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VAUGHAN WILLIAMS  String Quartet No.2 in A minor  [20:34]  
1 I Prelude – Allegro appassionato 4:09  
2	 II Romance – Largo 8:46 
3	 III Scherzo – Allegro 3:39 
4	 IV Epilogue – Andante sostenuto 4:00

5	 HOLST  Phantasy on British Folksongs, Op.36 (ed. Swanston) 10:12

VAUGHAN WILLIAMS  String Quartet No.1 in G minor  [28:48]  
6 I Allegro moderato 9:19  
7	 II Minuet and Trio. Tempo di Minuetto – Trio 4:20 
8	 III Romance – Andante sostenuto 7:27 
9	 IV Finale – Rondo capriccioso. Allegro molto  7:42

                                                      Total duration: 59:35

RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS (1872-1958) 
String Quartets No.1 in G minor & No.2 in A minor

GUSTAV HOLST (1874-1934) 
Phantasy Quartet

Tippett Quartet John Mills, Jeremy Isaac violins 
Lydia Lowndes-Northcott viola 
Bozidar Vukotic cello
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 Friendship and mutual admiration of each other’s music were notable 
features in the lives of Ralph Vaughan Williams and Gustav Holst, who had 
first met in 1895 when they were both students at London’s Royal College 

of Music. Until Holst’s death in 1934, they met and conversed regularly, neither 
being restrained in their frank appraisal of each other’s work. Both were more 
than competent executant musicians – Holst a professional trombonist, Vaughan 
Williams playing in chamber music ensembles as a violist – the output of each 
ranging widely from operas and ballet music to vocal, choral, orchestral and 
chamber music. If it is their orchestral music that is by far the best-known and 
more frequently encountered, their chamber music is often unjustly overlooked, 
as the three works in this programme individually and collectively demonstrate. 

Vaughan Williams’ early experience as a chamber-music player led him, at the very 
outset of his career, to compose several works in that genre. By 1903, he had taken 
lessons in Berlin from Max Bruch and composed a String Quartet in C minor and 
two Quintets, which remained unknown for almost a century. They contain music 
of which no composer at the time, still less a Briton, should have felt ashamed.  

It was in 1903 that Vaughan Williams became a leading figure in the English folk-
song revival. His contact with this deep vein of natural aesthetic resource fired his 
creative imagination: here was the natural wellspring towards which his work had 
instinctively journeyed. After its discovery, he discarded almost all of the music he 
had written up to that time, including the Quintets and Quartet.

If Vaughan Williams’ musical language had altered, perhaps becoming in his mind 
more natural and deeper in expression, he felt his technique could do with what 
he described as “some French polish”. 

Impressed with Delius’s Piano Concerto, which he had heard in London in 1907, 
he approached Delius for an introduction to Ravel, which the Yorkshire-born 
cosmopolitan readily supplied.

And so, later that year and into 1908, Vaughan Williams lived in Paris as a pupil 
of Ravel – three years the Englishman’s junior. The experience of the lessons with 
Ravel was wholly beneficial to Vaughan Williams; the first works he completed on 
his return to London were a set of Three Nocturnes for baritone solo, chorus and 
orchestra to words by Walt Whitman (which, as a set, remain unperformed) and 
a String Quartet in G minor (No.1), which was first heard at the end of 1909. He 
did not seek the Quartet’s publication at that time – indeed, it was not until 1922 
that he felt completely satisfied with the work, when a revised version, which was 
published, was heard in London.  

It is certainly possible to ascertain a greater clarity entering Vaughan Williams’ 
technique immediately following his time with Ravel; the Englishman’s choice 
of string quartet may have been prompted by the attention then being given 
to new chamber music works following a national competition instigated in 
1905 by the wealthy businessman and music-loving philanthropist WW Cobbett 
(who had also contributed to Grove’s Dictionary, and whose later two-volume 
Encyclopaedia of Chamber Music remains unsurpassed). Cobbett had suggested 
(but did not insist upon) composers writing works in the freer formal sense of their 
Elizabethan ‘Fantasy’ forebears. 

The second performance of Vaughan Williams’ String Quartet, soon after the first, 
was in a concert that included the premiere of another new work, On Wenlock 
Edge, settings of poems by AE Houseman for tenor soloist, piano and string 
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quartet. The greater textural clarity Ravel had demanded of his pupil was bearing 
rich fruit: maintaining his creative individuality, Vaughan Williams was the only 
pupil, as Ravel himself said, who  “n’écrit pas de ma musique”. 

The extent of the revisions Vaughan Williams made to the Quartet in 1922 are 
unknown but are unlikely to have been extensive; it has always been considered 
to be a pre-World War I work. Such revisions may have been undertaken to suggest 
that the Quartet was a relatively recent composition, for much had happened to 
Vaughan Williams in those 14 years: principally, a Great War had been fought 
in Europe in which he had served on the front line in France and Greece. After 
enlisting in 1914 in the Royal Army Medical Corps, in 1917 he was commissioned 
in the Royal Garrison Artillery (colloquially, ‘The Gunners’), in which corps he 
remained until he was demobilised in 1919.

By 1922, also, his first three symphonies had been performed, as well as what was 
to become his most popular orchestral work, The Lark Ascending. New cultural 
aesthetics were on the rise, but the inherent qualities of the G minor Quartet 
remained unaltered; it may be considered in many ways to be, structurally, his 
most ‘classical’ composition, yet such had Vaughan Williams’ creative character 
been formed by 1908 that the Quartet’s individualities suggest it could not have 
been written by anyone else.

The work falls into four movements, opening with a subtly-formed Allegro – an 
initial theme on the viola at once setting the scene and almost immediately 
taken up by first violin; a subtle bridge passage in 4/4 leads to what might 
be termed the second subject, Tranquillo, centred upon E major, leading 
to extensive working, fascinating in its texture and tonal sideslips, in turn 

prefacing a transformative recapitulatory passage before the coda, ppp, ends 
the movement in a benign G major.  

The second movement, Minuet and Trio, may melodically imply a folk-song 
provenance, but it subtly reflects the changing third-based tonal centre of the 
first movement. The music is utterly delightful, of great charm and outward 
simplicity, yet of sturdy character and very subtly composed throughout, ending 
in an emphatic E major. The third movement, Romance, unusually opens in 5/4 
time – each bar of 3+2 phraseology: the pulse gently ebbs this way and that, until 
3/4 alone predominates before the undulating 5/4 returns to end the music in 
evocative contemplation. 

The Rondo Capriccioso very subtly binds the entire work together in a manner 
such as would surely have delighted Haydn. Vaughan Williams is at his subtlest 
and most varied: lively, intense and rhythmically delightful, bouncing from an 
initial 6/8 and its variants, recalling the previous 5/4 pulses, the rambunctious 
music rich and varied in expression yet never so as to deny the underlying organic 
nature of the whole. 

Nothing quite like this had appeared in English chamber-music up to that time 
– not in the quartets of Stanford (of whom Vaughan Williams had been a pupil) 
nor the early quartets of John Ireland: in the first decade of the 20th century, 
operatic work and music for large orchestra dominated composers’ output  
across the globe. 

Perhaps it was Cobbett’s initiative that sowed the seeds which were soon to bring 
forth rich musical fruit amongst British composers in the field of chamber music. 
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Although such larger-scale works from Vaughan Williams – his Sea and London 
Symphonies – may have overshadowed his chamber music, the impact of the 
great Fantasia on a Theme of Thomas Tallis in 1910 demonstrated his complete 
mastery of string instruments, reinforced by Vaughan Williams’ next significant 
chamber music composition. This was the Phantasy Quintet for string quartet 
with second viola (note the addition of ‘his’ instrument), written in early 1914 
several months before war’s outbreak.   

As we have noted, Vaughan Williams volunteered for the army within a few weeks 
of the declaration of war, serving until his discharge in July 1919. Holst also tried 
to enlist, but was declared unfit for service, more than once. 

If Vaughan Williams’ military service prevented him from writing any music 
during almost all of those five years, by that time Holst had completed – and had 
heard in live performance – The Planets, the work which was to make his name 
worldwide, the originalities of which were also to cause him to rethink some of 
his more recent compositions, including a Phantasy Quartet, written in 1916 and 
successfully entered for Cobbett’s competition that year, alongside similar works 
from a number of noted British composers. 

Holst’s Quartet is subtitled “on British folk-songs”, and although given publicly 
in 1917, he withdrew it some years later. Without disclosing the provenance 
of the material, he claimed the work was “insufficient” and his “guilty secret”. 
However, not all were convinced by Holst’s decision, even in his own household: 
his daughter Imogen, who became a fine musician and excellent composer-
conductor, published a version for string orchestra long after her father’s death. 

The quartet edition used on this recording is by Roderick Swanston. It is based on 
four folk songs, and has been well-described as offering “easy-going charm as well 
as much playfulness and warmth”.

The basic pulse is Andante and the lyrical, melodic first folk-song sets the 
pastoral scene in a solo viola line, gradually growing to four-part counterpoint, 
the later entry of the cello particularly notable. As the work gets under way, the 
attentive listener will be intrigued by the music’s relatively unusual texture – this 
is not always in the ‘English Pastoral School’, but not wholly unlike that of the 
early quartets of Bartók. The pulse increases slightly for the second tune, over 
a drone-like pedal, edging toward a more martial air, thickening the texture, 
before a new folk song is heard, thickening the texture and coalescing to a 
dramatic phrase in octaves, from which a new variant emerges and the music 
gradually appears to abandon its roots, the harmony seemingly more urban, 
expanding somewhat, until the Quartet descends emotionally and texturally in 
a contemplative coda.   

Free from military restraints, but never forgetting what he had witnessed, 
Vaughan Williams resumed his career, orchestrating the pre-war The Lark 
Ascending and recollecting deeply-planted experiences in the Pastoral 
Symphony and later works.

During the following decades, the medium of chamber music rarely attracted 
him, but in 1942-43, during the early years of an England once more at war, 
he returned to the String Quartet with a work in A minor, dedicated ‘For Jean  
on Her Birthday’. 
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The Jean in question was Jean Stewart, violist of the Menges Quartet, which 
ensemble was to give the first performance at a war-time National Gallery 
concert in London in October 1944. There would seem to be little doubt that her 
instrument – his own, so to speak, from the earliest years of his maturity – strongly 
attracted his muse, with the war’s enforced reduction in live orchestral concerts 
making chamber music a more practical proposition.

With such a background, we are not surprised that the viola is more prominent, 
launching the work from the first bar, generally leading the discussion virtually 
throughout. It is the opening phraseology that provides the impetus; the 
emotional tenor is frequently dark and troubled, at times reflecting the 
contemporaneous chamber music of Shostakovich – of which at the time, 
Vaughan Williams would have been largely unaware. If we now know that some 
of the material was taken from music originally conceived for the cinema (a 
theme in the Scherzo is related to one composed for the 1940 film 49th Parallel 
– which had already led to three separate concert works), it is the use to which a 
composer puts his ideas that concerns us – as it did him.

The turbulence and angst of the Quartet’s first three movements are in complete 
contrast to the pacification of the contemporaneous Fifth Symphony. Even in the 
Romance, also set in train by the viola, the instruction senza vibrato comes as an 
unemotional contemplation of bleak vistas, but with the emergent serenity of the 
finale the heart of the composer’s tranquil peace of mind brings consolation. 

Robert Matthew-Walker © 2022 

John Mills, Jeremy Isaac violins
Lydia Lowndes-Northcott viola
Bozidar Vukotic cello

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

Tippett Quartet
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As they embark on their 25th year anniversary, the Tippett Quartet celebrate 
their innovative and diverse contribution to British chamber music. They have 
performed in the UK’s finest concert halls, at the BBC Proms, toured Europe, 
Canada and Mexico, and frequently give live performances on BBC Radio 3.

Their broad and diverse repertoire highlights the Tippett Quartet’s unique 
versatility and inventiveness. Their impressive catalogue of recordings has been 
released on Naxos, EMI Classics, Signum, Decca, Classic FM, SOMM Recordings, 
Vivat, Guild, Real World, Dutton Epoch, Meridian and Toccata Classics and have 
been greeted with universal critical acclaim. Their recent release of Górecki 
Quartets was awarded Gramophone magazine’s Recording of the Month and their 
subsequent release of the complete quartets of Penderecki was nominated for an 
International Classical Music Award

“I cannot recommend this recording highly enough,  
and have run out of superlatives”           Gramophone

Champions of British music, the Tippett Quartet have premiered numerous new 
works and commissioned young and upcoming composers including Alissa 
Firsova, Freya Whaley-Cohen and Noah Max. The quartet have a residency at Royal 
Holloway University of London and are recording artists for the groundbreaking 
performance app Nomad Play, for whom they have recorded quartets by Brahms, 
Beethoven and Schubert.

www.tippettquartet.co.uk                    @tippettquartet

William Alwyn & Doreen Carwithen:  
Music for String Quartet

Tippett Quartet 

“A compelling piece of music argument, 
played with bold incisiveness”

BBC Music Magazine ★★★★★

“Radiant insight and affection… utterly 
captivating”                                       The Strad

Vaughan Williams Live, Vol.1

BBCSO, RPO/Malcolm Sargent 

“Beautifully remastered… sounding like 
pure gold”

All About the Arts

“The remastering rescues details I’d 
never heard before”                                       

The Symphonist  Record of the Week
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