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CHAN 10805 – BOWEN
York Bowen: Chamber Works
Life and career
Towards the end of the twentieth century, the music of York Bowen (1884 – 1961) had become largely neglected, Bowen being one of that generation of British composers whose work had been edged aside by younger figures following the two world wars. Today, however, well into the second decade of the twenty-first century, his music is no longer unknown, thanks principally to recordings, of which this collection of chamber works stands alongside earlier volumes of symphonies and works for solo piano on the Chandos label.
Bowen was born in London and made his first appearance as a concerto soloist at the age of eight, although he was never exploited as a prodigy. An early orchestral work was conducted by Hans Richter in London and Manchester when Bowen was just twenty-two, and between 1904 and 1924 he appeared at the Henry Wood Promenade Concerts in concertos by Bach, Mozart, Beethoven (three times), Liszt (twice), Saint-Saëns, Tchaikovsky (three times), Glazunov, Alexander Mackenzie, and Tobias Matthay, and as soloist in his own concertos on four other occasions. Saint-Saëns heard Bowen and commented that ‘he is the most remarkable of the young British composers’; by 1913, Henry Saxe Wyndham wrote that Bowen ‘has achieved considerable distinction as a composer’ – Bowen was not then thirty years old, and had gained additional status as a violist, horn player, and organist. In 1925, he made the first recording of Beethoven’s Fourth Piano Concerto, and in 1927 gave the world premiere of Walton’s Sinfonia concertante under Ernest Ansermet.
In 1924, during this glittering period of his career – as a prolific composer, adding concertos for viola (also played in Chicago and Boston by its dedicatee, Lionel Tertis), violin, cello, and horn to the four for piano – A. Eaglefield Hull described Bowen as
one of the leading English pianists of the last twenty years; [he] has a full rich tone, a wide musical culture and a most brilliant key board technique.
Hull’s further comment, that the music of Bowen
derives from the Romantic school... his earlier works show Wagnerian influence; his later ones are... neo-Romantic in feeling and quite untouched by French Impressionism...,
may explain his eventual eclipse, and Bowen did not endear himself to younger musicians with his public condemnation of Stravinsky’s Symphonies of Wind Instruments in 1921, yet his natural language, as Hull identified it, was to remain constant throughout his life.
More than half a century after his death the music of Bowen is finding new audiences, who respond to it unfettered by superficial considerations of style or fashion. From the extensive list of chamber works, by a composer who was also a performing musician and thereby familiar with the great masterpieces, we may identify compositions that are fully able to hold their own with those by any of his contemporaries.
Clarinet Sonata in F minor, Op. 109
His Clarinet Sonata in F minor, Op. 109, from 1943, written for the eminent British clarinettist Pauline Juler (1914 – 2003), was premiered with the composer that year. It falls into three movements, among which, it will be noted, there is no ‘slow movement’. The music’s natural fluency creates an impression of seamless melody, especially in the first movement, the first subject of which (given naturally to the clarinet) extends over two and a half octaves, fitting the instrument like a glove – inconceivable on any other wind instrument. The second subject, enhanced by triplets, derives from the first – this organic compositional style may pass the casual listener by, so that when the extensive development begins, seemingly with that second subject, we are uncertain as to the allusion Bowen is making. The development culminates in a brilliant codetta, before the recapitulation heralds the coda itself, based upon the clarinet’s opening phrase.
The scherzetto is whimsical and somewhat jocular, a delightful foil to the first movement, and the Finale begins with a declamatory piano passage before the clarinet recalls aspects of the scherzetto. Resembling a rondo, the movement gradually unfolds, revealing the composer’s occasional puckish nature – never superficial, for the inherent seriousness of the opening movement is not gainsaid, and there is a reminiscenza of it before the extended coda which brings this masterly work to an end.
Rhapsody Trio in A minor, Op. 80
Bowen’s single-movement Rhapsody Trio in A minor, Op. 80, composed towards the end of 1925, is dated 1 January 1926. It was written for the annual dinner of the Federation of British Music Industries, held at the Savoy Hotel in London on 27 January, when it was played by William Primrose (before he transferred to the viola, on which he became world famous), Cedric Sharpe, and Bowen; the public premiere came a month later, at the Faculty of Arts, and was played by May and Beatrice Harrison with the composer. The natural fluency of Bowen’s invention, as in the Clarinet Sonata, is writ larger in this Trio which preceded it by eighteen years, but this is no lightweight ‘after-dinner’ piece: it rewards attentive listening.
Piano Trio in D minor
The single movement that Bowen completed of a Piano Trio in D minor is undated, but from internal evidence it would appear to have been written around 1900: certainly, in terms of style, we encounter Bowen nearer the outset of his career. The structure is simpler, less organic, than in either the Rhapsody Trio or the Trio, Op. 118, yet the melodic characterisation and inner working betoken a gifted creative figure, assured and entirely at home in the medium. This may be a lighter piece, but it remains an intriguing one, holding the attention throughout, and we must thank the Gould Piano Trio for preparing the music and editing it to present us with a fully coherent score.
Phantasy Quintet, Op. 93
In 1905, W.W. Cobbett (1847 – 1937) endowed a British chamber music competition for single-movement works, allowing composers to ‘write what they liked – in any shape – as long as it was a shape’. He also stipulated the word ‘Phantasy’ in the title. The concept inspired many works and even produced a rival competition from The Daily Telegraph in 1933, around the time when Bowen composed his Phantasy Quintet, Op. 93 for the virtually unique combination of bass clarinet and string quartet. It was the fifth chamber work to which Bowen had appended the title ‘Phantasy’ (or ‘Phantasie’) since Cobbett launched his competition, but the circumstances which led Bowen to compose the work are unclear; the publication in 1929 of Cobbett’s two-volume Survey of Chamber Music may have planted in the composer’s mind the seed of this masterly score.
The manner by which Bowen integrates his Quintet – in seven sections, each with its own tempo indication – is truly exceptional, the music flowing, as Bowen’s so often is, quite seamlessly: Allegro moderato – Poco più mosso – Poco animato – Poco sostenuto e a piacere – Allegro con spirito, non troppo – Allegro moderato – Più sostenuto, tranquillo. Another impressive touch is that the bass clarinet never obtrudes, being always an inherent part of the texture, treated with organic, yet characteristic, invention: this fascinating and compelling work is never meretricious, and is always concerned with the musical matters in hand.
Piano Trio in E minor, Op. 118
The Piano Trio in E minor was composed at the suggestion of Harry Isaacs (1902 – 1973), with whom Bowen had formed a two-piano partnership in 1937. Isaacs later founded the Harry Isaacs Trio with violinist Leonard Hirsch and cellist James Whitehead; in the spring of 1946 they gave a series of fortnightly concerts at London’s Wigmore Hall, featuring trios by British composers, and in the programme of 4 April Bowen’s E minor Trio was premiered. It is arguably Bowen’s masterpiece in the chamber-music category, one of the finest such works by a British composer. Its subtleties are profound: the wholly organic integration of melodic material, that natural fluency, the seamless melodic expression, and the unification of seemingly disparate ideas – these are hallmarks of a supremely gifted composer, one whose work does not reveal its deeper qualities initially, but which assuredly repays close familiarity.
As a postscript, one might note that, after he had given his third Proms performance, of his Piano Concerto No. 3, in 1924, twenty-seven years were to elapse before Bowen would reappear as a soloist at the Proms, which he did in August 1951 – now with his two-piano partner Harry Isaacs – in Bach’s Concerto in C major, BWV 1061.
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