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British Violin Sonatas

T

he story of British music for violin and piano is a fascinating one, by no means as
fully appreciated as it might be. It naturally forms part of the broader genre of
British chamber music, being inevitably overshadowed by the breadth of orchestral,
choral and – especially through the examples of Tippett and Britten – operatic and
solo vocal music, which have tended to eclipse the corpus of work from which the
wide range of music in our collection is taken.
The legacy of the British violin sonata is a little over a century old, and can truly
be said to have begun with the emergence, within 20 months, of two undoubted
masterpieces – the second Violin Sonata of John Ireland and the Sonata in E minor
of Edward Elgar. Contrary to what might be imagined, it was the premiere in 1917
of Ireland’s Sonata that made the greater impact, causing Frank Bridge to write to
Ireland: “Its power is tremendous… I feel proud that any one of us has produced such
a work”. The reserve and integrity of the music, its genuine eloquence, dignity and
restraint, are also to be found in Elgar’s succeeding masterpiece.

Brahms’s late chamber music – the paradigm of the fountainheads of British musical
composition of the previous 25 years, Parry and Stanford.
These strands virtually unwittingly tended to come together in aspects of Ireland’s
and even Elgar’s Sonatas, and, with the practical support of the chamber-music
loving philanthropist WW Cobbett, continuing opportunities were there for younger
British composers to expand the repertoire, although the emerging international
language did not readily lend itself to the inherently lyrical nature of the violin.
Indeed, it took no little while for aspects of the post-war milieu to become absorbed
into the modern repertoire. More naturally perhaps, several younger British
composers tended to explore music for violin and piano, amongst whom were two
Northampton-born contemporaries, Edmund Rubbra and William Alwyn. Of those
two, it was the buoyant contrapuntalism of Rubbra’s Second Violin Sonata of 1932
that made the stronger impact at the time, as we shall observe later.

Elgar of course was the older, more famous composer. Fifty years earlier, he had been
a practical performing violinist, yet by 1918 was an internationally established figure
through his orchestral and choral masterpieces. That he, too, had been moved to
essay chamber music as World War I edged to its conclusion was a notable change
of direction, opening the eyes and ears of younger generations of British composers
to more personally expressive genres. Immediately influential strands, such as Gallic
clarity and concision from Debussy and Ravel, and, from the emerging Russian school,
vitality and arresting sonorities, were ‘in the air’, threaded by the structural mastery of

Today, we may look back at the broad swathe of British music from the earlier part
of the 20th century with equanimity, but for the composers themselves, their natural
language did not always find a ready audience in the prevailing world of modernism.
Indeed, it surely is a matter of some regret that one of the works in our collection
remained virtually unknown, unpublished for over 75 years. This is the beautifully
proportioned three-movement Sonatina from circa 1933, which received just one
performance – in 1935 at the Royal Academy of Music – during the composer’s
lifetime. It is, therefore, a relatively (but only relatively) early work during a period in
which the composer was quite prolific yet remained somewhat self-deprecating with
regard to his work.
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The character and nature of Alwyn’s Sonatina equally may be said to reveal the era of
British music which brought it into being. However, not least among its undoubted
qualities is the work’s beautiful sense of proportion. The first movement, Allegro e
grazioso, immediately suggests the description ‘flowing’, but the initial ideas are
sufficiently varied and intriguing to engage the listener’s attention at once and to
hold it throughout. The sense of feeling in this first movement is further explored
in the more contemplative and profound Adagio movement before an ebulliently
dance-like finale, Vivace, brings the Sonatina to a wholly positive conclusion.
The opus number of Kenneth Leighton’s First Violin Sonata (No.4) implies an early
work. Indeed, Leighton was just 19 when the Sonata was written and it was premiered
in France a few months before his 20th birthday by Christopher Strode (the Sonata’s
dedicatee) with Leighton himself at the piano. As with Alwyn’s Sonatina, Leighton’s
Sonata falls into three movements, and whilst it may be considered to exhibit
fleeting influences from Vaughan Williams, Walton and Rubbra, the work’s opening
pages reveal a finely individual composer, one whose music has been undeservedly
neglected by the fashionistas. Here, undoubtedly, is a work from a deep-thinking
musician of whom everything he was to write, from his earliest compositions, is
genuinely felt and unaffectedly original.
No composer, however hard they may try, can entirely obfuscate their inherent
nationality and in the melodic nature of parts of Leighton’s Sonata his natural English
character is displayed for all to hear. Here, surely, is genuine feeling rather than, in a
later phrase, ‘striking a pose’ – for analysis reveals the flowing second subject has its
roots in the opening Allegro molto appassionato – the contrast is one of mood, not of
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character, expressed through a confident early mastery of composition in which the
inherent melodic nature of the violin remains paramount, no matter how passionate
the music becomes.
One may expect a young composer’s music to be passionate – that is so often the
nature of musical art – but Leighton’s passion is never overpowering, and in the Lento
e liberamente second movement the chorale-like exordium on the piano, a profoundly
beauteous calm, contrasts with the constant activity of the first movement, the violin
line commenting and threading finely within the texture: here, demonstrably, is a
genuine composer in full command of his material, the passion rising for a contrasted
passage before a truncated reference to the chorale precedes the dance-like finale.
Here the music surely reflects something of Rubbra’s rhythmically subtle counterpoint
within its Presto energico chromaticism, before Leighton, alluding to the material of
the chorale, brings the Sonata to its original and naturally organic conclusion.
The exceptional musical gifts of the teenaged Kenneth Leighton were augured 30
years earlier in those of William Walton, when his Piano Quartet, written at the age of
16, so impressed Sir Hubert Parry: “Keep an eye on this young man”, he is reported to
have said. Walton’s early chamber music also caught the eyes and ears of Alban Berg
and Arnold Schoenberg, but it was orchestral and choral works that made Walton’s
reputation to the point where, at the end of World War II, his return to chamber music
came as something of a surprise.
Walton’s first post-war work was his String Quartet in A minor of 1947, a few months
after the completion of which he went on an extended visit to Switzerland with his
mistress, Alice, Lady Wimborne. She was 21 years Walton’s senior, but was taken ill
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in Switzerland and passed away the following April. Some months later, Walton was
invited to join a British Council trip to Buenos Aires where he met and immediately
proposed to Senorita Susana Gil Passo (24 years his junior): they were married in the
Argentinian capital by the end of that year.

ambiguity whilst retaining his personal character. In the final variation he returns
to the elegiac romanticism with which the Sonata opened, yet that is not the end:
a brilliantly positive coda looks forward with vivacious élan to conclude this most
personal masterpiece in Walton’s output.

It was during those emotionally uncertain months of 1948 that much of the Violin
Sonata was written, having been commissioned for Yehudi Menuhin and his
brother-in-law Louis Kentner by Menuhin’s wife. It is dedicated to both artists’ wives,
who were sisters, and it is surely not too fanciful to discern in the Sonata’s nervous
restlessness a reflection of the composer’s emotional circumstances at the time. The
work has two movements, the first beginning with a languorous mood of extended
melodic contour (Allegro tranquillo) seeking to hide an underlying emotional
characteristic of restlessness that nonetheless occasionally breaks through the
surface. The result is unique in Walton’s output through an almost unprecedented
insistence on the harmony of the augmented sixth and its derivatives from an
underlying B flat major tonal base. This characteristic makes for an almost constant
sense of nervous uncertainty, superbly expressive in the more intense moments,
but it also has the paradoxical effect of delaying the musical movement. The general
effect, therefore, is unlike that of any other work of this kind. In the context, this
becomes a positive characteristic of the Sonata, making it wholly unique in Walton’s
post-war output.

Lennox Berkeley was born a year after Walton and was destined for music from an
early age; in our collection, these two relatively short and finely-written unpretentious
pieces are so typical of this exceptionally gifted composer. They come from a set of
three individual works written in 1951 for the fine English violinist Frederick Grinke
(Op.33 No.1 is a set of variations for solo violin). The Elegy (Op.33 No.2) is notable for
its unforced depth of expression, and the Toccata (in E minor, Op.33 No.3) is a quite
brilliant piece of continuous nervous energy, the violin leading the way throughout.

The second movement is a theme and seven variations: astonishingly, and with
a remarkable sleight-of-compositional-hand, Walton embraces non-strict serial
procedures by using 12-tone rows almost throughout with their deliberate harmonic

During his long and immensely prolific life, Gordon Jacob was a revered figure in
British music for his versatility as a composer and teacher. His books on orchestration
and composition were almost invariably to be found near the desks of even the
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Alan Rawsthorne was a fellow-Lancastrian of Walton, three years his junior,
but did not turn to music full-time until his early twenties, after abandoning
dentistry. Although not a prolific composer, Rawsthorne’s music invariably makes
an immediate impression through its polished, unadventurous technique and
his distinctive melodic and harmonic gifts. These identify him, with his unfailing
technical adroitness, as a genuine creative figure, even in his shortest – almost halfconcealed – works, of which the excellent Pierrette: Valse-Caprice, written as a
wedding present in 1934 for Rawsthorne’s first wife, the violinist Jessie Hinchcliffe, is
an elegant and finely-wrought example.

Gramophone ‘Editor’s Choice’. Her recordings (for Naxos) of violin works by British
Women Composers and Cyril Scott – Violin Sonatas Nos.1 and 3, have also received
much praise, including ‘Editor’s Choice’ in Classical Music magazine, ‘Recording of the
Month’ on MusicWeb International, and ‘Recommended Recording’ on BBC Radio 3’s
Record Review.

most proficient of creative figures. Jacob’s own music was much in demand across
the entire world of classical music, from the committed amateur to the dedicated
professional – witness, in the former instance, the masterly-proportioned Elegy from
1972, a haunting meditation in D minor, and the more demanding Caprice from
three years later, subtly varied in pulse, alongside the endearing Little Dancer, a
masterly ‘encore piece’, if you will, composed in 1959 for Frederick Grinke. Never a
polemical figure, Jacob’s large-scale works certainly merit reconsideration by later
generations, but his various short descriptive and genre pieces for violin and piano,
composed over almost half a century, demonstrate the assured technical mastery
and melodic gifts of a comprehensively professional creative artist.

Clare’s latest recital disc for Naxos, British Music for Violin and Piano, which includes
Elgar’s Violin Sonata and rarities by Delius, Scott, Bridge and Ireland, was selected as
‘Drive Discovery of the Week’ on Classic FM, featured on BBC Radio 3 and was awarded
‘Editor’s Choice’ by AllMusic.com, with The Strad praising “a ravishing account of the
Elgar Sonata that tends to sweep the board… utterly captivating”.

Robert Matthew-Walker © 2020

Her recent debut concerto disc, British Violin Concertos, with the BBC Scottish
Symphony Orchestra, featuring world premieres of concertos by Gordon Jacob,
Kenneth Leighton and Paul Patterson, was selected as a ‘Recording of the Year 2018’
by MusicWeb International. Fanfare magazine described Clare’s playing as “unfailingly
expressive… she is a first-class musician” and The Strad praised her “brilliant
performances… outstanding premiere recordings”.

Described by The Strad as “playing with
beguiling warmth and affection” and
by American Record Guide as “simply
spectacular”, internationally acclaimed
violinist Clare Howick is at the forefront of
a generation of inspiring violinists.
Clare’s debut CD, Cyril Scott – Sonata Lirica
and Other Violin Works (Dutton Epoch)
won great acclaim and was awarded a
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Clare Howick

Clare has performed most of the violin concerto repertoire (encompassing 54
concerti and works) with orchestras including the Philharmonia Orchestra and BBC
Scottish Symphony Orchestra, and has performed at major festivals in the UK such as
the Covent Garden, Buxton and Cheltenham International festivals.
www.clarehowick.co.uk

@ClareHowick
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Simon Callaghan

Simon is particularly interested in bringing rarely performed works to new audiences.
His recording of Roger Sacheverell Coke’s Concertos with the BBC Scottish Symphony
Orchestra and Martyn Brabbins for Hyperion in 2017 reached No.2 in the classical
charts. For the same label, his world-premiere recordings of works by Jean Louis Nicodé
was released in 2019 to critical acclaim, Gramophone praising his “superb artistry”.

“The commanding and virtuosic
musicianship of Simon Callaghan”
MusicWeb International
“Callaghan’s judgement is proved spot-on,
and he makes an eloquent advocate”

Praised for his “velvet-gloved pianism of
ravishing sensitivity”(The Strad), Steinway Artist
Simon Callaghan performs internationally as a
soloist and chamber musician. Recent tours
have taken him to Japan, Malaysia, Thailand,
Hong Kong, Canada and throughout Europe,
and he has performed at all of the UK’s major
concert halls.
Simon has a long-established relationship with SOMM, with whom he recorded solo
works by Roger Sacheverell Coke and chamber music by Brahms, Delius and Ravel.
His discography includes solo works by Sterndale Bennett and Parry, chamber music
by Schumann and Chopin and music for two pianos by Parry, Sherwood and Delius
with Parnassius Duo partner Hiroaki Takenouchi. His most recent solo recording,
released in 2019 on Nimbus, features miniatures by Schumann and Poulenc.
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Sunday Times

Festival invitations have included Husum Piano Rarities, English Music Festival,
Wintertide Festival (Canada), Absolute Classics, Highgate, Cervo, Hertfordshire and
Whittington. In chamber music he has collaborated with Feng Ning, Jack Liebeck,
Sheku Kanneh-Mason, Alexander Sitkovetsky, Thomas Gould, Nicholas Daniel,
Raphael Wallfisch and the actors Timothy West, Prunella Scales and Samuel West.
Contemporary music performances included works by Joseph Phibbs, Julian
Anderson and Kenneth Hesketh. His world-premiere recording of Paul Patterson’s
Allusions (with Midori Komachi and Sophie Rosa) was released in 2017.
Simon is Head of Piano at the Ingenium Academy (Winchester) and Director of Music
at Conway Hall, where he oversees the longest-running chamber music series in
Europe. Simon also recently completed a PhD at the Royal Northern College of Music,
working to bring Roger Sacheverell Coke’s music into the public domain.
www.simoncallaghan.com

@simondcallaghan

This recording was supported by the William Alwyn Foundation,
the Lennox Berkeley Society, the Delius Trust, the Rawsthorne Trust and the RVW Trust.
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