretation of the Cello Sonata (H 125), was living in the States at this time and
had expressed interest in the concerto. In the event Mrs Coolidge had already
commissioned two concerted pieces for her concert and, to Bridge’s great
disappointment, Salmond finally rejected the offer of the première.
Phantasm is the only orchestral work Bridge actually dedicated to Elizabeth
Sprague Coolidge. Bridge started work on it in November 1930, shortly after his
return from the United States where he had heard the first American performances
of his Piano Trio. At the Chicago Festival’s orchestral concert he had witnessed the
first performance of Hindemith’s Concert Music for piano, two harps and brass with
Emma Lubbecke-Job as the piano soloist. Bridge greatly admired her playing (at one
time he had tried to interest her in the Piano Sonata) and, since she was engaged to
play the Hindemith again the following March (in London) and October (in Paris),
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the first Allegro episode, which begins with a ghostly modal march theme supported
by a dissonant ostinato. The strange visions gradually become more clearly defined.
There is a moment when the orchestra begins a macabre, spectral, waltz. But as
Bridge’s whole-tone chords and tritone-based polychords disperse, melodic shapes
gradually become more clearly defined, tonality becomes more stable and a graceful
second subject ‘waltz’ emerges. The piano soon snuffs it out and leads the orchestra
into a development of the opening lyrical passage. The dialogue between soloist and
various orchestral soloists – flute, oboe, violin and cello – is particularly evocative.
Rattling timpani and clarinets announce the reprise of the Allegro, the first subject
‘march’ theme, which Bridge now divides in two, inserting the ‘waltz’ into the gap.
This enables him to work up the ostinato passage into a searing interrupted climax.
The music quickly dissolves away. The fleeting images heard at the start disappear
into the gloom from whence they came.
PAUL HINDMARSH

Bridge would appear to have begun Phantasm in the hope that Coolidge would
produce it at one of these events; the dedication emphasises this apparent intention.
However, as in the case of Oration the previous year, Bridge was not prepared
to inform his patron of his ideas until the work was nearing completion and by then
he was again too late; Coolidge had engaged Bridge as conductor for the Hindemith,
but there was no place for his new work in the concert which had been restricted to a
purely chamber orchestral affair. Coolidge’s finances had been severely hit by the
stock market collapse of the early 1930s and she was forced to curtail some of her
concert-giving activities. She made it clear in a letter to Bridge that she could accept
only chamber music and even for that she saw no immediate prospects for
performance.
Left to his own devices Bridge experienced great difficulty in persuading
anyone to take up either Oration or Phantasm. No wonder he referred to these two
works as his ‘museum pieces’. Bridge had tried unsuccessfully to interest
Guilhermina Suggia in Oration. Eventually Lauri Kennedy agreed to play the work
and by October 1933 he had also secured the services of the pianist Kathleen Long for
Phantasm. Premieres of both works were scheduled for the early weeks of 1934. In the
event Kennedy withdrew at the last minute and a second performance of Phantasm
was substituted in its place. The postponement lasted almost two years for it was not
until November 1935 that arrangements were finalised for a broadcast on 17 January
1936.
The cellist Bridge final found to tackle the work was the young Florence Hooton
who had so impressed Bridge with her performance of the cello part of the Piano Trio
two years previously. For the first time since the Cello Sonata in 1917 the press notices
were all complimentary. One of the most considered came from Ernest Newman who
was not a great admirer of Bridge’s later music:
Of the three works given at the concert... only one calls for serious
attention. Frank Bridge’s new concerto... is not the kind of work we can
expect to grasp in anything like its totality at first hearing; it may even
be that, lacking an inside knowledge of the ‘mental images’, we shall
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never be able to see it exactly as the composer saw it, for its abrupt,
sometimes spasmodic changes of mood cannot be accounted for on
the lines of so-called ‘pure music’. (The Sunday Times, 19 January
1936)
For his part Bridge was delighted with the young soloist ‘who having imbibed every
ounce of what I wanted her to do, played like a fine artist. Fancy a cellist always
playing in tune (!) as well as with great understanding. For the first time the ‘great’
Ernest Newman has not been destructive, which is all that he is usually.’
According to Florence Hooton, the cellist in the first performance, Bridge had
changed the title of his cello concerto from Concerto Elegaico to Oration because it
was an outcry against the futility of war. Memories of personal loss and of a way of life
wiped out had not diminished since the Piano Sonata and a work conveying his
pacifist outlook had been in his mind for a number of years, but it was not until late
in 1929 that the intention became a reality.
The ‘mental images’ which Newman hints at are all images of war. Bridge’s
musical landscape is haunted by memories of the war. Cast in a broad single
movement Bridge used a variant of the ‘phantasy’ form, which he had exploited with
conspicuous success in his youthful Cobbett prize Phantasies and then made very
much his own in some of his later chamber works. The soloist (the orator) establishes
the thematic content and the elegiac mood in the opening orchestral recitative. On
his short score sketch Bridge describes the slow processional that follows as ‘like a
funeral march’. The cellist’s response to this vivid orchestral image is two-fold: first
an impassioned outburst, angular in contour and full of anger in expression; anger
gives way to grief – a simple but haunting lyrical episode. At the heart of the work is
a second march, this time a grotesque parody of a funeral cortège. One might
imagine here the relentless march of wave upon wave of young soldiers ordered out
of the trenches on the battlefield, only to be mowed down by enemy guns. A version
of The Last Post – with the main fanfare interval distorted from a perfect fifth to a
tritone – sounds at the climax.
Bridge then reviews the material of the first half of the work. But after the
searing quality of the parody march the music is reprised in a different order and
4

works towards a resolution. A few bars of the lyrical lament give way to the cadenza.
Then in a moment of sheer genius Bridge merges the angular, impassioned, music
with a further reprise of the lyrical lament. Bridge’s vision has embraced the horror
the futility and the grief of war. After a final re-appearance of the funeral march
Bridge offers a brief Epilogue which he added three months after having completed
the rest of the work. It is a sort of slow pavan in which angular and chromatic
intervals become modal. The bleak harmonic language – centred on C and E – finds
resolution in the peace of D major. Perhaps this is Bridge’s image of, or hope for, a
world without the horrors of war.
Phantasm inhabits a spectral world of dreams and ghostly apparitions. It is a
piano concerto in all but name. Although the soloist’s part may not be ‘showy’, in a
pianistic way, the soloist is still the first among equals. The music seems to have fallen
on deaf ears, at least among the critical fraternity, at its premiere in January 1934, as
Bridge wrote to Coolidge a few days afterwards.
Last Thursday’s papers were mostly monotonous in their complete
disapproval – euphemistic expression – of the concert on Wednesday.
But I have the greatest pleasure in saying that Phantasm, with
Kathleen Long playing really brilliantly and sympathetically, plus the
BBC Orchestra at the top of its form, was one of the very best
performances of any work with orchestra that ever I had.
[from a letter to Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge, 14 January 1934]
Bridge describes Phantasm as a Rhapsody not because it is loose or rambling in form
but because of its unusual single-movement plan. As with the structure of Oration
this has more in common with the ‘phantasies’ Bridge composed in his younger days
and with chamber works like the Rhapsody Trio for two violins and viola (1928) than
the traditional concerto form; hence his reluctance to use a conventional title. At the
outset two related ideas flash by like a ghostly apparition. These provide the thematic
basis for the whole work. The soloist ‘improvises’ on them outlining clearer lyrical
shapes in an extended slow introduction. After that the piano leads the orchestra into
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