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Opening concert:  

SUMMER STRING SERENADE 

Thursday 17th June 2021, 7pm 

St Giles Cripplegate EC2Y 8DA 

 

BRITTEN: Simple Symphony 

IRELAND: A Downland Suite 

FINZI: Eclogue 

HOLST: St. Paul's Suite 

ELGAR: Serenade for Strings 

Mark Bebbington, piano     

London Mozart Players 

Simon Blendis, leader/director 
 

 

Benjamin Britten (1913-1976) 

Simple Symphony op.4 

(i) Boisterous Bourrée 

(ii) Playful Pizzicato 

(iii) Sentimental Saraband 

(iv) Frolicsome Finale 

The Simple Symphony was written in Lowestoft, when Britten was twenty and had completed his 

final term at the Royal College of Music. Suffering from a temporary creative block, he spent the 

1933 Christmas holiday sorting through pieces written in his early years, and combined eight themes 

(two per movement) – all material written between the ages of nine and twelve – into the finished 

work. The Symphony is written for a small string orchestra and Britten’s idea was that it might be “a 
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dear little school suite”. Yet its skilful construction and melodic charm have caused it to become one 

of the his most frequently performed works, and it was clearly also a project with emotional 

resonance for Britten. It is dedicated to his viola teacher Audrey Alston, one of his two major musical 

mentors who introduced him to the other, his composition teacher Frank Bridge. It might be seen as 

a summing-up of Britten’s journey thus far as a composer with thanks to those who had helped him 

there. 

John Ireland (1879-1962):  

A Downland Suite 

(i) Prelude 

(ii) Elegy 

(iii) Minuet 

(iv) Rondo 

A strong sense of place characterises much of Ireland’s work, and Sussex (where he eventually 

settled) was the stimulus for A Downland Suite. It began life as one of two pieces written for brass 

band in the 1930s. During a visit to his beloved Channel Islands in 1939, before war had officially 

begun, Ireland decided to make an arrangement for string orchestra. Only the two central 

movements were completed before the imminent German invasion forced him to leave (in a ferry 

carrying three times its permitted passenger load). The transcript was completed by Ireland’s pupil, 

Geoffrey Bush, at the behest of the John Ireland Trust in time for the composer’s centenary.  

Romantic with more than a touch of nostalgia, the suite’s style is simple and direct, illustrating both 

Ireland’s lyrical gifts and his remarkable understanding of harmony and musical form.  

Gerald Finzi (1901-1956):  

Eclogue op.10 

This short expression of what Edmund Rubbra called ‘untroubled serenity’ was originally intended to 

be the slow movement following the Grand Fantasia of 1928-9, itself planned as part of a concerto 

for piano and strings. Finzi revised it in 1952 but it was not played or published until 1957, the year 

after his early death. It was first performed by Kathleen Long and the Kalmar Orchestra at a concert 

at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. Well described by Diana McVeigh, Finzi’s biographer, 

as ‘large and serious in spirit, a rapt but not untroubled meditation’, the piece has thematic 

connections to other works by Finzi including Dies natalis and some of the songs in his Hardy song-

cycle A Young Man’s Exhortation. The name ‘eclogue’, conferred posthumously by the publisher, is 

an archaic term for pastoral dialogue in poetry, usually between shepherds. 

Gustav Holst (1874-1934):  

St Paul’s Suite (1913) 

(i) Jig 

(ii) Ostinato 

(iii) Intermezzo 

(iv) Finale (The Dargason – a 16th century ballad tune) 

Holst joined the staff of St Paul’s Girls’ School in Hammersmith in 1905 and was its Director of Music 

until the end of his life. During that period of richly mutual benefit, he wrote several pieces for the 

school. This suite was the result of two particular factors: responsibility for the school orchestra for 

which he always needed interesting new material, and gratitude for the new soundproof room built 

http://www.kestrelmusic.co.uk/
http://www.summermusiccitychurches.com/


 

www.kestrelmusic.co.uk 
www.SummerMusicCityChurches.com 

3 

specifically for him (to this day ‘the Holst Room’) from which, according to his daughter Imogen, he 

could never be parted for very long. Holst would disappear on Sundays and in the holidays to 

complete works in what he called ‘the spell’ of his new room. The St Paul’s Suite was finished shortly 

before his most famous work, The Planets (1916), and it displays the same economy of effort— 

demonstrating Holst’s finely honed sense of how long a particular piece of melodic material can go 

on—that also balances the movements of The Planets on a grander scale. Holst’s early influences 

had included Mendelssohn, Tchaikovsky, Wagner and Sullivan, but it was the turn-of-the-century 

English folk song revival that helped him find his own voice and, with his St. Paul’s Suite, Holst used 

the affinity between strings and voices to good effect in his setting of four English folk songs.  

Sir Edward Elgar (1857-1934):  

Serenade for Strings in E minor op.20 

i) Allegro piacevole 

ii) Larghetto 

iii) Allegretto  

Serenade for Strings is one of Elgar’s most popular and enduring works, though it emanates from an 

early stage in the composer’s slow journey to greatness. Some six years before his breakthrough 

Enigma Variations, 1892 was significant for a small handful of works of which the Serenade has 

stood the greatest test of time. Still a ‘provincial composer’, and after a disappointing sojourn failing 

to make his mark in London, Elgar took comfort in his beloved Malvern Hills with his wife and 

daughter. One result was the Serenade – with origins in an earlier suite inscribed in honour of his 

beloved Alice, it is a gem: small in scale but intense in expression, and distinctively Elgar’s own 

sound, particularly the slow movement. Following the triumphant premiere of Enigma in the early 

20th century, the Serenade became established in the mainstream orchestral repertoire and was the 

earliest of his compositions with which Elgar was truly satisfied – indeed, later in life he professed it 

to be his personal favourite of his own works and recorded for the gramophone in 1933, the year 

before his death.  

---------- 

Mark Bebbington, piano 

"Truly a remarkable pianist" The Times  

Mark Bebbington is fast gaining a reputation as one of today's most strikingly individual British 

pianists. His 30 discs of British music for Somm have met with international acclaim and notably, his 

recent cycles of Frank Bridge, John Ireland and Vaughan Williams have attracted nine consecutive 

sets of 5-star reviews in BBC Music magazine.  

Over recent seasons, Mark has toured extensively throughout Central and Northern Europe, the Far 

East and North America and has performed at major UK venues with the London Philharmonic, 

Philharmonia and Royal Philharmonic orchestras and the London Mozart Players. As a recitalist, he 

makes regular appearances at major UK and international festivals. Recently, Mark made his highly 

successful Carnegie Hall debut with Leon Botstein and the American Symphony Orchestra in the US 

premiere of Richard Strauss's Parergon.  

Upcoming projects include continuing releases for the Somm label, performances with the South 

Florida Symphony and Royal Philharmonic Orchestras during 2021/22 and appearances at major 

Concert Series and Festivals both in the UK and throughout Europe. 

www.markbebbington.co.uk  
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London Mozart Players  

Founded in 1949 by Harry Blech to delight audiences with the works of Mozart and Haydn, over the 

last 71 years the LMP has developed an outstanding reputation for adventurous, ambitious 

programming. It continues to build on its long history of association with many of the world’s finest 

artists including Jane Glover, Howard Shelley, Nicola Benedetti, John Suchet and Simon Callow. The 

orchestra enjoys an international reputation and records for Naxos, Chandos, Signum, Hyperion, 

Convivium Records and CPO. As Croydon’s resident orchestra, the ensemble has shown an 

invigorated and growing commitment to the borough’s cultural life and continues to inspire the next 

generation of musicians and music lovers through its orchestral outreach work. 

www.londonmozartplayers.com  

 

Simon Blendis, leader/director 

Simon Blendis enjoys a varied career as a chamber musician, soloist and orchestra leader. He has 

been a member of the Schubert Ensemble for twenty-three years, with whom he has performed in 

over thirty different countries, recorded over twenty CDs, made frequent broadcasts for BBC Radio 3 

and appeared regularly at Europe’s major venues. 

In 2014 Simon was appointed leader of the London Mozart Players, and since 1999 has been one of 

the leaders of Orchestra Ensemble Kanazawa in Japan, with whom he has recorded Vivaldi's Four 

Seasons for the Warner label. He is also in demand as a guest-leader and guest-director and has 

appeared in this role with most of the UK's major orchestras. As a soloist he has made recent 

appearances with the Philharmonia Orchestra, the Academy of St. Martin-in-the-Fields, the RPO and 

the CBSO. 

Simon is a keen exponent of new music. He has given over 50 first performances and has had new 

works written for him by, amongst others, John Woolrich, Tansy Davies and jazz legend Dave 

Brubeck. 

www.simonblendis.com  

 

Kestrel Music is grateful to everyone who has generously supported Summer Music in City 

Churches, including The John Ireland Trust, CMS Cameron McKenna Nabarro Olswang LLP 

and the Worshipful Company of Grocers  

 

 

Mark Bebbington reappears in Summer Music in City Churches at 1pm on Thursday 24th June, also in St Giles 

Cripplegate. Lunchtime with Poulenc features chamber music for flute, oboe and bassoon with piano 

performed by Mark and woodwind principals from leading London orchestras. 

https://www.summermusiccitychurches.com/lunchtime-with-poulenc 

For more Poulenc and Finzi, see On Wenlock Edge this Saturday, 19th June, at St Bartholomew the Great, 

Cloth Fair (close to Smithfield). An Anglo-French programme of lyrical songs by Poulenc, Walton, Chaminade 

and Finzi, culminating in Vaughan Williams’ evocative song cycle, presented with award-winning shadow-

play animation. Daniel Norman, tenor, with Anna Cavaliero, soprano and Sholto Kynoch, piano.   

https://www.summermusiccitychurches.com/on-wenlock-edge  
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