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A young composer needs influences, just as a child needs role models. No-one need be 
embarrassed to admit influences. Goethe described the genius as ‘the most indebted 
person’.            Ronald Stevenson1 

This album explores Ronald Stevenson’s early piano compositions. Many know him 
as a transcriber of the music of other composers – indeed, he saw transcription 
and composition as one and the same thing – but this programme is entirely of 
original composition and so draws attention to a unique musical voice in its early 
development.

Stevenson’s most important early works date from his student days at the Royal 
Manchester College of Music; the later ones here were written when he was a recent 
graduate. This first phase of compositional development reached its summation with 
the Prelude, Fugue and Fantasy on Busoni’s ‘Faust’, in 1959. Stevenson’s work during 
this time is some of the most audibly ‘modern’ music he wrote, but it is stylistically 
conservative, with lyrical counterpoint, and the human singing voice, at the root 
of its conception. His studies at the RMCM with Richard Hall taught him little; his 
contemporaries, such as Alexander Goehr, Harrison Birtwistle and Peter Maxwell 
Davies, bore no influence on him. Instead, the influences one will find in Stevenson’s 
early work include Busoni and Hindemith, an essence of Sibelius in some cases.  
They absorb the contrapuntal theories of Bernhard Ziehn, for whose treatise Canonic 
Studies Stevenson wrote a preface and edited for publication several decades later.2

1 Booklet note for In Memoriam John Ogdon, Altarus air-cd-9063, p. 33.
2 Kahn & Averill, London, 2006.
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The three early Sonatinas3 are stylistically very different from one another, despite 
being written in reasonably quick succession. Although they are labelled as Sonatinas, 
these pieces are anything but small and light. As Malcolm MacDonald put it, they reveal 
‘a gift for trenchant statement, and no small ambition’.4 Ateș Orga writes:

These three Sonatinas are interesting for many reasons, not least for sowing the seeds of 
Stevenson’s art in embryonic form. Their strong linearity (as a student, Stevenson recalls, 
he ‘used to get up at 6 a.m. and do a regular stint of a solid hour’s counterpoint exercises 
every day’), their harmonic idiom, their pre-occupations, vertically and horizontally, 
with semitonal intervals of decided acidity, their chromatic and diatonic contracts, their 
sudden flashes of sweetness and consonance, of bitterness and dissonance, their resolution 
of ideas over a potentially spacious time-scale – such incident is prophetic.5 
There are several pieces of juvenilia listed in Martin Anderson’s catalogue of 

Stevenson’s works:6 a Ballade in A minor (1944), A Night Piece (1945) and a Nocturne 
in D flat (1945). The Ballade is now thought to be lost, but A Night Piece and Nocturne 
are deeply interesting because of how different their style is from what came very 
shortly after. Both remind one of, perhaps, the John Field Nocturnes. They are more 
harmonically and texturally straightforward, and, in the very best sense, could be 
thought of as pastiches of Romantic piano style.7 So the fact the Sonatina No. 1 was 
written in 1945, the very same year as his Nocturne and A Night Piece, is remarkable, 
because it is far more mature than what might be expected from a student composition. 
As Malcolm MacDonald noted, it ‘already shows, for a student piece, a surprisingly sure 
sense of linear direction in its part-writing, a positive delight in pungent tonal clashes’.8

3 There are five Sonatinas in total, the fourth (Sonatina Serenissima) and fifth (A Threepenny Sonatina) dating from much later in 
Stevenson’s career – from 1973–77 and 1987–88, respectively.
4 Ronald Stevenson: A Musical Biography, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh, 1989, p. 11. 
5 ‘The Piano Music’, in Colin Scott-Sutherland (ed.), Ronald Stevenson: The Man and his Music, Toccata Press, London, 2005, p. 49.
6 Ibid., pp. 375–459, here p. 392. 
7 Those familiar with Stevenson’s remarkable calligraphic musical notation would be surprised at the childlike handwriting of these 
manuscripts. 
8 Op. cit., p. 11.
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Marjorie Stevenson has made the following recollections of her late husband’s early 
piano works:

The 3 Sonatinas were written for and entered for the Blackburn piano music competitive 
festival and performed by Ronald in three successive years: 1946–48. I was present at the 
performance of the 3rd Sonatina. [...] The adjudicator at that time was the well known 
teacher and composer, Armstrong Gibbs. Each Sonatina was awarded 1st prize in each 
successive year.

I think they chart a clear path in development towards the Three Nativity Pieces which 
were written about the same time as 19 Songs of Innocence (Blake settings) and the Three 
Lyric Pieces.9

Sonatina No. 1 was recorded in 1986 for Altarus Records10 by no less a pianist than 
John Ogdon, a lifelong friend of Ronald Stevenson and fellow student at the RMCM.  
In the booklet Stevenson provided a brief programme note for the Sonatina:

My Piano Sonatina No. 1 […] is a short sonata with some virtuosic writing, not in the 
manner of Kuhlau or Clementi miniatures for children. […] The first [movement] 1  
shows some influence of Hindemith’s First Piano Sonata in its counterpoint, harmonic 
tensions and cadences ending on an open fifth.

The second movement’s chromatics and quartal chord-structures 2  show features 
absorbed from an early acquaintance with Berg’s Wozzeck. The finale 3  is a jig-rondo 
with dissonant syncopations. Its harmony combines the open fifths of the first movement 
with the chromatic writing of the second. There is an episode in the Dorian mode with 
the character of a sea-shanty – perhaps the earliest indication of a Grainger influence in 
my work. 

Another episode cyclically reintroduces the pastoral second subject from the first 
movement. This cyclic concept was a youthful attempt to address the need for structural 
cohesion, and undoubtedly derives from César Franck. […] Through the various 

9 Letter from Marjorie Stevenson to me, dated 5 December 2022.
10 Released on Altarus air-cd-9063 in 1994.
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influences in my First Piano Sonatina it seems to me now, half a century later, that  
I recognise my own voice most in the finale. 

Stevenson premiered the Sonatina No. 1 in 1946, garnering praise from The Manchester 
Guardian: ‘it may in places proclaim its modernity with the defiance of youth, but it has 
shape, no undue waste of notes, immense vigour and moments of beauty’.11 

The Sonatina No. 2 was written in 1947. In two movements, it is the nearest 
one has in Stevenson’s early period to a Neo-Classical composition. The Adagietto 
first movement 4 , in two distinct sections, Malcolm MacDonald describes as ‘neo-
Baroque’.12 If one were to seek an underlying Scottish element here, it would be in 
the motivic Scotch-snap rhythm, as well as in the wide melodic leaps following the 
initial downwards scale of the theme (Ex. 1).13 The second movement, Allegro con 
moto 5 , is overtly virtuosic, with big flourishing gestures and a constant run of 
semiquavers supporting a jaunty main subject.

Ex. 1

11 Quoted in Orga, loc. cit., p. 49; originally quoted in Orga, ‘The Piano Music of Ronald Stevenson’, Musical Opinion, Vol. 92,  
No. 1098, March 1969, p. 292.
12 Op. cit., p. 11.
13 Wide melodic leaps are a hallmark of Hebridean song in particular.



6

In 1947 Stevenson had had the life-changing experience of discovering 
Busoni’s music,14 and the most substantial of these three early Sonatinas, No. 3, 
dates from a year later; it receives its first recording here. MacDonald describes 
the first movement 6  as ‘an almost Mahlerian Funeral march – an early “glimpse of a 
war-vision”’,15 the second movement 7  ‘a glittering scherzo’. It is followed by ‘a highly 
rhythmic finale of bubbling, eldritch humour’ 8 .16

Retrospect 9  is one of Stevenson’s earliest surviving piano pieces, a gem of a miniature 
which already shows a mastery of late-Romantic harmony and pianistic textures – a far 
cry from the much simpler, perhaps more naïve Albumblätter of Stevenson’s mid-teens 
discussed above.17 Undated, it is believed to have been written around 1945,18 effectively 
a ‘song without words’.  

The Three Nativity Pieces were written in April 1949.19 Malcolm MacDonald 
comments that, ‘though not so designated, the suite […] appears to develop directly 
out of the concerns of the Sonatinas […]. In Stevensonian terms, it recalls both Liszt’s 
Christmas-Tree Suite and Busoni’s Nuit de Noël’.20 Certainly in the opening ‘Gold: 
Children’s March’ 10  there is an essence of Percy Grainger, perhaps of Debussy’s 
‘Serenade of the Doll’ (Children’s Corner), in the way the piece takes the listener on a 
journey through different moods and imaginary territories. Its opening theme, a ‘non-
militaristic children’s march’,21 is pentatonic, played almost entirely on the black keys of 

14 This well-documented story I was privileged to hear first from Stevenson himself, in late summer 2013. He had borrowed a score of 
Busoni’s Doktor Faust from the music library in Manchester and was sitting in a railway carriage at Manchester Victoria Station one 
evening in 1947, waiting to depart for home, which for him was still Blackburn. The compartment was empty, and there was thick 
fog outside. In this atmosphere, he decided to open the score, and within moments of reading the opening bars of this still rarely 
performed opera he knew Busoni would constitute a major part of his life’s work.
15 Op. cit., p. 11. The reference is to the 'Glimpse of a War-Vision' in the 'Pars altera' of Stevenson's Passacaglia on DSCH, completed in 1962. 
16 Ibid.
17 A facsimile of the manuscript is found in Scott-Sutherland, op. cit., ‘Appendix Five: Some Stevenson Miniatures’, pp. 330–32. 
18 Anderson, loc. cit., p. 392. Anderson’s catalogue was compiled in close consultation with Stevenson, and so the dates it proposes 
are likely to have originated with the composer himself.
19 Colin Scott-Sutherland writes, in his booklet note to Rhapsody: Lyric Music of Ronald Stevenson (Sheena Nicoll, piano), Dunelm 
Records (drd0268), p. 6, that they were written at Christmas that year.
20 Op. cit., p. 11.
21 Scott-Sutherland, Rhapsody, loc. cit., p. 5.
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the piano. Pentatony is a feature of Scottish folk-music, and so this element may be one 
reason for Stevenson’s re-use of this music as part of the third movement of his Celtic 
Suite for solo accordion.22

‘Frankincense: Arabesque’ 11  is a waltz with an exotic air. A good point of comparison 
would be the music of John Foulds, which Stevenson admired, and especially the Essays 
in the Modes, Op. 78, a set of seven pieces, or etudes, each based on a different scale 
not often used in western classical music. Interestingly, the first section of Stevenson’s 
‘Arabesque’, following its introductory section, bears some figural similarity with Foulds’ 
first Essay, ‘Exotique’ – but whereas Foulds writes his pieces exclusively in one mode 
without modulation, Stevenson chooses to follow Busoni’s approach to modality, which 
modulates freely. It roots the music in tonality, and yields an interesting and, perhaps, 
unexpected chromaticism.

‘Myrrh: Elegiac Carol’ 12  has its roots in Stevenson’s objection to National Service. 
After graduating from the Royal Manchester School of Music in 1948, Stevenson faced 
his call-up for National Service, which, being a conscientious objector, he refused to 
do. After being imprisoned at Wormwood Scrubs and at other locations around the 
country, he applied for the ‘Agricultural Condition’. He was sent to Frating Hall Farm, 
near Colchester, Essex. Frating Hall had been acquired by a group of Christian Socialist 
Pacifists in 1943. The set-up was run by the influential J. H. (‘Joe’) Watson, a blast-
furnaceman from County Durham whose friends included the writers John Middleton 
Murry, Max Plowman and D. H. Lawrence. The ‘Elegiac Carol’ of Stevenson’s piece 
appears in the second section, after a keening, canonic Prologo of suppressed angst 
(angiosca soppressa): the Carol is in fact a piano transcription of Stevenson’s own A Carol 
(‘So she laid him in a manger’) for SATB chorus with piano or harp. It is then elaborated 
and expanded texturally before the music returns to that of the opening section, ending 
quietly, ma pesante.

The Three Lyric Pieces were written between 1947 and 1950. Vox Stellarum 13  
was composed in 1947, the same year as the Second Sonatina. Ateș Orga beautifully 

22 An album of Stevenson’s music for accordion is forthcoming on Toccata Classics tocc 0658.
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describes its opening theme (Ex. 2) as an ‘aerated descending figure’, sounding in octaves 
in a high register, accompanied by ‘open harmony’; he also notes that through this effect 
Stevenson intended to reflect ‘a girl’s singing’.23 

Ex. 2

If one translates the title (loosely, as ‘Voice of the Cosmos’), then it makes sense of the 
vast spaciousness created by Stevenson’s chord-voicing. The underlying harmonies are 
based on the intervals of a perfect fifth stacked upon one another to create the harmony 
of a ninth (or compound second). These intervals are fairly widely spaced and are 
tonally ambiguous, being neither major nor minor – hence Orga’s description of ‘open 
harmony’. When the sustain pedal is held tenuto, and the same chord is played in higher 
registers while maintaining a very soft dynamic, the feeling of expansive sonority (and 
the impression of vast space) is achieved. Stevenson also wrote that ‘the middle section 
explores pentatony and was one of my first intuitions in a Scottish idiom at age 19’.24  
The melody, in the tenor register, is accompanied by quartal and quintal harmonies 
similar to those found in the opening. 

23 As quoted in Scott-Sutherland, Rhapsody, loc. cit., p. 5.
24 As quoted in ibid.
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Stevenson composed the Chorale Prelude for Jean Sibelius (1948) 14  while serving 
time in Wormwood Scrubs prison, London. He had little patience for post-war 
modernism in music and therefore regarded Sibelius as ‘a lighthouse amid the maelstrom 
of post-war contemporary music’, as Ateș Orga records. The Prelude was completed in 
1950 and, as a gesture of esteem, Stevenson sent the manuscript addressed to ‘Sibelius – 
Finland’, receiving the reply ‘thank you for your beautiful composition’ in a letter dated 
16 January 1949.25 Stevenson revised the piece in 1963, and that is the version published 
by the Ronald Stevenson Society and recorded here. The Chorale Prelude begins velato 
e visionario. The chords, which alternate between pentatony and stacked thirds, are 
underlain by rolls as if from timpani, and the mysterious arpeggios which follow subside 
into the first chorale statement of the piece, leading to the second chorale section, poco 
più moto, semplice e aperto. It is music which begs for an orchestration some day.

Composed on 17 February 1950, ‘at a time when no music was serene but 
aggressively dissonant and rhythmic rather than melodic’,26 the Andante Sereno 15

is a further stand against post-war modernism through an emphasis on melody.27 It 
was written for Marjorie, Stevenson’s wife.28 As symphonic in style as the previous two 
pieces in the set, it is based in the pitch-centre of A natural, and alternates between the 
Ionian and Lydian modes, giving it a ‘Foulds-ian’ colouring. The central section, poco 
più mosso, has a more fluid texture. Throughout, there is much use of parallel harmony, 
often quartally or quintally based, thus linking it in style to the first piece in the set. 
The sonorities achieved in this piece are most distinctive for piano music of this era, 
especially in Great Britain.

25 Loc. cit., p. 49; quoted from Barrie Ould, Ronald Stevenson – A 50th Birthday Tribute, New 57 Gallery catalogue, Edinburgh,  
29 July–10 August 1978, p. 5. The original letter was deposited with much of Stevenson’s other correspondence in the National 
Library of Scotland, although at the time of writing it remains uncatalogued. 
26 Scott-Sutherland, Rhapsody, loc. cit., p. 5.
27 Ibid.
28 I had the immense honour of having Stevenson play this piece for me in his home, and was the only instance I heard the man 
play in person: I came too late to his music to have experienced any more, but it makes for an abiding memory nonetheless. It was 
hearing this piece played by him, and the fact that Marjorie plied me with scores of his early pieces before I left that evening, that 
made me want to study his early works. 
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RONALD STEVENSON Piano Music, Volume Six

Sonatina No. 1 (1945) 11:22
1  I Allegro moderato 4:34
2  II Andante 4:14
3  III Presto 2:34
Sonatina No. 2 (1947) 8:18
4  I Adagietto 3:40
5  II Finale: Allegro con moto 4:38
Sonatina No. 3 (1948)* 16:34
6  I In modo di marcia lenta 7:16
7  II Scherzo: Allegro vivace 3:49
8  III Veloce, leggiero e fantastico 5:29
9  Retrospect (c. 1945)* 4:27

Three Nativity Pieces (1949) 18:01
10 No. 1  Gold: Children’s March 3:58
11 No. 2  Frankincense: Arabesque 8:52
12 No. 3  Myrrh: Elegiac Carol 5:11
Three Lyric Pieces 21:35
13 No. 1  Vox Stellarum (1947) 6:51
14 No. 2  Chorale Prelude for Jean Sibelius (1948; rev. 1963) 8:25
15 No. 3  Andante Sereno (1950) 6:19

Christopher Guild, piano TT 80:18
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