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I am convinced that good music survives and that, although it may take a long time 
to establish itself with the larger musical public, eventually this does happen’.  Since 

Alexander Goehr made this statement in British Composers in Interview (Faber, 
1963), he has become one of the most distinguished composers of his generation.  He 
undoubtedly writes ‘good music’ that is built to last, but the ‘larger musical public’ he 
referred to have, as yet, been afforded too few opportunities to get to know his refined 
and expertly crafted works.  

He was born in Berlin on 10 August 1932 and came to England with his family the 
following year.  At the Royal Manchester College of Music, he studied with Richard 
Hall and formed the New Manchester Music Group with Harrison Birtwistle, Peter 
Maxwell Davies and John Ogdon.  In 1955 went to Paris to study with Messiaen and 
Yvonne Loriod in Paris.  By the early 1960s, Goehr was working for the BBC as a 
programme producer of orchestra concerts and formed the Music Theatre Ensemble.  
Distinguished academic posts he has held include West Riding Professor at Leeds 
University from 1971 to 1976 and Professor of Music at Cambridge University from 
1976 to 1999.  

Goehr’s compositions have enriched a wide variety of genres, including four operas: 
(Arden muss sterben/Arden Must Die (Hamburg, 1967), Behold the Sun (Duisburg, 
1985), Arianna (Covent Garden, 1995) and Kantan and Damask Drum (Dortmund, 
1999) and music theatre: Triptych (1968-71).  His substantial orchestral pieces include 
four symphonies and concertos for piano, violin, viola and cello, whilst choral and 
vocal works include the cantata The Death of Moses (1992) and the song cycle Sing, 
Ariel (1990).  In the field of chamber music, he has written four string quartets, a 
Piano Quintet (2000), commissioned by Carnegie Hall for Peter Serkin and the Orion 
Quartet and a Clarinet Quintet, commissioned by the BBC for the Nash Ensemble, who 
premièred it at the Wigmore Hall, in March 2008.  A series of pieces entitled Symmetry 
Disorders Reach (2002) crowns his works for solo piano. 

All three pieces featured in this release date from the 1960s, when Goehr was developing 
his technique and extending his emotional range.  Though now regarded as ‘early 
works’, they are strikingly mature and entirely characteristic.  As their titles suggest, 
they connect directly with traditional classical forms, which have been a constant 
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‘ one, before this deftly sustained, ethereal movement permanently turns in on itself 
and closes.   

An exceptionally touching work, Goehr’s Piano Trio stands among the best written in 
the 20th century.  It syntheses conflicting static and dynamic elements, widening further 
the stylistic diversity of the Little Symphony.  The instrumental writing is satisfyingly 
idiomatic and well balanced, with every silence as essential to the structure as every 
note, whilst the diptych form attains a remarkable equity between two powerfully 
contrasted, apparently self-sufficient movements.  The gruff, rigidly compartmentalised, 
yet inventively free ranging opening movement is perfectly counterbalanced by the 
exquisite diffidence of the concluding slow movement, whose haunting passages of 
stillness, making the sort of exceptional demands upon the concentration of player and 
listener encountered in the late Beethoven string quartets, leads to a genuinely poised 
conclusion of miraculous inevitability.

PAUL CONWAY

7

www.lyrita.co.uk
Notes ©2008 Lyrita Recorded Edition, England

Cover: Photograph of the composer by Leilia Goehr by permission of Schott Music.

The original analogue master recordings were made in association with the BRITISH COUNCIL. 
The Little Symphony was first released in 1965 on Philips SAL 3497.
The String Quartet and Piano Trio were first released in 1973 on ARGO ZRG 748.

Little Symphony
Recording location and date: 15 August 1964, Wembley Town Hall.
Recording Producer: Harold Lawrence

String Quartet and Piano Trio
Recording Producer: James Burnett
Recording Engineer: Tryggvi Tryggvason

Digital Remastering Engineer: Simon Gibson

WARNING Copyright subsists in all Lyrita Recordings. Any unauthorised broadcasting. public performance, 
copying, rental or re-recording thereof in any manner whatsoever will constitute an infringement of such 
copyright. In the United Kingdom licences for the use of recordings for public performance may be 
obtained from Phonographic Performance Ltd., 1 Upper James Street, London, W1F 9DE



source of inspiration throughout his creative life.  Variation form, featured in all three 
works, has remained important to him and appears in works in several genres he has 
essayed.

LITTLE SYMPHONY (1963)
In common with his contemporaries Alun Hoddinott, Malcolm Williamson, Malcolm 
Lipkin, Peter Maxwell Davies and Richard Rodney Bennett, Goehr has made a notable 
contribution to the Symphony, including the Little Symphony, Symphony in One 
Movement (1970), Sinfonia, for chamber orchestra (1979) and, most impressively, 
Symphony with Chaconne (1986), a imposing 50-minute work for large orchestra, 
commissioned by the BBC.  

The Little Symphony, written in memory of the composer’s father, the distinguished 
conductor Walter Goehr, was premièred in York Minster in July 1963 by the London 
Symphony Orchestra under Norman del Mar.  Its subtitle reflects a significant source of 
inspiration – a short, eight-minute symphony by Hans Eisler.  Goehr’s symphony is only 
‘little’ in the sense that it is scored for chamber forces (flute/piccolo, two oboes, clarinet, 
bass clarinet, two horns, tuba and strings).  Far from being a restraint, the restricted 
ensemble, partly determined by the difficult acoustics of the venue of the work’s first 
performance, seems to have acted as a stimulus to the composer’s imagination and, 
at nearly 30 minutes’ duration, the Little Symphony is a substantial, fully elaborated 
piece.  

Only 19 bars long, the opening movement consists of a series of measured and luminous 
sustained string chords, whose melodic outline is of great significance to the material 
in the rest of the symphony. Although these chords imply the tonality of E, the work 
is serial, albeit in Goehr’s individual, sophisticated application of this system.  The 
chord-sequence is based on, without quoting directly, the ‘Catacombs’ movement from 
Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition, of which Walter Goehr had made a detailed 
harmonic study.

The second movement consists of a set of 18 variations based on the previous movement’s 
chorale-like theme. Goehr uses an extensive array of instrumental groupings, from 
solo groups to tutti, displays considerable rhythmic variety and explores a wide range 
of pitches.  Oboe and clarinet prevail over the first two variations, whilst the third 
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In his second quartet, Goehr explores the intimacy of the medium, in a language that 
is mainly restrained rather than rhetorical.  The veiled, shadowy centre of the opening 
movement forms a microcosm of this elusive work’s overriding feeling of fragile 
intensity.  

PIANO TRIO (1966)
Yehudi Menuhin commissioned Goehr’s Piano Trio and, together with Hephzibah 
Menuhin and Maurice Gendron, gave the first performance of the work at the Bath 
Festival in June 1966.  There are just two movements.  

As in the String Quartet No.2, the first movement of the Piano Trio consists of a set 
of variations, whose foursquare, rigidly enclosed structure contains endless surprises, 
with some of Haydn’s skill in wrong-footing the listener.  The subject matter has four 
distinct sections.  The first is a terse, six-bar dance theme for viola and cello, gypsy-
like in its use of scordatura (the violin G string is tuned up to A flat for the whole 
movement), double-stopping, jagged phrasing and glissandi.  This opening section is 
repeated and answered by a sequence of chiming, declamatory piano chords, which 
are repeated in turn.  There is a Bartókian feel to these two initial ideas, with their 
use of clusters, percussive low notes and, not least, aggressive ‘Bartók’ pizzicati with 
strings snapping against the wood.  They are then combined in a varied form, and 
rounded off in a coda, after which the whole of this exposition is played again, without 
the internal repeats.  Four profoundly imaginative, adroitly fashioned variations 
follow, generally retaining the repeats.  At various specified points in the movement, 
the instrumentalists are required to play in different metres from the main tempo, 
although the composer always provides a point of reference in the score to the main 
tempo to maintain harmonic discipline.

In the immensely slow, halting second movement, a contemplative, ascending cello 
melody is accompanied by irregular groups of piano chords.  Imperceptibly, the 
violin joins in, commenting on a varied repetition of the opening phrases.  Both string 
instruments evolve an introverted, melancholic duet, containing languid glissandi 
featuring micro-intervals.  Eventually, the piano decisively breaks in, momentarily 
rousing the other instruments to some activity.  Repeated efforts by the piano to banish 
the strings’ mood of dejected, faltering introspection leads to the late introduction of 
a new idea, perhaps hinting at what could have been the work’s finale, had it required 
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solo violin and introspective chordal writing.  At the heart of the movement, the chord-
sequence ushers in an entirely inevitable-sounding brief quotation from Schoenberg’s 
Chamber Symphony, Op.9 (a favourite of Walter Goehr).  A condensed recapitulation 
is succeeded by a long-breathed coda based on the symphony’s opening chorale, and 
ending, in a poignantly simple gesture, with its first four notes. 

STRING QUARTET NO.2 (1967)
Goehr’s String Quartet No.2 was commissioned by Lord Dynevor and premièred by 
the Allegri Quartet at Dynevor Castle in July 1967.  The first complete performance, 
again by the Allegri Quartet, took place at Bristol University in October 1967.

The opening Andante moderato is the most substantial of the quartet’s three movements, 
and takes the form of an extended, spacious and deeply felt set of variations.  Unfolding 
in rich, non-serial counterpoint, the movement covers diverse string techniques, 
including glissando, harmonics, tremolo, pizzicato and staccato.  A recitative-like 
passage initiates more flowing material and the movement reaches a troubled climax 
with forceful outbursts starkly juxtaposed with emotionally suppressed material.  Two-
thirds of the way through, a freely notated viola melody, closely related to the main 
subject, appears, generating its own three variations written in a synchronised but non-
metrical structure.  An unanticipated coda, in effect a mini-Allegro finale, provides 
no real sense of release from the tensions of the previous episodes and the movement 
finishes on an ambiguous note.

Relief is provided by the intermezzo-like central scherzo, formalised by the use of 
repeats, whose lightness of touch effectively contrasts with the outer movements’ relative 
intensities.  It also makes a satisfying counterbalance to the previous movement’s brief 
coda.  A crisp, alternating two-note figure on the viola forms the melodic basis of the 
opening section, exemplifying Goehr’s frequently impressive economy of means.  

In the Finale, Goehr steadily unfolds a slow, rapt exploration of its opening tranquil 
chorale’s harmonic implications.  He delays any overtly dramatic content until near 
the end of the movement, when a tremolo-driven climax erupts suddenly.  The serene 
primary material returns and the quartet closes with a resigned, valedictory reference 
to the principal subject of the first movement’s variations.
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features an eloquent, archaic-sounding piccolo solo soaring over violins.  The fourth 
is characterised by its sober tuba solo, in contrast with the puckish fifth for clarinet 
and bass clarinet with violins.  Variation six pits horn against emphatic high strings 
con forza, preparing the way for the seventh, in which the previously solo-led textures 
extend into a purposeful tutti.  The horns return to preside over variations eight 
and nine, whilst the attractive tenth variation is refined by richly scored strings.  An 
expressive oboe melody above divided violas dominates the eleventh, joined by clarinet 
in the twelfth for a florid and freely expressive duologue played out in the upper range of 
the instruments.  The lively, ripely scored thirteenth presents a stomping figure, which 
bears a passing resemblance to the pounding opening of Michael Tippett’s Second 
Symphony.  Its rude affability makes an effective foil to the following variation, notable 
for its delicate touches of upper woodwind against ethereal pizzicato and sustained 
chords in the upper strings.  The sixteenth variation restores a hearty tutti texture, 
whilst the seventeenth, with its lyrical horn melody, reduces the orchestra again, and 
the movement ends quietly with the eighteenth variation, outlining the faintest trace 
of the main subject.

The third movement is a true scherzo in terms of its lively character, rhythmic vitality, 
occasionally sardonic inflections, and strong sense of purpose and structural identity.   
Scored for wind alone, the airy opening bars furnish the basic material for the rest of 
the movement.  Gaining in brilliance and trenchancy, this fleet-footed introductory 
section eventually gives way to the trio.  Launched by horns and clarinet, this section 
is more at ease with itself and, eventually, the original chorale theme re-emerges.  
Gradually, the scherzo material gathers itself together, but full momentum is not 
completely restored until the jubilant final section, where high woodwind and strings 
chatter over a dynamic brass chorale.  Unexpectedly, the movement resolves onto a 
resonant C major chord, an enigmatic and distinctly wry presence in the midst of this 
predominantly serial work.

In a mosaic-like structure, the finale weaves together aspects of slow movement 
and finale.  Passages of instrumental recitatives meditating on the chorale material 
alternate with faster music dominated by an insistent repeated-note figure, again 
recalling Tippett, especially when scored for horn and tuba.  Appropriately, in view of 
the work’s dedication, there is a keen sense of a threnody in the expressive writing for 
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