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FRANK BRIDGE (1879-1941)
DISC ONE *
String Quartet No. 3 (1927)
1 1st movement: Andante moderato – Allegro moderato
2 2nd movement: Andante con moto
3 3rd movement: Allegro energico

(29’58”)
(11’48”)
(7’33”)
(10’37”)

String Quartet No. 4 (1937)
(22’27”)
(11’08”)
4 1st movement: Allegro energico – Largamente
(4’19”)
5 2nd movement: Quasi minuetto
6 3rd movement: Adagio ma non troppo – Allegro con brio (7’00”)
(52’29”)
DISC TWO **
Piano Trio No. 2 (1929)
(30’36”)
(10’15”)
1 1st movement: Allegro ben moderato
(5’14”)
2 - 2nd movement: Molto allegro
(6’16”)
3 3rd movement: Andante molto moderato
(8’51”)
4 - 4th movement:
5 Phantasy Piano Quartet (1910)

(12’45”)

Miniatures for Piano Trio (Set 3) (c.1907 pub.1915)
6 1 Valse Russe
7 2 Hornpipe
8 3 March Militaire

(8’42”)
(3’06”)
(2’44”)
(2’52”)
(52’08”)

Allegri Quartet
Hugh Maguire, violin
David Roth, violin
Patrick Ireland, viola
Bruno Schrecker, cello

Frank Bridge
Piano Trio No.2 • Miniatures
Phantasy Piano Quartet
String Quartets 3 & 4

Tunnell Trio
John Tunnell, violin
Charles Tunnell, cello
Susan Tunnell, piano
with
Brian Hawkins, viola

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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T

he Allegri String Quartet’s 1973 pioneering recording of the third and fourth
quartets by Frank Bridge (1879–1941) proved to be a watershed in the fortunes of
this remarkable composer. In the 32 years since his death his music had largely fallen out
of the repertoire and even in his own lifetime, the music that Bridge cared about the
most—the chamber and orchestral music he composed between 1924 (the revelatory
Piano Sonata) and 1938 (the Quartet No. 4)—failed to achieve more than a handful of
performances.
That they made any headway at all is entirely due to the advocacy and financial
support of the indefatigable American patron of new music Elisabeth Sprague Coolidge.
She was the pre-eminent patron of chamber music world-wide in the inter-war years,
commissioning many of the leading composers of the day, including Schoenberg, Bartok
and Britten, and promoting their work in concerts all over Europe and in the USA. From
the summer of 1923, when Bridge and his wife were among a distinguished guest list of
English composers and performers attending her annual Berkshire Festival, in Pittsfield,
Mass., until his death early in 1941, Mrs. Coolidge supported Bridge to the tune of $2,500
a year. This enabled him to give up teaching the violin and press ahead along the new
stylistic paths he had longed to take since the end of the First World War. Bridge repaid
this generosity by composing for her international festivals, beginning with the String
Quartet No 3, and including the magnificent Piano T rio (1929) and the lithe and vibrant
String Quartet No.4 (1937).
Bridge began the Quartet No.3 in spring 1925. But, such was the complexity of the
task he set himself, it took a further two years to finish. The celebrated Kolisch Quartet,
who had premiered quartets by Arnold Schoenberg and Alban Berg, were entrusted with
the first performance in Vienna on 17 September 1927. Performances in Paris (Pro-Arte
Quartet), Siena (Brosa Quartet) and the USA (Roth Quartet) followed within a year.
This was Bridge’s greatest international success and also his most adventurous
work to date. Writing in the 1955 Aldeburgh Festival Programme Book, his former pupil
and staunchest champion Benjamin Britten found the seeds of Bridge’s new radical
voice in the more conservative music of his 20s.
Frank Bridge is known almost entirely by his early works such as the Piano
Quartet Phantasy. To those who know only this period of his work, the later
pieces must seem like those of another composer. The earlier works are tonal,
and harmonically direct; the melodies clear and strong; the rhythm if not
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a lighter, almost neo-classical rondo, in which Bridge allows himself to reveal stronger
tonal foundations. In the coda Bridge re-introduces first movement material to produce
a joyous conclusion.
Prior to the 1914-18 War, Bridge was as well known for his viola playing as his
compositions. His own English String Quartet was among the busiest and most highly
regarded. He knew the quartet repertoire from the inside and this is apparent in the
accomplished writing for strings. In the words of Benjamin Britten, ‘Bridge wanted to
compose music that was easy to listen to and grateful to play’. A number of smaller scale
works were published and proved very popular, among them three sets of Miniatures for
Piano Trio. The nine miniatures, probably composed in the early 1900s, are all dance
movements. The third set, published in 1915, comprise a slow Valse Russe, a jovial
Hornpipe and a more robust March Militaire.
Bridge’s personal take on the processes of musical form had evolved from the
Phantasie movements he had composed in the first decade of the 20th century. In 1910
Bridge was one of a group of 11 British composers to be commissioned by W W Cobbett,
under the auspices of the Worshipful Company of Musicians, to write a chamber music
Phantasy. These Phantasies were part of Cobbett’s vision of creating a new British
chamber music genre; combining the ingredients of a standard chamber work into a
single more concentrated span, harking back in some respects to the string fantasies of
the Elizabethan and Jacobean composers.
Bridge’s debt to Cobbett, in terms of his musical development and the growth of
his reputation, was easily the most significant: two Cobbett first prizes, in 1907
(Phantasie for Piano Trio) and 1915 (String Quartet No. 2); a runner’s-up prize in 1905
(Phantasie for String Quartet), and this commission in 1910. Above all they contributed
to the evolution of a Phantasy-inspired ‘arch form’: which Bridge used in place of a
conventional sonata form in, for example, the second movement of the Cello Sonata and
the Cello Concerto Oration. The three early Phantasies are all uncomplicated in their
episodic construction, but the one for piano quartet is easily the most effective, revealing
Bridge’s early style at its finest—concise in its thematic procedures and symmetrical
construction (introduction—A, [andante]—B, [scherzo]—C, [trio employing the opening
theme]—B—A—coda), with an impressive and impassioned climax.

square, then rather regular. The later works have no clear keys, the melodies
have a curious conversation-like character the rhythms are usually irregular,
and definite rhythmic patters are rare. But to those familiar with all his works
the connection between the two periods is clear—the seed of the later work is in
the earlier—stemming from a desire to say more personal and subtler things.
They can be difficult at first to follow, apart of course from the invariable
fascination of the sound; the conversational melodies can be difficult to
recognise, but the drama and tensions (are) easy to feel.
In outline the three movements follow a tried and tested structure. The first is an
intense and changeable sonata form. An enigmatic introduction explores the intervals
and harmonies that underpin the whole work. The second is a more rhapsodic and
wistful romance. The finale is a vigorous sonata-rondo. There is a sense of calm
resolution about the final coda, in which the opening music, the principal motif and
phrases from the second movement gradually die away.
Bridge never rested on creative laurels. Each of these late chamber works follows
a fresh creative path. The Piano Trio, completed in 1929, is arguably his chamber music
masterpiece. It is an epic work, laid out in four substantial movements, which he groups
in two pairs. The role of the piano as both support and equal partner is crucial to the
character of the first and third movements in particular, which unfold in long lyrical
paragraphs. Bridge is much more expansive in this work, with the piano’s repeating and
evolving figurations providing an inexorable driving force. By contrast the second
movement takes a more fragmentary, pointillist tack.
Bridge hoped that Mrs Coolidge would take the new work under her wing and,
following the international success of Quartet No.3, she had no hesitation in suggesting
a performance at the earliest possible date, which was fixed to coincide with the end of
Coolidge’s European trip (June to November 1929). The premiere was given before an
invited audience in the Langham Hotel on 4 November 1929, with Harriet Cohen at the
piano. Although Bridge was pleased with the performance and extremely grateful for
Coolidge’s support, he was deeply affected by the tone of two press notices. The personal
attack by critic Herbert Hughes in The Daily Telegraph (5 November 1929) was
especially galling:
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This was patently 1929 music—owing a great deal to Scriabin and more to
Schoenberg. As it proceeded one wondered whether Mr Bridge had not
somewhat forced upon himself his style of writing, whether the great part of this
trio had any real meaning, even superficial, to the composer himself. We are, or
so it seems to me, faced today, in this present international vogue of atonalism,
with a new species of Kapellmeistermusik. Mr Bridge is not the only instance of
a composer on this side of the channel having suddenly adopted a manner (as he
did in his recent piano sonata) that bears no recognisable relationship to his own
natural development. …It must be said that the work was beautifully played and
admitted that at no point did it fail to hold the attention of a highly critical
audience, even if it was not at all clear what the composer was trying to convey.
The idiom is no longer strange and it should not be hard for a good craftsman
to make himself understood.

Coolidge about a new quartet he was struggling with, in the hope that she would
programme it in one of her Berkshire Festivals.
I wanted so much to send you something that the South Mountain Quartet
might play for you, but the damned thing won’t go where I want it to. As fast as
it progresses, I slash it to bits and begin again. A very tiresome and wearisome
business it is to create one day and destroy the next. Even more annoying when
alternate days become alternate weeks. But knots of all kinds are in the wind and
it can’t be expected that they should not run in one’s own mind …

However, Bridge’s productivity did diminish in the 30s. The Violin Sonata (H.183)
was his last major work, completed in 1932. Then on 21 July 1936, he wrote to Elisabeth

Those knots were not to unravel for sixteen months, because the creative block was
followed by a crisis in his health later in the year, when a severe bronchial attack followed
by a heart attack nearly killed him. After six months convalescence, including a two week
trip to Paris in April 1937, he was strong enough to take up his composing pen once
again. Mrs. Coolidge was the first to read the good news, in July: ‘Just please rejoice with
me again. I am the proud father of a completed first movement. …It is contrary to my
usual habit of not counting my chickens until they are hatched, but as I can scarcely
believe the fact myself I feel I must try to make you share my joy at becoming alive again.
…You have no conception what a surprise it is to be able to concentrate at all’. Four
months later the String Quartet No. 4 was finished and within a month the premiere was
confirmed—at the Berkshire Festival (Pittsfield, Mass.), to be given on 13 September
1939 by her resident ensemble, the Gordon String Quartet.
Intimations of mortality sharpened Bridge’s mind and the new quartet emerged
as the most concise and rigorously composed of the five he completed. It is Haydnesque
in scale, with a sonata allegro, a minuet and a rondo finale. The first movement is the
most substantial of the three, frenetic in its rhythmic and motivic energy. The opening
flourish from the viola presents the main thematic material and exposes eleven
semitones. The music is not atonal, since it is rooted on D, but Bridge’s harmonic
language is dominated by one of his favourite polychords—a major triad superimposed
on a minor triad with a root one tone lower (e.g. B major above a C minor triad). Some
respite is given in the beautifully proportioned second subject melody. The Minuet is
founded upon an obsessive ostinato bass. There is a haunted quality about it, with
pizzicato chords accompanying the second idea, prefiguring what Bartok was to do in his
Quartet No.6 three years later. The finale is equally pithy—a slow introduction preceding
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At Coolidge’s instigation the work was taken that autumn on a tour of the United
States with the same players, and the enthusiasm of the audiences made up somewhat
for the cold reception it had received in England. Bridge was all too aware that his new
work baffled the public and critics alike as his response to Herbert Hughes’ review makes
clear.
I see quite clearly that it is going to be … increasingly difficult for people who
have standardised their ideas as to what music is when they compare my work
at 27 and that at fifty, but that there can be any compromise between what is
expected by others and what my instinct insists upon is an utter impossibility.
The last few years have strengthened my mental powers—such as they are—to a
degree that leaves them untouched by an outward manifestation. You will admit
that it is a difficult moment when one reads the kind of personal slight that
Hughes finds pleasure in doling out ad infinitum, but the effect is a momentary
one. A kind of superficial sting in the flesh, but no more, and so – on with the next
work.
(From a letter to Mrs Coolidge, dated 8 November 1929)
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