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Classical Guitar 

At our March meeting, Mike presented a fascinating session entitled A Brief History of the 

Classical Guitar. 

String instruments developed to be played either with a bow (e.g. violin, cello, erhu) or 

plucked (e.g. lute, pipa, cittern, mandolin, guitar).  Early guitars go back many centuries, 

particularly in South America, and also to an ancient Greek instrument: the Kithara.   

The lute had a round back and was cradled against the chest.  The cittern and mandolin 

developed from this, but had a flat back strung with wire and were played with a plectrum.  

The guitar developed from these in the 16
th

 century, evolving a waist which fits nicely 

across the knee.  The renaissance guitar was slightly smaller than the modern instrument.  

Antonio de Torres Jurado is credited with standardising the size, shape, sound box and 

metal frets of the modern instrument in the 19
th

 century. 

Lute Pipa Guitar 
 

Guitar music developed mainly in Spain, Portugal, Mexico and other South American 

countries.  Interesting music developed in the Andes where European harps, guitars and 

lutes were combined with indigenous flutes and panpipes. 

One of the most famous guitar players of the 20
th

 century was Andrés Segovia (1893-

1987).  More than anyone, Segovia was responsible for the revival of interest in the guitar 

as a ‘classical’ instrument.  In the late 20
th
 century Julian Bream and John Williams came 

to the fore as the pre-eminent players. 

Early and classical composers for lute, mandolin and/or guitar included Dowland, Lawes, 

Carulli and Giuliani (chamber works and concertos), Scarlatti (sonatas), Boccherini (guitar 

quintets), Haydn and Mozart (quintets) and Hummel (Mandolin Concerto).  Composers of 

the Romantic era included Sor and Fauré.   
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20
th
 century composers for the guitar included Britten, Walton, Arnold, Dodgson, Myers, 

Rodrigo, Granados, Albeniz, Turina, Piazzolla and Villa-Lobos. 

The music that we heard included: 

♫ Richard Allison (b ?1560–70; d.before 1610): 

The Bachelor’s Delight 

♫ John Johnson (1540-1595): Pavan 

♫ Fernando Sor (1778-1839): L'Encouragement 

Op.34 

♫ Joaquin Rodrigo (1901–1999): Pastorale 

♫ Andrés Segovia (1893-1987): Estudo Sin Luz 

♫ Astor Piazzolla (1921-1992) Nightclub (from 

Histoire du Tango) 

♫ Claude Debussy (1862-1918): Claire de Lune 

♫ Emili Pujol (1886-1980): Tango Espagnol 

♫ Stanley Myers (1930-1993): Cavatina 

♫ Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959) Guitar 

Concerto (3
rd

 movement) and Prelude No.1 

 

Sir Arnold Bax 

Born in Streatham, Bax (1883-1953) attended the Royal Academy of Music from 1900 to 

1905.  Fortunate to have a private income, he travelled extensively as a young man.  

Ireland was a favourite destination, also Dresden and Russia.  His music was influenced by 

landscape, Celtic and Irish legends, and Russian music.  He described himself as a 'brazen 

Romantic‘ and developed a lush, vivid and distinctive orchestral style.  

His first popular success came with the impressionistic tone poem In the Faery Hills 

(1909).  During World War I, Bax wrote the famous tone poems The Garden of Fand 

(1913–16), November Woods (1917) and Tintagel (1917–19), all of which represent 

aspects of nature (see separate article on Tone Poems on page 3).   

Bax fell in love with the celebrated English pianist Harriet Cohen.  They would often meet 

at Amersham station before travelling down the hill to the Crown Hotel in the old town.  

But on one such occasion the weather turned to torrential rain and they ran to the nearby 

beech woods to shelter from the storm.  The event inspired Bax to write November Woods.   

Bax lived in Beaconsfield for a while during this period, and Keith played an extract from 

a Radio 3 programme which suggests that he also had a spacious house by the Thames at 

Marlow at some time in the 1910s.  Keith has so far not been able to find out any more on 

this, so if you have any contacts who could shed some light on where this house is/was and 

when Bax lived there, please let Keith know! 

We heard the whole of Tintagel, which has been the most played and recorded of Bax’s 

concert works.  In his notes Bax described “the wide distances of the Atlantic as seen from 

the cliffs of Cornwall on a sunny but not windless summer day” and “memories of the 

historical and legendary association of the place”.  Bax paints the breakers (strings) 

pounding rhythmically way below the castle, whilst flecks of sunlight (harp) glint on the 

deep swelling Atlantic waters, and a gull (flute) wheels above in the steady breeze.  Keith 

tried to reflect this in the images of the Cornish coastline that he presented. 



 3  

The String Quartet No.1 was written in 1918, and dedicated to Elgar, who ‘liked the look 

of it’.  Considering the time when it was composed, it is a surprisingly jolly work.  Keith 

played an excerpt from the first movement: Allegretto semplice. 

Bax wrote numerous chamber works, including many for solo piano.  He also composed 

concerto-style works for violin, viola, cello, and a Triple Concerto (cor anglais, clarinet, 

horn).  He dedicated his Symphonic Variations for piano and orchestra to Harriet Cohen 

and also wrote the Concertante for Orchestra with Piano (Left Hand) for her after she had 

injured her right hand. 

Bax was one of the great symphonists.  Unusually, he 

adopted a three-movement format, although scherzo-like 

themes are often found in the third (final) movement.  He 

also introduced an Epilogue towards the end of most of his 

symphonies.  Keith played two examples of these.  The first 

was from the Symphony No.5 in C sharp minor (1932), 

which was dedicated to Sibelius.  Bax described it as "One of 

my darkest and stormiest works", but the final few bars 

resolve matters very positively.  The second example was 

from Symphony No.7 (1939), a relatively Romantic and serene work.  It has a valedictory 

quality, as if the composer is taking a lingering and nostalgic farewell to a rich romantic 

life, and the final bars serve as an epilogue for the whole cycle of symphonies.  

We also heard the London Pageant, which was completed in February 1937 and first 

performed 2 days before the coronation.  It ends with a flourish, the large orchestra 

supplemented by organ and bells.  Bax’s knighthood was announced on Coronation Day.  

Somewhat to his surprise, he became Master of the King's Music in 1942. 

Tone Poems 

Otherwise known as Symphonic Poems or Symphonic Studies, these pieces of orchestral 

music describe literary subjects, events in history, landscapes, paintings etc.  There is a 

thought that a tone poem is less dependent on symphonic procedures than a symphonic 

poem, but the distinction has never been strictly applied.   

Liszt is credited with inventing this form, and wrote 13 works of this kind – e.g.  

♫ Prometheus, Mazeppa, Les Préludes.   

Other famous examples include: 

♫ Don Juan, Till Eulenspiegel, Also Sprach Zarathustra and Ein Heldenleben by 

Richard Strauss 

♫ In the Steppes of Central Asia by Borodin 

♫ Ma Vlast – a cycle of six symphonic poems by Smetana 

♫ Falstaff  by Elgar 

♫ In the Faery Hills, The Garden of Fand, November Woods and Tintagel by Bax.   
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Some ‘overtures’ could be considered as tone poems – e.g.  

♫ Romeo & Juliet and Francesca da Rimini by Tchaikovsky 

♫ Froissart, Cockaigne, and In the South by Elgar. 

Last Call for Elgar £20 Notes 

From 30 June 2010, £20 notes bearing a picture of Sir Edward Elgar and Worcester 

Cathedral will no longer be legal tender.  This note will no longer be accepted in payment, 

or in change, in shops after this date.  

The Elgar design was introduced in 1999.  But it began to be phased out three years ago 

when a new design with Scottish economist Adam Smith was introduced to replace it.  The 

relatively short lifespan of the Elgar note (Shakespeare lasted 23 years) is presumably due 

to the increased talents of criminals and the 

need to cut down on forgeries. 

If you still have Elgar in your wallet after 

30 June you will be able to take the notes into 

your bank, building society or the Post Office 

for "several months" in order to make deposits 

into your account or carry out transactions.  If 

you take them into a bank other than your own, 

however, it is up to the individual institution 

whether they take your cash or not.  If they 

don’t, keep them as souvenirs, or take them 

directly to the Bank of England! 

Future Sessions  

Date Provisional Programme 

15 April Both sessions will be devoted to English music (as it will be shortly before 
St. George’s Day).  

♪ The programme for the classical section is still evolving, but will include 
music by Boyce, Butterworth and Vaughan-Williams. 

♪ The story of the English jazz revival (1947 onwards). 

20 May This session will include music by Sir Arthur Sullivan (his own orchestral, 
chamber and choral music, and the Gilbert & Sullivan operettas).  This 
session will be close to the date of the General Election, so some G&S 
political satire will be appropriate!  Please consider which song(s)/piece(s) 
you can bring along to introduce and play.  Alternatively, tell us of a relevant 
piece that you would like to hear, and we will do our best to locate it. 

 

Please note the above dates in your diary.  We look forward to seeing you at (or soon 

after) 9.45am on 15 April. 

Too Late for Tickets 

May Day this year will see Oxford welcoming one of the world’s greatest orchestras.  The 

Berlin Philharmonic will perform under the baton of guest conductor Daniel Barenboim in 

a special concert at the Sheldonian.   
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Each year the orchestra selects a venue of cultural importance in a different European city 

for a televised performance to mark its founding in 1882.  The programme for this year’s 

concert will include a combination of classic Berliner repertoire by Wagner and Brahms, 

and a nod to Oxford’s musical heritage in the form of the Elgar Cello Concerto, made 

famous by Oxford-raised cellist, and one-time wife of Barenboim’s, Jaqueline Du Prè. 

Unfortunately for many music lovers, tickets sold out a matter of hours after going on sale!  

However, the Faculty of Music has invited the BPO’s Principal Horn player to give a 

public masterclass on Chamber Music at the Holywell Music Room that afternoon (see 

Concerts/Events below for details).  

Concerts/Events 

Local concerts in the next few weeks include: 

♪ Amersham Festival of Music, 7 – 24 April.  Highlights will include Fauré/Brahms (10 April), 

Grieg/Tchaikovsky/Barber (13 April) and Beethoven’s 9
th

 Symphony (17 April). 

♪ St.John’s Chamber Orchestra  – Mozart Symphony 35, Strauss Oboe Concerto, Tchaikovsky Piano 

Concerto 1, 7.30pm on 18 April at Norden Farm Centre for the Arts, Maidenhead. 

♪ The High Wycombe Piano Festival 2010.  Support these talented young pianists who have been 

working with distinguished tutors throughout the weekend.  7pm at the Town Hall. 

♪ Public Masterclass on Chamber Music by Stefan Dohr, the Berlin Philharmonic’s Principal Horn.  

1.30 - 3.30pm on 1 May at the Holywell Music Room, Oxford.  Admission: free - open to the public. 

♪ City of London Sinfonia/Michael Collins (conductor/clarinet) – Mozart Symphony 29, Weber Clarinet 

Concerto 2, Haydn Symphony 22, Copland Clarinet Concerto, 7.30pm on 9 May, Wycombe Swan. 

In addition, the Theatre Group are proposing an outing to the following Philharmonia 

Orchestra concert at the Royal Festival Hall at 3pm on Sunday 23 May 2010: 

Beethoven: Overture, Namensfeier;  Dvořák: Cello Concerto;  Sibelius: Symphony No. 2. 

Happy listening! 

Brian (484099, brian.humphrey2@ntlworld.com) and Keith (891507, keithrachel@hotmail.com) 

P.S.  Don’t forget that you can view what we have done at previous sessions at our web site: 

http://www.marlowu3a.org.uk/id12.html  

 

 


