ROBERT SIMPSON (1921-1997)
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London Symphony Orchestra
conducted by Andrew Davis
BBC Broadcast 3 May 1973
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London Philharmonic Orchestra
conducted by Charles Groves
BBC Broadcast 8 April 1980
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Robert Simpson wrote his Fifth Symphony in 1972 in response to a commission by
the London Symphony Orchestra. He had completed the ﬁrst three sections of his work
when he was taken gravely ill. He and his wife were visiting Havergal and Hilda Brian
in Shoreham-by-Sea. They decided to eat at an Indian restaurant; while there, Simpson
complained of feeling unwell, and made his way to the gents lavatory, where he
collapsed. An ambulance was called, and he was admitted to the local hospital. He was
told that he had suffered a sub-arachnoid haemorrhage (which he described as “a
nose-bleed in the brain”) and would not be able to move his head for three weeks lest
the vessel ruptured again. Further complications resulted in the loss of his sense of smell,
and while being treated for the emergency, he was diagnosed with late-onset diabetes.
Robert Matthew-Walker, who spoke to Simpson afterwards, reported the composer
saying to him “that when he was recovering his mind was quite clear as he lay in hospital.
Although he was temporarily unable to communicate, he could hear what was going on
around him — an extraordinary experience. In this state, he made up his mind that he
would overcome the setback — he knew he had much more music to write.”
The first performance of the symphony took place on 3 May 1973 at the Royal Festival
Hall, under the direction of Andrew Davis (alongside Brahms’s Tragic Overture and
Mozart’s Piano Concerto in B-flat major, K. 595). Another London performance took
place on 29 March 1984, again in the Royal Festival Hall, with the Philharmonia, the
conductor again being Andrew Davis. In both cases audience and press reception was
unanimously enthusiastic. Desmond Shawe-Taylor, in a review in the Sunday Times
headed “Power of Robert Simpson”, detected “some shattering personal crisis” and
observed that the 4th and 5th Symphonies “compel all but the most rigidly advanced
of listeners to take a closer look at this remarkable composer.” He found the Fifth
“bolder, tougher and more mysterious in substance.” Edward Greenfield in his review
for the Guardian stated: “His structures emerge naturally out of the material, without
ever seeming, even in the most ingenious moments, to be working to a forced pattern.”
He added: “The performance was one of the finest premieres I can remember of a major
orchestral work, fearless in its physical impact.” Robert Matthew-Walker recollects:
“The performance was electrifying, and the young Andrew Davis was at his considerable
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best. The effect of the opening three or four minutes of the Symphony will remain
indelibly etched in my memory. It seemed as though everyone in the audience had been
literally jerked forward — as in a reflex spasm — by the sudden and sustained impact
of the first tutti fortissimo outburst.” And Martin Cooper wrote in the Daily Telegraph:
“One day we shall outgrow our present sensationalism and again ask for new music that
is both an intellectual structure and also a qualitative comment on human existence.
Then, no doubt belatedly, Simpson’s stature as a composer of just such music will be
fully recognised. [...] Under Andrew Davis the orchestral playing showed an
exceptional virtuosity worthy of the music.”
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The essence of Robert Simpson’s original programme notes on the work reads thus:
“[...] this one-movement symphony is divided into sections. At the
beginning and the end are weighty fast movements. In the centre is a
short scherzino, while on either side of that are canonic slow
movements. The soft string chord sustained at the opening of the
symphony is basic to the work, structurally and emotionally; it is like
that part of you that coldly observes yourself no matter what happens.”
The first section, marked simply Allegro, “is tempestuously disturbed, but it at length
starts to break up”: the soft chord is heard, then follows Canone 1: Comodo e tranquillo.
“The music is quietly reflective (marked grazioso ma non espressivo); the static chord
shows a life of its own, utterly removed from emotional or physical stress.
From this quietness a rhythm grows, initiating the brief but aggressive Scherzino; this
is the form that used to be known as a ‘patrol’ — essentially a crescendo-diminuendo,
like a band approaching, passing and receding.” Then comes Canone 2: Adagio. “The
subject is a long crescendo diminuendo and the answer is inverted; this is a canon
without note-counterpoint — each voice, when it has finished the subject, sticks to the
original note so that the chord shall be built.” Last comes the finale: Molto allegro e con
fuoco. “A harsh crescendo brings in the fast finale, largely a metamorphosis of the first
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allegro, plus a long coda. The temper is rough, and the coda drives to a massively
resonant climax; then the music, as in the first movement, begins to fragment. At length
all that remains is The Chord, and even that fades away note by note, until only the
highest C is left.”
Simpson’s Sixth Symphony, of 1977, was commissioned by the London
Philharmonic Orchestra with funds provided by the Arts Council, who later sponsored
the recording of the Sixth and Seventh, and also contributed to a number of later
commissions. In his programme note the composer writes:
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“lts character is the result of a suggestion by its dedicatee, the
distinguished gynaecologist Ian Craft, who proposed a symphony that
might be compared to the growth of a living creature from a fertilised
germ. Such an idea is so close to the essence of one kind of symphonic
music that there is no need for programmatic description; the growth
of the music should be enough. Since the creature that made the
symphony passes for a member of the species we may as well suppose
(and that was Professor Craft’s optimistic notion) that its subject is
human — but since it was composed without any very clear recollection
of the earlier stages it is supposed to depict, it could presumably apply
equally to almost any form of life. About halfway through the
symphony there is a great upheaval we might liken to a kind of birth,
contractions and all, repeated spasms of shortening frequency
culminating in a sense of release. So perhaps we might say the creature
is born alive and active after a period of gestation — vivaparous rather
than oviparous! The laying (or the hatching) of an egg cannot be ruled
out entirely, though an egg of such apparent proportions would
probably have inconvenienced a brontosaurus.”
After a technical description, he continues:
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“After that (the central eruption), we could say, the conscious, mobile
individual emerges. It is not as yet fully formed; as an infant it is at first
dependent — so the next stage is gentle and exploratory. But there is
an accelerating gain in freedom and energy, both physical and mental,
and the symphony ends in full vigour — in the prime of life, so to speak,
when at length a clear tonality is evolved (D). This pseudo-programme
is no more than an account of the music itself. Nielsen acutely
remarked that music is ‘the sound of life’; here is an attempt to take
him at his word, without abandoning for illustration’s sake the purely
musical integrity he valued above all things.”
After negotiations for a performance with the Philharmonia Orchestra had led to
nothing, the Sixth eventually received its premiere performance on 8 April 1980 at the
Royal Festival Hall. The London Philharmonic Orchestra was conducted by Sir
Charles Groves, and the remainder of the concert comprised three overtures by Dvořák
— In Nature’s Realm, Carnival and Othello — and Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano Concerto.
Edward Greenfield wrote in his Guardian review: “Happily Dr Simpson’s metaphors
are incidental to his genuinely musical imagination. So after the fragmentary germinal
motives at the start, he turns very quickly to a bold tonal melody such as Nielsen might
have written. One might even say that another of Dr Simpson’s great influences is
represented too; he has often acknowledged his debt to Beethoven and here he has in
effect written a Pastoral symphony for the 20th century, a view of nature observed not
through the eye of the individual but through the microscope.”
The performance did not satisfy the composer, not least as compared to the
performance of the Fifth under Andrew Davis; in an interview with Lewis Foreman
shortly after the performance Simpson said:
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“Orchestral works hardly ever get enough rehearsal, certainly not the
proper kind of rehearsal. The usual kind of thing that happens if you
have a new symphony ... the last one of mine that was performed for
instance — the orchestra saw it for the first time the day before the
concert. They read it marvellously well actually. It really was an
astonishing achievement in the time, but it still wasn’t my symphony.
I don’t really think how it can be — there’s no time for anybody to get
inside it, or get the feel of it. Just hanging on for grim death and reading
and counting like mad and keeping in or avoiding getting out. And the
conductor beating as clearly as he can and helping everybody.”
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In consequence he made some revisions which, according to Matthew Taylor greatly
enhance it. Since then, more thoroughly rehearsed performances of the work have taken
place, and there is the studio recording by the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic under
Vernon Handley; but the 1980 Groves performance, by now a historic document in its
own right in any case, deserves being re-issued, unless more recent performance can be
made available to the interested listener.
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Jürgen Schaarwächter
Chairman, The Robert Simpson Society

This release was made possible by a grant from the
Robert Simpson Society on occasion of the 2021 centenary.
https://robertsimpson.org.uk
Cover image of the composer by Anthony Michael Dorrell (1923–1987)
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Also available on Lyrita, SRCD 344
Robert Simpson. Concerto for Cello & Orchestra (1991)
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Raphael Wallfisch, BBC National Orchestra of Wales
Conducted by William Boughton
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