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Kenneth Hamilton Plays Ronald Stevenson, Volume 2

Kenneth Hamilton (Piano)

Ronald Stevenson (1928-2015):

Keening Song for a Makar (in memoriam Francis George Scott)  7.19

Norse Elegy for Ella Nygard  6.01

Chorale-Pibroch for Sorley Maclean  6.11

Toccata-Reel: “The High Road to Linton” 2.31

Barra Flyting Toccata  1.32

Merrick/Stevenson: Hebridean Seascape  11.00

Little Jazz Variations on Purcell’s “New Scotch Tune”  5.03

Threepenny Sonatina (on Kurt Weill’s Threepenny Opera)* 5.51

Recitative and Air on DSCH 5.49

Bach/Stevenson: “Komm, süßer Tod” 3.41

Purcell/Stevenson: Hornpipe 3.02

Purcell/Stevenson: Three Grounds: 2/25; 2.47; 1.50

Andante quasi Fado; Andante Arioso; Allegretto

Purcell/Stevenson: Toccata 5.50

Purcell/Stevenson: The Queen’s Dolour (A Farewell) 3.03

Total Running Time 73.55

*First Recording

Kenneth Hamilton

Described after a concerto performance with the St Petersburg State Symphony Orchestra as “an outstanding virtuoso-

one of the finest players of his generation” (Moscow Kommersant),  by the Singapore Straits Times as ‘a formidable

virtuoso’; and by Tom Service in The Guardian as “pianist, author, lecturer and all-round virtuoso”, Scottish pianist

Kenneth Hamilton performs worldwide. He has appeared frequently on radio and television, including a performance

of Chopin’s first piano concerto with the Istanbul Chamber Orchestra on Turkish Television, and a dual role as pianist

and presenter for the television programme Mendelssohn in Scotland, broadcast in Europe and the US by Deutsche Welle

Channel. He is a familiar presence on BBC Radio 3, and has numerous international festival engagements to his credit. 

His recent recordings for the Prima Facie label: Volume 1 of Kenneth Hamilton Plays Ronald Stevenson, Back to Bach:

Tributes  and  Transcriptions  by  Liszt,  Rachmaninov  and  Busoni, and Preludes  to  Chopin have been greeted with

widespread critical acclaim: “played with understanding and brilliance” (Andrew McGregor, BBC Radio 3 Record

Review); “an unmissable disk… fascinating music presented with power, passion and precision” (Colin Clarke,

Fanfare);“precise control and brilliance” (Andrew Clements, The  Guardian); “thrilling” (Jeremy Nicholas,

Gramophone). 

Preludes  to Chopin  entered the UK Classical Charts immediately on its release, attracting especial attention for the

originality of its performance style. Stefan Pieper commented: “Hamilton’s approach to Chopin ignores the pianistic

fashions of today’s music market, challenges the dogmas of historical performance practice, and offers an entire palette

of new and intriguing experiences (Klassik Heute), while James Manheim wrote: “The commercial success of this release

shows how strongly audiences hunger for fresh interpretations of mainstream repertory, and a fresh interpretation is

exactly what you get“ (AllMusic). Hamilton’s next CD for Prima Facie will be Further Preludes to Chopin. 

Kenneth Hamilton is Head of the School of Music at Cardiff University in Wales, UK. He was a student of Anne Mclean,

Alexa Maxwell, Lawrence Glover and Ronald Stevenson, the last of whom encouraged his interest in past performance

styles. He is especially fascinated by the varied pianism of the “Golden Age” from Liszt to Paderewski, which constitute

for him a source of stimulating artistic inspiration, rather than models for exact imitation, a position argued in his last

book, After the Golden Age: Romantic Pianism and Modern Performance (Oxford University Press). This was a classical

music best-seller, welcomed as “full of wit and interest, and written with passion” by Charles Rosen (Times Literary

Supplement), and as a “deft and sympathetic account of the old school virtuosos” by Alex Ross (The New Yorker). It was

a Daily Telegraph Book of the Year in the UK, a recipient of an ARSC award, and a CHOICE Outstanding Academic

Title in the US. 
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The Hornpipe is actually a conflation of two Purcell pieces carrying that title, with the second used

as a contrasting section (in the major key) within the first. The Three Grounds are more lyrical,

and of notably transparent texture. Stevenson appended to the first the unusual inscription Andante

quasi Fado (Fado is a wailing, melancholic type of Portuguese folk-singing) in order to highlight

the tune’s clear kinship with a keening song. The third number, by contrast, is a brisk, easy-going

piece, heedlessly cheerful despite its minor key. The second, however, is the gem of the set: a

profound melody of gracious nobility, transposed by Stevenson from its original e minor to the

more unusual eb minor, partly to facilitate the playing of the plucked, lute-like left hand

accompaniment, and partly to deepen the Romantic resonances for the player. Purcell’s original

keyboard piece was itself an arrangement of his own aria, “Here the deities approve”, from the Ode

“Welcome to all the Pleasures” of 1683. 

The Toccata  is a weightier work, and one that cannot definitely be ascribed to Purcell–the

authorship of the source manuscript is unclear. Indeed, it was at one time thought to be by JS Bach,

and even published in 1894 as a Toccata quasi Fantasia con Fuga in the Bach complete edition.

It is not surprising, therefore, that this is the closest in mood and texture to Bach-Busoni of all

Stevenson’s Purcell arrangements. The Queen’s Dolour:  A  Farewell occupies a more intimate

world, the subtle inner voices (added by Stevenson) of its softly spread chords weaving a

wonderful spell. I remember hearing Ronald play all his Purcell transcriptions in the 1990s, when

I was working with him on the Scottish Triptych, the Three Scottish Ballads (recorded in Volume

1 of this series) and Hebridean Seascape. His performances of The Queen’s Dolour and of the

second Ground were exquisite and utterly unforgettable.

Notes by Kenneth Hamilton

I first heard of Ronald Stevenson while I was a student. Lawrence Glover, my piano teacher at the

then Royal Scottish Academy of Music in Glasgow (now the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland)

was a great friend of Stevenson’s. He mentioned him frequently during lessons, speaking with

something akin to awe of his compositions, his “astonishing keyboard mastery” and

encyclopaedic awareness of the arcana of Romantic pianism. When I played Balakirev’s Oriental

Fantasy Islamey to Lawrence, his first reaction was “Ronald will really have to hear this!” But it

was only several years later that I finally met Stevenson himself and studied with him. 

By then, Stevenson had long been a well-known, well-respected, but highly contentious figure in

Scotland’s cultural life. His multiplicity of musical passions, the wide range of his output, his

cultural polemics, and his outright rejection of the more alienating elements of contemporary

Western composition had led him to be labelled as a neo-Romantic reactionary (rather ironically,

given his left wing views) or even as a socialist-realist composer (which at least enjoyed the

benefit of political accuracy). Born in Blackburn, Lancashire, in 1928, of Scottish and Welsh

working-class stock, he had studied at the Royal Manchester College of Music (now Royal

Northern), moved to Scotland in 1952 with his wife, Marjorie, and thereafter strongly identified

with his Celtic heritage. He became, therefore, a Scot by conviction rather than by place of birth,

and always retained something of the zeal of a convert. 

Musically he had been born out of his time, for the aesthetic winds were blowing in a direction he

found distinctly uncongenial. A generation of students only a few years younger than Stevenson

from the same College, most prominently Harrison Birtwistle and Peter Maxwell Davies (both

born in 1934), went on to represent the so-called New Manchester School of musical modernism,

while Stevenson pursued a defiantly different path. Despite this, the sheer scope, power and

mastery of his Passacaglia  on  DSCH (1963) brought him international recognition. It was

obvious, even to his detractors, that this was no mean composer. Stevenson became easy to

condemn, but difficult to ignore.
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Two piano concerti followed. The first, the mystically-inclined but colourfully-orchestrated

Faust Triptych, is based on themes from Ferruccio Busoni’s eponymous opera, expanded from

Stevenson’s Prelude, Fugue and Fantasy for piano on the same material. The composer himself

took the solo part for the 1966 premiere in Edinburgh with Sir Alexander Gibson and the Scottish

National Orchestra. The concerto was later recorded for the BBC by John Ogden, a great admirer

of Stevenson’s music. The swaggeringly eclectic second concerto, The Continents—premiered

by Stevenson at the 1972 BBC Proms and conducted by Norman del Mar—is a wide-ranging

essay in world music, a sweeping, swashbuckling argument for art without borders. Listeners

seemed to love the piece, but most critics were baffled by it: reviews were damning. Nevertheless,

one critic did dare to say that the concerto, whatever one thought of its aesthetic intent, was

remarkably enjoyable. And indeed it is

Stevenson continued to produce a steady stream of major works. Benjamin Britten and Peter

Pears had already commissioned a poignant song cycle for the Aldeburgh Festival, Border

Boyhood (1970-1) to words by Hugh MacDiarmid. A massive, kaleidoscopic violin concerto for

Yehudi Menuhin, The Gypsy, was finished in 1979 but not premiered until 1992, with Menuhin

at the conductor’s podium and the solo violin in the hands of his gifted student Hu Kun. I myself

attended the first performance in Glasgow—it made an undeniable impact. Soon afterwards, a

commission from the Scottish National Orchestra resulted in a cello concerto in memory of

Jacqueline du Pré, premiered in 1995 by Moray Welsh. Stevenson’s last major work, the epic

Choral Symphony Ben Dorain was started in 1962 but finished only in 2007 and performed by

the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra and chorus the following year. The cheering audience and

by now uniformly respectful, even laudatory, press reviews were a vindication for a composer

who had unswervingly charted his own course. Stevenson was finally being treated as a grand old

man of Scottish music. And now that the concept of musical postmodernism has become

mainstream, his cultural cosmopolitanism is easier to categorise. Time has finally caught up with

him.    

The Little Jazz Variations on Purcell’s New Scotch Tune is also a Baroque transfiguration, but

one entirely of Stevenson’s own. It clearly has more in common with the Threepenny Sonatina

than the transcriptions from Purcell that close this CD. Stevenson took his cue from the oft-

overlooked fact that the Scots style of Henry Purcell’s day (he lived from 1659-1695) was

associated not just with open fifths and drone basses, but with the use of a scale with a flattened

seventh—in other words what would later become the “blue note” in jazz. We can hear this

feature in the second half of Purcell’s tune (at 0’24” onwards). The melody first appeared in a

famous collection entitled Musick’s Handmaid, published by John Playford in 1689.

The blue note inspired Stevenson to a winningly witty series of jazz vignettes, from the lazily

contemplative to the briskly rhythmic, concluding with a warm retrospective on the theme, now

unfolding unobtrusively in the inner voices while a ruminative countermelody, redolent of the

gentle glow of sunset, is played above it (3’47” to the end). The Variations were originally

written in shorter form in 1964, then expanded in 1975 at the request of the Hungarian pianist,

Louis Kentner. Some minor revisions in 1995 resulted in the final version recorded here. Like

the Barra  Flyting  Toccata  and the Toccata-Reel, the Jazz  Variations make an enormously

appealing encore. 

The final Purcell-Stevenson numbers on this CD are akin to the Three Elizabethan Pieces after

John Bull recorded in Volume 1—all examples of Stevenson’s striving to create a modern piano

repertoire of early English virginal music similar to Busoni’s Bach arrangements. The first of

these “free transcriptions” were the Toccata (1955), and the Three Grounds (1955-8), followed

by the Queen’s Dolour: A Farewell (1958). Stevenson revised all of them several decades later,

at which point he added the rollicking Hornpipe (1995).   
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The Recitative and Air on DSCH is yet another elegy based on a cypher (in this case the musical

letters of the Russian composer Dmitri Shostakovich’s name). One might have thought that

Stevenson had exhausted all possible variants of this figure in his cyclopean Passacaglia on DSCH

of 1960-3. Notwithstanding, he did manage to come up with something new when he was invited

to compose an additional treatment of DSCH for a Russian symposium volume to be published in

1976 in celebration of Shostakovich’s 70th birthday. Shostakovich, however, died in 1975. The

congratulatory volume was therefore refashioned as a

musical memorial, for which Stevenson’s coolly restrained

Recitative and Air was perfectly fitted. This limpid piece is

independent of the Passacaglia, although some of its

sinuous melodic weaving has a certain kinship with the

Adagissimo  Barocco of the larger work, and it includes

echoes of JS Bach’s “Air on the G-String”, and even of

Schumann’s Papillons (the chordal fade-out at the end).

When I heard Stevenson perform the Recitative and Air, I

remember being struck by his flexible playing of the first

triplet of the main theme with a slight delay after the left-

hand bass octave. I have adopted that approach in the

present recording.

There is obviously more than an echo of Bach in Stevenson’s transcription of “Komm, süßer Tod”

(“Come, sweet death”), but it is a Bach that has little of the Baroque about it. “Komm, süßer Tod”

is a transcription of a transcription: an accomplished arrangement for piano of Leopold

Stokowski’s hyper-slow and hyper-Romantic orchestral version–the ultimate in Hollywood Bach.

The challenge here for the piano transcriber is to keep the music flowing despite its meditative

tempo, which Stevenson achieves by the liberal application of angelic arpeggios, Parsifal-style.

It’s Bach, but not as Bach knew it. 

Stevenson was personally as generous and many-sided as his music, a figure of Lisztian panache

transplanted into the 20th century– although physically he rather resembled Paderewski, another

of his great enthusiasms. To complete the quartet of artistic affinities, we should add the names of

Ferruccio Busoni and Percy Grainger. Stevenson studied and played the music of both these

composers with an obsessive fervour; they had a profound influence on his own artistry. 

Even their aesthetic attitudes were similar, most obviously in the plethora of transcriptions,

tributes, and reworkings in their oeuvres. Stevenson often said that he believed there to be no

fundamental difference between “original” composition and arrangement—both shared the same

creative process. And as with Liszt’s and Busoni’s, Stevenson’s music, whether “original” or

“arranged”, has its own unmistakeable flavour, partly deriving from his fondness for gritty

harmonic turns, and for a symmetrically inverted counterpoint that, heedless of dissonance,

produces a multiplicity of effects, from the bracingly chafing to the surprisingly sensuous. The

influence of Busoni’s music is especially obvious in this, as were the contrapuntal theories of

Bernhard Ziehn (1845-1912). 

In fact, in 1976 Stevenson edited a reprint of Ziehn’s book Canonic Studies. It constitutes a key

to the polyphonic practice of his own music, and he retained a lifelong fascination for the formal

possibilities of fugal techniques. I remember that during our first meeting, he talked for some time

about his interest in counterpoint, mentioning in particular the structures of the Chorale and Fugue

in Reverse on Themes by Robert and Clara Schumann (recorded in Volume 1 of this CD series)

and the Prelude and Fugue on a Theme by Liszt for organ (based on the 12-note opening of the

Faust Symphony). 
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It is therefore no coincidence that the whimsical Threepenny  Sonatina–on themes from Kurt

Weill’s Threepenny Opera—should be so shot through by deft contrapuntal combinations of its

catchy tunes, nor that its general approach should be reminiscent of Busoni’s 6th Sonatina—the

“Chamber Fantasy” on themes from Bizet’s Carmen. Weill was, after all, a pupil of Busoni. The

Threepenny Sonatina begins with an amusing amalgam of “Mack the Knife” in the treble with

the “Instead-of” song in the bass, merging into a rendition of the “Shadow March”. A toccata-

like transformation of “Mack the Knife” forms a prelude to “Pirate Jenny”, the centre-point of the

piece, presented initially in virtuosic variation, but then forming the basis of a more

contemplative fughetta. The closing section is based on the “Tango Ballad”, combined

consecutively with “Mack the Knife” and the “Shadow March” before reaching a sarcastically

deflationary final cadence. The Threepenny Sonatina is not a heaven-storming opera fantasy of

the Lisztian type—although Stevenson much enjoyed these pieces—but a subtly epigrammatic

and ironic work, like a witty commentary by a master conversationalist.   

Stevenson sketched the Threepenny Sonatina in 1987, but it remained in his portfolio for over

two decades until Douglas Finch, a friend and colleague of the composer, was shown the

manuscript during a visit to West Linton. Captivated by the piece, and keen to bring it to a wider

audience, Finch published an edition approved by the composer in 2011, in which he very

skilfully completed the not-quite-finished central fughetta. It is this edition that receives its first

recording here. 

The contrapuntal imagination heard in the Threepenny Sonatina is also on spirited display in the

Toccata-Reel “The High Road to Linton” and in the Barra Flyting  Toccata. The tune of the

Toccata-Reel originates in an old Scots folk melody, but it was forged into the form used here by

fiddler Archibald Bain, who coincidentally composed it in Townfoot House in West Linton, the

very cottage later occupied by Stevenson himself. In April 1978, Stevenson produced a vigorous

set of variations for piano on the melody, the first of them in humorous canon, and another (the

third) in clear tribute to Percy Grainger’s Shepherd’s Hey.

Although of different inspiration, the Norse Elegy for Ella Nygard and the Recitative and Air on

DSCH share some of the techniques of the Scottish Triptych, in particular the eloquent expansion of

a musical cyphers from an initially small cell. In the case of the Elegy, the cell consists of the

musical notes E and A, derived from the name “Ella”, that open the work. Stevenson began the piece

in 1976, in memory of the wife of the Norwegian sculptor, physician and friend of Percy Grainger,

Kaare Nygaard. Both the Graingers and the Nygaards lived in the town of White Plains in upstate

New York. It seems hitherto to have gone unnoticed that the Elegy is an alternately tranquil and

tormented fantasy on variants of two borrowed themes—the opening gesture of the Grieg piano

concerto (first heard at 0’04”), and the opening melody of Mozart’s Symphony no. 40 in g minor

(first heard at 1’05” ). 

A multifaceted explanation for the use of the Grieg comes easily to hand: the Nygaards were

Norwegian, the Grieg concerto was strongly associated with Grainger (he published an edition of

it), and the tune features the E-A of the Ella cypher. I was personally more puzzled by the use of the

Mozart melody until Stevenson’s wife Marjorie told me that Kaare Nygaard had, on his wife’s

death, become obsessed with Mozart’s 40th Symphony, repeatedly playing a recording of it in an

attempt to assuage his grief. In the Elegy, the Grieg tune functions as the first subject of a sonata

form structure, with the Mozart as the second subject. There is no development section: its place is

taken by a noble, consolatory theme of Stevenson’s own (introduced at 2’17”), inspired by the

general shape of Grieg’s melody. A varied recapitulation then precedes a powerfully climactic coda.

During the dying embers of the piece, we finally hear the Mozart theme in a version almost identical

to its symphonic original (at 5‘15”). The haunting Norse Elegy can certainly be understood and

enjoyed without awareness of its thematic borrowings, but it takes on new meaning when its resident

musical ghosts, Grieg and Mozart, are made manifest.     
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In the Chorale-Pibroch the melody is developed further, initially with a pizzicato accompaniment

played directly on the strings (in imitation of the Scots harp, or Clarsach) , then “in the style of

a Scots psalm” in the major mode (at 3’09”), alternating with jagged passages that ascend the

keyboard in virtuosic flourish, but quickly descend into quizzical uncertainty. The piece ends in

similar mood: neither with religious consolation nor cries of revolution, but rather with a

question. The bare Urlar is played pizzicato in various modes, ending on a mysterious G# that

takes us into potentially uncharted territory. Perhaps a comment on the then parlous state of

Scottish politics? If so, it is one equally applicable to Brexit Britain.   

Frank Merrick’s expansively cinematic Hebridean Seascape is something completely different:

Hollywood-style “Scottishness” at its unoriginal but entertaining best, raised from routine by a

glorious folk-tune at its heart (from 4’30” onwards), transcribed by Stevenson with a sea-spray of

exuberant arpeggios in the style of Sigismond Thalberg. In a preface to the score, Stevenson

himself commented on the origin of the arrangement and of the central melody: 

“It was in the greenroom after a London recital of mine in 1971 that my friend Frank Merrick

(1886-1981) suggested that I make a solo transcription of the slow movement (Seascape) of his

second piano concerto (composed c.1935). It wasn’t until the Merrick Centenary Concert in the

Purcell Room, London (30th April 1986) that I honoured my promise. Frank Merrick told me that

in the first decade of our century he heard a Skye fisherwoman’s sea-chant, taken down from the

actual sea-borne singing of a woman off the coast of the Isle of Skye. This heroic melody is used

in the central section of the Hebridean Seascape.

A Skye fisherwoman was (and is) a rarity. Indeed, the Skye poet Aonghas MacNeacail informs

me that his great aunt, the late Miss Malcomina (known as “Galina”) Stewart was perhaps unique

in being a Skye fisherwoman with her own boat within living memory… It is a conjecture, but

she may have been the anonym who supplied the great, shouting tune. If not, let her name stand

for that valiant, peaceful legion of women who fostered the perpetuity of Hebridean folksong;

who were tradition-bearers as well as child-bearers”.

In March 2005 a swiftly chattering coda (again approved by Stevenson) with a hint of Alkan’s

Allegro  Barbaro, was added to the Toccata-Reel by the Swedish musician John Fritzell, yet

another regular visitor to Townfoot House. This is also included on the present recording (the

original version ended more brusquely at 2’04”). 

The brilliant Barra Flyting Toccata, composed in April 1980, is based on a bouncingly pentatonic

Hebridean melody. “Flyting” is a ritual exchange of insults in poetic but ruthlessly pointed form.

In Stevenson’s own words: “I heard this tune sung by the Barra folk singer Flora McNeil in

Edinburgh about 1970. The bantering match of the two Hebridean women was characterized with

bravura. I have cast the roles of the two women as one for the right hand; the other for the left. As

their scolding grows livelier, it is set in canon and in increasing diminution (i.e., the voices coming

closer together as if colliding). The final stretta (a quicker tempo) is a spirited song of the Barra

woman’s victory. She began by calling her rival a ‘black besom’. She ends by reveling in her

victory in argument.” Both the Toccata-Reel and the Barra Flyting Toccata make exhilarating

encores, rarely—in my experience–failing to raise a smile. 

One of Stevenson’s most enduring legacies is his forging of a Scots musical vernacular of genuine

contemporary relevance and abrasive commitment, transcending the Brigadoon-style

sentimentalism of an imagined Celtic twilight so depressingly on display at many a Hogmanay.

Crucial to that endeavour were the three pieces later collected together as A 20th Century Scottish

Triptych for piano solo: Keening Song for a Makar: In Memoriam Francis George Scott, Heroic

Song for Hugh MacDiarmid, and Chorale-Pibroch for Sorley MacLean. These salute three pivotal

figures of the 20th-century Scottish cultural renaissance–replete with covert references,

polymodal effects and extended piano techniques. Following Stevenson’s own practice in

performance, I have presented the pieces separately on this CD series, with the Heroic Song for

Hugh MacDiarmid included in Volume 1.  

710
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The remaining two works, included here in Volume 2, also have strong links with MacDiarmid,

the preeminent Scots poet of the 20th century. MacDiarmid and Stevenson kept regular

company–their families lived only a few miles away from each other—and their politics shared a

radical left wing, nationalist bent. (Notoriously, MacDiarmid had been expelled from the Scottish

National Party for being a communist, and expelled from the Scottish Communist Party for being

a nationalist!) MacDiarmid and the Gaelic poet Sorley MacLean were also firm friends.

Stevenson later got to know the latter too. He would set words by both poets in his Song Cycle,

The Infernal City, of 1971. 

Stevenson never personally met the song writer Francis George Scott, but to complete the circle,

the latter had at one time been Hugh MacDiarmid’s English teacher. In 1958, Stevenson read in

a newspaper of Scott’s death while on his way to give a piano recital in Dublin. He immediately

began to sketch out Keening Sang for a Makar. The title alludes to the medieval poet William

Dunbar’s Lament for the Makaris (“Makar” is an old Scots term for “bard”). In Schumannesque

fashion, the piece is partly based on the musical initials of Scott’s name, F-G-(E)S, with Es, in

German usage, spelling the note Eb. A similar acrostic approach was adopted by Robert

Schumann to create the thematic base for his Carnaval. 

The opening of the Keening Sang loudly declaims Scott’s initials in two forms, the first using Eb,

the second the more grindingly dissonant E natural. It leads to what sounds like a free inversion

of the opening motto (at 0’39”), but this is in fact a direct quote from Scott’s song St Brendan’s

Graveyard: Isle of Barra. Stevenson no doubt had the words (a poem by Jean Lang) in mind:

“High up here they rest, their long day’s work done”. His widely spaced, gently surging piano

writing is strikingly more illustrative than that of the song itself (even if Stevenson does retain

Scott’s bagpipe-like drone on G in the low bass). It was no doubt inspired by the continuation of

the text: “Above the stark rocks that bastion the shore/ They are drenched by the rain, warmed by

the sun”. 

The central section of the piece exploits the highland pibroch (variation) style with an

increasingly intensified expansion of the figure first heard at 2’02”, its snaking shape inspired by

the modal bagpipe scale. The air of threatening menace is further reinforced by ominous tritonal

timpani-strokes in the bass on the notes F and B (Stevenson being Stevenson, there is no doubt a

sly reference to Ferruccio Busoni’s initials here, as well as a deliberate destabilization of the

fundamental f-minor tonality of the piece itself). A stridently eviscerating climax and ensuing

exhaustion lead to an unashamedly Romantic funeral march, also based on F-G-Eb, but adorned

with Scots skirls and snaps. The opening motto eventually returns again in the simpler form heard

at the beginning of the piece, but ever more stridently as the keening reaches a climax. This is

thought-provoking, shattering music, showing the rich variety of expression possible in

Stevenson’s modernized and unsentimental, raw and sophisticated Scots style. 

He adopted a similar approach in the Chorale-Pibroch for Sorley Maclean of 1967. Again, the

gapped melodic figure heard in bass octaves at the opening (played as glissandi directly on the

piano strings, the octaves emerging from the undamped notes) is the Urlar, or “ground”, from

which the music unfolds. However, the Urlar of the Pibroch style is not a ground in the Baroque

sense, forming the harmonic base of the music (we can hear examples of this in the Purcell-

Stevenson Three Grounds on this CD), but rather basic melodic shape which is further expanded

and ornamented as the piece progresses. The first expansion of the shape creates the rhythmically

chiseled, heroically rebellious melody heard immediately afterwards, with clear resonances of the

tune normally sung to Burns’s “Scots wha hae wi’ Wallace bled”. Stevenson’s melody, however,

was taken from one of his own bagpipe pieces “Calum Salum’s Salute to the Seals”, a tribute to

a piper from the Isle of Tiree whose playing did indeed draw seals to the shore, like a Hebridean

Orpheus. Stevenson also used the tune in his second piano concerto.    
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