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1 The Painter’s Mistress for voice and piano  [5:25]

Canzona for voice, clarinet  and string trio
2 I. When they him fand, and gude Wallace him saw  [7:41]

3 II. And therewith kest I doun mine eye again  [6:27]

4 III. Tibbie Fowler o’ the glen  [1:46]

5 IV.  When first I came to be a man  [6:37]

6 The Ballad of Mr & Mrs Discobbolos for voice and piano  [11:18]

Ten Types of Hospital Visitor for voice and double bass      

7 I  [3:06]

8 II  [1:31]

9 III  [1:47]

10 IV  [1:26]

11 V  [3:16]

12 VI  [1:53]

13 VII  [2:06]

14 VIII  [3:59]

15 IX  [0:59]

16 X  [0:42]

Songs of a Childhood for voice and piano

17 Aince upon a day  [1:36]

18 Auld Mrs Murdy  [2:40]

19 One-Man Band  [1:36]

20 Munebrunt  [1:58]

21 Shy Geordie  [2:04]

22 The Boy in the Train  [2:30]

Total playing time  [72:36]
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of instrumental ensembles and for orchestra. 
When he did write for voice his choice of 
poets and poetry was highly original, and 
never takes the ‘typical English composer’ 
option of, for example, Shakespeare or 
Housman. Although Orr lived and worked 
in London from 1952, he was very aware 
of his Scottish heritage; his Celtic Suite of 
1968 was, for a time, quite well known. It is 
unsurprising therefore to see this in evidence 
in his choice of texts. 

The earliest piece recorded here is Songs of 
a Childhood from 1962, commissioned by 
the Saltire Society and first performed at the 
Edinburgh Festival that year by Constance 
Mullay and Alexander Kelly. There are six in all 
and the influence of Britten can be discerned 
behind the Scots swagger and (to an 
Englishman at least) exotic language. The first, 
‘Aince upon a day’, setting one of the ‘bairn-
rhymes’ by the Perth poet William Soutar, is 
about a child who becomes frightened by a 
snail after his mother told him not to tell lies. 
As throughout the cycle, there is a feeling that 
somewhere there is a traditional folk melody, 
wrapped in a memorable rhythm, but hiding 
in often bitonal and unstable harmonies. In 
‘Auld Mrs Murdy’, a poem by the Glaswegian 
Albert D. Mackie, a fishwife picks out winkles 
with a pin and is the cynosure of all eyes – 
particularly children’s of course, as the local 
‘clairty weans’ stand ‘govin’ by’ with ‘muckle 

Born in Glasgow in 1924, Buxton Orr was 
a wide-ranging and versatile composer. The 
catalogue of his works features chamber 
and orchestral music and pieces for brass, 
including concerti; he also produced eight 
film scores in the late 1950s and early 1960s, 
including a rather plush one for Suddenly 
Last Summer starring Elizabeth Taylor. An LP 
including two of his vocal works – The Ballad 
of Mr & Mrs Discobbolos, sung by Anthony 
Rolfe Johnson, and the song-cycle many 
kinds of yes, for two female voices – was 
for a number of years the only commercially 
available recording of his music. Now at last 
we can hear a wide selection of Orr’s works 
for solo voice, with both piano and other 
instrumental accompaniments.

At first Orr had intended to take up medicine, 
but music increasingly called him and as a 
young man he became a pupil of Benjamin 
Frankel, for whose music he became a strong 
advocate; he wrote about his teacher’s 
work, and after Frankel’s death in 1973 Orr 
completed the scoring of his opera Marching 
Song. Frankel was a twelve-tone composer 
and Orr was quite often of the same stable. 
But their use of the technique is personal 
– friendly, one might say – adapting the 
language to express their own voices. And 
when that is done the ‘lines’ can become 
easier to sing. 

roond e’en’. The D major of the key signature 
does not settle in the imagination, partially 
due to the modal melody, but the rhythm will 
certainly be long remembered.

‘One-Man Band’ sets a poem by William 
Landles of Hawick concerning the excitement 
created as the musician’s ‘whussles thraw 
tune throwe the toun’. Its rollicking compound 
time reminds us of the traditional Scottish jig. 
‘Munebrunt’ is also in compound time, again 
with words by Soutar, telling of a moonstruck 
dog imagining it to be a world of bones for 
hungry hounds; ‘puir baest’ as the poet 
laments. ‘Shy Geordie’ sets a poem about 
a girl who has a child by an uncertain father. 
The poet is Helen Cruickshank, who was 
also known as a suffragette. The song uses 
a folk melody harmonised, for once, purely 
diatonically. Lastly, we have ‘The Boy on the 
Train’ and his excited never-ending chatter. It 
sets possibly the best-known poem by Mary 
Campbell Smith in a whirling, mostly diatonic 
perpetuum mobile.

The Canzona, written the following year, is an 
extended work, Orr’s longest song-cycle, for 
the unusual combination of tenor with clarinet 
and string trio. The texts are again written 
by Scots, and are evidence indeed of Orr’s 
wide poetic interests. First comes the famous 
‘Lament for the Graham’ from The Wallace 
by the fifteenth-century minstrel Blind Harry, 

Not that the works on this recording, 
although often highly chromatic, are serial 
in technique – indeed Orr’s Songs of a 
Childhood is accessible enough even to 
have once been found on a Grade 8 singing 
examination syllabus. Like much of his music 
it was published by his own Gamber Press, 
which he set up partly out of frustration at 
not finding a regular publisher and annoyance 
that Eulenberg had issued The Ballad of Mr 
& Mrs Discobbolos simply as a photographic 
reproduction of the manuscript.

The ability to adapt one’s style yet still be true 
to oneself is vital for any composer. Although 
these songs are often not ‘easy’ they are also 
approachable, and can also be extremely witty 
– which may come as a surprise to those who 
have heard, say, the two String Quartets. As 
clear examples of Orr’s very personal sense of 
fun you only have to read the texts he chose 
to set; they are not only distinctly unusual but 
also very varied.

Vocal music played a significant part in Buxton 
Orr’s output. One of his earliest pieces is a 
unison setting for children of Blake’s ‘The 
Ecchoing Green’, whose first performance 
I conducted in Abingdon twenty-five years 
after it was written (Buxton came to hear it 
with much pleasure). He composed a one-act 
opera, The Wager (1961), and seven song-
cycles. But he also wrote much for a variety

Notes on the music



the Graham in question being one John de 
Graham, a companion of William Wallace who 
had died in 1298. Orr's setting begins with an 
energetic, spiky, freely chromatic instrumental 
introduction, not unlike the music found in 
his First Piano Trio of twenty years later and 
consistent with his language throughout his 
life. This oscillates with slower, more reflective, 
lamenting passages using a text from William 
Dunbar’s ‘Of Life’. In contrast the lyrical, almost 
Brittenesque second song sets a surprisingly 
romantic poem by James I of Scotland, the 
poet describing falling in love at first sight with a 
woman who is the ‘freshest yongë flowere that 
ever I saw’, and whom he later thinks might 
even be a goddess – ‘Or are ye god Cupides 
own princess?’ The clarinet intertwines lovingly 
around the voice throughout.

The third song, acting as a scherzo, with words 
collected by Robert Burns for publication in 
Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum, is fast and 
light with scurrying string parts; ‘Tibbie Fowler 
o’ the glen’ has at least forty male admirers, 
all of whom she ignores (though the poet 
pointedly observes that if she didn’t have 
any money, things would be rather different). 
Burns and Johnson also printed ‘When first 
I came to be a man’, the words by the Revd 
John Skinner, an eighteenth-century Episcopal 
minister in Aberdeenshire. Orr’s pastoral clarinet 
introduction perhaps represents the young man 
who ‘when I was alone … tuned my pipe and 

pleased myself’. He looks for a lover, somehow 
inevitably named ‘Phillis’, but he finds her ‘cold 
as stone’ – so the legato lines are removed and 
we return to the bright articulated rhythms of the 
opening. The narrator is disappointed by a new 
friend, and the study of books he finds useless, 
but his pipe gives him the most consolation. Orr 
punctuates this witty text with a high-octane 
counterpoint and a constantly shifting harmonic 
palette, which act as an ideal musical explanation 
of the ‘young man’s fancy’.

The Ballad of Mr & Mrs Discobbolos is 
dated 1970. Edward Lear’s poem, though 
apparently light-hearted and ‘nonsensical’, 
cruelly satirises a family which self-destructs, 
believing that their lives could be in constant 
danger. The harmonic language is freely tonal 
and the song was originally written for Wilfred 
Brown, a fine tenor who died too young in 
1971, and the guitarist John Williams. The 
piano realisation is quite brilliant, and the 
music has a suitably witty and electric energy: 
although it can be seen to be, in part at least, 
in A major/F sharp minor it is also prickly and 
distinctly clever in its accumulated creation of 
anxiety and atmosphere.

I came to know Buxton Orr when he was 
teaching at the Guildhall School of Music & 
Drama. He gave a two-hour weekly session 
to the so-called ‘Advanced Composers’ 
postgraduate course (which I took in 1974–5), 
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If you think that the double bass has a rather 
restricted range of potential colours, then Orr 
proves you quite wrong: he creates a virtuoso 
bass part using practically every technical 
device available. Each song is uniquely 
characterised by a wide variety of expressive 
possibilities; in addition there are some 
aleatoric passages, all of which produces a 
work of startling originality. 

The poet observes a motley but instantly 
recognisable series of visitors including first a 
woman ‘wearing the neon armour of virtue’. 
The third visitor, to the accompaniment of 
an out-of-tune minuet, can only speak of the 
mundane, like the birth of kittens and the 
slates off the roof. The fourth visitor attempts 
to cheer up his rather bewildered mother, the 
sixth demonstrates the ‘upholding presence’ 
of a sensitive and quiet female friend. As a 
result of a visit from the eighth visitor who looks 
‘infinitely more decayed, ill and infirm’ than the 
patient himself, the patient begins to recover, 
demonstrated by a festive double bass solo 
which leads into the penultimate visitor who, 
joyously, is simply ‘life’. But of life’s counterpart, 
the tenth visitor, the poet laconically observes 
that he (or if you like she) is ‘not usually named’.

Buxton Orr died suddenly on 27 December 
1997, when only in his mid-seventies, with, 
probably, much still to write. With an increasing 
interest in his work, most of which is available 

which was an often experimental class using 
improvisation to explore new ideas. Out of 
this arose the Guildhall New Music Ensemble, 
which thrives to this day. I recall also that 
Buxton had the occasional work performed in 
a lunchtime concert – The Painter’s Mistress 
was one such. It was composed in 1974, yet 
it is quite different in style to what he was 
teaching at the Guildhall. It uses a text by 
James Elroy Flecker, written from the position 
of the artist’s model for whom her lover’s 
hand, as it works on the canvas, seems to 
be caressing her body as well. It’s a sensitive 
setting, marked con intensità and based 
around the frequent rising fifth and fourth 
heard at the start, but rarely allowing itself to 
settle on a specific key. Appropriately, the voice 
and piano act as perfect foils and partners.

By 1986 Orr’s language had become even 
more freely lyrical, and one of his last works, 
Ten Types of Hospital Visitor, composed in 
that year, rather exemplifies the point. The 
drily witty text, another unusual choice, is 
by the Cornish poet Charles Causley, whom 
Buxton Orr knew. The setting is for voice and 
double bass, and it must be remembered 
that Orr’s best-known pupil, Barry Guy, was 
a jazz double bassist; a few years later he 
performed and recorded his teacher’s Duo for 
Baroque Violin and String Bass. Orr and Guy 
had been heavily committed to the London 
Jazz Orchestra, which continued until 1980. 



in clear editions which he himself prepared, 
it is to be hoped that more opportunities 
to hear it will be found not only through 
recordings such as this, but also through live 
performances, so that the true originality of 
his music might be experienced as widely 
as possible and he might take his place in 
the pantheon of important British twentieth-
century composers.

© 2017 Gary Higginson

Gary Higginson is a freelance composer, singer, 
writer and choral conductor. He has written over 
180 works in a wide variety of forms and has 
over forty works in print. As a student at the 
Guildhall School of Music & Drama, although a 
first-study singer, he was also a pupil of Edmund 
Rubbra, Patric Standford and Buxton Orr.
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The Airmen: songs by Martin Shaw  
Sophie Bevan soprano, Andrew Kennedy tenor, Roderick Williams baritone, 
Iain Burnside piano 
DCD34105

Despite a compositional career spanning both World Wars, remarkably little is 
known about Martin Shaw’s music. It has yet to enjoy the revival of interest that 
has benefited the legacies of close friends such as Ralph Vaughan Williams and 
John Ireland. Shaw’s songs range from the whimsical and effervescent to the 
deeply melancholic, and will be a revelation to many. In rescuing these gems from 
obscurity, Iain Burnside and his first-class singers have given new life to an unjustly 
neglected figure.

‘Their style is bold, diatonic and memorably melodic … These performances, with 
Burnside the immaculate accompanist, are exemplary’ 
— The Guardian, March 2012

Miracles: the music of Edward Harper 
David Wilson-Johnson baritone, Scottish Chamber Orchestra & Chorus / Garry 
Walker; Edinburgh Quartet 
DCD34069

Delphian’s first orchestral recording presents a richly imagined new choral 
symphony by Edward Harper, setting it alongside chamber works by this inventive 
and limpidly expressive composer. Harper’s music takes its place firmly within 
the British symphonic tradition, yet ranges wider still in its deeply felt response 
to human experience, from the nineteenth-century Dorset of William Barnes to a 
message of hope and reconciliation from the present-day Middle East. Coupled 
with chamber works for string quartet and for flute, cello and piano.

‘Its impact is immediate … combines moments of pastoral charm with heated 
anxiety’— The Scotsman, April 2008

‘The Three Folk Settings for string quartet are quite masterly in the way their 
allusions to familiar folk materials are framed: forcefully in “The Lowlands of 
Scotland”, poignantly in “The Ash Grove” and with great good humour in “Mairi’s 
Wedding”’ — Gramophone, July 2008

Also available on Delphian

From a city window: songs by Hubert Parry 
Ailish Tynan soprano, Susan Bickley mezzo-soprano, William Dazeley baritone, 
Iain Burnside piano 
DCD34117 

Recorded in the music room of Hubert Parry’s boyhood home, Highnam Court in 
Gloucestershire, this disc sees three of our finest singers shed illuminating light on 
an area of the repertoire that has rarely graced the concert hall in recent times. As 
English song came into full flower at the turn of the 20th century, Parry’s substantial 
contribution to the genre became buried. Iain Burnside and his singers rediscover 
what has been forgotten by historical accident – and what a treasure chest of 
song they have found! Still best known for two short choral works, Parry is at last 
undergoing something of a revival, and these beautiful performances return his 
songs to the heart of his output, where the composer always felt they belonged.

‘Ailish Tynan, Susan Bickley and William Dazeley sing them with ardour and 
sensibility, and Iain Burnside’s piano accompaniments are full of subtle insight’ 
— The Times, January 2013

The Shadow Side: contemporary song from Scotland 
Irene Drummond soprano, Iain Burnside piano 
DCD34099

For many years Irene Drummond has been the leading exponent of contemporary 
song in Scotland. With her partner Iain Burnside – peerless in this music – she 
offers here a fascinating snapshot of her repertoire. From the rarefied sparseness 
of James MacMillan to the sustained luminosity of Paul Mealor and the emotionally 
charged dramatic outbursts of John McLeod, The Shadow Side explores a world of 
half-lights and brittle intensity.

‘… soprano Irene Drummond at her most breathtakingly stellar and seductive’ 
—The Herald, June 2011

‘Iain Burnside shares the credit for performances of total focus’ 
— BBC Music Magazine, October 2011



Eddie McGuire: Entangled Fortunes 
Red Note Ensemble 
DCD34157 

Eddie McGuire is one of Scotland’s greatest living composers. A renaissance 
man, his compositional voice is informed by a broad wealth of cultural 
experience and by an unlimited melodic creativity. In this intensely beautiful 
and unpretentious music, folk-like tunes appear naturally, taking their place 
in a world of invention large enough to contain minimalist gestures, intense 
romanticism, meditative silence and sudden drama. In the second of two 
discs programmed to initiate their new recording partnership with Delphian, 
Red Note Ensemble bring passion and care to this music – a token of the 
regard in which McGuire is held by Scottish musicians of all generations.

‘Red Note is the ideal ensemble to champion McGuire’s folk-rich music: the 
players shift between silvery laments, robust dances and angular squalls in a blink’ 
— The Guardian, July 2015

Robert Crawford: String Quartets 1–3  
Edinburgh Quartet 
DCD34091 

Delphian’s second disc of chamber music by Robert Crawford was released 
shortly before his death in January 2012, aged 86, and pays fitting tribute to 
a composer whose long friendship with the Edinburgh Quartet ultimately 
brought him back to composition after three decades’ silence. Given here in 
characteristically vivid readings, these three fine works thus offer a fascinating 
overview of Crawford’s stylistic development; the second in particular, with its 
inspired wit and infectious musicality, deserves far greater renown.

‘Dedicated performances … a worthwhile release’ 
— Gramophone, February 2012

Also available on Delphian

William Sweeney: Tree o’ Licht 
Robert Irvine, Erkki Lahesmaa cellos, Fali Pavri piano 
DCD34113

Both musically impassioned and socially engaged, William Sweeney’s music is at 
its most eloquent when voiced by that most human of instruments, the cello. The 
player navigates a stormy electronic landscape in the Borges-inspired The Poet Tells 
of his Fame, while Schumann lies behind the powerfully argued Sonata for Cello 
and Piano, recipient of a 2011 BASCA British Composer Award. The Sonata bears a 
joint dedication to Delphian artist Robert Irvine and to Erkki Lahesmaa – ‘keepers’, 
as Sweeney calls them, ‘of the cello’s inner voice’ – and Irvine is joined by his 
Finnish colleague here in the 2008 duo The Tree o’ Licht, in which Gaelic psalmody 
is transmuted into deepest instrumental expressivity.

‘luminous … an intriguing combination of exploration and introspection’ 
— The Independent, August 2013

Rory Boyle: Music for solo piano; Phaethon’s Dancing Lesson 
James Willshire, Bartholdy Trio 
DCD34098

In Rory Boyle’s sixtieth year, virtuoso pianist James Willshire’s debut recording pays 
birthday tribute, exploring the full gamut of Boyle’s compositional personality – 
from the cragginess of his finely wrought Sonata to the intensely human lyricism of 
Tatty’s Dance, itself a sixtieth-birthday present for Boyle’s wife. Dancing is also the 
subject of Boyle’s Piano Trio No 2 (Phaethon’s Dancing Lesson), in which Willshire is 
joined by his fellow members of the Bartholdy Trio.

‘brilliantly sustained by [pianist] James Willshire … compelling listening’ 
— The Arts Desk, May 2011
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