
Camille Saint-Saëns
(1835 – 1921)

Cello Concerto No. 1 (1872, arr. Lee Reynolds, 
2020) 
(20 mins)

I. Allegro non troppo – Animato – Allegro molto 
– Tempo I –

II. Allegretto con moto – (cadenza) – Tempo I – 
Un peu moins vite –

III. Molto allegro

French composer Camille Saint-Saëns said of 
his musical style: “I am an eclectic spirit. It may 
be a great defect, but I cannot change it: one 
cannot make over one’s personality”. Saint-
Saëns further explained in his memoirs: “Music 
is something besides a source of sensuous 
pleasure and keen emotion... He who does not 
get absolute pleasure from a simple series of 
well-constructed chords, beautiful only in their 
arrangement, is not really fond of music.”

This ability to embrace different ideas, and 
to enjoy the essential elements of music, 
proved not to be a “defect” but an advantage. 
Today, Saint-Saëns is perhaps best known 
for his light-hearted Carnival of the Animals, 
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a work he refused to have published during 
his lifetime apart from one movement, ‘The 
Swan’ for cello and two pianos or orchestra, 
in which he revealed his particular affinity 
for the cello. The Carnival is now enjoyed 
alongside the composer’s more ‘serious’ works 
because audiences appreciate the versatility 
of a musician able to range between humour 
and complexity. The same might be said of 
this concert’s conductor, John Wilson, who 
suggested the concerto be arranged to meet 
current health guidelines by reducing the 
number of wind instruments involved.

Saint-Saëns wrote two cello concertos, of 
which this is the more popular. He composed 
the piece in 1872 when he was 37 years old 
and it was premiered on 19 January 1873 
by its dedicatee, the Belgian cellist Auguste 
Tolbecque, accompanied by the Paris 
Conservatoire Orchestra. 

The Cello Concerto No. 1 is in three main 
sections, played without a break, and begins 
with a short orchestral chord followed by 
the immediate entry of the cello. The work is 
unified throughout by the powerful main theme 
introduced in the first movement, which is 
contrasted with a deliciously lyrical secondary 
melody. During the graceful, good-humoured 
central section the soloist plays a cadenza (a 
virtuosic solo display), and in the finale is given 
more opportunities to dazzle as Saint-Saëns 
combines new themes with earlier material, 
drawing together the Concerto’s different 
elements to reach a thrilling conclusion.
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“I am an eclectic spirit. It 
may be a great defect, but I 
cannot change it...” 
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Ralph Vaughan Williams
(1872 – 1958)

Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis (1910, 
rev. 1919)  
(15 mins)

Few composers understood better than 
Vaughan Williams the essential role that music 
has to play in difficult times. He worked as an 
ambulance driver in the First World War, and 
during the Second World War helped pianist 
Myra Hess to organise the famous National 
Gallery concert series. His music embodies key 
elements of English style: folk music and the 
evocative suggestion of landscape and nature 
are combined to create a unique and enduring 
musical voice. The air of wistful nostalgia 
detectable in much of Vaughan Williams’s music 
reflects his temperament: “... in the next world I 
shan’t be doing music, with all the striving and 
disappointments. I shall be being it.”

Thomas Tallis (c.1505 – 1585) was one of 
England’s greatest composers, particularly in 
the field of choral music. He became adept at 
navigating the religious upheavals of Tudor 
England by adapting his music to whichever 
monarch was in power. The Fantasia on a 
Theme by Thomas Tallis was a pivotal moment 
in Vaughan Williams’s quest to find his 

“... in the next world I 
shan’t be doing music, 
with all the striving and 
disappointments. I shall be 
being it.” 

Ralph Vaughan Williams

compositional ‘voice’, and is often considered to 
be his earliest masterpiece. Vaughan Williams 
happened upon the modal Psalm tune while 
he was compiling The English Hymnal (1906), 
a volume of traditional English hymn tunes. He 
was drawn to the theme’s mixture of nobility 
and intimacy. It was first published in 1567, and 
in the Hymnal is set to the words, “When rising 
from the bed of death”. 

In 1910 Vaughan Williams was commissioned 
to write a work for the Three Choirs Festival 
to be performed alongside Elgar’s Dream of 
Gerontius; it seems likely that he was inspired 
by Elgar’s Introduction and Allegro for string 
quartet and string ensemble to use two string 
groups of different sizes for his Fantasia. 
Vaughan Williams made use of Tallis’s original 
harmonisation of the tune, which is varied in a 
spine-tingling array of guises before its inherent 
grandeur is emphasised once more in the final 
reprise.
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