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Abstract 

 

It seems that the music of Bax is mostly remembered by his early tone poems, in particular the trio 

of Tintagel, November Woods and Garden of Fand. Connoisseurs and scholars of Bax will name his 

symphonic cycle which is already less known by the general public and beyond that the odd 

chamber work will be known by the members of its representing instrument. Of these instruments 

the viola seems to hold a special role throughout Baxôs output. When starting my research into 

Baxôs work, I quickly realized that his interest towards the instrument, far from containing itself to 

the sonatas and other chamber works, is also felt throughout his orchestral writing. Therefore, a 

selection of works from different genres is analyzed from the perspective of the viola part to 

highlight the composerôs choices pertaining said instrument. Thus, the aim of this paper is to 

present a somewhat complete view of the role the viola takes in all of his music. 

Keywords: Bax, Viola, Romanticism, Sonata, Concerto  
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 Preface and background 

 

Introduction  

 

The viola works of Arnold Bax (1883-1953) span throughout most of his compositional career, 

beginning with the early Concert Piece and ending with the Legend composed at the peak of his 

creative powers. In addition to analysing these pieces, this paper will also go through a selection of 

other works by the composer, both chamber and orchestral, to create a complete idea of Baxôs 

relationship towards the viola. As a violist who plays actively both orchestral and chamber music, I 

am not only interested in Baxôs writing for the solo viola but equally in the role he gives the 

instrument in larger textures.  

     Additional focus is given to the violists who inspired Bax in his writing and premiered his work, 

with most of it going to Lionel Tertis without whom arguably none of the major viola pieces like 

the Sonata for Viola and Piano as well as the Phantasy would exist. I shall also draw comparisons to 

other composers of the so-called English Musical Renaissance and their viola works to show 

differences in approach as well as similarities. Beyond the viola parts this paper will also present a 

concise biographical overview of Bax and his background, as well as a larger view of the English 

Musical Renaissance.  

     When studying Bax, it is noteworthy that most of the important scholarly work is done by a few 

British writers and musicologists. Therefore, it is good to note that the background information used 

in this paper is largely based on the two existing biographies on Bax, ñArnold Baxò by Colin Scott-

Sutherland (1930-2012) from 1973 and ñBax ï A composer and his timesò by Lewis Foreman 

(1941-), published in 1983. Foremanôs book is the superior source and still today the definite 

biography, whereas Scott-Sutherland takes a more personal and essay-like view on Baxôs 

composing style and only gives a narrow view on his life and career. A third important source 

comes from the noted Bax-scholar and musicologist Graham Parlett (1946-2021) and his 

complete catalogue of Baxôs works.1 Parlett has also given his initials GP to denote the opus-

number in the catalogue of Baxôs compositions. Lastly the memoirs of Lionel Tertis and Harriet 

 
1 The online version can be found at https://parlettpages.uk/bax (accessed 2.9.2025) 

 

https://parlettpages.uk/bax
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Cohen have given additional background for this paper. Another great source to mention have been 

the interviews with the late conductor Vernon Handley, an important figure in the revival of Bax.  

     I want to thank the few persons who have read this text and helped the writer with much needed 

corrections. Writing on the subject has been mostly a long and lonely journey, although by the sheer 

interest it poses, it has given me immense delight to study the music of Arnold Bax who is 

relatively little known in Northern Europe, where the writer of this paper lives. Attached to this text 

is a recording of Baxôs Sonata for Viola and Piano, recorded in Helsinki on 25 August 2025 with 

pianist Tuomas Kangas. I also had the privilege to perform the sonata with the same pianist on 23 

July 2025 in Oulainen, Finland as part of the cityôs summer concert series. 

      

 

 

1.1 Premise 

 

The premise of this paper is to present, through primarily analysing Baxôs viola music, a picture of 

the composerôs relationship towards the instrument and find out how its use is reflected through 

stylistic changes and different genres in his music. Comparisons will be drawn with other 

composers of the English late romantic era and the other main figure in this study is the violist 

Lionel Tertis  (1876-1975), whose influence is felt throughout most of the viola music written in 

England during the early 20th century.  

     A notable amount of this paper is dedicated to mapping the context in which Baxôs music grew 

from and therefore the subsequent sections will discuss both The English Musical Renaissance and 

its roots, as well as the violas rise to prominence which coincided somewhat with the former. A 

certain amount of attention is also given to a selection of Baxôs contemporaries who also wrote for 

the viola. The first section of this paper is concluded with a concise history of Bax himself.  

     In the analysis I have chosen to analyse from a violistôs perspective a few of the composerôs 

other works, in order to try to bridge a bigger picture of Baxôs history with the viola. Of particular 

note are some of his early tone poems and the symphonic cycle. Later on, I attempt to argue that his 

relationship to the viola in the solo works for the instrument differs from its use in his orchestral 

music. Some analysis is used to draw comparisons between Bax and his contemporaries and 

subsequently a section is devoted to the violists present in Baxôs life. This paper ends with 

conclusions on the subject where I will attempt, among other things, to discern Baxôs relationship to 
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the viola based on the analysed material as well as Tertisô role in the genesis of the works 

themselves. Lastly there is a ñDiscussionsò section, in which I lay out possible subjects related to 

the issues raised in this paper that could, in my opinion, use more study. I will comment also on the 

situation of Baxôs music concerning the amount it is performed today, with attention towards his 

viola music and to conclude I attempt to answer the question on what the role of the viola is in the 

music of Arnold Bax.   

 

On citations 

 

A few sources are used extensively, particularly the two biographies by Lewis Foreman and Colin 

Scott-Sutherland as well as Lionel Tertisô autobiography. These three works are, after their first 

citation, referred to in short as LF, CSS and Tertis as per the authorôs initials/surname.  

      

1.2 Background ï The English Musical Renaissance 

 

Before presenting an overview of the English musical renaissance at the end of the 19th century, it 

needs to be clarified what was to be revived. At the core of this project lay a multitude of traditions 

and musical heritage with links to the partly forgotten Celtic, Saxon, Scandinavian and other 

underlying traditions that shaped what was to become an English culture. If limited to the shaping 

of classical music, two early periods of musical flowering surface in early English history. The 

perfection of the English polyphonic style in the music of John Dunstable (1390-1453) coincided 

with the then recent writings of Geoffrey Chaucer (c.1343-1400) who is now championed as the 

ñfather of English literatureò. There we see, in both music and literature, an attempt to create 

something original and less dependent on the continental influence, which is precisely what 

happened in the late 19th century. With Dunstable English music started to have an influence on 

continental Europe with compositions travelling all the way to Italy.2  

     The second great period was the Tudor era that - initially would culminate in the music of 

Robert Fayrefax (1464-1521) and John Taverner (1495-1545) - but would see its fulfilment with 

the Elizabethan composers. In Italy the early baroque era was already establishing itself when 

England saw a late flowering of the renaissance with the Elizabethan era. Apart from music this was 

also when William Shakespeare (1564-1616) wrote his plays and in poetry the sonnet and the 

 
2 Bukofzer, Manfred. Popular and Secular Music in England (to c. 1470). New Oxford History of Music 1960 
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blank verse were popularized. Later C. S. Lewis would call the era a veritable ñGolden Ageò in 

English history.3 In music a considerable number of notable composers were active in this era. The 

madrigal found its way to England and was soon cultivated by William Byrd  (1543-1623) and 

Orlando Gibbons (1583-1625) while Thomas Tallis (c.1505-1585) had an equally strong impact 

on both sacred music as well as instrumental keyboard music.4 This age of musical innovation was 

however quickly cut short and whilst Henry Purcell (c.1659-1695) - generally thought of as the 

last great name in English music before Elgar - perfected his operas there was no future for English 

late renaissance in music. The lute-song had already died with the death of John Dowland (1562-

1626).5  

     Especially the Tudor-Elizabethan era became a treasure trove for the young generation of 

composers in England at the dawn of the late romantic era. The music of Vaughan Williams would 

not exist without Tallis and Dowland and even Bax, who stayed relatively far away from this 

particular well of influence, could not help but marvel when present at a performance of Byrdôs 

Five-part Mass.6 This rediscovery however had to wait for two centuries. During the latter part of 

the 19th century, at the height of the Victorian era, English musical scene had long been dominated 

by continental influences with the most fame going to visiting artists like Handel and Haydn. Apart 

from this, influences slowly drifted in and out and after Weber and Mendelssohn the last defining 

stylistic example came from Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) whose influence could be felt strongly 

even in some of the composers associated with the new renaissance.  

     The late 19th century was dominated by the trio of Charles Villiers Stanford (1852-1924), 

Hubert Parry  (1848-1918) and Alexander Campbell Mackenzie (1847-1935) who were all 

distinctively Brahmsian. Ethel Smyth (1858-1944) was another key composer strongly influenced 

by Brahms but also undoubtedly by Wagner in her operas. Fittingly it is precisely in Brahmsô 

musical counterpart, Richard Wagner (1813-1883) in whose music we find many of the 

ingredients that would later inspire English composers to more boldly experiment with musical 

expression. These include not only the stretching of harmonic possibilities but at first perhaps more 

importantly the extra-musical eroticism and sexual implications that constitute a large portion of the 

dramatic tension in Wagnerôs operas. This latter part would influence the expressively romantic 

writers Beardsley, Wilde and Whistler. It is telling of the English musical circles at the time that 

 
3 From the 1944 Clark lectures by C. S. Lewis (1898-1963); Lewis, C. S. English Literature in the Sixteenth Century 

(Oxford, 1954) p. 1 
4 Liner Notes on ACD22349 - https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7951127--tallis-complete-keyboard-

works  
5 Pirie, Peter. The English Musical Renaissance, New York: St. Martin's Press 1979, p. 14-16 
6 Foreman, Lewis. Bax: A Composer and His Times, 3rd Revised Edition, Boydell Press 2007, p. 183 

https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7951127--tallis-complete-keyboard-works
https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7951127--tallis-complete-keyboard-works
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this group of Wagnerians came from literature and not from among composers. Nevertheless, they 

would attack the established sexual morals of the Victorian society with total recklessness, gaining 

notoriety and also suffering blows like in the famous case of Wilde suing the Marquess of 

Queensbury for slander in 1895.7 Peter Pirie has summed up these last days of conservatism in 

English music during the Victorian era. 

 

The sum total of our musical achievement in the Victorian era was meagre, reactionary and undistinguished. Stanford, 

who lived until 1924, by which time Schönberg had introduced serial technique, is shrivelled in the blaze of a composer 

like Richard Strauss. Some of his songs are worth preserving, and in an ideal world we might hear one or two of his 

orchestral works occasionally; but most of his choral works are terribly vacuous and devoid of significant invention. 

Parryôs choral music, with the possible exception of Blest Pair of Sirens, is dead.  

 

Two other Scots had a spark of imagination denied to Mackenzie: John McEwen (1868-1948) and Hamish MacCunn 

(1868-1916). McEwenôs rhapsody Grey Galloway and his Solway Symphony are imaginative beyond the scope of 

Mackenzie, and we still hear the occasional performance of MacCunnôs Land of the Mountain and the Flood ï it is 

actually recorded ï and The Ship oô the Fiend. They are overtures in the style of Gade, and none the worse for that. 

Arthur Sullivan (1842-1900) stands somewhat apart. Only the collaboration between Brecht and Weill provides a 

parallel with Sullivanôs extraordinary partnership with W. S. Gilbert. Sullivanôs ñIrishò Symphony of 1866, eleven 

years before the First Symphony of Brahms, created a sensation, and led some critics to the idea that it was a great 

symphony; an idea that was immediately shattered when Brahmsôs First Symphony appeared. Sullivanôs serious music 

weakened as his collaboration with Gilbert, in less serious things, went from strength to strength. 

 

As the end of the nineteenth century approached, Wagner divided his empire with Verdi. Brahms, Tchaikovsky and 

Dvorak were lately dead or in their last decade; Bruckner and Mahler were heard now and then on the Continent, and 

Bruckner was already established in Austria as a great composer, but their music was seldom heard outside Austria and 

Holland, and their names were scarcely known in England. Debussy was a coming force in a France dominated by the 

pupils of Cesar Franck. England had reached the highest point of her imperial power, and the long life of Queen 

Victoria was drawing to a close. In 1898 the son of a provincial piano-tuner called Elgar had just written a set of 

variations for orchestra, and the roving son of a Bradford wool merchant called Delius had settled in France at the age 

of thirty-six, and was to give a concert of immature compositions, in London, at his own expense, in 1899.8 

 

     The socio-cultural background of the Victorian era was one of pessimism towards English 

music. This partly stemmed from the long line of foreign musicians employed as well as the near 

monopoly in classical music held by continental composers at the time. With increasingly 

politically active figures appearing in the ranks of influential composers, particularly Liszt and 

Wagner, there rose also increasing distance to their emotionally loaded late romanticism further 

 
7 Pirie, Peter. p. 21-22 
8 Pirie, Peter. p. 22-23 
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alleviated by political suspicions. The fear of any political upheaval and social instability had 

cemented the already long revered and long ñanglicisedò Hªndel as the centre of performing 

traditions while Mendelssohn was revered by both the press and the court. Works like the Elijah -

oratorio and Händelôs Messiah seemed to radiate biblical magnificence to the mid-Victorian 

society. The almost absurd lengths taken by the English society to build the nationôs musical culture 

around the classical romantic from Leipzig had the backing of the court, the press and even the 

church.9  

     When this conservative balance in the nations musical circles started to falter with the young 

generation of English late romantics, their biggest enemies were not found in the state but rather in 

the old generation of composers. This ñold guardò had however already been themselves part of the 

underlying work that would create the possibility for the renaissance to come. England would 

quickly react to the nationalistic wind in music that in Germany after Franceôs defeat in the war of 

1870 had momentarily even united Brahms and Wagner in shared triumph. The eminent music 

historian in Germany, Ferdinand Hiller wrote the following in an essay celebrating Beethovenôs 

centenary. 

 

It has been often declared that we, for long, felt and recognised our national unity only through the works of our poets, 

artists, and philosophers; but it has been fully recognised that it was our first tone poets in particular, who caused the 

essential German character to be appreciated by other nations. There are, perhaps, no two German names which can 

rejoice in a popularity ï widely diffused in the most dissimilar nations ï equal to that of Mozart and Beethoven. And 

Haydn, and Weber, and Schubert, and Mendelssohn! what a propaganda have they made for the Fatherland! That they 

speak a universal language does not prevent their uttering in it the best which we possess as Germans.10 

 

     The wish for an English musical language had already been heralded by dedicated individuals 

such as George Grove (1820-1900) who is now known primarily from the music dictionary 

carrying his name. Grove, a civil engineer turned writer and music enthusiast, not only 

painstakingly published programme notes for decades that would in the 1870s lead to the first 

volume of A Dictionary of Music and Musicians,11 but also helped in the creation of the Royal 

College of Music in 1882 serving as its first director. Stanford and Parry both belonged to Groves 

social circle, sharing the common goal of an independent English music. Stanford even saw the 

 
9 Hughes, Merion & Stradling, Robert. The English Musical Renaissance 1840-1940 ï Constructing a National Music, 

Manchester University Press (1993/2001) p. 10-17 
10 ò Quasi Fantasiaò by Ferdinand Hiller  (1811-1885), published in Beethoven ï A Memoir by Graeme, Elliott. 

London: Charles Griffin and Company 1876 
11 A Dictionary of Music and Musicians was first published in London by Macmillan and Co. in four volumes (1879, 

1880, 1883, 1889) edited by George Grove with an Appendix edited by J. A. Fuller Maitland in the fourth volume. 
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need of implementing folk song in music, having as early as 1889 already argued for the essential 

connections between ñnationalò and ñfolkò music, his own musical heroes were Schumann and 

Brahms. Parry and Grove were no less conservative in their taste than Grove, a lifelong enthusiast 

of the music of Schubert. They found Wagner and Liszt the most uncongenial, not to speak of the 

then slowly emerging generation of Strauss and Mahler.12 While Parry and Stanford possessed a 

musical aesthetic and style, too conservative to truly implement or create something that didnôt 

almost entirely lean on Beethoven and Brahms, together with people like Grove they nevertheless 

furthered the case of English music and laid a foundation on which the renaissance could grow on. 

     There is no definite starting point to the renaissance, but a historical consensus seems to prevail 

that while Elgar created the ñEnglishò sound, Vaughan Williams liberated it from its continental, 

especially German, grip. This over-simplification of matters is echoed in, among others, Ken 

Russelôs documentaries on both these men.13 It would take time that the still young institutions 

would produce English composers of strong individual style and meanwhile the torch would be 

passed to the, at the outset, unlikely duo of Elgar and Delius. For convenience, the group of 

composers - that would slowly begin to define the new individual stylistic directions in English 

music, dubbed the ñEnglish musical renaissanceò, can be divided into the pioneering duo of Edward 

Elgar and Frederick Delius, the somewhat lone figure of Ralph Vaughan Williams and the young 

generation born towards and around the turn of the new century. This young generation included 

everyone from Frank Bridge, Granville Bantock, Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, Erik Coates, Gustav 

Holst, John Ireland, Arnold Bax, Benjamin Dale, York Bowen, Herbert Howells and Rebecca 

Clarke to composers like Edmund Rubbra, William Walton, Gordon Jacob and Elizabeth Maconchy 

who would blend the late romanticism with new continental modern influences. 

     Both Edward Elgar (1857-1934) and Frederick Delius (1862-1934) had largely non-musical 

backgrounds and this partly would make their relationship with the establishment of Stanford and 

Parry somewhat difficult. Only with receptive conductors - Hans Richter for Elgar, Thomas 

Beecham for Delius ï would they see their music elevated to national attention in Britain, and by 

that point both composers were middle-aged. When Elgarôs music truly arrived finally in London, 

the first works of Holst and Bantock were already been performed, and Vaughan Williams had 

published his first songs of note.14 Pirie writes: 

 

 
12 Pirie, Peter. p. 22-23 
13 Russell, Ken. Documentaries for the BBC. 
14 Pirie, Peter. p. 33 



 8 

The Royal Academy of Music had been founded in 1822, and the Royal College opened in 1873. Stanford had studied 

music at Trinity College, Cambridge, and also in Germany; later in life he taught at his old college and at the Royal 

College of Music. Parry took his Oxford Mus. Bac. while still at Eton, and also studied with the German Dannreuther, 

subsequently becoming Director of the Royal College of Music. Mackenzie studied in Germany, and at the Royal 

Academy of Music, whose Principal he later became. This was the pattern for those few English composers who 

overcame the prevailing apathy and amateurism of English musical life in the latter half of Victoriaôs reign, to become 

tolerably decent professionals. Elgar saw no official institution, never studied in Germany, and left school at fifteen to 

work in a solicitorôs office. He played the violin in local orchestras, wrote quadrilles for a mental home, and picked up 

his professional skills as he went along. After a year in the solicitorôs office he left to assist in his fatherôs music shop, 

and later to teach music at The Mount, Great Malvern, a private school for girlsé Like Delius, Elgar was isolated, but 

even more so; Delius did study in Germany for a while (not that it did him much good) and was always more secure 

financially than Elgar. Elgar wrote his Froissart Overture between 1889 and 1890, when, newly married, he was trying 

to peddle his music in London. The resemblance to Straussôs Don Juan (1888) is striking (but can Elgar have heard the 

Strauss at this early date?). The opening of the Elgar is as close to Strauss as it is far from Parry and Stanfordé Elgarôs 

antithesis in many ways, a queasy atheist where Elgar was an uneasy catholic, a man who flaunted unconventionality 

with the fanaticism of secret doubt, a rootless bohemian who pretended to despise England, the son of a rich man who 

remained something of an amateur all his life, Frederick Delius was a being of iron nerves and cynical toughness who 

was scornful of all men and secure in his own self-suffiency.15  

 

     A true cosmopolitan, Delius spent time in his youth, of all places, in Florida in charge of his 

familyôs orange plantation. From there he drifted to Germany and after a spell in England he would 

live out his life in France. Delius did indeed study briefly in Leipzig and his music, unlike Elgarôs, 

was well received in Germany in the 1890s, although the latter saw his works being championed a 

few years later by Richter. The irony was that, while both men admired Richard Strauss, many 

musicians and conductors in Germany had found in him, due to his extreme and difficult 

romanticism, a kind of anti-pope which had by result fuelled their enthusiasm in Deliusôs and 

Elgarôs perhaps less extrovert output. Straussôs inevitable breakthrough and resulting stature would 

signal the end of this short trend in English music.16 Musically neither Englishman was of any 

immense influence on the subsequent generation of Bax, Bowen and Holst etc, whose musical 

heroes were distant (including all the late romantic big continental names from Tchaikovsky, Grieg 

and Strauss all the way to Debussy and Sibelius) since they were, more than perhaps composers 

ever before in England, occupied in the creation of something of their own. This individualism can 

be seen as pioneered strongly by Delius, while Elgar had a stronger aura of Germanic romanticism 

in his music.  

 
15 Pirie, Peter. p. 33-34 
16 Pirie, Peter. p. 35 
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     Parry, Stanford and Mackenzie (not to mention George Grove and his dictionary) were still 

strongly controlling the renaissance in the 1890s. A crisis was however brewing. The ñsouth-

kensingtoniansò (where the Royal Academy was situated) could not withstand the growing mixture 

of new influences and their own inability to modernize. Both Wagner and Tchaikovsky were 

already influencing young composers through Frederick Corder (1852-1932) who had recently 

begun teaching at the academy. Corder will be discussed later in this paper, but his love of Liszt and 

Wagner created a more liberal composition - school in contrast to Parry who would hold his 

Brahmsian bastion at the Royal College well until the 1910s. Curiously, one loud critic of 

ñBrahmsian conservatismò was the writer George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950) who apart from his 

plays and novels - wrote extensively in the field of music criticism. Shaw saw in Wagner the music 

of the future and was hostile towards - what he perceived as - the academic establishment 

controlling the renaissance in music.17 Leading the group of young Wagnerian composers was 

Granville Bantock (1868-1946), fresh out of Corderôs workshop, and in the conductor Henry 

Wood (1869-1944) the renaissance had found a musician actively promoting new Russian and 

French music. Elgarôs breakthrough at the turn of the century would signal the first big change in 

the musical atmosphere, notably with the Enigma Variations and the oratorio Gerontiusô Dream.  

     While Elgar is now strongly associated with the renaissance, he would never buy into the 

movement itself. During the last years of the 1800s, spearheaded by Stanford, there had been a 

notable revival of Purcellôs music coinciding with both the larger reintroducing of baroque music 

(notably that of Johann Sebastian Bach) as well as the folk-song revival.18 Elgar would soon after 

his decisive breakthrough take up a teaching position and in 1904 accept a Chair at the University 

of Birmingham. There he would give the, then controversial, Peyton - lectures of 1905-06 (after the 

businessman Richard Peyton who sponsored Elgarôs professorship) in which the composer would 

attack the established Grove-led renaissance and deliver scathing remarks on Parry and the rest of 

the Kensington academists.19  

 

It is saddening to those who hoped so much from the early daysé to find that we had inherited an art which has no hold 

on the affections of our own people, and is held in no respect abroad.20 

 

 
17 Hughes & Stradling, p. 52-59 
18 On Purcellôs bicentenary in 1895 his opera Dido and Aeneas was performed for the first time since 1787. Among 

Stanford, who conducted the performance, a young Ralph Vaughan Williams was also present. Burden, Michael. 

Purcell's Operas on Craig's Stage: The Productions of the Purcell Operatic Society. Early Music 

Vol. 32, No. 3 Aug. 2004, Oxford University Press p. 443 
19 Hughes & Stradling, p. 59-68 
20 From the Peyton-lectures by Edward Elgar. Published in 1968 as A Future for English Music, and Other Lectures. 

Edited by Young, Percy. London 1968 p. 35 
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     Elgar saw the establishment as hopelessly backward and in his own progressivism he would also 

see no use in the revival of the Elizabethan era composers, dismissing the Purcell revival, and 

gaining comfort in that Strauss had in 1902 called him the ñfirst English progressivistò.21 While the 

almost 50 year-old composer weighed his war on the metropolitan academies, the new generation 

had quietly found a solution to the crisis, a solution that would perhaps in hindsight be the most 

defining discovery of the whole renaissance. Both Gustav Holst (1874-1934) and Frederick Delius 

would contribute, but it was Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) who would become the most 

important classical composer involved with the folk-song revival in England. Vaughan Williams 

had an upper middle-class background and was twice educated in the preferred institutions of the 

establishment, having studied composition with Parry at the College as well as a bachelorôs degree 

at Cambridge with additional study with Stanford.22 Deeply steeped in the Grove-renaissance ways 

he still was to find an effective way out of the preferred style. The folk-song revival gained 

momentum at the turn of the century and at its core were musicians, both amateur and professional, 

of a university educated upper middle-class culture, precisely like Vaughan Williams. Additionally, 

from the belief of the folk song as a national idiom they shared an urgency with their quest noticing 

the fast disappearance of the old society that had, and still to some fading extent was, carrying the 

old tradition.23 Apart from the wish to rekindle this old ñEnglishnessò, it would also mean that 

young composers could study in a society that was immersed in its own musical heritage, i.e. the 

emergence of a truly English composition school. On larger scope this revival was of course linked 

to the folkloristic beginnings throughout the nationalistic movement all around Europeôs young 

nations24, as is summed by Richard Sykes in his article on the revival. 

 

Whilst the core musical countries might turn to exoticism, much of the musical periphery turned to home. Fritz Weber 

states 'Folk-music was one of the most important sources of musical innovations leading to modern music'. Earlier 

composers, including Haydn, had employed folksong tunes in their compositions. In the late nineteenth century, 

however, folk song was sought out and used more emphatically as a major ingredient for the development of nationally 

identifiable styles. New melodies and rhythms were found and used in Eastern and Central Europe by the Hungarians 

Bela Bartok and Zoltan Kodaly, by the Moravian Leos Janacek, by the Bohemian Smetana, by Dvorak who drew on 

Czech and American folk melody, and by the Russians Glinka (earlier in the century), Rimsky-Korsakov, and 

Tchaikovsky. Further west were the Spanish composers Albeniz, who employed the rhythmic and melodic idioms of 

 
21 Hughes & Stradling, p. 69 
22 Hughes & Stradling, p. 75 
23 Sykes, Richard. The Evolution of Englishness in the English Folksong Revival, 1890-1914 - Folk Music Journal, Vol. 

6, No. 4 (1993), p. 446-447 
24 Britain, in art music, was lapsing behind continental Europe at the turn of the 20th century to such extent that the 

effect of its own musical heritage to its composers was to be as immense as in many young nations searching for their 

own identity during the nationalistic romantic movement.  
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Spanish folk music, and Manuel de Falla, pupil of Felipe Pedrell, the Spanish musicologist and advocate of the 

principle that a nation's music should be based on folk song. Grieg, with whom the Folk-Song Society was in close 

contact, developed his style around Norwegian folk music.25 

 

     One key person in view of the revival who needs to be mentioned was Cecil Sharp (1859-1924) 

who, while Vaughan Williams became the composer associated with the revival, encapsulated the 

revivalôs theoretical and idealistic core in his teachings, collections and writings. Sharp, a music 

teacher, was determined to include folk song at the centre of the curriculum in schools and 

published song books based on his collections. He would reject the so-called ñNational Songsò used 

in the curriculum that included such songs as Rule Britannia or The British Grenadiers instead 

advocating a more authentic folk song.26 Sharpôs methods and visions belonged strongly to his age 

and both his writings and way of collecting have since drawn criticism, especially in the post-

Darwinist way he tried to point out similar ways of evolution in cultural products as in living 

organisms, while himself being the authority who could hear a songs authenticity.27 For the sake of 

the renaissance, while Sharp had pedagogical values in mind, Vaughan Williams found in collecting 

folk songs a treasure trove of influence that would give him an indispensable source of melodic 

freedom and from 1903 onwards he would go on to collect songs for nine years around many 

counties.28 Vaughan Williams, despite being older than Bax and many young composers of the 

renaissance, was close friends with Gustav Holst. Holst would also be converted to the folk song 

revival and even collected some music himself, while his friendship with Cecil Sharp resulted in 

him arranging Sharpôs collections onto his Somerset Rhapsody (1906-07), his first great success.29 

     While Holst would gain interest in a multitude of different music cultures outside Europe and 

Vaughan Williams settle himself firmly in the English folkloric tradition, young composition 

students in the Academy would slowly start to break through. Both the already applauded Frederick 

Corder and Alexander Mackenzie, by 1900 the principal of the Academy, had strong ties with Franz 

Liszt with the former having written the first English-language studies on the Hungarian and 

Mackenzie having known him personally.30 Apart from Liszt both Glazunov and Tchaikovsky were 

notable influences for the young Academy composers, further distancing them from the still 

 
25 Sykes, Richard. p. 468 
26 Knevett, Arthur. Folk Songs for Schools: Cecil Sharp, Patriotism and The National Song Book. Folk Music Journal. 

2018, 11 (3): p. 47ï71 
27 Harker, Dave. Fakesong - The manufacture of British 'folksong' 1700 to the present day, Open University Press - 

Milton Keynes 1985, p. 188 
28 Kennedy, Michael. Vaughan Williams, Ralph ï The Oxford Companion to Music, Online Edition 2011 
29 Graebe, Martin. Gustav Holst, Songs of the West, and the English Folk Song Movement - Folk Music Journal; London 

Vol. 10, Iss. 1, (2011) p. 5 
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expected German tradition. Although Corder has since gotten both criticism and praise for his 

teaching, its value was perhaps mostly in the sympathetic environment it created and from which 

naturally talented composers like Bax and Bowen benefitted immensely.31  Bax would later in a 

letter to Edward Dent comment on the widely thought-of indifference of Corder to instil in his 

students a strict compositional technique unlike his Brahmsian ñrivalò of sorts, Stanford. 

 

I think you are a little hard on poor old Corder, who really had no sympathy withé vague rhapsodizing. As a matter of 

fact he was of course an arch-Wagnerian and anti-Brahmsite and had very little sense of symphonic form, and it seems 

to me ï none of orchestration (strange in a Wagnerian). But his faults were all negative, and attributable to a rather 

disorderly romantic temperament ï not to any evil convictions.32 

 

     Since this paper is primarily interested in the music of Arnold Bax, the larger socio-cultural 

issues circling the late romantic era are left to other articles more dedicated to the task. Apart from 

the apparent problems that arise with the cramming of a versatile cultural background under one 

nationalism (a general issue behind the entire national romantic movement of the time), another 

issue that needs to be addressed is the only somewhat recent feud between musicology and 

sociology concerning the English musical renaissance. Much of the pioneering musicological work 

behind composers like Bax and Bowen was done by, while mostly competent researchers, persons 

of diverse backgrounds in and around academia and to some extent even amateurs in the field of 

musicology, not to mention the lack of any major sociological tools. Therefore, while their musical 

analysis is done with piety and care, when dealing with the larger cultural context they operate at 

best with good instinct and intentions and at worst on the basis of stereotype and speculation. In 

Baxôs case this is especially apparent in the biography written by Colin Scott-Sutherland. Alain 

Frogley has addressed this as follows; 

 

It is true, nevertheless, that meetings devoted to the music of the English Musical Renaissance may often have a 

different, in some cases more conservative, tenor than those devoted to, say, nineteenth-century operaé Until about the 

mid-1980s the study of this music, with the partial exception of Britten and Tippett and a few of their younger 

contemporaries, was largely shunned by the academy, and carried on instead almost entirely by enthusiasts who were 

not formally trained as musicologists, as we would now understand that term, and who were often suspicious of, and 

impatient with, its methodological anxieties and controversies. It would be extremely patronizing and misleading to dub 

most such researchers 'amateurs', bearing in mind the degree of scholarly seriousness and musical insight that as a group 

 
31 LF 17 
32 Original letter in Rowe Music Library, Cambridge. Quote in LF p. 16 
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they have brought to the study of British music, but it is true that most of them have come from a philosophical 

environment very different from that of a modern university humanities department.33 

 

     There is sincere hope that composers like Bax would receive more study that would illuminate 

the extremely diverse cultural background behind their music and careers, beyond the apparent 

Celtic and continental influences, now that most of the catalogizing and pioneering biographical 

work has long been done. The other problem comes with the term ñrenaissanceò and its varying 

combination with either English or British. While it provides a context for the cultural history and 

research to mirror certain composers to, it also imprisons them. Certainly, even if Vaughan 

Williams felt an obligation towards cultivating - what he perceived as Englishness in his music - 

others like Bax seemed to run away from such a task. Meanwhile Delius, Holst and Bliss were too 

cosmopolitan to not let their imagination absorb influences from different cultures, even ones 

outside the Western world.  

     Jurgen Schaarwächter has written on the problems of the renaissance, including the view of the 

German writer Oscar Adolf Hermann Schmitz who in his book - Das Land ohne Musik: englische 

Gesellschaftsprobleme (The Land without Music: problems of English society) made this 

observation: ñthe English are the only cultured nation without. their own music (popular songs 

excepted)ò, this being the key to said problems. Schmitzôs view was based largely on his own 

subjective experiences in English concert halls towards the end of the 19th century and while for 

him the presentation of music, largely based on Germanic composers, in England would account for 

the over-simplification he would use to name the book above, one has to remember that the same 

ñTeutonicò canon was affecting German composer as well.34 As Jack Allan Westrup has written: 

ñThere was in England no composer whom one would be able to match with Mendelssohn, 

Schumann, Wagner, Brahms, Berlioz or Verdi.ò35 To which Schaarwächter rightly notes: 

 

But there are very few composers to match these names in any country, while there are many British composers to 

match, and often easily outbid, Carl Reinecke, Emil Nikolaus von Reznicek, Joachim Raff, Max Bruch, Engelbert 

Humperdinck and, occasionally, even Franz Schubert. British music is not as bad as its reputation. And there is always 

the fear of the 'great German tradition', which scared many a German composer as well.36 

 

 
33 Frogley, Alan. Rewriting the Renaissance: History, Imperialism, and British Music Since 1840, Music & Letters, 

May, 2003, Vol. 84, No. 2 (May, 2003), p. 241-257 
34 Schmitz, Oscar Adolf Hermann.Das Land ohne Musik: englische Gesellschaftsprobleme, Munich 1914 
35 Westrup, Jack Allan. 'Die Musik von 1830 bis 1914 in England', in Georg Reichert & Martin Just, edd.: Bericht über 

den Internationalen Musikwissenschaftlichen Kongress Kassel 1962, p. 51 
36 Schaarwächter, Jürgen. Chasing a Myth and a Legend: 'The British Musical Renaissance' in a 'Land without Music', 

The Musical Times, Vol. 149, No. 1904 (Autumn, 2008), p. 53-60 
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     Schaarwªchterôs point bears repeating since, through his article, it is easy to see how times and 

aesthetics might change but the same shackles of tradition linger. This problem with the 

renaissance, having once cast away Germanic tradition, is interesting since it disregards the 

multitude of influences not to mention the still ever-continuing Germanic tradition. To Peter Pirie 

the renaissance ended in 1939, which is one strong possibility backed by historical and political 

occurrences.37 But has it really ever ended since the proper introduction of folk music into art music 

that happened during the turn of the century? Schaarwächter concludes: 

 

But was it a 'renaissance ' after all? - Arthur Jacobs dismissed the word as a 'comic overstatement without any serious 

attempt at computation'.38 For this we have to return to one of the first people who used the term for a movement of 

renewal in 19th-century Britain: Oscar Wilde. In his New York lecture 'The English renaissance of art' of 1882 Wilde 

associates the term with the first meeting of the Pre-Raphaelites in 1847 and he characterises the movement by its 

appropriation of Roman, Greek and Celtic legends and myths? he mentions also Whitman with his return to 'Greek' 

ideals.39 Again this is a 'renaissance' which is dated earlier than the 'British musical renaissanceôé Did the 'British 

musical renaissance ' really last that long (1939)? If Fuller ï Maitland was to write of the 'renaissance ' as early as 1902, 

shouldn't we rather assume that this laid the ground for what was to come? the great changes and innovations of the 

20th century? Let my final questions on this topic be: should we continue to use a term, 'British' or 'English musical 

renaissance', which has become so misleading and problematic? Is this 'British musical renaissance' just a legend, to 

stress a movement which was largely caused by some changes in British musical education? i.e. the increased 

possibility of studying composition in England, and connected with it, a change in the understanding of the position and 

worth of music in general? (You may remember that this was part of the Stradling & Hughes approach.)40 Or should  

this lead us to abandon this term altogether?41 

 

 

 

1.3 English Musical Renaissance and the Viola 

 

One key aspect to note when approaching early 20th Century English viola music is the role of the 

viola in those times, as Lionel Tertis has written, ñA wretchedly low standard of viola playing was, 

in fact, accepted.ò42 Another encapsulation comes from Sheila Nelson: 

 
37 Pirie, Peter. p. 182 
38 Jacobs, Arthur. 'The British islands', in Denis Stevens, ed.: A history of song (London, 1960), p.155 
39 Wilde, Oscar. 'The English renaissance of art' (1882), in First collected, edition of the works 1908 - 1922, vol.14 

(London,1908), p. 242-77. 
40 Hughes & Stradling, p. 188 
41 Schaarwächter, Jürgen. p. 37 
42 Tertis, Lionel. My Viola and I, Revised Edition, Kahn & Averill Pub 1991 p. 16 
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The instrumentôs reputation towards the end of the 19th Century was even worse than one would imagine from tracing 

its previous history; possibly it was treated worst of all in England. In 1933 Flesch asserted that the worldôs finest viola-

players came from the viola class founded by Laforge at the Paris Conservatoire: certainly when Tertis went to the 

Royal Academy of Music in 1896 there was nobody teaching or learning the instrument there, and a single professional 

player was brought in for orchestral rehearsals. ñThe viola is commonly regarded as of little importance in the musical 

establishmentò, wrote Quantz in 1752, and in spite of the fact that composers gradually recognised the instrumentôs 

potential, Tertis found almost the same state of affairs in a musical establishment 150 years later.43 

 

     Certainly, it was not only the violist-composers like Paul Hindemith (1895-1963) or Rebecca 

Clarke (1886-1979), but specifically in England the young generation of the late-romantic 

composers took to the violaôs sound and colour. With the rise of the English folk-melodicism in 

classical music we also see the rise of the viola as an instrument worthy of its own repertoire. In 

general, as is reflected in Nelsonôs text above, the viola was not an instrument generally thought of 

possessing any soloistic potential and while there is a small but important oeuvre of romantic viola 

music by influential composers of the 19th century, the lack of soloists meant a lack of pieces. Since 

the instrument, in its modern form and tuning, developed in the late classical era, the driving force 

was seen in the demand by orchestras and string quartets. Characteristically a low standard of 

playing resulted from the lack of interesting repertoire and most importantly the instrumentôs 

difficult technical properties (a size varying from instrument to instrument but always decisively 

larger than the violin).   

     Behind the few works that were written there very rarely was a violist and of the pieces 

composed by celebrated composers, only Franz Lisztôs (1811-1886) Romance Oublieé had a viola 

soloist as the dedicatee of the work.44 Robert Schumann (1810-1856) wrote his Märchenbilder for 

the violinist Wilhelm Joseph von Wasielewski (1822-1896) and Johannes Brahmsô two sonatas 

were originally conceived for the clarinettist Richard Muhlfeld, only later to be arranged for the 

viola by the composer. Both Henri Vieuxtemps (1820-1881) and Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) 

played their viola sonatas themselves as they could handle the instrument being competent 

violinists, the former a veritable virtuoso in his time. Same applies to Niccolo Paganini (1782-

1840) and his Grand Sonata. Paganini famously turned down Hector Berliozôs (1803-1869) 

symphony for viola and orchestra Harold in Italy since the role of the soloist was less than in a 

concerto of the time. With the examples of Schumann and Brahms there most likely was an interest 

 
43 Nelson, Sheila. The Violin and Viola: History, Structure, Techniques, London: E. Benn 1972 p. 191. 
44 Hermann Ritter  (1849-1926) was one of the early German violists of note. Together with other pioneers of the 

instrument like Hans Sitt (1850-1922), who wrote one of the very few romantic viola concertos, they paved the way for 

viola playing in Germany.  
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towards the violaôs signature dark sound behind the compositional process and in the German-

speaking area of Europe the relationship towards the instrument was most likely better than in many 

other areas. Berlioz had a likely similar effect in France which can be seen in the pursues of violist 

Théophile Laforge (1863-1918) and the creation of the viola class in Paris Conservatoire in 1894.  

     Although England lagged behind the continent at the turn of the 20th century, in Lionel Tertis 

they would soon acquire an extraordinarily active patron for new viola music. Tertis will be 

discussed towards the end of this paper in detail but it should be noted that without him the canon of 

late-romantic English viola music would simply not exist. Beginning in the early years of the 20th 

century in the span of 30 years he would be the recipient and dedicatee of works by almost the 

entire generation of the late-romantic generation of English composers. Even Edward Elgar 

contemplated the idea of writing original works for the viola after Tertisô successful arrangement of 

his Cello Concerto.45 Subsequently the viola became an important instrument in the English musical 

renaissance and its dark tone would not only lead to many original works but also raise its role in 

orchestral music with viola solos appearing more frequently. It would be misleading to claim that 

Tertis alone achieved this process, but he did become its messenger and perhaps most importantly 

prove to composers as well as the public that the viola is a, paraphrasing the man himself, 

Cinderella no more.46 

     As stated, Tertis didnôt reflect new possibilities for the viola alone and certainly the instrumentôs 

sound itself invited composers to write for it. In chamber and orchestral music, the viola had 

already had soloistic moments and for example in England Elgar had written notable solos like in 

the ñYsobelò variation of his Enigma Variations as well as in the orchestral overture In the South. 

The instrument would however enjoy a period of great attention and in the following part of this 

paper a few notable composers will be discussed in more detail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
45 Tertis 68 
46 Title of Tertisô first autobiography. Lionel Tertis, Cinderella No More. London: Peter Nevill LTD. 1953 
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1.4  Viola works by other composers 

 

The viola is the most romantic of instruments; it is a veritable Byron in the orchestra. The dark, sombre quality ï now 

harsh, now warm - of its lowest string, the passionate rhetoric of its highest string, and its whole rather restless and 

tragic personality, make it an ideal vehicle for romantic and oratorial expressioné47  

                                                                                                                                                          

                             Arthur Bliss 

 

For the sake of this study a few important English composers from Baxôs time should be taken into 

account in view of their output for the viola. Both Herbert Howells (1892-1983) and Gustav Holst 

wrote singular important works for the viola, but as these works are less well known and/or their 

composers lack any larger viola oeuvre, this study will  concentrate on the six other, apart from Bax, 

important English viola composers of the era. I have also chosen to leave out Frank Bridge (1879-

1941) since he, despite being a violist himself, wrote almost nothing for the instrument apart from a 

few very small pieces and a sonata that was sadly left incomplete. Edmund Rubbra (1901-1986) 

wrote his Viola Concerto late in 1952 and that work, despite being an important British viola 

composition, is also left out discussion since itôs too far removed of the late romantic era. Whilst 

Gordon Jacob (1895-1984) is left out of this paper, William Walton and his sole contribution, the 

seminal Viola Concerto from 1929 has to be talked about. The purpose of this paper is to, not only 

research Baxôs own style of writing, but to give context to it in a larger view of the late romantic ï 

early modern era. Therefore, to keep the study concise I have tried to only include composers who 

shared with Bax in the English Renaissance and wrote music for viola either in large quantity or in 

compositional significance.  

 

 

 

Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) 

 

If Elgar found himself to have created a sort of English sound for the new century, Vaughan 

Williams took the baton and, in particular through his extensive symphonic and orchestral output, 

became the reference point for English pastoral music. His synthesis of Tudor era music, English 

folk song as well as French impressionistic influences in a sense freed English music from its 

 
47 Bliss, Arthur. Bliss on Music, Gregory Roscow (ed.), Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991, p. 284 
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Germanic hold that had persisted up until the end of the 19th century in Parry, Stanford and even 

Elgar. Vaughan Williams led a long career that, unlike with Bax, saw its creative heights only after 

the composer had turned middle-aged. His perhaps most cherished works were written in the latter 

decades of his life with particularly worth mentioning Fantasia on a theme by Thomas Tallis for 

string orchestra (1910), The Lark Ascending for violin and orchestra (1914), Piano Concerto 

(1926-31) and his cycle of 9 Symphonies (1910-1957). He also wrote multiple operas and was 

celebrated as a choral composer. 

     Unlike Arnold Bax, strictly a pianist, Vaughan Williams had a versatile background with having 

picked up both the violin and viola as a teenager whilst attending public school in Charterhouse in 

addition to having had piano lessons since childhood.48 He was less a performer than Bax, but for 

the interest of this study and his viola writing it is important to note that in school he played 

chamber music with a violin or a viola in his hand which gave him a clearer ability to write for 

stringed instruments and therefore rely less in his compositions on the performing musician. 

Vaughan Williams was like almost all his other English colleagues inspired by the playing of the 

great violist Lionel Tertis and most of his writing was dedicated to him. In spite of creating a 

handful of extensive viola solos in his chamber and orchestral music, Vaughan Williams only wrote 

three original works for viola solo. These include the Romance (1914), Flos Campi for viola solo, 

orchestra and choir (1925) and the Suite for Viola (1934). Of the solos appearing in his other output, 

the long and beautiful passage towards the beginning of the Tallis Fantasy has to be mentioned. 

     For violists it is perhaps a shame that the composer never wrote a proper sonata or concerto for 

the instrument since the Suite is very complex in form and Flos Campi requires a choir which 

automatically makes it nearly impossible to be performed during studies. In Flos Campi, a highly 

original work, based on bible verses but including a wordless choir Vaughan Williamsô melodic 

style is very clearly distinguished. The obvious similarity to Bax is the use of freely modulating 

modality and a habit of writing melodies around a recitative note as well as rhythmic ambiguity 

inspired by folk song. William Kimmel has written a good summation on this melodic style that 

could largely apply to Bax as well. 

 

Much of the recognized austerity and frankness of Vaughan Williams's music may be attributed to the general use of 

incomplete scales and pentatonic melodies. It is not only when seeking rustic atmosphere that he uses such melodies, 

for the pentatonic element is also present in the Mass and other sacred choral works, such as Flos Campi, Benedicite, 

and Sancta Civitas. It is to be considered a pervasive element of his melodic style rather than a special pictorial or 

descriptive device. The external form of the folk tunes is not so much in evidence in Vaughan Williams's melodies, 

 
48 Essay on Vaughan Williamsô relationship to the viola by violist Martin Outram ï 
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which are much freer rhythmically and structurally than typical folk songs. Occasionally melodies are found which are 

definite imitations of folk melodies with symmetrical phrases and a strict metrical pattern. These are unquestionably 

employed to evoke the definite mood associated with folk songs. Far more characteristic from the formal point of view, 

however, are the very free, rhapsodic melodies which may be found in nearly all of the larger works-vocal and 

instrumental. They are frequently marked "senza misura" and where possible are written without bar lines. Almost 

completely devoid of harmonic background and of rhythmic regularity or metrical symmetry, they are held together and 

given coherence by means of a pedal sustained below or above the melody or through some recurring note or figure to 

which the melody frequently returns. The significance of this type of melody is emphasized not only by the frequency 

of its use but also by its invariable appearance in prominent placeé Flos Campi and The Lark Ascending both begin 

and end thusé49 

 

     Most likely by the influence of Tertis, although this remains a pure speculation, the Suite from 

1934 is considerably more virtuosic than Flos Campi and includes some spectacularly fast passages 

that go a long way to dissolve Vaughan Williamsô reputation as a purely pastoral painter. This 

however is a logical outcome of the vastly differing aesthetics of the two works. The beginning of 

Flos Campi works as a good example of both the general melodic style as well as his writing for the 

viola. It also illustrates one key difference between Bax and Vaughan Williams in that the latter 

chooses to create both musical and sensual complexity through clashing tonalities and 

straightforward placement of dissonances instead of Baxôs overblown, and in the style of the era, 

perhaps more expectable way of late-romantic chromaticism. This is well and humorously 

encapsulated by the late conductor Vernon Handley in an interview on the differences in symphonic 

writing between the two composers. 

 

éthere seemed to be the notion that Vaughan Williams was not a ñbrazenò romanticé they (Bax and Vaughan 

Williams) were great friends and had admiration to one another but their procedure in symphonic writing is entirely 

different. Vaughan Williamsô great contribution to symphonic writing is his placing of things. Heôs not a great 

developer of tunes and ideas. Bax on the other hand is a person who knew and metamorphosed his material. He layed 

out his material and then made his symphony out of it, it is called I believe composingé50  

 

 

 
49 Kimmel, William. The Musical Quarterly, Vol. 27, No. 4 (Oct 1941), p. 491-499 
50 Conductor Vernon Handley interviewed by Andrew McGregor, published on Bax ï The Symphonies (2003) CHAN 

10122 



 20 

 

(Ex. 1) Many key elements can be discerned from this opening duet in Vaughan Williamsô Flos Campi. Firstly, the 

overall melodic style of bi-tonal modes instead of chromaticism (placing of things as Handley has said above). 

Secondly a relaxing into and around one note instead of the more restless and searching Bax melody and thirdly the 

biblical extramusical inspiration in place of Celtic and other profane influences. These three elements are perhaps the 

main differences in between the two composers writing and in extension also in their writing for the viola. 

 

 

York Bowen (1884-1961) 

 

Somewhat closer to Bax in age, style and background, York Bowen was a fellow student of Bax at 

the Royal Academy of Music in London. Unlike the somewhat introvert Bax, Bowen had secured 

fame already as a teenager and his orchestral work was heard at the ñPromsò before the composer 

was twenty. Apart from being a star pupil in composition, he also excelled as a pianist playing as a 

soloist at the Proms in 1904 and also writing a number of concertos for the instrument.51 Bowen 

went on to compose a large body of compositions including 3 finished symphonies, 4 concertos for 

the piano, a violin concerto and a viola concerto. Still, he is perhaps mostly remembered by his 

large chamber output which included, in addition to many pieces for the viola, 3 string quartets and 

a handful of sonatas for different instruments.  

     Bowen was said to be able to play every instrument in the orchestra and at least his string writing 

is very swift and compared to Bax somewhat more traditional. His overall style was closer to Bax 

than Vaughan Williams and also more continental, although the strong influence of the English folk 

melody could be heard in his music as well. Bowen slowly went into decline after his romantic style 

fell out of fashion.52 His viola work was extensive and together with Bax and Benjamin Dale, 

thanks to Lionel Tertis they laid down the basis for British viola repertoire although worth 
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mentioning is the, now completely forgotten, Cecil Forsyth and his romantic Viola Concerto from 

1903 which carries the title of ñpossibly being the first full-blown viola concerto by a British 

composerò.53 Tertis remembers those early days of the century in his autobiography. 

 

It was pure generosity in those days at the beginning of the century to write for the solo viola. Publishers would not 

consider anything of the sort, to them it was a distinctly bad commercial proposition. However, my composer friends 

continued to write a number of works for me. The style of their music belongs to the period, but it was beautiful, and 

was a powerful influence in the advancement of the viola. Benjamin Dale and York Bowen were the first to make 

contributions to the new solo literature, followed soon after by Arnold Bax. These three were all students at the R. A. 

M. at about the same time, around 1900, and goaded by my constant pressure for works for the viola, they provided the 

beginning of a library with music for viola and piano and viola and orchestra.54  

 

     In the above quotation Tertis also gives away a bit of his own stylistic preferences which in 

hindsight, knowing the story of him initially refusing William Waltonôs concerto for being too 

modern, is interesting. Bowens late romantic style, while perhaps not as chromatic and modern for 

its time as Baxôs, was still very harmonically complex. His largest contribution for Tertis was the 

Viola Concerto from 1907 which was preceded by two sonatas, the Op. 18 in c minor from 1905 

and a F major one, Op. 22 from 1906. In 1907 came the, in its instrumentation ground-breaking, 

Fantasia for 4 violas Op. 41. Thus, in the span of just a few years Bowen had written his seminal 

viola compositions and while some shorter compositions for the instrument followed in later years, 

he is today mostly remembered for these 4 works, in particular the c minor sonata which is a key 

part of the viola repertoire all around the world.  

     In the interest of this study, the perhaps best comparison to Bax and especially his Sonata for 

Viola and Piano, is Bowenôs C minor sonata. The concerto is surprisingly traditional in its language 

and almost Brahmsian for long stretches although giving glimpses of rural English melodicism and 

even the whole-tone scale as Lewis Foreman has noted.55 One can speculate on Tertisô ever-

enterprising influence on acquiring a traditionally romantic concerto as a vehicle for both his 

blossoming career as well as to show the advancement of his instruments capabilities. This is 

further underlined by Foreman in his remarks of the concertoôs slow movements main theme. ñThis 

theme has a strong family resemblance to other similar tunes written for the viola by Bowenôs 

Academy contemporary Benjamin Dale, although perhaps showing a greater influence of Tertis, 

who was eager to demonstrate the sonorous effect and singing tone of his playingò.56  

 
53 Foreman, Lewis. Notes to Hyperion CDA67546 
54 Tertis 33-34 
55 Foreman, Lewis. Notes to Hyperion CDA67546 
56 ibid 
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     The Sonata in C minor, Op. 18 was premiered in the Aeolian Hall, London on 19 May 1905 by 

Tertis and the composer on piano. It gained in popularity and was heard again the following year 

and even brought to Berlin in 1907 where it was enthusiastically received.57 The work is in three 

movements with a large sonata-form first movement followed by a slow central movement and a 

fast finale. Bowens language is very close to Bax and he was much influenced by the same 

European romantic era composers, like Tchaikovsky and Liszt. Also, a strong wind of Brahms 

blows over Bowens chamber music. Perhaps the big difference between the two composers is that 

Bowen never pushed his harmonic language as far or dabbled as much with modalities, remaining 

somewhat more continental in style. His melodies are, while still possessing similar freely searching 

qualities as the ones of his contemporaries, built more traditionally - not the eternal 

metamorphosing of Bax or the almost improvisatory recitative style of Vaughan Williams, but 

something closer to Brahms. Owing to the influence of Tertis almost every work he premiered was 

customed to climbing into violin heights, yet the skill of Bowenôs writing allows breathing room for 

the instrumentôs lower registers. A good example of both the composerôs melodic style (almost 

classical in construction compared to the Concert Piece by Bax written around the same time) is 

found in the opening statement of the C minor sonata.  

 

 

 
57 Foreman, Lewis. Notes to Hyperion CDA67651/2 
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(Ex. 2) The tempestuous beginning of the C minor sonata. Written in a fully blooming romantic style it is very formally 

constructed with a clear climax in the last bar before rehearsal letter A. Still, it is very effective, and Bowen was by all 

means one of his generations most skilled composers, especially as concerns his ability to produce effective texture for 

any instrument. From a violistôs perspective this sonata fits excellently into the hand and while it is less modern than 

Baxôs sonata from 1922, it is definitely no less flashy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benjamin Dale (1885-1943) 

 

From all the composers mentioned in this section, Dale is today by far the least remembered. A 

prodigy of sorts in the Royal Academy, he had strong ties to both Bax and Bowen, having started 
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school simultaneously with the former in 1900 and already knowing the latter from childhood. At 

this point it is good to mention that behind this trio of young composers there hovered the presence 

of the Academyôs composition teacher, the for the time somewhat liberal Frederick Corder. 

 

Much has been written about Corder and his teaching methods, so I will not recapitulate them here. This eccentric, 

somewhat undisciplined passionate Wagnerian and admirer of Russian music had however little time for Brahms and 

was unable to appreciate Debussy. After Wagner his favourite composer seems to have been Dvorak. He passed on his 

enthusiasms to his students, who discovered and assimilated Richard Strauss and Debussy for themselves. Lessons 

often overran, with the result that there was a queue of students outside his door. It was once claimed by a so-called 

expert on British music in 1979 that Bax was the only one of Corderôs pupils with any real talent! This amazing 

statement is enough to make the blood of any British music enthusiast boil over, and can be seen as nonsense when one 

considers that Corder taught, among many others, Bantock, Bell, Holbrooke, Holland, Farjeon, Paul Corder, Swinstead, 

Montague Phillips, Hubert Bath and Eric Coates, besides Dale and Bowen.58 

 

 

     At the time of Daleôs, Bowenôs and Baxôs studies there was a sort of great stylistic rift between 

the two big schools in London that followed the old continental debate between the two romantic 

paths of Wagner and Brahms. At the Royal College composition was taught by Charles Villiers 

Stanford, one of the great names in the late 19th century British music, reflecting the Brahmsian 

approach. The Academy tended to be freer and more Wagner-orientated.59 History has not been 

kind to Benjamin Dale, who despite his early success with among others the Suite for Viola and 

Piano from 1906 and the grand Piano Sonata from the previous year, drifted into oblivion and 

eventually became the Warden of the Academy.60 Especially his Piano Sonata has been reassessed 

and posthumously regained some of its early fame that initially lasted well into the 1920s. Daleôs 

style, less outward than that of Bowens but also not as modern as that of Bax, perhaps suffered 

unjustly from its relative lack of excesses. Still both the Sonata and the Suite boast some 

extraordinary moments of harmonic adventure and technical skill.  

 

Dale's sonata was the first outstanding British piano sonata. Its harmonic language avoided the clichés of the 

Beethoven-Brahms style and utilized the resources of Straussian and Wagnerian chromaticism to an unprecedented 

level. In a sense, however, it marked the end of an era, as this was as far as late romantic harmonies could be taken.61 

 

 
58 Christopher Foreman, Benjamin Dale ï a reassessment. https://www.musicweb-

international.com/classrev/2011/Feb11/Dale.htm  
59 LF 11 
60 LF 12 
61 Lisa Hardy, The British piano sonata, 1870ï1945, Boydell Press 2001 p. 42ï48 

https://www.musicweb-international.com/classrev/2011/Feb11/Dale.htm
https://www.musicweb-international.com/classrev/2011/Feb11/Dale.htm


 25 

     Apart from the Suite - that with its grand design and three-movement structure could be seen as 

a sonata as well - another gem is Daleôs sextet for 6 violas titled Introduction and Andante, Op. 5. A 

very sweet and beautiful work that highlights the range of the viola, it stands out together with 

Bowenôs Fantasia for 4 violas as a rare example of multi-viola works from the romantic era and is 

especially effective as an encore for a viola section of an orchestra. Daleôs writing for the viola is, 

like that of Bowen, overall somewhat less original than that of Bax and Vaughan Williams or, later 

on, the style of Rebecca Clarke and William Walton. Still he manages to include moments of 

absolute originality and virtuosity of which good examples are the faster moments of the Suite and 

the extraordinary ending of the sextet. Especially the ending of the sextet shows a similar ability of 

orchestration and sense of colour as that of Bax.  

 

(Ex. 3) The breathtakingly difficult ending to Daleôs Suite with a harmonic language and rhythmic virtuosity close to 

that found in Richard Strauss early chamber music. Maybe to Daleôs dismay his music was too close to that of Bowen 

in style. Still, arguably neither Bowen nor Bax never wrote passages as difficult as those which are found in the Suite. 

Note the nearly unplayable height the viola part ascends to on the last row. In some recordings, this ending is played 

notably slower and the last climb one octave lower. 
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Rebecca Clarke (1886-1979) 

 

Clarke is already musically somewhat removed from the generation of Bax, Dale and Bowen 

despite being only a few years younger in age. She is discussed in further detail towards the end of 

this paper but in her relatively small oeuvre the Viola Sonata stands out not only as a key work in 

English chamber music and English impressionism but also as one of the most beloved viola works 

in the repertoire. Facing a number of difficult obstacles during her studies, many of them 

originating from home and her fatherôs unkind relation towards her career as a musician, she 

nevertheless managed to pioneer in many ways ï notably by - being Stanfordôs first female 

composition student at the Royal College from 1907-1910 as well as one of the first female 

professional orchestra musicians in Henry Woodôs Queens Hall Orchestra in 1912.62 Both of her 

major works, the Viola Sonata and the Piano Trio placed on second place in the esteemed Berkshire 

Festival competition sponsored by the great patron Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge (1864-1953), with 

the Sonata originally tying with Ernest Blochôs Suite and Coolidge later herself resolving the tie in 

Blochôs favour. Another work of hers, originally for viola and harp, is the small work Morpheus, 

which is heard often nowadays. 

     Both the style and life of Clarke distanced her from the English musical circles. Her chamber 

work, boldly impressionistic and only somewhat traditionally romantic, is nevertheless still written 

in the same strongly modal vein that came to define English music after the Edwardian era. The 

Viola Sonata in particular, with its sensuous and searching modal melodies brings the composer 

astonishingly close to Bax. The sonata, written in 1919, is almost like a sister work to that of Bax 

from 1922. It is unknown whether Bax knew of the work and while Clarke herself remembers Tertis 

being dismayed that the work was not written for him, Tertis did also leave Clarke out of his 

biography without a mention despite having been her teacher.63 What distanced Clarke from 

England was her life that took her often to America as a performer (also her parents were American 

and German of origin) and she finally settled there in 1936 after a prolific career in London as a 

chamber musician. 

     The Viola Sonata has been talked about extensively but what makes the work of interest is that 

Clarke was one of her generationôs greatest violists and, this work is a rare example of an English 

viola piece not written for or even under the influence of Tertis. It can even be regarded as a sort of 

 
62 Curtis, Liane. A Case of Identity: rescuing Rebecca Clarke. The Musical Times / May 1996 p. 15-21 
63 Curtis, Liane. A Rebecca Clarke Reader, Indiana University Press 2004 p. 186-187 
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criticism towards many of the works Tertis ordered, his apparent insistence on flashiness and 

especially the overuse of high registers. Clarke, writing from her own vantage point as a violist, 

could in her sonata write a part that still stands out as remarkably original and creative. It also 

showed that through skilled writing and playing, the viola can ring out from its middle and lower 

registers without being overrun by the piano. There are two important aspects in the work that are 

of interest to this paper. Firstly, the amount of creative new techniques and secondly the similarity 

to Baxôs style. The former was undoubtedly of influence on Clarke and Bax did congratulate the 

younger composer on her Piano Trio.64 What makes this bond even stronger is a clear musical quote 

in Clarkeôs sonata on Baxôs most overused and beloved motive, the three notes climaxing the love 

song in The Garden of Fand. That seminal tone poem came out in 1916 just a few years before 

Clarkes Sonata and is discussed in detail later in this paper.  

 

 

(Ex. 4) After some 25 bars to the slow beginning of Clarkes Sonatas 3rd movement the Fand-motive appears twice, first 

as a straight quotation with the repeated high c-notes on the second row and then slightly varied on the third row. The 

overall harp-like piano accompaniment combined with the long and searching cantabile quality of the viola melody only 

add to the similarities between Bax and Clarke. 

 

 

 
64 ibid 
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Arthur Bliss (1891-1975) 

 

In Bliss was perhaps embodied the last great member of the late romantic school of the English 

musical renaissance. He was born just in time to be educated in the pre-war days of Edwardian 

nonchalance and to a well-to-do family that afforded the young Bliss delving into the arts. The still 

stylistically searching composer, fresh out of an education that consisted of a degree in classics at 

Cambridge as well as a short time of composition studies at the Royal College with Stanford, was 

like some other young composers drafted into the First World War.65 He survived the war, although 

with heavy scars of which the death of his brother was perhaps the heaviest.66 Apart from the war 

and early influences by Elgar and Vaughan Williams, Bliss would mould his early style under 

heavy influence by both Ravel and Stravinsky. The French neoclassical movement, represented 

perhaps best by the composers of Les Six, was another major influence.67 Along with William 

Walton, Bliss was even given the reputation of an enfant terrible, and while his works of the early 

1920s represented the acme of British modernity, heard now they are rather charming put along 

some of the works Schönberg and his continental colleagues were producing.68  

     Despite both impressionistic and neoclassical influences, Bliss always remained a romantic and 

no other than Elgar would instigate him to write his perhaps most famous work, A Colour 

Symphony (1921-22) which somehow managed to retain the influences of both Elgar and 

Stravinsky, as well as affecting much of his later music. A handful of mature works would follow 

that displayed a style which Andrew Burn has called ñ20th century romanticismò,69 where Bliss 

successfully would combine French neoclassicism with Elgarian romanticism and simultaneously 

create something uniquely his own. In the 1930s and afterwards Bliss expanded into film music and 

opera, composing three of the latter. One notable occasion in his later life was him being appointed 

as the Master of the Queenôs Music in 1953, following his knighting in 1950. In this post, a 

traditional service of writing music for the royal court, he followed Arnold Bax who had died in 

 
65 Other notable composers who served were the then over 40-year-old voluntary Vaughan Williams, Arthur Benjamin  

(1893-1960) and George Butterworth (1885-1916) who perished in Somme. One composer that should be mentioned 

was Francis Warren (1895-1916), who only left a few works behind but was an accomplished violist. He was killed in 

action and Herbert Howells, who studied with him (as well as Benjamin, Butterworth and Bliss) would dedicate his 

Elegy to Warrenôs memory. 
66 Burn, Andrew. From Rebel to Romantic: The Music of Arthur Bliss, The Musical Times, Vol. 132, No. 1782 (Aug., 

1991), p. 384 
67 Les Six, the one-time gathering of early French neoclassists George Auric, Germaine Talieferre, Louis Durey, Francis 

Poulenc and Darius Milhaud, that was primarily invented in the criticisms of Henri Collet but led into real-life 

collaborations and a recurring entry in history books. 
68 Burn, Andrew. p. 384 
69 ibid 
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1953. Like his contemporaries Walton and Prokofiev, Bliss would lean into a more romantic 

language during his later years and this would in part later create the generalization of him having 

become part of the establishment he once terrified with his modernism, as is written by Christopher 

Palmer in an article commemorating Blissô 80th birthday. 

 

At the age of 80, the Master of the Queen's Music may not stand in such dire need of rehabilitation as some of his 

contemporaries (Howells, for instance, or Havergal Brian or Scott). But on the contemporary scene he still cuts a 

complex and not altogether happy figure. Potted biographies on record sleeves usually make some reference to an early 

tendency to enfant terribilisme yielding very quickly to a compromise with the Establishment and a perpetuating of the 

Elgar tradition with all its varied appurtenances popularly supposed to be characteristically English; critics less kindly 

disposed have complained of premature musical middle-age spreads and 'painfully self-conscious Elgarizing'.70 

 

     Although not prolific in his composing for viola, Bliss nevertheless created a late romantic 

masterpiece for the instrument in his Sonata for Viola and Piano from 1933. The score of the work 

bears the dedication ñIn admiration to Lionel Tertisò, and this reflects both the esteem Tertis had 

garnered by the 1930s, as well as Blissô own admiration of the man which was steepened by a 

performance of the Bach Chaconne that Tertis liked to perform frequently in his own arrangement 

for viola. Bliss writes: 

 

I went specially to hear his own arrangement of the Bach Chaconne, and of course his tone was absolutely personal, like 

Goossensô tone on the oboe is personal to him . . . It was a really thrilling sound.71 

 

While a claim has circulated that Tertis would have asked Bliss to write the work, this has found no 

evidence to it.72 Bliss writes enthusiastically about his friendship with the violist during 1933 and 

whatever the origin of the work, it was an overwhelmingly positive experience for both men.73 The 

press praised the work and Tertis would perform it again in 1935 with the great Arthur Rubinstein 

performing the piano part. The work would continue living in the late violistôs repertoire for a few 

decades, even after his initial retiring and through the occasional comebacks.74 As mentioned Bliss 

never wrote anything else for the viola, apart from a short Intermezzo from 1914. He would 

however show affinity for the viola, especially audible in two early chamber works, the String 

 
70 Palmer, Christopher. Aspects of Bliss, The Musical Times, Vol. 112, No. 1542 (Aug 1971), p. 743 
71 White, John. Lionel Tertis ï The First Great Virtuoso of the Viola. Boydell Press 2007 
72 Sugden, John. Sir Arthur Bliss, London: Omnibus Press 1997 p. 52 
73 Tertis 74 
74 Tertis 77 & 96 
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Quartet No. 1 from 1914 and the Piano Quintet from 1915. This is suggested by Andrew Braddock 

in his dissertation on the Bliss Viola Sonata.75 

     Blissô sonata is definitely one of the major British viola sonatas along with the Bax, Bowen and 

Clarke sonatas. Like the Bax sonata it seems to be less played nowadays when compared to the 

Bowen C minor sonata, not to mention Clarkeôs work. Still it is one of the composers most played 

sonatas and has been recorded multiple times with a recent orchestration by Philip Wilby from 

2024. This ñConcertoò version was premiered in late summer of 2025 by the violist Timothy Ridout 

with the Orchestra of the Opera North, conducted by Tom Fetherstonehaugh.76 The sonata is in 

three movements with the last, titled Furiant, notoriously difficult. Especially the opening 

movement is extremely romantic and almost Baxian in its most pathetic moments. One might 

suggest that Bliss was writing to some extent a picture of Tertis or at least a work that would please 

him, a man born in 1876 and with aesthetic tastes befitting the turn of the century. Stylistically the 

writing is varied with most of the sonata in a strongly melodic minor-key texture with the viola in 

forefront almost all the time. Only occasionally one hears glimpses of continental neoclassicism and 

impressionism although some segments in the last movement are reminiscent of Hindemithôs 

modernistic solo viola works from the 1920s. As a whole, especially with the new concerto-version 

premiered, the sonata seems close to Waltonôs Viola Concerto that had been composed just a few 

years prior, both works written in an overtly late romantic manner with strong neoclassical 

ingredients. Curiously Walton was present at a read-through of the work and actually turned pages 

for the pianist.77        

 

 

William Walton (1902-1983) 

 

The youngest of the composers named here, Walton is even more stylistically removed from the 

late romantic generation than Clarke, but still fostered a style that was romantic enough to create 

parallels with Bax and his contemporaries. More importantly he composed one of the most played 

and highly regarded viola works ever written, the Viola Concerto from 1929. A simultaneously 

modern and very pastoral work, it both seems to look to the future and delve into the past. This two-

sidedness is perhaps best exemplified in Lionel Tertisô reception of the work. Originally deeming it 

 
75 Braddock, Andrew. A Performance Guide to Arthur Bliss's Sonata for Viola and Piano, 2019 Theses and 

Dissertations--Music. 152. https://uknowledge.uky.edu/music_etds/152 p. 21-32  
76 https://www.operanorth.co.uk/whats-on/the-orchestra-of-opera-north-at-ryedale-festival/ (accessed 2.9.2025) 
77 Tertis 74 

https://uknowledge.uky.edu/music_etds/152
https://www.operanorth.co.uk/whats-on/the-orchestra-of-opera-north-at-ryedale-festival/
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too modern he still learned to like it and even performed it on multiple occasions.78 True, this 

changeïof-heart might have stemmed from the works popularity when it was premiered by Paul 

Hindemith to great acclaim.  

     Unlike the trio of the Academy-composers or Rebecca Clarke, Walton never attended a 

professional music university and, whilst having a musical family background and acquiring both 

piano and violin lessons in his childhood, he initially settled at Oxford University. This path 

however led him closer and closer to the arts and having already composed music in his youth, he 

neglected his non-musical studies. In Oxford Walton met the poet Sacheverell Sitwell (1897-1988) 

and was invited to join the household of the Sitwell literary family (including Sacheverellôs literary 

siblings Osbert and Edith) in London for a residence that quickly made Walton discard his studies 

and embrace the musical life of London in the hands of his new patron family. In London the young 

composer forged his early modernist style that culminated in a String Quartet influenced by the 

Second Viennese School and most famously Façade, a set of poems by Edith Sitwell (1887-1964) 

read from behind the stage through a megaphone with a small instrumental ensemble playing on 

stage. The work was originally entertainment devised for performance in their own drawing room.79 

Interestingly Walton would move to a much more romantic, somewhat Sibelian style in later life. 

But for the time in 1923 Façade caused a scandal and was far removed from the lush late romantic 

works Bax and Vaughan Williams were writing.8081 

     In 1929 Walton wrote, by the request of conductor Sir Thomas Beecham, one of his most 

beloved works, the Viola Concerto. A success on its premiere like perhaps no other viola concerto 

ever before or since, this three-movement concerto has since taken its place on the side of Bart·kôs 

concerto as one of the premiere works ever written for the instrument. It was one of the last major 

works written for Tertis who, as already recalled, refused it initially due to disliking its modern 

style. In retrospect the work sounds remarkably romantic and not extremely modern by any means, 

even for 1929. Stylistically the work is a mix of dry neo-classical rhythmically agile music and 

melancholically English pastoral melodicism written very well for both the soloist and the orchestra 

and has since become a much-programmed work in concert halls around the world. Walton went on 

to write a few more key works in his later career of which the cantata Belshazzarôs Feast, 2 

symphonies, concertos for violin and cello and the opera Troilus and Cressida should be 

mentioned. 

 
78 Tertis 36 
79 Palmer, Christopher. William Walton ï Obituary. Vol. 124, No. 1683 (May 1983), p. 316 
80 Avery, Kenneth. William Walton. Music & Letters, Vol. 28, No. 1 (Jan 1947), p. 1-11  
81 Lloyd, Stephen. William Walton: Muse of Fire. Woodbridge: Boydell 2002 p. 9-40  
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     Although Walton comes close to Bax in a certain use of modalities and in melodic design, as 

well as being strongly influenced by Sibelius (the beginning of his First Symphony is as Sibelian as 

anyone ever got), he does belong to a different age than the romantic Bax and is especially with his 

almost swinging rhythmic palette closer to someone like Copland. The Viola Concerto with all its 

nostalgia, particularly in its outer movements, comes close to the expression of Bax despite being 

distinctly cooler. The secondary theme in the first movement is in all its constant restless searching 

and metamorphosing where the work sounds most like Bax, though only momentarily since Walton 

drives that melodic material into a rhythmic frenzy. Still, there is familiar ground and although 

written for Tertis, and the composer only having some violin lessons as a child, the viola part is 

considerably balanced and well-written. This work and Walton as a composer in general have very 

little to do with Arnold Bax and his viola writing but in its own way the concerto seems like a good 

ending point since in the turn of the 1930s the long patronage of new English viola music by Tertis 

ends, and Tertis if anyone is synonymous with English romanticism.82  

      

 

1.5 Arnold Bax ï Life and career 

 

The late conductor and great Bax-revivalist, Vernon Handley (1930-2008) noted in 2003 in an 

informative interview the many stereotypes that Baxôs music carried during his youth in the decades 

following the 2nd World War and maybe carries still to this day. Baxôs self-styled title of a ñbrazen 

romanticò combined with some of his early tone poems, the few works that stayed popular 

throughout the years, created the idea of his music as being vague, luscious, over-scored and 

meandering and definitely not strictly organized. While Handley has argued against this and proven 

it to be mostly baseless, the bigger ñcrimeò seems to be the much larger neglect of the composerôs 

cycle of 7 symphonies which indefinitely show his control of form and ability to move effortlessly 

in this canonical genre.83  

     Too many retellings of Baxôs life tend to start and end with his Celtic obsessions, torrid 

relationship with the pianist Harriet Cohen and his already and overly quoted phrase of ñbrazen 

romanticò. Beyond Baxôs love for Ireland there are equally influences drawn from Eastern Europe 

 
82 The Viola Sonata by Arthur Bliss and the Lyric Movement for Viola and Orchestra by Gustav Holst both date from 

1933 representing the last major compositions dedicated to Tertis, who himself would officially retire from the concert 

platform in 1937. 
83 Vernon Handley interview 
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(Russia and Ukraine) as well as the music of Sibelius and Finnish nature. Later he would write a 

work based on a theme by Gabriel Fauré as well as compose an orchestral overture in the style of 

Richard Strauss, not to mention the piano/orchestra work Mediterranean with its touches of Ravel. 

To add to all of these already diverse influences he was all his life a product of the English upper 

middle-class steeped as a young boy in the literary classics and the carefree artistry his environment 

afforded. As much as he enjoyed writing musical tales of Celtic figures, he enjoyed drinking in 

pubs in the countryside of England and after his knighthood was even made the Master of the Kings 

Music. Baxôs perhaps somewhat introvert personality is captured in this remembrance by Lionel 

Tertis. 

 

He was very shy and reticent, and although an extremely good pianist he rarely played in public. He frequently changed 

his address, principally around north London, but eventually he decided he would get away from the tumult and find a 

peaceful place in the country where he could work undisturbed.84 This turned out to be a pub in the village of 

Storrington, Sussex, about ten miles from Worthington. His room was in a quiet part of the building and here he became 

a recluse and could not be got by anyone when he was composing ï but at opening time he could usually be found in 

the bar parlour with a tankard of ale, smoking his pipe, in animated conversation with the village farm workers. I seem 

to remember that he was reputed to be an excellent cricketer, both batsman and bowler. Indeed, when I was staying in 

Bath in 1938 he came there as a member of an amateur team to play against the County Cricket Club.85  

 

     Arnold Edward Trevor Bax was born on 8 November 1883 in Streatham, Surrey, nowadays part 

of South-London. The Bax family hailed from Holland, having settled in England sometime in the 

16th century. Arnold's father Alfred Bax was a barrister-at-law by profession, though he hadn't 

practised and was more drawn towards antiquarianism and family history. Nearing forty in 1882 he 

married Charlotte Ellen Lea, a twenty-two year old daughter of a minister. The pair had four 

children, Arnold the oldest born in 1883 was followed by two more sons, Aubrey and Clifford as 

well as a daughter Evelyn, all born during the following few years. With the expansion of the 

family they settled in in Hampstead at a house known as Ivy Bank and there it was that both Arnold 

and Clifford came of age and slowly began their artistic pursuits. Arnold was beginning to show 

promise at the piano whilst also attempting his first youthful compositions in his pre-teens and the 

 
84 Bax did indeed perform quite much as a pianist and even actively pursued a more soloistic career in the late 1920s, 

though mostly performing his own music. It is also good to note that while during the 1910s the composer spent much 

time in Ireland, most of his compositions during the period from the middle part of the 1920s to the late 30s, were 

composed in Morar, Scotland. Tertis also paints a perhaps too recluse picture since Bax spent large amounts of his time 

with, among others, his companion, Mary Gleason who he spent long periods together with for years. All of this is well 

documented in Foremanôs biography. 
85 Tertis 35 
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choice was made to send him to the Hampstead Conservatory, run by a certain Cecil Sharp. The 

home was cultured and especially through their mother, Charlotte, a socially active place while 

Alfred Bax had been active in the musical nurturing of the children, himself active in a private 

choral society.86 Aubrey had died of meningitis at the age of ten whilst Arnold's sister Evelyn lived 

up until 1984. Clifford Bax  (1886-1962) was to become a notable writer, playwright, journalist and 

poet and a close collaborator with his brother who would set some of his texts to music. While 

Arnold became entwined with all things Celtic, Clifford found interest in esotericism and was 

associated with both Allan Bennett, the Buddhist as well as the occultist Aleister Crowley. He also 

edited the theosophical magazine Orpheus (1908-1914) and was a close friend of Gustav Holst, for 

whom he wrote the libretto to Holstôs opera The Wandering Scholar.87 Both brothers were lifelong 

cricket enthusiasts.  

     Arnold had no formal musical education prior to 1898, but just in a few years he had progressed 

enough to pass the entrance examination to the Royal Academy of Music, where he began his 

studies in September of 1900.88 Bax began his studies on the same day as Benjamin Dale while 

York Bowen had already passed the examination in 1898, beginning his studies in piano with 

Tobias Matthay and composition with Frederick Corder,89 exactly like Bax two years later. Both 

Dale and York Bowen had already some fame to their name as composers which gave young Bax 

an immediate push in his own work. Especially Bowen, one year Bax's junior and with his prizes 

and scholarships had already written a symphony and a piano concerto, as well as the tone-poem 

Lament of Tasso which was heard at the Proms even before Bowen was twenty.90 Bax's almost 

legendary sight-reading capabilities have been written about abundantly and according to Foreman 

he was at one point before the War regarded as the best sight-reader in the country. With Bowen, an 

excellent piano soloist himself, they accompanied the opera class' performances in March 1903 on 

two pianos with works as diverse as Gluck's Orfeo, Freischütz and L'Amico Fritz.91 At the 

Academy Bax had begun to compose eagerly but through the discovery of Yeats and Ireland his 

music really started blossoming with an early work, the strongly Irish A Connemara Revel being 

played in a student concert in 1905 and gaining praise.92 Much has already been written on Corder 

and his influence on his students, as Foreman writes: ñWhat Bax obtained through his masters, in 

 

86 LF 3-9 
87 Bax, Clifford. Recollections of Gustav Holst, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Jan., 1939), p. 4 
88 LF 5-11 
89 https://www.naxos.com/Bio/Person/York_Bowen/39685 (accessed 2.9.2025) 
90 https://www.bbc.co.uk/events/e3f6v2 (accessed 2.9.2025) 
91 LF 17 
92 LF 34-35 
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particular Corder, and which was of greatest value to him, was a sympathetic environment, talented 

musical friends of his own age, and the companionship of established figures on the musical scene... 

otherwise he developed on his own.ò93 Bax's early influences, those that are known, came much 

through Corder. Especially Glazunov and Tchaikovsky were important for him, while his 

relationship to German romantics, perhaps apart from Wagner,94 was difficult as is recorded by 

Richard Church later: ñ (of Robert Schumann) 'Dangerous! Dangerous!' He said, 'the wrong sort of 

romanticism.'ò95 Bax would meet two, then still little-known, violists of note in his study days. 

Lionel Tertis, who quickly persuaded Bax to write the early Concert Piece of 1904, beginning a 

lifelong relationship that would produce most of the composerôs viola works, and Rebecca Clarke 

who as a new student in 1903 remembered her upperclassmen in the following way.  

Awestruck, I gazed at composition students whose names were already known to me. They were in person at the 

fortnightly concerts ï Benjamin Dale, York Bowen, and grandest of all, Arnold Bax, resplendent in a pale-greenish suit 

with a pink carnation in his buttonhole. The great event of the year at the Academy was the prize-giving. Dressed in 

white, with the white scarlet ribbon across my breast, I sat on the platform at Queen's Hall with all the others, waiting to 

be herded past whatever august personage was awarding the medals and prizes. The ironclad rule was that only those 

who passed the annual examination in Elements of Music were allowed to take an award. The subject was certainly 

elementary, but it was easy to be tripped up in a viva voce exam by an unexpected question like: 'What key has a flat for 

leading note?' , and the story goes that the great Arnold Bax once flunked his elements and was denied the Certificate of 

Merit.96 

     Still a student, it was sometime during 1902 when Bax happened upon W. B. Yeats' (1865-

1939) poetry. This influence was to be perhaps the single most important extramusical fuel during 

all of his artistic career and even as late as 1949, he would in a broadcast interview state that ñYeats' 

poetry means more to me than all the music of the centuries.ò97 His brother Clifford has 

remembered the overall influence Yeats was to have in those early years of the century: ñIt was far 

stronger than we realised. For a few years Ireland swept the board. No poet was much praised in the 

press if he did not write of Cuchulain or the fairies.ò98 Although the west of Ireland was already 

established as a tourist attraction when Bax visited the island between 1902-04, it was still very 

remote and the young composer seemed to take in everything with an almost serene mind. 
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I do not think I saw the men and women passing me on the road as real figures of flesh and blood; I looked through 

them back to their archetypes, and even Dublin itself seemed peopled by gods and heroic shapes from the dim past. I 

spent most of my time in the west, always seeking out the most remote places I could find on the map, lost corners of 

mountains, shores unvisited by any tourist and by few even of the Irish themselves.99 

The long-lingering wistful dream of the Northern Twilight had at last faded before the approach of the solemn and 

vibrant midsummer night. The scraig to the north-west still lifted a throbbing outline against the faint red glow that 

would scarcely die before the opening of the more fiercely kindling eyes of the dawn. For during the month of June 

there is but little night in Tir-Connaile. Over the sea hung a few immense unblinking stars, cencers of peace that seemed 

to be swinging in an enormous and languid rhythm, spilling their silver smoke of dreams over the seas and hills of 

Eire.100 

The vivid description of Ireland's west coast, as seen above, did not come from Arnold Bax, 

composer but rather his literary alter ego Dermot O'Byrne.  

The name 'Dermod McDermott' began in June 1905 to be recorded under passages of Yeatsian verse in closely written 

note-books. And gradually, under the triple aegis of Yeats, Synge and AE, a second self ï a literary Doppelgänger ï 

began to emerge in Bax's personality. Dermot O'Byrne ï the name he finally used ï was the measure of his affection for 

things Irish and was partly a cloak to conceal his other self, Bax the musician. O'Byrne was the true projection of his 

Irish/Celtic self as far as he found it possible to give it form and shape, and beneath the wild extravagance of language 

there hid a sensitive and visionary soul. Most of O'Byrne's literary work has been collected into the three titles that can 

still be found in Dublin bookshops. Of his verse note-books a selection entitled Seafoam and Firelight was published in 

1909, the second of the Orpheus series, 'devoted to work by artists who desire to give their productions an atmosphere 

more spiritual than that which is characteristic of the present age and of most contemporary art' and the product of the 

combined efforts of Clifford Bax and Edgar Davies.101 

     Up until the bloody Easter rising of 1916, Bax's ties to the literary circles in Dublin tightened 

and while the island gave the composer Bax endless inspiration for works such as Enchanted 

Summer and In the Faery Hills, he was mostly known as a writer in Dublin where in 1911 he had 

rented a villa after his brother Clifford had introduced him to the social elite of the city. When the 

First World War broke, Bax seemed to distance himself from the news that came from Europe and 

continued to live a rather normal life since he had avoided conscription. It would be ultimately the 

happenings in Ireland during the Easter Rising in 1916 that would finally break Bax's world. Bax 

had managed to meet with Padraig Pearse (1879-1916), the poet, nationalist, political activist and 
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one of the leaders of the Rising and his execution along with fifteen others and the ensuing trauma 

on Bax was to produce a number of works more and less directly linked with it.102 Although Ireland 

was on its way to independence, for Bax this event signaled a change in his life and Ireland, though 

always irreplaceably a part of his life, was to slowly fade in importance. Nevertheless, he continued 

visiting Eire until his death. 

 

This west of Ireland atmosphere is hovering between the world we know too well and some happy otherworld that we 

begin to glimpse when we are growing up but never reach.103  

 

Bax, 1929 

 

     This short quote from a letter Bax sent to his partner Mary Gleason in 1929 encapsulates quite 

much of the man. It is not just that in Ireland he found an almost spiritual haven and boundless well 

of influence, but the way he took to the country is telling of a man who his entire life would much 

rather live in dream than in reality. While a large part of that dream shattered in the Easter Rising, 

he would never forsake Ireland completely and it would be on the emerald isle where he died in 

1953.  

     Apart from Ireland Bax would have two other influential escapades outside England in his 

youth, a short while spent in Dresden fresh off his studies in 1906-07 and another, perhaps of 

greater significance, in Russia and Ukraine. While the Wagnerian influences were strong, especially 

in Baxôs early compositions, he would not gain any significant addition during his stay in Germany 

and the time spent there was perhaps not as rich in music as it was in social relations.104 The trip to 

Russia and Ukraine was definitely of more significance. Although initiated by a stormy romance 

with a Ukrainian girl - who upon having to return to her home country was escorted there by a 

determined Bax, the trip brought the young composer to St. Petersburg in 1910. The sights and 

sounds of the city and especially a performance of Prince Igor by the Russian Imperial Ballet 

Company made quite an impression to Bax, who would after one year in 1911 encounter 

Diaghilevôs ballet in London and compose a large Russian-style ballet, Tamara, which never saw 

performance.105 St. Petersburg changed into the Ukrainian countryside where Baxôs love interest 

found an old friend who she quickly got engaged to, ending Baxôs adventure in Eastern Europe. The 
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landscapes of Ukraine combined with painful emotions however fuelled an early key work of Bax, 

the 1st Piano Sonata.106  

 

Oh! Loubya was like a naiad for beauty ï a golden Roussalka with ice-blue eyes! Lured by the fascination of her 

nationality and history how easily did I slip into absorbing love of her! ï a disastrous and humiliating adventure, but 

one that I have never regretted, since it brought many an enlightening experience which I might otherwise have 

missed.107 

 

 

     Of Baxôs early work the strongest emphasis is usually put on the collection of tone-poems 

culminating in the trio of Garden of Fand, Tintagel and November Woods, composed towards the 

end of the 1910s. These were however preceded by quite many more, strongly Celtic-themed 

works. Cathleen-Ni-Houlihan and Into the Twilight were written in 1905 and 1908 and represent 

Baxôs early musical answers to his discovery of Yeatsô poetry and Ireland. In 1901 Bax had met 

Elgar who later would speak of the young composer to Henry Wood which in 1909 led to the 

commission of an orchestral work to the 1910 series of Woodôs Promenade Concerts.108 This 

commission was In the Faery Hills, a popular work played thereafter three more times in the same 

series, in 1938, 39 and 41.109 Although this ñCeltic movementò in English music is usually 

personified in Bax, a few of his colleagues caught on to it as well, Granville Bantock and Paul 

Corder (Frederick Corderôs son) to name a few. During the turn of the 1910s a few more notable 

works appeared, The White Peace, which Lewis Foreman has called the composers most famous 

song, as well as the four-movement String Quintet of which the second movement later became the 

Lyrical Interlude, GP 261. The String Quintet is according to Foreman the composerôs ñfirst 

extended instrumental work in which the self-evident ñIrishò flavour offers distinctive melodic 

writing rather than incidental colour.ò110 An early trio for violin, viola and piano had appeared 

already in 1906, and apart from the quintet the first version of the 1st Violin Sonata from 1910 as 

well as the Four pieces for flute and piano from 1912 should be mentioned. The early Concert Piece 

for viola and piano will be analysed later in more detail.  

      One of the most important persons in Bax's entire life, if not the most important, was Harriet 

Cohen (1895-1967), a complex figure in many ways and especially in her relationship with Bax. 
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Upon returning to England from his frustrating trip to Russia, Bax had made the acquaintance of 

Elsa (or Elsita as she was known in the family) Sobrino, the daughter of Carlos and Luisa Sobrino, 

a Spanish concert pianist and operatic soprano residing in Hampstead and on good terms with the 

Bax family. Things progressed quickly and Arnold's and Elsita's wedding was celebrated in 28 

January 1911.111 The pair had two children, Dermot Colum, born in 1912 and Maeve Astrid, born in 

1913 (the names alone give away Arnold's influence on the naming). Bax had met Harriet Cohen 

sometime in 1913 and latest in 1915 he had become irresistibly drawn to her,112 as Foreman writes:  

His attraction to Harriet Cohen was in the open by now, at least as far as his wife was concerned. Yet she appeared 

unwilling to accept or realize the seriousness of the situation. To her, marriage was, and always would be, sacred, and 

nothing could justify the breaking of so holy a promise. Arnold had once acted passionately towards her, and she 

attributed his change to his moody personality... November 1917 was an unhappy time for Bax. He was faced with 

making a choice between wife and children, and Harriet... Bax's mother, in particular, was devastated and certainly 

Harriet Cohen was not welcome at Cavendish Square, where Elsita went with the children... On 4 June their (Baxes) 

father died, ending the regime at Cavendish Square, and subsequently causing Elsita to find accommodation in Golders 

Green, where, supported financially by Bax, she lived in an atmosphere of bewilderment and bitterness until her death 

in 1947. She would have nothing to do with divorce, but clung to the belief that she could pull him through. It was 

generally believed that she was catholic and that this was the reason. However, she was not ï although Bax found it 

very convenient for that impression to be retained by his intimates. In this, one cannot help feeling that she was playing 

into Bax's hands, as she provided him with an unanswerable excuse for nearly thirty years for not making another legal 

liaison.113 

     Bax would be professionally linked with Cohen his entire life and most of his piano works are 

written for her, culminating in the two massive concerti Symphonic Variations and Winter Legends. 

While the romantic part of their relationship cooled through the years with Bax beginning to spend 

more time with Mary Gleaves, whose existence Cohen brushed off to Scott-Sutherland in the early 

sixties decisively, ñSir Arnoldôs nurse, my dearò,114 they nevertheless stayed intertwined until Bax's 

death with a late decisive episode occurring during the recording of Bax's music for David Lean's 

Oliver Twist in 1947.  

The recording of the Oliver Twist music was the occasion of Harriet's discovery ï through the publication of the will ï 

of Bax's wife's death. She immediately imagined that Bax would marry her. 'All she wanted was to be Lady Bax', a 

friend remarked. He resisted the suggestion, and eventually had to disclose the fact of Mary's existence. A tumultuous, 

histrionic row ensued, but Bax wrote to Mary, telling her that he was not proposing to anyone, but if he did it would be 
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to her. Later that autumn, while carrying a tray of glasses, Harriet fell and severely cut her right wrist. Her ensuing 

incapacity as a pianist directly affected her ability to perform Bax's music. This fact and the watery Left-Hand Concerto 

that he subsequently wrote for her did his own reputation considerable harm.115 

 

Cohen's reputation and influence extends far beyond her complex relationship with Bax. One of the 

major British pianists of her time, she was also an active socialite who had close ties with 

composers such as Bartók, Sibelius and Walton, while many like Vaughan Williams, Ireland and 

Bartók (not to mention Bax) wrote works for her. Her other great achievements include the 

organizing of concerts to save Jewish scientists from the Nazis, in cooperation with Albert Einstein, 

who recalled her as ñthe beloved piano witchò,116 as well as the promotion of Soviet music on the 

western side of the iron curtain. A fascinating person, she was close with many leading personalities 

of her day and would receive medals of honor in many countries, including Finland, Brazil, 

Belgium and Czechoslovakia, not to mention her appointment to a Commander of the Order of the 

British Empire (CBE) in 1938. She died in 1967 in London.  

     After the break-up of Bax's marriage and the Easter Rising, not to mention the death of Bax's 

father, the early 1920s brought on the beginnings of his symphonic cycle. The partly accidental 

origin of his First, discussed later in this paper, was to lead to one of his defining works, a cycle of 

seven symphonies that is matched in English music perhaps only by the nine of Vaughan Williams. 

Bax would never be a prolific choral composer but one of his few works for unaccompanied choir 

ranks among his most beloved in any genre, the Mater Ora Filium is among his more important 

works from the early 20s and was inspired by a performance of the Byrd Five-part Mass.117 The trio 

of Garden of Fand, Tintagel and November Woods had made Baxôs reputation and the longstanding 

thought of his music as meandering and lush tone-painting is much owed to those works. The 

troubled origins of November Woods, Bax making the choice between Cohen and his wife and 

family, were naturally not accessible to the concert audience but the personal pain combined with 

Baxôs emerging mature style -118 made the work successful as is mirrored in the concert review of 

the premiere in Manchester in 1920.  

It is strange, by the way, how slow the average mind is to see the imaginative suggestiveness of musical discord. There 

are things in óNovember Woodsô that made certain people in the audience look at each other half-protestingly, half-

amusedly. The equivalents in an autumn scene ï the clashing of different lights, the harshness of line and of sound of 
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trees buffeted by the wind, the discordant cries of birds ï would appeal to them at once as full of spiritual beauty and 

mystery. But let two tonalities clash in an orchestra, and these people hear nothing but the physically discordant effect. 

It sets up no emotional reaction in them, evokes no imaginative vision.119 

 

Other key works following the tone poems, mentioned previously, were the two major viola 

compositions. First the Phantasy for Viola and Orchestra in 1920, known first as Concerto, and 

following in 1922 the Sonata for Viola and Piano. Both works were written for and premiered by 

Tertis. The dark Piano Quartet as well as the Oboe Quintet followed, and proving that the Irishness 

was still strong in him, Bax wrote the Three Irish Songs in 1922. All of this was to lead into the 

summation of the composerôs first ñcoming of ageò, the First Symphony, completed in 1922. 

Foreman goes as far as calling Bax, ñpossibly the leading composer of the day, during that winter of 

1922-23.ò120 Certainly all the aforementioned works were being performed by the best powers 

available in the country during those years. 

 

Certainly the years 1924 and 1925 mark a watershed in Baxôs life and in his music. While enjoying a wide circle of 

friends, and travelling a good deal, he was ceasing to enjoy the serenity that had followed his separation from his wife. 

The cause of his distress was his relationship with Harriet. Publicly their names were bracketed together, and remained 

so to the end of his life. But it would appear that Harriet tried to dominate him and there were tumultuous rows. All his 

life such crises were shattering for Bax, yet he would neither drop the person with whom he was in conflict nor give up 

his point of view. Harriet had never been strong, and was in poor health, yet in spite of this her manner towards the 

composer increasingly caused him much anguish. She was becoming possessive with regard to his music too, and tried 

to organize his artistic life, attempting to forbid him to write for certain instruments. Probably the most significant 

symptom of this conflict was her insistence that the Symphonic Variations should not be published but retained by her 

for her exclusive use. Bax complied, and this was directly responsible for the workôs failure to establish itself, and it 

was nearly responsible, ultimately, for the destruction of the only score when Harrietôs house was bombed in 1941.121 

 

     Towards the latter part of the 1920s significant changes happened in Baxôs life. The early and 

productive part had produced the first two symphonies that, while not directly or officially, still 

seem to reflect the composerôs emotional turmoil. With 1926 Bax produced a few smaller works of 

importance, the Romantic Overture for small orchestra and piano as well as Walsinghame for tenor, 

chorus and orchestra after the poem by Sir Walter Raleigh. The major work of that year was the 

Third Piano Sonata which showed the slowly fading Irish influence, as is observed by Norman 

Suckling: ñthe characteristic Baxian melodies pivoting on a single note, and the equally 
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characteristic arabesque descending to this pivotal note by means of an avoidance of any of the 

upper harmonies implied by it, are miles away from Dermot Oô Byrne.ò122 A family holiday had 

brought Bax to Scotland in 1902 and in 1905 he had ventured through the coast of western Scotland 

finding the scenery fascinating.123 This in mind he would set out to Inverness-shire in autumn of 

1928 with the sketches of his Third Symphony, settling in Morar, a small town on the northwestern 

coast famous for its ñwhite sandsò. The reintroduced interest towards Scotland also produced the 

first Northern Ballad for orchestra, of which he was to write three in total. 1927 had produced the 

Fantasy for harp and viola, written for the harpist Maria Korchinska, who together with her flutist 

husband (together known as Count and Countess Benckendorff, but using the Korchinska artist 

name) had emigrated to England from Russia during the 1920s. The same year also saw Bax 

appearing as a pianist in another work than his own, playing the Delius First Violin Sonata at the 

Blackpool Festival with violinist Mary Harrison.124 Bax had first met then 23-year old Mary 

Gleaves in 1926 through a shared friend, Baxôs dentist W. Grant Oliver.125 Although - Bax first 

ventured to Morar alone - beginning in 1930 he would do his annual pilgrimage with Mary 

accompanying him. What had started as a friendship deepened into a real and lasting love as 

Foreman has described their relationship towards the end of the 1920s.126  

     The symphonic journey is recalled in more detail later in this paper and while the middle and 

late period of the composerôs oeuvre is dominated by the remaining works in that genre, he did 

write a number of other important works during the 30s. Anthony Payne wrote in 1984 in an 

assessment of Baxôs centenary: ñIsolated achievements like Winter Legends and the Sixth 

Symphony do not reverse the downward curve that set in towards the end of the 1920s, and works 

like the Sinfonietta and A Legend only confirm this.ò127 While the Sixth, premiered in 1935, is 

generally thought of as Baxôs last artistic zenith, it was still followed by the excellent Threnody and 

Scherzo, the Violin Concerto and the Seventh Symphony, not to mention his music for the film 

Oliver Twist. And if one reconsiders the preceding first five years of the 1930s, based on works like 

the Northern Ballad No. 2, The Tale the Pine-trees Knew, Overture to a Picaresque Comedy and 

the Cello Concerto, it is quite an interesting take to mention the Sinfonietta alone from this period, 

while this does not even include the Fourth and Fifth Symphonies. New cooler influences from 

Sibelius and more generally the northern landscapes and cold Morar winters definitely fueled Baxôs 
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stylistic search, and he would make one last compositional leap in those years culminating in the 

successful synthesis of Sibelius-inspired textures and his own late romantic impressionism in his 

Sixth Symphony. In Baxôs meeting with Sibelius in 1932, orchestrated by Cohen who was friends 

with the Finn until his death, the Englishman came closest to this late influence in his style. This 

coincided with the Fifth Symphony, dedicated to Sibelius, which also is where the composer sounds 

the most like his colleague though the work works itself into very different waters after the homage 

heard in the opening bars. Harriet Cohen remembers the two composerôs meeting in Helsinki. 

 

Arnold and I had the gayest meeting with Sibelius at an outside restaurant sitting in the sun where I took their 

photographs, together and separately. We laughed and ate and drank, and the two composers, who liked each other on 

sight, got on famously. I remember noting how their talk veered round continually to history ï a subject in which they 

were both interested. When the shadows lengthened we went to another favorite haunt of his, the Hotel Kemp (Kämp) 

and we talked about literature, art and even world politics for hours.128 

  

     Bax had always travelled a lot. Apart from his adventures to Russia and Ireland in his youth, he 

would visit Central Europe regularly and once even Spitzbergen in 1924, where he went with a 

Danish friend, Christen Pedersen who had tried to persuade Bax to write an opera with little 

success.129 Bax did have plans for several operas in his youth but that genre was to remain empty 

for him his entire life. Two important cello works were written in the early years of the 30s, the 

Sonatina for Pablo Casals and the Concerto for Gaspar Cassado. Another curious work is the 1937 

Piano Sonata, subtitled ñSalzburgò. The neoclassicism of Bax is a somewhat undiscovered area, 

since he himself remained distanced to the more famous composers associated to that style, 

highlighted by his quote of being ñunconverted to Schonberg and Bartokò.130 Nevertheless, there 

are strong traits in his later works that bring to mind Stravinsky and even Ravel. He had met 

Szymanowski and wrote his Winter Legends simultaneously with the Polish composerôs Fourth 

Symphony, coincidentally for piano and orchestra as well.131 The Salzburg sonata is not the 

neoclassicism of Kodály or Bartók, but more like the neo-Mozartian works of Richard Strauss from 

his late phase and much like with the Overture to a Picaresque Comedy (see p. 97) there seems to 

be almost a will to prove to audiences that, if needed, he could be as clever and skillful as his 

German colleague.  
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Richardson (Alan Richardson, an old Academy friend of Bax) met Bax on a bus some time in the early summer of 1937 

and enquired what he was writing at that time. Bax replied that he was at work on a pastiche eighteenth-century sonata, 

a reply which caused much amusement for Bax was well known for his views on ósewing-machine musicô. However, 

there survives a manuscript in Baxôs hand of a four-movement óSonata in B-flat ñSalzburgò ï Paris (conjectured) circa 

1788ô (Allegro moderato ï Lento espressivo ï Minuet and Trio ï Rondo). At the head of the score Bax has written 

óauthor unknownô. Bax was not completely successful in disguising his musical personality, however, although the 

pastiche is delightfully clever, and various progressions and his use of the keyboard ultimately give the game away. 

Quite why Bax should have put himself through this exercise is unknown.132 

 

     After the Violin Concerto, written for Jascha Haifetz who never performed the work, and the 

Seventh Symphony from 1939 there didnôt seem to be much left for Bax. Yeats would die in 1939, 

poignantly as Bax was finishing the quiet serene farewell to his last symphony and the next year his 

mother, who had through Arnoldôs and Cliffordôs all hardships supported the two, passed away. 

Two indescribably major blows for Bax who wrote to Clifford upon Yeatsô death, ñI fell a most 

poignant loss in that the greatest of us all is no more é It seems almost unbelievable that Willie 

Yeats will never write another line of verse. As Constant Lambert said to me at lunch today, óHe 

achieved a record in pleasing four generations of poetry lovers; even the most recent (Auden etc) 

reverenced himô. I noted that not one single poster proclaimed óDeath of a Great Poetô. What a 

crazy world!ò133 The lone nostalgic tone poem, the last one Bax would write in that genre so closely 

associated with him, A Legend came in 1944. Otherwise the 1940s didnôt produce much music of 

note but Bax did, as Foreman notes probably at Cliffordôs instigation, write his memoirs. Published 

in 1943, Farewell, My Youth, was a popular success and reprinted twice in the first year.134 The 

music to David Leanôs 1947 film Oliver Twist is perhaps the seminal work of the 1940s for Bax, 

though strong musically, the task was anything but pleasant for Bax, who complained, ñI have been 

inveigled (not to say bullied) into writing music for the Oliver Twist filmé It is the book of 

Dickens that I most dislike, and there is no music in the subject at all. So I must think of 

counterparts in sound of Gillrayôs and Rowlandsonôs savage cartoons. The premiere is supposed to 

be at the beginning of March (the usual inconsiderate rush) but I was not to be stampeded.ò Later 

recalling: ñI am still plagued by the Oliver Twist film for which I struggled in agonies to provide 

music ï a very thankless task as there is no music in the subject. I cannot imagine any subject more 

unsuited to me.ò135  
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     The one thing many do remember of late Bax is his knighthood in 1937 and the subsequent offer 

to become the new Master of the Kingôs Musick in 1941 after Walford Davies, the preceding 

composer in that role, had died. Scott-Sutherland writes:  

 

The position, like that of Poet Laureate, entailed little in the way of onerous duties. As a focal point of national musical 

tendencies and as a repository of characteristic national culture the post had been filled in the past by such men as 

Boyce and Elgar. That Bax should have been chosen to fill the vacancy on Walford Daviesô death was a unique honor. 

Yet the mantle of Royal Musician fell awkwardly upon his shoulders. Even the minor rigors of the post were 

uncongenial to Bax, who disliked publicity and the necessity of adhering to plans or timetables.136 

 

Problems with timetables aside, it is interesting to think in retrospect that Bax, the almost pagan 

composer with ties and sympathies to the Irish revolutionaries during the 1910s would later be 

chosen to this most conservative of roles in English music. Wilfred Mellers did note this when 

writing in 1947, ñOne cannot help thinking it odd that the creator of this dark universe of primeval 

gods and satyrs should become the honored guardian of British musical respectability.ò137 However 

Bax obliged and wrote a number of music for the court, including Fanfares and a Coronation 

March, his last work for orchestra finished in 1952. A short work, written to celebrate Princess 

Elizabethôs 21st birthday in 1947 was the Morning Song: Maytime in Sussex for piano and small 

orchestra which is another work in the line of neo-Mozartian music much reminiscent of Straussôs 

Concertos from the same years. Harriet Cohen was the soloist in the premiere. Another work of 

importance, nowadays seemingly completely forgotten, was the Concertante for Three Wind 

Instruments completed in 1949 and dedicated to the recently deceased Henry Wood (another blow 

for Bax, since Wood had been one of his greatest champions). Scott-Sutherland has mentioned the 

unlikely rumors that this three-movement work would have stemmed from material meant for 

another symphony, though these have remained unconfirmed.138  

     Bax died in Cork, Ireland on Saturday 3 October 1953. While the last 15 years of his artistic life, 

despite continuing performances of his work, had been tough for the man who had watched the 

world grow out of his, it is still fittingly beautiful that he would leave the world in the place that had 

formed and shaped his art like no other. Even more fitting was that the last performance he had 

witnessed had been on the previous Tuesday when the Radio Eireann Symphony Orchestra played 

none other than the Garden of Fand in Dublin. His last evening was spent gazing at a the Atlantic 
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with him apparently being lost in the glorious sunset.139 The following night he would die in his 

sleep. Both a lifelong heart-problem and his extensive drinking had likely been the biggest causes. 

In the immediate years following Baxôs death his work was still played regularly. The BBC 

broadcasted his entire symphonic cycle between 1956-57 and Harriet Cohen played the Symphonic 

Variations and Winter Legends in 1954 as well as the forgotten Left Hand Concertante a few times 

afterwards. This short revival culminated in the founding of the Bax Society by Clifford Gillam 

with Sibelius as its first president. However, by the early sixties Baxôs reputation had sunk and 

while some old conductors still programmed him the critics werenôt favorable as comes clear in a 

review of the performance of Garden of Fand in 1962, conducted by Adrian Boult: ñ(it) attempts to 

disguise the banality of its material behind a screen of purple chromaticsé it offered a most 

embarrassing glimpse of one aspect of English musical culture.ò140 While the Bax revival that 

began in the 60s and 70s has since culminated in multiple recordings of his symphonic cycle as well 

as other works, not to mention the two biographies, it feels as though after the early 2000s interest 

in him has waned. The first generation of conductors, Vernon Handley, David Lloyd-Jones (1934-

2022) and Bryden Thomson (1928-1991) in particular, that championed his work have died as 

have Colin Scott-Sutherland and Graham Parlett, leaving the, as of 2025, 84-year old Lewis 

Foreman standing somewhat alone on the bastion of Baxôs legacy. The biggest problem seems 

however that much like any composer of yesteryear, not belonging in the highest category in fame, 

is easily defined by their ñcuriositiesò which then constitute a falsely simplifying narrative of the 

composer.141 This is definitely the case with Bax and Tintagel which seems to be the only work that 

is played regularly by British professional orchestras, further cementing the idea of him as a ñone-

trick ponyò. 
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 Analysis 

 

 Works for viola 

 

 

Concert Piece, GP 59 

 

ñIt reveals gifts and force which look well for the future é it breathes a spirit almost of rebellion and riot throughout its 

fervid pages.ò142 

                                          

 

Many ingredients came together in the spring of 1904, when Bax finished his first piece for the 

viola. He was about to leave behind his studies at the Academy and had just begun immersing 

himself in Ireland. Simultaneously the young composer had just made acquaintance with the violist 

Lionel Tertis, whose presence was to foster a host of compositions for the viola, not only from Bax 

but almost all of his contemporaries. Thus, a passionate work that combines the composers early 

Wagnerian style and his then recent Irish influences with Tertisôs virtuoso technique was added to 

the then rather small oeuvre of English viola music. The premiere was held in a Patronôs Fund 

concert at the Aeolian Hall in London on the 6th of December 1904 and held in high regard in the 

reviews. In the RCM Magazine the work and its execution by Bax and Tertis was held as ñthe finest 

interpretation of the eveningò and in the Academy circles the work garnered a reputation of being 

ñalmost revolutionaryò.143 In light of all this it is rather noteworthy that the Concert Piece was not 

published until 1999, when Corda Music Publications published the work as edited by the violist 

Ivo van der Werff and pianist Simon Marlow who have also recorded it along with the rest of Baxôs 

viola music.144 Perhaps the composer was not exalted enough with the work and cast his attention 

towards new compositions, and similarly Tertis found his attention in commissioning new work 

which led to the Concert Piece being forgotten rather quickly. Since the Bax rediscovery the work 

 
142 P.S. ï The Musical Standard. Quoted by Parlett, Graham. https://parlettpages.uk/bax/bax3039.html#top (accessed 

2.9.2025) 
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144 The edition appeared as CMP 664 and the recording by the Koch Schwann label 3-6762-2 
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has been recorded multiple times and with the new edited version in publication it survives well 

along the composerôs other chamber music although slightly in the shadow of the sonatas.  

     The Concert Piece is a continuous one-movement work written in a somewhat loose sonata 

form. Depending on the interpretation it lasts from 12 to 15 minutes much resulting from the chosen 

slowness of the secondary theme. Bax often uses a group of themes in the place of one and his 

typical skillful use of harmony allows effortless gliding between these themes. In the Concert Piece 

this skill is already in full use and one hears the seeds of his later melodic style, the Wagnerian 

chromaticism united with the folk-song modalism in the melodic lines as well as his trademark 

resolute cadential build ups in thematically pivotal moments. Colin Scott-Sutherland has 

summarized Baxôs melodic style as follows: 

 

The most characteristic elements of Baxôs melodic speech are incorporated in a feeling of flow that of itself generates 

an expectancy which carries the music over the potential stumbling block of the folk-like melody. And Baxôs acute 

harmonic sense is largely responsible here for taking the strain at moments where it seems he has sung his way into a 

melodic cul-de-sac ï which he magically opens by harmonic means. é But with a sureness of touch Bax leaves his 

melodic line when it has reached full flight and in most imminent danger of collapse (since it seems it has nowhere else 

to go). He leaves his line open-ended, not unendlich as in Wagner, but with a cadential expansion into the harmonic 

ether that might lead anywhere. It is open-ended, soaring, Scriabinesque, penetrating new strange realms of sound and 

imagination.145 

 

     To the description above could be added Baxôs even bolder way of ending melodic material by 

driving it to a wall usually in a descending passage with a fermata to follow. This and everything 

summarized by Scott-Sutherland (although his context is largely based on the symphonies) is to be 

found already in the Concert Piece. Although it is technically in a free sonata form and the work 

does not carry any extramusical name, musically it feels like his later tone poems. A fantastic and 

free voyage to some place with a sad and hushed ending. In a larger and continental context another 

addition to the then abundant selection of musical works depicting a (usually) masculine hero 

venturing to new adventures and in the end either dying dramatically or coming to some sorrowful 

conclusion. Baxôs visits to Ireland can be heard in the third and last theme of the primary theme-

group, which the composer himself described as an ñunmistakably Irish themeò146, whilst the rest of 

the melodic material is more traditionally late-romantic in style.  
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(Ex. 5) After the fermata starts the ñunmistakably Irishò theme, well written to highlight the violas registers and further 

eased by the sparse texture in the piano accompaniment. The fermata-bar is a good example of Bax ending a melody by 

driving it to a wall, with something completely new beginning on the other side.  

 

 

     Technically the work is somewhat difficult, but all of the virtuosity is built into the melodies and 

there is hardly anything in the texture that could be described as ñpurely technicalò. Presumably 

with Tertisôs permission and impetus the viola part soars into high register hitting the C three 

octaves on top of the low open c-string multiple times and once in the climax a third higher an E. 

Bax would never be very experimental with his viola parts or use a lot of extended techniques (apart 

from some instances in his later orchestral writing), which results in a largely monophonic part that 

lends the piece possibly to be arranged to a wind instrument. The few places that differ happen 

towards the end of the piece in succession preceding the resurfacing of the secondary theme. One 

repeated sixth double-stop is followed soon by a pizzicato chord and then two flageolet-notes. It is 

not known whether Bax had any larger plans in the compositional phase of the work, but the 

abundance of melodic material combined in the long and free sonata-form arc would hint towards a 

larger piece. As stated, the piece itself waited almost a hundred years for publication and perhaps 
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despite the eager reception Bax was not entirely happy with the work letting it fall in the shadow of 

his upcoming work. The excess of melodic material in the Concert Piece is perhaps its biggest 

challenge and requires a delicate and careful planning of the different tempi to make its rather 

rhapsodic nature flow effortlessly.  

 

 

Phantasy for Viola and Orchestra, GP 235 

 

After the well-received Concert Piece Bax and Tertis would part ways with the former slowly 

beginning to form his musical language and the violist concentrating on touring with Thomas 

Beechamôs orchestra as well as his ever-growing soloist career. Both men avoided active service 

during the First World War, although Tertis was appointed duty as a patrolman which he performed 

whilst simultaneously giving recitals. Among the many refugees from Western Europe in London 

was Eugene Ysaye, the famous Belgian violinist. For Tertis this gave an opportunity to collaborate 

on musical terms, and the two would perform chamber music together and also memorably combine 

forces in Mozartôs Sinfonia Concertante in 1916, an obscure work still at that time but fiercely 

championed by Tertis.147 By summer of 1920 Bax had already formed a close relationship with 

Harriet Cohen who as an active chamber musician also performed with Tertis.148 So it was through 

her that the two men finally met again and the re-established contact would lead to the creation of 

the composers two most important viola works, the Phantasy for Viola and Orchestra and the 

Sonata for Viola and Piano.  

     The Phantasy was written quickly during the latter part of 1920 and the premiere took place on 

the 17th of November 1921 in Queens Hall, London. In the original premiere the work was still 

known as Concerto in D minor which the composer later changed into Phantasy for Viola and 

Orchestra perhaps to better suit the works one-movement form. The Royal Philharmonic conducted 

by Albert Coates was in charge of the premiere with the concert also including Rimsky-Korsakovôs 

famous procession of the nobles from the Golden Cockerel as well as two other English works, 

Josef Holbrookeôs tone poem Ulalume and Frederick Deliusôs On Hearing the First Cuckoo in 

Spring. The concert ended with Brahmsô Third Symphony. The evening was reviewed abundantly 

by the papers with a surprisingly lot dedicated to the Bax premiere. The reviews themselves were, if 

not glowing in praise, still affectionate towards the ñConcertoò while the then relatively new 

reputation of the viola as a solo instrument raised more speculative tones.  

 
147 Tertis 38-39 
148 Cohen, Harriet. A Bundle of Time p. 73 
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English music was given us by the Philharmonic Society at Queenôs Hallélast night, by Arnold Bax, Holbrooke and 

Delius, and the novelty was Baxôs Concerto in D minor for viola. Had anyone there ever heard a viola concerto before? 

The music was Baxôs, but a good deal of the responsibility must be Mr. Lionel Tertisôs. Mr. Tertis believes in the viola, 

just as some perfectly nice folks have an eccentric taste for begonias, Scandinavian novels, or holidays in caravans. The 

shy instrument does its best to overcome a natural diffidence and play up to his belief in it. (Notably it rewards Mr. 

Tertisôs bow and fingers with a beautiful, unique tone from the A string). But it is no good pretending; it does not shine 

in the drawing-room of the concerto. It would be happier at a task in the back of the house with cookôs apron or 

gardening gloves.149 

 

The viola is commonly regarded as a grave companion to the violin, fond of its lower register, and of solemn thoughts. 

But Lionel Tertis, the finest player of this instrument known to the musical world today, has always claimed attention 

for its upper notes, and Arnold Bax, whose concerto Tertis introduced last night, evidently does not regard it as 

necessarily a solemn instrument. Not that he lures it into unworthy frivolity. He makes of it a blithesome, intimate, and 

even confidential friend. The music is tinged with the warmer hues of Irish folksong and dance, though not to the extent 

of employing authentic folk tunes [sic]. The work is concise, none too long, hauntingly beautiful in its melodic outline, 

and it was played in masterly fashion by Mr. Tertis, with Mr. Albert Coates conducting. The only doubt arose at some 

points where the viola tone did not seem to come through the orchestra, but that may have been a matter of the listenerôs 

position in the hall, for Tertisôs tone in solo passages was big enough to fill the buildingéThere was great enthusiasm 

alike for Coates, Tertis and Bax.150 

 

éunquestionably Mr. Baxôs greatest achievement, for he has not only composed a great work for a neglected 

instrument, but he has succeeded in a sphere where other composers have failed. The tone of the alto instrument is not 

powerful, but in his D Minor Concerto the orchestra is used with such skill that the tone of the solo instrument is never 

submerged.151 

 

     The Phantasy is written in one long continuous movement which is actually divided in three 

movements that are linked together without break. Bax uses a somewhat smaller orchestra than in 

his tone poems with standard double woodwinds (with the addition of a third flute doubling 

piccolo), four horns, two trumpets, harp and strings. The timpani is joined by cymbals and side 

drum. Both the form and the instrumentation are somewhat unusual for Bax who in his concertos, 

like in his symphonies, favored the openly three-movement form and at this point had just finished 

writing his excessively orchestrated and most famous tone poems. The Phantasy was however the 

composers first proper concerto excluding the Symphonic Variations for piano and orchestra from 

1918 and all of his symphonies still lay ahead at this point. Unlike the late concertos that came 
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towards the end of Baxôs symphonic cycle and are superficially more traditionally cast in form, in 

1920 he was still in his ñCeltic daysò and perhaps this is mirrored in the phantasy as it is similarly 

woven in long melodic arcs despite the underlining triadic form. In this sense the work resembles 

the early Concert Piece that also feels much like a long phantasy although supported by a, albeit 

loose, form. The instrumentation is most likely a direct result of the viola and its middle and low 

registers that easily drown under any heavy orchestration.  

     The piece opens with a brass fanfare which is then concluded by a long opening solo cadenza by 

the viola that leads to the first theme. The first part or movement of the work is dominated by the 

central ñmain themeò of the whole phantasy that ends the first movement. This rather somber theme 

contrasts with a typical Bax dance which at times almost turns into a waltz. The first time the main 

theme is heard it concludes the first movement by leading the music into a somewhat dark 

intermezzo with ponticello strings and a military trumpet possibly alluding to the recently ended 

war or, more personally to Bax, the Easter Rising. The opening theme is heard a last time in a very 

recitative form, and it concludes straight into the second movement. The second part of the 

phantasy is a romance-like slow movement centered around an Irish theme that is notably the only 

time Bax ever admitted to alluding to an original folksong. The song, A chailín donn deas na 

gcíocha bána (The Pretty Brown-Haired Girl of the White Breasts) was described by Bax as a 

ñlittle known folk-songò.152 Like in the In Memoriam sextet (GP 190), Bax yet again alludes to the 

climax of the love-theme in Garden of Fand here, disguising the motive in the middle of the 

folksong. Another intermezzo, this time a long solo by the cor anglaise leads the work to its joyous 

finale highlighted again by a 6/8 dance. In the last movement another folksong is quoted when 

towards the coda of the work the low strings play the opening bars of the Sinn Fein marching song 

Amhrán na bhFiann (A Soldierôs Song), that in 1926 became the national anthem of Eire. Lewis 

Foreman has added that this was ña political aside that was not noticed by its first audiencesò, and 

nothing of it was mentioned in the original program notes.153 Although the slow movement has a 

throughout elegiac tone and parts of the first movement sound somewhat gloomy, Foreman has 

concluded it to be ñBaxôs only completely joyous ñIrishò work.ò154 
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(Ex. 6) A comparison of the folksong A chail²n donn deas na gc²ocha b§naô as it appears in the Phantasy and in original 

form as notated by the Irish antiquarian George Petrie (1790-1866).155 

 

     When compared to the other viola works of Bax, the Phantasy stands out as being not only the 

largest (although the viola & piano sonata is longer in duration) but also the most difficult. Long 

stretches of the work are given to half cadenza-like segments that showcase the soloistôs virtuosity. 

Most of the time the melodies are written very high and both contain and often conclude with 

double-stops. Like in the succeeding sonata of 1922, there are difficult passages of high register 

octave double-stops and the whole work ends with large arpeggiated chords leading to a final low 

D. Paradoxically the dances are not technically difficult in comparison and pertain a folk-like 

semplice quality in their usual 6/8 marcato runs. Although Tertis was congratulated in The Times 

review for his playing on the highest A-string, it is necessary to underline the difficulty of the long 

passages spent in very high registers that are almost more reminiscent of a violin concerto than a 

viola one. Still, the work highlights the whole spectrum of the instrument and with its strong 

melodies as well as vivid dances it should be counted as one of the key viola concertos in the whole 

oeuvre.  
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(Ex. 7) The ending and coda of the Phantasy showing off the extremely demanding high octaves (beginning 8 bars 

before Z). The amount of double-stops is notable since Bax rarely uses them in his other viola parts.  

 

 

Sonata for Viola and Piano, GP 251 

 

Both biographers, Foreman and Scott-Sutherland have held the Sonata in high esteem, underlining 

its importance and praising it as one of Baxôs best works.156157 Graham Parlett, who is most 

remembered through his comprehensive catalogue of Baxôs works, similarly shared this opinion 

stating it as being ñone of the composerôs best-loved chamber worksò.158 Bax, through re-

establishing his contact with Tertis and having just finished a large-scale work for the viola, was 

perhaps perfectly situated to write the Viola Sonata. By early 1922 when beginning his composition 

of the sonata, he had already written two violin sonatas and two piano sonatas, as well as his First 

String Quartet. Situated in the midst of his progress from the fantastical tone poems to the more 

absolute symphonies, both the Phantasy and the Sonata mirror Baxôs evolving relationship to form. 

The premiere of the work came quickly on 17 November 1922 in the Aeolian Hall with the 

dedicatee Tertis on viola and the composer playing the piano. Tertis remembers playing the work in 

Wigmore Hall with Bax in a recital that included his arrangement of the Bach Chaconne as well as 
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another arranged sonata by Martini. In his customary assertive style Tertis recounts having 

addressed the audience, saying ñI was sorry to see so many empty seats, but whilst my agent had 

told me he could fill the hall by giving away free tickets, I preferred to follow American practice 

and play to those who thought the artist worthy of his hireò.159 Despite this occurrence the Sonata 

was successful enough to be chosen for performance at the 1924 I.S.C.M Salzburg Festival160 (not 

to be confused with the Opera Festival held in Salzburg) with other contemporary works by, among 

others, Kurt Weill and Ernst Krenek in the same concert, presenting a quite notable stylistic contrast 

between Baxôs ñbrazenò romanticism and his continental colleagueôs partly atonal style. Baxôs First 

Symphony was also featured in the festival program but strangely neither of his works were 

mentioned by the English writer and critic Edwin Evans in his articles on the festival, despite his 

affinition with Bax.161  

     The immediate change in format in the Sonata is the placement of the fast scherzo as the middle 

movement while the work is otherwise cast in the customary three movements. A rare choice 

contrasting with Baxôs habit of writing dream-like romances as his central movements. The finale is 

then a slow and dramatic movement while the first movement is presented in usual sonata-form. 

Formally and musically the work brings to mind Baxôs Violin Sonata No. 1 in which the tertiary 

form with a scherzo as the central movement was already used.162 The viola sonata is built around a 

dreamy main theme that both begins and ends the first movement and is also heard as a coda to the 

finale. The piano accompaniment to this theme, rising from the low C-string in a hesitating but 

beautiful fashion, consists of tightly constructed chords written in an almost indistinct high register 

giving this theme its particularly memorable atmosphere. It is heard throughout the movement and 

the development section is also built around it. As a contrast the secondary theme is surprisingly 

elegiac and is first heard in a more hesitant march-like form (Bax even instructs the pianist to play 

the 8th-note rhythm ñmonotonouslyò) and straight afterwards in major offering perhaps the 

emotional center of the whole movement. The climax definitely is reached in the end of the 

development section after a virtuosic double-stop segment culminating in high descending octave-

doubled motive which then gradually slows the music as it reaches the recapitulation and the 

 
159 Tertis 55 
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1945 (GP 361).  



 56 

reiteration of the secondary theme. Gradually the movement calms and ends with the opening main 

theme while the piano part ascends step by step to its opening heights.  

 

 

(Ex. 8) The opening of the sonata with the harp-like piano part and the main theme of the movement. This theme can 

definitely be held as one of the best Bax ever wrote for the viola, if only how well it is written technically to fit the 

instrument and supported by a not-at-all intrusive piano part.  
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(Ex. 9) The climax of the first movement with the aggressive double-stops accompanied by sharp eighth notes leading 

to a slow pesante section that concludes with the dramatic octave figure in the violas answer (three bars after the 

double-bar). Note also Baxôs marking ñbrutallyò in the bars leading up to the slower section as well as the extremely 

demanding height the viola part has to ascend prior this.  

 

     Around ten minutes in duration, the first movement is also the longest of the sonata. The 

subsequent scherzo is shorter but nothing less in difficulty and definitely one of the most fast and 

virtuosic movements Bax ever wrote. If in the Phantasy the supposed fast and rhythmic parts were 

comparatively simple and ñfolkishò in the context of the work, the 16th-note runs give this 

movement an almost diabolical quality. The music starts with accentuated short notes on top of a 

constant tremolo from the piano under which the 8th-note accompaniment soon appears. Consisting 

of parallel tritones it clashes with the main theme of the movement, a kind of a minor dance with a 

dance macabre feeling to it. This dance gradually changes with new motivic material added to it, 
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most importantly an upbeat figure of three eighth notes later heard in a passionate rendition towards 

the end of the movement. Through a pizzicato comment the dance is lead into A major with a short 

sort of introductory theme on plucked chords which gives way to the theme in major. Through some 

more metamorphosing and notably a nasty sul ponticello ï comment the music arrives at the second 

theme of the movement which is at first heard in the still fast dance-rhythm and only after some 

disruptive cadential segments and virtuosic passages calms down to a proper slow and singing 

interpretation. To add to the contrasting fragility of this section Bax instructs the violist to use the 

sordino and has even added ñsotto voceò. An attempted climax ends in questioning trills that signal 

the return of the devilish main theme which doesnôt last long since the already mentioned upbeat 

motive returns in an expressively singing version and ushers the movement to one last repeat of the 

secondary theme. This time it is marked notably slower as only Lento (1/4-note = 88) compared to 

its first appearance as Piu Lento (1/4-note = 104) and Bax is very clear on halting the music for one 

last fiery build up. This last section of the movement is in two parts with the first building up the 

tempo through an accelerating continuous 8th-note rhythm from the viola with added quick triplets 

and the second picking up the main theme and shooting it to a presto climb-up and a rather showy 

ending. Like in the first movement Bax is very economical with his musical material and shows off 

his skill at developing both themes to a long extent.  

 

 

(Ex. 10) Beginning in Piu Lento the secondary theme of the 2nd movement in its full melodic rendition. The theme is 

split into two distinct parts with the b-part beginning on the upbeat to the fourth bar of the third row. Baxôs virtuosic 

handling of melodies is shown off in added ornamentation to the theme when the a-part returns on the fourth row. 

 



 59 

 

(Ex. 11) The exhaustingly accelerating ending of the 2nd movement which stands out as one of the flashier moments in 

the sonata. The flageolets are a clever addition that make the end even more memorable.  

 

     The slow finale begins with the piano playing, as in the beginning of the sonata, a tightly 

constructed chord and in a rhythm closely resembling the opening bars. However, this time the 

radiant g major (with an added sixth) is replaced with a dissonant bi-tonal structure of overlapping a 

flat minor and augmented g flat major closely wound in the low register of the bass clef as a sort of 

nightmarish distortion of the beginning of the work. The main theme of the movement, played by 

the viola, ensues out of this but is also far removed from the hesitant and dreamy theme of the first 

movement and sets forth in g minor and with an added marking of declamato by the composer. 

Although everything aside of the theme itself seems like a dark mirror of the opening of the first 

movement, with the b-part of the finale theme (marked dolce) some tranquility is presented to the 

otherwise dramatic beginning. It is precisely this latter part of the finale theme that Bax develops 

through the whole movement. After two differently meditative sections, one with harp-like 

arpeggios from the piano carrying the theme in the viola part and one with a low ostinato-figure in 

the viola part accompanying the theme in high piano octaves, Bax pushes the music to a huge 
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emotional climax, debatably the biggest in the whole sonata. Scott-Sutherland has noted this climax 

as being representatively an ñend of a phase in Baxôs musicò and also noted the material as derived 

from the opening motive of the sonata.163 This is possibly a stretch since its perhaps more accurate 

to describe the finale theme, which the composer metamorphoses continuously through the whole 

last movement, as being the nucleus from which both the climax as well as the opening theme can 

be reached. This view is further strengthened with the music returning to a, hitherto most calm, 

repeat of the finale theme before it slowly and surely finds its way to the opening main theme of the 

first movement. The key is found when the first notes of the finale theme combine with a faint 

variation of the b-part material. Skillfully Bax makes the music reveal, in a quite naturally sounding 

manner, the opening motive of the sonata while the piano part, for the last time, ascends to the 

shimmering g major that began the work.  

 

 
163 CSS 63 
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(Ex. 12) The opening of the last movement shows all the material that Bax sets forth to develop. The b-part of the theme 

begins from the seventh bar in the viola part. Note how the composer disguises the first opening motif of the main 

theme in the viola part with a triplet to distance it from the sonatas opening. Revealed later in the movement this 

opening motif combined with the b-part of the theme lead the music back to the main theme of the sonata. Like in the 

Phantasy the thematic sections in the finale are balanced with cadenza-like sections from the viola, seen on the last row.  
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(Ex. 13) Towards the end of the 3rd movement the music finally arrives at the sonatas opening theme. The two first rows 

still show the finale theme and itôs both parts, however the last triplet-figure in the viola part on the second row sets up 

the opening motif while the piano texture regains the chordal rhythm of the first bars of the sonata. Note the similarity 

between the finales opening notes and the main themes opening notes (1st and 3rd bar of the last row viola part) when 

removed of the disguising triplet as in the beginning of the finale.    

 

     Considering all the praise the Sonata has gotten over the years, with early recordings by Bax and 

Tertis164 as well as William Primrose and Harriet Cohen165 combined with the early performance in 

Salzburg and the central role given to it by Bax ïscholars, it can quite easily be raised on the 

 
164 Recorded 1929, Columbia - WAX 4949-2 
165 Recorded 1937, Doremi - DHR-7708 
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pedestal as representative of the first flowering of the composers mature style. Coinciding with the 

First Symphony both works successfully integrate the passionate romanticism of Baxôs tone poems 

and control of form and material, to be further perfected in his subsequent symphonic cycle. For 

scholarly purposes the existence of recordings by both Tertis and Primrose (as well as Bax and 

Cohen) offer a great possibility to compare, not only the technical execution, but more importantly 

the artistic choices made by these two great pioneers in the field of early modern viola playing, this 

alone serving as a premise for a thesis.  

     As with most of Baxôs piano writing, the sonata is no less heavy a task for the pianist than for 

the violist. Bax was known as an excellent pianist and the large grips in the piano part were 

definitely not written Harriet Cohen in mind, who ñdespite her notable skill could not strike a 9th in 

either hand and could only cope with the interval in the right hand by placing the fingers 

separately.ò166 The viola part has perhaps not the same traditionally virtuosic passages that are 

found for example in the Phantasy (especially itôs ending), but the overall difficulty is visible in its 

longer duration and lack of pauses for the violist. The 2nd movement is as difficult as late-romantic 

music for the viola gets and both outer movements include the, at this point recurring, high octave 

double-stop passages in climactic moments that invite the attention of the listener while being 

difficult to execute perfectly in tune. Compared to the Phantasy the Sonata is darker and more 

balanced register-wise, with few of the themes staying in the violinistic heights and it should be 

rather compared to the two earlier sonatas by Baxôs colleague York Bowen that coincide in tone 

and were also written for Tertis. This Sonata would remain Baxôs only for viola and piano, although 

a second one, later abandoned, would find its material used in the composerôs Sixth Symphony. 

Foreman has summed up the sonata in the context of Baxôs output in the following words.  

 

The work reveals a genuine poetic vision, and achieves a quiet but intense beauty by comparatively simple meansé 

The music seems to embody a magic, passionately romantic view of life. But it is an introverted, almost melancholy 

world that Bax has painted ï a world he seems to frequent more and more in his later works, and it is argued here to 

perfection. While not overtly ñCelticò in manner, the sonata and its subject matter (if indeed there is any non-musical 

source, for Bax has admitted none, even in his letters) is indeed Irish in flavoré However, the freely chromatic style of 

writing which is so beautifully sustained in the poignant last movement shows that Bax had finally forged his mature 

style. While it may have perplexed some of its first audience, for whom Bax was then considered a brash modernist, 

this sonata can be seen today for what it is: a romantic and individual minor masterpiece.167 

 
166 CSS 107 This quote from Scott-Sutherland is perhaps highlighting the somewhat discriminating notion on Cohens 

technical skill that circulated in her lifetime. History knows many great pianists who despite their small hands could 

execute through technical versatility difficult passages that on the outset would seem unplayable. Nevertheless, Bax 

would tailor many of his piano parts dedicated to Cohen to fit her strengths and weaknesses, the Sonata for Viola and 

Piano perhaps not being one of them.  
167 LF 185-186 
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Fantasy Sonata, GP 284 

 

Arnold Baxôs last sonata for viola came only some five years after his first one and is considerably 

different in tone and atmosphere. The immediate differences are in its instrumentation, viola and 

harp, and its form, which is in four movements ï almost radical considering Baxôs relentless use of 

the triadic form. However as with the earlier sonata for viola and piano the form was already 

pioneered in an earlier violin sonata, this time in the Violin Sonata No. 2 written in 1915.168 The 

Fantasy Sonata would also be the only viola piece not affiliated with Tertis who, misremembering 

the work as ñLegend for viola and harpò, makes no comment on ever performing it.169 The sonata 

was dedicated to the harpist Maria Korchinska  (1895-1979) and the violist in the premiere was 

Raymond Jeremy who previously had been the dedicatee of Baxôs Quintet for Harp and Strings. 

One of the lesser known British viola players of the 20th Century, Raymond Jeremy (1890-1969) 

was an alumnus of the Royal Academy. Jeremy did his studies in violin (like almost all professional 

violists at the time) and only turned to viola after meeting Tertis in the last year of his studies.170 He 

quickly established his reputation as a skilled chamber musician and most famously played with the 

Philharmonic Quartet. With this ensemble he was premiering both Baxôs sextet In Memoriam as 

well as the First String Quartet. Lewis Foreman has recounted Baxôs acquaintance with Maria 

Korchinska that began with her arrival in England with her husband in 1924. 

 

Two Russian emigrés with whom Bax had become very friendly in the 1920s were the Count and Countess 

Benckendorff. They arrived in England in 1924 and Bax got to know them well in 1926 and 1927, and he and Harriet 

Cohen were constant visitors to their home near Ipswich in Suffolk. Countess Benckendorff was possibly the leading 

harpist of her day, and achieved considerable fame under her professional name of Maria Korchinska. Her husband 

played the flute, and when he appeared on a public platform was billed as Constantin Kony. Bax wrote works for them 

both, but principally for Korchinska, whose harp technique is reflected in his music, for she had a definite influence on 

the way Bax wrote for the instrument. Never a composer to worry unduly about the difficulty of his music for the 

player, he was encouraged in this direction by Korchinska making him aware, even more than he had been before (for 

he had already written for the instrument with distinction) of what was possible in the hands of a great player. She 

henceforth performed almost all Baxôs harp parts at first and important performances.171 

 

 
168 Unlike with the first violin and viola sonatas sharing musical similarities the second violin sonata shares little in 

common beyond its form with the Fantasy Sonata. The Violin Sonata No. 2 (GP 171) is in itself a fascinating work and 

its second movement contains a rare subtitle, ñThe Grey Dancer in the Twilightò. Bax would revise the sonata in 1921 

(GP248). 
169 Tertis 35 
170 White, John. An Anthology of British Viola Players. Colne, Lancashire: Comus Edition 1997 p. 143. 
171 LF 231-232 
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     Scott-Sutherland has described the Fantasy Sonata as a ñvirtuosic tour-de-forceò, which in 

context is rather perplexing if compared to the previous viola works, especially the sonata and the 

Phantasy.172 The harp-part is soloistic indeed, but the viola part is much more restrained and relaxed 

than in the previous viola sonata. Whether this is a result of the instrumentation giving more room 

to the primary soloist, the dedicatee or a reflection of the viola player, the much less flashy Jeremy 

(in comparison to Tertis) is left to speculation. In any case the harp participates as an equal partner 

in the music and the skillful intertwining of the two instruments is definitely the strong point of the 

work. The Times described the work as ñfull of characteristic poetic feeling, it is beautiful in 

soundò. 173 Musically the sonata, dated April 1927, is already somewhat removed from the ñbrazenò 

era of Baxôs career that perhaps saw its highpoint in the Sonata for Viola and Piano. His Third 

Symphony was already in the making and the emergence of calmer textures and Sibelian ostinati, 

while not clearly evident in the Fantasy Sonata, were pushing away some of the harmonic textural 

thickness. The instrumentation itself makes the work seem lighter and clearer and the four-

movement form results in three ñfastò movements which makes the work rely even more on 

rhythmical energy and folk-like melodies. Overall the work is challenging in that its heart is the 

slow third movement which is also the longest in duration and is preceded by two fast movements 

that on surface differ very little from each other. The lack of a scherzo and the somewhat trite 

ending to the final movement both highlight the third movement but also perhaps shrink the work as 

a whole from its grand outset.  

     The four movements are I. Allegro molto, II. Allegro Moderato, III. Lento Espressivo and IV. 

Allegro. Bax includes notable slower sections to all the fast movements and bridges over some 

movements to create a more cohesive work. The first movement belongs largely to the viola which 

dominates the melodic material throughout with the harp only given two short sections of spotlight, 

towards the end of the primary fast section and the introduction of the slow Andante central section. 

The movement is quite free and rhapsodic with the main theme serving most of the material in the 

beginning and in the end. The middle-section includes a short bell-like theme that is quickly worked 

back into the main theme and the proper slow middle section introduced by the harp. The 

movement ends with a viola cadenza that dives out of the slowed down main theme. Instead of the 

perhaps awaited solution of the cadenza leading directly to the next movement it ends the first 

movement on a long d-note joined by the harp. Bax slowly metamorphoses the triplet motive 

followed by a long note into a new theme that becomes the main theme of the second movement 

that is then heard in its entirety towards the end of the movement. This theme also shows some 

 
172 CSS 98 
173 Concerts ï Chamber Music by Arnold Bax, The Times 22 Oct. 1927, p. 10 
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resemblance to the folk-tune A chailín donn deas na gcíocha bána that Bax used in the Phantasy for 

Viola and Orchestra. 

 

 

(Ex. 14) The main theme of the first movement. 

 

 

 

 

(Ex. 15) The ending of the first movement with the viola cadenza derived from the main theme that has already 

morphed into the theme of the second movement. Bax employs a less subtle modal approach throughout the sonata and 

parallel fifths are excessively used as present in this excerpt.  

 

 

     Following the first movement the second commences with the already revealed theme which 

straightaway is cast into a process of improvisation until a majestic rendition of the theme pushes 
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the music to a rhythmic presto. The music subsides by the reappearance of the main theme, this 

time played slowly, and through a rewinding process it is morphed back into the main theme of the 

first movement. This finally leads the sonata straight to the third movement. At this point in the 

work it has become evident that the first two movements are one entity and the majority, if not all, 

thematic material comes from the main theme in the beginning of the work and especially itôs 

triplet-motive. Thus, it can be argued that beyond this four-part structure there actually exists the 

customary triadic form. Whether this structural choice works for the benefit of the sonata is another 

question, but this interesting compositional choice foreshadows Baxôs later experiments with form 

in his symphonies and concertos. After the second movement it is also clear that the viola writing 

differs somewhat from the previous sonata. The acoustic qualities of the harp allow an easier use of 

the middle and low registers compared to the piano and while Bax already wrote harp-like textures 

for the pianist, especially in the Viola Sonata, here the juxtaposition of the dark viola sound and the 

high and clear harp is made evident. Perhaps partly due to the harpôs gentler presence there are 

actual long polyphonic sections in the viola part alone, although most of them appear in the two 

closing movements.  

 

 

(Ex. 16) The ending of the second movement presents a slowed down version of its main theme which is then worked 

back into the first movements main theme making the two first movements like a musical mirror in the process. 

 

     As written previously, the third movement is definitely the heart of the entire sonata. A 

traditional ï for Bax - slow movement that works almost alone as a small romance. Here the 

composer becomes nostalgic and especially with the presence of the harp the music regains 

closeness to the tone poems of the previous decade. The movement opens with a long harp solo 

where the main theme is presented. Again, Bax writes a theme that is remarkably close to the love-

theme in Fand, a theme that seems to haunt his music. Another resemblance can be drawn to the 

middle section Lento semplice of the Phantasy for Viola and Orchestra that also notably borrowed 
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from Fand. The third movement itself is a long phantasy on one theme and additionally to the 

earlier similarities, the latter two movements continue in showing a clear connection to the 

aforementioned Phantasy for Viola and Orchestra. Perhaps the reason is rooted in the harp that 

makes Bax compose more orchestrally and long sections of this sonata definitely have a 

concertante feeling when compared to the chamber-like sonata for viola and piano. Interestingly in 

this sonata the viola rarely accompanies when present which differs from the viola & piano sonata 

that had the roles reversed on multiple occasions. The third movement ends as it begins, in 

tranquility with a long legato ostinato figure running in the harp part while the viola plays the theme 

on last time. In spite of the tranquility there is a somewhat stormy middle-section in this movement 

which gets quite virtuosic in a few bars with the viola climbing as high as the part gets in the whole 

sonata reaching the high C three octaves above the open C-string.  

     With the fourth movement the opening theme of the sonata is heard once again but is quickly led 

into a folk-dance that is more original thematically while still faintly resembling the second 

movement variation of the opening theme. The closing movement is a kind of rondo on familiar 

material and soon the opening theme is heard again while the main dance-theme is in constant 

variation. The movement ends in a maestoso rendition of the main theme finally in glorious F-sharp 

major that leads the work to a rather abrupt end.  

 

Legend, GP 299 

 

While Bax would write a second Viola Sonata, it never materialized completely with its material 

ending up in his Sixth Symphony, meaning that through a rather small piece entitled, Legend, he 

wrote his last work for viola. Symbolically this work would also signify the end of partnership with 

Tertis who after not being involved with the Fantasy Sonata, would return to premiere this piece. 

Precious little is known of the origin of this one-movement work. Foreman only mentions its 

premiere, which took place in Londonôs Aeolian Hall on 7 December 1929 with the composer 

playing the piano part.174 Tertis doesnôt mention the work at all, although he misremembers a work 

called ñLegend for harp and violaò, which most likely refers to the Fantasy Sonata.175 The concert 

was however richly reviewed and most likely somewhat anticipated since apart from the premiere 

of Baxôs new piece, the composer appeared himself as a pianist. With a rather colorful program, the 

concert included sonatas by Mozart and Brahms as well as John Irelandôs Piano Sonata No. 2 and 

Bowenôs Fantasia for Four Violas among others. Rebecca Clarke, Dorothy Derbyshire-Jones and 

 
174 LF 435 
175 Tertis 35 
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Winifried Copperwheat assisted in the Fantasia. Of the concert Clarke has noted in her diary, 

lamenting: ñPoor audience and he (Tertis) didnôt seem very happyò,176 which is further confirmed in 

the somewhat lukewarm reception of a few critics, notably in The Times: 

 

éit certainly would have been better to have played the Mozart Sonata (K.305) later instead of at the beginning, to give 

Mr. Tertis time to feel completely at home: for once his playing did not show the expected clarity and easeé (of the 

Legend) Mr. Baxôs work is well laid out, and it was well played, and its rather gloomy mood might perhaps have been 

more acceptable with brighter and more cheerful surroundingsé (and of the concert overall) less opportunity than usual 

in this scheme of admiring the remarkable variety of tone which Mr. Tertis can obtain from his instrument, and it must 

be confessed that the colouring which prevailed did rather tend to become monotonous.177 

 

Although there were more positive reviews, this rather harsh critique and Rebecca Clarkeôs 

memoirs of the evening would perhaps explain why Tertis makes no recollection of the work.  

     The Legend was commissioned by and dedicated to Elizabeth Sprague-Coolidge, the noted 

patroness of music, marking the first of two works Bax would dedicate to her, the second being the 

Octet from 1934. As a piece the viola work reflects in size the very first Bax wrote, namely the 

Concert Piece from 1904 and seems like an appropriate epilogue in the composerôs oeuvre for the 

instrument after the three big works preceding it. Bax would repeatedly use the ñlegendò title in his 

chamber works, notably in the 1915 piece for violin and piano and in the late Legend-Sonata for 

cello and piano from 1943. Composers from Liszt, Wieniawski and Dvorak to Samuel Coleridge-

Taylor and the Finnish Erkki Melartin, to name a few, frequently used this term to title small 

romantic chamber works. It is not different from other similar titles like ñballadeò or 

ñAlbumblªtterò, or even the many fairy-tale inspired titles used by Robert Schumann. In all they 

represent a convenient way of describing small but varyingly free-in-form romantic pieces 

especially common in the late 1800s.  

     Baxôs composition is a one-movement work with a duration of ca. 10 minutes. Emotionally and 

thematically it resembles the last movement of the Sonata for Viola and Piano in its procession 

from bleakness to light, although it is more complex in content. Although formally rather free and 

metamorphic, the work still retains an overt tertiary structure of a slow opening, stormy middle-

section and stepwise calming ending or epilogue. Like in both sonatas it starts with an introduction 

by the piano (or harp in the other sonataôs case), which in the Legend is a gloomy prologue with a 

fatefully marching ostinato in the bass. In the latter part of the opening with the inclusion of the 

viola the mood changes into a more elegiac lullaby of sorts. This melody is for Bax surprisingly 

 
176 Quoted by White, John. In Lionel Tertis ï The First Great Virtuoso of the Viola. Boydell Press 2007 p. 114 
177 The Times, 9 December 1929 p. 10 
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clear and semplice in structure and counterbalances the ñbrazenò section to come. The ending of the 

lullaby thickens in the viola part into a sort of cadenza that leads the music into the middle-section, 

marked Allegro moderato (then beginning being Lento). This faster section springs to life with 

another ostinato figure in the piano, that surprises with its syncopated rhythmic energy. After the 

build-up in the piano the viola comes in with flashy double-stops that signal a dance-like motive 

which is varied until a sudden melody reminiscent of the lullaby but also rhythmically derivative of 

the preceding dance appears. Further balancing of these themes leads into a sudden Piu Lento ï 

section that introduces, on top of dreamy triplets in the piano, another theme which, while still 

derivative of the preceding material, is faintly similar to the love song in Garden of Fand. A last 

fast Vivo develops the latter part of the preceding piu lento ï theme and after hearing the dance one 

more time a long fantasizing of the lullaby calms the music to its end.  

 

 

(Ex. 17) The beginning introduces in the bass-ostinato the theme of the lullaby and its rhythm is morphed into all the 

thematic material to follow. This introduction is the most extended one of all piano-introductions in Baxôs viola works 

and also shows the composers mature style where all the thematic material is found packed in the opening of the work. 
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(Ex. 18) In the violaôs entrance the opening-ostinato has become the lullaby-theme. Very well written, it beautifully 

exploits all registers of the instrument through a surprisingly simplistic melody with possible folk-song inspiration.  

 

 

(Ex. 19) In the first climax (estatico), after the lead up in the violaôs solo-bars, the opening theme has morphed again 

but still recognizable. 
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(Ex. 20) Finally, completely morphed, the main thematic material has found the heart of the piece, an all-too-familiar 

sounding melody reminiscent of the climax of the love song in the Fand.178 

 

 

     In the Legend, Bax wrote a definitely strong and versatile work full of material. While it ends up 

into familiar waters, there are also elements that look forward. Especially the relentless ostinato 

foreshadows the opening of the Sixth Symphony and in writing a surprisingly straightforward 

theme in the lullaby, Bax counterbalances all the overly fantasizing melodies found in his preceding 

viola music, although its elegiac character is familiar enough. Graham Parlett has called the work, 

ñA rather grim 10-minute pieceò,179 which is perhaps not fair considering the grim part arguably 

only lasts for the length of the opening piano solo. In the evolution of Baxôs compositional style the 

work shows further evolution from the Fantasy Sonata and the thematic material is now clearly 

packed in the opening bars. The work would be followed by the massive Winter Legends for piano 

and orchestra and the Fourth Symphony. The Legend, if nothing else, hints at their thematic 

compactness. For the violist this piece could be seen as a kind of ñbest of Baxò, since it manages to 

contain so much of stylistic versatility inside its short duration. While this makes it feel somewhat 

stuffed, the texture of the viola part is enjoyably well written and makes for a great concert piece. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
178 While only a distant recollection of the love theme, it is especially felt on the rising quarter-notes in the first bar.  
179 https://www.parlettpages.uk/bax/bax2529.html#299 (accessed 2.9.2025) 

https://www.parlettpages.uk/bax/bax2529.html#299
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 Chamber Music 
 

 

 

Trio in One Movement, GP 87 

 

Shortly after the meeting of Bax and Tertis, and the first work this collaboration would produce, the 

Concert Piece, another work featuring the viola was finished, namely the Trio in One Movement for 

violin, viola (or clarinet) and piano, composed in 1906. In the Trio, in spite of the instrumentation, 

the viola is not substituting the cello but rather staying most of the time above the piano texture and 

commencing hand in hand with the violin on the high registers. This choice, most likely inspired by 

Tertisôs virtuoso technique, both makes the viola part rather demanding, as well as the whole work 

into a more straightforward showpiece. The general lack of introspectiveness, so distinct of Baxôs 

chamber music, would despite the technical challenges make this work popular enough to be 

promoted later in his career and republished in 1925 by Chester Music much to the composerôs 

distaste.180 Written most likely in Dresden in the spring of 1906, the Trio has echoes of Richard 

Straussôs melodic style and thematically it is reminiscent of Dohnanyi. The short visit to Germany 

on the aftermath of Baxôs studies would later dim in comparison to Ireland or even Russia, Ukraine 

and Finland when discussing his influences, but he did see Salome in Dresden much to his 

excitement. Strauss would stay, if not as a direct influence, someone he would hold in high 

reverence as is clear from his remembrance on his study days. 

 

Then in 1902 the music of Strauss poured into this country in full flood. And what a to-do there was! Each work to 

arrive proved more breath-taking and controversial than the last. Wagner had made music the language of passion, and 

now in Richard the Second neurosis became vocal. Ancient and pedantic ears were assaulted by novelties of all 

kinds.181 

 

     There is not much to discuss specifically on the Trio that would be of special interest to the viola 

writing of Bax, except the unorthodox use of registers which echoes Tertisôs own taste and vision. 

Another view could nevertheless be justified by the composer choosing to set the viola part high 

above the piano harmonies for acoustic reasons. The work is scored skillfully in the sense that 

whenever the viola dips lower to more familiar heights, it is given space by the piano texture 

 
180 LF 42-43 
181 Bax, Arnold. Farewell, my Youth p. 12 
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becoming sparser. However there is no additional justification for the high writing of the part and 

especially in comparison to the vast output of chamber music with central viola parts, this Trio 

offers mostly perhaps a chance for a violist to show their virtuoso side next to a violinist, as well as 

a window to the composers relationship to continental styles. The viola part is also much less linked 

technically to the preceding Concert Piece or the forthcoming Viola Sonata. As written above, Bax 

grew to hate the work as he made clear later on.  

 

An early trio of my own which I madly allowed to appear in the catalogue of the [Society of British Composers] has 

become the very bane of my life; for the firm of J. & W. Chester, which took over all the publications of the Society 

upon [its] demise, has ever been the principal musical link between ourselves and the Continent, and whenever 

application is made to them from abroad for an example of my work that early derivative and formless farrago is 

inevitably sent out, with the natural result that European interest in me is stillborn. I cannot blame Messrs. Chester & 

Co. (who do not pay rent in Great Marlborough Street for the good of their health), since this trio is the only extended 

work of mine in their list; but I wish the devil would fly away with the whole remaining stock of the damned thing, and 

give himself ptomaine poisoning by eating it!182 

 

 

Lyrical Interlude , GP 261 

 

Originally the slow movement of an early String Quintet composed in 1908, Bax later re-fashioned 

this into a work of its own due to his belief that the score of the quintet was lost during the First 

World War in Germany. This new work, titled Lyrical Interlude and dedicated to fellow composer 

Ralph Vaughan Williams, differs from the earlier version in that Bax re-scored it to include two 

violas instead of two cellos like in the original quintet. Despite the Interlude being scored in 1922 

(the same year as Baxôs First Symphony), it essentially sounds like the composerôs early work, with 

the change in instrumentation doing little to the musical material itself originating from 15 years 

earlier. Lewis Foreman categorizes the work as ñIrishò excluding the main theme as an example. 183 

In addition to this influence, that was overwhelmingly present throughout the composerôs early 

work, the modality in the Interlude points to Dvorak as well, which is perhaps even stronger felt 

through the format of string quintet.  

     The writing in the Interlude is darkly colored, with both violas staying most of the time in 

middle and lower registers. If not viola-centric, the piece is still very much driven by this middle-

register duo. The cello is partly due to this devoid of any soloistic material. In the beginning the 

 
182 Bax, Arnold. Farewell, my Youth p. 88-89 
183 LF p. 53 
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violas present the thematic material before the first violin plays the theme in its full extent. 

Essentially throughout the rest of the work thematic spotlight is shared between the first violin and 

viola and in the end the first viola plays one last wistful time the theme to round up the piece. The 

dedicatee Vaughan Williams would later in his phantasy quintet (for the same ensemble) of 1935 

heighten the role of the first viola even more, making it almost the sole central instrument in the 

slow movements of the work.  

 

 

 

Piano Quintet, GP 167 

 

This massive work was written throughout the summer of 1914 and would become one of the key 

chamber works in Baxôs oeuvre. The obvious parallel works would be Elgarôs Piano Quintet from 

1918 which shares some similarities in atmosphere and writing, as well as Frank Bridgeôs Piano 

Quintet from 1904-5. Set in this canon of late romantic British quintets, Baxôs work is nevertheless 

very original and, written as it is on the eve of the Great War, a final musical depiction of the 

composers relatively carefree youth days. Still clouds are appearing in this work, and the in the 

finale the music is lead into a tragic end.   

     The quintet is not only extensive in length, but very orchestral in its writing. Bax is not only 

looking towards The Garden of Fand, but also even further to his symphonies. The quintet 

essentially follows the symphonic structure he would use more or less in his entire cycle, three 

movements with a slow middle movement and a long slow coda in the end of the finale. The writing 

is ambitious in attempting all possible orchestral colors. Much like in Erich Korngoldôs early Piano 

Quintet (1921), there is a ñcaution to the windò kind of approach and at no point is Bax attempting 

any restraints on expression. Thematically the work is echoing Fand, but the cyclic form with its 

serious ties to his later symphonies makes it one of his stricter pieces of music. In the quintet Bax 

perfects his ternary form, with opposing themes of dance and song as well as a coda that fades away 

the music. Even the dramatic effect of a dream-like slow moment followed by a tragic wake up in 

the finale is to be found here. All key building blocks in his later symphonies. 

Much like in the Lyrical Interlude, in the quintet most of the soloistic moments in the strings are 

shared between the first violin and the viola. The innate pastoral quality that seemed to draw 

composers of the English renaissance towards the violaôs timbre, is evident throughout the longer 

solos in this piece. Although Bax never leaned into it as much as Vaughan Williams, he still draws 

from the darker colors of the instrument more than before in the quintet. Perhaps the influence of 



 76 

Tertis was felt here, since even in this work the solos tend to ascend away from lower- and middle 

registers. As a whole the viola part, with its moments of both dancing and singing, is foreshadowing 

the viola sonata. 

 

 

(Ex. 21) Towards the middle of the first movement yet another melody is introduced, though it could as well be 

seen as a continuation of the previous lullaby-theme which also ends the work. This melody however, introduced 

by the viola, bears much resemblance to the love theme in Fand, also played there by a solo viola. (see ex. 29) It is 

also rhythmically vaguely similar to the secondary theme in the first movement of the Viola Sonata.  
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Elegiac Trio, GP 178 

 

One of the key works Bax would write for the viola, the Elegiac Trio for flute, viola and harp 

showed simultaneously his growing interest in the harp. Much apart from a presumptive and 

superficial connection to Irish folklore, Bax would find great use for the harp purely in his colorful 

orchestration and the instrument is well represented in all his symphonies and symphonic works. 

The greater works for harp were still to come, since Bax had yet to meet the harpist Maria 

Korchinska, who would inspire him to develop his writing for the instrument. The trio was most 

likely inspired by Debussyôs late work for the same ensemble. Curiously in the premiere, in March 

of 1917, the violist was not Tertis but Waldo Warner (1874-1945), the violist of the London String 

Quartet. Warner would later show promise as a composer, most famously with his Piano Trio which 

won the coveted 1921 chamber music competition organized by renowned patron of music 

Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge.  

     The Elegiac Trio owes its title and theme to the memory of Baxôs friends who perished in the 

Easter Rising even though the music is much less elegiac than one might expect. Baxôs approach is 

once again orchestral and the ever-ornamented melodies make this piece resemble the tone poems 

more than his chamber works. The form is also familiar and is rounded up by a coda, which perhaps 

surprisingly considering the historical context, ends the work in pleasant G major. Dramaturgically 

the work seems more escapist than tragic.  

     Whereas there were hints of the Viola Sonata in the Piano Quintet, the trio seems almost like a 

prelude to all the viola pieces the composer would write in the coming years. Finally, the low 

register is present throughout the work while Bax doesnôt shy at letting the viola soar high with the 

flute. Of course, the gentleness of the harp allows much more easily the low and middle registers to 

ring out, although this approach would continue into the Sonata with piano. The part is further made 

difficult by the addition of a fair number of double stops, which could be seen as a wish for the part 

to grow into a larger string texture. The overall orchestral approach would support this. Present are 

as well octave doublings in parts of the theme in the middle section of the piece. These octaves 

would find their way into the climaxes of the first and third movement of the Viola Sonata. It is 

difficult to distinguish whether the thematic material here is explicitly connected to the Viola 

Sonata, or if its growingly representative of Baxôs melodic habits. His recurring use of repetition 

and recitation around a certain note is especially present throughout all the melodies written for the 

viola. However, Bax does it differently from Vaughan Williams, much more relying on chromatics 

and not usually as clearly in one mode.  
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In Memoriam, GP 190 

 

Although Bax would in his melodic writing follow a similar modal route as his contemporaries, his 

music never really sounded as ñEnglishò as was the case with Vaughan Williams. A strong use of 

bi-tonalities, pentatonic scales and extensive ornamentation distances Bax from the folk-song 

revival of the English musical renaissance, whilst his thick orchestration often blurs the texture. He 

would be strongly impressed by Tudor music through a performance of Byrdôs Five-part Mass in 

the early 1920ôs but the effect was small compared to Vaughan Williams. Still, occasionally Bax 

manages to write almost exemplary pastoral passages with simplicity. The beginning of In 

Memoriam could be almost mistaken for Vaughan Williams, with its ¾ harp accompaniment topped 

by a cor anglais theme in full aeolian mode. The work, a sextet for cor anglais with harp and string 

quartet, was written as a more direct response to the fatalities of the Easter Rising. It is still, much 

like the Elegiac Trio, a surprisingly bright piece that takes a wistfully nostalgic route rather than a 

darkly dramatic one. In essence the work is a tone poem that also points towards Baxôs symphonies 

and especially their slow movements. Parallels to Fand are very clear, not only through the overall 

Debussyesque atmosphere and the use of ñaquaticò arpeggios but most notably a motive of repeated 

eighth notes and a quarter note that also constitutes the climax in the love theme of Fand.  

     While this sextet could be seen almost as a chamber concerto dominated by the cor anglais, Bax 

still finds plenty of room for the individual strings and harp to shine. For the viola especially the 

former half of the work offers long solos that often carry a specially instructed solo-marking. In this 

work the composer achieves perhaps even greater equality between the different parts than in his 

previous chamber pieces, and even though the first violin and viola slightly rise above the rest of 

the strings in thematic significance, the sextet offers more room to the cello with especially one 

long solo towards the middle of the piece. Baxôs seeming neglect of the former instrument is more 

evident throughout his early work and would change slowly culminating in the chamber works and 

concerto for the instrument. As in his early tone poems, in the early chamber works the viola takes 

up the soloistic space more traditionally reserved for the cello. 
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(Ex. 22) After the introductory themes, the viola introduces this triplet-motive. Note the ñaccompanying Violaò- 

marking on the cor anglais. Though the viola is very much present in this work, the overall equality in the string 

texture is perhaps already hinting towards Baxôs first String Quartet. 

 

 

String Quartet No. 1, GP 199 

 

In his early years Bax had written at least two String Quartets, both student works but especially the 

latter from 1903 already pointing towards his ñIrishò tone poems. From this quartet he would go on 

to orchestrate the slow movement as Cathaleen-Ni-Hoolihan, one of his early notable orchestra 

works.184 It would take 15 years for Bax to return to writing a quartet, and perhaps resulting after a 

decade of tone painting and from the joys and sorrows of his Irish escapades, this new work took a 

completely new and simultaneously traditional turn. By 1918 the composer had long rejected his 

early quartets, so the new work was to be officially his 1st String Quartet. Dedicated to the, by then 

knighted, Sir Edward Elgar, the quartet is in three movements with an emotional slow movement 

and a fiery dance-finale. Bax would almost never throughout his career adapt existing folk-tunes 

into his music, being true to his philosophy of attempting to emulate his influences instead of 

quoting them. However, in this finale of the quartet he comes very close to alluding to an Irish folk-

tune although he would claim the tune to be original.185   

     The 1st String Quartet is thematically and structurally perhaps the most conservative work in 

the canon of Baxôs more famous compositions. It would also prove to be very popular, being 
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one of the most played and recorded British quartets in the 1920ôs and 30ôs. For long stretches 

in the first movement it almost sounds more like its dedicatee Elgar and the overall atmosphere 

of rural nonchalance brings DvoŚ§k and Smetana to mind. It is surprising to encounter this work 

in all its effective simplicity and for its time almost old-fashioned language after listening to 

Fand or even the preceding chamber works. It is only in the slow movement where Bax slowly 

reverts back to his own ways and builds an introspective tone poem inside this superficially 

traditional sounding work. The somewhat respectful approach Bax takes, results also in a very 

balanced piece of writing, therefore the quartet doesnôt continue the thematic over-emphasizing 

of the first violin and viola parts, choosing rather to underscore an equal approach to the 

material. The quartets allure lies precisely in its effective and joyous scoring which allows all 

the players to shine. It is possibly Baxôs most classical work and shows his laborious side 

instead of the ñbrazen romanticò as he described himself.  

 

 

Quintet for Harp and Strings, GP 214 

 

It is important to note that Lionel Tertis, although of essential inspiration to Baxôs relationship 

with the viola, was not the only great violist inspiring the composer. Raymond Jeremy, who 

would premiere Baxôs Fantasy Sonata was not only premiering the Quintet but also curiously its 

dedicatee which is perhaps even more strangely not mirrored in the music. Very little is known 

of the Harp Quintets origins, except that it most likely originated during a visit to Ireland in 

1919 that was Baxôs first since the war broke out.186 It is not known what prompted Bax to 

dedicate the whole work to Jeremy, but at this point they had already established a solid 

connection and as stated above years later Jeremy would be the violist to premiere Baxôs 

Fantasy Sonata for Harp and Viola with Maria Korchinska. The former harpist would have a 

huge impact on Baxôs writing for the harp making it more versatile from the earlier style 

apparent in the Quintet. The harpist premiering the Quintet was the Welsh-born Gwendolen 

Mason (1883-1977) who made a long career in both a teacher and a performer. She has been 

described as ñthe leading British harpist of the inter-war and immediate post-war periodsò. 187 

     The quintet is in one continuous movement, divided in three sections that outline a, fast-

slow-fast structure typical of Bax. A somber work, it is also structurally a return to Baxôs 

romantic language with two notable changes. Firstly, the string texture is more cohesive and 

 
186 Foreman, Lewis. Notes to Hyperion CD CDA66807 (1995) 
187 Lewis, Geraint. Ossian Ellis: a tribute to the great Welsh harpist, in Gramophone, 21 January 2021 
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barer, possibly resulting from the quartet and secondly, a notable shift in thematic hierarchy can 

be seen with the cello part not only eclipsing the viola but becoming almost the central part of 

the whole work. The same shift from viola to cello that can be traced through Baxôs tone poems 

is happening clearly in his chamber music as well. It is a possibility that the First String Quartet 

not only matured his writing for strings, but also drew his attention to the cello. Still, it should 

be noted that in the so-called harp quintet, where the harp is hardly a soloist, the viola gets its 

moments here and there. However, of interest is the rise of the cello part that comes largely at 

the expense of the viola. The apparent success of the quartet can also be seen as affecting 

positively this change while it is still somewhat amusing to encounter a work dedicated to the 

violist offering the spotlight to the cellist.  

 

 

Oboe Quintet, GP 258 

 

Unlike the preceding quintet, the Oboe Quintet from 1922 presents a clear soloist. Fashioned for 

the esteemed oboist Léon Goossens (1897-1988) it is in the usual three movements and was 

also later orchestrated by Sir John Barbirolli. It is of interest that Bax was partly re-introducing 

this form of composition after its glory days in the late classical era. His quintet was to be one 

of the major British oboe works of the century and should be mentioned along the seminal 

works dedicated to Goossens which also include among others Vaughan Williamsôs Concerto, 

Elgarôs Soliloquy and the celebrated Phantasy Quartet by Britten. The work was premiered by 

Goossens and the Kutcher Quartet in May of 1924. Frank Howard  (1868-1930) was the violist 

of the quartet and would also take part in the first recording of the quintet.  

     Musically the quintet is a very transitory work and despite gazing to the past occasionally, 

especially in the slow movement, it seems to foreshadow the more rhythmic and concentrated 

style of the third symphony. The finale is an Irish jig of sorts, and Bax is more aggressive in his 

rhythms than perhaps ever before in any of his chamber works which at times makes the 

movement sound almost like Bartók or Stravinsky. It is interesting how different the work 

sounds if compared to the Viola Sonata, composed in the same year but stylistically belonging 

to the more familiar romanticism of Bax. For the viola, like in the harp quintet, this work 

presents the occasional moments with perhaps the most memorable melodies going to the cello 

and first violin. Like in the symphonies the role of the viola seems to be diminished from the 

early works of Bax, but also more specialized. Throughout the progression of Baxôs writing for 

the viola, the 1920ôs seem to try to find a necessary role for the instrument in bigger forms. This 



 82 

is less apparent in his chamber music but is still echoed by the viola occupying ever shorter but 

perhaps more personal moments in the texture, whilst the longer cantabile melodies go to the 

cello. Especially in dances the viola has often an essential role, also apparent in the jig of the 

Oboe Quintet where it offers a counter motive to the oboeôs theme. Another key moment is a 

short melody pictured below.  

 

(Ex. 23) Between the oboeôs monologues in the slow movement, the viola plays its answer accompanied by the 

cello. This moment is reminiscent of Vaughan Williams if not only by the overall modal writing underlined by the 

fifths in the accompaniment.  

 

 

String Quartet No. 2, GP 271 

 

A relatively small amount has been written of the Second String Quartet from 1925, and most 

reviews tend to recount Lewis Foremanôs comparisons to Baxôs Second Symphony.188 These 

works, composed simultaneously, do definitely share a common restless atmosphere and purely 

on a compositional level reflect the on-going change in Baxôs style. Nevertheless, he confessed 

to being ñunconverted to Schºnberg and Bartokò,189 occasionally and especially in a select 

works from the mid 1920ôs his synthesis of folk-influences and chromatic late-romanticism 

brings the music close in resemblance to his modern continental colleagues. In the Second 

Quartet this connection is perhaps at its strongest. Unlike in his symphonies where the second 

was preceded by the overly romantic first, the second quartet followed a light and structurally 

almost classical work. This new simplicity and stronger use of contrapuntal writing is now 

pushed into a tonally more ambiguous and dissonant context with a relentless rhythmic force. 

Not even the customary, and usually dreamy slow movement is safe from this. Notable is the 
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relative absence of the typical Baxian lushness, in its place stricter structures like multiple 

fugues and a long fugato that starts the entire work. Aside from a few nostalgic glimpses and 

quotes, the slow movement has an expressionistic, almost Viennese sound to it further 

strengthened by the ¾ time signature giving a faint feeling of a waltz. Still, all of this is familiar 

Bax characterized by his typical modality and melodic structures. He would always stay tonal in 

his music and his reserved feelings towards Schönberg or Bartók were mostly about disagreeing 

on the future of any atonal or serial music.  

     As expected, the 2nd String Quartet is in three movements with a central slow movement and 

an energetic finale. The overall atmosphere is more modern and contrapuntal as mentioned 

above, while in its scoring the quartet continues on the path laid down by the first quartet and 

the Oboe Quintet. The cello is now presented prominently throughout the work which begins 

with a long lone solo, followed later by the viola in fugato. From the violistôs perspective Baxôs 

writing has now completely changed from his early days and the transition from high soaring 

melodies to low croaking rhythms and expressive but brief chromatic motives is now complete. 

Also, the appearance of long ostinato figures, often scored for the viola in the symphonies is 

present in this quartet as well. Curiously the work was dedicated to Vaughan Williams, whose 

own music is far from the listeners mind here unlike in the earlier Lyrical Interlude that, while 

also being dedicated to Baxôs colleague, reminds one of the similar pastoral sensibilities that the 

two composers shared. Vaughan William would respond a decade later by dedicating possibly 

his most violent work, The Fourth Symphony to Bax. 

 

 

Nonet, GP 302 

 

After the 2nd String Quartet Bax would in the remaining years of that decade compose a handful 

of sonatas as well as smaller pieces. These would include the last viola works he would ever 

compose, the Fantasy Sonata and Legend. Also included was another harp sonata, this time with 

flute as well as two violin sonatas of which the second he fashioned into a nonet. Although the 

original sonata version was finished, it was not until 1983 when it finally was performed.190 The 

stylistic influences of Sibelius, that were so necessary for shaping the texture of Baxôs later 

symphonies, would find their way into his chamber music as well. The Nonet with its larger 

instrumentation is able to show the Sibelian influence quite well, and the interplay of sections 
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over-arched by longer lines is evident right from the beginning. For Sutherland the Nonet is 

Baxôs most attractive larger scale chamber work and he likened it to Ravelôs Introduction and 

Allegro.191 Compared to the Second String Quartet, it is definitely more free and reminiscent of 

Baxôs earlier tone poems, but the newly found structural order also evokes comparisons to the 

then popular form of chamber concerto. Basically, Baxôs approach is orchestral and in a way the 

window for tightly constructed and strongly contrapuntal chamber works was closed towards 

the end of the 1920ôs.  

     Composed in 1930, the Nonet is in two movements of which neither clearly assume the role 

of a slow movement although the second is more driving. It would be more accurate to approach 

the work as two independent pieces. This two-movement form would become the standard for 

Baxôs ensuing set of large-scale chamber works and even extend to the petite Clarinet Sonata of 

1934. The scoring calls for flute, oboe, clarinet, harp, string quartet and contrabass and Bax 

cleverly creates and breaks up different combinations of instruments during the work. Originally 

a violin sonata, as the nonet is, the first violin stands clearly above the rest of the strings in 

thematic importance. The woodwinds are also given frequently room with the clarinet and oboe 

standing out in particular, although the work is very equal and rests mostly on combinations 

rather than lone soloists. As expected by now, the cello shadows the viola slightly which 

however is not of huge importance since both instruments are largely subservient in the texture. 

The emergence of long ostinato figures is a key feature in Baxôs mature and late period, and this 

technique is particularly representative in the viola parts, also in the Nonet. For the violist this 

work doesnôt offer a part worth mentioning if compared to some earlier chamber works of Bax, 

but this is precisely why it is so interesting since one can clearly note the slow and gradual 

sinking in importance throughout the 1920ôs. The work was premiered in September of 1930 

with assistance of the Brosa Quartet and the largely forgotten Leonard Rubens as violist. Bax 

dedicated the Nonet to the then recently deceased brother of Harriet Cohen, Eric. 

 
191 CSS 98 
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(Ex. 24) The beginning of the first movement in Baxôs Nonet immediately shows off the central ostinato-figure, 

mostly played by the viola but also heard in other parts.  

 

 

Threnody and Scherzo, GP 336 

 

Between 1934 and 1936 Bax wrote a trio of works with special attention to certain wind 

instruments for which he hadnôt written soloistic chamber music before. Following the Oboe 

Quintet, GP 258 from 1922 and the Sonata for Flute and Harp, GP 291 from 1928 he would turn 

his attention to the clarinet and compose the two-movement Sonata for Clarinet and Piano in 

1934. Originally written for a fellow cricketer the work would be premiered by the celebrated 

clarinettist Frederick Thurston  (1901-1953) who throughout his sadly short-lived career 

premiered Gerald Finziôs Concerto and had works written for by Malcolm Arnold, John Ireland 

and Herbert Howells among others.192 The next work would be written for another important 
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figure in British music, Aubrey Brain  (1893-1955). A supreme horn player in his time he had 

recently premiered Ethel Smythôs Double Concerto when Bax wrote his Octet for Horn, Piano 

and String Sextet, GP 329. The third work in question would be another chamber concerto like 

the octet and written to another heavyweight of their instrument, the bassoonist Archie 

Camden (1888-1979) of whom The Times once wrote, ñIf the bassoon is no longer considered 

to be the orchestraôs clown, its rehabilitation is the result of Mr Camdenôs work as an orchestral 

player, soloist and teacherò.193  

     Like the two aforementioned works the Threnody and Scherzo is also cast in two movements 

and scored as another octet but unlike in the horn-octet where the piano fills much of the 

texture, in this work the harp as its replacement plays more in tandem with the string sextet. The 

sextet is also slightly altered with the addition of a contrabass instead of the second cello. This 

work also shows off the duo of violas in a much higher capacity as its predecessor. It was 

premiered in 1936 by Camden with Maria Korchinska naturally playing the harp part. The 

strings were provided by the Griller Quartet with Philip Burton on viola and the second viola 

part played by the then young Frederick Riddle (1912-1995) who became one of the seminal 

British viola soloists of the 20th Century with an illustrious career as a recording artist, orchestra 

musician and pedagogue.  

 

 

 
193 Archie Camden 80 Today, The Times, 9 March 1968, p. 19 
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(Ex. 25 a-b) The addition of the second viola allows Bax to use the instruments as a duo, here answering the solo 

bassoons comments. Note as well the second viola adding ornamentation to the accompaniment between the 

comments. 
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(Ex. 26 a-b) For 1936 an almost nostalgic viola solo written in the high register. Once the line switches to the first 

violin, another example of the second viola used as an ornamenting accompaniment is heard.  
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 Orchestral Music 

 

 

 

In the Faëry Hills, GP 114/245 

 

With the alternative Irish title An Suagh Sidhe, this early tone poem was conceived as the middle 

part to Baxôs Eire-trilogy additionally consisting of Into the Twilight (1908) and Ros Catha (1910). 

In the Faery Hills proved to be the most popular of the three and the only one to be published in the 

composerôs lifetime. This 15-minute poem got its inspiration from Baxôs great literary hero and 

Irishman W.B. Yeatsôs collection, The Wanderings of Oisin, a tragic story about the mortal hero 

Oisin being swept to the islands of the immortals by the fairy princess Niam. Oisin attempts to sing 

of human joy but this is perceived intolerable by the fairies, and his harp is thrown or ñhurledò as 

Yeats writes: 

 

ñdown in a leaf-hid, hollow place 

That kept dim waters from the sky; 

And each one said, with a long, long sigh, 

ñO saddest harp in all the world, 

Sleep there till the moon and the stars die!ò194 

 

     In the Faery Hills is also an early example of both its authors ambitious orchestration, as well as 

generosity towards different instrumental groups. Like most other early tone poems by Bax, this 

work is written in a mature impressionistic vein for a large orchestra. Almost all instruments get 

attention and room from the composer while it is interesting to note that already in his early 

orchestral works, Bax gives a lot of attention for the viola. The part in Faery Hills is very similar to 

a Strauss or Puccini opera in its multitude of tasks, only even more soloistic. All central motives 

appear on the viola part and in addition there are multiple solos for one or two players. It is as, if not 

more, central to the work as the first violin part.  

 

 

 

 
194 Yeats, William Butler. The Wanderings of Oisin, and other poems. 1st Edition ï London: Kegan Paul & Co. 1889 
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(Ex. 27) In the beginning (2nd bar in the picture) the opening theme with its triplet motive. The violas are the first string 

section to play this theme.  

 

 

 

(Ex. 28) A solemn theme played by two viola players which is soon to be answered by cor anglaise and two violin 

players who usher the middle section of the piece into a wild and sudden dance as Yeats puts it. Here, although 

debatable, the viola duo seems representative of Oisin who is pulled into a dance by fairies. Lewis Foreman has argued 

the middle section of relating to that dance.195  

 

 

 
195 Foreman, Lewis. Notes to Chandos CD Chan 8367, OCLC 906562955 (1985) 

 



 91 

 

(Ex. 29) In the Faery Hills ends with the central dance-theme being played by a solo viola and a flute. This ending 

concludes a work for the viola where throughout the whole piece it is constantly on the forefront. For 1909 this can be 

seen as something out of the ordinary and Bax certainly took the challenge first put down by Weber and Berlioz to write 

an interesting and versatile part for the instrument.  

 

 

The Garden of Fand, GP 175 

 

One of Baxôs most enduring and popular works was and is still The Garden of Fand. With Tintagel 

and November Woods, itôs widely considered to be not only one of the composerôs best tone poems, 

but also a key to building up his reputation as a painter of luscious tone poems on mythical 

revelries. Another tale of mortals being cast into a mythical world, The Garden of Fand tells the 

story of an island amidst the Atlantic where a ship is thrown by an immense wave. There Fand, the 

daughter of Manannan (the ruler of the sea in Celtic mythology), sings a song of immortal love 

which builds up to a dance and feast. Suddenly the sea rises and whilst the mortals are buried with 

the magical island into the depths, the immortals ride on golden waves and laugh carelessly at the 

fate of the sunken mortals. Twilight falls, the sea subsides, and Fandôs island fades out of sight. The 

ñgardenò in the context of this work can be seen as the ocean itself.  

     In this work Baxôs obsession with the sea is apparent and both the high shimmering motives as 

well as the pulsating bass lines are present. Again, as in the Faery Hills the piece is written for a 

large orchestra which Bax uses to its fullest. The writing is even more bold and harmonically 
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advanced and stylistically begins shows similarities to the impressionism-fueled expressionism of 

Franz Schreker and E. W. Korngold who both garnished their late-romantic style with 

impressionistic colours especially evident in their early operas. Actually, both harmonically as well 

as texturally, Baxôs depiction of the Atlantic has a quality similar to the water-themed music found 

in the beginning of Korngoldôs Violanta and Schrekerôs Die Gezeichneten-, even though the 

Viennese composers were less fantastical than Bax and focusing more on the dramatical and even 

psychological connections of their characters with their surroundings. The viola part doesnôt offer 

as many solos as the one in Faery Hills, but itôs still very varied with a throughout important role. 

However, much as in the Faery Hills, here the central call of the love theme is given memorably to 

the solo violist.  

     

 

(Ex. 30) In this case a solo viola calls the love song of Fand. The theme is then taken over by different sections of the 

orchestra building and developing it to a climax.   

 

 

(Ex. 31) The viola solo above leads into the first presentation of the theme itself. The rising motive underlined by a 

crescendo in the third bar is of particular importance since it becomes a recurring motive in all of Baxôs music to 

follow. 
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The Happy Forest, GP 157 (orchestrated in 1922) 

 

Originally a piano piece from 1914, Bax orchestrated The Happy Forest into a short and lively tone 

poem, or nature poem as itôs subtitled. The work was inspired by a short story by the playwright 

Herbert Farjeon  (1887-1945)- that was contributed to the then active theosophical magazine 

Orpheus, edited by Baxôs poet brother Clifford. The composer described the work as a depiction of 

the phantasmagoria of nature untouched by man.196 The Happy Forest stands musically in a curious 

place, since its roots are clearly in the impressionistic style of Fand and Tintagel, however the 

general innocence and vivacious pace, not to mention a general atmosphere of happiness, as 

suggested by the title point the work towards the, in a way less introspective style of his later short 

orchestra works. By the time he orchestrated this piece, the First Symphony had just been finished 

and the subsequent cycle of seven symphonies would consume his creative powers leaving the 

shorter orchestra works, apart from a few exceptions, to lesser attention. Simultaneously a trend of 

short virtuosic pieces for orchestra can be seen emerging throughout the 1920ôs. The Happy Forest 

is still described a nature poem by the composer but structurally the Straussian influences in the 

texture create a self-important virtuoso quality that greatly polarizes with both the stereotypes of 

luscious meandering afflicted with Bax, as well as with his serious symphonic developments. All of 

this make The Happy Forest an interesting work to study, since in its structure the musical 

crossroads of the early 1920ôs is clearly mirrored.  

     In the evolution of Baxôs orchestral viola writing, this work offers similarly a multifaceted view. 

The coloristic touches are immediately present with a col legno tremolo shadowing the opening 

trumpet fanfare, setting forth a part of great contrasts. Short and often rhythmic motives constitute 

most of the clearly audible sections in the viola part while, true to Baxôs style, longer melodies are 

found in the cello part. An emergence of darker orchestration in the string accompaniment can be 

heard in the work. Already in earlier works Bax often divides the viola part, tightly spaced, in 

multiple divisi whilst playing a long chord, like in the opening of Tintagel where the section is used 

to strengthen the initial brass motive.197 However, throughout the 1920ôs with Baxôs orchestration 

becoming less generous the habit of writing tightly spaced harmonies in lower registers, and 

especially at points of chordal background, becomes more audible. There are multiple occasions in 

the Happy Forest where this is used in the viola section. The use of descriptive techniques, likely to 

tempt the sounds of the trees, is present throughout the viola part from the aforementioned col legno 

 
196 LF 116 (originally from a program note on a 1953 performance of the work) 
197 Important here being, the independent use of the viola section in contrast to the other string sections.  
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tremolo ï section, to a pizzicato accompaniment, where Bax specifically writes ñthrummedò on top 

of fast triplets. A microcosm of Baxôs viola writing could be drawn from The Happy Forest with the 

abovementioned ingredients to be added with a few short melodies played by a solo viola. In the 

work in question these solos are to be found as well, with a latter of special interest as seen in the 

following figure. 

  

 

(Ex. 32) Towards the end of The Happy Forest a short elegiac theme is played by a solo viola. While the use of an 

idiomatic register is refreshing in light of Baxôs viola melodies, it is here more likely a result of the linking between the 

preceding parts in the woodwinds and the solo cello that carries the violas theme in a livelier manner more suited to 

theme of the piece. 
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Overture to a Picaresque Comedy, GP 305 

 

This joyous work, written in 1930, apparently stemmed from a bet in which the composer was 

challenged to produce a piece that would sound like Richard Strauss, waltz and all, resulting in an 

unique score and a musically happy pair with the similarly cheerful and simultaneously written 

Fourth Symphony.198 The overture sounds hardly like a mere musical joke on Baxôs older 

continental colleague and while it, throughout its 10 minutes flows from pastiche to parody,  

a lot of sincerity is present in the more tranquil sections. Apart from the English spoof on 

Rosenkavalier that is the main theme as well as all the fin-de-siècle fun that occurs in the waltz-

sections, Bax shows his appreciation of Strauss in the long melodic sections in the middle of the 

work. Only speculation can be had on Baxôs relationship to this work, although in an article from 

the 1940ôs the conductor Christopher Whelen quite bluntly categorized it with a few other short 

orchestral works as pleasant but unrepresentative of the composer lamenting the lack of 

performances of Baxôs larger pieces.199 It should also be noted that Bax would write, perhaps by the 

influence of this work, another explicitly comedic orchestra work that appeared a few years later as 

the Rogueôs Comedy Overture (GP 335).   

     In choosing a mostly straightforward style, Baxôs approach to the strings is also traditional with 

only glimpses of color through a few places of divided solo saltandos as added color to woodwind-

passages. Characteristically to the composerôs style at this point, no melodic solos appear in the 

viola part, with the few themes that do appear being shared with mostly the cellos as well as horns 

and clarinets. Since comedy seldom appears in Baxôs music, especially in the joking manner present 

in this overture, unique passages can be found. In forming a large picture on the composers writing 

for the viola, the tone is undoubtedly more serious than anything else. Even all the more capricious 

and rhythmic excerpts are, as Colin Scott-Sutherland writes, in their ñBeardsley-esque romanticism, 

neurotic in origin, something nightmarish or delirious in qualityò.200 Therefore it is refreshing and 

surprising to find viola excerpts explicitly humorous in execution. Two instances in the overture 

present a short and rhythmic witty answer from the viola section, which while not anything 

excessive, counterbalances the otherwise rather solemn and serious writing usually reserved for the 

instrument.  

 

 
198 LF 267-268 unclear whether the bet dictated Bax to write something that parodies or something that imitates the 

style of Strauss. 
199 Whelen, Christopher. An Approach to Bax, The Mercury 1950 p. 5-9 
200 CSS 89-90 
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Symphonies 

 

Bax was nearing forty, when he produced his First Symphony in 1922. Considering its partly 

accidental origins, its remarkable that in the following 15 years he would compose a whole cycle of 

seven symphonies. Not all of these works bear a viola part of especial note, but they include 

memorable solos and perhaps more importantly chart the evolution of his writing for the instrument. 

While a similar trend of apparent Sibelian-influences, especially felt from the Fourth Symphony 

onwards, is common with the symphonies of Vaughan Williams, Bax would never write as 

extended viola solos as his colleague. In general, his symphonies exhibit a much tighter 

orchestration than in his early tone poems and are less flooded by Celtic characters and more 

inclined towards abstract northern landscapes. 

 

 

 

Symphony No. 1, GP 256 

 

I have no doubt in my mind at all that the heart of this symphony is the second movement. There are sounds in it which 

he (Bax) doesnôt attempt again, the most extraordinary elegy and yet a sort of questioning elegy. Itôs not just nostalgic 

and itôs very very dark. But his scoring in that movement is the thing, that for me, makes the symphony.201 

 

 

The early 1920s were a productive time for Bax, as well as a time when he wrote many of his 

seminal chamber works like the Viola Sonata and the Oboe Quintet. A bold and dramatic work was 

however finding shape during 1921 and that piece was to be the 3rd Piano Sonata. It would be soon 

clear to Bax that this massive solo work was to be something even bigger than a sonata when after 

completion in late summer of 1921 he played it to his friends Harriet Cohen and Arthur 

Alexander.202 Cohen has later claimed that it was she who first pointed out to Bax that what he had 

done is in fact written a symphony.203 As tempting as it would be to speculate on the tumultuous 

events surrounding the composition of the symphony, the recent war, the Irish rising, the break-up 

 
201 Vernon Handley interview 
202 The occasion of Bax playing the work for Alexander and Cohen is cited by Graham Parlett, although there is no 

original source or quote to be found. The overall story of Baxôs friends (and/or Cohen) being behind the realization of 

the sonataôs symphonic potential is however widely quoted. https://www.parlettpages.uk/bax (accessed 2.9.2025) 
203 LF 190 

https://www.parlettpages.uk/bax
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of Baxôs marriage and the death of his father, the composer would himself never admit to any 

program in his work. He would increasingly, as time went on, insist that what he wrote is ñpure 

musicò.204 Already in his Celtic tone poems there had been a mischievous side to be found in him 

toying with the musicôs apparent program, like in Garden of Fand where he lays out the entire story 

in great detail in the preface of the score but concludes it with writing: ñThis tone-poem has no 

special relation to the events of the above legendò. 

     Already in the earlier November Woods Baxôs personal turmoil is somewhat present, which 

creates a somewhat strong parallel with the similarly terrifying music found in the First Symphony. 

However in the later work there seems to be a reaction to not just personal difficulties, as the 

composer himself wrote of the earlier tone-poem: ñcertain rather troublous experiences I was going 

through myself at the timeò,205 but also on a larger scale to contemporary events.206 As Vernon 

Handleyôs summation of the beginning of this part on the symphonyôs second movement makes 

clear, that music acts as the emotional anchor in the work. While the two outer movements were 

orchestrated from the sonata, Bax wrote an entirely new slow movement, the Lento solenne, which 

Lewis Foreman has described as ñthe most emotional music he ever wroteò and further as being ña 

highly charged elegy of great poweré towards the end the music seems to suggest the mourner 

sinking down in numbed despairò.207 The two outer movements of this three-movement work are 

cast as quick, with the finale largely an Irish-influenced dance or jig of sorts and the symphony was 

dedicated to fellow composer John Ireland. 

     Although two key viola works (the Sonata and the Phantasy) had just preceded the symphony 

when it premiered in December of 1922, the overall role of the instrument had been somewhat 

diminishing in both Baxôs chamber and orchestral music in the years leading up to the work. 

Especially in light of his orchestral output, the one occasion of a solo viola solo in the third 

movement of the symphony (though strongly helped by the horns) seems almost refreshing when 

one looks at how work after work, from the almost viola-centric In the Faery Hills and Garden of 

Fand to Tintagel and the Symphonic Variations the instruments soloistic duties vanish. Like in 

Tintagel, in the first symphony the viola is more part of a unified string texture and in the second 

movement mostly a color, apart from a thematic moment towards the end but even then, the melody 

is shared with the cellos.  

      

 

 
204 LF 191 
205 This quote cited by Parlett, Graham. https://www.parlettpages.uk/bax/ (accessed 2.9.2025) 
206 LF 194 
207 LF 191 

https://www.parlettpages.uk/bax/
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(Ex. 33) The only really noteworthy solo in Baxôs first symphony appears in the final movement as a wistful variation 

of the main theme harmonized by horns. Curiously the two bars in the viola part preceding this solo viola passage 

cleverly catch the attention of the listener, perhaps as a conscious effort by the composer to prepare the solo besides the 

obvious musical bridging. 

 

 

 

Symphony No. 2, GP 276 

 

Despite the Irishness of the finale in Baxôs First Symphony, his attention was already starting to 

shift somewhat away. A kind of last great musical involvement with Ireland came in 1923 in the 

choral work St Patrickôs Breastplate, based on the Irish hymn Luireach Naoimh Padraig and 

celebrating the establishment of an independent Irish nation. The productive early years of the 

decade that had inside a short time produced many of his greatest works, in particular the Viola 

Sonata, First Symphony, Oboe Quintet and Mater, Ora Filium for double choir, were followed by a 

sort of crisis (as Foreman describes it) mirrored in reduced compositional work and much 

travelling.208 In the years of 1924-5 Bax was working on very little and the latter year produced 

only one larger work (not counting the short piece Cortege for orchestra), the 2nd String Quartet, a 

dissonant and rhythmic work far removed from the classical lightness found in the 1st. During this 

searching time one great influence also makes itself visible when Bax requests from writer Cecil 

Gray the score to Sibeliusô 4th Symphony, although this influence would not be audible until a few 

 
208 LF 205-209 
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years later.209 While all of this the 2nd Symphony was finding shape, although its orchestration took 

long and the work was not finished until 1926. Bax has commented in many sources on the 

emotional turmoil he was experiencing whilst writing the symphony and on the surface it definitely 

is more introvert and searching than its predecessor, as the composer has written: ñI put a great deal 

of time (and emotion) into the writingé it should be very broad indeed, with a kind of oppressive 

catastrophic mood.ò210 

     Bax had always employed substantial forces in his orchestral writing and while his work saw 

performances regularly during the 1920s and 30s, one reason behind the decline has definitely been 

the difficulty in programming. In the 1st Symphony he had already employed rare low woodwinds 

like the bass-oboe and contrabass sarrusophone and while the 2nd discards these, there are still two 

tubas and an organ. Only glimpses of light penetrate the thick and dark texture of the second 

symphony and in length the work surpasses its predecessor as the first movement alone lasts over 

15 minutes on average. Whereas the first began rather straightforwardly, the second seemingly finds 

its way from a more familiar tone-poem world with its dark atmospheric opening. Out from this 

thicket however emerges the primary material of the symphony and despite the initial impression of 

a meandering tone-poem (note the stereotypes listed by Handley in chapter 1.4), the movement is 

tightly constructed, as is well analyzed by Scott-Sutherland.211 The second movement is lauded by 

both Foreman and Scott-Sutherland with the former calling it ñone vast love-songò.212 Foreman 

particularly is not shy about his excitement of the second symphony, mirrored in the amount of 

pages he dedicates to it.213 Whilst the final third movement is the customary dance-finale, its tone is 

more grotesque than in the first symphony and even the triumphant moment of the movement is in 

the sudden reappearance of 12 bars directly lifted from the first movement. Instead of the, perhaps 

awaited, ñraised fist towards the skiesò ending Bax concludes the symphony with a perplexed and 

exhausted quiet epilogue which in itself foreshadows his later symphonies. The work ends in low 

register parallel c and f major chords.  

     The second symphony doesnôt boast any noteworthy viola solos with the two audible instances 

being pastoral themes in the first and second movements doubled by cellos or woodwinds and 

horns. Both moments evoking surprisingly Vaughan Williams in their modal ñmerry-old Englandò 

tone. However, the appearance of short comments found throughout the symphony in the viola 

 
209 LF 208. Bax was congratulating Cecil Gray (1895-1951), the Scottish music critic, author and composer for the 

publishing of his book, A Survey of Contemporary Music, when making his request. 
210 Arnold Bax to Philip Hale, 22 November 1929. Quoted on programme notes for first performance of the symphony 

14 December 1929 p. 610. Original in the Library of Congress. This quote from LF 
211 CSS 137-138 
212 LF 214 
213 LF 208-219 
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section is interesting and points to the later symphonies where these comments would occasionally 

grow into statements. While the bigger melodic solos in the strings would go to the solo violin and 

the cellos in Baxôs symphonies, the viola would find a new role, not only in the short comments, but 

as a kind of rounder up of material. In addition to this, the third symphony would also bring back 

dances for the viola section in a lightening up of Baxôs sound world that, in the second, is 

experienced perhaps at its darkest and fullest.  

 

     

(Ex. 34) Towards the end of the first movement an example of a short comment by the violas is found (triplet 

underlined by a crescendo in the second bar). While short, it is clearly audible with its function debatable, whether a 

bridge or a comment on the preceding music.  

 

 

 

(Ex. 35) Another example is this almost intrusive texture appearing underneath the violinsô idyllic melody in the 

beginning of the second movement. 
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Symphony No. 3, GP 297 

 

In the autumn of 1928 Bax travelled to Morar, Scotland with the half-finished sketches of his third 

symphony. There the composer found a refuge where he, for the next decade, would complete many 

of his seminal works.214 After the dark beauty and violent outbursts of the first two symphonies, the 

third is in long stretches restrained in its calmness and relative simplicity, although still relying on 

overly romantic climaxes. Texturally the work is much more barren and rhythmically strict, with 

the canons and fugues vaguely reminiscent of Bartok and the chorales of Vaughan-Williams. The 

latter was in close correspondence with Bax and seemed to enjoy the Third Symphony whilst 

simultaneously writing his own rhythmically aggressive and massively demanding Piano Concerto 

for Harriet Cohen, a work that Bax in turn liked ñbetter than anything else of his that I knowò.215 It 

seems that after Baxôs romantic meanderings and Vaughan-Williamsô pastoral paintings both men 

had happened simultaneously on similar rhythmic energy and at least momentarily found 

themselves on a similar compositional path. Bax would not follow it much further but Vaughan-

Williams would continue in cultivating it in his wartime symphonies.  

     Amidst the remote ñsilver sandsò of Morar, Bax also seemed to renew his interest to the viola 

within the context of his orchestral writing. Possibly this was strengthened by the Fantasy Sonata of 

1927 since in his Romantic Overture, GP 277 from 1926 the viola part is drawn in a mostly 

conventional way with the section found working mostly in the ñengine roomò. After a whole 

decade of mostly accompanying writing for the viola, in the third symphony the instrument 

experiences a new flowering in Baxôs orchestration. The symphony is cast in three movements with 

the finale ending in a slow epilogue, a choice Bax would become familiar with in his later 

symphonies. The symphony begins with a tonally ambiguous presentation of the main thematic 

material by a lone bassoon, soon joined by a clarinet and other woodwinds and the music builds 

towards the main fast section that also ends the movement. In between a considerable slow section 

is the romantic ñheartò of the whole movement but also includes a rather Bartokian fugue of the 

introducing theme, presented by the violas.  

 

 
214 CSS 142-143 
215 LF 249 
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(Ex. 36) The main theme that, whilst heard in the opening by a lone bassoon, is later in the first movement used by Bax 

to create a fugal passage. The violas begin this passage with an (in Baxôs case) almost atypical senza espressione 

marking, which on top of the themes extreme chromaticism only adds to its echoes of Bartok. 

 

 

 

(Ex. 37) Towards the end of the first movement the violas launch into a wild dance quickly joined by the rest of the 

orchestra. 
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     The following two movements continue the symphony in its chosen serious manner. The second 

movement, so often an escapist tone poem in Baxôs compositions, is perhaps more traditionally 

symphonic in the third symphony, and relies heavily on the horn and trumpet solos that signal more 

open plains than rough seas. The composer however works the music into more expected waters 

with shimmering high strings and a climax that carries with it strong echoes of Tintagel and Fand. 

Towards the end the music calms down but never really returns to the openingôs clarity, rather 

growing in chromatics. The third movement is energetic and full of dances and fanfares, of which 

the first is presented by the violas and clarinets. After longer sections of thick chromatic writing in 

the slow movement the finale is, like the opening movement, again barer and modally melodic 

underlining the larger stylistic change in Baxôs symphonic writing. Whilst the first slow section in 

the finale is still customarily meandering, the movement works itself into a very Vaughan Williams-

like epilogue which, suspended above a rising ostinato figure, calms the work into a peaceful end. 

Scott-Sutherland writes of the symphony encapsulating its afterthoughts, something agreed by 

Foreman who notes that, ñthe epilogue transmutes thematic material from the troubled earlier pages 

of the symphony with its spirit of inner peaceò.216 

 

Bax saw the third Symphony, at the time at any rate, as a resolution of the stresses which had driven first and second, 

and the serenity of the Epilogue seems to suggest that peace had been won. But at bottom it is an uneasy peace which 

was quickly succeeded by the anguished cry of the opening of Winter Legends.217 

 

 

 

 
216 LF 248 
217 CSS 143 
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(Ex. 38) The romance-like second movement begins with a soaring horn solo which is then followed by a rather 

unconventional answer from the strings. One solo viola highlighting the tail end of the theme with tremolo with the rest 

of the strings playing a pizzicato support.218  

 

 

 

(Ex. 39) After a fanfaric opening, the third movement commences with a folk-like dance introduced by the violas and 

clarinets. 

 

 

     In the Third Symphony all movements include moments for the violas to relish in and the work 

encapsulates perfectly the composers use of the instrument in his orchestral writing. Even though he 

once quite idealistically wrote the following, 

 

 
218 On all available recordings the solo violaôs texture is played as tremolo, which is likely what Bax had in mind, even 

though strictly following the score it should be read as misurato. 
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As far as I know, the only new tendency in my style is but a modification of the manner in which I have always written 

é I am a brazen romantic, and could never have been anything else. By this I mean that my music is the expression of 

emotional states. I have no interest for sound for its own sakeé219 

 

there seems to be more than just emotional reasoning behind the specific use of the viola. In the 

third symphony one finds both the extrovert folkish use of the instrument in dance-like moments, 

arguably the most common way the viola is used in a visible manner in Baxôs orchestral work, as 

well as other more veiled ways of writing for the instrument. Whilst the dancing moments can be 

argued to represent some clear connection between the emotional and extramusical connotations 

behind the violaôs timbre, there are moments where despite soloistic use Bax is perhaps more in 

search of a certain color. In this particular symphony both the senza espressione fugue in the first 

movement and more clearly the tremolo solo in the beginning of the second movement seemingly 

represent a more coloristic approach. Whatever Baxôs approach was, speculation of which is 

perhaps not of extreme importance, he would use the viola always in a very specific manner often 

leaving it out rather than doubling something without any specific reason.220 This of course pertains 

mostly to his ambitious writing since Bax wrote a sleuth of orchestral work where the orchestration 

itself is of diminishing importance. 

 

 

Symphony No. 4, GP 307 

 

Bax developed, he doesnôt develop in the 19th century European way, he develops more in the Sibelian way. That is to 

say by the metamorphosing of themes. But of course, even that doesnôt stem entirely from Sibelius, because thereôs 

plenty of that in Liszt and Bax knew his Liszt. He was undoubtedly influenced by Debussy and loved him, also he was 

influenced by Liszt. Also, he loved the Russian composers and was influenced by Glazunovétheyôre all influenced by 

each other. I think sometimes we search for derivations unnecessarily.221  

 

A common conception goes, that the Sibelian influences, that were already vaguely present in Baxôs 

third symphony, are much more apparent in his fourth, composed in 1930. Although his relationship 

to the Finnish composerôs music had already begun in the early years of the century, it was 

deepened by the first British performance of Tapiola in 1928, as well as through a trip to Finland 

 
219 Bax, Arnold. I am a Brazen Romantic. Musical America 7 July 1928, p. 9 
220 Excluding here the obvious instances of big tutti-unison places in the strings. 
221 Vernon Handley interview 
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where the two composers met.222 223 Bax would perhaps be in better terms inspired and less 

influenced by Sibelius and while his texture in the fourth shows a clear change towards a more 

unified texture in the strings, it is not as big a change as the one occurring in Vaughan Williamsô 

fift h.224 As Handleyôs quote above makes clear, it is sometimes too easy to point at ñdirectò 

influences and in Baxôs case it was perhaps that Sibeliusô music showed him compositional 

possibilities that inspired him in his own process. Scott-Sutherland writes dramatically: 

 

It may well appear to future students of Bax that the influence of Sibelius on his work was not the saving grace that it 

appeared to be at this point. For its greatest impact came upon Bax at precisely the time when he was least equipped to 

deal with and assimilate it as he had so readily done with the less musically powerful influences that had gone into the 

make-up of his character. Exhausted by the titanic exertions of the first three symphonies, and conscious that his 

symphonic course was only partly charted, he seized upon the compass of Sibeliusô music and turned his eyes to the 

North. As the poetry of Yeats had led him to the environment which had inspired the poet, so Tapiola directed his steps 

to the gaunt and forbidding land of northern Finlandé The direct influence of Sibelius is, I think, the real reason for the 

indecision which Bax felt in the transition between third and fifth symphonies ï or perhaps even more specifically third 

and sixth ï for the fifth symphony embodies its ultimate results. With this, probably the most powerful influence of the 

time (other than that of Stravinsky),225 Bax the symphonist had come to terms.226 

 

     Written in the customary three movements, the fourth seems almost joyous after the hyper-

romantic first two and the contemplative third symphony. In the slow middle movement, the music 

regains familiarity to Baxôs early sea-music from his tone-poems while the outer movements boast 

a fanfare-theme that in the first movement is eerily similar to a theme in DvoŚ§kôs Ninth.227 In the 

sea of suggested influences, from Sibelius to Debussy and from DvoŚ§k to Stravinsky, perhaps the 

strongest influence came once again from Baxôs own life and the happy days spent with his then 

partner, Mary Gleaves.228 Baxôs own voice is always strong and as a whole the work only hints at 

 
222 LF 278. Cohen reminisces on the occasion in her autobiography: òHalf-way through I turned to look at Arnold, and 

tears were pouring down his face. Years later he was to tell me that he and Cecil Gray had decided that if Sibelius had 

written nothing else, this would place him among the immortals for all time.ò  Cohen, Harriet. A Bundle of Time p. 65 
223 Cohen and Bax visited Sibelius in the summer of 1932. They journeyed through Stockholm, which Bax found to be 

òan unfriendly sort of placeò, whilst in Finland the composer was delighted in the landscapes of Savo and Karelia as 

well as in Sibeliusô company which lasted for 24 hours straight at a Helsinki restaurant (most likely Hotel Kªmp). LF 

287 & CSS 160.  
224 Vaughan Williams dedicated his fifth symphony to Sibelius and his reaction to the Finnish composer is well 

encapsulated in the following quote:òéSibelius in this country on musical thought has been most healthy, and it came 

just at the right moment. Our young composers seemed to be writing nothing but watered-down Wagner, or desiccated 

Brahms.ò Vaughan Williams, Ralph. Quoted in Vaughan Williams on Music, edited by David Manning. Oxford 

University Press 2008, p. 177 
225 Handley mentions the influence of Stravinsky as well, pointing out the accentuated beginning of the Fourth 

Symphony. Incidentally the begin of the finale doesnôt pale in comparison.  
226 CSS 148 
227 The slow movement starts with a near replay of the love-theme in Garden of Fand 
228 LF 268 
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other composers while sounding, as all his symphonies, very original. The ecstatic and triumphant 

ending of the symphony is particularly pleasing in light of the preceding three symphonies. 

     In his fourth symphony Bax doesnôt offer as interesting a viola part, as in his third. This is partly 

due to the bigger Sibelian string-textures which are in contrast to the more intimate and chamber-

like writing in his previous work. Another reason is the partly recalling of ñlusciousò textures in the 

strings, familiar from Tintagel. There are however still moments all around the three movements 

and the viola section plays a big role in connecting as well as starting many of the more vigorous 

runs. The solo viola also gets a few comments in the symphony, one short but audible answer in the 

first movement as well as two ascending figures in the finale and perhaps most memorably a dolce 

cantabile melody together with muted horns towards the end of the romance-like slow movement.  

As stated by Scott-Sutherland, Bax despite Sibeliusôs influences is working more with themes and 

less with motives and therefore the ñjuggling aroundò of more clearly defined thematic material 

offers more possibilities for different solo instruments. Still this influence affects Baxôs writing by 

shortening the recalling of thematic material more often into quick comments.  

 

 

(Ex. 40) A nostalgically melodic solo viola moment towards the end of the slow second movement that in itself is 

yearning for Baxôs early Celtic tone-poems, Garden of Fand in particular. 


