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BUXTON ORR AND HIS CHAMBER MUSIC FOR STRINGS
by Dimitri Kennaway
Buxton Orr (1924–97) was born in Glasgow and qualiied as a doctor before abandoning
medicine to pursue a musical training at the Guildhall School of Music in London, where
he studied composition with Benjamin Frankel and conducting with Aylmer Buesst. He
came from an artistic family: his maternal grandfather, Richard Daeblitz (of German
origin), was a violinist in the Scottish Orchestra and his mother, Marie Daeblitz, acted
with the Scottish National Players.
Orr’s association with Frankel was to be lasting and crucial, in terms of both their
friendship and their approach to composition (which made him the obvious person to
write the booklet essays for the CPO recordings of Frankel’s music that emerged from
the mid-1990s onwards). It was through Frankel that Orr came into contact with the
ilm world, initially by stepping in to conduct when Frankel was indisposed. he result
was a number of outstanding Orr scores for horror ilms of the 1950s and ’60s (among
them Grip of the Strangler, Dr Blood’s Coin and Fiend without a Face). His best-known
contribution to ilm was the score for Tennessee Williams’ Suddenly Last Summer
(starring Elizabeth Taylor and Katharine Hepburn and directed by Sam Spiegel), which
he took over from an indisposed Malcolm Arnold. Orr’s talents were woefully underused
in the studio, with the nine ilm scores he did compose giving evidence of a mastery that
should have brought him regular commissions.
It was nonetheless as a composer for the concert hall and music-theatre that Orr made
the deepest impression, beginning with a one-act opera, he Wager, completed in 1961
and irst performed by the New Opera Company at Sadler’s Wells that same year. His later
music-theatre works, composed during the 1980s, included Ring in the New – for which,
with Michael Bawtree, he won the 1988 Seagrams Prize of the American National Music
heatre Network while he was serving as composer-in-residence at the Banf Centre for
Fine Arts in Alberta, Canada.
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Although – perhaps because – Orr was not proliic, his music is of a quality and
intensity that more than compensates for the relative modesty of his output. His most
productive years as a composer were the 1970s and ’80s, during which he expressed
himself through a wide variety of musical forms and ensembles, among them seven
song-cycles, thirteen works for brass and wind band, six for orchestra and two for strings,
and eighteen pieces of chamber music. Although much of his music is articulated in the
tough modernist idiom of the day, he was equally at home in music of lighter, tuneful
nature, such as the rousing A John Gay Suite for symphonic wind band (1972), Songs of
a Childhood for mezzo and piano (1967), which sets a variety of Scottish poets, or his
four operatic fantasies for cello and piano: A Carmen Fantasy (1987), Portrait of the Don
(on Don Giovanni, 1987), Catish Row (on Porgy and Bess, 1997) and Tales from Windsor
Forest (on Falstaf, 1997).1
His single exploration of the symphony resulted in the Sinfonia Ricercante (1987), a
work which conveys more than a hint of how much he might have further contributed
to the genre if the opportunity had been forthcoming: at forty minutes in duration, it
is conceived on a large scale and shows a rare mastery of both orchestra and structural
pacing. Although Orr himself, with typical self-efacement, remained unconvinced by
the work, it cries out to be recorded, as do many other of his works. Indeed, shortly ater
his death, a Sinfonia Piccola was discovered among his efects – typeset by the composer,
who had embraced the new technology whole-heartedly and used it to produce desktop
versions of many of his scores.
Another activity which engaged Orr’s broad musical sympathies was his work as
conductor of the London Jazz Composers’ Orchestra (between 1970 and 1980) which
toured England and Europe, taking part in the Berlin Jazz Festival in 1972; it had been
founded by Barry Guy, a student of his who can be heard on this CD. And in 1975, ten
years into his quarter-century stint as a teacher at the Guildhall School of Music and
Drama (1965–90), he founded the Guildhall New Music Ensemble, providing a platform
1
Orr was later asked to provide a version of the Carmen Fantasy for cello and orchestra; he also scored Portrait of the Don for cello
and strings.
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that allowed his students to play ‘diicult’ contemporary scores by composers such as
Birtwistle and Stravinsky.
he works on this disc – all recorded for the irst time – cover a period of twenty years,
from 1977 (the First String Quartet) to 1997 (the String Trio), and reveal the composer in
some of his most afecting and personal writing. hey constitute the entirety of his output
of chamber music for strings without piano.
he First String Quartet was a commission from the BBC and irst performed by the
Arditti Quartet at the Bath Festival on 1 June 1979. It was subtitled Refrains IV – one of
a series of six works Orr wrote for diferent forces, as he explained in his programme
note:
As the subtitle indicates, this is part of a series of works in which a recurrent idea is used
to bind together a total structure. he irst in the series, a short work for cor anglais (or
viola) and piano, was virtually a simple rondo, but the second had a more ambitious and
complex structure and was for clarinet, viola and piano. he third, written for the London
Jazz Composers’ Orchestra, used various conductor-controlled versions of a sequence of
chord clusters to unify the activity of diferent improvising groups within the total ensemble.
Later works are for clarinet and piano and chamber ensemble.
he present quartet, like them, is through-composed and entirely based on a unifying
twelve-note row. he most direct statement occurs at the opening and it exposes the
interlinked major and minor thirds which will characterise it on its reappearance when it
functions variously as introduction, climax, transition, cadenza and coda in relation to the
ive principal movements in which the row receives a more elaborate development. he work
is played without a break.

he Quartet opens Arditamente (maestoso) [1]
1 – in punning recognition of its irst
performers – in declamatory style, with a fanfare characterised by major and minor thirds
(which form an essential part of the unifying structure) in a movement which functions
as an expansive introduction and leads, without a break, to the second, Allegro lirico
2 where an upward-leaping igure of a major seventh on the cello is quickly joined in
[2],
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similar fashion by the other strings, and an exploration of the interval and its inversions
(minor second and minor ninth) ensues. his movement, in 4/4 time, settles into an
3 in which the same preoccupation can nevertheless be heard. It leads
Adagio in 6/8 [3],
4 Once again, the major and minor
without a break into the third movement, Solenne [4].
thirds adumbrated at the start of the work are heard again (now in their compound form
of major and minor tenths) on cello and viola. Ater four bars, the violins join in, with the
harmonious intervals now in their inversion (sixths). With a sudden, dramatic change of
5 the music takes on a brassy,
mood and metre, La croma subito più mosso (Molto vivace) [5],
even strident character, in 5/8 time. here are successive changes of metre (involving,
variously, 3/8, 5/8, 6/8 and 12/8), leading to the fourth movement, Liberamente (quasi
6 Initially, the solo cello intones the interval of major and minor tenths and,
cadenza) [6].
as the tempo indication suggests, proceeds in an almost improvisatory manner, with the
upper strings acting as an accompaniment, sometimes articulating pizzicato triple stops.
Ater a few bars, roles are reversed between the now melodic violins and the pizzicato
7 of much intimacy and lyricism.
chords on viola and cello, leading into a Lento section [7]
Following a tenuto chord and a crotchet rest, this section leads without break into the
8 where once again the recurrent interval of the third
ith movement, Allegro energico [8]
emerges as the structural basis unifying the work. here are numerous changes of timesignature, including references to the earlier alternations of 5/8, 6/8, and so on, as heard
9 which clearly echoes
5 his section leads to a coda marked Tempo L’istesso [9],
earlier [5].
the introductory irst movement, in which the interval of the third is heard much as at
the beginning. Gradually, the movement winds down and ends with harmonics on the
two violins, with the sot pizzicato accompaniment of broken chords on viola and cello.
he Second String Quartet followed eight years later, in 1985, and was irst performed
two years ater that, on 19 February 1987, by the Fairield String Quartet as part of the
1986–87 string-quartet series of the Park Lane Group. Orr’s programme note explained
that:
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his quartet grew out of the opening phrase for solo viola which turned out to be not only
a twelve-note row but also one with the hexachordal properties with which I then preferred
to work. he writing proceeded with uncharacteristic luency and seemed inluenced by two
concurrent preoccupations. One was the preparation for directing a performance of the Berg
Chamber Concerto, the other was working with Hans Keller, to whom the work is dedicated,
on a combined coaching and analysis class out of which emerged the Mistry Quartet. I had
thought the work inished ater the third movement and Hans remained uncharacteristically
silent on seeing the result. When, a week later, I produced the last movement, he looked
relieved and admitted he had been waiting for me to come to that conclusion myself… a nice
example of the way he taught.

16 opens with a lyrical statement on solo viola of
he irst movement, Con moto [6],
the note-row which forms the unifying basis for the entire work. An intense, highly
chromatic dialogue ensues involving all four players. As always with Orr’s music, the
expressive possibilities of the instruments are realised with enormous resourcefulness.
Characteristic changes of articulation abound, as do changes of rhythm and metre. he
movement ends sotly, almost in mystical fashion.
he Adagio second movement [7]
17 is surely one of Orr’s most profound and beautiful.
Contemplative, even hypnotic at irst, interjections of an intense nature occasionally
interrupt the reverie. Here, perhaps, one feels his ainity with the musical personality
of his teacher and close friend Benjamin Frankel. he movement returns to its opening
mood near the end, concluding with whispered high harmonics and a inal (yet searching)
chord, marked lautando sul tasto (‘lute-like, played on the ingerboard’).
18 is in a dance-like 6/8 metre. Anyone who
he lively third movement, marked Vivace [8],
saw Orr conduct could well imagine his clear and precise beat governing the proceedings
here. he mood shits between a questioning lyricism and resolute passages of brilliance.
he latter have the last word and the movement ends with an abrupt, forceful chord of
triple-stops on all four instruments.
19 takes the form of a theme and nine
he fourth and inal movement, Larghetto [9],
variations. It may be noted that the theme restates the note-row with which the work
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began (diferently distributed among the instruments). As in classical theme-andvariation form, each variation has its own distinctive character and many moods are
evoked. A further characteristic – familiar in Orr’s music – is the alternating changes of
metre, here between 3/8 and 4/8, with later appearances of 12/8 and 15/8. In the inal
variation, the metre settles in 3/8 and the work ends boldly, with a inal lourish of the
instruments playing in unison.
he Duo for Baroque Violin and String Bass was commissioned by and written for
Maya Homburger and Barry Guy (who play it here), and received its irst performance
on 9 October 1994 at Sainte-Croix-en-Jarez. Orr’s programme note states that:
Ater briely introducing both as soloists, the two are combined in a continuous threemovement Duo. he central movement [1]
11 is intended to relect the style of a Baroque slow
10 somewhat
movement. he outer movements incorporate improvisation sections, the irst [0]
structured but the one in the inal movement [2]
12 completely free.
he whole work is based on a twelve note row and its hexachordal derivatives.

he String Trio, composed in 1996, was among Orr’s last works: he died on 27
December 1997. It was written for the violist Jeremy Williams and his colleagues in the
Beethoven String Trio of London and irst performed by them at a memorial gathering
on 9 May 1998 at Leighton House in London. he oicial public premiere was given on
25 June that year at Clun in Shropshire, not far from the composer’s Herefordshire home
13 with
in Llanwarne. he work is in three movements, the irst of which begins Adagio [3],
a phrase on the cello, followed in succession by the viola and violin, each a bar ater the
last. Following the eight introductory bars in which the thematic elements of the work
are presented somewhat contemplatively, the mood is abruptly changed by the Allegro
which then persists thoughout the movement. he second movement, marked Andante
Resoluto [sic] [4]
14 can be heard to continue the development of the opening statement
15 – is characterised by
of the work. he inal movement – an energetic Allegro Vivace [5]
frequent, abrupt changes of time-signature and vividly contrasting bow articulations,
requiring all three performers to concentrate intensely throughout. Near the end, the
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thematic elements announced at the opening are restated in their most direct form.
All the works on this disc are serial, being based on strict twelve-note rows – which
doesn’t prevent the music being accessible and immediate.
London-born, Dimitri Kennaway studied the piano with his mother and Albert Ferber and – at the
Royal College of Music in London, where he took an ARCM diploma and attained the top grade in
piano – with Angus Morrison and Herbert Howells. Ater some years of concertising he switched to
commercial composing, speciically in the ield of production library music. For many years, he has been
active in promoting the music of his late stepfather Benjamin Frankel, including the preparation of ilm
scores for the CPO and Naxos labels. It was through Frankel that, as a boy, he met Buxton Orr who was
to become a friend and mentor in later years. He continues to live in London, where he teaches piano
and is planning a limited return to performing, alongside his composing. His website can be found at
www.kennawaymusic.com.
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he members of the Beethoven String Trio of London – Pavel Beznosiuk, violin, Jeremy
Williams, viola, and Richard Tunniclife, cello – are all established soloists and chamber
musicians. During a career spanning approximately ten years the ensemble achieved recognition
in Britain and Europe in a wide variety of music – from the core works of the string-trio and
piano-quartet repertoire, through lesser-known works from the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries to new commissions, such as the String Trio heard on this recording. hey also
frequently collaborated with other distinguished instrumentalists.
Founded in 1990 the Trio was quickly recognised by Misha Donat, then head of chamber
music for the BBC, leading to a long and fruitful relationship. During the ensuing years the Trio
was heard in both live and studio recordings: trios by Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert, Reger’s
two string trios and works for lute trio, piano quartets by Brahms and Mendelssohn and a live
broadcast from the Wigmore Hall, featuring string trios by the Terezín composers Gideon Klein
and Hans Krása. he Trio was approached by BBC Music magazine to record a CD for the issue
of May 1995, playing trios by Beethoven and Schubert. Concert tours took them to Europe and
South America.
he three members of the ensemble have gone on to pursue distinguished careers across the
globe, though they still meet whenever possible to play and perform chamber music together.
Andrew Roberts studied in London and New York and in 1981 was a founder member of the
Chamber Orchestra of Europe. He subsequently joined the Auriol String Quartet, which gave
recitals throughout the UK and Europe, and for iteen years played in the Bernard Roberts
Piano Trio. he Trio released CDs of music by Stephen Dodgson and Frank Bridge to critical
acclaim, Gramophone praising the ‘utterly sympathetic, beautifully prepared performances from
this ine family group’. Other recordings include the Piano Quintet by Georges Enescu with the
Solomon Ensemble on Naxos. Andrew’s various activities include performance on period
instruments, as a member of the Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment and a guest of other
leading groups. Recent concerts include chamber music at St George’s, Bristol, at Bristol
University and the Finchcocks Collection, Kent.
Maya Homburger, born and educated in Switzerland, moved to England in 1986 to join John
Eliot Gardiner’s English Baroque Soloists and other period-instrument groups. Ever since
meeting the composer and bassist Barry Guy, she has devoted her time between managing his
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various ensembles, running their CD label Maya Recordings and specialising more and more on
chamber music and solo performance.
he idea to perform Baroque solo works in the context of free improvised and new music sparked
of the Homburger/Guy Duo. Together Maya Homburger and Barry Guy have given concerts in
many major jazz, new-music and Baroque-music festivals all over Europe.
Ater living in Ireland for nine years where they contributed both to the early as well as the
contemporary music scene, they moved to Switzerland in 2004.
Recent recordings include the Duo CDs Ceremony (ECM) and Dakryon (Maya Recordings),
Bach/Guy solo works (Maya Recordings) and Folio (ECM), where she appears as violin soloist
together with the Munich Chamber Orchestra. he latest Homburger/Guy Duo CD has appeared
on the Intact Records Label and is called Tales of Enchantment.
More information can be found on the website www.maya-recordings.com.
Barry Guy is an innovative bass-player and composer whose creative diversity in the ields of
jazz improvisation, chamber and orchestral performance and solo recitals is the outcome both
of an unusually varied training and a zest for experimentation, underpinned by a dedication to
the double-bass and the ideal of musical communication.
He is founder and Artistic Director of the London Jazz Composers Orchestra and the BGNO
(Barry Guy New Orchestra) for which he has written several extended works. His concert works
for chamber orchestras, chamber groups and soloists have been widely performed and his skillful
and inventive writing has resulted in an exceptional series of compositions.
Barry Guy continues to give solo recitals throughout Europe as well as continuing associations
with colleagues involved in improvised, Baroque and contemporary music. His current regular
ensembles are the Homburger/Guy duo, the Parker/Guy duo, piano trios with Marilyn Crispell
and Paul Lytton, the Aurora Trio with Agusti Fernandez and Ramon Lopez and the recently
formed Hexentrio, together with Paul Plimley and Lucas Niggli. He continues to play in a longstanding trio with Evan Parker and Paul Lytton as well as in projects with Mats Gustafsson and
Raymond Strid.
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String Quartet No. 1, Refrains IV (1977)
1
I Arditamente (maestoso)–
2
II Allegro lirico –
3
Adagio –
4
III Solenne –
5
La croma subito più mosso
(Molto vivace) –
6
IV Liberamente (quasi cadenza) –
Lento –
7
8
V Allegro energico –
9
Tempo l’istesso

23:01
1:37
3:45
5:23
1:27

Duo for Baroque Violin and String Bass (1994)
10 I
Quasi improvisando
11 II Andante con moto
12 III Subito allegro ritmico

2:58
1:15
1:13
3:54
1:29

String Trio (1996)
Adagio
13 I
14 II
Andante Resoluto
15 III Allegro vivace

14:45
4:53
5:39
4:13

String Quartet No. 2 (1985)
16 I
Con moto
17 II
Adagio
18 III Vivace
19 IV Tema con variazioni:
Larghetto con rubato

21:39
4:55
6:38
3:14

8:20
4:04
1:44
2:32

TT 68:12

Beethoven String Trio of London 1 – 9 , 13 – 19
Pavlo Beznosiuk, violin; Jeremy Williams, viola; Richard Tunnicliffe, cello
1
9 [6]–[7]
16 19
with Andrew Roberts, violin [1]–[3],
10 12
Maya Homburger, Baroque violin [4]–[6]
10 12
Barry Guy, double-bass [4]–[6]
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BUXTON ORR Chamber Music for Strings

The music of Buxton Orr, born in Glasgow in 1924, was hardly over-exposed during his lifetime
but has encountered even more neglect since his death in 1997. This CD takes a step in the right
direction, presenting first recordings of four of Orr’s chamber works for strings, in a style that is
mildly modernist and earnestly argued but also elegant and honest.
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