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 Ethel Smyth (1858-1944)                                              Copyright 2015 Edition Kemel

 Sonata in A minor for cello and piano Op. 5 (1887) 19.34
1  I Allegro moderato 7.17
2  II Adagio non troppo 7.06
3  III Allegro vivace e grazioso 5.19
 

 Frederick Delius (1862-1934)                                   Copyright 1919 Winthrop Rogers

 Sonata for cello and piano (1916) 13.20
4  Allegro, ma non troppo (6.41) - Lento, molto tranquillo (2.37) - Tempo I (4.02)
 

 Armstrong Gibbs (1889-1960)                                               Copyright 1952 OUP

 Sonata in E minor for cello and piano Op. 132 (1951)  12.27
5  I Allegro moderato 5.17
6  II Lento, molto cantabile.‘Resting’ 3.26
7  III Broadly 3.52

 Benjamin Britten (1913-1976)                                Copyright 1961 Boosey &  Hawkes

 Sonata in C for cello and piano Op. 65 (1961)  22.40
8 I Dialogo. Allegro 6.47
9 II Scherzo pizzicato. Allegretto 2.26
10 III Elegia. Lento 5.46
11 IV Marcia. Energico 2.15
12 V Moto Perpetuo. Presto 2.36

  Total playing time 67.58

British Cello Works - Volume 2
Lionel Handy, cello   Jennifer Walsh, piano
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International cellist Lionel Handy has performed worldwide and given solo performances of 
major cello works across the United Kingdom and Europe. Lionel has recently released eight 
solo CDs including the iconic Kodaly Solo Sonata, and a world premiere of the Stanley Bate 
Cello Concerto with the Royal Scottish National Orchestra. His extensive recordings have led 
to many stellar reviews from the Strad, MusicWeb International, and International Record 
Review. This disc makes Lionel the only cellist to have recorded the complete cello works of 
both Ethel Smyth and Arnold Bax.

Lionel Handy was principal cellist of the Academy of St Martin in the Fields for ten years with 
whom he recorded and toured extensively throughout USA and Europe. He has played as 
guest principal cello with many of the UK’s leading orchestras including the Philharmonia, 
London Symphony Orchestra, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, the Hallé, English 
Chamber Orchestra, and London Sinfonietta. Lionel is ‘Artist-in-Residence’ of the newly 
formed professional chamber orchestra, The Nova Foresta Classical Players, with whom he 
has performed concertos by Shostakovich, Haydn and CPE Bach to critical acclaim.

Lionel has been a professor at the Royal Academy of Music since 1982, and many of his 
former pupils hold important positions in orchestras and chamber ensembles. He was 
awarded Fellowship from the Royal Academy of Music. Lionel plays on a cello by Fendt (circa 
1820).

Jennifer Walsh (née Hughes) is a collaborative pianist specialising in the repertoire for 
piano and strings. She performs across the UK and internationally, at venues including 
Wigmore Hall, Sala Verdi Milano, Oslo Opera House, Moscow's Rachmaninov Hall and 
Xinghai Conservatory, China.  She has featured regularly on BBC Radio 3. Jennifer is in the 
process of recording a series of discs profiling British cello and piano repertoire.  Her first two 
discs 'Ireland, Delius & Bax: Cello Sonatas' and 'British Cello Works' - recorded with leading 
cellist Lionel Handy - have been released to critical acclaim. 

Jennifer serves on the faculty of the Royal College of Music where she specialises in coaching 
and accompanying repertoire for piano and strings. Jennifer was a DfES scholar at Wells 
Cathedral School, studying under Hilary Coates, and later graduated from the Royal College 
of Music, studying under John Blakely and Roger Vignoles.  During this period she was 
awarded several prizes for accompaniment, including the Royal Over-Seas League 
Accompanist Prize. 

She lives near Saffron Walden with her husband and two sons. 
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march movement’s satirical qualities comes ‘on the eve of his [Britten’s] most public 
statement on the malice of war’.18  

The fast ‘Moto perpetuo’ finale is dominated by a 6/8 saltando theme, which frequently 
changes character.  In his notes for the Decca recording of the sonata, Britten described 
this mercurial, quixotic movement as, ‘now high and expressive, now low and grumbling, 
now gay and carefree’.19

Britten’s Cello Sonata is a challenging, bravura piece that benefits immeasurably from the 
natural affinity between composer and player which would inspire Britten to produce four 
more major works for Rostropovich over the next decade.20  Reviewing the first 
performance, William Mann suggested that Britten may have intended the sonata to 
reflect his own impression of the dedicatee’s character: ‘gay, charming, an absolutely 
brilliant executant, but behind all these qualities a searching musician with the mind of a 
philosopher’.21  Rostropovich wrote of the work, ‘This is a sonata full of surprises, 
innovations for any cellist, gifts for the musician flowing freely from the horn of plenty.  
We meet not merely a novelty in finger-work but, what is most important, a new kind of 
expressive and profound dramatic composition.22  

© Paul Conway, 2022

18  Philip Rupprecht, in his chapter on Britten’s chamber music in Mervyn Cooke (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Benjamin Britten 
(Cambridge University Press, 1999), 250.   
19  Quoted by Humphrey Carpenter in Benjamin Britten: A Biography (Faber, 1992), p.400.
20  The Cello Symphony of 1963 and three unaccompanied suites (1964, 1967 and 1971).
21  ‘Britten’s new Sonata: Work Composed for Mr. Rostropovich: From our Music Critic’, The Times (10 July 1961), p.12.
22  Anthony Gishford, ed., Tribute to Benjamin Britten on His Fiftieth Birthday (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), p.16.

Recorded at Winchester College UK on 15-16 December 2021 
Producer & Engineer, Michael Ponder   Editor Adaq Khan
Cover image: Interieur med en cello Carl Holsøe (1863-1935)

c=C=«=2023 Lyrita Recorded Edition, England.  Lyrita is a registered trade mark.  Made in the UK
LYRITA RECORDED EDITION.  Produced under an exclusive licence from Lyrita 

by Wyastone Estate Ltd, PO Box 87, Monmouth, NP25 3WX, UK
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A key figure in the British musical renaissance, ETHEL SMYTH (1858-1944) was 
critically acclaimed for her music and for her writing during her lifetime.  As a composer 
she is perhaps best known for her Mass in D of 1891, a concerto for violin, horn and 
orchestra (1927) and a series of operas, including The Wreckers (1902-04) and The 
Boatswain’s Mate (1913-14).  Her earliest compositions are on a smaller scale, however, 
and consist of songs, piano pieces and chamber music.  They date from the period 
immediately following her student years at the Leipzig Conservatory.  She remained in 
Leipzig after finishing her studies and made the acquaintance of such illustrious figures 
as Clara Schumann, Brahms, Grieg and Tchaikovsky.  Some of Smyth’s pieces received 
private readings in Germany, while public concerts featuring her music included 
performances at the Leipzig Gewandhaus of her String Quintet in E major, Op.1 (1883) 
and Violin Sonata, Op.7 (1887).

Smyth’s Sonata in A minor for cello and piano, Op.5 was written in 1887 and 
published the following year by C. F. Peters in Leipzig.  The score is dedicated to the 
German cellist Julius Klengel, whom she met through her friendship with the Röntgen 
family.  In her memoirs, she recalled these times with great fondness and nostalgia:

‘… on every other Sunday, members of the quartet Papa Röntgen1 led, the cellist of which 
was Julius Klengel, would come to his flat and play all afternoon.  Sometimes of course 
they rehearsed one of their repertory numbers, but these meetings were mainly for the 
pleasure of making music.  Then there was the leisure in the world to love and practise 
art for its own sake, and that, that, is the tender grace of those dead days! …’2    

Nearly four decades elapsed before the sonata’s first performance, which was given by 
cellist May Fussell and pianist Kathleen Long in the Contemporary Music Centre at the 
Court House in Marylebone Lane, London in December 1926. 

Substantial and well-proportioned, the opening Allegro moderato begins with a poised and 
quietly self-assured main theme, stated, without preamble, by the cellist. The theme is 
then heard on the piano over a syncopated, repeated-note cello accompaniment.  A swift 
crescendo, capped by a sequence of fortissimo piano chords, punctuated by sonorous cello 
line in low register, heralds the arrival of the eloquent second subject, a gently flowing idea, 
1  Engelbert Röntgen (1829-1897), German violinist and concertmaster of the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra from 1873 until his death.
2  Impressions That Remained – Memoirs of Ethel Smyth (Alfred A. Knopf, 1946) p.144.
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introduced by the piano and then taken up by the cello.  The development section exploits 
the expressive potential of the two principal themes.  After a varied restatement of both 
subjects, the music ends with a short coda, repeating softly a falling figure that was first 
heard on the cello in the opening bar and which features prominently in the thematic 
material throughout the movement.  

The Adagio non troppo central movement begins quietly, in serious mood.  After a brief, 
impassive piano introduction, the cello unfolds its wistful melody.  Chaste, elegant and 
crowned with grace notes, this theme has an almost classical restraint.  A dramatic, 
passionately expressive central episode includes an enchanting series of piano arpeggios in 
the upper reaches of the keyboard, while the cello recalls the falling figure from the 
previous movement.  A hushed reiteration of the main theme, incorporating gentle 
pizzicato patterns, brings the movement to a serene conclusion.  

The Allegro vivace e grazioso rondo finale juxtaposes a lively, tarantella-like main theme 
with more measured episodes, the first songlike, the second arcadian.  A high-spirited, 
light-footed coda rounds off the work with a flourish.

In her A minor Sonata, Op.5, as in her earlier Sonata in C minor for cello and piano 
(1880),3 Ethel Smyth favours expressivity over virtuosity, emphasising the cello’s warm 
and lyrical tone.  The piano enjoys a key role in all three movements and is often invited 
to present the chief subject matter rather than merely playing a supporting role 
accompanying the cello line.  Thus, the piece constitutes a true ‘sonata for cello and piano’.  
Fluent and tightly constructed, the score reveals a gift for melody, pacing and 
characterisation which the composer would use to good advantage in her stage works.

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 
be able to operate successfully within the confines of chamber music.  His output for small 
forms is crowned by five mature pieces, three violin sonatas (1914, 1923, 1930) a string 
quartet (1916) and a cello sonata (1916).  Delius had an instinctive understanding of the 
cello, often exploiting its rich and resonant tenor register in the pieces he wrote for it.  
These works include, in addition to the aforementioned sonata, a concerto (1921), as well 
3  Featured on Lyrita SRCD.383.
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attendees, The Times critic William Mann observed, ‘we would have gladly heard the 
whole sonata again, on the spot’.15  

The sonata’s five movements each have a title, so that the piece has the outward 
appearance of a suite of individual character studies.  Yet the opening movement is 
indebted to the sonata tradition and the inclusion of a scherzo and a slow movement also 
suggests links to time-honoured forms.  The incorporation of ‘march’ and ‘moto perpetuo’ 
movements recalls similar episodes in Britten’s earlier, pre-war instrumental works, such 
as the Suite for Violin and Piano, op.6 (1935) and the Variations on a theme of Frank Bridge, 
for string orchestra, op.10 (1937).  

The opening movement (‘Dialogo’) is focused on a tiny motif of a rising or falling second; 
even the gently arching secondary idea is an extension of it.  According to Rostropovich, 
this movement represents, ‘a conversation not in words, but one that is finer and more 
intricate, a conversation of capricious change of mood, a conversation embracing not 
words but a whole world of intermingled feelings attached to every note’.16  

The following movement (‘Scherzo-pizzicato’) is a stealthy, elusive nocturnal study in 
pizzicato.  Britten acknowledged the difficulty of the cello part in a note to accompany the 
score he posted to Rostropovich: ‘the pizzicato movement (II) will amuse you; I hope it’s 
possible!’.17  

At the heart of the Sonata lies an impassioned central ‘Elegia’, at the start of which the 
cello sings an expressive extended theme against a solemn, intoning piano 
accompaniment.  The tune slowly but inexorably rises to a sustained climax and falls away 
to a hushed conclusion.  

In the quirky ‘Marcia’ fourth movement, the cello plays a grandiose bass to an erratic tune 
on the piano. After a brief, contrasting trio section, the march returns softly with the cello 
line, now in harmonics.  Referring to the sonata’s close antecedence to Britten’s War 
Requiem (1961), Philip Rupprecht has observed that the ‘renewed vehemence’ of this 

15  ‘Britten’s new Sonata: Work Composed for Mr. Rostropovich: From our Music Critic’, The Times (10 July 1961), p.12.
16  Anthony Gishford, ed., Tribute to Benjamin Britten on His Fiftieth Birthday (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), p.16.
17  Letter from Britten to Rostropovich sent early February 1961, quoted by Humphrey Carpenter in Benjamin Britten: A Biography (Faber, 
1992), p.400. 
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cello playing’9 he had ever heard.  When the two men met, Rostropovich pleaded with the 
composer to write something for the cello.  Britten replied that the two of them would 
have to discuss this idea in more detail, a response which Rostropovich admitted he did 
not expect to be ‘so simple and yet so serious’.10  

The first fruit of Rostropovich’s entreaty for a score from Britten was the Sonata in C for 
cello and piano, Op.65, dedicated to the Russian cellist.  The Sonata was planned 
during a holiday in Greece in the autumn of 1960 and completed at Aldeburgh the 
following January.  On the 17th of that month, Britten wrote to his life partner Peter Pears:

‘As far as I can I’ve got the cello piece in order, at least I must stop fiddling with it & get on with 
something else.  I played it to Imo11 who was quite impressed &, as if in an omen, as soon as I’d 
played it over, the telephone rang & there was ‘Slava’12 from Paris, & I had a wild & dotty 
conversation in broken German (very broken) with him.  But he is a dear, & his warmth & 
excitement came over in spite of the bad line & the crazy language’.13      

Britten sent the manuscript to Russia and invited Rostropovich to premiere the piece at 
that year’s Aldeburgh Festival.  They first played it through together at Britten’s flat in St 
John’s Wood and, according to the cellist, both men were nervous:

‘Ben said, “Well, Slava, do you think we have time for a drink first?”  I said, “Yes, yes”, 
so we both drank a large whisky.  Then Ben said, “Maybe we have time for another one?”  

“Yes, yes”, I said.  Another large whisky.  After four or five large whiskies we finally sat 
down and played through the sonata.  We played liked pigs, but we were so happy’.14    

Britten and Rostropovich gave the first performance at the Aldeburgh Festival in the 
Jubilee Hall on 7 July 1961.  The work proved to be so popular with the audience that the 
fourth and fifth movements had to be encored.  Speaking on behalf of all the concert’s 

9  Humphrey Carpenter, Benjamin Britten: A Biography (Faber, 1992), p.398.
10  Ibid.
11  Imogen Holst (1907-1984), composer and conductor, who acted as Britten’s music assistant (1952-1964) and was also Artistic Director 
of the Aldeburgh Festival (1956-1977).  
12  Rostropovich was affectionately known by this nickname.
13  Letter from Britten to Pears, 17 January 1961, quoted by David Matthews in Britten (Haus Publishing, 2013), pp.124-125. 
14  Mstislav Rostropovich, “Three Friends’, The Observer, 27 November 1977, quoted by Michael Kennedy in Britten (Dent Master Musicians 
series, 1981), p.77. 
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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 his writing.

Delius’s Cello Sonata was written for the cellist Beatrice Harrison, who premiered the 
work with Hamilton Harty at the piano on 31 October 1918 at London’s Wigmore Hall.  
It is cast in a single, continuous movement divided into segments.  Marked ‘Allegro, ma 
non troppo’, the opening section begins abruptly, as if the listener is joining a musical 
argument already in mid-flow.  Both instruments enter at the same time, the cello 
unfolding a songlike, long-limbed line, while the piano presents the main idea.  A second 
key theme, introduced by the cello over the piano’s rippling, arpeggiated chords, is more 
forthright and sharply defined.  These two principal subjects are continually reiterated in 
a constant state of development and variation, so that a traditional ‘development section’ 
is rendered superfluous.  After an intense climactic phrase, the music slows down, 
signalling a shift in texture and mood.  A chain of soft piano triplets supports a gentle cello 
line, marked ‘dreamily’.  Presently, the slow central section emerges with a fresh theme on 
the cello, marked, ‘with much expression’.  The cello is at its most powerfully eloquent 
here, ruminating on the new theme and also mulling over elements from the previous 
Allegro section.  This middle portion of the sonata is deeply introspective and steeped in 
nostalgia.  There is a marked reluctance on the composer’s part to move on, but, 
eventually, a return to the original tempo signals the start of the third and final section.  
This is a counter-statement of the first section with the same material revisited, though 
treated much less expansively.  In the brief, broadly stated coda, both players provide a 
noble declaration of the sonata’s opening theme.  The final bars are euphoric and 
emotionally highly charged, ending the work in a mood of unbridled exultation seldom 
encountered elsewhere in this composer’s output.        

One of Delius’s most satisfying chamber works, the Cello Sonata is distinguished by the 
expressive power of its material.  The arch-like structure is satisfying, but an intuitive 
understanding by the players of the score’s myriad fluctuations in mood and tempo is 
crucial to ensure success in performance.  As Eric Fenby observed:
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‘No work by Delius has been more misread through failure to grasp the sense of flow in 
the subtle inflexions of the cello lines which he found he could not convey on paper, but 
left to the soloist’s intuition.  The pianist’s role upholds the flow and underlines its 
musical sense in a rich poetry of chordal textures characteristic of Delius’s art’.4           

ARMSTRONG GIBBS (1889-1960) is perhaps remembered chiefly for his songs5 and the 
slow waltz movement ‘Dusk’ from his orchestral suite, Fancy Dress,6 yet his output is 
wide-ranging and incorporates two orchestral symphonies, the choral symphony Odysseus, 
the Shakespeare opera Twelfth Night, the comic opera The Blue Peter, cantatas, concertante 
works, church anthems and incidental music for the stage.  His early music is centred on 
works for chamber forces, including several string quartets and a Phantasy for violin and 
piano, Op.5.  He continued to write pieces for small forces throughout his creative life.  

In the late 1940s and the 1950s Gibbs wrote a series of instrumental works, two of them 
written for, and dedicated to, the cellist Eileen Croxford. They consist of Three Pieces, 
op.121 and the Cello Sonata in E, Op.132.  The Sonata is dated 12 January 1951 and 
was published by Oxford University Press the following year.    

The opening Allegro moderato is a substantial movement in sonata form.  Over a 
syncopated, chordal piano accompaniment, the cello unfurls a sweeping, unsettled 
melody which contains some unexpected tonal shifts and covers a wide dynamic range.  A 
climax is reached and in its aftermath the music deftly changes key for the relaxed, lyrical 
second subject, introduced by the piano.  Both main ideas are then developed and restated 
before a short, hushed coda.           

The slow central movement is entitled ‘Resting’ and is an adaptation by the composer of 
his 1927 song of the same name.7  Under the title, the score quotes from the song’s text, 
written by Gwen Grant: 

‘As a shadow goes over the hill / So my thoughts flow away’.

4  Wigmore Hall programme note, 19 November 1980, quoted by Martin Lee-Browne and Paul Guinery in Delius and His Music (Boydell Press, 
2014), p.360.  
5  Lyrita SRCD.2400 contains 107 songs by Gibbs in a 4-CD box set.
6  Included on the Lyrita release, ‘Box of Delights’ (SRCD.214).   
7  Featured on Disc 1 of the Lyrita SRCD.2400 box set of Gibbs’s songs.
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Marked Lento, molto cantabile, this gently lilting movement retains the wistful melancholy 
of its progenitor.  Gibbs captures successfully all the unaffected charm and grace of his 
song-writing in this purely instrumental music.  The cello’s shift into a higher register for 
the closing section is a particularly felicitous touch.  

The finale is marked ‘Broadly’ and juxtaposes two assertive main subjects, the first a bold 
and purposeful ascending theme heard on the cello at the outset and the second a slightly 
swifter, robust, folk-like idea, introduced by the piano.  A lively concluding section brings 
the piece to a rousing finish.  

An unattributed review of Gibbs’s Cello Sonata in E published in The Musical Times in 
1953, found it to be ‘an ideal piece of work for cellists who want something contemporary 
on which to develop their technique, for its difficulties are of the sort which repays 
practice’.8 Thanks to this recording of the work more than seventy years after its 
completion, contemporary listeners now have an opportunity to appreciate its melodic 
strength, understated formal artistry and grateful writing for both instruments.  

Born in Lowestoft, Suffolk on St Cecilia’s Day in 1913, BENJAMIN BRITTEN started 
to compose at the age of five and began to take viola lessons when he was ten years old.  
In 1927, Britten’s viola teacher, Audrey Alston, introduced him to the composer Frank 
Bridge, also a violist.  Bridge became Britten’s composition teacher and a key figure in his 
creative development.  Britten’s significance in English musical life was confirmed when 
he founded the English Opera Group in 1946 and the Aldeburgh Festival two years later.  
His music covers a wide range of genres, including several operas, Peter Grimes, The Turn 
of the Screw and A Midsummer Night’s Dream among them, choral works such as the War 
Requiem, commissioned for the reopening of the newly built Coventry Cathedral, and 
chamber music, including three string quartets, as well as songs and orchestral works.  
He died at his home, The Red House, at Aldeburgh in December 1976, a few months 
after becoming the first ever composer to be appointed a life peer.      

It was the Russian composer Dmitri Shostakovich who introduced Britten to the cellist 
Mstislav Rostropovich at the Royal Festival Hall in London in September 1960, following 
the British premiere of Shostakovich’s First Cello Concerto.  Britten had heard 
Rostropovich on the radio a few days earlier and ‘thought this was the most extraordinary 
8  ‘New Music’, The Musical Times, Vol.94, No.1326 (1953), p.362. 
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cello playing’9 he had ever heard.  When the two men met, Rostropovich pleaded with the 
composer to write something for the cello.  Britten replied that the two of them would 
have to discuss this idea in more detail, a response which Rostropovich admitted he did 
not expect to be ‘so simple and yet so serious’.10  

The first fruit of Rostropovich’s entreaty for a score from Britten was the Sonata in C for 
cello and piano, Op.65, dedicated to the Russian cellist.  The Sonata was planned 
during a holiday in Greece in the autumn of 1960 and completed at Aldeburgh the 
following January.  On the 17th of that month, Britten wrote to his life partner Peter Pears:

‘As far as I can I’ve got the cello piece in order, at least I must stop fiddling with it & get on with 
something else.  I played it to Imo11 who was quite impressed &, as if in an omen, as soon as I’d 
played it over, the telephone rang & there was ‘Slava’12 from Paris, & I had a wild & dotty 
conversation in broken German (very broken) with him.  But he is a dear, & his warmth & 
excitement came over in spite of the bad line & the crazy language’.13      

Britten sent the manuscript to Russia and invited Rostropovich to premiere the piece at 
that year’s Aldeburgh Festival.  They first played it through together at Britten’s flat in St 
John’s Wood and, according to the cellist, both men were nervous:

‘Ben said, “Well, Slava, do you think we have time for a drink first?”  I said, “Yes, yes”, 
so we both drank a large whisky.  Then Ben said, “Maybe we have time for another one?”  

“Yes, yes”, I said.  Another large whisky.  After four or five large whiskies we finally sat 
down and played through the sonata.  We played liked pigs, but we were so happy’.14    

Britten and Rostropovich gave the first performance at the Aldeburgh Festival in the 
Jubilee Hall on 7 July 1961.  The work proved to be so popular with the audience that the 
fourth and fifth movements had to be encored.  Speaking on behalf of all the concert’s 

9  Humphrey Carpenter, Benjamin Britten: A Biography (Faber, 1992), p.398.
10  Ibid.
11  Imogen Holst (1907-1984), composer and conductor, who acted as Britten’s music assistant (1952-1964) and was also Artistic Director 
of the Aldeburgh Festival (1956-1977).  
12  Rostropovich was affectionately known by this nickname.
13  Letter from Britten to Pears, 17 January 1961, quoted by David Matthews in Britten (Haus Publishing, 2013), pp.124-125. 
14  Mstislav Rostropovich, “Three Friends’, The Observer, 27 November 1977, quoted by Michael Kennedy in Britten (Dent Master Musicians 
series, 1981), p.77. 
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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 his writing.

Delius’s Cello Sonata was written for the cellist Beatrice Harrison, who premiered the 
work with Hamilton Harty at the piano on 31 October 1918 at London’s Wigmore Hall.  
It is cast in a single, continuous movement divided into segments.  Marked ‘Allegro, ma 
non troppo’, the opening section begins abruptly, as if the listener is joining a musical 
argument already in mid-flow.  Both instruments enter at the same time, the cello 
unfolding a songlike, long-limbed line, while the piano presents the main idea.  A second 
key theme, introduced by the cello over the piano’s rippling, arpeggiated chords, is more 
forthright and sharply defined.  These two principal subjects are continually reiterated in 
a constant state of development and variation, so that a traditional ‘development section’ 
is rendered superfluous.  After an intense climactic phrase, the music slows down, 
signalling a shift in texture and mood.  A chain of soft piano triplets supports a gentle cello 
line, marked ‘dreamily’.  Presently, the slow central section emerges with a fresh theme on 
the cello, marked, ‘with much expression’.  The cello is at its most powerfully eloquent 
here, ruminating on the new theme and also mulling over elements from the previous 
Allegro section.  This middle portion of the sonata is deeply introspective and steeped in 
nostalgia.  There is a marked reluctance on the composer’s part to move on, but, 
eventually, a return to the original tempo signals the start of the third and final section.  
This is a counter-statement of the first section with the same material revisited, though 
treated much less expansively.  In the brief, broadly stated coda, both players provide a 
noble declaration of the sonata’s opening theme.  The final bars are euphoric and 
emotionally highly charged, ending the work in a mood of unbridled exultation seldom 
encountered elsewhere in this composer’s output.        

One of Delius’s most satisfying chamber works, the Cello Sonata is distinguished by the 
expressive power of its material.  The arch-like structure is satisfying, but an intuitive 
understanding by the players of the score’s myriad fluctuations in mood and tempo is 
crucial to ensure success in performance.  As Eric Fenby observed:
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introduced by the piano and then taken up by the cello.  The development section exploits 
the expressive potential of the two principal themes.  After a varied restatement of both 
subjects, the music ends with a short coda, repeating softly a falling figure that was first 
heard on the cello in the opening bar and which features prominently in the thematic 
material throughout the movement.  

The Adagio non troppo central movement begins quietly, in serious mood.  After a brief, 
impassive piano introduction, the cello unfolds its wistful melody.  Chaste, elegant and 
crowned with grace notes, this theme has an almost classical restraint.  A dramatic, 
passionately expressive central episode includes an enchanting series of piano arpeggios in 
the upper reaches of the keyboard, while the cello recalls the falling figure from the 
previous movement.  A hushed reiteration of the main theme, incorporating gentle 
pizzicato patterns, brings the movement to a serene conclusion.  

The Allegro vivace e grazioso rondo finale juxtaposes a lively, tarantella-like main theme 
with more measured episodes, the first songlike, the second arcadian.  A high-spirited, 
light-footed coda rounds off the work with a flourish.

In her A minor Sonata, Op.5, as in her earlier Sonata in C minor for cello and piano 
(1880),3 Ethel Smyth favours expressivity over virtuosity, emphasising the cello’s warm 
and lyrical tone.  The piano enjoys a key role in all three movements and is often invited 
to present the chief subject matter rather than merely playing a supporting role 
accompanying the cello line.  Thus, the piece constitutes a true ‘sonata for cello and piano’.  
Fluent and tightly constructed, the score reveals a gift for melody, pacing and 
characterisation which the composer would use to good advantage in her stage works.

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 
be able to operate successfully within the confines of chamber music.  His output for small 
forms is crowned by five mature pieces, three violin sonatas (1914, 1923, 1930) a string 
quartet (1916) and a cello sonata (1916).  Delius had an instinctive understanding of the 
cello, often exploiting its rich and resonant tenor register in the pieces he wrote for it.  
These works include, in addition to the aforementioned sonata, a concerto (1921), as well 
3  Featured on Lyrita SRCD.383.
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attendees, The Times critic William Mann observed, ‘we would have gladly heard the 
whole sonata again, on the spot’.15  

The sonata’s five movements each have a title, so that the piece has the outward 
appearance of a suite of individual character studies.  Yet the opening movement is 
indebted to the sonata tradition and the inclusion of a scherzo and a slow movement also 
suggests links to time-honoured forms.  The incorporation of ‘march’ and ‘moto perpetuo’ 
movements recalls similar episodes in Britten’s earlier, pre-war instrumental works, such 
as the Suite for Violin and Piano, op.6 (1935) and the Variations on a theme of Frank Bridge, 
for string orchestra, op.10 (1937).  

The opening movement (‘Dialogo’) is focused on a tiny motif of a rising or falling second; 
even the gently arching secondary idea is an extension of it.  According to Rostropovich, 
this movement represents, ‘a conversation not in words, but one that is finer and more 
intricate, a conversation of capricious change of mood, a conversation embracing not 
words but a whole world of intermingled feelings attached to every note’.16  

The following movement (‘Scherzo-pizzicato’) is a stealthy, elusive nocturnal study in 
pizzicato.  Britten acknowledged the difficulty of the cello part in a note to accompany the 
score he posted to Rostropovich: ‘the pizzicato movement (II) will amuse you; I hope it’s 
possible!’.17  

At the heart of the Sonata lies an impassioned central ‘Elegia’, at the start of which the 
cello sings an expressive extended theme against a solemn, intoning piano 
accompaniment.  The tune slowly but inexorably rises to a sustained climax and falls away 
to a hushed conclusion.  

In the quirky ‘Marcia’ fourth movement, the cello plays a grandiose bass to an erratic tune 
on the piano. After a brief, contrasting trio section, the march returns softly with the cello 
line, now in harmonics.  Referring to the sonata’s close antecedence to Britten’s War 
Requiem (1961), Philip Rupprecht has observed that the ‘renewed vehemence’ of this 

15  ‘Britten’s new Sonata: Work Composed for Mr. Rostropovich: From our Music Critic’, The Times (10 July 1961), p.12.
16  Anthony Gishford, ed., Tribute to Benjamin Britten on His Fiftieth Birthday (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), p.16.
17  Letter from Britten to Rostropovich sent early February 1961, quoted by Humphrey Carpenter in Benjamin Britten: A Biography (Faber, 
1992), p.400. 
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march movement’s satirical qualities comes ‘on the eve of his [Britten’s] most public 
statement on the malice of war’.18  

The fast ‘Moto perpetuo’ finale is dominated by a 6/8 saltando theme, which frequently 
changes character.  In his notes for the Decca recording of the sonata, Britten described 
this mercurial, quixotic movement as, ‘now high and expressive, now low and grumbling, 
now gay and carefree’.19

Britten’s Cello Sonata is a challenging, bravura piece that benefits immeasurably from the 
natural affinity between composer and player which would inspire Britten to produce four 
more major works for Rostropovich over the next decade.20  Reviewing the first 
performance, William Mann suggested that Britten may have intended the sonata to 
reflect his own impression of the dedicatee’s character: ‘gay, charming, an absolutely 
brilliant executant, but behind all these qualities a searching musician with the mind of a 
philosopher’.21  Rostropovich wrote of the work, ‘This is a sonata full of surprises, 
innovations for any cellist, gifts for the musician flowing freely from the horn of plenty.  
We meet not merely a novelty in finger-work but, what is most important, a new kind of 
expressive and profound dramatic composition.22  

© Paul Conway, 2022

18  Philip Rupprecht, in his chapter on Britten’s chamber music in Mervyn Cooke (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Benjamin Britten 
(Cambridge University Press, 1999), 250.   
19  Quoted by Humphrey Carpenter in Benjamin Britten: A Biography (Faber, 1992), p.400.
20  The Cello Symphony of 1963 and three unaccompanied suites (1964, 1967 and 1971).
21  ‘Britten’s new Sonata: Work Composed for Mr. Rostropovich: From our Music Critic’, The Times (10 July 1961), p.12.
22  Anthony Gishford, ed., Tribute to Benjamin Britten on His Fiftieth Birthday (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), p.16.
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A key figure in the British musical renaissance, ETHEL SMYTH (1858-1944) was 
critically acclaimed for her music and for her writing during her lifetime.  As a composer 
she is perhaps best known for her Mass in D of 1891, a concerto for violin, horn and 
orchestra (1927) and a series of operas, including The Wreckers (1902-04) and The 
Boatswain’s Mate (1913-14).  Her earliest compositions are on a smaller scale, however, 
and consist of songs, piano pieces and chamber music.  They date from the period 
immediately following her student years at the Leipzig Conservatory.  She remained in 
Leipzig after finishing her studies and made the acquaintance of such illustrious figures 
as Clara Schumann, Brahms, Grieg and Tchaikovsky.  Some of Smyth’s pieces received 
private readings in Germany, while public concerts featuring her music included 
performances at the Leipzig Gewandhaus of her String Quintet in E major, Op.1 (1883) 
and Violin Sonata, Op.7 (1887).

Smyth’s Sonata in A minor for cello and piano, Op.5 was written in 1887 and 
published the following year by C. F. Peters in Leipzig.  The score is dedicated to the 
German cellist Julius Klengel, whom she met through her friendship with the Röntgen 
family.  In her memoirs, she recalled these times with great fondness and nostalgia:

‘… on every other Sunday, members of the quartet Papa Röntgen1 led, the cellist of which 
was Julius Klengel, would come to his flat and play all afternoon.  Sometimes of course 
they rehearsed one of their repertory numbers, but these meetings were mainly for the 
pleasure of making music.  Then there was the leisure in the world to love and practise 
art for its own sake, and that, that, is the tender grace of those dead days! …’2    

Nearly four decades elapsed before the sonata’s first performance, which was given by 
cellist May Fussell and pianist Kathleen Long in the Contemporary Music Centre at the 
Court House in Marylebone Lane, London in December 1926. 

Substantial and well-proportioned, the opening Allegro moderato begins with a poised and 
quietly self-assured main theme, stated, without preamble, by the cellist. The theme is 
then heard on the piano over a syncopated, repeated-note cello accompaniment.  A swift 
crescendo, capped by a sequence of fortissimo piano chords, punctuated by sonorous cello 
line in low register, heralds the arrival of the eloquent second subject, a gently flowing idea, 
1  Engelbert Röntgen (1829-1897), German violinist and concertmaster of the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra from 1873 until his death.
2  Impressions That Remained – Memoirs of Ethel Smyth (Alfred A. Knopf, 1946) p.144.
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 Ethel Smyth (1858-1944)                                              Copyright 2015 Edition Kemel

 Sonata in A minor for cello and piano Op. 5 (1887) 19.34
1  I Allegro moderato 7.17
2  II Adagio non troppo 7.06
3  III Allegro vivace e grazioso 5.19
 

 Frederick Delius (1862-1934)                                   Copyright 1919 Winthrop Rogers

 Sonata for cello and piano (1916) 13.20
4  Allegro, ma non troppo (6.41) - Lento, molto tranquillo (2.37) - Tempo I (4.02)
 

 Armstrong Gibbs (1889-1960)                                               Copyright 1952 OUP

 Sonata in E minor for cello and piano Op. 132 (1951)  12.27
5  I Allegro moderato 5.17
6  II Lento, molto cantabile.‘Resting’ 3.26
7  III Broadly 3.52

 Benjamin Britten (1913-1976)                                Copyright 1961 Boosey &  Hawkes

 Sonata in C for cello and piano Op. 65 (1961)  22.40
8 I Dialogo. Allegro 6.47
9 II Scherzo pizzicato. Allegretto 2.26
10 III Elegia. Lento 5.46
11 IV Marcia. Energico 2.15
12 V Moto Perpetuo. Presto 2.36

  Total playing time 67.58

British Cello Works - Volume 2
Lionel Handy, cello   Jennifer Walsh, piano

With grateful thanks to the Delius Trust, the Armstrong Gibbs 
Society and the Ambache Charitable Trust for supporting this 
recording.
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International cellist Lionel Handy has performed worldwide and given solo performances of 
major cello works across the United Kingdom and Europe. Lionel has recently released eight 
solo CDs including the iconic Kodaly Solo Sonata, and a world premiere of the Stanley Bate 
Cello Concerto with the Royal Scottish National Orchestra. His extensive recordings have led 
to many stellar reviews from the Strad, MusicWeb International, and International Record 
Review. This disc makes Lionel the only cellist to have recorded the complete cello works of 
both Ethel Smyth and Arnold Bax.

Lionel Handy was principal cellist of the Academy of St Martin in the Fields for ten years with 
whom he recorded and toured extensively throughout USA and Europe. He has played as 
guest principal cello with many of the UK’s leading orchestras including the Philharmonia, 
London Symphony Orchestra, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, the Hallé, English 
Chamber Orchestra, and London Sinfonietta. Lionel is ‘Artist-in-Residence’ of the newly 
formed professional chamber orchestra, The Nova Foresta Classical Players, with whom he 
has performed concertos by Shostakovich, Haydn and CPE Bach to critical acclaim.

Lionel has been a professor at the Royal Academy of Music since 1982, and many of his 
former pupils hold important positions in orchestras and chamber ensembles. He was 
awarded Fellowship from the Royal Academy of Music. Lionel plays on a cello by Fendt (circa 
1820).

Jennifer Walsh (née Hughes) is a collaborative pianist specialising in the repertoire for 
piano and strings. She performs across the UK and internationally, at venues including 
Wigmore Hall, Sala Verdi Milano, Oslo Opera House, Moscow's Rachmaninov Hall and 
Xinghai Conservatory, China.  She has featured regularly on BBC Radio 3. Jennifer is in the 
process of recording a series of discs profiling British cello and piano repertoire.  Her first two 
discs 'Ireland, Delius & Bax: Cello Sonatas' and 'British Cello Works' - recorded with leading 
cellist Lionel Handy - have been released to critical acclaim. 

Jennifer serves on the faculty of the Royal College of Music where she specialises in coaching 
and accompanying repertoire for piano and strings. Jennifer was a DfES scholar at Wells 
Cathedral School, studying under Hilary Coates, and later graduated from the Royal College 
of Music, studying under John Blakely and Roger Vignoles.  During this period she was 
awarded several prizes for accompaniment, including the Royal Over-Seas League 
Accompanist Prize. 

She lives near Saffron Walden with her husband and two sons. 
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“This thoughtfully curated programme is all 
the more successful for the utter 
commitment and seductive playing of 
Handy and Hughes. Stephen Greenbank
MusicWeb-International

“An essential purchase for all cello music 
enthusiasts as well as advocates for the three 
composers represented.” John France
MusicWeb-International

“You’ll have noticed that 
this disc is an all-female 
British affair. It’s also finely 
documented and recorded. 
The performances are 
malleable, sympathetic and 
stylistically assured. I look 
forward to the next Handy-
Hughes release; they are 
offering things that the 
Watkins brothers don’t on 
their Chandos British 
sonatas series. “ 
Jonathan Woolf 
MusicWeb-International

“The [Bate] Concerto’s first movement 
alternates between dark colours and a perky 
motif, the second is a quite beautiful song 
for the cello with some fiercely demanding 
writing in the middle section, during which 
Lionel Handy demonstrates his excellent 
technique. An optimistic Finale concludes 
this easily approachable music.”   
Classical Source
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