


ERIK CHISHOLM - Music for piano, volume 5

Piobaireachd for solo piano
[24.29]

1. No. 14: Cluig Pheairt – The Bells of Perth [4.10]
2. No. 16: untitled [1.32]
3. No. 17: Cumha Righ Seorais III – Lament for King George the Third [3.10]
4. No. 19: untitled [1.39]
5. No. 20: Is Fada Mar so tha Sinn – Too Long in this Condition [5.45]
6. No. 21: Cumha Craobh nan Teud – A Lament for the Harp Tree [3.35]
7. No. 22: Lasan Phadruig Chaoig Mhic Cruimein –

Squinting Patrick’s Flame of Wrath [2.17]
8. No. 23: Cumha na Cloinne – The Lament for the Children [2.21]

Sonatina no. 5 [6.07]
9. Menuet [1.46]

10. Berceuse [3.07]
11. The Jew’s Dance [1.14]

Sonatina no. 6 [6.54]
12. Basse Dance [2.03]
13. Aria [3.32]
14. Burlesque [1.19]

Cameos [10.01]
15. The Sunken Garden [0.51]
16. Untitled [0.54]
17. Unfinished [1.16]
18. The Spring Lamb [0.40]
19. The Blighted Tulip [1.01]
20. The Seven Delicate Sisters [1.02]



21. Moonlit Apples [0.43]
22. Cargoes [0.42]
23. Tall Poplars [0.49]
24. The Wagoner [0.40]
25. Seumas Beg [0.27]
26. The Rainbow [0.56]

Sonatine Ecossaise [10.51]
27. Allegro con energia [4.23]
28. Lento [2.16]
29. Allegretto [4.12]

30. Harris Dance [3.36]

31. Tango [3.04]

32. Sonata ‘Elektra’ [4.35]

33. Dance Bacchanal [4.42]

Total playing time: [74.37]

MURRAY McLACHLAN piano



Erik Chisholm (1904-1965)

Following on from Volume 4 in this series, the compositional and technical virtuosity of Chisholm’s
writing for piano are again displayed in a variety of idioms ranging from Renaissance to Scottish.

With the Scottish works, Chisholm was doing for his own country what Bartók, in particular, was
doing for Hungarian music. Chisholm has occasionally been dubbed “MacBartók” with the
implication that he was following on the master’s heels. He certainly knew Bartók’s music at an
early stage, performing the Bartók First Piano Concerto in Glasgow in the late 1920s. But
Chisholm’s involvement with the traditional music of his own country began in 1914, when he was
ten years old and presented with a copy of Patrick MacDonald’s A Collection of Highland Vocal Airs
of 1784. By 1929 he had composed the Sonatine Ecossaise and by the time Bartók came to give two
recitals of his music, staying with the Chisholms in Glasgow in 1932 and 1933, the first version of
Chisholm’s Piobaireachd Concerto was already complete. Here is how Chisholm’s wife, Diana,
described Bartók’s interest in Chisholm’s own researches into traditional music:-

“Scottish folk music, and especially Piobaireachd happened to be my husband’s pet subject
and particular study at that time. For years he had been doing considerable research in this
line, so of course, he brought out various collections of folk music and gramophone records,
and Bartók listened and studied these for hours. The result of this conversation was that the
next day Bartók went to a well-known shop in town which supplied all Highland requisites, and
came home with a tartan rug, a chanter, all the piobaireachd music he could lay his hands on,
and told us that the manager of the firm had arranged with one of our most noted Pipe-
Majors to come next day to the Grand Hotel to play the bagpipes to him (this was one thing
my husband hadn’t been able to do!). Bartók was enchanted.”

Here, then, were two men with parallel enthusiasms and pianistic skills, sharing their knowledge on
equal terms. To describe Chisholm as “MacBartók” is, of course, no insult – indeed it can be
construed as a compliment: but it is misleading. The techniques which Chisholm applies to both the
general form and the specific detail of his Scottish works is very substantially derived from the
techniques that Scottish music, and piobaireachd in particular, have uniquely and very recognisably
developed. In exploiting these techniques in the context of the piano (and the orchestra), Chisholm



had no precedents from outside Scotland, and few from within. It is no wonder Bartók was
intrigued.

On this CD, the Piobaireachd for solo piano, the Sonatine Ecossaise and the Harris Dance are all
outstanding examples of the depth of his understanding of Scottish and, in particular, Highland
Scottish traditional music. Their variety of texture and rhythm is astonishing, but equalled by the
variety of contrapuntal and harmonic treatment in the two Sonatinas based upon late mediaeval
and Renaissance melodies. Chisholm’s skills as a miniaturist are also evident in the dozen Cameos
which, though of early date and little more than fragments, somehow capture a mood with
immediacy and even intensity. The CD is rounded off with an alluring Tango, and two pieces of
demanding virtusoity, the single-movement Sonata “Elektra” and a Dance Bacchanal which is
certainly not for the faint-hearted.

Piobaireachd xiv-xxiii

1. No.14: Cluig Pheairt – The Bells of Perth.
Chisholm’s bells start with distant chimes, but build up to a deafening peal of dissonant
reverberations, finally subsiding into an evocative return of the opening mood. The original
piobaireachd melody, given in the top notes of the left hand chords, is completely transformed in
this highly imaginative piano writing. The piobaireachd itself is said to imitate the bells of St. John
the Baptist, Perth, though some think it more likely that it imitates all the city’s bells sounding in a
manner closer to Chisholm’s own interpretation. It was composed by one of the MacIntyres of
Rannoch in the eighteenth century.

2. No.16: (No.15 is lost) This is not so much a piobaireachd as a dance, though Chisholm’s
treatment of it is slow and thoughtful. The source for this tune has yet to be identified. It is
identical with No3 of the Six Highland Sketches (See Volume 4 in this series).

3. No.17: Cumha Righ Seorais III – Lament for King George the Third was composed by John
MacKay senior in 1820. Chisholm has, exceptionally, altered the C sharps of the theme, or ùrlar, to
C naturals. This dislocation from a norm which Chisholm knew well, may relate to the anxious
climax of his setting and be a reflection of the King’s own dislocated mind. In any event, the music
is brooding, powerful and dark.



4. No.19: (No.18 is lost) Chisholm does not give a source for this “piobaireachd” and it is hard to
find one that might match. The part-writing is beautifully clear, and he marks a section of tremolo
chords “hauntingly”.

5. No.20: Is Fada Mar so tha Sinn – Too Long in this Condition This well-known complaint by Patrick
Mòr MacCrimmon was composed in 1715. Chisholm treats it magnificently with extended rhetoric,
in the form of spread chords and arabesques. His usual chromaticisms are much less to the fore
here, and the pentatonic elements of the bagpipe scale are omni-present.

6. No.21: Cumha Craobh nan Teud – A Lament for the Harp Tree. The Celtic harp is known
figuratively as the Tree of Strings, but in fact the alternative title for this piece – the Lament for the
Harp Key – is the proper one. One would, however, more truly describe it as the “improper” one as
the harp key is here a sexual symbol. The tune is that used by the Gaelic poet and clarsair (harp
player) Duncan Ban McIntyre for his poem Harp Key Fair. The melody is a beauty, its charms only
serving to underline the humour of the verses. In the poem, the poet’s impotence, symbolised by
the loss of the harp’s tuning key, is cured by a group of women who crew the vessel that takes him
to Harp Key Fair. The women vie for the honour of effecting a cure, but which of them is successful
is not recorded! Chisholm has outlined the theme with clarity, accompanying it with spread chords
as might have been done on the clarsach itself.

7. No.22: Lasan Phadruig Chaoig Mhic Cruimein – Squinting Patrick’s Flame of Wrath.
Donald Mor MacCrimmon was not satisfied with merely composing a piobaireachd to avenge his
younger brother, Patrick’s murder in the early 17th century. He went to Kintail where the murderer
had retreated, and burnt to death in their houses several of the villagers who protected the man.
Erik Chisholm was, on his own admission, well capable of producing flames of wrath. Here he does
not disappoint, making brutal use of the repeated descending phrases of the original which, in its
own way, is equally savage. Chisholm’s music, utterly uncompromising in its fury, would no doubt
have appealed thoroughly to Donald Mor.

8. No.23: Cumha na Cloinne – The Lament for the Children. Perhaps the most famous and best-
loved of all ceòl mòr or piobaireachd, it starts with an unusually high-pitched ùrlar. Chisholm
initially places this melody in the bass clef and then builds up towards a passion that is much less



restrained than the original. It is a thousand pities that we only have the first two pages of his
setting for there is much that is left unsaid here.

Sonatina No.5

Chisholm’s accomplished contrapuntal writing [9] more than honours the style of Conrad
Paumann’s original of 1452, based on a traditional love-song, Mit ganczem Willen. The
conventional turns and gestures are given enlivening chromatic colouring by Chisholm, and the
rhythms are enhanced by subtle contrasts between legato and staccato.

The following Berceuse “after a 13
th

century 2-part dance” [10] starts off as sweetly as behoves a
cradle song, but the underlying mediaeval strength of the tune is brought out in the central section
with Chisholm’s use of parallel fifths. The original is a Ductia in which the theme is repeated in the
lower part with different elaborations above it. Chisholm has, if anything, reversed this process,
and his mastery of piano texture turns what, in other hands, would have been an academic
exercise, into a rich and beautiful new composition.

The concluding The Jew’s Dance [11] is based by Chisholm on a mis-transcription by Davison and
Apel of the original lute piece by Hans Neusiedler. The lute tuning was misunderstood and the
melody as a consequence fights with its accompaniment. Fortunately, in Chisholm’s hands, this
becomes a virtue rather than a defect, though one cannot help wondering whether the initial error
was prompted by an expected exoticisim where none was really present.

Sonatina No.6

This Sonatina also sources its material in Davison and Apel’s Historical Anthology of Music first
published in 1946. The opening Basse Danse [12] is initially based quite closely on Claude
Gervaise’s La Volunté of around 1550, but Chisholm extends the treatment with lively contrapuntal
inventiveness.

The Aria [13], derived from a Gervaise Pavane d’Angleterre enunciated in the middle part, retains
the dignity of this dance form, originally inspired by the stately courtship dance of the peacock.
Chisholm’s harmonies have their own fine logic that stays true to the fundamentals, for all that its



final gesture is a teasing run a semi-tone off-key. Perhaps it is intended to anticipate the concluding
Burlesque [14], based on a Gervaise Allemande and as brilliant as its polytonality is impudent.

Cameos

Cameos is a series of early brief studies of impressive variety. Several of them survive only in sketch
form, but their charms should not be forgotten on that account. The Sunken Garden [15] depicts a
poem by Walter de la Mere, listing the herbs in the garden and that hide “within her bosom, too,/
All her sorrows, bitter rue.” It is followed by an Untitled piece [16], which Chisholm crossed out, but
whose drifting quavers, mostly five in the time of four, have their own mysterious charm. Next [17]
comes an as yet un-sourced Scottish air, treated with exquisite delicacy and a minute touch of
harmonic colour to set it off. Its title here of Unfinished reflects the absence of a double bar at the
end of what survives – but it seems complete enough. The Spring Lamb follows [18]. This is a
Scottish lamb and its unpredictable jumps are as equally finished or unfinished. The Blighted Tulip
[19] also lacks a concluding double bar, but its gentle redemption from eternal ruin in the form of a
major chord shows that it too is complete.

The Seven Delicate Sisters [20] are the Pleiades, seen in a “transparent clear belt of ether left in the
East” as Walt Whitman has it, watching Jupiter rise “large and calm”. They are followed by the
equally calm Moonlit Apples [21],inspired by a John Masefield poem. Cargoes [22] is also inspired
by Masefield, in this case the cargo being jewels in a stately Spanish galleon; and the gently
swaying Tall Poplars [23] come from Aldous Huxley’s “Shepherd, to yon tall poplars tune your
flute”. In Edward Blunden’s The Wagoner [24] , “On a dulled earth the night droops down”, but
Seumas Beg’s comical repetitions [25] bring things back to life. The character comes from James
Stephen’s The Adventures of Seamus Beg. Walter de la Mare’s The Rainbow concludes the set [26],
and its closing lines might well describe the nature of all these miniature cameos:-

“In bright-ringed solitude
The showery foliage shone
One lovely moment,
And the bow was gone.”



Sonatine Ecossaise

Though revised in 1951, the Sonatine Écossaise was initially completed as early as 1929 with the
title Pibroch Sonatina, when Chisholm was a mere 25 years old, and it already shows mastery of
Scottish idioms, displaying respect and daring simultaneously.

Taken as a whole, the sonata’s structure could scarcely be simpler. It is in ABA form and the outer
movements are also each in ABA form. Within each section, the thematic material is simply laid
out. The tunes are stated and that is it. This compares with the temptation for most composers to
take phrases from the main themes and knit them into a patchwork of development. This
development of musical discussion frequently alienates those who actually know and understand
the original material, making too much of musical events which were always designed to stand
alone.

Within the tradition itself, the building up of a “set” – a sequence of tunes – is an art of its own: but
it rarely employs transitions. It is a method that cannot be readily analysed. It relies upon sheer
musical instinct and, in live performance, upon the mood of the moment. The skill is to find tunes
which naturally run into each other, and this is a skill that is centuries old and readily observed
even in early publications such as Oswald’s Caledonian Pocket Companion. It is more within that
tradition that Chisholm operates structurally, than within the European classical tradition.

The first movement [27] – Allegro con energia - is in simple ABA form. It opens with a chromatically
enriched version of Ha-da-lolal-O, number 15 from Patrick MacDonald’s A Collection of Highland
Vocal Airs, 1784, which was Chisholm’s much-used source. The air is delivered in two versions, the
second transposed up an octave and with polytonal harmonies. It is followed by A Robaidh, tha thu
gòrach (Robbie! you are foolish) which is number 152 from the same source, surrounded with
filigree, but keeping the sweep of the melody ever to the fore. This is a melody of great beauty,
which Chisholm decorates with a style of decoration derived from bagpipe “cuttings”. These
“cuttings”, as they are called, cannot really be described as “ornaments” or “graces”. This is
something of which Chisholm was acutely conscious. In The Evening News of India, in pointing out
the functional parallels between piobaireachd and Hindustani music, he wrote:-



“Grace is not just some unessential additions to a melody . . . but is an integral and inseparable part
of the whole.”

And so it is in this movement, in which the cuttings are subtly elaborated. At the end of the return
of the opening section, Robbie returns, but he is no fool in this guise: rather the treatment is
commanding – Chisholm marks it Broad as it strides above the neat dancing steps of the
accompaniment.

The Lento [28] is a lament based upon the famous piobaireachd Cha Till MacCruimean –
“MacCrimmon will never return”. The basic story is that Domhnall Ban MacCrimmon composed the
piece when leaving Skye, the chorus of the song predicting that he will never return. In fact he was
the only person killed at the rout of Moy in 1745, travelling with the MacLeods and Lord Loudon in
the hope of capturing Bonnie Prince Charlie. The Macleods did not support the Jacobite cause.
MacCrimmon’s death was foreseen by Patrick MacAskill whose account was recorded in 1763. He
had had a sudden vision of the six-foot tall piper as he left for his last march, as no bigger than a
boy of five years of age. Many older Scots will recollect the song version as one traditionally sung at
the quayside when people were emigrating, and it is quite possible that Chisholm will not only have
known the story behind this piobaireachd, but also have heard it sung on the quays of the
Broomielaw, or further down the river Clyde; for his compatriots were still leaving for new lives in
Canada and Australia well into the 20

th
century.

Chisholm makes of this a haunting and moving lament. There is no bravura to be had in these
circumstances, rather an aching nostalgia. He sustains the sense of the drone as a kind of ghost that
haunts the centre of the texture and, in the bass, quietly hints at the double tonic tonality that
exists in many Scottish tunes. Thus, while the basic drone pitch would be A and E, Chisholm
frequently places the fifth a tone lower on G and D, and on other pitches too, picking up in the left
hand, tonalities implied in the piobaireachd ùrlar itself – crossing the hands in order to achieve
precisely the texture he seeks. He goes no further than the ùrlar of this piobaireachd. It is enough
in this context. As a piece of pianistic texture, it is unique in its delicacy. As a realisation of what it
is that a piobaireachd can mean to those who are capable of understanding it, it is extraordinarily
evocative.



It is sensible of Chisholm to, as it were, wrap up the Lament with a gentle chord built out of fifths
and based upon a B flat – a note that has not once occurred in the preceding movement, and that
is placed an octave below anything that has gone before. How else is one to alter the mood
without shattering it? It is just enough to clear the way for the pianissimo start [29] of the final
Allegretto.

The concentrated riches of the third movement are full of wit as well as poetry. It fulfils Chisholm’s
expressed desire to compose a March-Strathspey-Reel set,

“I started off being a Scottish national composer . . . . . I have a hunch that I would like to end
my musical days in Scotland: whereas the national dances of almost any country you could
mention, have been stylised and worked into art music by national composers . . . in Scotland
– leaving vocal music out of it – there is not a single example of a March-Strathspey-Reel
which exists outside traditional bagpipe music.”

Chisholm was the first to fill that gap, but he does so in just over four minutes, with beautiful
economy and a marvellous opening of a couple of exploratory drum-taps and a brilliant
exploitation of piano texture, almost using the different registers in a kind of klangfarbenmelodie
effect. The March tune is number 9 of the North Highland Reels or Country Dances from
MacDonald. He has treated it as a 6/8 march and his pointing of the rhythm is so instinctively right
that the forward drive becomes irresistible. He knows how important is the beat in a march,
whether marched or danced, and accents it with chords of two superimposed fifths and, once the
pace is firmly established, with off-beat accents of the kind that musicians and dancers and hand-
clappers will usually introduce as a tune settles in.

The gentle refinement of the strathspey – Conon House – takes a fresh approach to the Scotch
snaps and dotted rhythms typical of the dance. This is a slow strathspey, elegant and beautiful,
which Chisholm probably found in Logan’s collection of 1924.

The reel (Sleepy Maggie) is characterised by the free movement of the left hand. Chisholm is a
master at keeping his bass lines alive in forms which are inherently harmonically relatively static
and which too often bind composers to a drone or the ubiquitous double-tonic. The leading



American Scots fiddler, Bonnie Rideout (to whom I am indebted for identifying the tune as Sleepy
Maggie) wrote of it:

“And wow is Sleepy Maggie cheeky (must have swigged a few belts of something)”

If only more musicology were expressed in such terms!

30. Harris Dance

In fact this demandingly energetic and exuberant music is based on an untitled reel from the North
Highland Airs of Patrick MacDonald’s A Collection of Highland Vocal Airs of 1784 – number 41.
However, in calling it a Harris Dance, Chisholm was quite naturally associating it with two dances of
that name and of similar character from much later in the volume.

31. Tango

Chisholm was nothing if not versatile, and his Tango, completed in March of 1926, fulfils all the
usual ball-room expectations of its day, with “pulsating rhythm” and a yielding, yet urgent melodic
line.

32. Sonata “Elektra”

This undated piece of pastiche is in the genre of the exhibitonist transcription indulged in by
virtuoso pianist-composers. Chisholm might well have become a virtuoso pianist but, in the context
of his real compositional achievements this is simply a bombastic curiosity which at least gives an
idea of one of the variety of influences which he thankfully outgrew.

33. Dance Bacchanal

With the Dance Bacchanal (a riot in colour) we are back on more original compositional ground. It
is full of directions to the performer, several suggesting orchestral colours, but less inventive in
terms of its textures than most of his later work (it was completed in January 1924 and was also



planned in an orchestral version). However, it is a bold piece, as brash as its title, and calling for a
virtuosic outburst of energy which here it certainly receives.

Notes © John Purser 2008

Murray McLachlan in the Baronial Hall, Chetham’s School of Music



The Pianist

“Murray McLachlan is a pianist with a
virtuoso technique and a sure sense of line.
His timing and phrasing are impeccable, and
his tone – full but unforced in the powerful
passages, gentle and restrained in the more
lyrical – is a perpetual delight” (BBC MUSIC
MAGAZINE)

As a concert artist Murray McLachlan has
received outstanding critical acclaim for
intelligent and sensitive interpretations and
superb technical ability. His prolific
discography, much of it for Divine Art and
Dunelm, has received long-standing
international recognition and includes over
thirty commercial recordings, including the
complete sonatas of Beethoven and
Prokofiev and many rarities.

McLachlan’s repertoire includes over 40
concertos and he has appeared as soloist
with most of the leading UK orchestras. His
recognition has been far-reaching, bringing
many invitations to perform abroad. In recent seasons his engagements have included
performances in the USA, Scandinavia, South Africa, Poland, Byelorussia and Norway. In
1997 he was awarded a knighthood by the Order of St John of Jerusalem in recognition of his
services to music in Malta. In 2003 he performed the complete cycle of 32 Beethoven
Sonatas to critical acclaim in Manchester, and in 2004 his Wigmore Hall Erik Chisholm
Centenary Recital and subsequent national tour attracted superlatives in the national press.



His intense schedule continued in 2006 with a ‘Shostakovich Centenary Recital tour’,
sponsored by the UK Shostakovich Society and including 15 concerts all over the UK. This
included a return to the Wigmore Hall in September.

Murray McLachlan has given first performances of works by many composers, including
Martin Butler, Ronald Stevenson, Charles Camilleri, Michael Parkin and even Beethoven!
Recordings of contemporary music have won numerous accolades, including full star ratings,
as well as ‘rosette’ and ‘key recording’ status in the latest Penguin Guide to CDs, and ‘Disc of
the month’ and ‘Record of the month’ MusicWeb and The Glasgow Herald. He is Head of
keyboard at Chetham’s School of Music and tutor at the Royal Northern College of Music in
Manchester, as well as Artistic Director both of the Chetham’s International Summer School
and Festival for Pianists, an event which attracts outstanding musicians annually from all
over the world, and the Manchester International Concerto Competition for Young Pianists,
which began in 2007.

His website can be found at www.murraymclachlan.co.uk

The Erik Chisholm Trust

The Erik Chisholm Trust, a registered charity, was established in 2001 to promote Chisholm’s
music and to achieve recognition of his contribution to the musical culture of Great Britain.
It has supported the making of this recording – and others – as well as other “live” events in
2004, the Centenary Year.
For more information and continuing news, visit www.erikchisholm.com



Recordings by Murray McLachlan from the Divine Art group
(reviews may be read on the divine art website)

A. Music of Erik Chisholm
Diversions ddv24131 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 1
Diversions ddv24132 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 2
Diversions ddv24143 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 3
Diversions ddv24144 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 4
Diversions ddv24140 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 5
Diversions ddv24149 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 6
Diversions ddv24155 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 7

B. Other recordings
Divine Art dda25003 The Scottish Romantics: Mackenzie, McEwen and MacCunn
Divine Art dda25012 Charles Camilleri: Celestial Harmonies
Divine Art dda25013 Stevenson: Passacaglia on D.S.C.H.
Divine Art dda25080 Shostakovich and Comrades
Divine Art dda21372 Ronald Stevenson Piano Music (3CD)

Diversions ddv24143 John R. Williamson – music for piano, volume 1
Diversions ddv24144 John R. Williamson – music for piano, volume 2
Diversions ddv24145 John R. Williamson – music for piano, volume 3
Diversions ddv24148 Aspirations: music by Marcus Blunt



Murray McLachlan gives a
masterclass with Solborg
Valdimarsdottir at the fourth
Chetham’s International Summer
School in 2004
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