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Malcolm Lipkin at the London performance of his String Quartet, 2012
belongs to a generation of composers who came to prominence
in Britain between the mid-1950s and the mid-1960s.1 Several of these figures began
their careers as a ‘progressive’, exploring the newly-discovered range of technical and
formal innovations before later forging their own relationship with tonality. In Lipkin’s
case, early influences such as Bartók and Stravinsky were gradually assimilated into an
original voice as his scores moved from long, lyrical lines and motor-rhythms to tiny
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Among the most notable of these may be counted Thomas Wilson (1927-2001), John Joubert
(b.1927- ) Thea Musgrave (b.1928), Malcolm Williamson (1931-2003), Alexander Goehr
(b.1932), Hugh Wood (b. 1932), Justin Connolly (b. 1933), Harrison Birtwistle (b.1934), Peter
Maxwell Davies (b.1934), Anthony Gilbert (b.1934), William Mathias (1934-1992), Bernard
Rands (b. 1935), Nicholas Maw (1935-2009), Richard Rodney Bennett (1936-2012), David Blake
(b.1936), Anthony Payne (b. 1936), David Bedford (1937-2011) Gordon Crosse (b.1937) and John
McCabe (1939-2015).
2
Later musical evocations of the phenomenon of Rome traffic feature in the opening movement of
Arthur Butterworth’s light orchestral work
, Op.34 of 1966, and the finale of Sir
Peter Maxwell Davies’s 1998 tone poem
.
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motifs and rhythmic cells in a more dissonant style. His skill at building convincing
structures out of flexible, protean material has guided him towards traditional
instrumental forms. Hence, his output contains several examples of sonatas, concertos
and symphonies, in all of which he has something unique and worthwhile to say and his
impressive technique has ensured those ideas are conveyed with the utmost clarity and
conviction.
He was born on 2 May 1932 in Liverpool where he studied piano with Gordon Green
between 1944 and 1948. As a student at the Royal College of Music, he continued
piano studies with Kendall Taylor and also took lessons in composition with Bernard
Stevens (1949-53). In 1949 and 1950 he attended the summer school of music at
Bryanston, taking lessons from Boris Blacher, whose strict teaching had a profound
effect on his methods of composition.
Lipkin first came to critical notice when, at the age of nineteen, he played his Piano
Sonata no.3 (1951) at the Gaudeamus Foundation Music Week in Holland and, in the
following year, at a Macnaghten Concert in London. In 1954 he was awarded an Arts
Council grant enabling him to study privately for three years with Mátyás Seiber.
Under Seiber’s guidance, he developed and further refined his compositional technique.
Both the Fourth Piano Sonata (1954) and the Piano Concerto (1959) enjoyed critical
success at their Cheltenham Festival premieres, while the First Violin Sonata (1957)
quickly garnered over one hundred performances internationally.
In the 1960s three large-scale works secured Lipkin’s reputation: the Violin Concerto
no.2 (1960-62), the slow movement of which is a lament for the early death of Mátyás
(1958-65), and a setting of Psalm 96 for chorus and orchestra,
Seiber,
commissioned by the John Lewis Partnership in 1969. Other notable pieces from this
period include the String Trio (1964) and
, for chamber orchestra (1969).
Vocal and chamber works dominate his catalogue from the 1970s, including
(1972), a setting for soprano and violin of poems by Herrick which the
composer himself regards as the first piece where he found his own authentic voice,
shorn of any influences. Other works of note from this decade include
, an entertainment for children to sing and play scored for chorus, narrator and

instrumental ensemble (197I),
, written for the harpsichordist Heather
Slade in 1974, the Concerto for flute and strings (1974),
, for treble recorder,
viola da gamba, harpsichord and percussion (1975), requested by Carl Dolmetsch, and
, for soprano and piano (1978). Scored for wind quintet and
(1977) is a characteristically robust response to man’s
string trio,
inhumanity to man; this dark and uncompromising score takes its inspiration from
William of Newbury’s account of the brutal massacre of the Jewish population of York
in the twelfth century.
Works from the 1980s include
for recorders, cello and harpsichord
(1982); Trio for Flute, Viola and Harp (1982); Wind Quintet (1985), commissioned
by the BBC for the Nash Ensemble; Piano Sonata no.5 (1986) and Piano Trio (1988),
written at the behest of the English Piano Trio who gave the work’s first performance
for cello and
at the Purcell Room and subsequently recorded it.
piano was written in memory of Jacqueline du Pré and premiered by Robert Cohen and
Alan Gravill at the City of London Festival in 1988. A major chamber piece,
(1989) was first heard at the 1992 Newbury Spring Festival,
played by the Delmé Quartet (another notable performance of the work took place at
King’s Place, London in 2012 by the Carducci String Quartet). Lipkin’s music often
springs from extra-musical associations and the Oboe Concerto (1988-89), which the
BBC asked Lipkin to write, bears the inscription, ‘Remembering Cambodia and the
millions who died.’
(1991) is
Instrumental music prevails over his scores from the 1990s.
an exacting work for solo violin which was commissioned as a test piece for the Carl
Flesch International Violin Competition.
for oboe and piano were
written in 1993 for Nicholas Daniel and Julius Drake and performed by them at the
Wigmore Hall and 1995 saw the completion of the Duo for Violin and Cello. The
Second Violin Sonata (1997), commissioned for Levon Chilingirian and Clifford
Benson, was premiered in 1998 in Tunbridge Wells and received further performances
at the Lichfield Festival and in London.
(1998) was
performed on a successful tour of South-East England and Northern France by the
Primavera Chamber Orchestra, for whom the suite was written, and subsequently
recorded by the Royal Ballet Sinfonia.

and its evening’. This idea of an ‘arc’ also impacts upon the score’s structure as it is
conceived in a single arch formation. The third symphony builds on the achievements
of the previous two examples and is even more concentrated in form.
As in Lipkin’s previous symphonies, an idea heard the start of the work contains the
, the generative
seeds from which the rest of the work will grow. In the case of
material is a tiny motif of three descending notes a semitone apart played in unison by
bassoons and lower strings in the opening bar. There follows a hushed, scalic figure
with an implacable, steady tread. This initial material is headed ‘with a feeling of
spontaneity’. Another three-note motif appears in a section marked ‘very spirited’.
This is followed by a striking episode, veiled and visionary, with harp glissandi and
woodwind trills. The central portion of the symphony is a substantial scherzo in 6/16
time. This is followed by transformations of key material stated earlier. The coda
incorporates elements of the scalic figure and the closing bars remind us of the opening
three-note motif, perhaps suggesting the saying ‘in my end is my beginning.’
Such is this score’s formal cohesion that its variegated instrumental palette might be
overlooked, as might its rhythmic intricacy with frequent changes of time signature
creating a sense of freedom and improvisation. All these qualities are equally balanced
in a remarkably well-proportioned score that succeeds in capturing some of the range
and richness of the poetry which inspired it.
was premiered at the Royal Northern College of Music, Manchester on 6 January
1993, with Adrian Leaper conducting the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra.
Malcolm Lipkin’s three symphonies stand at decisive points in his creative life. Each
represents a summing up of his previous musical development and initiates stylistic
changes worked out in subsequent compositions. They have the integration and scope
of a natural symphonist whose fastidious approach to his craft makes him well qualified
to meet the exacting demands of the medium. It is to be hoped this release will generate
interest in a composer who has steadily forged his own path regardless of passing trends
to create a body of work of impeccable integrity which still largely awaits rediscovery.

several episodes of varying length. A larger narrative may be discerned in which the
work forms two distinct halves separated by a brief midway halt. The first part of the
symphony is characterised by a broad dynamic range and a strong sense of purpose
fuelled by an inherently propulsive quality despite many temporary curbs on its forward
movement. One might regard this as representing youth with its resilience and
perpetual striving against the odds. However, the pursuit of ‘Times winged Charriot’
is relentless and the music builds to a huge central climax. In its aftermath, the opening
oboe melody is assumed by the flute, but marked ‘without pulse’. This is followed by
a crowning, ruminative episode of stasis in which time appears to be suspended. The
texture thins out to a single note on the violins. Breaking the stillness, the cellos launch
an expressive theme, a variant of motifs stated earlier. Gradually momentum is gained
using familiar thematic and rhythmic material but now divested of its former intensity.
This more fluent and reflective second half hints at a newfound maturity, embracing the
passing of time. Now at one with its own destiny, the music escalates to a massive
peroration. However, in the closing pages of the symphony the oboes and violas remind
us of the score’s omnipresent two-note figure, its obsessive reiterations mirroring the
relentless passing of time.
was first performed on 9 February 1983 with Sir Edward Downes
conducting the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra at New Broadcasting House, Manchester.

Recent scores include the Nocturnes 3-8, for piano (1999-2006), Piano Sonata no.6
(2002),
for instrumental ensemble (2003),
for string
orchestra (2004) and
for double bass and piano (2012), commissioned by
Leon Bosch. Current works-in-progress include a 15-minute work for full orchestra
and a string quartet.

In 1958, a random chain of events served to inspire Lipkin to the creation of a major
composition. On his first day in Rome he found himself caught in a traffic-jam. A burst
of motor-horn sounding broke out and he attempted to find relief from the unbearable
din.2 The composer himself takes up the story in the score’s preface:
But having climbed the steps of the Trinita dei Monti, I was dismayed to find
that the Villa Borghese looked more like a dodgem circus than a park; for,
with roads cutting through the green area, the place was filled with the
sounds of screeching car-brakes, savage hooting, and, above all, the massive
roar of traffic, furiously negotiating the bends of the Muro Torto below. As
I looked from the Pincio at one of the most famous sky-lines in the world, I
reflected on this madness, this malaise of our time. How tragically, and how
absurdly did the presence of these petty little machines conflict with the quiet
majesty of all the many superb buildings, which in their very dignity, seemed
to emphasize the futility of modern city life. It was at this moment that I
conceived the idea of sublimating the feelings aroused in me by these
experiences, into an objective, highly organic musical structure, of which the
following work is the result.

Both Lipkin’s Second and Third Symphonies take as their programmatic starting points
lines from 17-century English poetry that touch metaphysically on the transience of
human life. In the case of
(Symphony no.3) it is Robert Herrick's quatrain that
stimulated the composer’s creativity:
The Glorious Lamp of Heaven, the Sun,
The higher he's a getting;
The sooner will his Race be run,
And neerer he's to Setting.

The score was not completed, however, until seven years after that experience. The
basic conception of the piece required that its language should be atonal, and Lipkin
wanted to delay such a stylistic shift until he had completed other (tonal) works such as
the String Trio and Violin Concerto no.2.

Lipkin writes of the work which he dedicated to his wife Judith, that its ‘spiritual essence
is also concerned with that other arc of man’s own race: the morning of life, its zenith

(1965), as the finished score was entitled, is a compact and taut
The
structure of immense power, written for large orchestral forces. It attempts to integrate

elements of a descriptive tone-poem and a traditional symphony and to forge a
convincing unity out of disparate and conflicting components. The style might be
described as freely atonal: strict serialism is not adopted, though themes tend to be
fragmented and dispersed between several instruments in an Expressionist manner.
There are three movements, to be played without a break.
In the serene opening Intrada, the principal thematic material is introduced. This
consists chiefly of a ten-note motto theme first heard divided among horn, oboe,
clarinet and flute which is later presented in inverted form; a portentous repeated-note
motif and a long-short rhythmic figure. The scoring is austere, suggesting great forces
held in reserve. Near the end of this opening section, a sudden outburst foreshadows
the turmoil of the ensuing Scherzo. Here, the tempo is more than doubled and a tense
atmosphere prevails. A telescoped version of the basic theme is developed against an
agitated ostinato. The repeated-note motif mutates into rapid quintuplet groups of
reiterated notes suggesting the blowing of horns. A gradual increase in dissonance,
rhythmic intricacy and sheer volume results in a huge, cacophonous, percussion-led
climax, which, after a parting screech, subsides on to the long-short rhythmic figure, all
passion seemingly spent. However, the essence of the conflict continues in the
,
with its insistent repeated
brooding final Notturno marked
phrases, fractured thematic lines and spare textures. A strong sense of dislocation is
heightened by a concentration on the outer edges of the orchestral spectrum: a
sequence in dotted rhythm on the piccolo is later restated on bass clarinet, for example.
Ominous reminders of the Scherzo’s blaring horns menace the closing bars and the
work ends with its internal discord unreconciled.
Though its pictorial aspects, highlighted in the composer’s preface, may provide firsttime listeners with a useful entry point into the score, the Sinfonia di Roma is primarily,
to these ears at least, a powerfully cogent symphonic statement built on stark contrasts
of material.
Its slow-fast-slow configuration is shared by John McCabe’s
contemporaneous Symphony no.1,’Elegy’ (1965) and by earlier models such as Andrzej
(Symphony no.2) (1957, rev. 1966) and Britten’s
Panufnik’s
of 1940. All the aforementioned works consist of haunting slow
movements which frame a violent central outburst of shattering intensity. Lipkin’s first
symphony shares these characteristics and the fervour and pity conveyed in this emotive

piece bespeaks a composer of great compassion. Heard in this light, it makes a natural
precursor to his two later examples in the genre, which are concerned explicitly with the
human condition.
made its concert debut on 18 January 1966 with the Royal Liverpool
Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by Sir Charles Groves at the Philharmonic Hall,
Liverpool.

First ideas for another symphony were sketched in 1975 but it was not until 1979, with
the award of an Arts Council bursary, that Lipkin was able to work full-time on the
, the
score which he completed in October of that year. As with
composer’s assiduous approach meant that he made slow headway but the resulting
symphony was at least as significant to his creative development as its predecessor had
been. There are similarities between the two works, notably a predilection for bold,
dramatic gestures and an uninhibited attitude to insistent repetition of motifs. There
are differences too, notably an increased technical facility and a convincing
was conceived
homogeneity of material so that the illusion is created that
in a single, indivisible span, despite the numerous short sections of which it is
constructed.
The symphony is concerned with the concept of time and distance as expressed in the
extract from a poem by Andrew Marvell which heads the score:
But at my back I alwaies hear
Times winged Charriot hurrying near:
And yonder all before us lye
Desarts of vast Eternity
The work is in one movement, dominated by two ideas presented in the opening bars a chordal, semitone cluster and the ensuing oboe melody. Also of particular
significance is an insistent two-note figure, descending by a tone, which pervades the
entire symphony. Though the piece is presented as one unbroken entity, it consists of
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