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 Though musical modernism was a topic of frequent debate in the British press in 

the 1920s and 30s, until the 1990s, few scholars attempted to challenge underlying 

assumptions that modernism in British music was somehow less modern than the musical 

developments of its continental peers. This growing body of scholarship, however, has 

focused almost exclusively on male composers, ignoring the contributions of composers 

such as Elizabeth Maconchy (1907-1994), who was widely considered to be at the 

forefront of the younger generation of composers emerging during the interwar period. 

 This dissertation examines Maconchy’s early career and its reception in 

conjunction with the political landscape of music in Britain during the interwar period. 

While the contemporary neglect of Maconchy’s music has often been attributed to gender 

discrimination, in the late 1920s and early 30s, Maconchy achieved renown despite the 

discouragement meted out by prejudice and incomprehension. By the late 1930s, 

however, the overall reception of Maconchy’s music began to shift. Her music, which 
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had been welcome in the early part of decade and praised for its radically modern—yet at 

the same time distinctively “British”—idiom, came to be castigated by critics as the exact 

opposite by the end of the decade.  

 This research contributes to a greater understanding of the intricate web of gender 

politics and shifting attitudes towards modern music in Britain by illuminating not only 

aspects of Maconchy’s early career that have been ignored and overlooked, but also the 

vital role played by nationalist ideologies in the decade leading up to the Second World 

War. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 Not long after the enactment of The Representation of the People (Equal 

Franchise) Act in 1928, which extended the vote to women over the age of twenty-one, 

Virginia Woolf published her extended essay A Room of One’s Own (1929). Offering a 

poignant critique of the widespread belief that enfranchisement had placed women on 

equal terms with men, Woolf wrote the following on the position of the women 

composers: 

The woman composer stands where the actress stood in the time of Shakespeare. 
Nick Greene, I thought, remembering the story I had made about Shakespeare’s 
sister, said that a woman acting put him in mind of a dog dancing. Johnson 
repeated the phrase two hundred years later of women preaching. And here, I said, 
opening a book about music, we have the very words used again in this year of 
grace, 1928, of women who try to write music. “Of Mlle. Germaine Tailleferre 
one can only repeat Dr. Johnson’s dictum concerning a woman preacher, 
transposed into terms of music. ‘Sir, a woman’s composing is like a dog’s 
walking on his hind legs. It is not done well, but you are surprised to find it done 
at all.’” So accurately does history repeat itself.1    
 

The book on music to which Woolf refers is Cecil Gray’s A Survey of Contemporary 

Music. First published in 1924 by Oxford University Press, followed by a second edition 

in 1928, Tailleferre (1892-1983) was not the only woman composer to be included in 

Gray’s examination of contemporary composers, as Cécile Chaminade (1857-1944) 

receives a brief, but disparaging mention. For a period in which one could name many 

established women composers of renown, such as Amy Beach (1867-1944), Lili 

Boulanger (1893-1918), Poldowski (1879-1932), Ethel Smyth (1858-1933), and Maude 

                                                           
 1 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (New York: Harcourt, Brace, & Co., 1963), 56. 
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Valerie White (1855-1937), to name but a few, Gray’s assertion of the inferiority of 

women composers, as well as their rarity was a stark distortion of reality.2  

 This study examines the early career and reception of the British-born Irish 

composer Elizabeth Maconchy (1907-1994). In the late 1920s, Maconchy emerged as one 

of the most brilliant composition students at the Royal College of Music (RCM). Over 

the course of her professional career, which spanned over five decades, she composed an 

impressive and varied catalogue of compositions, earning numerous awards and signal 

honors. She also won widespread praise from her peers, a roster that included the Czech 

composer and pianist Erwin Schulhoff (1894-1942) as well as her teacher and mentor, 

Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958), Gustav Holst (1874-1934), Henry Wood (1869-

1944), Grace Williams (1906-1977), and Donald Tovey (1875-1940). 

 Though critics, including those such as Constant Lambert (1905-1951) who were 

initially hostile and later came to a grudging admiration, acknowledged Maconchy’s 

achievements, widespread sexism and fluctuating attitudes towards “modern” music often 

prevented her from enjoying the same opportunities afforded to her male peers. In 1930, 

the première of her orchestral suite, The Land, conducted by Sir Henry Wood at the 

Proms, was a smashing success and seemed destined to catapult Maconchy to stardom. In 

The Daily Telegraph, critic Herbert Hughes (1882-1937) declared, “Not only is this one 

of the best pieces of orchestral music written by any woman in recent years, but by far the 

most important and interesting work produced, so far, at the Promenade Concerts during 

                                                           
 2 See Sophie Fuller, “Women Composers during the British Musical Renaissance, 1880-1918” 
(PhD thesis, Kings College, University of London, 1998); and Paula Gillett, Musical Women in England, 
1870-1914 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000). 
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the present season.”3 But instead of opening doors to further acclaim, what she 

encountered instead was discouraging in the extreme: no publisher was willing to 

consider publishing orchestral music by a woman composer, as they would only consider 

songs, as the composition of miniatures better befit her gender.4 

While the neglect of Maconchy’s music has often been attributed to gender 

discrimination, in the late 1920s and early 30s, Maconchy achieved a remarkable level of 

success despite the impediments of prejudice and incomprehension. By the late 1930s, 

however, the overall reception of Maconchy’s music began to shift. Her music, which 

had been welcome in the early part of decade and praised for its radically modern—yet at 

the same time distinctively “British”—idiom, came to be dismissed by critics as the exact 

opposite by the end of the decade. Maconchy’s modernism was pilloried as too abrasive, 

too “masculine,” and too “cosmopolitan”—that is, not considered “British” enough. By 

illuminating aspects of Maconchy’s career that have been ignored and overlooked, this 

research contributes to a greater understanding of the intricate web of gender politics and 

shifting attitudes towards modern music in interwar Britain.   

 

Historical and Historiographical context 

 The interwar years were characterized by tremendous confusion, if not a complete 

identity crisis, in British music. Social upheavals that came in the wake of the First World 

War ushered in an era of rapid change and development that altered every facet of life. 

                                                           
3 Herbert Hughes, “Girl Composer’s Triumph,” The Daily Telegraph, 1 September 1930. 
 

 4 Hugo Cole, “Why can’t a woman? Hugh Cole meets composer Elizabeth Maconchy, 70 today,” 
The Guardian, 19 March 1977. 
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Though musical modernism was discussed frequently in the British press over the course 

of the twentieth century, a more nuanced understanding had to wait until the 1990s, as 

few scholars attempted to challenge certain underlying assumptions within the traditional 

history of Western music about British music. Despite ample evidence, the erroneous 

assumption that British music was somehow less modern than the musical developments 

of its continental peers died hard. Further complicating this issue was the mistaken belief 

that the British had little exposure or interest in “modern” composers. 

 In her groundbreaking volume, The BBC and Ultra-Modern Music, 1922-1936: 

Shaping a Nation’s Tastes (1999), Jenny Doctor revealed the degree to which the BBC 

actively sought to program radically modern works by not only British composers, but 

also the works of their continental colleagues such as Stravinsky, Schoenberg, Berg, 

Webern, and Bartók. This project was part of the BBC’s mission to educate their 

listeners. Furthermore, advancements in radio technology radically altered the ways in 

which music was both heard and disseminated. This new technological reality shifted the 

dynamics of power in the British musical establishment, with the BBC quickly outpacing 

publishers and performance venues to become the dominant means through which music 

circulated: 

The rapid development of the new music industry was paralleled by profound 
changes to the way in which British music activities were prioritized, decided and 
controlled, changes that were avidly fought by men who had achieved positions of 
authority in the old musical establishment. Success in the new musical world did 
not necessarily require the skills that had defined the power structures of the old; 
consequently, the old establishment, based in the music conservatories, 
performance venues, publishing houses and agencies, found that it was no longer 
possible to influence in the same way the direction and content of British musical 
life. Instead, in an incredibly short span of time, men who came from non-
traditional—or even non-musical—backgrounds came to control the most 
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powerful new-order institutions, as well as their budgets, and seized responsibility 
for decisions that affected the lives and livelihoods of a significant percentage of 
British musicians.5 
 

 Alongside these technological developments, the interwar period was marked by 

both an increasing interest in the promotion of British musical interests and a native 

school of composition that came into being partly through the establishment of 

organizations such as The British Music Society (BMS). Established in 1919, the BMS 

sought “to cultivate the soil in our islands by arousing the interest and raising the 

[musical] taste of the public,”6 as a means to elevate British music to its rightful status of 

national importance by dashing “the harmful impression that music is a foreign art in 

which Britons had better give up all hope of excelling.”7 Rising alongside these 

nationalist sentiments was a simultaneous interest in creating platforms for all 

contemporary and specifically modern music through institutions such as the London 

Contemporary Music Centre (LCMC). Initially a part of the BMS, in 1923, the LCMC 

became the international headquarters for the newly-established International Society of 

Contemporary Music (ISCM).8  

 Throughout the interwar period, the terms “modern,” and “contemporary” were 

often conflated with one another. As Joanna Bullivant has argued, the very fact that 

                                                           
5 Jennifer Doctor, The BBC and Ultra-Modern Music, 1922-1936: Shaping a Nation’s Tastes 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 16. 
 

 6 A. Eaglefield Hull, “A Few Words about the British Music Society,” The Musical Times 60, no. 
912 (1 February 1919): 71. 
 
 7 Ibid. 
 
 8 E.J. Dent, “Looking Backward,” in Selected Essays: Edward J. Dent, ed. Hugh Taylor 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 272-90. 
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“modern” music was difficult to define was perhaps the closest agreement that could be 

reached.9 Nevertheless, there were certain practices and repertoires that were frequently 

considered to be characteristic of “ultra-modern” works, such as frequent changes of 

meter, rhythmic irregularity and high degrees of interruption, serialism, and twelve-tone 

technique.10 Recent scholarship, such as the Spring/Summer 2008 issue of The Musical 

Quarterly, which was entirely devoted to the topic of “British Modernism,” presented an 

array of articles highlighting the vast complexities that the term modernism has presented 

in the re-assessment of British music in twentieth-century. In “Edward Elgar: ‘Modern’ 

or ‘Modernist?’ Constructions of an Aesthetic Identity in the British Music Press, 1895-

1934,” Charles Edward McGuire convincingly traces the use of the various ways in 

which the term “modernism” was applied to Elgar’s work, and the subsequent changes 

that this label underwent over the course of the early decades of the twentieth century. 

Eric Saylor’s article, “‘It’s Not Lambkins Frisking At All’: English Pastoral Music and 

the Great War,” broke new ground by challenging the dominant image of English 

pastoralism as a stable, nostalgic longing for the past. Saylor works within the context of 

music composed after the Great War to provide a new vista on British music of this 

period. Jenny Doctor’s article, “The Parataxis of ‘British Musical Modernism’” explored 

the ways in which programming choices for the Proms addressed the changes in the 

                                                           
 9 Joanna Bullivant, “Modernism, Politics, and Individuality in 1930s Britain: The Case of Alan 
Bush,” Music & Letters 90, no. 3 (August 2009): 436. 
 
 10 For various debates surrounding the terms “modern” and “contemporary” in relation to British 
musical developments, see Routh, Contemporary British Music; Doctor, The BBC and Ultra-Modern 
Music; Riley, ed., British Music and Modernism; and the Spring/Summer 2008 issue of The Musical 
Quarterly devoted to the topic of British Modernism. 
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political climate leading up to the Second World War and the growing aversion evinced 

towards modern music among the listening public.  

 For the purposes of this dissertation, the word “modernism” will be used to denote 

both an attitude towards art that arose just before and just after the First World War as 

well as a set of musical signifiers that became standard markers of modernism during this 

period, both in Britain and on the continent; these markers are cited above. But during the 

period under discussion here, “modernism” also meant something less easily definable: 

an attitude towards art and life that may have had its origins before the war, but 

intensified after it. One aspect of this attitude was the acceptance of an evolutionary, or, 

perhaps, progressive view of music history that valorized the contemporary as an 

advancement over the past. 

 Most of the scholarship on British musical modernism of the interwar period, 

however, has focused almost exclusively on male composers. Francis Routh’s 

Contemporary British Music (1972), which surveys British music from 1945 to 1970, 

does not devote a single chapter to a woman composer—indeed women are barely 

mentioned at all. In The English Musical Renaissance (1979), Peter Pirie makes no 

reference to women composers in his chapter covering the period between 1931 and 

1939. His chapter charting the years between 1939 and 1945 does, however, include a 

brief mention of a woman composer: “Dame Ethel Smyth died in 1944. The Overture to 

The Wreckers is the only music of hers that survives her, and that but fitfully.”11 After a 

few disparaging sentences, Pirie opines, 

                                                           
 11 Peter J. Pirie, The English Musical Renaissance (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1979), 177. 
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Why women should not be great composers is one of the mysteries, but, although 
in the latter half of the twentieth century there are many women composers, none 
of them is in the front rank; and neither, alas was Ethel Smyth. It was her 
ferocious energy rather than her talent that gained her so many performances 
during her life, but with her death they ceased.12 
 

Michael Trend’s The Music Makers: The English Musical Renaissance from Elgar to 

Britten (1985), only includes Smyth in his analysis. In Matthew Riley’s edited collection 

of essays, British Music and Modernism, 1895-1960 (2010), only one chapter is devoted 

to a woman composer: Laurel Parsons’s essay on Elisabeth Lutyens, entitled: “Early 

Music and the Ambivalent Origins of Elisabeth Lutyens’s Modernism.” Parsons’s work 

on Lutyens proves to be disappointing, as she fails to explore the ways in which 

Lutyens’s writings and assertions about her own music are frequently exaggerated.13 

Though there is a substantial body of literature investigating the politics of gender 

and musical composition, including Susan McClary’s Feminine Endings (1991), Marcia 

Citron’s Gender and the Musical Canon (1993), Susan Cook and Judy Tsou’s Cecilia 

Reclaimed: Feminist Perspectives on Gender and Music (1994), Jill Halstead’s The 

Woman Composer: Creativity and the Gendered Politics of Music Composition (1997), 

and Sally Macarthur’s Feminist Aesthetics in Music (2002), with the exception of a 

sizable body of research on Ethel Smyth and a more modest corpus of inquiry dedicated 

to Elisabeth Lutyens, there remains a dearth of scholarship devoted to the study of British 

                                                           
 12 Ibid. While Pirie does make references to women composers in chapters that cover other 
periods, such as Ch. 8, which covers the years between 1945 and 1958, he rarely extends beyond listing the 
composer’s name. 
 

13 See Jenny Doctor, “Intersecting Circles: The Early Careers of Elizabeth Maconchy, Elisabeth 
Lutyens, and Grace Williams,” Women & Music 2 (1998): 92; Byron Adams, “Review:  British Music and 
Modernism, edited by Matthew Riley,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 64, no. 3 (2011): 
741-745. 
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women composers in the twentieth century. Though Halstead’s work provides the most 

detailed assessment of the climate for women composers in Britain, and includes a 

discussion of Maconchy, due to the expansive scope of her research, she often relies on 

generalizations to make her claims. More problematic, however, is the way in which she 

often compares composers to one another, such as her privileging of the struggles of 

single parents such as Elisabeth Lutyens as infinitely more restrictive than any supposed 

struggles that married composers such as Maconchy might have experienced.14 

Aside from a handful of well-researched articles by Jenny Doctor, Sophie Fuller, 

as well as Rhiannon Mathias’s Lutyens, Maconchy, Williams and Twentieth-Century 

British Music: A Blest Trio of Sirens (2012), and articles by Nicola LeFanu, who is 

Maconchy’s daughter and a noted composer in her own right, very few sources engage in 

any in-depth discussion of Maconchy’s life.15  

 

Methodology 

In approaching the reception of Maconchy’s music, this study draws upon several 

sources to construct a reception history. Sources include reviews of Maconchy’s music in 

newspapers, journals, and other publications, as well as correspondence, much of it 

                                                           
14 Jill Halstead, The Woman Composer: Creativity and the Gendered Politics of Musical 

Composition (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1997), 67-93. 
 

 15 Maconchy has also been the subject of several theses, such as Ailie Blunnie, “Passion and 
Intellect in the Music of Elizabeth Maconchy DBE (1907-1994)” (masters thesis, National University of 
Ireland, Maynooth, 2010); Suzanne Brown, “Analysis of Elizabeth Maconchy’s String Quartet No. 1 (M.M. 
thesis, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1993); and Florie Rothenberg, “Music for Clarinet and 
String Quartet by Women Composers” (D.M.A. dissertation, University of Arizona, 1993). Several of 
Maconchy’s choral works are also explored by Catherine Roma in The Choral Music of Twentieth-Century 
Women Composers: Elisabeth Lutyens, Elizabeth Maconchy, and Thea Musgrave (Lanham, MD: 
Scarecrow Press, 2006).  
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unpublished to date. Though these sources are invaluable for understanding how 

Maconchy’s music was received by the press, they provide only a glimpse into the many 

factors such as attitudes towards modernism music and women composers that came to 

influence the reception of Maconchy’s music.   

A multi-layered approach that interrogates not only attitudes towards “modern” 

music in Britain but also gender and the ways in which the fluctuating political climate 

came to adversely affect Maconchy’s music in the years leading up to the Second World 

War is crucial to my project. In formulating a way to think about the reception of 

Maconchy’s music within a larger context, two central premises underlie my hypotheses. 

The first is that culture can be understood as a social construct, and, as such, discourse 

can be understood as means through societal values are negotiated, formed, and reflected. 

The second is that meaning can be understood as contingent in the sense that it is never 

fixed and in the act of interpretation, as Janet Wolff so aptly states in “The ideology of 

autonomous art”: “meaning is always re-reading.”16 In this sense, I view the reception of 

Maconchy’s music as not a fixed, objective entity, but rather a web of multifarious 

meanings deeply entangled with social and political implications. 

Though this investigation builds on many elements that could be subsumed under 

the frequently misunderstood term “reception theory,”17 my aim is to use “reception” as 

                                                           
16 Janet Wolff, “The Ideology of Autonomous Art,” in Music and Society: The Politics of 

Composition, Performance, and Reception, ed. by Richard Leppert and Susan McClary (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 8.  

 
17 The complexities of the term “reception theory” itself, as well of the various theoretical schools 

of thought on this subject is beyond the scope of this dissertation and has been left out for the sake of 
brevity. See Mark Everist, “Reception Theories, Canonic Discourses and Musical Value” in Rethinking 
Music, ed. by Nicholas Cook and Mark Everist, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 378-402; Robert 
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only one tool through which a greater understanding of Maconchy’s music can be gained. 

By reconstructing a reception history, I am not merely retailing history, but analyzing 

critically. I interrogate these sources through a discussion of not simply Maconchy’s 

reception, but also the ways in which it can be situated within a larger consideration of 

her music, its production, and  how conceptions of modernism and modern music in 

Britain both helped and hindered the progress of her career.   

 

Overview 
 
 The first chapter traces Maconchy’s years of study at the RCM. In addition to 

discussing Maconchy’s musical development and the influence of her teachers, this 

chapter also examines the social environment of the College during the interwar years 

and the many opportunities Maconchy had to hear her works played by not only her 

peers, but also professional orchestras. 

 The second chapter examines Maconchy’s travels to Prague, Paris, and Vienna, 

and the première of her Piano Concerto in Prague in March of 1930, followed by the 

première of The Land at the Proms in London in August. In addition to drawing attention 

to the high praise Maconchy’s works received in the press, this chapter will discuss the 

difficulties she encountered in trying to find a publisher for her works, as well as other 

avenues for the performance of new works, such as the newly established Macnaghten-

Lemare concert series. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Holub, Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction (New York: Methuen, 1984); Hans Robert Jauss, Toward 
an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. by Timothy Bahti (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982); 
Terry Eagleton, “Phenomenology, Hermeneutics, Reception Theory,” in Literary Theory: A Introduction 
(London:  Blackwell, 1996), 47-78. 
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 Maconchy’s battle with tuberculosis plays a critical role in the third chapter, “An 

Expansion of Style, 1932-1935.” While this period was marked by continued praise of 

her works by critics, frequent broadcasts, and the first commercial recording of one of her 

compositions in 1933, she struggled continually with poor health. Though her chamber 

works during this period, such as her Quintet for Oboe and Strings (1932) and String 

Quartet No. 1 (1932-33), were much admired, her larger orchestral works of this period, 

such as Comedy Overture (1932-33) and her ballet Great Agrippa, or the Inky Boys 

(1935), were often critiqued for being too cerebral and dissonant—criticisms of the very 

elements that were considered by many as an asset in her chamber works. At the same 

time Maconchy’s music was criticized for its modernist tendencies, her reputation was 

growing abroad, and in 1935, her Prelude, Interlude, and Fugue for Two Violins was 

featured at the ISCM Festival in Prague, an event that helped cultivate a growing interest 

in her music in Eastern Europe. 

 In the fourth chapter, “A Growing Reputation, 1936-1939,” shifting attitudes 

towards Maconchy’s are considered within the broader context of growing political 

tensions in Europe. As noted above, just as Maconchy’s music was losing a degree of 

popularity and respect in Britain it became more popular in Eastern Europe. In 1937, an 

entire concert devoted to her works took place in Kraków. This chapter will further 

illustrate the ways in which reviews of Maconchy’s music in the press, and the 

increasingly critical vocabulary used by music critics that drew attention to her gender 

can be understood as deeply entwined with the social and political tensions in Britain 

leading up to the war. 
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In addition to connecting the ideas presented in previous chapters, the conclusion 

will discuss the ways in which the Second World War radically altered musical tastes, 

which grew increasingly conservative in Britain, and greatly affected Maconchy’s career 

both during and immediately after the war. 
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CHAPTER 1 

The Royal College of Music, 1923-29 

 

 If there was one place that proved vital to Maconchy’s development as a 

composer, it was the Royal College of Music (RCM). Though Maconchy had expressed 

an interest in music in her early formative years, having been found at the piano at the 

age of six “plucking out tunes,”18 she had little exposure to classical music during her 

childhood. Aside from attending a performance of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony by 

the Hallé Orchestra at the age of fifteen, and a production of Carmen by the British 

National Opera Company in Dublin, her musical world was confined to what she could 

play herself: Beethoven’s less challenging piano sonatas, Mendelssohn’s Lieder ohne 

Worte, and the works she composed herself.19 

 Maconchy’s parents, however, were aware of her talent and once the family 

settled in Ireland in 1917, Maconchy was enrolled in piano lessons with Edith Boxwell,20 

and also had occasional lessons with the Irish composer John Frances Larchet (1884-

                                                           
 18 Nicola LeFanu, “Elizabeth Maconchy DBE (1907-1994): some biographical and musical notes 
by her daughter Nicola LeFanu. Part 1: 1907-1945.” 
 
 19 Elizabeth Maconchy, “Elizabeth Maconchy—Retrospective Concert,” typescript draft, 3 
January 1971, Elizabeth Maconchy Archive, St. Hilda’s College, Oxford. 
 
 20 Anne Macnaghten, “Elizabeth Maconchy,” The Musical Times 96, no. 1348 (June 1955): 298. 
Macnaghten states that Maconchy studied with “Mrs. Boxwell” for a period of four years. As I discussed in 
footnote six in Chapter 1 of my MA thesis, “Mrs Boxwell” is Edith Boxwell, who was a pupil of Dina 
Copeman. See Charles Acton, “Irish Pianists,” Irish Arts Review 5 (1988-89): 116-124; Jennifer O’Connor, 
“The Role of Women in Music in Nineteenth-Century Dublin” (PhD thesis, National University of Ireland, 
Maynooth, 2010); and Erica Siegel, “‘What a delicious, what a malicious imputation!’ Gender and Politics 
in the Reception of Elizabeth Maconchy’s The Sofa (MA thesis, University of California, Riverside, 2012), 
5. 
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1967), who taught counterpoint at the Royal Irish Academy of Music.21 After the death of 

Maconchy’s father from tuberculosis in 1922, the family moved to London where 

Maconchy enrolled at the RCM in the Christmas term of 1923.  

 

Early Studies at the RCM 

 Maconchy began her studies at the RCM with piano as her principal study; she 

was assigned to Arthur Alexander (1891-1969) for lessons. For her second study, she 

elected to study composition with Irish composer Charles Wood (1866-1926), and she 

also enrolled in lessons in harmony and counterpoint with Charles Herbert Kitson (1874-

1944).22 Life in London was a dramatic change from her life in Ireland, and it took 

Maconchy some time to adjust, as she recalled, “I was a shy and unsophisticated 

schoolgirl, though I had never actually been to school—I shared a series of governesses 

with my sisters. So this plunge into the musical life of London was thrilling but also very 

overwhelming, and it took me a year or two to surface.”23  

 In the 1920s, the RCM was going through an adjustment of its own as it adapted 

to a dramatic increase of students after the war, as well as a whirlwind of change ushered 

in by Hugh Allen (1869-1946), who had been appointed Director of the College in 1919 
                                                           
 21 Harry White, “Larchet, John F.,” Grove Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/16024. 
 
 22 All RCM students were required to have a first and second study. The primary difference 
between the two was the amount of time allocated for lessons: first study lessons were 40 minutes in length, 
while second study lessons were 20 minutes in length. See Guy Warrack, “The Royal College of Music: 
The First Eighty-five Years,” (typescript draft, British Library, c. 1977), 23-24; and Christopher Grogan, 
ed., Imogen Holst: A Life in Music, revised edition (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2010), 41. 
 
 23 Maconchy, “Elizabeth Maconchy—Retrospective Concert,” typescript draft, 3 January 1977, 
Maconchy Archive. 
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after the death of Sir Hubert Parry in October of 1918. The challenges Allen faced were 

immense, as H.C. Colles elaborates in The Royal College of Music: A Jubilee Record 

(1933): 

the College, in common with every other educational institution in the country, 
began in those years a new chapter in its history. Those who ruled its policy were 
quick to see that it must be made ready for service on a far larger scale than 
formerly, and be able to accommodate itself to educational needs which were 
partly the result of a social reaction after the war, and partly affected by the 
mechanisation of music through the gramophone and the wireless. The R.C.M.’s 
mission was no longer to induce a careless world to take an interest in the art of 
music, but to direct into profitable channels an exuberant but uninstructed popular 
enthusiasm.24 
 

While the most visible change to the College after the war was the abolition of sex-

segregated staircases,25 Allen made a number of alterations to the institution that included 

a complete reorganization of the teaching staff, as well as reforms to its curriculum, and 

an expansion of performances opportunities for students.26 Guy Warrack (1900-1986), 

                                                           
 24 H.C. Colles, The Royal College of Music: A Jubilee Record, 1883-1933 (London: Macmillan 
and Co., 1933), 46. 
 
 25 While Allen is often credited for being responsible for the demise of the sex-segregated 
staircases, this issue has at times been disputed. Frank Howes (1891-1974), who studied at the RCM after 
the First World War and became a music critic at The Times in 1925, and later a lecturer at the RCM in 
1938, has observed “When he came to the College in 1919 he found a certain number of conventions to 
break, e.g. the sexual segregation of the staircases….” Ursula Gale, who studied voice at the RCM during 
the period in which this change took place has also linked this change to Allen, noting that “Sir Hugh 
Allen’s dynamic genius caused a ‘wind of change’ that was almost a hurricane that swept through the 
College. The hitherto strict segregation of the sexes…were swept away, leaving a sense of freedom and 
enlargement.” Guy Warrack, however, has suggested that the liberation of the staircases was primarily due 
to the retirement of Mrs. Bindon, the Lady Superintendent “whose chief occupation seems to have been the 
segregation of the sexes…Mrs. Bindon seems to have spent most of her time chasing girls westward and 
boy eastward with the occasional pauses to peer through the Holmes-inspired glass panels in search of 
moral obliquity.” See Frank Howes, “Sir Hugh Allen, 1869-1946,” The R.C.M. Magazine 65, no. 3 (1969): 
25-26; Ursula J. Gale, “Obituary: Beatrix Darnell,” The R.C.M. Magazine 66, no. 2 (1970): 45; and Guy 
Warrack, “Royal College of Music: The First Eighty-Five Years,” typescript draft, British Library, c. 1977, 
69, 140. 
 
 26 Though the College had anticipated a substantial increase after the war, they were not prepared 
for its rapid onset as the student population grew from 215 in August of 1918 to 426 by September of 1919. 
By 1920, the College had over 600 pupils enrolled, and their numbers continued to increase, albeit at a 
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who both studied and then taught at the RCM in the 1920s, aptly characterized the 

College’s growth under Allen’s leadership as “a period of vigorous and almost breathless 

creation, revival and expansion. There was any amount of music to be absorbed on every 

side….”27  

 Though details of Maconchy’s early studies are at the RCM are limited, surviving 

records indicate that she did quite well, making steady progress each term over the course 

of her first year.28 In the Christmas term of 1924, she was awarded a Council Exhibition 

                                                                                                                                                                             
much slower pace, well into the 1920s. To address this issue, Allen made twenty-six new appointments to 
the teaching staff in his first year as Director. Allen also expanded the curriculum by adding many new 
courses that included one in conducting, taught by Adrian Boult, as well as a teacher’s training course, and 
an opera training course which included ballet lessons. Allen also made expansions to the Patron’s Fund 
series and instituted a new concert series entitled “Informal Concerts” to give students with less experience 
greater opportunities to perform. According to Guy Warrack, these concerts were often referred to as 
“Infernal Concerts” due to their eclectic arrangement. See H.C. Colles, The Royal College of Music: A 
Jubilee Record, 1883-1933 (London: Macmillan and Co., 1933), 46-52; Cyril Bailey, Hugh Percy Allen 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1984), 70-88; H.C. Colles, “Directors of the R.C.M.: Sir Hugh Allen 
and Dr. George Dyson,” The Musical Times 78, no. 1136 (October 1937): 862; Percy Scholes’s comments 
in Thomas Armstrong, “Sir Hugh Allen,” The Musical Times 87, no. 1237 (March 1946): 76; and Frank 
Howes, “Sir Hugh Allen,” Monthly Musical Record 60, no. 711 (1 March 1930): 66-67; and Warrack, 139-
53. 
 
 27 Warrack, 196. The increase in the number of students necessitated the addition of a second 
College orchestra, which was soon followed by the addition of a third. This increased the number of 
concerts substantially, and by 1921, the College featured 36 annual concerts—more than double the 
number of yearly concerts that had been given prior to Allen’s directorship. This increase allowed for a 
greater diversity of repertoire. A survey of concert listings in The R.C.M. Magazine reveal that between 
1923 and 1929 concerts routinely featured works by Albenis, Arensky, Bax, Bliss, Borodin, Bruch, 
Chaminade, Debussy, Dohnányi, Dvorák, Falla, Fauré, Franck, Granados, Holst, Liapounov, Ravel, 
Rimsky-Korsakov, Saint-Saëns, Sibelius, Smyth, Stravinsky, Tailleferre, and Vaughan Williams, among 
others. 
 
 28 Records of Maconchy’s academic progress over the course of her first two years of study at the 
RCM are limited to the records contained within the RCM’s Roll of Students that note Maconchy received 
marks of four in both Paper Work and Music Class in the Christmas Term of 1923, which improved to 
marks of five in both subjects in the Easter Term of 1924. In the Midsummer Term, she received a mark of 
six in Music Class, however, no mark is indicated for Paper Work that term. A Teacher’s Terminal Report, 
which was sent to students at the end of each term, would yield more information regarding Maconchy’s 
studies during this period, but unfortunately, the earliest surviving Teacher’s Terminal Report among 
Maconchy’s personal papers held at the Maconchy Archive at St. Hilda’s College, Oxford, is from the 
Christmas term of 1925. 
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in pianoforte in the amount of £5. This term also included the first performance of one of 

her compositions, with her Suite for Strings in E Minor featured in an Informal Concert 

on 25 November, performed by her fellow RCM students Mary Gladden, Mabel Weller, 

Gwendolen Windsor, and Ruth Riley.29  

 Though Maconchy studied piano with Alexander for four years, she appears to 

have never discussed her studies with him publically. Born in New Zealand, Alexander 

trained at the Royal Academy of Music (RAM), where he studied piano with Tobias 

Matthay (1858-1945) and composition with Frederick Corder (1852-1932).30 According 

to pianist Angus Morrison (1902-1989), Alexander’s appointment to the teaching staff at 

the RCM in 1920 proved controversial at the time: 

Sir Hugh felt that the Matthay influence, then so strong at the Academy, should be 
represented at the College as well. Unfortunately, what was regarded as almost 
sacred in the Marylebone Road was viewed with considerable suspicion in Prince 
Consort Road, and I think because of that Arthur suffered quite a lot of veiled, if 
not open, hostility from some of his older colleagues when he was first appointed. 
However it was not long before Arthur’s fine gifts as a teacher silenced all 
criticism, and the subsequent record of his wonderful work for the 
College…justified to the fullest degree the far-sighted wisdom of Sir Hugh’s 
original choice.31  
 

As a teacher, Alexander adhered closely to Matthay’s pedagogy which, physiologically, 

focused on muscular relaxation, but also argued for an emphasis to be placed on 

                                                           
 29 RCM Informal Concert (No. 72), program, Maconchy’s “First Scrap Book,” Maconchy 
Archive. 
 
 30 Maisie Aldridge, “Arthur Alexander, 1891-1969,” The R.C.M. Magazine 65, no. 3 (1969): 33-
35. 
 
 31 Angus Morrison, “Personal Appreciation,” The R.C.M. Magazine 65, no. 3 (1969): 36. For 
further details regarding “the Matthay Method,” see W.R. Anderson, “Tobias Matthay (1858-1945),” The 
Musical Times 87, no. 1235 (January 1946): 9-13; and Stephen Siek, England’s Piano Sage: The Life and 
Teachings of Tobias Matthay (Lanham: The Scarecrow Press, 2012). 
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psychology. As W.R. Anderson argued in The Musical Times in 1946, Matthay’s 

pedagogy was not a method, but an orientation: “It cannot be too often insisted (as it so 

often was by Matthay himself) that ‘There is no Matthay Method of Playing’; but there 

was a Matthay Method of teaching how to play, based on the investigation of every cause 

of playing, good and bad; and all used in the sole service of interpretation.”32  

 Alexander loathed the title “piano teacher,” as his former pupil Michael Talbot 

recalled that “in his own words, he [Alexander] does not teach ‘the piano’, but music, 

through the medium of the piano.”33 Maisie Aldridge’s recollections of lessons with 

Alexander at the RCM in the early 1930s offer further testimony to Alexander’s 

idiosyncrasies:  

Alexander was an inspired teacher and a complex and interesting character as 
well. He was intensely stimulating, very outspoken and took a great interest not 
only in his pupils’ musical progress but in their personal development as 
well….He was sometimes in a good mood, sometimes not, so that one pupil 
would say to another: ‘Have you had your lesson let? What mood is he in today?’ 
He was sparing in his praise, so that a very grudging ‘That’s better!’ after half a 
term of endeavor would be enough to send one away walking on air.34 
 

 Alexander appears to have thought highly of Maconchy. In his term reports, he 

frequently noted that her industry was “unfailing,” and often described her progress as 

“excellent” and “exceptional.” In a clear reference to Matthay’s pedagogy, he wrote the 

following in his report for the Christmas term of 1925: “Excellent progress—her work is 

becoming much freer in expression owing to a better understanding of the muscular 

                                                           
 32 Anderson, 10. 
 
 33 Michael Talbot, “Farewell to Arthur Alexander…” The R.C.M. Magazine 57, no. 2 (May 1961): 
39. 
 
 34 Aldridge, 35. 
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side.”35 He also appears to have supported Maconchy’s interest in modern music, as she 

played Bartók’s Suite, op. 14 at an Informal Concert on 1 March 1927.36 In a testimonial 

submitted to the College the following month, Alexander remarked, “she has made 

excellent & most consistent progress. She is a serious and earnest musician in the best 

sense of the word, & it has seldom been my fortune to come upon a student as interested 

in the development of the literature of the piano from its early beginnings to the present 

day.”37 In the Midsummer term of 1927—her final term of study with Alexander—he 

noted that while her progress continued to yield “most satisfactory results,” she was “still 

rather inclined to dwell on difficulties that she alone creates!”38 

 Maconchy studied with Kitson during her first year at the College. Though she 

found him to be “a dry old stick,” she nevertheless enjoyed her lessons in strict 

counterpoint with him tremendously.39 Barbara Banner, who studied with Kitson at the 

RCM, aptly described him as  

a shy, retiring man who had a genius for imparting knowledge. He never spoke 
much during lessons, but worked swiftly and quietly, his keen and methodical 
mind adjusting to mistakes with unfailing speed and precision. His lessons were 

                                                           
 35 RCM Teacher’s Terminal Report, Christmas Term 1925, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 36 RCM Informal Concert (No. 105), program, Elizabeth Maconchy’s First Scrap Book, Elizabeth 
Maconchy Archive, St. Hilda’s College, Oxford. The Informal Concert series was implemented by Allen to 
give less experienced students an opportunity to gain experience performing. As Warrack has discussed, 
the atmosphere of this series, which was sometimes referred to as “Infernal Concerts,” was exceedingly lax: 
“An ‘item’ in an Informal Concert could be almost anything—an isolated movement from a sonata or a 
string quartet, a group of songs, a violin solo or an organ piece. Another ‘Informal’ ploy was to present a 
whole Concerto with a Second Piano doing duty for the Orchestra, and relays of Soloists, Second Pianists, 
and Conductors.” See Warrack, 142. 
 
 37 Arthur Alexander, testimonial letter, 10 April 1927, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 38 RCM Teacher’s Terminal Report, Midsummer Term 1927, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 39 John Skiba, “Elizabeth Maconchy in Conversation with John Skiba,” Composer 63 (1978): 7. 
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periods of hard study and concentration; he did a great deal of work during them 
and expected a great deal to be brought in return.40  
 

Kitson believed that it was crucial to approach the teaching of harmony from a historical 

and evolutionary perspective. As Kitson elaborated in a paper titled “Modern Harmony 

from the Standpoint of a Teacher” (1925),  

Personally I think it is advisable that both the average student and potential 
composer should be taught harmony historically. I mean they should learn how to 
write a motet in the style of Palestrina, a fugue in the style of Bach, a sonata in the 
style of Beethoven, and so forth….there must be an understanding of previous 
science....I do not see that either the average student or the potential composer can 
approach modern harmony except through the old. And if he cannot write in the 
old idiom, I am perfectly certain he will not be able to write in the new one. 
Further let it be remembered that the new technique is a very convenient 
camouflage: but it will not deceive the experienced teacher. Musical instinct 
without brains is as futile as brains without instinct. The result of the former is 
weak imitation, of the latter, “dry bones.” The average student at any rate must 
proceed from the known to the unknown. It is probable that the potential 
composer will work out his own salvation, despite his teacher. A great deal of 
what he does is intuitive, and he will teach himself the rest. His intuitions that 
survive will prove in the end to be a natural expansion of existing principles and 
resource….There must be “very good reasons” for everything. If you have not 
some firm basis for criticism, you may mistake a fool for a genius.41  

 
Kitson evidently thought highly of Maconchy, as he wrote the following in a glowing 

testimonial letter when Maconchy was under consideration for a scholarship in 1927: 

I have known Miss B. Maconchy for nearly four years, during a part of which 
time she was a pupil of mine at the Royal College of Music. She has borne an 
irreproachable character, not only to as to conduct, but also to industry and 
general influence. I have the highest opinion of her from every point of view. 
 I taught her in technique of composition. She has quite first rate ability, 
and her technique is thoroughly sound and comprehensive. She is quite one of the 

                                                           
 40 Barbara Banner, “Charles Herbert Kitson,” The R.C.M. Magazine 40, no. 2 (1944) 57. 
 
 41 C.H. Kitson, “Modern Harmony from the Standpoint of the Teacher,” Proceedings of the 
Musical Association 51st session (1924-25): 60-61. 
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best pupils I ever had, with a well-ordered, accurate mind, capable of solving with 
ease the most difficult technical problems.42 

 
 Like Kitson, Charles Wood was a highly skilled technician. Described by former 

pupils as shy and kind, he instilled a “hatred of back workmanship and false style which 

was in him an inevitable instinct.”43 Wood had a passion for chamber music, especially 

Beethoven’s quartets, which had inspired him in his youth. Over the course of his career, 

Wood composed eight string quartets, six of which were published after his death. One of 

his greatest skills as a teacher was his uncanny ability to identify weaknesses in a 

composition almost at once.44 While Wood was often described as a brilliant instructor, 

his teaching did have its limitations. Vaughan Williams, who studied with Wood while 

preparing for his Mus.Bac. degree at Cambridge opined, 

Charles Wood was the finest technical instructor I have ever known. I do not say 
necessarily the greatest teacher. I do not think he had the gift of inspiring 
enthusiasm or of leading to the higher planes of musical thought. Indeed, he was 
rather prone to laugh at artistic ideals and would lead one to suppose that 
composing music was a trick anyone might learn if he took the trouble. But for 
the craft of composition he was unrivalled...45 

 
 Wood’s precise teaching, combined with Kitson’s strict counterpoint and 

harmony lessons, nevertheless provided Maconchy with the crucial grounding in 

technique from she would be able to develop and explore her own ideas in greater depth. 
                                                           
 42 Charles Herbert Kitson, testimonial letter, 30 March 1927, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 43 “The Late Dr. Charles Wood: An Appreciation by a Friend,” The R.C.M. Magazine 22, no. 3 
(1926): 77. Also see Ian A. Copley, The Music of Charles Wood: A Critical Study (London: Thames, 
1978). Jeremy Dibble, “Wood, Charles,” Grove Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/30536.  
 
 44 “An Appreciation by a Friend,” 73-74. 
 
 45 Ralph Vaughan Williams, “A Musical Autobiography,” in National Music and Other Essays 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1963), 183. 
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Aside from the string quartet Maconchy composed in 1924—a work that was certainly 

influenced by Wood’s own interest in the genre—the majority of her works from her first 

two years at the RCM consist of songs and works for solo piano.46 While many of her 

early piano pieces were likely technical exercises, the skillful craftsmanship of her 

strophic setting of “There is a Lady Sweet and Kind” (1924-25) reveals a marked level of 

technical and artistic prowess beyond her years (Example 1.1).  

Example 1.1. Maconchy, “There is a Lady Sweet and Kind,” mm. 1-13. 

 

 

                                                           
 46 Mathias, 16-17. In addition to Suite for Strings in E Minor, Maconchy also completed two 
choral works during this period: “Grace,” a setting of Psalm 145 verse 15 for SSAA, and a setting of “Baby 
Lou or the Bonnie Banks of Fordie,” for SATB. 
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Example 1.1 (continued). 

 

 

Studies with Vaughan Williams 

 In the Christmas term of 1925, Maconchy began studying composition with 

Vaughan Williams. Working with Vaughan Williams proved to be transformative, as 

Maconchy recalled, “everything suddenly opened out to me: it was whole new World 

when I became a pupil of his, not so much from his teaching as just from his as a person, 

his attitude to music, he was a tremendously inspiring person.”47 Vaughan Williams 

began his teaching career at the RCM in 1919 at the invitation of Allen, who was a close 

friend. Like many of Allen’s new hires, Vaughan Williams had been a former pupil at the 

                                                           
 47 Skiba, 7. 
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College and was determined to improve both its social environment and level of training. 

Of his approach to teaching, Vaughan Williams stated the following in “A Musical 

Autobiography” (1950): 

With my own pupils now I always try to remember the value of encouragement. 
Sometimes a callow youth appears who may be a fool or may be a genius, and I 
would rather be guilty of encouraging a fool than of discouraging a genius. A 
fool, after all, may find his own salvation in artistic self-expression even though it 
means nothing to anyone else….48 
 

 As a teacher, Maconchy found Vaughan Williams’s approach to be haphazard. He 

refused to teach from textbooks, preferring to have his students learn directly from the 

music itself. Bach was a particular favorite of his, and he often illustrated his discussion 

of a particular work on the piano. Maconchy recalled, “He liked to play the works he was 

discussing on the piano, often as piano duets: and very odd they sounded at times.”49 In a 

tribute to Vaughan Williams after his death in 1958, Maconchy wrote the following, 

which appeared in The R.C.M. Magazine in 1959:  

He somehow imparted to his pupils his own attitude to composition, a complete 
and uncalculating devotion to music. His teaching was not conventional. He fully 
recognized the importance of an adequate technique, but for him the purpose of 
technique was how best to enable each of us to express his own ideas in his own 
way. He had no use for ready made solutions: he had worked out his own 
salvation as a composer and he encouraged his pupils to do the same. Technical 
brilliance for its own sake he despised, and this perhaps made him rather too 
distrustful of brilliance in any form—though he overcame this distrust to some 
extent later….His criticism came slowly; but I always found, when I thought it 

                                                           
 48 Vaughan Williams, “A Musical Autobiography,” 187. Vaughan Williams’s choice of words, 
namely that he would “rather be guilty of encouraging a fool than of discouraging a genius,” highly 
suggests that this was a carefully crafted response to the pedagogy espoused by Kitson. 
 
 49 Elizabeth Maconchy, “Vaughan Williams as a Teacher,” Composer 2 (March 1959): 18-19. 
Also see Jennifer Doctor, “Intersecting Circles: The Early Careers of Elizabeth Maconchy, Elisabeth 
Lutyens, and Grace Williams,” Women & Music 2 (1998): 90-109; and Jennifer Doctor “‘Working for her 
own salvation’: Vaughan Williams as teacher of Elizabeth Maconchy, Grace Williams, and Ina Boyle,” in 
Vaughan Williams in Perspective, ed. Lewis Foreman (London: Albion Press, 1998), 181-201. 
 



26 
 

over, that what he said was right, even if I did not like it at first. And if, as 
sometimes happened, he said: “This is a great work” it was praise worth having 
indeed.50 
  

Grace Williams (1906-1977), who studied with Vaughan Williams alongside Maconchy 

at the RCM in the 1920s, remarked that he taught his students to be self-critical of their 

own work. Though he could be critical as a teacher, this criticism was, according to 

Williams, “not in too detailed a way…the very fact that he was dissatisfied was enough to 

spur us on and try our utmost to get it right.”51 

 By all accounts, Vaughan Williams appeared to have taken an instant liking to his 

new pupil: at the beginning of her first term of study with Vaughan Williams, she played 

the piano for some of the RCM Chorus rehearsals in preparation for the première of his 

new work titled Flos campi—a suite for viola, small orchestra, and wordless choir—and 

was asked to listen to the balance at the orchestral rehearsals at Queen’s Hall. Instead of 

giving his manuscript to the work’s dedicatee, as was his usual practice, Vaughan 

Williams instead elected to give his manuscript to Maconchy after the final rehearsal at 

Queen’s Hall.52  

                                                           
 50 Elizabeth Maconchy, “Ralph Vaughan Williams,” The R.C.M. Magazine 55 no. 1 (1959): 33-34. 
 
 51 Grace Williams, “Ralph Vaughan Williams,” The R.C.M. Magazine 55, no. 1 (1959): 36. 
 
 52 The work was premiered on 10 October 1925. Maconchy’s note that accompanies the 
manuscript, which is held at the British Library (Add MS 57294), reads: “Given to me by him [Vaughan 
Williams] at its final rehearsal at Queen’s Hall. I had played for some of the rehearsals for the singers (with 
both V-W & Sir Henry Wood) so [I] knew the score pretty well. They asked me to listen balance etc at the 
orchestral rehearsal for its first performance, 10th October 1925.” Violist Lionel Tertis (1876-1975) was the 
featured soloist for the work’s première. Also see footnote three in Oliver Neighbour, “Ralph, Adeline, and 
Ursula Vaughan Williams: Some Facts and Speculation (with a note about Tippett),” Music & Letters 89, 
no. 3 (2008): 337. As Maconchy did not begin studying with Vaughan Williams until 1925, Neighbour is 
incorrect in his suggestion that Maconchy may have been a source of inspiration for the work. 
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 In his report for the Christmas term, Vaughan Williams noted that Maconchy’s 

progress had been “excellent,” however, he added “[she] must not be allowed to 

overwork her plenty of ideas and knowledge—a very good terms [illegible] work.”53 In 

lessons, Vaughan Williams frequently discussed his own compositions, and Maconchy 

became well-acquainted with many her teacher’s works that were composed in the mid-

to-late twenties which included his ballet Job (1929-30), the operas Sir John in Love 

(1924-28) and Riders to the Sea (1925-32), as well as his Concerto in C Major for 

Pianoforte and Orchestra (1926-31).54  

 Maconchy’s compositional output increased exponentially in 1926 and in addition 

to composing several songs, she began work on several orchestral and chamber works, as 

well as an opera. Her compositions were also starting to be performed at the College with 

some regularity: on 11 March, Muriel Nixon performed three of Maconchy’s songs at a 

College Chamber Concert.55  

 Like many of Vaughan Williams’s pupils, Maconchy initially began to compose 

in a style similar to her teacher.56 Stylistically, she characterized these works as “middle-

period Vaughan Williams.”57 This influence is readily apparent in the modal writing in 

                                                           
 53 RCM Teacher’s Terminal Report, Christmas Term 1925, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 54 Mathias, 18. 
 
 55 Nixon performed “The Call,” “There is a lady sweet and kind” (1924-25), and “My sweet 
sweeting” (completed January 1926). The manuscript for “The Call” at the Maconchy Archive is undated. 
 
 56 Skiba, 8. 
 
 57 Elizabeth Maconchy, “Composer’s Concourse—Comments on Bartók,” handwritten draft, 8 
March 1956, Maconchy Archive. 
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Allegro for Flute and Strings, which is built upon the Phrygian mode (Example 1.2). 

Example 1.2. Maconchy, Allegro for Flute and Strings, mm. 1-8. 
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Another example is “Ophelia’s Song,” which, like Allegro for Flute and Strings, was 

completed in April of 1926. Set to the famous text from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, act 4, 

scene 5, the song, which is in binary form, is built upon a melody in Dorian mode 

(Example 1.3). 

Example 1.3. Maconchy, “Ophelia’s Song,” mm. 1-14. 
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 The Midsummer term of 1926 yielded further opportunities with performances of 

two orchestral works—Fantasy for Flute, Harp, and String Orchestra, and Elegy for Flute, 

Horn, and String Orchestra—scheduled for inclusion at a College Orchestral Concert on 

23 July, conducted by W.H. Reed. For reasons unclear, however, only the Fantasy was 

performed.58 The concert was reviewed in both The Daily Telegraph and The Monthly 

Musical Record. The critic in The Daily Telegraph was unimpressed by the work, 

remarking, 

 the “Fantasy” for string orchestra, flute, and harp, by Miss Elizabeth Maconchy, 
sounded more ill-balanced than they might have done. Unquestionably the first 
cause of this lay in the writing, which, especially in the “Fantasia,” is, at times, 
somewhat eccentric. But more adequate playing might have done something 
towards cloaking over Miss Maconchy’s obvious want of experience…59  
 

In The Monthly Musical Record, the criticism leveled at Maconchy was based solely on 

speculation as to why her Elegy had been omitted: 

Of Elizabeth Maconchy’s Two Pieces for Small Orchestra only one could be 
performed. We hear a rumour that the time signatures in the second piece were 
too alarming even for a modern orchestra. It seems a pity that young composers 
should take advantage of the amazing reading-powers of these musicians, as 
complex and subtle rhythmic effects depend very little on bar divisions.60 
 

 In the Christmas term, Maconchy’s Elegy for Flute, Horn, and String Orchestra 

finally received its first performance in a College Orchestral Concert on 3 December that 

also featured her Fantasy for Flute, Harp, and String Orchestra. Both pieces were also 
                                                           
 58 A proof of the program lists both works, however, the final program, which is included in 
Maconchy’s “First Scrap Book,” only lists Fantasy for Flute, Harp, and String Orchestra. 
 
 59 “Royal College of Music,” The Daily Telegraph, 26 July 1926. It is curious that the critic 
appears to suggest that both works were performed by criticizing Maconchy’s writing “especially in the 
‘Fantasia.’”  
 
 60 “Royal College of Music,” The Monthly Musical Record 56, no. 669 (1 September 1926): 268. 
Both the review in The Monthly Musical Record and The Daily Telegraph share a similarity in tone that 
suggests they may have been written by the same critic.  
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performed a week later at a Patron’s Fund orchestral rehearsal for composers on 10 

December with the London Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Adrian Boult (1889-

1983). Unfortunately, Patron’s Fund examiner reports, which would have yielded insight 

into the opinion of the examiners, do not exist for the works that were programmed at this 

concert. A review of the concert did, however, appear in The Times. In contrast to the 

opinion of the critic[s] of the July concert, the unnamed critic in The Times, who 

discussed Maconchy’s works alongside a score by one of her peers, Marjory Harrison, 

opined, “In the work of Marjory Harrison and Elizabeth Maconchy we had more 

technical skill expended over slight ideas. The style of both is tinged with the folk-song 

flavor, and one did not feel that it had been assimilated in either case.”61 

 

Bartók and the Composer’s Club 

 Though the manuscripts of Maconchy’s Fantasy and Elegy have been lost, The 

Daily Telegraph critic’s use of the term “eccentric,” as well as the attention paid to the 

alleged rhythmic complexity of the Elegy in The Monthly Musical Record raise intriguing 

questions about Maconchy’s compositional development during this period. It was 

sometime most likely around the early Midsummer term, that Maconchy made a visit to 

Chester’s lending library, where she came across a copy of Bartók’s Suite for Piano, op. 

14.62 Maconchy recalled, “I discovered Bartók almost by chance—I found some piano-

                                                           
 61 “New British Music,” The Times, 11 December 1926. 
 
 62 Maconchy has cited the period that she first encountered Bartók’s music as occurring about a 
year after she began studying with Vaughan Williams (Skiba, 8). However, on 1 July 1926, Vaughan 
Williams sent a letter to E.J. Dent noting that Maconchy had been “badly bitten by Bartók,” suggesting that 
Maconchy had become interested in Bartók’s music prior to July. Leoine Gershon writes in her thesis on 
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pieces…This was a revelation—it seemed to open up a new world of rhythm, harmony, 

everything; and to release a sort of spring inside me that had not been touched before.”63 

The earliest surviving manuscript to reflect a shift in Maconchy’s compositional style is 

Four Pieces for String Quartet (1926-27). The opening bars of the first piece, which she 

completed in November of 1926, show Maconchy beginning to experiment with 

inversion of transpositionally related pitch class sets (Example 1.4). 

Example 1.4. Maconchy, Four Pieces for String Quartet, mvt. I, mm. 1-2. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Maconchy, of which there is a copy in the Maconchy Archive, that “a visit to Chester’s Library in the 
1920s gave her a chance acquaintance with a newly-imported, hitherto unknown work—the ‘Suite’, op. 14, 
by Bela Bartok.” See Leoine Gershon, “The String Quartets of Elizabeth Maconchy C.B.E.,” (thesis, 
University of Bristol, 1983-84), 3. 
 
 63 Maconchy, “Composer’s Concourse—Comments on Bartók,” handwritten draft, 8 March 1956, 
Maconchy Archive. 
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 While Maconchy was busy with her studies at the RCM, the life of a composition 

student was a solitary one. As Guy Warrack observed in The Royal College of Music: The 

First Eighty-five Years (c. 1977):  

Perhaps the student who knew least about what others in the same field were 
doing was the composition student. He would bring his weekly work to his 
Professor, when it would be looked over, perhaps tried over and probably smoked 
over for forty minutes. He might have arranged that his other commitments 
happened on the same day and so he would depart having derived some benefits 
from his Professors, but nothing from the College.64 
 

During his years of study at the RCM, Vaughan Williams had benefitted from the 

feedback he received from his peers, particularly Holst, whom Vaughan Williams 

credited as having the greatest influence on his music. The two would show each other 

the sketches of compositions they were working on and offer advice, criticism, as well as 

encouragement. As Vaughan Williams recalled, “On these occasions we would devote a 

whole day or at least an afternoon to examining each other’s compositions….I think he 

showed all he wrote to me and I nearly all I wrote to him.…Without him and Waddington 

to criticize me I sometimes feel lost: they both had the power and the will to give all they 

had.”65 Vaughan Williams was eager to encourage his own students to do the same, as 

Williams, who became a life-long friend of Maconchy’s recalled, “He always arranged 

for us to have play-throughs and to discuss our works with each other.”66  

                                                           
 64 Warrack, 199-200. 
 
 65 Vaughan Williams, “A Musical Autobiography,” 193. 
 
 66 A.J. Heward Rees, “Views and Revisions. The Composer Grace Williams talks with A.J. 
Heward Rees,” Welsh Music 5, no. 4 (Winter 1976-7): 7-8. 
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 In the Christmas term of 1926, Maconchy, Williams, and Imogen Holst decided to 

form a club for composers to hear each other’s works, as well as to discuss contemporary 

music. Imogen Holst recalled, “It was Bartok’s [sic] music that we particularly wanted to 

hear, and we were overjoyed when Bartok [sic] himself came to London to play his 

recent Sonata for Pianoforte and Three Open Air Pieces as well as the Rumanian 

Folkdances from Hungary.”67  Though the club was open to all students, its core 

members—in addition to Maconchy, Williams, and Imogen Holst—included Dorothy 

Gow (1893-1982), Mary Chater, Leonard Issacs (1909-1997), and David Moule Evans 

(1905-1988).68 

 Over the course of 1927, Maconchy continued to make strides towards developing 

an individual voice. In addition to composing new songs, she began to explore choral 

writing in greater depth, completing a work inspired by Shakespeare’s King Lear entitled 

“He that hath a little tiny wit” for SATB, as well two works for double chorus. Her 

instrumental works during this period included Andante con moto for Flute and Strings, a 

violin sonata, and a ballet entitled Bluebeard and Fatima, based upon the French folk tale 

by Charles Perrault (1628-1703).69 Maconchy also began work on a composition for 

small orchestra titled Fantasy for Children that she would later complete in 1928.  

                                                           
 67 Imogen Holst, “Grace Williams: A Symposium (Part I),” Welsh Music 5 no. 6 (1977): 19. This 
excerpt is also quoted in Mathias, 20. For further details regarding Bartók’s visits to Britain and reception 
of his music, see Malcolm Gillies, Bartók in Britain (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989).  
 
 68 Warrack, 200. 
 
 69 See Mathias, 21. While the whereabouts of the manuscript of Bluebeard and Fatima was 
unknown when Mathias wrote her book on Maconchy, Williams, and Lutyens, it has since been located and 
is presently at held in the Maconchy Archive. 
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 After passing her A.R.C.M. examination in piano in the Easter term of 1927, 

Maconchy began to focus on composition, which would officially become her primary 

subject of study in the Christmas term.70 In his Midsummer report, Vaughan Williams 

noted that while she continued to make progress in her technique, he wrote, “[she] is 

going through rather an experimental stage at present.”71 During this period, Maconchy 

also began to study orchestration with Gordon Jacob (1895-1984).72 Jacob had been one 

of Vaughan Williams’s early pupils at the RCM, and after completing his studies in 1924, 

he began teaching at the College. Vaughan Williams frequently suggested that his pupils 

take lessons in orchestration from Jacob. As Maconchy recalled, “When his pupils began 

to write music for orchestra, he asked Gordon to accept them as students of orchestration 

saying Gordon knew far more about the orchestra than he did! And thus I became a pupil 

of Gordon’s. I enjoyed our sessions very much and learned a great deal from him.”73  

 On 15 September—four days before the official start of the term Christmas 

term—Maconchy was awarded the newly-established Blumenthal Scholarship, which 

funded her final two years of study at the RCM.74 Though none of her compositions were 

                                                           
 70 According to the RCM’s Roll of Students, the official switch occurred in the Christmas term, 
with Gordon Jacob listed as her primary instructor. Her second study was piano accompaniment with 
Charles Thornton Lofthouse (1895-1974). 
 
 71 RCM Teacher’s Terminal Report, Midsummer Term 1927, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 72 While Maconchy’s record in the RCM Roll of Students only lists Jacob as her composition 
teacher for her final two years of study, surviving term reports held at St. Hilda’s College include progress 
reports from Vaughan Williams, suggesting that she studied with both. In a draft of biographical 
information dated May 1986, Maconchy also remarked that she studied with Jacob for four years. 
 
 73 Elizabeth Maconchy, handwritten biographical note dated May 1986, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 74 The Blumenthal Composition Scholarship was established in 1927 by bequest of Léonie 
Blumenthal in memory of her late husband, German pianist and composers Jacques Blumenthal (1829-
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performed at the RCM in 1927, her Andante and Allegro for flute and strings was 

featured in a School Subscription Concert by the Guildford Orchestra, conducted by 

Claud Powell on 7 May. Tenor Steuart Wilson (1899-1966) included three of 

Maconchy’s songs in a recital on 13 October, and on 10 November, an orchestral 

arrangement that Maconchy made of the folk song “Ward the Pirate” was featured in the 

children’s portion of the Kensington Musical Competition Festival.75 Maconchy also 

submitted Bluebeard and Fatima to the Patron’s Fund, and it was reviewed by S.P. 

Waddington and Eric Coates. Coates rejected it outright, noting in his examiner’s report, 

“Extremely ugly. Would require hours of rehearsal. Very unoriginal and totally 

unnecessary.”76 Waddington, on the other hand, was more open-minded, marking the 

work as a possibility, writing, “very discordant, but deserves a hearing, perhaps. Would 

be too long, probably. Could a selection be made?”77 Unfortunately, the work was not 

selected for further consideration. 

 

“Finding her feet” 

 While the rejection of Bluebeard and Fatima by the Patron’s Fund adjudicators 

was surely a disappointment, Maconchy’s hard work was beginning to pay off as 

                                                                                                                                                                             
1908). Blumenthal had been a member of the RCM council. The annual amount of the scholarship was 
£135. See Royal College of Music Report of the Council, Statement of Accounts, &c. for the year ending 
31st August 1926. 
 
 75 A program of the concert is included Maconchy’s “First Scrap Book.” 
 
 76 Eric Coates, Patron’s Fund Examiner’s Report, 29 January 1928, Patron’s Fund: adjudicator’s 
reports on compositions submitted 1925-1935, RCM Archive. 
 
 77 S.P. Waddington, Patron’s Fund Examiner’s Report, 16 January 1928, RCM Archive. 
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Vaughan Williams wrote in his report for the Easter term of 1928 that she was at last 

“finding her feet.”78 Though another work she submitted to the Patron’s Fund—an 

orchestral work titled Theme and Variations—received slightly more favorable 

evaluations, with Waddington marking it as a possibility in spite of it being “very harsh 

to my mind, often [illegible] eccentric. Clever,”79 and Coates also noting it as a 

possibility despite finding it “very lengthy and difficult and not very pleasant,”80 the 

work was ultimately rejected. Jacob, however, noted in his Easter term report that he 

found her Theme and Variations to be “a sound piece of work.”81 Maconchy also began 

two ambitious projects in 1928: an opera titled The Knight’s Tale, based upon the first 

tale of the same title in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, and a concerto for piano and 

orchestra that she initially titled Concertino for Piano and Chamber Orchestra.82 Further 

recognition of her talent in spite of the snubs by the Patron’s Fund adjudicators arrived in 

the Midsummer term when she was awarded the Sullivan Prize for composition.  

 In October, Maconchy completed her Concertino for Piano and Chamber 

Orchestra and on the advice of Allen, who, in addition to his role as Director at the RCM, 

also served on the BBC’s Music Advisory Committee, suggested that she send the work 

                                                           
 78 RCM Teacher’s Terminal Report, Easter Term 1928, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 79 S.P. Waddington, Patron’s Fund Examiner’s Report, 11 April 1928, RCM Archive. 
 
 80 Eric Coates, Patron’s Fund Examiner’s Report, 23 May 1928, RCM Archive. 
 
 81 RCM Teacher’s Terminal Report, Easter Term 1928, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 82 The score of the opera in held at the Maconchy Archive. Maconchy also corresponded with 
Proctor Gregg, who handled opera productions at the College. Gregg sent Maconchy some sketches for a 
few of the opera’s scenes, which suggests that there may have been some idea towards performing it at the 
College, however, I was unable to locate any additional documentation among Maconchy’s papers or at the 
RCM Archive to indicate whether or not this was indeed the case. 
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to the BBC so that it could considered for a run-through with the BBC Orchestra. The 

work was initially reviewed by Victor Hely Hutchison (1901-1947), who wrote the 

following in a memo: 

This looks jolly, particularly the second movement—I can’t give any definite 
opinion about it without hearing it, but as far as I can judge it is the work of a 
student with plenty of rigour and ideas, but who has not yet found her feet—& 
who has moreover been brought up on the strong waters of modern music more 
than on the milk of classical music. 
 I think Mr Clark should see it; & with his approval I suggest it should be 
put into a “try over” rehearsal—Perhaps miss Maconcky [sic] could suggest 
someone to play it.83 
 

On 17 November, the BBC returned the score and parts to Maconchy, as Allen had 

arranged for the work to be included in a Patron’s Fund Rehearsal with the New 

Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Adrian Boult, on the 30th. A review of the concert 

appeared the following day: 

Miss Maconchy’s Concerto showed evident traces of the influence of 
contemporary composers, particularly that of Vaughan Williams in the second 
movement, and of the modern Russians and Hungarians in the first and last. 
Although derivative in style, the work possesses considerable fertility of 
invention, both thematic and orchestral, and is incidentally interesting in showing 
the remarkable degree of liberty permitted to present-day students of the college. 
Only a few years ago a student writing as Miss Maconchy does would perhaps 
have been reprimanded rather than encouraged. Such tolerance and 
broadmindedness in an official institution cannot be sufficiently praised.84 

 
After the concert, Maconchy decided to withdraw the work in order to make revisions. As 

Doctor has noted, the BBC was still prepared to give the work a run-through and a memo 

sent from Kenneth A. Wright (1899-1975), the BBC’s Music Executive, to Roger H. 
                                                           
 83 Victor Hely-Hutchinson to K.A. Wright, memo, undated, BBC WAC, RCONT1, Maconchy, 
Composer, 1928-39. Also quoted in Doctor, “Intersecting Circles: The Early Careers of Elizabeth 
Maconchy, Elisabeth Lutyens, and Grace Williams,” 96. 
 
 84 C.G., “Royal College of Music,” unidentified review in Maconchy’s “First Scrap book.” 
 



39 
 

Eckersley (1892-1963), Assistant Controller of Programmes, on 10 December confirms 

this promise, while also elaborating upon some concerns that had been expressed about 

the work:  

I am not certain whether Mr. Pitt told you about his visit to the College. Sir Hugh 
admitted on hearing the work that it wanted a good deal of re-writing, which was 
precisely the opinion given here by the people who had seen the score, although 
we were prepared when it came to give it a play through. Miss Maconcky [sic] 
herself has written to-day saying that she will submit the new score when it is 
completed.85 

 
 In 1929, Maconchy focused on revisions to the concerto and also began work on 

an orchestral suite entitled The Land. In the spring she was informed that she had been 

selected as a finalist for the prestigious Mendelssohn Scholarship, which was 

administered by the Royal Academy of Music.86 The scholarship was awarded to David 

Moule-Evans, with Imogen Holst ranked second, and Maconchy third.87 The day 

following her interview, Maconchy ran into Allen at the RCM. Maconchy recalled, “I had 

the interview, and the next day, Sir Hugh Allen, who was head of the college came up to 

me and congratulated me on getting the scholarship and I said, ‘but I didn’t get it, you 

gave it to David Evans.’ He said, ‘Oh, they must have changed it after I left. Anyway if 

we’d given it to you you’d have only got married and never written another note.’”88  

                                                           
 85 Wright to Eckersley, memo, 10 December 1928, BBC WAC RCONT1, Maconchy, Composer, 
1928-39. Also see Doctor, “Intersecting Circles: The Early Careers of Elizabeth Maconchy, Elisabeth 
Lutyens, and Grace Williams,” 96-97. 
 
 86 Though the Mendelssohn Scholarship was administered by the Royal Academy of Music, the 
interviews took place at the RCM. See J.F.R. Stainer to Imogen Holst, letter, 2 June 1929, HO/2/6/2, 
Imogen Holst Scrapbook, August 1928 – November 1929, Britten-Pears Archive.  
 
 87 “Occasional Notes,” The Musical Times 70, no. 1037 (1 July 1929): 631. 
 
 88 Elizabeth Maconchy, documentary directed by Margaret Williams, 1985. Produced by the Arts 
Council of Great Britain. Transcription by author. The Mendelssohn Foundation’s papers are held at the 
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 Though Maconchy was subsequently awarded an Octavia Travelling Scholarship, 

which enabled her to travel abroad for further study, Allen’s remark hit Maconchy 

particularly hard as she was secretly engaged to be married at the time to William 

LeFanu—the brother of a close friend of Maconchy’s elder sister, Maureen—and she had 

no intention of letting her marriage get in the way of her career. As tactless as Allen’s 

remarks were, they nevertheless reflected a long-standing prejudice from which 

Maconchy had been sheltered by Vaughan Williams, Jacob, and Alexander at the RCM. 

With teachers such as Vaughan Williams, who treated his students equally regardless of 

gender, Maconchy never felt as though she had faced any discrimination, as she recalled, 

“there was no discrimination against us as women while we were students at the RCM—

this came afterwards.”89 

  

                                                                                                                                                                             
Royal Academy of Music. Though I contacted the Mendelssohn Foundation to request permission to access 
to the collection in 2015, they elected to decline my request, noting that the collection was not yet fully 
catalogued.  
 
 89 Elizabeth Maconchy, “Women in the Arts,” typescript draft, July 1973, Maconchy Archive. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Prague, Paris, Vienna, and London, 1929-31 

 

 The years between 1929 and 31 were a period of transition for Maconchy. Though 

she was still officially a student of the RCM while she held the Octavia scholarship, her 

development—both musically and professionally—took place outside its supportive and 

inclusive environment. This chapter traces Maconchy’s travels to Prague, Paris, and 

Vienna in 1929-30, and her professional debut with the première of her revised Piano 

Concerto in Prague in March of 1930, followed by the première of The Land in August at 

the Proms. While this period was marked largely by success, Maconchy was faced with 

new challenges, as attitudes towards women in the professional world were far different 

from what she had encountered at the RCM. 

 

Prague, Paris, and Vienna 

 It was not long after Maconchy began her studies with Vaughan Williams that she 

voiced a desire to study abroad. As Vaughan Williams had benefitted tremendously from 

his studies with Ravel in Paris, he was keen to help his own pupils to do the same. 

Initially, however, Vaughan Williams had been unsure about where to send Maconchy, 

and in 1926—approximately a year after Maconchy had begun her studies with Vaughan 

Williams—he sought out the advice of E.J. Dent, professor of music at Cambridge 

University, writing in a letter dated 1 July 1926, 

 
 



42 
 

Dear Dent 
 
 May I ask you for some advice? A composition pupil of mine at the 
R.C.M. whom I consider very gifted is anxious to go abroad and study music, 
especially composition, for 6 months, or possibly longer. 
 I also think it would be very good for her. Who do you consider the best 
composition teacher in Europe at present? And which centre do you consider the 
best for a young student to receive a ‘finishing’ musical education and generally 
to improve their musical culture. I expect you will say that the two queries are 
incompatible, in which case we shall have to make a compromise. 
 Miss Maconchy is just 19—plays the piano quite well and has had a 
thorough grounding at the hands of Kitson and Charles Wood. She has—as I 
say—in my opinion decided inventive powers but is of course at present like all 
young people going through a new phase every month. At present she has been 
badly bitten by Bartok and is of course anxious to study with him, but I rather 
doubt the wisdom of this. 
 I feel possibly that Respighi or Casella might be good for her—if they 
ever take pupils. On the other hand neither Rome nor Buda-Pesth would I imagine 
be good from the point of view of general musical atmosphere and the hearing of 
plenty of good music etc. Also of course we must consider a place where we 
could find a nice family for her to live with and so on. 
 Are Leipzig or Dresden any good nowadays? Prague has been suggested 
to me—what do you think of that? or [sic] I thought of sending her to Ravel but I 
doubt if he would take any pupils now. 
 I should be most grateful for your advice. I hope I am not asking too much 
but I feel I have a certain claim on you in your professional capacity though I am 
no longer an undergraduate of your university. 
 
     Yrs 
     R. Vaughan Williams90 

  
Though its remains unclear as to whether it was Dent who suggested the noted Czech 

composer and conductor Karel Boleslav Jirák (1891-1972) to Vaughan Williams, Jirák 

was well known to Dent from his involvement with the ISCM.91 As Vaughan Williams 

                                                           
 90 Ralph Vaughan Williams to Edward Joseph Dent, 1 July 1926, in Letters of Ralph Vaughan 
Williams 1895-1958, ed. Hugh Cobbe (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2008), 160. 
 
 91 Milan Kuna, “Jirák, K.B.” Grove Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/14315. 
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had travelled to Prague for the ISCM Festival in 1925, one may wonder whether 

Vaughan Williams encountered Jirák there as well.92 

 Maconchy arrived in Prague at the end of September 1929. Initially, she was 

homesick, as this was the first time she had been away from her family. Maconchy also 

found the musical environment in Prague to be rather insular, as it was “a small, 

independent sort of place. Everybody was very much working on their own.”93 As 

Maconchy did not speak Czech and her German was limited, the language barrier proved 

to be an additional problem. In a letter to Vaughan Williams sent soon after her arrival, 

she expressed doubts as to whether Prague had been the right choice. Vaughan Williams 

responded, 

Dearest Betty, 
 I’m so sorry for you…For artistic reasons [illegible] it seems [illegible] 
not to follow up your success in Prague and get one out a career and hear your 
work—(I feel thoroughly ashamed that you should have to go to Prague to hear 
your work—but we did try, didn’t we?) Also it seems to me that your lessons 
from Jirak won’t do you much good unless you can continue [illegible] a little 
longer. Don’t you think you could bear to stay in Prague (with perhaps a visit to 
Vienna) [illegible] till Xmas holidays and then come home and we will make a 
new plan. 
 I know it is easy to give good advice—and to be logical—but try and 
make up your mind whether your proposed Paris vision is really because you 
think it good for you musically—try not to deceive yourself. Personally I don’t 
think the musical life in Paris would be half so much worth having for you as in 
Prague or Vienna or Berlin or Cologne—I’m sure I could get you to Ravel—(he 
would love to teach you—who wouldn’t?) I wonder if it would be useful to you? 
….. 
Dear Betty this is a horrid priggish letter full of good advice, which is so easy to 
give and wherever you go and whatever you do we shall all love you for it—and 
as to the musical side—I want you to be first rate and I believe you will be—but 

                                                           
 92 Mathias, 28. In 1925, the ISCM held festivals in both Prague and Venice. 
 
 93 Elizabeth Maconchy, “Third Ear,” Radio 3, 29 March 1990. Also quoted in Mathias, 3. 
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after all that depends eventually on your own [illegible] and not on any outside 
influences.94 

 
Though it is unclear as to the exact date the letter was sent, approximately a week after 

her arrival, her situation began to improve when she attended a performance of Janáček’s 

opera Jenůfa (1904). It proved to be a turning point for Maconchy, as she recalled “that 

[Jenůfa] transformed things.”95 Deeply inspired, she purchased a copy of the score soon 

after.96 

 Though her studies in Prague got off to a rough start, Maconchy adapted quickly, 

and it soon proved to be a highly productive period for her: in addition to her lessons with 

Jirák, whom she found an expert teacher, she also met with the composer Josef Suk 

(1874-1935), who was impressed with her orchestral suite, The Land.97 Maconchy also 

became acquainted with the music critic Jan Löwenbach and his wife, Vilma. Like Jirák, 

the Löwenbachs played a critical role in introducing Maconchy to musical circles in 

                                                           
 94 Ralph Vaughan Williams to Elizabeth Maconchy, letter, undated, Maconchy Archive. Though 
undated, Vaughan Williams lists his address as The White Gates, Dorking. As Vaughan Williams moved to 
his Dorking residence at the beginning of October 1929, and considering the content of the letter in relation 
to Maconchy’s own account of her first couple of weeks in Prague, it appears most likely that the letter was 
sent in early-to-mid October. For Vaughan Williams’s change of address, see letter 179 in Cobbe, Letters of 
Ralph Vaughan Williams, 171. Unfortunately, the whereabouts of Maconchy’s letter to Vaughan Williams 
are unknown, thus making it impossible to know what she may have written regarding Paris. As Maconchy 
spoke French, one may wonder whether her desire to study in France was motivated by the language barrier 
she encountered in Prague. 
 
 95 LeFanu, “Elizabeth Maconchy DBE (1907-1994): some biographical and musical notes by her 
daughter Nicola LeFanu. Part 1: 1907-1945.” 
 
 96 Nicola LeFanu, interview by author, 1 September 2015. Maconchy’s score of Jenůfa is 
inscribed with the date 6 October 1929. 
 
 97 Nicola LeFanu, interview by author, 1 September 2015. Anne Macnaghten also makes a 
reference to Maconchy’s meeting with Suk in “Elizabeth Maconchy,” 298. 
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Prague.98 By the time Maconchy returned to England at the end of November, she had 

not only made substantial progress on a symphony and been asked by a chamber music 

society to write a quartet, but there were also plans to première her revised Piano 

Concerto with pianist Erwin Schulhoff (1894-1942) and Jirák conducting the Prague 

Philharmonic on her 23rd birthday on 19 March 1930, as well as plans to broadcast her 

Fantasy for Children on 25 March, followed by her Theme and Variations for Orchestra 

in April.99 

 After a brief stay in London and discussions with Vaughan Williams, Maconchy 

travelled to Paris. Though details of her activities in Paris are sparse, in a letter to Grace 

Williams, she remarked upon the many opportunities to hear a great deal of music, with 

Debussy’s Nocturnes being a particular highlight. While she found the contemporary 

music scene less stimulating than she hoped, she made a great deal of progress on the 

quartet she had been asked to write, which turned into quintet. After Paris, Maconchy 

spent a couple days in London before travelling to Ireland to spend Christmas with her 

family.100  

 At the beginning of March, Maconchy set off for her second trip to Prague. This 

second trip proved to be much more enjoyable than her first, with one notable exception: 

                                                           
 98 In addition to his work was a music critic, Jan Löwenbach (1880-1972) was also a lawyer, 
specializing in copyright law. Like Jirák, he was also heavily involved in the ISCM administration. Fluent 
in several languages, Löwenbach’s writings also appeared in The Musical Times as well as The Chesterian 
in the 1920s and 30s. See John Tyrrell, “Jan, Löwenbach,” Grove Music Online, ed. Laura Macy, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/17064. 
 
 99 Elizabeth Maconchy to Grace Williams, letter, 3 December 1929, private collection. 
 
 100 Ibid.  
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the dress she planned to wear to the première of her Piano Concerto was stolen from her 

suitcase during her journey.101 Upon her arrival she received a warm welcome from her 

Czech friends, and quickly immersed herself in Prague’s rich musical life with its many 

opportunities to hear a diversity of new music. Prior to the 19 March première, Maconchy 

travelled to Vienna to visit Williams, who had recently received an Octavia scholarship, 

and was studying with Egon Wellesz (1885-1974). With Williams, Maconchy attended 

performances of Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, Mozart’s Die Entführung 

aus dem Serail, and Strauss’s Salomé, and visited both the Kunsthistorisches Museum 

and the Albertina. Though they were both on tight budgets, they did make one 

indulgence, as Maconchy recalled that they “had coffee (we couldn’t afford more) in the 

smartest Viennese café—where we smoked a cigar.”102 

 After a week in Vienna, Maconchy returned to Prague to attend rehearsals of her 

Piano Concerto. Williams, who was eager to support her friend, travelled to Prague ahead 

of the concert and was able to attend the second rehearsal. Williams wrote the following 

account of the work’s rehearsal and première in an article entitled “A Letter from 

Vienna,” which was published in the RCM Magazine in June: 

The one occasion when I simply had to get away from Vienna was when 
Elizabeth Maconchy’s Piano Concerto was being played in Prague; that was on 
19th March. Prague is almost next door to Vienna (just as Budapest is next door 
on the other side). So of course I went to Prague, and arrived in time for the 
second rehearsal. Betty was quite happy after the first rehearsal, and at the end of 
the second things were going terribly well—the orchestra was the Prague 
Philharmonic, the Conductor Jirák, and the Soloist Erwin Schulhoff—but as the 
concert drew near we developed the usual fear that something would go wrong in 

                                                           
 101 Maconchy to Williams, letter, Thursday [6 March 1930], private collection. 
 102 Elizabeth Maconchy, “Grace Williams: A Symposium,” Welsh Music 5, no. 6 (Summer 1977): 
18. 
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the middle and spoil it. (I think I must have been more nervous than Betty; if 
appetites count for anything.) But the concert performance was even better than 
the rehearsal. They brought off the first and third movements (the quick ones) 
amazingly well; and they made the second movement sound almost as beautiful as 
it is; I think the second movement is one of the loveliest things I’ve ever heard; 
but then I’ve always thought the whole work astonishingly good, and I know it 
very well because, in the old days at the R.C.M. Betty and I used to play it on two 
pianos. The audience in Prague liked it tremendously, and all the critics said nice 
things about it.103 

 
 Though the Piano Concerto was written while Maconchy was still a student and 

experimenting with various techniques and procedures, it embodies several aspects of her 

emerging compositional style. The Concerto is constructed out of a series of short 

motives which serve as the basis for the melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic development 

within each movement, as Maconchy extends and varies the motivic material by means of 

canonic reiteration, chromatic alteration, and inversion. The first movement opens with a 

motif consisting of C, F-sharp, and B that implies octatonic collection 1. This motif is 

then expanded to into Theme 1 (Example 2.1). The second theme begins at rehearsal 

number 2 with a melody in the piano underpinned by the motif in the cello (Example 

2.2). Theme 3, which is introduced by the clarinet at rehearsal number 3 features a 

melody comprised of ascending and descending passages characterized by intervallic 

movement that alternates between a whole tone and semitone, linking it to the 

octatonicism implied in the opening motif (Example 2.3). 

 

 

 

                                                           
 103 Grace Williams, “A Letter from Vienna,” The R.C.M. Magazine 26, no. 2 (June 1930): 66. 
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Example 2.1. Maconchy, Piano Concerto, mvt. I, mm. 1-4. 

 

Example 2.2. Maconchy, Piano Concerto, mvt. I, Theme 2, rehearsal number 2. 

 

Example 2.3. Maconchy, Piano Concerto, mvt. I, Theme 3, rehearsal number 3. 
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 Following the introduction of each theme, it is expanded, varied, and developed 

contrapuntally. As each theme builds upon elements previously introduced, the 

interweaving of themes creates an intricate counterpoint, which leads to the dramatic 

build-up in mm. 64-69 in which the opening motif, theme 1, theme 2, and theme 3 are 

combined. Following a brief cadenza, the opening four bars are restated, and elements of 

each theme are reintroduced as the density of the counterpoint is reduced, and the 

movement concludes with a chord comprised of a perfect fifth from E to B alternating 

back and forth with a chord comprised of a perfect fourth from C-sharp to F-sharp.  

 The second movement is one of rapturous lyricism during which a melody 

unfolds gradually over the course of the entire movement. The movement begins with a 

sustained F in the bass and cello, followed by the entrance of the soloist in m. 3 with a 

motivic gesture consisting of two alternating perfect fourths separated by a whole tone. 

This pattern forms an ostinato that is sustained throughout the movement. In m. 4, the 

horn enters with the same oscillating pattern, which expands into a melodic theme 

(Example 2.4).  
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Example 2.4. Maconchy, Piano Concerto, mvt. II, mm. 110-117. 
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A complementary theme in the flute follows directly after the horn (Example 2.5), which 

is then reiterated in the piano (Example 2.6), concluding with a phrase reminiscent the 

opening of Debussy’s La cathédrale engloutie (Example 2.7).  

Example 2.5. Maconchy, Piano Concerto, mvt. II, mm. 116-120 (flute). 

 

Example 2.6. Maconchy, Piano Concerto mvt. II, mm. 120-126. 
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Example 2.7. Debussy, La cathédrale engloutie, mm. 1-3. 

 

All the melodic and harmonic material in the second movement is derived from the 

stacked fourths in m. 3, which consists of the notes F, G, B-flat, and C, which Maconchy 

develops by means of inversion (placing emphasis on the interval of a perfect fifth, which 

is represented by F and C in the four-note motive) and chromatic alteration. 

 The third and final movement is a lively scherzo in which Maconchy combines 

elements the thematic material introduced in the preceding movements. It begins with a 

variation of the opening motif of C, F-sharp and B expressed as a series of chords, to 

which Maconchy adds an F-natural (Example 2.8). This addition creates the interval of a 

perfect fourth, thus linking it the second movement. This movement is characterized by a 

strong rhythmic drive, which persists up to the work’s brusque conclusion (2.9). 
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Example 2.8. Maconchy, Piano Concerto, mvt. III, mm. 1-4. 

 

Example 2.9. Maconchy, Piano Concerto, mvt. III, final seven bars. 
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 As Williams noted, the work was well-received by the press. In Národni 

Osvobozeni, the critic declared, “It is decidedly one of the most attractive works by a 

woman composer.”104 In Bohemia and Prager Presse, the critics noted that the 

performance was evident “proof of her talent.”105 The critic in Venkov offered a more 

detailed assessment, observing “it [the Piano Concerto] shows a remarkable creative 

genius both in the animation and sincerity of the first and third movements and in the 

individual temper and fine building up of the slow movement.”106 For the critic in the 

Prager Tagblatt, the second movement was the most impressive, and they suggested that 

it evoked “the eternal mood of the sea, and the melody above it seems to reflect the 

melancholy of her native land.”107 Coverage of the concert was not limited to the Czech 

and German press, however, as it was covered in the British press as well, with the 

Prague correspondent in The Times writing, “The first and third movements are definitely 

modern, and here the music seems to excel where so much modern music fails; it has 

strength not only in its thematic material, but also in its construction. The concerto was 

very favourably received.”108  

 
 
                                                           
 104 “Z pražských koncertů,” Národni Osvobozeni, 22 March 1930. 
 
 105 The critic in Bohemia noted, “The Concerto is proof of her talent: it is clever and the form is 
good.” L.S., “Konzerte,” Bohemia, 20 March 1930.  In the Prager Presse, the critic noted that the work “as 
a whole is a proof of the talent of the composer who is very young.” J.B., “Bühne und Musik,” Prager 
Presse, 21 March 1930. 
 
 106 O.S., Venkov, 22 March 1930. 
 
 107 “Konzerte,” Prager Tagblatt, 3 March 1930. 
 
 108 “Englishwoman’s Concerto,” The Times, 21 March 1930. 
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London and The Land 

 After the première of her Piano Concerto, Maconchy returned to England, eager 

to follow-up the success of her professional debut. Things got off to a promising start 

immediately: she received the Cobbett Prize at the RCM in the Easter term for her 

Quintet for Strings,109 and The Land was selected in March by the LCMC to be 

forwarded for consideration by the international jury for that year’s ISCM festival in 

Liège.110 In April, the notoriety Maconchy’s music continued to garner in Prague, with 

radio broadcasts of her Fantasy for Children and Theme and Variations for Orchestra, 

gained the attention of the British press: both The Daily Mail and The Daily Telegraph 

offered commentary as to the significance of her growing reputation abroad.111 

Maconchy had further good news to celebrate in May when she signed a contract with 

Oxford University Press (OUP) to publish three of her songs: “Ophelia’s Song,” “Have 

you seen a bright lily grow?” and “A Meditation for his Mistress.”112 

 A disappointment occurred when she received word that The Land had been 

rejected by the ISCM’s international jury. Despondency soon turned to joy, however, as 

                                                           
 109 Though the notice in the RCM Magazine list the composition as “Phantasy Quintet,” the only 
quintet Maconchy wrote around that period was her Quintet for Strings. As she mentioned submitting her 
Quintet for Strings for the Cobbett Prize in a letter to Grace Williams on 3 December 1929, it seems logical 
to assume that two are likely the same work. See “The Terms Awards,” in The R.C.M. Magazine 26, no. 2 
(June 1930): 72. 
 
 110 “British Works for Liege [sic] Festival,” The Times, 8 March 1930. 
 
 111 See “A Newcomer,” The Daily Mail, 17 April 1930; and “A British Concerto in Prague: 
Tribute to Composer,” The Daily Telegraph, 26 April 1930.  
 
 112 Oxford University Press Contract, signed by Maconchy on 5 May 1930, Maconchy Archive. 
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she submitted the score to Sir Henry Wood for inclusion in upcoming Proms season. On 

22 May, Maconchy received the following response from Wood: 

Dear Miss Maconchy, 
 
 I have sent in the title of your Suite “The Land” for the B.B.C. Promenade 
Concerts, and I should think it is more than probable that they will include it in 
their scheme, although at the moment I cannot make a definite promise of 
performance. Would you kindly let me know if it has ever been performed yet—
and if you would like to direct it yourself. 
 
 Very truly yours 
 Henry J. Wood113 

 
On the morning of 24 June, Maconchy received a call from the BBC confirming their 

intention to include The Land in a Proms concert on Saturday, 30 August.114 

 On 31 July, Maconchy travelled to Ireland to spend a few weeks with her family 

ahead of her wedding to William LeFanu on 23 August. Prior to her departure, Maconchy 

sent a letter to Adrian Boult along with the score of her revised Piano Concerto with the 

hope that it might be considered for a BBC broadcast. Boult forwarded the work to the 

reading committee, and on 8 August, she received the following encouraging response: 

Dear Madam, 
 
 We have a favourable report from our readers concerning your Concerto 
for Pianoforte and Orchestra. 
 
 We cannot yet say on what date we shall be able to include it in a 
programmes [sic], but we should like to retain it for inclusion when opportunity 
occurs. Meanwhile we should like you to send us the parts if you have them. 
Everything will then be in readiness. 
 

                                                           
 113 Henry Wood to Maconchy, letter, 22 May 1930, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 114 WWT (for Owen Mase, Director of Programmes) to Maconchy, letter, 24 June 1930, BBC 
WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
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     Yours faithfully, 
 
   THE BRITISH BROADCASTING CORPORATION115 

 
Maconchy arranged for the parts to be sent immediately to the BBC, along with an 

arrangement of the work for two pianos. A few days after her wedding, Maconchy 

returned to London in order to run-through the score of The Land with Wood at his home 

in Hampstead on Thursday, 28 August, and on the morning of the 30th, she attended the 

final orchestral rehearsal at Queen’s Hall before its performance that evening. 

 The Land is based upon Vita Sackville-West’s poem of the same title, which was 

published in 1926 and awarded the Hawthornden Prize in 1927. The poem is a georgic 

broken up into four parts, and arranged according to the seasons, beginning first with 

“Winter,” followed by “Spring,” “Summer,” and “Autumn.” As research by Elizabeth 

Pomeroy and Ian Blyth has illustrated, Sackville-West’s work draws heavily upon 

Virgil’s Georgics (c. 29 BCE), with James Thomson’s The Seasons (1726) likely serving 

as an influence as well.116 Sackville-West’s poem paints a vivid portrait of the Kentish 

countryside. In spite of its pastoral setting replete with vivid accounts of country life from 

shepherds to beekeeping, to the harvest in summer and cider-pressing in autumn, 

Sackville-West’s work remains true to its georgic origins, as her son, Nigel Nicolson 

elaborates: 

                                                           
 115 Owen Mase to Maconchy, letter, 8 August 1930, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 116 See Elizabeth W. Pomeroy, “Within Living Memory: Vita Sackville-West’s Poems of Land 
and Garden,” Twentieth Century Literature 28, no. 3 (Autumn 1982): 269-289; Ian Blyth, “A Sort of 
English Georgics: Vita Sackville-West’s The Land,” Modern Language Studies 45, no. 1 (2008): 19-31.  
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Vita was determined not to sentimentalize the countryman or his unending 
combat with the soil…her purpose was to explain the alternating conflict and 
collaboration between man and nature which created it….She looked Nature 
straight in the eye, reacting against the romanticism and prettiness of nineteenth-
century poets and painters, and found the land spiteful.117  

 
 Sackville-West’s poem provided Maconchy with a powerful source of inspiration. 

Maconchy selected a quote to accompany each movement, and specifically requested that 

her suite be titled “The Land—a suite for Orchestra, after the poem by V. Sackville-

West,”118 in the Proms program, along with the following verses from Sackville-West’s 

poem:  

I. Winter 
Here is no colour, here but form and structure, 
Bare bones of trees, the magpie bark of birches, 
Apse of trees and tracery of network, 
Fields of snow and tranquil trees in snow 
Through veils of twilight, northern, still and sad, 
Waiting for the night, and for the moon. 
 
II. Spring 
Then broke the spring. The hedges in a day 
Burgeoned to green. 
 
III. Summer 
Jacob, seven years to win a maid 
Drove out his flock into the stony place, 
Ringstracked, speckled, pied; 
Peeled the green popular switch, and dreamed of Rachel’s face. 
 
IV. Autumn 
The young men strained upon the crank 
To wring the last reluctant inch. 
They laughed together, fair and frank, 

                                                           
 117 Nigel Nicholson, “Introduction,” in Vita Sackville-West, The Land & The Garden (London: 
Webb & Bower, 1989), 8. 
 
 118 Maconchy to BBC, 2 July 1930, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-
39. 
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And threw their loins across the winch 
…While round about the worthies stood 
…And still resolved, with maundering tongue, 
That cider could not be the same 
As once when they were young; 
But still the young contemptuous men 
Laughed kindly at their old conceit, 
And strained upon the crank again.119 

 
 
 “Winter” opens with a motivic theme in the cello, bass, and harp, followed by the 

addition of the violas in m. 3 and violins I and II in m. 4. The opening four eighth notes 

form the basis of an ostinato pattern that pervades the entire movement. This opening 

theme outlines the Phrygian scale beginning on E. The addition of a B-flat in m. 2 hints 

at the bitonality of the movement, which is revealed fully by the introduction of a 

contrasting theme in the clarinets in m. 7 (Example 2.10). This second theme clearly 

outlines octatonic collection 2, beginning on D. The addition of an A-natural, which 

introduces the interval of perfect fifth in theme 2, functions much like the intervallic 

relationship of the B-flat that introduced an augmented fourth in theme 1.120 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 119 Maconchy to BBC, letter, 27 June 1930, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 
1, 1928-39. 
 
 120 For discussions of The Land to which my analyses of the work are indebted, see Ailie Blunnie, 
“Passion and Intellect in the Music of Elizabeth Maconchy DBE (1907-1994)” (master’s thesis, National 
University of Ireland, Maynooth, 2010); Mathias, 36-38; and Donald Tovey, “The Land,” in The Classics 
of Music, ed. Michael Tilmouth (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 129-132. 
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Example 2.10. Maconchy, The Land, mvt. I, mm. 1-11. 
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Example 2.10 (continued). 
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 As the movement progresses, Maconchy develops Themes 1 and 2 contrapuntally, 

adding tension by placing emphasizing on augmented fourths and perfect fifth, such as in 

the build up to rehearsal number 2, where she oscillates between augmented fourths and 

perfect fifths (Example 2.11).121 The orchestration reflects the influence of Holst, with 

the melodic shape of the slow, ominous opening reminiscent of the first few bars of 

Egdon Heath (Example 2.12). During her studies at the RCM, Maconchy had occasional 

lessons with Holst, who thought highly of The Land. 122 As Egdon Heath (1927) received 

its first British performances in 1928, it is likely that Maconchy was familiar with the 

work.123 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 121 Ibid. 
 
 122 Nicola LeFanu, “Elizabeth Maconchy,” Contemporary Music Review 11, no. 1-2 (1994): 201. 
 
 123 Though Holst started teaching at the RCM in 1919, he left the College in 1923 due to a nervous 
breakdown. See Imogen Holst, The Music of Gustav Holst (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), 89. 
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Example 2.11. Maconchy, The Land, mvt. I, mm. 12-17. 
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Example 2.12. Holst, Egdon Heath, mm.1-6. 

 

 “Spring” offers a vivid contrast to its predecessor. The movement is a lively, fast-

paced fugue. It begins with the violins and quickly builds into a dense polyrhythmic 

counterpoint (Example 2.13). 

Example 2.13. Maconchy, The Land, mvt. II, mm. 1-21. 
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Example 2.13 (continued). 
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 “Summer” begins with slow pattern of oscillating fifths (Example 2.14). As 

Rhiannon Mathias has illustrated, “Summer” evinces many similarities to the opening of 

“Saturn,” from Holst’s The Planets (Example 2.15). In addition to Holst, however, 

“Summer” also reflects the influence of Vaughan Williams’s Flos campi, as Maconchy 

makes a direct allusion to her erstwhile teacher’s score (Example 2.16 and 2.17). As 

Maconchy quotes verses of Sackville-West’s poem that specifically references Jacob’s 

marriages in Genesis 29, the quotation from the third movement of Flos campi, which 

Vaughan Williams based upon text from Song of Solomon, highly suggests that this 

quotation was deliberate. 

Example 2.14. Maconchy, The Land, mvt. III, mm. 1-8. 
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Example 2.14 (continued). 
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Example 2.15. Holst, The Planets, “Saturn,” mm. 1-13. 
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Example 2.16. Maconchy, The Land, mvt. III, mm. 33-34. 

 

 

Example 2.17. Vaughan Williams, Flos campi, mvt. III, opening viola cadenza. 

 

 

 In the lively fourth movement, “Autumn,” Maconchy skillfully creates a dialogue 

between the woodwinds, brass, and strings, as each part given a distinct motivic theme 

(Example 2.18). This dialogue persists throughout the movement. Donald Tovey 

interpreted this movement to be most literal musical translation of the text in Maconchy’s 

suite. The persistent pattern of the eighth notes alongside the text “The young men 

strained upon the crank/To wring the last reluctant inch” certainly lends support to 

Tovey’s claim.124 

 

 

 

                                                           
 124 See Donald Tovey, “Elizabeth Maconchy,” in The Classics of Music, ed. Michael Tilmouth 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press 2001), 133-134. 
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Example 2.18. Maconchy, The Land, mvt. IV, mm. 1-24. 
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Example 2.18 (continued). 
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 Overall, the reviews of The Land were highly favorable. Though the critic in The 

Times was critical of the frequent repetition of thematic material, they ultimately 

concluded that “a very favourable impression was created by its general style and 

character, for it successfully avoids the trivial and obvious. The greatest degree of 

imagination was discernible in the orchestration, which is compact, effective, and 

occasionally showing touches of freshness and originality. Altogether a very promising 

work.”125 In The Daily Express, the unnamed critic stated that The Land was the only 

interesting work in that evening’s program that was able to distract the audience from the 

sweltering heat wave.126  

 Richard Capell offered further praise, as well as additional observations regarding 

the reaction of the audience in his review for The Daily Mail: “The music excited, 

nonetheless, lively interest by reason of its boldness and directness. Miss Maconchy 

knows no timidity. She covers great, fresco-like surfaces with confidence and 

strength….The audience on Saturday showed itself rather dull in not answering more 

generously to its stimulating rhythms.”127 Eric Blom’s lengthy review in the Manchester 

Guardian yielded additional observations regarding the audience: 

True, it [The Land] does not seem to have been properly appreciated by more than 
a handful of people, but then it was rather unfortunate that the work should have 
been included in a popular Saturday night programme….There is an acrid quality 
about Miss Maconchy’s music which must have struck many hearers as a sign of 
immaturity. It is fatally easy to fancy oneself discovering all sorts of crudities and 
callownesses in the work of a composer, and perhaps more especially in a woman 

                                                           
 125 “Promenade Concert. A New Suite,” The Times, 1 September 1930. 
 
 126 “The Talk of London,” The Daily Express, 1 September 1930. 
 
 127 R.C. [Richard Capell], “Miss E. Maconchy. New 23-year old composer,” The Daily Mail, 1 
September 1930. 
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composer whose age can be stated in a programme note without the least fear of 
indiscretion if not without the risk of engendering prejudice. But though 
experience comes with years, talent is either there from the beginning or it is not. 
In Miss Maconchy’s case, one has only to have an open mind when listening to be 
perfectly sure that it was talent that brought this suite into existence, and that the 
work is not the mere product of such skill as she has by this time acquired, which 
in itself is considerable….One feels impelled to say of her, as of Vaughan 
Williams, that the management of her counterpoint justifies itself by aptness of 
result even where it offends against the injunctions of textbooks. In this respect, 
she is truly that master’s disciple, but in its actual quality her music differs almost 
as much from his as from anyone else’s. She is clearly developing a personality of 
her own. All that she needs to overcome, one feels, is self-consciousness and a 
slightly uncertainty in the handling of the orchestra which now and again betrays 
itself.128 

 
Though the decision to place Maconchy’s work in a program usually reserved for popular 

works was certainly unconventional, its placement in the first half of the program—

which was broadcast—was more unusual, as novelties by less established composers 

were normally placed in the second half of programs, which the BBC did not air.129 The 

most enthusiastic praise, however, came from Herbert Hughes at The Daily Telegraph, 

whose review, titled, “Girl Composer’s Triumph,” declared: 

Not only is this one of the best pieces of orchestral music written by any woman 
in recent years, but by far the most important and interesting work produced, so 
far, at the Promenade Concerts during the present season….Modern it is, of 
course, in the plain meaning of that word; the method direct, terse, economical; 
the harmony at times acid and biting—never luxurious or sentimental or (in the 
pre-war sense) feminine….A fine poem has been the inspiration of this music, and 
there is no doubt in my own mind, after this first hearing, that it is the music of a 
first-rate intelligence, sensitive and subtle, yet capable of creating things on big 
lines. One is not surprised to learn that Miss Maconchy is at work on a 
symphony.130 

                                                           
 128 E.B. [Eric Blom], “New English Work for Orchestra. Woman Composer’s Suite,” Manchester 
Guardian, 1 September 1930. 
 
 129 See Jenny Doctor, “A New Dimension: The BBC Takes on the Proms, 1920-44” in The Proms, 
eds. Jenny Doctor, David Wright, and Nicholas Kenyon (London: Thames & Hudson, 2007), 98. 
 
 130 Herbert Hughes, “Girl Composer’s Triumph,” The Daily Telegraph, 1 September 1930. 
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Considering the novelties that had been performed prior to August 30th, which included 

Grainger’s “English Dance” for orchestra and organ, Krenek’s Potpourri (1927), Villa-

Lobos’s highly acclaimed Chôros No. 8 (1925), and Janáček’s Wallachian Dances 

(1924),131 Hughes’s praise of Maconchy, in spite of its gendered language, is of the 

highest order. At the conclusion of the Proms season, a review in The Daily Telegraph—

again written by Hughes—went one step further, declaring, “Most striking…was ‘The 

Land’ Suite of Elizabeth Maconchy, by which, at one bold stroke, that young Irish lady 

immediately asserted her right to be regarded amongst the composers who count.”132 

 

The Young Composer’s Lot 

 While the critical success of The Land seemed destined to catapult Maconchy to 

stardom, what she encountered was quite the opposite: “It [The Land] received, though I 

say it, staggeringly good press notices—but that was all. No-one gave me a commission, 

or a grant, or a chatty interview, or another performance. It did not even seem strange at 

the time: it appeared that this was the composer’s lot, and that writing music must be its 

own reward.”133 This was a difficult period for Maconchy, as she came face-to-face with 

the realization that despite her evident talent and skill, prejudice against women was still 

                                                           
 131 David Cox, The Henry Wood Proms (London: British Broadcasting Corporation, 1980), 274. 
 
 132 Herbert Hughes, “First Performances,” The Daily Telegraph, 4 October 1930. In addition to the 
works by Grainger (1882-1961), Krenek (1900-1991), Villa-Lobos (1887-1959), and Janáček (1854-1928), 
the 1930 Proms season included the following novelties: Frank Bridge’s Rhapsody for Orchestra and Enter 
Spring, Marcel Dupré’s Symphony for Orchestra and Organ, Eugene Goossens’s Oboe Concerto, 
Honegger’s Cello Concerto, John Ireland’s Piano Concerto, Kodály’s Summer Evening, and Ethel Smyth’s 
“Ode anacréontique.” See Cox, The Henry Wood Proms, 274. 
 
 133 Elizabeth Maconchy, “A Composer Speaks,” 25. 
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widespread as she struggled to find a publisher willing to consider The Land. Hughes, 

who read for Boosey & Hawkes in addition to his work as a critic, took it upon himself to 

lobby her case. His attempts, however, came to no avail, as Maconchy recalled, “all 

[Leslie] Boosey would say was that he couldn’t take anything except little songs from a 

woman.”134  

 The economy proved an impediment, as Britain was already in the throes of a 

depression. Unemployment was widespread, increasing from 10.4% in 1929 to 16.1% in 

1930, further increasing to 21.3% in 1931, and reaching a peak of 22.1% in 1932.135 For 

musicians, the figures were far more grim, with the 1931 census placing the 

unemployment rate at 38% for male musicians, and 32% for female musicians.136 As 

Cyril Ehrlich has argued, the economy was only partly to blame, as shifts in patronage, 

combined with the adoption of new technology, substantially altered the balances of 

power.137 In response to these conditions, musicians unions, as well as organizations such 

as the Society for Women Musicians (SWM) devoted their time and efforts to addressing 

the plight of British musicians. 

 Though the topic of unemployed musicians dominated many of the musical 

discussions concerning employment in the press, the lack of opportunities for young 

                                                           
 134 Hugo Cole, “Why can’t a woman? Hugh Cole meets composer Elizabeth Maconchy, 70 today,” 
The Guardian, 19 March 1977.  
 
 135 W.R. Garside, British Unemployment, 1919-1939: A Study in Public Policy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 5. 
 
 136 Cyril Ehrlich, The Music Profession in Britain since the Eighteenth Century: A Social History 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 210. Also See Fuller, “‘Putting the BBC and T. Beecham to Shame’: The 
Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts, 1931-7,” 378. 
 
 137 Ehrlich, 209-211. 
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composers to hear their works performed was slowly beginning to gain some momentum. 

There were smaller organizations, such as the Society of Women Musicians (SWM), 

London Contemporary Music Centre (LCMC), and The New English Music Society that 

devoted substantial portions of their programs to up and coming British composers, 

however, their programs rarely extended beyond chamber works, as the high cost of 

mounting orchestral concerts was often beyond their financial resources. Among the 

larger and better-funded concert series, such as the Promenade Concerts, the BBC, the 

Courtauld-Sargent Concerts, and the Royal Philharmonic Society, only the BBC and the 

Promenade Concerts made a concerted effort to include contemporary works by young 

composers in Britain, as the Courtauld-Sargent Concerts and the Royal Philharmonic 

Society focused primarily on works by continental composers.138 

 Though Maconchy failed to receive further offers for The Land, its performance 

and broadcast did generate a certain amount of interest in her music. In September, 

conductor Anthony Bernard wrote to Maconchy inquiring whether her Piano Concerto 

would be suitable for a program in The New English Music Society’s upcoming third 

season. As the score and parts were with the BBC, Maconchy suggested that Bernard 

contact them to arrange to borrow the score and parts. After reviewing the Piano 

Concerto, Bernard decided that a newer work, Suite for Chamber Orchestra, which 

                                                           
 138 See Sophie Fuller, “‘Putting the BBC and T. Beecham to Shame’: The Macnaghten-Lemare 
Concerts, 1931-7,” Journal of the Royal Musical Association 138, no. 2: 377-414. As Fuller notes, British 
music did make its way into the Courtauld-Sargent Series and the Royal Philharmonic Series, however, 
they were works by established composers. 



77 
 

Maconchy was still in the process of writing, would be more suitable for the program, 

and promised to return the borrowed score and parts promptly to the BBC.139 

 On 10 February 1931, Bernard conducted the première of Maconchy’s Suite for 

Chamber Orchestra in a concert that included works by Dowland and Byrd, Lennox 

Berkeley’s Tombeaux (1926), Peter Warlock’s An Old Song (1917), five songs from 

Fauré’s La bonne chanson (1892-94), and Respighi’s Trittico Botticelliano (1927). 

Maconchy’s suite consists of five short movements, each characterized by a short motivic 

theme (Example 2.19a-e).  

Example 2.19a. Maconchy, Suite for Chamber Orchestra, mvt. I, mm. 1-4. 

 

Example 2.19b. Maconchy, Suite for Chamber Orchestra, mvt. II, mm. 1-4.  

 

 

 

                                                           
 139 Maconchy completed her Suite for Chamber Orchestra in December 1930. Information 
regarding the arrangements between Maconchy and Bernard are detailed in a letter to Owen Mase. See 
Maconchy to Owen Mase, letter, 28 May 1931, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 
1928-39. 
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Example 2.19c. Maconchy, Suite for Chamber Orchestra, mvt. III, mm. 1-8. 

 

 

Example 2.19d. Maconchy, Suite for Chamber Orchestra, mvt. IV, mm. 1-9. 
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Example 2.19e. Maconchy, Suite for Chamber Orchestra, mvt. V, mm. 1-5.  

 

The reviews of Maconchy’s Suite were largely mixed, and it was a work that Maconchy 

was not wholly satisfied with herself.140 The anonymous critic in The Morning Post 

opined, “There is so much freshness in such a movement as the fugal finale that one has 

hopes that the composer will in time cast off the manner in which she casts her 

thoughts.”141 The review in The Daily Telegraph was not much kinder, noting that the 

Suite was “distinguished by concise writing, essentially contrapuntal and paying as much 

respect to tonality as 1930 demands. She has a sense of orchestral colour, and uses her 

wood-wind with something more than mere skill. It is a work rather of promise than 

achievement.142 Capell contended in The Daily Mail that the work “proved a lively 

talent.”143  

 In May, Maconchy followed up with the BBC about her Piano Concerto. She was 

informed that the BBC did not have the score, and that it was still with Bernard, who had 

failed to return it as Maconchy requested.144 Though the BBC still expressed an interest 

                                                           
 140 Maconchy later withdrew this work. 
 
 141 “New English Music Society,” The Morning Post, 11 February 1931. 
 
 142 “New English Music Society,” The Daily Telegraph, 11 February 1931. 
 
 143 R.C. [Richard Capell], “Musical Epigrams,” The Daily Mail, 12 February 1931. 
 
 144 Elizabeth Maconchy to Owen Mase, letter, 20 May 1931, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
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in the work, writing in a letter dated 26 May, “If, however, you care to submit it again we 

will put it into the programmes when the opportunity offers,”145 Bernard’s negligence 

could not have occurred at a worse time, as it coincided with program planning for the 

fifth season of the BBC Concerts of Contemporary Music, which placed a particular 

emphasis on orchestral works by British composers.146 

 Maconchy experienced a further disappointment in June when she received word 

from the BBC that both her Symphony and Suite for Chamber Orchestra, which she 

submitted for consideration for the 1931 Proms season, had been rejected. Owen Mase, 

the BBC’s Assistant Music Director, noted, however, that the BBC was still interested in 

the works, writing in a letter dated 17 June, “We feel, however, that we should like to put 

them in a studio concert at a later date, and we would like to know if you have the parts. 

Meanwhile, we are retaining your scores and will get in communication with you again 

when we can find an opportunity to include them in a studio programme.”147 Maconchy 

wrote back to inquire asked if the BBC might be able to give her a better idea as to when 

they intended to perform her Symphony, since, without a publisher, she would have to 

                                                           
 145 Owen Mase to Elizabeth Maconchy, letter, 26 May 1931, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. For details on Mase, see Doctor, The BBC and Ultra-Modern Music, 403. 
 
 146 Jenny Doctor suggests that the increase in the proportion of British works was due to Adrian 
Boult, who became the BBC’s Music Director in 1930. The delay in program planning for the 1930-31 
season was likely due to Boult’s transition to his new role, as well as the substantial amount of time 
program builders needed to devote to the newly-established BBC Symphony Orchestra and its programs. 
The shift in emphasis from chamber music to orchestral music in the fifth season of the BBC’s Concerts of 
Contemporary Music was strategic, as Doctor remarks, “the new orchestra made it financially 
advantageous to plan orchestral concerts, since its members were on annual BBC contracts while chamber 
ensembles had to be hired specially for each appearance.” See Doctor, The BBC and Ultra-Modern Music, 
198-99. 
 
 147 Mase to Elizabeth Maconchy, letter, 17 June 1931, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
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incur the costs of copying the parts. She received the following response from Kenneth 

Wright, Director of Programmes on 22 June: “although no definite date has yet been 

decided upon, we hope to give both the Symphony and ‘Suite for Chamber Orchestra’ an 

early place in our programmes. We should be glad, therefore, if you could have the parts 

of the Symphony copied.”148 Maconchy copied the parts as quickly as possible, and sent 

them off to the BBC in August.149 

  In July, the SWM included Maconchy’s Quintet for Strings in a concert held on 

the afternoon of Saturday, the 11th, in celebration of Walter Willson Cobbett’s eighty-

fourth birthday. In addition to Maconchy’s quintet, the program included Katherine 

Eggar’s String Quartet in C Major (1931), K. Dorothy Fox’s Five Pieces for Piano 

(c.1925), Simone Plé’s “Chansons Franciscaines” (1927), three songs by Fiona 

McCleary, a work for violin by Emilia Gubitosi, and a string quartet by M. Saumarez 

Smith. Maconchy’s Quintet is in two movements; the first movement is highly lyrical 

with a dense contrapuntal texture that is contrasted by the rapid pace of the second 

movement in which the texture is largely homophonic.  

 The work left the critics divided. Foss thought the work was too dissonant, 

arguing in his review in The Sunday Times that “her poco lento did not fall agreeably on 

the ear, and hardly engaged the mind.”150 Foss conceded, however, that in the second 

                                                           
 148 Kenneth Wright to Elizabeth Maconchy, letter, 22 June 1931, BBC WAC RCONT1: 
Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 149 Elizabeth Maconchy to Owen Mase, letter, 19 August 1931, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, 
E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 150 H.F. [Hubert Foss], “Yesterday’s Music,” Sunday Times, 12 July 1931. 
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movement, “she seemed more at ease. There were ideas here, too, having a definite 

rhythmic basis.”151 The critic in The Daily Telegraph was more impressed by the quintet, 

noting that it “left the others far behind.”152 They noted, however, that the work was 

difficult to grasp: “So hard is this nut to crack that it was considered advisable to give the 

audience another chance of extracting the kernel in a second performance. If this work 

seemed unnecessarily uncouth, it yet had a punch about it that one rather missed in the 

programme as a whole.”153 The most detailed review came from Blom, who wrote in the 

Manchester Guardian: 

This last was the new string quintet in two movements by Elizabeth Maconchy, 
who has already attracted attention once or twice by her unusual talent. The work, 
which is in two movements, one slow and one fast, is a genuine piece of 
contrapuntal writing, and, what is more, contrapuntal writing of a new kind. It is 
as much polyrhythmic as polymelodic. Rhythms as well as tunes assert 
themselves in each of the five parts with apparent independence, yet they conspire 
throughout towards the making of one consistent formal scheme. Often the parts 
clash crudely, but the crudity has a purpose, for the ear is able to seize on each 
separate strand in the web most easily where the tangle appears most inextricable. 
It would be too much to say that one could be at once convinced that every detail 
in this work bears closely upon the whole of it. It will need more than one hearing 
to decide that. But there is a distinct feeling of organic growth, and the fact that 
one is left with the strong desire for further performances testifies to the vitality of 
Miss Maconchy’s music.154 

 
 In December, Maconchy was able to obtain a second performance of her Quintet 

for Strings in the second concert of a newly established concert series, advertised simply 

                                                           
 151 Ibid. 
 
 152 C.D.G., “Women Musicians,” The Daily Telegraph, 14 July 1931. 
 
 153 Ibid. 
 
 154 E.B. [Eric Blom], “Women Composers: Unknown Music,” Manchester Guardian, 13 July 
1931. 
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as “Three Chamber Music Concerts (one with orchestra) at the Ballet Club 

Theatre…Programmes will consist mainly of works by young English composers.”155 

This concert series, which would be renamed the Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts in 1932, 

began as an experimental venture that emerged out of discussions between Elisabeth 

Lutyens (1906-1983), violinist Anne Macnaghten (1908-2000), and conductor Iris 

Lemare (1902-1997) over the lack of opportunities for young composers and musicians. 

As Macnaghten later recalled, “recognizing the common needs of young unknown 

composers and players, we set about making common cause.”156  

 Maconchy’s quintet was featured in a program on 14 December that also included 

Lutyen’s String Quartet in One Movement (1927), three songs by Patrick Hadley (1899-

1973), three songs by Philip Rosseter (1568-1623), Imogen Holst’s Suite for 

Unaccompanied Viola (1930), and Haydn’s String Quartet in G major, op. 77, no. 1.157 

The quintet, which was performed by the Macnaghten Quartet and aided by violist Joyce 

Cook, was played not once, but twice, as it was played as an encore at the end of the 

program. The music critic who reviewed the concert in The Music Lover, while noting the 

                                                           
 155 Anne Macnaghten, “The Story of the Macnaghten Concerts,” The Musical Times 100, no. 1399 
(September 1959): 460. 
 
 156 Ibid. Also see Fuller, “‘Putting the BBC and T. Beecham to Shame’: The Macnaghten-Lemare 
Concerts, 1931-7,” and Elisabeth Lutyens, A Goldfish Bowl (London: Cassell, 1972), 50-52. 
 
 157 For a full listing of the Macnaghten-Lemare programs between 1931 and 1937, see Fuller’s 
appendix in “‘Putting the BBC and T. Beecham to Shame’: The Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts, 1931-7,” 
407-414. 
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technical difficulty of the work, offered substantial praise, concluding that amongst that 

evening’s program, Maconchy’s Quintet for Strings was “the most significant work.”158 

  

 The accomplishments Maconchy was able to achieve in her transition from 

student to professional were nothing short of remarkable, especially considering that 

within the span of less than a year, she made a critically successful debut at the Proms 

with The Land, published songs with OUP, and established a favorable reputation abroad. 

The lack of support from a publisher for her orchestral works, however, created 

difficulties. Maconchy had to cover the costs of copying parts, as well as handling all 

negotiations for performances herself. Though she struggled to gain second hearings for 

her works, new ventures, such as the Macnaghten-Lemare series created additional 

opportunities that would enable Maconchy to further develop her reputation as an 

increasingly prominent figure in modern music circles in Britain in the 1930s.  

  

                                                           
 158 “At Other Concerts,” The Music Lover, 19 December 1931. The Macnaghten Quartet consisted 
of Anne Macnaghten (1st violin), Elise Desprez (2nd violin), Beryl Scawen Blunt (viola), and Mary 
Goodchild (cello). 
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CHAPTER 3 

An Expansion of Style, 1932-35 

 

 Just as Maconchy’s career was about to take off in 1932, she was diagnosed with 

tuberculosis.159 Though her doctors advised her to seek treatment in Switzerland, 

Maconchy, who was unwilling to abandon her burgeoning career, sought treatment in 

Brighton instead.160 Between 1932 and 1935, Maconchy struggled with poor health,161 

and though she continued to compose a prodigious number of works, her isolation from 

London proved to be detrimental as she found it increasingly difficult to advocate for her 

works from afar. During this period, she also began to shift away from composing 

orchestral works, which had dominated much of her earlier compositional output, and 

began to focus on chamber music. In spite of the challenges Maconchy faced during these 

years of precarious health, her works garnered high profile performances as interest in her 

music continued to grow both at home and abroad.   

 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
 159 As Maconchy’s father died from tuberculosis, it was thought by her doctors that Maconchy had 
developed latent TB that became active in 1932. Maconchy’s younger sister, Sheila, also developed TB; 
however, she elected to seek treatment in Switzerland. See Macnaghten, “Elizabeth Maconchy,” 298; 
Mathias 51-52; and LeFanu’s biographical notes. 
 
 160 It is unclear as to the exact date Maconchy moved to Brighton, however, correspondence with 
the BBC reveals that it occurred prior to 23 February. In a letter sent to the BBC on 4 March, Maconchy 
remarks that she will remain in Brighton until early April. Elizabeth Maconchy to ACB, 4 March 1932, 
BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 

 
 161 See Mathias, 51-52. 
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The BBC and shifting policies on contemporary music in the 1930s 
 
 On 23 February, Wright wrote to Maconchy to inform her that the BBC had found 

a place for her Suite for Chamber Orchestra in a London regional programme on 21 

March and that they intended to rehearse her Symphony as part of a “New Works Play-

Through” initiative.162 With the permission of her doctor, Maconchy travelled to London 

to attend the rehearsal and studio concert at Savoy Hill.163 While the rehearsal and 

broadcast went well, Maconchy ultimately remained unsatisfied with the work, as she felt 

that the final movement needed revision.164 Vaughan Williams arrived at a similar 

conclusion, as he wrote to Maconchy shortly after the studio concert:  

Dearest Betty 
 
 (Or am I to call you Betsy—I think I prefer Betty as I’ve always called 
you that.) 
 I went to the studio last night—it was lovely—& the sureness of touch 
was wonderful—the 2 slow movements are the best I think—is the first a little too 
‘chip chippy’—& I am old fashioned enough to want a coda to the last movement. 
I was so dreadfully sorry not to see you—They had shoved on a rehearsal for the 
Dorking Festival that afternoon—which went on till nearly 5.0. 
 I thought they played v. well—& was a relief after the dreary Schumann—
I shall be there on the 30th—good bye dearest Betty 
     
    with love from 
    Uncle Ralph165 

                                                           
 162 Wright to Maconchy, letter, 23 February 1932, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. In a lecture on the topic of the BBC’s rehearsals in relation to young 
composers, Boult was quoted in The Sunday Times stating, “a certain number of border-line works, or 
works whose story does not readily give the judge an opportunity of hearing how it would come off are put 
down for some special rehearsals under the guidance of a competent conductor, and the decision taken after 
hearing them.” “Young Composers and the B.B.C.,” The Sunday Times, 4 December 1932.  
 
 164 Maconchy to Williams, letter, 18 May 1932, private collection. 
 
 165 Vaughan Williams to Maconchy, letter, [March 1932], cited in Cobbe, 213. The suggested date 
listed in Cobbe is March 1933, however, given the content, which makes direct references to the broadcast 
of Maconchy’s Suite and the rehearsal of her Symphony on 30 March, the letter is fact from 1932. 
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In spite of these reservations, the Suite received an encouraging review from Ferruccio 

Bonavia in The Daily Telegraph: 

The general impression went to confirm the favourable opinion one had formed of 
the composer’s abilities from a work of hers given some time ago at the Queen’s 
Hall. 
 The texture of the suite points to a distinctly personal view of 
orchestration which in the first lively allegro is very effective….The five short 
movements seem cast, apart from changes in tempo, in the same mould. This, in a 
young composer, is a distinctly encouraging feature, since it is a sure vindication 
of temperament and independence.166 

 
 Three days after the broadcast, Wright wrote to Maconchy as some additional 

space had opened up in the rehearsal on the 30th, and he was wondering if would be 

possible to rehearse her Piano Concerto as well. Wright requested that Maconchy send 

the full score to the rehearsal’s conductor, Aylmer Buesst.167 Unfortunately, the letter 

was erroneously sent to Maconchy’s London address and it did not reach her in Brighton 

until the 26th. As the score and parts were still in the possession of the BBC (as they had 

been since August), Maconchy immediately telephoned the BBC. As it was a Saturday, 

with Easter Monday falling on the 28th, she was informed that no one would be available 

in the Music Department until Tuesday. After getting off the telephone, Maconchy wrote 

a letter to Wright explaining the mix-up. Her letter arrived at the BBC on the 29th, but by 

then it was too late to alter arrangements for the rehearsal. 

 Maconchy travelled to London again on the 30th for the rehearsal her Symphony, 

which was held in the BBC’s famed Studio 10 under Waterloo Bridge. As she was 
                                                           
 166 F.B. [Ferruccio Bonavia], “An English Suite,” The Daily Telegraph, 22 March 1932. 
 
 167 Wright to Maconchy, letter, 24 March 1932, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. Born and raised in Melbourne, Australia, Buesst (1883-1970) began his musical career as a 
budding violinist and studied with Joseph Joachim (1831-1907) before turning to conducting. Buesst was 
later promoted to the position of Assistant Music Director at the BBC in 1933. 
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permitted to bring guests, her mother, husband, two friends, and Vaughan Williams 

joined her.168 Though Maconchy was disappointed by Buesst’s stiff conducting, overall, 

she felt that the rehearsal had gone well, and she was especially pleased with the 

intensely lyrical third movement, which is built around a poignant melody that unfolds 

and expands over the course of the movement (Example 3.1).169 

Example 3.1. Maconchy, Symphony, mvt. III, mm. 1-20. 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
 168 Maconchy to Wright, letter, 26 March 1932, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 169 Maconchy to Williams, letter, 18 May 1932, private collection. 
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Example 3.1 (continued). 
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 On 10 April, Maconchy wrote to Wright to inquire about the status of the 

Symphony, and whether the BBC had made any plans for a future broadcast. Wright’s 

response was disheartening: 

Now with regard to the symphony. We were all most interested to have a chance 
of hearing it, and we remarked next day on the extreme usefulness of devoting a 
session to a work of this kind, particularly when there is time to play it through 
twice. We hope that you yourself felt that the time was profitably spent, as we 
always think the composer stands to gain as much from these special rehearsals as 
do we ourselves. 
 We did feel, however, that though the symphony is extremely interesting 
in many ways, and is a highly creditable piece of work, we cannot foresee any 
possibility of including it in an actual broadcast concert. As a matter of fact, we 
feel that your Chamber Suite which we have done, and the piano concerto which 
is still before us, are actually better works and are more useful to us, but the 
Symphony makes us look forward in keen anticipation to your next effort on this 
scale. 
 The news in this letter is bound to be somewhat disappointing to you, but I 
only hope that you will feel that the trouble you spent in getting the parts of the 
symphony ready was justified in the experience you enjoyed in hearing it played 
last month.170  

  
Wright’s letter contradicted correspondence Maconchy had with Mase, who had 

explicitly stated in a letter to Maconchy on 17 June 1931 that the BBC intended to 

include both her Symphony and Suite for Chamber Orchestra in a studio concert.171 

Though Wright’s letter offered little in the way an adequate explanation for a reversal of 

the promises made by Mase, changes to the BBC’s policies regarding contemporary 

music may have been a contributing factor. 
                                                           
 170 Wright to Maconchy, letter, 14 April 1932, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 171 Mase states, “we should like to put them in a studio concert at a later date, and we should like 
to know if you have the parts. Meanwhile, we are retaining your scores and will get in communication with 
you again when we can find an opportunity to include them in a studio programme.” In a letter dated 22 
June 1931, Mase writes, “With reference to your Symphony, although no definite date has yet been decided 
upon, we hope to give both the Symphony and ‘Suite for Chamber Orchestra’ an early place in our 
programmes.” BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
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 As Doctor discusses in The BBC and Ultra-Modern Music, the increase in 

broadcasts of ultra-modern works in the months leading up to the ISCM festival in 1931 

was followed by not only a drastic reduction after the festival, but also increased scrutiny 

of new works from within the BBC’s central administration.172 This was due in part to 

shifts in programming policies in 1930s, as the BBC’s administration argued for a greater 

emphasis to be placed on program popularity and accessibility.173 Doctor elaborates: 

“although the central administrators still pursued their horizon-expanding policy, they 

now believed that popular reaction had to be addressed to some extent. Cultural and 

artistic merit were still taken into account, but they were no longer the sole or even the 

primary considerations in music programme building.”174 In what was likely a response 

to the administration’s concerns, Wright outlined definitions of “contemporary” and 

“experimental” in the Music Department’s proposal for its Contemporary Concerts for 

the 1931-32 season: 

On Interpretation of Expression “Contemporary” 
 Our recent policy for concerts of Contemporary Music has been to 
concentrate on those masters who have been accepted as having advanced the 
scope and art of musical composition. We have, as a general rule, neither included 
those composers who are writing music to-day which, from its type, might have 
been written thirty of [sic] forty years ago, nor the experimental work of those 
young pioneers who, while attempting to find new paths, have not yet found an 
ultimately satisfactory form of expression.  

                                                           
 172 Plans for the 1931-32 season were initially criticized by Eckersley in September, who wrote to 
Boult, “I think it unlikely in the present circumstances that such a series will be sanctioned, and I should 
like to discuss the matter with you or Mase before anything further is done.” Though it is unclear as to 
whether Eckersley may have been referencing financial concerns due to the economic depression, Doctor 
notes “it may be significant that a short time later they [the BBC’s central administration] questioned for 
the first time the BBC’s commitment to contemporary music dissemination.” See Doctor, The BBC and 
Ultra-Modern Music, 220-222. 
 
 173 Doctor, 292-294. Until 1938, the BBC measured program popularity by box office sales. 
 
 174 Doctor, 196. 
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…. 
The music suggested for this year does not include “experimental” works or (for 
the most part) works by composers who have not established an important 
position in Contemporary Music. They are, in fact, programmes of 
“consolidation”, and all the works at present in mind have passed into the 
repertoire stage, at least on the Continent and America, and in some cases this 
country also.175 
 

Though it is unclear as to whether any of Maconchy’s works had been under 

consideration for inclusion, the BBC’s official stance on contemporary music signalled a 

shift from the experimental works that had dominated much of the contemporary 

programs in the late 1920s to a much more conservative approach that dominated 

programming in the 1930s as the BBC’s idea of “the best for the most” became 

increasingly scrutinized as entertainment was deemed more important than education.  

 

Life in Seal Chart, Kent and The Daily Telegraph Chamber Music Competition 
 
 At the end of April, Maconchy’s doctor declared that she was well enough to 

leave Brighton.176 Though she had hoped to be able to return to London, her doctor 

advised against it, as he believed that it would be more beneficial for her to spend at least 

a year or two in the country. Maconchy and her husband subsequently settled in the 

village of Seal Chart, Kent, where she spent most of her time in an open-sided hut, as 

                                                           
 175 Wright to Eckersley, memo, “Contemporary Concerts, 1931/2. Summary,” BBC WAC R27/67 
Music—General/Contemporary Concerts, 1929-36. Also quoted in Doctor, 221. Wright’s proposal for the 
1931-32 season consisted of individual programs devoted to Schönberg, Kodály, Delius, and Honegger, as 
well as programs devoted to English, Russian, German, and Hungarian works. With regards to the English 
program, Wright states that works would be included “provided sufficient works can be found not already 
catered for by another series such as Symphony Concerts. There will definitely be Lambert’s Pianoforte 
Concerto, and probably a new String Quartet by Ireland. It should be remembered that there are many 
outlets for new English works, catering for all styles and types of work.” 
 
 176 Maconchy to Williams, letter, 11 March 1932, private collection.  
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fresh air and rest was considered to be one of the standard courses of treatment for 

tuberculosis at the time.  

 In May, Maconchy received promising news from Wright as the BBC intended to 

include her Piano Concerto in an upcoming London regional broadcast of orchestral 

music on 7 July.177 Wright asked Maconchy if there was a soloist that would be available 

to play the work on such short notice.178 Maconchy mentioned Schulhoff, who had 

premièred in the work in Prague and would be in London later in the year, however 

Wright stated that the BBC was not interested in employing Schulhoff for an additional 

solo date beyond what they had already contracted.179 As Gwendo Paul, who played the 

work at the RCM in 1928 lived in Australia, Maconchy suggested pianist Kathleen Long, 

who graciously agreed to learn the work on short notice.180 

 As Maconchy’s health improved, she was able to devote more of her time and 

limited energy to composing. By June, she was busy with work on Two Motets for 

Double Chorus, which consisted of settings of John Donne’s “A Hymn to Christ” and “A 

Hymn to God the Father.” Maconchy also began work on an overture for a projected 
                                                           
 177 Maconchy’s Piano Concerto was conducted by Stanford Robinson. The concert also featured 
Prokofiev’s Overture on Yiddish Themes (1919), Bax’s “Of a Rose I sing a Song” (1920), Reutler’s Four 
Beggar Songs, Bartók’s Romanian Dance No. 1 (1910), Burlesque No. 1 (1908-11), and Allegro Barbaro 
(1911), as well as Walton’s Façade (1923). 
 
 178 Wright wrote to Maconchy, “Who knows your concerto, and would be willing and able to play 
it during July? We should like to find a place for it then, if the pianist you mention is on our books and 
available.” Wright to Maconchy, letter, 13 May 1932, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 
1, 1928-39. 
 
 179 Wright to Maconchy, letter, 19 May 1932, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 180 Kathleen Long (1896-1968) studied at the RCM from 1910 to 1916, and was hired to teach 
piano at the College by Allen in 1920. She was highly regarded for her interpretations of Holst and Bridge. 
See Diana McVeagh, “Long, Kathleen,” in Grove Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/16947. 
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opera that she had decided to turn into a stand-alone piece entitled Comedy Overture,181 

and was asked by Gwen Raverat to write music for a ballet intended for a children’s 

school based upon Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tale “The Red Shoes.”182 Though 

Maconchy’s health seriously declined in August, she nevertheless managed to compose 

an oboe quintet in an astounding six weeks.183 

 In September, Vaughan Williams wrote to Stanford Robinson to inquire if he 

would be willing to look over Maconchy’s Two Motets for Double Chorus.184 In his 

letter, Vaughan Williams remarked, “I think them [the motets] very remarkable, but very 

hard—indeed I believe that only your Wireless Singers could do them full justice.”185 

                                                           
 181 In a letter to Williams, Maconchy notes that the overture was for an opera, however, she was 
unsure about the opera’s future. Though Maconchy does not name the opera, she does mention 
correspondence with director John Barritt (Jack) Gordon, whom Maconchy corresponded with regarding 
her opera The Knight’s Tale (1928). As Maconchy’s remarks about Gordon’s suggestions for the libretto 
correspond those contained within an undated letter Gordon sent Maconchy, it seems reasonable to infer 
that the unnamed opera Maconchy refers to is The Knight’s Tale. Maconchy to Williams, letter, 23 June 
1932, private collection. For information about Gordon, see Susie Gilbert, Opera for Everybody: The Story 
of English National Opera (London: Faber and Faber, 2009), 49-50. 
 
 182 Gwen Raverat (1885–1957) was an artist known for her wood engravings and her 
autobiography Period Piece (1952). Related to the Darwin family, she knew Vaughan Williams particularly 
well and collaborated with him on the ballet Job. See Reynolds Stone, “Raverat, Gwendolen Mary (1885–
1957),” rev. James Hamilton, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. by H. C. G. Matthew and 
Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004); online ed., ed. by David Cannadine, September 2014, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/3568.5. 
 
 183 In her handwritten list of works held at St. Hilda’s College, Maconchy notes under Quintet for 
Oboe and Strings, “the slow mvt was taken from my variations for orchestra, written when a student, so 
that I could complete the 5ᵗᵉᵗ and enter it for the D.T. [The Daily Telegraph] prize, as I got ill for a second 
time while writing it.” Maconchy’s husband, William LeFanu, wrote in a letter to Williams on August 1932 
that Maconchy “had another attack of haemorrhage and she has been flat on her back for a week.” Quoted 
in Mathias, 52. 
 
 184 Stanford Robinson (1904-1984) was an English conductor. He studied at the RCM and joined 
the BBC as the Chorus Master for the Wireless Singers in 1924. Arthur Jacobs, “Robinson, 
Stanford,” Grove Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/O007148. 
 
 185 Vaughan Williams to Robinson, letter, 26 September 1932, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, 
E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
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Robinson told Vaughan Williams that he would try them out with the Wireless Singers, 

and Maconchy quickly copied all the parts, which she sent to Robinson on 30 October.186  

 Though none of Maconchy’s recent works received performances in 1932, her 

Sonata for Violin and Piano (1927) was included in a Macnaghten-Lemare concert at the 

Ballet Club Theatre on 18 October along with works by R.O. Morris (1886-1948), 

Dorothy Gow, Oliver Gotch, and a movement of a string quartet by Haydn.187 The 

reviews of Maconchy’s Violin Sonata were mixed. While H.E. Wortham remarked in The 

Daily Telegraph that “the slighter movements impressed most,”188 the critic at The 

Observer denounced the work for its ultra-modern tendencies: “one asks oneself whether 

it is not time to drop the pose that music has nothing to do with emotion? Ought we not at 

the end to be able to say, How lovely! and not have to, How clever! Can’t we leave chess 

or mathematics, or whatever it is, to the Continent?”189 Christian Darnton’s review in The 

Music Lover offered a more balanced assessment of the work: “Elizabeth Maconchy’s 

five-year-old violin and piano sonata was not as raw as one might expect from a 

                                                           
 186 Maconchy to Robinson, letter, 11 October 1932 and 30 October 1932, BBC WAC RCONT1: 
Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 187 The program consisted of R.O. Morris’s Canzona no. 6 for String Quartet (1931), Dorothy 
Gow’s Fantasy String Quartet (1932), eight songs by Oliver Gotch, Maconchy’s violin sonata, and Haydn’s 
String Quartet in E-flat major, op. 1 no. 1. Maconchy’s violin sonata was performed by Macnaghten 
(violin) and Helen Perkin (piano). Gow (1893-1982) had also been a pupil of Vaughan Williams at the 
RCM in the 1920s, and briefly studied with Wellesz in Vienna. 
 
 188 H.E.W. [H.E. Wortham], “Macnaghten String Quartet,” The Daily Telegraph, 19 October 
1932. 
 
 189 “The Ballet Club Theatre,” The Observer, 23 October 1932. Maconchy remarked in a letter to 
Williams that she was not entirely satisfied with the work, and that its performance had left her feeling 
quite disappointed. Maconchy to Williams, letter, 22 October 1932, private collection. 
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composer who is still so young. Not many people her age can look back so far with so 

little cause for bashfulness.”190  

 If 1932 had been marred by setbacks, 1933 proved to be far more successful. In 

March, her Quintet for Oboe and Strings (1932) was awarded third prize in The Daily 

Telegraph Chamber Music Competition, with first prize awarded to Edric Cundell (1893-

1961) for his string quartet, and second prize to Cecil Armstrong Gibbs (1889-1960) for a 

string quartet as well.191 Created specifically for the encouragement of chamber music by 

British composers, the competition, which was judged by Hugh Allen, Henry Wood, 

Adrian Boult, and Arthur Bliss, received nearly 500 entries.192 

  Between the 11th and 15th of March, the competition was discussed ad infinitum in 

The Daily Telegraph. On the 13th, an article on the competition declared that the vast 

number of entries had been no less than “a revelation to them [the adjudicators] of the 

extent to which the composition of chamber music is practised to-day in Great 

Britain.”193 The importance of encouraging British music was reinforced by remarks 

made by Wood, who was quoted as stating, 

I want particularly to say that, in the opinion of the world’s greatest musicians, we 
have to-day in Great Britain a body of young men and women who are really 
writing fine, original stuff….I wish when celebrated Continental chamber music 

                                                           
 190 C.D. [Christian Darnton], “Young England,” The Music Lover, 29 October 1932. 
 
 191 The judges of the competition were Hugh Allen, Henry Wood, Adrian Boult, and Arthur Bliss. 
Victor Hely-Hutchinson and Benjamin Britten received honorable mentions. “Chamber Music—The Prize 
Winners,” The Daily Telegraph, 13 March 1933. 
 
 192 The reason for the high number of submissions was likely due to the fact that the competition 
did not place a limit on the number of compositions a composer could submit. Maconchy to Williams, 
letter, 13 March 1933, private collection. 
 
 193 Ibid. 
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combinations visit our shores they would make a point of performing English 
chamber music from time to time. It seems a great shame to me that the Léner, the 
Busch, and other great Continental combinations entirely neglect so much 
splendid chamber music which British composers have written during the last 
twenty years.194 
 

The winning works were broadcast over the BBC in a chamber music concert on 13 May, 

played by the Griller Quartet with oboist Helen Gaskell, with a recording to be issued by 

HMV shortly thereafter.195   

 In advance of the broadcast, an article by Capell appeared in the 5 May edition of 

Radio Times to discuss the three works in relation to current trends in British music. Of 

Maconchy, Capell wrote the following, 

If these three works can be taken as at all representative, what trend do they 
indicate? One of the three definitely belongs to a certain school—the ‘New 
English’ school, whose masters are Dr. Vaughan Williams and Mr. Gustav Holst. 
This is Miss Maconchy’s quintet. It is always wounding to a composer to suggest 
affiliations and sources. But what, when the meanings of describing music are so 
limited, is a critic to do? If only composers would be so kind as to regard such 
suggestions as an attempt at definition and not as a reproachful hint of plagiarism! 
 ‘Holstian’ must be applied to the new oboe quintet, not as a reproach (far 
from it!), but simply as a way of indicating in one word a certain sturdiness, a 
certain economy of statement, an open-air feeling, expressiveness without 
sentimentality, and animation without feverishness. 
 The feeling in this music is singularly fresh, the form unconventional but 
satisfying…Miss Maconchy’s musical landscape is not of southern character. It 
has something of the bright bleakness of a northern March. The New English 
school likes harmonies of certain tartness and disdains luxuriant detail.196 
 

 When Maconchy was interviewed about the work, she kept her remarks short and 

succinct: “There is nothing in particular that I can say about it. I wrote it especially for 

                                                           
 194 “Chamber Music: Judges’ Verdict,” The Daily Telegraph, 13 March 1933. 
 
 195 The Griller Quartet consisted of Sydney Griller (1st violin), Jack O’Brien (2nd violin), Philip 
Burton (viola), and Colin Hampton (cello). 
 
 196 Richard Capell, “Prize-winning Works to be Broadcast,” Radio Times (5 May 1933): 272. 
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the competition. Ill-health rather interfered with its progress—and it may be due to this 

fact that its prevailing mood is one of quiet.”197 Arranged in three movements, the first 

movement opens with a descending three-note motif that consists of A, G-sharp, and F 

stated boldly by the oboe that expands to form theme 1 (Example 3.2). 

Example 3.2. Maconchy, Quintet for Oboe and Strings, mvt. I, mm. 1-9. 

 
                                                           
 197 “Chamber Music Competition: Prize-Winners’ Careers,” The Daily Telegraph, 14 March 1933. 
 



99 
 

This motif permeates the entire movement and in m. 9, a contrasting theme is introduced 

by violin I (Example 3.3).  

Example 3.3. Maconchy, Quintet for Oboe and Strings, mvt. I, mm. 9-14. 

 

Though this contrasting second theme is in a Hungarian major mode (Forte 7-31), when 

combined with the opening motif, it becomes clear that Maconchy is using an octatonic 
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pitch collection. Theme 2 is then followed by the introduction of a third theme in m. 18 

(Example 3.4). The texture of the part writing is predominately homophonic with the 

movement structured around the exchange of thematic material between the oboe and 

strings. 

Example 3.4. Maconchy, Quintet for Strings, mvt. I, mm. 15-23. 
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 For the second movement, Maconchy used material from one of her student 

works, Theme and Variations (1928). It begins with a tritone figure (Example 3.5), whose 

unsettling presence casts a shadow over the movement and is only momentarily 

interrupted by the strings with melodic phrasing highly reminiscent of Vaughan Williams 

(Example 3.6).  

Example 3.5. Maconchy, Quintet for Oboe and Strings, mvt. II, mm. 1-4. 

 

 

Example 3.6. Maconchy, Quintet for Oboe and Strings, mvt. II, mm. 10-17. 
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Example 3.6 (continued). 

 

 The third movement offers a contrast to the ominous character of the preceding 

movement. It begins with a light-hearted melody in the oboe supported by an oscillating 

whole-tone figure in the strings that quickly expands as Maconchy re-introduces themes 

from the preceding movements (Example 3.7). 
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Example 3.7. Maconchy, Quintet for Oboe and Strings, mvt. III, mm. 1-7. 

 

 Though The Daily Telegraph competition was intended to improve the climate for 

contemporary British chamber music, the broadcast of the winning works only seemed to 

reinforce the negative stereotype of chamber music as an elitist genre that was difficult, if 
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not downright impossible, for the public to comprehend.198 Though reviews of the 

broadcast were predominately negative, Maconchy’s quintet was widely considered to be 

the best of the three works. One critic who took this position was A.H. Fox Strangways, 

who argued in his scathing review in The Daily Telegraph, 

Most people when they go to concerts can bring away with them some sort of 
memory of what they heard; but except for a foolish little hautboy phrase of three 
notes—foolish, that is, in isolation—in Miss Maconchie’s [sic] quintet, my mind 
is a complete blank. That is, of course, my own original sin, and it is lucky I was 
not one of the judges in the competition for which this and two quartets (by 
Armstrong Gibbs and Edric Cundell) were sent in, for I should have given this the 
first prize, as leaving at least some impression, whereas the others, it appears, left 
none. The impression was unlovely, not ugly; if one did not have it one would not 
miss it: but it was positive, not negative. 
…. 
The reason why that three-note phrase stuck in the memory is that it was repeated, 
at different levels and in different contexts, very often. Your modern composer 
has persuaded himself that it is enough if he says a thing once. So it is, in a well-
brought up family: “Mother wishes it, my darling” is quite strong enough, because 
a whole history of understandings between “mother” and “darling” has gone 
before. But poet, orator, and composer addressing a mixed multitude can seldom 
appeal to any such understandings, and as the poet has his refrain and the orator 
hammers his point, so the composer has to say a thing many times. He need not—
he had better not—always say it in the same way; he may vary it, abbreviate it, 
transpose its order; but repeat it he must, if he wishes to carry his audience with 
him. For repetition in performance is the natural substitute for what we habitually 

                                                           
 198 The conflation of chamber music as an elitist art form was reinforced by the BBC, which used 
the term “chamber music” synonymously with “contemporary music.” A letter from a listener appearing in 
the Radio Times on 4 March 1932 aptly captures the prevailing public perception of chamber music, “It has 
been in my mind for some time past to write to you on the subject of the almost universal condemnation of 
Chamber Music, which puzzles musicians and bewilders your musical director. From time to time I have 
arguments about it with people who took no interest in music and knew nothing about it until they obtained 
wireless sets, and I ask them whether they like Andante Cantabile by Tchaikovsky, the Beethoven setting 
of The Lost Chord, and one or two other well-known things, and always receive a surprise answer in the 
affirmative. When I tell them that these are examples of Chamber Music I am scorned, and informed that 
Chamber Music is that awful noise like cats squealing that they hear on the wireless, labelled ‘Chamber 
Music’ in the programme. Now the fact is that the programme compilers are to blame for this; they reserve 
the description of ‘Chamber Music’ for the music of modern ‘advanced’ composers and very rarely apply it 
to the Chamber Music of the classical or more orthodox composers whose compositions are almost always 
described simply as trios, quartets, or quintets.” F. J. Hargreaves, “Listeners’ Letters: Chamber Music,” 
Radio Times 34, (4 March 1932): 578. Quoted in Kildea, Selling Britten, 53; and Doctor, The BBC and 
Ultra-Modern Music, 122. 
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do in reading the speech or the poem—we look back at intervals to see “what 
exactly he said” about a certain point, in order to taste or judge what he is saying 
about it now. One merit of Miss Maconchie’s [sic] music was that she recognized 
this need.199 
 

Fox Strangways concluded his review with a backhanded compliment to the BBC “for 

responding so readily to a request made to them lately to show kindness to the young 

English composer. They gave him in fact a good chance: the hautboy sounded, perhaps, a 

little bagpipy….If this policy is maintained, and if the musical intelligentsia of London 

will make that possible by taking and showing a greater interest, we may expect to see 

progress.”200 

 In The Times, the unnamed critic argued that the competition’s elevation of 

technical skill above artistry was entirely misguided, as none of the works embodied 

characteristics that suggested they would stand the test of time:  

The stimulus of competition is beneficial to composition as it is to a high standard 
of performance, but the offer of a reward is no more certain to lead to the 
discovery of a masterpiece than it is to the recovery of a stray pet. None of the 
three works played on Saturday proved itself to be a masterpiece, but they were 
all creditable and on a level with the many works of the classical period which 
provided the soil from which the masterpieces sprang. They showed certain 
tendencies in common, of which the chief was the ability of modern English 
composers to handle the forms of absolute music more crisply and more concisely 
than the Continental composers of the last century. All three works were played 
through in an hour. They also showed that it is possible to write music with a 
contemporary outlook based on key. 
 What was lacking was a strong personal idiom. Elizabeth Maconchy, who 
took the third prize with an oboe quintet, used the most distinctive thematic 
material—incisive themes of a frosty character, something like Holst, that thawed 
a little in the pastoral finale. The work, though more interesting, did not quite 

                                                           
 199 A.H. Fox Strangways, “Modern Works,” The Observer, 21 May 1933. 
 
 200 Ibid. 
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hang together so well as did the two string quartets which were placed above it by 
the judges.201 
 

Though somewhat dismissive of certain aspects of Maconchy’s work, the critic in The 

Sunday Times nevertheless offered some slight praise, writing, “Miss Maconchy’s quintet 

was, in its unaffected and pensive way, the most poetic…Miss Maconchy’s little work—

so seriously simple and unforced—struck one as music that will make many friends. A 

certain Vaughan –Williamsian flavour is undeniable. It is clever to have written two side-

by-side movements that are both pensive and yet are not tautologous.”202 In his review 

published in The Music Lover, Darnton, who questioned the validity of the competition as 

an adequate assessment of British musical trends, nevertheless praised Maconchy’s 

quintet, even though he did not find it to be her best work:  

I was tempted, while listening to the music on this evening, to think that the 
competition has little value except to show where the three judges approximately 
find themselves able to meet on common ground. Necessarily the main points of 
agreement will be on the least striking no-man’s-land of mediocrity….Miss 
Maconchy’s quintet had so many good ideas in it that I am astonished that it got a 
prize at all. It is not her best work. I suspect her of having watered down her style 
and her thoughts for the occasion.203 

 
 In June, Maconchy’s Oboe Quintet was included in a concert arranged by the 

SWM. The reviews, though brief, were on the whole more positive, as the critic at The 

Morning Post noted that the work “improves on further acquaintance.”204 The critic in 

The Observer offered further praise, remarking that “The three movements are informed 

                                                           
 201 “B.B.C. Chamber Music,” The Times, 15 May 1933. 
 
 202 “‘Daily Telegraph’ Chamber Music,” The Sunday Times, 14 May 1933. 
 
 203 C.D. [Christian Darnton], “So this is England,” The Music Lover, 20 May 1933. 
 
 204 “Society of Women Musicians,” The Morning Post, 19 June 1933. 
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with really musical thought and the whole work is vigorous and definite.”205 Writing in 

The Daily Telegraph, Capell was far less generous, damning with faint praise by 

characterizing the quintet as a “beautiful little work, so sincere and unaffected in its quiet, 

idyllic way.”206 

 The release of HMV’s recording of Maconchy’s quintet along with the quartets by 

Cundell and Armstrong Gibbs in the summer yielded similar opinions to those expressed 

after the initial broadcast. The critic in the popular evening paper The Star cautioned 

readers that Maconchy’s work was “not for the man in the street, although he is generally 

a better judge than the so-called ‘high-brow.’ But chamber music enthusiasts will 

appreciate Helen Gaskell and the Griller String Quartet in this interesting work.”207 Blom 

contended in his review in The Birmingham Post that Maconchy’s quintet was “the most 

daring and also the most poetical of the three works, and therefore perhaps the most 

disconcerting. If imagination were a jury’s foremost qualification, it would have gained 

the first prize; its unconventional technique, though perfectly adequate to its purposes, 

was doubtless against it.”208 The most scornful—and overtly sexist—review came from 

Constant Lambert, who quipped in The New Statesman, “It is a pity that Miss Maconchy 

is so determined not to allow feminine charm to come into the picture.”209 

                                                           
 205 Untitled clipping from The Observer, 18 June 1933, in Maconchy’s “First Scrap Book.” 
 
 206 R.C. [Richard Capell], “Women Musicians,” The Daily Telegraph, 19 June 1933. 
 
 207 “Chamber Music,” The Star, 19 September 1933. 
 
 208 E.B. [Eric Blom], “Three Prize Chamber Works,” The Birmingham Post, 11 August 1933. 
 
 209 Constant Lambert, “The HMV Connoisseur’s List” The New Statesman, 7 April 1934. 
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Two Motets for Double Chorus, String Quartet No. 1, and Comedy Overture 

 Throughout all of the excitement of The Daily Telegraph competition, Maconchy 

continued to balance negotiations with the BBC with concentrated work on her Comedy 

Overture, a string quartet, and a ballet entitled Great Agrippa or the Inky Boys, based 

upon Heinrich Hoffman’s “Die Geschichte von den schwarzen Buben” from Der 

Struwwelpeter (1845). At the end of February 1933, Maconchy submitted The Land to 

the BBC with the hope that it might be considered for a broadcast. She received an 

encouraging response in June stating that Boult wished to include the work in a program 

in the near future.210 Maconchy also wrote to Robinson in September to follow up to on 

the status of her Two Motets for Double Chorus.211 In his reply, Robinson explained that 

though he had rehearsed the motets with the Wireless Singers, he felt that they required a 

larger number of singers and informed the Music Director that the works were better 

suited for the larger Wireless Chorus.212 Robinson promised to follow up on the matter 

and sent a memo to Edwin Benbow, who noted, “These motets are interesting but would 

need a lot of work with the Wireless Chorus. Is there any likelihood of a performance in 

the near future, or shall I return the score?”213 After further discussion, the BBC decided 

                                                           
 210 Arthur Wynn to Maconchy, letter, 30 June 1933, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. Wynn worked in the BBC’s booking department in the early 1930s. See 
Doctor, The BBC and Ultra-Modern Music, 230. 
 
 211 Maconchy to Robinson, letter, 30 September 1933, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 212 Robinson to Maconchy, letter, 3 October 1933, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 213 Robinson to Benbow, memo, 3 October 1933, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. Robinson’s inquiry states, “Some time ago Miss Elizabeth Maconchy sent me score and 
parts of two motets for double chorus. I tried these over with the Wireless Singers and found them 
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to return the motets to Maconchy, stating that they could not find a place for them in the 

upcoming season, but that she should consider resubmitting them at a later date.214 

 On 6 November, Maconchy’s newly composed string quartet was premièred by 

the Macnaghten Quartet in the opening concert of the Macnaghten-Lemare concerts’ 

third season.215 Maconchy succinctly described the quartet’s contrasting movements as 

“extrovert, direct and rhythmical.”216 On writing this first quartet, Maconchy recalled, “I 

enjoyed writing that quartet enormously…writing string quartets has always remained the 

thing I like doing best of all—and I think it is the medium that I have found best-suited 

for expressing my ideas.”217 The quartet certainly exhibits many characteristics of 

Maconchy’s musical language: the use short themes, rhythmic motives, and the frequent 

oscillation of major and minor intervals.218 Within the first fourteen bars of the first 

movement, Maconchy reveals the primary motivic and thematic material that forms the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
extremely difficult, and in any case requiring a large chorus, so I passed them on to Dalmaine with a 
request that he would consider performing them with the full Wireless Chorus. I do not know whether 
anything has been done since, but as Miss Maconchy has written me today asking for score and parts to be 
returned if we are not going to perform them, I shall be glad to have a report.” Cyril Dalmaine (1904-1986) 
was the Chorus Master for the BBC Wireless Singers. 
 
 214 In his letter to Maconchy, Mase states, “It sometimes happens that when works are sent to 
individuals on the staff, changes in organisation here may mean delay. It is always better to submit works 
simply to the B.B.C., when [sic] they will receive the correct handling automatically.” Mase to Maconchy, 
6 October 1933, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39.  
 
 215 In addition to Maconchy’s quartet, the following works were included in the program: William 
Shield’s Quartet for Flute and Strings, op. 3, no. 2, Helen Perkin’s Four Preludes for Piano (1931), Grace 
Williams’s Sonatina for Flute and Piano (1933), and Haydn’s String Quartet in B-flat major, op. 76, no. 4. 
 

216 Elizabeth Maconchy, “Elizabeth Maconchy On Writing String Quartets,” liner notes included 
with Unicorn-Kanchana DKP, CD 1989. 

 
 217 “Conversation between Anne Macnaghten and Elizabeth Maconchy,” handwritten draft of 
broadcast dated 4 May 1966, Elizabeth Maconchy Archive. 
 

218 Macnaghten, “Elizabeth Maconchy,” 299-300. 
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foundation of its structure, as the accented rhythm in mm. 1-4, and its shortened variation 

in mm. 12-14, remain almost constant throughout along with the continual pull towards 

the resolution of the descending semitone (Example 3.8). 

Example 3.8. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 1, mvt. I, mm. 1-12. 
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The musical form of the first movement loosely falls in an ABA’B’A’’ pattern. In m. 28, 

Maconchy introduces a contrasting theme in the viola (Example 3.9). After the 

introduction of this second theme, the first theme is repeated, which leads directly into 

the contrasting B section of the movement that sounds as if it is a presage of passages in 

Vaughan Williams’s Fourth Symphony, which was completed two years later. (Example 

3.10). 

Example 3.9. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 1, mvt. I, mm. 24-35. 
 

 
 
 
Example 3.10. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 1, mvt. I, mm. 72-79. 
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Example 3.10 (continued). 

 



113 
 

 The second movement is lively scherzo, built around a short theme (Example 

3.11). As with the first movement, rhythm plays a pivotal role and remains a persistent 

driving force throughout the movement. In the opening bars, Maconchy once again 

articulates the primary motivic material of the movement with an oscillating semitone, 

and major and minor thirds forming the basic melodic and harmonic structure of the 

movement. 

Example 3.11. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 1, mvt. II, mm. 1-9. 
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The third movement offers a sharp contrast to the extroverted character of the 

second, as it is built around the repetition and expansion of a principle melodic theme 

from the third movement of her Symphony, which Maconchy varies with some minor 

alterations. Just as in the first movement, the descending minor third plays a prominent 

motivic role (Example 3.12). 

 
Example 3.12. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 1, mvt. III, mm. 1-7. 
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The finale is a lively presto. Maconchy described this movement as being “in very 

high spirits, in this perhaps recalling Haydn. Its theme has lots of unexpected twists and 

turns: it can develop into fortissimo repeated chords, or appear as a light-hearted tune, 

pianissimo” (Example 3.13).219 

 
Example 3.13. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 1, mvt. IV, mm. 1-10. 
 
 

 
 

                                                           
219 Ibid. 
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 The quartet received positive reviews in the press. In The Music Lover, Darnton 

offered enthusiastic praise: 

The main work of the evening was really outstanding: Elizabeth Maconchy’s new 
string quartet. It struck me once again that Miss Maconchy is a kind of English 
Bartók; Béla Bantock, as it were. There is that same devotion to the augmented 
fourth, that diabolus in musica, for which she would assuredly have been 
incinerated had she lived six or seven centuries ago. The music itself is full of 
vigour, soundly and clearly constructed, and possessing a kind of burning 
originality which for me is one of the essentials of first-class music. This is 
definitely a work which should bring the composer into prominence.220 
 

The critic in The Times was in agreement with Darnton, proclaiming: “Elizabeth 

Maconchy has already achieved the enviable position in which she can be sure that 

anything she may say will be listened to with attention, and in her new string 

quartet…she gives further warrant for that interest in her music.”221 Maconchy’s quartet 

was also performed by the Macnaghten Quartet on 7 November in chamber music 

concert at Grotrian Hall, and again the 14th in Oxford in a concert organized by the 

Oxford University Musical Club and Union. The Grotrian Hall performance received 

highly favorable reviews in The Daily Telegraph, The Music Lover, and The Monthly 

Musical Record.222 The performance did, however, receive a negative review from 

Lambert in the Sunday Referee: 

 
 
 

                                                           
 220 C.D. [Christian Darnton], “A Really Outstanding Work,” The Music Lover, 11 November 
1933. 
 
 221 “Works of Women Composers,” The Times, 7 November 1933. 
 
 222 See C.D.G., “Grotrian Chamber Concert,” The Daily Telegraph, 8 November 1933; C.D. 
[Christian Darnton], “A New Star: The Grotrian Tuesday Concert,” The Music Lover, 11 November 1933.  
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Miss Elizabeth Maconchy, whose quartet was played by the Macnaghten quartet 
at Tuesday’s Grotrian Hall Chamber Concert, has little of Arthur Bliss’s fluency 
and none of his amiability, but her work is energetic and invigorating. The 
influence of Béla Bartók is a little too apparent, particularly in the first and last 
movements, and the construction of the first movement is rudimentary. But the 
rhythmic energy of the work and its evident sincerity console us for certain 
technical weaknesses, which no doubt will soon be overcome.223 
 

 On 11 December, Maconchy’s Two Motets for Double Chorus received its first 

performance at a Macnaghten-Lemare concert. Though the prospect of having the motets 

premièred at a Macnaghten-Lemare concert had been discussed in 1932, Macnaghten 

initially advised against it, as she thought that Lemare’s choir would be unable to handle 

the challenging work.224 Macnaghten was likely referring to the high tessitura in “A 

Hymn to God the Father,” which is utterly ravishing when performed by skilled singers 

(Example 3.14).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 223 Constant Lambert, “Musical Matters,” Sunday Referee, 12 November 1933. Lambert concludes 
his review by incorrectly stating that Maconchy’s String Quartet had won a prize, followed by a mention of 
Britten who was not involved with the concert: “It is with pleasant surprise that one registers the fact that a 
work so vital and free from routine has actually won a prize. There are regrettably few composers of any 
personality in England to-day, but in Miss Elizabeth Maconchy and Mr. Benjamin Britten we have two 
whose future development should be of the greatest interest.” 
 
 224 Maconchy to Williams, letter, 23 June 1932, private collection. 
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Example 3.14. Maconchy, “A Hymn to God the Father,” rehearsal no. 35. 
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Example 3.14 (continued). 
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Example 3.14 (continued). 
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Example 3.14 (continued). 
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Unfortunately, Macnaghten’s earlier concerns were fully realized in the performance as 

Lemare’s choir struggled unsuccessfully to remain in tune. In The Musical Times, Howes 

quipped, “in Miss Maconchy’s ‘Hymn to God the Father’ her imaginative purpose was 

sometimes discernable, but it is not much good [for] composers writing works that only 

archangels can sing in tune.”225 The review in The Times was equally dismissive: “Miss 

Maconchy disregarded the tessitura of the voices as outrageously as Beethoven. Granted 

that what we heard was not always what the composers had written, the impression was 

inescapable that they had not really conceived the works in terms of voices at all.”226  

Capell’s review in The Daily Telegraph, however, was surprisingly sympathetic: 

“Donne’s tensity had, it seemed, urged the composer to put a taxing strain upon the 

singers, and the result last night was an imperfect rendering, which, however, did not 

altogether obscure some uncommonly purposeful part-writing.”227 

 In January of 1934, Maconchy’s health declined once more and she was forced to 

return to Brighton, where she remained until March. Unwilling to let her health get in the 

way of her work, she kept herself occupied with work on an oratorio entitled Deborah, 

based upon the biblical prophet, as well as revisions to a work for small chorus and 

chamber orchestra entitled “The leaden Echo and the Golden Echo” (1930-1), based upon 

Gerald Manley Hopkins’s poem of the same title. She submitted this score to the BBC in 

                                                           
 225 F.H. [Frank Howes], “London Concerts: Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts,” The Musical Times 
75, no. 1091 (January 1934): 75. 
 
 226 “Macnaghten-Lemare Concert,” The Times, 14 December 1933. 
 
 227 R.C. [Richard Capell], “Young Composer’s Concert,” Daily Telegraph, 12 December 1933. 
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late February.228 Though a slight disappointment arrived when she received word that her 

First String Quartet, which had been forwarded to the international jury for consideration 

for the upcoming ISCM festival had been rejected, she nevertheless had more than 

enough to keep her busy, as she copied parts in preparation for the première of her 

Comedy Overture on 7 March by Sir Dan Godfrey (1868-1939) and the Bournemouth 

Municipal Orchestra.  

 At the beginning of March, Maconchy travelled to Bournemouth to attend both 

the rehearsal and performance of her Comedy Overture. Constructed around three short 

animated themes developed contrapuntally, the overture exudes both wit and charm. 

(Example 3.15-17).  

Example 3.15. Maconchy, Comedy Overture, theme 1 in trumpets and brass, mm. 1-3. 

 
                                                           
 228 The work was rejected by the BBC in May. Mase to Maconchy, letter, 17 May 1934, BBC 
WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
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Example 3.16. Maconchy, Comedy Overture, theme 2 in violin, mm. 7-11. 

 

 

 

 



125 
 

Example 3.17. Maconchy, Comedy Overture, theme 3 introduced by the trumpet, mm. 

19-20. 

 

The performance was also broadcast, and despite an inadequate performance, the 

condescending critic in the Manchester Guardian nevertheless managed to find some 

nice things to say about it:  

This overture is a rough, raw-boned affair containing, however, a fair amount of 
material that is imaginative and even impressive in its own stark fashion. The 
style is mainly contrapuntal, and Miss Maconchy crashes through discords in the 
light-hearted manner befitting an adherent of the Hindemith school. When she has 
gathered experience she will find that assertions of individuality are not 
necessarily convincing because they are uttered as abruptly as possible.229 
 

 On 20 March, Maconchy’s First String Quartet was included in “A Light 

Classical Concert” broadcast,230 and on 1 April, Boult conducted The Land in a London 

regional programme.231 Just prior to the broadcasts, Maconchy had received a letter from 

Edward Godfrey Brown (1874-1955), the Director of Music for the BBC’s Northern 

                                                           
 229 G.A.H., “Yesterday’s Broadcast Music,” Manchester Guardian, 8 March 1934. 
 
 230 The work was performed by the Macnaghten Quartet. 
 
 231 The reason for the long delay in scheduling a broadcast for The Land was described in a memo 
Wynn sent to Herbage on 1 January 1934, to which Herbage responded on 2 January: “I had a note early 
last Autumn to include the above work [The Land] in a Studio Concert conducted by Dr. Boult. At that 
time we were engaged in building programmes during the Promenade Season when the Studio Orchestra is, 
of course, insufficient to perform this piece, and since this Dr. Boult has undertaken practically no Studio 
Concerts except in the Sunday Orchestral series. It was, as a matter of fact, hoped that we would be able to 
include it in a Sunday Orchestral Concert, but a suitable opportunity did not occur. Unless, therefore, Dr. 
Boult would like to have it given as early as possible, even if by another conductor, it will probably have to 
wait until after the Symphony Concerts are finished when Dr. Boult will presumably again be conducting 
Studio Concerts.” A broadcast date was then subsequently arranged for 1 April 1934. Arthur Wynn to 
Herbage, memo, “The Land – Elizabeth Maconchy,” BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 
1, 1928-39. 
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Ireland station in Belfast, asking if Maconchy would send some of her scores, as they 

were interested in devoting an entire forty-five minute program to her orchestral works. 

After further discussions, Maconchy sent the score and parts of her Piano Concerto, The 

Land, and her Comedy Overture to Godfrey Brown at the beginning of April. Though the 

broadcast was originally slated for the summer, Godfrey Brown sent a letter to Maconchy 

on 31 May stating that the concert was to be postponed until the fall due to changes in 

summer programming, which would contain much more light music.232 

 In July, Godfrey Brown conducted Maconchy’s Suite for Chamber Orchestra with 

the Belfast Wireless Symphony Orchestra, which was broadcast over the Belfast station. 

After not having heard anything further regarding the concert, Maconchy sent a letter to 

Godfrey Brown at the beginning of September. He responded by stating that the concert 

was to be postponed indefinitely.233 This was devastating news for Maconchy, as the six 

months she had reserved the works for the Belfast station prevented her from being able 

to send her orchestral works to other interested parties for consideration for the fall and 

winter season, such as the New Chamber Orchestra in New York, which had expressed a 

strong interest in her Piano Concerto.234  

                                                           
 232 Maconchy to Boult, letter, 21 September 1934; and Godfrey Brown to Maconchy, letter, 26 
September 1934, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 233 See Maconchy to Boult, 21 September 1934; and Godfrey Brown to Maconchy, 26 September 
1934, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 234 Maconchy to Boult, letter, 21 September 1934, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. The New Chamber Orchestra was conducted by Bernard Herrmann (1911-
1975). Though there is no correspondence between Maconchy and Herrmann, Maconchy did in fact send 
her Suite for Chamber Orchestra, which was subsequently performed. 
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 Deeply frustrated, Maconchy explained her situation in a letter she sent to Boult 

inquiring if there might be any slight chance for the BBC to consider one of her 

orchestral works.235 Though Maconchy’s letter was well intentioned, Boult subsequently 

had the matter investigated and Godfrey Brown responded with a scathing letter to 

Maconchy in which he placed the blame squarely on her, arguing that he never suggested 

a performance of her Piano Concerto, despite evidence to the contrary. The most 

damning portion was the letter’s conclusion: 

the main reason for my writing to you was my being under the impression you 
were a composer of much needed Irish music, but instead I found there was 
nothing Irish about your work. Nevertheless, on examination of the scores, I 
became interested, and looked forward to finding an occasion to perform some of 
them. Had you waited a little longer, it was our intention, as I have said before, to 
give a programme of your compositions, and as proof of my interest, it must be 
remembered that I took very considerable pains to give on July 10th a performance 
in public of your Chamber Suite. 
 All things considered, I feel it is a pity you should have written to me as 
you have done on September 21st, and to have troubled Dr. Boult. To the latter I 
am sending a copy of this letter.236  

 
In a memo attached to the letter he sent to Boult, Godfrey Brown wrote, “Instead of being 

disgruntled, we cannot help thinking that the lady is really already in our debt, and had 

she held her tongue—or rather pen—might have had more satisfaction.”237  

 

                                                           
 235 Ibid. 
 
 236 Godfrey Brown to Maconchy, letter, 26 September 1934, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 237 Godfrey Brown to Mrs. Beckett, note, 26 September 1934, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, 
E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
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 Mase attempted to be diplomatic in handling the matter for Boult and in a letter to 

Maconchy on 28 September, he wrote,  

Dr. Boult has passed to me your letter of 21st September. We have looked into the 
matter as far as possible and we are so sorry that this misunderstanding with 
Belfast has arisen. These necessary changes in intended arrangements are very 
trying for everyone and it is one of the drawbacks of our work that they do occur. 
 As you say, it is rather late now, but if you would send the Overture which 
you especially hoped to get performed to me, I will place it before our people here 
and see if it be [sic] anyhow possible to perform it in a London broadcast before 
the end of the season. I am sure you will not interpret this as a promise, but only 
as a hope that we may be able to do something about it. 
 May I say in conclusion that I am quite sure Mr. Godfrey Brown did not 
intend in any way to be discourteous. Occasionally these little frictions ahd [sic] 
cross-purposes arise quite unintentionally on either side. 
 If you care to fall in with my suggestion to send the Overture to me, 
perhaps you would do so as soon as possible.238  
 

Maconchy immediately sent Mase her Comedy Overture, and on 1 October, Mase 

forwarded the score to Buesst along with a memo stating, 

The attached Comedy Overture by Elizabeth Maconchy has been sent in at my 
request owing to an unfortunate mix-up that she has had with Belfast concerning 
it. You will see by my letters that I have not committed us in any way, but so that 
no bad feeling should be left, it would be a happy thing if we could find a place to 
do it at a studio concert during this winter—it is very short.239 
 

The following day, Buesst responded, “Will you please bear this in mind; I think we can 

safely perform it.”240 Shortly thereafter, the work was added to an orchestral concert 

slated for 28 December.241 

                                                           
 238 Mase to Maconchy, letter, 28 September 1934, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 239 Music Executive [Owen Mase] to A.M.D. [Assistant Music Director, Aylmer Buesst], memo, 
“Comedy Overture—Elizabeth Maconchy,” 1 October 1934, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 240 Ibid.  
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 In October, the Macnaghten Quartet performed Maconchy’s quartet in a concert 

produced by the Music Society at St. John’s Institute, Westminster. Titled “A Programme 

of Ancient and Contemporary English Music,” the program also featured Purcell’s Sonata 

in C Major, No. 7, short works for harpsichord by John Bull, Martin Peerson, and Byrd, a 

group of songs by Warlock, as well as Four English Lyrics (1934) and Sonata for Two 

Violins in A Major (1930) by E.J. Moeran (1894-1950). The concert title certainly 

encouraged comparisons to be made, as Bonavia noted in his review in The Daily 

Telegraph, “Elizabeth Maconchy’s string quartet breaks away abruptly not only from the 

old English, but also from the nineteenth century Continental tradition. It is an essay in 

the futuristic idiom of modern Germany and, as such, quite successful.”242 Other critics, 

however, were far less kind. In The Musical Times, Scott denounced the work as “a 

disturbing human document vitalised with the energy of despair and expressed with a 

nervous, forceful technique. It left an indescribable impression of tragedy—perhaps 

because no solution was offered for the tremendous questions raised. Beethoven and 

Wagner never rested till they had carried their tragedies upward to the height at which 

recompense is found.”243 Evans’s review in The Liverpool Post was equally harsh, as he 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 241 The BBC included Maconchy’s Comedy Overture in an orchestral concert on 28 December 
1934 with the BBC Orchestra, conducted by Vaughan Williams. The program also included Grace 
Williams’s Two Psalms for Soprano and Chamber Orchestra (1932), R.O. Morris’s Concertino, Robin 
Milford’s “Prelude on St. Columba” (1928) and “May in the Greenwood” (1932), as well as Vaughan 
Williams’s Five Mystical Songs (1906-11). The program was reviewed by J.A. Westrup in The Daily 
Telegraph, who remarked that Maconchy’s work “shows the influence of Vaughan Williams, but nothing 
like his forcefulness or originality. The composer tends to overwork a few rather gawky tunes. The 
orchestration as far as one could tell over the wireless, showed signs of inexperience.” J.A.W. [Jack Allan 
Westrup], “Concert of British Music: Two Women Composers,” The Daily Telegraph, 29 December 1934. 
 242 F.B. [Ferruccio Bonavia], “New English Music,” The Daily Telegraph, 24 October 1934. 
 
 243 M.M.S. [Marion Scott], “Chamber Music of the Month,” The Musical Times 75, no. 1102 
(December 1934): 1129. 
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described the quartet as “vigorously modern…full ideas, but so pugnacious in spirit that 

one involuntarily thought of Kipling’s remark concerning the female species.”244 

 

Great Agrippa, or the Inky Boys 

 On 4 February 1935, Maconchy’s Great Agrippa, or the Inky Boys was 

premièred, without choreography, at a Macnaghten-Lemare concert that also included 

Orlando Gibbon’s Pavan and Galliard, Byrd’s The Leaves be Greene: A ‘Browning’ for 

Strings, Lutyens’s The Dying of Tannequy du Bois (1934), Williams’s Suite for Chamber 

Orchestra (1932), and Buxtehude’s Passacaglia, arranged by Lutyens. Maconchy’s ballet 

left the critics divided. Scott found the work impressive, writing in her review for The 

Musical Times, “Miss Maconchy has certainly got the black and white non-humanism of 

‘Struwwelpeter’ into her music, and its style is so different from her earlier compositions 

that it heightens respect for the versatility of her invention.”245 While the critic in The 

Times referred to the music as “both witty and cheerful,”246 Westrup was more critical of 

the work in his review in The Daily Telegraph, noting that although the music was “pert 

and lively,” it was also inconsistent, as he further added, “She seems at times, however, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
 244 E.E. [Edwin Evans], “Novelties in Music,” Daily Post, 24 October 1934. 
 
 245 M.M.S. [Marion Scott], “London Concerts: Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts,” The Musical Times 
76, no. 1105 (March 1935): 261. 
 
 246 “Macnaghten-Lemare Concert,” The Times, 8 February 1935. 
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to have mistaken emphasis for vigour, and the thematic material is rather thin, a weakness 

which the ingenious scoring did not quite conceal.”247 

 Another critic of the work was Vaughan Williams, who wrote in a letter to 

Maconchy, 

I can’t help feeling that in Agrippa—there are certain stravynskyesque [sic] 
clichés which are not really you & are not worthy of you—they rather stood out & 
prevented my listening properly to the tunes—but I dare say a 2ᵈ time the good wᵈ 
come out & the framing fall into its proper background—but still I do feel that 
you are capable of so much finer thought than that Russian Monkey-brain & that 
you injure your real self by condescending to use any of his monkey-tricks. 
 —But everyone else (even the Times) seemed to have liked it. So you 
must forgive the old & ancient uncle for being stupid[.]248 
 

While Vaughan Williams does not elaborate upon what exactly he found to be 

“stravynskyesque,” he was likely referring to the percussive and repetitive rhythm that 

permeates much of the score (Example 3.18). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 247 J.A.W. [Jack Allan Westrup], “Women Composers: Elizabeth Maconchy’s New Work,” The 
Daily Telegraph, 5 February 1935. 
 
 248 Vaughan Williams to Maconchy, letter, February 1933, in Cobbe, 235. 
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Example 3.18. Maconchy, Great Agrippa, or the Inky Boys, mm. 1-11. 
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Example 3.18 (continued). 
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 Though attention was often paid to the prominent role of women in the 

Macnaghten-Lemare concerts,249 several of the reviews of this particular concert were 

more derogatory in tone than usual. McNaught, who titled his review in The Evening 

News “The Mind of a Woman Composer: Three Concert Studies,” was a work of blatant 

objectification: 

Miss Iris Lemare’s orchestral concert at the Ballet Club Theatre last night was an 
interesting study of the young female mind of to-day. 
 This organ, when it takes up musical composition, works in mysterious 
ways. No lip-stick, silk stocking, or saucily-titled hat adorns the music evolved 
from its recesses. 
 All is grim, intense, and cerebral. Sibelius himself is not more bleak and 
stark. 
…. 
The problem taken on by Miss Elizabeth Maconchy…was half solved by humour, 
even though the humour was knotty…Her music seemed to deal less with the 
characters of the book that with their complexes. 
…. 
On the whole these three ladies were too formidably clever, or tried to be.250 
 

Never one to be outdone, Lambert’s review in the Sunday Referee, which appeared on 10 

February, gave McNaught a run for his money. Titled “Women Composers are so 

forceful,” Lambert’s “review” offered an unsubtle exposition vividly expressing his 

contempt for women artists: 

Why is it that women artists are always so determined to be forceful? In the art of 
the novel, it is true, a certain womanliness is cultivated and even flaunted. There 
the “feminine instinct” and the “quiet touch” are allowed full play, and the 
authoresses, to quote Wyndham Lewis, “peep” at their characters. 

                                                           
 249 See Sophie Fuller, “‘Putting the BBC and T. Beecham to Shame’: The Macnaghten-Lemare 
Concerts, 1931-7.” 
 
 250 W.McN. [William McNaught], “The Mind of A Woman Composer: Three Concert Studies,” 
Evening News, 5 February 1935. 
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 But in the visual and audible arts this is not so. Give a woman a chunk of 
granite or a few trombones and she immediately proceeds to out-Epstein Epstein 
and out-Holbrooke Holbrooke. 
…. 
Miss Elizabeth Maconchy’s “Great Agrippa,” a short ballet based on “Shock-
Headed Peter,” at least succeeded in what it set out to do…it is very well scored, 
and was given an effective performance under Miss Iris Lemare, with Adolph 
Hallis at the piano. 
 Miss Maconchy has in her chamber music shown considerable talent and 
it is a pity that in this work she should revert to the conventionally spiky and 
short-winded manner of post-War ballet music. 
 This grotesque style, though usually attributed to Stravinsky, really owes 
more to Bartok [sic]. Unfortunately, Bartok’s [sic] followers imitate only the 
superficial asperities of his style which have nothing to do with his essential 
austerity.251 

 
As Fuller has suggested, the heavy criticism that this concert received in the press was 

likely due to the fact that all of the new compositions were by women, which only 

occurred twice in history the Macnaghten-Lemare concerts.252 Though it was far from 

unusual for London audiences to attend concerts with women orchestras, conductors, and 

composers, the number of women involved in the Macnaghten-Lemare series garnered 

considerable attention in the press from the start, with Cecil Gray declaring the second 

Macnaghten-Lemare concert on 14 December 1931 “a decidedly feminist affair.”253 

Though neither Lutyens, Macnaghten, Lemare, nor Maconchy thought that they were 

engaging in anything overtly feminist (after all, only 42% of the new works performed 

                                                           
 251 Constant Lambert, “Women composers are so forceful,” Sunday Referee, 10 February 1935. 
 
 252 See Fuller, “‘Putting the BBC and T. Beecham to Shame’: The Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts, 
1931-7,” 400. The concerts series ran from 1931-7, and was later resumed in 1950. 
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were by women), the label “woman composer,” was a title that many, including 

Maconchy, would try to distance themselves from.254  

 While Maconchy’s gender was frequently pointed out in reviews in her early 

career, it was often construed as praise with Maconchy’s success situated as evidence to 

bolster the claim that women had achieved equality with men. In a discussion of Dame 

Ethel Smyth and opera in Britain, Lambert quipped in 1933, “That a composer like 

Elizabeth Maconchy gets quite as many performances as any male composer of her 

generation points, I think, to the fact that the undoubted neglect of Dame Ethel Smyth’s 

work was not due to any sex prejudice but to the disadvantages of being an English 

operatic composer at the beginning of this century.”255 As Maconchy began to feature 

more prominently in concerts and broadcasts, however, attacks based on her gender grew 

more frequent, and while the sexist vitriol espoused by Lambert and McNaught was far 

from new, the shift of critics such as Evans—who had previously avoided using 

Maconchy’s gender to disparage her music—began to do so more freely, as exemplified 

by his reference to Kipling. 

 In late February, Maconchy travelled to Edinburgh, as Sir Donald Tovey—a 

staunch advocate of women composers—had included The Land in one of the Reid 

Symphony’s concerts on the 28th. Tovey devoted a substantial amount of time to 

rehearsing the work with the orchestra and his thoughts on the work are described in his 

eloquent and insightful program notes, in which he declared, “Miss Maconchy, like 

                                                           
 254 See Fuller, “‘Putting the BBC and T. Beecham to Shame’: The Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts, 
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Beethoven, achieves Ausdruck der Empfindung.”256 In addition to The Land, the Reid 

Symphony Orchestra’s program included Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, Brahms’s 

Variations on a Theme of Haydn, and Schumann’s “Manfred” Overture.  

 Once again, The Land, garnered positive comment from the musical press. While 

attention was drawn to Maconchy’s gender, the reviews were far from disparaging in 

tone. Though the commentator in The Scotsman began by rehashing the tiresome woman 

composer question, this critic’s comments on The Land were nevertheless laudable:  

Why, apart from song-writers, there should be so few women composers, when 
the sex has achieved such distinction in other fields of musical effort, is a subject 
which is rich in potentialities of no doubt rather inconclusive discussion. It is only 
very rarely, however, that the name of a woman composer appears in a concert 
programme….[In The Land] Miss Maconchy has attacked the problem of 
registering these impressions [of Sackville-West’s poem] in orchestral tone with 
freshness and obvious sincerity. The stark quality of a snow-bound winter day, the 
animation of bright, blowy spring weather, the slower movement of a summer 
day, and the animation of the time of harvest are all made out for the listener 
provided with the necessary clues. Sir Donald Tovey’s renderings of the 
movements were rewarded with applause which brought the composer to the 
platform to bow her acknowledgements.”257  
 

The perceptive critic at the Edinburgh Evening News not only praised Maconchy’s work, 

but also hinted, albeit subtly, at the inherit disadvantages she faced in a world that was 

still far from accepting women on equal terms with men: “It is rare to have the 

opportunity to hear a work by a woman composer, and on this score alone Miss 

Maconchy’s music would find acceptance, but her gifts are of such a magnitude as to 
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compel admiration apart from any considerations other than those that determine a good 

composer.”258 

 March proved to be busier than February, as Maconchy’s String Quartet was 

performed by the Macnaghten Quartet at Aeolian Hall on the 5th in a program consisting 

of Haydn’s String Quartet in B-flat major, op. 76, no. 4, two fantasias by Purcell, and 

Brahms’s String Quartet in A minor, op. 51, no. 2. Scott remarked in The Musical Times, 

“[Maconchy’s string quartet] has so lately been discussed in these columns that it suffices 

to say it strongly impressed its hearers at this concert and that Macnaghten people have a 

special talent for the interpretation of British music.”259 The Times was slightly less 

enthusiastic, with the anonymous critic remarking, “She is still in the stage of conscious 

modernism oppressed by the duty of seeking discord and ensuing it….Her ideas are 

definite if crude, and sometimes when the harmonic obsession becomes ameliorated she 

can produce moments of unaffected beauty. The work was interesting for itself and for 

what may come of it.”260 McNaught was the most critical yet again, as he used 

Maconchy’s work to go off on another diatribe against women composers in a review 

titled, “A Woman Composer ‘Goes Modern’: Grim String Quartet at Aeolian Hall”: 

It has been remarked before that the young women who take up musical 
composition in the modern vein are more downright and unflinching about it than 
the men. It is not really so, but one notices it the more, coming from them. 
 A typical case is Miss Elizabeth Maconchy’s string quartet of two years 
ago….There are definite outstanding ideas, largely sardonic and rhythmic, to 
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which the trenchant language gives a point….The Fantasias are, in other ways, 
admirable music, and peculiarly satisfying to the ears of to-day. Whether people 
will be saying the same of Miss Maconchy’s music 250 years hence no man can 
tell.261 
 

Ten days later, Maconchy’s Two Motets for Double Chorus was broadcast over the BBC 

in a program that included Warlock’s Three Carols (1923) and van Dieren’s Sinfonia per 

Orchestra, Soloisti, e Coro, op. 6 (1935). The celebrated choral conductor Leslie 

Woodgate (1900-1961) conducted the BBC Wireless Chorus in this performance of 

Maconchy’s motets. Aware of the work’s high level of difficulty, Woodgate had asked 

Maconchy for the parts several months ahead of time so that he could begin working on 

them with the chorus.262 Woodgate’s investment in Maconchy’s work was reflected in 

the glowing reviews it received in the press. The critic in Musical Opinion remarked, “By 

far the most interesting music came from Elizabeth Maconchy….This essay in choral 

writing shows real ability.”263 The broadcast even impressed Westrup, who wrote in The 

Daily Telegraph, “The style seemed a little heavy and cumbrous, but the firm grasp of 

choral technique and the ability to say something worth while in traditional tonality made 

these works a significant achievement.”264 

 While the debate about modern music was persistent throughout the interwar 

years, the deaths of Elgar, Holst, and Delius fuelled tremendous anxiety about the future 
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of British music and the place of modernism within it. As Arnold Whittall has argued in 

“British Music Thirty Years Ago” (1964), citing The Musical Times in 1934: 

[1934] might therefore be fairly described as a year of transition—between 
generations, if not between musical styles. Transition was not a word in much 
favour with the critics of the time, however….There is an evident doubt as to the 
direction which British music is taking; doubt as to the direction it should take. 
The most positive point arises from the feeling that the only honest musical 
language for a British composer is tonal romanticism. The romantic era 
represented the apotheosis of tonality: the one cannot be abandoned without the 
other, and to abandon both would not merely be revolutionary—it would be anti-
musical. 
 Thus Frank Bridge is criticized because his use of modern tricks suggests 
expediency rather than profound convictions, and Robin Milford is praised for 
showing that ‘the oratorio form is not dead, and need to be vivified with loud 
cacophonies, either’. It is, in fact, a virtue to be uninfluenced by (continental) 
fashions, like John Ireland, whose Second Piano Trio (1918) ‘will last when many 
more pretentious works of modern composers are forgotten’. The implications of 
this are not merely that Ireland is in no sense a modern composer, and that this is 
a good thing. There is also the sense that pretentiousness is one of the worst vices, 
presumably because it is invariably so obvious.265  
 

According to Whitthall, several patterns clearly emerge within the press during the 

period: any work that was perceived to be anti-emotional and too intellectual was to be 

viewed with suspicion. If a composition veered too far in the other direction, displaying 

tendencies deemed too energetic, it was also met with suspicion, as Whitthall states, 

“Even if you experiment, the assumption is you will only succeed if you ignore the 

unsteady, precipitate Europeans, the anti-romantics and atonalists.”266 

 Viewed within this context, Westrup could thus praise the inventiveness of 

Maconchy’s Two Motets for Double Chorus because the works stayed within the safe 

limits of tonality. Similar reasoning can be applied to the reception of Maconchy’s 
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Quintet for Oboe and Strings. Though the work was criticized for being too intellectual, 

its lyricism—a characteristic perceived to be inherently English—enabled some critics to 

offer praise and overlook some of the more suspiciously modern elements of the 

quintet.267 As for Maconchy’s String Quartet, some critics, such as Scott, condemned the 

work for its lack of emotion, a characteristic that again veered too close into the territory 

of continental modernism.  

 

ISCM Festival 

 At the beginning of 1935, Maconchy was informed that her Prelude, Interlude, 

and Fugue for Two Violins (1934) had been selected for the upcoming ISCM festival in 

Karlsbad in September.268 The other British works selected were an overture by Lennox 

Berkeley (1903-1989) and Dialectic for String Quartet by Alan Bush (1900-1995). Two 

months before the start of the festival, the city council of Karlsbad announced that due to 

financial difficulties they would no longer be able to host the festival. This was a 

complete shock to the ISCM, and especially its Czech delegates, who only learned of the 

city council’s decision when it appeared in the press. Financial concerns, however, were 

merely an excuse to cover a much more insidious agenda, as the cancellation 
                                                           
 267 In “Aspects of Contemporary Music” (1934), Arthur Bliss argues, “I believe that the chief 
characteristic of English music is its essentially poetical character. It seems to go hand-in-hand with our 
poetry in extracting a peculiarly sweet and sensuous essence from the contemplation of nature….English 
music does not naturally explore psychological states of mind, or seek abstract perfections in its own 
medium, so much as seek to mould its expression on the ideals of the English tradition of poetry, the art at 
which as a nation we are supreme.” Arthur Bliss, “Aspects of Contemporary Music,” The Musical Times 
75, no. 1095 (May 1934): 404. 
  
 268 On 24 June, the BBC included Maconchy’s Prelude, Interlude, and Fugue for two violins in a 
broadcast of works written for two violins that also included Moeran’s Sonata for Two Violins and 
Andantino from Honegger’s Sonatina for Two Violins, performed by André Mangeot and Macnaghten. 
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conveniently coincided with the shift in political power after the Sudeten German Party’s 

success in the May parliamentary elections.269 Initially, it was unclear as to whether the 

festival would take place at all. After much debate, the festival was subsequently 

relocated to Prague with some minor program alteration.270 

 Maconchy travelled to Prague for the festival, where she was warmly greeted by 

many of her old friends. She also met with Jirák and showed him a new work she had 

completed entitled Divertissement for Twelve Instruments (1935).271 Maconchy’s 

Prelude, Interlude, and Fugue was played by André Mangeot (1883-1970) and Orea 

Pernel at the festival’s second chamber concert that included a string quartet by Sándor 

Veress, Raymond Chevreuille’s String Quartet No. 4, Webern’s Concerto for Nine 

Instruments, op. 24, Sándor Jemntiz’s Sonata for harp, op. 34, Vladimir Vogel’s 

Chaconne and Etude-Toccata for piano, and Alexander Moyzes’s Wind Quintet, op. 17. 

                                                           
 269 Anne C. Shreffler, “The International Society for Contemporary Music and Its Political 
Context (Prague, 1935),” in Music and International History in the Twentieth Century, ed. Jessica C.E. 
Gienow-Hecht (New York: Berghahn, 2015), 62-65. 
 
 270 Ibid. As Shreffler discusses, the relocation of the festival was highly politicized. When 
Karlsbad fell through, the Czech delegates tried to relocate the festival to Prague. After negotiations in 
Prague failed on 6 August, the Soviet Union, via Hanns Eisler, who was employed at the Comintern’s 
International Music Office in Moscow, offered to host the festival in November, promising to cover the 
cost of all travel and lodging expenses for the festival’s delegates. E.J. Dent—the ISCM’s president—was 
quick to decline the offer, citing the fact that the Soviet Union did not have a national section. The threat of 
having the festival moved to the Soviet Union ended up encouraging the negotiations to resume as Shreffler 
writes, “A representative of no less than the Prime Minister called a meeting of the heads of all the relevant 
ministries and artistic organizations, at which it was decided to hold the ISCM festival in Prague after all. 
The political pressures on the Czech government were clear. To allow the festival to be snatched up by the 
U.S.S.R. after being rejected by the Sudeten Germans of Karlsbad would look too much like fleeing into 
the arms of Moscow.” Due to the lack of adequate rehearsals, the third orchestral concert, which included 
Berkeley’s Overture, had to be cancelled. Alan Bush, “The I.S.C.M. Festival at Prague,” The Musical 
Times 76, no. 1112 (October 1935): 940. 
 
 271 Maconchy to Wright, letter, 27 February 1936, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 



143 
 

 Maconchy’s Prelude, Interlude, and Fugue is a work exhibiting extreme 

economy: the program organizers knew what they were doing when they put it on the 

same concert with the Webern Concerto. Maconchy’s introduces the motivic material at 

the beginning of each piece (Example 3.19-21).  

 

Example 3.19. Maconchy, Prelude, mm. 1-3. 

 

 

Example 3.20. Maconchy, Interlude, mm. 1-6. 
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Example 3.21. Maconchy, Fugue, mm. 1-7. 

 

The correspondent for The Times wrote that the work was received with “something like 

an ovation,”272 with Bush describing the work in The Musical Times as “brilliantly 

written for the medium. One felt that the fugue would be improved by its intervening 

episodes being played piano instead of forte throughout…But the treatment is always 

skilful and the three movements are most sharply differentiated from one another, a 
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feature not shared in a good many works heard at this Festival.”273 The work also 

impressed the local critics, with glowing reviews appearing in Venkov, Pragger Presse, 

and Nárdoní Osvobození. 

 Shortly after Maconchy returned to Britain, she was prominently featured in the 

fashionable Czech ladies magazine Eva,274 and on 18 October, her Divertissement for 

Twelve Instruments was included in Czech radio broadcast of English music, conducted 

by Czech composer and conductor Otakar Jeremiáš (1892-1962).275 The impact that the 

ISCM festival had on increasing Maconchy’s reputation abroad was significant, and in 

the years that followed, the popularity of her music increased steadily in both Prague and 

Kraków. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

A Growing Reputation, 1936-39 
 
 
 
 As a result of Maconchy’s successful debut at the ISCM Festival, her music began 

to feature more prominently both at home and abroad. On 20 January 1936, Pártos Ödön 

(1907-1977) and Salgó Sándor (1909-2007) performed her Prelude, Interlude, and Fugue 

in Budapest.276 A mere seven days later, André Mangeot (1883-1970) and Beatrice 

Huckell (1913-1988) performed the work at a Macnaghten-Lemare concert.277 This 

British performance left the critics divided. While the progressive M.-D. Calvocoressi 

praised Maconchy for her skillful writing in Musical Opinion,278 the critic in The 

Observer found the work to be monotonous.279 Lambert offered his typically misogynist 

opinion that the work embodied an “uncompromising and anti-sensual attitude towards 

                                                           
 276 Salgó Sándor was a Hungarian Jewish composer, violinist, and conductor who immigrated to 
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composer and violinist, who studied with Kodály at the Budapest Conservatory. In 1938, he moved to 
Palestine. “Partos, Ödön,” Oxford Music Online, 
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 277 The concert also included Bruckner’s Mass in C, Hugh Anson’s Chorale for Two Violins and 
Piano, Britten’s Te Deum, W.E. Glasspool’s Three Essays for Piano, Holst’s Old Cornish Carol, “This have 
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sponsored by the Academy’s New Music Society. 
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 279 “Lemare Concert,” The Observer, 2 February 1936. The critic argued that “the persistent G 
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musical texture.”280 The critic in The Times arrived a similar conclusion: “If she could 

overcome her dutiful devotion to harshness Miss Maconchy might write something worth 

having.”281 McNaught, on the other hand, showed remarkable restraint, declaring that the 

instrumental works in the program simply “belonged to the department of modern 

research, experiment, and labour towards new artistic planes, and could not be 

sympathetically listened to or reviewed except by one of the same conviction.”282  

 In the late 1930s Maconchy’s fraught relationship with the BBC began to 

improve. Though a broadcast of her Quintet for Oboe and Strings was scheduled for 27 

January, it was abruptly cancelled on the 24th “owing to a special national orchestral and 

choral broadcast” due to the recent death of His Majesty George V, who had died four 

days earlier. Shortly thereafter, the broadcast was rescheduled for 23 March.283 On 13 

February, Maconchy was informed that a broadcast had finally been arranged for her 

Piano Concerto on 20 March with Harriet Cohen (1895-1967) as soloist and Boult 

conducting.284 A broadcast of another work followed shortly after, with Lemare 

conducting Great Agrippa, or the Inky Boys on 15 April in a program that also included 
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Vaughan Williams’s Overture to The Wasps, Darnton’s Concerto for Viola and String 

Orchestra, and Jacob’s Passacaglia on a well-known theme.285 

 While Maconchy was on holiday in Switzerland in April, she received a letter 

from the BBC, stating that Paul Helsinger, the principal oboist of the Düsseldorf 

Orchestra, had written to inquire about her quintet. Helsinger asked if Maconchy would 

be willing to loan the manuscript to him so that he could copy it. Maconchy agreed to 

have manuscript sent to Helsinger, who performed the work in Düsseldorf later that 

year.286  

 Toward the end of August, Maconchy received a letter from Wright regarding the 

status of her Divertissement for Twelve Instruments (1935), which she had submitted to 

the BBC in February: 

I am sorry that we have kept your “Divertissement for twelve instruments” so 
long. The reason was that there seemed some likelihood that we might be able to 
include it in our Contemporary Season 1936-7, but I am afraid we now feel that 
there will not be room for it, and I think, therefore, that you ought to have the 
score back without further delay. I need scarcely assure you that if and when you 
have other manuscripts for our consideration we shall be only too happy to 
receive them.287  

 
Initially, the work had received a positive assessment from composer Edmund Rubbra, 

who was employed as a reader by the BBC. Rubbra, who was a tough critic of other 

composer’s music, declared:  
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Excellently controlled & well-moulded music. But the question arises to the value 
of the underlying ideas—personally I think the interest is more intellectual than 
emotional, using intellectual in the sense of a mathematical ordering of agreed 
upon groups of notes, such as the clash of themes of minor and major in the 1st 
movement. 
 This could be seen again I think.288 
 

B.J. Dale remarked, “I too, feel, that the composer is so preoccupied with theories that 

she has little time to be interesting. My view of her reputation, a Contemporary 

programme would appear to be indicated for this work—if anything at all.”289 

Waddington simply added “agreed.”290 While these remarks suggest that the majority of 

the panel was in favor of giving the work a hearing, Bliss’s condemnation of the work 

ultimately sealed its fate.291 

 Though the rejection of her Divertissement was a disappointment, it was not long 

before she had another person interested in the work. Shortly after the broadcast of her 

Oboe Quintet in March, Maconchy received a letter from Franciszek Nierychło, an oboe 

player and the directing secretary of the Kraków Chamber Music Society, inquiring if she 

might be able to send him a copy of the score. After several months of correspondence—

all conducted in fractured German—Nierychło broached the topic of arranging an entire 

concert of her chamber works in Kraków. At his request, Maconchy sent copies of 
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several of her chamber works, including the recently rejected Divertissement, which 

Nierychło was very eager to have performed.292   

  The performance of Maconchy’s Piano Concerto at the Proms in September 

elicited a typically mixed reaction from critics. While Howes praised the work, remarking 

that, in spite of its age, the work “seemed nevertheless to have survival value, partly 

because the technical problem of the place of the piano in the ensemble had been so 

cleverly solved,”293 the critic in The Observer was far less generous: 

on Wednesday there was a large assembly of composers to hear Elizabeth 
Maconchy’s Concerto for Pianoforte and Chamber Orchestra….Miss Maconchy’s 
concerto…had not the advantage of so persuasive a soloist, and we were left to 
perceive clearly its lack of great and sweeping thoughts, and to feel that there was 
nothing distinctively human in it. The slow movement was delicate; the rest, just 
sprightly. There are works by Miss Maconchy in which she flouts her modernity 
with more aggression than here; the concerto is empty, not unpleasant.294 

 
 In December, Maconchy’s travelled to Edinburgh, as Tovey had programmed her 

Piano Concerto in a Reid Symphony Orchestra concert.295 Maconchy enjoyed working 

with Tovey immensely and considered her visits with him to be among some of the 

highlights of her early career. She recalled Tovey as being “steeped in music,” and 

perceived a similarity between him and one of her other mentors: “[Tovey was] dedicated 

wholly to music—like Holst. Career etc were side-issues, irrelevancies—the thing was to 
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serve music itself…I feel this is the attribute of the true musician, great or humble.”296 

On one occasion, the two even spent an afternoon playing a Mozart concerto on two 

pianos.297 Though Tovey was encouraging, he could also be highly critical, as 

exemplified in a letter he sent Maconchy in February of 1936, while he was likely 

considering her Piano Concerto for the December concert: 

As compared with the orchestral work we did last year, I have the impression that 
your notions of the pianoforte are inhibiting your imagination. Your treatment of 
the instrument oscillates like Rachmaninoff’s between the chopsticks notion 
implied in the word “Hammerklavier” and an excessively lean and ascetic 
economy of notes in not very sustained melody accompanied by thin arpeggios. I 
don’t for a moment suppose that you really believe in the chopsticks theory. I 
tried to expose its fallacy once for all in the Ass. Bored edition of the Beethoven 
sonatas, but certain Stuffed Owls of the higher sort ruled out my illustration as 
undignified. The chopsticks theory of the pianoforte asserts that the instrument 
should continually display the nature of a hammer hitting a string….The accident 
that the strings of the pianoforte are set in motion by the impact of a hammer is as 
relevant to the sound of it as the fact that plum-pudding is boiled in a cloth; and 
the chopsticks theory of pianoforte style amounts to the inference that the proper 
treatment of a plum-pudding is to throw away the pudding and your best to digest 
the cloth.298 
 

 Cohen served as the soloist for the Reid Symphony Orchestra concert that also 

included Bax’s Saga Fragment, Schumann’s Overture, Scherzo, and Finale, op. 52, 

Mendelssohn’s Hebrides Overture and Haydn’s Second Symphony. The performance of 

Maconchy’s concerto in Edinburgh made a far better impression on the critics than the 

Proms performance. The critic in the Evening Dispatch praised it highly: 
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Miss Maconchy’s work is definitely modern in spirit, and although its atonal 
tendencies preclude it from coming under the category of having immediate 
appeal, one feels that after a second and third hearing its attractive qualities would 
become increasingly apparent. There is considerable skill in the treatment of both 
the piano and orchestra, particularly in the graceful slow movement and animated 
finale.299 
 

The critic in the Evening News noted “the pleasure derivable from this complex 

composition depends upon a sympathy with advanced tendencies in musical art.” Both 

commentators nevertheless noted that the work received a warm reception from the 

audience.300 

   
 
String Quartet No. 2 

 At the beginning of 1937, Maconchy was informed that her Second String Quartet 

had been selected for the ISCM festival in Paris in June. Prior to the festival, the work 

was premièred by the Brosa Quartet at a Macnaghten-Lemare concert on 1 February in a 

program that included van Dieren’s String Quartet op. 15, no. 3, and Mozart’s Quartet in 

C Minor.301 

 Whereas Maconchy’s first quartet was constructed as four self-contained 

movements with each having their own distinctive thematic material, in her Second 

Quartet, Maconchy sought to connect each movement through a series of short motifs: 

                                                           
 299 “Miss Elizabeth Maconchy’s Piano Concerto,” Evening Dispatch, 4 December 1936. 
 
 300 “Reid Orchestra: Complex Examples of Modern Composition,” Edinburgh Evening News, 4 
December 1936. 
 
 301 Mozart’s quartet in C minor was a last minute replacement for Britten’s Suite for Violin and 
Piano, op. 6, which was originally included in the program and later withdrawn “on account of a 
bereavement.” See Fuller “‘Putting the BBC and T Beecham to shame’: The Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts, 
1931-7,” 414. 
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oscillating major and minor seconds, and the alternation of whole tone and semitones to 

construct a minor third. The first movement begins with a drone in the cello that is 

followed by the entrance of the viola, which oscillates between C and D, before 

expanding in m. 2 (Example 4.1), and the melody unfolds gradually over the course of 

the movement. 

Example 4.1. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 2, mvt. I, mm. 1-7. 
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 The second movement begins with the same motivic material as the first. Set to a 

much more lively rhythm, the time signature alternates back and forth between 5/8 and 

4/8 every other measure (Example 4.2).  

Example 4.2. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 2, mvt. II, mm. 1-4.   
 

 
 

Maconchy repeats this concise opening theme, gradually building the dynamic energy as 

she combines it with motives a and b (Example 4.3). 

Example 4.3. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 2, mvt. II, mm. 28-39. 
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Example 4.3 (continued). 

 

The second movement leads directly into the third, which features a melody in the 

viola built upon minor thirds that is repeatedly interrupted by the agitated entrance of the 

violin and cello (Example 4.4). 
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Example 4.4. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 2, mvt. III, mm. 1-6. 

 

 
This back and forth exchange of motifs grows more persistent until it finally builds to a 

climax and suddenly dies down to reveal a lush, romantic melody in the violin (Example 

4.5) that vividly recalls Vaughan Williams’s Riders to the Sea (Example 4.6). 
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Example 4.5. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 2, mvt. III, two measure before rehearsal 

number 22.  
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Example 4.6. Vaughan Williams, Riders to the Sea, “They are all gone now,” mm. 490- 
 
501. 
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The violin and cello then revert back to their previous agitated exchange with the lush 

melody resurfacing at the end of the movement. Maconchy’s allusion to Vaughan 

Williams’s highly octatonic work suggests that her emerging musical style, with its 

frequent emphasis on alternating whole tones and semitones, owes much to Vaughan 

Williams’s influence.302 

 The fourth movement is a high-spirited development of rhythmic and melodic 

material that Maconchy described as a “cross-play” of counterpoint (Example 4.7).303 

This interplay continues to grow, and as the counterpoint becomes less dense, the fourth 

movement’s connection to the primary motivic material stated at the beginning of the 

first movement is fully revealed as it concludes with reiterations of motives a and b 

(Example 4.8). 

Example 4.7. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 2, mvt. IV, mm. 5-12. 

 
 
 
                                                           
 302 See Walter Clark, “Vaughan Williams and the ‘night side of nature’: Octatonicism in Riders to 
the Sea,” in Vaughan Williams Essays, eds. Byron Adams and Robin Wells (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 55-
71. 
 

303 Maconchy, “On Writing String Quartets.” 
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Example 4.7. (continued). 
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Example 4.8. Maconchy, Strings Quartet No. 2, mvt. IV, final measures. 

 

 

 Maconchy’s Second Quartet was universally hailed in the press. Scott praised it in 

The Musical Times: 

The advance shown upon her first quartet is great. That had terrific intensity but 
was not a balanced work of art; this new quartet is emotionally as interesting yet 
is music before and above all else. The material is alive with imagination; it has 
grown by its own volition into these four movements….I do not know anything 
quite like it elsewhere, and it moved me very much.304 
 

The critic in The Times asserted that Maconchy’s Second Quartet would undoubtedly 

further her reputation: 

The chief interest of Miss Lemare’s second concert at the Mercury Theatre on 
Monday was the first performance by the Brosa Quartet of Elizabeth Maconchy’s 
second string quartet. Miss Elizabeth Maconchy’s first quartet introduced her 
name to a wide audience, and its successor is likely to do the same….It is also 
likely to enhance her reputation, for it is a strong work. Unification could hardly 
be carried further, since its four movements appear to be based on the same 
material….Rigorous logic extracts the last ounce of meaning from this economy, 
and the working out is concise and powerful….the work is satisfying because it 

                                                           
 304 M.M.S. [Marion Scott], “Lemare Concerts,” The Musical Times 78, no. 1129 (March 1937): 
266. 
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combines emotional tension with intellectual interest in the evolution of the main 
theme.305 
 

In The Daily Telegraph, Westrup wrote: 

Hitherto Miss Maconchy’s work, for all its cleverness and dexterity, has given the 
impression of a lack of certain direction. She has since tried more than one style 
without expressing a confident individuality. Now, in this work, she has found 
herself. The ideas are taut and passionate, the technique supple and effective, and 
the whole work is bound together by a vivid coherence of thought and emotion. 
 The idiom is not “modern” in the accepted sense. Indeed, if we are to look 
for influences the 19th century Russians come to mind most readily. But Miss 
Maconchy is not fettered by any obvious convention. She has taken the stuff of 
music and made her own idiom from it.306  

 
The quartet even managed to earn high praise from McNaught: 

At the Mercury Theater last night a small and expert audience consisting largely 
of composers, conductors, musical performers and critics listened to the second of 
Miss Iris Lemare’s present series of concerts. 
 To Miss Elizabeth Maconchy, whose String Quartet No. 2 was given its 
first performance, this was better than a crowded Queen’s Hall, for her music is 
written for the nucleus of the inner circle. 
 Her quartet is grim-visaged music, dark with the determination to search 
out the truth from the bottom of the well, whatever the colour of the water. 
 It is not a pretty process, but it is done in first-class style. Miss Maconchy 
has a musical brain of a high order, and can organize her ideas with outstanding 
skill. Few works in modernism so clearly convey their meaning and their design. 
 Precisely opposite, in this respect, was Bernard van Dieren’s Third 
Quartet, which followed.307 

 
 At the following Macnaghten-Lemare concert on 22 February, Maconchy’s 

Divertissement for Twelve Instruments, conducted my Lemare, was included in a 

program that also featured Vaughan Williams’s Two Hymn Preludes for Small Orchestra, 

                                                           
 305 “Recitals of the Week: Lemare Concert,” The Times, 5 February 1937. 
 
 306 J.A.W. [Jack Allan Westrup], “Notable New Work: Elizabeth Maconchy’s Second Quartet,” 
The Daily Telegraph, 2 February 1937. 
 
 307 W.McN. [William McNaught], “An Audience of Critics,” Evening News, 2 February 1937. 
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Rawsthorne’s Concerto for Clarinet and String Orchestra (1936, no. 4), Stanley Bate’s 

Two Preludes for Chamber Orchestra (1936), Grace Williams’s Elegy for Strings (1936), 

and Handel’s Overture to Giustino (1736). Sadly, the 22 February Macnaghten-Lemare 

concert was also the series’ last until it was revived in 1950.308 In a letter to Alan Bush, 

Lemare elaborated, 

I feel rather at the moment as if possibly the series had gone on long enough. 
When we first began there were a lot of composers had [sic] written works which 
had never had a chance to be heard. It can’t be possible that the output can go on 
each year. This year I felt there to be only 3 works of any considerable merit. 
Your concert piece, Betty Maconchy’s 2nd quartet, which was excellent, and 
Finzi’s songs, and the Raswsthorne Concerto, Maconchy’s “Divertissement” and 
Williams’ Elegy, were well worth doing…Gerald Finzi feels that there are so 
many works which were excellent; performed once and then hardly ever again, 
and that this epidemic of first performances doesn’t help the best in modern 
writing, just encourages people to go on writing unworthy work at a rate too great 
for real reflection. I think a lot of what he says is perfectly true, but I don’t know 
that performing slightly older contemporary works, would attract an audience any 
more than new ones, and I fear the press attitude would be “oh I’ve heard that 
before”.309  
 

Cast in two movements, Maconchy’s Divertissement is both lively and inventive, with the 

playful exchange between instruments in the Allegro scherzando section of the second 

movement reflecting Maconchy’s comedic side (Example 4.9). 

 

 

 

                                                           
 308 Macnaghten, “The Story of the Macnaghten,” 461. Funding for the next season was also a 
concern. 
 
 309 Iris Lemare to Alan Bush, letter, 12 March [1937], British Library MS Mus. 453, Alan Bush 
Collection, misc. correspondence vol. 128: 1937-8. 
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Example 4.9. Maconchy, Divertissement for Twelve Instruments, mvt. II, beginning of 

Allegro scherzando. 

 

 

 The reviews of Maconchy’s Divertissement were less favorable than those for her 

quartet, with a principle criticism being that it lacked the quartet’s solid cohesion. In her 

review in The Musical Times, Marion Scott wrote that the work “has not the maturity of 

the Second Quartet.”310 Though Lambert surprisingly acknowledged the work as “full of 

                                                           
 310 M.M.S. [Marion Scott], “Lemare Concerts,” The Musical Times 78, no. 1129 (March 1937): 
266. 
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interesting musical material,” he further noted, “Where it failed, to my mind, was in the 

adaptation of the material to the difficult medium of twelve solo instruments. The first 

movement seemed to call for a large modern orchestra, whereas the last movement 

suggested a piano piece. However, it is well worth hearing again.”311 Westrup’s critique 

was unenthusiastic. While acknowledging that the score evinced “personality,” he added 

that “Much of the writing was uncouth and the instrumentation of the second movement 

not always happy, but there was quite obviously a good solid nail and Miss Maconchy 

was hitting it firmly on the head. The date [of the composition] is significant: she knows 

now—and has shown it—that she can speak her mind without being as obstreperous as 

this.”312 

 February was also an important month for Maconchy’s reputation abroad, as 

Nierychło succeeded in arranging an entire concert of her chamber works in Kraków that 

was also broadcast. This concert featured her Toccata for Piano, String Quartet no. 1, 

Quintet for Oboe and Strings, and Divertissement for Twelve Instruments. The concert 

and broadcast ended up being such a great success that Nierychło subsequently made 

plans to repeat the concert in Warsaw in the autumn with the addition of her Piano 

Concerto.313  

                                                           
 311 Constant Lambert, “Musical Matters,” Sunday Referee, 28 February 1937. 
 
 312 J.A.W. [Jack Allan Westrup], “New English Music,” The Daily Telegraph, 23 February 1937. 
 
 313 Nierychło offered to cover all travel expenses for Maconchy to attend the concert, however it is 
unclear as to whether or not she ended up attending. In a letter to Wright on 26 August, Maconchy 
mentions that Nierychło had mentioned that he wanted to include another orchestral work for the concert. 
Maconchy to Wright, letter, 26 August 1937, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-
39. 
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 In June, Maconchy and her husband travelled to France ahead of the ISCM 

festival, spending a fortnight in Touraine before travelling to Paris. Piano works by 

Miloje Milojević, Luigi Dallapiccola, and Paul Dukas were played alongside Maconchy’s 

second quartet in the sixth concert of the festival.314 Performed by the Brosa Quartet, the 

work was well-received by the audience with the critic of The Chesterian noting that the 

work was “well built and perfectly balanced.”315 In Musical Opinion, Lockspeiser found 

the work to be “a skilled, serious piece of writing, devoid of pedantry, and a credit to her 

training with Professor Kitson at the R.C.M.”316 

 In July, Maconchy’s Second String Quartet was included in a BBC broadcast of 

chamber music, performed by the Brosa Quartet, and in October, the work was played yet 

again by the Brosa Quartet at a LCMC concert.317 Of the latter, Westrup remarked, “This 

work not only shows a high degree of musical science in its development of a single 

significant gem [sic] of thought, but also conveys the impression of personal adventure. It 

is precisely because Miss Maconchy has put so much of herself into the music that it 

succeeds in retaining attention when [the] performance is over.”318 

                                                           
 314 The works performed on 26 June were Musica per tre pianoforte (1935) by Italian twelve-tone 
composer Luigi Dallapiccola (1904-1975); Variations, Interlude and Finale on a Theme by Rameau (1902) 
by the recently deceased French composer Paul Dukas (1865-1935); and “Grimaces Rythmiques” (1935) 
by Miloje Milojevitch (1884-1946), who was a leading Serbian composer who wrote in smaller forms. For 
a full listing of works played at the festival, see Irving Schwerké, “The I.S.C.M. Festival,” The Musical 
Times 78, no. 1133 (July 1937): 650-1. 
 
 315 Renée de Saussine, “International Society for Contemporary Music,” The Chesterian 
(September/October 1937): 20.  
 
 316 Edward Lockspeiser, “The I.S.C.M. Festival in Paris,” Musical Opinion, August 1937. 
 
 317 J.A.W. [Jack Allan Westrup], “Contemporary Music,” The Daily Telegraph, 6 October 1937. 
 
 318 Ibid. 
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 In 1937, Maconchy took a sudden interest in composing for viola, completing 

three works in the span of year.319 She completed the first work, Concerto for Viola and 

Orchestra, in the spring and sent it off to the BBC in June. Maconchy may have 

composed this score after noting the success of Walton’s Viola Concerto in 1929; it is a 

pity that, unlike Walton, Maconchy was not able to interest Paul Hindemith in playing 

her concerto.320 In July, Wright wrote to Maconchy to let her know that the programmers 

for the BBC were seriously considering broadcasting the score on a Contemporary 

Concert on 18 March, conducted by Lambert, with violist Bernard Shore as soloist.321   

Other performances arose on Maconchy’s horizon, encouraging her greatly. In the 

fall, several of Maconchy’s songs received performances with soprano Norah Scott 

Turner included Maconchy’s setting of Keats’s “The Thrush” (1934), Bridge’s “I made 

                                                           
 319 The reason for this sudden inspiration is unclear. None of the works bear any dedication, and 
based on Maconchy’s correspondence with Boult and Wright, there is no indication that her concerto was 
composed with a specific violist in mind. Among Maconchy’s personal papers, however, there is a draft of 
a letter addressed to the Czech violist Ladislav Černý (1891-1975) dated 21 September 1937 in which 
Maconchy writes, “I am sending you my new viola concerto, which my friend Joseph Löwenbach says you 
kindly said you would like to see.” It is unknown whether the letter was ever sent. 
 
 320 Maconchy admired Walton’s Viola Concerto, as she noted in a draft of a lecture on the topic of 
modern music, “His viola concerto…illustrates what I said earlier about the increased sensibility of the 
composer in instrumental writing. He avoids the elaborate figuration we usually find in concertos, but his 
dignified and poetic writing for the solo viola shows a real insight into the character of this beautiful 
instrument.” Maconchy, “What is Modern Music?” typescript draft of lecture for the Dublin Music Society 
in 1940, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 321 Wright to Maconchy, letter, 2 July 1937, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 
1, 1928-39. Maconchy initially discussed the concerto with Boult and in a letter dated 2 July 1937, 
Maconchy notes that Boult had suggested to have violist Lionel Tertis (1876-1975) take a look at it, 
however, Tertis later retired. In a letter to Maconchy on 2 July confirming the BBC’s intention to broadcast 
the work, Wright mentioned Scottish violist William Primrose (1904-1982), who was unfortunately 
unavailable, as he was under contract with the NBC Symphony Orchestra. Shore was confirmed as the 
soloist on 6 July, as Wright detailed in a letter to Maconchy, “Referring to our conversation this morning, 
we agree to Mr. Bernard Shore as soloist to the first performance of your Viola Concerto under Constant 
Lambert’s direction in a public Contemporary Concert to be given in the Concert Hall on March 18th 
1938.” BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
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another song” (c. 1937), Meredith’s “The Arab” (1935), and Brönte’s “Sleep brings no 

joy to me” (1937), in a recital at Grotian Hall on 12 October.322  In The Sunday Times, 

Foss described the works as “clever,” which was hardly a compliment, further noting that 

they “shared with their predecessors certain harmonic mannerisms, notably a tendency to 

oscillate upon the major and minor thirds of a chord.”323 Capell, who often dismissed 

Maconchy’s music for its abrasiveness, criticized her songs for not being harsh enough, 

contending in his review that her music was “less impulsive than the lines of her several 

poets.”324 He did, however, conclude his discussion of Maconchy’s songs with the 

acknowledgment that “I made another song,” embodied “an excellent musical design.”325 

Tenor Ian Glennie also performed “The Thrush” and “The Arab” in a recital at Grotian 

Hall of 17 November; Scott Turner sang Maconchy’s four songs again at a SWM concert 

on 10 December. 

 

Concerto for Viola and Orchestra and Sonata for Viola and Piano 

 On 1 January 1938, Oxford University Press began handling Maconchy’s The 

Land, Concerto for Viola and Orchestra, Suite for Chamber Orchestra, Concerto for 

Piano and Chamber Orchestra, Great Agrippa, or the Inky Boys, and Divertissement for 

                                                           
 322 The great collaborative pianist Gerald Moore accompanied Scott Turner on this occasion. 
 
 323 H.F. [Hubert Foss], “Recitals of the Week,” The Sunday Times, 17 October 1937. 
 
 324 R.C. [Richard Capell], “Miss Maconchy’s New Songs,” The Daily Telegraph, 12 October 
1937. 
 
 325 Ibid. 
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Twelve Instruments.326 Though they were added to the Hire Library, OUP did have any of 

them typeset, which had the effect of restricting their performance both at home and 

abroad. This short-sighted practice was not unusual for OUP, which remained a parochial 

music publisher through the 1960s and beyond: many of Vaughan Williams’s works were 

available in scores made by copyists; some, such as the Sancta Civitas (1926) and the 

Oxford Elegy (1952) have never been typeset to this day, even with computer copying 

being available and relatively easy. 

 Though the broadcast of her Viola Concerto had been slated for March, the 

BBC’s program planners decided to move the work to a contemporary concert on 4 

February. The broadcast was conducted by Maconchy’s critical nemesis Constant 

Lambert with the up-and-coming Bernard Shore as the viola soloist. As with many of 

Maconchy’s works from this period, it is structured around a series of pithy motives, and 

the opening of the first movement, with its emphasis on a three note descending pattern 

that persists throughout the work, is ravishing (Example 4.10).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
 326 G.O. May [OUP Music Department] to Maconchy, letter, 14 December 1937, Maconchy 
Archive. 
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Example 4.10. Maconchy, Concerto for Viola and Orchestra, mvt. I, mm. 1-24. 
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Example 4.10 (continued). 
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 In The Daily Telegraph, the often censorious Capell declared, “It is probably the 

composer’s most effective utterance so far.”327 The critic of The Musical Times thought 

otherwise:  

Miss Maconchy’s Viola Concerto (Bernard Shore) was, after a promising 
opening, a disappointment. The balance between soloist and orchestra was 
clumsily contrived, and indeed the only occasional satisfactory patches were in 
the tuttis. There was a certain theatrical striving in the music which seemed 
formed and unnatural. Above all, Miss Maconchy must rid herself of the habit of 
taking a short chromatic figure—three or four notes only—and teasing it to death 
throughout every movement. The consequent monotony, coupled with lack of any 
repose, becomes irritating.328 
 

While Edwin Evans’s review of the concerto in the March-April issue of The Chesterian 

sounded some notes of praise, he was also critical of Maconchy’s determination to adopt 

“masculine” tendencies: “Miss Maconchy’s star is certainly in the ascendant, and the 

Viola Concerto is one of her best achievements. In all her music, however, one feels 

conscious of a dread of being thought feminine which results in a rather forbidding 

earnestness. Still, that is one the works that will be heard again with interest.”329  

 Four days later, Maconchy’s song “How Samson bore away the Gates of Gaza” 

(1937), was featured at a LCMC concert devoted to songs by young British composers. 

On the day of the concert, The Star featured an article titled, “These Names May Be 

                                                           
 327 R.C. [Richard Capell], “New Russian and English Music,” The Daily Telegraph, 5 February 
1938. 
 
 328 F., “B.B.C. Contemporary Concert, The Musical Times 79, no. 1141 (March 1938): 223. 
 
 329 Edwin Evans, “London Letter,” The Chesterian 19, no. 138 (March-April 1938): 228. Evans 
wrote a similar review for The Liverpool Daily Post: “Elizabeth Maconchy…is the most interesting of the 
women composers who now abound in our midst, but like most of them she seems to have a terrible fear of 
being thought feminine in an old-fashioned sense. She would rather be ugly. There are plenty of ideas in 
the work, if only she could be induced to express them a little more graciously. But, after all, if she were 
different she would not be herself, and anyway her individualism.” E.E. [Edwin Evans], “Contemporary 
Music Concert: Woman Composer’s Viola Concerto,” Liverpool Daily Post, 5 September 1938. 
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Famous—a generation hence: Britain’s young composers are on parade to-night,” in 

which Arnold Gyde proceeded to ranked some of the composers featured in the concert 

that evening. “Pride of place goes to a girl,” is the condescending manner in which he 

declared Maconchy as the finest composer on the list. Maconchy was followed by 

Britten, Berkeley, Lutyens, Moeran, Leigh, and Rawsthorne.330 Gyde’s prediction was 

confirmed by reviews in the press, with Evans declaring in The Daily Mail, “The 

outstanding piece was Elizabeth Maconchy’s setting of Vachell [recte Vachel] Lindsay’s 

‘How Samson bore away the gates of Gaza,” which should at once be orchestrated.”331  

 On 15 February, Maconchy’s Sonata for Viola and Piano (1937-8) was premièred 

by violist Frederick Riddle and pianist Adolph Hallis as part of Hallis’s chamber music 

concert series at Wigmore Hall. The sonata exudes an energy that is positively electric. 

The first movement, in which the themes are centered on the interval of a major third, 

also exhibits an assured balance between the piano and viola—an element that many 

critics felt the concerto had lacked (Example 4.11). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 330 Arnold Gyde, “These Names May Be Famous,” The Star, 8 February 1938. 
 
 331 Edwin Evans, “Concert of 29 Songs,” The Daily Mail, 9 February 1938. The American 
composer Vachel Lindsey (1879-1931) is remembered today for his appalling poems in “Negro dialect” as 
well as for one poem, “Abraham Lincoln Walks at Midnight.” During the 1920s, Lindsey enjoyed 
considerable fame in Anglophone countries. 
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Example 4.11. Maconchy, Sonata for Viola and Piano, mvt. I, mm. 1-26. 
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Example 4.11 (continued). 
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 Though Scott praised Maconchy’s writing for the skillful interplay that she 

achieved between the two instruments,332 Ernest Newman found the work to be brief yet 

monotonous, as he complained in The Sunday Times: 

Miss Maconchy’s sonata for viola and piano gets through the usual three 
movements in about fourteen minutes. Does this mean concision, or merely 
brevity? We all know that there is a commendable desire among the younger 
composers all the world over to say what they have to say in the shortest possible 
time, cutting out all the trimmings. In itself it is an excellent ideal. But one is 
sometimes left with a lurking doubt whether the composer has quite brought it 
off: sometimes, when I listen to one of these tabloid essays in sonata form, I seem 
to hear the music murmuring, like the baby whose epitaph adorns an English 
country churchyard: 
 If it was so soon to be done for 
 I wonder what I was begun for. 
This thought I could not fight down when listening to Miss Maconchy’s sonata. 
Yet, paradoxically enough, the work, short as it is, seems too long for what is said 
in it. Miss Maconchy appears to be in furious revolt against something or other, a 
revolt that mostly finds expression in convulsive rhythms and aggressive 
harmonies. She must be allowed, of course, to see the world through her own 
eyes, and in itself there is nothing to be said against her, or any other composer, 
hurling defiance at life if she feels like that. It all depends, in the last resort, on not 
merely the vehemence of the expression but the convincingness of it, the feeling 
that what is being said could not possibly have been said so well in any other 
terms. But this feeling I did not get from the sonata: the sensation of excessive 
length that it gave me came from my being unable to persuade myself that the 
ideas, after their first arresting statement, derived any added strength from being 
hammered at so often: there was more insistence than argument. Still, there is an 
undoubted talent in this young lady, the further developments of which we shall 
watch with interest.333 
 

  The most scathing review, however, appeared in The Times: 

We came to the new work chiefly to discover whether that strident style which 
Elizabeth Maconchy’s admirers call “austere” shows any signs of amelioration. 
The importance of ugliness is very well in a young student, but the programme 
told us that the composer is now past 30. It is time that all that earnest insistence 

                                                           
 332 M.M.S. [Marion Scott], “British Sonatas at Recitals,” The Musical Times 79, no. 1141 (March 
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 333 Ernest Newman, “St. Peter’s Toe,” The Sunday Times, 20 February 1938. 
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on strong rhythms to harsh harmonies should begin to expand into a beauty of its 
own. This sonata showed little sign of expansion and if the ideas are in 
themselves rather more attractive than those of her early work her devotion to 
conciseness seems to exhaust them more quickly.334 

 
 On 3 March, Maconchy travelled to Switzerland for a holiday. She brought along 

her score of “How Samson bore away the Gates of Gaza,” which she planned to 

orchestrate. Maconchy was also contemplating a short trip to Vienna where the German 

conductor Hermann Scherchen (1891-1966) planned to conduct her Suite for Chamber 

Orchestra.335 As soon as she heard that the Nazis had marched into Austria, she withdrew 

her work from the concert in a principled protest of the invasion.336  

 After five weeks in Switzerland, Maconchy travelled to Ireland where her Piano 

Concerto was to be included in a concert of contemporary music by Irish composers Ina 

Boyle (1889-1967), Hamilton Harty (1879-1941), E.J. Moeran (1894-1950), and Fred 

May (1911-1985). Maconchy’s concerto was conducted by the Irish composer and 

conductor Aloys Fleischmann (1910-1992), with pianist Charles Lynch (1906-1984) as 

soloist. The concert was heavily promoted in the Irish press and it was the first public 

performance of Maconchy’s music in Dublin, which was, however, a musical backwater 

at that time. The general consensus of the Irish critics was that the work was a bit hard to 

comprehend. Philip Dore remarked in his review for the Dublin Evening Mail, “Elizabeth 

Maconchy’s concerto for pianoforte and chamber orchestra is a hard technical nut….This 

                                                           
 334 “Hallis Chamber Concert,” The Times, 16 February 1938. 
 
 335 Maconchy to Wright, 2 March 1938, letter, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 336 Maconchy to Wright, letter, 13 March 1938. The concert was cancelled shortly thereafter. See 
Wright to Maconchy, 15 March 1938, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39. 
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concerto is big music, and, if Miss Maconchy will permit me to say so, essentially 

masculine.”337 

 

Music and Life Congress and String Quartet No. 3 

 After the concert in Ireland, Maconchy returned to Kent and began work right 

away, completing the orchestration of “How Samson bore away the gates of Gaza” as 

well as a song cycle entitled The Garland.338 During these busy months, Maconchy 

completed her Third String Quartet. In May, she was invited to take part in a two-day 

congress at Queen Mary Hall devoted solely to the topic of contemporary music. Entitled 

“Music and Life—1938,” the two day affair was sponsored the LCMC and intended as an 

educational prelude to the upcoming ISCM festival, which was to be held in London that 

summer. Michael Tippett contributed an entertaining report of the congress in the July-

August 1938 issue of The Monthly Musical Record: 

The definitions proposed in answer to the question ‘What is contemporary 
music?’ were negative. One speaker suggested that contemporary music was 
music not built on the tonal or key system and its forms. Another suggested that 
contemporary art was divorced from the instinctive and sterile, as ‘straight’ music 
from jazz, studio painting from the poster, and so on. The first definition 
provoked a question too late to be discussed. Would some one explain the 
tenacious emotional satisfaction of the tonal system? 
…. 
The Congress constantly came up against the question of music’s and the 
composer’s relation to the so-called ‘spirit of the age’. Dr. Malcolm Sargent 
frankly expressed an escapist view—he did not want to hear the ‘spirit of the age’ 
in music but the solace and comfort of another world. On the whole the Congress 

                                                           
 337 Philip Dore, “Dublin Radio Concert,” Dublin Evening Mail, 26 April 1938. 
 
 338 Maconchy wrote The Garland for Sophie Wyss who showed it to Wright sometime in the late 
summer. Maconchy to Wright, letter, 11 September 1938, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. 
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rejected this view, though at the same time it endorsed the Unknown Listener’s 
complaint of the ‘misery music’ which the uncultivated public like himself is 
fobbed off with as the music of liberation and joy.339 
 

Though the aims of the organizers were well intentioned, reports in the press suggested 

that heated debates broke out in some of the sessions, as a correspondent for The Times 

reported: 

Opinion was divided whether it [contemporary music] should be defined 
technically by the dethronement of tonality, as was proposed by Mr. Alan Bush, 
or whether it was a question not so much of method as of spirit. Professor Wellesz 
urged that the word “modern” should be used for technical innovations and 
“contemporary” kept for works produced by modern social conditions. Mr. 
Lennox Berkeley defined it as “representative of the age in which we live” and 
Miss Harriet Cohen made the good point that a big thing like the 12-tone system 
would hardly come into existence without some social necessity behind it. 
 Miss Elizabeth Maconchy, who came out bravely on the side of pure 
reason, explained modernism in purely musical terms of counterpoint: modern 
music is logical, contrapuntal, a kind of impassioned dialogue. Until Mr. 
Humphrey Searle mentioned it the word “evolution” had not been used in the 
discussion, and in a subsequent paper on Hindemith’s system of harmony Mr. 
Franz Reizenstein flung the idea back in his face….Definite conclusions were not 
to be expected, but the ground was cleared and order discovered in the welter of 
modern tendencies. The great defect in current ideas, as reflected by this congress, 
is its disregard of evolution. The greatest philosophical discovery of the 
nineteenth century is no doubt out of fashion, though there was no disposition to 
deny the organic character of works of art; perhaps revolutions, rather than 
evolution are preferred in music as in life in 1938.340  

                                                           
 339 Michael Tippett, “Music and Life—1938,” The Monthly Musical Record 68, no. 798 (July-
August 1938): 175-77. In an earlier article on contemporary music appearing in the June issue of The 
Monthly Musical Record, Egon Wellesz, who also took part in the congress, noted the following on the 
relationship between contemporary music and society: “today there is one problem which has to be solved: 
Is music in the future to retain the importance it has had in the past, including the first quarter of the present 
century? In other words, what is to be the relationship of the public to modern music?...I think the reason 
for this and other phenomena generally described as a crisis in present-day music is not only that some 
modern music is difficult to understand and difficult to approach, but even more that the musical public of 
today no longer consists of an exclusive community spread over the whole world—as it was before the War 
and to some extent up to 1930—but in many places is made up of an incoherent and unorganized mass of 
listeners.” Egon Wellesz, “Problems of Contemporary Music,” The Monthly Musical Record 68, no. 797 
(June 1938): 132. 
 
 340 “Music and Life Congress,” The Times, 30 May 1938. 
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On 4 October, Maconchy’s String Quartet No. 3 was premièred by the New 

Hungarian Quartet at a LCMC concert that also featured strings quartets by Henk 

Badings (1907-1987), Sándor Veress (1907-1992), and Arthur Honegger (1892-1955).341 

Cast in one movement, Maconchy’s Third String Quartet is cyclic in the manner in which 

ideas recur and are transformed throughout. The opening theme is built upon oscillating 

minor seconds and their inversion, which is enlivened by frequent changes in meter.342 

This fluctuation between major and minor, which have occurred in most of the scores 

under discussion in this chapter, comprised what Anne Macnaghten refers to as “an 

unmistakable ‘finger-print’” of Maconchy’s style, and most certainly derives from her 

use of octatonic pitch collections.343 In the Third Quartet, Maconchy exploits this 

ambiguity between major and minor by harmonically supporting the melody by 

alternating between a C major chord and an E-flat minor chord, clearly outlining an 

octatonic collection (Example 4.12). 

 

 

 

                                                           
 341 The New Hungarian Quartet consisted of Zoltan Székely (1st violin), Alexandre Moskowsky 
(2nd violin), Dénes Koromzay (viola), and Vilmos Palotai (cello). Székely (1903-2001) was one of Bartók’s 
closest friends and champions. Maconchy’s introduction to the New Hungarian Quartet was likely 
facilitated by Alan Bush, as Maconchy had written to Bush on 23 March 1936, “I should particularly like to 
show my quartet [String Quartet No. 2] to the New Hungarian quartet when they are here—and I was going 
to ask you if you would introduce me to them—but now, alas! I shan’t be here. I am going abroad on 
Wednesday till the end of April. Would it be bothering you too much to ask if you if you would show it to 
them? I feel a little diffident of asking you to do this—but I do love their playing so much, and would 
awfully like them to see my quartet if it’s possible.” Maconchy to Bush, letter, 23 March 1936, British 
Library MS Mus 452, vol. 127, Alan Bush correspondence, 1922-36.  
 
 342 Maconchy, “On Writing String Quartets.” 
 

343 Anne Macnaghten, “Elizabeth Maconchy,” The Musical Times 96, no. 1348 (June 1955): 299. 
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Example 4.12. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 3, mm. 1-13. 
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This alternating pattern is a clear allusion to the entrance of the strings in the first 

movement of Vaughan Williams’s Flos campi (Example 4.13), a score in which there are 

long passages saturated by octatonic pitch collections. 

Example 4.13: Vaughan Williams, Flos campi piano reduction, mm. 2-3. 

 
 

 The Lento section leads directly into the lively Presto section, which is 

characterized by its pattern of falling sevenths (Example 4.14). Maconchy continues to 

develop and expand the initial motives which is followed by the Andante section. Here, 

Maconchy expands upon the initial melody introduced at the beginning of the quartet 

(Example 4.15). 
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Example 4.14. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 3, Lento, mm. 28-36. 
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Example 4.15. Maconchy, String Quartet No. 3, Andante, mm. 1-15. 
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This procedure leads directly into a return of the rhythmic intensity of the Presto. A 

sustained diminuendo gradually calms the frenetic activity: the music ebbs downwards to 

the final coda, bringing the quartet back to where it initially began.  

 Williams was especially impressed with this quartet, as she wrote to Maconchy, 

“This is just to say that a second hearing confirmed my impression that Quartet no. 3 is 

one of your best works if not the best. Apart from its being the real stuff of music, & 

making a lovely sound, it is your most mature work (Dorrie [Gow] agrees with me, too) 

& is really first rate quartet writing.”344 Despite Williams’s praise, it was a score whose 

creation Maconchy felt had been rushed. As it was written specifically at the request of 

the New Hungarian Quartet, Maconchy later recalled, “I wrote it much more quickly than 

any of the others….It is the quartet I like least. It does not seem to progress as the others 

do (I hope): but to come back to where it started without enough sense of 

achievement.”345 

 Despite Maconchy’s reservations, the work was highly praised by several critics. 

McNaught even declared, “The most interesting work was the single-movement quartet 

by Elizabeth Maconchy, whom international modernism hails as one of its leading lights. 

It is a characteristic one-idea composition, worked out with determination, notable skill, 

and complete independence of any model.”346 The review in The Musical Times was 

virtually an encomium:  

                                                           
 344 Quoted in Mathias, 99-100. 
 
 345 Maconchy, “Talk on String Quartets,” lecture notes, 1959, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 346 W.McN. [William McNaught], “Brilliant Playing: Hungarians’ Three Quartets New to 
England,” Evening News, 5 October 1938. 
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Of the four new string quartets performed at Cowdray Hall on October 4, Miss 
Elizabeth Maconchy’s alone filled us with any desire for a second hearing….like 
much of Miss Maconchy’s music, it does not escape the charge of monotony, 
because of her habit of taking the germ of an idea and persistently teasing it—in 
this case the germ was no more than a falling semitone. But this is so 
characteristic of her methods that we accept it, and willingly admit that the work 
is logical, and not without a passionate drive. Moreover—and this is a new 
departure for Miss Maconchy—it has euphony. It is slighter than her previous 
quartets, but more immediately likeable.347 
 

 

The tide begins to turn as the world darkens toward war 

 Though Maconchy’s Third Quartet was a resounding success, toward the end of 

1938, she began to encounter more difficulties in securing broadcasts over the BBC. 

After she completed the orchestration of “How Samson bore away the Gates of Gaza,” 

she sent it to the BBC on 5 September. As Wright was on holiday when Maconchy 

submitted the score, she checked with his secretary, Miss Evans, to ensure that the work 

had been received and properly forwarded to the reading committee. In her response to 

Maconchy, Evans evidently informed her that the work had received a positive report 

from the committee.348 When Wright returned from his holiday, he sent a memo to A.C. 

Lewis on 6 October, to inquire about the status of the work. The contents of the memo, 

however, reveal that Wright had already come to a decision without having heard the 

work: 

Is there any likelihood that we can use this work this season? If not, I think we 
should return it to the composer, as she may have other ideas for it. We are 
already doing her String Quartet, and “The Garland” cycle she wrote for Sophie 

                                                           
 347 F., “Contemporary Music Centre,” The Musical Times 79, no. 1149 (November 1938): 858. 
 
 348 This is detailed in Maconchy to Wright, letter, 14 October 1938, BBC WAC RCONT1: 
Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39.  
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Wyss is being produced in the Hallis Concerts; and there does not appear to be 
room in our Contemporaries for a further work by Miss Maconchy this year.349  
 

On 7 October, one of the readers, Herbert Murrill, responded, 

I heard this at the recent concert of modern British songs given by the C.M.C. It 
struck me then as a dull and arid bit of work, with a crabbed and edgy vocal line 
and the usual rhythmic and harmonic distortions. The orchestration seems to me 
to add little interest to what was always, in my opinion, a poor work. I would not 
recommend its inclusion in our programmes.350 

 
Although Murrill’s assessment contradicted the many stellar reviews that the arrangement 

of Samson for piano and voice had received in February, it nevertheless gave Wright a 

plausible excuse to return the score, as he wrote the following in a letter to Maconchy on 

13 October: 

I am afraid I must after all be disappointing about “How Samson bore away the 
Gates of Gaza”, which I am sending back to you by registered post. It was heard 
by us at the recent C.M.C. Concert, and the score has been reconsidered by our 
advisers and programme builders. Although they had quite liked what they saw at 
a first glance of the score, their considered opinion after the performance was not 
so favourable. I think therefore it is better for us not to keep the score.351  
 

 Maconchy was understandably upset by this complete reversal of the earlier 

report she had received from Miss Evans over the telephone, and she questioned Wright 

directly in letter on 14 October.352 In an attempt to cover up his complicity in the matter, 

                                                           
 349 Wright to Herbert Murrill, memo, 6 October 1938, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
Composer: File 1, 1928-39.  
 
 350 Murrill to Wright, memo, 7 October 1938, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39.  
 
 351 Wright to Maconchy, 13 October 1938, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 
1928-39. 
 
 352 Maconchy’s letter reads, in part, “I’m very disappointed about Samson,’ but also rather 
mystified—because you say: “It was heard by us at a recent C.M.C. concert, & the score has been 
reconsidered by our advisers and program builders”….—But there hasn’t been a performance.—Directly 
after I had finished the score a few weeks ago I sent it straight up to you….The only time Samson has been 
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Wright wrote the following to Maconchy on the 19th: “The misunderstanding is as to 

when “Samson” was heard at the C.M.C. concert. I had gathered it was recently. In view 

of what you say I will discuss it further, and let you know what the chances are.”353 

The following day, Wright sent a lengthier letter to apologize and promised that the BBC 

would include the work if an opening became available.354 He did conclude his letter 

with some good news, however, remarking, “In the meantime I am asked to say also that 

we hope to include a repetition of the Viola Concerto some time during the season, as it is 

a pity for it only to have one hearing.”355 

 In early 1939, Maconchy’s career continued to garner interest abroad. In an article 

about British music in Schweizerische Musikzeitung, Scherchen included Maconchy 

among the six composers of the younger generation he discussed: “Elizabeth Maconchy, 

has developed a thoroughly personal craftsmanship, drawing upon impressionist tone-

formations, dance-rhythms, and polyphonic methods. Her melody is easily recognizable, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
sung was when Sophie Wyss sang it with piano at the C.M.C. concert last February, and it was on the 
strength of its success then that I decided to score it for orchestra (Edwin Evans and a number of other 
people urged me to score it at once.) So that I am puzzled…but can you elucidate?” Maconchy to Wright, 
14 October, 1938, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: File 1, 1928-39.  
 
 353 Wright to Maconchy, letter, 18 October 1938, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39.  
 
 354 Wright states, “I was in a muddle in that I thought the C.M.C. had followed the original reading 
of your score. What happened was that only recently was there a coming together of the readers and two 
people who had heard the piano version at the C.M.C. Concert. In view of the confusion, to which I seem to 
have contributed considerably, it has been agreed that if and when we can find a suitable place for 
“Samson” in a studio concert with or without Miss Lemare we will include it, of course inviting Sophie to 
sing it.” Wright to Maconchy, letter, 19 October 1938, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 355 Ibid. 
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and unexpected folk-tune-like turns impart charm to it.”356 In Paris, the London Blech 

Quartet played Maconchy’s Second Quartet at the beginning of the year, and in March, 

Calvocoressi delivered a broadcast on Paris P.T.T. on contemporary British composers, 

featuring Maconchy, Finzi, Darnton, Dolmetsch, and Rawsthorne.357 

 During this period, Maconchy was also busy with various political activities. In 

1938, she was asked by Alan Bush if she would be willing to compose a short work for 

female chorus set to a text by Sylvia Townsend Warner entitled “The Mothers” after John 

Ireland had rejected the offer.358 Intended for a choral contest organized by the London 

Co-operative Education Committee, Maconchy warmly agreed to make a simple 

arrangement for SSAA to the overtly political text: 

I. 
Soldier home from the war 
To us, the stay-at-homes, 
Tell now of the victory, 
The banners and the drums. 
I saw a mother 
With her son laid on her knee. 
Bitter was her lullaby, 
And dead was he. 
 
II.  
Soldier home from the war 
To us, the stay-at-homes, 
Tell now of the future, 

                                                           
 356 “Scherchen on British Music,” The Musical Times 80, no. 1153 (March 1939): 186. The other 
young British composers Scherchen discussed were Lutyens, Rawsthorne, Darnton, Berkeley, and Britten. 
 
 357 “Musical Notes from Abroad,” The Musical Times 80, no. 1152 (February 1939): 146. 
 
 358 In a letter to Ireland dated 6 September 1938, Bush wrote, “The subject of the poem which I 
discussed with the committee should be, we feel, a Mother’s Song against war. We want something which 
is strong and in no sense vague in its terms but we want to avoid anything in the nature of a passive 
pacifism.” Quoted in Rachel O’Higgins, The Correspondence of Alan Bush and John Ireland (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2006), 82. 
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The smiling peace that comes. 
Lull well your children, 
Lull them while you may. 
Canon will sing a harsher tune 
Some other day. 
 
 
III. 
They will be put to sleep 
By lullabies of hell, 
Cold they’ll lie and tumbled, 
Whom now you guard so well. 
Wrong will breed the grudge, 
Greed will weave the plan. 
Blindfold to slay and be slain 
Is the fate of man. 
 
IV. 
Soldier, march to a war 
With us, the stay-at-homes! 
Our voices shall cry down 
The cannon and the drums. 
In the fate of man 
Woman shall have her say. 
Hers be the last word, 
And the word, Nay!359 

 
Unfortunately, the work was later declined due to personnel changes on the Co-operative 

Education Committee.360 Maconchy also contributed a piece of music titled “The People 

Advance,” set to text by the British communist poet Randall Swingler (1909-1967), for a 

                                                           
 359 Quoted in O’Higgins, 83. 
 
 360 The work was never performed as Bush wrote in an undated letter, “I was very sorry about that 
miserable let down by the Co-operative Education Committee, with the regard to the piece that you wrote 
for their Festival….This was really very bad indeed. Still we are on a future occasion to return to the attack 
with your excellent piece. When I was in the USA I met some people through Lady Mayer who were very 
interested in choral music for women’s choirs with especial emphasis laid on the point that the text must be 
of such a kind as to interest women. I think that your song would certainly come under this category. It 
might even be possible to get it published in the USA….” Unfortunately there is no further correspondence 
regarding the matter or any indication that the work was ever performed or published. Bush to Maconchy, 
letter, nd. [1939], British Library MS Mus. 454, Alan Bush Collection, misc. correspondence vol. 129: 
1939. 
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pageant that was performed at the Festival of Music for the People on 1 April 1939 at 

Albert Hall.361 Maconchy also contributed a choral work entitled “The Ribbon in Her 

Hair,” set to text by the Irish playwright and socialist Seán O'Casey (1880-1964), which 

was published by the Worker’s Music Association in 1939 as well. In addition to her 

composing, Maconchy was also running a local section of the Left Book Club,362 and was 

attempting to help her Jewish friends in Prague.363 In January of 1939, the Löwenbach’s 

daughter, Mimo, came to stay with Maconchy as Jan and Vilma sought to make their way 

to Britain via Switzerland as they struggled to obtain visas.364 

 On 14 February, Maconchy’s The Garland (1938), a song cycle set to 

Anacreontic poems translated by Maconchy’s husband, William LeFanu, was premiered 

by the work’s dedicatee, soprano Sophie Wyss (1897-1983) at a Hallis Chamber Music 

Concert.365 The cycle consists of four songs: “The Garland,” “Old and Young,” “I would 

                                                           
 361 The pageant was comprised of music by Maconchy, Vaughan Williams, Arnold Cooke (1906-
2005), Lutyens, Rubbra, Erik Chisholm (1904-1965), Darnton, Frederic Austin (1872-1952), Norman 
Demuth (1898-1968), Rawsthorne, and Bush. 
 
 362 The Left Book Club was founded in 1936 by publisher Victor Gollancz (1893-1967), British 
Labour politician Stafford Cripps (1889-1952), and John Strachey (1901-1963), a writer and also a British 
Labour politician. The organization was a book of the month club devoted to “help in the struggle for world 
peace and a better social and economic order, and against fascism.” See John Lewis, The Left Book Club: 
An Historical Record (London: Victor Gallancz, 1970); Paul Laity, ed., The Left Book Club Anthology 
(London: Victor Gallancz, 2001).  
 
 363 As LeFanu has noted, Maconchy’s poor health prevented her from being as politically active as 
she would have liked. But with what little time and energy she did have, she managed to raise funds to 
support the Republicans at the beginning of the Spanish Civil War, and later contributed her music to a 
fundraising concert arranged by the Hammersmith Borough Labour Party and Trades Council to raise funds 
for an ambulance to be sent to Spain. The fundraising concert, titled, “Ambulance for Spain,” included a 
movement from Maconchy’s String Quartet No. 1, played by the Macnaghten Quartet. See Nicola’s 
biographical notes and concert program in Maconchy’s second scrapbook, Maconchy Archive. 
 
 364 Maconchy to her sister, Sheila, letter, 3 January 1939, private collection. According to a letter 
Maconchy sent her sister on 30 March, it was not until 1 April that the Löwenbachs obtained their visas. 
 
 365 Wyss also premièred Britten’s song cycle Les Illuminations. 
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I were a mirror,” and “No end to Love.” Though the work elicited a mixed response from 

critics, Newman found some merit in the songs, especially “No end to Love,” which he 

discussed in The Sunday Times: 

The humour of these trifles from the Greek Anacreontea…is the thinnest of butter 
on the driest of old crusts, but even so it is not difficult to image more musical 
point being given to it than Miss Maconchy has achieved. It shows some courage, 
by the way, on the part of a modern composer to write a “Catalogue” song of 
twenty loves in Athens, two thousand in Lesbos, Ionia, Caria, and Rhodes, a few 
thousand more in Crete, Parthia, India, and elsewhere, and all the rest of it. The 
competition in this field from friend Leporello would discourage most people.366 
 

In The Musical Times, Scott remarked, “Miss Maconchy has set them [the verses] to a 

free line of music for the voice that is neither melody nor declamation, but comprises 

both…There is nothing emotional or sham-antique in her method, yet it somehow 

conveys a sense of strangeness, and of things remote—Elizabeth Maconchy is at heart a 

poet.”367 

 Wyss was eager to include the song cycle in a broadcast, and was planning to 

meet with Wright in the spring to discuss it with him. In a letter sent to Wright on 25 

March Maconchy observes unhappily that the BBC was growing increasingly hesitant 

towards programming her newer works: 

I heard from Sophie saying that she was going to see you in a few days, and 
would talk to you about my ‘Garland’ Song Cycle, which I wrote for her, and she 
had I think suggested for a broadcast, but which she says “they do not seem keen 
to do”. 
 I am a bit distressed about this. I remember when I came with Sophie to 
see you in the autumn and we talked about ‘The Garland’ & ‘Samson’ your 
saying “it isn’t a question of whether we do what Betty Maconchy writes, but 

                                                           
 366 Ernest Newman, “This Week’s Music,” The Sunday Times, 19 February 1939. 
 
 367 M.M.S. [Marion Scott], “Adolph Hallis Chamber Music Concert,” The Musical Times 80, no. 
1153 (March 1939): 224. 
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when & where we do it”!—which I thought was very nice of you—and nice to 
hear! 
 But then I was rather upset by the odd affair about Samson (of course I 
kept this private, and didn’t tell Sophie about it)—also because you wrote in the 
autumn to let me know that another performance of my Viola Concerto was to be 
fixed for this season—and I haven’t heard anything further about a date for it or 
Samson. And now ‘The Garland’ seems to be meeting with difficulty. —So please 
forgive me for a good grumble and for coming to you with it.— 
 I have one nice piece of news in this gloomy world, which is that I am 
having a baby—(not till the autumn.) We are very pleased about it so I shan’t be 
coming to London so much for a bit, but am looking forward to a quiet summer 
here, and getting lots of work done. I’m just finishing the sketch of a thing for 
piano & orchestra, and now must start scoring it—& I’ve just begun what may be 
another quartet.368 

  
Aside from her pregnancy, Maconchy had other good news in the spring, as Hinrichsen 

decided to publish Maconchy’s Third String Quartet as well as a work for piano entitled 

“Impromptu,”369 which was announced in The Musical Times in May of 1939: 

Miss Elizabeth Maconchy has decided that in order to make her work known to a 
wider circle of music lovers it will be to her advantage to work in close 
collaboration with a publisher. She has therefore appointed Mr. Max Hinrichsen 
as her business representative, and (with the exception of some of her earlier 
orchestral works) all her compositions will now be handled, either in MS. or in 
printed form, by Hinrichsen Edition Ltd.370 

 
 On 11 August, Maconchy submitted a newly composed set of brief works for 

viola titled Five Pieces for Viola to the BBC. Koromzay, the violist of the New 

Hungarian Quartet, was especially interested in playing the work, and Maconchy 

suggested that if the BBC wished to place it in a program, Koromzay would be the ideal 

                                                           
 368 Maconchy to Wright, letter, 25 March 1939, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. 
 
 369 Originally titled Fantasia on One Note, Maconchy composed the work in 1938 and dedicated it 
to Harriet Cohen. 
 
 370 “Notes and News,” The Musical Times 80, no. 1155 (May 1939): 375. 
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choice. Though the BBC indicated their interest in broadcasting the pieces, as the month 

progressed—and with Britain being drawn inexorably into another world war—on the 

29th Wright wrote to Maconchy: 

We have been interested to see them, and would like to do them, but assuming 
international events allow us to go our normal way in the last quarter of this year 
our programme planning has now to be on a much more rigid system day by day 
and week by week….There might be a chance in May 1940, but of course it is too 
far ahead yet to say.371 

 
Then, on 1 September 1939, the Nazis invaded Poland; war against Germany was 

declared soon after; and, along with every other British subject, Elizabeth Maconchy’s 

life was disrupted irrevocably. 

 
 
  

                                                           
 371 Wright to Maconchy, letter, 29 August 1939, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. Composer: 
File 1, 1928-39. 
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CONCLUSION 

   

 Understanding Maconchy’s success in the 1930s necessarily entails brief 

discussion of the ways in which shifting priorities during the Second World War 

drastically altered performance opportunities for Maconchy’s music. This overview of 

Maconchy’s career during the war, followed by a contextualization of the factors that 

enabled Maconchy to achieve such a high level of success during in the 1930s in spite of 

widespread discrimination against women, will explicate her situation during these 

fraught years.  

 

Conservativism during the war 

 Maconchy spent the initial months of the war in Ireland, where she gave birth to 

her daughter, Anna, in Dublin on 24 October 1939. Though she returned to Kent in April 

of 1940,372 in 1941, Maconchy, LeFanu, and Anna had to be evacuated to Downton 

Castle near Ludlow, Shropshire. LeFanu, who was the librarian for the Royal College of 

Surgeons, organized the library’s relocation to Downton Castle, thus saving the 

collection, as the College was bombed during the war.373 Maconchy continued to 

compose during the war, and though a few works garnered performances, the majority of 

her works—both old and new—failed to receive performances or broadcasts for the 

duration of the war.  
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 At the beginning of the war, all concert life in London came to a precipitous 

halt.374 As the BBC was reduced to a single airwave, this necessitated dramatic changes 

in programming. Initially, the BBC focused exclusively on popular genres, with the 

theatre organ dominating a significant amount of musical broadcasts in the initial weeks 

of the war. The press was quick to attack the BBC’s low-brow programming, as The 

Birmingham Post quipped on 11 September 1939, “When we shall be hearing of people 

over half Europe suffering want, we shall not be satisfied with ‘Tea for Two’ and similar 

fare.”375 On 18 October, Vaughan Williams, who was incensed by the BBC’s early 

wartime programming, wrote the following in a letter to the BBC’s General Director:  

It appears to me that one of the things we are fighting for is a free as opposed to a 
regimented culture. In that case we must prove that we have a culture worth 
fighting for. 
 I believe that in times of stress such as these when peoples’ purpose & 
determination need special encouragement that only the best & most vital art is of 
any use—Anything else is enervating & discouraging and I believe that the 
‘ordinary man’ will respond to the stimulus in a way which in normal times he 
possibly would not do. 
 It has, I think, been a great pain to many people to find that in the early 
days of the war it was apparently the opinion of your programme makers that the 
English people when their hearts & minds were strung up to great endeavour only 
wanted to listen to the loathsome noises of the so-called cinema ‘organ’. Later on 
I admit the programmes began to get better, but to judge from this weeks ‘Radio 
Times’ things have taken a turn for the worse again & the so-called ‘serious’ 
programmes are filled with second-rate material which nobody wants. 
 In times like these when so many people are looking for comfort & 
encouragement from music, among them those who have probably never attended 
to music before, surely we ought to give them something that will grip. I believe 
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197 
 

that really great music, especially if it is familiar will grip everybody….Are we 
not missing a great opportunity which may never recur?376 
 

In response to the growing criticism of its early programming during the war, the BBC 

outlined a new policy for music programs in November: 

Our primary aim is still the presentation of the best music of all categories, planned in 
a comprehensive scheme and performed under the best possible conditions. We 
consider that the B.B.C. has a responsibility towards the musical profession as a 
whole (concert organisations, solo artists, composers, etc.) and that every opportunity 
should be taken to make B.B.C. programmes as representative as possible of British 
music-making, though our criterion in assisting outside musical activity should 
always be value to broadcast programmes; any question of subsidy being completely 
subordinate. 
 The recent modifying influences in our policy have been as follows: 
1. The absence of an alternative programme has made it necessary for every concert 

to appeal to an infinitely wider audience. This cannot be achieved by any 
compromise or half-hearted method. The best of every type of music must be 
presented in the manner most acceptable even to the purist. The widening of 
appeal must come through the shortening of programmes where artistically 
possible, and the rigorous ruling-out of the mediocre both as regards music and 
performance. 

2. The prevailing psychological conditions are an extremely difficult factor to 
explain in terms of policy. In general, the tendency is towards an increased 
proportion of the great classics, as this literature contains the finest and most 
inspired musical thinking.377 

 
While the BBC maintained that they were still committed to offering music of the highest 

standard to the public, works deemed too modernist were all but absent from wartime 

programming.378 Although the language of the BBC’s music policies in 1939 did not 

                                                           
 376 Quoted in Doctor, “‘Working for her own Salvation’: Vaughan Williams as teacher of 
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 377 Music Policy, 17 November 1939, BBC WAC R27/245/1/Music General/Music Policy, File 1a, 
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state that modernist works would be banned, their revised policy, which was drafted over 

the course of 1941 and 1942, was far more explicit in articulating their newly populist 

aims: 

Statement of Policy 

1. (a) The BBC exists to further the cause of music through broadcasting, i.e. 
through the transmission of programmes of music or about music. It follows 
that musical programmes that don’t make good broadcasting (see 2. below), 
are intrinsically a hindrance. This is an important principle which often 
conflicts with non-broadcasting musical activities and considerations. 
(b) The BBC believes that the recognition of the above principle, and 
adherence to it in practice, will prove to be in the best interests of music as a 
whole (as an art and as a profession outside the BBC), even when at times 
loyalty to the requirements of broadcasting seems to conflict with non-
broadcasting musical and professional considerations. Just as a strong national 
idiom in music is likely to produce better music than the aping of Beethoven, 
so a strong broadcasting policy in music is likely in the long run to operate in 
favour of the interests it may seem to be temporarily opposing. 
(c) Music is an international “language”, which through the medium of 
broadcasting is heard and understood all over the world. This impact involves 
immediate competitive and prestige considerations of great consequence to 
broadcasting, with ultimate implications in the sphere of international 
goodwill of the very highest importance. 
(d) In spite of this recognition of the international factor, the BBC regards it 
as a matter of first importance to develop a strong sense of nationalism in 
British music as a means of exorcising the long-standing national sense of 
inferiority in music and ridding music of its status as a foreign art, in 
selfconscious pursuit of which this country is content as a matter of course to 
take a second place. 
 

2. Good broadcasting of music means: 
A. The observance of the artistic and technical limitations of the medium, 

in order to achieve— 
B. The best possible broadcast performance of all worthy music. 
C. Securing the maximum appreciation of such broadcasts by winning the 

largest possible audience, thereby continually raising public taste.379 
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 These policy changes, combined with Maconchy’s reputation as a determinedly 

modernist composer greatly affected the marketability of her music.380 On 20 December 

1939, the score of Maconchy’s “How Samson bore away the Gates of Gaza,” was 

returned to the Welsh tenor Parry Jones (1891-1963), with the BBC writing in an 

enclosed letter, “the reason being that owing to our single programme-working, we can 

see no likelihood of it being used in broadcast concerts.”381 On 29 March 1940, 

Maconchy’s publisher, Max Hinrichsen, wrote to Julian Herbage to inquire about a 

performance of the work, which had, of course been promised much earlier by Kenneth 

Wright. In utter disregard to all of the previous discussions regarding the score, which 

had already gone through a panel of readers, Herbage wrote to Hinrichsen, “With regard 

to Miss Maconchy’s ‘How Samson bore away the Gates of Gaza’, I have already heard 

this work at an L.C.M.C. concert with pianoforte accompaniment, but if you would care 

to submit the orchestral score I would be very pleased to pass it on to our readers.”382 

Hinrichsen submitted the score, which was read once again by the BBC’s readers and on 

29 October 1940, Hinrichsen received what amounted to the same reason given for the 

BBC’s decision to return the score in December 1939: “we very much regret that, under 
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existing conditions, there is no likelihood of our being able to include a work of this 

nature in any of our programmes.”383  

 The shift in the BBC’s reception toward Maconchy’s music is further illustrated 

by the BBC’s delays of a broadcast of one of her scores that was completed early in the 

war, her Dialogue for Piano and Orchestra (1940). Though the work had been selected 

for the Proms in 1940, the performance had to be cancelled due to the Blitz. Maconchy 

subsequently sent the work to the BBC in November of 1941 to be considered for a 

broadcast. In February of 1942, Sir Henry Wood, who appeared unaware that Maconchy 

had sent the work to the BBC, sent a wire to Maconchy, as he wished to include the work 

in the 1942 Proms season.384 Maconchy then wrote to the BBC to inquire if they had 

arrived at a decision regarding a broadcast of Dialogue.385 Two days later, the score was 

evaluated by Herbert Murrill: 

The musical interest of this work is spread very thinly. The basic ideas are 
extremely small and spiky, and in place of organic growth, I can only find, in the 
quick movements, a sort of febrile jerkiness, and in the slow movements, an 
almost entire absence of interest. The pianoforte writing seems poor and thin 
throughout. The cadenza near the end of the work displays, I think, all the piano 
figuration the composers knows about. I would call this a dry and arid work.386 
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After the Proms performance on 16 July 1942, the work sat with the BBC until August of 

1943 when Maconchy was informed that the work “will be included in a programme as 

soon as opportunity occurs. It is with regret, however, that I must say we cannot hold out 

any hope of this happening in the near feature, as we have a long list of new works to 

place in programmes…”387 A note attached to a copy of the letter sent to Lennox 

Berkeley, who worked at the BBC during the war, however, suggested otherwise: “D.M. 

[Director of Music] does not want any priority given to this.”388 

 Maconchy’s close friend, the Welsh composer Grace Williams, who began to 

receive an increasing number of performances during the war, took it upon herself to 

lobby upon Maconchy’s behalf.389 In a letter Williams sent to Raybould shortly after the 

broadcast of one her works, she wrote: 

Have you ever conducted anything of Elizabeth Maconchy’s? I didn’t think you 
have. I mention it simply because you are one of the few conductors interested in 
new works & for ages I’ve been wanting to write to someone at the B.B.C. about 
her. You know that she had a fine reputation until about a year before the war. 
Since then she has had nothing broadcast—except some chamber works—& those 
of us who know her work, & swear by her, feel we’d do anything to bring her 
works back into the programmes. I know she is misunderstood by some people—
one hears her described as cerebral & un-lyrical, which is rubbish. For those of us 
who really know her stuff, there is more sense of beauty in her little finger than 
there is in lots & lots of contemporary composers put together. 
 Please don’t mind my mentioning this to you—I’ve got to do so, because 
hearing her things in the past has meant a tremendous amount to me, & I want to 
hear them again. 

                                                           
 387 H. Vowles to Maconchy, letter, 12 August 1943, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
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 388 Ibid. 
 
 389 See Doctor, “Intersecting Circles: The Early Careers of Elizabeth Maconchy, Elisabeth 
Lutyens, and Grace Williams,” 105-6. 
 



202 
 

 What a pity that she wasn’t born a Welshwoman instead of an 
Irishwoman—because then she’d be played every month!390 
 

Williams’s pleas, however, feel on deaf ears, as Raybould replied: 

It was nice of you to take up the cudgels on behalf of Elizabeth Maconchy, but I 
am afraid that your remarks have fallen on rather stony ground in my case, as I 
have yet to see anything of this charming musician which appeals to me. 
However, I am quite prepared to believe that the defect is in myself and if I have 
the opportunity I shall be quite ready to do my best on her behalf. I am sure you 
would much rather that I be quite honest with you on this subject, although, of 
course, I should naturally prefer you should not convey these remarks to the lady 
herself.391 
 

Unwilling to take no for an answer, Williams sent Raybould another letter on the 31 

January to try to persuade him once again: 

Just one word again about Elizabeth Maconchy. Just in case you suspect (as 
anyone might so easily do) that I wrote to you primarily because I was her friend 
& wanted to do her a good turn—please believe that this wasn’t so. I am a friend 
of hers but that has nothing to do with my tremendous admiration for her work, 
except that, knowing her, I have perhaps spent more time in coming to grips with 
her scores that I might have done if I hadn’t known her. It isn’t easy stuff to get 
the hang of & I have often thought, when battling with a new score of hers, that if 
I were a busy conductor with no particular interest in her, I should be only too 
ready to put it on one side & forget about it. That tight headachy feeling after 
playing & re-playing a work of this kind, & feeling that you are getting nowhere 
with it, is not pleasant. However I’m always prepared to go at it for a good long 
time with her works because I knew that eventually it will all become as clear as 
daylight & then I could kick myself for not having heard it that way from the 
start—but then, all good things with deep thinking behind them need to be 
wrestled with at first, haven’t they? The pity of it is that there are so many 
difficult scores these days & it is a terrible job coping with them all & sifting the 
genuine from the bogus. But I swear to you that there is any amount of fine string 
writing—& lovely lyrical stuff, too, in the Maconchy scores. 

                                                           
 390 Williams to Raybould, letter, 14 January 1943, BBC WAC RCONT1: Maconchy, E. 
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 I appreciate your plain-speaking upon the matter of course, and of course I 
shan’t tell her what you said—or anyone else in the trade, for that matter.392 
 

As nothing came of her letters to Raybould, Williams decided to write to Kenneth 

Wright, who had often advocated for Maconchy’s music. On 30 December 1943, 

Williams wrote the following to Wright: 

A word about Betty…For the last few months her letters have shown that she is 
terribly depressed about composing. She has never shown any signs of losing 
heart before—but now she does sound very down-hearted and writes things like “I 
think that perhaps I am finished as a composer” which isn’t a bit like her, but 
hardly to be wondered at when you consider how consistent the neglect of her 
music has been ever since the war began. A composer just can’t carry on 
indefinitely without contact with players and performances. You know what I 
think about her things and I know I’m right and others will hear them with my 
ears some day—but don’t let it be too late.393 
 

Williams was not the only individual to lobby for Maconchy: Vaughan Williams was also 

trying to secure performances for her. In November of 1943, Vaughan Williams wrote to 

Boult to suggest a performance of The Land. Boult responded that he would take 

Vaughan Williams’s suggestion under consideration.394 However, Boult’s response was 

far from encouraging, as Vaughan Williams wrote to Maconchy on 18 February 1944, 

Now about you—I do feel it very bad that you do not get your stuff done—Have 
you anything new you could send in to the proms? If so let me know at once…I 
have tried to persuade the B.B.C. to do the Land again—but as usual, they 
hedged. 
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 I fear we must confess that you are not popular—I know though 
theoretically that is a very noble aspiration practically, it is galling. 
 But dearest Betty, you are still young—I was about 30 before I ever heard 
even a song of mine done in public—so your time may come—so push on and 
one day perhaps the key will turn in the lock.395 
 

On 25 February, Vaughan Williams wrote to Wood to inquire if he might consider an 

orchestral suite consisting of arrangements of six dances from Maconchy’s ballet Puck 

Fair for the 1944 Proms season. Vaughan Williams wrote to Wood: 

You will hate me for worrying you—but I have just heard that another ex-pupil 
Elizabeth Maconchy has sent in a work for the Proms ‘Puck Fair’. I do not know 
the work, but from what I do know of her I think it ought to be worth 
consideration. 
 Could you please find time to glance at it & see if it is likely to suit you? 
 Do not answer this please.396 
 

Wood subsequently noted “Already seen & included.”397  Though Maconchy’s suite of 

dances from Puck Fair was scheduled for performance by the BBC Orchestra, conducted 

by Boult on 5 August 1944, the concert was later cancelled due to the London bombings.  

 After the war ended, Maconchy and her husband relocated to Essex, as their 

cottage in Kent had been completely destroyed. Both the death of her mother in 1940, 

followed by the death of her youngest sister, Sheila, in 1945, also left Maconchy feeling 

isolated. In the immediate postwar years, she also tried to track down her friends in 

Prague and Warsaw with depressing results.398 Though Maconchy hoped that the postwar 

climate would lead to an increase in performances, the social and musical conservatism 
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ushered in by the war persisted through much of the 1940s. Maconchy found that she had 

to lobby even more strenuously for her compositions in the postwar years than in the 

1930s.399 While Maconchy’s career had a resurgence beginning in the 1960s, and she 

continued to compose into her eighties, she never regained the same level popularity she 

had enjoyed in the 1930s. The conservatism espoused by the BBC and other British 

performing organizations lingered throughout the 1950s, only to be replaced by the 

support for the extreme avant-garde represented by Sir William Glock and others. In this 

climate, Maconchy’s music, once regarded as “ultra-modern” was considered too 

conservative.   

 

Contextualizing Maconchy’s interwar reception 

 Maconchy was far from an outlier in the 1930s—she was routinely viewed as one 

of the best and brightest of the younger generation of emerging composers, beating out 

Britten in The Daily Telegraph Chamber Music Competition in 1933. While Britten had 

three works performed at ISCM festivals in the 1930s, Maconchy was not far behind with 

two. Even Lambert could not deny Maconchy’s importance, as he declared in 1933, 

“There are regrettably few young composers to-day, but in Miss Elizabeth Maconchy and 

Mr. Benjamin Britten we have two whose future development should be of the greatest 

interest.”400 There were several factors, however, that ultimately impeded the expansion 

her career within Britain and abroad. 

                                                           
 399 Jennifer (Jenny) Doctor, “Maconchy’s String Quartet No. 7 and the BBC,” Musical Objects 1 
(1995): 6. 
 
 400 Constant Lambert, “Musical Matters,” Sunday Referee, 12 November 1933. 



206 
 

 The increased scrutiny of modernist works combined with the growth of anti-

intellectualism in the 1930s created a cultural climate that was disadvantageous to 

Maconchy’s music. In this regard, Maconchy’s modernism arrived at an inopportune 

time, as interest in Continental modernism had peaked in the 1920s with the BBC’s 

heavy promotion of modernist—and predominately foreign—music. By the latter part of 

the decade, musical modernism was widely perceived to be in decline, if not already 

dead, as Ernest Newman surmised in 1928: 

The turning of the tide is not a matter of speculation; it is a mere matter of 
observation of facts, of attendance in the concert rooms and study of the musical 
Press. And not only is the tide on the turn; it is now in full sweep in the reverse 
direction to that of the last few years. “Modernism” is becoming more discredited 
daily, for the simple reason that it has not produced a single work that the average 
intelligent “plain musical man” wants to hear more than once, still less to live 
with all year round.401 
 

Newman reinforces his argument by citing the turn toward a more conservative idiom 

evinced by composers who had made their reputation as rebellious modernists, such as 

Eugene Goossens. Goossens argued that musical modernism had reached an impasse and 

that a return to romanticism was the logical way to move forward.402 The taming of 

Goossens’s modernist image was far from unusual, as Bliss underwent a similar 

conversion. Even Walton, who was perceived as one the most radical among the post-war 

enfants terribles underwent a shift with his less modernist works in the 1930s, such as the 
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oratorio Belshazzar’s Feast (1931) and his First Symphony (1935), being paradoxically 

perceived as being inherently more modern.403 

 This general shift away from Continental modernism was also deeply entwined 

with growing political tensions that resulted in what Doctor has argued as “a public 

response in which British qualities were defined and favored at the expense of 

characteristics that seemed ‘un-British.’”404 The declining popularity of chamber music, 

for example, combined with its continued association with overtly intellectual music of 

foreign origin was yet another hindrance to the acceptance of Maconchy’s growing 

corpus of string quartets. In this climate, which peaked around the mid-1950s, music such 

as Maconchy’s Third String Quartet, was distinctly out of favor.  

 The emphasis on the promotion of British music during the interwar period also 

fueled discussions and debates about what musical qualities could be defined as 

inherently “English.” In a series of lectures delivered to the Royal Institution in 1934 

titled “Aspects of Contemporary Music,” Bliss argued: 

It is lyrical rather than dramatic, contemplative rather than passionate, Apollonian 
rather than Dionysiac. The best of it has sweetness without sentimentality….It 
springs from an immense satisfaction in the aesthetic beauty of the land….English 
music in bulk has retained an earlier ideal of beauty, not one envisaged in the 
formal perfection of the machine, nor one based on a purely intellectual integrity, 
nor on the exciting dynamic possibilities of contemporary life, but an entirely 
different ideal—a lyric beauty springing from the inspiration of nature…English 
music has an emotional basis, European an intellectual.405 
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Though Maconchy self-identified as Irish, she was variously described in the press as 

“English” or “British.” The dreary state of musical life in Ireland during this period, with 

few performing ensembles and a fourth-rate orchestra in Dublin, meant that creating a 

career as a modernist composer there would have been a Sisyphean task at best and 

hardly worth the trouble for most of Maconchy’s life. Her music, however, was rarely 

described as “English.” In 1955, Anne Macnaghten sought to address this issue directly 

in an article on Maconchy’s music: 

It is sometimes asked whether her writing has any national flavour. Certainly 
there is no conscious use nor any discernable trace of Irish folk tradition, but if the 
Cotswolds can be found in Vaughan Williams and others of the English School it 
may not be fanciful to see another, more disturbing landscape in her music—the 
bare mountains, dark loughs, black bogs and turf stacks of Connemara, the 
country nearest her heart.406  
 

Maconchy elaborated on this aspect of her music in a talk broadcast over Radio Eireann 

on 20 September 1959 stating,  

I have never attached myself to any of the musical cliques or joined one of the 
exclusive schools of thought which dominate contemporary music….The two 
composer who have influenced me the most are Vaughan Williams, whose pupil I 
was, and Bartók…I have never been a popular composer: I have always been 
more interested in following my own musical thought and in developing a 
personal technique that most clearly expresses it, than in writing what is 
fashionable, or what other people may want to hear.407 

 
 In 1944, Evans contributed an essay to The Musical Times titled “Then and Now,” 

in which he offered the following assessment of the interwar years with regards to British 

music developments: “In the period between the two wars the disadvantages besetting the 
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British composer had considerably lessened. Publication and performance had become 

much easier. There was even some competition to secure works of real merit in place of 

the former reluctance to consider them.”408 While this may have been true for composers 

such as Britten, Maconchy never had access to the privileges of a publisher willing to 

undertake promotional efforts on her behalf. Until Hinrichsen took an interest in her 

music in 1938, Maconchy had to handle all aspects of negotiations for performances 

herself as well as bearing the burden of all the costs of paper and copying. All too often 

she was her own copyist, which in those days was a tiresome, messy and time-consuming 

task.409 

 Maconchy’s success during the interwar years was due to the coalescence of 

several factors: she had access to musical education with teachers such as Vaughan 

Williams who treated his pupils equally regardless of gender and she had the supportive 

colleagues such as Grace Williams. Within the context of the principal educational 

institution in which she matriculated, the Royal College of Music, she was encouraged by 

her teachers to compose in a variety of genres. The harsh realities that existed in the 

professional musical world were far less welcoming. Although Maconchy did not have 

powerful connections with music publishers, she did, however, have the advantage of 

several individuals within the musical establishment willing to champion her music, such 
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as Vaughan Williams, Tovey, Wood, and even Hugh Allen. Tovey’s death in 1940, 

followed by Wood in 1944, and Allen in 1946, however, severed her most powerful 

connections and strongest advocates. As Vaughan Williams’s own reputation declined 

during the 1950s, his power to assist her lessened considerably. Though Maconchy may 

not have achieved the level of widespread popularity enjoyed by her male peers, her 

ability to triumph over adversity despite widespread prejudice and incomprehension is a 

testament to her tenacity, resolve, and, whatever her occasional misgivings, her belief in 

her own gifts as a composer. 
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CHRONOLOGICAL LIST OF WORKS,  
1924 - 1939 

 
 
IMPETUOUS HEART  
For voice and piano, set to text by W.B. Yeats. 
Composed: 1924 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
SUITE FOR STRINGS IN E MINOR 
1. Allegretto vivace; 2. Allegro; 3. Andante sostenuto; 4. Animato 
Composed: 1924 
First performance: 25 November 1924, RCM Informal Concert (No. 72), Mary Gladden 
(1st violin), Mabel Weller (2nd violin), Gwendolen Windsor (viola), Ruth Riley (cello) 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive (No. 3 only) 
 
THERE IS A LADY SWEET AND KIND  
For voice and piano. 
Composed: 1924-5 
First performance: 11 March 1926, RCM College Concert (No. 825), Muriel Nixon 
(soprano), Audrey Piggott (piano) 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
O TO HAVE A LITTLE HOUSE  
For voice and piano, set to text by Padraic Colum. 
Composed: c. 1925 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE WIFE A-LOST  
For voice and piano, set to text by William Barnes. 
Composed: c. 1925 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE PIPER  
For voice and piano, set to text by Seamus O'Sullivan. 
Composed: March 1925 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
GRACE  
For SSAA, set to text from psalm 145:15. 
Composed: May 1925 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
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BEAUTY  
For voice and piano, set to text by John Mansfield. 
Composed: June 1925 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
BABY LOU OF THE BONNIE BANKS OF FADIE  
For SATB. 
Composed: June-July 1925 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
MAMBLE  
For voice and piano, set to text by John Drinkwater. 
Composed: September 1925 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE POET-WOOER  
For solo voice and piano, set to text by Ben Jonson. 
Composed: November 1925 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
DEIRDRE  
For bass solo and SATB with optional harp, set to text by James Stephens. 
Composed: November 1925 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE CALL  
For voice and piano. 
Composed: c. 1926 
First performance: 11 March 1926, RCM College Concert (No. 825), Muriel Nixon 
(soprano), Audrey Piggott (piano). 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive. 
 
MY SWEET SWEETING  
For voice and piano. 
Composed: January 1926 
First performance: 11 March 1926, RCM College Concert (No. 825), Muriel Nixon 
(soprano), Audrey Piggott (piano). 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive. 
 
OPHELIA’S SONG  
For voice and piano, set to text by Shakespeare. 
Composed: April 1926 
Publication: Oxford University Press, 1930 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
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HOLIDAY TIME  
For flute and piano. 
Composed: April 1926 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
ALLEGRO FOR FLUTE AND STRINGS 
Composed: April 1926 
First performance: 7 May 1927, School Subscription Concerts, Guildford Orchestra, 
R.V. Darwin (flute), conducted by Claud Powell. 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE SIGN OF BONNY BLUE BELL  
For voice and piano. 
Composed: June 1926 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
O WALY, WALY  
For voice and piano. 
Composed: June 1926 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE PASSIONATE SHEPHERD TO HIS LOVE 
For voice and piano, set to text by Christopher Marlowe. 
Composed: August 1926 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
FOUR PIECES FOR STRING QUARTET 
1. Tempo guisto; 2. Molto moderato – quasi lento; 3. Allegretto; 4. Allegro molto 
Composed: November – December 1926  
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE HUNDRED AND FOURTH PSALM  
For SATB and full orchestra. 
Composed: 1926 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
FANTASY FOR FLUTE, HARP, AND STRING ORCHESTRA 
Composed: 1926 
First performance: 23 July 1926, RCM College Concert (No. 834), College Orchestra, 
conducted by W.H. Reed. 
Whereabouts of MS: Unknown 
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ELEGY FOR FLUTE, HORN, AND STRING ORCHESTRA 
Composed: 1926 
First performance: 3 December 1926, RCM College Concert (No. 841), College 
Orchestra, conducted by Adrian Boult. 
Whereabouts of MS: Unknown 
 
UNTITLED OPERA 
Composed: June 1926, incomplete 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THEME AND VARIATIONS  
For orchestra. 
Composed: c. 1927 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
ALL THE FLOWERS  
For voice and piano. 
Composed: January 1927 
First performance: 18 June 1929, RCM College Concert (No. 904), Muriel St. C. Green 
(voice). 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
ANDANTE CON MOTO  
For flute and strings. 
Composed: April 1927 
First performance: 7 May 1927, School Subscription Concerts, Guildford Orchestra, 
R.V. Darwin (flute), conducted by Claud Powell. 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
LAUDAMUS TE  
For double chorus. 
Composed: July 1927 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
SONATA FOR VIOLIN AND PIANO 
Composed: July – October 1927 
First performance: 18 October 1932, Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts, Anne Macnaghten 
(violin), Helen Perkin (piano). 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
HE THAT HATH A LITTLE TINY WIT  
For SATB, set to text from Shakespeare’s King Lear. 
Composed: October 1927 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
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HARP SONG OF THE DANE WOMAN  
For voice and piano, text by Rudyard Kipling. 
Composed: October 1927 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
BLUEBEARD AND FATIMA  
Ballet for chamber orchestra. 
Composed: 1927 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
FANTASY FOR CHILDREN  
For chamber orchestra. 
Composed: 1927-8 
First performance: 17 January 1929, Pump Room Programme, Bath. 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE KNIGHT’S TALE  
Opera. 
Composed: 1928, incomplete 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
UNTITLED WORK FOR STRING QUARTET 
1. Allegro molto; 2. Andante 
Composed: 1928 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
O SUMMER SUN  
For voice and piano, set to text by Laurence Binyon.  
Composed: 1928 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
UNDER THE GREENWOOD TREE  
For voice and piano, set to text from Shakespeare’s As You Like It. 
Composed: October 1928 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
MUSIC BOX AND JIG  
For piano. 
Composed: November 1928 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
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A MEDITATION FOR HIS MISTRESS  
For voice and piano, set to text by Robert Herrick. 
Composed: December 1928 
First performance: 18 June 1929, RCM College Concert (No. 904), Muriel St. C. Green 
(voice). 
Published: Oxford University Press, 1930 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
IN A FOUNTAIN COURT  
For voice and piano, set to text by Arthur Symons. 
Composed: December 1928 
First performance: 18 June 1929, RCM College Concert (No. 904), Muriel St. C. Green 
(voice). 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
CONCERTINO (CONCERTO) FOR PIANO AND CHAMBER ORCHESTRA 
Composed: 1928, revised 1929 
First performance: 30 November 1928, Patron’s Fund Rehearsal, New Symphony 
Orchestra, Gwendo Paul (piano), conducted by Adrian Boult. 
Publication:  
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE KIGHT’S TALE 
Opera. 
Composed: 1929, incomplete. 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE CLOTHS OF HEAVEN  
For voice and piano, set to text by W.B. Yeats. 
Composed: February 1929 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
HAVE YOU SEEN A BRIGHT LILLY GROW? 
For voice and piano, set to text by Ben Jonson. 
Composed: May 1929 
Publication: Oxford University Press, 1930 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
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THE LAND  
For chamber orchestra. 
1. Winter; 2. Spring; 3. Summer; 4. Autumn 
Composed: 1929 
First performance: 30 August 1930, BBC Proms, conducted by Henry Wood. 
Publication: Oxford University Press, 1938 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
QUINTET FOR STRINGS IN TWO MOVEMENTS 
1. Poco lento; 2. Allegro molto 
Composed: December 1929 
First performance: 11 July 1931, SWM 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
SYMPHONY 
Composed: 1929-30, withdrawn. 
First performance: BBC studio rehearsal, 30 March 1932  
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
SUITE FOR CHAMBER ORCHESTRA 
1. Allegro molto; 2. Allegretto; 3. Allegro moderato; 4. Andante con moto; 5. Allegro 
Composed: 1930 
First performance: 10 Feburary 1931, New English Music Society, conducted by 
Anthony Bernard.  
Publication: Oxford University Press, 1938 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE WOODSPURGE 
For voice and piano set to text by D.G. Rossetti. 
Composed: 1930 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE LEADEN ECHO AND THE GOLDEN ECHO 
For chorus and chamber orchestra set to text by G.M. Hopkins. 
Composed: 1930-31, withdrawn 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
QUINTET FOR OBOE AND STRINGS 
1. Moderato; 2. Poco sostenuto 
Composed: 1932 
First Performance: 13 May 1933; BBC broadcast, Griller Quartet and Helen Gaskill 
(oboe). 
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
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THE WILLOW PLATE 
Opera in three acts. 
Composed: 1931, incomplete 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
TWO MOTETS FOR DOUBLE CHORUS 
1. “A Hymn to Christ”; 2. “A Hymn to God the Father” 
Composed: 1932 
First performance: 11 December 1933, Macnaghten-Lemare concert, conducted by Iris 
Lemare. 
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
COMEDY OVERTURE 
For chamber orchestra. 
Composed: 1932-33 
First performance: 7 March 1934, Bournemouth Municipal Orchestra, conducted by Dan 
Godfrey. 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
GREAT AGRIPPA, OR THE INKY BOYS 
Ballet. 
Composed: 1933 
First performance: 4 February 1935, Macnaghten-Lemare concert, conducted by Iris 
Lemare (concert performance only). 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
STRING QUARTET NO. 1 
1. Allegro feroce; 2. Scherzo; 3. Andante sostenuto; 4. Presto 
Composed: 1933 
First performance: 6 November 1933, Macnaghten-Lemare concert, Macnaghten 
Quartet. 
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939 
 
DEBORAH 
Oratorio. 
Composed: c. 1934, incomplete 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
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THE THRUSH 
For voice and piano set to text by Keats. 
Composed: 1934 
First performance: 12 October 1937, Grotian Hall, Nora Scott Turner (soprano), Gerald 
Moore (piano). 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
PRELUDE, INTERLUDE, AND FUGUE 
For two violins. 
Composed: 1934 
First performance: 24 June 1935, BBC broadcast André Mangeot (violin) and Anne 
Macnaghten (violin). 
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
LITTLE RED SHOES 
Ballet for children. 
Composed: 1935, withdrawn 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
DIVERTISSEMENT FOR TWELVE INSTRUMENTS 
1. Moderato; 2. Andante sostenuto – allegro scherzando  
Composed: 1935 
First performance: 18 October 1935, Czech radio broadcast conducted by Otakar 
Jeremiáš. 
Publication: Oxford University Press, 1938 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE ARAB 
Song for voice and piano set to text by G. Meredith. 
Composed: 1935 
First performance: 12 October 1937, Grotian Hall, Nora Scott Turner (soprano), Gerald 
Moore (piano). 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
TOCATTA 
For piano. 
Composed: 1935 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
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STRING QUARTET NO. 2 
1. Molto lento; 2. Poco presto; 3. Lento sostenuto; 4. Allegro 
Composed: 1936 
First performance: 1 February 1937, Macnaghten-Lemare concert, Brosa Quartet. 
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
CONCERTO FOR VIOLA AND ORCHESTRA 
1. Molto moderato; 2. Allegro; 3. Andante 
Composed: 1937, withdrawn 
First performance: 4 February 1938, BBC broadcast, conducted by Constant Lambert 
with Bernard Shore (viola). 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
I MADE ANOTHER SONG 
For voice and piano, set to text by R. Bridges 
Composed: c. 1937 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
SLEEP BRINGS NO JOY TO ME 
For voice and piano set to text by Emily Brönte. 
Composed: 1937 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
HOW SAMSON BORE AWAY THE GATES OF GAZA 
For voice and piano, later revised for voice and orchestra. 
Composed: 1937-8 
First performance: 8 February 1938, LCMC concert (voice and piano version), Sophie 
Wyss (soprano). 
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
FIVE PIECES FOR VIOLA 
1. Prelude; 2. Lament; 3. Lullaby; 4. Etude; 5. Passacaglia 
Composed: 1937 
Whereabouts of MS: Royal College of Music 
 
SONATA FOR VIOLA AND PIANO 
1. Allegro; 2. Lento moderato; 3. Presto 
Composed: 1937-8 
First performance: 15 February 1938, Hallis Chamber Concert, Frederick Riddle (viola). 
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939 (later withdrawn) 
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THE MOTHERS 
For SSAA. 
Composed: 1938 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE GARLAND 
Song cycle set to translated text by William LeFanu.  
1. The Garland”; 2. “Old and Young”; 3. “I would I were a mirror”; 4. “No end to Love” 
 Composed: 1938 
First performance: 14 February 1939, Hallis Chamber Concert, Sophie Wyss (soprano). 
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
STRING QUARTET NO. 3 
In one movement. 
Composed: 1938 
First performance: 4 October 1938, LCMC concert, New Hungarian Quartet.  
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939. 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
IMPROMPTU 
Fantasia on one note for piano. 
Composed: 1938 
Publication: Hinrichsen, 1939 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
THE RIBBON IN HER HAIR 
For chorus set to text by Sean O’Casey. 
Composed: 1939 
Publication: 1939 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
 
PUCK FAIR 
Ballet in five acts. 
Composed: 1939-40 
First performance: 9 February 1941, Gaiety Theatre, Dublin. 
Whereabouts of MS: Maconchy Archive 
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