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At Bromsgrove Concerts we have a policy of programming, alongside the ‘classic’ chamber music
repertoire, less well-known pieces which we think are undeservedly neglected. So it is not too surprising
that we have shown interest in Robert Simpson’s chamber music, and over the years since 2005 we
have programmed Simpson works on five occasions – the String Trio and String Quartets Nos 7, 11
(twice) and 14.

As the centenary of Simpson’s birth approached, we were clear that we wished to mark the occasion, so
we booked the Tippett Quartet to play a programme including his String Quartet No 1 on the centenary
date itself. However, that was all before the advent of the Covid pandemic and obviously that can no
longer take place. So we agreed with the Tippetts that they would make a video recording of the
Simpson Quartet which we could ‘stream’ on the centenary day itself.

So here it is. We still fully intend to have the Tippetts to play the originally agreed programme, including
the Simpson Quartet No 1, live in Bromsgrove as soon as we are allowed to do so and it can be arranged
– hopefully in the 2021–22 Winter Season.

Clearly, we have had to pay the Tippetts to make this video recording and, though it can be downloaded
free by using the link, we would welcome donations to offset the cost of having done this. We would
suggest a donation of at least £5 per viewer, which can be paid by card on the website.

Tippett Quartet

For over a decade and a half, the celebrated Tippett Quartet has delighted critics and audiences
alike with its animated, virtuosic performances and its inspired and attractive programming. The
Quartet has performed at the BBC Proms and numerous festivals throughout the UK and abroad,
including tours of Europe, Canada and Mexico. The Quartet regularly appears at Kings Place,
Purcell Room, Wigmore Hall, Queen Elizabeth Hall and Bridgewater Hall and frequently performs
on BBC Radio 3. Alongside a busy touring schedule, the Tippett Quartet pursues a keen interest
in educational work with both schools and universities and was Ensemble in Residence at Sidney
Sussex College, Cambridge University, in 2012–13.

Tippett Quartet’s broad and diverse repertoire is testament to its unique versatility. Members of
the Quartet are equally at home with the giants of the classical world and with great Hollywood
composers. They have an impressive catalogue of over twenty releases, which have not only
topped the classical charts but have also entered the pop charts and received universal critical
acclaim. They have recorded for Naxos, EMI Classics, Signum, Classic FM, Guild, Real World,
Dutton Epoch and Toccata Classics.
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Robert Simpson
1921–1997

String Quartet No 1
Allegro moderato, semplice*
Andante, grave – Allegro – Tempo 1

‘Here was a composer who … spoke in music with the kind of utter certainty and emotional truth as the
great masters.’ Malcolm McDonald, in the Robert Simpson Lecture at the Wigmore Hall, 15 March 2000

Robert Simpson was born in Leamington and, after a false start in medicine, studied privately with
Herbert Howells, who encouraged Simpson to enrol for a music degree at Durham University, where he
gained his doctorate, with his First Symphony as his submitted work.

In 1951 he joined the BBC as a producer and stayed there for 30 years. The idea behind his series ‘The
Innocent Ear’ (where the pieces are identified only after they have been played) still survives in some
current Radio 3 programmes. He resigned in 1980, concerned about changes in management style. He
moved to Ireland where he died in 1997, having suffered a severe stroke in 1991.

Simpson wrote eleven symphonies and fifteen string quartets, as well as other chamber music for a
variety of ensembles. He often said that, if he was compelled to write only one kind of music, he would
choose the string quartet.

Simpson’s mastery of the medium is clearly demonstrated in this first quartet, as he leads the listener’s
ear through contrasting musical textures and dynamics, and thus its changing moods, with complete
confidence. So confident that the first movement opens with a hint of Haydn’s ‘Lark’ quartet and follows
the classical pattern for an opening movement with contrasting ideas which are worked out and developed.
However, Simpson’s use of tonality is innovative rather than classical, since the movement develops
from E flat not back to that home key but to the remote key of A major (which only has two notes in
common with E flat). This struggle to achieve A major lies at the heart of the work, although Simpson
is so skilled that the progression, although challenging, never seems contrived.

Here the opening in E flat is gently lyrical with overlapping lines – the violins soaring up while the cello
descends. Soon the viola and cello stride out in unison octaves, with a bolder idea leading to assertive
scales, and these two ideas are each repeated. Then the violin announces a vigorous fugal section with
an assertive upward leap of a fifth (which becomes a useful aural peg pervading the rest of the movement).
By the time the fugue has all been worked through and gentle lyricism returns, the music is in A major.
Tranquillity seems achieved but gradually a sense of anticipation arises and little fragments of the fugal
section reappear, scurrying about, rising and subsiding, achieving dominance once again with scales
back in E flat, the opening fugal statement almost having the last word on the cello before an abrupt
close, the conflict between the two keys unresolved.

Robert Simpson’s own note (quoted in Lionel Pike’s analysis of the Quartet No 1 in Tonic) seems the
best guide to the second movement whose theme is based on palindromes (reversible rhythms or
melodic lines).

‘The second movement is a set of variations on a theme for solo viola. This theme has the same tonal
outline as the whole first movement – it starts in E flat, rises to a climax in A and falls sadly again to E
flat. Each of the seven strict variations follows this course and the effect is of a continual effort to reach
and hold the key of A, each attempt baffled. The tension rises through the variations until a severe
crisis is created; at this point the music breaks out of the bonds of the variation form. This time it really
achieves its A major and the first violin, as if released, flies into excited running passages. The whole
then subsides calmly into a soft coda in A major, containing a naive and gentle dance, formed from all
the themes in the quartet.’
JU

* ‘The printed programme, incidentally, gave the two movements as Moderato semplice and Adagio
non troppo, grave. It was well received by the few critics who attended.’ (Lionel Pike, Tonic 7, 1995)
Tonic is the journal of the Robert Simpson Society whose website https://robertsimpson.org.uk contains
a wealth of information about and by the composer.

NB Bromsgrove Concerts has paid the Tippett Quartet to make this video recording and, though it can
be downloaded free by using the link, we would welcome donations to offset the cost of having done
this. We would suggest a donation of at least £5 per viewer, which can be paid by card on the website.

Composed in 1951–52 and dedicated ‘To Georges
Enesco, in deepest admiration’

First performed by the Element Quartet at the
Midland Institute, Birmingham, on 30 March 1953


