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For the best part of half a century, John McCabe has pursued one of the most distinguished and 

diverse careers in British music, embracing the creative (as a composer and a writer), the executive 

(as one of the country’s leading pianists) and the educative (as a teacher and administrator); he also 

has books on Bartók, Rachmaninov and Rawsthorne to his credit. A prolific composer, he has nine 

symphonies to his name – if one includes early scores for organ (1961) and wind ensemble (1964) – 

and nearly thirty concertos, as well as the ballets Mary, Queen of Scots (1975), Edward II (1994–95) 

and Arthur (1998–2000) and a host of other instrumental, chamber, vocal and orchestral works. 

 McCabe was born in Huyton, Lancashire, on 21 April 1939, of mixed Irish-Scottish and German-

Finnish descent, although his outlook is decidedly English, down to a passionate devotion to cricket 

(and occasionally trenchant criticism of the national team). At the age of three, he was severely burned 

in an accident that left him prone to bouts of illness as a child. As a partial consequence, he had time 

to discover music early on through his parents’ record collection and decided to become a composer, 

rattling off thirteen symphonies by the age of eleven. But as with two other – very different – 

characters, Harold Truscott and Dudley Moore, who also came to music through childhood ill-health, 

performance became a vital part of his artistic make-up. It was perhaps inevitable that he would then 

study music – first composition at Manchester University (1958–60), with Humphrey Procter-Gregg, 

from whose class McCabe was expelled for having dared to play one of his own works in a recital at 

his old school, and then (1961–62) at the Royal Manchester College of Music with Thomas Pitfield, 

where he was also a piano student of Gordon Green. In 1964 he attended the Munich Hochschule für 

Musik, where his composition teacher was the erstwhile Hindemith pupil, Harald Genzmer.

 He first came to wider notice as a pianist, his unusually wide sympathies covering music from the 

Elizabethan era to the present day. Although making British music has been central to his performing 

career – not least when he was pianist-in-residence at University College, Cardiff, between 1965 and 

1968 – his repertoire has an intercontinental base and he has performed around the globe, including 

the USA, Denmark, Netherlands, Spain, the Middle East, Hong Kong and Australia as well as in 

Great Britain. In 1969 he was a piano prize-winner in the prestigious Gaudeamus competition in the 
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Netherlands and in 1975 he received a Special Award from the Composers’ Guild of Great Britain for his 

services to British music – at a time when his project to record the complete set of Haydn’s 54 sonatas 

and a substantial clutch of variations and miscellania plus the Seven Last Words of the Redeemer on the 
Cross was well under way. The five volumes, released on LP between 1975 and 1977, were justly hailed (by 

Nicholas Rast in Gramophone in December 1995) on their CD reissue, on the London label, as ‘one of the 

great recorded monuments of the keyboard repertoire’. 

 Whether performing his own or others’ music, McCabe possesses a flair for communication and 

rapport with his audience that puts one in mind of another underestimated composer-pianist, Ronald 

Stevenson. McCabe’s lasting mark in the recording studio was carried beyond Haydn with important 

issues of music by Bax (including the original piano-sonata version of the First Symphony) on 

Continuum, Hindemith (the best available accounts of Ludus tonalis and the 1922 Suite) and Howells 

on Hyperion, two albums of Nielsen for Decca, Rawsthorne for Dutton Epoch and Satie, most recently 

reissued by Regis. With Tamami Honma – a noted champion of McCabe’s piano music for whom he has 

written several recent works – he made a fascinating disc of two-piano pieces including Stravinsky’s own 

reduction of his ballet Agon, Colin McPhee’s Balinese Ceremonial Music, works by Athanasiadis, Britten 

and Copland, plus his own Basse Danse; those performances appeared on the Dutton Epoch label. His 

most recently released recording was of archival performances, mostly from 1972, of English pieces by 

Bax, Holst, Ireland, Joubert, Moeran, Vaughan Williams and Warlock plus a 1968 account of Britten’s then 

new Notturno; it was issued in 2009 by the British Music Society.

 In 1966 his profile as a composer was much enhanced when Sir John Barbirolli gave the premiere 

of his First Symphony, Elegy, at the Cheltenham Festival; six years later Louis Frémaux conducted that of 

the song-cycle Notturni ed Alba. Another notable success came in 1984 with the first performances of the 

Concerto for Orchestra by the London Symphony Orchestra under Sir Georg Solti, and in 1989 the tone 

poem Fire at Durilgai was unveiled in Manchester by the BBC Philharmonic conducted by Sir Edward 

Downes, a success expanded on later that year at the Proms. Unsurprisingly, piano music has featured 

prominently in McCabe’s worklist, with over two dozen pieces including his first published work – the 

Variations, Op. 22 – the expanding and kaleidoscopic series of (currently twelve) large-scale piano studies, 

the much-acclaimed Haydn Variations and Tenebrae, which is featured in this ‘farewell recital’.

Guy Rickards is a freelance writer on music and regular contributor to Gramophone, Tempo and International Piano. he author of 
two biographical studies for Phaidon, Hindemith, Hartmann, Henze (1995) and Jean Sibelius (1997), he has also written several articles 
on the music of John McCabe, including three chapters in the life-and-works study edited by George Odam, Landscapes of the Mind 
(Ashgate, Farnham, 2008).
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A NOTE ON MY ‘FAREWELL RECITAL’

by John McCabe

I wanted to finish my formal solo career at the Presteigne Festival, with which I’ve had a long and deeply 

valued association, and the choice of repertoire was very important to me. There had to be a Schubert 

sonata (the other candidate for the concert was the big D major, d845, but that was too long for this event), 

and I have in recent decades always tried to sneak Ravel in whenever possible – the Valses nobles is one of 

my favourite piano works. Inevitably, I wanted to do one of my own pieces, and I particularly wanted to 

play Tenebrae, as I believe it to be one of my better works. I also programmed Haydn (the G minor Sonata, 

Hob. XVI: 44) and, of three works chosen from among many by compatriots that I wanted to play, Robert 

Saxton’s Chacony, but since I have recordings of both of these in the catalogue, it gave an opportunity 

to programme this CD to include all the other pieces – and to rejig the order slightly (the Schubert was 

originally at the end of the concert). The encore, Bridge’s Heart’s Ease, seemed a perfect way to finish.

THE MUSIC

by John McCabe, Emily Howard and John Casken 

Franz Peter Schubert (1797–1828): Sonata in A minor, d784    

A minor was a particularly fruitful key for Schubert when writing piano sonatas. Of the three magnificent 

examples in this key, the earliest, d537, is on a relatively small scale, though its power and vitality belies the 

neglect it has suffered. The last of the three, d845, is on a massive symphonic scale, with four movements. 

d784, the central panel of this triptych, is also possessed of a symphonic grandeur that places it firmly in 

the pantheon of pianistic masterpieces, even though there are only three movements, and two of those 

relatively short.

 The epic stature of the work derives from the opening sonata-form Allegro giusto: it has a Brucknerian 

scope, even a bleakness anticipating the Sibelius of some eighty years later (the Sonata dates from 1823). 

The material of the opening movement is simplicity itself: two main themes, both in themselves simple 

and economical, linked by a single rhythmic motif which comes to dominate the development section. 

This motif, a long note followed by a short one and then a rest, gives the music a searching hesitancy, and 

it is a pity that so often performers, presumably mistrusting audiences’ capacity to respond to this quality, 

either pedal through the rests or sustain the notes – thus seriously undermining the whole point and 

character of the music.



 The two remaining movements are much shorter, but together they have an intensity that balances 

that of the first. The Andante is based on a lovely, flowing melody possessed of the intervallic range and 

song-like lyricism notably absent from the Allegro (for all the beauty of its second subject) – it forms an 

oasis of peace in an otherwise emotionally highly charged work. The main theme of the rondo finale, 

based on scale patterns, reverts to the simplicity and intensity of the material of the Allegro giusto, and 

although it is contrasted with a sensitive, lyrical second theme with a waltz-like lilt, the dominant mood 

is turbulent, requiring a higher degree of virtuosity than before and leading to a powerful and dramatic 

conclusion in double octaves.               JM

Emily Howard

Like John McCabe, I was born in Liverpool (in 1979) and retain strong 

links with the city. My first orchestral work, Magnetite, was commissioned 

by Liverpool European Capital of Culture 2008 for the Royal Liverpool 

Philharmonic conducted by Vasily Petrenko. In 2012, my first opera, 

Zátopek!, commissioned by Second Movement as part of New Music 20x12, 

a programme of new works for the London 2012 Cultural Olympiad, will 

receive its first performance in Liverpool before travelling to London and 

the Czech Republic. 

 I spent my formative years learning the cello, playing chess and 

composing for local orchestras, including the Liverpool Mozart Orchestra.  

Always torn between mathematics and music, I went on to study mathematics and computation at Lincoln 

College, Oxford University as an undergraduate. Following a Masters in Composition with Adam Gorb 

at the Royal Northern College of Music, I completed a PhD in Composition with John Casken at the 

University of Manchester, supported by a Victor Sayer Scholarship. 

 My music has been performed and broadcast internationally, by orchestras and ensembles including 

BBC Philharmonic, the Black Dyke Band, Dortmund Philharmonic, Cantus Ansambl, Endymion, 

Ensemble 10/10, London Symphony Orchestra, Musica Vitae and the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic. 

My works have been featured in festivals including 28th Cantiere Internazionale d’Arte, Montepulciano 

(2003), Sounds New, Canterbury (2006, 2008 and 2010), Liverpool European Capital of Culture (2008), 

Soundings VI, supported by the Austrian Cultural Forum and British Council, London and Vienna 

(2009), WASBE, Cincinnati (2009), Båstad Chamber Music Festival, Sweden  (2009), Presteigne Festival 

(2010) and the eu-art-network (2010).
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 Recent works include a setting of Geoffrey Hill’s Wild Clematis in Winter for The NMC Songbook 

and a UBS commission, Solar, for the London Symphony Orchestra. Current projects include a piano 

concerto, Mesmerism, for the pianist Alexandra Dariescu commissioned for the Liverpool Mozart 

Orchestra’s 60th anniversary with support from the PRS for Music Foundation and a new work for the 

Elias Quartet commissioned by the Nicholas Boas Trust.  In November 2011 I will be the subject of a 

Wien Modern Composer Focus in a retrospective of my work that will include performances of Magnetite 

and Solar alongside the world premiere of a new orchestral work Calculus of the Nervous System, a Wien 

Modern Commission for the Vienna Radio Symphony Orchestra.

 I am a member of composition staff at the Royal Northern College of Music, Honorary Research 

Fellow in Composition at Liverpool Hope University and the first UBS Composer in Residence in 

conjunction with the LSO at the Bridge Academy, Hackney. In 2008, I received a Paul Hamlyn Foundation 

Award for Composers. 

 My website can be found at www.emilyhoward.com

Sky and Water

Sky and Water is a short work for solo piano, composed in 2005, and atmospheric in nature. It was inspired 

by M. C. Escher’s wood etching Sky and Water I (from which it also takes its name) in which birds appear 

to be systematically transformed into fish and vice versa. To me this suggested the possibility of using 

a computational sorting algorithm ‘Insertion Sort’ to bring about a transformation in terms of pitch, 

and specifically melodic line: in my composition, the opening descending figure slowly evolves into an 

ascending figure by the end of the piece.

 Sky and Water is dedicated to John McCabe, with friendship and respect. I am very grateful to him 

for all of his support over the last decade, and I am delighted to be included on this CD. John gave the 

first performance of Sky and Water at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, London on 22 February 

2006, as part of the Landscapes of the Mind Festival. It lasts approximately seven minutes.                    EH

John Casken

I was born in Barnsley, South Yorkshire, in 1949 and retain strong links with the North of England through 

my Lectureship at Durham University (1981–92) and my position as Professor of Music at he University 

of Manchester (1992–2008). In 2005 I decided to move to Upper Coquetdale, a remote, rural part of 

Northumberland, an area with outstanding landscape, an important history and which is rich in nature. 

A strong sense of place is important to me and in various ways I try to relect that in my music, drawing 
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inspiration not only from landscape, literature and the visual arts, but also 

seeking a strong dramatic context in which ideas can be developed.

 My works have been featured at major international festivals, with nine 

works performed in BBC Proms seasons since 1986. My irst opera, Golem, 

won the irst Britten Award in 1990 and the 1991 Gramophone Award for 

Best Contemporary Recording (on Virgin Classics). Since its premiere at 

the Almeida heatre in London in 1989 the opera has seen seven diferent 

productions in the UK, France, Germany and the USA.  Sir homas Allen 

and the BBC Symphony Orchestra premiered the orchestral song-cycle Still 
Mine at the 1992 Proms and this work subsequently won the Prince Pierre 

de Monaco prize for Musical Composition in 1993.  From 1990 to 2001 I was Composer-in-Association 

with the Northern Sinfonia, who gave the premiere of my Cello Concerto with Heinrich Schif at the 

Schleswig-Holstein Festival in 1991 and recorded it for Collins Classics.  his work, along with Maharal 
Dreaming, Darting the Skif and Vaganza (performed by the Northern Sinfonia and with me as conductor) 

was later re-released on the NMC Ancora label.  

 My Violin Concerto, premiered by Dmitry Sitkovetsky at the 1995 Proms, was subsequently taken up 

by Daniel Hope. Sitkovetsky went on to perform Shadowed Pieces for violin and piano (2008) at the 2009 

Verbier Festival. My second opera, God’s Liar, was premiered in 2001 by Almeida Opera in London and 

Brussels, and received its Austrian premiere by Neue Oper Wien in the KlangBogen Festival in Vienna in 

the summer of 2004.  In 2002 he Florestan Piano Trio gave the irst performance of my Piano Trio, and 

Symphony (Broken Consort) was given its premiere in the 2004 BBC Proms by the BBC Philharmonic 

conducted by Gianandrea Noseda. While in Manchester I worked closely with he Lindsays for whom 

I wrote three string quartets and Rest-ringing (2005) for string quartet and orchestra, premiered by them 

with Sir Mark Elder and the Hallé Orchestra. More recently, Patricia Rozario and Ruth Killius gave the irst 

performance of Farness – three poems of Carol Ann Dufy for soprano, solo viola and chamber orchestra, 

with Northern Sinfonia conducted by homas Zehetmair at the 2006 Huddersield Contemporary Music 

Festival. he Hilliard Ensemble and Ensemble 10/10 conducted by Clark Rundell premiered he Dream 
of the Rood in Liverpool Metropolitan Cathedral in October 2008, and this work went on to win the Vocal 

Category in the 2009 British Composer Awards.

 After studying at the University of Birmingham I went to Warsaw in 1971 on a Polish government 

scholarship. My teacher at the Academy of Music was Andrzej Dobrowolski. It was during this time that I 

began to have regular consultations with Witold Lutosławski with whom I formed a close association and 
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friendship, and on whose music I have written on a number of occasions. I went back to Birmingham as 

a Lecturer in 1973, and after a Fellowship at Huddersfield Polytechnic in 1980, went on to Durham and 

then Manchester, where I still have strong links as Emeritus Professor of Music. 

The Haunting Bough

The Haunting Bough was written in 1999 at the invitation of Stephen Gutman for his project Les enfants 
de Rameau. Stephen had invited a number of composers to write a variation on the theme of Rameau’s 

keyboard piece Le Lardon, just as Paul Dukas had written his own Variations, Interlude et Finale on 

the same theme. My short piece takes some of the basic material from the theme and submerges it in 

fantasia-like figuration building initially on the resonance of the D major triad (Rameau’s opening), before 

developing lines that quickly move far away from Rameau. The sound-world of my work could not be 

more different from Rameau’s delicate ‘Menuet’, now rhythmically transformed and with textures that 

take advantage of the modern concert piano. Coming out of the climax, the D triad (now minor) is heard 

quietly in the distance under persistently loud, right-hand chords in a high register. The idea of Rameau’s 

simple opening as a continuing presence led to the title: rameau is French for bough, and glimpses of 

the original theme haunt the new work. Stephen Gutman gave the first performance of all the newly 

composed variations for his project on 23 September 1999 in the Purcell Room, London. The Haunting 
Bough was performed as the final variation.                                 JC

Maurice Ravel (1875–1937): Valses nobles et sentimentales

Dance forms like minuets, pavanes and waltzes were very important to Ravel, and they occur frequently 

in his output, either directly or indirectly. Like Le Tombeau de Couperin, his Valses nobles et sentimentales 

is a tribute to an earlier composer, in this instance Schubert, the title being derived from two different 

sets of Schubert waltzes for piano – although the influence of  Chabrier’s Valses romantiques is also felt. 

It was first performed, anonymously (most of the audience failed to guess the composer), at a concert of 

the Société Musicale Indépendante in 1911, and, like Le Tombeau and a number of other pieces, it was 

orchestrated. That was in 1912, for a ballet entitled Adélaïde, ou Le Langage des Fleurs, with libretto by 

Ravel and choreography by Clustine; later choreographers to interpret the score included Lifar, Ashton 

and MacMillan. It is a continuous cycle of waltz numbers of contrasting tempi and characters and runs 

through a cycle of tonalities from G major, through increasingly remote keys, to finish once more in G – a 

scheme accomplished with enormous skill so that the changes from one section or movement to the next 

seem quite natural and in character.
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 After a rumbustious, often quite dissonant opening number, the music proceeds through some 

predominantly delicate pieces, with from time to time a distant influence of the gamelan orchestra that so 

strongly influenced him from 1889, until the most substantial seventh waltz (Moins vif), which reaches a 

massive climax anticipating La Valse of  1919/20, heard again when the first section is repeated after an 

exotic, bitonal trio. The final, hauntingly beautiful Épilogue recalls themes from the earlier movements as 

in a dream, recollections of fragments from a curiously fragile world of the imagination.                      JM

Tenebrae

Tenebrae (using the word in the sense of ‘darkness’) was written during 

1992–93, with the aid of funding generously provided by the Chandos 

Memorial Trust, and is dedicated to Barry Douglas, who gave the first 

performance at the 1994 Harrogate International Festival. It is the result 

of several diverse influences. One is the personal loss of three much-loved 

and admired musical friends during 1992, the conductor Sir Charles 

Groves and the composers William Mathias and Stephen Oliver – this 

particularly affected the tone of the work. Another, earlier, impulse was the 

enormous opening section of Hermann Broch’s novel The Death of Virgil, 
a description of the arrival of the dying poet at the port of Brundisium and 

the carriage of him through the crowded streets to the apartments in which he was to die.

 Three musical impulses also underlie the work: the nature and form of Chopin’s Barcarolle (though at 

about twenty minutes Tenebrae is much longer), a typical texture to be found in Beethoven’s piano-writing 

using the extremes of the keyboard (to be heard towards the end of the work), and perhaps above all my 

long-standing fascination with the world of Liszt’s two late pieces entitled La lugubre Gondole.

 Tenebrae is a continuous single movement, arising out of a theme that is heard (following the short 

but important introduction) largely in the bass, with the accompaniment in the right hand; this format is 

used almost exclusively for each episode in which this theme is gradually unfolded. There are intervening 

episodes which slowly move the music to an increase in pace and a central section of rhythmic character 

and some degree of violence; following the final climax (marked ‘quasi Cadenza’), the main theme returns, 

this time in both hands above an accompanying bass figuration, to move the music this time to a sense of 

peace and possibly acceptance. At the close, however, when the very opening returns, the calm is disrupted 

by echoes of one of the more agitated ideas, leaving the work in a mood of ambiguity and loss. The note 

B flat is posited as a sort of tonal centre throughout Tenebrae.                                                                 JM
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THE PRESTEIGNE FESTIVAL

by George Vass, Artistic Director

Situated in a small, intimate town on the Powys/Herefordshire border, the Presteigne Festival has become 

a mecca for visitors seeking artistic nourishment and musical discovery in idyllic surroundings. With a 

truly forward-looking commissioning policy, the organisation works closely with composers and artists to 

create and curate inspiring programmes and events for an ever-widening Festival community.

 he Presteigne Festival – initiated by Adrian Williams in 1983 – is a true celebration of music and 

the arts, taking place annually for a six-day period at the end of August. he Festival is well-known for 

its support of living composers and always ofers a rich musical programme, presenting a fresh and 

individually stylised mix of contemporary works, twentieth-century classics and standard repertoire. 

 Each year the Presteigne Festival features a composer-in-residence and the list reads like a veritable 

who’s who of contemporary music – David Matthews, John McCabe, Cecilia McDowall, Peter Sculthorpe, 

Pēteris Vasks, Judith Weir and Hugh Wood to name but a few. In just under twenty years, the Festival has 

commissioned over a hundred works.

 he Festival gives much-needed support to young artists, and supplies the local community with 

creative and innovative opportunities as part of particularly active outreach and education programmes.

 Other outreach activity includes the Presteigne Festival Competition for Composers, currently held 

each year in association with the Birmingham Conservatoire, and an annual Presteigne Festival ‘City 

Tour’, taking chamber works premiered at the Festival to Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff and other cities. 
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JOHN McCABE Farewell Recital

SCHUBERT Sonata in A minor, d784 24:19
  I.  Allegro giusto  14:31

 II. Andante 4:27

 III.  Allegro vivace 5:21

  HOWARD Sky and Water* 6:30

  CASKEN The Haunting Bough* 4:51

RAVEL Valses nobles et sentimentales 10:31
 Modéré – 1:24

 Assez lent – 1:54

 Modéré –  1:26

 Assez animé – 1:14

 Presque lent – 1:05

 Vif –  0:47

 Moins vif – 2:41

  Épilogue (Lent) 3:35

 McCABE Tenebrae** 19:27

BRIDGE ‘Heart’s Ease’ (Three Lyrics, No. 1) 1:48
        Andante tranquillo – Lento

John McCabe, piano

* first recordings; ** first recording by the composer
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On 29 August 2010, at the Presteigne Festival on the Welsh borders, John 

McCabe gave his last public piano recital, bringing to an end a career as solo 

pianist that had lasted half a century. McCabe – born in Liverpool in 1939 

and a composer-pianist in the tradition of Beethoven and Rachmaninov – has 

always championed the music of his contemporaries alongside his own and 

that of the masters of the past, and this farewell recital included two works 

by friends and colleagues and his own grandiose Tenebrae.

JOHN McCABE Farewell Recital 

Made in GerMany

* first recordinGs 

** first recordinG by the coMposer

TT 73:09John McCabe, piano
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