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CHAN 10797 – BRITISH OVERTURES
Overtures from the British Isles
Austin: The Sea Venturers
Possibly the leading English baritone of his generation, celebrated in Wagner, Richard Strauss, and Delius, Frederic Austin (1872 – 1952) was also a composer of some achievement, with a notable Symphony in E (1913) to his credit. He remains best known for his arrangements used in Nigel Playfair’s production of The Beggar’s Opera in 1920. The Concert Overture The Sea Venturers (1934) was first heard in a BBC studio broadcast in October 1935, then at Bournemouth in 1936, and at one of Sir Henry Wood’s Promenade Concerts, on 6 September 1937.
Austin writes exciting and tuneful works about the sea, comparable to those of his friend Arnold Bax, and, like Bax, incorporates a reflective middle section. The composer said that he wanted to evoke

something of the lives and character of English seamen who... took peril and pleasure as it came.
Cowen: The Butterfly’s Ball
Sir Frederic Hymen Cowen (1852 – 1935) had the good fortune to be the son of the private secretary to the Earl of Dudley, who was also the Treasurer of the Italian Opera at Her Majesty’s Theatre. Thus, even when Cowen was a child, his musical gifts were encouraged by association with the best teachers and by every opportunity to play with leading musicians of the day. Cowen was actually born in Jamaica but came to England when he was four. As a Wunderkind pianist he first appeared in public aged ten and played Mendelssohn’s D minor Piano Concerto when twelve. He subsequently studied in Germany where he met Liszt and Brahms. Having emerged as one of the leading British conductors of his time, he was appointed the regular conductor of the Philharmonic Society in 1888. He achieved some celebrity when, also in 1888, and for an enormous fee, he was appointed conductor of the Melbourne Centennial Exhibition.

Cowen composed operas, choral music, six symphonies, orchestral works, and a large catalogue of songs which enjoyed currency in their day. The Butterfly’s Ball, a once-favourite Concert Overture, dates from 1901 and illustrates a popular children’s poem by the MP for Liverpool, William Roscoe. The opening lines will give the flavour:
Come take up your hats, and away let us

haste,
To the Butterfly’s ball, and the Grasshopper’s
feast.
The poet tells how the various insects make their way to the ball, eat and dance, and are lit by ‘their watchman, the Glow-worm’. All is vividly evoked by Cowen’s pleasing melodic lines and delicate instrumental colour. First performed at a Promenade Concert at Queen’s Hall on 31 August 1901, The Butterfly’s Ball was widely played. By 1930 there had been twenty-three Proms performances alone, but after Cowen’s death it was almost completely forgotten.
Gardiner: Overture to a Comedy
Henry Balfour Gardiner (1877 – 1950) was a wealthy but self-critical composer who destroyed much of his music after its first performances. He was one of the ‘Frankfurt Group’, which also numbered Percy Grainger, Cyril Scott, Norman O’Neill, and Roger Quilter, British and other Commonwealth composers who studied at Dr Hoch’s Konservatorium in Frankfurt am Main. Balfour Gardiner played a very considerable role as a patron and his direction of the celebrated Balfour Gardiner Concerts before the First World War gave a whole generation of primarily British composers – including Holst, Bax, Grainger, and Frederic Austin – their chance. Later he was important in promoting the music of Delius whose executor he became, financing Delius’s widow, Jelka, after Delius had died. Gardiner embraced the folksong movement, and folksongs or folk styles are a feature of his music.

The ebullient Overture to a Comedy was performed at Queen’s Hall in 1906. The revision recorded here was premiered in the same venue in May 1911.
Coleridge-Taylor: Overture to ‘The Song of Hiawatha’
Samuel Coleridge-Taylor (1875 – 1912) achieved immediate success when only twenty-three with his narrative cantata Hiawatha’s Wedding Feast – on a text drawn from the epic poem The Song of Hiawatha by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow – first performed at the Royal College of Music in London on 11 November 1898. This was quickly followed by two further Hiawatha scores: The Death of Minnehaha (1899) and Hiawatha’s Departure (1900). 

Completing the so-called Scenes from The Song of Hiawatha, the Overture dates from 1899 and was first performed at Norwich in October that year. Although intended as the prelude to the complete cycle it is in fact a separate work, rarely heard in the context of the cantatas and not quoting their thematic material except ‘You shall hear how Pau-Puk-Keewis’, the first choral entry from Hiawatha’s Wedding Feast, which is fanfared in the coda. In fact, the principal theme of the Overture, first romantically presented by the strings and sounding for all the world like a forgotten moment from Dvořák’s Symphony From the New World, is the spiritual ‘Nobody knows the trouble I see, Lord’. Coleridge-Taylor had heard this tune when the Fisk Jubilee Singers, a black American choir, toured the UK in the late 1890s.
Bantock: The Frogs
The career of Sir Granville Bantock (1868 – 1946) was focused on Birmingham where for a long time he was the head of the Birmingham and Midland Institute School of Music and Elgar’s successor as Peyton Professor at the University of Birmingham. He wrote a formidably large body of works, including epic settings of Fitzgerald’s The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám and the biblical Song of Songs. His many orchestral works tended to be programmatic and include the tone poems Fifine at the Fair, The Pierrot of the Minute, and Dante and Beatrice.
Bantock’s best-known orchestral work derived from a Greek play is the Overture to a Greek Tragedy – in fact, Oedipus Coloneus by Sophocles – first heard at the Three Choirs Festival, in Worcester, in September 1911. After his retirement from Birmingham in 1934, Bantock produced a number of short orchestral works, or overtures, based on Greek plays, including the comedies The Women’s Festival, The Birds, and The Frogs by Aristophanes. There was also Agamemnon (based on Aeschylus) and The Bacchanals (based on Euripides). In such overtures he attempted a programmatic highlighting of the action of the play.
In the 1930s Bantock enjoyed a number of dates with BBC orchestras, largely conducting his own music. The score of the Comedy Overture The Frogs is dated 27 August 1935, and Bantock gave the first performance in a Promenade Concert at Queen’s Hall on 9 September 1936; later, in November 1945, he recorded it for Paxton on a twelve-inch 78 rpm disc. After his death it was arranged for brass band and it probably has been best known in that version.
Sullivan: Overture to ‘Macbeth’
Sir Arthur Sullivan (1842 – 1900) survived for many years as the composer of the Savoy operas, but over the last couple of decades his other music has been revived, a project crowned by the recording of the operas Ivanhoe (CHAN 10578(3)) and The Beauty Stone (CHAN 10792(2)). We are familiar with the overtures Sullivan wrote for his many operettas, mostly compilations of tunes, put together at the last minute. Early in his career Sullivan had also written three extended concert overtures – In memoriam (1866), Marmion (1867), and Overtura di ballo (1870) – but the substantial score for Sir Henry Irving’s production of Shakespeare’s Macbeth in December 1888 includes the only example of a carefully crafted concert overture from Sullivan’s later maturity, even though it originated in the theatre. Sullivan seeks out the drama rather than generating a Scottish flavour, and we might make a point of noting several dramatic episodes, including the spectral music for Banquo’s ghost (flute and strings) and the sonorous tune that heralds the entry of Duncan.
Mackenzie: Overture to ‘The Little Minister’
Long the Principal of the Royal Academy of Music in London, Sir Alexander Campbell Mackenzie (1847 – 1935) wrote music in most genres except the symphony. He was the first major British composer to produce rhapsodies in a national idiom, his Scottish rhapsodies being widely played, while his Scottish Concerto (1897) for piano and orchestra was premiered by Ignacy Jan Paderewski and attracted other leading performers of the period.
The play The Little Minister, which J.M. Barrie founded on his novel (1891) of the same name, was first produced at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket on 6 November 1897 with incidental music by Mackenzie. This was nearly seven years before Peter Pan would bring Barrie massive fame. A depiction of Scottish village life and characters, this story of the naive and earnest young incumbent of the Manse, his interaction with the Kirk and village folk, and his love for a gipsy girl stimulated Mackenzie to write distinctively Scottish incidental music, ending with a reel, though without extensive quotation of actual Scots tunes, the only example being ‘Duncan Gray’.

The first concert performance of the Overture was given by the Philharmonic Society on 2 December 1897, conducted by Mackenzie.

Stanford: Prelude to ‘Oedipus tyrannus’
In 1887 Charles Villiers Stanford (1852 – 1924), later Sir Charles, was asked to produce incidental music for a production of Oedipus tyrannus by Sophocles at the Theatre Royal, Cambridge in November that year. The Prelude, its theatre orchestration filled out for a symphony orchestra, was heard as an independent work at a concert of the Philharmonic Society at St James’s Hall, London on 15 March 1888. In the late 1880s Stanford, still only in his mid-thirties, was very much the composer of the day.
Oedipus tyrannus, or Oedipus Rex, tells the earliest part of the story, in which Oedipus unwittingly slays his father and marries his mother. At Cambridge it was presented in three acts. Stanford’s incidental music provided what are in effect leitmotifs to underline the main events and the characters in the play. In the Prelude we first hear a cor anglais solo, which in the play introduces the fateful third act and also characterises the shepherd who recounts the true story of the King’s parentage. Now the strings, with harp, launch into the molto espressivo theme which Stanford used in the introduction to the first act to accompany the entrance of the Priest, as Oedipus speaks to the plague-ridden populace of Thebes. Oedipus’s own theme follows: a dotted brass fanfare with a tail allocated to the strings and harp. The music rises to a climax as the Oedipus Rex subject returns in the full pomp of kingship. The Prelude ends with the music that Stanford chose to underline the last lines of the final chorus of the play:

Therefore, while our eyes wait to see the destined final day, we must call no one happy who is of mortal race, until he hath cross’d life’s border, free from pain.
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