


Cecil Armstrong Gibbs
Crossings Suite for Orchestra, Op. 20 (1919)
 
Similar to W S Lloyd Webber, Cecil Armstrong Gibbs lived to see his music go mainly out of fashion.  It was sustained, particularly after his death in 1960, through amateur performances of such genres as his songs and part-songs in local music festivals, organists playing his Six Sketches (Books 1 and 2), and church choirs singing such pieces as Most Glorious Lord of Life.
Armstrong Gibbs has tended to be remembered as a composer of songs, primarily for his settings of the poems by Walter de la Mare.  The musical world changed, trying (unnecessarily so) to keep in line with European ideas.  Happily, like Robin Milford, the tide has now turned and Armstrong Gibbs is now being recognised as a primary figure within the ‘lesser-known British composers of the early twentieth century”.
Armstrong Gibbs first came to the attention of the musical public and establishment while teaching at The Wick School.  In 1919 he was involved in arranging a celebration for retirement of the then headmaster, Lawrence Thring.  The composer commissioned a children’s play from Walter de la Mare whose poetry he greatly admired and with whom he was slightly acquainted.  Indeed, de la Mare had earlier approved of some early Gibb’s settings of his poems.  Within a couple of months, de la Mare produced a play entitled Crossings and Gibbs duly set about writing the music.  This magical play concerns four children who are left alone in a romantic mansion (‘Crossings’) to fend for themselves just before Christmas.  It was subtitled ‘A Fairy Play’, in five scenes, and apart from the children, involves various grown-ups, fairies and a pedlar, as shown below:
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A young man named Ardian Boult conducted the work and was so impressed by Gibb’s music that he paid for the composer to study composition at the Royal College of music.  The work was then performed, at a later date, in the Queen’s Hall.
Lewis Foreman writes, “Gibb’s music and its treatment surely reflects two notable children’s stage play of the time – Peter Pan and even more so Elgar’s Starlight Express, which had been seen in 1915”[footnoteRef:2].  However, Gibb’s melodies and rhythms, and use of solo instruments, are perhaps more daring, even looking forward to the score of Blake’s score of The Snowman. [2:  Cecil Armstrong Gibbs CD, Dutton Epoch, 2016] 

A reflection on the work is shown below:
	Construction
	Main Musical Features
	Descriptor (e.g. mystical, emotional, whimsical, programmatic element)

	Setting (Introduction)
1.
	Overture
Lively rhythms, main stately string theme (used throughout the work) with syncopated chordal accompaniment.
	Anticipation of Edwardian-styled incidental music, as with Elgar’s Starlight Express, and the emotional ‘security’ which this brings.

	Action (Main Section)
2, 3, 4
	The Arrival
Lento e dolce string writing, gentle melodic contours, harmony and rhythms; flute melody (sequential and repeating) with climax; harp appegiation.
Butcher, Baker and Candlestick Maker
Allegro risulto strong main theme, as above; more gentle clarinet theme, trumpet theme; return of main theme.
Scherzo: The Snow Tea
Vivace e leggeriero woodwind theme with pizzicato string accompaniment; decorative flute figuration; crescendo/ diminuendo contrasting material.
	Depiction of the children arriving at the stately house, alone, for Christmas; the suggestion of fairy music.
Arrival of the individual characters; dancing.

The tea-party with action.

	Conclusion (Coda, Codetta)
5
	Christmas Eve
Allegro con moto dance-like theme in duple compound/triple time; trumpet theme looking to the future; pizzicato strings; return to the main opening theme + ‘The First Nowell’ reference; crescendo with timpani; main theme in rhythmic augmentation; bell-like figuration in pizzicato strings. 
	Programme conclusion of happiness in Anne’s arrival.



	


In short, this work employs such features as fragmentary melodic and rhythmic phrases which point to a more ‘progressive’ form of English writing, in addition to one fine and Romantic theme created through gentle contours, all amidst gentle tonality with modulations. 
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THE PEOPLE OF THE PLAY
(The cast of the Characters is that of the First Pesformance
of the Play given by the bays of the Wick School at Hove,
on Fune 21st, 1919.)
Mr. Charles JamesWildersham N. D. Jennings
Sarah, or Sallie (his First

Daughter) R. H. Siddons
Frances, or France (his Second
Daughter) D. A. H. Hornell

Anthony, or Tony (his Son) A.M. Horsburgh-Porter
Ann (his Third Daughter) D. H. Stephens
Miss Agatha Wildersham (his

Sister; and their Aunt, of

Bayswater) J- A. C. Cobb
Rev. Jeremy Welcome (Vicar

of Little Crossings, and a

friend of the children’s aunt,

Susan, who is dead) (Mr.) W. 7. H. Sprott
Miss JuliaWelcome (his Sister) T. B Inman
Josephine (their Niece) E. H. Speaight
LadyMinch (of the Hall, Great :

Crossings) E. V. Whitcombe
Mr. Josiah Widge (the Cabman

of Little Crossings) J- C. Maughan
Pollie (his Mare)

Mr. John Budge (the Butcher

of Little Crossings) W. J. Eyre
Mrs. Budge F. Stephens
Jemima Budge (their small .

Daughter, also called Pollie) F. A. Brewin
Mr. William Honeyman (the

Baker of Little Crossings)  G. A. Thomas
Mrs. Honeyman N. A. Copeman
Emily Honeyman (their small

Daughter) ‘W. W. M. Holding
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THE PEOPLE OF THE PLAY——continued

The Candlestick-maker (of No-

where) K. E. Savill
A Beggarman (of Everywhere) G. B. Heyer
A Ghost (of Somewhere) C. E. Harford
The Queen of the Fairi ‘W. E. S, Bond
A Pedlar J- E. Smith Wright

and
Fairies, numberless and innumerable, to wit:—

D. H. Burleigh L. H. Landon D. R. Tidy
P.R. E. Browne A.F, Phillimore  G. F. Tyrrell
M. H. Copeman M. Robertson

THE SCENERY OF THE PLAY

Scexe 1. The Drawing-Room, Bayswater. 5.0 p.m.
December 7th. :

Scene II. The Parlour, Crossings. 10.30 p.m.
December 10th.

Scene III.  The Kitchen, Crossings. 11.0 a.m,
December 21st.

Scene IV. The Garden, Crossings. 4.0 p-m.
December 23rd.

Scene V. The Parlour, Crossings. Christmas Eve.

ORCHESTRA
tst Violin, Mr. R. Bailey
2nd Violins, Miss Molly Hume and Mrs. C. Armstrong
Gibbs

Flute, Mr. Charles Souper

Viola, Mr. Paul Kilburn
Violoncello, Miss Marjorie Edes
Pianoforte, Mr. C. Armstrong Gibbs

Stage Manager Mr. Edward 7. Dent
Conductor Mr. Adrian Boult





