
During the first decade of Britten's professional career, he 
seemed devoted more to instrumental and orchestral music than 
to vocal works; although he had written some fine pieces for 
voice, there is nothing resembling the emphasis on the voice 
that would emerge later. Composed for himself to premiere in 
1938 (Britten was a superb pianist and conductor), it is his first 
large-scale work in sonata form; its opening Toccata is one of 
the most imposing of his rare sonata-allegro movements.

As the title indicates, this first movement is a virtuosic display of 
keyboard technique, stressing fast repeated notes and a rather 
lean texture. In place of a scherzo this four-movement work has 
a waltz for its second movement, possessing traces of bitter 
irony. The third movement was originally a "Recitative and Aria." 
Britten seems to have accepted criticism from Aaron Copland 
and others that it was not up to the standards of the rest of the 
concerto, for in 1943 he replaced it with an "Impromptu." The 
discarded movement has been recorded as a separate piece. 
The replacement movement is a work of genius, the high point 
of the score as it finally stands. It is a passacaglia based on an 
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unsettled, yearning theme that paces systematically through the 
circle of fifths to include all twelve notes. As such it is a close 
cousin to the main theme of the opera The Turn of the Screw 
composed a decade later. It is a theme pregnant with variation 
possibilities and the series of variations Britten composed in this 
passacaglia is nothing short of magnificent. The theme's varia-
tion possibilities continued to be proven when Sir William Walton 
used it as the basis for his own magnificent Improvisations on 
an Impromptu by Benjamin Britten for orchestra. The conclusion 
is a dazzling march, a dashing if noisy piece that exploits the 
percussive qualities of the piano. This concerto is a fine piece 
that deserves a wider place in the repertoire.

Composed in 1939, this violin concerto was written at the close 
of a magical decade for violinists in which more great concertos 
for their instrument appeared than any other time (Stravinsky, 
Bartók, Bloch, Hindemith, Berg, Prokofiev, Khachaturian, Ses-
sions, Walton). It has never really been absent from the reper-
toire, but violinists who are seeking to add a concerto of this era 
to their repertoires generally choose the Stravinsky, Berg, or 

Prokofiev in preference to it. It is one of the first works Britten 
wrote after resettling in the United States. Britten uses a novel 
procedure in his sonata allegro (here, actually marked "moderato 
con moto") first movement: the gentle and tender opening theme 
(which is initially announced over a soft timpani figure) vies in the 
development with the aggressive second subject and wins by 
absorbing all the elements of the second theme into itself; when 
the recapitulation comes, the second subject is entirely absent. 
The middle movement is a scherzo which has aspects of the 
first, including the opening drum pattern. For the finale, the 
largest movement of the score, Britten provided the first of his 
notable line of magnificent passacaglias. Britten devised a theme 
of a sort that would return in important works: a patterned set of 
notes that moves itself around the circle of 12 available tones. He 
uses it to reach a conclusion that, rarely for violin concertos (a 
genre that usually ends with a flourish), concludes in territory 
unsettled as to whether it is major or minor.
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Recorded at The Maltings July & December 1970 by Decca
Producer – Ray Minshull

Engineer – Kenneth Wilkinson

Britten Piano Concerto - Violin Concerto - English Chamber Orchestra Britten conducting

Concerto For Piano And Orchestra, Op. 13 
1 Toccata 12:01
2 Waltz 5:06
3 Impromptu 8:06
4 March 8:50
Concerto For Violin And Orchestra, Op. 15 
5 Moderato Con Moto 9:16
6 Vivace 9:19
7 Passacaglia: Andante Lento 13:35
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