


John Ramsay (b. 1931)
String Quartets 1-4

CD1
String Quartet No. 1 in D minor
1. I. Allegro 4.59
2. II. Molto moderato 5.53
3. III. Scherzo 5.41
4. IV. Lento – Rondo vivace 4.54

String Quartet No. 2 in E minor (“Shackleton”)
5. I. Moderato 3.22
6. II. Adagio 4.35
7. III. Adagio molto – funeral march 2.30
8. IV. Allegro, flamenco – adagio molto 6.22

Total duration 38.32

CD2
String Quartet No. 3 in C major
1. I. “Homage to Mozart K465” Adagio – Allegro con spirito 7.25
2. II. Adagio 6.29
3. III. Scherzi 6.01
4. IV. Andante moderato, ostinato 3.28
5. V. Allegro moderato 3.17

String Quartet No. 4 (“Charles Darwin”)
6. Adagio – Più vivace – War fugue – Epilogue 21.35

Total duration 48.29



The Composer

John Ramsay was born in London, England, on 17 June 1931. He started playing the
violoncello at the age of 18 with Timothy Toomey and also began lessons from him in
basic harmony and counterpoint. His compulsory military service was carried out with
two years in the orchestra of the band of the Corps of Royal Engineers where he
became principal ’cellist and tenor drummer. During this period he studied violoncello
with Professor Margit Hegedus. After military service he was appointed Professor at
Imperial College, the University of Leeds and the University of Zürich. He was one of
the principal organizers of the University of London Orchestra and was deputy leader
of the ’cello section of the Fairfax Orchestra based in London. On retirement he joined
a group of teachers to develop courses in chamber music at Cratoule, France. He has
composed several works for chamber and orchestral groups mostly in tonal style with
some using serial methods.

John Ramsay



The Quartets

String Quartet No. 1 in D minor

This quartet was written during the spring and summer of 2001 and is dedicated “With
great affection to my best friend Steven Ayrton in recognition of all the great musical
experiences we have shared”.

The first movement, Allegro, is a somewhat “Bartók-like” study in rhythm, especially
the way that a basic 12/8 pulse can be grouped into cell-like repeating units (6/4, 3/2,
2/4+1/4+1/4+2/4,) and it is this diversity that gives the movement its forward drive.
The second movement (Molto moderato) is a set of variations based on a traditional
Gaelic theme “Marie Bhodheach”, one of the many songs sung by boatmen as they
rowed their boats through the Scottish Lochs. The main theme is stated very simply by
the viola and violoncello and the harmony is then filled out with the entry of the
violins (00.30). The first variation is taken by the viola and violoncello with a striking
key change into the second variation (01.42) which conveys a restlessly swelling sea
with the first violin weaving some “froth and spume” as an accompaniment. The first
violin part was inspired by one of the variations in Schubert’s “Death and the Maiden”
quartet. In the fourth variation the instruments are paired to give a simple thematic
version with staccato chords. The coda returns to a very calm motif of the main theme
as the boat returns to its haven.

The Scherzo third movement returns to a Bartókian rhythm in 15/8, but always
grouped into two cells, of 6/8+5/8, like much of the folk music of Eastern Europe. A
central section is much calmer over pulsating chords with an expressive dialogue
between the two violins. The fourth movement (Lento – Rondo vivace) begins with
rhythmic “stabs” by the cello interspersed with agitated sections in the upper



instruments. Then follows a cheerful rondo theme, with cross-rhythms and with
alternating sections of different character (02.19 and 03.37) before finishing firmly in D
major.

String Quartet No.2 in E Minor “Shackleton”

This quartet was written as a remembrance of Robert Milner Shackleton (30 December
1909 – 3 May 2001), a personal friend and former colleague of the composer. Robert
Shackleton was Professor of Geology at the Universities of Liverpool and Leeds, and
was distantly related to the Antarctic explorer Sir Ernest Shackleton.

The first movement is a type of “dirge” in the sense of being styled in the manner of a
medieval funeral composition in response to the death of some person of eminence. It
is somewhat repetitive in its thematic material, as is the nature of a dirge, but with
repetitions of the main theme coloured by the differing timbres of the strings and with
variations in the harmonic structure. The Adagio second movement sets a D minor
harmony at high pitch levels with natural harmonics provided by the violoncello. The
entry of the violins in Arabic scale intervals continues with a quiet base interrupted by
rough insertions of harsh “grumpy” chords (01.23) reflecting the occasional rougher
side of Shackleton’s nature.

The third movement (Adagio molto) is a funeral march. D minor pizzicato chords of
the viola and violoncello provide the funereal walking steps, slow and dignified, while
the violins stress tragic discords (00.26) which slowly subside to quieter concords to
finish the movement. The fourth movement (Allegro, flamenco – Adagio molto) brings
a sudden change of mood in the form of the rhythmic bounce of a traditional
Flamenco dance. Robert Shackleton worked on several occasions in Spain and I am



sure that he was influenced by the complex rhythmic music of that country: two beats
against three, or three beats against four, which drive much of the music of the
Spanish Iberian culture. However, this excitement is gradually integrated with
fragments of themes from the preceding funeral march until the Flamenco themes
bubble up again. The music slows and the final few bars reintroduce the funeral march
theme in a different instrumental balance. The viola replaces the second violin in
expressing the sorrow of the piece and carries the final sadness of the loss of a great
man.

String Quartet No. 3 in C Major

This quartet, completed in October 2004, was dedicated to the Galitzin String Quartet
(Pedro Meireles and Antonia Beattie, violins, Felix Tanner, viola and Ken Ichinose,
violoncello) and it was given its first public concert by the quartet in the village of
Goudargues, France on 8th August 2006.

The first movement, entitled “Homage to Mozart K465” begins almost exactly as
Mozart’s so-called “Dissonance” quartet. That Quartet, dedicated to Joseph Haydn,
produced a musical furore when it first appeared, as a result of the unusual harmonic
structure of its first-movement introduction; its tonal “instability” and chromatic
passages. Mozart’s model has been followed with changes and leads to an Allegro con
pirit with a somewhat jagged and syncopated main theme (02.01), a second subject
(02.19) and a development. A sudden change of mood occurs into quiet and somewhat
mysterious new subject material (03.48), ideas which eventually become integrated
with the original themes. The second movement, Adagio, is based on a syncopated
theme perhaps reminiscent of the music of Martinů which builds to a strong unison



statement by the first violin and ’cello (01.07) and another change of mood into new,
somewhat baroque-style music (01.46). These ideas are worked out together to finish
in the key of C minor.

The third movement is made up of three separate Scherzi. The first and third are in
7/8 time but in the first this metre is always grouped into the subdivision 2/8+2/8+3/8,
while in the third Scherzo the timing is shifted to 3/8+2/8+2/8. There are frequent and
somewhat unexpected changes of keys (e.g. between C minor and F sharp minor)
which give the music a special character. The central section (Scherzo 2) is
rhythmically distinct and the 6/8+3/4 mechanical theme is developed in a rather
grotesque manner with violent “out of tune” semitone harmonies.

The conflicts between unrelated keys that have been building up in the previous
movements are brought to a head in the Fourth movement, Andante moderato, in
sections of polytonality and with considerable dissonances between instruments
playing in widely different keys. The previous conflicts between sections in C minor
and F sharp minor are finally resolved with a “victory” for C minor.

The fifth movement is a fugue based on certain harmonic and rhythmic elements of
the so-called Fibonacci Series of numbers. This number sequence is 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13,
etc., each term being formed by the addition of the previous two numbers. It is
somewhat amazing that many of the plants in nature have leaf, sepal and spiral
arrangements based on these numbers. To give just two examples, many pine cones
have crossing spirals of 8 and 13 to a whorl, while the crossing spirals of sunflowers
have 34 and 55 to a whorl. The ratios of any two adjacent numbers also connect with
the well known “golden section” which has been used by many painters to construct
geometrically satisfying drawings and paintings.



What has this to do with music? Much of our scale system is built of sounds which
have vibrational relationships connected with the Fibonacci numbers and some of the
musical structures of pieces by Bach, Mozart and certain modern composers can be
related to these numbers. Whether these correspondencies were planned or
subconscious is not always certain. The notes forming the fugue subject of the
movement of this quartet appear in groups of 1, 2, 3, 5, 8 and 13 quavers played by the
first violin and are answered by an interlocking countersubject. The thematic material
appears later in modified form in the first violin (00.39) with accompanying harmonies
based on the harmonic series 1/1, ½, 1/3, 1/5, 1/8, 1/13 (in tonic C these notes would be C,
C’, G’, B’, C’’, A’’: in fact the basis of the chord which concludes the movement). Of
course I hope that the listener will not be too overwhelmed with this structure but will
be appreciative of the music itself independent of its technical basis in a mathematical
series.

String Quartet No.4, “Charles Darwin”

This string quartet was commissioned by the organizers of the Cambridge Darwin
Festival 2009, celebrating the 200th anniversary of Darwin’s birth together with the
Cambridge Music Festival 2009. It is dedicated to the Fitzwilliam String Quartet who
gave its first performance in the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge on 7 July 2009 and a
second concert in Senate House, Cambridge on 24 November 2009 as part of the
Cambridge Musical Festival. This Darwin Quartet might be considered unusual in that
it was built on a program of Darwin’s work as a geologist and evolutionist. It is
essentially tonal as that seemed to be the most appropriate musical basis for the period
of Darwin’s lifetime and is in one continuous movement. Its program falls into three
parts: the first gives an impression of the evolution of the Earth from a chaotic sphere



of gas, dust and rock fragments, into a planet with an ordered structure and
atmosphere; the second describes the development of life and the arrival of Homo
Sapiens while the third is a speculation on the future development of the planet and
mankind.

The quartet begins quietly with the representation of a somewhat dispersed mass of
particles and gas which gradually are organized into the geologically structured planet
that we know it today. The running theme, played by violoncello and viola (02.23),
represents the final form and reappears as a “motto” theme at different times in this
work. Volcanic activity leads to the expulsion of lava and gas and the development of
an atmosphere (03.10). Clouds appear, at first small Cumulus (03.49) which build and
threaten for the development of a storm (04.42). Lightning and thunder is heard
(05.04) and the first heavy raindrops arrive (05.41). The storm finally breaks (06.03)
and slowly subsides (06.55), with sunshine reappearing (07.38) and with the last
raindrops falling (08.04), to a period of quiet calm.

In this quiet calm life appears in the water puddles as “wriggly” primitive forms (08.52)
as themes which gradually evolve to describe the development of more organized,
complex and larger reptiles and animals (09.59 and 11.04), and eventually man evolves
(11.53). The progress of man’s differing religious philosophies is represented by
thematic material of Hebrew (12.47), Christian (13.05) and Muslim (13.23) origins. After
these statements the three themes are played together with concordant harmonic
counterpoint but then the music becomes more and more discordant, eventually
leading to warlike thematic material quoting the 5/4 rhythmic pulse of Gustav Holst’s
music from “Mars, the bringer of war” from his Planets Suite.



The third section of this quartet is the composer’s speculation as to what might be the
future of mankind. Darwin pointed out that in the past, practically all evolved species
of life have become extinct and replaced by other species. It is the composer’s
projection that mankind, and perhaps all other life forms existing today, will be
eliminated from the Earth either by man-made ecological disasters or alternatively by
the war-like antagonisms between different human groups. Some are of the opinion
that differing religious philosophies could ferment the seeds of dissent leading to wars
which in their extreme forms might lead to the elimination of mankind and perhaps to
all life forms. The actuality of such a war emerges musically as a “war fugue”. The viola
initiates the declaration of conflict as a fugue subject (14.14). This is taken over by the
other instruments in bars conveying small arms and machine-gun fire (14.51), heavy
gun fire (16.09) and integrating conflicting fragments of the previously stated religious
thematic material. The war culminates in extreme discords (17.04 atomic explosions?)
and leads to the elimination of all life (17.18), catastrophe and desolation (17.37).

What might be considered a most tragic ending is musically concluded by a quiet
reflective epilogue (18.35): the Earth is barren of life but in many ways has a beauty
rather like the current surface of the planet Mars. And perhaps there is still hope that
life might reappear with a statement of the Earth theme played with confidence in C
major (20.27) but finishing with concluding overtones in C minor (20.56) because
uncertainties still abound. These predictions will not be comforting to many, especially
those with religious faith. However, the work of Darwin on species elimination does
suggest that mankind’s future is not predictable with any certainty. Likewise, the
prophetic ideas of heaven, paradise or hell at our death as individuals seem open to
much doubt.



The Fitzwilliam String Quartet

The Fitzwilliam’s friendship with Prof. Ramsay dates back to his daughter Alison’s
violin lessons with Jonathan Sparey, when the group was Quartet-in-Residence at the
University of York. The story goes that when asked by her how he would like to
celebrate his CBE (in 1992) his reply was that he would love to be able to play the
Schubert C major Quintet with the Fitzwilliam Quartet! This was duly arranged, at the
home of his long time friend from University College, Prof. Bastien Gomperts, and was
enjoyed so much by all that a further soirée subsequently took place there, featuring
Tchaikovsky’s Souvenir de Florence. These house concerts in Holland Park have since
become a regular feature of the quartet’s calendar, continuing with the Brahms clarinet
quintet with Lesley Schatzberger – a poignant event, since Lesley and Alan George’s
daughter Jessica was diagnosed with a brain tumour a few days later. Following her
death in May 1994 a charity was set up in her memory, initially providing music
therapy for seriously ill children. Both professors are major supporters of Jessie’s Fund:
Bastien Gomperts arranged for a legacy from his mother Barbara to sponsor
Fitzwilliam CDs, all royalties going to the Fund; while the première recording of the
Ramsay Quartets 1, 2 and 3 (by the Galitzin Quartet) was sold in aid of the Fund. More
recently, the Fitzwilliam were deeply honoured to be chosen to perform the newly
commissioned Quartet No.4 at the Darwin Festival in Cambridge during the bi-
centenary celebrations, and subsequently to include this on the current CD of the
complete (to date!) Ramsay quartets.

Founded in 1968 by four Cambridge undergraduates, the Fitzwilliam first became well
known through its close personal association with Dmitri Shostakovich, who
befriended them following a visit to York (England) to hear them play. He entrusted
them with the Western premières of his last three quartets, and before long they had



become the first ever group to perform and record all fifteen. These recordings, which
gained many international awards, secured for them a worldwide concert schedule and
a long-term contract with Decca/London which embraced some byways of late
Romantic repertoire (including Franck, Delius, Borodin, and Sibelius) before they
embarked on a Beethoven cycle. Indeed, the Shostakovich set was included in
Gramophone magazine’s “Hundred Greatest-ever Recordings” in November 2005. All
these recordings have now been reissued on Decca’s Eloquence label.

Generous private patronage (see above) has made possible their current collaboration
with Linn Records, which began with Haydn’s Seven Last Words, and has since
continued with the Brahms clarinet quintet (Lesley Schatzberger) as well as a disc of
20th century English songs with James Gilchrist and Anna Tilbrook (including Vaughan
Williams’s On Wenlock Edge – a finalist for the 2009 Gramophone Awards) and, more
recently the Bruckner string quintet. Future plans include Purcell string music and the
complete quartets of Tchaikovsky. This Ramsay quartet album is their second release
on Divine Art, following a reissue of an earlier disc of Haydn quartets originally made
for Dunelm Records.

The Fitzwilliam was Quartet-in-Residence at the University of York for twelve years
and at the University of Warwick for three, as well as Affiliate Artists at Bucknell
University (USA), since 1978. In 1998 they began a new Residency at Fitzwilliam
College, Cambridge, with similar associations at Bangor (Wales) and London Royal
Holloway following soon after – and St Andrews (Scotland) in 2011.

They are one of the few string quartets in the world using Classical instruments for the
appropriate repertoire, and perhaps unique in that they perform on both historical and
modern set-ups (sometimes within the same concert). Indeed, for their Bruckner



recording they had made for them a set of gut strings as near as possible to those used
in Vienna in 1879. At the other end of the musical spectrum, a renewed interest in
contemporary music has resulted in over forty additions to the new century’s
repertoire; as part of their 40th anniversary celebrations, they have invited a number of
composer friends to contribute to a series of new fantasias along the lines of those by
Henry Purcell. These include the German composer/saxophonist Uwe Steinmetz, with
whom they have been collaborating since 2002, working extensively with his jazz
group in Sweden, Switzerland, and Germany – where a CD of his Bonhoeffer Suite has
been released, with a follow-up disc (featuring Mads Tolling, of the Turtle Island
Quartet) now completed.

Recent travels have included four visits to Russia – which took in concerts in the St
Petersburg Conservatoire, Pushkin’s House, the Sheremetev Palace, the Summer
Palace at Peterhof, as well as at Agora (former home of Modest and Pyotr
Tchaikovsky). For most of their career they have been making regular trips to the USA,
two of the more recent including marathon three-hour events in Lorin Maazel’s private
concert hall at his farm in Virginia. In 2008 they made their first trip to the snows of
Newfoundland, followed by a Martin Randall Travel archeological cruise from Athens
to Istanbul – featuring performances in a number of ancient amphitheatres en route
(repeated the following October).

They have been marking 40 years of quartet playing with celebratory events right
across the UK, and were Artists in Residence for the entire length of the 2010 Ryedale
Festival in Yorkshire – a role immediately repeated during the first week of August at
the Festival de l’Abbaye du Pin in France. Their ventures abroad in 2011/12 have so far
taken them to Italy, South Africa, and North America.



In November 2010 their second violinist, Jonathan Sparey, decided to retire after 37
years in the quartet, and the present CD includes the FSQ’s first recordings with his
young successor Colin Scobie. Indeed, this collection happily spans the actual
handover, with Jonathan playing in Quartets 1 and 4, Colin in Nos.2 and 3.

Personnel:
Lucy Russell (first violin)
Jonathan Sparey (Second violin – Quartets 1 & 4)
Colin Scobie (Second violin – Quartets 2 & 3)
Alan George (viola)
Heather Tuach (’cello)

Also available from the Divine Art Recordings Group:
“Composés par Mr. Hayden” – String Quartets by Haydn
Divertimento (Cassatio) in C major, Op. 1 No. 6 (Hob. III:6)
String Quartet in D major, Op. 71 No. 2 (Hob.III:70)
String Quartet in F major, Op. 77 No. 2 (Hob.III:82)

Diversions DDV24151

Recorded in St. Martin’s Church, East Woodhay, Berkshire on 15-18 March 2010 (Quartets 1 & 4) and
30 January – 2 February 2011 (Quartets 2 & 3)
Engineered and produced by Philip Hobbs
Edited and mastered by Julia Thomas
Executive Producer: John Ramsay
Cover image: micro-photograph of rock crystal in polarized light © John Ramsay
℗ 2012 John Ramsay © 2012 Divine Art Ltd.



Darwin Festival, Cambridge
(birthplace of Quartet no. 4)

The Four String Quartets by John Ramsay are published by Brandon Music Ltd
www.brandon-music.net/BML/

The divine art family of labels

A full list of over 450 titles, with full track details, reviews, artist profiles and audio samples, is on our
website. Available at any good record store or direct from our secure web stores.

Divine Art Ltd
Tel: +44 (0)203 239 9088 email: uksales@divineartrecords.com

Diversions LLC, 62 Country Club Road, Brandon, VT 05733, USA
Tel: +1 802 247 4295 email: sales@divineartrecords.com

www.divineartrecords.com

Printed catalogue sent on request
Most titles also available in digital download through iTunes, Amazon

and many other providers

WARNING: Copyright subsists in all recordings issued under this label. Any unauthorised broadcasting, public performance, copying or re-recording thereof in any manner
whatsoever will constitute an infringement of such copyright. In the United Kingdom, licences for the use of recordings for public performance may be obtained from
Phonographic Performance Ltd, 1, Upper James Street, London W1R 3HG.




