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Capricci   

1 Bergamasca [1:44]
2 Xochipilli [2:02]
3 Siciliana [2:06]
4 Zortziko [2:14]
5 Galop [1:50]
6 Sprocket [1:44]
7 Taramasonata [2:26]
8 Fandango [1:09]
9 Brawl [2:32]

10 Courante [1:50]

Ricercari  

11 Invocazione (variation 1) [1:38]
12 Scherzo 1 [1:24]
13 Pensoso (variation 2) [2:47]
14 Caccia 1 [1:19]
15 Mesto (variation 3) [1:34]
16 Caccia 2 [1:21]
17 Alla turca (variation 4) [2:41]
18 Scherzo 2 [1:28]
19 Ruvido (variation 5) [2:06]

String Quartet  

20 I [8:16]
21 II [6:48]
22 III [6:44]

Kotetetete 

23 I Mormorante [2:44]

Total playing time [60:37]
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Capricci was commissioned by 
Dr Ian McKee and dedicated to 
Penny McKee on her birthday.



 ‘When I write music I am writing my 
autobiography. If I were to use words I would 
tell a pack of lies, but when I write music I find 
it impossible to lie. I give my view of the world 
and hope that from time to time it strikes a 
chord with others – that is all I ask.’

There was never any question but that Lyell 
Cresswell would be a composer. He was born 
into a Salvation Army family in Wellington 
that boasted, in his words, ‘generations of 
abstinence, religious fervour and music-
making’. His uncle wrote band music, so he 
speaks of being brought up in a brass band, 
surrounded by the knowledge that it was a 
completely normal thing to be a composer – 
you didn’t have to be dead. Victoria University 
opened up a wider musical world, under 
David Farquhar, Douglas Lilburn, Frederick 
Page; and in 1968, after graduating, he won 
a Commonwealth Scholarship to study with 
John Weinzweig at the University of Toronto. 
After two years back in New Zealand, he was 
accepted for a doctorate at the University of 
Aberdeen, and finally for study at the Institute 
of Sonology in Utrecht – learning ‘all sorts of 
systems’, as he describes it, but ultimately 
rejecting them all. In 1978, back in Britain and 
working as a music administrator in Cardiff – 
his last ‘regular job’ – he won the Ian Whyte 
Prize, an important milestone in his composing 
career. There followed a succession of resident 
fellowships at the universities of Edinburgh 

and Glasgow, five years in total, and he has 
remained a freelance composer based in 
Edinburgh ever since.  

 ‘Edinburgh is a beautiful city. It’s not too big 
but there’s plenty going on. It’s on the edge, 
which is the same thing that I enjoy about New 
Zealand: Edinburgh is on the edge of Europe, 
and New Zealand is on the edge of the world. 
And there are other connections too: the 
culture, even the landscape to a certain extent. 
I feel at home in both places.’

And yet he has always called himself a New 
Zealand composer. He visits NZ most years, 
usually for premieres in Auckland or Wellington 
and then doing a ‘progress’ through the 
country from Waiheke Island in the north to 
Dunedin in the south – Scottish immigrant 
country – staying with family, talking about the 
next projects and catching up with old friends. 

 ‘New Zealand is where I come from and where 
I was formed and it is important to me never 
to forget that. I’ve always been determined to 
keep my New Zealandness alive and never to 
lose that freshness, that characteristic New 
Zealand straightforward honesty.’ 

You could also say there is something 
peculiarly New Zealand about his music, 
something Cresswell himself recognises 
as different about his approach. ‘I don’t see 
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myself as British, and I don’t think my music 
sounds like British music generally speaking.’ 
It’s something to do with the dramatic 
landscape that sweeps you into a story and 
demands a dramatic emotional response; 
the easy proximity to the quiet and serenity 
of nature; the fresh air; the clarity of the light 
that shines in through his clear textures and 
structures, which are often complex and busy 
but never dense. 

It is a very individual style, instantly 
recognisable, that has brought him 
considerable success. The featured 
composer at many festivals worldwide 
(including Lyell Cresswell is Fifty in Glasgow 
and Lyell Cresswell at 60 in Edinburgh), he is 
widely commissioned on both sides of the 
world – by the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, 
Scottish Opera and the BBC on the one hand, 
and the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra, 
Auckland Philharmonia and Chamber Music 
New Zealand on the other – with a wide 
oeuvre that ranges from orchestral works 
to opera, songs (words remain a special 
fascination), instrumental works and an 
increasing body of chamber music.

 ‘In terms of planning, structure and 
organisation, there is not much difference 
between chamber music and orchestral music. 
With chamber music there is, of course, a 
greater feeling of intimacy, and a difference in 

how you treat the instruments and how you 
think about colour. Colour is as important to the 
musical argument as pitch and rhythm. As for 
the actual composing process, that emerges 
only gradually during the early stages of work, 
and the spark for a new piece can come in 
many different ways. Often it comes from 
previous work in which ideas have cropped 
up that seem to have potential for more 
development, or it can also come from other 
music or from literature or painting. Past that I 
can’t say. All I know is that once I get involved, 
the thing takes on a life of its own and tells me 
what to do. All I need to do is let it out.’

The first two works in this collection 
are inspired by the nature of research, 
experimentation and play. The first, Capricci, 
is a set of ten dances for string quartet that 
plays around with old dance forms and 
rhythms, gently subverting them so one 
is never entirely sure where the next step 
will lead. Time is an abiding fascination. 
Commissioned in 2014 by Edinburgh resident 
Dr Ian McKee for the birthday of his wife, 
Penny, the dances here range from the well 
known – such as the first, which Cresswell 
has used before – to the more exotic, which 
he discovered (a favoured technique) in 
a music dictionary, in this case working 
backwards from Z. Some titles are very 
characteristically his own! There were more 
than ten initially, the simpler dances first 



his own individual version of the unison line as 
the spirit moves. ‘The effect’, writes Cresswell, 
‘is unique: a long, strong tune comes through 
a maze of decoration, something like a Celtic 
knot pattern.’

This working of a long, ornamented line gave 
Cresswell the idea for the string quartet. 
Dedicated to his wife Catherine, a cellist 
and fellow Kiwi who has been his constant 
companion ever since the first overseas trip to 
Toronto – they met in Wellington as students 
– the original composition (commissioned in 
1981 by the New Town Concert Society and 
the University of Edinburgh’s Faculty of Music) 
marked their first ten years together and was 
originally in two parts, subdivided into a total 
of four movements. In 1999 Cresswell made 
substantial revisions, adding no new thematic 
material but condensing the original four 
movements down to three. He explains:

 ‘In the first movement long melodic lines 
become progressively ornamented until there 
is an agglomeration of ornaments, all traces of 
the melodic lines disappear, and the movement 
then relaxes with lines stripped of all 
ornamentation. In the second movement small 
cadenza-like passages for cello, viola, viola and 
cello (together) and the two violins (together) 
are swathed in bands of repeated notes. Finally, 
fast flurries of notes that echo the ornaments 
of the first movement accumulate around short 

the second time. ‘They’re all little forms of 
research,’ and what makes it more pungent is 
that the original images, tiny reproductions in a 
booklet that Bottarelli gave to Cresswell some 
thirty years ago,  were variations upon a theme 
themselves. He’s a close friend. More than 
that, they share an extremely similar aesthetic:

 ‘We sometimes talk about this and we feel that 
we’re on completely the same wavelength in 
our different forms. I find his paintings very 
moving: they’re romantic, in a way, they have 
so much depth and emotion and they’re often 
quite dark, they’re not at all a bundle of laughs. 
But then they are so beautifully crafted as well. 
There is always something to appreciate about 
the pattern and the lines and the texture even 
before you begin to admire the technique. It’s 
hard to actually put your finger on it, but there’s 
just something that grabs you.’

This is as close as Cresswell has ever come to 
actually describing his own music: his muse, 
his idiom, his voice.

The String Quartet has its origins in one of 
his first works, Salm – the work which won 
the Ian Whyte Prize and launched his career. 
It is based on the highly embellished tradition 
of Gaelic psalm-singing which emerged after 
the Reformation in the western Highlands and 
islands of Scotland: led by a precentor, with 
each singer in the congregation ornamenting 

from the 1980s – many of them outstandingly 
detailed, such as the Vesalius-inspired human 
anatomy made up entirely of demisemiquavers 
– and he finds patterns and colours a powerful 
creative and emotional stimulus, quoting 
Kandinsky: 

Colour is a power which directly influences the soul. 
Colour is the keyboard, the eyes are the hammer, the 
soul is the piano with many strings. The artist is the 
hands that play, touching one key or another to cause 
vibrations in the soul.

Ricercari is a set of nine short but related 
pieces, played without a break and inspired by 
Cresswell’s favourite living painter:

 ‘The noun ricercar or ricercare (from the verb 
ricercare, “to seek or look for”) has been used 
for a wide variety of types of instrumental 
music. However, I have taken this title from 
a booklet of five small prints by the Italian 
painter Maurizio Bottarelli, and written five 
corresponding variations alternating with 
either a scherzo or caccia, and structured 
symmetrically around the fifth piece – Mesto – 
which can be seen as the theme.’

The second caccia is an inversion of the first, 
with the roles of the instruments reversed. 
The second scherzo is the same as the 
first scherzo with the roles again reversed, 
and involving different playing techniques 

performed by students at St Mary’s Music 
School, Edinburgh, but the present sequence 
constitutes the composer’s final selection.  
He describes them here:

 1  Bergamasca – a robust, earthy peasant dance 
from Bergamo with a simple ground bass. 

 2  Xochipilli – Aztec god of art, music, dance, 
poetry and flowers.

 3  Siciliana – a graceful country dance from Sicily 
with a lilting dotted rhythm.

 4  Zortziko – a Basque folk dance in 5/8 time with 
a repetitive dotted rhythm.

 5  Galop – a spirited, rustic and equine dance 
in 2/4 time.

 6  Sprocket – a tooth on a wheel to engage the 
chain: perhaps this is a round dance.

 7  Taramasonata – a salty, energetic Greek dance 
in 4/4 time.

 8  Fandango – a lively but gentle Spanish dance, 
in which a singer is accompanied by guitar 
and castanets.

 9  Brawl (or brawle, or branle, or bransle, or 
brangle, or brantie, or …) – a rustic round dance, 
or free-for-all.

 10  Courante – a fast dance with running steps.

If Capricci is a research into dance forms, 
then Ricercari, for violin and cello, is the 
composer’s foray into one of his favourite 
media, visual art. He would have been a painter 
if not a composer, he says, obvious to anyone 
who has seen his beautiful graphic scores 
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Laureate Award, an honorary doctorate 
from Victoria University of Wellington, and 
the Scottish Arts Council ‘Creative Scotland 
Award’ in his chosen home. In 2017–18, at 
the age of 73, he has enjoyed two concerto 
premieres and two CD releases in both 
hemispheres, and when asked what he is 
working on next he quotes Hokusai:

At seventy-three, I began to grasp the structures of 
birds and beasts, insects and fish, and of the way 
plants grow. If I go on trying, I will surely understand 
them still better by the time I am eighty-six, so that 
by ninety I will have penetrated to their essential 
nature. At one hundred, I may well have a positively 
divine understanding of them, while at one hundred 
and thirty, forty, or more I will have reached the stage 
where every dot and every stroke I paint will be alive. 
May Heaven, that grants long life, give me the 
chance to prove that this is no lie.

© 2018 Charlotte Wilson

Charlotte Wilson is a radio presenter and 
producer for Radio New Zealand, and hosts the 
contemporary music show ‘Sound Lounge’. 
Her writing includes work for Victoria University 
Press and Sounz, the Centre for NZ Music.

responsorial duos in the third movement, in the 
middle of which a slow line spreads through all 
four instruments and intensifies.’

Kotetetete was commissioned by Chamber 
Music New Zealand for the New Zealand 
String Quartet to perform at the City of London 
Festival in 2011. The title is te reo Māori for 
chattering – ‘the NZSQ always chatter away so 
much in rehearsals’ – and with the pleasing pun 
on the word ‘quartet’ this is one of those works 
where the title came before the music.

 ‘This is not one of my more straightforward 
works. I believe that the NZSQ is a quartet 
of exceptionally high quality, a quartet that 
can play anything, and I felt I could write 
quite demanding music as a kind of tribute 
or compliment to them.’

The work is in six short movements, of which 
just the first is heard here.

From a New Zealand perspective, Lyell 
Cresswell is our most successful and 
beloved expat composer, with a multitude of 
honours that include the APRA Silver Scroll 
for Contributions to NZ Music, the Sounz 
Contemporary Award, the Arts Foundation 
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Red Note Ensemble is Scotland’s 
contemporary music ensemble, 
commissioning and performing new 
music from Scotland and around the world. 
The ensemble was founded in 2008, 
and draws its members from the deep talent 
pool of Scottish new music expertise.

Within Scotland, Red Note has performed 
from the Outer Hebrides to the Borders, in 
concert halls, bothies, pubs, clubs and aircraft 
hangars, among other unusual settings. 
Within the wider UK and internationally, 
the Ensemble has a growing reputation, 
performing to great acclaim at festivals and 
venues in France, Germany, Belgium, Holland 
and Australia. The ensemble also undertakes 
an extensive programme of access, 
engagement and participation work, focusing 
particularly upon working with younger and 
older people, people with multiple disabilities, 
people living in areas of multiple deprivation, 
and also addressing inequalities of access 
and representation due to race/ethnicity 
and gender imbalances. Alongside this, Red 
Note undertakes an extensive performer and 
composer development programme within 
schools, universities and conservatoires 
nationally and internationally. 

Red Note’s work in 2017 includes tours of 
Scotland, collaborations with the National 
Theatre of Scotland, performances in Hull 
and London at the PRSF New Music Biennial, 
and opening the fortieth Huddersfield 
Contemporary Music Festival with a major 
new commission from James Dillon. Other 
new commissions for 2017 include works by 
Gareth Williams, Tom Butler, Benedict Mason, 
and a joint commission from Maja S.K. Ratkje 
and Kathy Hinde.

Red Note is Associate Contemporary 
Ensemble at the Royal Conservatoire 
of Scotland in Glasgow, an Associate Company 
of the Traverse Theatre Edinburgh and 
Associate Ensemble of the Sound Festival, 
Aberdeen. The ensemble is a Delphian 
recording artist, making its debut in 2015 with 
portrait discs of the highly respected Scottish 
composers John McLeod (DCD34155) and 
Eddie McGuire (DCD34157) and following 
them up in 2016 with a double album 
(DCD34179) devoted to the compositions of 
Manchester-born, now Scots-resident pianist 
David Wilde.



John McLeod: Moments in Time 
Red Note Ensemble 
DCD34155

Increasingly acclaimed at home and abroad, Aberdeen-born John 
McLeod’s music bears all the hallmarks of exuberant colour and 
precisely imagined fantasy that his early associations with Lennox 
Berkeley and Witold Lutosławski would lead one to expect. Recorded 
during the composer’s eightieth-birthday year, this landmark collection 
brings together McLeod’s four mythological ‘songs’ – powerful 
dramatic scenes in which instruments are elevated to voice-like 
expression – and a further work which crystallises the theme of a single 
moment with a long expressive ‘shadow’.

 ‘Five arresting and resourceful works … This music, in turns dramatic, 
serene and – in The Song of Phryne – thoroughly erotic, is brilliantly 
performed’ — Sunday Times, May 2015

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

David Wilde: The Cellist of Sarajevo 
Red Note Ensemble 
DCD34179 (2 discs)

David Wilde – extraordinary pianist and musician, pupil of Franz 
Reizenstein and Nadia Boulanger – is the veteran of nine Delphian 
piano recordings, documenting his remarkable Indian summer as a 
performer. Now, the label turns to his compositional output: cellist 
Robert Irvine and his colleagues in Red Note Ensemble survey the 
works that emerged from Wilde’s ‘Bosnian’ period, when he travelled 
to besieged Sarajevo to help preserve the city’s cultural life, earning 
him the friendship of colleagues including the heroic members of the 
Sarajevo String Quartet. 

 ‘Communicates with the immediacy and authenticity of direct, lived 
experience … the results are truly memorable’ 
— Gramophone, January 2017

Songs and Lullabies: new works for solo cello 
Robert Irvine 
DCD34173

Inspired by the plight of disadvantaged and mistreated children 
around the world, Delphian artist Robert Irvine has commissioned 
18 new pieces for solo cello. As a musician who works at the heart of 
the English and Scottish scenes, he is able to draw on an impressive 
roster of friends and colleagues that includes some of the UK’s leading 
composers. From James MacMillan and Mark-Anthony Turnage to 
Sally Beamish and Australian-born Jane Stanley, each of them has 
contributed a short solo piece, drawing out the cello’s most lyrical 
aspects, while Irvine’s own startling alertness to the finest expressive 
nuance further enhances this unique recording project.

 ‘Irvine responds to each piece with the same sincerity, imagination and 
technical assurance; lovely playing, captured in warm, natural sound’  
— Gramophone, November 2016

Also available on Delphian
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