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1  I Moderato e sostenuto  9’08”
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3 III Con moto e marcato  5’31”
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7  I Moderato, tempo vacillando - Allegro 12’12”
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Total playing time 70’52”
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Chamber music played a pivotal role in the creative life of JOHN IRELAND (1879-
1962).  His professional career was launched when his First Trio and First Violin Sonata
won prizes in competitions sponsored by Walter William Cobbett (1847-1937)1 for new
chamber works and his reputation was fully established in 1917 with the first
performance of his Second Violin Sonata which he later described as ‘probably the first
and only occasion when a British composer was lifted from relative obscurity in a single
night by a work cast in a chamber-music form’.2

Another key work in this medium, the Cello Sonata in G minor was written in 1923
and premiered the following year on 4 April by the cellist Beatrice Harrison with pianist
Evlyn Howard-Jones at the Aeolian Hall, London.  The composer himself performed the
Sonata many times as pianist with several cellists including Antoni Sala, who
pronounced it ‘the best cello sonata of modern times’,3 and recorded it with Ireland on
the Columbia label in October 1928.

In the opening bars the cello presents a brooding four-note motif from which much of
the rest of the work is derived.  A lyrical theme also appears in this introductory passage,
providing a satisfying counterpoise to the cello’s baleful figure.  These two clearly
identifiable ideas form the basis of the thematic material of this restless opening Moderato
e sostenuto.  At the heart of the movement there is a short veiled episode marked tranquillo
and secreto: here Ireland quotes from a passage in his 1918 setting of the Aldous Huxley
song The Trellis, specifically the lines: ‘None but the flowers have seen / Our white
caresses’.  This reference has been interpreted as an allusion to Ireland’s affection for
Arthur Miller, the son of a Chelsea antiques dealer, with whom he undertook a motoring
holiday in Dorset shortly before starting work on the Sonata.4  In the movement’s final
portion the music is propelled by a forceful rhythmic element.  After a climax is reached
the tension eases but the trenchant coda ends with a bold gesture of defiance from both
instruments.

1  Ireland’s  came second in a 1907 Cobbett competition for piano trios (won by Frank Bridge) and
his Violin Sonata no.1 in D minor gained first prize in a 1909 Cobbett competition for violin sonatas.
2  John Ireland, ‘Albert Sammons: A Tribute’, , Vol. 98, No.1376 (October 1957), p.548.
3  Quoted by Hubert Foss in his article ‘John Ireland’, , Vol. 103, No.1434 (August 1962), p.536.
4  Julian Philips, , in ed. Lewis Foreman,  (Wood-
bridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2011), p.229.
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first chorus in the 1865 pagan poem Atalanta in Calydon by Algernon Charles Swinburne
(1837-1909). Spring Fire was completed in 1913 but unperformed until December 1970.
In a programme note for a projected performance which never took place, Bax described
the introductory passage as suggesting ‘the uncertain and pensive hour immediately
before daybreak in the woodland.  It has been raining.  The branches drip softly, and a
damp, delicate fragrance rises from the earth’.15  In his reduction of the orchestral
material down to just two instruments Bax loses none of the grace and poetic elegance
of his original conception.  It is first presented on the piano alone before the cello enters
with an elegiac theme.  A transitional passage leads to another piano solo, molto tranquillo

– a sombrely ecstatic episode in which Bax transcribes another section from Spring Fire,
from the fourth movement entitled ‘Woodland Love’ and associated with Swinburne’s
line ‘And time remembered is grief forgotten’.  Another linking passage brings back the
opening music in a more lavish incarnation before the movement ends quietly, the
closing bars dying away to nothing.

The finale begins as a stamping dance with a folk-like main theme.  Its lively good
humour is in contradistinction to the intensity and melancholy of the previous two
movements.  The second subject is based on a songlike melody that suggests longing and
its passionate eloquence sends the cello into its highest register.  The movement ends
with a substantial Epilogue, a formal device which Bax would deploy increasingly in his
works, notably the symphonies.  In this instance he offers a recollection in tranquillity of
the often tempestuous terrain through which the Sonata has passed, recalling material
from the first movement and ending with an assertive final flourish.

With its programmatic associations, Bax’s Cello Sonata is one of his most colourful
chamber works. The writing for both instruments is unflaggingly inventive, with effective
use of cello pizzicato in the outer movements and varied piano accompaniment ranging
from sonorous chordal passages requiring three staves in the score to delicate, wispy
scalic figurations.  This Sonata also provides a convincing example of the composer’s
command of sonata form and his natural capacity to work on a grand scale even in music
for small forces.

Paul Conway, 2017

15  Graham Parlett,  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999), p.105.
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resonant tenor register in the pieces he wrote for it which include a sonata (1916) and a
concerto (1921), as well as a Romance for cello and piano (1896), a double concerto for
solo violin, solo cello and orchestra (1915) and a Caprice and Elegy for cello and chamber
orchestra (1930).  The instrument, so similar in range to the human voice, provides a
natural vehicle for Delius’s essentially lyrical music and its warm and mellow timbre
brings out the autumnal quality of the Third Violin Sonata.  It could be argued that the
wide compass of the instrument broadens the score’s expressive sweep while the fresh,
restorative quality of the writing which Delius remarked upon when he first heard the
work remains delightfully intact.

Due to his series of evocative tone poems and symphonies, ARNOLD BAX (1883-1953)
is widely regarded as an orchestral composer.  However, he also wrote a significant
quantity of chamber music, including several works for cello such as the Folk-Tale (Conte
Populaire) (1918), the Sonatina in D (1933), the Rhapsodic Ballad for unaccompanied
cello (1939) and the Legend-Sonata in F sharp minor (1943).  One of his most impressive
works for the instrument, the Cello Sonata in E flat was written in 1923 at a time when
his popularity and standing among British composers was at its height.  Completed on 7
November of that year, the Sonata was premiered on 26 February 1924 at the Wigmore
Hall with Harriet Cohen accompanying Beatrice Harrison, to whom the score was
originally dedicated.14

Tempestuous and mercurial, the first movement juxtaposes passages of fury and
introspection.  Its sense of scale and conflict perhaps owes something to earlier epic
scores such as the Piano Quintet (1915), Second Piano Sonata (1919) and the First
Symphony (1922).  The main motif is introduced by the piano in the opening bars of a
rhetorical prefatory section, marked tempo vacillando.  Based on a variant of the opening
figure, the energetic main Allegro is contrasted with a typically yearning and romantic
secondary theme.  Bax constantly refashions his material, presenting it at various
junctures with a folk-like aspect, as a lively dance and in tranquil reverie.  Unexpectedly,
the recapitulation begins as a slow lament and the music has scarcely had time to recover
momentum before the movement is abruptly terminated.

The start of the haunted slow movement is a transcription of the opening of Spring Fire,
an orchestral evocation of the forest before dawn which draws its inspiration from the

14  In the late 1940s Bax changed the dedication to Henri van Marken.
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The opening bars of the central Poco largamente retain some of the turbulence of the
previous movement but the music is swiftly becalmed.  The piano unfolds a soft,
hymn-like melody in E flat to which the cello responds with its own songlike invention.
After a brief but ardent climax, a relaxed atmosphere is re-established.  At the end of the
movement, an unaccompanied ascending cello phrase heralds the arrival of the finale.

This bravura movement restores the key of G minor with a dynamic and assertive leaping
idea.  The thematic material consists in the main of variants of both subjects of the first
movement.  A more extended lyrical idea supplies fresh, contrasting music.  After a
passionate climax the tempo increases, culminating in a majestic closing gesture.

According to a number of writers on John Ireland, including his friend John Longmire
(1902-1986), a major source of inspiration behind the Sonata was the South Downs in
West Sussex, one of the composer’s favourite landscapes with its strong pagan and
pre-Christian associations.  The Devil’s Jumps, a group of Bronze Age round barrows on
Treyford Hill near Uppark, are thought to have been in Ireland’s mind, especially in the
finale with its upward leaps on the cello and the skipping-like piano accompaniment. 5

Closely argued and combining muscularity with disquiet, the Cello Sonata is one of
Ireland’s finest pieces.  His incisive approach to the material does not preclude
considerable depth of feeling.  The quality of the Sonata was instantly recognised with
one reviewer hailing it as ‘the most remarkable British work of the kind which has
appeared for some time’.6  Though the score bears no programmatic title or associated
literary quotations, there is a vivid, almost cinematic quality to its driving narrative.  It
has been described evocatively by the writer Jocelyn Brooke (1908-1966) in one of the
semi-autobiographical volumes that make up his Orchid Trilogy as being ‘inextricably
associated with winter evenings by the sea: the sunset flaming yellow in the west, the last
rainy light gleaming in the puddles on the cliff-paths, and the sullen thudding of the
waves on the beach below’.7

FREDERICK DELIUS (1862-1934) frequently composed on a large scale.  Apart from
his considerable operatic output, there are several works demanding full orchestral and
choral forces in addition to solo voices.  However, his idiom was sufficiently adaptable to
5  John Longmire, :  (London: John Baker, 1969), p.141.
6  B. V., , Vol. 65, No. 978 (1 August 1924), p.716.
7  Jocelyn Brooke,  in  (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981), p.349.
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be able to operate successfully within the confines of chamber music.  His four violin and
piano sonatas8 were written between 1892 and 1930 and so chart comprehensively his
creative development.

Violin Sonata No.3 forms a part of the remarkable Indian summer of composition made
possible by the blind and paralysed composer’s collaboration with Eric Fenby (1906-
1997).  Sketches for this work already existed from as early as 1918, while six bars at the
start of the second movement had been dated 1924 by the composer’s wife Jelka.  Delius
dictated the Sonata to Fenby at the end of March 1930, ‘a comparatively easy task’ as
the young amanuensis later recalled.9  Soon afterwards, at his home in Grez, Delius
heard May Harrison play the completed work.  Delighted at her interpretation, he
dedicated it to her, declaring that ‘It seems a younger, fresher work than either of the
other two [numbered] sonatas … and in some respects I like it better’.10  It was
premiered by the dedicatee at the Wigmore Hall on 6 November 1930 with the composer
Arnold Bax as pianist.  The score was published the following year.

The first movement is characteristically fluent and succinct.  All three of its distinctive
themes are presented without elaborate preamble.  At the start doleful piano semiquavers
precede the entry of the violin, which introduces an ascending, scalic theme.  Triplet
figurations in the piano announce the arrival of the second theme, presented by the violin
and also featuring triplets.  With a change of time signature from 4/4 to 6/4, the piano
introduces the glorious third main theme, a lilting melody typical of the composer.  This
is soon taken up by the violin over rich chordal harmonies in the piano.  The rest of the
movement consists of a varied repeat of these three sharply defined main subjects and
ends with a dignified broadening out of the second subject.

Marked ‘Andante scherzando’, the second movement’s dancing character bears a
melodic resemblance to the music of the Dark Fiddler in A Village Romeo and Juliet.  The
slower ‘trio’ section includes the ‘Scotch snap’ rhythm to which Delius was attracted,
also using it in the third movement of his North Country Sketches and the second main
theme of the slow central section of his Violin Concerto, for example.  The reprise of the

8  Three numbered examples (1905-1914; 1923, and 1918-1930), and one early example in B major (1892), pub-
lished in 1977.
9  Eric Fenby, , (London: Faber & Faber, 1981), p.91.
10  Ibid, pp.96-97.
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dance leads to a brief coda that drives forward to a lively and emphatic conclusion.

The third movement starts with a slow introduction with singing melodic lines for the
violin.  The main movement, marked ‘Con moto’ sets off with some agitation relieved by
a contrasting episode marked ‘Tranquillo’.  The music then presses on and reaches a
passionate climax in which the violin’s double-stopping, delivered con passione, soars over
fortissimo piano chords.  In its aftermath the mood soon reverts to the introspection of the
introduction and the wistful closing bars are gentle and hushed.

The celebrated violist Lionel Tertis made a viola arrangement of Delius’s Third Violin
Sonata.11 On 13 February 1933 Tertis travelled to Grez where he and Eric Fenby gave
the composer a private performance of the transcription.  In a letter to the violist, Jelka
wrote that ‘the remembrance of your masterly and heavenly playing, so full of deepest
understanding, is with us all the time … he [Delius] loved and enjoyed your playing
which, he says, is quite unique’.12

Lionel Handy arranged the Sonata for cello and piano in 2012 and on 23 November of
that year he gave the first public performance of his transcription with Nigel Clayton as
pianist at a concert held in The Warehouse, London to celebrate the 150th anniversary
of Delius’s birth.  In Handy’s words, ‘I had played the Cello Sonata many times but I
was always fascinated by the works that Fenby had written down at the end of Delius’s
life when he was blind and paralysed. I wanted another sonata for this 150th anniversary
concert and having looked at all the violin sonatas I thought the third would work best
in a cello transcription. I knew of my namesake, Lionel Tertis and his transcription for
viola and I studied his transcription as well. The challenge was keeping the clarity in the
cello part so I experimented many times putting certain passages two octaves below the
violin part, others just one octave below and certain passages at the actual violin pitch’.13

At one point Handy also considered transposing various sections of the piano part but in
the end decided against this as he thought that this would alter the nature of the music
too much.

Delius had an instinctive understanding of the cello, often exploiting its rich and
11  Tertis had already made an arrangement for viola and piano of Delius’s Second Violin Sonata.
12  Letter 576, quoted in Martin Lee-Browne and Paul Guinery,  (Woodbridge: The Boydell
Press, 2014), p.445.
13  Emails to the present writer, dated 9 and 10 April 2017.
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