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PERSONAL TOUCH

Pianist Penelope Thwaites has long been a passionate
advocate of the music of Percy Grainger, celebrating its
irreverent, eccentric genius in the recital hall and on disc.
Her latest project is a recording that features works for
two pianos, calling for unusual sonorities drawn from
a range of musical sources

W

HEN THE FIRST THREE
CDs of works for two pianos
by Percy Grainger (1882-1961)
were released (50 tracks, including 30
premiere recordings), the musicologist
Wilfrid Mellers remarked that the music
‘sets feet tapping and hearts bounding’.
This is indeed the joyous experience of
many when listening to Grainger. Not
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only is his music exploding with life, but
he is endlessly inventive in his harmonies
and rhythms, and in brilliantly deploying
the many possibilities of the two-piano
ensemble. His Children’s March, for
instance, depicts a trickster who resembles
Till Eulenspiegel, with sly asides, subversive
harmonies and glorious climaxes of
misbehaviour.

By contrast, try Grainger’s highly unusual
take on Bach’s Sheep May safely Graze, rechristened Blithe Bells. While paying tribute
to JSB, Grainger also introduces a touch
of Gershwin, whom he also admired – an
unlikely idea, yet it works. Bell-like sounds
reappear in his arrangement of Balfour
Gardiner’s English Dance. This time, we
have English church bells drifting across the
greensward – a magical opening. Grainger
was always fascinated by percussion
instruments (and had been captivated
by the sounds of the Javanese gamelan
ensemble at the 1901 Paris Exhibition).
His orchestral writing often features an
extensive percussion section, and naturally
this translates well in his versions for two
pianos. Arrival Platform Humlet is great
fun to play and highly effective in its fierce
octave-unison texture.
It is a feature of Grainger’s works for
two pianos that they almost all began for
orchestra, wind-band, choir or chamber
group. So pianists have these references
in finding their own range of pianistic
colours. For example, try listening first to
his extraordinary Pastoral in its orchestral
guise (as the second movement of the suite
In a Nutshell). There is a lush magnificence,
reminiscent of Wagner, with horns
featuring at climactic moments; and again,
percussion is used to mysterious effect. The
two-piano version ends with notes played
quietly on the strings by a marimba mallet.
Despite his effervescent exterior,
Grainger’s own background was a
difficult one: alcoholism and violence in
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Penelope Thwaites and Timothy Young recording Grainger in the composer’s native Melbourne

his brilliant architect father, a reaction of
fear-filled control from his passionately
musical mother (inﬂicted with syphilis by
his father), and economic insecurity. Their
son’s prodigious musical gifts had been
encouraged and cultivated, but after his
parents parted, young Percy’s duty became
clear – as a piano virtuoso he had to be the
breadwinner for himself and his mother.
The strain told on him and from adolescence
he became addicted to self-harm. Against
this background, encountering his Rondo
(1897) is heart-touching. It was written in
those adolescent years while studying in
Frankfurt and we can hear a sadness and
vulnerability that Grainger seldom showed
in person. The rumbustious The Crew of the
Long Serpent (1898) is more the Grainger
people recognise.
It was undoubtedly his own painful
experience that fuelled Grainger’s unique
way with setting folk-tunes. Lincolnshire
Posy sets six of them, and depicts not only
the story of the songs but the personality
of each of the folk-singers who sang
for Grainger. He loved and respected
these people and expressed real anger
at the hardness of their lives. All this
comes through in the music. No wonder
Britten declared that, ‘In the art of setting

folksong, Grainger is my master.’
As well as the longer original works
such as the two Hill Songs, the melodious
Warriors 2 and his youthful Konzertstuck
1896 and masterful arrangements of
Gershwin, Delius, Grieg and others, there
are a host of short pieces which are most
enjoyable to play, and from which one can
learn much. Take his early-music settings
– for example, two versions of Claude le
Jeune’s (1528-1602) La bel’aronde: version
one takes a legato, vocal approach; version
two is more staccato and dance-like. In both
versions, the two pianos must keep in mind
the sound of a small 16th-century choir.
Grainger’s longer setting of the William
Lawes (1602-1645) Fantasia and Aire for
six-part viol consort is a real challenge.
Two pianos? Surely not. But through these
unlikely transformations, we pianists find
colours we did not know we had. We learn
to balance the strands in our own part, and
in the whole two-piano texture.
Grainger regularly taught and coached
student pianists, urging them to listen to
each other. His two-piano works are the
ideal way of learning how to make one
colourful tapestry of many sounds. It is
surprising to me that teachers in colleges
and universities have rarely discovered, let

alone made use of, this superb repertoire.
The New Percy Grainger Companion (Boydell
Press) provides essential repertoire advice
and details of how to obtain scores. e
Penelope Thwaites has recorded over 260
tracks of Grainger’s music – solo, duo and
multi-hand piano. She is the editor of The
New Percy Grainger Companion, now out
in paperback.
The 4-CD set of Percy Grainger: The
Complete Music For Four Hands, Two
Pianos is released by Heritage Records
(HTGCD403), featuring pianists Penelope
Thwaites, John Lavender and Timothy Young.
www.heritage-records.com
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