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MICHAEL TIPPETT: STRING QUARTETS Nos. 1, 2 and 3 Lindsay
String Quartet
L'Oiseau Lyre DSLO 10 (£3.25)

MALCOLM BARRY

This is not the only recording available of Tippett’s string quartets
(Nos. 1 and 3 are available on GSGC 14079, No. 2 on GSGC
14130), but this issue has the advantage of collecting them together
on one disc, which contains 71 minutes of music. Value for money
is assured in at least one respect; another is the recording itself, which
is excellent, the levels being consistent throughout and the overall
rich acoustic allowing the sonorities of the instruments full play
without obscuring the detail in the fast passages, of which there are
many.

Tippett is also fortunate in his performers, for the Lindsay
Quartet bring a commitment and understanding to the works which
is salutary considering the comparatively contemporary nature of
the works and the comparative youth of the ensemble. There are
one or two moments in the violinistic stratosphere that are uneasy,
but the ensemble is excelient, while the leader's emphatic style of
playing is audible on the disc, which adds verisimilitude to the
recording as a performance. A great deal of care seems to have been
taken with the whole record.

The quartets are recognisably consistent in style, but their
chronology, as outlined by Tippett in the notes, is not very
straight-forward. The present first movement of the First
Quartet was written after the premiere of the Second Quartet,
and replaced the original first two movements, thus substituting
a three-move-ment work for the four-movement original (of
which more anon):“l often needed to rewrite what had seemed to
be a finished work. . . . | have never had to be as extreme as
that since.” The com-pletion of the First Quartet (original
version, 1935), however, did mark the emergence of Tippett's ‘first
style’.

Hallmarks of the more familiar Concerto for Double String
Orchestra are to be found in all three quartets, but particularly
in the Second and in the opening movement of the First (revised
version). In these Tippett shows himself to understand string
instru-ments very well and to write very difficult, but idiomatic,
music for them and, at times, against them. His structures seem
melodically based rather than harmonically functional, and there
are rhythmic elements familiar from other works. This melodic
construction poses problems, however, because it does not easily
accommodate the sonata pattern, and the transistion in the first
movement of the Second Quartet (between figs. 11 and 12)
weakens the whole im-pression of that movement: neither in its
presentation nor in its re-petitions does there seem much point to
this section. The develop-ment of the movement, too, is
unsatisfactory, almost transparent. There are one or two other
examples of such major inconsistency, some justified by their
context, some not.

The First Quartet, as might be expected both from the nature of
its gestation and its relative position, is, in some ways, the weakest
of the three. After the taut and powerful first movement, in which
Tippett demonstrates himself to be the British composer of his
generation (and succeeding ones?) most adept at handling ‘the
dots’ within his own consistent style (which is not to say that




style is easily definable), the siow second movement seems to
strain towards a larger ensemble (Tippett's writing against the
medium that, nevertheless, the Lindsay cope with more than ad-
equately). This movement includes the occasional half bar of
ascending lines that sound almost Elgarian, an odd memory for
Tippett to conjure. The finale of the work seems neither to follow
fogically from the slow movement nor to consolidate the work as
a whole; would it have rounded off the original version more easily?
It isan early example of Tippett’'s use of additive and cross rhythms.

The strength of Tippett as note manipuiator is present in both
the later quartets, but so is the unevenness of the individual works
themselves. The less convincing parts of the Second Quartet,
mentioned above, have to be balanced both within the first move-
ment itself and also by the second movement, a short piece in
imitation in which all the Beethovenian concepts of growth are
translated into the 20th century: a very fine piece.

The finale of the Second Quartet is a sonata allegro, and Tippett
moves to harmonic construction with a somewhat predictable
effect. (The opening march-like section sounds as if designed to be
a shock; if this is the case it should, perhaps, follow on more swiftly
from the close of the third movement.)

If harmonic structuration is not the most congenial medium for
this composer, as the finale of the Second Quartet suggests, the
problem of the organisation of a quartet, tradition and all, becomes
paramount. In the Third Quartet, as if sensing this {and it was
written soon after the Second), Tippett throws over tradition and
reverts to melodic organisation with three fast fugues contrasted
by two slow movements (‘lyrics’). It is the longest of the three
works, the most assured but stifl containing some unevenness.
After the astonishing fourth movement, in which texture replaces
pitch (Tippett believes he may have been influenced by the Bartok
quartets) anything might be an anti-climax, and a lyrical alternation
of simple and compound triple time in imitative texture most
certainly is.

The works are uneven and not one of them seems to be an un-
deniable masterpiece, but this is what makes them, and thus the
record, so desirable. The problems of writing music in the 20th
century are here encapsulated: the search for structural arbiters,
the abyss of freedom, the balance between pitch and texture and

methods of infusing life into music. It is significant that Tippett
‘“felt them [the quartets] to be in a consciously evolving sequence’’
and ’‘intended to pursue the sequence with certainly a fourth, at
not too long a distance. Since the fourth never got written the
sequence was closed — by the prolonged composition of The Mid-
summer Marriage and everything that happened after.”

The juxtaposition of the last two movements of the Third
Quartet gives a clear indication in the music itself of the reasons for
the closure of the sequence. This juxtaposition raises the whole
question of drama in music and the balance between melodic and
harmonic construction. Tippett knew when to move on to other
interests.

MICHAEL TIPPETT AT 70

PHILIPS RECORD

SYMPHONY No. 3

6500 662

SCHOTT PUBLISH

Study Score Ed. 11148

MIDSUMMER MARRIAGE

6703 027

Study Score Ed. 11158
Vocal Score Ed. 10778

KNOT GARDEN

6700 063

Vocal Score Ed. 11075

CONCERTO FOR ORCHESTRA
RlTUAL DANCES (Midsummer Marriage) 6580 093 Universo

conductor COLIN DAVIS

Study Score Ed. 10844
Study Score Ed. 10207

PIANO SONATAS Nos. 1-3 rau Crossley 6500 534

No.1 Ed. 10123 No.2 Ed. 10815
No.3 Ed. 11162

CHILD OF OUR TIME
PHILIPS

R

P

6500 985

marketed by m phonogram

Study Score Ed. 10899

Published exclusively by

SCHOTT

aH Great Mart ugh St WiV JHN

38




	Contact_Issue13_000.tif
	Contact_Issue13_000a.tif
	Contact_Issue13_001.tif
	Contact_Issue13_002.tif
	Contact_Issue13_003.tif
	Contact_Issue13_004.tif
	Contact_Issue13_005.tif
	Contact_Issue13_006.tif
	Contact_Issue13_007.tif
	Contact_Issue13_008.tif
	Contact_Issue13_009.tif
	Contact_Issue13_010.tif
	Contact_Issue13_011.tif
	Contact_Issue13_012.tif
	Contact_Issue13_013.tif
	Contact_Issue13_014.tif
	Contact_Issue13_015.tif
	Contact_Issue13_016.tif
	Contact_Issue13_017.tif
	Contact_Issue13_018.tif
	Contact_Issue13_019.tif
	Contact_Issue13_020.tif
	Contact_Issue13_021.tif
	Contact_Issue13_022.tif
	Contact_Issue13_023.tif
	Contact_Issue13_024.tif
	Contact_Issue13_025.tif
	Contact_Issue13_026.tif
	Contact_Issue13_027.tif
	Contact_Issue13_028.tif
	Contact_Issue13_029.tif
	Contact_Issue13_030.tif
	Contact_Issue13_031.tif
	Contact_Issue13_032.tif
	Contact_Issue13_033.tif
	Contact_Issue13_034.tif
	Contact_Issue13_035.tif
	Contact_Issue13_036.tif
	Contact_Issue13_037.tif
	Contact_Issue13_038.tif
	Contact_Issue13_039.tif
	Contact_Issue13_040.tif
	Contact_Issue13_041.tif
	Contact_Issue13_042.tif
	Contact_Issue13_043.tif
	Contact_Issue13_044.tif
	Contact_Issue13_045.tif
	Contact_Issue13_046.tif
	Contact_Issue13_047.tif
	Contact_Issue13_048.tif
	Contact_Issue13_049.tif
	Contact_Issue13_050.tif
	Contact_Issue13_051.tif
	Contact_Issue13_052.tif
	Contact_Issue13_053.tif
	Contact_Issue13_053a.tif

