


ERIK CHISHOLM - Music for piano, volume 6

Ceol Mor Dances
[16.40]

1. I Adagio [1.20]
2. II Andante moderato [1.44]
3. III Allegretto scherzando [2.05]
4. IV Allegretto grazioso [2.43]
5. V Allegro moderato – grandioso [4.23]
6. VI Tranquillo – Allegro vivo – Poco adagio – Presto [4.25]

Dunedin Suite [16.13]
7. I Prelude [5.32]
8. II Sarabande [2.45]
9. III Caprice [2.33]

10. IV Strathspey [3.44]
11. V Jig [1.39]

Scottish Airs [12.06]
12. A bhanarcach dhonn a’ chruidh [0.37]
13. Ceud soraidh nam do’n Ailleagan [1.29]
14. untitled [1.32]
15. untitled [0.35]
16. ‘s mi air cragan na sgura [1.22]
17. Ossian an déigh nam Fion [1.00]
18. Aisling [0.49]
19. Lament for McGriogair of Roro [1.32]
20. Jig (untitled) [1.09]

21. Dance of the Princess Jaschya-Sheena [2.38]



The Wisdom Book [4.33]
22. No. 1 He comes in with his 5 eggs and 4 of them rotten [0.18]
23. No. 2 Better ane bird in ye hand than two in the Busche [0.26]
24. No. 3 None so deaf [0.21]
25. No. 4 Let him that’s culd blow out the cole [0.20]
26. No. 5 As the old coke craws the young coke learnes [0.20]
27. No. 6 Better bairnes greet than beardit men [0.16]
28. No. 7 Weaponis bode peace [0.29]
29. No. 8 The tortoise and the hare [0.25]
30 No. 9 He who permits [0.28]
31. No. 10 Quha can sing sa merrie a not as he – yt hes not worth a groat? [0.28]
32. No. 11 Set a begger on horsbak and he will run his hors out of breth [0.42]

Night Song of the Bards - Six Nocturnes [27.04]
33. First Bard Andante sostenuto [3.38]
34. Second Bard Allegro tempestuoso [5.41]
35. Third Bard Adagio, dolce e poco cantabile [4.19]
36. Fourth Bard Appassionato e dramatico [4.24]
37. Fifth Bard Lento tranquillo [3.53]
38. Sixth Bard (The Chief) Adagio [5.09]

Total playing time: [77.30]

MURRAY McLACHLAN piano



Erik Chisholm (1904-1965)

“To many continentals Scotland just seems to be the top-part of England with
no particular characteristics of its own. How wrong they are! If they travel to
the North of Scotland and make contact with the Gaelic-speaking population,
see our tartans, Celtic Crosses, and hear our piobaireachd music, they may
realise that we have certain Asiatic qualities which are not shared by the
Sassenach.”

It was Erik Chisholm’s wife, Diana, who wrote the above, recalling Bartók’s fascination with the
Scottish traditional music to which Erik had introduced him in Glasgow in 1932 and 1933. The
Asiatic qualities to which Diana Chisholm refers are in evidence on this, the sixth CD in the series of
Erik Chisholm’s piano music. Chisholm had lived and worked in India and Singapore in the last year
of the Second World War, so he had personally had the chance to assess the potential
relationships, which find expression in the remarkable Nocturnes: Night Song of the Bards.

However, the first three groups of pieces are wholly Scottish, born of Chisholm’s fascination with
the music of the great Highland bagpipes, and with his life-long engagement with the music in
Patrick MacDonald’s collection of Highland Vocal Airs, published in 1784, and which had been given
to Chisholm when he was just a boy. The melodic shapes, the dance rhythms, the embellishments,
the implied drones, all found a place in his idiom; but it was an idiom also informed by his training
as a concert pianist and by his enduring interest in every kind of music, from the Renaissance
pieces that inspired his Sonatinas (see Volumes, 3, 4 and 5), to the latest modernist developments
in Europe. With such a rich musical background, as well as highly developed pianistic skills,
Chisholm was able to make Scottish music his own. He was never too frightened to handle it
roughly, and was happy to wrestle with it harmonically and chromatically, and spread it out across
an amazing variety of textures. But Chisholm was able to do so successfully because he understood
its strength, and that strength is honoured in all his treatments.

Ceol Mor Dances

Chisholm orchestrated these dances in 1943. Compared with the Piobaireachd (also known as ceol
mor) of CDs 3, 4 and 5 of this series, these pieces are as technically challenging and as energetic;
but their title is a contradiction in terms. Ceol Mor – the “big music” – is so called precisely to



distinguish it from Ceòl Beag – the “little music”, which latter term is used to describe dance music.
That said, the introductory Adagio, [1] with its contrast of challenging pentatonic statements and
expansive roulades and tremolos, is no dance.

The Andante moderato [2] starts off almost Satie-like with its simple syncopated bass. Its theme is
that of Cumha an t-seana Chlaidheimh – The Lament for the Old Sword. The graceful Scoticisms
only briefly become assertive, subsiding back into a mood better adjusted to the following
Allegretto scherzando [3]. But Chisholm often finds it hard to resist the call of potential grandeur,
and what starts off as a character piece ends up striking out proudly with the old sword.

The following Allegretto grazioso [4] also abandons its graciousness to seek its own notoriety, and
the march-like Allegro moderato [5] shifts from mystery and menace to downright aggression and
concluding grandioso command, again with the old sword in hand.

A tranquillo section precedes the Allegro vivo [6] – a reel which is impelled by a wonderfully
turbulent undercurrent in the left hand, its troubled waters finally finding rest in the deep pools of
sound of the Poco adagio coda, recalling the opening Adagio, and the whole is brought to a
splendid Presto conclusion.

Dunedin Suite

Dunedin is the old Gaelic name for Edinburgh and means the same thing – Edin’s fort. For
Chisholm, however, the name referred to The Dunedin Association, originally set up in 1911 by the
sister of the Scottish composer, Learmont Drysdale, who died young in 1909. The Association was
intended to support Scottish music and, having fallen into desuetude, Chisholm was happy to take
up the reins, reviving it, needless to say, with wide-ranging ambitions. Exchange concerts with
composers of other nations were proposed, a composition competition was set up, and a scheme
of publication set in motion.

“Every encouragement, however, must be given to our composers, if they are
to form a school of composition equal to that of the great English and
Continental Schools. The publication of their works must be accounted a
powerful stimulant in achieving such an end. . . .



However difficult the times are in which to raise money for something other
than a war objective, it must be realised that it is as much our duty to preserve
and develop our cultural life as it is to retain our territorial independence.”

For once, Chisholm was a direct beneficiary of these activities, which gave him the opportunity to
première his Sonata in A – An Rioban Dearg (See Volume 1 in this series).

The Dunedin Suite, despite its title, belongs as much in the world of the Sonatinas as it does in
Scotland, and the vigorous counterpoint and racing quavers of the expansive Prelude [7] stray far
from any Scottish source.

The Sarabande [8] however, with its opening falling phrase, and gently insistent sprung rhythm has
a sad Highland feel to it. As with many suites, the Sarabande movement is its true emotional heart.

The Caprice [9] is a brilliant study in broken octaves and repeated notes over which a Scottish jig
melody rides, sometimes with seemingly dangerous intent, at others with a swift-flowing but
gentle charm. The piano writing has many nineteenth-century echoes, born, no doubt of
Chisholm’s own training as a virtuoso, and adding to the richness of the idiom.

The Strathspey [10] commences with a slow old-world dignity, but from this emerges the
strathspey itself, with its characteristic dotted rhythms, beautifully disposed between the hands, as
is the melody itself, combined with its predecessor.

The final Jig [11] is in reality a brilliant contrapuntal exercise. It gives the impression of a fugue and
plays splendidly with its own inversion. In fact it is hard to believe that it is only in two parts. It ends
with one of Chisholm’s typically abrupt gestures.

Scottish Airs

The Scottish Airs are part of the same compositional group as the Scottish Airs for Children (Volume
1), Airs from the Patrick MacDonald Collection (Volume 2), and the Highland Sketches (Volume 4).
The majority of this set of Scottish Airs is derived from the MacDonald collection.

The opening piece, marked poco pesante, has nothing to do with the character of the Gaelic title –
A bhanarach dhonn a’ chruidh (The brown-haired milk-maid) [12] – but finds a determined strength
in the melody with its wide stride. This wide range with seventh or octave leaps is a common



feature of Gaelic airs, and one is tempted to relate it to the varied and dramatic contours of the
landscape.

If the first air has little connection with its title, the opposite is true of the second – Ceud soraidh
nam do’n Ailleagan (A thousand blessings to the lovely youth) [13]. The tenderness of this setting –
and it is a setting in this case – reflects exquisitely the sense of a blessing imparted from a girl to
her lover, with its sweetly enriched harmonies and gently spread chords.

The next two airs [14] and [15], take us into a mood of “pawky humour” as Chisholm writes as an
instruction, and the fifth [16] returns to gentler mood, though the tune title, ’s mi air cragan na
sgura translates as “It is I on the rocky peaks”. It provides a lull before the assertivness of the proud
hero, Ossian – proud, notwithstanding that the tune is called Ossian an déigh nam Fion – Ossian’s
soliloquy on the death of all his contemporary Heroes. [17] Chisholm knew this wide-spread legend
of the return of Ossian from Tir-nan-og (The Land of Youth), only to find that centuries have passed
in his absence and there are none left to remember the great days. It is for this reason that the
piece is not a lament, but a powerful statement, with full chords, harmonically relatively
straightforward, and ending with a determined heroic flourish. We shall meet Ossian again as the
sixth and final bard on the last track of this CD.

The following piece is entitled Aisling [18] which more truly translates as “vision” rather than
“dream”, as MacDonald has it. In either event, the experience is anything but spooky, and Chisholm
treats it accordingly – poco scherzando, and as chirpy in the left hand as is the tune in the right.

The Lament for McGriogair of Roro [19] is, however, a different matter. This is an old tune,
nowadays played by pipers as a Retreat, and Chisholm treats it with due respect, but using the left
hand decorations and a descending arabesque to fill spaces where the piano cannot, like the pipes
at this tempo, sustain the sound on the main melody notes, or lead it into the next phrase.

The group concludes with a spirited jig featuring splendid cross-rhythms.

Dance of the Princess Jaschya-Scheena

The Dance of the Princess Jaschya-Scheena [21] is marked by Chisholm as an Orientale and
“moderately difficult”. He has also scribbled on one version “this is a pot-boiler”. Well, “pot-boiler”
it may be, but its charms are none the less real for that. In fact it is both reassuring, and a delight,



to encounter Chisholm in this mood and in the moods of the Wisdom Book which consists of the
most miniature of miniatures.

Wisdom Book

These illustrations of folk adages were composed for children to play, and it is enough simply to
give their titles – using the spellings in the score.

[22] He comes in with his 5 eggs and 4 of them rotten (Better do one thing right than make a messe
of many)
[23] Better ane bird in ye hand than two in the Busche
[24] None so deaf
[25] Let him that’s culd blow out the cole
[26] As the old coke craws the young coke learnes
[27] Better bairnes greet than beardit men
[28] Weaponis bode peace
[29] The tortoise and the hare
[30] He who permits
[31] Quha can sing sa merrie a not as he- yt hes not worth a groate?
[32] Set a begger on horsbak and he will run his hors out of breth

This last piece is to start at a trotting pace and speed up, and at the end, the beggar falls off.

Nocturnes: Night Song of the Bards

If the Wisdom Book pretends to no more than childish proverbial wisdom, Nocturnes: Night Song of
the Bards takes us into a world of profundities. Chisholm is fortunate to find in McLachlan a pianist
who is as sensitive to the simple wisdoms as he is to the profoundly challenging, indeed awe-
inspiring visions of the bards. These pieces call for tremendous virtuosity and intense
concentration, but they are never for show, and to enter truly into their world requires humility
from both performer and listener.

Night Song of the Bards – Six Nocturnes for Piano (after an anonymous Gaelic poem), was
composed between 1944 and 1951 and was undoubtedly influenced by Chisholm’s experience of
Hindustani music. At the start of the score, he laid out a sequence of six notes in the bass clef. This
sequence of notes bears a close resemblance to the Rãg Sohani, examples of which are found in



Fox Strangways book, which was known to Chisholm at least as early as 1945. Rãg Sohani would be
an appropriate choice for Night Song of the Bards, as it too is associated with the night, and the
bardic theme is also present in the Tagore poem which accompanies the rãg in a book which
Chisholm possessed:

“Thou art the first poet; the master of poems art thou. Thy deep-voiced utterances
find voice in praise and prayer which ascend from all the world.”

The title, Night Song of the Bards, is also taken seriously with respect to the word “song”,
references to which are ever-present in the continuities of line, sustained even through the most
violent explosions of temperament: but violent they are – chords savaged by major sevenths and
separated by angry contrary-motion; and, throughout, passages of great rhythmic complexity.

And yet these are not nightmares, for they are totally controlled. The Nocturnes of John Field and
Frederick Chopin, or Szymanowski’s Song of the Night, are here translated to a world where nature
dominates man, and where the bards, who, druid-like, might seek to control it, must be prepared
to face mighty forces. But only The Chief approaches anything like a command:- “Let clouds rest on
hills: spirits fly and travellers fear. Let the winds of the wood arise . .” and this is not so much a
command as a preparation for the assertions that the new day will always overcome night,
whatever the other bards’ visions of night may have described, and that the bards themselves will
pass away.

Here may be felt Chisholm’s response to Sorabji’s densely textured music with its orgies of
embellishment and its Eastern mysticism, such as one finds in the Nocturne Djâmî, which Chisholm
himself performed. But where Sorabji’s night in Djâmî is ritualistic and sensual, with textures based
on spread octaves, Chisholm’s is more often one of storm and tempest, and the octaves shrink and
stretch into sevenths and ninths. And Chisholm’s textures, complex though they are in these
pieces, are more lucid, and his bards are also more disciplined in their relatively terse visions.
Chisholm knew his Scotland, and that no man can survive for long in such weather.

The immediate Scottish inspiration for these nocturnes is, however, a story from James
MacPherson’s Croma, published in 1762 and itself based upon Gaelic sources which go back to the
9th-century, notwithstanding Dr. Johnson’s ignorant dismissal of the existence of any early Gaelic
literature. This is how MacPherson introduces the tale:



“The story of it is this. Five bards, passing the night in the house of a chief, who
was a poet himself, went severally to make their observations on, and returned
with an extempore description of, night. The night happened to be one in
[Oc]tober, as appears from the poem, and in the north of Scotland, it has all
that variety which the bards ascribe to it, in their descriptions.”

Chisholm’s tempo and expression indications for each bard give a good idea of what is to follow:
Andante sostenuto for the First Bard: Allegro tempestuoso for the Second: the Third, Adagio, dolce
e poco cant(abile): the Fourth is marked Apassionato e dramatico: the Fifth Lento tranquillo and the
Chief, simply Adagio.

Each Bard concludes with a request to his fellow bards for admittance, with the exceptions of The
Chief and the Third Bard whose “Receive me not, my friends, for lovely is the night” matches the
languorous seduction of his experience. Chisholm manages the cadences of their requests with
beautiful simplicity, even the Second Bard’s account of a night of ghosts and storms being
concluded with a modest submission in an enriched C major chord. All make their submissions
pianissimo and in a mood of calm, with the exception of the Fourth Bard, whose opening
Apassionato e dramatico delivery erupts unexpectedly from the quiet of falling snow into an urgent
and hurried demand at the end. For those who might wish to look up the full MacPherson text, it
should be noted that Chisholm appears, from the evidence of the music, to have reversed the order
of Macpherson’s Third and Fourth bards.

[33] The dark mystery of the First Bard’s opening statement is derived from the rãg – semitone,
minor third, major third – and it worms its way through the texture in an Andante sostenuto
reaching its way upwards from the depths.

“Night is dull and dark. The clouds rest on the hills. No star with green
trembling beam; no moon looks from the sky.”

The cell is repeated over and over like the parts of a complex organism forming itself in at least
three different strata with controlled power – even menace. The centre point is reached with an A
major chord and the music quickly builds to a turbulent climax. Finally, the opening mood returns,
and the First Bard asks for admittance.

“Dark, dusky, howling is night, cloudy, windy, and full of ghosts! The dead are
abroad! my friends, receive me from the night.”



Although the tonal structure of this movement is conventionally balanced between tonic and sub-
dominant, there is no sense of triumphant formality; the apparent innocence of the concluding
cadence, settling on a major chord, should not delude us. This is no resolution, but a completely
separate and minimal concluding formality, requesting admission into the hall and making polite
way for the Second Bard.

[34] That the Second Bard understands this passing on of the right of utterance is made clear by his
use of the same basic musical germ, the potential violence of which he instantly declares, while
retaining some passages of brooding danger. This music, marked Allegro tempestuoso, is stormy in
mood and in its demanding physicality.

If the First bard promises a disturbing future, and the Second realises it in the present, Chisholm’s
Third Bard introduces a completely new element – a sense of history, nostalgia and reflection.

[35] The movement is an Adagio marked dolce e poco cant(abile), reasserting the song aspect of
the title, and it progresses from an underlying E flat minor to a final D major. The central “quasi
cadenza” leads back into the opening tempo, but with the addition of a personally evocative
request in a quasi-recitative, reiterating a single note.

His final submission of his statement consists only of a D major chord for, unlike all the others, he
does not seek admittance:

“Night is settled, calm, blue, starry, bright with the moon. Receive me not, my
friends, for lovely is the night.”

[36] Chisholm’s Fourth Bard takes something akin to the mood of the Second as his starting point.
At the climax, the opening motif of the rãg is powerfully in evidence, and is followed by insistent
trills – but they lay claim to a different rhetoric.

“Her lover promised to come. She saw his boat, when yet it was light on the lake. Is this his broken
boat on the shore ? Are these his groans on the wind ?”

This is not the rhetoric of nature, but of man, as introduced by the Third Bard, whose relative calm
is also accepted towards the end, albeit with a defiant and dramatic final statement. The
progression so far seems to be from the impersonal to the personal: from mystery through violence
to reflection, and then the acceptance of their necessary co-existence. What then will the Fifth
Bard sing of the night?



[37] Here the gaze is upward, to a higher register of sound, marked lento tranquillo. But the Fifth
bard’s stellar vision knows that it is so because seen from earth, the lower register of which forms
the central section, again with the three adjacent semitones stirring in the midst of the texture,
passing from left to right hand.

The return of the lento tranquillo is much varied and leads to a wonderfully imaginative ending, in
which the depth of feeling is allowed a brief rhetorical moment with a climax that dies away in trills
and tremolando chords to a final F minor with added second. The thoughtfulness of this music and
the refinement of its textures, with the complex mix of sustained notes and minimal use of the
pedal, takes one into a world wholly apart. These are inner experiences of a vast outer world, but is
this enormous range of vision of the untameable forces of night realisable as a coherent world-
view? It is for the Chief Bard to bring to our ken an embracing vision of the obscure.

[38] The Finale, delivered by The Sixth Bard, The Chief, never moves away from his sombre adagio,
often asserting the fundamental drone element. He is measured and stern in his pace, the steady
crotchet motion scarcely broken, the rhetoric the more telling for its comparative restraint. The
broken chords of the left hand suggest a clarsach (Celtic harp) accompaniment, and the demi-semi-
quaver turns reiterate the motif from which so much of this music grows.

“They shall ask of the aged, ‘Where stood the walls of our fathers?”

Raise the song, and strike the harp; send round the shells of joy. Suspend a hundred tapers on high.
Youths and maids begin the dance. Let some gray bard be near me to tell the deeds of other times:
of kings renowned in our land, of chiefs we behold no more.”

Notes © John Purser 2008



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 a number of “live”
events which took place in 2004, the Centenary Year.
For more information and continuing news, visit www.erikchisholm.com



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

A. Music of Erik Chisholm
Diversions DDV 24131 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 1
Diversions DDV 24132 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 2
Diversions DDV 24133 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 3
Diversions DDV 24134 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 4
Diversions DDV 24140 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 5
Diversions DDV 24155 Erik Chisholm – music for piano, volume 7

B. Other recordings
Divine Art DDA 21372 Ronald Stevenson Piano Music (3CD)
Divine Art DDA 5003 The Scottish Romantics

(Mackenzie, McEwen and MacCunn)
Divine Art DDA 25012 Celestial Harmonies

Piano music by Charles Camilleri
Divine Art DDA 25013 Ronald Stevenson: Passacaglia on D.S.C.H.
Divine Art DDA 25080 Shostakovich and his Comrades (Russian Piano Music vol. 1)

(Shostakovich, Kabalevsky, Myaskovsky, Stevenson, Schedrin)
Diversions DDV 24143 John R. Williamson – music for piano, volume 1
Diversions DDV 24144 John R. Williamson – music for piano, volume 2
Diversions DDV 24145 John R. Williamson – music for piano, volume 3
Diversions DDV 24148 Aspirations: music by Marcus Blunt



Murray McLachlan in the Baronial Hall of Chetham’s School of Music, Manchester
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The young Erik Chisholm
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