JOSEF HOLBROOKE (1878-1958)
LATE PIANO MUSIC

Simon Callaghan
8 Nocturnes Op. 121 (1937)
1

Nocturne No. 1 ‘Gulnare’ (Byron)

3.41

2

Nocturne No. 2 ‘Donegal’

4.33

3

Nocturne No. 3 ‘Juliet’

3.03

4

Fantasie-Sonate No. 1 in A Op. 124 The Haunted Castle (1936)

13.51

5

Nocturne No. 4 ‘Elan’

5.21

6

Nocturne No. 5 ‘Bridal Ballad’ (Poe)

4.31

7

Nocturne No. 6 ‘Bronwen’ (Ellis)

4.22

Fantasie-Sonate No. 2 Op. 128 Destiny (1938)
8
9

I Maestoso-Lento - Allegro
II Maestoso con moto - Con brio

4.09
11.38

10 Cambrian Ballade No. 4 Op. 104 Maentrog (late 1930s ?)

6.21

11

Nocturne No. 7 ‘Ariel’

3.08

12

Nocturne No. 8 ‘Ulalume’ (Poe)

5.08
Total playing time: 69.51
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JOSEF HOLBROOKE
LATE PIANO MUSIC
Joseph Charles Holbrooke was born in Croydon on 5 July 1878. His earliest grounding
in music came from his father (also called Joseph), a fine pianist and a touring musician
in the music-halls. Holbrooke junior later adopted the German spelling of his name,
and most (but by no means all) of his works were published under that appellation, as
were many of his articles and other publications. Even his letters were often signed ‘Josef’.

state

ngland

His father taught him both violin and piano. The latter, however, was always his
favourite instrument and he developed a prodigious technique. It is not widely known
but Holbrooke was responsible for giving the first British performances of Tchaikovsky's
Third Piano Concerto and Saint-Saëns’ ‘Africa’ Fantasy.

rita

In 1893, when Josef was fifteen, Holbrooke’s father decided he had nothing more to
teach him and entered him as a student at the Royal Academy of Music. Here he won
many honours and wrote some fine music, despite finding himself not infrequently at
loggerheads with his tutors. Unfortunately, domestic problems forced him to leave the
Academy in 1896 without completing his course.

y

In an attempt to make a career for himself he joined various music troupes, touring the
United Kingdom as pianist and musical director. After a disastrous experience in
Scotland where the tour manager disappeared with all the takings, leaving the
performers stranded and unpaid, Holbrooke managed to return to London where he
settled in Haringey, earning a meagre living as a music teacher. He was often hungry
and lived in poor conditions for some years, but in 1900 Augustus Manns gave the first
performance of Holbrooke’s tone poem The Raven at one of his Saturday Afternoon
Concerts at the Crystal Palace, and the composer’s career began to take off.

nsky

From 1897 to 1899 pieces for solo piano, or violin and piano, flowed from his pen.
Some were written for the leading soloists of the day but many were ‘bread and butter’
offerings designed for his pupils – charming and well crafted, but essentially ‘salon’
pieces, though by no means undistinguished examples of that genre, and it is not until
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the emergence of the set of 10 Rhapsodie Etudes, Op. 42 (c. 1905) that we discover a
really important piano work by the composer.
The inspiration for Holbrooke’s music was almost always literary; hence, the large
number of symphonic poems and pieces with literary titles or subtitles in his work list.
There are no formal symphonies as such. All those listed as symphonies have
picturesque subtitles (e.g. ‘Apollo and the Seaman’, ‘Ships’, ‘Wild Wales’, ‘Aal Aaraaf’,
etc). Even the 4th Symphony, Op. 95 which was written as an entry in the Schubert
Centenary Competition (1927-8), originally launched to encourage completion of
Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony using the composer’s sketches for the 3rd movement,
is really a three movement suite – and, indeed, Holbrooke subtitled it ‘Homage to
Schubert’, indicating it was intended to be a tribute to the composer’s genius rather
than a formal completion of the 8th symphony.
His main sources of creativity were the poetry of Edgar Allan Poe and, later, through
his patron Lord Howard de Walden (Thomas Evelyn Scott-Ellis) whose verse drama
The Cauldron of Annwn was to furnish the libretto for a trilogy of grand operas, Welsh
folklore and legends. Other influences included the poetry of Longfellow, Byron, Keats
and Shakespeare, whose Romeo and Juliet produced one of Holbrooke’s most inspired
and magical creations: the symphonic poem Queen Mab, Op. 45 (1901).
The music on this disk dates from the composer’s later years, when the popularity
accorded his works in the first twenty-five or so years of the 20th century was beginning
to wane, and are largely based on themes from his earlier successes.
Before considering the piano music, a word should be said about the three operas which
make up The Cauldron of Annwn because they are central to Holbrooke’s oeuvre and
contain some of his finest music. Howard de Walden elaborated the mythologies
recorded in ‘The Mabinogion’, the first prose stories of the literature of Britain
compiled from 13th and 14th century Welsh manuscripts, in his poetic drama mentioned
above. The three operas Holbrooke wrote are The Children of Don, Dylan – Son of the
Wave and Bronwen. Their composition occupied the composer for 12 years, from
1908-1920, Dylan being written first, followed by The Children of Don, though the latter
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comes before Dylan in performance order of the trilogy. These two were premiered in
London in 1912 and 1913 respectively: Arthur Nikisch conducted Don and Beecham
presented Dylan. Bronwen, however, had to wait until 1929 to be staged, and was not
accorded a London premiere. Instead, it was performed in Huddersfield by the Carl
Rosa Opera Company under Claud Powell. The cauldron of the trilogy’s title is that of
Caridwen, the Goddess of Passion, and is kept in Annwn, the Otherworld of Welsh
mythology. It has the fearful power of magnifying the emotions of whoever handles it
so that they become possessed by their dominant instinct, be that love, hate, envy,
ambition or some other passion. The plot is complex but, in essence, after a prologue
among the Gods – Don (the Nature Goddess), Nodens (the imprisoned God of the
Abyss) and Lyd (God of the Sea) – Gwydion, one of the three children of Don (the
others being Govannion and Elan), steals the cauldron, with tragic consequences. One
of the results of this theft is the birth of Dylan from the liaison of Elan and the God Lyd.
In the second opera, Govannion, overcome by jealousy, murders Dylan, whereupon the
Sea King (Lyd) summons up an apocalyptic storm to avenge his son’s death. The action
of the last opera of the trilogy takes place generations later and involves characters who,
by metempsychosis (the transmigration of souls), embody the same overpowering
passions as those portrayed in the preceding operas and thus re-enact a similar tragedy
in a different milieu. The ideas employed in this trilogy were recycled many times by
the composer in subsequent works and we shall find them appearing in some of the
piano music presented here.
Almost all the 8 Nocturnes, Op. 121 employ material from some of Holbrooke’s most
successful and popular earlier works. The music critic Ernest Newman, in an oftenquoted appreciation of the composer written in 1902, wrote that “…Holbrooke can do
quite easily and unconsciously what [Richard] Strauss has only done half a dozen times
in his career – he can write a big, heartfelt melody that searches us to the very bone…”,
and these Nocturnes display Josef’s gift for lyricism.
No. 1, ‘Gulnare’ (Byron), refers to the heroine of Byron’s poem The Corsair. Gulnare
is a slave of Pacha Seyd who has imprisoned Conrad, the corsair of the title: she kills
the pasha with a knife, enabling Conrad to escape, whereupon he takes her home with
him. Holbrooke bases the nocturne on the love theme from his tone poem The Viking,
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Op. 32 (1899), inspired by Longfellow’s The Skeleton in Armour, which emerges in the
orchestra about three quarters of the way through. Marked Molto espressivo, it is meant
to illustrate the lines:
There lived we many years;
Time dried the maiden’s tears;
She had forgot her fears, …

The melody is introduced quietly and tenderly, then repeated con passione.
No. 2, ‘Donegal’, employs the haunting theme from the second movement of the
Piano Quartet in G minor, Op. 21 (1905), Lament: Larghetto e molto espressione. When
the music publisher, Augustus Jaeger (immortalised by Elgar as ‘Nimrod’ in the Enigma
Variations) died in 1909, Holbrooke dedicated the quartet to his memory. Although not
explicitly stated by the composer, the tune is believed to be a folk melody which may be
of Irish origin, hence, possibly, the title of this nocturne.

No. 3, ‘Juliet’, features the main theme from the second part of Queen Mab,
representing the lines in Mercutio’s famous speech which ascribe Romeo’s lovelorn
looks to a visitation by the eponymous “fairy’s midwife”:
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No. 4, ‘Elan’, calls on the ‘Dylan’ theme, which pervades the Cauldron Trilogy.
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And in this state she gallops night by night;
Through lovers’ brains; and then they dream of love; …

10

This is appropriate, of course, because Elan was Dylan’s mortal mother, as explained
earlier.
The title of No. 5, ‘Bridal Ballad’ (Poe), was, according to a list of works at one time
issued by Holbrooke, given to a movement in a suite of pieces largely inspired by E.A.
Poe, titled Eldorado with the opus 102. This suite appears either to have been discarded
or lost, as no trace of it can be found among the composer’s scores, and Op. 102 was
reassigned to the Cambrian National Suite for orchestra. If Nocturne No. 5 is
substantially the same as that contained in the Eldorado suite, there is little hint in this
gentle, smiling music of the anxiety expressed by the speaker in Poe’s poem, who is a
woman recently married to a wealthy and loving man but who yet fears the spirit of her
dead husband may disapprove – unless it be in the wavering chromaticism of the coda.
The poem begins:
The ring is on my hand,
And the wreath is on my brow; …
And I am happy now.
but concludes:
… my soul is sorely shaken …
Lest the dead who is forsaken
May not be happy now.
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No. 6, ‘Bronwen’ (Ellis), employs a theme associated with the heroine of the third part
of the Cauldron Trilogy. It is yearning and troubled, reflecting her vulnerable nature.
Her motif emerges tentatively from an ambiguous introduction to blossom into a
sensuous peroration. (‘Ellis’ is Lord Howard de Walden).
No. 7, ‘Ariel’, is the only nocturne that does not draw on material previously used
elsewhere by the composer. In its alternation between legato and staccato passages it
delicately captures the elusive and skittish nature of Prospero’s spirit servant in
Shakespeare’s Tempest.
No. 8, ‘Ulalume’ (Poe), is based on a passionate and tender theme from the Orchestral
Poem No. 3, Op. 35 (1903) of the same name, inspired by Edgar Allan Poe’s
atmospheric verses describing a man conversing with his soul in an autumnal landscape:
The skies they were ashen and sober;
The leaves they were crispéd and sere …
It was night in the lonesome October …
… through an alley Titanic,
Of cypress, I roamed with my Soul …
Here, however, the passion is transformed into something peaceful and soothing, before
the music becomes more troubled and the work concludes ambiguously.
The two Fantasie-Sonatas, Opp. 124 & 128 respectively, are important and
substantial works from Holbrooke’s later years. The first is closely based on the opening
movement of the Dramatic Choral Symphony ‘Homage to E.A. Poe’, Op. 48 (19021907), but skilfully adapted for pianistic effectiveness. The movement sets Poe’s poem
The Haunted Palace, which begins with the image of a magnificent palace in a lush green
valley. Colourful banners fly from its roofs, travellers passing behold dancing and
revelry through its windows, while out of the doors come spirits singing the praises of
their king. But evil forces assail the palace: its beauty deteriorates, its king is crushed by
sorrow and the realm falls into ruin:
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Vast forms that move fantastically
To a discordant melody;
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The pianist Jeffrey Lague writes eloquently of this sonata: ‘After a brief introduction a
plaintive melody appears which tends to centre obsessively around the same notes, like
some wraith constantly returning to continue its doleful haunting. This figure is
transformed into a sinister rhythmic idea in the bass against which the right hand adds
wailing chromatic figuration. The main body of the work consists of a spectre-ridden
Danse Macabre.’ Notable are some deliciously syncopated bars, perhaps representing
the carefree dancing before the coming of evil times, and the striking quotation about
three quarters of the way through of Noden’s theme from The Children of Don, though
now in 4/4 time, suggesting the king imprisoned by his despair, as is the God in the
opera.
Noden’s Song

Fantasie-Sonata No. 1
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The second Fantasie-Sonata, ‘Destiny’, does not recycle earlier material: it is an
entirely original composition. There are two movements, the first of which is brief,
fragmentary and impressionistic. Out of its shadowy patchwork of notes – majestic
chordal passages alternating with frenetic cascades of semiquavers, a struggle between
determination and panic – a noble, upwardly striving theme gradually takes shape:

A
T

No. 4, ‘Elan

etc.

It emerges fully formed only at the start of the second movement, introduced by abrupt
fanfares, urging courage, which are later repeated. There follows an eruption of
turbulent chords and dissonant harmonies, reminiscent of Messiaen, until the heroic
theme returns in the bass accompanied by clouds of disorientating semi-quavers in the
right hand. There follow a few bars of whimpering before the theme is re-stated, this
time sounding utterly defeated. Nevertheless, the assault is resumed and when the
theme eventually makes its final appearance, although clearly exhausted, it seems to
have achieved a quiet strength and stoicism in adversity. The fanfares occur again
before a brief and stormy coda brings this remarkably original work to a dark and baleful
conclusion.
Not long after Holbrooke was introduced to Lord Howard de Walden in 1908, the
composer began to spend increasing periods of time in Wales, staying at various houses
which his patron made available to him in Harlech. Here, surrounded by romantically
picturesque countryside, he could compose in rural tranquillity, away from the family
home in London, though both family and friends came to stay often. Granville
Bantock’s daughter, Myrrha, recalls:
‘Joseph Holbrooke spent a great deal of time at Harlech. He lived first in a
large square house on the cliffs, some way from the village and the castle. It
was overrun by his six children and presided over by his slim and attractive
wife who everyone called Dot. We often visited the Holbrookes and played
cricket with them on the beach. A few years later they left this big house,
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which had been rented. On our next visit to Harlech we found them in new
quarters. Uncle Joe had found two old Welsh cottages in a poor state of
repair, which he had bought cheaply and converted into one. Here he had a
very beautiful study with long windows all along one side, through which
could be seen the most wonderful panoramic view of the five mile bay with a
range of mountains beyond it.’
Granville Bantock: a personal portrait (J. M. Dent & Sons, 1972)
This later dwelling was the cottage called ‘Dylan’, which tragically burned down in
1928, with loss of many of the composer’s manuscripts.
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Holbrooke derived great enjoyment and energy
from his time spent in Wales, as evidenced by
this reminiscence by Eugene Goossens:
‘Joe … rode a battered motor cycle to the
terror of the country folk, who regarded
it and its rider with superstitious dread.
Mounted on that noisy vehicle he rode,
with no cut-out, at a terrifying pace. Joe
could be heard day and night rushing on
some innocuous errand:- a bearded
demon in goggles roaring and echoing
among the hills and down cliff roads.’
Overture and Beginners (Methuen, 1951)
and wrote a splendid series of vignettes for
piano, named after places around Harlech
(through which he no doubt ‘roared’ on his
motor bike), in tribute to the Welsh landscape.
These comprise the Concert Waltz Talsarnau,
Op. 79 (1917) and the four Cambrian Ballades
– Dolgelly (the anglicised form of Dolgellau),
Penmachno, Tan-y-Grisiau and Maentrog (correct spelling: Maentwrog), being Opp. 80,
81, 82 and 104 respectively. The first three Ballades were completed in the early 1920s
but, notwithstanding the fact that any cataloguer of Josef Holbrooke’s music soon
realises that opus numbers are no guide to accurate dating, it seems likely that No. 4,
Op. 104, was written after 1930 (Op. 103, which is the ‘Cambrian’ Cello Concerto is
dated 1936). Based on the slow movement of the fine Horn Trio, Op. 28 (1902),
Maentrog commences in the lilting character of a berceuse. A more animated central
section leads to an ardent reprise of the opening theme and a coda like a sudden shower
of rain. It is tempting to think that in this composition the composer looked back
SRCD 395
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Simon Callaghan has been praised for his ‘velvet-gloved pianism of ravishing sensitivity’ (The Strad.). A Steinway Artist, Simon Callaghan performs internationally as a
soloist and chamber musician. His recent tours have taken him to Japan, Malaysia,
Thailand, Hong Kong, Canada and throughout Europe, and he has performed at all
of the UK’s major concert halls. Simon has a particular interest in bringing rarely
performed works to new audiences. He has made two recordings for The Romantic
Piano Concerto (Hyperion), the first - Roger Sacheverell Coke’s Concertos with the
BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra and Martyn Brabbins - reached no. 2 in the
classical charts. Simon’s first solo disc for Hyperion, premiere recordings of works by
Nicodé, was released in 2019 to critical acclaim, with Gramophone praising his ‘superb
artistry’. Simon’s discography also includes solo works by Sterndale Bennett, Parry
and Sacheverell Coke, chamber music by Brahms, Schumann, Chopin and Ravel, and
recordings of music for two pianos by Parry, Sherwood and Delius with duo partner
Hiroaki Takenouchi. The most recent addition to Simon’s catalogue of solo recordings
features sets of miniatures by Schumann and Poulenc, released in 2019 on Nimbus.
In chamber music he has collaborated with Feng Ning, Jack Liebeck, Sheku KannehMason, Alexander Sitkovetsky, Nicholas Daniel, Raphael Wallfisch and the actors
Miriam Margolyes, Timothy West, Prunella Scales, and Samuel West. Simon is
Director of Music at Conway Hall, where he oversees one of the longest-running
chamber music series in Europe. He recently completed a PhD at the RNCM
researching the works of Roger Sacheverell Coke (1912-72).

www.simoncallaghan.com
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