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WILLIAM ALWYN 
Three Winter Poems [9:42] 
1	 Winter Landscape – Andante 3:45 
2	 Elegy – ‘Frozen Waters’ –   3:37 
 Adagio e piangevole  
3	 Serenade – ‘Snow Shower’ –  2:20 
 Allegretto scherzando 

DOREEN CARWITHEN  
String Quartet No.1 [20:40] 
4	 Allegro moderato  5:29 
5	 Lento 8:22 
6	 Allegro – Meno mosso – Tempo 1 6:48

DOREEN CARWITHEN  
String Quartet No.2  [19:19] 
7	 Molto adagio   9:01 
8	 Allegro – Meno mosso – Tempo 1  10:18

WILLIAM ALWYN  
String Quartet No.3  [22:51] 
9	 Allegro molto –   10:06 
 Allegro scherzando con bravura –  
 Tempo 1 – Meno mosso – Allegro scherzando 
bl	 Adagio – Allegro – Adagio  12:45

                                   Total duration:   72:52  
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for three terms in 1949, 1950 and 1954. In 1948 he was elected a member of the 
Savile Club thereby joining a number of other British Savilian composers who 
include Richard Arnell, Malcolm Arnold, Arthur Bliss and William Walton. When 
not composing, Alwyn spent his time writing and painting, such was his desire 
to always be creative. Among his writings is a short autobiography entitled 
Winged Chariot, and perhaps most fascinating of all a diary that he kept between 
September 1955 and August 1956 while composing his Third Symphony that 
documents his daily routine composing for the cinema and concert hall. Alwyn 
was awarded a CBE in 1978 in recognition of his services to music. 

Doreen Carwithen was born into a musical family in Haddenham, 
Buckinghamshire, on November 15, 1922. After receiving music lessons at 
home from her mother, she entered the Royal Academy of Music in 1941. Her 
principal studies were piano, cello and composition, where her harmony (and 
later composition) teacher was William Alwyn, whose second wife she became  
in 1975. She received several composition prizes including the Elsie Owens prize 
for most distinguished RAM student. Between 1938 and 1941 she had cello 
lessons with the well-known English cellist Peers Coetmore, who later became 
the wife of the composer E.J. Moeran. 

Her first major breakthrough came with the orchestral Concert Overture ODTAA 
(One Damn Thing After Another), composed between 1945 and 1946 and based on 
John Masefield’s novel of the same name. It received its first public performance 
on March 2, 1947 at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden with the London 

 This recording affords the chance to hear music composed by both teacher – 
William Alwyn – and pupil – Doreen Carwithen. In so doing, it provides a clear 

indication of how Alwyn’s gift as an inspired composer and teacher helped the 
young Carwithen in her own efforts to forge a career as a composer, short-lived 
though that proved to be. Although their music does reveal some modernistic 
tendencies, in essence they would always remain romantics at heart.

William Alwyn was born in Northampton on November 7, 1905 and died in 
Southwold, Suffolk on September 11, 1985 a few weeks short of his 80th birthday. 
In 1920, aged just 15, he successfully auditioned for a place at London’s Royal 
Academy of Music, where he studied flute, piano and composition. Six years later, 
at the age of 21, he was appointed Professor of Composition there, a position 
that he was to retain for almost 30 years. During his long and prolific career 
Alwyn produced close to 300 compositions that include music in the majority 
of genres: opera, ballet, orchestral, chamber, instrumental and song. His major 
orchestral works include five symphonies and concertos for flute, oboe, violin, 
harp and piano. In addition to this, he contributed approximately 200 film scores 
including both documentaries and features. Among the latter are several classic 
British films that drew from Alwyn some of his finest music for the genre: Odd 
Man Out, The History of Mr. Polly, The Fallen Idol and The Rocking Horse Winner. He 
also provided much incidental music for both radio and television. 

In addition to composing and teaching, Alwyn held many appointments on 
various committees including Chairman for the Composers’ Guild of Great Britain 
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Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by Sir Adrian Boult. In addition to ODTAA 
there are three other orchestral works: Concerto for Piano and String Orchestra 
(1946-48), Bishop Rock (1952) and the Suffolk Suite (1964). Amongst the chamber 
music are a Violin Sonata and the two award-winning String Quartets recorded 
on this disc. The First, dating from 1945 and much admired by Vaughan Williams, 
received the A.J. Clements Prize in 1948, and the Second, from 1950, the William 
Cobbett Award in 1952. There is also some music for solo piano and several songs. 
In addition to this, Carwithen also composed the music for several films, including 
a small number of features along with documentaries and shorts. 

Between 1948 and 1962 she held several academic positions, including Sub-
Professor of Composition at the Royal Academy of Music and serving on the 
Committee of the Composers’ Guild of Great Britain. In 1961 (having largely given 
up composition) she left London and relocated to Blythburgh, Suffolk where 
she set up her new home with Alwyn, becoming his amanuensis and literary 
secretary, roles she continued to fill until his death in 1985. After Alwyn’s death, 
she established the William Alwyn Archive and in April 1990 formed the William 
Alwyn Foundation to promote her husband’s musical legacy. In 1999, Carwithen 
suffered a severe stroke and spent the remaining four years of her life in a nursing 
home where she died on January 5, 2003, aged 80. 

The string quartet form featured very early on in Alwyn’s composing career. His 
first dates from 1920 when he was just 15-years-old. Twelve further quartets 
followed between 1923 and 1936, each one gaining in confidence and technique. 

Alwyn felt that the string quartet was the “most intimate of mediums” and 
revelled in the challenge to provide interesting material in which to balance 
the four instruments. This he achieved in the works featured on this recording. 
Although Alwyn later became dissatisfied with his earlier attempts at writing for 
string quartet, four of their number – Nos.10, 11, 12 and 13 – were recorded by 
the Tippett Quartet for Somm Recordings to great critical acclaim. 

The first of his mature quartets (No.1 in D minor) dates from 1953, with the 
atmospherically charged Three Winter Poems composed in January and 
February 1948 and dedicated to Alwyn’s former teacher, the Scottish composer 
John B. McEwen, who produced 17 string quartets between 1893 and 1947 
in addition to many other works for a variety of mediums. Each of the short 
descriptive pictorial pieces that comprise the trilogy – ‘Winter Landscape’, 
‘Elegy/Frozen Waters’ and ‘Serenade/Snow Shower’ – are self-explanatory and 
vividly portray the wintry mood most tellingly. No doubt Alwyn’s experience 
in writing evocative scores for the cinema (he had composed 100 soundtracks 
by this time) played its part in the creation of this charming work. It would 
seem that the Three Winter Poems were never performed during the composer’s 
lifetime and did not receive a first public performance until the centenary of the 
composer’s birth in 2005 when the Maraini String Quartet gave the premiere at 
Manchester’s Bridgewater Hall. 

Unlike Alwyn, Carwithen wrote just two string quartets early-on in her career 
whilst still in her twenties. Even at this formative stage both works display a 
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remarkably sound technique and a natural sense of warm emotion and drama. 
The three-movement String Quartet No.1 was completed in 1945 while 
she was still a Royal Academy of Music student. The first movement, Allegro 
moderato, begins with a descending D minor phrase in the first violin which 
provides the germ for the rest of the movement. There are frequent changes of 
key throughout and much use of various rhythmic patterns to evoke a general 
mood of unease and apprehension. A fortissimo climax is reached when all four 
voices have a passage in unison which quickly quietens leading to a pianissimo 
restatement of the movement’s opening, this time in the key of D-flat major. An 
increase in dynamics leads to a brief hurried coda ending dramatically in the 
key of D minor.   

By contrast, the contemplative second movement, marked Lento and again 
beginning quietly in D minor, has many changes of key and conveys by turns 
moods of gentle tranquillity, passion and austerity. A quiet, plaintive melody in 
the first violin, which becomes highly decorated, works towards a fugal passage 
gradually rising in dynamics leading to the central fortissimo climax in which all 
four instruments declaim a strident forceful passage. This quickly fades leading 
to a beautiful hushed passage in the first violin accompanied by a cushioned 
tremolandi pianissimo figure in the second violin and viola. The movement comes 
to a close in quiet austerity with a final unsettling, questioning chord. 

Marked Allegro, the concluding movement provides a joyful and spirited finale 
to the work, save only for a slower quieter section of hushed intensity. In the 

faster sections there is much use of syncopated rhythms with the Presto coda 
providing an ecstatic and forthright conclusion. This quartet was first performed 
at a concert given by the Zorian Quartet at the Royal Academy of Music in which 
Vaughan Williams – who was highly complementary to the composer about the 
work – was present. 

Composed five years after the first quartet in 1950, the String Quartet No.2 
is comprised of two contrasting movements. The first, a sombre Molto adagio, 
begins pianissimo on the viola with a short figure using a minor second which 
forms the thematic and emotional seed for the movement. The mood gradually 
intensifies, culminating in a passionate climax which quickly dissolves leading to 
a quieter reflective passage, although a sense of unease persists. This then builds 
to a further intense fortissimo climax which swiftly fades leading to a pianissimo 
passage in which the opening viola motive returns, played this time pizzicato. A 
sombre ruminative passage leads to an unsettling G-flat major coda.  

The second, final movement, a bustling Allegro, opens in A minor with a dominant 
semiquaver pattern shared amongst all four instruments. A syncopated passage 
leads to a slower, quieter section in which a dissonant chord provided by the 
second violin and cello accompany a theme on the viola, a variant of which is soon 
taken up by the first violin. After some quieter ruminative passages, a hushed 
theme in the first violin over murmuring passage work from the other strings 
leads to a return of the opening tempo with darting semiquaver patterns. An 
extended development ensues. This section closes quietly in the key of F minor 
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after which the opening measures of the first movement are recalled before a 
crescendo and quickening in tempo prompts a headlong dash to the final bars 
ending with two strident fortissimo F minor chords. 

Alwyn’s String Quartet No.3 was completed in the spring of 1984 and would 
prove to be his last major work. The piece is dedicated to the memory of Sir Cecil 
Parrott, diplomat, author, translator and good friend of the composer. The idea 
for another string quartet germinated after Alwyn attended recording sessions 
for the first two of his mature string quartets by the Quartet of London at Snape 
Maltings in 1982. The composer remarked: “Again I was filled with the desire to 
compose yet one more work for this most perfect of mediums”. He added that 
“the mood in which the work was written is reflected in the following lines [from 
a poem by Joy Finzi, wife of the composer Gerald Finzi]:

 ‘All that is about me
  a radiance – a sigh
 Time now gathers my winding sheet
  of syllable and song’.”

The first of the Quartet’s two movements, an Allegro molto, begins with 
12 rhythmically biting percussive chords announced fortissimo by all four 
instruments. The ensuing restless motive in the viola and second violin provides 
the accompaniment to a forceful theme on the cello and echoed by the first violin. 
This mood is contrasted with a more lyrical second subject first announced by the 

viola. These motives are further developed, leading to a passionate outburst of 
the second subject in which the theme is stated in the upper regions of the violin 
and cello in unison accompanied by a tremolando figure in the second violin 
and viola. A brief scherzando section follows before a return to those percussive 
chords announced at the outset (although now comprised of different notes), 
the restless motif on viola and second violin accompanying the opening theme 
this time (in reverse roles) on first violin and taken up by the cello. A further 
development of these ideas leads again to a passionate reprise of the melodic 
second subject announced fortissimo by the first violin and cello accompanied by 
the tremolando figure in the second violin and viola. A brief mood of calm follows 
before a few measures of the scherzando section return, leading the movement 
to a sudden and unexpected conclusion. 

The second movement, marked Adagio, provides an elegiac conclusion to the 
quartet. The peaceful opening gradually gains momentum leading to an Allegro 
waltz section that incorporates a soaring pianissimo melody introduced by first 
violin accompanied by a pizzicato figure in viola and cello. The waltz theme 
returns leading to a passionate restatement of the first violin’s soaring melody, 
announced this time fortissimo. A gradual decrease in dynamics and tempo 
return us to the mood of the opening and the work ends in peaceful serenity, 
providing a moving and fitting swansong to Alwyn’s composing career. 

Andrew Knowles  
© 2019
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The Tippett Quartet regularly appear at Kings Place, Purcell Room, Wigmore Hall, 
Queen Elizabeth Hall and Bridgewater Hall, and frequently perform on BBC Radio 3. 
They have performed at the BBC Proms and toured Europe, Canada and Mexico with 
a broad and diverse repertoire highlighting their unique versatility. Their impressive 
catalogue of recordings has been released on Naxos, EMI Classics, Signum, Decca, 
Classic FM, SOMM Recordings, Vivat, Guild, Real World, Dutton Epoch and Toccata 
Classics to universal critical acclaim and chart-topping success.

The Tippett Quartet worked on a groundbreaking reimagining of Beethoven’s Op. 135  
with composer/soundscape artist Matthew Herbert for a BBC Radio 3 broadcast, 
which was also widely used to promote the station on BBC television. They have given 
numerous world and UK premieres – including works by John Adams, Howard Goodall 
and Stephen Dodgson – and worked with Peter Maxwell-Davies for a performance of 
his Ninth Quartet at the Southbank Centre, with Anthony Payne on his Quartet No. 1 
for a BBC broadcast from Spitalfields Festival, and Hugh Wood on his String Quartet 
No. 3 at the Presteigne Festival.

The quartet commissioned pianist and composer Alissa Firsova to write Tennyson 
Fantasia. Premiered at Kings Place with the actor Finbar Lynch reciting Tennyson’s 
poems, it was subsequently performed on BBC Radio 3 and across the UK. They have 
also collaborated with Damian Montagu and Hugh Bonneville for a live performance 
and Decca CD release of In a South Downs Way.

In 2011, they celebrated the centenary of iconic film composer Bernard Herrmann’s 
birth with a series of concerts and radio broadcasts. They commissioned a string 

“The Tippett Quartet’s performances are little short of astonishing.”  The Times

quartet arrangement of his Psycho film score with permission from his widow, Norma 
Herrmann. She also accompanied them on several occasions to give pre-concert 
talks on Herrmann’s life and music. The Tippett Quartet continued their link with 
film composers when they gave the premiere of Alberto Iglesias’s String Quartet  
No. 1 in Madrid.

www.tippettquartet.co.uk
@tippettquartet
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