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SIR GRANVILLE BANTOCK (1868-1946)
Overture to a Greek Tragedy: Oedipus at Colonus (1911) *
(15’40”)
JOSEF HOLBROOKE (1878-1958)
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The Birds of Rhiannon Op. 87

CYRIL ROOTHAM (1875-1938)
Symphony No. 1 in C minor (1932)
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1st Movement: Adagio – Allegro ritmico
2nd Movement: Adagio molto (alla marcia)
3rd Movement: Scherzo Allegro molto
4th Movement: Allegro con spirito

(15’50”)

Granville Bantock

Overture to a Greek Tragedy

Josef Holbrooke
The Birds of Rhiannon

Cyril Rootham
Symphony No. 1

(30’57”)
(7’45”)
(8’40”)
(7’08”)
(7’24”)
(62’30”)

* Philharmonia Orchestra (Leader Carl Pini)
conducted by

Nicholas Braithwaite
London Philharmonic Orchestra (Leader David Nolan)
conducted by

Vernon Handley
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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oth Cyril Bradley Rootham and Josef Holbrooke worked under handicaps, one
of which they shared. Why is most of their music unfamiliar to listeners who
did not hear it before the war? The answer incurs knowledge of a historical
phenomenon. Vaughan Williams was born in 1872, only six years after Strauss and
Sibelius, and eight after Debussy. Within ten years all the following were born:Holst, Ravel, Ireland, Bax, Bartok, Stravinsky, and the two composers who now
concern us. As in the sixteenth century a whole range of musical peaks and foothills
rose almost within a decade. To change the metaphor, it must be stimulating for
composers to find themselves within a galaxy, but from some of them must perforce
be witheld the wider recognition they might have earned if they had shone alone, not
among brilliantly distinctive stars.
“Distinctive” is important. An admirable composer may be neglected if his
work does not at once sound highly personal, idiomatic. (From the same root as
“idiom” comes “idiot”, who may snatch temporary fame while his novelty is
mistaken for originality, i.e. distinction.) Individuality is the surest guarantee of
survival. Grieg wrote no sky-clambering symphonies, yet his shortest pieces, like
Chopin’s, are so personal that their place in the repertory is secure. Will posterity
vindicate those admirers of Rootham and Holbrooke who think their prolific output
has more than documentary interest reflecting certain facets of a period? Will time
show their best work to be distinctive?
One fact supports hope for affirmative answers. They were British and
contemporary, yet utterly different in expression and style—as different as Elgar
and Delius.
Daniel Rootham, cathedral organist at Bristol, conducted concerts there and
directed the Bristol Madrigal Society. It is not accidental that his son wrote so many
choral-orchestral works and pieces for vocal ensemble. Cyril’s education at Clifton
and Cambridge, where Vaughan Williams was his senior, increased a literary
sensitivity not evident in all his musical forbears, e.g. Elgar. He sought their
thematic interest without cavalier subjection of verbal rhythm; his most ambitious
realisation of this ideal, a setting of Milton’s Ode on the Morning of Christ’s
Nativity. (Three Choirs Festival, 1934). Better known is the beautiful elegy using
Thomas Moult’s Brown Earth (1921) which also took a Carnegie Award.
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Dante & Beatrice and Fifine at the Fair, and their sound world is reflected in it.
Bantock wrote the music in 1911, and it was first heard at the Three Choirs Festival
at Worcester that September.
The Greek tragedy in question is Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, and
Bantock creates his drama with characteristically sudden changes of mood. The
striking sombre 5/4 fanfare-like idea with which he starts is a ‘fate’ motif, and it and
a fast second idea can be viewed as the first subject group of a sonata treatment of
the material. The second subject is more typically Bantockian, representing
Antigone initially by a solo violin and four horns, a texture strongly reminiscent of
Fifine. Ultimately Bantock works the opening idea to a typically passionate climax.
The score is dedicated to Sibelius whose own Third Symphony had earlier been
dedicated to Bantock.
LEWIS FOREMAN
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Bantock came from a professional family background, his father being a celebrated
surgeon. In common with many another aspiring composer, Bantock had to
overcome initial parental opposition, and started to train both as a chemical
engineer and for the Indian Civil Service before finally being allowed to go to the
Royal Academy of Music, in London, in 1888.
Bantock’s first jobs on leaving the Academy were as conductor of musical
comedies, and indeed, he went with one of George Edwardes’ companies on a world
tour in the mid-1890s. His first real success was as conductor at The Tower, New
Brighton, a pleasure resort across the Mersey from Liverpool. Initially, Bantock had
only a military band to work with, but he quickly developed an orchestra with which
for three years he presented pioneering programmes of music by his British
contemporaries. In 1900 he was appointed Principal of the Midland Institute School
of Music in Birmingham, and in 1908 succeeded Elgar as Professor of Music at
Birmingham University. His life’s work was thus focused on the Midlands rather
than London.
Bantock forged a personal style from what was new in the 1890s—largely
Wagner, Tchaikovsky, and Strauss — and between 1900 and 1914 produced most of
his best music. He was always descriptive in his treatment, fascinated by oriental
and exotic subjects, and this is reflected in his series of six tone-poems, which are
vividly laid out for the orchestra. Bantock was always lavish in his use of resources,
and during this time he also produced what is probably his masterpiece, a setting of
the whole of Fitzgerald’s Omar Khayyam, laid out on an epic scale for soloists,
chorus and orchestra.
At the peak of his reputation Bantock now turned to Greek tragedy for a
theme and quickly wrote his Overture to a Greek Tragedy. It was published in full
score by Leuckart of Leipzig in 1912, in a series which included Delius’s Paris,
Duparc’s Leonore, and Richard Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben, as well as the work of
now forgotten contemporary German composers such as Georg Schumann.
Bantock was therefore well-established on the musical scene; his bad luck was that
the War would intervene just two years later.
Bantock called this score an overture, but in reality it is but another
orchestral tone-poem, written at the time he was reworking two of the earlier ones,

In 1901 he returned to Cambridge as Director of Music at St. John’s College.
He was later appointed University Lecturer and conductor of the C.U.M.S. A
production of The Magic Flute in 1911 drew much attention, for Mozart’s operas
were still rarely mounted. Dent and others are credited with textual preparation
and encouragement of the revivals which brought honour to music at Cambridge
between wars, but their musical success—Purcell operas and masques, Mozart
operas, dramatisation of Handel oratorios etc.—depended on Rootham. His
enviable physique and his magisterial but genial manner made him so effective with
young performers that a burden of extra-curricular activity was carried along with
his faculty teaching and his work for St. John’s. One wonders how Rootham the
composer produced all that music listed in Grove, from an opera to six chamber
works. Overwork may account for the stroke which overshadowed his last years and
led to his death at sixty-two at the height of his versatile powers.
A composer’s expression may show no correspondence with his visible
personality yet it is tempting to relate the ebullience of Rootham’s First Symphony
to his physical vigour. His masculinity inheres in main ideas which nearly always
begin on strong accents and extend into long paragraphs liberally marked with
accents. Note the ritmico and con spirito—and even the adagio molto is qualified
with alla marcia lest its rich sentiment should get sloppy. Rootham is obviously
allied with the so-called “nationalists” who would not advance in this country a
nineteenth-century romantic style of German provenance. Yet the romantic and
lyrical urge is present, and should make the symphony popular when it is better
known. Its fine long tunes (for that is what its main ideas are) sometimes lose the
astringent harmonies that are a defence against sentimentality and either become
robust songs (especially the big tune of the finale) or are richly varied in a way more
reminiscent of Bax than RVW.
Distinctive too is the orchestration, an art of which Sir Arthur Bliss declared
Rootham to be a fine teacher. (Bliss studied at Cambridge). Favourite tutorial
demonstrations were from Mozart and Rimsky-Korsakov, and something of the
Russian love of primary colours is evident in this symphony. One such colour may
betoken the chorus lover, for Rootham frequently switches to almost vocal passages
for brass ensemble. Just as there is no diffuse “nationalist” rhapsody so there is none
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of the orchestral ponderosity and opacity which some of the “nationalist” school
actually seemed to like. Despite the generosity of ideas, the structure of the
movements is so clear that analysis is unnecessary, except perhaps for the scherzo,
which is not sectional, but dances along rather like that in Vaughan William’s
London Symphony.
Although born in Croydon and claiming no Teutonic ancestry, it would seem from
many of his scores that Holbrooke probably preferred the spelling Josef to Joseph.
At the R.A.M he proved an outstanding pianist and score-reader, but when he had
to earn his livelihood after 1897 his ambition as a composer kept him from tying
himself to more than brief appointments as performer or conductor. The literary
and musical avant garde of that time, which was to welcome Salome, had a taste for
the bizarre and sensational. A composer who left more than twenty refined
chamber works may well have sought publicity by a reputation for outlandish
conceptions, which he secured in a series of symphonic poems “after A. E. Poe”—
Ulalume, The Masque of the Red Death, The Raven. The Bells etc. During the first
decade of this century they brought his name to public notice not only in London
but at provincial festivals. They were given under Manns, Richter, Bantock, Wood,
and Beecham, but by outbreak of war in 1914 only one of these orchestral works had
retained public favour—the Variations on “Three Blind Mice” which returned at
each season of Wood’s Promenade Concerts.
Holbrooke’s fortune changed when he conducted his opera Pierrot and
Pierrette at His Majesty’s Theatre in 1909, for he attracted the patronage of Lord
Howard de Walden, alias T. E. Ellis, who supplied a libretto, The Cauldron of
Annwyn on Welsh legends. This was planned as a trilogy of Wagnerian length. The
first two operas—The Children of Don and Dylan, Son of the Wave were produced
in 1912 and 1914 respectively when they each received just three performances
(conducted by Nikisch/Holbrooke and Beecham). The Children of Don was
subsequently mounted in Vienna in 1923 for five performances (some conducted by
Weingartner); a production which was also seen at Salzburg. The third opera
Bronwen was completed in 1920 but was not produced until 1929. All three await
suitably committed revivals.
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Holbrooke sought a public hearing well before Rootham issued any major
work. The time interval is important. Neither Delius nor the “nationalists” had
made their mark; the predominant influence among forward-looking music lovers
was Richard Strauss, and Holbrooke felt no reaction against German romantic
music or the German music-drama. His music, like that of Delius before he had
found a uniquely personal style, had an international rather than a national or
idiomatic flavour, and Hannen Swaffer may have done Holbrooke a great disservice
by calling him “a cockney Wagner”.
The title page of Birds of Rhiannon calls the work “A Poem”. This suggests
that the instrumental piece was related to Holbrooke’s Celtic operas much as the
Siegfried Idyll was to Wagner’s Ring. It is modestly scored—no drums, and the brass
(two horns, one trumpet and one trombone) combining only for the final section
and one previous short passage. Like the Idyll it needs no knowledge of the dramatic
origin for appreciation of its beauty and integrity as an orchestral piece; but for
those acquainted with the Welsh legends the following notes will add interest. They
are indebted to a more detailed synopsis by Gwydion Brooke.
The work opens with a horn solo of the principal Dylan theme which
subsequently breaks into the call of Caradoc. The initial phrase is developed by the
strings, and leads eventually, via a short oboe solo, to a lyrical section evoking the
relationship between Govannion and the Druid priestess Goewin. The following
more fully scored vivo represents the roisterous Seithenin.
A tranquil section follows in which the oboe recalls the opening horn solo and
violas give an exposition of the Bronwen music. The ensuing melody, given to the
oboe and then the violins, represents Bronwen in a previous incarnation—Elan in
the earlier The Children of Don. The ‘appassionata’ music that follows is unmistakably for Gwydion and Elan—upon his metamorphosis from wolf form. The
fluttering birds music at the end of the work is also to be heard at the close of the
opera as Bronwen dies in the arms of Caradoc. According to Celtic lore—“The
beautiful Rhiannon’s birds made such magical noises that the Seven Heroes ... were
beguiled into tarrying at Harlech for seven years...”
ARTHUR HUTCHINGS
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