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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), and by

The Guardian as “pianist, author, lecturer and all-round virtuoso”, Scottish pianist Kenneth

Hamilton performs worldwide as a recitalist, concerto soloist and broadcaster. He studied with

Lawrence Glover and Ronald Stevenson, and has subsequently appeared frequently on BBC Radios

3 and 4, World Service and TV in Britain, and in broadcasts in the US, Germany, France, Canada,

Australia, Turkey, China and Russia. His recordings for the Prima Facie label: Kenneth Hamilton

Plays Ronald Stevenson, and Back to Bach: Tributes and Transcriptions by Liszt, Rachmaninov and

Busoni, have received international acclaim, while his CD Preludes to Chopin entered the UK

Classical Charts immediately on its release and has attracted especial attention for the originality of

its performance style. 

Kenneth Hamilton is Head of the School of Music at Cardiff University and is a well-known expert

on the history of piano performance, a topic on which he has published widely. He is especially

fascinated by the varied performance styles of the pianistic “Golden Age” from Liszt to Paderewski,

which he does not seek to imitate directly, but treats as fertile sources of inspiration for present-day

playing. His last book, After the Golden Age: Romantic Pianism and Modern Performance (Oxford

University Press) was a classical music best-seller, receiving high praise from both Charles Rosen

and Alex Ross, and it has been translated into Italian, Hungarian and Mandarin. 

John Casken is extremely grateful to the following individuals and organisations who have

generously supported the recording of this CD, and to others who wish to remain anonymous:

Sylvia Bonner, Hilary Bracefield, Julie Bray, Anthony and Penny Burton, Jennifer and Peter Casken,

Michael and Sue Clarke, Glen Daleduck, David Fanning and Michelle Assay, Elaine Gould, Philip

Grange, Sally Groves, David Kendrew, Jennifer Langridge and Tim Williams, Alison Latham, Susan

and John Lawton, Elizabeth Manning and Peter Manning, Marian Mather and Richard Marr, Alison

and Stewart McCormick, Barry Millington and Deborah Calland, Mr and Mrs Chris Nicholson,

Evelyn and Thomas Penzlin, Camden Reeves, Susan and Stanley Stafford, David and Clare Stevens,

John Tomlinson, John and Margaret Turner, Penny Walsh, Richard Whalley,  Joan and Clive

Wilkinson.

John S Cohen Foundation, The Ida Carroll Trust, Henfrey Charitable Trust, The University of

Manchester, The RVW trust.
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Alec Frank-Gemmill

Alec Frank-Gemmill was a member of the BBC New Generation Artists scheme 2014–2016,

appearing as soloist with the BBC orchestras on numerous occasions, including in performances

of rarely-heard repertoire by Ethel Smyth, Malcolm Arnold and Charles Koechlin. Positions

include those of Principal Horn with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra for ten years and Principal

Horn with the Gothenburg Symphony from October 2019. During his time in Scotland Alec

performed concertos by Mozart (on the natural horn), Ligeti, Strauss and Schumann. His

recording of Strauss’s Concerto No. 1 was recently released as a download on Linn records. Often

invited as a guest principal horn, Alec has frequently appeared with the Royal Concertgebouw

Orchestra, London Symphony Orchestra and Chamber Orchestra of Europe. Alec is the recipient

of a Borletti-Buitoni Fellowship, which enabled him to make three recordings for the BIS label.

He is Professor of Horn at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama in London. He also studied

in Cambridge, Zürich and Berlin with teachers including Hugh Seenan, Radovan Vlatković and

Marie-Luise Neunecker.

Alasdair Beatson

Scottish pianist Alasdair Beatson is renowned as a sincere musician and intrepid programmer. He

champions a wide repertoire with particular areas of interest: classical, early romantic and French

music (especially Fauré), alongside the music of today’s composers. A prolific chamber musician,

Alasdair’s colleagues include Steven Isserlis, Pekka Kuusisto, Viktoria Mullova, Pieter Wispelwey,

the Doric, Gringolts and Meta4 string quartets, and the Nash Ensemble. 

The 2019 release on Pentatone, of Felix and Fanny Mendelssohn’s music for cello and fortepiano

with Johannes Moser, joins a discography of solo and chamber recordings on BIS, Champs Hill,

Claves, Evil Penguin, and SOMM labels. Highlights of the 2019/20 season include performances

at London’s Wigmore Hall and Kings Place, a residency at Sage Gateshead, recitals on fortepiano

of Beethoven violin sonatas with Viktoria Mullova, and appearances in festivals including the Bath

Mozartfest, Edinburgh International, Esbjerg, kamara.hu, and West Cork. Since 2019 Alasdair has

been co-artistic director of the Swiss chamber music festival at Ernen. 

Shadowed Pieces

for violin and piano

I shadowed by the blackened tree  1.48  

II …by a far-away song  2.16  

III …by shadows past 3.52  

IV …by a quickening moon 2.12  

V …by forgotten voices 3.02  

VI …by the harrowed land 2.38

These six short pieces, each with its own sound-world yet linked by shared material, evoke an

imaginary landscape. The word shadowed is meant in its literal sense but also as a landscape haunted

by impressions and memories: shadowed by the blackened tree (stark musical lines, exposed

textures), by a far-away song (gentle, consonant, high and floating for the violin, perhaps a lullaby

from long ago), by shadows past (strange, fragmentary, with the violin’s expressive quarter-tones),

by a quickening moon (rhythmically unstable, hollow octaves, time racing past), by forgotten

voices (a recitative), by the harrowed land (once again stark, wounded, with a coda of delicate bells).

To harrow is to till the land, but an experience can also be harrowing. If the land is harrowed in the

sense of pained, if the tree is blackened, voices are forgotten, and the work ends with bells, one

reading might be that of a landscape shadowed by the memories of war.

Shadowed Pieces were written in 2005-6 for the young violinist Louise Doyle and commissioned by

her parents for her twenty-first birthday on 21 May 2006. The work was premiered by Marc Danel,

violin, and David Fanning, piano, on 25 January 2008 at the Martin Harris Centre for Music and

Drama, The University of Manchester.
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Stolen Airs 16.23

for cello and piano

Stolen Airs takes as its starting point an episode from Sylvie and the Songman, a magical children’s

novel by Tim Binding. The Songman has developed the technique of stealing the songs and voices

of birds and animals, and eventually humans.  Slowly stealing Sylvie’s voice, the Songman offers to

give back her song if she will tell him the secret of the musical instruments invented by her father

that have accidently produced an all-powerful, single sonority of frightening energy. Her father has

written down the formula that he believes created this and the Songman wants it for his own

purposes. He thinks that his own discovery of how to steal voices, to silence the world, together

with the ability to summon the immense power of the single sound, will enable him to rule the

world.

He captures, imprisons and slowly silences Sylvie, offering to return her voice if she will tell him

where to find the secret formula. Slightly changing the details of the story, I imagined the Songman

tempting Sylvie by singing three ‘stolen airs’ to her. She almost succumbs, drawn in by his evil

charms, but then she hears a distant air, a melody sung to her when she was a child by her mother.

This breaks the Songman’s spell. 

This scenario provided the idea for Stolen Airs as it moves from a dark place towards the cello

playing the three simple airs. Each one has a folk-like character, initially supported by the sustained

resonance of the piano, and after each air the singing lines give way to more urgent music. Finally, a

different, distant air is heard, bringing the work to an enigmatic end.

Stolen Airs was written for the cellist Philip Higham for its first performance in Durham

University’s Musicon series with the pianist Alasdair Beatson in the Music School, Palace Green,

Durham, on 24 November 2015. It was commissioned by Dr Elizabeth Manning to mark the

retirement of her husband, Professor Peter Manning, from the University of Durham. The work is

dedicated to Peter, my friend and colleague at Durham from 1981-1992.

The trio’s diverse discography includes the main masterpieces of the repertoire, but also many

neglected gems, often rediscovered through artistic collaboration. Cycles of Brahms and Dvoćák

(Champs Hill), Hummel (Naxos) and Beethoven (SOMM) – recorded “live” at St. George’s, Bristol

– are complemented by single-composer discs of the late romantic British repertoire with clarinettist

Robert Plane. The complete Stanford, Ireland, York Bowen, Robin Milford and Cyril Scott trios

were followed by an entirely contemporary disc containing the piano trios of Sir James MacMillan,

Sir Peter Maxwell Davies and Sally Beamish. Commissioning and performing new works is an

important part of the trio’s philosophy of staying creative and freshly inspired. The Goulds have

made extensive tours of N. America, the Far East and New Zealand, and have performed throughout

Europe. They have given masterclasses at the Britten-Pears Young Artist Programme, at Dartington,

Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama, and at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama. 

Philip Higham

Philip Higham enjoys a richly varied musical life: a passionate chamber musician, equally at home in

concerto, duo and unaccompanied repertoire, he especially relishes Classical and German Romantic

music, in which he is frequently and happily immersed as Principal Cello of the Scottish Chamber

Orchestra. He has appeared frequently in recital at Wigmore Hall – including a notable performance

of the six Bach suites there in 2017 – and at other prominent venues and festivals both at home and

abroad, and is regularly broadcast on BBC Radio 3. His two solo recordings for Delphian Records

of the Britten and Bach solo suites have received considerable praise, the Britten chosen as

“Instrumental disc of the month” in Gramophone Magazine in 2013. He enjoys collaborations with

pianists Alasdair Beatson and Susan Tomes, violinists Erich Höbarth and Alexander Janiczek, the

Navarra and Benyounes string quartets, Hebrides ensemble, and, as concerto soloist, with Royal

Northern Sinfonia, the Philharmonia, Hallé, Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra and Scottish

Chamber Orchestra.

Born in Edinburgh, Philip studied at St. Mary’s Music School with Ruth Beauchamp and

subsequently at the RNCM with Emma Ferrand and Ralph Kirshbaum. He also enjoyed mentoring

from Steven Isserlis and was represented by YCAT between 2009 and 2014. In 2008 he became the

first UK cellist to win 1st Prize at the International Bach Competition in Leipzig, and followed it

with major prizes in the 2009 Lutosławski Competition and the Grand Prix Emmanuel Feuermann

2010.

Philip plays a cello by Carlo Giuseppe Testore made in 1697. He is grateful for continue support

from Harriet’s Trust.
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Six Wooded Pieces

for solo piano

I Haunting Bough (I)

II Swinging Bough

III Shaded Bough

IV Weathered Bough

V Silvered Bough

VI Haunting Bough (II)

In spite of having written many works including piano, before composing my new suite of pieces

there were only two published short pieces for solo piano: The Haunting Bough (written for Steven

Gutman’s Les Enfants de Rameau project in 1999 – ‘le rameau’ in French meaning small branch or

bough) and Pleasure Ground (2012). I decided to incorporate these in a new suite extending the

theme of trees and wood, and further developing my interest in the poetry, history and appearance

of landscape and its features as extra-musical sources.

The Haunting Bough was re-notated from open-stave to metred notation and divided into two to

frame the new suite as the first and last pieces. Pleasure Ground is renamed Swinging Bough, in

respect of the character of the original piece, while three new pieces were composed drawing on the

earlier two. These have wooded characters evoked as Shaded, Weathered (and perhaps rather

gnarled), and Silvered. Shaded Bough and Silvered Bough are contrasting slow movements, the one

marked “dark and luminous”, the other an expressive free variation of Swinging Bough using the

brighter, upper registers of the keyboard. The whole new work was conceived for Kenneth

Hamilton and the third, fourth and fifth pieces were written especially for him. He gave the first

performance in the Esplanade Recital Hall, Singapore, on 13 April 2019.

Serpents of Wisdom 11.08

for horn and piano

The title of this piece comes from Celtic Cross by Norman MacCaig, a poem that brings to life the

symbols of an earlier time, carved in stone, entwined and plaited in abstract forms, yet “in links of

song”, as “Serpents of wisdom whose cool statements show Such understanding that it seems like

love.” Of course serpents can mean other things, and the idea of a coiling creature and the image of

the coiled horn came together in my mind.

John Casken studied at the University of

Birmingham and at the Academy of Music in

Warsaw in 1971-2, and from this time he formed a

close association and friendship with Witold

Lutosławski. John Casken was Composer-in-

Association with Northern Sinfonia from

1990-2000 and has worked with many of the UK’s

major orchestras, including the CBSO,

Philharmonia, BBC Symphony Orchestra, and

BBC Philharmonic. The Hallé recorded three

works on the NMC label in 2014, and recently

premiered Madonna of Silence (2019) for

trombone and orchestra. This featured Katy Jones,

the orchestra’s Principal Trombone, while

Apollinaire’s Bird (2014, recorded by NMC as a

download) was written for Stéphane Rancourt, the

Hallé’s Principal Oboe.  John Casken has written

for major international artists including Heinz

Holliger, Heinrich Schiff, The Lindsays, Dmitry

Sitkovetsky, Thomas Zehetmair, Jane Manning, Sir

Thomas Allen, and Sir John Tomlinson. He has

worked closely with ensembles including the Nash Ensemble and Psappha and his works have

been performed at many major international festivals. He was a Lecturer at Birmingham and

Durham universities and Professor of Music at The University of Manchester from 1992-2008.

John Casken’s music is published by Schott Music London.

www. johncasken.com

Gould Piano Trio

Launched by their first prize at the Melbourne Chamber Music Competition and subsequently

selected as YCAT Artists, they were “Rising Stars”, making a highly successful debut at New

York’s Weill Recital Hall, described by Strad Magazine as “Pure Gould”. Their many appearances

at London’s Wigmore Hall have included the complete piano trios of Dvořák, Mendelssohn and

Schubert – plus in the 2017-18 season, a Beethoven cycle, to celebrate 25 years since their first

appearance at this iconic venue.
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Much of the musical material of the piece is generated by its opening phrase, a strong and vibrant

statement in which I wanted to capture something of the essence of these noble creatures on Celtic

crosses. The idea of plaiting and entwining plays an important part in the unfolding of the piece, and

MacCaig’s reference to ‘sweet strong choruses’ creates moments of repose.

Serpents of Wisdom was written for the horn player Alec Frank-Gemmill and was commissioned

jointly by BBC Radio 3 and the Royal Philharmonic Society as part of the New Generation Artists

scheme. The premiere was given on 1 February 2016 at Wigmore Hall, London, by Alec Frank-

Gemmill and Alasdair Beatson. 

Piano Trio

for violin, cello and piano

I shadows 2.54 

II striding the line 2.11  

III dreams 4.11  

IV dancing the line 3.22  

V memories 7.57

My Piano Trio is in five movements and develops some of the soprano's material from my second

opera God’s Liar, based on Tolstoy’s short story Father Sergius.

The first, third and fifth movements are related, each one pushing its predecessor’s material even

further. The opening movement is both shadowy and dappled but more vigorous ideas sow the seeds

for later movements. The third movement starts as a dreamy variation of the first before moving into

a dancing and lilting section in 13/16, briefly jubilant as well as obsessive. A return to the dreamy

music precedes a darker and more agitated music that the violin pursues until the end. In the fifth

movement a longer version of the 13/16 music leads to a brief quotation from the opera’s first scene,

first on the cello and then answered on the piano. This is the first of six short sections that bring the

work to a close. In the penultimate section the chanting strings (also material from the opera) and

assertive piano are strongly contrasted,  while the final cantabile section sees all the members of the

trio coming together.

The second and fourth movements are also related to one another. In recasting Tolstoy’s story as

occupying both the 19th and 20th centuries, the original production of the opera saw the stage

divided in two with a diagonal line demarcating the two centuries.

At one point, the soprano danced down this line in an innocent and almost abandoned way, and both

the idea of striding and dancing were images that determined the nature of these two movements in

the Trio.

The second begins with three different characters in each of the instruments: the piano dry and

detached with important, rising chromatic lines that return in the fourth movement; the pizzicato

cello begins by echoing this but soon goes its own way; the violin is curiously muted at the start, in

its own dream-world. As the pace increases, they all then get swept along, with the music spinning

ever more quickly before this is brought to an abrupt halt. In the fourth movement the idea of

dancing the line is heard as an almost deranged and broken waltz which spins in an even more

alarming way.

The work was commissioned by the Brighton Festival for The Florestan Trio who gave the first

performance on 6 May 2002. They repeated it at the Cheltenham Festival later that year, and then

at the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam (two performances) in 2003 from where it was broadcast on

Netherlands Radio. The Gould Piano Trio, as well as recording the work, featured it in the 2019

Corbridge Chamber Music Festival.

John Casken

John Casken (b. 15 July 1949) lives in Northumberland, not far from the English-Scottish Borders,

within sight of the Cheviot Hills and within reach of the historic Northumbrian coast. The

landscape, its changing colours, huge skies, and the poetry of this part of England have influenced

his works and helped to create a strong sense of place, forming a thread throughout his music. When

asked by the Cheltenham Festival in 2017 to describe his music in five words, he ventured:

windswept, dreamy, turbulent, melancholic, and painterly.

Orion over Farne for orchestra (1984), the large-scale choral piece To fields we do not know (1985),

described as a Northumbrian elegy, the orchestral song-cycle Still Mine (1992), the ensemble piece

Winter Reels (2010), and the choral piece Uncertain Sea (2014) all draw inspiration from

Northumberland and the northern hills. So too do the Cello Concerto (1990) and The Dream of

the Rood (2008). In 1990 Casken’s first opera Golem won the First Britten Award for Composition,

in 1993 the Prince Pierre de Monaco Prize was awarded for Still Mine, and in 2009 The Dream of

the Rood won the British Composer Award (Vocal Category). In 2015 Casken’s oboe concerto

Apollinaire’s Bird was shortlisted for both an RPS Award and a British Composer Award.
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