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   BAX – Sonata in E flat major 

1  Allegro moderato e feroce – molto cantabile 13:47
2	 Lento con molta espressione  10:27
3	 Scherzo – Finale   9:56

4	 BAX – In the Night (Passacaglia)  8:35

 BAX – Four Pieces*
5	 Fantastic March  4:28
6	 Romanza  5:14
7	 Idyll  4:15
8	 Phantasie  4:35

 COHEN – Russian Impressions*
9	 Sunset on the Volga 1:43
bl	 The Exile 1:43
bm	 The Old Church at Wilna 2:50
bn	 The Tartars 3:16

bo	 BAX – Legend 8:24

 Total duration:  79:20

      *First recordings
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PR I VATE PA SSIONS
In his 1943 autobiography, Farewell, My Youth, Arnold Bax wrote: “I cannot recall 
the long-lost day when I was unable to play the piano – inaccurately. It seems that 
I could always read printed music at the piano stool with the same unthinking ease 
with which a man reads a book”. 

As a student at the Royal Academy of Music from 1900 to 1905, Bax gained a 
reputation as a phenomenal sight-reader, and although he disliked performing 
in public there were many later recitals and broadcasts in which he accompanied 
singers or played in chamber works. He also revealed in his autobiography that his 
“pristine attempt at composition was coincident (very fittingly my enemies might 
snarl) with an attack of sunstroke when I was twelve. A sonata of course, no less! I 
continued to pour forth sonatas for two years until my father came to the decision 
that something ought to be done about it”. This occurred in the summer of 1896, 
and Bax’s extant juvenilia up to 1900 include over a dozen piano pieces; but he then 
wrote nothing for solo piano until 1910, when he dedicated a Concert Valse to Myra 
Hess, an early champion of his music. This was followed by four published sonatas 
and over 30 short pieces with evocative titles such as Sleepy-Head, Winter Waters 
and In a Vodka Shop. 

A little-known score completed on November 6, 1914 but never published or 
publicly performed during Bax’s lifetime is In the Night (Passacaglia), which was 
first played by Martin Roscoe on September 17, 1986 in the BBC Studios, Manchester. 

Bax with Harriet Cohen at a performance of his Concertante for Piano & Orchestra, 
Royal Albert Hall, 25th July 1950
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In a letter to Bax in April 1915, the pianist Harriet Cohen wrote: “Just a few words 
Dearest. I [have] been playing the Passacaglia tonight and love it so. That piece 
means such a lot to me – I think I know its very soul”. In January 1917 she wrote: 
“This morning I’ve been playing your Passacaglia on my theme to a little pupil of 
mine aged 14 years – and who adores your music. It is wonderful – but… Clare 
[Hope] couldn’t understand [it] a bit! So of course I got out some photos of you 
etc. etc. and we sighed over your prettiness!! etc.” 

It is not clear whether “on my theme” is to be taken literally, i.e. based on a 
musical idea by Cohen, or in a more abstract way, the theme of love perhaps, 
as suggested by the opening lines of a poem with the same title that Bax had 
written in January 1910: “Along the quiet streets I walked with her | While pale 
enormous stars froze in the sky….” Passacaglias are characterised by a motif that 
is repeated throughout, and in this piece it is heard at the start in the bass, later 
transferring to a higher register. The opening is marked “dreamy and tranquil”  
but it builds up to a fortissimo climax (“like a trumpet”) before slowly subsiding 
into silence. 

In 1921 Bax wrote out the final version of his first published piano sonata and 
oversaw the printing of his second. On April 27, he finished the first movement 
of a Sonata in E Flat, and on June 30 completed its finale; but when he played 
it through to Cohen and his friend Arthur Alexander they urged him to turn it 
into a symphony. During the process of orchestration he decided that the slow 
movement was too pianistic for such treatment and wrote a new one to replace 
it. This became his First Symphony, premiered on December 4, 1922, prompting 
rave reviews under such headlines as “Wonderful New Work Performed in Queen’s 

Hall” (Daily Chronicle) and “Arnold Bax. A British Musical Genius” (Daily News). More 
performances soon followed, including one conducted in Copenhagen by Carl 
Nielsen. The original Sonata was never publicly performed during Bax’s lifetime, 
but in 1982 the Australian pianist John Simons recorded the slow movement, and 
the complete score was premiered in London’s Purcell Room on October 16, 1983 
by Noemy Belinkaya.

The work opens with a brief fortissimo motif that recurs throughout the first 
and third movements and is followed by several pages of vigorous music. A 
climax is reached before the ferocity subsides and leads to the second subject, 
molto cantabile, whose tranquillity is interrupted by repetitive chords marked 
“restlessly” before it fades away. The development section includes an insistent 
rhythmic figure that accompanies the principal motif. A comparatively simple, 
lyrical passage featuring the second subject then follows but is interrupted by the 
lively coda, which comes to an emphatic ending in E flat minor. 

The slow movement is nocturnal in mood beginning with arpeggios that 
surround a chordal melody and followed by a quiet repeated figure starting in 
the right hand that accompanies a descending sequence of chords, eventually 
coming to a powerful climax written on four staves, which leads to the very soft 
close. The Scherzo-Finale begins broadly with heavy chords pounding out the 
theme first heard in bars 2-5 of the opening movement before accelerating into 
a highly vivacious allegro. A new, syncopated theme then leads into a martial 
version of the main motif. The tension is gradually relieved, and the music comes 
almost to a standstill before the final section starts quietly and then builds up to 
a broad march that leads to the triumphal conclusion.
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During the 1920s Bax’s output of piano works diminished, the last of the four 
sonatas appearing in 1932. Three years later he heard John Simons play his Third 
Sonata and was so impressed that he wrote to the pianist congratulating him on 
“the sensitivity [you] showed towards the inner meaning of the work”. This letter 
is postmarked May 13, 1935, suggesting that the Legend, which is dedicated to 
Simons, was started soon afterwards. 

The manuscript is actually headed “Legends No. I”, but there are no other pieces in 
the projected series, and the dedicatee knew nothing of its existence until several 
years after Bax’s death, when Harriet Cohen presented him with the manuscript; 
he first played it in a BBC radio broadcast on August 28, 1969. The opening 13 bars, 
dominated by semiquaver arpeggios, prepare the way for the main theme, marked 
eroica, which appears in the right hand. Contrast is provided by the cantabile 
dolce melody that occupies the middle section before the ‘heroic’ theme suddenly 
reappears fortissimo and finally sweeps the work to a powerful ending. 

The heading on the manuscript of the Piano Sonata in B flat (“Salzburg”) 
reads “Date: (conjectured) circa 1788” followed by “Author unknown”, which 
ostensibly suggests that it is a transcription of an anonymous 18th-century work 
from Salzburg. However, in the early summer of 1937, around the time Bax was 
knighted, the Scottish pianist and composer Alan Richardson came across him 
on a bus and asked what he was writing. Bax’s reply, that he was working on an 
18th-century pastiche, was quite a surprise, though it may be that, with its simple 
textures, he embarked upon it as a musical purgative after what he described as 
the “hippopotamus-like” scoring of his recent orchestral march London Pageant, 
at the end of which he had written “Fine (thank Heaven!)”. The second movement 

played here contains a sequence (bars 25-40) that he was shortly to use in the slow 
movement of his Violin Concerto.

During the last decade of his life Bax composed very little for solo piano, but on 
January 11, 1947 he told Harriet Cohen: “I am endeavouring to write a few simple 
piano pieces – but I shall never be simple either in life or art – but then nature 
itself is scarcely child’s play”. These Four Pieces, completed on March 12, have no 
collective title on the manuscript but from the contrasts in mood and the overall 
key structure it seems certain that he intended them to be played together. They 
were first publicly performed by Jonathan Higgins in the British Music Information 
Centre, London on April 21, 1983. 

Bax’s appointment as Master of the King’s Music in 1942 had led him to complain that 
he was soon likely to be turned into “a tucket and flourish machine”, and the Fantastic 
March could almost be viewed as a parody of the kind of music he was required 
to write. The Romanza is a nocturne similar in mood to The Princess’s Rose Garden 
of 1915, while the Idyll introduces a pastoral element into the set. The Phantasie, in 
contrast, is a turbulent piece more stylistically akin to the Legend of 1935.

Bax’s love of all things Celtic originated in 1902, when he became obsessed with the 
poetry of W.B. Yeats. He soon started to explore Ireland, seeking out the most far-
flung corners of the country while studying its language, culture and mythology. 
In 1911 he and his wife, Elsa, settled on the outskirts of Dublin, and it was shortly 
afterwards that he first encountered the 16-year-old student-pianist Harriet Cohen. 
Their relationship gradually blossomed into a love affair that would lead him to 
desert his wife and children and would continue for the rest of his life. The earliest 
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extant letter he wrote to her dates from 1912, and on the Saturday he died in Cork 
(October 3, 1953) he sent a telegram asking her to meet him in Dublin on the 
following Monday.

It is not generally known that in her youth Cohen was also a composer, and Bax’s 
early letters show that he was keen to encourage her creative efforts: “Get a lot 
more composition done by then. I should so like to see what you do”. Four of her 
works were performed at student concerts in 1912-13: a Miniature Trio, Two Arabian 
Songs, a Nocturne for cor anglais and orchestra, and two Sea Songs. In October 
1914 Bax wrote a long letter about a Violin Concerto that she was then working on, 
criticising it quite severely – “I don’t think it is the best you can do” – and writing out 
suggestions for improving it. Her latest known work is a ‘Sonata in one movement’, 
which she played at a concert in 1921. 

Although several of her Bach transcriptions were published, the four Russian 
Impressions, dating from c.1913, are the only examples of Cohen’s original 
compositions to appear in print. Bax refers to them twice in his letters: “You played 
your own little pieces beautifully too. I like them very much especially the first 
two. ‘The Exile’ is a fine mood, really”. He also congratulated her when Augener & 
Co. accepted them for publication in 1915: “I am delighted about your pieces and 
Augener. It is really splendid”. However, there is no confirmation of a complete 
public performance until Mark Bebbington played them a century later, on 
February 4, 2015, at the Central Synagogue, Great Portland Street in London.

Sunset on the Volga is dedicated to “Ib”, whom Cohen identifies in a letter as “Isabel” 
or “Isahel” (a Hebrew variant), without giving her surname. The opening and closing 

sections comprise mainly dyads (two-part chords) in the upper register over a 
pedal held in the bass, while the central section has the melody in the left hand 
with accompaniment in the right. The Exile is dedicated to “Batuchka”, the Russian 
for “Daddy”. Joseph Cohen had started off as a cellist but later became a composer 
specialising in military band music and in her autobiography, A Bundle of Time, his 
daughter relates that as a child “I got endless scoldings because I would not get 
on with practising, but spent hours composing, with Dad’s help”. The piece has an 
atmosphere of wistful loneliness and its idiom shows an affinity with the piano 
music of Mussorgsky.

The Old Church at Wilna is dedicated to “Myra”, who may be her good friend Myra 
Hess or possibly her younger sister, the soprano Myra Verney. Wilna is the old name 
for Vilnius, the capital of Lithuania, which was then part of the Russian empire and 
the birthplace of Cohen’s grandfather. It starts and ends with five chords marked 
“(Bells)”, which enclose a sequence of further chords that are similar in mood to 
Debussy’s La cathédrale engloutie, published only a few years earlier in 1910. The 
Tartars is dedicated to “Sascha”, the nickname of Arthur Alexander, the New Zealand 
composer and pianist who was a close friend of both Cohen and Bax and gave the 
first performance of the latter’s Second Sonata; he later married the composer 
Freda Swain. This is the longest of the four pieces and depicts the Turkic people 
whose ancestors were renowned horsemen allied with the Mongols of Genghis 
Khan. It thus contains a hint of the Russian Oriental style, said to have had its origin 
in Glinka’s Ruslan and Lyudmila.

Graham Parlett © 2019
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Mark Bebbington is fast gaining a 
reputation as one of today’s most strikingly 
individual British pianists. His 30 discs for the 
SOMM Recordings label have brought him 
international acclaim and his cycles of Frank 
Bridge, John Ireland and Vaughan Williams 
have attracted nine consecutive sets of five-
star reviews in BBC Music Magazine. His most 
recent release, Piano Concertos by Grieg and 
Delius with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra 
and Jan Latham-Koenig, was CD of the Week 
in The Times and Mail on Sunday.

Over recent seasons, Mark has toured extensively throughout Central and Northern 
Europe, the Far East and North America. He has also performed at major UK venues 
with the London Philharmonic, Philharmonia and Royal Philharmonic Orchestras, and 
with the London Mozart Players. As a recitalist, he makes regular appearances at major 
UK and international festivals. Recently, Mark made his highly successful Carnegie Hall 
debut with Leon Botstein and the American Symphony Orchestra in the US premiere 
of Richard Strauss’s Parergon and he will return to New York for his recital debut at 
Alice Tully Hall.

Engagements during 2018/19 include performances with the Royal Philharmonic 
and London Philharmonic Orchestras, with the Flanders, Buffalo and San Antonio 
Symphony Orchestras in the US, and tours with the Czech National Orchestra and 
Israel Camerata.

“Truly a remarkable pianist...” The Times

www.markbebbington.co.uk
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Arnold Bax published by Fand Music Press, copyright of the Sir Arnold Bax Estate. 
Harriet Cohen published by Augener & Co., now Stainer & Bell.

Bax and Cohen with Muir Mathieson, May 1948


