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SIR ARNOLD BAX (1883-1953)

(1934) (
1 1st movement : Allegro moderato (16’25”)
2 2nd movement : Lento (11’36”)
3 3rd movement : Allegro molto (10’03”)

STANLEY BATE (1911-1959)

(1953)  (
4 1st movement : Allegro (8’36”)
5 2nd movement : Andante (8’20”)
6 3rd movement : Allegro vivace (5’22”)

   Total playing time : (60’14”)
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‘Will someone please begin a reassessment of Bax’s music with a performance of this remarkable
yet neglected work?’1  Julian Herbage’s heartfelt plea concluded his article on the music of
Arnold Bax (1883-1953) published a couple of months after the composer’s death.   The
‘remarkable yet neglected’ work in question was the Cello Concerto and it remains one of Bax’s
most under-appreciated large-scale utterances.  Most critical assessment of his orchestral music
tends to centre on the early tone poems  (1916),  (1917)
and  (1919) and his cycle of seven symphonies which span the period 1922 to 1939.
The concertante works, on the other hand, have elicited less attention, though they include such
attractions as the delightful  for viola and orchestra (1920) and the substantial

, for piano and orchestra (1929).

The first of his pieces for solo instrument and orchestra which Bax officially designated a
‘concerto’ was the Cello Concerto of 1932.2  This originated from a series of extended tours the
pianist Harriet Cohen had undertaken the previous Autumn with the Spanish cellist Gaspar
Cassadó during which Cohen planted the idea of Cassadó requesting a concerto from Bax.  The
composer acquiesced and completed the work in June 1932, but not without considerable
reservations, apparently.  In an undated latter to his friend Arthur Alexander, he wrote, ‘Have
you considered the horror of trying to write a cello concerto?  That is my hideous fate’,3 and in
a letter to Tilly Fleischmann dated 19 November 1932, he confided that writing the concerto
had been ‘a tricky but interesting undertaking – though I would never have thought of writing
such a thing if I had not been bullied into it’.4

The concerto was premiered by Cassadó, the dedicatee, on 5 March 1934 at the Queen’s Hall
with the London Symphony Orchestra under Hamilton Harty.  After this, however, Cassadó
swiftly lost interest in the piece.  Beatrice Harrison then became its most loyal champion,
playing it many times, including twice at the Proms (in 1940 and 1942) with notable success.
In Bax’s later years, when it became clear to him that the score had failed to gain a permanent
foothold in the repertoire, he became despondent.  Overlooking Harrison’s dedicated advocacy,
he declared to the BBC in 1947 that, ‘the fact that nobody has ever taken up this work has been
one of the major disappointments of my musical life’.5  Six year later, Julian Herbage went so

1  Julian Herbage, ‘The Music of Arnold Bax’, , Vol. 94, No. 1330 (Dec., 1953), p557.
2  A Violin Concerto was to follow in 1938.
3  Quoted in Lewis Foreman,  (2007), 3rd rev. and exp. ed.,
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press), p. 322.
4  Ibid.
5  Ibid.

LIONEL HANDY

A commitment to expanding the solo cello repertoire has resulted in Lionel Handy commis-
sioning and premiering many new works. Recently, he has also transcribed works by Brahms,
Delius and Messiaen; the latter was included in his Carter/Messiaen centenary celebration
CD in 2008. This CD, along with his subsequent Kodaly recording, featuring the monumen-
tal solo sonata, has received critical acclaim both nationally and internationally. Lionel was
sponsored by the Royal Academy of Music to record a disc of Bax and this was followed by
an eclectic ‘From Bohemia to Wessex’ CD.

Lionel’s interest in British twentieth century music has led to performances of the concertos
by Finzi, Bax, Walton and Delius.  With the London Sinfonietta he has worked with many of
the leading composers of more recent times, including Tippett, Berio, Lutoslawski, Henze,
Carter, Part, Birtwistle, Reich and Knussen. Lionel performs throughout the UK and Europe,
and has given several solo recitals at the Wigmore Hall and South Bank. Much in demand as
a chamber musician, Lionel has broadcast frequently for BBC Radio Three and European
networks. He has made numerous commercial recordings, most recently the Korngold sextet
for the German  label. He was invited twice to participate as a soloist in the South
African Chamber Music Festival.

Lionel was principal cello with the Academy of St. Martin-in-the-Fields for ten years with
whom he recorded extensively and toured widely throughout the United States and Europe.
Later as solo cellist with the Bournemouth Sinfonietta, he performed an eclectic range of
concertos from CPE Bach and Boccherini to Tavener and Roxburgh. Lionel has played as
guest principal with most of the UK’s leading orchestras including the Philharmonia, LSO,
Halle, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic and English Chamber Orchestra.

He has been professor at the Royal Academy of Music since 1982, and also teaches at the
Birmingham Conservatoire in addition to summer schools throughout Europe.  Lionel
founded the New Forest Cello Academy in 2008 and many of his former pupils hold
important positions in orchestras and ensembles throughout the UK. He was awarded
F.R.A.M. from the Royal Academy of Music and plays on a cello by Fendt (circa 1820).



Compact and sparingly scored, Bate’s concerto maintains the spotlight firmly on the soloist
throughout.  A sizeable orchestra is rarely exerted at full stretch and then only fleetingly.  It is
made up of two flutes, two oboes, clarinet, two bassoons, four horns, three trumpets, three
trombones, tuba, timpani, cymbals and strings.

In the opening , the soloist presents the main theme at the outset.  Bassoons and
 lower strings pick out a key motif from the cello’s flowing line.  A key subsidiary motif

is laced with triplets.  After a  climax, the soloist launches the secondary material.  This
consists of a series of flowing, lyrical tunes and a martial, rhythmic theme, picked up by the
lower woodwinds.  All these distinct and easily assimilated ideas are then restated in various
guises.

The central  is set in motion by an extended, songlike outpouring from the soloist in the
form of a gradually descending line.  A dramatic, quicker central section features a cadenza-like
phase incorporating double-stopping in the solo part and a passage containing a sequence of
trills for the soloist while woodwind instruments render the melody.

Marked , the finale opens with the principal theme, headed by a fanfare-like motif
that dominates the closing section.  A second idea is given out by the soloist accompanied by
horn chords and a more measured, lyrical third subject appears, whose recurrent leading phrase
is reminiscent of the opening strain from Irving Berlin’s 1936 song, ‘Let’s Face the Music and
Dance’.  All these elements are expanded and elaborated upon before the abrupt, throwaway
ending.

far as to describe this as ‘his [Bax’s] greatest disappointment’.6

After Bax’s death, the concerto received an occasional broadcast on BBC radio, with soloists
Florence Hooton7 and Douglas Cummings8, for example.  It was then revived in 1983, Bax’s
centenary year, by cellist Lionel Handy, who also performed it with the Kensington Symphony
Orchestra under Russell Keable on 9 May 1985 at St Peter’s, Eaton Square, London.  Peter
Racine Fricker’s  and E. J. Moeran’s Symphony in G minor were also on the
programme.

Arnold Bax had already demonstrated his empathy with the cello in his substantial and intricate
sonata of 1923.9  In the Cello Concerto, the instrument is centre stage virtually from beginning
to end and the composer takes great pains to ensure that it is clearly audible at all times.  To
accomplish this, he uses modest forces: three flutes (third doubling piccolo), two oboes, cor
anglais, two clarinets, two bassoons, contrabassoon, four horns, two trumpets, timpani, harp,
celesta and strings.  By the composer’s usual standards, this orchestration is notably restrained,
with an absence of trombones and tuba and only two trumpets, the second of which does not
feature at all in the first movement.  are employed sparingly and judiciously.  When
supporting the soloist, textures often take on the transparency of chamber music and are varied
with such invention and flair (including much creative use of divided strings) that we rarely
encounter the same combination of instruments accompanying the cellist for two phrases in
succession.

The opening  juxtaposes two contrasting ideas.  The first is rhythmic and lively,
the second, which is lingering and wistful, is launched by a characteristic repeated-note figure.
These two themes comprise protean subsidiary elements fully exploited in a richly scored
movement of considerable variety and subtlety.  Bax’s numerous, crisp woodwind solos, pointed
use of muted brass, resourceful, variegated writing for the harp and precisely calibrated
deployment of divided strings are all unmistakable indications of a master orchestrator at work.
A brief passage where the orchestral accompaniment consists of first and second violins divided
into three solos each, with flecks of harp and keening oboe interjections has a uniquely eerie
atmosphere and goes some way towards explaining why this concerto is one of its composer’s

6  Julian Herbage, ‘The Music of Arnold Bax’, , Vol. 94, No. 1330 (Dec., 1953), p557.
7  BBC Third Programme on 26 May 1954.
8  BBC Radio 3 on 8 May 1974.
9  Featured on Lyrita REAM2104, together with Bax’s Sonatina (1933) and Legend-Sonata (1943), for
cello and piano.



most haunting creations.

Bax pares back his forces still further in the central Nocturne.  In the opening bars the soloist is
heard against a background of flute, clarinets, bassoons and contrabassoon, harp and horns and
later the textures often contain no more than a handful of wind instruments or a sprinkling of
divided strings.  As in the previous movement, the Nocturne features two clearly defined
melodies.  Such is the composer’s fastidiousness in matters of sonority that when the second
tune first appears it is supported by just three solo double basses.  This striking piece of
instrumentation is succeeded by an even more indelible feat of scoring as the soloist joins the
cor anglais in a flowing line underpinned by two solo violas and two solo cellos playing in icily
malevolent  at the bridge of their instruments - a momentarily deeply unsettling stroke
at the very heart of one of Bax’s most darkly beautiful movements.

Marked , the finale contains such widely disparate ingredients that a significant
challenge is thrown down to the composer (and his interpreters) to shape it into a cogent and
convincing entity.  After a busy opening figure redolent of a , the soloist gives out
a deeply emphatic statement in epic vein, taken up with equal vehemence by the full orchestra.
At the centre of the movement things takes an entirely unexpected turn with a prolonged episode
devoted to a charming ‘Viennese’ tune played by the soloist in thirds with an obbligato viola.  It
is possible to regard this sentimental subject as a variant of the first movement’s main idea: the
family resemblance is most acute when the opening  restates its initial motive
in a passage marked ‘teneramente’ (tenderly).  Thus, it could be argued, Bax observes that
time-worn practice of bringing back material from a previous movement in the finale with
singular originality and elegance.  This unforeseen development has a magical effect which the
return of the movement’s two main subjects has some difficulty in dispelling.  The closing
flourish is a conventional gesture at the end of a decidedly unconventional concerto.  More than
most concertante pieces, this work relies heavily on its players in matters of balance, poetic
sensibility and formal coherence.  However, in conditions where all these matters have been
resolved successfully, it offers many rewards for musicians and listeners alike.

Stanley Bate was born in Plymouth on 12 December 1911.  He began to compose at an early
age and by his twentieth year he had written two operas.  In 1932 he was awarded a place at the
Royal College of Music where he studied for four years with Ralph Vaughan Williams, R. O.
Morris, Gordon Jacob and Arthur Benjamin.  Another student at the college was Peggy
Glanville-Hicks, whom he was later to marry.  Having won several prizes, Bate went on to study
with Nadia Boulanger in Paris and with Paul Hindemith in Berlin.

His breakthrough work was the Piano Concertino, which was premiered by the composer with
the Eastbourne Municipal Orchestra under Kneale Kelly at the Eastbourne Festival in 1937 and
won Bate some measure of success.  He began to write music for plays and worked as musical
director for the ballet company Les Trois Arts at the Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith.
As well as composing prolifically, Bate also made his name as a pianist, and in the early 1940s
he toured Australia as both lecturer and soloist, before spending a few years in the United States,
where his music was well received.  He returned to London in 1949.  In the ensuing decade his
music went largely unrecognised in the United Kingdom to the extent that, when one of his
pieces was performed in Cheltenham in the mid-1950s, the programme note stated that,

‘Stanley Bate is more widely known as a composer in the U.S.A. and on the Continent than in
England’.10  Depression at the neglect his music was suffering in his homeland is thought to have
contributed to his suicide on 19 October 1959.

Bate’s varied output includes music for documentary films and incidental music for television
and the stage.  Among his chamber and instrumental pieces, there are two string quartets, two
violin sonatas, a sonatina for recorder and piano and an oboe sonata.  He also wrote a number
of song cycles, including settings of Housman, Joyce, Belloc and Stevie Smith.  Unsurprisingly,
considering his prowess as an executant, there is a significant amount of piano music, which
features three sonatas, a series of nine sonatinas and a set of 17 Preludes.
Among his orchestral pieces, his finest achievement is undoubtedly the Third Symphony of 1940,
which was premiered by the Hallé Orchestra under Sir John Barbirolli in 1954 at the
Cheltenham Festival, where it was revived eleven years later by the City of Birmingham
Orchestra conducted by Sir Adrian Boult.  However, of all the musical forms that Bate essayed,
the Concerto is the one he turned to most often.  There are five examples for piano, three for
violin and one each for viola, harpsichord and cello.

Before he wrote his Cello Concerto in 1953, Bate had produced a couple of instrumental works
for cello and piano, consisting of a , op.52a (1945), and a , op.56 (1947).  The
fluency of his writing in the concerto suggests that the composer had a natural empathy with the
solo instrument’s lyrical and declamatory nature.  It was premiered in late 1954 by the Eastman
Rochester Orchestra at the Eastman School of Music, New York.11

10  1954 programme book of the Cheltenham Festival of British Contemporary Music, p.18.
11  Michael Barlow and Robert Barnett, ‘Stanley Bate – Forgotten International Composer’, ,
Vol. 13 (1991), p.30, and Alan Poulton, , (West-
port: Greenwood Press), p.196.
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2 2nd movement : Lento (11’36”)
3 3rd movement : Allegro molto (10’03”)
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(1953)  (
4 1st movement : Allegro (8’37”)
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6 3rd movement : Allegro vivace (5’22”)
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